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Dedication


For:

My mom
who did the best job raising a pain in the ass

My sister
stop being smarter and funnier than me

Jessica & Loki
for always in Neverland
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CHAPTER ONE

Come Fly with Me








Gerry may have been motorized, but I could use my cane as a spear. The son of a bitch spun a one-eighty and headed toward the doors faster than the devil at a hippie circle. My aim used to be better. I still got him good on the shoulder, knocking him off course and into the wall. 
“Give me back my winnings, you cheating bastard.” I shuffled his way as he tried to reverse his chair. 
He whipped around and held up his hands. I smelled his stank ass urine from where I stood. Yeah, I know I’m too old to be saying “stank ass”, but I heard it from one of the visitors and it gave me enough of a chuckle to keep it in my toolbox. 
“I didn’t do anything, Irv, I swear.” He held out his hands toward me as if that would clear things up. 
I bent down and grabbed my cane. Felt a little dribble of piss in my pants too, if I’m being honest. I didn’t care about that right now. Besides, at my age, you get used to all parts of your body leaking. 
“Gerry, get up off that thing right now.”
“I can’t stand up, Irv, you know …”
“Gerry, either lift your ass off that goddamn seat right now or I’ll hook this cane around your neck and yank you off.” I held the cane an inch from his eyes. He looked at it cross-eyed and back at me before reaching underneath himself and pulling out a three of hearts. I snatched it from him and poked his chest. 
“If you ever cheat me at Canasta again, I’ll spike your prune juice with insulin and watch your soul drift off to hell.”
“Do we have a problem here, Mr. Stark?” John Baker was one of the resident assistants at the Pine Hollow Retirement Community. His voice sounded like kerosene igniting inside a tuba. He was also a giant pain in my ass.
“No problem, Johnny. Just making sure Gerry here is alright. Ran right into the wall. These electronic things have a mind of their own. People had to go putting the artificial smarts into them and now look -- we have Gerry colliding with an immovable object. And he ain’t no irresistible force.”
Gerry took advantage of this exchange to wheel out of the common area. I leaned on my cane like Charlie Chaplin and tried on my best I’m-just-like-you smile. John shook his head.
“You should try a little more compassion. Try helping other people out instead of just helping yourself.” John patted me on the shoulder like I was his fucking water-headed kid.
“I’m eighty-nine years old, Johnny. An old dog. You know how the rest goes.”
“It’s never too late to be a better person.”
“From your lips.” I rolled my eyes and walked back to the card table.  
John was what most would consider a good man. He probably had a great family, did the church thing, ladled soup at the local shelter during the holidays. Good people annoyed me. Grow a spine. Punch a nun. Steal a box of Girl Scout cookies. Steal a Girl Scout. What is a life untainted by acts of rebellion? A waste.
Four individual sized packets of shelled sunflower seeds waited at the card table. Gerry must have dropped them off during his flight out of the room. He was a bag short of what he owed me, but I’d get it eventually. I picked them up and put them in my pocket. I gathered the cards I had scattered across the table and added the three of hearts back to the deck, along with the two cards I had palmed out during a shuffle. 
I’m not a hypocrite. There’s nothing wrong with cheating. It’s getting caught that pisses me off. 
[image: image-placeholder]I’m not an angry person. No, really. I checked myself into the retirement home because it looked quiet, and they had a couple good looking nurses in the brochure. Turned out those were not real people. I’m still not sure how you can take a picture of something that isn’t real, but I don’t dwell on it. 
I wasn’t sick. I didn’t have family members trying to hoist the responsibility of taking care of me on strangers. I got tired of having to do things all the time. I didn’t want to cook or clean, separate my pills, deal with the lawn. The fucking lawn. I just wanted to relax and not worry about the daily shit.
I loved hotels because of this. When you’re staying in one--and I’ve stayed in more than I can count--you feel like royalty. Fresh sheets, fresh towels, the occasional nice roll of toilet paper. This was the same concept, just with a minimum age limit. 
I spent most of my days reading, catching up on the books I’d missed because of traveling. I would sit by the window that overlooked the pine forest, cracking it as much as the stoppers allowed, and take in the stories. The smell of pine and grass soothed me. I used to live in a suburban dumpster of an area. It smelled like car fumes and shithole kids. In the winter, it smelled like burning wood. 
It was better at Pine Hollow. Cleaner. More sterile. Better meals than I could ever cook and better meds than my doctor prescribed. Hell, sometimes I acted up on purpose to get a couple sedatives to zone out on. Jail in this place was narcotics and a stern talking to. 
The only downside was the visitors. I wasn’t jealous because I had no family; I just couldn’t stand the louder noises, the docile residents finding sparks of life buried under their girdles. I’d had close connections during my time outside. I just wanted to end the last couple decades of my life alone, living with daily connections that meant nothing, passing smiles and waves towards people who may go to sleep eternal at any moment. 
I wanted to live in a hotel of impending death. There’s comfortability in familiarity.
[image: image-placeholder]I’d like to say my room was sparse and clean, but it was full of books. Anyone who owns a lot of books knows the room they are stored in gets dusty pretty quickly. Sure, there are people at the home who clean, but for some reason dust just follows its natural instinct to land on paper. You don’t see dust on trees; why does it have to mess with my fucking books?
I opened the window. One of the orderlies always closes the damn window whenever I leave. Seems like there’s no respect for how us old folk want to live out the rest of our lives, even when it comes to fresh air. 
Birdie didn’t like it either. 
It’s not an original name for a pet bird but go fuck yourself. I moved here to get away from effort. 
Taking care of a bird doesn’t take much. You have to clean the bottom of the cage. Every now and then, you have to wash the entire cage. If you have a well-behaved bird, it’s an easy process. Birdie usually stands on my shoulder when there’s no perch to go to. Sometimes she hangs out on the sink while I dunk her cage under soapy water. She tilts her head as if she understands what is going on. Sometimes I think she does. 
Other than that, birds take care of themselves. I can watch her preening herself all day. Imagine being an animal that can self-clean. And humans are supposed to be the top of the food chain, the best of the best. Fuck that. We’re not self-cleaning. I think that’s certainly a step towards being superior. We rely on water and bars of soap made from shit we shouldn’t be rubbing over our bodies. 
I put my finger through the slats of Birdie’s cage, and she nibbles at the end of it. I don’t have much feeling left at the tips of my fingers, but I like to think she is being gentle. Her little tongue darts in and out as her beak chomps on my flesh. I pull a packet of sunflower seeds out of my pocket, tear it open, and hold one through the bars. She grabs it and jumps up a few perches before twisting it around in her beak and turning it into crumbs. No hands necessary. Another biological advantage in my opinion. Except when it comes to jacking off. But I don’t need to worry about that anymore.
“Come here, Birdie love.” I open the small door and put out my hand.  She jumps down the two tiers and lands on my palm. I pull out my hand  and she chirps a hello at me. She looks at me side eyed and I smile. 
Are you surprised? Of course, I have feelings. Did you think I was some cookie cutter Hollywood bullshit story? Unfortunately, we all have feelings. Only the best of us can really separate emotion from reality. I’m not too proud to admit that I don’t have that much control. You may think differently, but that’s not my problem. I can’t control how I’m splattered with primer after all of this. 
Birdie hopped up my arm and landed at my shoulder. She nibbled my ear. I sat on the bed; a double barely big enough to lay in without my feet hanging off. In my younger and heartier days, I clocked in over six feet. Now I’m a couple inches shorter thanks to a compressed spine and a posture similar to someone who hangs out in church towers. 
I sprinkled a few seeds on my shoulder and turned on the television. Most of the good channels are blocked, leaving me with the news (waste of time), AMC, which occasionally has a decent picture on it, and the Hallmark channel. Whoever convinced Hallmark to branch out from cards to television should be eviscerated, made to chug Drano, buggered with daisy-chained fishing hooks. 
I used to watch the History channel before it became all about aliens. That guy with the hair--you don’t even want to know what I think should be done to him. 
Some idiot popped up on the television talking to some other idiot about idiotic things. I changed the channel—a show on how buttons are made, well grab the popcorn and turn out the lights. 
Nope. Click. 
I paused on Bob Ross. Almost as good as my night meds, but it is still daytime and I don’t nap before lunch. 
Next. 
“So, congratulations my ex-Sagittarius birth mates, you are now a part of the new thirteenth astrological sign: Ophiuchus. Back to you, Jane.”
“A thirteenth zodiac. Talk about being born under a bad sign,” Jane said. 
There was more banter between the talking heads. I don’t remember what they said, I was too busy reaching for my oxygen.
[image: image-placeholder]“Out of my way. Get out of my way.” I barreled towards the computer room. I had left my cane in the bedroom but was beyond feeling the pain in my legs and back, past hearing my knees and hips cracking.
Everyone moved in slow motion. I knocked Betty Dyson into a door handle and burst into the computer room, ignoring Betty’s moans behind me. She had turned down a dance in the sheets with me. Something about being still in love with her dead husband. Fuck her. 
How management thought seven dinosaur-age computers for the entire building was appropriate was beyond me. Not that I spent any time sitting in front of the nerd’s equivalent of a boob tube. That’s not the point. When I did decide I needed to go onto the interwebs, there was always a wait and, as I looked around, panting, I saw that each station was occupied. 
“Ellie, I need to use the computer.” I walked up to the closest station.
“I’m writing my grandchildren, Irv. You can use it when I’m done.” Ellie didn’t bother looking at me. She continued typing with two fingers, like a selfish Andy Rooney in a wig. 
I moved to the next station. 
“Jack. Computer. Please. It’s important.”
“Remember when I asked you to pass the salt and you tossed it over your shoulder?” Jack turned and looked at me. “That was important too.” He looked back at the computer screen. Fucking trains. He was looking at fucking trains on the eBays. I took a breath and moved on.
“Carl, you almost done? I really need to … send a letter to my grandchildren.”
“You don’t have any grandchildren, Irv. Everyone knows that. You throw that tidbit in our faces every time someone mentions how much they miss theirs. What was it? Something about not having to worry about tiny abortions breaking your heart?” Carl shook his head at me--my judge, jury, but sure as shit not my executioner.
I grabbed the sign-in clipboard from the table and, as I twisted back, smacked Carl across the side of the head. His ear turned from rhubarb red to beet purple. His hands cradled his head and he stood up, swaying, eyes glassy and wide.
“You son of a bitch, Irv. You miserable son of a bitch. I’m getting Baker over here. Get your ass kicked out of here for good.” Carl took his hand away from his ear and looked at it. “I think you popped my eardrum.”
“Oh bullshit, you couldn’t hear out of that ear anyway. And go ahead and get Johnny Boy. I saw him over by the pool. By the time you get over there, I’ll be long gone. Hell, by the time you get over there, the world may be long gone.” 
Carl mumbled something under his breath and left. 
I sat down at the computer and clicked on the Google picture. The search bar came up and I froze, my fingers hovering above the keyboard. 
Fuck.
All this hassle to get in front of the screen and I forgot the zodiac name. 
“What was it, goddamnit?” I typed Awfulmucus. Everything I wanted to know about phlegm popped up. No thanks. Searching for Offalfugueus just brought up a suggestion for Offal Fugue. I took a short detour down that route just to see what the hell it meant. It brought up a link to a song called Fermented Offal Discharge. I filed that into the back of my head for later.
I tried ‘new zodiac sign’ and slapped the desk when it came up. Ophiuchus. There you are, you bastard. I clicked on the link, some news site in Australia, and scrolled past the flashing ads, accepting something that wanted to give me cookies just to get it out of the way. My breathing sped up as I read.
According to NASA’s new blog post, there are now 13 Zodiac signs, not 12. Their discovery of a new constellation, Ophiuchus, throws the entire astrological calendar into the ether. According to the blog, it is the star sign for people lucky enough to be born between November 29 - December 17.  The blog explains that, according to the Babylonians, there were originally 13 constellations in the Zodiac. This announcement has caused what amounts to a massive uproar in the Astrological community. Ophiuchus is represented by a man grasping a snake, replacing Sagittarius’s centaur archer. People born under the new sign are said to have an eagerness to learn, great sense of humor and a strong family structure. 
I stopped. I didn’t need to read any more. I needed to…
I pulled Ellie’s cannula off her face, stuck it in my nostrils, and jacked the oxygen tank up. She yanked on the tubing, but I outweighed her by 50 pounds and still had decent upper body strength. She knocked the tank over. After a few more pulls on the oxygen, I tossed the tubing back to her and walked out. I needed my room. I needed quiet, a place to think. 
I wasn’t wrong. Jack wasn’t wrong. After all this time, I was only misinformed. Hope flooded into me like a perforated bowel. I slapped Carl on the back as I passed him and wished him well on his quest to find Baker.
I wasn’t wrong. Fuck.





