The Night Flier
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In spite of his pilot's license, Dees didnt redly get interested until the murders at the airport in
Maryland — the third and fourth murders in the series Then he smedled that specid combination
of blood and guts which readers of Inside View had come to expect. Coupled with a good
dimestore mygery like this one, you were looking a the likdihood of an explosive circulation
boog, and in the tabloid business, increased circulation was more than the name of the game; it
wasthe Holy Grall.

For Dees, however, there was bad news as well as good. The good news was that he had
gotten to the story ahead of the rest of the pack; he was Hill undefeated, sill champeen, ill top
hog in the sty. The bad news was that the roses redly belonged to Morrison . . . <o far, at least.
Morrison, the freshman editor, had gone on picking away a the damned thing even after Dees,
the veteran reporter, had assured him there was nothing there but smoke and echoes. Dees didn't
like the idea that Morrison had smdled blood firs - haed it, in fact - and this left him with a
completely understandable urge to piss the man off. And he knew just how to do it.

'Duffrey, Maryland, huh?

Morrison nodded.

'Anyone in the draight press pick up on it yet? Dees asked, and was gratified to see Morrison
bristle a once.

If you mean has anyone suggested thees a said killer out there, the
answer isno,' he sad diffly.

But it won't be long, Dees thought.

‘But it won't be long,’ Morrison said. 'If there's another one—

'‘Gimme the file! Dees sad, pointing to the buff-colored folder lying on Morrison's eerily nest
desk.

The bading editor put a hand on it instead, and Dees understood two things. Morrison was
going to give it to him, but not until he had been made to pay a little for his initid unbdief . . .
and his lofty I'mthe-veteran-around-here attitude. Well, maybe tha was dl right. Maybe even
the top hog in the sty needed to have his curly little tail twisted every now and then, just to
refresh his memory on his place in the scheme of things.

'l thought you were supposed to be over a the Museum of Naturd Higtory, talking to the
penguin guy,” Morrison said. The corners of his mouth curved up in a smdl but undeniably evil
smile. "'The one who thinks they're smarter than people and dolphins.’

Dees pointed to the only other thing on Morrison's desk besides the folder and the pictures of
his nerdy-looking wife and three nerdy-looking kids: a large wire basket labelled DAILY BREAD.
It currently contained a single thin sheaf of manuscript, Sx or eight pages held together with one
of Deess didinctive magenta paper-clips, and an envelope marked CONTACT SHEETS DO NOT
BEND.



Morrison took his hand off the folder (looking ready to dap it back on if Dees so much as
twitched), opened the envelope, and shook out two sheets covered with black-and-white photos
not much bigger than postage stamps. Each photo showed long files of penguins staring slently
out at the viewer. There was something undeniably creepy about them — to Merton Morrison
they looked like George Romero zombies in tuxedos. He nodded and dipped them back into the
envelope. Dees didiked al editors on principle, but he had to admit that this one a least gave
credit where credit was due. It was a rare dtribute, one Dees suspected would cause the man all
sorts of medical problems in later life. Or maybe the problems had dready dtarted. There he i,
surely not thirty-five yet, with at least saventy per cent of his skull exposed.

'Not bad,’ Morrison said. 'Who took them?

'l did,' Dees said. 'l always take the pix tha go with my sories. Don't you ever look at the
photo credits?

'Not usualy, no, Morrison said, and glanced a the temp headline Dees tad dugged a the top
of his penguin gory. Libby Grannit in Comp would come up with a punchier, more colorful one,
of course — that was, after al, her job — but Deess ingtincts were good dl the way up to
headlines, and he usudly found the right dreet, if not often the actud address and apartment
number. ALIEN INTELLIGENCE AT NORTH POLE, this one read. Penguins weren't diens, of course,
and Morrison had an idea that they actudly lived a the South Pole, but those things hardly
mattered. Inside View readers were crazy about both Aliens and Intelligence (perhaps because a
mgority of them fdt like the former and sensed in themsdves a deep deficiency of the latter),
and that was what mattered.

"The headlinés alittle lacking," Morrison began, 'but — '

' — that'swhat Libby'sfor,’ Deesfinished for him.'So .. ."

'S0? Morrison asked. His eyes were wide and blue and guildess behind his gold-rimmed
glasses. He put his hand back down on top of the folder, smiled a Dees, and waited.

'So what do you want meto say? That | waswrong?

Morrison's smile widened a millimeter or two. 'Just that you might have been wrong. That'd
do, | guess— you know what a pussycat | am.’

'Yeah, tell me about it," Dees said, but he was rdlieved. He could take a little abasement; it was
the actua crawling around on his belly that he didn't like.

Morrison sat looking at him, right hand splayed over thefile.

'Okay; | might have been wrong.'

'How large-hearted of you to admit it,” Morrison said, and handed thefile over.

Dees snached it greedily, took it over to the chair by the window, and opened it. What he read
thistime — it was no more than a loose assemblage of wire-sarvice stories and clippings from a
few gamdl-town weeklies— blew hismind.

| didn't see this before, he thought, and on the hedls of that: Why didn't | see this before?

He didn't know . . . but he did know he might have to rethink that idea of being top hog in the
tabloid gy if he missed any more dories like this He knew something dse, as wdl: if his and
Morrison's positions had been reversed (and Dees had turned down the editor's chair a Inside
View not once but twice over the lagt seven years), he would have made Morrison crawl on his
belly like a reptile before giving him thefile.

Fuck that, he told himsdlf. Y ou would have fired his assright out the door.

The idea tha he might be burning out fluttered through his mind. The burnout rate was pretty
high in this busness, he knew. Apparently you could spend only so many years writing about
flying saucas carying off whole Brazlian villages (usudly illustrated by out-of-focus



photographs of light-bulbs hanging from srands of thread), dogs that could do caculus, and out-
of-work daddies chopping their kids up like kindling wood. Then one day you suddenly snapped.
Like Dottie Wdsh, who had gone home one night and taken a bath with a dry-cleaning bag
wrapped around her head.

Don't be a fool, he told himsdlf, but he was uneasy just the same. The story was dtting there,
right there, big aslife and twice as ugly. How in the hell could he have missed it?

He looked up a Morrison, who was rocked back in his desk char with his hands laced
together over his ssomach, watching him. "Well? Morrison asked.

'Yeah,' he said. 'This could be big. And that's not dl. | think it's the real goods.”

'l don't care if it's the red goods or not, Morrison sad, ‘as long as it sdls papers. And it's
going to I lots of papers, isnt it, Richard?

'Yes' He got to his feet and tucked the folder under his arm. 'l want to run this guy's backtrall,
darting with the first one we know about, up in Maine!

‘Richard?

He turned back at the door and saw Morrison was looking at the contact sheets again. He was
aniling.

'What do you think if we run the best of these next to a photo of Danny DeVito in that Batman
movie?

'It works for me,' Dees said, and went out. Questions and sdlf-doubts were suddenly, blessedly
st asde the old smel d blood was back in his nose, strong and bitterly compelling, and for the
time being he only wanted to follow it dl the way to the end. The end came a week later, not in
Maine, not in Maryland, but much farther south, in North Carolina
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It was summertime, which meant the living should have been easy and the cotton high, but
nothing was coming easy for Richard Dees as that long day wound its way down toward dark.

The mgor problem was his indbility — a least s0 far — to get into the amdl Wilmington
arport, which served only one mgor carier, a few commuter airlines, and a lot of private planes.
There were heavy thundersorm cdls in the area and Dees was circdling ninety miles from the
arfidd, pogoing up and down in the ungteady ar and curang as the last hour of daylight began
to dip away. It was 7:45 P.M. by the time he was given landing clearance. That was less than
forty minutes before officid sundown. He didnt know if the Night Hier stuck to the traditiond
rules or not, but if he did, it was going to be a close thing.

And the Hier was here; of that Dees was sure. He had found the right place, the right Cessna
Skymedter. His quarry could have picked Virginia Beach, or Charlotte, or Birmingham, or some
point even farther south, but he hadn't. Dees didnt know where he had hidden between leaving
Duffrey, Maryland, and ariving here, and didnt care. It was enough to know that his intuition
had been correct - his boy had continued to work the windsock circuit. Dees had spent a good
part of the last week cdling dl the arports south of Duffrey that seemed right for the Hier's MO,
making the rounds again and again, using his finger on the TouchTone in his Days Inn moted
room until it was sore and his contacts on the other end had begun to express their irritation with
his persastence. Yet in the end persistence had paid off, asit so often did.

