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    The Vampire movie came first - the girl died in a welter of blood as the vampire bit clean through her jugular…

    The Inquisition came next - the victim confessed all as the spider crawled over her naked body…

    Then came the story of the Ax-man…

    This was the horror-movie series to end them all. Cinema buffs particularly admired the grainy, amateurish camera work - it suggested the action was the real thing. But it couldn't be - could it?
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    Out - out are the lights - out all!

    And, over each quivering form,

    The curtain, a funeral pall

    Comes down with the rush of a storm.

    While the angels, all pallid and wan.

    Uprising, unveiling, affirm

    That the play is the tragedy 'Man',

    And its hero the Conqueror Worm.

    -Edgar Allan Poe, 'The Conqueror Worm'

    


PROLOGUE



    

    'You sure it's not haunted?' Ray asked.

    The weathered, Victorian house cast a shadow over its weedy yard and Ray's Trans Am.

    'Wouldn't that be rich?' Tina said. 'I've never seen a ghost.'

    'This may be your big opportunity.' Ray reached for the door handle, but hesitated and looked again out the windshield. He gnawed his lower lip.

    'Would you rather not stay here?' Tina asked. 'I mean, just because Todd offered to let us use it, we aren't obliged to stay. We could go someplace else if you want. A motel or something.'

    'I guess this is all right,' Ray said.

    'It's just old. He told me not to expect too much. He bought it as a fixer-upper.'

    'When's he planning to start?'

    Tina smiled. 'It might be wonderful, once we get inside.'

    'I don't like those bars in the windows.'

    'He's had a few problems with vandals.'

    'So remote, out here I hope there's not a fire. An old place like this, it'd go up like paper. And those bars… I don't know, Tina. The place rubs me wrong.'

    'You've seen too many movies, that's your problem.'

    'Think so?'

    'Let's at least have a look inside.'

    'Why not.'

    They climbed from the car. In the shade, the breeze from the ocean felt chilly on Tina's bare skin. She pulled the back of the seat forward, and leaned into the car.

    'Let's just leave the groceries and stuff till we've had a chance to look around.'

    'I'm getting my blouse,' Tina said. She found it wadded behind the picnic basket they used at the beach, and tugged it free.

    Ray made a mocking pout as she put it on.

    She grinned. 'I don't want the ghosts to see me in my bikini,' she said.

    'Nothing worse than a horny ghost,' Ray agreed.

    As she buttoned the blouse, Ray slipped a hand inside the seat of her bikini shorts. Her skin was moist from the damp swimsuit. His warm, dry hand felt good.

    He started to take it out.

    'Oooo, don't stop.'

    He removed his hand, and patted her rump. 'Tempis is fighting. Let's have that look inside, and get going, it's a long drive to the nearest motel.'

    'Maybe you'll just love it here.'

    'Well, the price is certainly right. Have you got the key?'

    'Right here.' She lifted her handbag off the car floor, and slung the strap over her shoulder.

    They started across the overgrown yard.

    'I think it's rather quaint,' Tina said.

    'It is that, I suppose.'

    They climbed half a dozen stairs to a roofed porch that extended along the entire front of the house. As Tina reached into her handbag, she saw the door's heavy brass knocker-a skull.

    'That's Todd for you,' she said, grinning. 'It's no wonder he bought the place. It's so him.'

    Ray didn't look amused. 'What's Todd; a ghoul?'

    'He's really rather nice.'

    'Is he?'

    She hunted for the key, face toward the door to hide her grin. Ray could be so childish, sometimes. It was fun to bait him, but she knew she'd better back off. If she went too far, he might start his silent treatment.

    She found the key. 'Ready?'

    'As I'll ever be.'

    She pushed it into the keyhole, and turned it. A bolt clacked back. She pushed the door open, enjoying the groan of its hinges.

    'Naturally they squeak,' Ray muttered.

    'We oughtta spray this sucker with WD-40 before we go. That's fix his wagon.'

    That brought a grin from Ray.

    It's all right now, she thought.

    She stepped into the dim foyer, glimpsed someone beside her, and lurched back. She collided with Ray.

    Laughing, he caught her in his arms. 'So who's the nervous one?' he asked, and nodded toward the wall mirror. 'Jumping at your own reflection.'

    She snapped the waistband of his swimming trunks.

    'Big deal,' she said. Then she turned away from him, and looked around. 'The place is rather dismal,' she admitted.

    Ray flicked a switch. A ceiling light came on. 'At least there's electricity.'

    Tina moved to the front of the staircase. The steps were narrow and steep. At a landing, halfway up, they angled to the right and vanished. 'The bedroom's probably up there.' she said.

    'You go ahead. I'll wait here.'

    'Ha, ha, ha.'

    'Do you want me to lead the way?'

    'If you please.'

    He shut the front door, and started up the stairs ahead of her. 'Watch out,' he warned. 'Mirror ahead.'

    She yanked his trunks.

    'Don't!' He grabbed them at his knees. 'Want me to trip?'

    'Then don't be such a wiseguy.'

    'Sorry, sorry,' he said, pulling them up.

    'Nice ass,' Tina remarked.

    'Thank you.'

    'Cracked, though.'
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    At the top of the stairs, they came to a narrow hallway. The only windows, at each end, were hung with heavy red drapes.

    'Charming,' Tina said.

    'Your friend's a great decorator.' Ray found a light switch. Dim bulbs came alive in sconces along the walls.

    He tried a door. It was locked. 'Great,' he muttered. 'Hope that isn't the john.'

    He tried a door on the other side of the hall, and glanced at Tina as the knob turned. He pushed the door open. The room was bare.

    Tina shrugged. 'He's got an austere taste in furniture.'

    'I'll say.'

    They found two more empty rooms, then the bathroom.

    'We're in luck,' Tina said.

    They stepped inside. When she saw the enormous tub, she smiled with delight. 'Oh, this is great.'

    'No shower.'

    'But look at the size of that! Look, it's even got legs. Must be a real antique. Boy, I can't wait!'

    'You don't really want to stay here!'

    'Let's see if there's a bedroom.'

    'If there's no bedroom, can we leave?'

    'Then we can leave.'

    They left the bathroom. Tina hurried ahead of Ray and opened the last door on the right. 'Voila!'

    'Shit,' Ray muttered. He came up the hall, and looked in.

    'Now this isn't so shabby, is it?'

    'It's all right,' Ray admitted.

    Tina kicked off her sandals and walked across the soft thickness of the carpet. 'Ain't shabby at all.' She hopped onto the king-sized bed and marched on its mattress, surveying the long dresser, the armoire, and her own image in the big wall mirrors.

    Ray watched her, a grin slowly coming to his face.

    'I think this'll do just fine,' she said. 'Don't you?'

    'It's not bad.'

    'Better than some dippy motel, right?'

    'Right.'

    She flopped backwards and sprawled on the mattress.

    Smiling languidly, she opened the buttons of her blouse.

    'Maybe we'd better take a look downstairs,' Ray said.

    'Right now?' Slipping off the blouse, she rolled onto her belly. She pressed herself against the soft quilt. Reaching back, she untied her bikini top.

    'Right this moment?' she drawled.

    And grinned at the warm touch of Ray's hands.
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    Tina eased away from Ray's warm, sleeping body. She was reluctant to leave the bed but the room was nearly dark and she was hungry. Ray would probably wake up famished. It'd be nice if she had supper on the stove when he got up.

    If there is a stove.

    She slipped out of bed, picked up her blouse, and stepped silently over to a window. Through the grill-work, she looked down at Ray's car. She could just bring in the grocery bags, and let the luggage wait.

    They'd better bring in the suitcases soon, though.

    A thick, gray bank of fog was rolling in from the coast. It already hung in the trees near the highway. When it got here, they would want heavier clothes.

    She stepped away from the window and glanced at Ray. He was still asleep, his tanned back dark against the white sheets. She slipped into her sandals. Carrying her blouse, she went to the door.

    Before stepping into the hallway, she looked both ways. She caught herself doing it, and rolled her eyes. What'd she expect, for Christsake, traffic?

    She started down the hall toward the stairs. Ray had left the lights on. The candle-like bulbs in the wall sconces weren't very bright. They made a menagerie of dim shadows as she walked down the hall, shadows within shadows, overlapping and chasing one another along both walls. Watching them, she flapped her arms and twirled. The shadows went crazy. She kicked and spun, swinging her blouse wildly overhead.

    A low, moaning sound jerked her to a stop. She stood motionless near the stairway, listening.

    The sound, she thought, had come from behind the door-the first door at the top of the stairs, the one they'd found locked.

    Feeling suddenly timid and vulnerable, she put on her blouse. She buttoned it, her eyes fixed on the door.

    Her hand tightened around the knob.

    What if it's not locked now? she thought.

    She pulled her hand away.

    She backed up, watching the door, a tightness clutching her stomach as she half expected it to swing open. Then she turned from it and rushed to the bedroom.

    'Ray?' she called into the darkness. Her hand searched the inside wall for a light. 'Ray!'

    'Huh?'

    She found it, and snapped it. A bright light came on above the bed. Ray sat up, squinting.

    'What're you doing?' he asked.

    She hurried forward. 'Let's get out of here.'

    'I thought-'

    'I heard something.'

    He threw aside the sheet, sat on the edge of the bed, and reached for his swimming trunks on the floor. 'What'd you hear?' he asked, pulling them on.

    'Sounded like a moan.'

    'Jesus!'

    'Could've been my imagination, I guess.'

    'But what if it wasn't?'

    'I know.' Flinging through the sheets and blankets, she found her bikini. She climbed off the bed and stepped quickly into the brief pants. She stuffed the top into her handbag, and hurried after Ray.

    He stopped in the doorway.

    'Where'd you hear it?' he asked.

    'The end of the hall. By the stairs. I think it's in the room with the locked door.'

    'Christ, that means we've gotta go past it!'

    'Maybe it was nothing.'

    'Let's run. We'll run right by, and down the stairs, and out.' He took his car keys from the small, side pocket of his trunks. 'Ready?'

    'I guess.'

    'Okay, let's go!'

    He burst ahead of her into the hallway. Tina ran hard, trying to catch up, but Ray was a dozen feet in front of her when the door near the stairway flew open.

    A man leaped out, black cape billowing, fangs bared.

    



CHAPTER ONE



    

    'Heads, You Lose. It's playing at the Haunted Palace, over near Lincoln. You know, the theater that was closed for so long. It used to be the Elsinore.'

    Connie nodded. She remembered the Elsinore. She'd gone there many times, before it closed. It was an old place, built in the days long before they made theaters like lecture halls-long and low and sterile, three or six to a building. This one's interior had ivy covered walls like a castle, battlements and turrets, and a high blue ceiling speckled with stars. It had been well named. The Elsinore. Hamlet's castle.

    'Can I go with you?' Connie asked.

    'If you want,' Dal said. 'It's not the kind of movie you like, though. I've heard it's awfully gory.'

    'Well…' He wants to go alone, she thought. She forced herself to smile. 'You're probably right. You go on ahead.'

    'You sure?' he asked.

    He wants it definite. His conscience must be bothering him, though not enough to make a difference.

    'Yeah,' she said. 'I'm sure. I wanted to wash my hair tonight, anyway.'

    'Well, okay,' he said, sounding reluctant.

    'What time's it over?'

    'I ought to be home by midnight. It's a double feature.' He kissed her quickly, and she smelled the scent of the cologne she'd given him for his birthday.

    'You'll be the best-smelling guy at the movies,' she told him.

    For an instant, he looked flustered. 'Oh yeah, that.'

    'Bring me some candy?'

    'Sure.'

    'Good 'n Plenty.'

    'Okay, if they have it. See you later.'

    'Have fun. And don't get too scared.'

    'Me?' He winked, and left.
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    Connie stood by the door, disappointed and wondering what to do with herself. It seemed strange, having to face a night alone. Strange and sad, almost like the times before Dal.

    Which hadn't been so long ago, really. They'd met only six months before, and he'd moved in two months after that. They'd been together almost every night since then.

    Well, he deserved a night on his own. She shouldn't mind. It's healthy to be alone sometimes.

    He's with people all day long, at work. Forced to be polite to everyone, including the creeps who come into the store from time to time-creeps he told her about through taut lips, his eyes narrow with anger.

    Connie had none of that. Alone in her apartment all day with her typewriter, she met only creeps of her own devising. She dealt with them ruthlessly, and enjoyed it. By three o'clock, though, she was used up. The next three hours, she spent in solitary waiting.

    Waiting to see the face of another human being, the only face that mattered much in her life anymore.

    She crossed the apartment to her bedroom, and began to undress for a bath.

    I spend my days in solitary, she mused, while Dal's among the madding crowd. At night, we each need a different cure.

    I shouldn't hold it against him if he wants time by himself. I shouldn't feel rejected.

    But I do.

    Her satin robe felt soft on her bare skin. She tied its belt, and went into the bathroom. As the tub filled, she let the robe fall away. She stepped into the water. It wrapped around her ankles, almost too hot. It stung, at first, when she sat down.

    The tub filled. She turned off the faucets. With a sigh, she eased herself backwards. The water rose over her, hot and soothing, until only her face and upthrust knees remained above the surface.

    This is not so bad, she thought.

    She shut her eyes.

    Better than sitting in a cramped, stuffy movie theater. A lot better than that.
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    Dal drove past the Haunted Palace, and kept on driving. The steering wheel was slick in his sweaty hands. The armpits of his shirt were soaked.

    Well damn, she was worth sweating over! He'd never seen a woman he wanted so much.
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    When she strolled into Lane Brothers that afternoon, Dal couldn't take his eyes off her. She walked toward him, a creamy, pleated skirt caressing her legs, her breasts obviously bare under a loose, velour top that trembled, just slightly, as she moved. Lush, brown hair swung at her shoulders. It brushed the sides of a face so striking that Dal ached.

    She stopped in front of him. He stared into her green, clear eyes.

    'May I help you?' he asked.

    'Yes,' she said, and paused as if to let him savour the liquid whisper of her voice. 'I want a man's cologne.'

    'Anything in particular?' he asked.

    'I want it masculine, but subtle.'

    He nodded. 'Would you like to step over this way?'

    Moving sideways towards the counter, he let his eyes drop to the woman's hands. She wore no wedding ring.

    'We have a new fragrance called Ram. It's quite popular.'

    'I like what you're wearing.'

    He smiled and blood rushed to his face. 'My cologne?'

    'Yes.'

    'It's…' He cleared his throat, 'it's called Rawhide. It's new from-'

    'Let me,' she said. Fingertips lightly touching his chest, she leaned toward him. Her face moved close to his neck. He felt her breath. 'Yes,' she said. 'This is just what I want.'

    He licked his dry lips. 'Will there be anything else?' he asked.

    'Yes.' Her lips brushed his neck, and she whispered, 'You.'
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    Thinking back as he drove toward her house, Dal could hardly believe it had happened. It was almost like a dream.

    Damn lucky I didn't faint, he thought. He laughed nervously.

    All day long, he'd relived those moments with her, analyzed them, wondered at times if it was only a hideous, cruel joke. But who would pull a stunt like that?

    No, it couldn't be a joke. It had to be real.

    Had to be!

    Please God, let it be real.

    Waiting at a stop light, he took out his wallet and found the slip of paper with her name and address: Elizabeth Lassin, 522 Altina. He put it back.

    Altina Road was halfway up a wooded hillside of the Highland Estates, a plush area north of town, an area way out of his financial range.

    Not necessarily out of Connie's, though. She could easily afford one now. If her next steamy historical romance ('rape epics', she called them) sold like the others, she'd start looking in this vicinity.

    Dal had planned to stick with her-marry her, if necessary.

    Until today.

    Until Elizabeth.

    Lovely Elizabeth. For her, he would gladly give up Connie. God, what wouldn't he give up, for her?

    For even one night with her.

    For even one hour!

    He found the address, and swung into a long, circular driveway. As he drove toward the lighted veranda, he gazed at the house. It looked like a southern plantation house-scaled down a bit, but nonetheless elegant. A fitting home for a woman like Elizabeth.

    He parked. He climbed from his car. He walked toward the door. He reached toward the lighted doorbell button.

    And stopped.

    Bet she doesn't live here, he thought. Gave me the address as a joke. Get the guy worked up, toy with him, lots of laughs.

    Damn her! If she did a shitty thing like that…!

    He jabbed the doorbell.

    It rang.

    God, this probably is her house!

    He rubbed his sweaty hands on his pants legs.

    She'll probably laugh at me.

    Christ, why didn't I bring her something? Flowers, wine…

    'Cause I'm a klutz.

    Oh shit, why didn't I…?

    The door opened and she stood in the dimly lighted foyer, her bare feet on the marble floor, her body draped in a white chiffon dress that hung on her like a wispy veil, the mild breezes shifting it against her skin. Her lips were moist and slightly open, her eyes intense, almost fierce.

    'Kiss me,' she said.

    I'm dreaming, Dal thought, and stepped across the threshold.

    



CHAPTER TWO



    

    The line in front of the Haunted Palace moved swiftly once the box office opened. Pete Harvey shuffled forward. Brit stuck close, a hand inside the back pocket of his jeans, a breast pushing softly against his arm.

    She was a bit clingy for Pete's taste, but he let her. If a gal clings, she has a reason. She's just more afraid, than some, of getting left behind.

    At the ticket window, he bought two tickets from a teenaged girl with straight black hair and white make-up. Supposed to look like a vampire, he supposed. She wore a black T-shirt with the logo, BEWARE OF SCHRECK.

    'Your hairdresser?' Pete asked.

    The girl laughed. 'It's a wig, and itchy as hell.'

    Pete moved along. He gave the tickets to a fat man in red-stained pants and undershirt, a nylon stocking over his head. His face, pale and weirdly mashed, looked grotesque enough to make Pete uneasy.

    'Isn't he a charmer?' Brit whispered, 'I think he's overdoing it.' She hugged Pete's arm. 'Scared you, didn't he?'

    'He looks like someone I used to know.'

    'Oh?'

    Pete nodded, and wished he hadn't brought it up. 'How about some popcorn, or Bon Bons, or something?'

    'Do you think I dare?'

    'You're skin and bones.'

    She leaned against him, nudging him again with that breast. 'Do you prefer your women plump?'

    'Plump and juicy. I'm having popcorn and a Pepsi, how about you?'

    'I'll have a hot dog.'

    Pete laughed. 'Are you serious?'

    'A plump, juicy hot dog.' She licked her lips. 'I can almost taste it now.'

    He bought the snacks from another pale girl in a Schreck T-shirt.

    

***



    

    The auditorium was dimly lit.

    'Hey, it looks like a castle,' Brit said.

    'The Haunted Palace.'

    'Pretty neat.'

    'Where do you want to sit?' Pete asked.

    'A little closer, I think.'

    'An aisle seat all right? I like to stretch out my legs.' He switched to his W. C. Fields voice. 'Trip the little bastards as they toddle by.'

    'Oh, you're terrible!'

    'It's better than my Bogart.'

    'That's not…' Laughing, she shook him by the arm.

    'Don't rip it off.'

    'Come on.' She pulled him toward a seat.

    He went along with her, amused but irritated. If he saw more of her, after tonight, he would have to straighten her out on a few items. For now, though, he wouldn't try to criticize her unless she got unbearable. Dragging him like a leashed dog nearly qualified, but he held off.

    'Are these all right?' she asked, once they were seated.

    'Fine.'

    She unwrapped her hot dog. 'Now, tell me. Who did the fat man remind you of?'

    'He reminded me of the bird. The black bird, and a beautiful dame, and-'

    'Right, your Bogart stinks.'

    The lights dimmed, saving Pete from a reply.

    On the screen, he saw a fog-shrouded forest. A terrible scream brought silence to the theater. Something moved among the trees. Slowly, the dim figure of a man appeared. He limped forward through the fog.

    The fat man who'd taken the tickets.

    He wore the same tan slacks, the same sleeveless T-shirt. They streamed with blood. In his right hand, he held a hatchet dripping gore. A nylon stocking distorted his face.

    'Good evening,' he said. 'Welcome to the Haunted Palace.'

    'Freaky,' Brit whispered.

    'I am your host, Bruno Blood.'

    Laughter in the audience.

    'Each night, I shall bring you a feast of hideous delights, tales of horror to make you cringe and scream. You'll see all the best in grisly entertainment. Not only the latest gems of satanic morbidity, but also the great classics of the past. In weeks to come, I shall bring you such fare as Halloween, Freaks, The Hills Have Eyes, Rabid, The Texas Chain Saw Massacre, and The Night of the Living Dead.'

    Whistles and applause greeted his announcement. He held up his bloody hatchet for silence, as if he foresaw the audience reaction.

    'Plus!' he bellowed. In a soft and menacing voice, he continued. 'Plus a special treat available only at the Haunted Palace. Each night, in addition to the regular features, you'll witness the evil, delicious exploits of Otto Schreck, the madman-a new depravity each and every week.'

    The audience roared with yells, whistles, and applause. A lot of regulars, Pete figured.

    'Schreck must be quite a guy,' Brit whispered in his ear.

    Pete shrugged.

    'And now,' Bruno said, 'prepare yourself for tonight's show. Sit back, take hold of a friendly hand, and…' He grinned. 'Don't look to see who is sitting behind you.'

    The audience went wild as Bruno turned, and slowly limped away until he vanished in the fog.

    The screen went dark.

    'Is Schreck first?' asked a girl behind Pete.

    'It's after the feature,' a boy whispered. 'Heads, You Lose first, then Schreck, then Nightcrawlers.'

    'Three?'

    'Schreck's a short. Ten, fifteen minutes. Just wait, though. It'll be fabulous.'

    The first movie started. Brit tossed her hot dog wrapper to the floor, grinned at Pete, and squeezed his thigh.

    



CHAPTER THREE



    

    Taking Dal's hand, Elizabeth led him down the hallway to a bedroom. She pushed the door shut.

    The room was dark except for lights from the pool in back.

    'Isn't it lovely?' she said. 'We'll go swimming later, if you like.'

    He watched her walk across the carpet and open the sliding glass door. A breeze entered the room, stirring her gown. The lights from the pool passed through it, making the material nearly transparent. Breathless, Dal gazed at the dark, slender shape of her legs and buttocks.

    'You're beautiful,' he whispered.

    She looked over her shoulder, turning slightly, her breasts visible through the veil of fabric. 'Come here,' she said.

    He stepped toward her.

    She turned to him. 'Don't move,' she said. Slowly, her fingers opened the buttons of his shirt. Her hands slipped inside, and lightly caressed his chest.

    She drew the shirt off him. Her mouth brushed his chest, kissing, licking his nipples, as her hands unfastened his pants. When they were loose, she reached inside.

    Dal moaned at the cool touch.

    'You're so big.' Elizabeth murmured. 'So big and hard.' She knelt, sliding the pants down his legs. Her tongue stroked the underside of his shaft. Its touch nearly set him off.

    He stepped back.

    'What's wrong?'

    'Nothing,' he gasped. 'Nothing. It's just… too much. I don't want to… not so fast.'

    'There'll be more,' she said. Reaching out, she clutched his buttocks. She pulled him forward, and licked, and sucked him deeply into her mouth.

    

***



    

    Connie, alone in her apartment, felt restless. After bathing, she washed her hair and put it in curlers. That took little more than an hour.

    She heated up coffee, carried it into the living-room, and tried to read. Though her eyes moved over the words, her mind kept wandering.

    To Dal.

    She felt cheated, being left alone this way. Especially on a Friday night.

    Ever since high school, Friday nights had been a time for dating and fun, a time for football games, dances in the gym, parties, bowling, movies, or just bumming around with her friends on the lookout for a good time. Friday nights brought a terrible urgency for freedom after a week of confinement, a need to get out and do something.

    Here I am, she thought.

    Alone, at home, hair in curlers-stuck here on Friday night with nothing to do but bemoan my outcast fate.

    She would never allow Sandra Dane such a miserable situation. Sandra Dane, the beautiful raven-haired mistress of White Oak plantation, wouldn't sit here grumbling. She'd rush out to the stables, and mount her stallion, and ride wildly through the moonlit countryside, the wind in her face.

    She wouldn't go out in curlers, though.

    Connie got up from the couch. Taking off her robe, she went into the bedroom.

    Where'll I go? she wondered. Since I don't have a stallion…

    A nice, long walk.

    She opened a dresser drawer, and pulled out her blue warm-up suit.

    Seven-Eleven's open all night.

    She stepped into her pants. They felt soft and snug.

    It's pretty far away, she thought, but right on Pico. A heavily travelled boulevard like Pico shouldn't be very dangerous, even at night.

    She put on the jacket of her warm-up suit, zipped it halfway up, and regarded herself in the mirror.

    That's how Sandra Dane would wear it, she thought.

    Sandra, of course, is rape-prone.

    Rape-prone. Shit. Not funny at all.

    Bending down to tie her shoes, she saw her jacket bulge open, revealing her entire left breast.

    No way.

    She zipped it to her throat, and headed for the door. With her handbag slung over her shoulder, she stepped outside.

    From the balcony, she saw that someone on the ground floor was having a party. All the other apartments, she imagined, were deserted.

    People out enjoying themselves.

    As she trotted down the stairs, she pulled up the hood of her jacket to hide her curlers.

    Fine way to spend a Friday night, she thought.

    I should've gone with Dal, whether he wanted me or not.
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    Elizabeth bent over the bed, and pulled back the covers. She lay down on the white sheet, her arms and legs outstretched.

    'This time,' she said, 'I want to look at you.'

    One of her arms curled toward the headboard. Directly over the bed, a light came on-a low-hanging light like those Dal had seen over pool tables. Though it left the rest of the room in shadow, it cast soft light on the bed, and on Elizabeth.

    Dal climbed onto the end of the bed. He crawled slowly, sliding his hands up the smoothness of her spread legs as he looked at her. At her solemn, intense eyes, at the painful beauty of her face. At her slim neck, and the hollows above the bows of her collar bones. At breasts, so full when she was upright, now low against her chest, pulled by gravity and her arms stretched overhead. The nipples looked almost brown. He fingered the firm, rumpled skin. Elizabeth squirmed. He moved his fingers down the softness of her breasts and along her ribs, and over a pale ridge of skin.

    A scar.

    Six inches long, running diagonally down her belly.

    Dal drew his finger gently along it.

    'Operation?' he asked.

    'Without the benefit of a surgeon,' she said.

    'What do you mean?'

    'My husband, bless his heart, opened me up with a carving knife.'

    'My God,' Dal muttered.

    'He thought I'd been unfaithful.' She folded her hands behind her head, and frowned toward the ceiling. 'He was such a jealous man. He was far older than me, and incredibly wealthy, so he concluded that I'd only married him for his money. Which wasn't true at all. I loved him, I truly did, even when he made my life unbearable.

    'The harder I tried to convince him of that, though, the more certain he grew of my infidelity. He followed me, he eavesdropped. He saw proof everywhere, in everything I did. At one point, he hired a private investigator, then accused the investigator of having an affair with me.'

    'It must've been horrible,' Dal said.

    'It wasn't pleasant. He beat me constantly. With fists, with his belt. His favourite whip was an extension cord.'

    'Why didn't you leave him?'

    'I loved him. I always believed that someday, somehow, he would finally come to realize he had no reason for his jealousy. But it didn't work out that way.'

    She propped herself up on her elbows, and stared into the darkness.

    'One night, he tried to kill me. It was our sixth anniversary. I'd given the housekeeper the day off, so we could be alone. I expected him home at seven. He was a lawyer, and very successful, as you can see from all this. I realized, sometime around six, that we had no champagne. So I threw on some old clothes and drove over to Vendome. On the way, I saw an ambulance in my rearview mirror. I pulled off the road to let it pass. The shoulder was rough and littered with debris, and I think that's where I picked up the nail. I drove on to Vendome, and bought the champagne. But when I returned to the parking lot, my front right tire was flat. One of the clerks changed it for me. By the time I got here, though, Herbert was already waiting in a rage.

    'Here it was, our anniversary, and I only went out to do something nice for him, and he had the gall to accuse me of adultery. "Who were you fucking?"

    'I'd had it. I threw down the champagne bottles so they shattered all over the foyer. Herbert slapped me, and kept yelling, "Who? Who were you fucking!" '

    ' "I didn't catch his name," I said. "But he was young and handsome and hung like a horse."

    'Herbert turned away. I knew I'd hurt him, and I was glad. He'd finally gone too far. Then I heard him crying. He was in the kitchen, sobbing like his heart was broken. I went to him. His back was toward me. I put my hands on his shoulders. Before I could say a word, he turned around and slashed me with a knife.'

    Dal saw her eyes lower to the scar on her belly. She stared at it as she continued.

    'I ran. He chased me upstairs with that knife, but we had pictures on the wall. Framed portraits. At the top, I jerked one down and swung it at him. The comer of the frame hit him in the face, and he fell down the stairs.

    'I went to him, but he didn't move. He just lay there, staring up at me. The fall-it broke his neck.'

    'Did he die?' Dal asked.

    Reaching out, she took Dal's hand. She guided it to the slick wetness between her legs. 'Don't talk. Fuck me. Fuck me, now. Put your cock in me, and fuck me till I scream.'

    

***



    

    Connie enjoyed the long walk to the Seven-Eleven. It felt good to be out in the night air, walking briskly, sometimes slowing down to look at the window display of a closed store. At times, she forgot about Dal, forgot that he had abandoned her for a couple of horror movies.

    In the Seven-Eleven store, she stepped over to the rack of paperback books. She spun it, glancing at covers, until she found Barbary Rage, 'a lusty tale of passion on the high seas'. She flipped the front book forward, and saw only one behind it. Two left. Last week, there'd been four.

    Not bad, not bad.

    Someone tapped her shoulder. She swung around.

    'Oh, I'm sorry,' the young man said. He had a friendly smile and a pale, almost invisible moustache.

    'It's all right,' Connie said.

    'I thought you were somebody else.'

    'No, I'm just me.'

    He laughed. 'From the back you looked… well, I thought you were an old girlfriend.'

    'Sorry,' Connie said.

    The boy shrugged.

    She turned again to the book rack, and studied paperbacks for a minute. When she looked around, the boy was standing at the end of a long line, a six-pack of Michelob at his side.

    Must be older than he looks, she thought.

    He was still in line when she left the store. She crossed the street, and looked back. A girl in shorts and a halter top came out, a small sack in her hand.

    Connie walked away.

    Had the boy, she wondered, been trying to pick her up? If so, he hadn't been very persistent.

    Should've tried harder, pal.

    Tonight, I might have been willing. Serve Dal right.

    She kept walking. Farther and farther from the apartment. With no destination in mind until she remembered the liquor store next to Safeway. She might as well stop in there, see if they'd got her book in yet.

    She walked for blocks. Finally, she reached the liquor store. Hut she didn't go in. She stood on the sidewalk, staring across the intersection and down the next block at the lighted marquee of a movie theater.

    The Haunted Palace.

    

***



    

    Dal thrust and thrust, driving into her. She was wild under him, gasping, shoving up to meet his thrusts, fingers digging into his back. Their sweaty bodies slapped together.

    They rolled, and she was on top. He clutched her breasts, squeezed and mauled them. Her face was sweaty and contorted

    above him. She twisted, writhed as if trying to grind his spike deeper into her slick tightness, impale herself on it, ream out her hugging sheath.

    

***



    

    Connie glanced at the movie posters, at the grim, coloured stills above them. The girl in the ticket window was reading a paperback.

    Clever, Connie thought, dressing her up like a vampire.

    She looked at the posted showtimes.

    A triple feature?

    No, the one in the middle, Schreck the Vampire, was only a short.

    She glanced at her wristwatch.

    Schreck the Vampire should be starting soon.

