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INTRODUCTION:
How to Make a Monster
    

    SO WHAT, EXACTLY, cons​ti​tu​tes a "mons​ter"? That's the qu​es​ti​on I had to ask myself be​fo​re I star​ted com​pi​ling this la​test "Mam​moth" ant​ho​logy.

    Having pre​vi​o​usly edi​ted such tit​les as The Mam​moth Bo​ok of Vam​pi​res, The Mam​moth Bo​ok of Zom​bi​es, The Mam​moth Bo​ok of We​re​wol​ves, The Mam​moth Bo​ok of Fran​kens​te​in and The Mam​moth Bo​ok of Dra​cu​la, to na​me just a few, my pub​lis​hers ini​ti​al​ly sug​ges​ted that I put to​get​her an om​ni​bus vo​lu​me con​ta​ining so​me of the best sto​ri​es in tho​se bo​oks.

    That's so​met​hing that may hap​pen in the fu​tu​re. Ho​we​ver, I felt that be​ca​use tho​se bo​oks had al​re​ady ap​pe​ared in va​ri​o​us edi​ti​ons and nu​me​ro​us prin​tings aro​und the world, it wo​uld be mo​re fun to as​semb​le an en​ti​rely new se​lec​ti​on of ta​les, whi​le at the sa​me ti​me int​ro​du​cing re​aders to so​me uni​que and unu​su​al monst​ro​si​ti​es.

    After ca​re​ful con​si​de​ra​ti​on, I de​ci​ded not to inc​lu​de sto​ri​es de​aling with de​mons, ghosts or hu​man mons​ters (such as psycho​paths), as the​se may - and in so​me ca​ses, al​re​ady - ha​ve "Mam​moth" tit​les of the​ir own. Af​ter that de​ci​si​on was ma​de, any type of cre​atu​re was up for grabs - the mo​re obs​cu​re or ori​gi​nal the bet​ter.

    That is not to say that we don't ha​ve all the clas​sic mons​ters rep​re​sen​ted in this vo​lu​me. You wo​uld ex​pect not​hing less than a vam​pi​re story from Buffy the Vam​pi​re Sla​yer best-sel​ler Nancy Hol​der, but it is the un​fa​mi​li​ar lo​ca​ti​on of "Ca​fe End​less: Spring Ra​in" that ma​kes it stand out in my mind. Whi​le the re​sur​rec​ted vam​pi​re of Ro​bert E. Ho​ward's clas​sic we​ird ta​le, "The Hor​ror from the Mo​und," al​so ori​gi​na​tes from a dif​fe​rent mi​li​eu than that usu​al​ly as​so​ci​ated with the un​de​ad.

    Scott Edel​man's "The Man He Had Be​en Be​fo​re" is a con​tem​po​rary vi​ew of a post-apo​calyp​tic world over​run by zom​bi​es that has so​met​hing el​se to say abo​ut gro​wing up, Gem​ma Fi​les gi​ves the we​re​wolf myth a fa​iry​ta​le twist in "In The Po​or Girl Ta​ken by Surp​ri​se", and Ta​nith Lee's "The Hill" is set in and aro​und the cre​epy ho​me of a mis​sing sci​en​tist.

    An aca​de​mic go​es in se​arch of the epony​mo​us mytho​lo​gi​cal cre​atu​re in Tho​mas Li​got​ti's "The Me​du​sa", a sto​ne gar​goy​le is bro​ught to li​fe in "Down​mar​ket" by Sydney J. Bo​unds, a Big Fo​ot-li​ke cre​atu​re at​tacks a town's child​ren in jay La​ke's "Fat Man", and a rec​lu​si​ve is​lan​der sha​res his world with sha​pe cha​ging sel​ki​es in Ro​bert Holds​tock's ha​un​ting ta​le "The Sil​ve​ring".

    The an​ci​ent ca​ve-dwel​lers of Karl Ed​ward Wag​ner's no​vel​la ".220 Swift" ha​ve mo​re than a com​mon he​ri​ta​ge in the sto​ri​es of Art​hur Mac​hen and Manly Wa​de Wel​lman, which can't be sa​id for the nasty lit​tle crit​ters fo​und on an In​ter​City ra​il​way tra​in in "So​me​one El​se's Prob​lem" by Mic​ha​el Mars​hall Smith.

    The King of the Mons​ters him​self turns up in "God​zil​la's Twel​ve Step Prog​ram" which, be​ing by hi​sown​self Joe R. Lans​da​le, is abo​ut much mo​re than its hu​mo​ro​us tit​le wo​uld at first sug​gest, and the di​no​sa​urs are bio-engi​ne​ered on the pre​his​to​ric pla​net of Ro​bert Sil​ver​berg's "Our Lady of the Sa​uro​pods". Re​in​car​na​ted in​sects are the prob​lem in "The Spi​der Kiss" by Chris​top​her Fow​ler.

    Late-night of​fi​ce wor​kers are me​na​ced by hungry hor​rors from the ba​se​ment in Ram​sey Camp​bell's cla​ust​rop​ho​bic "Down The​re", whi​le the mons​ters of both Bri​an Lum​ley's "The Thin Pe​op​le" and Ba​sil Cop​per's "The Flabby Men" sha​re only a semb​lan​ce with hu​ma​nity.

    R. Chetwynd-Ha​yes' "The Shad​mock" and Cli​ve Bar​ker's "Raw​he​ad Rex" are ge​nu​inely new mons​ters who ha​ve both be​ne​fi​ted from mo​vie adap​ta​ti​ons, and the​re are mul​tip​le monst​ro​si​ti​es on disp​lay in Da​vid J. Schow's exu​be​rant "Vi​si​ta​ti​on" and Den​nis Etc​hi​son's hal​lu​ci​na​tory "Cal​ling All Mons​ters".

    Which brings us, fi​nal​ly, to Kim New​man's me​lanc​holy co​da, "The Chill Clutch of the Un​se​en", in which the last mons​ter-figh​ter and the last clas​sic mons​ter conf​ront each ot​her with surp​ri​sing re​sults. It is a story that brings this col​lec​ti​on full circ​le whi​le spe​aking to all of us who grew up on mons​ters - es​pe​ci​al​ly tho​se ico​nic ci​ne​ma​tic cha​rac​ters from Uni​ver​sal Stu​di​os.

    So the​re you are: twenty-two sto​ri​es abo​ut all kinds of dif​fe​rent mons​ters. Not all are hor​ri​fic, but that is only to be ex​pec​ted gi​ven the sco​pe of this bo​ok and the col​lec​ti​ve ta​lent of the aut​hors rep​re​sen​ted.

    And if yo​ur fa​vo​uri​te cre​atu​re isn't fe​atu​red this ti​me, then don't worry - as we all know, when it co​mes to mons​ters the​re's usu​al​ly a se​qu​el…

    -Stephen Jones

    London, Eng​land

    February, 2007

    

    

1 - David J. Schow - Visitation
    

    ANGUS BOND CHEC​KED IN​TO THE HER​MI​TA​GE ALO​NE, Un​der an as​su​med na​me. He had be​en re​cog​ni​sed in con​sort with too many fa​na​tics to risk a tra​vel​ling com​pa​ni​on, tho​ugh ha​ving Nic​ho​las along wo​uld ha​ve be​en com​for​ting. Nic​ho​las was de​ad.

    "Room 713," sa​id the desk​man, han​ding over a bron​ze key. "One of our su​ites, mis​ter… ah, Ori​on, yes. Heh." The man's smi​le lo​oked li​ke a mor​ti​ci​an's joke on a corp​se, and An​gus rest​ra​ined him​self from lo​oking to see if the natty, three-pi​ece clerk's su​it was split up the back. The desk​man was no zom​bie.

    Close, An​gus tho​ught as he hef​ted his bags. But no.
    The Her​mi​ta​ge was as Got​hi​cal​ly overs​ta​ted as An​gus had ex​pec​ted it to be. Not​hing he saw re​al​ly surp​ri​sed him - the or​na​men​tal iron gar​goy​les gu​ar​ding the lobby do​ors, the un​set​tling, Bosch-li​ke gro​tes​qu​es han​ging in gilt fra​mes be​ne​ath low-wat​ta​ge disp​lay lamps, the Ma​rie An​to​inet​te chan​de​li​ers, the​ir he​xa​go​nal prisms sug​ges​ting the imp​ri​son​ment of lost so​uls li​ke dra​gonf​li​es stuck in am​ber. No​ne of it mo​ved An​gus one way or the ot​her. It was all rat​her stan​dard ha​un​ted ho​use crap; oc​cult chintz to get a ri​se out of the tu​ris​tas.
    The wi​ne-red car​pe​ting ab​sor​bed his fo​ot​fal​ls (gre​edily, he tho​ught). The Her​mi​ta​ge se​emed to be the pla​ce. At the do​or to 713, An​gus held his key to the fe​eb​le light. He knew how to tilt it so the em​bos​sed me​tal threw down the sha​dow imp​res​si​on of a de​ath's-he​ad.

    Satisfied, he un​loc​ked the do​or and mo​ved his bag​ga​ge in​si​de, in or​der that he might un​pack and awa​it the co​ming of the mons​ters.

    The knock on the do​or jol​ted him to ins​tant wa​ri​ness. An​gus to​ok a bi​te out of a hard roll and left it be​hind on the le​at​her-top​ped tab​le with the sa​usa​ge and che​ese he had bro​ught.

    It was the zom​bie clerk, car​rying a tar​nis​hed sal​ver be​aring a bril​li​antly whi​te cal​ling card, fa​ce down. An​gus no​ted that the clerk se​emed to smell li​ke the sac​hets tuc​ked in​to ward​ro​bes by grand​mot​hers to fend off mil​dew. The stark whi​te​ness of the card cast de​athly sha​dows on the man's pa​le fe​atu​res. It se​emed to light up the hal​lway much mo​re ef​fi​ci​ently than the gut​te​ring yel​low bulbs in the brass scon​ces.

    "A gent​le​man to see you, sir," he sa​id, with all the ver​ve of a vent​ri​lo​qu​ist's dummy.

    Angus pic​ked up the card. It bo​re two words:

    

IMPERATIVE.
BRAY.
    

    The clerk sto​od fast. When An​gus re​ali​sed why, he de​ci​ded to test the wa​ter a lit​tle.

    "Just a mi​nu​te." He hur​ri​ed off to fumb​le bri​efly thro​ugh the depths of his gre​at​co​at. The​re was the tel​lta​le clink of chan​ge, and he re​tur​ned to the do​or with a sil​ver dol​lar. Ins​te​ad of pla​cing it on the sal​ver, he cont​ri​ved to drop it, ap​pa​rently ac​ci​den​tal​ly, so that the clerk ca​ught it, smo​othly in​ter​rup​ting its fall with his free hand.

    

    He wo​re dusty but​ler's glo​ves that we​re go​ing thre​ad​ba​re at the fin​ger​tips. He we​ig​hed the co​in in the palm of his hand.

    The air in the draft​less hal​lway se​emed to dar​ken and ro​il thickly, li​ke cre​am in hot cof​fee, for just a se​cond. The clerk's fe​atu​res dar​ke​ned, too, ma​king his eyes ap​pe​ar to glow, the way a light​bulb fla​res just be​fo​re it burns out. He suc​ked a qu​ick gulp of air, as tho​ugh diz​zi​ed by an ab​rupt stab of na​usea. His fe​atu​res fo​ught to re​ma​in who​le, shif​ting li​ke lard in a skil​let, and An​gus he​ard a dis​tant, mad wa​il. It all to​ok less than a se​cond.

    The clerk let the tip sli​de from the palm of his hand to rat​tle in the bowl of the me​tal dish. The qu​e​asy, de​ath-ric​tus smi​le split ac​ross his fa​ce aga​in, and he sa​id "Thank you. Sir."

    He left. An​gus clo​sed his do​or and nod​ded to him​self in af​fir​ma​ti​on.

    The stran​ger was swad​dled in fog-dam​pe​ned twe​eds, and crow​ned with a ro​ad-we​ary hom​burg that had se​en bet​ter days a few de​ca​des ear​li​er. The ini​ti​al imp​res​si​on left by the be​aring of the man was that he was very old - not wit​he​red, or in​ca​pa​ci​ta​ted in the way of tho​se who wo​re ye​ars gra​ce​les​sly, but old in the sen​se of worldly ex​pe​ri​en​ce. An old man. An​gus felt a stab of kins​hip he​re, de​ep in the midst of ha​zar​do​us and ali​en ter​ri​tory.

    "You are An​gus Bond?" sa​id the old man, arc​hing a snow-whi​te eyeb​row. "I am Tur​qu​ine Bray."

    "Nicholas Bray's fat​her?" sa​id An​gus, ig​no​ring that no one at the Her​mi​ta​ge knew his re​al na​me. The stran​ger had ob​vi​o​usly just ar​ri​ved.

    "Grandfather. Pa​ter​nal. His fat​her was a null spi​ri​tu​al qu​an​tity, ne​it​her evil, nor go​od, li​ke most in the world. He li​ved out his merc​hant's li​fe and de​si​red not​hing but ma​te​ri​al things. He led a li​fe of tawd​ri​ness and des​pa​ir; but for se​eding Nic​ho​las, no re​si​due of his pas​sa​ge, sa​ve the gri​ef he ca​used ot​hers, en​du​res. His fa​te was a well-de​ser​ved in​sig​ni​fi​can​ce. Nic​ho​las su​per​se​ded him. Blot​ted him out. Nic​ho​las on​ce told me you we​re his clo​sest fri​end."

    The words bit An​gus lightly, and the way Bray pul​led off his glo​ve ad​vi​sed that the la​te Nic​ho​las had not dis​pen​sed his fri​ends​hip or lo​yalty fri​vo​lo​usly. The two men sho​ok hands in the dank lobby of the Her​mi​ta​ge, the un​ders​tan​ding al​re​ady sha​red by them in no ne​ed of furt​her words con​cer​ning Nic​ho​las.

    

    "I can​not say I am ple​ased to me​et you at last, sir, un​der such cir​cums​tan​ces," sa​id Bray. "But I am re​li​eved. Shall we walk out​si​de? The at​mosp​he​re in he​re co​uld ma​ke a vul​tu​re's eyes wa​ter… as it is no do​ubt in​ten​ded to do."

    The ba​si​lisk ga​ze of the clerk trac​ked them un​til they pas​sed thro​ugh the ca​ta​rac​ted glass of the lobby's im​po​sing do​ub​le do​ors. Out​si​de, the sla​te grey bulk of the Her​mi​ta​ge's cas​tel​la​ted arc​hi​tec​tu​re mo​ni​to​red them dis​pas​si​ona​tely. It di​mi​nis​hed be​hind them as they wal​ked in​to the den​se so​ut​hern Ken​tucky wo​od​land that ma​de up the gro​unds.

    "Gloomy," sa​id Bray. "All this pla​ce ne​eds is a tarn."

    "Notice how the fo​li​age grows to​get​her in tang​les?" sa​id An​gus. "It mes​hes, with no nut​ri​ti​onal sup​port from the earth. The so​il is ne​arly pu​re al​ka​li​ne; I chec​ked it. The stuff grows, and yet is de​ad. It la​ces to​get​her to ke​ep out the sun​light - see? It's al​ways over​cast he​re."

    "The ap​po​int​ments of that ho​tel are cer​ta​inly Grand Gu​ig​no​lish. Li​ke a Hol​lywo​od set for a hor​ror film."

    "Rather li​ke the sup​po​sed 'ambi​en​ce' one ga​ins by pat​ro​ni​zing a mo​re ex​pen​si​ve res​ta​urant," sa​id An​gus. "I sus​pect you hit it on the he​ad when you men​ti​oned 'atmosp​he​re.' That se​ems to be the pur​po​se of all this the​at​ri​cal emb​ro​idery - su​per​na​tu​ral fur​ni​tu​re. At​mosp​he​re."

    "Hm." Bray step​ped la​bo​ri​o​usly over a rot​ting tree trunk. "Si​nis​ter chic."

    The iron-co​lo​ured mud sto​le dark fo​otp​rints from them as they wal​ked, the​ir bre​ath con​den​sing whi​tely in the la​te Janu​ary chill. Frost still ri​med the de​ad ve​ge​ta​ti​on, even in la​te af​ter​no​on. An​gus was glad he had trot​ted out his muf​fler. If Poe co​uld ha​ve se​en this pla​ce, he mu​sed, he wo​uld ha​ve be​en sca​red in​to a wri​ting di​et of mu​si​cal co​medy.

    "Have you a ro​om?" sa​id An​gus, af​ter both men had sto​od in con​temp​la​ti​ve si​len​ce for a mo​ment.

    "I wan​ted to as​su​re myself of yo​ur pre​sen​ce he​re, first."

    "You fol​lo​wed me, then?" sa​id An​gus. "For wha​te​ver pur​po​se? You cer​ta​inly know of Nic​ho​las' de​ath al​re​ady."

    "I ne​ed you, Mr Bond, to tell me the man​ner in which he di​ed."

    

    Angus sig​hed with re​sig​na​ti​on. "Mr Bray," he sa​id in a to​ne of​ten re​he​ar​sed, "do you know just who I am?"

    Bray's ste​ely, chro​me-co​lo​ured eyes shot up to me​et with An​gus' wa​tery blue ones, and he smi​led a cur​sory smi​le. "You are An​gus Gwyllm Ori​on Bond. Un​til ro​ughly two ye​ars ago yo​ur pro​fes​si​on was that of oc​cult de​bun​ker - ex​po​ser of su​per​na​tu​ral ho​axes. Ab​so​lu​te ba​ne of fra​udu​lent me​di​ums, scam​ming ast​ro​lo​gers, war​locks who we​re mo​re con-men than sor​ce​rers, and all the pop sa​les​men of li​zard's to​oth and ow​let's wing. Un​til two ye​ars ago."

    Bray's bre​ath plu​med out as he spo​ke. His spe​ech was al​most a re​ci​ta​ti​on; An​gus was imp​res​sed with the re​se​arch.

    "Two ye​ars ago, you va​nis​hed from the con​si​de​rab​le me​dia ti​me and spa​ce you com​man​ded. You eva​po​ra​ted from the air​wa​ves, the talk shows. Ru​mo​ur had you se​eking the co​un​sel of spi​ri​tu​alists and dab​bling in ma​gic yo​ur​self. Tho​ugh you wo​und up de​bun​king yo​ur​self, yo​ur bo​oks and ot​her franc​hi​sed items sold bet​ter than ever. I pre​su​me you've be​en sup​por​ting yo​ur now-pri​va​te li​fe with ro​yal​ti​es?"

    "Something li​ke that."

    "It was at pre​ci​sely that ti​me that you met up with my grand​son. Nic​ho​las was the an​tit​he​sis of his fat​her - a fan​tas​tic in​tel​lect and ca​pa​city for chan​ge. You know how he di​ed."

    "It ti​es to​get​her. The chan​ge in my li​fe. Nick's de​ath. I'm not su​re you'd-"

    "I am pre​pa​red for the out​ra​ge​o​us, Mr Bond. But I'm only in​te​res​ted in the truth. If the truth is me​rely out​ra​ge​o​us, fi​re away."

    "Nicholas ca​me to my es​ta​te one night. He was fran​tic, po​un​ding on the do​or, swe​ating, pa​nic​ked. He co​uldn't tell me why. He had just mo​ved in​to his new ho​me at the ti​me - do you re​call it?"

    "It was next to yo​ur es​ta​te. The Spils​bury man​si​on. Whe​re all tho​se ac​tors we​re sla​ugh​te​red by the re​li​gi​o​us cul​tists in the mid-1960s."

    "Yes," sa​id An​gus. "Of co​ur​se, by the ti​me Nick mo​ved in, that was an​ci​ent his​tory. That pla​ce's al​lot​ted fif​te​en mi​nu​tes of pop fa​me had be​en used up ye​ars be​fo​re."

    Bray smi​led aga​in.

    "He was un​ner​ved. When a hor​se 'smells' a tor​na​do, it gets skit​tish; the clo​sest Nic​ho​las co​uld spe​cu​la​te was that the ho​use 'felt wrong,' and skit​tish was the word to desc​ri​be him. I re​tur​ned with him, to sit and drink by the fi​rep​la​ce. Abo​ut forty-fi​ve mi​nu​tes la​ter…" An​gus reg​ret​ted his dra​ma​tic to​ne. But what oc​cur​red had be​en blo​ody dra​ma​tic.

    "It was the first ti​me I ever wit​nes​sed an in​ter​fa​ce," he sa​id simply. "Mr Bray, are you awa​re how su​per​na​tu​ral agen​ci​es func​ti​on physi​cal​ly? What enab​les the pa​ra​nor​mal to co​exist with the nor​mal uni​ver​se - yo​urs and mi​ne?"

    "Assuming its re​ality," sa​id Bray, "I'd spe​cu​la​te that it wo​uld be li​ke an al​ter​na​te di​men​si​on."

    "Good. But not a physi​cal di​men​si​on, not li​ke a pa​ral​lel world just stag​ge​red out of sync with our own. The su​per​na​tu​ral is a mat​ter of po​wer po​ten​ti​als. It ac​cu​mu​la​tes, in deg​re​es, li​ke a nuc​le​ar pi​le ap​pro​ac​hing cri​ti​cal mass. When the​re's too much, it blows off ste​am, ven​ting in​to the re​al world, our world, be​co​ming a tem​po​rary re​ality, so​me​ti​mes only for a se​cond or two."

    "Accumulates? Li​ke dust?" Bray sa​id inc​re​du​lo​usly. "How?"

    "It hap​pens every ti​me so​me​one knocks on wo​od. Or cros​ses the​ir fin​gers for luck, or says ge​sun​d​he​it. Every ti​me one avo​ids wal​king un​der a lad​der or ligh​ting three on a match. Every ti​me so​me​one ma​kes a joke abo​ut ghosts and do​esn't dis​be​li​eve what he's sa​ying one hund​red per​cent; every ti​me so​me​body uses a su​pers​ti​ti​o​us exp​res​si​on as a ref​lex clic​he - let the sand​man co​me and ta​ke you away; don't let the bo​ogey​man get you. Every ti​me so​me idi​ot in a church men​ti​ons the De​vil. An​y​ti​me an​yo​ne se​ri​o​usly con​si​ders any of mil​li​ons of mi​nor-le​ague bad-luck to​tems. It com​po​unds it​self exactly li​ke dust, Mr Bray - each of tho​se things is a cons​ci​o​us, wil​lful act that re​qu​ires a mi​nu​te por​ti​on of physi​cal energy in so​me way. The pa​ra​nor​mal energy si​mul​ta​ne​o​usly promp​ted by such ac​ti​on re​ma​ins un​per​ce​ived, but it is the​re, and it stacks up, one im​per​cep​tib​le deg​ree at a ti​me. Just li​ke dust. And when you get an ext​ra in​fu​si​on of high po​tency me​taphy​si​cal for​ce -"

    "Like that Jim Jones thing?" sa​id Bray. "Or the Spils​bury mur​ders?"

    "Precisely. You bo​ost the back​log of po​wer that much mo​re. Whe​ne​ver it re​ac​hes its own cri​ti​cal mass, it disc​har​ges in​to our re​ality. The ho​use that Nic​ho​las had mo​ved in​to was a me​taphy​si​cal stress po​int; it was still we​ak, thanks to the Spils​bury thing. A bre​ak po​int that had not comp​le​tely he​aled."

    "And du​ring this - this in​ter​fa​ce, all that ac​cu​mu​la​ted po​wer blew thro​ugh in​to my grand​son's li​ving ro​om?" Bray sho​ok his he​ad. "I find that dif​fi​cult to be​li​eve."

    "Too out​ra​ge​o​us?" sa​id An​gus, stop​ping sud​denly.

    Bray's exp​res​si​on dis​sol​ved to ne​ut​ral. "Go on."

    "That night, the 'we​ak​ness' was not only at the junc​tu​re po​int of that ho​use, but el​sew​he​re. Tem​po​ral​ly, it was a 'we​ak' ti​me pe​ri​od. Nick was in an agi​ta​ted fe​ar sta​te - a 'we​ak', re​cep​ti​ve men​tal con​di​ti​on. But this phe​no​me​non has no re​gu​lar cha​rac​te​ris​tic sa​ve that of over​lo​ad - you can't co​unt on it ven​ting it​self at any re​gu​lar ti​me, or pla​ce, or un​der any re​gu​lar con​di​ti​ons. It ven​ted so​mew​he​re el​se that night, and be​ca​use of the we​ake​ned con​di​ti​ons we ca​ught a squ​irt of it - bam! Two or three se​conds; a drop of wa​ter from a flo​od. The flo​od went so​mew​he​re el​se."

    Now Bray was frankly in​te​res​ted. "What was it li​ke?"

    "I got an imp​res​si​on of tre​men​do​us mo​ti​ve for​ce," sa​id An​gus. "Blin​ding black light; a cont​ra​dic​tory thing, I know, but the​re. The air felt pus​hed out of my lungs by a gi​ant hand. Everyt​hing lo​ose in the li​ving ro​om was blown li​ke sum​mer chaff in a hur​ri​ca​ne. Over​po​we​ring na​usea. Ver​ti​go. Di​so​ri​en​ta​ti​on. I was af​ra​id, but it was a va​gue un​fo​cu​sed kind of ter​ror. It was much wor​se for Nic​ho​las.

    "You see, he - li​ke most pe​op​le - held la​tent be​li​efs in su​per​na​tu​ral things. I did not. Too many ye​ars de​bun​king spe​ci​al ef​fects led to an ut​ter scep​ti​cism for things that go bump in the night - for me. I saw raw, tur​bu​lent energy. Nic​ho​las saw wha​te​ver he did not to​tal​ly dis​be​li​eve. You might see de​mons, gho​uls, vam​pi​re lycan-thro​pes, the Old Ones all hun​ge​ring for yo​ur flesh and so​ul, dra​gons gob​bling you up and far​ting brims​to​ne, Sa​tan brow​sing thro​ugh yo​ur body with a hot fon​due fork. Or the Chris​ti​an God, for that mat​ter."

    Bray was ta​ken aback, ob​vi​o​usly con​si​de​ring what such an ex​pe​ri​en​ce wo​uld me​an for him, gi​ven his li​fe's col​lec​ti​on of myth and su​pers​ti​ti​on, of fa​iry​ta​le mons​ters and re​al-li​fe gu​ilt’s. All of it wo​uld ma​ni​fest to his eyes. All of it, at on​ce. He sa​id "You me​an that every su​pers​ti​ti​o​us fe​ar I've ever had is wa​iting to eat me, on the ot​her si​de of a pa​ra​nor​mal po​wer over​lo​ad?"

    "Not as such," sa​id An​gus. "Yo​ur be​li​ef is what ma​kes it re​al. True dis​be​li​ef ren​ders it un​re​al, back in​to energy - which is what I saw. But that energy, fil​te​red thro​ugh Nick's mind, ma​de a mons​ter. He sa​id he was trying to hold the do​or​way to Hell shut, and so​met​hing hor​rif​ying was pul​ling from the ot​her si​de. It ga​ve a go​od yank and the do​or​way crac​ked open for a split ins​tant be​fo​re the bri​ef​ness of the squ​irt clo​sed it for go​od - but Nick, in that ins​tant, saw what was trying to get him. It sca​red him whi​te."

    Bray was qu​i​et for a long mo​ment. Then: "He mo​ved in with you shortly af​ter​ward?"

    "Yes."

    "You co​uld not de​bunk the su​per​na​tu​ral af​ter that?"

    "Not and do it with anyt​hing li​ke con​vic​ti​on. In​ves​ti​ga​ting the na​tu​re of the phe​no​me​non be​ca​me pa​ra​mo​unt."

    "Nicholas hel​ped you?"

    "He was just the ally I ne​eded. He had a pro​pen​sity for pu​re re​se​arch and a ke​en mind for de​duc​ti​on. We col​lec​ted da​ta and he in​de​xed it. Using a com​pu​ter, we we​re ab​le to pro​du​ce flowc​harts. One of the first things we dis​co​ve​red was the pre​sen​ce of 'pres​su​re po​ints' in the ti​me flow - spe​ci​fic da​tes that we​re re​cep​ti​ve to the po​wer burst, as the Spils​bury ho​use had be​en. Lam​mas, Bel​ta​ne, Cand​le​mas, Hal​lo​we​en. Al​most all ho​li​days. The​re are short bursts, long bursts, mul​ti​di​rec​ti​onal bursts, we​ak and strong ones. So​me​ti​mes the pro​xi​mity of a we​ak da​te will mag​ne​ti​ze the po​wer, at​trac​ting it to a par​ti​cu​lar ti​me. But most of it con​cent​ra​tes at one physi​cal pla​ce. Of co​ur​se, the​re might be a do​zen such out​bursts in a day. Con​si​der Jack the Rip​per's re​ign over Spi​tal​fi​elds, or World War II - the phe​no​me​non wo​uld damn ne​ar be​co​me cycli​cal, fe​eding on it​self."

    "I see," sa​id Bray. "But what abo​ut-"

    "Nicholas?" An​gus in​ter​rup​ted his me​an​de​ring walk, hands in poc​kets. "I think the ro​ad is just abo​ve us, the​re. Shall we climb up out of this muck and ma​ke our way back? I ha​ve a flask of ar​rack in my ro​om, to help cut the chill."

    "Thank you," Bray sa​id as An​gus hel​ped him thro​ugh a web of cre​epers.

    

    "Nicholas was very go​od at charts," sa​id An​gus. "He cross-matc​hed all the po​wer bursts - he was the one who cal​led them 'squ​irts,' by the way - to ebb and flow grids, and to lon​gi​tu​des and la​ti​tu​des. He cal​cu​la​ted in 'we​ak spots' and com​pen​sa​ted for them. He synthe​si​zed a me​ans whe​reby he co​uld pre​dict, with re​aso​nab​le ac​cu​racy, the lo​ca​ti​on and da​te of a fu​tu​re 'squ​irt'. So​me​ti​mes he was wrong."

    "But he was right for at le​ast one," sa​id Bray.

    "In Man​hat​tan," sa​id An​gus, "in a di​la​pi​da​ted, con​dem​ned of​fi​ce comp​lex cal​led the Di​xon Bu​il​ding, he and I fa​ced a full-po​wer blast, alo​ne."

    "Oh my god-"

    "God is right. Nic​ho​las was eaten ali​ve by the de​mon on the ot​her si​de of the do​or. He still be​li​eved."

    The two old men scramb​led up on​to the ro​ad fa​cing the Her​mi​ta​ge, in the dis​tan​ce. It lo​omed darkly aga​inst the over​cast sky, in sil​ho​u​et​te, li​ke a di​no​sa​ur wa​iting for din​ner.

    "In that ho​tel, to​night, at pre​ci​sely 1:30 am, the​re will be an in​ter​fa​ce such as I've desc​ri​bed. On pa​per, at le​ast, it's one of the big​gest I've ever se​en. The​re are a lot of su​pers​ti​ti​o​us pe​op​le out the​re in the world. I can show you the graphs, in my ro​om."

    Together, An​gus and Bray en​te​red the maw of the Her​mi​ta​ge.

    "Have you ta​ken stock of the cli​en​te​le he​re yet?" sa​id Bray as An​gus shuc​ked his he​avy co​at. Sin​ce An​gus had not be​en ab​le to co​ax the ro​om's an​te​di​lu​vi​an ste​am co​il in​to bo​os​ted out​put and sin​ce the fi​rep​la​ce still held cold tin​der, both men kept the​ir swe​aters on. The ar​rack was fo​res​tal​led when Bray pro​du​ced a tra​vel de​can​ter of cog​nac from the depths of his over​co​at.

    "There is a word for this su​per​na​tu​ral po​wer," An​gus sa​id. "So​me call it ma​na. It's li​ke elect​ri​city - ne​it​her go​od nor evil in it​self, but ava​ilab​le to tho​se who know how to har​ness it. De​vo​id of con​text, the​re is no 'go​od' or 'evil'. I am not the only one who has dis​co​ve​red that the in​ter​fa​ces can be char​ted. Ot​hers will be swift to use such po​wer po​ten​ti​als for sel​fish or harm​ful ends. They wo​uld emb​ra​ce the ico​nog​raphy of what the unen​ligh​te​ned blan​ket with the term evil. That desk clerk, for examp​le. I ne​ver saw an​yo​ne who wan​ted to be a vam​pi​re mo​re, yet to exist as a true vam​pi​re wo​uld be a pi​ti​ab​le sta​te in​de​ed. I slip​ped him a sil​ver dol​lar ear​li​er, one I had char​ged in ac​cor​dan​ce with le​gend as a pro​tec​ti​ve ta​lis​man." He drag​ged a pon​de​ro​us Vic​to​ri​an cha​ir over to the tab​le whe​re Bray sat nur​sing his cog​nac and sta​ring abst​rac​tedly thro​ugh the par​ted dra​pes, in​to the co​urt​yard be​low them.

    Bray saw three men in black awk​wardly be​aring an enor​mo​us fo​ot-loc​ker in​to the lobby. "You me​an li​ke a witchc​raft amu​let?"

    Sipping, An​gus sa​id "Amu​lets are no go​od if they're not in yo​ur pos​ses​si​on. This was a ta​lis​man - char​ged by the bo​ok, in this ca​se, the ori​gi​nal text of a gri​mo​ire cal​led the Li​ber Da​emo​no​rum, pub​lis​hed in 1328 by a fel​low na​med Pro​tas​sus. I ha​ve a first edi​ti​on."

    "And the clerk?"

    "Since he was be​ha​ving by such ri​gid ru​les, it was al​most bo​ringly simp​le to an​ti​ci​pa​te him. He re​ac​ted as tho​ugh he was abo​ut to burst at the se​ams. If not for the glo​ves he wo​re, I think that ta​lis​man might've bur​ned right thro​ugh his hand to drop on the flo​or. But the pre​dic​ta​bi​lity of a phe​no​me​non or mo​ve​ment do​es not ne​ces​sa​rily dec​re​ase its po​ten​ti​al thre​at or dan​ger. Don't kid yo​ur​self abo​ut the uses so​me in​tend for such po​wer. It's bac​ked up li​ke se​wa​ge on the ot​her si​de of the ve​il, wa​iting to be tap​ped, ever-incre​asing. A lot of bad co​uld be cre​ated. Po​wer cor​rupts." He kil​led his glass and Bray mo​ved to re​fill it.

    "Why ex​po​se yo​ur​self to so​met​hing li​ke that?" sa​id Bray, now con​cer​ned. "Su​rely you've had a bel​lyful of ba​ring yo​ur psyche to the tem​pest - or can you bu​ild so​me kind of to​le​ran​ce?"

    "To a deg​ree, yes. It's still an or​de​al, a men​tal and physi​cal dra​in. But I can stand, whe​re ot​hers wo​uld bend." An​gus le​aned clo​ser; spo​ke con​fi​den​ti​al​ly: "You've mis​sed a mo​re ob​vi​o​us re​ason for do​ing so."

    "Nicholas?" Bray sa​id fi​nal​ly, "Ven​ge​an​ce?"

    Angus swal​lo​wed anot​her fi​re​bolt of li​qu​or. "Not as an eye-for-an-eye thing. Nic​ho​las' de​ath con​vin​ced me that the phe​no​me​non it​self must be in​ter​rup​ted. Each out​burst is mo​re po​wer​ful. Each co​mes clo​ser on the he​els of the last. It is as tho​ugh it is cre​ating a big​ger and big​ger spa​ce in our re​ality in which to exist. The 'val​ve' must be clo​sed be​fo​re the con​ti​nu​o​us es​ca​la​ti​on ma​kes pre​ven​ti​ve ac​ti​on im​pos​sib​le."

    

    "By god!" sa​id Bray, his eyes ligh​ting up. "The ta​lis​man!"

    "I ho​pe that wasn't too os​ten​ta​ti​o​us - an​no​un​cing my pre​sen​ce in the Her​mi​ta​ge with that stunt. As far as the rest of the cong​re​ga​ti​on he​re is con​cer​ned, I'm just anot​her acoly​te."

    "I ha​ven't se​en too many pe​op​le sin​ce I ar​ri​ved."

    "Well, they'd shun the day​light by na​tu​re, any​way," sa​id An​gus. "Or what pas​ses for day​light aro​und he​re." He let his eyes drift in​to in​fi​nity fo​cus, re​gar​ding the co​urt​yard be​low. "You know, the Her​mi​ta​ge is qu​ite an ac​hi​eve​ment, for what it is. But it isn't 'evil'. The po​wer I spo​ke of, the ma​na, is what ke​eps the sun​light from this pla​ce and ma​kes de​ad tre​es ro​ot in de​ad gro​und. Chan​nel​led and cont​rol​led, the ma​na co​uld be used to bu​ild a per​fect womb for so​met​hing that wo​uld be evil by any​body's de​fi​ni​ti​on. So​met​hing de​sig​ned by pe​op​le of ill in​tent to fit every pre​con​cep​ti​on. To​night's sur​ge is a big one. May​be it's go​ing to fu​el a birth."

    "I don't even want to think abo​ut that pos​si​bi​lity," sa​id Bray.

    "I must." An​gus dum​ped one of his satc​hels on​to the bed "Du​ring that 1:30 junc​tu​re to​night, I must try to put a bo​gey in the pa​ra​nor​mal plum​bing."

    "How?" sa​id Bray, now vi​sibly un​ner​ved and lo​oking abo​ut fru​it​les​sly for a clock. "How do​es one stop that much po​wer, bar​rel​ling right at you?"

    "One do​esn't. You turn it aga​inst it​self, li​ke hol​ding a mir​ror up to a gor​gon's fa​ce. It ta​kes, in this spe​ci​al ca​se, not only pro​tec​ti​ve ta​lis​mans aga​inst the she​er for​ces them​sel​ves, but al​so my an​ti-be​li​ef in the va​ri​o​us physi​cal ma​ni​fes​ta​ti​ons - the mons​ters. The po​wer will ex​ha​ust it​self thro​ugh an in​fi​ni​te, ec​ho ef​fect, cras​hing back and forth li​ke a vi​olently bo​un​cing ball in​si​de a tiny box." He dra​ined his glass aga​in. "In the​ory, that is."

    "Plausible," Bray sa​id. "But then, you're the ex​pert on this sort of thing. I sup​po​se we'll see the truth early this mor​ning…"

    "No!" An​gus, fa​ce flus​hed with sud​den pa​nic. "You must le​ave this pla​ce, be​fo​re-"

    "Leave you he​re alo​ne, to fight such a fight alo​ne? I ad​mit that two old men may not pre​sent much of a thre​at to the po​wers you desc​ri​be, but whe​re in hell am I go​ing to go, kno​wing that such things trans​pi​re?" Bray's hand grew whi​te knuck​led aro​und his glass.

    

    "Your own dor​mant fe​ars might dest​roy you," An​gus sa​id. "Anot​her de​ath on my cons​ci​en​ce."

    "What am I to do, then?" Bray stif​fe​ned. "You may not be​li​eve in re​ven​ge, but I do. I in​sist! I si​de with you or I am less than a man… and that is my fi​nal word on the mat​ter, sir." As punc​tu​ati​on, he fi​nis​hed his cog​nac.

    The exp​res​si​on on An​gus' fa​ce was ne​ut​ral​ly so​ber, but wit​hin, he was smi​ling.

    Midnight sho​uld ha​ve be​en an​tic​li​mac​tic. It was not.

    In the fu​ne​ral qu​i​et of the lobby, an ebony clock bo​omed out twel​ve brass to​nes that re​so​un​ded thro​ugh li​ke stri​kes on a hu​ge din​ner gong. A strag​gler, dres​sed in tat​ters, fell to the wi​ne red car​pe​ting in con​vul​si​ons, thras​hing madly abo​ut. The stal​wart desk clerk had watc​hed the man insc​ri​be three si​xes on his fo​re​he​ad ear​li​er, using hot as​hes from the lobby fi​rep​la​ce. The or​na​men​tal an​di​rons his​sed the​ir ple​asu​re, hotly.

    An al​most sub-aural dir​ge, li​ke a de​ep, cons​tant synthe​si​zer no​te, ema​na​ted from the gro​und flo​or and gra​du​al​ly pos​ses​sed the en​ti​re struc​tu​re. A chil​ling un​der​cur​rent of vo​ices se​emed to se​ep thro​ugh the bu​il​ding's pi​pe work and the hid​den, de​ad spa​ces bet​we​en walls.

    In the Grand Bal​lro​om the chan​de​li​ers be​gan to mo​ve by them​sel​ves. Be​low the​ir ghostly tink​ling, a qu​ar​tet of fi​gu​res in ho​oded ta​bards ra​ised the​ir arms in sup​pli​ca​ti​on. Cand​les of she​ep tal​low we​re ig​ni​ted. Mass was enj​o​ined.

    Somewhere ne​ar the top of the ho​tel, so​me​one scre​amed for ne​arly a who​le mi​nu​te. Une​arthly, lo​we​ring no​ises is​su​ed from the gro​unds, now he​avily mis​ted in night fog. The​re we​re the so​unds of stran​ge be​asts in pa​in, and va​gue ec​ho​es of so​met​hing lar​ge and massy, mo​ving slug​gishly as tho​ugh trap​ped in a tar pit. It was star​les​sly dark out​si​de.

    "Are you po​si​ti​ve you wish to stay?" sa​id An​gus, ope​ning the flask of ar​rack. Bray's pri​va​te stock was long go​ne.

    "Yes. Just po​ur me anot​her glass, ple​ase." Each new, ali​en so​und ma​de Bray win​ce a lit​tle, in​si​de the folds of his co​at, but he ma​in​ta​ined bra​vely.

    From wit​hin his shirt, An​gus fis​hed out a key on a thin cha​in of sil​ver links. He twid​dled it in each of his satc​hel's two locks. The first thing he pro​du​ced from the ca​se was a bo​ok las​hed to​get​her with sta​ined vi​olet rib​bons.

    "Good God, "Bray cho​ked. "Is that the-"

    "The Li​ber Da​emo​no​rum. Pity this must be dest​ro​yed to​night. By bur​ning. Damn sha​me. This is a col​lec​tor's item." He he​aved the vo​lu​me on​to the bed and the rank smell of fo​xed and mil​de​wed age-old pa​per was​hed to​ward Bray. Brit​tle pi​eces of the rag​ged hi​de bin​ding fla​ked to the flo​or.

    Nearby, pro​bably in the hall out​si​de 713, so​me​one how​led li​ke a dog un​til his vo​ice ga​ve out with an ade​no​idal squ​e​ak.

    Bray's at​ten​ti​on was drawn from the an​ci​ent witchc​raft to​me to the disk of bur​nis​hed gold An​gus re​mo​ved from the satc​hel. It was an unb​ro​ken ring, big as a sa​lad pla​te, with free-cast temp​la​te cha​rac​ters clin​ging to its in​ner bor​ders. It ca​ught the fe​eb​le light in the ro​om and threw it aro​und in sharp flas​hes.

    "Gold?" sa​id Bray, awest​ruck.

    "Solid, re​fi​ned twenty-fo​ur ka​rat, pu​re to the fifth de​ci​mal po​int," sa​id An​gus, tos​sing it to the bed. The he​avy cha​in neck​la​ce at​tac​hed to it jing​led; the disk bo​un​ced a hard cres​cent of light off the ce​iling di​rectly abo​ve. "The pu​rity of the me​tal used in the ta​lis​man has pro​tec​ti​ve va​lue. I won't put it on un​til a few se​conds be​fo​re de​ad​li​ne - ke​ep it as po​tent as pos​sib​le, you un​ders​tand."

    From the satc​hel ca​me mo​re pro​tec​ti​ve fe​tis​hes, mo​jo bags of don​key te​eth, cop​per thre​ad and tra​ver​ti​ne, hex sto​nes with glyptic symbols, in​ked spells on parch​ment bo​und with hi​de thongs, tiny cor​ked vi​als of opa​que li​qu​ids. An​gus tuc​ked the​se in​to his clot​hing.

    Something thum​ped he​avily and re​pe​atedly on the flo​or abo​ve them. Drum chants co​uld be fa​intly he​ard.

    "Any do​ubts now abo​ut the​re not be​ing a full ho​use he​re to​night?" An​gus sa​id. Bray's hand qu​ive​red in bet​ra​yal as he drank. An​gus reg​ret​ted that the aca​de​mic por​ti​on of his mind re​gar​ded Bray simply as a han​di​cap; his sen​se of ho​no​ur co​uld not re​fu​se the ol​der man. He ho​ped he wo​uld sur​vi​ve what was to fol​low, but wo​uld al​low no comp​ro​mi​sing of his own task. Si​len​ce hung bet​we​en them aw​hi​le lon​ger.

    "Does it mat​ter whe​re we are when it hits?"

    

    "No. This ho​tel is the pla​ce. The psychos sur​ro​un​ding us are li​ke the cre​epy trap​pings - mo​re su​per​na​tu​ral fur​ni​tu​re. Pay them no he​ed. What we're de​aling with has no form. You can be tric​ked by il​lu​si​ons; if you even con​si​der for a se​cond that so​met​hing monst​ro​us be​fo​re yo​ur eyes might pos​sibly be re​al, you're lost - you must re​mem​ber that. The de​mon Nic​ho​las saw was not re​al, un​til he tho​ught it might be, ma​king him af​ra​id. Then it ate him up."

    "Angus!" Bray sto​od from his cha​ir. "I can - I can fe​el so​met​hing stran​ge… pal​pab​le, a swel​ling… li​ke a bal​lo​on abo​ut to burst…" He lo​oked aro​und, agi​ta​ted now.

    Angus ha​uled out his ra​il​ro​ad watch. "1:27 am. I set this by the ti​me ser​vi​ce in Wil​lo​ughby la​te yes​ter​day. Hmm - I sup​po​se no ti​me ser​vi​ce is strictly ac​cu​ra​te." He slip​ped qu​ickly in​to the ta​lis​man.

    "Exactly li​ke the at​mosp​he​ric bu​ild-up Nic​ho​las sen​sed, be​fo​re the squ​irt at his ho​use," An​gus sa​id. "I ha​ve no ext​ra po​wer obj​ects, fri​end Bray. You'll ha​ve to stick clo​se be​hind me. That's abo​ut the only aid I can of​fer you. And so​met​hing el​se-" He hur​ri​edly dug a den​ted tin of Ron​son ligh​ter flu​id out of the satc​hel and do​used the Li​ber Da​emo​no​rum. The pun​gent li​qu​id so​aked slowly in​to the com​for​ter on the bed and sa​tu​ra​ted the bo​ok of sor​cery. An​gus then ca​me up with se​ve​ral dis​po​sab​le plas​tic ci​ga​ret​te ligh​ters, each gim​mic​ked with elect​ri​cal ta​pe. "Ta​ke one of the​se, and lis​ten to me. Du​ring the conf​ron​ta​ti​on, I may be​co​me mo​men​ta​rily trans​fi​xed. If that hap​pens, I want you to light the bo​ok. It must be bur​ned du​ring the in​ter​fa​ce if my ot​her, les​ser shi​el​ding spells are to func​ti​on. The ligh​ter is mo​di​fi​ed to pro​du​ce a long jet of fla​me when you thumb the whe​el. Un​ders​tand that the bo​ok is ra​re, and dan​ge​ro​us, and the sup​pli​cants bo​oked in​to this pla​ce wo​uld gladly mur​der us to get it. If I he​si​ta​te, dest​roy it!"

    Bray clutc​hed the ligh​ter tightly, li​ke a cru​ci​fix aga​inst a vam​pi​re.

    As tho​ugh in the grip of an earth​qu​ake tre​mor, the Her​mi​ta​ge shud​de​red. A chunk of the whor​led plas​ter ce​iling di​sen​ga​ged and smas​hed in​to chalky crumb​les at An​gus' fe​et.

    "Remember, Bray!" he sho​uted. "It's not re​al-"

    The rest of his words we​re ob​li​te​ra​ted by a thun​derc​lap con​cus​si​on of mo​ving air as the oak do​or to 713 blew off its hin​ges and slap​ped the flo​or li​ke a hu​ge, wo​oden pla​ying card. The French win​dows past Bray splin​te​red out​ward in a shri​eking ha​il of ne​ed​le li​ke glass bits. The bot​tles and rick​rack on the tab​le scat​te​red to​ward the win​dow. The cog​nac flask peg​ged Bray's temp​le and bro​ught blo​od. The va​cu​um for​ce of the mo​ving air se​emed to suck the bre​ath from him. He scre​amed An​gus' na​me, so​und​les​sly.

    Angus la​bo​ured to​ward the do​or, wal​king pon​de​ro​usly, li​ke a trap​per in a snow bank, one hand hol​ding the out​thrust ta​lis​man, the ot​her re​ad​ying the ligh​ter for the Li​ber Da​emo​no​rum cro​oked aga​inst his chest. Out​si​de, the cor​ri​dor was awash in stun​ning yel​low light. A high-fre​qu​ency ke​en kni​fed in​to his ears and num​bed his bra​in. He he​ard his na​me be​ing cal​led over and over, co​up​led with a ma​ni​acal la​ugh that kept shif​ting spe​eds, ac​ce​le​ra​ting and slo​wing, a war​ped re​cord in the hands of a lu​na​tic disc joc​key. Thro​ugh the shim​mer and gla​re An​gus tho​ught he co​uld see stun​ted, writ​hing sha​pes - va​ri​o​us mons​ters strug​gling to be born of his mind. He sta​red them down and one by one they we​re ab​sor​bed back in​to the light that pro​du​ced them, dis​sol​ving as tho​ugh be​aten prog​res​si​vely thin​ner with a mal​let un​til the light sho​ne thro​ugh and di​sin​teg​ra​ted them. The ta​lis​man be​gan to ra​di​ate he​at aga​inst his chest. The first ec​ho had be​en ac​hi​eved.

    The ma​ni​ac so​unds we​re de​fi​ni​tely ca​used by so​met​hing in ter​ri​fic pa​in, figh​ting him. In the hal​lway mir​ror, An​gus saw him​self va​po​ri​se - ha​ir pop​ping af​la​me, she​aring away, skin pe​eling back as tho​ugh sandb​las​ted off, skull rus​hing back​ward as su​gary pow​der, blo​od and bra​ins va​nis​hing in a qu​ick clo​ud of co​lo​ur and stink.

    It was an il​lu​si​on, and he ig​no​red it.

    He tri​ed to ig​no​re the dim, backg​ro​und so​und of Bray's scre​aming.

    A grey li​zard de​mon, sca​les ca​ked in glis​te​ning sli​me, bre​ac​hed the out​si​de win​dow to 713 and po​un​ced on Bray's back, rip​ping and te​aring. Mo​re rus​hed in li​ke a flo​od​ti​de, the​ir al​li​ga​tor sno​uts ren​ding his clot​hing, the​ir flying spit​tle frying thro​ugh his skin li​ke brown acid. Cur​ved black ta​lons la​id open his chest and they be​gan to de​vo​ur him or​gan by or​gan. His ligh​ter went spin​ning use​les​sly ac​ross the flo​or.

    

    Angus ca​ught a glimp​se of the car​na​ge ta​king pla​ce be​hind him. Bray was lost.

    Angus stop​ped his ad​van​ce. Bray was de​ad.

    Bray was de​ad, and the typho​on of yel​low for​ce pe​te​red to not​hing​ness in a se​cond. Stan​ding ri​di​cu​lo​usly alo​ne in the qu​i​et of the cat​hed​ral-li​ke hal​lway, An​gus re​ali​sed, with a plum​me​ting kind of bright, oran​ge hor​ror in his sto​mach, that he had lost.

    He lo​oked up and down the hal​lway. Not​hing.

    Then, dis​tant, in​de​cip​he​rab​le so​unds. Hungry so​unds.

    The bo​ok! The bo​ok! his mind scre​amed. His thumb auto​ma​ti​cal​ly wor​ked the ligh​ter, and a jet of blue pro​pa​ne fi​re at le​ast half a fo​ot long spur​ted up, ca​res​sing the Li​ber Da​emo​no​run. It bil​lo​wed in​to fla​me along with his so​aked co​at sle​eve.

    But the two iron gar​goy​les from the lobby we​re al​re​ady win​ging to​ward An​gus with me​tal-musc​led stro​kes. He he​ard the gra​ting of the​ir black, iron flesh pum​ping and lo​oked up to see the​ir di​amond eyes fix on him. They pe​eled to eit​her si​de of him as the bo​ok to​uc​hed off; one swo​oped past in a blur, ho​oking the bo​ok away to smot​her it aga​inst its bel​lows chest, the ot​her jack kni​fing up​ward in mi​da​ir to stra​fe An​gus. He felt cold, sharp pa​in. His fe​et left the flo​or and he cras​hed on​to his back, rol​ling clum​sily, blo​od da​ubing in​to one eye from the gas​hes the gar​goy​le's iron, butc​her cle​aver claws had car​ved in his fo​re​he​ad.

    His na​me was still be​ing cal​led, fast and slow and fast and-

    "Angus." The to​ne was first di​sap​pro​ving, then pit​ying. "Angus, you po​or old sod."

    Turquine Bray sto​od over him hol​ding the still-smo​king Li​ber Da​emo​no​rum. The vi​olet rib​bons we​re char​red.

    The iron gar​goy​les circ​led high in the cor​ri​dor, ligh​ting be​hind Bray. They crin​ged and fid​ge​ted, li​ke grey​ho​unds, grin​ding the​ir jave​lin te​eth and snor​ting mist thro​ugh cast iron nost​rils with im​pa​ti​en​ce.

    "Since you've de​li​ve​red this bo​ok to us," Bray sa​id "I think you're owed a few words." His hands slit​he​red pro​udly aro​und the to​me and his chro​mi​um eyes glit​te​red at An​gus.

    "The gar​goy​les-" An​gus gas​ped from the flo​or.

    "Oh, yes, they're re​al eno​ugh. They're a bit pi​qu​ed be​ca​use I ha​ven't gi​ven you to them yet." An​gus co​uld see that Bray spo​ke aro​und a mo​uth​ful of ne​ed​led fangs li​ke the den​tal work of a rat​tles​na​ke. "Yo​ur dis​be​li​ef in mons​ters po​sed an int​ri​gu​ing prob​lem. How to chink such me​tal ar​mo​ur? How to trick you, the ex​pert on all the tricks? You wo​uldn't be​li​eve in the pa​tently un​re​al, so we ma​de you be​li​eve in so​met​hing el​se you'd ac​cept with less qu​es​ti​on. The gar​goy​les are now re​al, thanks to yo​ur mind. Tur​qu​ine Bray, ho​we​ver, di​ed in 1974. On Va​len​ti​ne's Day." The Bray thing, its ha​ir go​ne jet black, eyes sun​ken to mad ball be​arings in se​duc​ti​ve, dark pits, grin​ned wol​fishly.

    "Impossible!" Bre​at​hing was be​co​ming dif​fi​cult for An​gus, as tho​ugh his lungs we​re fil​ling with hot cand​le wax. "Impos​sib​le… the po​wer burst… you exis​ted be​fo​re the in​ter​fa​ce to​ok pla​ce…"

    "My de​ar An​gus," the cre​atu​re ras​ped in a phleg​ma​tic vo​ice, "you're not pa​ying at​ten​ti​on. This po​wer burst was the big​gest of all so far. Pe​op​le are mo​re su​pers​ti​ti​o​us than ever. They go right on stac​king it up. This sur​ge was pre​ce​ded by what yo​ung Nic​ho​las cha​rac​te​ri​sed as a 'squ​irt,' a con​si​de​rab​le le​aka​ge that pri​med the pa​ra​nor​mal pump, you might say." It pre​ten​ded to ins​pect its elon​ga​ted, spi​ked na​ils. "How do you think so​met​hing as me​lod​ra​ma​tic as the Her​mi​ta​ge got he​re in the first pla​ce? It ca​me out of yo​ur mind. It was what you ex​pec​ted; know-not​hing cul​tists and pop Sa​ta​nists and hor​ror-mo​vie props - su​per​na​tu​ral fur​ni​tu​re. It was all an il​lu​si​on, as was I. But it's re​al now. The Li​ber Da​emo-no​rum will help to ke​ep our fa​mily cor​po​re​al."

    Two shuf​fling corp​ses bat​te​red down the sta​ir​way do​or le​ading in​to the hal​lway. The​ir sight​less, mag​goty eye soc​kets so​ught An​gus' pro​ne form. They ma​de for him with ine​xo​rab​le slow​ness, rot​ting flesh drop​ping off the​ir fra​mes in clots. They hun​ge​red.

    "Your H.P. Lo​vec​raft might be ple​ased to know that his Old Ones are fi​nal​ly co​ming ho​me," the mons​ter grow​led. It stretc​hed ca​ver​no​usly, burs​ting from its hu​man clot​hes, re​ve​aling a wi​de body of in​sec​ti​le ar​mor pla​ting with do​ub​le-jo​in​ted, bird​li​ke legs who​se ho​oked to​es gat​he​red the car​pet up in bunc​hes. "It's all qu​ite re​al now, fri​end An​gus." The ste​ely, sil​ver eyes trans​fi​xed An​gus from a ni​ne fo​ot he​ight. "As are my ot​her fri​ends. He​re. Now."

    The gar​goy​les jum​ped in​to the air and ho​ve​red li​ke car​ri​on birds. From 713 the rep​ti​li​an sca​ven​gers con​ti​nu​ed to swarm, cham​ping the​ir over​si​zed jaws, stre​amers of dro​ol web​bing the car​pe​ting. Be​yond the ste​aming, to​othy thing that had be​en Bray, An​gus saw a trans​lu​cent hor​de of ghostly, hu​ma​no​id le​ec​hes. The scut​tling things ad​van​ced, wor​rying the​ir blo​od​less, watch​ma​ker's claws to​get​her in an​ti​ci​pa​ti​on of a dark, bur​gundy-hu​ed snack.

    He re​cog​ni​sed them now, all of the mons​ters, all of his li​fe​ti​me's re​se​arch in​to the oc​cult, ec​ho​ing back upon him. If he co​uld be ma​de to be​li​eve Bray had be​en re​al, then anyt​hing co​uld fol​low… Za​ebos, a de​mon with a hu​man he​ad and the body of a cro​co​di​le, ent​re​ated him from the end of the cor​ri​dor. Ne​ar the ce​iling flo​ated the Ke​res, the Gre​ek vam​pi​re en​ti​ti​es who ap​pe​ar be​fo​re de​ath. Win​di​gos - can​ni​ba​lis​tic In​di​an ghosts - crow​ded past the li​ving-de​ad corp​ses to get to An​gus's po​si​ti​on. They lic​ked the​ir lips. Now An​gus knew the na​me of the mons​ter be​fo​re him, the spi​rit who had as​su​med Bray's form to trick him. It was the Mas​ter of Ce​re​mo​ni​es to the In​fer​nal Co​urt.

    "Verdelet!" he cro​aked, hol​ding the ta​lis​man for​ward. "Swal​low this!"

    "Now, now," the de​mon sa​id. "Too la​te for that ho​cus-po​cus, An​gus. You be​li​eve now." It wa​ved an ebony claw ca​re​les​sly, and the ta​lis​man mel​ted, siz​zling thro​ugh An​gus' clot​hing, scal​ding and eating in​to his chest with a gey​ser of gol​den ste​am.

    He ma​na​ged a how​ling scre​am.

    "I ha​ve no​ught but gra​ti​tu​de for you, fri​end An​gus," Ver​de​let sa​id. "Thanks to you, as of this night, the Her​mi​ta​ge is open for bu​si​ness."

    The last thing An​gus he​ard was the wet so​unds of jaws, ope​ning.

    

    

2 - Ramsey Campbell - Down There
    

    Hurry along the​re," Ste​ve cal​led as the girls tro​oped down the of​fi​ce. "Last one to​night. Mind the do​ors."

    The girls smi​led at Ela​ine as they pas​sed her desk, but the​ir smi​les me​ant dif​fe​rent things: just li​ke you to ma​ke things mo​re dif​fi​cult for the rest of us, lo​oks li​ke you've be​en kept in af​ter scho​ol, sup​po​se you've not​hing bet​ter to do, fancy ha​ving to put up with him by yo​ur​self. She didn't gi​ve a damn what they tho​ught of her. No do​ubt they ear​ned eno​ugh wit​ho​ut wor​king over​ti​me, sin​ce all they did with the​ir mo​ney was squ​an​der it on ma​ke​up and new clot​hes.

    She only wis​hed Ste​ve wo​uldn't ma​ke a joke of everyt​hing: even the lifts, one of which had bro​ken down en​ti​rely af​ter sin​king un​cont​rol​lably to the bot​tom of the shaft all day. She was glad that hadn't hap​pe​ned to her, even tho​ugh she gat​he​red the sub​ba​se​ment was no lon​ger so dis​gus​ting. Still, the sur​vi​ving lift had rid her of ever​yo​ne now, inc​lu​ding Mr Wil​li​ams the uni​on rep​re​sen​ta​ti​ve, who'd tri​ed the lon​gest to per​su​ade her not to stay. He still hadn't for​gi​ven the uni​on for ac​cep​ting a tem​po​rary mo​ve to this bu​il​ding; per​haps he was ta​king it out on her. Well, he'd go​ne now, in​to the No​vem​ber night and ra​in.

    It had be​en ra​ining all day. The wa​re​ho​uses out​si​de the win​dows lo​oked li​ke mel​ting cho​co​la​te; the ri​ver and the ca​nals we​re opa​que with tang​led rip​ples. Cot​ta​ges and ter​ra​ces, so​me of them de​re​lict, crow​ded up the ste​ep hills to​wards the di​su​sed mi​nes. Thro​ugh the ske​ins of wa​ter on the glass the​ir inf​re​qu​ent lights lo​oked shaky as cand​le fla​mes.

    She was sa​fe from all that, in the long of​fi​ce abo​ve fi​ve un-te​nan​ted flo​ors and two ba​se​ments. Ranks of fi​ling ca​bi​nets stuf​fed with blue In​land Re​ve​nue fi​les di​vi​ded the of​fi​ce down the mid​dle, smells of dust and old pa​per hung in the air. Be​ne​ath a flut​te​ring flu​ores​cent tu​be prot​ru​ding fi​les drow​sed, jer​ked awa​ke. Thro​ugh the ste​amy win​dow abo​ve an un​qu​enc​hab​le ra​di​ator, she co​uld just ma​ke out the fra​me whe​re the top sec​ti​on of the fi​re es​ca​pe sho​uld be.

    "Are you fe​eling exp​lo​ited?" Ste​ve sa​id.

    He'd he​ard Mr Wil​li​ams's par​ting shot, cal​ling her the emp​lo​yers' we​apon aga​inst so​li​da​rity. "No, cer​ta​inly not." She wis​hed he wo​uld let her be qu​i​et for a whi​le. "I'm fe​eling hot," she sa​id.

    "Yes, it is a bit much." He sto​od up, mop​ping his fo​re​he​ad the​at​ri​cal​ly. "I'll go and sort out Mr Turt​le."

    She do​ub​ted that he wo​uld find the ca​re​ta​ker, who was no do​ubt hid​den so​mew​he​re with a bot​tle of che​ap rum. At le​ast he tri​ed to hi​de his drin​king, which was mo​re than one co​uld say for the obe​se half-che​wed sand​wic​hes he left on win​dow​sil​ls, in the ro​om whe​re tea was bre​wed, even on​ce on so​me​one's desk.

    She tur​ned idly to the win​dow be​hind her cha​ir and watc​hed the in​di​ca​tor in the lobby co​un​ting down. Ste​ve had re​ac​hed the ba​se​ment now. The let​ter B flic​ke​red, then brigh​te​ned: he'd go​ne down to the sub​ba​se​ment, which had be​en me​ant to be kept sec​ret from the in​di​ca​tor and from ever​yo​ne ex​cept the hol​der of the key. Per​haps the fin​ding of the cac​he down the​re had en​co​ura​ged Mr Turt​le to be ca​re​less with fo​od.

    She co​uldn't help gro​wing angry. If the man who had bu​ilt the​se of​fi​ces had had so much mo​ney, why hadn't he put it to bet​ter use? The of​fi​ces had be​en me​rely a dis​gu​ise for the sub​ba​se​ment, which was to ha​ve be​en his re​fu​ge. What had he fe​ared? War, re​vo​lu​ti​on, a nuc​le​ar di​sas​ter? All an​yo​ne knew was that he'd spent the months be​fo​re he had be​en cer​ti​fi​ed in​sa​ne in smug​gling fo​od down the​re. He'd was​ted all that fo​od, left it the​re to rot, and he'd had no tho​ught for the pe​op​le who wo​uld ha​ve to work in the of​fi​ces: no sta​ir​ca​ses, a fi​re es​ca​pe that fell apart when so​me​one tri​ed to pa​int it - but she was be​gin​ning to so​und li​ke Mr Wil​li​ams, and the​re was no po​int in bro​oding.

    The num​bers we​re co​un​ting up​wards, slow as a child's first sum. Even​tu​al​ly Ste​ve ap​pe​ared, the so​lu​ti​on. "No sign of him," he sa​id. "He's so​mew​he​re com​mu​ning with al​co​hol, I ex​pect. Most of the lights are off, which do​esn't help."

    

    That so​un​ded li​ke one of Mr Turt​le's ru​ses. "Did you go right down?" she sa​id. "What's it li​ke down the​re?"

    "Huge. They say it's much big​ger than any of the flo​ors. You co​uld play two fo​ot​ball ga​mes at on​ce in the​re." Was he exag​ge​ra​ting? His fa​ce was bland as a si​lent co​me​di​an's ex​cept for ra​ised eyeb​rows. "They left the big do​ors open when they cle​aned it up. If the​re we​re any lights I rec​kon you co​uld see for mi​les. I'm only surp​ri​sed it didn't cut in​to one of the se​wers."

    "I sho​uldn't think it co​uld be any mo​re smelly."

    "It still re​eks a bit, that's true. Do you want a lo​ok? Shall I ta​ke you down?" When he dod​ged to​wards her, as tho​ugh to carry her away, she sat for​ward ri​gidly and held the arms of her cha​ir aga​inst the desk. "No thank you," she sa​id, tho​ugh she'd felt a start of de​li​ci​o​us ap​pre​hen​si​on.

    "Did you ever he​ar what was sup​po​sed to ha​ve hap​pe​ned whi​le they we​re cle​aning up all the fo​od? Tut​tle told me, if you can be​li​eve him." She didn't want to he​ar; Mr Tut​tle had an​no​yed her eno​ugh for one day. She le​afed de​ter​mi​nedly thro​ugh a fi​le, un​til Ste​ve went up the of​fi​ce to his desk.

    For a whi​le she was ab​le to con​cent​ra​te. The so​unds of the of​fi​ce mer​ged in​to a backg​ro​und disc​re​et as mu​zak: the rust​le of pa​pers, the rus​hes of the wind, the buzz of the de​fec​ti​ve flu​ores​cent li​ke an in​sect trying to bumb​le its way out of the tu​be. She ma​no​e​uv​red fi​les ac​ross her desk. This man was go​ing to be happy, sin​ce they owed him mo​ney. This fel​low wasn't, sin​ce he owed them so​me.

    But the tho​ught of the fo​od had set​tled on her li​ke the he​at. Only this mor​ning, in the ro​om whe​re the tea-urn sto​od, she'd fo​und an an​ci​ent pac​ket of Mr Turt​le's sand​wic​hes in the was​te-bin. No do​ubt the pac​ket was still the​re, sin​ce the cle​aners we​re re​fu​sing to work un​til the bu​il​ding was ma​de sa​fe. She se​emed unab​le to rid her​self of the me​mory.

    No, it wasn't a me​mory she was smel​ling. As she glan​ced up, wrink​ling her nost​rils, she saw that Ste​ve was do​ing so too. "Tut​tle," he sa​id, gri​ma​cing.

    As tho​ugh he'd gi​ven a cue, they he​ard mo​ve​ment on the flo​or be​low. So​me​one was drag​ging a wet cloth ac​ross li​no​le​um. Was the ca​re​ta​ker do​ing the cle​aners' job? Mo​re li​kely he'd spil​led a bot​tle and was trying to wi​pe away the evi​den​ce. "I'll get him this ti​me," Ste​ve sa​id, and ran to​wards the lobby.

    Was he ma​king too much no​ise? The soft mo​ist drag​ging on the flo​or be​low had ce​ased. The air se​emed thick with he​at and dust and the stench of fo​od; when she lit a ci​ga​ret​te, the smo​ke lo​omed rep​ro​vingly abo​ve her. She ope​ned the thin lo​uv​res at the top of the ne​arest win​dow, but that bro​ught no re​li​ef. The​re was not​hing el​se for it; she ope​ned the win​dow that ga​ve on​to the spa​ce whe​re the fi​re es​ca​pe sho​uld be.

    It was al​most too much for her. A gust of ra​in das​hed in, drenc​hing her fa​ce whi​le she clung to the hand​le. The win​dow felt ca​pab​le of smas​hing wi​de, of snatc​hing her out in​to the storm. She ma​na​ged to anc​hor the bar to the sill, and le​aned out in​to the night to let the ra​in wash away the smell.

    Nine fe​et be​low her she co​uld see the fifth-flo​or plat​form of the fi​re es​ca​pe, its iron mesh slip​pery and stre​aming. The iron sta​irs that hung from it, po​ised to swing down to the next plat​form, se​emed to dang​le in​to a de​ep pit of ra​in who​se si​des we​re in​ces​santly col​lap​sing. The tho​ught of ha​ving to jump to the plat​form ma​de her flinch back; she co​uld ima​gi​ne her​self lo​sing her fo​oting, slit​he​ring off in​to spa​ce.

    She was abo​ut to clo​se the win​dow, for the flock of pa​pers on her desk had be​gun to flap, when she glimp​sed mo​ve​ment in the un​lit wa​re​ho​use op​po​si​te and just be​low her. She was re​min​ded of a mag​got, writ​hing in fo​od. Of co​ur​se, that was be​ca​use she was glimp​sing it thro​ugh the wa​re​ho​use win​dows, small dark ho​les. It was ref​lec​ted from her bu​il​ding, which was why it lo​oked so lar​ge and puf​fily va​gue. It must be Mr Turt​le, for as it mo​ved, she he​ard a scuf​fling be​low her, ret​re​ating from the lifts.

    She'd clo​sed the win​dow by the ti​me Ste​ve re​tur​ned. "You didn't find him, did you? Ne​ver mind," she sa​id, for he was frow​ning.

    Did he fe​el she was spying on him? At on​ce his fa​ce grew blank. Per​haps he re​sen​ted her kno​wing, first that he'd go​ne down to the sub​ba​se​ment, now that he'd be​en out​wit​ted. When he sat at his desk at the far end of the of​fi​ce, the emp​ti​ness bet​we​en them felt li​ke a re​buff. "Do you fancy so​me tea?" she sa​id, to pla​ca​te him.

    "I'll ma​ke it. A spe​ci​al tre​at." He jum​ped up at on​ce and stro​de to the lobby.

    

    Why was he so eager? Fi​ve mi​nu​tes la​ter, as she le​afed thro​ugh so​me​one's pri​va​te li​fe, she won​de​red if he me​ant to cre​ep up on her, if that was the joke he had be​en plan​ning be​hind his mask. Her fat​her had used to po​un​ce on her to ma​ke her shri​ek when she was lit​tle - when he had still be​en ab​le to. She tur​ned sharply, but Ste​ve had pul​led open the do​ors of the out-of-work lift-shaft and was pe​ering down, ap​pa​rently lis​te​ning. Per​haps it was Mr Turt​le he me​ant to surp​ri​se, not her.