CHAPTER TWO

The Best Is Yet to Come








I was never given a name. That’s not a complaint. In my business, the smart ones don’t get names; we don’t exist. It’s the ones with egos, something to prove who feel the need to interact with the media, the police, the people they should be avoiding. The guy in San Francisco? Obvious attention whore. Coded letters, gloating, faux-occult bullshit. He wasn’t even given a name, he named himself. And he had the nuts to call himself Zodiac for the dumbest reason imaginable. I got the reason out of him as I was squeezing his liver. His death wasn’t part of the plan, but he had annoyed me enough that I went off script.
There was the guy in New York who had no idea what he was doing. Stole the Zodiac name, copied his stupid letters, and got caught. When your mouth is open, ships don’t float. He may have had some knowledge of what he was doing since he did try acting on the charts and signs, but the dumbass got nabbed before I got a chance to get at him. He shot his sister in the ass and then signed his statement using a similar symbol that he had used for his letters. I’m not saying you have to be a genius to get away with murder, but you should have at least half a functioning brain.
I was the original. I never got caught. I never came close to being suspected. Why? Because I knew what I was doing. Because I used my brain. From 1949 to 1985 I had committed twelve perfect murders. How? Different states, different methods. I switched it up. None of the murders could be connected because they appeared random. That wasn’t planned, more necessary. I killed the people in the manners I did because that was what was called for, what was written. The protection was built into the ritual. If anyone deserved the Zodiac name, it was me. But smart people don’t get names. 
The problem was it didn’t work. Thirty-six years, twelve people, the planning, the effort--it didn’t fucking work. I had blamed Jack for a long time. He had gotten me started down the path. I was a lost sixteen-year-old kid, not even sure what I was looking for until I met Jack the fucking Rocket Scientist. He showed me the writings, blood and sperm inked on flayed, dried skin. He had taught me the path, the way towards immortality. After the last sacrifice, I thought he had tricked me, played a particularly nasty joke, which was not beyond him. Jack was long gone at that point, but I still screamed and railed and beat my fists against the walls of my house, cursing his name. Silly me, his name was already cursed without my help. 
After a while I started blaming myself. I must have done something wrong. Maybe I didn’t follow the steps properly. Maybe the translation was wrong. Eventually, after a couple decades, I decided it was all bullshit. Jack had fallen for it as much as I had. Real immortality was found in history books, works of art, not in rituals and secrets. 
This new information changed things. I hadn’t done anything wrong. I just didn’t know. A thirteenth Zodiac. I needed to get to Pasadena. I needed the book. We must have missed something within those pages. I needed one more sacrifice. 
[image: image-placeholder]“Twenty-ninth to the seventeenth. Twenty-ninth to the seventeenth.” I repeated the dates as I packed my hard-shell suitcase. I pulled up the handle and attached Birdie’s cage with a couple bungee cords. I took a few hard pulls from my oxygen tank, grabbed the handle of its roller, and left the room I had called home for eleven years. 
Nobody was in the hallway. I had expected to see Johnny Boy heaving himself towards my room to give me unwanted advice about being a decent human being and a stern warning not to assault other residents. The guy really bit my ass. He was a giant teddy bear, never wanting to get anyone in trouble, trying to fix things with his words. It was disgusting and goddamn creepy. 
I took the elevator down to the first floor and made my way past the common area. Most of the faculty were either in there or in the cafeteria getting their lunch before the rest of us. I passed a couple residents I only knew by face. They looked confused at my setup: suitcase, bird, tank, Tilly snap-up hat, aviators, shorts, and white socks pulled up to the knee. My striped button-up shirt pulled with each step. I had missed a couple buttons. The left side of the collar sat an inch higher than the right. I wasn’t the best outfitted person here, but I’d seen worse. 
The lobby was empty except for Jeanine, the part-time receptionist who was going to college for Marine Biology. I’d once made a comment to her about helping her with her biology studies. She gave me mean looks after that; the same look I was getting as I strolled past her. 
“Where are you off to, Mr. Stark?” She came from around the desk and got in my way. I stopped short, rattling Birdie off her swing. 
“I’m going down the road to the supermarket. See you soon.” I tried to sound upbeat, but she was in my personal space and smelled like stale bubble gum and flowery bullshit. 
“The store trip was yesterday, Mr. Stark. You know I can’t let you out by yourself. Those sidewalks are pretty narrow, and the cars go about as fast as lightning.”
“Don’t worry, I won’t step on a crack and break any backs, maternal or otherwise.” I tried to go around her while she was temporarily confused. It didn’t work.
“Come on now. Do I need to call someone to come down here? The next store trip is on Friday. I’m sure you can wait until then. Though they probably won’t let you take your bird with you.” She bent over and stuck her finger between the bars and wiggled it around like the worm she was. I had the angle to get a knee to her nose, but I wasn’t sure I’d be able to keep my balance. I looked through the glass doors to the verdant front lawn and short driveway. I wasn’t going to be stopped now, not after working my way from the third floor. 
“Oh well. I was hoping to get some snacks for tonight. There is a Forensic Files marathon on and that show goes well with some white cheddar popcorn.” I let my shoulders droop. Jeanine didn’t react to my attempt at being pitiful. Someone who was not an asshole would have offered to get me some after they got off work, but Jeanine was a shit stain. 
“Well, you can get some on Friday. I’m sure they’ll have something good on TV then.”
“Really? Hey, can you look up to see what’s on the Discovery channel Friday night? I like to know ahead of time.”
“You can use the computer room.”
“It’s packed full. It’ll just take a minute and then I’ll get out of your hair.”
Jeanine sighed and walked back to her desk, never taking her eyes off me. I followed her to make sure she knew I wasn’t going to make a dash for freedom. I stood looking over her shoulder as she pulled up the Googles and typed in a search. While she clicked through whatever she was looking for, I unzipped the side pocket of my suitcase and took out the boning knife I had stashed in there. Five years and the kitchen still hadn’t missed it. 
“It looks like it might be Shark Week. That sounds like fun, doesn’t …” She made a sound like a toilet bubbling as the knife slid into her back, clicking off her spine and into her lung. I ripped to the left, took the knife out and stuck it lower into her kidney. She wasn’t saying anything, just making annoying wheezing sounds. I grabbed her hair and pulled her head back.
“This is called the Stingray.” I jammed the knife in under her sternum and into her heart. Her eyes glazed and the wheezing stopped. I laid her head on the table and backed away as the blood pooled out of her mouth and onto the desk and floor. I’d purposely avoided any areas that sprayed, but I still had a bit of blood on my shirt and shoes. Not enough for the casual inspector to notice, but enough that I’d have to change as soon as I was able to. I debated doing it right there but didn’t want to risk someone sauntering in on me half naked with a dead college student. 
I left the knife in her and grabbed my things. Her purse was on the desk next to a cup with dolphins on it. I used my free hand to go through and take out her driver’s license and look at her birth date. 
September 18th. Just as well. I had never fucking liked Virgos. 
I tossed it aside and passed through the automatic doors into the outside world, the smell of copper wafting off me. 
[image: image-placeholder]The ride to Pasadena was easy but crowded. People make fun of LA’s public transportation, but I always found it peaceful and entertaining--especially the buses. I never ran into any “Speed” situations, but there were verbal, and sometimes physical, arguments most often than not and it was a great place to sit back and watch the freaks and hairies. 
The bus also didn’t give a damn if someone brought a bird on board. Try figuring out how to get a bird on a plane. 
I sat in the back with Birdie on the seat next to me. Despite the potential anarchy of the LA bus system, nobody usually bothers an old man. I like to think I still have a glare like steel razor blades. As we passed through the neighborhoods, switching buses, stopping at a couple rundown food joints, I explained the situation to Birdie. She had never been out of the home, so the vastness of the outdoors seemed to bother her at first. Eventually, after some soothing and time on my shoulder nibbling my ear, she calmed down. 
As I stood on Colorado Blvd, in the middle of what was now known as Old Town Pasadena, she chirped at the people passing. It had been a few decades since I’d been here, and the changes rendered my sense of direction moot. The city had built up the Old Town area, turning it into a clean strip of businesses, open and ready. When I had lived here, it was one long string of boarded up buildings and sidewalk junkies. There was violence everywhere. It wasn’t unusual to find a body in one of the dumpsters. Now there was something called a Cheesecake Factory. How popular is cheesecake that they have a whole restaurant dedicated to it?
Jack’s old house was a few miles south, and, if it was still there, I wouldn’t have access to the grounds. I wouldn’t have been able to walk there either. Thankfully, considering how he had ended, we had both decided not to keep the book there. For being a rocket scientist, Jack wasn’t the brightest bulb when it came to experimenting. Safety protocols just slowed things down. Genius wound up blowing himself up a few months after we hid the writings. 
Devil’s Gate was an appropriate place in name and location. Jack had spent a lot of time in the Arroyo Seco practicing his magick and blowing up shit. It was an area that would never be developed, at least not in the next  few lifetimes. The dam had seen to that. The problem was it was farther from where I was dropped off than his old Orange Grove mansion. The walk was at least an hour and the terrain, along with having to drag my suitcase, tank, and Birdie, left the real possibility of snapping an ankle. Of course, walking in general risked breaking an ankle. Birdie and I shared similar bone density. 
“Excuse me, young lady.” The girl passing took something white out of her ear. 
“Hello.” I didn’t need her smile, teeth whiter than bleached bones. The curve of her lips defined pity. I wanted to cut them off and wear them, let her see how she looked. 
“I’m trying to get to Devil’s Gate dam. Here on vacation and heard it was a great spot for pictures.” I mimed taking a snapshot. I wondered if she would recognize a camera not built into a phone. “Where’s the best place to get a cab around here?”
More pity.
“You’re not going to have much luck getting a taxi here. I think you have to call them ahead of time. It’s been so long since I’ve done it.” She laughed like she was trying to scare people. 
“I guess there must be a bus down to the Rose Bowl. I can always walk from …”
If I told you this blunderheaded Valley reject sounded like a flock of prehistoric birds, you would think I was exaggerating. I’m not. I’m positive the noise that came out of her mouth hadn’t been heard since at least the last ice age.
“Oh my god, I love your bird.” Of course. “What’s his name?” She bent down and did the finger thing. Sometimes I wished Birdie had shark teeth and a collection of fingertips. Instead, Birdie jumped onto the side of the cage and did her usual nibble-lick. 
“Birdie. And she’s a she.” I took a moment for introspection. “I think.”
“Wow. She’s so bright yellow. Like a little sun.”
“Yes, the sunshine in my life. Aaaanyway, I’ll need to be finding a bus route.”
“Oh no. You can’t take that little cutie on a bus. I’ll call you an Uber. Where were you going again?” She flipped her hair and took her cell out of the back of her jeans. Her hair smelled like coconut and stupid. 
“Why am I an Uber? I’m part Polish.”
“No, an Uber. A car share. Have you never taken an Uber before?”
“I’ve been detained for a bit.” I told her where I was going, and she opened up some map thing and entered Devil’s Gate. The location pulled up immediately. Was it that popular now? Would the stash still be there?
“Alright. He’ll be here in five minutes. He’s in a silver Honda Civic. Name is Brian. Make sure you ask him his name before you get in, ok?”
“What’s the matter, don’t they vet these people?”
“Oh, it’s fine, I’m sure. Just always better to be safe. It was nice meeting you, and you Birdie.” The girl gave a final finger wiggle that Birdie did not try to bite off, to my chagrin.
I stood on the sidewalk, probably looking like some waterhead. I should have asked her how he would know where I was. I started the timer on my watch. Yeah, I wear a digital, so what? 
A few minutes later a Honda Civic pulled up. There was no writing on it, no wrap advertising this Uber taxi thing. I saw him press some buttons on his cell and speak to someone. He smiled and nodded, rolled down the passenger window. 
“You must be Andrea’s friend.”
“Who?”
“The lady who set you up with a ride. She said look out for the older gentleman with a bird cage.” He pointed at the cage as if I wasn’t aware I was toting the fucking thing around. 
“What’s your name, son? And don’t lie to me. I don’t care if it’s daylight out, I’ll remove your eyes.” I moved closer to the car, enough to hear the lowered soft rock music coming from his speakers.
“Brian.”
I looked into the back seat. It was clean with a middle console filled with candy and a couple small bottles of water.
“What is this, some sort of hippie company? Where’s your emblem?”
Brian laughed. “Not how it works, man. Those times are really changing, right? Is that the way the song goes?”
I grumbled and got in the back seat. I was being taken to my destination in someone’s private car. This same someone didn’t know the title of one of the most iconic American songs ever written. His car looked like a socialist party bus with the free candy and drinks. While I was pretty sure I could take him if it came down to it—the person in the back seat always has the advantage, ask the mob—I still couldn’t help being a bit nervous. I could be riding with a psycho.
[image: image-placeholder]Brian wasn’t a psycho, unless you counted incessant talking through the entire ride. Some people do take that into account. I became one of them after he dropped me off at the start of the dam. The last time I came here was with Jack when we hid the book. Both of us had committed everything to memory so there was no need to come back. But we had come in through the other side, past the Rose Bowl and through the Arroyo Seco. I’d never trekked down from the top, but it wouldn’t be difficult to find. I’d just need to get down to the bottom and head towards the middle of the dam. 
A short, downhill trek, right? More like the dirt path to hell. I slid on rocks, barely avoided ditches, almost went off the edge more than once, and came close to puncturing the oxygen tank and blowing flesh and feathers twenty feet into the air. The goddamn suitcase kept trying to outdo me and slammed into my heels. A nice, leisurely stroll. Whatever. I made it down. 
The valley was similar to what I remembered: brush, sun-baked dirt, a rocky stream that took almost as much effort as the path down to cross. I turned the corner, feeling electricity gather in my hands. 
What in the holy fuck?
The gate was still there, chained. The rock shaped like the devil’s profile was intact. The area Jack and I had dug out and cleared to use for our rituals was free of growth. What it wasn’t free from was beer cans and cigarette butts, empty food wrappers, a fucking condom. The gate and the rocks around it were covered in graffiti. Original stuff like ‘Welcome to Hell’ and ‘Satan 666’. There were cartoon faces, the names of visitors, and strange line drawings I could only assume were some sort of gang thing.  
I scowled at the scene, cursing everybody who laid a desecrating hand on this area. I had to remind myself why I was here before I was able to snap out of the anger. 
I walked to the gate and put my back against it. Leaving Birdie and my suitcase, I walked straight, heaving myself over some fallen rocks, breaking a sweat from just a couple hurdles. When I hit the cliff wall, I turned left, walked six steps and looked down. The cracks weren’t big enough to see unless you knew what you were looking for. I knelt down and started jiggling the jagged rock out of the side of the cliff. It took three times as long as it would have in my formative years, and, by the time I got it out, the sweat hadn’t broken, it had shattered.
I wiped my hands on my pants and reached into the hole the stone had revealed. Elbow deep, past mold and possibly a few spiders, I grabbed onto the bundle. Sixty-something years this prize had been hiding here and nobody who passed by had a clue. Judging by some of the graffiti I had seen, Jack must have become some kind of little legend in these parts. What would one of those false sycophants think if they knew they had been near the most important document in existence? Someone they held up as a type of god had not just done workings here, he’d hidden the jewel of all jewels. 
I pulled myself up, body creaking, calves close to seizing. The pages sounded like wet leaves as I held them against my chest, waiting for the dizziness to pass. I stuffed the package into the front pocket of my suitcase, gave a wink to Birdie, and started the long, uphill trek to the top of the dam. 
[image: image-placeholder]Never mind how I made it from Devil’s Gate to the Grove hotel. You don’t need to know all the details of my story. Besides, it’s a rather unexciting tale having to do with a couple hikers’ false sense of security and leaving the literal keys to the kingdom behind--if you’d consider a Prius a kingdom. Personally, I consider it a Japanese swamp donkey of a vehicle.  The Grove wanted close to $300 for one night. I had the money in my account, but I also had principles. I noticed a building across the street which had a large sign on the roof declaring it the Stanley Hotel. The building was brick and looked old and worn. I gave the person at the desk a smug look and headed there. Apparently, the Stanley Hotel is just a four-story apartment building. I cracked the front door’s bottom glass panel with my tank before huffing back across the street to the Grove, not as smug as when I had left. 
I bought an overpriced sewing kit from their little shop and settled into my room. I took the small pair of scissors from the sewing kit and placed them by the bathroom sink. Birdie’s cage was hanging from the shower rod. I opened it up and took her out, clicking my tongue, letting her head rub against my lips. 
“Don’t worry, Birdie dear, it’s all going to be ok. Better than ok. It will be you and me always. I just need to take care of something long overdue.” I put Birdie down on the counter. She walked around in a circle before looking up at me, head cocked. I grabbed the scissors. 
“Ready for a new lease on life, dear?” Birdie looked from me to the scissors and back. She’s smarter than most humans I know. I didn’t have to say anything else.  
Birdie turned around, facing the mirror, bobbing her head up and down, then gave me a chirp and stretched out her left wing. 
Not only is it possible to love an animal more than a person, it is inescapable. Anybody who has had any experience with the nastiness of the human race knows who the real animals are. I never had a love in my life, never really wanted one. Birdie came the closest to filling that void. Standing in front of me with her feathers stretched out, she looked majestic, a ball of yellow fire that I’d protect with my life. 
In a few short snips, I clipped the growing feathers from her wing. I rubbed a finger down the top of her and she stretched out her right wing to repeat the same process. After I finished, I scooped up the clippings and tossed them into the air.
“Celebration time, Birdie. Confetti in the streets. Our own private ticker tape parade.” Birdie turned back to me and shook herself, puffing up like a heart-melting puffball. “Now you can hang out in here and not have to be in that dumb cage. Just don’t go crapping on the bed. Otherwise, the room is yours for the taking. Don’t miss me too much.”
I put the television on so she wouldn’t be bored. She liked those ghost shows where the dumb shits freak out over a settling house or a strong draft. I have no idea why; I didn’t turn her on to that. It didn’t take me long to find a show. I just followed the smell of shit to the right channel. 
Grabbing the package out of my suitcase, I gave one more farewell wink to Birdie and left her to her own devices. I hadn’t looked through the writings in almost sixty years. I needed a shot of bourbon to sip on and maybe something deep-fried. Pretty soon cholesterol and massive coronary events would mean nothing to me.
[image: image-placeholder]The bar was shiny and glittered. Not a good start. Some longhair with a porn mustache was working. Also not helping. I took a seat in the dining area next to the window.  
The package lay in front of me, soiled from decades in the rock, waiting to be unwrapped. My hands shook as I laid them on either side. Jack and I had gone through the pages over and over again. We knew every loop, scratch, tear, and stain. It wasn’t possible that we had missed something as big as another sign. But yet, it seemed like it was. Somewhere in those pages, maybe hidden in code, had to be the secret--the last piece of the immortality key. 
Longhair swished his way over and greeted me with a dumb-fuck smile. 
“A double shot of your best bourbon, young one. I know. Old Crow. A double shot of Old Crow, thank you.”
“We have better bourbons than that. There’s Woodford Reserve, Basil Hayden’s, Knob Creek.” 
“I don’t want any of your New Age bourbon. Old Crow is the best and I’d like that. Also, I’d like some onion rings, maybe some mozzie sticks.”
“Do you want our sampler? It has a bit of each of those, some wings, potato skins.”
“Well now we’re getting somewhere when it comes to good advice. One sampler, a double shot of Old Crow, and I’ll be needing water, cold. The esophagus really goes downhill once you hit my age.” 
Longhair said something cheery, which I ignored. Just another person respecting their elders. I don’t need your fucking respect; I need my life back. 
I waited until I had finished my food and ordered another shot before opening the package. I wanted to make sure I wasn’t on the bartender’s radar. I unwrapped it and put my hand on the first sheet. A pulse moved up my arm, into my chest and shot out the top of my head. I didn’t realize how much I had missed that feeling. I grabbed it and brought it up to my nose. The distant past rode the scent, smelling of incense, candle soot, and weed. 
I wasn’t worried about someone peeking over my shoulder. As far as I knew, I was the only one still alive able to read it. It was indecipherable to the uninitiated. 
It took me thirty minutes to go through each page. Nothing popped out, just the same rituals and explanations I’d memorized long ago. I went through it again, slower, trying to break a code I assumed was built in. I’m not an expert, but I know enough about cryptography to try all the basic steps and a few of the intermediate. I didn’t want to use heat or acid, not only because it would ruin the pages, but whoever, or whatever, had written this wouldn’t be so mundane as to use an eight-year old’s method for hiding messages. 
“Wow, is that vellum? I haven’t seen that outside a museum. What is that goat skin?” The goddamn hippie snuck up on me. The bourbon must have dulled my senses. 
“Just some replica I picked up at that Harris Plodder exhibit in the city. Something for the grandkids. Or great-grandkids. It doesn’t really matter, does it?”
“Harris ... Do you mean Harry Potter?”
“What?”
“Never mind. It’s really well done. I didn’t recognize the language so I figured it must be either incredibly old or some fantasy scroll.”
“Didn’t recognize the language. Because you’re some sort of polymath.” I snorted and sipped the bourbon. All the fried food sat in my stomach churning and the booze tamped it down a bit. 
“I speak five languages,” Hippie said, as if he wanted a fucking cookie. I finished my second glass.
“I speak Old Crow, and right now I’m squawking.” I lifted up the glass and shook it like a tambourine. 
“No problem. I just need you to move over to the bar, if that’s ok. We have a group coming in about an hour who reserved the whole dining area.” Hippie saw the look I gave him and smiled. Just another person underestimating the danger of the seemingly infirm. “If it was up to me, I’d let you stay here all night, but my power is limited to buybacks. Your next one is on me. For the inconvenience.”
I groaned, gathered the pages, and pushed myself up. The floor felt like quicksand. If I stood in the same place any longer, I’d be stuck.
“Ok, Frank Zappa, lead the way. And don’t put me in a seat next to some chatty son of a bitch. And not by the front doors. I’m old and I don’t need a chill.”
Hippie pulled out a chair at the end of the bar, next to where he came in and out. I brushed the counter off and leaned on it with my elbows.
“It’s goddamn purple here.”
“Mood lighting for the evening. Can I get you some bar snacks?”
“If it comes with whiskey. Can’t you turn off this damn purple crap?”
“Sorry. Again, I don’t have the power here.” He set down my drink and a bowl of what looked like peanuts mixed with weird little pieces of toast and some shiny star shaped things. I dunked a piece of the hard toast into the whiskey and chewed. Not bad. 
“The only way you get power is to take it.” I watched him clean glasses, one of the sinks buzzing and swirling. The television at the end of the bar was on one of those news channels that only showed celebrity garbage. It used to be you sat for half an hour once a night and got some straight up news and that was it. Now there’s channels running twenty-four hours and all they seem to do is argue with each other. 
I spent some time observing people checking in. Anything to get my mind off just how fucking useless this trip had been. What was I supposed to do? I couldn’t go back to the home. A certain dead receptionist had burned that bridge. I wasn’t ready to give in; I didn’t want to. Once someone finds a sliver of hope forming in their life it’s a difficult thing to let go of. An instant drug addiction. It’s a reprieve from the weight of life. I had to be missing something. Maybe I needed to get access to Jack’s property. I knew where he had hidden a few of his other personal items. Could he have been hiding this final, crucial piece from me? 
I reached for my drink and the back of my fingers knocked the glass, spilling a slug of whiskey onto the counter. I cursed and reached for a bar napkin. My eyes passed over the pages and I paused, my ass halfway off the chair, my weight on my feet and knees. I ignored the heat building in my joints and stared.
Fucking Hippie, that mustachioed braggart. I sat back down and looked up at the purple lights and back down at the page. Without knowing it, he had changed what was about to be a failure into goddamn sonofabitching success. 
It was something with the light. It revealed faint writing in the empty spaces between the visible text. Blacklight. Of course. The author must have used something reactive to it, most likely urine or semen or a slurry of both. It would be in keeping with the bodily fluid motif of the text.  
“David Crosby,” I beckoned the bartender over. He had told me his name, but I wasn’t paying attention. “I need a couple pieces of paper and a pen. Can you do that for me? I’ve got a fin burning my pocket if you can.” 
He nodded and grabbed a pad and pen from the side of the register. 
“And another drink, my new friend. Celebrations are in order.” I cheered and downed the rest of the bourbon. There was a moment where I thought I’d made a mistake and was about to let loose the contents of my stomach onto the black stone counter. “Yes, definitely another drink.” I began transcribing the writing, my heart thumping in my chest like a biker’s head bouncing off pavement at 120 mph. 
The occult text only went for three pages, but it was all there. The missing piece, the key to closing the circle. Everything in detail, like the other twelve rituals--characteristics, looks, the intricate detailing of the sacrifice. I laughed as I wrote it down. Nothing was going to stop me now. 
When things start looking up, life comes around and hooks you right in the nuts. That is a fact. My face on the television was the pierce through that scrotum. The caption below some pudgy cop gave away my name and description. Jeanine, that dead sack of meat, had come to bite my ass. 
I spied the remote on the other side of the counter, grabbed it, and flipped the channel before Longhair glanced up. One crisis avoided. Now if only I hadn’t used my bank card to pay for the room.  
“Fuck me in heaven, Betty.”