    Wouldn't Dal be surprised if she went in, and sat down beside him?

    He might be pissed, though.

    What if he's not alone, if he's sitting with his arm around a girl…?

    No. He wouldn't.

    But the fear of it was enough to keep her from entering.

    She looked again at the showtimes. Nightcrawlers would be next, after the vampire thing. Then Heads, You Lose came on again, at 11:20.

    Give him five minutes to drive home.

    So she could expect him by 11:25 or so.

    As she walked away, she wondered if he would remember the Good 'n Plenty.

    

***



    

    'Shall we go for a swim?' Elizabeth asked.

    'That'd be great. I think I'll hit the john, first.'

    Elizabeth smiled strangely. She sat up. and pointed into the shadows across the room.

    'See the doorway?'

    'I think so.'

    'It's right through there.'

    Dal climbed from the bed. He walked over the thick, soft carpet toward a patch of darkness deeper than the shadows.

    'Don't trip,' Elizabeth said.

    He looked back at her. The bed and Elizabeth were closer than he expected, so bright and starkly clear in the overhead lamp that he could see the red marks his mouth had left on her skin.

    'I'll try not to,' he said.

    He stepped into the doorway, bumped a dark shape, and lurched backwards. 'What the hell!'

    'Here, let me get it out of your way.'

    Elizabeth leaped from the bed. She rushed to Dal's side, patted him on the rump, and stepped past him. Leaning into the doorway, she pulled something forward.

    Then she turned on the bright, fluorescent lights of the bathroom.

    'Jesus!' Dal gasped.

    The withered, bald man in the wheelchair blinked his eyes.

    Elizabeth grinned. 'Dal, I'd like you to meet my husband, Herbert. He likes to watch. I know he must enjoy it.' She patted the old man's cheek. Patted it hard. 'You do enjoy watching us, don't you, Herbert?'

    


SCREAM GEMS PRESENTS OTTO SCHRECK



    


in



    


SCHRECK THE VAMPIRE



    

    Near the head of the coffin, two black candles bum. They are in a statue's stone hands. Only blunt stubs remain of the candles. The hands of the statue are clotted with black. The mouth gapes with silent agony. The eye holes are empty.

    Bones litter the dirt floor of the cellar. The small, fragile bones of rodents. Bigger bones. Of dogs and cats. Of humans.

    In a shadowy comer of the cellar, a human rib cage trembles. A rat, inside it, waddles up the spinal column. It squeezes underneath a collar bone, pauses, then moves up the neck and climbs onto the pale, hanging jaw.

    The jawbone breaks loose. The rat tumbles. It starts towards the skull again, but stops and raises its head at the faint, rumbling sound of an engine.

    The engine goes silent.

    

***



    

    In front of the house, a woman climbs the porch steps. She is young and cute, her blonde hair windblown, her legs bare under the tails of a plaid blouse.

    A slim, dark-haired man follows her up the stairs.

    Smiling, the woman searches her handbag and takes out a key. 'Ready?' She opens the door, enters, and leaps back against the man. He hugs her, laughing.

    'So who's the horny one?' he asks.

    She tugs open the waistband of his swimming trunks. 'Aren't you?'

    The woman turns toward the stairway. 'The bedroom's probably up there.'

    She follows him up the stairs. As they climb, she suddenly jerks his swimming trunks. They drop from his pale buttocks.

    'Don't!' He clutches them. 'Want me to trip?'

    'Then don't be so damned handsome.'

    'Sorry, Mary.' He pulls up his trunks, and continues to climb.

    'Nice ass.'

    'Thank you.'

    'Cracked, though.'

    At the end of the upstairs hallway, she pushes open a door. 'Voila!'

    He hurries to join her.

    'Now this isn't so shabby, is it?'

    'It's all right,' he says.

    Leaving her sandals on the carpet, she says, 'Ain't so shabby at all,' and leaps onto the bed. She walks on the mattress, hands on hips, turning to look at the room. 'I think this'll do just fine, don't you?'

    The man grins.

    Mary falls backwards, bouncing slightly as she hits the mattress. With a seductive smile, she opens her blouse.

    The man steps toward her.

    Out of the blouse, she rolls over and unties the back of her bikini.

    The man bends over her. He strokes her back. He kisses her between the shoulder blades.

    

***



    

    In the cellar, black gummy wax drips from the hands of the statue. The candles are nearly spent. Their flames waver and stretch, as if struggling not to die.

    The rat crouches beside the coffin, nibbling a bit of raw meat.

    Fingers curl around the edge of the coffin lid, lift it. and slide it aside.

    The rat pauses at the sound of scraping wood.

    A hand snatches it from the ground. It squeals as Schreck, sitting upright in the coffin, raises it toward his pallid face.

    'The blood is the life,' he whispers.

    He bites off the rat's head, and spits it out. He raises the rat above him like a wine bottle, the blood splashing his face, spilling into his wide mouth, running in dark rivulets down his cheeks and chin.

    

***



    

    In the dark bedroom, Mary lies awake beside the sleeping man.

    

***



    

    The wooden steps of the cellar stairway groan as Schreck slowly climbs. At the top, he pushes open a door. His hand leaves a bloody print on the wood.

    

***



    

    Mary climbs from bed, and steps silently across the carpet to a window. She stares out.

    

***



    

    Schreck climbs the main stairway. When he reaches the top, he looks up the long, dimly lit hall.

    

***



    

    Mary crosses the bedroom. She pauses in the doorway, and glances to her right.

    

***



    

    Schreck, seeing her, slips through a door. For a moment, he watches her. She is naked. She skips and twirls, dancing down the hallway, waving her arms overhead.

    Schreck silently closes the door. Leaning against it, he stares at the ceiling and runs his tongue over his dry lips. He moans.

    

***



    

    Mary stops. She gazes at the door. Quickly, she puts on her blouse and fastens it. She reaches for the knob, then jerks her hand away and runs. She runs up the long, dim hall, bare legs flying, the tail of her blouse flapping above her buttocks.

    She lunges through the bedroom door. 'Hey! Hey!'

    'What?'

    The light comes on. The man sits up, shading his eyes against the brightness. 'What're you doing?'

    'Let's get out of here.'

    'I thought…'

    'I heard something.'

    'What'd you hear?' he asks, pulling on his trunks.

    'Sounded like a moan.'

    'Jesus!'

    'Could've been my imagination, Arthur.'

    'But what if it wasn't?'

    As he rushes toward the door, Mary retrieves her bikini from the mussed bed. She steps into the shorts, and stuffs the top into her handbag.

    'Where'd you hear it?'

    The end of the hall. By the stairs.'

    'Christ, that means we've gotta go past it!'

    'Maybe it was nothing.'

    

***



    

    Schreck, in the dark room, grins at the sound of rushing footsteps. He jerks open the door. Leaping into the hallway, he grabs the throat of the running man and flings him against a wall.

    The terrified woman halts. She simply watches, aghast, as Schreck picks up the man and throws him over the railing. With a smile, he walks toward her. 'You will be my bride.'

    'No. Come on!'

    'We shall wander the nights together, you and I-all the nights of eternity-feasting on the blood of the innocents.' As he reaches for her, she throws herself through a doorway. She tries to shut the door, but Schreck blocks it with his arm. Then he punches through the frail wood, and clutches her throat. He thrusts her away. He rushes into the room for her.

    He pulls her into the hallway. He tears open her blouse. Fingers plying her full breasts, he lowers his head. He licks the blood from her splinter-torn face.

    He kisses the side of her neck.

    He bites. Blood spurts from the torn vein, painting his face, spraying the nearby wall. He presses his mouth tightly to the wound, and swallows furiously.

    Breathless, he raises his head. The blood, no longer shooting, throbs out. He cups his hands to catch the flow.

    When the hands are full, he raises them high. 'The blood is the life,' he says. He washes his face in it.

    

***



    

    Then he is carrying the woman's naked body down the cellar steps. Her skin is pale in the dim light.

    He lowers her into his coffin.

    He lights two black candles, and fixes them upright in the hands of the statue. As the eyeless, stone face looks on, Schreck climbs into his coffin. On his knees above the corpse, he whispers, 'My bride.'

    THE END

    



CHAPTER FOUR



    

    The audience hissed, booed, clapped and cheered. The theater lights came on.

    Pete turned to Brit. 'What'd you think?'

    'Gross-out. You know what's funny though? That girl who played Mary looks just like my best friend. Best girl friend,' she corrected.

    'Was it?'

    'Guess not. The credits said her name was Wilma Payne. The voice wasn't like Tina's, either.'

    'Well, they say we all have a double somewhere.'

    'This was really uncanny, though. I mean, she's identical. Even the way she walked and acted-you know, her mannerisms. And the things she said, like the cracked ass. She says that kind of stuff. It was kind of spooky, if you ask me.'

    'Tina isn't an actress, is she?'

    'She's a history teacher at Pacifica Coast University. That's where I went, you know. We were roomies there, and she went back, after grad school, and got a job. You know, what I ought to do is give her a call, tomorrow. She'd probably get a kick out of this thing.'

    'Bruno said it's only shown here.'

    Brit shrugged. 'Well, maybe she could drive down, or something. PCU's only a couple of hours up the coast.'

    'If she looks like the gal in the movie, I wouldn't mind seeing her, myself.'

    'You!' Brit pounded his knee. 'Why don't you get me some Milk Duds before the intermission's over?'

    



CHAPTER FIVE



    

    Elizabeth rolled the wheelchair toward the bed. 'Help me put him in.'

    'In that?' Dal asked.

    'It's his bed.'

    Dal shook his head. He felt as if he might throw up. 'We did it in his bed, with him watching?'

    'Don't blame yourself, dear. You had no way of knowing.'

    'It's sick.'

    'But doesn't it excite you, now that you know?'

    'I think I'd better leave.'

    She smiled as if amused by his timidity. 'Won't you help me, first? You wouldn't want poor Herbert to spend the night in his wheelchair, would you?'

    'You can move him alone,' he said. The words sounded nasty, and he immediately regretted them.

    'Certainly I can,' Elizabeth said. 'I don't think I shall, however. If you want to be responsible for the poor man spending the entire night…'

    'I'll help.'

    'Herbert thanks you.'

    'Where are the sheets?'

    'On the bed.'

    'But they're a mess! They're all wet and ucky. We can't put him down on those.'

    Elizabeth patted a shoulder of the motionless man. 'Certainly we can. Herbert understands, don't you dear?'

    

***



    

    A car slowed down, and drove alongside Connie. Heart suddenly racing, she walked more quickly. The car kept pace.

    This is what I get, she thought, angry with herself in spite of her fear.

    She glanced at the car. A light-colored Mustang. Its passenger window was rolled down. She saw the dark shapes, inside, of two men.

    An arm beckoned to her from the window.

    'Not interested,' she said.

    The car sped up. At the end of the block, it turned right and vanished.

    'Oh shit,' she muttered.

    They'd be waiting for her. She knew. It had happened once before. On a summer night five years ago, in Tucson.

    Only then, she hadn't been alone.

    Tears suddenly stung her eyes, making the streetlights streak and blur.

    Those bastards.

    Those goddamn punk bastards.

    She would never again find a man like Dave, and they… Two of the three had knives. She could still hear the sound as one of the boys jammed a blade into Dave's belly, a sound like a punch, then Dave's breath blasting out. It was the last sound she heard before the third punk, the one with the tire iron, knocked her senseless.

    Wiping the tears from her face, she crossed the street in the middle of the block.

    If they want me, she thought, they'll have to work for it.

    

***



    

    'Now can I go?' Dal asked, stepping away from the bed.

    'Now you may.' Elizabeth moved close to him. Her nipples brushed his chest. She fingered his limp penis. 'Wouldn't you prefer, however, to join me in the shower? Unless you would rather take your incriminating odors home with you. Your darling Connie might be suspicious, if you do.'

    'I suppose. I can't get my hair wet, though.'

    'My blow-drier will take care of that.'

    

***



    

    Connie looked at the corner across the street. A car was parked there. A light-colored Mustang. Its lights off.

    With any luck…

    She started to cross the intersection. The Mustang swung around in a U-turn and shot toward her. She ran down the street, leaping onto the curb as the Mustang bore down.

    Its passenger door flew open. A teenaged boy jumped out. Connie backed away, staring at him. At his white T-shirt, his tan work-pants, his black hair and nervous grin.

    Just like the others. Like a fucking clone of the ones who killed Dave, who beat and raped her.

    'Get away from me,' she said.

    The other man came up behind him. This one was heavier than the first, but he wore the same uniform. 'Come on for a…' She couldn't make out the rest of it.

    'Yeah,' said the first. 'I'm hungry. Feel like eating some pussy.'

    'Your mother-,' Connie snapped.

    'Puto!' He pulled out a switchblade knife.

    Connie backed into the entry way of a shoe store.

    'My mother, you don't talk about her that way!'

    She stopped, back to the door.

    'Not here, Joe,' said the other. 'Too much traffic, man.'

    'My mother, she's no whore!'

    'No more than your sister,' Connie said.

    Joe snarled and stabbed. Sidestepping, Connie grabbed his wrist and elbow. Her knee shot up, snapping his forearm. As he fell, she swung around and kicked. Her foot caught the other man in the groin. He dropped to his knees, clutching himself. Her next kick hammered his forehead. He fell facedown. Connie picked up the knife.

    'Who'd you steal the car from?' she asked Joe.

    'Nobody! Check the registration, cunt.'

    She kicked his broken arm.

    He was still sobbing as she walked over to the Mustang. She climbed in, and drove away.

    

***



    

    'Almost dry,' Elizabeth said, running her fingers through Dal's hair as she stroked it with the hot air of the blower. 'Your girlfriend will never suspect you've been copulating behind her back.'

    'I hope not.'

    'What would she do?'

    'Ask me to leave, I suppose.'

    'That would be a pity.'

    'It'd be a disaster. Do you have any idea what I'd have to pay for an apartment in this city?'

    'Considerable, I should imagine. If that's the worst you have to fear, however, you've little to fear.'

    'Well, I don't think she's the type to stab me, if that's what you mean.'

    'Does she love you?'

    'Who knows? I guess so.'

    'Then you'd best be careful. A woman's vengeance is often remarkably savage.'

    'I noticed.'

    She laughed. 'Herbert is getting no worse than he deserves. Save your sympathy.'

    

***



    

    Connie drove the Mustang to the Seven-Eleven store. She couldn't pass the book rack without checking on Barhary Rage. After seeing that nobody had bought a copy in the last half-hour, she hurried on.

    She bought a screwdriver, a single can of Budweiser, a quart can of charcoal lighter, and a pack of Marlboros.

    The clerk dropped two books of matches into her sack.

    Connie drank the beer as she drove. Illegal, she knew. For tonight, though, she was making her own laws.

    'I hereby legalize the consumption of alcoholic beverages in stolen motor vehicles,' she said.

    It tasted very good.

    She parked in the lot of the Safeway supermarket. The store was closed, the lot deserted except for a lone VW near the far side. It looked empty.

    Connie left the engine running. With the screwdriver, she punched holes into the top of the charcoal lighter can. She emptied the can, shaking fluid onto the back seat, the floor, the front seat.

    Outside the car, she took a quick look around. Nobody nearby.

    She ripped the cardboard flap off a book of matches. Striking a match, she touched it to the exposed heads. They flared. She tossed the flaming pack onto the front seat.

    Slowly, the fire spread.

    She shut the door and walked away, sipping her beer.

    

***



    

    Red lights flashed in Dal's rearview mirror. A siren screamed.

    No, please!

    Jesus, a ticket. That's just what he needed. They write down the date and time. If Connie sees it, she'll know he wasn't at the movies.

    Then he saw that the lights belonged to a fire truck.

    Thank God.

    He pulled over and let it pass. Still shaking, he drove several more blocks. He parked on a side street, and walked to the Haunted Palace.

    'Nightcrawlers just started,' said the girl in the ticket window. She looked awful. It took a moment for Dal to realize she was supposed to look that way.

    He gave his ticket to a fat man in bloody clothes. The man's face was twisted horribly under a nylon stocking.

    'You missed tonight's Schreck,' said the man.

    Dal shrugged, 'I'll catch it another time.'

    At the candy counter, he bought a pack of Good 'n Plenty.

    



CHAPTER SIX



    

    Connie was in bed when Dal got home. She breathed slowly and heavily, pretending to be asleep. She didn't want to tell him what she had done.

    She didn't want to tell anyone, ever.

    She felt rotten about hurting the kids. Maybe they deserved it, but what if she'd injured them permanently? Or killed one? That guy she'd kicked in the head…

    What if a fireman got hurt trying to put out the Mustang? If the tank blew up…

    Dal climbed into bed. He lightly kissed her cheek. She moaned as if disturbed in her sleep. Dal rolled away.

    Connie lay awake for a long time. She shifted to her stomach, to her back, to her side. Her pillow was sweaty so she turned it over. She flung the top sheet aside, pulled off her damp nightgown, and stared at the ceiling.

    

***



    

    When she awoke in the sunlight of morning, she was vaguely surprised to realize she had fallen asleep.

    She eased herself carefully out of bed, hoping to avoid waking Dal. She found her nightgown on the floor. A gift from him.

    A 'moving in present' he'd called it. The gown reflected his taste: it was short, low-cut, and transparent. She couldn't step outside in it, not even for a moment to grab the newspaper. She put it on, anyway. Before leaving the room, she took her robe from the closet.

    As she slipped into the robe, she saw a box of Good 'n Plenty on the dining-room table.

    Dal hadn't forgotten.

    She felt a warm rush of affection for him. It only lasted a moment. Then, her anxiety came back. She hurried to the front door, and opened it.

    The newspaper lay on the Welcome mat. She quickly picked it up. She rushed inside, tugging the plastic band off the paper.

    Dropping to her knees, she spread the paper on the carpet. She leaned over it, her eyes moving swiftly over the front page.

    Nothing there.

    Nothing about the two kids.

    Nothing about the burning Mustang.

    She turned the page. Another and another. She searched the first and second sections. Section three was sports and financial. She skipped that. Wouldn't be in the entertainment section, either. Only the classified remained. Feeling light with relief, she put the paper together and flung it onto the couch.

    No mention of what she had done.

    The kids had probably kept the incident to themselves. If they went to a hospital-which they must've done-they gave a false story to explain their injuries.

    The Mustang fire must've been too routine to report. No injuries there. It hadn't blown up in someone's face, after all.

    Off the hook.

    With a sigh, she got to her feet. She went into the kitchen, and began to prepare a pot of coffee.

    Off the hook unless she ran into those kids again.

    She took the open can of Yuban from the refrigerator, and peeled off its plastic cover. Carrying it to the counter, she raised it close to her nose and sniffed. Such a wonderful odor.

    She'd always loved that smell. It reminded her of being a child, of lying in bed early in the morning listening to the rhythmic slurp of coffee perking in the kitchen. She wished she could hear that sound again. Nobody hears it now. Nobody uses a percolator. Drip machines are so much quicker, more efficient. Progress.

    At least coffee still smells like coffee.

    She scooped it into a paper filter.

    A hand patted her fanny. She jumped, spilling grounds.

    'Dal!'

    He grinned. 'Morning.' He pulled her into his arms, and kissed her.

    'How were the movies?' she asked.

    'Not bad. I've seen better, but they were okay. What'd you do last night?'

    Connie shrugged. 'Washed my hair, and read.'

    'Doesn't sound very exciting.'

    She shrugged. 'Well, my old friend Joe dropped by and banged me a few times.'

    'Oh really?' Dal asked. Though grinning, deep red filled his face.

    'Hey, only kidding!'

    'I know, I know.' He turned away.

    



CHAPTER SEVEN



    

    Freya pushed the button of the remote control box, and watched the television screen flash from channel to channel.

    Nothing on but shit.

    Daffy Duck, Scooby and Scrappy-Doo, an ancient rerun of The Lone Ranger.

    Roller Derby , for Christsake.

    She lifted her teacup off the TV Guide, took a sip, and checked the listings. Okay, not bad. Ten more minutes of crap, and something called Monster Walks comes on. A 1932 thriller. Rex Lease, Vera Reynolds, and Sheldon Lewis.

    Might be good.

    She'd rather be at the beach on a fantastic, sunny Saturday like this. So many of the mornings had been overcast, lately. Typical June weather for Pacifica Coast. But business is business. She'd be spending plenty more weekends inside if she didn't get lucky and find a new roommate.

    It wasn't that easy, summer in a university town.

    A glut of vacancies.

    And of those gals who'd inquired during the past three weeks, so many had been unsuitable.

    The doorbell rang.

    Christ, you'd think they'd have the decency to phone, first.

    She got up from the couch. Walking to the door, she tugged at her tight, binding shorts and adjusted her slipping tube-top. She forced a smile onto her face, and pulled the door open.

    'Greetings!' the girl said. She had carrot-red hair, and freckles to match. She wore thick, wire-rimmed glasses. Her blotchy cheeks bulged as if each carried an uneaten plum. She had a figure like a potato, and wore clothes to emphasize it: tight jeans and a T-shirt. The T-shirt was decorated with a leering vulture. It read, 'Patience my ass-I'm going out and kill something.' Incredibly, she wore no bra. Her breasts hung inside the T-shirt like bulging water balloons.

    'Can I help you?' Freya asked.

    'I'm here about the apartment. Are you the one looking for a roommate?'

    'No,' said Freya. 'I'm the new roommate.'

    'But this morning's paper…'

    'I took the place last night. She didn't have time to get the ad pulled.'

    The girl shrugged. 'Those are the breaks, I guess.'

    'Yep. Sorry. You should've got here sooner.' Freya closed the door.

    She stared at the television. Slim Claymore was on. Stetson tipped back, grinning like a moron, if you're in the market for a used car, come on down to Slim's Chevrolet, where you'll get courteous service and the best deal

    The telephone clamored. Freya hurried into the kitchen and picked it up. 'Hello?'

    'Hello.' A young woman's voice, 'is Tina there?'

    'No, she's not. Would you like to leave her a message?'

    'When do you expect her back?'

    'Who is this, please?'

    'I'm Brit Anderson. I'm a friend of Tina's. We were roomies at PCU-'

    'Oh yes, she's spoken of you.'

    'I guess you must be her present roommate, huh?'

    'We've been sharing this apartment for the past couple months.'

    'Well… Do you have any idea when she might get back?'

    'She's probably gone for the weekend.'

    'Oh, that figures.' Brit laughed. 'Tina was always off somewhere.'

    'Do you want me to have her call you when she gets back?'

    'Please. I'd appreciate it.' She gave Freya her phone number.

    Freya copied it down. 'That's Brit what?'

    ' Anderson.'

    'Okay. I'll be sure to give her the message. Nice talking to you.'

    'Thanks. Good-bye, now.'

    'Good-bye.'

    Freya hung up. She hurried into the living-room. Monster Walks had already started. 'Damn,' she muttered, and dropped to the couch. The screen went blank for a moment.

    'Howdy friends! Slim Claymore here to invite you to come on down to…' She changed the channel. '… here to invite you to come on down…' Same commercial, slightly different timing.

    She switched again, this time to Bugs Bunny. Bugs was preferable to Slim. She watched the hare outsmart Elmer, then she turned back to the movie station.

    '… where prices are so low you'll have a slim chance of finding a better deal.'

    The movie came on.

    

***



    

    It was nearly over, an hour later, when the telephone rang again.

    'Hello?' she asked.

    'Hello. I'm calling about the apartment. I saw the ad. this morning, and I'm wondering if you're still in the market for a roommate.'

    'I sure am,' Freya said. 'Would you like to stop by and have a look around?'

    'I'd love to. When would be a convenient time for you?'

    'The sooner, the better.'

    'Fine. I'll be there in about fifteen minutes. My name's Nancy.'

    'Very good. See you then.'

    

***



    

    Exactly fifteen minutes passed before the doorbell rang. Freya opened the door.

    'Hi, I'm Nancy.'

    Nancy wore sunglasses on top of her head, resting lightly in a tuft of blonde curls. Her eyes were bright, her skin clear, her nose slightly upturned.

    A cute girl, Freya thought.

    She wore a short sleeved jumpsuit of pale blue. Its zipper, open several inches, showed a long V of pale throat and chest, 'I'm Freya. Come on in.'

    'Thank you.'

    'Are you new to Pacifica Coast?'

    'I've been here a few days. I'm staying at the Travel Inn till I find a more permanent place.'

    'Well, maybe this is it.'

    'Maybe so.'

    She showed Nancy the living-room, then the kitchen. 'Are you a student?' she asked.

    'I feel like I've always been a student.'

    'What field?'

    'Psych.'

    'Gonna be a shrink, huh?'

    Nancy laughed. 'I hope so.'

    'You seem… too mature for a freshman.'

    'Oh, I'm transferring from Santa Monica College. I have to pick up three credits this summer, and I'll start as a junior.'

    'Is this your first time away from home, Nancy?'

    'Oh, I've gone off to camp, and stuff. You know. But I've never lived on my own before, if that's what you mean.'

    'You lived with your parents in Santa Monica?'

    She nodded.

    'This would be your bedroom, here.' They entered the sunlit room, 'it comes furnished, as you can see.'

    Nancy wandered the room, looking into the closet, pushing down on the mattress, glancing out the windows. 'This is very nice.'

    'So are you,' Freya said in a low voice. 'You're… very nice.' She reached out for the tab of Nancy 's zipper.

    'Hey!' Nancy knocked her hand away. 'No thanks. Jeez!' She shook her head, 'I'm not into that kind of stuff.'

    'Ever try it?'

    Blushing, Nancy shook her head.

    Freya drew down her tube-top. Her breasts popped free.

    'No!'

    'Come on, darling, touch.'

    'No!' Nancy rushed past her.

    The front door slammed.

    The last of Nancy.

    Freya pulled up her top, returned to the living-room, and picked up the TV Guide.

    She sighed.

    Christ, she was getting tired of this.

    If it's not one thing, it's another.

    Sooner or later, though, the right girl would show up. A girl perfect in every way. A girl with no close family. A girl like Tina.

    



CHAPTER EIGHT



    

    Brit phoned Pete and got a recording.

    'Pete Harvey, Private Investigations. I'm speaking to you, but I'm not here. If you leave a message, I'll get back to you as soon as possible. At the sound of the tone, have at it.'

    The tone beeped.

    'Forget it,' Brit said, and hung up.

    She didn't want to wait around for him to call back. She wanted him now. She had no idea where he might be, though. So forget it. She would go alone.

    Might be better, that way. If she asked Pete to go along, he might think she was getting too serious about him. He seemed a bit wary about getting involved.

    With her, anyway.

    Three dates already, and he hadn't slept with her yet. Well, some guys like to take it slow.

    She threw a few things into her suitcase, and went down to the car.

    

***



    

    As she drove up the coast, she had second thoughts about going without Pete. He'd be a good man to have around, if she ran into trouble. Something definitely fishy about Tina and the movie. And the roommate.

    The farther she drove, the more nervous she grew. Finally, she stopped at a Denny's, and used a pay phone. Pete's recording answered.

    'Damn it!'

    She banged the phone down.

    The hell with him.

    She shoved through the door and rushed across the lot to her car. She started the engine. For a moment, she considered heading back home.

    That'd be chickenshit.

    Besides, she was almost to Pacifica Coast. In half an hour, she'd be there.

    God, she'd spent four years in that little town. Nothing to be afraid of.

    Probably wasn't even Tina, in that movie. And if it was her, so what? It was just a movie.

    They're supposed to look real, for Godsake. Look at The Exorcist, how they made Linda Blair's head spin around. That looked real. Look at The Omen, how that sheet of glass chopped off David Warner's head. That looked real too. Just as real as Tina's blood spurting all over the place.

    She'd seen Linda Blair in plenty of films after The Exorcist. Same with David Warner. She knew, for a fact, they'd lived through those shots. Hell, it's only special effects.

    Tina was different.

    Only because I know her.

    Brit left the parking lot, and headed for Pacifica Coast.

    Only because I know Tina, she thought. And because the theater was creepy. And because the film had an amateur, grainy look that made it all seem rather cheap and sleazy like some of those porno films she used to see with Willy.

    Weird Willy.

    Liked to practice what he saw on the screen. She went along with it. too. until he got too rough. The whip was the last straw.

    Weird Willy. His great ambition in life was to see a 'snuff movie'.

    God have mercy on his girlfriend, if he ever saw one of…

    Snuff movies?

    The thought hit her like a punch in the stomach.

    'Ridiculous,' she said aloud.

    But she realised that the idea had been in her mind for a long time, lurking there, whispering its warning. That's why she phoned Tina, this morning.

    That's why the voice of the roommate, Freya, had given her a chill of dread. Because, even on the telephone, she'd recognized the voice.

    The voice of Mary in the film.

    Tina's voice.

    

***



    

    Brit drove through downtown Pacifica Coast, and parked in front of the police station.

    Her stomach churned.

    What will I tell them?

    I saw my friend killed in a movie, and I think it might've been real. Oh, why's that? Because they didn't use her real name in the credits, and it wasn't her voice. Are you sure it was, indeed, your friend? I'm almost positive. She's missing, and… (Freya said she'd gone off with a boyfriend-but Freya must be in on it.) Can't we check?

    And the police would drive her out to Tina's apartment, and Tina would open the door.

    She'd better make sure.

    She left the car, and walked to a service station on the next block. She dropped a dime into the public telephone, and dialed.

    Her heart raced. The black phone was slippery in her hand.

    'Hello?'

    'Hello, Freya.'

    'Who is this, please?'

    'Brit Anderson. I called this morning.'

    'Oh yes.'

    'Is Tina there?'

    'Yes, she is. Just a moment, please.'

    Brit shut her eyes and sighed. She wiped her trembling hands on her slacks.

    Thank God.

    The whole thing had been a figment of her imagination. It was someone else in the movie. Not Tina, at all. A look-alike with a voice like Freya.

    'Hello?' Freya's voice.

    'Yes?'

    'Tina's in the shower, just now. Could she call you when she's out?'

    'Well… I'm calling from a public phone. I'm here in town, though. Maybe I could just drop over in about ten minutes.'

    'Fine. I'll tell her.'

    

***



    

    Brit parked across the street from the apartment house. She climbed from the car. The afternoon sun was hot on her face, but she felt a cool breeze from the ocean.

    She walked across the street on weak legs. God, what a day! She felt exhausted, emotionally drained, but elated.

    She'd felt like this, all day, after the quake of '72.

    Disaster over. Friends, loved ones, and self miraculously intact.

    She passed through a squeaking gate, walked alongside the deserted, glistening pool, and climbed the stairs to the balcony.

    Apartment 210.

    She knocked on the door.

    It was opened by a lean, dishwater blonde wearing tight shorts and a tube-top. 'Brit?' the woman asked.

    'Yes.'

    'I'm Freya. Come on in.'

    She entered. The curtains were shut, 'I'll tell Tina you're here.'

    Freya crossed the room. Her shorts were too small. Pale crescents of buttock showed beneath the pockets. She disappeared. Brit heard her knock. 'Tina, your friend's here.'

    Freya came back. 'She'll be out in a minute. Christ, she takes forever in there. Can I get you something to drink? Some wine, maybe?'

    'That'd be great.'

    'Red or white?'

    'White, please.'

    She sat on the couch. Moments later, Freya returned with two glasses of white wine.

    'So, you're Tina's old roommate from college days?'

    'Yeah.' The wine was cold and fruity, and not too sweet.

    'Do you live near here?'

    ' Los Angeles.'

    'Oh? I used to live there. How do you like it?'

    'Too many people. That's the only trouble. But lots of things to do.' Her cheeks felt numb. 'I like movies.'

    'Oh, so do I. Especially thrillers.'

    'Me too. That… That's partly why I'm here.' She heard a strange sound, like a distant roar. But it came from inside her head. 'Thought I saw Tina… in a film.'

