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PREFACE
Laurel Canyon, near Los Angeles, California
BELTANE, THE WITCHES holiday, was soon breaking, and death was the only escape from danger.
Humid Hollywood night, furious neon glow muted beneath smog’s smothering cloak. From starry panorama above, a trident spear of lightning blazed down upon boulevard’s bustling traffic. Rainbows of light flickered and steadily dimmed: was there a sinister hand somewhere, turning a dial?
All the way out from North Hollywood, young Clover finally emerged from the cab, Chinchilla coat draped about elegant swan-like neck. The isolated Canyon bungalow was perched beneath a lattice of oak branches. A chilled wind’s bellowing voice began to warn of omens, and with deliberation, Clover approached the front door. She had heard about ‘Sister’ Lauren Silverman, about the dark soul beneath sweet veneer. In a mere three seasons, Silverman had usurped Oprah Winfrey’s grand status as Queen of daytime television. A memory flashed, and she thought of her father back in Newville. She escaped from the small town and out to the big city, and lived to tell about it, so far. Those who couldn’t find love from their families had to run away and somehow find it somewhere else. Only now, her love came with a steep price tag attached, and there were many, including ‘Sister’ Silverman, willing to pay.
“This gig should be a choice payday,” Clover considered, as she reached out for the silver doorknob.
Looking back over her shoulder, she saw the cab roar back down the winding Canyon road, flickering taillights swallowed into the midnight murk. Stepping inside, Clover perused the drug fueled mayhem, half-naked human zombies stumbling and drooling, bloodshot eyes fixed into blank stares.
“Good, you’re finally here,” a giddy voice lisped.
Startled, Clover trained ebony eyes on the pale skinned scarecrow.
“Hi, I’m Daryl,” the gregarious scarecrow lisped. “Lauren is waiting for you,” he said, casting a cocaine dusted finger towards a winding staircase. “In the room, upstairs.”
Clover swept through the gathering and wobbled up the winding stairs in her candy apple red Jimmy Choo’s. Turning right at the top of the golden bannister, she saw the famous face peek out from the bedroom door.
“Oh, yes,” Silverman gushed, smile slithering across her tanned face. “I think you’re going to be just what I need.”
Proceeding into the room, Silverman quickly closed the door, azure eyes flashing like vibrant neon.
“You want a glass of bubbly,” a gracious Silverman offered, pointing to a well-stocked bar in the corner. “I’ve got some vintage Dom Perignon.”
Clover seductively cooed, flashing her alabaster teeth. “Whatever you want, sister. Because what I’ve got for you is just as choice.”
Silverman pulled the bottle from the ice and filled a pair of frosted flutes. Clover drew close to Silverman while she poured, seductively whispering. “I got something you’ll enjoy better than the vintage champagne.”
Slowly, the midnight black Chinchilla coat slowly fell to the plush carpet, revealing perfect pear shaped hips and long thoroughbred legs. Silverman seemed shocked silent. Excited eyes roamed over the magnificent young creature. Silverman drew close. Skin against sultry skin, they touched, tongues furiously floating behind devouring lips. Clover felt Silverman’s hand drift, fingers exploring the moist sanctuary between her parted thighs. Silverman suddenly jerked her hand away, something wasn’t right.
“Holy shit,” Silverman gasped. “You’re a goddamned tranny, Jesus.” she bellowed, eyes scorched with rage. “Crenshaw is going to pay for this,” Silverman hissed.
CRACK.
Champagne and shattered glass rained down on Clover’s head, blood seeping from torn skin just above her dark brow.
The door burst open.
“Lauren, I heard an awful commotion?”
Silverman stood over the naked prostitute prone on the carpet, grasping the half-shattered bottle in her hands. Crenshaw looked down at the cell phone spilled from the prostitute’s black Gucci purse.
“Whatever are we to do with this,” Crenshaw said, looking uncharacteristically befuddled.
Feeling fear’s sinister specter beginning to slowly creep, Crenshaw suddenly knelt, feeling for a pulse.
“Lauren,” he gasped. “The poor creature’s still bloody breathing.”
“Well,” Silverman sharply replied. “She soon won’t be. Get all the girls together Crenshaw,” she schemed. “We’re taking her deep into the Canyon oaks. And the phone, we’ll bury it with her. We’re going to cover up the evidence-forensics, you know?”
Horror steadily rimmed Crenshaw’s widening eyes as he stood frozen still looking over the gruesome scene.
“Lauren,” Crenshaw gulped. “Even though I have the fire and police chief under my thumb, what if a loved one hires a cagey private detective? And, at any rate, just how do you propose to completely cover up the forensics, when you performed the dirty deed in the house. Someone is bound to find something, if they’re looking.”
“We’ll burn the place down, of course,” Lauren explained.
Crenshaw’s mind whirled askew. It was as if she were talking about something as simple as taking out the trash.
“Steinmetz won’t miss it. He only uses it as a discreet hideaway, somewhere his wife won’t find him with his whores. The accountants will record it as a tax write-off. Now, let’s go Crenshaw,” Lauren stubbornly demanded. “Just play along, and do what I ask.”
****
Kidnapped, Clover was taken far away, to some deserted canyon grotto, where swarming, black robed witches tied her down with thick rope to a behemoth onyx altar.
Flickering candle flames pierced midnight’s impenetrable darkness.
“Let the ceremony commence,” came the commanding wail from underneath dark hooded robe. “Oh, blessed Gaia,” the strained alto bellowed into the starry midnight. “We humbly present this sacrifice. That in partaking of the adrenochrome, magic elixir of eternal life, we might be accepted in holy fellowship. To be reborn from your protective womb of mother earth.”
Fevered chants grew to a bellowing apex. Grasped within white knuckled grip, a deathly sharp blade hoisted heavenward. Breathless moment, and the blade trembled above the squirming sacrifice, shimmering in ghostly shards of scattered moonlight.
Clover twitched and began to somehow gain back consciousness.
“Am I in hell already,” she wondered.
Stark recognition flashed in her eyes, bloodied head throbbing while terror’s adrenaline madly raced.
With great force, the blade plunged, renting naked ebony flesh, imprisoned in sheets of cold sweat. Echoes of her painful wails were swept away, carried by a chilled zephyr to a ring of tall oaks bending boughs. Blood gushed into the overflowing chalice, passed from one set of hungering lips to the next, until, finally, all were sated.
Gasping last breaths, an astonished Clover suddenly hovered over the scenes’ mad mayhem, watching as wild torch flame engulfed the blood drenched body. Merrily, the coven danced rings around the human pyre.
Later, she watched as the man named Crenshaw supervised over a trio of lackeys burying the charred remains in the center of a ring of tall oaks. “What do you want to do with the phone Mr. Crenshaw,” mumbled one of the hulking lackeys.
“Bury it with the rest, under the oaks. Lauren wants it done that way, something about a ley line and the blessing of bloody Mother Gaea,” Crenshaw suggested, sarcastic.
Clover found this fascinating, she was there with living humans, still able to observe everything. And yet, she couldn’t interact with them, as if some invisible line or barrier had been drawn. But, what was it this British guy, Crenshaw, said about a ley line?
“I’ve got to find a way to break back through,” she thought.
Somehow, death allowed her to notice things the living could not, or seemed at least completely oblivious. She watched the workman hoisting shovels into the dark loam, lowering her remains into the shallow hole. Then, one of them tossed her phone into the open grave, before they sealed it over with some boulders collected from nearby.
“I’d say it’s done Mr. Crenshaw,” one of the workman grunted, tossing one last clump of dirt.
“Very well gentlemen,” he acknowledged, sighing with relief. “Lauren shall certainly be pleased.”
“At last the pain is now over now,” Clover happily thought.



1
Pyramid hotel Casino, Las Vegas, Nevada, a few days later
VELVET DUSK FELL over the vacant Nevada desert. Charlie Starker stood outside the Pyramid casino, observing the Vegas strip transform to neon soaked Valhalla.
“The world’s playground paradise for adults,” Starker drolly observed.
Inside, Starker saw the slot machines lined up like shiny soldiers in an obedient queue. Without hesitation, he approached the one at the end of the line. Quickly, he pulled the lever and the machine merrily beeped. Stone faced, he watched the tumblers turn over at light speed. He stepped back, waiting in intense anticipation. Brilliant lights flashed-red, green, blue, silver and gold. The tumblers abruptly thudded to a stop on triple seven, and the machine signaled his sudden triumph, vibrantly squealing. A sly smile drew across Starker’s lips as he lowered his broad shoulders, reaching down with an ursine paw to collect his ample winnings.
“Looks like old Lady Luck hasn’t abandoned old Charlie yet,” Starker said under his breath.
The machine’s lights gleefully flashed in congratulation. Stepping back away from the machine, Starker admiringly turned a handful of golden tokens in his palm. Looking up, he gazed over at the abandoned black jack table. A trio of Japanese business men were departing back to their hotel. Starker’s brain pounded with a steady drum beat of delighted anticipation. The petite dealer behind the table beckoned from afar with a curt smile. Starker jutted out his proud chin and began to trot in her direction.
“I see you’re feeling very confident today Sir,” the dealer said, crimson lips blooming into a wide grin.
“I think I’ve got what it takes,” Starker remarked, stridently stepping up to the table.
Starker slapped down a stack of lavender chips.
“Go ahead and hit me sister,” Starker said, hulking frame shot ram rod straight.
The dealer skillfully shuffled the deck of cards. Two auspicious suits, both seven of hearts, suddenly slapped against the felt green table.
Starker jutted out his cleft iron chin.
“Hit me again darling,” a brusque Starker demanded.
The dealers hand sprang forth like a vicious snake.
SMACK.
Jade green eyes gleaming, Starker unleashed wild, cathartic laughter, stoned skinned face flushed with raw excitement at the seven of spades, perfect black jack.
“Lady,” Starker exclaimed. “It’s been a genuine pleasure.”
Triumphantly, he scooped up the tall pile of chips.
“The longer a sucker plays the more he pays. I’m quitting while I’m still on top, before my luck runs out.”
“You don’t look like you rely on luck,” the dealer keenly observed. “You’re not that kind of man.”
Now at the cash out cage, Starker thumbed through the plethora of triple digit bills.
“Maybe I’ll have my fishing charter in Florida after all.”
Out towards the red carpeted casino lobby, Starker removed his wallet and carefully stuffed the bills safely away. For a moment, he glanced at the laminated pictures stirring dark visions from the past. Long ago, he and Camille had been high school sweethearts. Friends had warned her about marrying a cop, but in the end, she wouldn’t listen. “You were always stubborn,” Starker reminisced. “Just like me.” Vivid, but bittersweet memories charged forth, from a time before old age swept swiftly in like icy winter, before cynicism’s plague grew epidemic. Soon after making detective, assigned to narcotics, he investigated some bikers moving large shipments of cocaine over the border. The investigation led him to a crack kingpin by the name of ‘Freeway Rick Ross’. The investigation pointed to those at the highest levels of government involved in the international narcotics trade. But, it turned out, Starker got too close.
“I’m urging you to drop your investigation now kid,” he recalled the anonymous warnings from Washington. “You break this up, it will ruin commerce, and a lot of people are suddenly unemployed-judges, cops, feds, and our friends in the private prison rackets out of business,” he remembered the strange man detail. “Back off now, kid. Without drugs, the entire American economic pyramid collapses.”
Ross was protected by the feds, specifically a shadowy CIA sub-department called ‘Golden Dawn’, connected with FBI Division Five. Though the chief pressed Starker to back off, he instead persisted. And for that, the Feds protecting the scumbag crack dealer hired some murderous thug, taking Camille’s young life, to get him to finally relent.
“I’m going to knock off all the evil with one pistol,” Starker vowed, finally folding up the wallet. “Until finally, nothing but good is left standing, honey.”
He heard the classic rock ring tone sound from the inner pocket of his long black leather jacket. Pulling it out, Starker narrowed his thin dark brows at the frantic voice on the other end.
“Starker,” he answered.
“Good afternoon, Charlie. Sorry to bother you on your vacation. But,” the urgent voice pleaded, “though you’re on the private payroll and no longer with us, I know you still bleed true blue. The department needs your help.”
Starker’s face flashed recognition. It was his former boss at LAPD.
“What have you got for me chief?”
“We’ve got a report about a missing person,” the chief detailed. “Some young prostitute named Clover Black Orchid. The Madame said she answered a call out at the Canyon oaks a few nights ago, but hasn’t reported back to work. Says, Clover can’t be found anywhere in the city. But, there is something else-”
“There’s always something else chief, what is it,” Starker replied, striding through the revolving doors.
“Well,” the chief related, “since our missing person’s unit is already swamped, her father wants you on the case.”
“I guess the demons of crime never sleep in the city of angels,” Starker quipped. “Right chief? This is my vacation time here, but I’m always game for the hunt. I’ll grab a flight home as soon as possible. You got a number for this father of the missing girl?”
As Starker briskly walked two blocks, he heard the chief sigh, rustling through some papers on his desk.
“Yeah, his name is Pastor Robert Levine,” the chief revealed. “He’s minister of the first Baptist church down there in Newville, right near the border.”
Something caught Starker’s roving glance-in the alley-long shadow of a pathetic figure hunched down near the urine stained apron of some fetid dumpster.
“Oh, and Charlie, I wanted to remind, the service for Sergeant McCurdy’s nephew is next week. The Sergeant wondered if you might say a few words?”
“Alright, chief, McCurdy is a good man. Tell him, I’ll be more than happy to say a few words to honor his fallen nephew.”
Starker turned to investigate, footsteps echoing off the alley walls.
“I’ll give this bible thumper a jingle when I get back into town, soon.”
Halting just before the apron of the dumpster, Starker looked down at the haggard eyes, sallow face etched into permanent sorrow.
“Looks like you’re having a tough time there, old timer,” Starker said with a reassuring smile.
The ragged figure, propped against the damp alley wall, clad in ratty jeans, dirty T-shirt and moth eaten jacket, slowly panned sorrowful eyes upward.
“I’m dry Mister, can you help me out?” he replied, voice harsh as sandpaper.
With a sympathetic nod, Starker rolled out his wad.
“Here you go pal,” Starker announced to the wide-eyed vagabond, peeling off a series of bills. “Don’t spend it all in one place, huh?”
***
For a while, Clover’s ghost roamed Laurel Canyon, curiously observing the strange surroundings. She came upon a plethora of ruined concrete structures, crouched within overgrowths of brambles and trees, twisted by harsh wind and rain. A lone owl’s eerie moan drifted on the howling wind. Moving closer, crumbled fragments of walls appeared from out of the swirling shadows. Beneath the moonlit gloom, she could see the wretched concrete strewn with graffiti, cryptic messages left from lives long forgotten. Were, there others like her still around, dead, but somehow still alive?
Memories stirred like the mournful rustling of fall leaves scattered by icy gusts of wind. She recalled her stern father and his favorite child developmental tools; lit cigarette butts and a black leather belt. He only wanted for her what he could never have for himself. But, the pastor refused to understand, she was never happy as Adam-never wanting to be known solely for scoring touchdowns on the gridiron.
“God’s infinite wisdom made you a boy,” the pastor’s voice echoed. “And if you choose to sin against God’s will, he will banish your soul to Hell’s eternal flames.”
She recalled her operation, how the surgeon’s knife painfully plunged, hacking her to pieces; the sickly pungent odor of anesthetic violating the nostrils, until she thought she’d vomit. Now, from behind the metaphysical curtain, she could see the material world made up of nothing more than rays of brilliant light, layers of shimmering electric current. She could now see it spinning, churning, coalescing into solid matter. Though at first taken aback, quickly enough, she began to appreciate death’s surreal but unique perspective. And yet, she yearned to return to the material realm, revenge stirring like magic potion within the mind’s simmering cauldron. Soon, she found she could travel from place to place, simply by imagining. Inconspicuous, she moved among the living down on the boulevards, noise of the raging city relentlessly howling like some angered beast. Observing closely, she noticed things perhaps she hadn’t while still alive, death somehow sharpening perceptions. She watched the throngs of nameless and faceless hastily shuffle along the dirty sidewalks, onward to nowhere. She could feel their fear, desperations’ dark energy pouring off the skin in spiraling columns of ethereal mist.
They seemed interested only in the instant gratification of petty desires, instantly. Appetites grew larger, while the minds great potential seemed to shrink back into the skull like a fearful snail into fragile shell.
Perhaps, it was fear, fear of death, had shorn souls once born large as sequoia’s right down to infantile nubs.
“There’s just got to be a way,” Clover vowed, “I can get back at them for what they did to me.”
Now, appearing back in the Canyon, she stood near the freshly dug grave. Sprays of full moonlight cascaded down from the starry blackness through the elaborate canopy of oak branches, angelic halo circling the mound of dark dirt sprinkled with tiny stones shining like polished pearls. Then, she saw a vortex of energy bursting through the mound of dirt; a door cracking open into the material world, expanding and just as quickly contracting. Then, she noticed parallel lines of golden light extending in geometric patterns as far as the eye could see. Did this have something to do with the ley line Crenshaw mentioned?
“Yes, it must be. It must be this ley line, in combination with my phone they buried,” she surmised. “It must be still on. I had a full battery before I arrived at Silverman’s house. Everything in the world is electric and magnetic current,” she excitedly thought. “Using the phone, I can manipulate the vortex, shape it,” Clover began to exult. “Then, I can break back through the door, to the other side.”
The vortex spun in mid-air, as if beckoning, tempting.
“That is my way back, to get revenge on Crenshaw, Silverman, and everyone hurt me. Soon, I will make mountains from these piles of idle dust.”



2
Metropolitan ghetto of Seattle, Washington
THE CITY STREETS hissed with wailing police sirens. Snarls of angry traffic were backed up for blocks. Milo’s portly frame draped like a drowsy elephant on the sagging couch. Stoned, he remained happily oblivious to the tumult raging outside. Marie stood alone in the kitchen, dreaming of going to hallowed Hollywood. She wanted to be immortalized on the silver screen. Living mythical lives seemed much more fun than slogging through mundane reality. But, once the spangled illusions faded to black after the credits rolled, too much seemed all too real. She recalled, being alone in her room, grounded by her strict parents, feeling the bland walls closing in to suffocate. Straining vivid imagination, she always wished they’d melt away.
Somehow, they never did.
Now, staring out Milo’s dirty kitchen window, mindless drone of the television as backdrop, dreaded memories of her former home life somehow never seemed to relent:
“I forbid you to see that boy Juan again Marie,” her father’s stentorian chiding echoed.
“Instead of that troublemaker,” her mother’s shriek replayed in the mind. “Why can’t you date some of those nice boys of ‘your own kind’ in the church youth group?”
A prominent local deacon at First Baptist church, her father always insisted the family attend service every Sunday. But, Marie found it mostly boring. Most of the congregation, she happened to notice, would only attend out of a palpable sense of fear, fear of being cast into hell by some omniscient, judgmental god. Many of them, counted among her parent’s friends, may have maintained respectable facades, but were either secretly drunks, drug addicts, or involved in odd sexual imbroglios. Her cherry red lips crept into a sarcastic smile, recollecting watching them kneel in front of their church pews, sinful souls desperately praying to Jesus for atonement, to be kept safe from wretched Hell’s flaming purgatory.
“The self-righteous are the biggest hypocrites,” she whispered to herself.
Now, she recollected the time just after the close of her freshman year in high school. Her father sent her away to summer camp, in upstate New York, at the ‘Word of Life Mission Retreat’. Though at first, it had felt like a punishment, she delightfully discovered the camp filled with brigades of cute young boys, all fast vying for her affections. The camp was situated out on a tiny island, in the middle of some huge lake, with nothing surrounding except depths of placid water and miles of vast sylvan emptiness. Despite, inhabited by scores of horny teenaged boys and girls, the martinet camp counselors on the island retreat enforced a strict rule-a rule Marie broke time and again: “NO PERSONAL CONTACT BETWEEN THE SEXES.”
How was it, she wondered, they could stick hormones riddled adolescents on some deserted island, out in the middle of nowhere, and not expect curious young boys and girls to explore their sexuality? Was this concept designed by some sort of cruel sadist?
One time, she met a cute older boy form inner city New York, named Aaron. One night, they schemed to steal out into the woods together, furiously necking and petting against a thick pine tree. With half their clothes shed, they rolled around atop a bed of fragrant pine needles and wet moss, only to be caught by an imposing camp counselor.
“God will punish you for this,” the counselor scolded them both. “And hell, is the only place for unrepentant sinners.”
Shamed, she was summarily dismissed from the island camp, much to the overwrought rage of her parents.
“You have sinned against god, Marie.” Her Deacon father bellowed, stern finger inches from her tearful face. “You must fall to your knees and pray, ask merciful Jesus for repentance.”
Now, with her boyfriend in Iraq, Marie gravitated towards Juan’s best friend. Approximately two months pregnant, she avoided asking her parents for money to get an abortion. Confessing such sins to ‘born again’ Christian parents, was totally out of the question. Despite this glum reality, dreams of Hollywood wouldn’t relent, burning brighter than supernovas.
Suddenly glancing at her email, she discovered the most exciting news.
“Hey, you’re not going to believe this,” she announced. Milo lazily nodded, shrouded in wafting clouds of pungent marijuana smoke. Turning from the sink overflowing with dirty dishes, her shiny white Nikes stepped over some discarded Domino’s pizza boxes scattered on the dingy linoleum floor. For a long moment, she admired her comely reflection in the pink bordered hand-held mirror she grabbed from her imitation Gucci purse, bought with Milo’s overcharged debit card.
Milo merely yawned, pudgy bow legs now propped on the rickety coffee table heaped with candy wrappers, soda cans, and torn cigar wrappers. Half-mast eyes lazily wandered out the tiny apartment window, to the layers of smog hovering over urban wasteland like grey ghosts. He, and Juan, had grown up together, practically inseparable. But, resisting fleshly temptations proved futile.
“The executive of the Sister Silverman show, Riley Crenshaw, emailed me back just yesterday,” she shouted, voice straining like an elastic pulled too tight.
Still beholding her reflection, Marie swiped a red painted nail at some errant bangs, hanging like golden wisps.
“And,” she added like a volley shot out of a cannon. “I’m going to Hollywood to star on the Sister Silverman show.”
A soft groan leaked from Milo’s frog lipped mouth like steam from a broken radiator. Smoking bong in hand, he fumbled for the clicker to turn down the mindlessly blaring television, tuned to the Sister Silverman show. Turning bulbous head from the television screen, his pudgy face scrunched into comic contortions. “Marie is some hot piece of ass,” he pondered, “But this obsession of hers?”
“Oh, c’mon Marie,” he replied with a feeble scoff. “You’ve been on that website for over three months. I guess they believe your bullshit story about being raped by Juan before he left for another tour of duty? Little do they know, he’s the one paying all the bills around here,” he went on. “But what else are friends for, helping those friends out of work and can’t find a job.”
Slowly, he lifted the smoking bong to his puffy lips. Glazed over bloodshot eyes squeezed into dime slots.
“You know,” he sputtered through a coughing jag. “I signed up for the Army.”
Lethargic words slipped out like a sloppy trail of molasses.
“But I couldn’t hack all that physical stuff,” he said, hound dog face wreathed with billowing white smoke. “Drill sergeants yelled in my face. Called me a useless tub of lard. Juan though,” Milo added, bong stuck to his lips like a pacifier. “They treated like he was born Rambo.”
“Mr. Crenshaw said,” Marie prattled. “Ms. Silverman has decided to dedicate an entire show to honor combat veterans, and the girlfriends that love them.”
“And, so,” Milo coughed, lungs seized with violent spasms. “Does Sister Silverman have love for me too, or what?”
“Of course, Mr. Crenshaw says we get to stay for an entire weekend at a choice Beverly Hills hotel. We can screw our brains out and party. Not only that, but we get brand new cars for appearing on the show.”
Milo’s stone dead expression suddenly animated.
“Well now you’re talking boo,” he replied. “I could certainly use some new whips.”
Furrowing her manicured brows, Marie hastily strode over to the disheveled and soda stained couch. Cat quick, she snatched the smoking bong from Milo’s soft hands.
“Pack your bags now, Milo,” Marie demanded, eyes shimmering like moonlit placid water. “We’re going to Hollywood.”
***
After a short flight, they arrived at LAX the next day, met by some studio development assistant sent by Riley Crenshaw. Marie’s frantic emotions whirled like possessed pinwheels.
“This is shaping up to be a very special show,” exclaimed the script development girl during the limousine ride from LAX. “Sister Silverman has always cared a great deal about the country’s veterans. She’s very interested in hearing about your story. She wants to know how you coped, while your boyfriend remained so far away, fighting terrorism overseas.”
Upon arrival in Beverly Hills, Marie and Milo looked around at the plush hotel suite, never imagining this was how the rich and privileged lived.
“We’re staying here for an entire weekend, huh,” Milo said, as the bellman set down their luggage.
“Mr. Crenshaw will be coming by to see you at dinner this evening, to discuss your roles on the upcoming Silverman show,” said the studio development girl. “In the meantime, you have been given an expense account card courtesy of Mr. Crenshaw, good at stores in Beverly Hills,” the blonde D-girl went on. “So, feel free to enjoy yourselves.”
Later, astonished eyes widened at the expansive and well-appointed hotel dining hall. Walls were covered in blue damask, tables adorned in silk, lined with crystalline glasses shimmering under bright chandelier glow, gold plated china, accompanied by sparkling vermes. As they entered, some of the grey-haired patrons donned in custom fitted finery, bejeweled and drenched in gleaming pearls, lifted astonished heads, narrowed eyes casting furtive glances at the ill-clad couple, as if they were invading aliens from another planet. Still others, stared as if they were insects, which must be squashed, quickly.
“This definitely ain’t Burger King,” an awed Milo commented.
At once seated by formally dressed Maître d’, Milo’s jowly face screwed into an array of puzzlement over the strange menu.
“I don’t suppose they have burgers and fries here, do they,” he said. “I think this is like, in French or something?”
Delicate strains of ‘Rhapsody in Blue’ wafted from the keys of a grand piano.
Suddenly, some custom suited and well-coiffed gentlemen stood tableside, flourishing an introduction. “Good evening,” the man greeted in a polished British accent. “I am Riley Crenshaw, executive producer of the Lauren Silverman show. May I be seated?”
The pair of excited guests traded astonished glances, thinking this was an experience like no other, perhaps of a lifetime.
“I hope you’ve found the accommodations satisfactory,” Crenshaw said. “But, I couldn’t help but notice, you’re both having a little difficulty with the menu?”
“This is, like, so unbelievable,” Marie stammered, eyes brighter than exploding fireworks. “But we were, like,” she glanced at Milo, “wondering if they had just burgers and fries here, or something much simpler than-”
Marie helplessly gestured to the appetizer menu, bee stung crimson lips tripping over E-S-C-A-R-G-O-T-S.
“Oh, yes, my dear,” Crenshaw kindly corrected. “I don’t think buttery snails or foie gras would be to your liking. I’m certain the chef can whip up something more suitable to your particular tastes.”
Crenshaw snapped his fingers, summoning for the waiter.
The waiter in the spotless white jacket leaned down, and Crenshaw whispered terse instructions.
“I would like hamburgers and French fries for my special guests. And, I shall have a scotch and soda on the rocks,” he ordered, the waiter gesturing in subtle distaste.
“Yes, right away Mr. Crenshaw.”
The man scampered away towards the swinging kitchen entrance.
With the food promptly delivered, Crenshaw lit up a peppermint French cigarette and amusedly watched the pair of Silverman’s future guest stars begin to inhale the steaming hot food.
“Yo waiter,” Milo demanded. “Let me get some catsup, mustard and relish, huh?”
The waiter looked momentarily aghast, stifling a frown.
“Yes, catsup, mustard, and relish, sir,” he replied, listing each item laced with subtle sarcasm.
While the waiter hurriedly returned with the requested condiments, Crenshaw smoothly began his pitch.
“I must say Ms. Seaborne,” Crenshaw began.
Looking Crenshaw over, Marie began to wonder why the well-coiffed and sartorial gentlemen was not a Hollywood star, rather than just some television show producer.
“Lauren was impressed with the rudiments of your story. It certainly is the type of fare that our loyal demographics love. This, when presented before our enthusiastic audiences, shall certainly prove to be quite bloody smashing,” Crenshaw detailed, flashing a gleaming smile. “So, for presenting us with such a potentially entertaining scenario, Lauren and NBC brass is willing to offer considerable recompense.”
With a mouthful of steaming fries, Milo looked up from his plate sloppily arrayed with condiments.
“Just how much is enough to betray a life-long friend, Mr. Crenshaw. I’ve seen the Silverman show. It’s all about exploitation,” Milo said. “You putting us on the air to get ratings. Ratings that will make lots of dollars for the network, right?”
Crenshaw slowly dragged the French cigarette, eyes narrowed into contemplative slits. Usually, guests were not this perceptive. They only cared about getting some face time on television, caring only for the fleeting fifteen minutes of fame.
“If a new SUV isn’t enough,” a clever Crenshaw bargained. “Tell me, what have you in mind?”
“I want rent paid for the next year,” Milo demanded. A red onion slice stuck out from overstuffed mouth, like some grotesque exclamation point. “Time enough for me to go out and find a job and get back on my feet.”
Crenshaw silently considered, thinking Milo certainly didn’t have much of an imagination.
“I think Mr. Steinmetz will certainly be amenable to your negotiation,” the congenial producer replied, then laid out a stern stipulation. “But there shall be a caveat presented in meeting your present demands, I’m afraid.”
Crenshaw eyed them both through a wafting cloud of cigarette smoke. Marie affixed glossy red lips to the pink straw sticking from out of her soda, sucking whatever droplets of liquid remained through the crystalline slush pile of ice.
“And like, just what is that exactly, Mister Crenshaw?”
“Oh, it’s nothing to be concerned about,” Crenshaw appeased. “Merely a one-page document you will both be required to sign before show time,” he said, grin slithering like Eden’s tempting snake. “Then all of your desires can be fulfilled.”
Milo polished off the burger and relaxed in the chair, noticing Marie too excited to speak.
“When do we get to see our new cars Mr. Crenshaw?” she finally asked, pretty features drawn into awe-struck wonder.
“Well, if your appetites are sated, allow me to pay the bill, and you both can accompany me to the dealership this evening, to pick out the models of your choice.”
“Like, oh my god Milo,” Marie exclaimed, much to Crenshaw’s continued amusement. “This is like, so awesome.” A sudden sense of cautiousness struck Milo’s brain like an insistent hammer. Having grown up in the ghetto, he recognized in Crenshaw what he had witnessed in every street corner hustler. The only difference: this guy wore custom made suits, and the ambitions of his hustle were probably much grander. “We do get to read these agreements first,” he enquired. “Right, Mr. Crenshaw?”
“But of course, lad,” Crenshaw reassured. “But there’s nothing to worry about, these are merely legal formalities.”
Outside, the valet fetched Crenshaw’s fire red Ferrari, and wide eyed, Milo and Marie climbed in.
“Like, oh my god,” Marie exclaimed, excitement thrilling the blood like charges of lightning. “I’ve never even dreamed I’d get to even ride in a car like this, much less get a chance to see one.”
Sitting in the back, Milo ran his hand over the fresh black leather interior, thinking Crenshaw was one slick dude. Crenshaw jammed the gas, and off they went into the neon spangled Hollywood night. Soon, they arrived at the car dealership in question, the showroom floor gleaming with golden sheen, brand new vehicles sparkling like newborn stars under the showroom lights.
“Feel free to look around,” Crenshaw exclaimed. Smiling slyly, a silent Crenshaw observed as both beheld the showroom wonderland.
“Oh, I think I so, like, want that one right there,” Marie immediately said, pointing at a turquoise blue Mercedes SUV. “The color, like, perfectly matches my birthstone.”
Milo instantly wandered towards one sparkling black model and pointed.
“I’ll take that one right there Crenshaw,” Milo said. “Perfect color for someone about to betray a life-long friend.”
Though slightly perturbed, Crenshaw motioned towards an open office across the showroom floor.
“Well,” he suggested. “Shall we commence with the aforementioned formalities?”
Once inside the office, Crenshaw produced two documents, each requiring a single signature. Nearly hyperventilating with glee, Marie readily signed, brain’s electricity pulsing faster with each exciting stroke of the pen.
“I do get to read this first,” Milo enquired. “Right, Mr. Crenshaw?”
Seated behind the office desk, Crenshaw pursed his thin lips, but nonetheless readily agreed.
“As you wish my boy.”
Milo’s dark eyes began scanning the document, scattered with thick legalese.
Though the style of language may have been unfamiliar, one clause just before the bottom line caught his more than perfunctory curiosity. Much to Milo’s surprise, intuition keened, and the dark secrets behind the strange legalese fearfully came to the fore:
IN SIGNING THIS DOCUMENT, YOU HEREBY AGREE TO THE STRICT TERMS AND CONDITIONS, RESERVING AND RELINQUISHING ALL PERSONAL RIGHTS TO NBC AND AFFILIATED NETWORKS.
Indecision clouding the confused mind, Milo’s coveting gaze darted out towards the showroom, eyeing the black luxury vehicle. He imagined riding around the neighborhood, how with primal envy others would look on. Tapping the pen on the paper several times, Milo’s scattered thoughts revolved like casino roulette.
“Like, what are you waiting for Milo,” Marie demanded.
Crenshaw’s lips slithered into another tempting smile. Glancing at Marie, Milo wondered what regret would forever haunt, awakening to lonely mornings without Marie’s sweet scented flesh nearby. Shaking his head, he finally cast whatever reticence lingered into the void. Grasping the pen from Crenshaw’s outstretched hand, Milo finally scrawled his name on the bottom line. With a long sigh, Milo slunk in the chair, thinking he had done the unthinkable, signed his eternal soul away, all for short term material gain, for the fleshly pleasures of a mad woman.
Now back in the hotel room, Milo wished to commiserate with Marie about what they had just done.
“I know you didn’t bother to read the document before singing it Marie,” he began. “But in case you were wondering, Crenshaw and the network now own us. We are essentially their property to do with as they wish. And there’s nothing we can do about it.”
Lurching up off the bed, he restlessly paced, mind torn asunder with agony.
“What are you worried about Milo,” Marie whined in justification. “We’re both going to be stars,” she proclaimed, eyes glowing like newborn constellations. “Millions of people will see us, including the people back home. They will love us, and maybe even worship us. Don’t you see?”
***
Juan peered out the plane window at the pillow white clouds. Broad shoulders relaxed against the cushioned coach seat, flexing sculpted legs like some stallion racing down the home stretch to victory. Gazing again out the window seat immediately to his right, he began to deeply reflect. After three tours of duty, it was good to finally arrive home. His proud uncle would be waiting at the airport-the only family he had left after losing both parents while growing up in the ghettos of Seattle. Born into an unfortunate world, the military seemed the only saving grace other than becoming a gangster, roaming the streets peddling illicit contraband. Whether gangster or soldier, both prospects tempted deaths cruel fate.
Somehow, fate had allowed survival, so far.
Now, he thoughtfully perused his kindle on which was downloaded entire volumes of Sir Edward Gibbon’s ‘History of the Roman Empire’, tales of Caesar’s mighty legions helped inspire a career in uniform.
Recollection suddenly struck, the day he walked into the recruiter’s office at seventeen.
“So, you want to become part of my Army Green Berets, huh,” the barrel-chested sergeant enquired. Straightening broad shoulders, the kaki clad sergeant scratched the very top of his nearly bald pate, spiked with greying stubble.
“Yes sir,” he remembered the reply. “I want to fight to spread democracy around the globe.”
The Sergeant narrowed sharp hazel eyes, sizing up the young recruit. Then, Juan recalled the granite features sympathetically softening.
“We’ve decided to overlook the fact you’re underage. Though that decision goes against the strict rules of the uniform code of military justice, we need good young fighting men overseas. Your performance on the physical fitness test, as well your ASVAB, were the best we’ve ever seen for any incoming recruit in a long time. You fit into the top five percent easily, which means you are among the elite, and already highly sought after. However, I’m going to be honest with you son,” the combat veteran divulged.
He folded iron fingers, settling them on the wooden desk.
“I’m not supposed to tell you this,” revealed the sergeant. “But, it’s been my experience, fighting overseas doesn’t have much to do with spreading democracy. Many of the overseas commanders have set up their own private fiefdoms, and the lines between those branded ‘terrorists’, and NATO occupying forces, due to certain business ventures, have been substantially blurred.”
Juan recalled feeling the blood violently course, why is he telling me this?
“I know I’m supposed to sell you on the idea of money for college and all that,” the Sergeant related.
His behemoth torso leaned over the desk, rock hard baritone reduced to a confidential hush.
“The billet you’re going to be assigned is dangerous. Uncle Sam’s going to put you in harm’s way, and you might not make it back to even get the chance to attend college. Sometimes,” he cautioned, “it’s not even going to be completely clear who your enemy is. War, isn’t like what’s shown in the movies, or television. Truth is, it’s every man for himself.”
Juan remembered peering down at the empty bottom line on the official papers. The Sergeant held out the black pen in his iron hand, embossed with the marine logo.
“So, son,” the recruiter asked again.
He gently laid the pen right on the bottom line of the paper, settling back his sturdy frame in the desk chair.
“You still want to be part of the Army Green Berets, be a part of something bigger than yourself-part of a long and cherished history?”
Brain buzzing, Juan seized the pen, and floridly scrawled his name.
“Yes sir, Sergeant.”
Now, the words echoed in his skull like a mantra.
Still peering out the window, he could see the outline of the city, tall buildings spiking slim silver girths into the azure heavens. Then, he wondered about Marie and Milo. How could he ever again relate to civilian life after three years in several wars zones-what did they know of the rapine, pillage, orphaned, malnourished and homeless children donned in rags, mere Pentagon collateral damage?
Jet engines whined, the plane plunging from the clouds, geometric puzzle of elaborate urban jigsaw spreading out beneath thin layers of grey smog.
Apprehension suddenly stabbed at the senses like a cruel razor.
What if Marie had betrayed, grown tired of waiting for the uniformed hero’s return?
The captains voice squawked through the intercom, and he reached up for his carry-on bag, wheels of the jet squealing on the tarmac.
“Juan, Juan,” he heard the urgent voice call out for him inside the bustling terminal.
“Welcome home my brave nephew,” his tearful uncle greeted. “When they told, me you had been wounded by insurgents,” he said as grasping arms embraced. “I wondered and truly worried if you’d ever make it home alive.”
“I just took it one day at a time uncle,” Juan replied, “That’s all I could do.”
“I see,” Uncle Fred exclaimed, “they gave you the purple heart and silver star for bravery.”
“Thank you, uncle, but,” a humble Juan replied. “I should be totally honest,” he added. “Sometimes, we weren’t even sure who the hell we were really shooting at.”
During the long ride home Juan peered out the window of his uncle’s green Nissan at the once familiar scenery. Somehow, the memories of the overseas warzones would not subside. Placid scenes of streets’ suburban bliss transformed to grenade pocked roads, buildings shredded by RPG attacks, orderly traffic melting into chaotic visions of tanks marauding like chaotic packs of hungry wolves.
“You know a man by the name of Crenshaw called yesterday from Hollywood,” his uncle said. “Says he’d like to put you on television before a live audience, to talk about your war experiences and what not, being a decorated soldier and all.”
“Oh, I don’t know about that Uncle Fred,” Juan replied, distracted gaze turning from the passenger side window. “I think I just want to stay home for a while,” the decorated veteran confessed. “I just want to take it easy, and think about things for a while.”
“I definitely think you should give the man a call Juan,” his uncle urged. “Let America know what war is really like. Maybe that way, they’ll all think twice about sending young men and woman like yourself overseas to fight.”
Finally, home, Juan wandered around the living room, gravitating towards the family pictures perched on the fireplace mantle. Watering eyes gazed at the framed pictures one by one-of his late father and mother-perished in a horrific car accident when he was but nine years old. He now recalled the newspaper accounts and stark images striking the mind: ghastly heaps of twisted metal and broken limbs hurled through shattered windows, runaway truck raging through black rains torrential sheets; a ghostly comet swallowed by galaxies of swirling fog. As the tears began to freely stream, Juan imagined the truck in perpetual motion-would it ever stop? Then, he thought of his uncle’s sacrifices, essentially raising him since the age of eleven, keeping him on the straight and narrow, protecting him from perilous dangers.
“You okay, Juan,” his uncle asked, setting down the luggage.
“Yeah,” Juan replied, wiping moistened eyes.
“Well, they would have been mighty proud, I know it,” his uncle said, patting him firmly on the shoulder. “I’ll deposit these up in your room, and start on dinner.”
That evening, Juan sat across from his uncle at the dinner table for a feast of homemade fried chicken and scalloped potatoes.
“I wanted to thank you for everything Uncle Fred,” Juan desired to confess. “Since my parents left, you stepped up to raise me,” he said, sipping from a glass of milk. “I don’t know what I would have done without you.”
Uncle Fred’s weathered face began to glow with a warm smile.
“I know they would have been happy,” Uncle Fred replied, soft brown eyes twinkling. “To see the way, you’ve turned out. But I don’t think I had much to do with it. After all,” he went on, fork busily picking at a steaming leg of the fried morsel. “We all have to walk our own path in life. I just happened to be there to point you in the right direction, is all.”
After dinner, Juan retired to his bedroom. Lying on the bed, he vaguely gazed at the burnished medals awarded for uncommon bravery and valor in battle. From downstairs, the distant ring of the telephone pricked his ears.
“Juan,” Uncle Fred called up from the foot of the stairs. “It’s that producer Riley Crenshaw, calling from Hollywood again.”
Hurrying down, trepidation burned like a candle in the brain, jaw clenched holding the phone. Uncle Fred stood nearby while Juan listened to the glowing pitch from perhaps Hollywood’s most renowned television producer.
“Well alright, Mr. Crenshaw,” Fred heard Juan reply to the smooth pitch, smiling. “I guess going to Hollywood to appear on the Silverman show to tell about my experiences wouldn’t be so bad after all.”
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deep underground laboratory, campus of UCLA
HE LOOKED AROUND, and for the first time, became aware of strange and unfamiliar surroundings, aware he had somehow oddly transformed. The mind strained for recollection of his former life. Finally, he rousted necessary courage to run from the savage beatings in the hay loft, jagged and blood streaked scars across pallid skin, Pa’s black leather belt, brandished again, and again.
Before arriving, he imagined Hollywood to be paradise compared to the farmland flat planes of swaying golden corn, stretching endlessly towards drab and flat grey horizons. He remembered getting off the Greyhound, nothing but lint settled in the bottom of hand-me down jeans. For weeks, he panhandled on the rainy boulevard under the broken streetlight.
He now began to recall frantic stabs of hunger, stomach churning in painful gyrations, peering at the scorn twisted brows of the passing ugly faces, poking out from the pollution choked fog.
It had been a long way hitchhiking from Nebraska, running from the barn as his father raged close behind, leather belt drawn to strike, bellowing voice rough with Camel unfiltered cigarettes, stench of Budweiser wafting from the gaping mouth.
Now, he recalled the screeching tires of the unmarked black truck, merciless blasts of Taser scorching ivory skin, oak strong hands tossing him like some rag doll into the back, drowned in sudden darkness as soon as the back door slammed shut.
Looking around, he noticed the cage was antiseptic white, surveillance cameras recording every twitch of newborn muscle fiber, every diet and behavioral pattern closely monitored.
Unbearable hunger stabbed like a murderous knife, and he began to salivate. He had recently developed a taste for human flesh-and found he liked it. But, he couldn’t imagine why, or for what purpose, they had turned him into this hideous monster. Now, he only understood one thing; the longing to escape from men in lab coats probing the cage-to explore the world he sensed just beyond the walls guarded by men with guns. The instinctive fight for freedom consumed him, and he began to think, about avenues to escape. But to where could he run, now that he had turned to grotesque animal, had there been others transformed, trapped, would they empathize with his sad plight, and even help?
At least then, he would not be alone.
Then again, he pondered, perhaps better to be alone, to be abandoned in a world inhabited by nothing other than the cruel, and the callous.
“The neurological activity is increasing doctor,” said the pumpkin headed dwarf, bald pate gleaming underneath searing white laboratory lights.
Donned in a spotless white lab coat, tiny crooked fingers grasping a long yellow pencil, Doctor West’s loyal assistant diligently scribbled some figures onto a clipboard.
“Yes, the crown jewel of Project Omni is developing a distinctly curious anima,” Doctor West observed. “The strapping young farm boy absconded from America’s heartland has proven to be an excellent test subject. You don’t suppose the DNA transition fostered telepathic abilities, do you Xerxes?”
Dr. West glanced at his assistant, inscrutable schemes plotted behind twinkling eyes.
“Further tests shall give us the definitive answer. But one thing is certain doctor. Oz has developed a voracious appetite for human flesh.”
The dwarf lifted his cannonball large blue eyes from the clipboard.
“I suppose if Oz continues at current consumption levels,” joked Dr. West. “The homeless problem in LA will disappear.”
“A great deal of the population must be culled, before the advancement of the Golden Dawn, master.”
The doctor folded his ursine hands, jowly face wrinkled with sudden delight.
“Indeed, Xerxes, the earth must be purged of all useless eaters. But what we have here,” West pointed to the huge monitor hanging above, “could, with certain refinements, represent the next evolutionary step for mankind.”
Although highly esteemed, Thaddeus West was a bit of an oddity in the world class scientific community. West had always been reclusive, salient personal details almost a total mystery. Some dared speculate, he was the illegitimate son of Nazi rocket scientist and former head of NASA, Werner von Braun.
Remarkably, still others rumored, he was a clone of early twentieth century fringe inventor Nikola Tesla. To the public, he was a benign Dr. Strangelove, most famous for his work with CIA, studying the effects of LSD on various unwitting subjects.
In a public stunt soon entering the realm of urban legend, West once administered the drug to an elephant named Daisy at the Los Angeles zoo. After several hours of bizarre behavior, the animal finally went into cardiac arrest, dropping dead in a stanching pile of feces. The ensuing publicity elevated the mad doctor to brief household recognition status. “You don’t suppose Mary Shelley had us in mind with Frankenstein, do you Xerxes?”
The dwarf again looked up from his clipboard and blinked.
“I believe the truly spectacular nature of our work here is indeed paradigm changing master. Perhaps decades, even centuries from now, scholars will feel obliged to commit our names to printed legend.”
West’s owl eyes twinkled like twin stars, proud gaze centered on his creation secured behind protective barriers. From behind the hissing fence, Oz sensed their voices, negative energy spooling into turbulent clouds. Yes, these men liked to hide true intentions behind twitches of muscle and manipulations of facial sinew. Chameleons always pretending, feinting, and deceiving, were not to be trusted. Patience over impulse more likely meant triumph over such mysterious cunning.
His octet of dark eyes, black like secret lagoons, glared back at the cameras, wondering too, what ulterior motives, what insatiable lies these madmen conceived to justify holding him captive.
“For now,” the thought burned bonfire bright. “I must watch, watch and wait.”
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Washington D.C., White House oval office
MADELINE MASON, AT twenty-seven, the youngest ever appointed White House Press Secretary, sat silently scribbling notes in her manila three ringed binder. Outside the oval office, a steady rain began to spit from snarling black clouds latticed with blue streaks of lightning. Furtively, she glanced at the assemblage of power and privilege, thinking she had come a long way from working class Danvers, Massachusetts. Going all the way back to election as class president at Willis E. Thorpe elementary, the insatiable fire of ambition burned. Though, after acquiring proximity to political power’s ultimate summit, she began to wonder.
Somehow, Washington failed to meet callow minds’ great expectations.
The President was growing concerned, and this was an emergency meeting. With the American economy spiraling downward, the natives were growing restless. Her approval ratings were down, from the more favorable fifty percent enjoyed soon after the election. She knew the people were growing suspicious. Had they elected yet another carnivorous wolf, disguised in woolen sheep white?
Now, gathered with chief advisors, she paced restlessly about the oval office.
Peering out the enormous window to the south lawn, the president watched the roaring rain torrentially pour onto the white house lawn in heavy sheets.
“I promised the people I would make America great again,” the president said, meandering around the circumference of eleven chairs assembled. “The only problem is,” she added, honeyed alto in crescendo. “The excitement of the first woman to ever inhabit the oval office has faded after the banking scandal. They no longer believe anything I say anymore. I think I’m cursed.”
“Aw, that’s crap Madame President,” scoffed Chief of Staff Brody McCain, perhaps her most trusted confidant. “It’s all due to the same old partisan bickering that goes on. Most of the criticism is coming from across the political aisle. Senator Burns is making noise to get face time on all the networks-business as usual.”
Flour white hands clasped behind her back, the president momentarily ceased pacing, mulling in consideration over McCain’s speculative observations.
“Nonetheless Brody,” the president replied. “The people are starting to listen to the old geezer. Especially, those among the working class. They’ll accept anything Burns says as if its holy writ. And after the last three years, playing elder statesman in the Senate, there are rumors he indeed will do anything to actualize presidential ambitions. I don’t want to be another Jimmy Carter, ousted after one term.”
Madeline again busied herself scribbling. Secretly, she wondered: Had midnight whispers in the passionate arms of a secret lover leaked beyond the bedroom walls, straight into the oval office?
Furtively, she glanced at the assemblage of the mighty and influential.
I wonder, if they do know, how-?
“What are the press out there saying Madeline,” the president enquired, stopping in front of her chair at the rim of the presidential seal. “Do the press seem to be buying our talking points-do you sense the people perhaps genuinely feel their country is indeed on the wrong track?”
Mason stopped scribbling, and looked up from her notes, formulating a response.
“It’s all about the economy right now Madame President,” she replied. “If you send me out there with some effective talking points,” she suggested. “That should get things to calm down. At least, for the short term anyway.”
“I firmly disagree,” the authoritative voice boomed. “This issue will require an iron will. We need a game changing event to distract the people,” suggested chief white house council Igor Brodsky. “This is something where we will control the problem and the solution, to put the executive office back in the limelight.”
The President’s frown began to curl into a grin, Brodsky had been her mentor at Columbia, and perhaps no one’s word, other than McCain, carried more weight. With several academic tomes published in the public arena, Brodsky was considered America’s foremost political courtier and authority. Before joining the administration, Brodsky appeared regularly as a noted television pundit, holding forth with great erudition on the state of domestic and geopolitics. Gazing upon Brodsky’s pointed nose, protruding like a rail thin hawk’s beak from a globe shaped and craggy countenance she imagined resembled a map of the world, the professor’s salient remarks immediately captured the president’s undivided attention.
“Madame President,” a solemn Brodsky held forth. “If history has taught us anything, there’s nothing like a chief executive standing tall during crisis, to make the American people come together.”
The president now eyed her former college mentor, and Brodsky began to barrel ahead.
“Think of Lincoln during the civil war, freeing the slaves. Or Teddy Roosevelt charging up San Juan hill. JFK and his blockade of Cuba during the Cuban missile crisis,” came shrewd advice. “Those are the types of manufactured myths we need to create. We need to demonstrate this administration has a firm grip on the ship of state’s helm. Especially during a time when we are sailing on such stormy waters.”
The president turned away, and again began to slowly meander around the ring of seated advisors, preoccupied in deep consideration.
“You’re talking about manufacturing an event,” the commander in chief halted, wondering aloud. “One we’ll be able to manipulate right from this office, in order that we get the outcome we want?”
“Precisely correct, Madame President,” Brodsky replied, eyes colder than glacier’s sheen.
“Got any ideas,” McCain wondered, wobbling his doubled chin, somewhat baffled. “What do you imagine this game changing event might be, Igor?
Genuinely astonished, Madeline stopped scribbling, and all eyes centered on the former Columbia professor emeritus.
“You will recall Madame President,” Brodsky’s voice sped forth like an unstoppable freight train. “One of your predecessor’s, Ronald Reagan. He made a speech before the UN, right before he finally left office. Reagan said a threat from another world could unite the US and USSR, make them forget antagonisms of the moment.”
Anxiety rattled Madeline’s mind like thunderclaps rumbling from stormy New England skies, pen steadily tapping on notepad’s three ringed binder.
“I wonder what Tiberius will say at lunch this afternoon?”
“Forgive me,” she finally dared to speak out.
Suddenly, all eyes trained on her.
“But how am I to sell this when I stand before the press corps?”
Pushing gold wired spectacles up the sloping bridge of his pencil thin Pinocchio nose, Brodsky formed his string bean hands into the shape of a pyramid, and once again, authoritatively held forth.
“The US has relied on enemies,” the fulsome baritone boomed. “Both real and imagined. The only way to manufacture an event of this scale is to employ the expertise of Hollywood. They are the modern-day sorcerers of old. With their help,” Brodsky went on to add, “the victory shall be all yours Madame President. The people will suddenly forget about Senator Tiberius Burns, unemployment and the economy. Instead, they shall look to you, standing tall as their savior during crisis, like Isis carrying the torch of liberty.”
Stunned, Mason began staring out at the rains torrential tumult beating mercilessly down on the jade green white house lawn.
McCain chuckled.
“Well, shoot,” he drawled in his sharp Texas accent. McCain shifted rotund girth in the chair, red splotched jowls merrily twitching, fat hand fumbling with his silver broached bolo tie. “I guess if you don’t have an enemy immediately on hand, you have to create one. That’s pretty damned good there Igor.”
“So,” the president said. “Since we can’t get a genuine out-world threat to attack, then Hollywood magic will just have to provide one for us?”
“But not just any enemy, Madame President,” Brodsky qualified. “This enemy shall be unlike any other witnessed in the history of the world. One, that will engender a kind of fear, paranoia, and outright hysteria previously unknown. And when the people hear the salve of your comforting words, your likeness shall be etched into immortality on Rushmore Madame President,” Brodsky blatantly flattered. “And the American people will shower you with unfailing love, hailing the immortal savior of the Republic.”
The president squared her round shoulders and satisfyingly grinned.
“Well, I certainly think we shall talk more about his plan of yours Igor. For, I truly think it just might work.”
The meeting adjourned, and with her brain whirring in surreal circles, Mason began to follow the others out.
“Oh, and Madeline,” the president mentioned, just as she was about to exit. “You’ll be certain to deflect any more inquiries about Solyndra at the next press meeting. I want you to squash this issue, once and for all.”
Clutching at her notes, Mason assured the president.
“I’ll be sure to give them something that will leave no doubts in their minds Madame President,” she said to the commander and chief, standing with Brodsky and McCain.
“By the way Madeline,” the president’s features softened. “I have recently heard your mother in Boston has been rather ill. I hope you shall let me know,” she kindly added, “if there is anything you may need during this time of personal crisis.”
“Why, I thank you Madame President,” she replied, warmed by the president’s unexpected concern. “I certainly shall.”
“I think I know someone in Hollywood who might be able to help us out with Igor’s idea, Madame President,” McCain eagerly whispered, furtively watching Mason leave. “Bob Steinmetz out in Hollywood has a brilliant guy working for him by the name of Riley Crenshaw. He’s producer for the Sister Silverman show. He’s got quite a resume. He created and secretly directed that movie The Blair ‘Witch’ Project way back in the nineties, when he was just a teenager. This was a fake documentary about some kids getting lost out in the woods and America thought it was real. I think he’s just the man we’re looking for.”
“I’m also familiar with a brilliant scientist doing some groundbreaking work in bio-genetics out at UCLA,” Brodsky reported. “Perhaps Dr. Thaddeus West, in tandem with this Crenshaw, can make our dreams come true Madame President.”
The president grinned, then grew suddenly solemn, dark eyes peering towards the door.
“I’m concerned about Madeline,” the commander in chief divulged. “Didn’t you say FBI has Senator Burns under surveillance Brody. They’ve come up with some interesting observations?”
“That’s right Madame President,” McCain confirmed. “He’s been seen coming and going from the Biltmore, and from downtown hotels with Madeline on several occasions.”
The president’s face wrinkled with sudden alarm.
“They haven’t been trading information, have they?”
“It would take a wire-tap to be sure Madame,” McCain reported. “But we know Madeline was at Georgetown at the same time Burns was giving guest lectures in the political science department.”
The president paced around to the corner of her maple wood desk.
“I do truly dislike the notion of putting a wiretap on any member of my own cabinet,” she claimed. “However, if political expediency dictates-well, why don’t we just wait and see for now how things go,” she decided. “She’s been a champion in the press room in shutting down a lot of noise directed at me. So, let’s hold off for now. In the meantime,” the president ordered. “Let’s get the ball rolling with Steinmetz at NBC Brody. And Igor, I want you to get in touch with this Dr. West out at UCLA. From there, we can use CIA going forward as a liaison so things don’t track back. There’s no time like the present to start preparations in making our dreams come true. After all,” she added, her best campaign grin blooming. “Beltane shall soon break, gentlemen.”
***
Around lunchtime, Madeline Mason arrived at the Biltmore club. For years, Senator Burns had his own private booth especially reserved. Before he met his young paramour, this was where Burns came to relax. He had always found the diligent staff not only efficient and courteous, but utterly discreet. As usual, Madeline found Tiberius patiently waiting for her as she was ushered into the dining room by the convivial concierge.
“So, good to see you once again Miss,” the concierge greeted. “The senator is already seated, and eagerly awaits your arrival,” he said, taking her coat and handing it to the dutiful valet.
“Madeline, you’re looking beautiful, but I’m afraid a little fatigued,” the Senator noted. He rose from the table, greeting her with his customary warm smile. “Have you found life in the oval office gloomier than the recent rainy weather, has it been that sort of day?”
Burns eyes took a moment to admire her features-golden blonde hair neatly clasped in a silvered butterfly broach, elegant thin shoulders, and perky breasts threatening to burst through the blue cotton blouse. Then, the senator’s hungry eyes settled on her perfect pear shaped hips, tapering into long and statuesque legs, covered in opaque nylon.
Although he had never divulged it to her, he had always secretly thought Madeline resembled his most cherished love from many years ago, Michelle Pelletier. In fact, when first observing Madeline while he stood at the head of the University lecture hall a mere six years ago, he could almost swear it was as if a younger Michelle had somehow magically reappeared.
Throughout that semester, he would furtively glance, nostalgia, and desire, simmering in the brain.
Finding Madeline’s innocent evanescence irresistible, smiles blooming like spring fresh red roses, he quickly endeavored to invite her to dinner. That she chose not to immediately accept, left him terribly vexed. Nonetheless, he was impressed with the demonstration of moral resolve.
Like his torrid affair with a newly engaged Michelle from long ago, he found her not only comely, but intellectually inclined, keen mind combined with generous spirit. Often, he remembered finding Madeline late at night in the university library, pouring over the political science texts. Now, nostalgia briefly brimmed in the brain, as the concierge took her still unfurled rainbow colored umbrella.
Why did he choose to abscond from Michelle, returning to his dowdy wife?
Was it out of fear, cowardice, or something else undefinable?
Stifling a sigh, she wanly smiled as Burns gallantly pulled out her chair.
“Would you like a cocktail before dinner Madame,” the concierge enquired.
“Thank you,” she replied. “I’d like a diet cola please.”
And as the concierge departed and both seated, Mason drew a somewhat grave face.
“Every day is one of those days in the president’s oval office, Tiberius,” she seemed to lament. “Dealing with McCain, and that pompous professor from the president’s college days is trying enough, I’m afraid.”
“No doubt,” Burns wondered, rubbing grey stubble poking from cocoa complexioned chin. “They are still continuing to compose my demise as of late, no? Rather ironic, when you think about it,” he began pointing out, as the waiter returned with Mason’s beverage. “It seems the president’s gender firewalls her from media scrutiny. While at the same time, there don’t seem to be any barriers to savaging me with scathing criticism.”
“Well, believe me, I know of this first-hand Tiberius,” Mason replied. “Washington is filled with the most dreadful sort of hypocrites. Without exception,” she noted, lightly sipping the diet cola. “These parrots in the press corps, all have acquired a talent for blindness towards that which they don’t wish to observe.”
“Yes, I’ll have my usual T-bone very rare,” Burns said, now addressing the approaching waiter.
“And, for you Madame,” he enquired of Mason.
“I’ll have a Caesar salad,” she ordered, “with sliced sesame chicken, please.”
“Very well,” and the waiter courteously bowed before departing for the kitchen.
When lunch promptly arrived, the two discreet lovers settled into discussion of some specifics.
“So, were my presidential ambitions at all mentioned this morning?” Burns slyly enquired, utensils heartily pecking at the bloody meat.
Before digging into her salad, Mason decided to divulge Brodsky’s incredulous proposal to the president.
“You’re not going to believe what the professor said to the president, when she asked how sliding public approval ratings could be mitigated,” she whispered, furtively glancing around the dining room. “Even more incredulous still,” she went on, lightly dabbing her salad with splashes of house dressing. “The idea seemed to be universally accepted. Not just by the president. But everyone present. All eleven members of the cabinet.”
Slowly chewing a slice of the fine beef, Burns adjusted his spectacles, and leaned forward across the table to whisper.
“Pardon me for saying so,” Burns chuckled. “With the president’s approval ratings circling in the toilet lately, upwards is the only place to go. But may I be so bold as to ask, just what was it the mad professor proposed?”
Again, looking around, Mason laid down her fork, and whispered gently in reply.
“He proposed something so outlandish, I can scarcely believe it myself. He proposed manufacturing crisis, designed to make the president appear some sort of Lincoln-like figure,” she divulged. “…the savior of the republic, I seem to recall is how Brodsky put it.”
Burns grabbed a glass of ice water and took a healthy sip, eyes growing agog.
“Would asking for any specifics, endanger the integrity of your job Madeline,” Burns gently prodded.
“Brodsky made some reference to that Reagan speech, made before the UN, back during the cold war,” she began to detail, whispering more softly. “He claimed the world could be drawn together in solidarity, if there came a threat to this planet from an out-world source. This, is the eventuality Brodsky wants to bring forward.”
Burns ceased chewing for a moment before responding.
“You can’t be serious Madeline,” the distinguished Senator replied in surprise. “Do you mean to suggest the professors hold over the president is such, that he thinks the public will actually buy such a stunt,” Burns began to scoff. “Has he even considered what may occur if the public were to suspect the entire event turned out to be what it is, a manufactured hoax?”
Mason went back to briefly picking at her salad.
“I don’t recall any discussion even remotely exploring that possibility,” she replied.
Burns hacked at the meat with his fork. He wasn’t surprised, those with blind ambition, often possess no moral scruples.
“And what will you do, when the president asks you to stand before all the Washington press corps, to sell this grand illusion?”
Mason’s fork speared with a morsel of chicken halted half-way to her open mouth.
“Well, then I shall do what I’ve always done,” she said, concealing dread with a cheerful smile. “I shall seek your vast wisdom and unfailing guidance.”
Suddenly charmed, Burns reached out an ursine hand across the dining table to lightly caress her polished fingers.
“I thank you for coming to me with this,” he said. “Your moral barometer has never failed you. Which is why, I shall continue to love and cherish you, Madeline.”
Returning to her salad, Mason steadily affixed a pained expression, subtly regretting what she had told her former mentor and now lover, under circumstances which she hoped represented the strictest of confidences.
“Please Tiberius,” she said, broadcasting subtle alarm. “You must realize that what I have just imparted is under deepest background.”
Cutting into the rest of his juicy steak, the veteran Senator appeared almost pained.
“Of, course Madeline,” he reassured, soot black eyes furbished with a warm glow. “But given the outlandish nature of the information,” he began to point out. “Surely even you realize, this won’t stay a secret for very long. And given that you’re within the inner sanctum of the white house itself, you can’t still be as-”
“Naïve,” she blurted. “Is that what you mean to say Tiberius?” Madeline added, features reflecting injury.
Slowly chewing his steak, Burns leaned broad shouldered torso further over the table.
“How long have we been involved with one another, despite the fact I’ve been faithfully married to Mable Morgan for the last thirty-five years,” Burns replied, furrowing thick dark brows. “And still, the nature of Washington is such that speculations remain grist for the ever-churning mill?”
Now adopting a girlish smile, Mason reached out to grasp his caressing hand.
“I can promise you,” he began to further reassure, “That if my office endeavors to leak anything, it will not track back to you or endanger your position in any way whatsoever. It shall only be done out of the greatest sense of political expediency and urgency.”
The senator raised his hand like some solemn boy scout, bloody fork clanking against the plate.
“I think we can both agree romance is of secondary consideration when it comes to the integrity of this great American Republic of ours,” he beamed. “Not that we should ever be happy to sacrifice one over the other. Not, when we can have our delicious cake, and eat it too, my dear.”
Mason smiled again. But still, the brain clouded with a sense of lingering doubt.
“I just wonder Tiberius,” she wondered aloud, picking idly at the leafy greens. “If in the end, political expediency will indeed somehow trump love and romance?”
Soon, they rendezvoused at a nearby hotel under assumed names, the staff, due to the Senator’s elevated and respected position, sworn to utter discretion. In the wake of ravishing intimacy, she lay asleep as Burns got up to visit the bathroom. Sensing the rustling of the sheets, Madeline was suddenly awakened, and there on the nearby nightstand, noticed the Senator’s open wallet. Something caught her eye, and curiosity brimmed. She sat up in the bed, listening to the cascading hot shower water, and the Senator’s baritone voice booming as he lathered with soap:
DON’T YOU WANT ME BABY, DON’T YOU WANT ME NOWWWWW.
Shuffling to the opposite side of the bed, she stood naked before the nightstand, curious eyes peering at the old photograph neatly tucked under cellophane covering. For a moment checking over her shoulder, she picked up the black leather wallet and removed the photograph to get a closer glimpse of the stunningly beautiful girl donned in naval military garb, seeming to possess a very similar likeness: MICHELLE MY FOREVER LOVE, ‘90
“The year I was born,” she thought, stunned. Blood beginning to race, epiphany struck with the force of the stormy lightning outside. She now recalled her mother’s experience as a naval medical corpsman, remembering mother had been billeted at Bethesda just before honorable discharge from the military, shortly returning home to the North Shore to work at Salem hospital. Tiberius told her of an old football hamstring injury he had treated there, long ago. Connections began to string together in the active mind as she examined the well-preserved photograph.
Turning it over, she noticed some words scrawled in the Senator’s own hand:
I’m sorry I was too self-involved to tell you how I agonized from indecision. Though trapped by an unhappy marriage, nonetheless I was caught between my wife and the lover brought back such sunshine rays of joy. Now, my broken heart can never be mended. For all I, have done, all the pain I have caused-and although this shall seem small recompense-I shall always love you, FOREVER.
The booming baritone suddenly quieted, and she heard the cascading water stop, shower stall door slowly sliding back. Immediately, Madeline secured the photograph back into the wallet just as she had found it. Vexation throbbing like electric pulses, she hastily dressed, tossing her disheveled plume of hair back into position in front of the mirror. Before rushing out the door, Madeline decided to retrieve a pen and small notepad from her purse.
After several minutes, Senator Burns finally emerged from the bathroom, only to find his young lover absent from the bed. Feverishly looking around, he found Madeline’s clothes and personal belongings gone. Next to his wallet on the nightstand, he then discovered a personal note scrawled in her own handwriting:
I’m very sorry, Tiberius. But I just remembered my scheduled late afternoon briefing with press staff back at the West Wing. Can you ever forgive me?
Madeline
Burns picked it up and studied it for a moment, before grabbing the hotel phone to make an urgent outside call to a secretary back at his office.
“Yeah, this is Senator Burns, Get me Peter Grafton at the Washington Post.”
Burns knew Grafton was not only the most ambitious journalist in Washington, thriving on controversial news stories involving those in positions of influential power, but was ultimately discreet regarding sources.
“Peter-Tiberius Burns, I’ve got something I think you’re just going to love hearing about,” the senator gleefully divulged. “This is regarding the president-uh, huh-yes, well, call me back at my office on my secure line. I’ll be more than happy to lay out all that I know thus far-yes, yes, thank you.”
Burns set down the phone, distinguished features radiating with a smile, brain percolating with another idea.
“Yes Priscila,” he greeted his office secretary. “I’ll be arriving at the office very shortly. I want you to please call Marty, and invite him over this afternoon, right after he gets off his shift at the West Wing.”
***
Late afternoon, and Burns sat in his office chair, swiveling around to observe the breathtaking view of the capital building, suddenly thinking how the pearl white façade greatly contrasted with the decidedly dark complexion of the corruption within.
“Senator,” his secretary announced. “Marty Mackey is here to see you, as requested.”
Turning from the view, Burns saw the burly frame charge eagerly through the door.
“Good afternoon Marty,” the senator warmly welcomed. “I trust you had another enjoyable day at the West Wing, looking after our fair leader?”
“Oh, things are not so good there Ty,” the ursine secret service man commiserated, rubbing the greying stubble of his old-style crew cut. “At least old man Bush treated the men around him with some level of respect,” he said, taking a seat on a red sofa near Burns pine desk. “This presidential pretender regards us as nothing more than errand boys. Why, just the other night, she ordered me run out to a sex shop in downtown D.C. to buy some KY jelly, at three o’clock in the morning. The Lincoln bedroom these days is nothing more than a lesbian bordello. I mean Jesus Christ, she’s slept with half of the distaff press corps. And apparently, she likes the young chicken too. She seems to get off on doing ménage trois, mothers and their daughters.”
Burns pursed his lips then chuckled.
“Would you like a drink Marty, how about a bourbon all around.”
“Thank you, Ty,” replied the veteran praetorian guard. “I really do think I need one after dealing with Brodsky the professor, and rodeo roping McCain,” he confessed, taking the full tumbler in his hands and sipping. “I’ll tell you senator, people in the old days knew how to hold power with some measure of dignity, with class, nowadays-?”
“Sounds like your pining for the old days when you played tailback at the Citadel,” Burns suggested, now seated next to the disgruntled secret service on the couch. “You know Marty,” the senator opined, face briefly transforming to a mural of muted sorrow. “We’ve known each other for a long time. But nostalgia just always glosses over the gross imperfections. The ruling class now in Washington is no different from those in the past, caring only about the satisfaction of petty desires. Those halcyon days of yore are a complete myth. However, I must tell you, the old timers just did a better job of hiding inherent hypocrisies. Their lies were just less transparent.”
Mackey gulped the bourbon, rock jawed chin stiffening, expression suddenly drawn with intense solemnity. Then, feeling a bit nostalgic, recalled those glory days of youth on the gridiron, he and Burns, the dynamic duo of ball carriers, leading the Citadel to the only undefeated season in the school’s storied history, during America’s golden age of the early Reagan era.
“Yeah, but we were both great once, right?”
Burns swished the liquor around the edge of the tumbler, ice tinkling against the dimpled glass.
“The glory of youth is the only shot at immortality any man ever gets, Marty.”
What do you want me to do, Ty?”
Burns tapped long fingers on the tailored seam of black slacks, active brain alive with clandestine plots.
“I want you to put in a wire-tap in the oval office, have only someone you trust do it, okay? I want to know what this sodomizing whore calling herself commander in chief is really up to.”
“What about CIA,” Mackey said. “You know I have a young kid over there who might know if the director currently has any surveillance on these clowns. I’ve heard he’s tapped into the Jesuit order in Rome. It was once confided to me that the Jesuit General, ‘the Black Robe’, has had a permanent wire-tap in at the oval office, and only CIA knows about it. The director, only occasionally, is privy to the transcripts as part of his monthly briefs.”
“That could be useful,” Burns replied, draining the liquor. “Danger always has need for contingencies.”
***
Mission Spear General Hospital Facility, Orange County, CA
The administrator of Mission Spear hospital was summoned to a dark room in the basement. Having been told a representative of the Central Intelligence Agency wanted to urgently speak with him, thoughts began ricocheting between the walls of the skull, not knowing exactly what to expect.
Although, now thinking deeper, considering things he had done during a dubious past, he thought he could venture an accurate guess.
Through the dim light of the long hallway, he saw the crisply suited guard manning the door, blank and pitiless eyes staring straight ahead to the bland colored opposite wall. Tentative footsteps tapped on the drab colored floor, and finally at the solid grey entrance, the man reached out to turn the knob. The door yawned wide open, revealing a seemingly empty space blanketed in blackest gloom.
“Martin Bloom,” a baritone, disembodied voice droned.
Squinting, strained eyes glimpsed through the dark to a single dim light in the corner, outlines of a shadowy figure now looming.
“Chief Hospital administrator-former pediatrician by trade,” the grave voice gonged. “Per records kept by our friends over at IRS, you were indicted in a scheme while still holding private practice, for distributing certain pharmaceuticals to your unwitting patients in exchange for taking bribes. Then, vastly overcharging the patients under your care…for nothing more than placebo?”
Bloom felt the darkness closing in around him like a suffocating shroud.
Breaths became increasingly labored.
Flummoxed fish lips fumbled for a response.
“But sir, that-that suit was-was-”
“In addition,” the shrouded figure interjected. “Our friends at IRS have done some due diligence. They’ve found you, and some of your subordinate administrators, suspiciously embezzling? The annual accounting shows deficiencies.”
“I don’t know sir-I mean, that is to say-irregular-”
“You should also know,” and the single candle atop the outline of a table flickered. “Several of your patients hold premium insurance policies?”
“That is true sir,” Bloom replied, hands shaking like wind-tossed leaves.
“Then it is not unreasonable that you should receive a percentage of those proceeds, if these patients should happen to-suddenly expire.”
Bloom gulped for air, brow steadily moistening with perspiration.
“Then help us in our upcoming operation,” the voice softened to a sultry whisper. “If you do, then you’ll benefit from a considerable retirement nest egg. Refuse to comply, or worse yet, betray us-” the voice intoned, dropping to a dooming register. “And I shall see fit, you, and every one of your embezzling staff, dons an orange jumpsuit for the rest of your insignificant lives. Do you understand?”
Bloom folded sweaty hands as if in prayer, secretly hoping even in a darkened room there might appear a rescuing angel.
“Yes sir,” choked the feeble reply. “Yes, I understand-fully.”
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Hollywood Hills, bungalow of Lauren Silverman
“YOU HELPED BURY me beneath the canyon ley line.”
Crenshaw’s limbs began to numb. “Who is this?” he stammered.
“Digital technology is the new magic wand,” the otherworldly voice roared back. “From beyond, the dead can weave vengeful spells.”