CHAPTER THREE

Ain’t That a Kick in the Head








Birdie had shit on the pillow, down the television screen, and on top of the coffee maker. I had no time or inclination to clean it up. I kissed her on the head and put her back in the cage, gathered everything together, and left the room like a wheezing ghost. 
It was only a matter of time before the cops showed up. I had never traveled using anything but cash and an assumed name during my previous killings. I berated myself for using a debit card. My head wasn’t as clear as it used to be. Slip-ups get you caught, and I had never slipped up. 
Soon I wouldn’t have to worry about this decaying body and rotting brain. I just needed to avoid capture long enough for one final kill. 
I took the elevator down and headed out back into the parking garage. I didn’t want to take the Prius again; it had to have been reported stolen by now. I was winded though, and the idea of walking through the back streets to some undecided destination wasn’t thrilling. Avoiding the cops would be pointless if I was laying in the bushes dying of a widow-maker. Besides, once they found my room empty, they’d know I couldn’t have gotten far on foot. The adrenaline kept the worst of the knee, hip, and back pain at bay, but I was still too old to be doing any sprints down alleys. 
I wandered around the first level, peeking into cars. Sirens sounded in the distance, getting louder. I considered smashing a window with a rock, but then I’d have to take a guess at hot-wiring the car. I’d seen it in movies, but I didn’t have time to fuss around with the wires and possibly send a zap of electricity through my pacemaker. 
“I wish I had your wings, Birdie.”
A hand came down on my shoulder. I closed my eyes. So much for eternal life and unlimited power. At least I was too old to worry about prison rape. Maybe they’d let me keep Birdie. I’d be the new Birdman of whichever prison I was left in to die. 
“I’m parked at the other end of the garage, Mr. Stark. This way.” 
The bartender put his hand on my back and guided me before I could resist. He took my oxygen tank and rolled it along beside us. 
“Doug Henning, what the hell are you doing? And how do you know my name?”
“My name’s David, first of all. Second, I’ll explain while we’re driving. Let’s just get out of here before the cops show.” 
“And I should trust you, why?” I pulled away from him, eyeing Birdie and the tank he had in hand. 
David rolled up his sleeve and showed me the tattoo on his forearm. 
“Happy for now?”
“The Squared Circle. I thought you morons died out with disco.”
“Do you want to have a discussion about this now and go to jail or get in the damn car?” I opted for getting in the car. 
We pulled out of the garage and made a left onto Los Robles Ave. Flashing lights were in the distance and I ducked down as half the Pasadena police passed by. 
“I saw your face on the TV before you switched channels. You were on there for a few minutes before you noticed. I’m surprised nobody else did. You’re lucky nobody else did.”
I watched the police cars get smaller in the rearview as the hippie sped up. 
“All this fuss over one very old man,” I said, taking Birdie from the back seat and onto my lap.
“No,” David took a quick right and another left, twisting his way into South Pasadena. “All this fuss over one very knowledgeable and murderous old man. We’ve been trying to find you since long before disco.”
[image: image-placeholder]We pulled into a garage next to a small bungalow. I got out with Birdie and motioned for David to get my suitcase. He may have been a hippie, but he could still mind his manners. The area smelled like the inside of a florist shop. There were a couple other cars in the driveway, parked off to the side. David closed the garage door and led me to the back entrance of the house. 
“Eventually they’re going to pull the security footage and see I gave you a ride. No point advertising my license plate to every car that passes. Not that I’m worried. I can just say you asked, and I was doing my duty as a member of the younger generation. Respecting my elders and all that shit. Had no idea who you were. They can’t prove otherwise unless you plan on giving me up.”
There were two people in the kitchen. A girl with a couple strands of beads in her hair sat at the Formica table. Another longhaired boy leaned against the stove eating what looked like a gas station burrito straight out of the wrapper. They perked up when they saw me.
“Who’s the old guy with the bird?” The girl looked confused. She backed up in her chair as if I might release Birdie on her to peck out her eyes. 
“This is Mr. Irving Stark. Mr. Stark, this is Twinkie and Darren.” David grabbed a beer from the fridge. “Mr. Stark is about to get us some pretty big brownie points.”
“Fucking hippie commune. Jail’d be better,” I mumbled as I looked into the den beyond the kitchen. 
The girl looked on, still leaning away from me.
“Here’s a story to alleviate some of your doubt, Twinkie. I’m at the Grove watching the clock tick down so I could leave and in walks Mr. Stark. Well, hobbled. He’s got a package under his arm and a wisecrack every time I show up. Nothing original. I’d expect, at your age, you’d be all out of new insults, right?”
I stared at him, imagining the blood coming out of his mouth when I shoved a knife up under his jaw. 
“So anyway, I go over to see if everything is ok with the crabby geezer and there he is reading some very old pieces of paper. Vellum, actually. Goat skin. Now, he doesn’t bother to cover it up, but he gets a bit nervous. I take a glance at it and pretend I’m admiring the ancient quality. Inside I’m lit, like a fucking bonfire burning with acetone.”
“No way.” The look on Darren’s face bothers me. The way this conversation is going bothers me.
“Yes, Darren. The Gods brought it to us. After all this time, and all the time before we were a part of this mission, the pages found us. Granted, it’s in the hands of this codgy old bastard, but hands were meant to be broken.” David looked at me and smiled. “So, you see, Twinkie, it’s time for you to stop doubting and embrace your fate. Our fate.”
“Jeff’s going to shit himself. Holy fuck, man. Where is it? Did you call him?” Darren looked me up and down. I glanced around to see what weapon was in arms reach. Something heavy or sharp and I could take these punks with. 
“Jeff’s busy with his current … preoccupation. You know he doesn’t like to be interrupted.”
“Yeah, but this is something worth fucking interrupting a man for.”
“If you think that’s smart, you go ahead and do it. Remember what happened last time.” David waited for a response and nodded his head when none came. 
I looked at the one they called Twinkie. She seemed withdrawn; her body hunched in on itself. I doubted she’d do much but stare as I killed these two dimwits. I couldn’t find anything besides a small cutting board on the table. That wouldn’t work.
“How do you know anything about what I was looking at?” I decided to stall with conversation until I could figure a way out. They wanted the writings but they damn sure weren’t going to get them. 
David looked at Darren and made a gesture. Darren left the kitchen. I heard him moving things around in the den. I’d taken a seat at the table without asking, so I wasn’t able to see around the corner. 
“You thought you were the only one, didn’t you?” David asked. 
“The only what?”
“You see, your friend Jack could keep some secrets but not all, especially when it came to bragging. You’re right, what you said earlier about our group dying out. Well, partially. The numbers dwindled, the few still around went underground. Jeff kept the spark alive. It was in his blood. His father worked with Jack on the rockets back in the day. His father was also, as you probably know, the founder of our small group.”
“Charles Caine.” I had met the asshole once during one of Jack’s creepy occult/orgy gatherings. He reminded me of a toad sweating poison. 
“That’s right. I’m glad to see your memory is still intact. So anyway, Jack and Charles go on some sort of bender, nothing unusual for those two, and Jack starts talking about immortality and the half-assed magick rituals he would be forgotten for. Only this time Charles can tell that there’s something to this story Jack is weaving. Something about a hidden text shipped over from his famous junkie mentor in England. The wickedest man in the world? Written in a language nobody could decode. But Jack was able to, wasn’t he? During his attempts in the desert to summon a succubus something happened. He wasn’t very clear on what, but he did tell Charles that when he came back, exhausted and a failure, it was like another set of eyelids had opened and he was able to read the text as if it was written in English. Mentioned something about having a kid apprentice, the only person he had taught how to read the text. And then they hid it. Here. In Pasadena”
Darren came back with a few pieces of paper and handed them to David. 
“But what the kid apprentice didn’t know was that Jack had made a copy of those writings. He gave them to Charles but refused to translate them. In Jack’s mind, if Charles was worthy of the powers, then the way to decode it would find its way to him. Never happened obviously. Father Charles died, and Son Jeff took over the group, as well as the obsession to translate the text. And with that came the search for the kid, the apprentice who has now grown old and is sitting right in front of me.”
David tossed the pieces of paper onto the table. They were photocopied pages of the rituals. I recognized Jack’s handwriting. I knew what this was. 
Jack had strange ideas of what constituted practical jokes. He figured he’d give that fat frog Charles a legitimate copy of the text knowing full well he would have no way of translating it. He also knew that Charles wouldn’t touch him, not with his occult connections. 
“I assume you expect me to translate this for you, Willie Nelson?”
“Interesting thing about that. Code breaking has gotten much easier since the ’50s. Jeff had already broken the secret to the first twelve. Having a huge company with lots of resources helps move things along. So, no, we don’t expect you to translate. We’ve been following the rituals for the last couple years. We want to know what you found.” 
“What I found? I was just getting nostalgic and figured I’d take a ride to the old stomping grounds. Dig up an old tome for memory’s sake.”
“Someone pushing ninety doesn’t kill a receptionist just to relive some memories.”
“Talk to me when you’re dying and tell me if you feel the same.”
“That’s just it. None of us plan on dying. You and I both know death isn’t as inevitable as it seems. The problem is, Mr. Stark, we carried out all the rituals to the damn letter, as I’m assuming you did. There’s something missing and we want to know what it is.”
“And you think I found it? Giving me more credit than I deserve.”
“I know you found it. Give the papers to me and you can live out whatever is left of your life some place far away from all of this. I’m going to take them from you anyway. Hell, the only reason you’re here now is because I thought maybe Jeff would want to talk to you.”
I knew a line of bullshit when I heard it. Plus, David’s mustache twitched slightly when he lied. If I handed anything over to this waste of sperm, I’d find myself in eternal sleep. 
“Sorry Yanni, I got hungry and ate them.”
“Just because I have long hair and a mustache doesn’t mean you can insult me you piece of shit.” David stood up and flung his chair against the fridge. “Give me the goddamn papers you wrinkly sack of rot.”
“Too late. Swallowing it right now. Look out tummy, here it comes.”
“Then we’ll just have to cut it out,” a voice said from the hallway. A man who looked like a retired underwear model turned the corner. “David, Darren, Twinkie. What a special present I’ve come home to.”
A small hand with a cloth covered my mouth. I threw an elbow into the person’s ribs before I started to go under. 
“Get out the plastic,” I heard just before the darkness filled my vision.
[image: image-placeholder]I’m not Superman or some battle-hardened person who can take torture and spit in my attacker’s face. I gave up much faster than I thought I would. That was disappointing. 
Jeff started slow, some slaps, escalating to punches. All in my face, which was pretty much leather, so it didn’t matter. My teeth were permanent implants so none of them got knocked out. I could chew through logs with those things. It’s when he pulled out a wrapped packet of tools and needles that I felt a bit of my bladder go. I got some comfort in knowing that they had to smell my bourbon and onion ring piss, but that was quickly covered up by the smell of copper. 
I don’t want to rehash everything. Some of it I don’t remember at all. After the first nail was twisted off my finger bed, I started to lose sense of reality. My heart beat like a plucked thread. Any other situation and I would have asked for an ambulance. This group didn’t seem too hospitable. 
My joke about eating them backfired on me when I saw Jeff pull a long knife from his sack of toys and lift my shirt. 
“I didn’t eat the fucking things, Jesus Christ, I didn’t eat them.” Again, not my finest moment.
The three hippies behind Jeff seemed disappointed that they weren’t going to see me eviscerated. Jeff held the knife against my stomach, pushing just enough to draw beads of blood. 
“You have one chance to tell me where they are, or I pry it out of you while I’m sifting through your insides.”
“Lining the bottom of the bird cage.” I lowered my head and tried to get my breathing under control, to slow my heartbeat. My finger with the missing nail throbbed, sending electric shocks up my arm and into my neck whenever I twitched it. 
David brought the bird cage into the den. He held it like some dumb animal, his fingers gripping through the bars on the side instead of using the handle on the top like someone with half a brain. He ungraciously put it down in front of me and looked inside.
“It’s fucking covered in shit.”
“Just reach in there and get them.” Jeff was wiping his hands with an alcohol swab.
David reached through the cage door instead of just sliding the tray out of the bottom, again showing his stupid fucking animal nature. Birdie hopped around, avoiding his hand and screeching.
“Don’t hurt her. I’ll take your fucking eyes out if you do.”
David took out the papers in a big clump and reached back into the cage. He reached at Birdie, but she jumped around like a little cute bouncing bean. He finally grabbed her and took her out of the cage. 
“Now why would I want to hurt such a small creature like this?” David said. I saw his fist start to squeeze and felt an anger rise in me like I’ve never felt before. It was some serious Hulk shit. If I wasn’t decrepit, I would have busted out of my ties and torn off his jaw and beat him with it.
David was smiling at me, a toothy, predator smile, when Birdie chomped down on that spot between the thumb and index finger. I heard her beak click together and saw David’s smile turn into a rictus of pain. He let her go and she flew up and over to me, landed on my shoulder for a brief moment and then flew off into the upper part of the house. I knew her well enough to know she was directing a lot of four-letter chirps at David.
David started to charge up the stairs.
“Stop,” Jeff said, looking through the pages, smearing bird shit across his fingers. “We have better things to do than deal with a stupid bird.”
David mumbled and came back into the room. He glared at me as if I was the one who had bit him. I wish I was.
“Holy Aiwass. A thirteenth zodiac. It makes sense now, the numerology behind it. Everything.” Jeff continued to look through what I had written, the specifics on the type of person to find, what must be done during the sacrifice. He shook his head and handed the pages to David. “The victim’s characteristics. Birthday. Sound familiar?”
David looked it over, his eyes widening. “Shit. This whole time.”
“It’s a sign. I was meant to be the one. The last key was living right down the hall from me.” Jeff started to pack up his things.
“We,” David said. “We are the ones.”
“Did I not say that?”
“He’s stringing your long hair along. He knows as well as I do that this is a onetime thing. Godhood can only be granted to one. Didn’t you ever watch Highlander?” My breath was starting to come back. The fog was clearing. 
David and the rest of his bongo circle looked at each other, as if this was the first time it had ever occurred to them that their tall and handsome leader could be bullshitting. Using them. Expendable pawns in the most important game of chess. 
Jeff put his hands on either side of David’s head. “Us. All of us are about to become the terror this world so desperately needs.” Jeff looked at each of them in turn, convincing them with his stare. He turned to me, and I saw the twinkle of deceit behind his eyes. 
“Do what you want with the old man. Leave his body here. Nobody can tie this place back to us. By the time they find him, he should be nice and bloated, ready to pop. Meet me at the usual place. We need some time to practice the ritual. There is no second chance.” With that, Jeff walked out the front door. 
The three stooges crowded in on me, blood lust in their eyes. Birdie gave a chirp from upstairs as David’s fist headed towards my face. 
Life went black.





