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    Most twenty-first-century readers are likely unaware that the Lobster—the compelling crime-noir star of pulp stories, comic books, and low-budget Mexican horror films (as “Lobster Johnson”)—is thought to have been based on a real-life crime buster. The facts have become obliterated by the fiction, and thus it seems almost inevitable that this latest chapter in the enigmatic history of the Lobster will only create more questions.


    As noted in The True History of Lobster Johnson, “Almost nothing is known about the ‘real’ vigilante crime fighter known as the Lobster—only that between February 1932 and December 1938, more than a hundred (by some accounts as high as 250) organized-crime figures, Axis spies, and saboteurs were found murdered in and around New York City and Chicago, a claw symbol burned into their foreheads. A few eyewitness accounts described ‘a masked man with lantern eyes dressed all in black,’ but no photographs of the Lobster are known to exist, only police photos of his victims and a few paper calling cards discovered at some of the crime scenes. Conspiracy theorists have long maintained that in 1938, the Lobster was recruited by the United States military to head several top-secret operations against the Nazis in Europe, and that he was actually killed during one of these operations. The United States government, however, has always denied the existence of these missions and any knowledge of the person known as the Lobster.”


    Researchers may argue over the question of whether the Lobster actually existed at all, but his fictional counterpart’s history is indisputable. The character first appeared in a novel-length pulp story, “The Long Arm of Death,” in the September 1940 issue of Weird Detective magazine. His “creator,” retired New York City police detective Norvell Cooper, claimed in numerous interviews to have known the “real” Lobster, and that his stories had been adapted from true events. But his claims were dubious. Once again from The True History of Lobster Johnson:


    “Given Cooper’s tendency to blow up major New York City landmarks in his stories (he destroyed the Empire State Building twice), that seems unlikely. In an interview, Cooper admitted that he did not know the identity of the Lobster and that he had created the fictional Lobster’s alter ego—wheelchair-bound millionaire Walter Johnson, inspired by reclusive Park Avenue bank president D. S. Johnson.”


    During the 1950s, legendary low-budget Mexican horror-film auteur Eduardo Fernandez directed a string of movies based on the character, renamed “Lobster Johnson” for the films (apparently appropriating the last name “Johnson” from the alter ego Cooper had given the Lobster in his stories). Badly dubbed and edited versions of a number of these films appeared on American television quite frequently in the 1960s. While the Lobster Johnson films never quite reached the level of popularity of Batman or Zorro, a generation of American children became familiar with this variation on the character, giving rise to the public’s adaptation of the name “Lobster Johnson” to refer even to the pulp hero of Norvell Cooper’s stories.


    The last of Cooper’s eight Lobster stories, “Death Means Justice,” appeared in the final issue of Weird Detective in February 1942, but that same year the Lobster debuted as a headliner in his own comic-book series, Lobster Comics, which ran thirty-eight issues before it was canceled in 1946. Two equally forgettable movie serials were released in 1945, but never achieved the cult status conferred on Fernandez’s Lobster Johnson films, the last of which appeared in 1959.


    And now, fifty years later, the book reopens on a bizarre new chapter of the history of the Lobster.


    In July 2004, an iron strongbox was found in a long-

    abandoned gas station in Oakdale, California. The gas station had been scheduled for destruction and a man named Simon Chesmore—the grandson of the recently deceased owner—had sold the property to the developers of an office park. Chesmore discovered the box and soon learned of the suspected value of its contents, selling at auction several novel-length manuscripts featuring the exploits of the Lobster.


    Yet this is clearly not the same Lobster featured in the work of Norvell Cooper. Unsettling and strange as these stories are, thus far nothing in them has been successfully disproved. The Empire State Building survives each of these newly discovered adventures. These books—of which The Satan Factory is apparently the oldest—are unquestionably not the work of Cooper, himself a dreadful writer. And, of course, these manuscripts do not feature the wheelchair-bound alter ego invented by Cooper for his own tales.


    So who is the actual author? And are these true accounts?


    Further research has not provided an answer. There is no evidence that a police officer by the name of Jacob Hurley served in the New York City police department during the time period of this novel. However, painstaking research has unearthed records of an officer who shared the initials JH and who retired to Modesto, California, in 1932 with his family, and whose uncle, Karl Hartung, owned and operated the gas station in question from 1946 to 1949.


    As we have been unable to locate any surviving members of that officer’s family, and thus have no way to verify the events of this novel, we have no choice but to publish it as fiction. However, it seemed appropriate to present you, dear reader, with all of the facts at hand, so that you can formulate your own judgment as to the tale’s veracity.


    For myself, I can only say that I pray The Satan Factory is mere fiction. I shudder to think of the alternative.


    —


    Thomas E. Sniegoski


    Stoughton, Massachusetts


    February 13, 2009

  


  
    Mexico, 1932



    —


    Dr. Jonas Chapel sat in the far back corner of the ramshackle cantina, a half-empty bottle of cheap tequila on the table in front of him.


    The worm was laughing at him.


    He reached out with a trembling hand and grabbed the unlabeled glass bottle, watching as the gold liquid swirled around inside, moving the worm that rested at the bottom.


    “I’ll fix you,” the gaunt and unshaven middle-aged man slurred. He tipped the bottle and filled his glass again. Even immersed in alcohol, Chapel imagined that he could still hear the larva, amused by the failure of his life.


    He planned to drink the entire bottle of tequila just to get to the insect. How dare it mock him?


    Do you know who I am? he wanted to ask the bug, but was afraid the worm would just laugh all the harder.


    Carefully, Chapel brought the glass of alcohol to his mouth, using both hands to keep the glass from shaking. “Don’t want to waste a drop,” he repeated over and over until the rim of the glass touched his lips, and he tipped it back, spilling the corrosive fluid down his throat.


    His eyes burned and watered, and he had to stifle a cough as he focused on the worm at the bottom of his bottle.


    It’s just a matter of time, he told himself.


    But the bug was right to make fun of him. He was a failure and deserved any amount of ridicule heaped upon him; why else would he be here, in this dilapidated structure, in an unnamed Mexican town?


    Hiding.


    As he had done nearly a million times before, Jonas Chapel tried to put his finger on where it had all gone wrong.


    His hands seemed steadier after his last drink, and he reached for the bottle to pour another. The tequila helped him to remember, painful details floating to the surface of his memory on a current of yellow liquid.


    He’d been considered the golden boy, graduating from Yale Medical School at the top of his class, and then inheriting the Chapel family fortune and all that it entailed. Jonas Chapel was on top of the world, and there wasn’t a soul that could knock him from his perch.


    Or so he had believed.


    Jonas had always had a dark fascination for the illicit, the forbidden, the taboo, and found himself drawn to some of the seedier elements available to him: liquor, drugs, gambling, rubbing elbows with those of a far more colorful and dangerous nature.


    That was the world he reveled in, embracing it as his own, even as the world of high society he had inherited began to crumble.


    Within a matter of months he’d lost everything—his medical practice, the family fortune—and he found himself in debt to the illegal gambling houses he’d come to frequent so regularly.


    That was when he’d first entertained the idea of escape, planning to flee Manhattan and his debts, to secretly set up residence elsewhere, in Chicago, or maybe even Boston. But he hadn’t been fast enough.


    Chapel tossed back the latest glass of tequila with a grimace.


    He’d overslept after a particularly long night of drinking and had awakened to find that he wasn’t alone. He hated to remember how he’d begged them not to hurt him, and how the brutish thugs had just laughed at him, mocking the silk pajamas he was wearing as they dragged him from his penthouse apartment and shoved him inside the trunk of a car that smelled of something dead.


    He had honestly thought he would die that night. They were going to take what he owed in blood, and make an example of him to any other who might consider trying to run from a debt.


    They’d hauled him from the foul-smelling trunk after a long and tortuous ride, his dignity in tatters. He’d expected to find himself in some isolated, wooded area, but instead he was standing in front of an opulent mansion on the outskirts of the city.


    A home where, he soon learned, the Devil resided.


    Chapel had heard of Rocco “The Devil” Fazzina, but had never had the pleasure of meeting him. Fazzina was one of New York’s up-and-coming crime figures, along with Red O’Neill and Salvatore Decante. Each of them had their territories staked out, ruling their own sections of the city with an iron fist. All of them harbored the desire to be ruler of it all, each secretly planning how to take his competitors out for the count.


    It was said that Fazzina had the most ambition, and many in the underworld predicted it would only be a matter of time before the gangs were at war for the coveted prize of the entire city.


    Chapel had never cared much about gangland politics. It had little to do with him, so long as he continued to have places to drink and lay a bet.


    But as he stood in front of Rocco Fazzina’s home, he realized it did have a great deal to do with him. For it was Fazzina’s liquor he had been drinking; the unpayable tabs he’d run up were at establishments owned by the mobster.


    Now here he stood, in his wet, grease-stained pajamas, about to have an audience with the Devil. And it would change his life.


    Chapel poured himself more tequila, getting closer to the worm, but he no longer heard the giggling insect. He was lost in the memory of the first time he’d stood in the presence of Rocco Fazzina.


    The man was large, built like a caveman. He sat, legs crossed, in a high-backed leather chair, a roaring fire burning in the hearth behind him.


    The fires of hell, Chapel remembered thinking.


    The Devil had given him three choices that night. He could pay back all the money he owed; he could be slowly beaten to death and then his broken body fed to the hungry guard dogs; or he could go to work for Fazzina, the Devil’s gang his exclusive practice.


    Chapel’s unhealthy vices had left him nearly penniless, and despite his problems, he still had quite an aversion to death. There was only one logical choice, the only option left to him.


    And so that was the night he made a deal with the Devil. They had shaken on it, Chapel’s delicate hand wrapped in Fazzina’s overly warm, ape-like mitt.


    In a matter of hours Chapel’s debts were forgiven, and he no longer feared eviction from his penthouse apartment. Everything had been made right. Except that now, he owed the Devil.


    Chapel was able to continue his life of decadence and excess, but Fazzina made sure he paid his dues by keeping his men in shape to fight the war that was brewing. He never knew when he’d be needed. Fazzina’s boys would show up at his plush apartment at all hours of the day and night. They would be beaten, stabbed, or shot, and always bloody. Chapel cleaned and sutured their wounds, changed their dressings, and even did a little minor surgery on occasion, saving them from trips to Bellevue and the prying questions of city doctors.


    And that was how it had gone for the longest time.


    As he sat in the darkness of the cantina, in the midst of the stifling Mexican heat, Chapel felt suddenly cold. This was the part of his story that he despised, where it had all gone so horribly wrong. His hands were shaking again, despite the alcohol coursing through his veins. Gripping the nearly empty bottle, he decided that he would need more—much more—if he were going to continue. The memories were like pieces of jagged glass rubbed across the surface of his brain.


    That fateful night had been like so many others, filled with all manner of debauchery beneath the roof of one of Fazzina’s exclusive clubs. Chapel had been well on the way to mind-numbing inebriation, when his drinking was suddenly interrupted by two of Fazzina’s top honchos. There was an air of urgency about them as they nearly dragged him out into the cold New York winter’s night, never even bothering to allow him to retrieve his coat.


    He remembered asking them what was happening, his words slurred by drink. It had seemed to be the usual story—two of Fazzina’s men roughed up in an altercation with Red O’Neill’s followers.


    And they wanted Chapel to fix them up.


    He was blind, stinking drunk that night, but it didn’t matter. His job was to take care of Fazzina’s men.


    The two injured men had already been taken to Chapel’s makeshift dispensary created in an unused bedroom of his penthouse. There was blood everywhere, but the men still lived. Barely.


    Chapel remembered standing there, staring at his patients as their lives slowly bled away. Even drunk, he knew it would take a miracle to save them, and he tried to tell that to his escorts—until he’d felt the cold steel barrel of a gun at the side of his head.


    What choice had he had?


    Chapel threw himself into the task of saving these men’s lives. Their bodies had been riddled with bullets, the amount of blood they had lost nearly critical, but somehow he had managed to keep them breathing. Moving from one to the other, he plucked bullets from the puckered holes in their flesh and dressed their wounds.


    Eight. Eight bullets between them, and still they continued to breathe.


    Looking back, Chapel wasn’t sure if it had been an example of his great skill, or pure luck; although luck had very little to do with the events that followed.


    Satisfied that he had done his job, the two thugs left him with his patients, heading off to inform Fazzina that Chapel had once again proved his worth.


    Chapel remembered wanting—needing—a drink. As the door closed on Fazzina’s goons, he headed to the liquor cabinet to fortify his receding drunk. He deserved this reward, he recalled thinking, as he eagerly nursed at the bourbon bottle like it was a mother’s breast.


    He’d finished off most of the bottle’s contents when he became aware of someone moaning behind him. One of his patients was beginning to wake up. Chapel had a vague recollection of giving the poor slob a shot of something . . . an injection to kill the pain, before he himself passed out upon the floor.


    It was some time later, when he awoke, his body thirsty for another drink, that he had realized his mistake. It had been an honest error, certainly something done in hospitals all across the country, but the end result was catastrophic. Chapel had given the man too much painkiller, and now he was dead.


    Accidents happened. Surely Rocco Fazzina would understand that, especially after everything Chapel had done for him. But then he recalled the zeal with which the two thugs had ordered him to save this particular man.


    What makes this guy so special? he’d wondered.


    The man’s wallet was resting atop a heap of bloody clothing in the room’s center. Chapel picked it up, opening it to read the name printed upon the driver’s license.


    Frank Fazzina.


    Chapel’s heart nearly came to a stop as he read the name again, and then again.


    Frank. Fazzina.


    He vaguely remembered hearing that Rocco’s big brother’s kid had joined the gang, and that he was being groomed to be the Devil’s second in command.


    The sudden rush of adrenaline purged the lingering effects of alcohol from Chapel’s body. He knew exactly what this meant. He’d killed Rocco’s nephew. His own days were numbered.


    Completely lucid for the first time in many months, Jonas Chapel began to hatch a plan. He had to leave New York, get far away from the city as quickly as possible.


    Gathering up what little money he had left, Chapel ran from an inevitable death.


    He ran from the Devil’s wrath.


    —


    Chapel was one glass away from finishing the bottle, and hopefully silencing the mocking laughter of the bloated worm. He ran a hand across his unshaven face before reaching into the pocket of his suit jacket, feeling around for what little money he had left.


    Withdrawing his hand, he counted the foreign coins, and saw that he had just enough for another bottle. Silently, he prayed that the new bottle’s worm wouldn’t be quite so disrespectful.


    “Señor Chapel,” cried a voice from the doorway.


    Startled, Chapel dropped the handful of coins on the floor as a little boy dressed in a loose-fitting wool outfit, a large straw hat perched atop his head, ran into the cantina.


    “What is it, Paco?” Chapel slurred, almost falling as he slid from his chair to retrieve the fallen money.


    “You said for me to let you know if there were strangers in the village,” the child said breathlessly as he squatted beside Chapel.


    The boy’s words filled him with dread, stopping the reclamation of his coins. “Go on,” he urged.


    “They are here—two men in very expensive suits, and they are asking for you.”


    “Where are they?” Chapel asked, reaching out to grab hold of the boy’s arm in a trembling grip.


    “They are coming this way,” the boy said, his dark eyes glistening wetly in the dim light of the tavern. “I ran ahead of them to warn you.”


    Chapel quickly looked toward the door, catching sight of shadowy shapes moving across the threshold.


    The bartender was looking their way, drying a glass with a filthy rag.


    “A back exit?” Chapel yelled to him, forgetting what remained of his coins and rising to his feet.


    The bartender just stared, continuing to dry the glass.


    “Do you have a back door?”


    Chapel was already moving to the far end of the rundown establishment, Paco at his side. There he found a door, but it was blocked by stacks of wooden crates filled with empty bottles.


    “Quickly,” he urged the boy, grabbing the first of the boxes. “We need to move these.”


    The boy, no older than ten years of age, did the best that he could, pulling down the heavy crates to gradually reveal their means of escape.


    The bartender was yelling at them, but Chapel ignored him, his mind too frazzled to understand what it was that he was saying.


    Sliding the last of the boxes aside with a clatter, he grabbed at the old wooden door, hauling it open. He chanced a final glance to the front of the cantina just as Fazzina’s men came in. Chapel knew who they were immediately; they carried an air about them.


    An air of death.


    “There he is,” he heard one of the men say, just as he darted through the door out into an alleyway.


    “This way, Señor Chapel,” Paco urged, waving his little brown hands at him, urging him to follow.


    Chapel surged toward the boy, the alcohol in his veins stealing away any chance he might have had at dexterity. He bounced off an alley wall with a clatter, stumbling toward the boy, who reached out to grab his arm.


    “Quick, quick!” Paco said, leading him on a twisting path.


    He could hear Fazzina’s men behind them, kicking aside the glass-filled crates to give chase.


    Heart hammering in his chest, he let the boy lead him through the maze-like back passages of the village. Chapel felt as though he was immersed in some sort of horrible nightmare, the darkness of the back streets seeming to intensify, closing in on them as they ran.


    The night was silent except for the sounds of their fatigue. He didn’t know how long they’d been running, but he was certain that it wouldn’t be long until he could run no more.


    Legs trembling with exertion, he found himself stumbling, falling to his knees, letting go of Paco’s hand.


    “No, Señor,” the little boy said, coming to him. “We must run.” Nervously, he looked about them. “This is not a good place to rest. Please, get up.”


    Chapel was gasping for air, waving the boy’s frantic hands away.


    “I can’t,” he said, his words expelled upon a wheeze.


    He could hear the sound of heavy footfalls growing closer, and Chapel felt the electricity of fear tingle through his body. He managed to stand, swaying uneasily upon rubbery legs.


    Paco took his hand again, and was trying to pull him along, but Chapel planted his feet, noticing something in the darkness across from him—a door.


    There were strange symbols scrawled upon the rough-looking piece of wood. He traced the symbols with his eyes, having no idea of their meaning, but feeling as though this was his moment of salvation.


    “In here,” Chapel said, throwing himself at the door.


    “No, Señor Chapel,” the boy pleaded, trying to pull him away. “This is not a good place.”


    Annoyed, Chapel shook off the child’s grip. “Nonsense,” he hissed, leaning upon the old wood, and with all his strength, forcing it to open. “They’ll catch us for sure if we don’t . . .”


    The single room was lit by candlelight, strange shadows swirling like obsidian smoke in the flickering flame. At first he believed that they were alone, but then an old woman emerged from the darkness.


    “I was waiting,” she said with a thick accent, a hideous, toothless smile on her dark, wrinkled face. She nodded with excitement, clapping her gnarled hands together.


    “La Bruja,” Paco whispered breathlessly, trying to pull Chapel back into the alley.


    “Leave me alone,” Chapel barked, roughly slapping away the boy’s hands. He reached out, pulling the door closed behind them.


    “Come in, come in,” the old woman said, waving them further into her dwelling.


    Chapel was fascinated by the old crone. He found himself drawn to her withered form as she urged him to come closer. Paco stayed at his side, his trembling hands tightly gripping the fabric of Chapel’s pants.


    “How?” Chapel asked. “How did you know we’d be here?”


    The old woman cackled again, reaching for one of the candles on the table next to her. “I know these things.” The hot wax dripped onto her gnarled hands, but she didn’t seem to notice. “As I know that you have come for this.”


    She moved the burning flame closer to a pocket of shadow in the corner, illuminating something propped there.


    Paco gasped, the fingernails of his small hands sinking through the material of Chapel’s trousers and digging into the flesh of his leg. Chapel grimaced with the sudden pain, but could not look away.


    “This is for you,” the old woman said happily, lifting the flame higher to reveal the glistening face of a skeleton in a simple, wooden coffin.


    He felt compelled to move closer, dragging along Paco, who still gripped his leg. Chapel had never seen anything like it. At first glance, the skeleton appeared human, but upon closer inspection—as the dancing light of the candle flame revealed its details—he saw that it wasn’t.


    “What . . .”


    The skull was thick, with what looked to be horns protruding just above the brow. The bones of the body, twisted and malformed, jutted out at odd angles, the arms dangling much longer than anything remotely humanoid.


    The skeleton appeared to be sweating. A pinkish-red liquid slithered along the yellowed bone to puddle at the bottom of the coffin.


    “What is it?” he at last managed to ask.


    The old woman’s grin grew horribly wide as she answered. “It is your future,” she said.


    He was just about to ask her more, when there was a sound like a shotgun blast, and the door to the hovel burst open as Fazzina’s men, guns drawn, charged inside.


    “Hey, Doc,” said one of the men he remembered from that fateful night. Duke was his name, and tonight he wore a cruel smile on his pale, doughy features. “We’ve been lookin’ for you everywhere.”


    The other man, whose name was Pete, giggled like a girl, his beady, rat-like eyes twinkling with anticipation.


    Chapel’s thoughts raced. He considered using the boy as a shield as he attempted his escape, but doubted that he would survive the attempt.


    “Mr. Fazzina sends you his best,” Duke said as he raised his gun.


    A strange breeze passed through the hovel, blowing out a number of the candles with its caress, making the darkness all the more impenetrable.


    He was going to run, to use this moment provided by the darkness, but the sound of Paco’s screams froze him in place. The old woman—La Bruja—had grabbed the boy, dragging his struggling form to her.


    The thugs opened fire, the muzzle flashes lighting up the darkness, as Chapel dove for cover.


    Through staccato flashes of gunfire he could make out the old woman, and was stunned by what he saw. She had placed the tips of her clawed fingers into the reddish-pink substance that oozed down the skeleton’s twisted bones, and was smearing it about the struggling child’s mouth.


    Fazzina’s men had come further into the room, squinting through the shadows, eager to know if their shots had found their marks.


    Paco pulled away from the crone and lunged across the room, landing at the mobsters’ feet. He shivered and moaned.


    Chapel crouched in the darkness, watching, transfixed.


    “Should I plug ’im?” Pete asked.


    “Yeah,” Duke answered flatly. “You kill the kid, and I’ll see if the doc is still kickin’.”


    He had made himself incredibly small upon the floor, cowering in the cover of shadows, praying not to be seen.


    Duke approached the old crone, who was laughing as if she were having the time of her life.


    “What’s so funny?” Duke asked her, pointing the gun menacingly at her face. “Do you see anything funny here, you screwy old bat?”


    “You,” she said, shoving the still-burning candle toward him. “I see you.”


    Chapel watched the gunman’s finger twitch upon the trigger, and knew what was to be the old woman’s fate. But then Pete cried out, saving her for at least a moment.


    “What’s wrong with him?” There was fear in his voice.


    Duke spun around to see that Paco had climbed to his feet.


    At least, Chapel thought it was Paco.


    —


    The boy . . . was changing. His body was becoming hunched, his limbs longer . . . thicker, his hair wild like a lion’s mane.


    “Don’t stand there looking at him, shoot ’im,” Duke ordered.


    Pete pointed the gun, but the transformed Paco was faster. The boy surged forward with a guttural growl, and sank his teeth deep into the gangster’s hand.


    The gun clattered to the wood floor as Pete screamed, beating at the boy’s head with his fist.


    “Son of a bitch,” Duke said, aiming his own weapon, trying to get off a shot without hitting his companion. “Hold still!”


    Pete’s cries were as pathetic as Paco’s growls were terrifying.


    “Get ’im off!” the mobster cried, struggling with the feral child, but to little avail.


    Duke rushed to his partner’s aid, reaching to grab hold of the child’s thick, black hair.


    It was as if Paco knew he was there. The boy immediately let go of Pete’s hand, his face and teeth now smeared in dark blood. With a snarl he launched himself at Duke, sinking his teeth into the flesh of the gangster’s throat. Duke wildly fired his gun as he was driven backward to the floor.


    Paco’s attack was relentless, and the man’s screams soon quieted to little more than wet gurgles.


    Clutching his bleeding hand to his chest, Pete ran to escape. He was screaming for help, trying futilely to get the door to the hovel open.


    Paco lifted his face from the gaping hole he’d gnawed in Duke’s throat and growled like some demonic hound from hell. Bounding across the room, he leapt upon the screaming Pete, dragging him to the ground, and tearing at the man with ragged claws and teeth like tiny daggers.


    Chapel crawled cautiously from his hiding place and rose slowly to his feet. He walked across the room as if in a trance, pausing to glance down at the unmoving form of Duke. The gangster’s eyes were open wide, frozen in terror at the moment of death.


    Pete’s screams had now grown silent too, and Chapel watched in horrified fascination as the transformed boy continued to savagely rip at the man’s corpse.


    As if sensing his approach, Paco looked up with a hiss. His features were horrible to behold, more animal than human, smeared crimson with the blood of his victims.


    Chapel froze, his eyes locked upon those of the beast child. For a moment they remained like that, each of them unmoving, until the boy roared, scrabbling across the hovel to get to him.


    “No, Paco!” Chapel screamed, his hand going up to shield himself from the attack.


    An attack that did not come.


    Shocked, he lowered his hands to see the blood-covered boy squatting before him attentively, like an obedient dog, waiting for its next command.


    “How?” he asked, turning toward the old crone.


    But she was not there. Burning candles had been placed at the foot of the coffin, illuminating the grotesquery lying inside.


    Chapel stared at the skeleton, as images of the old woman forcing her hands—covered in the slimy, red drippings from the bones—into Paco’s mouth played in his head.


    Is it possible? he wondered, eyes drawn to the growing puddle at the skeleton’s feet.


    In his gut he knew that it was.


    The substance sweating from the bones somehow had the ability to transform people into . . .


    This is for you, he heard the old woman’s words reverberate through his head, as he again looked upon the skeleton.


    It is your future.


    Finally, Chapel understood. Somehow he was supposed to be here . . . this was for him.


    With the bestial Paco staying close to his side, Chapel approached the skeleton, and saw, in the sweating, malformed bones, his destiny.


    He reached out for the bones, and then hesitated, not sure what their effects would be on his naked flesh. Looking around him, he found what he needed in an old, woven blanket, its once-bright colors faded to shades of gray.


    Chapel took the blanket and brought it to the coffin. Carefully he wrapped the skeleton, removing it from its resting place. He carried it to the door, stepping over Duke’s cooling corpse, and walked out into the alleyway.


    Out into the world.


     


     

  


  
    [image: ]CHAPTER ONE


    —


    The carnival tents rose up out of the sprawling New Jersey field, illuminated in the glow of the harvest moon like some brightly colored, late-fall fungus.


    The Lobster darted across the open expanse of uncultivated farmland, a black shadow cutting shark-like through the ocean of moonlight toward the island of tents.


    Within the cluster, he lost himself in the long shadows thrown by the towering Ferris wheel, before quickly making his way to one of the larger tents.


    Professor Powell’s Oddities and Wonders read the banner hanging above the tent, undulating in the cool September breeze.


    If his suspicions were right, this was where he would find his quarry.


    The Lobster reached down to the holster on his hip, unsnapping the flap and drawing the Colt .45. With his thumb he flipped off the safety, and then pulled back the slide, chambering a round. Reaching out, he pushed aside the heavy canvas curtain, and disappeared inside the tent.


    Behind his goggles, the Lobster’s eyes adjusted to the dim light; lanterns that hung upon nails in the wooden tent supports provided the only illumination. Stealthily he walked down the dirt pathway with gun ready at his side.


    The tent contained multiple exhibits, each oddity and wonder given its own special place. There was an empty stool where the rubber man would sit, bending his body into unimaginable positions for the enjoyment of the rubes; a murky, fluid-filled tank where the body of a mermaid child was supposedly preserved; and an empty metal cage that would contain the savagery of the Three Missing Links. A painted backdrop behind the cage depicted a trio of snarling, ape-like beasts—a gorilla, a chimpanzee, and an orangutan—walking upright as they emerged from the jungle.


    The air around the cage stank of sawdust and something else, something heavy and pungent; something that smelled of the wild. He stopped, preternatural senses aroused. Beneath the collar of his leather jacket he could feel the hairs at the nape of his neck stand at attention as he scanned the shadows.


    The attack came swiftly—silently.


    A wall of black fur and muscle bounded from a pool of shadow, as if a piece of the very darkness had come alive to strike.


    The Lobster raised his gun, but the gorilla was faster; its long, powerful arms savagely swatted him aside. He was thrown backward, nearly toppling the mermaid tank, and catching a whiff of the thick chemical smell that wafted up from its liquid contents.


    A plan began to take shape.


    The gorilla lumbered silently toward him, its eyes glowing with an eerie luminescence. Its gait was stiff, the way it moved, almost as if . . .


    The Lobster prepared to act, just as the orangutan and chimpanzee slowly emerged from behind the gorilla, each exhibiting the same traits as the great ape. And the Lobster knew that his suspicions had been correct.


    The Missing Links were not in control of their actions; something—or someone—else was responsible.


    The gorilla reached for him, but this time the Lobster was ready. He tipped over the formaldehyde-filled fish tank, shattering the glass and spilling its contents onto the dirt floor.


    He dove beneath the gorilla’s outstretched arms and rolled across the floor to reach one of the tent supports. Snatching a lantern from the nail upon which it hung, the Lobster tossed the burning light at the animal’s feet, igniting the flammable liquid in a flash and explosion of flame.


    Silently, the gorilla burned, letting out not a shriek or a wail of pain as it fumbled about, beating at the voracious fire that consumed its fur and flesh.


    The chimpanzee used the moment to attack. It headed for the Lobster at a gallop, using its long, powerful arms to propel itself across the floor.


    The Lobster dove for his gun, snatching it up in his black-gloved hand, and rolled onto his back, taking aim. The Colt roared like thunder, and the chimp was knocked back by the force of the shots. The Lobster rose from the ground, turning just in time to see the burning gorilla coming toward him. Even in this state, the great ape moved with remarkable speed. It grabbed hold of the front of the Lobster’s jacket and pulled him close.


    The stink of burning flesh, fur, and leather filled his nostrils as he struggled to be free of the monster’s grip. He lashed out with his gun, whipping the barrel across the ape’s bubbling face, and all the while its eyes glowed like two stars alone in the velvety night sky.


    Barely fazed, the ape continued to pull him closer, as if trying to embrace him in its burning arms. The Lobster allowed himself to be drawn in, close enough to jam the barrel of the Colt beneath the flaming beast’s chin and fire a single bullet up through the top of its skull.


    The eerie light immediately left the gorilla’s eyes as the gunshot passed through its primitive brain. The fight left the burning beast; its powerful body fell limp, like a puppet whose strings had been suddenly cut. The gorilla dropped to the tent floor in a smoldering heap.


    Fanning away the oily black smoke that wafted up from the ape’s still-burning corpse, the Lobster spied the orange-furred orangutan disappearing behind a curtain at the far back of the tent. He made a move to follow, but his momentum was halted by a powerful grip latching onto his ankle. The Lobster fell forward, his chest hitting the ground. Flipping onto his back, he looked down the length of his body to see the chimp crawling eagerly toward him, the front of its body leaking scarlet from multiple bullet holes.


    The Lobster drew back his leg, and then slammed the heel of his boot into the chimp’s grinning, leathery face. The force of the kick flipped its head backward, but did little to halt its progress.


    The beast was atop him, its powerful hands reaching to wrap themselves around his throat. He tried to bring the gun up, to send a bullet through yet another fevered brain, but the angle wasn’t right. The chimp grabbed hold of the weapon, wrenching it from his grasp with almost supernatural strength and tossing it away.


    The chimp’s eyes glowed evilly, and he could have sworn the animal smiled as its fingers encircled his neck and began to tighten.


    Explosions of color bloomed before the Lobster’s eyes as precious oxygen was at once cut off. The chimp bore down on him, as the Lobster thrashed beneath it. Time was short. The Lobster called upon his deep reserve of inner strength. He managed to reach up with both hands and grab hold of the chimp’s prodigious ears, and then savagely twisted the beast’s head, breaking its neck with a wet snap.


    He watched the light leave the chimp’s eyes as the fingers upon his throat grew slack. Throwing off the corpse, the Lobster scrambled to his feet, running toward the velvet curtain at the back of the tent.


    He had to move quickly, or his quarry would escape.


    There had been a string of vicious home invasions across the East Coast. The victims had been horribly maimed, their limbs torn from their bodies. The police were baffled, stunned by the savagery of the attacks—as if the murdered had been preyed upon by some powerful beast.


    The Lobster had begun to investigate, and found that there was credence to their fantastic theory. Animal hairs were found at the various crime scenes and upon the corpses of the victims, and with closer examination he was able to determine that the police were not wrong.


    Apes. The hairs belonged to apes. And not one, but three different species.


    But what could possibly cause these usually docile creatures to act with such savagery and malicious intent? The homes had been ransacked, stripped of all valuables, and the victims’ bodies had been almost ritualistically defiled. The mystery was deep, and the Lobster had thrown himself into the investigation with full abandon.


    The Lobster plunged into the darkness behind the curtain. A placard resting upon an easel told him that this was the hall of Professor Powell’s most fabulous oddity. This was the dwelling of something—or someone—called the Human Brain.


    The back of the sprawling tent was set up like the parlor of somebody’s home: an old couch, a rocking chair, yellowed pictures in frames of a very stern-looking man and woman hanging upon flimsy, plywood walls.


    He wondered what part the two of them played in this, if any, as he stalked through the parlor to an adjoining section, separated by a wall tapestry that depicted an English fox hunt. The Lobster heard a soft, whispering voice from behind the curtain, and he reached out to pull it roughly aside.


    What he saw there would have made any normal man cry out, but the Lobster was far from a normal man, and he no longer remembered a time when he had been.


    The orangutan stood behind the curtain, in what looked to be a child’s bedroom, and it turned to look at him with glowing eyes. It held something inhuman in its hairy, orange arms. The body was long and thick, like that of a maggot, ending in a misshapen head that seemed more brain than skull. The thing cradled in the orangutan’s powerful arms was also looking at the Lobster, dark eyes burning with a powerful malevolence.


    The Human Brain, as advertised, he imagined.


    “Kill him,” the Human Brain croaked, its horrible voice startling the Lobster for a moment.


    The ape set the limbless abomination down upon a child’s bed and came at him.


    The Lobster had lost his gun during the last attack, but he wasn’t without resources. With a snap of his wrist, he triggered a knife that dropped down from his sleeve into his waiting hand.


    The lumbering beast threw its long, shaggy arms out in an attempt to grab him, but the Lobster was ready. He ducked beneath the orangutan’s reach, and sprang up, plunging the throwing knife’s blade into one of its glowing eyes. He felt the ape stiffen and attempt to jump back, but he pushed the blade deeper, making sure that it pierced the thing’s brain.


    The orangutan dropped to the dirt floor, its remaining eye no longer glowing.


    “Here,” croaked a voice from nearby.


    Removing the throwing blade from the orangutan’s eye socket, the Lobster turned toward the Human Brain, its body rising up cobra-like upon the bed. Briefly its eyes flashed, and the Lobster felt its presence, like insects scurrying around inside his brain.


    “That’s it. Look at me,” the abomination gurgled.


    This grotesque creature . . . this Human Brain had hold of him, as it had held the simple minds of the three apes. Images—scenes that the Lobster did not own—flashed through his mind, memories that belonged to the one who now tried to possess him.


    He saw the stern man and woman from the old photos driven to despair by the sight of the thing they had brought into the world, and he saw their horrible deaths at each other’s hands; their malformed child responsible, taking hold of their wills and twisting them to its dark desires.