Heaving lungs fought for breath, throat transformed to dry Sahara. Terror stricken blood threatened to rupture veins, tormented mind whirling like a possessed turnstile. Something whistled through the humid air, buckshot booming from the barrel of a shotgun. The vehicle violently swerved and Crenshaw jammed the breaks. Fear surged like a mad virus, limbs uncontrollably quaking. Desperately, he looked around, but mysteriously, there was no one.
Proceeding on, the Ferrari’s engine impatiently growled, and Crenshaw hurriedly stowed the phone away.
“Could ghosts wield weapons,” the thought rattled Crenshaw’s senses.
Memories from events of the weekend struck the skull like ocean waves pummeling Malibu’s rocky reefs, and he began to perspire. He had helped kill for Lauren before, but for a man educated at Eton and Oxford, he secretly found the whole affair utterly distasteful. This latest victim was so helpless, innocent even. Through sheer force of will, the sorceress’ demands prevailed. Some in Hollywood secretly dared to admit, Lauren’s parties in the canyon were always a touch too creepy. Hollywood’s best known gossip blogger Perez Benton perhaps put it best:
“To experience an audience with ‘Sister’ Silverman at one of her Canyon bashes, is to be held in thrall to a gross combination of Cleopatra at her most self-indulgent, and Caligula during one of his mistaken plunges into unhinged madness. Somehow, the house always burns down later, such are the wild coincidences.”
Crenshaw began to deeply lament this one did not disappoint all those who heard the lurid rumors. Thankfully, he had the LA fire and police chief’s Blackmailed-You Tube ready videos, featuring career ending sexual imbroglios. Behind the façade of all-American good girl next door, lurked a hideous monster captive to sadistic appetites. Now, the ungodly screams came back to him-the rancid burning flesh, insatiable flames licking higher and higher, Lucifer’s fingers beckoning from the mouth of Hell.
The trick to survival in Hollywood: Appear pristine while wallowing in the muck.
Sometimes, he wondered just how much more he could take. Producer of a ratings grabbing show was thrilling, there truly was no business-like show business. Only now, he swore he was beginning to hear the ominous whispers of demons from dimensions afar.
From earliest memories, the sparkle of spectacle charmed like nothing else. Early on, he was targeted as the crème de la crème of Britain’s proletariat, making it to posh ‘A’ level schools. Even in Thatcher’s fascist grip, sometimes merit warranted consideration over genetic relations, and elevated titles bestowed by the Queen. No disgrace now however, would allow return to the dregs of Liverpool, to manage rock bands barely capable of producing the most cacophonous of dins. Dreams of Machiavellian power wielded in Hollywood swooned in Crenshaw’s brain like symphonic serenades.
Reaching into the folds of his tweed jacket, he pulled out a golden flask of whiskey. Wisps of tropical wind disheveled his blonde coif. Leather gloved hands gripped the wheel in dire desperation. He winced-distinct odor of singed hair and charred flesh still caught within flared nostrils. Images of a black hooded coven flashed in the shivering synapse: ANGI-USHA-MITRA-AMEN.” They chanted the strange, but transfixing words, over and over like an insane mantra.
This time, Crenshaw couldn’t shake the nagging premonition: the dead in this case might not choose to stay buried. More incredulous still, maybe it was stalking him. Stinging chills haunted the senses, and he pulled the Ferrari over. Slowly, he took deep breaths and chugged the Johnny Walker red in one gulp.
Again, he reached for the phone.
“Yes Mary, how are you this morning-oh yes, I’m on my way now to motivate our golden girl out of her hangover-but have you verified the cell phone number for me?” Deliberately, the numbers dripped from cherry lips, carving themselves into the air like epitaphs into gravestone marble.
“Yes Mr. Crenshaw,” chirped the secretary. “The pre-paid number matches the name on that recovered license from the girl at the party and is still active sir-you buried so how-?”
“What is the cell provider Mary?”
“Oh, I have it right here sir-Metro Web pre-paid-”
“Do me a favor Mary,” Crenshaw suggested. “Do not ever say anything about this, or what you happened to have seen at the party, or what transpired afterwards? I can promise, your cooperation as professional courtesy will not go overlooked in future. But there is something else-”
Mary listened intently, she had always been enamored with Riley’s plumy accent, always finding him exotically sexy. Though bisexual, it was too bad Riley regretfully preferred men to woman. Even more infuriating, was the thought a man like Riley would only ever truly surrender to Venus incarnate, someone with genuine class and natural beauty like Jennifer Whitehouse.
“In future, if anyone ever asks, and that includes the authorities, we were both in the office-working late on ‘promo’ ideas for ratings sweeps. I must ask you, to please expunge all records of contact with the number in question-placed from the office. Is that clear?”
“Oh, certainly sir. After all, we are all friends of ‘Dorothy’. And,” the secretary chirped. “I could really use a raise.”
“We shall discuss your future in Hollywood at a more appropriate time, Mary. Presently, I must attend to Mr. Steinmetz golden girl.”
Crenshaw geared the sports car and it growled tacit approval, winged Pegasus over the smooth black asphalt.
Navigating the winding road and reaching Lauren’s mansion perched atop the hills, he imagined the mythical rings of Dante’s purgatorial abyss. In the distance, misty vistas of the cities wide panorama spread out towards mountainous snowy peaks, spiking into the clear blue horizon.
“Yes, this is Crenshaw, put me through to the chief-”
“Riley, son of a bitch, how the hell are you,” the guttural voice roared back.
“A strange thing just happened, someone just took a shot at me. If I give you GPS coordinates, can you send someone to check out forensics?”
“Jesus, what is it Riley, your groupies not getting enough attention-”
Crenshaw grimaced listening to the LAPD chief chuckle. “I’ll email you the coordinates, and let me know right away.”
As the car quickly raced up the steep climb, he now began to imagine the mythical Sisyphus haplessly pushing the enormous boulder to the perilous summit, only to have it roll back down. A question struck Crenshaw’s brain like hammer to anvil.
“Oh, what the bloody hell have I gotten into now?”
His career had started at the very bottom, PBS kiddie puppet shows, variety hours back home on the BBC. A slithering charm and an ability to ingratiate to outsized egos had served him well, gaining the admiration of the everyday Hollywood rank and file. Those in the trenches all agreed, “The Commodore” was someone worthy of respect. Was he now willing, to succumb to desperation, even aid in the cover-up of a ghastly and brutal murder?
“You’re more than qualified Riley,” he remembered old man Steinmetz telling him two years past. “Anyone who can handle the big egos of Shakespearean British actors deserves a shot here at our network in the states.”
The old Hollywood schmoozer had hired him away from “The Plantagenet’s” at Showtime, to bring him to NBC handling the latest heralded network thoroughbred. An offer of seven figures and generous stock options sealed the deal. In retrospect, it was small reward for such trying ordeal. Often, he rued producer’s true job description. In Hollywood, keeping high priced talent happy was of paramount priority. Professional baby-sitting, in more sarcastic moments Crenshaw called it. Now, he felt as if a flaming torch were about to engulf him.
When other networks balked at Silverman, Steinmetz maverick swagger stepped forth to roll dice. It was courage wanting to laugh. Standing close to the precipice could prove fatal, Crenshaw considered. Nonetheless, he had to admit, hiring a WASP limey supervising covens of Lucifer’s wacky disciples, seemed perversely gutsy.
“But are you sure you can handle a real lioness like Lauren Silverman? I’m warning you Riley,” Steinmetz admonition now reverberated in the skull. “The little wench can be difficult. Surely, you’ve heard the rumors?”
At the time, Crenshaw was already familiar with the name, some pretty UCLA valley girl doing the weather at a small Los Angeles network affiliate. Initially, it was her sexy role in a Hooter’s promotional spot while still an undergraduate stimulated network interest. Steinmetz was a dirty old man at heart, the appetites of a lecher veiled behind imported cigar smoke, rumored dalliances with subordinate office staff were legion. Scores of young office girls were thrown away when the amusement factor dwindled. The wife in pearls and tailored Gucci was merely his designated punching bag, whenever stockholders pressured him about network ratings, whenever subsequent advertising revenues took a dip. For such reasons, the plastic surgeon in Beverly Hills was kept on speed dial. To the public, he was America’s favorite avuncular CEO, someone every American suburban family imagined would be their good neighbor. What the public didn’t know, remained out of sight, out of mind.
Crenshaw’s first impressions detected why everyone seemed to like Silverman-the cheery, sparkling blue eyes-tanned benevolent beach bunny with the memorable wide open smile, blooming from an apple cheeked face. Hers was a girl next door beauty not so intimidating, undeniably charming and charismatic. But as time went on, he could see, those shimmering eyes veiled a sinister tarantula soul, a stalking predator-nocturnal, bloodthirsty vampire always on the hunt. Lauren had used so many lovers before, in perilous games of seduction, and sadism.
Finally, he arrived, and eyeing the sprawling villa from the edge of the long driveway, he loosened the collar of his Italian tailored shirt, red silk tie growing tourniquet tight. Unaided, the door mysteriously opened.
Welcoming gesture into the arms of doom?
Dark omens sullenly peeled like mordant church bells in the brain. Had the gilded lily known as show business, begun its wintry wilt?
Dashing out of the Ferrari, Crenshaw vowed if he got through this, he would return to the BBC. There, backstabbing proceedings were decidedly more civilized. America was a teeming cesspool of ambition, entitlement, vulgarity gone awry, a perilous monster inimical to reason and enlightenment.
Over the growl of the dying engine came the ring tone, a snippet of Beethoven’s fifth.
“You helped bury me beneath the canyon ley line, and soon you will regret your blunder.”
Crenshaw grimaced, the voice a discordant menace.
“Listen to me Clover, or whatever it is you call yourself,” Crenshaw breathed deep and replied. “This game of yours will not succeed on any level, supernatural or not.”
A disquieting low hum leaked through the cell speaker and Crenshaw’s limbs shivered.
“Magic has gone digital, and Clover is fast becoming proficient, there is no death, only experiences.”
He clicked the line dead, and tripped into a column of orchids lining the brick path to the awaiting villa entrance. Recovering balance, Crenshaw’s mind performed sinister somersaults. Then, laser sharp, he focused-a clever schemes’ seed sown in the mind’s fertile soil.
“Maybe now, is the time to conceive a contingency in this increasingly dangerous gambit?”
“Mr. Crenshaw,” a butler standing at the door called out. “Delightful it is to see you this morning sir.”
Crenshaw managed a wan smile, and gestured with a half-wave. The winner of this game must possess skilled cunning to survive. Formidable opponents seemed to attack from all sides, one of them, perhaps some supernatural entity.
“Mary, so sorry to bother you dear,” Crenshaw was all charm now. “But could you retrieve the office number of Jennifer Whitehouse at PBS, it’s rather urgent. Please, do so anonymously. I believe, we might be able to gain a possible ally in this ordeal.”
Striding towards the door, he thought of his old pal Jimmy Saville, a big star he once worked for back home in Britain. Saville was a mentor of sorts, the one pulled Crenshaw into the entertainment industry big leagues. Wincing, the words scorched the memory’s stark movie screen. Today’s heralded star can too often become tomorrow’s crucified pariah. The wise adage may be true, past too often transformed to tragic prologue. Crenshaw called out her name, but heard only a vague groan sounding from the kitchen.
“Ms. Silverman isn’t feeling well this morning, Mr. Crenshaw.”
“Indeed, tell me Sebastian,” he replied to the distinguished butler. “Has our little network angel, the darling of American daytime television, ever been well?”
Slowly, he walked from the expansive foyer to the marble tiled kitchen.
“It’s all taken care of, bloody smashing shin dig, eh,” Crenshaw reassured.
Yawning, her glazed over eyes glanced out beyond the patio window. A Hollywood sun was just rising into a cloudless sphere of soaring blue. It had been quite a weekend. He watched the queen of daytime television rub her pixie nose free of cocaine residue.
“Good, because we have to maintain,” she mumbled, blood shot blue eyes half-mast. “The show has really blown up. America can’t seem to get enough of ‘Sister’ Lauren Silverman.”
Yawning again, she tried to straighten her disheveled locks, recently dyed raven black from golden blonde, for her coronation as grand sorceress of the Eastern Star coven. Lauren loved to keep her fawning public speculating about such cosmetic superficialities. It helped keep her in the public eye, which in turn kept the ratings jacked. A thought dawned through the lingering mental haze-did it all matter anyway? Again, she considered: If she continued to satisfy Steinmetz’ perverted pleasures, her job security was most well-assured.
“Don’t worry about the girl,” Crenshaw reassured. “After we did the sacrifice, we found that place beneath the canyon oaks. Apparently, Manson and his followers used to go there before they murdered a pregnant Sharon Tate, and her poor hairdresser. Just simple Hollywood business, and I’m here to clean it up.”
Though Crenshaw secretly abhorred the role of overt sycophant, such were show biz compromises when one was a mere courtier before Hollywood royalty. Silverman laid her throbbing head carefully on the table, as if it would shatter into a thousand pieces.
“Perhaps some fresh brewed coffee to ease your temporary discomforts,” the butler’s formal tone rang out.
“Be sure to make it stronger and hotter than Satan’s steaming erect cock.” Silverman sternly demanded.
“Look, the bloody cops aren’t going to find anything if no one’s looking,” Crenshaw went on. “She was a prostitute, for god’s sake. A fact concerning no one.”
Lauren looked up and adjusted the thin lime green chiffon about her shoulders.
“Most likely it won’t even end up on a milk carton, like the poor dear never existed.”
Slowly, Silverman got up from the chair and clumsily stumbled toward the kitchen.
“God that thing looked so promising, like a younger Beyoncé, and then,” Silverman remarked as if in soliloquy. “Leave it to you to introduce me to a breeder Crenshaw,” she screamed, wagging her finger. “Don’t you know me by now?”
Crenshaw winced.
“I like my chicken. I like to kiss succulent nectar. I’m not into sucking tranny sewer pipe. I was like, so mortified.”
“It won’t happen again, ever. I promise,” Crenshaw placated.
She sipped the piping hot coffee and her eyes narrowed.
“Next time make sure, asshole imbecile limey.”
Crenshaw began to pace, pretending to condone Lauren’s outlandish party antics demanded the patience of Job, and then some. Then again, basking in the reflected angelic glow of Hollywood glamour was sometimes worth the abuse. He felt his synapse quake and the otherworldly voice from earlier that morning echoed, dark premonitions like sinister ghouls invading the senses.
“Maybe I could be of some further use sending out one of your girls to the chief of police, to gain us some insurance?”
“No, I just want to forget about the whole thing,” she blurted. “And you could be of better use seeing my usual lunch of seared salmon, steamed vegetables, and chilled liter of Evian is ready when I get to the studio at noon.”
Briefly, her face darkened.
“Jennifer Whitehouse still has a vendetta over what happened, Commodore. Steinmetz chose me and then kicked her to the curb.”
Yes, Crenshaw considered, Jennifer Whitehouse represented what little fading shred of dignity was left to be had in a depraved business; the Emmy’s, the regal comportment and quick wit. Indeed, she personified class and sophistication amongst comparative dregs.
“Lauren dear, those are just rumors-”
“Are they Riley?”
Lauren’s eyes transformed to demon possessed darkened portals.
“That bitch is on the comeback trail for a last hurrah. She’d like nothing more than to see me fall on my pretty little face, and you know it.”
“Let’s not get hysterical. We still have another busy show week ahead of us. And sweeps are coming up,” he was all business now. “Let Whitehouse languish in her PBS prison. Now is not the time to focus on those distractions. Just keep your eye on the prize. We shall undoubtedly continue to flourish.”
Crenshaw was the ultimate appeaser, Silverman suddenly thought. Nobody handled high priced talent and ran a tighter ship in the studio than “Commodore” Riley Crenshaw. Sometimes, he resembled the ultimate Dutch uncle, pushing the right buttons to keep her in check. Much as she hated to admit it, Crenshaw was the one came up with the show’s entire format. Without Riley’s endorsement, Steinmetz never would have pulled the trigger to launch the show.
“Maybe you’re right Riley,” she replied, with a surprise smile. “Whose fault was it she got too old? Funny, how time just passes some by. Yet there they still are, hanging on to the edge of the crumbling cliff by their breaking nails.”
Silverman fell into a spate of hysterical laughter.
It was times like this, Crenshaw thought, he liked Silverman, when the queen of daytime television stopped acting. Sometimes, he wondered, if she could even tell the difference anymore? He almost began to bask in her brand of charisma, but held back, careful not to get mesmerized by the spider’s intricate web. Touches of vulnerability ultimately suited her, he conjectured. Tragically all too often, Crenshaw mused, this side of Silverman rarely emerged through the changeable Hollywood masks.
“Still waiting for the express elevator back to the top, when what Whitehouse really needs is for someone to write it out for her in a memo: Your career is over bitch.”
They both chuckled, and glancing at his diamond watch, Crenshaw turned to depart.
“Well, I have to get back to the studio to make sure things don’t turn into a Chinese fire drill. Good help is getting harder and harder to find in Hollywood these days.”
Sebastian ushered Crenshaw to the door, when he heard the youthful voice calling out, surprisingly laced with a vague vulnerability.
“Oh, and Riley,” Silverman shouted from the kitchen entrance. “Thanks, for once again handling everything so smoothly. YOU’RE THE BEST.”
Crenshaw nodded at the stolid butler.
“She may say it, but she’s got a bloody hell of a way of showing it, eh Sebastian?”
Silverman slipped out of her chiffon, and stood naked in front of a gigantic mirror.
“I am the biggest star on television, the greatest television star ever lived-bigger than Oprah.”
She repeated in a hushed whisper over and over.
Suddenly, her eyes were drawn to the shadow of a dark figure, hovering on the periphery of the mirror’s reflection. Intrigued, she turned to look, and the shadow disappeared. A soft zephyr blew in through an open window.
Silverman thought she heard a very distinct voice: BELTANE BREAKING.”
***
Their first night together at the Beverly Hills hotel, Marie and Milo began to party as if the apocalypse was imminent. With the high figure expense account provided by the network, they consumed several bottles of Moet, calling down to room service for pizza, chicken wings, and -cheeseburgers.
Now both naked underneath disheveled silk sheets, the morning sun speared through half-open hotel curtains. Marie awoke, sun blinding half-mast eyes, hangover pounding at the cobwebbed skull like painful mallets. Tearing back the heaping fluff of bedsheets, she strode towards the walnut bureau at the foot of the bed, stepping over several discarded condom wrappers.
Milo soon stirred, leering at Marie’s puffy buttocks as she stood brushing out her long-tangled locks in front of the ornamented hotel mirror.
“Like wow,” he murmured, throat sounding as if choked with a gaggle of frogs. “Last night was, like, really fun boo. Let’s get some breakfast.”
Marie put down the black brush, admiring her naked reflection in the mirror.
“I’m going to be, like, the biggest star in Hollywood Milo,” she chirped, shining eyes bursting from the sockets like newborn quasars.
Stomach rumbling, libido galloping like an untamed stallion charging from the stable, Milo shifted his throbbing head, slowly propping the pink silk pillow against the headboard. Like never, reservations about Marie began to overcome overwhelming lust. She seemed to be transforming into something unrecognizable, something monstrous, emerging from deep beneath flawless layers of porcelain skin. Maybe, willful blindness had prevented him from ever noticing what had always been evident. Only now, he began to feel overwhelmed by unstoppable momentum of events. He felt the layers of bedsheets trapping him like hot, dead prisons. Dread began to flood the woeful skull like a foul liquid. Slowly shifting heavy girth towards the edge of the mattress, for a dreadful moment, Milo imagined falling off rocky cliff’s high precipice, and disappearing into the void of a dark crevasse.
“You don’t like, have any bad feelings about what we’re about to do,” Milo wondered. “I mean, what about Juan?”
Marie turned, pirouetting like a nimble ballet dancer.
“I’m going to be, like, the biggest television star,” she squealed, extending lithe arms heavenward. “Everyone will, like, love me, the whole world, just like you do, right Milo?”
Pursing fat lips, Milo’s mind spun like a possessed merry-go-round, the world transformed to mirrored funhouse.
“I don’t know Marie,” he began to plead. “I mean,” he started to stammer, pudgy girth straining. He rubbed groggy eyes, hangover throbbing at the skull like hammer to anvil. “What about…I mean, what about Juan?”
Sultry eyes narrowed, Marie strode to the side of the bed.
“If you still want my body Milo,” she purred. “Then you’ll go along with this. After all, there’s plenty of guys back in Seattle wouldn’t mind having this every night,” she cooed. Her red painted nails slowly traced along pear shaped hips. “And the balance on their credit and debit cards is probably much higher.”
Milo’s brain ticked like a detonating explosive, grenade with the pin pulled. Groaning, his throbbing head collapsed back onto the soft pink pillows.
“And remember Milo,” Marie warned.
She was now back in front of the hotel mirror, brushing out her tousled helmet of hair.
“The two-month old baby I’m carrying is yours. And even if I leave your buster ass for some richer man, I still get support from you.”
Milo could see her glaring back at him from the mirror’s reflection. He imagined terminally drowning in the ocean of bed sheets, mattress beneath transforming to quicksand.
“Holy shit,” he rued. “The bitch has me trapped.”
***
Once at the studio, Crenshaw swung into action, directing like a manic martinet.
“Sweeps are coming people, and we need to maximize Lauren’s face time. The guests are insignificant in comparison, so I want those entire camera positions changed, got it? And tell this war veteran swine if he wants NBC to cough up a new SUV in exchange for suffering such cruel and unusual punishment, he’s got to stay with the script. Speaking of which, I want the script changed. What we’re creating is tantamount to controlled mayhem, a beaker of nitroglycerin straight to the bloody edge without crashing, we must do more than entertain, we must titillate with awesome spectacle. Now, we want our audience of trained seals applauding and chanting at the precise moments. Everything must appear pristine.”
Everyone seemed to furtively roll their eyes in unison. In the end, though, the final product was worth the genuine effort. The Commodore’s word was god in the studio. But, the pneumatic blonde D-girl began to complain.
“But Commodore, sir. We worked on the script all night. We thought Lauren wanted to change the theme just this once, to honor the returning war veteran.”
“You’re all a bunch of lazy dilettantes who without supervision would fold up like a pup tent in the muddy trenches under fire,” the commodore huffed. “I want that camera stage left and the overhead panning just when the logo fly’s in. Timing people, timing is what wins the television ‘iron’ at award time. Remember, those that give stellar performances during sweeps, will win promotion.”
Crenshaw pleaded and cajoled, and the studio became a beehive of activity. In the middle of conferencing with floor managers and assigning tasks to gophers to see about Lauren’s lunch, he saw a grave face amidst the studio tumult.
“Are you Riley Crenshaw?” enquired the gruff voice.
“I’m afraid you’ve got the wrong building. Extras for “FBI Domestic Terror” is in the next studio,” Crenshaw replied, multi-tasking with NBC staff.
The detective looked Crenshaw over. Starker knew, one telltale aspect of a genuine suspects behavior was to stall for time in the presence of authoritative inquiry.
“I’m afraid I know who you are sir,” the gruff voice grew insistent. “It has to do with what you know about a missing prostitute-named Clover.”
Crenshaw turned to face the ursine figure.
“I’m afraid I am not the world’s foremost authority on that subject,” a dismissive Crenshaw replied. “Who did you say you were?’
Crenshaw scribbled a signature on some document stuck to a clipboard, studio lackeys scattering like frenzied bees back to their hives.
“I’m Charlie Starker, private detective, investigating a very recent missing person’s case.”
Crenshaw furrowed thin brows, briefly looking the hulking figure over.
Like most Americans, this one seemed to harbor a penchant for ill-fitting sportswear, grabbed off random mall clearance racks.
“I’m afraid I can’t help you a great deal there either Mr. Starker. For you see, you have interrupted delicate preparations-for what must be considered, the most profitable daytime television production on the airwaves today. Now, if you will excuse-”
Starker stuck out a huge obstructing paw, and placed it softly on Crenshaw’s tailored arm as he tried to abscond to the control room.
“People are out there Mr. Crenshaw,” the gum shoe pleaded. “People who want closure in this case, and I think you can help me. I know somehow, you’ll find the time to do just that.”
Crenshaw blinked, figuring Starker was not the sort to be dismissed so easily.
“Of course, Mr. Starker,” Crenshaw relented, nervous fingers stroking the red silk tie. “I’ll be happy to cooperate in any way possible whatsoever.”
“Good,” a satisfied Starker said. “Then you won’t mind if a fellow invited you to lunch. Nothing too fancy, there’s a place called Molly’s diner down on Sunset and Wall-I’ll expect to see you there at around noontime.”
Crenshaw paused at the control room entrance, and watched the private detective stroll toward the studio exit. “Bloody hell,” Crenshaw scoffed in faint disgust, “…a diner?” During his long tenure in the television business, he had gained the ability of summing someone up in minutes. This short encounter indicated Starker was not to be underestimated. The enquiring investigator was obviously on to something. But, if played cool and tough, Crenshaw thought, he could maneuver out of any trouble.
“Good morning Commodore, is Lauren going to make it on time for rehearsals,” enquired Pete, the control room director,” or should we just get the talent double?”
“She’ll be fine Pete. I was just at her bungalow this morning. Lauren’s had enough black coffee to empty Juan Valdez bean cart.”
“Heard she and some of the girls had a tough weekend. Must have been some bash.”
They both chuckled.
“Just par for the course Pete. But don’t worry,” he reassured. “Sister Lauren Silverman harbors a tough constitution. And, she’ll deliver the goods as always, guaranteed. As they say in Hollywood, the show must go on.”
“Anyone who could keep that wild hare under his thumb,” the admiring director pointed out, “must be running a tight ship Mr. Crenshaw.”
“Look Pete, please make certain things continue to run bloody smoothly here,” he instructed. “I have an important lunch time appointment downtown, and shall be back shortly for rehearsal.”
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BEFORE MEETING CRENSHAW downtown at noon, Starker stood at attention as the guns sounded to the memory of another fallen soldier, shipped home to rest from overseas, the fallen nephew of a close former LAPD colleague. Thoughts of the new case flashed in the mind. He had been out to the Canyon house to poke around, but found little or nothing in the way of forensic evidence. Something lingered in the mind as he stood in front of the charred remains. Looking over the scene, he began to acquire the distinct impression the blaze had been set deliberately. But there was something else-perhaps undefinable. The entire time he was there, he sensed a presence of some kind, some sort of surreal evil lingering like an invisible and yet palpable cloud.
“And to think he died believing in the fight,” the old detective muttered under his breath. “For something bigger than himself.”
“You look good in a suit Charlie. No wonder you get so many of those rich Bel-Air blue hairs for clients these days finding their lost jewelry and stolen Picassos and Rembrandt’s.”
The LAPD chief humored his former subordinate before growing serious.
“Everybody has to die for something, right Lieutenant.”
Starker deeply mused.
Again, the sound of the guns ruptured the sun splashed morning stillness.
“He died for oil speculators, bankers, arms dealers, drug kingpins and billionaire bag faced maggots never worked a day in their miserable lives. The world is filled with crooks. The people, if they’re lucky, get scraps from the table. But most unfortunately, get only empty promises and death,” a sardonic Starker opined. “This country used to be great,” he added, mumbling under the somber crackle of the final gun. “When it was owned by honorable criminals.”
After the ceremony was over, Starker wandered over to gaze at an isolated headstone positioned in the corner of the cemetery, the grave of a long lost loved one. “Good to see you again honey,” Starker whispered as his former colleague, the LAPD chief, stood back, head bowed in silence. “Someday, old Charlie’s going to set the world to rights, one bullet at a time.”
Together, the former colleagues walked to the parking lot.
“You know I never did give you that retirement present I promised Charlie. I think you’re going to like it.”
The chief went to his SUV and opened the back. Starker’s eyes were captivated by the sight of the rifle’s black leather case.
“I saw this at the pro shop. I thought immediately of you, my brother in blue. And those moose you like to gun down up in Canada once a year.”
Starker unzipped the case and slid out the sleek looking weapon, running his hands on the mahogany finish like a prospector examines a load of diamonds.
“This is special, thanks chief-high powered and night vision scope to boot. I think the Canadian moose are in deep shit when I get up there in October.”
“You’re a rarity Charlie,” the chief replied. “Armadillo skin for amour, and a heart filled with smoldering napalm. By the way,” the chief wondered. “It’s been almost a week now, but have you got any leads on that call girl-Clover Black Orchid?”
“I gave the Padre a jingle,” Starker replied. “And I went out to that Canyon house and poked around-belonged to some television mogul named Steinmetz. Checked with the fire chief, but he says the Marshall has given the blaze a clean bill of health. I did learn that there was a party last weekend, some bash held by Lauren Silverman, hostess of that popular daytime television show. My next move is to have a chat with the producer of the show, some English dude named Riley Crenshaw.”
The chief drew a grave face.
“Well, good luck Charlie,” the chief said, sounding sincere. “I know when you were with the department, you had a reputation of always getting your man.”
With his newly prized gift stowed, locked, and loaded in the back, Starker’s silver Ford 450 prowled the boulevards like a restless panther on the way to his lunchtime appointment with television big wig Riley Crenshaw. An intersection red light loomed straight up ahead, and he slammed on the brakes. Wildly revving the engine, Starker’s practiced gaze panned around and fixed on some girls sat in a cherry red Mustang, bowel rattling cacophony spewing from the car speaker. From the slivered corners of roving eyes, he watched a slew of bills flash from ivory white hands, swallowed up by some small-time drug dealing thug’s bear-like ebony paw.
Just babies, he thought, probably skipping school, to come downtown to get smacked out into outer space, by whatever the ‘gangbangers’ on the corner are hustling.
“What the hell,” Starker mused. “Whatever happened to real music with real singing and playing like back in the day? Today what do we got, mobs of mumbling asthma ridden morons, bragging about a diploma from slip and fall school.”
The light was about to change. Suddenly, a sly grin came to his lips.
“Maybe I can have a little fun with a car load of Valley Barbie’s, and Trick Daddy Ken,” Starker considered.
Throwing the massive truck into gear, he pulled in front of the Mustang, so it had nowhere to escape.
Starker jumped from the cab, and took immediate command.
“Hey,” he bellowed. “What the hell is that noise on the radio?”
The girls in the car melted into their seats as if trying to hide.
“You people should be ashamed-going deaf listening to some coked up moron hollering adverts for illiteracy over a lawn mower running out of gas.”
The hustler reached for his waistband. Gun flashing like Zeus’ lightning bolt, Starker outdrew him.
“What you want gramps,” the swaggering hustler brashly barked. “I’m all about stacking mad chips to pay for the new whips. You hear me?’
“Now hear this, colossal waste of human flesh. Give daddy’s chips back to the valley dolls in the car. They’ll return the package, so you can unload it on some loser already half-dead up the block.”
“Or what gramps, what you going to do?”
“You’re too busy cheering for yourself kid. You’ve missed the whole ball game.”
Starker rolled up the sleeve of his black leather jacket, revealing the inverted black pyramid tattoo carved into his thick forearm.
Recognition darkly registered on the hustler’s stunned face, and he put his hands up as if in sudden surrender.
“Yo, I got mad respect.”
“You couldn’t find R-E-S-P-E-C-T if I showed you the page number in Webster’s, buster ass.”
The hustler kid kept his hands up and gulped.
“Go for my deal. And, I promise not to turn your narrow ass into a shopping cart. Okay, G-dog?”
Slowly reaching into sagging jeans, the hustler slowly pulled out the bills. Reluctantly, he handed them back to the frightened girls in the Mustang, mouth filled with gold capped teeth sneering. Horns began to blare from the backed-up traffic.
“Keep your Calvin Klein’s zipped.” Starker bellowed over the din. “Alright,” he said, addressing the girls in a calming voice. “Give Mr. Bling Bang back his nose candy. And don’t come back down here. Or next time, I’ll let this sorry excuse for a human being and his crew of gangster Frankenstein’s run a train on your little asses. Got it?”
“Sorry, like oh, I’m so sorry.”
“Do you have any idea what this crap will do to your looks,” Starker more gently chided the car load of girls.
Frightened faces, one by one, transformed shades of candy apple red.
“You don’t need this shit,” a paternal Starker lectured. “Now go back to your own neighborhood and do something more constructive with your lives.”
“Like, I’m so sorry sir.”
The girl riding shotgun plead forgiveness, hurriedly handing back the eight-ball twists to the scowling hustler.
“Thank you all for being so cooperative. Have a nice day.” Starker said, cackling insanely.
Back in the truck, he watched the Mustang peel out and head down the boulevard. The peevish hustler just stood pat on the corner, menacingly glaring. Chuckling, Starker cranked up some Led Zeppelin CD. Now, keen thoughts harked back to the case at hand. From what he had gleaned so far, Crenshaw was not your average murder suspect. He didn’t fit the classic profile. Though ambitious and competitive, unlike most in Hollywood, he didn’t seem too psychotic about it. Somehow, there seemed to be some soul left beneath the tailored veneer.
A calculating mind like Crenshaw’s, was more than likely inhabited by an overall sense of practical reasoning. Starker smiled, raw excitement scorching the veins like bubbling hot lava. The search for Adam Levine, now known as Clover Black Orchid, high-priced call girl, had suddenly become intriguing.
Now, he recalled Pastor Levine’s tearful words over the phone just after returning from Vegas.
“My boy and I had our differences. But, he is still my son. I love him. In honor of his mother’s loving memory, you must find him and bring him home. It wasn’t his fault she couldn’t protect him from my drunken rages and insecurities. I’ve been in therapy since and coping much better. I don’t much care what he done to himself, praise Jesus. The lord loves all his creatures, after all. So, why shouldn’t we? I’m willing to pay whatever you want to find whoever killed him. I got a large sum of money from an offshore oil deal, not too far back. He told me he was running away to LA to change himself into-well, that’s your neck of the woods, Mr. Starker. And, they tell me you’re the best in the business. Your chief says when you go out to find something or someone, you find it. That’s why you get paid top dollar.”
Since checking out the burnt husk of the Canyon bungalow, Starker immediately swept through the horrid mosaic of LA night life. Armed with only the father’s description and a wallet sized high school freshman yearbook photo, Starker got close to the Madame of the exclusive “escort” agency in Beverly Hills. Turned out, “Clover” was servicing some heavy hitters: foreign dignitaries on their way to D.C., prominent local businessman, state senators and even congresswomen. But the most prominent name capturing interest on the hand-written client list, turned out to be none other than “Athena Moonbeam.”
Having tracked down gossip blogger Perez Benton, Starker quickly learned the twee moniker was Lauren Silverman’s frequently used non-de plume. Rumors floated down from some working girls Silverman summoned to her Canyon bacchanalias. Though the payday was choice, sometimes they were afraid-those walking in, might not make it back out. “Everyone has their something,” Starker silently reasoned.
***
Now, inside what Crenshaw considered to be a ghastly diner down on Sunset and Wall, he watched aghast as Starker ordered a hamburger drowned in generous dabs of catsup and greasy French fries, along with a thick strawberry shake, plumed with a dollop of whipped cream. As soon the buxom hair-netted matron set the plate down on the counter, Starker dug right in, secretly eyeing the suspect. Crenshaw was tall and sleek, like a thoroughbred, with piercing eyes, aquiline nose and a proud chin-a quiet aloofness the old detective sensed was a clever façade, hiding some yet to be defined turmoil beneath. Such was the nature of Hollywood, Starker considered, people are always enthralled with the glittering front stage image, remaining blissfully unaware of the disorganized mayhem happening behind the curtain.
“I know from checking the cathouse records, this Clover worked for Madame Rose. At Miss Silverman’s behest,” Starker claimed, ramming the burger into salivating mouth. “You frequented such an establishment, procuring ‘entertainment’ for exotic soirees out in Laurel Canyon held at a bungalow owned by NBC executive, and your boss, Mr. Robert Steinmetz?”
Crenshaw took out an imported cigarette from a thin gold case, and sipped from a saucer of honeyed hot tea.
“Yes, it’s true,” Crenshaw admitted, thinking limited hangouts satisfied most cops. “Lauren sometimes used the Madame’s services from time to time. But recently, I don’t recall such a relationship having been procured.”
This dude was smooth, considered Starker, too smooth by half. Starker again chomped into the catsup smothered burger. Crenshaw was in a line of work where communication was prime currency, and the limey could probably talk his way out of a sunburn.
“Someone in your office called the Madame, Mr. Crenshaw,” Starker pointed out. “I have the phone records. All the recorded calls were from this very weekend, before the Silverman party out in the canyon.”
“I think there must be some mistake Mr. Starker,” Crenshaw nimbly sidestepped.
Now, was the time to spring his gambit, and make it stick.
“My secretary, and I, were working on plans to better promote the Lauren Silverman show during sweeps, until very late both Saturday and Sunday. Hollywood never sleeps, as I’m sure you can imagine. Furthermore, I’m not certain I appreciate the implications of this line of questioning.”
“Oh, don’t worry about it,” Starker backed off.
Noisily, he sipped the shake through the straw, sticking up from a steadily deflating plume of whipped cream.
“My investigation at this point is merely preliminary. However, I want you to know, I reserve the right to question you again. Should, I deem it necessary.”
Starker saw Crenshaw relax, and hid his sly smile with a quick swipe of a white napkin. Good investigators knew, once the bait was set, the suspect would cooperate. Make him think the heat was off, while you were hunting the entire time, ready to strike when the time was right. From the perspective of keen observance, Starker could tell this Crenshaw might prove a formidable opponent. Logic dictated, people who could afford tailored finery for every day of the week, earned the privilege somehow from an inheritance, or brain powers calculating finesse. Starker surmised, Crenshaw was in the latter category.
“Of course, Mr. Starker,” Crenshaw said, daintily sipping from the cup of steaming hot tea. “I’ll be happy to cooperate, if I am able. But, you should know, I am a very busy man. My time is at a significant premium.”
Starker studied the clever producer from the corner of his eye as Crenshaw took a long drag on his cigarette.
“Tell me Mr. Crenshaw,” enquired the cop. “You were the one came up with the idea for that episode where Silverman tortured this adulterous husband cheating with the babysitter. He sat on stage, in front of the jeering and cheering audience, while his naked wife was, televised backstage taking her revenge with this hunky male stripper, imagine that?”
Crenshaw released a cloud of smoke, and the old cop rose from his seat.
Pulling out his wallet, Starker slowly laid out a twenty on the counter, extending a business card tucked between thumb and forefinger.
“I expect you’ll consider a minute to call me,” Starker instructed, before striding towards the door, “if there’s anything else you can think of, Mr. Crenshaw?”
The tiny bell affixed to the diner’s door tinkled with a foreboding shimmer. For a few minutes, Crenshaw remained at the counter, brain spinning. First thing, he knew Starker would check his alibi. Thankfully, he had thought ahead. With Mary, the secretary backing him up, this private dick would most likely have to consider it to be credible. The phone records from the pre-paid cell provider, were another matter. Perhaps, his powers of persuasion could make those disappear down the memory hole too.
Someone, perhaps the dishwasher, opened the back door to the kitchen, and recoiling nostrils were pummeled with the dumpster’s fetid odors. For a moment, he dared to peek out into the urine stained alley, populated with winos sharing a jug of Thunderbird.
Crenshaw’s brain raced. Given Starker’s obvious resourcefulness, an alternative contingency must be created. He had only met Jennifer Whitehouse twice, at black tie affairs. Maybe, on both occasions, small impression briefly stuck with the aging former television icon. Playing all sides against the middle was risky. But to survive, one must consider all options. If this was to be a war of wills, one must be well armed. Flicking the peppermint flavored French cigarette into the gutter, everything downtown seemed to float in a surreal mirage.
It was passing mid-day with the sun still at its zenith. Cracked and fissured streets sizzled with plumes of heat. LA’s gritty wasteland seemed covered with a suffocating grey tunic. Horrified eyes roamed over the grim surroundings. Pimps and barely legal girls stalked the boulevards in garish suits and spiked heels. Small time thugs hovered around the grime coated warehouses, peddling their chemical wares to rag picking runaways while seedy biker bars hummed with profane tumult. Bone thin vagabonds crawled from makeshift cardboard hovels.
Dismayed, Crenshaw shook his head. He wondered how a society based so firmly in self-interest, could be considered even remotely democratic.
“Please sir,” an ancient bag lady beckoned, face battered and shriveled like some discarded shoe. “I need some money to eat.”
Crenshaw dug into his pocket and pulled out a fresh C-note.
“There you are my lady,” he signaled back towards the diner. “That should be just enough for a lukewarm coffee, and a stale day-old donut.”
A vivid image shimmered from the opposite sidewalk.
Instant recognition scorched the horrified senses like a blowtorch: Tight black dress and red pumps, chinchilla mink Stoll draped about ebony swan-like neck.
“You buried me beneath the canyon ley line. But you must kill again.”
Crenshaw reached for the flask of whiskey and chugged. The image shimmered like a sinister mirage. Striding to his Ferrari, every step felt as if the earth were tilting precariously off its axis.
“Get me the location of the nearest Metro Web office. Will you please, Mary?”
“I’ll do just that. But there was a call for you, from the LAPD chief.”
“Thank god for that Homeland Security money Riley,” Crenshaw heard the chief inform when he switched the call. “Because we traced the buckshot fragments back to an old shotgun registered to a Robert Levine, Pastor of some church down nears the border.”
“You mean to say,” Crenshaw exclaimed, sensing the abyss about to devour. “Some church pastor is shooting at me now?”
Out on the highway, he slowed into a danger lane, and pulled out the flask of Johnny Walker. The world began to pitch and yaw like a tiny boat, lost in a tumultuous sea. A few more belts of the liquor, and somehow everything pieced back together. It was then, he realized when in the presence of an evil sorceress, one can never refuse the spell’s powerful seduction. Ramming down the accelerator, Crenshaw hoped it wasn’t too late-hoping, he wasn’t too far gone, to try and break it.
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White House press room, Washington, D.C.
MADELINE MASON LOOKED out from behind the curtain of the White House press room, watching the hordes of media corps assembling and taking their assigned seats. Peering around at the plethora of faces, many, by now, were more than familiar. Still many more, had become familiar even on a first name basis. Thinking back to Brodsky’s gambit, apprehension began to stab at the brain like a ruthless ice pick. Briefly, she gazed down at her notes stuffed into black leather briefing folder, embossed with the white house seal. She had a sense, today was a day not to forget her all-important talking points.
“Word is out they’re going to hit us hard on the usual suspects this afternoon. The faltering economy,” her assistant said. “And, rampant terrorism, of course.”
“Well, if there’s one thing I’ve learned about Washington. One must always expect the unexpected,” Madeline replied over the murmuring din.
Now, with thoughtful deliberation, she turned to approach the podium.
Suddenly, the murmuring of gathered voices grew louder. Breathing deep, she carefully placed her notes on the podium to begin her brief address. Once again, reticent eyes scanned over the press gathering, hoping things would go auspiciously.
“First off, good afternoon to you all,” Mason began. “Allow me to continue to apologize for the condition of the press room. It is currently undergoing refinements and refurbishments. The white house will sincerely continue to compensate for any undue inconveniences. And, we are continually mindful of any troubling discomfort this may have caused.”
The murmurs descended into a hush, punctuated by scatters of laughter.
“In jumping right in,” Mason said, growing solemn. “Despite the rumors and rumblings, the American economy is not in free fall since this administration took office. We would like to point to the fact our stimulus package, just approved by congress in the last session, seems to be bearing fruit,” she proffered. “And, I would like to remind everyone,” Mason now went to her prepared talking points. “So far, under this administration, job creation in the solar and environmental industries has grown eleven percent-just in the last quarter alone. In addition, unemployment numbers have stabilized at a mere nine percent-with a significant percentage of those able to find gainful employment in the robust service sector. Now, regarding domestic and foreign terrorism. This administration has, and will continue, to construct coalitions, to address the ongoing problem of terrorist threats. Both here, and abroad.”
“Madeline,” James Grafton, veteran journalist from the Washington Post enquired, suddenly rising. “Regarding the stated gains in the solar market,” he began, punctuating his preamble with a thrusting ball point pen. “This administration has failed to significantly address the ongoing scandal over Solyndra-a company underwritten with a loan from the Department of Energy. Then, heavily subsidized with taxpayer dollars, and after a mere eight months of non-activity, the company is now defunct, leaving little or nothing to show for the over seven hundred million dollars pumped into the project. All this, after this administration trumpeted overinflated job creation statistics?”
The murmurs again filled the room. But staying calm under fire, Mason stood and delivered a plausible answer.
“The public has been grossly misinformed concerning this particular company-which did indeed, create a significant number of jobs. And, to the best of my knowledge, all investors were duly and amply compensated for any losses. Per my latest reliable sources, not only is the company not defunct, it is merely going through a regrowth and restructuring period. After which, I’m certain, it shall become a prominent player in the solar and environmental industries.”
The derisive murmurs calmed. But the reporter from the Post persisted, refusing to be dispatched back into his seat.
“But Madeline,” Grafton followed up with an even more incendiary question. “Is it not true, the president is concerned about her slipping approval ratings. They’ve plummeted over twenty-five points. And, rumors abound-the president will soon deliberately manufacture crisis to bolster her tarnished image?”
It was as if an invisible assailant had emerged armed from a shadowy corner. She only hoped the drawn blade hadn’t cut deep. One must never allow media sharks to see or smell blood. Now, the photograph found in her lover’s wallet back at the hotel flashed in the mind. Why had the secret lover so cruelly betrayed? Peering into the wolves’ baying and barking faces, she hoped somehow for an escape hatch to materialize. To all assembled, she appeared remarkably composed, holding at bay the monstrous terror lurking just beneath the skin.
“I’m not privy to any such discussions or suggestions,” she deflected. “And I can well assure, we shall deal with facts and not speculation. Only those issues important in the minds of Americans are also important to the president. We cannot afford to give credence to rumor or innuendo.”
Madeline’s assistant stood in the wings cracking an exultant smile.
Reluctantly, Grafton slunk back into his seat.
“Well, I’m afraid that is all we have for everyone this afternoon,” Madeline informed, picking up her notes from the podium. “I would like to say in closing, I don’t possess a ton more answers. We thank you all for coming. So, until next time folks.”
Flashing a curt grin, Madeline exited the stage, ignoring the murmurs stirring anew in her wake.
“I happen to know,” Grafton from the Post jeered to nearby colleagues. “She’s more full of shit than newborn’s diapers.”
“That was beautiful Madeline,” the assistant gushed, as she handed him her notes.
Now walking the carpeted hall, leading away from the press room, the noise muffled as the secret service shut the door behind.
“I can now see why the president has such faith in you. Not even Ron Zeigler during the Nixon era dodged bullets like that.” Madeline sighed, then brightened at the assistants’ kind compliment.
“Maybe next time out there, I should wear a flak jacket underneath my suit just in case, huh?”
Then a veteran secret serviceman with whom Mason was familiar, suddenly approached from behind.
“Excuse me, Miss Mason,” a grave faced Marty Mackey said. “I’m afraid this is from your mother’s personal physician back in Boston,” he informed. “But, he says she may have only forty-eight hours to live. And, you should make every attempt to come, right away.”
***
Danvers, MA, small suburb near Boston
In mere hours, Madeline arrived back in her hometown. She often wondered, if the isolated historic hamlet of her birth, perched near the rocky edge of the stormy Atlantic, would ever change. Here, everything seemed stuck in an odd time warp. Soon, she stood in front of her childhood home on Cherry Street. Wild gusts of bone chilling New England wind rustled her dress, gloom ridden grey clouds hanging above. Hesitant steps deliberately tapped along the stone pathway to the snow white painted front porch.
Taking a deep breath, she slowly reached out for the doorbell.
Wistful eyes scanned around at the subdued neighborhood immersed in quiet hush, droplets of rain beginning to spit from the darkened snarls of clouds. Finally, Madeline pushed the button, and the echoing bell gonged like a funeral dirge. The ash wood crimson door groaned open, revealing a young and somber faced nurse care giver.
“How is she,” Madeline enquired. “Is there any chance she’ll-”
“For the last two months, she’s refused to take her medication,” the apologetic nurse replied. “But, every day, she asks for you.”
Madeline entered, and stood before the wooden staircase leading up to her mother’s bedroom. As she ascended each softly creaking step, she could hear the wheezing breathes from tired old lungs. From outside, peals of thunder rumbled, fingers of blue lightning reaching to grasp the cold earth. Reaching the top step, she turned, and with deliberate steps, walked down the hardwood hall towards the half-opened door.
Reluctantly, Madeline pushed it all the way open. There, beneath oceans of woolen blankets, lay the gaunt figure, blank and darkened eyes staring out from a worn and shriveled countenance.
“Mother,” Madeline heard herself murmur as she slowly approached the bed.
“Madeline, I’m so glad you’re here,” the labored wisp of a voice wheezed.
Madeline grasped mother’s bone dry hand, fingers seemingly fragile as balsa.
For a moment, the lifeless eyes grew radiant.
“I’m proud of you Madeline,” Michelle said, each syllable like sandpaper to wood. “Your father too, god rest his soul. It was my secret killed him in the end.”
“Mom,” Madeline gasped. “What is this?”
“I told the truth. I had been unfaithful. I couldn’t stand to keep the secret any longer. But someone else was your real father. Someone, I met when I was young and foolish. And now, I’m so glad-”
Madeline loudly gasped as the body lurched upward, her mother’s last labored breath released in a strained cough. Emotions churning, she dared reach down, stiff flesh of the iceberg cold fingers now still as cemetery stones. Sorrows overwhelming tide swept in, and she felt as if she’d surely drown. Torrents of roaring rain slammed against the outside walls. Mind marinated in raging tumult, she knelt beside the bed. Helpless without possession of heroic grace to save, there simply were no prayers powerful enough to resurrect. Would absentee gods even listen?
She began to wail through sobbing jags of tears, fists hammering the side of the mattress like unrelenting mallets.
“No mother, please, you can’t leave me, no, no…no.”
***
Days later at the funeral, she looked up from the open grave to discover a familiar figure amongst the scattered crowd of mourners. As the priest’s benediction ended, she turned and began to walk away from the grave down the long stone path.
“Madeline,” she heard the deep bass rumble.
She looked up, and saw Tiberius Burns standing under a behemoth oak just off the path.
“I want you to know-”
“Our relationship is over Senator,” she informed, but lacking rancorous traces. “I know it was you,” she added, “who leaked that information I shared under deep background to Grafton at the Post.”
The veteran senator uncharacteristically stammered.
“Madeline, I, I merely wanted to offer-” he attempted to explain.
“Don’t try to dissemble Tiberius. Even though, that’s what politicians do best, right?”
Hurriedly, she began to stride away. But before disappearing beyond some high hedge rows, she turned to hurl a vicious barb.
“But, it seems,” Madeline scorned. “Merely one betrayal wasn’t enough for you?”
Suddenly, she strode back towards Burns, still standing stunned by the tall oak.
“I guess in the very end, politics will always trump love and romance. Now, you can finally go home to your long-suffering wife.”
The very next day, Madeline returned to her empty childhood home, melancholy silences overbearing as she stood in the living room, watching the swirling leaves collect on the front lawn, sparse traffic shuffling around the neighborhood street.
For a while, she wandered aimlessly around the house, gazing at the array of isolated furniture, solitary nick knacks assembled around mahogany table tops, and maple hutches standing in frozen silence.
For some reason, everything seemed much larger when she was growing up. Perhaps, anything seemed small in comparison to Washington’s broad expanse of marbled majesty. Maybe, now was the time to stay the weekend, and collect her thoughts, ruminate on the future she had so steadfastly chosen.
Maybe the unpretentious atmosphere of Danvers, the small working class town from which time’s ravages absconded, would prove a welcome reprieve from the petty place seeking, vicious backstabbing, and political infighting of the nation’s capital.
Continuing to wander around the empty and eerily quiet house, she suddenly felt a sharp pain in her stomach, an odd dizziness beginning to swirl about her skull. In the den, she hurried to a nearby couch. Mixtures of anger, regret and insatiable yearning throbbed along with the sudden physical pain.
Then horror swiftly struck.
“I think I might be pregnant,” the thought careened in her brain. “My god, I can honestly feel it.”
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BACK DOWN SUNSET Boulevard, sparks flew in Starker’s brain, suspecting Crenshaw was concealing something. Answers seemed too pat, maybe even engineered ahead of time, in case questioned about his involvement. Starker maneuvered the buxom truck to retrieve that day’s edition of the LA Times from a curbside plastic kiosk:
“POLICE SAY NO FOUL PLAY IN CANYON FIRE,” read the bold font headline.
Starker stood on the corner, darting radar eyes, perusing the details of the article. He looked up, and felt the city throb, engulfed in the human tumult. Now, the visions haunted again-Camille’s body prone and bullet ridden on the kitchen floor. She was innocent, and yet the innocent are always the first victims. “Don’t worry honey,” Starker mumbled, discarding the Times in the nearest receptacle. “If Charlie Starker is still breathing, evil will have a harder time winning in the end.” Thoughts quickly drifted back to the case at hand. It was fully possible a man like Crenshaw had the wherewithal to bribe Grover Burrell, the LA fire chief, into doctoring the arson reports. A thought keened lighthouse bright, he needed more information on the young daytime television queen herself, Lauren Silverman. To cement motive, means, and opportunity, he needed to find out if these lurid rumors, contradicting Madison Avenue’s cleverly conceived celebrity image, had any shred of viable truth. Having trod the danger strewn streets of the city for so long, Starker knew people liked nothing better than to disparage others more successful, any chance they got. LA was a war zone, and everyone in tinsel town represented enemy combatants, weapons hidden and poised to fire from behind sugary masks of smiles. Starker deeply ruminated, suspecting Riley Crenshaw was a master of illusion. In a world of deceptions, Crenshaw might qualify as the absolute reigning king.
Now at the North Hollywood mall, throngs of gaping masses gathered to glimpse a publicity appearance from Matt Damon, in honor of his new movie premiere. Starker knew the wolves always followed the meat. Snarky, smartass nineteen-year old Perez Benton was Hollywood’s leading jackal of the whole pack.
Man, may be the only animal that blushes or needs to, the old cop figured, but Benton felt no compunction or embarrassment at slagging anyone. Nothing was sacred to Hollywood’s most renowned gossip blogger. Benton was the ultimate Hollywood image killer, or if desired, image maker. If anyone had any nasty dirt to gleefully dish on Silverman, it was Perez.
Inside, Damon had arrived and was graciously singing autographs to an orderly long line of fawning fans. Perez was flamboyantly dressed as usual, pink flamingo strutting amongst common flocks.
“Hey Benton, what the hell is that get up?” Starker jested.
He pointed towards Benton’s fashionable ‘man skirt’ accessorized with a shocking pink leather motorcycle jacket, and Texas ten-gallon hat.
“Everyone except me has frightful taste,” Benton hissed, snake black eyes darting. “You included ‘Ms. Thing’.”
Furtively, Benton cast a disapproving glare upon Starker’s comparatively bland attire while the detective laughed off the ridiculously extravagant air.
“I know you heard all about how the fire chief gave a clean bill of health to that fiasco this weekend in the Canyon. But if there is anyone in all of god damned Hollywood who should know better, I think I’m looking at it.”
Benton rolled his cookie dough brown eyes like loose marbles.
“And did you know Matt Damon, unbeknownst to his adoring public, likes to bite a little sausage along with a side of chicken every now and then-I’m just here to get the untold story.”
Damon cocked his head around, matinee idol features briefly souring.
Hollywood’s gossip king merely puckered his lips, settling thin arms akimbo.
“But what the hell do you want from me now Starker? This is the middle of a working day. I’m a blogger, not Katie Couric or Scott frigging Pelly. So, go ahead, beat me down like your friends did to Rodney King back in the day. Beat me, and throw me in the gulag like Dumas man in the iron mask for Christ’s sake.”
Perez theatrics caused Starker to seethe like a kettle about to boil. Back in the day, his old partner Poncho Vasquez would’ve liked nothing better than to slam the pencil necked fag through a plate glass window. Staying calm, he furrowed his thick brows.
“Listen to me carefully, two-bit hack journalist,” Starker warned.
The cop’s ursine frame edged close enough for Perez to catch a whiff of Canoe cologne, index finger planted firmly on the pink leather.
“We both know this bitch Silverman has a murky past. And maybe you’re not talking because Silverman, or someone works or her, maybe Riley Crenshaw, has the goods on you? Something, that would shut you down cold.”
Benton shut his eyes, realizing he was cornered. Starker was reeling in the line while he wriggled on the end of the hook. Relenting, Benton settled thin arms back down to his side, hands wildly shaking. He knew of Starker’s notorious reputation. He would not hesitate to slap him around if need be. Screaming throngs surged like doomed zombies as the movie star headed toward the theatre exit.
“Alright Starker, but you owe me if the mad cat suddenly strikes back and scratches my eyes out.”
“Just tell me when and where, ok twinkle toes.” Starker snarled, growing impatient.
He knew all too well how the first forty-eight hours were paramount in cracking a homicide case. After that, the trail can go colder than an Antarctic glacier. He had no time to haggle with a Hollywood jester, essentially famous only for being famous. Perez had helped in the past with various anonymous tips, so technically, he owed the fairy the benefit of street protocol.
“So, where you want to do this Perez,” Starker asked.
“Is there ever a truly appropriate place to spill your guts Starker. Do you even realize what could happen to me if I tell you what happened to Clover Black Orchid-do you even realize I could become a pariah? Hollywood is my business. If I give you what you want, it could be dangerous. Do you even care Sister Silverman is known to be vindictive, Starker?”
Starker’s stone cold eyes narrowed into slits. His white knuckled paw flashed out, seizing Benton by the collar of his pink leather jacket.
“Alright cop, meet me at Starbucks in Beverly Hills. Maybe, I’ll spring for a cappuccino. Tell you everything you need to know about the golden daytime poison queen.”
Leaving the mall, Benton gulped a breath of smoggy air. Holding out stick figure arms he examined trembling fingers. He was all too aware of Starker’s reputation. Such men lacked the civil subtleties of those he was accustomed from privileged Beverly Hills. A dark vision now engulfed horrified mind: Visions of a body thrown off Malibu beach’s rocky cliffs, lying in a twisted heap atop blood soaked sand, washed over with surging cool Pacific waves. He had found himself suddenly in the crosshairs of someone sporting the Delta mark, a killer. Slowly, he tried to move forward on limbs convulsing with fears volcanic adrenaline. Slumping against a nearby wall for sudden ballast, one thought baked in the brains blistering furnace:
“I’m now a marked animal.”
***
Later, Starker took up a couch seat at the Starbucks on the corner of Rodeo drive in Beverly Hills. Amusedly, he watched the gaggles of Bel-Air trophy wives stop to gawk at his lumbering pick-up. He laughed at the middle-aged haunches pinched inside designer jeans marketed to twenty-somethings.
“So, this is the alternative lifestyle mating ground, huh?” Starker wondered aloud, sipping a plain black coffee.
Peering out the window beyond the logo, he saw Benton drive up in his blue Mercedes. In a peculiar way, the old cop was developing sympathies, coming forward to inform on a major rising star like Silverman was gutsy. From what Starker, had learned so far, the bitch wasn’t any more afraid to smoke someone on the streets than the Crips and Bloods.
“I could be risking my life here, Starker,” Perez hissed.
Starker noticed Hollywood’s chief gossip dish changed into a more than conservative wardrobe of jeans, Roc-a-wear designer t-shirt, and fresh LA Dodgers hat cocked sideways.
“Nothing you say will track back,” a solemn Starker promised. “Nothing, you have my word.”
Benton breathed deep, eyes darting around the room.
In Hollywood, and especially Beverly Hills, someone might always be listening.
“You remember Ricky Sanchez, the other candidate for the daytime NBC gig, after Whitehouse wrinkled ass got shit canned, how Sanchez went out on a boat and never came back, over the edge, and drowned with no witnesses. Well, it was all bullshit.”
Starker’s eyes narrowed, and he took another sip. Sometimes courage came wrapped in the most unsuspecting packages. No doubt, Silverman was a killer, and Crenshaw her facilitator. In Benton’s line of work, to inform on the high Hollywood food chain he relied for his sustenance took genuine courage, and Starker thought perhaps he owed Benton some brief admiration.
“Are you telling me Silverman got the job because she bumped off the competition?” Starker wondered.
“Everyone at NBC brass, including old man Steinmetz was going to go Sanchez way. Silverman got to her before they pulled the trigger. She was literally the last doll standing.”
Starker gulped down the cappuccino and smiled.
“Got any details, that are verifiable?”
Perez tugged on his pink designer t-shirt and dry cleaned fresh Dodger cap. He hunched his wiry frame forward, speaking in a hushed lisp.
“Word has it, Crenshaw was playing both girls. He knew the producer’s job was in the can. Thing is, Lauren had something on him. Something, no one in Hollywood can discern anyway. But that’s why he’s so willing to act as criminal accomplice.”
“What else?”
“Lauren and Crenshaw made a deal. They would break the news to Sanchez at a secret party on the boat with some of the staff. Sure, enough, the whole thing was a set up, and the coven stabbed her dead, dumped the body overboard weighted with rocks and chains. Crenshaw never gets his own hands dirty of course. He’s too smart for that. Anyway, Lauren met the boat out at sea with a small craft after the deed was done. Once again, the police didn’t detect any foul play, as usual.”
“That’s right,” the old cop recalled. “Later they found the empty boat adrift.”
Starker’s eyes focused far away.
He remembered the files, how the grisly episode was dismissed as a simple boating accident. The goldbrick detective on the case, a red nosed boozer named Durango, only two months away from retirement, muffed it, then headed to Florida. Intuition started to screech like a talentless American idol contestant: Crenshaw was a serial murderer’s enabler, accomplice disguised as network courtier. But what did Silverman have on Crenshaw to make him go along?
“Perez,” Starker whispered, “Tell me what you know about the canyon party.”
Benton returned the cops steely gaze, sarcastic expression withering into solemnity.
“Everyone in Lauren Silverman’s coven says they sacrificed this prostitute, then buried her beneath the canyon oaks. They tell me this because I don’t betray confidences. I’m sorry, can’t give you any specific names. Though Silverman’s dead parents should be turning in proper graves,” Benton sharply quipped. “If, they had them.”
Starker suddenly developed a sympathetic demeanor. In the grand scheme of things, Benton was a businessman, and if everyone in Hollywood suspected he couldn’t keep certain secrets, no one would talk to him anymore, his business of trafficking in tinsel town gossip would go completely under.
“Alright, but weren’t you and Silverman’s studio assistant lovers at one time?”
“You’re not going to send me in and wire me up. Oh, no, not me Ms. Thing.”
“Wires are old hat in this era of 21st century technology. Just turn on your smart phone recorder application when the bitch starts yapping about the canyon.”
“Or what cop,” Benton seethed. “You going to take me to a warehouse and beat me with a rubber hose. How do you know that might not be counterproductive? I just might like it.”
Starker struck out a declarative finger.
“Do the thing, or I’ll dredge up a little accident you had with that teenage pop star from Disney. You know the one, Christina Miller. You were suspected vehicular homicide, murder. But your rich daddy owns all those hotels. He hired a bevy of lawyers, so his dilettante son wouldn’t have to get molested by some sexually frustrated lifer while locked in a cage up in Obispo.”
Benton flinched, fear like an electric charge pulsing in his gut. Starker was too quick on the draw.
“Alright, ‘breeder’ bitch was some fag hag I used to pal around with. I did a little too much coke that night. But, I never meant to kill her. You know you are pure evil. If you appeared in ancient times, they would have dragged you from your cave and stoned you to death.”
Starker moved closer, unmoved by Benton’s theatrics.
“Do the thing. And I’ll make it worth your while. Because we both know, the alternative could be very bad for business.”
“Are you saying you won’t protect me if shit goes down?”
Exasperation reflected from Starker’s every facial pour.
“Do the thing and that makes us partners. I want you to get Silverman on your smart phone recorder clear as a bell, no nose blowing, no bullshit, clear Mr. Midnight Cowboy?”
Turning informants was old hat for an old cop, but Starker was concerned Benton might be a wild hare. The flighty could be mighty fickle and flip if the heat got too hot. This one, he would have to keep squirming under his boot.
“Alright, but what’s this going to be worth my while cop?”
“Do the thing my way and find out. But, you got to do the thing. Comprende, Zorro?”
For a mere moment, Starker posed sympathetically, Benton had always been willing to cooperate.
“I know someone close to the district attorney’s office who can get the city off your back. You’ve got a wrongful death civil suit filed on behalf of Miller’s family by some heavy hitting legal eagles coming up. Daddy War Bucks has twisted himself into pretzels to prevent the news about his precious son from getting out into the papers, magazines and television. He will also be very angry with you. If, he has to pay out.”
“What do I have to do, like exactly?”
“Aren’t you having a little party for your new book, didn’t someone say, with all your movie and T.V. columns in it? Apparently, you played it politically correct, said some flattering things about Silverman. She will not resist having her ego stroked in public. Have your ex-boyfriend extend an invitation? Tell her she’s the guest of honor. After some pills, dope and cocktails, she’ll spill it all out, and you’ll be there to catch it.”
A feeling of doom constricted the air, and Benton’s lungs heaved.
“If Silverman ever discovers this, I’m dead.”
“Do it, for me. Or, I’ll dredge up that case from two years ago-and you are dead meat pal. I’ll make it stick. So, don’t test me. Help me though-and I might be able to make your difficult problem disappear.”
***
Near dinner time, and rolling down La Cienga, Starker stopped at a twenty-four-hour hot dog stand. Seated at a red painted picnic table with two steamed foot longs and an ice-cold coke, a familiar voice pealed through the fetid smog.
“Charlie Starker old goat, thought I saw you earlier at the mall for the Damon premiere standing next to that fag. But you left before I had a chance to say hello.”
With fierce molars chomping, Starker turned his head.
“Vasquez sick bastard,” he barked back. “You still screwing wife number three, or just trying to catch up to old Henry the Eighth, huh?”
“Ah well, you know how it is with me and the women. I juice it up then wear them out one stroke at a time, with my big ten-inch banana dance. My pop was French, it’s genetic, know what I mean partner?”
“If I know anything Vasquez,” Starker joked. “It’s that you were the only detective in homicide to use your revolver as a unique interrogation tool.”
Vasquez threw back his flat-topped head and guffawed.
“Yeah man,” he began to reminisce. “When I cleaned my Beretta,” he darkly joked, burly frame shaking with laughter, “it wasn’t just excess gunpowder residue I had to remove from the barrel.”
Starker recalled the incident. The sergeant had been chasing this heroin dealer for six months about a drug kingpin’s murder, and the captain was riding his ass to go out and get a solid collar. One day, patrolling down on Sunset boulevard, the suspect was seen entering a Burger King. Vasquez followed, then, cornering the suspect at gunpoint, forced him into a fetid restroom toilet stall, sodomizing the pusher with his service revolver. While bent over the bowl, pants and briefs rolled down over urine soaked ankles, Vasquez rammed the suspect’s terrified face into a stinking pile of floating feces.
Rank and file murmured rumors, Vasquez threatened he would ‘blow some hot loads’ in the hapless suspects ‘dirt hole’, if he didn’t cough up the name of his supplier, ‘pronto’.
“You’re pretty unique yourself Starker, only man in LAPD homicide, or perhaps the history of mankind, to eat hot dogs with just catsup. Ever hear of relish and mustard?”
They both heartily chuckled, then just as quickly dissolved into silence.
Vasquez drummed his fingers on the table.
“You still practicing that Santeria voodoo shit. I remember your cousin Miguel with his dolls. So, tell me partner, how does your big ten inch still do the banana dance without a handful of Viagra?”
Vasquez beamed then chuckled.
“I remember every whore on Sunset telling me you were the only client with a penis flexible enough to be compared to Fred Astaire.”
Again, they both heartily laughed, men comfortable with the others earthy imperfections.
“Word on the street is your looking for that whore mysteriously disappeared after the Silverman party down in the canyon?”
Starker rammed the rest of the hot dog in to his mouth, raking a white napkin across catsup stained lips.
“Yeah, I’ve been working this missing persons’ case, and I’m sure the thing’s now developed into a full-blown homicide, involving some network big wigs.”
“Oh yeah,” a curious Vasquez wondered. “What have you got Starker?”
“Not much to go on right now,” Starker admitted, “merely hearsay. But I got a few leads.”
The pair exchanged glances. For over ten years, they had been partners, and Starker intuitively surmised Vasquez had something on his mind.
“Well, if you ever need any help? Maybe, I can throw down some gunpowder voodoo on this case. We solve the case in no time.”
Starker stifled a chuckle from his shark toothed mouth, Vasquez may have some odd religious beliefs, but they both knew in a pinch it was Smith and Wesson to the rescue more so than any Santeria.
“In fact, I just might Poncho,” Starker suggested as Vasquez stone hard face etched with delight. “What are you doing for the rest of the afternoon?”
“Let me tell you something partner,” Vasquez smiled, prominent buck teeth on display. “Security director at the North Hollywood mall ain’t cutting it. Maybe I need someone like you to throw me back in the briar patch.”
Starker shook the white Styrofoam cup half-filled with ice. He supposed involving Vasquez wouldn’t be so bad, if it didn’t involve anything on the street. The old Sergeant had a reputation as a hot head. He had seen his partner put too many gangster’s heads through plate glass windows. This case needed finesse, and Vasquez was all muscle. Starker knew in a pinch though, there was none better back up.
“Alright Poncho,” Starker said, sucking the last drops of soda pop through a candy-striped straw. “You ever heard of a network big wig by the name of Riley Crenshaw?”
Vasquez puzzled expression melted into a smile, happy just to be considered relevant, doing some good cop work again. He knew they were both were two of a kind, out for the thrill of the hunt.
“No, never heard of the dude, but-”
“Then get on it.” Starker said. “I want you to find out all you can. Dig up any dirt you can. I think someone at NBC might have blackmailed him into covering up a homicide at the behest of some little hussy named Lauren Silverman. Surely, you’ve heard of her, right Poncho?”
Vasquez nodded in keen recognition.
“Yeah man, like, who hasn’t these days. She’s got that show, where all the women get revenge on their scum bag boyfriends, right?”
Starker rose from the table.
“Here’s a tip,” he suggested. “I remember reading in some magazine one time this limey used to work at the BBC. I got a hunch beneath a sterling painted rock, there’s a hell of a lot of maggots.”
Starker walked towards his truck, and handed Vasquez a business card.
“Alright partner,” Vasquez smiled again. “I’ll call you tonight to dump the dirt. Together maybe we can blow this dump wide open, just like we did with Senator Duke wacked out his own campaign manager. The guy screwed his wife, right in his own Bel-Air mansion. Those were some good times.”
A grin slowly grafted onto Starker’s world weary features as he gunned the idling engine. “Listen Poncho, I want you to check this limey dudes’ cell records for the last month. Here, just take this card, got Crenshaw’s information written on the back.”
“You think this guy had the stomach to waste someone?”
Starker vaguely nodded.
“You know yourself these big wig types usually get someone else so they don’t mess up the manicure.”
“Do you have any hunch as to this Crenshaw’s motive Starker?”
“Maybe this Silverman and possibly Bob Steinmetz have this Crenshaw so trapped that maybe, he’s sending a signal he wants to escape,” Starker conjectured. “Only now, there’s no way out. Sometimes desperate men crawl their way out over dead bodies, hoping to break away clean, after cleverly covering tracks.”
Vasquez darkly replied. “There ain’t nothing like a touch of murder to brighten your day, right partner?”
Back on the highway, Starker pulled out a red card he covertly picked up off the reception desk of Clover’s escort service:
EASTERN STAR COVEN GRAND SORCERESS
ATHENA MOONBEAM
In the rearview, America’s dream factory fell away, and Starker began to wonder what sinister spells hid within the pollution choked mists, hovering over the city like supernatural apparitions. Late afternoon, and magic hour was soon to arrive over the skies of Bel-Air. The sun descended in slow motion, golden meteor burning toward an awaiting horizon, splashed with bright lavender. Super highways, spread out like tangled snakes, now roared to life. Heroic sounds of restless American dreams packaged in designer finery, sports and muscle cars all scrubbed to a fine sheen, recklessly rampaged well past the speed limit.
Starker contemplated his next move was risky, getting inside the coven could blow his cover. But to effectively establish means, motive, and opportunity, a cop must diligently gather, then examine the evidence first hand. In his gut, Starker knew this religious mumbo-jumbo might have something to do with human sacrifice, the same way they killed Clover. If Clover was buried beneath the canyon oaks, forensic evidence was unbeatable in court. If a grave was found, a court order could be procured to exhume, examine, and positively ID the remains.
Bringing his foot down harder on the accelerator, he thought about all the trouble he might cause for his former colleagues at LAPD. Wondering, Starker became melancholy, what if, this time, it came down to cops trying to shoot other cops? An idea suddenly percolated in the old detective’s mind. Perhaps, a bit of deception was called for. For a place like Pindar’s Grove, featuring heavy security, he would need a fool-proof plan.
The neon glow of LA steadily faded away as he sped into Bel-Air.
“Different sort of neighborhood down here,” Starker said, navigating the immaculately paved streets.
Consulting the GPS, Pindar’s Grove was isolated deep within a sylvan valley. Down a mile-long winding road, he saw the immense gate from a distance, guard house nestled just inside. From some distance, he pulled off the shoulder to begin conducting surveillance. Pulling out his binoculars, Starker peered inside the guardhouse. The man on duty looked bored, sipping from a bland colored Thermos Starker surmised was filled with something other than hot coffee. Grabbing his smart phone, Starker began to research.
“I wish we had these things back in the day,” Starker said, typing into the smart phone Google search box. “Would have made things one hell of a lot easier sometimes.”
Quickly, he had not only the name of the security outfit contracted to Pindar’s Grove, but the complete roster of security men on duty. He also quickly ascertained, Black Water security was required to undergo annual inspection from ATF to maintain its operating license.
“So,” Starker smiled, perusing the information on the screen. “We’re going to have a little fun with this joker. Time to bait the hook and reel in the fish.”
Speeding back downtown, Starker barged into SIU (special investigations unit), to see an old ‘friend’ for some help.