Private planes had landed the night before a dl of the mogt likdy arfidds, and Cessna
Skymaster 3375 a dl of them. Not surprising, since they were the Toyotas of private aviation.



But the Cessna 337 that had landed lagt night in Wilmington was the one he was looking for; no
question about it. He was on the guy.

Dead on the guy.

'‘N471B, vector ILS runway 34, the radio voice drawled laconicaly into his earphones. 'Hy
heading 160. Descend and maintain 3,000.'

'Heading 160. Leaving 6 for 3,000, roger.'

'And be aware we till got some nasty weather down here!

'‘Roger,’ Dees sad, thinking that ole Farmer John, down there in whatever beer-barrel passed
for Air Traffic Control in Wilmington, was sure one hdl of a sport to tdl him thet. He knew there
was 4ill nasty weether in the areg; he could see the thunderheads, some with lightning <ill going
off indde them like giant fireworks, and he had spent the lagt forty minutes or so circling and
feding more like aman in a blender than one in a twin-engine Beechcraft.

He flicked off the autopilot, which had been taking him around and around the same Supid
patch of now-yousee-it, now-you-dont North Carolina farmland for far too long, and grabbed a
handful of whed. No cotton down there, high or otherwise, that he could see. Just a bunch of
used-up tobacco paiches now overgrown with kudzu. Dees was happy to point his plane's nose
toward Wilmington and start down the ramp, monitored by pilot, ATC, and tower, for the ILS
approach.

He picked up the microphone, thought about giving ole Farmer John there a ydl, asking him if
there happened to be anything weird going on downgairs — the dark-and-stormy-night kind of
guff Inside View readers loved, perhaps — then racked the mike again. It was ill awhile until
aunsst; he had veified the officd Wilmington time on his way down from Washington
National. No, he thought, maybe held just keep his questions to himsdlf for alittle while longer.

Dees believed the Night Flier was a red vampire about as much as he bdieved it was the
Tooth Fairy who had put dl those quarters under his pillow when he was a kid, but if the guy
thought he was a vampire — and this guy, Dees was convinced, redly did — that would
probably be enough to make him conform to the rules.

Life, after dl, imitates art.

Count Draculawith a private pilot's license.

You had to admit, Dees tought, it was a lot better than killer penguins plotting the overthrow
of the human race.

The Beech jounced as he passed through a thick membrane of cumulus on his seady
downward course. Dees cursed and trimmed the plane, which seemed increasingly unhappy with
the westher.

You and me both, babes, Dees thought.

When he came into the cdear again, he could see the lights of Wilmington and Wrightsville
Beach clearly.

Yes, sir, the fatties who shop at 7-Eleven are gonna love this one, he thought as lightning
flashed on the port sde. They're gonna pick up about seventy zllion copies of this baby when
they go out for their nightly ration of Twinkies and beer.

But there was more, and he knew it.

Thisonecouldbe. .. wdl . .. just so goddam good.

This one could be legitimate.

There was a time when a word like that never would have crossed your mind, ole buddy, he
thought. Maybe you are burning out.



Sill, big stacked headlines danced in his head like sugarplums. INSIDE VIEW REPORTER
APPREHENDS CRAZED NIGHT FLIER. EXCLUSIVE STORY ON HOW BLOOD-DRINKING NIGHT FLIER WAS
FINALLY CAUGHT. 'NEEDED TOHAVE IT,' DEADLY DRACULA DECLA RES.

It wasn't exactly grand opera — Dees had to admit that — but he thought it sang just the same.
He thought it sang like aboid.

He picked up the mike after al and depressed the button. He knew his blood-buddy was 4ill
down there, but he aso knew he wasn't going to be comfortable until he had made absolutely
sure.

'Wilmington, this is N471B. You ill got a Skymagter 337 from Maryland down there on the
ramp?

Through datic: ‘Lookslikeit, old hoss. Can't talk just now. | got air traffic.'

'Has it got red piping? Dees persisted.

For a moment he thought he would get no answer, then: 'Red piping, roger. Kick it off,
N471B, if you dont want me to see if |1 can dgp an FCC fine on y'dl. | got too many fish to fry
tonight and not enough skillets!’

‘Thanks, Wilmington,” Dees sad in his most courteous voice. He hung up the mike and then
gave it the finger, but he was grinning, barely noticing the jolts as he passed through another
membrane of cloud. Skymadter, red piping, and he was willing to bet next year's dary tha if the
doofus in the tower hadn't been so busy, he would have been able to confirm the tail-number as
well: N101BL.

One week, by Chrigt, one little week. That was dl it had taken. He had found the Night Flier,
it wasn't dark yet, and as impossible as it seemed, there were no police on the scene. If there had
been cops, and if they had been there concerning the Cessna, Farmer John amost certainly
would have said so, sky-jam and bad weather or not. Some things were just too good not to
gossip about.

| want your picture, you bastard, Dees thought. Now he could see the approach lights, flashing
whitein the dusk. I'll get your story in time, but first, the picture. Just one, but | gotta have it.

Yes, because it was the picture that made it red. No fuzzy out-of-focus lightbulbs, no ‘artist's
conception’; a rea by-God photo in living black-and-white. He headed down more steeply,
ignoring the descent beep. His face was pde and set. His lips were pulled back dightly, reveding
smdl, gleaming white tegth.

In the combined light of dusk and the insrument panel, Richard Dees looked quite a little bit
like avampire himsdf.
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There were many things Inside View was not — literate, for one, over-concerned with such
minor matters as accuracy and ethics, for another — but one thing was undenidble it was

exquistely attuned to horrors. Merton Morrison was a hit of an asshole (dthough not as much of
one as Dees had thought when hed fird seen the man smoking that dumb fucking pipe of his),
but Dees had to give him one thing - he had remembered the things that had made Inside View a
success in the firgt place: buckets of blood and guts by the handful.

Oh, there were ill pictures of cute babies, plenty of psychic predictions, and Wonder Diets
featuring such unlikely ingestibles as beer, chocolate, and potato chips, but Morrison had sensed
a sea-change in the temper of the times, and had never once questioned his own judgement about



the direction the paper should take. Dees supposed that confidence was the man reason
Morrison had lasted as long as he had, in spite of his pipe and his tweed jackets from Asshole
Brothers of London. What Morrison knew was that the flower children of the sixties had grown
into the cannibds of the nineties. Huggy therapy, politica correctness, and ‘the language of
fedings might be big deds among the intelectud upper class, but the ever-popular common
man was dill a lot more interested in mass murders, buried scanddls in the lives of the sars, and
just how Magic Johnson had gotten AIDS.

Dees had no doubt there was till an audience for All Things Bright and Beautiful, but the one
for All Shit Grim and Gory had become a growth stock again as the Woodstock Generation
began to discover gray in its hair and lines curving down from the corners of its petulant, sdf-
indulgert mouth. Merton Morrison, whom Dees now recognized as a kind of intuitive genius,
had made his own indde view clear in a famous memo issued to dl daff and dringers less than a
week after he and his pipe had taken up resdence in the corner office. By dl means, siop and
smell the roses on your way to work, this memo suggested, but once you get to there, spread
those nogtrils — spread them wide — and gart sniffing for blood and guts.

Dees, who had been made for sniffing blood and guts, had been ddighted. His nose was the
reason he was here, flying into Wilmington. There was a human mongter down there, a man who
thought he was a vampire. Dees had a name dl picked out for him; it burned in his mind as a
vauable coin might burn in a man's pocket. Soon he would take the coin out and spend it. When
he did, the name would be plastered across the tabloid display racks of every supermarket
checkout counter in America, screaming at the patronsin unignorable sixty-point type.

Look out, ladies and sensation seekers, Dees thought. You don't know it, but a very bad man is
coming your way. Youll read his red name and forget it, but that's okay. What you'll remember
is my name for him, the name tha's going to put him right up there with Jack the Ripper and the
Cleveland Torso Murderer and the Black Dahlia Youll remember the Night Flier, coming soon
to a checkout counter near you. The exclusive story, the exclusve interview . . . but what | want
mogt of dl isthe exclusive picture.

