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They're among us.They live down the street, in the apartment next door and even in our own
homes. They're the real monsters. And they stare back at us from our bathroom mirrors.PEEL
BACK THE SKIN is a powerhouse anthology of terror that strips away the human mask from the
real monsters of our time -- mankind. Featuring a star-studded cast of award-winning authors
from the horror, dark fantasy, speculative fiction, transgressive, bizzaro, extreme horror and
thriller genres, PEEL BACK THE SKIN is the next game-changing release from Grey Matter
Press. Including fifteen all-new works of fiction from Jonathan Maberry, Ray Garton, Tim
Lebbon, Graham Masterton, Yvonne Navarro, Ed Kurtz, Durand Sheng Welsh, James Lowder,
Joe McKinney, Lucy Taylor, Charles Austin Muir, Erik Williams, Nancy A. Collins, John McCallum
Swain and William Meikle. From Bram Stoker Award-nominated editors Anthony Rivera and
Sharon Lawson.

From the Back CoverYou could hear the voices murmuring, small and muted, from the crowds
that inhabited his body.A peerless American storyteller, Ray Bradbury brings wonders alive. The
Illustrated Man is classic Bradbury— eighteen startling visions of humankind’s destiny, unfolding
across a canvas of decorated skin. In this phantasmagoric sideshow, living cities take their
vengeance, technology awakens the most primal natural instincts, Martian invasions are foiled
by the good life and the glad hand, and dreams are carried aloft in junkyard rockets. Provocative
and powerful, Ray Bradbury’s The Illustrated Man is a kaleidoscopic blending of magic,
imagination, and truth—as exhilarating as interplanetary travel, as maddening as a walk in a
million-year rain, and as comforting as simple, familiar rituals on the last night of the world.About
the AuthorIn a career spanning more than seventy years, Ray Bradbury inspired generations of
readers to dream, think, and create. A prolific author of hundreds of short stories and close to
fifty books, as well as numerous poems, essays, operas, plays, and screenplays, Bradbury was
one of the most celebrated writers of our time. His groundbreaking works include Fahrenheit
451, The Martian Chronicles, The Illustrated Man, Dandelion Wine, and Something Wicked This
Way Comes. An Emmy Award winner for his teleplay The Halloween Tree and an Academy
Award nominee, he was the recipient of the 2000 National Book Foundation Medal for
Distinguished Contribution to American Letters, the 2004 National Medal of Arts, and the 2007
Pulitzer Prize Special Citation, among many honors.
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All stories contained in this anthology remain the copyright © of their respective authors.
Additional credit and copyright information is located in the Declarations of Copyright section.No
part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written
permission of the author or Grey Matter Press except for brief quotations used for promotion or
in reviews. This collection is a work of fiction. Any reference to historical events, real people or
real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places and incidents are products of
the authors' imaginations, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or
dead, is entirely coincidental.First Grey Matter Press Electronic EditionJune 2016Anthology
Copyright © 2016 Grey Matter PressDesign Copyright ©2016 Grey Matter PressCover Artwork
Copyright ©2016 Victor SlepushkinStories Copyright ©2016 their individual authorsAll rights
reserved.Grey Matter PressAnthology WebsiteGrey Matter Press on FacebookGrey Matter
Press on TwitterTo all the many monsters out there—the readers.If you don’t know who you are,
take a look in the mirror.MYSTICJonathan MaberryTHE PROTECTORTim LebbonMOTH
FRENZYLucy TaylorFAMILY BIBLEEd KurtzLIFE, OR WHATEVER PASSES FOR ITDurand
Sheng WelshTHE SHEDJoe McKinneyTHE GREATEST GIFTGraham MastertonTHE LADY OF
THE MINCHWilliam MeikleBEHOLDERJohn McCallum SwainORPHANS OF THE AIRJames
LowderPARTY MONSTERCharles Austin MuirGATOR LAKENancy A.
CollinsSUPERHEATEDYvonne NavarroBURNING LEAVES ON AN AUTUMN DAYRay
GartonTHE LONG BRIGHT DESCENTErik WilliamsDeclarations of CopyrightMore from Grey
Matter Press-1-I see dead people.Make a joke. Go ahead, people do.Fuck ‘em.I see dead
people.Not all of them. My life would be too crowded. Just some. The ones who need to be
seen.The ones who need me to see them.-2-The diner’s name is Delta of Venus.Most people
think that’s a pun of some kind, or a reference to Mississippi. It’s not. The owner’s name’s not
Venus. One of her girlfriend’s was. It’s like that.I had my spot. Corner of the counter, close to the
coffee. Out of the line of foot traffic to the john. Quiet most of the time. I dig the quiet. Kind of
need it. My head is noisy enough.It was a Thursday night, deep into a slow week. The kind of
week Friday won’t make better and Saturday won’t salvage. Me on my stool, last sip of my fourth
or fifth cup of coffee, half a plate of meatloaf going cold. Reading The Waste Land and
wondering what kind of hell Eliot was in when he wrote it. World War I was over and he wrote
poetry like the world was all for shit. Like he’d peeled back the curtain and the great and powerful
Oz was a sorry little pedophile and Dorothy was going to have a bad night. Depressing as
fuck.The coffee was good. The day blew.Eve, the evening waitress, was topping off ketchup
bottles and not wasting either of our time on small talk. Not on a Thursday like this. These kinds
of days don’t bring out the chattiness in anyone who’s paying attention. Outside, there was a
sad, slow rain and most of the people who came in smelled like wet dogs.Then she came in.I
saw the door open. Saw it in the shiny metal of the big coffee urn. Saw her come in. Watched her
stand there for a moment, not sure of what she was doing. Saw her look around. Saw nobody



else look back.Saw her spot me. And know me. And chew her lip for a moment before coming
my way.Little thing, no bigger than half a minute. Sixteen, maybe seventeen. Slim as a promise.
Pretty as a daffodil.Lost and scared.Looking for me.People like her find me. I never ask how they
heard of me. In my line of work, the referral process is complicated. I get most of my standard
clients from asshole law firms like Scarebaby and Twitch. Yeah, J. Heron Scarebaby and Iver
Twitch. Real names. Some people are that fucking unlucky, and that dim that they won’t use a
different name for business. Or, maybe it’s a matter of rats finding the right sewer. Not sure, don’t
care. They hire me for scut-work. Skip traces, missing persons. Stuff like that. Pays the light bill,
buys me coffee.They hadn’t sent her, though. She found me a whole other way.I signaled Eve
and tapped the rim of my coffee cup with the band of my wedding ring. Still wore the ring after all
this time. Married to the memory, I suppose. Eve topped me off.“Gimme a sec,” I said.She looked
around to see what was what. Looked scared when she did it, which is fair enough. People are
like that around me. Then she found something intensely interesting to do at the far end of the
counter. Didn’t look my way again.There were five other people in the Delta. Two were regulars: a
night watchman on the way to his midnight shift, and Lefty Wright, who was always topping off
his Diet Coke with liberal shots of Early Times. Neither of them would give a cold, wet shit if a
velociraptor walked in and ordered the blue-plate special.The other three were a gaggle of
hipsters who must have gone looking for one of those no-name clubs, or the kind of dance party
that’s only ever advertised by obscure Internet posts. Probably got bad directions and brought
iffy decision making capabilities with them because they lingered here in this part of town long
enough to order pancakes at a place like this. That, or they were hipster wannabes who thought
the Delta was retro cool. It’s not. And pretty soon they were going to let common sense trump
their peer pressure and then they’d fade away.That left me and the girl.I didn’t turn, but I patted
the red Naugahyde stool next to me. Maybe it was the color that drew her eye. I’m pretty sure it’s
the only color people like her can see. That’s what one of them told me. Just red, white, black
and a lot of shades of gray.That’s fucked up.The girl hesitated a moment longer, then she
seemed to come to a decision and came over. Didn’t make a sound.She stopped and stood
there, watching me as I watched her in the steel mirror of the coffeemaker.“It’s your dime,
sweetheart,” I said.She didn’t say anything.I picked up the Tabasco sauce and shook it over the
meatloaf. Used enough of it to kill the taste. The specials sign over the kitchen window doesn’t
say what kind of meat is in it, and I’m not brave enough to ask. I’m reasonably sure that whatever
it was ran on four legs. Beyond that, I wouldn’t give Vegas odds on it being a cow or a pig.“You
want to sit down?” I asked.Still nothing, so I turned and saw why.Her face was as pale as milk.
She wore too much makeup and clearly didn’t know how to put it on. Little girl style—too much of
everything, none of the subtlety that comes with experience. Glitter tube top and spandex micro
mini. Expensive shoes. Clothes couldn’t have been hers. Maybe an older sister, maybe a friend
who was more of a party girl. They looked embarrassing on her. Sad.She had one hoop earring
in her right ear. The left earlobe was torn. No earring. No other jewelry that I could see. No purse,
no phone, no rings. That one earring damn near broke my heart.“You know how this works?” I