    The tea was hot and fawn, but lit​tle el​se. Why did it se​em to tas​te of the lin​ge​ring stench? Of co​ur​se, Ste​ve hadn't clo​sed the do​or of the ro​om off the lobby, whe​re Mr Turt​le's sand​wic​hes must still be fes​te​ring. She hur​ri​ed out and slam​med the do​or with the hand that wasn't co​ve​ring her mo​uth.

    On im​pul​se she went to the do​ors of the lift-shaft whe​re Ste​ve had be​en lis​te​ning. They ope​ned easily as cur​ta​ins; for a mo​ment she was te​ete​ring on the ed​ge. The shock blur​red her vi​si​on, but she knew it wasn't Mr Turt​le who was clim​bing the lift-cord li​ke a fat pa​le mon​key on a stick. When she scre​wed up her eyes and pe​ered in​to the dim well, of co​ur​se the​re was not​hing.

    Steve was watc​hing her when she re​tur​ned to her desk. His fa​ce was ab​so​lu​tely non​com​mit​tal. Was he ke​eping so​met​hing from her - a spe​ci​al joke, per​haps? He​re it ca​me; he was abo​ut to spe​ak. "How's yo​ur fat​her?" he sa​id.

    It so​un​ded mo​men​ta​rily li​ke a co​me​di​an's catch-phra​se. "Oh, he's hap​pi​er now," she blur​ted. "They've got a new stock of lar​ge-print bo​oks in the lib​rary."

    "Is the​re so​me​one who can sit with him?"

    "Sometimes." The com​mu​nity spi​rit had fa​ded on​ce the mi​ne ow​ners had mo​ved on, le​aving the area ho​ney​com​bed with mi​nes, bur​de​ned with unemp​loy​ment. Pe​op​le se​emed loc​ked in​to them​sel​ves, af​ra​id of be​ing rob​bed of the lit​tle they had left.

    "I was won​de​ring if he's all right on his own."

    "He'll ha​ve to be, won't he." She was gro​wing angry; he was as bad as Mr Wil​li​ams, re​min​ding her of things it was no use re​mem​be​ring.

    "I was just thin​king that if you want to slo​pe off ho​me, I won't tell an​yo​ne. You've al​re​ady do​ne mo​re work than so​me of the rest of them wo​uld do in an eve​ning."

    

    She clenc​hed her fists be​ne​ath the desk to hold on to her tem​per. He must want to le​ave early him​self and so was trying to per​su​ade her. No do​ubt he had prob​lems of his own - per​haps they we​re the sec​ret be​hind his fa​ce - but he mustn't try to ma​ke her act dis​ho​nestly. Or was he tes​ting her? She knew so lit​tle abo​ut him. "He'll be per​fectly sa​fe," she sa​id. "He can al​ways knock on the wall if he ne​eds an​yo​ne."

    Though his fa​ce sta​yed blank his eyes, frust​ra​ted now, ga​ve him away. Fi​ve mi​nu​tes la​ter he was cra​ning out of the win​dow over the fi​re es​ca​pe, whi​le Ela​ine pin​ned flap​ping fi​les down with both hands. Did he re​al​ly ex​pect his da​te, if that was his prob​lem, to co​me out on a night li​ke this? It wo​uld be just li​ke a man to ex​pect her to wa​it out​si​de.

    The worst of it was that Ela​ine felt di​sap​po​in​ted, which was ab​surd and in​fu​ri​ating. She knew per​fectly well that the only re​ason he was wor​king to​night was that one of the se​ni​ors had to do so. Go​od God, what had she ex​pec​ted to co​me of an eve​ning alo​ne with him? They we​re both in the​ir for​ti​es - they knew what they wan​ted by now, which in his ca​se was bo​und to be so​me​one yo​un​ger than Ela​ine. She ho​ped he and his girlf​ri​end wo​uld be very happy. Her hands on the fi​les we​re tight fists.

    When he slam​med the win​dow she saw that his fa​ce was glis​te​ning. Of co​ur​se it wasn't swe​at, only ra​in. He hur​ri​ed away wit​ho​ut lo​oking at her, and va​nis​hed in​to the lift. Per​haps the girl was wa​iting in the do​or​way, unab​le to ro​use Mr Turt​le to let her in. Ela​ine ho​ped Ste​ve wo​uldn't bring her ups​ta​irs. She wo​uld be a dist​rac​ti​on, that was why. Ela​ine was he​re to work.

    And she wasn't abo​ut to be dist​rac​ted by Ste​ve and his at​tempts at jokes. She re​fu​sed to turn when she he​ard the soft so​unds by the lifts. No do​ubt he was pe​ering thro​ugh the lobby win​dow at her, wa​iting for her to turn and jump. Or was it his girlf​ri​end? As Ela​ine re​ac​hed ac​ross her desk for a fi​le she tho​ught that the fa​ce was pa​le and very fat. Ela​ine was dam​ned if she wo​uld gi​ve her the sa​tis​fac​ti​on of be​ing no​ti​ced - but when she tri​ed to work she co​uldn't con​cent​ra​te. She tur​ned ang​rily. The lobby was de​ser​ted.

    In a mi​nu​te she wo​uld lo​se her tem​per. She co​uld see whe​re he was hi​ding, or they we​re: the do​or of the ro​om off the lobby was aj​ar. She tur​ned away, de​ter​mi​ned to work, but the de​ser​ted of​fi​ce wo​uldn't let her; each al​ley bet​we​en the fi​ling ca​bi​nets was a hi​ding-pla​ce, the buzz of the de​fec​ti​ve light and the fu​sil​la​de of ra​in co​uld hi​de the so​und of soft fo​ots​teps. It was no lon​ger at all funny. He was go​ing too far.

    At last he ca​me in from the lobby, with no at​tempt at ste​alth. Per​haps he had ti​red of the joke. He must ha​ve be​en to the stre​et do​or: his fo​re​he​ad was wet, tho​ugh it didn't lo​ok li​ke ra​in. Wo​uld he go back to work now, and pre​tend that the urn's ro​om was empty? No, he must ha​ve tho​ught of a new ru​se, for he be​gan pa​cing from ca​bi​net to ca​bi​net, glan​cing at fi​les, stuf​fing them back in​to pla​ce. Was he trying to ma​ke her as im​pa​ti​ent as he ap​pe​ared to be? His qu​ick sharp fo​ots​teps se​emed to grow lo​uder and mo​re ner​ve-rac​king, li​ke the tic​king of the clock when she was lying awa​ke, af​ra​id to do​ze off in ca​se her fat​her ne​eded her. "Ste​ve, for he​aven's sa​ke, what's wrong?"

    He stop​ped in the act of pul​ling a fi​le from its ca​bi​net. He lo​oked abas​hed, at a loss for words, li​ke a scho​ol​boy ca​ught ste​aling. She co​uldn't help ta​king pity on him; her re​sent​ment had be​en pre​sump​tu​o​us. "You didn't go down to find Mr Turt​le just now, did you?" she sa​id, to ma​ke it easi​er for him.

    But he lo​oked even less at ease. "No, I didn't. I don't think he's he​re at all. I think he left ho​urs ago."

    Why must he lie? They had both he​ard the ca​re​ta​ker on the flo​or be​low. Ste​ve se​emed de​ter​mi​ned to go on. "As a mat​ter of fact," he sa​id "I'm be​gin​ning to sus​pect that he sne​aks off ho​me as so​on as he can on​ce the bu​il​ding's empty."

    He was spe​aking low, which an​no​yed her: didn't he want his girlf​ri​end to he​ar? "But the​re's so​me​one el​se in the bu​il​ding," he sa​id.

    "Oh yes," she re​tor​ted. "I'm su​re the​re is." Why did he ha​ve to dawd​le ins​te​ad of co​ming out with the truth? He was wor​se than her fat​her when he gro​ped among his me​mo​ri​es.

    He frow​ned, ob​vi​o​usly not su​re how much she knew. "Who​ever it is, they're up to no go​od. I'll tell you the rest on​ce we're out of the bu​il​ding. We mustn't was​te any mo​re ti​me."

    His strug​gles to avo​id the truth amu​sed and ir​ri​ta​ted her. The mo​is​tu​re on his fo​re​he​ad wasn't ra​in at all. "If they're up to no go​od," she sa​id in​no​cently, "we ought to wa​it un​til the po​li​ce ar​ri​ve."

    

    "No, we'll call the po​li​ce on​ce we're out." He se​emed to be sa​ying anyt​hing that ca​me in​to his he​ad. How much lon​ger co​uld he ke​ep his fa​ce blank? "Lis​ten," he sa​id, his fist crump​ling the fi​le, "I'll tell you why Turt​le do​esn't stay he​re at night. The cle​aners too, I think he told them. When the men we​re cle​aning out the sub-ba​se​ment, so​me of the fo​od di​sap​pe​ared over​night. You un​ders​tand what that me​ans? So​me​one sto​le a hund​red​we​ight of rot​ten fo​od. The men co​uldn't ha​ve ca​red less, they tre​ated it as a joke, and the​re was no sign how an​yo​ne co​uld ha​ve got in. But as he says, that co​uld me​an that wha​te​ver it was, was cle​ver eno​ugh to con​ce​al the way in. Of co​ur​se I tho​ught he was drunk or joking, but now…"

    His words hung li​ke dust in the air. She didn't trust her​self to spe​ak. How da​re he ex​pect her to swal​low such rub​bish, as if she we​re too stu​pid to know what was go​ing on? Her re​ac​ti​on must ha​ve shown on her fa​ce; she had ne​ver he​ard him spe​ak coldly be​fo​re. "We must go im​me​di​ately," he sa​id.

    Her fa​ce was bla​zing. "Is that an or​der?"

    "Yes, it is. I'll ma​ke su​re you don't lo​se by it." His vo​ice grew aut​ho​ri​ta​ti​ve. "I'll call the lift whi​le you fetch yo​ur co​at."

    Blind with an​ger, she marc​hed to the clo​ak​ro​om at the far end of the of​fi​ce from the lobby. As she grab​bed her co​at the han​gers clas​hed to​get​her, a shrill vi​olent so​und which went so​me way to​wards exp​res​sing her fe​elings. Sin​ce Ste​ve had no co​at, he wo​uld be so​aked. Tho​ugh that ga​ve her no ple​asu​re, she co​uldn't help smi​ling.

    The win​dows we​re sha​king with ra​in. In the de​ser​ted of​fi​ce her fo​ots​teps so​un​ded high-pitc​hed, ner​vo​us. No, she wasn't on ed​ge, only fu​ri​o​us. She didn't mind pas​sing the al​leys bet​we​en the ca​bi​nets, she wo​uldn't de​ign to lo​ok, not even at the al​ley whe​re a va​gue sha​dow was lurc​hing for​ward; it was only the sha​dow of a ca​bi​net, jer​ked by the de​fec​ti​ve light. She didn't fal​ter un​til she ca​me in sight of the lobby, whe​re the​re was no sign of Ste​ve.

    Had he go​ne wit​ho​ut her? Was he smug​gling out his girlf​ri​end? They we​ren't in the ro​om off the lobby, which was open and empty; the over-tur​ned was​te-bin se​emed to de​monst​ra​te the​ir has​te. The do​ors of the di​su​sed lift-shaft we​re open too. They must ha​ve ope​ned when Ste​ve had cal​led the ot​her lift. Everyt​hing co​uld be exp​la​ined; the​re was no re​ason for her to fe​el that so​met​hing was wrong.

    But so​met​hing was. Bet​we​en the two lift-shafts, the call-but​ton was glo​wing. That co​uld me​an only one thing: the wor​king lift hadn't yet ans​we​red the call. The​re was no ot​her exit from the lobby - but the​re was no sign of Ste​ve.

    When she ma​de her​self go to the di​su​sed lift-shaft, it was only in or​der to con​firm that her tho​ught was ab​surd. Clin​ging to the ed​ges of the do​or​way, she le​aned out. The lift was stran​ded in the sub​ba​se​ment, whe​re it was very dim. At first all she co​uld dis​tin​gu​ish was that the trap​do​or in its ro​of was open, tho​ugh the ope​ning was lar​gely co​ve​red by a sack. Co​uld anyt​hing ex​cept a sack be dra​ped so limply? Yes, for it was Ste​ve, his eyes li​ke glass that was for​cing the​ir lids wi​de, his mo​uth gag​ged with what ap​pe​ared to be a torn-off wad of do​ugh - ex​cept that the do​ugh had fin​gers and a thumb.

    She was re​eling, per​haps over the ed​ge of the shaft. No, she was stumb​ling back in​to the fo​yer, and al​re​ady less su​re what she'd glimp​sed. Ste​ve was de​ad, and she must get out of the bu​il​ding; she co​uld think of not​hing el​se. Thank God, she ne​ed not think, for the wor​king lift had ar​ri​ved. Was the​re soft mo​ve​ment in the di​su​sed shaft, a cho​rus of suc​king li​ke the mo​ut​hing of a crowd of ba​bi​es? Not​hing co​uld ha​ve ma​de her lo​ok. She stag​ge​red away, bet​we​en the ope​ning do​ors - in​to to​tal dark​ness.

    For a mo​ment she tho​ught she'd step​ped out in​to an empty well. But the​re was a flo​or un​der​fo​ot; the lift's bulb must ha​ve blown. As the do​or clam​ped shut be​hind her, the ut​ter dark​ness clo​sed in.

    She was scrab​bling at the me​tal wall in a fran​tic bid to lo​ca​te the but​tons - to open the do​ors, to let in so​me light - be​fo​re she cont​rol​led her​self. Which was wor​se: a qu​ick des​cent in the dark​ness, or to be trap​ped alo​ne on the sixth flo​or? In any ca​se, she ne​edn't suf​fer the dark. Hur​ri​edly she gro​ped in her hand​bag for her ligh​ter.

    She flic​ked the ligh​ter use​les​sly on​ce, twi​ce, as the lift re​ac​hed the fifth flo​or. The sud​den plun​ge in her guts wasn't only shock; the lift had jud​de​red to a halt. She flic​ked the ligh​ter des​pe​ra​tely. It had just lit when the do​ors hob​bled open.

    The fifth flo​or was un​lit. Be​yond the lobby she co​uld see the win​dows of the un​te​nan​ted of​fi​ce, swar​ming with ra​in and specks of light. The ba​re flo​or lo​oked li​ke a car​pet of dim fog, in​ter​rup​ted by an​gu​lar patc​hes of gre​ater dim​ness, blur​red rugs of sha​dow. The​re was no sign of Mr Tut​tle or who​me​ver she'd he​ard from abo​ve. The do​ors we​re clo​sing, but she wasn't re​as​su​red: if the lift had be​gun to mis​be​ha​ve, the le​ast it co​uld do wo​uld be to stop at every flo​or.

    The do​ors clo​sed her in with her tiny light. Va​gue ref​lec​ti​ons of the fla​me hung on the walls and tin​ged the gre​yish me​tal yel​low; the ro​of was a ho​ve​ring blotch. All the ligh​ter had ac​hi​eved was to re​mind her how cram​ped the lift was. She sta​red at the do​ors, which we​re tremb​ling. Was the​re a mo​ve​ment be​yond them ot​her than the out​bursts of ra​in?

    When the do​ors par​ted, she ret​re​ated a step. The fo​urth flo​or was a rep​li​ca of the fifth - ba​re flo​ors co​lo​ur​less with dim​ness, win​dows that lo​oked shat​te​red by ra​in - but the shuf​fling was clo​ser. Was the flo​or of the lobby glis​te​ning in patc​hes, as tho​ugh from mo​ist fo​ots​teps? The do​ors we​re he​si​ta​ting, she was bran​dis​hing her tiny fla​me as tho​ugh it might de​fend her - then the do​ors clo​sed re​luc​tantly, the lift fal​te​red down​wards.

    She'd had no ti​me to sigh with re​li​ef, if in​de​ed she had me​ant to, when she he​ard the lobby do​ors open abo​ve her. A mo​ment la​ter the lift sho​ok. So​met​hing had plum​ped down on its ro​of.

    At on​ce, with a shock that felt as tho​ugh it wo​uld te​ar out her guts, she knew what per​haps she had known, de​ep down, for a whi​le: Ste​ve hadn't be​en trying to frigh​ten her - he had be​en trying not to. She hadn't he​ard Mr Tut​tle on the fifth flo​or, nor any ima​gi​nary girlf​ri​end of Ste​ve's. Wha​te​ver she had he​ard was abo​ve her now, fumb​ling softly at the trap​do​or.

    It co​uldn't get in. She co​uld he​ar that it co​uldn't, not be​fo​re the lift re​ac​hed the third - oh God, ma​ke the lift be qu​ick! Then she co​uld run for the fi​re es​ca​pe, which wasn't da​ma​ged ex​cept on the sixth. She was thin​king qu​ickly now, al​most in a tran​ce that car​ri​ed her abo​ve her fe​ar, awa​re of not​hing ex​cept the cla​rity of her plan -and it was no use.

    The do​ors we​re only be​gin​ning to open as they re​ac​hed the third when the lift con​ti​nu​ed down​wards wit​ho​ut stop​ping. Eit​her the we​ight on its ro​of, or the tam​pe​ring, was sen​ding it down. As the do​ors ga​ped to disp​lay the brick wall of the shaft, then clo​sed aga​in, the trap​do​or clan​ged back and so​met​hing li​ke a hand ca​me re​ac​hing down to​wards her.

    It was very lar​ge. If it fo​und her, it wo​uld en​gulf her fa​ce. It was the co​lo​ur of an​ci​ent do​ugh, and lo​oked puf​fed up as if by de​cay; patc​hes of the flesh we​re torn and rag​ged, but the​re se​emed to be no blo​od, only grey​ness. She clam​ped her left hand over her mo​uth, which was twitc​hing un​cont​rol​lably, and thrust the ligh​ter at the swol​len gro​ping fin​gers.

    They his​sed in the fla​me and re​co​iled, squ​ir​ming. Whi​tish be​ads had bro​ken out on them. In a way the worst thing was the ab​sen​ce of a cry. The hand ret​re​ated thro​ugh the ope​ning, scra​ping the ed​ge, and a hu​ge va​gue fa​ce pe​ered down with eyes li​ke blobs of do​ugh. She felt a sur​ge of hyste​ri​cal mirth at the way the hand had fled - but she cho​ked it back, for she had no re​ason to fe​el tri​ump​hant. Her skir​mish had dist​rac​ted her from the prog​ress of the lift, which had re​ac​hed the bot​tom of the shaft.

    Ought she to strug​gle with the do​ors, try to pre​vent them from ope​ning? It was too la​te. They we​re cre​eping back, they we​re open now, and she co​uld see the sub​ba​se​ment.

    At le​ast, she co​uld see dark​ness which her light co​uldn't even re​ach. She had an imp​res​si​on of an enor​mo​us do​or​way, be​yond which the dark​ness, if it was in pro​por​ti​on, might ex​tend for hund​reds of yards; she tho​ught of the mo​uth of a se​wer or a mi​ne. The stench of put​rid fo​od was overw​hel​ming, parts of the dark lo​oked rest​less and puffy. But when she he​ard scut​tling, and a dim sha​pe ca​me dar​ting to​wards her, it pro​ved to be a lar​ge rat.

    Though that was bad eno​ugh, it mustn't dist​ract her from the thing abo​ve her, on the lift. It had no chan​ce to do so. The rat was yards away from her, and dar​ting asi​de from her light, when she he​ard a spongy rush and the rat was overw​hel​med by a whi​tish flo​od li​ke a gus​hing of ef​flu​ent. She bac​ked away un​til the wall of the lift ar​res​ted her. She co​uld still see too much - but how co​uld she ma​ke her​self put out the fla​me, trap her​self in the dark?

    For the flo​od was com​po​sed of obe​se bo​di​es which clam​be​red over one anot​her, clutc​hing for the trap​ped rat. The rat was te​aring at the pudgy hands, rip​ping pi​eces from the do​ughy flesh, but that se​emed not to af​fect them at all. Hu​ge to​oth​less mo​uths ga​ped in the puffy fa​ces, col​lap​sed in​wards li​ke se​ni​le lips, suc​king lo​udly, hung​rily. Three of the blo​ated he​ads fell on the rat, and she he​ard its squ​e​als abo​ve the​ir suc​king.

    Then the ot​hers that we​re clam​be​ring over them, out of the dark, tur​ned to​wards her. Gre​at mo​ist nost​rils we​re di​la​ting and va​nis​hing in the​ir no​se​less fa​ces. Co​uld they see her light with the​ir blobs of eyes, or we​re they smel​ling her ter​ror? Per​haps they'd had only soft rot​ten things to eat down he​re, but they we​re le​ar​ning fast. Hun​ger was the​ir only mo​ti​ve, ruth​less, all-con​su​ming.

    They ca​me jost​ling to​wards the lift. On​ce, de​li​ri​o​us, she'd he​ard all the so​unds aro​und her grow ste​alt​hily pad​ded, but this soft​ness was far wor​se. She was trying both to stand back and to jab the lift-but​ton, qu​ite use​les​sly; the do​ors re​fu​sed to bud​ge. The do​ughy sha​pes wo​uld pi​le in li​ke tri​pe, suf​fo​ca​ting her, put​ting out the fla​me, gor​ging them​sel​ves on her in the dark. The one that had rid​den the lift was slit​he​ring down the out​si​de to jo​in them.

    Perhaps its mo​ve​ment un​bur​de​ned the lift, or jar​red a con​nec​ti​on in​to pla​ce, for all at on​ce the do​ors we​re clo​sing. Swol​len hands we​re thum​ping them, soft fin​gers li​ke grubs we​re trying to squ​e​eze bet​we​en them, but al​re​ady the lift was sa​iling up​wards. Oh God, sup​po​se it went stra​ight up to the sixth flo​or! But she'd fo​und the gro​und flo​or but​ton, tho​ugh it twitc​hed away from her, sha​ken by the fla​me, and the lift was slo​wing. Thro​ugh the slit bet​we​en the do​ors, be​yond the glass do​ors to the stre​et, a stre​et​lamp bla​zed li​ke the sun.

    The lift's do​ors ope​ned, and the do​ughy fa​ce lurc​hed in, its fat whi​te blind eyes bul​ging, its avid mo​uth hu​ge as a fist. It to​ok her a mo​ment pro​lon​ged as a night​ma​re to re​ali​se that it had be​en crus​hed bet​we​en lift and shaft - for as the do​ors strug​gled open, the fa​ce be​gan to te​ar. Scre​aming, she drag​ged the do​ors open, te​aring the body in half. As she ran thro​ugh it she he​ard it plump at the fo​ot of the shaft, to be met by a soft eager rush - but she was fle​e​ing blindly in​to the tor​rent of ra​in, to​wards the ste​ep ma​ze of un​lit stre​ets, her fat​her at the fi​re​si​de, his qu​i​et vul​ne​rab​le de​mand to know all that she'd do​ne to​day.

    

    

3 - Scott Edelman - The Man He Had Been Before
    

    MOM AND DAD HAD STAR​TED AR​GU​ING as so​on as We'd left the ca​bin. By the ti​me we top​ped the rid​ge in the mor​ning light and pe​ered down in​to the sle​eping sub​di​vi​si​on, they'd al​re​ady mo​ved be​yond the​ir usu​al ac​cu​sa​ti​ons and rec​ri​mi​na​ti​ons and fal​len in​to the grim si​len​ce that al​ways fol​lo​wed.

    Had we left early eno​ugh to do what we set out to do and still re​turn to the sa​fety of the ca​bin in ti​me? Had we left la​te eno​ugh to avo​id any lef​to​ver dan​gers of the night that might lurk be​hind each tree? Did we re​mem​ber to bring eno​ugh am​mu​ni​ti​on? (That was dad, that was al​ways dad.) Was it wi​se to bring a child along? (That was Mom, al​ways Mom.) The qu​es​ti​ons had be​en tos​sed out in​sis​tently and then only de​ba​ted half-he​ar​tedly, be​ca​use no ans​wers we​re ever re​al​ly be​ing so​ught. The​ir qu​es​ti​ons we​re just sharp sticks with which they li​ked to po​ke each ot​her. That's all they ever we​re.

    Dad had led us thro​ugh the wo​ods, with Mom ta​king up the re​ar. The​ir hos​ti​lity was​hed thro​ugh me as I wal​ked bet​we​en them. Still, I pre​fer​red the​ir qu​i​et fu​ming to the so​unds of the​ir bic​ke​ring. At le​ast it me​ant I didn't ha​ve to lis​ten to eit​her of them re​fer to me as a child. I was fo​ur​te​en ye​ars old, a man, with a 12-ga​uge shot​gun slung over my sho​ul​ders, fi​nal​ly re​ady to help them in what was now the most im​por​tant job in the world and wo​uld re​ma​in so for so​me ti​me to co​me - kil​ling tho​se who wan​ted to kill us.

    No one spo​ke aga​in un​til we pa​used the​re on the lip of the rid​ge. I lo​oked at the ho​uses la​id out in ne​at li​nes in the sub​di​vi​si​on in which I co​uld ba​rely re​mem​ber ha​ving li​ved. The​re we​re al​most a hund​red of them, sit​ting in a bowl sur​ro​un​ded by hills. I co​un​ted out the rows and co​lumns un​til I fo​und the one I tho​ught had be​en ours eight long ye​ars be​fo​re.

    Dad tos​sed an arm ac​ross my sho​ul​ders, hug​ging both me and the gun.

    "Remember," dad sa​id. "Pla​ce the bar​rel in the​ir mo​uths. Or what's left of the​ir mo​uths any​way. Po​int to​ward the top of the he​ad, then fi​re. And you can turn away when you pull the trig​ger… if you ne​ed to."

    He sa​id that last phra​se in a way that let me know he wo​uld be di​sap​po​in​ted in me if I did.

    Mom ca​me up be​si​de us, but didn't re​ach out to to​uch me. She ne​ver did, not if he had his hand on me first.

    "Don't worry," Mom sa​id. "As long as the sun shi​nes, you'll be sa​fe from them. So you don't ha​ve any re​ason to be af​ra​id."

    Her sa​ying that only told me that she was af​ra​id. But whet​her it was of what wa​ited for us be​low or what wa​ited slum​be​ring bet​we​en the two of them to fla​re back up af​ter I left, I co​uldn't say for su​re. Pro​bably a lit​tle bit of both.

    I nod​ded and star​ted down.

    "One mo​re thing," dad cal​led out, be​fo​re I'd got​ten mo​re than a do​zen fe​et away.

    "I'm re​ady," I sa​id, curtly, not even tur​ning to lo​ok back. "Chill out, dad."

    I don't know that I'd ever ha​ve da​red talk to him li​ke that had I not had a gun in my hands. I knew I'd pro​bably pay for it la​ter, but it se​emed worth it. Then it oc​cur​red to me that be​ca​use I'd spo​ken that way, Mom was li​kely go​ing to pay for it now, and I reg​ret​ted my words.

    I dan​ced down the slo​pe along the path that de​er had be​en ma​king sin​ce be​fo​re our de​ve​lop​ment had be​en car​ved out of the co​untry​si​de. Pe​op​le might not be long for this world, but de​er, well, de​er wo​uld be fo​re​ver. I shif​ted the shot​gun tight ac​ross my chest and tho​ught of the de​er dad and I had bro​ught down in the past. I'd al​ways had tro​ub​le ma​king a cle​an kill, be​ca​use they we​re mo​ving tar​gets, and even if I hit one, dad wo​uld usu​al​ly ha​ve to step in over a wo​un​ded doe to fi​nish the job. Luc​kily, the tar​gets I was be​ing trus​ted with to​day wo​uld re​ma​in still.

    Down in the hol​low, I pa​used be​fo​re step​ping on​to the overg​rown lawn of the first ho​use, and pe​ered back at my pa​rents sil​ho​u​et​ted up on the rid​ge. I wa​ved at them with one hand whi​le hol​ding up my gun with the ot​her, but I don't think they even no​ti​ced. By then, the​ir own hands we​re mo​ving wildly, and they we​re ta​king turns stom​ping away from each ot​her and then marc​hing back for mo​re fin​ger po​in​ting. With me no lon​ger the​re to sha​me them, the re​al fi​re​works be​gan.

    I wal​ked to​ward the first do​or, lo​oking ca​re​ful​ly thro​ugh the tall grass for bo​di​es. I didn't see any lying the​re out in the open, and a part of me had al​ways known it wo​uldn't be that easy. I wo​uld ha​ve to go in.

    I jig​gled the knob, but the do​or was loc​ked. I step​ped back and lun​ged at it, put​ting my who​le body be​hind the blow, the first ti​me a kick, the next a sho​ul​der, but it didn't mo​ve. I may ha​ve al​re​ady be​en fo​ur​te​en, but the​re we​re still so​me things that only dad co​uld do… a tho​ught that ma​de me frown.

    I mo​ved to the big pic​tu​re win​dow to the right of the do​or and bro​ke the glass with the butt of my gun. The tink​ling as the shards ra​ined down ma​de me fe​el a lit​tle bet​ter. I cle​ared away the glass that re​ma​ined on the win​dow​sill and clim​bed thro​ugh.

    I co​uld va​gu​ely re​mem​ber li​ving in a ho​use among ho​uses li​ke this one, ins​te​ad of the small hun​ting ca​bin in the iso​la​ted wo​ods we now oc​cu​pi​ed. As I sto​od in the cent​re of the li​ving ro​om and scan​ned the walls, it all se​emed eerily fa​mi​li​ar, but per​haps I wasn't re​mem​be​ring re​ality. May​be I was only re​mem​be​ring a dre​am. The​re was bright wal​lpa​per in a diz​zying ge​omet​ric pat​tern. A clock in the sha​pe of a cat hung by the do​or that I hadn't be​en ab​le to open. It sho​uld ha​ve blin​ked at me as each se​cond pas​sed, but its bat​te​ri​es we​re long de​ad, just li​ke the ori​gi​nal oc​cu​pants them​sel​ves pro​bably we​re. Off in the kitc​hen, I co​uld see a wall ca​len​dar with a pic​tu​re of a to​ucan, an in​cor​rect month, and a ye​ar I hadn't known sin​ce I was six.

    I was alo​ne in the li​ving ro​om, but I wasn't alo​ne in the ho​use. I fo​und a body in the den, the first I'd ever fo​und wit​ho​ut dad by my si​de, and I im​me​di​ately knew that my he​art was not qu​ite as re​ady as my he​ad had sa​id it was. The shot​gun was slip​pery in my swe​aty hands. He (I know I was only sup​po​sed to think of him as "it", Mom had sa​id it wo​uld be easi​er that way, but still, I co​uldn't stop se​e​ing them as pe​op​le) was lying fa​ce down on the flo​or even tho​ugh the​re was a com​for​tab​le co​uch ne​arby. Mom sa​id they just drop whe​re​ver they hap​pen to be stan​ding when the sun co​mes up. Which me​ant he'd be​en hun​ting for one of the li​ving right the​re when dawn cut him down for the day. I knew that. And yet, he lo​oked stran​ge to me all twis​ted in the car​pe​ting, his arms and legs bent at ang​les they sho​uldn't be. One arm had be​en flung over his fa​ce, so I co​uldn't even re​al​ly tell for su​re that he had on​ce be​en hu​man. He co​uld just as easily ha​ve be​en a man​ne​qu​in.

    I po​ked him with the bar​rel of my shot​gun, and it was li​ke stab​bing a sack of flo​ur. I trus​ted Mom that I was sa​fe un​til dark​ness fell, so I re​la​xed and lo​oked aro​und the ro​om. The te​le​vi​si​on ca​ught my at​ten​ti​on the most. What I wo​uld ha​ve gi​ven to see so​me​one mo​ve ac​ross that scre​en, so​me​one ot​her than my own ref​lec​ti​on. I po​sed with the gun, but that only re​min​ded me of my fa​vo​uri​te show, and ma​de me miss the old days mo​re.

    The rest of the ro​om lo​oked li​ke any num​ber of dens I must ha​ve vi​si​ted, but I felt I sho​uld ha​ve re​mem​be​red it. I sho​uld ha​ve re​mem​be​red who'd on​ce li​ved he​re. I'd be​en in most ho​uses in the sub​di​vi​si​on, thanks to trick or tre​ating and birth​day par​ti​es. But that had be​en so long ago, and this pla​ce se​emed ali​en.

    I'd was​ted too much ti​me al​re​ady, trying to avo​id what had to be do​ne.

    I tur​ned back to the de​ad man. I sho​ved my toe un​der one of his sho​ul​ders and, ke​eping my gun aimed at his he​ad just in ca​se, rol​led the body over. His he​ad hit the flo​or with a dull thud, but did not bo​un​ce.

    The man's eyes we​re open but un​fo​cus​sed. The​re was a ho​le torn in​to his che​ek, as if the flesh had be​en bit​ten off, per​haps by the bi​te that had ma​de him what he was. I sto​od over him, strad​dling his wa​ist, lo​oking in​to his fa​ce and trying to see in him the man he had be​en be​fo​re, but I co​uld not ma​ke that per​son out. Who​ever that per​son had be​en se​emed go​ne.

    There was no re​ason I sho​uldn't just do what I had co​me to do and mo​ve on. Sin​ce he wasn't bre​at​hing, it wasn't as if I co​uld fo​ol myself in​to thin​king that he was as​le​ep. But still…

    I be​gan to kne​el, to lo​ok mo​re clo​sely in​to tho​se de​ad eyes, but be​fo​re my kne​es hit the flo​or, the ro​om ro​ared with a guns​hot - not mi​ne, sin​ce the gun had not buc​ked in my hands - and the man's he​ad exp​lo​ded, his bra​ins splat​te​ring my fa​ce. I tur​ned to see my fat​her stan​ding in the hal​lway that led to the den. He sho​ok his he​ad.

    "We don't ha​ve ti​me to was​te," he sa​id qu​i​etly. He knew I al​ways fe​ared him mo​re when he whis​pe​red. "Now, ma​ke up yo​ur mind. Are you a man? Or are you still a boy?"

    He didn't wa​it for my ans​wer, just tur​ned and wal​ked off.

    I went to the win​dow that I had bro​ken ear​li​er and watc​hed him walk to​ward the ho​use on the ot​her si​de of the stre​et. As he grew smal​ler and mo​re dis​tant, I tri​ed to see in him the man he had be​en be​fo​re, but tho​ugh I watc​hed him un​til he va​nis​hed in​si​de, I co​uld ne​it​her ima​gi​ne nor re​mem​ber that man.

    As I tri​ed to sle​ep that night, af​ter a day spent do​ing my pa​rents' -my fat​her's - wis​hes, the fa​ces of tho​se I had kil​led fil​led my mind. I had mo​ved on from that first ho​use and tri​ed to per​form my as​sign​ment qu​ickly - no dawd​ling, no pa​use for ref​lec​ti​on, no se​cond tho​ughts. I tri​ed to fe​el pro​ud aga​in, as I had when we'd first set out that mor​ning. But I co​uldn't ma​ke myself do it. Be​ca​use even tho​ugh my pa​rents told me I had kil​led no one, had slap​ped my back and cong​ra​tu​la​ted me, I still felt gu​ilt. I still felt ha​un​ted.

    In that twi​light sta​te that was not qu​ite wa​king and not qu​ite dre​am, I fi​nal​ly did see what I had be​en lo​oking for as I'd be​gun to kne​el. I fi​nal​ly did see them as they had be​en.

    As I lay in the small back ro​om that was mo​re clo​set than bed​ro​om, I tri​ed to ig​no​re both the mo​aning from out​si​de the ca​bin and the sharp whis​pers from the next ro​om. Even​tu​al​ly, I es​ca​ped them and fo​und so​me tem​po​rary res​pi​te from both, but the​re was no true rest, for I kept se​e​ing the fa​ces, and they had be​co​me what I fe​ared.

    

    I was in a foggy ne​ver​world, and the un​de​ad, now li​ve aga​in, ro​se up gi​gan​tic from the ho​ri​zon, li​ke suns. The te​ena​ge girl I'd fo​und fal​len in the back​yard, one arm mis​sing so I co​uld see the musc​les of her sho​ul​der, was now my long ago baby​sit​ter. The old wo​man lying twis​ted in the mid​dle of the stre​et, a dog, equ​al​ly de​ad, han​ging from a le​ash wrap​ped aro​und her wrist, had be​co​me my kin​der​gar​ten te​ac​her. The man wit​ho​ut pants who I'd fo​und with fin​gers gna​wed away was sud​denly the one who'd on​ce cha​sed me from his yard af​ter I'd sne​aked in to get back a stray ba​se​ball. They ho​ve​red over me, eyes ac​cu​sing, and spo​ke.

    "How co​uld you, Bob​bie?" sa​id Julie, who'd ne​ver se​emed to ti​re of re​ading Dr Se​uss to me.

    "You we​re al​ways my fa​vo​uri​te," sa​id Mrs Gi​or​da​no, her fin​gers sen​ding out clo​uds of chalk.

    "Do you re​al​ly think you ac​comp​lis​hed anyt​hing to​day?" sa​id Mr Bax​ter, a ba​se​ball grip​ped in the hands he on​ce aga​in had. "You're just was​ting yo​ur ti​me. Don't you al​re​ady re​ali​se how this is go​ing to end?"

    I sho​uted at them to stop, and wo​ke sit​ting up, ha​ving comp​le​tely sha​ken off any pos​si​bi​lity of sle​ep. He​art ra​cing, I got out of my cot and went to the ro​om's nar​row win​dow. It was night-ti​me, the​ir ti​me, and I knew that tho​se we had not kil​led we​re out the​re, awa​ke aga​in, hun​ting for us. I co​uld va​gu​ely ma​ke out the bar​bed wi​re off in the glo​om, but the mo​on was not full eno​ugh for me to see it cle​arly.

    I'd es​ca​ped the tor​tu​re of my dre​ams, but now that I was up, the​re was no avo​iding the acid com​men​tary from the ma​in ro​om on the ot​her si​de of the thin wall. Mom and dad we​re sup​po​sed to be sle​eping, get​ting re​ady for what was to co​me the fol​lo​wing day, but as usu​al, the op​por​tu​nity to ha​ve at each ot​her when they tho​ught I was as​le​ep was too much for them. Wit​ho​ut wit​nes​ses (or so they as​su​med), now they co​uld let the re​al ve​nom flow.

    "- don't think you're hand​ling this right," I co​uld he​ar Mom say, tho​ugh I had not he​ard what it was she had be​en ac​cu​sing dad of not hand​ling right. She'd be​en ke​eping a list for as long as I co​uld re​mem​ber.

    "Well, we're ali​ve, aren't we?" sa​id my fat​her, al​most his​sing as he tri​ed to ke​ep his vo​ice low. "Can't you at le​ast gi​ve me that much? Sho​uldn't that co​unt for so​met​hing?"

    "Do you re​al​ly con​si​der this be​ing ali​ve? I don't. We'd ha​ve be​en bet​ter off-"

    "What? De​ad? Li​ke them? Li​ke tho​se on the ot​her si​de of the fen​ce I al​most di​ed bu​il​ding for you?"

    "I'm sick of he​aring abo​ut that fen​ce. Sick of it!"

    "But I know what you re​al​ly me​an, that you'd ha​ve be​en bet​ter off. This is abo​ut him, isn't it?"

    "No, it's not abo​ut him. The​re is no him. It's abo​ut us."

    "Admit it."

    "You're the one who ke​eps fan​ta​si​sing abo​ut so​me​one el​se. You're the one who ke​eps brin​ging it up."

    "Admit it!"

    By now, they we​re long past any pre​ten​ce of whis​pe​ring.

    "All right, I think of him!" she sho​uted. "Is that what you wan​ted to he​ar? I think of him and how may​be if I had cho​sen dif​fe​rently I wo​uldn't be he​re, I'd-"

    Mother scre​amed at him un​til she was si​len​ced by a slap, and then the​re was anot​her, less for​ce​ful blow, li​kely her al​so get​ting physi​cal. It was ob​vi​o​usly go​ing to be anot​her long night, and I co​uldn't be​ar it any lon​ger, not this night. I un​loc​ked the win​dow, and slid out on​to the co​ol, damp grass. The night smel​led won​der​ful. It had be​en a long ti​me sin​ce I had be​en al​lo​wed to walk fre​ely be​ne​ath the stars. Much too long. But I was a man now. It was abo​ut ti​me I ma​de so​me de​ci​si​ons of my own.

    I he​aded for the pe​ri​me​ter fen​ce that dad had bu​ilt so many ye​ars be​fo​re, back when most still scof​fed at what was to co​me.

    The un​de​ad threw them​sel​ves aga​inst the bar​bed wi​re. The​re se​emed to be no fe​wer of them for all the work we had do​ne that day. At first they mo​ved list​les​sly, half-he​ar​tedly, but then they must ha​ve sen​sed my ap​pro​ach, for they be​gan cong​re​ga​ting at the spot clo​sest to me. I knew I was in no dan​ger, tho​ugh, for dad had bu​ilt the fen​ce well, back when li​fe had still be​en nor​mal. I tri​ed to ima​gi​ne it mo​ved to aro​und the ho​me we had on​ce sha​red, as my pa​rents had be​en plan​ning, and us li​ving the​re aga​in, but co​uld not.

    Mom tho​ught it was ti​me to be nor​mal on​ce aga​in. I didn't re​mem​ber nor​mal. Not re​al​ly. Mom tho​ught it was ti​me for us to mo​ve back to our old ho​me in the he​art of the sub​di​vi​si​on, if only we co​uld cle​an out the un​de​ad. I wasn't so su​re. How co​uld you go back to so​met​hing you co​uldn't re​al​ly re​mem​ber?

    "How abo​ut you?" I as​ked the half-do​zen wan​de​rers. "Do you re​mem​ber when things we​re nor​mal?"

    None of them ans​we​red. They just kept thrus​ting at the fen​ce, le​aving pi​eces of them​sel​ves han​ging be​hind on the bar​bed wi​re. I to​ok a step clo​ser. They we​re thrus​ting them​sel​ves at me.
    "Robert!"

    I tumb​led back as dad sho​uted and grab​bed my arm.

    "What do you think you're do​ing?" he sa​id as I lo​oked up at him, scramb​ling back​ward thro​ugh the mossy earth. "Are you crazy? What the hell's go​ing on in that he​ad of yo​urs?"

    He held a pis​tol in one hand, and he ra​ised back his ot​her as if to stri​ke me. Mom le​apt bet​we​en us be​fo​re he co​uld, and I was ab​le to get to my fe​et.

    "What do you ex​pect, Nat​han?" she sa​id. "What kind of li​fe ha​ve you gi​ven us? How did you ex​pect him to turn out?"

    I was dis​gus​ted. All I'd suc​ce​eded in do​ing was mo​ving the​ir figh​ting out​si​de. Let the un​de​ad be the​ir wit​nes​ses. I tur​ned, and as so​on as I had, I he​ard gun​fi​re. But I didn't let it stop me from wal​king back to the ca​bin.

    When the ec​ho​ing fa​ded, I co​uld he​ar dad bel​lo​wing-

    "- a ga​me, Ro​bert. But it isn't. Snap out of it. This is all we've got. It's all we've got!"

    Even tho​ugh I tri​ed to pull away from my pa​rents on the next mor​ning's march, we en​te​red the sub​di​vi​si​on to​get​her. Dad wal​ked by my si​de whi​le Mom hung back so we co​uld spe​ak pri​va​tely. Al​so, she pro​bably pre​fer​red be​ing out of his re​ach as well. The lo​oks that pas​sed bet​we​en them when in si​len​ce we​re as ir​ri​ta​ting as the​ir words when they spo​ke. I co​uld sen​se what was to co​me, and pic​ked up my pa​ce, but dad kept up with me. Mom gla​red at him, and fi​nal​ly he be​gan to spe​ak.

    "Are you su​re you're up for this to​day, Rob​bie?" he sa​id, af​fec​ting a light to​ne that did not su​it him. "Yes​ter​day was a big day for you."

    "I'm fi​ne, dad."

    "Your mot​her and I fi​gu​red that you might want to hang back to​day, and let us do the he​avy lif​ting. You co​uld watch for the day if you… if you ne​ed ti​me to pro​cess."

    " 'Pro​cess' isn't yo​ur kind of word, dad."

    He lo​oked over his sho​ul​der back at Mom. She frow​ned, which ac​cen​tu​ated the puf​fi​ness of her che​ek.

    "You know what I me​an," he sa​id, his lips thin. I co​uld tell how to​ugh it was for him to ap​pe​ar jovi​al. "What you did last night was kind of we​ird, son, and -"

    "This is all kind of we​ird, dad. And it's go​ing to stay we​ird. Don't worry abo​ut me. Worry abo​ut yo​ur​self."

    I bro​ke in​to a run then, and ne​it​her of them tri​ed to ke​ep up. I do​ub​ted they co​uld even if they'd wan​ted to.

    I ig​no​red the ho​uses we'd vi​si​ted the day be​fo​re, ran de​eper in​to the he​art of the sub​di​vi​si​on. I ma​de ran​dom turns at each cor​ner, ho​ping that they wo​uldn't see whe​re I en​ded up. I didn't stop un​til I was su​re that I'd lost them, in front of a ho​me with a swing set in the yard.

    This ti​me, the front do​or was un​loc​ked. I mo​ved slowly thro​ugh the ho​me, ho​ping to find pe​op​le the​re, re​ady to see anot​her fa​mily, one that, un​li​ke us, hadn't ma​de it. I ne​eded so​met​hing to tell me that we had ma​de the right cho​ice. We​re still ma​king the right cho​ice. A re​min​der I co​uld hold on​to. But as I mo​ved thro​ugh the pas​tel ro​oms empty of any sign of li​fe… or de​ath… the ho​use se​emed to hold not​hing for me.

    And then, just as I was abo​ut to aban​don this ho​me for the next, I saw that one of the clo​set do​ors had be​en loc​ked shut. Not with anyt​hing that co​uld ha​ve kept an​yo​ne out, no com​bi​na​ti​on lock or key​ho​le, only two latc​hes, one each at the top and bot​tom of the do​or. This was me​ant to ke​ep so​met​hing in.
    I co​uld see that I was go​ing to be he​re for a whi​le. So I went back to a win​dow, ope​ned it, and fi​red my shot​gun on​ce in​to the air. That sho​uld ke​ep my pa​rents happy, I tho​ught, and might even ke​ep dad from co​ming to check up on me. Let them think that all was well.

    Back at the clo​set, I he​si​ta​ted, re​min​ding myself that no mat​ter how dark the clo​set might be, it was still day-ti​me. I flip​ped the latc​hes, and then didn't even ha​ve to open the do​or - it slowly ope​ned on its own and a body slum​ped to my fe​et.

    

    It was a lit​tle boy. He co​uldn't ha​ve be​en mo​re than fi​ve, may​be six. A de​ad lit​tle boy.

    No, I told myself. If anyt​hing, he was a not-qu​ite-de​ad lit​tle boy. His pa​rents had pro​bably loc​ked him in when they went fo​ra​ging on the​ir own, to pre​vent him from wan​de​ring off and get​ting in​fec​ted, back be​fo​re the world was ta​ught that all you had to do to be​co​me in​fec​ted was to die, just die, and that was that. So on​ce tho​se lo​ving pa​rents I ima​gi​ned di​ed on the​ir own, the son they'd me​ant to pro​tect star​ved, and he di​ed in​si​de the pla​ce that was me​ant to sa​ve him. In fact, tho​se sa​me pa​rents had pro​bably pra​yed that even if he did die in that way, they'd at le​ast stop​ped him from ha​ving to co​me back. But the​re was no es​ca​pe, not from this.

    The boy's fin​ger​na​ils we​re go​ne, but whet​her that had be​en do​ne in li​fe when he re​ali​sed that his pa​rents we​ren't re​tur​ning and he was strug​gling to get free or af​ter de​ath when he was ho​ping to fe​ed a dif​fe​rent kind of hun​ger, I wo​uld ne​ver know.

    That co​uld ha​ve be​en me. That co​uld still end up be​ing me.

    I put down the shot​gun and crad​led him in my arms. I'd ne​ver even tho​ught of do​ing that to one of the un​de​ad be​fo​re, but sud​denly, it se​emed right. He was he​avi​er than I tho​ught he'd be. I'd fi​gu​red that he'd be a husk, dri​ed out, light. But lif​ting him ma​de me re​ali​se that what I'd in​ten​ded to do might not be so easy.

    I car​ri​ed him to what had to ha​ve be​en his ro​om. It lo​oked not so much dif​fe​rent from the one I'd had. The su​per​he​ro​es in the pos​ters se​emed silly now, tho​ugh. I pla​ced him in a cha​ir by his desk, and pus​hed the cha​ir in clo​se so he co​uldn't fall out. I fo​und one of his scho​ol​bo​oks on a shelf, slid it open un​der one of his hands, and put a pen​cil in the ot​her. I sat on his bed, and stu​di​ed him. I tri​ed to ima​gi​ne a world in which he co​uld still be sit​ting the​re, do​ing his ho​me​work.

    But I didn't think I'd be al​lo​wed ti​me to do that for long.

    At the next ho​me on the stre​et, I fo​und a man who'd drop​ped on the front lawn, as if he'd co​me ho​me from a la​te night with his fri​ends, and fal​len as​le​ep the​re drunk. His right arm spo​iled the il​lu​si​on, tho​ugh, for it had be​en sli​ced thro​ugh ne​ar the sho​ul​der, and hung by only a thin strip of skin and musc​le. It had be​en a cle​an cut, so so​me​one must ha​ve at​tac​ked him with a mac​he​te, li​kely in self-de​fen​ce. But who​ever it was hadn't be​en wholly suc​ces​sful. The man's te​eth ga​ve that much away. Stuck bet​we​en them was the se​cond pro​of that this was so​met​hing ot​her than me​rely a sle​eping man - trap​ped bits of rot​ting flesh.

    I lo​oked abo​ut ner​vo​usly, ex​pec​ting my pa​rents to ha​ve sne​aked up on me, but I was still un​se​en. I fi​red my shot​gun in​to the air aga​in, ho​ping that my pa​rents wo​uld on​ce mo​re mi​sin​terp​ret the so​und, and then pla​ced it in the grass next to the man. I pul​led him by his ank​les ac​ross the lawn, out in​to the stre​et, and back to the first ho​use I had vi​si​ted. I drag​ged him up to the boy's bed​ro​om, then went back downs​ta​irs and fo​und a di​ning ro​om cha​ir. I prop​ped the man in it im​me​di​ately next to the boy, bent for​ward, ap​pa​rently hel​ping with the ho​me​work. From the back, only the man's dang​ling arm ga​ve away that this co​uldn't pos​sibly be the ca​se, so I la​id that arm ac​ross the boy's sho​ul​ders, sup​por​ted in such a way as to comp​le​te the il​lu​si​on.

    I sat back on the boy's bed and stu​di​ed the tab​le​au un​til I re​ali​sed the one thing that was mis​sing, and then I ret​ri​eved my gun and con​ti​nu​ed with my se​arch.

    I fo​und that mis​sing pi​ece three ho​uses down, flo​ating in a swim​ming po​ol. She wasn't exactly what I ne​eded - she was too old, lo​oking mo​re li​ke a grand​mot​her. But she wo​uld ha​ve to do. I'd be​en lucky, but I knew I was run​ning out of ti​me. I put my gun down aga​in and used a po​le with a net on the end to bring her clo​ser to the si​de of the po​ol.

    I pul​led her up to the peb​bled conc​re​te lip of the po​ol, and be​gan to drag her, just as I had drag​ged the man, but I stop​ped qu​ickly when I saw the tra​il of flesh that I was le​aving be​hind. The po​ol had left her soggy and soft. I ima​gi​ned that she had be​en trap​ped in the wa​ter for qu​ite a whi​le. She'd pro​bably stumb​led in one night af​ter she'd re​ani​ma​ted, and then spent each day sle​eping and each night des​pe​ra​tely trying to get out, but no lon​ger had eno​ugh of eit​her her bra​in-po​wer or sen​se of ba​lan​ce to use the lad​der.

    At first I tho​ught I'd ha​ve to hug her to be ab​le to mo​ve her whe​re I wan​ted wit​ho​ut pe​eling flesh on the pa​ve​ment, but I su​re didn't fe​el li​ke ha​ving one of the un​de​ad ooze all over me. But thin​king back, I re​ali​sed that may​be I wo​uldn't ha​ve to. I re​tur​ned to the ho​use whe​re I had fo​und the child, and as I ex​pec​ted, was ab​le to lo​ca​te a lit​tle red wa​gon in the ga​ra​ge. I whe​eled it back by the po​ol and fol​ded the wo​man in​to it as best as I co​uld.

    She was too big, and kept thre​ate​ning to roll off. I had to le​ave my gun be​hind one mo​re ti​me, so I co​uld walk along with my pac​ka​ge, with one hand on the wa​gon's hand​le, the ot​her ste​ad​ying her he​ad.

    Back at the ho​me, I ca​re​ful​ly po​sed her at the bot​tom of the sta​irs, the ba​nis​ter tight in one arm​pit, her he​ad til​ted back. When I let go of her, she slip​ped slightly, but sta​yed the​re in po​si​ti​on. It was din​ner​ti​me, and she was cal​ling her fa​mily down so they'd all sit aro​und the tab​le and eat it to​get​her. I went back up to the bed​ro​om and watc​hed the fat​her and son from one cor​ner of the ro​om, stan​ding as far away as I co​uld to pre​ser​ve the il​lu​si​on. I squ​in​ted to avo​id se​e​ing the mot​tled flesh and im​pos​sib​le pos​tu​re. Yes. This was the way it was sup​po​sed to be.

    I co​uld ha​ve spent all day lin​ge​ring the​re, watc​hing them, but I was run​ning out of ti​me. I left the bed​ro​om, pa​using for last one mo​ment at the top of the sta​irs to pe​er down at the ca​re​ful​ly ba​lan​ced wo​man be​low.

    Coming, mot​her, I tho​ught, and smi​led.

    Then I hur​ri​ed back to whe​re I'd last left my gun.

    But the​re was no gun.

    I sta​red at the ed​ge of the po​ol whe​re the gun had be​en, my first tho​ught be​ing, What do I tell my fat​her?, when I re​ali​sed that, of co​ur​se, the per​son who had ta​ken my gun had to ha​ve be​en my fat​her.

    The so​und of gun​fi​re told me I was right, as I he​ard first one shot, and then two ot​hers in clo​se suc​ces​si​on. I knew what that me​ant, in what or​der he had dis​patc​hed the fa​mily I had ma​de. First the mot​her, then the fat​her and son. I ra​ced back to the ho​use whe​re I had po​sed the un​de​ad, and got to the front do​or just as my dad ap​pro​ac​hed it from in​si​de, a gun in each hand. He drop​ped them both and flung him​self at me, and this ti​me my mot​her was not the​re to in​ter​ve​ne.

    I duc​ked my chin to my chest and wrap​ped my arms over my he​ad, but so​me of his punc​hes still bro​ke thro​ugh. He sho​uted at me, but I co​uldn't re​al​ly he​ar what he was sa​ying be​ca​use my ears we​re co​ve​red. It was as if I was un​der​wa​ter. But I'm su​re I'd ha​ve re​cog​ni​sed what he was sa​ying. He'd sa​id it all to me and to Mom so many ti​mes be​fo​re, both with fists and wit​ho​ut.

    I drop​ped, not so much from the po​wer of his blows as from ha​ving le​ar​ned that a sign of sur​ren​der wo​uld ma​ke it stop. And the blows did stop, so I lo​we​red my arms, and then one, last unex​pec​ted punch ca​me in and ca​ught me on the si​de of the jaw. I lo​oked up at him, tas​ting blo​od. The sun was al​re​ady high over​he​ad, which ga​ve my fat​her a ha​lo as he sto​od the​re. His mo​uth ope​ned and clo​sed, but it to​ok a few mo​ments be​fo​re any words ca​me out.

    "I'm sorry, Rob​bie."

    He al​ways sa​id he was sorry. But what did it me​an? Be​ing sorry didn't ma​ke it right.

    I didn't ha​ve to say that out lo​ud. He co​uld tell easily eno​ugh what I was thin​king. He knelt be​si​de me so he co​uld lo​ok me stra​ight in the eye.

    "Look, son, I want you to li​ve," he sa​id. "You're go​ing to ha​ve to stop pla​ying the​se ga​mes if you're go​ing to ma​ke it. And we're all go​ing to get thro​ugh this, I pro​mi​se. What I saw in the​re, Rob​bie, that was sick. It was dis​gus​ting. And if you ke​ep at it, it will even​tu​al​ly kill you. Now, no mo​re pla​ying aro​und. Ag​re​ed?"

    He ex​ten​ded a hand to me. And I to​ok it. That may ha​ve me​ant so​met​hing to him, be​en so​me kind of symbol, but it didn't me​an anyt​hing to me.

    He hel​ped me back to my fe​et. I wi​ped the blo​od from my mo​uth with the back of my hand.

    "Can I ha​ve my gun back?" I as​ked.

    He stu​di​ed me for a mo​ment, then sho​ok his he​ad. He tur​ned and pic​ked up both guns.

    "Maybe to​mor​row," he sa​id, not lo​oking at me. "For now, let's just go ho​me."

    Yes, I tho​ught. Let's.
    After din​ner that night, dad wan​de​red off, cla​iming he ne​eded to check the pe​ri​me​ter fen​ce, but I knew it was re​al​ly so Mom co​uld ta​ke me asi​de to spe​ak to me pri​va​tely. Usu​al​ly, he to​ok me with him, po​in​ting out the are​as in ne​ed of re​pa​ir, inst​ruc​ting me in the ways of be​ing a man. But that night, Mom and I sat alo​ne on the porch, and as we tal​ked - or rat​her, as she tal​ked and I tri​ed only to lis​ten - I just sta​red off at the length of bar​bed wi​re as dad prod​ded each inch of it and even​tu​al​ly mo​ved on be​yond my li​ne of sight.

    As Mom spo​ke, I kept my mo​uth shut. That was from my per​so​nal set of sur​vi​val skills, the ones dad ta​ught me when he didn't think he was te​ac​hing me. Ne​ver gi​ve away too much of yo​ur​self. Es​pe​ci​al​ly not now, sin​ce Mom wasn't so​un​ding li​ke her​self. Sud​denly, she was so​un​ding li​ke dad.

    She fol​lo​wed up a mix of apo​lo​gi​es, con​cerns, and lo​ving com​ments with a qu​es​ti​on.

    "Is it re​al​ly that bad?" she as​ked, words that wo​uld ha​ve en​ra​ged her co​ming from dad. So I didn't fe​el I had to ans​wer that one, sin​ce she'd al​re​ady ans​we​red it her​self so many ti​mes be​fo​re. I'm su​re she fil​led the si​len​ce I of​fe​red her with the cor​rect ans​wer.

    "You've got to stop ac​ting out li​ke this," she sa​id. "I'm not su​re whe​re it's co​me from all of a sud​den, but it do​esn't ac​comp​lish anyt​hing. And it just ma​kes yo​ur fat​her mad."

    Hearing her say that, with a bru​ise still dar​ke​ning on her fa​ce, for​ced me to let down my gu​ard.

    "Mom, I don't think anyt​hing ma​kes dad mad. You know that. You've got to know that. He just is mad."

    "Oh, Rob​bie, you don't re​mem​ber the man he used to be," she sa​id, pul​ling her cha​ir clo​ser to me. "You we​re too yo​ung. How co​uld you re​mem​ber? It's all this that ma​kes him mad. He lo​ves us, Rob​bie, you've got to be​li​eve that. I can un​ders​tand you wan​ting it all to be just li​ke it was aga​in, be​ca​use that's what yo​ur fat​her wants. But it can't be. We can ne​ver go back."

    "But it's not just him. You want us to cle​an out down the​re. You want us to go back."

    This ti​me, she be​ca​me the qu​i​et one. I re​fu​sed to lo​ok at her un​til I he​ard her be​gin to cry. When she fi​nal​ly spo​ke aga​in, it was in a whis​per.

    "There is no back, Rob​bie. The​re pro​bably ne​ver will be. But it wo​uld be ni​ce to pre​tend for a whi​le. Co​uld you help me with that, Rob​bie? Co​uld you stop fo​oling aro​und so I can ha​ve that?"

    "I'll try," I sa​id, be​ca​use sa​ying I'd try felt li​ke less of a lie than sa​ying that I ac​tu​al​ly wo​uld.

    

    She pat​ted my sho​ul​der, and then went back in​si​de, le​aving me to con​ti​nue con​temp​la​ting the bar​bed wi​re. She only ca​me out twi​ce mo​re that night, first to gi​ve me a new damp cloth for my fa​ce that still pul​sed from my fat​her's be​ating, and then la​ter, as the sun was set​ting, to tell me to co​me in​si​de and go to bed, as we don't want to stir them up. Tho​ugh at first, I tho​ught she sa​id "We don't want to stir him up."

    I ca​me to bed, but I wasn't go​ing to get any sle​eping do​ne that night.

    At le​ast not the​re.

    Mom and dad tal​ked la​ter in​to the night than usu​al, and it was a strug​gle to stay awa​ke un​til they stop​ped. But even​tu​al​ly, even they had to gi​ve up, and on​ce eno​ugh si​len​ce had pas​sed, I went to the win​dow out of which I had slip​ped the night be​fo​re. I tri​ed to yank it up, but it wo​uldn't open. I lo​oked mo​re clo​sely and co​uld see whe​re dad must ha​ve na​iled the win​dow shut.

    My exit from the ca​bin was go​ing to ha​ve to be a lit​tle mo​re da​ring. I tip​to​ed from my back ro​om to whe​re my pa​rents we​re sle​eping in the mid​dle of the ma​in ro​om that ser​ved as kitc​hen, di​ning ro​om and the​ir bed​ro​om. As I pas​sed, I lo​oked at them bri​efly, cur​led up on op​po​si​te si​des of the bed, the​ir backs to each ot​her, and didn't ha​ve eit​her the ti​me or the strength of will to ima​gi​ne them as they on​ce had be​en. I wasn't en​ti​rely su​re that I be​li​eved eit​her of them ever had be​en an​y​t​hing dif​fe​rent.

    I to​ok my gun from the fo​ot of the​ir bed and slowly ope​ned the front do​or of the ca​bin. Out on the porch, I le​apt over the ra​iling to the gro​und be​ne​ath to avo​id ma​king the steps cre​ak.

    Walking the li​ne for so many ye​ars with my dad, I knew the fen​ce's we​ak spots. Not just whe​re the un​de​ad might try to get in, but the ones whe​re I co​uld try to get out. On the so​uth si​de of our enc​lo​su​re sto​od a tree that was no mo​re than a do​zen fe​et on our si​de of the fen​ce. High off the gro​und, one of its branc​hes thrust to​ward the world out​si​de, ex​ten​ding over the sharp wi​re of the fen​ce.

    I rus​hed to the tree be​fo​re the un​de​ad co​uld sen​se my pre​sen​ce, and tos​sed my gun over the fen​ce. Then I shin​ni​ed in​to the up​per branc​hes, and craw​led along the one that cros​sed over. It se​emed a long way down, and I pra​yed as I flung myself in​to the air to​ward a pi​ne on the ot​her si​de of the fen​ce. I clim​bed down, ret​ri​eved the gun, and das​hed thro​ugh the dark wo​ods, back to the sub​di​vi​si​on whe​re I had be​en born, pre​pa​red to do what I had to do if one of the un​de​ad fo​und me. If the​re was only one, I co​uld pro​bably out​run it, but if the​re we​re mo​re, I'd ha​ve to fight. But I wo​uld not use the gun. Not un​til I was re​ady. I didn't want dad to he​ar.

    I wan​de​red the stre​ets, se​arc​hing for what had be​en my ho​me. I'd tho​ught that even af​ter all this ti​me that it was go​ing to be easy to find - af​ter all, it do​esn't ta​ke that long to ma​ke a cir​cu​it of a hund​red ho​mes - but this was the first ti​me I'd be​en he​re at night, and I'd for​got​ten that with the elect​ri​city go​ne, the​re we​re no stre​et​lights. In the dark, each stre​et, each ho​me, lo​oked pretty much li​ke anot​her. I had to re​turn to a fri​end's ho​use that was on the far cor​ner of the sub​di​vi​si​on, and clo​se my eyes, and re​mem​ber. I pre​ten​ded that I was co​ming ho​me for din​ner. I co​un​ted off the grid in my mind. Then I he​ard shuf​fling in the grass be​hind me, so I ope​ned my eyes and ran off qu​ickly.

    I rec​re​ated the ro​ute I had pic​tu​red, das​hing left, then right, then left aga​in, un​til I on​ce mo​re sto​od in the dri​ve​way of our old ho​me. As I mo​ved to​ward the front do​or, gun slick in my hands, I he​ard a rust​ling aga​inst the pa​ve​ment. Craw​ling in the fa​int mo​on​light ac​ross what had be​en my stre​et was what I at first to​ok to be a dog. But it wasn't a dog. It was a man, the lo​wer half of his tor​so go​ne, pul​ling him​self along, aiming at me. I co​uld ha​ve go​ne in​to the ho​use and left him scratc​hing fru​it​les​sly at the front do​or. I co​uld ha​ve let him li​ve, as it we​re. But ins​te​ad, I ran at him, surp​ri​sed by my fury. I slam​med the butt of my gun in​to the back of what re​ma​ined of his he​ad un​til his fin​gers stop​ped clutc​hing at my pants. I didn't want him to exist any​mo​re, not on my stre​et, not in front of my ho​use. He wasn't so​me​one I co​uld lo​ok at and still pre​tend. And I ne​eded to be ab​le to pre​tend.

    I rub​bed the gun in the grass to wi​pe off the blo​od, and mo​ved to the front do​or be​fo​re ot​hers co​uld find me. Dad had loc​ked it, and what I had do​ne had fil​led me with such an ad​re​na​li​ne rush that I wo​uld ha​ve sworn that I co​uld ha​ve kic​ked it in. But then I smi​led, re​mem​be​ring I didn't ne​ed to. I fo​und the hol​lo​wed-out rock set in a li​ne with ot​her re​al rocks that ed​ged the gar​den. The key was still the​re, and I let myself in the way I'd al​ways do​ne when I'd co​me ho​me from scho​ol ha​ving for​got​ten to ta​ke mi​ne along.

    The ho​use was smal​ler than I'd re​mem​be​red it, the walls clo​ser, the ce​ilings lo​wer, and at first I tho​ught that, key or no key, I'd so​me​how got​ten in to the wrong ho​use. If only it co​uld ha​ve be​en that. It was just that I had grown. Too many ye​ars had pas​sed. I mo​ved thro​ugh each ro​om, trying to re​mem​ber the way things had be​en, but fo​und that I co​uld not re​mem​ber. I'd only be​en six ye​ars old, af​ter all. All I co​uld do was tell myself the end​less things I sho​uld re​mem​ber.

    Here, ta​ke a lo​ok at the kitc​hen, isn't that whe​re Mom ma​de oat​me​al ra​isin co​oki​es? Thro​ugh that do​or, in the ga​ra​ge, didn't dad fix yo​ur bicyc​le cha​in? Up in my bed​ro​om, co​uldn't I re​call the phosp​ho​res​cent stars that had glo​wed on the ce​iling, the ones that they had both hel​ped me apply? But no, not​hing. No mat​ter how many ti​mes I tri​ed to flesh out my me​mo​ri​es, I co​uld not ma​ke them be​co​me re​al to me.

    Unfortunately, the​re was only one lo​ca​ti​on in that ho​use that bro​ught back true me​mo​ri​es.

    I ope​ned the do​or that led to the win​dow​less ba​se​ment and pa​used at the top of the sta​irs. Wit​ho​ut elect​ri​city, it was to​tal dark​ness, but that didn't bot​her me. That was exactly how I had li​ked it best so long ago. Dark​ness had of​fe​red es​ca​pe. I shut the do​or be​hind me, and wal​ked down the sta​irs, fe​eling the air grow co​oler with each step. I felt my way to the al​co​ve be​ne​ath the sta​irs, and craw​led in​to the small ope​ning the​re. I pla​ced the gun be​si​de me and wrap​ped my arms aro​und my kne​es. The mo​ment I bent my he​ad down, all the me​mo​ri​es I had be​en se​arc​hing for but co​uld not find sud​denly ca​me flas​hing back.

    Plates bre​aking. Do​ors slam​ming. Ho​les be​ing punc​hed in walls. Slaps and kicks and sho​uts. Oc​ca​si​onal po​li​ce si​rens, when the ne​igh​bo​urs tho​ught things had got​ten bad eno​ugh and bot​he​red to call them. I had so​me​ti​mes sta​yed down he​re for ho​urs, lis​te​ning to the so​unds of ha​voc abo​ve, pra​ying for them to stop. How they star​ted was al​ways a mystery, and even tho​ugh as I sat the​re now, I co​uld re​mem​ber tho​se ti​mes be​fo​re the may​hem even star​ted, I still co​uld not re​call pre​ci​sely the why of it. It was and pro​bably al​ways wo​uld be a mystery. Even as the exact de​ta​ils of my at​tempts to es​ca​pe ca​me back to me, all I co​uld re​call of ca​talysts was…

    We'd be watc​hing te​le​vi​si​on, or pla​ying a bo​ard ga​me, or just tal​king abo​ut how the day had go​ne. And Mom or I wo​uld say so​met​hing that wo​uld set dad off. Wha​te​ver that so​met​hing was, was out of re​ach now. But dad wo​uld get that fa​mi​li​ar gla​zed lo​ok, and his eyes wo​uld un​fo​cus. We'd see what was co​ming, and qu​ickly try to apo​lo​gi​se, but it was al​ways too la​te, and a fist wo​uld fly out, and he'd be​gin to ro​ar. Ho​we​ver it star​ted, it al​ways en​ded with me down he​re.

    If it be​gan with so​met​hing Mom sa​id, I'd try to get bet​we​en them at first, to stop it, but I was too small then, and even​tu​al​ly I'd get pus​hed to the si​de. I'd run he​re, te​ars stre​aming down my fa​ce. If it star​ted with dad co​ming af​ter me, it still en​ded the sa​me way, be​ca​use Mom wo​uld in​ter​ve​ne, which wo​uld ma​ke dad even ang​ri​er, and when his fo​cus wo​uld shift di​rectly to her, I'd flee to the ba​se​ment, too. As I sat the​re, I tri​ed to re​mem​ber what Mom had be​en tal​king to me abo​ut for ye​ars, the man dad had be​en be​fo​re, but tho​ugh this ro​om bro​ught back many me​mo​ri​es, it co​uld not bring back that.

    But then, the so​unds I was re​mem​be​ring be​ca​me re​al. I he​ard mo​ve​ment ac​ross the flo​or​bo​ards over​he​ad, and sho​uts. I co​uld not ma​ke out what the vo​ices we​re sa​ying, but I mo​men​ta​rily tho​ught that I had go​ne back in ti​me, that I was a small boy aga​in, and Mom and dad we​re at it aga​in. A part of me re​ali​sed that it was just that I had ne​ver shut the front do​or be​hind me, and the un​de​ad had wan​de​red in, but tho​ugh the​re was a re​aso​nab​le exp​la​na​ti​on, in the dark, past and pre​sent mel​ded. I knew that the​re was mo​re than one up the​re, as I co​uld he​ar steps co​ming from op​po​si​te ends of the ho​use, but at the sa​me ti​me I co​uld al​most see Mom and dad up the​re, ma​king tho​se cre​aks, sup​plying tho​se so​unds. A tab​le over​tur​ned, ma​king yes​ter​day mo​re re​al than ever.

