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THALIA FROM THE SHADOWS








Chapter One





Thalia





	This is not really about him.  This is about me.


	It is too early in the season — mid-March — for a full-bore thunderstorm, but there it rages, just outside Thalia Maeve Ryan's kitchen window.  Thalia stands, her back to her visitor, and stares out at the wet, tossing branches of the trees that line the driveway curving to the front of her house.  She hopes that the leaf buds will not be harmed, that the foliage will unfurl when it's supposed to, that no trees crack and splinter to the ground.  Thalia Ryan has put her house on the market now and wants no trouble with passing all this on to someone else; someone who won't know about the things that took place here, who won't wake up at three in the morning with the dreams.  Thalia wants no realtors telling her that her value here has dropped. 


	There is a quick fissure through the dark, through sheets of water blinding the glass.  At this bright warning of the thunderclap to follow, Thalia's golden eyes narrow but do not close.  A booming explosion follows, rolling out of the sky, shaking the panes a little and casting a brief shadow through the overhead kitchen lights.  


	"Do you think you'll lose power?" the man asks.  


	He is a black man in his late fifties, heavyset in the way that former athletes become when they age a bit.  Not fat, not soft, but with a weight that lends authority to the way they move.  He sits now at Thalia's round kitchen table, wearing a dark blue business suit.  The dimming and brightening lamplight gleams on a high round forehead and on black hair that is scrimmed with white.  His eyes are large and almost completely round;  when he played baseball with the minor leagues in the early sixties, his teammates teased him, calling him "Two Bits" because his eyes resembled tarnished silver quarters.  When he was a young man, those eyes never missed a legal pitch until the day a curve ball nearly took his left kneecap off.  Though the injury saved him from Vietnam, it banished him from baseball and very nearly disqualified him from the police force as well. His gaze misses nothing now, though.  The prospect of sitting in the dark with the tall white woman makes him uneasy.  


	He came here to ask her questions.  His name is Godfrey Kearn and he is a homicide detective.  "Good storm like this can knock power out for days," he says.  "Out in the country like this, power lines tangle with too many trees," he says.  "A real good blow can knock out half of Greensboro.  Seen it happen."  Godfrey Kearn is the son of farmers. He grew up reading the weather like newsprint, and he doesn't like any variation from calm. 


	"I've had no real trouble here," says Thalia.  "Well, not with the lights, anyway."  This last sentence makes her brow furrow a bit.  Thalia's voice betrays the fact that she is not from the South.  That voice, once melodious, has grown flat in tone, far different from the way it had sounded two years ago, though Godfrey Kearn couldn't know this, having nothing to compare it to.  But he hears something dead in it now.  It was as if all emotion had been banked and smothered.  


	Thalia turns from the window, covers seven feet of linoleum floor in three strides, and sits down at the table, opposite Kearn.  "Tree branches are far enough from the lines to cause any real trouble.  I made sure the real estate agent knows all that, in case a buyer asks."


	Thalia Ryan is in her early-forties, although her friends tell her that she looks younger than that.  Her hair is shoulder-length, light brown, lightly layered.  Thalia used to have her hair frosted with blond streaks, but she has since given it up.  Too expensive, maybe frivolous now.  The most striking trait about the woman is her height; six feet tall in her bare feet; that, and her coloring.  Her skin has a slight tawny caste to it.  A cosmetologist once told Thalia that she was a "summer," and advised her what shades of clothing and makeup to wear.   Before that, Thalia simply thought of herself as being "sallow."  A more accurate analogy of Thalia Ryan, though, would bypass the seasons and shades altogether; with her golden eyes and tawny skin, she looked like a lioness, but only one person in her life would ever tell her so.


	"More coffee?" Thalia asks.  She lifts her own cup with a hand that trembles slightly.


	"No.  No, thanks, ma'am."  Godfrey Kearn wonders if he is dealing with a heavy drinker here. He has seen that tremor often enough to know the thing that causes it.  But that is none of his concern now.  He pushes his cup to one side, hitches forward a bit in his chair and leans his forearms on the reddened wood of the tabletop.  He opens a thick manila file folder that lays between his forearms and looks up.  Before he begins his hard questioning, Godfrey Kearn wants to put her a bit more at ease.


	"What does the 'M' stand for?" he asks.  


	"Pardon?"