asked.Nothing. Or, maybe a little bit of a nod.“It’s a one way ticket, so you’d better be sure,
kid.”She lifted her hand to touch her throat. Long, pale throat. Like a ballet dancer. She was a
pretty kid, but she would have been beautiful as a woman.Would have been.Her fingers brushed
at a dark line that ran from just under her left ear and went all the way around to her right. She
tried to say something. Couldn’t. The line opened like a mouth and it said something obscene.
Not in words. What flowed from between the lips of that mouth was wet and in the only color she
could see.She wanted to show me. She wanted me to see. She needed me to understand.I saw.
And I understood.-3-Later, after she faded away and left me to my coffee and mystery meat, I
stared at the floor where she stood. There was no mark, no drops of blood. Nothing. Eve came
back and gave me my check. I tossed a ten down on a six-dollar tab and shambled out into the
night. Behind me I heard Eve call goodbye.“Night, Monk.”I blew her a kiss like I always do. Eve’s
a good gal. Nice. Minds her own business. Keeps counsel with her own shit. Two kids at home
and she works double shifts most nights. One of those quiet heroes who do their best to not let
their kids be like them. I liked her.It was fifteen minutes past being able to go home and get a
quiet night’s sleep. The rain had stopped, so I walked for a while, letting the night show me
where to go. The girl hadn’t been able to tell me, but that doesn’t matter. I’d seen her, smelled the
blood. Knew the scent.Walked.And walked.Found myself midway up a back street, halfway
between I Don’t Know and Nobody Cares. Only a few cars by the curbs, but they were stripped
hulks. Dead as the girl. Most of the houses were boarded up. Most of the boards had been pried
loose by junkies or thieves looking to strip out anything they could. Copper pipes, wires,
whatever. Couple of the houses had been torn down, but the rubble hadn’t been hauled off.What
the hell had that little girl been doing on a street like this?Fuck me.I had a pocket flashlight on my
key chain and used it to help me find the spot.It was there. A dark smudge on the sidewalk. Even
from ten feet away I knew it was what I was looking for. There were footprints all over the place,
pressed into the dirt, overlapping. Car tire tracks, too. The rain had wiped most of it away,
smeared a lot of the rest, but it was there to be read. If I looked hard enough I’d probably find the
flapping ends of yellow crime scene tape, ‘cause they never clean that stuff up. Not completely,
and not in a neighborhood like this. Whole fucking area’s a crime scene. Still in progress, too, for
the most part.Doesn’t matter. That’s me bitching.I knelt by the smudge. That was what
mattered.It was dried. Red turns to brown as the cells thicken and die. Smell goes away, too. At
first, it’s the stink of freshly sheared copper, then it’s sweet, then it’s gone. Mostly gone. I can
always find a trace. A whiff.And it was hers. Same scent. If I was a poet like Eliot maybe I’d call it
the perfume of innocence. Something corny like that. I’m not, so I don’t. It’s just blood. Even the
rain couldn’t wash it away.I squatted there for a few minutes, listening to water drip from the old
buildings. Letting the smells sink in deep enough so I could pin them to the walls of my
head.Back in the day, before I went off to play soldier, before I ditched that shit and went
bumming along the pilgrim road trying to rewire my brain, smells never used to mean much. That
changed. First time I didn’t die when an IED blew my friends to rags, I began to pay attention.
Death smells different than life. Pain has its own smell.So does murder.I stopped being able to



not pay attention, if you can dig that. I lost the knack for turning away and not seeing.There was a
monk in Nepal who told me I had a gift. A crazy lady down in a shack near a fish camp in bayou
country told me I had a curse. They were talking about the same thing. They’re both right, I
suppose.A priest in a shitty church in Nicaragua told me I had a calling. I told him that maybe it
was more like a mission. He thought about it and told me I was probably right. We were drinking
in the chapel. That’s all that was left of the church. They don’t call them Hellfire missiles for
nothing.The girl had come to me. Couldn’t say what she wanted because of what they’d done to
her. Didn’t matter. She said enough.I dug my kit out of my jacket pocket, unzipped it. Uncapped a
little glass vial, took the cork off the scalpel and spent two minutes scraping as much of the
blood as I could get into the vial. Then I removed the bottle of holy water, filled the dropper and
added seven drops. Always seven, no more, no less. That’s the way it works, and I don’t need to
fuck with it. Then I put everything away, zipped up the case and stood. My knees creaked. I’m
looking at forty close enough to read the fine print. My knees are older than that.Spent another
forty minutes poking around, but I knew I wasn’t going to find anything the cops hadn’t. They’re
pretty good. Lots of experience with crime scenes around here. They even catch the bad guys
sometimes.Not this time, though, or the girl wouldn’t have come to me.It’s all about the
justice.The vial was the only thing that didn’t go back into the case. That was in my pants pocket.
It weighed nothing, but it was fifty fucking pounds heavy. It made me drag my feet all the way to
the tattoo parlor.-4-Patty Cakes has a little skin art place just south of Boundary Street, right
between a glam bar called Pornstash and a deli called Open All Night, which, to my knowledge,
has never been open. Someone nailed a Bible to the front door, so take that any way you
want.The tattoo joint was open all night. Never during the day, as far as I know. It wasn’t that kind
of place. I saw Patty in there, stick thin with a purple Mohawk and granny glasses, hunched over
the arm of a biker who looked like Jerry Garcia. Yeah, I know, Jerry’s been dead for years. This
guy looked like Jerry would look now. His name was Elmo something. I didn’t care enough to
remember the rest.“Hey, Monk,” Patty said when she heard the little bell over the door.“Hey, Mr.
Addison,” Elmo said. He was always a polite s.o.b.“Hey,” I said and hooked a stool with my foot,
dragged it over so I could watch Patty work. She was half-Filipino Chinese, with interesting scars
on her face. Lot of backstory to her. I know most of it, but almost nobody else does. She knows a
lot about me, too. We don’t sleep together, but we’ve stayed up drinking more nights than I can
count. She’s one of my people, the little circle of folks I actually trust. We met the year I came
back, and she spotted something in me from the jump. Bought me my first meal at the Delta.She
was working on green tints for a tat of climbing roses that ran from right thumb to left. Dozens of
roses, hundreds of leaves.“Nice,” I said.Elmo grinned like a kid on Christmas. “She’s nearly
done.”I nodded. Elmo was an ink junkie. He’d be back. Not just to elaborate on the tattoo, but
because it was Patty sinking the ink. People come from all over just for her. I do. Like me, she has
her gifts. Or maybe it’s that she has her mission, too. But that’s her story, and this isn’t that.Patty
sat back and studied her work. “Okay, Elmo, that’s it for now. Let it set. Go home and take care of
it, okay?”“Okay.”“Give Steve a kiss for me.”“Sure.” He got up, stood in front of the floor-length



mirror for a minute, grinning at the work. His eyes were a little glazed. He walked out wearing
only a beater and jeans, his leather jacket forgotten on a chair. I knew he’d be back for it
tomorrow. They always come back to Patty Cakes.She got up and locked the door, flipped the
sign to CLOSED and turned out the front lights. I stripped off my coat and shirt, caught sight of
myself in the mirror. An unenamored lady once told me I look like a shaved ape. Fair enough. I’m
bigger than most people, wider than most, deeper than most. A lot of me is covered in ink. None
of it’s really pretty. Not like those roses. It’s all faces. Dozens of them. Small, about the size of a
half-dollar. Very detailed. Photo real, almost. Men and women. Kids. All ages and races.
Faces.“Let me have it,” she said, holding out a hand. I hadn’t even told her why I was there. She
knew me, though. Knew my moods. So I dug the vial out of my pocket and handed it to her. She
took it, held it up to the light, sighed, nodded. “Gimme a sec. Have a beer.”I found two bottles of
Fat Pauly’s, a craft lager from Iligan City in the Philippines, cracked them open, set one down on
her work table, lowered myself into her chair and sipped the other. Good beer. Ice cold. I
watched her work.She removed the rubber stopper from the vial and used a sterile syringe to
suck up every last drop, then she injected the mixture into a jar of ink. It didn’t matter that the ink
was black. All of my tats are black. The white is my skin. Any color that shows up is from scars
that still had some pink in them, but that would fade away after a while.I drank my beer as Patty
worked. Her eyes were open, but I knew that she wasn’t seeing anything in that room. Her pupils
were pinpoints and there was sweat on her forehead and upper lip. She began chanting
something in Tagalog that I couldn’t follow. Not one of my languages. When she was done
mixing, she stopped chanting and cut me a look.“You want the strap?”“No,” I said.She held out a
thick piece of leather. “Take the strap.”“No.”“Why do we go through this every time?”“I don’t need
it,” I told her.“I do. Goddamn it, Monk, I can’t work with you screaming in my ear. Take the fucking
strap.”I sighed. “Okay. Give me the fucking strap.”She slapped it into my palm, and I put it
between my teeth. She got out a clean needle and set the bottle of ink close at hand. She didn’t
ask me what I wanted her to draw. She knew.I didn’t start screaming right away. Not until she
began putting the features on the little girl’s face.We were both glad I had the fucking strap.-5-It
took her an hour to get it right, and I could feel when it was right. We both could.I spat the strap
onto my lap and sat there, gasping, out of breath, fucked up. I could see the pity in Patty’s eyes.
She was crying a little, like she always does. The light in the room had changed. Become
brighter, and the edges of everything were so sharp I could cut myself on their reality. All the
colors bled away. Except for red, white, black and all those shades of gray. That’s what I saw. It’s
all I’d see until I was done with what I had to do.Sometimes it was like that for days. Other times it
was fast. Depends on how good a look the girl got and what I’d be able to tell from that look.Patty
helped me up, grunting with the effort. I was two-fifty and change. None of it blubber. A lot of it
was scar tissue. The room did an Irish céilí dance around me, and my brain kept trying to flip the
circuit breakers off.“If you’re going to throw up, use the bathroom.”“Not this time,” I managed to
wheeze, then I grabbed my stuff, clumsied my way into my shirt and jacket and stumbled out into
the night, mumbling something to her that was supposed to be thanks but might have been fuck