    And then there came the carnival, a new home where it would be accepted amongst others dealt similar blows by a cruel nature, but this one, now called the Human Brain, this one could be cruel as well. The carnival members, the employees, all became its playthings. All it had to do was reach out and touch their minds . . .

    and there was little they could do to resist its power.


    The Lobster saw how it chose its victims, picking them from the crowds that came to ogle its deformities. Reaching into their thoughts, it stole all the information it needed, and then it would send the apes.


    The violence perpetrated upon the sideshow patrons was savage beyond belief, the limbless freak lashing out at those who had what it did not.


    Taking not only their wealth, but also what made them dif-ferent—better.


    It was as if the Lobster was there, looking out through the eyes of the great apes as they tore the Brain’s victims apart.


    You think yourself superior, the voice of the Brain gurgled inside his head. But you’re wrong. I’m stronger than you . . . far, far stronger.


    The Lobster had seen enough.


    On your knees, the Human Brain ordered from the bed. It did not speak a word, but its eyes flashed momentarily, and a cruel smile had appeared at the corners of its twisted mouth.


    The Lobster felt as though a giant hand was pushing down upon him, driving him to his knees. But he fought it. This was not the first time that something had attempted to take control over him, and he knew that it would not be the last.


    On. Your. Knees.


    The sound of its horrible voice echoing inside his skull was nearly deafening, and his face twisted in a combination of pain and exertion.


    Down, it screamed, frustration evident in its psychic cry. The Brain was not used to its victims fighting back.


    But the Lobster was not a victim.


    He felt his knees begin to bend, slowly moving down toward the floor. And that became the Brain’s entire focus, distracting the monstrosity from the Lobster’s next move.


    Still clutching the throwing knife, the Lobster jabbed the blade quickly into the muscular flesh of his leg; the flash of pain was sudden and dramatic, momentarily breaking the Human Brain’s psychic hold on him.


    The Brain screamed, flopping back onto the bed as the Lobster acted. Pulling back his arm, he threw the knife. The metal blade spun through the air and over the bed to strike the burning lantern that rested atop a nearby chest of drawers.


    The throwing dagger’s pommel struck the lantern, shattering the glass and spilling burning oil down onto the bed. The mattress ignited in seconds.


    The Lobster heard the Human Brain’s pathetic gasp as it saw its bed afire. It looked toward him, reaching out with its mind, trying to wrest away control, trying to force the Lobster to save it. But as its eyes flashed, the Lobster quickly looked away.


    He could feel it attempting to crawl inside his skull, trying to force him to turn around, to make that crucial eye contact, but the Lobster denied it.


    The air was quickly filling with smoke, and he started from the tent.


    “Please,” he heard the twisted thing beg as the voracious flames moved inexorably closer.


    But the Lobster did not turn, even as the ear-piercing screams filled the air along with the thick, choking smoke.


    —


    The Lobster limped from the tent, the stab wound in his thigh pulsing painfully with every step.


    He coughed repeatedly; expelling the noxious smoke from his lungs, while replacing it with gulps of cool, fall air.


    As the fire began to spread to the other carnival tents, he headed across the moonlit field toward a lonely stretch of road where his ride should have been waiting. And sure enough, as he drew closer, the headlights of the black Ford snapped on, illuminating the road before it.


    The Lobster opened the door to the back seat and practically fell inside.


    “Everything all right, boss?” Harry, his driver for the evening, asked, watching him in the rearview mirror.


    “Justice has been served,” the Lobster said. He pulled the heavy metal car door closed and slumped in the seat. “We can go home now.”


    Behind him, the carnival burned slowly to the ground beneath the watchful eye of a cyclopean moon.
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    —


    Jake Hurley was dead.


    Everything that made him, everything that defined him as the person he was, had been taken away. His job, his family, his honor, everything had been stripped from the man, leaving behind an ambulatory corpse that didn’t have the good common sense to fall down.


    In all sense of the word he was dead, and had been for the last few years, but recently he had been given another chance.


    A chance to return from the dead.


    Hurley brought the steaming cup of joe to his mouth and took a sip. He grimaced at the bitterness as his eyes darted around the mission soup kitchen. He was trying to be inconspicuous as he listened to the four men sitting at the table behind him.


    He’d known these four in his past life, when he walked a beat as a police officer in one of the city’s toughest neighborhoods. They were typical street thugs, known for their petty thefts, but it seemed that hard times had made them desperate, and they were planning something much larger.


    Hurley had first noticed the men chumming around a little over two weeks ago. It had piqued his curiosity, and he’d decided to keep an eye on the four, knowing deep down that the chances they were up to no good were pretty darn good. He’d been shadowing them since, being sure to eat his meals and drink his coffee in their vicinity, attempting to hear their every word.


    His suspicions were proven correct when they started talking about the newly built First National Bank on Wall Street, and how it was going to be the score to put them on Easy Street.


    For days now he’d been watching and listening, waiting for the words that would tell him when, and tonight he hit the jackpot.


    Friday.


    It ate at him that he couldn’t arrest them now, that he couldn’t extend the long arm of the law and haul them in, but that wasn’t his life anymore. That life had been taken—stolen away by the very criminals he’d sworn an oath to bring to justice.


    Lost in his thoughts, he was unaware of his growing anger, until the pressure of his grip on his coffee mug caused it to shatter in his grasp.


    The sudden sound drew unwanted attention to him.


    Grumbling beneath his breath, he wiped what remained of the black coffee from the front of his threadbare shirt and coat.


    “Got a problem?” one of the potential bank robbers called out to him. He recognized the voice as belonging to Johnny “The Shiv” Febonio, a two-bit crook Hurley had hauled in at least ten times in the past.


    “Naw,” he said, without turning around. “Guess I just don’t know my own strength.”


    Hurley stood up from the wooden bench, swiping the coffee and pieces of broken mug to the floor. Everyone returned to their conversations or quiet ruminations—all except for the four behind him. He could feel their eyes on him as he stepped over the bench and, chancing a quick glance over his shoulder, he saw that he was right. They were all looking at him. Their eyes were rat-like, desperate, but these were desperate times, which forced men to do the normally unthinkable.


    He wanted to stay, to listen for more details, but he’d already drawn enough attention to himself, and he couldn’t afford that. Since his death, Jake Hurley had become nearly indistinguishable from the countless other people down on their luck.


    A ghost walking amongst so many others.


    Saying nothing more, he left the mission, moving out onto Delancey Street. There was a constant flow of humanity through these doors. For the price of a sermon, the destitute could get a hot bowl of stew and a cup of coffee—a small example of charity in a world that had become cold and quite cruel.


    But he wasn’t like these bums anymore. Jake Hurley now had a job to do. He pulled the collar of his coat tight around his neck, trying to stave off the nighttime chill, and headed down the street.


    —


    Jake Hurley’s job was no longer to enforce the law, but to listen to those who would break it.


    On the streets of the Big Apple, Hurley was to be his ears, the one who had rescued him, kept him from plunging further and further down into the yawning abyss that his life had become. He knew there were others on the streets as well, every one providing him with information he used to fight a war on the criminal element.


    His war.


    The Lobster’s war.


    On Bowery, Hurley started down the steps into the subway. It was late, and the crowds were at a minimum. Reaching into his pocket, he found the nickel he’d been saving and inserted it in the turnstile, giving him entry to the station platform.


    He strolled toward the edge of the platform, looking around to see if anyone watched him. There were only six people in the station, and each seemed lost in their own thoughts, probably of the day that had just passed, and the nervous anticipation of what was yet to come. Hurley lost himself in the shadows at the far end of the platform, and climbed down a grime-encrusted ladder to the tunnel floor below.


    It was dark in the tunnel, small safety lamps on the walls barely capable of forcing back the intensity of the darkness, but he had walked this path before. He proceeded down the passage, hugging the concave walls, and staying within the paltry light, just to be on the safe side.


    He’d heard whispers about these tunnels, about how there were things here that hunted in packs, hungry for the taste of flesh. Hurley had scoffed when he’d heard the rumors from the junkies and winos on his beat, but after he’d fallen from grace and become one of the invisible, he came to realize that there was truth to their words.


    The sound of something moving in the darkness up ahead made him freeze. He listened carefully, barely making out the faint sound of a train way off in the distance, traveling another tunnel within the vast, underground system. But there was something else too, and he wasn’t about to continue until he was sure what it was.


    Squatting down, he fished along the ground for a rock. Finding one with the adequate weight and heft, he tossed it into the darkness ahead.


    A rat the size of a small dog bolted from its concealment, red eyes glinting eerily as it ran along the opposite wall heading away from him.


    It was good to be careful down here, always better to be safe rather than sorry.


    At a junction, he split off into a tunnel no longer in use, climbing over the wooden barricades placed there to prevent passage. He didn’t have much further to go. He began to count the tracks just beyond the barrier as he walked, until reaching the specific number; he turned to the right and approached the tunnel wall. Looking down to the ground, he found a discarded piece of pipe and picked it up, tapping out a rhythm on the wall—a code.


    When he was finished, he dropped the pipe and stood quietly, waiting for a response.


    “Who goes there?” a gravelly voice asked from somewhere nearby, startling him even though he expected the question.


    “Is it friend or foe?” the creepy voice added.


    “It’s me,” he said. “Jake Hurley.”


    “Well, why didn’t you say so,” the voice responded, suddenly jovial.


    Then there came the sound of grinding gears and stone rubbing against stone, as a passage in what appeared to be a solid wall rose up to grant him access to a set of metal steps that would take him further down into the darkness.


    —


    Hurley descended.


    He reached a tight corridor lit every foot or so by small lights hidden beneath metal grates that ran along both sides of the floor. At the end of the short hall was a door.


    His destination.


    As he walked down the corridor, he allowed himself to recall how he had come to be here, how he’d come to be yet another pair of ears for the mysterious vigilante known as the Lobster.


    Jake Hurley had been a good cop . . . too good, as some of his fellow boys in blue would tell him. Where many of his brothers on the force would partake of benefits bestowed upon them in the form of kickbacks and bribes, Jake refused to participate in any such illegal activity.


    It ate at him that fellow officers, men who swore to uphold the law, were actually in cahoots with the criminal element. It was more than enough for many a sleepless night.


    Finally, Jake couldn’t stomach it any longer. He had to put a stop to it, naively believing that one good man was enough to right a serious injustice. Even if that would mean the prosecution of some of his own, he felt that something had to be done.


    The guilty had to be punished . . . but that wasn’t what happened.


    Like rats forced into a corner, they came at him, doing everything they could to turn the tables and make him look like the guilty one. Fellow officers, even some that he believed to be friends, sided with those tainted by their criminal acts in order to bring him down.


    Within a matter of months he had been stripped of his job, and as the final nail in his coffin, they’d even gotten to his wife, convincing her of his guilt and driving her, with their baby daughter, away.


    And that was when he had died. Stripped of everything that mattered, Jake Hurley crumbled into a shell of his former self. The street became his home, cheap liquor the only friend that he could trust.


    But a rage burned deep in his gut, a rage that refused to leave him no matter how hard he tried to make his figurative death a reality. Eventually, driven close to madness by drink and isolation, he could no longer keep the rage in check.


    Knowing who was really responsible for the fate that had befallen him, Hurley had gone to a gentlemen’s club in Little Italy, forcing himself inside to confront the one that had taken so much away from him.


    The monster’s name was Rocco Fazzina.


    Drunk on cheap gin and high on adrenaline, Hurley had fought his way inside the club wielding a Louisville slugger.


    He still remembered the looks on the faces of Fazzina’s goons as he came into the club swinging. They didn’t know what hit them as he let loose upon the club’s clientele. It was just his luck that Fazzina was nowhere to be found that night, but he still took enormous pleasure from his destructive actions.


    He’d already known that he would probably die that night, but he was ready for it. After what he’d been through already, how bad could it be?


    Eventually Fazzina’s enforcers managed to overwhelm him. They grabbed his bat and drove him to the floor under a flurry of punches and kicks. He was just barely conscious when they dragged his beaten and bloody body into a back room to finish what they had started.


    A part of him had welcomed what he’d known was coming—finally there would be an end to his pain. But another, smaller part of him saw it for what it really was.


    Suicide.


    Hurley remembered the shame when he finally realized how weak—how pathetic—he had become. It had almost been enough to save him, a sudden burst of strength allowing him some final licks before they again restrained him, and prepared to put an end to his life.


    What happened next was all a blur. He’d taken quite a few knocks to the head, and his vision was pretty hazy. All he knew was that while Fazzina’s boys were getting ready to murder him, somebody shot out the bulb that was the back room’s only light source.


    Plunged into total darkness, the room erupted into panic. There were scuffles and screams and more gunfire, and through the muzzle flashes, Hurley thought he could see a figure dressed all in black, as if he were wearing the shadows.


    He didn’t think he had passed out, but he would never be quite sure. All he remembered was a sudden silence in the darkened back room.


    His thoughts raced. What just happened here? he’d wondered as he started to crawl across the floor, his hands falling upon the bodies of Fazzina’s men.


    He’d just about had a heart attack when a flashlight clicked on, illuminating the mysterious figure clad in black leather. He wore a helmet and goggles, the insignia of a blue lobster claw decorating the center of his chest.


    Hurley, and many others on the police force, had believed that he was just a boogeyman, another urban myth created by the criminal element. But the Lobster was real. He had saved Hurley’s life, and was standing right in front of him.


    Hurley was speechless.


    “You saved me,” he remembered stammering, his words distorted as they traveled over swollen and bloodied lips.


    “Was it worth my efforts, Jacob Hurley?” the Lobster had asked him.


    “How do you know my . . . ?”


    “The Lobster knows what he needs to,” the figure answered cryp-tically. “And I need to know if I wasted my time in saving your life.”


    Suddenly Hurley had wanted desperately to crawl up from the grave he’d already put himself in. “No,” he had replied. “No, I want to live.”


    “Good,” the Lobster said. “I could use somebody like you to help me with my fight.” He offered his black-gloved hand.


    And Hurley had taken it, allowing himself to be pulled up from the darkness.


    —


    The door at the end of the corridor swung open with a creak and Hurley entered.


    A husky man wearing grease-stained overalls stood just inside, wiping his big, grimy hands on an oily cloth.


    “Hey, kid,” Bill said. “How’d you like my scary voice back there? Think I could be on that Inner Sanctum program?”


    “Sure,” Hurley answered.


    The fireplug of a man laughed, shoving the rag into the back pocket of his work clothes. “Naw, and leave all this?” he asked. He turned and headed back toward the truck he’d been working on. He picked up a welder’s mask from a worktable on the way and placed it on his head. Then, slipping on a pair of heavy gloves, he retrieved his torch from the floor beside the truck.


    “Bein’ on the radio, I’d probably have to work too hard,” he added with a gruff laugh, slipping the mask down over his weathered face as he ignited the white-hot flame of the acetylene torch and returned to his work. It looked like he was adding metal plating to the sides of the vehicle. Offhandedly, Hurley wondered why, but the conversation was clearly over.


    He left Bill to his chores, passing through another doorway, and down a shorter corridor to a much larger room.


    There were two more people there, a younger man dressed in tan slacks and a sweater vest, the sleeves of his white shirt rolled to the elbow. He sat, leaning his chair against the wall, his face buried in an issue of Weird Tales. His name was Lester, and every time Hurley had seen him, he’d been reading something.


    “Bob, all’s I’m saying is that just because a yeti body has never been found doesn’t mean that they don’t exist,” Lester said, making his chair wiggle as it balanced on its back two legs, his eyes never leaving the printed page before him.


    “And I’m saying because we haven’t found a body, or anything else really other than stories, that makes it more likely that they don’t,” Bob argued.


    He sat on a high swivel stool in front of a work station crowded with all sorts of lighted instruments and machine parts, holding a strange device in one hand and using the other to fiddle with one of its many knobs. From what Hurley had seen, this guy was the brains amongst the Lobster’s operatives. He certainly looked the part with his neatly cut and combed hair, bowtie, and round, wire-rimmed glasses.


    “Give me some solid proof that a species of large, ape-like creatures exists in the Himalayas and I’ll be more than happy to . . .”


    The device started to hum like a swarm of angry bees and a bolt of electricity arced from the end of the machine to strike the magazine in Lester’s hands, turning it into blackened confetti.


    “Holy Toledo!” Lester exclaimed, all four legs of his chair returning to the floor as burning black snow fluttered down around him. “Damn it, Bob,” he yelled, brushing the paper ash from his head and the exposed flesh of his arms. “I wasn’t done reading that yet!”


    “Sorry about that, kid,” Bob said, barely able to contain his amusement. “Didn’t know it was loaded.”


    “I oughta punch you in the nose,” Lester said as he pushed the sleeves of his shirt higher.


    Bob set the device down on the worktable and threw his hands up in surrender. “I give!” he exclaimed, laughing.


    And that was when they finally noticed Hurley standing there.


    “Oh,” Bob said, suddenly serious. “Didn’t see you standing there, Jake. How’s it shakin’?”


    “Hey, Jake,” Lester joined in. “Good thing you’re here. I was just about to rearrange Bobby’s pretty face.” He cracked his knuckles menacingly.


    Hurley felt uncomfortable. He was not yet a part of the bizarre camaraderie that these men shared with the mysterious crime fighter known as the Lobster.


    A palpable silence followed before he decided to break it.


    “Is he here?”


    Lester was about to answer when the Lobster emerged from a patch of shadows at the back of the room.


    “I’m here,” he said, his voice lacking any emotion. “What do you have for me?”


    A black man who went by the name of Harry followed the Lobster from the shadows. He was smoking a pipe, the sweet smell of his tobacco beating back the musty smell of dampness that permeated the underground headquarters.


    “Four guys, they’re planning on knocking over the First National on Wall Street this Saturday,” Jake told him. He reached into his pocket and removed a wrinkled piece of paper where he’d scrawled the criminals’ names, handing it to the crime fighter.


    The Lobster took the paper and studied the names through the red lenses of his goggles. Then he dropped it to the floor and turned, limping slightly, as he proceeded down another corridor to one of the many other rooms in the vast, underground lair.


    “Was he limping?” Bob asked.


    “What went on tonight?” Lester piped up, sitting down and tipping his chair against the wall again.


    Harry continued to puff on his pipe. “Same as every night,” he said with a shrug. “Somebody else faced the justice of the Lobster’s claw.”


    “Amen ta that,” Lester said with a smile. “Hey, Bob, I’m feelin’ a little parched, how’s about some refreshment?”


    The scientist turned toward a battered metal case close to the floor and opened the door with a creak, removing a bottle of what Hurley imagined to be whiskey.


    “I’m guessing this is what you’re talking about?” Bob asked.


    “You read my mind,” Lester answered, rubbing his hands together in anticipation.


    Bob found four glasses and placed them atop his work station.


    “Don’t mind if I do,” Harry said, removing his overcoat, and hang-ing it from a screw protruding from the joint of a pipe overhead.


    “Jake?” Bob asked, holding an empty glass out to him in invitation.


    Hurley felt his mouth grow dry as if suddenly stuffed with cotton. How long had it been since he’d last had a stiff one? It was the night that he’d gone to Fazzina’s to die.


    The night that the Lobster had given him another chance to live.


    He’d sworn off liquor that night, and hadn’t touched a drop since. He couldn’t let himself start again now.


    “No, thanks,” he mumbled. And without another word, Hurley turned to leave.


    He did not belong to this family.


    He belonged to no one.
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    —


    The Devil sat upon his throne, thinking about all the fear for which he had been responsible. He remembered their eyes most of all, the way their milky-white orbs bulged from the sockets as they realized they were in his presence. Rocco “The Devil” Fazzina remembered them all in flashes of violence and the looks of horror on their faces and the fear that filled their eyes.


    That fear belonged to him. He owned it, and that was what gave him his strength.


    Fazzina reached for the glass of wine on the table beside him. Bringing it to his lips, he tried not to think of what had roused him from his bed and brought him to his study at this ungodly hour, but only of what gave him his strength.


    What gave him his power?


    What was it his father used to say? Make them fear, and they will bow down to you.


    The old man had tried to instill that belief in Rocco at an early age, knowing that someday it would be his turn to run the family business. His father had been a cruel, unloving man, but Rocco understood the man’s motivations. He had to know fear before he could be its master.


    He sipped his drink, remembering the countless beatings, the days and nights spent locked in the woodshed.


    Rocco remembered the pity that he saw in his mother’s eyes after the many degradations heaped upon him by his father’s hand. She had no idea of his father’s intent, and at the time, neither did he. But Rocco came to understand, with each biting sting of the belt, each passing hour crammed within the cool damp darkness.


    He came to understand.


    A kind face . . . a gentle, caring face flashed before his mind’s eye.


    Her name was Isabel and she had labored as a maid in his family’s home. She too had seen his father’s actions, and had wanted to save Rocco. She had been the key to his enlightenment.


    It had come on a blazing August day. His father had forced him back into the woodshed for some minor indiscretion; he couldn’t remember what it was, but it might have been something as minor as not eating the crust of his bread. After a beating, he’d been locked in the darkness alone, with the scurrying insects that only emerged after the door had closed.


    Sometimes he could still feel their inquisitive touch on him, their whip-like antennae stroking his cheek, their many limbs slowly moving across the landscape of his hand.


    But on that particular day their exploration of him was interrupted. At first he had no idea what was happening. Had his father returned to punish him some more? He was certain that he had not yet served the time allotted for this latest wrongdoing.


    The heavy wooden door was pulled open, allowing the searing rays of hot light to flood the darkness, driving back the denizens of the shed’s cool shadows. Through squinted eyes, Rocco saw Isabel, dressed in her gray-and-white uniform, standing in the doorway, reaching through the darkness to drag him into the light.


    Fazzina could still remember the steely grip of her hand as she took his arm and began to pull. At first he’d let her have him,

    a part of him glad to be leaving that dark, horrible place, but then he remembered why he was there . . . why his father had put

    him there.


    He had to learn about the power of fear.


    He had fought her then, pulled his arm from hers and returned to a corner of damp shadow untouched by the beams of sunlight streaming in through the open door.


    I still have to learn, he had told her.


    Isabel came at him again, entering the shed to retrieve him. She told him that she could no longer bear seeing his father torture him so, and that she would save him.


    Isabel hadn’t understood. His father wasn’t torturing him, he was teaching him, teaching him how to be stronger than everybody else.


    The maid had grabbed him again, and tried to haul him out into the light, and again he had fought her. She kept telling him that she was taking him somewhere safe, somewhere where he would no longer have to be afraid.


    But Rocco couldn’t have that. In a panic he’d dug his fingers down into the cool, bug-filled earth, searching for purchase to keep her from pulling him out of the darkness, and in so doing, he had found his answer.


    The rock was colder than the dirt around it, and it fit perfectly into his hand, almost as if it had been made especially for him, for this very purpose.


    He had pulled the rock up out of the dirt and swung it toward the maid’s kind face. The first blow grazed her temple, knocking her violently to one side. She slumped to the ground and started to moan.


    And that was when he began to truly understand everything that his father had been trying to teach him.


    Fazzina could feel the fear coming off of her in waves.


    He could see her eyes glistening wetly in the darkened end of the shed, where the sunshine could not reach. He could see her fear and thought that it was wonderful.


    Wanting to see more, he crawled closer, rock still in hand, and hit her again and again.


    He hit her until her fear was gone.


    And it belonged only to him.


    Transformed by the moment, he quickly scrambled to the shed door and pulled it closed, returning to his punishment. Returning to his schooling.


    Later that day, when the blazing summer sun had finally begun to set, his father had come out to set him free.


    Fazzina still could feel that same thrill of excitement. He remembered the shed door swinging open, and the look upon his father’s face as he saw him lying there, curled within the embrace of the maid’s corpse.


    He remembered the fear in his father’s eyes.


    Fazzina reached for his wine glass, and as he brought it to his lips, realized that it was empty. With an animal-like growl he flung the glass across the room where it shattered against the fireplace.


    He was furious that his glass was empty, and even more enraged by the memory of why he had been forced from his bed.


    Fazzina had received a call. A man who had betrayed him, and had fled his wrath, had actually returned to the city.


    Dr. Jonas Chapel had come home, and the Devil wanted to welcome him back.


    —


    They wanted to kill him.


    Chapel could feel the murderous intent coming off of them in waves as they hauled him from the back of their car, roughly shoving him toward the back entrance to the Fazzina estate.


    He had helped himself to the contents of the wallets of the men who had been sent to kill him in Mexico as well as their vehicle. He had loaded up their ride with his skeletal prize and what little belongings he had, headed back over the border, and then straight to New York. He had briefly entertained the idea of disappearing again, but the promise of something larger . . . of something far more profitable, urged him on.


    Finally returning to the city, he’d gone straight to one of Fazzina’s speakeasies. It was only a matter of time before they had noticed him, and he’d made his demands.


    They’d found his request quite humorous at first, and after a quick phone call, they’d dragged him out to a car, and he was on his way to see the Devil.


    As they escorted Chapel through the house, each thug held an arm in a steely grip. He wanted to tell them that they could let go, that he was exactly where he wanted to be, but he doubted they would have listened.


    At a closed mahogany door, they stopped, knocked, and waited to be summoned inside.


    “Come in,” a rough voice finally called from behind the door.


    The men did as they were told, opening the door and practically throwing Chapel inside.


    The study was as beautiful as the doctor remembered, and he was again reminded of what he’d once had, and lost.


    Wearing a gold-and-red smoking jacket, Fazzina was standing before a large picture window that looked out onto his property, enshrouded in velvety night. The large, dark-haired man was smoking a cigar and did not even bother to turn around.


    Chapel decided to make his case anyway.


    “First off, let me apologize for my ineptitude in the care of your injured men,” he began, moving toward the crime boss, and stopping as the big man turned from the window.


    “Your ineptitude?” Fazzina declared with a growl. “You’re talking to me about your ineptitude?”


    “Yes, yes, I am, and . . .”


    “Your ineptitude resulted in my brother’s son being put in the ground before his twenty-fifth birthday.”


    “And I’m sorry about that, sir,” Chapel said, lowering his gaze from the man.


    “Never mind the other guy, who drools like a baby, and walks with a limp.”


    Fazzina puffed upon the cigar, the tip burning an angry red.


    “I take full responsibility for my actions,” Chapel said, still averting his eyes. It wasn’t good to look into an angry animal’s eyes; it showed aggression.


    “That’s good,” Fazzina said, clutching the cigar between his teeth. “ ’Cause I take full responsibility for the pain you’re about to go through.”


    He peeled off the smoking jacket, tossed it to the floor of the study, and undid the buttons on the cuffs of his shirt before rolling up his sleeves.


    “I sent two of my best guys down south of the border to look for you,” the crime boss said.


    Chapel nodded, fighting back an amused smile as he recalled their fate. “I know.”


    “You shoulda let them catch you,” Fazzina said, coming at him, swinging.


    A meaty fist connected with the side of Chapel’s face, driving him to the floor. The pain was incredible, but he decided he would let Fazzina satisfy his rage for a bit, take his punishment so to speak. After all, he had killed the man’s nephew, even if it was an accident.


    “What they woulda done to you is nothin’ compared to what I got planned,” Fazzina growled, as he pulled back his fist for another strike.


    “I came back for a reason,” Chapel managed to get out, just before the fist fell again, and he was driven back to the floor.


    “And what reason is that, pray tell?” the ape of a man asked. “You wanted to show me that you’re not afraid to die?”


    Chapel had to fight to remain conscious. His legs flopped around on the floor as if he was trying to run in place.


    “Get ’im up,” Fazzina ordered his goons, and Chapel felt their rough hands upon him as they hauled him to his feet.


    They held him up, as his head flopped from side to side. The coppery taste of blood was strong in his mouth, and he was pretty sure that at least two of his teeth were loose.


    “Please, wait,” he stammered, bloody saliva dripping from his mouth and down his chin.


    “You beggin’ now?” Fazzina asked with a cruel chuckle. “That’s nice . . . useless, but nice.”


    Fazzina had pulled back his fist again when he made his plea.


    “I can make you a king,” Chapel screamed.


    Fazzina stopped midpunch and started to laugh.


    “What did you say to me?” he asked, his men starting to laugh along. “You’re going to make me a king? Is that what you said?”


    Chapel nodded. “I can help you get rid of the competition,” the doctor said. “Nobody would be able to stand up to what I can give you.”


    Fazzina considered his words, plucking the burning cigar from his mouth and tapping the expanding ash onto the Oriental rug.


    “You’re as crazy as a loon,” he said, sticking the cigar back into his mouth and coming at him, fist raised.


    Chapel filled his lungs and screamed out the name.


    “Paco!”


    He hoped that the boy had been able to follow, as Chapel had ordered, but something told him that since his transformation, Paco would have no trouble at all. The mutated child was completely obedient to Chapel, eagerly awaiting his every command.


    “Paco?” Fazzina repeated, punching him in the stomach. Chapel felt his internal organs turn to jelly as the blow landed.


    Where is the damned kid? he wondered, just before he heard the impressive picture windows in the study shatter.


    Through pain-hazed eyes, Chapel saw his protector.


    “What the hell?” Fazzina roared.


    Paco crouched just inside the room, shards of glass at his bare feet catching the light of the full moon. The boy growled, baring yellow, razor-sharp teeth in a show of aggression.


    Fazzina’s goons dropped Chapel and he fell limply to his knees.


    They drew their weapons and began to fire, but Paco moved like a shadow, darting from the path of the gunfire, and bounding toward his attackers. A horrible growl rumbled from the boy as he sprang at the bad men.


    Chapel watched in fascination the acts of violence the beast child now performed upon the two gunmen. Even in the short time that he’d spent away from the child, Chapel could see that more mutation had occurred. The boy appeared more deformed—more inhuman.


    The men barely had time to scream as the boy pounced, ripping them to pieces.


    Carefully the doctor climbed to his feet, every inch of his body throbbing from the beating he had just taken. He looked around for Fazzina and found him running toward the study door. Even someone as tough as this crime boss knew when he was up against something he could not hope to understand.


    The boss’s hands fumbled with the doorknob. Frantically, he looked over his shoulder to see Paco scrambling across the floor toward him, his misshapen body covered in the blood of his prey.


    Fazzina let out a scream, his fear making his hands useless. And then Paco was upon him, rearing back upon thick, muscular legs to pounce on the man’s back.


    “Paco, no!” Chapel cried out.


    The beast child turned to look at him, a question in his animal gaze.


    The doctor snapped his fingers and pointed to his side. Paco obliged, crawling on all fours to squat beside Chapel.


    Fazzina had turned from the door, staring with widening eyes at what he had just seen.


    “I told you I came back for a reason,” Chapel said. He reached his fingers up to his mouth and fished around. A tooth came away from the gums and he removed it, dropping it on the floor where Paco promptly picked it up and ate it.


    “You . . . you and that thing stay away from me,” the crime boss commanded. There was a tremor in his voice that hadn’t been there before.


    “I told you that I could make you a king,” Chapel said. “And I will, if you give me what I want.” He reached down, scratching Paco’s shaggy head as if the child was a faithful dog. The boy continued to chew noisily on Chapel’s discarded tooth.


    “How?” Fazzina asked, no longer trying to escape, his back pressed to the door. “How could you do this . . . how could you make me a king?”


    Chapel smiled, turning his gaze down to the bestial child crouched at his side. “It’s quite simple, really,” he said.


    He looked back to Fazzina.


    “What do you think an army of creatures like this would be capable of?”


    Fazzina just stared, but Chapel believed he’d seen a spark of understanding in the Devil’s eyes.


    “Now,” the doctor said pleasantly. “How about we share a drink, and talk about the future.”


    —


    It was like stepping through a doorway into the past.


    Jake Hurley stood in front of the house where he’d lived with his wife and baby daughter, telling himself over and over again that this wasn’t his home anymore. Now he lived in a one-room fleabag in Chelsea with a shared toilet at the end of the hall. But home existed for Hurley now only as a concept. He desperately hoped that one day he would find another place to call home, but that single room in Chelsea wasn’t it.


    He remembered the pain of having to explain himself to his wife, proclaiming his innocence even as police officers removed a shopping bag of money—kickback money supposedly paid to him by local businesses that he’d shaken down for protection—from a hiding place in an upstairs closet.


    He remembered the disappointment he saw in her beautiful brown eyes as she watched the officers come down the stairs with their evidence.


    It was like a bullet to his heart.


    They had been all too efficient in bringing him down; the planting of evidence, most likely when his wife and daughter took their daily walk to the park, getting the owners of the shops on his beat to testify that they were afraid of what would happen to their businesses if he wasn’t paid his weekly fee.


    They had him dead to rights, and no matter how loudly he professed his innocence, all the jury heard were the cries of a guilty man. He was sent away for eight years, and got out after four for good behavior, but it didn’t really matter. Everything in the outside world, everything he’d worked so hard to build and nurture, was gone.


    Hurley had returned to the neighborhood where he and his wife had planned on setting down roots after his release from prison. He’d stood before the little empty house and stared at the For Sale sign staked into the ground. They were gone. His wife and daughter had fled, leaving a house to be repossessed by the bank and no forwarding address.


    They had taken everything from him. They had even managed to steal away his justice.


    How dare they? Hurley remembered saying to himself. He had become filled with rage as he stood before the small frame house on Kingsbridge Road, the home that he had once shared with his wife and daughter, and any hope that he’d managed to keep alive bled away.


    That was when he had truly died, replaced by the shambling thing that had haunted the streets of the city.


    Hurley had no idea why he had come back to his old Bronx neighborhood, perhaps the small hope that the Lobster had managed to reignite within him, the idea that something like this could very well be his again. It wasn’t too late after all.


    He could be fully alive again.


    He was ready to leave, turning to begin his journey back to Manhattan, when he saw a child pedal down the driveway on a shiny red tricycle. She was heading toward the street and he could not help himself. Hurley crossed over quickly, holding out his hand, and looking both ways just to be sure a car wasn’t on the way.


    “You should be careful,” he said to the child, who couldn’t have been any older than six. For a moment, he was reminded of his own baby girl, all grown up, and entertained the notion that this could be her.


    “This is my new bike,” she told him with a smile missing its two front teeth.


    “It’s very nice,” he told her.


    “It’s not really new,” she then confided in him. “It used to belong to my brother when he was little, but now it’s mine.”


    “Well, it’s a real beauty.”


    “Momma says that I shouldn’t talk to strangers,” she continued.


    “And your momma’s right, that’s a very good idea,” Hurley said and turned to leave. “You take care of yourself now, and that bike.”


    “You’re nice,” she said behind him. “Are you a daddy?”


    Hurley felt a hurt in his heart, a muscle he thought was shriveled and dead, incapable of feeling pain.


    “I used to be,” he said without turning around. “But that was a long time ago.”


    “Why aren’t you now?” she asked, head cocked inquisitively as she sat upon her bike.


    “I lost them.” He turned back to face her. “And I don’t know where they are.”


    “You should go find them,” she said matter-of-factly. “I bet they’re missing you awful bad.”


    The child’s words were like an invigorating tonic. Suddenly he felt more alive than he had in years.


    “You know, you might be right,” he told the child. “Maybe I should.”


    The front door to his former home opened and a woman who wasn’t his wife stepped outside. She was wearing an apron, and was drying her hands on a dishtowel.