	"The 'M' in Thalia M. Ryan?"


	"Oh.  It stands for Maeve."	


	"May?"


	"No-no.  Maeve.  M-a-e-v-e.  It comes from Irish folklore, Maeve was the queen of the fairies.  And Thalia was the Greek Muse of pastoral poetry.  My parents were a bit pagan.  And a bit odd."


	"I see," Godfrey Kearn says.  He had noticed, upon first entering Thalia's house, that no photographs of people adorned walls or tabletops.  Her house, though inhabited by a very tall woman, seemed curiously empty.  And bare.  The only pieces of furniture in the living room are a beige sofa, a matching armchair and a glass coffee table. There is probably a story to that, but he chooses to leave that part alone.  He settles on his mission at hand.


Thalia's gaze meets his directly, waiting for him to tell her again why he has come to see her. 	


	"Now, Miss Ryan, last year, in the spring, you came to see Officer Fearington of Greensboro homicide.  Is that right?"


	Thalia nods, unblinking, as if in a trance, but her stomach constricts in fear.  Though she has been dreading -- yet wanting -- this moment to come, she will never be truly ready for it.   


	"Last March," she says.  "A year ago.  But it was a wasted trip.  He didn't believe me. After Officer Fearington got finished with me, I almost didn't believe me, either. "


	"Miss Ryan, at the time, we didn't have enough information to piece all the cases together.  We ... somebody had made a mistake with the profile, which complicated the case.  I know that you told the officer about your, uh, friend.  But you wouldn't name him.  At the time, the only things you had to report on him were circumstantial."


	"He wasn't my friend," Thalia says.  "He, well, we, were engaged to be married.  He lived here with me, but he wasn't my friend.  I didn't want to give his name unless the police were going to do something about it.  I realized some things only after he moved out.  But I knew they really weren't going to do anything."





	Though the memory is humiliating, Thalia can't help but smile at this.  She has known all along.  She was right all along.  Now let them feel this hollow weight.  At the time, all Thalia had to do was say the words, "ex-boyfriend," and the door slammed shut.  The police assumed that she was being vindictive.  Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.  Why don't they have cute little ditties about men who are scorned?  The stalking, the knives... and all the rest.  


	She says none of this to Godfrey Kearn. This would sound, to someone who does not really know, paranoid.  Only someone who has lived it could fully understand the horror behind those thoughts.  Thalia breaks her gaze just once, then looks back at Godfrey Kearn.  "I'm sorry.  I know this isn't funny."


	"That's all right."  He leafs through some more pages.


	"Well, why are you coming here now?" she asks.


	"Some new information has turned up."


	"Such as?"


	"The last victim ... let's see, Lester Hammond.  He lived in Southern Pines.  Gay man, worked on one of the Thoroughbred horse farms. A manager and trainer.  The reason we didn't connect this to the others is because it happened three counties away and it didn't fit the geographical pattern.  Hammond turned up missing on, let's see..." Kearn turns a page. 


	"During a holiday," says Thalia, quietly, flatly.  


	"Thanksgiving.  Day after.  The Friday."  Godfrey Kearn draws in a quick breath and throws a sharp glance into the golden eyes.  "How did you know?  You didn't mention holidays when you came to us before."


	"I didn't know it then. I learned he had a cycle," Thalia says.  "He seemed to fall apart on holidays.  But why have you come here now?"


	"We're just now able to match the few semen samples we were able to collect.  You see, the geographical pattern had thrown us off as well.  Then, we realized that the postcard you mentioned —"


	"'Ah ... History?'"


	"Yes.  That one.  We now realize how significant that was."


	"Really. And?"  


	"There were other signs."


	"Like what?"


	"In the semen deposits, even before the DNA match, there was no sperm."


	Thalia sits back in her chair, her mouth gone dry.  After all she has endured, after all this time, she has never completely lost her capacity for surprise in this matter.  She knows the significance of this.  The killer had once undergone a vasectomy.


	Godfrey Kearn silently notes her reaction and continues.  "On some of the victims, there was a lot of tissue loss on the neck.  It was cut away with a knife, but the cut was made post mortem.  It wasn't the cause of death.  We think the tissue was taken to cover something up."


	"Tooth marks," Thalia whispers.