“Good old Charlie Starker,” the pencil pushing Lieutenant greeted, looking up from the sheaf of papers spread out on his desk. “How is life in the private sector these days, profitable, I hear,” the bureaucrat added.
“Oh, I think you’re looking at it Lieutenant.” Starker blustered as the bureaucrat’s eye lids fluttered like bat wings. “I need some help, I’ve got some undercover work required for a case involving the murder of a prostitute, Clover Black Orchid.”
The long pencil clutched in shaking fingers slipped and rolled across the surface of the desk, reticent grin slowly crawling like a worm across the bureaucrat’s perspiring vanilla skinned face.
“I seem to recall you still owe me a favor for that case I helped you out on, shortly before I left,” the old cop reminded. “You know the one, involving those Hells Angels and heroin trafficking. If it weren’t for me, you guys never would have solidly collared any suspects. I know you have what I’m looking for,” Starker narrowed his eyes, watching the bureaucrat gulp. “So, I need some ATF credentials, and I need them now.”
The bureaucrat settled eyes rimmed with fear on the Delta mark tattooed on Starker’s forearm.
“Sure, Charlie,” he capitulated, trembling lips folded into a truncated grin. “Anything for one of the most celebrated in the history of LAPD.”
Credentials in hand, Starker tracked the security guard to a seedy bar down on Sunset and Wall. Walking in dressed like the typical government bureaucrat-plain white collared shirt, plain blue tie and black slacks-he spotted his mark perched at the bar, sucking down one whiskey sour after another. In the corner, an old juke box puked out vintage country and western songs from a pair of scratchy speakers, aroma of cheap beer, sweat, and smoke permeating the stale air. Approaching the bar with deliberation, Starker stood right next to the mark.
“Hey bartender,” Starker bellowed over the jukebox din. “Can you tip me off?”
Starker pulled out his wallet, sliding a C-note across the bar, careful to prominently display the ATF badge acquired from LAPD SIU-right where the mark would notice it. As the bartender handed Starker back five twenties, a peripheral glance saw the mark turn his head, eyes filled with sudden alarm at the government badge insignia displayed.
“Thank you, bartender,” Starker said, stuffing the paper into his leather billfold. “How you doing pal,” the old cop addressed the unwitting mark, deploying some keen psychological warfare. Subtly winking, Starker turned to leave. Wiping perspiration slicked forehead, the mark twitched with the old cop’s every heavy step towards the exit.
“I’ll be damned,” the flustered mark slurred, turning to the bartender. “What an end to another perfect day,” the doomed syllables drooled out.
“What’s the matter Chet,” the bartender said, leaning over.
Confounded, the mark shook his head.
“That guy was from ATF, a representative of Uncle Sam, and I’m due back on duty for the night shift at Pindar’s Grove. I could lose my god damned job.”
***
Perez Benton stopped by Van Clef and Apreas to shop for some accessories. Looking around, the shop was filled with the usual clients. They were tired old queens secretly kept by Hollywood moguls on the sly from clueless wives, or blithe young Hollywood starlets and their rock star boy toys. An old acquaintance approached just as he was perusing the collection of Cartier watches.
“Wow, like, I hear Lauren Silverman is showing up at the party tonight at your crib. You must have pulled a lot of strings. No pun intended.”
And the old queen elicited one of those world weary fake laughs.
Benton rolled his eyes.
“How tired some of these old Hollywood queens have become,” the thought flashed.
“Oh, yes dear,” he smiled through the resentment. “Lauren will be there tonight, to regale us all with some of her latest peculiar proclivities, for committing arson and getting away with it.”
The old queen slinked away, face pinched with dismay.
A familiar face suddenly strolled by. Perez offered his limp wrist, frosted with a diamond bracelet. “OMG, looks like Jennifer Anniston. How do you stay so fierce girl?” “Perez my honey,” Anniston exclaimed, flashing her patented high wattage smile, before kissing Benton’s hand. “Aren’t you afraid something might happen to your beautiful chalet, if the “Sister” makes an unscheduled appearance this evening?”
Benton smiled back, and caressed both the actresses’ hands affectionately.
“Silverman, the wickedest witch in Hollywood might cast some fierce spells. But, I’m the one who possesses all the magic, ‘Ms. Thing’.”
“Seriously Benton, I would be very careful,” warned the aging Hollywood star. “If I were you, I would hide all the flammable materials in the house where “Sister” can’t get at them.”
Her hearty laughter seemed laced with terror’s trembling uncertainty.
“Fortunately,” Benton flashed typical quick wit. “I have the insurance agents as one of my quickly retrieved cell contacts.”
Leaving the shop for a moment, he stood alone in front of his turquoise Mercedes, watching the rich and not so famous striding up Rodeo Drive garbed in designer finery. Vague apprehension transformed to lucid premonition. Perhaps shrivel faced Anniston was correct. If “Sister” did arrive, one of Benton’s guests, possibly even he, might not make it out alive.
Then, he heard the guttural groan of a ring tone from the palm of his hand. Looking at the screen for the caller ID, he nearly gasped: “Oh, shit, It’s Whitehouse. And she’s probably pissed because of what I wrote about her.”
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PBS broadcasting building, office of veteran television personality Jennifer Whitehouse
FRAMED PICTURES ON the surrounding office walls represented monuments to a remarkable career spanning decades. Gazing at them, allowed Whitehouse to pretend there was still dignity in continuing to rage against fading twilight. Now, from behind her desk, she looked up at the framed memories, like frozen ghosts suspended on the wall. Maybe, the thought glimmered, there was still hope in resurrecting vanishing vitality.
“Ms. Whitehouse,” a prim secretary related. “There’s a call on line two from a strange pad mark, sounds urgent. However, they refused to identify.”
“Well, Penelope,” she crushed out yet another Benson and Hedges into a half-filled ashtray. “I think we all could use some urgency regarding the ratings. This network is positively in a coma. No wonder Charlie Rose was in such a hurry to turn the reins of this monstrosity over to me.”
Her half-chewed manicured finger reached for a button. The voice streaked through the speakers like a comet, sounding polished enough to be professional, and yet genuinely harried. Probably, someone’s secretary from across the street, pressured by the brass to close a deal in trading out guests, a standard Hollywood practice.
Quickly, Whitehouse mentally scanned through her Hollywood rolodex. Yes, the adopted wobble of a faux British accent, calling on behalf of someone high on the NBC food chain. Someone, with enough clout to get the ear of Bob Steinmetz. Memory jogged, and yes, at last year’s Emmy’s after party-the mousy personal secretary working for Riley Crenshaw-one of the most eligible bachelors in Hollywood.
“I must remain anonymous for now,” the secretary’s voice quivered. “I know all about the house burned down in the canyon, and why. Lauren Silverman and her office girls in the coven tortured, killed, burned then buried this prostitute under the Laurel Canyon Oaks.” Whitehouse intuition sparked, this sounded like an opportunity. “You needn’t worry, your anonymity is safe for now, but I assume you are someone in contact with someone else in a prime position to sway NBC brass?”
“They say Lauren is out of control,” the voice sounded beyond urgent now, strained hoarse with fear. “No one can take it anymore. She uses all of us as errand donkeys.”
Whitehouse cocked a furrowed brow.
“What’s in it for me, if we can make a deal?” she maneuvered.
“If we can make a deal, I know someone who can get what you covet most?”
Whitehouse sprang from her office chair. The Times said there was no foul play. But, there was only one man, with the contacts, and social panache, to pull off blackmail. Why, was a class act like Riley Crenshaw mixed up with a psycho like Silverman? Sometimes, top shelf professionals like Riley were miraculously adept at creating détente amid potential Hollywood war zones.
Back behind her desk, she clicked the mouse and opened a folder, and a characteristically flamboyant photograph of Perez Benton stared back, accompanied by the cell phone number.
“Hey babe, I think you might know why I’m calling,” she greeted, teasing.
“Oh Jennifer, I didn’t mean what I said, that you were a mossy old rock sliding down the face of the Hollywood Hills.”
“We can forget about that for a moment darling,” Whitehouse tone became business-like. “What do you know about the fire in the canyon last weekend?”
Benton flinched.
Jesus, if that heavy dude Starker wasn’t enough to cause a bad hair day….
“If it gets back to me, I’ll deny it Jennifer. All of it.”
Whitehouse voluptuous lips drew into a full bloomed smile.
“Just give me the dirt so I can pull some diamonds out of it, ok Perez?”
“Vengeance is mine sayeth those in Hollywood, right Ms. Thing?”
Whitehouse merely sighed at Benton’s brand of sassy sarcasm.
“Just give me all the facts, deviant sleaze ball.”
Benton was now in an upscale salon having a pedicure. Suddenly, he waved the attendant away, softly padding to a private back room. Huddling in a corner, Benton covered the cell speaker with a cupped palm.
“Some crazy ex-homicide cop came asking me about Silverman. He thinks she murdered this missing person, then burned the house to destroy the evidence.”
Inside, Whitehouse felt euphoria well like a geyser. This was too good to be true, the young witch had blundered badly, this time. “Word around town is, she had Riley Crenshaw, and some of the girls in Silverman’s coven, buried the girl under the canyon oaks. Jesus, can you get any more psychotic than that?”
“Oh, and about that other thing in your blog two weeks ago, about my ass having different zip codes,” Whitehouse snarled, before cutting the line dead. “Go tiptoe your little twinkle toes through the backyard barbed rose bush and take a flying screw to the moon. Thanks, dearie, see you soon.”
Lounging back, she maneuvered the office chair towards the window. Blankly, she gazed down at the buzzing city traffic far below, metallic skinned lemmings queued towards horizon’s cliff, before synapse of the brain jolted. Her memory switched back to a year ago, Crenshaw had warmed to her upon a sudden introduction from Bob Steinmetz:
“Your beauty is unsurpassed Madame. And if I might add some gallant praise, so is your talent.”
One door closes and yet another open; indeed, the I-Ching was correct.
Whitehouse fractured pink painted finger eagerly lurched and stabbed a button.
“Riley, it indeed has been too long. I thought perhaps, you could join me for dinner tonight?”
***
Late afternoon, Whitehouse sat on the PBS set, and began to daydream.
Interviewing a bloated and half-dead Henry Kissinger was certain to prove less than scintillating.
“Why is the response to the first woman president,” Whitehouse half-yawned, “so extraordinary around the world?”
“Jennifer, she can give a new impetus to America in a time of crisis, ushering in a Golden Dawn of world order.” the guttural voice replied.
The outline of the bloated icon blurred. More vivid memories flooded the troubled mind. How it was things had come to this, trapped and embalmed in a public television sarcophagus, dumped into entertainment hell?
Whitehouse half-smiled as Kissinger droned on. She thought back to long ago. Soon after the caps and gowns at Vassar graduation fell to the emerald grass on that hazy summer afternoon, she quickly endeavored in escaping, to New York. Somehow, she always yearned for the world beyond the safe white picket fence of her parents’ blue blood Cambridge heritage. Next to the titanic majesty of New York, Boston was a Lilliputian pretender posing as giant, resembling a bland city like Buffalo-known for bad weather, beans and clams. Staying around, and marrying some ivy educated, blue blood imbecile, with a Brahmin name that mattered to the stiff jawed cocktail set, was never part of her overall agenda.
She now recalled the ride over Brooklyn bridge, wide eyed, excitement tingling in the limbs while in the back of the scum stained Greyhound, majestic liberty statue dominating the cityscape through the dirt filmed windows.
From there, it was a meteoric rise from network development assistant to weather person. Then, to anchor at Brooklyn’s NBC affiliate. There, she quickly made a name with her quick wit, staccato delivery, and towering bouffant of blonde locks, imitated by every housewife and office girl on the Eastern Seaboard.
And then, came the triumphant pinnacle. Those memorable glory years at the NBC prime time anchor desk, the first female ever to command more than seven figures. After having won every award several times over, she was offered hostess of Good Morning USA. Unfortunately, soon after her premature demise, Silverman turned the popular show into vulgar spectacle. Bob Steinmetz wanted to shake up the roster, and go for a younger demographic. Such was life in the television business, fleeting and unforgiving.
“By the way Jennifer,” Kissinger’s throaty salutation slapped her back to attention. “For years, I have always been in love with you.”
“Ah, yes Henry,” she replied with quick repartee. “I know your penchant for courting young woman has never abandoned.”
“Perhaps, you will accept my dinner invitation, Jennifer?” the fat crustacean mumbled.
Nothing sexy about boring goat faced demons like you, pal….
After taping wrapped, Whitehouse returned to her office, and went straight for the fifth of Crown Royal, stashed in the lower left hand corner of her desk. Grabbing a shot glass from the corner mini-bar, she watched the liquor shimmer in the glass from the dying spears of sun through the office window. Again, her eyes flitted over the virtual gallery of framed pictures. She had been robbed. Belting back the booze, she winced, sinking into sorrow’s swirling vortex. Tears started to well. But she held them back. Real women never cry. They get even.
The secretary’s voice crackled through the desk speaker.
“You’re due at the plaza for that talk with the journalism students from UCLA. I have the speech all typed and ready for you.”
“I suppose, it’s my solemn duty to buttress the myth of a free press.”
Now in the limousine on her way to the speaking engagement, she went over her notes. It was one of the those few public appearances she still readily consented. Being asked to inspire a new generation of American broadcast journalists, made her feel still somewhat relevant. Then again, sometimes, she felt such events meant being wheeled out like some old museum curio from its glass case to be gawked at.
Arriving at the lobby of the hotel, she was ushered to the podium. Amidst wild applause, she looked out over the sea of fresh and eager faces before speaking.
“If only they knew what they were getting into,” she mused.
“After several decades in television broadcast journalism, I can tell you indeed perception rules over reality.”
Once again, she studied the faces, now welded into intense concentration.
“Some of you sitting before me today, if you’re lucky enough to make it to the top of your profession, shall surely soon discover, much to your chagrin, that the reporting of the news has actually little to do with revelations of the truth, but a firm maintenance of the status quo.”
Pausing for dramatic effect, she scanned the faces once more, noticing several starting to uncomfortably shift in their chairs.
Obviously, this is not what the crowd came to hear.
“The business of the news is all about perception management at best, and at worst, entertainment, derived from the lowest common denominator. Many in the business, although loathe to admit it, are merely content at being stenographers for those in positions of great power.”
Then, she unleashed a smile, and with a certain perverse delight, watched callow audience literally begin to squirm.
“Any network executive worth their salt recognizes this. The public prefers pretty lies from a pretty face, rather than the ugly truth from someone less telegenic. That is the essence and the dirty little secret of the business you have chosen as your profession. So, good luck.”
Whitehouse spread out her hands, unleashing another ironic grin to pockets of nervous laughter.
“As you embark on what many will surely discover to be a journey of futility up the corporate network ladder, my sterling advice is this: if you can’t make it, you must fake it.”
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BACK IN CRENSHAW’S office, Mary the secretary answered a call from NBC head honcho Bob Steinmetz.
“Yes Mary, I can’t seem to get in touch with Riley much these days. Unless, it’s RSVP.” Steinmetz said, choking through some accidentally inhaled cigar smoke. “I know you’ve been working hard. But, I would very much like to see the memo you wrote up, detailing promotional ideas for sweeps week. You know how important it is, for appearances sake. Even if it is Riley’s brilliant promotional ideas I’m taking credit for, as head of the network,” Steinmetz uttered, completely devoid of irony.
The old geezer’s nicotine stained voice dissolved into a raucous chuckle, and Mary winced.
“If you could just drop by sometime after I leave for the day, and drop it on my desk at your convenience, I can look at it tomorrow?”
“I will do that sir,” the dutiful secretary promised. “Before the end of the working day, you shall have it.”
Just then, a tall man outfitted in blue shorts and shirt, emblazoned with DSL, walked through the office door.
“I have a package for Mr. Riley Crenshaw.”
Mary picked up a pen, and scribbled on the outstretched clipboard.
Wordlessly, the man placed the small package on the desk.
After he turned and left, she noticed the return address. It was from the office of Grover Burrell, the LA fire chief. Blood wildly rushing, her curiosity slowly gained prominence. Ripping open the package, inside, she found a single disk labeled “canyon fire.”
Speedily, she took the disk and loaded it into her desktop Macintosh. Mary stood watching in awe at the depravity clearly demonstrated on the screen. Yes, she remembered Riley had told her about Lauren making snuff films, with some rogue network studio employees. One thing was certain, working for Riley Crenshaw was never dull.
Mid-way through, she stopped the video, and stowed the disk carefully in a bottom drawer of her desk, protected by a combination lock. She then continued down the hall to Mr. Steinmetz office, sweeps memo stuffed in a manila colored folder in hand. Once inside, she dropped the memo in the unoccupied desk. She looked around, awed at the television history demonstrated by the sweeping array of framed pictures. Those famous faces, golden Hollywood moments recorded for remote posterity, the polished rows of triumphant iron.
Panning her eyes around, she slowly became aware she was but a mere insignificant observer, Lilliputian among giants fighting for supremacy, an obscure haddock swimming in a tank filled with sharks hunting for pieces of bloody meat.
Then, her eyes caught the NBC logo on a single piece of stationary, poking out of the jaws of the document shredder placed near Steinmetz desk. With shaking hand, she held it, and began to read aloud in a hushed whisper: “Special plans, project Omni, simulated exercise to test public and armed forces responses to series of attacks from unidentified out world sources.”
“Oh Mary, hello, long time no see.” cheerily greeted Steinmetz secretary, poking her head in the office door slightly ajar.
“Oh, yes Christie, I’m just perusing the sweeps memo requested by Mr. Steinmetz for this afternoon. It was written by Mr. Crenshaw, and I just need to check it one more time before leaving it on Mr. Steinmetz desk,” she said, blood wildly pumping, badly attempting to steady quavering voice. “I’m just taking the time to make certain the I’s are dotted, and T’s crossed,” she added, offering a tremulous smile. “I’m afraid Riley doesn’t have much time to do any typing.”
Steinmetz secretary nodded, smiled, then retired back to her office. Mary’s jittering hands stuck the Project Omni memo into the manila folder. Rushing out, her head operated as if on a mad swivel, staccato clicking of her red designer heels echoing off the black and white checkerboard hall.
***
Marie and Milo sat in the Burbank studio green room, nerves steadily jangling while the blonde development girl instructed them on the script for that day’s show.
“Now, remember guys,” the D-girl began her pre-show pep talk. “We want you totally confident out there. This is going to be an awesome show. And, we want you to go out there and be, like, totally pumped, and ready for action. Ms. Silverman and Mr. Crenshaw wanted me to inform both of you, there will be a significant cash bonus the more often you are able to inflict physical pain on the rogue rapist, Juan, like okay?”
The D-girl flashed an alabaster set of sparkling horse teeth.
Tucking her clipboard under her skinny arm, she departed, Milo’s brain still plagued with indecision.
“Like, oh, wow. We get new cars,” a gleeful Marie gushed, “and some more cash to party with.”
“You better hope it’s enough to pay our rent Marie,” Milo pointed out. “Because after we humiliate Juan on live television, he ain’t going to be paying our bills no more.”
Marie leaped from her chair. Suddenly, her eyes smoldered Mars red.
“I will not put up with this bullshit from you Milo,” she hissed with vitriol. “I will not.”
Razor sharp, crimson painted nails raked across skin.
Milo sat stunned frozen, terror rimming the iris.
“We’re going to go out there and do this,” Marie yelped. “Now is not the time to start being a pussy Milo. You better step up.”
Milo sensed the floor beginning to drop away into a bottomless void, stomach turning like a cement mixer. He began to imagine the unbearable notion- mornings alone without her tender skin’s lingering spring fresh scent, stallion sculpted legs coiled tight about his sweat drenched back.
“Okay Marie,” he obediently relented. “Have it your way.”
***
Juan arrived at LAX, and meandered though the crowded terminal. For a moment, in silent fascination, he watched as the queue of boarding passengers at another terminal were groped, pushed and prodded by the private airport security.
“I guess my recruiting sergeant was right,” he quietly mused as crowds of suitcase toting tourists shuffled past. “The fighting overseas had nothing to do with spreading democracy, because there certainly ain’t none here at home.”
Suddenly, keen eyes fell upon a purse snatching predator, preying upon a helpless grandmother waiting in the airport security queue.
“Somebody help me, oh please,” the elderly woman wailed.
Some of the surrounding throngs just stood silently staring, while many of the others somehow pretended not to notice, as if nothing extraordinary were occurring. Setting down his suitcase from the carousel, Juan bolted after the swiftly absconding purse snatcher. Legs churning, he quickly caught up, muscular arms flung around the purse snatchers waist. Tackling and pummeling the absconding predator to the floor, Juan unleashed a series of punches. The predator whimpered like a wounded animal, mouth gushing with spattered blood.
In a few seconds, Juan had the purse snatcher completely subdued, while the airport security looked on, eyes agog. Retrieving the stolen purse, Juan rushed back to the grateful old woman.
“Here you are Ma’am,” a humble Juan said, turning the purse back over. The woman’s wrinkled features radiated with delight. “I don’t think that guy will be stealing anyone’s purse again anytime soon.”
Soon delivered to NBC studios in Burbank, Juan was now ensconced down the hall from Marie and Milo, sitting silent and secluded in another green room, while a burly armed guard kept watch at the entrance. With each passing moment, Juan began to feel uneasy. He’d been away a long time and was only vaguely familiar with the true nature of the ‘Sister’ Silverman show. He began to rue his naivete would work against him. Maybe, this Crenshaw was a gold-plated liar, and this show he had reluctantly agreed to participate wasn’t as advertised.
Through the walls of the empty room, he could hear the immense studio audience begin to howl like banshees, and the horrifying memories of overseas suddenly returned. He recalled the Iraqi’s, homeless and starving, how they menacingly loitered in the bomb pocked streets, tossing whatever detritus available at the passing convoy of NATO armored vehicles. A small boy rushed forth with a bottle, a Molotov cocktail, flaming rag sticking from the mouth. Then-a rollicking explosion ripped at the humid air, rented bodies writhing underneath the scalding desert sun on the garbage strewn pavement. Violent hordes howling hateful mantras rushed forward, slashing at the helpless bodies with sticks and machetes.
Thankfully, the audience clamor subsided, and wiping his perspiring brow, Juan saw the green room door yawn open to reveal the beefy security guard.
“Alright son,” the gruff bass rumbled. ‘It’s show time in exactly five minutes.”
From behind the beefy guards back snuck the thin and beach tanned blonde D-girl, donned with a mask of brimming smiles.
“Juan, all of us here at the Sister Silverman show want you to know, we are so proud to like, have a war veteran on the show with us today.”
He looked back at her, sensing the hollow void behind the vacant Hollywood gleam.
Nonetheless, here I am, he figured.
“Alright, let’s get this over with.”
***
Silverman arrived at the studio fashionably late-as usual. Packs of paparazzi hovered like vultures, camera’s probing like mad surgical machines, shutters and lenses clawing to capture vulnerable souls beneath the skin. Gaggles of autograph hawkers fought for position, faceless fanatics screaming themselves hoarse for a blessing from their demi-goddess. Gossip column scribes hollered over the din, hoping to scribble quotes from a surrogate muse with real flesh. Lauren emerged from the limousine and the screaming rose in crescendo, flashbulbs popping like battlefield nukes.
Regally, Silverman advanced towards the studio entrance, crowds parting like Red Sea waves before Moses holy staff.
“Here are your notes for today’s show,” her pencil thin lackey named Daryl lisped, “and some fresh cappuccino for that hangover, Lauren dear.”
“Lauren, Lauren,” screamed a pair of over fed married tourists in tacky Hawaiian print shirts. “You’re such a role model for today’s strong and independent young women,” the plump wife chirped.
“Our daughter at UCLA hopes to follow your sterling example,” crowed the porcine husband.
Now in her plush green room, Daryl spackled her endless gallery of calculated expressions with pancake makeup.
“Oh, I almost forgot, I happened to see Jennifer Whitehouse warbling around threatening to bury you-”
“She’s been saying that for the last three years while her wrinkled old ass clogs up the public television toilet, Daryl.”
Silverman rose from the chair, brushing out her trademark feathered hairstyle now emulated by tens of millions across America.
“I’m sure the old battle axe is mortified at what you did to her show once Steinmetz gave her the walking papers.”
“You know how it is D-bag, audiences have fickle appetites. Once they’ve devoured you they rarely regurgitate you back out. For the insatiable masses, Hollywood is an endless buffet of scandals, smiles and tears. Whitehouse, I’m afraid, is day old fish not worth the eating.”
“She has no horrid sins to confess. Whitehouse is like that older sister everyone’s supposed to look up to. Yet, no one invites when it’s party time,” Daryl replied. “That’s why they won’t let her back, she’s just so tired and boring girlfriend. You mustn’t worry, Jenny girl is dead and buried.”
Daryl operatically gestured with a thin finger dragged across his throat and Silverman giggled.
“Oh, excuse me Lauren dear,” Daryl said, pulling out his cell. “I have to take this.”
“That’s okay Daryl,” Silverman smiled. “Once again, you’ve made me look like the ultimate soccer mom every sexually frustrated husband across the nation desperately desires to sleep with.”
“Oh, hello P-Flower,” Daryl’s greeting chirped. “What-oh yeah-for your new book-sure-I’ll be there with bells on. Hey Perez, maybe later you can join us at the coven for our exciting ceremony. May the 1st will be soon upon us, Beltane is breaking!”
Silverman slowly stroked her flowing bouffant of hair and gazing into the mirror, admired her stellar reflection.
“I don’t know about today’s show, sometimes I-” she feigned lament. “I don’t know about this show Crenshaw scripted, Daryl. I mean,” she giggled in cynical amusement, “what kind of a mind comes up with this stuff, scum bag rapes his best friend’s girlfriend at a party, and gets her pregnant.”
“That was Perez Benton inviting you to his book party in Bel-Air.”
Silverman put down the brush, preening one last time in the mirror, before turning around.
“Who is going to be there, anyone I know?”
“Oh, Katy Perry, Ryan Seacrest, Rihanna, JZ-all the usual suspects. Maybe, even Clooney. My dad used to know Rosemarie. Such a fussy bitch.”
Silverman threw her arms around the assistant’s neck, eyes growing pensive.
“You’ve been around this Hollywood game for a long-time babe. Crenshaw’s a professional, all the way. But sometimes, I don’t know if I can trust him. He’s some slick oil. I worry he may try to slither his way out of all the latest controversy and speculation swirling around what happened in the Canyon-know what I mean?”
“But Lauren dear,” Daryl replied, attempting to sound apologetic. “Without the Commodore, this show would be a confusing Chinese fire drill. So, maybe you’re worrying in vain-wasted energy, better spent elsewhere?”
Silverman lightly smiled, kissing the veteran assistant’s cheek, just as he began to reminisce.
“I remember my dad, Jay Sebring, ‘hairdresser to the stars’, telling me about the good old days-Tuesday Weld, Sharon Tate and Mia Farrow. Nothing lasts forever in fickle tinsel town.”
Indeed, Daryl had vividly witnessed many now lost and long forgotten launched on stardom’s perilous journey. Through the years, he watched them, but for a moment streak across the Hollywood heavens, shooting stars fading out, tragic meteors crashing to earth-glimmering dreams once so hopeful soon smashed into pieces, blasted away in the blink of an eye. With Silverman, Daryl sensed somewhere beneath Madison Avenue’s carefully sculpted controversial image, hid a good-natured valley girl-maybe.
Silverman slowly slid her arms away and sighed.
“Even Jesse James knew there was always a faster gun, right Daryl dear?”
Daryl gestured with a wry grin.
“Have a good show Lauren,” he encouraged, pinching her rosebud hued cheeks. “And, try not to worry about every little thing, huh? Too much worrying will only cause wrinkles and crow’s feet, making plastic surgeons everywhere monstrously rich.”
As Daryl departed the room, Silverman’s glance returned to the mirror.
“Sometimes, I wonder if all this bullshit is worth it,” she ruminated.
Fear began to uncharacteristically tingle in the limbs, and for a moment, Silverman noticed her manicured hands shaking. Stardom’s pursuit was becoming perilous, with life and death stakes.
***
Crenshaw stood in the control room, intently watching the monitors before the show began. How easy it was to buy anyone in Hollywood.
Thin lips bloomed into a smile, recalling how earlier that afternoon, he easily cajoled the counter girl at the Metro Web office.
“Would this make you more amenable to erasing those telephone records my dear?”
The clerk behind the counter looked at the triple digit on the bill in Crenshaw’s hand, eyes growing wide with excitement.
“Oh, I see what you mean.”
Crenshaw watched the girl’s hands move the mouse to delete the files. Gently, he placed a crisp C-note into the ebony palm slicked with sweat. The crafty producer decided to add a sweetener, some much-needed insurance, should Starker go snooping around. Reaching into his tailored jacket, he pulled out the roll, and slowly peeled off another one-hundred-dollar bill.
The timid clerk’s eyes bulged.
“On this bill, you will find a number known only to me. You shall promise to inform me if anyone comes in and asks for the records. Maybe, a private detective named Starker.”
The girl could barely contain her rush of excitement.
“I certainly will sir, and thank you so much, this is like-”
“Just contact me,” he said, sliding the bill across the counter. “As soon as anyone asks. There’s a good girl,” he said before walking out.
Crenshaw’s attentions attuned to the room monitors.
The capacity audience cheered like trained seals, wielding homemade signs:
I LOVE MY SISTER.
“Appears to be a livelier audience than usual, eh Pete? Perhaps,” he remarked to the director. “We can expect the requisite fireworks to jack the ratings to a fifty-five share?”
Swoons of unruly delight erupted from the mostly young female audience. The empress had arrived on stage to signal the demise of yet another hapless male victim.
“It has become quite clear you’re an irredeemable and abusive rogue, Juan,” Silverman proclaimed to the lone figure seated on stage. “You’re a dead-beat buster lacking any class.”
Squalls of vulgar approval screeched from the howling mob.
“But Lauren,” the show’s designated rogue villain protested. “Right from the start this bitch cheated on me with my best friend. I tried but she’s impossible, that’s all. Nothing she says about me is true. And quite frankly, that scandalous Crenshaw was the one got me on this show. No one told me this is how it would be.”
On cue the audience responded, hooting derisively.
“The Sister is never wrong,” a hysterical voice rose above the shrill studio din. “You have a penis. So, you’re a loser, a liar and a rapist.”
Juan pounded a balled fist on the arm of the orange studio chair, audience cheers spiraling to a deafening apex. He felt the studio lights begin to scald with the power of one thousand suns, slick skin drowned in torrents of flowing sweat. Tumultuous human din rumbled like thunder spat from blackening clouds. Despite sensing protest of his present unfortunate plight was futile, Juan scoffed back at the audience howling like packs of frenzied jackals. Looking out, all he could see were the exploding bombs, hear the deathly crackle of machine guns, comrades fallen in pooling blood. Struggling to shake the haunting images from the mind, reality somehow sharply focused, and Juan suddenly rose from his chair. Broad shoulders resolutely squared, he cast a finger like a rapier towards hostess Sister Silverman, ring master of the circus-like mayhem.
“I didn’t rape the damned bitch, and the baby ain’t mine,” Juan yelled back at the howling mob. “And, after being humiliated here on national television, I ain’t paying for any of Marie’s shit no more.”
Back in the control room, Crenshaw edged cleft chin forward, casting a ghastly grimace at the control room monitors. Marie’s blood fumed with excitement, anticipating her cue from backstage.
“This is my chance to be a star in Hollywood,” the fantasy bloomed in her head like Technicolor cinema.
Cameras zeroed in on their close-ups as Silverman prodded the banshee audience, using her microphone like some symphony conductor’s baton.
“How bloody dare this Yank bloke insult me,” Crenshaw sizzled. “Alright,” he ordered Pete, the director. “Give our rape victim the cue, now.”
“Signal the ex-girlfriend to get ready for her covert attack, now.” the director whispered into his mouthpiece.
“Tell the bouncer’s stage left to get ready and be on their toes,” Crenshaw instructed, moving closer behind the director’s chair. “This could get out of hand, Pete. This bloke, from what I understand, is a war veteran, adept at hand-to hand combat, and he’s deviated from the script.”
Tension in the studio grew concrete thick as the rogue’s ex-girlfriend burst from backstage. Silence blanketed the air as the audience collectively braced. Sharp lacquered nails scraped the ex-boyfriend’s cheek, drawing blood. The raucous audience exploded in utter rapture.
“Cue the current boyfriend to charge. Now, Pete.” went Crenshaw’s urgent command, dangling marionettes from strings.
“Ok, get the other boyfriend out there,” Pete the director urged. “And position the bouncers so it doesn’t get too far.”
“That’s good Pete, we don’t want unexpected melee marring our sense of drama.” Crenshaw triumphantly pumped his fist, his best laid plans following through.
Like a demented bull let loose from his corral to charge the matador, Milo lumbered towards Juan, fist poised to strike. Blinded by scorching studio lights, Juan never suspected the sucker punch. Malicious knuckles cracked chin bone. Tumbling precariously, Juan fell violently backwards over chairs arrayed onstage.
“Whoa,” Silverman crowed. “Now, that looks like a direct hit.”
The capacity audience brayed like meat starved jackals.
Juan, the designated rogue, rose unfazed, wiping the trickle of blood from his upper lip. “You too, huh Milo? Well, maybe this will knock some sense into you,” Juan berated.
Agile fists lurched like striking cobras, pummeling Milo to the stage floor, sound of fracturing jaw bone cutting through the studio din.
“What they give you to betray me, huh, Milo,” Juan shouted, looming over the fallen mass of unconscious flesh.
Bouncers swooped in like hungry wolves, granite faces etched with menace, circling the rogue, awaiting orders how to proceed.
“I think you’re in some trouble Juan,” Silverman warned, bee stung swollen lips slithering into a sinister smile. “Some of these guys is ex-Navy Seals.”
“Let’s make it interesting and add some exciting suspense Pete,” Crenshaw proposed, changing the script on the fly.
“But Commodore, you know how this segment usually goes, the bouncers confront the villain and beat him down-collective catharsis right?”
“Let’s just take a moment to suspend the catharsis-maximum drama-that’s what we want-confront only. Maybe, the rogue will repent and beg forgiveness. Humiliation always sells big in America.”
Pete smiled and tapped the mouthpiece dangling from his studio headgear.
“Confront the guest only-repeat-confront, but do not engage.”
Playing her role to the hilt, Silverman began to loudly jeer at her publicly disgraced guest.
“You’d better consider the error of your irresponsible ways, Juan. You raped your best friend’s girlfriend and got her pregnant.”
“But Lauren,” Juan bellowed back. “There ain’t been a pregnancy test. I was the one sent Marie money home, when I was over in Iraq fighting for everyone’s freedom here. And, this is what I come home to?”
“Alright, let’s get them into the chant Pete, standby.”
“You got it Mr. Crenshaw,” Pete smiled again, immediately relaying Crenshaw’s instruction to a studio floor manager.
“Let’s get the chant going now.”
The floor manager threw up a hand signal and on cue a key grip flashed a huge single worded sign at the audience; meat to Pavlov’s trained dogs:
“SHITBIRD-SHITBIRD-SHIT-.” The mantra swelled like a raging hurricane.
“You don’t rape women shit bird,” one of the looming security barked.
“If I had a pig of a boyfriend like you,” a shrill voice peeled like a fog horn. “I’d look for love in all the wrong places too.”
The bouncer’s ursine hand connected sharply with Juan’s bloodied face, and the audience screamed with glee.
“Oh wow, another direct hit, you’re going down Juan buddy, like the piece of trash you are.”
“RAPIST-RAPIST-RAPIST.” the audience insanely bellowed.
Just as Juan stumbled back to his feet, Marie suddenly ran over and wound her shod foot up like a field goal kicker. The bouncers began to chuckle, watching the young war veteran humbled into a fetal position, groaning in extreme pain.
“Looks like you will never have the capability to rape anyone ever again, Juan.” Silverman chided, wielding her microphone like a cheerleader’s pompon.
The bouncers converged and dragged Juan and Milo off the stage, and out of sight, like loose sacks of potatoes. Moments before the credits rolled, the sorceress delivered her monologue to America amidst the dying tumult.
“I say to all you males out there, thinking you can abuse your woman, refuse to protect your women, refuse to appreciate your women for nothing other than punching bags, sex dolls, and ATM’s, then I say you are subhuman, Neanderthal dirt don’t deserve the flesh it was born into. And that’s today’s final word to America from-”
“SISTER-SISTER.” The audience roared back with one accord.
“If I didn’t know any better Pete,” Crenshaw suggested. “I’d say what we’re looking at is eerily reminiscent of the Third Reich’s Berlin rallies, with our insane little witch playing fuehrer.”
Crenshaw glared at the monitor.
Intently, he watched the hostess saunter off set, thoughts wandering back to the cagey private detective. First impressions seldom wrong, Starker was likely to be found resourceful. Crenshaw sprinted out of the control room, cell phone tightly drawn to his ear.
“I want ample security down at the canyon oaks tonight. Send only your best men. I want to discourage any further curiosities about what’s out there.”
***
Long after the show, Silverman lingered in the green room, still stroking her plumed helmet of hair. For a moment, her heart softened, recollecting images from the past that would never quite fade, no matter how hard she tried to forget:
“Why did you only get a B in science Lauren? You’re a slacker who must try harder. You’re embarrassing the family, and me, with this lackadaisical attitude.”
Then there were always the slaps to the face, fathers 33rd degree Scottish Rite ring finger often gashing soft ivory skin, drawing rivulets of blood. The paternal scolding burned like an inextinguishable candle in the halls of the brain, haunting, mesmerizing. To the world though, her father had been a lion, a legend of Silicon Valley from the dot com boons of the nineties.
Now, she allowed herself a sly smile, images of the twin mounds of dirt, dug in the middle of night in a special remote location, illuminated by full orange moon, came to the fore. He would never hurt her again, what sweet catharsis there was in revenge? Primary relationships were modern society’s disease, the psychic sorrow everyone must endure, punishment for sins of past lives.
“But father, I got A’s in everything else.”
Silverman heard the tearful echo of the little girl protesting vicious paternal scolds.
Somehow, she was never considered good enough. Perhaps, there was the ultimate lesson; the pursuit of stardom was a zero-sum game. Even when the pinnacle seemed graspable, ever more she hungered to feed stardom’s insatiable appetite. But, it was never enough. Perfections attainment was the ultimate cosmic joke, the closer one approached the apex, the higher the pyramid summit mysteriously grew. Her secret gift was her saving grace, transforming wild imagination into solid matter under extreme duress, love machine into deadly weapon. If she could retain her magic, she wouldn’t need anyone.
More memories flashed like bits of cinema as she blankly stared at her own mirror’s reflection. More recollections from childhood swept in; Bobby Crane the schoolyard bully, raped her best friend Amanda, passed out at a summer pool party. Nothing was done because of politics. The punk was the one and only privileged son of a prominent Silicon Valley mogul. Deciding to take matters into her own hands, she vowed he would never live to procreate. Slowly, a sinister smile crept across her lips, remembering how she tempted him with her nakedness, then killed him, wielding sex like a terrorist wields a bomb, how she enjoyed the salty tang of the blood and semen on her fingertips, morbid taste of sickly sweet death. Somehow, like always, she could convince her conscience the unsuspecting victims deserved what was coming.
What a gift, Silverman privately rejoiced. Now, she saw the sorrowful countenance suddenly bloom with a confident grin in the mirror’s clear reflection, proud in her predatory instincts; luring prey like a clever spider, employing feminine wiles as ultimate weapon.
In the mirror’s reflection, she saw Daryl accompanied by Marie walking into the green room. Whether Marie knew it or not, she had played her role well, and was already a star.
“You were great out there today, Marie,” Silverman complimented, throwing aside the pearl handled brush. “You certainly went a long way to beginning your career here in Hollywood.”
“Do you mean I’m going to be a Hollywood star Ms. Silverman,” Marie gushed, stupefied with stardom’s fantastic notions. “Just as you promised.”
“You shall be the biggest star in the heavens, my little angel.”
More images from the past came rushing back into Lauren’s head like cinematic tidal waves.
She had just turned thirteen-hot and sticky summer with her first boyfriend, the one she bashed with a rock and buried right next to her murdered parent’s way out in Malibu. Smiling, she remembered dragging him way out into the meadow, gallons of acid erasing forensic traces.
“Before you become a star in Hollywood,” Silverman said, embracing the tearful Marie. “You must first join the coven. And, I want you to join with us tonight, in celebration of holy sacrifice,” Silverman coaxed. “Are you still willing to make such a sacrifice for immortal stardom, Marie?”
Marie’s eyes shined like newborn stars.
“Oh Lauren,” she exclaimed, wiping away joyful tears. “I would sacrifice anything to be a star in Hollywood, and to be just like my idol.”
“Alright girlfriend,” Lauren whispered, eyes narrowed into sinister slits. “We’re going to get you a nice hotel room in Beverly Hills, and then you can join us this very evening, for a night of glorious sacrifice, and your induction into our august coven. And afterwards, you shall quickly see your dreams come true.”
Silverman softly caressed tearful cheeks, clasping Marie’s shaking shoulders with a tight embrace.
“My friend Daryl is going to make all the necessary arrangements, and while at the hotel, you shall have whatever it is you desire.”
Marie wiped her face, every pour now glowing with ecstasy. Standing behind the girl, Daryl drew a knowing grin. He had witnessed this before. This was how the Grand Sorceress persuaded so many willing but unwitting recruits.
“Don’t worry honey,” the veteran Hollywood courtier counseled. “Sister Lauren Silverman is going to make sure no one will stand in your way to becoming a Hollywood star.”
“Have Steinmetz set her up at the Hilton with a charge account,” Silverman instructed, “and send the bill to me.”
Daryl flashed a sly smile. ‘Love bombing’ was the most effective technique in recruiting wayward young girls in becoming willing soldiers for the Eastern Star witch coven.
“And Daryl,” Silverman explicitly ordered. “Tell security to make certain Juan and Milo never leave town.”
“You got it Sister L-Queen,” an obedient Daryl replied.
Then, he directed Marie out of the room, straight into the intricate web of Hollywood’s most poisonous spider.
***
LAX at mid-day was a whirlwind of tourists, businessmen, hustlers of various types always on the make. Two Black Water securities disguised as baggage handlers silently watched Juan waiting at the carousel for his carry-on luggage, talking on his cell phone to Uncle Fred back in Seattle.
“I’m telling you the bitch went crazy, uncle. She lied to me and set me up along with that bitch Lauren Silverman. I didn’t even know what was going on, until I got out there in front of the cameras.”
Juan’s uncle sat dismayed at the kitchen table, shaking his head.
“I saw the show Juan,” he replied. “That was a disgrace, those Hollywood people should be ashamed.” “That producer dude Crenshaw’s a liar. They bushwhacked me, just like the insurgents back in Iraq.”
“So much for your friend Milo,” his uncle said. “Hard to believe he’d betray you after all you did for him.”
“Marie tried to say I raped her,” Juan stormed in protest. “when I came home on leave from my last tour of duty in Mosul. Man, that ain’t right, Uncle Fred. I should have never listened to Crenshaw and his bullshit about coming out to Hollywood. And look what Marie did, after I sent home all that money for rent and bills, because my broke ass buster friend is out of work, and is too lazy to get a job. He goes along with Marie’s Hollywood trip figuring he can get paid, and be a Hollywood star too. She’s a spoiled bitch. She was homeless after her parents kicked her ass out of that white bread neighborhood. She’s just mad I wouldn’t give a pregnant crack head white girl any more money for her habit. Sister ‘S’ put a bug up in her ear about success in Hollywood, just to set me up and get ratings for her ridiculous show. Probably tricked the bitch out and my so-called best friend for some real stacks of dead presidents. Now she can go buy more crack, and re-up on her Gucci charge card, continue to play Milo for a sucker.”
Glancing at one another, the security men began to approach.
“Well Juan,” Uncle Fred replied to his nephew’s screed. “Just get away from Hollywood as fast as you can, and hurry right home to where it’s safe.”
“Don’t say another word kid,” one of the fierce eyed security men warned, sticking a loaded revolver into Juan’s unsuspecting ribs. “We’re going to take a little ride. We ain’t the cop’s and we ain’t asking. So, get moving, now.”
Hurriedly, they led their captive through the airport and out into the parking lot to an awaiting black van. Once shoved into the back, Juan glanced at the body bag half-unzipped, recognizing the lifeless face of his ex-best friend.
“Hey what the hell is going on?”
Back home in Seattle, a befuddled Uncle Fred heard a loud thud amidst a violent squall of static.
“Juan,” a frantic Fred called out. “Juan, are you still-”
A needle violently jabbed the necks clammy flesh. Eyes fluttered, limbs went limp, and Juan slumped, collapsing, lifeless, right next to an unconscious Milo.
“Alright,” signaled the driver. “We’re to deliver these bags of garbage directly to Coven Gardens. Mister Steinmetz and Miss Silverman have plans for both.”
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AFTERNOON’S LONG TWILIGHT fast surrendered to darkness as a pall fell over the canyon gloom. Starker parked his Ford 450 off the shoulder of a winding gravel road, leading down into the bowels of a sloping sylvan valley. Per legend, the canyon oaks were planted smack in the middle of a rolling glen, centered within uninhabited wastes.
“Jesus, this place is really spooky,” Starker mumbled under his breath, clicking off the safety of his concealed revolver.
The entire valley seemed consumed with exotic vegetation and odd whiffs of spicy incense. As the white light spilling from his flashlight blazed through the thick darkness, Starker’s burly arm slashed a path through the jungle overgrowth. Finally, marbled pillars erected in a Stonehenge ring within a semi-circle of towering oaks came into view. Through the hazy gloom the ancient behemoths stared back, faceless, foreboding.
Starker looked up and heard the rotors of a helicopter. For an instant, the golden glow of the ‘copter’s lights shimmered upon a freshly dug mound of earth. Crouching between two enormous boulders beside a clump of wild shrubs, he shielded his eyes from the blinding searchlights. The ‘copter hovered ominously, then quickly descended. A single strand of rope dangled from the black underside. One by one, armed men dropped to the canyon floor donned in night vision goggles.
“Oh shit,” an exasperated Starker exclaimed. “They got a bead on me.”
Whizzing bullets wildly slashed through bushes and tree limbs, glancing noisily off rocks. Someone, probably Crenshaw, had tipped them off. In moments like this, Starker had learned it was always better to retreat when out gunned. Cemeteries were filled with foolish cops trying to be god damned heroes. Stumbling, Starker’s limbs churned back through the thickets and tall grass, spill of the flashlight bouncing erratically off the odd canyon shadows.
Bullets volleys, accompanied by barking voices, grew eerily faint. Beneath Starker’s fleeing feet, black gravel shimmered like storm tossed chevrons of dark ocean waves beneath gold spun slivers of moonlight. Rooster tails of flying dirt scattered in the wake of the speeding truck, Starker jamming a heavy foot down on the accelerator. Now knowing he was getting close, Starker wondered if Crenshaw would think he had overplayed his hand. That is, if he managed to get out of this alive. Overhead, the ‘copter continued dogged pursuit, wild bullets pocking the road. The ‘copter dipped over the roadway, and a single volley spider webbed the back window, lodging into the dash.
Keeping his wits, Starker noticed an outcropping of huge boulders set off the shoulder up ahead. Jamming the breaks, he leaped from the cab, and tore back the heavy tarp covering the carriage to grab the high-powered rifle. With nimble fingers, Starker dialed in the night vision scope.
Dodging hails of bullets, The old cop settled behind the jagged shield of behemoth rocks. Centering the target in the crosshairs, he carefully aimed. Two accurate shots pierced the ‘copter’s gas tank. Wildly, it began to spin like a manic children’s top. Hovering in mid-air before violently crashing to the gravel road, fiery shrapnel flew like ghastly meteorites.
Dashing to the awaiting truck, Starker slammed a heavy foot back down on the accelerator in a breathless escape from danger’s dark depths. Rocketing the truck up a highway on-ramp, he exhaled a relieving breath, yelping in triumph at a narrow escape. Raindrops began spitting down on the windscreen from snarling rain clouds. Again, Starker unleashed a long exhalation of breath. Hollywood big wigs had the muscle and the wherewithal to squash him like an insect. But, backing down was for cowards. Now, was the time to look evil in the eye, and never flinch.
***
I’m watching you. You shouldn’t have buried me beneath the canyon ley line,” Clover’s otherworldly message echoed. “With the phone on a full battery.”
“Listen Clover,” Crenshaw bristled. “This game of yours is becoming tiresome. I’m beginning to think you’re an imposter out for blackmail.”
“I have no interest in material gain, at least not for now Crenshaw,” the voice gonged back. “Soon dispensing death, I shall first stir an energy vortex. More than strong enough to come back through. You shall die first, then that talentless daytime television tramp, Lauren Silverman.”
The threats struck like chisels against cold cemetery stone.
Shaking off the terror, Crenshaw drove through the gathering dusk and arrived at Barney’s Beanery, where Whitehouse was already seated at a table close to the bar.
“Please Riley, allow me to recommend the T-bone steak. It is the only thing the drunken cook is good at. Nonetheless, the best in LA.”
Crenshaw’s dismissive gaze roamed over to some seedily dressed men wobbling fat haunches on precarious wooden bar stools, wincing at the silver topped jukebox wheezing out adenoidal seventies pop schmaltz, wondering why a class maiden like Whitehouse would slum for her dinner in a dive like this. Pulling out a French cigarette, his mind calculated at high speed. Intuition indicated there was no doubt, Whitehouse had summoned because she knew something about Silverman’s fiery debacle in Laurel Canyon.
“I have it on good authority you got into a bit of trouble with Silverman Riley,” Whitehouse cajoled, just as the food arrived at the table.
Her soft voice floated casually over the table as she picked up a salt shaker.
“Maybe Steinmetz should make a move,” she suggested. “If things develop into a scandal, maybe you can help me?”
Crenshaw held the fragrant cigarette to his lips, but refrained from taking a drag, instead preferring to momentarily think. Legendary survivors of Hollywood’s unforgiving terrain always deserved consideration. He looked her over while she gently shook the container of salt and pepper over her steaming rare steak.
“How is it,” Crenshaw said, true emotions well cloaked, “I can be of assistance Ms. Whitehouse?”
“I happen to know our America’s new darling of daytime television is anything but endearing,” Whitehouse solemnly stated, watching A1 sauce drizzle over the bloody meat. “We both know Silverman likes to kill, and shall kill again Riley.”
“I’m afraid I don’t really-” Crenshaw began.
Whitehouse flashed an award-winning smile, stunning Crenshaw into silence.
“Twenty years in this business-Steinmetz screwed me over and replaced me with a Hooters girl pin-up doll, with less talent in her entire body than I have in my little pinkie. You can help me get back where I belong.”
Crenshaw finally took a drag on the cigarette. Somehow, this was beneath her, maybe pathetic even. A respected woman in the television industry gaining success mostly by merit, should never have to stoop to base tactics.
“Pardon me for pointing out something which you may be reticent to hear Ms. Whitehouse,” Crenshaw countered. “But I don’t think this discussion can serve any further purpose unless-”
“Oh, I think it is of great significance,” she proposed, chomping down on a bite of the juicy steak.
“I could go to that private investigator…tell him, what I know.”
Crenshaw went to crush out the cigarette, then halted. Although her beauty had somewhat faded since her television heyday, it had done so very gracefully.
“Alright Ms. Whitehouse,” he responded. “If you so ardently desire. I suppose I can oblige your requests.”
Smiling and taking another drag on the cigarette before finally stabbing it out, Crenshaw tried to envision Whitehouse sans clothes. Perhaps appealing to the old girl’s maternal instincts could work for him in the long run.
“I don’t suppose after dinner you would like to join me for a little night cap at the Harrow in Beverly Hills, Jennifer?”
“Indeed Riley,” Whitehouse beamed, holding up a glass half-filled with red gamete. “That does sound like a splendid idea,” she agreed without hesitation. “Perhaps an opportunity to further discuss our plan of action.”
Delightedly beaming, Crenshaw graciously pulled out her chair. Gesturing chivalrously, he helped Whitehouse don her coat, before they sped off into the humid Hollywood night towards Beverly Hills. As Crenshaw geared the Ferrari, he considered perhaps Lauren was correct after all, the old girl still harbored some sort of vendetta. Vengeance’s sordid business did indeed seem to dominate her mind. With a tough cop like the indefatigable Starker already on this case, mercilessly hounding him, perhaps stringing her along was the best plan of action going forward. On the other hand, a prick of sympathy stabbed at the senses like a sharp stiletto. At least with Whitehouse back where she thought she belonged, the bizarre off-camera antics of one “Sister” Silverman were history. Once she was re-installed in her rightful place, he could slip out of Hollywood when his contract with Steinmetz ran out, and back to the BBC with sterling resume in hand.
“I thought a spot of Remy Martin was called for this evening Jennifer,” a gracious Crenshaw proposed.
Once ensconced in the hotel suite, Crenshaw handed Whitehouse a dimpled tumbler filled the fine liquor, and they settled on a plush leather couch in the most well-appointed luxury suite of the Beverly Hills’ Harrow.
“I must say, after some of my afternoon errands took me to the ghastly environs of downtown LA,” Crenshaw remarked, holding up his glass to toast, “this is more appropriate to individuals versed in good taste.”
“Then here’s to what hopes to be a memorable evening,” Whitehouse replied, slowly sipping. “Why have you chosen to reach out Riley. You can’t deny things are coming to a head with Silverman. Perhaps, beyond the point of no return?”
“Let’s not discuss such things for now,” he whispered, charm in full bloom. “For now, I would like to see the once and future queen of network television slip into something perhaps a bit more comfortable.”
“I assume you mean, my birthday suit. But, I hear your sexual tastes run the gamut Riley. I’ve often heard, bisexuals like you can’t find enough smart phone memory for all the partners and potential partners,” she cooed, joking, before parting lips drew close. “Are you sure an old dame like me is up to the task?”
Crenshaw drank in the spicy odor of her Chanel, and softly caressed her ivory cheeks.
“I believe anyone is capable of anything when one’s mind is fully applied my dear. And for such an elegant creature, I doubt any task is insurmountable.”
Hollywood’s most esteemed producer was the one with the ear of Bob Steinmetz, the only one with the heft to get what she truly desired. Perhaps, it was best to play along with whatever whims Crenshaw had in mind.
Now both naked, they moved into the bedroom. Crenshaw watched her move. Even in middle age, Whitehouse was still a flawless Venus. Together, they surrendered in a passionate tangle of sweat soaked limbs, well-practiced lovers reaching simultaneous climax several times.
Finally releasing from Whitehouse embrace, Crenshaw strode to the bar, and brought back two half-filled glasses of thirst quenching fruity wine. Crenshaw handed his new paramour the glass, and slowly pulled open a dark pine drawer on the nightstand next to the bed. Wrapped in the red silk French linens, Whitehouse sat and up and sipped, comely features affixed with a puzzled expression.
“Riley, what in the world?”
“If we are to help one another in this ordeal, we must also learn to attend to one another’s pleasures, no matter how exotic dear.”
“You’re not expecting me to-”
Crenshaw held out the strap-on instrument, and coolly instructed.
“Kindly put this on dear, and attend to my pleasures. I, shall dutifully respond in kind.”
Whitehouse balked, then realized satisfying Crenshaw’s perversities was a sort of fair Hollywood trade-off. Considering the deep longing to have her desires fulfilled, there was no backing out now. Did it matter she was secretly repulsed? Though, with each aggressive stroke of the artificial appendage, Whitehouse found her reticence melting away. Now, she began to understand the beguiling spell sexual dominance held for most males. Crenshaw once again reached climax, and groaning, collapsed beneath her soft trickles of scented breath, basking in the afterglow of intimacy’s bliss. Turning over, Crenshaw reached for the imported cigarettes on the night stand. Whitehouse chucked the instrument to the lush hotel carpet.
After a time, the spent couple fell asleep, heaped together upon the French linens.
Dreams infected the synapse like a sinister virus, and a horrid vision appeared, Crenshaw roused rudely awake to find a sultry visage staring from the foot of the bed.
“What are you doing here,” he sputtered at the mysterious chimera. “Why are you haunting me?”
Sweat slicked skin shook in fevered torrents.
“You buried me beneath the canyon ley line…Beltane breaking…Beltane breaking.”
“Stop it, stop it whatever you are-please, oh please.”
Crenshaw sensed an odd shifting of dimensions, noticing Whitehouse still lying unconscious and unaware.
The phantom moved swiftly toward the window, swimming through into the city murk beyond. Crenshaw wiped his brow and followed, incredulity whipsawing in the brain. He ran to the window, and inexplicably the figure hovered in mid-air above the city below, blinking like an insane beacon. Crenshaw’s hands fluttered at the silk drapes. Fumbling, he finally had a firm grasp, drawing them tightly shut. Knees steadily weakening, Crenshaw collapsed, sweat soaked back sliding down the sill wall. Prone on the carpet, he groaned as if in the throes of imminent death.
“Why must you haunt me Clover,” he croaked.
Crawling towards the bed like a helpless infant, Crenshaw finally pulled his limp body upright. Somehow emboldened, he dared approach the window.
Had the foul spirit now disappeared?
Ripping open the curtains, Crenshaw gasped at the ghastly sight of a rotting corpse filled with maggots, worms slithering from the empty eye sockets of a mangled skull.
“Oh, bloody shit,” Crenshaw screamed, guts churning. “Why are you bloody haunting me?”
Fears terrible fury raced in the blood, and in a manic retreat, he fumbled for his silk robe. Terror’s unstoppable tremors again overcame, and he again collapsed, gasping desperately for breath.
“Riley what in the world?”
Whitehouse awoke, to find her erstwhile paramour writhing on the floor, shaking finger pointed towards the window.
“She’s out there. Clover Black Orchid, she’s a haunting ghost turned somehow to bloody sorceress…the one Lauren and the coven…oh god, oh god.”
Crenshaw stammered, trembling hand outstretched for a rescue from terror’s surrounding darkness.
“Riley,” Whitehouse bristled. “What the hell is going on?”
“This Clover is going to kill us all Jennifer. I am being haunted, by Clover Black Orchid’s ghost.”
“I think maybe you’ve had too much wine,” Whitehouse half-patronized, “and too much Remy my dear.”
“I’m bloody serious Jennifer. She says,” Crenshaw pleaded. “We made a mistake burying her with the cell phone.”
“My, how the stress of running an upstart daytime T.V. juggernaut has gotten to you Riley.”
Crenshaw leaped on the bed as if possessed.
“Clover, the escort girl,” he pleaded with shaking hands. “She keeps telling me we made a mistake burying her on a ley line. Somehow, she plans to use the phone as a dimensional portal. And after killing all those responsible for her untimely death, she’ll use the negative energy to come back from death. Revenge from beyond, then resurrection Jennifer.”
Softly, Whitehouse caressed Crenshaw’s shaking hands.
“Instead of being scared Riley,” Whitehouse suggested, edging her leonine chin forward, lightly kissing Crenshaw’s trembling lips. “Wouldn’t it be better to strike at the enemy we can see than the one we can’t,” her calm entreaties reasoned. “Why don’t we put our collective energies towards destroying what we both know is a ghastly fraud in Lauren Silverman,” she said, drawing still closer, whispering softly in his ear.
Crenshaw’s intense glare focused.
“Yes, Jennifer. The grand sorceress of the Eastern star coven must die,” Crenshaw agreed, desperately pleading “Her magic is the blackest of the black.”
Later, with composure suddenly recovered, Crenshaw picked up his cell. Lighting a series of cigarettes, he took deep drags.
“Hello Mr. Bing, I’m the girl from Metro, and some cop looking guy in a leather jacket asked about those records.”
Slowly, he rose from the bed, features frozen in astonishment.
“This Starker was nothing if not diligent,” he considered.
“Tell me dear, you did scrub all the calls, correct?”
“I did everything, just like you asked Mr. Bing,” the hollow voice wobbled back.
Crenshaw dropped the phone on the night stand. Turning, he found Whitehouse still completely asleep.
“I, for one, have decided to take care of this problem,” an adamant Crenshaw vowed. “The private investigator, Starker.”
For several seconds, Crenshaw paced, arms tightly crossed. Clearly, it might be necessary to kill all his enemies, simple maneuvering might not do.
“Yes, this is Crenshaw,” he said, grabbing the cell again. “Tell the boys at the coven to shoot to kill if Starker shows up. We can always make the body disappear. Can’t allow anyone, to kill off the Silverman cash cow just yet.”
***
Newville First Baptist church, Newville, California, near Mexican border
“Our lord works in mysterious ways,” the preacher thundered to the enraptured congregation. “His wonders to perform are a mystery to mere mortals, for the lord knows our hearts better than us. We are the faithful flock,” the preacher proclaimed, gesturing heavenward. “The Lord Jesus Christ is our shepherd, leading us to the path of salvation.”
“Amen.”
The congregation shouted with one accord, picking up their hymnals as the organ began to solemnly groan.
“We pray every day and every night for the return of your boy Adam pastor,” he heard repeatedly from everyone as they filed out of the chapel.
Now retired to the parsonage, he ruminated over a small framed photo of his son Adam at eight years old, standing next to a bright red Schwinn bicycle. Levine had been pastor of Newville church for over two decades, but it was only until recently, he had begun to forgive his son, to forgive himself. Losing a wife to cancer, and a son to the roiling sin of the big city, Levine was left alone to ponder, suffering Christ-like, strung out on life’s metaphorical cross. This was one of those quiet moments away from the pulpit, when he realized God’s authoritarian iron hand may have failed him-and he had failed his only son, Adam.
Casting sorrowful eyes to the oversized bible tome set on the mantel over the stone fireplace, the pastor objectively wondered how such savage deity-in destroying Sodom and Gomorrah-was so worthy of such blind adulation and divine worship. Religious fervor often overlooks the painfully obvious. Such a merciless and unjust deity, deserved nothing but scornful rebuke. All these years, anger’s internal cauldron threatened to over boil and consume from within.
Truth had revealed religion’s inherent hypocrisy, easy forgiveness from god through simply kneeling in prayer often meant being granted psychological license for acting out the most heinous of sins. Surely, such disturbing facts helped to destroy myths comfortable stranglehold. Thoughts keened in the pastor’s skull. Gods, governments and even parents demonstrate not strength, but weakness, when demanding subjugation through unremitting fear. Maybe it was fear, or worse yet, hatred, drove Adam away. There is no contentment to be found; a mere cog in the world’s perpetual wheel of suffering and guilt. Sometimes, a man must decide to mete out justice on his own, the act of truth in a world of lies truly transcendent. For too long his soul seethed with guilt’s acidic cancer.
Suddenly, the phone placed on the nearby coffee table rang like the bells of doom.
“I’m afraid I have some bad news Mr. Levine. It looks certain like your son was murdered.”
The pastor stiffened, trying desperately to hold back the waves of unremitting sorrow.
“I want to still retain your services,” Levine fought through the sobs.
“This case is now a homicide, which is my specialty,” Starker promised. “However, there is good news, padre. I know who did it. I just need some time to find out why, to build a case. But right now, I’m checking out this witch coven called the Eastern star, out in Bel-Air. The suspect is some sort of sorceress. Somehow, there’s a connection with your boy, and even possibly top brass at NBC.”
“I want them prosecuted fully to the letter of the law praise Jesus,” the pastor pleaded, still fighting off tears. “Even if you have to-”
Sorrow, regret and seething anger swelled and Levine wept.
“Even if you have to use lethal force.”
Vengeance suddenly cried out for release. Starker recoiled. Levine’s hoarse shout came out strewn in streams of spittle.
“I want you to kill whoever did this to my only innocent son. All of them. You hear me Mr. Starker?”
Starker balked. Though he had done this kind of ‘wet’ work before, pimps with tricks withholding percentages, bookies with buster ‘steak horses’ and Vegas casino poker cheaters, it was not without risk. Killing the Miss America of daytime television-such a young and heralded Hollywood darling-might not look good in the headlines, or benefit future contracts in the aftermath. The ensuing word on the street might make him vulnerable. Payback in a dangerous world was often unforgiving. Nonetheless, Starker craved the thrill of the hunt. There was nothing more scintillating than the daredevil walking a tightrope strung across the abyss-daring death was the only way to truly feel alive.
“It’s going to cost you some cake, Padre,” Starker informed. “These are high profile targets we’re talking about here. I told you before, about this suspect Riley Crenshaw, and the ruthless little sorceress named Lauren Silverman. We’re also talking about Bob Steinmetz, the most powerful television executive in LA. You’re way down there in back water Newville, near the border. You don’t know how it is here in tinsel town. If the job goes south, don’t think these people won’t deploy some nasty troops to the streets to cannibalize my flesh. From what I understand, this Satanist coven has more ‘button men’ than grandma’s winter parka.”
“Alright, I agree to pay you the regular fee plus a bonus for every kill. That’s one million dollars Mr. Starker. Most of my life savings.”
“Hey padre,” Starker replied. “It’s your money after all. But, when Charlie Starker’s on the meter, he always gets his man, that’s guaranteed.”
The line went dead, and Levine felt sucked down a dark tunnel, perhaps into evils fiery reservoir, to burn forever. Taking one last longing look, he placed Adam’s picture back on the kitchen table. Suddenly, the liquor cabinet perched directly over the sink and automatic dishwasher, beckoned from afar. Loneliness ripped through him like a tsunami and he reached up, hungering for the bottle he knew sat just beyond the cabinet door. Five years since he had taken a drink, or seen his son. Now, temptation tickled the ears as he looked squarely at the Old Grand-Dad label.
Summoning momentary willpower, he turned away. Again, he longingly gazed at the pictures arranged on the mantel, watering eyes finally settling on a strapping thirteen-year old Adam in his Pop Warner football uniform, the year his team won the regional championship. It was then epiphany struck, nearly half of one man’s life is making mistakes, the other half facing down the reckoning thereafter. He made the mistake of wanting for his son, what he could somehow never acquire on his own. Living vicariously through one’s offspring was often the telltale sin of overzealous parents. The pastor thought he heard tantalizing whispers broadcast from dimension’s unknown, and he began to cover his ears to block them out.
“You shall not tempt me Satan,” the pastor called out. “I shall refuse like Jesus on the mountaintop. Praise his eternal name.”
Sorrow’s vortex yawned, and deep brown eyes closed shut, tears trickling over prominent jowls. Slamming the cupboard shut, he quickly stepped out of the kitchen. Taking a deep breath, he felt the world suddenly constricted, claustrophobic darkness closing in, death’s graveyard cold fingers reaching for the vulnerable neck. Back to the kitchen and he ripped open a drawer, revealing a snub-nosed revolver. Placing it before his quivering face, dark contemplations seemed to beg for the inevitable as desperate fingers twitched at the trigger housing.
“Though I walk through the valley of death,” the melancholy Pastor mumbled.
With the gun slipping through clammy grip, Pastor Levine exhaled. Hastily, he rammed the gun back into the drawer, then exulted, bravely foiling Satan’s sinister temptations. With newfound clarity, Levine again pulled the drawer open. This time, he handled the gun with steadier hands. Sorrow melted away, Levine’s gaze growing intense. Surely, he reasoned, a merciful god could forgive the folly of shattering the ultimate taboo? Molten hot notions of vengeance seethed, senses marinated in murders sensuous lust. Could he trade one temptation for another-had a lifetime filled with reams of prayers, petitions to a risen savior, been all for nothing? Perhaps, his entire life had been a monstrous lie. Now, he must face the truth, whether heaven or hell be the final judgement.
Swiftly, Pastor Levine jammed the gun into the waistband of his boxers. LA was the home of the fallen, Satan’s minions. In this world, there were no redeemers, only destroyers. The world was filled with lies and liars, men hiding the soul of devils behind tailored silk and corporate tittles. With determined footsteps, he rushed into the darkness of a hallway closet. There, he found the still warm black barrel of an old shotgun kept well-hidden behind a stack of dusty cardboard boxes propped against the far wall. A sinister smile suddenly slithered across his tear soaked face. The time for empty sermons pontificated from high pulpits was over. It was time, once again, to visit the city of angels and face Satan. Only this time, Satan must certainly be slain.
***
Benton greeted the guests as they rushed into his expansive foyer, some of them the elite of Hollywood.
“Hey, like, I read from your book,” exclaimed some half-drunk starlet. “All the great reviews you gave me last year, over and over.”
A few hours went swiftly by. Soon, the spacious house was filled with clamorous chatter and crowded with the crush of perfumed and bejeweled bodies. All, out to be seen in yet another grand Hollywood masquerade.
Slowly, Benton cocked his ear towards someone shouting at him over the chattering din.
“Sister Silverman is arriving Perez. You’ll want to be at the door when she comes through Ms. Thing.”
Benton exhaled, and charged through the meandering bodies towards the foyer. Out the window, he saw the black limousine winding around the cul-de-sac, centered with a marble fountain featuring heroically posed edifice.
Suddenly, everyone began to gawk as the queen of daytime television made her entrance, white teeth beaming like ivory tusks.
“P-dude, you are my favorite cowboy stud,” Silverman greeted, throwing arms around Benton’s slim neck. “I hope everything is well?”
“And you are the fiercest of them all Your Majesty.” Benton cracked with a sassy lisp.
“I want to talk to you alone. Right now,” Silverman seethed, whispering in Benton’s stunned ear. “Gossiping cocksucker.”
“We can talk in my inner sanctum,” Benton’s replied in a feeble whisper.
With reluctant and halting steps, he led Silverman back through the gawking masses of Hollywood royalty.
He knew all too well of Silverman’s mercurial behavior. Once away from the gathered throngs, he was keen to quickly spirit her underground, towards a chamber complete with bar and kitchen. Suddenly, a drunken George Clooney stumbled out into the hall from one of the mansions many bathrooms, beer spilling from a half-filled plastic cup.
“Remember what Jen told you about Sister Silverman Benton,” the celebrated actor slurred, eyes dimmed at half-mast. “Got to keep all your flammable materials hidden.”
Clooney clumsily stumbled, tirade dissolved into riotous laughter.
Suddenly face to face with a scorning Silverman, Clooney’s mirthful merriment at the expense of the daytime hostess soon melted into a most severe frown.
“Hollywood is all about the cock Clooney, and yours these days is flaccid, babe. And I very much doubt that ghastly stomach you’ve developed lately would fit through a gym entrance. Hey Benton,” Silverman said to Perez, stunned lips falling agape. “Let’s tap Clooney’s gut,” she said, giggling like some demented schoolgirl. “We’ll probably get a keg out of it.”
Benton froze, awe struck. Maybe, she was quite insane after all. But, at least, the Sister could dish with the best of them.
“Oh, I’m so sorry Georgie,” Benton tried to appease.
“Hey, don’t worry about it Perez,” Clooney whispered, still glaring at Silverman. “She’ll soon be day old bread,” the veteran actor huffed, shuffling back towards the party mayhem. “Too stale and moldy to eat.”
Half-way up the stairs, Clooney instead dipped into a shadowy corner, reaching into his pocket to pull out his cell phone. Fearing for Benton’s safety, he clandestinely followed, wondering just what it was Silverman was up to.
Now down a long back hall, away from the party tumult, past half-naked couples necking and shedding clothes, Benton took out a vile filled with white powder, and dipped in his pinky. Slathering the flakes all over his hungering nostrils, he cocked his head back, and savored the tingling pleasure, the thoroughbred rush of blood.
“I’ve got more of South America’s finest down here girl, next to my well-stocked bar. Want a snort before we talk?”
Silverman manufactured a giddy smile, then marshaled an ugly scowl, eyes like gaping black holes.
“I want to know exactly what you told Starker. Don’t lie, because someone’s been poking into my past, and I don’t like it. What’s more, you’re the only one who knows about my parents and where they’re buried. We had a firm deal. And now, you deliberately broke it.”
Silverman jabbed her finger like a rapier.
“Lauren, I would never-” Benton began to protest.
“Just shut the hell up.” Silverman barked, cracking Benton with a balled fist.
Silverman reached down to retrieve Benton’s cell phone jarred loose as he squirmed in a heap upon the floor.
“This phone is mine now narrow cheeks. Now get in there, and chop me out a few lines before we leave for the ceremony.”
“What ceremony is that?” Benton’s voice quavered, pulling himself off the cold black and white checkerboard floor.
“Beltane breaking, sugar pants, and you just might be the next contestant.”
Intensity oozed from every pour of Silverman’s tanned skin as she watched Benton pour out the coke from the vile and divide up a series of long white lines onto a small pocket mirror.
Crouched over the mirror set out on the bar, Silverman sucked every possible flake of the prime Columbian coke right through a little pink straw in deliberate fashion.
“We’re going to leave in my limo, and join the coven tonight.” Silverman paused to savor the rush of rocketing blood.
“But my guests, won’t they, like, notice I’m gone?”
“Listen tube steak gobbling little bitch,” Silverman spat, hand clawing at Benton’s face like a furious cat’s paw. “They’re not going to miss you. Because, you’re never coming back.”
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BELIEVING HE HAD his suspects in the murder of Clover Black Orchid focused in the crosshairs, Starker continued to stake out NBC executive Bob Steinmetz’ Bel-Air residence. This time, he pulled his pickup right up to the immense gate, flashing his ATF badge at the drunken security man stationed in the guard house. Recognition from the afternoon before flashed on the guard’s face, nerves throbbing beneath perspiring skin.
“You’re from the ATF,” the guard’s voice quivered. “Please, don’t fire me, please,” he began to beg.
Starker put away the badge and sympathetically nodded.
“You’re drinking on the job,” Starker said, taking command. “Consuming alcoholic beverages while on duty is strictly prohibited.”
Helplessly, the man gestured with his hands.
“Please Mister,” he pleaded. “I’ve got kids at home, can’t you give me a break-haven’t you ever known anyone who needs a break?”
Starker let out a sigh, granite features briefly softening.
“Tonight, I will, in cooperation with LAPD, be conducting a quality control and preparedness drill of the Black Water security apparatus and personnel now on duty,” declared an adamant Starker. “You will give me your keys and security card, complete with gate pass code.”
The man gulped and reached into his pocket to hand over the requested materials.
“I will be, quote, armed, and posing as an intruder on the property in cooperation with another drill participant assigned from LAPD. You will go along with your regular duties for the remainder of the shift.”