    “Susan, who are you talking to?”


    “A nice man, Momma,” Susan said. “He lost his family and I told him he should go find them.”


    Sensing a potential problem, Hurley started to leave, giving the child a wave and nodding politely toward her mother.


    “Excuse me,” he heard Susan’s mother call from the porch. “Can I help you with something?”


    Hurley stopped in the middle of the road and turned. “I was just asking your daughter for directions,” he called out. “I thought I was lost, but not so much anymore.”


    He thanked them both again with a wave, turning around on his way back to Manhattan.


    Hurley knew exactly where he was going.


    —


    Things seem surprisingly upbeat in Hooverville today, Hurley thought as he made his way deeper into the shantytown built by those rendered homeless and jobless by the world’s currently poor economic conditions.


    The homemade shacks, constructed from boxwood, cardboard, discarded metal, and anything else that could be used as protection from the elements, were located in the emptied Central Park Reservoir, north of Belvedere Castle. It was the perfect place for the settlement to spring up, the reservoir having been drained in preparation for something that was going to be called the Great Lawn.


    But right now, it was simply called Hooverville after the country’s illustrious president.


    While doing his time he’d heard how bad it had become out there, that after the stock market crashed in October of ’29, things had quickly gone to hell.


    He’d never imagined the country could have fallen so far.


    Making his way down the dirt path between the makeshift shacks, Hurley met the eyes of men, women, and children carrying on with their lives as best they could. He guessed that these poor souls could be called his family now; each and every one of them had lost something of grave importance. Many of the men were talking, gathered around burning barrels, warming their hands over the open flames as they spoke to one another in hushed whispers.


    Something was most definitely up, and he found his natural curiosity on the rise as he approached a particular hovel constructed from pieces of wood, stone, and discarded sheets of tin.


    “Lloyd?” Hurley called out, knocking on the frame of the doorway that was covered with a piece of a canvas tarp. “Anybody home?”


    “Come on in, Jake, my boy!” a voice called from inside.


    He ducked as he moved the tarp aside and stepped into the home of his friend.


    “What do you say, Jakey?” Old Lloyd asked from where he sat on what passed as his bed. The old man was wrapped in a threadbare blanket, smoking the remains of a cigarette.


    “How’s it going, old timer?” Jake asked, sitting down on a piece of cardboard to prevent the dampness of the dirt floor from seeping through his pants.


    “Things are good, Jake,” the old man said, puffing on his smoke. He offered what was left of his cigarette to his friend.


    “I’ll pass,” Jake said, waving it away.


    “Suit yourself.” Lloyd continued to smoke until there was little left for him to hold onto.


    “Why so upbeat?” Jake asked, reaching for a pan of something that looked like tar bubbling over a small fire, but which he knew was coffee. He found a tin cup and poured himself some of the thick black liquid.


    Lloyd found his own cup and lifted it in a toast to his friend.


    Hurley laughed as he took a sip, his face screwing up from the bitterness.


    “Puts hair on your chest,” the old man said, smacking his lips.


    “So what gives?” Hurley asked. “Things seem to be buzzin’ around here today.”


    “They certainly are,” Lloyd said. He took another sip of the brackish coffee. “Seems that Smitty Johanson and Reggie Alder got themselves some work.”


    Hurley smiled. “That’s great,” he said, remembering Smitty Johanson, a bear of a man whose arms were covered in amazing tattoos that he’d gotten as a merchant marine. “Who’s hirin’?”


    Lloyd shrugged his bony shoulders. “Not sure. It’s all kind of a secret. Smitty came by late last night to get some of his things, said he and Reggie were approached by some fancy gentleman who said he needed some strong backs. Said they might even be lookin’ for more if things work out all right.”


    “Any idea what kind of work or where it is?” Hurley asked. It was just his nature to be curious.


    The old timer shook his head. “They didn’t say, but I’m sure they’ll be around sometime soon to tell us all about it,” he said cheerfully. “Didn’t I tell ya things were lookin’ up?”


    “Yeah, you did,” Hurley said, taking another bitter sip of the cooling coffee. “And you might just be right this time,” he added, thinking of the little girl on the red bike.


    “Can’t rain forever, Jake. That’s what my grandpappy used to say,” Lloyd said happily. “Just gotta find yourself a place to stay dry until it stops.”
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    —


    It was cold and raining like a son of a bitch as Red O’Neill sat in the back of his sleek, new Ford Model B, and watched the first of his trucks return from their trip to Canada.


    He really hated the idea of getting out, but he had to show his face. The guys needed to know that he was hands-on, especially in light of what was coming down the pike.


    O’Neill was a big man—six two, three hundred and sixty pounds—with a head of fiery red hair. He was the youngest of the New York crime bosses, but what he didn’t have in years, he made up for in ambition.


    Red O’Neill was on the rise, and if he had his way, all of New York would be following his orders by the end of next year.


    “Might as well get this over with,” he grumbled, sliding his bulk across the seat toward the door. His driver quickly got out to open the door for him.


    “God’s takin’ a piss tonight, eh, Floyd?” O’Neill said, pulling the collar of his cashmere topcoat up around his thick neck.


    “Musta had too many beers with Saint Peter,” Floyd answered with a laugh.


    “Somethin’ like that.” O’Neill buttoned the top button on his coat against the wet and the chill.


    “Want I should come with you, boss?” Floyd asked.


    “Nah,” the big man said as he began to walk toward the dilapidated warehouse. “Keep the car warm. This shouldn’t take more than a couple a minutes.”


    O’Neill crossed the lot, trying to avoid the puddles expanding across the cracked and uneven blacktop. The sliding doors at the front of the warehouse had been pushed aside, allowing his trucks access so they could unload the evening’s product.


    “How’s it goin’, boys?” O’Neill asked as he slipped through the doors and out of the rain.


    “So far, so good, Mr. O’Neill, sir,” Bart, the warehouse supervisor, said as he waved the fourth of the five trucks inside.


    It was cold in the warehouse, but at least it was dry.


    O’Neill removed his fedora, giving it a good shake. He placed it on a stack of crates and unbuttoned his coat, careful not to get his new, pinstriped suit wet. He draped his coat over the top of the wooden crate beside his hat.


    The last of the trucks entered the warehouse with a roar, its windshield wipers flapping furiously. Water cascaded off of the heavy tarps that covered the back of the vehicle, creating puddles on the concrete floor.


    Two warehouse workers hustled to the sliding doors and quickly rolled them closed, wrapping a thick chain around the handles, just in case somebody decided to pop by uninvited. But O’Neill doubted that would be the case, seeing as he had most of the cops walking this beat in his pocket.


    Nope, there should be nothing but smooth sailing tonight.


    “Any problems?” O’Neill asked the driver as he jumped down from the truck’s cab.


    “No, sir,” the man said. “Not a Mountie to be found.”


    “Excellent,” O’Neill said, slapping the man on the back. “Nice to know I’m gettin’ my money’s worth over there.”


    He walked with the driver to an open area in the center of the warehouse. The tarps had already been thrown off the backs of the trucks to reveal their precious cargo.


    Whiskey. One hundred and fifty barrels full.


    The warehouse workers swarmed into the backs of the vehicles, carefully rolling the barrels down heavy plank ramps to men waiting below.


    O’Neill watched them unload the wooden containers of golden liquid, already calculating the total value of the contents within. As it stood now, whiskey was more valuable than oil, and a hell of a lot more fun to drink.


    This was the fourth shipment of this size that he’d overseen this week. Normally his orders were for half as much, but Red O’Neill had plans. He was planning an expansion of his territory, and with that would come more joints needing more product.


    He thought of the violence to come and felt a little uneasy, but there was no way to avoid it. If you wanted to bake a cake, you had to break a few eggs.


    The big man was startled from his thoughts by the sound of men yelling. He looked up just as one of the whiskey barrels rolled off the side of a ramp and smashed on the warehouse floor. O’Neill couldn’t believe his eyes as he watched hundreds of dollars run down the drains in the floor.


    The foreman began screaming at the worker, as the poor slob tried to stammer out an apology.


    O’Neill couldn’t help himself. He stalked across the floor.


    “Mr. O’Neill . . . I’m sorry, sir,” the laborer protested, eyes wide with fear at the sight of his boss.


    And he should have been afraid. Red O’Neill was a reasonable and fair man, except when it came to what he believed was his.


    Like Canadian whiskey.


    “What the hell is wrong with you?” he bellowed, his face even redder than usual. He reached out to grab the man’s leg as he stood at the edge of the truck, and yanked it out from underneath him. The luckless worker fell to the hard concrete floor below.


    O’Neill lashed out with his foot, kicking the man in the ribs as hard as he could. “This stuff is like gold . . . my gold, and you’re supposed to be doing everything in your power to make sure that it’s safe.”


    The big man kicked the worker again, even as the poor slob tried to crawl away, all the while apologizing profusely. The other workers just watched, knowing that if they tried to step in they would receive some of the same.


    “Does that look safe and sound to you?” O’Neill screamed, following the man as he scrabbled across the floor. “It’s a waste of my money . . . a big, honkin’ waste.”


    “I’m sorry . . . I’m so sorry.”


    The worker was crawling through the spilled whiskey when O’Neill straddled him, bringing the sole of his shoe down on the back of his neck. The man let out a scream of pain as his face was driven to the whiskey-covered floor.


    “If you’re gonna waste my hooch, at least have the common courtesy to tell me how it is,” O’Neill growled, adding his substantial weight to the back of the man’s neck.


    The worker thrashed beneath him, struggling to rise as O’Neill bore down upon him.


    “Well?” he asked. “Was it worth my money?”


    The man was screaming, trying to answer, but his words were horribly distorted as his face was forced to the concrete.


    The other workers had circled them, watching with cautious eyes.


    “Anybody else want to be careless with my property?” the big man asked, forcing eye contact with each and every one of them.


    Every once in a while they had to be shown that he was the boss, and what he was capable of if crossed.


    The man was still struggling and carrying on as O’Neill raised his foot. They must have believed that he was letting the man go, but that was the furthest thing from his mind.


    O’Neill brought the heel of his shoe down onto the man’s neck. The worker let out a short, gurgling squawk, his body flopping around like fish on a dock. The big man brought his foot up and stomped it down again, and then again, until the man wasn’t moving anymore.


    The smell of death—of piss and fear—wafted up from the body on the warehouse floor, and O’Neill brought a hand up to his face to fan away the offensive odor.


    “Anybody else feel like being careless with my property tonight?” he asked, again glaring at all of the workers.


    They all looked away.


    “Good, then might I suggest you get back to work?”


    “You heard Mr. O’Neill,” the foreman announced. “Let’s get these barrels unloaded. Let’s go . . . We ain’t got all night.”


    The foreman was moving away to join his crew when O’Neill stopped him.


    “Who was he?” O’Neill asked, flipping the worker’s body over with his foot.


    “I think his name was Weir,” the foreman said.


    “Weir,” the large man repeated. “I want every one of these guys to give a dollar of their earnings tonight to his family. It’s only fair.”


    Red O’Neill was all about being fair. It was exactly how he planned to run things once he was in control.


    He waved the foreman away, the adrenaline coursing through his large body now making his powerful hands tremble. He’d planned on heading home after this, but now, he decided that maybe he’d like to stop by his closest club and have a few, maybe a visit with one of his girls to help him relax.


    O’Neill was thinking about a whore named Angela—the girl had legs that wouldn’t quit—when the lights went out.


    “Hey!” O’Neill bellowed with annoyance.


    “Sorry, Mr. O’Neill,” he heard the foreman call out. “I got one of my guys checking the fuse box right now. Shouldn’t be but another minute before . . .”


    A bloodcurdling scream rolled out from the darkness.


    “What was that?” O’Neill hollered. “What’s goin’ on over there?”


    He heard a commotion, the sounds of voices raised in panic, and something else.


    “Did you hear me?” he again yelled, watching the shadowy shapes moving across the room. “I asked what was going on.”


    But his questions went unanswered as the sounds of panic from his men filled the warehouse.


    O’Neill thought he heard another sound, something that would have been completely out of place here in the darkened warehouse, but now he was certain.


    An icy chill ran down his spine as he froze on the spot. The men were screaming now, some crying out to God, others to their mothers.


    Among the cries and the screams, he heard growling.


    Something came out of the darkness screaming and crying, its face and clothes covered in what looked like ink, but O’Neill knew otherwise.


    It was the foreman, and as he reached out to his boss with trembling hands, something surged up behind him. He let out a howl as the thing yanked him away.


    Back into the darkness.


    His survival instinct finally kicking in, O’Neill ran for the exit, heart hammering painfully in his chest. And as he ran, he could hear from behind the sounds of things—horrible, horrible things—in the shadows, moving closer.


    The hounds of hell nipping at his heels.


    —


    The little one . . . what did Chapel call him? Fazzina asked himself. Paco?


    Paco was playing in a puddle of blood as the lights in the warehouse came back on. Fazzina recoiled from the horrific sight before him. It was like something out of the books the sisters of Saint Ignatius would show him—telling him that was where he would go if he didn’t mend his devilish ways.


    There were four of the horrible, blood-covered things, plus Paco, and they screeched and growled, dancing amongst the bloody remains of the warehouse workers. Fazzina wasn’t sure exactly how many workers there had been, for none of the bodies had remained intact. Everywhere his eyes fell, he found another body part.


    Red O’Neill was supposed to have been here tonight, and he may well have been, but Fazzina couldn’t be sure.


    The creatures—what else could he call them—wallowed in the blood that leaked from the dismembered body parts. He knew that these things had been human not too long ago, but now, thanks to the doc . . .


    Fazzina couldn’t remember the last time he’d done it, but the crime boss blessed himself as he forced his legs to carry him further into the warehouse.


    “Impressive,” the doctor said, appearing at his side. Chapel had a handkerchief pressed to his mouth and nose to stifle the stink of violent death. “Don’t you agree?”


    “It’s a nightmare,” Fazzina answered, equal parts repulsed and excited by the potential. The creatures appeared to be growing agitated again, attacking the torn and discarded corpses with renewed fury.


    “But a nightmare that you will control,” Chapel said, walking past him toward the chattering, blood-drenched beast men.


    “Stop,” he commanded.


    And the creatures stopped their aggressions, all turning their dark, animal eyes to him.


    Chapel in turn looked at Fazzina.


    “With my assistance, of course.”


    Fazzina nodded in agreement. “Of course.”


    “Then do we have a deal . . . boss?” Chapel asked, extending his hand.


    Drunk on the smells of violence and death, Fazzina grabbed hold of the doctor’s offered hand.


    “You can have whatever you want.”


    —


    There was a something in the air.


    Hurley had felt it as soon as he’d awakened that morning in the single-room apartment in a rundown tenement on West Thirty-eighth Street, provided for him by the charity of his mysterious benefactor.


    He’d always been sensitive to such things, able to feel when something wasn’t quite right. It had served him well as a police officer, and continued to do so in his service to the Lobster.


    Walking the streets that morning, he’d kept his ears open, but didn’t get much. There were murmurings of an impending gang war in the city, but he’d been hearing that since he was a rookie on the force. He’d heard other dribs and drabs of information over a cup of Joe or a shared cigarette—some new politician added to Rocco Fazzina’s payroll, an illegal shipment of guns due in port by the end of the week.


    But his gut told him that wasn’t all. No, this was something in the atmosphere of the city; like a thunderstorm slowly building, waiting to be unleashed.


    He decided to head back to the Lobster’s lair since he hadn’t returned last night. Besides, it was raining hard, and it would be nice to get out of the wet weather.


    Down he went into the station, over the edge of the platform, and into the tunnel. He was getting good at this, almost able to feel his way through the darkness.


    The piece of pipe was right where he’d left it the last time, and he picked it up and banged out the code upon the wall.


    There was no wait this time, or creepy voice. The passage slid aside, gears turning and stone rubbing against stone. Hurley quickly ducked inside and started down the metal steps.


    As soon as he reached the corridor that led to the door into the Lobster’s sanctum, he began to smell a sweet, smoky aroma that told him that Harry was nearby.


    Of all the Lobster’s men, Harry was the one that Hurley seemed to relate to most. He knew nothing of the black man’s background, but there was something about him, something that confirmed that what they were doing in service to the mysterious vigilante was all for the greater good.


    Hurley pushed on the cool metal of the door and it swung open into the Lobster’s lair.


    Bill wasn’t around today, but the truck he had been working on was. It looked as fortified as a tank. Hurley followed the comforting aroma of pipe smoke down the hall to where he’d last found Bob and Lester, and then to another smaller area around the corner.


    Harry sat in an old, comfortable-looking leather chair in front of an elaborate radio set, playing with a large black dial on its face. The setup reminded Hurley of the communications systems they’d had down at the station, but he doubted those guys had ever seen anything as complicated as this.


    “Good evening,” Harry said, as he leaned back in the chair and stretched, pipe protruding from the side of his mouth.


    “It’s morning, really,” Hurley informed him.


    Harry pulled up the sleeve of his heavy sweater and looked at the watch on his wrist. “So it is.” He chuckled warmly. “My, time flies when you’re having fun.”


    “Where is everybody?” Hurley asked.


    “Around,” he answered, taking the pipe from his mouth. “Despite our dedication to the Lobster’s cause, we all have lives outside of here.”


    “Except for you,” Hurley said in an attempt at humor.


    The black man laughed. “All except for the guy with radio duty.”


    Hurley found himself laughing as well. It felt good, a camaraderie that he hadn’t really experienced since being removed from the force.


    “So what can I do for you this morning, Jake?” Harry asked, slouching in his comfortable chair.


    “I have some stuff for him,” he said. “It’s nothing all that exciting, but I thought I’d pass it along.”


    “We’ll let the boss decide what’s exciting or not,” Harry said, searching the tabletop in front of the radio for a pad of paper and a pencil. “Give me what you’ve got and—”


    The radio suddenly came to life, the panicked communications of a patrolman in Hell’s Kitchen. Hurley knew that area of town pretty well. The officer was at a warehouse near the docks and he sounded excited. Something big was going down.


    The word massacre was used.


    Harry was listening intently, scribbling it all down on the pad in front of him.


    “I know that area,” Jake said as the communication broke off. “Red O’Neill has a warehouse there.”


    Harry stood up from his chair, paper in hand. “I better let the boss know.”


    The Lobster appeared suddenly in the doorway, initiating a surprised gasp from the man.


    “I hate it when you do that,” Harry grumbled, handing the paper to the leather-clad figure.


    “This just came over the wire, seems that there’s something going down at—”


    “I know,” the Lobster said flatly. “I need the two of you to come with me.” And then he was gone.


    “No rest for the wicked,” Harry said wearily, slipping on his coat.


    “Now where’s the fun in that?” Hurley commented.


    The two of them shared a brief smile as they left the radio room together, following their master.
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    —


    The warehouse reeked of death.


    Blending with the shadow so as not to be seen by the patrol car parked outside, the Lobster entered through a back door.


    They’d locked and chained the door, but when it came to the Lobster, they might as well have left it wide open, with a neon sign above that flashed Welcome.


    The stench of bloodshed hung in the air like a cloud. It was completely dark inside except for the light that managed to make it through the frosted windowpanes high above the warehouse floor.


    He raised a leather-gloved hand to the side of his helmet, gently depressing a sensitive button there. The technology built into the lenses of his goggles had been developed by the United States military. They amplified all ambient light, no matter how little. Through the goggles, the Lobster watched as the shroud of darkness was lifted and everything turned a ghostly emerald green. The scene of the crime was revealed in all its awful detail.


    The bodies had been removed, but the chalk outlines remained on the concrete floor.


    The Lobster approached the scene, his enhanced vision taking in every detail. Careful not to stand in the still-drying puddles of gore, he studied the backs of the transport trucks and the barrels of whiskey not yet unloaded. He imagined that the police would be back the next day to confiscate the liquor, perhaps even make a little profit from selling it to one of O’Neill’s competitors.


    He imagined the warehouse scene unfolding, the men doing their jobs as the attack began. The Lobster glanced up to the lights, certain that the power had been cut off, that the attack had come in darkness.


    The chalk outlines here were many, telling him that the attack had been swift, the men felled before they had a chance to run. The amount of blood that had been spilled, and the way that it sprayed, told him stories of the savagery of the attacks. Guns seemed not to be the primary weapons; knives perhaps, but without seeing the actual remains he couldn’t be sure.


    He had seen much in the ways of violence over the years since beginning his mission, but the brutality that was exhibited here told him much.


    This was not typical gang violence, rival crime families scrambling for turf.


    No, this was something more.


    Something primitive, savage, and evil.


    —


    Harry cut the lights as he navigated the Ford through the winding streets, bringing the vehicle to a stop behind the warehouse, out of the view of the police cruiser parked beneath the streetlight at its front entrance.


    The Lobster had slipped from the car half a block before their destination, preferring to go the rest of the way on his own. He’d instructed the two of them to investigate the building’s perimeter while he dealt with the interior.


    Hurley had no idea what was expected of him. This was the first time that he’d ever been asked along on an assignment with the Lobster and one of his crew, and he felt very self-conscious as he sat in the passenger seat across from Harry.


    “Now what?” Hurley asked.


    “You were a police officer,” Harry said, reaching over to the glove box to remove two flashlights.


    He handed one to Hurley. “We look for clues.”


    His hand trembled slightly as he took the flashlight. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all. It had been years since he’d investigated anything more than the bottom of a liquor bottle. But Harry was already out of the car, giving Hurley no chance to protest.


    Hurley got out of the car, pointing the flashlight toward the ground as he turned it on. Harry was walking the outer perimeter of the building, shining his light around and looking for anything out of the ordinary. Going in the opposite direction, Hurley shined the beam of his torch out toward the windows that ran the length of the upper portions of the structure. The yellow beam reflected off of the frosted, pebbled glass until it was swallowed by a square of darkness.


    “What do we have here?” Hurley muttered beneath his breath as he looked up to see that one of the windows was pushed fully open. Dragging his beam down, he illuminated a tower of crates stacked beneath it.


    “Pssst!” he hissed at Harry, and gestured for the man to join him.


    “Find something?” Harry asked.


    “Have a look,” Hurley answered, shining his light beam on the open window, and then on the boxes beneath.


    He moved the light around on the boxes, finding spatters of red.


    “Is that blood?” Harry asked as he added his light to Hurley’s.


    “Yeah, I think it is.”


    Hurley moved the light down the boxes, following the crimson spatters. The trail led across the road, to an area completely enshrouded in darkness, the streetlight above burned out.


    The two of them followed the trail, illuminating the darkness with their flashlight beams.


    “Bingo,” Hurley said, his flashlight finding the remains of cigarettes littering the ground in a pile. He squatted down next to the butts, shining his light on them.


    “Someone was smoking while they waited,” he said, feeling a thrill that he’d not experienced since . . . since before he’d lost everything.


    He quickly stood, turning around and running his beam of light over the ground.


    “A truck,” he said.


    “Excuse me?” Harry asked, joining his flashlight beam to Hurley’s.


    There was mud on the side of the road, runoff from the torrential downpour of just a few hours ago, and in it was pressed the impression of a tire tread.


    “A truck was parked here,” Hurley said, imagining the vehicle’s placement in the darkness. “A driver and a passenger. The passenger smoked as they waited.”


    Harry smiled, nodding his head in agreement. “Sounds like you’ve got this all figured out.”


    It felt good to use his brain again, to use the thought muscle like he once had. Hurley had always intended to climb the ladder, eventually hoping to be promoted from beat cop to detective.


    It was a dream, but that too had been taken from him.


    “I’ve only got one question,” Harry said, moving his beam to the road again, and the dark spatters of blood there. “Who was bleeding?”


    “Perhaps one of the attackers was injured.”


    The Lobster’s voice startled them both and they turned, the beams of their flashlights illuminating his striking figure as it climbed down the stack of crates.


    He too was following the trail of blood, but he apparently did not need the light of a torch to see it.


    “The blood ends here,” Hurley said.


    “Hmmm,” the Lobster uttered to himself. “If only that were the case.”


    He turned abruptly and headed back toward where they’d parked the car.


    “Are we leaving, boss?” Harry asked, starting to follow.


    “I need to examine the bodies,” the Lobster said without turning around. He reached the car, opened the back door, and ducked inside.


    “Take me to the city morgue.”


    —


    Lester had been summoned.


    That’s what it was when the Lobster called, when out of the blue, day or night, you heard that voice.


    Tonight Lester had heard it over the telephone of a dame he’d just met.


    They’d been out dancing, and had just returned to her apartment with the potential for a little hanky-panky, when the phone had started to ring.


    He remembered the look on her face as they sat on her couch, wrapped in each other’s arms.


    “Who could be calling at this hour?” she’d asked, a mixture of surprise and annoyance in her voice.


    Lester had known exactly who it was, although he’d fervently hoped he was wrong.


    But he hadn’t been. She had held the receiver to her ear for a minute, and then handed it to him.


    “It’s for you.”


    Of course it was. He’d taken the phone from her delicate hand and held it to his own ear.


    The voice on the other end was cold. There was no greeting, no sorry to interrupt you, only orders, precisely given, telling exactly where he was to go and what he was to do. Lester had almost asked him, how the heck did you know where I was? But he thought better of it. He doubted he would have cared for the answer.


    Instead he hung up the phone and made his apologies to the girl—Kathy. Maybe he’d try to find her another time.


    Lester had closed the door on her protests; he didn’t have time for that.


    He’d been summoned.


    —


    Lester had been ordered to Bellevue Hospital, the Pathology Building on Twenty-ninth that housed New York County’s official morgue. He was supposed to get information on some warehouse murders from the attendant on duty.


    Simple enough, he thought as he headed around to the ambulance bay at the back of the building. Twenty thousand stiffs passed through these doors every year, eighty-five hundred never claimed.


    He’d read that in an article from the Post a few years back, and had never been able to forget it. He couldn’t help but wonder if one of those eighty-five hundred would be him some day. With the kind of life he led working for the Lobster and all, when it came time, would there be someone to claim him?


    There was a buzzer outside the locked doors and he leaned on it.


    It took the guy awhile, but eventually he came around the corner of a long, white hall. The guy was big and bald, dressed in the white uniform of a hospital orderly, and he didn’t look happy about answering the buzzer at this time of the night.


    Must’ve interrupted his beauty sleep, Lester thought as the man finally opened the door. Must’ve had his beauty sleep disturbed quite a bit, he mused as he got a closer look. He’d seen better faces on an iodine bottle.


    “What do you want?” the man growled, opening the door a crack.


    “Evening, Joe,” Lester said.


    “How do you know my name’s Joe?” the man asked, suspiciously, cocking his head to one side.


    “Let’s just say you look the part,” Lester responded with a smile.


    “What do you want?”


    “I’m a reporter from the Times,” Lester lied, taking a pencil and the small pad of paper he always carried from his back pocket. “I was wondering if you’d have any interest in chatting with me about the bodies that were brought in from the massacre at the warehouse this morning.” He licked the tip of his pencil and held it over the pad, ready to write.


    The big man actually looked a little uncomfortable. “I got nothing to say,” he barked, and tried to close the door, but Lester had already blocked it with his foot.


    “Did I mention there’s a little scratch involved?” Lester added, slipping a hand into his pocket and bringing it out with a folded sawbuck . . . his last.


    Joe’s eyes widened at the sight of the money, his large paw reaching out through the open door to take the cash.


    Lester pulled it out of reach before he could claim it.


    “Do we got a deal, or do I take my curiosity elsewhere?”


    “Deal,” Joe, the morgue attendant, confirmed, as Lester allowed him to snatch away the last of his cash.


    —


    Lester had served his purpose. He’d lured the morgue attendant away from his post, providing the Lobster with an opportunity to examine the bodies of those murdered at the warehouse.


    The Lobster snuck in a side door unnoticed and entered the dingy white room. The ceiling lights hummed, a wordless dirge for the recently departed. The walls on either side of the long room were covered with metal doors, hiding the deceased until they were claimed by family. But the Lobster ignored them; what he was looking for wouldn’t be found there.


    Instead, he turned to the multiple wheeled tables in the center of the cold room—overflow, the most recent arrivals left upon the stretchers until they could be properly stored. He approached the first of the white cotton bags, stained a dark red, almost black. He reached down to the stretcher, prying apart the fabric, coldly studying the corpse inside.


    The man inside had a blood-spattered face, frozen in a grimace of terror. His clothing was shredded, the flesh beneath ripped in deep, bloody furrows—as if by the claws of some savage beast. And something even more disturbing—bite marks.


    From body to body he moved, finding the same level of savagery on each and every corpse. Something had torn these men apart, but what?


    The answer was elusive, until he reached the last of the body bags. He tore the material apart, expecting to find a corpse in the same condition as all the rest.


    But this body was different. The Lobster removed it from its casing for a better look. It appeared to be mostly human in shape, but it was deformed. Its limbs were mismatched, one arm much longer than the other, and the long, spindly fingers of each hand were decorated with a nasty set of black-nailed claws. He recalled the deep lacerations torn into the flesh of the other victims and realized that he had found the likely source of their wounds.


    The Lobster continued to examine the twisted corpse. Its skin was tough, leathery, like a reptile. On its forehead were two bony protrusions, as if horns had begun to grow. He pried apart the lips for a look at the teeth, and his eyes widened behind his goggles; it was like looking into the mouth of a shark. The creature’s gums were swollen with razor-sharp teeth of every conceivable size. He reached down, pressing on the gum line and watching with revulsion as a long, serrated tooth broke through the dead, pink flesh with a pop.


    A sound from the door interrupted the Lobster, and he quickly covered the monstrous corpse, ducking down behind the stretcher, a length of sheet hiding him from view.


    The door swung open, hitting the wall, and two figures shambled into the morgue, their misshapen limbs making their movements look more like those of some bizarre form of primate than anything remotely human.


    They were like the thing inside the cotton bag on the morgue table, only these two were very much alive.


    And as they approached the shrouded corpses, ripping open the cotton bags with a slash of their savagely clawed hands, the Lobster knew why they had come.


    They had come for the body of their brother.


    —


    The Lobster watched the monstrosities. They seemed to communicate with a series of grunts and growls as they lumbered from one stretcher to the next. One decided to help itself to a little snack and began gnawing on a stray hand, the bones crunching noisily in its powerful jaws, but the Lobster knew it was only a matter of time before they discovered him.


    Carefully, he reached down to one of the pouches hanging from his belt, quietly unsnapped the cover, and reached inside.


    They were less than a foot away from him when he made his move.


    The Lobster shot to his feet, tossing metal ball bearings at the exposed bulbs of the ceiling lights. They exploded, plunging the room into darkness. Wasting no time, he sprang from his hiding place, activating his goggles while drawing his sidearm from its holster. He aimed and fired the Colt.


    But the monsters dove beneath the first of his gunshots and sprang at him with guttural growls.


    The Lobster fired twice more, but still could not find his targets. The creatures were fast, seemingly at home in the darkness of the morgue. They plowed into him, hurling him backward into one of the stretchers, spilling the contents of the body bag to the floor.


    Then the monsters were on him, slashing with their razor-sharp claws. If not for the heavily reinforced leather of his jacket, his flesh would have been torn to the bone.


    He struggled to bring up the Colt and aim, but again, one of the beasts was faster. It surged forward, its jaws clamping around his wrist with the intensity of a bear trap.


    The Lobster stifled his scream of agony, not wanting to give his adversaries the satisfaction, but he lost his grip on the firearm, dropping it to the floor.


    He would use this pain, a burning source of fuel, to power his rage. He lashed out with his foot, kicking one of the creatures away, and then turned his full attention to the one still hanging onto his arm by its mouth. The beast growled, shaking its shaggy head as if attempting to sever the hand from his wrist. Blood flowed freely and pain shot through his body like a bolt of electricity. With his free hand he dug into the beast’s face, his fingers gouging at its eyes.


    The creature opened its mouth to scream with a mixture of pain and fury, and the Lobster pulled his arm free.


    He attacked, a whirling dervish of anger unleashed upon his foes. But no matter how hard he fought, they came back at him twice as hard.


    They wrestled upon the floor, toppling wheeled stretchers, spilling the gory contents of body bags.


    Grabbing the long, tangled hair of one of the beasts, the Lobster drove its face into a refrigerator door in an explosion of blood and teeth. He spun to deal with the other, but he wasn’t fast enough. The monster man was there, swinging something at his face that slammed him backward to the floor.


    The Lobster struggled to recover, pushing away the veil of unconsciousness that threatened to drag him down.


    A human leg. He’d been struck with a human leg.


    Through a shimmering haze of pain, he watched the monster that had felled him discard its fleshy weapon and head for its injured brother. One beast helped the other to stand, and then both turned their baleful gazes to him.


    The Lobster forced himself to stand on shaky legs, trying to seem ready for whatever the twin monstrosities had left to throw at him.


    But they were interrupted by voices out in the hall. The Lobster recognized one as Lester’s, and both beast men turned in that direction.


    The monsters made a move toward the door and the man on the other side of it.


    The Lobster could not allow that.


    He propelled himself across the morgue, tackling the pair as, excited by the prospect of easy prey, they prepared to exit.


    —


    “I’m telling you I heard something,” Joe said as he moved toward the door to the storage room.


    Lester tried to stall the guy, offering to buy him another cup of coffee, and even a slice of pie, but Joe the morgue attendant couldn’t be dissuaded.


    Lester hoped that the boss had had enough time to do what he needed to, but the ruckus coming from the other side of the morgue door made him think otherwise.


    “Sounds like somebody in there might not be quite dead yet,” Lester said to Joe. “Why don’t you go for a cop, and I’ll stay here . . .

    Y’know, in case there’s a story.”


    The morgue attendant scowled.


    “Had some punk kids sneakin’ around in here a few months back,” Joe said. There was a piece of lead pipe leaning by the door, and he picked it up before reaching for the knob. “Wouldn’t surprise me if they’ve come back for seconds.”


    Just as his hand touched the knob, the door exploded outward, the frosted-glass pane shattering as the door was wrenched from its hinges, and the three combatants spilled out into the hall.


    The morgue attendant barely got out of the way in time, backpedaling toward the wall as the door came down.


    Looks like the boss stumbled across a little trouble, Lester surmised as he watched the three figures thrashing upon the hallway floor amidst the broken glass.


    Lester moved to help, but stopped short when he realized that something wasn’t right.


    Something wasn’t normal. Big surprise.


    The guys that the Lobster was fighting . . . What the hell are they?


    They looked to be some sort of monster, their arms and legs twisted and deformed, their skin reminding Lester of an alligator’s. And are those horns growing out of their foreheads?


    The Lobster appeared dazed. He was on his hands and knees, struggling to stand. The monsters were having a bit of difficulty as well, but one had picked up a jagged piece of window glass, and it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out what the ugly piece of work was planning to do with it.


    “Boss, watch out!” Lester screamed, throwing himself across the hallway to prevent the unthinkable.


    The Lobster turned at the sound of Lester’s voice, just as the glass was thrust at him, but Lester arrived in time, putting himself between the boss and the makeshift knife.


    The glass tore through the heavy fabric of his sports coat and his shirt beneath with ease, making its way into his tender flesh. He would have liked to say that he’d taken it like a man, with only a grimace and a grunt of pain, but Lester shrieked like a banshee as his shoulder was pierced and the blood started to flow like a river.