CHAPTER FOUR

Send in the Clowns








I shouldn’t have survived. My surprise at breathing blocked out the intense pain which soon followed. I could thank some supernatural force for keeping me alive, a benevolent being who had taken a liking to me, but I wasn’t dense. I chalked it up to the incompetence of youth these days. Not to get all back-in-my-day, but back in my day anything worth doing we did right. 
I coughed and felt a sharp sting in my neck. Wincing, I moved my hand up and felt around. There was a cut going across the front, the blood already starting to congeal. The idiots tried to cut my throat and managed to miss the arteries. The cut wasn’t even deep. Neck wounds, like head wounds, bled a lot, making the injury look worse than it was. This, and the waterlogged brains of those kids is what probably saved me. 
Something moved up my spine and I froze. Were they still here? Just messing with me, ready to finish the job? I couldn’t bring myself to turn over. I wasn’t sure if I could. My chest hurt when I breathed, a sign of at least one broken rib. The sharp movement jumped to my neck, and I flinched before a familiar nibble started on my ear. 
“Birdie.” I sounded like I had been throat-fucked, hard. 
She jumped off my neck and landed in my field of view. I made a ticking sound with my tongue, and she wobbled over and rubbed her head against my lips. 
“Got that fucker good, didn’t you?”
She cocked her head and chirped. When I didn’t move, she chirped louder. 
“Ok, give me a second. I basically got beat to death.” I turned onto my back, the pain in my chest increasing, causing me to take small, hitching breaths until it subsided. I ran my hands up and down my torso, making note of the sore spots, the cuts, and the areas that sent white hot lightning shooting into my eyes. I wiggled my toes, bent my knees, felt my thighs. Apparently, they went strictly Greco-Roman when it came to violence. 
I lifted myself up to my elbows and into a sitting position. I was amazed that I was breathing, let alone able to move. I dabbed at the wound on my throat, making sure I hadn’t broken it open with all the movement. I needed to do something about my ribs. I wasn’t going to get far with them poking at my lungs.
I used the couch as leverage to get up, the outer edges of my vision going black. I took a couple breaths as deep as the splintered bones would allow and wobbled in place like a plastic Jesus on a car dashboard. I gathered myself together as I watched Birdie lift the side door to her cage and hop inside. 
It took me an eternity to walk to the kitchen, and another lifetime to pick my oxygen tank off the floor. A soft pink light came through the kitchen windows. A new day dawned. I must have been out for hours. I leaned on the glass and watched the sun’s rays cut through the polluted sky. Right about now, I’d be getting my medicine: three blood pressure pills, Metformin, baby aspirin, the prednisone I’d hide between my gums and cheek and spit out once I was alone. I wondered how long I could go before my blood pressure blew my heart into chunks. 
I opened the fridge and drank from the carton of orange juice, feeling the sting on my split lips and bleeding gums. I didn’t know what my blood sugar was, but the bourbon from the night before probably tanked it, so I figured the sugar from the juice could only help. I didn’t need to pass out and die from hypoglycemia after all the bullshit I’d been through. 
I found a threadbare scarf in the coat closet and wrapped it around my neck. I hadn’t seen what my face looked like, so the scarf was a band-aid to fix a crack on a water dam. However, the sight of a slit throat would be more disturbing to passersby than a pulped face. 
I grabbed the cage and tank and went out the front door, immediately face planting. I don’t know if I missed a step or was hurt worse than I thought, but I did know the fall gave me the added pleasure of spitting out a thick wad of blood. I couldn’t breathe as well, gasping as I lay like a fish trying to jump the evolutionary line. I was good and fucked. The sound of Birdie squawking in her overturned cage hit me and also one of the worst things you could hear: a concerned neighbor.
[image: image-placeholder]The problem with EMTs is that they don’t listen. I told them not to take off the scarf and they took off the scarf. I tried to stop them from cutting up the front of my favorite shirt (a striped shirt with a wolf’s head in profile baying at the moon. Don’t judge me), and they zipped right up the front with sharp scissors. Apparently, all they give a damn about is getting you stabilized until you reach the ER. Keeping you alive, not comfortable. 
Then they want to talk to you. Can you not see the slash across my goddamn neck? Do you think I want to chit chat? 
My story was flimsy, but it should have held up longer than it did. I told them I’d been staying at my grandson’s place when someone broke in overnight, tied me up, robbed the house, and then tried to kill me. I didn’t want to be connected to that house, but the dumbass neighbor saw me walk out. She promised to bring Birdie to the hospital as they rolled me into the ambulance. I promised to destroy her soul if she didn’t.
The problem with flimsy stories is nosy cops. I wasn’t dumb enough to think I’d be let out after some x-rays, stitches, and wraps, but I had hoped for a little breathing room between getting treated and getting the third degree by a baby-faced kid in uniform. My face was banged up enough that I wasn’t recognizable as the guy on the news. I had no identification on me, everything was left back in my room at the retirement home. 
This kindergarten cop decides he’s going to check into who owns the house so he can notify my imaginary grandson. He left the room tapping his pad against his palm like a cliche. 
I had gauze around my neck and my ribs were wrapped. My lung wasn’t punctured, but I had probably cracked a few ribs. The wrap helped with the pain but labored my breathing. While I was getting stitched up, the nosy neighbor showed up with Birdie and my tank, so I begrudgingly had to hate her a little less. 
I was alone after the cop went off on his mission to serve and protect, hooked up to a heart monitor, blood pressure cuff, and oximeter. There was no delicate way of getting out of the hospital room. The second I started disconnecting things alarms went off. They set an alarm on the hospital bed in case I fell. That one was easy to turn off. I’d been in my fair share of hospital beds over the last decade and the morons always set the passcode to 1234. 
The IV pole was plugged in, so the battery was charged enough to not go off if I unplugged it. The heart monitor was portable, so I wasn’t connected directly to anything bolted down and, from what I recall, the signal distance on those was pretty far. My issue was the stupid oximeter. I could wheel myself out of the room and hopefully get some place where I could disconnect myself from everything and boot scoot boogie the fuck out of the hospital, but the second I took the pulse ox off it would alert the nurse’s station. 
I moved the bed up as far as it would go and looked at the curtain pulled between myself and whoever was on the other side. Maybe this wouldn’t be so difficult after all. 
I reached around for the buttons on the arm of the bed and set my fingers on them like a flute. I counted off in my head, 1234, as I pressed each button and then the final button at the end. There was no way to know if it worked other than to get off the bed. I lowered the bar, swung my legs over, using the IV pole as leverage to take my weight off. 
No alarm.
I walked around the curtain and saw the corpse. I took a quick look at his vitals and realized this guy just looked dead. His cheeks were sunken, his arms skin over bone. He was intubated, hooked up to all kinds of wires, and as conscious as a monkey turd. I expected him to sit up at any moment and take a chunk out of my forearm. 
I put my oximeter on his middle finger and waited for it to readjust. I tore open a gauze pack that was in the basket of the IV pole, pulled out my IV and held the gauze on the hole for a couple minutes, keeping an eye out for any shadows passing in the hallway. I wasn’t too concerned about getting caught in the room. The one hour rounds most hospitals promised was a bunch of bullshit. Hell, press the alert button and you might have someone in an hour. 
I made my way to the guy’s closet and found a small shirt, pants I wouldn’t attempt to wear, and a beat-up baseball cap. A Red Sox hat, but in emergencies you make do. I grabbed those, got my pants and shoes off the chair by my bed and dressed in the bathroom. 
There was no avoiding the mirror. A patch was over the top of my eye, a couple butterfly band-aids were on my bottom lip, and my cheek was the color of splattered roadkill. The white of my right eye was now red. If only I had sunglasses. I’d have to make do with pulling the brim of the hat low over my face. 
I gathered my things, still amazed they had let Birdie in the room, and stopped. I grabbed a cane from the coat hanger next to the zombie patient and peeked out into the hallway. At least I wasn’t right next to a station. 
An exit sign shone at the end of the hall to my left. Trying to act inconspicuous, I limped out of the room and focused on the glowing red sign. I passed techs, nurses, and doctors inside the rooms, but none paid attention to the old man with a birdcage and a shirt that fit like a wetsuit. I needed to avoid anybody who would recognize me, but the entire time was mainly a blur. I knew the face of the nursing assistant who had spent most of the last few hours checking on me, but I couldn’t tell you what any of the doctors or other people who had tended to me looked like. 
Strike that. 
I could tell you what Serpico Junior looked like, not just because he had annoyed the fuck out of me, but because he walked out of a room fifty feet in front of me. That nosy prick. 
I looked around for a linen closet or a maintenance room. I figured I could pull off one of those slick moves from the movies where I slip into a side room moments before the cop looks my way. Nothing happens like it does in films. Realistic writing, my ass. I was between patient rooms with nowhere to go but forward. I moved like someone out of the pages of the FBI’s Top 10 Most Wanted Geriatrics. All I could hope for was that he turned away from me. 
Take a moment to think of my luck thus far and you can figure out which way he headed. 
I kept my head down, watching the tiles. I couldn’t do anything but keep moving. Turning around would only make me look suspicious. I tried hiding the birdcage behind me, blocking it as much as possible. I don’t remember if everything had been there when he was questioning me, but I wasn’t going to be blatant about it.
I felt his eyes on me as we passed each other. I swung the suitcase around to the front and kept going. 
“Excuse me.” I heard his footsteps slow down and then stop. I continued forward, eyes on the exit, trying to convince myself he was talking to someone else.
His footsteps started again, getting closer. There was a room with a curtain pulled on my right. I ducked in and almost smacked into a set of shelves. The small area was filled with bed sheets, towels, pads, and other clean linen. Besides the silver shelving and cubby units, it looked like the coat check at a white party. 
I heard him come in behind me and continued to face the wall, putting both hands on the cane. I stuck the end of it between the pole frames of the shelving and leaned into it. 
“I asked you to stop. Did you not hear me?” He was so close I felt his breath on the back of my neck. It smelled like onions and condiments. 
“Oh, I didn’t realize you were talking to me. I’m just getting some new towels for my friend. Poor thing has come down with a bad case of the flu. Might want to keep your distance. I’m not feeling too well myself.”
“Come with me, Mr. Lewis, or whatever your name is. I was just about to have a talk with you about how nothing in your story checks out.” He grabbed my arm and turned me around. He was an idiot. 
Between his pulling me around and my weight on the cane, it snapped at the pivot point on the shelving. I moved into him like I was about to kiss him and slid the broken end into his sternum and up into his heart. He tried to say something, one hand dropping to his gun, but all the energy went out before he could react further. His eyes stayed open, looking at me as he slid down to the floor. The cane came out of its own accord. I punctured his carotid artery and watched the blood pump once, twice, all over the white linen. It reminded me of old Italian horror movies. The jetting blood stopped with his heart. 
I threw the cane aside and took his weapon and mace and put them in the birdcage. I did a quick check of Birdie to make sure she wasn’t splattered with any gore, looked myself up and down, and left the dead body behind. 
I made it through the exit without issue. It brought me to a small smoking area and a parking lot beyond. It didn’t take long to find an unlocked car with a spare key in the center console. It’s amazing how hospitals make visitors feel safe.
Have I mentioned my thoughts on the human race?
As I pulled out of the grounds, I took inventory of just how fucked I was. There was no turning around, no matter my condition. Granted, I was already wanted for killing stupid, annoying Jeanine, but now I’d taken it to a whole other level. Killing a cop means you are now the number one focus in the town, county, state. I needed to get my papers back, fuck up those asshole hippies and that Jeff douchebag, and take care of my original business, all before dozens or hundreds of police tracked me down. 
I smiled. 
Not too bad, on the mayhem scale, for an old fart. 