    Freya grinned. 'At the Haunted Palace?'

    'Yeah.' She tried to set down her empty glass, but dropped it.

    'Oh, you did.'

    'Schreg da… Sch…'

    'Schreck the Vampire.'

    Brit realized, vaguely, that her face was about to hit the coffee table.

    Then it did.

    



CHAPTER NINE



    

    On Wednesday morning, Connie went to the main branch of the Santa Monica public library. She took the bus.

    Though she hated driving near buses and considered their drivers madmen intent on cutting off every car nearby, she found that she enjoyed riding inside them. Inside the bus, she could relax. She didn't have to watch the road, or dodge maniacal bus drivers.

    When it reached her stop, she moved up the aisle toward the front. The aisle was clear except for a boy with a bushy Afro. On top of his shoulder, he held a radio as big as an attache case. He grinned and turned sideways to let her by.

    On the sidewalk, she watched the bus pull forward and ease to the left, ignoring the car beside it. The car's brake-lights flashed on. It stopped abruptly to make way for the bus, and was nearly rear-ended by a station wagon.

    'Nice,' Connie muttered.

    In the library, she found four books about Mississippi paddlewheel boats. She checked them out, not bothering to browse the fiction or even to check for her own books. At other times, she'd done both. Disappointing results. Now, she used the library only for research.

    

***



    

    With the four books in her shoulder bag, she walked down Santa Monica Boulevard to the small mall. She spent a long time in a paperback bookstore. They carried both of her titles. After gloating, she moved on. She bought five books, and left the store.

    She stared across the sunny mall at Lane Brothers, then checked her wristwatch. A quarter till twelve.

    Why not?

    Making a wide circle to avoid contact with a grimy panhandler, she walked to the entrance of the clothing store. She stepped inside. She spotted three young, well-dressed men among the racks, but not Dal.

    One of them approached. 'How can I help you, this morning?'

    'Is Dal here?'

    'No, but I am. I'm Ken.'

    She'd heard tales of Ken. He looked as slick and artificial as Dal described him.

    'Has Dal already gone to lunch?' she asked.

    'No. As a matter of fact, he didn't come in today. He's down with a bug, as they say. I'm sure that I can be of service, though.'

    'Thank you,' she said, and turned away.

    

***



    

    Outside, she walked. She gazed straight ahead. Her stomach hurt. She felt like curling up, and hugging her belly, and shutting her eyes tightly. She wanted to close out everything-the whole damn world.

    First Dave.

    Now Dal. She'd lost him. She knew she'd lost him because why else would he call in sick to work, and keep it a secret from her?

    God, she thought they'd been happy together.

    Someone grabbed her arm, jerked her backwards. A car flashed past, inches away. She turned to the man, who still held her arm.

    'Are you okay?' he asked. His blue eyes looked gentle and concerned.

    'Guess I'd better watch where I'm going, huh?"

    'Unless you've got ambitions to be a hood ornament.'

    She laughed. 'Well, I owe you one.'

    'I'm ready to collect.'

    'Oh?'

    'What did you have in mind?' he asked. 'One what?'

    'How about a Bloody Mary?'

    'Accepted.'

    'I'm Connie,' she said, and offered her hand.

    He shook it. 'I'm Pete.'

    

***



    

    'Come on Wednesday.' Elizabeth had told him, Friday night.

    'I don't know,' Dal had said.

    'Wednesday,' she repeated. 'That will give us time to miss one another.'

    'But there's Connie. I can't just take off, Wednesday night, without some kind of excuse.'

    'If you don't wish to arouse her suspicion, come during the day when you're supposed to be at work.'

    'I only get an hour for lunch.'

    'Take the whole day off. Spend it with me.'

    He shook his head. 'I don't know, Elizabeth. That's… it's taking a big chance.'

    'If you don't wish to come, don't come.' She kissed him lightly on the mouth, I'll be here Wednesday, waiting.'

    For days, he'd thought about her offer. He didn't want to go. He had a decent job, and a good set-up with Connie. He could lose both, if he kept on with Elizabeth.

    Also, she frightened him.

    If a woman could enjoy screwing men in front of her paralyzed husband… God, no telling what else she might do, no telling what she might want Dal to do.

    He decided, finally, to stay away. He would be much better off if he never saw Elizabeth again.

    He was pleased with his decision. He felt clean and honest and relieved.

    He was halfway to work, Wednesday morning, when he changed his mind. He called Lane Brothers from Elizabeth 's house. When Ken answered, he explained that he'd come down with a bad case of diarrhea.

    'Don't give me that shit,' Ken had said, and laughed outrageously.

    'I should be able to make it in tomorrow,' he said.

    Elizabeth unzipped him.

    'Have yourself a nice vacation,' Ken said.

    Her hand reached in and fondled him. 'Vacation, my ass.'

    More laughter from Ken.

    Elizabeth freed his penis. 'Okay, see you tomorrow, Ken.' She put it in her mouth.

    'See you then, buddy. Keep your shit together.'

    Dal hung up. ' Mission accomplished,' he said with a trembling voice. Elizabeth moaned. As she sucked and licked. Dal stroked her soft hair. 'No audience?' he asked.

    She didn't answer. Her mouth worked. Her hands unfastened his pants, and pulled them down, and clutched his bare buttocks.

    He saw Herbert off to the right. Outside by the pool. Wheelchair against the glass door. Watching him with shiny, wide eyes.

    Dal didn't care. Too late to care. Only Elizabeth mattered: her probing fingers, the slick tight hole of her mouth.

    Herbert didn't matter till afterward.

    

***



    

    'Does he have to watch?' Dal asked.

    'Of course.'

    'It's sick, Elizabeth.'

    She smiled. 'I know. Isn't it delicious?'

    They sat by the pool, Herbert facing them, and drank Burgundy. Dal wore his boxer shorts. Elizabeth wore nothing.

    'Can he hear what we say?'

    'Indeed he can. He hears, sees, and thinks. He breathes, swallows, and defecates. And that's about the extent of his achievements. Isn't it, Herbert?' She pinched his cheek. Her fingers left white marks that turned red.

    'Could he feel that?'

    'Could you, Herbert? Don't be shy, speak right up. Aw, what's the matter? Cat got your tongue?'

    'Doesn't he have a nurse, or anything?'

    'Heavens no. He has me. I see to his needs. It's a terrible burden, sometimes, but I feel it's the least I can do for him.'

    'You ought to get him a nurse.'

    'Ought I? Oh, I don't think so. We don't want to fritter away our fortune on such luxuries, do we? There won't be nearly as much left for me, if we do that. Herbert, after all, is not going to live forever. I hate to say this in front of the poor dear, but I think his time is limited. No, I don't imagine Herbert will be with us much longer.' She finished her glass of wine. 'Let's go in for a dip. And for Godsake, take off those silly shorts.'

    

***



    

    'How long have you been deaf?' Pete asked.

    'You noticed.'

    'Is it supposed to be a secret?'

    Connie swirled her Bloody Mary with the celery stalk. 'Not exactly,' she said, 'I don't broadcast it to everyone I bump into, but I get around to it pretty quickly. I can't pick up everything that's said. If people don't know I'm deaf, they might think I'm just stupid.'

    'I wondered which it was.'

    Connie laughed.

    'It isn't every day you see a woman walk out in front of a honking car.'

    'It was honking? I'm surprised I didn't notice.'

    'You're not completely deaf?'

    'Just about. There's still some conductive hearing. You pick up vibrations of sounds, at least if they're loud enough. Something like a car horn, definitely.'

    'I suspected you didn't hear it,' Pete said. 'As we walked over here, I said a couple of things with my head turned away.'

    'You ought to be a detective.'

    'I am.'

    'You're kidding.'

    He took a business card from his wallet.

    Connie sipped her drink. It was heavy on the tabasco sauce, and made her eyes water. Blinking, she read his card. 'Pete Harvey, Private Investigations.' It gave his address and phone number. 'Can I keep it?' she asked.

    'Sure.'

    'Never know when I might need a private eye.'

    'Let's hope you don't. Not in my professional capacity, at least.'

    She tucked the card into her pocket book, briefly considered giving one of her cards to Pete, and decided not to. She didn't want to start talking about her work. Not right now.

    'When did you lose your hearing?' he asked.

    'It's been five years.'

    'An illness?'

    'Accident.'

    'Tough break.'

    'Could've been a lot worse.'

    'How'd it happen?' he asked.

    'A knock on the head.'

    'Some knock.'

    'I'll say. I was in a coma for three weeks.'

    Pete shook his head.

    'Well, I came out lucky. Even being deaf-it's not as bad as it could be. At least I had twenty-one years of hearing. I know how the world sounds, and I can talk.'

    'You talk just fine.'

    'Thank you.'

    'And you read lips like a pro. I could use a gal like you on my staff, except for one thing.'

    'What's that?'

    'I have a strict rule: I don't get involved with people who work for me.'

    'What?' she asked, feeling heat rush to her face.

    'I don't want this to end when we walk out of here.'

    'Oh.' She grinned. 'Neither do I.'
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SCHRECK THE INQUISITOR



    

    She is strapped to a chair in the center of a bare room, squinting into the brilliant light as if trying to see who is behind it.

    Her young face is frightened.

    'Who's there?' she asks. 'Please, I know someone's there. Who are you? What do you want with me?'

    'I am the Grand Inquisitor. I wish to ask you a few questions.'

    She groans. 'Please, what's going on?'

    'You have information I need.'

    'Who are you?'

    He steps from behind the light. He wears a black, hooded robe.

    'Oh Jesus.'

    'Take not the name of the Lord in vain, heretic.'

    She cranes her neck, trying to look past him. 'Ted, are you here someplace? Ted? Is this some kind of…'

    'Who is this Ted? One of your heretic friends?'

    'What's this heretic stuff?'

    'Tell me about the Coven.'

    'Oh God…'

    His hand flashes out. It smacks her cheek, the heavy blow knocking her head to the side. She begins to cry. 'Tears will do you no good, witch.' Grabbing her hair, he jerks her head backwards. 'Tell me about the Coven.'

    'What Coven?' she cries out, her voice shrill.

    'Ah, you will play your games.' He raises a handful of her long, black hair. 'Do you wish to lose your precious hair?'

    'No!'

    He removes shears from his robe pocket. 'The names, then, of those in your Coven.'

    'I don't know anything about a Coven.'

    She screams, as if in pain, when he cuts through the hair. He cuts close to her scalp, and tosses great handsful into the darkness beyond the small area of light. Though she yells and pleads and flings her head about, he works feverishly and doesn't stop until nothing remains but short, choppy bristle.

    Schreck steps back, and nods with approval. 'Are you prepared, now, to give me the information?'

    'You bastard!' she shrieks. 'Goddamn you to hell, you goddamn fucking bastard!'

    'You dare speak tome of Hell and damnation? You? A sister of the Devil?'

    'Fucking pervert!'

    A grin curls his lips.

    The rage suddenly leaves her face, 'I'm sorry,' she mumbles. 'Please, I'm sorry. I'll do what you want. I'll tell you anything. Just don't hurt me. Please.'

    'Tell me the names.'

    'John Brown, and…'

    'You take me for a fool?'

    'No!'

    'I could tear off your fingernails. Would you like that?'

    'No,' she sobs.

    'Perhaps you would prefer me to bum out your eyes, or snip your nipples off.'

    She shakes her head, crying softly.

    'There are so many ways to make you speak of your hellish brethren: breaking bones, burning holes in your tender flesh, slicing it with a knife, shredding it with a whip, tearing it off inch by inch with my teeth. I've done it all. Crude methods, but effective. What shall we do with you?'

    'Let me go,' she pleads. 'I promise. I'll never tell anybody anything.'

    'You must tell me something, first.'

    'I don't know about any Coven. If I knew, I'd tell you. Honest! I don't know anything about Covens or witches or heretics-'

    'Then you shall suffer.'

    She is on the floor, naked and spread eagled, her wrists and ankles bound to nails in the hardwood.

    Schreck crouches beside her. 'See my little friends?' He holds ajar in his hand. 'Yes, they are spiders. Three dozen spiders. Do you like spiders, my little witch?'

    'Please, don't.'

    He slowly unscrews the lid. 'Tell me what I need to know, and I shall spare you the discomfort.'

    'I don't know anything!'

    'Unfortunate.'

    Schreck removes the lid. He shakes out spiders. The girl shuts her eyes tightly and shakes her head as they drop onto her face. They fall, floating down like dark flakes, dotting her pale throat, her breasts, her belly. They creep over her tangle of pubic hair. They scurry on her thighs.

    The girl screams and writhes.

    Schreck, crouching beside her, watches with bulging, wet eyes.

    'I shall leave you now, and give you a few hours to enjoy your playmates.'

    'No! Get them off me. Get them off!'

    He leaves the room.

    

***



    

    A small, black spider crawls along the girl's forehead. It climbs the ridge of her eyebrow. She shakes her head wildly, trying to dislodge it. It halts as if to hang on. When she stops shaking her head, it moves down onto her eyelid.

    Her scream is interrupted by the crack of a gunshot.

    A man rushes into the room. He drops to his knees beside her. 'My God, Susan.'

    'Get them off!'

    The man sets his revolver on the floor. His hands work quickly, flicking and brushing the spiders away.

    When they are off her face, she opens her eyes. 'Oh, thank God. I thought I'd…'

    'It's all right. Schreck's dead. You're safe, now.' Taking out a pocket knife, he begins to cut the cords.

    'Oh Ted, how did… how did you find me?'

    'I'll tell you later.' He finishes cutting her loose, and helps her up. 'Here, take this.' He removes his shirt.

    Susan puts it on.

    'Did you talk?' he asks.

    'About what?'

    'The Coven.'

    'I don't know anything about any Coven. I kept trying to tell him that, but he wouldn't listen. I don't know what's going on. How did I get here? Who is that awful man? He… oh Ted, take me out of here! Please!'

    'You didn't tell him the members of the Coven?'

    'Damn it, I don't know about a Coven! If I knew, I would've told him right away, before he… Look what he did to my hair! And those… those spiders! I'd have told him anything.'

    The man turns away from her.

    Schreck enters the room.

    'She doesn't know,' Ted tells Schreck. 'I'm sure of it.'

    Dropping to her knees, Susan grabs the revolver. She aims at Schreck and fires. The roar of the blast fills the room, but Schreck doesn't fall. Instead, he walks toward her. His lean, bony face wears a terrible smile. Susan shoots again and again.

    'Blanks, heretic.'

    She looks to Ted, who grins at her and shrugs, 'I'm afraid he's right.' Ted walks slowly from the room, leaving her alone with Schreck.

    'I have no more use for you,' Schreck says. He holds a leather switch. He flicks it, cutting the air with a sound like a whistle. 'We shall make your death slow and agonizing, as befits a foul toad such as you.'

    Whirling away, Susan rushes to a window. She hammers it with the revolver. The glass bursts. She grabs a long, jagged shard. 'Stay back! I'll kill you!'

    Schreck laughs with disdain as he approaches, 'If you're so fond of glass, perhaps you would like to eat some. I can arrange that. I can arrange many delights featuring glass.'

    With both hands, she suddenly presses the shard to her throat and tugs it sideways, ripping a deep gash across her skin.

    Schreck steps closer. Her blood sprays his face and robe, 'I had such plans for you.'

    He stomps his foot, splashing blood.

    'You spoiled them!'

    He raises the switch.

    Before he has a chance to strike, Susan drops to her knees. Schreck steps out of the way as she falls forward. Her face thuds on the floor.

    THE END

    



CHAPTER TEN



    

    On Friday, Connie waited in agony for Dal to come home from work. She had wanted to tell him before, but couldn't. Now, time was running out.

    No more delays.

    God, if only there was some way out of it!

    Finally, the front door opened.

    She went to Dal. 'How was your day?' she asked.

    'Not bad, not bad.' He tossed his sport coat onto the couch and turned to her, expecting a kiss.

    She kissed him quickly.

    'How'd you do today?' he asked.

    'Not as well as I'd like.' Her writing had gone badly because of her worries. Rather than let the day go to waste, she spent most of her time typing without trying to force herself to concentrate.

    She followed Dal into the kitchen. He mixed a batch of martinis for himself. While he worked on that, Connie made a vodka gimlet. 'Want some potato chips?' she asked.

    'Sure. What's for dinner?'

    It's coming!

    She breathed deeply. She felt numb, 'I thawed out a steak for you.'

    'Yeah? What are you having?'

    'I'm… going out for dinner.'

    Dal looked confused.

    'I have a date,' she explained.

    His face went red. 'A date?'

    'I'm sorry, Dal. I meant to bring it up earlier…'

    'With a man?'

    She nodded.

    'What are you talking about?'

    'I met him Wednesday. At the library. He asked me to have dinner with him tonight.'

    'Well Jesus Christ!'

    'I'm sorry, Dal.'

    'What am I supposed to do?'

    'Have the steak.'

    'Oh, that's what I need, funny answers. You think this is funny?'

    'Not at all.'

    'Boy, I thought… Never mind. Jesus! Well, go out and have a ball. Want to bring him back here, later, for a little slap 'n tickle?'

    'Dal, please.'

    'It's a little short notice for an eviction, don't you think?'

    'You don't have to go.'

    'But it'd be nice if I would.'

    'I didn't say that.'

    'Well just exactly what are you saying?'

    'I don't know. It's just a date, Dal.'

    'Yeah, my ass.' He turned away.

    'Dal!'

    Ignoring her, he picked up the martini pitcher and left the kitchen. She followed him into the living-room. He opened the front door.

    'Dal, don't run off.'

    He glanced back at her. 'Have a ball,' he said.

    'Where are you going? Dal!'

    He stepped outside, and jerked the door shut.

    Connie felt the impact of its slam.

    

***



    

    The door opened. Elizabeth looked up at him with deep, green eyes, and smiled.

    'Martinis, anyone?' asked Dal.

    She pulled the glass pitcher down to her lips, and sipped.

    'Mmmm. We must have olives, though. Come along. Herbert's out by the pool. Why don't you join him? I'll get glasses and olives.'

    He watched her walk toward the kitchen. Her feet were bare. He could see through the thin, white fabric of her caftan. She wore nothing under it. For a moment, he considered following her into the kitchen, raising the caftan above her waist, and stroking the firm smooth curves of her buttocks.

    But she had asked him to join Herbert at the pool. Best do as she asked. Plenty of time, later on, for the other.

    He went out to the pool. Herbert's wheelchair faced the table, almost as if it hadn't been moved since Wednesday. He wore a different shirt, though. A bright red. flowered shirt. It made him look like a Hawaii vacationer.

    A withered, paralyzed tourist. More corpse than man.

    Dal turned away from the staring eyes. The pool was still in sunlight. He thought back to Wednesday, and the slick feel of Elizabeth 's skin as they grappled under water.

    'Having a nice chat?' she asked, coming out with a tray. On the tray were two long-stemmed glasses, a jar of green olives, and a cheese board with Brie and crackers. Her breasts jiggled slightly as she walked. Their tips were dark through the fabric. She sat down beside Herbert.

    'So,' she said, 'how did you slip away from Connie?'

    'We had a little quarrel.'

    'How clever. You picked a fight, and walked off in a huff.'

    'Something like that.'

    'Nothing too drastic, I hope. You didn't tell her about us?'

    'No.'

    'That's fortunate. You wouldn't want to spoil such a fine opportunity.' She plucked olives from the jar, and dropped them into the empty glasses.

    Dal poured the martinis.

    They picked up the glasses.

    'To you and Connie,' said Elizabeth.

    'Why should we drink to that?'

    'Because you're going to marry her, of course.'

    'I am?'

    'Certainly.'

    'You're joking.'

    'My dear, I have expensive tastes, you would be completely incapable of satisfying on the meager salary of a sales clerk. If you're interested in pursuing this relationship, you simply must be able to afford me.'

    'But you're rich.'

    'Herbert is. I'll be rich when, alas, he passes on. That, however, doesn't relieve you from the necessity of seeing to my needs, once we're together.'

    'But marrying Connie… Her money wouldn't be mine.'

    'Half of it would, I believe. Think it over.' She again raised her glass. 'To you and Connie, and wealth.'

    'I don't know…'

    'You want me, don't you?'

    'More than anything.'

    'In that case, your decision shouldn't be difficult.'

    Dal hesitated, then clicked his glass against Elizabeth 's. They drank.

    

***



    

    'So, how did you get to be a private eye?' Connie asked.

    'I started out with the L.A.P.D.'

    'I should've guessed.'

    'How's that?' Pete, across the table from her at Victoria Station, grinned as he sliced into his prime rib.

    'Oh, you all have that clean-cut, Steve Garvey look.'

    'Just like Reed and Molloy.' He took a bite of beef. 'When did you leave the force?'

    He chewed for a moment, and started to answer.

    'I can't hear you,' Connie said. 'If you talk and chew at the same time, it comes out gobble-dee-gook.'

    Pete laughed. After swallowing, he said, 'How's this?'

    'Just fine. I'll eat while you talk.'

    'Thanks!'

    'So, how come you left the police?'

    'We had a disagreement. Well, no, not really. My beef wasn't with the department. More with the public. We'd been under a lot of pressure about officer-involved shootings. This was a couple of years ago. I was cruising along Sunset, one fine night, and saw this black woman running up the middle of the street with a knife. She was chasing a kid. My first thought was that the kid had snatched her purse, or something. But he came right to my car, yelling for help. I got out, and the kid sort of ducked behind me. "She crazy, man," he says. And the gal is yelling too, about cutting off the kid's private parts. I'm between the gal and the kid, though, and she keeps coming. She doesn't obey my command to stop. It's this wicked-looking hunting knife, you see. So I draw down on her, and she ignores it and keeps coming, and I'm thinking about all the heavy times I'll get from the bleeding hearts if 1 drop this gal. I mean, she's black, she's female, and she's unarmed except for a harmless little knife. So I hold off firing. And in the meantime, she throws the knife. I dodge it, and it kills the kid. The kid, it turns out, is her homosexual son.'

    'You're the one,' Connie said.

    'I'm him.'

    'You cuffed the gal to the body-'

    'Yeah.' He grinned. 'I cuffed both her hands to both the dead guy's hands, and walked away.'

    'I wondered what kind of a man would do that.'

    'Now you know. Here he is, Dirty Pete in the flesh.'

    'Pleased to meet you, Dirty Pete.' She reached a hand over the table and shook his. 'Better eat, now, before your dinner gets cold.'

    'Okay. I'll eat and you do the talking. How did you get to be an author?'

    'It all began with a rotten social life.'

    

***



    

    'It's quite simple, really,' said Elizabeth. 'Haven't you ever proposed before?'

    'No.'

    'That surprises me, I must say. You seem so impulsive. Be a dear, and push me off.'

    Her air mattress had drifted, foot first, against a side of the pool.

    Dal, sitting on the end of the diving board, got to. his feet. He turned around carefully, and walked, the board springy under his feet. He climbed down. The concrete was still warm, though the sun no longer hit it. He liked the feel of the breeze.

    And he liked what it did to Elizabeth. It was the breeze, he assumed, that made her nipples stand rigid.

    He glanced at the martini glass she balanced on her belly. 'Would you like a refill, while you're beached?'

    'I would adore one.' She lifted the glass, tipped it to her mouth, and sucked in the olive.

    Dal pulled her mattress alongside the wall, and took the glass from her. He retrieved his glass from the end of the diving board, and carried them to the table. 'Fix you one, Herbie?' he asked.

    He smiled, realizing that the man's silent presence no longer unnerved him.

    'Herbie,' he said, 'you're a good fellow.'

    'He was never that,' Elizabeth called.

    Dal finished pouring the drinks. He returned to the pool. He climbed down the tile steps at the shallow end, and waded out to Elizabeth.

    He placed the glass on her belly. 'Thank you, dear,' she said. 'Think little of it.'

    'Now. pretend I'm Connie.'

    'Why'd I do that?'

    'You're going to propose to me.'

    'Huh?'

    'You said you've never proposed before. Here's your chance.'

    'Oh, I don't know.'

    Elizabeth raised her head slightly off the inflated pillow, sipped her martini without spilling, and rested the glass on her belly. 'You start by taking her to a nice restaurant. Have a few drinks.'

    'Ply her with liquor.'

    'Precisely. Have a marvelous meal. Lobster, perhaps.'

    'I can't eat seafood.'

    'Then steak. Chateaubriant would do nicely. When you're done, order after-dinner drinks. Cognac- '

    'Connie likes Irish Coffee.'

    'Fine. Have that. And now, it's time. You're both full, slightly high, and happy.'

    'Okay.'

    'I'm Connie.'

    She started to drift away. Dal caught her by the foot, and pulled her back to him. 'Connie, I want to marry you.'

    'Marry me? Oh, Dal! Are you sure? Why would you want to marry someone like me?'

    ' 'Cause Elizabeth told me to.'

    'That won't do at all.'

    



CHAPTER ELEVEN



    

    They stepped out of the restaurant. 'That was very nice,' Connie said. 'Thank you.' She took Pete's hand.

    'The night's young. Anything special you'd like to do?'

    'Yes, as a matter of fact.'

    'Shoot.'

    'Let's go to a movie.'

    'A movie.' He looked at her, grinning, as if he thought it a fine, rather childlike idea. 'Anything in particular?'

    She shrugged. 'I don't care. Just so it's dark.'

    'Do you like scary films?'

    'Do you?'

    'They're my favorite. I know just the place. I don't know what's playing there tonight, but it'll probably be good.'

    'Bet I can guess. The Haunted Palace.'

    'You've been there?'

    'Not since it changed hands. It used to be the Elsinore.'

    'It's a far cry from that, now.'

    

***



    

    In the darkness of the car, they didn't try to talk.

    Connie fastened her seatbelt. She thought it would be nice to open it. and scoot across the seat, and snuggle with Pete. She hadn't done anything like that in years. Tonight, though, she felt as eager and daring and uncertain as a teenager. She hesitated. Pete might think she was acting silly, or possessive.

    On the other hand, she felt so far away from him, strapped into the seat way over on this side of the car.

    With a trembling hand, she unfastened the safety harness. Pete looked at her, and smiled. She slid across the seat. He put an arm around her. Connie snuggled against him, and rested a hand on his thigh.

    A block from the Haunted Palace, Pete eased his car to the curb. They walked to the theater, holding hands.

    

***



    

    On the marquee, Connie saw that Dracula, Down Under was showing with The Town that Dreaded Sundown.

    The girl in the ticket window smiled at Pete. 'How are you, tonight?' she asked.

    'Not bad. I see you haven't found a new hairdresser.' He handed her the money.

    'The Town that Dreaded Sundown is just starting,' she said. 'Too bad you didn't get here half an hour sooner. You missed tonight's Schreck.'

    'He's a little tacky for my taste.'

    The girl laughed. 'Oh, you'd have loved this one, Schreck the Inquisitor.'

    'Sounds charming.'

    

***



    

    Inside, Pete gave the tickets to a fat man in bloody clothes.

    'Evening, Bruno.'

    Bruno growled through the nylon stocking he wore over his face.

    'Do you hang out here?' Connie asked.

    'Only been here once,' Pete said. 'Last week.'

    'It is a little tacky.'

    'So are most of the movies. Fun, though.'

    'Yeah. Like a carnival.'

    'Popcorn?'

    'I couldn't eat a thing, at the moment. Maybe a drink, though.'

    The auditorium of the theater was just as Connie remembered it: the castle walls, the battlements and turrets, the ceiling like a starlit sky.

    She had spent a lot of time in movie theaters, after the Tucson incident. Too much time. First in Tucson, then in Los Angeles.

    Hardly a day passed that she didn't find herself alone in a dark theater, eating popcorn and hot dogs and Good 'n Plenty, staring at a screen where silent people struggled through tragedy, fought to survive, laughed, and fell in love.

    She went to the movies, though she knew she shouldn't. She should be writing more pages than the two or three she managed daily. She should be reading. Most of all, she should be out in the world, doing something, meeting people, not hiding in the darkness of a movie house.

    One day, two years ago, she went to a noon showing of The Island. When it was over, she stayed in her seat and watched Jaws II, though she had seen it before. When that ended, she went out to the lobby to leave. Beyond the glass doors, the afternoon looked sunny. A young couple strolled by, holding hands and happy.

    Her throat tightened. Her eyes filled with tears.

    After buying a Pepsi and a fresh bucket of popcorn, she returned to her seat. She watched The Island again. She watched Jaws II again. When The Island started for a third time, she stayed in her seat.

    She felt sick with herself. Cowardly and self-destructive. But she couldn't force herself to walk out.

    Finally, a man sat down beside her. He smelled strongly of sweat and onions. He put a hand on her knee.

    She was wearing a skirt.

    The hand moved under its hem.

    She lifted the hand. The man smiled at her. His lips moved, blowing stench into her face.

    She broke his forefinger, and walked out of the theater.

    The next day, she didn't go to a movie. Nor the next day. She was certain, if she went back even once, she would fall again into the pattern. She was like an alcoholic, afraid to take a single drink because it would lead to another and another.

    She read voraciously.

    She finished her novel, Bayou Bride, in three months.

    She took a course in self-defense from a tough, scarred ex-Marine who claimed to be a mercenary-and proved it to Connie's satisfaction by disappearing one day. She assumed he'd gone to Rhodesia. She never saw him again.

    One of the men in the class dated her, and she found that she could go to movies safely as long as she didn't go alone.

    Then she met Dal. He took her often. He knew how she loved movies, though she never told him about her bad years as an addict.

    It was really mean of him, leaving her home last week when… She didn't want to think about Dal.

    Not tonight.

    She could worry about him later-how to tell him…

    She took Pete's hand, and didn't let go.

    

***



    

    When The Town that Dreaded Sundown ended, the lights came on.

    'How'd you like it?' Pete asked.

    'I'll probably have nightmares.'

    He smiled. 'You up for another one?'

    She glanced at the clock. Nearly eleven. Dal was probably back at the apartment, waiting for her. She didn't want to face him. She wanted to stay here with Pete, holding his hand, and never leave.

    'Sure, let's stay,' she said.

    'Ready for some popcorn now?'

    'That'd be great.'

    

***



    

    Dracula, Down Under began soon after Pete's return.

    It was an Italian film about a vampire among the Australian aborigines.

    'Oh no,' Connie said.

    Pete looked at her.

    She shook her head. 'Nothing,' she whispered, and took a handful of popcorn from the tub on his lap.

    It was enough, being with him.

    It didn't matter that the movie made no sense. She ate popcorn, and drank her Pepsi, and paid little attention to the screen.

    She leaned closer to Pete.

    He put his arm across her shoulders.

    

***



    

    'Could we see each other tomorrow?' Pete asked outside her apartment door.

    'I'd like that.'

    'We could go to the beach.'

    'Great. I'll make a picnic lunch.'

    'I'll bring the beer. Or would you prefer wine?'

    'Beer.'

    They held each other tightly, and kissed.

    'I had a wonderful time,' Connie said.

    'Me too.'

    'I'd ask you in, but Dal…'

    Pete shook his head. 'On the first date, I only kiss.'

    'That so?'

    'It's a lie, actually.' He pulled her close, and kissed her again. His hand gently went to her breast.

    She sucked in a sharp breath. 'Oh God, Pete.'

    'Goodnight.'

    'Goodnight. See you tomorrow.'

    'Around ten?' he asked.

    'Great.'

    'Goodnight.' He kissed her once more.

    'Goodnight.'

    They didn't part for a long time.

    Then Connie went inside, alone. She leaned against the door, too weak to move, hurting in a strange way that made her want to cry and laugh.

    A long time later, she searched the apartment. Dal wasn't there, thank God.

    She put the guard chain on the door.