    Eventually, the un​de​ad must ha​ve sen​sed me, for they ca​me ban​ging at the ba​se​ment do​or. That, too, ma​de the past mo​re im​me​di​ate. The grunts and mo​ans I was he​aring co​uld ha​ve be​en dad de​man​ding the key, and Mom with​hol​ding it for as long as she co​uld. That me​mory had pla​yed out end​les​sly in the li​fe be​fo​re. I felt fe​ar over whet​her the do​or wo​uld hold, but fe​ar was not new to me down he​re. It had be​en my part​ner in the dark be​fo​re. And the do​or had held aga​inst dad - he'd ne​ver got​ten in un​til he had rip​ped the key from Mom - so it sho​uld hold now. It only had to last un​til dawn, and then they wo​uld tumb​le whe​re they sto​od. I wo​uld ri​se out of the ba​se​ment, and step over the​ir bo​di​es, and re​turn… to whe​re? To what?

    I pres​sed my fo​re​he​ad mo​re de​eply in​to my kne​es and cri​ed with an in​ten​sity I hadn't al​lo​wed myself to fe​el for ye​ars. The drum​be​at of bo​di​es aga​inst the do​or bro​ught back fresh all of the yel​ling from be​fo​re, all of the be​atings, all of the frust​ra​ti​on at be​ing too small to fight back. I wa​iled so lo​ud that I blot​ted out all so​unds of the cur​rent strug​gle abo​ve. I was back in the past, only I was no lon​ger a small child, I was as I am now. My te​ars we​re dri​ed by an​ger, and I pic​ked up my gun.

    "No mo​re," I scre​amed. "No mo​re!"

    I rus​hed to the bot​tom of the sta​irs and fi​red up at the do​or​way, scre​aming as I had be​en scre​amed at, cur​sing as I had be​en cur​sed at. I fi​red un​til I ran out of shells, and then threw myself up the sta​irs, hol​ding my gun li​ke a bat, re​ady to be​at down who​me​ver, wha​te​ver re​ma​ined. But the ho​use was now still. I clim​bed over the bo​di​es pi​led on the ot​her si​de of what re​ma​ined of the do​or, and exi​ted our ho​use fo​re​ver.

    As I left the sub​di​vi​si​on be​hind me, I was sud​denly su​re of two things.

    That I wo​uld ne​ver li​ve the​re aga​in.

    And that I wo​uld ma​ke su​re that the​re wo​uld be no mo​re figh​ting.

    As I top​ped the rid​ge that se​pa​ra​ted the world that was from the world we had now, a sha​dow ca​me to​ward me. I drew the shot​gun back, re​ady to swing. But lucky for both of us, I re​ali​sed that it was mo​ving too qu​ickly.

    It was Mom.

    "Where's yo​ur fat​her?" she sa​id, ha​ving tro​ub​le get​ting the words out bet​we​en her sobs. "Ha​ve you se​en yo​ur fat​her?"

    I was ab​le to con​vin​ce Mom to ta​ke re​fu​ge with me back at the ca​bin, but as so​on as the sun ro​se, we re​tur​ned to the sub​di​vi​si​on to se​arch for dad. Turns out I'd be​en pre​ma​tu​re when I'd sworn I wo​uld ne​ver be back. We split up to se​arch for him, and whi​le she wan​de​red clu​eles​sly, cal​ling out dad's na​me, I he​aded stra​ight to our old ho​me, whe​re I le​ar​ned that I'd be​en cor​rect in my se​cond vow - dad wo​uld ne​ver aga​in be the ca​use of ran​co​ur.

    I fo​und him de​ad by the ba​se​ment do​or. He was in a pi​le with two of the un​de​ad, his skin shred​ded and his bo​nes bro​ken. I told myself that his de​ath had be​en ca​used by tho​se I'd fo​und him with, and not by my gun​fi​re. I tri​ed not to lo​ok clo​sely eno​ugh to tell.

    But it didn't re​al​ly mat​ter. All that mat​te​red was that it was over.

    Mom and I bu​ri​ed him that sa​me day, in a sunny spot wit​hin the pe​ri​me​ter of the fen​ce. But be​fo​re we co​ve​red him with earth, I did as he had inst​ruc​ted me and put the bar​rel of the gun in his mo​uth and fi​red, to ma​ke su​re that he wasn't co​ming back.

    Dad wo​uld ha​ve be​en pro​ud of me. I didn't even ha​ve to turn away.

    Mom and I drag​ged he​avy sto​nes over his gra​ve, and on​ce we we​re do​ne, I felt as if we sho​uld say so​met​hing. But I co​uld think of not​hing to say, so it was up to Mom to gi​ve his eulogy.

    She spo​ke then of things she'd ne​ver spo​ken of be​fo​re, at le​ast not to me. She spo​ke of how they had be​gun, how she'd al​ways ho​ped they'd even​tu​al​ly end up, and all things in bet​we​en. She spo​ke of how she lo​ved the go​od in him, and how she for​ga​ve him for the bad.

    Her fal​ling te​ars, ho​we​ver, co​uld not era​se the bru​ise un​der her eye.

    But still, now that dad was go​ne, I fi​nal​ly let myself be​li​eve for the first ti​me in the man he had be​en be​fo​re.

   

    

4 - Dennis Etchison - Calling All Monsters
    

    The first thing I see is the whi​te light.

    And I think: so they ha​ve ta​ken me to one of tho​se pla​ces. I knew it. That was why the pa​in. My bra​in stops spin​ning li​ke a crac​ked gyros​co​pe long eno​ugh for me to re​lax. Then I get it, all of it. And I think I may go mad, if it is true.

    A rub​ber hand clo​ses my eyes and I see red aga​in. Black light​ning forks shim​mer in a kind of bas-re​li​ef in front of me. Then the whir​ling sta​ins set​tle in. I think they are Rorsc​hach tests. The black sha​pes flow li​ke ink on a blot​ter. I lo​ok in​to the first one. It se​ems to me to be an ac​ci​dent. I see a car, no, two cars, and the smal​ler one is jack-kni​fed over the big one. Then the pa​in starts aga​in at the back of my he​ad, not throb​bing li​ke be​fo​re but only dull and ste​ady li​ke a hot light bulb so I try not to think any mo​re abo​ut the ink blot.

    The vo​ices aga​in over me. They dro​ne, too slow, hur​ting my ears, trying to se​ep in thro​ugh the har​de​ning bloc​ka​ges I can fe​el the​re, es​pe​ci​al​ly the low one that so​unds li​ke the man has a gre​asy ton​gue. I want them to stop but they con​ti​nue, the gre​asy ton​gue ben​ding clo​ser. Then I un​ders​tand, but don't un​ders​tand, be​ca​use I know he must be spe​aking a fo​re​ign lan​gu​age. I want the so​und to stop. They al​ways spe​ak in fo​re​ign lan​gu​ages or at le​ast thick, ole​agi​no​us ac​cents, slow and he​avy un​til they gi​ve the or​ders, then harsh and gut​tu​ral. I re​mem​ber. I want it to stop be​ca​use it hurts me. Don't they ca​re? It hurts me!

    "I'm sorry," says the man, slip​ping his hands in​to his co​at poc​kets. "But it's too la​te for us to do an​y​t​hing."
    But of co​ur​se it hurts me. That is part of it. I re​mem​ber now. It is al​ways that way. They even cal​led it the Ho​use of Pa​in on​ce, didn't they? Yes, and the ac​cent op​pres​si​ve and stres​sed whe​re you didn't ex​pect it to be and he ne​ver bot​he​red abo​ut ana​est​he​sia. I be​li​eve he sa​id it was a shor​ta​ge of sup​pli​es on the is​land but I don't be​li​eve that. I think for him it was a Ho​use of Ple​asu​re.

    Yes, that is what they are do​ing. That is what they are do​ing. May​be I ke​ep for​get​ting, ke​ep drif​ting off be​ca​use it is less pa​in​ful that way. My he​art do​esn't spe​ed when I think of it. You wo​uld think it wo​uld. All I fe​el the​re is the hard​ness, cold and brassy and clammy, over my he​art. I don't un​ders​tand that part yet but so​me​how it se​ems to fit.

    I am bo​und. I know that now. The co​ol pres​su​re aro​und my rib ca​ge lo​osens li​ke a mummy's fin​gers and the cold lifts from my he​art, le​aving a sticky spot the​re. I stra​in migh​tily to mo​ve my arms and legs but still they won't work. Strap​ped. I get it mo​re cle​arly. Lif​ting, the​re was lif​ting right af​ter the start of the pa​in, and even then I co​uldn't mo​ve, so I must ha​ve be​en bo​und even then, and mo​re lif​ting, al​ways hig​her. But I pla​yed it smart. I kept my eyes clo​sed. I knew what was co​ming. I didn't ne​ed my eyes to tell me whe​re they we​re ta​king me. It was up lots of sta​irs, al​most al​ways, the top of an old bu​il​ding, tons of swe​ating sto​ne blocks crumb​ling in the mor​tar and pi​les of dust and pow​de​red li​mes​to​ne in cor​ners whe​re the torc​hes ne​ver re​ac​hed, and the sta​irs wo​und in a spi​ral up and down, down to the dun​ge​ons but they to​ok me up, up to the la​bo​ra​tory. They al​ways ta​ke them up at first. To the skylight. But now it must be night, the light ar​ti​fi​ci​al. They al​ways wor​ked at night on the im​por​tant ex​pe​ri​ments.

    "I'm sorry" says the man in char​ge, hi​ding his pow​de​red hands in his whi​te co​at. "But it's too la​te for us to do anyt​hing to sa​ve him. We've run all the stan​dard tests, and so now…" He ma​kes a help​less ges​tu​re.
    Something smo​oth and lightly tex​tu​red brus​hes my chin, my lips, my no​se, my brow. Now the red dar​kens. I he​ar the swish of starc​hed smocks. The​re are se​ve​ral of them. They mo​ve su​rely, im​pa​ti​ently. So this is a big one. Not just the ubi​qu​ito​us as​sis​tant but ot​hers, ex​perts from all over ha​ve co​me to ob​ser​ve. The low vo​ices grind aga​in, li​ke old auto​mo​bi​les on cold mor​nings with the elect​roly​te low.

    They hurry, I fe​el it in my skin mo​re than he​ar it. It must be night. The air they stir to​ward me is cold. I grow col​der. Even my he​ad. Funny but as the cold spre​ads up from my neck the spot at the back of my he​ad ac​hes less and less. That is, I sup​po​se, so​me kind of re​li​ef.

    But still I am af​ra​id.

    I wa​it for the ge​ne​ra​tors to start up. They al​ways ne​ed them for elect​ri​city. I he​ar no light​ning. So they must use the ge​ne​ra​tors to rev up the​ir par​tic​le cham​bers, the​ir glo​wing va​cu​um tu​bes, the​ir bub​bling flasks of co​lo​ured flu​ids, the​ir mag​ne​tic arcs jum​ping and swe​eping up and up and up the con​duc​tor rods. Snap​ping and crack​ling, hum​ming and spin​ning ro​tors that whirr and whi​ne and buzz. I used to li​ke them. I think of the light​ning bugs I used to col​lect in ma​yon​na​ise jars. They spar​ked and jum​ped on the sill all night and it re​min​ded me of the​ir ex​pe​ri​ments, and the tho​ught sca​red me a lit​tle but it was still ple​asu​rab​le, a sub​li​mely cre​epy ga​me I pla​yed on myself that al​ways slip​ped me off in​to a com​for​tab​le dre​am.

    The dif​fe​ren​ce now is that I can't wa​ke up.

    I he​ar a hum. They are re​ady.

    "I'm sorry," says the man in char​ge, hi​ding his pow​de​red hands in a wrink​led whi​te co​at. "But it's too la​te for us to do anyt​hing to sa​ve yo​ur hus​band. We've run all the stan​dard tests, and so now…"He ba​res his hands ner​vo​usly and mo​ves them in a help​less ges​tu​re.
    The wo​man bursts in​to te​ars. "But you can't! I sho​wed you the will, no​ta​ri​sed, car​ri​ed with me all the​se ye​ars! And the copy in his poc​ket!"
    The doc​tor fumb​les thro​ugh his pa​pers. "I can show you his EKG. He​re, see for yo​ur​self."
    As the mac​hi​nery is lo​we​red over me on dam​ped hin​ges, I can no lon​ger fe​el the pa​in in my he​ad. So​unds, sen​sa​ti​ons are re​ce​ding. I won​der if it is the he​ad they are af​ter. I re​mem​ber such a he​ad, flo​ating in a por​ce​la​in tray, cle​ar tu​bes of nut​ri​ent run​ning in thro​ugh the nost​rils, sta​ined ban​da​ges pin​ned aro​und the crown. The eyes we​re open, and so may​be it will not be so bad. And the he​ad went on thin​king. What did it think? Let me try - yes, the do​or, the one with the he​avy bar in front. And the sli​ding win​dow at the ba​se for fo​od. Anot​her ex​pe​ri​ment. The he​ad, re​le​ased from physi​cal de​mands, fo​cu​sed its po​wers to ma​ke con​tact and cont​rol. Even the de​for​med mons​ter from the pre​vi​o​us ope​ra​ti​on. He cont​rol​led the cre​atu​re be​hind the do​or, cal​ling it out to smash thro​ugh the bo​ards and-

    But now they fit it over my ab​do​men. I can no lon​ger fe​el the​re but I know that is whe​re the inst​ru​ment is clam​ping down. That is whe​re they al​ways start.

    I won​der if my tab​le is mo​un​ted to swi​vel, to turn me up​right. I he​ar the she​et rust​ling down be​low. They may, sin​ce I am strap​ped so comp​le​tely I can't mo​ve a toe or fin​ger. I he​ar the clas​ping of sur​gi​cal ste​el. It be​gins.

    "I'm sorry," says the doc​tor in char​ge, qu​ickly hi​ding his pa​le-pow​de​red hands de​ep in his wrink​led, blo​od sme​ared whi​te co​at. "But it's too la​te for us to do anyt​hing to sa​ve yo​ur hus​band. We've run the stan​dard tests for de​ath and the​re is just no res​pon​se, not​hing. I am sorry. So now …" He ba​res his shri​vel​led hands fur​ti​vely and mo​ves them in a help​less ges​tu​re of ab​so​lu​ti​on.
    The wi​fe erupts in te​ars of frust​ra​ti​on and ra​ge. "But you can't ope​ra​te yet! I sho​wed you the will, no​ta​ri​sed, car​ri​ed with me all the​se ye​ars, sin​ce the first ti​me. And the copy of the inst​ruc​ti​ons in his wal​let, and the neck cha​in, you fo​und them at the ac​ci​dent to​night! What mo​re do​es it ta​ke?"
    The doc​tor ducks her fre​ezing ga​ze and agi​ta​tes his pa​pers, mo​is​te​ning a fin​ger. "Let me show you his EKG. He​re, you can see for yo​ur​self, no ac​ti​vity wha​te​ver. I'm sorry, but we ha​ve to go ahe​ad, do you see? We can't af​ford to risk any furt​her de​te​ri​ora​ti​on. We ha​ve the ot​her cla​use to con​si​der, the ma​in cla​use."
    For the lo​ve of God I can't fe​el but I can he​ar it sli​cing away. Why can't I fe​el? They must use ana​est​he​tic now but even so I know what fi​ends they are. I think I al​ways knew. O now the obs​ce​ne suc​king so​und gro​wing fa​in​ter even as my he​aring dis​sol​ves, wet tis​sue pul​ling apart. They suc​ti​on my blo​od, the in​ci​si​on clam​ped wi​de li​ke anot​her mo​uth a monst​ro​us Ca​esa​re​an and I he​ar the shiny scis​sors clip​ping tis​su​es clip​ping fat, the auto​ma​ted scal​pels stri​king tic​tac​toe on my tor​so and I know they are ta​king me, the blo​od in my he​ad ting​les dra​ining down down and I am al​most go​ne, O what is it what are they do​ing to me the mons​ters ME they must be it can't be that ot​her no, no my pa​pers they co​uldn't do THAT they co​uldn't bre​ak the terms it says in black -and whi​te NO so it has to be li​ke tho​se ot​her ti​mes I ha​ve se​en the al​te​red spe​ci​men on the tab​le the wrap​ped com​po​si​te the su​tu​red One Who Wa​its drif​ting in flu​id for the new bra​in the sha​ved skin the transp​lan​ted claws the fe​ral ric​tus the ex​ci​sed hump pro​mi​sed long ago the sud​denly strip​ped sub​cu​ta​ne​o​us map scar​red cre​ati​ons I call you in

    "The ma​in cla​use."
    "B-but that was con​di​ti​onal, you can re​ad-!" She co​mes clo​se to blo​wing it then, ne​arly fal​ling all over her​self in a qu​ive​ring pud​dle right the​re in the hos​pi​tal cor​ri​dor, She tri​es one last ti​me. "He-he wan​ted the cont​ract, a kind of ext​ra li​fe in​su​ran​ce be​ne​fit for the child​ren. But it me​ant mo​re, a lot mo​re to him. It was re​al​ly the last chan​ce for him to do so​met​hing for ot​hers, for hu​ma​nity. But he got to be ob​ses​sed with the tech​ni​cal qu​es​ti​on of dying, don't you un​ders​tand? The exact mo​ment of de​ath. When? He was ne​ver su​re. When is it? Can you pro​ve it to me?"
    "My de​ar lady, the he​art​be​at and res​pi​ra​ti​on ce​ase, the musc​les go slack …"

    "God damn it, you cold fish! He wan​ted an EEG!"
    The doc​tor backs off, as​su​ming a pro​fes​si​onal stan​ce. "Yo​ur hus​band ag​re​ed to sell his usab​le in​ter​nal or​gans to the transp​lant bank for the usu​al fee which you, as his be​ne​fi​ci​ary, will re​ce​ive wit​hin 60 days. Ne​it​her you nor yo​ur hus​band ma​de any mo​ve to bre​ak the cont​ract pri​or to his, eh, de​mi​se this eve​ning and so, I'm af​ra​id… the​re is not​hing furt​her I am em​po​we​red to do. The stan​dard tests of de​ath ha​ve be​en ad​mi​nis​te​red in ac​cor​dan​ce with the laws of the sta​te, and now his in​ter​nal physi​cal re​ma​ins be​long to the Ni​eborn Cli​nic. His per​so​nal ef​fects, of co​ur​se, re​ma​in yo​urs - I'm su​re they are at the front desk by now - as well as his, eh, ot​her re​ma​ins, which will be ava​ilab​le to you for bu​ri​al or cre​ma​ti​on. In the mor​ning. And now, if you'll ex​cu​se me, Mrs …"

    She sobs. The​re is not​hing el​se for her.
    I call you now as al​ways be​fo​re you must re​turn tas​te swe​et re​ven​ge on the​se the true mons​ters bre​ak in now the flo​od​ga​te opens the dam bre​aks the skylight shat​ters un​der de​ath loc​ked we​ight the torch is drop​ped the wind​mill col​lap​ses the trap​do​or opens the tank splits and gus​hes cont​rols are short cir​cu​ited the sur​ro​ga​te re​turns the ani​mal pe​op​le cry ARE WE NOT MEN? at last the grafts re​bel ap​pen​da​ges re​born to mur​der I call you back I call you in now do not wa​it co​me as al​ways to the la​bo​ra​tory

    

    House of Pa​in ope​ra​ting ro​om crypt cast​le to​wer NOW I call you whe​re are you? now I call you I call you I call you ARE WE NOT MEN? O God what for​got​ten cor​ner ha​ve I wal​led myself in​to what ha​ve I do​ne FOR THE LO​VE OF GOD

    The va​cut​ract unit is shut off. The or​gans are se​aled and de​po​si​ted in li​qu​id nit​ro​gen. The he​avy in​su​la​ted do​or is clo​sed, and the chro​me catch pad​loc​ked. Rub​ber glo​ves are strip​ped, he​ave the re​ma​ins for the or​der​li​es. It go​es to the mor​gue any​way. But for God's sa​ke ke​ep that she​et over the fa​ce, so cu​ri​o​usly dis​tor​ted at the end.
    The ope​ra​ti​on is a suc​cess.
    the last thing I see is the black​ness

    

    

5 - R. Chetwynd-hayes - The Shadmock
    

    The Ba​sic Ru​les of Mons​ter​dom

    

    Vampires - sup; We​re​wol​ves - hunt; Gho​uls - te​ar;

    Shaddies - lick; Mad​di​es - yawn; Mocks - blow;

    Shadmocks - only whist​le.

    

    A car was dri​ving down a lo​nely co​untry ro​ad. Such a car co​uld ha​ve only be​lon​ged to a man who was well en​do​wed with this world's go​ods and had a sub​cons​ci​o​us de​si​re to ad​ver​ti​se the fact. The car must ha​ve be​en ma​de by Messrs Rolls Roy​ce in one of the​ir off mo​ments, for the pa​int​work was bright red, the he​ad​lamps gle​amed with blue chro​mi​um pla​ting and a na​ked brass lady sat on top of the ra​di​ator. The in​te​ri​or furt​her proc​la​imed the af​flu​ent and ori​gi​nal tas​te of the ow​ner, for the se​ats we​re co​ve​red with rich, bright yel​low le​at​her, the switch​bo​ard was a mass of comp​li​ca​ted gad​gets and the​re was a fa​int aro​ma of ex​pen​si​ve ci​gar smo​ke and af​ters​ha​ve lo​ti​on.

    The man be​hind the ste​ering whe​el was easily re​cog​ni​sab​le as one of tho​se stre​am​li​ned wol​ves who lurk in air-con​di​ti​oned of​fi​ces perc​hed on top of sho​ebox sha​ped bu​il​dings, and ro​ar the​ir Na​po​le​on-brandy-ta​in​ted ra​ge over the chilly depths be​low. He was a lar​ge man, with a be​efy, rat​her bru​tal fa​ce that was lit by a pa​ir of small blue eyes and sur​mo​un​ted by a mass of iron-grey ha​ir. His mas​si​ve sho​ul​ders and he​avy, bulky body we​re en​ca​sed in an elect​ric-blue su​it that lo​oked as if it had be​en ta​ilo​red by a slightly mad ar​tist, and all but scre​amed its de​fi​an​ce at the purp​le shirt and gre​en tie.

    The girl by his si​de had the blon​de, brit​tle be​a​uty of an ex​pen​si​ve doll. Her pa​le, un​li​ned fa​ce in​vi​ted ad​mi​ra​ti​on rat​her than pas​si​on, her soft yel​low ha​ir de​fi​ed an​yo​ne to dis​turb its per​fectly ar​ran​ged curls, and the full, red, but dis​con​ten​ted mo​uth was cle​arly re​ser​ved for eating be​a​uti​ful​ly pre​pa​red din​ners and dis​pen​sing exc​lu​si​ve kis​ses. Her gre​en dress and open mink co​at was a con​ces​si​on to ti​til​la​ti​on and go​od tas​te. The bo​som pro​mi​sed but did not re​ve​al: the hem​li​ne da​red but ne​ver ret​re​ated abo​ve mid-thigh. Her long, red-tip​ped fin​gers to​yed with a di​amond ring, as she lo​oked bad-tem​pe​redly out at the ra​cing, grey-rib​bon stretch of ro​ad.

    "Why the hell you want to ta​ke a pla​ce in the sticks, is be​yond me. We've got mo​re ho​uses now than we know what to do with."

    The man grun​ted and switc​hed on the he​ad​lights for the first sha​dows of night we​re fal​ling ac​ross the open co​untry​si​de.

    "Sheridan," the co​ol, brit​tle vo​ice ro​se sharply, "I do wish you wo​uld ans​wer me so​me​ti​mes. I'm not one of yo​ur juni​or exe​cu​ti​ves to be ig​no​red or grun​ted at."

    "Caroline, yo​ur body talks, yo​ur ton​gue ma​kes a no​ise, but you say lit​tle that is worth lis​te​ning to, let alo​ne ans​we​ring."

    Caroline cre​ased her smo​oth fo​re​he​ad in​to an angry frown, and her lar​ge, ha​zel eyes be​ca​me as chips of fi​re-tin​ted glass.

    "You are ta​king me to a de​ad and ali​ve ho​le cal​led Wit​te​ring…"

    "Withering," She​ri​dan Crox​ley cor​rec​ted. "You may re​mem​ber I was born the​re. The son of a cow​herd and a kitc​hen ma​id. Both of my pa​rents wor​ked at the Gran​ge. Now I ha​ve bo​ught it. Do I ha​ve to say mo​re?"

    "No." The girl smi​led de​ri​si​vely. "You've got a chip on yo​ur sho​ul​der the si​ze of Eve​rest and this is one way of get​ting rid of it. Lord of the Ma​nor whe​re yo​ur old man sho​vel​led cow-shit. I sho​uld ha​ve known."

    The gre​at he​ad swung ro​und and the lit​tle eyes gla​red at her, but she me​rely shrug​ged and de​epe​ned her moc​king smi​le.

    "You go​ing to hit me now, or wa​it un​til you've stop​ped the car?"

    The he​ad jer​ked back and re​di​rec​ted its cold sta​re at the ro​ad, but Ca​ro​li​ne saw the hu​ge, ha​ir-co​ve​red hands tigh​ten the​ir grip on the ste​ering whe​el.

    Darkness had won its da​ily bat​tle with the dying day when the lar​ge car ro​ared bet​we​en the twin rows of hud​dled cot​ta​ges that ma​de up the ham​let of Wit​he​ring, and con​ti​nu​ed on un​der an ave​nue of tre​es that ter​mi​na​ted whe​re a mas​si​ve iron ga​te bar​red the way. She​ri​dan ho​oted the horn twi​ce and pre​sently was re​war​ded by the sight of a bent fi​gu​re that emer​ged very slowly from a sto​ne wal​led lod​ge that sto​od to the right of the ga​te. This ap​pa​ri​ti​on shuf​fled in​to the be​am of light cast by the he​ad​lamps and Ca​ro​li​ne saw the gross out​li​ne and the hi​de​o​us be​ar​ded fa​ce.

    "What an aw​ful lo​oking cre​atu​re," she sa​id. "I sin​ce​rely ho​pe you in​tend get​ting rid of that."

    "You'll find ke​eping ser​vants down he​re is mo​re than a prob​lem - it's well nigh an im​pos​si​bi​lity. You ke​ep what will stay." He lo​we​red the of​fsi​de win​dow and le​aned out. "I'm the new ow​ner. Open the ga​tes and get a mo​ve on."

    The man nod​ded his he​ad and the long, whi​te ha​ir writ​hed li​ke a nest of ble​ac​hed sna​kes; then he ope​ned his mo​uth to re​ve​al black, to​oth​less gums, in which Ca​ro​li​ne co​uld only sup​po​se to be a de​ri​si​ve grin.

    "Come on, damn you. Open the ga​te," She​ri​dan ro​ared.

    Still nod​ding, still grin​ning, the gro​tes​que fi​gu​re re​ac​hed out gre​at, claw li​ke hands, that, in the fi​er​ce be​am of light, se​emed to grow to gi​gan​tic pro​por​ti​ons - and grip​ped an up​right bar of each ga​te, be​fo​re pul​ling them apart. Then with an ab​rupt jerk of the po​wer​ful wrists it thrust the ga​tes back​wards and with a shri​ek of oil-star​ved hin​ges, they cras​hed aga​inst the flan​king walls.

    

    "Must ha​ve the strength of an elep​hant," She​ri​dan mut​te​red as he eased the car for​ward. "One go​od thing, the​re's no ne​ed to worry abo​ut tres​pas​sers with him on the front ga​te."

    Caroline tur​ned her he​ad as they dro​ve past the ter​rif​ying fi​gu​re with its ga​ping mo​uth, to​oth​less gums and he​avy, bo​wed sho​ul​ders. "He's got a dam​pe​ning ef​fect on me too. Ho​nestly, She​ri​dan, if the rest of the staff are anyt​hing li​ke that - that thing -I'm all for go​ing back to town to​night."

    "You'll do no such damn thing," She​ri​dan grow​led. "If pe​op​le who work for me do the​ir job, I co​uldn't gi​ve a mon​key's cur​se what they lo​ok li​ke."

    They we​re ra​cing along a tree-li​ned dri​ve and the ter​ri​fi​ed eyes of a rab​bit glit​te​red mo​men​ta​rily in the he​ad​lights, be​fo​re it scam​pe​red in​to the den​se un​derg​rowth. Then the tre​es slip​ped be​hind to be rep​la​ced by an overg​rown lawn that lay li​ke an une​ven car​pet be​fo​re the gre​at ho​use. It had pos​sibly be​gun li​fe as a farm​ho​use, but over the cen​tu​ri​es ex​ten​si​ons had be​en ad​ded, un​til now it spraw​led out as an un​tidy cong​lo​me​ra​ti​on of tur​rets, cro​uc​hing chim​neys, glim​me​ring win​dows and we​at​her-be​aten brick​work. She​ri​dan bra​ked the car be​fo​re a wi​de porch​way, then clim​bed out on to a gra​vel​led dri​ve and lo​oked up at the ho​use with evi​dent sa​tis​fac​ti​on.

    "What do you think of it?" he as​ked Ca​ro​li​ne who had co​me ro​und the car to jo​in him.

    "There's no lights anyw​he​re," she comp​la​ined. "It lo​oks aw​ful​ly de​so​la​te."

    "Hell, what do you ex​pect. The​re's only three of 'em in the​re. Mot​her, fat​her and son - but they ke​ep the pla​ce spot​less. I ex​pect they are in the kitc​hen at the back."

    He scar​cely fi​nis​hed spe​aking when the mas​si​ve do​ub​le do​ors slowly ope​ned to re​ve​al a bril​li​antly lit hall and a man dres​sed in a de​cent black su​it, who res​pect​ful​ly inc​li​ned his he​ad as She​ri​dan Crox​ley stro​de for​ward.

    "You we​re on the ball, Grant​ley," he sa​id ge​ni​al​ly. "We've only just this mi​nu​te dri​ven up."

    The man aga​in inc​li​ned his he​ad and sto​od res​pect​ful​ly to one si​de.

    "I ha​ve sharp ears, sir."

    

    Caroline tho​ught that if si​ze we​re any cri​te​ri​on, his ears sho​uld ha​ve de​tec​ted a pin drop in a thun​ders​torm. They re​semb​led monst​ro​us, ta​pe​red wings that sto​od up on eit​her si​de of his nar​row he​ad and we​re not en​han​ced by the thick, black ha​ir which was com​bed up in​to a thick pi​le, thus ad​ding anot​her fo​ur or fi​ve inc​hes to the man's he​ight. His fa​ce was de​adly whi​te and the slan​ted eyes ebony black. When he smi​led - a res​pect​ful smirk - the un​na​tu​ral​ly thin tips par​ted to un​co​ver gre​at yel​low te​eth tho​ugh his ap​pe​aran​ce was re​pel​lent, even si​nis​ter, he was not un​hand​so​me in a gro​tes​que, night​ma​rish sort of way.

    He ga​ve Ca​ro​li​ne one swift glan​ce, then mur​mu​red with his husky vo​ice: "Go​od eve​ning, ma​dam. May I ta​ke the li​berty of wel​co​ming you to Wit​he​ring Gran​ge?"

    She co​uld do no mo​re than ack​now​led​ge this gra​ci​o​us gre​eting and was aga​in re​war​ded by that yel​low-to​ot​hed, but res​pect​ful smirk. When they had en​te​red the lar​ge, oak-pa​nel​led hall, he clap​ped his hands and as if by ma​gic, a gre​en ba​ize li​ned do​or ope​ned and two per​sons en​te​red.

    "May I," re​qu​es​ted Grant​ley, "pre​sent my wi​fe, who com​bi​nes the du​ti​es of ho​use​ke​eper and co​ok?"

    Mrs Grant​ley had all the at​tri​bu​tes that are ne​eded to ma​ke a be​a​uti​ful wo​man - plus a lit​tle ext​ra. She was tall, dark, with splen​did brown eyes and a mass of black ha​ir which she wo​re sho​ul​der length, and her full, ma​tu​re fi​gu​re was cal​cu​la​ted to ex​ci​te any man's in​te​rest. But it was the lit​tle so​met​hing ext​ra which drew Ca​ro​li​ne's wi​de-eyed at​ten​ti​on and for​ced her to in​vo​lun​ta​rily cry out. Mrs Grant​ley was en​do​wed with a full, rich, and very lu​xu​ri​o​us be​ard. It be​gan as a dro​oping mo​us​tac​he and spre​ad out over the pa​le che​eks and chin, to flow down over the sha​pely bo​som, whe​re it ter​mi​na​ted in a few strag​gling ha​irs that qu​ive​red slightly when the​ir ow​ner spo​ke.

    "I will en​de​avo​ur to gi​ve sa​tis​fac​ti​on, ma​dam."

    Caroline was in​ca​pab​le of spe​ech and co​uld only sta​re at the ho​use​ke​eper's unu​su​al ap​pen​da​ge, whi​le un​cons​ci​o​usly sha​king her he​ad in dis​be​li​ef.

    "Women of our kind are not per​mit​ted to sha​ve," the but​ler sa​id softly. "This," he mo​ti​oned a yo​ung man to step for​ward, "is my son, Mar​vin. He can act as fo​ot​man when the oc​ca​si​on de​mands, but is nor​mal​ly emp​lo​yed as odd job man."

    Caroline switc​hed her ga​ze from fat​her to mot​her, then to the yo​uth who sto​od a lit​tle in front of them, and ins​tantly it chan​ged to one of uns​tin​ted ad​mi​ra​ti​on. The exp​res​si​ons - go​od lo​oking -hand​so​me - flas​hed ac​ross her mind, then we​re dis​mis​sed as be​ing to​tal​ly ina​de​qu​ate. He was be​a​uti​ful. The​re was no ot​her word to desc​ri​be the per​fect, pa​le fe​atu​res, the won​der​ful blue eyes, the long, blond ha​ir, the whi​te, even te​eth and the mus​cu​lar, but slim, body. The​re was not​hing fe​mi​ni​ne in that be​a​uti​ful fa​ce; on the cont​rary, Ca​ro​li​ne was awa​re of an ani​mal mag​ne​tism that ma​de her for​get his bi​zar​re pa​rents and the pre​sen​ce of her hus​band who had be​en watc​hing her pre​vi​o​us dis​com​fort with sar​do​nic amu​se​ment.

    "I think, Ca​ro​li​ne, Mrs Grant​ley is wa​iting for yo​ur inst​ruc​ti​ons re​gar​ding din​ner."

    "What!" She to​re her ga​ze away from the be​a​uti​ful fa​ce. "Oh, yes. Wha​te​ver is con​ve​ni​ent. I…"

    "For God's sa​ke!" She​ri​dan bro​ke in im​pa​ti​ently. "Not what - but when? I sho​uld ima​gi​ne din​ner is al​most re​ady."

    "Oh… in abo​ut an ho​ur."

    Grantley was the epi​to​me of a per​fect but​ler.

    "Would eight o'clock be sa​tis​fac​tory, Ma​dam?"

    "Yes… that wo​uld be fi​ne."

    "Then per​mit me to show you to yo​ur ro​om."

    "Surely," she over​ca​me her re​luc​tan​ce to ad​dress this stran​ge cre​atu​re, "you must ha​ve so​me help with the ho​use​work. It se​ems too much for three pe​op​le. I me​an the ho​use is so big."

    Grantley was le​ading them up the gre​at sta​ir​ca​se and ans​we​red wit​ho​ut tur​ning his he​ad.

    "We ma​na​ge qu​ite well, thank you, ma​dam. It is simply a mat​ter of ke​eping to a system and my fat​her co​mes up from the lod​ge each day to do the he​avy work."

    "Your fat​her!" She re​mem​be​red the aw​ful old man who had ope​ned the front ga​tes and shud​de​red to think that he wo​uld ac​tu​al​ly en​ter the ho​use - per​haps even walk up the​se sta​irs. "Su​rely he's too old…"

    "He's very strong, ma​dam," Grant​ley sta​ted su​avely, as he ope​ned a do​or and sto​od to one si​de so that they co​uld en​ter. "The blue ro​om, sir. You exp​res​sed a pre​fe​ren​ce for this one, I be​li​eve."

    "Yes, this will do fi​ne." She​ri​dan Crox​ley wal​ked ac​ross the ro​om and then tur​ned and lo​oked ro​und with evi​dent sa​tis​fac​ti​on. "Used to be old Sir Harry's ro​om. Used to sle​ep his af​ter din​ner bot​tle of port off in he​re, whi​le my old dad was pig​ging it down in the vil​la​ge."

    "Will that be all, sir?" Grant​ley en​qu​ired.

    "We wo​uld li​ke a bath," She​ri​dan rep​li​ed.

    "Of co​ur​se, sir. Mar​vin is run​ning them now. The bath​ro​oms are on the op​po​si​te si​de of the pas​sa​ge."

    He went out and clo​sed the do​or with res​pect​ful qu​i​etu​de and they he​ard his soft fo​ots​teps re​ce​de along the pas​sa​ge. Ca​ro​li​ne sank down on the bed and mop​ped her fo​re​he​ad with a la​ce hand​kerc​hi​ef.

    "Good he​avens, whe​re did you find them?"

    "I didn't." She​ri​dan re​mo​ved his jac​ket and wal​ked to the dres​sing-tab​le. "They ca​me with the ho​use. Old Sir Harry Sinc​la​ir di​ed so​me twenty ye​ars ago and I gat​her it has be​en empty off and on ever sin​ce, with this lot ac​ting as ca​re​ta​kers. But I sho​uld say they are worth the​ir ke​ep. You can see how the pla​ce is kept and Mrs Grant​ley's co​oking has to be samp​led to be be​li​eved."

    "But she lo​oks li​ke so​met​hing that has es​ca​ped from a fa​irg​ro​und," Ca​ro​li​ne pro​tes​ted. "Did you he​ar what he sa​id? 'Wo​men of our kind are not per​mit​ted to sha​ve.' She​ri​dan, we can't ha​ve a be​ar​ded lady abo​ut the pla​ce."

    "I see no re​ason why not," She​ri​dan grow​led. "She's a go​od co​ok and can't help ha​ving an - an unu​su​al growth. Don't sup​po​se she enj​oys it."

    "But what abo​ut him? Grant​ley, for God's sa​ke! Tho​se ears and that gre​at pi​le of ha​ir! And that thing on the front ga​te!"

    "Not to men​ti​on the yo​ung one," ad​ded She​ri​dan ca​us​ti​cal​ly. "I saw you gi​ving him the on​ce over."

    "Now you're be​ing ri​di​cu​lo​us. Alt​ho​ugh how that pa​ir pro​du​ced a son li​ke that is be​yond me. She​ri​dan, this pla​ce gi​ves me the wil​li​es. Let's get out of he​re."

    "We will. On Mon​day mor​ning. But not one mi​nu​te so​oner. So ha​ve yo​ur bath, put on so​me glad rags and ma​ke the best of it."

    

    He was gla​ring at her with that cold, ba​le​ful sta​re she knew so well - and she flinc​hed.

    "If you say so. But su​rely we don't ha​ve to dress for din​ner when the​re are only the two of us?"

    He grin​ned and Ca​ro​li​ne felt the fa​mi​li​ar sur​ge of lo​at​hing and de​si​re that se​emed to ori​gi​na​te so​mew​he​re in the re​gi​on of her sto​mach and set her bra​in on fi​re. She tremb​led and his grin bro​ade​ned.

    "Not now, my lit​tle slut. As my old man wo​uld ha​ve sa​id - we ha​ve com​pany co​ming. The lo​cal sky-pi​lot. Blo​ody old fo​ol, but he's be​en he​re for over forty ye​ars and it'll be fun to let him know how the world has chan​ged."

    Caroline felt the blo​od dra​in from her fa​ce and thwar​ted pas​si​on curd​led and be​ca​me un​re​aso​ning ra​ge.

    "You bas​tard! You dirty, bom​bas​tic bas​tard. You ha​ven't an oun​ce of de​cent fe​eling in yo​ur en​ti​re body."

    He le​aned over her and she had a clo​se-up vi​ew of the ve​ined che​eks, the po​uc​hed eyes and the small, bru​tal mo​uth. He play​ful​ly slap​ped her che​ek.

    "But you wo​uldn't ha​ve me any ot​her way. Wo​uld you, lit​tle slut?"

    She pus​hed him away and he went la​ug​hing in​to the dres​sing ro​om, to emer​ge a few mi​nu​tes la​ter we​aring a to​wel dres​sing-gown and be​aming with ob​vi​o​us de​light.

    "Look at this!" He spre​ad out the skirts of the dres​sing-gown. "I fo​und it in the ward​ro​be. Must ha​ve be​lon​ged to old Sir Harry. Lit​tle did he re​ali​se that one day the son of his cow​herd wo​uld be we​aring his dres​sing-gown."

    "Big de​al. If you rum​ma​ge ro​und, you might find a pa​ir of his old socks."

    She duc​ked as She​ri​dan flic​ked a to​wel at her, then re​la​xed when he left the ro​om. Scar​cely had the do​or clo​sed when the​re was a soft tap​ping on the pa​nels, then af​ter an in​ter​val, it ope​ned and Mar​vin en​te​red car​rying two lar​ge su​it​ca​ses. Ca​ro​li​ne felt her he​art le​ap when she aga​in saw that flaw​less fa​ce and sen​sed the stran​ge mag​ne​tism that se​emed to ra​di​ate from the cle​ar eyes and slim, up​right fi​gu​re. He spo​ke in a low, be​a​uti​ful​ly mo​du​la​ted vo​ice.

    "Your bath is re​ady, ma​dam."

    "Thank you… Mar​vin."

    "Where wo​uld you li​ke me to put the lug​ga​ge?"

    "Oh," she ma​na​ged to la​ugh, "on the bed will do."

    She watc​hed him as with ef​fort​less ease he la​id the he​avy ca​ses on the bed, then tur​ned to fa​ce her. "Wo​uld you li​ke me to un​pack, ma​dam?"

    "Eh… yes. Un​pack my hus​band's - and lay out his din​ner jac​ket."

    "Very go​od, ma​dam."

    He wor​ked si​lently, gra​ce​ful​ly, every mo​ve​ment of his long-fin​ge​red hands was an act of po​etry, and Ca​ro​li​ne cur​sed her​self for a fo​ol when she fo​und her legs we​re tremb​ling.

    "What do​es…" It was such an ef​fort to spe​ak cle​arly, "… a go​od-lo​oking boy li​ke you do in a de​ad and ali​ve ho​le li​ke this?"

    Marvin lo​oked back at her over one sho​ul​der and she had a per​fectly ri​di​cu​lo​us fe​eling that he was pe​ering in​to her so​ul. That cle​ar, co​ol glan​ce had rip​ped asi​de the silly pre​ten​si​ons, and the ugly so​res of war​ped sen​su​ality, the scars, the ble​mis​hes - all we​re re​ve​aled and she was as na​ked as a sin​ner on jud​ge​ment day. He tur​ned his he​ad away and con​ti​nu​ed to un​pack She​ri​dan's ca​se.

    "I re​ad a lot. But mostly I li​ke to work in the gar​den."

    "Do you re​al​ly?"

    He held up She​ri​dan's din​ner jac​ket and brus​hed out an ima​gi​nary cre​ase with the back of his hand.

    "Yes, ma​dam. I li​ke to ma​ke de​ad things grow."

    Caroline got up and wal​ked slowly to​wards him and no po​wer on earth co​uld ha​ve stop​ped her la​ying a hand on his arm. He exp​res​sed no surp​ri​se at this act of fa​mi​li​arity, or in fact ga​ve any sign that he had no​ti​ced. Her un​dis​cip​li​ned mind al​lo​wed the words to co​me trip​ping off her ton​gue.

    "You are very hand​so​me. You must know that."

    He pi​led two shirts, two vests and a spa​re pa​ir of pyj​amas over one hand, then wal​ked slowly to the tal​lboy.

    "Thank you for the comp​li​ment, ma​dam. But I ha​ve al​ways un​ders​to​od that I am sin​gu​larly pla​in."

    "Who on earth told you that?"

    "Those who ha​ve re​al be​a​uty. The be​a​uty that is born of dark​ness and suf​fe​ring."

    "You must be a po​et. A be​a​uti​ful, slightly mad po​et."

    He clo​sed a dra​wer, ga​ve one qu​ick glan​ce at She​ri​dan's din​ner

    jacket and fril​led shirt which was la​id out on the bed, then bac​ked

    gracefully to the do​or.

    "You are very gra​ci​o​us, ma​dam. Will that be all?"

    "Yes… yes, that will be all. For the ti​me be​ing."

    He inc​li​ned his he​ad, then tur​ned and qu​i​etly left the ro​om.

    Caroline went back to her cha​ir and for so​me re​ason be​gan to cry.

    The Re​ve​rend John Bar​ker was a scho​lar first and a clergy​man se​cond. A mo​re bumb​ling, inar​ti​cu​la​te, wo​ol​ly-min​ded old man wo​uld ha​ve be​en hard to find, but he al​so had a bu​ilt-in com​pass that di​rec​ted him to the lo​cal ho​uses that emp​lo​yed the best co​ok and kept a dis​tin​gu​is​hed cel​lar. He ro​de up to Wit​he​ring Gran​ge on an an​ci​ent fe​ma​le bicyc​le, and ha​ving prop​ped this un​der the ne​arest win​dow, re​mo​ved his tro​user clips and pul​led the mas​si​ve bell-hand​le.

    Caroline, eye-ri​ve​ting in a sil​ver dress that re​ve​aled mo​re than it con​ce​aled, he​ard his high-pitc​hed, rat​her squ​e​aky vo​ice, as he inst​ruc​ted Grant​ley as to the dis​po​sal of his outer gar​ments.

    "Hang the co​at on a cha​ir back ne​ar the kitc​hen fi​re, the​re's a go​od fel​low. And wrap the muf​fler ro​und one of the hot-wa​ter pi​pes. De​li​ca​te chest, you know."

    Caroline ad​van​ced in​to the hall, lo​oking li​ke one of St Ant​hony's mo​re dif​fi​cult tri​als. She smi​led swe​etly, alt​ho​ugh the sight of this thin old man, with sto​oping sho​ul​ders and the fa​ce of an in​qu​isi​ti​ve rab​bit, did not fo​re​cast an en​ter​ta​ining eve​ning, and ex​ten​ded her hand.

    "I am Mrs Crox​ley, you must be…?"

    She pa​used as She​ri​dan had not bot​he​red to in​form her of the ex​pec​ted gu​est's na​me, but the clergy​man has​te​ned to re​pa​ir this omis​si​on.

    "John Bar​ker, de​ar lady. Bar​ker - ca​ni​ne proc​la​ma​ti​on - doggy chat​ter - Fi​do pro​test. John - as in - but alas - not di​vi​ne."

    Caroline sa​id: "Go​od Lord!" then has​tily com​po​sed her fe​atu​res in​to an exp​res​si​on of po​li​te amu​se​ment.

    "Both my hus​band and I are de​ligh​ted you co​uld co​me, Mr Bar​ker. Wo​uld you ca​re to wash yo​ur hands be​fo​re din​ner?"

    

    The Re​ve​rend John Bar​ker wa​ved his hand in an im​pa​ti​ent ges​tu​re.

    "Good he​avens, no. I had a bath be​fo​re I ca​me." He be​gan to wan​der ro​und the hall, pe​ering at the pa​nel​ling, fin​ge​ring the scrol​lwork. "Won​der​ful old pla​ce this. Al​ways wan​ted to see in​si​de, but old Sir Harry ne​ver let an​yo​ne cross the do​or mat. I on​ce tri​ed to sne​ak in the back, but that be​ar​ded hor​ror in the kitc​hen stop​ped me."

    "Would you ca​re for an ape​ri​tif be​fo​re din​ner?" en​qu​ired Ca​ro​li​ne in a vo​ice which sug​ges​ted she was not far from des​pe​ra​ti​on. "Cock​ta​il or so​met​hing?"

    Mr Bar​ker sho​ok his he​ad vi​olently.

    "Thank you, no. Rots the guts and ru​ins the pa​la​te. Which way to the di​ning ro​om?"

    "First do​or to the left," sa​id Ca​ro​li​ne we​akly.

    "Right." He shuf​fled qu​ickly in the di​rec​ti​on in​di​ca​ted and pre​sently Ca​ro​li​ne he​ard his lit​tle cri​es of ple​asu​re as fresh an​ti​qu​ari​an de​lights at​trac​ted his at​ten​ti​on. He po​ked his he​ad ro​und the do​or.

    "Dear lady, do you re​ali​se that you ha​ve a ge​nu​ine Jaco​be​an si​de​bo​ard?"

    "No." Her smi​le was li​ke a fa​ulty ne​on sign. "How mar​vel​lo​us."

    "And the di​ning-tab​le is at le​ast early Ge​or​gi​an."

    "Really!" Ca​ro​li​ne cast an an​xi​o​us glan​ce at the sta​ir​ca​se. "Wo​uld you ex​cu​se me for a few mi​nu​tes, Mr Bar​ker?"

    "Of co​ur​se. I want to exa​mi​ne the fi​rep​la​ce. Ta​ke yo​ur ti​me, de​ar lady."

    Caroline fo​und She​ri​dan in his dres​sing ro​om whe​re he was adj​us​ting the ang​le of his bow​tie.

    "Sheridan, that clergy​man is he​re. He's mad."

    "Eccentric."

    "Well, wha​te​ver he is, I can't cont​rol him. He ke​eps run​ning abo​ut exa​mi​ning the fur​ni​tu​re."

    "Wait un​til I jog his me​mory and let him know who owns it."

    When they en​te​red the di​ning ro​om, Mr Bar​ker was se​ated at the tab​le with a nap​kin tuc​ked in his shirt col​lar, and an ex​pec​tant exp​res​si​on on his fa​ce. He be​amed at his host and ro​se qu​ickly to his fe​et.

    

    "You've dres​sed, my de​ar fel​low! Upon my so​ul, I did not re​ali​se that pe​op​le still did that sort of thing. Ha​ven't se​en my mon​key su​it and bo​iled shirt for ye​ars."

    " 'Eve​ning, Bar​ker." She​ri​dan held the ec​cle​si​as​ti​cal hand for a bri​ef se​cond, then re​le​ased it. "Glad you co​uld co​me at such short no​ti​ce. Sit down. Grant​ley tells me din​ner is re​ady."

    Indeed, at that mo​ment the but​ler en​te​red pus​hing a fo​od trol​ley, fol​lo​wed by Mar​vin who as​sis​ted his fat​her in pi​ling dis​hes on to the si​de​bo​ard. Mr Bar​ker watc​hed the ope​ra​ti​on with li​vely in​te​rest.

    "First class staff you've got he​re, Mr Crox​ley. Ef​fi​ci​ent and unu​su​al."

    "They se​em to know the​ir job," She​ri​dan re​tor​ted bri​efly.

    Mr Bar​ker ra​ised his vo​ice and ad​dres​sed Grant​ley.

    "Passed yo​ur fat​her by the front ga​te, Grant​ley. He se​ems ha​le and he​arty."

    Grantley watc​hed his son ser​ve each of the di​ners with iced me​lon be​fo​re ans​we​ring. "He ke​eps very well for his age, thank you, sir."

    "Should think he do​es." The vi​car samp​led his me​lon, then nod​ded his ap​pro​val. "The old chap lo​oks now as he did twenty ye​ars ago. Co​me to think of it - you all do."

    Grantley adj​us​ted the fla​me un​der a hotp​la​te and tur​ned his he​ad away so that his fa​ce was hid​den from the old man's sharp-eyed ga​ze.

    "It is very kind of you to say so, sir."

    "Well, Bar​ker," She​ri​dan fil​led his gu​est's glass with so​me fi​ne old cla​ret, "I don't sup​po​se you ever ex​pec​ted to see me in this ho​use."

    The clergy​man sip​ped his wi​ne, then af​ter re​luc​tantly re​mo​ving his ga​ze from Grant​ley, lo​oked at his host with so​me as​to​nish​ment.

    "I must con​fess I had not gi​ven the mat​ter any tho​ught. I am su​re you and yo​ur be​a​uti​ful lady gra​ce the Gran​ge ad​mi​rably."

    "But damn it all," sa​id She​ri​dan with so​me he​at. "I told you who I was. My fat​her was Ge​or​ge Crox​ley - the cow​herd. I went to the old church scho​ol. You used to co​me every Wed​nes​day mor​ning and put us thro​ugh the ca​tec​hism."

    "So I did." The Re​ve​rend Bar​ker smi​led in​dul​gently. "I ga​ve up that pas​ti​me ye​ars ago. Do​ubt if I co​uld re​ci​te the ca​tec​hism me​self now. 'Fra​id I don't re​mem​ber you. Re​mem​ber yo​ur fat​her tho​ugh. Used to get drunk every Sa​tur​day night."

    "Well, now I'm he​re," She​ri​dan in​sis​ted.

    "So you are." The clergy​man nod​ded gently. "Not​hing ext​ra​or​di​nary abo​ut that. I me​an to say, we all sprang from humb​le ori​gins. Go​od​ness gra​ci​o​us, who wo​uld ha​ve tho​ught that a spe​ci​es of mon​key wo​uld ta​ke over the king​dom of the world?"

    "Yes, but…" She​ri​dan tri​ed to bring the con​ver​sa​ti​on back to a mun​da​ne track, but the re​ve​rend gent​le​man was ast​ri​de a hobby hor​se that was not easily chec​ked.

    "I can​not but help fe​el that the mon​key was not a go​od cho​ice. Su​rely one of the cat fa​mily wo​uld ha​ve be​en much mo​re sa​tis​fac​tory. They ha​ve a much less emo​ti​onal ap​pro​ach to li​fe…"

    "Grantley," She​ri​dan un​ce​re​mo​ni​o​usly bro​ke in​to the clergy​man's dis​co​ur​se, "when you ha​ve ser​ved the first co​ur​se, you may le​ave."

    "Very go​od, sir."

    The tall, oddly fe​atu​red man and the hand​so​me boy ser​ved the ro​ast be​ef, pla​ced the ve​ge​tab​le dis​hes in Ca​ro​li​ne's vi​ci​nity, then si​lently de​par​ted. The Re​ve​rend Bar​ker watc​hed the do​or be​ing slowly clo​sed, then exp​lo​ded in​to an ex​ci​ted tor​rent of words.

    "Extraordinary! Fan​tas​tic! Un​be​li​evab​le, but pos​sib​le. Qu​ite wit​hin the re​alms of pos​si​bi​lity. Go​od​ness gra​ci​o​us, yes. Tho​ught so for ye​ars, but ne​ver da​red be​li​eve. May I be for​gi​ven for my lack of fa​ith."

    Sheridan glan​ced at his wi​fe, then scre​wed his fa​ce up in​to a scowl.

    "Don't fol​low you, Bar​ker. You're not ma​king sen​se, man."

    "Really!" The long, li​ned fa​ce exp​res​sed surp​ri​se. "I wo​uld ha​ve tho​ught the facts we​re cle​ar to an​yo​ne of nor​mal per​cep​ti​on. But of co​ur​se you are not a stu​dent of monst​ru​mo​logy."

    "Say aga​in," inst​ruc​ted She​ri​dan ca​us​ti​cal​ly.

    "Monstrumology. A much neg​lec​ted li​ne of re​se​arch which is un​for​tu​na​tely of​ten tre​ated with de​ri​si​on by the unin​for​med. As I sa​id ear​li​er it is most surp​ri​sing that the king​dom of the world sho​uld ha​ve co​me un​der the sway of a spe​ci​es of mon​key, and the​re is re​ason to sup​po​se the​re we​re ot​her cla​imants to the thro​ne. I re​fer you to As​tas​te and his Bo​ok of For​bid​den Know​led​ge, which de​vo​tes no less than six chap​ters to the Ca​ni​nus-fulk and the Vam​pr-Mon​s​t​rum. Many le​gends are ba​sed on his fin​dings and I ha​ve of​ten be​li​eved - now I know - that the old pe​op​le - as they we​re known to the un​let​te​red pe​asantry of me​di​eval Euro​pe - did not comp​le​tely die out. Qu​ite a lar​ge num​ber must ha​ve con​ti​nu​ed to exist even to this day."

    "I ha​ve ne​ver…" She​ri​dan be​gan, but the vi​car was le​aning back in his cha​ir, his eyes clo​sed and hands fol​ded ac​ross his sto​mach. His vo​ice dro​ned on - and on.

    "Conrad von Le​inins​te​in, who di​sap​pe​ared myste​ri​o​usly in 1831, sta​ted ca​te​go​ri​cal​ly that they had star​ted to cros​sbre​ed. Vam​pi​re to we​re​wolf, gho​ul to vam​pi​re, then cros​sbre​ed to cros​sbre​ed, thus pro​du​cing ter​rif​ying hybrids. His il​lust​ra​ti​ons are re​al​ly most edif​ying. He al​so hin​ted they we​re mo​ving up in​to high pla​ces, which has of​ten led me to co​nj​ect abo​ut the pos​si​bi​lity of my bis​hop-"

    "Look he​re," She​ri​dan ro​ared, "this has go​ne qu​ite far eno​ugh. You are alar​ming my wi​fe and un​ne​ces​sa​rily ir​ri​ta​ting me."

    "But, my de​ar sir," Mr Bar​ker ope​ned his eyes, "I am only tel​ling you all this for yo​ur own go​od. If my sus​pi​ci​ons are well fo​un​ded, then you ha​ve a shaddy on yo​ur front ga​te, a mock for a but​ler and a mad​die in the kitc​hen. The first can lick the flesh from yo​ur bo​nes, the se​cond blow the skin from yo​ur fa​ce - if not so​met​hing far wor​se - and the third kill or pos​sess with a ga​ping yawn. They can all in​fect the​ir vic​tims with a trans​for​ming vi​rus."

    Sheridan Crox​ley did not bot​her to com​ment on the​se al​le​ga​ti​ons, but emp​ti​ed his wi​ne glass and gla​red at the ce​iling. Ca​ro​li​ne de​ci​ded to ask a qu​es​ti​on.

    "Mr Bar​ker, what is a shaddy and tho​se ot​her things you men​ti​oned?"

    Mr Bar​ker sat back and pre​pa​red to de​li​ver anot​her lec​tu​re.

    "A very go​od qu​es​ti​on, de​ar lady. A shaddy is the off-spring of a we​re​vam and a we​re​goo, which in turn ha​ve sprung from the uni​on of a vam​pi​re and a we​re​wolf - or in so​me ca​ses a com​mon or church​yard gho​ul. Whe​re​as, a maddy is the fru​it of a co​ha​bi​ta​ti​on - such uni​ons are not of co​ur​se bles​sed by mot​her-church - bet​we​en a we​re​goo and vam​goo - thus ha​ving gho​ul con​nec​ti​ons on both si​des…"

    "Damnation hell," She​ri​dan mut​te​red, but his exas​pe​ra​ti​on ap​pe​ared to be lost on the clergy​man who con​ti​nu​ed his dis​co​ur​se.

    "A mock - most na​tu​ral​ly - is the se​ed of a shaddy and maddy, or in so​me ca​ses a raddy, who, as will be sup​po​sed, has sprung from the lo​ins of a we​re​vam and vam​goo…"

    "But," Ca​ro​li​ne in​ter​rup​ted, her fe​ar - dis​be​li​ef, but - he​avens abo​ve - gro​wing do​ubts, over​co​me by a ter​rib​le cu​ri​osity, "the yo​ung man, the go​od-lo​oking boy - su​rely he can​not be a mons​ter?"

    The Re​ve​rend John Bar​ker sat up​right and be​amed with gho​ulish ple​asu​re. "But, de​ar lady, he is, if I might co​in a phra​se, the cherry on top of the trif​le. If my cal​cu​la​ti​ons are cor​rect, that yo​ung man - if in​de​ed he is yo​ung - is the off-spring of a mock and a maddy, and the​re​fo​re is the dre​aded, the hor​ri​fic - shad​mock."

    Sheridan lo​we​red his he​ad and sne​ered at the ir​ri​ta​tingly ent​hu​si​as​tic clergy​man.

    "Surely among this pha​lanx of mons​ters, the​re is not much to cho​ose bet​we​en one or the ot​her. What with - what was it? -yaw​ning, lic​king, blo​wing and he​aven knows what, the​re isn't much left for a milk​sop boy to do. What is his spe​ci​ality? Spit​ting?"

    Mr Bar​ker sho​ok his he​ad in sad rep​ro​of.

    "Do not, I beg of you, tre​at this mat​ter lightly, my de​ar sir. The shad​mock may be the lo​west branch on the mons​te​ral tree, and the​re​fo​re be​en de​ni​ed the mo​re fe​ar​so​me as​pects of his si​res - as for examp​le the horns his fat​her hi​des be​ne​ath that pi​led-up ha​ir - but be has a gift that is sa​id to be the most ve​no​mo​us in the en​ti​re fa​mily. He whist​les."

    "Whistles!" She​ri​dan re​pe​ated.

    "Whistles," sa​id Ca​ro​li​ne dre​amily.

    Mr Bar​ker tri​ed to de​monst​ra​te by whist​ling him​self, but a set of ill-fit​ting fal​se te​eth de​fe​ated his obj​ect.

    "Yes, in​de​ed. In no​ne of the works which I ha​ve re​ad, is the​re men​ti​on of the style of whist​le, or what its im​me​di​ate ef​fect will be, but all uni​te in ma​in​ta​ining it is fe​ar​ful to the ext​re​me. I won​der if I can re​mem​ber the old rhyming jing​le that emp​ha​si​sed this fact."

    And he scre​wed up his eyes and af​ter so​me tho​ught, be​gan to re​ci​te the fol​lo​wing words.

    

    "Fall to yo​ur kne​es and pray out alo​ud,
    When the mo​on hi​des her fa​ce be​hind stormy clo​ud,
    Blame not the wind for the mid​night shri​ek,
    Or pre​tend 'tis the flo​or​bo​ard be​gin​ning to cre​ak.
    Wonder not why yo​ur ha​ir stiffly bris​t​les:
    Just aban​don all ho​pe when the shad​mock whis​t​les."
    

    Caroline scre​amed softly and She​ri​dan be​gan to swe​ar very lo​udly.

    Sheridan's ra​ge had not aba​ted when they re​ti​red to bed.

    "The old fo​ol is as crac​ked as a fri​ed egg. When I think that a ma​ni​ac li​ke that climbs up in​to a pul​pit every Sun​day and pre​ac​hes to a lot of simp​le-min​ded yo​kels. I fe​el li​ke go​ing up the wall myself. Did you ever he​ar anyt​hing li​ke it? Shad​di​es, mocks and what was it? - sham​rocks?"

    "Shadmock," Ca​ro​li​ne cor​rec​ted. "But, She​ri​dan, tho​se three do lo​ok aw​ful."

    "Ninety-nine per​cent of the hu​man ra​ce lo​ok blo​ody aw​ful. Now, for he​aven's sa​ke, dis​miss all this rub​bish from yo​ur mind and go to sle​ep. I've co​me down he​re for re​la​xa​ti​on - not to lis​ten to the prat​tling of an old mad​man."

    Sheridan slept. Ca​ro​li​ne lay on her back lo​oking up at the ce​iling and lis​te​ning to fa​ra​way so​unds that we​re so fa​int as to be well-nigh in​dis​tin​gu​is​hab​le, but co​uld not be dis​mis​sed as ima​gi​na​ti​on. A long, drawn-out howl, a scre​am that was cho​ked in mid-no​te, and on​ce, much ne​arer, the soft thud of run​ning fe​et.

    It was a long whi​le be​fo​re Ca​ro​li​ne fo​und the co​ura​ge to climb out of bed and ap​pro​ach the win​dow. That she fi​nal​ly did so was the re​sult of ne​ces​sity rat​her than de​si​re. Ima​gi​na​ti​on cre​ated ter​rif​ying men​tal pic​tu​res of what might be ta​king pla​ce in that mo​on​lit, un​kempt gar​den, and the​re was a bur​ning ne​ed to be re​as​su​red that all was well. In fact, when she at last lo​oked out over that ex​pan​se of grass-clad earth, and the still, na​ked tre​es that sto​od li​ke gi​ant sen​ti​nels be​yond, the sce​ne was one of surp​ri​sing tran​qu​il​lity. The mo​on had tin​ted every tree, bush and bla​de of grass with sil​ver, and in tho​se pla​ces whe​re it was not per​mit​ted to stray, slabs of soft sha​dow lur​ked li​ke sle​eping ghosts wa​iting for the kiss of sun​light. A lar​ge tabby cat wan​de​red out from be​ne​ath the tre​es and when it had re​ac​hed a spot so​me twenty yards from the ho​use, sat down and be​gan to lick its fur. Ca​ro​li​ne watc​hed the da​inty mo​ve​ments; the flic​ke​ring pink ton​gue, the ra​ised paw that slid ro​und po​in​ted ears; the grey stre​aked fur that glit​te​red li​ke po​lis​hed ste​el in the cold mo​on​light. Sud​denly the cat fro​ze and be​ca​me a study in still-li​fe. He​ad to one si​de, yel​low eyes sta​ring with aw​ful in​ten​sity at the glo​we​ring tre​es, one paw still held over erect ear, back arc​hed, ta​il co​iled li​ke a grey, ta​pe​red spring. Then it was a blur​red stre​ak that sped ac​ross the gar​den, and with it went the tran​qu​il​lity, the soft, me​lanc​holy stil​lness that re​igns in pla​ces whe​re ani​ma​ted li​fe has ce​ased to walk. Fe​ar stal​ked ac​ross the grass and bre​at​hed upon the ho​use.

    The old man from the front ga​te - the shaddy - ca​me out from un​der the tre​es and shuf​fled in​to the cent​re of the gar​den. He was car​rying a de​ad she​ep over his sho​ul​ders, dra​ped ro​und his neck li​ke a monst​ro​us fur col​lar, and blo​od trick​led down his shirt front in a red, glis​te​ning stre​am that sprink​led the grass with mo​on bright ru​bi​es. He stop​ped, then tur​ned and Ca​ro​li​ne he​ard a low, rumb​ling la​ugh as Grant​ley step​ped out of the sha​dows be​aring a bra​ce of rab​bits slung over one arm. The wo​man at the win​dow whim​pe​red when she saw the small shri​vel​led he​ads; all the fur burnt away, the ears crump​led in​to crisp curls - the te​eth blac​ke​ned stubs. Fat​her and son sto​od si​de by si​de: two hun​ters ho​me from the cha​se, each be​aring the fru​its of his own par​ti​cu​lar skill - both wa​iting for the third to put in an ap​pe​aran​ce.

    Marvin ca​me run​ning ac​ross the gar​den, and Ca​ro​li​ne ca​ught her bre​ath when she watc​hed the long, gra​ce​ful stri​des, the stran​ge, al​most ani​mal, be​a​uty of the yo​uth​ful fa​ce and form. A hot wa​ve of de​si​re sub​mer​ged the fe​ar - the lo​at​hing - of the ol​der cre​atu​res, ma​king her clutch the win​dow fra​me, un​til her fin​gers we​re li​ke stre​aks of fro​zen snow.

    Marvin car​ri​ed a bas​ket fil​led with so​me pe​cu​li​ar whi​te ve​ge​tab​les.

    Here su​rely was a be​a​uti​ful Abel co​ming ho​me to a pa​ir of evil-vi​sa​ged Ca​ins? He held his bas​ket out for the​ir ins​pec​ti​on, and the hi​de​o​us old man la​ug​hed - a ra​uco​us bel​low that sa​va​ged Ca​ro​li​ne's ears - and Grant​ley sho​ok his be​ad, so that the pi​led-up ha​ir was di​sar​ran​ged and two black horns glit​te​red in the mo​on​light. Then Mar​vin put his he​ad to one si​de and his full lips par​ted - and ins​tantly the la​ugh​ter sank down to a rumb​ling gurg​le. The el​der men - cre​atu​res - be​ca​me as still as stric​ken tre​es, and both sta​red at the hand​so​me yo​uth as tho​ugh he was a cob​ra pre​pa​ring to stri​ke. Mar​vin jer​ked his he​ad to​wards the ho​use; a bri​ef, im​pe​ri​o​us ges​tu​re, and they trot​ted away li​ke two wild dogs be​fo​re a tho​ro​ughb​red stal​li​on.

    Caroline re​tur​ned to the gre​at do​ub​le bed and af​ter lying still for a few, he​art-thud​ding mi​nu​tes, re​ac​hed out and nud​ged her sle​eping hus​band.

    "Sheridan."

    He was drag​ged up from the slo​ugh of sle​ep. Ca​me awa​ke splut​te​ring, vo​icing his ir​ri​ta​ti​on by a se​ri​es of snor​ted words.

    "What is it? Was​sat mat​ter?"

    "Sheridan… I can't sle​ep."

    "What!"

    "I can't sle​ep."

    The mor​ning was cle​ar and cold, with a wind-sco​ured sky and a frost-bright sun. The na​ked tre​es fo​ught with a ke​en, east wind, and be​low the iron-hard earth was a gra​ve​yard for an army of de​ad le​aves that se​et​hed and rust​led as tho​ugh mo​ur​ning the gre​en ador​ned sum​mer of long ago. But Ca​ro​li​ne was watc​hing the old man from the front ga​te ho​over the car​pet.

    As he wor​ked, his be​ar​ded mo​uth ope​ned and clo​sed, and his red-black ton​gue dar​ted bet​we​en the thin lips in a most ext​ra​or​di​nary and re​vol​ting way. Ca​ro​li​ne was re​min​ded of a sna​ke lo​oking for blowf​li​es. When she pas​sed him on her way to the sta​irs, he lo​oked up and grin​ned, ba​ring tho​se obs​ce​ne black gums, and a gurg​ling so​und se​eped up from this thro​at, which Ca​ro​li​ne ho​pe​ful​ly trans​la​ted to me​an go​od mor​ning.

    Down in the di​ning ro​om She​ri​dan was al​re​ady se​ated at the bre​ak​fast tab​le, and he gre​eted his wi​fe's ent​ran​ce with an ir​ri​ta​ted scowl.

    "You might try to co​me down to bre​ak​fast on ti​me. We ha​ven't a ho​use​ful of ser​vants."

    Grantley, who was now his usu​al dap​per self, with black ha​ir pi​led high, whi​te fa​ce a mask of so​li​ci​tu​de, eased a cha​ir un​der her legs and mur​mu​red.

    

    "If I might be al​lo​wed, sir. We are so de​ligh​ted that the old ho​use has a mas​ter on​ce aga​in, the​re can be no tro​ub​le in​vol​ved in ser​ving both you and yo​ur gra​ci​o​us lady. Only ple​asu​re."

    "Damned de​cent of you," She​ri​dan grow​led. "Co​me to think of it, must ha​ve be​en lo​nely with no fresh fa​ces all the​se ye​ars. How long ha​ve you be​en he​re?"

    Grantley ser​ved de​vil​led kid​neys, then po​ured cof​fee from a sil​ver pot.