CHAPTER FIVE

Fly me to the Moon








How do you find people who don’t want to be found? How do you dig up dirt on a group so far underground they’re not even a theory? How do you begin a revenge killing spree like a revenant who knows near to nothing about his killers? 
First, you stop giving a fuck. Second, you go get a fucking drink at their job. Habit wraps itself around people like a fetal caul. I didn’t know much besides their names, but I did know where David worked and I was willing to bet that he’d show up for his next shift, blood on his hands or not. I had to hope his next shift was today. 
I pulled into the Grove’s parking garage. I had circled the block a couple times and didn’t see police hanging around. I didn’t expect to. They knew I had 23-skidoo’ed out of there so there was no reason to think I’d be back. It’s not like it was the scene of a crime. I stopped at the Paseo Colorado and bought myself a pair of sunglasses for ten bucks, one of those big chunky deals with blue lenses. I wasn’t an aviator in real life, but I played one while I sat in the stolen car staring at the back door into the hotel. 
An hour later and after a couple rounds of the security guard, I got antsy. Either the fucker was in there or he wasn’t. Either he was working today or not. Sitting in a running car, listening to the traffic report every eight minutes made me feel like a fool. I needed to go in and check the situation. If David was there, what would he do in front of his coworkers and patrons? I was looking forward to seeing the look on his face as well. 
It was a cool day for Pasadena, so I left Birdie in the car with the windows cracked. I made sure her food and water were good to go and gave her some tickles and told her to stay put. I didn’t want to worry about having her inside in case I needed all my focus. 
I sat down at the bar. The purple lights were off, a small blessing. There was a young lady behind the bar. She gave me a million-dollar smile and asked what she could get me. I ordered an Old Crow, and something called avocado toast. I assumed it was exactly as described but didn’t know why the fuck it cost so much. She smiled, though it didn’t reach her eyes. 
Here’s something the younger folks call TMI and I call oversharing: I’ve never been much for sex. Not that I mean I’m not good at it, although I couldn’t really give you an honest opinion about that either. I’ve never been interested in it. It had happened a few times, once begrudgingly during the Libra ritual. It certainly provides no interest now. But even when I was younger, sex wasn’t something that crossed my mind. And no, I didn’t have a traumatic experience, I’ve always been that way. Abstinence means no kids, no relationships, nothing to get in the way of learning, gaining power, growing beyond the confines of one’s meat suit.
All of that said, there was a presence about this bartender that was compelling. I don’t mean to come off as a dirty old man, and my thoughts didn’t exactly turn to sex, but I felt young again when she smiled at me. There was an air about her that exuded intrigue, confidence, buried pain. I almost forgot why I was there as I watched her wipe down the counter and tab people out.
Still gross? Well, that’s life folks. One big pile of gross-ness.
“How’s your day going?” She asked, wiping the bit of whiskey I had spilled. 
“I can’t complain.”
“Really? From the looks of you it seems like you have at least a few things to complain about.” She was bold. I respected that.
“Flesh wounds. They happen easily at my age.”
“Hopefully that whiskey helps.”
“Doesn’t it always?” This was my idea of flirting: saying something bordering cliche and smiling wide enough to show my implants. “Is David working today?”
Her smile slipped and recovered before anybody not paying close attention would notice. “He’ll be in at seven. You related or something?”
“No. Met him here yesterday. Just wondering. Interesting young man.” I could tell she had more questions, but she just nodded and moved on. 
Two more hours before he showed up. I could spend the time thinking of all the nasty things I was going to do to him or plan out my attack strategy. I could take a nap in the car and risk the security guard thinking I was dead and calling an ambulance. It was a bad idea to sit at the bar for that long, that was certain.
I sat at the bar for that long. Well, almost.
I noticed the mark on her forearm when she brought me the next drink. It was just peeking out from her rolled up sleeves, but enough so I recognized the curve of the circle. I watched her closely for a while after that, my drink forgotten. She was a part of these bastards? Should I get out of here? Maybe the phone call she picked up was one of them and she had coded a warning about me. 
It took a bit before it hit me. I had transcribed the ritual only once before all the bullshit had gone down. My memory was spotty to begin with, so while I remembered some of it, most of the details escaped me. What I did remember was the profile of the victim. As I watched her make idle chit chat, I checked off the list of what I could remember. The hair, the shape of the nose, the dimples. I tried to see the halo around her irises, but she was too far away. 
I knew, though. It wasn’t just a coincidence. She had the mark on her and didn’t that fuck nut Jeff say he had noticed something familiar about the description? Was I looking at who I needed in order to complete my previously abandoned life’s work?
I put down my drink in an effort to get her back over. My body rebelled against the sudden flood of alcohol, and I held my hand against my mouth, praying that I wouldn’t spew it up between my fingers like a fucked-up lawn sprinkler. 
I needed one more look to be sure. The nausea passed and I pushed my glass forward with more theatrics than required. It worked. She came over and I saw it. 
She asked if I wanted another, leaning forward, the yellow ring around her dark eyes shining like a beacon, a stalled lighthouse, a streetlight after a long stretch of darkness.
“You know, I just had a birthday. One more year and I’m in my ninetieth decade.”
“Well, happy belated birthday. You don’t look a day over seventy-five. Other than, you know, the whole looking like you got run over by a rhino thing.” She laughed, her Hollywood bright teeth making me feel … odd. 
“Thank you. Way older than you, young one. Do you have a birthday coming up?” I’m subtle, I know. Back off.
“Not for a bit. And I’m not rushing it either. Does anyone want to rush being thirty?” She seemed to hesitate. “I guess maybe more so than rushing to be ninety.”
“Do you want to see a magic trick?”
She looked confused, conflicted, as all people are when it comes to magic. “Sure?”
“Let me see your hands.” She held out her hands, palm up, and waited. I pulled them closer to me. Touching her skin felt like putting my tongue on a 9-volt battery. “I can see from this line that you were born towards the end of the year. Maybe not December, but maybe somewhere around there. I can see something lost; something being searched for. There’s conflict or pain going on. You’re unsure of what to do, or maybe you feel you can’t do anything. Powerless?”
I watched her as I talked. There’s an art to cold reading. Anybody who knows and studies it can pass as a psychic. Some have made a lot of money off people, whether on television or running part-time shops. I learned it as another useful tactic in getting what I wanted. It’s a farce, as are most powerful things. 
She didn’t fall for it. At least, not most of it. 
“He did this to you, didn’t he?” She asked.
Her palms turned over and grasped my hands. I couldn’t break the connection. What I misconstrued as powerless was the opposite. A fierceness, an explosion of fire took over her stare. She saw my panic.  
“Don’t worry, I won’t say anything. I don’t want to talk to him. Don’t want to talk to any of them.”
I gestured towards her hidden tattoo. “So, is that a mistake, then?”
She laughed. “Mistake is an understatement. My psychotic uncle brought me in early. It was fun at first, being a part of something secret. Then it wasn’t. He’s …” She trailed off and looked around.
“He hurts you, doesn’t he?” The look she gave me conveyed all I needed to know. “They mentioned something about him being busy with someone. It didn’t sound like he was taking someone out for ice cream.”
“They came back last night all excited. Talking about a stupid old man and bragging about how they had hurt him bad, killed him. I’m guessing that’s you, and, unless I’ve suddenly developed the ability to see the dead, I’m guessing they didn’t kill you.”
“Did a good enough job trying. Lucky for me, they’re incompetent assholes. Although, I get the feeling your uncle is more formidable.”
“He’s a piece of shit. He also owns this hotel. I have to be careful. People tell him everything.”
“I can help you. We can help each other. I’m on my last legs and about to go off on a revenge spree. Help me and I’ll get you out of this. I have money I’m never going to live long enough to spend. It can be yours. Set you up. A new life free of Jeff’s band of morons. Also free of a guy named Jeff. Never met a Jeff I trusted.” I wasn’t being completely honest. I’d need her for the ritual, but right now the rage in me needed appeasing. There would be no new life for her, only me, but she didn’t need to know that. 
She watched the people at the front desk and checked the batwing doors heading into the kitchen. 
“I shouldn’t trust you. Anybody into the same sick shit  he is doesn’t care about anyone else. But for some reason I trust you more. Maybe that’s because I know it would only take a stiff wind, at this point, to take you out. Maybe I’m just stupid. But, if you want revenge against those fuckheads, we’re on the same side until that’s finished.” She grabbed the bottle of Old Crow from the well and poured herself a shot. She held it up to me and we clinked glasses. After she downed the drink, she grabbed my hands again. I winced at the power behind her grip. “If you plan on fucking me over in any way, I’ll keep you alive long enough for you to see me pull your entire bowels out of your ass.”
I smiled. I almost liked her enough to keep her alive.
[image: image-placeholder]She was going on break in ten minutes and asked me to meet her at the side of the building. I took the time to check on Birdie and make my way around to the windowless wall. I could be pretty spry, but add a few broken ribs, slit throat, bruises, cuts, and other bodily damage and I needed the ten minutes to walk a block. 
There was no place to sit so I leaned against the wall, using the drainpipe to help take the weight off. No cars passed. There was nothing here but a Christian Scientist church parking lot and who the hell went to that? 
She came around the corner, a cigarette lit, and half smoked. She squeezed it tight. I saw the filter collapsing between her fingers. I never saw the point of cigarettes. Inhaling smoke into your lungs that didn’t even get you high. Some argue the point that the nicotine alters your brain chemistry and makes you more creative and focused and blah blah blah who gives a shit. You smell like a burst pus sack filled with chimney soot.
I wasn’t going to tell her that, though. Especially when she moved like fire. 
I shook my head. What was going on with me?  I was even starting to skeeve myself out. Just a couple days ago the idea of an extra pudding turned me on, now I was looking at someone who could be a great-granddaughter and feeling like I downed half a bottle of blue pills. I began to feel ashamed, and this coming from someone with no regrets about torturing a couple dozen people to death.
She leaned against the wall next to me, blowing smoke to the side. Who said kids weren’t respectful?
“I don’t know your name,” I said. 
“Claire. Yours?”
“Irving. Or Irv. Actually, I prefer Stark.”
“Like Tony.”
“Who?”
“Never mind.” She propped a foot against the wall and finished her cigarette in silence. I wondered how black and diseased her lungs were. If all went according to plan, I wouldn’t have to wonder much longer. 
“David usually shows up thirty minutes early and gets high in his car. I don’t know the story between the two of you, but I assume he didn’t fuck you up in the middle of the street. Did he take you to that place in South Pas? One car garage, stupid layout?”
“Carpets look like an enema orgy exploded on them?”
She nodded. “That’s the one. If they killed you there, they probably dropped it. Jeff’s got a ton of property, occupied and empty. Nobody’s going to see the inside of that place.”
“I don’t know if you noticed, but they didn’t kill me. Cops are probably having a field day in there right now”
“Just making conversation, Stark. But they think they killed you, and that’s what matters. So, anyway, David’s going to pull in here, go to his usual spot …”
“Back corner, first level,” I said, waving the blue smoke away from me. 
“That’s it. He’ll turn off the car, light up a bowl and get lit. He comes off as a great guy at work. Everybody loves him, raves about how great a bartender he is. Yeah, because he gets fried in order to deal with people. Otherwise, he’d have leaped over the counter and attacked someone day one.”
“Is that what that was? I thought his car just smelled like a skunk at a Grateful Dead concert.”
“Focus Stark, or I’ll start calling you Irving. I may seem like I have my shit together right now, but I’m good at hiding the mess. You’re the first person I’ve come across who wants to get these fucks and who might be able to pull it off. You said you needed my help; well I need yours. But I don’t want your money or your help once we’re done. We do this, we split, ok?”
“Works for me.” I watched her hand shake slightly as she flicked the butt into the street. “What does he do to you?”
Fire came back into her eyes. She turned to me and blew the rest of the smoke into my face. “Does that really matter? Do I need to lay out my life to you like some stupid movie? Should I tell you all the nasty things? The stuff that would keep you up at night? Though if you’re involved with that asshole in any way, there probably wouldn’t be much that would make you lose sleep. I have my reasons, you have yours. And something about you is giving me the courage to finally do something about it. Let’s not ruin our connection with a bunch of unnecessary back story.”
“Yes, ma’am.” It was a shame I’d have to kill her. The thought crossed my mind of taking her on as an apprentice. I’d be like Jack to her. There wasn’t just one single person in the world to fit the bill for the ritual, but, they were so few and far between, I’d probably be dead before I found someone else. It didn’t seem like she’d be interested, anyway. Hell, for all I knew she would use me to get her revenge and then try to bump me off. Not that she had a chance. I’m old, not stupid. 
“You have self-control, Stark?”
“Just enough to do what needs to be done.”
“We can’t just go at David all Mickey and Malorie Knox style.” She held up her hand as my mouth opened. “Forget the reference. Fucking Twinkie and whatever that other guy’s name is are somewhere around. They don’t do much but complain or jump on whatever current bandwagon Jeff and David are driving. They’re good at staying low, though. We can’t find them without David. So, we need him alive and only fucked up enough to give them up.”
“He’s going to know I’m going to kill him anyway.”
“That’s where I come in. He doesn’t see you. He’ll let me in his car no problem. Got a little thing for me, but he knows he can’t touch me, or Jeff will remove body parts and feed them to him. But he’s not against a bit of flirting. Fucker likes to get his hand on my arm right to where his thumb is on the edge of my tit.” Claire lit another cigarette. “I’d like to cut off his thumbs, actually. I’m going to cut off his thumbs. Point is, you come at him from behind with a wrench or some bullshit and knock him out. We take him and his car. I know a place to go. Then we light into him like a fucking power line. He’ll break. He won’t give up Jeff, but I know how to get to him. He’ll be looking for me anyway. He has a hard time sleeping without … his playtime.”