you.Patty wouldn’t take offense. She understood.Like I said, one of my people.The night was
hung wrong. The buildings leaned like drunks and the moon hid a guilty smile behind torn
streamers of cloud. It took me half an hour to find my way back to where the girl was killed. My
eyes weren’t seeing where my feet were walking and sometimes I crashed into things, tripped
over lines in the pavement, tried to walk down an alley that wasn’t there. It’s like that for a bit, but
it settles down.Once I was on that street, it settled down a lot.I stood by the step where I’d found
her blood.This is where it gets difficult for me. Victims don’t usually know enough to really help,
not even when I can see what they saw when they died. Like I was doing now. Half the time they
didn’t see it coming. A drive-by, or a hazy image of a tire iron. The feel of hands grabbing them
from behind.It was kind of like that with the girl.Olivia.I realized I knew her name now.Olivia
Searcy.Fifteen. Even younger than I thought, but I was right about the clothes. They were her
sister’s. Shoes and push-up bra, too. She wanted to look older. No, she wanted to be older. But
that was as old as she’d ever get.I knew why she was there, and it was a bad episode of a teen
romance flick. She was a sophomore in high school, he was a senior. Good looking, smart, from
a family with some bucks. Good grades. A real find, and maybe in time he’d grow up and be a
good man. But he was eighteen and all he wanted was pussy, and a lot of guys know that young
pussy is often dumb pussy, which makes it easy pussy. So they come onto them, making them
feel cool, feel special, feel loved. And they get some ass, maybe pop a cherry, and move on the
instant the girl gets clingy. Fifteen year olds always get clingy, but there are always more of them.
The boy, Drake, hadn’t yet plundered Olivia. It was part of the plan for tonight.They went to a
party at some other guy’s house a long way from here, in a part of town where stuff like this isn’t
supposed to happen, which is a stupid thought because stuff like this happens everywhere. The
party was fun and it was loud. They got high. Got smashed. He got grabby and she freaked.
Maybe a moment of clarity, maybe she saw the satyr’s face behind the nice boy mask. Whatever.
She bolted and ran.She didn’t know if Drake tried to find her because she tried real hard not to
be found.She was found, though.Just not by Drake.For a little bit there I thought I was going to
have to break some parents’ hearts by fucking up their pretty boy son, but that wasn’t in tonight’s
playbook. Drake hadn’t done anything worse than be a high school dickhead. He got her drunk,
but he hadn’t forced her, hadn’t slipped her a roofie. And, who knows, maybe if he’d found her in
time he’d have become Galahad and fought for her honor. Might have saved her life.Probably
would have died with her.Or, maybe the killer would have opted out and gone looking for
someone else. A lot of serial killers and opportunistic killers are like that. They’re not Hannibal
Lecter. They’re not tough, smart and dangerous. Most of them are cowards. They feel totally
disempowered by whatever’s happened to them—abusive parents, bad genes, who the fuck
cares? They hurt and terrify and mutilate and kill because it makes them feel powerful, but it’s a
lie. It’s no more real than feeling powerful by wearing a Batman costume at Halloween. You may
look the part, but you’re a long way from saving Gotham City.All of that flooded through my brain
while I stood there and looked at the street through the eyes of a dead girl. Seeing it the way
Olivia saw it right as hands grabbed her from behind. Right as someone pulled her back against



his body so she could feel his size, his strength, the hard press of his cock against her back.
Right as he destroyed her. Right as the cold edge of the knife was pressed into the soft flesh
under her left ear.I felt all of that. Everything. Her nerve endings were mine. Her pain exploded
through me. The desperate flutter of her heart changed the rhythm of mine into a panic, like the
beating of a hummingbird’s wings against a closed window. I felt her break inside as he ruined
her. I heard the prayers she prayed, and they echoed in my head like they’d echoed in hers. She
hadn’t been able to scream them aloud because first there was a hand over her mouth, and then
there was the knife against her throat and those threats in her ear.And when he was done, I felt
the burn.That line, like someone moving an acetylene torch along a bead of lead. Moving from
under my left ear to under my right.I felt her die because I died, too. Olivia drowned in her own
blood.Then there was a strange time, an oddly quiet time, because I was with her when she was
dead, too. When he wrapped her in a plastic tarp and put her in the trunk. It was so weird
because while he did that he was almost gentle. As if afraid of hurting her.Fucking
psychopath.While the car drove from where she’d died to where he’d dumped her, Olivia slipped
into that special part of the universe where the dead see each other. Certain kinds of dead. The
dead who were part of a family. Victims of the same knife.His people.Olivia discovered that she
was not the only one. Not the first, not the tenth.She wasn’t sure how many because he moved
around so much. Had moved around. Not so much anymore. Not since he moved to this town.
The victims she met were the ones who’d died here.Twenty-six of them.The youngest was eight.I
met those victims, too, because I was inside the memory. Like I’d actually been there. That’s how
it worked. I talked to them, and most of them already knew who and what I was. The first time I’d
encountered that it shocked the shit out of me. But now I understood. Not to say I’m used to it,
because I’d have to be a special kind of fucked up to be used to something like that. No, it was
more like I knew how to deal. How to use it.Some of them had died just like Olivia. An attack from
behind. Everything from behind. No chance of an identification. He varied it a little. One of those
nearly patternless killers that the FBI have no idea how to profile. A knife across the throat, an
icepick between the right ribs, a garrote made from a guitar string, a broken neck.Most were like
that.Most. Not all.There was one who fought. She’d had a little judo and some taekwondo. Not
enough, but enough to make him work for it. It was one of the early ones, after he’d moved here.
The one that made him want to never bring them home again. She’d gotten out and he’d chased
her into the front yard and caught her before she could wake the neighbors. Single homes, lots
of yard on all sides. Cul-de-sac. When he caught up to her she spun around and tried to make a
fight of it.All stories contained in this anthology remain the copyright © of their respective
authors. Additional credit and copyright information is located in the Declarations of Copyright
section.No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without
written permission of the author or Grey Matter Press except for brief quotations used for
promotion or in reviews. This collection is a work of fiction. Any reference to historical events,
real people or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places and incidents
are products of the authors' imaginations, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or
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Matter Press-1-I see dead people.Make a joke. Go ahead, people do.Fuck ‘em.I see dead
people.Not all of them. My life would be too crowded. Just some. The ones who need to be
seen.The ones who need me to see them.-2-The diner’s name is Delta of Venus.Most people
think that’s a pun of some kind, or a reference to Mississippi. It’s not. The owner’s name’s not
Venus. One of her girlfriend’s was. It’s like that.I had my spot. Corner of the counter, close to the
coffee. Out of the line of foot traffic to the john. Quiet most of the time. I dig the quiet. Kind of
need it. My head is noisy enough.It was a Thursday night, deep into a slow week. The kind of