He checked his watch agan and dlowed himsdf to rdax the tinies bit (which was dl he
could relax). He ill had dmost haf an hour till dark, and he would be parking next to the white
Skymeaster with red piping (and N101BL on the tail in asmilar red) in less than fifteen minutes.

Was the Flier deeping in town or in some motel on the way into town? Dees didnt think so.
One of the reasons for the Skymaster 337's popularity, besides its rdatively low price, was that it
was the only plane its sze with a bely-hold. It wasnt much bigger than the trunk of an old VW
Beetle, true, but it was roomy enough for three big suitcases or five smdl ones . . . and it could
certainly hold a man, provided he wasn't the 9ze of a pro basketbal player. The Night Fier
could be in the Cessnds bely-hold, provided he was (a) desping in the fetd postion with his
knees drawn up to his chin; or (b) crazy enough to think he was a rea vampire; or (c) both of the
above.

Dees had his money on ().

Now, with his dtimeter winding down from four to three thousand feet, Dees thought: Nope,
no hotd or mote for you, my friend, am | right? When you play vampire, youre like Frank
Sinara — you do it your way. Know what | think? | think when the bedly-hold of that plane
opens, the firg thing I'm gonna see is a shower of graveyard earth (even if it isn't, you can bet
your upper incisors it will be when the story comes out), and then I'm gonna see first one leg in a
pair of tuxedo pants, and then the other, because you are gonna be dressed, aren't you? Oh, dear



man, | think you are gonna be dressed to the nines, dressed to kill, and the auto-winder is aready
on my camera, and when | seethat cloak flap in the breeze —

But that was where his thoughts stopped, because that was when the flashing white lights on
both runways below him went out.
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| want to run this guy's backtrail, he had told Merton Morrison, starting with the first one we
know about, up in Maine.

Less than four hours later he had been a& Cumberland County Airport, taking to a mechanic
named Ezra Hannon. Mr Hannon looked as if he had recently crawled out of a gin-bottle, and
Dees wouldn't have let him within shouting distance of his own plane, but he gave the fdlow his
full and courteous attention just the same. Of course he did; Ezra Hannon was the firg link in
what Dees was beginning to think might prove to be a very important chain,

Cumberland County Airport was a dignified-sounding name for a country landing-fidd which
conssted of two Quonsat huts and two crisscrossing runways. One of these runways was actualy
tarred. Because Dees had never landed on a dirt runway, he requested the tarred one. The
bouncing his Beech 55 (for which he was in hock up to his eyebrows and beyond) took when he
landed convinced him to try the dirt when he took off again, and when he did he had been
delighted to find it as smooth and firm as a coed's breast. The field aso had a windsock, of
course, and of course it was patched like a pair of Dad's old underdrawers. Places like CCA
always had a windsock. It was part of their dubious charm, like the old biplane that aways
seemed to be parked in front of the sngle hangar.

Cumberland County was the most populous in Maine, but you never would have known it
from its cow-patty arport, Dees thought . . . or from Ezra the Amazing Gin-Head Mechanic, for
that matter. When he grinned, displaying al sx of his remaining teeth, he looked like an extra
from the film version of James Dickey's Deliverance.

The arport sat on the outskirts of the much plusher town of Famouth, exising mostly on
landing fees paid by rich summer resdents. Claire Bowie, the Night Hier's first victim, had been
CCA's night traffic controller and owned a quarter interest in the arfidd. The other employees
had conssted of two mechanics and a second ground controller (the ground controllers also sold
chips, cigarettes, and sodas, further, Dees had learned, the murdered man had made a preity
mean cheeseburger).

Mechanics and controllers adso served as pump jockeys and cugtodians. It wasn't unusuad for
the controller to have to rush back from the bathroom, where he had been swabbing out the John
with Janitor-inra-Drum, to give landing clerance and assgn a runway from the chdlenging
maze of two a his disposd. The operation was so high-pressure that during the airport's pesk
summer season the night controller sometimes got only sx hours worth of good deep between
midnight and 7:00 A.M.

Claire Bowie had been killed dmost a month prior to Deess vidt, and the picture the reporter
put together was a compodte created from the news gories in Morrison's thin file and Ezra the
Amazing GinrHead Mechanics much more colorful embdlishments. And even when he had
made the necessary alowances for his primary source, Dees remained sure that something very
strange had happened at this dipshit little airport in early June.



The Cessna 337, tal-number N101BL, had radioed the fidd for landing clearance shortly
before davn on the morning of July 9th. Claire Bowie, who had been working the night shift a
the arfidd snce 1954, when pilots sometimes had to abort their approaches (a maneuver in
those days known smply as ‘pulling up) because of the cows that sometimes wandered onto
what was then te single runway, logged the request a 4:32 A.M. The time of landing he noted as
4:49 AM.; he recorded the pilot's name as Dwight Renfied, and the point of N101BL's
origination as Bangor, Maine. The times were undoubtedly correct. The rest was bullshit (Dees
had checked Bangor, and wasn't surprised to find they had never heard of N101BL), but even if
Bowie had known it was bullshit, it probably wouldnt have made much difference; a CCA, the
atmosphere was loose, and alanding fee was alanding fee.

The name the pilot had given was a bizarre joke. Dwight just hgppened to be the firg name of
an actor named Dwight Frye, and Dwight Frye had just happened to play, among a plethora of
other parts, the role of Renfidd, a davering lunaic whose idol had been the most famous
vampire of dl time But radioing UNICOM and asking for landing clearance in the name of
Count Dracula might have raised suspicion even in adeepy little place like this, Dees supposed.

Might have, Dees wasn't redly sure. After al, a landing fee was a landing fee, and 'Dwight
Renfidld' had paid his promptly, in cash, as he had dso pad to top off his tanks — the money
had been in the register the next day, dong with a carbon of the receipt Bowie had written out.

Dees knew about the casud, hipshot way private ar-traffic had been cortrolled a the smaler
fields in the fifties and gxties, but he was Hill astonished by the informa trestment the Night
Flier's plane had received a CCA. It wasn't the fifties or sixties any more, after dl; this was the
era of drug paranoia, and most of the shit to which you were supposed to just say no came into
gmdl habors in amal boas, or into smdl arports in smdl planes . . . planes like 'Dwight
Renfidds Cessna Skymaster. A landing fee was a landing fee, sure, but Dees would have
expected Bowie to give Bangor a shout about the missng flight-plan just the same, if only to
cover his own ass. But he hadn't. The idea of a bribe had occurred to Dees a this point, but his
gn-soaked informant clamed that Claire Bowie was as honest as the day was long, and the two
Famouth cops Deestaked to later on had confirmed Hannon's judgement.

Negligence seemed a likdier answer, but in the end it didn't redly maiter; Inside View readers
weren't interested in such esoteric questions as how or why things happened. Inside View readers
were content to know what had happened, and how long it took, and if the person it happened to
had had time to scream. And pictures, of course. They wanted pictures. Great big hi-intendty
black-and-whites, if possble — the kind that seemed to legp right off the page in a swam of
dots and nail you in the forebrain.

Ezra the Amazing Gin-Head Mechanic had looked surprised and consdering when Dees asked
where he thought 'Renfield’ might have gone after landing.

'Dunno,’ he said. '‘Motdl, | Spose. Musta tooken a cab.’

'Youcameinat . .. what time did you say? Seven o'clock that morning? July ninth?

'Uh-huh. Just before Claire Ift to go home.'

'And the Cessna Skymaster was parked and tied down and empty?

'Yep. Parked right where yours is now." Ezra pointed, and Dees pulled back a little. The
mechanic smelled quite a little bit like a very old Roquefort cheese which had been pickled in
Gilbey's Gin.

'Did Claire happen to say if he cadled a cab for the pilot? To take him to a motel? Because
there don't seem to be any in easy waking distance.’



‘There aint,’ Ezra agreed. 'Closest on€'s the Sea Breeze, and that's two mile away. Maybe
more. He scratched his stubbly chin. 'But | don't remember Claire saying ary word about cdlin
thefellaacab.’

Dees made a mental note to cal the cab companies in the area just the same. At that time he
was going on what seemed like a reasonable assumption: that the guy he was looking for dept in
abed, like dmost everyone dse.

'What about alimo? he asked.