“And what will happen when David doesn’t show for his shift? Didn’t you say your uncle owns the hotel?”
She took out her cell phone and scrolled through her contacts. I could hear the phone ringing. 
“Marcus? Hey, it’s Claire. No, I’m on break right now, I’ll be back in five minutes. But listen, David just texted me saying he can’t make it in tonight. I have no idea; you know how he is with his phone. He was messaging from someone else’s. Dropped his or some shit. Yeah, but you and I both know we can’t do anything about it. Look, there’s still about an hour. Cindy is available, I think. I can check with her and let you know. Alright give me a minute.”
Claire dialed another number and chatted with who I assumed was Cindy. After a bit of agreeable chit chat and a couple digs at David, Claire redialed Marcus and let him know the shift was taken care of. 
She hung up and smiled at me. 
“Problem number one averted. Come back inside and have another drink and we’ll take care of problem number two.”
[image: image-placeholder]Claire asked one of the bussers to take over for the last half hour. She pulled off a good person-about-to-shit-themselves act. I was going to close out my tab, but I didn’t have one. I guess agreeing to help an abuse victim spill some blood has its perks. 
She walked ahead and motioned for me to stop as we entered the vestibule for the parking garage. She walked over to the security booth and started chatting up the guard and then pointed up. I looked up as well but only saw the concrete ceiling. Security Man grabbed his walkie and smiled at her as he left the booth, running his hand down the back of her shirt before he walked away. 
Pigs are too good a species to be compared to men.
I waited until he was out of sight, and she beckoned me forward. 
“What was that all about?”
“Told him a customer said there was a break-in on the third level. Busted windshield, missing Garmin. He’s walking up to take a look, which gives us enough time to pull off this human piece of shit heist.”
“Missing garments?”
“You really need to focus on what’s important, Stark. Let’s go. I can see his car idling around the bend.” She was kind enough to slow her pace to mine, but I could tell she was impatient.
“Hold on, I need to stop at my car.” Luck had it that I had parked out of view of David. We walked over and I rooted around in the trunk until I found one of those tire irons with four ends. Not exactly the most easily wielded weapon, but whoever the car belonged to wasn’t prepping for a zombie apocalypse. 
I got my tank and Birdie out of the back seat. She seemed annoyed that I’d left her for so long, but otherwise was her usual yellow cream puff self. 
Claire stared at me as I gathered everything together.
“What?” I asked, making sure Birdie’s cage was secure.
“You carry a bird around?”
“No. I bring my best friend with me wherever I go. Do you have a problem with it?”
“We’ll see how it goes. Seems like just one more thing to get in the way. What is that? A canary?”
“Birdie is not a ‘that’, she is wonderful, loyal, the best sidekick, and a hell of a pick-up sticks player.”
Claire stared at me some more. I didn’t see what the issue was. 
“Whatever, let’s do this.”
“When do I come up and whack the fucker?”
“You’ll know.”
Before we came into full view, she told me to wait behind a pillar. I watched as she walked over and knocked on his passenger window. I couldn’t hear what they were saying but she got in and closed the door. David passed her a marijuana cigarette and she mimed rolling the windows down. More back and forth which I couldn’t hear, and David put down his window, smoke pouring out like a fire in a garbage dump. The shit smelled like a skunk’s balls. Reefer was never my thing. You don’t survive long with my lifestyle when your head’s so far in the sky you’re giving God a rim job.
I wasn’t getting any signal from Claire, and, despite her new age bullshit about knowing when the time would be right, I didn’t know anything. I guess since his window was down it would be the best time. I didn’t want to wait until he was out of the car. I needed surprise to take down this fuck. Just because I ran laps around him mentally didn’t mean I could out–maneuver him one on one. Although, he’d probably fail to kill me again and I’d have to go through this once more. 
Fuck it.
I twisted the tire iron around in my hands, trying to find a way to swing it that wouldn’t be awkward. Two hands on one spoke would give me better leverage, but it might slip out of my hands. I couldn’t figure out another grip, though. These things are really inconvenient when it comes to attacking people. 
I crept up on the car, hoping David wouldn’t look in his mirror. Claire was doing a good job keeping him focused on her. I worried she would give me away like they do in the movies--a slight glance that the villain notices right before thwarting the attack. But she was focused on his face, probably because of how annoying and surrounded by hair it was. 
I had the tire iron poised over my shoulder, ready to swing once I got within damage distance. Remember the element of surprise? Sometimes you can’t help but let a little ego get in the way. 
“Hey, Doug Henning.” I waited for him to turn, saw the look of confusion on his face, and swung. 
I couldn’t have planned what happened. If I tried to do it again, it would never turn out the same. I meant to get him across the bridge of his nose, dazing him, if not knocking him out. Instead, the end of the spoke on the iron was just the right size to fit into his eye socket. Out of shock more than anything else, I twisted a bit and pulled back. His right eye came away with the tire iron, stuck in there like a lug nut. I don’t remember much of biology, but a bunch of liquid and stringy things came with it, some snapping and staying on his face, hanging down his cheek like pasta. 
He screamed. Claire screamed. I screamed. We all screamed, but not for fucking ice cream. 
I dropped the tire iron and his eye popped out like a golf ball from a clown’s mouth. It rolled under the car, leaving a snail trail behind it. If I had more time, I would have taken in the sight, but David was already trying to start the car while pushing Claire’s face away from him. 
I grabbed his hair and pulled his head out and down against the windowsill and dropped to my knees. I was hoping for a cracking sound, but only got a strangled moan. I looked up and saw Claire stick the lit joint into his empty socket and latch onto his nose with her teeth. 
I don’t know how to explain the sound that came out of him so I won’t. 
Claire pulled her mouth away along with a piece of his nose, spit it out and began beating the gaping wound with the heel of her palm. 
“Hit him again. What the fuck are you doing?” She yelled at me as blood sprayed on her face and into her mouth. She spit it back into his face, a pink slurry. 
I grabbed the tire iron, stood, and got into Weaver stance. I pulled it up above my head, took a deep breath, and swung down onto his forehead. He went out like lights after a thunderclap. 
“Fuck you. Fuck you. Fuck you,” Claire yelled as she kept beating his face. 
I wanted to tell her to stop before she killed him, but I was too busy spitting up blood and holding my chest. The bandages had come loose and the pain from my ribs felt like dozens of knives twisting inside me. I slid down against the car and tried to clear my lungs. Claire was saying something, but I couldn’t understand. Birdie chirped from the pillar, hopping around the cage, blurry, like a yellow orb haunting my vision.
Was this the end? A death in a parking garage in fucking Pasadena? Decades of planning and unspeakable acts and here I was, feeling something inside me move away from my body. I knew it wasn’t my body because there was no way I could have brought myself to get up. This was it. There was a soul, and it was taxiing to the runway. 
I felt hands under my arms and hot breath in my face. Skunky, gross breath. 
“Get the fuck up. We’re not done yet. You’re not done yet.” Claire picked me up and dragged me to the other side of the car and into the passenger seat. She grabbed Birdie's cage and put it on my lap. 
She went back around and pulled David out of the driver’s seat. She popped the trunk and put him in. 
“Just breathe old man. Your time’s not up yet,” she said as she drove towards the garage exit. “We’ll have our blood, Stark.” She turned out of the garage and onto Los Robles Ave, her fire burning brighter.
[image: image-placeholder]A concrete wall lit up in front of me. There wasn’t one tunnel of light, but two. I was either still alive or somebody was confused as to where I should be spending my afterlife. I shifted and felt the leather of the car seat against me. I blinked my eyes and looked around. Nobody was in the car. I took off the seatbelt and opened the door, gritting my teeth against the grinding throughout my body. I swung my legs out and bent over, coughing up a thick, congealed wad of blood. 
“I’ve been sitting here breathing everyone’s stink for the last half hour. About time you woke up.” I turned and saw Claire, a closed overhead door behind her. She sat on a beach chair. Next to her, David was tied to an ornate wooden table chair. By ‘tied’ I mean taped, roped, chained, and wrapped. He was awake, nose leaking, mouth covered in duct tape, his empty eye socket oozing what looked like watered-down milk.
“Where the fuck are we?” I tried pulling myself out of the car but failed. I fell against the seat and stared at the lit wall. 
“Storage unit. Kept it to store a few things I thought I wanted to keep, but it turned into more of a getaway for me. I know the night manager, so it’s not under my name. Jeff thinks his reach goes into fucking Valhalla, but it doesn’t extend to the Lake Ave Self Storage and Wine Cellar.”
“How do you know?”
“How? Because of the bruises and tears on my body from when he’d try to beat out where I’d disappeared to. And now you are here. Now you know about it and you’re the only other person. I don’t know what to think about that, but right now I can’t think of much else but tearing apart this fucker’s soul.” David gave her as much of a threatening look as he could with one eye.
“So now what?” I checked to make sure the car was shut off because, you know, carbon monoxide. 
Claire got up from the chair, the aluminum rods creaking like my chest. A shadow came up on my right and her face came into view. I don’t know how someone so strong could have let herself be abused. 
“Now we find out what we need to know. Now we have some fun.” She dropped a rolled-up cloth on my lap. It clinked when it hit. I didn’t have to unroll it to know what was there. I spent a few years as a butcher’s apprentice after high school. I knew a knife roll when I saw it.
“Take these.” Claire handed me a couple round white pills. “Chew them before you swallow. It’ll hit you faster.”
“What are these?”
“Oxy. Magic pills for you.”
“You sure they don’t have that fent-ee-kill in them? Not looking to chew on a bullet right now.”
“They’re prescribed for me, idiot. I didn’t buy them off the street. Jeff gets them for me for … afterwards.”
What the fuck did I care at this point? I could sit in the hippie–mobile and slowly die in pain or take a decent dose of painkillers and make my way through the rest of this fucking night to immortality. 
Chewing oxys tastes like Smarties made with pennies. Fifteen minutes after that horrific gustatory experience, I didn’t care.
We stood in front of David and watched him try to be tough. It’s hard for someone who recently had an eyeball ripped out to look tough, but I’ll give him credit--he almost got there. When Claire handed me the boning knife and I took off his ear, his effort waned but he held on. He had some passion behind his defiance. 
He had no nails left by the time he cracked. I don’t just mean fingernails. That tough little longhair endured all twenty pulls from both hands and feet. Claire used the boning knife to scrape around in the hollow of his collarbone. Both his kneecaps were smashed and pried out. I’d hit his shin with the tire iron until the bone protruded, then slid the iron between the bone and meat and leaned back with all my weight. Something popped near his ankle and the bone ripped out the back of his calf. 
David wasn’t conscious for some of this. He’d come to, scream, beg or say something non-sensical, and then pass out once we began tugging and yanking on things that shouldn’t be tugged or yanked on. 
I was still leaking a bit of blood from my mouth and the wheezing was a bit worse, but the pills helped me push through. 
Darren and Twinkie were staying at David’s place in North Hollywood. I fucking hated North Hollywood, so I wasn’t surprised that we needed to go there. Why would anything start to go my way? 
“I want to do it,” Claire said. “Him and fucking Jeff. He knew what was going on and he watched a few times. I want to do it.”
“Ok, just give me a second.” I took the chef’s knife out of the roll, pulled David’s hair back into a clump and sliced most of it off. I laughed. “He looks like that kid on the paint can.” 
I rolled up the clump of hair and pried his mouth open. I wasn’t worried about my fingers. It’s hard to do much damage with no teeth. I took the hair and shoved it into his mouth. David choked, spraying snot and blood on my shirt. I used the handle of the knife to push the wad of hair further. His throat bulged as the hairball went down and the color in his face became red. I grabbed his top lip and speared the tip of the knife through the middle, pulled it to the left and stepped back, admiring his lip and mustache hanging halfway off his face like it was part of a theater costume. 
His face was blue, one eye bulging and chest heaving. Vomit came out of his nose. The hair plug stopped it from spewing from his mouth. Most of it was being aspirated into his lungs. A true hippie rock and roll death. 
I grabbed the hanging portion of his lip and yanked to the side as hard as I could. It tore off, along with a good portion of his cheek. It sounded like Erroll Flynn ripping down a sail. I saw into the side of his mouth. I took the hairy piece of flesh and stuffed it into his empty eye socket.
“Hurry up or he’s going to choke to death.” 
Claire straddled David and held her hand out for the knife. I gave it to her and stepped back. She started grinding on him, flipping her hair back and moaning. If I wasn’t half dead and under pharmaceutical assistance, I would have had to cover the front of my pants. 
“You’ve wanted this the whole time, haven’t you? I bet Jeff promised me to you. You have to have known, deep down, it was never going to happen. Jeff doesn’t do anything for anyone but himself.” Claire giggled and stopped grinding. “About to choke to death and your little thing still has some life to it. She flipped the point of the knife down and plunged it into the seat of his pants. This time I did cover myself, out of the shared sympathy men have when watching genital mutilation. 
David didn’t seem to know what pain point to focus on. Too many things attacked his body at once. He looked more confused than anything else, which was amusing considering his face was starting to look like a bruised cabbage. 
Claire pulled the knife out, turned it back up and slammed it up under his jaw. His mouth slackened and I could see the blade inside, piercing into his palate. Claire spit into his mouth and twisted the knife. Tears leaked from his eye; his pupil dilated. His body relaxed and he exhaled one more spray of vomit and blood through his nose. 
Then it was over.
Claire stood up and tossed the knife aside, wiping fluids from her face. 
“Ready to go?” I nodded and she moved David’s body to the side of the storage space. She slid the door open, and we got in the car and backed out. After closing and locking the unit, she slid back in and smiled at me. “That was way better than I thought it would be. And you. You’re a really sick fuck, aren’t you? What’s your story, Stark?”
We pulled out onto the street and headed towards North Hollywood. 
For the first time, I told someone about my life, my real life, with no edits. Since we were heading to Hollywood, you could call it the Director’s Cut of Irving Stark.