week Friday won’t make better and Saturday won’t salvage. Me on my stool, last sip of my fourth
or fifth cup of coffee, half a plate of meatloaf going cold. Reading The Waste Land and
wondering what kind of hell Eliot was in when he wrote it. World War I was over and he wrote
poetry like the world was all for shit. Like he’d peeled back the curtain and the great and powerful
Oz was a sorry little pedophile and Dorothy was going to have a bad night. Depressing as
fuck.The coffee was good. The day blew.Eve, the evening waitress, was topping off ketchup
bottles and not wasting either of our time on small talk. Not on a Thursday like this. These kinds
of days don’t bring out the chattiness in anyone who’s paying attention. Outside, there was a
sad, slow rain and most of the people who came in smelled like wet dogs.Then she came in.I
saw the door open. Saw it in the shiny metal of the big coffee urn. Saw her come in. Watched her
stand there for a moment, not sure of what she was doing. Saw her look around. Saw nobody
else look back.Saw her spot me. And know me. And chew her lip for a moment before coming
my way.Little thing, no bigger than half a minute. Sixteen, maybe seventeen. Slim as a promise.
Pretty as a daffodil.Lost and scared.Looking for me.People like her find me. I never ask how they
heard of me. In my line of work, the referral process is complicated. I get most of my standard
clients from asshole law firms like Scarebaby and Twitch. Yeah, J. Heron Scarebaby and Iver
Twitch. Real names. Some people are that fucking unlucky, and that dim that they won’t use a
different name for business. Or, maybe it’s a matter of rats finding the right sewer. Not sure, don’t
care. They hire me for scut-work. Skip traces, missing persons. Stuff like that. Pays the light bill,
buys me coffee.They hadn’t sent her, though. She found me a whole other way.I signaled Eve
and tapped the rim of my coffee cup with the band of my wedding ring. Still wore the ring after all
this time. Married to the memory, I suppose. Eve topped me off.“Gimme a sec,” I said.She looked
around to see what was what. Looked scared when she did it, which is fair enough. People are
like that around me. Then she found something intensely interesting to do at the far end of the
counter. Didn’t look my way again.There were five other people in the Delta. Two were regulars: a
night watchman on the way to his midnight shift, and Lefty Wright, who was always topping off
his Diet Coke with liberal shots of Early Times. Neither of them would give a cold, wet shit if a
velociraptor walked in and ordered the blue-plate special.The other three were a gaggle of
hipsters who must have gone looking for one of those no-name clubs, or the kind of dance party
that’s only ever advertised by obscure Internet posts. Probably got bad directions and brought
iffy decision making capabilities with them because they lingered here in this part of town long
enough to order pancakes at a place like this. That, or they were hipster wannabes who thought
the Delta was retro cool. It’s not. And pretty soon they were going to let common sense trump
their peer pressure and then they’d fade away.That left me and the girl.I didn’t turn, but I patted
the red Naugahyde stool next to me. Maybe it was the color that drew her eye. I’m pretty sure it’s
the only color people like her can see. That’s what one of them told me. Just red, white, black
and a lot of shades of gray.That’s fucked up.The girl hesitated a moment longer, then she
seemed to come to a decision and came over. Didn’t make a sound.She stopped and stood
there, watching me as I watched her in the steel mirror of the coffeemaker.“It’s your dime,



sweetheart,” I said.She didn’t say anything.I picked up the Tabasco sauce and shook it over the
meatloaf. Used enough of it to kill the taste. The specials sign over the kitchen window doesn’t
say what kind of meat is in it, and I’m not brave enough to ask. I’m reasonably sure that whatever
it was ran on four legs. Beyond that, I wouldn’t give Vegas odds on it being a cow or a pig.“You
want to sit down?” I asked.Still nothing, so I turned and saw why.Her face was as pale as milk.
She wore too much makeup and clearly didn’t know how to put it on. Little girl style—too much of
everything, none of the subtlety that comes with experience. Glitter tube top and spandex micro
mini. Expensive shoes. Clothes couldn’t have been hers. Maybe an older sister, maybe a friend
who was more of a party girl. They looked embarrassing on her. Sad.She had one hoop earring
in her right ear. The left earlobe was torn. No earring. No other jewelry that I could see. No purse,
no phone, no rings. That one earring damn near broke my heart.“You know how this works?” I
asked.Nothing. Or, maybe a little bit of a nod.“It’s a one way ticket, so you’d better be sure,
kid.”She lifted her hand to touch her throat. Long, pale throat. Like a ballet dancer. She was a
pretty kid, but she would have been beautiful as a woman.Would have been.Her fingers brushed
at a dark line that ran from just under her left ear and went all the way around to her right. She
tried to say something. Couldn’t. The line opened like a mouth and it said something obscene.
Not in words. What flowed from between the lips of that mouth was wet and in the only color she
could see.She wanted to show me. She wanted me to see. She needed me to understand.I saw.
And I understood.-3-Later, after she faded away and left me to my coffee and mystery meat, I
stared at the floor where she stood. There was no mark, no drops of blood. Nothing. Eve came
back and gave me my check. I tossed a ten down on a six-dollar tab and shambled out into the
night. Behind me I heard Eve call goodbye.“Night, Monk.”I blew her a kiss like I always do. Eve’s
a good gal. Nice. Minds her own business. Keeps counsel with her own shit. Two kids at home
and she works double shifts most nights. One of those quiet heroes who do their best to not let
their kids be like them. I liked her.It was fifteen minutes past being able to go home and get a
quiet night’s sleep. The rain had stopped, so I walked for a while, letting the night show me
where to go. The girl hadn’t been able to tell me, but that doesn’t matter. I’d seen her, smelled the
blood. Knew the scent.Walked.And walked.Found myself midway up a back street, halfway
between I Don’t Know and Nobody Cares. Only a few cars by the curbs, but they were stripped
hulks. Dead as the girl. Most of the houses were boarded up. Most of the boards had been pried
loose by junkies or thieves looking to strip out anything they could. Copper pipes, wires,
whatever. Couple of the houses had been torn down, but the rubble hadn’t been hauled off.What
the hell had that little girl been doing on a street like this?Fuck me.I had a pocket flashlight on my
key chain and used it to help me find the spot.It was there. A dark smudge on the sidewalk. Even
from ten feet away I knew it was what I was looking for. There were footprints all over the place,
pressed into the dirt, overlapping. Car tire tracks, too. The rain had wiped most of it away,
smeared a lot of the rest, but it was there to be read. If I looked hard enough I’d probably find the
flapping ends of yellow crime scene tape, ‘cause they never clean that stuff up. Not completely,
and not in a neighborhood like this. Whole fucking area’s a crime scene. Still in progress, too, for



the most part.Doesn’t matter. That’s me bitching.I knelt by the smudge. That was what
mattered.It was dried. Red turns to brown as the cells thicken and die. Smell goes away, too. At
first, it’s the stink of freshly sheared copper, then it’s sweet, then it’s gone. Mostly gone. I can
always find a trace. A whiff.And it was hers. Same scent. If I was a poet like Eliot maybe I’d call it
the perfume of innocence. Something corny like that. I’m not, so I don’t. It’s just blood. Even the
rain couldn’t wash it away.I squatted there for a few minutes, listening to water drip from the old
buildings. Letting the smells sink in deep enough so I could pin them to the walls of my
head.Back in the day, before I went off to play soldier, before I ditched that shit and went
bumming along the pilgrim road trying to rewire my brain, smells never used to mean much. That
changed. First time I didn’t die when an IED blew my friends to rags, I began to pay attention.
Death smells different than life. Pain has its own smell.So does murder.I stopped being able to
not pay attention, if you can dig that. I lost the knack for turning away and not seeing.There was a
monk in Nepal who told me I had a gift. A crazy lady down in a shack near a fish camp in bayou
country told me I had a curse. They were talking about the same thing. They’re both right, I
suppose.A priest in a shitty church in Nicaragua told me I had a calling. I told him that maybe it
was more like a mission. He thought about it and told me I was probably right. We were drinking
in the chapel. That’s all that was left of the church. They don’t call them Hellfire missiles for
nothing.The girl had come to me. Couldn’t say what she wanted because of what they’d done to
her. Didn’t matter. She said enough.I dug my kit out of my jacket pocket, unzipped it. Uncapped a
little glass vial, took the cork off the scalpel and spent two minutes scraping as much of the
blood as I could get into the vial. Then I removed the bottle of holy water, filled the dropper and
added seven drops. Always seven, no more, no less. That’s the way it works, and I don’t need to
fuck with it. Then I put everything away, zipped up the case and stood. My knees creaked. I’m
looking at forty close enough to read the fine print. My knees are older than that.Spent another
forty minutes poking around, but I knew I wasn’t going to find anything the cops hadn’t. They’re
pretty good. Lots of experience with crime scenes around here. They even catch the bad guys
sometimes.Not this time, though, or the girl wouldn’t have come to me.It’s all about the
justice.The vial was the only thing that didn’t go back into the case. That was in my pants pocket.
It weighed nothing, but it was fifty fucking pounds heavy. It made me drag my feet all the way to
the tattoo parlor.-4-Patty Cakes has a little skin art place just south of Boundary Street, right
between a glam bar called Pornstash and a deli called Open All Night, which, to my knowledge,
has never been open. Someone nailed a Bible to the front door, so take that any way you
want.The tattoo joint was open all night. Never during the day, as far as I know. It wasn’t that kind
of place. I saw Patty in there, stick thin with a purple Mohawk and granny glasses, hunched over
the arm of a biker who looked like Jerry Garcia. Yeah, I know, Jerry’s been dead for years. This
guy looked like Jerry would look now. His name was Elmo something. I didn’t care enough to
remember the rest.“Hey, Monk,” Patty said when she heard the little bell over the door.“Hey, Mr.
Addison,” Elmo said. He was always a polite s.o.b.“Hey,” I said and hooked a stool with my foot,
dragged it over so I could watch Patty work. She was half-Filipino Chinese, with interesting scars