    Then, feeling guilty, she took it off.

    Then she put it on again. If Dal came back in the middle of the night, she didn't want him crawling into bed with her.

    Not tonight.

    Not ever again.

    Pete Harvey had her now.

    Dirty Pete.

    With a squeal of delight, she hugged herself and twirled across the room.

    



CHAPTER TWELVE



    

    Another Saturday going to pot. Freya sat in front of the television with her tea, and stared at Popeye.

    The pits.

    Sunday, for Christsake, was better than this.

    Ha! Sunday, for Christsake. A funny.

    But it was true. Sunday morning TV had a parade of weirdos. A real circus. Some of those evangelists put on a better show than Loony Tunes. Especially the healers. Christ, the way they slapped folks around, and grabbed canes out from under cripples, and stuck their fingers in deaf people's ears! Out, you devils! Out, Satan! Be a kick, some morning, if the guy's finger came out of an ear with a big yellow glob of wax.

    Well, shit, nothing good like that on Saturday morning. Just a bunch of feeb cartoons and reruns of crap she saw twenty years ago.

    Nothing decent till 10:30. Phantom of the Opera. The Claude Rains version from '43. Nowhere near as good as the Lon Chaney, with those boobs trotting around the tunnels with their fingers in the air so the phantom couldn't drop nooses around their necks. 'The phantom's loops are quick!' they kept saying. What a gas! Well, the Rains version couldn't hold a candle to that, but it sure beat watching Heckle and Jeckle.

    The N-double A-C-P must've got down on Heckle and Jeckle. She'd swear those magpies used to talk like Amos and Andy.

    The doorbell rang, startling Freya so she slopped tea onto her bare leg. She brushed it away with her hand, and got up. Her leg was still wet as she crossed the room. She rubbed it again. She adjusted her tube-top, and opened the door.

    'Greetings.'

    'Oh, hello,' Freya said. She forced a smile.

    'Remember me?'

    'I remember. I see you changed your shirt.' The vulture T-shirt had been replaced by one that read, 'Don't get mad, get even.'

    'I saw the ad in the paper,' she said, 'I thought I'd come back.'

    Like a bad penny, Freya thought. 'Well, I'm afraid the apartment is still not available.'

    'Why not?'

    'It's already taken."

    'That's the story you gave me, last week.'

    'It's just as true, today.'

    'Then why was there an ad in today's paper?'

    'It must be an error,' Freya said.

    'No, I don't think so. I think you just decided you don't want me for a roommate. Isn't that right?'

    'That's right.'

    'Because I'm a gross slob, right?'

    'That's right.'

    'Suppose I make it two-fifty.'

    'You're awfully eager.'

    'This place is only a block from campus. Besides, I like your style.' She gave Freya a brash grin. 'Now, how about showing me around?'

    'I admire your persistence,' Freya said, loathing the girl more each second. 'What's your name?'

    ' Chelsea.'

    'I'm Freya. Come on in.'

    The girl entered, and wrinkled her nose. 'You need some light in here,' she said, and opened the curtains. 'That's better.' Freya cringed.

    'Are you from around this area?' she asked.

    'No.'

    'Where are you from?'

    'What does it matter?'

    'I'm just curious. If we're going to live together, don't you think we should know more about each other?'

    'Does that mean you'll take me?'

    'I'm thinking about it.'

    'Well, if you really want to know, I'm from Oakland.'

    'Ah. Home of the Hell's Angels. Did you live with your folks?'

    'What are they?'

    'You don't have parents?'

    'No, I was hatched. Can't you tell?'

    'I was only wondering.'

    'Well don't. Just show me the apartment, okay? If I wanted a third degree. I'd set myself on fire.'

    'As you wish,' said Freya. She showed Chelsea the kitchen, the bathroom, and the spare room.

    'When can I move in?'

    'As soon as you pay me.'

    'Two-fifty.'

    'Six hundred,' Freya said.

    'Come again?'

    'First and last month's rent. That's five hundred.'

    'I can count.'

    'Plus a hundred deposit for breakage.'

    'You're a doozy.'

    'I'm only protecting myself.'

    'You think I can't come up with six hundred, right?'

    'Oh, I hope you can,' Freya said.

    She meant it. 'Is a check okay?'

    'Cash.'

    'This is Saturday.'

    'Then you can move in Monday after the banks open.'

    'You're trying to pull something.'

    'Not at all. If you can come up with the cash today, you can move in today.'

    'How about fifty down, and the rest Monday morning?'

    'And you move in today?'

    'Yep.'

    'No thanks. Monday will be plenty soon enough.'

    'You're a pal.'

    'Shall we plan to see each other Monday morning, then?'

    'We shall count on it,' Chelsea said, mimicking her.

    

***



    

    When she was gone, Freya made a telephone call.

    'Hello?'

    'Good morning, darling.'

    'Princess!'

    'I have one for you,' she said.

    'Marvelous!'

    'This one's a bit different.'

    'How so?'

    'She's a pig.'

    'A pig?' he asked, the lightness leaving his voice.

    'I know you want beauties, darling, but this gal's wonderful. She's ugly, gross, and obnoxious.'

    'This wasn't part of our plan, princess.'

    'Wait'll you see her.'

    'She's disgusting and repulsive?'

    'Very.'

    'Hmm.' He paused for several seconds. 'Perhaps we can fit her in. Let me work on it, and get back to you.'

    'Great.'

    'In the meantime, keep looking for a beauty. Tina was absolutely marvelous. Someone like her.'

    'I'll keep the ad in the paper.'

    'Yes. Do that. And come over tonight, if you can.'

    'You got another one?'

    'Oh, indeed I did. Unfortunately, it has two female voices. I'm not quite sure how to handle the dubbing of that, but I'll try to think of something before you arrive.'

    'What time?'

    'Oh. eight o'clock.'

    'Great. See you then, Todd.'

    



CHAPTER THIRTEEN



    

    Dal stopped at Conroy's, and bought a dozen red roses in a vase. He carried the vase out to his car. Holding it in place on the passenger seat, he headed for the apartment.

    The roses had been Elizabeth 's idea.

    'She'll be touched by your thoughtfulness and generosity,' Elizabeth had told him. 'She'll forget all about your little spat.'

    Naturally, he hadn't explained the real cause of his trouble with Connie. It was too humiliating. Not only that, but Elizabeth would recognize Connie's date for what it was-a sign that she had lost interest in Dal, a sign that marriage was probably out of the question. He didn't want Elizabeth to know that, so he made up a story to satisfy her curiosity.

    'She burnt dinner,' he'd said. 'We had these two beautiful sirloin steaks, and she left them in the broiler too long. Completely forgot about them. By the time she remembered, they were charcoal black. I said, "You don't expect me to eat this, do you?" Then I chewed her out. I told her I'd been working my tail off, all day, and how I came home looking forward to a nice meal, and the least she could do is not fuck it up.'

    'You sound positively abhorrent.'

    'She pissed me off.'

    'Will you yell at me, that way, if I bum your food?'

    'Never.'

    'Why not?'

    'Because I love you.'

    'And you don't love Connie?'

    'She's all right. I don't love her, though.'

    'You must learn to act as if you do. Make her feel that she is the whole world to you, that your life would be a pit of ashes without her.'

    'I'll try.'

    'You must do better than try. You must succeed. I want you to marry her within the month.'

    'My God, that's only three weeks away!'

    'I'm sure you'll find a way.'

    That was the time to mention Connie's new boyfriend. He couldn't force himself to tell her, though. Not enough nerve. Three weeks. Impossible.

    Unless… Who knows, maybe she ended up hating the guy who took her to dinner, last night.

    Not much chance of that.

    He drove up the alley behind the apartment house, and carefully parked the car in its stall. He carried the vase of roses into the courtyard, and up the stairs to the door of the apartment.

    He unlocked the door.

    The guard chain snapped taut.

    'Shit!'

    He kicked the door. The chain flung it back at him, slamming it with a bang. Embarrassed, he looked around to see if he was being watched. He saw no one.

    He felt like kicking the door down.

    That would get him inside, but further from his real goal. So he pushed the doorbell, instead. It didn't ring; it lit bulbs in every room. He jabbed the button, again and again, to make the bulbs flash.

    The chain rattled. The door opened.

    'Dal.'

    Though she smiled, her eyes looked troubled.

    'These are for you.'

    'Oh, they're beautiful. Thank you.'

    'May I come in?'

    'Of course.'

    Of course? Then why the chain?

    'Are you alone?' he asked.

    'Sure I am.' Connie took the flowers, and set them on the dining-room table.

    Dal watched in silence. She wore a wrap-around skirt. Her white blouse was tied in front, leaving her midriff bare. Her beach outfit.

    She came back to him.

    'About last night,' he said, 'I want to apologize. I acted like an ass.'

    'You had a right to be upset. Dal.'

    She stepped toward the bright window, and he turned to face her. She wants the light on my lips, he realized. She's always maneuvering for that.

    'I should have been more reasonable,' he said. 'I mean. I don't own you. You have every right to goon a date. It's just that I was… hurt, I guess. The thought of you being with another man… It was just unbearable.'

    'I'm sorry,' she said.

    'Forgive me?'

    'There's nothing that needs forgiving. You wouldn't have felt badly, if you didn't care for me. I can hardly fault you for that.'

    'I more than care for you. Connie. I love you.'

    She blinked as if slapped. 'No you don't.'

    'I do. I've loved you since the first moment I saw you.' He reached for Connie. Shaking her head, she grabbed his wrists, and pushed his arms down.

    'Don't.'

    'Connie!'

    'I'm sorry, but… We've had… I do like you, Dal, and I'll always be grateful for the times we've had. But I think they're over, now.'

    'No.'

    'Yes. I want you to find a place of your own, now. You don't have to move out today, or anything, but the sooner you get your own apartment, the better off we'll both be.'

    'Connie, you can't mean it.'

    'I do mean it.'

    'You must've had a damn good time, last night.'

    She looked up from his lips, and met his eyes, 'If things had been better between you and me, I never would've accepted the date. In fact, I would never have met him. I stopped by Lane Brothers, Wednesday morning.'

    The words made his bowels suddenly ache.

    'I thought we might have lunch together, but you weren't there.'

    'I…'

    'You don't have to tell me where you were. I know.'

    'What?'

    'You were with a woman.'

    'I was not.'

    'You don't have to lie. It doesn't matter anymore.'

    'I was not with a woman.'

    'You were with her last Friday night at the movies, and all day Wednesday, and probably last night.'

    'That's a lie!'

    How could she know?

    'It's the truth. I walked out to the theater, Friday night. I thought I'd surprise you. But I was the one who got the surprise. I saw you sitting with her, with your arm around her.'

    It's all a bluff, he realized. She doesn't know anything. She's only guessing.

    'That was a good trick,' Dal said, 'if I was sitting with a girl, it's news to me. If you want to believe it, though, go ahead. I'm sure your conscience feels better if you can convince yourself that I'm the one at fault. I was alone in that theater. I was alone Wednesday, unless you want to count the clerks I talked to while I was shopping for this.'

    He reached into his pocket, and pulled out a small jewelry box. He opened it.

    Connie stared at the diamond ring. Tears filled her eyes.

    'Oh Dal,' she muttered.

    'I was planning to… last night…'

    'Oh Dal, I'm sorry.'

    He took the ring from the box, and held it out to her. 'Try it on.'

    She shook her head. 'I can't. I'm sorry. I…' She sobbed and turned away.

    Dal put a hand on her shoulder.

    She shrugged it off, and faced him. 'It's over, Dal. It's over. I'm sorry. I still want you to move out.'

    'But why?'

    'It's Pete.'

    'The guy you were with last night?'

    She nodded.

    'I've been aced out, huh?'

    'I'm sorry.'

    'Okay. I'll move out, like you want. I don't want to pressure you. In case this Pete doesn't… Well, the ring will still be waiting.'

    Nodding, Connie wiped the tears from her face.

    'Guess I'd better go apartment-hunting.'

    'I'm sorry.'

    Dal turned from her. He stopped outside. The door shut. He slipped Elizabeth 's engagement ring into its box, and headed for the stairs.

    



CHAPTER FOURTEEN



    

    Freya hated driving this time of the evening. The sun hung low over the Pacific, blinding her. Sunglasses helped, but not nearly enough. Most of the time, she could barely see the road ahead of her. She blocked the sun with her hand. That wasn't easy, though. After a few minutes, her upraised arm felt as if it were being dragged down with lead weights.

    The stretch along the Coast Highway seemed endless. Finally, she came to the turnoff. She didn't notice the unmarked road until she was beside it. She hit her brakes, swung onto the highway's shoulder, and backed up.

    She read the sign. PRIVATE ROAD. KEEP OUT.

    She drove forward. The road curved into a thickly wooded area. She stopped at a metal gate, opened its padlock, and swung the gate wide. After driving through, she shut the gate and snapped its lock into place.

    The one-lane road left the pine trees behind, and snaked across low hills to the house.

    Freya gazed at the house as she drove toward it. She loved the house. She loved its weathered siding, its bay windows, its gables, its single, peaked tower.

    So marvelously creepy!

    It looked like dozens of other old, dark houses in dozens of old, spooky movies.

    Soon, it would belong to her.

    She could hardly wait!

    She had such visions of how it would be, of wandering its halls on stormy nights, candle flames throwing weird shadows on the walls. No electric lights. She would get rid of all those, and use electricity only for the television and refrigerator and such.

    It would be glorious.

    So incredibly creepy, the greatest spook-house of all time-and hers.

    She climbed the porch steps. As she aimed her key at the lock, the door groaned open.

    'Todd.'

    'Princess.' He kissed her cheek. 'You're looking lovely tonight, as usual.'

    'Thank you.'

    He gestured for her to follow, and started upstairs. 'I hope you had a pleasant drive.'

    'I survived it.'

    'Traffic wasn't too bad?'

    'No. Traffic was fine. It was the damn sun that nearly killed me.'

    'I'm sorry to hear that. I have some news to cheer you, though. I found a solution to our problem.'

    'Another woman?'

    'Yes. She's waiting in the control room.'

    'What did you tell her?'

    'I explained that she would be perfect for a voice-over in a short suspense show I'm producing.'

    'Is she safe?'

    'She's a streetwalker.'

    'Can she read?'

    'Oh. I do hope so.'

    Todd opened a door at the top of the stairs. A slim, black woman was sitting on a bench at the control booth, leaning back, her elbows resting on the blank screens of two video monitors. Her ankles were crossed. She wore boots, and tight shorts, and a vest held loosely together in front by laces.

    'Freya, this is Tango.'

    'Pleased to meet you,' Freya said, staring at the girl's glossy, dark skin. The vest was open wide enough to expose much of her breasts.

    'Pleasure's mine,' Tango said. Leaning forward, she held out a hand to Freya.

    The hand was warm. It lingered in hers, and slid away.

    'All set?' Todd asked. 'Let's run through the tape once with the audio, then I'll give you some time to familiarize yourselves with the scripts before we do the dubbing.'

    Freya nodded.

    'Whatever you say,' said Tango. 'You're the bossman.'

    They turned to the main television screen.

    'Get the lights, Freya, if you please.'

    Reluctantly, she reached for the light switch. Darkness wasn't necessary for viewing, but Todd always insisted on it. For atmosphere, he said.

    Maybe it's best, Freya thought. With the lights on, she wouldn't see much of the tape. Her eyes, she knew, would be on Tango.

    'I believe I'll call this Schreck the Ax-man.'

    'Why not The Ax-man Cometh?' Tango suggested.

    Todd laughed politely, 'I'm afraid not, darling. Too much levity spoils the soup.'

    

***



    

    The two young women sit close to their campfire, as if they believe its bright flames will keep them from harm.

    The one in the plaid flannel skirt tilts her head back, and squirts a stream of wine into her mouth from a leather bota.

    'Don't you ever miss?' asked her friend, who has obviously missed often. The front of her gray sweatshirt is wet and red-stained.

    'Takes practice, Lynn.'

    She passes the bota to Lynn, who raises its spout to her lips and starts to squirt.

    'Hello, young ladies.'

    They both jump. Lynn shoots the stream off into her nose and eyes, and the man laughs. 'Sorry,' he says. 'I didn't mean to startle you. I saw your fire.' He walks close to it. He is a stout, red-bearded man. 'My name's Jim.'

    'I'm Kristi. This is Lynn.'

    'Mind if I join you?'

    Kristi glances at Lynn, then smiles at the man and says, 'Help yourself.'

    He steps closer to the fire, where the girls are sitting beside each other on a six-foot log. 'You can use our table,' Kristi suggests, sweeping her arm toward the stump standing upright beside her.

    'Thanks,' he says, and sits on it.

    He wears tight, faded jeans. The sleeves have been cut off his denim jacket at the shoulders, and his tanned arms look thick and powerful. 'Can I have a taste of that?'

    Lynn shrugs, smiling nervously. She glances at Kristi, as if for permission. When Kristi nods, Lynn passes the bota to her. and she hands it to the man. He squirts a long stream of wine into his mouth, and doesn't spill a drop. He gives the bota back to Kristi. 'Where you girls from?' he asks.

    ' San Diego.'

    'Long way from home.'

    'Are you from around here?' Kristi asks.

    'Me? I'm from Scottsdale.'

    ' Arizona?'

    ' California. She's a little burg just the other side of Sunny Lake.'

    'Where's that?'

    'Just the other side of Loon.'

    'And that's just the other side of this lake,' Kristi adds, nodding her head toward the shoreline down the slope from the campsite.

    'I canoed in, saw your fire.'

    'Probably the whole world can see our fire,' Lynn says, and laughs nervously.

    'Pretty near. Can I have another taste of that? It's Zinfandel, right?'

    Kristi laughs. 'Fantastic! A wine connoisseur in the middle of the forest primeval!'

    'Not a connoisseur, just a drinker.' He tips back his head, and squeezes the sides of the bota. When he is done, he passes the leather sack to Kristi.

    'I wanted to talk to you about this fire,' he says. 'It's a warm night. You don't really need one.'

    'We like it,' Kristi says.

    'Sure. I know how you feel. She's bright and cheery, and keeps the darkness at arm's-length. Gives you a good feeling. Helps you forget you're alone in the woods, with god-knows-what prowling around and watching you.'

    'You're not helping the situation,' Kristi says, and contorts her face in an exaggerated expression of fear. Lynn grimaces, looking very nervous.

    'I'm serious, now. You ought to douse your fire. After dark, it's like a neon sign, tells folks you're here. If they're the wrong kind of folks, and come snooping, you could be in big trouble.'

    'We can take care of ourselves,' Kristi tells him.

    Lynn, who doesn't look so sure of that, chews her lower lip.

    'Even if you have guns, which I doubt, it's still no guarantee. The way you're dressed, Kristi, I can see you're unarmed unless you've got some dinky thing way down in one of your jeans pockets.' He aims a finger at Lynn. 'You might have a pistol concealed under that bulky sweatshirt, but I'd bet you don't.' Smiling, he pulls a knife from the sheath on his belt. 'Now, I'm sitting here with a knife. You're there without guns. What're you gonna do?'

    'Why don't you put that away?' Kristi says. Her voice, so confident before, is trembling slightly.

    'Scared?' Jim asks.

    'Put it away, all right?'

    'I just want to put a little fear into you. You need it. You're both vulnerable as hell, and don't seem to realize it.' He slides the knife into its sheath.

    'I'll bet you haven't heard about our murders. If you'd heard, you wouldn't be out here at all, much less with a roaring fire.'

    Kristi and Lynn glance at each other. Lynn shakes her head.

    'That's what I thought,' Jim says.

    'You want to tell us?' asks Kristi.

    'Five murders in the past two months, all of them within a few miles of here. The first was a fourteen-year-old girl. She went out alone on Sunny Lake to do some night fishing, and never came back. They found most of her body a week later in an abandoned boat house. Someone had used an ax on her.'

    Lynn groans.

    'Is this really true?' asks Kristi. 'Or are you just trying to scare us?'

    'It's true, all right. The next two victims, just a month ago, were Randy Wilson and his wife. Randy owned the hardware store in Scottsdale. He and Mary used to do a lot of hiking. They were camped about a mile from here the night they were killed.'

    'With an ax?' Lynn wants to know.

    'Same as the girl. Same as the two teachers we found last week. Those gals were camping over by Loon. Chopped up like cordwood.'

    'You don't have to be so graphic.'

    'I just want you to understand the danger you're in.'

    Lynn makes a sickly smile.

    'We're here now,' Kristi says. 'What do you want us to do? Just pack up, right now, and pull out?'

    'Wouldn't be a bad idea.'

    'Except for one thing. Our car's about seven miles from here. We're not about to hike seven miles in the dark. We'd probably break our necks.'

    'I can give you a lift in my canoe,' Jim offers.

    'Our car's away from the lake.'

    'I don't mean to your car. I'll take you over to Scottsdale. We can drive over and pick up your car in the morning. What do you think?'

    'I don't know,' Kristi says, and gets to her feet. She gestures. Lynn stands up. 'Give us a couple minutes to talk it over.'

    Jim nods. He picks up the bota, and begins shooting a stream of wine into his mouth.

    Kristi walks away from the fire, twigs and pine cones snapping under her white sneakers. Lynn follows. They stop in the darkness just beyond the area of light cast by the fire. 'Should we go with him?' Kristi asks.

    Lynn shrugs.

    Kristi brushes hair away from her eyes. 'What about these murders?' she asks. 'Have you heard anything about them?'

    'Not a word,' Lynn says.

    'Me neither. Of course, I don't read the papers.'

    'Neither do I. Five murders, though. Wouldn't something like that make the six o'clock news?'

    'You'd think so,' Kristi says. 'This is really boondocks, though. Maybe they're keeping it quiet.'

    '1 don't know.' Lynn steps close to Kristi. 'I think…'

    'Whew! Didn't you bring any deodorant?'

    Lynn sniffs the armpits of her sweatshirt. 'Isn't me. Anyway, look. Maybe this Jim-guy made it all up.'

    'What for?' Kristi asks.

    'Who knows? Maybe he wants to get us dependent on him, so we'll let our guard down. Maybe he wants to get our equipment in his canoe, and steal it. Hell, maybe he gets his kicks drowning campers-'

    'You've got a wild imagination, Lynn.'

    'I'm just thinking of the possibilities.'

    'Look, we've got to make up our minds.'

    'You decide for us.'

    'No! You can't put it all on me. Give me a yes or no. Come on, Lynn. Do you want to pack up and go with him in his canoe, or not?'

    'A yes or no?'

    'Right.'

    Lynn shakes her head, and pushes a hand through her short, bristly hair. Turning, she looks for a long time at Jim. He is drinking more wine. 'Okay,' she says, her voice whiny with defeat. 'No.'

    "Are you sure?'

    'I'm sure,' she says reluctantly. 'Maybe he's telling the truth, but I don't want to go with him. Not in a canoe, I can't even swim.'

    'All right, it's settled.' Kristi turns away.

    'Wait.'

    'Yeah?'

    'What if he won't leave?'

    Kristi frowns. 'Did you have to say that?'

    Then they both return to the fire. Kristi makes it brief. 'We decided to stay here.'

    'I was afraid of that.'

    'Thank you for the offer, and for warning us, but…' She shrugs.

    'You decided to take your chances,' he finishes for her. 'That's about it.'

    'Well, thanks for the wine.' He stands. 'I'd better be on my way. I saw another fire, down at the south end. I'd better let them know. Good luck, ladies.'

    Without another word, he walks into the darkness. Kristi and Lynn wait for a few seconds, then quietly follow him. They stand close together. Looking down the slope, they watch him climb into his canoe, and shove off. They watch for a long time, until the sound of his paddle dipping into the water disappears in a whisper of wind.

    Then they return to the fire, and sit down.

    'Maybe we ought to put it out,' Lynn says, looking tense. Kristi shrugs. 'Why bother? If the ax-man's around, he already knows where to find us.'

    'Don't say that!'

    'Let's have some more wine, and forget about it, okay? That guy was probably just some kook who gets his laughs scaring. people.'

    'Geez, I hope so.'

    Kristi lifts the bota and squeezes a long, thin stream of wine into her mouth. As she passes the leather bag to Lynn, a shape moves silently among the trees behind them.

    Lynn raises the bota. She squirts into her mouth.

    The shape moves into the shimmering light of the fire. It is a man. He wears black, leather pants. His bare chest is shiny in the firelight. A black hood covers his head. His eyes glisten through holes in the hood. In his hands, he holds a double-bit ax.

    'I think I'm ready to hit the sack,' Kristi says. 'One more for the road.' She reaches out for the wine bag.

    Lynn holds it out to her.

    

***



    

    With a grunt, the man swings the ax in a swift, sideways blow. It chops through Lynn 's neck. Her head flies, tumbling. It rolls into the campfire.

    For an instant, she sits there headless, still holding out the bota to Kristi as blood spouts from her neck stump and rains down.

    Kristi screams.

    The bota drops. The body topples forward, shouldering into the campfire, scattering flaming branches across the ground.

    Kristi screams and screams as she jumps to her feet and tries to run. The man grabs her shirt collar. He throws her to the ground.

    On her back, Kristi gazes up at him.

    He laughs, and pulls away his hood. His face is gaunt, his wet eyes bulging, his mouth writhing with a terrible grin.

    'I am Schreck,' he says.

    He raises the ax high overhead, and brings it down.

    It knocks through Kristi's upthrust hands, and splits her face.

    

***



    

    Todd turned off the machine.

    Freya flicked on the lights, and saw his wide grin. She turned to Tango, who wore a smirk.

    'Well ladies, what do you think?'

    'That's one baaad dude,' said Tango. 'Wouldn't want to mess with him.' She laughs. 'No sir, no way.'

    Todd looked amused. 'What about you, Freya?'

    'Fantastic!'

    'I thought you might enjoy it.'

    'How'd you do that?' Tango asked, 'I mean, how'd you do that with the head?'

    'Just chopped it off.'

    Tango laughed. 'I know, it's a trade secret. I'll lay odds you used a dummy.'

    'Very astute, young lady.'

    'Sure looked real.'

    'I appreciate the compliment.' Todd removed three scripts from a manila folder, and passed them out. 'I've underlined your parts. Tango, you're Kristi. Freya, you're Lynn. I, of course, will play myself. Take a few minutes to look them over.' After glancing through her script, Freya spent the remaining time looking over Tango. The girl knew she was being watched, and seemed to approve. As she read, she casually loosened her vest. She twisted in such a way that a nipple appeared in the laces.

    Todd paid no attention.

    She was doing it for Freya alone.

    'Ready?' Todd asked.

    'Ready when you are,' Tango said.

    'How come we're doing this? You know what I mean? I'm just curious, is all.' She fluttered the script. 'This looks like just what they said except for their names and a couple things. Maybe I'm just ignorant, but it seems kind of funny to me.'

    'Their voices simply aren't what I want,' said Todd.

    She shrugged. 'It's your dime, honey.'

    'Let's begin.'

    



CHAPTER FIFTEEN



    

    They walked along the balcony to the door of Connie's apartment. She pushed her key toward the lock, but Pete stopped her hand.

    'Let me,' he said.

    'I didn't catch that,' said Connie. 'The light's off.'

    Pete shook his head. He took the key from her, and opened the apartment door. No lights were on inside, either, so he didn't bother to speak. He stepped into the room, ahead of her, and found a light switch on the wall. A lamp beside the couch came on.

    'You're certainly acting mysterious,' she said.

    'Just careful. Some guys, when they're dumped, they do crazy things.'

    'Dal's never been violent,' she said.

    'That you know of.'

    'I don't think he'd do anything to hurt me.'

    Pete shrugged. 'If he bought an engagement ring, he's serious enough to be a threat. I ran into a guy once, he threw his fiancee out a fourteenth-story window because some fellow sent her flowers for her birthday. Turned out, they came from her brother.'

    'You're full of grim stories,' Connie said, smiling as if she wanted more. 'Would you like a drink?'

    'Ah, a libation,' he said, doing his Fields voice. 'Nothing I'd rather partake of, my dear.' It was out of his mouth before he realized she probably wouldn't understand his distorted lip movements. He didn't have time for embarrassment to set in, though.

    'Come up and see me sometime,' she said.

    He laughed. 'You're remarkable.'

    'When I'm bad, I'm better.'

    He took hold of her hands. 'Very true,' he said. 'You were very, very bad this afternoon.'

    Her face, still flushed from a day in the sun, turned a deeper red. 'You were pretty bad, yourself. Now, what would you like, a beer?'

    'Great.'

    They went into the kitchen and Connie took two bottles of Budweiser from the refrigerator. 'Want a glass?' she asked.

    'The bottle's fine. I think I'll use the facilities first, though.'

    'Right through there.' She pointed.

    Pete used the toilet, but didn't return immediately to the living-room. First, he stepped into another room and turned on the light. Connie's office. He stepped past cluttered, metal bookshelves and opened a closet door.

    'What're you doing?'

    He turned to Connie. She stood in the doorway, frowning slightly.

    'Just snooping.'

    'You're looking for Dal. You think he's hiding somewhere, just waiting for you to leave so he can jump out and cut my throat.'

    'It happens.'

    'You worry me, Pete, you know that?'

    'Can't be too careful.'

    'I think you can be too careful. If you have to spend your life looking over your shoulder, always afraid there might be some terrible villain back there just waiting for you to let your guard down so he can jump you… Yeah, I think you can be too careful. Where's the fun, if you're always on your toes for disaster to strike?'

    'Oh, I have my share.'

    'Shall I show you the bedroom, or have you already checked it out?'

    'Not yet.'

    He followed her into the bedroom, and grinned as she rushed to the bed, dropped to her knees, and peered under the draping coverlet. 'What on earth?' She reached into the space beneath the bed. 'I wonder what that… aaah!' Her body lurched forward. Belly down, she twisted and kicked. She clutched the bedframe as if to keep herself from being pulled under.

    Pete ran to her side. He reached down for the bedframe, ready to fling it aside, when Connie grabbed his hand.

    He saw her smile.

    'That wasn't funny,' he said.

    'Yes it was.'

    She pulled him down to her, and kissed him.

    When his hand slid under her blouse, he was surprised to feel the smooth, bare skin of her breast. She must've taken her bikini off while he was in the bathroom. He pulled the blouse up. The nipple was rigid in his mouth, and had a slightly salty taste.

    He moved a hand under her skirt. Up her thigh. Her bikini pants were also gone.

    'You're a darling,' he said.

    She didn't answer. Of course not. His mouth was on her breast.

    He raised his head. Connie's eyes lowered to his lips.

    'You're a darling,' he repeated.

    With a smile, she reached both hands inside his shorts, and held him.

    'Would you like your beer now?' Connie asked.

    'It's probably warm.'

    'We'll make believe we're in Ireland, drinking lukewarm Guinness in a pub.'

    'I'd rather be here,' Pete said.

    'Back in a jiffy.' As she climbed off the bed, Pete patted her bare rump. She walked to the bedroom door and looked back at him. He lay on the sheets, hands folded under his head, his limp penis lying against his thigh. 'Have you no modesty?' she asked.

    'A little late for that.'

    'True,' she said.

    

***



    

    There'd been plenty of modesty, that afternoon, when he took her into his house near Venice beach. A lot of drinking on the couch, a lot of talking until the right moment came and he took her into his arms. They wore only their swimsuits. Hands stroked exposed skin, moved hesitantly over the fabric, and finally explored beneath the swimsuits. At last, they were naked against each other, slick from suntan oil and sweat, gritty with sand, and they made love on the couch.

    They showered together.

    They ate hamburgers.

    They made love again, this time on the fresh sheets of Pete's bed.

    After all that, Connie realized, she still felt modest in front of him. To go for the drinks, stark naked, seemed slightly daring, slightly naughty, as if she were flaunting her nudity to arouse him.