'‘Nope,' Ezra sad more pogtivey, 'Clare didn't say nothing about no limbo, and he woulda
mentioned that."

Dees nodded and decided to cdl the nearby limo companies, too. He would aso question the
res of the gtaff, but he expected no light to dawn there; this old boozehound was about al there
was. Hed had a cup of coffee with Claire before Claire Ieft for the day, and another with him
when Claire came back on duty that night, and it looked like that was dl she wrote. Except for
the Night FHlier himsdlf, Ezra seemed to have been the last person to see Claire Bowie dive.

The subject of these ruminations looked dyly df into the distance, scraiched the wattles below
his chin, then shifted his bloodshot gaze back to Dees. 'Claire didn't say nothing about no cab or
limbo, but he did say something else’

‘That s0?

'Yep,' Ezra said. He unzipped a pocket of his grease-stained coveral, removed a pack of
Chesterfields, lit one up, and coughed a disma old man's cough. He looked a Dees through the
drifting smoke with an expresson of haf-baked craftiness. 'Might not mean nothing, but then
agan, it might. It sure struck Clare perculyer, though. Must have, because mogt of the time old
Clarewouldn't say shit if he had a mouthful.’

'What wasit he said?

'Don't quite remember,’ Ezra said. 'Sometimes, you know, when | forget things, a picture of
Alexander Hamilton sorta refreshes my memory.'

'How about one of Abe Lincoln? Dees asked dryly.

After a moment's condgderation — a short one — Hannon agreed that sometimes Lincoln o
did the trick, and a portrait of this gentleman consequently passed from Deess wallet to Ezras
dightly palsed hand. Dees thought that a portrait of George Washington might have turned the
trick, but he wanted to make sure the man was entirely on his side . . . and besides, it al came out
of the expense account.

'So give!'

‘Claire said the guy looked like he must be goin to one hell of afancy party, Ezrasaid.

'Oh? Why was that? Dees was thinking he should have stuck with Washington after dl.

'Said the guy looked like he just stepped out of a bandbox. Tuxedo, slk tie dl that Stuff.' Ezra
paused. 'Claire said the guy was even wearin a big cloak. Red as a fire engine indde, black as a
woodchuck's asshole outsde. Said when it spread out behind him, it looked like a goddam bat's
wing.

A large word lit in red neon suddenly flashed on in Deess mind, and the word was BINGO.

You don't know it, my gin-soaked friend, Dees thought, but you may have just said the words
that are going to make you famous.

‘All these questions about Claire’ Ezra said, 'and you aint never once ast if | saw anything
funny.’

'Did you?

'As amatter of fact, | did.



'What was that, my friend?

Ezra scraiched his gubbly chin with long, ydlow nals, looked wisdy & Dees from the
corners of his bloodshot eyes, and then took another puff on his cigarette.

'Here we go again,’ Dees said, but he produced another picture of Abe Lincoln and was careful
to keep his voice and face amiable. His indincts were wide awake now, and they were telling
him that Mr Ginhead wasn't quite squeezed dry. Not yet, anyway.

‘That don't seem like enough for al I'm tellin you, Ezra said reproachfully. 'Rich dty fela like
you ought to be able to do better'n ten bucks.'

Dees looked a his watch — a heavy Rolex with diamonds gleaming on the face. 'Gosh!' he
sad. 'Look how late it's getting! And | havent even been over to tak with the Famouth police
yet!'

Before he could do more than dart to get up, the five had disgppeared from between his
fingers and had joined its mate in the pocket of Hannon's coverall.

‘All right, if youve got something dse to tdl, tel it; Dees sad. The amiability was gone now.
'I've got places to go and people to see!’

The mechanic thought it over, scraiching his wattles and sending out little puffs of ancient,
cheesy smdl. Then he sad, amog rductantly: 'Seen a big pile of dirt under that Skymadter.
Right under the luggage bay, it was!'

‘That s0?

'Ayuh. Kicked it with my boot."

Deeswaited. He could do that.

‘Nagty stuff. Full of worms!'

Dees waited. This was good, useful duff, but he didn't think the old man was wrung
completely dry even yet.

'And maggots,' Ezra said. 'There was maggots, too. Like where something died.’

Dees sayed that night a the Sea Breeze Motd, and was winging his way to the town of
Alderton in upstate New Y ork by eight o'clock the next morning.
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Of dl the things Dees didn't understand about his quarry's movements, the thing which puzzled
him the most was how leisurely the Hier had been. In Maine and in Maryland, he had actudly
lingered before killing. His only one-night stand had been in Alderton which he had visted two
weeks after doing Claire Bowie.

Lakeview Airport in Alderton was even smdler than CCA — a single unpaved runway and a
combined OpsUNICOM that was no more than a shed with a fresh coat of paint. There was no
ingrument approach; there was, however, a large satelite dish so none of the flying farmers who
used the place would have to miss Murphy Brown or Wheel of Fortune or anything redly
important like that.

One thing Dess liked a lot: the unpaved Lakeview runway was just as slky-smooth as the one
in Maine had been. | could get used to this, Dees thought as he dropped the Beech neatly onto
the surface and began to dow it down. No big thuds over asphdt patches, no potholes that want
to ground-loop you after you comein. . . yeah, | could get used to thisred easy.

In Alderton, nobody had asked for pictures of Presidents or friends of Residents. In Alderton,
the whole town — a community of just under a thousand souls - was in shock, not merdly the



few part-timers who, aong with the late Buck Kenddl, had run Lakeview Airport dmost as a
charity (and certainly in the red). There was redly no one to tak to, anyway, not even a witness
of the Ezra Hannon caliber. Hannon had been bleary, Dees reflected, but at least he had been
quotable.

'Musgt have been a mighty man,” one of the part-timers told Dees. 'Ole Buck, he dressed out
right around two-twenty, and he was easy most of the time but if you did get him riled, he made
you sorry. Seen him box down a fdla in a cany show that came through Pkeepsie two years
ago. That kind of fightin ain't lega, accourse, but Buck was short a paymert on that little Piper
of his, s0 he boxed that carny fighter down. Collected two hundred dollars and got it to the loan
comp'ny about two days before they was gonna send out someone to repo hisride, | guess!’

The part-timer shook his head, looking genuinely distressed, and Dees wished hed thought to
uncase his camera Inside View readers would have lapped up that long, lined, mournful face.
Dees made a mentd note to find out if the late Buck Kendal had had a dog. Inside View readers
also lapped up pictures of the dead man's dog. You posed it on the porch of the deceased's house
and captioned it BUFFY'SLONG WAIT BEGINS, or Something Smilar.

'It'sadamn shame,' Dees said sympatheticaly.

The part-timer Sghed and nodded. ‘Guy mugta got him from behind. That's the only way | can
figger it

Dees didn't know from which direction Gerard '‘Buck’ Kendall had been gotten, but he knew
that this time the victim's throat had not been ripped out. This time there were holes, holes from
which Dwight Renfidd’ had presumably sucked his victim's blood. Except, according to the
coroner's report, the holes were on opposite sdes of the neck, one in the jugular vein and the
other in the carotid artery. They werent the discreet little bite marks of the Bela Lugos era or the
dightly gorier ones of the Christopher Lee flicks, ether. The coroner's report spoke in
centimeters, but Dees could trandate well enough, and Morrison had the indefatigable Libby
Grannit to explain what the coroner's dry language only patidly reveded: the killer ether had
teeth the sze of one of View's beloved Bigfeet, or he had made the holes in Kenddl's neck in a
much more prosaic fashion - with ahammer and anall.

DEADLY NIGHT FLIER SPIKED VICTIMS, DRANK THEIR BLOOD, both men thought at different places
on the same day. Not bad.

The Night Hier had requested permission to land a Lakeview Airport shortly after 10:30 P.M.
on the night of July 23rd. Kenddl had granted permisson and had noted a tal-number with
which Dees had become very familiar: N101BL. Kenddl had noted 'name of pilot' as 'Dwite
Renfidd' and the 'make and mode of aircraft’ as 'Cessna Skymagter 337'. No mention of the red
piping, and of course no mention of the sweeping bat-wing cloak that was as red as a fire engine
on the ingde and as black as a woodchuck's asshole on the outsde, but Dees was postive of
both, just the same.