on her face. Lot of backstory to her. I know most of it, but almost nobody else does. She knows a
lot about me, too. We don’t sleep together, but we’ve stayed up drinking more nights than I can
count. She’s one of my people, the little circle of folks I actually trust. We met the year I came
back, and she spotted something in me from the jump. Bought me my first meal at the Delta.She
was working on green tints for a tat of climbing roses that ran from right thumb to left. Dozens of
roses, hundreds of leaves.“Nice,” I said.Elmo grinned like a kid on Christmas. “She’s nearly
done.”I nodded. Elmo was an ink junkie. He’d be back. Not just to elaborate on the tattoo, but
because it was Patty sinking the ink. People come from all over just for her. I do. Like me, she has
her gifts. Or maybe it’s that she has her mission, too. But that’s her story, and this isn’t that.Patty
sat back and studied her work. “Okay, Elmo, that’s it for now. Let it set. Go home and take care of
it, okay?”“Okay.”“Give Steve a kiss for me.”“Sure.” He got up, stood in front of the floor-length
mirror for a minute, grinning at the work. His eyes were a little glazed. He walked out wearing
only a beater and jeans, his leather jacket forgotten on a chair. I knew he’d be back for it
tomorrow. They always come back to Patty Cakes.She got up and locked the door, flipped the
sign to CLOSED and turned out the front lights. I stripped off my coat and shirt, caught sight of
myself in the mirror. An unenamored lady once told me I look like a shaved ape. Fair enough. I’m
bigger than most people, wider than most, deeper than most. A lot of me is covered in ink. None
of it’s really pretty. Not like those roses. It’s all faces. Dozens of them. Small, about the size of a
half-dollar. Very detailed. Photo real, almost. Men and women. Kids. All ages and races.
Faces.“Let me have it,” she said, holding out a hand. I hadn’t even told her why I was there. She
knew me, though. Knew my moods. So I dug the vial out of my pocket and handed it to her. She
took it, held it up to the light, sighed, nodded. “Gimme a sec. Have a beer.”I found two bottles of
Fat Pauly’s, a craft lager from Iligan City in the Philippines, cracked them open, set one down on
her work table, lowered myself into her chair and sipped the other. Good beer. Ice cold. I
watched her work.She removed the rubber stopper from the vial and used a sterile syringe to
suck up every last drop, then she injected the mixture into a jar of ink. It didn’t matter that the ink
was black. All of my tats are black. The white is my skin. Any color that shows up is from scars
that still had some pink in them, but that would fade away after a while.I drank my beer as Patty
worked. Her eyes were open, but I knew that she wasn’t seeing anything in that room. Her pupils
were pinpoints and there was sweat on her forehead and upper lip. She began chanting
something in Tagalog that I couldn’t follow. Not one of my languages. When she was done
mixing, she stopped chanting and cut me a look.“You want the strap?”“No,” I said.She held out a
thick piece of leather. “Take the strap.”“No.”“Why do we go through this every time?”“I don’t need
it,” I told her.“I do. Goddamn it, Monk, I can’t work with you screaming in my ear. Take the fucking
strap.”I sighed. “Okay. Give me the fucking strap.”She slapped it into my palm, and I put it
between my teeth. She got out a clean needle and set the bottle of ink close at hand. She didn’t
ask me what I wanted her to draw. She knew.I didn’t start screaming right away. Not until she
began putting the features on the little girl’s face.We were both glad I had the fucking strap.-5-It
took her an hour to get it right, and I could feel when it was right. We both could.I spat the strap



onto my lap and sat there, gasping, out of breath, fucked up. I could see the pity in Patty’s eyes.
She was crying a little, like she always does. The light in the room had changed. Become
brighter, and the edges of everything were so sharp I could cut myself on their reality. All the
colors bled away. Except for red, white, black and all those shades of gray. That’s what I saw. It’s
all I’d see until I was done with what I had to do.Sometimes it was like that for days. Other times it
was fast. Depends on how good a look the girl got and what I’d be able to tell from that look.Patty
helped me up, grunting with the effort. I was two-fifty and change. None of it blubber. A lot of it
was scar tissue. The room did an Irish céilí dance around me, and my brain kept trying to flip the
circuit breakers off.“If you’re going to throw up, use the bathroom.”“Not this time,” I managed to
wheeze, then I grabbed my stuff, clumsied my way into my shirt and jacket and stumbled out into
the night, mumbling something to her that was supposed to be thanks but might have been fuck
you.Patty wouldn’t take offense. She understood.Like I said, one of my people.The night was
hung wrong. The buildings leaned like drunks and the moon hid a guilty smile behind torn
streamers of cloud. It took me half an hour to find my way back to where the girl was killed. My
eyes weren’t seeing where my feet were walking and sometimes I crashed into things, tripped
over lines in the pavement, tried to walk down an alley that wasn’t there. It’s like that for a bit, but
it settles down.Once I was on that street, it settled down a lot.I stood by the step where I’d found
her blood.This is where it gets difficult for me. Victims don’t usually know enough to really help,
not even when I can see what they saw when they died. Like I was doing now. Half the time they
didn’t see it coming. A drive-by, or a hazy image of a tire iron. The feel of hands grabbing them
from behind.It was kind of like that with the girl.Olivia.I realized I knew her name now.Olivia
Searcy.Fifteen. Even younger than I thought, but I was right about the clothes. They were her
sister’s. Shoes and push-up bra, too. She wanted to look older. No, she wanted to be older. But
that was as old as she’d ever get.I knew why she was there, and it was a bad episode of a teen
romance flick. She was a sophomore in high school, he was a senior. Good looking, smart, from
a family with some bucks. Good grades. A real find, and maybe in time he’d grow up and be a
good man. But he was eighteen and all he wanted was pussy, and a lot of guys know that young
pussy is often dumb pussy, which makes it easy pussy. So they come onto them, making them
feel cool, feel special, feel loved. And they get some ass, maybe pop a cherry, and move on the
instant the girl gets clingy. Fifteen year olds always get clingy, but there are always more of them.
The boy, Drake, hadn’t yet plundered Olivia. It was part of the plan for tonight.They went to a
party at some other guy’s house a long way from here, in a part of town where stuff like this isn’t
supposed to happen, which is a stupid thought because stuff like this happens everywhere. The
party was fun and it was loud. They got high. Got smashed. He got grabby and she freaked.
Maybe a moment of clarity, maybe she saw the satyr’s face behind the nice boy mask. Whatever.
She bolted and ran.She didn’t know if Drake tried to find her because she tried real hard not to
be found.She was found, though.Just not by Drake.For a little bit there I thought I was going to
have to break some parents’ hearts by fucking up their pretty boy son, but that wasn’t in tonight’s
playbook. Drake hadn’t done anything worse than be a high school dickhead. He got her drunk,



but he hadn’t forced her, hadn’t slipped her a roofie. And, who knows, maybe if he’d found her in
time he’d have become Galahad and fought for her honor. Might have saved her life.Probably
would have died with her.Or, maybe the killer would have opted out and gone looking for
someone else. A lot of serial killers and opportunistic killers are like that. They’re not Hannibal
Lecter. They’re not tough, smart and dangerous. Most of them are cowards. They feel totally
disempowered by whatever’s happened to them—abusive parents, bad genes, who the fuck
cares? They hurt and terrify and mutilate and kill because it makes them feel powerful, but it’s a
lie. It’s no more real than feeling powerful by wearing a Batman costume at Halloween. You may
look the part, but you’re a long way from saving Gotham City.All of that flooded through my brain
while I stood there and looked at the street through the eyes of a dead girl. Seeing it the way
Olivia saw it right as hands grabbed her from behind. Right as someone pulled her back against
his body so she could feel his size, his strength, the hard press of his cock against her back.
Right as he destroyed her. Right as the cold edge of the knife was pressed into the soft flesh
under her left ear.I felt all of that. Everything. Her nerve endings were mine. Her pain exploded
through me. The desperate flutter of her heart changed the rhythm of mine into a panic, like the
beating of a hummingbird’s wings against a closed window. I felt her break inside as he ruined
her. I heard the prayers she prayed, and they echoed in my head like they’d echoed in hers. She
hadn’t been able to scream them aloud because first there was a hand over her mouth, and then
there was the knife against her throat and those threats in her ear.And when he was done, I felt
the burn.That line, like someone moving an acetylene torch along a bead of lead. Moving from
under my left ear to under my right.I felt her die because I died, too. Olivia drowned in her own
blood.Then there was a strange time, an oddly quiet time, because I was with her when she was
dead, too. When he wrapped her in a plastic tarp and put her in the trunk. It was so weird
because while he did that he was almost gentle. As if afraid of hurting her.Fucking
psychopath.While the car drove from where she’d died to where he’d dumped her, Olivia slipped
into that special part of the universe where the dead see each other. Certain kinds of dead. The
dead who were part of a family. Victims of the same knife.His people.Olivia discovered that she
was not the only one. Not the first, not the tenth.She wasn’t sure how many because he moved
around so much. Had moved around. Not so much anymore. Not since he moved to this town.
The victims she met were the ones who’d died here.Twenty-six of them.The youngest was eight.I
met those victims, too, because I was inside the memory. Like I’d actually been there. That’s how
it worked. I talked to them, and most of them already knew who and what I was. The first time I’d
encountered that it shocked the shit out of me. But now I understood. Not to say I’m used to it,
because I’d have to be a special kind of fucked up to be used to something like that. No, it was
more like I knew how to deal. How to use it.Some of them had died just like Olivia. An attack from
behind. Everything from behind. No chance of an identification. He varied it a little. One of those
nearly patternless killers that the FBI have no idea how to profile. A knife across the throat, an
icepick between the right ribs, a garrote made from a guitar string, a broken neck.Most were like
that.Most. Not all.There was one who fought. She’d had a little judo and some taekwondo. Not