Relieved, the man straightened slumping shoulders.
“I will do whatever is required, sir,” he replied, apologetic.
“If you tip off any of the other Black Water security presently on duty this evening during this ATF preparedness drill-I WILL HAVE YOUR JOB.”
“I won’t sir-I wouldn’t think of it.”
“That’s very satisfactory,” Starker said in parting.
Continuing up the long driveway Starker abruptly took a detour into the immense forest surrounding the property. Dooming silence enveloped the earth. A cool jeweled moonlight’s pale sprites danced upon an immense jade lawn. Starker clandestinely weaved through mazes of hedgerows and crouched behind a boulder near a patch of towering palm trees. With night vision binoculars, he glimpsed cathedral-like windows, staring back like pitiless black eyes.
“Hey Starker,” Vasquez whispered into the cell. “I found out why your limey television producer is under Silverman’s thumb. It turns out the limey worked with Jimmy Saville, convicted pedophile back in the UK. Crenshaw was Saville’s pimp.”
“Bingo,” thought Starker.
“What else Poncho,” he replied, still glimpsing through the binoculars.
“Something’s that’s hard to explain really,” Vasquez revealed. “I checked out the phone records, and the ones on Crenshaw’s side to that escort service have all been scrubbed. But, when I finally got the girl at the Metro Web counter to cough up what I wanted, I had to ask her to repeat it, because someone’s been using a dead girl’s phone. There’s been activity on the phone since Sunday, when the girl disappeared.”
“Say what, there must be some mistake Poncho,” Starker fumed, still eyeing the coven estate through the gloom. “Jesus, I’m into more nuts in this case than grandmothers Thanksgiving fruitcake.”
“No mistake Charlie. All the calls have been electronically verified. Someone is still using the pre-paid cell phone of one Clover Black Orchid. And even more strange, is they’re using it to call your limey suspect, Riley Crenshaw.”
Starker exhaled a soft sigh, and lowered the binoculars.
“Hey partner, stay close tonight. Things may get hot down here.”
“Yeah, you need back up partner, just say the word,” an eager Vasquez replied. “I’m on the way.”
Vasquez had never killed a witch, and the prospect intrigued him.
“I’m on ocean view Bel-Air number 4700 going east. Let’s rendezvous a few blocks away, keep your cell on.”
Starker’s thoughts sparked like overloaded circuits. If Vasquez finger started twitching around the trigger housing of his loaded pistol, things would get hot indeed. But, he needed him. Starker sensed, this was about to become a shooting war.
Soon, they met under a street lamp outside the compound gates, near an ornate sign painted with a symbolic all-seeing eye perched above a black pyramid. Hot summer air shimmered with a chorus of cicadas and bullfrogs, ghostly moonlight shimmering upon a placid pond’s silvered surface.
“I checked out this address, and it’s actually the home of Bob Steinmetz, some television big wig. Christ,” Vasquez barked. “This Pindar’s Grove is some kind of ‘hood, huh partner?”
“Christ has got nothing to do with it Poncho. These assholes are Satanists, real wacky jobs sacrificing real people. Just like they did to that escort, Clover Black Orchid.”
Starker pulled out his pearl handled berretta and jammed in a full clip.
“Yeah,” Vasquez exclaimed in an excited hush. “This looks like my kind of job partner.”
“Let’s go take them down. You and me Poncho. They killed that girl, and who knows how many others. You know these blue bloods with their expensive Rodeo Drive attorneys, always have a way of slipping out of solid collars.”
Slithering back through the sylvan maze, they arrived back at Starker’s stake out. Sizzling blood throbbed in the bursting veins. A supernova of candles now burned through the monolithic windows. Within the blinding halo of light, emerged a host of figures donned in black hooded robes. Quickly, they assembled like swarming demons jettisoned from hell, around a blood red hexagram carved into the black marble floor.
“Holy shit. How the hell you want to handle this? There’s security patrolling this sector in about three minutes. I checked it.”
“Don’t worry about that Poncho. Just keep your eye on the ball game.”
Cold breath of stiff breezes stabbed like icicles at the skin.
The strange ceremony inside commenced.
“Hey, that’s the kid from the Silverman show this afternoon, tried to attack that war veteran and got beaten down, or maybe-?”
“Jesus Poncho, the other one looks like Benton, that blogger.”
“It looks like the coven is going to waste them all, Charlie. But that Lauren Silverman is one hot piece of sweet ass.”
“Good to hear your personal taste still resides in the toilet when it comes to T.V. Vasquez. But you got a positive ID on that show contestant?”
Starker cocked his head, incredulous at how the case had suddenly developed. First, one of the suspects is talking to Clover’s ghost. Now, an informant was about to be sacrificed to the devil.
“What I got is good enough for open court, should I get called partner. I checked the flight records,” an adamant Vasquez claimed. “And all three of Silverman’s guests from the show never got back on the plane back to Seattle.”
Chilled zephyrs snapped at swirling tornados of warm air. Strange shadows, slowly crept across the moonlit median of the immense lawn.
“Hey Charlie, look at this guy.” Vasquez quietly warned. He jutted his pointed chin towards a tall silhouette outlined in moonlight’s golden shards. What appeared to be a large man in a dark cap and jeans was advancing towards the windows, ancient buckshot rifle drawn to fire. Vasquez went for his pistol, but Starker shook his hand away.
“Just wait and see Poncho. Hey, who’s that?” Starker exclaimed in surprise. “It can’t be. But, it looks like Padre Levine.”
Inside, one of the shadowy figures approached the stone altar. Tied down and helpless, brain shivering with unbearable terror, Milo’s jowls trembled, peering at the masked and black robed executioner.
“Please Marie, I know that’s you,” he began to beg to the expressionless masked figure. “Please, don’t do this.”
The executioner unsheathed a long medieval tool, and plunged it into the first sacrificial victim, gashing the rented chest to blood soaked mass. Milo’s garbled shrieks echoed beyond the monolithic windows, seeping out over the moonlit lawn, and off into the darkened woods.
“Holy shit, that’s the girl from the show partner, hacking away at her own boyfriend, and Silverman standing behind her.”
Vasquez pointed through the window. The voluptuous masked female figure then disrobed, smearing her hands in the rivers of gushing crimson, licking her fingers and smearing the blood upon her fulsome breasts.
“You can’t deny Silverman doesn’t have some hot female guests on her show, even though they are used and abused.”
“Shut the hell up Vasquez.” Starker hissed through a commanding whisper. Holding a finger to his lips, he furtively watched a tall silhouette advancing from out of the fallen shadows.
Inside, Perez Benton witnessed the sacrifice twitch upon the altar, screaming in terror as the nightmarish violence unfolded. Ushered through bellowing red mists of smoke by black robed thugs, Benton was thrown naked, writhing and kicking onto the crimson stained stone altar in the center of the hexagram. The masked witch again swiftly grasped the terrible sword. Benton squirmed as Silverman loomed.
“Go ahead, Marie,” Silverman whispered to Marie, offering encouragement. “You’re doing very well, now just two more sacrifices, and you’re in the coven.”
“Wait a minute,” an astonished Vasquez whispered. “Wasn’t Benton the fag brought down Whitehouse?”
Starker’s partner had always been a blithe spirit, just as quick with a joke as a deadly loaded pistol under pressure. Both seized their guns in mid-air, blood of surreal terror threatening to shred the capillaries. Fear freezing blood, limb and marrow, Benton was strapped to the altar, Silverman’s eyes transforming to dark lagoons.
“Goodbye my little cowgirl,” the cruel sorceress Silverman mocked. Benton heard the relentless coven chant crescendo, swarming plague of demented locusts.
“So, nice to have known you.”
Silverman smiled as the sword shimmered in Marie’s hands, silvered meridian between hell’s fiery portals and heavens diamond studded gates. Shrieks bellowed from Benton’s lips, merciless blade hacking at snapped bone and tortured skin. Starker saw several more men charging from out of the darkness, weapons drawn. Signaling to Vasquez, they both knelt, boulders and thick manicured bushes completely shielding them from sight.
“Hey old man, yeah, you there,” one of the security men barked. “Drop the weapon, and step away from the house. Do it, now.”
“We just can’t stay here with our hands on our pricks partner,” Vasquez insistently whispered.
“Cool the engines Poncho. Let’s just say put. Don’t want our cover blown.”
“Get behind thee Satan,” a deep bass bellowed. “Vengeance is mine sayeth the Lord, praise his almighty name.”
The old man slowly raised the ancient gun.
Inside, the bloodied sword shimmered, ruthlessly descending again and again-hapless sacrifice writhing in untold agony, body hacked to shredded bits bathed in surging crimson. Unison chanting raged on as bullets crackled, and the old man began to stumble. Tottering, Levine’s finger tripped the trigger and a slew of buck shot shattered glass. The sword raised one last time then fell away with a loud thud onto the marble floor.
For an eerie moment, time slowed to a surreal crawl, thirteen sets of eyes gleamed like celestial diamonds, inhumane faces glaring pitilessly through the spider webbed window, and out into the starry darkness.
Both men stifled gasps, grips on the guns growing vice tight.
Before he hit the grass, Levine’s lead riddled arms straightened out like wooden limbs of a cross.
“Is he dead,” one of the security men barked, hovering over the lifeless body.
Another reached down for a pulse from the bloodied neck.
“He’s still breathing, but he’ll soon be gone. Tell the men to search the perimeter for any more possible intruders.” he ordered.
“Sir, someone must have turned off-”
“I deactivated the motion sensors toy cop. Thought we’d come up here and enjoy the entertainment.” Starker cracked.
Faces pinched with confusion, the securities looked around to find the origins of the voices. The moon grew suddenly full. Long shadows advanced ahead of the tall and darkened figures striding towards them from across the immense lawn.
“Seems to me you got bigger fish to fry pal,” Vasquez added.
“I guess toy cops feel like big men shooting old buzzards.” Starker barked, squinting through the moonlit gloom.
Beyond the bullet riddled glass, witches of the coven suddenly ditched their robes, and naked, wildly absconded from the room.
“And you’re trespassing pal,” roared back one of the scowling Black Water men.
“I don’t need a pass toy cop, because I’m the real McCoy.”
“Bullshit,” the one in command replied. “Show us your hands or you’re wasted. Both of you.”
Foolishly, the three securities went for their holstered weapons. But, they were far too slow. Vasquez’ weapon flashed from beneath his black leather jacket, bullets exploding louder than bombs. One by one, the security guard’s faces rented into ribbons, falling into heaps next to the old man.
“Praise the lord and pass the ammunition,” Levine choked out through a clot of coughing blood.
Starker knelt beside the fallen body.
“So much for collecting my fee. What the hell, old man. You just got yourself-”
“I had to die for him because I made him suffer so much. The trust is broken. Take the money. Kill them all Starker. You hear me? All of them, praise Jesus.”
With a last gasping breath, the old man grew still, life draining from the sad brown eyes.
“You’re the worst shot I’ve ever seen pops. But rest easy, rest easy.”
“How are we going to spin this partner. We got four bodies here.”
“We’ll slip out through the woods, and rendezvous with our wagons by going the long way around. But we better boogie Poncho. Before too long, even that drunken fool at the gate will discover something’s wrong, and reactivate the motion sensors.”
“There’s some good thinking Charlie. Our wagons are parked outside the gates where the cameras ain’t. And, we’re golden if no one puts an eye ball on us.”
“I plan to use that to my advantage, when I come back here tomorrow to interview Mr. Steinmetz.”
“Oh, ho, I get it. That’s why you had your cell out the whole time. You were-”
“Video documentation is something this television mogul can’t deny in a court. Even the defense must eat it as admissible.”
Churning through the woods and over the rocks strewn across running brooks, the pair finally arrived back at their vehicles.
“You’re taking an awful chance Charlie, calling someone’s bluff that high on the corporate food chain.”
Starker climbed into the cab of his pick-up and grinned.
“In Hollywood, there’s always a bigger shark, with an even more voracious appetite Poncho. But even sharks can bleed, know what I mean, partner?”
Skillfully, Starker guided the truck through the maze of traffic downtown onto Sunset. Out of nowhere into the middle of the boulevard, jaywalked some vagabond, wending a wobbly wheeled shopping cart, burdened with a forgotten life’s shabby detritus. Mad choruses of derisive horns swelled. Sunken eyes pleaded against profane city noise, crashing down like colossal waves. Looking away with a seasoned detective’s practiced gaze, intuition sparked. What if that punk from the incident with the valley girls recognized him back on his turf-would he take it as an act of aggression?
Under neon spangled canopy, LA’s panoramic ruin sprawled jagged and ugly with towering skyscrapers cracking the earth as if spat up from subterranean caverns. Ghoulish shadows crawled like deformed demons over the hot pavement cracked with fissures. Seconds to the green light, and Starker stared down the sneering faces of a gaggle of tattooed bikers, engines panting and growling like meat starved panthers on the prowl. Maybe Clover’s preacher dad was right, evil sucked out all that was good, replacing it with perverse and pale imitations. Mind momentarily wandering, the ex-cop concluded the indicator of an insane society in decline, is when false perception triumphs over objective reality.
Vasquez followed back through the bowels of the city, turning onto a busy boulevard, towards an alley adjacent to a dimly lit liquor store. Headlights pierced the gloom from beneath a half-broken street light, and suddenly a swarm of oncoming traffic converged upon them. Starker spotted two men in ski masks bolting from the liquor store entrance, surging towards the blackness of the alley. He stomped the gas pedal through the floorboard, bobbing and weaving around mazes of cars, trucks, and taxis. Starker swerved the speeding Ford pickup onto the curb, to head off the hoodlums, gritting his teeth as a delivery truck hurtling in the opposite direction nearly collided.
“Watch out gang bang asshole.” the driver barked through an open window.
Glancing in the rearview insect quick, Starker saw the truck lose control, and barrel through two parked cars on its way to smashing a Laundromat front window. A blaring crescendo of horns and frightened gasps split the neon soaked night. Starker jerked the wheel to cut off the men dashing into the trash strewn alley. Momentarily escaping, they both whirled around and hails of bullets buzzed Starker’s windscreen.
“Jesus, they have some heavy artillery,” he bellowed, jamming on the brakes.
“Freeze it up pal.” Starker hurled from his guts. Kicking open the vehicle door to use as a temporary shield, Starker knelt and carefully aimed.
Taking immediate fire, he returned it expertly, berretta flashing out like an arm of Zeus, administering lethal thunderbolts. One of the escaping hoods jerked awkwardly to the pavement. Blood and brain matter spattered onto the pitch-black pavement, dense like an urban cosmos with stars of broken glass. Basking in the thrill of mayhem’s death defying danger, Vasquez flew from his car, instantly engulfed in the symphonic dissonance of smoking rubber, thundering engines, and clicking pistol hammers.
Rushing into the mouth of the alley, Vasquez dodged a hot round cratering the graffiti strewn wall, inches from his ducking head.
“Drop the heat,” he yelped. “Or, its dead meat pal.”
In one swift motion, he raised his weapon, and watched the bullets sink into the bloody flesh, body strewn flailing in a puddle filled with rancid rain water. Starker scampered up from behind, and together with smoking weapons trained, approached the body growing still.
“I can’t believe, it’s that hustler I ran into on Sunset and Vine,” Starker exclaimed.
Both men eyed one another as a squall of sirens grew louder from a distance.
“C’mon, Charlie. Let’s look like good citizens. Think of it as free advertising for your agency.”
“You alright Poncho, we’re both a little long in the tooth to be out chasing these young bucks,” Starker teased, wishing it weren’t half true.
When a host of black and whites rolled up, accompanied by first responders, both ex-cops gave their statements.
“It’s just like they say officer, these guys are heroes,” said the store clerk, clutching a slight head wound with a white handkerchief.
“Charlie, what the hell are you doing out here,” the chief blared, pudgy face bathed in the turquoise blur of police lights. “Been running into you a lot lately Charlie, since you’ve started working on this case of the missing whore.”
“Just doing my part to help the community at large chief. You know how it is.”
“You know the toxic twins over here are both connected to the Crips. One of them raped a fourteen-year old girl just last week. And, we’ve been looking for him ever since.”
“What are you doing out here anyway chief, can’t you let the regular humps handle this?”
The chief creased his lips into an ironic grin.
“I own this place Charlie. When I heard the address over the rover, I had to rush right down here. But I guess now, I owe you one.”
Starker let out a soft chuckle.
“Well, since I’m retired,” Starker began to joke. “You can give all the credit to some patrol humps, and put some stripes on their arms. What do you say chief?”
“That sure was some fancy shooting,” one of the patrolmen fawned, glancing at both Starker and Vasquez. “They were carrying some serious heat too.”
“It ain’t the heat but the head that’s important kid,” counseled Vasquez. “Give a clown a berretta, and I’ll guarantee, he’ll still end up dead.”
***
Now back home in North Hollywood, Starker lazily lounged on the sofa, extremities limbed with lingering aches. Stocking feet propped upon a coffee table, beer in hand, the footage beamed via satellite blared from the flat screen on the far wall piqued sudden interest.
“LAPD officials are reporting what may have been a terrorist attack upon a highway patrol helicopter patrolling the environs of Laurel Canyon.”
Starker reached for the clicker and tossed back a hearty gulp from the sweaty can.
“Two officers have been reported dead and one missing after LAPD officials reported a downed highway surveillance vehicle, in what may be a possible terrorist attack.”
Starker’s cell phone gurgled out a shrill ringtone.
“None of the reports so far have said anything about a license plate. So, I think you’re in the clear Charlie.”
“They’re saying they were LAPD. But by now, they must know the truth. Network uses mercenaries like Black Water Corporation. That was their black helicopter I shot down. They were trying to keep me away from that kid’s grave out in the canyon oaks.”
“You sure you want to go back to Pindar’s Grove, Vasquez warned. “You could be walking into a buzz saw.”
“Don’t worry Poncho, I think I can handle one short fat and balding television executive. Just sit tight, and keep your mouth shut. Until, I can find out more. My guess is they’ll want to keep what happened in the backyard last night on the down low. Because, they risk exposure. Officially, the pastor, Benton, and the victim from that Silverman show will go missing on milk cartons.”
“You know,” Vasquez began to mention, off hand. “There is an urban legend. They say a demon came through to this world, two-thousand years ago, that he stole Christ’s body from the tomb, possessed it, then resurrected. They say that demon is still on earth, running NBC here in Hollywood. They say, he’s also the Black Pope of the Jesuit order in Rome. And, they say, this ancient demon is known today as Bob Steinmetz.”
Starker swigged another beer and chuckled.
“And where about did you here this Poncho?”
“From this Madame Blavatsky, out in Beverly Hills. All the Hollywood celebrities go to her for horoscopes and psychic readings. Department used her in a missing persons case once. Is there anything else partner?” Vasquez wondered.
Taking a hearty swig of the beer, for a moment Starker deeply contemplated, sensing an eerie chill steadily infecting the skin. What if his ex-partner’s information turned out not to be just an old urban legend-certainly, it would take more than bullets to kill a demon?
“Yeah,” Starker replied. “I want you to go back to Perez Benton’s house and start digging around. First thing, tomorrow. Maybe, before he got wasted at Pindar’s Grove, Benton left behind some cell phone audio with Silverman. Possibly, talking about the canyon party. For now, let’s both lay low, and watch the boob tube for anything more significant.”
“Alright partner, but I’m sure the chief already has someone on the case. And the crib could be crawling with investigators. By now, everyone knows the fag has turned up missing.”
“Even more reason to get there early, and the earlier the better. I want to get to that evidence before the chief and his clown investigators do. Got me, Poncho? I set the fag up. Figuring, if Silverman is on audio talking, compiled with forensics from the canyon grave, the cell video, this thing’s a slam dunk for the district attorney.” Thinking, Starker kept his motivations secret, knowing it was always wise to never admit you intended to smoke someone over a live line.
***
Crenshaw stood shrouded in shadow on the porch beyond the half-dark foyer of his Beverly Hills bungalow, vaguely staring out the picturesque windows at some long columns of manicured hedgerows bathed in silvery moonlight. By now, Starker must have heard the news reports.
“He’s got to suspect it was me sent word for the security. I was the only one.”
He pulled out a cigarette and gulped the smoke hungrily.
Lauren must be appeased. That way it was easier to maneuver.
Suddenly, Beethoven’s fifth rang into the crisp summer air.
“You know some maniacs tried to kill Lauren last night at my home,” roared the gruff, indignant voice. “My own home.”
“Mr. Steinmetz, I can assure you these crackpots come out of the woodwork all the time-”
“I want you up here early tomorrow for a briefing. We have some problems need to be ironed out going forward, Riley. I’m going to need your help.”
Crenshaw gulped. Maybe the old pervert was setting him up for a fall.
“I assume you mean with Lauren, her strange proclivities-”
“I mean things are getting screwed up. We must decide to enact some damage control. Tomorrow morning at eight. We all must come to some understanding going forward. Is that clear? Good evening, Riley.”
“Good evening, sir,” Crenshaw sputtered over the throbbing dial tone.
Starker was going for the jackpot, he thought. This private dick was a killer. Crenshaw slightly shuddered, thinking maybe he was next on the kill list. Perhaps now, was the time to line up his allies in the name of survival. And to think, things had been dangerous back on the tough streets of rough and tumble Liverpool. Los Angeles was filled with the type of thugs filled with twisted notions of the American dream-garden variety criminals, cancerous with delusions, acting out some pale imitation of cinema mythos. Being an outsider made him especially vulnerable. But, he and Starker were bound together in their profound hatred of Silverman. Only in Hollywood are such strange alliances made, Crenshaw imagined.
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NEXT MORNING, SILVERMAN strode into Steinmetz office, an enormous mahogany walled study centered with an impressive desk crafted from oak. “Hello daddy,” Silverman greeted, effervescent face adorned with a beguiling smile. “I wish my wife Martha was such prime tits and ass,” the thought burned in the grizzled executive’s twisted brain.
“We have averaged a forty share for all of this month’s shows,” Steinmetz crowed. “And it’s all because of you, my little queen sorceress.”
“I’ll try not to let it go to my head,” Silverman replied. “But how about if I kneel to daddy until my king has come?” Silverman’s sultry voice oozed.
She knelt behind his desk, and ripped away the leather belt straining under the avalanche of flesh, coiled with chestnut brown hair. Slowly, red painted nails crept beneath the plaid briefs. When she was done giving the old man his weekly thrill, Steinmetz offered Silverman his white silk handkerchief to wipe her tinctured red lipstick.
“Mr. Crenshaw has arrived Mr. Steinmetz,” the secretary’s voice chimed from the desk speaker.
“I hope everyone is comfortable,” Steinmetz said, now seated behind the behemoth desk.
Crenshaw and Silverman exchanged furtive glances.
“Too many guests at the Benton party say you were the last person the host was seen with Lauren. Now before there are too many questions, we must discuss how to control the media noise. Though Riley has the authorities compromised, there are rumors Jennifer Whitehouse is on the prowl looking for a story. And, given her past resourcefulness in digging out the real story, she remains a danger to us, at present.”
“More than half the people were stoned by the time I arrived. They wouldn’t remember what they saw.”
“I don’t think we can take that chance Lauren,” Crenshaw suggested, glancing at Steinmetz.
“And there’s another matter. The boy veteran war hero from yesterday’s show and the girlfriend. If what Riley tells me is true,” Steinmetz declared. “Then it will only be a matter of time before this Starker finds out.”
“It’s true Bob,” Crenshaw suggested. “I’ve had my secretary check his LAPD record. Unfortunately, Starker is very resourceful. Apparently, he’d been using Benton as a Hollywood informant. Starker had a partner, some crazed madman named Vasquez. Per records, he sodomized a drug suspect with his service revolver. We’re not dealing with shrinking violets here. They were assassins for hire, working under cover of the department. They called themselves Black Delta.”
Crenshaw hastily glanced over his shoulder at Silverman, poised pensively near the formerly buck shot shattered window. Introspective now, Silverman knew if she had any real magic to pull off, the time was now to use it.
“But there is something else,” Crenshaw’s throat felt constricted, as if the reapers invisible fingers were about his throat.
“I keep getting these weird phone calls from…”
Steinmetz nodded.
“Go ahead Riley. You have the floor.”
“I keep getting these calls my secretary traced to the dead girl’s phone. And that’s impossible.”
“Jesus Riley,” Silverman scoffed, eyes zeroed far away out the window. “I think we better worry about this cop. Don’t we have somebody who can thoroughly handle this?”
Both men eyed one another. Sister Silverman’s ruthlessness was never to be underestimated.
“I can get my best Black Water men on the job Bob. I’ve used them in the past, to pacify some agents we were having difficulty with at Show Time.”
“Yes, yes Riley, be certain they are reliable. But now let us turn to our guests from yesterday’s show. We have the war hero and his ex-girlfriend still locked in the cage down below. We must act, and soon.”
“Beltane is breaking,” exclaimed Silverman, turning away from the enormous window. “Juan the rogue rapist is to be sacrificed, burned to a crispy critter. Lucifer will collect the flow of the energy.”
“Bleeding Christ,” Crenshaw huffed, rising from the chair. “When are you finally going to realize, Lauren? It was your pseudo-religious nonsense got us into this predicament in the first place.”
Pouting, Silverman narrowed her eyes into dark slits.
“What’s the matter Riley,” she twanged like a rebellious valley co-ed. “Haven’t you seen enough bodies by now to grow some balls. Or does Jennifer Whitehouse have those on ice maybe?”
“I’m afraid Riley is correct, Lauren,” Steinmetz proposed firmly.
“You didn’t demonstrate good discernment. The body was not disposed properly. Too many traces were left that a resourceful investigator like Lieutenant Charlie Starker could discover. However,” he went on. “I’m going to have one of our local affiliates briefly report our two imprisoned guests were involved in some accident. Dr. Thaddeus West at UCLA neuroscience wants to buy them. He proposes to use them as specimens in some ground-breaking experiments. At any rate, the show contract Riley had them both sign, stipulates they are now network property.”
“Well how very noble of the good doctor,” a sarcastic Silverman chirped. “See Riley, things have a way of working themselves out?”
“But you don’t, you cheap harlot,” Crenshaw exploded back at a stunned Silverman. “Whitehouse has something an entire glass case of People’s Choice awards cannot make up for, what in you, is all too glaringly absent…maturity.”
“What about Benton, did your men dump his faggot ass somewhere this Starker won’t find him?” Silverman turned to Steinmetz, seemingly ignoring a wildly fuming Crenshaw.
“You needn’t worry about that, Lauren,” a reassuring Steinmetz replied. “My men inform me his body will never be found. Everyone will continue to assume he’s missing. And that’s what the people will hear.”
Crenshaw’s mind began to reel, Hollywood brought an entirely new meaning to the word evil.
“I’m glad both of you are so satisfied everything’s figured out. But I must protest. We can’t continue without being backed into a corner. These cops must disappear too. Or, they’ll make us all disappear. The Black Delta’s were nothing more than a murder squad.”
Steinmetz’ reptilian mouth curled into a sly smile.
“Oh, but Riley,” he began. “I’ve managed to lure the Lieutenant here. He’s arriving this very morning. I’ve agreed to meet with him,” Steinmetz began to gloat.
“Are you bloody mad,” Crenshaw ranted. “What if this animal, his former LAPD partner Vasquez is out for blood. What if…?”
Steinmetz held up a fat hand.
“Everybody, all entering guests are availed of their arms. You’re beginning to concern me Riley. Which is, surprising.”
No longer able to contain some semblance of composure, Crenshaw’s fuming reached an apex.
“Things have gone beyond the bloody point of no return. Yes, Bob, the thought did occur to me. How many times must we kill to dim the lies, to protect one very overrated scallop?”
“The will’s bidding shall be the whole of the law,” Silverman chirped like she was still on the football cheer squad at UCLA. “Whatever it takes right, Mr. Steinmetz?”
Crenshaw’s neck drooped as if hung with an overbearing albatross. If he was even half-sane, he would choose to marry Jennifer Whitehouse, and retire to a nice cottage in Sheppard’s Bush. The game had gone too deep. There was no one to pull him out. One can never jump from a train hurtling headlong down the rails.
“I suggest you both leave taking the underground elevator to the carport,” Steinmetz suggested. “If these rogues have managed to somehow sneak on the property for surveillance purposes, it will be too risky.”
“Given these cops penchant for shooting first then asking questions as a last resort, I think you’re right, Bob.” Crenshaw replied, nodding at them both.
Silently, the pair strolled through the underground maze leading to the carport outside the coven gates.
“Tell me Riley,” Silverman inquired. “When things finally go down, can you be relied upon, or will you snitch to that sleaze ball investigator?”
Crenshaw paused and fixed her with a fierce glare.
“I will do whatever promotes our mutual self-interest my dear, and my own survival, of course.”
She adopted a sinister smile.
“Beneath it all, you’re quite a conservative man Riley. Maybe a little bit of a hopeless romantic too? Just don’t let Whitehouse butter you up. She’s maneuvering to use you. Remember, she may be an ambitious bitch. But, she’s definitely not stupid.”
Into the elevator to the ground floor of the carport, Crenshaw’s emotions bubbled like a seething cauldron about to overboil. Hands suddenly flew like wild birds and he grabbed her wrists, shaking Silverman’s coif into a disheveled mess.
“In a perfect world where things are based on merit, rather than arbitrary requirements, you could never be the equal of someone like Jennifer Whitehouse. You haven’t got the bloody chops. It is well you already have your especial status madam. For if I had to play my role over again, I would contribute not to your ascendance, but rather to your demise.”
***
Vasquez rolled around the cul-de-sac of Benton’s sprawling Bel-Air mansion, thinking why would merely one occupant need so many bathrooms and bedrooms. Starker had told him to arrive early. But, judging from the presence of an official issue black and white unmarked detective’s unit, he had arrived not quite early enough. From the looks of things, they were already inside, poking around. Looking around the cul-de-sac, he noticed a valet standing near a smoked silver Mercedes. Up the long front walk to the front door, he noticed a famous face hidden behind a pair of fashionable dark glasses.
Holy shit, George Clooney….
“Good Morning,” the aging actor greeted, observing Vasquez coming up the long steps. “Are you the chief detective they told me I was waiting for?”
Vasquez took a moment to compose himself in the presence of Hollywood royalty, then improvising, began to cleverly contemplate. Just maybe, there was a chance Clooney possessed what Starker said he should be looking for-not wanting to let his partner down.
“Yes, I am, Mr. Clooney,” Vasquez replied, pulling out his old police badge. “I understand you were present at Mr. Benton’s party last night before it was discovered he had gone missing?” Vasquez quickly retrieved a tiny pencil and small three ringed bound note book.
“That’s correct Sergeant,” Clooney said, peering at the official badge. “I was coming out of the bathroom, when I saw Perez with Silverman. I guess they were retiring to the privacy of his bedroom, to do some coke together. Or, something like that.”
Vasquez began to dutifully record every word of the actor’s testimony.
“What happened next Mr. Clooney,” he enquired.
“Well, Silverman looked pretty coked up already. You know how these young starlets are in Hollywood when they get a little fame, and the trappings that go with it. They tend to think they are invincible. At any rate, she made a crack about my physical condition. I’ve been putting on a little weight for my next role, you know, so it will be easier to assume the character, when shooting begins next week. Benton greeted me as usual, always very friendly. I liked Perez, even though he was rather catty and controversial, writing in his blog about many of us here in Hollywood. Nonetheless,” Clooney went on. “I think beneath all that, Perez had a heart of gold. Silverman on the other hand-”
Vasquez pencil stopped scribbling, and he looked up.
“Just what do you mean, Mr. Clooney?”
Clooney removed his dark glasses, and let out a deep sigh.
“Well, presuming you’re a seasoned investigator Sergeant. I think you may have heard about all those rumors flying around Hollywood. About Silverman’s party just last week, and the girl Clover Black Orchid-how they killed her in a human sacrifice, then burned down the bungalow when it was all over, to cover up the evidence.” Clooney detailed.
Vasquez’ mind suddenly raged with tumultuous havoc. Old Starker’s theory was right on from the beginning. Silverman was a cold-hearted serial murderer. This is exactly the kind of testimony his partner needed to seal the deal in his investigation.
“I’m here to tell you, it’s all true. That girl is certifiably insane. And I’ve got the evidence to prove it.”
Vasquez pencil again halted, mind still turning in spectacularly speedy revolutions. The aging star reached into his pocket, and pulled out his smart phone. Though remaining stone faced, Vasquez heart raced in stunned anticipation. If only all his investigations from the past could have been this easy.
“I just knew from Perez expression, and given Silverman’s rather bad reputation, something just wasn’t right. I guess I was concerned for Perez safety. And although she didn’t realize it, I followed them both down to Perez private bar downstairs, and recorded everything right on here.”
Vasquez dark eyes grew wide, blood sizzling in the veins.
“May I ask,” Vasquez said, “why you might have followed downstairs Mr. Clooney?”
“Well, like I said, based on Silverman’s reputation. I knew, to begin with, one of my dear friends had warned him about inviting her to the party. And now, after witnessing what I heard last night, I can say my actions were totally justified. I saw some pretty messed up shit, as you’ll hear from the recording I took. There was a heated argument, and Silverman was smacking Perez around pretty good.”
“You’re saying you clandestinely followed them downstairs, and recorded their conversation, and then what?”
Clooney subtly nodded, crossing his beefy arms.
“I was standing at the window in the foyer, just as Silverman left with Perez in her private limousine. And I have a feeling based upon what you’ll hear on this recording, that Silverman is more than responsible for the fact he’s now missing. In fact, I think she killed him, because of what he knew about the Canyon fire, and that girl, Clover Black Orchid.”
Vasquez quickly stuck the pencil and the pad into his leather jacket.
“I’m sorry Mr. Clooney. But I’m going to have to confiscate that phone, and admit it into evidence, for my report?”
Clooney then willingly handed over the requested item.
“Don’t worry about it. I’m always happy to help and cooperate with the police. Besides, I can always afford to buy another phone. At any rate, I sure hope you’ll be able to prosecute that bitch fully Sergeant,” the actor stated, reapplying the dark glasses before heading back to his chauffeured Mercedes. “Hollywood hasn’t been the same since that witch Silverman came on the scene, know what I mean?”
“I promise we’ll do all we can Mr. Clooney,” Vasquez said, accompanying the actor down the long steps. “You can certainly count on that.”
***
Later, Starker walked up the winding marble steps of Pindar’s Grove, accompanied by armed security.
“All right he’s clean,” barked the guard waiting at the front door.
Inside, Starker peered around at the well-appointed rooms, on the way up a winding staircase, gun at his back.
“Hey,” the old cop fumed. “You want to back off with that steel or what?”
The scowling guard barked back.
“I’m not backing off, because I just don’t trust you at all. You have the Delta mark. You are a killer.”
“Excuse me for living large and being in charge, huh chief?” Starker grinned.
Now, an expansive space appeared, and déjà vu struck Starker like punches to the jaw. The marble floor had somehow been covered by exotic rugs, furniture mysteriously gone overnight from where robed figures around a hexagram had stood hours before. Maybe the coven could perform actual magic after all.
“He’s been searched sir, no weapons.”
“Thank you, Deke,” Steinmetz gestured with a balloon fingered hand. “Please, come in Mr. Starker.”
“This place must cost a bundle just to maintain, paying all those maids to clean all these beautiful and decorative rooms. And I’d hate to be the landscaper to mow these immense lawns, and trim all those intricate hedges out there. You must be paying them a Fort Knox mint.”
Starker quipped, adding a wry smile, slinging his beefy arm towards the now pristine window.
“Will you have the goodness to sit Mr. Starker,” Steinmetz offered. “Would you like anything to drink?”
“I’d like a wild turkey neat, if you don’t mind Mr. Steinmetz. By the way, I’d also like the name of your interior decorator, certainly does some amazing work.”
Some butler tending bar dispensed whiskeys to the two men, then hastily departed.
Steinmetz slowly settled opposite Starker on a white leather couch, bathed in spills of blue light.
“Here’s to compromise Mr. Starker, the very concept gives men nobility,” toasted the network president.
“What kind of compromise are you referring to Mr. Steinmetz?” countered Starker, slowly sipping the whiskey. “The trail of Clover Black Orchid leads right here. The coven led by Athena Moonbeam sacrifices its victims to Lucifer, and I have the proof. I’ll bet you sick folks drugged the poor bitch up, and ran some mind mumbo-jumbo on her, like they did to that other girl here last night sacrificed Benton and another of Silverman’s guests, huh?”
Starker leaned forward, eyes focusing laser sharp on the Hollywood mogul. “Isn’t that right, Mr. Steinmetz?”
With a dramatic flourish, the old cop pulled out his cell phone and started the video, placing it strategically on the coffee table sitting between the two men like a line of demarcation.
“That’s right Steinmetz, your house right here, last night. I don’t think they’ll be any wiggle room when I go to the district attorney.”
“I own the district attorney Mr. Starker, helped him get elected in the first place,” the television mogul asserted. “But I must say, I have seen your stellar record with LAPD. You’re a good man, perhaps too willing though, to stare death in the face?”
Steinmetz’ eyes dimmed into dark portals.
“Perhaps, you’re too willing to walk to the edge of death’s precipice, tempting awful fate with nothing more than a grin, a laugh, and a loaded gun.”
“When death comes the only thing, a man can do is laugh,” Starker gibed. But, as you can plainly see, this won’t be any laughing matter to a jury Mr. Steinmetz.”
“Is there nothing we can do to dissuade you from your present course Mr. Starker? Will you take a lump sum, and retire to a fishing boat down in Florida…forget the whole thing?”
Steinmetz flourished with a stubby finger.
Starker sarcastically grinned, thinking no matter whether it be a low breed drug pusher, or sleazy politician, bribery was always the last resort to keep monstrous crimes from being prosecuted in open court.
“I made a promise to a client, a client killed by your men last night,” Starker said, pointing to the cell phone.
He watched the septuagenarian’s world weary eyes fall dismayingly upon the screen.
“And you stealthily infiltrated my premises and proceeded to kill several of my security men,” Steinmetz bristled. “But, perhaps, we could give you five million,” he suggested, undaunted in his continued scheming. “Plus, stock figures worth an additional five to ten million Mr. Starker. It would be a matter of signing a contract. With an attorney present.”
Starker drained the whiskey and nodded.
“Well, maybe,” Starker said, rubbing his hands together and thinking. “Now you’re talking Mr. Steinmetz. But without attorney’s or contracts,” the old cop stipulated. “We can do this on a handshake.”
Here was an opportunity, pull a ruse on the old fart, piss him off but good.
“Every man has his exact price, right?”
Steinmetz beamed, and stood stretching out a balloon-like hand.
“Why don’t you accompany me to my office, downtown on the 42nd floor at network headquarters? We can have all the necessary arrangements prepared for your perusal, and final agreement.”
Jesus, Starker thought, evil would never go out of business if there were plenty of lawyers.
Off the backyard helicopter pad, they soared over the choking mists to the very top of NBC’s network building. Inside, Steinmetz proved a man of his word, with one phone call the arrangements had been made. As the money tumbled through the counter, the old cop posed a piercing glance at Steinmetz.
“I want an extension on the deal. I made a promise to the padre I would take care of business. Crenshaw, Silverman, and everyone in that damned collection of religious wackos called a coven, six feet under for what they done to his beloved boy. And I plan to do just that someday. You and I both know, we’re never going to be able to hash this out in court, not now. My way is nice and tidy, and no one must know. You still get to be president of this shitty network, for whatever it’s worth.”
Steinmetz barrel chest heaved, eyes flickering in astonishment. Corpulent toad lips formed words, but initially nothing came out.
“This is five times the amount that broken-down preacher was willing to pay you with proceeds from some shady oil deal,” Steinmetz gestured towards the vast sums stacked neatly on the table. “I can see you are a maverick. Perhaps, even a madman. Yet, I believe a sense of practicality has never deserted you, Mr. Starker. Though you are drove by motivations you perhaps suppose aren’t clear, I can assure you we have something in common. We are both gamblers. Except men such as us, play for stakes many consider often too high.”
“Alright Steinmetz,” Starker growled. “Have it your way. Let me kill them folks, and I’ll get out of your damned way. Consider that pile of money your insurance. You won’t even call any of my friends at LAPD. Nor, will you inform any one at Justice. We’ll just pretend the whole thing never happened. But I take the money,” Starker pointed a deliberate finger, “and do with it just as I please. Just so you rest easy, knowing there’s some insurance.”
Steinmetz sauntered to the window of the 42nd floor office and became pensive.
“Most would say men like you are barbarians, just hot for the kill Mr. Starker. You know that, don’t you? You are a killer. Yes, something else we have in common. We’re both killers.”
Steinmetz turned from the window to gauge the private detective’s response.
“Though we kill for different reasons.” The crafty executive cast his eyes back toward the city panorama. “All men betray, all lose virtue. Although men aspire and give lip service to higher ideals, all are subject primarily to the maximum satisfaction of petty and base desires. For you see, we are both part of the same hypocritical game.”
Starker remained silent, thoughtful gaze cast out to the city tumult beyond the window.
“What they don’t realize, all those nameless and faceless out there, are that everyone in their own way is a killer. But I have a sense of justice Mr. Steinmetz. And that makes me a leader, dangerous to the establishment. Unlike, the masses of people so content to follow anyone with a gun to their face, or a boot to the neck. I’m the rebel, ready to stand alone, to risk all putting things right.”
Steinmetz once again turned, if only someone had truly loved this man, the executive imagined.
The power of good should never be underestimated….
“But that makes me different too,” Steinmetz went on to elaborate. “For I am a torturer, sadist, and killer, though others may do my bidding. The public has never considered television is more than entertainment. No,” the powerful executive explained. “In their willful blindness, they will never contemplate television is the most humane torture chamber ever created. We shape the public mind, to buy our products, enticing the desperate with the satisfaction of petty vices and dreams, and desires, again, and again. The more products we offer, selling empty dreams for real cash, the more they will spend, until we get it all…ingenious. For you see Mr. Starker, I am also a magician. Television is the conduit invented to control human consciousness through the introduction of ideas, using musical tones, numbers and colors, directing human energy, keeping it looped within this three-dimensional sine wave. Those that rule over humanity are powerful, simply because the masses give theirs over so willingly.”
Starker took one last look at the copious money, stacked in neat rows on the desk. It was not like he couldn’t use it. He still had markers in Vegas to pay off. But the pastor was right, temptation this inviting was the worst. Maybe, he could take a percentage for his own personal needs, run down to Florida with a fishing charter, after the job was done.
“Well, I’m not willing to give my power over to anybody. So, here’s my ingenious deal Mr. Steinmetz,” Starker related. “I’ll take your money, and I kill those folks did the preachers kid in. You turn around, and zip a tight lip. Or if you talk, I come up here and press two sleeping pills right into that pumpkin sized head of yours, huh?”
Starker softened the threat with a wide grin no less sinister.
Steinmetz eyes transformed to storm threatened coves.
“Are we to abide by the rules of the Hollywood jungle, Mr. Starker…is that your vision of ultimate justice?”
***
Outside Pindar’s Grove car park, Poncho Vasquez waited to follow the suspect. Starker had taught him patience, perseverance and wits more often solved cases than bullets. Once he felt the adrenaline and the vague odor of spent gunpowder, senses churned beyond driven. Silverman the main suspect now took precedence in his mind.
Intently, he watched her on the freeway, rapturous in singing along with some Katy Perry ditty blaring from her speakers. Wipe away the Hollywood glitter, Vasquez coldly observed, and Silverman was nothing more than some average valley girl, with low brow tastes, possessing much more ambition than talent.
Strange to find the target headed towards the Valley now, maybe the bitch knew she was being followed, and wittingly creating a diversion. Vasquez surmised, the overzealous way she was jamming on the vehicle’s gears, indicated Silverman had an important destination to reach, and very quickly, preferably without being followed.
I’ve made the right choice, Vasquez figured from one hundred yards back.
Miles of sylvan waste fled into the rearview, and they were now deep beyond the valley, literally in the middle of nowhere. Silverman pulled her Mercedes off the shoulder of a gravel road. Vasquez stayed way back watching the target from a distance.
To his astonishment, Silverman looked around, fixing an eerie but knowing smile, did she suspect? Slipping out of her office shoes, the target donned some box fresh Nikes, and set off across a sloping field towards a large clump of trees.
***
Starker strode out of the network building with a suitcase filled with cash. He saw the old coot’s method of operation from two blocks away, lull victim to complacency with covert means, and then hit hot with an unsuspecting strike.
Memories of a rookie from the academy decades ago flooded the brain. Somehow, the kid on patrol thought praying to Jesus would keep him alive on the meanest streets in America. Starker began to recall, how the rookie kept a pocket-sized bible near the breast, just below where all the patrol humps kept the LAPD badge. One day, a call came in for a liquor store robbery and the rookie went down, praying and reciting bible verses in the emergency vehicle, all the way to the hospital.
“You know that little bible stopped the bullet to the chest,” he remembered the coroner in the morgue revealing. “Now, if only he had another bible fastened to his ugly face, he might still be alive, rather than lying on a slab, about to be chopped up into pieces for the microscope slides.”
Starker’s lips curled into a grin, better to stand against the universe alone, belief in bibles and gods will get you killed. What good is salvation for the soul, when bullets all too easily tear the flesh?
“Hey Charlie,” said the urgent voice surging through the cell phone speaker. “I got slam dunk evidence Benton was killed by Silverman at the coven. I got to his residence like you said, and spoke to George Clooney, who was the last to see the fag alive. And, I’ve managed to acquire verbal and recorded testimony to back it up. The district attorney will never be able to deny the case. But, Silverman is a clever little bitch, and she’s doing all she can to foil your ruse partner.”
Starker furrowed his brows, Silverman was no dummy, and probably used the coven ceremony to waste Benton, then bury the fag somewhere just like Clover.
Christ, this chick probably has bodies stashed over all LA….
“What else you got for me Poncho?”
“I’ve followed Silverman to this remote field out in the middle of absolute nowhere.”
“Stay on this bitch Poncho. When the heat is on, suspects always make mistakes, then we got them.”
“Oh, and Charlie, there’s no doubt about Crenshaw selling little kids to the limey network brass back in London, even the royal family. He had contacts in Liverpool take them right off the streets. When Scotland Yard got involved, they finally made a deal. If, he left to work in America for a while and kept things quiet, he could come back after things blew over. And that’s what I think this limey’s doing, just biding his time with Sister Silverman. Then, he’ll creep back home unscathed. Word around Hollywood is Steinmetz has Crenshaw locked in until the end of the television season. If the show finishes number one at the end of daytime sweeps, then Crenshaw can renegotiate, or go back to BBC. My guess is, he’ll want to finish business here in the states. Then, when the time is right, he’ll head back over the pond, and stay there.”
“Let me take care of Crenshaw. But I’m thinking now that you have the suspect out in the open with no witnesses, you should take advantage of the present scenario. Do America a favor, know what I mean, Poncho. Fix it up for what it isn’t?”
Vasquez pursed his lips. He wanted Crenshaw. Men like that crawled into sensitive souls, and tore them asunder sinew by sinew. But he had never wasted a woman.
“Hey partner, you know the media is starting to go nuts already about Perez Benton gone missing.”
Vasquez watched through binoculars as Silverman knelt beside the mounds of dirt, hanging her head as if in prayer.
“I’m giving you the green light Poncho. Make her disappear. Later, we scheme to take out big fat Steinmetz. Taking all our evidence to court is too risky. There’s only one way to end this Poncho. Just like we did back in the day, with the Black Delta’s.”
“I like your style partner.”
Putting away the cell, Vasquez debarked from his vehicle, clicking off the safety of his Beretta. Slowly, he snuck around the apron of the meadow, never taking his eyes from the target. Vasquez got closer still, observing Silverman still kneeling before three graves overgrown with moss.
Reaching for the gun, the sight of the nearby target turned blood’s desire. Covertly and quietly, he snuck from behind Then suddenly, Silverman stood and turned, coat slipping off tanned shoulders. Vasquez gawked at the sight of the near naked voluptuous female.
“I knew you followed,” a perceptive Silverman suggested. “You’re probably here to waste me, on orders from that cop friend of yours. But I think we might be able to make a deal.”
Silverman let her long coat slide slowly off, fullness of her heaving breasts and roving hips totally exposed. Vasquez leered, drawing his hand away from the revolver, throbbing libido throwing off desirous sparks like a demented howitzer.
“If I let you make love to me, would you still want to kill?” Silverman whispered, throwing her arms around his sweat soaked neck.
Red painted nails massaged his aching scrotum through the jeans, and Silverman softly moaned.
“I know you want me. You’ve wanted me all your life.”
Vasquez undid his belt, and began to shed his clothes, hungering for her sensuous mouth, adventurous hands roaming over every curve. They tumbled to the ground in a tangle of limbs, lusts insatiable appetite feeding on banquets of naked flesh.
Vasquez plunged into her again and again, musk of sweat and semen overpowering. In the throes of ecstasy, he gazed longingly at her, and Silverman’s eyes turned insect black. Now, Silverman employed her most uncommon gift, manipulating the beams of electromagnetic light making up the material world. Willing imagination into solid mass, in an instant Silverman transformed fleshly seduction into lethal weapon.
Vasquez pushed harder, and a tidal wave of pain overwhelmed, he was being pulled apart, mangled and mutilated. A sharp wince, and blood gorged flesh collided with sharp cold metal.
“You god damned bitch.” Vasquez screamed in a pained howl.
Trying to withdraw, he was hopelessly caught. Reams of skin tore away from the body, organ fractured asunder into bloody gristle. Silverman’s eyes changed again to reptilian red.
“Beltane is breaking, now you die cop.”
Love’s inviting womb inexplicably sprouted whirling knives, insane death machine, sheering and tearing tortured flesh.
Painfully, Vasquez finally withdrew, groin drowning in a tsunami of blood. Silverman watched Vasquez writhe and moan. Smiling joyously, she reveled in her special ability, her secret gift that would never abandon-yet again unleashed on an unsuspecting victim.
Now she rose and smeared the shed blood on her naked skin, coldly observing the mutilated body twitch in its final throes of agony.
“I should’ve killed you…whore.” Vasquez stammered.
Dying fingers yearned and strained around the trigger housing of the drawn pistol. Before one last gush of blood from the mangled groin, Vasquez managed to depress one accurate round. Clutching at the gaping wound, Silverman fell to her knees and hastily crawled towards the errant revolver. For a moment, the gun fumbled between clammy fingers drenched in hot blood. Managing to grip the gun stock firmly, she straddled the limp body, and aimed. While slews of bullets popped like manic firecrackers, the stench of gunpower mingled with plumes of sensual musk. Silverman tumbled to the crimson streaked ground and the smoking gun fell away. With each agonizing breath, she clutched more tightly at her wound, skin throbbing with the pain wrought from a thousand plunging knives. She watched as the victim’s tortured head bobbed like a toy in an overflowing bathtub then smacked down lifeless on the cold earth. Crawling in the dirt, she reached for her Fendi bag.
Desperately rummaging, Silverman produced a Swiss army knife in her trembling hands. First drying her slippery fingers with clumps of collected dark loam, she finally snapped open the blade. Mercilessly, she brought it down upon the victim’s chest, carving and cutting out the still faintly beating heart.
Willing mind over matter, Silverman defied the agony, and like a lustful and ruthless animal hungrily tore at the twisted flesh. Kneeling, she began to pray to Lucifer while the blood oozed freely from her gaping wound, triumphant arms cast towards the golden sun, scalding rays from a cloudless Hollywood sky scorching blood soaked ground.
“Oh Lucifer,” quivering lips faintly whispered. “May you accept my humble sacrifice to the glory of your eternal name…amen.”
Light headed and on the verge of collapse, Silverman again reached for the Fendi bag to get to her cell.
Slumping prone on a moist patch of moss, she miraculously managed to type out a message before passing out.
RILEY OMG HELP
***
On the drive, back to Beverly Hills from the coven in Pindar’s Grove, Crenshaw began to feel outmaneuvered, caught between powerful forces considering him ultimately disposable.
“You are about to experience crisis, which will you choose Riley,” Crenshaw heard Clover’s eerie voice warble from dimensions beyond.
“So now you’re about to tell me from beyond the grave you’ve managed to become Nostradamus, yes, all very entertaining dear.”
“Silverman is in crisis, will you save her like so many times before, or will you choose to abandon your better angels?”
“Don’t endeavor to give me some sort of metaphysical lecture Clover. The living may not be perfect, and neither by dint of logic are ghosts.”
The line dropped silent, and Crenshaw grimaced. Mind wandering in melancholy wastes, the cell buzzed again, letters staring back like digital monoliths.
“RILEY OMG HELP”
Grimacing, he found empathetic feelings reluctantly gaining prominence. But, managing to push them back, Crenshaw’s calculating nature remained intact.
One hour later, Crenshaw and some EMT’s sworn to utter secrecy found Silverman lying half-naked in the grassy muck, near another body hacked and mutilated.
“She’s lost a lot of blood, but only with help from a surgeon patched in from the hospital, can we hope to truly save her life,” one of them warned.
“You do whatever it takes, and with complete anonymity. I hope we have an understanding?” a conniving Crenshaw said, pulling out another wad of bills.
“We’ll make sure the doc never gets an ID on the patient, sir, we promise.”
While the EMT’s worked on Silverman upon instructions from some surgeon in LA, Crenshaw paced about, looking at the graves, and the naked dead male. In slow deliberation, Crenshaw curiously poked around the scattered bits of clothing. Squinting through the darkness at the gruesomely hacked cadaver, he could see the outline of a cell phone in the back pocket of the blood soiled jeans. Next to the body, there was an old police badge smudged with dirt. Kneeling, Crenshaw made out the crimson-flecked letters illuminated by streaks of pale moonlight:
DETECTIVE SERGEANT PONCHO VASQUEZ.
“Hey you,” Crenshaw said, waving at one of the EMT’s in the back of the ambulance. “Can you get me some disposable gloves please?”
Quickly, the ETM handed over the gloves, and Crenshaw fished out the phone. Looking through the menus, he immediately deduced the phone was owned by none other than legendary Hollywood star George Clooney.
“What the bloody hell,” Crenshaw gasped.
More extensively, he explored the phone menu. It was then, he came upon the recording application, and eagerly hit play. The voices poured out of the cell speaker with great clarity. No doubt, it was Lauren’s voice, along with what were probably some of the last words Perez Benton ever spoke while still on the earth. Anger welled, and he pulled out his flask of Johnny Walker Red. At some point, the old man had to see Silverman was a liability. Even with Perez Benton no longer on the prowl, something like this was tough to keep undercover for very long. Now, thoughts stricken with paralyzing agony, he needed Jennifer Whitehouse more than ever, and an additional ally, someone not afraid to administer justice from the barrel of a gun.
“She’s going to make it. But the doctor instructs us to transport for some further tests. Funny thing, how the wound looked like it was healing itself somehow. And that guy looked like he was completely torn apart.”
Removing the gloves, Crenshaw held up his hand, he had heard enough, secretly scorning the idea Silverman possessed the otherworldly magical powers of a sorceress. He pulled out a fresh French cigarette, and turning again, looked around at the graves.
“That’s very good,” he responded. “Well, you take her to the hospital, and I’ll make all the arrangements. As for me, I shall stay on here to tie up the loose ends, so to speak.”
Crenshaw suggestively flashed a couple more C-notes.
“I understand completely sir,” replied the head EMT. “Not a word to the press about anything, especially the graves.”
“If you encounter any press, you shall not say anything deviates from the talking points I shall release to the press concerning Ms. Silverman. For now, until further details can be concocted, you shall say she was kidnapped, brought here against her will and then raped, got it? Say nothing about the ex-cop. Later, the press will reveal Sergeant Vasquez was ambushed, robbed and killed down on Sunset Boulevard by an unidentified mugger.”
Even under pressure, Crenshaw was all business. He knew a rape attack would skyrocket ratings to the stratosphere. Not to mention, cement everlasting bond between hostess and emotionally needy audience.
Desperately, he phoned the LAPD chief.
“I need you to handle something. I have a body, an ex-cop named Vasquez. I’ll provide the coordinates. Bury it, and get rid of it. You can always have the empty casket memorial for surviving family later.”
“Riley, are you ever going to get that bitch Silverman under control,” the chief chuckled. “A lot of people,” he went on to warn, “real important folks in Hollywood are starting to speculate about Benton.”
“I need you to be more concerned with the subject at hand sir,” Crenshaw growled.
“I guess I don’t have to tell you. His former partner is going to come looking for him after a while,” the chief pointed out.
“If he truly knew anything, we would all be having these charming little conversations separated by glass,” Crenshaw roared back, reminding the cop who was in charge. “Now take care of this, or I shall send that little video featuring your debut performance with that coven trollop to the networks. Imagine, what the people of LA will think, about a police chief spending hard earned tax dollars, to procure extracurricular thrills with underage prostitutes.”
“That’s what I like about you Riley,” the chief tried to joke. “You sure know how to play one hard, ball busting game, and look good doing it. By the way,” the chief suddenly enquired. “What do I say if Starker comes around looking for information?”
“You will say nothing, about Benton, about anything, only that there’s an ongoing investigation, is that clear sir?”
Late into the night, rotating patrol crews dug a sizable hole, and buried their former compatriot over with piles of fresh gravel. The pair now on duty took a moment to commiserate concerning the surreal surroundings.
“Chief says we’re to ignore the other graves,” detailed the fat patrolmen. “We’re not to say a word about this location to anyone, and we’re to sign confidentiality agreements when we get back downtown,” he warned the other.
“You don’t have to worry about me,” the tall and skinny officer replied. “We don’t want that limey Crenshaw and that crazy bitch Silverman after us, especially after what she did to Vasquez,” he added, vigorously shoveling the dirt. “I read this on Benton’s blog online,” the fat patrolmen panted, suddenly halting the shovel in mid-air. “Sistah Silverman’s a sorceress who can use her vagina as a castrating weapon.”
The far-off baying of coyotes split the silence, and the officers hurriedly plunged their shovels back into the dirt.
“Let’s get this done and get the hell out of here,” the skinny officer started to panic. “This place is way too damned spooky.”
***
Crenshaw joined Whitehouse later that evening for a reservation Chez Luis in Beverly Hills. “You look sort of ashen Riley,” Whitehouse joked. “Is the wine bad vintage?”
Crenshaw pushed aside his duck Le’ range, appetite suddenly abandoned. Hastily, another French cigarette flashed from the gold case, and he bellowed out several smoke rings.
“I have a plan to get rid of Silverman, and get you back to your rightful place Jennifer.”
Wisps of smoke lingered like meandering specters. She looked up from her meal and eyed him intently. Though he may be a little weak morally, somehow, she sensed Riley perhaps wasn’t too far gone. Maybe, he could still find a way to do the right thing at the right time, when it counted most.
“It may be risky, but with a key alliance, someone experienced in matters of personal disposal.”
“You mean murder, right Riley, is that…”
“Yes, bloody hell, she must die, Silverman is a menace to humanity,” Crenshaw bristled. “And I know just the man to do it. I’ll make him an offer that will appeal to his sense of black and white right and wrong.”
“And just of whom do you speak, Riley?”
Whitehouse set down her cutlery and deliberately sipped some wine. How could a man so potentially righteous be so perversely calculating?
“I’m talking about an ex-cop with an axe to grind, because his former partner got wasted by a witch. This afternoon she needed emergency surgery to have a bullet removed from her abdomen. This may be the biggest bloody mess I’ve had to clean up for her other than that imbroglio last weekend. She’s a tempest forever untamed.”
Crenshaw looked around and lowered his voice. The wine steward looked away, pretending to be out of earshot.
“It was all so horrific Jennifer. I’m telling you she’s beyond Satanic, something must be done. I truly believe even Hannibal Lecter and Jack the bloody Ripper would tremble with fear if ever faced with that murderous tramp in a dark alley.”
“Why didn’t you just leave her there to die then Riley, or perhaps you wanted-”
Crenshaw started to beam as he took one last drag on the cigarette. Her eyes shimmered back at him, and he felt odd tingles surge beneath the skin. Often, he found it dangerous for a woman to so quickly understand his most hidden subtleties. Deep emotions kept hidden from the world-perhaps out of fear-were surely crushed if discovered or exposed. In a superficial world, tarnished souls remained hidden beneath fleshes’ sculpted veneers. But Crenshaw’s soul stirred, for how much longer was he willing to deny, the deep yearning to possess her? Through the cloud of cigarette smoke his eyes searched her azure gaze-she was scintillating, he thought, a stellar beacon shining through the Hollywood darkness.
“I ran to the rescue, firstly, because we are in sweeps, and the publicized scenario will mean bloody top ratings. Secondly, my dear, I thought what better way to pose as a savior to someone unexpectedly stricken with grave vulnerability. Hence forth, she will trust me, the better for me to kill Silverman myself Jennifer, with the ex-cop’s help of course. One must have plausible deniability in such cases.”
Whitehouse for a moment considered. She certainly wanted revenge on Silverman and Steinmetz. But the idea of murder?
“Don’t you see Jennifer,” Crenshaw almost pleaded. “It’s the ultimate ploy to get her to relax. If I play it right, wearing the right mask, she will never think anything’s dodgy. Our boorish cop friend Starker will help take care of her when she’s least suspecting, eh? To have simply left her out there to die, or to have endeavored to do the deed myself, would have opened myself up to too many questions from the media, as well as uncomfortable inquiries from law enforcement, the FBI for one. As it is, their mounting and foolish enquiries are already becoming a bothersome burden. With the cop to do our dirty bidding, things will go down clean, and with no bloody fuss. He’s a professional Jennifer-a professional killer.”
Whitehouse summoned the wine steward to refill her goblet.
Crenshaw began to finally nibble at the succulent duck.
“I never realized until now,” Whitehouse admired, “how ruthless you really are Riley.”
Crenshaw picked up his own goblet and toasted.
“I accept all superlatives my dear. Here’s to winning the battle, and the war.”
Whitehouse smiled sweetly, feeling genuinely charmed.
“And here’s to the most talented women in television history.”
She beamed, and clinked her glass.
“In that case, I accept all flattery from a man of such refinement, and conviviality.”
Outside the restaurant marquee, waiting for the valet to retrieve his Ferrari, Clover phoned again, this time the message seemed especially ominous.
“When I have gained all the negative energy I need from the Universe, no one will withstand my supernatural onslaught.”
Crenshaw breathed deep, trying hard to sublimate the creeping fear.
“Make whatever arrangements you please Clover. However, one shouldn’t presume we mortals cannot maneuver as well as any ghost.”
And glancing over his shoulder, he saw the valet roar the Ferrari right up to the restaurant entrance. A smiling Whitehouse gathered her cloth coat and kissed him with cherry red lips.
“I’m afraid I can’t join you tonight Jennifer, even though there’s nothing now I’d rather-”
Their eyes connected, romantic telepathy charging between them like an invisible freight train.
“I take it you have an appointment to keep with the cop you spoke of. What if he doesn’t accept the terms, what then?”
Crenshaw’s gaze intensely focused, basking in Jennifer’s unsurpassed beauty.
“I believe beneath the bravado Mr. Starker is a practical man. Silverman is his number one suspect. We can maneuver to survive, and get what we both want.”
Handing the valet, a crisp fifty, Crenshaw opened the car door and with a longing gaze, turned to softly kiss her.
“And what do we both want?” Whitehouse hypothetically wondered.
The question lingered in the air. She drew closer and they kissed again, feverish tongues searching behind lingering lips, Crenshaw reveling in the whiff of sweetly perfumed flesh.
“Let’s first survive this ordeal, and perhaps we will live to discuss the matter further, my dear.”
Just before Riley turned away, Whitehouse sensed something was still amiss.
“Still imagining the dead girl’s ghost may be haunting you? Normally, you’re not a man to crack under pressure.”
Crenshaw gunned the purring engine and sighed. Indeed, this woman was shrewd, keen perceptiveness beneath beauty’s wafer thin veneer.
“The dead girl Clover,” and he looked away, afraid to glance. “She keeps calling me and I know it’s not a hoax. It’s been confirmed, Jennifer.”
Wiping sweat slicked forehead, Crenshaw’s eyes clouded with alarm.
“The phone is still active. She’s using it to threaten me. Even if we manage to dispose of Silverman cleanly, we may have to contend with Clover’s angry ghost.”
Softly, she stroked his blushing cheek, sensing he hated himself for becoming so momentarily vulnerable.
“You’re Riley Crenshaw. You can defeat anyone. Including, some menacing ghost. Anyone can keep evil Bob Steinmetz at complete arm’s length, can’t be all bad.”
Suddenly, Crenshaw relaxed as if recovering from an exorcism.
“Once again, I accept all superlatives, my lady.”
And with the glimmer of a casual smile, Crenshaw gunned the Ferrari into the neon illuminated wastes. Somewhere, amid fallen Hollywood gloom, there had to be a beacon. A Starbucks billboard soon beckoned Crenshaw to a crowded strip mall. Inside the coffee shop, he glanced at his gold watch and ordered a cappuccino. From above, suspended a large screen broadcasting stories of Perez Benton’s strange disappearance, stories Crenshaw had fed the robotic media machine to puke out verbatim. From the sounds made by the teleprompter readers, the puppeteer was still in control of the strings. Attention now drawn back to the barrister, Crenshaw suddenly felt limbs grow rigor mortis stiff. Was the spectral nemesis still stalking, strangely beguiling black eyed glare boring tunnels through material dimensions?
“Hello Riley,” the barrister said. “You buried me beneath the canyon ley line…remember?”
Crenshaw hurriedly withdrew from the counter, and hustled toward the exit, sanity tottering on the precipice. Indecision and confusion racking the brain into contortions, perhaps the pursuit of ratings no longer reigned supreme in the mind.
“Oh, bloody hell this bullocks,” Crenshaw spat like a deathly curse. Desperately, he grasped the silver hood ornament of the Ferrari as if it were the gunnels of the only life boat amidst a drowning ocean.
“Why wait,” he pondered, grappling for resolve, mentally chiding himself: “I will make up for indulging in puerile sympathy, and kill her.”
***
They hadn’t noticed Daryl sitting at the adjacent table with one of his late father’s friends. Nor, did Crenshaw and Whitehouse seem to know their private conversation had been recorded. Benton’s ordeal gravely shocked him, and feeling protective like an older sibling, he longed to see Lauren. But Crenshaw was cleverly keeping the identity of the hospital to which she had been admitted a secret. Lauren’s recent trials tugged at the conscience, and he felt his heartstrings on the verge of shattering. Presently, he had an idea to call upon a sometime lover, someone with whom though he was no longer intimate, but he hoped could perhaps provide valuable information.
“Hey, Ms. Thing, it’s Daryl. You know, the hot dish works for the Sister. You wouldn’t happen to know what hospital they got her at?”
“I haven’t seen you in three weeks D-top. Why should I do you any favors?”
“You’re the only EMT working in Hollywood blowing the straight doctors in the emergency rooms. No one gets the goodie goods like you sparkle queen. So, give it up. Where’s the Sister at?”
“Somehow paparazzi got there first, circling like vultures. Shit mad crazy.”
“Just tell me sparkle queen. Or it will be longer than three weeks you get another ‘eight ball’ of Columbia’s finest flake off me.”
“This is the wildest thing. They found her out near Malibu half-naked and half-dead, brought her to Beth Israel in Beverly Hills. Believe me you, Commodore Crenshaw made sure the security was tighter than a tight end’s butt cheeks.”
“Yes Ms. Thing,” Daryl dished back. “I believe if anyone would know that, it would be you Sparkle Queen.”
“I know this, Daryl, my one and only sugar bear. People that get too close to your boss in tinsel town, seem to end up D-E-A-D.”
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“WELL, HERE I am Mr. Starker,” Crenshaw said into Starker’s voicemail. “Setting aside differences, perhaps we can talk at your convenience, and arrive at some mutual understanding?”
Speeding along Sunset Boulevard, hosts of city lights oddly flickered like fading fireflies, palms’ branches violently swayed by chilling zephyrs.
“Mr. Crenshaw,” he heard a chuckling Starker bark back. “I had more than a feeling you were going to call me sooner than later.”
“I have confidential information for you, in exchange for complete immunity.”
This guy was smoother than icing on a layer cake, thought Starker.
“Alright, Crenshaw, But I can’t guarantee immunity. The DA’s office may want to investigate further.”
“My proposal doesn’t concern informing any law enforcement or their arms of Justice, Mr. Starker. It involves justifiable revenge, on someone who killed your partner.”
Starker’s mind reeled. By now, all Hollywood was buzzing about Benton’s disappearance, and the so-called rape of Lauren Silverman. But it all fit together, he thought. Vasquez had gone MIA for the last several hours. Maybe Crenshaw, the smooth-talking gold painted garbage can, was telling the truth for once.
“Meet me in two hours at the hot dog stand down on La Cienga, and one more thing Crenshaw-”
“Only if I have your word you understand I come in the spirit of justice Mr. Starker. Further, that you will agree not to kill me. I do my research too.”
“Just be there Crenshaw, and make sure you don’t get tailed by anybody.”
Crenshaw could not help but think he had been lured into a trap. But, maybe, if Starker wanted to kill him, he would have done it already. Men with a menacing temperament were not prone to indecisiveness. Outside the car windows, the city breathed its polluted breath, a bloated beast crawling inescapably on the long path towards oblivion.
“You’re late Crenshaw,” a gruff Starker greeted two hours later. “So, this better be good. Word on the street is Silverman got kidnapped and raped. But no one knows what hospital she’s at.”
“She killed your former partner, Vasquez. And there’s something else worth telling.”
Starker rammed the foot long into his hungering mouth.
“Someone is using her phone and threatening me,” Crenshaw insisted. “Crazy as that may sound.”
Starker stopped chewing for a moment. This checked out with what Vasquez told him. The detective wiped his mouth and crammed a handful of greasy fries daubed in blobs of catsup.
“I can help you get close to do what has to be done,” Crenshaw further insisted. “Let’s face it Starker, you have no bloody choice. For I too, have an intimate relationship with the LAPD police chief. I know you and that maniac Vasquez were members of Delta squad, murder for hire.”
“What the hell do you know about it Crenshaw? I think you’re bluffing. But maybe I can’t afford to take that chance. Among other depravities, you’re also not above blackmail. You should know I’ve already made a deal with Steinmetz.”
The private dick disarmingly softened his granite features, almost in admiration.
“But here’s my problem Crenshaw,” the old cop enquired. “Why have you suddenly decided to become a Samaritan?”
Temporarily dismayed, Crenshaw shook his head, then pleaded.
“I have something on you and you have something on me. Meaning, sin for bloody sin, they cancel each other out. So, what do you say? We take a sad song, and we make it bloody better. I can serve as facilitator, much like I served Lauren. We can both walk away, clean conscience washing whatever blood splashes onto our respective hands. I can take you to the hospital, now.”
Starker drew a stern face.
“I’d like to make a request Crenshaw, I’m more than curious how someone like you with a little bit of class got messed up with a maniac Hollywood starlet like Silverman, and a disgusting pedophile like Jimmy Saville. I did my homework too remember?”
Briefly, Crenshaw’s face expressed abject regret followed by a disarming smile.
“Compromise keeps me alive in the den of wolves, Mr. Starker.”
Crenshaw pointed towards his Ferrari.
“I always wanted to ride in one of those.” Starker exclaimed.
“You’ve suspected me all along, haven’t you,” Crenshaw remarked, throttling the Ferrari onto the freeway towards Beverly Hills.
“We’re both servants to tyrants without conscience,” Starker said.
“I also sensed beneath you leather skinned façade, lurked a pragmatist. Your long tenure in LAPD homicide is testament enough to that,” Crenshaw replied.
Towards the rear of the vacant lot, hushed in dark shadows, the vehicle crept.
“We’ll take the freight elevator to the top floor, number 11.”
Down a long corridor awaited a lone security man. Crenshaw nodded, placing a roll of bills in the smiling guard’s eager outstretched hand.
“What’s the palm grease for Crenshaw, what scheme are you cooking up here?”
Starker slipped into the room, avoiding eye contact with the guard.
“You’ve got the motive. Now I’m giving you means and opportunity. Think Starker, you can kill with complete impunity.”
Starker’s eyes narrowed. Indeed, the preacher was right, temptation was certainly one seductive bitch. All in all, a fair deal, he finally mulled. At the end of the day, somehow bitter enemies become friends.
“And my first impressions were right about you Crenshaw, you’re too slick by half.”
Inside the bland colored hospital room, Starker saw Silverman lying unconscious, hooked to a series of tubes and wires.
“The doctors are being entertained by strippers, as well as half the guards. The other half is drunk. You can get away clean,” Crenshaw coaxed. “Do it now, and do the Western world at large a bloody favor Starker.”
Starker felt his hand reach out for one of the wires hooked to the oxygen supply. Nimble fingers moved to pull the tubes asunder, but a shadow crept over the entrance threshold.
“Lauren, oh Lauren, my precious dear, what have they done to you?”
Daryl rushed to the bedside, clutching a colorful bouquet of orchids. Tearful, he leaned over the bed and gently pressed his lips to Silverman’s pale skin, careful in placing the cell phone set to the precise audio recording under the hospital sheets, just at the point of Lauren’s lifeless fingertips.
“Good evening Daryl,” Crenshaw greeted. “I’m quite surprised to see you here this evening. May I ask how did you get in,” he further enquired. “This is Lieutenant Starker, from LAPD.”
Starker’s face fixed with begrudging awe, watching the master big league schmoozer operate was admittedly scintillating.
“Starkers’ diligently pursuing leads,” he slyly added. “Perhaps, we can parlay this tragedy into ratings gold.”
Crenshaw nodded at Starker.
“Whoever perpetrated this,” Crenshaw commented, “was undoubtedly a maniac.”
“I wanted to convey my love, and prayers,” Daryl gushed. “To the star, America loves.”
Again, Daryl kissed Silverman’s pallid skin. Furtively, he re-positioned the cell phone, well secure under the sheets.
“Get well soon Lauren, we all love you so, Sister Silverman.”
Daryl placed the orchids on the vacant chair next to the bed, and speedily moved toward the door.
“I guess that foils that plan huh, Crenshaw?” Starker commented, covertly reaching beneath the hospital sheets.