The Night Hier had flown into Alderton's Lakeview Airport shortly after ten-thirty, killed that
grgpping felow Buck Kenddl, drunk his blood, and flown out again in his Cessna sometime
before Jenna Kenddl came by a five o'clock on the morning of the twenty-fourth to give her
hushand a fresh-made waffle and discovered his exsanguinated corpse instead.

As Dees stood outsde the ramshackle Lakeview hangar/tower mulling these things over, it
occurred to him that if you gave blood, the most you could expect was a cup of orange juice and
aword of thanks. If you took it, however — sucked it, to be specific — you got headlines. As he
turned the rest of a bad cup of coffee out on the ground and headed toward his plane, ready to fly



south to Maryland, it occurred to Richard Dees that God's hand might have shaken just a tiny bit
when He was finishing off the supposed magter-work of His cregtive empire.
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Now, two bad hours after leaving Washington Nationa, things had suddenly gotten a lot worse,
and with shocking suddenness. The runway lights had gone out, but Dees now saw that wasn't all
that had gone out — hdf of Wilmington and dl of Wrightsville Beach were dso dark. ILS was
dill there, but when Dees snatched the mike and screamed, 'What happened? Talk to me,
Wilmington!" he got nothing back but a screech of datic in which a few voices babbled like
disant ghosts.

He jammed the mike back, missng the prong. It thudded to the cockpit floor at the end of its
curled wire, and Dees forgot it. The grab and the yell had been pure pilot's ingtinct and no more.
He knew what had happened as surdly as he knew the sun set n the west . . . which it would do
very soon now. A sroke of lightning must have scored a direct hit on a power subgtation near the
arport. The question was whether or not to go in anyway.

'You had clearance’ one voice sad. Another immediately (and correctly) replied that that was
s0 much bullshit rationdization. You learned what you were supposed to do in a dtuation like
this when you were Hill the equivdent of a student driver. Logic and the book tell you to head
for your dternate and try to contact ATC. Landing under snafu conditions such as these could
cost him aviolation and a hefty fine.

On the other hand, not landing now — right now — could lose him the Night Hier. It might
adso cod a life (or lives), but Dees bardly factored this into the equation . . . until an idea went off
like a flashbulb in his mind, an inspiration that occurred, as mogt of his inspirations did, in huge
tabloid type:

HEROIC REPORTER SAVES (fill in a number, as large as possble, which was pretty large, given
the amazingly generous borders that mark the range of human credulity) FROM CRAZED NIGHT
FLIER.

Eat that, Farmer John, Dees thought, and continued his descent toward Runway 34.

The runway lights down there suddenly flashed on, as if goproving his decison, then went out
agan, leaving blue afterimages on his retinas that turned the sick green of spoiled avocados a
moment later. Then the weird datic coming from the radio cleared and Farmer John's voice
screamed: ‘Haul port, N471B: Piedmont, haul starboard: Jesus, oh Jesus, midair, | think we got
amidair —'

Deess sdf-presarvation ingincts were every bit as well honed as those which smelled blood in
the bush. He never even saw the Pledmont Airlines 727's strobe lights. He was too busy banking
as tightly to port as the Beech could bank — which was as tight as a virgin's cooze, and Dees
would be happy to testify to that fact if he got out of this shittorm dive — as soon as the second
word was out of Farmer John's mouth. He had a momentary sight/sense of something huge only
inches above him, and then the Beech 55 was taking a beating that made the previous rough ar
seem like glass. His cigarettes flew out of his breast pocket and streamed everywhere. The half-
dark Wilmington skyline tilted crazily. His somach seemed to be trying to squeeze his heart dl
the way up his throat and into his mouth. Spit ran up one cheek like a kid whizzing dong a
greased dide. Maps flew like birds. The air outsde now raved with jet thunder as well as the



kind nature made. One of the windows in the four-seat passenger compartment imploded, and an
asthmatic wind whooped in, skirling everything not tied down back there into a tornado.

'Resume your previous altitude assignment, N471B!" Farmer John was screaming. Dees was
aware that hed just ruined a two-hundred-dollar pair of pants by spraying about a pint of hot piss
into them, but he was patiadly soothed by a strong feding that old Farmer John had just loaded
his Jockey shorts with atruckload or so of fresh Mars Bars. Sounded that way, anyhow.

Dees caried a Swiss Army knife. He took it from his right pants pocket and, holding the
whed with his left hand, cut through his shirt jus above the left dbow, bringing blood. Then
with no pause, he made another cut, shdlow, just below his left eye. He folded the knife shut and
duffed it into the eadticized map pocket in the pilot's door. Gotta clean it later, he thought. And
if | forget it, | could be in degp shit. But he knew he wouldnt forget, and considering the things
the Night Hier had gotten away with, he thought he'd be okay.

The runway lights came on agan, this time for good, he hoped, dthough their pulsng qudity
told him they were being powered by a generator. He homed the Beech in again an Runway 34.
Blood ran down his left cheek to the corner of his mouth. He sucked some in and then spat a pink
mixture of blood and spit into his IVS. Never miss a trick; just keep following those indincts
and they'd dways take you home.

He looked at his watch. Sunset was only fourteen minutes away now. This was cutting it much
too close to the bone.

'‘Pull up, Beech!" Farmer John ydled. 'Are you deaf?'

Dees groped for the mikes kinked wire without ever taking his eyes from the runway lights.
He pulled the wire through his fingers until he got the mike itsdf. He pamed it and depressed
the send button.

‘Lisen to me, you chicken-fried son of a bitch,’ he said, and now his lips were pulled dl the
way back to the gum line. 'l missed getting turned into strawberry jam by that 727 because your
shit genny didn't kick in when it was supposed to; as a result | had no ATC comm. | don't know
how many people on the airliner just missed getting turned into strawberry jam, but | bet you do,
and | know the cockpit crew does. The only reason those guys ae gill dive is because the
captain of that boat was bright enough to alemande right, and | was bright enough to do-s-do,
but | have susained both dructura and physicad damege. If you don't give me a landing
cearance right now, I'm going to land anyway. The only difference is that if | have to land
without clearance, I'm going to have you up in front of an FAA heaing. But firsg | will
personaly seeto it that your head and your asshole change places. Have you got that, hoss?'

A long, datc-filled dlence Then a very andl voice, utterly unlike Farmer John's previous
hearty 'Hey bo'!" ddivery, sad, 'Y ou're cleared to land Runway 34, N471B.'

Dees amiled and homed in on the runway.

He depressed the mike button and said, ‘| got mean and ydling. I'm sorry. It only happens
when | dmogt die!

No response from the ground.

'Wdll, fuck you very much,” Dees said, and then headed on down, resisting the impulse to take
aquick glance a hiswatch as he did so.



Dees was case-hardened and proud of it, but there was no use kidding himsdf; what he found in
Duffrey gave him the cregps. The Night Hier's Cessna had spent another entire day — July 31st
— on the ramp, but that was redly only where the creeps began. It was the blood his loyd Inside
View readers would care about, of course, and that was just as it should be, world without end,
amen, amen, but Dees was increasingly aware that blood (or, in the case of good old Ray and
Hlen Sarch, the lack of blood) was only where this story started. Below the blood were caverns
dark and strange.

Dees arived in Duffrey on August 8th, by then bardy a week behind the Night Fier. He
wondered again where his batty buddy went between strikes. Disney World? Busch Gardens?
Atlanta, maybe, to check out the Braves? Such things were relatively smal potatoes right now,
with the chase ill on, but they would be vauable later on. They would become, in fact, the
journdigic equivdent of Hamburger Helper, dretching the leftovers of the Night Flier ory
through a few more issues, dlowing readers to resavor the flavor even &fter the biggest chunks of
raw meat had been digested.

Stll, there were caverns in this sory — dark places into which a man might drop and be lost
forever. That sounded both crazy and corny, but by the time Dees began to get a picture of what
had gone on in Duffrey, he had actudly begun to believe it . . . which meant that part of the story
would never see print, and not just because it was persond. It violated Deess single iron-clad
rule Never believe what you publish, and never publish what you believe. It had, over the years,
alowed him to keep his sanity while those dl about him had been losing theirs.