    Still in the doorway, she stared at his penis. She lowered her hands, and caressed her thighs.

    Pete shook his head, grinning. 'What're you up to?' he asked.

    'Oh, nothing.'

    Her thumbs slid against her groin, and she watched his penis rise.

    'Forget the beer,' he said.

    'Can't. We've got to replenish our vital fluids.'

    She turned from him. She felt sexy and silly and bold-and happier than she'd been since… No, don't think about Dave. Too late.

    But the memory didn't hurt, the way it always had. Strange. Very strange.

    She stepped into the living-room.

    'Having fun?' Dal asked. He was on the couch, sitting with both feet on the floor and his back straight.

    Connie slapped her hands to her breasts and spun away. She hurried into the bedroom.

    Pete was already up.

    'Stay here,' Connie said, 'I'll take care of it.' She jerked her robe from its closet hook, and put it on as she rushed into the hallway.

    Dal still sat on the couch. 'You couldn't even wait for me to move out,' he said.

    'I… I didn't expect you.'

    'Where'd you think I'd be-at my girlfriend's house?'

    'Dal, please.'

    'Our bed.'

    'It's my bed.'

    'Christ, you should've heard yourselves carrying on.'

    'You shouldn't have listened.'

    'You're my girl, Connie.'

    'Not anymore.'

    'You'll always be my girl. I love you. Just remember that. When he dumps you. He will, you know. Once he’s tired of you, he'll dump you. I've seen his type. Jaguar, beach house, rugged good looks. I give you about a week.'

    'Get out of here.'

    'A week, and you'll come running to me, you'll come begging-'

    'Come back at noon tomorrow. Your belongings will be outside the door waiting for you.'

    'You'll come begging,' he said again. Then he left.

    



CHAPTER SIXTEEN



    

    'Okay, ladies, that wraps it up.' Todd took out his wallet, and paid Tango with twenty-dollar bills - ten of them.

    'Don't you get paid?' she asked Freya.

    'I'm a partner.'

    'Ah, so.'

    'You go on ahead, Todd, I'll drive Tango home.'

    'Far be it from me to stand in the way of true romance. Be sure to lock up when you leave.'

    'I will.'

    When Todd was gone, they left the control room. Freya led Tango by the hand. They entered a room at the end of the hall, and Freya turned on the lights.

    'You're so beautiful,' she said. She reached for the laces of Tango's vest.

    'Ah-ah. No freebies, honey.'

    'How much?'

    'Depends what you want.'

    Freya opened her purse. Her hands shook as she drew out her billfold. She counted the cash. To her dismay, she found only a ten-dollar bill, and three ones.

    'For that, honey, you get diddle-shit.'

    'I… I have plenty more at home. I thought I had-'

    Tango smiled. 'That's all right. You just take me to where the money is. This old house is a bit too haunty for my taste, anyhow.'

    'I want you here, Tango.'

    'No money, no fuckee.'

    Freya sighed. 'Well, let's go to my apartment, then.'

    They left the bedroom, and walked down the narrow hallway. Freya watched their strange, faint shadows on the walls. She remembered how Tina had danced and twirled as if fascinated by those shadows. Oh, how she would love to see Tango doing that… If only she had brought more cash along. Another night, maybe.

    They descended the stairway. Neither spoke. The wood creaked under their weight.

    They crossed the foyer.

    Freya reached for the doorknob.

    It didn't turn. Alarmed, she glanced at Tango.

    'Let me try.' Tango struggled with the latch and knob. 'Shit, lady, that sucker's locked.'

    'There's a back way out,' Freya said.

    'There better be.'

    She led the way, turning on lights as she went. They passed through a dining-room with a chandelier hanging over a large, mahogany table. Crystal goblets glimmered on the shelves of the highboy. Freya paused to admire them. Someday, they would all belong to her.

    'Move,' Tango said. 'I want outa here.'

    Freya pushed through a swinging door to the kitchen. She turned on the light, and stopped so abruptly that Tango bumped her.

    She stumbled forward.

    The man in the white apron and chef's hat clutched her arm, and flung her aside.

    'I want dark meat,' Schreck said.

    Swinging around. Tango threw herself at the door. She wasn't quick enough. He grabbed her hair and jerked her toward him. Hooking an arm around her throat, he lifted her.

    Tango squirmed and kicked. Her boot heels thudded against Schreck's shins, but had no effect. Veins stood out on her face and her eyes bulged from the pressure of his grip. Her struggles, frantic at first, became feeble.

    She was carried to a counter.

    Freya got to her feet, watching.

    'Stay out of the shot,' Schreck muttered.

    He lifted Tango onto the counter.

    Freya spotted the camera on a swivel mount near the ceiling. Todd had made no attempt to hide this one. He must've installed it this afternoon. It was directly above the counter where Schreck had placed Tango.

    'Cut the laces,' Freya said.

    'Shut up.'

    'Come on, do it.'

    'Leave,' said Schreck.

    'I want to watch.'

    'You want to watch?' He picked up a meat cleaver and swung around. 'Out!' he roared.

    'It's all right with Todd if I…'

    Schreck suddenly grinned. 'Come here.'

    Her skin pricked. She shook her head.

    'Come here! You want to watch.'

    'No. That's…'

    'Come here, or I kill you.'

    She hesitated, wondering if she should try to run. She didn't dare. With slow, unsteady steps, she approached Schreck.

    She watched his eyes. They were wet and bulging. They were somehow like spiders. They gave her goose-bumps, and nauseated her.

    He gripped her arm.

    'Watch,' he said.

    Tango moaned.

    Schreck put down the cleaver.

    'Watch, but don't touch.'

    'Help me,' Tango whispered.

    Schreck picked up a knife and two-pronged carving fork. Freya's fear turned to excitement as he sliced through the laces and opened Tango's vest.

    The woman raised her head. She looked at Freya. 'Please-'

    'Head down,' said Schreck, and plunged the fork into her eye.

    Freya spun away. She doubled over, vomiting. Before she was done, Schreck jerked her upright by the hair.

    'You want to watch,' he explained. 'Mustn't miss a moment.'

    



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



    

    After Connie insisted he leave, Dal headed for Elizabeth 's house. Halfway there, he changed his mind. If he went to her, he would have to admit defeat; a temporary set-back, at least. Elizabeth wouldn't like that.

    He might lose her.

    Rather than chance that, he decided to spend the night in a motel. He found a room at the Palm Court, just off Pico. It was a tiny room, but clean.

    The television picture had shadows.

    The bed had Magic Fingers, but Dal had no quarter.

    He felt very depressed as he climbed into bed. For a long time, he couldn't sleep. All so damned complicated. He only wanted Elizabeth. To get her, though-to keep her-he had to marry Connie.

    Not necessarily.

    He only had to get rich.

    Only.

    If it were easy to get rich, he'd have done it long before now.

    He could think of only one way to do it: marry money. Must be plenty of rich gals around town. But he only knew one.

    Damn, he was halfway to home base before this Peter stuck his nose into the picture.

    Sure: his nose. Stuck in more than that, the bastard.

    Look on the bright side, though: maybe he will dump Connie. Could happen.

    Especially with a little help.

    Dal lay with his eyes shut, oblivious to the noise of cars passing just outside his window, and thought about ways to help.

    

***



    

    In the morning, he woke up feeling good. He took a long, hot shower. Then he went for a walk. He ate a breakfast of sausage and eggs at Sambos. At a Drug Mart down the street, he brought an injector razor, a can of shaving cream, and roll-on deodorant.

    Couldn't face Elizabeth looking like a bum.

    Grinning, he returned to his motel room. He shaved, rubbed the sticky ball on his armpits, and checked out.

    He practiced his story as he drove to Elizabeth 's house.

    She opened the door, looking as radiant as Dal felt. She wore a silken robe that matched her green eyes. It was belted loosely shut. It barely hung low enough to cover her groin.

    'You look beautiful this morning,' Dal said.

    'Don't stand there gawking. Get in here and kiss me.'

    He gladly obeyed. As he kissed her, his hands roamed down the slick robe and under it. He squeezed the cool skin of her rump. He pressed her tightly against him.

    'I don't have much time,' he said. 'Connie's at church. I just had to stop by, though.'

    'Did it go well?'

    'It went great. Unbelievable.'

    'Tell me.'

    'Later,' he said, grinding his hardness against her.

    'Now,' she said. She pushed herself away, and walked ahead of him into the living-room. She sat on a white davenport, and put her feet up.

    Dal sat by her feet. 'I did just as you suggested. I bought her flowers, on my way home yesterday.'

    'And did she like them?'

    'She loved them. Absolutely loved them. She cried, and apologized for the way she burnt dinner, and wanted to know where I'd spent the night.'

    'What did you tell her?'

    'That I'd spent most of it just driving around aimlessly, in a daze. And that I'd finally parked on a quiet street, somewhere, and gone to sleep on the backseat.'

    'Lovely,' Elizabeth said. Her foot patted his thigh.

    'Oh, Connie ate it up. I've never seen her look more guilty.'

    'I hope you quickly moved in for the kill.'

    'You'd have been proud of me.'

    'Would I?'

    'While Connie was crying and full of remorse, I took her into my arms and said, "Why don't I take you out for dinner, tonight, and we'll have a good time and forget all about our little quarrel." '

    'And did you?'

    'We did.'

    'Bravo.'

    Dal patted the lightly tanned top of her foot, and moved his hand up her shin. 'We went to a quiet, French restaurant…'

    'Which one?'

    'Henri's.'

    'Ah, lovely.'

    'And I proposed to her.'

    'Did she accept?'

    'How could she refuse?'

    Dal slipped his hand beneath her upraised leg, and caressed the smoothness of her calf.

    'She did accept?'

    'Of course. And I gave her the ring.'

    'Did it fit?'

    'It was a bit tight. Weil take it to a jeweler, next week, and have it expanded.'

    'She liked the ring?'

    'She was flabbergasted.'

    She said, 'It's magnificent.'

    'I think she was a bit shocked to think I would spend that kind of money, but I didn't hear her complain.'

    'So, you are now an engaged man.'

    'Yep.'

    'When's the big day?'

    'July thirty-first.'

    Elizabeth grinned. She swung her leg upward, and propped it on the back of the couch. 'Let me be the first to congratulate you, dear.'

    

***



    

    'I don't want to,' Connie said.

    'It won't take long,' Pete told her. 'I'll give you a hand. Both hands, if you prefer.'

    'I'd really rather not. Let's just go somewhere. He can come in and get the stuff, himself. If I put it outside. I'd be worried someone might take it.'

    'That'd be too bad.'

    'I'm the one who'd feel guilty about it.'

    'You aren't afraid he'll come in and tear the place up?'

    'Dal? No. He's basically pretty timid.'

    'Those are the kind who go haywire when things get rough.'

    'Really, Pete, you worry too much.'

    'You keep telling me.'

    'Because it's true.'

    'Even paranoiacs have enemies.'

    She smiled. 'I know. And a broken clock is right twice a day. More coffee?'

    'I'll get it.'

    Pete left her. Alone on the private, rear balcony, she moved her lawn chair closer to the railing so her face would be in the sunlight. She sat back, and took a deep breath. The morning breeze was cool, the sun hot. She wondered if she had ever felt this good before.

    Sure. Yesterday. And Friday night.

    Being with Pete.

    It was like being reborn-young and fresh and happy, the day ahead full of promise.

    He came back, and handed her the coffee mug. He sat down on the chair facing her.

    'How about going to the Marina for a champagne brunch?' he asked.

    'Great!'

    



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



    

    Freya stayed home from work Monday morning. She called in sick. Though she felt fine as she dialed, her heart began to race and her stomach suddenly hurt when Dr Eginton answered the phone.

    Sheila Eginton, Dean of Women, the condescending bitch.

    'I do hope it's nothing serious,' she said.

    'I do too,' said Freya, making her voice tight as if holding back a groan of pain. 'I… I'm going to the doctor this morning.'

    'I see. We'll do our best to forge along without you.'

    'Fine.'

    'Do take care of yourself.'

    'I will.' She hung up.

    Well, she wouldn't have to put up with bitch Eginton much longer. If everything went as planned, she'd be kissing the job good-bye at the end of the summer quarter.

    Too bad she couldn't get Edgy out to Todd's house. She'd love to see her in Schreck's hands. The dean was too big, though; her disappearance would cause a stink.

    So far, their caution had paid off.

    Only the disappearance of the camping girls got any play in the news. Todd had been a bit careless there. Overconfident, maybe. But he assured Freya that he would hang onto that tape. not even send it to the lab for conversion to 35mm, until the thing had blown over.

    Then there was the business with Tina. That should've worked perfectly; neither Tina nor her boyfriend had living parents to miss them. Tina moved out, ran off with the guy, and left no forwarding address. That was supposed to be the story if anyone asked. Freya should've stuck to it when the roommate called. That'd been a dumb mistake. But, who would think the gal'd keep pushing it?

    Well, they took care of that little problem. Nobody had popped up, yet, asking about her. A good sign. Maybe she hadn't even been missed. Could be trouble, though, when they showed the film.

    Good old Brit might have friends who frequent the Haunted Palace.

    Shit, why worry? With the over-dub and dyed hair, who would recognize her?

    Should've dyed Tina's hair. Couldn't, of course, the way it was shot. Probably wouldn't be able to do it with Chelsea, either. The gal has to be under control, for that. Like what's-her-face in the Inquisitor film. Or that moronic hitchhiker Todd picked up for his first one, Schreck the Executioner.

    A small change of appearance, like that, was probably enough to keep folks from recognizing their friends.

    If she could think of a way to disguise Chelsea… What the shit, Chelsea 's from Oakland. That's a long, long way from L. A.

    Freya poured herself a cup of tea, and glanced at the kitchen clock. Seven-thirty.

    Banks open at ten.

    Chelsea the Pig should arrive by eleven.

    Plenty of time to kill. She went into the living-room, turned on the television, and switched the channel to Good Morning, America.

    

***



    

    At 10:32, the doorbell rang. Freya got up, tugging at her tight shorts, and opened the door.

    Chelsea, a cheerless smile spreading her cheeks, waved a handful of green in Freya's face. 'Six hundred bucks,' she said. 'Didn't think I'd be here, did you?'

    'I never doubted for a moment.'

    Today, her T-shirt read, 'Save a tree-eat a beaver'.

    Freya took the money. She stood in the doorway, counting it. Six hundred dollars, in fifties.

    'Receipt, please.'

    'Of course. Come on in.' As she filled out a receipt, she said, 'Are you always this obnoxious, Chelsea?'

    'When it suits me.'

    'Suppose we call a truce? I'll help you bring your stuff up, and I'll even take you out to dinner, tonight, to celebrate.'

    'You'll pay?'

    'Of course.' She waved the six hundred at Chelsea, I just came into a lot of money.'

    'You're a doozy.'

    They went down to the street. Freya saw a dull, gray van plastered with bumper stickers: NUKE IRAN; PLEASE TAILGATE-I NEED THE MONEY; I NEVER HAD IT; I BRAKE FOR MIDGETS; STILLBORNS HAVE MORE FUN, and half a dozen others.

    'Your van, I presume.'

    'How'd you guess?'

    

***



    

    As they unloaded it, Freya appraised the goods. Not much looked promising. The stereo, portable television, and typewriter might bring in a few bucks, but everything else looked like junk.

    'Where you taking me for dinner?'

    'It's a lovely restaurant up the coast.'

    'Up the coast? How far up the coast?

    'Only about fifteen minutes,' Freya said.

    'There's gotta be someplace closer.'

    'Nothing this nice. It has a lovely view of the ocean.'

    'Do I have to dress up?'

    'Is it possible?'

    'Now who's obnoxious?'

    'You look very nice,' Freya said when Chelsea came out, of the bedroom in a dress that looked like an old table cloth.

    'I pass inspection?'

    'With flying colors.'

    They went down to Freya's car.

    'Fifteen minutes?'

    'About that. Maybe a little longer. The place is worth it, though. Best food you've ever tasted.'

    'Hope they serve plenty,' Chelsea said. 'I could eat a horse.'

    'They don't serve horses.'

    'You said fifteen minutes.'

    'We're almost there,' Freya said. The sun was higher above the ocean than last time, and made the driving easier.

    ' Lot of trouble to go through for a dinner.'

    'This place is special.'

    'So you say.'

    'Wait till you see it.'

    

***



    

    When Freya swung onto the turnoff, Chelsea said, 'You've got to be kidding. There's no restaurant up there.'

    Fortunately, Todd had remembered to leave the gate open. That would've really aroused Chelsea 's suspicion. So far, she didn't seem worried-only curious.

    When Chelsea saw the house, she shook her head. 'That's it?'

    'That's it.'

    'Is this a joke?'

    'It's a restaurant. The finest restaurant for miles.'

    'I'll believe it when I see it.'

    A single car, a blue Plymouth, was parked in front. Freya pulled alongside it.

    'If this place is so great,' Chelsea said, 'why's there only one car?'

    'It's very exclusive.'

    Freya climbed from the car. Chelsea opened her door against the Plymouth, and squeezed out. 'Couldn't park any closer to it, could you?'

    Freya smiled. 'Don't be a spoilsport.'

    'This is sport?'

    They headed for the porch stairs. As they started up, the front door opened. Todd stepped out, wearing a tux. He held the door wide.

    'Ah,' he said. 'Young ladies, we've been expecting you. Welcome to Hillside Manor. I am Clarence, the maitre d'.' They followed him into the foyer.

    'As you see, young ladies. Hillside Manor is a most unusual restaurant. It is the home of Rudolph Webb, noted chef and author of Webb's Cuisine. He opened his home to the public, fifteen years ago, as a - shall we say - testing ground for his recipes.'

    They entered the dining-room. The long, mahogany table was set for three. Todd seated Freya and Chelsea across from each other near the head of the table.

    'As diners here,' he continued, 'you shall be partners in the creation of an original dish. Would you care for a cocktail before dinner is served?'

    'Gin and tonic,' Chelsea said.

    'I'll have white wine. The house wine, please.'

    'Splendid.'

    Todd turned away, and disappeared through the swinging door to the kitchen.

    'This is weird,' Chelsea said. 'We're guinea pigs for this chef, huh?'

    'Guinea pigs never had it so good.'

    'How did you find this joint?'

    'A date brought me here. I was awfully nervous, at first. I didn't really believe it was a restaurant. I thought he'd tricked me, and brought me here for some kind of mischief. It is a rather creepy old house. But I was in for a pleasant shock. We had duck in some kind of marvelous wine sauce. Probably the best meal I'd ever had.'

    Todd returned with the drinks. Freya raised her glass of wine. 'Here's blood in your eye.'

    'Mud,' Chelsea corrected.

    'Whatever.'

    They drank.

    Chelsea nodded toward the place setting at the head of the table. 'Is somebody going to join us?'

    'Oh yes. The chef himself. He'll come out, after the food is prepared.'

    'Wonderful,' Chelsea muttered.

    'You'll enjoy it. He really is quite a fascinating guy.'

    'The food better be good. I'd hate to barf in front of the chef.'

    'Young ladies-your host, Rudolph Webb.'

    Todd held open the kitchen door, and Schreck entered the dining-room. He walked stiffly to the table, his lean face solemn, and held out a hand toward Chelsea.

    The girl made a sickly smile, but shook the offered hand. 'Welcome,' said Schreck. 'You are?'

    ' Chelsea.'

    He stopped around the table. Freya shuddered as he took her hand. In his black tuxedo, he looked to Freya like an undertaker. A pallid, gaunt undertaker who spent too much time with his corpses.

    'I'm Freya,' she said.

    'Yes, I remember. Welcome again to my home.'

    He sat. Todd poured red wine into his glass. He raised it to his thin lips. As he drank, a trickle slid from one comer of his mouth and dripped from his chin. He didn't seem to notice. When he emptied the glass, Todd filled it again.

    'Refresh the ladies' drinks,' Schreck commanded. 'Then serve the soup.'

    Todd took their glasses away.

    'The first course,' said Schreck, 'will be a delicate soup of meat and herbs. I'm certain you will find it most unusual, rather like the Mexican albondigas, but more hearty.' He grinned, his lips drawing back to reveal crooked, dark teeth and pale gums.

    Todd brought the drinks. Freya found her hand shaking as she raised the glass. Chelsea met her eyes, and glared.

    'I eat with my guests,' said Schreck, 'so that I might have the opportunity to savour their reactions as they savour my cuisine. It is an indulgence on my part, but I believe we should permit ourselves to enjoy the effects of our creative efforts. I am, if you please, the playwright attending the opening night performance of his drama - gauging audience reaction, thrilling to the laughter and tension and applause, noting lapses where, perhaps, the script might require an adjustment.'

    Todd entered, pushing a serving cart. He set a bowl of soup at each place, and returned to the kitchen.

    Freya eyed the brown, lumpy liquid in her bowl. It looked identical to the soup in front of Chelsea and Schreck. Todd had assured her, though…

    'Bon appetit,' said Schreck.

    He dipped a spoon deep into his bowl, and brought up bits of meat along with onions and other limp vegetables. The spoon dripped as he raised it to his mouth. He chewed slowly, as if probing the mixture for its subtle flavors. Then he swallowed, and sighed with pleasure.

    Freya, fighting to control her nausea, took a sip of wine. She picked up her spoon, slid it into her soup, and stirred as she watched Chelsea take her first taste.

    The girl's spoon shimmered with broth. She sipped it, nodded, and smiled nervously at Schreck. 'Delicious,' she said.

    Freya continued to stir. Mine's only lamb, she told herself. But she couldn't bring herself to try it. She watched Chelsea bring up a spoonful from the bottom. It was laden with vegetables and chunks of meat. It vanished into Chelsea 's mouth. The girl chewed, and nodded.

    Freya's stomach convulsed. Vomit came to her throat. She swallowed hard, and finished her wine.

    'It's great,' Chelsea said. 'Best soup I've ever had.'

    Schreck grinned and nodded.

    'I normally don't care much for soup,' she continued. 'It's usually so bland.' She shoveled in another spoonful. And another. 'Have you tried it?' she asked Freya.

    Freya nodded. 'Excellent.'

    'Will this be in your next cookbook?'

    'Most certainly,' said Schreck.

    'I'd really like the recipe.' She spooned more into her mouth. As she chewed, she said, 'What kind of meat is it?'

    'Can you guess?'

    'I don't know. Pork?'

    'No.'

    She raised a spoonful, and gazed at it. With her teeth, she picked out a chunk of meat and ate it separately. She shrugged.

    'What is it, rabbit or something?'

    Schreck grinned. 'You're getting warm.'

    She finished the spoonful, dredged the bottom of her dish, and came up with a larger piece. She studied it. 'Hey, this one's still got the bone.' With her free hand, she lifted it from the spoon and turned it over. Freya glanced at the small, shiny shield of nail.

    Chelsea dropped the piece as if it burnt her. It splashed into her soup. She shoved her chair back, but Schreck grabbed her arm.

    'What was it?' he asked.

    'A… a toe!'

    'Oh dear, you guessed correctly.' Schreck chuckled.

    Chelsea gagged. She tried to struggle free from Schreck's grip, but couldn't. She threw up on herself, and began to cry.

    Todd entered with the white wine. 'I hope you're enjoying your meal,' he said, smiling.

    'Yes,' said Schreck. 'I believe we're ready for the next course.'

    'Very good.'

    'Leave the bottle,' Freya said. She filled her glass, quickly drank it all, and filled it again.

    Chelsea continued to cry.

    'I don't understand,' said Schreck, 'why you're so upset. Only moments ago, you were raving about its flavor.'

    'You're crazy!' Chelsea sobbed.

    'I'm sure you'll appreciate the next course even more.'

    Todd brought in a platter and set it down in front of Chelsea.

    Chelsea began to scream.

    'A true delicacy. Lightly simmered visage over steaming linguini, topped with a delicate tomato sauce. I call it Face Marinara.'

    Freya watched, disgusted and fascinated, as Schreck threw Chelsea to the floor and forced her to eat.

    He pinched her nostrils shut so she had to open her mouth.

    He snapped her fingers.

    He tore open her dress and stabbed her with a fork.

    At last, she choked on a mouthful of scorched flesh. She kicked and convulsed and turned blue and died.

    Todd entered the room, clapping. 'Bravo, bravo!'

    He slapped Schreck on the back.

    'Satisfied?' he asked Freya.

    She nodded. 'Thanks,' she said.

    'Well, shall we retire to the control room, and see what Bruno got for us?'

    'Todd,' Schreck said, and nodded towards the corpse.

    'Certainly. She's all yours.'

    As Schreck picked up the body, Freya followed Todd from the room. She grabbed his arm. 'Mine was lamb, wasn't it?'

    'Princess,' he said, 'what kind of beast do you think I am?'

    



CHAPTER NINETEEN



    

    Connie did a lot of good work, Tuesday. The scenes filled her head as if she had become Sandra Dane. She could smell the sour breath of Sandra's stepfather as he fell upon her. She could feel his weight, and his rough hands tearing her crinoline-hear his yelp of pain as she kneed him in the groin.

    The warm night air. The smell of the stable. The feel of her stallion, Thunder, between her legs as she rode him bareback over the fields. Her sudden fear as Thunder leaped a fence, and stumbled, and she flew head over heels.

    The Union soldier, one of Sherman 's hateful marauders, coming to help her. He had Pete's smile, and Pete's eyes. Though she'd heard dreadful tales of Sherman 's army, this man seemed different. She knew she had nothing to fear from him.

    A light flashed on her desk.

    Damn!

    She dropped her pen on the spiral notebook, and got up. Her muscles felt stiff. She stretched as she made her way to the front door.

    She half expected to find Dal outside, returning for something he would claim to have forgotten when he moved out, Sunday.

    But it wasn't Dal.

    It was a young woman with troubled eyes.

    'Yes?'

    'You're Connie, aren't you?'

    'Yes.'

    'May I come in, please? I have to talk with you about Pete.'

    'About Pete? What's…?'

    'I'm his wife-Sandra.'

    Connie grabbed the doorknob to steady herself. 'His wife?'

    'Yes.'

    'That's impossible.'

    The woman shook her head. 'It's quite possible, I'm afraid.'

    'He would've told me.'

    'Would he?'

    'I've been to his house. There was no… He can't be married! '

    'He took you to his beach house in Venice. That's where he always takes his… his women. May I come in?'

    'No! You're lying! This is a trick or something.'

    'I want you to stop seeing Pete. I know he… he can be quite overwhelming and perhaps you think you love him. He always has that effect. I've… I've put up with it for quite a while. God knows how many times I've thought about divorcing him. But I love him, Connie, and… and I've just found out that I'm pregnant. I'm going to have Pete's baby.'

    'No!'

    'I'm sorry. I know this must be awful for you - but think what it's like for me. My husband… He didn't come home, the whole weekend. He said he was on a case, but I knew it was a lie. The same old lie. So I went to the beach house, Saturday. I went in. I have a key, of course. I went in, and heard you both, and…' Her chin trembled. She bit down on her lower lip, and took a deep breath. 'I want my husband back, Connie. I want the father of my baby. Please. You seem like a decent person, Connie. Don't… don't keep my husband away from me.' She wiped tears from her eyes, and walked away.

    

***



    

    Dal threw his necktie onto the couch, and stepped into the small kitchen area of his new apartment. He took his gin bottle from a carton on the breakfast bar. After a short search in the crowded box, he found his vermouth. He slipped a plastic cup off the end of a stack, and made himself a martini.

    No olives.

    Well, shit.

    He opened his freezer compartment, eyed the stack of frozen dinners, and decided to eat out. No reason to eat that stuff, cramped up in this tiny apartment.

    He'd taken the first furnished one-bedroom apartment he could find, on Sunday. After Connie's spacious, open place, this cubicle was enough to give him claustrophobia. Didn't even have direct access to the outside. Instead, you walk down a hallway and downstairs to get out.

    He'd known, even as he carried in his few possessions, that he would hate this place.

    He just had to keep reminding himself-it's not for long.

    Then he met Etta, the girl across the hall, an actress, the solution to his problem.

    He wondered if she'd returned yet.

    Martini in hand, he crossed over to her apartment and knocked. He heard footsteps. He smiled at the peephole, and the door opened.

    'Loverboy. Come on in.'

    He entered admiring Etta. She was gorgeous, with a deep tan and thick blonde hair, and curves that never quit. Of course, she couldn't compare to Elizabeth.

    'Did you do it?' he asked.

    'Sure did, honey. Give a sip.' She took the martini from his hand, drank some, and handed it back. 'I was fabulous. You should've seen me. You? Bite my tongue. Darryl Zanuck should've seen me. Give this a listen.'

    She turned on a small, cassette recorder.

    For a few seconds. Dal heard the buzz of blank tape. Then came Etta's voice.

    'Testing, testing, uno, dos, ties'

    More blank tape.

    'Yes?' Connie's voice.

    'You're Connie, aren't you?'

    'Yes.'

    He listened to all the tape. At first, the sound of Connie's voice made him ache. He wondered why he'd let himself lose her. But her shock pleased him. She really took it hard. Good. She deserved it for cheating on him. He sipped his martini. His power thrilled him - to tear apart all that trust and love by such a simple deception!

    'What do you think?' Etta asked when the tape ended.

    'I think you deserve an Oscar.'

    'Right on.'

    Dal took out his wallet. He gave her a hundred dollars, in twenties.

    'If you ever need me again,' she said, 'I'll be here.'

    'We'll see how this turns out.'

    'Yeah, well, good luck.'

    'The ring.'

    'Oh! You mean I don't get to keep it?' With a laugh, she slipped it off her finger and gave it to Dal.

    Briefly, he considered asking Etta to join him for supper. He decided against it, though. He didn't feel like risking a refusal. Besides, if Elizabeth found out…

    

***



    

    Connie felt desolate. She took a long bath, but that didn't help. Her mind replayed the conversation, went over every minute of her times with Pete, seeking unknown answers.

    She wished she'd asked the woman for proof. A driver's license. Some kind of evidence to back up her awful words.

    But Connie didn't want proof.

    She wanted, so much, to disbelieve the woman. She dinged to the hope that it was a mistake, or a prank, or a vicious lie.

    Maybe Dal put the woman up to it. For vengeance. Or to make her drop Pete.

    But she knew, even as she thought such things, that she was clutching desperately at straws.

    The woman had told the truth.

    Pete's married.

    He'd been lying to her, twisting her emotions, encouraging her to fall in love. Trickery to get her into bed.

    No, she couldn't believe that.

    She didn't know what to believe.

    She fell onto her bed, and stared at the ceiling. Her mind was a helpless tangle.

    She looked at the clock. Nearly seven. Pete should be here by now. Unless he knows. Maybe his wife confronted him today, and he'll never come again.

    She covered her eyes with a pillow, then quickly flung the pillow aside. If her eyes were covered, she wouldn't see the doorbell light.

    It began to flash.

    Her stomach knotted. She felt as if she might vomit.

    Please, let it be Pete.

    She left the bedroom.

    Let him tell me it's a lie. Please, make it not be true.

    She opened the door, and it was Pete. He smiled, and stepped toward her. She held out a hand to stop him.

    'Don't,' she said.

    'What's wrong?'

    'You're married.'

    His face turned ashen.

    'Admit it. You're married!'

    'How… How did you find out?'

    



CHAPTER TWENTY



    

    Pete swung his foot into the doorway. The door hit it, stopped against his shoe. With his shoulder, he forced the gap wider. 'Connie, let me in. Let me in, damn it.'

    She said nothing. She made whimpery, grunting sounds as she tried to hold the door shut.

    Then it was open. She stepped back, shaking her head and crying.

    'Listen to me. I love you, Connie. Listen to me.'