CHAPTER SIX

Luck Be a Lady








North Hollywood is like an annoying younger stepbrother riding the pegs of Hollywood’s bike. The roads suck. The lights suck. The people suck. It wasn’t always like that, but as with every other place, it turned into a cesspool of annoyance. 
Claire pulled off the freeway and headed into the middle of it. She hadn’t said much since I had finished my story. I guess if roles were reversed, I would need a moment of contemplation as well. 
“So, you think this immortality thing is real? You’re going to become a God by doing this?” Claire wrung her hands on the steering wheel. 
“Yes, that’s correct.”
“And my fucktard uncle is trying to beat you to it? Jesus Christ, I’m surrounded by delusional people.” She turned down a side street, the GPS rerouting. “It makes no sense. None of this makes sense. I read that story as well. I’m pretty sure that new thing is a constellation, not a sign. Wouldn’t that throw the entire field of Astrology into disarray? Also, why am I still driving around with you when you just confessed to being a serial killer? I feel like one of those annoying people on forums pointing out all the flaws in a tv series. At least I’m not a guy. Imagine if I had just walked right into my own death? You’re following an idea from some news people who don’t know the difference between a constellation and a zodiac sign.”
Ok, so I had lied to her about who needed to be killed. I couldn’t have been truthful about that and expected to not be booted out of the car at high speed.
“We’re here.” Claire pulled up to a gate and pressed the opener on the visor. The gate opened. She pulled through and parked in spot 138. 
“Give me a couple more of those pills. I’m starting to feel like a pile of splinters again.” I chewed the two she gave me and swallowed them down with a disgusting drink David had in the center console. It was green and fizzy and tasted like fermented dog shit.
The apartment building was gross, flat, and square. Concrete and a strange color not found on any palate, even the scattered plants on the balconies didn’t add any warmth. 
I looked at the second floor and tried to guess which apartment was David’s. One had nothing on display, and, while he was an empty-headed buffoon, I felt he was also a closeted decorator. You didn’t get primped hair and a trimmed mustache without having some sense of decor. 
It had to be the one with the hanging chair and the cat lounging on the edge of the balcony. The sliding glass doors were open, and I could hear music which was by or influenced by Justin Beiber. Not that I’ve heard this Beiber’s stuff, but from the fanatic fandom I’d imagine his music was poorly done and a chore to listen to. 
“You probably want to leave that bird in the car. The cat is as cliche as they come.” Claire put down the windows. 
By the time we got to the apartment door, the Beiber music had changed to something that sounded like the deepest depths of god-awful hell I’ve ever heard. Did those two idiots summon a demon and trap it in a karaoke spell? That couldn’t be English. It sounded like someone was arguing over the music, but it could have been part of the song. I later learned it was some musical act called Suffocation, which is ironic considering what was about to come.
No, I didn’t give away the ending of the story. I’m writing it in first person. Can’t fucking do that if you’re dead.
Anyway.
“Should we knock?” Claire asked.
“Does it look like I can kick in a door?”
“Ok, get over to the side. They won’t freak out if they see me standing here.” She moved me against the wall. I held up my fists. “Save it for when we get inside.”
“Just being prepared. You never stop being an Eagle Scout.”
Claire lifted an eyebrow at me and knocked on the door. The music lowered, thank fuck, and a hesitant voice asked who was knocking.
“Claire. Open the door, Darren.”
Darren, obviously stuck in his evolution from nitwit to slobber-mouth, opened the door wide as if expecting a stripper-gram. “Claire …”
I’m not sure if he was going to say anything else because her foot interrupted his mouth via his crotch. He made no sound at all, which was amazing. She must have really hit it right on the bullseye. The guy went down. It was like the video I had seen online where the guy had shot himself live on television. Dropped like a truck off the edge of a sharp turn. He even hit his head on the door. 
A gun he was holding hit the floor and Claire grabbed it.
Someone else made a noise inside the apartment and I heard scurrying.  Claire stepped over Darren and walked inside. 
“Twinkie, if you try to jump from the balcony, you’ll break your legs and I’ll get you anyway. Get your ass back in here and sit the fuck down.” I walked inside as Claire pulled Darren far enough inside to close the door. Twinkie, shaking and looking dirtier than the last time I saw her, sat down in a large recliner that swallowed her entire body. 
Twinkie’s eyes widened when she saw me. I’m sure my aggressive old man stance didn’t help. She shrunk further into the recliner. I shut the door and stood by it, staring at her, tapping my fist against my thigh. She looked at Claire, trying to meet her eyes, as if she was going to get help from her. 
She did. What do I know?
“Back off, Stark. Help me get Darren tied up. You don’t have to worry about her.”
“Don’t have to worry about her? I believe this whole fucked up situation I landed myself in has partly been because of this one.”
“Do you trust me?” Claire looked at me. I did trust her. I told her so. “Then help me with this fucker and we move forward, ok?”
I didn’t know how much help I was lifting Darren onto the chair. That was mostly Claire. However, I was pretty good at wrapping three rolls of duct tape around him. Normally, people would question why someone would have three rolls of duct tape in their apartment, but we’re talking about psychos here. Also, it’s just useful for everything. 
Darren hadn’t come to, and it looked like someone had inflated a small balloon in his pants. I could only imagine the colors of yellow and purple spreading around his scrotum. He may have been happy about it if it wasn’t so painful. Some nice hippie colors. Tie-dyed balls. 
Twinkie stayed in her spot, smoking something that looked like a cigar-shaped UFO. It confused me because I couldn’t smell the cigarette smoke or that skunk garbage David loved bathing his lungs in. I gave her a look that seemed to frighten her. 
“What is that?” I asked.
“Vape.”
“You better watch how you talk to me. I’m just asking a question.”
“Stark. Focus.” Claire waved a bottle of ammonia under Darren’s nose. The first thing he did was what I was expecting when he got that shot to his nuts. Unfortunately, he couldn’t clutch his crotch with his hands tied up. For some reason we think that helps lessen the pain. I’ll have to figure out why that is, but it has no bearing on anything I’m telling currently.
He sounded like a frog. I don’t think he’d focused on me yet, because he glanced over but went right back to Claire. I don’t blame him. I’d keep my eyes on someone who had slammed my junk before anyone else.
“Do you recognize my friend?” Darren looked back over at me, back at Claire, and then back at me like a scripted double take in a shitty movie. “Yeah, I thought you did. See, you know my problem with you, and you know his problem with you. I have a feeling you know you’ve done fucked up, doll.”
Darren gave me a look I didn’t understand. It wasn’t scared, he just couldn’t understand what was happening. I didn’t blame him. I wouldn’t be scared of me either. Well, maybe except for my arthritic fists.
“This was coming eventually. Don’t think I needed a man’s help for this. I mean, do you really think I needed this old guy’s help to fuck you up?”
“Hey.” I waved.
“I just needed inspiration. I also needed someone who knew enough of what was going on to get me to Jeff.” Claire took out a spring loaded pocketknife and flicked it open. “Now, I’m not sure if we need answers from you, but I know we both need screams.”
[image: image-placeholder]We took him apart like I’ve never done before. I’ve never worked with someone else when it came to killing. I don’t know if that had anything to do with it, but the things we did were beyond anything I could have done on my own. From what I learned women are better at torturing men because they know how to dig at the heart of pain.
Imagine nipples cut off, twisted and burnt until they resembled blackened prison darts, and forced into a cock’s hole. Think about the underside of your scrotum getting sliced and a finger probing inside the cut, pulling and tugging at the insides, the strings coming off the testicles. Picture a fist in your ass. If you’re not used to it, I mean. I’m not trying to kink-shame. This was all Claire. By the time she was done, she was covered in blood, sweat, shit, and some yellow stuff I couldn’t recognize. 
Fuck, she seemed to be getting more revenge out of this than I was. 
I got a few cuts and digs in. I was never into sexually motivated violence. I was never into violence at all unless it helped me with my purpose. Or I had a reason to hurt someone. 
It was still fun, don’t get me wrong. I just wasn’t as inventive as what I watched as Claire took out her past on this poor fuck. 
I struggle with writing the details of the killings I’ve done. I don’t think that has to do with regret. I think I just don’t know how to explain the euphoria of it to people who can’t understand. Sometimes there are no combination of words to explain the feeling of tearing into meat, of the warmth and the shudder and the transfer of power from one person to another through killing. 
Twinkie hadn’t tried to escape. For most of it, her eyes were closed, the music blasting full volume. Even though it was the furthest thing I would label as music, it fit in with what went on. 
Claire let me end Darren. By that point, anything I could do wouldn’t hold a candle to her mess, so I just sliced him from sternum to crotch, pulled his intestines out, shoved a length in his mouth and slammed his jaw shut. The smell was immediate and intense. Walking in on a bathroom bombed out by someone’s rotting insides had nothing on the smell of an intestine bursting outside the body. 
Darren winked out. I don’t think he realized he got a mouthful of his waste; it was just the final piece to end his miserable existence. 
I turned to Twinkie, wiping the blade off on my pants. Claire grabbed me.
“No, not her.”
“Are you kidding, she was a part of this. If it makes you feel better, I’ll make it quick, but just because she’s a woman doesn’t mean I’ve suddenly grown chivalrous.”
“She’s as much a victim as I am. Things done to me were done to her. And I don’t believe she made any attempt to kill you. She did enough to stay alive. Can you blame her?”
I grunted. I had no desire to let this waif live, but I still needed Claire and cutting off this bitch’s head would hinder that.
“Fine. What do we do with her then?”
“Twinkie, do you know where Jeff is?”
Twinkie nodded.
“Nodding doesn’t fucking help us with the answer,” I said.
“Is he at home?”
Twinkie shook her head. Now I really wished I had beheaded her. Fucking annoying.
“Work?”
She nodded.
“Ok. Do you have a place to go?”
She shook her head.
Claire tossed her keys at her. “Go to my place. It will be fine. We have one more thing to take care of and I’ll meet you there. Are you going to be okay getting there? You remember where I live, right?”
Twinkie nodded and I felt like grabbing her by the hair and throwing her head into the television.
“Ok. Go.” Twinkie left without looking at me. I glared at her until she closed the door. I hoped she felt my eyes burning. 
“Now what?” I asked.
“Now we go pay Jeff a visit.”
“Where does he work?”
“He doesn’t really work. He sits in his office and makes other people do things. He owns the fucking place. More money than God.”
“I don’t give a shit what his title is. Where is he?”
“El Segundo.”
“Oh, fuck me. I hate that place.”
“Let’s go. If we wait any longer, traffic is going to be a bitch.”
[image: image-placeholder]The drive down was uneventful other than the five car accidents, almost hitting a naked man running across the freeway, and driving past a section that smelled like fresh human shit. There were also a few gunshots, a back-up every mile or two, and a car with a giant speaker strapped to the back blasting bass so loud Claire had to hold my arm down so I wouldn’t shoot the fucking thing with the cop's gun I'd retrieved from Birdie's cage.
El Segundo was a shit section of LA. It’s right next to the airport, so if you made a wrong turn off the 105 you were stuck in that hell until you went around it. There’s nothing but warehouses, stupid goddamn fast-food places, and lights that take forever to turn green.
Jeff’s building--yes, he owned the entire fucking building--was right off the main strip. Claire pulled into the parking garage without any care for avoiding cameras. I believe the young ones called it being ‘like a boss’. We parked and I pulled myself out of the car. Whatever was damaged inside me wasn’t getting any better. Nothing gets better at my age, but this was something special. 
We went to the elevator and called it down. 
“He’s got security, but the idiot doesn’t pay attention to anything.” Claire took out a keycard and swiped it across the reader, hitting the top floor button. We started up. “And they all know me here. We’re heading up to his office to fuck his face.”
I was sure I didn’t want to fuck his face, but I understood what she meant.
A few people got in and out as we went up the elevator. I tried to look normal, but I had blood lust in my eyes and was carrying a bird around. Everyone stayed on the other side of the elevator. 
We reached the top floor and it opened into a giant space, no walls, all glass, and lots of the soul-crushing cubicles businesses loved shoving their employees into. We walked by them, most looking up from their desks, giving Claire a brief smile and me an odd look. I stared back at each one until they looked away. Fucking pansy desk jockeys.
I saw the fucker as we approached his office. It was all the way in the back, clear glass and floor to ceiling windows to see out onto shitty El Segundo. He was staring intently at his computer, tapping his foot and looking anxious. 
Claire went in first.
“Jesus Christ, you’re supposed to knock before coming in,” Jeff said without looking up. He was fiddling with his pants. Fucking guy was yanking his crank at work. In full view of everyone. Was he stupid enough to think that the desk would make it unnoticeable?
Jeff looked up and saw his niece, then he saw me, and his eyes went wide.
“You’re dead. We killed you.”
“I’m not that easy to kill, Pud Puller. Especially when you try to fuck with my legacy.”
“This is my legacy. It was handed over to me. You needed the help of that bullshit magician who couldn’t even handle everyday chemicals without blowing himself up.” I saw his hand go to the desk drawer but didn’t have the reflexes to pull the gun before he got his own out. I did get the gun pointed at him right about the same time he leveled his.
Great. A fucking stand-off. 
“Now it’s getting interesting,” Jeff said. “And you, little niece. If  only I had known about you, I wouldn’t have spent so much time gifting you the pain I gave. I would have slit your throat and been done with it. Imagine, the final link living under my roof the entire time.”
Claire looked confused. “What’s he talking about, Stark?”
Jeff laughed. “You didn’t tell her, did you? I don’t blame you. I would have done the same thing. After all, the way you’re swaying, you wouldn’t have made it here without her. String her along until you don’t need her anymore, then take her blood. I’m almost impressed.”
Claire backed away from both of us. 
“You see, my sweet, tortured soul--you are the final ritual. All I need to do is get that warm blood inside you into me. I always wanted to be a vampire, but I’ll be a God instead. Of course, now I have to deal with this old man. That’s annoying.”
“You lied to me,” Claire said, turning to me.
“You wouldn’t have brought me here otherwise, and that was my main goal. Killing this shit stain.”
“And then what was your plan? Kill me afterwards? I traded one psychopath for another.”
“Hey, I’m not a psychopath. It’s a means to an end. Something that has to be done in order to get to where I need to be. Now, your uncle, he’s batshit. Sitting around torturing you just for fun.”
“Enough of this,” Jeff said, moving forward. “Put down the gun, Stark. I’ll shoot you before you can pull the trigger. And if you think I won’t do anything here in front of everyone, you’re wrong. I’ll shoot you, kill her, and then nothing can touch me. Come on. You don’t care about anyone but yourself. I tell you what, I’ll let you share her with me. We can both transcend this fucking human life.”
“That’s not how it works. There can only be one. Like that movie where people went around chopping off heads.”
“Drop the gun, Stark. You can at least walk out of here and live whatever is left of your life. I have no interest in you anymore. Now that you’ve brought me what I needed. I will fucking shoot you right now if you don’t drop that fucking gun.”
I could have pulled the trigger mid-sentence but shooting him wasn’t the way this needed to go. I wanted revenge and I had gotten it on everyone else besides him. But I wasn’t the only one who wanted revenge on this weak fuck. 
“Ok, just don’t get jumpy.” 
I knelt, using the top of Birdie’s cage to help me get on my knees without hitting hard. I started to put my gun down. I ran my other hand down the front of the bird cage and, as I let the gun drop, I opened the front door of the cage.
Birdie flew out, a beautiful yellow bullet, and knew exactly where she was going. While we’d been having the stupid back and forth, I had felt her hop around in the cage every time she heard Jeff’s annoying voice.
She swung in a wide arc around the office, chirping like a war bird. I could tell she remembered the squeezing, the nastiness. And a human who treats an animal like that deserves retribution. 
She came around, flying high towards the ceiling. Jeff followed her flight path, his gun moving slightly off aim. I put my hand on the gun and waited. Birdie was halfway across the room when she stopped flapping and rocketed down at a sharp angle towards Jeff. 
He didn’t have time to react. 
She pierced his left eye and flapped around as Jeff screamed and dropped the gun. Birdie pulled out her beak, a long stretchy mucus looking string coming with her. 
Jeff swatted and missed; his depth perception forever fucked. Birdie leapt to the top of his head, looked at me and chirped before flying away. 
I lifted the gun, still kneeling, and shot him through the hinge of his jaw. The bottom part of his jaw flew off and cracked the window, leaving a smear of blood. He turned to look at me, a look of disbelief in his remaining eye.
I shot him twice through the gut and then--like fucking Robin Hood--through his fucked-up eye. He didn’t fly backwards like the stupid movies, just dropped immediately, dead before he hit the ground.
Birdie flew off the shelf she had been sitting on and landed on my shoulder.
Claire was in the corner, pressed against the wall, staring at me. I could tell by her posture that she was deciding whether to make a run for it. 
The crew out on the floor had stopped what they were doing and were looking in the office. Some were running towards the elevators. Most were frozen and shocked. 
Birdie nuzzled my ear.
“Go,” I said.
“What?” She thought I was trying to trick her, but that wasn’t the case. I couldn’t force her to go through any more bullshit in her life. Was I getting soft in my twilight years? Putting someone ahead of myself for once? I don’t think that was it. I felt a kindred spirit in her and the thought of snuffing that out before it had a chance to mature seemed wrong. Given time, she could turn into one hell of a killer. America’s next nightmare. It had been too long since the last one.
“Go. Get out of here. Take Birdie, get my suitcase from David's car, and go. There’s almost twenty thousand dollars in it and Birdie needs someone to take care of her. I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I know you need to take her with you. Take the money, disappear. You’re savvy; you’ll figure out how to get yourself a clean ID and make it back into the world.”
“What are you going to do?”
“Not entirely sure, but I have a stupid idea. And, if it works, I’ll find you and I’ll take back my bird. If not, just keep being the soul you are. You’re a rare treat in this world, Claire.”
She didn’t hesitate. She grabbed the gun Jeff had dropped while I kissed Birdie on the head and put her back in the cage. Birdie said goodbye to me in her own way. Then they were off, going towards the stairs instead of the elevator. Good call, Claire. The couple dozen people still in the office parted like the red sea to let her go. I waited until she was out of the room and gave her a couple more minutes. Then I walked out of the office, gun in hand, and shot into the air.