He had landed a Washington Nationd — a real airport for a change — and rented a car to
take him the sxty miles to Duffrey, because without Ray Sarch and his wife, Ellen, there was no
Duffrey Airfidd. Asde from Ellen's sger, Raylene, who was a pretty fair Socket Wrench Susie,
the two of them had been the whole shebang. There was a single oiled-dirt runway (oiled both to
lay the dust and to discourage the growth of weeds) and a control booth not much bigger than a
closet attached to the Jet-Aire traller where the Sarch couple lived. They were both retired, both
fliers, both reputedly as tough as nals, and Hill crazy in love with each other even after dmost
five decades of marriage.

Further, Dees learned, the Sarches watched the private air-traffic h and out of therr field with
a close eye, they had a persona stake in the war on drugs. Their only son had died in the Florida
Everglades, trying to land in what looked like a clear dretch of water with better than a ton of
Acapulco Gold packed into a golen Beech 18. The water had been clear . . . except for a Sngle
sump, that was. The Beech 18 hit it, water-looped, and exploded. Doug Sarch had been thrown
clear, his body smoking and singed but probably ill dive, as little as his grieving parents would
want to bdieve such a thing. He had been eaten by gators, and dl that remaned of him when the
DBA guys findly found him a week later was a dismembered skeleton, a few maggoty scraps of
flesh, a charred pair of Cavin Klen jeans, and a sport coat from Paul Stuart, New York. One of
the sport-coat pockets had contained better than twenty thousand dollars in cash; another had
yielded nearly an ounce of Peruvian flake cocaine.

‘It was drugs and the motherfuckers who run em killed my boy,” Ray Sarch had said on severd
occasions, and Ellen Sarch was willing to double and redouble on that one. Her hatred of drugs
and drug dedes Dees was told agan and again (he was amused by the nearly unanimous
feding in Duffrey that the murder of the ederly Srches had been a 'gangland hit'), was exceeded
only by her grief and bewilderment over the seduction of her son by those very people.

Following the death of their son, the Sarches had kept their eyes peded for anything or anyone
who looked even remotely like a drug transporter. They had brought the Maryland State Police



out to the field four times on fase darms, but the State Bears hadn't minded because the Sarches
had dso blown the whigtle on three smdl transporters and two very big ones. The last had been
carying thirty pounds of pure Bolivian cocaine. That was the kind of bust that made you forget a
few fase darms, the sort of bust that made promotions.

So vey lae in the evening of July 30th comes this Cessna Skymadter with a number and
description that had gone out to every arfidd and arport in America, including the one in
Duffrey; a Cessna whose pilot had identified himsdf as Dwight Renfidd, point of origination,
Bayshore Airport, Delaware, a fidd which had never heard of 'Renfidd' or a Skymegter with tail-
number N101BL ; the plane of a man who was dmost surely amurderer.

'If hed flown in here, hed be in the gtir now, one of the Bayshore controllers had told Dees
over the phone, but Dees wondered. Y es. He wondered very much.

The Night Fier had landed in Duffrey a 11:27 p.M., and 'Dwight Renfidd had not only
sgned the Sarches logbook but also had accepted Ray Sarch's invitation to come into the trailer,
have a beer, and waich a rerun of Gunsmoke on TNT. Ellen Sarch had told dl of this to the
proprietor of the Duffrey Beauty Bar the following day. This woman, Sdida McCammon, had
identified hersdlf to Dees as one of the late Ellen Sarch's closest friends.

When Dees asked how Ellen had seemed, Sdida had paused and then said, 'Dreamy,
somehow. Like a high-school girl with a crush, dmost seventy years old or not. Her color was so
high | thought it was make-up, until | started in on her perm. Then | saw that she was just . . . you
know . . . ' Sdlida McCammon shrugged. She knew what she meant but not how to say it.

'Het up,’ Dees suggested, and that made Selida M cCammon laugh and clap her hands.

'Het up! That'sit! You're awriter, dl right!’

'Oh, | write like a boid,” Dees said, and offered a smile he hoped looked good-humored and
warm. This was an expresson he had once practiced amost congtantly and continued to practice
with far regularity in the bedroom mirror of the New York apartment he cdled his home, and in
the mirrors of the hotes and motels that were really his home. It seemed to work — Sdlida
McCammon answered it readily enough — but the truth was that Dees had never fdt good-
humored and warm in his life. As a kid he had bedieved these emoations didnt redly exig a dl;
they were ust a masquerade, a social convention. Later on he decided he had been wrong about
that; most of what he thought of as 'Reader's Digest emotions were red, at least for most people.
Perhaps even love, the fabled Big Enchilada, was red. Tha he himsdf could not fed these
emotions was undoubtedly a shame, but hardly the end of the world. There were, after dl, people
out there with cancer, and AIDS, and the memory-spans of brain-damaged parakeets. When you
looked a it that way, you quickly redized that being deprived of a few huggy-kissy emotions
was farly smdl beans. The important thing was that if you could manage to sretch the muscles
of your face in the right directions every now and then, you were fine. It didnt hurt and it was
easy; if you could remember to zip up your fly after you took a lesk, you could remember to
gmile and look wam when it was expected of you. And an underganding amile, he had
discovered over the years, was the world's best interview tool. Once in awhile a voice ingde
asked him what his own indde view was, but Dees didn't want an insde view. He only wanted to
write and to take photographs. He was better a the writing, dways had been and aways would
be, and he knew it, but he liked the photographs better just the same. He liked to touch them. To
see how they froze people ether with ther real faces hung out for the whole world to see or with
their masks s0 clearly apparent that they were beyond denid. He liked how, in the best of them,
people aways looked surprised and horrified. How they looked caught.



If pressed, he would have said the photographs provided dl the indgde view he needed, and the
subject had no relevance here, anyway. What did was the Night Fier, his little batty buddy, and
how he had wdltzed into the lives of Ray and Ellen Sarch aweek or so eaxrlier.

The Hier had stepped out of his plane and waked into an office with a red-bordered FAA
notice on the wall, a notice which suggested there was a dangerous guy out there driving a
Cessna Skymaster 337, tail-number N101BL, who might have murdered two men. This guy, the
notice went on, might or might not be cdling himsdf Dwight Renfidd. The Skymester had
landed, Dwight Renfidd had dgned in and had dmost surdy spent the following day in the
belly-hold of his plane. And what about the Sarches, those two sharp-eyed old folks?

The Sarches had said nothing; the Sarches had done nothing.

Except that latter wasn't quite right, Dees had discovered. Ray Sarch had certainly done
something; he had invited the Night Hier in to watch an old Gunsmoke episode and drink a beer
with his wife. They had trested him like an old friend. And then, the next day, Ellen Sarch had
made an gppointment a the Beauty Bar, which Sdida McCammon had found surprising; Ellen's
vidts were usualy as regular as clockwork, and this one was a least two weeks before Sdida
would next have expected her. Her indructions had been unusudly explicit; she had wanted not
just the usua cut but aperm . . . and alittle color, too.

'She wanted to look younger,” Sdida McCammon told Dees, and then wiped a tear from one
cheek with the Sde of her hand.

But Ellen Sarch's behavior had been pedestrian compared to that of her husband. He had
cdled the FAA a Washington Natiord and told them to issue a NOTAM, removing Duffrey
from the active-arfidd grid, a least for the time being. He had, in other words, pulled down the
shades and closed up the shop.

On his way home, hed stopped for gas a the Duffrey Texaco and told Norm Wilson, the
proprietor, that he thought he was coming down with the flu. Norm told Dees tha he thought
Ray was probably right about that -he'd looked pale and wan, suddenly even older than hisyears.

Tha night, the two vigilant fire wardens hed, in effect, burned to death. Ray Sarch was found
in the little control room, his head torn off and cast into the far corner, where it sat on a ragged
sump of neck, staring toward the open doorway with wide, glazed eyes, as if there were actualy
something there to see.

His wife had been found in the bedroom of the Sarch trailer. She was in bed. She was dressed
in a peignoir o new it might never have been worn before that night. She was old, a deputy had
told Dees (at twenty-five dollars he was a more expensve fuck than Ezra the Amazing Gin-Head
Mechanic, but worth it), but you ill only had to take one look to know that there was a woman
who'd dressed for bed with loving on her mind. Dees had liked the ¢ & w twang so much tha he
wrote it down in his notebook. Those huge, spike-sized holes were driven into her neck, one in
the carotid, the other in the jugular. Her face was composed, her eyes closed, her hands on her
bosom.