enough, but enough to make him work for it. It was one of the early ones, after he’d moved here.
The one that made him want to never bring them home again. She’d gotten out and he’d chased
her into the front yard and caught her before she could wake the neighbors. Single homes, lots
of yard on all sides. Cul-de-sac. When he caught up to her she spun around and tried to make a
fight of it.-1-I see dead people.Make a joke. Go ahead, people do.Fuck ‘em.I see dead
people.Not all of them. My life would be too crowded. Just some. The ones who need to be
seen.The ones who need me to see them.-2-The diner’s name is Delta of Venus.Most people
think that’s a pun of some kind, or a reference to Mississippi. It’s not. The owner’s name’s not
Venus. One of her girlfriend’s was. It’s like that.I had my spot. Corner of the counter, close to the
coffee. Out of the line of foot traffic to the john. Quiet most of the time. I dig the quiet. Kind of
need it. My head is noisy enough.It was a Thursday night, deep into a slow week. The kind of
week Friday won’t make better and Saturday won’t salvage. Me on my stool, last sip of my fourth
or fifth cup of coffee, half a plate of meatloaf going cold. Reading The Waste Land and
wondering what kind of hell Eliot was in when he wrote it. World War I was over and he wrote
poetry like the world was all for shit. Like he’d peeled back the curtain and the great and powerful
Oz was a sorry little pedophile and Dorothy was going to have a bad night. Depressing as
fuck.The coffee was good. The day blew.Eve, the evening waitress, was topping off ketchup
bottles and not wasting either of our time on small talk. Not on a Thursday like this. These kinds
of days don’t bring out the chattiness in anyone who’s paying attention. Outside, there was a
sad, slow rain and most of the people who came in smelled like wet dogs.Then she came in.I
saw the door open. Saw it in the shiny metal of the big coffee urn. Saw her come in. Watched her
stand there for a moment, not sure of what she was doing. Saw her look around. Saw nobody
else look back.Saw her spot me. And know me. And chew her lip for a moment before coming
my way.Little thing, no bigger than half a minute. Sixteen, maybe seventeen. Slim as a promise.
Pretty as a daffodil.Lost and scared.Looking for me.People like her find me. I never ask how they
heard of me. In my line of work, the referral process is complicated. I get most of my standard
clients from asshole law firms like Scarebaby and Twitch. Yeah, J. Heron Scarebaby and Iver
Twitch. Real names. Some people are that fucking unlucky, and that dim that they won’t use a
different name for business. Or, maybe it’s a matter of rats finding the right sewer. Not sure, don’t
care. They hire me for scut-work. Skip traces, missing persons. Stuff like that. Pays the light bill,
buys me coffee.They hadn’t sent her, though. She found me a whole other way.I signaled Eve
and tapped the rim of my coffee cup with the band of my wedding ring. Still wore the ring after all
this time. Married to the memory, I suppose. Eve topped me off.“Gimme a sec,” I said.She looked
around to see what was what. Looked scared when she did it, which is fair enough. People are
like that around me. Then she found something intensely interesting to do at the far end of the
counter. Didn’t look my way again.There were five other people in the Delta. Two were regulars: a
night watchman on the way to his midnight shift, and Lefty Wright, who was always topping off
his Diet Coke with liberal shots of Early Times. Neither of them would give a cold, wet shit if a
velociraptor walked in and ordered the blue-plate special.The other three were a gaggle of



hipsters who must have gone looking for one of those no-name clubs, or the kind of dance party
that’s only ever advertised by obscure Internet posts. Probably got bad directions and brought
iffy decision making capabilities with them because they lingered here in this part of town long
enough to order pancakes at a place like this. That, or they were hipster wannabes who thought
the Delta was retro cool. It’s not. And pretty soon they were going to let common sense trump
their peer pressure and then they’d fade away.That left me and the girl.I didn’t turn, but I patted
the red Naugahyde stool next to me. Maybe it was the color that drew her eye. I’m pretty sure it’s
the only color people like her can see. That’s what one of them told me. Just red, white, black
and a lot of shades of gray.That’s fucked up.The girl hesitated a moment longer, then she
seemed to come to a decision and came over. Didn’t make a sound.She stopped and stood
there, watching me as I watched her in the steel mirror of the coffeemaker.“It’s your dime,
sweetheart,” I said.She didn’t say anything.I picked up the Tabasco sauce and shook it over the
meatloaf. Used enough of it to kill the taste. The specials sign over the kitchen window doesn’t
say what kind of meat is in it, and I’m not brave enough to ask. I’m reasonably sure that whatever
it was ran on four legs. Beyond that, I wouldn’t give Vegas odds on it being a cow or a pig.“You
want to sit down?” I asked.Still nothing, so I turned and saw why.Her face was as pale as milk.
She wore too much makeup and clearly didn’t know how to put it on. Little girl style—too much of
everything, none of the subtlety that comes with experience. Glitter tube top and spandex micro
mini. Expensive shoes. Clothes couldn’t have been hers. Maybe an older sister, maybe a friend
who was more of a party girl. They looked embarrassing on her. Sad.She had one hoop earring
in her right ear. The left earlobe was torn. No earring. No other jewelry that I could see. No purse,
no phone, no rings. That one earring damn near broke my heart.“You know how this works?” I
asked.Nothing. Or, maybe a little bit of a nod.“It’s a one way ticket, so you’d better be sure,
kid.”She lifted her hand to touch her throat. Long, pale throat. Like a ballet dancer. She was a
pretty kid, but she would have been beautiful as a woman.Would have been.Her fingers brushed
at a dark line that ran from just under her left ear and went all the way around to her right. She
tried to say something. Couldn’t. The line opened like a mouth and it said something obscene.
Not in words. What flowed from between the lips of that mouth was wet and in the only color she
could see.She wanted to show me. She wanted me to see. She needed me to understand.I saw.
And I understood.-3-Later, after she faded away and left me to my coffee and mystery meat, I
stared at the floor where she stood. There was no mark, no drops of blood. Nothing. Eve came
back and gave me my check. I tossed a ten down on a six-dollar tab and shambled out into the
night. Behind me I heard Eve call goodbye.“Night, Monk.”I blew her a kiss like I always do. Eve’s
a good gal. Nice. Minds her own business. Keeps counsel with her own shit. Two kids at home
and she works double shifts most nights. One of those quiet heroes who do their best to not let
their kids be like them. I liked her.It was fifteen minutes past being able to go home and get a
quiet night’s sleep. The rain had stopped, so I walked for a while, letting the night show me
where to go. The girl hadn’t been able to tell me, but that doesn’t matter. I’d seen her, smelled the
blood. Knew the scent.Walked.And walked.Found myself midway up a back street, halfway