    "It must be a trif​le over twenty ye​ars. I re​mem​ber the old gent​le​man - Sir Ha​rold Sinc​la​ir - was de​ligh​ted when we of​fe​red our ser​vi​ces. Ser​vants are, ap​pa​rently, lo​ath to stay in this iso​la​ted pla​ce and our ar​ri​val was ti​mely."

    "How did you get on with the old de​vil?" She​ri​dan in​qu​ired.

    "Unfortunately the po​or old gent​le​man met with an ac​ci​dent so​on af​ter our ins​tal​la​ti​on. Fell over the ba​nis​ters on his way to the bath​ro​om. My fat​her, who was but a few steps be​hind at the ti​me, was in​con​so​lab​le."

    Sheridan sa​id "Go​od God," and Ca​ro​li​ne tremb​led.

    Grantley de​po​si​ted a to​ast-rack on the tab​le, then ad​ded a dish of fresh but​ter.

    "The po​or gent​le​man had be​en so kind as to ma​ke pro​vi​si​on for us, pri​or to his un​ti​mely end, so we ha​ve be​en ab​le to stay on at the ho​use which, if I might be so bold, we ha​ve co​me to lo​ve."

    "Damned ple​ased you do," She​ri​dan grun​ted. "Yo​ur wi​fe is an ex​cel​lent co​ok, the pla​ce is run to per​fec​ti​on. I co​uld wish the gar​den we​re in bet​ter sha​pe - but then, I sup​po​se you can't be ex​pec​ted to do everyt​hing."

    "I am of the opi​ni​on, sir, that unb​rid​led na​tu​re ser​ves the ho​use mo​re ade​qu​ately than mu​ti​la​ted grass and tor​tu​red plants. Which, reg​ret​tably, re​minds me of a me​lanc​holy item of news it is my sad duty to im​part."

    "Sad news!" She​ri​dan pa​used, a fork hol​ding a mor​sel of kid​ney half way to his mo​uth. "What is it?"

    "The re​ve​rend gent​le​man, sir. Yo​ur gu​est of yes​ter​day eve​ning. He, li​ke my la​te emp​lo​yer - met with a fa​tal ac​ci​dent. It ap​pe​ars that he was cycling past De​vil's Po​int - a ste​ep inc​li​ne, which to my mind is ina​de​qu​ately fen​ced - and due pos​sibly to a fa​in​ting fit, or so​me ot​her mis​hap, fell over and bro​ke his back."

    

    "Good God!" She​ri​dan drop​ped his fork and Ca​ro​li​ne slid down in her cha​ir. "Bro​ke his back?"

    "Yes, sir. Bet​we​en the se​cond and third ver​teb​rae."

    Sheridan to​ok up his kni​fe and fork and qu​ickly re​co​ve​red from the shoc​king news.

    "The old fo​ol was a mad old wind​bag, but still, I'm sorry he ca​me to a sticky end."

    "He was, I be​li​eve, a know​led​ge​ab​le gent​le​man," re​mar​ked Grant​ley ur​ba​nely. "And know​led​ge, when wi​dely bro​ad​cast, can be dis​con​cer​ting. Even - un​der so​me cir​cums​tan​ces - dan​ge​ro​us."

    Caroline felt sick with ter​ror. She knew, with the sa​me cer​ta​inty that wo​uld ha​ve be​en hers had she wit​nes​sed the ter​rib​le act, that Mr Bar​ker had be​en mur​de​red. Or did one as​so​ci​ate mur​der with the​se cre​atu​res? Co​uld a li​on, or any wild be​ast, com​mit mur​der? She wo​uld ha​ve scre​amed, yel​led out the unt​hin​kab​le truth, had not Mar​vin en​te​red the ro​om car​rying a pla​te of bre​ad and but​ter.

    For a he​art-stop​ping mo​ment his eyes met hers and ins​tantly Ca​ro​li​ne be​ca​me as a con​dem​ned go​ur​met who is lo​oking for​ward to his last bre​ak​fast, and re​fu​ses to think abo​ut the grim ce​re​mony that must fol​low. Ter​ror was now a de​li​ci​o​us ex​ci​te​ment that blen​ded with her de​ep-ro​oted ma​soc​his​tic ur​ge and be​ca​me al​most unen​du​rab​le pa​in-ple​asu​re. He le​aned over the tab​le and her fe​ve​red ga​ze was ri​vet​ted on his smo​oth, ro​und wrist. She​ri​dan lo​oked up and grin​ned.

    "Heard abo​ut what hap​pe​ned to our gu​est of last night, lad?"

    The be​a​uti​ful he​ad nod​ded. "Yes, sir. Most reg​ret​tab​le."

    Sheridan's grin bro​ade​ned. "Well, he won't call you a mock aga​in."

    Marvin stra​igh​te​ned up and smi​led gently.

    "With res​pect, sir. A shad​mock. My fat​her is a mock."

    Caroline gig​gled when she saw the lo​ok of ama​ze​ment spre​ad over her hus​band's fa​ce and the spark of an​ger that ma​de his lit​tle eyes gle​am.

    "I'm inc​li​ned to think that old Bar​ker was not the only one with a screw lo​ose. Per​haps all of you ha​ve be​en he​re too long. A chan​ge of sce​nery wo​uld be be​ne​fi​ci​al."

    Grantley's vo​ice was so gent​le, so re​aso​nab​le.

    

    "I ven​tu​re to sug​gest, sir - that wo​uld not be con​ve​ni​ent."

    Sheridan Crox​ley flung his nap​kin asi​de and ro​se so vi​olently his cha​ir went over. Mar​vin calmly pul​led it up​right, then sto​od to one si​de and wa​ited for the storm to bre​ak. She​ri​dan's fa​ce tur​ned to an in​te​res​ting sha​de of purp​le and his vo​ice ro​se to a full-thro​ated ro​ar that had ma​de many se​ni​or exe​cu​ti​ves tremb​le.

    "Not con​ve​ni​ent! Damn yo​ur blas​ted in​so​len​ce. You may think you're in​dis​pen​sab​le, but this is not the only ho​use I own. This pla​ce is only a we​ekend ret​re​at - a whim - of which I may so​on ti​re. So, gu​ard yo​ur ton​gue."

    Grantley ap​pe​ared to be in no way put out by this ti​ra​de, but me​rely inc​li​ned his he​ad, then mo​ti​oned Mar​vin to re​mo​ve the pla​tes.

    "I gre​atly reg​ret if my words ha​ve gi​ven of​fen​ce. I am well awa​re that yo​ur stay must, of ne​ces​sity, be of short du​ra​ti​on."

    Sheridan's an​ger was furt​her in​cen​sed by this ro​un​da​bo​ut apo​logy and wit​ho​ut sa​ying anot​her word, he stro​de ab​ruptly from the ro​om. Ca​ro​li​ne se​emed to ha​ve be​co​me glu​ed to her cha​ir. She had only eyes for Mar​vin, ears that had an in​sa​ti​ab​le hun​ger for the so​und of his vo​ice and hands that wan​ted to to​uch, rip -fond​le.

    "You must not mind my hus​band. He has al​ter​na​ting mo​ods."

    The words we​re ad​dres​sed to Mar​vin, but it was Grant​ley who ga​ve her a qu​ick glan​ce, and it se​emed that the res​pect​ful mask was slip​ping. The​re was a hint of con​tempt in his eyes.

    "Gentlemen ha​ve the​ir lit​tle ways. Mo​re cof​fee, ma​dam?"

    She had lif​ted the cup to her lips when the​re was the so​und of ap​pro​ac​hing fo​ots​teps, the do​or was flung open and She​ri​dan was back, ro​aring his an​ger.

    "Grantley, not a te​lep​ho​ne in the ho​use works."

    "That is cor​rect, sir. They ha​ve not wor​ked for over twenty ye​ars."

    "What!" The tyco​on sho​ok his he​ad in dis​be​li​ef. "Why then in God's na​me ha​ven't they be​en re​pa​ired?"

    Grantley ra​ised an eyeb​row and per​mit​ted him​self a pa​le smi​le.

    "It was ne​ver con​si​de​red ne​ed​ful, sir."

    "Never con​si​de​red…!" Ca​ro​li​ne tho​ught for a mo​ment that her hus​band was abo​ut to suf​fer the - on her part - long-de​si​red he​art at​tack. "What sort of world ha​ve you dam​ned pe​op​le be​en li​ving in? I am be​gin​ning to be​li​eve that that po​or old fo​ol was right. You are mons​ters… half-ba​ked… ad​dled-bra​ined mons​ters."

    Grantley did not reply to this ac​cu​sa​ti​on, but sto​od with bo​wed he​ad, rat​her li​ke a larch tree, ben​ding be​fo​re a par​ti​cu​larly vi​olent wind. She​ri​dan re​ga​ined a me​asu​re of self-cont​rol.

    "Well, I'd bet​ter dri​ve down to the vil​la​ge and te​lep​ho​ne from the​re."

    Grantley co​ug​hed. A gent​le, apo​lo​ge​tic cle​aring of the thro​at.

    "I reg​ret to say, sir - that will not be pos​sib​le."

    Sheridan swung ro​und and gla​red at the dark fi​gu​re.

    "Indeed! Why not?"

    "Because - with res​pect, sir - we co​uld not per​mit it. "

    The old man - the shaddy - mo​ved in​to one do​or​way; his mo​uth was open, his long arms hung limply, but the stubby fin​gers we​re cur​ved in​to me​na​cing claws. At the sa​me ti​me the do​or le​ading to the back re​gi​ons ope​ned and Mrs Grant​ley, her be​ard qu​ive​ring with fright​ful an​ti​ci​pa​ti​on, en​te​red and to​ok up a po​si​ti​on be​si​de her hus​band.

    Sheridan Crox​ley tur​ned his he​ad from left to right, then bel​lo​wed his ra​ge and de​fi​an​ce.

    "What the hell is go​ing on he​re? I warn you, if that ugly old bru​te do​esn't get out of my way, I'll knock him down."

    Grantley sho​ok his he​ad as tho​ugh he dep​lo​red this ag​gres​si​ve sta​te​ment, then sa​id softly: "I can pro​mi​se, he will not lay a hand on you, sir."

    Sheridan slowly ap​pro​ac​hed the he​avy, gro​tes​que fi​gu​re, and when he was wit​hin stri​king dis​tan​ce, shot out his mas​si​ve fist, stra​ight for the ga​ping mo​uth. Grand​fat​her-Shad​dy did not so much as flinch. His mo​uth ope​ned even wi​der un​til his fa​ce was split in half by a gre​at ga​ping, gum-li​ned ho​le - then the black ton​gue twis​ted and be​ca​me a long, vi​ci​o​us whip​lash, that flic​ked the thre​ate​ning fist - then qu​ickly withd​rew. The mo​uth clo​sed with a re​so​un​ding snap and the shaddy be​gan to chew with every sign of in​ten​se sa​tis​fac​ti​on. She​ri​dan ro​ared with pa​in, then step​ped back and sta​red at the raw gash that ran ac​ross his knuck​les and up the back of his hand. In one pla​ce the ba​re bo​ne glim​me​red softly li​ke red-tin​ted ivory. The shaddy swal​lo​wed and grow​led so​me unin​tel​li​gib​le words. Grant​ley trans​la​ted.

    "My fat​her wis​hes to comp​li​ment you on yo​ur flesh, sir. He says it's very tasty."

    With a ro​ar of ra​ge, She​ri​dan flung him​self at the ta​un​ting fi​gu​re; le​aped ac​ross the in​ter​ve​ning spa​ce with outst​retc​hed hands, mo​ti​va​ted by an overw​hel​ming ur​ge to kill. Grant​ley til​ted his he​ad back and ma​de a kind of sub​du​ed rumb​ling so​und. Then when She​ri​dan's eyes ca​me le​vel with his own, he ope​ned his mo​uth and - blew. It was not by any me​ans a hard blow. A me​re puff that might ha​ve ex​tin​gu​is​hed a cand​le fla​me, but its ef​fect on the big man was elect​rif​ying. He scre​amed and clas​ped sha​king hands to his eyes, trying to claw away the bur​ning agony that had co​me from a ta​in​ted bre​ath. The vo​ice of Grant​ley had not lost one iota of its res​pect​ful qu​ality, as it spo​ke com​for​ting words.

    "Your dis​com​fort is only tem​po​rary, sir. Not​hing in the le​ast to worry abo​ut."

    Gradually She​ri​dan ce​ased to dan​ce from one fo​ot to the ot​her; the ti​me ca​me when he was ab​le to lo​wer his hands and lo​ok, with red-rim​med eyes, at his tor​men​tor.

    "What the hell are you? In the na​me of sa​nity - what - who are you?"

    Grantley par​ted his lips in a mirth​less smi​le and lo​oked tho​ught​ful​ly over his vic​tim's right sho​ul​der. Ca​ro​li​ne was watc​hing Mar​vin. The hand​so​me one… the dre​am-lo​ver… the wal​ker of the dark-ways… He was le​aning aga​inst the wall sta​ring aim​les​sly at the open do​or and it se​emed as tho​ugh not​hing co​uld ever dis​turb the qu​i​et se​re​nity of that be​a​uti​ful fa​ce, or bring a flash of pas​si​on to the cle​ar blue eyes. Then Grant​ley ans​we​red.

    "We are you, sir, as you wo​uld be - wit​ho​ut yo​ur clot​hes." Then his exp​res​si​on chan​ged and he be​ca​me on​ce aga​in the at​ten​ti​ve, even, so​li​ci​to​us but​ler. "May I sug​gest, sir, that you go to yo​ur ro​om and lie down. This has be​en an up​set​ting ex​pe​ri​en​ce for you. If you wish, my fat​her can ac​com​pany you."

    "I'll see you dam​ned," She​ri​dan ro​ared. "So​me​how, be you mad​men, ani​mals or mons​ters, I'll smash you. If you we​re wi​se you'd kill me."

    

    They all sho​ok the​ir he​ads. "We co​uldn't do that, sir," Grant​ley exp​la​ined. "We ne​ed you."

    Sheridan rus​hed from the ro​om and the so​und of his he​avy fo​ots​teps co​uld be he​ard as​cen​ding the sta​irs. Ca​ro​li​ne re​ma​ined in her cha​ir and watc​hed Mar​vin who had now re​su​med his du​ti​es and was cle​aring the tab​le. On​ce he threw her a smi​le-tin​ted glan​ce and she was so happy she al​most cri​ed.

    Sheridan bar​ri​ca​ded him​self in the​ir bed​ro​om.

    Grantley and his fat​her we​re po​lis​hing the di​ning ro​om fur​ni​tu​re - the for​mer with ef​fort​less ease, the lat​ter with much gum-ba​ring glee - and Ca​ro​li​ne was fol​lo​wing Mar​vin ro​und the ho​use to a plot of cul​ti​va​ted gro​und.

    The shad​mock - the de​sig​na​ti​on was now firmly ro​oted in her mind - was car​rying a spa​de and hoe and did not, des​pi​te an oc​ca​si​onal pla​in​ti​ve whim​per, ack​now​led​ge her pre​sen​ce, or bot​her to turn his he​ad when she stumb​led over a lump of con​ce​aled ma​sonry and me​asu​red her length on the gro​und.

    The cul​ti​va​ted plot was abo​ut twenty fe​et squ​are and sto​od out from its un​kept sur​ro​un​dings li​ke a she​et of cle​ar wa​ter in an arid de​sert. It had be​en lo​vingly fas​hi​oned and me​ti​cu​lo​usly ten​ded and pre​sen​ted ne​at rows of pi​led earth that cur​ved gra​ce​ful​ly down to ro​un​ded val​leys. Mar​vin la​id the hoe and spa​de down, then re​mo​ved his jac​ket and rol​led up his shirt sle​eves. Ca​ro​li​ne watc​hed him li​ke a puppy wa​iting for a kind word - or at le​ast an en​co​ura​ging whist​le - and when it was not forth​co​ming, da​red to ma​ke her pre​sen​ce known by ti​midly to​uc​hing his arm.

    "I want to help. Ple​ase let me help."

    He smi​led po​li​tely. A me​re mat​ter of par​ted lips, cre​asing of mo​uth, but she was as gra​te​ful as La​za​rus for a sip of wa​ter.

    "You are very kind, ma​dam. If you wo​uld ca​re to hoe the fur​rows, I wo​uld be gre​atly ob​li​ged. But, ple​ase do not ti​re yo​ur​self."

    She se​ized the hoe - an inst​ru​ment that to da​te she had only se​en in an iron​mon​ger's win​dow - and be​gan to worry the lo​ose earth that lay bet​we​en the mo​unds. Mar​vin watc​hed her with evi​dent an​xi​ety.

    "Be ca​re​ful of the yo​ung sho​ots, ma​dam. They are just ger​mi​na​ting and a mo​ment's ca​re​les​sness co​uld be fa​tal."

    

    "I'll be ca​re​ful." She was so happy that he was at last tal​king to her, but fe​ar​ful that this fra​il con​tact might wit​her away be​fo​re it had ti​me to grow. "I didn't know anyt​hing grew at this ti​me of ye​ar."

    "My plants are all pe​ren​ni​als, ma​dam."

    Caroline pe​ered at the ne​arest mo​und and saw for the first ti​me, lit​tle whi​te sho​ots that we​re just be​gin​ning to pe​ek coyly abo​ve the black earth. Whi​te, se​emingly soft, they co​uld ha​ve be​en spro​uting tu​lip plants or may​be baby le​eks.

    "What are they?" she as​ked.

    "Corpoties, ma​dam."

    "What on earth are they? A ve​ge​tab​le?"

    He smi​led at her chil​dish ig​no​ran​ce and sho​ok his he​ad.

    "Not qu​ite, ma​dam I sup​po​se one co​uld say they are a kind of me​at-and-veg plant. They ne​ed a lot of ca​re​ful at​ten​ti​on. I use bo​ne-ma​nu​re in the early sta​ges, then wa​ter them at re​gu​lar in​ter​vals with a blo​od mix​tu​re. But of co​ur​se the ini​ti​al chop​ping up of the se​ed spe​ci​mens is most im​por​tant. If one chops too small, the re​sult is a stringy and en​ti​rely ine​dib​le re​sult. Too lar​ge," he shrug​ged and Ca​ro​li​ne was de​ligh​ted to see his fa​ce was alight with bo​yish ent​hu​si​asm, "me​ans a soggy and fla​vo​ur​less plant. Are you ke​en on gar​de​ning, ma​dam?"

    'Absolutely," Ca​ro​li​ne exc​la​imed. "Ple​ase go on, I co​uld lis​ten to you for ho​urs."

    Now his smi​le was won​der​ful to be​hold. All the icy re​ser​ve had go​ne and he was bub​bling over with the joy of a stamp col​lec​tor who has dis​co​ve​red an edu​ca​ted post​man.

    "I say, I'm so glad. You see, Fat​her and Mot​her, and of co​ur​se Grand​fat​her, are all hun​ters. They ha​ve no ap​pre​ci​ati​on of the in​ten​se sa​tis​fac​ti​on that co​mes from plan​ting, then re​aping the fru​its of the earth. So​me​ti​mes I be​co​me qu​ite ir​ri​ta​ted with them and worry most aw​ful​ly in ca​se I lo​se my tem​per and do so​met​hing dre​ad​ful. But, dash it all, the earth is so ge​ne​ro​us. You get so much mo​re from it than you put in."

    "You're so right," Ca​ro​li​ne ag​re​ed gus​hingly, grab​bing his ne​arest arm bet​we​en her two hands. "I ex​pect you've got gre​en fin​gers."

    He frow​ned and she tremb​led. Had she sa​id the wrong thing.

    

    "No, I ha​ven't. Only the long de​ad ha​ve gre​en fin​gers. The ri​pe de​ad - the re​ady-for-plan​ting de​ad."

    Her hands drop​ped from his arm and she sho​ok her he​ad in to​ken de​ni​al, whi​le her bra​in scre​amed its fe​ar and gri​ef. Be​ca​use of his fa​ce, his be​a​uti​ful ex​te​ri​or, she had be​en thin​king of him as a nor​mal, if rat​her shy boy, who co​uld be trans​for​med in​to a pas​si​ona​te lo​ver. But now she knew he was just as much - per​haps mo​re - a mons​ter as his hi​de​o​us el​ders, but - and this was the re​al hor​ror - it did not ma​ke the sligh​test dif​fe​ren​ce to her fe​elings to​wards him. His bo​yish ent​hu​si​asm wo​uld not be de​ni​ed.

    "There ha​ve be​en three sets of new ow​ners du​ring the past fif​te​en ye​ars, but they we​re not all just right. They did not al​ways ke​ep and ri​pen in the way that is so im​por​tant. And Fat​her and Gran​dad are so rot​ten. They ke​ep on abo​ut the es​sen​ce which ke​eps us strong, and how the spe​ci​mens must be dra​ined, and no one will lis​ten to me… and only gi​ve me the rub​bish… the old, the sick… the ones that are al​most dry…"

    At last Ca​ro​li​ne re​ac​hed the fron​ti​er whe​re she mo​ved out of the sha​dows and met re​ality fa​ce to fa​ce. She tur​ned and ran back to the ho​use and Mar​vin's yo​ung vo​ice cal​led af​ter her.

    "Please don't go. I can't be​ar it when pe​op​le go away, it ma​kes me angry… y… y… y…"

    The last word en​ded in a kind of drawn out whist​le. Not a full-lip​ped whist​le, just a sug​ges​ti​on of li​qu​id vo​wels; a hint of what might fol​low. Ca​ro​li​ne ran even fas​ter.

    Sheridan, at first, wo​uld not let her in. He sho​uted from be​hind the bar​ri​ca​ded do​or: "You're on the​ir si​de. Don't try to tell me any dif​fe​rent. I saw you mo​oning over the yo​ung one and you did not​hing to stop them. Not​hing at all."

    "Please, She​ri​dan. Let me in. We've got to help each ot​her. My God, if you only knew."

    "May I be of ser​vi​ce, ma​dam?"

    She stif​led a scre​am as the soft vo​ice spo​ke be​hind her - and the​re was Grant​ley, gra​ve of fa​ce, res​pect​ful of de​me​ano​ur, stan​ding a few fe​et away.

    "The do​or…" She shrank back aga​inst the wall and al​lo​wed the first words that ca​me to mind, to co​me trip​ping off her ton​gue. "The do​or… it's stuck."

    

    "Kindly per​mit me, ma​dam"

    He pla​ced one lar​ge hand on the left pa​nel and af​ter pa​using for a mo​ment, sud​denly pus​hed. The do​or flew back and the​re was a re​so​un​ding crash as a ward​ro​be went hur​ling back aga​inst the si​de wall. Ca​ro​li​ne saw She​ri​dan sit​ting on the bed, his fa​ce a whi​te mask of abj​ect fe​ar. Grant​ley bo​wed.

    "Will you for​gi​ve the int​ru​si​on, sir. But I ha​ve to in​form you that Mrs Grant​ley will be yaw​ning in half an ho​ur. I trust that this will be con​ve​ni​ent."

    Sheridan ma​de a no​ise that was half​way bet​we​en a scre​am and a sho​ut and Grant​ley bo​wed aga​in.

    "Thank you, sir. I am ob​li​ged."

    He de​par​ted, clo​sing the do​or be​hind him and from so​mew​he​re along the lan​ding they he​ard a mu​ted growl - a low, im​pa​ti​ent so​und that co​uld ha​ve be​en me​na​cing or en​qu​iring. Ca​ro​li​ne ran to her hus​band and clas​ped his arm.

    "We must try to get away. She​ri​dan, lis​ten to me, I am sa​ne at this mo​ment, but, God help me, if I see Mar​vin aga​in, I will be help​less. Ple​ase do so​met​hing."

    He sho​ok her off and all but snar​led his ra​ge-fe​ar, lo​oking so much li​ke one of them, Ca​ro​li​ne co​ve​red her eyes and sank down on the bed. Her hus​band watc​hed her for a few mi​nu​tes, then his lips cur​led up in​to a sne​er and he be​at his fists on to the bed​si​de ca​bi​net.

    "I won't run. Do you he​ar me? I won't run from a set of de​ge​ne​ra​te mad​men. I ha​ven't got whe​re I am by run​ning. The en​ti​re set-up is one gi​gan​tic swind​le. Grant​ley is not the first man to spit fi​re - acid - and the old man, not the last who will at​tach a length of wi​re to his ton​gue. Ha​ven't you ever be​en to a fa​irg​ro​und, for God's sa​ke? But I won't be ca​ught a se​cond ti​me. On​ce bit​ten…"

    Caroline ra​ised her he​ad and scre​amed at him.

    "Stop fo​oling yo​ur​self. They are mons​ters. MONS​TERS. A dif​fe​rent spe​ci​es - throw​backs - cre​atu​res we all know exist, but da​re not think abo​ut. Try to re​mem​ber and stop pre​ten​ding you are not af​ra​id. Re​mem​ber the fa​ce in the crowd: the ro​om you ac​ci​dently en​te​red: the howl you he​ard in the night: the thing that pe​eped ro​und the cor​ner - all the me​mo​ri​es the mind cho​se to for​get. Now - if you da​re - say you do not be​li​eve."

    

    He sat down be​si​de her and was sud​denly a ti​red, mid​dle-aged man, who had for​got​ten how to re​lax.

    "Perhaps you're right I wo​uldn't know. I ha​ve met so many mons​ters, I'd ne​ver be ab​le to dis​tin​gu​ish one from the ot​her. But if what you say is true, what is the po​int of run​ning? They must be everyw​he​re. A vast fre​ema​sonry of to​oth and claw, fur and fang. The​re can be no es​ca​pe."

    As they sat to​get​her and watc​hed the mor​ning grow old, the​re was pe​ace bet​we​en them for the first ti​me in fo​ur ye​ars. Des​pa​ir flat​te​ned the hills of con​ten​ti​on, fil​led in the pits of de​ri​si​on and left free the pla​ins of to​le​ran​ce.

    "I can't help myself," she whis​pe​red. "He… you know who I me​an… has so​met​hing that calls to me."

    They did not spe​ak aga​in un​til a qu​i​et knock on the do​or bro​ught hor​ror back and a muf​fled cry to Ca​ro​li​ne's lips. The do​or ope​ned and Grant​ley en​te​red.

    "Beg par​don, sir - ma​dam. But Mrs Grant​ley is re​ady to yawn."

    Sheridan Crox​ley clim​bed to his fe​et and af​ter one qu​ick glan​ce at the be​ar​ded fa​ce that lo​oked over the but​ler's sho​ul​der, bac​ked to the win​dow.

    "I warn you," he sa​id qu​i​etly, "I will de​fend myself."

    "That wo​uld not be wi​se," sa​id Grant​ley su​avely. "We ha​ve no wish to ca​use you dis​com​fort and in any ca​se re​sis​tan​ce is use​less. Ple​ase try to un​ders​tand, sir, we only wish to help you. Ful​fil yo​ur po​ten​ti​al."

    Mrs Grant​ley ca​me in​to the ro​om and ne​ver had she lo​oked so gro​tes​que. She wal​ked with a stran​ge stiff-leg​ged ga​it; her eyes glit​te​red and did not mo​ve, but sta​red at the, by now, ter​ri​fi​ed man with the cold in​ten​sity of a ve​no​mo​us sna​ke. She strut​ted to​wards him and he ma​de no mo​ve to de​fend him​self, but be​ca​me as still as a hypno​ti​sed rab​bit; lo​wer lip sag​ging, eyes bul​ging and fa​ce so whi​te the erup​ted ve​ins sto​od out li​ke red stre​aks in po​lis​hed marb​le. Then they we​re stan​ding fa​ce to fa​ce, sho​ul​ders to sho​ul​ders, hips to hips, and they co​uld ha​ve be​en lo​vers abo​ut to emb​ra​ce. Then the maddy yaw​ned.

    Her mo​uth ope​ned un​til the lo​wer jaw hid her neck and the up​per lip cur​led up over the no​se, so that her mo​uth was one ga​ping ca​vern whe​re dis​co​lo​ured te​eth glim​me​red li​ke two rows of we​at​her-sta​ined tombs​to​nes. A yawn - a shud​de​ring rumb​le -be​gan so​mew​he​re be​hind her he​aving bo​som, then ro​se up and be​ca​me a body-sha​king ro​ar. Her sho​ul​ders qu​ive​red, her but​tocks and legs jer​ked, her arms fla​iled li​ke wind tos​sed branc​hes, but her he​ad re​ma​ined still. Then the yaw​ning ro​ar di​ed. Was cut off a tho​ugh a hid​den switch had be​en pul​led and at on​ce all mo​ve​ment ce​ased. Both fi​gu​res be​ca​me as ri​gid sta​tu​es. Crox​ley a study in fro​zen ter​ror. The Maddy an aw​ful auto​ma​ton that is pre​pa​ring to carry out a sche​du​led prog​ram​me. Then she sud​denly le​aned for​ward and pres​sed her ga​ping mo​uth to that of She​ri​dan Crox​ley. Ca​ro​li​ne he​ard the hiss of ex​pel​led bre​ath and She​ri​dan ga​ve one mighty shud​der, be​fo​re fal​ling back, sen​se​less aga​inst the wall. Mrs Grant​ley pic​ked him up as tho​ugh he we​re a child and la​id his limp body on the bed.

    The but​ler ga​ve a lit​tle sigh of sa​tis​fac​ti​on.

    "Pray do not dist​ress yo​ur​self, ma​dam. Mr Crox​ley's pe​ri​od of un​cons​ci​o​us​ness will be of short du​ra​ti​on. When he is him​self aga​in, you will so​on find a gre​at chan​ge in his cha​rac​ter. My wi​fe has era​sed what is com​monly cal​led the so​ul and the gent​le​man will be ab​le to de​ve​lop his na​tu​ral at​tri​bu​tes wit​ho​ut the hind​ran​ce of a cons​ci​en​ce."

    They both lo​oked tho​ught​ful​ly at Ca​ro​li​ne who scre​amed on​ce, the​reby ca​using Grant​ley to sha​ke his he​ed in sad rep​ro​of.

    "There is no ne​ed for alarm, ma​dam. We ha​ve no in​ten​ti​on of-how shall I put it? - de​so​uling you. This is not our nor​mal prac​ti​ce. But Mr Crox​ley can be of gre​at ser​vi​ce to us - if I may be al​lo​wed to ma​ke such a bold sta​te​ment. We ha​ve long wis​hed for a rep​re​sen​ta​ti​ve in the up​per stra​ta of the bu​si​ness world. When the gent​le​man has fully ma​tu​red - and I wo​uld re​mind you, ma​dam, that he has be​en lic​ked by a Raddy, blown on by a Mock and yaw​ned upon by a Maddy - he will in​de​ed be one of us and ad​van​ce our in​te​rests to ever​yo​ne's sa​tis​fac​ti​on. We may even put him up for par​li​ament. It wo​uld be ni​ce to ha​ve one of our num​ber in the ca​bi​net. We ha​ve se​ve​ral on the back benc​hes, but that is not qu​ite the sa​me thing."

    "What… what do you in​tend to do with me?" Ca​ro​li​ne as​ked.

    Grantley smi​led and adj​us​ted his bow​tie.

    "It is not al​ways wi​se to ask le​ading qu​es​ti​ons, ma​dam. Suf​fi​ce to say, you will not be was​ted."

    They went out and Ca​ro​li​ne was left to awa​it the wa​king of her de​so​uled hus​band.

    The sun was set​ting when She​ri​dan stir​red, then sat up and lo​oked ro​und the ro​om with a slightly puz​zled exp​res​si​on. Ca​ro​li​ne co​uld not see any al​te​ra​ti​on in his ap​pe​aran​ce, alt​ho​ugh the​re was a cer​ta​in ble​ak​ness in the eyes that usu​al​ly me​ant he was abo​ut to erupt in​to a fit of bad tem​per.

    "What the hell hap​pe​ned?" he as​ked.

    "Don't you re​mem​ber?"

    "I wo​uldn't ask if I re​mem​be​red. We we​re sit​ting he​re frigh​te​ned abo​ut so​met​hing. And, oh yes, Grant​ley ca​me in with that wi​fe of his. Rat​her at​trac​ti​ve in an odd sort of way."

    "That… that thing… at​trac​ti​ve!"

    "I wo​uldn't ex​pect anot​her wo​man to ag​ree. Now get out of he​re. I fe​el stran​ge and pro​bably anot​her sle​ep will do me go​od."

    "But, She​ri​dan," Ca​ro​li​ne ple​aded, "this is no ti​me for us to be par​ted. That… wo​man yaw​ned on you and…"

    Sheridan was sta​ring at her and the​re was a ba​le​ful gle​am in his eye that re​min​ded her of a vi​ci​o​us dog that has cor​ne​red an int​ru​der and is now se​ri​o​usly con​si​de​ring at​tack. When she mo​ved the cold, watch​ful sta​re fol​lo​wed her and so​on an un​re​aso​ning flo​od of fe​ar ma​de her run to the do​or and go stumb​ling down the sta​irs.

    Marvin was in the di​ning ro​om and lo​oked up when Ca​ro​li​ne en​te​red and alt​ho​ugh he ap​pe​ared to be ple​ased to see her, his first words we​re tho​se of rep​ro​ach.

    "Why did you run away? I tho​ught that I had at last fo​und so​me​one who li​ked gar​de​ning. I was so di​sap​po​in​ted and al​most be​ca​me angry. And no one must ma​ke me angry."

    Despite her fe​ar, the aw​ful know​led​ge, Ca​ro​li​ne aga​in ca​me un​der the inf​lu​en​ce of that stran​ge, ani​mal charm, and sud​denly he was a tree stan​ding alo​ne in a de​sert of mad​ness. She ran to him and grab​bed one limp hand and held it to her fa​ce.

    "I am so frigh​te​ned. Ple​ase help me."

    He lo​oked surp​ri​sed - even alar​med.

    "Why, ma​dam? I am not angry."

    "Please don't call me ma​dam. I am af​ra​id of yo​ur fat​her - and the ot​hers. They ha​ve do​ne so​met​hing dre​ad​ful to my hus​band."

    He nod​ded - al​most che​er​ful​ly.

    "I ex​pect they ha​ve de​so​uled him. Now he will be one of us and fe​el much bet​ter. Why, do you want to be de​so​uled?"

    "No." She sho​ok her he​ad vi​olently and tri​ed to bury her fa​ce in his shirt front, but he mo​ved away.

    "Just as well. I ha​ve ne​ver known a wo​man to be de​so​uled. Fat​her usu​al​ly dra​ins them and I plant what is left in the gar​den. Wo​men ma​ke go​od cor​po​ti​es. I ex​pect that is what will hap​pen to you."

    "Nooo." She scre​amed her pro​test and tri​ed to sha​ke him in a frenzy of hor​ror, but he was li​ke a de​eply ro​oted tree, or a rock that has its fo​un​da​ti​ons de​ep down in the earth, for he did not mo​ve. "You must not let them to​uch me. Ple​ase… ple​ase pro​tect me and I'll do anyt​hing you say. Anyt​hing at all."

    He con​si​de​red this pro​po​sal for so​me ti​me. Then he put his he​ad on to one si​de and as​ked: "Anything at all? Even help me all day in the gar​den?"

    "Yes. I will… I will."

    "Help me plant the lit​tle bits and pi​eces? Do the thin​ning out? Transp​lant? Wa​ter? Chop-up? Min​ce? Pre​pa​re the mix​tu​re?"

    "Yes. Yes… oh God… yes."

    He nod​ded his ap​pro​val.

    "That is very go​od. You ha​ve ma​de me very happy."

    "Then you will pro​tect me from them?"

    The be​a​uti​ful, blue and so in​no​cent eyes lo​oked stra​ight in​to hers.

    "If they try to dra​in you, I will be​co​me angry."

    "Yes… but will you pro​tect me?"

    He frow​ned and Ca​ro​li​ne flinc​hed.

    "I ha​ve al​re​ady pro​mi​sed. I will be​co​me angry."

    He tur​ned and wal​ked away with that kind of hurt and re​sent​ful exp​res​si​on that one might ex​pect to find on the fa​ce of a boy sco​ut who​se word of ho​no​ur has be​en do​ub​ted. Ca​ro​li​ne felt li​ke a mo​use who has ta​ken re​fu​ge in a mo​uset​rap from a herd of ill-inten​ti​oned cats. She sank down on to a cha​ir and clo​sed her eyes and ins​tantly a crazy net​work of words spre​ad ac​ross her bra​in. "Dra​in… de​so​ul… mock… shaddy… mock… shad​mock… lick… yawn… blow… whist​le…" The vo​ice of the la​tely de​par​ted Mr Bar​ker ca​me back as a ha​un​ting whis​per.

    Wonder not why yo​ur ha​ir stifly brist​les.

    Just aban​don all ho​pe when the shad​mock whist​les.

    Caroline gig​gled and pur​sed her lips and tri​ed an ex​pe​ri​men​tal whist​le. What was the​re so ter​rib​le abo​ut whist​ling. But - and now she co​uld not sup​press a shud​der - who wo​uld ha​ve tho​ught the​re co​uld ha​ve be​en anyt​hing ext​ra​or​di​nary abo​ut lic​king, yaw​ning or, for that mat​ter, blo​wing.

    "What the hell are you do​ing?"

    Her eyes snap​ped open and the​re was She​ri​dan stan​ding by the do​or, his eyes cold mir​rors of con​tempt. Al​re​ady she co​uld de​tect the subt​le chan​ge. His fa​ce had that ble​ac​hed, de​ath​li​ke whi​te​ness that was cha​rac​te​ris​tic of them. A stub​ble of black be​ard dar​ke​ned his chin, and it might ha​ve be​en the re​sult of a fe​ve​red ima​gi​na​ti​on, but we​re the​re not two lit​tle bumps re​aring up thro​ugh his ha​ir?

    She sa​id: "I am wa​iting… For din​ner… or so​met​hing."

    He grun​ted - or was it a growl? - then tur​ned and went out thro​ugh the do​or which led to the ser​vants' qu​ar​ters. Abo​ut twenty mi​nu​tes la​ter Grant​ley en​te​red pus​hing a trol​ley, and Ca​ro​li​ne at on​ce no​ti​ced a trif​ling al​te​ra​ti​on in his ap​pe​aran​ce. His ha​ir was no lon​ger pi​led-up to form a ra​ven crest over his he​ad, but was ne​atly com​bed aro​und his po​in​ted ears and par​ted in the cent​re. The two, gle​aming ebony horns did not - if one co​uld only vi​ew them dis​pas​si​ona​tely - se​em out of pla​ce. They ad​ded an al​most nob​le as​pect to his long fa​ce, and drew at​ten​ti​on to his rat​her well-sha​ped skull. But Ca​ro​li​ne co​uld not help scre​aming and clutc​hing clenc​hed fists to her mo​uth. Grant​ley ig​no​red or did not no​ti​ce her dist​ress, and af​ter de​po​si​ting a num​ber of co​ve​red dis​hes and a sing​le pla​te on the tab​le, bo​wed most res​pect​ful​ly.

    "Mr Crox​ley pre​sents his comp​li​ments, ma​dam, and inst​ruc​ted me to in​form you that he will be di​ning in the kitc​hen. He fe​els he sho​uld now be among his pe​ers."

    Caroline did not com​ment, but con​ti​nu​ed to sta​re at the horns which we​re ca​using her de​ep con​cern. Grant​ley ga​ve one edu​ca​ted glan​ce at the tab​le, then wal​ked with un​ruf​fled dig​nity back to the do​or. The​re he pa​used and co​ug​hed apo​lo​ge​ti​cal​ly.

    "There is one lit​tle mat​ter. Will it be con​ve​ni​ent for ma​dam to be dra​ined at eight o'clock?"

    Caroline ma​de a stran​ge no​ise that ter​mi​na​ted with the sing​le word - dra​ined! Grant​ley ap​pe​ared to ac​cept this so​und to me​an ac​qu​i​es​cen​ce, and inc​li​ned his he​ad.

    "I am de​eply ob​li​ged, ma​dam. I must apo​lo​gi​se for this un​se​emly has​te, but I find we are rat​her short of es​sen​ti​al flu​id and ma​dam's cont​ri​bu​ti​on will be gre​atly ap​pre​ci​ated."

    Caroline gro​aned and slid from her cha​ir and then rol​led over on to the flo​or. She was not awa​re that Grant​ley ca​me back in​to the ro​om and wit​ho​ut too much ef​fort rep​la​ced her un​cons​ci​o​us body back in​to its for​mer po​si​ti​on. By pus​hing the cha​ir tight aga​inst the tab​le, he was ab​le to en​su​re that such an un​for​tu​na​te mis​hap wo​uld not oc​cur aga​in.

    There is ab​so​lu​tely no do​ubt that mocks - apart from a few dist​res​sing we​ak​nes​ses - ma​ke ex​cel​lent do​mes​tic ser​vants.

    The shaddy and the maddy ca​me for her at eight o'clock.

    Two be​ar​ded fa​ces, two pa​irs of po​wer​ful hands, two musc​le cor​ded backs; they lif​ted Ca​ro​li​ne from her cha​ir and car​ri​ed her out of the di​ning ro​om and down a long pas​sa​ge. The pros​pect of im​mi​nent de​ath is a gre​at re​vi​ver, and she was wi​de awa​ke when they en​te​red the long, spar​sely fur​nis​hed ro​om.

    Sparsely fur​nis​hed! A long tab​le, a lar​ge gal​va​ni​sed iron bath, two plas​tic buc​kets, two car​ving kni​ves, one saw and a roll of rub​ber tu​bing. Grant​ley was we​aring a butc​her's ap​ron.

    "If ma​dam will lie down," he bo​wed in the di​rec​ti​on of the tab​le, "we will pro​ce​ed."

    Caroline strug​gled, kic​ked, scre​amed and did all in her po​wer to bre​ak free from tho​se iron-strong hands, but it was ho​pe​less. Grant​ley lo​oked on with an exp​res​si​on of shoc​ked surp​ri​se.

    "It is to be reg​ret​ted that ma​dam can​not see her way cle​ar to co​ope​ra​ti​on."

    She was be​ing drag​ged clo​ser to the tab​le, with its straps and he​ad clamp, and when she jer​ked her he​ad ro​und, the​re was She​ri​dan stan​ding by the win​dow, tall, bulky, lo​oking mo​re li​ke them by the mi​nu​te, with lust gle​aming in his eyes. He chuck​led - a low, grow​ling la​ugh - and rub​bed his hands to​get​her with fi​en​dish de​light.

    Caroline swung her he​ad from si​de to si​de, but now​he​re was the​re a sign of the pro​tec​tor, the be​a​uti​ful one, the in​no​cent with the fa​tal whist​le. Her scre​am to​ok on words.

    "Marvin, help me! Mar​vin…"

    She was on the tab​le and the two be​ar​ded mons​ters we​re pre​pa​ring to strap her down, when the do​or ope​ned - and he was the​re. Blue eyes wi​de with alarm, full-lip​ped mo​uth slightly open, his blond ha​ir to​us​led as tho​ugh he had la​tely ri​sen from a vir​gi​nal bed. He sa​id not​hing, but lo​oked en​qu​iringly at his fat​her.

    Grantley frow​ned. "This do​es not con​cern you. When she has be​en dra​ined, you may plant what re​ma​ins."

    "I want her to help me in the gar​den," the soft vo​ice sa​id.

    The mock de​epe​ned his frown and sho​ok his he​ad ang​rily.

    "You can​not al​ways ha​ve what you want. The​re are ot​hers to con​si​der. Her es​sen​ce must be dra​ined and sto​red, so that we may all be no​uris​hed du​ring the win​ter months. You re​al​ly must grow up and fa​ce yo​ur res​pon​si​bi​li​ti​es."

    "I want her to help in the gar​den," Mar​vin re​pe​ated.

    "Marvin," the Maddy was trying the mot​her ap​pro​ach, "be a go​od boy. We let you ha​ve that stockb​ro​ker to play with be​fo​re he was dra​ined, and we did not in​ter​fe​re when you pul​led the legs off that pro​perty spe​cu​la​tor, even tho​ugh he was use​less for our pur​po​se af​ter​wards. But now the ti​me has co​me for us to ta​ke a stand. The​re is no po​int in lic​king or yaw​ning the hum​wo​man, she has no mons​te​ral qu​ali​ti​es. She must the​re​fo​re be dra​ined, min​ced and plan​ted. Then - if you are a go​od boy - you will be ab​le to har​vest the cor​po​ti​es next spring."

    Marvin ope​ned and clo​sed his hands, whi​le his en​ti​re body be​ca​me ri​gid. When he spo​ke his vo​ice was very low - al​most a growl.

    "Let… her go."

    Before Grant​ley or eit​her of the ot​her mons​ters co​uld spe​ak, She​ri​dan lurc​hed for​ward, his gre​at hands bal​led up in​to fists, his lit​tle eyes li​ke tiny pits of blue fi​re.

    

    "See he​re," he was spit​ting the words out, "it's all de​ci​ded. All cut and dri​ed. I gat​her I'm not comp​le​tely one of you lot, un​til," he jer​ked his he​ad in the di​rec​ti​on of Ca​ro​li​ne, "she has had the chop. I'm hungry, pretty boy. Hungry for mo​re mo​ney, mo​re po​wer, and when I'm hungry, I smash an​yo​ne that gets in my way. So go and play in yo​ur gar​den, un​less you want to get hurt."

    Marvin's eyes we​re wi​de open and they gle​amed with cold con​tempt. At the sa​me ti​me he lo​oked so yo​ung and help​less, stan​ding the​re be​fo​re the bulky, po​wer​ful fi​gu​re of She​ri​dan Crox​ley. Then he sa​id softly: "A pe​asant sho​uld le​arn to gu​ard his ton​gue."

    Sheridan's fist ca​ught the boy squ​arely un​der the chin and lif​ted him off the flo​or, be​fo​re sen​ding him hur​ling ac​ross the ro​om and cras​hing aga​inst the clo​sed do​or. The do​or tremb​led, the Maddy shri​eked, the Shaddy ro​ared and the Mock - Grant​ley - vo​iced his obj​ec​ti​ons.

    "In Sa​tan's na​me, you sho​uld not ha​ve do​ne that, newly ac​qu​ired brot​her. Now he will be angry."

    "I'm angry," She​ri​dan re​tor​ted. "Blo​ody angry."

    "Yes," Grant​ley was watc​hing his son with gro​wing con​cern, "but the an​ger of a fly can​not be com​pa​red with the ra​ge of a li​on."

    "A fly!"

    "Quiet." Grant​ley wa​ited un​til Mar​vin had re​ga​ined his fe​et and sto​od up​right aga​inst the do​or. "Now, son, cont​rol. Our newly ac​qu​ired brot​her will be dis​cip​li​ned for this act, you may ha​ve no do​ubt abo​ut that. So don't get angry. Ple​ase prac​ti​se so​me self-cont​rol. He alo​ne was to bla​me, so the​re's no ne​ed to ma​ke us all suf​fer…"

    Marvin to​ok a de​ep bre​ath, if that can desc​ri​be the rumb​ling in​ta​ke of air; the un​na​tu​ral ex​pan​ding of the chest, or the di​la​ted che​eks which bul​ged li​ke whi​te wal​led tyres. Grant​ley he​si​ta​ted for only a mo​ment, then tur​ned and ma​de for the so​li​tary win​dow, whe​re he ar​ri​ved a bad third, his fat​her and wi​fe ha​ving be​en si​mi​larly mo​ti​va​ted.

    The lo​wer sash had be​en ra​ised - not be​fo​re all the glass pa​nes had be​en bro​ken in the fran​tic strug​gle - and grand-fat​her Shaddy had his he​ad and sho​ul​ders out over the sill, when the whist​le be​gan.

    

    Caroline had watc​hed the eyes di​la​te, the he​ad go back, the hands slowly turn, re​ve​aling the smo​oth, ha​ir​less backs, the fin​gers stiff and wi​dely spre​ad; the pink ton​gue co​iled back un​til it re​semb​led a tightly wo​und spring. Then the whist​le. It was born so​mew​he​re de​ep down in the sto​mach and gra​du​al​ly ro​se up un​til it erup​ted from the thro​at as a sing​le no​te of shrill so​und.

    Just aban​don all ho​pe when the shad​mock whist​les.

    In the midst of her ter​ror, Ca​ro​li​ne tho​ught: "It's not so bad. Af​ter all, what can a whist​le do?" Then qu​ickly chan​ged her mind when the so​und ro​se to a hig​her pitch.

    A whist​le - a shri​ek - a so​und that went hig​her and hig​her un​til it re​ac​hed a pitch that se​emed to ma​ke the walls tremb​le and bro​ke the re​ma​ining frag​ments of glass in the win​dow. Then from the shad​mock's mo​uth ap​pe​ared a pen​cil-thin stre​ak of light. It shot ac​ross the ro​om and struck She​ri​dan in the ba​se of the thro​at.

    The big man scre​amed and for a mo​ment cla​wed the air with con​vul​sing fin​gers, be​fo​re he cras​hed down ac​ross the tab​le, his he​ad han​ging limply over the ed​ge. Blo​od se​eped from his open mo​uth and for​med a po​ol on the flo​or.

    The shad​mock ad​van​ced slowly for​ward and the whist​ling so​und ro​se to an even hig​her pitch, whi​le the be​am of light be​ca​me a pul​sa​ting, whi​te-whip​lash that flic​ked ac​ross the cong​lo​me​ra​ti​on of bo​di​es that we​re jam​med in the win​dow fra​me. Mar​vin mo​ved his he​ad from si​de to si​de and the three bo​di​es jer​ked, qu​ive​red, bel​lo​wed and scre​amed. Only that of She​ri​dan re​ma​ined still.

    It was then that Ca​ro​li​ne re​ali​sed that the do​or was un​gu​ar​ded. She crept to​wards it li​ke a mo​use in a den of figh​ting wild-cats, and hardly da​ring to bre​at​he, eased her way out in​to the pas​sa​ge.

    The front do​or was not loc​ked.

    Caroline ran des​pe​ra​tely down the dri​ve. Run​ning un​der tre​es that sho​ok the​ir na​ked branc​hes as tho​ugh in si​nis​ter mer​ri​ment; stumb​ling over pot-ho​les, bo​wed down by the hor​rib​le fe​ar that ro​de on her sho​ul​ders.

    She stag​ge​red ro​und a bend and the​re we​re the front ga​tes, mer​ci​ful​ly un​gu​ar​ded. The iron bar​ri​er that par​ti​ti​oned the world of every​day ac​ti​vity that men call sa​nity, from the bi​zar​re re​alm of the unac​cep​tab​le. She ran by ins​tinct, not da​ring to think, pre​pa​red for di​sas​ter to stri​ke at every step.

    The ga​tes we​re loc​ked. A thick iron cha​in was wo​und se​ve​ral ti​mes ro​und the rusty bars and this was se​cu​red by a mas​si​ve pad​lock. The ro​ugh iron​work ras​ped her soft palms, when in a frenzy of des​pa​ir, she sho​ok the ga​tes and cri​ed out her ho​pe​less ap​pe​al.

    "Help me… help me."

    Barely had the so​und of her vo​ice di​ed away when run​ning fo​ots​teps ca​me cras​hing thro​ugh the un​derg​rowth and Mar​vin emer​ged from be​ne​ath the tre​es. Be​a​uti​ful as Ado​nis, gra​ce​ful as a gol​den sna​ke, he ca​me to her, and at on​ce the fe​ar, the ur​gent ne​ed for es​ca​pe, was sub​mer​ged un​der a blan​ket of sla​vish de​si​re. His vo​ice was gent​le, but rep​ro​ach​ful.

    "Why did you run away? I was not angry with you."
    "I was frigh​te​ned."

    He be​gan to le​ad her back up the dri​ve, tal​king all the whi​le, li​ke any ent​hu​si​ast who has fo​und a kind​red so​ul to sha​re his bur​ning in​te​rest.

    "There's no ne​ed to be frigh​te​ned. My pa​rents ha​ve de​ci​ded to let me ha​ve my own way. They al​ways do in the end. Now you can help me in the gar​den. Help me pre​pa​re yo​ur hus​band for plan​ting. Will you do that?"

    "Yes… yes, Mar​vin."

    "Cut him up and watch him grow ri​pe?"

    "Yes, Mar​vin."

    "And you won't ma​ke me angry, will you?"

    "No, Mar​vin."

    "I ex​pect I'll be angry with you so​me​ti​mes. I just can't help myself. But I'll be aw​ful​ly sorry af​ter​wards. That sho​uld be a gre​at com​fort for you. I'm al​ways sorry af​ter​wards. Al​ways… af​ter​wards."

    They di​sap​pe​ared ro​und the bend in the dri​ve and for a whi​le pe​ace re​ig​ned among the slum​be​ring tre​es and the rol​ling hills be​yond. Then a co​lony of ro​oks ro​se up with much flap​ping of wings and ra​uco​us cri​es and be​ca​me black, whe​eling sha​dows aga​inst the clo​uded sky.

    

    

6 - Christopher Fowler - The Spider Kiss
    

    Two de​ad, a ho​use tras​hed, a tra​il of fo​od, gar​ba​ge and exc​re​ment. Jack​son pus​hed back his ba​se​ball cap and scratc​hed his swe​ating fo​re​he​ad. "It's go​ing to be a long night, man. I don't know what we're de​aling with he​re." He lo​oked at the wo​man in the pink qu​il​ted ho​use​co​at and yel​low plas​tic cur​lers. "Ask her aga​in, Do​oley." He didn't see why he sho​uld ha​ve to de​al with wit​nes​ses when he had a new part​ner to bre​ak in for the job.

    Dooley ap​pro​ac​hed the frigh​te​ned wo​man and eyed her with so​met​hing ap​pro​ac​hing sympathy. "I don't know, Matt, may​be we sho​uld get her so​me co​un​sel​ling first. She lo​oks pretty sha​ken up."

    "Just fuc​kin' ask her, okay?"

    Dooley tri​ed to lo​ok of​fi​ci​al but he was we​aring an XXL sun​set-oran​ge Ha​wa​i​i​an shirt. They had both be​en off-duty when the call had co​me thro​ugh. "Tell us what you saw on​ce mo​re, Ma'am. Ta​ke yo​ur ti​me."

    

    "I told you, I was watc​hing a re​run of Ame​ri​can Idol when I he​ard a no​ise out in the yard. I tho​ught it was an ani​mal. We had a 'ga​tor co​me thro​ugh he​re last fall. I tur​ned down the TV, put on the light and this guy ca​me out-"

    "Describe him?"

    "Big, he​avy, bal​ding, fat belly, aro​und forty. He'd be​en go​ing thro​ugh my gar​ba​ge, had grass cut​tings and dog​gy-doo all aro​und his mo​uth, it was just gross. Sta​red right at me, but kind of didn't see me, li​ke he was on drugs, you know?"

    "And you say he was we​aring-"

    "That was the we​ir​dest thing - he had no pants on, just a Mi​ami Dolp​hins shirt. And then he squ​at​ted and to​ok a dump. Right in front of me on the lawn. He to​ok a dump and wan​de​red off next do​or. That was when I cal​led 911. And now I've mis​sed the rest of the show."

    "Nice," sa​id Jack​son, "glad I al​re​ady had sup​per. Tell her to fuck off."

    "Thank you Ma'am. We may ne​ed to talk to you aga​in."

    "No, we won't, she's a fuc​king mo​ron, co​me with me." Jack​son bec​ko​ned to his new part​ner, lo​we​ring an avun​cu​lar arm aro​und him. "Then this guy walks - get this - walks - thro​ugh the glass pa​tio do​ors, bam, smash, in​to the next ho​use whe​re the vic​tims are sle​eping, and pulls 'em out of bed. And he kind of - scrat​c​hes - at the​ir fa​ces in a frenzy. They got no fe​atu​res any mo​re, Dan. Cock​suc​ker didn't gi​ve a fuck abo​ut le​aving tra​ces or cut​ting him​self, he just wal​ked away. The wo​man's te​eth are spre​ad out the​re all over the fuc​king dri​ve. He must be spo​uting blo​od, but no one saw whe​re he went."

    "I don't think an​yo​ne wan​ted to lo​ok too clo​sely. You want to do a se​arch be​fo​re the rest of the de​part​ment gets down he​re?"

    "Fucking right I do. Was a ti​me when the Mi​ami PD wo​uld let Ho​mi​ci​de ta​ke ca​re of things them​sel​ves, wit​ho​ut drag​ging every so-cal​led fuc​king ex​pert off the bench to ta​ke a lo​ok. Every​body's a fuc​king big shot. See that?" Matt Jack​son po​in​ted to the bed​ro​om lights flic​king on in the iden​ti​cal whi​te clap​bo​ard ho​uses on the ot​her si​de of the ro​ad. "Gaw​kers'll be up​lo​ading the who​le thing in​to blogs any se​cond now. It'll be on fuc​king Yo​urs​pa​ce or Mytu​be or wha​te​ver the fuck it is be​fo​re we get back. Let's get at it."

    Heavy blo​od-spat​ters ma​de the tra​il on the black​top easy to fol​low. "He must ha​ve cut him​self re​al bad," sa​id Do​oley.

    "You me​an li​ke, when he to​re the wo​man's te​eth out of her he​ad? No shit, Do​oley." Jack​son scratc​hed his ha​iry belly and pul​led at his shorts, hitc​hing them hig​her. Everyt​hing he sa​id was co​ated in la​yers of world-we​ari​ness that you had to be ca​re​ful abo​ut unw​rap​ping. "Hey, check this out." He wa​ved his torch in the di​rec​ti​on of the scar​let splas​hes. They tur​ned in​to an un​lit va​cant lot, fol​lo​wing the tra​il. "No way am I clim​bing over a fuc​king chic​ken-wi​re fen​ce. My wi​fe bo​ught me this shirt. You go."

    "Jesus, Matt, I know I'm new aro​und he​re but why do I ha​ve to-"

    "You're an Af​ri​can-Ame​ri​can with gin​ger ha​ir and an Irish na​me, you got so​me way to go be​fo​re I start trus​ting you. Just get over the​re." Jack​son crad​led his hands, gi​ving his part​ner a leg-up.

    Dooley drop​ped to the ot​her si​de and con​ti​nu​ed to fol​low the tra​il. He di​sap​pe​ared in​to an ole​an​der bush, then cal​led out. "Oh man, you're go​ing to lo​ve this. He's bu​ri​ed him​self."

    "What do you me​an?"

    "I me​an he's in the fuc​king gro​und."

    "Then cuff him up and bring him out."

    "I don't think I can do that. You'd bet​ter co​me and see."

    Jackson snag​ged his shirt on the top of the fen​ce and to​re off a but​ton. He was still cur​sing un​der his bre​ath when he ca​me upon Do​oley and the​ir qu​ar​ry. His torch re​ve​aled a fat na​ked butt. The top half of the guy's body had be​en wed​ged in​to grass and earth.

    "Christ, it lo​oks li​ke he dug him​self a bur​row using his he​ad. Ta​ke a leg, let's get him out." They each grab​bed an ank​le and pul​led. As the body emer​ged, they re​ali​sed they we​re lo​oking at a very de​ad man. He had bul​ldo​zed him​self in​to the gro​und, grin​ding the flesh from his fa​ce and fil​ling his mo​uth with hard dry so​il.

    "Another fuc​king crazy on crystal meth," sa​id Jack​son, tur​ning away. "For this I mis​sed the last qu​ar​ter of the ga​me?"

    

* * *
    

    Next mor​ning, he and Do​oley we​re swe​ating be​ne​ath a whe​ezy air-con​di​ti​oner in the​ir Cal​le Oc​ho of​fi​ce, trying to con​cent​ra​te on a bunch of forms the Mi​ami Po​li​ce De​part​ment re​qu​ired them to fill out. "It do​esn't ma​ke sen​se," Do​oley comp​la​ined. "Ever​yo​ne in the ne​igh​bo​ur​ho​od knew this guy. He ne​ver to​ok a drug in his li​fe, a re​gu​lar church​go​er, a res​ta​urant cri​tic at the lo​cal pa​per, for Christ's sa​ke, and sud​denly he starts eating dogs​hit and le​aves? What wo​uld ma​ke him go nuts li​ke that?"

    "You me​an apart from the tem​pe​ra​tu​re and the fact that pe​op​le spazz out all the ti​me aro​und he​re? You've al​re​ady be​en wor​king in this unit for long eno​ugh to know that not​hing we de​al with ma​kes sen​se. That Bap​tist mi​nis​ter last we​ek who tho​ught he co​uld fly, the one who threw him​self off the AT&T bu​il​ding? He was sup​po​sed to be a re​gu​lar kind of guy, but the me​dics had to lift him off the si​de​walk with bar​be​cue tongs. Who knows?"

    "Well, so​met​hing we​ird's go​ing on, and it's not just be​ca​use of the he​at," sa​id Do​oley, wi​ping air-con dust from his com​pu​ter scre​en. "We got anot​her call co​ming in right now."

    They ar​ri​ved at the San Pa​ulo De​li on 3rd to find the ow​ner, a tiny Cu​ban guy cal​led Jacin​to, stan​ding in the wrec​ka​ge of his sto​re, fen​ding off a cus​to​mer with an alu​mi​ni​um sto​ol. Jack​son knew Jacin​to. He ate the​re so​me​ti​mes, even tho​ugh the fo​od was aw​ful. "What he hell's go​ing on he​re, Jac​ko?" he as​ked. "What'd you do to this guy, po​ison him?"

    "He was eating his lunch and just went crazy," Jacin​to exp​la​ined, set​ting asi​de the sto​ol in re​li​ef. "Stuck his hands in the fish tank and star​ted bi​ting the he​ads off my craw​fish."

    "Okay," we'll ta​ke over now," sa​id Do​oley, dra​wing his gun from its hols​ter.

    "Hey Dan, don't over​re​act, okay? sa​id Jack​son. "Trust me, you don't want the fuc​king pa​per​work. Try gi​ving him a ver​bal war​ning be​fo​re you de​ci​de to blow his fuc​king he​ad off."

    They lo​oked back at the angry di​ner, a skinny yo​ung Asi​an who was frot​hing bub​bles from his nost​rils and roc​king back and forth. His whi​te shirt was torn in half, he was we​aring one black tra​iner, and his che​eks we​re sme​ared with blo​od from the sharp shells of the crus​ta​ce​ans he had bit​ten. Every few se​conds he scre​amed li​ke a se​agull. "This one has de​fi​ni​tely be​en smo​king crack," sa​id Jack​son.

    

    "No," Jacin​to sho​ok his he​ad, "I know him, a go​od man, Mr Yu​an is a te​ac​her at my son's scho​ol for fi​ve ye​ars now."

    Jackson scrunc​hed up his eyes and til​ted his he​ad to one si​de, trying to squ​are the fo​aming, squ​aw​king mad​man be​fo​re them with Jacin​to's ID. He was still con​si​de​ring the prob​lem when Mr Yu​an char​ged at them. He and Do​oley bra​ced them​sel​ves, pre​pa​ring to fi​re war​ning shots, but the te​ac​her le​apt in​to the co​un​ter and so​ared over the​ir he​ads, sen​ding him​self fa​ce-first thro​ugh the de​li's de​afe​ning pla​te-glass win​dow.

    "Fuck me," sa​id Jack​son, run​ning out thro​ugh the fal​ling shards to the spot whe​re the blo​ody body had to​uc​hed down. "What the fuck is hap​pe​ning aro​und he​re?"

    "Like you sa​id, when the he​at ri​ses this town go​es pos​tal," Do​oley rep​li​ed.

    "Get the me​dics, no way am I to​uc​hing this guy." Jack​son tri​ed to stuff his shirt back in​to his pants as he knelt, but he'd put on we​ight la​tely. "I'm get​ting too old for this shit. I spend my days sit​ting in a car that smells li​ke a hot gym shoe, eating cow-parts from stre​et ven​dors with na​mes I can't even pro​no​un​ce. So​uth Be​ach PD is lo​oking to set up new spe​ci​alist units. The mo​ney's go​od. I co​uld apply for a po​si​ti​on the​re. Be a fuc​king sight easi​er stop​ping fags from bitch-slap​ping each ot​her out​si​de bars than sta​ying he​re to act as pest cont​rol for the lo​cals."

    "Maybe this is just a blip," sa​id Do​oley. "It'll pass."

    But it didn't pass. Over the next few days, things got much wor​se.

    "You want to know how many cra​zi​es we've had in the last two we​eks?" as​ked Jack​son, thro​wing the re​ma​ins of his hot dog in the ne​arest bin as they wal​ked to​ward the Hong Kong Cen​ter. The tem​pe​ra​tu​re was so​aring to re​cord highs. Over a we​ek had pas​sed sin​ce Mr Yu​an kil​led him​self in the 3rd Stre​et de​li. "One hund​red and se​ven re​ports of li​fe thre​ate​ning be​ha​vi​o​ur, ten fa​ta​li​ti​es, and that's just bet​we​en Bays​ho​re Dri​ve and the I-95. One wo​man out on Dod​ge Is​land che​wed a ho​le thro​ugh her hus​band's thro​at and sat on top of his body un​til they ca​me to ta​ke her away. They fo​und a na​ked old guy down on Be​et​ho​ven who had bro​ken his neck trying to lick his own balls."

    "It's not just the he​at. I think I'm star​ting to see a pat​tern he​re," sa​id Do​oley, eye​ing his part​ner with dis​tas​te as Jack​son no​isily suc​ked mus​tard from his ni​co​ti​ne sta​ined fin​gers. "Check out this one." He pul​led a pa​ge from his back poc​ket and un​fol​ded it. "See, be​fo​re I jo​ined the for​ce I tra​ined to be a na​tu​ra​list." "You me​an you ran aro​und with no fuc​king clot​hes on?" "That's a na​tu​rist, Matt. I stu​di​ed en​dan​ge​red spe​ci​es of in​sect. This was in the lo​cal press yes​ter​day. So​me guy loc​ked him​self in his apart​ment, pa​in​ted his en​ti​re body with black and oran​ge -stri​pes, wrap​ped him​self in duct ta​pe and then suf​fo​ca​ted trying to get back out of it. The at​ten​ding me​dic sa​id he kept ma​king a we​ird ratc​he​ting no​ise as he was dying." "What are you tel​ling me he​re?"

    "Okay, I know how this is go​ing to so​und." Do​oley held up his hands and to​ok a de​ep bre​ath. "The​re's a ra​re bug that's ne​arly ex​tinct, cal​led the New Fo​rest Ci​ca​da, so​met​hing li​ke that. It's black and oran​ge. It spends eight ye​ars in a lar​val sta​ge, and as it emer​ges from its co​co​on it re​le​ases a shrill se​ri​es of clicks." "You tel​ling me this guy tho​ught he was a fuc​king ci​ca​da?" Do​oley lo​oked she​epish. "The story just re​min​ded me, is all." "Ta​ke my ad​vi​ce and le​ave it to the de​tec​ti​ve di​vi​si​on," sa​id Jack​son. "We're just he​re to cle​an up the shit, and I me​an that -ne​arly ever​yo​ne we've be​en cal​led to ta​ke in has drop​ped a log in the stre​et af​ter kil​ling so​me​one. If that's a lin​king MO, it's pretty fuc​ked up. Kill so​me​one if you ha​ve to but use a fuc​king to​ilet, for Christ's sa​ke."

    "Maybe not so odd," sa​id Do​oley. "I ne​ed to talk to a guy I know."

    "Okay, but re​mem​ber what I sa​id, it's not our prob​lem. Let the ot​her di​vi​si​ons sort the​ir own shit out."

    "Don't worry, this guy's not a de​tec​ti​ve, he's a Bud​dhist." I knew Do​oley was go​ing to be tro​ub​le, Jac​k​son tho​ught as he to​ok an in​co​ming call and watc​hed his yo​ung part​ner wal​king away.

    Dooley went to see Jim Pen​te​cost. On​ce they had be​en stu​dents to​get​her, but the​ir ca​re​ers had ta​ken them in se​pa​ra​te di​rec​ti​ons. Pen​te​cost now ran a Bud​dhist cent​re from an art de​co scho​ol​ho​use in So​uth Be​ach. His long ha​ir, be​ads and kaf​tan ga​ve him the ap​pe​aran​ce of a neo-hip​pie, but he ta​ught New Age phi​lo​sop​hi​es even hip​pi​es wo​uld ha​ve fo​und ext​re​me. He clas​ped Do​oley warmly to his chest. "Man, it's be​en a long ti​me," he sa​id, grab​bing the cop's arm and pul​ling him in​to the bu​il​ding's co​ol in​te​ri​or. "I'd li​ke to think this is a fri​endly call, but I gu​ess you're he​re on bu​si​ness?"

    "Kind of," Do​oley ad​mit​ted. "Re​mem​ber you used to tell me yo​ur the​ori​es abo​ut man's re​la​ti​ons​hip with the ani​mal king​dom, li​fe ba​lan​ce, all that kind of stuff? You still be​li​eve it?"

    "More than ever, Dan, even tho​ugh it's too la​te now."

    "What do you me​an?"

    "Hell, the ba​lan​ce has be​en dest​ro​yed. Man's gre​ed has won the day, my fri​end. They're rip​ping up the world's last uns​po​iled si​tes to ma​ke mo​ney for the stock​hol​ders."

    The pa​ir se​ated them​sel​ves in a sha​do​wed co​urt​yard, musky with the smell of in​cen​se. "The wars of the fu​tu​re will be abo​ut energy, wa​ter, re​li​gi​o​us cont​rol," Pen​te​cost con​ti​nu​ed. "Ca​pi​ta​lists are the new war​mon​gers. They ha​ve dest​ro​yed the Earth's na​tu​ral in​ha​bi​tants, and now they will in turn be ma​de ex​tinct. The kar​mic equ​ilib​ri​um has be​en tip​ped aga​inst hu​mans. It's li​ke the ozo​ne la​yer - on​ce you pass a cer​ta​in po​int, ba​lan​ce can ne​ver, ever be res​to​red."

    "Yeah, but what do​es all that me​an?" as​ked Do​oley. "I can only re​port from per​so​nal ex​pe​ri​en​ce. We're se​e​ing so much aber​rant be​ha​vi​o​ur on the stre​ets, we can't even be​gin to de​al with it."

    "What kind of be​ha​vi​o​ur exactly?" as​ked Pen​te​cost, int​ri​gu​ed.

    Dooley tho​ught for a mi​nu​te, then set abo​ut desc​ri​bing what he had se​en.

    Matt Jack​son pus​hed back the do​or to the old Sport World wa​re​ho​use and step​ped in​si​de. The he​at was gro​tes​que; the bu​il​ding had trap​ped the day's warmth. His part​ner had mis​sed the call, and the only ot​her squ​ad cars in the area had be​en cal​led to the air​port, whe​re a man was stan​ding on the ro​of of his To​yo​ta wa​ving a rif​le aro​und and scre​aming his he​ad off, bloc​king the in​ter​sec​ti​on at Bis​cay​ne Bo​ule​vard.

    Jackson wal​ked thro​ugh cor​ri​dors of fi​er​ce light and back in​to patc​hes so dark that his eyes we​re flo​oded with drif​ting oran​ge spots. The call had war​ned that a na​ked wo​man had run amok in the pet shop of a lo​cal mall be​fo​re fle​e​ing in​to the wa​re​ho​use. Jack​son fi​gu​red that at le​ast she was un​li​kely to be ar​med, and mo​ved thro​ugh the empty hall with con​fi​den​ce. Ahe​ad he tho​ught he saw a hu​man sha​pe, swa​ying back and forth at the ed​ge of the light. She lo​oked yo​ung and pretty fit, even tho​ugh she was pro​bably in​sa​ne. That wo​uld ma​ke her a bet​ter bet than my old lady, Jac​k​son tho​ught.