Although she had lost dmost every drop of blood in her body, there were ally spots on the
pillows beneath her, and a few more spots on the book which lay open on her stomach: The
Vampire Lestat, by Anne Rice.

And the Night Hier?

Sometime just before midnight on July 314, or just after it on the morning of August 1st, he
had smply flown away. Like a boid.

Or abat.
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Dees touched down in Wilmington saven minutes before officid sunset. While he was throttling
back, dill spitting blood out of his mouth from the cut bdow his eye, he saw lightning drike
down with blue-white fire s0 intense that it nearly blinded him. On the heds of the light came the
most deafening thunderclap he had ever heard. His subjective opinion of the sound was
confirmed when another window in the passenger compartment, stellated by the near miss with
the Pledmont 727, now coughed inward in a pray of junk-shop diamonds.

In the brilliant glare he saw a squat, cubdike building on the port sde of Runway 34 impaed
by the bolt. It exploded, shooting fire into the sky in a column that, dthough brilliant, did not
even come close to the power of the bolt that had ignited it.

Like lighting a gtick of dynamite with a baby nuke, Dees thought corfusedly, and then: The
genny. That was the genny.

The lignts — dl of them, the white lights that marked the edges of the runway and the bright
red bulbs that marked its end — were suddenly gone, as if they had been no more than candles
puffed out by a srong gust of wind. All a once Dees was rushing a better than eighty miles an
hour from dark into dark.

The concussve force of the exploson which had destroyed the arport's main generator struck
the Beech like a fig - did more than drike it, hammered it like a looping haymaker. The Beech,
dill hardly knowing it had become a ground-bound cresture again, skittered affrightedly to dtar-
board, rose, and came down with the rignt whed pogoing up and down over something —
somethings — that Dees vaguely redlized were landing lights.

Go port! his mind screamed. Go port, you asshole!

He dmogt did before his colder mind asserted itsdf. If he hauled the whed to port a this
speed, he would ground-loop. Probably wouldn't explode, congdering how little fud was Ieft in
the tanks, but it was possble. Or the Beech might smply twist gpart, leaving Richard Dees from
the gut on down twitching in his seat, while Richard Dees from the gut on up went in a different
direction, tralling severed intestines like party-favors and dropping his kidneys on the concrete
like a couple of overszed chunks of birdshit.

Rideit out! he screamed a himsdlf. Ride it out, you son of a bitch, rideit out!

Something — the genny's secondary LP tanks, he guessed when he had time for guessng -
exploded then, buffeting the Beech even farther to starboard, but that was okay, it got him off the
dead landing lights, and al a once he was running with relative smoothness again, port whed on
the edge of Runway 34, starboard whed on the spooky verge between the lights and the ditch he
had observed on the right of the runway. The Beech was ill shuddering, but not badly, and he
understood that he was running on one flat, the starboard tire shredded by the landing lights it
had crushed.

He was dowing down, that was what mattered, the Beech findly beginning to understand that
it had become a different thing, a thing that belonged to the land again. Dees was darting to relax
when he saw the wide-body Learjet, the one the pilots caled Fat Albert, looming ahead of him,
parked insanely across the runway where the pilot had stopped on histaxi out to Runway 5.

Dees bore down on it, saw lighted windows, saw faces daring out a him with the gape of
idiots in an asylum weaching a magic trick, and then, without thinking, he pushed full right
rudder, bouncing the Beech off the runway and into the ditch, missing the Lear by gpproximately
an inch and a hdf. He heard faint screams but was redly aware of nothing but the now exploding



in front of him like a gring of firecrackers as the Beech tried to become a thing of the air again,
helpless to do so with the flgps down and the engines dropping revs but trying anyway; there was
a legp like a convulson in the dying light of the secondary exploson, and then he was skidding
across a taxi way, seaing the Generd Aviation Termind for a moment with its corners lit by
emergency lights that ran on storage batteries, seeing the parked planes — one of them dmost
aurely the Night Hier's Skymaster — as dark crepe-paper slhouettes againgt a baeful orange
light that was the sunset, now revealed by the parting thunderheads.

I'm going over! he screamed to himsdlf, and the Beech did try to roll; the port wing struck a
fountain of sparks from the taxiway nearest the termind and its tip actualy broke free, wheding
off into the scrub where friction-heet awoke adim fire in the wet weeds.

Then the Beech was 4ill, and the only sounds were the snowy roar of gatic from the radio, the
sound of broken bottles fizzing their contents onto the carpet of the passenger compartment, and
the frenzied hammering of Deess own heart. He dammed the pop release on his harness and
headed for the pressurized hatch even before he was totally sure he was dive.

What happened later he remembered with edetic daity, but from the moment the Beech
skidded to a stop on the taxiway, ass-end to the Lear and tilted to one sde, to the moment he
heard the firs screams from the termind, al he remembered for sure was swinging back to get
his camera. He couldn't leave the plane without his camera; the Nikon was the closest thing Dees
had to a wife. Hed bought it in a Toledo hockshop when he was seventeen and kept it with him
ever snce. He had added lenses, but the basic box was about the same now as it had been then;
the only modifications had been the occasiona scratch or dent that came with the job. The Nikon
was in the dadticized pocket behind his seat. He pulled it out, looked at it to make sure it was
intact, saw that it was. He dung it around his neck and bent over the hatch.

He trew the lever, jumped out and down, staggered, dmost fdl, and caught his camera before
it could gtrike the concrete of the taxiway. There was another growl of thunder, but only a growl
this time, digant and unthreatening. A breeze touched him like the caressng touch of a kind
hand on his face . . . but more icily below the bdt. Dees grimaced. How he had pissed his pants
when his Beech and the Piedmont jet had barely scraped by each other would also not be in the
story.

Then a thin, drilling ghriek came from the Generd Aviaion Termind — a scream of mingled
agony and horror. It was as if someone had dapped Dees across the face. He came back to
himsdf. He centered on his god again. He looked a his watch. It wasn't working. Either the
concussion had broken it or it had stopped. It was one of those amusing antiques you had to wind
up, and he couldn't remember when he had last done it.

Wes it sunst? It was fucking dark out, yes, but with dl the thunderheads massed around the
arport, it was hard to tell how much that meant. Wasiit?

Another scream came — no, not a scream, a screech — and the sound of bresking glass.

Dees decided sunset no longer mattered.

He ran, vagudy aware that the genny's auxiliary tanks were ill burning and that he could
amel gas in the ar. He tried to increase his peed but it seemed he was running in cement. The
termind was getting closer, but not very fast. Not fast enough.

'Please, no! Please, no! PLEASE NO! OH PLEASE, PLEASE NO!'

This scream, spirding up and up, was suddenly cut off by a terible, inhuman howl. Yet there
was something human in it, and that was perhgps the mog terible thing of dl. In the chancy
light of the emergency lamps mounted on the corners of the termind, Dees saw something dark
and flalling shatter more glass in the wall of the termind that faced the parking area — that wall



was dmog entirdy glass — and come flying out. It landed on the ramp with a soggy thud,
rolled, and Dees saw it was a man.

The sorm was moving away but lightning dill flickered fitfully, and as Dees ran into the
parking area, panting now, he findly saw the Night Hier's plane, N101BL painted boldly on the
tall. The letters and numbers looked black in this light, but he knew they were red and it didn't
matter, anyway. The camera was loaded with fast black-and-white film and armed with a smart
flash which would fire only when the light was too low for the film's speed.

The Skymagter's belly-hold hung open like the mouth of a corpse. Below it was a large pile of
earth in which things squirmed and moved. Dees saw this, did a double-take, and skidded to a
sop. Now his heart was filled not just with fright but with a wild, capering happiness. How good
it was that everything had come together like thid

Yes, he thought, but don't you cdl it luck — don't you dare cdl it luck. Dont you even cal it
hunch.

Correct. It wasnt luck that had kept him holed up in that shitty little motd room with the
clanky ar-conditioner, not hunch — not precisely hunch, anyway — that had tied him to the
phone hour after hour, caling flyspeck arports and giving the Night Fier's tal-number over and
over again. That was pure reporter's inginct, and here was where it dl started paying off. Except
this was no ordinary payoff; this was the jackpot, El Dorado, that fabled Big Enchilada.