    “Lester!” the Lobster called out, pulling him backward, gently lowering him to the floor.


    “Put pressure on it,” the Lobster instructed, as the blood continued to squirt warmly through Lester’s fingers.


    Lester felt the world around him growing hazy, as he fought to stay conscious. As the Lobster ministered to his wound, he scanned the corridor before him. Joe the morgue attendant was still pressed to the wall outside the storage place for the dead, an expression of utter terror on his face.


    The monsters had gone back into the room and now returned. One of them had a bloody body bag slung over its shoulder. In seconds they were gone, darting down the corridor and through the door into the night.


    “They’re gettin’ away,” Lester gasped. But the Lobster continued to loom above him, applying pressure to his shoulder wound. “Don’t let ’em get away on my account,” he tried again.


    He was having a difficult time keeping his eyes open, and the Lobster’s visage was growing fuzzy.


    “You’re hurt badly,” Lester heard the boss say. His voice was far away, as if speaking to him from another room.


    Through an encroaching haze, he watched as the scourge of the underworld raised his left hand, the symbol of the lobster claw on his gloved palm glowing a heated red.


    “The bleeding must be stopped or you will die,” the Lobster said, and he placed his hand upon Lester’s shoulder, the white-hot lobster brand searing his flesh, instantly cauterizing the wound.


    The noxious odor of cooking flesh and blood escorted Lester into the numbing realm of unconsciousness.
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    —


    The Lobster had told Hurley to listen to the voices on the streets. There he could collect snippets of information that the Lobster would analyze and put together—pieces of a grander puzzle.


    After they had dropped the vigilante at Bellevue, Hurley had asked Harry to drive him back to Hell’s Kitchen so he could carry out the Lobster’s bidding. And, as the mysterious vigilante had expected, the streets were talking. There was definitely a buzz in the air, and not the good kind.


    It was confirmed by numerous sources that not only had the warehouse belonged to Red O’Neill, but that the mobster had actually been there when the attack occurred.


    Not good. Not good at all.


    Hurley walked the streets, going to the places where the lowly gathered, and he listened. He knew that would be what the Lobster expected of him.


    In a soup kitchen near the Port Authority, he overheard some guys talking about how O’Neill was about to make his move. There was going to be a war, and somebody had decided to hit first. On Eighth Avenue, a cute little thing selling pencils said that she had heard from a guy who heard from another guy that the hit against Red O’Neill had been so bad that a special meeting of all the big bosses was being called to discuss their differences. An attempt to avoid any further bloodshed.


    They were such diplomats.


    He was just about to wrap up his night of wandering, preparing to head back into the tunnels, when he got his most interesting lead.


    It was near dawn, and he was in a long line for a free cup of coffee in Times Square. Nothing like a cup o’ hot joe—whether it tasted like mud or not—to take the chill from his bones and prepare him for his journey beneath the streets.


    There was some commotion toward the front of the line. Ordinarily, Hurley wouldn’t have paid much attention to it—there was always some kind of commotion, always something to set a guy off during these trying times. But for some reason, this encounter roused Hurley’s curious nature.


    Leaning out of the line for a better view, he saw a skinny old soul jumping around, voice raised in a screech, telling his story to anybody who would listen, and even those who wouldn’t.


    “What’s up with that one?” he casually asked the guy behind him.


    “Name’s Mike, I think,” the guy said. “Lost everything in the crash, including his marbles. Lives down by the docks, with some other crazy types.”


    The location rang some bells.


    “Down by the docks?” Hurley asked. “Near them warehouses off Thirteenth?”


    The man nodded.


    Mike suddenly became much more interesting, and Hurley kept an eye on the chattering old timer as the line slowly inched toward the church basement.


    Finally, Hurley got his coffee, and scanned the crowd for the man called Mike. Benches had been set up around the room, but there were only so many, and most just milled around, sipping their scalding drinks, hoping to make them last for as long as they could so they wouldn’t have to go back out onto the street.


    He caught sight of Mike alone, wedged into a corner. He was still telling his stories, his wildly gesticulating arms driving people away.


    He’d placed his cup of coffee at his feet so that he could use both hands, but since he no longer had an audience, he bent down to retrieve it. Coming back up, he was startled to see that he was no longer alone.


    “Hey,” Hurley said casually, sipping his mud.


    The old man stared at him, a glimmer in his eyes that Hurley had seen before. It was the light of madness, and in Mike’s eyes it was shining pretty darn bright.


    “Have you seen ’em?” the old man asked with a conspiratorial whisper. He brought his cup to his mouth and sipped noisily.


    “Seen who?” Hurley asked.


    “The monsters,” Mike said, insane eyes darting around the crowded basement.


    “Monsters?” Hurley asked. “Where? In here?”


    Mike seemed suddenly annoyed. “No, not in here, ya jackass,” he said. “Out there.” He motioned with the hand that still held the coffee, sloshing the hot liquid over his hand.


    “Dammit!” he hissed, putting the cup down at his feet again.


    “Out on the streets,” he continued, bringing the wrinkled hand to his mouth and sucking on the coffee-stained flesh. “Out there, in the shadows . . . I seen ’em.”


    “You seen monsters?” Hurley asked, unable to keep the hint of a smile from his face.


    “Big as life, and twice as nasty,” Mike said. “There musta been an army of ’em.”


    “So you didn’t just see one of these monsters, you’ve seen an army?” He hoped by doubting the man it would get him to talk more.


    “They came in a truck,” the old timer said, his eye glazing over as he recalled his tale of terror.


    Jake listened intently. “What, the monsters got delivered?” he asked. “Where’d they get delivered to?”


    “The warehouse,” Mike croaked. “I heard the other trucks and went to see what was up. They were makin’ a delivery.”


    “Who? The monsters?”


    “For God’s sake, no,” Mike barked. “O’Neill’s guys. Don’t you know nothin’, kid? Red O’Neill owns that warehouse.”


    “Oh, so Red O’Neill was makin’ a delivery?”


    “That’s right,” Mike said. “Probably some hooch from Canada.” The old man was eagerly licking his lips, thirsty for some of what he believed to be in the backs of those trucks.


    He snatched up what was left of his coffee and drank. It wasn’t hooch, but it would do in a pinch.


    “So where do these monsters you’re yappin’ about come in?”


    “They came after,” Mike said. “In another truck.”


    The old timer started to act it out, pretending to be driving. “They drove up with no lights and parked along the side. Somebody got out and went to the back of the truck.”


    His voice was growing softer. It was like he was there, seeing it all again, just as he had the first time.


    “I was curious about what they was deliverin’ and went closer, peeking from the shadows.”


    The old man suddenly got very quiet.


    “So?” Hurley urged.


    “I could hear ’em in the back of the truck, jibberin’ and jabberin’ . . . Sounded like crazy folk, and then that fella opened the back of the truck and they came pourin’ out.”


    “Monsters?” Hurley asked.


    Mike nodded vigorously. “Like they’d turned on a spigot. Monsters came out of the back of that truck and went right to the back of the buildin’.”


    The old man became more animated, acting out what he’d seen.


    “And they were climbin’, like big nasty spiders, up the sides of the building, up onto the crates out back, and through the windows inside.”


    “What happened then?”


    “The lights went out,” crazy old Mike said. “And then the screamin’ started.”


    Somebody from the church was moving through the crowds now, urging people to move on; more folks were waiting outside—there were always more outside.


    Mike immediately started toward the door, Hurley following.


    “So that’s it?” Hurley asked. “The monsters went in and killed everybody?”


    The Lobster hadn’t mentioned what he’d seen inside the warehouse, but word on the street was that something awful had happened. Whether it had been done by real monsters, or monsters of a more human kind, was still to be determined.


    “Almost everybody,” Mike said.


    Bells were going off in Hurley’s head as he stuck with the old timer, not wanting to lose him in the crowd leaving the church basement.


    “Somebody got away,” Mike said, nodding. “He came runnin’ out of the warehouse . . . big man with red hair. Coulda been Red O’Neill, I guess.”


    Hurley’s heart jumped.


    “He was runnin’ as if the devil hisself was on his tail,” Mike said, and then started to laugh nervously. “And he was . . . the devil hisself and some a his other devils really were on his tail.” He laughed some more, squeaky and high, shaking his head.


    “What happened to this guy?” Hurley asked. “Did they catch him?”


    The crazy man shook his head. “Nah, there was a car waitin’. One a them fancy cars.”


    “And they drove away?”


    They reached the street and Hurley grabbed the old man’s arm so they wouldn’t be separated in the crowd. Through the fabric of Mike’s coat, Hurley could feel a bony arm, as if there was no flesh on it at all.


    “Do you think Saint Peter’s is open yet?” Mike asked. “They have bread there . . . I’d really like some bread.”


    “Mike, did the big guy with the red hair get away?”


    The insane man just smiled, his eyes glazed, staring through a window into the past.


    “He did,” Mike nodded. “He beat the devil, by Christ.” And then he turned and wandered off as if they had never even been talking.


    —


    Chapel was floating through the early morning sky.


    The rays of the rising sun caressed his naked flesh as he drifted over a thick, primordial jungle.


    He knew that it had to be a dream, but it felt like so much more than that.


    A memory.


    The sun was warm on his skin, and he wanted nothing more than to hang there, bathed in its comforting touch, but his attentions were drawn elsewhere.


    He could not take his eyes from the jungle, for he knew that something of great importance was taking place below the thick canopy of branches, down where the sun’s warming rays could not reach.


    He drifted down to the treetops, and beneath them, drawn to the voices raised in a droning chant, drowning out the sounds of the verdant jungle life.


    Through thick curtains of green and brown his ghostly body flew, as if traversing from one world—one reality—to another. Chapel could feel the absence of the sun’s rays here, a numbing chill passing through his immaterial form, the deeper he traveled into the jungle. A part of him wished to stop, to leave this place and return to the waking world, but something would not allow him.


    He had to be shown.


    Through the impenetrable wild he traveled, emerging in what appeared to be a man-made clearing, the canopy miles above cutting out any of the sun’s precious light and warmth.


    The clearing was a dark place . . . a dark place teeming with life.


    They stood in a long, twisting line . . . men, women, and children of some long-forgotten race. They were tall, powerfully built, adorned with heavy jewelry of gold, their skin the color of a newly minted penny.


    The line they formed twisted and wound around the clearing, ending at an elaborate stone altar.


    And upon that altar, dressed in flowing robes of scarlet, stood the most disturbing of sights.


    Chapel had seen its remains in Mexico—had seen its bones—but now he saw it in all its loathsome life. The demon—for what else could he call it—loomed above the primitive peoples who now knelt at its feet. With dark, baleful eyes, it looked down at the tribesmen who gazed up at it with awe, chanting their strange song of worship.


    The demon smiled a horrible smile, its many teeth protruding as its thick lips stretched across them. And under the adoring eyes of those who sang their song in worship, the demon brought its wrist to its mouth, biting into the flesh.


    Thick black blood bubbled from the wound, staining the creature’s already disturbing features. The demon showed them . . . those who waited . . . it showed them the wound that had been opened for them. Their song grew louder, more frenzied, as it brought the oozing rip in its reptilian flesh down to the native who knelt before him.


    Placing the open wound to the primitive’s mouth.


    The man drank eagerly until the demon pushed him away, making way for the next in line.


    One after another, they drank of the monster’s blood.


    The screams that followed were deafening. Even in this ghostly, dream-like state, Chapel’s face twisted in pain. He covered his ears with his hands, trying to block the sound.


    Those who drank of the demon’s blood thrashed upon the altar, tumbling to the dark, moss-covered ground below. There they were changed, limbs painfully twisting as their bodies transformed.


    Becoming one with the devil they worshiped.


    Then there came a whispering in his head, a voice louder than the shrieks and wails that rose from the new monsters raging in the clearing below.


    An angry voice—a demon’s voice—that spoke of a time to come when all would drink of its blood again.


    When its legion of the damned would grow to overrun the world.


    —


    Chapel awoke with a start, dazed and confused, stinking of sweat and bourbon, the memory of a demon and its message to an ancient world still echoing ominously in his ear.


    He had fallen asleep in a chair in front of a metal-topped baker’s table, upon which lay the skeleton of the beast. He had been collecting new samples of the fluid that seeped from the ancient bones, and had nodded off.


    Now he shook his head to clear his mind of the fog of sleep and gazed at the horror before him—one of his rubber-gloved hands was entwined in the bony, clawed fingers of the skeleton.


    With a gasp, he pulled his hand roughly away. The rubber of the glove had been eaten away, exposing his flesh to the reddish fluid that oozed from the bones. Chapel leapt up from his chair, tearing the perforated glove from his hand. With his breaths coming in short, panicked gasps he remembered what he had seen in the dream.


    The skeleton’s memory.


    He examined the flesh where his hand had made contact with the transformative fluid.


    A throaty giggle filled the room, and Chapel gazed into a patch of shadow as Paco shambled from the darkness.


    The creature continued to laugh, his face contorted in a horrible smile of amusement.


    “What are you laughing at?” Chapel demanded, still studying the flesh of his hand. The skin appeared darker in some spots, rougher. “There’s nothing wrong with me . . . There’s been no contact.”


    He strode to a sink in the corner of the room and ran his hand beneath freezing-cold water as the monstrous boy continued to eye him with his dark, knowing gaze.


    “I’m fine,” he told the boy, just as much to convince himself.


    There was a knock at the door and Chapel gasped, startled by the sound. Paco began to growl.


    “Yes?” Chapel called out.


    “You all right in there, Doc?” one of Fazzina’s men asked.


    “Yes,” he said, crossing the room to retrieve a new pair of rubber gloves from a makeshift supply cabinet. “I’m fine. Why are you bothering me?”


    “It’s just that they’re gettin’ kind of antsy out here,” the man said through the heavy wooden door. “All the screamin’ and cryin’ . . . Well, it’s gettin’ on my nerves.”


    Chapel sighed, part of him regretting ever going to Fazzina with his plans, but the doctor knew that he needed the criminal’s resources, and could never have done it alone.


    “Yes, yes, I’ll be right out,” he hollered to the man on the other side of the door.


    Snapping on the gloves, he approached the metal table with a new caution. With the memories of his dream . . . nightmare . . . still fresh in his mind, he picked up the glass test tube, and proceeded to collect fresh samples of the fluid sweating from the demon’s bones.


    Satisfied with the small amount of viscous fluid, he stepped over to the counter, where he mixed some saline solution with the demon’s blood, cutting it, and making it easier to inject through a hypodermic.


    He plugged the top of the test tube with a rubber stopper and carefully laid it down on the countertop. Then he moved back to the skeleton and covered it with a sheet, hiding it from view.


    Finally, with Paco waddling by his side, he retrieved the test tube from the countertop and stepped out onto the main floor of the abandoned brewery.


    This was one of the reasons he required Fazzina’s assistance. How else could he have come by a location to continue his work?


    And what is that work exactly? a tiny voice asked, way in the back of the doctor’s mind. The disturbing images of the primitive tribe shrieking in the throes of transformation filled his thoughts again, and he pushed them away.


    After bearing witness to what Chapel could do for his pursuit of power, Fazzina had given him this brewery and unlimited resources, without question.


    The thug to whom he had been speaking stood outside the door, refusing to make eye contact with him. They were afraid of him now, afraid of what he could do with one little injection.


    The latest test subjects began to scream and cry, as if sensing his approach. He set the vial of crimson fluid down upon a wheeled table and pushed it toward the four men who were strapped upon four stretchers placed in a row.


    Chapel walked amongst them first, doing a cursory visual examination to be certain they were strong enough to withstand the process to follow.


    There had been some earlier failures, poor souls too weak from malnutrition and alcohol abuse to withstand the fury of the demon’s blood.


    But these examples looked perfectly fine. After plucking them from the streets with a promise of a job, it was easy to weed the healthy from the infirm.


    He looked down into their fearful faces, hearing them plead for their lives, but their words had no effect on him. Satisfied with the latest subjects, he returned to the table and picked up the large hypodermic. Removing the plug from the test tube, he proceeded to fill the syringe with the diluted blood.


    They had originally forced the subjects to drink the solution, but it often proved to be difficult, and far too time consuming, so the doctor decided that administering the serum through injection would likely work just as well.


    And he was right.


    One after the other, he plunged the needle into the flesh of their arms, injecting them with the substance that would change them into a nearly unstoppable force.


    Members of an army for Rocco Fazzina.


    The men strapped down to the tables screamed and thrashed as their bodies began to change. Paco moved from stretcher to stretcher, happily clapping as the men’s humanity gradually left them.


    But soon all the begging and crying had ceased, leaving behind only the guttural growls of things more beast than man.


     


     


     


     

  


  
    [image: ]CHAPTER SEVEN


    —


    Bob lifted his circular glasses and looked into the microscope at his workstation.


    “Yep, that’s blood all right,” he said, adjusting the focus, making the strange image on the lens beneath all the more clear. “But it’s not like any kind of blood I’ve ever seen before.”


    He looked over his shoulder at the group gathered behind him—all members of the Lobster’s team.


    Once again Bob felt that charge of excitement pass through his body. Here he was, deep beneath the streets of New York, in a secret headquarters, helping a mysterious crime fighter wage war against the evils of the world. If it all sounded a bit off the cob, it was.


    This wasn’t the life Bob had expected, or even the one he had trained for, but he wouldn’t have it any other way.


    He watched as the Lobster paced—back and forth—like a caged lion.


    “How is it different?” he asked, his voice flat and unemotional.


    Bob turned back to the microscope and looked again, just to be sure. The Lobster had returned with an injured Lester, handing him a piece of frosted window glass stained with drying blood, ordering him to find out everything that he could about the sample.


    “Well, it sort of looks human,” Bob began.


    “But?” Harry chimed in, the sweet smell of his pipe smoke making the normally stale air of the underground lair more pleasantly fragrant.


    “Well, there’s your typical red cells, and white cells, but then there’s something that I can’t quite figure out. It’s bonded to the white cells . . . like some sort of cellular parasite or something.”


    Bob turned back to his comrades. He rubbed his strained eyes and put his glasses back on. “And ya want to hear something really loopy?” he continued. “This blood is still alive.”


    The Lobster stopped pacing, and all eyes turned to him.


    “What do you mean, still alive?” the crime fighter asked.


    Bob shrugged. “Can’t say it any simpler; the sample you gave me is still alive, almost as if it was fresh from a vein.”


    The boss continued to stand still, as if lost in thought. Bob wished he had more to offer, but there was only so much information he could get from a blood smear on a piece of glass.


    “Is it human?” the Lobster finally asked.


    Bob shrugged his shoulders, slowly shaking his head. “Would I bet the farm on it?” he asked. “No. Maybe at one time it was human, but not anymore.”


    “I coulda told ya that,” Lester said, wincing in pain as he shifted his position on the chair in the corner of the room. He had his shirt off and his arm in a sling.


    “How’s that shoulder, pal?” Bob asked.


    “It’ll take more than a glass pig sticker to put me out of commission,” Lester said defiantly.


    Bob turned his attention back to the Lobster. “So where did this weird blood come from anyway?”


    He wasn’t sure if the Lobster was going to share, but he did.


    “I was investigating the bodies from the warehouse murders last night. I was attacked by two monstrous beings. They had come to claim the body of one of their fallen brethren. I attempted to stop them. It resulted in a heated battle, and Lester’s regrettable injury.”


    He watched as Lester pulled the bandages down to examine the wound, where the Lobster had burned him to squelch the bleeding.


    “Don’t sweat it, boss. I’ll be fine in no time. Looks like your mark is already starting to fade.”


    “Of course it is. You’re one of the good guys,” the Lobster said.


    Bob studied the Lobster closely. Was the boss actually saying that his mark only left scars on the guilty? Or was that a smile he saw at the edges of the Lobster’s mouth? With so much of his face covered by his goggles, it was difficult to tell, sometimes, if the boss had a sense of humor.


    He steered the questioning back to the Lobster’s attackers. “So these monsters you met up with—they were responsible for the warehouse massacre?”


    The Lobster slowly nodded. “I believe so.”


    “Any idea what they’re up to, or who they might be working for?” Bob asked.


    All eyes were on the boss, but the Lobster remained typically quiet.


    The sound of distant, rhythmic banging suddenly filled the air, signaling a guest and interrupting their impromptu meeting.


    Bill left the room, returning momentarily with Jake Hurley, who stopped just inside the doorway and nodded his shaggy head at the group.


    “What do you have for me?” the Lobster asked.


    “The warehouse that was attacked last night belonged to Red O’Neill, and the word on the street is that—”


    “The attackers weren’t human,” the Lobster interrupted. “What else do you have?”


    “Red O’Neill was definitely there last night, checking up on a new shipment of Canadian hooch.”


    “So O’Neill is dead,” the Lobster said.


    Hurley shook his head. “Well, that’s what everybody is sayin’ right now, but I think he got away. I think Red O’Neill is still alive.”


    This is how it is when your life is entangled with the Lobster’s, Bob thought, as he watched the crime fighter bring a gloved hand to his face, stroking his chin in thought. One mathematical equation after another.


    “And from what I can piece together,” Hurley continued, “it looks like Rocco Fazzina is organizing a little powwow tonight with the other families to discuss how they should proceed,” he finished.


    The Lobster started to pace.


    “We need to find out if Red O’Neill is truly still alive, and then we have to find him. I want to know what he can tell us about the attack on his warehouse.”


    Bill finished rolling a cigarette, and placed it in his mouth. “Maybe there’s some new competition musclin’ in from outta town,” he said, striking a match on the brick wall to ignite the cigarette’s tip.


    “Or maybe just the same competition,” the Lobster proposed, ceasing his pacing and walking toward the exit.


    He stopped in the doorway.


    “Bob, I want you to do more work on that blood,” the Lobster said without turning around. “I want to know everything about it. I have a feeling it will prove useful in the struggle to come.”


    Bob nodded while the others waited silently for their own assignments.


    “There might be more attacks planned for the other bosses as well,” the Lobster said. “Eyes and ears open, boys. Things are getting dangerous.”


    And without any further word, the Lobster was gone, as if swallowed up by the darkness.


    Bill couldn’t help but smile as he turned back to his microscope and the strange blood thriving upon the slide. It wasn’t the life he’d expected to have, but he couldn’t imagine it any other way.


    —


    Rocco Fazzina sat in the back of his car, waiting, as his boys checked the hotel to see if the others had arrived.


    There should have been three bosses—and their various associates—now that poor Red O’Neill was no longer with them.


    Fazzina chuckled, imagining what it must have been like for his rival. Just thinking about Chapel’s things . . . he had no idea what else to call them . . . his attack dogs? . . . his devils? Just thinking of what they must have done to the poor Irish bastard.


    It must have been horrible.


    A part of him wished that he’d been able to see it . . . to have had the opportunity to look into the man’s eyes as he was ripped apart. To have seen Red’s fear.


    One of his guys opened the back door.


    “It’s all set, Mr. Fazzina,” he said, leaning into the car. “Everybody’s here.”


    The crime boss climbed from the back seat of the car and made his way to the front entrance of the Delacorte Hotel. Passing through the revolving door into the lobby, he was met by Pino, another of his guys.


    “They’re waiting for you, boss,” the man said.


    Fazzina smiled. “Let ’em wait,” he said, unbuttoning his cashmere topcoat and handing it to Pino. “Hold this for me, will ya?”


    He headed across the lobby to the front desk, where a vase of flowers rested. The staff eyed him cautiously as he approached. They knew who he was. They also knew how he’d “encouraged” the other guests to find different accommodations for the night, allowing him to book the entire hotel.


    Tonight the Delacorte was his.


    “Good evening,” he said, smiling pleasantly to the staff as he plucked one of the white roses from the vase, breaking off the stem and finagling the flower into the lapel of his suit jacket. “And how is everyone tonight?”


    They all mumbled their responses, many refusing to look at him. He could feel their fear.


    “You all have a good night,” he said with another satisfied smile, and then he turned back to Pino.


    “How do I look?” he asked.


    “Like a king,” Pino said, directing Fazzina to a nearby elevator.


    Fazzina wondered if Pino had any inkling of how close he was to being right. Tonight he was going to take the bull by the horns; tonight he was going to show them all that he had the strength to call the shots. Everyone already knew full well what had happened at O’Neill’s warehouse, the savagery of the attacks. They were panicked, asking each other, Who could have been responsible for such a thing?


    Fazzina smiled at the thought.


    His plan was to unify them all against a common enemy. Make them think that under his guidance, of course, they could track down whoever was responsible and make them wish that they had never been born.


    They would do that for poor Red, and they would also see the kind of leader he was, realizing there was no reason to question his ultimate authority.


    He stepped into the elevator, letting his man close the gate and hit the button for the sixth floor.


    That was what would happen in a perfect world, but Fazzina was under no misconceptions as to how this would likely play out. He hoped, for their sakes, that they’d be smarter than he believed they would be.


    The elevator arrived on the sixth floor with a cheerful ping. Fazzina stayed at the back of the car while his man slid open the gate and stepped out. He looked up and down the hall, then turned and motioned that all was clear. Fazzina left the elevator, but not before checking out his reflection in a mirrored section of wall.


    The guy had been right; he did look like royalty.


    A king about to address his subjects.


    His man was about to open the conference-room doors for him, but Fazzina stopped him with a raised hand.


    “Let me,” he said with a cocksure smile. “It’s all about makin’ an entrance.”


    He threw open the double doors, entering the conference room where the other bosses waited. He could sense it almost immediately, see it in the eyes of those who watched him as he entered.


    Fear. The fear was almost palpable, so thick he could practically pull it from the air and eat it.


    “Gentlemen,” he said, moving to the head of the table in the room’s center.


    The others milled around a bar that had been set up especially for them at the back of the space. They were helping themselves to the refreshments he’d provided.


    “You got some nerve,” Salvatore Decante said in his rasping croak of a voice. “Where do you get off callin’ us here, and showin’ your ugly mug late? I find your lack of timeliness disrespectful.”


    Fazzina imagined the old man dead at his feet, his intestines being gnawed on by one of Chapel’s creations.


    “I apologize for my tardiness,” he said to Decante, bowing his head in a show of respect. “I stopped to make sure Red’s family has everything they need.” Fazzina shook his head. “This is a very sad day for them,” he said, making sure that they all were looking at him now. “And a dangerous day for us.”


    That got their attention.


    Stevie McDonough, a short fireplug of a man, swirled the contents of his tumbler around as he stepped forward.


    “What’re you gettin’ at, Fazzina?” he asked, in his thick Irish brogue. “You hinted that you knew more of what was going on than we did to get us here. Now I think it’s time for you to spill.”


    Fazzina nodded. “And that assessment is correct, my friends,” he said.


    Dominic Zenna made a face as if somebody had just stuck a hunk of Limburger cheese underneath his beak of a nose.


    “Friends, my ass,” he growled from his seat.


    Zenna was going to be the tough one; he didn’t trust anybody, not even his own captains. Fazzina had always figured it would come down to the two of them if the war had been allowed to play out.


    If it had been allowed.


    Which it wouldn’t be.


    “Thanks to some of my connections with the local constabulary,” Fazzina began, “I’ve been given certain disquieting details about the attack perpetrated on our colleague’s warehouse space.”


    “What kind of details?” Decante croaked.


    “Better than tellin’, I’ll show you,” Fazzina said. He snapped his fingers once.


    Immediately, his man reached into the inside pocket of his long coat, and removed a manila envelope, handing it to his employer.


    “Crime-scene photos,” Fazzina said, reaching into the envelope and withdrawing a stack of black-and-white photographs.


    He tossed them onto the table, and then stood back, watching as the other bosses drew closer. Like ducks to the bread tossed at them in Central Park, he thought, stifling a smile.


    “Mother o’ God,” McDonough exclaimed, as he stared at the still images splayed on the tabletop. “Who coulda done something like this?”


    “Whoever it was, they’re animals,” Decante said, moving the pictures to be sure he could see them all. “Animals that don’t deserve to live.”


    Fazzina saw his opportunity and went for it.


    “There was no love lost between myself and Red O’Neill,” he said, “but somethin’ like this . . .”


    He gestured toward the pictures.


    “You say you know more about this than us,” Zenna said, holding a particularly nasty photo of a man’s insides strewn across the warehouse floor like a discarded hose. “How do we know that you’re not responsible?”


    Fazzina wanted so desperately to tell him that he was, but that wasn’t part of his plan. He wanted them to come over to his side naturally.


    “You don’t,” he shrugged. “But then again, how do I know that none of you are to blame?”


    The men looked at each other with murder in their eyes.


    “Gentlemen, calm yourselves,” Fazzina said smoothly. “We’re all men of business here. Now, I may be mistaken, but somethin’ tells me that whoever’s responsible for this revolting crime would not be standing here tonight.”


    The others seemed to agree with his assessment. Agree with his lie.


    “What do you know?” McDonough asked. His drink was empty and he returned to the bar for a refill.


    “Only a little more than you,” Fazzina answered. “Whisperings on the street are talking about a gang . . . Foreigners, with their eyes on what belongs to us.”


    “Foreigners,” McDonough hissed before tossing back his whiskey. “I hate bloody foreigners.”


    “Give us more,” Zenna demanded. “Foreigners from where?”


    Fazzina shrugged. “Someplace where something like this is considered fair game, I’d imagine.” He gestured to the photos.


    “Chinamen,” McDonough yelled from the bar. “I bet it’s those filthy bastards from the Far East.”


    “Jesus,” Decante said. He’d removed a string of rosary beads from his vest pocket and was now nervously rubbing them between forefinger and thumb. “If they did this to Red, who’s next?” he asked.


    “Exactly my concern,” Fazzina said. He had them where he wanted them. “Red was first because he must have been perceived as the weakest.”


    He eyed the other bosses, watching as his last statement began to sink in to their skulls.


    “Yeah,” Zenna agreed, nodding slowly. “He was the weakest of us. It was only a matter of time before somebody put him out of our misery.”


    McDonough returned to the group, alcohol fueling his swagger.


    “I say let ’em try to take me,” he said. “I’ll cut ’em six ways ta Sunday.”


    Fazzina could see him staring at the crime-scene pictures lying on the table. Was that a seed of doubt that he saw in the mick’s eyes?


    “Red didn’t know this was coming,” Fazzina said. “But we do. Together we could show these foreign devils what for.”


    Zenna had retreated to the other side of the room. The cigarette he was smoking had created a gray halo that floated around his head.


    “What are you suggesting, Fazzina?” he asked.


    “Strength in numbers,” Fazzina stated with a shrug, as if it was all so obvious. “We combine all our gangs into one. We’d be unstoppable for sure.”


    Old man Decante was staring intensely at Fazzina as he returned his rosary to his vest pocket. “One gang,” he said. “And I suppose there would be one boss as well.”


    “Only to make things run smoother,” Fazzina agreed.


    “And who would that boss be, if you don’t mind me askin’?” piped up McDonough.


    Fazzina thought he’d had them, but now he could sense it all beginning to slip away.


    “It would be someone strong enough to hold it all together when dealin’ with those who could do something like this.” He reached down to the table, grabbed a handful of photos and threw them at the other bosses.


    “And I suppose that someone is you?” Zenna asked calmly.


    Fazzina rested his fists on the table and leaned forward, his eyes burning into each of them.


    “Under my command, I’d pity anybody who’d try to challenge us.”


    The bosses were silent, and for the briefest of moments, Fazzina thought he just might have won.


    But that was before McDonough started to laugh.


    It was a high-pitched cackle. He looked over at his own men, who had been sitting silently at the back of the room, and immediately they began to laugh as well.


    “You must be outta your mind,” Zenna spat. “What do you take us for, a bunch a scared little girls?”


    “I never knew ya to be a comedian, Rocco,” McDonough said as he returned to the bar for another refill. “But I think you’d be a much better clown than a leader.”


    Decante had remained silent, and Fazzina wondered if he might be the only boss to see that he was right. If he was the only one who could keep the others alive.


    The old man finally stood, and slowly walked around the table toward Fazzina. Rocco watched him with unblinking eyes as he stopped mere inches away. Decante reached into his vest pocket, and again removed the prayer beads. Taking Fazzina’s hand, he dropped the beads into his palm, and closed the man’s fingers around them.


    “I believe you’ll need these more than me,” he said dismissively, then turned around to join the others.


    Fazzina spat upon the rosary beads and threw them to the ground.


    He spun around and headed toward the door. He had wanted to keep this civilized, but they had left him no choice.


    “We’re leaving,” he told his man, who quickly stepped in front of him to open the doors.


    Fazzina stopped and turned to look at them one more time. He looked at Zenna, who cursed him with his eyes; at the back of Decante, who couldn’t even be bothered to watch him leave the room; and at McDonough, who stood at the bar pouring himself another drink of the booze that he had provided. The son of a bitch was still laughing.


    Fazzina said nothing more as he left the meeting room, committing to memory the moment that the other crime bosses had signed their death warrants.


    —


    Hurley had a hunch.


    Red O’Neill was still thought to be dead, massacred in his warehouse, torn to unidentifiable bits by, according to the Lobster, things right out of a bad dream.


    Even the crime boss’s own men and family still believed this.


    But Hurley knew better. He had the word of a crazy man who said he saw O’Neill escape in a car.


    If Red was still alive, it was obvious that he’d gone deep underground, probably lying low, trying to figure out what he should do next.


    But where?


    Hurley had an idea. He remembered that Red’s father, Quillan O’Neill, had been an undertaker. Red and his three sisters had been raised in an apartment above the O’Neill Funeral Parlor in Brooklyn.


    Quillan had gained a reputation amongst the criminal community for his cosmetic talents with even the most violently damaged bodies. No closed caskets if Quillan O’Neill had anything to say about it.


    It was those criminal connections established in the funeral home that had given young Red the inspiration to aspire to something more than embalming and making corpses pretty. In fact, as he had climbed the criminal ladder, it was said he had been responsible for quite a bit of his father’s business.


    Quillan had been crushed by Red’s lack of interest. Like most strong Irish fathers, he had believed his son would carry on his legacy, but it wasn’t meant to be. A life of crime had called to the immigrant’s son, and the boy had answered.


    It had taken Hurley nearly an hour to get out to Brooklyn, and now he stood before the old, abandoned funeral home. The death of Quillan had meant the end of his business, but the family hadn’t ever sold the building. Instead, it had remained shuttered and empty, falling into disrepair as the years had passed.


    Hurley clung to the shadows as he crossed the street, darting down the long driveway to the back of the building.


    There had once been rumors circulating that it was Red himself who hadn’t wanted to sell the building, out of guilt for not carrying out his father’s wishes. It was said that he’d actually beaten a man to death with his bare fists in this very building after he’d approached Red with a plan to buy the funeral parlor and reopen the business.


    A full moon cast a white light over the backyard of the funeral home, providing Hurley with just enough illumination. There was a large, two-car garage made of stone, its door padlocked and chained. Hurley wondered if there were hearses still stored inside.


    The deceased had been taken through a bulkhead into the basement, where the work was done on them. At first glance, the bulkhead appeared to be secured tightly, but on closer inspection . . .


    Hurley’s heart skipped a beat when he saw that the padlock wasn’t closed completely.


    As quietly as he could, he removed the heavy lock, carefully pulled open the heavy wooden door, and slipped down the stone steps into the darkened cellar.