“Let’s get out of here,” Crenshaw gestured, staring at the door. “We have to recalibrate our plan. Fortunately, I know the entire layout of Lauren’s bungalow up in the Hills.”
Back in the elevator, Starker had some pointed questions.
“I’ve come to learn your polished background may not be as distinguished as it appears. That you may in fact originate from humbler origins.”
“It’s true Lieutenant,” Crenshaw divulged. “Now that were allies, I suppose a little honesty and transparency is called for.”
“Let’s get one thing straight Crenshaw,” Starker snapped back. “We might have mutual self-interest here. But don’t ever mistake us for allies.”
“And we do what we do for the same reasons, Lieutenant,” Crenshaw seethed. “We do it for some semblance of survival in our respective perilous professions,” he snarled. “You’re the same as me.”
“Put whatever justifications in front of evil you want Crenshaw. But don’t ever make the mistake of thinking we’re the same on any level. We both know,” Starker growled. “You’re too much of a coward to pull the trigger.”
“There, you are precisely wrong sir,” Crenshaw hissed, drawing close for emphasis. “If you were me, you’d be maneuvering the exact same way. You have no existential superiority.”
“We must redraw our understanding,” Starker proposed. “I have decided to put a price on my services for putting Silverman on ice.”
The air beneath the rag top Ferrari beat with apprehension, foils intensely waiting for the other to blink.
“I say we need a public statement of unity.” Starker suggested.
Crenshaw’s features visibly tightened.
“Just what do you mean, Mr. Starker?”
“I said I made a deal with Steinmetz, right? Well, he gave me four million to go away and ride off into the sunset. If you can match that sum, I think we could show some solidarity. Give it all away to the rape crisis charity fund. You and me in front of the cameras. Good publicity for Silverman, for you, LAPD, the network, aces all around.”
Suddenly, Crenshaw brightened. The private dick was shaking him down. But, he sensed an opportunity of some benefit. This too, could jack the ratings sky high. The programs female demographic would eat it up like ice cream. Top-shelf television producers were often the grandest of appeasers, and schemers.
“Yes, I will match that amount. We shall set up a charity in Lauren’s name to promising inner city youth, helping the community bloody bullocks. Steinmetz will love it.”
Crenshaw looked the hulking cop straight in the eye, unflinching.
“You make the arrangements Crenshaw,” Starker replied. “And, I’ll be there.”
“Oh, you’ll want to be there. It will be Lauren’s little comeback show. A real bloody blow out to remember. Perfect opportunity to get close to her. Then, Starker, you can do the bloody thing.”
Starker affirmatively tilted his lantern jaw. Maybe, the world might finally have a chance at something great. Perhaps, even degenerates like Crenshaw were not beyond redemption.
Beethoven stirred from Crenshaw’s pocket.
“I will break through.”
He dropped the line and quickly shoved the cell phone back into his jacket.
“Something wrong Crenshaw, you looked a little unbalanced for a moment there.”
“Life as a Hollywood television producer and director is not very restful, I’m afraid.”
Starker looked incredulous.
“You’ve been getting calls from that dead girl’s cell phone. Is that what has you so spooked, Crenshaw?”
Crenshaw tried to don a poker face. But, he sensed the cop understood human nature a lot better than he ever led on.
“It’s all bloody spooky,” Crenshaw began to admit. “Even if I change my number, Clover still bloody persists.”
“One thing’s for sure Crenshaw,” Starker replied. “You can’t kill a ghost with bullets. I guess you need to be a sorceress with a magic wand to do that, right?”
Suddenly, what he considered to be an ingenious idea, clicked in Crenshaw’s head.
“Maybe we can set up a séance with Lauren,” he said, glancing coldly. “This is a scenario which one stone could kill two very deadly birds.”
Crenshaw gunned the engine, and the two men eyed one another soberly.
“You aren’t amenable to such a plan, Lieutenant. Or is there something you’re hiding from me…show me,” Crenshaw began to smile. “I know you have it. You took it out from under Lauren’s bed sheets.”
“Seems you’re one step ahead of me,” Starker joked, pulling out the phone left behind by Daryl. “But my guess is there’s something Silverman could use dead set against you,” the old cop surmised.
“Yes, well thank you for considering my welfare Lieutenant. But what about my plan, tell me you’re in? I’ll set it up with Lauren, through Daryl. She love’s séances, and won’t suspect anything dodgy.”
“I don’t know where you’re going with this Crenshaw,” Starker suggested. “But Hollywood people are the weirdest god damned bunch of creatures anywhere in the world. You know that, don’t you?”
Crenshaw hardened his refined features.
“The only thing concerns me now is the death of Lauren Silverman, Lieutenant. And hopefully, you’re still on board.”
Starker shook his head, then realized what Crenshaw was driving at. A séance would be an excellent cover for making a murder look like something else, suicide even. From a perverse standpoint, conjuring Clover’s ghost to commit the act of vengeance would tidy up things very neatly.
“We’ll have to make this look good for the forensics to make sense. Maybe, even leave a few clues that lead elsewhere. Just like you did with Perez Benton?”
“We have no time to worry about broken pottery that can’t be fixed. This one we can put on ice forever, send the sorceress to hell.”
Crenshaw gleefully slammed his fist into the leather-bound wheel for emphasis.
***
Private dungeon, Bel-Air mansion, residence of Bob Steinmetz
“I have come all this way, and granted you have nothing to sell me, do you captain,” Dr. Thaddeus West glibly protested. “Please, don’t prevaricate.”
“I think what we have to offer,” schmoozed the guard, “will certainly meet your high standards, doctor.”
Down a long dark hallway, dug underneath the Coven mansion, they all finally came to a surveillance room, featuring an array of monitors all trained on two figures trapped in a cage. Some guards sat at a control panel rubbing bulging crotches, leering at the image of the shapely young female.
“You trusted Sister Silverman,” Juan raged, “and that scum bag ex-friend of mine. And she betrayed you. Then, you betrayed Milo. You killed him during that ritual. And you were going to kill me. Jesus, Marie, you are seriously messed up. You got blinded by bullshit Hollywood magic.”
“That nice man Riley Crenshaw promised brand new SUV’s to set you up. He promised to pay our rent for the whole year too. He said it would be good for the ratings, a win-win all around for everyone concerned.”
“And you believed that Marie? I gave you everything, rent, support for your unborn, even though it’s not mine. Now,” Juan exclaimed, beginning to pace about the small cell. “You’re imprisoned just like me, funny really. We’re going to die you know,” he added calmly, attempting to betray growing fear. “I heard the guards joke your friend Sister Silverman is having us sacrificed. For Beltane, some witches holiday, or whatever.”
“You have to understand,” Marie pleaded, “I felt so pressured. And I wanted so bad to be a star in Hollywood, and Lauren said she’d make that possible.”
“When are, you going to grow up Marie, and learn to make up your own mind, huh? Stop being manipulated by any semblance of authority. You’re just another naïve girl from around the way to Hollywood predators like Silverman and Crenshaw. People like them are blood sucking vampires.”
Juan shook his balled fists.
“I would have given anything, protected you. Even raised your baby.”
Marie whimpered and burst into tears.
“She said if I sacrificed you, Milo, and Benton,” she blubbered through a cascade of tears. “I could become a Hollywood star.”
Juan suddenly smacked his hands against a face warped with astonishment.
“I’m very sorry Juan. I know you don’t believe me. But I really love-”
“You love me,” Juan shouted. ‘You wouldn’t know real love Marie, if it bit you on one side of your sweet ass or the other. On the other hand, you got so much love for yourself, there ain’t none left over for anyone else.”
Marie wiped away her tears and started stripping off her blouse, peeling off her skin-tight jeans.
“If we’re going to die, then I want you to make love to me Juan, come inside of me.”
After kissing sweetly, Juan pulled away, smoothing out her disheveled long locks.
“Now is not the time for that Marie. I need to think, find a way to maybe get us out of here, bad as our chances might be. Now, put your clothes back on home girl.”
“Well, they certainly both appear attractive enough specimens,” Dr. West observed, peering at a console monitor.
“They’re both young and strong. The male is a decorated war veteran,” the captain replied. “The organs can be harvested and sold on the international Asian black market. Valuable goods for a fair price.”
“Yes, the male is stunning, an Adonis, the female too, a vision of Venus.” crowed Dr. West, rubbing his cinnamon brown beard.
Juan peered at all the cameras installed, and began to wonder just who it was conducting surveillance. Intuition signaled they were about to find out.
“Ah yes, the girl has fine attributes,” West crowed again. “No, I will not buy them just to make a profit from their harvested organs, these two are Athena and Apollo. With these, transformed to specimens, we expand the scope of Project Omni, Xerxes?”
“What is the price?” squeaked a small but authoritative voice.
“Please pardon Xerxes Captain,” West said. “An IQ of 166 can be a very shrewd negotiator indeed.”
The security captain’s attentive gaze now centered on the formally dressed dwarf, bald pate shining underneath the gulag’s overhead fluorescent lights like a burnished diamond.
“The price is two million dollars. The resale price will net a tidy profit in most Asian and European markets.”
“You and Master Steinmetz are crude and despicable thieves captain. Your offer is an insult. Despite a superficially pleasing appearance, these specimens have distinct genetic defects.”
Dr. West and his confidant exchanged furtive glances. The security chief arched dark brows at Xerxes’s unintentional irony. Lips stymied for a firm response. He craned his ostrich neck, and glimpsed the monitors.
“Were going to get out of here, whatever it takes.” Juan pleaded, stroking Marie’s matted mane of disheveled hair. “We’re going to live Marie. I refuse to be slaughtered like an animal for Sister Silverman’s amusement.”
“Yes, I believe you Juan,” warbled Marie. “I want to be with you. No matter what anyone says.”
The captain signaled to a technician with an iron chin. A fader was pushed back down, and the imprisoned tandems desperate cries of romantic longing suddenly ebbed.
“If we can get out of here, after I have Milo’s baby, maybe we can get-”
Marie’s blubbering proposal fell silent, and the captain turned away from the screen.
“We shall pay seven-hundred fifty thousand, captain,” the dwarf bargained. “With a recompense of five percent for a finder’s fee to Mr. Steinmetz. But, please inform Master Steinmetz, that arrangement shall require a modicum of trust.”
The dwarf grinned deviously, showing his fanged wolf teeth.
“I trust,” the clever dwarf added, “you will find these arrangements most satisfactory?”
The captain wobbled his bald head, secretly peeved to be beholden to a martinet midget.
“I believe, Mr. Steinmetz, Grand Master of the Eastern Star Coven,” he announced, regaining his rock jawed poise. “He’s invited both distinguished gentlemen to dinner this very evening.”
“Oh, that shall be splendid,” West remarked, most pleased. “I know Xerxes has always enjoyed Robert’s renowned collection of vintage imported wines.”
“Have your men ready the specimens for transport captain,” Xerxes coldly instructed.
Directly behind the negotiators, the technicians sat staring at the monitors, eyes agog in secret fascination at the attractive female.
“You may be a spoiled bitch,” Juan related, “who wouldn’t know real love if it bit you significantly on one pretty buttock or the other. But underneath it all, Marie, maybe there’s a heart of gold somewhere.”
Seemingly satisfied the two young captives would make excellent specimens for Project Omni, West abruptly signaled to the technicians sitting at the console.
“We would now like to see our stock up close and personal captain.”
The captives suddenly recoiled, holographic images of a stout bearded gentlemen and a diminutive dwarf seemed to materialize out of nowhere, right in front of them.
“My name is Dr. West. Both of you are to take part in an experiment which will change the world…very soon.”
“Let us go now, West. You have no right to hold us against our will,” Juan protested.
But then, the strange images suddenly vanished, as if into a strange mist.
From the down the hall, there came the insistent stomp of military boots.
“What the hell do you want with us. Let us go…now.”
Juan bellowed further protests, as four security men in fatigues barged into the cell.
Two of them grabbed for Marie, and she painfully howled, long needle sinking into the pit of her flailing arm. Swiftly, Juan unleashed skillful kicks and punches, but to no avail. Shoved against the cold cement wall, everything faded into black.
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THAT EVENING, A lavish dinner was served by a gaggle of servants to four men bathed in chandelier golden glow.
“I hope you find the merchandise satisfactory Thaddeus. We hear your present work on Project Omni is continuing apace?”
“Yes, Robert, everything thus far has been satisfactory. And, with Mr. Bainbridge from CIA supplying largesse, funding, as well as moral support, we are close to expanding the scope of our project. The president shall be pleased when the show finally goes live.”
“No doubt, these will play a key role in a brilliant political scheme going forward,” Xerxes elaborated.
He glanced at Bainbridge from across the table, tiny hands grasping silver knife and fork busily slicing up some foie gras.
“As all of you may be aware,” West elaborated. “The project has just acquired two of the most promising specimens. Now, is the perfect opportunity to see how my new “Keystone” bio-transmitter will perform under field conditions. This is a device Xerxes and I assiduously developed and modified, over a period of the last five years. Remarkably, it will transform the human genome to specification, creating a new species made to order. Both have been implanted, not only to make the desired genetic changes, but also act as GPS tracking devices. For a time, the new acquisitions are to be released from captivity. Deliberately, they shall be given an opportune avenue of escape, from the laboratory. Then, it shall be a simple matter to monitor their activities and the accompanying genetic changes in real time, complete with satellite video link. Changes should begin to take effect relatively immediately. And, any interactions with encountering humans should be, to say the very least…educative. This shall act as ‘predictive programming’ for the main event scheduled to go live on Beltane. Early eyewitness accounts will only reinforce the public perception of out-world invaders.”
Xerxes looked up from his plate, clutching the silver cutlery like twin javelins.
“We shall also be able to monitor the reactions of the public, to what shall be undoubtedly perceived as an alien species. Everything is compartmentalized with the laboratory staff. The specimens escape shall be made to look legitimate to the security men,” West ardently detailed, eyes transforming into pinwheels of delight. “They need some action anyway. Let the whole incident serve as a live drill. If they have objections after the fact, it should be a relatively simple matter to buy the soldiers into playing along,” he joked, releasing a sinister chuckle.
“I’m certain you agree doctor,” chimed Steinmetz. “The men from Black Water are expensive. But, organized and efficient. Money well spent, in any case. They stopped some crazed mad men from killing the witches in our coven.”
“Surely, observing the fruits of your scientific labors is no doubt exciting Doctor West,” remarked CIA Bainbridge. “But timing is everything with Project Omni gentlemen. The president wants to be reassured everyone is on board. Once she goes through the bureaucratic formality of pulling the trigger, the situation goes live on Beltane.”
“We can have a technocratic dictatorship in America. The masses shall squirm under the master’s boots,” Steinmetz crowed. “How do you find the wine, Doctor Xerxes,” he asked the dwarf.
“I find the 1947 port to be quite excellent Mr. Steinmetz. Though, I hear you also harbor a fine collection of Monte Christo cigars?”
Steinmetz chuckled, peering merrily at West.
“I trust your brilliant assistant negotiated quite a bargain, Dr. West. Surely, you are most fortunate to have discovered him.”
Raising his wine glass, the host smiled at Xerxes, still consuming his gourmet morsels.
“Perhaps we can all enjoy the cigars,” a beaming Steinmetz proposed, “for after dinner then?”
Together, they all looked up from their plates, raising glasses as if in triumph.
“There is one other consideration with Project Omni Mr. Steinmetz,” West prodded. “Who shall be the key media person when the main event occurs, to ensure the public believes what they are seeing is real, someone to sell it?”
“I think I have the ideal candidate Thaddeus,” Steinmetz suggested. “One who can, as you say, ‘sell it’.”
Bainbridge adjusted his fashionable glasses and took a sip of wine.
“The agency hears the Jesuit General in Rome, Klovenhoove, the secret ruler of the Vatican and the Anglo-American empire,” the CIA man continued, “recommends the media ramp up the fear factor to the maximum.”
Steinmetz covertly glanced at his ring: IHS
“We need this ritual catharsis to be accompanied with a pretty face the masses will trust on a gut level. CIA reports the American public is ripe for a crisis like this. All the company’s psychological operation campaigns since Y2K, nine-eleven, Sandy Hook, the Boston bombing, have, since the beginning of the new Age of Aquarius shown astounding levels of success, the ‘bewildered herd’ clamors for more and more security each time from the ‘shepherds’. They’ll believe anything at this point. And, Hollywood has played a paramount role in winning hearts and minds. We’ll be relying on Mr. Steinmetz and his staff to direct an extravaganza. A spectacle the public will not soon forget.”
“The individual of which you speak sounds like Lauren Silverman,” Steinmetz remarked as a butler appeared, offering a pine box filled with aromatic imported cigars.
The NBC executive dipped his fog horn nose and savored the imported tobacco’s aroma.
“She is fast becoming the centrifugal figure in American pop culture,” Steinmetz said, reaching a fat paw into the box to pull out a hand rolled Monte Christo. “Everyone, from hard hats to housewives, bankers and bums in the street, adore her valley girl next door persona.”
“With all due respect, Mr. Steinmetz,” Bainbridge countered. “We at CIA think the announcement of an impending invasion from space ought to be delivered to the frightened and bewildered masses by someone with much more gravitas. Perhaps, Jennifer Whitehouse, to lend a greater credibility factor. We would also like to see someone accomplished like Riley Crenshaw direct the spectacle, from a key organizational perspective. Maybe, you can pull some strings. Bring her back for just one operation?”
“Rest assured gentlemen,” Dr. West added. “When the public sees what Xerxes and I have created, they will be beyond convinced an alien invasion from space is not only imminent, but could also mean the extinction of mankind.”
West beamed, dark eyes twinkling like burnished bits of coal.
“Given the wretched condition of mankind Doctor,” Xerxes commented.
The huge Monte Christo resembled a ballistic missile clutched between his tiny fingers.
“Threats of extinction might be justified, to ensure the masses never become too numerous. Klovenhoove and the council of Rome must govern effectively, to bring in the Golden Dawn.”
West glanced at his esteemed colleague, and remembrances flooded diabolically brilliant mind. Certainly, Xerxes was the only soul worthy to have been rescued from the bureaucratic clutches of California state social services. Unwanted and unloved, real parent’s unknown, a malnourished infant found wailing in a McDonald’s dumpster, the dwarf gifted with unsurpassed intellectual powers languished under the twisted wrath of foster care. It was then, West came swooping in like a rescuing savior.
“I’m here to make a sizeable contribution to the state early childhood education fund,” he recalled announcing to the social welfare czar. “With the caveat this child must be handed over to my sole custody. Any child to score perfectly on state administered achievement tests is undoubtedly a future scientist hungering for mentorship. I can provide that mentoring.”
From West’s early tutelage, the nineteen-year old scientific boy wonder graduated magna cum laude in neuroscience, immediately joining West on his staff at Project Omni.
“You speak of the Golden Dawn,” Steinmetz gestured at both West and his side kick.
“I’m afraid that information is classified Mr. Steinmetz. Only Klovenhoove and his Jesuit council in Rome are privy.”
“Fools,” Steinmetz scoffed, “if only, you truly knew.”
“But I can say, what happens here with Dr. West’s project, is significantly part and parcel of the entire whole.”
Briefly, a pall fell over the room.
“I can reveal this to you gentlemen,” Bainbridge divulged, hushed. “When the time of the Golden Dawn arrives, many will have died and been sacrificed, to Lucifer on Beltane.”
Steinmetz grinned and lifted his wine glass.
“As grand wizard of the Eastern Star coven, I say here’s to Lucifer. And, to the success of a new Golden Dawn for mankind.”
***
Hours later, West and Xerxes were back at UCLA, taking the elevator down to their secret underground laboratory. “It’s just a matter of time before we demonstrate an entirely new species to the world, god himself could not have done better master.” the dwarf showered obsequious praise.
“Thank you, Xerxes,” West opined. “Too bad I cannot receive an overdue Nobel Prize for such groundbreaking work. But, that is no matter. Gods never need reminding of their own unique brilliance.”
Down deep below the facility, Oz sensed they were coming, the one called West and the rounded dwarf.
“Look at him Xerxes,” admired the doctor. “Who knows,” he added, “what terror Oz will inspire?”
“When Oz is unleashed,” the dwarf predicted. “The earth shall shake, doctor.”
“And then,” a jubilant West proclaimed. “I shall create and unleash an entire army to bring in the Golden Dawn.”
Oz peered at the hosts of cameras, and sensed malicious energies swirling, guttural voices echoing beyond the walls. For a moment, he hung his head and lamented, the walls in front of him weren’t the only barrier to freedom. To escape, his creators must first die. He moved to the very edge of the crackling force field, sensing something far above. Perhaps, he was not the only sole captive attempting to find a way out.
“I have been informed,” Xerxes reported. “Specimens are implanted with the Keystone bio-genetic transmitters master.”
“Now is the time to alert our technicians the operation is going live,” West ordered. “Tell them to deactivate the force fields in the newly acquired specimen’s cage. Colonel Marigold, nor any of his subordinates, is to know of our ruse.” West nodded his rounded chin. “Let the show begin.”
***
“How long have we been asleep Juan,” Marie pleaded.
Prone on the cement cell floor, Juan sat up and looked around to get his bearings. He noticed the sparkling beams of the cage’s force field holding them captive, spread like furlongs of spun gold across the wide diameter of the entrance. He slowly rose and walked towards them as they hissed like live snakes. Recoiling, he grimaced.
“Is there any way we can get out of here?” Marie cried.
“Looks like they have us caged in with some pretty sophisticated technology. I remember hearing some of the rich royal sheiks in Saudi Arabia have systems like this in their own private gulags. We’re going to be here a while, until I can figure something out.”
Turning and walking back towards Marie, he knelt and stroked her helmet of tangled dark hair. Surprisingly, the odd hissing ceased, and the anticipation of hope tingled in Juan’s blood.
“Hey Marie, looks like somebody might be trying-”
With a slight whoosh the elevator door down the long hallway slid open to a tumult of alarms and scrambling security.
***
“The two specimens have somehow escaped doctor,” Colonel Marigold suddenly barked on the secure line to West. “I’m afraid the male is armed, and has killed several of my men already.”
“Then seal the elevators and call for a search of the entire facility,” West explicitly ordered. Briefly, he turned towards Xerxes to flash a knowing smile. “I want these specimens alive. Do you hear, god damned you,” West hollered back at the colonel, veins straining in the bull dog neck. “…Alive.”
The colonel affirmatively nodded, then turned on his heels, briskly proceeding down the hallway. “It appears,” West exclaimed, winking at his faithful assistant, “things are proceeding to plan Xerxes.”
***
Upon discovering the force field deactivated, Juan grabbed Marie, and they quickly ran to the elevator.
“Juan, please be careful, what if…”
A uniformed security bolted from the open elevator and winding up, Juan delivered a quick and devastating blow to the throat, knocking the man into a fetal position, M-16 jarred completely loose. As the man writhed in pain on the deck, tortured throat gasping for very breath, Juan quickly snatched up the guard’s errant weapon. His war-torn tours of violent duty overseas in Afghanistan, and all over the Middle East, suddenly came in handy. More pursuing security bolted down the hall.
“Get down Marie,” Juan shouted.
Clicking off the safety, Juan fired several accurate volleys, then turned to grab a cowering Marie’s outstretched hand.
“C’mon, with the quickness home girl. We can’t use this elevator, because they probably have more troops sealing off the doors.”
Claxons up and down the long hall bellowed a repetitive drone.
“There’s a fire exit at the other end of the hall. I think that’s our best bet to get out of here. Let’s go, Marie, and just follow me.”
Three more security emerged from around the hallway bend, quickly positioning to fire. But Juan had the drop, booming volleys tearing Kevlar to bits and piercing flesh, lead sinking into vital organs like dooming venom.
Stepping over the bloodied corpses, Marie screamed.
“I can’t do this, I can’t…” she stammered.
“Don’t doom the both of us,” Juan said, grabbing her by the wrist. “Don’t back out when the going gets tough.”
With Marie squealing in fright, he dragged her through the fire exit, and up the long stairs, staccato echoes bouncing off the bland colored walls.
Hurrying up to the ground level floor, they arrived at a spacious carport loaded with luxury vehicles emerged.
“Lauren Silverman may have promised you an SUV for sandbagging me on live television,” he managed to jest. “But now, you’re actually going to get one.”
“You don’t mean, you’re going to steal one of these cars, Juan?”
“You didn’t think,” Juan chided, “calling a cab would get us the hell out of here, did you, Marie?” Grabbing her wrist tighter, he realized at that moment Marie represented a hindrance, and for a split second considered absconding without her. Soldiers of the Afghan wastes wavering under fire when it counted, usually met their demise with “friendly fire.”
Brain buzzed with spontaneous possibilities. Though chances of getting out alive were slim, a real soldier fights no matter the odds, and never leaves a comrade on the battlefield alone. Dashing along the rows of vehicles, Juan was astonished to find one of the utility vehicles with keys dangling from the ignition. With bullets hissing in the stale air, he quickly ripped open the driver’s side door and climbed in.
“Hang on Marie; we’re going to make it out of here.”
Desperately jostling the keys, the engine roared to life, hails of whizzing bullets pocking the back fender. Ducking down, Marie screamed in terror as more bullets ripped through the back window to the front windscreen. Rocketing out of the carport, a security gate suddenly loomed, distant city lights blinking beyond like beacons to freedom.
“Hold on tight,” Juan shouted over the groaning engine and squealing tires, “and try to keep your head down Marie.”
“Oh, my god, we’re going to die.” she shrieked.
Stomping the accelerator, the SUV surged through the gate in a mad shower of sparks.
“We did it home girl. We just got to trade this piece of shit for a better model, now that it’s all shot up with bullets. We’re going to make it home, you’ll see.”
“Will they come after us, Juan,” Marie tearfully wondered. “What are we going to do now?”
“We’re going to play it cool, find food and a place to stay, then think,” Juan suggested.
Marie looked straight ahead through the spider webbed windscreen, thinking the city lights may not represent a beacon after all, but a dooming portent.
***
Dr. West stormed from the surveillance room soon after watching the SUV plunge through the security perimeter.
“My god, you imbeciles, what have you done?” he thundered at Colonel Marigold. “I want those specimens retrieved. They must be brought back to the lab, alive. Is that clear Marigold?”
The officer trembled before the doctor’s glare then bobbed his head.
“If I’m correct master,” Xerxes spoke up, peering at West knowingly. “The specimens have been outfitted with micro-GPS implants. We have the capability to track them wherever they chose to go.”
West’s demeanor suddenly brightened, cold eyes transformed beaming quasars.
“Yes, my boy,” the doctor agreed, rubbing his beard. “This could work to our advantage overall.”
Colonel Marigold stood at attention, awaiting orders.
“Meanwhile, our Oz must be fed, colonel. You must dispatch your men immediately to procure more units.”
“Indeed,” Xerxes exclaimed. “Yours is a brilliantly conceived gambit master.”
The colonel merely looked puzzled at the dwarf’s cryptic remarks.
“Put all of your best resources on this as soon as possible. I shall require at least three units for Oz to consume this evening. I want real time constant surveillance and manpower coverage on these specimens, now at large.”
“I shall do my best doctor.” Marigold replied, burnished black boot heels snapping.
“This is not the haberdashery business Colonel. A child merely tries, but a man, in position of great responsibility, must succeed.”
***
Hidden within the gritty mazes of downtown LA, three vagrants huddled together in a dank alley between the crumbling husks of abandoned buildings.
“I’m telling you that Lauren Silverman is a witch,” slurred a toothless hag, wobbling unsteadily in tattered shoes. He took a hearty swig from a tightly clasped Southern Comfort bottle, then burped. “She’s got all those young women in a trance.”
“It’s going around,” warbled back one of the others, rolling a fat blunt filled with Mexico’s finest. “Sister Silverman kidnapped that fruit cake Perez Benton, and sacrificed him to the devil. Some others say, he just disappeared?”
“Now she’s going to pull a prank, or something” the toothless hag claimed, rubbing dirt caked fingers across his grizzled face. “I predict that producer, Riley Crenshaw, one of the greatest showman on earth, will plan to raise Silverman from the dead, right on that god damned show, like Jesus of Galilee.”
“How is it,” the third vagrant enquired of the toothless hag. “You know so much about it old timer?”
“I used to be a researcher working with the esteemed Doctor Thaddeus West in the UCLA department of neuroscience.”
For an instant, the old hag stopped stumbling around, managing to marshal some semblance of lucidity.
“Silverman was a co-ed at UCLA, and West used her as a lab rat. He called the program MK SUPREME or some such rubbish. Only, the research I did turned out to be so effective, West used it for his own purposes. He published it, under his own name. The work I did had to do with stimulating various hemispheres of the brain, resulting in extraordinary mental abilities, what would be construed by the average person as supernatural powers.”
The others looked on, astonishment furrowing scraggly brows.
“It was all about mind control, behavioral modification Dr. West called it.”
“That sure is some shit old timer.” the one rolling the blunt exclaimed.
The old hag stepped closer, and the others recoiled, but managed to remain transfixed with the spinning yarn.
“When I began to lodge moral objections to yet another project, code named Omni, West threw me out, threatened me and my family if I talked. Sure, enough, when I went to the authorities, the Justice Department, and the next thing you know, I’m persona non-grata. Can’t pay my bills, can’t get tenure at any other prestigious university. West is a scoundrel, a raving monster. Him, and that evil dwarf.”
The other two adopted astonished expressions, passing the pungent blunt back and forth.
“What the hell is Project Omni old timer?” one of them enquired.
“Sounds like you’re into some big-time conspiracy shit.” the other mocked.
Legions of rats scattered away in the powerful spill of golden headlights, burning brighter than supernovas.
“Maybe Jesus is here to save us you think?” the vagrant continued to joke.
Squadrons of men suited in black combat gear swarmed the alley, shouting orders.
“Shit, it’s the vice squad here to roust us.”
The surrounded trio stared slack jawed, desperate for an avenue to escape.
“Freeze it up,” ordered a silver helmeted officer grasping a Taser gun. “Or you’re all getting juiced.”
Limbs froze numb from the mindless onslaught, each body recklessly dragged like sacks of meat into the behemoth black vehicle.
***
“This is so weird. They don’t seem to be pursuing us.” Juan exclaimed, keen brown eyes glancing into the rearview.
Marie glanced at him sorrowfully.
“I’m so sorry Juan,” she moaned, face wet with tears. “It’s all because of my parents, they just don’t, like-”
“Yeah, I know. They didn’t like the notion of their Wonder bread white ass daughter dating some brother of another color. Even though, he wore the uniform in protection of their right to be racist.”
Juan gunned the groaning engine.
The bullet pocked SUV lurched towards a roadside gas stop.
“Looks like this dude was dumb enough to leave his wallet and gas cards along with his keys.”
“What are we going to do?” Marie sobbed.
“First Marie,” Juan suggested, “try not to appear so much like a grieving hostage.”
“I’ll try Juan. But I’m scared. Jesus, I’m starting to feel weird. Something must be wrong.”
“There’s a pay phone just outside the little store there. So, try to call your parents. Maybe they can figure something out.”
***
Back at West’s laboratory beneath the campus of UCLA, a technician monitoring the bio-genetic transmitters reached for a red phone.
“We have a developing crisis. The female specimen is at a payphone location attempting to call parents who’ve been told she died in an accident already…yes sir, and you’ll be right down, right.”
Doctor West shortly arrived, and loomed over the technician.
“Do we have real time surveillance of the line,” he barked.
“Yes sir,” replied the tech.
West watched with narrowed eyes as the technician patched in some earbuds to the control console. Affixing them, West trained keen ears on the panicked voice of the female just beginning to crackle on the line.
***
Back at the gas stop, Marie threw a slew of coins into the pay phone slot, and dialed long distance.
“Hello…Mom, we’re all right…” An abrupt thud blasted into her ear, and the line cut dead.
For a moment, the world around her began to whirl into unrecognizable shapes, dimensions with no up or down, no black or white, only darker shades of grey. Her limbs suddenly ached, head swooning with an anarchic buzz, draped in sorrow’s smothering shroud. All she wanted was a chance to star in Hollywood. Now, for perhaps the first time, Marie began to consider the cost. Sister Silverman seemed an inspirational figure. She thought meeting Silverman might get her a shot at starring on television, or maybe even the movies. Her abject heart trembled like a windblown dry leaf, depression’s cruel sickness swelling in the brain, infected with guilt’s foul disease for having indulged in such quixotic and juvenile notions. Watching Juan at the pump filling the tank, and Marie began to hate herself. She had been duped, and felt a fool.
Why chase foolish dreams, when all you could ever want is right in front of you…?
***
Tell the Black Water boys to quarantine a thirty-three-mile perimeter,” West instructed the technician.
“What news of the bio-genetic readings,” Xerxes appeared and demanded, glimpsing real-time monitors array.
“Everything is stable,” the technician replied. “We should begin to see the initial biological changes start to take effect soon.”
“Excellent,” grunted Dr. West, still hovering over the technicians slumped shoulders. “Exactly where was the call placed from?” he demanded.
“The call has been traced to an address well outside the established perimeter, somewhere near Seattle, Washington.”
“At this juncture, we cannot possibly take a risk,” West contemplated. Furiously, he stroked the wispy strands of his silver flecked beard. “Notify Marigold, I want a demolition team airlifted there as soon as possible. But I want it done quietly. Make it look as if the family went on vacation, and then just disappeared.”
***
“It’s like, so weird Juan. But, I just tried to call my mom. And the line went, like, completely dead, like someone purposely cut the line. My stomach so like, hurts.”
“Just get in the truck Marie and don’t worry,” Juan said. “We’ll be there by tomorrow if we keep driving at this pace,” he tried to force a smile. “You know how I have a heavy foot.”
Marie’s face momentarily brightened, and she choked out a girlish giggle.
“In the meantime,” Juan further suggested. “We’ll try to get to another payphone to blow the whistle on your girl Silverman and that British dude Crenshaw, and what they tried to do to us.”
“I just want to be home Juan,” Marie said, voice pinched tourniquet tight. “All I want now is to be home and safe, with you, forever.”
Dreams of Hollywood romance faded into endless furlongs of nameless drab hamlets crouched in darkness, and Marie fell asleep in the shotgun seat. Vast rural emptiness eerily surrounded, and Juan realized they were the only vehicle travelling on the entire freeway. Gusting winds pounded at the windows, raging like the vengeful voice of some mythical god, landscapes of vacant wastelands now steadily cloaked in impenetrable darkness beneath gathering columns of blackened clouds, blotting out the canopy of brilliant stars. Turning his head to gaze at Marie, Juan wondered why he cared for her so much. Was it anything deeper than just desire to possess her shapely body? Or, was he harboring rescue fantasies, like some modern-day Galahad?
A gas station’s lemon yellow neon pierced the murky evening gloom, and Juan maneuvered off the freeway. Leaving the vehicle idling, he jumped out, and inside, noticed a payphone stationed underneath a huge bulletin board. Curious eyes flitted over the collection of various business cards and rock band fliers tacked to the board like some giant pin cushion. In quick desperation, his steady fingers tapped three numbers on the pad mark.
“911 emergencies…” the female voice keened loud and clear.
Juan breathed deep and replied.
“Yes, my name is Juan…”
Then the line went mysteriously dead, just like it had with Marie.
“Hello…hello….”
Juan slammed the receiver back onto the cradle. The brain spun and jerked, convulsing veins seethed with mad rushes of blood. Could it be, they were merely rats trapped in an open-air laboratory, everything they did closely monitored by West and his hideously ugly dwarf sidekick?
Casting frenzied eyes upon the bulletin board, he reached for something suddenly caught his gaze. It was a plain manila business card with a name and phone number printed in bold letters:
CHARLIE STARKER, PRIVATE INVESTIGATOR
He jammed four more quarters into the slot and dialed the number.
“Yeah, this is Starker…”
“You’ve got to help us Mr. Starker. We were kidnapped and escaped…this Dr. West kidnapped us, and now we’re on the run-at Apollo gas ‘n’ go-”
Some eerie sounds droned from the receiver, and painfully, Juan withdrew his ear from the sudden ungodly shrieks.
“If you’re listening, you’re evil, Doctor West.” he hollered, slamming the receiver against the wall.
Running to the Dunkin’ Donuts counter, he yelled for the clerk.
“I need to borrow your cell phone to call 911, the payphone is out.”
The bored teenager’s dazed eyes suddenly attempted to focus, acne ridden face folding up like an accordion. Slowly, the clerk reached into the pocket of her baggy jeans and pulled out her cell phone. Flipping the screen to reveal the keypad, she began to type the three numbers, pencil thin brows knitted together in intense concentration.
“That’s totally ridiculous,” she exclaimed in a high-pitched whine. “I thought my battery was full but it’s now like, dead.”
Pounding balled fists on the countertop, Juan’s skin burned cauldron hot. Swiveling around, he noticed the restroom entrance nearby. Juan let out a loud sigh, and dashed panther quick. Rushing through the door, he ran to the sink, dousing his sweating face with several handfuls of cold water. Into the mirror, he gazed, noticing his eyes had changed, colors surrounding the iris swirling like hurricane tempests, pupils transforming to strange shapes. Scurrying back, he nearly collided with some behemoth armed figure donned in security garb. The man reached for the holstered gun, undid the strap, and withdrew the weapon, pointing it straight at Juan’s temple.
“Get in your car. Keep driving. Don’t talk to anyone. We’re watching you.”
The man followed him out as the payphone began to ring.
“Pay no attention to that phone son,” he instructed, holstering the weapon. “You won’t be talking to anyone. Because no one’s going to help you out.”
And then, the security man’s thick lips formed a wolfish grin.
“Now, get the hell out of here, and get in the damned car, everything is going to be alright, if you just play our game smooth as silk, ok?”
While abject blood trickled through trembling limbs, strange terror electrifying skin, Juan sprinted back to the idling SUV, and getting in, immediately stomped on the gas. Marie was rousted awake, and reached down to turn on the radio.
“Did we run out of gas, is everything ok?” she asked, rubbing her sleepy eyes.
Up ahead, something silvery flashed like a hurtling star, then materialized into a foreboding triangular vehicle, ominously hovering, as if remaining watchfully silent.
“There’s no doubt, we’re being followed,” Juan replied. “They must know exactly where we are. They’re trying to trap us in so we can’t go home. We’re still lab rats in a cage.” Fear strained the senses, and Marie unleashed another high-pitched shriek.
“What is that thing in the sky Juan. Oh, my god.” she blubbered.
Thunderbolts from the overcast sky ripped the road in front of them to shreds. Juan remained calm, he had seen this before, super-drones they called them back in Afghanistan, usually remote controlled, both stealth and deadly.
“That thing could have killed us,” he said. “They want to keep us within a certain perimeter to make it easier for surveillance purposes,” he further speculated. “I guess we better turn around.”
The ominous triangle hovered for a few moments more like a blinking monolith against a backdrop of dim stars, then speedily dashed off into the distant darkness. Marie trembled, and desperately clutched at Juan’s beefy arm.
“It’s going to be alright, these people are just toying with us. They can’t afford to get caught out in a lie. Or the whole shit house goes up in flame. America’s got problems other than a few terrorists running around the Middle East. Because they happen to be right here, at home.”
***
The abducted trio was delivered back to West’s UCLA underground lab and dispatched inside Oz’s cage. From an isolated observation post, Dr. West coolly watched the proceedings.
“Now you shall suffer my wrath Dr. Rooney,” he said, looking down on Oz’s newly captured prey. “Once, you were a promising, brilliant scientist. And now, you’re an outcast. You shall be devoured by the very monster you refused to aid me in bringing to life. Such irony, no?”
Confused, the old vagrant looked upward from the pit of the cage towards the surveillance cameras while the two others unsteadily came to their feet, rearranging shabby and sweat stinking clothes.
“West, is that you,” Rooney yelled back from his liquor rotted mouth. The array of surveillance cameras affixed all around the spacious cell stared pitilessly back.
“You and your dwarf will seethe in the river Styx. West, do you hear me, scoundrel, mad man?”
Dr. West remained silent and nodded his head toward Xerxes settling tiny fingers upon a blinking red button. Magically, the walls at the end of the warehouse sized cage disappeared, revealing a hulking creature. Razor sharp tusks drooled, hunger growing to an apex.
“West, do you hear me.” Rooney’s shredded voice called out. “You’re a murderer not a scientist. West, West god damned you.”
The horrid beast approached, gore stained tusks shining like burnished alabaster beneath bright laboratory lights. Oz felt their collective fear. Mysterious sparks sizzled in the synapse. Lunging, Oz unleashed a dreadful howl.
“He seems hesitant suddenly, which is odd, given his previous violent behavior,” West observed. “Xerxes, give him another dose. Perhaps the programming should be streamlined.”
Rooney unleashed a strangulated scream, the beast’s talons ripping the shabby clothes and the dirty skin beneath to ribbons. The others stared terrified at the strange creature’s brute strength, intestines and internal organs rented and pulled like strings of bloodied confetti. In horror, they helplessly watched as the creature’s powerful jaws dismembered the professor. Desperate for escape, they tried to slink away, but the yawning space returned to a solid wall. There was nowhere to run from certain death. Ripping the last bits of brain and sinew from the severed head, the creature’s black eyes fell upon them. Talons flashed, spearing the tandem by the neck like hapless fish from beneath a lake’s surface. Last gasps of life came in strangulated fits, before the creature’s fangs sank into the quivering flesh.
“It appears Oz has once again regained his notorious appetite. But tell me master,” enquired the dwarf. “What exactly was the nature of your dispute with Dr. Rooney. Did he offend you in some way?”
West’s fat fingers stroked his finely tailored beard.
“He was a man of principle and yet-”
For a moment, Xerxes looked sympathetic, sometimes sacrifices are necessary.
“Did he threaten,” Xerxes asked, “to expose the existence of Project Omni doctor?”
“He was opposed to using the project for purposes of social and global change. Unfortunately, even great men get caught up on the wrong side of history.”
“You shouldn’t be so hard on yourself, master,” the dwarf consoled. “History has proven the likelihood of revolutions failing from within. Dissidents, in any case, cannot be countenanced or spared. Is that not true, doctor?”
West brightened, Xerxes always had a knack for flawless logic.
“I banished him from the scientific community, because he would have revealed our secrets. You are quite correct. Clearly, Rooney was a dissident unwilling to adopt moral practicality. For without sacrifice, greatness can never be achieved.”
West glanced at the monitors and noticed Oz had satiated his appetites.
“Get him back in his cage and give him a long sleep. We want to measure the cortex wave patterns, to see if our wondrous Oz can dream.”
West squinted at a television monitor tuned to one of the local Los Angeles affiliates.
“At this hour, we have received multiple reports of a UFO hovering over I-75, north of Los Angeles.”
West’s eyes grew maniacal with joy as footage of a preposterously large black triangle craft hung over a remote highway, blue and red beams ripping up chunks of the roadway.
“NASA spokespersons say they’re not certain this vehicle is indeed terrestrial.”
The broadcast video feed cut to some bespectacled and balding middle management hack in a lab coat.
“I think the footage is an amazing representation of what could be an alien craft. As to why it would fly light years to earth just to blow up a highway,” and the geek shrugged his thin shoulders, smugly smiling. “That is up for anyone’s speculation.”
“I see our CIA cohorts were able to get their footage to the networks in a timely manner. And I see you have cleverly persuaded director of NASA to join in our master work doctor?”
“I felt it would lend credibility,” West happily replied, “in selling our project to America, Xerxes. The director’s ridiculous sexual tastes if revealed, could ruin him. That was my trump card in getting him to go along.”
Xerxes grinned.
“Our psychological game is working. The footage is of exceptional quality, master. The public will undoubtedly be more than convinced.”
“I remember when I engineered the V-66 Chameleon,” crowed West. “The propulsion system is based on some appropriated Tesla files. Not even military experts will suspect this was my terrestrial brain child.”
Remaining stone faced, the corridors of Xerxes’s brain filled with noxious impressions:
Bastard, it was I who developed this technology, you merely took credit….
A technician sitting at a faraway console fiddled with a computer mouse. Frenzied electronic static earnestly beckoned Oz back beyond the wall, back through a darkened corridor, leading out to the vast lawn surrounded by electric fences. Stepping through the holographic wall, and into a dark hallway, a huge door yawned open. For a moment, he savored the scent of fresh air on his blood-spattered face, before sprinting to the middle of the lawn, spotlights meandering across the expanse of grass like restless specters.
Looking up, he awed at the majestic gallery of a silvered moon and blaring stars suspended far above. He wondered, if perhaps somewhere on the surface of these faraway worlds, were there others held cruel captive, for unknown and ulterior reasons?
“Oh shit,” exclaimed one of the control tower guards, raising his loaded M-16. “Oz is making a run for the fences, and Jesus can he run.”
“No live bullets, repeat, no live bullets, tranquilizers only.” a commanding voice blared over the public address.
Oz speedily ran to the fence, maybe he could tear it open before they electrified it. Claws hacked at the chain links like sharp knives through Paper Mache.
“Turn on the juice before he hacks right god damned through,” the guard ordered his subordinate.
Carefully, the guard aimed. Oz recoiled, blinded by the light of one thousand suns as the juice sizzled through the frayed chain links. Speeding projectiles, lethal darts, laced with strange serum, sank deep into his vulnerable neck.
Later, he felt odd sensations, as if floating above his own body prone on the cell floor. For the first time, he was experiencing a new kind of freedom. And yet, he didn’t feel in control, it must be another game being played by the mad men holding him captive.
“This is astounding doctor,” one of the technicians pointed out. “We’re showing strong indications of active cerebral activity. Likely, he is dreaming just as we would.”
West’s features became deranged with joy.
“I have done it Xerxes, created a new species of sentient being, with the capability to develop self-awareness. I am a god, Xerxes,” West mightily crowed. “It is a crime, I shall never be given the Nobel Prize.”
“You shall have gained something far more worthy of men possessing your considerable talents master,” Xerxes replied, “…world domination.”
“It is mine and the work of others’ research and scientific brilliance made Oz possible,” Xerxes secretly scorned. “I alone deserve the Nobel. You stole from Doctor Rooney,” the disgruntled thought scorched the mind, glaring as a gloating West departed the laboratory. “But you will not steal from me,” he silently vowed. “You will not get away with it, this time. The apprentice, will soon become master.”
***
Meanwhile, back at the hospital, two surgeons stood chatting in an isolated corner, watching Lauren Silverman soon dismissed from surgery, after what they considered to be a miraculous recovery from a fatal gunshot wound.
“Incredible doctor,” the wide-eyed surgeon’s assistant remarked to his equally curious colleague. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything quite like this.”
“Normally, recovery from a wound such as she suffered would take at least one month, perhaps more.”
“Yes, it is remarkable,” the chief surgeon replied, peering at the x-rays firmly affixed to a blue plastic clipboard. “It’s almost like Ms. Silverman healed herself somehow.”
“There’s been peer reviewed literature published in obscure journals under the name of Thaddeus West, about the powers of mental intention suddenly activated under conditions of extreme duress, but this…” and the assistant’s voice trailed off.
“I’ve encountered that obscure literature,” the chief surgeon opined. “But I’m not totally convinced, the human mind has such an indelible effect over matter doctor.”
“Still,” the assistant asserted, “this could qualify almost as a miracle, she could have most certainly died.”
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DARYL THOUGHT IT strange Crenshaw was at the hospital with Starker, their curious presence leaving sinister imprints upon the mind. Had Lauren’s misgivings materialized, was it possible Crenshaw betrayed, foiled clever ruse, recovered the clandestine cell phone under the sheets?
Now they were both back at the studio in Burbank, preparing for her reemergence before what was expected to be a rabidly ecstatic studio audience.
“Okay Sister, you want tears,” a fawning Daryl instructed Silverman in the green room. “This is your big comeback,” he asserted. “And a display of tears will jack the ratings to the moon. Well,” he went on to recommend. “Here’s an old trick Julia Roberts employed in Pretty Woman, fooled all the directors and audiences worldwide with it.”
Daryl pulled out a small ceramic container, filled with silver colored cream.
“What’s that D-bag,” Silverman gushed. “Oh, you’re simply the best. Now, I know why Steinmetz, and all those Hollywood has-beens like Julia Roberts, retained your services. You’re simply the best, and scandalous too.”
“Scandalous happens to be my very middle name, Sister. Now, all you must do is just dab your finger with a bit of this Vick’s vapor rub. At the dramatic moment in your opening monologue, just apply your finger along the ridge of the tear ducts. Then, the tearful sorrow will immediately fall as if poured from buckets.”
Daryl fawned like an older sibling, proud of the younger’s accomplishments.
“Daryl,” Silverman began to wonder. “Do you really think we can trust Crenshaw, do you really think he would try to screw me over for Jennifer Whitehouse?”
“Just consider this Sister,” Daryl replied. “He smoothed all this over for you. But, there is something.”
Daryl’s shale grey eyes became vulnerable, concern etched into skin grown taut.
“Crenshaw was out dining with Whitehouse at Le Chateau in Beverly Hills a few nights ago, and though they didn’t see me, I managed to become privy to their dinner conversation. I sat at the corner table near the bar and recorded everything they said, then tried to smuggle the phone to you beneath the hospital sheets. But Crenshaw was there with this big bad dude named Starker, and I think they may have retrieved it.”
Silverman frowned for an instant, mind shivering at the mention of the name Starker. Belying qualms, she issued one of her patented, stellar smiles.
“Let’s not worry about all that D-bag,” a calm Silverman suggested, attempting to pacify herself. “Let’s just play along for now, but try not to overplay our hand, ok?” Silverman clasped a manicured finger to her sultry lips.
“Mums the word for sure Sister.” Daryl exclaimed.
Silverman blew a kiss, and still smiling, exited the green room.
The studio rollicked with cheering throngs as their idol appeared risen from the dead.
“SISTER…SISTER…SISTER….” they insanely roared.
She had suffered like some of them had, and in some perverse way, they were spiritually one. Exploitation is often profitable, Silverman thought, waving back to the crowd. The messiah positioned stage center, camera zeroed in to catch every stirring nuance. Deciding to prolong the drama, Silverman began to simulate a sob, and rubbed the vapor ointment into her eye.
She winced from the sting, but hid it well.
The audience sighed in collective sympathy when they noticed the streak of tears down her apple blossom cheek, cameras probing like mad surgeons.
“Today, I am lucky to be alive. I owe it all to my sisters, who sent their prayers and love through the transom.”
The studio audience silence slowly began to rupture with dramatic sobs.
“But this isn’t the time to hate. Let’s allow our love to heal each other, to heal the entire world. Let this be a time of coming together. We are strong, SISTERS.”
In the control room, Crenshaw shook his head in an odd sense of awe at the entire spectacle he had wrought.
“Not as if you must,” he instructed the director, “but hit the bloody applause button, Pete.”
On cue, the entire audience strained with one accord in rapturous applause.
“I wonder if this is how it was in ancient Rome. The emperor throws yet another hapless Christian to the lions.” Crenshaw mused, whispering just beneath his breath.
“I hear you plan to make a rather sizable donation in Lauren’s name to a rape crisis center in LA on today’s show Mr. Crenshaw,” Pete the director commented. “That’s real class.”
Crenshaw tried to stifle oncoming laughter.
“Oh, it seemed bloody appropriate under the circumstances, besides,” a smug Crenshaw added, smirking. “Such huge donations totaling millions often involve significant tax deductions, recovered at the end of the year. I think I might just buy myself a schooner, and sail away.”
Now, a beaming Silverman waltzed towards the front row and was instantly mauled with affectionate hugs. Swarming, squealing, lunging, and pawing, desperate grips never seemed to relinquish as they swooned with ecstasy to have touched the young goddess’ immortal flesh.
“Get these Neanderthal baboons off me.” she hissed to the rescuing security. Sighing in relief, they quickly pulled her away from the clutches of the madding mob.
“Look at them Pete,” Crenshaw remarked in cold analysis. “The sorcerer’s’ spell reduced the people to slobbering children, dependent upon the sacrifices of a deranged demi-goddess.”
Turning his head away from the monitors, he saw Starker swaggering into the control room.
“Quite a show you put on here Mr. Crenshaw,” the old cop observed. “I thought that touch with the vapor rub was classic. I read somewhere Julia Roberts came up with that for her crying scene in Pretty Woman with Richard Gere, and Bette Davis and Kate Hepburn used similar tricks way before her era.”
“You are rather droll today, Mr. Starker,” Crenshaw observed. “But this is show business after all, and it’s a show we give them. Anything less would be morally irresponsible, not to mention horribly dull.”
For a moment, Starker narrowed his eyes then relaxed.
“I have to hand it to you Crenshaw,” Starker admitted. “At least you’re willing to put your money where your mouth is.”
Crenshaw turned his attention to the studio monitors.
“Have the key grip signal the teleprompter to hurry this along,” the commodore ordered. “Mr. Starker and I have an appointment to keep.”
“I love every single one of you,” Silverman exclaimed to wind up her monologue. “That’s why I am your favorite sister, right America.”
“I’ve changed my mind for the moment Pete,” Crenshaw said. “Please signal for commercial and we’ll set up the thing, so we’ll be ready after the break.”
“You got it Commodore.” the director crisply replied.
Crenshaw outstretched his hand.
“Shall we go somewhere more discreet for the moment?”
Outside the door of the control room, the two convened in hushed confidence.
“You say Silverman is in heavy to this sorcery and voodoo crap. Quite frankly,” Starker added, “after what I saw a few nights ago, I’m inclined to believe you.”
Crenshaw drew a sober expression.
“Never thought you’d bloody find metaphysical matters useful in your particular line of work Starker. Just what do you have in mind?”
Starker leaned and spoke in a solemn whisper.
“This is sort of in agreement with your séance idea. My late partner Vasquez said he knew this guy who was into Santeria. Said, down in Haiti, the president hired him as an assassin through CIA contacts. I checked it out. He has eleven confirmed kills, including nine big shots, diplomats, state department attaches, all with global drug connections. Seems to me, it might take a clever warlock to kill one seriously demented witch.”
“Then after we perform our little act of public charity,” Crenshaw schemed. “We shall convene with this warlock and make our pitch. I’m certain you understand the reasoning for doing things this way, don’t you,” Crenshaw astutely reasoned.
“Believe me, I get it Crenshaw,” Starker replied. “We’re doing it this way for reasons of plausible deniability.”
Crenshaw straightened his tie and tilted lantern jaw forward.
“What guarantee do I have that you won’t come after me when Silverman is finally disposed of. Your friend Vasquez had a black pyramid tattoo on his bicep?”
Starker inched closer but Crenshaw didn’t back away.
“And you sold little boys and girls to dirty old men with royal titles. Blackmail always makes the best of friends, doesn’t it?”
Looming closer, Starker disarmingly smiled.
Crenshaw adjusted his tailored blue blazer and adopted a grin of his own.
“Well then friend,” Crenshaw hissed. “Let’s go show America what bloody civilized gentlemen we are.”
Starker stifled a chuckle.
“Just remember one thing Crenshaw,” he forcefully added. “There ain’t enough gold paint at Home Depot to pretty up stinking garbage cans like you.”
Back out in the studio before the cameras, Silverman was making her introductions.
“And now America, I have a surprise. My producer Riley Crenshaw and I, along with a representative of LAPD, Lieutenant Charlie Starker, have decided to make a considerable donation to the American rape crisis fund…to the tune of eight million dollars.”
Crenshaw and Starker both arrived next to Silverman to a wave of wild applause.
“Don’t worry my pretty little dear,” a furtive Crenshaw whispered to Silverman. “The tax lawyers have assured me charitable trusts are indeed profitable.”
Starker stepped his ursine frame closer to Silverman, firmly grasping her outstretched hand.
“You killed my partner, and someday soon,” the old cop said in a threatening whisper. “I’ll kill you too. That is, if Clover’s ghost doesn’t get to you first.”
“I don’t think you know, what kind of power you’re dealing with, homicide cop.” Silverman bristled back as the studio applause raged.
Silverman waved to her rabid audience, sensuous mouth suddenly molded into a fake smile. Together, they were then all smiles, holding up the giant cardboard representative of the donation check.
“Well, well as you can see my great producer Riley is full of surprises,” Silverman blared towards the audience when the mikes went live.
“I really can’t say enough about Lauren’s courage and perseverance through this crisis. She truly is an inspiration to America’s woman.”
Then Crenshaw looked away from the center camera and caught Silverman’s gaze.
“She truly is an inspiration to us all.”
Both men hurried off stage to thunderous applause.
“Just keep the camera on Lauren,” Crenshaw instructed, once back in the control room. “It’s all about Lauren, okay Pete.”
“Yes Sir, Mr. Crenshaw. I promise the show won’t fall apart while you’re gone.”
As Silverman began to bring on a series of guest rape victims to tell their scripted horrors, Crenshaw turned to Starker to talk business.
“Let me get this straight Starker,” he enquired, as they reached the private studio parking lot. “You say this guy has killed people with this bloody Santeria mumbo-jumbo?”
From there, Crenshaw’s Ferrari sped off towards some North Hollywood apartment complex.
“If this shit isn’t for real,” Starker pointed out, swaggering. “I’ve always got my friends Smith and Wesson for backup. Either way, what the hell do you care? You still get to run back to London town. With hands, completely clean.”
Soon, they arrived at their destination, Crenshaw speeding into the apartment complex parking lot, breaks squealing.
“Just remember with what I have on your chief,” Crenshaw countered. “He would be forced to go my way. If, I revealed what I know.”
The old cop bristled and once out of the car grabbed Crenshaw by the tailored lapels.
“Listen to me, limey jerk-off. I happen to know your background isn’t as stellar as the biography claims. You’re a maggot drowned in Hermes.”
“Do the names of past victims mean anything Starker,” Crenshaw snapped back as Starker’s vice grip began to loosen. “How about that candidate for senator mysteriously disappeared, James Watson, Bobby Whitman, ring a bloody bell…city councilor running for a mayoral bid? They found him with his brains blown all over the sheets at the Jupiter motel. Media claimed it was suicide. All of them were Delta wet jobs. Charlie Starker figured prominently.”
Then Starker once again grabbed Crenshaw and pulled him closer, glaring menacingly.
“Which of us is perfect, Crenshaw? You sold little babies to butt raping television aristocrats back in London. Who the hell is you to judge me, pal.”
Realizing they were both running from a dark past somehow never managed to fade in the rearview, Starker mercifully loosened his grip, and Crenshaw straightened his disheveled custom clothes. Approaching the front entrance, Starker’s oak strong hand struck the apartment door like a wrecking ball. The wooden door creaked ajar, revealing a scantily clad female. The musk of exotic incense seeped from the hallway’s vortex of darkness. Smiling, she beckoned them inside with a welcoming gesture. With the flicker of a single candle, the girl led the tandem into a softly lit den, leading to a lush garden out back. A long path shorn through impressive growths of rose bushes arrived at a circular clearing, marked flawlessly by polished stones featuring carved zodiac symbols. In the center of an array of two more accompanying chairs sat the Santeria master, a trim, well-coiffed man in his late thirties.
“Gentlemen,” he began in a polished accent. “You have come to me at the right time. Will you both have the goodness to sit, some mint julep perhaps?”
Crenshaw relaxed, thinking after maniac Starker had just tried to choke him some libation was indeed called for. “Yes, thank you, that is most gracious,” and then Starker nodded. “Mr. Crenshaw, this is Miguel Elleggua, an Orisha high priest.”
In a matter of moments, the girl delivered the drinks.
“I’m pleased to meet your acquaintance Mr. Crenshaw. Mr. Starker tells me you both have a problem. One, I may be able to help you with?”
Deliberately, Crenshaw sipped the julep and decided it wasn’t too tart for his refined pallet. “Yes Miguel, from what I’ve ascertained from my friend Starker here, you have a certain track record. Thus, we have chosen to convene with you here today. For you see, this is a matter of some urgency, and my problem is Lauren Silverman.”
Miguel crossed his legs and contemplated.
“Yes, of course. Everyone has heard all the rumors of Silverman’s excesses.”
Starker glanced at Crenshaw, letting him know now was the time to seal the deal.
“For your participation in helping us with this problem, I’m prepared to offer ten thousand blue chip NBC shares, delivered to you upon confirmation of course?”
Miguel sipped his julep and smiled, appreciative of Crenshaw’s firm but courteous negotiations.
“But there is something-”
For a moment, Crenshaw looked unsettled.
“There is someone haunting me, night and day.”
Miguel looked curiously at Starker, who merely shrugged.
“It’s just that neither one of us ever solicited these kinds of services before,” the old cop began to qualify. “You understand our discomfort, don’t you?”
“Of course, of course,” Miguel replied, setting down the julep. “But I’m afraid there is a problem on my end however.”
Crenshaw sobered.
“What sort of problem is that?” he asked, taking a sip of his own libation.
“Surely, you have heard Lauren Silverman has been ordained a grand sorceress by the powerful Eastern Star coven, with the power to manipulate the Universe?”
“Are you trying to say your fabulous voodoo ain’t strong enough to kill this bitch?” Starker angrily frothed. “I saw some of the heavy hitters you allegedly took out down there in banana land. So, don’t tell me-”
Miguel uncrossed his legs and grimaced.
“Relax gentlemen, I’m merely articulating the idea this target will be more difficult than most. She is likely to be highly skilled in the black arts.”
Crenshaw took out a French cigarette, and took his time to light it.
“Are you saying you’re not the man for the job. Or, is this merely a negotiating tactic?”
“I’ll take fifteen thousand shares of NBC stock,” Miguel firmly replied.
“You’ll take twelve,” Crenshaw cleverly maneuvered, “and are hereby sworn to utter discretion. Not even a peep on the Hollywood rumor mill, or my friend Starker fills your voodoo dolls with lead. Now, do we understand one another?”
Starker produced a manila envelope containing an eight by ten publicity still of Silverman.
“Here is the item you requested Miguel, happy hunting.”
Crenshaw blew out a thin wafer of smoke, and sipped the julep for a final time.
“We expect you to begin to take care of our problem straight away. Remember, there is some bloody urgency in this matter.”
Once back out in the parking lot Starker felt inclined to comment on the proceedings.
“You really are some wheeler and dealer Crenshaw,” the old cop marveled as the Ferrari sped down the highway.
Beethoven’s fifth sounded from Crenshaw’s cell speaker. Removing it slowly from his pocket, he expectantly perused the incoming number ID.
“I would like, once and for all,” he asserted as the phone ominously jingled, “to prove I’m not crazy Mr. Starker.”
Crenshaw held out the phone.
“How would you like to talk to a ghost?”
Starker dismissively pursed his lips and took the phone.
“This is Starker, LAPD…”
“Oh, you must be the cop out looking for my killers,” the ominous voice declared. “Funny, to find you sitting next to one of them, right at this moment.”
Starker’s face tensed, and felt an uncommon tingle in his limbs. The vehicle slammed into high gear, spooky voice growing adamant.
“I wasn’t going to kill you Starker. However, you have a bad habit of making friends with people I don’t like.”
Starker formed his lips to reply, but the line throbbed and went dead. Thinking quickly, the old cop went to Goggle earth, typing in the number from the source of the strange call.
“It’s always the same number she calls from or what there Crenshaw?”
“Either it truly is Clover’s ghost,” Crenshaw said. “Or, someone is pulling an elaborate hoax for reasons unknown, Mr. Starker. But now, surely, you do believe me?”
Astonished, Starker peered at the screen. The call came from some coordinates centered way out in Laurel Canyon.
“You know that sorcerer was right about one thing Crenshaw. This girl wouldn’t be an easy kill by conventional means. As you know, Silverman’s always surrounded.”
“Your firepower will be our contingency. You forget, I am Lauren’s producer. I can control who gets close to her.”
***
Crenshaw made it back into the control room ten minutes before Silverman’s monstrous display was just about over.
“Oh, isn’t that wonderful, Pete,” he cracked to the director. “I’m so glad, I came up with that idea of a group prayer. The American masses so love the fundamentalist pap. Stupid always likes to keep it simple.”
Crenshaw beamed, watching Silverman lead lonely, desperate and vulnerable young woman in a prayer to a god she certainly scorned.
“Oh lord, we ask you to give us the strength to realize we are flawed. We are human, and we deserve better than to be treated like…trash.”
Silverman sobbed and performed the vapor rub finger trick again.
“This is bloody wonderful, spectacular, fabulous,” an astounded Crenshaw said. “I don’t believe there are enough superlatives to describe how high the ratings are going to be at the end of sweeps, eh, Pete?”
“Straight to number one,” Pete replied. “Over marshmallow butt Oprah, and her bald psychologist friend Phil the Fraud, all the silly soaps too.”
Late in the afternoon, there was a party in Lauren’s green room, members of the crew coming and going like footman while Silverman the queen held court. Bodies seemed to crush together in a manic blur, and exultation within her began to fade.
Lingering, vibrant memories from her past haunted. Grim recollections of a shrill paternal voice fumed in a blaring echo:
“You mean to tell me you’re only going to be second in class rank.”
After all the hand shaking and hugs were dispensed, she was finally alone. In the mirror, she saw Daryl standing silent, brandishing a proud grin.
“You really pulled it off, Julia Roberts could not have done better.”
“Thanks D-bag. But in just three short years, I’ve learned to read you. I know there’s something else you want to tell me.”
The professional gofer’s posture stiffened.
“It’s about Crenshaw, I told you he was with Whitehouse at Chez Luis conspiring to…to kill you Lauren.”
Silverman’s eyes darted from the mirror; was stardom worth all this murder?
“It’s Whitehouse we get rid of first, then I’ll be the undisputed queen of daytime television.”
Silverman stood and turned away from the mirror. Forget the world and everyone standing in her way to the top. They would feel her wrath, for not loving her. And if they would not love her, she vowed they would die.
Once more, Daryl smiled warmly, placing gentle hands on Silverman’s slumping shoulders. As he turned to leave the green room, his parting was tempered with some sound advice:
“Stay safe L-queen-and stay alive.”
***
Amidst a circle of red mason stones surrounded by lush greenery, Miguel stood in the center of a pentagram sketched in black chalk. Intense eyes focused on the Silverman publicity still placed at the pentagram’s northern most point. Concentration centered, and he closed his eyes. Brain buzzing with murderous visions, a black handled knife materialized, hovering and spinning in the swirling tropical air. Miguel was confident he’d memorized every nuance, every line of bone structure, thoughts like electric pulses penetrating the soul essence behind Silverman’s darkly charismatic eyes. Falling into a trance, consciousness tunneled through the matrix transom, spiritual surveillance conducted in real time. Now, reopening his eyes, streams of intertwining rainbow colors skewed in and out of his vision. Sparking electric pulses ripped open a crevasse into space and time, dark dimensional portal swirling like a hollow tornado. Through this sudden dimensional periscope, Miguel saw the target was near, lust of the hunter growing. From far away, he observed Silverman turning to look up, intuition sensing danger. Miguel’s mental intention made the knife hover before the whirling tunnel of colors, leading clear to the target.
Still alone in the green room, Silverman froze, what sorcerer was using black magic?
Glimmering colors whirled like a demented pinwheel near the ceiling of Silverman’s private green room. With breathtaking clear vision, she saw the hunter’s fluttering hands weaving a mesmerizing spell, and the skillfully wielded knife flew like a winged bullet straight towards her. Taking a deep breath, Silverman promptly summoned her gift, willing thoughts into solid matter. Waving hands cobra quick, she shaped a temporary wall between the path of the incoming knife and her vulnerable chest. Miraculously, the knife stuck in the invisible barrier. Silverman’s mystical mental gymnastics managed to flip the knife back out again, sending it flying back through the tunneling portal.
Miguel’s breath caught in his lungs, fearing the sorceress’ magic was indeed supreme. He attempted to jerk his body away, but to no avail. With cool and speedy precision, the knife sailed straight and true, severing skin and skull bone.
Miles away, Silverman glimpsed through the collapsing light tunnel, observing the lifeless body tumble to the center of the pentagram chalked out on the cold hard stone. Silverman’s limbs jolted with swoons of terror, and she fell to her knees, collapsing on the green room carpet. One thought nagged in her brain, winking in and out like a dying star: How naïve to suppose Riley would never use the supernatural as a weapon?
Charging down the hall, and through the green room door, Daryl knelt before a weeping Silverman, spaghetti thin arms holding the quivering body in a tight embrace, pink painted nails caressing disheveled blonde locks.
“Lauren, I was just down the hall taking care of some last-minute errands, when I heard you scream. Like, oh my god, what happened?”
“I think Crenshaw hired a warlock to try and kill me…bastard.”
***
“In the wake of the recent mysterious disappearance of celebrity blogger Perez Benton,” the news anchor droned, “more trouble seems to have befallen rising daytime superstar Lauren Silverman.”
Starker sat in his North Hollywood apartment, lounging on the couch with a cold beer. Thoughts; conjectured possibilities, buzzed like mad hornets around the honeycombed mind. It would be interesting to hear Silverman’s official account: Exactly how does someone reasonably explain a psychic attack from a Santeria high priest?
Whatever she revealed to the media, one thing was clear, the dimensions of the case had ventured into areas unknown, areas where everything that’s straight seems bent, everything appearing devoid of reason, perfectly logical. Starker’s cell phone clamored from the bland brown coffee table.
“The LA police chief tells me you’re the best private investigator in LA if not one of the best in America, Mr. Starker. They tell me my nephew Juan Posada is dead. But I know, he’s still around out there somewhere. Can you help me?”
Starker reached for the clicker, and the drone of the television melted away.
“You know my fee for missing persons is ten thousand up front, plus expenses. But first, I need a little background on this, before I can consider taking on your case.”
The old ex-cop was in pure business mode now. Although, he had enough on his plate already, there was none better excitement than the thrill of the hunt.
“Well, as I said, he’s my nephew Juan Posada. He’s a decorated Iraq war veteran who got bamboozled to appear on that disgusting Lauren Silverman show by some slick dude named Riley Crenshaw. He hasn’t returned home. Not even the airlines have records of him getting on any plane from LAX down there in LA. And, despite the fact the network spokespersons tell me his taxi was involved in a fatal accident, the traffic division doesn’t have any records of any accidents near the airport. Nor, does the morgue have anybody kept there fitting my nephew’s description. And, when I finally placed a call to the local network about the story they broadcast, some NBC affiliate spokesperson said they had no record of such a thing. It seems to have disappeared from their memory somehow. I need to find out just what happened. And I know, you’re the only private investigator in LA to get it done. I want you to figure all this out, if you can Mr. Starker.”
Starker drained the cold beer and rocketed off the couch. Pacing like a riled panther, his mind began revolving. This client had vital information, corroborated by Vasquez.
“Funny thing is too Mr. Starker,” the uncle continued to relate. “The family of that girl appeared with Juan on the Sister Silverman show has been declared missing. LA police chief says they recovered a voice recording of a strange phone call. He said analysis identifies the voice as Marie Seaborne, Juan’s former girlfriend, that’s when he recommended I give you a call. If she’s still alive, then there’s a chance, a good chance, Juan must be still out there somewhere. Funny thing is, no one seems to know what happened to the parents after the phone call. They seemed to have picked up, and left without telling anyone…like they just flat out disappeared. But I have more than a feeling, Juan is out there Mr. Starker, and I want to hire you to find him.”
Normally, he wouldn’t be so inclined. Emotionalism was not necessarily an investigator’s best tool. Nonetheless, Starker felt stirred, and maybe his former colleague the chief knew more than he was telling, passing the case off to him like some political hot potato he wouldn’t dare touch. Then, he remembered the aborted call traced back to a gas stop fifty miles outside the valley near Encino, something about a kidnapping, and some Dr. West.
Intuition began to arc like a pulse of light.
“I’ll email an account number where you can deposit the money. The remaining balance is due when I find your nephew. You say this Juan is an Iraq war veteran?”
“My nephew Juan is a highly-decorated veteran. Served three tours, and got honorably discharged for post-traumatic stress. I hope you get to the bottom of this Mr. Starker. I’ve been told if any man can do it, it’s definitely you.”
Starker ceased pacing and grinned at the earnest voice of the new client.
“Don’t worry. When he’s on the meter, Charlie Starker always gets his man.”
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NIGHT CREPT IN like a sinister serpent, coiling the city in its ink black grip. Crenshaw poured some Johnny Walker into a tumbler filled with ice, attention drawn to the big screen staring back from the wall. Shuffling across Turkish rugs in blue silk slippers, he grabbed the clicker, and the screen came to life.
“Lauren Silverman was attacked late this afternoon in her own studio green room by a knife wielding assassin. Although Silverman is in good condition at a local Los Angeles hospital, LAPD officials say they have yet to acquire leads on the alleged assailant.”
Crenshaw had recently changed his ringtone from Beethoven to Rachmaninoff, and having briefly forgotten, for a moment strangely stared as it rang.
“I thought you would like to know right away Mr. Crenshaw. The fire chief says they recovered the remains of a hidden video camera, from out back of the burned down bungalow in the canyon…clear footage of Lauren Silverman and the coven torturing and burning this girl completely to death.”
“Tell that slob I want it delivered to me immediately. This is the trump card we will need Mary,” he exulted. “We will soon have that discussion about your very important future with the network.”
It was then Crenshaw thought of Jennifer and hung his head. By now, Silverman had to realize they were bitter enemies working on differing agendas. His weekly meeting with Steinmetz was tomorrow. This was his chance to pitch the idea of Whitehouse coming back to the network.
“And Riley, there is something else. It’s a memo that is more than interesting.”
“What kind of memo, Mary?”
Crenshaw began to cringe as he heard his secretary take a deep breath.
“It’s something you shall have to view yourself, Mr. Crenshaw. I recovered it from Mr. Steinmetz document shredder. I don’t know why, really. I’ll fax it to your house Mr. Crenshaw, right away.”
After hanging up, Crenshaw aimlessly paced, mind abuzz with wild imaginings.
Later, a stunned Crenshaw stood in his expansive study, perusing the faxed memo:
“Project Omni, extraterrestrial attack scenario simulation….”
“This can’t be real,” Crenshaw stammered. “This is preposterous. Steinmetz must be bloody mad.”
Quickly grabbing his cell, Crenshaw chuckled with relief, thinking this was perhaps just enough room to maneuver, to bring Whitehouse back into the NBC fold.