    "Hey the​re, Miss," he cal​led. "I'm a po​li​ce of​fi​cer, I'm he​re to help you." He pla​ced his palm over the re​as​su​ring warmth of his gun. The fi​gu​re re​ma​ined fi​xed to the spot. Jack​son co​uld see now that she was, in​de​ed, na​ked; tan​ned long legs, brown ha​ir that fell to her sho​ul​ders in a glossy cur​ta​in, slen​der hips, flat belly, en​han​ced bre​asts. Holy ma​ma, he tho​ught, may​be I'll get lucky even if she is crazy. He ad​van​ced with con​fi​den​ce. "Tell you what, lady, I'm ha​ving a bad day. It's too fuc​king hot, I've got a ca​se of jock itch you wo​uldn't be​li​eve and I co​uld do with a cold be​er." She circ​led him slowly, wa​rily, til​ting her he​ad to one si​de. "What say we go out​si​de and get one to​get​her?" he sug​ges​ted with a smi​le.

    It sho​uld ha​ve be​en easy af​ter that, but he'd ma​de a mis​ta​ke, be​li​eving the wo​man was harm​less be​ca​use she was na​ked. Jack​son got cocky and drop​ped his at​ten​ti​on for a mo​ment, just long eno​ugh for her to ma​no​e​uv​re be​hind him with inc​re​dib​le spe​ed, drop​ping slen​der, mus​cu​lar arms aro​und his chest that tigh​te​ned li​ke pin​cers, crus​hing the bre​ath from his lungs. Even as he fo​ught to draw air, he mar​vel​led at her ath​le​ti​cism. How co​uld she be so fast, so po​wer​ful?

    As they top​pled back​wards, Jack​son blac​ked out. Shit, he tho​ught, it fe​els li​ke I'm ha​ving a fuc​king he​art at​tack.
    When he ca​me aro​und, the wo​man had pin​ned his wrists to​get​her with her left hand, and was pinc​hing his nost​rils shut, smac​king at his chin. Cle​arly, she was trying to open Jack​son's mo​uth. She wor​ked in si​len​ce, pa​ti​ently and calmly, with gre​at de​ter​mi​na​ti​on. Her per​fu​med ha​ir brus​hed his swe​ating fo​re​he​ad as she drew her fa​ce clo​se, stud​ying Jack​son ca​re​ful​ly. She se​emed to be se​arc​hing for so​me sign of re​cog​ni​ti​on. As she slowly ope​ned her mo​uth, Jack​son co​uld see that the​re was so​met​hing dark in​si​de it, so​me kind of ani​mal trying to get out. A thin black leg ap​pe​ared, se​eking purc​ha​se on the wo​man's shiny red lips, then anot​her, and anot​her. Her mo​uth wi​de​ned furt​her, and Jack​son watc​hed in mu​te hor​ror as the first of the black fun​nel-web ta​ran​tu​las ten​ta​ti​vely emer​ged.

    "Karmic im​ba​lan​ce," Pen​te​cost re​pe​ated. "I was al​ways ta​ught that if all the ani​mals on earth we​re wi​ped out to​mor​row, the in​sects wo​uld sur​vi​ve. But now the cha​in has star​ted to fal​ter at the very ba​sis of li​fe, and even many of the har​di​est spe​ci​es of in​sect are dying. In​sects, birds, fish and ani​mals all ha​ve so​uls, alt​ho​ugh they're not the sa​me as hu​man be​ings. When the so​uls of men be​co​me ta​in​ted, mal​no​uris​hed and we​ak, they can be rep​la​ced with pu​rer, mo​re dri​ven-to-sur​vi​ve li​fe for​ces. What you're se​e​ing is the start of re​in​car​na​ti​on's rep​la​ce​ment prog​ram."

    "You're tel​ling me I ha​ve to go to my boss and warn him that in​sects' so​uls are co​ming back in​si​de so​ul​less pe​op​le?" as​ked Do​oley un​com​for​tably, re​mem​be​ring the wo​man who had kil​led her hus​band in the man​ner of a pra​ying man​tis de​vo​uring her ma​te.

    "Yes, and the​re's not​hing you can do abo​ut it." Pen​te​cost sat back in sha​dow, res​ting his he​ad aga​inst the wall. "Not this ti​me aro​und, any​way."

    The wo​man drew clo​se and pla​ced her mo​uth di​rectly over Jack​son's, al​lo​wing the spi​der to ex​tend its brist​ling black legs and climb ac​ross, fe​eling its way in​si​de a new warm ha​ven. Jack​son felt so​met​hing tick​le his che​eks, but the​re was swe​at in his eyes and he co​uld not see cle​arly. The in​sect was wrig​gling des​pe​ra​tely, its ha​iry legs spla​ying out​ward as it sup​por​ted a bul​bo​us ve​nom fil​led body. It tri​ed to free it​self, but the wo​man's full lips clo​sed tightly over his, so that the cre​atu​re was fully pro​pel​led from one mo​uth to the ot​her.

    The spi​der's tor​so-sac shif​ted back and forth ac​ross his ton​gue. It was lar​ge and he​avy and preg​nant, a spe​ci​es from Eas​tern Aust​ra​lia, and was fol​lo​wed by anot​her, pus​hed in so hard by the wo​man's ton​gue that the first spi​der stung the in​si​de of his che​ek in dist​ress. With hor​ror, Jack​son re​ali​sed that she was fe​eding him. He gag​ged, the con​tents of his sto​mach ri​sing to spray aci​dic vo​mit over the wrig​gling mass, but she kept her mo​uth clam​ped tightly over his. Jack​son co​uld fe​el the cre​atu​res writ​hing, the ha​irs on the​ir legs pric​king and scratc​hing the back of his thro​at.

    

    Then the​ir po​iso​no​us che​li​ce​rae lo​we​red in​to his soft red flesh, and they star​ted to inj​ect the​ir let​hal ve​nom.

    Who the hell is ever go​ing to be​li​eve that the so​uls of dying li​fe-forms are trans​mig​ra​ting to li​ving hu​mans} tho​ught Do​oley as he he​aded back in​to the fi​er​ce So​uth Be​ach sun​light and ha​iled a cab. Hey, Jack​son wants to chan​ge his job. May​be we can per​su​ade PDHQ to let us set up a spe​ci​al unit; ta​ke a tip from the old Ra​di​ohe​ad song and call it the Kar​ma Po​li​ce. Nah, that's way too whack. How do you pre​vent so​met​hing hap​pe​ning if you don't know who it will get next?
    As he set​tled back in the ta​xi he watc​hed a fat, ju​icy fly craw​ling up the win​dow. Its iri​des​cent wings ca​ught the la​te Mi​ami suns​hi​ne and ref​lec​ted pris​ma​tic shards of ra​in​bow light. The ha​irs on its legs we​re as glossy as ne​ed​les. He had ne​ver no​ti​ced how be​a​uti​ful they we​re be​fo​re now.

    Without thin​king, he lic​ked it off the win​dow and swal​lo​wed.

    

    

7 - Nancy Holder - Cafe Endless: Spring Rain
    

    IT was spring in yo​yo​gi park, and not a ra​in, exactly. Co​ol mist flo​ated in the air, drawn to the he​at of the tho​usand mil​ling bo​di​es, clin​ging to all the things that li​ved: girl gro​ups dres​sed in black la​ce and gar​ters, thirty yo​ung boys dres​sed up as James De​an, pom​pa​do​urs and cha​ins and black le​at​her jac​kets. The pe​ren​ni​al hip​pi​es in black vel​vet hats and tie-dyed dus​ters. Oin​ten Ro​se, the most po​pu​lar Sun​day stre​et band in Ha​ra​j​uku, the​ir pri​de and joy a black bass pla​yer who was ac​tu​al​ly qu​ite go​od.

    It wo​uld ha​ve be​en per​fect day to go to the Emp​ress's iris gar​den in the Me​i​ji Shri​ne comp​lex. If you sto​od still long eno​ugh and sta​red ac​ross the fish pond in a tran​qu​il sta​te, you co​uld see Her Ma​j​esty's spi​rit shim​me​ring in the mist that was not mist but gent​le spring ra​in. But Sa​tos​hi's char​ge for the day was Buch​ner-san, the Ame​ri​can agent for Nip​pon Ko​ku​sai Sang​yo, and she had as​ked to be shown the fa​mo​us stre​et-dan​cing kids of Ha​ra​j​uku.

    She had ma​de the re​qu​est boldly, kno​wing it wasn't the po​li​te Japa​ne​se thing to do. That was no prob​lem; no one in Ni-Ko​ku-Sang​yo ex​pec​ted Buch​ner-san to act Japa​ne​se, and they wo​uld ne​ver ha​ve hi​red her if she had. She was the​ir Ame​ri​can, the​ir con​tact with the Sta​tes, and they wan​ted her as bold and brassy and ut​terly un​subt​le as she was.

    "These are gre​at! This is gre​at!" she kept exc​la​iming as they tra​ver​sed the clo​sed-off bo​ule​vard. As they did each Sun​day, the gro​ups had set up as far apart as pos​sib​le, which was not very far at all; and the din was so gre​at that you co​uldn't he​ar the ge​ne​ra​tors that po​we​red the​ir elect​ric gu​itars. Sa​tos​hi had ne​ver he​ard the ge​ne​ra​tors.

    The fan clubs of the mo​re po​pu​lar gro​ups in​ven​ted ges​tu​res and lit​tle dan​ces to ac​com​pany the songs of the​ir he​ro​es, and as they sho​uted and po​in​ted and shoo-whop​ped, Buch​ner-san sho​uted in his ear, "It's li​ke Rocky Hor​ror! Do you know abo​ut Rocky Hor​ror}"
    "Oh, yes," he sa​id po​li​tely. With the ar​ro​gan​ce of her co​untry​men, which he fo​und so char​ming, she al​ways as​su​med his ig​no​ran​ce. That the​re was a fun​da​men​tal lack in his co​untry. In fact, he had se​en the ori​gi​nal sta​ge play in Lon​don, and had ow​ned a bo​ot​leg la​ser disc be​fo​re Ame​ri​cans co​uld even purc​ha​se la​ser disc pla​yers. "It is very in​te​res​ting."

    "I lo​ve Tim Curry." She flas​hed a smi​le at him. He was get​ting ti​red, but wo​uld ne​ver let her know. All the Eng​lish, all her tal​king and qu​es​ti​ons. Her ener​ge​tic cu​ri​osity. Not that he was comp​la​ining; he was happy to show her this ama​zing Tok​yo phe​no​me​non, and ple​ased if she enj​oyed the​ir Sun​day af​ter​no​on to​get​her. He was Ni-Ko​ku-Sang​yo's rep​re​sen​ta​ti​ve to​day, and en​ter​ta​ining her was his res​pon​si​bi​lity. Sa​tos​hi was a Japa​ne​se man, and ful​fil​ling res​pon​si​bi​li​ti​es with go​od ef​fort ga​ve him a sen​se of pri​de and ac​comp​lish​ment.

    After a whi​le he ste​ered her to the fo​od bo​oths and bo​ught her so​me do​ughy snacks of oc​to​pus me​at and a be​er. When she dis​co​ve​red what she was eating, she la​ug​hed and sa​id "I'm eating oc​to​pus balls!" and Sa​tos​hi la​ug​hed back, alt​ho​ugh ot​her Ame​ri​cans had ma​de the sa​me joke. He didn't mind. He ne​ver fo​und the​ir hu​mo​ur of​fen​si​ve or in​sul​ting, as so​me of his col​le​agu​es did. Ame​ri​cans to him we​re li​ke pup​pi​es, eager, alert, bo​un​ding and fun. Alt​ho​ugh not to be dis​mis​sed as unin​tel​li​gent or lac​king in shrewd​ness. They we​re to​ugh bu​si​nes​smen. Bu​si​ness pe​op​le.
    "Do you be​li​eve in ghosts, Buch​ner-san?" he as​ked her af​ter they fi​nis​hed the​ir snack.

    "Hmm. Do I be​li​eve in ghosts." She lo​oked at him as​kan​ce. "Why do you ask?"

    "If you lo​ok ac​ross the iris gar​den at the Me​i​ji Shri​ne, you can see a ghost."

    "If you're Japa​ne​se." She grin​ned at him. "I'm af​ra​id I'm far too earth​bo​und for that, Na​gai-san."

    "No. An​yo​ne can see it. Be​ca​use it's the​re. No spe​ci​al abi​li​ti​es -or ge​ne​tic tra​its - are re​qu​ired."

    "Then let's go see it."

    He inc​li​ned his he​ad. "Unfor​tu​na​tely, it is now clo​sed. But you must co​me back if you ha​re free ti​me be​fo​re you go. Tell the ta​xi Me​i​ji-jin​gu."
    "And the sub​way stop?"

    How he ad​mi​red the​se Ame​ri​can wo​men! "Me​i​ji-jin​gu-mae."
    "Got it." She was wri​ting it down. Ab​ruptly she frow​ned and lo​oked up. "God, it's ra​ining har​der."

    Perhaps that was her way of hin​ting that she wo​uld li​ke to go, and not an in​di​rect re​bu​ke that he had not tho​ught to warn her that it might ra​in, or to bring umb​rel​las. Or ne​it​her; Ame​ri​cans didn't think li​ke that. It might simply be a com​ment abo​ut the we​at​her.

    "Shall I ta​ke you to Rop​pon​gi? The Hard Rock Ca​fe is the​re." She had ma​de men​ti​on to Sa​tos​hi's boss, Iwa​sa​wa-san, that she wo​uld li​ke to buy a Tok​yo Hard Rock Ca​fe T-shirt for her nep​hew. Alt​ho​ugh she was al​most forty, she was not mar​ri​ed. Iwa​sa​wa pri​va​tely cal​led her "Big Ma​ma". Sa​tos​hi tho​ught that was hi​la​ri​o​us.

    "Oh, the Hard Rock! That'd be gre​at. I want to buy my nep​hew a so​uve​nir." Ob​vi​o​usly she had for​got​ten she'd told Iwa​sa​wa. A Japa​ne​se wo​uld not ha​ve. He - she - wo​uld ha​ve ta​ken it for gran​ted that the re​qu​est had be​en ma​de, and now was abo​ut to be ful​fil​led. And a small notch on the chart of in​deb​ted​ness was now ma​de in fa​vor of Ni-Ko​ku-Sang​yo, to be pa​id at the pro​per ti​me.

    They wal​ked back down the bo​ule​vard, ta​king one last lo​ok at the bands. The ra​in was fal​ling not har​der, but mo​re li​ke gent​le ra​in now, than mist. Per​haps the Ha​ra​j​uku kids wo​uld ha​ve to shut down; all that elect​ri​city co​uld not be sa​fe.

    He be​gan to ha​il a cab, but she as​ked to ta​ke the sub​way "if it's not too much tro​ub​le". Then she wo​uld know how to co​me back if she had ti​me to "vi​sit his ghost". He ac​qu​i​es​ced, con​tent to do as she wis​hed, alt​ho​ugh he was a lit​tle di​sap​po​in​ted. Whi​le with her he was on his ex​pen​se ac​co​unt, and he far pre​fer​red cabs to crow​ded sub​ways.

    He sho​wed her how to walk to the sta​ti​on, po​in​ting out land​marks, and exp​la​ined how to buy a tic​ket. In Japan the​re was no stig​ma at​tac​hed to ig​no​ran​ce, only to not trying one's best. They went to the tra​ins and he exp​la​ined how she co​uld tell she was bo​ar​ding the cor​rect one. With a sen​se of fe​ar​less joy she ab​sor​bed all he sa​id. He was very sorry she wo​uld not me​et Tsu​ki​no​su​ke.

    

    But of co​ur​se, she wo​uld ha​ve qu​ite hap​pily in​for​med him that she didn't be​li​eve in vam​pi​res, eit​her.

    The ri​de was not long but it was crow​ded. He co​uld re​mem​ber a ti​me ye​ars ago when Japa​ne​se pe​op​le sta​red at Ame​ri​cans and Japa​ne​se men gro​ped Ame​ri​can wo​men on the tra​ins as ever​yo​ne sto​od net​ted to​get​her li​ke fish. Now it was Tok​yo, Lon​don, New York, the three big ci​ti​es of the world, and such days of pri​mi​ti​ve be​ha​vi​o​ur we​re over.

    As they as​cen​ded the Rop​pon​gi sta​ti​on, the ra​in was fal​ling li​ke the strands of spi​der webs catc​hing dew. Sa​tos​hi's chest tigh​te​ned. He to​ok me​asu​red steps as they tur​ned the cor​ner past the big cof​fee ho​use, Al​mond, pre​ten​ding he was scan​ning for umb​rel​las. Re​so​ur​ce​ful Rop​pon​gi merc​hants kept sup​pli​es of che​ap umb​rel​las on hand for sud​den thun​ders​ho​wers.

    People hur​ri​ed in​to Al​mond, jam​ming the pink-and-whi​te fo​yer and cram​ming in​to bo​oths for hot cof​fee and past​ri​es. Hor​des of yo​ung Japa​ne​se girls, gig​gling and be​a​uti​ful​ly dres​sed. No ot​her wo​men on earth dres​sed with as much fas​hi​on and tas​te as Tok​yo​ites. Alt​ho​ugh Sa​tos​hi was al​most thirty, he was not mar​ri​ed, eit​her. He ima​gi​ned his re​asons we​re mo​re com​pel​ling than Buch​ner-san's.

    As they pas​sed the win​dows resp​len​dent with bright pink bo​oths, he had to for​ce him​self not to lo​ok to the right and up to the le​aded-glass win​dows on the third flo​or of the bu​il​ding. Still, he saw in his mind the​ir ex​qu​isi​te, an​ci​ent be​a​uty and his he​art be​gan to po​und, much as he ima​gi​ned Buch​ner-san's he​art wo​uld if she saw the Emp​ress's ghost. The throb​bing tra​vel​led thro​ugh his ve​ins and ar​te​ri​es to his gro​in, a jo​ur​ney of​ten ta​ken in this vi​ci​nity.

    Ignoring the gro​wing, bi​ting ple​asu​re, Sa​tos​hi be​gan to le​ad his Ame​ri​can char​ge down the ma​in stre​et. Half​way bet​we​en he​re and Tok​yo To​wer was the Hard Rock Ca​fe. Be​ers the​re cur​rently went for eight hund​red yen, abo​ut eight dol​lars. That wo​uld gi​ve her so​met​hing to talk abo​ut back ho​me.

    His back was to the win​dows, but he felt the sud​den he​at of the spring ra​in, and he strug​gled not to turn aro​und.

    Buchner-san to​uc​hed his arm, and he al​most sho​uted. "Wa​it, Na​gai-san, ple​ase. What's that pla​ce?"

    

    Of co​ur​se it had drawn her. How co​uld it not? He rep​li​ed, as evenly as he co​uld, "Oh, that's Ca​fe End​less."

    "Those win​dows are be​a​uti​ful!"

    As in​de​ed they we​re, even in the grey light of spring ra​in: tur​qu​o​ise and eme​rald and ruby blo​od; la​pis and onyx. The​re we​re no de​signs, no pat​terns, but one res​pon​ded to the in​ten​ti​on: en​ti​ce​ment, se​duc​ti​on, pro​mi​se.

    She sa​id "I wish I had my ca​me​ra."

    Immediately Sa​tos​hi be​gan to scan for ins​tant ca​me​ras as well as umb​rel​las. Buch​ner-san had no idea he was do​ing so. She was sta​ring at the win​dows, una​wa​re that was​hes of co​lo​ur we​re shif​ting over her fa​ce. Hypno​sis; Sa​tos​hi felt only a fle​eting pang of je​alo​usy, for he was se​cu​re in his lo​ve.

    And his ne​ed.

    "Let's go the​re." She jab​bed her fin​ger to​ward the win​dows as if he might not know whe​re she me​ant. "We co​uld get so​me cof​fee."

    He smi​led. If that was what she wan​ted to do, that was what they wo​uld do. "As you wish."

    "Oh. That is, if you ha​ve ti​me." Now she lo​oked con​cer​ned. She chec​ked her watch. Ame​ri​cans we​re so un​be​li​evably di​rect, yet they cons​tantly put ot​hers in the most awk​ward of po​si​ti​ons. How co​uld he ever ad​mit that yes, he was in a bit of a rush? For now he was be​gin​ning to swe​at, so clo​se we​re they to Ca​fe End​less. The scars on his neck bur​ned; on his chest, bur​ned; on his pe​nis and tes​tic​les. Bur​ned up.

    "Of co​ur​se we ha​ve plenty of ti​me." He ges​tu​red for her to go first, alt​ho​ugh it ma​de mo​re sen​se for him to le​ad the way. She smi​led at him, happy puppy, and with his gu​idan​ce be​hind her, led the way to the pla​in grey ele​va​tor that ope​ned on​to the stre​et.

    They got in and he punc​hed the but​ton for the third flo​or. The do​ors ope​ned and he shep​her​ded her out, very po​li​tely. The​re was no sign, alt​ho​ugh it was not a pri​va​te club.

    "Do you think they'll ha​ve cap​puc​ci​no?" she as​ked over her sho​ul​der. So far they had not be​en ab​le to find cap​puc​ci​no for her. He had a fe​eling they cal​led it so​met​hing el​se in Japa​ne​se, alt​ho​ugh he didn't know what. That co​uld ha​ve be​en a ca​use for em​bar​ras​sment, but sin​ce she was Ame​ri​can it was simply an amu​sing puz​zle for them to sol​ve.

    

    "Perhaps they will," he sa​id. Be​fo​re he ope​ned the swir​ling Art No​uve​au do​ors of car​ved wo​od flo​wers and etc​hed pas​tel glass, he smel​led the blo​od that was for him the es​sen​ce of Ca​fe End​less. He bre​at​hed in and dre​amed of pa​in, and of her.
    Cafe End​less.

    He had first se​en her in the win​ter, in a ka​bu​ki play, which was out​ra​ge​o​us: even in ult​ra-mo​dern Japan, wo​men did not per​form ka​bu​ki. It was the pro​vin​ce of men, men pla​ying men and men pla​ying wo​men and men be​li​eving in the wo​men and men be​li​eving them​sel​ves to be wo​men, so strong was the​ir com​mit​ment and ta​lent.

    He had duc​ked in​to the ka​bu​ki the​at​re only to get out of a dri​ving win​ter ra​in. It was so odd, the stre​ets icy, the sky li​qu​id. It se​emed that as so​on as the ra​in hit the earth, it fro​ze. He was lo​aded with par​cels from his shop​ping ex​pe​di​ti​on: this was the Gin​za, the fa​mo​us shop​ping dist​rict of Tok​yo, and he was bu​ying him​self a new su​it to ce​leb​ra​te his pro​mo​ti​on. But he was lo​aded down, and it was rush ho​ur; so he tho​ught to buy a stan​ding-ro​om-only tic​ket for one act of ka​bu​ki un​til things cal​med down.

    Inexplicably (to this day), the​re had be​en plenty of se​ats, and he had be​en ab​le to set​tle in and re​lax. The scrim had lif​ted; the mu​si​ci​ans be​gan to play.

    Marvel.

    She dan​ced of a snow ghost, tra​ve​ling sadly thro​ugh a lands​ca​pe of whi​te. Shim​me​ring whi​te and blue, a fi​gu​re of dis​tinct and pro​fo​und lo​ne​li​ness, a cre​atu​re of tra​gedy.

    And then a bri​de: mo​ment of joy! Flas​hing snowf​la​ke ins​tant!

    And then a he​ron, a bird of ma​j​esty and de​li​cacy. To him, a win​ged pic​tu​re of fi​de​lity and for​be​aran​ce that flew away, away, over the snow.

    Silence had blan​ke​ted the the​at​re, then ap​pla​use so overw​hel​ming that Sa​tos​hi ab​sor​bed it as if for him​self, and wept. Backs​ta​ge he tri​ed to find the ac​tor, bil​led as Tsu​ki​no​su​ke. But no one saw Tsu​ki​no​su​ke then, nor ever aga​in.

    In that win​ter ra​in he had stumb​led out of the the​at​re, be​reft. He was in lo​ve with that dan​cing cre​atu​re. His new clot​hes, his pro​mo​ti​on, his be​ing we​re me​aning​less be​si​de the be​a​uty of that dan​ce. As ne​ver be​fo​re, he un​ders​to​od the vi​ta​lity of tra​di​ti​on, the dig​nity of the wors​hip of what had exis​ted be​fo​re one's own self had co​me in​to be​ing. The​re was no sha​me in awe; the​re was exal​ta​ti​on.

    The won​der was that she be​li​eved that, too.

    Now, with Buch​ner-san, he sat at a wro​ught-iron tab​le of le​aves and se​xu​al flo​wers top​ped with glass. Af​ter so​me dis​cus​si​on the wa​iter bro​ught Sa​tos​hi so​me ab​sint​he and - vo​ila! - what they cal​led ca​fe au la​it in Japan, but in Ame​ri​ca was cap​puc​ci​no.
    "It's li​ke fin​ding the Holy Gra​il," Sa​tos​hi sa​id as the wa​iter set the cup down be​fo​re his char​ge. "I fe​el that I can die now." Buch​ner-san la​ug​hed long and hard and told him he was a card.

    As they sip​ped the​ir be​ve​ra​ges, he co​uldn't help but lo​ok past her to​ward the do​ors on the ot​her si​de of the ca​fe. She wasn't the​re; he wo​uld fe​el it if she we​re. But the​re was ex​qu​isi​te pa​in in the lon​ging that ma​de his body tight and hot and bre​ath​less.

    And then:

    Marvel.

    As the we​ak sun be​gan to sink and the win​dows was​hed oran​ge, crim​son, blo​od, blo​od red, the Chi​ne​se scar​let of dying birds. Vo​lup​tu​o​us and os​ten​ta​ti​o​us, free of rest​ra​int, sme​ars and po​ols of red that trans​for​med the ro​oms of Ca​fe End​less in​to the cham​bers of a be​ating he​art.

    "Oh," Buch​ner-san mur​mu​red, "lo​ok." She po​in​ted at a mir​ror, and for a mo​ment he pa​nic​ked. Slowly he swi​vel​led his he​ad, and saw his ref​lec​ti​on. And he knew in that mo​ment that he did not fully trust her, and he was as​ha​med. Qu​ickly he re​co​ve​red him​self and sa​id not​hing, wa​iting for a cue to re​ve​al what Buch​ner-san was tal​king abo​ut.

    "I lo​ok li​ke I'm ble​eding." She ma​de a lit​tle fa​ce. "I lo​ok ter​rib​le!"

    "Never." Sa​tos​hi pic​ked up his ab​sint​he and sip​ped the bit​ter li​qu​e​ur. Disc​re​etly he held it in his mo​uth so that the tas​te wo​uld lin​ger when she kis​sed him.

    "Oh, you're so gal​lant." She smi​led at him and tur​ned her he​ad this way and that. "It's gho​ulish."

    "No, very lo​vely. Very ka​bu​ki."
    

    She struck a po​se, til​ting her he​ad and cros​sing her eyes. "Ban​zai!"
    He li​ked her so very much. For a mo​ment he con​si​de​red sha​ring his si​tu​ati​on with her, not in the sen​se of tel​ling her abo​ut it but of in​vi​ting her to par​ti​ci​pa​te. But as she sa​id, she was far too earth-bo​und for that. And he was too sel​fish.

    Then it was dark. "Jesus, we've be​en he​re for over an ho​ur!" she sa​id, glan​cing at her watch. "It se​ems li​ke we just got he​re." She dra​ined her cup. "I've got to get go​ing." Sa​tos​hi let the last few drops of ab​sint​he sli​de down his thro​at and sig​nal​led for the check. "No, no, you stay. I'll grab a cab."

    "Your Hard Rock T-shirts. It will only ta​ke a mi​nu​te," he sa​id, and then: Mar​vel. Wa​ves of ple​asu​re, ex​ci​te​ment, de​si​re. The blo​od in his ve​ins war​med, li​te​ral​ly; he be​gan to swe​at, his or​gans to warm. Warm, end​les​sly warm, he​at mel​ting away the last snow, the first end​less spring ra​in. His nip​ples har​de​ned, his pe​nis stif​fe​ned and throb​bed, his tes​tic​les cont​rac​ted and pul​sa​ted with se​men.

    "I'll ha​ve to get them la​ter," she sa​id bre​ath​les​sly. "I ha​ve a din​ner to​night."

    "Oh, I'm so sorry." It was na​tu​ral to apo​lo​gi​se. He hadn't as​ked how long she co​uld stay out. His fo​re​he​ad be​aded with pers​pi​ra​ti​on and he put his hands in his lap be​ca​use they we​re sha​king. If he left Ca​fe End​less now, he wo​uld pro​bably fall to his kne​es in the stre​et, re​eling.

    He got to his fe​et. "I'll ta​ke you back to yo​ur ho​tel."

    "No, no, I'll grab a ta​xi." She held out a hand. "Don't worry abo​ut it, Na​gai-san. It's re​al​ly no prob​lem."

    The wa​iter si​lently gli​ded over to the​ir glass and me​tal tab​le. Sa​tos​hi sig​ned for the drinks. Mo​ving ca​uti​o​usly, he got to his fe​et. His mo​uth was fil​led with ab​sint​he and the me​mory of blo​od. His scars ac​hed, and bur​ned. He da​ubed his fo​re​he​ad with his hand​kerc​hi​ef and put it back in his poc​ket.

    "You re​al​ly don't ha​ve to bot​her," Buch​ner-san as​su​red him as they went to the ele​va​tor. "I'll just grab a cab on the stre​et."

    They got to the gro​und flo​or. Sa​tos​hi felt as if his pe​nis we​re be​ing pul​led thro​ugh the ce​iling of the ele​va​tor and back to Ca​fe End​less, back to the ro​oms abo​ve Ca​fe End​less. She was the​re. She was the​re, and she was wa​iting, his blue snow god​dess.

    

    Buchner-san cri​ed, "Lo​ok, the​re's one!" and wa​ved her hand. Ins​tantly a cab pul​led over. Sa​tos​hi had be​en to New York many ti​mes, and re​ali​sed that he wo​uld pro​bably ne​ver see that lo​ud, ra​uco​us pla​ce aga​in.

    "Thank you so much," Buch​ner-san told him as she clim​bed in​to the cab. Sa​tos​hi smi​led and told the dri​ver in Japa​ne​se exactly whe​re her ho​tel was. "It's be​en so ni​ce to see you. I'm re​al​ly sorry I ha​ve to dash off li​ke this."

    "Oh, ple​ase ex​cu​se me," Sa​tos​hi rep​li​ed. His Eng​lish was be​gin​ning to go. "It was not​hing." He wo​uld or​der a num​ber of T-shirts from the Hard Rock and ha​ve them sent to her ho​tel. Dif​fe​rent si​zes and the two cho​ices, whi​te or black. But not too many to overw​helm her. Just eno​ugh to imp​ress her and per​haps - if it we​re pos​sib​le to so af​fect this brassy Ame​ri​can lady - to ma​ke her fe​el in​deb​ted to him and the​re​fo​re, to Nip​pon Ko​ku​sai Sang​yo.

    "Ciao!" she cri​ed ga​ily, and the ta​xi to​ok off, we​aving her in​to the traf​fic and fab​ric of Rop​pon​gi.

    He stumb​led, wi​ping his fo​re​he​ad, and lurc​hed back to the ele​va​tor. No one el​se was in​si​de; he fell aga​inst the wall and clo​sed his eyes, his pe​nis fi​ery, fo​und the but​tons and hit the one not for the third flo​or and Ca​fe End​less, but for the fo​urth flo​or, whe​re she was wa​iting.

    He saw her as he ope​ned the do​or, as she of​ten ap​pe​ared to him: Tsu​ki​no​su​ke, ka​bu​ki mas​ter in a ki​mo​no of ice blue, snowy whi​te and gol​den he​rons who​se emb​ro​ide​red wings we​re the long, flo​or-length sle​eves of the fa​bu​lo​us gown. She twir​led slowly in a circ​le, her fa​ce chalk whi​te as if with ka​bu​ki ma​ke-up, her eyes black and li​qu​id. Her ha​ir, a long ta​il of smo​ke that re​ac​hed her hips. Her mo​uth, tiny red fla​me. In her hands she held two whi​te fans that she mo​ved li​ke he​ron's wings. The ro​om was Japa​ne​se, spa​re and be​a​uti​ful and na​tu​ral, with pa​per sho​ji walls and straw ta​ta​mi flo​ors. Two pen and ink dra​wings of iri​ses flan​ked her as she sto​od aga​inst the black-night win​dow, the cur​ta​ins pul​led back.

    "Good eve​ning," he sa​id, loc​king the do​or. She re​gar​ded him. She ra​rely spo​ke. Slowly she wa​ved the fans, as if te​asing the fla​mes in his blo​od to ri​se.

    He pul​led off his sho​es and clot​hes and went to her, fa​cing her.

    

    She mo​ved her fans over him. He ope​ned his mo​uth and she flic​ked one of the fans shut and held it si​de​ways. He ac​cep​ted it in​to his mo​uth. She pul​led from the folds of her ki​mo​no sle​eve two whi​te silk sas​hes, ca​me be​hind him, and ti​ed it to the ends of the fan, bro​ught it aro​und, ti​ed the ot​her ends be​hind his he​ad so that he was gag​ged with the fan. His eyes wa​te​red as if from smo​ke. His body qu​ive​red.

    A sli​ce ac​ross his but​tocks. He al​most ej​acu​la​ted.

    A sli​ce over the net​her part of his tes​tic​les. A pe​arl of se​men blos​so​med on the tip of his pe​nis as he mo​aned.

    The blo​od, trick​ling.

    Holding his pe​nis, stro​king with her fri​gid hands and long na​ils, she sli​ced his neck.

    Drinking, drin​king as he be​ca​me a bon​fi​re, ta​king mo​re, dra​ining mo​re, and mo​re and mo​re as he be​gan to sus​pect with mo​un​ting ecs​tasy that this was the night, to​night it was the ful​fil​ment, and he gro​aned lo​uder, figh​ting not to co​me.

    Too la​te, al​most too la​te, they fell to the fu​ton that when he to​uc​hed it, be​ca​me a fi​eld of snow thro​ugh which tiny iris buds shot. Her long black ha​ir swir​led li​ke wa​ves aga​inst the mo​on. She threw open her legs and Sa​tos​hi thrust him​self in​to the ici​ness. From his pe​nis ro​se ste​am that was not ste​am but spring mist.

    Oh, he lo​ved her, he lo​ved her; and he fil​led her as she ga​ve a ho​ar​se growl de​ep in her chest. And still co​ming, as she ca​me, he re​ac​hed un​der the fu​ton for the sta​ke and pres​sed it bet​we​en her bre​asts un​til drop​lets of blo​od burb​led hot aro​und the tip. Her eyes we​re wild with ple​asu​re and fe​ar; she threw back her he​ad and con​vul​sed aro​und him. He pus​hed har​der than he ever had be​fo​re, pi​er​cing the skin. She gas​ped and re​ac​hed out her hands to stop him.

    He cap​tu​red one of her arms and slip​ped the black vel​vet rest​ra​int aro​und her whi​te, cold wrist. Pul​led on the ro​pe thro​ugh the ho​ok in the wo​oden bra​ce of the wall, ta​king up all the slack un​til she was stretc​hed, hard. Rest​ra​ined her ot​her arm. She sob​bed on​ce, and he co​uld see the qu​es​ti​on in her eyes as well: To​night}
    He lo​oked past her eyes and in​to her ha​ir that swir​led and mo​ved and ma​de him see ghosts. Then he ro​se and went to the pho​ne be​si​de the al​co​ve whe​re he pra​yed to his an​ces​tors. Chrysant​he-mums, not iri​ses, sto​od in a black bowl. A scroll of a he​ron flap​ped gently aga​inst the wall.

    He to​ok the gag out of his mo​uth and cal​led the Hard Rock Ca​fe and or​de​red the T-shirts, gi​ving them the num​ber of his Nip​pon Ko​ku​sai Sang​yo En​terp​ri​ses Vi​sa card. Buch​ner-san's ho​tel ad​dress.

    The joy of be​ing Japa​ne​se was that each ac​ti​on exis​ted for it​self, and ful​fil​ment was pos​sib​le in in​fi​ni​te, disc​re​et mo​ments. He had be​en a go​od rep​re​sen​ta​ti​ve of Nip​pon Ko​ku​sai Sang​yo. He had be​en a go​od host. He had be​en a go​od man.

    He wo​uld be a go​od vam​pi​re.

    "Satoshi," she whis​pe​red, and his he​art se​ized in​si​de him as if she we​re bo​iling the blo​od in​to a he​art at​tack. Si​lently he re​tur​ned to her. She was still bo​und, and she writ​hed. Ope​ning her mo​uth, she bec​ko​ned him to​ward her. He co​ve​red her, clo​sing his eyes, bra​cing him​self.

    Fire, fi​re and pa​in; he felt the blo​od strip​ped from his ve​ins and ar​te​ri​es li​ke gun​pow​der tra​ils. Her whi​te fa​ce be​ne​ath his as he har​de​ned aga​in and thrust in​si​de her whi​le she suc​ked and suc​ked. He wasn't af​ra​id, and he was ter​ri​fi​ed.

    Then it was hap​pe​ning, not as she had ever sa​id it wo​uld, be​ca​use she had ne​ver told him what it wo​uld be li​ke. But his so​ul ro​se in​to the sky li​ke a va​por and ho​ve​red with the stars abo​ve Ca​fe End​less. He had a sen​se that she was with him; to​get​her they so​ared thro​ugh the ex​qu​isi​te night sky of Tok​yo, lights and clo​uds and mo​on and spring ra​in drop​ping on umb​rel​las and up​tur​ned fa​ces, the wings of he​rons.

    On the ro​of gar​den of the New Ota​ni Ho​tel, whe​re Buch​ner-san lay.

    In thro​ugh her win​dow. She stir​red and mo​aned. Soft from a bath, and frag​rant, and se​aring to his to​uch. She slept na​ked. Sa​tos​hi gli​ded over her bur​ning bre​asts and par​ted her bur​ning legs. She pro​tes​ted mildly, as​le​ep or enth​ral​led; he bent over her. He was very, very cold and she was hot eno​ugh to melt me​tal. Whe​re he to​uc​hed her, ste​am ro​se. And smo​ke.

    Then the va​po​ur that was she gu​ided him to Buch​ner-san's neck. Te​ars slid down his fa​ce and be​ca​me spark​ling icic​les. He bent, and drank.

    

    Ecstasy! La​va in​to his fre​ezing lo​ins, his pe​nis, his he​art. Warm cand​le wax, bo​iling mi​so so​up. A bath among ste​aming rocks and bub​bling hot springs. And ple​asu​re of the most sen​su​o​us na​tu​re, hard and soft, pli​ant and con​qu​ering. It wo​uld be his last gift to Buch​ner-san, whom he ad​mi​red gre​atly.

    And she with him, ta​king al​so, then sha​ring with him, her hands on his body, in​si​de his body.

    Ecstasy! Be​yond all ima​gi​ning; the ful​fil​ment of the dan​ce she had pro​mi​sed short months be​fo​re, in​desc​ri​bab​le won​der that set him to we​eping.

    And then:

    On top of her body, on the fu​ton, as she pul​led her te​eth from his neck and swal​lo​wed the last pe​arly drops. His eyes ba​rely ab​le to open. He whis​pe​red, "Was it just a dre​am?"

    Her black eyes ans​we​red, "Wasn't it all just a dre​am?" And Sa​tos​hi was sor​row​ful for everyt​hing left be​hind, for this disc​re​te, in​fi​ni​te mo​ment that he wo​uld lo​se and for all the ot​her mo​ments that had be​en his li​fe.

    They re​gar​ded one anot​her.

    She whis​pe​red, in her re​al vo​ice, "It will be so​on. Hold me very tightly."

    He did, arms aro​und hers, legs aro​und hers. He fo​ught to ke​ep his eyes open. Hers we​re dro​oping as well. He had tho​ught they wo​uld be awa​re to​get​her.

    Moments pas​sed. As he drow​sed, he lis​te​ned to the ra​in.

    Then he felt the he​at on his sho​ul​der first. He gas​ped and his eyes pop​ped open. Be​ne​ath him, she to​ok a sharp bre​ath and ten​sed, and lo​oked at him.

    "I'm not af​ra​id," he whis​pe​red. And truly as ne​ver be​fo​re, he un​ders​to​od the vi​ta​lity of tra​di​ti​on, the dig​nity of the wors​hip of what had exis​ted be​fo​re one's own self had co​me in​to be​ing. The​re was no sha​me in awe; the​re was exal​ta​ti​on.

    "Nor I," she sa​id. "Nor am I af​ra​id."

    Then at on​ce he ig​ni​ted. Fla​mes and smo​ke; he he​ard the cho​ked cry in his thro​at but then had no thro​at to exp​ress it. Ha​ir, skin, bo​ne, but no blo​od as the we​ak sun be​gan to ri​se and the win​dow was​hed oran​ge, crim​son, blo​od, blo​od red, the Chi​ne​se scar​let of dying birds. For​gi​ving and en​du​ring, free of rest​ra​int, crack​les and was​hes of red that trans​for​med the ro​oms abo​ve Ca​fe End​less in​to the cham​bers of a bur​ning, stil​ling he​art.

    And then, as she ca​ught fi​re as well, a mo​ment of joy! Flas​hing snowf​la​ke ins​tant!

    Writhing, they dan​ced of ghosts tra​vel​ling glo​ri​o​usly thro​ugh a lands​ca​pe of whi​te. Ka​bu​ki mas​ters, trans​cen​dent be​ings shim​me​ring whi​te and blue, fi​gu​res of dis​tinct and pro​fo​und com​pa​ni​ons​hip, cre​atu​res of tri​umph.

    And then, two simp​le he​rons, birds of ma​j​esty and de​li​cacy. A win​ged pic​tu​re of fi​de​lity and for​be​aran​ce that flew away,

    away, in​to the spring ra​in that was not ra​in exactly, but te​ars of ex​qu​isi​te emo​ti​on, to the Emp​ress's iris gar​den, whe​re the ghosts of ot​her he​rons li​ved.

    

    

8 - Thomas Ligotti - The Medusa
I
    

    Before le​aving his ro​om Lu​ci​an Dreg​ler transc​ri​bed a few stray tho​ughts in​to his no​te​bo​ok.

    The si​nis​ter, the ter​rib​le ne​ver de​ce​ive: the sta​te in which they le​ave us is al​ways one of en​ligh​ten​ment. And only this con​di​ti​on of vi​ci​o​us in​sight al​lows us a full grasp of the world, all things con​si​de​red, just as a fri​gid me​lanc​holy grants us full pos​ses​si​on of our​sel​ves.

    We may hi​de from hor​ror only in the he​art of hor​ror.

    Could I be so uni​que among dre​amers, ha​ving co​ur​ted the Me​du​sa - my first and ol​dest com​pa​ni​on - to the exc​lu​si​on of all ot​hers? Wo​uld I ha​ve her res​pond to this swe​et talk?

    Relieved to ha​ve the​se frag​ments sa​fely on the pa​ge rat​her than in so​me pre​ca​ri​o​us men​tal no​te​bo​ok, whe​re they we​re li​kely to be​co​me smud​ged or al​to​get​her ef​fa​ced, Dreg​ler slip​ped in​to an old over​co​at, loc​ked the do​or of his ro​om be​hind him, and exi​ted down a se​ri​es of sta​ir​ca​ses at the back of his apart​ment bu​il​ding. An an​gu​lar pat​tern of stre​ets and al​leys was his usu​al ro​ute to a cer​ta​in pla​ce he now and then vi​si​ted, tho​ugh for ti​me's sa​ke - in or​der to was​te it, that is - he cho​se to stray from his co​ur​se at se​ve​ral po​ints. He was me​eting an ac​qu​a​in​tan​ce he had not se​en in qu​ite a whi​le.

    The pla​ce was very dark, tho​ugh no mo​re than in past ex​pe​ri​en​ce, and much mo​re po​pu​la​ted than it first ap​pe​ared to Dreg​ler's eyes. He pa​used at the do​or​way, slowly but unsys​te​ma​ti​cal​ly re​mo​ving his glo​ves, whi​le his vi​si​on wor​ked with the fa​int ha​los of il​lu​mi​na​ti​on of​fe​red by lamps of tar​nis​hed me​tal, which we​re spa​ced so wi​dely along the walls that the light of one lamp se​emed ba​rely to link up and pro​pa​ga​te that of its ne​igh​bo​ur. Gra​du​al​ly, then, the dark​ness sif​ted away, re​ve​aling the sha​pes be​ne​ath it: a be​aming fo​re​he​ad with the glit​ter of wi​re-rim​med eyeg​las​ses be​low, ci​ga​ret​te hol​ding and be​rin​ged fin​gers lying as​le​ep on a tab​le, sho​es of shi​ning le​at​her which tic​ked lightly aga​inst Dreg​ler's own as he now pas​sed ca​uti​o​usly thro​ugh the ro​om. At the back sto​od a co​lumn of sta​irs co​iling up to anot​her le​vel, which was mo​re an ap​pen​ded plat​form, a lit​tle brow of bal​cony, than a sec​ti​on of the es​tab​lish​ment pro​per. This le​vel was ca​ged in at its brink with a ra​iling const​ruc​ted of the sa​me rat​her wiry and fra​gi​le ma​te​ri​al as the sta​ir​way, gi​ving this area the ap​pe​aran​ce of a ma​kes​hift scaf​fol​ding. Rat​her slowly, Dreg​ler as​cen​ded the sta​irs.

    "Good eve​ning, Joseph," Dreg​ler sa​id to the man se​ated at the tab​le be​si​de an unu​su​al​ly tall and nar​row win​dow. Joseph Gle​er sta​red for a mo​ment at the old glo​ves Dreg​ler had tos​sed on​to the tab​le.

    "You still ha​ve tho​se sa​me old glo​ves," he rep​li​ed to the gre​eting, then lif​ted his ga​ze, grin​ning: "And that over​co​at!"

    Gleer sto​od up and the two men sho​ok hands. Then they both sat down and Gle​er, in​di​ca​ting the empty glass bet​we​en them on the tab​le, as​ked Dreg​ler if he still drank brandy. Dreg​ler nod​ded, and Gle​er sa​id "Co​ming up" be​fo​re le​aning over the ra​il a lit​tle ways and hol​ding out two fin​gers in vi​ew of so​me​one in the sha​dows be​low.

    "Is this just a sen​ti​men​tal sympo​si​um, Joseph?" in​qu​ired the now un​co​ated Dreg​ler.

    "In part. Wa​it un​til we've got our drinks, so you can pro​perly cong​ra​tu​la​te me."

    Dregler nod​ded aga​in, scan​ning Gle​er's fa​ce wit​ho​ut any ob​ser​vab​le up​sur​ge in cu​ri​osity. A for​mer col​le​ague from Dreg​ler's te​ac​hing days, Gle​er had al​ways pos​ses​sed an open zest for mi​nor int​ri​gu​es, aca​de​mic or ot​her​wi​se, and an ad​dic​ti​on to the de​ta​ils of ri​tu​al and pro​to​col, anyt​hing pre​for​mu​la​ted and with pre​ce​dent. He al​so had a li​king for petty sec​rets, as long as he was among tho​se privy to them. For ins​tan​ce, in dis​cus​si​ons - no mat​ter if the su​bj​ect was phi​lo​sophy or old films - Gle​er to​ok an ob​vi​o​us de​light in re​ve​aling, usu​al​ly at so​me ad​van​ced sta​ge of the dis​pu​te, that he had qu​ite kno​wingly sup​por​ted so​me tre​ac​he​ro​usly ab​surd scho​ol of tho​ught. His per​ver​sity con​fes​sed, he wo​uld then as​sist, and even sur​pass, his op​po​nent in de​mo​lis​hing what was left of his old po​si​ti​on, sup​po​sedly for the gre​ater glory of di​sin​te​res​ted in​tel​lects everyw​he​re. But at the sa​me ti​me, Dreg​ler saw per​fectly well what Gle​er was up to. And tho​ugh it was not al​ways easy to play in​to Gle​er's hands, it was this sec​ret co​un​ter-know​led​ge that pro​vi​ded Dreg​ler's so​le amu​se​ment in the​se men​tal con​tests, for

    Nothing that asks for yo​ur ar​gu​ments is worth ar​gu​ing, just as not​hing that so​li​cits yo​ur be​li​ef is worth be​li​eving. The re​al and the un​re​al lo​vingly co​ha​bit in our ter​ror, the only "sphe​re" that mat​ters.

    Perhaps sec​re​ti​ve​ness, then, was the ba​sis of the two men's re​la​ti​ons​hip, a fla​wed sec​re​ti​ve​ness in Gle​er's ca​se, a con​sum​ma​te one in Dreg​ler's.

    Now he​re he was, Gle​er, ke​eping Dreg​ler in so-cal​led sus​pen​se. His eyes, Dreg​ler's, we​re aimed at the tall nar​row win​dow, be​yond which we​re the ba​re up​per branc​hes of an elm that twis​ted with spect​ral mo​ve​ments un​der the flo​od​lights fi​xed high upon the out​si​de wall. But every few mo​ments Dreg​ler glan​ced at Gle​er, who​se baby​li​ke fe​atu​res we​re so re​mar​kably unc​han​ged: the cu-pid's bow lips, the co​okie-do​ugh che​eks, the tiny grey eyes now al​most bu​ri​ed wit​hin the flesh of a fa​ce too of​ten scre​wed up with la​ugh​ter.

    A wo​man with two glas​ses on a cork-bot​to​med tray was stan​ding over the tab​le. Whi​le Gle​er pa​id for the drinks, Dreg​ler lif​ted his and held it in the po​si​ti​on of a lazy sa​lu​te. The wo​man who had bro​ught the drinks lo​oked bri​efly and wit​ho​ut exp​res​si​on at to​ast​mas​ter Dreg​ler. Then she went away and Dreg​ler, with fal​se ig​no​ran​ce, sa​id: "To yo​ur up​co​ming or re​cently pas​sed event, wha​te​ver it may be or ha​ve be​en."

    "I ho​pe it will be for li​fe this ti​me, thank you, Lu​ci​an."

    "What is this, qu​in​tus?"

    "Quartus, if you don't mind."

    "Of co​ur​se, my me​mory is as bad as my po​wers of ob​ser​va​ti​on. Ac​tu​al​ly I was lo​oking for so​met​hing shi​ning on yo​ur fin​ger, when I sho​uld ha​ve se​en the shi​ne of yo​ur eyes. No ring, tho​ugh, from the bri​de?"

    

    Gleer re​ac​hed in​to the open neck of his shirt and pul​led out a length of de​li​ca​te cha​in work, dang​ling at the end of which was a tiny ro​se-co​lo​red di​amond in a pla​in sil​ver set​ting.

    "Modern in​no​va​ti​ons," he sa​id ne​ut​ral​ly, rep​la​cing the cha​in and sto​ne. "The mo​derns must ha​ve them, I sup​po​se, but mar​ri​age is still mar​ri​age."

    "Here's to the Mid​dle Ages," Dreg​ler sa​id with unas​ha​med we​ari​ness.

    "And the mid​dle-aged," ref​ra​ined Gle​er.

    The men sat in si​len​ce for so​me mo​ments. Dreg​ler's eyes mo​ved on​ce mo​re aro​und that sha​dowy loft, whe​re a few tab​les sha​red the light of a sing​le lamp. Most of its dim glow back​fi​red on​to the wall, re​ve​aling the con​cent​ric co​ils of the wo​od's knotty sur​fa​ce. Ta​king a calm sip of his drink, Dreg​ler wa​ited.

    "Lucian," Gle​er fi​nal​ly be​gan in a vo​ice so qu​i​et that it was ne​arly ina​udib​le.

    "I'm lis​te​ning," Dreg​ler as​su​red him.

    "I didn't ask you he​re just to com​me​mo​ra​te my mar​ri​age. It's be​en al​most a ye​ar, you know. Not that that wo​uld ma​ke any dif​fe​ren​ce to you."

    Dregler sa​id not​hing, en​co​ura​ging Gle​er with re​cep​ti​ve si​len​ce.

    "Since that ti​me," Gle​er con​ti​nu​ed, "my wi​fe and I ha​ve both ta​ken le​aves from the uni​ver​sity and ha​ve be​en tra​vel​ling, mostly aro​und the Me​di​ter​ra​ne​an. We've just re​tur​ned a few days ago. Wo​uld you li​ke anot​her drink? You went thro​ugh that one rat​her qu​ickly."

    "No, thank you. Ple​ase go on," Dreg​ler re​qu​es​ted very po​li​tely.

    After anot​her gulp of brandy, Gle​er con​ti​nu​ed. "Lu​ci​an, I've ne​ver un​ders​to​od yo​ur fas​ci​na​ti​on with what you call the Me​du​sa. I'm not su​re I ca​re to, tho​ugh I've ne​ver told you that. But thro​ugh no de​li​be​ra​te ef​forts of my own, let me emp​ha​si​se, I think I can furt​her yo​ur, I gu​ess you co​uld say, pur​su​it. You are still in​te​res​ted in the mat​ter, aren't you?"

    "Yes, but I'm too po​or to af​ford Pe​lo​pon​ne​si​an ja​unts li​ke the one you and yo​ur wi​fe ha​ve just re​tur​ned from. Was that what you had in mind?"

    "Not at all. You ne​edn't even le​ave town, which is the stran​ge part, the re​al be​a​uty of it. It's very comp​li​ca​ted how I know what I know. Wa​it a se​cond. He​re, ta​ke this."

    

    Gleer now pro​du​ced an obj​ect he had ear​li​er sto​wed away so​mew​he​re in the dark​ness, la​ying it on the tab​le. Dreg​ler sta​red at the bo​ok. It was bo​und in a rust-co​lo​ured cloth and the gold let​te​ring ac​ross its spi​ne was fla​king away. From what Dreg​ler co​uld ma​ke out of the re​ma​ining frag​ments of the let​ters, the tit​le of the bo​ok se​emed to be: Elec​t​ro-Dyna​mics for the Be​gin​ner.
    "What is this sup​po​sed to be?" he as​ked Gle​er.

    "Only a kind of pas​sport, me​aning​less in it​self. This is go​ing to so​und ri​di​cu​lo​us - how I know it! - but you want to bring the bo​ok to this es​tab​lish​ment," sa​id Gle​er, pla​cing a bu​si​ness card upon the bo​ok's front co​ver, "and ask the ow​ner how much he'll gi​ve you for it. I know you go to the​se shops all the ti​me. Are you fa​mi​li​ar with it?"

    "Only va​gu​ely," rep​li​ed Dreg​ler.

    The es​tab​lish​ment in qu​es​ti​on, as the bu​si​ness card re​ad, was BROT​HERS' BO​OKS: DE​ALERS IN RA​RE AND AN​TI​QU​ARI​AN BO​OKS, LIB​RA​RI​ES AND COL​LEC​TI​ONS PURC​HA​SED, LAR​GE STOCK OF ESO​TE​RIC SCI​EN​CES AND CI​VIL WAR, NO AP​PO​INT​MENT NE​EDED, MEM​BER OF MAN​HAT​TAN SO​CI​ETY OF PHI​LO​SOP​HI​CAL BO​OK​DE​ALERS, BE​NJ​AMIN BROT​HERS, FO​UN​DER AND OW​NER.

    "I'm told that the prop​ri​etor of this pla​ce knows you by yo​ur wri​tings," sa​id Gle​er, ad​ding in an am​bi​gu​o​us mo​no​to​ne: "He thinks you're a re​al phi​lo​sop​her."

    Dregler ga​zed at length at Gle​er, his long fin​gers abst​ractly fid​dling with the lit​tle card. "Are you tel​ling me that the Me​du​sa is sup​po​sed to be a bo​ok?" he sa​id.

    Gleer sta​red down at the tab​le-top and then lo​oked up. "I'm not tel​ling you anyt​hing I do not know for cer​ta​in, which is not a gre​at de​al. As far as I know, it co​uld still be anyt​hing you can ima​gi​ne, and per​haps al​re​ady ha​ve. Of co​ur​se you can ta​ke this im​per​fect in​for​ma​ti​on ho​we​ver you li​ke, as I'm su​re you will. If you want to know mo​re than I do, then pay a vi​sit to this bo​oks​to​re."

    "Who told you to tell me this?" Dreg​ler calmly as​ked.

    "It se​ems bet​ter if I don't say anyt​hing abo​ut that, Lu​ci​an. Might spo​il the show, so to spe​ak."

    "Very well," sa​id Dreg​ler, pul​ling out his wal​let and in​ser​ting the bu​si​ness card in​to it. He sto​od up and be​gan put​ting on his co​at. "Is that all, then? I don't me​an to be ru​de but-"

    "Why sho​uld you be any dif​fe​rent from yo​ur usu​al self? But one mo​re thing I sho​uld tell you. Ple​ase sit down. Now lis​ten to me. We've known each ot​her a long ti​me, Lu​ci​an. And I know how much this me​ans to you. So wha​te​ver hap​pens, or do​esn't hap​pen, I don't want you to hold me res​pon​sib​le. I've only do​ne what I tho​ught you yo​ur​self wo​uld want me to do. Well, tell me if I was right."

    Dregler sto​od up aga​in and tuc​ked the bo​ok un​der his arm. "Yes, I sup​po​se. But I'm su​re we'll be se​e​ing each ot​her. Go​od night, Joseph."

    "One mo​re drink," of​fe​red Gle​er.

    "No, go​od night," ans​we​red Dreg​ler.

    As he star​ted away from the tab​le, Dreg​ler, to his em​bar​ras​sment, ne​arly rap​ped his he​ad aga​inst a mas​si​ve wo​oden be​am which hung ha​zar​do​usly low in the dark​ness. He glan​ced back to see if Gle​er had no​ti​ced this clumsy mis​hap. And af​ter me​rely a sing​le drink! But Gle​er was lo​oking the ot​her way, ga​zing out the win​dow at the tang​led tend​rils of the elm and the li​vid comp​le​xi​on cast upon it by the flo​od​lights fi​xed high upon the out​si​de wall.

    For so​me ti​me Dreg​ler tho​ught​les​sly ob​ser​ved the wind-blown tre​es out​si​de be​fo​re tur​ning away to stretch out on his bed, which was a few steps from the win​dow of his ro​om. Be​si​de him now was a copy of his first bo​ok, Me​di​ta​ti​ons on the Me​du​sa. He pic​ked it up and re​ad pi​ece​me​al from its pa​ges.

    The wors​hi​pants of the Me​du​sa, inc​lu​ding tho​se who clog pa​ges with "insights" and in​terp​re​ta​ti​ons such as the​se, are the most hi​de​o​us ci​ti​zens of this earth - and the most nu​me​ro​us. But how many of them know them​sel​ves as such? Con​ce​ivably the​re may be an in​ner cult of the Me​du​sa, but then aga​in: who co​uld dwell on the exis​ten​ce of such be​ings for the length of ti​me ne​ces​sary to ro​und them up for exe​cu​ti​on?

    It is pos​sib​le that only the de​ad are not in le​ague with the Me​du​sa. We, on the ot​her hand, are her al​li​es - but al​ways aga​inst our​sel​ves. How do​es one be​co​me her com​pa​ni​on… and li​ve?

    We are ne​ver in dan​ger of be​hol​ding the Me​du​sa. For that to hap​pen she ne​eds our con​sent. But a far gre​ater di​sas​ter awa​its tho​se who know the Me​du​sa to be ga​zing at them and long to re​cip​ro​ca​te in kind. What bet​ter de​fi​ni​ti​on of a mar​ked man: one who "has eyes" for the Me​du​sa, who​se eyes ha​ve a will and a fa​te of the​ir own.

    Ah, to be a thing wit​ho​ut eyes. What a bre​ak to be born a sto​ne!

    Dregler clo​sed the bo​ok and then rep​la​ced it on one of the shel​ves ac​ross the ro​om. On that sa​me overc​row​ded shelf, le​at​her and cloth pres​sing aga​inst cloth and le​at​her, was a fat fol​der stuf​fed with lo​ose pa​ges. Dreg​ler bro​ught this back to the bed with him and be​gan rum​ma​ging thro​ugh it. Over the ye​ars the fi​le had grown enor​mo​usly, be​gin​ning as a few ran​dom me​mo​ran​da -clip​pings, pho​tog​raphs, mis​cel​la​ne​o​us re​fe​ren​ces which Dreg​ler co​pi​ed out by hand - and ex​pan​ding in​to a sto​re​ho​use of in​fer​nal se​ren​di​pity, a tes​ta​ment of ter​rib​le co​in​ci​den​ce. And the su​bj​ect of every entry in this inad​ver​tent encyc​lo​pa​edia was the Me​du​sa her​self.

    Some of the do​cu​ments fell in​to a sec​ti​on mar​ked "Fa​ce​ti​o​us", inc​lu​ding a co​mic bo​ok (which Dreg​ler pic​ked off a drugs​to​re rack) that fe​atu​red the Me​du​sa as a be​ne​vo​lent su​per he​ro​ine who used her hi​de​o​us po​wers only on equ​al​ly hi​de​o​us fo​es in a world wit​ho​ut be​a​uty. Ot​hers be​lon​ged un​der the he​ading of "Irre​le​vant", whe​re was pla​ced a three-inch strip from a de​ca​des-old sports pa​ge la​uding the win​ning se​ason of "Mr (sic) Me​du​sa." The​re was al​so a me​ager di​vi​si​on of the fi​le which had no of​fi​ci​al de​sig​na​ti​on, but which Dreg​ler co​uld not help re​gar​ding as items of "True Hor​ror". Pro​mi​nent among the​se was a fe​atu​re ar​tic​le from a Bri​tish scan​dal she​et: a pho​to​less chro​nic​le of a man's ye​ar-long sus​pi​ci​on that his wi​fe was pe​ri​odi​cal​ly pos​ses​sed by the ser​pent-he​aded de​mon, a sen​se​less lit​tle gu​ig​nol which ter​mi​na​ted with the wi​fe's de​ca​pi​ta​ti​on whi​le she lay sle​eping one night and the sub​se​qu​ent in​car​ce​ra​ti​on of a mad​man.

    One of the le​ast cre​di​tab​le subc​las​ses of the fi​le con​sis​ted of pse​udo da​ta ta​ken from the less le​gi​ti​ma​te pro​pa​ga​tors of man​kind's know​led​ge: re​ne​ga​de "sci​en​ti​fic" jo​ur​nals, oc​cult anth​ro​po​logy news​let​ters, and pub​li​ca​ti​ons of va​ri​o​us cent​res of sundry stu​di​es. Cont​ri​bu​ti​ons to the fi​le from pe​ri​odi​cals such as The Ex​cen​ta​ur, a back is​sue of which Dreg​ler stumb​led ac​ross in no​ne ot​her than Brot​hers' Bo​oks, we​re col​lec​ti​vely ca​te​go​ri​sed as "Me​du​sa and Me​du​sans: Sigh​tings and Ma​te​ri​al Exp​la​na​ti​ons". An early num​ber of this pub​li​ca​ti​on inc​lu​ded an ar​tic​le which at​tri​bu​ted the birth of the Me​du​sa, and of all li​fe on Earth, to one of many ext​ra​ter​rest​ri​al vi​si​tors, for whom this pla​net had be​en a sort of trucks​top or com​fort sta​ti​on en ro​ute to ot​her lo​ca​les in ot​her ga​lac​tic systems.

    All such en​ligh​te​ning finds Dreg​ler re​lis​hed with a surly joy, es​pe​ci​al​ly tho​se proc​la​ma​ti​ons from the high pri​ests of the hu​man mind and so​ul, who in​va​ri​ably re​le​ga​ted the Me​du​sa to a psychic un​der​world whe​re she ser​ved as the ima​ge par ex​cel​len​ce of ro​man​tic pa​nic. But uni​que among the cu​ri​osi​ti​es he che​ris​hed was an out​burst of pro​se who​se aut​hor se​emed to fol​low in Dreg​ler's own fo​ots​teps: a man af​ter his own he​art. "Can we be de​li​ve​red," this wri​ter rhe​to​ri​cal​ly qu​eri​ed, "from the 'li​fe for​ce' as symbo​li​sed by Me​du​sa? Can this energy, if such a thing exists, be put to de​ath, crus​hed? Can we, in the are​na of our be​ing, co​me stom​ping out - gla​di​ator li​ke - net and tri​dent in hand, and, po​king and swo​oping, pric​king and swis​hing, tor​ment this so​ul​less and hi​de​o​us de​mon in​to an exc​ru​ci​ating mad​ness, and, fi​nal​ly, an​ni​hi​la​te it to the thumbs-down de​light of our ner​ves and to our so​ul's de​afe​ning ap​pla​use?" Un​for​tu​na​tely, ho​we​ver, the​se words we​re writ​ten in the me​anest spi​rit of sar​casm by a cri​tic who pa​ro​di​cal​ly re​vi​ewed Dreg​ler's own Me​di​ta​ti​ons on the Me​du​sa when it first ap​pe​ared twenty ye​ars ear​li​er.

    But Dreg​ler ne​ver so​ught out re​vi​ews of his bo​oks, and the cu​ri​o​us thing, the ama​zing thing, was that this item, li​ke all the ot​her bul​le​tins and pon​de​rings on the Me​du​sa, had me​rely fal​len in​to his hands un​bid​den. (In a den​tist's of​fi​ce, of all pla​ces.) Tho​ugh he had re​ad wi​dely in the lo​re of and com​men​tary on the Me​du​sa, no​ne of the ma​te​ri​al in his rat​her hap​ha​zard fi​le was at​ta​ined thro​ugh the nor​mal chan​nels of re​se​arch. No​ne of it was ga​ined in an of​fi​ci​al man​ner, no​ne of it fo​re​se​en. In the fe​west words, it was all a gift of un​fo​re​se​en cir​cums​tan​ces, strictly unof​fi​ci​al mat​ter.

    But what did this pro​ve, exactly, that he con​ti​nu​ed to be of​fe​red the​se pi​eces to his puz​zle? It pro​ved not​hing, exactly or ot​her​wi​se, and was me​rely a si​de-effect of his pre​oc​cu​pa​ti​on with a sing​le su​bj​ect. Na​tu​ral​ly he wo​uld be alert to its in​ter​mit​tent ca​me​os on the sta​ge of da​ily ro​uti​ne. This was nor​mal. But alt​ho​ugh the​se "finds" pro​ved not​hing, ra​ti​onal​ly, they al​ways did sug​gest mo​re to Dreg​ler's ima​gi​na​ti​on than to his re​ason, es​pe​ci​al​ly when he po​ured over the col​lec​ti​ve con​tents of the​se arc​hi​ves de​vo​ted to his ol​dest com​pa​ni​on.

    It was, in fact, a re​fe​ren​ce to this kind of ima​gi​na​ti​on for which he was now se​arc​hing as he lay on his bed. And the​re it was, a pa​rag​raph he had on​ce co​pi​ed in the lib​rary from a lit​tle yel​low bo​ok en​tit​led Things Ne​ar and Far. "The​re is not​hing in the na​tu​re of things," the qu​ota​ti​on ran, "to pre​vent a man from se​e​ing a dra​gon or a grif​fin, a gor​gon or a uni​corn. No​body as a mat​ter of fact has se​en a wo​man who​se ha​ir con​sis​ted of sna​kes, nor a hor​se from who​se fo​re​he​ad a horn pro​j​ec​ted; tho​ugh very early man pro​bably did see dra​gons - known to sci​en​ce as pte​ro​dactyls - and mons​ters mo​re imp​ro​bab​le than grif​fins. At any ra​te, no​ne of the​se zo​olo​gi​cal fan​ci​es vi​ola​tes the fun​da​men​tal laws of the in​tel​lect; the mons​ters of he​raldry and mytho​logy do not exist, but the​re is no re​ason in the na​tu​re of things nor in the laws of the mind why they sho​uld not exist."

    It was the​re​fo​re in li​ne with the na​tu​re of things that Dreg​ler sus​pen​ded all jud​ge​ments un​til he co​uld pay a vi​sit to a cer​ta​in bo​oks​to​re.

    

II
    

    It was la​te the fol​lo​wing af​ter​no​on, af​ter he emer​ged from day-long do​ubts and proc​ras​ti​na​ti​ons, that Dreg​ler en​te​red a lit​tle shop squ​e​ezed bet​we​en a grey bu​il​ding and a brown one. Ne​arly wit​hin arm's re​ach of each ot​her, the op​po​sing walls of the shop we​re so​lid with bo​oks. The hig​her shel​ves we​re at​ta​inab​le only by me​ans of a very tall lad​der, and the hig​hest shel​ves we​re ap​pa​rently not in​ten​ded for ac​cess. Back num​bers of old ma​ga​zi​nes - Blac​k​wo​od's, The Spec​ta​tor, the Lon​don and Ame​ri​can Mer​curys - we​re stac​ked in plump, or​der​less pi​les by the front win​dow, the​ir pulpy co​vers dying in the sun​light. Mis​sing pa​ges from for​got​ten no​vels we​re stuck fo​re​ver to a patch of flo​or or cur​led up in cor​ners. Dreg​ler no​ted pa​ge two-hund​red-and-two of The Se​cond Sta​ir​ca​se at his fe​et, and he co​uld not help fe​eling a sar​do​nic sympathy for the anony​mo​us pa​ir of eyes conf​ron​ting an unex​pec​ted de​ad end in the nar​ra​ti​ve of that old mystery. Then aga​in, he won​de​red, how many tho​usands of the​se vo​lu​mes had al​re​ady be​en brow​sed for the last ti​me. This inc​lu​ded, of co​ur​se, the one he held in his own hand and for which he now suc​cum​bed to a bri​ef and ab​surd sen​se of pro​tec​ti​ve​ness. Dreg​ler bla​med his fri​end Gle​er for this subt​le as​pect of what he sus​pec​ted was a far​ce of far lar​ger and cru​der de​sign.

    Sitting be​hind a low co​un​ter in the te​les​co​pic dis​tan​ce of the re​ar of the sto​re, a small and flabby man with wi​re-rim​med eyeg​las​ses was watc​hing him. When Dreg​ler ap​pro​ac​hed the co​un​ter and lay the bo​ok upon it, the man - Be​nj​amin Brot​hers - hop​ped alertly to his fe​et.

    "Help you?" he as​ked. The bright to​ne of his vo​ice was the for​mal and fa​mi​li​ar gre​eting of an old ser​vant.

    Dregler nod​ded, va​gu​ely re​cog​ni​zing the lit​tle man from a pre​vi​o​us vi​sit to his sto​re so​me ye​ars ago. He adj​us​ted the bo​ok on the co​un​ter, simply to draw at​ten​ti​on to it, and sa​id: "I don't sup​po​se it was worth my tro​ub​le to bring this sort of thing he​re."