    The basement was dimly illuminated by the light of the moon, filtering through the narrow windows in the upper sections of the walls. It was clearly the old work area, and from the looks of it, it was exactly as Quillan had left it. There were dusty bottles of chemicals stacked upon equally dusty counters and a metal embalming table with a workspace covered by the tools of the trade, still laid out as if waiting for the next customer.


    Hurley felt his excitement begin to flag. The dust hadn’t been disturbed. He left the workroom, pushing aside a tattered, red velvet curtain.


    Hurley guessed that this room was the showroom—it was still packed with coffins of all sizes. He walked among them, his thoughts going to that macabre place that imagined him lying inside one of these things, lowered down into the ground, and covered up with dirt.


    A chill ran down his spine.


    The coffin to his left suddenly opened with an eerie shriek, combining with his own scream of terror as he recoiled from the sight before him.


    A man was climbing out of the coffin, a large man with curly red hair, eyes wild with madness, his clothes torn and covered with blood.


    A man wielding an ax.


    The coffin rested atop a wheeled display cart, and it tipped over as the man threw his legs over the side, spilling his bulk to the floor.


    Hurley managed to get hold of his own senses, recognizing the jabbering man struggling on the floor before him. He was ranting about monsters, and how he wasn’t going to let them take him.


    “Red O’Neill,” Hurley yelled.


    Red froze. His eyes seemed to glow in the darkness of the room as he stared intently at Jake.


    “Not gonna let you take me,” he blubbered, his voice trembling. There were tears streaming down his freckled face.


    “It’s all right, Red,” Hurley said, holding up his hands. “I ain’t gonna hurt you.”


    Red suddenly jumped to his feet, rushing toward Hurley with ax raised.


    Hurley jumped back, and pulled another casket on a wheeled display table between himself and O’Neill.


    “Cut it out, Red,” he said, trying to keep it familiar. “You’re gonna kill somebody with that thing if you’re not careful.”


    The words finally seemed to have an effect. Red slowly lowered the blade and eyed the stranger in front of him.


    “You’re not a monster,” he said, as realization began to sink in.


    “Nope, not a monster,” Hurley said, with a friendly smile. “Just somebody who’s been lookin’ for you. Everybody thinks you’re dead.”


    O’Neill seemed to be thinking about what Hurley was telling him.


    “Everybody’s dead,” he said, his gaze going to the floor. Hurley had to wonder what he was seeing there, as an expression of terror began to bloom. “The monsters came out of the dark and killed ’em all.”


    “Yeah, but you made it out alive,” Hurley reminded him. “You survived, Red. You got to a car and got away.”


    “They got to Floyd outside,” he muttered, remembering. “His blood was all over the front seat . . .”


    “You survived, Red,” Hurley stressed again, hoping to pull the man from his nightmare memory.


    “I survived?” he asked, looking up, and slowly turning toward the tipped-over coffin where he’d been hiding. “I don’t have to be in there.”


    “Nope, not unless you plan on dyin’ soon.”


    Red looked back at Hurley.


    “No, I survived,” he said with intensity, his eyes beginning to clear. “Everybody else is dead . . . but I’m alive.”


    “Yeah, you are.”


    He still held the ax, and brought it higher. “Who . . . who did this?” he asked. “Who killed my men . . . Who’s responsible for those . . . those things?”


    Hurley raised his hands again in a sign of submission.


    “I don’t know,” he said honestly. “That’s somethin’ we’re gonna have to figure out.”


    “Yeah,” Red agreed, turning away, heading through the curtain and back into the embalming room.


    Hurley followed, watching as Red drunkenly climbed the bulkhead steps, dragging his ax behind him as he headed outside.


    “Gonna find out who’s responsible,” he heard the Irish crime boss growl.


    “And make them wish they’d never been born.”
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    —


    Bill watched the Delacorte Hotel from his perch atop the office building across the way. The image below of the front entrance was slightly blurry so he used the center dial on the binoculars to make it clearer.


    “You okay with those?” Lester asked, leaning back against the base of a water tower, his communications gear laid out in front of him.


    Normally it would have been only Lester up here on the roof in charge of surveillance, but with one of the kid’s flippers out of commission, he needed some assistance.


    Which Lester hated to admit.


    “I’m fine with it, kid,” Bill told him. “Relax, this isn’t my first time on a stakeout.”


    “I don’t mean nothin’ by it,” Lester said. “Just hate being treated like an invalid is all.”


    Bill took his eyes off the scene for a moment, glancing over his shoulder at Lester, who was struggling to adjust his sling.


    “From the looks of it, you got stuck pretty good,” he said. “Give yourself a chance to heal up. Remember, we ain’t all got constitutions like the boss.”


    “Don’t I know it,” Lester agreed, as Bill returned his attention to the street below them.


    “Remember that bit a bad business with the Bombay death cults? He was stabbed like, what, twenty times in the chest, and still—”


    There was movement across the street.


    “Hold the phone,” Bill announced. “I think we’ve got somebody comin’ out.”


    He watched as Fazzina came through the door, one of his goons nipping at his heels. They headed toward a dark sedan parked out in front, but Fazzina stopped, turning to motion at someone up the street.


    “He just gave somebody a signal,” Bill said.


    “Who?” Lester asked, already flipping the switches on the radio to call the boss.


    “Fazzina. He’s in his car now, but he just signaled to somebody up the street.”


    Bill turned the binoculars in that general direction, and caught sight of a truck driving down the street toward the building. It looked like a delivery truck.


    And the man had to wonder, what kind of a delivery would somebody be making now?


    —


    “Can you believe the pair on that guy?” Salvatore Decante said to his boys, but loud enough for the other bosses to hear.


    McDonough leaned against the bar, silently staring into his drink, as if looking for an answer.


    In a way, that punk Fazzina wasn’t too far off track. They were going to need to band together if an opposing force was going to try to take a bite out of what was theirs.


    Decante looked over to Zenna, who had taken a seat at the head of the table. He had picked up the rosary beads that Fazzina had so disrespectfully thrown to the floor and had laid them on the table.


    “Big balls or not,” Zenna said, moving the black beads around with his finger, “the guy might’ve had a point.”


    He looked up, his dark eyes intense.


    “I was thinkin’ the very same thing,” McDonough slurred. He moved from the bar to approach the table.


    Decante walked to the table and retrieved his rosary. “Okay, if we’re all thinking the same thing, then what next?”


    He worked the beads through his fingers.


    “A mutual understanding,” Zenna said.


    “What? Like a peace treaty?” McDonough suggested with a laugh.


    Zenna shrugged. “Until we figure who was responsible for taking Red out, I see it as being good for everybody.”


    Decante would never have believed it possible, but here it was: three of the city’s biggest sons of bitches coming together and agreeing to play nice.


    Maybe there really is a freakin’ Santy Claus, he thought, returning his rosary beads to the watch pocket of his vest.


    “I’d say we have a consensus here,” he said.


    “What about Fazzina?” McDonough asked. “Should we call him back or . . .”


    “I don’t trust that guy,” Zenna said with a sneer. “The way he came in here thinkin’ he could call the shots. I say we let him dangle.”


    Here’s the Dominic Zenna everybody knows, Decante thought. If there was one of them who should be made to dangle, it was him.


    But Decante accepted his words with a nod and a shrug. “Let ’im dangle, then.”


    McDonough tossed what remained of his latest drink back and smacked his lips. “Gentlemen, I believe this calls for a toast,” he announced.


    Zenna sneered, but in a display of unity, agreed. “A toast,” he said.


    “A toast,” Decante repeated, motioning to McDonough to bring them glasses and some booze. He looked over to see that Zenna was watching him with cold, dead eyes, and Decante returned the stare. They stood there like that, eyeing each other, until McDonough returned with the necessary items to seal the deal.


    He set the glasses down on the table, and pulled the cork from the hooch, pouring them all a shot. McDonough picked his up first, raising it to chin level and waiting for the others to do the same.


    “A mutual understanding,” Decante said, aping Zenna’s earlier words, and raised his glass in a toast.


    “A mutual understanding,” they all repeated, bringing the drinks to their lips in unison.


    There was a tapping at the window.


    They slugged back their shots and turned toward the sound.


    “What, is it rainin’?” Zenna asked, setting his empty glass down upon the meeting table. He gestured for one of his men to part the long velvet curtain that obscured the window.


    Without any hesitation, he went to look, sidestepping McDonough’s goons, who had set up camp to the right of the window.


    Zenna’s man casually reached for the heavy curtain, giving it a good yank, just as the window shattered inward with an explosion of glass.


    Time seemed to slow to a crawl as Decante watched first in shock, and then in escalating horror, as he began to understand what was happening.


    They were under attack, but by what, he had no idea.


    It looked like a man, but only at first glance.


    Zenna’s goon was screaming as the monster crouched over him, biting and tearing away at his flesh.


    Nobody moved, every single one of them frozen by the nightmarish scene playing out before them. And then more of the things came in, crawling up over the ledge of the broken window.


    Decante realized that his hand had gone to his rosary beads, taking them from the watch pocket of his vest, as he backed up toward the door.


    The monsters were attacking. It did not matter whose gang the men belonged to; one after another they were pounced upon, many before their guns could even be drawn. It was a bloodbath. Their cries were nearly deafening, before being silenced by the advent of death.


    Even more of the horrible things were spilling into the room. There had to have been at least a dozen.


    Are these the things responsible for taking out Red O’Neill and his boys? Decante’s fevered brain wondered as he scrambled to open the doors to escape.


    Gunshots finally rang out along with the screams of those still alive.


    His fists closed around the knobs, but as he started to turn them, a hand clamped down upon his shoulder, spinning him around and slamming him against the wall.


    Decante screamed, bringing his rosary up in an attempt to ward off the evil attacking him.


    But he found himself looking into the face of an equally riled Dominic Zenna.


    “What are they?” Zenna screamed, and Decante saw madness in the eyes of his former adversary and newly toasted ally.


    Gunshots boomed, and they both turned to see McDonough, a gun in each hand, attacking the monsters that had made short work of their men.


    McDonough was screaming at the top of his lungs. The bullets struck the creatures, but many of them got up again and attacked, bleeding from many wounds. It wasn’t long before they were upon him en masse, ripping him apart, tearing him limb from limb, spraying the walls of the room with the dying Irishman’s blood.


    “I’ve got to get out of here,” Zenna hissed, slamming Decante back against the wall, pushing him to the floor.


    “You son of a bitch!” Decante screamed, struggling to all fours as he watched his rival take hold of the knobs, flinging the doors open to escape.


    Instead, Zenna cried out, and stumbled back into the room.


    Decante stared at what had been standing behind the closed doors and he couldn’t decide which was worse—the blood-covered monsters that were coming for them now, or the image of the Lobster standing in the doorway, cobalt-blue Colt .45 clutched in a leather-gloved hand.


    —


    The Lobster hadn’t been far when the call had come in.


    He’d known that there’d be trouble when Lester made mention of the truck pulling up next to the hotel.


    Harry had driven him as close as he could, and the Lobster had run the rest of the way on foot, taking the stairs up to the conference-room floor two at a time.


    He was just about to kick open the door when it had been opened from the inside.


    The Lobster’s finger twitched upon the trigger of his gun as he looked down into the faces of two of the city’s worst. How easy it would be to wipe them from the world, to eliminate the crime bosses with two pulls of the trigger.


    So simple.


    But not the time.


    “Get down!” he yelled at them, aiming the Colt in their direction. Decante and Zenna screamed like frightened children, dropped to the floor, and covered their heads.


    The monsters were directly behind them, reaching out to drag them back into the room, as the Lobster opened fire. The blasting from his gun drove them back, but it did not take them down.


    Too damn evil to die properly, he thought, stepping between the cowering crime figures on his way into the room.


    “Get the hell out of here,” the Lobster ordered the bosses in between gunshots. He was driving the beasts back into the conference-room-turned-slaughterhouse. Bodies were strewn about; the floors and walls were stained with gore.


    The Lobster studied the misbegotten beasts, their skin like reptile hide, clothes hanging from their malformed bodies in tatters. It took multiple shots to finally bring them down, but there were too many.


    A quick glance down at the blood-drenched floor located another pistol, and he snatched it up. Now, with two guns in hand, he went to town, firing at the screeching beasts.


    They came at him together. The monsters that fell as he fired were trampled beneath those that followed.


    The Lobster quickly backed up, firing at the wall of beasts until both weapons clicked upon empty chambers.


    He reached down to his belt, unhooking one of the grenades he carried. In one fluid motion, he pulled the pin and tossed it beneath the monsters’ feet. He dove under the heavy conference table and flipped it onto its side as the grenade exploded with a roar.


    The Lobster rose up from behind his makeshift barricade, ejecting the empty ammunition clip from the Colt and sliding in another. The room was filled with smoke as he searched for signs of his monstrous foes. The ground at his feet was burned and charred black; unidentifiable body pieces were strewn about the floor. He’d taken out some, but he seriously doubted he’d gotten them all.


    There was movement in the smoke, a flurry of activity near the open window.


    The Lobster advanced, peering out through the broken glass. The surviving beasts made their escape, crawling down the side of the building, insect-like, to the waiting truck below.


    “Boss!” called a voice through the smoke. “Boss, are you all right?”


    Harry and Bill came through the smoke coughing wildly. They were carrying heavy artillery in the form of Thompson machine guns.


    “Over here!” the Lobster called, watching the last of the beasts spring from the wall of the hotel, down onto the canvas roof of the waiting truck. He judged the distance to be at least fifteen feet to the truck parked at the front of the hotel below.


    “Throw me your gun,” he ordered, and Bill tossed him his machine gun. “Get downstairs at once. You’re to stop that truck at any cost.”


    He could see Harry about to ask him more, but there wasn’t any time.


    The Lobster climbed over the windowsill, letting himself drop down to the truck below.


    He hit the canvas hard, bouncing off the roof of the vehicle to land on his back in the street. The air was punched from his lungs and he lay there, gasping for breath.


    Rolling onto his stomach, he crawled to his feet, picking up the Thompson where it had fallen from his grasp. The truck engine roared to life. He could hear the surviving monsters beneath the canvas canopy at the back of the vehicle, chattering in their bestial tongue as the truck began its getaway.


    The Lobster opened fire with the machine gun, strafing the vehicle as it began to pull away.


    The passenger door came open; a cruel man with a cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth emerged, hanging upon the side door, firing away with his pistol.


    The Lobster dodged his shots, most of them ricocheting off the street, all the while running to catch up to the truck. He fired another volley of shots. One of the truck’s back tires exploded, causing the truck to screech out of control as it sped around the corner, wiping out a light pole and a mailbox in the process.


    Continuing to fire, the Lobster watched as the escape vehicle careened over the curb, heading for a gas station on the corner. The truck hit two of the gasoline pumps and flipped over onto its side.


    Watching from a safe distance with the sound of approaching fire engines wailing in the background, the Lobster saw the monsters begin to emerge, tearing through the thick canvas with razor-sharp claws.


    Even though he wasn’t sure how much ammunition was left in the machine gun’s drum, he planted his feet and waited for whatever was to come.


    Two of the creatures were almost fully emerged. Behind them, others were clambering to rip free of their containment, when the damaged gas pumps and the truck exploded in a ball of fire.


    The Lobster stumbled back, the blast of searing air stinging his lungs. He moved closer to the scene, where puddles of gasoline were causing the truck and its occupants to burn with a thick, black smoke and deep-orange flame.


    One of the creatures, its body burned nearly to a crisp, lay smoldering in the street, where it had been tossed like a toy by the force of the blast.


    The Lobster stood above the horrible corpse, marveling at its inhumanity.


    The screeching of brakes caused him to turn.


    Harry pulled up in the Ford sedan, rolling down the window to speak.


    “Quick, get in,” he said. “The fire department and police will be here any second.”


    He could hear the mournful wails coming closer as he dropped the machine gun, bending down to haul the monster’s charred corpse up from the street.


    “Help me get this into the trunk,” he commanded.


    —


    Dr. Jonas Chapel stood in the shadows across the street watching the transport vehicle burn with unblinking eyes.


    Their eyes.


    It was the strangest thing: the more of these twisted beasts he created, the more in tune—connected—to them he became. He felt their deaths, each and every one of his monstrous creations, the painful sensation of fire-ravaged flesh still causing his limbs to tremble.


    “Hey, Doc, c’mon before somebody sees you,” his driver called from the car parked in the alleyway behind him.


    But he could not take his eyes from the scene.


    He’d watched the man clad in dark leather wield a machine gun, firing at the truck as it attempted to escape, and the resulting conflagration.


    The man in the goggles—he had seen this mysterious man before, not through his own eyes, but through the eyes of his creations that had been sent to retrieve the corpse of one of its brethren.


    Through demons’ eyes.


    Who is this man? Chapel wondered. And why did he get the sense that he was a serious threat to their plans? His skin itched, and he raked his nails across the tops of his hands, peeling away a thick layer to reveal something new beneath.


    Chapel gazed down at the dry, mottled flesh and began to understand.


    A rough hand grabbed his elbow and squeezed.


    “The boss’ll kill me if we get caught,” Fazzina’s goon said, trying to pull him back to the car.


    “Take your hand off me,” Chapel hissed, watching a look of fear form upon the driver’s face as he released him. The man could see that he was becoming something else.


    Sloughing off the old to become something new.


    Something dangerous.


    “Take me to your boss,” Chapel commanded, returning to the car of his own accord. It was all becoming clear to him.


    “Bring me to Fazzina.”
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    —


    Hurley watched Bob from the corner of his eye.


    He had returned to the Lobster’s lair with the information about Red O’Neill, but had found that the Lobster and the rest of the team were still in the field, leaving only the group’s scientist present.


    Bob was staring into a microscope making soft grunting sounds, and Hurley had to wonder what he was seeing. The scientist then slipped from his stool, leaving the room at a brisk pace.


    Hurley craned his neck to see where the scientist had gone, but Bob quickly returned, carrying a small metal cage, and inside it a rat. He brought it to his worktable, set it down, and returned to his microscope.


    Hurley couldn’t resist, his curiosity getting the better of him.


    “Are you going to do something with that rat?” he asked.


    Bob jumped, as if he wasn’t aware that there had been anybody in the room with him.


    “Oh . . . what?” he asked, a confused look upon his face as he turned from the microscope to look at Hurley.


    “The rat,” Hurley said, pointing to the cage.


    “I’m going to use him in an experiment,” Bob said. The scientist removed a large glass needle from inside a drawer, sucking whatever was on the microscope slide up into the syringe. “I’ve isolated some of the unusual blood cells.”


    He carefully set the hypodermic down, picked up a pair of heavy gloves from atop the clutter on his table, and slipped them on.


    “I want to see how these cells react with other normal cells when they’re introduced,” he explained.


    Bob reached into the cage and grabbed the rat. The animal screeched, trying to escape the scientist’s clutches. The scientist held the squirming animal upside down, exposing the hairy flesh of its belly. Hurley watched with a sense of disquiet as Bob picked up the syringe with his other hand, slowly bringing the tip of the needle toward the rat.


    Just as the tip was to pierce the rodent’s flesh, there was a sudden banging sound, and Hurley nearly jumped out of his skin.


    Bob, however, remained unfazed, injecting the animal with the contents of the syringe and placing it back inside the cage.


    “The others must be back,” Bob said, removing the heavy gloves.


    The scientist was right, as Harry and Bill came shuffling down the corridor from the lair’s other entrance, the basement of an office building somewhere on the street above.


    The two men lugged something wrapped in an oily tarp into the center of the room and laid it down. A foul-smelling steam rose up from within the tarp as it settled on the floor.


    The Lobster entered behind the men, coming to stand before their prize.


    “O’Neill?” the Lobster said to Hurley, as he knelt at the tarp, preparing to unwrap the contents.


    “Like I thought,” Hurley said. “He’s alive.”


    “Where is he now?” the Lobster asked, turning his red, unblinking gaze upon him.


    “Not sure,” Hurley answered. “I found him at his family’s old funeral parlor. From there he got in a car and drove away.”


    “Hmmm,” the Lobster said, pulling back the tarp to reveal what was wrapped within.


    The stench became worse as the contents were revealed.


    “Who . . . what is that?” Hurley asked, his hand going to his mouth and nose.


    “This is what attacked O’Neill’s warehouse, and what laid siege to the crime bosses’ meeting at the Delacorte this evening,” the Lobster said.


    The lair became disturbingly quiet as they looked upon the burned and still-smoldering corpse. Hurley had never seen anything like it, and was again reminded of the bizarre turn his life had taken.


    He was looking at a monster; that was the only way to describe it. Studying the thing, his eyes saw something of interest, and he moved closer, slowly lowering himself to his knees beside his mysterious benefactor.


    Reaching out, he started to move a section of tarp aside, when an ear-piercing shriek filled the lair.


    Hurley reacted as the others did, all turning toward the source of the terrible sound. It was coming from Bob’s workstation. The cage—the cage that contained the test rat—was being torn apart from the inside. Something had happened to the rat, turning it into something else.


    Monster.


    The rat was larger, stronger, peeling back the metal mesh of the cage with its paws and enlarged jaws and teeth. Bob stumbled back, away from the escaping rodent, as it squirmed from the hole it had ripped in the cage. It let loose with another horrific wail, its dark eyes glistening with malice as it sprang at him.


    Hurley jumped back, the heel of his shoe catching the tarp, and he fell as a single gunshot boomed. Sprawled across the burned body, he climbed quickly to his feet to see the Lobster standing with his gun in hand, smoke snaking from the barrel.


    The transformed rat’s body lay in gory pieces on the floor.


    “What did this?” the Lobster asked, holstering his weapon.


    “The blood,” Bob explained, obviously startled by the results of his experiment. “I injected the blood into the rat and it transformed it into . . .”


    Hurley returned his attention to the body within the bag, to what had caught his eye.


    “It’s not only the rat,” he said, capturing their attention.


    Hurley reached into the bag, gripping the creature’s arm. Part of the upper arm hadn’t been blackened by fire, the leathery skin still intact. There was a tattoo of a scantily clad woman, sitting upon an anchor, a brightly colored parrot on her shoulder.


    “I know this tattoo,” Hurley said, looking away from the skin art to all those who were now listening to him. “I know this man from Central Park . . . Hooverville. His name is Smitty . . . Smitty Johanson, and he supposedly found a job somewhere, along with some others.”


    “Then my suspicions are correct,” the Lobster said.


    “So those things were actually . . . people?” Harry asked, his eyes riveted to the monstrous corpse lying on the floor before them.


    “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” Bill muttered, rubbing a large hand over his unshaven jaw.


    “Just when you think you’ve seen everything,” Lester added.


    Hurley’s thoughts raced, recalling Old Lloyd’s excitement that things were getting better.


    For Smitty, and very likely many others, things couldn’t have been worse.


    —


    Chapel brought a shaking hand to his forehead, rubbing at the skin there as he attempted to explain the situation. It felt as though his skull was becoming white hot, the heat radiating from the bone nearly making his flesh blister.


    “Everything was going according to plan until he showed up,” the doctor said in exasperation.


    “He,” Fazzina barked from behind his study desk. “The Lobster, you mean?”


    “Yes, the Lobster,” Chapel said impatiently. “The man in the black leather and goggles. He killed my soldiers, so I’m going to need more subjects to—”


    The crime boss jumped up from his seat, the chair flipping backward to the floor.


    “Your soldiers?” he bellowed. “The Lobster killed your soldiers?”


    He stormed around the desk to confront the doctor.


    “Seems to me that you might be forgettin’ who’s in charge here.”


    The tension in the room grew with leaps and bounds. The doctor could smell the fear coming from Fazzina’s men, who stood off to the sides of the room. He was certain that they’d seen the results of their employer’s rage before, and he doubted that it was a pretty sight.


    But he had other, more physical matters to contend with at the moment.


    Chapel’s head felt as though it were burning. Again he rubbed at the front of his head, discovering two bony bumps that had formed beneath the skin.


    How odd.


    “So, not only did you fail to kill the competition, now we’ve got the Lobster sniffin’ around.”


    Fazzina stared at Chapel, his apish face twisting up in disgust.


    “What’s wrong with your skin?” he asked.


    Chapel glanced at his hands. The once soft, pale skin had been rubbed away, replaced with a new, far more durable flesh. He knew that it was only a matter of time until it had all sloughed off to expose the new him beneath.


    The demon lord he was becoming.


    “A side effect of my work,” he explained. “Nothing to concern yourself with. Tell me about this Lobster person.”


    Fazzina laughed humorlessly. “Tell you about the Lobster. All you need to know is that you don’t want him sticking his nose into our business. People have a tendency to wind up dead when he takes an interest.”


    “He’s a vigilante of some kind,” Chapel suggested.


    “Yeah, you could say that,” Fazzina growled. “A real pain in my ass.”


    The pain beneath his skin had intensified, and Chapel imagined his skull, beneath its fragile covering, glowing hotter with each passing second.


    “A champion,” he continued, almost to himself.


    “A warrior.”


    —


    The loathsome word took him back to another time, to another place, where—as a dreamer—he had borne witness as a demon built an army with the flow of its blood.


    Chapel was back there again, only this time not as an observer, but as a participant. Now he was the beast, his army of the transformed waiting for his word.


    Nobody could stand before him and his legions. Soon the jungle, and the world beyond it, would belong to him.


    Standing upon the steps of the temple erected in his honor, he looked down upon his gathered minions. They were waiting for him to give the word, to send them swarming into the jungle in search of prey.


    He could feel them all buzzing within his thoughts, each and every one his to command.


    This is what it’s like, he thought.


    This is what it’s like to be a god.


    The demon raised his long, powerful arms, drawing their attention. The words danced upon his tongue, the words that would send them off on his mission of conquest. He imagined what it would be like with an entire world at his command, and the demon smiled.


    But just as he was about to speak . . .


    The torches flew from the cover of darkness, hundreds of burning beacons hurled from the jungle to land upon the walls of his temple.


    As one, he and his legion turned, all asking the same question—


    Who dares?


    The warriors swarmed from the jungle, crude knives, swords, and spears clutched in their hands. They did not hesitate, attacking the first of his monstrous legion, brutally cutting them down before they even had a chance to react.


    He felt their deaths as if the wounds were inflicted upon his own person, and the demon lord roared his displeasure, commanding those whom his blood had transformed to attack.


    Standing atop his altar, he watched the carnage unfold below, his furious anger overflowing. For every one of his own cut down, his legions took at least two of the enemy, but still they fought.


    The demon roared his rage; how dare they attempt to stop him? His anger flowed from him down to the twisted bodies of his followers. Fight, he told them, fight for his vision of a world remade in his image.


    So enthralled was he by the scene unfolding below him that he did not hear the man’s approach until it was too late.


    At the last minute, the demon whirled to see that he was no longer alone atop the altar that had been constructed by his worshipers. He smiled at the primitive soul that approached him. He was all too human, his dark, fragile flesh protected by rough armor made from bones and the empty shells of ocean life.


    He sensed that this one was the leader, that it was he who had led his army deep into the jungle to thwart the demon’s plans. This will be the one that will suffer the most, the demon thought, reaching for his foe.


    This one would be shown the errors of his insolence.


    The demon expected to taste the fear exuding from the primitive, but was sorely disappointed.


    The warrior kept moving toward him, a dark determination—instead of fear—in eyes cast in shadow by his helmet.


    And for the briefest of moments, it was the demon that was afraid.


    The demon and the man clashed atop the temple, the demon’s rage against the warrior leader’s courage. It was the fiercest of struggles, the stuff of legends, and no matter how hard the demon fought, or how monstrous his aggressions, the warrior matched him.


    Soon the battle was for naught, most of his minions slaughtered, the survivors having fled, maimed, into the embrace of the jungle and the fates that awaited them there.


    Sensing the inevitability of failure, the demon lord attempted to escape, hoping—praying—that his adversary’s injuries were too grave to allow him to pursue.


    Pushing his battered enemy away, the demon leapt for the steps that would take him down to the temple grounds now awash with the blood of his enemies, as well as his minions.


    But the champion rallied his strength and leaped upon the demon, the two of them struggling as they tumbled down the merciless stone steps to land at the temple’s base.


    It was then that the demon lord came to understand his fate. There would be no victory for him this day, no escape into the dark, fetid embrace of the jungle.


    No, today he would meet his fate.


    Lying there, beaten and bloody, amongst the dead and the damned, the warrior achieved his victory, dousing the demon with sacred oils.


    And burning the flesh from his unholy bones.


    But he did not die, for his evil was too great, escaping the purging fire by seeping deep within the bone to wait for another time—a time when the extent of his wicked ambitions would have been forgotten, and the warrior had long since turned to dust.


    That would be the time for his plans to begin anew.


    —


    Chapel returned from his vision to find the lapels of his jacket clutched in the hands of the furious mob boss, as if the man were attempting to lift him from the ground.


    “What the hell is wrong with you?” Fazzina roared.


    “Nothing,” Chapel replied, realizing that most of the pain in his skull was gone. “Nothing at all.”


    Fazzina shoved him backward. Chapel struck a bookcase filled with leather-bound volumes that he was certain the ape of a man had never cracked. Fazzina’s men snickered as he caught himself against the shelves, volumes tumbling from where they’d rested, likely untouched, for years.


    “I’d say there’s plenty wrong,” Fazzina said, pointing a thick finger at him, barely able to contain his fury. “You promised me an army . . . that I would be king.”


    Unfazed, Chapel bent down to retrieve the books and placed them back upon their shelves. He had a new plan now; the vision that he’d just experienced had made it so much clearer.


    “That’s not the case anymore,” he said, placing the last of the leather tomes home.


    “What did you just say?” Fazzina hissed.


    The tension within the room increased by tenfold; the smell of animal fear and excitement permeated the air. Chapel could smell it floating there—taste it—and it aroused him to action.


    “You heard me, little man,” the doctor said as he casually reached up to scratch at his face. A piece of skin came away, loose and wet. Chapel studied the dead skin before letting it drop to the floor. “Our plans have changed.”


    The words were like a trigger, the big man in the smoking jacket hurling himself across the study with murder in his eyes.


    Chapel had had just about enough.


    Fazzina crashed into him, pushing him back against the bookcase, meaty hands around his throat. There was great strength in this one, Chapel observed, and at that moment changed his mind about the mob boss’s fate.


    With ease, Chapel peeled Fazzina’s hands from his throat, amused by the look upon the man’s face at this exhibition of his newfound strength.


    “You will take your hands off of me,” Chapel calmly said. With very little effort, he hurled the large man away from him. Fazzina yelped like a dog as he flew backward, slamming up against the double doors, his large body now blocking the room’s only exit as he slumped, stunned, to the floor.


    All eyes were upon the doctor, and he liked it.


    Jonas Chapel reveled in his newfound power. As Fazzina’s men watched, frozen in place by fear, he reached up to his face, tearing away the old skin to reveal the new beneath.


    His horns were coming in quite nicely.


    Before they could act, before they could draw their guns, he bounded across the room toward their boss . . . their master. In one swift movement, he withdrew the case that held the hypodermic of crimson fluid, removed the needle, and plunged it deep into Fazzina’s neck, letting the transmutative power of an ancient deity flow into the man’s veins.


    Chapel had special plans for this one. By limiting the dosage, he would allow the crime boss to hold on to just enough of his intelligence to be pliant to his master’s wishes, yet still to maintain that level of human savagery that made him so effective.


    Fazzina began to scream as the power took hold, warping his body into a true reflection of his malignant soul. But his features changed little. Anyone looking at him would still recognize him. And why not? Fazzina had always been a monster.


    Chapel turned to face the men who still stood unmoving, their terror rendering them ineffectual, and smiled.


    “So, who’s next?”
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    —


    The Lobster had ordered Hurley to head to Central Park—to Hooverville—and see what he could find out about Smitty Johanson’s mysterious benefactor. Hurley had been pleased to receive the assignment, since he had already intended to do that very thing.


    He entered the park, careful to stay out of sight of the cops walking their beat, heading over to the Manhattan Bridge and the encampment found at its foot.


    It was quiet in Hooverville tonight, the usual sight of men jawing by a burning barrel fire nowhere to be found. Hurley wanted to chalk it all up to the hour, but something in the air made the hair at the back of his neck stand on end.


    Sticking to the shadows, he made his way toward Lloyd’s shack. If anybody were going to know anything new, it would be him. He took another look around, squinting into the shadows for any sign of life, but found none.


    Hurley had a bad feeling as he stepped closer to rap on the shack’s wooden frame.


    “Lloyd,” he whispered. “Lloyd—it’s me, Jake,” he said. He pushed the hanging tarp aside, lowered his head, and entered his friend’s dwelling.


    It was dark inside the shack, like being inside a cave, as his eyes attempted to adjust.


    “Lloyd?” he whispered again, looking over to where he knew the old man slept.


    Something moved, emerging from beneath a blanket. He could barely make out the pale, frightened face. Hurley recognized the little girl, and believed her name to be Susan.


    “Did the monsters go away?” she asked, her breath coming in short, jagged gasps.


    “Monsters?” Hurley asked, his brain attempting to process both her question, and why she was hiding beneath a blanket in Lloyd’s hovel. “Honey, where’s Lloyd, and why are you . . .”


    He could see her eyes grow huge in the dark, and the scream that escaped her lips was like an ice pick to the side of his head. Susan had reacted to something, something that was behind him.


    It was all instinct now, reaction time honed by his experience as a police officer as well as his years on the street. Hurley reached down into the darkness at the floor of the shack, remembering where Lloyd kept his skillet.


    His hand wrapped around the cold handle of the iron frying pan and brought it up, spinning around to use it as a weapon.


    Lloyd stood there, his face pale and spattered with something that could have been ink. But Hurley knew that it wasn’t.


    “Y’gotta go, Jakey,” the old man said, eyes wide in terror. “Before they find ya.”


    “Lloyd,” he said, breathing a sigh of relief, dropping the frying pan to his side. “It’s only Lloyd, honey,” he said, turning to Susan, trying to calm the little girl, who was crying uncontrollably.


    Hurley looked back to his old friend just in time to see him yanked back through the partition with barely an opportunity to scream.


    The little girl was screeching again as Hurley charged at the heavy curtain, frying pan clutched tightly in his hand. The scene outside was like something out of a nightmare. Lloyd was being dragged away into the darkness of the park by monsters very much like the one he’d seen dead on the floor of the Lobster’s lair, only these were very much alive. They were everywhere he looked, dragging the citizens of the Central Park shantytown from their hiding places.


    He had no idea what to do. The terrified wails filled the night as the people were besieged. Whoever was responsible for the creation of these creatures must have been getting desperate, no longer taking the time to trick the victims into their trap. Now they were taking what they needed without a care, the poor people of Hooverville nothing more than specimens for the monster-making madness.


    One of the monsters sprang into his path. It opened its mouth in a roar, showing off multiple rows of pointed teeth. The beast reached for Hurley with long, terrible fingers, and he reacted.


    Fear—fear was their game. They were using the terror of what they were to take these poor souls.


    Hurley swung the frying pan across the monster’s face. The creature’s head flipped violently to one side in a spray of blood and teeth. He didn’t give the beast a chance to recover, bringing the heavy pan down on its head as hard as he could.