“Jennifer darling, I thought we could share a drink together. I’ll send by a car and you can meet me at the Herod club in Beverly Hills. It’s quiet there, and we can talk.”
“But Riley,” Whitehouse balked. “I just got home from the office…”
“That’s quite alright darling,” Crenshaw wooed her. “Take your time, the car will wait outside the lobby whenever you’re ready.”
***
Crenshaw saw her enter from the bar, statuesque Cleopatra stirring on rarefied air.
Whitehouse strode towards him, swan-like elegant in designer blue.
“Would you like a drink my dear,” Crenshaw asked, smiling and pointing to a private table over near one of the enormous windows.
Outside, perfectly manicured greens drowned in oceans of darkness.
“If that’s a martini,” Whitehouse readily replied, “I’ll join you, Riley. You always seem to know what drink to suggest, matching my particular mood.”
“I never realized someone so beautiful could have such a mercurial temperament,” Crenshaw quipped back.
A string quartet’s Puccini swarmed around them.
“This is in stark contrast to our last meeting,” a cheerful Whitehouse remarked. “Why Riley, this engagement smacks almost of celebration.”
“It is, of sorts my dear,” Crenshaw replied, pulling out his gold cigarette case. “For you see, just now, I have come into possession of something could prove very valuable in our plans for Silverman’s demise. We may not have to kill the witch, after all.”
Admittedly, his Cheshire smile intrigued her.
“Silverman is a sorceress. But when in doubt, have blackmail as a contingency, right my dear?”
Whitehouse blood pulsed, god dammit this man makes evil seem so sexy….
“This is all well and good darling,” she cooed, sipping her martini. “But I take it part of your contingency is having me deliver the blow personally, stick my head in the lioness’ mouth, so to speak?”
“A lioness is no match for you my dear,” Crenshaw sensually whispered just as the string quartet quieted. “Sorceress or not, she’s still a business woman and a shrewd one at that. This is an offer one cannot refuse.”
Somehow, since having made love to him, she could feel his vibrations, sense his ulterior motivations.
“Still Riley, I think there’s something else you may not be telling me?”
Despite her seeming reticence, Crenshaw noticed her eyes sparkling with palpable intrigue.
“I have a meeting tomorrow with Steinmetz. I can start planting the idea of your coming back to the network. Meanwhile, I suggest we go for broke, and get Silverman to step down. I predict the conniving little bloody scallop will want to make a deal, especially after she discovers what it is you shall shortly have in your possession.”
Whitehouse felt the rush of a naïve college graduate, entering the business for the first time. Once, she had been queen of television. Now, there was a chance to gain her throne back.
“I shall provide you with the indisputable evidence at the appropriate time, but for now,” and Crenshaw leaned over the table. “I’ll grab the check, and we go for a little night cap, eh, my darling?”
After several bouts of lovemaking, they clung to one another in a sweat soaked heap, eyes half-mast in post orgasmic bliss.
“I’ve had my lawyers go over all the contracts Jennifer,” Crenshaw suddenly broke with the romantic atmosphere.
“Riley, don’t you ever think about anything other than business?” Whitehouse teased.
She rubbed a manicured toe up and down the lithe contours of Crenshaw’s naked leg.
“With a major controversy, the old man of NBC will be forced to make a move. I have friends in the media who will hammer the scandal night and day. He bloody can’t afford not to do something. Silverman’s fan’s may be bloody rotter’s, but they won’t stand for murder.”
Whitehouse felt her heart jump, mind teeming with ideas. The instincts of the veteran investigative reporter signaled deep contemplation.
“Are you doing this for my benefit, or your own Riley, does the Commodore harbor an ethical streak?”
Crenshaw grinned and released her. Walking to the bar, he began humming a few bars from the Beatles Eleanor Rigby. Mixing up two martinis with ripe olives, there was a sudden banging on the hotel suite door.
“Did you call for room service when I wasn’t aware darling?”
Leaving the drinks at the bar, Crenshaw fastened the silk sash on his hotel bathrobe, and strode down the long hall towards the door.
“May I ask who it is,” he enquired, affixing his ear to the door.
“You buried me beneath the canyon ley line,” the voice came in a sinister whisper.
“Who are you,” Crenshaw’s voice cut the air like a saber.
Slowly, he turned the handle, and there she stood, the black dress, red pumps, mink Stoll, ebony eyes beckoning with sinister gleam.
“I am Clover Black Orchid…Beltane breaking.”
Crenshaw trembled, backing away, senses churning violently askew.
She couldn’t be standing there, could she…?
Crenshaw’s turbulent mind whirled like an insane gyroscope. Desperately searching for bearing, he began to stumble as rushes of terror like hurricane gusts overwhelmed. He barked out a scream, eyes shut, ears covered.
“Riley, what in the world is going on, who was…?” Whitehouse stirred, running down the hall, chiffon gown floating like silk angel’s wings.
The strange figure suddenly disappeared just as Crenshaw opened his terror-stricken eyes. With some effort, he stood upright, pointing a shaking finger towards the open door.
“It was Clover. She was standing right there. I bloody swear to you Jennifer, bloody bitch Clover is haunting me still, wants to kill me on Beltane.”
“Riley, I don’t believe a sophisticated man would subscribe to such superstition.”
Crenshaw lurched back down the hall to the bar, where he gulped the martini, then with manic hands, quickly mixed up another. Whitehouse sat on one of the barstools, thoughts stymied in murmurs of romantic tumult. Could she love a charming rogue?
“Superstition notwithstanding Jennifer,” Crenshaw said, popping another ripe olive into a tumbler. “Someone is either playing an elaborate but convincing hoax, or we’re dealing with something beyond explanation, something truly paranormal.”
Oddly charmed by Riley’s vulnerability, Jennifer felt torn between romantic yearning and practical restraint, should true feelings be revealed? Though amorous longing coveted, she balked, remembering the classic Elvis song’s advice to lovers: “Only fools rush in.”
‘I know this much Riley,” Whitehouse beseeched. “You and I are a potent team. And, if we play this cool and tough enough, we both get what we want.”
Her indelible smile blossomed, and Crenshaw felt romantic vibrations. This one was truly unlike another mind numbingly annoying American woman. Jennifer was gifted with a keen mind, along with possessing the requisite discernment to use it judiciously.
Taking a healthy guzzle on the martini, accompanied by an exhalation of breath, Crenshaw sobered.
“I’m going to give you a copy of a very incriminating video.”
And then Crenshaw came out from behind the bar, placing gentle hands upon her soft shoulders.
“You are going to look good with an NBC logo behind you, very soon my dear, I guarantee it.”
***
After the call from the new client, concerning the missing war veteran, Starker’s ever turning brain formulated a hunch. Once again pacing wildly around his North Hollywood apartment, he began to immediately figure a phone call placed to a helpful ex-colleague, might serve as helpful catalyst in fleshing out clues.
“The mayor is really pleased at the take down you and your old partner put on those two gang banging assholes. Too bad about Poncho Vasquez. Guess it had to go bad for that hothead sometime, right Charlie…mugger?”
Starker heard the chief’s voice rapidly tumble into his ear. Desperately, he wanted to tell how Silverman mangled Vasquez ten-inch banana, and that he was going to exact revenge at all costs. Even Starker knew one never completely escaped practicing the politics of LAPD, no matter how much of a maverick.
“Vasquez was a good cop, good man, despite everything chief.”
“That’s why the mayor proposes inviting you to a dinner with all the bigwigs, held in your honor. Give you the Silver Star, LAPD’s highest honor Charlie.”
“You can tell the mayor I’ll be honored to attend. It will be good to see all the old boys again. They’ll want to reminisce about Vasquez and his “banana dance.”
Hearty chuckles slowly evaporated into somber silence.
“You should be careful with Crenshaw Charlie,” the chief warned. “Between you and me, he’s more slippery than a bucket full of eels. I’ve seen him slip out of a lot of traps, and live to set up others in even better ones.”
“You can spare me the advice chief,” a jocular Starker replied.
“He might try to set you up. It’s something he’s done before. Don’t blow me off on this Charlie. Even an animal backed into a corner still has fangs.”
Starker chuckled, thinking the chief never seemed to care about his welfare this much when he was still with the force.
“What does this guy have on you chief, can you at least tell me that?”
A long and torturing silence loomed on the line.
“I was at a party out in Beverly Hills,” the chief began to divulge, “and got it on with one of Crenshaw’s office girls he uses as whores. After that, he threatened to inform my wife who thinks her husband has been a faithful spouse these last fifteen years, said he’d place my face all over every social media platform on the internet, if I didn’t agree to play along with his game for Christ sake.”
“Whose side you going to choose if it comes down to him or me chief,” Starker prodded. “Are you going to love the politics of your stinking job more than an ex-colleague who once saved your ass out in the field?”
The chief met Starker’s inquiry with a prolonged sigh.
“It doesn’t have to be like this Charlie. Don’t you understand what I’m telling you? Do Silverman clean, and it all gets swept down the memory hole. The public will get bullshit as usual, and like it.”
“I’m so glad you’re so hunky dory with politics chief. I could only play the game enough just to get by. But I just want some down-home reassurance. You’ll turn the other way if I have to get Crenshaw to disappear too.”
“Then let the mayor pin the Silver Star on your hairy chest Charlie. Then your untouchable. I can even get your Delta file erased if…”
“Don’t let your dick write checks your butt can’t cash chief,” Starker snorted. “We both know those records are kept under sealed file. Protected by people a hell of a lot higher than you on the food chain. People who report directly to Klovenhoove in Rome.”
The line crackled with an odd hum, and Starker wondered if his ex-colleague might not have his line tapped.
“Hey chief,” Starker barked. “Are you talking to me on a clean line or-”
“The line is clean Charlie. And I just want to exhort you to play the ball game by the rules. Forget the off the reservation jerk-offs. That foolish stunt you pulled with those Crips could have been a lot worse. Those two were dangerous. Heard you even faced one of them down earlier in the day. Jesus Charlie, are you ever going to get rid of this death wish albatross?”
“I’ll get rid of it when you give up your political jack-off fantasies, and start being a real cop again, doing real cop work.”
The chief chuckled, never surprised at Starker’s bravado, a pose to hide dormant self-pity developed by those feeling the world had abandoned them to the void.
“Wake up Charlie. So, you go out there and knock off all the evil with one pistol. There’s always more evil to take its place. That’s just the problem. All the vengeance you can take out on this cruel word isn’t going to bring back your murdered wife. The only choice you have, is to do business with an evil perhaps more benign than the rest.”
“Evil is god damned evil chief,” Starker blasted. “And don’t think those asshole politicians won’t toss you over the side of the ship, the second it hits the iceberg. You’ll always be just a front man, a corporate spokesman pretender, disguised in a cop outfit.”
The chief’s sigh sounded like a stormy wind gathering along the Pacific’s jagged coastline.
“I know what this resentment stems from Charlie,” a riled chief began to assess. “My career was a steady upward momentum, right from the time we graduated from the academy. Whereas…”
“Whereas poor old Charlie Starker was held back, because he wouldn’t always play the game. Yeah, same old song and dance.” the old cop fumed. “Look,” Starker added, suddenly calming. “It’s nothing personal chief,” he now fully relented. “Tell everyone I’ll be there to collect empty praise from the wise men.”
A brief silence, and the chief sensed Starker mulling something over.
“Is something on your mind, Charlie?”
“Yeah, chief, does the name Dr. West mean anything to you?”
Back in his office, the chief scratched the few remaining strands of hair stretched across his balding pate.
“Yeah, I think so. Wasn’t he the nut poisoned that elephant at the Los Angeles zoo with LSD, way back in the sixties?”
Starker’s brain percolated. He remembered from years ago, reading in the LA Times, photo of a bearded hippy standing Christ-like on the front page.
“Just where you going with this Charlie?” the chief wondered.
“I need a favor Carl. I prevented those scumbag Crips robbing your shitty liquor store blind. Anyway, I traced this number to a gas stop payphone, out on the freeway going towards Encino. It’s one of those remote rest areas, hooked up with a food court. There’s got to be video surveillance. Can you send someone out there?”
“I think I can Charlie,” the chief charitably replied. “Yours were the hunches always leading to solid collars. What am I going to be looking for?”
“I traced back a number from a strange phone call one night. It tracked back to this rest stop called ‘Apollo gas and go’. It’s about eleven miles’ down from LA, going east towards Encino. You’re going to be looking for footage from a food court camera near the payphone outside the restrooms, timestamp should be for around 9 PM. Call me as soon as you have it. I want you to run some facial recognition and ear biometrics, matched up with a photo sent from a new client. I believe the individual made that call is a missing person by the name of Juan Posada. I got to tell you chief, I now think this Dr. West, along with Lauren Silverman, Riley Crenshaw and even NBC president Steinmetz, are all connected in a huge web, connected to something big, beyond the murder of that girl Clover. They’re all building blocks in a huge criminal pyramid, but I just haven’t found the capstone yet. Maybe, when I crack this case, I can throw in some publicity for LAPD. You know despite our differences, we all bleed true blue, right?”
The chief arched his greying brows, truly amazed at the scope of his old colleague’s investigative capabilities.
“I’ll tell you what Charlie,” the chief replied. “I’ll send my best man out there right away, and I think you just might be on to something.”
As he hung up the phone, the chief leaned back in his comfortable office chair, mind tumbling in rumination, fat fingers stroking the few remaining strands of grey hair poking from his bald pate. In the end, with whom should he ultimately side, his evil masters, or his good friend and legendary former colleague?
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OZ’ MIND SPUN and jerked as if being torn asunder, persistent restlessness haunting like a melancholy specter. Irony seared like a hot poker, though escaped from his former life, he was still trapped-perhaps forever. Only, this time, even if he could escape, where would he go-where could he find the love and acceptance so long yearned for-hopelessly lost, soul trapped in this grotesque container?
Xerxes’s squat bow legs waddled up and down the halls of the laboratory near Oz’s cage, analyzing reams of data written on his clipboard. The specimen’s cerebral abilities were clearly increasing. Had he, and Dr. West, created a paradigm changing breakthrough for mankind’s evolution, or a hideous nemesis?
Looking up at the monitors, he suddenly became aware Oz was watching, perhaps even studying him. Empathy momentarily leaked into the chambers of his pulsing heart. Perhaps, they were not so unalike, alone against the cruel and indifferent universe. Unexplainably, his brain convulsed, a single telepathic word repeatedly striking the synapse like an insane hammer- over, and over again: FREEDOM…FREEDOM…FREEDOM….
Xerxes stared back at the monitors, and Oz inched closer to the hissing incarcerating bars of the immense cage. Xerxes shuddered, tiny fingers grasping at his pulsating skull, clipboard crashing to the white laboratory floor. From the inside of his head, a single word echoed like a pained mantra, louder than bombs. Stepping close to the cage, Xerxes’s racing blood threatened to rupture the walls of the veins. He and his creation stared back, Oz octet of eyes like dark chasms seemingly pleading. Doctor West was correct. Oz had developing telepathic abilities. Excitement jolted startled senses like booming thunder bolts. Hastily recovering the clipboard, tiny fingers grasped the errant pencil, and he began to madly scribble. Hearing the tap of soft footsteps from behind, he whirled around.
“Dr. West, I have some interesting findings to report.”
“Yes, some of the others,” West recounted, “have already informed concerning Oz and newfound mental capabilities. Project Omni is proceeding apace,” the proud doctor proclaimed. “And, we’re going to win this one.”
West pumped his plump fist in jubilation. Xerxes’s tiny fingers fumbled at his polka dotted tie and glanced at the monitors. The message had gone silent. From another peripheral glance, he noticed Oz had moved to a far corner of the antiseptic white cage to sit silently.
“What do you have in mind, Dr. West?” Xerxes enquired.
West contemplated for a moment, and lightly stroked his beard.
“I have been informed Keystone bio-genetic transmitters placed inside our specimens at large are working perfectly. Soon, the public will be frightened into believing in aliens. We want that female to eventually mate.”
“I believe that is exiting doctor,” Xerxes readily agreed. “In tandem with visions of the triangular drones and other holographic demonstrations, the fearful public will quickly capitulate.”
Inexplicably, a high-pitched sound droned through the glass. Xerxes’s clipboard dropped to the floor. Oz rose and spread out his quartet of arms, eyes glowing like brilliant suns: FREEDOM…FREEDOM…FREEDOM….
Like advancing panzer tanks, the words charged beyond the skulls fragile garrison.
West became suddenly alarmed. The protective glass of Oz’s cage began to vibrate. He rushed quickly to a panel of buttons positioned on the wall. A platoon of boots began to charge down the hall, machine guns drawn to fire. One by one, the uniformed guards stood poised in front of the cage. Suddenly, the droning noise ceased. Oz stretched to full height and unleashed a guttural moan. The scientist’s blood stirred with tremors of terror. Reaching down for the fallen clipboard, Xerxes knew, they had indeed created a monster.
“This is truly wondrous,” West remarked in an awed whisper, before turning to Colonel Marigold. “Have you never seen such a prime warrior, Colonel? I think he would easily devour ten of your men.”
West unleashed a diabolical cackle.
The colonel drew in a heavy breath, what did a scientist know of warriors?
“If I may speak freely Dr. West,” Marigold began to protest. “It is my considered opinion this creature poses a great security risk.”
West fixed Marigold with a cold glare, military men were but mindless tools of judicious aggression, theirs was not to question, but to act upon orders.
“My dear Colonel,” West patronized. “I think one could reason, because of this ferocious creature’s very presence, my laboratory is all but safe from harm.”
West tilted a fat hand towards the front of the immense cage.
“What better guardian than this?”
Marigold’s craggy features folded into dismay.
“If I recall Colonel,” added West, stern glance growing more intense still. “It is your men allowed the two captives to escape. It is you who need to reconsider your security priorities.”
Marigold continued to stand silent while West ranted.
“Now, get your men back to their posts. And I shall hear no more of your feeble protests about our wonderful creation, sir.”
“Very good doctor,” Marigold replied, retreating down the long hall.
“We’re not taking any chances with that monstrous Frankenstein in there. I want sentries to maintain weapons locked and loaded for all shifts twenty-four hours per day, with no exceptions from this time forward,” Marigold instructed his men away from West’s earshot. “I don’t care what that crazy lunatic West claims about his lab created monstrosity,” he related as the sound of stomping boots echoed down the hall. “But if that ugly abomination of his manages to escape,” an adamant Marigold stipulated. “Then everyone on duty has my implicit blessing, to shoot to kill.”
***
“Now there is no answer at my parent’s house Juan. You don’t think something has happened to them, do you?”
With a credit card lifted from a vacant Denny’s restaurant booth, Dr. West’s pair of escaped captives checked in to a dreary Best Western near a freeway rest stop. Juan sat on the edge of the double bed, staring into the droning television. Somehow, he didn’t have the heart to divulge to Marie what he had learned since the encounter with the gun wielding security man.
“Just please keep trying Marie,” he rather insisted. “They have to be able answer the phone sometime tonight.”
He noticed her making a genuine effort at fashioning a warm smile, sensing deep anxiety devouring her bit by bit like insistent termites. “What are these crazy people doing to us Juan,” she blurted. “What do they want with us?”
Juan strode from the bed to the curtained window to gaze out into the dimly lit parking lot.
“My guess is they wanted us to escape. They’re keeping us alive and under surveillance for some reason. There’s no way to know exactly why, unless…”
Marie hung her head.
“I know you hate me for getting you into this,” she began to admit. “And for my deception. I feel like, so bad. I so, like, hate myself.”
Turning from the window, Juan settled next to Marie, steady arm draped around quivering shoulders.
“Take it from me Marie, this is no time for self-pity. We may have to rough it for a while.”
And then, he too, hung his head, before delivering the devastating news.
“We may not be able to go home after all,” he admitted to her, watching her melancholy eyes steadily moisten. “Despite everything, I want you to know,” he sincerely promised. “I will never let anybody hurt you…or us.”
Juan tightened his grip around her, pulling Marie close.
“Don’t worry Marie,” he consoled. “I know you only acted the way you did, because they put you under pressure. But you are, the cutest self-centered bitch I’ve ever met.”
He took her fingers, and tilting her wobbling chin upwards, intimately gazed into her watering eyes.
“Someday, you’re going to like yourself enough to find out who you truly are. Then you can start being yourself, instead of chasing the illusion, huh girlfriend?”
Juan grinned sympathetically, and kissed her damp cheek.
“What are we going to do,” Marie sniffed, wiping her wet eyes.
“We’ve got this credit card. So, we load up on food, gas, and all essentials, try to stay alive.”
He averted her gaze, and suddenly rose from the bed. For an instant, Juan grew pensive. His entire life he had been trapped, and fought for escape. Perhaps the world itself were an open-air prison, death the only possible escape. Thinking further still, things were always strangely reversed, distorted through human perception’s flawed prism.
Shedding his clothes, he jumped into the hotel shower. Memories flashed, shattering the mind into pieces like shards of broken mirror, images reflected in a blinding glare brighter than the burning sun. Tiled walls melted away, and Juan felt transported back to the gritty streets of Mosul. He recalled his newly arrived unit, on patrol through the war-torn region-the emaciated child, desperately reaching out for the roadside bomb cleverly disguised as UN food package, dropped from the hordes of American sorties flying overhead.
His skull swelled with stabbing fire, gruesome recollection of a nameless child dismembered, wailing cries of a bereaved mother growing louder. Bending at the waist, he rested shaky hands on trembling knees. Mercifully, the waking daydream soon faded, shower walls returning to solid form.
Lifting himself upright with deep breaths, he turned to the dispenser, gripping the slippery hotel soap. As the refreshing hot water cascaded, soap completely lathering every crevice, he felt an odd lump in the pit of his left arm. Examining it with probing fingers, he noticed the outline of a metallic object, lying just beneath the skin’s surface, approximately the size of a pencil eraser. He began to intuit something wasn’t right. Perhaps, this was how the mad doctor and his sinister dwarf sidekick were conducting real time surveillance.
Wild speculation churned. Maybe, they were both part of some weird government experiment.
Stepping from the shower to towel off, he noticed the television in the bedroom blaring at maximum volume. He felt for the knife he took off one of the dead security men back at the lab, lodged in the back pocket of his jeans. Completely dry, he quickly dressed and picked it up. Wincing, Juan surgically positioned the sharp tip, pricking the flesh and drawing a steady trickle of blood. Grimacing at the sharp sting, the blade plucked out the miniscule metallic object. It wildly bounced on the floor, magically transforming to something resembling an arachnid. Juan flashed out his boot, stomping down the heel. There was an odd squeak, and then came a deathly crunch. The thing reduced to a formless and tiny blob.
Juan stepped back, thinking Dr. West must be some mad scientist. They were being used like guinea pigs. Waves of coldness shivered flesh. He moved out into the bedroom to discover Marie was gone. Dread infected his gut, attacking like voracious germs. Reluctantly, eyes panned upward. There, he saw the creature cling to the hotel ceiling, fierce ruby eyes glaring with hostile intent. It leapt down in one agile swoop, and oddly hissing, stood before him.
“Holy shit, what the hell are you…Marie?” Juan’s trembling lips stammered.
It bared sharp talons from scaly limbs like long bridge cables and lunged. He ducked just in time, and the creature’s claws raked deep into the hotel wall. Sparks showered and the creature unleashed a pained howl.
Desperately, he dashed for the door.
Legs furiously churning, he bolted down five flights of stairs towards the empty lobby, then to the front door, and out into the sparsely filled parking lot. There was a blandly colored car parked just outside the lobby, containing two of Marigold’s men, conducting surveillance on the specimens.
“Colonel,” the security man in the driver’s seat radioed back to headquarters at UCLA. “I have one ‘package’ in sight, coming out of the lobby trying to escape. Should we move in, try to collect?”
With a keen presence of mind, Juan saw an idling cab driver asleep at the wheel.
“Wake up and get the hell out,” he ordered. “I’m borrowing your car,” he bellowed, banging on the glass.
Confused, the stunned driver merely shook his head.
“Get the hell out of here,” he growled back, rolling down the window and wiping his groggy eyes.
Juan slammed his balled fist into the protesting drivers jaw, again and again. Savagely ripping open the door, the obese frame tumbled unconscious out onto the pavement. Juan hurriedly jumped in, and gunned the vehicle out of the parking lot. The clandestine Black Water security men followed in hot pursuit. Peering into the rearview, Juan astonishingly watched the creature leap in a great agile arc from the fifth-floor balcony. Full weight crashed down upon the hood, bringing the security vehicle to a screeching halt. Through the windscreen, it clawed at the men inside, dragging them out onto the pavement in bloody pieces.
Piloting the cab to top speed, Juan noticed the GPS. With a free hand, he began programming the address of the LA private detective, recalled from the gas stop business card. Dr. West was obviously willing to play a more dangerous game than any enemy faced while fighting on the blood-soaked sands of the Middle East.
***
The sudden news of the specimens escape stunned Colonel Marigold, and he now stood twitching and perspiring before Thaddeus West, contemplating yet another glaring security failure.
“What news of the specimens,” West barked. “Why have they escaped and eluded your men so easily?”
Marigold placed his shaking hands behind his back, creased forehead slicked with rivulets of sweat.
“Some unexpected developments have just occurred. But I have been assured both are still very much contained,” a desperate Marigold stammered, rock jaw quivering.
Unknown to Marigold, Xerxes stood behind, furtively producing a lethal needle.
“I’m afraid your assurances are no longer reliable colonel,” West said in mock disappointment.
Xerxes bled off the excess fluid from the needle. One fluid motion and the needle jabbed into Marigold’s lower back. Immediately, the body slumped to the floor, and West stood over it with a devious grin.
“Everything is going to plan master,” Xerxes said. “But there is no telling where the male specimen will run to, now that the removal of the bio-transmitter has been confirmed by technicians.”
“Earlier, he tried to contact some private investigator did he not, some ex-cop named Starker. Let’s get some of the men to follow him. When they do, I have more than a hunch our specimen will turn up. In the meantime, we still have control of the female. She’ll be directed towards our target. The show goes live on Beltane.”
“This shall be a most glorious sacrifice master. Project Omni represents the ultimate triumph of the will.”
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CRENSHAW ARRIVED IN Steinmetz office downtown to hear some unexpected news.
How the old Jew bloody maneuvers…?
“You’ve earned the name Commodore because you run a tight ship,” said Steinmetz. “This however, I’m afraid, is a show unlike any other you’ve been asked to produce in the past. I’ve decided you shall get to work with Jennifer Whitehouse, with whom recently I understand you have developed a certain relationship?”
For an instant, Crenshaw thought of the memo, and momentarily tapped his fingers on the pine top office decor. If this is what the old man was referring too, then he had just saved him considerable energy.
“I find this all very interesting Bob,” he related, betraying nothing. “And indeed, it would be an honor to work with a legend truly accomplished in this business. But just what kind of show is this exactly?”
“In tandem with CIA, the network has envisaged a script with a compelling story line the public can’t deny. It will be your job to augment that story line with the typical dramatic flourishes you bring to the Silverman show. Only, the stakes are much higher this time.”
“Just what do you mean Bob?”
Steinmetz sipped his English tea with spritzes of lemon and bourbon.
“This has more to do with national security than ratings, I’m afraid. But that doesn’t mean a stellar performance from you on this won’t mean reconsideration at contract time, which as you know is coming up very soon.”
“I’m very flattered. But I’d like some more details if possible,” Crenshaw stipulated.
Steinmetz turned his head towards a thick white paneled door. In walked what appeared to Crenshaw to be the typical crisply suited American government bureaucrat.
“Mr. Crenshaw, I’m Kyle Bainbridge, director of CIA,” the rail thin figure introduced.
Less boorish than most Americans, this one had a certain Cambridge polish and a worldly demeanor to match.
“I’ve admired your work, the Plantagenet’s, the Jimmy Seville show back on the BBC.”
Crenshaw folded his heart shaped mouth into a humble grin. The compliment from the government man seemed sincere.
“Mr. Steinmetz has been telling me you might be interested in taking the helm of what could be remembered as a piece of historic television. Future Hollywood generations in remote posterity will be purring about how Riley Crenshaw put on the show of the century.”
Bainbridge unleashed a wolfish grin, compliment seemingly tinged with genuine sentiment.
“Somehow, this bloke knows how to play a fair game of cricket,” Crenshaw mused. “While I appreciate the kind accolades Mr. Bainbridge,” he began to caution. “I’m afraid I will need to know a little more about this operation, before I commit one hundred percent,” Crenshaw knitted his brows, further accentuating his demands. “And, I’m going to need some assurances if this thing ‘takes the piss’ as they say back on the BBC,” an adamant Crenshaw explained, accompanied by flashing grin. “I don’t want my contract negotiations with Mr. Steinmetz jeopardized for some political stunt gone awry. You understand,” Crenshaw tried to soften the blow, “my initial reticence?”
Bainbridge gave Crenshaw his polished country club gentlemen’s grin, and Steinmetz butler pulled out his seat.
“Will you be joining us for breakfast, Mr. Bainbridge? French toast topped with fresh blue and strawberry’s is especially nice today, I’m afraid,” the squat butler offered.
“It’s an overindulgence of mine,” admitted Steinmetz, fat paw thumping at the jelly stomach jiggling beneath the tailored finery. “But the chef assures me, it’s alright in moderation.”
“Yes, of course,” chuckled the director. “I think I shall be inclined to join you. Moderation can save one from heartache. But denying oneself the thrill of taking chances, may represent denial of the chance at greatness itself, eh Mr. Crenshaw?”
Crenshaw’s mouthed twitched with a brief grin, then sipped a saucer of tea. These gentlemen were consummate flatterers, skilled in the arts of stroking egos. It was Steinmetz charmed him into taking the helm of Silverman’s show. He was now on guard to avoid covert psychological traps.
“Wisdom tells me, one only takes chances when certain success is utterly assured, Mr. Bainbridge,” Crenshaw suggested.
“Please call me Kyle, if you feel so inclined,” the director said, calculating gesture donned in a smiling cloak.
The butler brought out the heaping stack of French toast, slathered with fresh fruit and Vermont syrup, placed in the middle of a gold rimmed plate featuring the NBC logo.
“I find there is little need for tight adherence to formalities, when success is the ultimate reward for our collective cooperation.”
Crenshaw reached inside his Perry Ellis blazer and pulled out his gold cigarette case. Quickly lighting one up with a flourish, Crenshaw stuck the Butane back into blazer pocket and gulped the last drops of hot tea. The butler materialized to refill it.
“Indeed, that is true, Kyle,” Crenshaw slithered through a charming smile.
“We have something to show you Riley,” Steinmetz proposed. “But first, we’ll need you to sign a confidentiality agreement. I’m afraid Jennifer has already done so.”
Crenshaw took a long drag on his cigarette, he was familiar with this tactic, blindside the victim with empty promises and empty compliments to get him to relax, then they had you trapped.
They’ve got Jennifer on board already…might be bollocks….
“While I don’t discount those facts, Mr. Steinmetz, and I cannot speak for Ms. Whitehouse,” Crenshaw’s eyes adopted a solemn coldness. “I believe I would like to examine further this political ruse and the plans for its subsequent broadcast, before it gets on the air to millions of viewers. As a professional…”
“Of course, of course,” Bainbridge acknowledged.
Steinmetz pressed a button to reveal a behemoth black screen. Soon, the lights in the room dimmed into hushes of darkness, and the mood became intensely sober.
“Before the presentation begins,” Steinmetz nicotine soaked voice piped up. “If I might have a short private word with Mr. Crenshaw?”
And the old mogul’s jowls quivered at Bainbridge.
Apprehension spread about Crenshaw’s face like some darkening shadow across meadows expanse. Crenshaw followed Steinmetz waddling towards the window. Bainbridge dug into the French toast like some over eager child.
“Mr. Bainbridge faxed me a very important memo concerning what you’re about to get briefed on Riley,” Steinmetz voice came out like a wheezing gust of noise from a spent engine. “You wouldn’t happen to know how it might have disappeared from my office, do you?”
Steinmetz world weary and blood shot eyes bore into Crenshaw’s puzzled expression.
“I didn’t know such a document existed until you mentioned it just now Bob,” a nimble Crenshaw deflected.
Steinmetz edged close enough for Crenshaw to detect the Cuban cigar stench pluming from between yellowed teeth.
“Then at least we can agree that such a document exists,” the wizened executive parried.
Crenshaw took another slow drag and glanced in horror as the director continued to inhale his syrupy breakfast with juvenile zeal.
“Americans truly are caught in the dregs of incivility,” the glum thought struck.
“My dear Mr. Steinmetz,” Crenshaw parried back. “I can only choose to respond to the assertions you put forth. I’m only good at what I do, because one assumes the head man is equally as committed and competent.”
Crenshaw skillfully blew a slithering smoke ring with subtle panache.
Steinmetz offered a wry smile. In capitulation, he bobbed his fleshly jowls.
“I wouldn’t worry about it for now Riley,” the weathered executive reassured, stubby arm patting Crenshaw on the shoulder blade.
Deliberately walking back to the table, Crenshaw glimpsed the overbearing black screen brim to colorful life with grim images of urban slums and barren natural wastelands, while an unctuous narration held forth.
“Scientists agree the world is overpopulated, with not enough global resources to sustain such enormous growth going forward.”
For a moment, Crenshaw stood behind his chair, starring at the screen and thinking of Jennifer. Cruel intuition stabbed at Crenshaw’s senses like a cattle prod, she would never buy this kind of political claptrap without being offered a hell of a lot of quid. Again, he gazed at the director vigorously inhaling the last breakfast morsels. Sure, the CIA man had polish. But, unlike the boy from Liverpool, was born into it, and took it for granted.
“A growing population must first be culled, the genetic permutations controlled, precisely modified,” stated some scientist named Thaddeus West. “Globally connected species need a uniting organizing principle. And what better way to achieve such a collective synthesis than to rally the entire planet in collective unity against an enemy so mysterious, perhaps even inscrutable, but no less as grave and lethal threat, than one from outer space?”
Finally, Crenshaw sat down, stumping out his cigarette on an ashtray kindly provided by the efficient butler. This intellectual manure was no doubt the product of ego skewed towards the hubris of maniacal absurdity.
“Once united against such an enemy,” West continued to bluster, “a golden age of everlasting peace and global stability can be ushered in, harmony with the earth and her naturally preserved habitats.”
Crenshaw recoiled in revulsion as a representation of a most horrid creature was flashed onto the screen, with the scientist blustering about the evolutionary benefits of human bio-genetics.
Lights flickered and the darkness vanished, and Crenshaw lit up another cigarette.
“Well, what do you conclude Riley,” Steinmetz enquired.
The butler busily wiped a bit of errant Vermont syrup off Bainbridge’s starched blue collar.
“I think it’s all a bunch of fat jolly bollocks. But on the other hand,” Crenshaw qualified. “I can turn this into an extravaganza no one is sure to forget very soon.”
Bainbridge and the old NBC chief both nodded affirmatively.
“Then welcome aboard Project Omni, Mr. Crenshaw,” gushed the director.
Crenshaw waved his hands in the air, cigarette ash leaning like some tottering orange obelisk.
“Let us consider for the moment a possible scenario,” he conjectured. “Whereby these artificially spawned monsters go beyond just attacking people in public buildings? What if they get quixotic notions they are who you’re selling them to be? Then what’s fake becomes suddenly a genuine crisis.”
Crenshaw flicked away the precarious train of cigarette ashes, smoke bellowing from flared nostrils.
“We might hope there’s more than a limited instability over a truly shocking and unprecedented event such as this,” Steinmetz elaborated.
“I’m afraid he’s right,” Bainbridge underlined. “Politically, it will look much better with the country in chaos when the president declares martial law and…”
“So, that’s what all these bollocks is all about,” Crenshaw bristled. “Not saving the bloody environment, not peace or stability. But because the president wants to be absolute Queen of the realm. A regular bloody Mary burning heretics,” Crenshaw added with a twinkle of comic irony. “Ultimately, show business is show business and let’s face it,” the commodore subtly shrugged his shoulders. “Why should I really care about some bloody fat puppet playing executive dress up.”
Steinmetz nodded at Bainbridge, then subtly grinned at Crenshaw’s comic observation of American politics.
“You’re still going to have to sign…”
Crenshaw shot out a hand.
“I’m conditionally on board for this operation for now, gentlemen. But I think you will agree it is not unethical at this juncture to allow my attorney…”
“You don’t have to worry Riley,” Steinmetz replied, allowing Crenshaw an admiring glance, before resuming a stern demeanor.
“All of us here know you’re a natural showman. In fact, a genius in this business. If we were dealing with anyone else…”
“I’m certainly aware of the honor afforded here today,” Crenshaw remarked. “But I must have a rough outline. Surely you realize Mr. Steinmetz, the inestimable value, footage of one of these alien beings attacking someone. I promise at that point though, not to turn the whole production into Gladiator meets E.T.”
Smiles broke into warm chuckles.
Still, Crenshaw wondered if this production was as truly foolproof from calamitous error as Bainbridge claimed. Before departing from the office suite, Riley leaned down and whispered yet another condition.
“I need to talk to Jennifer, before I fax back the agreement, Bob.”
Steinmetz nodded, wagging his doubled chin.
“Of course, Riley,” Steinmetz replied, spoken in the tone of a dire warning. “But don’t take too long in deciding…” he added, eyes growing into blackened portals. “Beltane is in forty-eight hours, when the operation goes live.”
Crenshaw’s skin turned ghost white, lungs beginning to gasp for air.
“You mean to say, I have only two bloody days for creating the most incredible event in the history of television? Bob, have you taken leave of your bloody senses.”
Steinmetz bulldog features hardened.
“It behooves you to cooperate with Bainbridge on this production. You can take control as always, sure. Remember, it is CIA footing the bill for this. They are paying just like any other advertiser. Only, this is six times as much as we could ever charge for airtime during something like this.”
Brain stricken with marvelous intrigue, Crenshaw smile in reaction to Steinmetz’ hard sell routine.
“Then we’d better get bloody cracking. What about the Silverman show, this is sweeps, eh, Bob? Is this such a bloody priority, we can afford to put aside what amounts to the network’s bread and butter?”
“Are you kidding,” Steinmetz jumped right in. “The poor kid could use a little vacation. Besides, after having been bestowed the honor of being the very first network to broadcast an alien invasion from space, certain prestige will be enough for us to justify smelting the NBC logo in solid gold.”
Crenshaw’s smile grew wan with faint concern. He knew Steinmetz was the Machiavelli of Hollywood.
“Silverman is going to feel stepped over Bob. She might throw a huge bloody tantrum, and then who knows what bollocks I’ll be dealing with thereafter.”
“Don’t worry Riley,” Steinmetz lightly patted Crenshaw’s shoulder. “If ever there is a problem between friends, some sort of obstacle, then two clever friends can find a way around it, right?”
The sartorial old war horse had cajoled him again, first into producing the Silverman debacle, now this fantastical invasion from Venus spectacle. If Steinmetz were left to die in the Baja desert, Crenshaw mused, the old barnacle would emerge in a chauffeured Cadillac, wearing a gold Rolex. Such men, never needed anything, from anyone. With this alien hocus pocus, Steinmetz was asking for possession of his soul, or what little was still left of it.
“Honestly Bob,” Crenshaw demurred. “I’ve always found the détente of compromise to be the hallmark of civility, don’t you think?”
Steinmetz guffawed, then quickly grew solemn.
“Make them believe it Riley,” the old executive almost pleaded, stubby fingers clutching at Crenshaw’s reluctant shoulder. “Make America believe, and you can produce whatever the hell you want on this godless network for all the gold housed at Fort Knox.” Insistently, Steinmetz jabbed the air with a fat finger. “Just think about it Riley…”
“Why do I feel like Jesus caught on the mountaintop with Satan’s temptations?” Crenshaw quipped, before striding out the door and into the elevator.
“I think for this one operation I can keep him under control,” Steinmetz assured the director, stepping into the shadows.
“Crenshaw must sign that agreement, Mr. Steinmetz,” Bainbridge stated, vaguely threatening. “Everything on this depends.”
Steinmetz wandering gaze floated out to the hazy panorama spreading out far below.
“But, can he use whatever love still lurks in the dark heart, to persuade Jennifer Whitehouse just enough to go along too. Or, will he run away, back to the peace and splendor of an old manor in the English countryside?”
Bainbridge hung his head, seemingly in contemplation.
“Let’s hope the latter does not resoundingly prevail in this case,” he replied. “But if we are to prevail, if the President is to prevail,” the director darkly added. “Then we must secretly move to ensure that the hypothetical scenario you described doesn’t.”
Steinmetz turned from the window, hollow eyes like dark tunnels burrowing into the void.
“Don’t worry about that,” Steinmetz reassured. “I’ve got enough dirt on Crenshaw to positively bury him…deep.”
Bainbridge nodded, but with a cursory glance, Steinmetz could sense there was something else on the CIA director’s mind.
“You might want to gain yourself some insurance in all of this Mr. Steinmetz,” the director urged, raising his lanky frame and shooting his tailored cuffs. “In truth, we’ve had the oval office bugged ever since the new regime took power.”
Steinmetz’ narrowed his eyes as the director pulled close and began to confidentially whisper.
“Although, I haven’t reviewed all the transcripts sent up from one of our surveillance sub-departments, it is our impression POTUS demonstrates a remarkably changeable character.”
Steinmetz’ jowly facial mural painted itself with alarm.
“If this coup doesn’t work, don’t think she won’t look for scapegoats, you, perhaps?”
Steinmetz’ expression immediately registered righteous indignation.
“She wouldn’t dare,” the powerful executive blared, sticking out a fat finger.
The director curiously glanced, noticing the ruby ring embossed with the letters: IHS.
“Perhaps it’s time we come to some understanding of who you’re really dealing with Director Bainbridge. For you see,” the old man crowed. “I not only secretly control the Holy Jesuit order that secretly controls the Vatican, I am, unknown to you, your master as well. I could squash the president, if she dared betray me, like a foul insect.”
Bainbridge knitted thin dark brows, brain secretly marinated in intrigue. He had learned, once reaching the upper echelons of the agency, about the Jesuit order, the hidden rulers of the Anglo-American empire-power granted by supernatural forces beyond the understanding of most mortal men. Additionally, he knew any fallible human weakness demonstrated before such superior power would be fatal.
“You should still be careful Mr. Steinmetz,” the director dared to warn. “Even all powerful kings are not immune to burial beneath the paste and mortar of the earth.”
Steinmetz lips slowly creased into a disarming grin.
“Touché Mr. Bainbridge, touché.”
***
Palm trees swept away in the rearview like the scattered ruins of long forgotten memories. Crenshaw’s gut clenched, cityscape fading into surreal mirage, electric sparks sizzling smog choked air. Turning his head, he sensed the sudden presence of something inexplicable. Terror’s unwelcomed numbness infected him as he turned again, those familiar eyes, more burnished than opals, staring, gleaming, and threatening.
“You buried me beneath the canyon ley line, and yet upon you, I have finally decided to exercise mercy.”
Crenshaw white knuckled the wheel, Ferrari carelessly swerving from lane to lane. Gaining composure with every frayed shred of willpower remaining, Crenshaw suddenly straightened the vehicle.
“Well, that is certainly to be appreciated Clover, given the circumstances…”
“You can avoid any curses of negative energy,” she said. Relieved, Crenshaw fashioned an uneasy grin, considering Clover’s ghost possessed a comic, perhaps even a merciful sense.
“And how is it, I shall avoid being afflicted with the full brunt of your curses, dear lady?”
Clover hunched forward from the backseat, eyes growing large like dooming black holes.
“You must wait until the eve of Beltane,” she said in a cool whisper, “precisely at midnight. You must dare to dig up my corpse, and remove it from the ley line.”
Crenshaw smiled and shook his head, wondering if Clover’s ghost had been spotted by any passersby. As the world fell perilously away in the speeding Ferrari’s wake, he glanced, and the specter had vanished. Ruminating, Crenshaw determined carrying out Clover’s suggestion was extremely risky, even deep in the bowels of Laurel Canyon. More importantly, was Clover being merciful, or positioning potential victim into a ghastly trap, with a dose of persuasive paranormal charm?
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CHARLIE STARKER GOT up early the next morning, clutching a hot mug of black coffee. From the high terrace of his North Hollywood apartment building, he watched the son’s golden orb majestically soar over the apartment rooftop. This was one of those days, he thought would never arrive. When still active in homicide, the Black Delta’s were normally viewed as lawless rogues by the rank and file, among whom only whispers dared speak of their very existence. No one in the department, understood how committed they were to their mission, to rid the city of evil, criminal or otherwise. How rare, one man, someone considered by most a borderline vigilante, should be chosen for hallowed decoration by the LA mayor?
But, only in America, could the definition of hero be expanded to include a legendary rogue cop.
Downing the rest of the coffee, Starker dug out his best dry cleaned suit. If they were going to let him say a few words along with the mayor, he was going to deliver something memorable. He went over his notes, straightening immaculate blue tie. Yeah, Starker considered, this should shake up the rookies in the audience today. They would expect Charlie Starker to tell them comic and thrilling anecdotes, tell them what an honor it was to serve the corrupt and ego driven vanities of those in positions of power. For a few moments, Starker stood perfectly still in front of the mirror. He shot out his robust chin, proud he had done things his way, rather than surrender to the pale reason of hypocrites.
Once at the banquet hall, Starker was ushered to the dais, and sat right next to the mayor.
“I know you requested the regular patrol humps get credit,” the horse faced mayor greeted. “Your bust on those monkey gangbangers is going to win me some votes with all the business owners in that part of town. With me as mayor, and the police putting more cops on the streets like you Lieutenant Starker,” the mayor went on with his half-sincere encomium. “I plan on accentuating it in my next campaign, and all thanks to you, cheers,” the mayor concluded, raising a glass of sparkling champagne.
Starker chuckled lightly, thinking the only color a politician truly loves is green.
“Well, you’re certainly welcome Mr. Mayor.”
Both mutually grinned and privately toasted.
After the luncheon, the mayor stepped up to the podium at the front of the auditorium to great applause.
“It is rare to meet a legend while he’s still alive,” the mayor effusively praised. “But rarer still is the likes of Charlie Starker, a truly larger than life figure. Just ask all the felons now residing in our state prisons whom he’s personally collared.”
Starker rose, firmly grasping the mayors outstretched hand, steely gaze panning over the expectant faces young enough to be his children. Perhaps, Starker mused, he could’ve had a family, if beloved Camille hadn’t been murdered. Could things have been different, he wondered.
Now, one predominant thought pounded like a repeating drone:
“I don’t need any of you. I made it here without kissing ass.”
“Today…” the strident word hung in the air like a bold testament. “I am here to ostensibly receive the prestigious Silver Star for bravery in the line of duty, on behalf of this great city of Los Angeles, and the great department I was committed to for over twenty-five years. But, I am also here, to impart something that will perhaps make you think. And take it from a cop who knows. A cop, who doesn’t learn to employ their mind, before becoming proficient with their service revolver, usually perishes in the line of duty at a tender age.”
The hall erupted into a mixture of applause and scattered laughter.
“But imagine, if you will, a city, and maybe a world, where men no longer need risk lives, or die in uniform, because they live in a society ruled not by fear, but by the power of reason. This is the world, where each man is truly equal to his neighbor, because they are truly independent, responsible not only for their own welfare, but his own security, and by extension, the safety of the community where he resides. Imagine a world, where mankind has responsibly evolved, both in mind, and, in spirit, to resolutely assume that cherished mantle of everlasting peace and freedom, a world free of malice, greed, wants, and prejudices…a world only of progress and prosperity.”
The hall grew graveyard still, the mayor’s jowly face wrinkled with awed admiration.
“That is the city worth nurturing, a community worth protecting, a world worth defending, and you can take a cop’s word for it.”
***
Juan ditched the cab in a dingy alley somewhere near Sunset and Wall, and right away started his pursuit for Charlie Starker. First, he rushed into a convenient store for something to drink and eat. Shoplifting a bag of Cheetos and a one-liter bottle of Pepsi, his mind lit up like manic neon, remembering the address from the business card hanging there at the gas stop.
“Hey,” the elder store clerk wheezed like an old radiator. “You have to pay for those, son.”
“I’ve already paid enough in the service of my country.” Juan tossed back, rushing out the door.
Sprinting towards a nearby bus terminal, he stopped to quickly catch his breath, keen eyes darted around to get a bearing on his location. There was a man in a cheap rack bought suit with his back turned to the canopied terminal, yawning as he scanned the LA Times. On the bench, Juan observed the lavender colored back pack, edge of a black wallet sticking out of a zippered compartment. Scheming, Juan deliberately moved near the bench, just as the bus, puking out gusts of exhaust, pulled up to the stop. Agile fingers gracefully snatched the wallet, and hopping aboard, the groaning bus lumbered towards North Hollywood. Sitting alone in the back, Juan’s mind drifted while racing adrenaline still throbbed. He now began ruminating on what happened to Marie, about the insane Doctor West using them as guinea pigs. While forbidden thoughts of murder gathered like a wrathful rainstorm, the lust of revenge began to consume like a tidal ocean. Would Starker help him?
Debarking from the bus, he sprinted across the street and stopped in front of the box shaped three story brownstone building. Bounding up the front steps, Juan’s eyes keenly scanned and saw the name affixed to the third-floor mailbox painted black: CHARLIE STARKER
Eagerly, his index finger stabbed the intercom buzzer, but there was no reply. Suddenly, his attention was drawn to the copy of the LA times just delivered laying atop the stoop. On the front page, there was a headline:
MAYOR TO HONOR CONTROVERSIAL COP
Scanning the article, he saw a name, a location, yes, the Biltmore Hotel, he would need to catch another bus downtown. He heard an engine sputtering nearby, and Juan’s gaze cast down the street. Focusing, he could see it was a Fed Ex delivery truck, the delivery man disappeared into nearby apartment building. Legs pumping like a frenzied Olympian, he immediately noticed the keys still dangling in the ignition. Sizzling adrenaline powerfully surged, and he sprinted a full one hundred yards. Throwing himself behind the wheel of the idling vehicle, he slammed the stick into gear. In smoking fury, the truck wheeled around, turning full circle, before anyone happened to notice.
Merging with downtown traffic, Juan reached the precise intersection sitting near the Biltmore. The lights blinked, and Juan thrust the stolen truck into an alley, almost a full block away. Absconding from the ditched vehicle, he reached the entrance of the hotel. The scene was choked with cameras, reporters, and political types waiting for the appearance of the mayor.
Two men in top hats pulled back the doors, and the air burst into a cacophony of straining voices. Starker filed out, accompanied by the mayor, swinging his arm at an errant boom mike. A female voice called out above the bursting din, and Starker’s attention was suddenly drawn.
“Mr. Starker, while it is true you have a storied career with LAPD, rumors nonetheless abound you are privately investigating Lauren Silverman, about the disappearance of a young prostitute?”
Starker straightened broad linebacker shoulders, halting poised before the reporter’s outstretched microphone.
“Regarding this alleged case, all I can comment, is justice will now be done.”
The mayor stood in the background. For once, the thought brimmed, someone else fielded the tough questions.
“Isn’t it true,” the female reporter followed up. “You were once a sworn member of a secretive branch of hired assassins buried deep within LAPD homicide cells, often referred to in secret as Black Delta?”
Starker turned, donning a disarming smile.
“Lady, let me tell you,” he swaggered back. “Every fool gets to be young once.”
The mayor and his attending goons pawed through the human tumult, thrusting like rabid beasts.
“Hey Charlie,” the mayor began to joke before entering the awaiting limousine. “Maybe I should get out of this game, and endorse a maverick like you.”
Juan sliced through a phalanx of television cameras, cables, and flailing human limbs to grab the back fender of the limousine.
“Hey Starker,” his voice cut through the din of reporters. “I’ve been trying to get in touch with you.” Starker froze, intuitive recognition gathering.
“Ain’t life ironic,” Starker quipped. “How ‘bout we go for a little ride, that is, if the mayor has no objections.”
“You’ve got to help me,” a desperate Juan pleaded, pawing through the mayors assembled goons.
“It’s alright boys,” the mayor signaled to his beefy collection of security men. “Any friend of Charlie Starker’s, is a friend of the mayor’s office.”
Further recognition registered on Starker’s softening features.
“You’re Juan Posada.”
The threads of the case were finally quilting together, thought Starker.
“My girlfriend and I came out here to appear on the Silverman show, when we got abducted by this mad scientist named Dr. West, and this ugly pal dwarf he keeps hanging around.”
The mayor sat listening intently, crossing elephantine legs, bushy brows knitted.
“You don’t suppose there’s any connection with the Silverman case do you Charlie?”
Starker drew in a long breath.
“Why don’t we find Mr. Posada some lodgings and some dinner? From the sound of it,” Starker suggested, leaning towards the mayor. “He’s probably hungry and exhausted from his ordeal.”
“We can get him a room at the Lincoln down two blocks from here I believe,” the mayor kindly related. “In fact, I’ll have one of my assistants take care of all the arrangements.”
“Good to know there’s still hospitality in the city of angels” added Starker. “I’m interested to find out how the hell you got away from this Dr. West guy in the first place, Juan.” A puzzled Starker remarked. “You know, your uncle is worried sick,” Starker further related. “But first and foremost, why don’t you get settled in with the mayor’s man, and call me at this number at around nine o’clock, after you’ve had some good chow and some much-needed rest.”
Starker watched Juan approach the hotel with two of the mayor’s men, mind reeling.
That kid has a story no one will soon forget…
A few blocks, and the mayor finally spoke.
“You know there is talk Crenshaw might be out to get you, to get everyone alleged to be involved in this thing.”
“I have a feeling I’m about to find out if he really does want to kill me, because I’m about to ask him where the bodies are buried.”
Starker stared straight ahead, as if concentrated on some vision of the future materializing on the freeway.
The mayor leaned over, shiny plump face dimmed with concern.
“I do not want to see your Wild West act get tarnished with any foolish mistakes.”
Starker’s nostrils flared.
“Just what the hell do you mean Mr. Mayor, if I uncover serious evidence Silverman is a serial murderer, you mean to say the DA might not back me up on a slam dunk case? I got to protest.”
The mayor softly laid a hand on Starker’s arm.
“Be careful Charlie,” the mayor warned. “I’m sure your investigation has turned up Steinmetz runs much more than just NBC.”
“And who runs you Mr. Mayor,” Starker scowled. “You’re a Jesuit trained carnival barker, looking for the next three ring circus. And when the boys in Rome no longer need you, they’ll leave you bleeding on the side of the highway, like a putrid carcass baking and stinking in the hot California sun.”
The mayor backed away and re-crossed his legs, studying the man, who after being awarded LAPD’s highest law enforcement honor, dared call him a cheap whore.
“What right have you to judge anyone Starker,” the mayor said, jowls turning candy apple red. “For years, city hall turned the other way while you and that maniac Vasquez weaved a trial of death everywhere across the state from LA to San Francisco. You destroyed a lot of lives Starker. Why, I ought to take the Silver Star and ram it up your blowhard ass.”
Straightening his purple tie, the mayor regained composure, shooting the gold cuffs of his tailored jacket.
“I’m begging you Charlie,” the mayor counseled with dark foreboding. “Steinmetz is untouchable, he runs this town, and a whole lot more. You can’t save the world. Stay away, and walk away,” the mayor beseeched, solemn voice fading into a desperate whisper.
Starker slightly slumped forward, every pour of his granite face teeming with intensity.
“I’m sorry Mr. Mayor,” Starker replied. “I can never walk away. Things have to put right somehow.”
“Think of the bigger picture Lieutenant,” the mayor remained adamant. “Why didn’t you take Steinmetz offer…do you think it made you look good giving that money away on the Silverman show?”
The two men eyed one another with piercing stares, as if gazing across the expanse of a wide crevasse.
“You didn’t do it because you’re good Charlie, no. Rather, you did it because it gave you an excuse to go on killing. Most other cops would have taken that money and rode out of Dodge, forever.”
“Alright Mr. Mayor,” Starker sizzled, drawing his steel boned chin closer.
“I’ll make you a deal,” Starker suggested, removing the Silver Star from his pocket. “I’m going to kill everyone that hurt that girl. She never had a chance.”
Donning a vicious frown, Starker flung the Siler Star on the seat next to the mayor.
“And you can have that back, and go shove it where no daylight enters…oh, driver, that’s my little bungalow right over there.”
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JFK airport, Washington, D.C.
RELUCTANTLY, MADELINE MASON arrived back in the nation’s capital. Through the plane window, she gazed at the billowing alabaster clouds, rimmed with sun’s gold corona. In deliberation, she took out her cell phone and scanned the email message with the White House logo:
“I anxiously await your return to Washington, Madeline…” read the first line. “There are many matters that await your careful attention. Once again, allow me to convey my condolences regarding your mother. Upon your return, I wish to conference with you as soon as possible.
With sincere regards,
The President
Madeline’s lips numbed as quick eyes scanned over the brief contents of the formal email. Intuition spoke to her in vociferous tones. Something might be amiss. Why else would the president so urgently request to see her? Was this to be about Igor and his insane notions. Or, worse yet, had someone discovered her ongoing affair with a top ranked republican senator, one with, per the president herself, presidential ambitions.
Again, her gaze drifted out the window, bright flashes of twilight sun piercing the thick white clouds. Now pensive, she began to run through the consequences. If they knew about her affair, what would the president ultimately decide? Should she stand tall and deny? Or, would the president try to squeeze her into becoming a political informant, spying on the other side of the aisle to test her loyalty? Her brief experience ensconced within the corridors of power perhaps indicated the latter was the most viable scenario. Putting away her cell phone, she tried to shake off the mental gloom hanging about her skull like tenacious cobwebs. Turbulences of sorrow began to well in the callow mind as the captain’s voice came over the PA, announcing the craft soon would land at JFK. Once at the departure gate, the presidents idling limousine quickly whisked her to the capital. Apparently, there was more urgency than thought upon first impression.
***
Senator Burns strode through the downstairs white house lobby. The marine band rustled and flourished, curt salutes snapping as he walked to the foot of the stairs leading past the red room towards the Lincoln bedroom, where Madame President was waiting. Amidst the roiling anger, he barely acknowledged the band, instead thrusting dismissive cleft chin in the air, in a show of deliberate proud defiance. Once up at the top of the long marble barrister, he could see from the end of the hall the bedroom door ajar, odd mélange of shadows emanating out over the threshold, dancing wildly on the crimson gold trimmed carpet. With some deliberation, Burns walked in, and there on an antique table, where once Abraham Lincoln penned the Gettysburg Address, sat a glowing transparent ball, seemingly electrified with streams of rainbow colors.
“Politics is often easier to navigate when one knows what is going to happen before it actually does,” came the whispery female voice.
“Some would say,” a suspicious Burns quipped, eyeing the Madame President. “Nothing happens in politics unless it’s planned that way.”
The president sat perched in the antique chair, traces of the colorful light playing upon mesmerized features.
“But I think we both know Senator, one is only innocent, until otherwise called to testify before congressional committee.”
The president rose from the chair, picking up what appeared to be some sort of television remote. Pointing it, the rainbow light extinguished, the ancient room now bathed in half-darkened hues.
“It was an amusement given to me by my grandmother before I attended Georgetown,” the president reflected. “She thought it might serve to soothe the pressures of life on campus.”
“I know you didn’t summon me up here for a friendly trip down memory lane,” Burns cleverly barbed back. “I think what you’re about to attempt is absolutely absurd. Did you ever really think,” the veteran senator chided. “You’d keep it a secret for long?”
“And what would your conservative, working class base, think of the idea that you were sleeping with the daughter produced from an affair with the paramour’s own mother,” the president now turned cold and calculating. “I’d say they’d be a bit disappointed in the entire sordid affair. Maybe, even disgusted enough for you to forget notions of challenging me in the next election. Don’t you think?”
Burns frown soon developed into a disarming smile.
“I think they’d be smart enough to believe me over some ridiculous story concocted by an administration led by someone they totally despise,” the Senator growled. “They know you didn’t get here on merit, but by stooping to these base tactics. I’d say, you have no basis with which to blackmail…”
“We’ve got photos Senator,” the president revealed. “Not from the hotel. But from Danvers, Massachusetts, where you went to pay your respects to your former lover, and to win back the heart of the daughter, produced by your very own illicit dalliances.”
Burns turned his back and paced, thinking the president was attempting to play political poker.
“I think you’re bluffing,” the senator sneered.
“This is quite real Senator,” the president related, words tolling like bells of doom. “You should reconsider ignoring my entreaties. It could be politically fatal. Agree to forego your presidential plans, and everything will go away. I might even decide to make you ambassador with some cushy post overseas, where there’s plenty of young euro-trash trim, while your poor long suffering wife makes due with her vibrator.”
Burns began to tremble with rage, eyes spilling over with vitriol like lava spewing volcanos.
“You Madame President, are a disgrace to this office,” Burns scorned. “And soon, the world will know what a hoodwink this administration has pulled on the American people.”
“The American people,” the president mocked. “I suppose they’re sufficiently enlightened to withstand any sort of sexual deviance on the part of their freely elected representatives. Even, your proletarian constituency of knuckle dragging slobs, has been conditioned to accept, or even entertained by certain salacious scandal. But do you honestly think, they’ll for one moment stomach incest?”
***
Upon arrival at Pennsylvania Avenue, Madeline was quickly ushered upstairs to the Lincoln Bedroom by secret service. Seated just outside the door, frayed nerves throbbed, threatening to puncture skin as her strained ears detected the rustling murmurs of scheming voices within. Eyes speedily darted, mind churning with speculation. What were they saying?
Suddenly, the door cracked open, and she found herself staring face to face with Burns, veins coursing with surging rushes of blood.
“Whatever you might think of me,” the distinguished senator began to advise. “Just know, that you are presently in the company of wolves, wolves not interested in protecting the sheep, but eating them.”
Madeline downcast her eyes, emotions violently swinging between lingering love, and hatreds boiling resentment.
“Madeline,” the president appeared in the open doorway, gesturing with a beckoning hand. “Won’t you come in?”
Burns cast a withering glare back towards the president, before quickly striding down the spiraling staircase, each step thudding with a heavy echo. Now inside the bedroom, Madeline looked up, and observed two other figures gathered in chairs near the center of the room.
“We’re all sorry for your grave loss Madeline,” the president said.
She gestured towards a burnished chair, near the two other figures, faces half-shrouded in dark shadows. Seated, she could readily make out the features, Igor Brodsky, and the president’s chief confidant going back decades, Brody McCain.
“We’re here to brief you on what’s about to occur,” McCain solemnly drawled. “We have some very specific talking points for you to key on when you finally go to brief the press,” Brodsky added, handing over official looking documents, enclosed in a folder marked “EYES ONLY.”
With deliberation, the president sat opposite the gathered trio on a red couch, owned formerly by Abigail Adams, first wife of a president to have occupied the White House.
“Everything has to be handled just right Madeline,” the commanding Madame president ordered. “Regarding the specifics, I’m afraid a great deal of precision lacking interpretative deviation is necessary.”
Her eyes swept towards McCain, pretending to sift through some papers in an opened black leather bound folder, embossed with the presidential seal.
“Is it not true you’ve been seeing Senator Tiberius Burns for quite some time,” he enquired, expression forged of featureless iron.
Glancing at the President, Madeline felt her limbs jerk with shots of jolting adrenaline. Should she deny, or admit? Which would better solidify allegiance, eliminating all suspicion of disloyalty?
For a moment, parched throat involuntarily gulped, confused brain numbing lips momentarily mute.
“Not to worry Madeline,” the president countered in soothing tones. “Senator Burns is a very charismatic figure, a man of great dignity and sartorial bearing,” she added, sympathetically smiling. “I suppose even I, if I didn’t belong to an alternative sexual persuasion, would find him most attractive as a young and ambitious girl, near Washington’s highest ring of power…”
Mind still shocked with odd electricity, she finally summoned mumbled sounds from stunned silence.
“I don’t know what…how is it…”
“We want you to help us, Madeline,” uttered Brodsky, eyes darker than oblivion’s abyss settled directly upon her.
McCain studied her like a captive animal trapped in a cage.
“The president will be most grateful, and your loyalty going forward greatly rewarded,” McCain slowly drawled in a grave baritone.
“Senator Burns is emerging as my prospective rival,” the president expressed with subtle traces of animosity. “It has become quite clear. He wants to sit where my ass is already quite comfortable.”
“There’s only one problem with your requests,” Madeline now asserted. “I’m not seeing Tiberius anymore. I recently broke it…”
“Then you must make every effort to woo the senator back,” McCain advised.
“To gain back his affections,” Brodsky stated, artic cold eyes studying her. “Which, we’ve observed still exist.”
“And it is those affections we expect you to cultivate,” added McCain. “So, that his presidential ambitions can be minimalized.”
“Do it for me Madeline,” the Madame president said. “Do this for me, and when I’m reelected, your profile in my administration shall grow tenfold.”
Mason’s mind began to uncontrollably whirl. Though she found the idea distasteful, under such circumstances, would it be politically wise to refuse her charge?
“If I might speak freely Madame President,” Mason said. “But given your present approval ratings, and Burns growing popularity, what guarantee is there you’ll get a second term?”
Brodsky and McCain exchanged brief, furtive glances, perhaps a bit awed at the upstarts’ mild insolence, in even daring to field such a question.
“Oh, very shortly we will have all the political capitol we need,” McCain’s Texas inflected twang drawled.
“We’re not asking you to get close to Burns to discredit him,” Brodsky began to divulge, reply hurtling like the iron prow of a naval battleship.
“We want you to possibly help us in eliminating him,” the Madame president declared.
Mason felt her senses knocked terribly askew, was murder the real essence of high politics?
“This is your chance to demonstrate your loyalty Madeline,” McCain cajoled.
Uncertain silence smothered Mason like a suffocating shroud, gulping throat heaving for air.
“Think about it Madeline,” Brodsky warned. “Death is a legitimate fate for a man seduces his own, illegitimate daughter? But don’t take long, in deciding to ultimately help us.”
The president’s trusted advisors rose, silently departing. The floor beneath became a gaping crevasse, and Madeline imagined she was falling straight into the abyss.
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Mission Spear hospital, Orange county
FROM HIS OFFICE window, Mission Spear’s head administrator blankly gazed over the television crew arrayed in the front parking lot.
Behind him, stood his skeleton thin assistant.
“Is everyone but us in the dark about this, sir?”
“All departments were issued a memo, Crenshaw and his NBC crew are merely filming a documentary,” he replied in a soft hush. “Only we know what’s to happen.” The administrator slowly turned from the window, jowls jiggling with delight. “And we’re going to make damned certain things stay that way, do you understand?”
The assistant gulped an arid throat, pointed chin affirmatively wagging. The administrator turned portly frame back towards the window, sneering smile set just above the doubled chin.
“This is my retirement package. My nest egg,” the words slithered from bloated grey lips.
“But sir,” the assistant began to meekly protest. “What about the Hippocratic oath, those patients. We are, in essence condoning their murder.”
“With all due respect doctor, I got into this business not to save lives, rather to profit from them.”
A bead of sweat appeared above the assistants thin and greying brow.
“Those precious patients you’re referring to,” the head administrator urgently whispered, doused in generous sarcasm. “Have lucrative medical insurance policies,” the head administrator softly pointed out. “So, lucrative in fact, I shall no longer worry about green fees, mortgages, or country club dues ever again.”
***
Crenshaw, felt he was drowning in a whirlpool of madness. Tapings for the Silverman show had been aborted to make room for the priority of the joint NBC-CIA project.
“This is like reality television on steroids, people,” Crenshaw bellowed into his bullhorn, cast and crew assembled for a pep talk from the Commodore. “And rest assured, Rome may not have been built in one day. But this project will be like building the great pyramid at Giza in just two.”
The nervous crowd of technicians, camera people, props, and floor men relaxed, breaking into a sudden chorus of guffaws.
“This is Pete, he is as always our beloved director,” Crenshaw announced, casting a warm arm around the licorice thin man. “Please, heed his wise direction. Because, he knows what he’s doing when it comes to the best camera and microphone placements to record live footage. But remember,” Crenshaw reminded. “Whatever his directives may turn out to be, I want you to carry them out as if they came from the bloody Commodore himself.”
Again, everyone laughed. The Commodore indeed knew how to get everyone to perform their best when a successful production depended on great performances. Rapping things up before final preparations, Crenshaw slapped his hands together, in confident anticipation of triumph.
“Stay alert, stay sharp,” he continued to advise the entire crew. “And most of all, let’s make it a good bloody show. Entertainment is most perfect when it is thought of as high virtue.”
With thunderous applause, they all scattered to their respective marks on set. Pete the director motioned to Crenshaw he wanted a quiet word.
“It’s going to be tough to get all the angles we need inside the hospital. However, good news is, about this creature or whatever, the police chief has established an eleven-mile perimeter around the entire area. Nobody will know anything, until Jennifer is on the air, and the drill is over.”
Crenshaw sympathetically bobbed his head.
“Yes, yes I know Pete. But you can still jam a few more hand held cameras in there, to give it that Indie cinema slash You Tube slash Blair ‘Witch’ Project look…tell the edit geeks.”
Crenshaw and the director smiled at one another, painfully aware to any regular Joe, such talk would be considered utter gibberish.
“In other words, if you can’t make it,” Crenshaw revealed, grinning. “So, fake it.”
“You know,” the amused director replied, “there’s a rumor, an urban legend, that a certain unknown lad from Liverpool produced ‘Blair Witch Project’ under another name, in case the thing bombed. That was quite a sketch you put on that day Commodore,” the director complimented. “Got Steinmetz attention. But then, you chose to stay in England. I guess to someone like you, working with your own kind is preferable to us crazy Hollywood style American, right?”
“I’m happy to know you are aware of all the details of my unique resume Pete,” Crenshaw continued to grin.
Together, they strode to an ‘X’ mark centered in the hospital parking lot, partitioned off with bright orange cones.
“Per CIA intel, directly above is where the V craft will hover. So, we need the fade in shot to include both the ship, and the creature, when they materialize right over there…our A camera will sync up with the B roll…”
Crenshaw pointed at a smaller version of a similar mark, several feet away closer to the hospital.
The director fixed a determined glance.
“And the hand-held units pick up as it walks in the lobby to capture the ensuing action. Wow, Mr. Crenshaw, this is dynamite stuff. I believe we’re going to get some iron for this.”
Pete started to almost hyperventilate.
“Let’s stick to the work at hand for the present, right Pete,” Crenshaw advised, growing professionally stern. “I want the creature followed at a safe distance with the hand held. Steinmetz assures me the being is somehow remote controlled via brain wave entrainment patterns. So, there is no real overall threat to the crew.”
“Alright Commodore,” Pete smiled. “I’ll inform the grips to get more hand-held cameras in there to get, what was it you called it, slash something?”
Crenshaw threw his head back, and laughed open mouthed. For a former ‘grease paint guy’, promoted from the absolute bottom, like the lad from Liverpool, to direct the event to end all events, Pete had certainly come a long way.
“We’ve got a few more hours before show time. But, I want another few dry runs so the guys at the digital post production desk will know what effects or photo shops to add later. Let’s have the caterers sizzle up some grilled steaks for the entire crew. Nothing like greeting beings from outer space with a little bloody class, eh Pete?” Crenshaw joked, spotting Jennifer out of the corner of his eye, practicing her lines in a dry run before the cameras.
Then their eyes suddenly met, the world melting into insignificance. Though the events of the last week had thrown them together in a turbulent intimacy, each wondered how it was, the promise of forever withers with the last longing kiss.
“I do not want you to worry Commodore,” Whitehouse teased. “I promise to hit all my marks. I’ve done reports under gun fire during Bush elder’s Iraq folly’s, remember? I think this old broad can certainly handle an historic alien invasion.”
Though Crenshaw wanted to grab her, as if she were the only life-saving drift wood amidst storm tossed ocean, he knew this was one woman not given to such displays.
“Remember though,” Crenshaw advised. “We want emotion without overt hysterics, cold and cool under pressure. But, with inspiring energy like a live documentary. You’re here Jennifer to make America believe,” Crenshaw cajoled, drawing close, fingers embracing hers. “You’re the only one who can make them believe Jennifer.”
“And you, Commodore Riley Crenshaw, are full of shit,” Whitehouse joked. “What am I going to do when the creature arrives?”
Crenshaw found lusts’ sublimation a futile exercise. Her face appeared in effervescent bloom like a spring fresh rose, bright eyes sparkling with youth’s wild hopes of transcendence.
He wanted to kiss her, but pulled away.
“You’re the best in the entire bloody god damned television business Whitehouse.”
Business-like demeanor prevailing, Crenshaw tersely waved to the floor man to roust the crew for a dry run rehearsal.
“I know you can make them believe Jennifer, I know because…”
The air between them sizzled with palpable electric pulse as longing gazes interlocked.
“America has been in love with you all your life. And… so have I. So, use love Jennifer, your ace in the bloody deck.”
“I will Riley,” Whitehouse replied, eyes gleaming with eternal hope. “And, I love you too.”
***
Soon, thoughts of stardom in Hollywood began to dwindle in the mind. She was no longer human, but she began to imagine she had transformed to mythical superhero-unstoppable, impenetrable, and perhaps, even, inscrutable. By day, the young girl formerly known as Marie speared at fish swimming in the trickling brooks and placid ponds, picked fresh berries growing wild from dew soaked green meadows. Oddly, she began to sense human thoughts from miles away, observe the vortex of emotions and thoughts like rainbows of vibrant colors swirling in mid-air. Hollywood dreams began to dwindle and fade, enraptured by this newfound adventure. It felt as if the entire world were her own personal sanctuary, no rules, no limits, and no laws. But, lingering in the mind was the thought they were always somehow watching her, observing everything she did. Suddenly, she halted her agile sprint through the rain soaked woods, stopping at the edge of a long, freshly cut jade lawn. The rumble of a distant truck engine suddenly disturbed her, and she quickly crouched behind a tuft of thick trees, octet of keen black eyes focusing on the vehicle pulling out of the long driveway. Hunger suddenly gripped her in a half-nelson.
“I will come back later and make my kill,” she reveled in the resolute thought. “But, I must find a way to remove the tracking device,” she considered too, webbed feet swiftly tearing through some nettled brambles.