between I Don’t Know and Nobody Cares. Only a few cars by the curbs, but they were stripped
hulks. Dead as the girl. Most of the houses were boarded up. Most of the boards had been pried
loose by junkies or thieves looking to strip out anything they could. Copper pipes, wires,
whatever. Couple of the houses had been torn down, but the rubble hadn’t been hauled off.What
the hell had that little girl been doing on a street like this?Fuck me.I had a pocket flashlight on my
key chain and used it to help me find the spot.It was there. A dark smudge on the sidewalk. Even
from ten feet away I knew it was what I was looking for. There were footprints all over the place,
pressed into the dirt, overlapping. Car tire tracks, too. The rain had wiped most of it away,
smeared a lot of the rest, but it was there to be read. If I looked hard enough I’d probably find the
flapping ends of yellow crime scene tape, ‘cause they never clean that stuff up. Not completely,
and not in a neighborhood like this. Whole fucking area’s a crime scene. Still in progress, too, for
the most part.Doesn’t matter. That’s me bitching.I knelt by the smudge. That was what
mattered.It was dried. Red turns to brown as the cells thicken and die. Smell goes away, too. At
first, it’s the stink of freshly sheared copper, then it’s sweet, then it’s gone. Mostly gone. I can
always find a trace. A whiff.And it was hers. Same scent. If I was a poet like Eliot maybe I’d call it
the perfume of innocence. Something corny like that. I’m not, so I don’t. It’s just blood. Even the
rain couldn’t wash it away.I squatted there for a few minutes, listening to water drip from the old
buildings. Letting the smells sink in deep enough so I could pin them to the walls of my
head.Back in the day, before I went off to play soldier, before I ditched that shit and went
bumming along the pilgrim road trying to rewire my brain, smells never used to mean much. That
changed. First time I didn’t die when an IED blew my friends to rags, I began to pay attention.
Death smells different than life. Pain has its own smell.So does murder.I stopped being able to
not pay attention, if you can dig that. I lost the knack for turning away and not seeing.There was a
monk in Nepal who told me I had a gift. A crazy lady down in a shack near a fish camp in bayou
country told me I had a curse. They were talking about the same thing. They’re both right, I
suppose.A priest in a shitty church in Nicaragua told me I had a calling. I told him that maybe it
was more like a mission. He thought about it and told me I was probably right. We were drinking
in the chapel. That’s all that was left of the church. They don’t call them Hellfire missiles for
nothing.The girl had come to me. Couldn’t say what she wanted because of what they’d done to
her. Didn’t matter. She said enough.I dug my kit out of my jacket pocket, unzipped it. Uncapped a
little glass vial, took the cork off the scalpel and spent two minutes scraping as much of the
blood as I could get into the vial. Then I removed the bottle of holy water, filled the dropper and
added seven drops. Always seven, no more, no less. That’s the way it works, and I don’t need to
fuck with it. Then I put everything away, zipped up the case and stood. My knees creaked. I’m
looking at forty close enough to read the fine print. My knees are older than that.Spent another
forty minutes poking around, but I knew I wasn’t going to find anything the cops hadn’t. They’re
pretty good. Lots of experience with crime scenes around here. They even catch the bad guys
sometimes.Not this time, though, or the girl wouldn’t have come to me.It’s all about the
justice.The vial was the only thing that didn’t go back into the case. That was in my pants pocket.



It weighed nothing, but it was fifty fucking pounds heavy. It made me drag my feet all the way to
the tattoo parlor.-4-Patty Cakes has a little skin art place just south of Boundary Street, right
between a glam bar called Pornstash and a deli called Open All Night, which, to my knowledge,
has never been open. Someone nailed a Bible to the front door, so take that any way you
want.The tattoo joint was open all night. Never during the day, as far as I know. It wasn’t that kind
of place. I saw Patty in there, stick thin with a purple Mohawk and granny glasses, hunched over
the arm of a biker who looked like Jerry Garcia. Yeah, I know, Jerry’s been dead for years. This
guy looked like Jerry would look now. His name was Elmo something. I didn’t care enough to
remember the rest.“Hey, Monk,” Patty said when she heard the little bell over the door.“Hey, Mr.
Addison,” Elmo said. He was always a polite s.o.b.“Hey,” I said and hooked a stool with my foot,
dragged it over so I could watch Patty work. She was half-Filipino Chinese, with interesting scars
on her face. Lot of backstory to her. I know most of it, but almost nobody else does. She knows a
lot about me, too. We don’t sleep together, but we’ve stayed up drinking more nights than I can
count. She’s one of my people, the little circle of folks I actually trust. We met the year I came
back, and she spotted something in me from the jump. Bought me my first meal at the Delta.She
was working on green tints for a tat of climbing roses that ran from right thumb to left. Dozens of
roses, hundreds of leaves.“Nice,” I said.Elmo grinned like a kid on Christmas. “She’s nearly
done.”I nodded. Elmo was an ink junkie. He’d be back. Not just to elaborate on the tattoo, but
because it was Patty sinking the ink. People come from all over just for her. I do. Like me, she has
her gifts. Or maybe it’s that she has her mission, too. But that’s her story, and this isn’t that.Patty
sat back and studied her work. “Okay, Elmo, that’s it for now. Let it set. Go home and take care of
it, okay?”“Okay.”“Give Steve a kiss for me.”“Sure.” He got up, stood in front of the floor-length
mirror for a minute, grinning at the work. His eyes were a little glazed. He walked out wearing
only a beater and jeans, his leather jacket forgotten on a chair. I knew he’d be back for it
tomorrow. They always come back to Patty Cakes.She got up and locked the door, flipped the
sign to CLOSED and turned out the front lights. I stripped off my coat and shirt, caught sight of
myself in the mirror. An unenamored lady once told me I look like a shaved ape. Fair enough. I’m
bigger than most people, wider than most, deeper than most. A lot of me is covered in ink. None
of it’s really pretty. Not like those roses. It’s all faces. Dozens of them. Small, about the size of a
half-dollar. Very detailed. Photo real, almost. Men and women. Kids. All ages and races.
Faces.“Let me have it,” she said, holding out a hand. I hadn’t even told her why I was there. She
knew me, though. Knew my moods. So I dug the vial out of my pocket and handed it to her. She
took it, held it up to the light, sighed, nodded. “Gimme a sec. Have a beer.”I found two bottles of
Fat Pauly’s, a craft lager from Iligan City in the Philippines, cracked them open, set one down on
her work table, lowered myself into her chair and sipped the other. Good beer. Ice cold. I
watched her work.She removed the rubber stopper from the vial and used a sterile syringe to
suck up every last drop, then she injected the mixture into a jar of ink. It didn’t matter that the ink
was black. All of my tats are black. The white is my skin. Any color that shows up is from scars
that still had some pink in them, but that would fade away after a while.I drank my beer as Patty



worked. Her eyes were open, but I knew that she wasn’t seeing anything in that room. Her pupils
were pinpoints and there was sweat on her forehead and upper lip. She began chanting
something in Tagalog that I couldn’t follow. Not one of my languages. When she was done
mixing, she stopped chanting and cut me a look.“You want the strap?”“No,” I said.She held out a
thick piece of leather. “Take the strap.”“No.”“Why do we go through this every time?”“I don’t need
it,” I told her.“I do. Goddamn it, Monk, I can’t work with you screaming in my ear. Take the fucking
strap.”I sighed. “Okay. Give me the fucking strap.”She slapped it into my palm, and I put it
between my teeth. She got out a clean needle and set the bottle of ink close at hand. She didn’t
ask me what I wanted her to draw. She knew.I didn’t start screaming right away. Not until she
began putting the features on the little girl’s face.We were both glad I had the fucking strap.-5-It
took her an hour to get it right, and I could feel when it was right. We both could.I spat the strap
onto my lap and sat there, gasping, out of breath, fucked up. I could see the pity in Patty’s eyes.
She was crying a little, like she always does. The light in the room had changed. Become
brighter, and the edges of everything were so sharp I could cut myself on their reality. All the
colors bled away. Except for red, white, black and all those shades of gray. That’s what I saw. It’s
all I’d see until I was done with what I had to do.Sometimes it was like that for days. Other times it
was fast. Depends on how good a look the girl got and what I’d be able to tell from that look.Patty
helped me up, grunting with the effort. I was two-fifty and change. None of it blubber. A lot of it
was scar tissue. The room did an Irish céilí dance around me, and my brain kept trying to flip the
circuit breakers off.“If you’re going to throw up, use the bathroom.”“Not this time,” I managed to
wheeze, then I grabbed my stuff, clumsied my way into my shirt and jacket and stumbled out into
the night, mumbling something to her that was supposed to be thanks but might have been fuck
you.Patty wouldn’t take offense. She understood.Like I said, one of my people.The night was
hung wrong. The buildings leaned like drunks and the moon hid a guilty smile behind torn
streamers of cloud. It took me half an hour to find my way back to where the girl was killed. My
eyes weren’t seeing where my feet were walking and sometimes I crashed into things, tripped
over lines in the pavement, tried to walk down an alley that wasn’t there. It’s like that for a bit, but
it settles down.Once I was on that street, it settled down a lot.I stood by the step where I’d found
her blood.This is where it gets difficult for me. Victims don’t usually know enough to really help,
not even when I can see what they saw when they died. Like I was doing now. Half the time they
didn’t see it coming. A drive-by, or a hazy image of a tire iron. The feel of hands grabbing them
from behind.It was kind of like that with the girl.Olivia.I realized I knew her name now.Olivia
Searcy.Fifteen. Even younger than I thought, but I was right about the clothes. They were her
sister’s. Shoes and push-up bra, too. She wanted to look older. No, she wanted to be older. But
that was as old as she’d ever get.I knew why she was there, and it was a bad episode of a teen
romance flick. She was a sophomore in high school, he was a senior. Good looking, smart, from
a family with some bucks. Good grades. A real find, and maybe in time he’d grow up and be a
good man. But he was eighteen and all he wanted was pussy, and a lot of guys know that young
pussy is often dumb pussy, which makes it easy pussy. So they come onto them, making them