    'Oh Pete, how could you? How could you do this to me, to Sandra?'

    'Who's Sandra?'

    'Your wife, for Christsake! She was here today. She knows all about us.'

    'My wife's name is Barbara. She knows nothing about us, and couldn't give a damn what I do.'

    'That's impossible.'

    'It's true.' Pete took hold of Connie's shoulders. 'She left me. We were only married for two years. We lived in the beach house: Barbara and me and her brother. He was a college student. He paid a third of the monthly mortgage, and… the thing is, he and my wife were lovers. Apparently, it had been going on for years. It's still going on, for all I know. The only reason she married me, in the first place, was to make her arrangement with her brother look innocent. I just happened to stumble over them, one day. They thought I was going to kill them, or something, so they both lit out. That's the last I ever saw of my wife.'

    'Oh Pete.' She hugged him tightly, 'I thought… I was so afraid-'

    He stroked her hair, then moved back so she could see his lips. 'I haven't seen or heard from my wife in nearly a year.'

    'Then who…? A woman came here this afternoon, Pete. She said she's your wife, Sandra, and that she's pregnant, and wants me to stop seeing you.'

    'What did she look like?' he asked.

    'She was about my height, blonde, very attractive.'

    Brit Anderson? That hardly seemed likely. Their relationship hadn't been serious enough to warrant such a drastic maneuver. He'd only gone out with her a few times, they'd never had sex, and he hadn't seen her for nearly two weeks. If she were so upset by his neglect, she would've been in touch with him.

    Well, she did make those two calls the day after their last date. Strange calls. She'd sounded upset. He phoned her back, several times, but no one ever answered. After meeting Connie, that Wednesday, he stopped trying to get in touch with her.

    'Did you notice anything unusual about her?'

    'Like scars?' Connie shook her head. 'Nothing I can think of.'

    'Any jewelry?' Brit, he remembered, wore a gold chain necklace with a star.

    'Not that I… oh, a diamond ring. I did notice that. A diamond wedding ring. It looked…' Her face hardened. 'It looked like the ring Dal had for me.'

    'Well, wedding rings all look pretty much alike, don't they?'

    'This had a Marquise diamond. You know, one that's cut so it's kind of long and pointed at both ends. They're not as common as round solitaires.'

    'You think Dal might've put her up to it?'

    'Who else would want to? He must be trying to break us up.'

    'He'll have to do better than that,' Pete said.

    'A lot better,' said Connie. She moved into his arms, and pressed herself close against him. 'A lot better,' she whispered.

    

***



    

    Pete spent the next day in his van, keeping watch on the employee parking lot of the Masters Hardware warehouse. According to a tip received by the general manager, a guy named Jesse Cook was the culprit. Every worker in the warehouse knew it, apparently, but only one had been willing to blow the whistle - anonymously, at that.

    A simple operation. Cook would walk out, during lunch, and put a case of Schlage locks into his trunk. Or an electric heater, or a food processor, or whatever happened to strike his fancy.

    Pete had been hired to catch Cook in the act. This was his third day on the job. So far. Cook had tried nothing.

    At quitting time, the wiry little guy came out to his Firebird empty-handed, and left.

    Pete reported his lack of progress to the general manager.

    'Let's give it till the end of the week,' the man said. 'If he hasn't tipped his hand by then, we'll try a new tack.'

    Immediately after leaving, Pete drove into Santa Monica. He left his van in a parking structure on Fourth Street, and walked to the old mall.

    Lane Brothers was still open. He entered, and stepped toward the counter. There were half a dozen people in the small, quiet store. Three of the young men looked like sales clerks. One glanced at him, and quickly looked away.

    Had to be Dal.

    Pete ignored him. At the counter, he asked for the manager. An older man was called from a back room, 'I'm Owen Lane. May I help you?'

    'Yes.' Pete handed the man a business card for Ronald Watts, Special Assistant for Attorney General George Deukmajian. 'I'd like to question one of your employees about an investigation we're conducting.'

    Owen Lane blushed. 'Of course. Who do you want to see?'

    'Dal Richards.'

    'Is it… something serious?'

    'May I speak to Mr Richards, please?'

    'Of course.' He turned away. 'Dal?'

    Dal came forward, fastening the center button of his blazer, smiling bravely. His eyes flicked toward Pete, and quickly looked away. 'Yes, Mr Lane?'

    'This gentleman is Mr Watts from the Justice Department.' To Pete, he said. 'Would you prefer to talk in my office?'

    'Thank you.'

    They left Owen Lane outside the door. Pete shut it, and Dal's smile fell away.

    'What do you want?' he snapped.

    'I'm Pete Harvey.'

    'I know.'

    'Yes. I figured you might. I've never met you, though. I decided, since we're both interested in Connie, that we should get acquainted.'

    'Okay, we're acquainted. Good-bye.'

    Pete shook his head.

    'Look, I've got a customer out there-'

    'He can wait.'

    'What do you want?'

    'That was a nasty trick you pulled on Connie.'

    'I don't know what…'

    'Sending my "wife" over.'

    'You're nuts.'

    'If I'm wrong, I'm sure you'll forgive me.'

    'Forgive you for what?'

    'Turn around, and put your hands behind your back.'

    'No you…'

    'Yes I do.' Pete spun him around and slapped a handcuff onto his left wrist.

    'Hey!'

    He grabbed the right hand, and cuffed it.

    'Now we're walking out of here.'

    'Hey, this is…'

    'You have the right to remain silent. If you choose to give up that right, everyone in the store is going to notice you.'

    'You can't do this!'

    'Oh, I think I can.'

    Pushing Dal ahead of him, he left the office. Owen Lane looked stunned, his face red, his mouth and eyes gaping.

    ' Mr Lane…' Dal started.

    Pete shoved him forward. 'Thank you for your co-operation, Mr Lane.'

    'Is he… under arrest?'

    'I'm afraid so. Good day, sir.'

    Pete steered Dal down the mall. Shoppers stared. Children on skateboards stopped and pointed. A gray-whiskered wino limped close, eyed Dal, and said, 'Trow da book at'm.' When they reached Santa Monica Boulevard, Pete took off the cuffs.

    Dal was crying softly. 'You bastard,' he said, 'I'll get you for this.'

    'Have a nice day,' Pete said, and walked away.
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SCHRECK THE MAD DOCTOR



    

    'It won't be long now, my darling,' Schreck says, kneeling beside a bed. 'I have found the perfect specimen. She is so young, so vital. Soon, if the operation succeeds, you shall be heir to her vitality. You shall rise from your bed and walk as you once did, with the buoyancy of youth in your step. Once again, I shall take you into my arms.'

    He lifts her hand. It is brown and withered as if the skin has been stretched over bare bones.

    'Oh my darling Beatrice, we shall dance through the long, joyous hours of the night. Soon. Oh so soon.'

    Leaning forward, he stares down at the face of the corpse. Its mouth is open, its teeth bared in a mirthless grin. He kisses its sunken cheek.

    'Goodnight now, my love.'

    

***



    

    A young woman lies on an operating table. Her body is covered by a white sheet. Her shoulders are bare.

    Opening her eyes, she lifts her head and looks down at herself. She squirms, but can't raise her arms or legs.

    

***



    

    The door swings open. Schreck enters, dressed in a green operating smock and cap. As he approaches, he ties a paper mask across his nose and mouth.

    'How are you feeling?' he asks.

    'Confused.'

    'That's quite understandable, Miss Thatcher. Do you recall anything of the accident?'

    'Accident?'

    'The crash.'

    'No, I…' She pauses, frowning. 'I remember El Sombrero. The Happy Hour. I went there after work and… Oh, the pier. A guy was going to take me to the Santa Monica pier. The carousel. You know, the famous carousel there? We were going to… He crashed?'

    'Apparently, he'd been drinking heavily. He hit a telephone pole.'

    She shakes her head, 'I don't feel… Was I hurt?'

    'I'm afraid so, Miss Thatcher.'

    'But…'

    'You've been unconscious since they brought you in.'

    'Wha… what's wrong with me?'

    'Your legs.'

    She strains to raise her head higher.

    'We'll be operating shortly.'

    'No!'

    'We must. Otherwise, you may lose them.'

    He takes a syringe from a tray of implements beside her bed. 'What's that?'

    'It will help you relax.'

    'But I feel fine!'

    He peels back the sheet, uncovering her right arm. It is strapped to the table.

    'No, don't!'

    'This won't hurt at all,' he says, and sinks the needle into her upper arm.

    'You… You can't operate without my permission. I don't give it. You can't have my permission.'

    'I'm afraid you're in no condition to make such a decision,' he says, and removes the empty syringe from her arm. 'Relax now, Miss Thatcher.'

    

***



    

    She wakes up screaming. Her head strains upward. She is naked on the table. Schreck stands beside her, arm pumping a saw buried deep in her thigh.

    'Hurt?' he asks.

    She keeps on screaming.

    Below the tourniquet, Schreck continues to saw until the bone parts. Then he takes a long-bladed scalpel from the tray, and slices through the remaining muscle and flesh.

    'Ah-ha!' he says.

    He lifts the severed leg off the table, and holds it high. 'Clean as a whistle,' he says.

    The woman passes out.

    

***



    

    Her eyelids flutter open. She is lying on a bed, no longer in the stark, bare operating room.

    Groaning, she raises an arm.

    She pulls the sheet off her body and gazes down at two bandaged stumps where her legs should be.

    She lowers her head to the pillow, and weeps.

    

***



    

    Soon, Schreck enters the room. 'And how are we today?' he asks.

    'My… My legs,' she says in a weak voice.

    'They had to go. I'm afraid.'

    'You're… no doctor.'

    'Oh, but I am. I must say, the operation was a great success. Now, if we're as successful with the next stage…'

    Her chin trembles. 'No,' she says.

    'Oh yes.' He pats her shoulder. 'Buck up. I'm sure we have nothing to worry about. You're young and strong. With any luck at all, you'll pull through just fine.'

    After he leaves, she rolls onto her belly, whimpering with pain. She drags herself to the edge of the mattress. She reaches down to the carpet, and tries to lower herself.

    Her torso drops.

    Her bandaged stumps pound the floor, and she faints.

    

***



    

    She wakes up in the operating room.

    'Ah, Miss Thatcher, just in time to observe the procedure.' Her right arm is strapped to a board beside her body. A tourniquet of surgical tubing is already tied in place.

    Schreck places a scalpel against the skin of her upper arms. 'No!' she shrieks.

    'We came through stage two like champs,' says Schreck, grinning down at her.

    She raises her head.

    No arms, no legs.

    She lays her head back, and her eyelids tremble shut.

    Schreck slaps her awake. 'Miss Thatcher, the procedure is complete. The artificial limbs may seem a bit awkward and painful, at the outset. But you are a very lucky young lady, very lucky indeed.'

    As he pulls her to a sitting position, the sheet slides away. She begins to gasp wildly. Schreck tosses the sheet to the floor.

    From the bandaged stumps of her arms hang arms. Legs protrude from her bandaged thighs.

    Their brown, withered skin looks as if it has been stretched over bare bones.

    A waltz is playing. Schreck, in a tuxedo, dances across the floor with Beatrice in his arms. 'You have never danced better, my darling. You seem so young, so vital tonight, as if her very essence has flowed into your veins.

    'Nor have you ever looked more lovely, my Beatrice. What do you ask? Why didn't I give you a new face? How could I. This is the face that I love.' He kisses her twisted, gaping mouth. The music changes to a tango.

    'Shall we, my darling?'

    Lifting one of her pale, youthful arms, he begins to dance. Her bare feet swing above the carpet, her dress billows out. Schreck spins her wildly, laughing.

    He laughs, even as one of her legs drops to the floor.

    'We shall dance until dawn,' he says. 'We shall dance as we have never danced before.'

    THE END

    



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



    

    'Dal, what's wrong?'

    He shook his head, afraid he might cry if he tried to talk. He stepped into Elizabeth 's arms. He put his hands under her loose blouse and caressed the smoothness of her back.

    'You didn't break up with Connie?'

    'No.'

    'Why aren't you with her?'

    On the way over, he'd anticipated such a question. He had an answer ready. 'She thinks I'm in San Diego. On a buying trip.'

    'What's wrong, then?'

    'Later.' He lifted her blouse. He took her breasts in his hands, squeezed them, pressed his face between them, kissed them, licked a nipple until it was slippery and rigid, and sucked it deep into his mouth.

    Elizabeth moaned and stroked his hair.

    He pulled her shorts down her legs. Squeezing her buttocks, he licked a trail down her belly. He found that she had shaved her pubic hair. He licked the smooth mound. His tongue went lower. She trembled, and her fingers clenched his hair.

    'Now?'

    'Okay.' Dal sat up in bed and crossed his legs. Elizabeth lay in front of him, hands folded behind her head. Hair clung to her forehead with sweat. She was still breathing heavily.

    Herbert, in his wheelchair a yard away, stared at her with shiny eyes.

    'Well?'

    'I got fired.'

    'How?'

    'Pete came into the store. He was furious, apparently, because Connie told him about our engagement.'

    'He didn't take the rebuff kindly?'

    'He had a phony police I.D. or something, and he pretended to arrest me. He handcuffed me and marched me right out of the store.'

    'Subtle bastard.'

    'When I got back, Mr Lane took me into his office and fired me.'

    'Didn't you explain to him?'

    'Yeah, of course. I don't know if he believed me or not, but he said it didn't matter. Goddamn self-righteous bastard. He said even if I was telling the truth, that he didn't want an employee whose personal life interfered with the job.' Elizabeth reached down and stroked his knee, 'I'm sure you can find something else.'

    'Yeah. But what's to keep Pete from doing it again? He could pull that stunt every time I land a job.'

    'If he posed as a cop, you might get him arrested.'

    'Great. That'd really get him pissed at me.'

    Elizabeth rolled onto her side. Her hand glided over his thigh, sending a shiver up his back. She raked the hair of his scrotum. 'Let me shave you,' she said.

    Dal moaned and smiled.

    'Then we'll go out and kill the bastard.'

    'Pete?'

    'Who else?'

    'You're joking.'

    'Am I? It would have to look like an accident, of course.'

    'Are you serious?'

    'Don't you want to?'

    'I'd like him dead, that's for sure.'

    'Then it's settled. Stay here. I'll get the shaving cream and razor.' She swung out of bed, patted Herbert on the cheek, and trotted into the bathroom. She returned, soon, with a wet towel, a can of Rapid Shave, and a straight razor.

    'Haven't you got a safety razor?'

    'Of course. But it wouldn't be half the fun.'

    'Do you know how to use that?'

    She knelt on the bed and looked down at her own smooth crotch. 'Does it look like it?'

    'It looks great.'

    'Now, we have to decide on a method that's perfectly safe. Lie back. There. How about a car accident?'

    

***



    

    They sat in a booth at Savilli's, an Italian restaurant chosen by Connie because, in addition to good food, it catered to Santa Monica 's senior citizens. For their sake, it abandoned the semi-darkness common to better restaurants and kept the place well-lit. This made it less difficult to read Pete's lips.

    'I know it was a nasty trick,' he said. 'I was feeling pretty nasty when I did it.'

    'That sort of thing could get him fired.'

    'I hope so.'

    The waitress came. Pete asked for another round of margaritas.

    'What if Dal reports you?'

    Pete grinned. 'Hell, he could sue me, get me busted, get my ticket pulled.'

    'Your what?'

    'Ticket. My private investigator's license.'

    'My God, Pete.'

    'Oh, I'm not too worried. From what I've seen of Dal, he's basically a sneak and a coward. If he wants revenge, he won't go through the legal system. He's more the type to burn down my house or poison my dog-if I had one-or maybe bribe a couple of punks to rough me up.'

    Connie saw the waitress approach with fresh drinks. She finished her first margarita, tipping the glass high and sucking up the remaining froth. Pete laughed. She licked the foamy mustache off her upper lip. The waitress took her glass, and set down a full one.

    When she left, Pete said, 'I'm a little worried, though, that he might try something with you.'

    'I can handle him.'

    'Can you?'

    'My hands are deadly weapons.'

    They both laughed. Then she remembered breaking the arm of the guy who attacked her, kicking the other one in the face, burning their car. Her face turned hot.

    'What's the matter?' Pete asked, 'I wasn't exactly joking about my hands.'

    His eyes narrowed. He looked intrigued.

    'I got attacked a couple of weeks ago. Two guys jumped me, and I had to bust them up pretty badly. I sort of-I don't want to say I enjoyed it, but-at the time it was kind of exciting. I felt so powerful. Like I could take on the world. But later on, I just felt sick about the whole incident. I still do when I think about it.'

    'You feel dirty inside.'

    'Exactly.'

    'You should try killing someone.'

    'Thanks, I'll pass on that.'

    Pete lifted his bell-shaped glass, and drank, and back-handed the foam off his mouth. 'At any rate, I think we should stay together for the next few nights. Until Dal's had a chance to cool down.'

    'Do you think it's necessary?'

    'It couldn't hurt,' he said.

    'Couldn't hurt at all,' Connie agreed. 'Your place or mine?'

    'Which would you prefer?'

    'Yours. It's so rustic and romantic.'

    'How would you like to move in? Just for a few days,' he quickly added.

    'I'd like that. Just for a few days.'

    'Or as long as you'd like.'

    'When do we start?'

    'How about tonight?'

    When the waitress returned, Pete asked for the clams in the half shell as an appetizer. Connie, who'd never eaten them before, expected the clams to be served fried and crispy.

    She stared at the wet, slimy-looking things and said, 'This isn't the way Howard Johnson does it.'

    'Try one.'

    'I'll try anything once.' She scooped a clam out of its shell and slipped it into her mouth. She bit into it once. Unladylike to spit it out, she thought. So she swallowed it and managed not to gag.

    'What do you think?' Pete asked.

    'It's not for nothing they're called clams.'

    She took a long drink of margarita. Amused, she watched Pete finish off the serving. 'I guess we don't have as much in common as I'd thought,' she said.

    Pete grinned and chewed.

    The rest of dinner, Connie found delicious. She ate a side dish of linguini in a delicate sauce of oil and garlic, then a full plate of veal parmesan, sipping the house rose between bites. 'Great stuff,' Pete said as he finished.

    He paid the bill. Outside, Connie thanked him for dinner and kissed him. They walked to his car, holding hands.

    

***



    

    Dal waited in the passenger seat of Elizabeth 's Mercedes. She was gone for two minutes. Then she stepped out of the shadows near the house, and started across the street.

    She wore white shorts and a white halter top. By contrast, her skin looked very dark. Beautiful, Dal thought.

    The car light came on when she opened the door. She smiled and climbed in and shut the door. The car went dark. 'Not home,' she said.

    'What should we do?'

    'Wait.'

    'That could take hours.'

    'What's your hurry?'

    'I just want to get it over with, that's all.'

    'Someone's coming. Kiss me.'

    'Huh?'

    'We want them to think we're lovers.'

    'Aren't we?'

    'Of course we are.'

    He pressed his lips to her open mouth.

    

***



    

    Pete drove Connie to her apartment house. He entered first, and had a quick look around while Connie waited in the doorway, 'It's okay,' he said.

    They went into her bedroom. She knelt beside her bed. 'Did you check under here?'

    'If he grabs you this time. I'll let him have you.'

    'The little girl who cried wolf,' she said, and reached under the bed. As she gripped her suitcase, a hand patted her rump. 'My God, he's attacking from the rear!' She didn't move. The hand pressed against her skirt, slid lower and rubbed between her legs. 'You'd better stop him, Pete. He's getting fresh. Next thing you know, he'll be pulling up my skirt and-'

    He did. And then he slipped her panties down.

    She felt his touch. Her hand went limp on the suitcase. 'I guess I can get it later,' she said.

    

***



    

    An hour later, wearing fresh panties and nothing else, she again knelt beside the bed. She dragged the suitcase out, and threw it onto the bed beside Pete. He took a sip of beer, and grinned.

    'You look pleased with yourself,' Connie said.

    'I am.'

    'You ought to be.'

    He drank his beer and watched her pack. She didn't pack much: toilet articles, a few changes of clothes, her swimming suit, half a dozen paperback novels, and her manuscript. 'All set,' she announced, and shut the suitcase. 'You just gonna sit there?'

    'It's the best seat in the house.'

    'But the show's over.' She stepped into her corduroys, and pulled a blue velour top over her head.

    'Just an intermission,' Pete said. He climbed off the bed and got dressed.

    He carried her suitcase to the door.

    'I'd better take my own car,' Connie said. 'I'll want to come back for my mail and stuff.'

    'I can bring you by.'

    'Every day?'

    'Is your mail that urgent?'

    'You don't know much about writers, do you?'

    'I'll never know enough about this one.'

    She kissed him. Then they went outside, and down the stairway to the courtyard. They went through the gate. Pete put the suitcase into Connie's car, then patted her rump and went to his own car.

    

***



    

    'There he is!' Dal said as a Jaguar turned onto the road. 'Down.'

    They both ducked. The low grumble of the engine grew louder, and suddenly died. Dal raised himself enough to peer out the windshield. He saw the Jaguar in the driveway of Pete's house. As Pete bent over to raise the garage door, another car appeared at the end of the block. Dal hunched down. He heard the Jaguar engine start again. When he looked out, he saw a different car in Pete's driveway.

    Connie's Plymouth Fury.

    'Oh shit,' he muttered.

    Elizabeth pushed herself up, and looked out. Across the street Pete lowered the garage door and met Connie beside her car. He took her suitcase. They walked together across the yard, and disappeared into the shadows near the front door.

    'Who do you suppose she is?' Elizabeth asked.

    Dal suddenly realized she didn't know what Connie looked like. Good thing. What would Connie, his fiancee, be doing at Pete's house-with a suitcase?

    'I don't know who she is.'

    'I suppose it doesn't matter unless she sees me.'

    'What if she does see you?' Dal asked.

    'Do you want to call the whole thing off?'

    'You mean if she sees you?'

    'I mean right now. We can't kill this guy without taking chances. A hundred things could go wrong. You've got to want it bad, even enough to cut down anybody who gets in our way.'

    'But she's innocent.'

    'Not if she sees me.'

    'I don't know.' Dal shook his head, thinking. If they killed Connie, tomorrow's newspaper would certainly identify her. That'd finish him with Elizabeth. She'd see all his lies, know that he wouldn't be getting rich, and dump him.

    By then, however, they would've committed two murders together. Maybe he should threaten to turn himself in-and tell all-unless she continued the relationship.

    'What'll it be?' Elizabeth asked.

    'Let's get him.'

    Soon, the lights in the front windows of the house went out.

    'Let's give them an hour,' Elizabeth said.

    'A whole hour?'

    'I don't want to kill anyone we don't have to. Give them an hour, and perhaps the lady will stay in bed.'

    Dal hoped it would work that way. It just might. Connie, after all, wouldn't hear the doorbell.

    

***



    

    Pete thought, at first, that the ringing doorbell was only part of his dream. Then he opened his eyes in the darkness and heard it again.

    He glanced at the alarm clock. Nearly midnight.

    Who the hell would be ringing the doorbell at this hour?

    It frightened him.

    Heart thudding wildly, he rolled away from the warmth of Connie's sleeping body. The room was chilly. He stepped through the darkness to the closet, and pulled his bathrobe off its hook. The doorbell rang again as he rushed down the long hallway.

    Standing in darkness by the door, he turned on the outside light. His door had no peephole.

    'Who's there?' he called.

    'Please,' said a woman's voice. 'My car broke down.'

    Pete opened the door. The woman on the front stoop looked beautiful and frightened.

    'I'm awfully sorry to disturb you,' she said. She glanced at his robe, and smiled as if embarrassed, as if she knew he was naked beneath it. 'I just didn't know what to do.'

    'That's all right,' Pete said. 'Would you like to use the phone?'

    She looked behind him into the darkness, 'I don't know if I should. Are you alone?'

    'I'm harmless.'

    'Well… Who would I call?'

    'Triple A, I suppose.'

    'I don't belong.'

    'You don't have to. They'll just charge you a service fee.'

    'You mean money?'

    Pete nodded.

    The woman chewed her lower lip. 'But I only have about three dollars.'

    'What's wrong with your car, do you know?'

    'I've got a flat.'

    'Do you have a spare?'

    'Sure. I've got a real nice one. It's right in my trunk'

    'Okay. Hang on a minute while I get dressed, then we'll see if I can't change it for you.'

    'Oh, would you?'

    'Come on in, if you'd like.'

    'Well, thank you. I'll just wait here, though, if it's all the same.'

    'Whatever,' he said. Did she think he'd attack her?

    He didn't want to shut the door in her face, so he left it open and returned to the bedroom. As he shed his robe in the darkness, light filled the room. He saw Connie sitting up, her arm raised to the bedside lamp. She squinted and yawned.

    'What's up?' she asked.

    Pete stepped into his jeans. 'I have got to go out for a minute. Some gal has a flat.'

    'Gonna change a tire?'

    'Yep.' He put on a gray sweatshirt, and slipped his bare feet into sneakers.

    'Want me to help?' Connie asked.

    'Just keep the bed warm.'

    'Mmm. I'll leave the light on for you,' she said. She lowered herself onto the bed, and pulled the blanket up to her bare shoulders.

    Pete went down the hall to the open front door.

    'I sure do appreciate your helping me like this,' said the woman.'

    'Glad to help.'

    'My car's right across the street here.' She walked ahead of him, pointing to a pale Datsun. Its left front tire was flat.

    Connie, warm and drowsy beneath the blanket, suddenly came wide awake.

    Too damned bizarre!

    In all her life, nobody ever came to the door at midnight with a story about a flat tire. And if it ever had happened, she would've been too suspicious to fall for it.

    A set-up?

    Dal!

    She scurried off the bed, grabbed Pete's robe and pulled it on as she ran down the dark hallway. She jerked open the front door.

    A woman in the street, Pete close behind her.

    Connie looked both ways.

    To the right, a car shot away from the curb. No headlights on.

    'Pete! Look out!'

    He jerked around, and tried to leap out of the way. The speeding car caught him in the legs and Connie screamed as she watched Pete cartwheel over the car and crumple onto the pavement behind it.

    The car stopped.

    The woman climbed in.

    It sped away.

    Connie raced to the telephone. She picked it up and dialed 0. She waited five seconds, then said, 'Hello, hello. Operator? I'm deaf. If you're there, send an ambulance to 186 Seafront Lane in Venice. A man's been hit by a car. It's a hit and run, so send the police, too.' She repeated the address, and hung up.

    She ran outside crying.

    

***



    

    'She saw it,' Elizabeth gasped. 'She was in the doorway. She saw it.'

    'Oh Jesus!'

    'Turn around. You've got to go back.'

    'Did she see you?'

    'Not close up. But she saw the car. Do it!'

    'This city has thousands of gray Mercedes. We covered the license plate. There's no way…'

    'Go back.'

    He'd already turned the comer onto Pacific, but there were no other cars nearby. He made a U-turn and headed back toward Seafront. As he slowed for the turn, he saw several people down the lane. He drove on by. 'Forget it,' he said.

    'We can't get them all.' With a shaking hand, he turned on the windshield wipers to clear off the spattered blood.

    



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



    

    A doorbell startled Freya awake. She sat up in bed, shaking, and flinched as the doorbell rang again.

    She looked at her alarm clock. Twelve-twenty.

    Who the hell…?

    The police?

    She cringed as it rang again. Swinging herself out of bed, she turned on a lamp. She crouched at her dresser, wiped her cold wet hands on her thighs, and pulled open a drawer. The bell rang again, again.

    Jesus, it had to be cops! Who else would come at this hour? They're rounding us up. Oh Jesus!

    She jerked a nightgown out of the drawer, and put it on as she rushed through the apartment. The bell kept ringing. She turned on a lamp in the living-room. Turned on the porch light. Opened the door.

    The chubby girl's T-shirt read, 'Save a tree-eat a beaver'. She smiled up at Freya and said, 'Greetings.'

    Freya opened her mouth to scream.

    She fainted, instead.

    



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



    

    In Elizabeth 's garage Dal inspected the car. The only damage seemed to be a couple of small dents in the hood. There wasn't as much blood as he expected. Elizabeth filled a bucket, and he sponged the car clean. He dumped the bucket of pink water into a flower bed behind the pool.

    They went into the house. Dal flopped on the sofa. He was still shaking, his heart racing.

    'I'll stir up a batch of martinis,' Elizabeth said.

    She left him alone. He rubbed his face. He saw Pete in front of the car, heard the thud of the impact, saw Pete tumble toward him. He shook his head sharply. He didn't want to think about it. Getting up, he went into the kitchen to be with Elizabeth.

    She stood at the counter pouring gin into a beaker. Dal pressed his face to the back of her head. Her hair felt thick and soft, with a fresh outdoor smell. Reaching around, he held her breasts. They were bare under the halter top. The nipples pushed against his hands through the fabric.

    'Does it excite you?' she asked.

    'You always excite me.'

    'Not me. What we did.'

    'I don't know,' Dal said. He didn't want to admit that he felt dizzy and confused. But holding Elizabeth helped.

    'I feel absolutely grand,' she said.

    'It doesn't bother you?'

    'Only that we let the girl live. Unless she's a complete fool, she'll know it wasn't an accident. You may find yourself a suspect when the police start snooping.'

    Dal dropped his hands. He stepped away from her, and leaned back against the counter.

    'They'll find out, quickly enough, about your rivalry over Connie. A little more digging, and they'll learn how you got fired.'

    'My God,' he muttered.

    Elizabeth poured the martinis into a pair of glasses. 'None of this would've come up, of course, if the girl hadn't seen us.'

    'What'll we do?'

    She handed a glass to him. 'Cheer up, darling.' She clinked the rim of her glass against his, and took a sip. Dal drank. The martini was cool in his mouth, and made a hot trail down him as he swallowed. 'I'm your accomplice, remember? I certainly can't allow the police to arrest you.'

    'What'll we do?' he asked again.

    'An alibi would help, of course. You told Connie you were going to San Diego?'

    'Yes,' he said, though he'd told her no such thing.

    'Did you say which hotel?'

    He shook his head.

    'That's fortunate. At least they can't catch you in an outright lie.'

    'What'll I tell them?'

    Elizabeth leaned against the counter beside him. She frowned at the clear surface of her drink. She took a sip. Then she smiled. 'If they ask where you were tonight, you explain-reluctantly of course-that San Diego was a lie to appease Connie. Actually, you picked up a prostitute on Sunset. You went to a motel with her. You're not sure which one, but she signed in and you spent the night together. Voila! You have an alibi that can't be disproved. The cops don't have any physical evidence connecting you to the crime. You're home free.'

    'Why would I go to a prostitute, though, if I'm engaged to Connie?'

    Elizabeth shrugged. 'Perhaps you can say she's an old-fashioned girl who won't let you touch her before the wedding night?'

    'Nobody'd believe that.'

    'You're probably right. Ah! I have it! She's an old-fashioned girl who won't give head.'

    'Good. That's good.'

    'Okay, you have your story. They've got no evidence. We're home free.'

    'God, I hope so.'

    'There's just one more thing.'

    'What?'

    'We'll have to stay away from each other. If they connect us, they've got the car.'

    'But…'

    'It won't be forever.' Elizabeth drew her fingers over his cheek.

    'How long?'

    'A few weeks, I suppose.'

    'I don't want to be away from you.'

    'I don't like it either, darling.' She opened the top button of his shirt. 'This will be our last time together for a long while. Let's make it memorable.'

    She led him into the bedroom. They took off each other's clothes. Under the bright light and the staring eyes of Herbert, they made love.

    

***



    

    When they were done, Elizabeth straddled him and rubbed his chest. 'I have a surprise,' she said.

    'Mmm.'

    'Back in a minute.' She climbed off, and left the room.