    Another of the monstrosities came at him before he could prepare himself, jumping onto his back and sinking its teeth deep into his shoulder. Hurley screamed. Spinning around, he tried to dislodge his attacker, careening toward Lloyd’s shack, slamming himself up against it.


    Stunned, the creature dropped from his back. It attempted to recover, shaking its shaggy head, but Hurley had already swung the pan, again catching the monster on the side of its skull, sending it to the ground. He brought the pan down again, just to be sure.


    Hurley pulled the curtain aside, looking for Susan; if he couldn’t save the others, at least he could get her to safety.


    “Susan, c’mon,” he said, reaching out to her. At first she shook her head, crying harder, but eventually she began to understand and threw off her blanket, taking hold of his hand.


    The child gasped, her fear locking her legs as she saw the monster, unconscious and bloody, on the ground outside the hovel.


    “It’s all right,” he reassured her.


    But just as she began to step over the grotesque obstruction, the monster’s hand shot out, grabbing hold of her ankle, tearing the sock and shoe from her foot as she struggled. Hurley went at the beast again, smashing its head and face repeatedly until it finally let her go.


    The child’s screams had drawn attention to them. He could see the horrible shapes moving toward them in the darkness.


    “We have to run,” he told the sniffling child. “Run as fast as you can, all right?”


    She nodded, eyes overflowing with tears.


    “Let’s go,” he said, taking her hand, and the two of them began to run.


    The sounds from the park around them were horrible—the screams and cries of the Hooverville residents as they were dragged off to God knew where. A female monster emerged from the concealment of some bushes, her heavy sweater and flowered dress hanging from her now-malformed body in tatters.


    Hurley jumped between her and the little girl, swinging the pan like the most powerful of weapons. It connected beneath the beast woman’s chin, flipping her backward to the ground.


    They continued to run. His hope was to get them closer to the street; he hoped that the monsters would not follow them there.


    The next attack came from the trees. Two more of the things dropped down from above, chattering like monkeys from hell as Susan cried out. Hurley’s arm had begun to ache as he swung the heavy metal pan. His shoulder throbbed painfully where he’d been bitten earlier, but he couldn’t think of that now. He had to fight.


    Susan screamed from somewhere behind him, but he couldn’t turn to see her. The monster in front of him was larger than the others, and came at him like a runaway train. It roared as Hurley met its attack. He heard the sound of thrumming metal as the pan struck its skull, but it didn’t have the same effect that it had on the others.


    Before he could react, the monster had torn the skillet from his hand and tossed it aside into the bushes. The creature picked up Hurley as if he were no more than a rag doll and threw him off the path, into a darker patch of shadow where it could do its worst.


    Hurley could still hear Susan’s plaintive cries, but they were fading off into the distance. He forced himself to his feet. He had to get to her; he had to rescue her from the monsters’ clutches.


    A clawed hand gripped his belt, yanking him around. Hurley lashed out with his foot, catching the beast man square in the face. There was a loud, cracking sound and blood streamed from its flared nostrils. It roared its rage and lunged toward Hurley.


    Scrabbling backward, Hurley’s hands searched for anything that could give him an edge in this impossible fight. A handful of dirt and pebbles was the best that he could do. He threw it into the monster’s eyes as it bore down upon him.


    Again his monstrous attacker shrieked, rearing back as it fought to regain its vision. Hurley saw his opportunity. He jumped to his feet and ran toward his opponent. Pulling back his fist, he punched the monster as hard as he could in its already damaged nose. The monster grunted, arms flailing as it attempted to get its hands upon him, but he avoided its desperate grabs. Again he went at the monster, delivering another brutal blow to its face. This time his efforts were rewarded. As his fist struck, the beast suddenly went horribly quiet, dropping backward to the ground as a steady stream of gore flowed from its nose.


    “Susan!” Hurley screamed, already returning to the path in a run.


    He heard her cries from somewhere up ahead, and sped toward them. In the distance he saw the little girl, fighting to get away from her assailant, her struggles causing the monster to drop her.


    He doubted that he had ever run so hard, his eyes fixed upon the horrific sight of the monster trying to snatch the struggling child up from the ground. Within feet of the monstrosity, he launched himself, tackling the beast man about the waist, the two of them tumbling across the ground.


    Wasting no time, Hurley managed to get atop the creature, straddling the hissing thing as he brought his fists down again and again upon its protesting face. The former cop didn’t let up, even though he could feel his knuckles shredding each time his pounding fists fell. But still the monster fought beneath him.


    He chanced a look toward Susan to see her standing there, frozen—waiting.


    “Go!” he screamed as he drove his fist into the monster’s face again. “Don’t wait for me! Get away as fast as you can!”


    She hesitated for a moment, but as more of the monstrosities began to appear from the shadows, she fled, her tiny form darting away through the park like a frightened rabbit.


    The monsters converged upon him, coming to the aid of their beaten brother. Hurley gave it his all, punching, kicking, elbowing, and biting, but eventually he started to tire, and that was pretty much the end of it for him.


    They drove him to the ground, pounding his head and body with fists like rocks, beating him toward the embrace of unconsciousness.


    This went on for what seemed like hours . . . days, but eventually it stopped, and he felt himself dragged across the park as he drifted in and out of awareness. He thought that he saw others . . . people that he knew from Hooverville, men and women, also being dragged across the grounds in the clutches of the demons from hell.


    Still incapable of fighting back, he was hauled up from the ground and tossed into the back of a truck with all the others. Hurley could hear some of them crying softly in the darkness, another praying the Our Father aloud. He wanted to tell them that they would be all right, that he was going to help them, but then he realized, as he slipped deeper into blackness, that he couldn’t even help himself.


    —


    The Lobster flowed from one shadow to the next, moving closer to the Fazzina mansion.


    Pressed against a nearby tree, he observed the dwelling. There were multiple vehicles parked in the circular drive out in front, but the house was strangely dark.


    A cold wind blew, scattering leaves of yellow and orange, and the Lobster used this, concealing himself in the flurry of movement, making his way toward the darkened home.


    There was a fire in his blood this night, and he hoped that it would give him the edge he would need for the battle that was certain to be fought.


    He moved along the back, finding a broken window that had been boarded over. Listening, he heard not a sound inside, and went to work prying up the wood so that he was able to slip inside.


    Activating the night vision built into his goggles, he maneuvered the room with ease. It appeared that there had been a struggle—some chairs overturned, dark spatters upon the rug.


    The Lobster began to consider the possibility that Fazzina wasn’t the mastermind behind the bizarre scheme that seemed to be unfolding.


    Even so, he decided to investigate the eerily silent home further, just to be sure.


    Carefully, he opened the study door a crack and peered out into the hallway, just as a tortured cry rang out.


    Darting from the room, he moved along the darkened hall, his hand snaking down to his side to unholster his faithful Colt .45. The scream came from the back of the building. Stopping short at a swinging door, he peered through a porthole window into the kitchen. It was dark in that room as well, but he could see the lone figure of a woman kneeling on the floor, dressed in a maid’s uniform. Her back was to him, and she was bent at the waist, her head nearly touching the white-and-black-tiled floor. She was trembling fiercely.


    The Lobster cautiously entered the kitchen.


    “Don’t be afraid,” he announced. “Do you need assistance? Are you all right?”


    The woman began to straighten, slowly turning around.


    “Everything . . . is . . . just . . . fine,” she said with great effort, the rows of razor-sharp teeth crowding her mouth making it difficult for her to speak.


    She leapt at him with a throaty growl.


    The Lobster jumped back, his gun firing twice, the impact of the bullets tossing the bestial woman back against the refrigerator, leaving a scarlet stain as she slid to the floor in a thrashing heap.


    The door to the pantry swung open and unleashed hell. More of the monsters swarmed out, overwhelming him. He tried to shoot, but they were just too much, wrenching the gun from his grasp as they piled upon him.


    He let the rage flow through his body, invigorating every muscle as he fought back against the monstrous horde. This was what he had prepared for, what he suspected he might be forced to face. And he hoped that he was strong enough to survive.


    Fists flew and legs kicked out, scattering the slavering beasts. The Lobster fought hard, but their numbers were too great. He grabbed hold of a kitchen stool and shattered it over the head of one of his attackers, then used one of its broken legs as a makeshift club. For a brief moment he thought that he might actually have a chance to escape the horrific throng, but that was before the largest of the beast men came forward.


    He was huge, at least twice the size of any of the others, and he rushed at the Lobster with a roar, scattering the smaller creatures aside to get to him. The Lobster lashed out with the broken stool leg, but it bounced off the twisted thing’s skull with no effect.


    The big beast reached for him with a roar, grabbing him by his leather jacket and yanking him close. And then the Lobster recognized him.


    Rocco Fazzina, the Lobster’s mind raced. This mockery of humanity was once Rocco Fazzina.


    The Lobster lashed out, driving his fist into Fazzina’s nose. The beast’s head snapped back, but he did not let go.


    The monster roared, throwing the Lobster toward the kitchen wall. Other beasts scattered as he bounced off the wall, leaving an indentation of broken plaster before he dropped to the floor.


    Shaking off the effects of the fall, he got to his feet, but the bestial Fazzina was already there for him. The creature reached down, yanking him to his feet.


    “I want . . . I want so much . . . to kill . . . to make you die slow . . . slow and screaming,” the monster stuttered, fighting against a nearly overwhelming compulsion.


    The Lobster struggled in his clutches, but to no avail, and soon found his face slammed against the wall. Stars exploded in his head, but still he fought to get away. It did him no good. The beast man laughed horribly as he drove the Lobster head first into the plaster wall.


    “But the master . . . Chapel . . . He wants . . . He needs you alive.”


    Chapel, the Lobster thought, dazed but clinging to those words. The name of the plot’s mastermind finally revealed.


    Chapel.


    And then a curtain of oblivion fell, and all was draped in black.


    —


    Red O’Neill watched from the shadows. He was still holding the ax that he’d brought with him from the warehouse—the ax still stained with the blood of monsters.


    He had to know who was responsible. He had to make them pay. Red had managed to find his way home to his distraught family, who had believed him killed with the others at the warehouse.


    Slaughtered.


    The images of what he’d endured flashed through his brain, a sheen of sweat forming upon his skin despite the cool fall temperatures.


    He did not share with his wife and children what he had endured—what he had seen—that night, choosing instead to retire to his bedroom with his ax, and await his captains and lieutenants. He would need all of his men if they were going to stop whoever was responsible for opening up the gates of hell.


    The large man clutched the ax handle all the tighter, remembering the vibration that passed through the wood as the blade cleaved through the stubborn flesh of the damned.


    He had no idea if his men had believed his horrible tale. The look in their eyes, the sideways glances that they gave to one another as he spoke, made him think that they probably believed he had gone insane.


    If only that were the case. Being insane, he was sure, would have made this far easier to comprehend.


    He’d told his people that the plan was to strike back—to find out who was responsible and wipe them from the earth. They wanted to know if he had any idea who could have done such a thing, and he had to admit that he didn’t. But he’d told them that he suspected everybody, especially his rivals in business.


    One of his lieutenants had arrived late to the gathering with news of a special meeting that had been called by Rocco Fazzina, where all of the surviving bosses had discussed how they were going to deal with what had supposedly happened to Red.


    His man then went on to explain that Fazzina had left the meeting in a huff, and not too long after that, the other bosses were attacked, only to be saved by the Lobster’s intervention.


    Red had cringed at the mention of the vigilante’s name. After the monsters were dealt with, perhaps it would be time to end the Lobster’s existence as well.


    But that was a worry for another time.


    He’d immediately reached out to the survivors—to Zenna and Decante—determining that they had nothing to do with the monsters, which left only one other.


    Fazzina.


    He’d never trusted that vicious wop bastard, but could even he be responsible for such horrific action? Or was it as Fazzina had explained to the others at the gathering—the actions of foreigners wishing to invade their territories?


    Red had to be sure, so he’d taken his ax and come to the Italian’s home, standing in the darkness, watching—waiting for a sign that would tell him what he needed to know.


    And then there would come—if necessary—retribution.


    Suddenly there was movement by the house—not just the leaves tossed by the chilling wind that had captured his rapt attention before, but actual activity.


    Red O’Neill’s heart started to race as he saw them, his skin prickling with the sweat of fear. It took all that he had not to run screaming into the night. Confident that he could not be seen, he watched as the monsters emerged from the home, dragging an unconscious figure behind them. O’Neill fleetingly wondered about the poor soul, before his thoughts moved on. There were at least six of the abominations, all clambering into the cars parked in the circular driveway.


    The last of the twisted beasts stopped and turned his face to the darkness beyond the driveway, sniffing the air like some mutant bloodhound.


    O’Neill remained perfectly still, concealed in the darkness of shadows, as he confirmed the identity of the last of the monsters to climb into the car.


    Even in this monstrous state, there was no mistaking Rocco Fazzina.


    The vehicles started up, their headlights cutting through the thickness of night as they left the drive.


    Having seen all that he needed to, O’Neill turned away and headed back to his men, who were waiting with the cars near the road.


    “Follow them,” the large man instructed, hefting the ax, eager to again put it to violent use.


    “We’re going to put an end to this once and for all.”
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    —


    Chapel stood on the steps of the cathedral, his scarlet robes whipping in the winds of change.


    It had taken no time at all for his plans to be set in motion, no time at all for his minions to go out into the city to bring forth those who had yet to be transformed by his most holy blood.


    There were those who fought the servants of his will, but many who had accepted the new ways, who came to him willingly for the communion of transformation.


    A line formed on the steps of the church below him, a line that snaked down onto the city streets crowded with those already touched by his glory. Minute by minute their numbers grew, and soon there would be no one to stand against them.


    Chapel glanced from his place atop the church steps to the light poles that lined the city streets, the illumination they once cast now but a distant memory. The poles served another purpose, now. He watched as bodies, hanging from thick ropes tied about their necks, swayed like pendulums in the breeze.


    They were the ones who had stood against him, those who opposed the inevitable change.


    The corpse of the one called the Lobster spun in a circle upon his rope, almost as if the rotting warrior was eager to see the extent of Chapel’s reach.


    As far as his eyes could see, the streets were crammed with those transformed by his malevolence. It would only be a matter of time before they spread to other cities, and finally to the whole wide world.


    Chapel recalled the last time he had come this far, and how quickly it had been stolen from him. The demon lord smiled as he gazed again upon the warriors’ corpses as they dangled from the light posts, swaying in the breeze.


    No force was strong enough to oppose him.


    —


    Chapel opened his eyes to reality. He was gazing down at the oozing, skeletal remains. A smile creased his demonic features.


    “Soon,” he said aloud, his voice now a rumbling growl.


    He had been filling glass vials of the bloody substance oozing from the bones lying upon the table, in preparation for the work still ahead of him, when the skeleton mysteriously began to smolder.


    Breathing in the thick, oily smoke, he’d been overcome, experiencing the vision of his future.


    The skeleton continued to decay, the bones corroding before his eyes. It would not be long until there was little more than a wet outline of what had once lain there.


    But Chapel felt no sense of loss, for what the skeleton had given him still remained, only now, it flowed through his own veins.


    The thought made him smile again, and he leaned his head forward, curved horns scraping against the tabletop as the wafting mist flowed up from the disintegrating bones.


    He was eager for another vision of the future.


    A future where he would be king.


    —


    Hurley sank the spade deep into the soft earth, tossing the dirt over his shoulder onto an ever-increasing pile.


    “What are you doing, daddy?” his Emily asked him. She stood at the lip of the growing hole.


    He stopped and stared at the child. She was much older now than he remembered, dressed in a pretty flowered dress, her hair in pigtails, and he doubted that he would have been able to pick her out in a crowd, but here . . . in this place, he knew exactly who she was.


    His daughter was beautiful. Just like her mother.


    “I’m digging my grave,” he told her matter-of-factly, and began to dig again. He wanted to get the hole good and deep, so when it came time to lay down, it would be less likely that the local critters would come sniffing around to dig him up.


    “Why are you doing that?” Emily asked, clutching a dirty rag doll to her chest. He remembered that rag doll; it had come from a nice old woman who lived on their street back when they had a home, before . . .


    “It’s just about time that I did it is all,” he said. He’d come across a pretty good-sized rock. He dropped his shovel, and bent to pick it up.


    “Why?” she asked, hugging her dolly tightly. “Are you dead?”


    Hurley tried to get his fingers under the rock to heft it up from the hole, but it was proving to be stubborn.


    “I sorta am,” he said with a grunt, trying to pull the stone from the rich, dark earth. It was not complying. “Things haven’t been going so great for your dad,” he explained to her. “I thought things were looking up there for a bit, but—”


    Something skittered out from beneath the end of the stone and he jumped back. It was the strangest thing. A lobster. There was a lobster underneath the rock. He watched it with fascination as it crawled up and out of the hole.


    “Be careful,” he warned Emily as the crustacean stopped at the lip of the hole, its antennae moving around, sensing the environment for danger.


    “He helped you,” the little girl announced happily.


    Hurley had no idea what she was talking about, but as he reached down to again attempt to move the rock he found that he could now grip the side of the stone easier, and with some effort could move it.


    “Guess he did,” he said with a grunt, rolling the stone over toward the side of the hole.


    “He wouldn’t want you to give up,” Emily said.


    Hurley had managed to push the stone up and out of the hole, and now climbed out himself to return to his work.


    “It’s just too much,” he said, retrieving his shovel, getting ready to continue with his grave.


    “You didn’t think it would be easy, did you?” she asked in such a cute little voice. She was holding her doll and swaying from side to side.


    “No, I guess not,” he said, leaning on his shovel, gazing down into the hole in thought.


    It seemed much deeper now, darker.


    “He wouldn’t have picked you if he didn’t think you could do it, right?”


    Emily’s dolly was gone now, replaced by the squirming lobster. She was hugging the crustacean lovingly, as if it was the best toy in the world.


    He was about to ask her whom she was talking about, but he already knew. The darkness within the hole was rising, and now he was looking down into a pool of solid black.


    There were sounds coming from the pool, mournful screams and pathetic cries. He imagined that they were crying for him.


    Calling to him.


    “They need you,” Emily said, setting the lobster on the ground. “He needs you.”


    The darkness climbed higher, rising up over the rim of the hole he’d dug. The lobster crawled into the ebony waters and disappeared without a ripple.


    “I’m a failure,” he finally admitted. “I tried to save them already, but . . .”


    “You can’t give up,” his daughter said with a shake of her head that made her pigtails wiggle like animal ears.


    “I know, but . . .”


    The cries were louder now, their urgency prodding him toward action.


    “And besides,” the gorgeous little girl said with a twinkle in her lovely brown eyes, “how are you going to find Mommy and me again if you give up?”


    She turned away, but he did not want her to go.


    “Emily,” he called out, reaching for the child across the ebony blackness that had seeped up from the ground where he’d been digging.


    The cries and howls were frantic. He stepped into the darkness, wading across the pool toward the retreating Emily.


    Hurley had made it halfway across when he felt the tremendous pull from underneath. Within seconds, the darkness was beneath his chin. As he struggled to remain aloft, he saw Emily turn back to him, her small hand raised in a goodbye wave.


    And then he was sucked down into the void, darkness made fluid rushing to fill his lungs as the cries of the helpless deafened his ears.


    —


    Hurley awoke with a groan and a cough, still believing himself held in the grip of the pool, choking on the darkness. But as the fog of unconsciousness began to clear from his mind, he saw that it was not darkness that held him, but leather restraints. Bound—his wrists and ankles were bound to some sort of hard wooden surface . . . a table.


    The screams and cries were still around him and he lifted his head to see where he was. Hurley’s heart skipped a beat as he saw that he wasn’t alone, but part of multiple rows of men and women all restrained atop crude wooden tables.


    His head dropped back to the table as his eyes took in his environment. It seemed that they were in some sort of factory, an abandoned brewery perhaps.


    Hurley strained his neck again to see the guards posted around the room and in front of the exits. These sentries looked as though they were in the process of being transformed into those monstrous things, but hadn’t yet been turned all the way.


    A sound that made his blood nearly freeze in his veins erupted from somewhere behind him, and he tried to crane his neck to see what could have made it.


    There were multiple sounds from somewhere in the cavernous room, and an odor very much like that from the lion cages that he’d once smelled at a circus when he was a kid. Whatever was back there, there was no doubt in his mind that it was dangerous.


    The screaming in the chamber had become even louder, the yells of terror and protest moving down the various tables.


    The muscles in his neck trembled as Hurley lifted his head once more to see what the ruckus was about.


    The devil was in the room with them. The evil beast was wearing a suit that really didn’t seem to fit his large, twisted body, and he was pushing a cart. As he made his way closer to the men and women strapped upon the tables, they all began to scream, their childhood terrors suddenly coming to life.


    He could remember the pastor at his church telling him that the devil was going to come for him when he was bad, taking the Lord’s name in vain, or not doing his homework. Hurley figured the room he was in must have been filled with sinners—all those who hadn’t done what they were supposed to—and the devil had come for them all.


    The devil had stopped his squeaking cart at the first table at the far end of the room.


    Hurley’s neck muscles screamed for him to lower his head back down to the table, but he couldn’t take his eyes from the awful sight unfolding before him.


    The creature plucked an empty hypodermic and a glass tube of something blood-red from the cart and proceeded to fill the needle with the precision of a doctor. Who knew that the master of hell had such skills?


    The devil lurched closer to the squirming man, his horrific countenance looming. And the devil smiled, showing off rows of yellowed razor teeth as he let the man see the needle, giving him a good long look, before he brought it down to the taut flesh of the man’s neck and plunged it in.


    Hurley suspected what the injected substance would do, having seen the results back at the Lobster’s lair as well as in the park. He wanted to cry out, to add his own screams of protest to all the others, but, ashamedly, he was too afraid of drawing attention to himself.


    He did not want the devil to notice him.


    The man on the table began to convulse, his head bouncing off the heavy wood. Thick sprays of foam erupted from his screaming mouth as Hurley watched the transformation take hold. It sounded as though the man’s bones were breaking. As he thrashed, his skin bubbled, sloughing off to reveal something dark and reptilian beneath.


    The devil barely gave the man a second glance, already filling the needle with another shot of the dark fluid as he moved to the next victim in the row.


    “Stop your nonsense,” the devil yelled at the next man, who had begun to struggle against his bonds, praying aloud for the Lord God to deliver him from this horror.


    That just seemed to amuse the monstrous figure as he readied the injection.


    “The Lord God has abandoned you, leaving only me to hear your pleas.” He jabbed the needle into the man’s neck and pressed down upon the plunger. “And like the kind and loving god that I am, I have answered your prayers instead.”


    The devil started to laugh, then, a horrible sound that echoed about the cavernous chamber, mingling with the cries of the fearful.


    “You are all my children,” he announced, spreading his arms in a beatific gesture of welcome. “And we will be as one.”


    The two men who had been injected were completely transformed now, very little of their humanity remaining.


    Going back to work, the devil continued to fill the hypodermic and administer his hellish sacrament, moving with speed and efficiency, turning one frightened victim after another into slavering beasts.


    And he was getting closer. It would be only moments before Hurley would feel the prick of the needle, and he would let go of everything that he had worked so desperately to hold on to.


    There was a woman strapped to the table on his left who had been unconscious up until now. She came around slowly, the terror of their situation sinking in.


    She looked over at Hurley, panic in her hollowed eyes.


    “Please,” she begged. “Please . . . you have to do something.”


    The devil was shuffling closer now, and all he could do was look away as she started to beg for mercy, which she did not receive.


    As the needle entered her neck, a mournful wail escaped her lips, as if her very soul was being torn from her body. She looked to Hurley again as she started to transform.


    He wanted to tell her something . . . anything to make it better, but all he could do was stare as she gradually ceased to exist, replaced by a slavering monster that wanted nothing more than to be free of its restraints, free for murder and mayhem.


    And then it was Hurley’s turn.


    The devil loomed over him, and he was transfixed by the horrific sight. He could see how this person, whoever he was, had been human at one time, but that humanity had been stripped away, replaced by the horned horror that now filled a hypodermic above him.


    “I’ll fight it,” he said through clenched teeth, as the demon prepared to administer the shot. “I’ll fight it with all that I have.”


    The devil snickered.


    “And you’ll lose,” he said.


    But the devil was suddenly distracted by sounds that echoed within the chamber. The hypodermic, so dangerously close, was quickly withdrawn.


    For a brief moment, Hurley imagined that he had been saved. Inside his mind he saw the Lobster and his men, guns blazing, flooding into the monster factory, dispatching evil with cold, ruthless efficiency. The devil and his disciples did not stand a chance against them.


    But those hopes were dashed to the ground as he craned his neck to see the figures emerging into the chamber.


    Rocco Fazzina had been transformed, his countenance more bestial, but there was no mistaking his face, or the identity of the limp and unconscious figure that he dragged along behind him and then dropped to the floor.


    “A present . . . for you, Master Chapel,” the monstrous Fazzina announced.


    A gift to the devil, in the form of a bloodied and beaten Lobster Johnson.
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    —


    As Chapel had stabbed him with the needle, filling him with the stuff that would transform him into . . . into what he had become, Fazzina had been terrified like never before.


    But now, after the change, he couldn’t imagine why he had been so afraid.


    He could feel the others in the room, others like him. He could sense their thoughts . . . see all the horrible things they wanted to do once their master unleashed them on the city.


    All the horrible, horrible things. And it made him want to laugh.


    Once, Fazzina had wanted to be king. Now, he was happy simply to be part of a much greater power.


    He watched as his master approached, blessed needle in hand.


    “He came . . . just as expected,” Fazzina growled.


    “And you did not damage him too severely?” Chapel asked.


    It had taken all of what little self-control Fazzina had left not to feast upon the flesh of Lobster Johnson, but he knew his master’s wishes, and had not wanted to incur his wrath.


    “No.” Fazzina shook his head. “No . . . still alive.”


    “Excellent,” the master hissed. He gestured toward the Lobster with one clawed hand. “Pick him up.”


    Fazzina grunted once, and one of the others promptly stepped forward. Together, they hauled the captive to his feet, holding him tightly between them.


    “This is the one who has caused such trouble?” the master asked, reaching out to grab the Lobster’s chin, lifting his face. “It doesn’t seem possible when you see him like this. So frail . . . so alone.”


    Chapel raised the needle toward the Lobster, and Fazzina could not take his eyes from it. He remembered his fear, and then the euphoria as the blood of transformation had flowed into his veins, making him better than he’d ever been before.


    “Change . . . him,” he growled excitedly, watching the needle as it started to descend toward the Lobster’s exposed throat, just above his collar.


    “No longer will he be alone,” the master spoke. “No longer will he be our enemy. He will be one with us, and he will revel in our approaching glory.”


    Just as the tip of the needle was about to prick the unprotected flesh of the crime fighter’s throat, the Lobster snorted. Fazzina could feel the prisoner’s body tense in their grip.


    “Awake,” Fazzina growled, tightening his hold on the Lobster’s arm.


    The Lobster raised his head, looking up into the face of their lord and master.


    “Chapel,” the vigilante hissed.


    “Once,” Chapel said with a smile, as the fine needle tip touched flesh, about to break the skin. “But not anymore.”


    Then, just as the plunger was to be depressed, sending the substance of change down the thin, hollow tube and into the crime fighter’s blood—gunfire erupted within the room.


    And all hell broke loose.


    —


    Red O’Neill really had no idea what he was going to find once he entered the old stone armory. But he certainly hadn’t expected this.


    There had been rumors that Fazzina had bought the building for a song not too long ago, and was planning to transform it into a brewery. However, this was the farthest thing from a brewery that O’Neill could imagine.


    Spread out before him were tables—row upon row of wooden tables with people strapped to them. And the monsters—the room was filled with the filthy beasts.


    There was one in particular, the boss—of that Red was certain—the way he carried himself, the yellowed horns protruding from the front of his skull. It was like Satan himself had set up shop, a factory to make his monsters.


    Red stood unnoticed with his men in the doorway, seeing with unbelieving eyes. He could feel the terror creeping up on him again, that same nearly overpowering fear that had sent him screaming into the night and practically over the edge of sanity. He squeezed the handle of his ax, finding courage in the smooth, polished wood. A big part of him wanted to run again, to get as far away from this madness as he could, but he knew that wasn’t the answer.


    He knew that no matter where he went, the terror would always find him.


    No, he had to face this fear, to kill it with bullets, and hack it to pieces with his ax.


    O’Neill glanced over his shoulder at his men. They were slowly backing away, the fear generated by what they were witnessing turning brave men into cowards.


    He knew exactly how they felt, and what he had to do.


    Red O’Neill would lead by example.


    He charged into the chamber, swung his axe, and buried its blade in the skull of the nearest monster. Blood like tar spattered the front of his clothes and his face as he pulled the ax out and turned toward his men.


    “Plug ’em,” he ordered. “Kill ’em all!”


    And, almost as one, his men moved forward, firing their weapons at anything that moved.


    —


    The unexpected eruption of violence provided the Lobster with the opportunity he’d hoped for.


    He lifted a leg and kicked at the horned abomination that loomed before him, hypodermic in hand. Then he yanked his arm away from the thing that had once been Rocco Fazzina, driving a solid elbow into that twisted face.


    It was chaos, utter confusion, and the Lobster reveled in it, maneuvering the landscape of madness with the utmost efficiency. The other beast that had held him aloft roared its disapproval, ready to strike at him, only to be cut down by a burst of machine-gun fire from the invaders in the doorway.


    The Lobster wasted no time. He darted toward the wailing prisoners, beneath the hail of gunfire.


    Another of the monsters emerged from the chaos, smaller in stature, but no less fierce. It shrieked at him, baring jagged teeth as it attacked, its claws tearing at his jacket. The Lobster fell back, crashing into a table of scientific instruments, hearing the clatter of glassware above the sounds of screams, gunfire, and the snarls of his attacker.


    The Lobster blindly reached out, grabbing hold of the first object his hand fell upon. It was a beaker. He smashed it on the corner of the table, bringing the sharp end up and slashing at the child thing’s face, driving it back.


    He sensed the presence behind him and whirled. The horned beast—the master—stood there in all his horrid glory.


    “You did this,” he snarled through yellowed teeth. And with amazing speed and strength, he reached out, snatching up the Lobster and hurling him down on top of the lab table.


    Glass shattered. There was a flash of fire as one chemical mixed with another, and then billowing smoke. The Lobster rolled from the table onto the floor, using the growing gray clouds as cover. Clawed hands reached through the smoke, grabbing him by the front of his jacket and dragging him toward the monster.


    “I’ve waited too long for this. You won’t spoil my plans again,” the monster growled, slapping the Lobster across the face with the back of a bony hand.


    It was like being hit with a shovel. The Lobster’s head snapped loosely to one side and the coppery taste of blood filled his mouth.


    “Killing you would be far too quick, and where’s the fun in that?” the master mused with a demented chuckle. Then he brought one wrist up to his mouth and took a large bite from his leathery flesh, allowing his blood to flow.


    “And seeing as I’ve lost my hypodermic, we’ll be doing this the old-fashioned way,” the horned beast said, wearing a smile smeared with his own blood.


    He pulled the Lobster close. “Drink,” he snarled, shoving the seeping wound toward the Lobster’s mouth.


    The Lobster seemed stunned, his arms dangling limply at his sides.


    Allowing the knife to drop into his hand from within his sleeve.


    “No, thanks,” the Lobster spat.


    He moved like lightning, jamming the short knife blade into the monster’s eye.


    “I don’t drink.”


    With a howl, the horned devil thrust him away, falling backward to the floor.


    The Lobster rose and stood over the still body of the devil man.


    “Welcome back to hell,” he said with a snarl.


    —


    The screams and gunfire had died down, but the air was now filled with thick, choking fumes.


    Hurley strained against his bonds, struggling with the notion of calling for help or remaining silent so as not to attract the wrong kind of attention.


    The others around him weren’t so discerning, most of them coughing wildly as they yelled themselves hoarse trying to be noticed.


    Catching movement out of the corner of his eye, Hurley lifted his head, squinting his eyes to see into the smoke. Something slowly lumbered toward him, growing more distinct with each passing second. He just about burst into cheers when he saw that it was the Lobster.


    The crime fighter’s leather jacket was torn in places, his face scratched, bruised, and bloody, but he was still a sight for sore eyes.


    “You’re alive,” Hurley said as the man approached.


    “Of course I am,” the Lobster retorted, as if there could ever be any doubt.


    He undid the straps on Hurley’s wrists.


    “We have to get these people out of here,” Hurley said, as he untied his ankles and hopped off the table.


    But the Lobster’s attention was already diverted to an area at the far end of the chamber.


    “Take care of that,” he said absently, moving toward the back of the room and the strange, eerie noises emanating from there.


    Hurley peered through the drifting smoke, as the Lobster approached what appeared to be a curtain. Taking the heavy material in his hand, he yanked it aside to reveal the nightmare it concealed.


    It was a cage, a cage filled with at least seventy of the twisted and malformed victims of the devil’s injections.


    Exposed to the light of the chamber, the creatures reacted, charging at the bars as one. Hurley watched with horror as the cage pushed outward with the strain.


    “Free the prisoners quickly,” the Lobster said, backing away from the cage.


    Quickly, they moved amongst the rows, freeing those captured by the horned creature, but leaving those who had been injected struggling against their bonds.


    The occasional sound of gunfire bled out from somewhere beyond the chamber, signaling that the battle between Red O’Neill’s men and the monsters wasn’t over yet.


    Bodies littered the floor of the large chamber. The Lobster bent down, retrieving a pistol from one of the corpses. Hurley did the same, finding a pump-action shotgun and some shells.


    The monsters in the cage were becoming more aroused by the second. It wouldn’t be long before they were free.


    “What about them?” Hurley asked, watching the cage. “Isn’t there anything we can do?”


    “A quick and merciful death is the only answer,” the Lobster grimly replied.


    Something moved in the smoke, a larger shape being helped along by a smaller. There was the sound of a metal door creaking open, and scuffling feet from somewhere in the gloom.


    “Lead the prisoners out of here,” the Lobster said, hefting the revolver in his hand. “I’ve some unfinished business to attend to,” he added, before darting off into the unknown.


    —


    It wouldn’t be long until the army of the transformed was free. The monsters continued to shriek and wail their rage, pushing against the doors of their cage, straining the metal near to breaking.


    The hostages seemed to be in a kind of shock, dull expressions upon their faces almost as if they were in a trance.


    “Listen to me,” Hurley said loudly, and with authority. “I’m going to get you folks out of here.”


    They were looking to him now, expressions of relief melting through the shocked stupor. They needed him to help them get through this, and he was more than willing to oblige.


    Shotgun at his side, he herded the fifty or so people toward the door where O’Neill and his boys had made their entrance. He could see that that it led to a long stone corridor, and guessed that, if followed, it would take them up to the street.


    “That’s it,” he urged, wanting them to go faster. “Everything is going to be fine.”


    The confined monsters’ agitation was intensifying. From where he stood he could just about make out the doors to the huge cage being forced outward, the bars straining to hold back its nightmarish prisoners.


    There were stragglers toward the end, older men and women, and he made it a point to speak to them in his calmest voice so as not to frighten, but they had to move, and move quickly.


    “Follow the others,” he spoke to a woman, the front of her dress stained dark with blood. He wondered whose blood it was, and what horrors she might have seen.