Much later, she returned, skulking through the midnight woods, moonlight cascading through forest boughs, squirrels and rabbits scurrying in her wake. Though the hunger raged, she strategically bid her time, waiting for some semblance of morning sun to pierce the cover of dark clouds. Finally, it rose dimly over the distant hills, faint sprays of orange corona piercing the lingering cover of storm threatened clouds. The remote suburban neighborhood sat silent as a tomb, seemingly cut out of the sylvan wilderness. Powerful vision focused, spying through the windows of a house perched just at the edge of an overgrown meadow, flickering golden lights beginning to wink out. Extra sensory powers keened, and she began to revel in the smell of blood. The prey was near.
Both the elements of surprise and fear were with her as she crashed unexpectedly through the back door of the house at the end of an isolated cul-de-sac. How they cowered, screamed and whimpered, before she tore each of them, husband, wife and children to bloody pieces, then viciously devoured some of the internal organs. Before fleeing deep into the woods close by, Marie glimpsed her changed appearance in the cold reflection of a front bay window, dying gasps of the horribly mutilated bodies growing faint.
“I’m no longer human, but I think I like it,” she thought, celebrating in her newfound strength, speed, and stamina.
Now scurrying deep within fog drenched forest, spotlights thrown from the bowels of a battalion of black helicopters cut like a scythe through dark snarls of clouds. Uniformed security swarmed from behind tufts of tall trees, and the pulsing beep from inside her head overwhelmed her senses.
Once again, sedated, shackled and held captive, the nearly unbearable hunger for human flesh lingered, the taste of blood, squirming brains, and wriggling gristle somehow more insatiable than the quest for Hollywood dreams.
***
Meanwhile, Dr. West and his faithful assistant Xerxes were sequestered miles from the scene of the unfolding drama, addressing their security troops.
“The specimen is to be contained at all times gentlemen,” West intoned. “The keystone implant will control the path of the mayhem, and allow for easy retrieval after the operation.”
“You will act as exit teams, strategically stationed to retrieve the specimen. You will carefully escort it back under armed surveillance back to captivity. But,” Xerxes added, “not until maximum body count and destruction has been exacted. The signal will be given upon our authority only. Is that clear, gentlemen?”
Every man present, unquestioningly nodded with one accord.
***
The dry run rehearsal for Project Omni had concluded successfully, and after conferring with all the technicians, Crenshaw strode to the catering area, and began to sip a hot cup of Lord Grey English tea. Looking around, he noticed a familiar face, a thin figure casually dressed, wandering about the array of cameras and outboard studio gear, vaguely watching everything from a distance, hoping not to be immediately noticed.
Recognition struck Crenshaw’s memory. It was Daryl Sebring, Silverman’s all-purpose studio house boy.
Clandestinely, Crenshaw maneuvered around, planning to use element of surprise. Daryl perused the scene, mouth falling agape. The entire hospital grounds had turned into a clandestine movie set with NBC staff milling about everywhere. What the hell…?
Shivering, he felt a hand placed lightly on his shoulder.
“Oh, Mr. Crenshaw,” he stammered. “How good it is to see you. I’ve merely come down here to bring you a message from Ms. Silverman.”
Crenshaw slowly worked thin lips into a sly smile, soft voice oozing with veiled menace.
“What serendipity, I’ve been wanting to talk,” he charmed, watching the studio lackey perceptibly twitch. “If it is not too inconvenient, Daryl.”
The Commodore tightened white knuckled grip on Daryl’s squirming shoulder, and they began to walk towards an isolated area, shielded by network trucks stuffed with reams of equipment.
“I’ve been hearing some information which confuses me,” Crenshaw began conversationally. “And maybe, just maybe, you being close to Lauren and all, can help clear the matter up, once and for all.”
Daryl’s limbs began to tingle. This wasn’t like some Hollywood cocktail party where he could run and hide from someone unpleasant. When assured they were out of sight from everyone, Crenshaw suddenly halted, looming his taller frame close enough for Daryl to sniff the spicy, imported French cologne.
“Unfortunately, I’m very confused and upset, you see,” Crenshaw fashioned a smile through gritted teeth, flexing his manicured hands. “Having been Lauren’s faithful assistant and champion in Hollywood these last years.”
Crenshaw began to shake dismayed head in mock agony. Daryl trembled, stomach churning like a violent whirlpool.
“And to think she doesn’t trust me, I mean can you believe that? I wonder from where she might have attained that bloody notion?”
Crenshaw’s cleft chin edged, inch by inch, intimidatingly close. Daryl recoiled, turning to escape, but it was much too late. Murderous hands sprang and clamped like a tightening vice, crushing the gasping windpipe, snapping the thin neck like fragile balsa, lifeless eyes bulging from tortured sockets.
“Put him inside the lobby, just as the countdown is delivered.” Crenshaw ordered some dark clad security. “He’ll be the first victim for the creature to devour. Meantime, we can subtly altar the news narrative.”
Crenshaw stood over the body, starting to seriously consider his breaking of the ultimate taboo, to understand illicit murder’s perverse catharsis. Now, he began to comprehend the hectic lusts of a born killer like Charlie Starker, hunger needing to be satisfied.
Just before he rejoined the set, he peered at his peeling cell phone, exasperation eating away like mad termites.
“Killing comes surprisingly easy, doesn’t it Riley…Beltane Breaking.”
Crenshaw cut off the call, and hurried back to the set, anxious to begin the grand theatrical showcase of the 21st century.
“How long is it until countdown Pete,” he whispered into the director’s ear.
“They tell me, the creature is in position now, the craft is ready to materialize.”
Crenshaw grabbed a walkie-talkie off the network equipment utility truck.
“Alright,” he barked, “I want everyone to look bloody sharp in 3…2…1…LET’S HAVE ACTION.”
***
Silverman lounged on her living room couch, basking in newfound glory. Crenshaw’s latest PR acted as supernatural talisman, transforming her into America’s mythical television goddess. There were no limits now, only grand opportunities. Summoning the butler, she planned to buy more shares, gaining greater network controlling interest. With greater contract leverage, Steinmetz would be forced to renegotiate.
“Jennifer Whitehouse is on the air madam, on your network no less,” Sebastian the butler now shockingly informed. “Something about a UFO from outer space, and an alien being, running loose in a hospital.”
“You’ve got to be shitting me,” she roared back at the composed servant. “What the hell is Whitehouse doing live spots for Steinmetz? Sebastian, get Riley Crenshaw on the line.”
“Certainly, Ms. Silverman,” replied the butler.
Clicking on the television screen, Silverman’s jaw grew slack, Steinmetz double crossed her, and this alien invasion show should have been her gig.
“I’m sorry madam,” Sebastian apologetically fawned. “But the voicemail is very explicit. Mr. Crenshaw is off on-set, and has requested not to be disturbed.”
Silverman gripped the clicker with white knuckled fury and hurled it across the room, knocking one of her People’s Choice award statues from the exquisite mantel.
“Keep trying,” she ordered, eyes slotted into cold slits, “until that little limey shit gets on the line.”
“This is Jennifer Whitehouse coming to you from Mission Spear General Hospital, eleven miles east of Fresno. Here, a most incredible event has occurred. An event that can only be described as something appearing to be an attack from some sort of strange vehicle of unknown origin. However, most officials with whom I’ve spoken in confidence, believe it to have been of a possible extraterrestrial origin. Officially, there are at least three already known casualties, and several more injured in an attack from a creature appearing directly below the hovering craft, just before the tragic attack commenced.”
Crenshaw was already in the editing bay with the director and a slew of technicians, piecing together all the footage of the attack for maximum dramatic effect.
“Alright, this is where we give America the You Tube effect. So, we make it look like the camera randomly picked up the craft just as it appeared. Then, we cut to the creature busting down the bloody front door.”
Technicians hunched over their desktops, nimbly threading the digital narrative.
“Alright Commodore, it’s done. We’ve got it ready to zoom in any time.”
“Pete,” Crenshaw signaled. “Please get Jennifer on the next cue. And tell her to hit the footage mark in 10. Also, please tell her the alien stealing human blood stock has been woven into the narrative.”
“I’m on it Mr. Crenshaw.”
Someone handed Crenshaw a phone.
“You must make this quick…hello?”
“Mr. Crenshaw sir, it’s Lauren Silverman,” Mary, Crenshaw’s loyal secretary brayed. “She’s left some seriously nasty messages about Jennifer Whitehouse at that hospital attack. And, she’s determined to get through.”
“Oh, yes Mary, can you patch her through for me please?”
“I have to warn you, the witch is particularly wicked right now, sir.”
Crenshaw’s expression suddenly grew weary, and Silverman’s booming voice sounded slurred by copious tumblers of scotch.
“You’re not going to get away with this, pussy whipped limey.”
“We are all professionals Lauren,” Crenshaw replied in an annoyed yawn. “We all must perform at show time. We read our scripts and hit our marks,” he reiterated.
“Don’t tell me you didn’t maneuver this with that synagogue cancer running the network, undermining limey pile of overdressed shit.”
Silverman sizzled, as Whitehouse continued to narrate the event of the century on the bristling screen in front of her.
“Officials have stated a possible motive for the attack may have been the acquisition of human blood samples. Though admittedly, the overall purpose is yet completely unknown. Officials have also confirmed three deaths so far, while an additional sixteen have been seriously maimed and injured. One thing is clear from live NBC footage, and statements from officials, this was the work of a lone alien creature.”
“I’m afraid you don’t want to go head to head with me on this Lauren,” Crenshaw warned.
“ARGH.”
Silverman seethed, and pouting, instantly cut the line dead.
Crenshaw now went back to directing the techs in the mobile truck.
“Alright now, we want the public to see that patients head ripped clean off, with blood spewing everywhere. We must remember, the president wants people mad at aliens. So, we can’t have enough gore.”
***
After getting some rest and a quality meal at the hotel, Juan joined Starker at his North Hollywood apartment. The telling of his harrowing accounts in captivity, at the hands of a pair of mad scientists, seemed to jolt the old cop to the bone.
Starker grabbed his laptop, and began placing the name of the mad doctor into various search engines. Initially, there wasn’t much to be found in the public domain. Until, Starker stumbled upon something significant, almost quite by accident. A certain web page, discovered stuffed in Google’s Way Back Machine, appeared rife with extraordinary revelation. Particularly considering that day’s mysteriously terrifying events.
During his ongoing investigation, Starker was just now beginning to think he was tying up all the loose ends. But now, with the appearance of Juan Posada the missing war veteran, dovetailing with the strange events broadcast by NBC and other networks, Starker was starting to come to some startling conclusions. He soon discovered West had ‘ghost’ written entire sections of a rare, out of print tome, entitled “Report from Iron Mountain.” Perhaps most noteworthy, West outlined an unthinkable scenario, whereby under the guise of an attack from outer space, mankind would immediately join in a new global order of affairs ruled by scientists, technocrats and others of enlightened mindset.
Chilling as it all was to contemplate, it appeared Dr. Thaddeus West had pulled off a hoax of titanic proportions.
“Can you believe this,” Starker commented to Juan while gesturing towards the television. “Certainly, looks real to me. If, I didn’t know any better.”
“Looks like military psychological operations,” Juan replied, chillingly elaborating. “We used to drill for stuff like this, terror attacks. Only later, would they tell us it wasn’t real.”
Starker cracked open an ice-cold beer, and grinned.
“You have to love the shit Uncle Sam pulls,” the old cop darkly mused. “All those tax dollars to pay for elaborate illusions.”
“The drills were designed to study troop readiness, and observe our reactions under crisis.”
Juan stared at the television, and the old cop recognized the body language. This kid was thinking about unfinished business, revenge served up Antarctic cold.
“Wouldn’t you like, just once, to have a chance to kill the bastard sent you overseas, to kill ragheads you don’t even know, and didn’t know why you were killing them?”
Juan’s expression changed to one of contemplation.
“I can’t deny, when I was overseas with my head stuck in the shit, I didn’t think about it, but kill a president?”
“You want a beer kid,” Starker warmly offered. “You look like you might need one?”
Juan merely nodded, and Starker grew deeply sympathetic.
“Tell me more about this West dude. You say he has a midget sidekick. What are they,” Starker snickered. “A duo of mad scientists, trying to shape the world into their own warped vision?”
“It all started with that bitch Silverman filling Marie’s head with enormous lies about me. Silverman only wanted to get ratings for her idiotic show. So, since I wouldn’t play along, they labeled me a rapist, and embarrassed me on national television.”
“It’s an absolute disgrace,” Starker snorted.
Suddenly, the sparkling image of Jennifer Whitehouse appeared on the television, emceeing the rapture.
***
“NASA officials are now reporting the trajectory of the vehicle into orbit, suggesting it may be headed back to orbiting Venus. Or, perhaps to join a mother ship covertly orbiting the earth.”
Flashes of video dominated the screen while some science geek droned on. A lone creature, ugly and menacing ravaged the hallways of the hospital. Throngs of staff scurried in a mass panic and the camera trembled from the passing mayhem. Ripping down an entire section of wall and bursting through, the camera followed the hideous monster, coldly recording the blood-soaked torment of the shocked and frightened patients left abandoned.
“We now have an eyewitness to this tragedy taking place today at Mission Spear hospital. Nancy, I understand you are a nurse working the emergency ward?”
“Yes, I am a nurse,” the hysterical young girl blubbered. “And the thing was just horrible. Like, oh my god, I hid in the supply closet and I heard…oh god.”
The girl suddenly turned away from Whitehouse, vomit spewing from mouth and nose.
“And this is Jennifer Whitehouse from Mission Spear hospital, reporting on what officials are now saying can be reported as an attack from extraterrestrials. Possibly from Venus, or perhaps somewhere near that planet. We’ll have more details as the tragedy continues to unfold here. But one thing is clear,” Whitehouse proclaimed, camera drawing in tighter. “Though America is under attack, and the world trembles, we all stand united.”
“That’s the take we were looking for, a keeper,” Pete the director fawned into Whitehouse’ ear monitor. “Great job and great tag Jennifer, you still have the touch America loves.”
Some intern gofer entered the mobile studio trailer, tapping Pete on the shoulder.
“What is it kid, can’t you see the apocalypse is unfolding?”
The gofer took a deep breath and gulped.
“It’s the president, her helicopter just arrived.”
“Alright Jennifer, the chief is here, time to shine like a diamond.”
***
Later, on that evening, Whitehouse and Crenshaw shared a bottle of Moet, and jubilantly embraced.
“Welcome back Miss America,” Crenshaw heartily praised. “You slain them out there just like Cronkite in the dim past with the bloody JFK assassination, the My Lai massacre. Oh, my dear, we made television history today.”
“Thanks to you Riley, everything went off glitch free,” Whitehouse replied, sipping from the champagne flute. “Everything came off flawlessly. Jesus, was this all real though? People were actually mutilated and eaten by this…thing?”
Crenshaw grew solemn for a moment, and poured more bubbly.
“Sometimes, for individuals in our profession, Jennifer, my dear, it is better not to know.”
“Jesus Riley,” Whitehouse commented. “You know your girl Silverman is going to be pissed she didn’t get this gig.”
“My dear,” Crenshaw’s mouth slithered into a smile. “Let’s not discuss such things now,” he suggested, holding up the half-filled bottle of fresh bubbly. “Until after we’ve extinguished the supply of this lovely liquid, eh?”
Whitehouse moved forward and seductive lips melded with Crenshaw’s.
“I’ll drink to that, Commodore sir.”
***
From high Hollywood perch, the network executives celebrated the television coup of the century.
“We’re back at the top of the network standings in breaking this story. Whitehouse was flawless, and Crenshaw pulled off a miracle. Only those two could have created such television magic on such short notice,” Steinmetz exclaimed, pouring celebratory glasses filled with champagne.
“The word is out, Silverman is royally pissed you didn’t use her on this,” Steinmetz network confidant George Masterson said, picking up his glass and slowly imbibing.
“Which is why now, I want to revamp our entire daytime lineup,” Steinmetz suddenly proposed. “Let’s face it Masterson. You know and I both, certainly know, everything short of bestiality has been done on that show.”
“Silverman’s contract is up,” Masterson stated. “Do you mean to say you’re going to buy her option out in favor of Whitehouse?”
Steinmetz fat fingers grasped at a small maple chest kept behind his office desk.
“I’ll tell you Masterson,” the network executive replied. “Maybe it’s time we bring back genuine class to the broadcast news. The way it’s delivered, the way it’s reported. Today, what have you got? A bunch of teleprompter reading robots looking good on camera in front of a green screen, and not much else. The return of Jennifer Whitehouse gives our network the sheen of gravitas. Silverman drags us down into the dirt.”
Steinmetz sheared off the end of an imported cigar with a silver cutter, and lit it with a stricken match, the smoke belching from flared pig nostrils like an overdriven steam engine.
“But we must retain Crenshaw,” he quickly pointed out. “We can get all our best writers on board to recreate his success over at Showtime with a class production like the Plantagenet’s. Surely, he’s due some hardware after directing this today.”
The old network executive took yet another authoritative pull on the cigar. Slit drawn eyes peered through pillars of belching smoke like thin lighthouse beacons through harbor fog.
“I’ll tell you something else. For just once-maybe, we can put on a daytime news show with substance. With reporters reporting rather than being stenographers for government hacks. Maybe, for once,” Steinmetz carried on, growing animated. “The status quo can be shaken. Flip the script in the mirror image, and create chaos out of order for a change. We give Whitehouse free reign to do some actual investigation, and reveal some real facts. Instead of the prepackaged pap, let her overturn some dirty corporate rocks. The public will tune in just to watch the pinstriped cockroaches try to scamper out of the daylight. But with the truth rather than lies, they’ll be nowhere for them to hide. I’m talking some real edginess that sells bigtime Masterson.”
***
Back at his North Hollywood digs, the old detective began to speculate further.
“You know, it’s really funny. No one seems to wonder how it was NBC was right there to get the live footage in the first place. That must be some lucky serendipity. But at least you got to give the old broad Whitehouse some credit kid,” Starker remarked, chugging down another cold twelve-ounce beer. “She’s stayed in the game and kept swinging. Even when people in Hollywood were saying the twilight of her career had arrived. But life is filled with betrayal. All men lie, and all men betray, kid.”
Furtively, the old cop watched the reactions of his new male companion, noticing the glare of contemplated vengeance undiminished.
“West turned Marie into that monster. And, he would have succeeded with me too. If, I hadn’t removed the transmitter they put underneath my arm. He kept us prisoner in this laboratory he has underneath the UCLA campus. We managed to escape through the parking garage. But, as far as I know, it can only be entered through this secret entrance. Elevator takes you all the way down.”
“How much security does this place have on the average,” Starker inquired, figuring how badly this young man wanted to exact revenge.
“Believe me, the place is crawling with guards. Guards with deadly automatic loads. We barely made it out alive. But maybe West wanted us to, to study us like they did with the drills. Like when I was stationed in Kabul. Some sort of behavioral experiment, or something.”
Starker beamed with admiration. Recall now flooded Starker’s brain, remembering the nephew of an ex-LAPD colleague lowered into the cemetery dirt; body blown to smithereens for rich fat cats, blood sucking tics and their Wall Street margin calls. Maybe, this was revenge, or, it was an excuse to chase more action than he could handle. The kid’s heart was in the right place, and he wanted to help. However, even for a decorated war veteran, how would this upstart perform under fire?
“There’s one thing I don’t understand Juan, well actually a couple…”
Juan grinned, intuiting what the old cop was getting into.
“Why love Marie, and risk your neck, when she tried to destroy you, and in such a public way? You still went all out. Even though the bitch screwed you. Sounds like you might have loved her after all, but…”
Starker took another pull on the beer, glancing at yet another NBC video of the alien attack on the hospital.
“Well,” he finally said. “Maybe, it’s really none of my business.”
“You know Starker,” Juan reflectively said. “Maybe I still loved her. She was just confused and too easily led astray by slick Hollywood people like Crenshaw and Silverman. Maybe, I felt I could protect her from herself. Ironically, while I was overseas, she shacked up with my friend Milo, and he got her pregnant. Then, she agrees to sacrifice him in return for Hollywood stardom. I guess you’re right about betrayal Starker.”
Starker silently watched the kid divert his gaze. Perhaps out of shame, for allowing himself to be led astray, for trusting too much.
“Hey, irony isn’t going to save our asses if we choose to wipe this West cat out. You hear me son?”
Starker rose from the couch and stood resolutely before his gun cabinet stationed in the corner of the living room. Odd specks of distorted images from the television reflected off the smooth glass and walnut paneling. The old cop pulled the wooden door back to reveal an array of well-burnished automatic rifles and Kevlar jackets, slews of grenades dangling from black leather straps like overly fattened green grapefruits.
“This is kind of firepower we’re going to need, as well as some bomb materials.”
Starker reached for one compact automatic weapon and pulled it down. He held it admiringly in his hands, running his hand over the sleek, black colored contours. “This armament is the M11 kid,” Starker detailed. “It’s easy to fire in close quarters, and more importantly, easy to conceal. Rate of fire twelve-hundred rounds per minute, and the range is over two hundred yards. This is the weapon we’re going to need for a job like this, requiring a quick hit and run.”
“You know what we used to say in these moments,” Juan dryly remarked. “We’re going to die anyway. So,” and Juan grinned. “Let’s die looking good on the way out.”
On the blaring television, the president appeared with Whitehouse for some impromptu words.
“Our nation, and our world, must now become accustomed to a new order of affairs. We will not allow these out world attacks to stand. America will remain vigilant, as the world stands with us.”
Starker put down the empty beer can on the fireplace mantel. Jutting out his proud chin, the old cop seemed confident in anticipation of absolute triumph.
“Anybody can look death in the face is okay in my book kid. Let’s go hunt down one bat shit doctor, and a disgusting fat dwarf, together, huh?”
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SHE HAD KILLED, and immediately found that she liked it. Although at first uncoordinated, now, Marie could move all her extremities in agile and speedy concert. Even before the hospital attack, she was growing accustomed to a wider and deeper ocular vision. Angst haunted the mind, as fun as it was to kill, she didn’t like being controlled, the way the beam came down, sweeping her up like some giant and invisible hand.
“You performed brilliantly,” she saw the dwarf hideously grinning through the laboratory glass.
“Yes, Xerxes,” she recognized West, the bearded fat man in the lab coat. The outline of his ursine figure shimmered in the reflection of force field lights. “Our transmitter worked to maximum efficiency. Now,” West began to exult. “We can send the specimens out and bring them back whenever we want, marvelous.”
The dwarf’s mind became clouded with resentment; it was he developed the Keystone bio-chemical transmitter, did most of the research, compiled the statistics- the schematics. West merely provided the funding through his government contacts at DARPA and RAND. A murderous thought unveiled: This is my chance to eliminate West, and take over the lab and this historic project…
“With all due respect master. I believe it is I invented the transmitter. You merely took credit. You’ve always taken credit, all these years.”
Xerxes’s ashen face suddenly drowned wet with sobbing tears, rage welling just beneath the surface, and West drew sympathetically close.
“I’m truly sorry my friend, I had no idea you…”
West began to withdraw, witnessing the silver-plated weapon suddenly trained straight at him.
“Why my old friend,” West beseeched, normally stolid baritone beginning to shake. “This is hardly the time after our celebrated triumph…Xerxes.”
Breaths came quick and scattershot as West lie prone on the laboratory floor. She stared curiously as the dwarf pointed the derringer, smoke billowing from the hot barrel. Once more, he fired, and the bullet ripped flab ridden flesh asunder. Excited, she started to move towards the action outside the cage. Her reptilian skin felt a jolt. Jumping back, she let out a pained howl. The dwarf turned his gleaming eyes on the strange creature.
“I don’t believe you have been fed enough yet, have you, my dear?”
Stuffing his hand into his lab coat pocket, he pulled out a smoothly surfaced silver implement. This was yet another of the dwarf’s brilliant inventions, an instrument could break any object down at the molecular level, then with expanded memory, and teleportation capacities, put it back together from up to one mile away. Pointing the instrument squarely at a squirming West, the thrill of triumph’s conquest coursed through the veins. He would, at last, become the undisputed chief of Project Omni.
Silently, he watched as pieces of West were swept up, and delivered in beams of light, materializing on the other side of the force field. Completely helpless with the beast lurking near, Dr. West tried to wriggle free of the sharp toothed jaws smacking and drooling.
“Xerxes,” a desperate West implored. “How could you do this to me? I made you what you are, you are a…”
The agile creature lurched like a puma, sinking devastating claws into flesh, bone and muscle.
“I am not your slave Dr. West. And refuse to continue to be.”
***
Silverman sat in Steinmetz downtown high rise office on the verge of apoplexy.
“I’ve been on the phone with my lawyer all morning. And my contract clearly states I have right of first refusal. Meaning, I should’ve been offered the microphone when it came to things like this,” Silverman groaned.
Steinmetz stood behind his desk, with an expression like a stern father, about to deliver bad news to a wayward and spoiled daughter.
“And now, you and Crenshaw have worked behind my back to discredit me, embarrass me. Jennifer Whitehouse, Bob, Christ, she turned what I could have made extra mind blowing, into stiff-necked PBS Masterpiece Theatre.”
He had seen these sorts of rants before, from stars long burned out and forgotten, comets streaking across the sky and falling to bits.
“Lauren, I do still believe you are my girl. I just never realized how sharp your teeth were up close and personal. But, you see, there’s a problem.”
Silverman crossed her shapely legs and glowered.
“You are taking this personally,” Steinmetz explained. “You must thoroughly realize this is only business.”
“Whatever it is,” Silverman shrieked like a little girl denied ice cream before bedtime. “It’s just not fair Steinmetz. You don’t seem to realize executives can get replaced too, you know?”
Beneath the cosmopolitan veneer simmered resentment, this time she had gone too far.
“You can save your threats for contract negotiations. Whitehouse is going to be on the job for at least another four days, interviews with victim’s families.”
Silverman struck out a long red nail and fumed.
“What about letting me interview some of the victim’s families? I mean, it comes with my job on the Silverman…”
“But you don’t Lauren,” Steinmetz reply sizzled. “Did you know, Jennifer worked largely without a script. Riley couldn’t get all our top writers back from vacation in time for this operation. Tell me honestly, Lauren. Do you have the chops for such a spontaneous display of erudition without a teleprompter to rely on? Director Pete Sandhill tells me, if Riley doesn’t feed your cues through the ear monitor, you’re completely lost.”
Silverman pouted her lips, the little girl never able to please daddy.
“So, you want wrinkled old Jenny puss back on my time slot. She’ll turn my show, the whole entire thing, into some geriatric snooze fest,” she exclaimed, blood red painted nail thrusting. “Oh, absolutely hell no Steinmetz,” she whined. “I’ll see you tumble off your pedestal before I let…”
Steinmetz felt resentment rise like spitting lava. He viciously lunged, grabbing the pixie faced starlet by her thin neck, dragging her straight from the office chair.
“Listen, talentless little tramp. You didn’t think I knew about your plot to kill Ricky Sanchez? Did you really think I didn’t know?”
Steinmetz wound up his free hand and slapped her repeatedly, until her nose trickled crimson.
“Jennifer Whitehouse will stay where she is for now. And, I will hear no more concerning the matter, Lauren.”
Steinmetz gritted his yellowed teeth, and struck her again. The entire time Steinmetz berated her, she heard nothing but the echo of her father’s voice. The disapproving scold, the weak man living vicariously through a daughter, forced to compete in ‘tween beauty pageants. When she lost, there was nothing but rebuke, endless slights about her shortcomings, degenerating into vicious beatings.
“You’re nothing more than a fat pig,” she unleashed like a ferocious howl. “I’m not swallowing the loads from your hairy prick anymore.”
Knocking Silverman to the office carpet. Steinmetz’ custom tailored Italian leather shoes struck repeatedly, pummeling her defenseless stomach while Silverman painfully retched on the carpet.
“You will do what the hell I tell you to do,” he admonished, looming over her. ‘You are my abject slave. I own your soul, Lauren. In this life, and the next.”
***
Back in the limousine on the way to the studio, Silverman instructed the driver to turn up the radio news report.
“The third victim in the alien terror attack on Mission Spear Hospital has been positively identified,” the announcer related. “The reported victim has been identified as fifty-five-year-old veteran NBC employee Daryl Sebring. Witnesses say the victim tried bravely to shield some hospital staff from imminent harm, before succumbing to the gruesome attack.”
Intuition arced in the mind. Had her own producer committed the ultimate taboo? Perhaps, to send her a message. Maybe, she would be next?
“Riley,” Silverman simmered. “Murdering limey shit.”
Now, she knew the stakes were high, but never, did she think the Commodore would stoop to doing his own dirty work.
A day later, while America still trembled for its safety from invading aliens, things seemed normal on the set of the Sister Silverman show. Or, as Riley Crenshaw would acknowledge, as normal as they would ever be. Throughout the day, there were setbacks, emotional episodes, as Silverman mulled the death of her faithful assistant, in many ways the only real friend she had in Hollywood. While the crew scrambled around, setting up shop for that day’s rehearsal, Silverman saw her chance to confront Crenshaw about her misgivings, while he stood alone in a hushed corner of the studio.
“I don’t know how. But, you did it. Didn’t you, Crenshaw, kill Daryl?”
“I think we both know, I am not the one with a penchant for such things. Although, you may want to inform the LAPD of your suspicions.”
“I don’t think you should be so smug Commodore,” Silverman snapped. “I happen to know you and Whitehouse are planning on squeezing me out somehow. But no matter how you try, I guarantee you won’t succeed.”
Watching the cold sheen of stern eyes fall upon her, she had to admit, when it came right down to it, Crenshaw’s blood ran reptilian cold.
“Have a good show Lauren,” he responded blandly. “Your adoring public must be convinced, despite our differences, that everything is once again normal.”
Crenshaw hustled away with a slight chuckle, leaving her alone to witness the swelling studio tumult.
He won’t defeat me, she thought. No one can defeat Lauren Silverman, burgeoning master of the Universe.”
During lunchtime break and now off-set, Silverman halted at the green room door, someone was sitting in her chair, in front of the enormous mirror.
“Too bad about Daryl Sebring. But, tell me Lauren, did you honestly think you’d get away with these murderous shenanigans forever, huh?”
Silverman quickly fastened a smiling mask.
“Why are you here,” the haughty question slithered like some poisonous snake, fangs poised to strike. “What do you want Whitehouse-shouldn’t you be somewhere else scaring the shit out of America about an impending ET invasion? What’s the problem, Jenny, hosting that bore fest for the age spot set not cutting it anymore?”
“Why Lauren,” Whitehouse hurled back barbs, still gazing in the mirror. “You’re always been a valley girl pin-up with stars in your eyes. You stole my show, and replaced it with some perverse version of Dr. Phil’s shtick, transformed of course, into Grand Guignol spectacle. From there, Steinmetz repackaged everything, engineered specifically for the enjoyment and entertainment of sexually and emotionally frustrated young women, harboring deep seated hatreds for the male sex.”
Silverman angrily simmered.
“I know all about the girl Clover and the ritual afterwards. Then, as usual, cajoled or outright threatened others into doing your sordid bidding.”
“You belong behind glass next to the brontosaurus at the Smithsonian,” Silverman fumed. “Now get the hell out of my chair.”
“If I go to the cops with what I know,” Whitehouse calmly detailed. “I don’t think there’s any doubt this chair won’t be yours any longer, and you know it. Because you’ll be forever seated inside a penitentiary cell, clothed in orange jumpsuit, chained in shackles.”
Whitehouse lit up a Benson and Hedges and rose from the chair.
“This is a non-smoking,” a vehement Silverman protested.
A pillar of smoke gusted from Whitehouse’s heart shaped lips, circuitously enveloping Silverman’s stunned face.
“I think in light of public exposure, Mr. Steinmetz awkward position would force him to go another way, under present circumstances.”
“Under present circumstances,” Silverman bristled, coughing. “You’re long overdue for an important appointment with the plastic surgeon Whitehouse.”
Whitehouse remained poised.
“I think you should be at my house tonight, I trust you still know the address?”
Silverman waited to hear the crash of the exit door, then made her move. She sprinted towards a cubby of an office at the very end of the hall. Two surprised interns looked up with dazed, if not frightened expressions.
“I’ve got some errands for you two clowns to run. Go to Mary the druggist in North Hollywood, and get some nicotine sulfate, and one carton of Benson and Hedges 100’s,” she ordered like General Patton clad in Dolce Gabbana. “And tell Ando the coke dealer, I need a hot pistol with the serial numbers completely shaved.”
***
Whitehouse Bel-Air villa was tucked in a picturesque sylvan grotto garrisoned by rings of manicured shrubs, fountains and flower gardens. Silverman glanced at the line of Emmy’s greeting her just under the immaculate red stone carved archway.
“Welcome, so glad you could come,” the amiable hostess greeted. “Thank you for the cigarettes, such a thoughtful gift, and my special brand too, how observant. I hope you like lake trout, I had it especially delivered packed in ice from Canada.”
“That’s very gracious of you,” Silverman replied, smiling. “I do like fish. It keeps the wrinkles at bay.”
As Silverman followed Whitehouse into the almost stately dining room, she couldn’t help but think of the row of shining Emmy’s, realizing she was trailing behind television history personified. Once seated at the elegant table, Silverman picked up the vermes’ dinner fork and halted it half-way to her lips. Perhaps, old man Steinmetz was correct after all. She now considered: Nothing in life, particularly the entertainment business, was ever truly based on merit, but Whitehouse represented rare exception. While still around, she represented a dangerous threat to the continued success of the popular Sister Silverman show. Silverman furtively glanced, as the hostess sipped from a dimpled designer glass filled with chilled Evian, daintily chewing on a small bite of the succulent fish.
“You needn’t worry,” Whitehouse remarked, noticing Silverman suspiciously eyeing the gourmet food. “Unlike Olivia, the wife of the late Roman emperor Augustus, I do not believe I have the reputation of a poisoner.”
Something in Silverman’s mind suddenly popped. The gift carton of cigarettes delivered beforehand as gesture of capitulation, did she suspect?
“I’d like to congratulate you on your stellar performance Jennifer. I think America has truly fallen in love with you all over again.”
Silverman smiled, impressed with her ability to dispense empty but convincing compliments.
“Popularity is fleeting. The pursuit of fame is an exercise in futility,” Whitehouse waxed philosophic. “However,” she purred. “I’m glad we can come to an amicable understanding about all of this.”
Silverman briefly chewed some steamed vegetables and then immediately set down the silver.
“I want to see for myself what you think you’ve got Whitehouse.” she adamantly demanded.
Rising from the table, Whitehouse dabbed her mouth with a white silk napkin and led her guest to the living room.
“Then please,” she sharply entreated. “Let’s get down to business.”
The Givenchy clad hostess ushered Silverman to a vast entertainment center and picked up a clicker. Images of black robed silhouettes, ringing a burning sacrifice splashed onto the large monitor, dominated an entire portion of a stucco wall. Agonizing screams settled on a centrifugal figure, intoning an ancient incantation. Clearly, the camera did not lie. It never did. Silverman noticed it focused tighter on the ghastly proceedings. In clear vista, she was the obvious ringleader, exhorting the others.
Whitehouse clicked a button, and the video gave way to a series of scratchy audio recordings.
“You helped bury me beneath the canyon ley line…”
“I had the boys in the audio suite at PBS put this together. I hope the sound is sufficiently good?”
Silverman stood silent, expression resembling that of a cornered beast.
“Lauren is out of control…all about the prostitute at the party and the ceremony afterwards…she uses all of us like errand donkeys.”
Silverman clenched her fists, dread forming glacier solid in her gut. Crenshaw had maneuvered well. The cunning Crenshaw was never to be underestimated. Obviously, he had seduced the burnt-out loser cop to go along on his game too.
Then, a glimmer of a smile grew. Whitehouse was going for the carton of cigarettes, laid out on a mahogany coffee table.
“Sure, you don’t want a drink honey? You look rather pale. I hear these sorts of snuff films are worth quite a bit on the international black market.”
Silverman took a deep breath.
“Alright Whitehouse, you got me. What is it you want?”
The cigarette clenched between Whitehouse’ lips, and Silverman carefully watched as she applied the flaming match. Whitehouse inhaled, thin plume of smoke slithering towards the soft tint floating down from the overhead designer lighting.
“I propose you leave the show for personal reasons. Considering recent mishaps spun by network hacks into heroic farces,” Whitehouse stated, using the cigarettes dangling ash like a surrogate finger. “This is something even the limited brain power of your audience will understand.”
“My audience is smarter and more media savvy than you give credit for Whitehouse,” Silverman barked. “At least the demographic tuning into my show doesn’t have to overdose on an array of pills, just to take a piss in the morning.”
“I believe you are right,” Whitehouse placated. “I believe they are smart enough to sense the daytime hostess they love so much, also happens to be just as frail, just as mortal, just as troubled…just as damaged.” Whitehouse dramatically whispered the last three words. “Everyone in Hollywood knows how much you love to party. How, sometimes, the other guests, like Perez Benton, don’t seem to make it out alive?”
Whitehouse glibly flicked the excess ashes into the coffee table ashtray.
Inside, Silverman burned, how dare she condescend, television legend or not.
“Steinmetz will make an announcement you are leaving. But I am assured you will not go away empty handed. And, the dirty old coot will fix it so there is no public slaughter. Who knows, maybe one of the satellite channels will offer you big bucks.”
Oh, this bitch, Silverman seethed. They put the old bag up to emcee an alien invasion reality show, and she thinks she can dictate terms to me…?
For a moment, cigarette’s orange glow captivated Silverman’s glance. Now, Whitehouse inhaled more deeply.
Words started to come out in pale syllables, severe coughing came in startled fits.
“I’m no damned Lindsey Lohan or Britney god damned Spears,” Silverman brayed. “And the brass better come up with the scratch to buy out my remaining contract.”
Whitehouse slumped to her knees, desperate hands grasping a tortured throat. The cigarette spiraled away atop the dark mahogany like a shooting star across the blackness of space. Whitehouse suddenly pitched forward, head smacking upon the white Alpaca carpet. Writhing and choking, the body finally grew stiff. Silverman now loomed over it, gleaming.
“Whitehouse, you’re back where you truly belong. The obituary of a has-been, tonight at eleven.”
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HAD SHE NOT been groomed for power since adolescence, the president momentarily mulled, she would not wish the burden of high office on anyone. Somehow, having nothing was more restful than having everything.
“Though some of our allies secretly remain skeptical, nonetheless, her we are people,” she addressed the ring of attentive faces.
Everyone assembled stared at her back as she gazed out the oval office window, towards the hallowed Lincoln monument.
“This is a new world, new circumstances, and I want everyone, everyone in NATO to come together into a new order of affairs, the Golden Dawn for mankind.”
Slowly, the president turned from the window, deepening lines in her triumphant face illuminated by shards of sunlight. Long had she waited for a political opportunity like this, and now she had it. The mad Dr. West, and crazy sorcerer Steinmetz at NBC, helped pull off a major coup.
“Everyone in congress, both sides of the aisle, are with you Madame President,” Madeline Mason explained. “Martial Law in all major cities they don’t have a problem with, if we parse it with the appropriate semantics. CIA has all news affiliates and outlets chanting the safety and security mantra,” she went on to detail. “After all, to the average animal out there, repetition sells.”
“The French might have a problem. But the ‘frogs’ always do Madame President,” Brody McCain added.
“What about Fernandez south of the border,” the president wondered. “Is he going to go along, or will we have to import our little alien show to convince him?”
The president began to pace.
“We can get the boys in London to squeeze him on the interest rates again,” McCain counseled. “But really, to send the whole show down there now will solidify the message. Let that thing run loose at a bull fight match. Or, let the damned monster run riot in the middle of one of those lunatic soccer stadiums they have down there in taco land, Madame President. That will get them to start drinking our brand of cool-aid.”
“I think Brody has a point.” Now, every head in the room turned towards Igor Brodsky. “Putting this new order of affairs, this global vision of a Golden Dawn together, where you are in fact its de facto Charlemagne, will rely heavily on utilizing this Project Omni as a preemptive weapon against rogue states overseas. They won’t mess with America now, or at all, in the foreseeable future. If we keep showing the public gruesome videos and pictures of Doctor West’s lab rat, the people will be sold, and, more importantly, afraid, ready to yield to your guidance and your leadership.”
“Your approval ratings have skyrocketed in just the last three days alone Madame President,” Mason detailed. “Even Grafton from the Post is on board now. I don’t think he’ll be making any more negative sounds concerning Solyndra from here on out.”
The president suddenly ceased pacing and crossed her arms, posing triumphantly still as if a marble sculptor were taking her likeness for remote posterity.
“What semantics do you recommend we concoct,” the president now enquired, thrusting out a pointed chin at McCain. “To reinforce the idea that all American cities will be essentially occupied with armed force Brody?”
“I would suggest selling it as temporary ‘residence in place’, or something equally as catchy Madame President.”
“But I think one thing is clear above all,” Brodsky declared. “This administration can do what no other has been able in the entire history of the republic.”
The president straightened the lapels of her bright sea blue tailored pants suit, and unleashed her best campaign grin, clapping pudgy hands together.
“So, are we ready to do this or what people? The press is already assembled downstairs. So, let’s go enjoy our moment in history.”
Behind a phalanx of Secret Service, the president appeared from the oval office and down the main stairs, where at the foot, a microphone and Maplewood podium was set up. Throngs of awaiting press were assembled like toy soldiers with cameras poised as weapons.
“We are faced with an out-world foe. An enemy we know very little of and haven’t been prepared to yet study in detail.”
The wax faces of the press hacks grew intense.
“Despite these disadvantages,” the president’s pitch rose like a call to battle. “I call upon our allies in NATO to support me in this monumental fight, to protect humanity and our American people. Going forward, it is crucial we protect our way of life. Both here, and abroad. We must, despite overwhelming tragedy, preserve America’s proud and historic image. To meet those objectives most effectively, the executive branch must be granted robust powers, to rein in the out-world menace. Accordingly, I have ordered a status of ‘residence in place’ for all major urban areas. To be monitored by local law enforcement, and National Guard units. We must now come together, and stand together in eternal vigilance. To trust in God, and the leaders he has entrusted to guide his earth, and this nation, going forward. Into the age of the Golden Dawn. For America, and for the globe.”
The president’s gallant words seemed to salve the crowds in the form of aural honey. With one accord, they broke out into applause, bowing and genuflecting before America’s newly crowned empress.
The president smiled and waved, flashbulbs glowing like manic halos. Senator Burns stood at the very back of the cheering gathering, disconsolately wagging his cleft chin. Perhaps, it was lost on the nit wits in the press, but this, he felt compelled to believe, watching the president amble back up to her ivory tower with beaming entourage in tow, represented the enshrinement of American dictatorship.
“I don’t think that left anything to the imagination as to who is in charge Madame President,” McCain crowed as they ascended the winding stairs.
“I think Senator Burns just witnessed his presidential ambitions go up in smoke,” seconded Brodsky, arrogantly smirking.
Suddenly, a political colleague approached Senator Burns.
“Tiberius, I can’t believe the president even deigned to let you in the front door, given you’re displeasing intransigence.”
“My dear sir,” a dismissive Burns scoffed, “our Madame president represents nothing more than a tin pot Cleopatra, a hollow knick-knack empress. But all are blind to her willful, destitute folly, and dare I say, the president may have quixotic visions of the anti-Christ.”
“What is to be done then Tiberius,” enquired Dan Walters, senior senator from Maine.
With nerves jangling like manic bells, eyes like forbidding dark portals scanned over the press, still basking in their audience with royalty.
“The president will sign an executive order, effectively giving her unprecedented and expansive powers, not even FDR…”
“Roust all of our friends in the senate,” Burns adamantly suggested. “Tell them, I will shortly be making some history of my own, in denouncing this abject tyranny.”
Walters beamed.
“So, we head the president off at the pass. Perhaps, delay the inevitable?”
“Mr. Senator,” Burns remarked, confidently grinning. “Now, I mean to delay the inevitable indefinitely.”
Burns abruptly turned and strolled towards the West Wing exit, manned by his old friend, the president’s secret ally close to the president, Marty Mackey. Burns halted before the exit, and the presidents Praetorian guard leaned in to impart some truly stunning news.
“I had someone reliable put in those taps,” Mackey related. “And, I’m afraid they’ve revealed some truly incredible information.”
Burns breathed deep, glancing over his shoulder, making certain the still lingering press was totally out of earshot.
“Meet me in at the Cafe Emporium downtown this afternoon after your shift,” Burns whispered. “We must discuss this in absolute secrecy, and with total discretion.”
Mackey gestured affirmatively with his stone hard square chin, then backed away towards his post near the exit.
***
Now downtown, Mackey debarked from the cab, walking in to the dingy colored coffee house. Smart place to meet though, he thought. After all, what was to stop the president from bugging Burns office, and all the upscale haunts in the capital would be too conspicuous, not ideal for clandestine meetings. Walking in, Mackey looked around at the rather drab décor, the clientele one missed paycheck away from the homeless shelter. Towards the very back, he saw the senator hunched into a corner booth, upturned collar of an old London fog rain coat partially obscuring dour face.
“Coffee here is just as good as Starbucks,” the senator attempted levity just as Mackey sat down. “Goes to show the power of marketing.”
“The president’s planning to kill you Ty,” Mackey wasted no time in divulging.
Burns looked down at the black coffee steam wafting from the plain white cup, and took a deliberate sip.
“Well, we can’t say that’s at all surprising, what else is new,” Burns again attempted to joke.
“And,” Mackey added, “they’re going to use Madeline Mason to lure you into the trap.”
Burns gently set down the cup.
“Madeline…” the senator replied, donning puzzled expression. “I don’t believe she’d go along with something like this, she’s got too much of a conscience…”
“Yeah, well that’s what Republican supporters thought about ‘Tricky Dick’, before he went along with Watergate Ty.”
Since time immemorial, and even into modern times, kings, queens, lords and presidents, often resorted to using lethal methods in removing all political opposition. Burns just never imagined, the president would stoop to turning a former lover into assassin’s enabler. Now, in the position of ordering up murder, he felt for an instant like a fumbling adolescent, attempting virgin intercourse.
“Seems, we should utilize this information to our advantage,” Burns adamantly suggested, furtively eyeing some of the shopworn clientele seated at the coffee bar. “We should preemptively strike,” he went on to suggest. “And then make plans to take care of our tin pot dictator…once and for all.”
Mackey swiveled his head around, and turning back, spoke in a subdued whisper.
“I know her address, she lives alone in an apartment on the outskirts of Georgetown,” Mackey stated. “We can wire up Mason’s vehicle…problem solved. As for your idea of taking care of the president,” Mackey opined. “I recently spoke to our old friend and fellow Citadel alumnus the LAPD chief, when he was in Washington for the national law enforcement conference. He happened to have told me in confidence about this Charlie Starker, formerly a homicide Lieutenant with the Black Delta’s, an underground sub-group of the department used for special projects.”
“Let’s be certain about this,” Burns cautioned. “This is the big leagues. I don’t have to tell you what may happen if he should fail.”
“Confidentially,” Mackey revealed. “Per the chief, this Starker is some heavy hitter, and fearless. He amassed thirteen confirmed kills while on the streets, plus untold more. Seems to me,” Mackey elaborated. “He’s just what the doctor ordered. Right now, he’s rumored to be on someone’s private bankroll, investigating Lauren Silverman out in Hollywood connected with a missing girl, some Beverly Hills call girl. Starker is also reportedly an expert with a long rifle. Not long ago, the LAPD chief told me he knocked down an apache helicopter out in Laurel Canyon, a direct hit to the gas.”
Burns peered down at the plain white steaming cup, and taking another deliberate sip, savored the unexpected rich flavor. Apparently, his mole within the white house was especially well-informed.
“You know, I do believe this is the best coffee in Washington,” the senator said, injecting more levity. “Make this happen. And make sure the principles never know one another,” the veteran senator insisted. “Nothing must track back.”
“The president plans to go to Paris,” Mackey whispered in a solemn hush. “I’ll be out of town soon, for at least a day or two.”
Slowly, Burns pulled up the collar of the rain slick tighter around his distinguished features.
“In that case, we must take care of Madeline right away,” a conspiratorial Burns whispered. “Set it up through your contact at CIA. Considering the Madame president, patience and planning is of the highest priority. And god help us, we must succeed.”
***
As the late afternoon sun fast descended towards the horizon like a burning meteor, Air Force one rocketed off the tarmac at JFK, with Marty Mackey and other essential staff aboard. The president lounged in her custom leather seat, dread bouncing between the walls of the skull like a lead ball. The idea of her impromptu meeting with the French Premiere was starting to give her a headache. Briefly harking back to her years as a graduate student at Columbia, she recalled Brodsky long ago warning her about the French, how they were often prone towards duplicity.
“This is good, you’ll see Madame President,” Brody McCain related. “Now that you’ve declared ‘residence in place’ in all major cities, the French will see you’re serious about this. You know, it’s remarkable about the frog’s Madame…”
“What’s so remarkable about them McCain,” the president yawned, seemingly already fatigued from jet lag.
“What I mean is the French, well they’re so French,” and McCain guffawed, mimicking with a limp wrist.
The president stared, as if somewhat vexed. McCain went on, in keeping with his reputation for mixing vulgarity with erudition.
“What I mean is, Madame, we saved their ass during World War two. And yet, during the second gulf war, they wouldn’t help us with troops for an invading force. All I’m saying; is they are historically changeable. And, we should be prepared to have to handle them with kid gloves, due to such unpredictable duplicity.”
“You mean, the French are famous for saying one thing,” the president replied. “And then, actually doing another?”
“Yes ma’am, these frogs are really tricky fellers. But we’ll need troop support from EU, to continue to occupy Syria, Libya, and Yemen, going forward. And, as you know, France sits in a key chair on the UN security council. Support from these nations will be extremely crucial going forward. Maybe,” he added, as the president leaned back in her comfortable leather chair. “We can use Merkel the German president to light a fire under their ass. That is, if we don’t get some indication of a verbal green light from our talks here. But to do that, just remember, you’ll have to dial down the rhetoric, just a tad.”
Fatigued from the jet lag, the president once more yawned and stretched her arms, lazily reaching out to accept a fresh cocktail from a white jacketed servant.
“Hey, it’s a damned long ride to Paris. But I need to feel out the premiere first Brody.”
The president grabbed a television clicker. The large screen positioned at the front of the sumptuously appointed plane came to life. Senator Burns addressed gathered senators, denouncing the chief executive, and her calls for Martial Law.
“Never, have I seen political maneuvering so treacherous and injurious to our republic, then that of the present administration. Moreover, I don’t like the color of it. We can all take a little corruption now and again. But, I will not countenance a dictatorship, a white house turned to imperial palace, issuing royal edicts. No, I say the president cannot continually utilize crisis, particularly those appearing manufactured and imaginary, as an excuse to become America’s distaff Julius Caesar. If it is to be so, then count me as the political stand-in for Brutus.”
The president nearly choked on her vodka and tonic as one of the secret service lackeys lit her Marlboro.
“God damned maniacal old fool,” she scoffed. “He’s on the wrong side of history, and won’t realize it until it’s too late.”
“I wouldn’t worry Madame President. Burns can’t make enough of a noise right now to hurt us, if we control the volume. I say we go right ahead and push the button.” “You know, Brody. I have a feeling Burns is just the beginning. However, I hope we’re not going to end up making a western here, you know,” the president mused. “Dictator, though I may be. Have you never considered we may end up sinking ourselves, in overtly developing the obvious tendencies?”
“I understand Madame. Consider, Burns, still has the ear of the people. They still look to him as the Senate’s elder statesman, the republic’s holy man bringing down the tablets from Sinai.”
The president blew out a plume of smoke and chuckled at McCain’s sarcasm.
“This is particularly troublesome,” the president further mused. “Because Burn’s holds the key to the armaments committee. He’s the one personally hands out all the fat defense contracts.”
“Hey,” McCain suddenly interjected. “Once we eliminate Burns, they’ll be forced to come to you, like kissing the godfather’s ring-Grumman, Lockheed, all the big horses at our trough now.”
The president stubbed out her smoldering cigarette, and snapped the clicker to turn down the television volume.
“I just don’t want us to end up appearing too bloodthirsty Brody,” the commander in chief grinned. “There is a chance taking out Burns could come back to bite us. Some of his friends, and let’s not fool ourselves,” the president warned. “He’s got a lot of friends. An executive action on my part could give them cause to strike back at me. Maybe, even all of us. They could turn it around, and report it as some bizarre false flag. They could, through Grafton at the Post, and other media contacts firmly in their back pockets, broadcast to the public some aliens blew Air Force One to smithereens, right out of the sky, using our own political ruse to give themselves plausible deniability.”
“Burns intransigence isn’t changing anytime soon,” McCain pointed out. “I think we both know that,” he went on to explain. “And since he’s at the hub of the only opposition you have left in Washington, I don’t think there simply is any other way. We must fix it up, to look like something it isn’t. Then, lasso the media noise.”
McCain then leaned towards the president, and gave a declarative tap on her arm.
“I’ve got an excellent plan for our girl to take care of things. It will go quick and quiet. Madeline will have no problem getting close to the old goat, without him suspecting anything. After all, we know from long term surveillance, they were going hot and heavy. And Mason’s looking to solidify her position. This is the way to lock her in all the way.”
The two eyed one another, just as Air Force One touched down at Charles De Gaulle.
“Well, here we go Brody,” the president joked, downing the rest of the highball before exiting the plane. “I don’t suppose you enjoy French cuisine? Speaking of which, I’ve been thinking, about how we can manipulate Burns into place, just where we want him.”
As they debarked from Air Force One and stepped out onto the tarmac, the president’s brain began to churn. She recognized timing was of the essence. The decision-making process critical. Such risky plots had to be carried off with precision.
“Why don’t we set up a dinner reservation for two at the Biltmore club. You know, from the surveillance we’ve done, he loves the New Yorker’s there. It will be an easy sell for Mason. The old coot’s feelings for Madeline are sure to still linger, despite her overt rejection. He’ll jump at reconciliation, because he likes young pussy too much, even though now, he knows he’s sleeping with his illegitimate daughter?”
McCain felt flushed with excitements’ irresistible adrenaline.
“We can have everything set up with someone reliable from CIA, disguised as a waiter. I’ve been told there are certain toxic substances can be mixed in with table condiments-both colorless and odorless, when administered into the bloodstream, will cause an immediate and fatal heart attack. And the best part is, no traces will remain when it comes to an autopsy. This operative can deliver Burn’s favorite imported steak sauce. Only, after he pours it on the steak, and digs in, it will be sayonara in seconds,” an enthusiastic McCain suggested.
Hastily, they all boarded the awaiting limousine headed for the premier’s palace.
“And, and no one will ever suspect murder,” the president said. “It will look like a total accident,” the president said. “But we have to have Madeline completely briefed beforehand. I want this to go smoothly, I don’t want any wasted motion on this Brody.”
Implicit understanding between them, developed over a long period, the president and her most trusted aid nodded affirmatively.
“Get it done tonight,” the president suddenly ordered. “And I want CIA to farm this out to reliable men, men who do such things with aplomb, no mistakes McCain.”
McCain picked up the scrambler and started wheeling and dealing to carry out the president’s explicit orders. Just before they reached the palaces’ marble pillared entrance, the president smiled triumphantly. Without any political opposition, she could just suspend the elections tomorrow, perhaps forever, and serve several terms like FDR, and while under the guise of perpetual national emergency, the blackmailed judges on the supreme court could make it all appear legal.
***
In anger, Madeline slammed down her cell phone. Rising from her living room couch, she began to pace about the apartment, brain marinated in confusion. McCain, with his characteristic lack of subtlety, demanded she choose where ultimate loyalties lie, between a former lover and distinguished mentor, and the president she was sworn to serve. Anger scorched the mind like the wild flames of a roaring bonfire, found caught between sentimentality and solemn duty was not the most enviable of positions.
In many ways, though, Tiberius was responsible for her fast ascendance. Though she felt betrayed, genuine feeling still lingered; those memories of intimacies tender aftermaths, soothing whispers like soft and warm summer winds after the onslaught of raging rain. But, was being a party to assassination too steep a price to pay for loyalty? Now, she recalled staring out beyond her spacious office window on the third floor of the West Wing. While distant city lights blinked beneath dusks dark horizon, she deeply considered her career in Washington.
Life was unforgiving for those found on the wrong side of history.
For an instant, her hand hovered over the phone to make the instructed call to Burns. Struggling to bring poise to jangled nerves before picking it up, the phone suddenly clamored with the shrill ring tone. Before choosing to answer, she began to contemplate once again. Beneath high-minded veneer, politics represented only a high stakes game of life and death. However, after this, the president would shower gifts upon her. Would promotions, political glamour, money, be too much to decline?
Finally picking up the phone, Madeline was surprised to hear her former lover’s baritone smoothly cajole with a proposal.
“I know we’ve had problems. You may resent me, Madeline,” she heard the silky baritone begin to charm. “But I need you, Madeline, and I miss you,” the Senator’s heartfelt voice beseeched. “To discover just one true friend, in a place like Washington, is rare-something to be cherished, not haphazardly thrown away.”
Remaining momentarily silent, Madeline tried to steady quivering lips, eyelids slammed shut.
“I agree Tiberius,” she gulped. Wild emotions churned like the stormy Atlantic surging against battered New England shore.
“Then join me tonight at the Biltmore. Like we used to do. Just like old times,” Burns softly persuaded. “We can put differences aside, and once again become good friends. And after a lovely dinner in candlelight splendor,” Burns added. “When we’re all alone, perhaps we’ll forever reconcile what has come between us?”
Madeline’s parched throat gulped, nerves dangerously throbbing.
“Okay…” was all she finally said.
“Good my dear,” Burns said, almost as if in relief. “Meet me there at eight. You shall find me waiting at my private table.”
In the ensuing hour, Madeline stood under the hot sprays of shower water, recollections of her recent life flashing like vivid photographs, emotions hop scotching between hateful resentment, and loves brimming sentimentality. Stepping out of the shower and toweling off, soggy feet padded before the bedroom bureau, and she contemplated the mirrors naked reflection. Now on the edge of the disheveled bed, lungs heaved from the mental exertions, torn with indecision, pulse jacked to supersonic speed.
As her heart mercilessly pounded, what if, Tiberius had it in mind to send a preemptive message to the president. Would the mentor, father figure, and lover, attempt to have her killed?
Shadows oddly shimmered from the curtains across the room, rustled by some restless cool breezes slipping in through the half-opened window. As she went to the closet, and donned her perfumed clothes, more considerations haunted. Though traces of resentment lingered, she still loved him. Would it hurt to make love to him, just once more- before she condemned him to certain death?
Glancing at her smart phone, she noticed the time. She hurried out the front door of her apartment, keys to her Mercedes SUV loudly tinkling in shaking hand. Climbing in, the engine roared to life. But then, she heard a strange rumble, odd sounds of hissing flames, thin air inside the car suddenly compressed, as if crushed into a funnel. A brilliant flash, and the hood dislodged, flung high into the air, crash air bag exploding into her chest like a boxer’s knock-out punch. Thinking quickly, she bailed out onto the scorched driveway pavement, alive with spears of shooting flames.
Stumbling, she rolled on the gas soaked and flame charred grass, safely away from the ghastly inferno. Out of the corner of her eye, she witnessed the SUV completely engulfed, mushrooms of belching black smoke blotting out the starry and cloudless sky. A neighbor from nearby, out walking his dog for the evening, scampered from the opposite sidewalk to bravely rescue.
“Madeline, Madeline….” the neighbor bellowed.
Bravely, the Samaritan neighbor attempted to extinguish the scorched bits of still smoldering clothes.
“Tiberius ordered his steak well done for once,” Madeline managed to mumble, before falling unconscious in the neighbors rescuing arms.
***
Dusk began to steadily fall over UCLA’s campus, and Starker’s adrenaline charged like untamed horses, heart pumping like a steady piston. Positioned behind some thick hedge rows, the old cop conducted surveillance through some compact night vision binoculars while scheming a plan of attack.
“Looks like our best bet would be to use element of surprise while the guard is changing.”
Juan gripped eager hands around the sleek and compact black colored weapon.
“You’re just like the last partner, tough, rough and ready.” Starker complimented.
Unbidden images invaded Juan’s skull; the debris strewn alley in Mosul, a so-called routine patrol ambushed by angry Iraqi insurgents, unhappy an invading foreign power had occupied their native neighborhoods. Rocks and trash picked up in the fetid streets sailed towards the convoy, when one of his comrades in arms opened fire without threat of lethal provocation. He had no choice but to show solidarity. Though Juan had contemplated the cost to his soul, somehow superiors could never explain, how murder was paramount to dispensing democracy throughout the world. Refocusing his vision, the unwelcomed images quickly blurred, fading away.
“After the rough time, I had lately,” Juan joked. “I’ll take compliments from any which way they come.”
Starker grinned, this was a kid who had survived under fire, not afraid to be put in harm’s way, then summon uncommon fortitude to laugh about it.
“Looks like the guards are getting ready to change,” Starker observed, peering through the night vision binoculars.
“Funny how their relief hasn’t arrived yet though, this should be a cake walk. Only thing is, we’re going to need fingerprint verification to gain entry to the elevator going down to the laboratory. When they finally do arrive, probably no more than two sentries, we’re going to have to take both out.”
“You’re a wealth of information boy. I knew bringing you along was a good idea. But just remember, when something looks easy, even more reason to suspect something just might be awry.”
Together they clicked their automatic rifles’ magazines into place, faces shaping into solemn war postures.
“There they are now, arriving in that jeep. I say we go in ten, nine, and eight…”
Starker let the binoculars fall around his neck and clasped his weapon tight.
Sprinting across the blacktop towards the underground lab entrance disguised as honorary monument, a menacing obstacle suddenly sprang into view.
“Where the hell is you two going, huh?” the uniformed sentry barked.
“Oh, we just thought we’d come to the campus and get us some of the fine sorority bitches you say you got here,” Starker cracked, comically mimicking John Wayne.
With one swift movement, Juan positioned his rifle to fire, riddling the guard’s throat and chest before he could even begin to roust his holstered pistol. Hot volleys blasted from Starker’s weapon at the two sentries arriving in the open jeep. Fish tailing out of control, the vehicle smashed into a retaining wall and violently rolled over, flaming wreck crushing the bodies beneath.
“I like the way you’re operating kid,” Starker again complimented. “You got a certain panache for this shit. Do a lot of house raids in Bagdad during the war?”
Juan quickly bent over the freshly fallen body, producing a long sharp hunting knife.
“I assume you’ll need this for the imprint in that rock sculpture there,” Starker conjectured.
Bending down, the old cop steadied the bleeding corpse’s lifeless hand so Juan could more efficiently slice off the thumb.
“This is some sophisticated technology, this digital fingerprint verification,” Juan said, holding up the blood soaked and distended digit. “I happen to know Haliburton installed thousands of these all-over Iraq’s green zone, during the reconstruction.”
Starker fished through the guard’s pockets, pulling out a thin plastic card.
“Looks like this is something we might need to navigate the lab when we finally get down to ground level,” the old cop observed.
Placing the severed extremity upon the digital unit carved into the rock, the elevator door suddenly slid back with a faint whoosh. Now inside, Starker handed Juan the thin white card. Security lights flashed as the door behind them retracted, and the elevator quickly began to descend.
“Look at that, first time lucky bastard,” Starker exclaimed.
“So much for all the money they spend on Black Water’s tight security. You got to figure, after the day we busted out, they’d actually station more sentried at the entrance.”
Again, applying the distended digit, a virtual pad mark appeared blinking and hissing, levitating in the thin elevator air.
“Jesus Christ,” an astonished Starker said, peering over the intricate virtual map. “Looks like this place has multi-levels, and probably extends for more than a mile underneath the entire campus.”
“I think this facility even opens up to an above ground fenced in area, beyond the other side of the campus,” Juan revealed. “But that is heavily guarded, and off limits to any unauthorized personnel.”
“You mean to assholes like us,” Starker joked, “looking to bum rush this crazy Doctor West’s operation here in the middle of the night.”
“We got to get to the basement where the doc and his dwarf friend are,” Juan said, tapping at the virtual button marked with a large B.
Giving off a soft hum, the elevator shot down several doors.
“Alright kid,” suggested Starker, ‘I’ll break first and you lay down the cover. Could be some hot action when that door opens again. We’re going to have to keep our heads on swivels.”
“I’m ready for whatever comes at us Starker,” Juan replied, jaw tightening.
Blasts of pure light exploded into panorama, and he recalled the sniper in Mosul took out half his company before he charged into the bomb ridden building, kicking in the door, unloaded magazine spewing unrelenting mayhem into the targets chest. Later, he was awarded the medal of valor for battlefield bravery.
“I’m going to get me that fat ass doctor for what he did to Marie. You can have the dwarf, Starker.”
“Gee thanks kid, you’re all heart,” the old cop chuckled.
A monotone computer simulated voice signaled they had finally reached the basement level.
“How is it you get the easier target boy, what the…”
Slowly, the door whooshed open revealing an eerily dark corridor.
Attentions roused, Oz sensed intruders or at least energy unfamiliar, energy highly strung, perhaps harboring bad intent. He watched the dwarf, to whom he’d grown fond, for having killed the evil doctor. Never had rage felt so sweet. Yes, he sensed their presence, heard the crackle of bullets, Xerxes suddenly startled from the computer console. With warning claxons barking and red lights flashing, Xerxes reached out to desperately tap the screen of his desktop computer, accessing real time camera views of all sections of the laboratory. His harried brain buzzed with alarm as he witnessed two invaders madly spraying bullets, fallen security prone and bloodied, others rushing forward mercilessly mowed to the deck.
“What is it now, what is happening,” Xerxes roared through the speaker at security on duty.
Responses came out garbled and indecipherable from the other end of the line, and then it went completely dead.
“Hello, hello, is anyone there, what is happening,” Xerxes squeaked.
Crackling gunfire sounded in fits and starts, muffled squalls of shouting voices, and the sound of men groaning in throes of dying agony echoed from down the hall.
“C’mon, bring it on to daddy so he can send you up to the almighty.” Starker wrenched from the bottom of his guts, firing hails of bullets. Three more men converged from the cover of a blinking array of consoles, weapons angrily spitting.
“INTRUDERS…INTRUDERS….” droned the voice simulation security monitors.
“Jesus Christ, these guys are relentless.” Juan yelled over the bullet ridden tumult.
“I’ll make an advance towards that hallway, you can cover me,” suggested Starker.
Before Juan could respond, Starker sped down the hall. Drawing vicious fire, the old cop saw two heads pop up and unleashed another hail of accurate volleys. The slew of guards whirled like pained dervishes, crashing to the cold lab floor, groaning and bleeding. Menacing guns suddenly fell silent as an eerie pall momentarily prevailed, clouds of thick gunpowder smoke lingering like haunting wraiths. Starker crawled for cover near some office space crowded with desks and lab equipment. Moving deliberately behind, Juan almost slipped on the trail of blood trickling and pooling on the black and white checkerboard laboratory floor.
“We are under severe attack,” Xerxes ordered some fresh troops now arriving, “We have two unknown terrorists, and they’re heavily armed. I want them alive, do you understand.”
Xerxes maintained focused poise despite the looming frenzy of danger.
“Seal off this perimeter, double the guard at the main entrances and egresses. They must not get through. What we have here is too valuable for anyone to obtain, especially two unknown terrorists.”
“C’mon kid,” Starker signaled to his newfound partner in arms. ‘It’s all clear to this point.”
Juan grimaced then rushed forth, battle hardened courage struggling against the nagging visions of the violence ridden past.
“If I remember, the main lab is straight ahead behind this door,” he panted, now taking cover beside Starker.
“Maybe we’ll have to blow it away with a grenade,” the old cop replied, pointing with the smoking barrel.
“I think I might have a better idea,” Juan said, looking around at all the lab equipment and computers. “Maybe a subtler method Starker.”
Just beyond the door, Xerxes’s mind keened with an idea. Slowly, he walked to the cage and eyed the specimen. Strangely, he felt empathy with the creature it took years of difficult research to create. Now, it seemed expediency dictated the unusual, perhaps, even the unthinkable.
Oz felt the vibrations emanating from the dwarf’s mind to his own. Excitedly, he knew his time to experience freedom had come. Xerxes suddenly backed away from the enormous cage, and before turning a corner and absconding from the laboratory, pressed several buttons on a wall panel, deactivating the cage’s encumbering force field.
“We’re going to have to get through those two first,” Juan said, brushing beads of sweat from perspiring brow. “And I think I know just what to do.”
“No problem partner, because if finesse doesn’t work, I’ve got the ultimate contingency.” Starker smiled, patting his weapon. “I’ve got plenty left in the clip.”
The two insurgents eyed one another, then peered down the long hall, while continuing to remain well hidden behind some rows of neatly stacked lab equipment.
“Alright kid, you go ahead with your diversion. And then I’ll sneak around right behind you,” Starker said, motioning with a quick finger.
Juan silently moved towards a collection of some lab uniforms, complete with ID badges affixed to the pockets.
Donning a somewhat ill-fitting clean white lab coat, and some glasses sitting idly next to a computer console, Juan boldly approached the guards, clipboard with lab paper work attached in hand, bravely unarmed.
“Good evening gentlemen,” he said, sounding officious. “You must excuse me, because I’m new here, and don’t quite understand the protocol yet,” he added coolly, tapping the clipboard with a single declarative finger. “But I was told to rush these lab reports to my superior as soon as possible.”
Both guards simultaneously blinked, stone expressions riddled with confusion.
Starker clandestinely snuck around, and got close enough to jam the barrel of his gun into one of the guard’s ribs, before they could even reach for their holstered side arms.
“Now open the door, nice and slow, and no funny shit,” Starker warned between clenched teeth. “Or I’ll blow your brains out all over this clean lab floor, got it?”
Reaching slowly into the pocket of his fatigues, the guard produced a card and slid it into the slot adjacent to the sleek silver door. It whooshed open to reveal a hulking and ugly creature, bearing predatory teeth from a snarling alligator shaped snout.
Deathly sharp claws seized the two guards by the neck. Starker backed away at the horrid snapping of bones, flailing limbs shattered into lifeless splinters. Leveling his weapon, Starker fired, but the beast lashed out a lightning quick arm and ripped it from his tight grip. With incredible strength, the aggressive creature tore the gun to bits, plastic, wood, and metal parts falling to the floor like scraps of a broken piñata. Undeterred, Starker balled his fist to throw a punch.
“Take that ugly bitch,” he bellowed in desperation.
Dodging the blow with cat-like quickness, Oz grabbed Starker by the throat, flinging the old cop against a solid partition. As Starker lie unconscious, Juan threw off the lab coat and the glasses, reaching quickly for one of the guards discarded weapons. Clicking off the safety, a slew of accurate bullets roared towards the snarling creature and Oz growled in pain, blood oozing from his upper torso. Aiming to fire again, suddenly the gun jammed and the creature lunged, drawing blood with a lightning quick slash of sharp talons. Discarding the weapon to the deck, Juan fled, madly scurrying through the laboratory maze towards the opening elevator, sensing the creature would not be far behind.
Once outside, unearthly bellows fractured darkened stillness. Skulking in some bushes at the edge of the campus, Juan watched in awe as the agile monster pursued in savage grace. Staring transfixed; the creature was no longer bleeding, wounds somehow miraculously healed. The creature halted, gruesome figure illuminated in halo shards of moonlight. A battalion of guards quickly converged, cool night air crackling with brutal gunfire, but to no avail. Oz bolted swiftly away, swallowed up into the vortex of thick darkness beyond.



25
“I BELIEVE AS NATO member nations,” the president said during her sales pitch to the French premiere. “We both have a lot to gain from enemies real or imagined. And with the presence of this new enemy, I think you can see the utility in strengthening the big picture in all of this?”
The premiere’s slit dark eyes twinkled, long penguin beak of a nose twitching.
“Although, I agree in principle,” the premiere squeaked. “I have seen the American television coverage, and they say Senator Tiberius Burns is gaining in popularity, in his bid for the next election. So, tell me Madame,” the premiere’s thin lips slithered. “Despite approval ratings improving temporarily, who is certain to say, within the next three years, you will still occupy the white house?”
“Oh, you needn’t worry about Burns Mr. Premiere,” McCain jumped in. “I’d say, he’ll soon be out of the picture. And, you will see our Madame President in definite firm control going forward.”
Suddenly, Igor Brodsky entered the room, and bent down to whisper into the president’s attentive ear.
“If you’ll excuse me, Mr. Premiere?”
“It is of no problem Madame,” the premiere’s plumy accent flourished, penguin nose bobbing.
With that, the president departed the room with her advisors in tow.
“We’ve got a problem,” Brodsky began to gravely report, brows furrowed. “Madeline Mason was admitted to Bethesda with minor injuries,” Brodsky went on, as the president halted just outside the closing doors of the premiere’s palace office.
“Apparently, there was an explosive device planted in her Cadillac SUV. Our man from FBI tells me whoever planted it must not have been aware that model has a special metal plate between the engine block and the dash. It’s the only thing kept her alive.”
The president glumly stared. She was learning the perils of dodging obstacles on the way to establishing dictatorship. Then epiphany struck: Burns was still alive, and had decided to preemptively strike first. No doubt, he was at this moment conferencing with his own advisors, and brain turning, knew she must find a way to turn a negative situation into political bonanza.
“I have an idea Brody,” the president said. “It will come out that Madeline was killed. We can start a massive whispering campaign through our friends in the media. That, perhaps, Senator Burns people may have been involved.”
McCain widely grinned, this was one chief executive not afraid to walk a political tightrope.
“We can play it sad, and play to the sympathies of the public,” McCain replied. “Some real violin playing horseshit. They always love it. Everyone loves a victim Madame President.”
“In the meantime,” the president ordered. “I will publicly deliver the eulogy. That will serve to gain us some sympathetic leverage with a traumatized American public. Obviously, since Burn’s people might still be out there, I can’t afford to be in harm’s way right now. The secret service details must be doubled. I want Madeline’s room at Bethesda immediately sealed off to everyone except my personal physicians. And when Madeline is recovered and finally released, we can have CIA put her somewhere secure, complete with changed identity.”