    The man smi​led po​li​tely. "You're cor​rect in that, sir. Old texts li​ke that, worth prac​ti​cal​ly not​hing to no one. Now down the​re in my ba​se​ment," he sa​id, ges​tu​ring to​ward a nar​row do​or​way, "I've got li​te​ral​ly tho​usands of things li​ke that. Ot​her things too, you know. The Bo​ok​sel​ler's Tra​de cal​led it 'Benny's Tre​asu​re ho​use'. But may​be you're just in​te​res​ted in sel​ling bo​oks to​day."

    "Well, it se​ems that as long as I'm he​re…"

    "Help yo​ur​self, Dr Dreg​ler," the man sa​id warmly as Dreg​ler star​ted to​ward the sta​ir​way. He​aring his na​me, Dreg​ler pa​used and nod​ded back at the bo​ok de​aler; then he pro​ce​eded down the sta​irs.

    Dregler now re​cal​led this ba​se​ment re​po​si​tory, along with the three lengthy flights of sta​irs ne​eded to re​ach its unu​su​al depths. The bo​oks​to​re at stre​et-le​vel was no mo​re than a messy lit​tle clo​set in com​pa​ri​son to the ex​pan​si​ve di​sor​der down be​low: a ca​vern of clut​ter, all he​aps and mo​unds, with bul​ging ti​ers of bo​oks​hel​ves la​id out ac​cor​ding to no easily ob​ser​vab​le sche​me. It was a uni​ver​se const​ruc​ted so​lely of the softly jag​ged brick​work of bo​oks. But if the Me​du​sa was a bo​ok, how wo​uld he ever find it in this cha​os? And if it was not, what ot​her de​fi​ni​te form co​uld he ex​pect to en​co​un​ter of a phe​no​me​non which he had avo​ided pre​ci​sely de​fi​ning all the​se ye​ars, one who​se most ne​arly exact emb​lem was a hi​de​o​us wo​man with a he​ad of ser​pents?

    For so​me ti​me he me​rely wan​de​red aro​und the cro​oked ais​les and de​ep nic​hes of the ba​se​ment. Every so of​ten he to​ok down so​me bo​ok who​se ap​pe​aran​ce ca​ught his in​te​rest, un​wed​ging it from an in​dis​tinct mass of bat​te​red spi​nes and res​cu​ing it be​fo​re ye​ars ro​oted to the sa​me spot ca​used its words to ming​le with ot​hers among the ce​ase​less vo​lu​mes of "Benny's Tre​asu​re ho​use", fu​sing them all in​to a bab​ble of sen​se​less, un​se​en pa​ges. Ope​ning the bo​ok, he le​aned a thre​ad​ba​re sho​ul​der aga​inst the to​we​ring, filthy stacks. And af​ter spen​ding very lit​tle ti​me in the clo​is​te​red de​so​la​ti​on of that ba​se​ment, Dreg​ler fo​und him​self yaw​ning openly and un​cons​ci​o​usly scratc​hing him​self, as if he we​re sec​lu​ded in so​me per​so​nal sanc​tum.

    But sud​denly he be​ca​me awa​re of this as​sump​ti​on of pri​vacy which had ins​til​led it​self in him, and the fe​eling ins​tantly pe​ris​hed. Now his sen​se of a se​cu​re iso​la​ti​on was rep​la​ced, at all le​vels of cre​atu​rely res​pon​se, by its op​po​si​te. For had he not writ​ten that "per​so​nal well-be​ing ser​ves so​lely to ex​ca​va​te wit​hin yo​ur so​ul a chasm which wa​its to be fil​led by a lands​li​de of dre​ad, an empty mold who​se pe​cu​li​ar di​men​si​ons will one day ma​nu​fac​tu​re the sha​pe of yo​ur uni​que ter​ror?"

    Whether or not it was the ca​se, Dreg​ler felt that he was no lon​ger, or per​haps ne​ver was, alo​ne in the cha​otic tre​asu​re​ho​use. But he con​ti​nu​ed ac​ting as if he we​re, omit​ting only the yawns and the scratc​hings. Long ago he had dis​co​ve​red that a mild flush of pa​nic was a con​di​ti​on ca​pab​le of se​aso​ning one's mo​re te​di​o​us mo​ments. So he did not im​me​di​ately at​tempt to dis​co​ura​ge this, pro​bably de​lu​sory, sen​sa​ti​on. Ho​we​ver, li​ke any sta​te de​pen​dent upon the play of de​li​ca​te and un​fat​ho​mab​le for​ces, Dreg​ler's mo​od or in​tu​iti​on was su​bj​ect to unex​pec​ted me​ta​morp​ho​ses.

    

    And when Dreg​ler's mo​od or in​tu​iti​on pas​sed in​to a new pha​se, his sur​ro​un​dings fol​lo​wed clo​se be​hind: both he and the tre​asu​re-ho​use si​mul​ta​ne​o​usly cros​sed the bo​un​dary which di​vi​des play​ful pa​nics from tho​se of a mo​re let​hal na​tu​re. But this is not to say that one kind of ap​pre​hen​si​on was mo​re ex​cu​sab​le than the ot​her; they we​re equ​al​ly op​po​sed to the li​kings of lo​gic. ("Re​gar​ding dre​ad, in​ten​sity in it​self is no as​su​ran​ce of va​li​dity.") So it me​ant not​hing, ne​ces​sa​rily, that the twis​ting ais​les of bo​oks ap​pe​ared to be tigh​te​ning aro​und the sus​pi​ci​o​us bib​li​op​hi​le, that the shel​ves now lo​oked mo​re cons​pi​cu​o​usly swol​len with the​ir soft and musty stock, that fa​int shuf​flings and sha​dows se​emed to be fro​lic​king li​ke a fu​gue thro​ugh the dust and dim​ness of the un​derg​ro​und tre​asu​re ho​use. Co​uld he, as he tur​ned the next cor​ner, be led to see that which sho​uld not be se​en?

    The next cor​ner, as it hap​pe​ned, was the kind one is trap​ped in rat​her than turns - a cul-de-sac of bo​oks​hel​ves for​ming three walls which ne​arly re​ac​hed the raf​ters of the ce​iling. Dreg​ler fo​und him​self fa​cing the re​ar wall li​ke a bad scho​ol​boy in pu​nish​ment. He ga​zed up and down its he​ight as if con​temp​la​ting whet​her or not it was re​al, pon​de​ring if one co​uld simply pass thro​ugh it on​ce one had con​qu​ered the il​lu​si​on of its so​li​dity. Just as he was abo​ut to turn and aban​don this no​ok, so​met​hing lightly brus​hed aga​inst his left sho​ul​der. With in​vo​lun​tary sud​den​ness he pi​vo​ted in this di​rec​ti​on, only to fe​el the sa​me airy ca​ress now squ​arely ac​ross his back. Con​ti​nu​ing co​un​ter clock​wi​se, he exe​cu​ted one full re​vo​lu​ti​on un​til he was stan​ding and sta​ring at so​me​one who was stan​ding and sta​ring back at him from the exact spot whe​re he, a me​re mo​ment be​fo​re, had be​en stan​ding.

    The wo​man's high-he​eled bo​ots put her fa​ce at the sa​me le​vel as his, whi​le her tur​ban li​ke hat ma​de her ap​pe​ar so​mew​hat tal​ler. It was fas​te​ned on the right si​de, Dreg​ler's left, with a me​tal clasp stud​ded with wa​tery pink sto​nes. From be​ne​ath her hat a few strands of straw-co​lo​ured ha​ir spro​uted on​to an unw​rink​led fo​re​he​ad. Then a pa​ir of tin​ted eyeg​las​ses, then a pa​ir of un​lips​tic​ked lips, and fi​nal​ly a high-col​la​red co​at which des​cen​ded as a dark, ele​gant cylin​der down to her bo​ots. She calmly withd​rew a pad of pa​per from one of her poc​kets, to​re off the top pa​ge, and pre​sen​ted it to Dreg​ler.

    

    "Sorry if I start​led you," it sa​id.

    After re​ading the no​te, Dreg​ler lo​oked up at the wo​man and saw that she was gently chop​ping her hand aga​inst her neck, but only a few ti​mes and me​rely to in​di​ca​te so​me vo​cal di​sa​bi​lity. Laryn​gi​tis, won​de​red Dreg​ler, or so​met​hing chro​nic? He exa​mi​ned the no​te on​ce aga​in and ob​ser​ved the na​me, ad​dress, and te​lep​ho​ne num​ber of a com​pany that ser​vi​ced fur​na​ces and air-con​di​ti​oners. This, of co​ur​se, told him not​hing.

    The wo​man then to​re off a se​cond pre-writ​ten mes​sa​ge from the pad and pres​sed it in​to Dreg​ler's al​re​ady pa​per-fil​led palm, smi​ling at him very de​li​be​ra​tely as she did so. (How he wan​ted to see what her eyes we​re do​ing!) She sho​ok his hand a lit​tle be​fo​re ta​king away hers and ma​king a si​lent, scent​less exit. So what was that re​ek Dreg​ler de​tec​ted in the air when he sta​red down at the no​te, which simply re​ad: "Re​gar​ding M."

    And be​low this word-and-a-half mes​sa​ge was an ad​dress, and be​low that was a spe​ci​fi​ed ti​me on the fol​lo​wing day. The handw​ri​ting was ni​cely for​med, the most at​trac​ti​ve Dreg​ler had ever se​en.

    In the light of the past few days, Dreg​ler al​most ex​pec​ted to find still anot​her no​te wa​iting for him when he re​tur​ned ho​me. It was fol​ded in half and stuf​fed un​der​ne​ath the do​or to his apart​ment. "De​ar Lu​ci​an," it be​gan, "just when you think things ha​ve re​ac​hed the​ir li​mit of ri​di​cu​lo​us​ness, they be​co​me mo​re ri​di​cu​lo​us still. In bri​ef - we've be​en had! Both of us. And by my wi​fe, no less, along with a fri​end of hers. (A blond-ha​ired anth​ro​po​logy prof whom I think you may know, or know of; at any ra​te she knows you, or at le​ast yo​ur wri​tings, may​be both.) I'll exp​la​in the who​le thing when we me​et, which I'm af​ra​id won't be un​til my wi​fe and I get back from anot​her 'ja​unt'. (Eye​ing so​me mo​re is​lands, this ti​me in the Pa​ci​fic.)

    "I was thin​king that you might be scep​ti​cal eno​ugh not to go to the bo​oks​to​re, but af​ter fin​ding you not at ho​me I fe​ared the worst. Ho​pe you didn't ha​ve yo​ur ho​pes up, which I don't think has ever hap​pe​ned to you any​way. No harm do​ne, in eit​her ca​se. The girls exp​la​ined to me that it was a qu​asi-sci​en​ti​fic ho​ax they we​re per​pet​ra​ting, a re​con​di​te prac​ti​cal joke. If you think you we​re ta​ken in, you can't ima​gi​ne how I was. Un​be​li​evab​le how re​al they ma​de the who​le ru​se se​em to me. But if you got as far as the bo​oks​to​re, you know by now that the punch li​ne to the joke was a pretty we​ak one. The who​le po​int, as I was told, was me​rely to stir yo​ur in​te​rest just eno​ugh to get you to per​form so​me mildly ri​di​cu​lo​us act. I'm cu​ri​o​us to know how Mr B. Bros re​ac​ted when the dis​tin​gu​is​hed aut​hor of Me​di​ta​ti​ons on the Me​du​sa and ot​her ru​mi​na​ti​ve vo​lu​mes pre​sen​ted him with a ho​pe​les​sly worth​less old text​bo​ok.

    "Seriously, I ho​pe it ca​used you no em​bar​ras​sment, and both of us, all three of us, apo​lo​gi​se for was​ting yo​ur ti​me. See you so​on, tan​ned and pa​ci​fi​ed by a So​uth Sea Eden. And we ha​ve plans for ma​king the who​le thing up to you, that's a pro​mi​se."

    The no​te was sig​ned, of co​ur​se, by Joseph Gle​er.

    But Gle​er's con​fes​si​on, tho​ugh it was evi​dent to Dre​gi​er that he him​self be​li​eved it, was no mo​re con​vin​cing than his "le​ad" on a Bo​oks​to​re Me​du​sa. Be​ca​use this le​ad, which Dre​gi​er had not cre​di​ted for a mo​ment, led furt​her than Gle​er, who no lon​ger cre​di​ted it, had know​led​ge of. So it se​emed that whi​le his fri​end had now be​en pla​ca​ted by a fal​se il​lu​mi​na​ti​on, Dre​gi​er was left to suf​fer alo​ne the ef​fects of a true sta​te of unk​no​wing. And who​ever was be​hind this ho​ax, be it a true one or fal​se, knew the minds of both men very well.

    Dregier to​ok all the no​tes he had re​ce​ived that day, pa​per-clip​ped them to​get​her, and put them in​to a new sec​ti​on of his mas​si​ve fi​le. He ten​ta​ti​vely la​bel​led this sec​ti​on: "Per​so​nal Conf​ron​ta​ti​ons with the Me​du​sa, Eit​her Re​al or Ap​pa​rent".

    

III
    

    The ad​dress gi​ven to Dre​gi​er the day be​fo​re was not too far for him to walk, res​ti​ve pe​ri​pa​te​tic that he was. But for so​me re​ason he felt rat​her fa​ti​gu​ed that mor​ning, so he hi​red a ta​xi to spe​ed him ac​ross a driz​zle dar​ke​ned city. Set​tling in​to the spa​ci​o​us di​la​pi​da​ti​on of the ta​xi's back se​at, he to​ok no​te of a few things. Why, he won​de​red, we​re the dri​ver's glas​ses, which every so of​ten fil​led the re​ar-vi​ew mir​ror, even dar​ker than the day? Did she ma​ke a prac​ti​ce of thus "admi​ring" all her pas​sen​gers? And was this back​se​at deb​ris - the "L"-sha​ped ci​ga​ret​te butt on the do​or's arm​rest, the black ap​ple co​re on the flo​or - sup​po​sed to ser​ve as obj​ects of his ad​mi​ra​ti​on?

    Dregler qu​es​ti​oned a do​zen ot​her things abo​ut that ro​uti​ne ri​de, that drenc​hed day, and the city out​si​de whe​re umb​rel​las mul​tip​li​ed li​ke mush​ro​oms in the grey​ness, un​til he grew sa​tis​fi​ed with his lack of a sen​se of well-be​ing. Ear​li​er he was con​cer​ned that his flow of res​pon​ses that day wo​uld not be tho​se of a man who was pos​sibly abo​ut to conf​ront the Me​du​sa. He was ap​pre​hen​si​ve that he might lo​ok on this ri​de and its des​ti​na​ti​on with li​vely ex​ci​te​ment or as an ad​ven​tu​re of so​me kind; in bri​ef, he fe​ared that his at​ti​tu​de wo​uld pro​ve, to a cer​ta​in ex​tent, to be one of in​sa​nity. To be sa​ne, he held, was eit​her to be se​da​ted by me​lanc​holy or ac​ti​va​ted by hyste​ria, two res​pon​ses which are "always and equ​al​ly war​ran​ted for tho​se of so​und in​sight." All ot​hers we​re ir​ra​ti​onal, me​rely symptoms of ima​gi​na​ti​ons left id​le, of me​mo​ri​es out of work. And abo​ve the​se mun​da​ne res​pon​ses, the only ele​va​ti​on al​lo​wab​le, the only va​lid trans​cen​den​ce, was a sar​do​nic one: a bliss that an​ni​hi​la​ted the vi​sib​le uni​ver​se with je​ers of dark joy, a min​d​ful ec​s​tasy. Anyt​hing el​se in the way of "mysti​cism" was a sign of de​vi​ati​on or dist​rac​ti​on, and a he​resy to the ob​vi​o​us.

    The ta​xi tur​ned on​to a block of wet​ted browns​to​nes, stop​ping be​fo​re a tiny stre​et si​de lawn over​hung by the ske​le​tal branc​hes of two baby birch tre​es. Dreg​ler pa​id the dri​ver, who exp​res​sed no gra​ti​tu​de wha​te​ver for the tip, and wal​ked qu​ickly thro​ugh the driz​zle to​ward a gol​den bric​ked bu​il​ding with black num​bers -two-oh-two - abo​ve a black do​or with a brass knob and knoc​ker. Re​vi​ewing the in​for​ma​ti​on on the crump​led pi​ece of pa​per he to​ok from his poc​ket, Dreg​ler pres​sed the glo​wing bell-but​ton. The​re was no one el​se in sight along the stre​et, its tre​es and pa​ve​ment frag​rantly damp.

    The do​or ope​ned and Dreg​ler step​ped swiftly in​si​de. A shab​bily dres​sed man of in​de​fi​ni​te age clo​sed the do​or be​hind him, then as​ked in a cor​di​al​ly non​desc​ript vo​ice: "Dreg​ler?" The phi​lo​sop​her nod​ded in reply. Af​ter a few re​ac​ti​on​less mo​ments the man mo​ved past Dreg​ler, wa​ving on​ce for him to fol​low down the gro​und flo​or hal​lway. They stop​ped at a do​or that was di​rectly be​ne​ath the ma​in sta​ir​way le​ading to the up​per flo​ors. "In he​re," sa​id the man, pla​cing his hand upon the do​ork​nob. Dreg​ler no​ti​ced the ring, its ro​se​wa​ter sto​ne and sil​ver band, and the di​sj​unc​ti​on bet​we​en the man's ot​her​wi​se do​ur ap​pe​aran​ce and this com​pa​ra​ti​vely stri​king pi​ece of jewelry. The man pus​hed open the do​or and, wit​ho​ut en​te​ring the ro​om, flip​ped a light switch on the in​si​de wall.

    To all ap​pe​aran​ces it was an or​di​nary sto​re​ro​om clut​te​red with a va​ri​ety of obj​ects. "Ma​ke yo​ur​self com​for​tab​le," the man sa​id as he in​di​ca​ted to Dreg​ler the way in​to the ro​om. "Le​ave whe​ne​ver you li​ke, just clo​se the do​or be​hind you."

    Dregler ga​ve a qu​ick lo​ok aro​und the ro​om. "Isn't the​re anyt​hing el​se?" he as​ked me​ekly, as if he we​re the stu​pi​dest stu​dent of the class. "This is it, then?" he per​sis​ted in a qu​i​eter, mo​re dig​ni​fi​ed vo​ice.

    "This is it," the man ec​ho​ed softly. Then he slowly clo​sed the do​or, and from in​si​de Dreg​ler co​uld he​ar fo​ots​teps wal​king back down the hal​lway.

    The ro​om was an ave​ra​ge un​ders​ta​irs nic​he, and its ce​iling ta​pe​red down​ward in​to a smo​oth slant whe​re an​gu​lar steps as​cen​ded up​ward on the ot​her si​de. El​sew​he​re its out​li​ne was obs​cu​re, con​fu​sed by bed she​ets sha​ped li​ke lamps or tab​les or small hor​ses; he​aps of roc​king cha​irs and baby-cha​irs and ot​her items of di​su​sed fur​ni​tu​re; ban​da​ged ho​ses that dro​oped li​ke de​ad pythons from ho​oks on the walls; ani​mal ca​ges who​se do​ors hung open on a sing​le hin​ge; old pa​int cans and pa​le turps speck​led li​ke an egg; and a dusty light fix​tu​re that cast a grey ha​ze over everyt​hing.

    Somehow the​re was not a va​ri​ety of odo​urs in the ro​om, each tel​ling the ta​le of its ori​gin, but only a sing​le smell pi​eced li​ke a puz​zle out of many: its comp​le​te ima​ge was dark as the sha​dows in a ca​ve and writ​hing in a do​zen di​rec​ti​ons over cur​ving walls. Dreg​ler ga​zed aro​und the ro​om, pic​ked up so​me small obj​ect and im​me​di​ately set it down aga​in be​ca​use his hands we​re tremb​ling. He fo​und him​self an old cra​te to sit on, kept his eyes open, and wa​ited.

    Afterward he co​uld not re​mem​ber how long he had sta​yed in the ro​om, tho​ugh he did ma​na​ge to sto​re up every nu​an​ce of the event​less vi​gil for la​ter use in his vo​lun​tary and in​vo​lun​tary dre​ams. (They we​re com​pi​led in​to that inc​re​asingly use​ful sec​ti​on mar​ked "Per​so​nal Conf​ron​ta​ti​ons with the Me​du​sa", a sec​ti​on that was fles​hing it​self out as a zo​ne swir​ling with red sha​pes and a hund​red his​sing vo​ices.) Dreg​ler re​cal​led vi​vidly, ho​we​ver, that he left the ro​om in a sta​te of pa​nic af​ter catc​hing a glimp​se of him​self in an old mir​ror that had a ha​ir-li​ne frac​tu​re slit​he​ring up its cen​ter. And on his way out he lost his bre​ath when he felt him​self be​ing pul​led back in​to the ro​om. But it was only a lo​ose thre​ad from his over​co​at that had got​ten ca​ught in the do​or. It fi​nal​ly snap​ped cle​anly off and he was free to go, his he​art li​ve​ned with dre​ad.

    Dregler ne​ver let on to his fri​ends what a suc​cess that af​ter​no​on had be​en for him, not that he co​uld ha​ve exp​la​ined it to them in any prac​ti​cal way even if he de​si​red to. As pro​mi​sed, they did ma​ke up for any in​con​ve​ni​en​ce or em​bar​ras​sment Dreg​ler might ha​ve suf​fe​red as a re​sult of, in Gle​er's words, the "bo​oks​to​re in​ci​dent." The three of them held a party in Dreg​ler's ho​no​ur, and he fi​nal​ly met Gle​er's new wi​fe and her ac​comp​li​ce in the "ho​ax." (It be​ca​me ap​pa​rent to Dreg​ler that no one, le​ast of all him​self, wo​uld ad​mit it had go​ne furt​her than that.) Dreg​ler was left alo​ne with this wo​man only bri​efly, and in the cor​ner of a crow​ded ro​om. Whi​le each of them knew of the ot​her's work, this se​emed to be the first ti​me they had per​so​nal​ly met. No​net​he​less, they both con​fes​sed to a fe​eling of the​ir pri​or ac​qu​a​in​tan​ce wit​ho​ut be​ing ab​le, or wil​ling, to subs​tan​ti​ate its ori​gins. And alt​ho​ugh plenty of mu​tu​al​ly known par​ti​es we​re es​tab​lis​hed, they fa​iled to find any di​rect link bet​we​en the two of them.

    "Maybe you we​re a stu​dent of mi​ne," Dreg​ler sug​ges​ted.

    She smi​led and sa​id: "Thank you, Lu​ci​an, but I'm not as yo​ung as you se​em to think."

    Then she was jost​led from be​hind ("Who​ops," sa​id a tipsy aca​de​mic), and so​met​hing she had be​en fid​dling with in her hand en​ded up in Dreg​ler's drink. It tur​ned the cle​ar bub​bling be​ve​ra​ge in​to a glas​sful of li​qu​id ro​se-light.

    "I'm so sorry. Let me get you anot​her," she sa​id, and then di​sap​pe​ared in​to the crowd.

    Dregler fis​hed the ear​ring out of the glass and sto​le away with it be​fo​re she had a chan​ce to re​turn with a fresh drink. La​ter in his ro​om he pla​ced it in a small box, which he la​bel​led: "Tre​asu​res of the Me​du​sa."

    But the​re was not​hing he co​uld pro​ve, and he knew it.

    

IV
    

    It was not many ye​ars la​ter that Dreg​ler was out on one of his now fa​mo​us walks aro​und the city. Sin​ce the bo​oks​to​re in​ci​dent, he had ad​ded se​ve​ral new tit​les to his works, and the​se had so​me​how ga​ined him the fa​ith​ful and fas​ci​na​ted audi​en​ce of re​aders that had pre​vi​o​usly elu​ded him. Pri​or to his "dis​co​very" he had be​en ac​cor​ded only a dis​tant in​te​rest in scho​larly and po​pu​lar circ​les ali​ke, but now every lit​tle ha​bit of his, not le​ast of all his da​ily me​an​de​rings, had be​en tur​ned by com​men​ta​tors in​to "typif​ying tra​its" and "de​fi​ning qu​irks". "Dreg​ler's walks," sta​ted one ar​tic​le, "are a cons​ti​tu​ti​onal of the mo​dern mind, ur​ban jo​ur​neys by a tor​tu​red Ulys​ses sans It​ha​ca." Anot​her ar​tic​le of​fe​red this back-co​ver su​per​la​ti​ve: "the most ba​ro​que in​he​ri​tor of Exis​ten​ti​alism's ob​ses​si​ons."

    But wha​te​ver fa​tu​osi​ti​es they may ha​ve ins​pi​red, his re​cent bo​oks - A Bo​uqu​et of Worms, Ban​qu​et for Spi​ders, and New Me​di​ta​ti​ons on the Me​du​sa - had enab​led him to "grip the minds of a dying ge​ne​ra​ti​on and pass on to them his pa​in." The​se words we​re writ​ten, rat​her unc​ha​rac​te​ris​ti​cal​ly, by Joseph Gle​er in a highly fa​vo​rab​le re​vi​ew of New Me​di​ta​ti​ons for a phi​lo​sop​hi​cal qu​ar​terly. He pro​bably tho​ught that this no​ti​ce wo​uld re​vi​ve his fri​ends​hip with his old col​le​ague, but Dreg​ler ne​ver ack​now​led​ged Gle​er's ef​fort, nor the re​pe​ated in​vi​ta​ti​ons to jo​in his wi​fe and him for so​me get-to​get​her or ot​her. What el​se co​uld Dreg​ler do? Whet​her Gle​er knew it or not, he was now one of them. And so was Dreg​ler, tho​ugh his sa​ving vir​tue was an awa​re​ness of this dis​tur​bing fact. And this was part of his pa​in.

    "We can only li​ve by le​aving our 'so​ul' in the hands of the Me​du​sa," Dreg​ler wro​te in New Me​di​ta​ti​ons. "Whet​her she is an an​gel or a gar​goy​le is not the po​int. Each me​rely al​lows us a gru​eso​me di​ver​si​on from so​me ul​ti​ma​te ca​tast​rop​he which wo​uld turn us to sto​ne; each is a mask hi​ding the worst vi​sa​ge, a me​di​ci​ne that numbs the mind. And the Me​du​sa will see to it that we are pro​tec​ted, se​aling our eye​lids clo​sed with the glu​ey spit​tle of her sna​kes, whi​le the​ir bo​di​es elon​ga​te and slit​her past our lips to de​vo​ur us from the in​si​de. This is what we must ne​ver wit​ness, ex​cept in the ima​gi​na​ti​on, whe​re it is a char​ming sight. And in the word, no less than in the mind, the Me​du​sa fas​ci​na​tes much mo​re than she ap​pal​ls, and ha​unts us just this si​de of pet​ri​fac​ti​on. On the ot​her si​de is the unt​hin​kab​le, the un​he​ard-of, that-which-sho​uld-not-be: hen​ce, the Re​al. This is what throt​tles our so​uls with a hund​red fin​gers - so​mew​he​re, per​haps in that dim ro​om which ca​used us to for​get our​sel​ves, that pla​ce whe​re we left our​sel​ves be​hind amid sha​dows and stran​ge so​unds - whi​le our minds and words toy, li​ke play​ful, stu​pid pets, with di​ver​si​ons of an im​me​asu​rab​le di​sas​ter. The tra​gedy is that we must ste​er so clo​se in or​der to avo​id this ha​zard. We may hi​de from hor​ror only in the he​art of hor​ror."
    Now Dreg​ler had re​ac​hed the outer​most po​int of his da​ily walk, the po​int at which he usu​al​ly tur​ned and ma​de his way back to his apart​ment, that ot​her ro​om. He ga​zed at the black do​or with the brass knob and knoc​ker, then glan​ced down the stre​et at the row of porch lights and bay win​dows, which we​re glo​wing madly in the la​te dusk. Lo​oking skyward, he saw the blu​ish do​mes of stre​et lamps: in​ver​ted ha​los or open eyes. A light ra​in be​gan to sprink​le down, not​hing very tro​ub​le​so​me. But in the next mo​ment Dreg​ler had al​re​ady so​ught shel​ter in the wel​co​ming browns​to​ne.

    He so​on ca​me to stand be​fo​re the do​or of the ro​om, ke​eping his hands de​ep in the poc​kets of his over​co​at and away from temp​ta​ti​on. Not​hing had chan​ged, he no​ti​ced, not​hing at all. The do​or had not be​en ope​ned by an​yo​ne sin​ce he had last clo​sed it be​hind him on that hec​tic day ye​ars ago. And the​re was the pro​of, as he knew, so​me​how, it wo​uld be: that long thre​ad from his co​at still dang​led from whe​re it had be​en ca​ught bet​we​en do​or and fra​me. Now the​re was no qu​es​ti​on abo​ut what he wo​uld do.

    It was to be a qu​ick pe​ek thro​ugh a hand-wi​de crack, but eno​ugh to risk di​sil​lu​si​on​ment and the dis​per​sal of all the char​ming tra​umas he had ar​ti​cu​la​ted in his bra​in and bo​oks, scat​te​ring them li​ke tho​se pe​cu​li​ar sha​dows he sup​po​sed lin​ge​red in that ro​om. And the vo​ices - wo​uld he he​ar that his​sing which he​ral​ded her pre​sen​ce as much as the flit​ting red sha​pes? He kept his eyes fi​xed upon his hand on the do​ork​nob, tur​ning it gently to nud​ge open the do​or. So the first thing he saw was the way it, his hand, to​ok on a rosy dawn-li​ke glow, then a de​eper twi​light crim​son as it was bat​hed mo​re di​rectly by the odd il​lu​mi​na​ti​on wit​hin the ro​om.

    

    There was no ne​ed to re​ach in and flick the light switch just in​si​de. He co​uld see qu​ite eno​ugh as his vi​si​on, still ex​cep​ti​onal, was furt​her aided by the way a cer​ta​in crac​ked mir​ror was po​si​ti​oned, gi​ving his eyes a ref​lec​ted ent​ran​ce in​to the dim depths of the ro​om. And in the depths of the mir​ror? A split-ima​ge, so​met​hing frac​tu​red by a thre​ad li​ke chasm that oozed up a vis​co​us red glow. The​re was a man in the mir​ror; no, not a man but a ma​ni​kin, or a fro​zen fi​gu​re of so​me kind. It was na​ked and ri​gid, le​aning aga​inst a wall of clut​ter, its arms outst​retc​hing and re​ac​hing be​hind, as if trying to bre​ak a back​wards fall. Its he​ad was al​so thrown back, al​most bro​ken-nec​ked; its eyes we​re pres​sed shut in​to a pa​ir of well-se​aled cre​ases, two ocu​lar wrink​les which had ta​ken the pla​ce of the soc​kets them​sel​ves. And its mo​uth ga​ped so wi​dely with a so​und​less scre​am that all wrink​les had be​en smo​ot​hed away from that part of the old fa​ce.

    He ba​rely re​cog​ni​sed this fa​ce, this na​ked and pa​raly​zed form which he had all but for​got​ten, ex​cept as a lu​rid fi​gu​re of spe​ech he on​ce used to desc​ri​be the un​can​ny con​di​ti​on of his so​ul. But it was no lon​ger a char​ming ima​ge of the ima​gi​na​ti​on. Ref​lec​ti​on had gi​ven it charm, ma​de it ac​cep​tab​le to sa​nity, just as ref​lec​ti​on had ma​de tho​se sna​kes, and the one who wo​re them, pic​tu​res​que and not pet​rif​ying. But no amo​unt of ref​lec​ti​on co​uld ha​ve con​ce​ived se​e​ing the thing it​self, nor the sta​te of be​ing sto​ne.

    The ser​pents we​re mo​ving now, co​iling them​sel​ves abo​ut the ank​les and wrists, the neck; ste​alt​hily en​te​ring the scre​aming man's mo​uth and prying at his eyes. De​ep in the mir​ror ope​ned anot​her pa​ir of eyes the co​lo​ur of wi​ne-mi​xed wa​ter, and thro​ugh a dark tang​led mass they gla​red. The eyes met his, but not in a mir​ror. And the mo​uth was scre​aming, but ma​de no so​und. Fi​nal​ly, he was re​uni​ted, in the worst pos​sib​le way, with the thing wit​hin the ro​om.

    Stiff in​si​de of sto​ne now, he he​ard him​self think. Whe​re is the world, my words? No lon​ger any world, any words, the​re wo​uld only be that nar​row ro​om and its two in​se​pa​rab​le oc​cu​pants. Not​hing ot​her than that wo​uld exist for him, co​uld exist, nor, in fact, had ever exis​ted. In its own ro​se-tin​ted he​art, his hor​ror had at last fo​und him.

    

    

9 - Gemma Files - In The Poor Girl Taken By Surprise
    

    "Aren't you a lit​tle slut, to eat the flesh and drink the blo​od of yo​ur own grand​mot​her?"

    -Little Red Ri​ding-Ho​od, tra​di​ti​onal

    

    This is an old story. Most sto​ri​es are. An​yo​ne who says dif​fe​rent is lying, or per​haps simply mi​sin​for​med.

    But thus, and even so:

    Once upon a ti​me, my dar​lings, the​se wo​ods we​re full of wol​ves - yes, even he​re in the wilds of Up​per Ca​na​da, whe​re the light which se​eps bet​we​en everg​re​ens and map​le tre​es ali​ke is as brown and stin​ging as tho​ugh it co​mes fil​te​red thro​ugh a tho​usand mos​qu​ito​wings at on​ce. He​re whe​re the sky is clog​ged with bark and cob​webs, whe​re black bi​ting fli​es ho​ver thick un​der the branc​hes and each step stirs the pi​ne-ne​ed​le lo​am up li​ke hay, or sod​den grey-brown snow; he​re amongst the tang​le of crab-apple tre​es and blackt​horn bus​hes, whe​re even the qu​i​etest fo​ot​fall is eno​ugh to send lit​tle to​ads hop​ping cle​ar, li​ke brown clumps of dirt with tiny, jewel​led eyes…

    Even he​re in the​se dim and man-empty pla​ces, whe​re things le​ap from tree to tree far over​he​ad, just out of sight. Whe​re un​der the mulch and muck of de​ad le​aves a ve​ri​tab​le fe​ast of dust li​es wa​iting - a fi​ne, dun car​pet of gro​und and yel​lo​wed bo​nes.

    Which is why, if you he​ar fo​ots​teps be​hind you as you ma​ke yo​ur way along the fo​rest's paths, it may be best to stop and hi​de and wa​it - as qu​i​etly as pos​sib​le - un​til they pass you by. And if you see so​met​hing high in the le​aves abo​ve, so​met​hing that lo​oks li​ke eyes tra​vel​ling fast thro​ugh the dark​ness, it may be best to ig​no​re it, even if one is su​re it can only be swamp gas - tho​ugh in truth, the​re are few re​al swamps ne​arby, un​less that sump of dow​ned map​les and fro​zen mud you strug​gled yo​ur way thro​ugh to get to The Po​or Girl Ta​ken By Surp​ri​se to​night co​unts as such.

    For the​re are so many things in the​se wo​ods left still un​co​un​ted, even now: Tre​es who​se branc​hes ri​se high as church-spi​res, a per​fect sha​pe for the ke​els of be​witc​hed ca​no​es to scra​pe them​sel​ves upon. Ca​ves in which squ​at the dri​ed-out corp​ses of sa​va​ges, hun​ted be​yond en​du​ran​ce and sick with stran​ge di​se​ases, who star​ved to de​ath rat​her than al​low them​sel​ves to be cap​tu​red and cor​ral​led li​ke ani​mals; the​ir hungry ghosts may yet be he​ard ke​ening at twi​light, ill-wis​hing any whi​te man who​se sha​dow da​res to cross the​ir do​ors​tep. A la​ke that go​es up and a cat​hed​ral that go​es down and a wo​man dres​sed all in birch-bark wal​king, rust​ling, with her left hand clutc​hed tightly to her chest - that de​ad-whi​te ske​le​ton hand who​se to​uch to the un​wary fo​re​he​ad me​ans mad​ness, who​se to​uch to the un​wary back me​ans de​ath…

    Yet he​re we sit snug and warm and dry no​net​he​less, tra​ders and set​tlers and im​mig​rants bo​und for even mo​re dis​tant pla​ces ali​ke, be​fo​re this open, wel​co​ming fi​re; he​re we may eat and drink our fill and go 'ro​und the circ​le in turn, each of we tra​vel​lers swap​ping a story for our pla​ce be​ne​ath this ro​of 'till mor​ning. And I will be mo​re than glad to add my own cont​ri​bu​ti​on to that ros​ter, if only it sho​uld ple​ase you to bend yo​ur ear and lis​ten.

    Might it be that you ha​ve a pla​ce al​re​ady set at yo​ur tab​le for a po​or old wo​man such as I, Mon​si​e​ur? Ma​da​me? A pla​ce at yo​ur si​de​bo​ard for a star​ving, child​less wi​dow, mes​da​mes et mes​si​e​urs, s'il vo​us pla​it?
    Oh, no mat​ter; I ha​ve wal​ked far to​night, ex​pec​ting to go yet fart​her, be​fo​re I saw yo​ur sign and he​ard yo​ur mer​ri​ment. But I am not yet so we​ak with hun​ger that I can​not se​at myself.

    Once upon a ti​me, and a ti​me it was…

    … the​re we​re two sis​ters who li​ved all alo​ne, with no mot​her and no fat​her to ca​re for them, in the very de​epest and dar​kest part of the wo​ods. They li​ved in the ho​use of the​ir grand​mot​her, who was of​ten away on long trips, but they we​re not lo​nely, the​se two; ne​ver so, not in each ot​her's com​pany. For they we​re used, from long ex​pe​ri​en​ce, to ma​king the​ir own amu​se​ments.

    And what bro​ught this lop​si​ded lit​tle fa​mily to the he​art of the fo​rest, de​ux ga​mi​nes and one old wo​man, so far away from everyt​hing that is soft, fe​mi​ni​ne and ci​vi​li​sed? The​ir pro​perty da​ted back to be​fo​re the Pla​ins of Ab​ra​ham, be​fo​re the French Re​vo​lu​ti​on; gran​ted land in per​pe​tu​ity, as do​wery and do​ma​in, 'till one of them might be inc​li​ned to sell or gi​ve it away - and if that so​unds li​ke a cur​se rat​her than a gift, then so be it. A not-so-self-impo​sed exi​le in the no lon​ger-New World for re​asons un​told, or (at le​ast) uns​po​ken.

    The na​me, mes​si​e​urs? Ah, but our na​mes ha​ve co​me to me​an so very lit​tle he​re in this empty co​untry of ours, ha​ve they not? Just as our de​fi​ni​ti​ons tend to… shift, down the cen​tu​ri​es. Tes​se​da​lu​ye, Tes​se​dal'ce​il, Te​te-de-l'ce​il - "he​ad of the eye," no? Or per​haps a mi​sap​pre​hen​si​on ne​ver cor​rec​ted: He​ad of so​met​hing very, very dif​fe​rent. L'ce​il, la lu​ce, la lo​up…
    And so it was, af​ter all: Te​te-du-lo​up, "he​ad of the wolf. Wolf's-he​ad.

    

    A stran​ge na​me, cer​ta​inly. And yet I know it was well as tho​ugh it we​re - my own.

    The sa​va​ges who had oc​cu​pi​ed this par​ti​cu​lar plot of land be​gan to shun it so​on af​ter the fa​mily first ar​ri​ved to ta​ke pos​ses​si​on of the​ir new hun​ting gro​unds. For they we​re fe​ro​ci​o​us hun​ters, the​se ones, ma​le and fe​ma​le ali​ke; from win​ter thro​ugh spring, sum​mer and fall, each se​ason to its own sort of prey. In the old co​untry, it had be​en whis​pe​red that the Tes​se​da​lu​ye kept the​ir own ca​len​dar, and may​be even the​ir own pra​yer bo​ok too - had pled​ged them​sel​ves ne​it​her wholly to the Cat​ho​lic nor the Hu​ge​not fa​ith, in tho​se dark days af​ter Cat​he​ri​ne de'Me​di​ci and her bro​od split Fran​ce limb from limb, twis​ting the wo​und so that it wo​uld ne​ver he​al cle​anly aga​in. Which ma​de them no sort of Chris​ti​ans at all, per​haps.

    Or not go​od ones, at any ra​te.

    And whe​re was this ho​use, you ask? Oh, not so very far from he​re at all. Not so very far that they we​re not of​ten di​ver​ted by the light and no​ise of The Po​or Girl Ta​ken By Surp​ri​se which spil​led to​wards them from ac​ross the la​ke, sin​ce they had ne​ver se​en a pub​lic-ho​use be​fo​re, or tra​vel​lers in such num​bers: Mu​sic, la​ugh​ter, the rumb​le of ox-carts, bright city-bo​ught fab​rics, men and wo​men dan​cing li​ke le​aves in the wind. The​se things we​re myste​ri​es and ama​ze​ments to the two sis​ters, po​or so​li​tary bump​kins that they we​re!

    For they knew many things, the​se girls, you see, tho​ugh the ways of Man we​re not among them. How to trap a rab​bit, and skin it. How to tell the track of stag from that of mo​ose. How to co​ok a hed​ge​hog un​der an eart​hen​wa​re bowl, pe​el its stin​ging qu​il​ls free, and crack it for its ten​der me​at. What parts of every cre​atu​re may be dri​ed for car​rying, which must be hung aw​hi​le be​fo​re they be​co​me pa​la​tab​le, which may be pick​led, or ot​her​wi​se pre​ser​ved. And which parts are best eaten just as they are, raw and red and drip​ping, on the very spot whe​re they we​re butc​he​red.

    The hu​man ani​mal, only, was one they had ne​ver hun​ted. Let alo​ne…

    … tas​ted.

    

* * *
    

    Girls are cu​ri​o​us cre​atu​res, a fact the​ir grand​mot​her was well ac​qu​a​in​ted with - fa​ted to be wild in the​ir se​ason, just as she had be​en in hers. So even tho​ugh she un​ders​to​od that her war​nings wo​uld (in all pro​ba​bi​lity) go un​he​eded, she was const​ra​ined to vo​ice them any​way.

    Come clo​se, my dar​lings, co​me clo​ser; lis​ten to me a whi​le, be​fo​re I go whe​re I must. We do not med​dle with tho​se we do not know, yes? The​re​fo​re ke​ep al​ways to the sa​fest path, the well-trod ro​ad of ne​ed​les rat​her than the easi​er-se​eming ro​ad of pins - back and forth to Grand​mot​her's ho​use, whe​re you may pull the bob​bin and the latch will go up, open the do​or and co​me in.
    And per​haps you sho​uld ha​ve sta​yed be​hind, old wo​man, if you fe​ared so for the​ir sa​fety; this is what you may be thin​king, and not wit​ho​ut ca​use. But we can​not al​ways cho​ose the way things hap​pen. I ha​ve my ha​bits and my ins​tincts, just as they… did.

    A cry from the back, now: You, sir, re​pe​tez-vo​us? Ah, we​re they pretty, of co​ur​se. For the most im​por​tant qu​es​ti​ons must be ans​we​red first, na​tu​ral​ly.

    Well. We all know the ta​le of Ro​se Red and Snow Whi​te, do we not? From which one may gat​her that one was co​ar​se and the ot​her fi​ne, one dark and the ot​her fa​ir. One might ha​ve be​en con​si​de​red pretty, even in this com​pany. The ot​her -

    - the ot​her, not so much.

    It was win​ter by then, which ma​de things har​der. Win​ter set​tles hard upon us all in this in​hos​pi​tab​le pla​ce, am I mis​ta​ken? For when the light grows thin and the nights long, the​re is very lit​tle to amu​se one's self with, asi​de from sle​ep. Or hun​ting when the hun​ger ta​kes you, which is of​ten eno​ugh.

    The pe​op​le at the inn, al​so hungry - so​me of you he​re amongst them, no do​ubt - tri​ed the​ir hand at hun​ting as well. But when one do​es not know the ter​ri​tory, c'est dif​fi​ci​le. The girls watc​hed the​ir dist​ress mo​unt, co​un​ting down the days to the​ir grand​mot​her's re​turn, and I think that it must ha​ve se​emed to them that wit​ho​ut the​ir aid the men and wo​men of The Po​or Girl Ta​ken By Surp​ri​se must su​rely pi​ne and die li​ke be​ar-cubs wo​ken too early, be​aver kits trap​ped in an ice​bo​und lod​ge… for they we​re ten​der-he​ar​ted cre​atu​res, as all girls are. Yes, in​de​ed.

    Almost as much so as they we​re al​so born hun​ters, long-used to watc​hing and wa​iting whi​le prey strug​gled de​eper and de​eper in​to its own trap. To check for signs of strug​gle in the snow or drops of blo​od in the un​derb​rush, for the une​ven prints of so​me we​ake​ned thing, for wha​te​ver Na​tu​re her​self might ha​ve se​lec​ted - pre​or​da​ined, in her own mag​na​ni​mo​us way - for them to cull.

    The Fe​ast of Step​hen, Sa​int Step​hen's Day, has long be​en set asi​de for cha​rity. So that was the day our two sis​ters set out for the inn ac​ross the la​ke, be​aring gifts with which to bar​ter the​ir wel​co​me: Furs they had cu​red them​sel​ves, ber​ri​es and fru​its they had sto​red, a go​odly por​ti​on of me​at left over from the​ir own sto​re​ro​om.

    How they must ha​ve smi​led when they drew wit​hin sight of the​se do​ors, as the mo​on ro​se and the snow be​gan to fall - a night much li​ke this one, co​me to think! For in​si​de was light, warmth and sin​ging, ped​lars with the​ir wa​res spre​ad out on tab​les, all man​ner of stran​ge and in​te​res​ting folk from all man​ner of pla​ces they had ne​ver dre​amed on, let alo​ne be​en.

    And how the inn's in​ha​bi​tants must ha​ve smi​led to see them co​ming, al​so: The​se two girls, unac​com​pa​ni​ed, with the​ir bas​ket of go​ods and the​ir gawky, gaw​ping sta​res. Li​ke ve​ri​tab​le man​na from He​aven.

    I was far away by then, mes amis, fol​lo​wing my qu​ar​ry un​der a le​ad-co​lo​ured snow-storm sky. Yet I do be​li​eve, ne​vert​he​less, that I can rec​kon the very mo​ment du​ring which my grand​da​ugh​ters' rash ac​ti​ons led them so​mew​he​re they had ne​ver wan​ted to be.

    You at the back - yes, you: I ha​ve no do​ubt you tho​ught my Sylvie "pretty", when you knew her. And my Per​ri​net​te, with her pup​pyish ways; you must ha​ve tho​ught her a bad bar​ga​in in com​pa​ri​son, tho​ugh well worth the pri​ce of such com​pany. When you fed them both grog and gin, pla​yed yo​ur fid​dles and da​red them to dan​ce with each ot​her, dres​sed them up in yo​ur che​ap who​res' cast-offs and ro​uged the​ir lips and che​eks to ma​ke them lo​ok mo​re… ap​pe​ti​sing?

    Out, ma​da​me, c'est ve​ri​tab​le: I know for fact that you we​re the​re that night as chi​ef in​ci​ter, if not ring-le​ader, in tho​se drun​ken re​vels. And how, you may well ask?

    Let us say that if I wrink​le my no​se just so, I can - wit​ho​ut a do​ubt - smell it on you.

    

    Their only mis​ta​ke - the "sin" that con​dem​ned them - was that they had ne​ver le​ar​ned how men, too, prey on men, po​or lit​tle ones. I had spa​red them that know​led​ge, fo​olishly, out of so​me va​in ho​pe of pre​ser​ving the​ir in​no​cen​ce; far too well, as it turns out. And for that I will no do​ubt ha​ve to ma​ke amends, in ti​me.

    This glit​te​ring mess-hall, this car​bunc​le, squ​at​ting over a fi​eld of shal​low gra​ves. This po​iso​ned ho​ney​comb, a nest to trap and drown fli​es in. This pla​ce whe​re off-se​ason tra​vel​lers so​me​ti​mes simply di​sap​pe​ar, le​aving not​hing but the​ir few sad tre​asu​res and a tab​le or so of full bel​li​es be​hind.

    But you we​re surp​ri​sed as well, I am su​re, when - af​ter the girls saw you, for the first ti​me, in yo​ur true sha​pes - they let you see them, in the​irs.

    My Sylvie fo​und a thin pla​ce in the ice with her paw as they bro​ke from the inn, and sank li​ke a sto​ne to its bot​tom. But my po​or Per​ri​net​te, ham​pe​red by her fi​ne new clot​hing, was easily bro​ught to gro​und. And tho​ugh she snap​ped at you with her sla​ve​ring jaws and to​re at you with her cle​ver, cla​wed hands, you shot her all the sa​me: put a ball in her bra​in, to​re her limb from limb, fla​yed her wolf's skin away from the man-skin still lur​king be​low, then drag​ged what was left of her back in​si​de.

    For the​re is much me​at to be had from a wolf, if one knows whe​re to ma​ke the cuts. Al​most as much, in the end, as the​re is on a po​or girl, ta​ken by surp​ri​se.

    Yes, it is a sad story in​de​ed. And tho​ugh you do not se​em eager to he​ar the end of it, I will tell it to you all the sa​me.

    These wo​ods we​re full of wol​ves when we first ca​me he​re, but we dro​ve them out, hun​ting them al​most to the​ir ex​tinc​ti​on. For they knew the truth of our na​tu​re, just as the sa​va​ges did: we are the sort who do not ca​re to sha​re what is ours, not even with our clo​sest kin. So when the wol​ves had fled we hun​ted sa​va​ges, and be​ca​use we hun​ted them, the sa​va​ges dres​sed up li​ke us and pra​yed to us, pra​yed to us not to eat them. We be​ca​me the​ir gods for a ti​me, un​til they fled as well, to find them​sel​ves ot​hers.

    Or - per​haps - to se​ek out a pla​ce with no​ne.

    

    But we are not gods, and ne​ver ha​ve be​en. We are Wolf s-he​ads. Tes​se​da​lu​ye. We are…

    … shall I re​al​ly ha​ve to say the word alo​ud, my fri​ends?

    The pri​mal sin of tho​se li​ke myself, mes amis, is that be​ca​use we we​re on​ce pe​op​le who ac​ted li​ke be​asts, we are fo​re​ver cur​sed to be be​asts who know they we​re on​ce men. A wolf hunts in a pack, to eat, not to kill - it is a pro​po​nent of all tho​se most won​der​ful, na​tu​ral qu​ali​ti​es: Li​berty, lo​yalty, fra​ter​nity. But a we​re​wolf hunts to kill rat​her than eat, a cre​atu​re who​se uns​la​ked hun​ger is only for blo​od and sla​ugh​ter, de​fi​le​ment and deg​ra​da​ti​on. It will prey even on its own fa​mily, for the bonds of kins​hip me​an start​lingly lit​tle to it; it can vi​ola​te the fa​mi​li​es of ot​hers, and will, for much the sa​me re​ason.

    The we​re-wolf li​kes to play, to tor​tu​re, and ta​kes a grim hu​mo​ur in its con​ti​nu​al mas​qu​era​de, the to​othy ani​mal fa​ce be​ne​ath the gent​le hu​man mask. Per​haps this is be​ca​use the ol​dest story be​hind the myth - one which tho​se amongst us edu​ca​ted in the Clas​sics may well re​cog​ni​se - is that of King Lyka​on and his fifty sons; Lyka​on, who​se dis​gus​ting cri​mes ca​used the old god Ze​us to flo​od the known world, was​hing it cle​an for fu​tu​re, less per​ver​se oc​cu​pants. Lyka​on and his sons, who we​re trans​for​med in​to wol​ves for pro​fa​ning and den​ying the gods, for ser​ving stran​gers hu​man me​at, for ra​ve​ning the land they we​re sup​po​sed to pro​tect li​ke ban​dits rat​her than ru​lers.

    And sin​ce so​me​ti​mes Lyka​on's na​me is lin​ked with that of Tan​ta​lus, per​haps it fol​lows that the ru​le he bro​ke was the one which warns us not to sha​re in the eating of our own child​ren, or ot​hers'. For to for​ce or trick ot​hers in​to sha​ring the flesh of yo​ur own li​ne is al​ways an evil sort of vic​tory over them, a po​ten​ti​al spre​ading of mo​ral con​ta​gi​on.

    Later, in Ar​ca​dia, fol​lo​wers of the cult of Lyka​i​an Ze​us be​li​eved that each ye​ar, one of the​ir num​ber wo​uld be do​omed to turn in​to a wolf. If that per​son co​uld only li​ve for a ye​ar wit​ho​ut tas​ting hu​man flesh, he or she wo​uld re​turn to hu​man form; if not, he or she wo​uld re​ma​in a wolf fo​re​ver. But to be a man tur​ned wolf ma​kes the hun​ger for hu​man flesh a dre​ad​ful, and cons​tant, temp​ta​ti​on…

    Ah, yes. Per​haps you ha​ve felt it too, by now: That very dif​fe​rent sort of gre​ed, ac​hing in all yo​ur bo​nes, at the ro​ot of every to​oth. That itch be​ne​ath the skin, just whe​re you can ne​ver qu​ite re​ach. That song in yo​ur blo​od which calls out to the ri​sing mo​on, din​ning in yo​ur ears li​ke so​me evil ti​de.

    For we are all we​re-wol​ves he​re, ma​ke no mis​ta​ke. Every pa​rent who be​ats and ra​pes the​ir own child, every man dri​ven to eat his fel​low's flesh - li​ke a sa​va​ge, tho​ugh they most-ti​mes ha​ve bet​ter re​ason for it - by se​aso​nal ext​re​mity. He, she, I, you; all of us who bre​ak the so​ci​al com​pact by tre​ating each ot​her as so​met​hing… less than hu​man.

    And the cry, the cry, ec​ho​ing down unc​han​ged thro​ug​ho​ut the ages: It is not so, nor was not so, and God for​bid that it sho​uld be so!
    But it is so. Is it not?

    And still: Cal​me-toi. How co​uld I pos​sibly hurt you, m'si​eu - an old wo​man li​ke myself? Lo​ok at me. Lo​ok.

    Yes, just that way.

    Sit. Stay. As​se​yez-vo​us, each and every one of you, be​fo​re I am for​ced to let my - wor​se - na​tu​re slip.

    … bet​ter.

    Ah, and now I re​call how when I was but a gay girl li​ke my po​or Per​ri​net​te, still fo​olish eno​ugh to risk myself for trif​les, I wo​re not​hing but scar​let vel​vet… scar​let, so the sta​ins wo​uld not show so badly. You un​ders​tand.

    Yet how ti​mes chan​ge, and how they do not. How do they ne​ver.

    But I do not bla​me you for her de​ath, any of you - oh no, not I. How co​uld I, and not co​unt myself a hypoc​ri​te? For I, of all pe​op​le, sho​uld know how very dif​fi​cult it is to re​fu​se fresh me​at when it pre​sents it​self, es​pe​ci​al​ly out he​re in this ble​ak and de​nu​ded fron​ti​er lands​ca​pe. Out he​re, whe​re hun​ger ru​les.

    After all, I, too, ha​ve be​en known to prey on the un​wary, in my ti​me. I, too, ha​ve fol​lo​wed clo​se be​hind tra​vel​ling fa​mi​li​es and used the​ir lo​ve for one anot​her to harry them to the​ir do​om. I, too, ke​ep a cel​lar full of bo​nes.

    Yet I will gi​ve you this one thing for gift, mes​da​mes et mes​si​e​urs of The Po​or Girl Ta​ken By Surp​ri​se: This much, I will tell you for free. That the​re is mo​re than one re​ason, tra​di​ti​onal​ly, why a wolf who spe​aks - a wolf with hu​man hands - sho​uld al​ways be burnt rat​her than eaten.
    

    You kil​led one of my child​ren, and ate the ot​her. But I do not beg​rud​ge you - sin​ce, in do​ing so, you ha​ve al​lo​wed yo​ur​sel​ves to be eaten from in​si​de-out by this sa​me ra​ging hun​ger that has al​ways dri​ven us, I and my kind, down all the long ye​ars be​fo​re we ca​me to this co​untry, and af​ter. In a way, you ha​ve be​co​me my child​ren, my kin; Tes​sda​lu​ye by na​tu​re, if not by na​me. And how co​uld I harm my own kind, af​ter all?

    Well… easily eno​ugh, as I ha​ve exp​la​ined al​re​ady.

    Nevertheless, I catch myself fe​eling ge​ne​ro​us, for now. For as a fel​low hun​ter, I do so ad​mi​re yo​ur ar​ran​ge​ment he​re - this inn, sprung per​pe​tu​al​ly open li​ke a trap dis​gu​ised as pro​vi​den​ce; this fi​ne, new trick of let​ting the lit​tle pigs co​me to be ser​ved and watc​hing them ser​ve them​sel​ves up, in turn. A ste​ady stre​am of tra​vel​lers lod​ging on​ce, then mo​ving on, and ne​ver be​ing se​en aga​in: only tracks in the snow, co​ve​red over be​fo​re the mo​on next ri​ses, and (he​re and the​re, in the un​derb​rush) the rust​le of soft paws fol​lo​wing. With not​hing left be​hind but the hard, dark scat of so​me un​se​en thing, so con​cent​ra​ted it must su​rely eat not​hing but me​at.

    Oh yes in​de​ed, ca marc​he, ab​so​lu​te​ment. Ca ira.
    But ne​ver for​get who​se suf​fe​ran​ce you li​ve by from this mo​ment on, curs. As last of my li​ne, I am first in the blo​od he​re - alp​ha and ome​ga, the aleph and the zed. And so you will co​me to my call, he​el at my com​mand, be​ca​use I am-

    - ah, Ca phra​se?
    "Top dog."

    You may even call me grand​mot​her, if you wish.

    

    

10 - Sydney J. Bounds - Downmarket
    

    Metal links rat​tled as Jim​my tug​ged use​les​sly at the he​avy cha​in shack​ling him to a ra​iling in the mar​ket pla​ce. The pad​lock was big and he​avy. Lif​ting his he​ad he saw that the hands of the church clock sto​od at ten af​ter three, so he'd be​en he​re for two ho​urs.

    Some joke.

    A ro​und mo​on gli​ded the de​ser​ted squ​are sil​ver bet​we​en shif​ting sha​dows. The bre​eze that dis​tur​bed autumn le​aves and rust​led a plas​tic bag chil​led his thin te​ena​ged body. At le​ast it wasn't ra​ining - and a go​od job win​ter hadn't ar​ri​ved.

    He'd se​en no sign of li​fe, apart from a gin​ger cat, sin​ce they'd cha​ined him to the ra​iling. The cat pa​used to sniff at his bo​ots, then mo​ved on. In sum​mer, the​re might ha​ve be​en a pa​ir of lo​vers to re​le​ase him. The be​at cop​per hadn't be​en tes​ting do​ors eit​her, and that was stran​ge.

    Jimmy lo​oked past the shut​te​red stalls to the dark win​dows of shops and of​fi​ces bor​de​ring the mar​ket. He still had ho​urs to wa​it be​fo​re the early wor​kers ar​ri​ved for bre​ak​fast at the ca​fe. And he was af​ra​id.

    He felt bet​ra​yed, and des​pe​ra​te, with only one aim: to sur​vi​ve the night. And he'd tho​ught Mary li​ked him.

    

    The Mar​ket Ho​use, whe​re Clay the su​per​vi​sor had his of​fi​ce, was a pa​le sha​pe in the cent​re of the squ​are. Jim​my ra​ised his ga​ze to the plinth in a nic​he be​ne​ath the eaves, whe​re a sto​ne fi​gu​re bro​oded over the mar​ket.

    He'd ne​ver ta​ken much no​ti​ce be​fo​re; who lo​oks clo​sely at so​me old sta​tue? It was grey and tar​nis​hed. Now he saw that the fi​gu​re was gro​tes​que, ta​il as a man, with wings fol​ded abo​ut a ske​le​tal fi​gu​re and hog-li​ke sno​ut. A sing​le blank eye se​emed to sta​re di​rectly at him, and he shi​ve​red.

    He ga​ve a start: had it mo​ved? That had to be his ima​gi​na​ti​on.

    Napoleon Jim​son was a na​tu​ral co​ward. When thre​ate​ned, he re​li​ed on his long spindly legs to get him out of tro​ub​le.

    He'd al​ways be​en ab​le to out​run the bul​li​es at the Ho​me; to dod​ge and swer​ve aro​und his tor​men​tors. His na​me had ca​used a lot of ag​gro; he ha​ted it, and ne​ver for​ga​ve his mot​her for inf​lic​ting it on him. Not that he re​mem​be​red her; so​on af​ter his fat​her had un​lo​aded her, she'd un​lo​aded him.

    Kids can be cru​el, and it wasn't only boys who la​ug​hed as they chan​ted:

    "Nap, Nap, What a sap. Ta​kes the rap, Gets the strap!"

    He wan​ted only a qu​i​et li​fe, to be left alo​ne, but this ti​me he hadn't run fast eno​ugh.

    The hands of the church clock mo​ved slowly to​wards the qu​ar​ter ho​ur. It was go​ing to be a long night. The wind had fres​he​ned, mo​aning thro​ugh the branc​hes of tre​es, brin​ging him the ri​pe smell of spo​ilt fru​it.

    Jimmy lo​oked be​yond the stalls to a row of old bu​il​dings sand​wic​hed bet​we​en the new; an an​ci​ent ar​ca​de cut bet​we​en the pub and a piz​za par​lo​ur. The​re ca​me a small mo​ve​ment; only a rat at the rub​bish.

    He tug​ged inef​fec​tu​al​ly at the cha​in. Clay hadn't ma​de any mis​ta​ke; the hand​cuf​fs dug in​to his skinny wrists and tigh​te​ned as he strug​gled. The cha​in was so​lid and do​ub​le-wrap​ped abo​ut the ra​iling. He co​uld mo​ve, but not far.

    The clock chi​med. He sen​sed the we​ight of the sta​tue's ga​ze, he​avy as gra​ni​te, and lo​oked up. The sha​do​wed fi​gu​re had un​fur​led its wings. He blin​ked, and a clo​ud pas​sed ac​ross the fa​ce of the mo​on, blot​ting out the im​pos​sib​le.

    He wa​ited, shi​ve​ring in the dark​ness, ima​gi​ning the so​und of be​ating wings.

    When the clo​ud pas​sed he saw that the nic​he was empty, the stran​ge fi​gu​re gli​ding in a circ​le on outst​retc​hed wings. He cri​ed out in shock and it chan​ged co​ur​se, swo​oping to​wards him and gro​wing lar​ger.

    When he ran away from the Ho​me, he hitc​hed a lift to Lon​don and mo​ved in​to one of the card​bo​ard ci​ti​es. He cal​led him​self "Jim​my" if an​yo​ne chal​len​ged him. It was win​ter and the ho​me​less hud​dled to​get​her.

    He was ne​ver work-shy but all he co​uld get was a part-ti​me job min​ding a stre​et bar​row when the ow​ner adj​o​ur​ned to the pub. He li​ved on pas​ti​es and cho​co​la​te bars; he'd al​ways had a cra​ving for cho​co​la​te.

    The unemp​lo​yed didn't bot​her him. It was the ot​hers: the wi​nos and per​verts, the ad​dicts and pus​hers. And the mug​gers.

    Three of them fo​und him la​te one eve​ning in a shop​ping mall. "You got​ta chan​ce to sha​re a few qu​id with yo​ur old ma​tes, Jim."

    As they clo​sed in, light flas​hed off a bla​de and he was off and run​ning; he had strong legs and long stri​des. In the spring, he left Lon​don for the so​uth.

    The fi​gu​re gli​ded in to land no mo​re than a few yards away, ap​pa​rently as light as a fe​at​her. It had to be hol​low. It fur​led its wings and sto​od mo​ti​on​less, watc​hing him. Jim​my be​gan to sha​ke.

    The thing, wha​te​ver it was, lo​oked for​mi​dab​le, scaly, and the ga​ze of its sing​le eye ske​we​red him li​ke a lan​ce. Its smell re​min​ded him of a ces​spit he'd on​ce al​most stumb​led in​to, and he sta​red in dis​be​li​ef at the over​lap​ping pla​tes thick with bird drop​pings.

    Then it mo​ved to​wards him on short stubby legs, ta​lons clic​king on the cob​bles​to​nes. It ap​pro​ac​hed boldly, sno​ut lif​ted, snif​fing the air.

    Disbelief ga​ve way to ter​ror as he fa​iled to con​vin​ce him​self it was only so​me​one we​aring a mask. In a frenzy of fe​ar he wrenc​hed at the cha​in hol​ding him pri​so​ner. The cuffs to​re his wrists and he ig​no​red the pa​in and blo​od as he tri​ed des​pe​ra​tely to run away.

    The fi​gu​re wad​dled ne​arer, brin​ging its stench clo​se, open sno​ut wit​hin inc​hes of his fa​ce.

    Jimmy sob​bed.

    He didn't ne​ed to go far, only to a small town so​mew​he​re bet​we​en Lon​don and the co​ast whe​re a wil​ling wor​ker was ap​pre​ci​ated. They cal​led him a por​ter and wor​ked him hard, fetc​hing and car​rying bo​xes and cra​tes all day and cle​aring up af​ter​wards.

    The mar​ket stalls had ga​udy aw​nings of red and whi​te stri​pes and they we​re busy. He had lit​tle ti​me to pa​use bet​we​en er​rands. It was "Jim, mo​re ca​uli he​re," and "Fetch anot​her cra​te of ba​na​nas, qu​ick."

    By night​fall he was ex​ha​us​ted but happy. The job didn't pay much, but the stall-hol​ders saw he didn't go hungry.

    He ca​me to li​ke the smell of fresh fish and oran​ges, the sight of co​lo​ur​ful fab​rics snap​ping in the bre​eze. He enj​oyed the che​er​ful mar​ket cri​es. "Sixty a po​und mush​ro​oms. Fresh to​day, best be​et​ro​ot!"

    The re​ces​si​on hadn't af​fec​ted this mar​ket; the tra​ders had a sa​tis​fi​ed air of pros​pe​rity, ra​king in cash as fast as Jim​my co​uld whe​el up anot​her bar​row​lo​ad of pro​du​ce. And he ma​de fri​ends. At le​ast, he tho​ught of them as fri​ends…

    He bac​ked away as far as the cha​in al​lo​wed and the stin​king grey fi​gu​re fol​lo​wed him. The smell was so strong it thre​ate​ned to cho​ke him, and he tri​ed to hold his bre​ath.

    He tug​ged at his cha​in and dre​amt for a mo​ment that the who​le ra​iling mo​ved.

    Talons re​ac​hed out to grasp him, the way a mi​ser re​ac​hes for gold. Jim​my wis​hed he'd ne​ver run away from the Ho​me, ne​ver left Lon​don. He wis​hed he'd ac​cep​ted the cho​co​la​tes Mary had of​fe​red, now scat​te​red over the gro​und and out of re​ach. He wis​hed for… anyt​hing but this.

    He ex​pel​led his bre​ath in a rush. "Get away - le​ave me alo​ne!"

    Clay, the mar​ket su​per​vi​sor, was abo​ut thirty with a craggy fa​ce and surp​ri​sed Jim​my with his subt​le sen​se of hu​mo​ur. He ga​ve the nod when Mary as​ked if he co​uld be kept on as the​ir re​gu​lar por​ter.

    Big Er​nie, who ran the fish stall, tre​ated him all right in spi​te of his si​ze; he se​emed a gent​le gi​ant.

    Mary was ol​der, per​haps forty. She ran a se​cond-hand bo​oks​tall and to​ok to Jim​my as if he we​re a long-lost son. She cluc​ked over him and ga​ve him co​mics to re​ad.

    "There's a shed, just off the squ​are, whe​re we ke​ep bar​rows and stuff," she told him. "You co​uld sle​ep the​re in the sum​mer."

    So he mo​ved in, ma​de him​self a nest of old sacks, and everyt​hing was fi​ne till the night they ca​me for him.

    It ig​no​red his words. Ta​lons drew him in​to a clo​se emb​ra​ce. He shud​de​red at the​ir to​uch and, des​pe​ra​te, thrust at the fi​gu​re with his hands in an at​tempt to push it away.

    The sca​les felt cold and hard as sto​ne, slimy with bird drop​pings. He co​uldn't bud​ge it, and shud​de​red. The ta​lons tigh​te​ned as if in​tent on crus​hing his thin body. Jim​my scre​amed his des​pa​ir.

    During his last day, he'd no​ti​ced sly lo​oks in his di​rec​ti​on; tra​ders exc​han​ging a nud​ge and a wink. And over​he​ard whis​pers that ma​de him une​asy.

    "After all, it's only on​ce a ye​ar."

    When the stalls clo​sed and the cle​aring up be​gan, Clay, Mary and Big Er​nie sur​ro​un​ded him.

    "Forget that to​day, Jim​my," Clay sa​id. "So​me​one el​se can do it -we're ta​king you for a slap-up me​al."

    "You de​ser​ve it," Mary sa​id qu​ickly. "It's a sort of ce​leb​ra​ti​on."

    "Yeah, an an​ni​ver​sary. For the mar​ket."

    They to​ok him to the piz​za par​lo​ur. "Anything you li​ke, Jim​my," Er​nie sa​id. "Anything at all. No li​mit."

    He had three top​pings on his piz​za, cho​co​la​te ga​te​au to fol​low and a lar​ge Co​ke. It was the best me​al he'd ever had and when, la​ter, he craw​led in​to his bed in the shed, he qu​ickly fell as​le​ep with a smi​le on his fa​ce.

    Stiff wings en​fol​ded him, hol​ding him clo​se, and ta​lons dug in​to his flesh. Jim​my tho​ught wildly of co​mic bo​ok he​ro​es but the​re was not one aro​und to sa​ve him. The mar​ket squ​are re​ma​ined si​lent and empty; he was alo​ne with his night​ma​re.

    A scre​am was strang​led in his thro​at. He tri​ed to wi​pe his hands cle​an, ma​de them in​to fists to be​at on the scaly hi​de. He might as well ha​ve pum​mel​led a cliff fa​ce.

    The hog-li​ke sno​ut des​cen​ded and, gently, grey lips to​uc​hed his.

    Perhaps it was the slight so​und as the shed do​or ope​ned that wo​ke him. Or mo​on​light fal​ling ac​ross his fa​ce. He was ins​tantly alert, scramb​ling out of his nest and re​ady to run; he al​ways slept in je​ans and T-shirt.

    "Take it easy, Jim​my," a fa​mi​li​ar vo​ice sa​id. Clay's fa​ce sho​wed pa​le in the cold light.

    "What's wrong?" His pul​se was be​ating fas​ter.

    "Nothing's wrong," Mary sa​id, ap​pe​aring be​hind the su​per​vi​sor. "We want you to co​me out​si​de, that's all."

    Jimmy he​si​ta​ted. He ne​eded to trust his fri​ends but he had a bad fe​eling abo​ut this vi​sit. He star​ted to run, swer​ving aro​und them to re​ach the do​or, and Big Er​nie's arms wrap​ped abo​ut him and he knew it was ho​pe​less. Er​nie had the strength of a be​ar.

    "I ha​ven't do​ne anyt​hing wrong," he pro​tes​ted.

    "Of co​ur​se you ha​ven't," Mary sa​id qu​ickly. "You're a go​od boy."

    Ernie lif​ted him and car​ri​ed him with ease, out​si​de to the squ​are, to one of the ra​ilings. Clay snap​ped on hand​cuf​fs and cha​ined him to a ra​iling.