    The poor woman looked at him, but Hurley wondered if there was anybody behind that vacant stare.


    “Help her,” he told a man with a severe limp. “Make sure that she doesn’t wander.”


    The man agreed, putting an arm around the woman’s shoulder to guide her, as well as provide himself with support.


    Hurley looked around the smoke-filled chamber, checking for more stragglers, and was just about to leave when he thought he saw something moving in a corner, behind one of the wooden tables.


    A tiny voice in his head told him to leave, but his old cop’s instincts kicked in and he wanted to be sure that no one was left behind.


    “Hello?” he called over the shrieks and gibbering from the monsters in their cage. “Are you all right? Do you need some help? We’ve got to get you out of here before . . .”


    One of the newly transformed had managed to free itself from its table restraints. By the look of one of its arms, and the way it uselessly dangled, it had dislocated its shoulder to escape its bonds. It was in the process of using its one good hand to loosen the straps of another such monster.


    Hurley barely had the opportunity to raise the shotgun when they pounced. The gun roared, firing up into the ceiling. The dim lighting of the former brewery flickered, threatening to go out and plunge the entire chamber into darkness.


    The monsters drove him to the ground, clawing and biting at him. Hurley reacted primitively, kicking out with his legs and feet. Using the butt of the rifle, he smashed one of the nightmares squarely in the face, causing an explosion of blood that spattered him. As if driven to even higher peaks of madness, the other monster intensified its attack, its hooked talons raking deep, bleeding furrows into Hurley’s skin, beneath his tattered clothes.


    Hurley shouted, trying to get out from beneath the attacking beasts, but they were relentless and the evening’s exertions had taken their toll upon him. He just wasn’t strong enough.


    At least you got the others to safety, he thought, as he prepared himself for what was likely to be his end.


    Then one of the monsters yelped and was suddenly gone, flying off into the flickering darkness. The other paused momentarily in its attempts to tear Hurley apart, and was roughly grabbed about the throat and pulled off of him.


    It took a moment for Hurley to realize what was going on.


    Standing before him was a mountain of a man, his clothes torn and caked with gore. He still held the savage beast by the throat, squeezing the life from it until it struggled no more.


    “Filthy bastards,” Red O’Neill said with a grimace, kicking the twitching corpse with a size-twelve shoe. He then looked to Hurley, a twinkle of madness in his eyes. “Thought you could use a hand.”


    He reached down, offering his hand, and Hurley took it as he climbed to his feet.


    Something screeched and scrabbled across the floor. The monster with the dislocated arm came at them. Hurley snatched up the shotgun from the floor, where he’d dropped it during his struggle. He felt nothing but satisfaction as he stuck the barrel of the gun into the creature’s screaming face and pulled the trigger, turning its head to red mist and fragments of bone.


    He pumped another round into the weapon, turning to his savior. O’Neill didn’t look so good. He was swaying upon his feet. It looked as though he’d taken quite the beating, and might have lost a lot of blood.


    “Let’s get out of here before we—”


    “No,” Red said with a shake of his large head. “I can’t leave my boys here.”


    Hurley looked around; there was very little time before more of the monsters were free.


    “I doubt that your boys have made it,” Hurley told him.


    O’Neill’s expression darkened. “I told them that I would bring them home . . . no matter what happened.”


    There was no reasoning with the man; Hurley could see that. But from the sounds behind him, their time was up. The door to the cage at the far end of the brewery finally gave way, exploding open and flying off its hinges with a deafening clatter as the hellions confined within flowed out into the room.


    Hurley was already moving toward the exit. “If you want to live, you have to leave now,” he said.


    O’Neill turned toward the commotion and then looked back to him, terror in his gaze. Even in his maddened state, he knew that he didn’t want to die that way, torn to pieces by a swarm of jabbering beasts.


    In the flickering light, O’Neill started toward him, and then staggered to a halt.


    “C’mon,” Hurley urged.


    O’Neill’s expression became vacant. He dropped to his knees, the blade of an ax embedded deeply in his back.


    The monstrous Rocco Fazzina stood behind him.
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    —


    The horned mastermind of this entire affair wasn’t where the Lobster had left him. The creature wasn’t dead, and now the Lobster was on the hunt. He hated when things he thought were dead didn’t stay that way. It was a problem that seemed to be happening far more frequently these days than it had in the past.


    The night-vision lenses in his goggles had been broken in the melee back at the Fazzina house, so he carefully moved down the concrete passage from the brewery, pistol clutched tightly in his hand, his every sense at full alert.


    The stone corridor ended at an open wooden door, leading out onto a loading dock, where a box truck idled. A creature that he recognized as the one he’d slashed earlier with the broken beaker was helping his master into the passenger side of the cab of the truck.


    The Lobster quickened his steps, eager to bring this entire mess to a violent close. He passed through the archway, aiming his weapon at the monsters attempting to flee justice.


    “Halt!” his voice boomed, as he took aim.


    Chapel awkwardly turned, the throwing knife still protruding from his left eye socket. The smaller beast hissed, baring its teeth as it protectively clutched its master’s arm.


    The Lobster’s finger applied pressure to the trigger, but it never completed the task. Something crashed into him, throwing him through the air. He landed hard upon the concrete loading dock, then rolled over the edge to the waiting driveway below.


    His ears rang as he scrambled to rise, his brain attempting to figure out exactly what he’d been struck with. A new abomination stood atop the platform clapping and laughing wildly. The monster was at least twice the size of the beasts he’d already gone up against. A length of chain attached to a thick leather collar wrapped tightly around its thick, tree-trunk-sized throat.


    The monster bounded down to the driveway, giggling like a demented child as it grabbed for him. The Lobster tried to avoid its hands, but the creature was much faster than he expected, catching his foot as he attempted to evade it. The thing hauled him up into the air and tossed him across the driveway, where he crashed into the front of the idling truck before he dropped to the ground.


    Through a pain-induced haze, he saw the looming figures of the horned master and his sidekick coming around the truck.


    Chapel seemed amused that the Lobster was still conscious.


    “It’s so refreshing when even the failures of my experiments can be put to use,” the master said, knife blade bobbing up and down from his oozing eye socket.


    The giant lumbered closer, its excited breathing revealing an unsettling eagerness.


    The Lobster leapt to his feet, delivering a powerful punch to the monster’s jaw as it bent down to yank him up from the ground. Its head flipped to one side, and it stumbled back, temporarily stunned.


    The monster wasn’t laughing anymore. With a deafening roar it lashed out, swatting him so hard it nearly took his head off.


    Again the Lobster soared through the air, landing atop the warm hood of the truck.


    “Buddy was my first attempt at using the serum,” the master said, still observing the confrontation. “The perfect test subject: simple in mind and oh-so-trusting. His keeper gave him to me for five dollars and a bottle of alcohol. I wasn’t exactly sure how much of the formula to use . . . and I think I used too much.”


    It took everything that the Lobster had to remain conscious. He listened to the madman’s speech, focusing on every word.


    The giant was screaming angrily, coming to snatch him from the roof of the cab.


    “He remained quite childlike, but difficult to control. I had him chained in a subbasement until I could figure out what to do with him.”


    The monster maker smiled, placing a taloned hand to his chest. “It warms the cockles of my heart to see him reach his potential.”


    “Ghhaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!” Buddy bellowed, a smell wafting from his open maw like raw sewage.


    The Lobster knew that he no longer had it within himself to evade the giant’s clutches. The giant grabbed him in both enormous hands and hefted him from the roof of the truck.


    Buddy glared at him with tiny, bloodshot eyes, a thick, muscular tongue snaking from his mouth to eagerly lick his chops. The Lobster had no doubt what his intentions were. He reached down to his belt, fingers fumbling for what hung there. It was a risk—a potentially dangerous risk—but this was a time for taking chances.


    It was all he had left.


    The grenade came away from his belt with a sharp tug, just as Buddy began to lift him toward his open mouth. The Lobster pulled the pin from the explosive. White smoke started to leak from the metal canister as he shoved it toward the monster’s gaping mouth. The beast recoiled, slamming his mouth closed, but the Lobster drove the canister into the beast’s mouth, shattering his front teeth.


    Buddy roared with pain, tossing him aside.


    The Lobster crashed into the side of the loading dock. Lifting his head, not capable of much else at the moment, he watched as the enraged monster reached for his mouth with one giant hand, just before the grenade detonated. Fire erupted from the struggling creature’s mouth, nostrils, and eyes, as the grenade exploded inside him.


    Buddy lumbered around, his screams stolen as his vocal cords burned to ash. Crashing into the side of the truck, he nearly knocked it on its side before he landed on the ground, dead, his giant body aflame.


    Chapel—or the thing that had once been Chapel—glared at the Lobster with his single functioning eye, before climbing into the truck.


    With a grunt of exertion, the Lobster pushed off from the ground, climbing unsteadily to his feet as a veil of blackness threatened to pull him under.


    But he would have none of that; pain could wait for another time.


    There was evil yet to be destroyed.


    —


    It had taken every ounce of self-control that Harry had to let them drive away with the Lobster. He’d watched from hiding as those . . . things . . . had left Fazzina’s house, dragging an unconscious Lobster behind them. Harry had had to physically restrain himself, holding onto the side of an old oak tree, digging his fingers into the rough bark to keep himself from going to his employer’s aid. But the Lobster had been very specific. Harry was to remain undetected, no matter the situation.


    Seeing the boss like that, though, being dragged along behind the twisted monstrosities—it was enough to push him to disobey the direct commands of his superior.


    But he didn’t, no matter how much he wanted to disregard the Lobster’s commands. If there was one thing that Harry was, and always would be, it was a good soldier.


    And that good soldier had been told to follow if necessary, and to wait for a sign to call the others.


    Lester had fixed him up with one of his communication boxes. The device hummed and crackled from the back seat, as Harry waited to hear from his superior.


    The lights of his own vehicle extinguished, Harry had followed the dark sedan, driven by the Lobster’s captors, to the old Tadmore Armory. If his memory served him right, this had been the site of an illegal brewery not too far back, but it had been abandoned when the production was consolidated with other illegal brewing operations closer to Manhattan.


    And here he waited, even after the other cars had arrived and a man who looked an awful lot like Red O’Neill—carrying an ax—led a group of heavily armed men into the old brewery. Another group waited outside.


    Still Harry only observed.


    The Lobster inspired this kind of dedication and confidence, and no matter how hard it was to sit there, and to wonder what was going on inside the structure at that very moment, he knew that this was exactly what he had to do.


    What he was supposed to do.


    He was tempted to fix himself a pipe, but didn’t want to take the chance of being noticed as he sat in the darkness. Harry had no idea how much longer he would have to wait, but he didn’t worry. He would sit here as long as he needed to, waiting for the Lobster’s inevitable signal.


    When it came, the sudden sound of the boss’s distinctive voice—rising from the back seat—startled him.


    “Harry,” the Lobster said, sounding far away. “Harry, are you there?”


    He turned in the driver’s seat, reaching to retrieve the microphone and the headset from the back.


    “I’m here,” he answered, speaking into the mic, one headphone pressed against his ear.


    “It’s time,” the Lobster said, and then the line went dead.


    But that was all Harry needed. He adjusted the controls on the radio set, tuning in the frequency for headquarters.


    “Go ahead,” answered a voice that he recognized as Lester’s.


    “It’s a go,” Harry said, knowing that his message would be relayed to the others who had been waiting for this call, making them spring into action.


    It was what they were supposed to do.


    All of them a part of the Lobster’s plan.


    —


    It was as if somebody had flipped a switch inside his head, a switch that was in control of everything that allowed a person to function as a rational, thinking human being. Seeing Fazzina in all his monstrous glory in front of him, something inside of Hurley just snapped. Here was the man who had taken away his life, who had killed him just as easily as if he’d put a pistol to his head and fired a bullet into his skull. Here was the man, now a monster among many other monsters, all flowing from their open cage and into the main chamber.


    Hurley knew that he should run, that he should follow the others down the tunnel to escape the threat that would soon be nipping at their heels, but instead he found himself raising the shotgun, taking aim at the bestial form of Fazzina hovering over the corpse of Red O’Neill.


    He pulled the trigger and the shot boomed like thunder, clipping the malformed crime boss’s shoulder in a spray of crimson.


    Fazzina screamed once, stumbling backward, but he did not fall. Still ignoring the instinct to flee, Hurley pumped another round into the chamber and pulled the trigger. There was a click, but nothing more.


    The shotgun was empty.


    Fazzina charged toward him, bounding across the floor like some grotesque form of ape, murder shining in his dark, beady eyes.


    Hurley braced himself, using the shotgun like a club as the beast man lunged at him. He swung the butt of the rifle across the side of the monster’s head, shattering the wooden gunstock while knocking Fazzina violently to one side.


    Fazzina rolled across the floor and sprang to his feet. There was blood like tar covering half of the transformed man’s face, his skull dented in on one side.


    Hurley did not wait for the next attack. He lunged at the monster, broken gun held like a club. Fazzina lunged again, but Hurley was expecting the move. Once again, he swung the remains of the shotgun. The jagged, broken end of the gunstock struck the bloody side of the monster’s face, sending him back to the ground, but Hurley did not let up. He hit the monster again and again.


    Fazzina tried to fight back, tried to swat Hurley away with his razor-sharp claws, but Hurley avoided them with ease.


    There was a shrieking howl inside his head, a roar that seemed to drown out any form of rational thought. All there was at that moment was the battle—the battle that would lead to the kill.


    He imagined that the civilized Jake Hurley had been forced from his body, hovering ghost-like above the room, watching as the animalistic version of himself carried out his murderous purpose.


    What other explanation could there have been?


    It was as if he’d been given the injection, as if something now coursed through his veins, igniting the bestial side of his nature.


    Fazzina brought his arm up, blocking the gun barrel as it fell again. He gripped the weapon, yanking it from Hurley’s grasp, and tossed it out of reach. But the animal Hurley didn’t really seem to notice. He jumped on the Fazzina monster, his fists flailing.


    Everything became lost to the roar of blood in his ears. Images exploded in his mind, equal bursts of pain and disturbing satisfaction. Hurley became one with the moment, trying desperately to survive the encounter, but also extracting his revenge upon the man who had taken his life.


    He was as much a monster as this beast he continued to fight, his skin torn, battered, and bruised. Hurley knew that he shouldn’t have been still standing . . . still fighting, but he was, and that just spurred him on to his next, and what could be his final, action.


    —


    The struggle had taken them across the makeshift laboratory floor, their bodies crashing into tables stacked with glass beakers and delicate medical equipment.


    And that was where Hurley found the scalpel.


    Like a beacon, it called to him from the floor amongst the broken glass and pieces of shattered wood, promising him an end to this conflict. The monster’s claws were like razors, and until then he was no match for them, but now he had found his prize.


    The two thrashed upon the floor, their blood mingling together, making their hold upon each other slick. Fazzina was attempting to bite him, yellow teeth snapping, and in that Hurley saw an opportunity.


    He let Fazzina’s teeth take hold.


    He flung his head back, screaming in agony with Fazzina’s bite. Fresh blood spilled from the multiple puncture wounds to mingle with the blood seeping from his other injuries.


    But as Fazzina growled, biting down again, trying to tear the flesh from his upper arm, Hurley saw his chance and took it. He jabbed the scalpel into the crime boss’s throat, having to push extra hard to puncture the thick, alligator-like skin. He gathered his waning strength, pulled the blade back, and plunged it repeatedly into Fazzina’s throat.


    Fazzina tried to escape, releasing Hurley’s arm from his clamped jaws, but Hurley would have none of it. He wrapped his damaged arm about the monster’s head, holding him in place as he continued to stab.


    Fazzina did not die easily, but he died nonetheless. Hurley continued to stab at the monster’s throat long after he’d ceased his struggles, stopping only when he realized that he was being watched.


    The creatures that had escaped from their pen had encircled them, watching the conflict play out with dark, beady eyes.


    Hurley released Fazzina’s corpse, letting it flop to the floor.


    And still the monsters watched him intently.


    His body was drenched with the blood of his enemy, as well as his own. It was the throbbing pain of his own injuries that kept him upright, his focus on the pain the only thing that kept him conscious. Still clutching the bloody scalpel, he held it out before him, ready for the next wave of attack.


    An attack that would most certainly finally take his life.


    “C’mon, you ugly sons of bitches,” Hurley growled. “C’mon. What’re you waiting for?”


    And just when they seemed ready to pounce, they stopped, suddenly distracted by some unknown force that caused them to look around, their strange animalistic whines filling the air. One of the beasts let out a weird croaking sound, followed by a similar sound from another. Eventually they were all vocalizing their unease, moving as one toward the tunnel, forgetting him, as if following some unheard siren call.


    Or maybe they just expected him to join their swarm, for after what they had witnessed, he had been accepted as one of their own.


    A beast.
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    —


    The truck crashed through the gate of the back lot, turning onto the street outside the armory with a screech of tires.


    Ignoring the pain arcing through his body in throbbing, electrical volts, the Lobster ran in pursuit, firing his pistol in hopes of puncturing one of the truck’s tires, but it was to no avail.


    Standing on the street, he watched the truck begin its escape, attempting to calculate what needed to be done in order to stop it from getting away. Looking in the opposite direction, he saw a gang of men milling about at the front entrance, their attention captured by the fleeing truck.


    The Lobster headed their way at a clip, suspecting that he knew who they were, and that they might have what he required.


    “It’s the Lobster!” one of them screamed, raising a machine gun held by his side. The others raised their weapons as well, and all opened fire.


    Adrenaline surging, the Lobster ran at them, firing his pistol with cold efficiency. The goon with the gat was the first to go down, a bullet entering his eye on the way to his brain. The Lobster dropped to the street in a roll, firing multiple shots at the gunmen closest to his prize.


    Evading bullets, he snatched up the Thompson machine gun from the ground, spraying his attackers as he ducked down behind one of their cars for cover. Bullets punched into the metal of the vehicle, while others ricocheted off the concrete sidewalks as they attempted to drive him from his hiding place.


    The Lobster scowled. He didn’t have time for this nonsense; his true foe was getting away.


    Like a jack-in-the-box, he popped up from behind the car, firing the machine gun with short, controlled bursts, forcing them to dive for cover. The Lobster swore as the machine gun went silent, clicking upon empty chambers.


    He could practically hear his enemies laughing with joy as they emerged from hiding, their weapons fully loaded.


    The Lobster turned to run, attempting to again use the parked vehicles for cover as shots rang out. At first he believed them to be coming from his pursuers, but then realized that somebody had come to his aid.


    The Lobster turned to see Harry, twin Colts in his hands, firing at O’Neill’s men. A pipe protruded from the corner of his mouth, clenched between his teeth as he dispatched one evildoer after the other.


    The surviving goons scattered, firing at him from behind cover.


    The Lobster joined Harry behind his own black sedan.


    “Where are the others?” the Lobster asked, holding out his hand.


    Harry placed one of the Colts in it.


    “They’re on the way,” Harry told him.


    O’Neill’s men had broken out the heavy artillery, multiple machine guns blasting away at their hiding place.


    The stink of gasoline filled the air as the car’s gas tank was ruptured.


    “Move!” the Lobster screamed at Harry.


    The two men jumped up from behind the vehicle as stray sparks from the bullet strikes ignited the expanding puddle beneath the vehicle, causing the gas tank to explode into a fiery ball.


    “Are you all right?” the Lobster asked, ears ringing as he climbed to his feet.


    Harry nodded, sticking his pinky into his ear and giving it a shake.


    Things didn’t look very good for them right then. O’Neill’s men were recovering from the blast, swarming out from their hiding places to finish the job.


    “Are you ready for this?” the Lobster asked, preparing for what could very well be a last stand.


    “I’ve been ready for this for a long time,” the man answered, chambering a round into his gun.


    They stood their ground, side by side, illuminated in the orange glow of the burning wreckage, watching as the surviving mobsters stalked toward them, and ready to finish what they had begun.


    But they wouldn’t get the chance.


    The air was filled with screams of rage, and the sound was growing louder, moving closer.


    Monsters spilled from the armory, a deluge of shrieking beasts flowing out onto the early morning streets.


    O’Neill’s men didn’t have a chance to react before they were swarmed by the hideously transformed. Their screams of death mingled with the excited wails and howls of the monsters.


    “Out of the frying pan and into the fire,” Harry said, starting to back away.


    The Lobster grunted, distracted by the conflict in front of him.


    The monsters seemed agitated, confused, sniffing at the air.


    “What are they doing?” Harry asked. “Not that I mind, but I would have thought we’d be dead by now.”


    “They’re searching for something,” the Lobster stated. “Following a scent.”


    Some of the beasts started down the road in the direction their master’s truck had gone. Soon they were moving en masse, loping down the early morning street on the trail of their lord and master.


    “What the hell is this?” Harry asked, looking toward the armory.


    A lone figure had emerged from the building covered in blood, its clothes in tatters. It stumbled toward them.


    As Harry aimed his weapon, the Lobster reached over and pushed the gun barrel down.


    “He’s one of ours,” the Lobster said, as Hurley came closer.


    “I’ll be damned.” Harry removed his coat and put it over the shoulders of the trembling, blood-covered man.


    “Thanks,” Hurley said through chattering teeth.


    “Are you all right?” the Lobster asked.


    Hurley nodded. “You?”


    “I’m alive . . . for now.”


    —


    A black sedan rounded the corner, coming to a complete stop with a screeching of brakes.


    “Sorry we’re late,” Lester said, leaning out of the passenger window, his arm still in a sling. He was wearing one of the portable communi-cation devices around his neck. “We came as quick as we could.”


    “Did you bring the appropriate gear?” the Lobster asked, walking toward the car. “If my assumptions are correct, the streets will soon be overrun with monsters.”


    Lester nodded. “I think we can handle that.”


    Bill got out of the driver’s side; Bob, the back seat. They were all here . . . his men . . . his team.


    Bill popped the trunk, showing what they’d brought from the lair. The back of the car was filled with guns of all sizes and calibers, ammunition, and explosives. It would do.


    Bob stepped up beside the Lobster, an expectant look on his face.


    “Yes?” the Lobster asked, hand on the lid of the trunk, ready to close it.


    “How are you feeling?” Bob asked.


    The Lobster knew what he referred to, but it was a mystery to the others and would remain that way.


    “I’m fine,” he said. “There have been no significant adverse affects except for a heightened aggression, which has actually served me well tonight.”


    “And you’ve taken all of the injections?”


    The Lobster reached down to one of the heavily padded pouches on his belt and removed a compact syringe. Without missing a beat, he brought the needle up to his neck and plunged it into his carotid, injecting the contents into his bloodstream.


    “Yes,” he said, handing the empty syringe to Bob for proper disposal.


    “I tried to find something,” Bob said nervously. “I tried to find something that could be used as a cure . . . something to return these folks to normal, but . . .”


    Before closing up the trunk, the Lobster reached inside and removed a machine gun and bullets.


    “This is the only cure we have for them,” he said, slamming the lid. “Let it be quick and merciful.”


    —


    The police car, siren wailing, pulled in front of the truck, attempting to halt their progress. Paco chattered wildly, hopping up and down in his seat in frustration. Chapel reached across to stroke the boy’s shoulder, telling him with his thoughts that everything was going to be fine—that this was how it was supposed to be.


    Leaning forward in his seat, Chapel gazed out the windshield, taking note with his single good eye not only of the police cruiser that had stopped them but also of what awaited them on the other side of the street.


    This is the place.


    The police officer had exited the vehicle, so Chapel decided that he would do the same. Paco warned him with guttural squawks, but he ignored his companion’s advice, opening the truck door and climbing out. The police officer had removed his citation pad and was writing a ticket, not even paying attention. One of the truck’s back tires had been punctured by the Lobster’s attempts to stop them, and they’d continued to drive on a shredded tire and rim.


    “You’d think you would have had the common sense that God gave ya to pull over and fix that tire so’s—” the police officer said, as he looked up from the ticket he was writing.


    The expression on his face was priceless.


    “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” he said, his voice trembling with fear as he looked upon Chapel’s new visage.


    The visage of a god.


    “No,” Chapel said, shaking his head. “None of those, I’m loathe to say.”


    The memories came to him in painful flashes, glimpses of a past undiscovered by archaeologists, unknown to historians. But Chapel remembered, as if he had been there. The bones had chosen many before him, but this recollection was from one of the earliest to host the power.


    The shaman had once been the holiest of holies, the most powerful member of his jungle tribe, but a series of droughts and the dwindling birth rate had left him the scapegoat for his people’s misfortunes. They had driven him away with hurled stones and threats of dismemberment, and the holy man had gone into the jungle alone, believing that eventually he would die.


    A raging storm had driven him to find shelter, and he found it within the hollowed-out trunk of the largest and oldest tree he had ever seen. Inside the belly of the tree he had found the bones, partially hidden beneath dirt and thick, twisting roots. The shaman was starving, and had begun gnawing on the slime-covered bones. Almost at once, he had been touched by the presence, shown the pathway to future glory.


    The shaman had returned to his people, changed by the bones, and one by one he had changed them as well.


    Chapel awoke from the memory to see the police officer reaching for his holstered gun. He knew that he had the power to reach across and slay the man, but he was feeling generous, and decided that this officer of the law would make a welcome addition to his legion.


    “We’ll have none of that,” Chapel said, moving with the speed of a serpent. In what appeared to be one swift movement, he bit into the flesh of his wrist, drawing blood, and reached across to grab the policeman.


    He placed the bloody wound against the startled officer’s mouth, allowing his blood to flow into the man’s body, allowing the gift of change to begin his new subject’s glorious transformation.


    The man began to cough, and then to scream—they always did. He stumbled away, his body already beginning the painful process of becoming. Chapel ignored his choking gasps and cries, signaling for Paco to leave the truck’s cab and join him.


    Even in the early hours of the morning the streets were becoming cluttered with people. Fearing that they might interfere, he used the mental connection he shared with his minions to command the transformed policeman to keep the citizens at bay.


    The monstrous officer responded with a howl, unholstering his weapon with a long-fingered hand and firing multiple gunshots into the air. The crowds scattered with fear, and Chapel continued on his way across the street to the place where the final battle would occur.


    Again his thoughts drifted back to the last time his destiny had been this close, when the conquest of this world was at his fingertips.


    He remembered the ancient temple. It had been erected in the name of some other god, but his own magnificence had usurped that pitiful deity, and he had claimed its worshipers for his own. That had been the last time that he had come so close to solidifying his hold on this world, and on the flesh of a human host. As always, there had been those who stood against him.


    And he had lost the battle.


    Chapel stopped at the foot of the stone steps that led up to the large, wooden double doors of Saint Katherine’s Church.


    He tilted his head back, following the line of the building up to the spire and the gold cross atop it.


    “This is where it ends,” Chapel croaked, climbing the stairs with Paco by his side.


    “And the changing of the world begins.”


    —


    Hurley sat crammed in the back seat of the Ford as it raced down one side street after another in pursuit of their quarry. The other passengers were all eerily quiet, a kind of electrical anticipation crackling in the air of the vehicle.


    He glanced out the window to see their leader holding on to the car’s side mirror as he rode on the vehicle’s running board. Like Washington crossing the Delaware, Hurley thought, bringing an odd smile to his face. His skin felt tight when he smiled, and he realized it must have been because he was still covered in blood.


    The blood of his enemy.


    It was like some strange kind of baptism, a rite of passage into a world that, up until that moment, he’d never entered, only danced upon the razor-fine edge. What had happened to him in the brewery—what he had done—this had pushed him far over that edge into new territories.


    It was as if he now shared some strange, unspoken connection with the men inside the car, something that he could have only imagined before.


    I’m one of them now, he thought, understanding perfectly what that meant. He again gazed out the window at the Lobster, perched on the running board.


    They belonged to him. To his mission.


    “You all right?” Harry asked.


    “I’m good, thanks,” Hurley answered. “Do you want your coat back?”


    Harry shook his head. “Naw, keep it,” he said. “There’s blood all over it. If we make it out of this intact, I’ll take it and have it cleaned.”


    If they managed to survive what was coming, they’d sweat the small stuff then, like washing the blood of monsters from their clothes. It all sounded reasonable to Hurley, especially since crossing that line.


    The Lobster pounded a fist on the car’s hood. The sound echoed inside the car and Bill hit the brakes, bringing them to a stop.


    “This looks to be the place,” Lester said, using his good arm to open the front passenger door.


    Hurley slid across the seat, following Harry and Bob.


    They had come to a stop behind a line of traffic. The cars were parked haphazardly, doors open, windows shattered. Bodies littered the street. Something wicked had passed this way, and it had taken no prisoners.


    Up ahead, he could see smoke; the sounds of screams and roars of something that had once been human drifted down the street toward them. There was no doubt where they had to go.


    The Lobster stood at the front of the car, looking down at the traffic-cluttered street, assessing the situation. The way he stood, his clothes shredded and torn from the conflicts of the evening, Hurley wondered how it was possible that the man was still upright—and if it had anything to do with the injection he’d watched the Lobster give himself.


    The Lobster turned, machine gun resting on his hip, and motioned for them to follow. Harry and Bill had opened the car trunk and were handing out weapons like it was Christmas.


    Armed to the teeth, they followed the Lobster as he maneuvered around the abandoned cars, trying not to look at the ravaged bodies of those early risers who were unlucky to be in the way of the monster pack as it swarmed the streets in search of their master.


    A disabled truck, one of its tires shredded down to the rim, was blocked by a police cruiser, its driver’s door open wide and no cop to be found.


    Hurley felt a cold chill dance up his spine as he imagined the officer’s fate.


    The Lobster stopped them with a raised hand, slowly going around the truck to view what lay ahead. Cautiously, they followed, stopping as the Lobster did to gaze upon the sight in front of them.


    There was a church across the street. The beasts cavorted about the steps, howling and carrying on, while others climbed the concrete structure, like insects on a discarded piece of food.


    Gazing upon the sight, Hurley could not get the thought from his mind that the gargoyles that adorned the old structure had somehow come to life, climbing down from their timeless perches to claim the holy place as their own.
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    —


    The monsters had seen them.


    Howls of alarm went out from the beasts that hung upon the face of the old church. It wouldn’t be long before they started to swarm.


    From where he stood, the Lobster could see that one of the church’s heavy wooden doors was open, and the nightmarish face of their master—knife hilt still protruding from his eye socket—peered briefly out before he closed the door.


    He had to get inside that church.


    “Cover me,” he said to his men.


    He ran around the cars and across the street to the stone steps leading up to the blessed sanctity of Saint Katherine’s Church.


    The monsters dropped down from the church, like hideous spiders leaping from their webs to pounce upon their unsuspecting prey. Gunfire erupted all around him, his men trying to protect him.


    Three beasts bounded down the church steps, chattering excitedly. He tried not to think about what they had once been, and how these innocent souls had been infected by the malignant touch of evil. He sprayed them with machine-gun fire before they could reach him, multiple explosions of crimson leaking from their bodies as they crumpled to the ground in midstride.


    The beasts were sturdy; he would give them that. Even after being riddled with bullets, they still attempted to grab at him as he passed. The Lobster shot them each again, just to be sure that they would not be a problem anymore.


    The creatures were dying all around, gunfire cutting them down before they could even reach him. His men were doing a good job, and he hoped that they could keep it up for just a little bit longer, until he could get inside the church.


    When he started up the steps, the demonic beasts came at him in waves, his machine gun cutting through their rough, reptilian flesh with little resistance. The bodies of the dead had started to pile up, their blood staining the gray concrete steps of this holy place.


    The Lobster wondered if, after all of this violence, the church could ever be as it once was—a place where people could come in search of peace and solitude—or would its parishioners worship elsewhere, shunning this place as one abandoned by the holy power to which they prayed? He’d often heard that this was a loving and forgiving God, but he’d never really seen any evidence that would make him believe that was true.


    Explosions of gunfire and the screams of the damned accompanied him on his journey up the church steps; a symphony of misery that he hoped never to hear again. But he knew he wouldn’t be so fortunate. This was what his life was, and he would continue to hear this symphony of violence until he was buried, cold and moldering beneath the ground.


    The machine gun was empty, and there was no time to reload. He had almost reached the doors, and the monsters’ attacks were intensifying, despite the cover provided by his men. Tossing the empty firearm into the face of one of the reaching beasts, the Lobster retrieved his military Colt from its holster and opened fire. The automatic pistol did not have the stopping power of the machine gun, but it would do. He was almost where he needed to be.


    Sirens mingled with the cacophony of battle. There wasn’t much time before the authorities would arrive and the Lobster knew that they weren’t equipped to deal with situations like this. That was one of the reasons why he existed.


    The wooden door loomed ahead of him. A monster dressed in a policeman’s uniform lunged from the shadows, its mouth open to bite. But the Lobster was faster, shoving the black metal barrel of the Colt into its maw and pulling the trigger.


    Standing before the church, he kicked the doors open. They swung wide, inviting him in.


    Without a moment’s hesitation, the Lobster rushed inside.


    —


    He’s in.


    Hurley watched from the corner of his eye as the Lobster slipped into the church. One of the beasts reached out from beneath the parked car that he was using for cover, grabbing his ankle in a steely grip. Hurley yanked his leg away and fired the shotgun he’d been given, turning the monster’s arm to bloody mist.


    Stepping back, he got a better view of the battleground. The normally busy streets around the church appeared devoid of innocents, allowing them to fight the fight.


    We’re the first line of defense against a tide of evil threatening to flood the city, Hurley thought. He darted across the street to help Lester, who was doing a remarkable job of defending himself, even with his injured arm.


    Hurley fired again and again, dispatching three beasts that appeared hell bent on taking Lester down. Then he turned so that he and Lester were back to back, and continued to fight.


    Some of the monsters were smart, coming only so close before quickly darting away, making them waste bullets. The beasts were clever enough to know that without their guns, they wouldn’t stand a chance.


    Hurley said a silent prayer to the gods of war and ammunition that there were twice as many bullets as there were beasts.


    —


    The Lobster was startled by how quiet it was inside the church, like being in the eye of a hurricane, waiting for the worst of the storm to hit. Little by little the sounds crept down to meet him: the hiss of the old church’s steam pipes, the muffled sobs of the terrified worshipers trapped in the middle of this conflict, the labored breathing of the horned devil standing upon the altar.


    “So nice of you to join us,” the thing that had once been Chapel growled, his voice carrying powerfully in the acoustics of the church.


    The rage flared in the Lobster’s blood, and he found it nearly impossible to contain. The final injection had pushed him to the brink. It was taking all the control he could muster to keep from disappearing into a red haze of fury.


    He raised his gun to fire, noticing that the horned beast was now wearing the flowing robes of a priest to cover its twisted body. The suit Chapel had worn lay discarded and torn at the side of the altar, as if he had shed his skin.


    The demon lord raised a clawed hand in protest. “Wait! Perhaps you should consider your next course of action.”


    And that was when he noticed them.


    The worshipers who had been celebrating Mass when the demon and his spawn invaded had been herded into the first two rows of pews. The demon master’s acolytes were scattered amongst the terrified patrons, mostly old men and women. They wouldn’t stand a chance if Chapel gave the order to attack.


    “Do you want to be responsible for their deaths, here in this holy place?” the master asked, waving his long, spindly arms around.