McCann and Brodsky exchanged uneasy glances as the president’s secure line buzzed. He merely held the phone to his ear, brow darkening with dread.
“That was our man in California, the assistant director of Project Omni, with news of two maniacs storming into UCLA neuroscience labs. Reportedly, there were heavy casualties, including Dr. Thaddeus West.”
An alarmed president began to wildly pace.
“I don’t understand why things are becoming such a colossal mess,” she bellowed, balling her fists. “CIA is supposed to be overseeing Project Omni. Brody, I want you to get that imbecile Bainbridge running my premiere spy agency on the line. Tell him, his agency just presided over another Benghazi debacle. I shall tell you gentlemen, after we cement our position, I will scatter the agency into a thousand pieces. Then, we can tell Klovenhoove in Rome to go to hell.” Nearby, Marty Mackey stood at his post, secretly eavesdropping,
***
The very next morning, Burns sat in the comfortable study of his Georgetown mansion, watching the alarming news reports.
“Tragedy has struck Washington this morning as spokespersons from the white house announced the tragic death of Madeline Mason in a mysterious car bombing incident.”
Burns turned to receive a fresh brandy from his long-time butler.
“Thank you, Moses, nothing like the finest spirits to wake one up in the morning.”
“I’m certain after your recent political trials sir, perhaps a stronger libation at this early hour is truly called for.”
“Now I can see why you’ve been the head of my household for so long Moses,” Burns complimented, sipping the drink. “You have always been a fountain of wit, as well as a loyal servant.”
The butler bowed and retired, leaving the veteran senator alone to contemplate the day’s stunning turn of events.
“In other news,” the television anchor droned. “LAPD are investigating a burglary on the campus of UCLA. No suspects have been named.”
Burns suddenly rose from his chair to place a phone call to Marty Mackey.
“Yes Marty, this is Burns.”
“Senator, you know there are already rumors the president plans to put you in a rough spot over the Mason thing,” Mackey divulged. “Word is out, before she even started to return from Paris, that some friends of hers at the New York Times were contacted about a whispering campaign. I also overheard, she plans to destroy CIA and sever ties with Klovenhoove in Rome.”
Burns took a deep breath, taking a considerably longer sip of the brandy.
“Listen Marty, that’s what I need to discuss with you, after years in the white house working under several administrations, your contacts have proven deep and foolproof. I want you to contact our old Citadel alumnus at LAPD about this guy Charlie Starker. Also, get on the horn to Bob Steinmetz’ office in Hollywood. We need powerful allies in this thing. Then, you can call me back on the secure line when I get to my office. And Marty,” Burns urgently added. “The future of the nation may depend on this.”
***
Starker lay in the hospital bed, straining groggy eyes at some official looking gentlemen in custom suits.
“He’s suffered a mild concussion,” he heard the doctor’s faint voice relate to one of Senator Burns aides standing bedside.
“Mr. Starker,” the aide whispered, moving closer.
The old cop squinted to glimpse the mirage-like figure through the blaring hospital lights.
“You have been summoned to defend your country from tyranny. Senator Tiberius Burns, the last true patriot in the senate, requests your presence in Washington. After you’ve recovered of course.”
Focusing blurred vision, Starker sat up, and the doctor motioned for him to lie back down.
“Where’s my partner, Juan Posada?”
“He’s in the next room, being treated for minor injuries. Some scratches and abrasions to the upper extremities. But,” the attending doctor calmly reassured. “He’ll be fine.”
Starker’s gaze finally cleared, settling on the Senatorial aide.
“I’m as patriotic as the next guy,” the old cop replied. “But I refuse to do any job without my partner. The kid is cool under fire, and I’ll need him.”
***
Finally recovered and subsequently released from doctor’s care, Starker and Posada were flown to the nation’s capital.
Together, they were now ensconced in at the Ambassador hotel, not far from Pennsylvania Avenue. The old cop began to ruminate on the surreal nature of the last week and one half. Even while on mission for the Black Delta squad, he was never privy to the political machinations behind the assignment. Now, within an enclosed conference room down a long hall extending from the hotel’s luxurious lobby, briefed by an ex-CIA contractor friendly to Senator Burns, Starker’s mind whirled when the target was finally hinted at.
“Both of you will head separate teams,” Burns man detailed. “You are both part of this project because your unique skill sets are mostly required. You are tasked with eliminating a high-level target out in the open at Arlington cemetery. One team shall be Alpha for the kill shot, team Beta,” and the man then coolly nodded at Juan. “You shall provide the distraction shots to spread out the secret service, giving a clear avenue towards the target.”
Starker glanced at Juan, thinking it wouldn’t be too hard, should something go wrong, to pin it on two domestic terrorists. The public would probably buy it, providing excellent plausible deniability to the real conspirators. But Starker had heard of Burns and his perceived integrity, his refreshing reputation as the last honest and upright man in Washington.
“You know, now that I think about it,” Starker leaned towards Juan, whispering just out of earshot of the ex-CIA man. “I’ve got a hunch Doc West was already dead before we got there. His dwarf assistant somehow escaped, before he unleashed that ugly gorilla on us.”
Attentions were suddenly drawn to the door of the hotel conference suite, and Starker felt his limbs tense, lips stunned into silence as Bob Steinmetz, accompanied by a tall and distinguished grey haired figure strode into the room.
“Gentlemen,” the CIA man announced, briefly standing. “May I present Senator Tiberius Burns, and Robert Steinmetz, president and chief executive of NBC.”
“I believe Mr. Steinmetz and I are already acquainted,” Starker replied, eyeing the portly Hollywood television mogul, mind limbed with nagging suspicion.
Drawing a seat, Burn’s calculating gaze keenly scanned the assembled tandem.
“Mr. Steinmetz has his own interests to protect in this,” the statuesque senator began to divulge. “Nonetheless, despite whatever mutual self-interest he and I possess, he wishes his presence here today not be divulged to anyone.” Steinmetz waddled away from the door and wedged fleshy haunches into a chair, wooden legs buckling under the strain of his heavy girth.
“Funny, how the worm turns,” the old cop barbed with barely contained vitriol. “First Crenshaw as an ally,” Starker added. “Now, you too, huh? Life is just full of surprises.”
A sinister grin slithered across Steinmetz jowly face.
“In life, one must make their friends as they find them, Mr. Starker,” Steinmetz quipped. “Surely, you are a man espouses such practical notions?”
“I got a notion wherever you show up,” Starker veiled his snarl with a grin. “Surely, you’re up to no good, Steinmetz.”
Burns softly chuckled in reaction to the tandem’s repartee, before growing solemn, and continuing with the all-important briefing.
“I’ve had the opportunity to peruse your respective records,” Burns related. “You’re both good men. Served your respective masters well. Yet, perhaps the reasons were never disclosed. Such is the business we find ourselves in. Nonetheless,” the distinguished senator went on to relate. “You might find circumstances on this occasion, to be a rare exception. I intend now, here today, to make everything crystal clear to you.”
“In our Green Beret unit, we were only told what you needed to know,” a reticent Juan remarked, rubbing bandaged chin.
Now, in proximity to America’s summit of political power, the strangeness of the present situation struck Starker like a resounding gong, considering as well the surreal events of the past week. After all his time on LA’s gritty streets, performing the bidding of local potentates, he had finally reached the big time.
Burns slightly grinned, secretly gauging the reactions of the hired assassins.
“Both of you, for services to your country,” Burns now promised. “Shall be given your own private Swiss bank account in Zurich. You shall receive five hundred thousand dollars, per year, for the next five years. If, security protocols remain unbroken. For your continued discretion,” Burns intimately detailed, as the tandem exchanged furtive glances. “You shall receive an additional fifty-thousand, per year, for the next ten years. Complete with passports out of the country within twenty-four hours. To somewhere in Europe, wherever you wish.”
Starker braced upright in the chair.
“This is no low level political rival, is it Senator, this is…”
“The target is POTUS gentlemen. And the better for America when the deed is done.”
Burns leaned towards the pair, and spoke in hushed confidentiality.
“It’s not something I’m happy to be doing. But, it is, I’m afraid, very necessary. Our Madame President, has made some foolish moves to cement a dictatorship. Including, springing this ruse of an attack from outer space.”
Starker’s expression nettled with grief.
“I told you kid,” he said with utter certainty, “I knew the whole thing was fake.”
“Yes, Lieutenant,” the senator verified. “And I’m afraid, she orchestrated the murder of her own press secretary. To cover her wretched tracks.”
Both the old cop and the kid war veteran were immediately struck with the Senator’s sense of gravity, as if the very Republic were on the verge of crumbling. Somehow, in the end, it didn’t matter, thought Starker. There would always be another egomaniacal politician vying for posterity’s golden glory, by whatever means.
“I like you senator. At least you’re not as much of a hypocrite, compared to these other scoundrels in Washington. Well, I’m in kid. I never liked the lady anyway. Too damned slippery. And now that we know she hoaxed the whole alien thing…”
Starker turned to nod at Juan.
“You mean we do this thing, we’re given immunity, plus, a quick way out of the country for some shade. Guaranteed, Senator?”
Burns nodded affirmatively.
“You have my solemn word gentlemen,” the senator reassured. “Do this, and you both shall be liberators of the American republic, saving it from imminent dictatorship.”
“With all due respect, Senator,” Juan balked. “So, we kill the president. Those who take power with loaded guns, become just as corrupt, just as dictatorial, right?”
The distinguished senator’s wintry brow tensed, somewhat astonished to hear such insight from the common hoi polloi.
“Let us all genuinely hope, and heartily pray,” Burns brow cleared, attempting reassurance.
The senator resolutely straightened broad shoulders, flashing an avuncular smile. “This time, shall be history’s one shining exception.”
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SOON, AFTER THE attack at the hospital, Marie was transported to Jupiter air force base, near San Diego, kept underground in some dank cell, caged like the exotic animal she’d transformed into.
Although she was no longer human, memories lingered of her parents, now gone, of her former life, with Juan.
Somewhere, she began to sense there was another like her. Beyond cruelly confining walls, maybe someone understanding of her plight. Someone, understanding of what it meant to be transformed into hideous freak. A monster, both feared and loathed.
Three figures stood just beyond the barriers of the cage, talking in a whispered hush. One of them, she recognized as Dr. West’s dwarf sidekick. With her newfound acute senses, she could hear them most clearly. More astonishing still, she found an ability to feel their emotions, an almost uncanny ability to read minds. The dwarf, although seemingly unsympathetic, seemed to want to release her beyond the walls of the confinement, to freedom, of sorts.
“I have come to a decision,” the squat scientist announced to the other two in crisp white lab coats. “With Oz wandering out in the wilds, but still under surveillance, our project will undergo further experimentation. I now want to observe if Oz and this female specimen will mate. It is what Dr. West would have wanted, to expand the boundaries of science. The additional mayhem they cause, will be welcomed only too gladly by the present administration in Washington.”
A lab assistant approached Xerxes with an urgent message.
“The president is on the line sir, in your office.”
Now in what was formerly Dr. West’s private study, a commanding voice poured through speakerphone.
“I was sorry to hear of Thaddeus West’s demise. But now that you are project manager,” the presidential voice congratulated. “I’m calling to convey my superlatives on a job well done.”
“As always, I am at your service, Madame President.” Xerxes replied, secretly rejoicing.
At tender 22, he was now in control of a top priority project, worth untold billions in federal funding at his disposal.
“I would like to invite you to a ceremony. Where you will be presented with the Medal of Freedom, for excellence in the field of science. How does that suit you doctor?”
Xerxes beamed. No longer would he be Dr. West’s faceless lackey. Performing all the work, but receiving none of the credit. No longer, just another freak in a lab coat.
“I am truly honored to attend Madame President. I, and everyone here at Project Omni, graciously thanks you.”
***
Silverman watched the news reports from all the local affiliates. Each report of Whitehouse death speculated as suicide seemed to induce mirthful laughter.
“Sorry Jennifer,” Silverman joked as Sebastian handed her a chilled glass of Evian.
“One’s tragic demise,” quipped the butler, “is yet another’s joyful celebration.”
“You are so correct Sebastian,” replied Silverman with a magnetic grin. “Her time was past due anyway,” she wildly guffawed. “Can’t keep rotten lumber in the yard forever.”
The butler retired, and Silverman contemplated there was now only one enemy threatening her prime position with Steinmetz and the network.
The television picture wobbled and blurred. A pretty but sneering young black face faded in and out between the lines of static. Silverman grabbed the clicker, and all the channels were the same.
“Beltane breaking,” Silverman heard the ghostly voice. “The enemy of mine enemy is suddenly a friend. Right, Silverman. You can break my curse from beyond. But you must agree to do my temporary bidding.”
Recognition flashed. That day in Steinmetz study, when Crenshaw revealed being haunted through the electronic ether. Haunted, by the ghost of Clover Black Orchid.
“What do I have to do, like exactly,” Silverman enquired of the ghostly chimera.
“Appear at the canyon oaks tonight, on Beltane eve. And I will deliver your enemy unto you. The curse of the ley line will disappear.”
Silverman’s blood began to course in a trance-like rhythm.
“If you seek no revenge against me,” she stridently whispered before the screen went completely blank. “Then let the strong aid the strong.”
Once she was rid of Crenshaw, Silverman thought, she would bide her time, and the old demon ruling NBC would be next.
***
Crenshaw sat in his Bel-Air bungalow gulping scotch like soda pop. Paranoia’s putrid fever infected the brain. Bloodshot eyes darted towards the television screen. They were saying heart attack, and no foul play in the tragic death of Jennifer Whitehouse. Now, he was in a tough spot. Terror jolted jarred senses as the shrill ring of the cell phone sounded from the mantel near the television. Rachmaninoff piano notes cascaded like aural icicles, sharp as knives, plunging into the ears. Torment creased perspiring face. Letters stared back from the black screen like a graveyard epitaph: RESRICTED
“You buried me beneath the canyon ley line, but you can break the spell.”
“Leave me alone,” he stammered. “I don’t want to talk to you anymore, whatever or whoever you are.”
“Tonight, is the eve of Beltane,” Clover revealed. “Dig up my bones at precisely midnight. And the curse, shall be no more.”
Crenshaw began to restlessly pace, tossing the cell phone at the jumbo television.
“Please, somebody help me.”
He cried out, before pummeling his throat with more scotch, nerves stretched like frayed electric cables about to snap. In sweat soaked frenzy, he scurried to the darkness of the spacious garage where he found rows of gardening implements suspended like swords of Damocles. Trembling hands eagerly reached up.
Now in his Ferrari, an aching foot stabbed at the accelerator. Midnight was approaching. An eerie quilt of darkness wove over the sylvan desolation. He hurried along an ancient winding path covered in wisps of moonlight. Soon, he came upon the towering oaks, arranged like Stonehenge monuments. Scores of baying crows perched upon the dizzying array of thick branches. Crenshaw desperately lurched, shovel pummeling at the fresh mound of dirt in madman desperation. Terror dazed eyes scanned upwards for a quick rest. Crescent moon and tiny points of stars suddenly were blotted out. Banks of black clouds strafed with lattice of lightning gathered. Hails of rain streamed in fierce torrents, and he groaned out a pinched scream. Peals of thunder sounded like cannon volleys.
Several minutes later, soaked through, desperate zeal undiminished, Crenshaw stepped back and sighed with relief. Ache tortured limbs hoisted the shovel and pushed the muck aside.
One last final thrust…
Terrible tridents of flashing lightning struck one of the oaks, and the ageless bark splintered away into scattered bits.
“Bloody hell.” he stammered, eyes pinned into dots.
The grave was surrounded by twelve figures in black robes.
“BELTANE…BELTANE…BELTANE…” the frenzied voices chanted.
Crenshaw dropped the shovel into the dirt and covered his ears.
“To hell with all of you, do you hear me…Hell.” screamed Crenshaw, falling to his trembling knees.
There, in the charred and half-skeletal palm, was a cell phone, the source of all Crenshaw’s torment these last several days. “TONIGHT, IS BELTANE.” the familiar voice boomed through the speaker.
“Bloody all to hell,” Crenshaw shrieked, clenched hands shaking at the turbulent heavens.
Bullets louder than the thunder rang out, and he flopped in the quicksand muck.
Before his very last breaths, he saw the thirteenth figure poised at the rim of the grave. Smoke bellowed from the gun barrel, sky flashing like battlefields of Armageddon. Lightning strobes again struck the oak at the base, and Silverman whirled around. The ancient tree tottered and shook, then surrendered to gravity’s cruel physics. Slipping, slipping, and Silverman’s last thought flickered, while the others absconded: Someone else’s magic was stronger, and had not betrayed.
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FROM THE COCKPIT of an unmarked vehicle, Starker watched some workman assemble a dais for the president’s eulogy to a fallen press secretary through high powered binoculars. As with all long range ‘wet work’, unobstructed line of site was key in getting a quality kill. Surveying the area, he figured the kill shot in this operation would require an accurate round from at least three thousand yards, give or take a few clicks for “Kentucky wind.” Starker figured the kid was set-up a lot closer. Which made him vulnerable. He would be seen, if not well positioned enough. The old cop began to wonder, what went on in the mind of a senator least likely to order this sort of operation. He wondered further, if someone hadn’t unintentionally broken security and alerted the president. Consequences of information leaked, would be fatal to all parties. Starker began to think about the plane ticket to Europe waiting for him at the airport.
Maybe, it’s time to quit this awful racket…?
This job represented the pinnacle. There weren’t any targets more prestigious for an assassin than the US president. Both assassin’s names would go down in history, forever immortalized in scholarly and schoolbook texts. Realization struck, and Starker smiled. History is always written by the murderers and criminals crushing the bones of the innocent. Maybe, with the annual Swiss deposits, he could afford a chalet near the mountains, hunting lion, mountain goats, and forest black bear. Whatever he did, nothing would replace the thrill of cheating death, and dispensing it, again and again.
Later, Starker surveyed the White House, an idea fermenting like choice wine. If his experience taught anything, reality is often presented as flipped mirror image, things ending up opposite from initial appearance.
Walking the perimeter outside the gates, he didn’t see any secret service patrols.
“This lady gets less protection than a favorite dog,” an astounded Starker observed.
Now, there was a clear line of vision, through some trees growing on the south lawn. He spied a tall figure, near an open window, leading out to a terrace. Backing away from the gate, he took out his binoculars. There, in the window, he saw the famous face, known to millions across the globe. Starker smiled, thinking this was a developing contingency. If he failed at the cemetery, he always knew his prey could be found here, foolishly exposed.
When I’m being paid, and on the clock, the job must always get done…
***
Miles away at Arlington, Juan peered from behind some thick bushes, just beyond the secret service perimeter. Somehow, Marie lingered in his mind, and the binoculars withdrew from his perspiring face. Finally, the answer: There was no difference between them, in the end, all suffered the reckoning in the wake life’s choices.
Yet, he mulled, the wolf had become vulnerable in vowing to protect the sheep. In endeavoring to fight for everyone’s freedom, he ultimately betrayed himself, a slave, subject to the whims of ruling tyrants. This job, was his ticket out, away from the past, away from everything unlucky and putrid. This, was his vengeance, upon a world unkind and unmerciful.
Images appeared like scrambled newsreel footage, then sharply focused in the restless mind, remembering the Syrian warlord NATO wanted eliminated over Iraqi borders. Navigating Beirut was easy armed with dark complexioned skin, and fluent smatterings of Farsi and Arabic. Sandeep al-Sheri was a terrorist raiding the oil commerce of the entire Persian Gulf. He sometimes pirated entire heroin shipments from Afghanistan, bound for refineries in Iran, using ships loaned out to CIA and MI6. These stolen loads were then used as barter in huge arms deals with the Russians and Chinese. Later, the armaments were sold around the Middle East, to warlords fighting in NATO occupied countries. Eventually, he discerned, war was the globes organizing societal principle, business arrangements keeping the global bankers issuing interest bearing loans to governments, both fat and rich.
“We want this shit bag gone from the face of the earth son, only you have the stuff…”
He recalled sitting on the side of a hill, overlooking a soccer stadium, when he hit the warlord clean, twice. An act in the service of the homeland, not included in the official record of his service jacket. Secrets, were what kept empires in control. “I’ve been a pawn in the game,” the glum consideration slashed at the mind like a knife. After this, he could live free from the government betrayed him. For a moment, a stubborn thought flickered like the light from a doomed star through the nagging dark clouds gathered in the storm-tossed mind; would anyone ever truly live free?
***
Later, Juan and Starker convened at a Burger King to talk shop. It was there, Starker saw the headlines on a discarded Washington times:
DAYTIME TELEVISION SUPERSTAR FOUND DEAD IN CANYON
Then, he took a call from his old boss back in LA.
“There were no remains found in that canyon grave Charlie. Not only that, but Crenshaw’s body is missing. Forensics says there was a body buried in that grave, but now it’s gone. They’re all scratching their heads over this. Bob Steinmetz has already started to lean on me about making any of this public, of course. Our report and the media accounts won’t reflect any of these outlandish details. But you know, it’s funny…”
Starker glanced at Juan settling into the opposite chair with a fresh tray of food.
“I turn on the news this morning. And damned it all, if there wasn’t a dead ringer for this Clover Black Orchid doing an on-site report for one of the local NBC affiliates…like a young Beyoncé.”
“I’m giving the preacher’s trust money to charity. The doe from this job will allow me to run away, and never come back.”
“That’s very wise Charlie,” the chief remarked. “Keep on running, and never come back.”
Starker killed the call and thought of Crenshaw, ending up dead precisely where he lived; wallowing in the mud while dressed in silk. Juan chewed some hot fries and looked up at the television monitor hanging on the wall near the booth.
“Reports are now official. There has been an out-world attack on a soccer stadium in Mexico City with a capacity crowd present.”
Starker craned his bulldog neck around and suspiciously eyed the screen.
“You think it’s possible,” the old cop speculated, picking up a greasy double whopper. “Do you think this dead girl put some kind of supernatural curse on Crenshaw and Silverman. Then, returned from the dead?”
Both turned away from the screen, snickering.
“This is more of POTUS bullshit you know,” Juan said before sipping his orange soda. “And I know not only is the monster formerly known as Marie out there, but the other freak attacked us at the lab. Probably run them on remote control, making it easy to release then retrieve.”
“Which means they can be tracked,” Starker interjected. “You’re not thinking of going out there to find her, are you? If I were you, I’d do like me, take the money and run baby run. Get out of this crazy racket while you still have your sanity, and your soul.”
For a while, they ate in silence, until more about the Silverman imbroglio came back in the screen.
“Officials now say daytime superstar hostess Lauren Silverman was lured to the Canyon woods by network producer Riley Crenshaw to allegedly kill her over a past dispute involving suspected blackmail. After shooting Silverman several times, officials also allege Crenshaw then turned the gun on himself.”
“I don’t believe Crenshaw could harm a flea,” Starker scoffed. “That dude would likely get someone else to be the trigger man.”
Starker picked up his cell and got up from the table.
“Excuse me kid, got to take this.”
Walking outside towards the parking lot, the old cop glanced at the screen: RESTRICTED
“I think it’s ironic, since you were looking for me,” the almost breathy female voice cooed. “That I should find you, Mr. Starker?”
“Who in the hell…?”
“Don’t you remember Starker, when we chatted on Crenshaw’s cell phone? Well, I’m back in the flesh. And, I’m no longer a ghost. I’m in control of the Universe.”
The line deteriorated into static, then went dead, screen turning onyx black.
Starker rushed back into the restaurant.
“You think we can pull this off Starker,” Juan enquired, slurping on the soda. “The logistics make sense. But it’s not like this is going to be a cakewalk. What if the secret service changes positions?”
Starker cocked an ear, but his mind was preoccupied, thoughts unfurling like gusting wind. It was Adam Levine, risen from the dead to kill Crenshaw somehow, and how ironic indeed. The old cop began to consider how ironic still further, if he was the one having to put Adam back in the grave again, right next to the old bible thumper.
“Everyone thinks secret service is the elite of security. But I’ve done a little homework. Half of them are coke heads, the other half drunks. Just last night, five men from presidential detail were seen at the local tavern, tossing back draft after draft. This might be a cakewalk after all. History is filled with examples like this. Even Caesar induced the timing of his own assassination.”
Juan dipped some crisp fries in catsup.
“What if this senator decides Brutus and Cassias are expendable?”
Starker halted the whopper half-way to his open mouth.
“He’s meeting with us before the job. For a little pep talk.”
***
In a vacant office park parking lot near Georgetown, the tandem met with Senator Burns for final briefing.
“In two hours, you will rendezvous with flights to Europe where you both shall be set up with one of my contacts in Paris. From there, instructions will be given as to when and how you can access the funds…”
Burns stared straight ahead while both men silently nodded.
“And remember gentlemen,” the senator added, soberly eyeing the pair. “You are acting as saviors of the republic.”
***
Dressed in his custom-tailored finery, Steinmetz sat at the very head of a long table, world weary eyes cast towards a jumbo screen. With Whitehouse and Silverman both gone, NBC needed a new star to carry its daytime lineup.
“We are here, live on location, at the bottom of Laurel Canyon amidst a grizzly scene, where Lauren Silverman, rising daytime superstar and her Emmy winning producer Riley Crenshaw, have both been found dead. Officials are disclosing very little in the way of details. They hint there may be a connection with the slaying of television legend Jennifer Whitehouse. The aging television legend was rumored to have coveted the helm of the Lauren Silverman show.”
“I like this girl Marty,” Steinmetz grunted.
“She just came on board at one of our smaller affiliates, smooth delivery. She’s kind of a dead ringer for that woman married to Jay-Z too, Beyoncé?”
“Get her up here straight away Masterson,” Steinmetz ordered.
“She’s a winner,” Masterson gushed. “America will absolutely love her. We all agree this girl will work like magic.”
“Television programming is digital magic, Marty,” Steinmetz shook his diamond ringed finger. “This newbie sorceress could be our biggest star yet.”
Steinmetz picked up the clicker and the screen faded black.
“You don’t understand Marty. Half-assed hostesses like Silverman are a dime a dozen in this business- Dinah Shore, Sally Jesse Raphael, Ricky Lake. However, a bona fide genius like Riley Crenshaw is a hell of a lot tougher to replace. He had a grand and marketable vision most producers lack.”
Steinmetz slowly rose from his seat. Masterson followed the old NBC chief to a well-stocked bar, where he poured two brandies. The old man loosened his silk tie, fiddling with the top two buttons straining at his sweat soaked, grizzled turkey neck bulging. With a deliberate sip of the brandy, the old man’s gaze centered faraway, as if staring into a time portal.
“I remember when Whitehouse first came up,” Steinmetz began to reminisce. “She was the stallion in a pack of tired nags. Out run them right to the stretch. Get to the truth of a story, and dare to tell it like it is.”
The old man began to pace about, taking bigger gulps of the brandy.
“It was almost sad watching her sell our lousy ruse to America,” Steinmetz said.
“At least she went out an absolute winner Bob,” Masterson replied, “Unlike Lauren Silverman, embroiled in controversy. Controversy, which we have to find a way to spin with a limited hangout.”
He followed the NBC chief on meandering path to the 42th floor window. The city spread out before them beneath billowing pillars of alabaster clouds.
“I’m not kidding Bob, that cagey private dick is still out there trying to piece this all together. He could sink this entire network.”
Steinmetz gazed out over the city panorama.
“Word out on the street, he’s out of town for a job in Washington. He’ll be back, I expect.”
Gulping the last jot of brandy, Steinmetz slowly turned, and headed back to the bar.
“Make no mistake Bob,” Masterson warned, scampering behind his boss. “This ex-cop is a bad ass, real tough. And he could come after you. He has already threatened if memory serves?”
Steinmetz quickly poured another shot, and gulped it heartily, brain zooming.
“In the meantime, Masterson. Let’s get that beautiful girl up here and gather the idea men on ways we can slot her into the Silverman show, without missing a beat.”
The old man was all business again, signaling with his fat diamond ringed finger.
Masterson’s gaunt features grew resigned. Gulping the brandy, the sharp sting tickled a dry throat. As he walked towards the boardroom door, the old man summoned.
“Call the Black Water guys and have their best two men on Starker. I want to know where goes, what he does, and who he’s talking to.”
Masterson managed a wan smile.
“Certainly sir, I’ll get right on it.”
Steinmetz then phoned his show piece wife, telling her he’d be in the office until late.
“What whore are you embarrassing me with now,” his wife shrieked through a jag of tears. “You miserably insufferable bastard.”
“You are too prone to hysterics my dear. My network is in crisis, and the stockholders want to see me take absolute control,” the network honcho hollered, ghastly grey veins straining from a bulging neck. “Restoring stability to profits, keeping you clothed in mink and exotic silks. I will tolerate no more of your insipid impudence.”
“Someday, I shall have my revenge upon you, evil bastard, so help my soul.”
“My little foolish lamb,” Steinmetz whispered in a grave tone. “I own your pathetic soul.”
***
Later still, Steinmetz limousine deposited him at the Brut Chalet, the finest hotel in all of Beverly Hills. Inside was a half-naked black Venus, flirtatiously wrapped in silk blankets.
“Would you like champagne, or should we dispense…” Steinmetz dark eyes rimmed with sparkling lust as the silk robe slowly fell, garlanding around Clover’s ankles. “Or should we dispense with the formalities?”
The demon has been on the earth plane too long, she slyly thought, not being able to see the springing trap.
After consuming several glasses of champagne, Clover began to fellate the old man to orgasm.
“I see your glass is empty,” she teased, straddling the old man. “Let me refill it for you?”
Steinmetz softly moaned approval, and groggily smiling, handed the exuberant youth the empty glass. She ran to the bar, and filled both glasses, clandestinely breaking two dissolvable tablets into one of them.
Returning to the bed, seductively grinding her naked hips, the old man reached up and gulped.
“Here’s to our new agreement Mr. Steinmetz. You give over half control of NBC to me in your will tonight. Or, I will expose the little film we just made. Your wife will shriek to the lawyer’s. How’s it going to look?”
The old man’s glazed eyes went cold.
“You bitch. You can’t blackmail me. Do you know who I am,” he wheezed like a winded mule.
“You’re a demon on earth just got too old. And when you wake up…”
Clover weaved hypnotic patterns with her hands.
The old man’s eyes jittered wildly as if in REM mode.
“You will sign my agreement,” Clover threatened. “And you shall remember doing so willingly.”
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TOURING THE HISTORIC White House West Wing, Xerxes was suddenly struck with a most ironic impression: Only in America, could an orphan castaway, found in a McDonald’s dumpster as an infant, rise to the ultimate pinnacle of scientific prominence.
Now standing in the oval office with the president, his every limb reverberated with pride as the Medal of Freedom was ceremoniously placed around his neck, half wishing his old mentor Dr. West had been there to witness the momentous occasion.
“I hope you’ll join me doctor, in honoring the unfortunate death of our nation’s most diligent servant in Madeline Mason. You can watch from the wings as I deliver the eulogy.”
Xerxes puffed his puny chest as she placed the gaudy medal around his tiny neck.
“Of course,” he replied. “I would be honored to attend Madame President.”
Escorted to an awaiting limousine, Xerxes felt drunk with the ambrosia of unlimited power. No longer would he have to answer to anyone. He had free reign to take Project Omni in any direction he saw fit. And best of all, he would receive all the credit, the acclaim, and the prestige. His name enshrined among luminaries in the same pantheon as Einstein, Teller, Salk and Tesla.
***
“He’s a funny little fellow isn’t he Madame President?” McCain chuckled after Xerxes departed the white house.
“That funny little fellow’s IQ probably measures higher than yours and mine put together Brody,” the president replied.
“I think now, given the circumstances,” McCain suggested from a sound proof chamber off the oval office. “We can have the double perform ceremonies and eulogies. In fact, for all your public appearances, from here on out. There is no need to endanger…”
“All right Brody,” the president replied, tersely gesturing. “I’ll just shove myself into mothballs for a while and let my double run things for a while?”
“It’s only for your protection, Madame President…”
“Hey Brody,” the president’s demeanor changed, eyeing her trusted secretary. “What if I were to go out there today and get all shot up. Get killed even?”
“Madame,” a stunned McCain almost shouted in reply. “I must really protest.”
“Yeah, say I get shot up, killed. Then, rose from the dead like Christ. Look at what it did for his popularity. Just think of the political capital we would have then have. Especially, after this alien gambit.”
McCain’s brain registered with intrigue, and he began to grin.
“That is indeed, now that I think about it, an excellent idea Madame President. I must say, the approval numbers would shoot right through the damned roof,” the secretary began to positively brim with zeal. “You could do anything at that point. You’d have the entire congress hogtied. The people would love you. Some, might even worship you, like Jesus.”
The tandem broke into spontaneous laughter.
“I shall be the risen Christ. Or, anti-Christ. I shall be known as ISIS, holding the torch of liberty, the Queen of Babylon.” The president pumped her fist and guffawed wildly, eyes bulging with apocalyptic fury. “Then, we can tell that fat ass Klovenhoove sitting on his golden Vatican throne, all roads no longer lead back to Rome, but to D.C. from now on. You got it, Brody.”
Somehow McCain began to balk, but in his entire career in Washington, he had to admit, he had never met anyone quite like the Madame President. Some leaders were never content, until they had conquered all.
“Just playing devil’s advocate,” McCain suggested. “The Jesuit boys in Rome are not going to like that one bit. Some of our friends in NATO might get skittish about thumbing your nose at the black robed boys at the Vatican, Madame President. After all, they control the Temple Crown London banks, the Federal Reserve. They could shut down our money spigot.”
“No McCain,” the president roared. “There comes in every leader’s tenure, a time when the moment of greatness arrives. The moment must be seized, our hegemony forever unchallenged. After I resurrect from assassination today, with tomorrow, forever begins.”
McCain’s thoughts recalled sketches from the past, at Columbia, when some big wigs asked him to room with the skinny young woman with braces, being groomed to appear on the world stage. Often, when the privileged roommate was frequently off campus, he went to her lectures, made her excuses, took all her notes and even exams. All, without the slightest complaint. Even a fool, could see such proximity to greatness cannot be squandered. But now, a trail of doubt began to blaze across the mind’s pathways. If this former roommate was to be dictator, where did he fit into the future political picture?
“I must ask you Madame. Can I be expecting to maintain, in future, the position of proximity?”
The president eyed McCain, and his doubt momentarily expanded.
“Brody, you worry too god damned much,” the president replied, cracking a tension breaking smile. “We’ve known each other a long time. You have always been loyal, in matters both public and private. Even, when it appeared foolish to do so.”
The president approached, patting McCain’s shoulder with a seemingly benevolent hand.
“Such loyalty is rare in today’s political climate. I promise, that will never go overlooked or unrewarded.”
McCain breathed deep, and exhaled through a relieved grin. Still, the thought lingered like a nagging omen. Could he, end up like Madeline Mason?
***
She stood in the middle of a remote forest of red woods, shards of moonlight glistening off the webs of branches. Swiftly, she was learning to hunt rabbits, coyotes, even deer. She began to thrill at her newfound physical abilities, strength and endurance now almost super human. Looking up, she saw the ship floating, and the column of light shot down towards the forest floor, sucking her up like lint through a vacuum. Once on board, her octet of eyes searched through the flashing electric force field. Perhaps not more than fifty yards away, stood another creature, appearing to be just like her. Sudden warmth overwhelmed. Now, she didn’t feel so all alone. She could never be with humans again, and in fact began to resent, hate them even, for what they did to her and her family.
“Dr. Xerxes has instructed us. To see if the specimens will mate as part of this operation.”
She heard one of the lab coated figures murmur.
“At present speed, we’ll be over the target in less than one hour,” she heard another of them state. “So, let us commence with this historic experiment.”
Now, the lab coats stood back and watched, as she found herself oddly transported to another room, where she stood face to face with the other. Oz studied her, measuring and calculating. Inexplicably, her thoughts melded into his, and for a moment, they became one. He reached out to touch her, and she responded in kind, waves of ecstasy and fevered longing overcoming them both.
“It won’t be long before Dr. Xerxes has a kennel of freaks on his hands. The way these two are going at it,” joked one of the lab coats. The ominous triangular craft hovered high over Mexico City and its largest soccer stadium, tens of thousands of astonished faces pointed fingers, mouths agape. The action on the field halted. Players scurried hysterically from the onslaught of destructive beams hailing down from the craft toward the pitch, scorching the grass with columns of searing fire. Some of those fleeing in screaming terror were consumed by the roaring flames, reduced to charcoaled husks. Thousands trampled hundreds more underfoot scampering for the stadium exits, only to find main egresses completely blocked by hideous and hulking creatures, baring saber sharp and salivating teeth. Choruses of wailing screams rang out before the creatures began hacking, tearing, and ripping at flesh and internal organs, the stadium transformed to an orgy of mass death and destruction.
“Let’s bring them up before we activate the primary ELF pulse weapon,” instructed the lead lab coat. “We’re going to burn this stadium into a cinder. We need a high body count.”
She felt herself lifted high into the air along with Oz, toward the hovering triangular craft. He looked at her as they comfortably hovered within the funnel of light, spreading from the belly of the craft. She gazed back, and remembered the first mating, how ecstasy unsurpassed enveloped her. They floated close together, and she noticed a severed human head still dangling from Oz bloodied claws. Once back in the craft, he offered it to her and she took it, ripping it in half with her strong sharp talons. She then offered half back to Oz, and they stood together, thrilling in the remaining morsels of human flesh.
***
Back in the sound proof white house conference room, the president looked on, peering at the real-time satellite link-up, broadcasted onto a jumbo screen.
“Jesus, Madame President,” Brody McCain stammered.
Stunned, he surveyed the hulking wreck of the stadium, people stumbling and bleeding, trampling over mangled bodies scorched into flaming cinders.
“If taco-face isn’t with us now, then he’s got a heart of ice.”
The president ripped at a hot piece of Domino’s pizza with drooling incisors.
“I say to hell with all these taco-faced wet backs. They still think Texas should belong to them Brody. But now,” said the president, maniacal eyes growing wide. “They belong to me-all mine.”
The tandem was suddenly disturbed by the buzz of the secure red phone.
McCain reluctantly picked it up, and immediately soured his face.
“If this is a political ploy on the part of your gringo boss, I should like to have the opportunity to denounce her.”
The president tossed the pizza crust back into the half-empty box, and motioned for the phone.
“Listen to me taco face,” the president berated. “You are damned right. This is a ploy. It means I’m the landlord of the building, and you owe me rent.”
“Screw yourself gringo whore. We’ll see how your popularity rating drops when I empty all my prisons, and they flood over your border looking for money, shelter, clothing and housing. Let’s see what you can do then?”
“Listen Juan Valdez,” a sarcastic president scolded.
McCain looked on astonished. The commander in chief was enjoying this a little too much.
“You come along with me on what I’m doing here, or I’ll bomb the rest of your bean cart, got it senior?”
And with that final invective, the president slammed down the secure line, leaving her stunned adversary fuming, dial tone buzzing in his ear.
McCain picked up a clicker, and the screen came alive with a rolling cemetery green at Arlington. Swarms of mourners huddled near where the president’s double stood, delivering Madeline Mason’s eulogy from the teleprompter script.
“You have to wonder Madame President,” McCain began to speculate. “If Burns even suspects Madeline’s casket is loaded with nothing but dirt, and that you’re still sitting here with me in the situation room?” The president loudly chomped into some greasy pizza crust.
“Never forget Brody,” she declared, “deception is the essence of good governance.”
***
Senator Burns was seated well behind the president in the last row of the Arlington gallery, populated by more of Washington’s political notables, mind tumbling in tumult between grief and anticipation. Sorrowful eyes settled on the vast and colorful array of fragrant flowers wreathing the alabaster white casket.
If only I could have told of my undying love, just once more…
Glancing briefly at his watch, the senator’s tense hands burrowed deep in tailored pockets, waiting for the inevitable mayhem to strike. From faraway, Starker zeroed in on the target. Skillfully, he adjusted for the wind factor, brain focused like an intense laser. How history had garlanded legions of rogues and clowns, the old cop thought, hawkish eyes centering through scope’s crosshairs.
Juan stood poised behind elaborate hedgerows, some hundreds of feet away around the perimeter of the cemetery. No matter how he fought, images from the past persistently haunted. Now, he was back in Lebanon, gunning down some drug lord owed money to a marine colonel controlling the narcotics trade in southern Iraq. Focusing intense concentration, the dark memories suddenly faded. Straining the neck like a stallion, Juan poised the weapon. He had been ordered to fire distraction shots only, but thinking further, why not earn his infamous place in history, alongside Lee Harvey Oswald, and John Wilkes Booth?
Both could see the secret service smoking and telling one another dirty jokes, about what the Madame President confided concerning some of her many illicit lesbian encounters.
Juan peered through the high-powered scope. And his mouth fell agape.
Suddenly, he noticed the nasty dwarf turned Marie into terrifying monster, standing proudly poised near the president. Some gaudy medal hung around the tiny neck, sparkling from golden sunlight spearing through clusters of surrounding trees.
Images from the past, coming in millisecond strobes unrelentingly haunted. Before unleashing bullets fury, Juan saw the bullet riddled Iraqi drug lord crumpled in a lifeless heap. Crosshairs zeroed, and adrenaline surged like rocket fuel. Twice, his finger tripped the trigger like cherubs’ breath on harmonious harp strings. Flocks of pigeons and seagulls swept overhead, mournful cries bleating into the warm air. Juan grabbed the binoculars fast enough to witness the dwarf’s head rendered a mass of gushing blood. Burns drew in a breath and held it, earth and time slowed seemingly to a crawl. The assemblage collectively shrieked at the ghastly display. Starker soon squeezed off three rounds into the president, a tight group centered around the temple. The president’s hands fluttered helplessly, before collapsing like a slaughtered heifer, skin, skull, and brain half-shorn away.
“Bingo,” the exultant Starker whispered, witnessing the carnage through the binoculars. “Let’s go get paid.”
Quickly, he handed his smoking weapon to Marty Mackey, serving as assassin’s groom. Together, they absconded to an awaiting transport some hundred yards away, idling on the cemetery tarmac. Once inside, the vehicle’s idling engine roared, and they sped out of the cemetery’s open and unguarded gates.
“Hey you…what the hell,” Juan wheeled around in the direction of the commanding voice.
The pistol was drawn from fifty yards, but Juan had the drop with the rifle still poised. Just as he absconded toward the screech of the get-away transport’s wheels, he looked and saw the body tumble in a crumpled heap. In a dead sprint, he reached the awaiting unmarked black car.
“C’mon kid,” the driver yelled, “let’s get the hell out of here.”
Juan hurriedly flung himself into the back seat and taking a few deep breaths, carefully stowed his weapon. With the vehicle, safely back on the highway leading out of D.C., the driver looked in the rearview, and caught Juan’s excited young eyes.
“That was some good shooting today,” the man’s rock hard baritone boomed.
With his buzz cut and elder demeanor, Juan figured he was talking to a fellow veteran, albeit from a different era.
“Oh, hell yes, best believe,” Juan replied. “What one was you in sir,” curiosity prodded him to enquire.
“Iraq must have been a real hell hole, but ‘Nam was a plague.” the old timer loyal to Burns for half his life reminisced. “I guess we’ve all been misused by ungrateful masters. But killing sure is fun sometimes, isn’t it son?”
The driver dipped his eyes to the rearview outside the cabin, and he saw a tan car approaching with lightning speed. Unleashed bullets seared the air, and the windscreen was splattered red and grey before spider webbing into shards. Out of control, the vehicle slammed through the guard rail and into a sharp ravine, turning over several times. Thrown clear through the shattered window, Juan painfully pin wheeled into a gully filled with rancid pond filth. Through a blurry mirage, he saw the whirling blades of a state police ‘copter. Someone must have given him up, and Starker’s words echoed in his eggshell skull:
ALL MEN LIE, ALL MEN BETRAY
***
Dazed and now shackled to a cold wall, Juan felt overwhelmed with the presence of an odd energy. The immense creature stood before him, multitude of eyes probing and consuming like magnetic black pools. Then the message flashed in his blurred brain.
“I’m so sorry Juan, but I’m hungry…”
“Please Marie, you know me, don’t do this…Marie?”
Sharp talons lurched quick as a snake snaring a rabbit.
“You don’t know what you’re doing but I…forgive you.”
Juan’s last words choked out, before the powerful jaws clamped around lifeless neck.
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REMAINING INCOGNITO, STARKER decided to miss the plane to Europe and stay at home. Although a dubious decision, somehow, the idea of sitting at curbside cafes in Paris sipping wine and eating truffles didn’t appeal to him. He was on the lamb, but back in LA unannounced, keeping a low profile, carefully planning his next move. In the name of politics, Burns must have sacrificed the kid. At least, Starker deeply mused, Juan Posada died for something noble. Underneath infinite layers of putrid lies, he was the one shining kernel of pure truth.
Settled into a tiny studio apartment in North Hollywood, Starker had taken pains to disguise his identity. It had been a month since the hit on the president, and he sat on the couch looking at the astonishing headlines laid out in front of him on the coffee table: A MIRACLE: THE PRESIDENT RISEN FROM DEAD
The television droned away about aliens from Venus, and the manufactured storyline of a young assassin. Some lone gunman, an ex-serviceman gone bad. Something about mental strain after appearing on the Silverman show.
“At least they deliver lies with convincing verve,” pondered Starker. “Somebody must have hired Lewis Carrol to direct the script of life.”
Sighing, Starker tensed his chiseled features into solid granite.
Blood wildly coursed through palpitating heart, electrified brain keening with total recall, remembering his partner had mentioned something about a ghoulish urban legend. Rumors concerning network president Bob Steinmetz, and something about Madame Blavatsky. Memory crackled more lucidly. He had seen her on cable television, giving fortunes to the lame brained celebrity guests. Epiphany struck grey matter, and Starker smiled, still staring at the screen. Maybe all the trails of evil led right back to sorcerer Steinmetz door.
Even demons hidden in resurrected flesh can’t stop my bullets…
“This is Clover St. Claire live from San Francisco, where National Guard troops are on special alert in light of many eyewitness reports of triangular out world craft materializing and hovering over the city.”
Now, Starker’s blood run cemetery dirt cold. Maybe Adam Levine had somehow discovered Steinmetz’ grand secret of resurrection. Starker suddenly felt the couch shake, the screen coughed and sputtered with loud static.
“You’ll never kill me Starker.”
Stunned, a confused Starker looked around.
The voice seemed to swarm, eerily surrounding. With cat-like agility, Starker jumped off the couch, vice tight white knuckles grasping the revolver. Inexplicably, there she was, standing right in front of him.
“You haunted Crenshaw. And you’re haunting me, is that it, Adam?”
The figure shimmered like a column of pure light.
“This is astral projection. I was Adam. Now, I’m something else far more powerful.”
Carefully, Starker moved his hands away from the Beretta.
“I know you’re not going to believe this Adam, or Clover,” said a cautious Starker. “But your father loved you very much…and he regretted…”
“My father was an abusive asshole, standing up there behind his pulpit like some righteous holy man. He was nothing but a hypocritical thief. Took the church collection money, and bet it on the stock market. Where do you think, he got enormous fortune to hire you in the first place?’
“I’m here to help you. But I have a feeling, maybe you can help me?”
The entire room whirled like a demented carousel, operator dead at the switch. Then, reality abruptly rematerialized, television screen cleared. With the ‘Price is Right’ theme droning in the background, Starker rushed for the white page phone book. Maniacally, he turned the pages, and came to the name printed in bold font. Blavatsky was renowned for not consenting to see everyone, no matter how much money they had.
Picking up his cell phone, Starker knew he had to try.
“It sounds as if you are involved in some cosmic struggle perhaps beyond your current understanding. Tonight, though,” the Madame proposed, in a strange and expectant tone. “Please allow me to illuminate you?”
“Yeah well, I hope this mumbo jumbo isn’t going to cost me an arm and a leg?”
“For you, I shall wave the usual fee. For I have an intuition, what you are contemplating, may affect more than you realize.”
That very night, Starker sat in front of the expansive suburban home. Blavatsky was not what he expected. It had been a while since Starker remembered seeing the Madame on television. But she hadn’t aged. In fact, the longer Starker looked her over, she seemed timeless, like a tree replenished every spring, beauty forever undiminished.
Dressed like the average soccer mom in black stretch exercise pants and Nike cross-trainers, she also proved a more than friendly hostess.
“You look like a beer man Mr. Starker,” she politely offered, nodding to a butler.
“If the beer is cold, let it pour Madame,” the old cop grinned, beginning to relax.
“I think you might need a drink,” Blavatsky warned. “When you learn what, I have to tell you.”
The butler hurried back with the tall foamy draft. Starker took it, and sipped slowly, eyes flickering at the mysterious Madame.
“Very soon, a supernatural exorcism will occur, determining the fate of the universe, both on this material plane, and the one humans cannot see. All that occurs now, on this Beltane, shall determine the future course of humanity. Clover has chosen to help you, chosen to use her newfound knowledge for the light over the dark, to exorcise a demon possessed the stolen body of the resurrected Christ, long ago. When the flesh containing spirit is slayed, the demon can be trapped in metaphysical limbo, forever.”
Starker grinned and took another swig of the cold beer. For some reason, it all rang true, Vasquez was right.
“Don’t take this the wrong way. But how did a woman as attractive as you get missed by all the Hollywood moguls?”
Blavatsky warmly smiled, adding a mellifluous laugh.
“Why Mr. Starker,” she replied cryptically. “I’ve always been born this way.”
Starker almost chuckled as the beer travelled down the wrong pipe.
“What do you mean, always?”
“We always choose to return. We only choose to forget why. But you have always sensed this cosmic truth. Haven’t you Mr. Starker?”
“And how,” Starker asked. “Do you trap the demon spirit into limbo, Madame Blavatsky?
“With the sword of destiny, Mr. Starker.”
Blavatsky led Starker behind a large glass door and down a long-hidden corridor. Suddenly, the seer disguised as soccer mom stopped before a vault-like door, and punched a code into a pad mark.
“The only way to truly kill a demon possessing a body is to cut off the head and collect the swarm of enormous energy with the sword. Then, it must be buried deep, underneath a masonic temples’ marble cornerstone. It is centuries old, drawn from the ancient stone of destiny, Lucifer’s stone.”
The thick vault door yawned open to reveal a large glass case. Inside, was one of the most imposing weapons Starker had ever seen.
“It is one of a kind. Its unique metallurgical properties allow it to capture and release energy, demonic energy.”
Starker’s keen eyes swept over the weapon’s shimmering contours. For a sword century’s old, its burnished surface, clustered with rare jewels, shined as if it had just been just crafted.
“May I see it?” Starker asked, reaching out for the glass case.
Reverently, Blavatsky opened it. Starker handled the lethal instrument, amazed it weighed almost next to nothing, yet retained perfect balance.
“Remember, you must cut the demon off at the head,” the seer commanded with gravity. “Then bury the sword.”
Starker ran a careful finger across the width of the long sharp blade.
“You were entirely lucky to come out of your confrontation with Silverman intact. And, although she appears to be an ally now, beware the young resurrected Clover Black Orchid. Although she has appeared to have chosen the side of good, the danger she may become seduced with her newfound power, and misuse it, remains great, I truly fear.”
Starker gripped the burnished black leather handle, laced with the fine sparkling jewels, preternatural confidence brimming.
“Lady, I’ve made it this far, I think I can take it the distance from here.”
***
On the way, back to his North Hollywood digs, a white SUV speedily shot out from the darkness of an alley, breaks loudly squealing to a smoking halt.
“Mr. Starker, if you’d be so good as to join me for a courtesy call?”
It was the voice of an elder statesman. Reluctantly, Starker climbed in next to the Senator.
“I was told you missed your flight to Europe. Surely, by now…”
“You double crossed Juan Posada. I shouldn’t have trusted you. There is no difference between you and that twisted scoundrel of a dictator sitting in the white house. You’re just as paranoid and dangerous.”
Starker’s eyes transformed to magma spewing volcanic cones.
Burns quickly pulled out a wad of high bills, stuffed into a manila envelope.
“This is offered in addition to what’s implicit in our deal, and for your continued discretion.”
Starker jerked his neck and glared the senator straight in the eyes.
“Did you have any idea they were going to use the double, you son of a bitch? Maybe, you were planning to set us up, appear heroic, busting domestic terrorists before you run for president. But now, to eliminate your competition, make things politically simple, you need me alive, to take one shot, right?’
Burns nodded, world weary face crinkled with a wry smile.
“I’m very pleased you took pains at disguise. I’m sure you’re aware the president could strike back. But there’s something else.” and the senator turned his weather beaten but handsome face to the window. “My contact in the secret service, a certain Mr. Mackey, tells me word out on the street is you’re planning a job to take out Steinmetz with the Holy Sword. This error of judgement could prove to be a grave blunder.”
Burns delicately composed his fingers in the geometric shape of a pyramid, ring emblazoned with prominent square and compass briefly flashing under a glint of streetlight glow.
Starker’s pulse pounded like an anvil.
“I would advise caution in this Mr. Starker. There are some targets, even for you, one must not try to kill…ever.”
“I have a favor to ask of you Senator,” Starker adamantly suggested. “I request Juan’s half of the job go to his uncle back home who hired me to look for his boy. I want him to have the most honorable of burials. He was the kind of genuine hero this country always likes to believe it always produces.”
***
Night crept into the city like a thieving specter. A determined voice wafted into Starker’s half-lit apartment living room while the television maniacally flickered.
“I’ll be alone with the old man tonight. You can walk in the back door. I have the security all bribed and sexually compromised. He’ll already be immobilized from the pills. You must remove the head, then bury the holy sword.”
“Now just hold on Clover, what’s in this for you?”
“Madame Blavatsky warned you about me. But it’s like this. You get to save the world, slay a demon, and I get NBC. That’s right, the first woman and youngest ever to run a major network. How about that?”
“Just have the old man ready to go by the time I arrive, alright. You decide to get cute and change the plan, I’ll decapitate you too, pronto, got it?”
“I hope you’re not overestimating your abilities cop,” Clover began to sizzle.
“Only fools and the innocent die, honey. And, I ain’t either one. So, nothing funny. See you tonight.”
***
In his office working late, the LAPD chief picked up the ringing phone.
“I hope we can speak in absolute confidentiality,” Marty Mackey immediately related. “You know I speak on behalf of someone very powerful in Washington, someone opposed to the president. Someone who is a fellow Citadel alumnus.”
The chief grew tense in his chair, and pulled the phone tighter around his ear.
“We have a problem you can help us with. He’s an operator whose services we recently acquired. Only now, he has gone off the reservation, name of Charlie Starker. I believe we’ve spoken about him before. And I believe you knew him best, along with his late partner, Detective Sergeant Vasquez?”
The chief drew a long sigh.
“What is it our powerful friend requests?”
“Steinmetz is the grand master of the mystic shrine, secretly known as Klovenhoove, the Jesuit Black Robe. And you must do everything to ensure he is protected,” Mackey gravely related. “I’m certain, in return for your heroic act of saving grace tonight, he shall see fit to have you richly rewarded.”
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MADELINE SAT ENSCONCED in a remote safe house on the banks of the Potomac. Now, days were filled with silent contemplation, concerning her life’s bizarre turn. A dutiful Mexican maid was her only daily companion. While the maid saw to all her daily needs, she occupied the days and nights amusedly scanning the newspapers. Observing the television news accounts, she amused herself with the president’s miraculous resurrection from a deadly assassination attempt.
From the odd standpoint of death’s true objectivity, the world of the living seemed a surreal place indeed, light distorted and bent through transparent prism. Thinking further, perhaps she was neither dead nor alive, but existed in isolated limbo, known to neither spirit nor flesh. Then one morning, a familiar visitor appeared, to remind her she still belonged to the latter category.
“Excuse me Ms. Walsh,” the maid entered her upstairs bedroom. “Senator Burns has arrived, and wishes to speak with you?”
Sitting upright on her neatly made double bed, Madeline saw the tall figure step from the shadow falling around the maid standing in the doorway.
“I see they’ve given you a new identity,” Burns commented as the maid retired back down the winding stairs. “I see you’ve dyed your hair black. You’re even wearing contacts, a most clever disguise, and yet,” the senator observed, approaching the bed. “Still, you’ve managed to remain the most beautiful woman in Washington, quite a feat for a cadaver.”
Gazing up into the warm expression, Madeline could not help but chuckle at the absurdity of it all.
“I want you to come with me,” Burns proposed. “I plan on making an announcement soon,” the senator added. “I’m not ever running again, it’s over. I’ve already told Mable I want a divorce.”
Madeline’s cherry red lips fell open, eyes sparkling.
“Tiberius…”
Burns subtly reached out, caressing soft hands.
“A plane is waiting for us at JFK. To take us to my winter home in California, close to the coast.”
***
McCain rushed in to the oval office, the president proudly smiling amidst a shower of popping flashbulbs. Press hacks scribbled the risen messiah’s words as if profound and holy writ.
“Madame,” McCain urgently whispered. “We’ve got a problem…”
The president frowned, then forcefully jutted her chin at the attending secret service.
“Alright everyone,” one of the square jawed security bellowed. “But I’m afraid the audience with the President, is now over.”
Stifling disappointment, the horde of press obediently filed out. Immediately, the president ushered McCain to her private drawing room to ensure privacy.
“We have reliable intelligence Burns has found the location of the safe house and has visited Mason. They are now on their way to JFK. What they’ll do from there, we cannot be certain. But, I don’t think we can afford to take any further chances?”
“That old senile fool,” the president scoffed. “I suppose therefore, Marty Mackey called in sick this morning,” the president suspected.
“We’ve always known he and Mackey were college buddy’s Madame President,” McCain said. “All-Americans played at the Citadel.”
“I guess when it comes right down to it,” she went on, eyes like magma brimming crevasses. “Burns has chosen his libido over his political legacy?”
McCain stood solemnly still, awaiting the president’s decision.
“Take down the craft soon after take-off,” she ordered. “With the public firmly in our hands now,” the president revealed. “We can always blame it on our new out-world enemies.”
***
Arriving at JFK, Madeline and the Senator were met by Marty Mackey at a secluded gate, private jet waiting on the tarmac.
“You’re right on time Senator,” Mackey said. “By the time all the news outlets are ready to announce your abdication, you’ll be well immersed in sun and sand in Malibu.”
Jet engines began to hum and whine as they climbed the steps to the first-class cabin. Madeline settled in next to the senator in comfortable black leather seats, while Mackey went to the well-stocked bar near the back of the plane, to pour the Senator and his paramour some fresh libations.
“I’ll take my usual Marty,” Burns requested, draping a long arm around Madeline’s shoulder.
“I’ll just take some fresh squeezed orange juice,” Madeline said as Mackey nodded back.
“Now that Washington is no longer part of our lives,” the senator said. “We’ll have plenty of time for each other. Without the risk of scandal from the press jackals.”
As Mackey dispensed the drinks, before shuttling off to the cockpit, he and the senator traded glances, nodding expectantly. Madeline began to wonder if this spontaneous decision was the right one, trapped in the quicksand morass of moral quandary.
Was it now too late to rescind, to change her mind?
She sipped the drink, knowing she would probably never be able to return to her native hometown of Danvers, ever again.
“Here’s to everlasting love,” Burns whispered, toasting with his cocktail and drawing close. “Taboo though it may be.”
More than an hour into the flight, plane soaring high over America’s heartland, the pilot was suddenly surprised to observe something truly strange registering on the radar.
Madeline quickly excused herself to the lavatory in the very back of the plane.
“I’m sorry Tiberius, but I must answer the call of nature.”
“That’s quite alright my dear,” Burns acknowledged. “Don’t take too long.”
Closing the door behind her, for a moment she stared back at the pensive reflection in the mirror. Suddenly, the door cracked open. Mackey stood frozen still, iron jaw flexed into a determined grimace. The gun slowly drew out and Madeline backed away. But, there was no escaping.
Burns heard the muffled shots over the subdued groan of the jet engines, and drew a deep breath.
Mackey’s gunpowder drenched hand fell upon his shoulder.
“It’s done Ty,” the loyal Mackey whispered.
Burns sipped his cocktail and reached up to pat Mackey’s hand.
“You’re a good man Marty,” Burns said.
“We’ve got a bogie coming up fast at eleven o’clock high,” the pilot announced over the PA while staring at the strange radar readings.
Striding into the cockpit, Mackey leaned over the pilot’s chair to get a good look at the radar screen.
“Well, what the hell is it?” Mackey shouted, suddenly stunned.
“Looks like it’s big,” the co-pilot uneasily chattered. “It’s moving at a high rate of speed. Maybe, more than forty knots.”
All, at once, gazed in horror through the cockpit window. The behemoth craft sliced through a thick bank of saffron tinged clouds, shards of descending sun sharply reflecting off smooth silvered sheen. A single column of green light shot forth from the bowels of the craft, headed laser straight for the jet’s loaded fuselage.
“Oh, holy shit,” Mackey bellowed.
The sky was choked with pluming mushrooms of thick black smoke, searing rain of hot fire spiraling towards the earth.
The plane pulled apart, and disintegrated from underneath the helpless occupants.
***
That evening, the moon hung low, sparkles of pastoral white descended from a spectral orb, shimmering on the black stone path to the back door of Steinmetz coven mansion. As planned, it was unguarded and open. From inside, Starker could hear the muffled murmurs in the wake of several bouts of lovemaking.
“My old fat assed battle axe of a wife could never compete with you my dear,” Starker heard Steinmetz bark in a drunken slur.
Silently approaching the soaring archway of the immense bedroom, the old cop jutted out his stubbly chin and peeked in. Clover was in the process of lacing the drink, and very soon the old man would be out and ready. Ducking back down the hallway to unsheathe the large sword from underneath his long leather coat, Starker’s keen ears detected a rustling from not far away. Peering around, there was nothing, but Starker proceeded cautiously.
“Drink this my love,” Clover cooed, handing the old man the laced champagne.
Hungrily gulping, the old man began to awkwardly shuffle pigeon toed feet. The glass slipped from his fingers. Steinmetz collapsed to his knees, helplessly prone, fat fingers white as ember ash desperately grabbing for strands of alpaca carpet. The room transformed to a demented chamber of horrors, strobes of intense light piercing the retinas as dimensions collided, the world perilously tumbling off its axis.
Deep breath, and Starker seized the sword with both strong hands. Radar keen eyes zeroed in on the target, fish belly white fat neck of a demon sticking out, ripe for the plucking. Rushing in with sword raised high, ready to plunge, and the sharp cadence of a familiar voice filled the bedroom.
“Don’t do this Charlie. Don’t make me into the bad guy.”
Starker saw the drawn pistol poised to fire, heard the quick pop of one bullet loading into the chamber.
“What did they promise you chief,” Starker hurled back like a verbal boulder. “Did someone in Washington make a private deal to haul your corrupt ass up the political wise cracker line?”
The two men stared one another down. Clover remained in the background, watching and waiting, eyeing the pistol she and the old man used moments before in a sexy game of Russian roulette.
“Just do what you always do, turn your pussy eyes away. Go right back to your office to do what you do best…kissing babies and politician ass.”
The sword raised and the bullets crackled. Starker let out a prolonged groan as the immense weapon slipped from his lifeless fingers. Soon the pistol smoke cleared, and the chief kneeled over Starker, Clover’s eyes gleaming like polished opals.
“Why didn’t you listen to what Burns said,” the chief addressed the fallen former comrade. “Some targets you just don’t try to kill Charlie. Unfortunately,” he added, tinged with sorrow. “You were always one to keep your own council, rest easy…rest easy.”
Miraculously, Steinmetz stirred, managing to crawl half-naked to his feet.
“How would you like your own network show in a prime-time slot, chief. Just imagine, the publicity for the LAPD. Not to mention, the ascension of your own career.”
The demonic gleam suddenly returned to the old man’s eyes as he slipped into a silk bathrobe and approached a smiling chief.
“I can make you a star, give you whatever you want. And after your successful show is aired, maybe we make you mayor of LA. The present one is moving towards a larger profile, into the governor’s chair in Sacramento. I need someone in Hollywood I can work with.”
Steinmetz beamed and patted the stunned chief’s arm, still gripping the smoking gun.
“Well, sign me up Mr. Steinmetz,” the chief replied, trying not to peer at Starker’s bleeding carcass. “I’ll do whatever it takes.”
“Then you must take an oath to enter the coven. Only witches are officially allowed to be chosen, contestants in the great game.”
The chief suddenly became ecstatic, and pumped his fist as if he had just won the state lottery.
“Just tell me one thing Mr. Steinmetz. Is it true what they say, you’re some demon named Anubis, stole Christ’s body from the tomb two thousand years ago, and possessed it?”
Steinmetz’ pumpkin face grew wide with a devious grin.
“That is a story,” the NBC executive replied, weathered face slithering with a sly grin, offering neither confirmation nor denial.
“A story for another time, another place, I’m afraid.”
Steinmetz adjusted the sash of his silk bathrobe.
“But for you my dear,” he said, turning to Clover to begin an effusive proposal.
“You’re going to be the next daytime superstar. Women love crisis, drama, and playing the victim. You shall be the understanding sibling. The sounding board with flesh they never had during sad childhoods. You shall exalt their petty narcissism into tragic and even grandiose tribulation. Undoubtedly, you shall be the most luminescent star in the history of television.”
Clover unleashed a jubilant grin. Too bad about the ex-cop, she thought, as she took Steinmetz hand. Evil will always triumph, should the good resolve.
“Oh, and don’t forget,” she reminded the NBC executive. “I’ll shall retain controlling interest in all network affairs. That means a seat at the board of director’s meetings.”
Steinmetz eyes grew owl large. This newly resurrected sorceress was not only bold, but represented a shrewd, calculating, and commercial mind.
“Oh yes, certainly, my dear,” the old demon mumbled.
Never, in two thousand years, had he witnessed such cunning, such skilled utility with magic.
“We shall all mutually benefit…of course.” Steinmetz said, eyeing them both.
“My mother always said,” the chief prattled. “I would be on television one day.”
“And, I shall be queen of your coven my lord,” Clover leaned in to kiss the demon’s cheek, Holy Sword kept clandestine behind her back.
The dew-like softness of crimson lips pressed to demon flesh, and the deadly sharp tool was drawn. There came an agonizing groan, vibrant life completely draining from the old man’s dark eyes, blood seeping crimson trails onto the exotic white carpet.
Before Steinmetz fell into a heap, Clover swept the blade clear through skin and bone with a single lightning quick thrust. Ebony eyes gleaming with anticipation, Clover knelt and affixed her lips over the severed head. Sprays of brilliant light shot straight from the lifeless old man’s gaping mouth, quickly funneling straight into hers. Hungrily, she consumed every rainbow strand. Now, her power was unlimited as Queen of the Eastern Star coven.
“Looks like you’re now one hundred percent in control Miss,” the astonished chief stammered. “I have to ask, Miss, if you don’t mind,” the sheepish chief mumbled.
“Don’t worry chief,” came Clover’s silk soft reply.
Her mind’s gears churned in clever revolutions, discarding the demons severed head upon bloodied carpet.
“We need to remind the people, we can stick a boot in their face at any time, for any reason. Hypocritical white people will tune in to see minority groups exploited.”
Clover approached the startled chief, bloody sword still threateningly drawn.
“One hand, always washes the other. This was a mad disgruntled cop, with an axe to grind gone badly, and I trust that will be the official story. He kidnapped us both, and held us hostage, and you came unfailingly to the rescue.”
The chief’s arid throat gulped, sorceresses’ ebony eyes yawning into cosmic black holes.
“You can count on me Miss Clover. We can fix that up very easily. Besides, old Charlie…”
Gripping the bloody sword with both hands, Clover postured like a murderous samurai.
“And since you are an initiate into the coven, I trust you will address me as Your Majesty in future?”
“Oh, certainly,” a nebbish chief sputtered.
Throwing the bloody tool aside, Clover knelt to retrieve the severed head.
“Now, the first thing we must do, is take this and burn it. And there’s one other thing. This sword must be buried under the masonic hall’s marble cornerstone.”
***
Eventually, Oz and his new companion both discovered the tiny tracking devices surgically implanted just under thick reptilian skin. With crude implements, employing sharp claws, they helped one another remove them permanently, and escaped deeper into the red wood forests of California.
They were free.
“We can have a family, our own home,” her telepathic message communicated to Oz.
“We can build a home from the trees and attack the others by night for food,” Oz replied, the words burning into her cortex.
Together, with their new offspring, they collected fresh wild berries, and drank fresh water from babbling streams, climbing high to a mountain peak, allowing a panoramic view of the immense valley below.
They stared straight into the burning sun, wondering what transpired after this mortal sphere melted away.
“The energy coming to us through the sun must be god,” Oz wondered, and they all nodded. “The true light of the world.”
The powerful thought flashed like a mantra in their brains, and in reverence, they all began to kneel.
***
The new Queen of daytime television was introduced to her new producer, a most familiar face in the guise of a younger man.
“I would like you to meet Trevor Gooding my Queen,” Pete the producer introduced. “Apparently, Trevor here was a protégé of the late and great Riley Crenshaw, and he’s just arrived from the UK.”
Telepathy arced between them like jagged jolts of electricity connecting live wires. Instantly, each recognized in the other otherworldly abilities, an implicit understanding of the Universe and magical manipulations of time and space, of life and death.
“For wonderful specimens, such as us my Queen,” Gooding schmoozed in a posh British accent. “There is never any death, only wondrous experiences.”
“I believe you are correct…Commodore,” a flirtatious Clover cooed.
“Of course, you now realize Your Majesty,” Gooding warned, winking. “You’re not the only witch proficient with digital magic.”
“Touché Commodore, but I’m afraid you must understand, and promise never to forget, if we are to work with one another going forward…I outrank you.”
Misty eyes gleamed like burnished gems.
Now it was show time, and to enraptured applause, she emerged from under an array of blinking white hot lights triumphantly spelling out her name.
The capacity studio audience strained voices in an insanely loud mantra:
CLOVER…CLOVER…CLOVER…
America’s new favorite daytime hostess acknowledged the fawning adoration with a series of dramatically blown kisses. Watching from the wings, Gooding felt stricken with horrifying memories, memories of his former life with Sister Silverman.
“Well, America, I was away for a while, but now I’m back,” the hostess began, irony lost on the howling audience. “And now, that I’m here, everyone,” Clover proclaimed. “I’ll be staying, for a very long time.”



CONCLUSION
THE CHIEF SAT in his office with the mayor, lounging on the couch positioned opposite his tidy desk. On the wall, the big screen television came alive:
“The death of legendary LAPD Detective Lieutenant Charlie Starker,” droned the NBC news anchor. “Has stunned his former colleagues.”
“Too bad about Charlie. But do you think this spin on what really happened pacify everyone?”
Almost sullen, the mayor looked away from the screen.
“I don’t see how anyone could believe this nonsense any more than the president’s miraculous resurrection,” the chief suggested. “But just to be on the safe side, we have to find and destroy those Black Delta files. Because now that Charlie’s gone, the media dogs will be digging right in our own backyard.”
The chief gesticulated and puked out a suggestion.
“Maybe the crazy hero gone bad angle is the best going forward, so no one in the public domain questions anything beneath the surface…could make us all look bad.”
“Yeah,” the mayor replied. “If Charlie looks clean, we all look clean.”
Both men looked back at the screen, NBC anchor now in full drama mode.
“Why did a rogue cop hold a network executive and a young upstart television star hostage? Tune in, tonight at eleven, for the stunning details. Was legendary LAPD Detective Lieutenant Charlie Starker, turned respected private investigator, once part of a rogue unit within the department, hired to perform political assassinations?”
“Forget Rome,” spat the chief. “With old man Steinmetz, no longer in LA, and the new Black Robe half-way around the world sitting on his golden perch, I don’t know anyone can see that far. With that Clover ‘Queen Witch’ and her idea of putting the department on television, we’re both going places if we play along. Neither of us needs the damned headache.”
The mayor wagged his bulbous head.
“Make sure,” he warned the chief. “You put your best people on wiping those files clean. Use only people with clearances. Then, scatter them to the four winds. And, after all this media clamor dies down,” the mayor promised. “I’m reinstating Charlie’s silver star, under the radar without any fuss. Forget political correctness. God broke the mold when he made Charlie Starker.”
“He should be remembered as a genuine hero. A hero that went a little crazy in the end, sure,” the chief heartily agreed. “But Charlie Starker was still the real deal.”
“Obviously,” the mayor replied. “You made the right choice. With this new reality show featuring the heroic deeds of the department, you blazed a trail right straight to Washington. Of course, it helps you joined the coven. Anyway,” the mayor added. “Heaven should greet Charlie Starker with a fanfare of angels.”
“Let’s hope old Charlie gets there, huh,” the chief agreed. “Heaven, I mean.”
For a moment, they both gawked in secret fear at the charismatic image of Hollywood’s newborn star, dominating the television screen.
“I’m not really aware of any motive,” they heard Clover detail in a prerecorded interview. “I’m just glad the chief was there to save me. It was all so horrible when that cop tied me up, tortured and killed that nice man Mr. Steinmetz. Bob was such a beautiful and gracious man, gave me my start in this business,” they heard her blubber. Clover rubbed misty eyes with a red painted nail, secretly dabbed in vapor rub.
“You know eventually,” the chief finally said. “Something must be done about this Clover, the Queen Witch, right?”
The mayor affirmatively wobbled his fleshy jowls.
“I tell you this,” he said. “I think we both know what Charlie would have decided to do.” The mayor stabbed a button on the television clicker.
Both shook dismayed heads at the superstar hostess adorned in angel white glory.
“We have a very special guest on the show today, America. WE HAVE AN ALIEN…FROM VENUS.”
An eerie pall drifted over the studio audience as a ghostly figure appeared onstage, murderous glare carved into the granite face. A muscular arm, tattooed with a black pyramid, took deliberate aim, silver barreled pistol flashing like streaked lightning under the nimbus of studio lights. Gasps from the stunned audience rose like growls of thunder from gathering storm clouds. Watching the scene unfold, the chief and the mayor froze, mesmerized stone still. Rainbow streaks of frantic static madly flickered, before the television image winked out, and all faded to black.
An exclamation wobbled from the mayor’s trembling lips.
“Something tells me, we’re going to be next.”
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