    Dal folded his hands behind his head, and looked at Herbert sitting motionless in his wheelchair beside the bed. The man's steady gaze made him uneasy. He pulled up the sheet to cover himself, and wished Elizabeth would hurry back. He didn't like being alone with Herbert.

    Finally, she came in. She walked silently through the darkness, and into the pool of light near the bed. A dish towel covered her hands. She stepped behind Herbert, and licked her lips.

    'Took you long enough.'

    'I had a lot to do.'

    'What's under the towel?'

    'The surprise.'

    She lifted the towel away.

    Dal jerked upright. 'My God, don't!'

    'It's time,' she said. She wrapped her hand in the towel and gripped the butcher knife and swung it down. It plunged into Herbert's throat. A spray of blood hit Dal. He rolled backwards, out of the way, as Elizabeth jerked out the knife and stabbed again.

    'Oh my God,' he gasped. 'Jesus! ' He scrambled off the bed.

    Elizabeth, with a half smile on her face, rammed the blade again into Herbert's throat.

    'My God, stop. For Godsake!'

    She pulled out the knife. She was breathing hard. She wiped its handle with the dish towel, and stepped around the end of the bed.

    Dal backed away. 'No,' he muttered.

    'An… an intruder broke in,' she said, walking toward him.

    Hair hung in her face. Her skin was slick with sweat. 'Took a knife from the kitchen. Killed poor Herbert. Beat up poor Elizabeth, raped her.'

    'You're nuts!'

    'Am I?'

    'You can't get away with it.'

    'Of course I can.'

    She backed him against the sliding door. 'And you'll help me. You, darling, are the intruder.'

    He thrust out his hands to ward off the knife.

    Elizabeth laughed softly. She turned the handle toward him. 'Take it,' she said.

    'Huh?'

    'Take it. Don't worry about prints. You can wipe them off with the towel. I'll tell the police you wore gloves.'

    She pressed the knife into his hand.

    Dal stared at the dripping blade.

    'When you're done, go outside and smash a hole in the glass. It'll look like you broke in.'

    'My… my fingerprints are everywhere.'

    'I got most of them.' She grinned. 'That's what took me so long, out there. When I tell the cops you wore gloves, though, they might not even bother to check.'

    'My God, Elizabeth.'

    'Don't worry. They'll never even suspect you… or me.' She took his wrist, and pulled him toward the bed. She sat on the mattress. Still holding his hand, she lay down. She guided his hand lower, until the knife touched her belly.

    Dal jerked his hand away. 'What're you doing!'

    'Cut me.'

    'Cut you?'

    'It has to look real.'

    'I can't cut you!'

    'Can you punch me?'

    'I… I don't know.'

    'Try.'

    'Where?'

    She tapped her cheek.

    'God, Elizabeth.'

    'Do it!' she snapped.

    He climbed onto the bed and straddled her. He set the knife on the sheet. He raised his fist.

    'Go ahead.'

    'I can't.'

    'You have to.'

    His arm trembled. Then he was crying. 'I can t. Don't ask me to. Please.'

    'Okay then.'

    'I'm sorry.'

    'It's all right, darling. I guess I should be flattered, huh?'

    'I'm sorry.' He climbed off her.

    'Go ahead and get dressed. Then break that window.'

    He picked up his clothes.

    Elizabeth picked up the butcher knife. She pressed its blade to her throat.

    'What…!'

    'Shhhh.'

    He saw the blade slide on her skin, saw a line of blood spill out.

    ' Elizabeth!'

    She carved a second cut onto her throat. She cut her right cheek, her forehead. Dal stared, cold and numb. The blade went to her right breast.

    'No!' Dropping his clothes, he ran to her and grabbed her hand.

    'Then hit me,' she said. 'Beat me up. Hurt me.'

    Pinning her knife-hand to the sheet, he punched her face.

    'Again,' she muttered.

    He hit her again.

    'Scratch me. Bruise me.'

    Dal did as he was told, reluctantly at first. She sobbed and writhed under him, and urged him on. He punched her, raked her with fingernails, squeezed and twisted her slippery skin. Then he was hard and aching. He shoved himself into her, pounded, and burst with quick release.

    He climbed off her, exhausted. She lay on the bed, tom and sheathed in blood. She raised her head to see herself.

    'This'll do nicely,' she moaned. 'Now get dressed… Break that window and get the hell out of here… so I can call the cops.'

    'Are you all right?'

    'Do I… look all right?'

    Dal started to get dressed. He was wet with blood. His clothes stuck to him. 'When will we see each other again?' he asked.

    



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR



    

    'Greetings again.'

    Freya raised her head off the couch. She looked at the girl on the nearby chair, and shut her eyes. Her head hurt.

    'You okay?'

    'Yeah.'

    'I was starting to worry. You bashed hell out of your head when you fell. Hit the bookcase. You been out for a goddamn hour. You always go around fainting?'

    'I… I've been sick.'

    'Yeah? You too? I just got over a case of the trots, myself. Something I ate.'

    Freya opened here eyes. She sat up slowly, feeling dizzy, and touched the back of her head. A big lump. She looked at the girl. 'Who are you, anyway?'

    'Who do you think?'

    ' Chelsea?'

    The girl grinned.

    'Can't be.'

    'Can't?'

    'She's… ' Freya caught herself. 'She's out of town.'

    'Oh shit. Where?'

    'Up north.'

    'Damn it, she knew I was coming. What's she trying to pull?'

    'You're her twin?'

    'Right on the money. Name's Grenich.' She spelled it.

    'I'm Freya.' She spelled it.

    'When's el grosso coming back?'

    'She didn't say.'

    'When'd she leave?'

    'Today.'

    'Just in time to miss me.'

    'She said it was an emergency.'

    'I'll bet. Hey look, you mind if I flop here tonight?'

    'No. That'd be fine.'

    



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE



    

    Someone touched Connie's shoulder, startling her awake. She was in the hospital waiting room, slumped in a plastic chair. She looked up at the doctor beside her.

    'Mr Harvey's out of surgery,' he said.

    'How is he?'

    'He's stable. Miss Brent. His vital signs look good. That's about the best we can offer at this point.'

    'But he will survive?'

    'We can't promise anything, but I think there's a good chance of it.'

    'May I see him?'

    The doctor shook his head. 'Later, perhaps. Visiting hours are from four to five, and eight to nine. He'll be on the third floor, once he's out of intensive care. Now, I'd suggest you go home and try to get some sleep.'

    

***



    

    The sun came up while she was driving home. She thought about heading over to Pete's house for her suitcase, but she didn't want to go there. Maybe later today, if she felt better.

    Her neck was stiff from the hours in the waiting room. Her eyes were raw and burning. She felt tired and hollow and sick.

    When she got to her apartment, she lay on her bed and covered her face with a pillow. Images twisted through her mind: Pete on the bed, grinning and sipping beer; Pete broken on the pavement; jerking her out of a car's way the day they met; tumbling through the night and crumbling to the street; Dal grinning as he aimed the car; the doctor shaking his head-'I'm sorry, Miss Brent, but he didn't make it'; a preacher beside the grave-'Earth to earth, ashes to ashes'; the casket slowly lowering…

    She flung the pillow aside and sat up. She sat motionless, wondering what to do with herself. She felt like doing nothing. If she could just sleep, just shut off her mind and sleep and not wake up until it was all over… A bath might help.

    She turned on the faucet and took off her clothes and sat in the hot shallow water, hugging her knees to her breasts as the tub filled. When the water was deep, she lay back. Her shoulders touched the cold porcelain. She flinched and quickly slid lower, sighing as she was wrapped in heat. The warmth was soothing. The water's gentle motion caressed her. She shut her eyes.

    After the bath, she would make sausages and fried eggs. A whole bunch of them. Then she would go to Westwood and browse bookstores and buy a dozen books, at least. And then she would buy herself a dress, a lovely new dress for visiting Pete tonight. Maybe get him a gift. A special gift…

    She was chilly. She sat up, the cool water sluicing down her chest. She realized she'd been asleep. She unplugged the drain, thinking she might refill the tub with hot water. Except for the cold, she felt good. If she could just return to the cozy warmth… But her hands were pale and shriveled. She certainly didn't need another doze in the tub.

    But she was so cold.

    She slid the glass door shut. Kneeling, she reached for the faucet. Moments later, hot water was raining onto her head, pelting her shoulders and streaming down her chilled skin, sheeting her in warmth. She raised her face into the shower.

    It tapped her eyelids, filled her mouth. She swallowed some, and let the rest spill down her chin.

    Standing, she picked up the soap and remembered the day at the beach house - only a few days ago - showering with Pete, his hands rubbing her soapy body everywhere. Then she soaping him, his skin slippery under her hands.

    She started to cry. Sobs shook her body. She dropped the soap and covered her face. The water pounded on her back. It began to turn cold. She shut it off. She shoved open the shower door and climbed from the tub. She pressed her warm dry towel to her face and fell to her knees, crying harshly.

    

***



    

    Later, she found herself lying on the bathroom rug. She'd been asleep. Sun from the window was warm on her back. She got up, feeling weak. Except for her hair, she was nearly dry.

    She felt very hungry.

    Rubbing her hair dry, she went into the bedroom. She put on fresh clothes, then went into the kitchen. She took a pack of sausages from the refrigerator. As she poked at its plastic wrapper, the lights flashed on and off.

    Someone at the door.

    She went to it and opened it.

    'I thought I'd drop by and see how you are.'

    She stared at Dal in disbelief. His face was somber. He looked haggard.

    'I read about it in the paper,' he said.

    'That's the first you knew about it, I suppose.'

    He nodded. 'I was afraid you might feel that way. That's another reason I came by. I want you to know I had nothing to do with it.'

    'Is that so?'

    'Can I come in for a minute?'

    She stepped away from the door and let him enter. She shut the door. She faced him.

    'The article said the police are looking for a suspect. I suppose that's me.'

    'That's right.'

    He turned away and walked toward a chair. Connie opened the draperies to fill the room with light. Then she sat across from him, watching his mouth.

    'You have every reason to think I was involved. I mean, after everything Pete's done to me. I lost my job, you know.'

    'I didn't know.'

    'Yeah. Because of that stunt he pulled. But Christ, I wouldn't try to run a guy over, no matter what he did.'

    'Tell that to the police.'

    'I intend to.'

    'Why don't you call them now?'

    He looked shocked. 'Now?'

    'I know they're looking for you. It'll save time. You can use my phone, and I'll keep you company till they arrive.'

    'I can't.'

    'Why not? They'll find you anyway, sooner or later. You might as well get it over with.'

    'I have a job interview in half an hour.'

    'Do you indeed.'

    'I didn't come over here to argue, Connie. I came over to offer my sympathy.'

    I don't need your sympathy.'

    'How is Pete?'

    'He'll live,' she said, praying she was right. 'And if he saw the face of the driver, you'll be in deep trouble.'

    Dal grinned. The corners of his mouth trembled. 'I hope he did see the driver. Then maybe you'll believe me.'

    'I know you did it, Dal.'

    'Then why don't you call the police?'

    'Last night I called for an ambulance.' The memory almost brought fresh tears. She paused, trying to regain control, 'I called and thought I was talking to an operator… but I wasn't, apparently. I was talking to no one, to a ringing phone, probably… and I didn't even know it. If someone else hadn't called for an ambulance I'm sorry.'

    'So I don't think I'll call the police. What I might do, I might disable you and go next door and ask a neighbour to call.'

    'You're crazy.'

    'Maybe. I'll tell you why I won't do it.'

    He smirked. 'Tell me.'

    'Because if I attack you, I won't be able to stop. I'll kill you.'

    'That so?' he asked, looking pale.

    'And I don't want to kill you, because then it'll be hard to find out who the woman is.'

    'What woman?'

    'Your friend with the Mercedes.'

    He shook his head. 'You're not making any sense.'

    'Yes I am.'

    'I don't know any woman with a Mercedes. That's a bit out of my league.'

    'That's true.'

    'Look, I don't need this. I just came by…'

    'I know. To offer your sympathy. Well, thanks anyway. But you're the one who'll need sympathy, Dal. You and your girlfriend. Something bad is gonna happen to you both.'

    'Connie, for…'

    'You tried to kill my man.'

    He got up. 'I'm leaving.'

    She walked to the door and opened it. Dal stepped outside. As soon as she shut the door, she rushed across the room, grabbed her purse, and ran back to it. She opened it a crack and peered out. Dal was halfway down the stairs. She waited until he reached the bottom. When he was out of sight, she stepped onto the balcony and looked over the railing. Dal, at the end of the courtyard, was nearly to the rear gate. He'd parked in the alley: Connie's car was in front. She ran down the stairs, and out the front gate to her car.

    She glanced both ways. Dal could exit the alley at either end of the block; if she chose wrong, she might lose him. She decided on the south end because it was closer.

    She backed onto the road, and hit the gas pedal. With a quick spurt, the car shot to the comer. She stopped. As her eyes sought the alley's opening, she saw Dal's red VW already heading down the road. Away from her, thank God. If he'd come this way, he couldn't have missed her.

    While she was stopped, a car passed. Great. It would run interference for her. She pulled out and followed it, sometimes veering to the left for a glimpse past it. They were gaining on Dal.

    He turned right and disappeared around the side of an apartment house.

    Approaching the comer, Connie eased off the gas. She took the turn slowly. Dal's car had almost reached the end of the block. It stopped at an intersection, then continued straight ahead. Connie sped up.

    On the next block, his VW turned into the driveway of an apartment complex. Connie drove by, squinting into the darkness of the subterranean parking lot. She glimpsed his brake lights, and drove on.

    If Dal knew he was being followed, he might've ducked in to lose his tail. That, Connie knew, was one possibility.

    The other two were more intriguing.

    She stopped near the corner. In her side mirror, she could see the driveway. She waited for Dal's car to appear.

    Nearly two minutes passed. Then a station wagon came up the road behind Connie. She turned the comer to let it pass, then drove slowly along to an empty stretch of curb. She parked, and leaned her forehead against the steering wheel.

    Dal, she realized, hadn't ducked into the lot to lose her. He was too impatient to wait inside for more than half a minute. So, unless he'd gone out a rear exit-if there was one-he'd entered the lot to park.

    The apartment complex was his destination.

    He lived there.

    Or the woman did.

    Connie climbed from her car and walked back to the driveway she'd seen Dal enter. Its pavement sloped into shadows. She stepped down it.

    The parking lot was cool, and dark after the brightness outside. She took off her sunglasses. There were only half a dozen cars down here. She didn't see Dal's VW. She saw a dark brown Mercedes, but not a gray one.

    Maybe around the comer…

    The concrete felt slippery, as if it had been waxed. Poor footing if she was attacked.

    Who would attack her, Dal?

    'Those parking structures are bitches,' her self-defense instructor had warned. 'Great places to get mugged or raped. And where do you think the creep's waiting for you? He's crouched there between the parked cars. So always walk right up the middle of the driveway, so you'll have plenty of time to see him coming.'

    Connie walked up the middle, her glance darting from car to car. Several times, she looked behind her. Then she came to the curve. She stepped over to the concrete wall, and peered around it.

    Her heart flip-flopped.

    She ducked.

    Had Dal seen her? She didn't think so. He was still sitting in his car. My God, why? She'd expected him to be in a room by now.

    Maybe he did know that he'd been tailed.

    If that were true, he'd drive right past her once he thought it was safe to leave. She looked around. The nearest car to hide behind was yards away. Should she dash for it? Or maybe break for the sunlit entrance and try to get back to her car while Dal was still waiting?

    Standing, she chanced another glance at Dal. He opened his door. She pressed herself to the wall and looked to the right at the nearby elevator.

    If he walked straight to the elevator, the wall would conceal her. She could watch him in safety, as long as he didn't turn around.

    She looked for floor numbers above the elevator door.

    None.

    Damn! She could've watched them to see where Dal got off. Without them, she'd have no idea which floor to check.

    She'd have to look in the lobby. Maybe his mailbox or buzzer…

    He walked by, moving slowly, head down, and the idea barely had time to form in Connie's mind before she rushed out. He started to turn. Her stiff open hand chopped the side of his neck. He dropped to his knees. Connie tensed, ready to kick the back of his head, but the single blow had been enough. He fell forward. His face hit the concrete.

    The keys were in his hand. Connie took them. She found one with a room number. 316. She threw down the keys and jerked the wallet from his rear pocket. Should she just take the money? No, a real mugger might want the credit cards, the license, the works.

    She stuffed the wallet into her handbag.

    Then she ran from the parking lot.

    In the heat and brightness outside, she put on her sunglasses. She walked quickly to her car and drove home.

    



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



    

    'Sure you don't want to come along?' Grenich asked.

    'No, really. I can't look food in the face before noon.'

    'I was counting on you driving. Haven't got a car, myself.'

    'How did you get here?'

    She held up her thumb.

    'Want to take my car?'

    'Can I?'

    'Sure.' Freya took her keys from her handbag, and gave them to the girl.

    'You sure it's okay?'

    'No problem. Have fun.'

    'Want me to bring you something back?'

    'No. Thanks.'

    'Okay. Back in a jiff.'

    

***



    

    The moment she was gone, Freya raced to the telephone and dialed. She waited nervously as it rang.

    'Hello?'

    'Todd.'

    'Princess.'

    'We've got troubles.'

    'With a capital T?'

    'Sure, make jokes. That's just what I need.'

    'What do you need?'

    'Help. My God! You know who's here-who dropped in last night? Chelsea 's twin sister. Her identical twin. I tell you, I nearly dropped dead.'

    'Ho! I should think so! Thought the delightful lady'd come back from the grave, eh?'

    'That's exactly what I thought. And it's not funny. What'll we do?'

    'What did you tell her about Chelsea?'

    'I said she'd gone on a trip.'

    'And so she did-a trip from whose bourne no traveler returns.'

    'Todd!'

    'You'll have to bring her out to the house, I think.'

    'And how do I manage that?'

    'Where is this lovely specimen now?'

    'She headed over to the Box for a Breakfast Jack.'

    'Marvelous. When she returns, simply explain that Chelsea called while she was out. She wants the two of you to meet her at a fabulous old house on the coast.'

    'What if she doesn't buy it?'

    'Oh, she'll buy it. You underestimate yourself, princess. You are a master of duplicity-or should I say mistress?'

    'Well, I'll try.'

    'We'll be waiting for you. Perhaps we can work the twin angle into the story-line. Wonderful potential. See you soon.'

    'Sure.'

    He hung up.

    

***



    

    Freya heated water. She took her tea into the living-room, sat on the couch, and stared at the blank screen of the television.

    

***



    

    'Look, I admit I ran the light. Okay? But I did not steal the car.'

    'The registration-'

    'I know,' Grenich said. 'She let me borrow it. Look officer, her apartment's only a block from here. Can't we just go back and ask her? Please?'

    

***



    

    The doorbell rang. My God, back already? Must've changed her mind.

    Freya got off the couch and went to the door.

    Guess who phoned while you were out.

    'Miss Jones…' the cop started.

    She sprang through the doorway, shoved Grenich against him, and ran.

    'Hey!'

    Her bare feet slapped the painted concrete as she raced along the balcony. At the top of the stairs, she glanced back. The cop was running toward her.

    'Stop!' he shouted.

    She lunged down the stairs. Missed one. Tumbled headlong.

    Like a nightmare when she falls down a long flight of stairs, and endless flight, and always wakes up before she hits.

    But Freya wasn't asleep and she didn't wake up and she hit with a quick blast of pain as if she'd been smashed in the face with a sledge hammer.

    'Is she dead?'

    The cop nodded.

    'Christ on a crutch!'

    



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN



    

    Back in her apartment, Connie finished unwrapping the sausages she'd planned for breakfast. They were still cool from the refrigerator; she supposed they would be all right. She put them in a skillet and turned the burner on low.

    Then she made coffee. She stared at its dark stream as it slowly filled the pot.

    Now what? she wondered, watching it. Give Dal's address to the police? That's what she'd half-planned to do when she got the idea of following him. A good reasonable justification. Find out where he lives so the cops can arrest him. But that had only been half her plan. Not really what she wanted to do. Just an excuse.

    So what's your real plan, kiddo?

    Bust into his place tonight and murder him? Hell, she could've finished him off this morning, if that's what she wanted.

    Stake him out, that's it. Follow him. Sooner or later, he would lead her to the woman with the gray Mercedes.

    Then go to the police.

    Maybe.

    The coffee stopped steaming. It dripped a few times. She picked up the pot and filled her mug. She poked the sausages with a fork, turned them. They'd take a good deal longer.

    She sipped her coffee, and went to the kitchen table. She opened her handbag. Reaching in, she pulled out Dal's wallet.

    Another good reason to stay away from the cops; they might not look fondly on her methods.

    Sitting at the table, she emptied Dal's wallet. Twenty-eight dollars in the bill compartment, along with assorted cards and papers. She set them aside. The wallet had slots for six credit cards. She pulled out the cards and stacked them neatly. Then she emptied the clear plastic picture holders, taking out his driver's license, Social Security card, a Red Cross card with his blood type, his high school graduation photo, and a Polaroid shot of Connie, herself, in a bikini.

    He used to beg her to pose nude. She never allowed it, but one night he caught her in the shower. She chased him and tore up the photo and then they made love.

    To think she used to…

    She ripped the photo into tiny bits. She dropped the pieces onto the table. They made a nice little pile. She tore up the photo of Dal, and added it to the pile. Then his Red Cross card, his Social Security card, his driver's license.

    She drank some coffee, and remembered the sausages. She got up to check them. She rolled them over. They were doing fine. She added more coffee to her mug, then took scissors from a drawer and returned to the table.

    The plastic was easy to cut. She snipped up his Shell card, his Chevron card, his automobile club card, his Visa and Master Card, his Sears card. The pile of debris was growing.

    Nothing left to add but the odds and ends she'd found in his bill compartment. She got up to check her sausages, then sat down again. She took a long drink of coffee. Then she tore up a post office receipt, a plumber's business card, and an old envelope comer on which he'd written Connie's address the day they met.

    She wished she'd never given it to him.

    She found four postage stamps. She set them aside to keep, then tore up three nondescript receipts and added them to the pile. She picked up a piece of tissue paper, the kind used at Dal's store-correction, former store-to wrap clothes before boxing them. She ripped it in half, the split nicely dividing a woman's first name from her last, her address number from her street, and dropped the pieces into the pile.

    She picked them up again.

    She held the pieces together.

    The words were in Dal's handwriting: Elizabeth Lassin, 522, Altina.

    Could be anything.

    Could be her.

    

***



    

    Altina, she knew, was up in the Highland Estates. A plush area where she wouldn't mind living herself someday.

    Lots of fancy cars. Cadillacs, Rolls Royces, Mercedes.

    'My God,' she muttered.

    Then she smelled burning sausage.

    Connie looked up the circular driveway. The door of the two-car garage was shut. Somehow, she had to see inside.

    She walked up the driveway. The house seemed deserted, but she kept her eyes on the windows. If anyone looked out, she planned to go to the front door with a story.

    I'm a new neighbor, thought I'd drop by to get acquainted… Sounded perfectly plausible.

    Of course, it wouldn't work if the woman recognized her. If it's the gal who posed as Pete's wife… But Connie didn't think it was her. The woman last night had seemed older. Her hair was different, too: darker and longer.

    She reached the garage. Standing close to its door, she couldn't see the house windows-or be seen from them.

    Bending down, she gripped the handle and pulled. The door didn't budge.

    A pathway led around the comer of the garage. She went to it, and looked along the side. No window.

    But maybe in back.

    She walked up the path, stepping lightly from one flagstone to the next. The ground was covered with redwood chips like the school playground when she was a kid. Their sweet aroma was the same. She remembered the squeak of swing chains, the yelling of kids on the monkey bars, the smell of her lunch box. All so vivid. If she closed her eyes, she could…

    She had to keep them open.

    She came to the end of the garage, and stopped. Crouching, she peered around the comer.

    A swimming pool. Plenty of outdoor furniture. No people.

    She took a step forward, and looked at the back wall of the garage. It had a window. Sidestepping between the wall and a row of oleander bushes, she made her way to the window. She cupped her hands around her eyes, and looked through the glass.

    Except for light from the single window, the garage was dark. Off to the right, she saw the vague form of a car. Maybe a Mercedes. Maybe not. To be certain, she would need a better look.

    She had to break in.

    The idea made her stomach go tight and cold.

    I can do it, she told herself. After a mugging, what's a little breaking and entering?

    She stayed close to the garage wall, and sidestepped toward the house. As she was about to step out from behind an oleander, a movement caught her eye.

    At the far end of the pool was a woman.

    Connie stared, holding her breath.

    The woman was walking slowly away, taking small steps, holding herself rigid as if in pain. She had long, dark hair like the woman last night. In the sun, it was a rich, red-brown. She wore a white, string bikini. When she turned at the pool's corner, Connie saw her front. She was matted with bandages: bandages on her face, her neck, her chest and belly, her thighs. Her skin was blotched with bruises, her face swollen and blue.

    As Connie watched, she walked along the other side of the pool. She was nearly even with Connie when she stopped at a chaise longue. She untied her bikini and let it fall. Then she eased herself onto the chaise and lay back. Her head turned until she faced the house.

    Connie stood motionless behind the oleander.

    The woman didn't move her head. She lay on her back, arms at her sides, her skin glistening with moisture.

    Asleep?

    The sunglasses hid her eyes.

    Connie didn't dare move.

    Finally, the face turned away.

    Connie waited a few seconds, then inched back along the garage wall. The woman's head remained turned. At last, Connie reached the comer. She ducked around it, then looked back once more. Apparently, the woman hadn't seen her. She still lay there, naked except for the bandages, facing the back fence.

    Connie circled around to the front of the house. Hoping to God the woman was alone, she tried the front door. Locked. She checked the windows along the front of the house. All were shut.

    On the far side of the house, a bathroom window stood open. She looked around. The redwood fence was close behind her; if there were neighbors on the other side, they wouldn't see her.

    She struggled with the screen, and finally got it off. She pushed the window high, boosted herself up, and climbed in. She tiptoed across the bathroom. When she looked into the bedroom, she almost screamed. She covered her mouth, and stared at the blood-matted carpet beside the bed.

    My God, what had happened here? So much blood! She thought about the woman's bandages. Had all of this come from her? It hardly seemed possible. Even the wall by the bed was splattered with it.

    She wanted to get out. Fast. But she'd come this far. She needed to see inside the garage.

    She walked swiftly to the sliding glass door. Stepping close to the draperies, she peeked out. The woman was still on her chaise.

    Leaving the bedroom, Connie started down a hall-way. She came to other open doors, glanced into the rooms, and saw nobody.

    At the rear of the living-room was an enormous picture window with a sliding door at one end. She saw the woman across the pool. On hands and knees, she crept the length of the room, staying behind furniture whenever possible. Then she was in the kitchen. She crawled across its tiles to a door at the far end.

    She reached up for the knob. Turned it. Pushed the door open and looked into the dark garage.

    She crawled ahead.

    The garage was hot and stuffy, and smelled of grease.

    She stood up. She pushed the door shut, and walked through the darkness to the car. Feeling along its side, she found a door handle. She opened the door, and the interior light came on.

    A Mercedes, all right.

    A gray Mercedes.

    Leaving the door open for the light, she stepped to the front of the car. She couldn't see the bumper or grill, but the shiny hood showed two small dents. They were enough for her.

    She went over to the garage window to see if the woman was still on her chaise. Even as she looked, the woman flinched and sat upright, frowning toward her.

    What…?

    Oh God, an alarm. The car has a burglar alarm! She'd triggered it when she opened the door! She hadn't heard it, of course-but she should've, should've caught the vibrations!

    The woman sprang from the lounger and rushed alongside the pool.

    Thoughts darted through Connie's mind. She could make a dash for the front door. Or find the garage door opener and get out that way. Or stand and fight.

    That's it. Take the woman out. Bring in the cops. Plenty of evidence now. She knew, from research for an old crime novel, that there'd still be traces of blood on the car.

    She shut the car door, pressed her back to the wall by the kitchen door, and waited.

    Her heart felt as if it might explode. She blinked sweat out of her eyes.

    God, what if I faint?

    What if she has a gun?

    The door stayed shut.

    What's taking her so long?

    Connie wiped a hand on her corduroys, and gripped the knob. She slowly turned it. She eased the door open a crack, and looked into the kitchen.

    The woman stood at the other end of the kitchen, talking on the telephone.

    The telephone. That's what brought her running, not a car alarm.

    She stood there naked, dripping sweat, her back to Connie. Then she turned.

    Gazing at her mouth, Connie could almost hear the words formed by her tongue and lips.

    'Dal, you fucking idiot.'

    



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT



    

    'Thanks. That's just what I need after everything I've been through.'

    'You weren't supposed to get in touch.'

    'What can it hurt to call?' Dal asked, swiveling the seat of his stool. 'They didn't tap your phone, for Christsake.'

    'What if a cop had picked it up?'

    'I was ready for that. I would've pretended to be a magazine salesman.'

    'Brilliant.'

    'I know. Hey, look, how did it go?'

    'I don't think we should discuss it on the phone.'

    'That's ridiculous.'

    'I'll just say that everything went as planned.'

    'Fantastic! Did they check for fing…?'

    'Dal!'

    'Okay, okay.'

    'No, they didn't. By the way, mister.'

    'Yeah?'

    'I read this morning's paper, did you?'

    He knew what was coming. It was the main reason he'd finally decided to call. 'Yes,' he said.

    'The woman last night.'

    'Yes?'

    'Your fiancee.'

    'I know.'

    'What the fuck was she doing there?'

    'I asked her that, myself. This morning, after I read the article. She broke down, said she was lonely with me away and it meant nothing-just a last fling with her old boyfriend.'

    'And why'd you lie to me last night? Don't tell me you didn't recognize her.'

    'I recognized her. I just… couldn't bring myself to tell you. I was in shock. I couldn't believe it was her.'

    'You should've told me.'

    'I know. I'm sorry.'

    'Don't ever lie to me, Dal.'

    'I'm sorry.'

    'You can lie your head off to the rest of the world, but save the truth for me.'

    'I will. I promise.'

    'All right. I take it nothing is up?'

    'Huh?'

    'She didn't suspect anything?'

    'No. She thinks it was related to his job. Someone wanted to get even.'

    'Very good.'

    'So everything's working.'

    'Seems to be.'

    'We should get together and celebrate.'

    'Sure. Don't call again. Dal, unless there's an emergency.'

    'When can we get together?'

    'A month, maybe.'

    'I don't know if I can stand it.'

    'You have to. Bye, now.'

    'Hey!'

    She hung up.

    Dal hadn't mentioned the mugging, yet. But he didn't dare call her back. He'd tell her about it another time.

    



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE



    

    Connie watched her leave the kitchen. She waited a few seconds, then opened the door wider and looked out. No one. She stepped into the kitchen. Through the window, she saw the woman heading back to her chaise.

    She hurried to the front door.

    Then she was striding up the driveway, breathing deeply of the fresh warm air. She felt as if she'd spent hours caged in that house. So good to be out and free!

    Once her car was running, she felt even better.

    She drove down the road away from the house, and tried to piece together what she had learned.

    Obviously, the woman was Elizabeth. She was the one who lured Pete out of the house, last night. Dal used her car to run Pete down. But what happened to Elizabeth? Why the bandages? Why the blood in the bedroom? Did Dal attack her? That hardly seemed likely.

    The bits she'd caught of the phone conversation, with Elizabeth turned away half the time, didn't make much sense.

    As she drove out of the hills, she wondered where to go next. She didn't want to return home and spend the rest of the afternoon worrying about Pete.