CHAPTER SEVEN

That Old Black Magic


“Everybody stay where the fuck you are. If any of you move without me saying it’s okay, I will fucking shoot you and then I will take your identification, go to your address and shoot whoever the fuck is there.”
Everybody put their hands up even though I wasn’t pointing my gun at anyone. Morons. 
“Anybody born between November 29th and December 18th, move to the left. Everybody else, move to the right. I want a big empty space right down the goddamn middle.”
Only 6 people moved to the left, which I guess was a lot out of a couple dozen. A lot of parents fucked towards the beginning of the year apparently. 
“Everyone on the right, take the stairs down, and do it slowly. If I see anyone pushing and shoving, they get a bullet in their gut. You don’t want a bullet in your gut.” I waited for everyone to leave, before turning back to the six still here. “You four guys can fuck off out of here, too.” 
Three headed towards the door, while one idiot in a bowtie stayed standing where he was. I knew the look on his face, and I didn’t like it. I knew it was useless, but I gave him one more chance. I mean, I’m not a fucking monster.
“Pee-Wee’s Playhouse, move your ass out of here.”
He shook his head. “No. I’m not leaving these women behind with you. Let them go. I’ll stay.”
“Very fucking valiant of you, but I don’t need you, I need them. At least one of them. Hopefully. I’m not exactly too sure right now.”
I saw his decision in his eyes before he rushed me. He got one foot in the air before I shot him in his throat. Right through the fucking bowtie. I didn’t plan it, but it made me laugh as he went down and choked on blood, the bowtie split in half like I was Robin Hood. 
The two remaining women screamed and covered their heads but didn’t get up and run as I had expected. That was a good thing. I didn’t want to make this worse than it was already going to be. 
After Bowtie shut the fuck up and died, I turned to them. They cringed, which I didn’t understand. I wasn’t a strapping, imposing person. But I guess once you see someone blow a hole through another person’s throat, it doesn’t matter if it’s Arnold Schwarzeneggar or George Burns standing over you.
“What’s your name?” I asked the blonde. They were both blonde, but this one was some weird sort of super blonde. Her hair seemed to glow. 
“Marie.” She stuttered over her name but looked me in the eyes while she said it. 
“Where are you from, Marie?”
“Indiana.”
“Oh, good lord. I’m sorry on behalf of the country for that. How old are you, Marie from Indiana?”
“Twenty-six.”
“Any hobbies?”
“What? I … I don’t--”
“Hobbies. Things you enjoy doing when you’re not in this soul-sucking corporate cubicle nightmare. You know reading, long walks on the beach, trepanning.”
“I guess … I guess I like crocheting.”
I thought I had begun to have a stroke while she was talking, hearing things that weren’t being said. 
“Did you say crocheting?”
“Yes. I’m sorry.” She held her hands up to her face as if that would stop a bullet.
“You should be sorry. Who crochets anymore? Nobody your age. Are you ok in the head?” I looked at her for a moment and then turned to the other girl. “What’s your name?”
“Teresa. I’m from Orange County, before you ask.”
“Don’t assume you get the same questions, smart ass. How old are you and what are your hobbies?” I rushed through the last sentence as if that would make it seem like I didn’t ask the same questions.
“Thirty. Bowling.” She had a defiant look in her eye. Whatever happened to respecting your fucking elders? 
“Bowling? What’s your best score? 80?”
“275. I’m in a league.”
“Ever heard of Damon Cardwell?”
“No.”
“Then you’re not a real bowler.” I looked between the two of them, moving the gun with my eyes. This line of questioning was getting me nowhere. I had about a two in a million chance of either one of these young ladies being the right choice.  “What’s your favorite movie, Captain Bowler.”
She hesitated. 
“That’s a tough question.”
“Even at gunpoint?”
“Especially at gunpoint. I don’t know. Almost Famous is a good one. Kingpin, obviously. The Great Escape.”
I hadn’t heard of the first two, but I knew the last. Steve McQueen was the last great American actor. I had met him once at Musso and Frank’s and we’d wiped out their entire Lowenbrau stock. Good man, great actor. I came close to trying to draft him into my mission, that’s how worthy he was of life. Of course, fucking cancer took him. Cancer is something beyond good and evil. 
“What about you, Mittens?”
Marie kept looking down at the floor, hyperventilating.
“Marie An-twine-knit. I’m talking to you. What’s your favorite movie?”
“Blood on Satan’s Claw,” she replied. It put me on pause for a minute.
“Really? What else?”
“I don’t know. The Wicker Man. The original, not that other one. Rosemary’s Baby, obviously, even though Roman Polanski can go fuck himself.”
“I was a guest at a few of Roman’s parties.”
“I’m not surprised.” Marie looked me in the eyes for the first time. “The Legend of Hell House, Don’t Look Now, The Brood. Oh, Don’t Be Afraid of the Dark. Duh.”
Teresa looked back and forth between the two of us as Marie rattled off another half dozen movies. She tried to chime in a few times, but the gun kept her quiet.
“Ok, Richard Knit-son, here’s the real test. Are you ready?” I had to put the gun against Teresa’s head to keep her from talking out of turn. Apparently, she thought she had answered incorrectly. As if she had any clue what was going on. 
I waited while Marie collected herself and nodded her head.
“I’m not sure how I could be ready for any of this, but I guess I couldn’t be less ready at this point.”
I stared into her eyes. Her pupils contracted in and out. 
“Beatles or The Stones?” I looked out of the corner of my eye and saw the floor light on the elevator start to rise. Time was running out. 
“It’s a matter of perception. For some reason people think The Stones were these hardcore street kids, when Mick Jagger was a student of Economics and Keith Richards was a choir boy. I mean, come on. The Beatles were more street than The Stones. And yes, The Stones ripped off a lot of their songs from the old blues guys, but so did The Beatles. But none of that matters. Class doesn’t matter. Schooling doesn’t matter. Who had the best songs and who were the real bad boys?”
I wanted to threaten her to hurry up. The numbers on the elevator were moving up too fast for me. But I also wanted to see how this played out.
“Some of the earlier songs, if compared, show an obvious difference between bubble gum pop and James Dean rebelliousness. Look at, for instance, As Tears Go By, if you compare that to–”
“Kind of on a time schedule here, Marie. I’ll need you to answer now.”
“Mick and Keith beat John and Paul any day.”
“Thank you, Marie. You have been very helpful.” I pointed the gun at her. She turned inward, her body wrapping in on itself. Marie fell onto the floor screaming, holding her hands behind her head. Teresa let a grin cross her face like a quick breeze. “Oh shit. I’m sorry. That’s not what I meant. Marie, stairs. Now.” 
She looked up at me as if waiting for a punchline. I motioned for her to get up and move. She headed towards the door to the stairs, looking over her shoulder the entire time. Teresa stared at me with blue eyes rimmed in yellow.
“Sorry. It was the movies. To be honest, I forgot a lot of what I was supposed to make sure of, so I kind of winged it. All I can hope is I made the right choice. Although you might not be the right choice either. But you can’t fault an old man for trying, right?”
Teresa stood up. She moved fast. I forgot what it was like to have good knees. However, I still had better reflexes, and, when I grabbed her by the hair and pulled back, she screeched like a fox. 
“I’m going to need you in this office for a minute. Judging by the floor the elevator is on, I’ll have to hurry it up. Good for you, possibly bad for me.” I talked to her as I dragged her into Jeff’s office. 
I shut the door behind me as the elevator dinged.




CHAPTER EIGHT

My Way


You don’t need to know what I did to her. That knowledge isn’t for you. Did you really think I would spell it out for you? After all this time, did you really think I wouldn’t pull away at some point? I made it obvious that the specifics were secrets. 
What I find interesting is how I was attacked when the cops broke into the office. You would think, when a group of SWAT officers see an old man, they would take care with how they treated him. Not so. They fucked me up. I was already messed up from my previous encounter with the stupid Jeff group, but they took it to another level. 
After they got off me, there was confusion. They could have sworn they had seen an old man hunched over the dead body, but when I stood up I smiled with real teeth and a shine in my eyes. They’d been told there was a crazy old man up on this floor, and they’d seen one as they busted into the office, but now here was a young man covered in blood. 
That’s right. It worked, bitches–another phrase I’ve picked up from the kids. Although, I guess I can’t really call them kids anymore. 
So, the next question is why I’m sitting in a cell if I have all kinds of godly powers. Because what’s the point of being a god if you don’t have followers? And what better followers to have than a bunch of hardcore guys who have no problem doing whatever has to be done.
I only had to prove myself once after I was assigned to this block. I was a good-looking guy when I was younger, with soft features and piercing blue eyes the women swooned over. But I was never built. I’d say I had more of a runner’s body than something crafted in a gym. All these things, and the fact that I was a new fish, didn’t add up to me being left alone. 
I was pulled into a cell day one, five men cornering me with lascivious looks. I left one of them alive in order to spread the word of what had happened, to spread the word of me. The rest of them decorated every inch of the cell with their insides. I walked out without a drop of blood on me, a perk of being able to fucking explode someone’s body with a hand gesture and deflect even a single drop. I was also able to wipe the cameras for that time period. All the guards knew was that somehow a quartet of inmates spontaneously erupted. 
Sure, they heard the rumors as well, but there was no proof I had done anything. Little by little I gathered prisoners and guards into my cult. 
There were no church meetings, no celebrations–false or otherwise–of Jesus, Mohammed, or any other absent prophet. There were hold-outs; there always are. But they were either taken care of or rendered impotent. 
Speaking of impotent, I finally had sex for the first time in almost twenty years. It wasn’t exactly my cup of tea, but when you find your cock is working again you tend to not be picky about where it goes. 
[image: image-placeholder]I received a letter from my niece, Autumn, today. I know, you’re surprised I have a niece. Well, I was more surprised than anyone when I was handed the letter. I don’t have a niece. Haven’t you been paying attention? 
All it took was the picture of Birdie for me to know who it really was. I didn’t get around to reading it for a while, though. I spent about an hour in bed with the picture, crying silently into my pillow. I missed my best friend. 
I made sure people kept away from me. It wouldn’t do to have their God caught bawling like a baby. 
Claire said she and Birdie were doing well, living someplace east with the money she had taken out of Jeff’s bank account before disappearing. She had left mine alone. The only thing that concerned me was how she mentioned that there was a recent issue, around where she lived, of people disappearing. Not a good thing. Never shit where you eat. I didn’t mind what she was hinting at. To each their own. I was never a thrill killer--mine always had purpose, whether it was spiritual or revenge–a dish best served piping hot, no matter what anybody says.
I’d have to write her and tell her to come visit. She didn’t have anything to worry about at this point. Certainly not here at least. Nobody was going through my mail anymore. Nobody was doing much of anything besides what I said. The prison was my personal base of operations. It wasn’t time to leave yet. My people weren’t ready. But when it does become time, all you fuckers out there best not get in my way. It is a new world; you just don’t know it yet. 
I leaned back in the Warden’s chair and looked out the window. The world spread out before me, rolling hills of opportunity. 
Soon. 
For now, there were other things to take care of. Today is the great purge. Everyone locked in solitary is out in the yard, waiting for what’s to come. I can’t have people actively fighting against me. They need to be made an example of. 
“Time to take some souls, boys,” I said as I walked out of the ex-Warden’s office and headed to the yard.
Outside, the sun shone down onto the group of people lined up against the fence. A murder of crows watched, perched on top of the guard shacks. I wished they were canaries.
I definitely needed to get Claire back to me. Claire and Birdie. The holy trinity. 
What comes after that, you ask?
The world. And everything in it.
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