    The Lobster hesitated, the barrel of the gun dipping. And that was all that they required.


    The monsters charged at him from the darkness of the surrounding pews. They seemed to flow out of the shadows, a hissing and growling wave.


    It took everything that he had—everything that he was—not to fight them, but he could still see the innocents in the wooden benches at the front of the church, the fear radiating from them almost palpable. He could not risk their safety, and allowed himself to be swarmed upon.


    Letting himself be taken.


    —


    Chapel had actually felt a twinge of fear as he saw the warrior enter the church. He’d known that the Lobster was coming—it was inevitable, like the sun setting in the sky—but still he felt a chill of apprehension pass through his malformed body as his adversary appeared.


    To be so close to triumph time and still to be challenged—he would not stand for it. This was to be his time, and he would allow nothing to stop him.


    Chapel almost giggled, watching through his good eye as his foe faltered at the sight of innocents in harm’s way. How pathetic that their safety could actually prevent the Lobster from acting, keeping him from achieving victory.


    As he willed his swarm to take the foolish hero, Chapel gazed at a statue of the Christ. Chapel sneered; he could feel nothing here. It was a hollow shell of a building erected to a God who was no longer listening.


    That would soon change. Soon there would be a god who listened, a god who would share his glory with each and every one of his followers.


    “Do you pray to him?” Chapel asked those seated in the pews. Most wouldn’t even look his way, his beasts standing menacingly over them.


    “Do you silently call his name?” He cupped his ear, pretending to listen. “I hear nothing . . . nothing but the sound of your fear.”


    He also heard the sounds of his acolytes as they struggled to drag the Lobster to him, but that was beside the point.


    “Soon you will have a new god,” he assured them with a nod of his great, horned head. “A new god that will fill you with his power, transforming you into an instrument of his glory.”


    The people began to weep, huddling closer.


    “Yes,” he cooed, interpreting their fear as something else entirely. “It will be the most wondrous of things.”


    His horde brought the Lobster forward, and the closer he got, the more Chapel could have sworn that he could feel . . . hear . . . the man’s thoughts, as he could with all of the creatures his magnificence had transformed.


    Are we that much alike? he thought. Opposites? Different sides of the same coin? Agents of order and chaos locked in a perpetual struggle throughout time immemorial. Chapel chuckled at the idea.


    How melodramatic.


    His beasts dragged the Lobster to the foot of the altar. The man, beaten and bloody, still struggled with his brood. Strength like this was to be admired, but it would be for naught.


    He gestured to his demonic followers, and they forced the Lobster to his knees.


    “Excellent,” Chapel hissed.


    He could feel the Lobster’s hate tickling at his brain, images of what the vigilante wanted to do to him blossoming across the surface of his mind.


    How is this possible? Chapel wanted to know. The master of the demon horde descended the three steps, bending down to clutch the Lobster’s battered face in his clawed hand.


    “How?” Chapel demanded, certain that the Lobster would know what he was talking about.


    The Lobster only smiled, his teeth stained crimson with blood seeping from his injured mouth.


    This just enraged Chapel all the more, and he was tempted to order his followers to rip the man limb from limb . . . but where would the satisfaction be in that? Where was the ultimate victory?


    No, he had other plans for the insolent crime fighter.


    Chapel laughed, his glee echoing into the rafters. He wagged a clawed finger at the defiant man, turning his back to move further up onto the altar. Stepping over the body of the priest that he had slain when he’d first invaded the church, he zeroed in on what he was looking for.


    Paco appeared from the shadows to watch him, cradling a broken statue of the baby savior that he’d found in the back. On the altar, in front of the tabernacle, there glinted a golden chalice. He snatched it up, returning to his prisoner and his flock.


    The Lobster still glared defiantly, though he was down on his knees.


    “It’s over,” Chapel said. “Don’t you understand?”


    The vigilante just continued to smile, his thoughts bombarding Chapel with their savagery.


    “Enough,” Chapel snapped, anxious for all of this to be brought to an end, and the march to transform the world begun. He reached up to his injured eye, wrapping his hand around the knife hilt that still protruded from the socket. With a forceful tug, he pulled the blade free, the intensity of the pain washing over his body in waves.


    Chapel felt the blood begin to flow from the socket, sluicing from the wound as if a spigot had been turned. Not wishing to miss a drop, he placed the golden chalice beneath the weeping hole, collecting all that drained from the wound.


    “That should be more than enough,” he said after a moment, sloshing his blood around with a lecherous smile as he descended the steps toward the Lobster.


    “Your defiance will soon be a thing of the past,” Chapel told him, leaning toward the Lobster, chalice in hand.


    Chapel brought the cup toward the Lobster’s mouth, while some of his acolytes held the hero’s head still. Others gripped his jaw, forcing his mouth to open.


    “Drink,” Chapel instructed, tipping the chalice’s bloody contents into the Lobster’s open mouth.


    “Join with me, body and soul.”
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    —


    They were all together now, back to back, in a rough circle before the steps leading up to the church. The monsters’ numbers had been weeded down, but those remaining were relentless in their attack.


    Hurley had no idea how much longer they could keep this up; their energy levels were dwindling as quickly as their bullets.


    So much for the god of ammunition.


    Hurley aimed, firing his final spray from the shotgun. “I’m out,” he announced, as the others continued to fire.


    “Here,” Harry said, and Hurley felt the poke of hard steel in his side.


    He dropped his empty weapon, taking the pistol and box of bullets Harry offered.


    “Much obliged,” he said, firing into the skull of a monster that had gotten too close for comfort, while emptying the bullets into the pocket of his coat.


    “Don’t thank me yet,” Harry answered, firing his Bergmann machine gun in short bursts. “Let’s get out of this with our skin intact, then you can thank me all you want.”


    “Deal,” Hurley said as he squinted down the barrel of the pistol and fired. A monster that had once been a woman flipped backward onto the blood-drenched street.


    “That’s it for me,” Bill announced.


    “And me, too,” Bob added soon after.


    The attacks were intensifying, as if the monsters knew they were weakening. Holding his rifle like a club, Bill charged, swinging the weapon like it was some ancient battle-ax. Bill joined him in the fray, holding back his own attackers with what looked to be a scalpel.


    Is this it? Hurley wondered while reloading his gun with the last of his bullets. Is this how it’s to end?


    So be it, he thought, resigning himself to the fact. He could think of worse ways to die. Alone in a gutter, stinking of booze and regret.


    It would be an honor to die with these men if he had to, but not quite yet. Hurley still had bullets in his gun and a fire in his belly. And he was going to put them both to good use.


    He counted down his bullets as he fired.


    Five. Four. Three.


    He made them matter, waiting until the monsters got close enough so that each shot would be fatal.


    Two. One.


    One left. Hurley lashed out with his fists, hating to use the last of his bullets. But then a monster went for Lester, and he had no choice but to put his final shot in its ear.


    From the look of things, they were finished. He made eye contact with each of them. Bill and Bob were both out of breath, their clothes and faces spattered with their own blood and the blood of their foes. Harry searched his pockets for any stray bullet, while Lester glowered at the approaching horde, daring them to continue their attack.


    Shoving the pistol into his coat pocket, Hurley reached down, picking up the empty pump-action shotgun. If it couldn’t fire, it could be almost as effective coming down upon a skull, or slammed across a face. He wasn’t ready to give in yet, and he was certain that the others felt the same.


    In a circle, back to back, they watched as the monsters crept toward them, prepared to die fighting. Multiple sirens wailed, growing louder by the second. The sound seemed to be coming from all around them, and they searched for the source of the noise.


    “What’s that all about?” Lester asked.


    Hurley chuckled. “It’s the cavalry,” he said, trying to keep his excitement in check, just in case he was wrong.


    The monsters had stopped as well, glancing around in search of the source of the annoying sound.


    Multiple paddy wagons appeared on the streets, driving as close as the frozen traffic would allow. Then, from out of the backs of the trucks they came: New York’s finest.


    And they were armed to the teeth.


    “We might want to think about ducking for cover,” Hurley announced, just as the monsters caught sight of the policemen advancing on them.


    Just as hell broke lose.


    —


    No use fighting it, the Lobster decided, allowing the thick, foul-smelling fluid to pour into his open mouth. He might as well save his strength for what was to follow.


    The blood of the demon master filled his mouth, running down the back of his throat and into his stomach. It was if somebody had placed a live wire up against his body. The charge he felt was far more pronounced than what he had been experiencing before, in preparation for this moment.


    The Lobster heard screaming, a cry so filled with pain and torment that it shook him to his very core. It stunned him to realize that the cry was his own. The pain was terrible, worse than all the stab wounds, gunshots, broken bones, and burns that his body had endured. The Lobster’s entire body was on fire, each and every cell burning . . . exploding, and then healing over to begin the process again.


    His body was changing.


    But despite it all, he was still in control.


    His body became wracked with terrible spasms as his muscles grew, and the bones that they were attached to grew thicker . . . longer. There were horrible popping sounds to be heard as the ligaments stretched and snapped before healing up, and the pain . . . The pain was like a thing unto itself.


    The horde had released him as soon as the transformation had begun, stepping back to watch excitedly as he became one of them. The thing that had once been Chapel hovered above him as he thrashed upon the floor, screaming out with each new twist of his transfiguration.


    “Embrace the pain of change,” the demonic master said encouragingly. “It only hurts as long as you hold on to the past . . . as long as you hold on to what you were.”


    There was a part of him that wanted to let go, to make the pain stop, to embrace the inner beast clawing to be free, but thankfully that part of him had grown weak over the years since he had begun his mission, so he was able to ignore its pathetic whining, as he had done so many times in the past when things looked bleak.


    The Lobster made the pain his own, using it to keep going. He could feel his clothing grow tight as the configuration of his body changed, becoming larger, more powerful, and more monstrous. The master of the beasts was inside his head now, urging him to take that final step toward becoming what lurked in the farthest, darkest reaches of the human soul. In everyone there lurks a monster, the demon lord whispered in his mind. And the Lobster knew that his poisoned blood was being used to call it out.


    Images flashed in his mind, ancient memories of an evil that had existed before recorded history. He saw the demon lord in its many incarnations, and how its desires had threatened to sweep the world, but there was always something—someone—there to stop it.


    The Lobster saw these warriors, in all their primitive guises, taking strength from a kinship that had existed since the dawn of time.


    The pain was gone now, replaced by a fury that dwarfed anything he had ever felt before. Mouth filled with the taste of his own blood, he roared, flexing powerful new muscles. He felt strong and dangerous, reveling in what this new form could do to the world.


    But that was a monster’s way of thinking.


    Yet he was still the Lobster.


    —


    Chapel watched as his adversary changed before his eyes.


    He could not have put into words how happy it made him to see the one who had so doggedly opposed him writhing at his feet, becoming something not even remotely human.


    It’s a good day.


    He could feel his newest acolyte’s thoughts inside his skull, all the pain, rage, and fury that he would unleash upon the world in his name. Chapel reached out, attempting to bend the Lobster to his will, but something was wrong. The Lobster was fighting his control, somehow retaining his sense of self.


    But how?


    Chapel reached down, gripping the Lobster’s face in his clawed hands, pulling his gaze to him.


    “You are mine!” Chapel proclaimed, hoping to break his resistance.


    But the Lobster just stared up through the thick, circular lenses of his goggles, a twisted smile forming upon his battered and brutish face.


    Chapel reached deep into his opponent’s altered mind, attempting to turn loose the beast, but full control somehow eluded him. Images from the Lobster’s thoughts exploded across the surface of his own brain, images that Chapel was able to observe and experience. He saw his adversary in deep conversation with another.


    Bob. The man’s name was Bob, and from the Lobster’s own recollection he knew that this man was a scientist of some kind.


    “I’ve done as you asked,” Bob says in the Lobster’s memory. “But I’m not quite sure how I feel about this.”


    The Lobster unbuttons the cuff of his jacket sleeve, rolling it up, exposing a pale, muscular arm. Bob has produced a hypodermic needle, filled with a reddish-brown substance.


    Blood, Chapel thinks . . . Chapel knows. The blood of one of my spawn.


    “I have no idea what this could do to you . . . even in this diluted form,” the scientist warns.


    The Lobster instructs the man to inject him.


    “If all goes according to plan it’ll be similar to how snake handlers build immunity to the venom of poisonous snakes,” he says, watching as the scarlet fluid is slowly pumped into a vein. “And if I’m wrong, and start to change for the worse, you know what to do.”


    A pistol lies within the scientist’s reach upon the tabletop.


    The Lobster has an immediate reaction, shaking uncontrollably as his body’s natural immunity tries to combat the virulent substance that has invaded it. For the briefest of moments it looks as though he might succumb to the blood’s power.


    Bob reaches for the gun just in case.


    But the Lobster proves stronger than the diluted demon blood, his system able to prevent the change from occurring.


    “To build any kind of resistance to what could be coming, I’ll need more injections,” the Lobster tells Bob breathlessly.


    The scientist nods, reaching across the table to a tray covered with a cloth.


    “That’s why I’ve made these up,” he says.


    Pulling away the cloth, he reveals double rows of needles filled with diluted samples of the blood.


    Demon blood.


    More images suddenly flooded into Chapel’s mind, multiple scenes of the Lobster injecting himself with the demonic contents of the needles. And each time, as he was about to succumb to the blood’s virulent influence, his will was stronger, the dark power of the blood bending to him.


    The Lobster had been taking the blood willingly, building up resistance. Now he had the strength of a monster, but his thoughts were still his own.


    This is madness.


    Chapel cleared his mind, staring down at his foe, seeing him in a disturbing new light.


    The Lobster still looked up at him, face frozen in a rictus grin.


    “Know thine enemy,” he growled, as he reached up to grab Chapel by the front of his vestments and hurled him back toward the altar.


    The demon master stumbled backward, catching himself on a piece of holy ornamentation. It was a long metal pole, a golden cross glinting divinely atop it. Chapel scowled, his eyes burning from the sight of it as he regained his footing.


    Perhaps the God that lives here isn’t so silent after all.


    Chapel lifted the pole from its base, wielding it like a staff of power.


    “Kill him,” the demon lord ordered, pointing the golden cross at the Lobster. “Tear him apart.”


    And as his acolytes swarmed toward the Lobster, Chapel reached out, making contact with his enemy’s mind in the hope that he would find fear there. The sweet, delicious fear of the vanquished. But instead he found only a sucking darkness that threatened to draw him in and swallow him whole.


    And it was Chapel who was afraid.


    —


    The Lobster could hear them all inside his head, gibbering excitedly with the desire to spill blood. But they could hear him as well, and they knew that he planned to kill them all. Each and every one.


    His new brothers and sisters came at him with the intention of murder, and he returned the favor. As they swarmed—a seething mass of razor-sharp teeth, claws, and superhuman strength—he welcomed their murderous hunger, diving into their slavering midst. They all wanted to feast upon his enemy flesh, to take his strength and power. They were welcome to try.


    The master’s voice was the loudest, inside all of their skulls, urging them on, ordering him destroyed at any cost.


    The Lobster reveled in his new demonic strength. At first he had missed the feel of cold metal in his hand, the smell of spent cordite as he fired steel-jacketed death into the soft flesh of his enemies, but this new sensation was something as well.


    They’re all so fragile, he thought, as he ripped an arm from its socket with the ease of snapping a drumstick. The screams of agony were like music to his ears, and it seemed to make him stronger. Mere punches turned bones to powder as he countered their attacks. The stone floor beneath their feet grew slick with the blood of the fallen, but still they attacked him, and still he fought.


    There was no mercy, even in this house of God.


    And all the while he fought and maimed and killed, he kept his eyes on Chapel, the sole reason for the existence of the twisted abominations that he fought, and the twisted abomination that he had become. The demon master stood upon the altar, waiting for the extensions of his malignant evil to bring his enemy down.


    But the Lobster had no intention of falling. Skulls burst like overripe melons. Bones shattered like glass. He was a force to be reckoned with, and he inched his way toward the altar. The closer he got, the harder they fought him. They knew his intent and would do anything to keep their lord and master safe. But that mattered little to the Lobster; he had his objective, and nothing would sway him from his task.


    The nearer he came, the louder the master’s voice echoed inside his head. Chapel attempted to seduce him, promising him untold power and dominance over entire continents, but the Lobster had no interest in anything more than the total eradication of evil from the world.


    That and seeing the demon master dead at his feet.


    Shrugging off five of his attackers like a dog shaking fleas from its coat, the Lobster made it up onto the altar. His body had been cut, ripped, bitten, and bruised. But still he fought on.


    —


    There was a part of the demon lord that marveled at his foe’s sheer tenacity, but he was also saddened by the fact that this magnificent engine of death would not be part of his growing legion. With the transformed Lobster by his side, there would be no force that could oppose him. But it was not to be, for this fabulous specimen had been tainted by the precepts of order.


    So be it.


    What still remained of Chapel’s fragile humanity wanted to flee from the holy place, to escape this seemingly unstoppable opponent, to live and fight another day. But the demon inside of him would hear none of it. Shrugging aside what remained of Jonas Chapel, the demon watched his enemy fight his way up onto the altar for what would most assuredly be their final dance.


    The demon roared, asserting its full diabolical influence. His host body, once belonging to the human Chapel, faded away with a whimper, just as the human race would soon do.


    The demon’s mass grew, muscles swelling, bones thickening, preparing for the epic battle to come. He still clutched his newly acquired staff, adorned with the symbol of a faith that would soon be no more. How appropriate that it be used to kill the last hope for humanity.


    —


    All he could smell was the blood of his enemies.


    The Lobster was drenched in it. He raised a damp, leather-gloved hand and wiped drying gore from the lenses of his goggles so he could see what was ahead.


    The monster lord had grown in size, any vestiges of the humanity it had once possessed now completely replaced. Its body was huge on top, straining against the priest’s robes it had stolen, and its arms were long and thick, like the gnarled branches of a tree. Its legs were short, but muscular, and it swayed from side to side, brandishing a staff made from one of the altar’s holy ornaments.


    The demon shook its horned head, blowing a spray of snot from its flaring nostrils, like a bull preparing to charge.


    The beast inside the Lobster howled with joy, anticipating the bloodletting to follow, but his humanity still managed to maintain control. Turning toward the carnage of the church behind him, his eyes found the parishioners still huddled, frightened, in the pews.


    “Leave,” the Lobster ordered, the bestial sound of his voice disturbing even to him.


    The men and women, young and old, hesitated, fear holding them in place, making them cling to one another all the tighter.


    “It’s not safe here . . . Go!” He gestured for them to flee. This was their last chance to survive the nightmare that they had been sucked into.


    They’d started to move, sliding from the pews when the demon lord attacked. It moved swiftly, lashing out with its metal staff. The demon lord slashed the Lobster’s face with the golden cross atop the staff. Thrown back by the force of the blow, the Lobster crashed into the front row of pews, where the captives had once been. The wooden pews shattered to kindling.


    The Lobster quickly recovered, springing to his feet, a jagged haft of wood clutched in his hands. The demon roared, its mouth wide and cavernous, teeth dripping with saliva.


    “You think you can take this from me?” the beast bellowed, stomping its feet down upon the altar. “Look outside, champion of order, look outside at what the world has become. You’re too late; it is already mine.”


    The Lobster started toward his foe, the demon lord’s surviving minions trying to hold him back. His new wooden weapon proved dramatically effective as he stabbed and slashed his way through them.


    Chapel’s thoughts—the thoughts of the demon that had usurped the man’s flesh—echoed in the Lobster’s head, and they were terrible. Every step of the way, the Lobster’s brain was inundated with visions of a world twisted by the demon’s dominance. It would be hell on earth, and he would do everything within his power to see that it never happened.


    “This time I’m supposed to win,” the demon grumbled, swinging the golden cross at him again. “It’s only fair.”


    The Lobster ducked beneath the whistling swipe, waiting for his opportunity to strike.


    “Let me hold sway for a millennium or two,” the demon suggested, jabbing at the blood-spattered symbol of the claw upon the Lobster’s chest. “And then it will be your kind’s turn to challenge me for supremacy once more.”


    The Lobster trapped the cross beneath his arm and yanked it from the demon’s grasp.


    “I’ll challenge that supremacy now, thank you,” the Lobster growled, tossing the altar ornament aside with a clatter.


    The demon flexed its powerful, clawed hands, blowing a cloud of mist through its pig-like snout.


    “Why does it always have to be so hard?” the demon lord asked, frustration lacing its question.


    And then it came at him, its massive form careening across the altar. The Lobster attempted to halt the demon’s charge, but it lowered its head just as it reached him, the tip of one horn catching his side. The demon tossed its head back, lifting the Lobster from the ground and hurling him through the air.


    Landing on his back, he felt the wind expelled from his lungs. Lying there upon the altar, the Lobster looked up, taking in the scenes painted on the old ceiling above him—a warrior angel, clad in golden armor, doing battle with a green-scaled dragon. A struggle between good and evil, a conflict played out through the ages.


    A war that would always need to be fought.


    The sight of the demon looming over him blotted out the image. It was coming in for the kill.


    You’re welcome to try, the Lobster thought.


    The monster bent to haul him from the ground. With a primal scream, the Lobster rose and plunged the makeshift wooden knife into the demon’s breast. He reveled in the look of surprise on Chapel’s twisted face, the bulging, yellow eyes, the mouth agape in shock.


    With a grunt, he pushed the knife in deeper, giving it a savage twist as he put all his strength behind it, hoping to reach the demon’s cold, black heart.


    Blood flowed like a river of tar from the wound. The demon stumbled back, hands fumbling for the splintered piece of wood protruding from its chest. It finally managed to remove the crude knife, hurling the offending object away with a roar that could only have come from the realization that it had again been defeated.


    It placed one of its hands over the gaping wound, its oily blood spraying through its fingers as it staggered backward, falling onto the altar.


    “Help me,” the demon lord pleaded, beckoning to those of its twisted flock that had managed to survive.


    The monsters shrieked and wailed, tearing at their hair and their scaled flesh. They too had come to the realization that it was over.


    The demon lord hauled itself across the altar in a pathetic attempt at escaping. But the Lobster would have none of that. He snatched up the cross-capped staff from the floor and approached the demon. The beast rolled over, snarling with dwindling ferocity, and the Lobster drove the metal rod down through the demon’s flesh and into the stone beneath, pinning him there.


    The demon lord howled, flailing to free itself from the offending object, adorned as it was with the symbol of a religion it had planned to usurp. Its wound was like a mouth, open and vomiting darkness like ink onto the altar’s surface.


    Swaying above his nearly vanquished foe, the Lobster could feel his strength—his nearly demonic fury—beginning to ebb. His wounds were severe and beginning to take their toll on him.


    He needed to end this.


    Looking down upon the demon staked to the altar, he saw that the monstrosity was smiling up at him.


    “I don’t see anything funny,” the Lobster said, fighting to stay upright. “Especially for you.”


    “I’m already looking forward to the next time,” the demon said, black bile now bubbling up from within its mouth.


    The Lobster shook his head. “Sorry to break it to you, but there won’t be a next time.”


    And the demon began to laugh, a most horrible sound that echoed about the church, now tainted with its evil intent.


    Wanting to finish this before he was unable, the Lobster reached to his belt for one of the grenades at his side. With great effort, he pulled the pin from the phosphorous grenade while the demon lord continued to laugh.


    Squatting down over the beast, the Lobster jammed the primed explosive into the oozing, open wound in the demon lord’s chest. The monster gasped, ineffectually grabbing at the Lobster while writhing upon the altar. The Lobster leaned in, whispering in its ear.


    “Ashes to ashes . . .”


    He pulled free from the demon’s grasp and stepped over the dying monster lord.


    One of the doors swung open at the front of the church, as if beckoning to him, urging him to exit while he could still stand. But then something akin to a bear trap clamped around his ankle, causing him to fall forward onto his chest.


    “There will always be a next time,” the demon lord gurgled. “I can feel it in my bones.”


    The phosphorus grenade detonated, filling the unholy beast with a white, searing light. Its body, the church altar, and all the evil that had desecrated it, consumed in a blinding flash of hungry fire.


    —


    The madness escalated.


    The NYPD had arrived, department-issue Thompson machine guns spitting death and killing the monster men in a storm of .45-caliber gunfire. Now, the dwindling number of demonic beasts had a new focus for their attack, and the Lobster’s soldiers took the opportunity to slip away, hoping to avoid potentially incriminating questions as to what they were doing there and how they had come to be fighting monsters in New York City.


    Hurley had started to run, planning on heading back to his apartment to wait out the aftereffects of the demon siege, but he found himself drawn to Saint Katherine’s, curious as to what could have been going on inside.


    What if the boss needs help? he wondered, climbing the steps to the front doors as the sound of machine-gun fire and the shrieks of the damned echoed through the air behind him.


    He needed to know.


    Hurley pulled open the door, letting daylight flood into the darkened church. He spotted the Lobster immediately, stumbling away from the altar, beaten and bloody and half-transformed into one of Chapel’s creatures. There were bodies at his feet, and some of the monster men were still alive, slowly stalking toward him. About to call out, Hurley saw sudden movement from the foot of the altar, and then the Lobster crashed to the ground.


    Hurley raced to help the boss. There was no way that he was going to abandon the man who had been responsible for his rebirth. His redemption. He ran toward the Lobster . . . and then something up on the altar exploded, blowing him backward in a flash of white light. The front of the church was engulfed in white fire, and he shielded his face from the intensity of the heat.


    But he forced himself forward. The altar was consumed in fire, and a billowing cloud of smoke roiled toward him. He did not see the Lobster, but breathed a sigh of relief when he noticed something moving.


    Again he started down the aisle, but stopped when he heard the screaming.


    Demons came out of the smoke, their bodies covered in fire. Five burning monsters came toward him at a run. Shaken by the horrific sight, he turned for the door.


    The morning air rushed in, feeling cool upon his scorched face, and he came face to face with armed police officers, raising their weapons to fire. Hurley dove to the ground, the burning monsters at his back, tumbling down the concrete steps as the police opened fire on the flaming abominations, mercifully releasing them from their torment.


    Police and firemen were everywhere, and before he was noticed, he got to his feet. His body throbbed from the abuse it had endured over the last few hours, but he found the strength required to slip from the chaotic scene undetected.


    Leaving the horror behind.


    —


    Hurley had no idea how long he’d been sleeping.


    All he knew was that when he finally made his way back to his fleabag apartment, it had been morning, and now, looking out the window, he could see that the sun had set.


    His body ached and his skin felt tight from the dried blood that still stained it. He moaned from the pain as he forced himself upright on the bed.


    Hurley ran a hand through his blood-encrusted hair, putting a hot shower at the top of his list of things to do. He’d clean up as much as he could using the sink in the shared bathroom down the hall, but he would probably shower at one of the YMCAs in the city.


    “You’ve slept for two whole days,” said a voice from the darkened corner of the tiny room.


    Hurley yelped in surprise, his heart flipping painfully in his chest.


    “Jesus,” he said, watching as the Lobster emerged from the shadows. “You just about scared the life from me.”


    Considering that Hurley had last seen the man caught in the blast of an explosion in Saint Katherine’s Church, he wasn’t looking so bad. Any hint of the demonic influence of Chapel’s blood had vanished from him.


    “How are you feeling?” the Lobster asked, standing by the window, gazing out at the night.


    “A little sore, but I should be asking you that question,” he said. “How did you manage to survive . . .”


    “The explosion? Let’s just say that certain steps were taken in this particular investigation that ensured my survival,” he said.


    “And is the case closed?” Hurley asked. “Did we stop the threat?”


    “We did,” the Lobster answered. “Some of the transformed escaped into the sewers, but the cannibals should take care of them.”


    “What are the papers saying?” Hurley asked with a grunt, as he stood up from his bed.


    “The newspapers are reporting that the attacks were perpetrated by the escaped residents of an upstate asylum for the criminally insane,” the Lobster said, still staring out at the night.


    “How could they come up with something like that?” Hurley asked. “Didn’t they see?”


    “They see what they want . . . what they need to see,” said the Lobster. “It’s a way to explain away a world so strange that they cannot even begin to understand.”


    “I guess,” Hurley said. He removed his blood-covered shirt, throwing it on the floor and going for his spare. It was one of his nicer shirts, but seeing as he didn’t have another . . .


    “So what now?” Hurley asked, wincing as he slipped into the shirt and began to button it. Every part of him hurt, some parts worse than others, but at the same time he felt a sense of satisfaction that he’d not felt in a very long time.


    “Now?” the Lobster asked. He reached into the front of his jacket and removed an envelope.


    “What’s this?” Hurley asked, taking it from him.


    “The location of your wife and daughter.”


    It felt like somebody had dropped a ton of scrap metal on his head.


    “My wife and daughter?” he asked, his voice a trembling whisper. “I . . . I don’t understand.”


    “You’re done here,” the vigilante said coldly. “You’ve served your purpose, and now it’s time for you to resume your life.”


    “But I thought . . .”


    The Lobster slowly shook his head.


    “Just because you’ve experienced the real world hidden in the shadows, that doesn’t mean that you’re ready to reside there permanently.”


    Hurley looked at the envelope, his hands starting to shake uncontrollably.


    My wife and daughter.


    “What if they don’t want me back?” he asked. “What if this is the world I belong in now?”


    The Lobster retrieved a bag from the shadows and placed it upon the bed. From what he could see, it was filled with clean clothes and some money.


    “Then we’ll see each other again, but until then . . .” the Lobster said, his voice trailing off as he slipped back into the shadows.


    And before it could be discussed further, Jacob Hurley was alone.


    But hopefully, he thought, as he started to open the envelope with hands trembling in anticipation, not for much longer.
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    —


    Paco had returned home.


    Home to Mexico with the skeletal remains of his master.


    He knew that it was his job—his special purpose—to make certain that if the master’s plans were not fulfilled, that his remains were to be returned to the place of waiting, and there abide the passage of time until destiny called again.


    Paco had been hiding at the back of the altar when the fires erupted, scouring the flesh from his master’s bones. Patiently he had waited until the flames had died down, and he could retrieve his master’s remains. The flesh was gone, leaving only the blackened bones behind, but the blood of the demon lord was still there, hidden within the marrow of the charred remains.


    Wrapping the bones in singed and soot-covered cloth, he had begun his journey, escaping out the back of the church into the cold night.


    It had been an arduous journey of many miles, but the boy had managed, sneaking aboard the backs of trucks and freight trains traveling south. Anyone foolish enough to disturb his pilgrimage paid a hefty price, the offender’s flesh often filling Paco’s belly, supplying him with the needed strength to complete his travels southward, all the way to the winding back streets of an unnamed Mexican village, and into the lair of La Bruja.


    The witch woman had been waiting for him, somehow already aware of the master’s defeat. She had helped him with the bones, gingerly unwrapping them from their well-traveled cloth and arranging them in the crude, wooden coffin, like the other bones before them.


    And there they waited.


    Waiting for the one who would begin the process again, waiting for the one that would take the bones—become the bones—and allow the demon lord to at last hold sway over the world.


    Paco lay curled in a ball at the foot of the wooden casket, occasionally dipping his clawed fingers in the puddle of demon blood that perspired from the charred bones of his master and rubbing it into his gums. Now he heard the sounds of approaching footfalls.


    The shack was hidden to most, visible only to those preternaturally connected to the demon bones. To those connected to the demon lord’s destiny.


    La Bruja heard the approach as well, rousing herself from her sleep as the footsteps from the street outside came to a sudden stop just outside her door.


    “Come in,” the witch said with an evil cackle. “We’ve been waiting for you.”


    And the door swung slowly open, revealing a striking figure clad in black leather and holding a Colt .45.


    —


    The Lobster knew that the demon’s bones had been taken.


    A strange sort of link had been established since he’d inoculated himself with the monster’s blood, a connection that had gradually begun to fade when he had ceased taking the injections. But enough of a bond still existed to show him where the bones had been taken, and where he had needed to go to put an end to the demon’s cyclical rebirth, once and for all.


    He stepped into the hovel, Colt in hand, ready to dispatch justice.


    The old witch woman roared, her jaw unhinging. She sprang at him, her seemingly frail body suddenly lithe and quick as lightning, connecting with him before he could fire his weapon, and driving him back against the wall of the shack.


    Pinning him there, she opened her mouth wider, and wider still. The Lobster felt as though he knew this one. She had been the first to recover the demon’s bones, rescuing them to be brought elsewhere as he awaited a suitable vessel, so that he might be born again.


    It was time for her to pay for her crimes against humanity. Forcing his hand up between them, he placed his left palm against her forehead to brand the symbol of the Lobster’s claw upon her brow. There was a wet, sizzling sound, and the oily stink of burning leather in the air.


    The witch sprang away from him, swatting at her face. Her skin had caught fire, burning away the flesh to reveal the blackened bone beneath.


    “I’ll swallow you whole!” she bellowed, the parchment-like skin of her face falling away in burning shreds.


    The Lobster emptied his clip into her dancing body.


    The witch staggered back, her body bleeding from multiple bullet wounds. Her skinny arms flailed wildly as she attempted to remain standing, knocking jars of foul-smelling oils from their shelves. Then, at last, she succumbed to her injuries, and slumped to the floor.


    He ejected the empty clip from his weapon and inserted a fresh one, preparing to bring this nasty business to a close. The monster at the far end of the hovel stood in front of the wooden coffin that contained the bones of the demon lord. Once, the thing had been a child. From the fading connection he still shared with the demon, he remembered the boy’s name.


    “Paco,” the Lobster said, watching a surprised expression form upon the monster child’s face, as he too recalled who he’d once been.


    The boy seemed confused, gazing down at his hands, at his long and clawed fingers, as if seeing them for the first time. In his face, for just a moment, the Lobster saw not a demonic beast but a frightened child in need.


    Paco tried to speak, but the words were caught on a fat, swollen tongue and far too many teeth.


    But the Lobster could read the pleading look in the former child’s eye. One that begged for mercy.


    Then, as quickly as it had appeared, it was gone, replaced by a demonic savagery. A child no longer, the beast sprang at him in an attempt to protect the bones. It knocked aside multiple candles in an attempt to reach him.


    The Lobster fired once, a single bullet entering one of the eyes that had requested his special brand of mercy. The child’s head flipped violently backward as he dropped to the floor.


    The candles that had fallen continued to burn, their flame igniting the sickly smelling oils that drenched the floor.


    The Lobster moved closer to check on the child, to see if more than a single shot would be needed to release him from his misery. The monster lay on his back, his remaining eye open and gazing up at the ceiling, and to heaven above.


    The fire was like a thing alive, racing about the room, attacking and devouring everything that it could in its blazing maw.


    The Lobster stood amongst the smoke and flames, his eyes upon the skeletal remains lying propped within the wooden coffin. He stayed there for as long as he was able, until the hungry flames had reached the coffin and its contents, and had begun their demonic feast upon them.


    Forced to leave the burning shack for his own safety, the Lobster remained until the building was nothing more than smoking rubble.


    Once the fires had gone down and the detritus had cooled to smoldering, he found what remained of the demon bones, and shattered them beneath his heel.


    Grinding them to powder.


    A powerful evil had been vanquished this night, and the Lobster experienced a momentary sense of satisfaction, but it was fleeting.


    Yes, an evil had been removed from the world, but there would always be more.


    So many more to face the justice of the Lobster’s claw.
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