    Go to the police? Tell them what she'd learned? What's the penalty for attempted murder? Not much. Hell, even a life term for first degree murder never amounted to more than fifteen years. So what would they get, three or four? Unless Pete…

    No! He's got to live!

    She headed for the hospital, getting more nervous with each mile. All the detective work had kept her from dwelling on Pete's condition. Now, she could think of nothing else. Her hands were wet on the steering wheel and she had trouble getting enough breath.

    She imagined the worst.

    'I'm sorry,' the doctor would say. Just like in the movies. 'We did all we could, but…'

    No, no, no!

    The doctor had said he was stable.

    'Complications.'

    Finally, she entered the parking lot. She walked into the hospital on shaky legs. The lobby smelled like floor wax. She ignored the reception desk, and went to an elevator. Her hand felt cold and numb as she pushed the up button. She leaned against the wall to steady herself while she waited.

    The elevator came. It was deserted. She stepped inside, and pressed the button for the third floor. When the doors slid shut, she wanted to squat down and hug her belly. She leaned on the wall instead. Her teeth were chattering. She clenched her mouth shut.

    The doors opened. She stepped out, and walked to the nurses' station.

    A pink-faced woman smiled up at her. 'Yes?'

    'I'm here to… Mr Harvey? Is he…?'

    'Just a moment, please.' Her eyes lowered to a clipboard.

    Connie pressed her knuckles on the desktop to hold herself up.

    The nurse smiled. 'Mr Harvey has been taken off the critical list.'

    'How is he?'

    'He's doing just fine, all things considered.'

    'Oh, thank…' A sob broke Connie's voice and she covered her face, weeping. She was vaguely aware of the nurse getting up and putting an arm around her and leading her to a couch. The nurse sat down with her, patted her back. When she finally calmed down, the nurse brought her a cup of coffee.

    'May I see him?'

    'Well now, visiting hour isn't till four, and… Just a moment.' The nurse left her and walked down the hall. She looked into a room, then came back, 'I think it'll be all right if you just want a peek. He's sleeping, though. He shouldn't be disturbed.'

    'I'll just look.'

    The nurse led her to the room and opened its door.

    Both legs were in traction. The head and face were bandaged. He was snoring.

    Connie smiled. The nurse led her away.

    'Can you tell me his injuries?'

    'Well, just in general.'

    'That's all right.'

    'He has compound fractures of both legs, three broken ribs, a concussion, plus a roomful of lacerations and contusions. Doctor was worried most about the concussion, but it isn't real severe, fortunately. Now, you should get on home and climb in bed before you fall down.'

    Connie looked at her watch. Nearly three, if visiting hour's at four…

    'You just forget about visiting hour. Mr Harvey won't be in any condition to appreciate your company. If I were you, I'd just go home and take care of myself, and come back tomorrow.'

    'But tonight…'

    'He won't even know you're here, honey.'

    

***



    

    Back at her apartment, Connie climbed into bed. She intended to heed the nurse's advice - but only so far. She would take a little nap, then fix dinner and dress up and head out to the hospital for the eight o'clock visiting hour. Even if Pete wouldn't know she was there, at least she could sit by him, hold his hand. And who knows, maybe he would be awake after all.

    She slept.

    

***



    

    When she opened her eyes, the room was dim.

    'Oh no,' she muttered. She looked at the clock. Five after eight. 'Damn!'

    The hospital was a half hour drive. By the time she could get dressed and over there…

    Forget it. Tomorrow would have to do.

    She sat on the corner of the bed and wondered how to spend the evening. She felt very good. And very hungry. Putting on her satin robe, she went into the kitchen. She looked in the refrigerator. Nothing she could make a decent dinner out of. And anything in the freezer would take forever to thaw.

    So I'll go out, she thought. How about the Sizzler? Then she had a better idea: she would drive over to the Safeway, buy a fresh slab of tenderloin and some other goodies, come back to the apartment and have a feast.

    A regular celebration.

    Hoist a few drinks to Pete's health, a few to the imminent downfall of Dal and Elizabeth.

    Great idea!

    She hurried into her bedroom to change.

    As she slowed down for the entrance to the Safeway parking lot, she saw the movie theater on the next block.

    The Haunted Palace.

    Where she'd gone on her first night out with Pete.

    She drove past the Safeway.

    Don't do this, she warned herself. Don't get started again. The minute something goes wrong in your life, you head for the movies.

    This is different. Not an escape, like the other times. Pete is alive! We'll be together again. This isn't an escape, it's a celebration!

    A celebration of my first date with Pete.

    As she parked behind the theater, she hoped it had hot dogs.

    



CHAPTER THIRTY



    

    Connie paused in front of the ticket window of the Haunted Palace, and checked the show times. The Howling had started at 7:15. Savage Schreck would come on at 8:55, followed by City of the Dead at 9:10. If she wanted to stick around. The Howling would show again at 10:50.

    She stepped up to the window and bought a ticket from the same white-faced girl with straight black hair who'd sold the tickets to Pete.

    Bruno waited inside the door, his face twisted under the nylon stocking. His bloody T-shirt reminded Connie of the carpet at Elizabeth 's house.

    'Hi, Bruno,' she said, and handed him the ticket. He ripped it in half. Giving back the stub, he touched her hand. She went into the restroom to wash it.

    No hurry. The less she saw of The Howling's finish, the better. In a different theater-one without Bruno hanging around-she would've waited in the lobby until the movie ended.

    In the mirror above the sink, she saw that she didn't look as bad as she expected. A little pale. A little nervous in the eyes. Her hair could use a shampoo.

    The top of her warm-up suit was open too much. She raised the zipper a couple of inches. If she'd known she would be out for more than a quick trip to the supermarket, she would've worn a bra. She felt rather exposed without it. Nothing to be done, though. She hiked up her pants and left the restroom.

    The girls at the refreshment counter looked like clones of the ticket girl. The nearer one smiled with bright red lips.

    'I'll have a hot dog and a large Pepsi,' Connie said. 'Make that two hot dogs.'

    While she waited, she looked around. Bruno, standing by the door, was watching her.

    Creepy.

    Well, he's supposed to be creepy.

    Turning away, she watched the numbers appear on the cash register. She paid the girl, and took her food to the end of the counter. There, she opened the foil-wrapped hot dogs. Steam drifted up from them. Mouth watering, she squirted mustard onto both hot dogs. She wrapped them up, grabbed a straw and a couple of napkins, and hurried into the dark auditorium.

    She found an empty seat at the end of a row, but didn't want to block the man behind it. She took the next seat over.

    She ate her hot dogs slowly, trying not to watch the screen. But the action drew her eyes.

    What the hell, she decided. So I'll know how it ends.

    She watched the rest of the movie, fascinated.

    Then the lights came up. Looking around, she saw that the theater was crowded for a weeknight. Must be a couple hundred people, she guessed.

    She checked her wristwatch. Ten to nine. If she'd gone to the hospital, she would just be arriving. Ten minutes to spend with Pete.

    She should've gone.

    Too late now.

    Maybe she'd overslept on purpose. Maybe, subconsciously, she didn't want to see Pete tonight. Didn't want to see him lying there broken.

    The thought made her bum with guilt. Well, she would make up for it tomorrow. She'd be there waiting at four…

    The lights dimmed.

    Words appeared on the screen, red and dripping like blood: SCREAM GEMS PRESENTS OTTO SCHRECK IN… flames curled out of SAVAGE SCHRECK.

    It is daylight. A young woman in a dirty gingham dress makes her way down a slope, glancing nervously over her shoulder. At the bottom of the slope, she crouches by a brook. She dips her hands into the water and drinks.

    Knife raised, an Indian rushes down the slope. His body is naked except for a red breechclout. Warpaint streaks his skin.

    A goddamn maniac, Connie thought.

    The girl continues to drink.

    Get out of there! Connie wanted to shout.

    Finally, she looks around. Fright twists her face. She throws herself into the brook, splashes to the surface, and wades through the waist-high water.

    The savage leaps from the shore, black hair streaming behind him, knife clamped in his teeth, and drops onto the girl's back.

    They crash into the water.

    The girl breaks the surface. She is on her back, coughing, kicking, waving her arms. She seems, at first, to be floating. Then she is lifted straight out of the water. The savage raises her overhead and throws her.

    She smashes through a bush near shore, hits the ground shoulder-first, and rolls.

    She lies there stunned.

    The savage strides through the water. Climbing the bank, he takes the knife from his teeth.

    The girl is on her hands and knees, trying to get up.

    Run! Connie thought.

    But she can't get to her feet.

    The savage kicks her in the belly.

    Connie grunted as the impact lifted the girl completely off the ground.

    She falls onto her back, clutching her belly, her knees upraised.

    The savage crouches at her head. He twists her hair around his hand, and pulls it taut. He presses the knife against her scalp.

    'Oh God,' Connie muttered.

    A young man in the next row looked around at her, grinning. Connie smiled back, and shrugged.

    Blood streams down the girl's face. Her eyes bulge. Her mouth is stretched open so wide she looks as if her cheeks might rip.

    At least I can't hear the scream, Connie thought.

    Suddenly, a revolver muzzle pushes against the back of the savage's head. He stops trying to scalp the girl.

    Connie sighed with relief.

    While the girl lies on the ground, crying and clutching her slashed head, a red-haired man in cowboy clothes ties the savage's hands with strips of rawhide.

    The scene changes. The savage sits astride a horse beneath an oak tree. A rope hangs from a branch overhead. Its noose is around his neck.

    All right, Connie thought.

    

***



    

    The girl stands nearby, watching. Her head has been bandaged with a strip of fabric tom from her dress.

    The cowboy smiles at her. His mouth moves. 'You wanta do the honors?'

    She nods, steps to the rear of the horse, and slaps its haunch. The horse lunges away. The rope snaps taut, jerking the savage off the saddle. He swings, kicking and twisting, his face turning purple, his tongue lolling out.

    The girl and the cowboy turn away and start walking.

    'That's another good Indian,' the cowboy says.

    'What are you gonna do to me?' asks the girl, looking frightened.

    

***



    

    What's wrong with her? Connie wondered. This is the guy who saved her life.

    

***



    

    'I'll see you safely back to the settlement,' the cowboy tells her.

    They're still walking away, but the savage swinging below the tree is now straining, his arm and chest muscles bulging.

    The cowboy says, 'I'm sure your folks will be mighty glad to see you.'

    'Bullshit,' the girl says. 'You're gonna kill me, just like you killed Tina.'

    The savage's hands burst free. With rawhide dangling from both bloody wrists, he reaches overhead and clutches the rope. He climbs it, pulling himself upward hand over hand.

    'You're crazy,' says the girl. 'You're all crazy. You don't seriously think you can get away with this? You show this thing on the screen, and people are gonna see me. They'll recognize me, just like I recognized Tina.'

    

***



    

    What's all this? Connie wondered.

    

***



    

    'Oh, sooner or later I suppose someone will. In a few weeks, though. I'll be long gone. We'll have thirteen Schrecks by then. Filmworld is picking up the whole package for an even million-planning to edit them into a feature. Nice, don't you agree? You'll be a star.'

    'A dead star.'

    'You'll be immortalized on the silver…' His mouth springs wide as the savage, behind him, shoves a knife into his back.

    The girl tries to run, but the savage grabs her hair and jerks her backwards off her feet. He drags her to the tree. As he props her against it, she scratches his face. He slams a knee into her belly, doubling her. Then he starts tying her to the tree.

    

***



    

    Connie watched, totally confused. She'd seen plenty of awful movies before, but this had to be the worst. Not only vicious and gruesome, but the dialogue made no sense at all. This must be one of those crazy film-within-a-film movies that Europeans seemed so fond of making. An artsy-fart movie. Not supposed to make sense.

    The savage finishes tying her to the tree.

    'You bastards!' she cries. 'Let me go!'

    Connie watched the savage wander through the trees, gathering twigs. As she realized what they were for, she muttered, 'Oh no.'

    

***



    

    The man in front of her looked around again, smiling. His mouth moved, but the darkness hid his words. He might be saying anything. Connie assumed he was being friendly. Smiling, she nodded agreement with whatever he'd said. He nodded back, and turned away.

    Twigs and sticks are piled around the girl's feet. The savage, several yards away, is standing behind a small fire. He slowly wraps cloth around the head of an arrow. When it is secure, he lowers it into the fire. He raises his bow. He aims the flaming arrow at the girl. It streaks through the air.

    It hits the tree inches above the girl's head.

    'My name is Brit Anderson,' she says. 'I'm not an actress. This is not a movie, it's real. If you can hear me out there-'

    The savage lights another arrow. 'They'll hear whatever we like, bitch.' He shoots the arrow. It enters the kindling at her feet. Smoke rises out, then flames.

    She writhes against the ropes. The hem of her dress catches fire.

    'My name is Brit…'

    A flaming arrow plunges into her chest.

    



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE



    

    Connie grabbed the shoulder of the man in front of her, and he jumped. 'I've got to talk to you,' she whispered. 'In the lobby. I'm deaf. I read lips. I need light to see what you say.'

    He nodded.

    As they walked up the aisle, Connie glanced back at the screen and saw the girl burning-hair on fire, skin turning black.

    She pushed through the door and clutched the man's arm. He frowned at her, looking puzzled. 'That girl… she was killed.'

    'I know, but…

    'It wasn't fake. They killed her.'

    'Are you out of your mind?'

    'What was she saying there at the end?'

    'Hail Marys.'

    'No. That must've been dubbed. She was saying her name is Brit Anderson, and she's not an actress, and it's really happening. There's a phone over there. I want you to call the police.'

    'The police? Hey, that's serious business.'

    'She was murdered.'

    'Maybe you should talk to the manager.'

    'He might be in on it.'

    'Oh for…' He shook his head. 'Is everyone in on it?'

    'No, but the manager-'

    'I've been coming here since it opened. The man may look awful in that get-up, but he seems to be a perfectly nice guy. Come on.' He crossed the lobby toward the entrance, where Bruno was taking tickets.

    Connie hurried after him.

    'Could we speak to you in private for a moment?'

    Bruno nodded. He called to one of the vampire girls at the refreshment counter, then led the way to an office on the far side.

    Connie followed both men inside. She stood near the open door.

    Bruno pulled the stocking off his head. Without it, he had a pleasant, chubby face. 'Now,' he said. 'What seems to be the problem?'

    Both men looked at Connie.

    'The girl in that Schreck film wasn't an actress. Her name is Brit Anderson and she was murdered on camera. Actually murdered.'

    Bruno shook his head, 'I'm afraid I don't understand. What leads you to think such a thing?'

    'She said so. Her real words were dubbed over, but I read her lips.'

    'Are you certain of this?'

    'I know what she said, and I believe her.'

    Bruno nodded. He picked up the telephone, and dialed O. 'Operator, put me in touch with the police. Yes, this is an emergency.' He covered the mouthpiece and said, 'They'll get to the bottom of this.' Then he took his hand away. 'Yes. I'm calling from the Haunted Palace movie theater at 8424 Pico. Would you send a car over here right away? We have an urgent situation… Apparently, murder has been committed… Yes. Thank you.' He hung up. 'That should get them here in short order.'

    He stood up. 'Shall we go upstairs and seize the evidence?'

    They followed him through the lobby. The carpeted stairway was roped off. A sign hung from the plush cordon: BALCONY CLOSED. Bruno unhooked one end of the cordon, and let them through.

    At the top of the stairs, he stepped over to a door. He pushed a key into its lock, and opened it. 'Right through here,' he said.

    The man and Connie entered.

    She saw a pair of movie projectors near the side wall. One was running, its reels turning slowly, flashing pictures through the tiny window in front of it. A miniature image reflected on the pane.

    Someone between the projectors.

    Bruno talked to him, then picked up a film can and checked the label. 'It has to be rewound. Only take a minute. I should go down and see if the police are here yet.'

    He stepped past the man.

    'Excuse me,' he said, and moved past Connie. He shot an elbow into her side, knocking her off balance, and threw the door shut. Connie fell against the wall.

    She saw the projectionist leap from between the two big machines. No warpaint, but she knew his face, his mad eyes.

    Bruno swept her feet from under her. As her back hit the floor, she saw Schreck punch a screwdriver into the belly of the man who'd come up with her.

    She flung up her crossed arms and blocked a kick Bruno aimed at her face.

    Someone clutched her ankles.

    'No!'

    Schreck lifted her feet. He raised her off the floor until she was hanging upside down. In that position, with no leverage and her vision distorted, she was nearly defenseless. Still, she blocked Bruno's first punch to her belly. The second punch got through, knocking her wind out. She clutched her belly, and he kicked her in the head, and when she opened her eyes she was facedown on the backseat floor of a car speeding through the night.

    



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO



    

    The car drove for a long time. Connie's head throbbed with pain. Her arms, tied behind her back, were tingly and almost numb. Somebody's feet were on her back and rump. When she tried to lift her head, once, they stomped hard. After that, she didn't move.

    She had a good idea of what they planned to do with her. She was frightened, but angry too.

    Angry at herself. For letting Bruno sucker her that way. Obviously, he hadn't phoned the cops. Was his phone unplugged? She should've been more careful, damn it. And she got that poor man killed: she didn't even know his name.

    Now, everything she'd learned about Dal and Elizabeth was useless. She should've gone to the cops with her information. But no, she'd been too damned set on getting her own revenge. Stupid! Now they might just get away with running Pete down.

    Should've.

    So damned many should'ves.

    She should've gone to the hospital, tonight. Now she'd never see Pete again.

    It's not over yet, kiddo.

    Not over yet. Keep telling yourself that.

    The car stopped. Doors opened. She was dragged out by her feet. Schreck lifted her and slung her over his shoulder. He carried her through the darkness. She felt a cool breeze on her back where the jacket of her warm-up suit had pulled up. The air smelled like the ocean.

    We're near shore, she thought, and wondered what good that knowledge would do. What good would any of it do? Her martial arts training sure hadn't helped. Maybe the reverse. If she hadn't been so damned confident, she never would've waltzed into the projection room like an idiot.

    Schreck carried her up a few wooden stairs. He waited a moment, then took her through a doorway. They were in darkness. He started up more stairs, his shoulder shoving into her belly with each step he climbed. The stairs seemed to go up forever. Finally, they stopped and he carried her through a long straight way. He turned. Her head brushed a wall or a door-frame. He carried her forward several steps, and bent over.

    Connie fell backwards through the darkness. She landed on something soft-a bed?-with her legs hanging over the end.

    An overhead light came on. Squinting in its brightness, she saw Schreck above her. He took a screwdriver from a deep pocket of his coveralls. She sucked in her belly. The blade pushed against her navel.

    Bruno, behind him, said something.

    'Sure, I can wait,' Schreck answered. He took the screwdriver away. He flipped it end over end, caught it by the handle, and slipped it into his pocket.

    The two men sat down in chairs across the room.

    'Can I sit up?' Connie asked, raising her head to see the response.

    Bruno nodded.

    She sat up. taking the pressure off her shoulders and numb arms. The men stared at her.

    'What are you waiting for?' she asked.

    'Todd,' said Bruno. 'The producer. He'll be along soon.'

    'The producer?'

    'Producer, writer, director.'

    'The brains,' Schreck said, and smiled in a way that sent a chill up Connie's back.

    'I'm going to star in one of your little productions?'

    'I'm the star,' Schreck said.

    'But we'd be nowhere,' added Bruno, 'without the little people.'

    'I'll be recognized,' Connie said.

    Bruno shrugged. 'Maybe. That'll be Filmworld's problem.'

    'It'll get back to you.'

    'Oh, I doubt that. Todd's the only connection, and he'll be in South America living like a king.'

    'Where'll you be?'

    'I'll still have the theater-a fairly profitable enterprise. I'm completely ignorant, naturally, of anything unusual about the Schreck films. I'm only an innocent exhibitor. And Otto, here, will undergo cosmetic surgery-he can use it, don't you think? With his new face, he'll continue as projectionist and my partner in the theater.'

    'I have a lot of money.'

    'Do you?'

    'How much would it take to get you guys to let me go?'

    'More than you have, I assure you.'

    'Half a million dollars?'

    'Come now.'

    'I have that much in my savings account. Just untie me, and-'

    Another man entered the room. Connie recognized him from tonight's film: he'd played the cowboy. 'Oh, she's a beauty!' he said.

    'Look, let me go. I'll keep my mouth shut. You can split up my money among the three of you.'

    'Oh, we can't do that,' he told her. 'We have a film to make! The thirteenth and final Schreck.' Stepping close to Connie, he brushed a curtain of hair away from the side of her face. 'It's a pity they had to bang you up, but we'll make do.' He patted her bruised cheek. 'You've come as something of a surprise, unfortunately, so we'll have to work out a story-line before we commence shooting. I like to begin with the rode of death, and work backwards from there.'

    'Don't strain your brain.'

    He slapped her. Then he stepped right away and sat on a dresser. 'Can you see me all right? I don't want you to miss any of this.'

    'I can see you.'

    'Good. Now, we must find a way of dispatching you that hasn't been done to death-if you'll pardon the pun. We've already used knives, a fork, a scalpel, an axe, arrows, a chain saw. We hanged one. One unfortunate lady choked on human flesh. Schreck bit out the throat of another. Guns are out, naturally. Too mundane.'

    'Let me skin her alive,' Schreck suggested.

    'We don't want excessive nudity. We're doing horror, after all, not porn.'

    'Film it from behind,' Bruno said.

    Schreck scowled. 'All the good stuff's in front.'

    'Well, we'll keep it in mind. Let's brainstorm for a bit, though.'

    'Drown her in the bathtub?' Bruno asked.

    'We already drowned one in the stream.'

    'I'll pound nails in her.'

    'Schreck the Carpenter,' Bruno said, and laughed.

    'Bury her alive?'

    'How would we film it?'

    'How about I eat her?'

    'Schreck the Snatch…'

    'Too close to Gourmet Schreck.'

    'Shit,' said Bruno. 'What's left?'

    'We'll think of something. Genius, after all, is ninety percent perspiration.' He grinned at Connie. 'Do you have any preferences?'

    'Yeah! Suppose I kill Schreck and escape? It'd give your film a nice upbeat finish. Audiences go for that.'

    'Good thought, but I don't think we'll run with it.'

    'We bury her alive,' Schreck said. 'But shallow. I bash her on the head, and throw the dirt on her. Only she's not dead. She digs her way out and tries to run away. I chase her down. I can take her head right off with the shovel.'

    'I like it.'

    Connie felt dizzy and faint. She took deep breaths.

    'What do you think, Bruno?'

    'Who digs the hole?'

    'We'll let her do it. Good drama there, digging her own grave.'

    'Just so I don't have to do it.'

    'I'll take her head off last,' Schreck said. 'Chop her up some, before that.' His hands, gripping an imaginary shovel, jab the air. 'Ram her in the back. Get her down. Take off one of her hands, maybe. Or both of them. Maybe take off her feet. Then take that shovel and-'

    Connie threw herself sideways and vomited on the mattress.

    Schreck untied her feet. He made a loop at one end of the rope, and dropped it around her neck.

    'Struggle a bit,' Todd said. 'You're on Candid Camera.' He pointed to a mirror above the dresser. 'Bruno's in the control room getting this down, so make it look good.'

    She turned to the mirror. 'My name is Con-'

    Schreck jerked the rope, yanking her off the end of the bed. She fell to her knees.

    'Lovely,' Todd said.

    Schreck dragged her by the rope. She kicked and choked. Then he grabbed her hair and pulled her to her feet. 'Walk, bitch,' he said.

    Todd left the room first. He pranced ahead of them down the lighted hallway.

    Schreck walked behind Connie, keeping the rope taut.

    'Pull,' Todd said. 'Try to get free. You're fighting for your life.'

    'Fuck you,' Connie said.

    The rope jerked her backwards off her feet. She cried out as she landed on her tied arms. Schreck stepped past her. He grabbed her left foot, and dragged her to the end of the hall.

    He'll break my arms, she thought. If he takes me down the stairs like this, they'll both…

    But he stopped at the head of the stairway. He leaned over her, gripped her crotch and the front of her jacket, and hoisted her overhead. He carried her down the stairs that way, holding her high, one fist like a post pounding her chest, the other clutching as if to split the fabric of her warm-up pants and claw into her.

    The door at the bottom of the stairs was open. He carried her outside, and stopped.

    She expected to be hurled into the night, but he simply swung her down and shoved her against the wall. Todd was standing on the lawn, smiling and nodding.

    Then Bruno came out the front door with a video camera on his shoulder as if he were here to capture the event for Eyewitness News. He stepped down the porch stairs, turned on a powerful light, and aimed the camera at her.

    Schreck punched her in the belly. As she doubled over, choking, he flung her from the porch. She twisted in midair, and landed on her side.

    Schreck cut her hands free. He grabbed the back of her jacket and carried her like a piece of luggage. Her feet dragged the grass, her arms hung numb and useless. Near the back of the house, her zipper popped apart at the bottom. It skidded open, dropping her. Schreck let her fall to the ground.

    She didn't try to get up. She lay there on the cool wet grass. Her arms were no longer numb. They hurt and tingled.

    She tried to think, but she couldn't concentrate. Her mind seemed blurry.

    Schreck jerked her to her feet. She turned her face away from the brightness of Bruno's camera light.

    Bruno pushed a shovel at her.

    She took it.

    He pointed to the ground at her feet.

    She could barely grip the shovel. She punched it at the ground. It hardly went in an inch. She jumped on the top edges of its head. Her weight forced it deeper. She pried out a wedge of dirt, and dumped it on the grass. Then she repeated the process. This time, her arms were stronger. She jumped on the shovel with more force. It plunged in deeper. She took out a larger load.

    Todd, she saw, was standing close to Bruno. Schreck remained beside her.

    She stabbed in the shovel, jumped on it, and removed the dirt. She dumped it onto the growing pile. Then she lunged forward.

    Schreck grabbed her. He caught the hanging hood of her warm-up jacket.

    Todd's mouth moved. 'Let her go! Run her down!'

    Schreck let go.

    Connie ran. Glancing back, she saw Schreck close behind her. The others followed. She ran harder, but the shovel weighed her down. If she tossed it, she might outrun Schreck.

    Ahead, she saw the tree where they'd burned the girl. Beyond it would be a steep slope, the brook, and a thickly wooded area. If she could make it to the woods…

    She glanced back.

    Saw Schreck's wild face, his reaching hands.

    Shovel clutched to her chest, she threw herself head over heels, hit the grass, twisted around and jammed the handle to the ground. Schreck, unable to stop, ran against the shovel blade. The shaft jerked in Connie's hands. She yanked it, throwing Schreck overhead. He hit the ground and rolled. She rushed him. She raised the shovel high and crashed it down on the back of his head.

    Looking around, she saw Todd and Bruno racing to catch up.

    Schreck rolled onto his back.

    Connie punched the shovel blade into his belly. It hardly went in an inch. She jumped on it with both feet, and it plunged in deep.

    She jerked it out and whirled around. Shielding her eyes from the camera light, she saw Todd and Bruno a dozen feet away.

    'Okay bastards, who's next?'

    



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE



    

    A nurse pushed the wheelchair out the automatic doors of the hospital. 'We're going to miss you, Pete.'

    'Well, we'll be back one of these days. Give us about nine months.'

    'Rascal.'

    Connie handed him the crutches, and he used them to push himself out of the chair.

    'Now watch yourself crossing streets,' the nurse said.

    'I'll be careful.'

    Connie smiled. 'I don't think he has to worry about any more accidents.'

    


EPILOGUE



    


SCREAM GEMS PRESENTS VENGEANCE!



    

    In the shadows at the head of the cellar stairs, the door opens. A woman in a white nightgown lunges through it. Stumbling off the top stair, she throws herself against the railing. It wobbles, but stops her fall.

    The door above her swings shut.

    Pushing herself off the railing, she steps up to the door and tries it. Locked.

    Slowly, she descends the stairs, moving out of shadows and into light. Her nightgown is grimy and torn, exposing her right breast. Her neck and face and legs are bandaged, her face dark with bruises.

    Halfway down the stairs, she stops. She gazes at something below, then hurries to the bottom.

    A man lies on the bone-littered floor near a coffin - tied and gagged.

    Kneeling beside him, she peels the wide strip of tape off his mouth. His mouth is stuffed with a handkerchief. She pulls it out.

    'Untie me,' the man says.

    'Not just yet.'

    'Please.'

    'Tell me what's going on.'

    'How do I know?'

    'How'd you get here?'

    'Some guy rang my doorbell. A fat guy. I opened up, and he stuck a gun in my face.'

    'Who was he?'

    'Untie me, huh?'

    'Who was he?'

    'Never seen him before. I figured he was a cop, you know? In fact, I asked him. He grinned and said, "You're under arrest for attempted murder. For hit-and-run." He didn't read me my rights, though. Then, down at the street, he opened the trunk of his car and bashed me on the head.'

    'Roll over.'

    He rolls onto his side, and the woman picks at the knotted rope behind his wrists.

    'That's about what happened to me, too,' she says. 'Mine was a red-headed guy. I knew for sure he wasn't a cop. I saw plenty last night, and they didn't behave like this guy.'

    'Did he hurt you?'

    'Yeah. The bastard knocked me around, tore my nightgown. He didn't bash my head, though.'

    'Did he put you in a car trunk?'

    'Fuckin' right he did.' She finishes untying his hands. He rolls over, sits up, and starts to work on the knot at his feet.

    'Who do you think they are?' he asks.

    'Somebody's figured it out.'

    'Huh?'

    'Somebody knows we did it.'

    'Who?'

    'Three guesses.'

    He shakes his head and unwraps the rope at his feet. He rubs his ankles. 'Just tell me, okay?'

    'Your adorable fiancee.'

    'You're kidding.'

    'Think about it. She saw us. She put it all together.'

    He scowls and shakes his head. 'I guess… maybe so. What do you think she's gonna do?'

    'I don't know, but we'd better get out of here.' She helps him to his feet. They stand by the coffin, each silently scanning the cellar.

    Behind them, the coffin lid is flung off. They whirl around. Inside the coffin, a hooded figure sits up. The hood belongs to a warm-up jacket worn backwards. Ragged holes have been cut for eyes and mouth.

    As the figure stands up, the man and woman back away. It steps out of the coffin, bare feet crushing the bones on the cellar's dirt floor.

    'It's her,' the woman says.

    The man shakes his head. He is pale and trembling.

    'What do you want?'

    The figure doesn't answer.

    'Let's take her,' mutters the woman. 'Now!' She attacks.

    Alone.

    The hooded one grabs her arms, pivots, slams her to the floor, and steps past her.

    'It is you,' the man says, moving backwards. 'You think I…' He shrieks as a kick smashes his left knee. He drops sideways, screaming. Before he hits the floor, a second kick shatters his right knee.

    The hooded one pivots and shoots knuckles into the face of the attacking woman. The blow slams her backwards. The nape of her neck hits the coffins' edge. Her head snaps back.

    She jerks and trembles as if a thousand volts are ripping through her body. Then she slumps.

    Slender figures press her neck as if seeking a pulse. Then the hooded one straddles her body, grips her beneath the arms, and wrestles her into the coffin.

    The man is still on the floor, whimpering.

    The hooded one drags him to the coffin.

    'No!' he cries. 'No, please! I'll do anything! Whatever you say!'

    'Confess.'

    'Okay! I did it. We both did it. There!'

    'Get in the coffin.'

    'No!'

    Screaming, he fights as the hooded one struggles to lift him. His hands jerk open the jacket. He pounds the bare back, claws furrows in the skin. He rips at the blonde hair behind the hood. Then he falls into the coffin on top of the woman. Grabbing its edges, he pulls himself up. A fist smashes his nose, and he drops away.

    The hooded one places the lid on the coffin.

    Muffled screams rage inside the coffin as the lid is nailed down.

    THE END
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