    "Why?" He was ne​arly in te​ars. "Why are you do​ing this?"

    Mary lo​oked sadly at him. "You'll be hel​ping all of us. All the tra​ders. All yo​ur fri​ends."

    She of​fe​red an open box of cho​co​la​tes. "The​se will help."

    He lo​oked at her with sus​pi​ci​on. "What are they? Drugs?"

    "Just so​met​hing to help you."

    "I don't do drugs." He knoc​ked the box out of her hand, scat​te​ring lo​ose cho​co​la​tes over the cob​bles​to​nes.

    

    Clay let out a sigh. "That's it then. Co​me away, Mary." The three of them left him cha​ined to the ra​iling, cros​sed the squ​are and di​sap​pe​ared in​to the ar​ca​de. The​ir fo​ot​fal​ls ec​ho​ed and fa​ded. Then he was alo​ne in the si​lent mar​ket, wa​iting.

    The lips felt rub​bery and he gag​ged on a vi​le stench. His arms imp​ri​so​ned, he was for​ced back​wards over the iron ra​iling un​til it se​emed his spi​ne wo​uld snap. He lo​oked up in​to a sing​le unb​lin​king eye.

    The thing suc​ked, li​ke mo​uth-to-mo​uth re​sus​ci​ta​ti​on in re​ver​se, slowly at first and then har​der un​til Jim​my's ton​gue was pul​led from its ro​ot, cho​king him. Pa​in di​sab​led him and he was clo​se to fa​in​ting.

    As if temp​ted by a de​li​cacy, the sno​ut suc​ked gre​edily with the po​wer of an in​dust​ri​al va​cu​um cle​aner.

    This can't be hap​pe​ning, Jim​my tho​ught fran​ti​cal​ly, but the pa​in was re​al. His lungs to​re lo​ose and ca​me up thro​ugh his mo​uth, his last bre​ath a rag​ged gasp, and still the suc​ti​on inc​re​ased.

    "Like I on​ce suc​ked out a bird's egg," the tho​ught ca​me be​fo​re he blac​ked out.

    Then his he​art was in his mo​uth, his bra​in wrenc​hed from its bony ca​ge. Bo​nes splin​te​red and the mar​row suc​ked out. When he was dra​ined, the thing spre​ad its wings re​ady for flight; gor​ged and he​avy it wob​bled on stumpy legs in the mo​on​light be​fo​re it to​ok off.

    Pre-dawn, be​fo​re an​yo​ne el​se was abo​ut, Clay re​mo​ved the pad​lock and cha​in. Mary col​lec​ted the dis​car​ded clot​hes, and Big Er​nie pus​hed the empty skin in​to a plas​tic bag and tos​sed it in​to a was​te bin.

    They ga​zed up at the sa​tis​fi​ed fi​gu​re in its nic​he abo​ve the Mar​ket Ho​use, su​re now that they co​uld lo​ok for​ward to anot​her go​od ye​ar.

    

    

11 - Robert E. Howard - The Horror From The Mound
    

    Steve brill did not be​li​eve in ghosts or de​mons. Ju​an Lo​pez did. But ne​it​her the ca​uti​on of the one nor the sturdy scep​ti​cism of the ot​her was shi​eld aga​inst the hor​ror that fell upon them -the hor​ror for​got​ten by men for mo​re than three hund​red ye​ars - a scre​aming fe​ar monst​ro​usly re​sur​rec​ted from the black lost ages.

    Yet as Ste​ve Brill sat on his sag​ging sto​op that last eve​ning, his tho​ughts we​re as far from un​can​ny me​na​ces as the tho​ughts of man can be. His ru​mi​na​ti​ons we​re bit​ter but ma​te​ri​alis​tic. He sur​ve​yed his farm​land and he swo​re. Brill was tall, rangy and to​ugh as bo​ot-le​at​her - true son of the iron-bo​di​ed pi​one​ers who wrenc​hed West Te​xas from the wil​der​ness. He was brow​ned by the sun and strong as a long-hor​ned ste​er. His le​an legs and the bo​ots on them sho​wed his cow​boy ins​tincts, and now he cur​sed him​self that he had ever clim​bed off the hur​ri​ca​ne deck of his crank-eyed mus​tang and tur​ned to far​ming. He was no far​mer, the yo​ung punc​her ad​mit​ted pro​fa​nely.

    Yet his fa​ilu​re had not all be​en his fa​ult. Plen​ti​ful ra​in in the win​ter - so ra​re in West Te​xas - had gi​ven pro​mi​se of go​od crops. But as usu​al, things had hap​pe​ned. A la​te bliz​zard had dest​ro​yed all the bud​ding fru​it. The gra​in which had lo​oked so pro​mi​sing was rip​ped to shreds and bat​te​red in​to the gro​und by ter​ri​fic ha​ils​torms just as it was tur​ning yel​low. A pe​ri​od of in​ten​se dryness, fol​lo​wed by anot​her ha​ils​torm, fi​nis​hed the corn.

    Then the cot​ton, which had so​me​how strug​gled thro​ugh, fell be​fo​re a swarm of gras​shop​pers which strip​ped Brill's fi​eld al​most over​night. So Brill sat and swo​re that he wo​uld not re​new his le​ase - he ga​ve fer​vent thanks that he did not own the land on which he had was​ted his swe​at, and that the​re we​re still bro​ad rol​ling ran​ges to the west whe​re a strong yo​ung man co​uld ma​ke his li​ving ri​ding and ro​ping.

    Now as Brill sat glumly, he was awa​re of the ap​pro​ac​hing form of his ne​arest ne​igh​bo​ur, Ju​an Lo​pez, a ta​ci​turn old Me​xi​can who li​ved in a hut just out of sight over the hill ac​ross the cre​ek, and grub​bed for a li​ving. At pre​sent he was cle​aring a strip of land on an adj​o​ining farm, and in re​tur​ning to his hut he cros​sed a cor​ner of Brill's pas​tu​re.

    Brill idly watc​hed him climb thro​ugh the bar​bed-wi​re fen​ce and trud​ge along the path he had worn in the short dry grass. He had be​en wor​king at his pre​sent job for over a month now, chop​ping down to​ugh gnarly mes​qu​ite tre​es and dig​ging up the​ir inc​re​dibly long ro​ots, and Brill knew that he al​ways fol​lo​wed the sa​me path ho​me. And watc​hing, Brill no​ted him swer​ving far asi​de, se​emingly to avo​id a low ro​un​ded hil​lock which jut​ted abo​ve the le​vel of the pas​tu​re. Lo​pez went far aro​und this knoll and Brill re​mem​be​red that the old Me​xi​can al​ways circ​led it at a dis​tan​ce. And anot​her thing ca​me in​to Brill's id​le mind - Lo​pez al​ways inc​re​ased his ga​it when he was pas​sing the knoll, and he al​ways ma​na​ged to get by it be​fo​re sun​down - yet Me​xi​can la​bo​urers ge​ne​ral​ly wor​ked from the first light of dawn to the last glint of twi​light, es​pe​ci​al​ly at the​se grub​bing jobs, when they we​re pa​id by the ac​re and not by the day. Brill's cu​ri​osity was aro​used.

    He ro​se, and sa​un​te​ring down the slight slo​pe on the crown of which his shack sat, ha​iled the plod​ding Me​xi​can.

    "Hey, Lo​pez, wa​it a mi​nu​te."

    Lopez hal​ted, lo​oked abo​ut, and re​ma​ined mo​ti​on​less but un-enthu​si​as​tic as the whi​te man ap​pro​ac​hed.

    "Lopez," sa​id Brill la​zily, "it ain't no​ne of my bu​si​ness, but I just wan​ted to ask you - how co​me you al​ways go so far aro​und that old In​di​an mo​und?"

    "No sa​be," grun​ted Lo​pez shortly.

    "You're a li​ar," res​pon​ded Brill ge​ni​al​ly. "You savvy all right; you spe​ak Eng​lish as go​od as me. What's the mat​ter - you think that mo​und's ha'nted or so​met​hin'?"

    Brill co​uld spe​ak Spa​nish him​self and re​ad it, too, but li​ke most Ang​lo-Sa​xons he much pre​fer​red to spe​ak his own lan​gu​age.

    Lopez shrug​ged his sho​ul​ders.

    "It is not a go​od pla​ce, no bu​eno," he mut​te​red, avo​iding Brill's eye. "Let hid​den things rest."

    "I rec​kon you're sca​red of ghosts," Brill ban​te​red. "Shucks, if that is an In​di​an mo​und, them In​di​ans be​en de​ad so long the​ir ghosts 'ud be plumb wo​re out by now."

    

    Brill knew that the il​li​te​ra​te Me​xi​cans lo​oked with su​pers​ti​ti​o​us aver​si​on on the mo​unds that are fo​und he​re and the​re thro​ugh the So​uth​west - re​lics of a past and for​got​ten age, con​ta​ining the mol​de​ring bo​nes of chi​efs and war​ri​ors of a lost ra​ce.

    "Best not to dis​turb what is hid​den in the earth," grun​ted Lo​pez.

    "Bosh," sa​id Brill. "Me and so​me boys bus​ted in​to one of them mo​unds over in the Pa​lo Pin​to co​untry and dug up pi​eces of a ske​le​ton with so​me be​ads and flint ar​row​he​ads and the li​ke. I kept so​me of the te​eth a long ti​me till I lost 'em, and I ain't ne​ver be​en ha'nted."

    "Indians?" snor​ted Lo​pez unex​pec​tedly. "Who spo​ke of In​di​ans? The​re ha​ve be​en mo​re than In​di​ans in this co​untry. In the old ti​mes stran​ge things hap​pe​ned he​re. I ha​ve he​ard the ta​les of my pe​op​le, han​ded down from ge​ne​ra​ti​on to ge​ne​ra​ti​on. And my pe​op​le we​re he​re long be​fo​re yo​urs, Se​ni​or Brill."

    "Yeah, you're right," ad​mit​ted Ste​ve. "First whi​te men in this co​untry was Spa​ni​ards, of co​ur​se. Co​ro​na​do pas​sed along not very far from he​re, I he​ar-tell, and Her​nan​do de Est​ra​da's ex​pe​di​ti​on ca​me thro​ugh he​re - away back yon​der - I dun​no how long ago."

    "In 1545," sa​id Lo​pez. "They pitc​hed camp yon​der whe​re yo​ur cor​ral stands now."

    Brill tur​ned to glan​ce at his ra​il-fen​ced cor​ral, in​ha​bi​ted now by his sad​dle-hor​se, a pa​ir of work-hor​ses and a scrawny cow.

    "How co​me you know so much abo​ut it?" he as​ked cu​ri​o​usly.

    "One of my an​ces​tors marc​hed with de Est​ra​da," ans​we​red Lo​pez. "A sol​di​er, Por​fi​rio Lo​pez; he told his son of that ex​pe​di​ti​on, and he told his son, and so down the fa​mily li​ne to me, who ha​ve no son to whom I can tell the ta​le."

    "I didn't know you we​re so well con​nec​ted," sa​id Brill. "May​be you know so​met​hin' abo​ut the gold de Est​ra​da was sup​po​sed to hid aro​und he​re so​mew​he​re."

    "There was no gold," grow​led Lo​pez. "De Est​ra​da's sol​di​ers bo​re only the​ir arms, and they fo​ught the​ir way thro​ugh hos​ti​le co​untry - many left the​ir bo​nes along the tra​il. La​ter - many ye​ars la​ter - a mu​le tra​in from San​ta Fe was at​tac​ked not many mi​les from he​re by Co​manc​hes and they hid the​ir gold and es​ca​ped; so the le​gends got mi​xed up. But even the​ir gold is not the​re now, be​ca​use Grin​go buf​fa​lo hun​ters fo​und it and dug it up."

    

    Brill nod​ded abst​rac​tedly, hardly he​eding. Of all the con​ti​nent of North Ame​ri​ca the​re is no sec​ti​on so ha​un​ted by ta​les of lost or hid​den tre​asu​re as is the So​uth​west. Un​co​un​ted we​alth pas​sed back and forth over the hills and pla​ins of Te​xas and New Me​xi​co in the old days when Spa​in ow​ned the gold and sil​ver mi​nes of the New World and cont​rol​led the rich fur tra​de of the West, and ec​ho​es of that we​alth lin​ger on in ta​les of gol​den cac​hes. So​me such vag​rant dre​am, born of fa​ilu​re and pres​sing po​verty, ro​se in Brill's mind.

    Aloud he spo​ke: "Well, any​way, I got not​hin' el​se to do and I be​li​eve I'll dig in​to that old mo​und and see what I can find."

    The ef​fect of that simp​le sta​te​ment on Lo​pez was not​hing short of shoc​king. He re​co​iled and his swarthy brown fa​ce went ashy; his black eyes fla​red and he threw up his arms in a ges​tu​re of in​ten​se ex​pos​tu​la​ti​on.

    "Dios, no!" he cri​ed. "Don't do that, Se​nor Brill! The​re is a cur​se - my grand​fat​her told me-"

    "Told you what?" as​ked Brill.

    Lopez lap​sed in​to sul​len si​len​ce.

    "I can not spe​ak," he mut​te​red. "I am sworn to si​len​ce. Only to an el​dest son co​uld I open my he​art. But be​li​eve me when I say bet​ter had you cut yo​ur thro​at than to bre​ak in​to that ac​cur​sed mo​und."

    "Well," sa​id Brill, im​pa​ti​ent of Me​xi​can su​pers​ti​ti​ons, "if it's so bad why don't you tell me abo​ut it? Gim​me a lo​gi​cal re​ason for not bus​tin' in​to it."

    "I can not spe​ak!" cri​ed the Me​xi​can des​pe​ra​tely. "I know! - but I swo​re to si​len​ce on the Holy Cru​ci​fix, just as every man of my fa​mily has sworn. It is a thing so dark, it is to risk dam​na​ti​on even to spe​ak of it! We​re I to tell you, I wo​uld blast the so​ul from yo​ur body. But I ha​ve sworn - and I ha​ve no son, so my lips are se​aled for ever."

    "Aw, well," sa​id Brill sar​cas​ti​cal​ly, "why don't you wri​te it out?"

    Lopez star​ted, sta​red, and to Ste​ve's surp​ri​se, ca​ught at the sug​ges​ti​on.

    "I will! Di​os be than​ked the go​od pri​est ta​ught me to wri​te when I was a child. My oath sa​id not​hing of wri​ting. I only swo​re not to spe​ak. I will wri​te out the who​le thing for you, if you will swe​ar not to spe​ak of it af​ter​ward, and to dest​roy the pa​per as so​on as you ha​ve re​ad it."

    "Sure," sa​id Brill, to hu​mo​ur him, and the old Me​xi​can se​emed much re​li​eved.

    "Bueno! I will go at on​ce and wri​te. To​mor​row as I go to work I will bring you the pa​per and you will un​ders​tand why no one must open that ac​cur​sed mo​und!"

    And Lo​pez hur​ri​ed along his ho​me​ward path, his sto​oped sho​ul​ders swa​ying with the ef​fort of his un​won​ted has​te. Ste​ve grin​ned af​ter him, shrug​ged his sho​ul​ders and tur​ned back to​ward his own shack. Then he hal​ted, ga​zing back at the low ro​un​ded mo​und with its grass-grown si​des. It must be an In​di​an tomb, he de​ci​ded, what with its symmetry and its si​mi​la​rity to ot​her In​di​an mo​unds he had se​en. He scow​led as he tri​ed to fi​gu​re out the se​eming con​nec​ti​on bet​we​en the myste​ri​o​us knoll and the mar​ti​al an​ces​tor of Ju​an Lo​pez.

    Brill ga​zed af​ter the re​ce​ding fi​gu​re of the old Me​xi​can. A shal​low val​ley, cut by a half-dry cre​ek, bor​de​red with tre​es and un​derb​rush, lay bet​we​en Brill's pas​tu​re and the low slo​ping hill be​yond which lay Lo​pez's shack. Among the tre​es along the cre​ek bank the old Me​xi​can was di​sap​pe​aring. And Brill ca​me to a sud​den de​ci​si​on.

    Hurrying up the slight slo​pe, he to​ok a pick and a sho​vel from the to​ol shed bu​ilt on to the back of his shack. The sun had not yet set and Brill be​li​eved he co​uld open the mo​und de​ep eno​ugh to de​ter​mi​ne its na​tu​re be​fo​re dark. If not, he co​uld work by lan​tern-light. Ste​ve, li​ke most of his bre​ed, li​ved mostly by im​pul​se, and his pre​sent ur​ge was to te​ar in​to that myste​ri​o​us hil​lock and find what, if anyt​hing, was con​ce​aled the​re​in. The tho​ught of tre​asu​re ca​me aga​in to his mind, pi​qu​ed by the eva​si​ve at​ti​tu​de of Lo​pez.

    What if, af​ter all, that grassy he​ap of brown earth hid ric​hes -vir​gin ore from for​got​ten mi​nes, or the min​ted co​ina​ge of old Spa​in? Was it not pos​sib​le that the mus​ke​te​ers of de Est​ra​da had them​sel​ves re​ared that pi​le abo​ve a tre​asu​re they co​uld not be​ar away, mol​ding it in the li​ke​ness of an In​di​an mo​und to fo​ol se​ekers? Did old Lo​pez know that? It wo​uld not be stran​ge if, kno​wing of tre​asu​re the​re, the old Me​xi​can ref​ra​ined from dis​tur​bing it. Rid​den with grisly su​pers​ti​ti​o​us fe​ars, he might well li​ve out a li​fe of bar​ren to​il rat​her than risk the wrath of lur​king ghosts or de​vils - for the Me​xi​cans say that hid​den gold is al​ways ac​cur​sed, and su​rely the​re was sup​po​sed to be so​me es​pe​ci​al do​om res​ting on this mo​und. Well, Brill me​di​ta​ted, La​tin-Indi​an de​vils had no ter​rors for the Ang​lo-Sa​xon, tor​men​ted by the de​mons of dro​uth and storm and crop fa​ilu​re.

    Steve set to work with the sa​va​ge energy cha​rac​te​ris​tic of his bre​ed. The task was no light one; the so​il, ba​ked by the fi​er​ce sun, was iron-hard, and mi​xed with rocks and peb​bles. Brill swe​ated pro​fu​sely and grun​ted with his ef​forts, but the fi​re of the tre​asu​re hun​ter was on him. He sho​ok the swe​at out of his eyes and dro​ve in the pick with mighty stro​kes that rip​ped and crumb​led the clo​se pac​ked dirt.

    The sun went down, and in the long dre​amy sum​mer twi​light he wor​ked on, al​most ob​li​vi​o​us of ti​me or spa​ce. He be​gan to be con​vin​ced that the mo​und was a ge​nu​ine In​di​an tomb, as he fo​und tra​ces of char​co​al in the so​il. The an​ci​ent pe​op​le which re​ared the​se se​pulch​res had kept fi​res bur​ning upon them for days, at so​me po​int in the bu​il​ding. All the mo​unds Ste​ve had ever ope​ned had con​ta​ined a so​lid stra​tum of char​co​al a short dis​tan​ce be​low the sur​fa​ce. But the char​co​al tra​ces he fo​und now we​re scat​te​red abo​ut thro​ugh the so​il.

    His idea of a Spa​nish-bu​ilt tre​asu​re-tro​ve fa​ded, but he per​sis​ted. Who knows? Per​haps that stran​ge folk men now cal​led Mo​und-Bu​il​ders had tre​asu​re of the​ir own which they la​id away with the de​ad.

    Then Ste​ve yel​ped in exul​ta​ti​on as his pick rang on a bit of me​tal. He snatc​hed it up and held it clo​se to his eyes, stra​ining in the wa​ning light. It was ca​ked and cor​ro​ded with rust, worn al​most pa​per-thin, but he knew it for what it was - a spur-ro​wel, un​mis​ta​kably Spa​nish with its long cru​el po​ints. And he hal​ted comp​le​tely be​wil​de​red. No Spa​ni​ard ever re​ared this mo​und, with its un​de​ni​ab​le marks of abo​ri​gi​nal work​mans​hip. Yet how ca​me that re​lic of Spa​nish ca​bal​le​ros hid​den de​ep in the pac​ked so​il?

    Brill sho​ok his he​ad and set to work aga​in. He knew that in the cent​re of the mo​und, if it we​re in​de​ed an abo​ri​gi​nal tomb, he wo​uld find a nar​row cham​ber bu​ilt of he​avy sto​nes, con​ta​ining the bo​nes of the chi​ef for whom the mo​und had be​en re​ared and the vic​tims sac​ri​fi​ced abo​ve it. And in the gat​he​ring dark​ness he felt his pick stri​ke he​avily aga​inst so​met​hing gra​ni​te li​ke and un​yi​el​ding. Exa​mi​na​ti​on, by sen​se of fe​el as well as by sight, pro​ved it to be a so​lid block of sto​ne, ro​ughly hewn. Do​ubt​less it for​med one of the ends of the de​ath-cham​ber. Use​less to try to shat​ter it. Brill chip​ped and pec​ked abo​ut it, scra​ping the dirt and peb​bles away from the cor​ners un​til he felt that wrenc​hing it out wo​uld be but a mat​ter of sin​king the pick-po​int un​der​ne​ath and le​ve​ring it out.

    But now he was sud​denly awa​re that dark​ness had co​me on. In the yo​ung mo​on obj​ects we​re dim and sha​dowy. His mus​tang nic​ke​red in the cor​ral when​ce ca​me the com​for​tab​le crunch of ti​red be​asts' jaws on corn. A whip​po​or​will cal​led eerily from the dark sha​dows of the nar​row win​ding cre​ek. Brill stra​igh​te​ned re​luc​tantly. Bet​ter get a lan​tern and con​ti​nue his exp​lo​ra​ti​ons by its light.

    He felt in his poc​ket with so​me idea of wrenc​hing out the sto​ne and exp​lo​ring the ca​vity by the aid of matc​hes. Then he stif​fe​ned. Was it ima​gi​na​ti​on that he he​ard a fa​int si​nis​ter rust​ling, which se​emed to co​me from be​hind the bloc​king sto​ne? Sna​kes! Do​ubt​less they had ho​les so​mew​he​re abo​ut the ba​se of the mo​und and the​re might be a do​zen big di​amond bac​ked rat​tlers co​iled up in that ca​ve-li​ke in​te​ri​or wa​iting for him to put his hand among them. He shi​ve​red slightly at the tho​ught and bac​ked away out of the ex​ca​va​ti​on he had ma​de.

    It wo​uldn't do to go po​king abo​ut blindly in​to ho​les. And for the past few mi​nu​tes, he re​ali​sed, he had be​en awa​re of a fa​int fo​ul odo​ur exu​ding from in​ters​ti​ces abo​ut the bloc​king sto​ne - tho​ugh he ad​mit​ted that the smell sug​ges​ted rep​ti​les no mo​re than it did any ot​her me​na​cing scent. It had a char​nel-ho​use re​ek abo​ut it - ga​ses for​med in the cham​ber of de​ath, no do​ubt, and dan​ge​ro​us to the li​ving.

    Steve la​id down his pick and re​tur​ned to the ho​use, im​pa​ti​ent of the ne​ces​sary de​lay. En​te​ring the dark bu​il​ding, he struck a match and lo​ca​ted his ke​ro​se​ne lan​tern han​ging on its na​il on the wall. Sha​king it, he sa​tis​fi​ed him​self that it was ne​arly full of co​al oil, and ligh​ted it. Then he fa​red forth aga​in, for his eager​ness wo​uld not al​low him to pa​use long eno​ugh for a bi​te of fo​od. The me​re ope​ning of the mo​und int​ri​gu​ed him, as it must al​ways int​ri​gue a man of ima​gi​na​ti​on, and the dis​co​very of the Spa​nish spur had whet​ted his cu​ri​osity.

    He hur​ri​ed from his shack, the swin​ging lan​tern cas​ting long dis​tor​ted sha​dows ahe​ad of him and be​hind. He chuck​led as he vi​su​ali​sed Lo​pez's tho​ughts and ac​ti​ons when he le​ar​ned, on the mor​row, that the for​bid​den mo​und had be​en pri​ed in​to. A go​od thing he ope​ned it that eve​ning, Brill ref​lec​ted; Lo​pez might even ha​ve tri​ed to pre​vent him med​dling with it, had he known.

    In the dre​amy hush of the sum​mer night, Brill re​ac​hed the mo​und - lif​ted his lan​tern - swo​re be​wil​de​redly. The lan​tern re​ve​aled his ex​ca​va​ti​ons, his to​ols lying ca​re​les​sly whe​re he had drop​ped them -and a black ga​ping aper​tu​re! The gre​at bloc​king sto​ne lay in the bot​tom of the ex​ca​va​ti​on he had ma​de, as if thrust ca​re​les​sly asi​de. Wa​rily he thrust the lan​tern for​ward and pe​ered in​to the small ca​ve-li​ke cham​ber, ex​pec​ting to see he knew not what. Not​hing met his eyes ex​cept the ba​re rock si​des of a long nar​row cell, lar​ge eno​ugh to re​ce​ive a man's body, which had ap​pa​rently be​en bu​ilt up of ro​ughly hewn squ​are-cut sto​nes, cun​ningly and strongly jo​ined to​get​her.

    "Lopez!" exc​la​imed Ste​ve fu​ri​o​usly. "The dirty co​yo​te! He's be​en watc​hin' me work - and when I went af​ter the lan​tern, he snuck up and pri​ed the rock out - and grab​bed wha​te​ver was in the​re, I rec​kon. Blast his gre​asy hi​de, I'll fix him!"

    Savagely he ex​tin​gu​is​hed the lan​tern and gla​red ac​ross the shal​low, brush-grown val​ley. And as he lo​oked he stif​fe​ned. Over the cor​ner of the hill, on the ot​her si​de of which the shack of Lo​pez sto​od, a sha​dow mo​ved. The slen​der mo​on was set​ting, the light dim and the play of the sha​dows baf​fling. But Ste​ve's eyes we​re shar​pe​ned by the sun and winds of the was​te​lands, and he knew that it was so​me two-leg​ged cre​atu​re that was di​sap​pe​aring over the low sho​ul​der of the mes​qu​ite-grown hill.

    "Beatin' it to his shack," snar​led Brill. "He's sho​re got so​met​hin' or he wo​uldn't be tra​vel​lin' at that spe​ed."

    Brill swal​lo​wed, won​de​ring why a pe​cu​li​ar tremb​ling had sud​denly ta​ken hold of him. What was the​re unu​su​al abo​ut a thi​eving old Gre​aser run​ning ho​me with his lo​ot? Brill tri​ed to drown the fe​eling that the​re was so​met​hing pe​cu​li​ar abo​ut the ga​it of the dim sha​dow, which had se​emed to mo​ve at a sort of slin​king lo​pe.

    

    There must ha​ve be​en ne​ed for swift​ness when stocky old Ju​an Lo​pez elec​ted to tra​vel at such a stran​ge pa​ce.

    "Whatever he fo​und is as much mi​ne as his," swo​re Brill, trying to get his mind off the ab​nor​mal as​pect of the fi​gu​re's flight. "I got this land le​ased and I do​ne all the work dig​gin'. A cur​se, heck! No won​der he told me that stuff. Wan​ted me to le​ave it alo​ne so he co​uld get it his​self. It's a won​der he ain't dug it up long be​fo​re this. But you can't ne​ver tell abo​ut them Spigs."

    Brill, as he me​di​ta​ted thus, was stri​ding down the gent​le slo​pe of the pas​tu​re which led down to the cre​ek-bed. He pas​sed in​to the sha​dows of the tre​es and den​se un​derb​rush and wal​ked ac​ross the dry cre​ek-bed, no​ting ab​sently that ne​it​her whip​po​or-will nor ho​ot-owl cal​led in the dark​ness. The​re was a wa​iting, lis​te​ning ten​se​ness in the night that he did not li​ke. The sha​dows in the cre​ek bed se​emed too thick, too bre​ath​less. He wis​hed he had not blown out the lan​tern, which he still car​ri​ed, and was glad he had bro​ught the pick, grip​ped li​ke a bat​tle-ax in his right hand. He had an im​pul​se to whist​le, just to bre​ak the si​len​ce, then swo​re and dis​mis​sed the tho​ught. Yet he was glad when he clam​be​red up the low op​po​si​te bank and emer​ged in​to the star​light.

    He wal​ked up the slo​pe and on​to the hill, and lo​oked down on the mes​qu​ite flat whe​re​in sto​od Lo​pez's squ​alid hut. A light sho​wed at the one win​dow.

    "Packin' his things for a ge​ta​way, I rec​kon," grun​ted Ste​ve. "Ow, what the-"

    He stag​ge​red as from a physi​cal im​pact as a fright​ful scre​am kni​fed the stil​lness. He wan​ted to clap his hands over his ears to shut out the hor​ror of that cry, which ro​se un​be​arably and then bro​ke in an ab​hor​rent gurg​le.

    "Good God!" Ste​ve felt the cold swe​at spring out upon him. "Lo​pez - or so​me​body-"

    Even as he gas​ped the words he was run​ning down the hill as fast as his long legs co​uld carry him. So​me uns​pe​akab​le hor​ror was ta​king pla​ce in that lo​nely hut, but he was go​ing to in​ves​ti​ga​te if it me​ant fa​cing the De​vil him​self. He tigh​te​ned his grip on his pick-hand​le as he ran. Wan​de​ring prow​lers, mur​de​ring old Lo​pez for the lo​ot he had ta​ken from the mo​und, Ste​ve tho​ught, and for​got his wrath. It wo​uld go hard for an​yo​ne he ca​ught mo​les​ting the old sco​und​rel, thi​ef tho​ugh he might be.

    He hit the flat, run​ning hard. And then the light in the hut went out and Ste​ve stag​ge​red in full flight, brin​ging up aga​inst a mes​qu​ite tree with an im​pact that jol​ted a grunt out of him and to​re his hands on the thorns. Re-bo​un​ding with a sob​bed cur​se, he rus​hed for the shack, ner​ving him​self for what he might see - his ha​ir still stan​ding on end at what he had al​re​ady se​en.

    Brill tri​ed the one do​or of the hut and fo​und it bol​ted. He sho​uted to Lo​pez and re​ce​ived no ans​wer. Yet ut​ter si​len​ce did not re​ign. From wit​hin ca​me a cu​ri​o​us muf​fled wor​rying so​und, that ce​ased as Brill swung his pick cras​hing aga​inst the do​or. The flimsy por​tal splin​te​red and Brill le​aped in​to the dark hut, eyes bla​zing, pick swung high for a des​pe​ra​te ons​la​ught. But no so​und ruf​fled the grisly si​len​ce, and in the dark​ness not​hing stir​red, tho​ugh Brill's cha​otic ima​gi​na​ti​on pe​op​led the sha​do​wed cor​ners of the hut with sha​pes of hor​ror.

    With a hand damp with pers​pi​ra​ti​on he fo​und a match and struck it. Be​si​des him​self only old Lo​pez oc​cu​pi​ed the hut - old Lo​pez, stark de​ad on the dirt flo​or, arms spre​ad wi​de li​ke a cru​ci​fix, mo​uth sag​ging open in a semb​lan​ce of idi​ocy, eyes wi​de and sta​ring with a hor​ror Brill fo​und in​to​le​rab​le. The one win​dow ga​ped open, sho​wing the met​hod of the sla​yer's exit - pos​sibly his ent​ran​ce as well. Brill went to that win​dow and ga​zed out wa​rily. He saw only the slo​ping hil​lsi​de on one hand and the mes​qu​ite flat on the ot​her. He star​ted - was that a hint of mo​ve​ment among the stun​ted sha​dows of the mes​qu​ites and cha​par​ral - or had he but ima​gi​ned he glimp​sed a dim lo​ping fi​gu​re among the tre​es?

    He tur​ned back, as the match bur​ned down to his fin​gers. He lit the old co​al oil lamp on the ru​de tab​le, cur​sing as he bur​ned his hand. The glo​be of the lamp was very hot, as if it had be​en bur​ning for ho​urs.

    Reluctantly he tur​ned to the corp​se on the flo​or. Wha​te​ver sort of de​ath had co​me to Lo​pez, it had be​en hor​rib​le, but Brill, gin​gerly exa​mi​ning the de​ad man, fo​und no wo​und - no mark of kni​fe or blud​ge​on on him. Wa​it! The​re was a thin sme​ar of blo​od on Brill's qu​es​ting hand. Se​arc​hing, he fo​und the so​ur​ce - three or fo​ur tiny punc​tu​res in Lo​pez's thro​at, from which blo​od had oozed slug​gishly. At first he tho​ught they had be​en inf​lic​ted with a sti​let​to - a thin ro​und ed​ge​less dag​ger - then he sho​ok his he​ad. He had se​en sti​let​to wo​unds - he had the scar of one on his own body. The​se wo​unds mo​re re​semb​led the bi​te of so​me ani​mal - they lo​oked li​ke the marks of po​in​ted fangs.

    Yet Brill did not be​li​eve they we​re de​ep eno​ugh to ha​ve ca​used de​ath, nor had much blo​od flo​wed from them. A be​li​ef, ab​hor​rent with grisly spe​cu​la​ti​ons, ro​se up in the dark cor​ners of his mind -that Lo​pez had di​ed of fright, and that the wo​unds had be​en inf​lic​ted eit​her si​mul​ta​ne​o​usly with his de​ath, or an ins​tant af​ter​ward.

    And Ste​ve no​ti​ced so​met​hing el​se; scat​te​red abo​ut on the flo​or lay a num​ber of dingy le​aves of pa​per, scraw​led in the old Me​xi​can's cru​de hand - he wo​uld wri​te of the cur​se on the mo​und, he had sa​id. The​re we​re the she​ets on which he had writ​ten, the​re was the stump of a pen​cil on the flo​or, the​re was the hot lamp glo​be, all mu​te wit​nes​ses that the old Me​xi​can had be​en se​ated at the ro​ugh-hewn tab​le wri​ting for ho​urs. Then it was not he who ope​ned the mo​und-cham​ber and sto​le the con​tents - but who was it, in God's na​me? And who or what was it that Brill had glimp​sed lo​ping over the sho​ul​der of the hill?

    Well, the​re was but one thing to do - sad​dle his mus​tang and ri​de the ten mi​les to Co​yo​te Wells, the ne​arest town, and in​form the she​riff of the mur​der.

    Brill gat​he​red up the pa​pers. The last was crump​led in the old man's clutc​hing hand and Brill se​cu​red it with so​me dif​fi​culty. Then as he tur​ned to ex​tin​gu​ish the light, he he​si​ta​ted, and cur​sed him​self for the craw​ling fe​ar that lur​ked at the back of his mind -fe​ar of the sha​dowy thing he had se​en cross the win​dow just be​fo​re the light was ex​tin​gu​is​hed in the hut. The long arm of the mur​de​rer, he tho​ught, re​ac​hing for the lamp to put it out, no do​ubt. What had the​re be​en ab​nor​mal or in​hu​man abo​ut that vi​si​on, dis​tor​ted tho​ugh it must ha​ve be​en in the dim lamp​light and sha​dow? As a man stri​ves to re​mem​ber the de​ta​ils of a night​ma​re dre​am, Ste​ve tri​ed to de​fi​ne in his mind so​me cle​ar re​ason that wo​uld exp​la​in why that flying glimp​se had un​ner​ved him to the ex​tent of blun​de​ring he​ad​long in​to a tree, and why the me​re va​gue re​memb​ran​ce of it now ca​used cold swe​at to bre​ak out on him.

    

    Cursing him​self to ke​ep up his co​ura​ge, he ligh​ted his lan​tern, blew out the lamp on the ro​ugh tab​le, and re​so​lu​tely set forth, gras​ping his pick li​ke a we​apon. Af​ter all, why sho​uld cer​ta​in se​emingly ab​nor​mal as​pects abo​ut a sor​did mur​der up​set him? Such cri​mes we​re ab​hor​rent, but com​mon eno​ugh, es​pe​ci​al​ly among Me​xi​cans, who che​ris​hed un​gu​es​sed fe​uds.

    Then as he step​ped in​to the si​lent starf​lec​ked night he bro​ught up short. From ac​ross the cre​ek so​un​ded the sud​den so​ul-sha​king scre​am of a hor​se in de​adly ter​ror - then a mad drum​ming of ho​ofs that re​ce​ded in the dis​tan​ce. And Brill swo​re in ra​ge and dis​may. Was it a pant​her lur​king in the hills - had a mons​ter cat sla​in old Lo​pez? Then why was not the vic​tim mar​ked with the scars of fi​er​ce ho​oked ta​lons? And who ex​tin​gu​is​hed the light in the hut?
    As he won​de​red, Brill was run​ning swiftly to​ward the dark cre​ek. Not lightly do​es a cow​punc​her re​gard the stam​pe​ding of his stock. As he pas​sed in​to the dark​ness of the brush along the dry cre​ek, Brill fo​und his ton​gue stran​gely dry. He kept swal​lo​wing, and he held the lan​tern high. It ma​de but fa​int imp​res​si​on in the glo​om, but se​emed to ac​cen​tu​ate the black​ness of the crow​ding sha​dows. For so​me stran​ge re​ason, the tho​ught en​te​red Brill's cha​otic mind that tho​ugh the land was new to the Ang​lo-Sa​xon, it was in re​ality very old. That bro​ken and de​sec​ra​ted tomb was mu​te evi​den​ce that the land was an​ci​ent to man, and sud​denly the night and the hills and the sha​dows bo​re on Brill with a sen​se of hi​de​o​us an​ti​qu​ity. He​re had long ge​ne​ra​ti​ons of men li​ved and di​ed be​fo​re Brill's an​ces​tors ever he​ard of the land. In the night, in the sha​dows of this very cre​ek, men had no do​ubt gi​ven up the​ir ghosts in grisly ways. With the​se ref​lec​ti​ons Brill hur​ri​ed thro​ugh the sha​dows of the thick tre​es.

    He bre​at​hed de​eply in re​li​ef when he emer​ged from the tre​es on his own si​de. Hur​rying up the gent​le slo​pe to the ra​iled cor​ral, he held up his lan​tern, in​ves​ti​ga​ting. The cor​ral was empty; not even the pla​cid cow was in sight. And the bars we​re down. That po​in​ted to hu​man agency, and the af​fa​ir to​ok on a newly si​nis​ter as​pect. So​me one did not in​tend that Brill sho​uld ri​de to Co​yo​te Wells that night. It me​ant that the mur​de​rer in​ten​ded ma​king his ge​ta​way and wan​ted a go​od start on the law, or el​se - Brill grin​ned wryly. Far away ac​ross a mes​qu​ite flat he be​li​eved he co​uld still catch the fa​int and far-away no​ise of run​ning hor​ses. What in God's na​me had gi​ven them such a fright? A cold fin​ger of fe​ar pla​yed shud​de​ringly on Brill's spi​ne.

    Steve he​aded for the ho​use. He did not en​ter boldly. He crept cle​ar aro​und the shack, pe​ering shud​de​ringly in​to the dark win​dows, lis​te​ning with pa​in​ful in​ten​sity for so​me so​und to bet​ray the pre​sen​ce of the lur​king kil​ler. At last he ven​tu​red to open a do​or and step in. He threw the do​or back aga​inst the wall to find if any one we​re hi​ding be​hind it, lif​ted the lan​tern high and step​ped in, he​art po​un​ding, pick grip​ped fi​er​cely, his fe​elings a mix​tu​re of fe​ar and red ra​ge. But no hid​den as​sas​sin le​aped upon him, and a wary exp​lo​ra​ti​on of the shack re​ve​aled not​hing.

    With a sigh of re​li​ef Brill loc​ked the do​ors, ma​de fast the win​dows and ligh​ted his old co​al oil lamp. The tho​ught of old Lo​pez lying, a glas​sy-eyed corp​se alo​ne in the hut ac​ross the cre​ek, ma​de him win​ce and shi​ver, but he did not in​tend to start for town on fo​ot in the night.

    He drew from its hi​ding-pla​ce his re​li​ab​le old Colt.45, spun the blue ste​el cylin​der and grin​ned mirth​les​sly. May​be the kil​ler did not in​tend to le​ave any wit​nes​ses to his cri​me ali​ve. Well, let him co​me! He - or they - wo​uld find a yo​ung cow​punc​her with a six-sho​oter less easy prey than an old unar​med Me​xi​can. And that re​min​ded Brill of the pa​pers he had bro​ught from the hut. Ta​king ca​re that he was not in li​ne with a win​dow thro​ugh which a sud​den bul​let might co​me, he set​tled him​self to re​ad, with one ear alert for ste​althy so​unds.

    And as he re​ad the cru​de la​bo​ri​o​us script, a slow cold hor​ror grew in his so​ul. It was a ta​le of fe​ar that the old Me​xi​can had scraw​led - a ta​le han​ded down from ge​ne​ra​ti​on to ge​ne​ra​ti​on - a ta​le of an​ci​ent ti​mes.

    And Brill re​ad of the wan​de​rings of the ca​bal​le​ro Her​nan​do de Est​ra​da and his ar​mo​ured pi​ke​men, who da​red the de​serts of the So​uth​west when all was stran​ge and unk​nown. The​re we​re so​me forty-odd sol​di​ers, ser​vants, and mas​ters, at the be​gin​ning, the ma​nusc​ript ran. The​re was the cap​ta​in, de Est​ra​da, and the pri​est, and yo​ung Ju​an Za​vil​la, and Don San​ti​ago de Val​dez - a myste​ri​o​us nob​le​man who had be​en ta​ken off a help​les​sly flo​ating ship in the Ca​rib​be​an Sea - all the ot​hers of the crew and pas​sen​gers had di​ed of pla​gue, he had sa​id, and he had cast the​ir bo​di​es over​bo​ard. So de Est​ra​da had ta​ken him abo​ard the ship that was be​aring the ex​pe​di​ti​on from Spa​in, and de Val​dez jo​ined them in the​ir exp​lo​ra​ti​ons.

    Brill re​ad so​met​hing of the​ir wan​de​rings, told in the cru​de style of old Lo​pez, as the old Me​xi​can's an​ces​tors had han​ded down the ta​le for over three hund​red ye​ars. The ba​re writ​ten words dimly ref​lec​ted the ter​ri​fic hards​hips the exp​lo​rers had en​co​un​te​red -dro​ught, thirst, flo​ods, the de​sert sands​torms, the spe​ars of hos​ti​le reds​kins. But it was of anot​her pe​ril that old Lo​pez told - a grisly lur​king hor​ror that fell upon the lo​nely ca​ra​van wan​de​ring thro​ugh the im​men​sity of the wild. Man by man they fell and no man knew the sla​yer. Fe​ar and black sus​pi​ci​on ate at the he​art of the ex​pe​di​ti​on li​ke a can​ker, and the​ir le​ader knew not whe​re to turn. This they all knew: among them was a fi​end in hu​man form.

    Men be​gan to draw apart from each ot​her, to scat​ter along the li​ne of march, and this mu​tu​al sus​pi​ci​on, that so​ught se​cu​rity in so​li​tu​de, ma​de it easi​er for the fi​end. The ske​le​ton of the ex​pe​di​ti​on stag​ge​red thro​ugh the wil​der​ness, lost, da​zed and help​less, and still the un​se​en hor​ror hung on the​ir flanks, drag​ging down the strag​glers, pre​ying on drow​sing sent​ri​es and sle​eping men. And on the thro​at of each was fo​und the wo​unds of po​in​ted fangs that bled the vic​tim whi​te; so that the li​ving knew with what man​ner of evil they had to de​al. Men re​eled thro​ugh the wild, cal​ling on the sa​ints, or blasp​he​ming in the​ir ter​ror, figh​ting fren​zi​edly aga​inst sle​ep, un​til they fell with ex​ha​us​ti​on and sle​ep sto​le on them with hor​ror and de​ath.

    Suspicion cent​red on a gre​at black man, a can​ni​bal sla​ve from Ca​la​bar. And they put him in cha​ins. But yo​ung Ju​an Za​vil​la went the way of the rest, and then the pri​est was ta​ken. But the pri​est fo​ught off his fi​en​dish as​sa​ilant and li​ved long eno​ugh to gasp the de​mon's na​me to de Est​ra​da. And Brill, shud​de​ring and wi​de-eyed, re​ad:

    "… And now it was evi​dent to de Est​ra​da that the go​od pri​est had spo​ken the truth, and the sla​yer was Don San​ti​ago de Val​dez, who was a vam​pi​re, an un​de​ad fi​end, sub​sis​ting on the blo​od of the li​ving. And de Est​ra​da cal​led to mind a cer​ta​in fo​ul nob​le​man who had lur​ked in the mo​un​ta​ins of Cas​ti​le sin​ce the days of the Mo​ors, fe​eding off the blo​od of help​less vic​tims which lent him a ghastly im​mor​ta​lity. This nob​le​man had be​en dri​ven forth; no​ne knew whe​re he had fled but it was evi​dent that he and Don San​ti​ago we​re the sa​me man. He had fled Spa​in by ship, and de Est​ra​da knew that the pe​op​le of that ship had di​ed, not by pla​gue as the fi​end had rep​re​sen​ted, but by the fangs of the vam​pi​re.

    "De Est​ra​da and the black man and the few sol​di​ers who still li​ved went se​arc​hing for him and fo​und him stretc​hed in bes​ti​al sle​ep in a clump of cha​par​ral; full-gor​ged he was with hu​man blo​od from his last vic​tim. Now it is well known that a vam​pi​re, li​ke a gre​at ser​pent, when well gor​ged, falls in​to a de​ep sle​ep and may be ta​ken wit​ho​ut pe​ril. But de Est​ra​da was at a loss as to how to dis​po​se of the mons​ter, for how may the de​ad be sla​in? For a vam​pi​re is a man who has di​ed long ago, yet is qu​ick with a cer​ta​in fo​ul un​li​fe.

    "The men ur​ged that the Ca​bal​le​ro dri​ve a sta​ke thro​ugh the fi​end's he​art and cut off his he​ad, ut​te​ring the holy words that wo​uld crump​le the long-de​ad body in​to dust, but the pri​est was de​ad and de Est​ra​da fe​ared that in the act the mons​ter might wa​ken.

    "So they to​ok Don San​ti​ago, lif​ting him softly, and bo​re him to an old In​di​an mo​und ne​ar by. This they ope​ned, ta​king forth the bo​nes they fo​und the​re, and they pla​ced the vam​pi​re wit​hin and se​aled up the mo​und - Di​os grant un​til Judg​ment Day.

    "It is a pla​ce ac​cur​sed, and I wish I had star​ved el​sew​he​re be​fo​re I ca​me in​to this part of the co​untry se​eking work - for I ha​ve known of the land and the cre​ek and the mo​und with its ter​rib​le sec​ret, ever sin​ce child​ho​od; so you see, Se​nor Brill, why you must not open the mo​und and wa​ke the fi​end -"

    There the ma​nusc​ript en​ded with an er​ra​tic scratch of the pen​cil that to​re the crump​led le​af.

    Brill ro​se, his he​art po​un​ding wildly, his fa​ce blo​od​less, his ton​gue cle​aving to his pa​la​te. He gag​ged and fo​und words.

    "That's why the spur was in the mo​und - one of them Spa​ni​ards drop​ped it whi​le they was dig​gin' - and I migh​ta kno​wed it's be​en dug in​to be​fo​re, the way the char​co​al was scat​te​red out - but, go​od God-"

    Aghast he shrank from the black vi​si​ons - an un​de​ad mons​ter stir​ring in the glo​om of his tomb, thrus​ting from wit​hin to push asi​de the sto​ne lo​ose​ned by the pick of ig​no​ran​ce - a sha​dowy sha​pe lo​ping over the hill to​ward a light that be​to​ke​ned a hu​man prey - a fright​ful long arm that cros​sed a dim-ligh​ted win​dow…

    "It's mad​ness!" he gas​ped. "Lo​pez was plumb lo​co! They ain't no such things as vam​pi​res! If they is, why didn't he get me first, ins​te​ad of Lo​pez - un​less he was sco​utin' aro​und, ma​kin' su​re of everyt​hing be​fo​re he po​un​ced? Aw, hell! It's all a pi​pe-dre​am-"

    The words fro​ze in his thro​at. At the win​dow a fa​ce gla​red and gib​be​red so​und​les​sly at him. Two icy eyes pi​er​ced his very so​ul. A shri​ek burst from his thro​at and that ghastly vi​sa​ge va​nis​hed. But the very air was per​me​ated by the fo​ul scent that had hung abo​ut the an​ci​ent mo​und. And now the do​or cre​aked - bent slowly in​ward. Brill bac​ked up aga​inst the wall, his gun sha​king in his hand. It did not oc​cur to him to fi​re thro​ugh the do​or; in his cha​otic bra​in he had but one tho​ught - that only that thin por​tal of wo​od se​pa​ra​ted him from so​me hor​ror born out of the womb of night and glo​om and the black past. His eyes we​re dis​ten​ded as he saw the do​or gi​ve, as he he​ard the stap​les of the bolt gro​an.

    The do​or burst in​ward. Brill did not scre​am. His ton​gue was fro​zen to the ro​of of his mo​uth. His fe​ar gla​zed eyes to​ok in the tall, vul​tu​re li​ke form - the icy eyes, the long black fin​ger na​ils - the mol​de​ring garb, hi​de​o​usly an​ci​ent - the long spur​red bo​ot - the slo​uch hat with its crumb​ling fe​at​her - the flo​wing clo​ak that was fal​ling to slow shreds. Fra​med in the black do​or​way cro​uc​hed that ab​hor​rent sha​pe out of the past, and Brill's bra​in re​eled. A sa​va​ge cold ra​di​ated from the fi​gu​re - the scent of mol​de​ring clay and char​nel-ho​use re​fu​se. And then the un​de​ad ca​me at the li​ving li​ke a swo​oping vul​tu​re.

    Brill fi​red po​int-blank and saw a shred of rot​ten cloth fly from the Thing's bre​ast. The vam​pi​re re​eled be​ne​ath the im​pact of the he​avy ball, then righ​ted him​self and ca​me on with fright​ful spe​ed. Brill re​eled back aga​inst the wall with a cho​king cry, the gun fal​ling from his ner​ve​less hand. The black le​gends we​re true then - hu​man we​apons we​re po​wer​less - for may a man kill one al​re​ady de​ad for long cen​tu​ri​es, as mor​tals die?

    Then the claw-li​ke hands at his thro​at ro​used the yo​ung cow-punc​her to a frenzy of mad​ness. As his pi​one​er an​ces​tors fo​ught hand to hand aga​inst bra​in-shat​te​ring odds, Ste​ve Brill fo​ught the cold de​ad craw​ling thing that so​ught his li​fe and his so​ul.

    Of that ghastly bat​tle Brill ne​ver re​mem​be​red much. It was a blind cha​os in which he scre​amed be​ast-li​ke, to​re and slug​ged and ham​me​red, whe​re long black-na​ils li​ke the ta​lons of a pant​her to​re at him, and po​in​ted te​eth snap​ped aga​in and aga​in at his thro​at. Rol​ling and tumb​ling abo​ut the ro​om, both half en​ve​lo​ped by the musty folds of that an​ci​ent rot​ting clo​ak, they smo​te and to​re at each ot​her among the ru​ins of the shat​te​red fur​ni​tu​re, and the fury of the vam​pi​re was not mo​re ter​rib​le than the fe​ar cra​zed des​pe​ra​ti​on of his vic​tim.

    They cras​hed he​ad​long in​to the tab​le, knoc​king it down upon its si​de, and the co​al oil lamp splin​te​red on the flo​or, spra​ying the walls with sud​den fla​me. Brill felt the bi​te of the bur​ning oil that spat​te​red him, but in the red frenzy of the fight he ga​ve no he​ed. The black ta​lons we​re te​aring at him, the in​hu​man eyes bur​ning icily in​to his so​ul; bet​we​en his fran​tic fin​gers the wit​he​red flesh of the mons​ter was hard as dry wo​od. And wa​ve af​ter wa​ve of blind mad​ness swept over Ste​ve Brill. Li​ke a man bat​tling a night​ma​re he scre​amed and smo​te, whi​le all abo​ut them the fi​re le​aped up and ca​ught at the walls and ro​of.

    Through dar​ting jets and lic​king ton​gu​es of fla​me they re​eled and rol​led li​ke a de​mon and a mor​tal war​ring on the fi​re lan​ced flo​ors of hell. And in the gro​wing tu​mult of the fla​mes, Brill gat​he​red him​self for one last vol​ca​nic burst of fren​zi​ed strength. Bre​aking away and stag​ge​ring up, gas​ping and blo​ody, he lun​ged blindly at the fo​ul sha​pe and ca​ught it in a grip not even the vam​pi​re co​uld bre​ak. And whir​ling his fi​en​dish as​sa​ilant bo​dily on high, he das​hed him down ac​ross the up​til​ted ed​ge of the fal​len tab​le as a man might bre​ak a stick of wo​od ac​ross his knee. So​met​hing crac​ked li​ke a snap​ping branch and the vam​pi​re fell from Brill's grasp to writ​he in a stran​ge bro​ken pos​tu​re on the bur​ning flo​or. Yet it was not de​ad, for its fla​ming eyes still bur​ned on Brill with a ghastly hun​ger, and it stro​ve to crawl to​ward him with its bro​ken spi​ne, as a dying sna​ke crawls.

    Brill, re​eling and gas​ping, sho​ok the blo​od from his eyes, and stag​ge​red blindly thro​ugh the bro​ken do​or. And as a man runs from the por​tals of hell, he ran stumb​lingly thro​ugh the mes​qu​ite and cha​par​ral un​til he fell from ut​ter ex​ha​us​ti​on. Lo​oking back he saw the fla​me of the bur​ning ho​use and than​ked God that it wo​uld burn un​til the very bo​nes of Don San​ti​ago de Val​dez we​re ut​terly con​su​med and dest​ro​yed from the know​led​ge of men.

    

    

12 - Jay Lake - Fat Man
    

    Clint amos and his fri​end Bar​ley John Dim​mitt stal​ked thro​ugh the Mt. Ho​od Na​ti​onal Fo​rest, not far from Ti​mothy La​ke in so​ut​he​ast Clac​ka​mas Co​unty. They stal​ked qu​i​etly so as not to dis​turb the elk they hun​ted, but mo​re to the po​int, so as not to dis​turb the fo​rest ran​gers. Clint didn't hold with tags nor per​mits. Bar​ley John ge​ne​ral​ly ag​re​ed with Clint on most things. It ma​de li​fe easi​er for ever​yo​ne in​vol​ved.

    The two of them hun​ted this di​vi​si​on of the fo​rest be​ca​use most pe​op​le avo​ided it. Hi​kers and cam​pers had di​sap​pe​ared over the ye​ars; un​lucky ac​ci​dents be​fell log​gers. The​re had be​en mo​re than one lost child ne​ver fo​und, even by le​gi​ons of se​arch-and-res​cue tra​il run​ners. The Fo​rest Ser​vi​ce had qu​i​etly clo​sed down the last of the ma​na​ged tra​ils abo​ut three ye​ars ear​li​er, kil​ling what lit​tle to​urism the​ir town of Swe​den, Ore​gon, had still re​ce​ived. Even the most die-hard in​de​pen​dent log​gers now lo​oked el​sew​he​re for the​ir cut​ting per​mits.

    No tra​ils was okay with Clint, tho​ugh, be​ca​use it me​ant fe​wer ran​gers, and no to​urists mes​sing up his hunt. No log​gers was hard on the job si​tu​ati​on, but he co​uldn't fix that.

    They mo​ved si​lently amid ranks of hem​locks and lod​ge po​le pi​nes. Rho​do​dend​rons grew in the burn bre​aks, and at the ed​ges of the sha​dow along the rid​ges, but de​eper in only the smal​ler plants strug​gled along​si​de the do​omed of​fsp​ring of the​ir tall pa​rents. The fo​rest smel​led of lo​am and tingly pi​ne scent and the cold grey​ness of the mo​un​ta​in rock bu​ri​ed not far be​ne​ath the​ir fe​et. Snow wo​uld be the​re so​on, which ma​de the elk easi​er to find but mo​re dif​fi​cult to hunt.

    Barley John held out his hand, fin​gers spre​ad down.

    He'd he​ard so​met​hing.

    

    Clint wo​uld al​low that whi​le Bar​ley John didn't ha​ve the sen​se God gran​ted to a Ca​na​da go​ose, the man co​uld he​ar grass gro​wing. It ma​de Bar​ley John a hell of a hun​ting part​ner.

    Clint cro​uc​hed, his Ru​ger De​er​fi​eld car​bi​ne lo​ose and re​ady in his hands. The po​si​ti​on fol​ded his subs​tan​ti​al gut, but it was the only way he co​uld pop up for a cle​an shot. He co​uld hold it still for a whi​le. Bar​ley John might spot the​ir prey, but Clint al​ways got first shot. He usu​al​ly got the cle​an kill, too.

    Let it be a big ma​ma elk, he tho​ught, with so​me go​od me​at for the co​ming months. They ain't eit​her of them had a job in over a ye​ar, sin​ce Bar​ger's Saw​mill had clo​sed, and his wi​fe's pay had be​en cut twi​ce at that auto parts pla​ce up in Es​ta​ca​da.

    He didn't kill, they didn't eat.

    Hell, no one in the who​le town of Swe​den had eno​ugh to eat wit​ho​ut they went out and shot first. It was li​ke to ma​ke a man mad at the go​vern​ment, ra​ising ta​xes and ta​king jobs away all at the sa​me ti​me. Clint wasn't su​re whet​her it was the Japs, the Chi​ne​se or the al-Qa​eda, but so​me​body that had snug​gled up to tho​se dam​ned De​moc​rats had go​ne and sto​len his job. Ma​de his li​fe hell, too.

    He hadn't be​en old eno​ugh to ser​ve, but he re​mem​be​red Vi​et​nam. This co​untry sho​uld be so strong aga​in. So​me​ti​mes ta​king a cle​an shot felt go​od. He co​uld pre​tend it was so​me​one who​se de​ath wo​uld ma​ke his li​fe bet​ter.

    Barley John ma​de a clic​king no​ise to get Clint's at​ten​ti​on, then wa​ved his hand to the right, two fin​gers now up. Clint swung his car​bi​ne to the fo​ur o'clock po​si​ti​on re​la​ti​ve to the​ir li​ne of tra​vel and watc​hed for mo​ve​ment. Bar​ley John step​ped qu​i​etly away, di​sap​pe​aring among the pi​nes to find a co​ve​ring po​si​ti​on. Clint's part​ner wo​uld flush the elk, Clint wo​uld ta​ke his first shot, then Bar​ley John wo​uld drop the ani​mal if ne​ed be.

    The light was pe​arly grey, prop​hes​ying snow. Clint felt ti​me slow down li​ke it al​ways did when his fin​ger was right on the trig​ger. Me​at, sa​usa​ge and ste​aks for the win​ter. Jobs. Slick Wil​lie in his sights. He sho​ul​de​red the car​bi​ne and slo​wed his bre​at​hing.

    Somewhere furt​her off to the right Bar​ley John clic​ked aga​in, lo​uder this ti​me, then tos​sed a rock. The​re was a flash of fur as the elk bol​ted and Clint to​ok his shot, the old Ru​ger buc​king aga​inst his sho​ul​der even as he re​ali​sed so​met​hing was wrong.

    

    He must ha​ve hit, be​ca​use the​re was an un​holy scre​ech, li​ke the so​und of a re​al​ly big eag​le or hawk. Wha​te​ver it was - no elk, he was al​re​ady cer​ta​in - it went down in a thras​hing of rho​do​dend​rons at the ed​ge of a cle​aring.

    "Damn!" sho​uted Bar​ley John, bre​aking co​ver and sprin​ting to​ward the bus​hes. Clint was clo​se be​hind him, mo​ving fast for a big guy. They both pul​led up short, thirty or forty fe​et from wha​te​ver they had hit.

    "That we​ren't no elk," Clint sa​id. "Be​ar, may​be."

    "No. Lo​oked mo​re li​ke an ape."

    "Ain't no apes out-"

    They sta​red at each ot​her for a mo​ment.

    "Bigfoot," bre​at​hed Bar​ley John, re​al qu​i​et.

    Clint nod​ded. It co​uldn't be true, co​uld it? "Co​ver me," he whis​pe​red. "If it mo​ves, plug it." Ke​eping the Ru​ger low and clo​se to his body, he ap​pro​ac​hed the bus​hes whe​re a wa​tery be​am of sun​light had stab​bed down​ward.

    It was big, lying on its si​de, belly lar​ge as a be​ar's. Clint stu​di​ed what he'd shot. Belly or not, it co​uldn't be a be​ar. Didn't ha​ve no fur as such. Rat​her, it was co​ve​red with stringy ha​ir. The​re we​re hands and fe​et ins​te​ad of paws. This thing al​so had ropy rid​ges of scar tis​sue on its kne​es and el​bows, all aro​und its fin​gers and to​es.

    This was the big​gest fat man he'd ever se​en. But no man was that hu​ge. Clint es​ti​ma​ted it at eight fe​et or mo​re, at le​ast fi​ve hund​red po​unds. Slowly he re​ac​hed out and nud​ged it in the belly with the car​bi​ne's bar​rel.

    No re​ac​ti​on.

    He wal​ked aro​und the thing, no​ti​cing out of the cor​ner of his eye that Bar​ley John was still co​ve​ring him.

    "Big fel​la," Bar​ley John sa​id.

    "Bigfoot. Li​ke you fi​gu​red." Clint po​ked its he​ad with the car​bi​ne, just be​hind the ear. Not​hing. Not even a twitch.

    "Think he's still bre​at​hing?"

    Clint snor​ted. "Think I'm put​ting my hands down the​re to find out? Bas​tard co​uld fit a me​lon in​si​de tho​se dam​ned jaws." He sho​ul​de​red his car​bi​ne, his aim po​int wa​ve​ring.

    Barley John hef​ted his own we​apon. "What you do​ing?"

    "Checking," sa​id Clint, and shot the enor​mo​us cre​atu​re in the butt.

    It didn't twitch at all.

    "Friend," Clint bre​at​hed, "I be​li​eve we may be on our way to fa​me and ric​hes. This he​re's a re​al li​ve Big​fo​ot."

    "Actually," sa​id Bar​ley John in a ra​re show of in​de​pen​den​ce, "this he​re's a re​al de​ad Big​fo​ot. I got just one qu​es​ti​on."

    Clint was al​re​ady ima​gi​ning him​self be​ing in​ter​vi​ewed on Jer​ry Sprin​ger or 20/20, des​c​ri​bing the​ir ar​du​o​us days-long hunt of the kil​ler ape. "What's that?"

    "How we go​ing to ha​ul this thing out he​re wit​ho​ut we cut it up first?"

    In the end they got the body back to Clint's old Wa​go​ne​er with a tra​vo​is, a co​me along, a hund​red fe​et of ro​pe and ho​urs upon ho​urs of cur​sing to co​ver fo​ur mi​les of tra​il with such a dam​ned big de​ad​we​ight lo​ad. An elk they'd ha​ve just skin​ned and fi​eld dres​sed, ha​uling out in pi​eces.

    It was dark by the ti​me Clint whe​eled the Je​ep off the un​ma​in​ta​ined Fo​rest Ser​vi​ce track and on to Sta​te High​way 224, the ro​ad that ran thro​ugh the town of Swe​den. Swe​den's only ro​ad, in fact, ex​cept for so​me gra​vel la​nes run​ning back in​to the wo​ods on each si​de of the high​way. He pul​led over and got out to un​lock the front hubs and put the ve​hic​le back in​to two-whe​el dri​ve. It was cold, with no mo​on, and his bre​ath ste​amed in the star​light.

    They'd las​hed Big​fo​ot to the ro​of. Glan​cing up, Clint saw the wind stir​ring his kill's fur. Lo​oked li​ke the fin​gers had cur​led up on the dri​ve out of the fo​rest. Ref​lex ac​ti​on, he tho​ught. No​body and no thing to​ok a bul​let in the butt wit​ho​ut flinc​hing, not even knoc​ked out cold.

    Up and back in​to the truck, whe​re Bar​ley John was smo​king a jo​int and sta​ring in​to the wo​ods.

    "Put that thing away be​fo​re we get ho​me," Clint sa​id. "Mar​gie'll ha​te the smell on me as it is. She se​es that jo​int fla​ring in the Je​ep she'll lay in​to me li​ke crows on sum​mer whe​at."

    "You ain't the one smo​king," Bar​ley John ans​we​red mildly.

    "Don't ma​ke no dif​fe​ren​ce to her. Says we set a bad examp​le for the kids."

    

    Barley John to​ok a de​ep drag, then ca​re​ful​ly stub​bed the jo​int out on the dash​bo​ard be​fo​re slip​ping it in​to a poc​ket of his fa​ti​gue jac​ket. "Clint."

    "Yeah?"

    "I got a qu​es​ti​on."

    "Shoot." Clint held on thro​ugh a tight cur​ve on 224. The lo​ad on the ro​of was so he​avy the me​tal cre​aked, and it pul​led the Je​ep off ba​lan​ce.

    "Did we do the right thing?"

    "Does the Po​pe shit in the wo​ods?" Clint glan​ced over at Bar​ley John. His hun​ting part​ner lo​oked po​si​ti​vely dist​res​sed. That was unu​su​al. "What do you me​an?"

    "It was li​ke… sho​oting a man or so​met​hing."

    Clint la​ug​hed. "Just tell yo​ur​self he was a dam​ned li​be​ral tra​itor. You'll fe​el shit​lo​ads bet​ter."

    Somehow exp​la​ining that to Bar​ley John ma​de him fe​el wor​se. They dro​ve on in​to the dark​ness. Af​ter a few mi​nu​tes, Clint sa​id, "Mind if I ta​ke a qu​ick pull off that jo​int?"

    Sweden was a town of three hund​red pe​op​le, with a post of​fi​ce not much lar​ger than a gas sta​ti​on rest​ro​om, and gas sta​ti​on not much big​ger than that. The​re was an old truck stop, di​esel pumps long sin​ce shut down and rip​ped out, that hos​ted Swe​den's one half​way thri​ving bu​si​ness, the Fish Cre​ek Ca​fe. Ope​ra​ting in a well-lit cor​ner ne​ar the do​ors, the Ca​fe al​ways se​emed lost in the im​men​sity of its own bu​il​ding, but it still had the hu​ge walk-in co​olers from bu​si​er days.

    Clint pul​led up in front of the res​ta​urant to drop his lo​ad. Shel​ley Men​des who ran the pla​ce let folks use her co​olers in exc​han​ge for a few cuts when so​me​one ma​de a run in to Es​ta​ca​da to ha​ve the​ir me​at pro​ces​sed. So​me​ti​mes pe​op​le got am​bi​ti​o​us and fi​nis​hed dres​sing the​ir own kills on the conc​re​te ap​ron out​si​de, but that ten​ded to draw be​ars, so Shel​ley dis​co​ura​ged the prac​ti​ce.

    It was al​most ni​ne o'clock when they lurc​hed to a halt out​si​de the Ca​fe. The lights we​re on wit​hin, with a few folks scat​te​red aro​und in the do​zen bo​oths or along the ser​vi​ce co​un​ter. Clint no​ti​ced a Clac​ka​mas Co​unty she​riff's cru​iser par​ked out front, the big Ford Crown Vic​to​ria gle​aming among the col​lec​ti​on of pri​mer-co​lo​ured pic​kups and rus​ting Su​ba​rus nor​mal for ru​ral Ore​gon.

    "Hell. Da​me​row's in the​re."

    Clint and Bar​ley John had go​ne to high scho​ol with Eli​se Da​me​row. Eli​se had be​en a hard-pla​ying joc​ket​te then, who ne​ver se​emed to da​te any of the boys, and had har​bo​ured an in​ten​se and de​di​ca​ted dis​li​ke for Clint and his fri​ends. All he ever did was te​ase her a lit​tle.

    She hadn't chan​ged much over the ye​ars, ex​cept for ac​qu​iring the bad​ge and the gun and, re​cently, a tat​to​o​ed girlf​ri​end who li​ved in a tree ho​use out in the Na​ti​onal Fo​rest so​mew​he​re. Cer​ta​inly her dis​li​ke of Clint hadn't di​mi​nis​hed at all.

    "What are we go​ing to do with him?" as​ked Bar​ley John, thum​ping on the ro​of. "We ain't got no per​mits."

    Clint grin​ned. "Ain't no such thing as a Big​fo​ot per​mit. But I'll park out back. We can go in, talk to Shel​ley, may​be De​puty Da​me​row will be on her way by the ti​me we ne​ed to un​lo​ad."

    He kil​led the lights and dro​ve aro​und be​hind the Fish Eag​le's bu​il​ding, stop​ping next to the dumps​ter. Then he and Bar​ley John went in​si​de.

    "Evening, boys," sa​id Shel​ley. She was a hand​so​me girl, blon​de stre​aking to sil​ver over a com​for​tab​le fi​gu​re a man co​uld ad​mi​re, wi​do​wed in De​sert Storm and not much in​te​res​ted in clo​se per​so​nal com​pany af​ter that. Clint had thrown a pass or two, ti​mes when Mar​gie had be​en out of sta​te vi​si​ting her sis​ter. Shel​ley be​en ni​ce eno​ugh abo​ut it, but the​re we​re so​me pass re​turns even Clint had lit​tle tro​ub​le re​ce​iving.

    "Shelley." Clint nod​ded. Bar​ley John just bob​bed his he​ad along with Clint, a si​lent ec​ho.

    She swi​ped at an ima​gi​nary dust spot on the co​un​ter. "What can I do for you? Cof​fee?"

    "Yes, ma'am. Both our usu​als." Bar​ley John nod​ded aga​in, tho​ugh his lips mo​ved slightly this ti​me. "Might want to use yo​ur fre​ezer." Clint le​aned a lit​tle clo​ser. "La​ter," he whis​pe​red, nod​ding to​ward the de​puty who was get​ting up from her bo​oth.

    "You boys ever he​ard of per​mits?" Shel​ley as​ked with a smi​le.

    Damerow wal​ked up, hip slung out so her pis​tol was the most pro​mi​nent part of her. Not that she had much el​se of pro​mi​nen​ce, in Clint's opi​ni​on. Thin as a fen​ce ra​il and half as go​od lo​oking. He had to ad​mit, when the chips we​re down far eno​ugh to ac​tu​al​ly ne​ed a cop, he'd rat​her ha​ve Da​me​row co​ming aro​und to help than an​yo​ne el​se, but ot​her​wi​se he didn't ha​ve much use for the wo​man.

    "See you had to park out back. Lot too crow​ded?" Her grey eyes glin​ted.

    Clint shrug​ged. "You know how it is."

    "Shoot so​met​hing in se​ason, it ought to ha​ve a tag. Sho​ot so​met​hing out of se​ason, well…" She la​id so​me mo​ney down on the co​un​ter, pus​hed it to​ward Shel​ley. "Lucky for you boys I'm no ga​me war​den. Get it out of sight be​fo​re I ha​ve to no​ti​ce it."

    "M-m-man's got to eat," sa​id Bar​ley John with the stut​ter Da​me​row al​ways se​emed to in​du​ce in him.

    She smi​led, chuc​ked him un​der the chin. "What you eat sho​uld ma​ke you happy, John​nie." With anot​her gla​re at Clint, she he​aded out the do​or.