	"Tooth marks.  Maybe he did have fangs, after all," Kearn says, then instantly repents with a clearing of his throat.  "Sorry.  But you told Fearington that this man loved vampire stories.  Loved to watch a Dracula video over and over again.  Look, we're not saying it's him, okay?"


	"It's him," Thalia whispers.  "It's him."


  	"Okay.  But we've got to check it out.  There's one victim — at least, we think it's one of his victims -- who's never been found."


	"Alecia Williams," Thalia whispers.


	"Hm?  Yes.  Yes, that's right.  Now, I'm going to ask you something.  Does the name Jessie Grey ring a bell?"


	Thalia ponders for a second or two before shaking her head.


	"Your ... ex boyfriend never mentioned that name before?"


	"No.  Not that I can recall.  Why?  Is that another victim?"


	"We don't know.  Nobody by that name ever turned up missing. Alecia's killer sent a note mentioning that name along with hers.  Look ... I promised that little girl's family that I would find her. All we're asking is for you to tell us this man's name so that we can either clear him or arrest him.  You let us take care of the rest.  We know how to do this.  We're not going to involve you in any way.  Won't mention your name.  Just tell us his name.  Just tell us where he works.  Or where he lives."


	"He doesn't," Thalia says.  


	"Doesn't what?"


	"He doesn't live. Anywhere. Anymore."


	Oh, great, Godfrey ponders.  Just when we run down a solid lead, it dribbles away into the brain of a crazy woman.  Vampires, the undead, hocus pocus.  Great.


	Thalia takes note of the dismay on Kearn's face and tries to summon up from the well of her mind a dipperful of the sanity that has brought this man, his notebook and his thick manila folder to her house.  She knows that the horror is over -- at least for her -- and she must make him know this.   Eight people dead, one missing.  One man, three women, five children.  Two of the murdered, she knew in life -- a friend of hers and her friend's daughter.  Those two deaths, she knows she has caused. And these are just the ones she knows about.  


	A strange aching swells in Thalia's throat.  How could someone she loved so much have been so evil?  How could the touch that had given her so much pleasure, inflict such agony on others?  Stop it.  Don't cry.  Don't.  You're finished with it.  Forever. She calms herself by reciting, silently, the litany that explained this carnage. 





	The man that Timothy Jenkins should have grown up to be died in the trunk of a car, his legs broken, at the age of two.  The monster who took his place was put there by other hands.  This in no way excuses him for what he did.  It simply explains it.  Once he made an evil choice, there was no going back.





	The spray of rain hisses against the glass as Thalia Ryan pulls her thoughts together to tell Godfrey Kearn why his trip to her is futile.


	"You notice that there have been no killings -- not like these -- for almost four months," Thalia says.  "It said so in the newspaper.  So, that must mean he's dead."


	"Not necessarily. No. The lack of new killings don't mean anything.  He might've moved from the area. He might've been arrested and incarcerated for a lesser crime.  Ummm .... okay.  It just might mean he's dead —"


	"Ah," Thalia says.  The golden eyes glitter for a split second, but Godfrey Kearn does not succumb to this.


	" — but we're not going to assume any of that.  Not for now.  Besides, there might be killings going on that we don't even know about yet —"


	"Oh, there are many you and I don't know about. Some were overseas ... in Beirut."


	"Out of my jurisdiction."





  	"Fine.  But none anywhere near here for the past four months.  No new ones.  Not around here.  You know it's so."


	"Yeah, but that don't mean anything.  There's been a lull before.  For five months last spring and summer, there was nothing.  Then, Lester Hammond was killed.  He was tortured first.  His death was frightful.  Not an easy death at all.  Look ... your friend — sorry — this ... uh, person.  We've got to talk to him, at least.  Just so we can put our minds to rest on this.  If, for no other reason than to eliminate this guy and move on to the rest.  Now... this man of yours ... I mean, this person ... he might've moved on, out of the area."


	"No," Thalia says, shaking her head.  "No. He died nearly four months ago.  He died on December 29 last year.  In Greensboro."


	"Ma'am, how can you be so sure of this?"  Kearn asks, bewildered.  The itchy band of sweat that always signaled exasperation and bafflement encloses the hairline at the back of his neck.  He brings his right hand up to scratch at the tiny torment.  "How do you know?"


	"Because I killed him," Thalia answers.


	 