feel cool, feel special, feel loved. And they get some ass, maybe pop a cherry, and move on the
instant the girl gets clingy. Fifteen year olds always get clingy, but there are always more of them.
The boy, Drake, hadn’t yet plundered Olivia. It was part of the plan for tonight.They went to a
party at some other guy’s house a long way from here, in a part of town where stuff like this isn’t
supposed to happen, which is a stupid thought because stuff like this happens everywhere. The
party was fun and it was loud. They got high. Got smashed. He got grabby and she freaked.
Maybe a moment of clarity, maybe she saw the satyr’s face behind the nice boy mask. Whatever.
She bolted and ran.She didn’t know if Drake tried to find her because she tried real hard not to
be found.She was found, though.Just not by Drake.For a little bit there I thought I was going to
have to break some parents’ hearts by fucking up their pretty boy son, but that wasn’t in tonight’s
playbook. Drake hadn’t done anything worse than be a high school dickhead. He got her drunk,
but he hadn’t forced her, hadn’t slipped her a roofie. And, who knows, maybe if he’d found her in
time he’d have become Galahad and fought for her honor. Might have saved her life.Probably
would have died with her.Or, maybe the killer would have opted out and gone looking for
someone else. A lot of serial killers and opportunistic killers are like that. They’re not Hannibal
Lecter. They’re not tough, smart and dangerous. Most of them are cowards. They feel totally
disempowered by whatever’s happened to them—abusive parents, bad genes, who the fuck
cares? They hurt and terrify and mutilate and kill because it makes them feel powerful, but it’s a
lie. It’s no more real than feeling powerful by wearing a Batman costume at Halloween. You may
look the part, but you’re a long way from saving Gotham City.All of that flooded through my brain
while I stood there and looked at the street through the eyes of a dead girl. Seeing it the way
Olivia saw it right as hands grabbed her from behind. Right as someone pulled her back against
his body so she could feel his size, his strength, the hard press of his cock against her back.
Right as he destroyed her. Right as the cold edge of the knife was pressed into the soft flesh
under her left ear.I felt all of that. Everything. Her nerve endings were mine. Her pain exploded
through me. The desperate flutter of her heart changed the rhythm of mine into a panic, like the
beating of a hummingbird’s wings against a closed window. I felt her break inside as he ruined
her. I heard the prayers she prayed, and they echoed in my head like they’d echoed in hers. She
hadn’t been able to scream them aloud because first there was a hand over her mouth, and then
there was the knife against her throat and those threats in her ear.And when he was done, I felt
the burn.That line, like someone moving an acetylene torch along a bead of lead. Moving from
under my left ear to under my right.I felt her die because I died, too. Olivia drowned in her own
blood.Then there was a strange time, an oddly quiet time, because I was with her when she was
dead, too. When he wrapped her in a plastic tarp and put her in the trunk. It was so weird
because while he did that he was almost gentle. As if afraid of hurting her.Fucking
psychopath.While the car drove from where she’d died to where he’d dumped her, Olivia slipped
into that special part of the universe where the dead see each other. Certain kinds of dead. The
dead who were part of a family. Victims of the same knife.His people.Olivia discovered that she
was not the only one. Not the first, not the tenth.She wasn’t sure how many because he moved



around so much. Had moved around. Not so much anymore. Not since he moved to this town.
The victims she met were the ones who’d died here.Twenty-six of them.The youngest was eight.I
met those victims, too, because I was inside the memory. Like I’d actually been there. That’s how
it worked. I talked to them, and most of them already knew who and what I was. The first time I’d
encountered that it shocked the shit out of me. But now I understood. Not to say I’m used to it,
because I’d have to be a special kind of fucked up to be used to something like that. No, it was
more like I knew how to deal. How to use it.Some of them had died just like Olivia. An attack from
behind. Everything from behind. No chance of an identification. He varied it a little. One of those
nearly patternless killers that the FBI have no idea how to profile. A knife across the throat, an
icepick between the right ribs, a garrote made from a guitar string, a broken neck.Most were like
that.Most. Not all.There was one who fought. She’d had a little judo and some taekwondo. Not
enough, but enough to make him work for it. It was one of the early ones, after he’d moved here.
The one that made him want to never bring them home again. She’d gotten out and he’d chased
her into the front yard and caught her before she could wake the neighbors. Single homes, lots
of yard on all sides. Cul-de-sac. When he caught up to her she spun around and tried to make a
fight of it.
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Danielle, “Intriguing, exciting, surprising, startling, and even discomforting stories are housed
within Peel Back the Skin. Books offer us a chance to escape into other worlds. The authors
direct the plot, shape the characters, create the senses of wonder, anxiety, beauty, trepidation,
and drive the pace. A host of brilliant cognitive processes form these images into an entirely
unique running picture for one, inside our mind’s eye.I contend that a well written book,
especially a collection, is much more satisfying than a movie. It can be read, reread, and the
stories, characters, and emotions can be re-experienced through other lenses. A reader can
connect with other plot elements, find new details and add to the character.As readers, as
communities of readers, it is often hard to understand why people live with their eyes glued to
the television and movie screens when they have more options, limitless titles, and unparalleled
talent waiting for them at their fingertips in the form of a book. Instead, people choose to not
read.Intriguing, exciting, surprising, startling, and even discomforting stories are part of our
weapons in the war to fight aliteracy. Peel Back the Skin houses a particularly strong collection of
these specimens. “The REAL MONSTERS Are In Your Mirror” – what an apt tag line for this book!
While the stories differ widely, I crashed into reader-awe with many. Here were some, and just
some of the highlights:There were some characters and settings that cry out to be born again
(Mystic by Jonathan Maberry, The Long Bright Descent by Erik Williams),Twists and surprises
ruled many stories (Family Bible by Ed Kurtz, The Shed by Joe McKinney, Orphans on the Air by
James Lowder),Paranormal delights coincide with us (Moth Frenzy by Lucy Taylor, Life or
Whatever Passes for It by Durand Sheng Welsh).Bravo!”

Angie Lisle, “Great collection of short horror stories.. A well-written and edited collection of
horror stories that can be read at any time of the year, not just at Halloween. There's a little bit of
everything for everyone here. Some of the stories are psychological, some have supernatural
kinks thrown in, some are reminiscent of slasher-flicks. All of these stories deal with human
response to the darkness.Many of the stories also include references to other authors, creating
a to-read list for anyone who's interested in making note of them.I'm a life-long lover of both the
horror genre and short story collections which is probably why I received a free advanced
reader's copy of this book in exchange for a review. I enjoyed all of the stories in this anthology.
The only problem I experienced was that some of the physical responses to pain momentarily
kicked me out of certain stories and I had to remind myself of research suggesting that
psychopaths don't register pain like normal people before I could go on. Keep that in mind while
you read (that statement might spoil a couple of the stories...if so, I apologize).The majority of
stories depict human monsters. Tim Lebbon's 'The Protector' and Joe McKinney's 'The Shed'
examines what happens when the monsters are close enough to be called family, while Yvonne
Navarro's 'Superheated' and Ray Garton's 'Burning Leaves on an Autumn Day' explores the
monsters who live nearby, on the periphery of the main characters' lives. 'Family Bible' by Ed



Kurtz illustrates how mental problems may be taught and reinforced within the family while
Graham Masterton's 'The Greatest Gift' shows us how two folks with psychological issues can
feed each other's demons. The past comes hunting a group of former children in John McCallum
Swain's 'Beholder' and Nancy Collin's 'Gator Lake' metes out justice to a monster far more
dangerous than the title creature.But a few stories do contain magical content. In Durand Sheng
Welsh’s ‘Life, or Whatever Passes for It’, several legends come together to create a gruesome
tale about the Fountain of Youth and 'Orphans of Air' by James Lowder imagines what could
happen if corporate monsters had preternatural powers. Erik Williams' 'The Long Bright Descent'
depicts a modern-take on an age-old battle between light and darkness.Two stories stood out to
me. I continued to work out William Meikle's ghostly tale, 'The Lady of the Minch', long after I'd
finished the story. I was on my exercise bike and set this book aside as I pedaled and stared into
space while this story played out for a second time, all the dots now connected. And Charles
Austin Muir's surprise at the end of 'Party Monster' caught me off-guard. Juggling the multiple
parts of the story, I wasn't expecting the final page when I reached it and hadn't worked my way
toward the reasons why all of this went down.I also enjoyed the psychological twists to some of
these tales. Jonathan Maberry's 'Mystic' seems straight-up, until you ask yourself if the main
character is really seeing dead people or is he suffering from mental delusions? The real
monster of the story depends on how you answer that question. Is the Navajo skinwalker in Lucy
Synder's 'Moth Frenzy' a real supernatural predator or is this a drug-and-trauma-induced
psychological disorder responsible for creating the myth? You be the judge.”

Miff, “One of the best Anthologies I've ever read.. I would never have discovered this brilliant
work if I hadn't read about it in David Spell's Scarey Reviews. This collection is superb. Each
story unique and chilling in its own way. I love the work of Graham Masterton and his story had
me squirming. I also loved Gator Lake. I am now a commuted of Grey Matter press and will be
purchasing more from them. Read This.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Take a look in the mirror....... One of the best horror anthologies I've read
in a long time”

The book by Yvonne Navarro has a rating of  5 out of 4.0. 17 people have provided feedback.
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