He skidded to a stop in front of the yawning belly-hold and tried to bring the camera up.
Almost strangled himsdlf on the strap. Cursed. Unwound the strap. Aimed.

From the termind came another scream — that of a woman or a child. Dees barely noticed.
The thought that there was a daughter going on in there was followed by the thought that
daughter would only faiten the story, and then both thoughts were gone as he snapped three
quick shots of the Cessna, making sure to get the gaping belly-hold and the number on the tail.
The auto-winder hummed.

Dees ran on. More glass smashed. There was another thud as another body was gected onto
the cement like a rag doll tha had been suffed full of some thick dark liquid like cough-syrup.
Dees looked, saw confused movement, the billowing of something that might have been a cape . .
. but he was 4ill too far away to tell. He turned. Snapped two more pictures of the plane, these
shots dead-on. The gaping bely-hold and the pile of earth would be stark and undenigble in the
print.

Then he whirled and ran for the termind. The fact that he was armed with only an old Nikon
never crossed his mind.

He stopped ten yards avay. Three bodies out here, two adults, one of each sex, and one that
might have been either a smdl woman or a girl of thirteen or so. It was hard to tel with the head
gone.

Dees amed the camera and fired off dx quick shots, the flash flickering its own white
lightning, the auto-winder making its contented little whizzing sound.

His mind never lost count. He was loaded with thirty-six shots. He had taken eleven. That left
twenty-five. There was more film stuffed into the deep pockets of his dacks, and that was greet .

. if he got a chance to reload. You could never count on that, though; with photographs like
these, you had to grab while the grabbing was good. It was strictly afast-food banquet.

Dees reached the termina and yanked open the door.



He thought he had seen everything there was to see, but he had never seen anything like this.
Never.

How many? his mind yammered. How many you got? Six? Eight? Maybe a dozen?

He couldnt tell. The Night Hier had turned the little private termind into a knacker's shop.
Bodies and parts of bodies lay everywhere. Dees saw a foot clad in a black Converse snegker;
shot it. A ragged torso; shot it. Here was a man in a greasy mechanic's coverdl who was ill
dive, and for a weird moment he thought it was Ezra the Amazing Gin-Head Mechanic from
Cumberland County Airport, but this guy wasnt just going bad; this guy had entirdy made the
grade. His face had been chopped wide open from forehead to chin. His nose lay in haves,
reminding Dees for some mad reason of a grilled frankfurter, split and ready for the bun.

Dees shot it.

And suddenly, just like that, something indde him rebeled and screamed No more! in an
imperdtive voice it was impossible to ignore, let done deny.

No more, stop, it's over!

He saw an arrow painted on the wall, with the words THIS WAY TO COMFORT STATIONS below
it. Dees ran in the direction the arrow pointed, his camera flapping.

The men's room happened to be the firs one he came to, but Dees wouldn't have cared if it
was the diens room. He was weeping in great, harsh, hoarse sobs. He could barely credit the fact
that these sounds were coming from him. It had been years since he had wept. Hed been a kid
the last time.

He dammed through the door, skidded like a skier dmost out of control, and grabbed the edge
of the second basinin line.

He leaned over it, and everything came out in a rich and ginking flood, some of it solattering
back onto his face, some landing in brownish clots on the mirror. He smelled the take-out
chicken Creole held esten hunched over the phone in the motel room - this had been just before
hed hit paydirt and gone racing for his plane - and threw up again, making a huge grating sound
like overstressed machinery about to strip its gears.

Jesus, he thought, dear Jesus, it's not aman, it can't beaman —

That was when he heard the sound.

It was a sound he had heard at least a thousand times before, a sound that was commonplace in
any American man's life .. . but now it filled him with a dread and a cregping terror beyond al
his experience or belief.

It was the sound of aman voiding into aurind.

But athough he could see dl three of the bathroom's urinds in the vomit-splattered mirror, he
could see no one & any of them.

Dees thought: Vampires don't cast reflec —

Then he saw reddish liquid griking the porcdan of the center urind, saw it running down that
porcdan, saw it swirling into the geometric arrangement of holes a the bottom.

There was no stream in the air; he saw it only when it struck the dead porcdain.

That was when it became vishble.

He was frozen. He stood, hands on the edge of the basin, his mouth and throat and nose and
sgnuses thick with the taste and smell of chicken Creole, and watched the incredible yet prosaic
thing that was happening just behind him.

| am, he thought dimly, watching avampire take apiss.



It seemed to go on forever — the bloody urine driking the porcdain, becoming visble, and
swirling down the drain. Dees stood with his hands planted on the sdes of the basn into which
he had thrown up, gazing a the reflection in the mirror, feding like a frozen gear in some vast
jammed machine.

I'm almost certainly dead meat, he thought.

In the mirror he saw the chromed handle go down by itself. Water roared.

Dees heard a rustle and flap and knew it was a cape, just as he knew that if he turned around,
he could drike the 'dmogt certainly' from his last thought. He stayed where he was, pdms hiting
the edge of the basin.

A low, agdess voice spoke from directly behind him. The owner of the voice was s0 close
Dees could fed its cold bresth on his neck.

"Y ou have been following me,' the ageless voice said.

Dees moaned.

'Yes,' the ageless voice sad, as if Dees had disagreed with him. 'l know you, you see. | know
dl about you. Now ligen closdy, my inquidtive friend, because | say this only once dont
follow me any more’

Dees moaned again, a doglike sound, and more water ran into his pants.

'‘Open your camera,' the ageless voice said.

My film! part of Dees cried. My film! All I've got! All I've got! My pictures!

Another dry, batlike flgp of the cgpe. Although Dees could see nothing, he sensed the Night
Flier had moved even closer.

‘Now.'

Hisfilm wasn't dl he had.

There was hislife.

Such asit was.

He saw himsdf whirling and seeing what the mirror would not, could not, show him; saw
himsdf seeing the Night Hier, his batty buddy, a grotesque thing splattered with blood and bits
of flesh and clumps of tornrout har; saw himsdf snapping shot after shot while the auto-winder
hummed . . . but there would be nothing.

Nothing a dl.

Because you couldn't take their pictures, either.

'Yourered,' he croaked, never moving, his hands seemingly welded to the edge of the basin.

'So are you,' the ageless voice rasped, and now Dees could smel ancient crypts and seded
tombs on its breath. 'For now, a least. This is your last chance, my inquistive would-be
biographer. Open your camera. .. or I'll doit.'

With hands that seemed totaly numb, Dees opened his Nikon.

Air hummed past his chilly face; it fdt like moving razor blades. For amoment he saw a bng
white hand, stresked with blood; saw ragged nails slted with filth.

Then hisfilm parted and spooled spindessy out of his camera

There was another dry flap. Ancther stinking breath. For a moment he thought the Night Hier
would kill him anyway. Then in the mirror he saw the door of the men's room open by itsdlf.

He doesn't need me, Dees thought. He must have eaten very well tonight. He immediately
threw up again, this time directly onto the reflection of his own saring face.

The door wheezed shut on its pneumatic € bow.



Dees dayed right where he was for the next three minutes or so; dayed there until the
goproaching srens were dmost on top of the termind; stayed there until he heard the cough and
roar of an arplane engine.

The engine of a Cessna Skymagter 337, amost undoubtedly.

Then he waked out of the bathroom on legs like dilts, struck the far wadl of the corridor
outsde, rebounded, and waked back into the termina. He did in a pool of blood, and amost
fdl.

'‘Hold it, mister!" a cop screamed behind him. 'Hold it right there! One move and you're dead!

Dees didn't even turn around.

'Press, dickface' he said, holding up his camera in one hand and his ID card in the other. He
went to one of the shattered windows with exposed film dill straggling from his camera like long
grips of brown confetti, and stood there watching the Cessna accelerate down Runway 5. For a
moment it was a black shape againg the billowing fire of the genny and the auxiliary tanks, a
shape that looked quite a lot like a bat, and then it was up, it was gone, and the cop was
damming Dees up againg the wall hard enough to make his nose bleed and he didn't care, he
didnt care about anything, and when the sobs began to tear therr way out of his chest again he
closed his eyes, and dill he saw the Night Hier's bloody urine dtriking the porcelain, becoming
vigble, and swirling down the drain.

He thought he would see it forever.