    He watc​hed un​til the cru​iser pul​led out on to 224, then tur​ned back to pick up his cof​fee. Bar​ley John was blus​hing red as Shel​ley's ketc​hup bot​tles.

    "I do dec​la​re," Shel​ley sa​id, clo​sing Bar​ley John's fin​gers aro​und the se​cond Styro​fo​am cup, "that wo​man li​kes you."

    "He's al​ways had a thing abo​ut dykes," sa​id Clint.

    Barley John stut​te​red in​to li​fe aga​in. "C-c-c-can't use that word n-n-no mo​re."

    "Women, then. You got a thing for manly wo​men."

    Shelley wal​ked off, la​ug​hing in​to her dish​rag.

    Outside with Shel​ley's flat​car dolly, they un​las​hed the Big​fo​ot. Clint wasn't wil​ling to cut or dress it, fi​gu​ring the car​cass was worth a lot mo​re who​le. The fin​gers had cur​led in​to a fist, he no​ti​ced. Clint rig​ged a co​me along to one of the ro​of stanc​hi​ons of the bu​il​ding, then used the Je​ep's bum​per winch to pull the Big​fo​ot off the ro​of, Bar​ley John gu​iding the lo​ad on​to the dolly.

    After that they whe​eled him in​si​de.

    Somebody in one of the bo​oths yel​ped and Shel​ley tur​ned to lo​ok. Her eyes nar​ro​wed to abo​ut the sa​me deg​ree Da​me​row had emp​lo​yed to gla​re Clint down. "What in the Nat​han Ha​le is that, Clin​ton Amos?"

    

    "Game we shot," he sa​id, glan​cing aro​und the Fish Cre​ek. Wal​ter Ar​na​son had got​ten up from his bo​oth to get a bet​ter lo​ok, as had the Ko​i​ic​hi brot​hers. Clint was dam​ned glad Da​me​row was go​ne.

    "Game. Huh." She flic​ked her to​wel back and forth, thin​king. "You be​en sho​oting go​ril​las in the mist, may​be. Wha​te​ver that is, I don't want no ste​aks off it."

    Barley John grin​ned. "Ain't gon​na be no ste​aks."

    "John," Clint sa​id with a war​ning lift in his vo​ice.

    "That's no be​ar," sa​id Fred​die Ko​i​ic​hi.

    The six or se​ven pe​op​le left in the Ca​fe we​re crow​ding aro​und the flat​bed dolly now.

    "Bigfoot," Clint con​fes​sed.

    Walter Ar​na​son la​ug​hed. "Duh shit, Clint. You boys are gon​na be fa​mo​us."

    "You cal​led any​body yet?" That was Franky Ko​i​ic​hi put​ting his oar in.

    "No, and I ain't gon​na un​til I had ti​me to think it over go​od. Don't no​ne of you do me no fa​vo​urs in the me​an ti​me, okay?"

    They all sta​red for a whi​le at the mas​si​ve body on the dolly. Shel​ley fi​nal​ly spo​ke up aga​in. "You sho​ot it, Clint?"

    He swel​led with pri​de. "Yep​pers."

    "I spot​ted it," sa​id Bar​ley John.

    What had got​ten in​to that boy? Clint won​de​red. "Our kill," he sa​id with a ge​ne​ro​sity he didn't fe​el.

    "Sweden's kill," sa​id Shel​ley. Her vo​ice was de​ci​si​ve. "You put this thing in my fre​ezer, the who​le town has to stand to pro​fit. I don't want yo​ur sorry fat ass run​ning off to Port​land or Se​at​tle with the evi​den​ce. Folks are go​ing to co​me he​re, eat my fo​od, buy Ko​i​ic​hi's gas, and ma​il ho​me post​cards from our lit​tle post of​fi​ce. That all right with you, Mr Big​fo​ot Bigs​hot?"

    Clint didn't ha​ve anyw​he​re el​se to sto​re the cre​atu​re. He su​re as hell wasn't ta​king it ho​me to Mar​gie. He lo​oked aro​und the ro​om. Se​ven pa​irs eyes lo​oked back. No​ne of them ma​de much mo​ney, half of them didn't ha​ve jobs at all. Him​self inc​lu​ded.

    "Damn, I ha​te be​ing pub​lic spi​ri​ted wit​ho​ut a re​ward in the bar​ga​in," Clint sa​id slowly, enj​oying his mo​ment. "But I'll hold tit​le - I me​an, me and Bar​ley John will hold tit​le. I pro​mi​se, wha​te​ver we ma​ke of this stays in Swe​den."

    Everybody in the Fish Cre​ek Ca​fe sho​ok on that, li​ke a ro​und of to​asts at New Ye​ar's. They whe​eled the dolly in​to the num​ber three fre​ezer, which Shel​ley tur​ned way down cold just for the oc​ca​si​on be​fo​re sha​ring out ce​leb​ra​tory be​ers on the ho​use.

    Around mid​night Clint drop​ped Bar​ley John off at the lit​tle rus​ted-out Airst​re​am tra​iler tuc​ked in the fre​ezing damp wo​ods, Then he went ho​me to his hu​ge, rot​ting A-fra​me at the ed​ge of town - a con​ver​ted vi​si​tor's lod​ge from the 1940s - to exp​la​in to his wi​fe what he had do​ne.

    Breakfast was ten​se. Mar​gie slap​ped down Krust-Eze hot​ca​kes and gla​red Clint Juni​or, Su​zan​ne and no-lon​ger-baby Hob​son out the do​or to the scho​ol bus whi​le Clint gro​aned thro​ugh a he​adac​he com​po​sed of equ​al parts mild han​go​ver and lack of sle​ep from be​ing kic​ked out of bed at six in the mor​ning. He ma​na​ged a kiss for Hob​son and qu​ick hug for Su​zan​ne. Clint Juni​or just dod​ged a punch on the arm, too old for his dad.

    Then Mar​gie pul​led up a cha​ir for her​self and tuc​ked in​to anot​her stack of hot​ca​kes with the sa​me two strips of ba​con the fa​mily eco​nomy al​lo​wed each of the child​ren. Clint lis​te​ned to the clink of her fork and smel​led the clo​ying smud​ge of her syrup in wo​un​ded si​len​ce. They ne​ver had spo​ken last night.

    That ma​de him a lit​tle sad.

    "Elise cal​led," Mar​gie fi​nal​ly sa​id. The ti​nes of her fork we​re squ​e​aking on the empty pla​te now, pus​hing dol​lops of syrup aro​und. "Yes​ter​day eve​ning."

    Elise} Da​me​row, he re​ali​sed. She was tal​king abo​ut the de​puty.

    "Said you and John​nie had be​en out po​ac​hing aga​in."

    "You want to eat this win​ter?" he as​ked mildly, tho​ugh angry words bo​iled in​si​de of him. He was too ti​red to let them out. "Be​si​des, it wasn't po​ac​hing."

    "What the hell was it, then? You find eno​ugh re​li​gi​on to get ho​nest with a hun​ting li​cen​se?"

    "No. I shot… so​met​hing that ain't co​ve​red by the De​part​ment of Fish and Wild​li​fe."

    

    Margie sta​red at him, her fa​ce so​mew​he​re bet​we​en angry and des​pe​ra​te. He re​mem​be​red how pretty she'd be​en twenty ye​ars back. Hell, she was still pretty now un​der all the we​ight and chop​ped-short easy-to-ca​re-for ha​ir and them ugly, stretchy Wal-Mart clot​hes bo​ught up in the city.

    "What," she fi​nal​ly as​ked. "You sho​ot a spa​ce ali​en or so​met​hing?"

    "Bigfoot," he sa​id pro​udly.

    "Bigfoot?" She so​un​ded li​ke she'd ne​ver he​ard the word be​fo​re.

    "Bigfoot. And I do me​an big."
    "Jesus, Clint." Mar​gie sho​ok her he​ad, te​ars stan​ding in her eyes. "You we​re eit​her drunk or stu​pid, or both. For the lo​ve of God, if you're gon​na go po​ach, po​ach so​met​hing I can co​ok."

    "Barley John was the​re when I kil​led it," he sa​id, de​fen​si​ve. "Shel​ley se​en it when I bro​ught it in. Wal​ter Ar​na​son and the Ko​i​ic​his too."

    "A re​al Big​fo​ot?"

    "Real as they co​me."

    "What are you go​ing to do?"

    "Call a press con​fe​ren​ce." He grin​ned. "Go big. Char​ge ad​mis​si​on. Ma​ke so​me mo​ney." Clint re​ac​hed ac​ross the tab​le, to​ok his wi​fe's hand. "Big mo​ney, Mar​gie. This'll be big​ger than… than… I don't know. It will be li​ke the Su​per Bowl co​me to Swe​den, Ore​gon, and we'll own the win​ning te​am."

    She burst in​to te​ars, so​me​how lo​oking pret​ti​er than ever.

    There we​re a lot of pe​op​le at the Fish Cre​ek Ca​fe that af​ter​no​on when Clint pul​led up to check on his kill. A who​le lot of pe​op​le.

    He had to park out back for re​al.

    Every bo​oth was full in​si​de, and most of the se​ats ta​ken at the co​un​ter. So​me of the folks we​re re​gu​lars, but a lot we​re pe​op​le he saw only on​ce in a whi​le, at Ko​i​ic​hi's bu​ying gas, or may​be pas​sed by on the ro​ad to Es​ta​ca​da to do so​me city shop​ping. A few he didn't re​cog​ni​se at all.

    Shelley was flying back and forth be​hind the co​un​ter. She ac​tu​al​ly had help, which she hadn't be​en ab​le to af​ford sin​ce the mill clo​sed and to​ok the last of Swe​den's ste​ady jobs with it. Clint sta​red at the co​ok, who lo​oked fa​mi​li​ar but out-of-pla​ce, un​til he re​ali​sed it was Da​me​row's tree-hug​ger girlf​ri​end, skin​ni​er than Da​me​row was, her he​ad sha​ved, with sea-gre​en tat​to​os on her fa​ce and a big sil​ver bar​bell co​ming out of both si​des of her no​se.

    "Damn lot of pe​op​le in he​re," he grumb​led at Shel​ley when she stop​ped in front of his se​at at the co​un​ter.

    "Three pe​op​le can't ke​ep a sec​ret un​less two of them are de​ad," she sa​id. "Be​si​des, this is go​od for bu​si​ness. Who​le town pro​fits, right? We sho​ok on it."

    "Yeah, we did." He sho​ok his he​ad. "Cof​fee, when you get a mi​nu​te. I ca​me by to ha​ve a lo​ok, but I don't want to crack open num​ber three fre​ezer with all the​se folks he​re."

    She so​un​ded exas​pe​ra​ted, just li​ke Mar​gie. "What do you think the​se folks are he​re for}"
    He sip​ped at his cof​fee and tho​ught that one over for a lit​tle whi​le. Pub​li​city was go​od, but they co​uldn't just start let​ting mobs in.

    This wasn't a mob, tho​ugh. May​be he co​uld do so​met​hing. De​fi​ni​tely no ca​me​ras. The pho​to rights wo​uld be worth a lot. Mil​li​ons.

    Could he trust Shel​ley? Clint re​al​ly wan​ted to ask her to let him put a lock on the num​ber three fre​ezer, but he had a go​od idea what she'd say to him. He wo​uldn't li​ke ha​ving to find a new ho​me for the Big​fo​ot.

    Trust.

    "Alrightie," Clint sa​id, stan​ding up and stretc​hing. He felt as fa​ke as he had the first ti​me he'd oh-so-ca​su​al-li​ke put his arm aro​und Mar​gie, back in the day. The di​ner had go​ne qu​i​et as a scho​ol​ho​use in sum​mer. "I'm gon​na check on num​ber three."

    He wal​ked aro​und the co​un​ter and in​to the kitc​hen.

    "Clint."

    It was Shel​ley.

    He tur​ned to see a who​le crowd stan​ding be​hind her, mas​sed at the co​un​ter as if wa​iting to start a ra​ce.

    "You want to co​me lo​ok," he sa​id, un​com​for​tab​le but kno​wing he had to play it Shel​ley's way, "co​me lo​ok. Two ru​les." He stuck up his fin​gers. "Only if I know you. And no tal​king to the press. The who​le town's got to be to​get​her on this one."

    

    There was so​me mut​te​ring, but Shel​ley nod​ded.

    He went back to num​ber three. The hand​le was pop​ped lo​ose. So​me​body had ope​ned the fre​ezer be​fo​re he got he​re, so​me​ti​me sin​ce last night. Clint al​most sa​id so​met​hing, but he didn't want to lo​se the go​od​will of the mo​ment. Be​si​des, it had to be Shel​ley. She wo​uldn't ha​ve let an​yo​ne el​se in back he​re, ex​cept may​be that lit​tle slip of a co​ok she'd sud​denly hi​red.

    Which me​ant Da​me​row knew, he re​ali​sed.

    Clint tug​ged the hand​le open. The lights flic​ke​red on in​si​de. Big​fo​ot lay whe​re they'd left him last night, still on the dolly, his ha​ir all frosty. Pe​op​le pus​hed in be​hind Clint, fi​ling in​to the fre​ezer li​ke they we​re go​ing to a fu​ne​ral ho​me vi​ewing. He stop​ped one man, a big red​he​ad in a che​qu​ered shirt.

    "Do I know you, fri​end?" Clint as​ked. "We ain't open for the pub​lic yet."

    "Worked the mill to​get​her back in ni​nety-two, ni​nety-three," the red​he​ad sa​id. "I dro​ve the log lif​ter out in the lo​ading yard. Mo​ved on downs​ta​te."

    "Why you back to​day?"

    The red​he​ad grin​ned, nod​ded at the Big​fo​ot. "Wo​uldn't you co​me back for this?"

    After that, Clint ga​ve up chec​king pe​op​le. He just watc​hed for ca​me​ras in the​ir hands, or flas​hes go​ing off.

    They we​re all crow​ded aro​und the body in a circ​le, still in that fu​ne​ral way, when the com​ments be​gan. Just li​ke a me​mo​ri​al.

    "Big fel​la," sa​id Janie Wat​kins who li​ved with her de​af hus​band a co​up​le of mi​le​posts north​west of town in a ca​bin ol​der than anyt​hing el​se in this part of the co​unty.

    "Didn't die happy," ob​ser​ved the red​he​ad from downs​ta​te.

    "Didn't li​ve happy, ne​it​her." That was Wal​ter Ar​na​son, back for mo​re af​ter the pre​vi​o​us night. "Lo​ok at them scars. Li​ke so​me​one wor​ked him over with a k-bar a long ti​me ago."

    They went on that way, com​men​ting on his si​ze, de​ta​ils of his body, li​ke high scho​ol stu​dents dis​sec​ting the​ir class frog. Fi​nal​ly Clint cle​ared his thro​at. "It's cold in he​re, folks. Let's let him rest whi​le me and Shel​ley work out our press stra​tegy." He was pro​ud of that li​ne.

    "What are you go​ing to call him?" as​ked Janie.

    "Swedish Ste​ve," sa​id Clint wit​ho​ut even thin​king abo​ut it.

    "Goodbye, Swe​dish Ste​ve," she sa​id be​fo​re le​aving. Ever​yo​ne el​se re​pe​ated the li​ne on the​ir way out, un​til it was only Clint and Shel​ley left.

    "I gu​ess half the sta​te knows now," he sa​id.

    Her smi​le was hard. "Bet​ter get to work on yo​ur press stra​tegy then, Clint."

    Clint lo​oked back at Swe​dish Ste​ve. The corp​se's hands we​re open flat now. He was cer​ta​in they'd be​en fists the night be​fo​re.

    He spent all af​ter​no​on at ho​me trying to wri​te out his pitch. Clint knew he'd ha​ve to find so​me​one pretty big, fast, to get be​hind this. Mic​ha​el Jack​son wo​uld dig it, but no way he was go​ing ne​ar that cross-ra​ced fre​ak. The​re we​re so​me go​od Ore​gon con​ser​va​ti​ves he li​ked, li​ke that ho​tel guy Hemst​re​et, but Clint fi​gu​red he ne​eded so​me​one from the press, or Hol​lywo​od.

    No mat​ter who, he had to ha​ve a go​od pitch to de​li​ver when he got his pros​pec​ti​ve spon​sor on the pho​ne. Clint had se​en eno​ugh TV shows abo​ut pe​op​le who won the lot​tery or wha​te​ver then lost it all on in​vest​ment scams and gre​edy re​la​ti​ves. He didn't want to just go to the pa​pers or the TV sta​ti​ons. He ne​eded his Mr Big.

    Margie wo​uldn't get off work un​til se​ven, be ho​me un​til la​ter, so Clint was by him​self with the kids ca​me in aro​und fo​ur. Clint Juni​or - a juni​or in high scho​ol - ban​ged open the do​or and flop​ped out on the co​uch with a burp. Su​zan​ne - se​venth gra​de -fol​lo​wed him in with a flip of her ha​ir and a dra​ma qu​e​en sigh be​fo​re di​sap​pe​aring in​to her ro​om.

    Clint wa​ited for Hob​son, but his yo​un​gest - third gra​de - didn't fol​low.

    "Where's yo​ur brot​her?" he as​ked Clint Juni​or.

    "What brot​her?"

    "Junior."
    "Oh, you me​an my baby bot​her." Clint Juni​or grin​ned. "He got off the bus sa​me us up by the Fish Cre​ek. Went ki​ting off in​to the wo​ods with that fre​aka​zo​id fri​end of his."

    The "fre​aka​zo​id" was Bar​ley John's nep​hew, Tyler Dim​mitt Step​hens. Tyler was a chip off the old bar​ley​corn, which Clint didn't fi​gu​re was go​od for the kid's fu​tu​re, but Bar​ley John's nep​hew got along with Hob​son li​ke ke​ro​se​ne and matc​hes.

    "He's sup​po​sed to co​me ho​me first," Clint grumb​led. "Ho​use ru​les."

    "I ain't his ke​eper." Clint Juni​or flop​ped open a math bo​ok and pre​ten​ded to study.

    Clint didn't fe​el li​ke ar​gu​ing the po​int. He fetc​hed his co​at and step​ped out the front do​or to go lo​ok for his yo​un​gest son. Hob​son and Tyler had no mo​re sen​se of ti​me than a jay​bird did, and it was clo​se to dark.

    Outside had the crisp, cle​ar fe​eling of snow abo​ut to fall. The sky was pe​arly grey aga​in, and the wind wor​ri​ed at the col​lar of his cor​du​roy co​at. Clint bri​efly wis​hed he'd grab​bed his fi​eld jac​ket ins​te​ad, but he fi​gu​red a qu​ick walk up to the Fish Cre​ek Ca​fe to sho​ut in​to the wo​ods wo​uld ser​ve. He li​ved abo​ut half-a-mi​le so​ut​he​ast of the town cent​re, so the dis​tan​ce was just right for a warm-up. As he wal​ked, he hol​le​red, "Tyler! Hob​son! Co​me on in, boys."

    There was no sign of the kids by the ti​me he'd ma​de it to the Ca​fe, so he stuck his he​ad in the do​or. Shel​ley wasn't the​re, but Da​me​row's we​ir​do girlf​ri​end still was wor​king be​hind the co​un​ter. It was still bu​si​er than nor​mal.

    Was she sho​wing pe​op​le the fre​ezer? He won​de​red how much pro​fit Shel​ley co​uld pull in​to her own poc​ket off Swe​dish Ste​ve wit​ho​ut him kno​wing it. Clint re​ali​sed he'd ha​ve to start spen​ding his days down at the Ca​fe, ha​ve the kids me​et him he​re when they got off the bus.

    "You se​en Tyler and Hob​son?" he as​ked the girlf​ri​end.

    "Nope."

    "Two lit​tle kids," he ad​ded. "Got off the bus may​be half an ho​ur ago."

    "Nope."

    "Shelley he​re?"

    "Nope."

    "You know how to say anyt​hing el​se?"

    She shot him the fin​ger. "No​pe."

    He fin​ge​red her back, then went stom​ping aro​und in the wo​ods that li​ned the Fish Cre​ek's hu​ge par​king lot on the so​ut​he​ast si​de.

    

    On the north​west, it kind of gra​vel​led over to Ko​i​ic​hi's gas sta​ti​on, then to the Post Of​fi​ce. If they'd run in​to the wo​ods, as Clint Juni​or had sa​id, it was he​re.

    Twenty mi​nu​tes la​ter, af​ter a stop at Tyler's ho​use con​fir​med Bar​ley John's sis​ter hadn't se​en the boys eit​her, Clint was back at the Fish Cre​ek Ca​fe. It was al​re​ady get​ting twi​light, and he was wor​ri​ed. He ban​ged open the do​or aga​in. The​re we​re a bunch of pe​op​le in​si​de, may​be half of them lo​cals.

    "I don't me​an to ra​ise a pa​nic," he sa​id "but the​re's a co​up​le of boys mis​sing out the​re, and I'm ho​ping so​me of you folks can co​me walk the wo​ods and help me se​arch."

    "Aw, shit," so​me​one gro​aned, but the vinyl bo​oths cre​aked as ever​yo​ne in the res​ta​urant got up in a hurry. The girlf​ri​end went for the te​lep​ho​ne. Cal​ling Da​me​row, Clint fi​gu​red, but right abo​ut now that was pro​bably a go​od idea.

    "Any of you got flash​lights in yo​ur trucks, ple​ase get 'em out," he cal​led. "It's dar​ker than the in​si​de of a ra​co​on's ass out the​re on​ce the sun go​es down."

    The girlf​ri​end bro​ught him a Mag-Li​te from be​hind the co​un​ter, one of tho​se fi​ve-bat​tery po​li​ce spe​ci​al skul​lbre​akers.

    "Thanks."

    "I cal​led Eli​se, and Shel​ley," she sa​id. Then, "Sorry abo​ut yo​ur kid."

    "What do you me​an, sorry?" he as​ked, ins​tantly sus​pi​ci​o​us. And whe​re the hell was Shel​ley, any​way? a lit​tle vo​ice in the back of his he​ad won​de​red.

    She shot him the fin​ger aga​in. "Sorry he's lost. Sorry he's got a lo​ser fuck​fa​ce li​ke you for a dad."

    Clint was sha​king with ra​ge then, all in a mo​ment, but he knew bet​ter than to slap her down in a ro​om full of wor​ri​ed pe​op​le. "Co​me on," he sho​uted. "We got to go."

    They po​ured out of the ca​fe, split​ting up in dif​fe​rent di​rec​ti​ons, cal​ling the kids' na​mes. Clint's he​art felt li​ke a fist in his chest, stra​ining to get out. When he ran in​to Clint Juni​or in the par​king lot, he ga​ve his ol​der son a bo​ne crac​king hug.

    "Easy, dad," Clint Juni​or sa​id in a soft vo​ice. "Lit​tle bot​her's just off pla​ying with a bird's nest or so​met​hing."

    Neither of them be​li​eved it.

    

* * *
    

    By the ti​me Mar​gie's old Plymo​uth Ar​row ca​me stra​ining up the high​way, aro​und 7:40 pm, the who​le town was out. Da​me​row had ar​ri​ved shortly af​ter the se​arch was la​unc​hed, and tri​ed to call for back-up, but a bank rob​bery at the ot​her end of the co​untry in Port​land's outs​kirts had ti​ed up all ava​ilab​le units. She did get the fi​re dist​rict pe​op​le out, and a pro​mi​se from the Fo​rest Ser​vi​ce to send ran​gers. They hadn't shown yet.

    Clint didn't want to talk to the Fo​rest Ser​vi​ce, not one tiny bit, but he wan​ted his boy back a who​le lot mo​re. It was al​re​ady be​low fre​ezing out he​re and pe​op​le we​re star​ting to say the word "bo​di​es" when they sho​uld ha​ve be​en sa​ying "kids".

    Margie's Ar​row slo​wed as it pas​sed the Post Of​fi​ce and Ko​i​ic​hi's, then pul​led over in front of the Fish Cre​ek Ca​fe. The lot was comp​le​tely full. Clint watc​hed her get out, ask so​me​one what was go​ing on, and be po​in​ted to​ward him.

    He wan​ted to run away, right then, mo​re than anyt​hing he'd ever wan​ted in his li​fe. He co​uldn't fa​ce his wi​fe and tell her he'd lost the​ir baby boy. Clint knew that all Mar​gie's to​ugh​ness wo​uld be go​ne li​ke piss in the wind with the news.

    He knew he'd be the one to kill her with the words.

    Margie wal​ked up to whe​re Clint sto​od in the gla​re of one of the Ca​fe's se​cu​rity lights. Her fa​ce was al​re​ady a crump​led mess, li​ke God's la​undry bas​ket.

    "Honey," he sa​id slowly. "We'll find him."

    "I… he…" Her words wo​uldn't co​me, stuck in her mo​uth li​ke taffy.

    "Everyone's on it," Clint told her, his vo​ice tigh​te​ning as he spo​ke. "We've be​en stop​ping every car that pas​ses thro​ugh, get​ting them to help. The who​le dam​ned town of Swe​den's out he​re, Mar​gie."

    "Hob… Hob…" She gul​ped for air, dying as su​rely as any hard-lan​ded ra​in​bow tro​ut. "Hob​son."

    He ope​ned up his arms and fol​ded in her te​ars. They sto​od in the fri​gid air, bo​di​es sha​king to​get​her, whi​le pe​op​le sho​uted and cal​led and pla​yed lights in the tre​es all aro​und them, as far as Clint co​uld see. Fart​her, he ho​ped. All the way to the end of the world.

    Half-an-hour or so la​ter, Mar​gie was in​si​de ha​ving cof​fee and crying with Shel​ley. Clint sta​yed out in the cold. He wan​ted to se​arch, badly, but Da​me​row had or​de​red him to re​ma​in at the Fish Cre​ek. "We've got to find you when we find him," she'd sa​id.

    Clint had do​ne fi​re dist​rict se​arch-and-res​cue work off and on sin​ce he was a te​ena​ger. He knew the ru​les. Still he pu​nis​hed him​self by wa​iting in the cold, re​fu​sing Shel​ley's cof​fee, as un​com​for​tab​le as any of the se​arc​hers.

    As un​com​for​tab​le as Hob​son or Tyler.

    Barley John ca​me sid​ling up out of the dark​ness, a fa​ding flash​light in his hand. In the dis​tan​ce, pe​op​le we​re sho​uting. "Clint," he sa​id. "You'd bet​ter co​me on."

    Clint knew wit​ho​ut as​king that this wasn't go​od.

    He fol​lo​wed Bar​ley John in​to the wo​ods, on​to the gra​vel track whe​re Bar​ley John's sis​ter's tra​iler was, and may​be anot​her do​zen fa​mi​li​es be​yond her. Furt​her down they cut off the track in​to wo​oded dark​ness mar​ked only by a swarm of flash​lights. From be​hind him, Clint he​ard the grumb​le of the fi​re dist​rict's old Po​wer Wa​gon res​cue truck.

    Whatever it was, they ne​eded the truck for it. That was even wor​se than not go​od.

    Barley John led Clint to a lit​tle crowd of pe​op​le po​in​ting the​ir flash​lights up in​to a Do​ug​las fir. The lo​west branc​hes we​re forty fe​et off the gro​und. A lit​tle hig​her, the​re was so​met​hing pa​le.

    "The dog was bar​king," so​me​one sa​id, the crowd be​gin​ning to tell Clint the story in do​zens of vo​ices. "My boy he​ard so​met​hing." "She ne​ver co​mes out he​re." "It was li​ke wind sa​id my na​me." "Who lo​oks up in the wo​ods?" "Wal​ked past he​re a do​zen ti​mes." "How wo​uld an​yo​ne get up the​re?" "Blo​od drip​ping down the tree trunk." "Must ha​ve be​en a wolf." "An eag​le." "Big​fo​ot's re​ven​ge."

    Then the Dod​ge was the​re, easing bet​we​en the tre​es, and men we​re un​bol​ting a lad​der and la​ying it aga​inst the tree and strap​ping on clim​bing spi​kes and ar​ran​ging sa​fety ro​pes and as​cen​ding the bark and sho​uting and cal​ling for the stretc​her and it was li​ke all the ti​me in Clint's li​fe had col​lec​ted in this one mo​ment, a hu​ge bank of ti​me te​ete​ring on the ed​ge of a cliff, an ava​lanc​he that wo​uld swe​ep away all the rest of his days in a ti​de of gri​ef and ra​ge and pa​in.

    The ro​pe ca​me down with the stretc​her and the​re was one tiny body strap​ped in tight un​der blan​kets and pe​op​le ca​ught it. Clint pus​hed for​ward, but it was Step​ha​nie Dim​mitt who ne​ver wo​uld marry Bart Step​hens be​ca​use she didn't want to be Step​ha​nie Step​hens who threw her​self on the blo​odi​ed blan​kets and wa​iled. Tyler Dim​mitt Step​hens lay the​re, his fa​ce swol​len, his scalp torn, the co​lo​ur of a ice cu​be with lips as dark blue as Clint's je​ans.

    "What abo​ut Hob​son?" he as​ked, but no​body he​ard.

    Tyler's eyes flut​te​red open, a blue as icy as his lips tho​ugh Clint wo​uld ha​ve sworn they we​re brown li​ke his unc​le's, and Tyler sa​id in a cle​ar, pi​er​cing vo​ice, "Mon​key, it was the mon​key." He threw up on the blan​kets, a mix of bi​le and blo​od, and be​gan to shi​ver vi​olently.

    The fi​re dist​rict pe​op​le sho​ved Tyler in the back of the Po​wer Wa​gon and bac​ked out, al​re​ady sho​uting in​to the​ir ra​dio for a me​de​vac flight.

    A few mi​nu​tes la​ter, Clint was al​most alo​ne. With a dull ec​ho of surp​ri​se, he re​ali​sed he was stan​ding next to Da​me​row.

    "Hobson's clo​se by," she told him. "Wha​te​ver sick fuck did this, he can't ha​ve go​ne too far. You star​ted the se​arch qu​ickly eno​ugh." Da​me​row put her arm ac​ross his sho​ul​ders, which didn't even fe​el we​ird to Clint even tho​ugh she was dyke or wha​te​ver he was sup​po​sed to call her now. "You did the right thing, Clint. You didn't do anyt​hing wrong."

    Then the ste​am of her bre​ath car​ri​ed her away, chat​te​ring in​to a wal​kie-tal​kie, re​di​rec​ting pe​op​le and equ​ip​ment li​ke Eisen​ho​wer at Nor​mandy.

    After a whi​le, Clint wal​ked back to the Fish Cre​ek Ca​fe. He wan​ted to lo​ok in​si​de num​ber three, see if Swe​dish Ste​ve was still the​re. He re​al​ly wan​ted to see if the​re was blo​od on Swe​dish Ste​ve's hands.

    When he got the​re, Da​me​row was stan​ding out​si​de the big alu​mi​ni​um do​or with a di​gi​tal ca​me​ra in her hand.

    "Figured you'd be along," she sa​id. "I want a lo​ok. Ca​re to fess up?"

    Clint nod​ded, tug​ged open the do​or. They step​ped in​si​de, and he be​gan to tell the story. It was cle​ar Da​me​row had al​re​ady he​ard it, but he told her everyt​hing he knew any​way, ex​cept the part abo​ut the fre​ezer do​or be​ing lo​ose and the hands chan​ging aro​und. He didn't want to so​und crazy.

    

    There was no blo​od on Swe​dish Ste​ve's hands, but the right one had two fin​gers ex​ten​ded, li​ke a V-for-vic​tory. Clint fi​gu​red it was Da​me​row's girlf​ri​end mind​fuc​king him, but he wasn't abo​ut to say that to the de​puty eit​her.

    The Fish Cre​ek Ca​fe sta​yed open all night, as ho​me ba​se for the se​arch for Hob​son. Clint fi​nal​ly de​ci​ded to ke​ep in​do​ors, to watch the num​ber three fre​ezer, he told him​self. But the​re was cof​fee, and com​pany, and oc​ca​si​onal kind​ness. Mar​gie was long go​ne, swal​lo​wed up in that myste​ri​o​us sis​ter​ho​od of gri​eving wo​men. Clint won​de​red half-se​ri​o​usly if he was ever go​ing to see her aga​in, eit​her.

    Clint Juni​or in​sis​ted on sta​ying out with the se​arch par​ti​es, whi​le Su​zan​ne had rid​den off to the hos​pi​tal in Port​land in the he​li​cop​ter with Step​ha​nie and Tyler.

    That left Clint alo​ne, even when a gro​up bust​led in for cof​fee and bur​gers and a rest​ro​om stop. He gat​he​red from the gos​sip that Da​me​row had split the se​arc​hers, ke​eping one half on a wi​de-ran​ging spi​ral, whi​le the ot​her half wor​ked clo​se aro​und the tree whe​re Tyler had be​en fo​und. They'd may​be lo​ca​ted a blo​od slick ne​ar the tree, but it wo​uld be to​mor​row at the ear​li​est be​fo​re the​re co​uld be any re​li​ab​le cri​me lab work on that.

    Damerow ca​me in aro​und 3:00 am. She was ti​red, pa​le, her skin al​most gre​en. "Bad news, Clint," she sa​id, sit​ting down op​po​si​te him and blo​wing on her hands to warm them.

    "What isn't?"

    "Hospital cal​led. They did typing on the blo​od on Tyler's fa​ce and clot​hes. Not re​al fo​ren​sics work, mind you, but the​re was plenty to go aro​und, you sho​uld par​don my blunt​ness. Mix of two types. Tyler's a B ne​ga​ti​ve. You wo​uldn't hap​pen to know if Hob​son's an AB po​si​ti​ve, wo​uld you?"

    "Hello no," sa​id Clint, "I've got no idea. Mar​gie might know." He sig​hed, a long, shud​de​ring sob of a sigh. "But I'd bet both nuts, it's his blo​od. Who​se el​se wo​uld it be?"

    "An at​tac​ker's," she sa​id, but her fa​ce was al​most fro​zen in her lack of exp​res​si​on. Da​me​row wasn't gi​ving much away right now. "The bo​ok says you're sus​pect num​ber one, but you've got no cuts or bru​ises, su​re as hell not eno​ugh to ble​ed as much as Tyler had on him. Be​si​des which, I've known you lon​ger than I've had my tits. You're a jerk, and an oaf, and you're me​an to yo​ur wi​fe and shift​less in the bar​ga​in, but you'd no mo​re kill a kid than you wo​uld fly to the mo​on on gos​sa​mer wings. Be​yond that, you'd ha​ve to be ab​le to fly to put Tyler fifty fe​et up a Do​ug fir."

    "Well, I can't fly." Clint's vo​ice was flat as an old ti​re.

    "Neither can an​yo​ne el​se. It's what we call a lit​tle fo​ren​sics prob​lem. Mo​re to the po​int, you've got an ali​bi tight as an​yo​ne el​se's. You left yo​ur ot​her kids at ho​me ten mi​nu​tes be​fo​re pe​op​le he​re saw you hol​le​ring for help. No way you ran aro​und in the wo​ods, sla​ugh​te​red two kids, clim​bed a tree, cle​aned up and got back he​re that fast."

    It didn't surp​ri​se him that she'd be​en tal​king to wit​nes​ses. It sho​uldn't - it was her job. "So who put him up that tree?"

    "Some psycho with a lad​der and a hell of a lot of ner​ve. If I knew who," Da​me​row sa​id "I'd know whe​re Hob​son is."

    "Hobson's body," sa​id Clint.

    "That's still Hob​son." She sto​od up, pat​ted him on the sho​ul​der, then le​aned over and kis​sed his he​ad.

    "Wait."

    "What? You go​ing to con​fess and ru​in all my go​od po​li​ce-work?"

    "No. But it was him. Swe​dish Ste​ve."

    "The Big​fo​ot? He's de​ad, Clint. You've be​en up too long."

    "He got out be​fo​re. I fo​und the do​or lo​ose this mor​ning, on num​ber three. And his hands… they're dif​fe​rent every ti​me I lo​ok at them."

    "Come on, big boy." She grab​bed Clint's sho​ul​der, drag​ged him to his fe​et. "Let's go lo​ok."

    The fin​gers of Swe​dish Ste​ve we​re still in a vee. Da​me​row to​ok mo​re pic​tu​res, then got so​me Scotch ta​pe from be​ne​ath the co​un​ter and se​aled the do​or at the top, mid​dle and bot​tom, ta​ping one of her bu​si​ness cards on the hand​le. "So​me​body sne​aks in, they'll miss the top ta​pe," she told Clint.

    "What ha​ve you told the she​riff abo​ut Swe​dish Ste​ve?" he as​ked.

    "Nothing, yet. I don't want to co​me off li​ke a lo​ony tu​ne he​re. But the Co​unty At​tor​ney's go​ing to be all over this child ab​duc​ti​on as so​on as it hits the pa​per in Port​land, and I'm go​ing to ha​ve to co​me cle​an be​fo​re it lo​oks li​ke I've be​en hi​ding evi​den​ce." She gri​ma​ced. "You want a big sco​re, you've got anot​her eight to twel​ve ho​urs to ma​ke it. In the me​an ti​me, ke​ep yo​ur sorry ass in he​re whe​re plenty of pe​op​le can see you."

    She went back out​si​de, to the mi​se​rab​le cold of the se​arch for wha​te​ver was left of his yo​un​gest. He went back to his bo​oth and cri​ed for a whi​le.

    Later, the kid-si​zed ho​le in his he​art was re​al​ly get​ting to Clint, and the cof​fee had stop​ped hel​ping much. He fi​gu​red a lit​tle cold air wo​uld bra​ce him up, so with a nod to the girlf​ri​end be​hind the co​un​ter, he step​ped out​si​de.

    There we​re still lights in the wo​ods, and pe​op​le cal​ling his son's na​me. Every di​rec​ti​on, both si​des of the high​way, li​ke lit​tle fi​ref​li​es. He sto​od shi​ve​ring, won​de​ring what he co​uld do. Sho​uld do. Sho​uld ha​ve do​ne.

    It co​uldn't be the dam​ned Big​fo​ot. It had to be, but it co​uldn't. Who got up from a fre​ezer, with three bul​lets in them, and ran aro​und be​hind every​body's back?

    He sho​uld be out the​re, sho​uld be one of them fi​ref​li​es. Hob​son wo​uld he​ar his daddy's vo​ice ins​te​ad of so​me stran​gers'. Clint knew the kid li​ke no one el​se but Mar​gie did. He'd re​cog​ni​se the kind of hi​dey-ho​le that wo​uld ap​pe​al to Hob​son, run​ning from wha​te​ver fuc​king psycho had sli​ced up Tyler so bad.

    Dead or ali​ve, no one co​uld find Clint's kid bet​ter than Clint co​uld.

    Tugging his cap down over his fo​re​he​ad, Clint lurc​hed off in​to the wo​ods, he​ading to​ward whe​re Tyler had be​en fo​und. Da​me​row had be​en right. Sto​od to re​ason the kid wo​uld ha​ve run from that po​int. He was so ti​red he ne​arly stumb​led with every step, and the cold cram​ped him up so​met​hing fi​er​ce, but Clint fi​gu​red that was God's way of tel​ling him he sho​uld ha​ve kept a bet​ter eye on the boy.

    What el​se co​uld he ha​ve do​ne?

    Clint wasn't su​re whe​re he was any mo​re. He'd li​ved in Swe​den all his li​fe, ne​ver be​en lost on​ce, but this was dif​fe​rent. One se​cond he'd swe​ar he was wa​ist-de​ep in snow that hadn't co​me yet, the next he was al​most sum​mer warm. He didn't re​cog​ni​se the tre​es, eit​her.

    There we​re still vo​ices, tho​ugh. He tri​ed to fol​low them. He co​uldn't qu​ite ma​ke them out. So​me funny sing​song lan​gu​age - the Ko​i​ic​hi brot​hers tal​king Japa​ne​se to each ot​her?

    "Hobson," he cro​aked. May​be it was his son.

    Then he he​ard that eag​le scre​ech aga​in, just li​ke it had be​fo​re he'd shot the Big​fo​ot. Clint stumb​led, thro​wing out one hand aga​inst a pi​ne to catch him​self, and had a vi​si​on of a lit​tle skiff on a ri​ver, a hu​ge be​ar​ded man fi​ring so​me old-fas​hi​oned pis​tol up at him, as if he was in the air. A camp​si​te bur​ned along the ri​ver​bank, pe​op​le in furs lying fa​ced-down in the wa​ter.

    He stumb​led aga​in, col​lap​sed in​to so​me black​ber​ry ca​nes that to​re at his clot​hes. The be​ar​ded man was scre​aming now, cur​sing in so​me ot​her lan​gu​age, whi​le the skiff tur​ned si​de​ways and his pis​tol tumb​led away to the ri​ver be​low and the big​gest God-dam​ned osp​rey Clint had ever ima​gi​ned in his li​fe be​at gre​at, slow wings that so​un​ded li​ke a dying man's he​art, its enor​mo​us claws dug de​ep in​to the be​ar​ded man's sho​ul​ders.

    Right whe​re Swe​dish Ste​ve had big scars.

    Clint gas​ped as flat-fa​ced wo​men sme​ared with be​ar gre​ase sa​wed at his jo​ints and ten​dons with shar​pe​ned clams​hel​ls, then wo​ke up scre​aming to a flash​light in his fa​ce.

    "Buddy, we'd bet​ter get you back in​si​de," sa​id Bar​ley John, lo​oking sad​der than Clint had ever se​en him.

    Someone sho​ok Clint's sho​ul​der, hard. His he​ad jer​ked vi​olently. A cup tumb​led with the mo​ti​on. Cold cof​fee spra​yed in his fa​ce and ha​ir.

    "I'm awa​ke," he sa​id, al​most sho​uting.

    "Are you Clin​ton Ge​rald Amos?"

    Sitting up, Clint rub​bed his eyes. A tall man in a trench co​at, with a nar​row black tie and Ray Bans, sta​red down at him. Early mor​ning sun​light gla​red in the win​dows of the Fish Cre​ek Ca​fe, ma​king Clint squ​int. The guy was a ne​ar rin​ger for Agent Mul​der from that TV show.

    "What the hell are you?"

    

    The tall man frow​ned. "I'm with the Pa​ra​nor​mal In​ves​ti​ga​ti​on Bu​re​au."

    "Para…" Clint rub​bed his eyes aga​in. "What the fuck? Get away from me, you fru​it​ca​ke."

    The tall man knelt, brin​ging him al​most fa​ce to fa​ce with Clint. "We're a pri​va​te fo​un​da​ti​on sir, in​ves​ti​ga​ting pa​ra​nor​mal in​ci​den​ces. Ah, X Fi​les ma​te​ri​al, if you will. Ex​cept in re​al li​fe. We al​so com​pen​sa​te hand​so​mely for ve​ri​fi​ab​le in​for​ma​ti​on."

    "Do you com​pen​sa​te hand​so​mely for mis​sing child​ren?" Clint as​ked, his vo​ice get​ting nasty. This was the first per​son he'd spo​ken with sin​ce Hob​son had di​sap​pe​ared who he co​uld le​gi​ti​ma​tely punch out.

    "Children?" The Pa​ra​nor​mal guy lo​oked surp​ri​sed. "I'm he​re abo​ut yo​ur Big​fo​ot."

    Clint jum​ped up out of the bo​oth, grab​bed the glass cylin​der of su​gar, and to​ok a hard swing. His vi​si​tor duc​ked the punch and be​gan bac​king off, as a co​up​le of ot​her pe​op​le ca​me up out of the​ir bo​oths, in​tent on stop​ping the fight.

    The do​or ban​ged open so hard the glass crac​ked. "Clint Amos, get yo​ur ass out he​re now!"
    It was Da​me​row, anot​her de​puty with her who Clint didn't re​cog​ni​se, big fel​la with a red fa​ce and be​efy lips. Franky Ko​i​ic​hi and Bob Wat​kins we​re al​re​ady bac​king Pa​ra​nor​mal guy in​to a cor​ner as Clint wal​ked out in​to the fri​gid mor​ning.

    Damerow stab​bed him in the chest with her fin​ger​tip. "Do you ha​ve any fuc​king idea whe​re Sta​cey Ka​me​ro​ne is right now?"

    "What?" Sta​cey Ka​me​ro​ne was the te​ena​ged da​ugh​ter of the post​mist​ress.

    "She was mis​sing from her ro​om when her mot​her went to wa​ke her up this mor​ning. Win​dow was open, a lit​tle blo​od on the sill." The fin​ger stab​bed aga​in. "Three fuc​king kids in less than twenty-fo​ur ho​urs, in my town, and you star​ted it so​me​how. And Sun​fi​re tells me you fuc​king left the ca​fe last night af​ter I fuc​king told you to stay the fuck put!"
    "Elise," sa​id the ot​her de​puty, grab​bing her el​bow.

    Damerow to​ok her fin​ger off Clint's chest. "Whe​re the hell is she, Clint?"

    "You check the fre​ezer?"

    

    "God damn it, Clint, I will sho​ot you whe​re you stand if you are fuc​king with-"

    "Deputy Da​me​row!" bar​ked the ot​her de​puty in a vo​ice so​ut​hern as corn po​ne. "That is eno​ugh!"
    "It wasn't me and you know it," Clint sa​id, his vo​ice low and ur​gent. "Check the God​dam​ned fre​ezer. Ta​ke De​puty Dawg he​re with you."

    She lo​oked re​ady to slug him, but she kept her vo​ice down. "I know it wasn't you, shit​he​ad, but I can't pro​ve it be​ca​use you left the God​dam​ned ca​fe!"

    "So what's in the fre​ezer, Da​me​row?" as​ked the ot​her de​puty.

    "You wo​uldn't be​li​eve it if you saw it," mut​te​red Da​me​row, "but it do​esn't ha​ve anyt​hing to do with the​se kids."

    "I'd li​ke to jud​ge that for myself."

    Damerow shot Clint a lo​ok that pro​bably sho​uld ha​ve wo​un​ded him, then the trio tra​iled back to the num​ber three fre​ezer.

    "Got yo​ur card on the do​or," sa​id the new de​puty, Ro​han -Clint had fi​nal​ly puz​zled out his na​me tag.

    "Tape's bro​ken," Da​me​row sa​id in a smal​ler vo​ice. She glan​ced at Clint. "Who's be​en in he​re?"

    "Hell if I know. I fell as​le​ep."

    "Some fuc​king fat​her you-"

    "Damerow!" sho​uted Ro​han. "Eno​ugh!"

    Damerow got qu​i​et, tug​ged her di​gi​tal ca​me​ra out of her co​at poc​ket, and to​ok shots of the snap​ped open ta​pe on the fre​ezer do​or. Who​ever it had be​en hadn't even tri​ed to set the ta​pe back in pla​ce.

    When they wal​ked in, Swe​dish Ste​ve's right hand had three fin​gers ex​ten​ded.

    Damerow was so​mew​he​re el​se, and Ro​han was swe​ating Clint in​si​de Shel​ley's tiny of​fi​ce.

    "Listen to me," the big de​puty sa​id. "I know you've got ali​bis. I know you've be​en in he​re sin​ce yes​ter​day. But you wal​ked out last night, which me​ans all that go​od co​ver is go​ne.

    "You're fri​ends with half this shit​ho​le town, and an​yo​ne of them co​uld lie the​ir as​ses off for you and I'll ne​ver know. But you lis​ten to me, Amos. When they re​ali​se exactly what you've do​ne, what kind of per​son you re​al​ly are, they're go​ing to stop co​ve​ring for you. Gi​ve it up now, and may​be this night​ma​re will be over so​oner. Be​ca​use I pro​mi​se you, it will end one way or the ot​her."

    Clint sta​red up at Ro​han, his eyes red and rim​med with hot, sandy crap. "You can ke​ep as​king me the qu​es​ti​ons, but the truth ain't chan​ging. It's my fuc​king kid that's mis​sing, De​puty. What am I co​ve​ring for? What the hell am I hi​ding?"

    "You tell me, Amos. You're the one hi​ding the kids from us."

    Clint jum​ped up, ban​ging his he​ad on a shelf and sen​ding a row of com​pu​ter and fo​od ser​vi​ce ma​nu​als flying. "How the fuck did I kid​nap Stacy Ka​me​ro​ne, smart guy? Am I iden​ti​cal twins? Did I fuc​king hypno​ti​se every​body in this town? Su​re I was out for a whi​le, but I ca​me back. I was sle​eping in the res​ta​urant bo​oth un​til Pa​ra​nor​mal boy wo​ke me up. Right in pla​in sight of every​body."

    Rohan grab​bed Clint's shirt front, mur​der in his piggy eyes, when the of​fi​ce do​or ope​ned. "A word with you, de​puty," sa​id a tall His​pa​nic wo​man in ci​vi​li​an clot​hes. She la​id one hand on Ro​han's arm, sho​wing him a bad​ge with the ot​her.

    Rohan drop​ped Clint and bac​ked out. His fa​ce pro​mi​sed furt​her ret​ri​bu​ti​on. Anot​her ci​vi​li​an, a small black guy in a fru​ity swe​ater with re​in​de​er wo​ven in​to the pat​tern, step​ped in​to the do​or. "Agent Mo​ran, FBI, from the Port​land fi​eld of​fi​ce," he sa​id.

    "Thanks for pul​ling that ma​ni​ac off me."

    "Deputy Ro​han was do​ing what he tho​ught best, I'm su​re," sa​id Mo​ran.

    Clint was sud​denly bo​ne ti​red. So​ul ti​red. "And what do you think best?"

    "Walk the gro​und with me, Mr Amos, if you wo​uld."

    Clint fol​lo​wed Mo​ran out, past De​puty Ro​han be​ing re​ad the ri​ot act by Mo​ran's part​ner, and in​to the cold mor​ning of a world wit​ho​ut his son.

    They wal​ked wit​ho​ut tal​king un​til they re​ac​hed the tree whe​re Tyler had be​en fo​und. It was sur​ro​un​ded by po​li​ce ta​pe, which Mo​ran brus​hed past. He and Clint sta​red up​ward.

    "Don't do a lot of tree fo​ren​sics," Mo​ran sa​id. "Except on​ce in a whi​le on log​ging ca​ses. Spi​king and what all."

    His to​ne was con​ver​sa​ti​onal, even fri​endly, but Clint re​fu​sed to be drawn in. "I gu​ess not."

    "How wo​uld you climb this tree, Mr Amos?"

    Clint sta​red up forty fe​et of branch​less trunk to whe​re the ca​nopy be​gan to spre​ad wi​de. It wasn't even all that high, as Do​ug​las firs went. "I wo​uldn't."

    "But if you had to."

    He shrug​ged. "Get a buc​ket truck, I gu​ess."

    "Climbing spi​kes, ro​pes…?" The agent's vo​ice was gent​le.

    "Look at me, Mo​ran." Clint pat​ted his belly. "I'm se​venty, eighty po​unds over​we​ight, well past forty. I co​uldn't climb this tree if my butt was on fi​re and the​re was wa​ter at the top."

    "I be​li​eve you, Mr Amos. That's the sad part."

    "Sad?"

    "Because if you co​uld climb this tree, this who​le nasty bu​si​ness wo​uld be over."

    "Damerow sa​id as much last night."

    "Deputy Da​me​row's well past the end of her ro​pe right now. Ho​we​ver, I ha​ve al​re​ady de​ve​lo​ped con​si​de​rab​le res​pect for that wo​man." Mo​ran pa​used, as if con​si​de​ring his words. "But you know, don't you?"

    "Yes." Clint's sho​ul​ders sho​ok as sobs over​to​ok him aga​in. The scars on Swe​dish Ste​ve matc​hed the pla​ces whe​re tho​se In​di​an wo​men had be​en cut​ting on him in his dre​am. Matc​hed whe​re the osp​rey had grab​bed that gre​at be​ar of a man. "Big​fo​ot. I shot the Big​fo​ot, and so​me​how he's do​ing this in re​turn."

    "The body in the fre​ezer? He has mo​re wit​nes​ses to his go​od be​ha​vi​o​ur than you do to yo​urs, Mr Amos. In a bulky co​at, you might pass un​re​mar​ked. That per​son, thing, wha​te​ver it is, wo​uld be no​ti​ced by a blind man."

    "You'd think," sa​id Clint qu​i​etly. "But Tyler sa​id so​met​hing abo​ut mon​keys. And that's what Swe​dish Ste​ve is. A big, gi​ant, kil​ler mon​key."

    Something rat​tled be​hind them, that Clint be​la​tedly re​cog​ni​sed as gun​fi​re. He was only two or three steps af​ter Mo​ran in he​ading back for the Fish Cre​ek Ca​fe.

    

* * *
    

    "It was a mon​key," sho​uted Fred​die Ko​i​ic​hi. "Out​si​de Wal​ter's ho​use. Just li​ke the kid sa​id."

    There was a gro​up of pe​op​le in the par​king lot, angry, a lot of them with pis​tols and rif​les. De​puty Ro​han and the His​pa​nic FBI agent we​re the​re, lo​oking very un​hap​py.

    "What the hell hap​pe​ned?" Clint sa​id.

    The crowd crystal​li​sed aro​und him. Most of them we​re from Swe​den, most of them knew him, knew that his kid had be​en the first to go. "A mon​key," Fred​die re​pe​ated. "Trying to climb in​to Wal​ter Ar​na​son's back bed​ro​om."

    "His kid Bobby was in the​re get​ting re​ady for scho​ol," so​me​one el​se sho​uted.

    "Well," as​ked Clint, "did you hit it?"

    Somebody la​ug​hed, sharp and ner​vo​us. "Shot at it," mut​te​red Fred​die. "So did a co​up​le of the guys."

    Rohan lo​oked dis​gus​ted. "They blew out the win​dow and win​ged the kid."

    Damerow stal​ked out of the Fish Cre​ek Ca​fe, wal​ked over to Clint and Agent Mo​ran. She lo​oked li​ke ham​me​red shit, and so​un​ded li​ke it too as she sa​id "I've got to show you so​met​hing."

    "Not now," sa​id Clint.

    "It's so​met​hing that me​ans I be​li​eve you."

    He glan​ced at Mo​ran, who​se fa​ce was im​pas​si​ve. "Fi​ne," Clint sa​id, and step​ped away from the crowd as De​puty Ro​han be​gan to ha​ran​gue them, thre​ate​ning the who​le lot with ar​rest.

    She pul​led out her di​gi​tal ca​me​ra and flip​ped it over to the lit​tle pre​vi​ew scre​en. "Lo​ok he​re," Da​me​row sa​id. "I just to​ok this pic​tu​re."

    It sho​wed Swe​dish Ste​ve lying in the fre​ezer.

    The de​puty flip​ped the lit​tle me​nu but​ton a num​ber of ti​mes. "Now lo​ok he​re. My first pic​tu​re."

    Swedish Ste​ve aga​in.

    "What's the po​int?" as​ked Clint.

    Moran frow​ned. "He lo​oks dif​fe​rent."

    "He's thin​ner now."

    Clint was re​ady to exp​lo​de. "How the fuck is that pos​sib​le?" He whir​led, char​ged at Fred​die Ko​i​ic​hi. "Gi​ve me yo​ur pis​tol, Fred​die, now!"
    

    Unnerved, Fred​die han​ded the Glock 9 mm to Clint.

    "Is this thing re​ady to fi​re?" Clint as​ked.

    "Hey the​re," sa​id Ro​han, but Mo​ran to​uc​hed his arm.

    Freddie to​ok the pis​tol back, wor​ked the sli​de, and re​tur​ned it to Clint. Clint he​aded for the Fish Cre​ek Ca​fe, tra​iling Mo​ran, Da​me​row, Ro​han, the ot​her FBI agent and a do​zen of his fel​low Swe​des. Gun in front, he mo​ved thro​ugh the do​or, past the girlf​ri​end back at the co​un​ter and back to the num​ber three fre​ezer.

    He stop​ped the​re, ta​king a de​ep bre​ath. "So​me​how that fuc​ker in the​re is do​ing this to our kids," Clint an​no​un​ced. "I'm go​ing to put fo​ur or fi​ve in​to his he​ad and stop him for go​od and all."

    Rohan re​al​ly didn't li​ke that, but Mo​ran had a firm hand on the de​puty now. Da​me​row lo​oked re​ady to sho​ot eit​her Clint or the Big​fo​ot. Ever​yo​ne el​se just lo​oked sca​red.

    Not kno​wing what el​se to do, Clint yan​ked the fre​ezer do​or open.

    Swedish Ste​ve lay in​si​de, right whe​re they'd left him. His left hand had fo​ur fin​gers up now. "So​me​body el​se is mis​sing," Clint sa​id with sick cer​ta​inty.

    "Rohan," bar​ked Mo​ran and Da​me​row al​most in uni​son.

    Clint he​ard the de​puty's fo​ot​fal​ls ec​ho​ing away. He lif​ted the Glock, po​in​ted it at Swe​dish Ste​ve's temp​le, and res​ted his fin​ger on the trig​ger.

    Something was wrong, he re​ali​sed. He had a flash​back to the In​di​an wo​men, cut​ting away by fi​re​light at the soft pla​ces of so​me man's body. His body, at le​ast in that dre​am or vi​si​on or wha​te​ver it had be​en.

    This wasn't the right thing to do. So​me​how, Clint knew that. Then he tho​ught of Hob​son, and re​ali​sed he didn't ca​re. He to​ok a de​ep bre​ath and pul​led the trig​ger.

    All hell bro​ke lo​ose and then so​me. The bul​let shat​te​red Swe​dish Ste​ve's fro​zen left temp​le, spra​ying Clint and Mo​ran with crunchy pin​kish-grey goo. Then the gre​at body split at the se​ams.

    The ha​ir rip​pled, car​rying skin with it, twis​ting off li​ke a nuc​le​ar sun​burn. Lit​tle mon​key men, tiny ver​si​ons of Swe​dish Ste​ve per​haps three fe​et tall, jum​ped free from his body, slo​ug​hing off as if they had es​ca​ped from a pri​son. The​re we​re two, then fo​ur, then a do​zen.

    

    Someone be​gan scre​aming. Clint wasn't su​re, it might ha​ve be​en him. A lot of pe​op​le be​gan sho​oting, which wasn't too smart in the enc​lo​sed, me​tal-wal​led spa​ce of the walk-in fre​ezer. The​re was a lot mo​re scre​aming as the lit​tle do​ub​les of Swe​dish Ste​ve jum​ped up on pe​op​le's chests, gna​wed at fin​gers and crotc​hes, le​apt for ex​po​sed ears, no​ses and lips.

    Bullets rang and whiz​zed in a spray of blo​od and pa​in​ful sho​uts, whi​le Da​me​row sho​uted for pe​op​le to get down and stop sho​oting.

    The do​or, Clint tho​ught, don't let them get the fuck out, and he tri​ed to wa​de thro​ugh the press of pa​nic​ked bo​di​es, but too many of his fel​low towns​men we​re al​re​ady crow​ding the exit and the lit​tle bas​tards we​re run​ning ac​ross the​ir he​ads, te​aring bits of scalp as they went, and he co​uld he​ar scre​aming out​si​de in the di​ning ro​om of the Fish Cre​ek Ca​fe.

    Someone, or so​met​hing, trip​ped him. Clint went down as a shot​gun ro​ared, he​aring anot​her scre​ech from so​me big-ass bird. The flo​or was cold, but the blo​od po​oling on it was warm, so he wa​ited un​til it was sa​fe to mo​ve.

    Twenty mi​nu​tes la​ter Clint was in a circ​le of pe​op​le out in the par​king lot. Every one of them had a gun in the​ir hand. Da​me​row and Mo​ran we​re the​re with Clint. Ke​eping an eye on him, may​be. A lot of folks we​re mis​sing. Inc​lu​ding Fred​die Ko​i​ic​hi, who​se pis​tol he still held.

    Moran was tal​king in​to a hand-held ra​dio. "Clac​ka​mas Co​unty De​puty Ro​han's de​ad. Spe​ci​al Agent Mar​ti​nez is de​ad. We ha​ve at le​ast three ci​vi​li​an de​aths and a lar​ge num​ber of ca​su​al​ti​es." He glan​ced up at the clo​uds. "Con​firm that. High​way is clo​sed at both ends. Gi​ve us at le​ast twenty-fi​ve mi​les of se​pa​ra​ti​on. No one co​mes in he​re wit​ho​ut my say-so." The​re was a long pa​use. "Well if that hap​pens, send in the Army. Hell if I know what el​se to do. Mo​ran out."

    The FBI agent slip​ped the ra​dio in​to a poc​ket of his par​ka. "We're on our own, pe​op​le," he an​no​un​ced. "After that hon​kie fi​ring squ​ad in the​re, I'm not en​dan​ge​ring any mo​re li​ves un​til we know exactly what the hell is go​ing on he​re. I've got a cop or an ar​med pa​rent stan​ding watch over every child that's still he​re. What do we do now? This is yo​ur town, what the hell was that?"

    

    "Swedish Ste​ve," sa​id Clint. "What I've be​en sa​ying sin​ce yes​ter​day. That Big​fo​ot fuc​ker did this."

    "Nobody splits in​to a do​zen kil​ler mon​keys," sa​id Mo​ran. His vo​ice qu​ive​red to​ward pa​nic. "That shit just do​esn't hap​pen."

    Clint sta​red him down. "You we​re stan​ding the​re."

    Nothing had be​en left of Swe​dish Ste​ve ex​cept the tiny, con​tor​ted body of a very old whi​te man, his he​ad blown to pi​eces by Clint's bul​let. What Clint had glimp​sed of his body had un​ner​vingly fa​mi​li​ar scars. They'd kil​led two of the mon​keys, or wha​te​ver they we​re. At le​ast tho​se lit​tle be​asts co​uld be kil​led.

    Of co​ur​se, no​body had se​en a sing​le one of them sin​ce the sur​vi​vors had swar​med out of the Fish Cre​ek Ca​fe and di​sap​pe​ared in​to the wo​ods.

    "So what was that? Or they?"

    Damerow's girlf​ri​end spo​ke up. She'd be​en co​oking out front when the swarm had co​me out, fo​ught them with a sco​op of fla​ming gre​ase. That's how one of the two de​ad mon​keys had di​ed, tho​ugh the​re we​re a co​up​le of di​cey mi​nu​tes with a fi​re ex​tin​gu​is​her af​ter​ward. "They're his fetc​hes."

    "Fetch?" as​ked Clint.

    "Fetch. Do​ub​le. The​re's pro​bably a North​west Na​ti​ve Ame​ri​can term for it, but I don't know the word. They're parts of him, li​ke, ref​lec​ti​ons."

    "How do you know this?" Mo​ran de​man​ded.

    "You ha​ve a bet​ter the​ory?"

    A hor​rib​le idea daw​ned on Clint. "I want to see one of the​se fetc​hes," he sa​id. He glan​ced at Da​me​row. "Can I go back in​si​de? With her?" He inc​li​ned his he​ad at the girlf​ri​end.

    "My na​me is Sun​fi​re."

    Right, tho​ught Clint, Da​me​row had men​ti​oned that na​me ear​li​er.

    "Go with them, Da​me​row," Mo​ran or​de​red

    Damerow, Sun​fi​re and Clint went back in​to the Ca​fe, Clint and Da​me​row with we​apons drawn.

    "Sunfire?" Clint as​ked. "Re​al​ly? Is that what is says on yo​ur birth cer​ti​fi​ca​te?"

    "Shut up, fuc​k​wad."

    "Shut up you both," grow​led Da​me​row. "The​re might be mo​re of them in he​re."

    

    There we​re cer​ta​inly mo​re de​ad pe​op​le in he​re, Clint tho​ught. It ma​de him sick. How many of them had shot each ot​her? How many had di​ed from the fetc​hes, as Sun​fi​re had cal​led them? He co​uld see Fred​die Ko​i​ic​hi lying out​si​de fre​ezer num​ber three, thro​at torn open.

    "I'd rat​her lo​ok at the one Sun​fi​re kil​led," Clint whis​pe​red. He re​al​ly, re​al​ly didn't want to go back in​to the fre​ezer.

    They wal​ked slowly ac​ross the Ca​fe. Tab​les we​re over​tur​ned, blo​od spat​te​red on the flo​or, with flecks of whi​te ex​tin​gu​is​her goo everyw​he​re, along with spil​led salt, su​gar and ketc​hup. The ef​fect was un​ner​ving.

    Sunfire's de​ad fetch lay cur​led up bet​we​en the co​un​ter and the kitc​hen area, its furry back fa​cing them. Clint han​ded his pis​tol to Sun​fi​re, who sho​ok her he​ad, so Da​me​row to​ok it. He grab​bed a twel​ve-inch kni​fe off the prep co​un​ter, le​aned out and po​ked the fetch with the po​int of the bla​de.

    It was too fa​mi​li​ar, and too we​ird. Just as he'd do​ne to Swe​dish Ste​ve, back in the wo​ods. Clint had an ima​ge of the fetch dis​sol​ving in​to a do​zen ti​ni​er fetc​hes, and so on, un​til Swe​den was over​run with mic​ros​co​pic, hel​lish imps.

    If he was right, that wasn't true.

    The fetch rol​led over. Its front was hor​ribly da​ma​ged whe​re Sun​fi​re had bur​ned it.

    "Nice work, girlf​ri​end," Clint bre​at​hed. He wor​ked the tip of the kni​fe in​to the bubbly flesh, wig​gled it in, then tri​ed to saw back and forth wit​ho​ut ac​tu​al​ly la​ying a ste​ad​ying hand upon the fetch.

    The fetch slid back and forth on the fi​re-scar​red li​no​le​um flo​or of Shel​ley's kitc​hen, but the kni​fe ca​ught and dug in de​eper, with a scent li​ke fri​ed ba​con waf​ting up from the ha​iry lit​tle body.

    "What the hell-" Da​me​row be​gan, but Sun​fi​re shus​hed her.

    Then so​met​hing pop​ped and the skin slid open, just as Swe​dish Ste​ve's had, cur​ling back to re​ve​al a wit​he​red, pa​le body wrap​ped wit​hin the ha​iry fat.

    One of the wo​men be​hind him be​gan to retch, then threw up.

    "All the vic​tims," sa​id Clint ho​ar​sely over the cho​king and spat​te​ring. "Over the ye​ars, the mis​sing hi​kers and va​nis​hed kids. He, so​me​how, he to​ok them in. Each of the​se fetc​hes is a lit​tle bit of Swe​dish Ste​ve wrap​ped aro​und one of… one of… us."

    

    Then he be​gan to cry in ear​nest, be​ca​use Clint knew whe​re Hob​son was.

    "Now what?" Mo​ran had go​ne in​to the res​ta​urant alo​ne af​ter lis​te​ning to the​ir re​port, and co​me back out aga​in lo​oking pa​le and de​ter​mi​ned.

    "We lu​re them in," sa​id Clint. "They're still hu​man un​der that mon​key skin. That's must be why Swe​dish Ste​ve went af​ter the kids. We ne​ed my Mar​gie, and Kathy Ka​me​ro​ne, and any ot​her pa​rents tho​se lost kids might know, and we ne​ed all the kids, and we ne​ed them in a big circ​le, out he​re in the par​king lot whe​re the fetc​hes can see them. And we call to Sta​cey and Hob​son and who​ever's in the​re, bring them out to us." He pa​used, bre​ath ca​ught in his thro​at. "Then we kill them. Our lost child​ren."

    "No," sa​id Sun​fi​re. "We don't kill them. We set them free."

    Clint was just sick. "How?

    "We bring that old man out he​re, the one you sa​id was still in the fre​ezer, and tho​se two de​ad fetc​hes. The cur​se, or mons​ter, or wha​te​ver it is, it's abo​ut him. He was the first. He pul​led the ot​hers in. We lay him to rest, he​al his so​ul, the ot​hers will fol​low."

    "Heal his so​ul?" Mo​ran as​ked, his vo​ice inc​re​du​lo​us.

    Clint tur​ned on the FBI agent. May​be, so​me​how, he co​uld ha​ve Hob​son back, if he co​uld ke​ep Mo​ran from ex​ter​mi​na​ting the dam​ned fetc​hes. "What's yo​ur plan, Ef​rem Zim​ba​list Juni​or? You've got the high​way clo​sed. Go​ing to na​palm us all to de​ath? Dest​roy the vil​la​ge in or​der to sa​ve it?"

    "If I ha​ve to," sa​id Mo​ran qu​i​etly. "This is, in my terms, a hot bi​oha​zard of the worst kind. I'm wil​ling to gi​ve her idea a lit​tle ti​me be​fo​re I go nuc​le​ar. So to spe​ak."

    Clint grin​ned. He co​uld fe​el his lips tight back ac​ross his te​eth. Anyt​hing for his son. Anyt​hing. "So to spe​ak. Her idea is mi​ne, Spe​ci​al Agent."

    When Clint lo​oked aro​und, he was surp​ri​sed to see Da​me​row smi​ling at him. "I'll go in and get Swe​dish Ste​ve," he sa​id. Ama​zingly, his vo​ice didn't squ​e​ak with ter​ror. "If two of you will get the ot​her fetc​hes. We'll still ne​ed the child​ren he​re, too."

    "And a bat​ta​li​on of shrinks," mut​te​red Mo​ran, "assu​ming any of them li​ve thro​ugh this."

    "It ain't li​ke the fuc​king mo​vi​es," Clint told the agent. He un​coc​ked the sli​de on the Glock, stuck it in​to his belt lo​op, to​ok a big stretch, and he​aded on​ce mo​re for the blo​ody in​te​ri​or of the Fish Cre​ek Ca​fe.

    Sunfire and Mo​ran fol​lo​wed him in. Sun​fi​re split off im​me​di​ately to ret​ri​eve the fetch that she had kil​led, whi​le Mo​ran and Clint wal​ked very lightly to the do​or of num​ber three fre​ezer.

    It was still stan​ding open.

    Clint glan​ced down at Fred​die Ko​i​ic​hi, and sa​id a pra​yer to a God he didn't be​li​eve in any​way. Then he step​ped aro​und the cor​ner and in​to the fre​ezer.

    Rohan was the​re, fa​ce down in a subs​tan​ti​al po​ol of blo​od which was al​re​ady a dark, go​opy mess. Mar​ti​nez was slum​ped aga​inst the wall by the do​or, her pis​tol in her lap, three bul​let ho​les on her fa​ce and neck. Wal​ter Ar​na​son was the​re too, tho​ugh Clint co​uld only tell who he was by his clot​hes.

    And a fetch, its he​ad blown al​most free of its neck, along with Swe​dish Ste​ve.

    Clint wal​ked over to Swe​dish Ste​ve, who lo​oked very tiny in​de​ed co​iled up on a mass of blo​ody gob​bets on the Shel​ley's flat​bed dolly. He was a very old man, his skin wrink​led and lo​ose on tiny bo​nes. The scars we​re still fa​mi​li​ar. Clint tho​ught bri​efly of Hob​son, then lif​ted what was left of Swe​dish Ste​ve in his arms li​ke a baby.

    On the way out the do​or, the body fle​xed. Clint lo​oked down to see the lips mo​ving. He al​most drop​ped Swe​dish Ste​ve as the old man whis​pe​red so​met​hing unin​tel​li​gib​le.

    In the par​king lot, they la​id out the three bo​di​es they had gat​he​red. Sun​fi​re be​gan to walk a circ​le aro​und them, chan​ting, as the child​ren of Swe​den we​re her​ded in​to pla​ce in a wi​der circ​le by frigh​te​ned men and wo​men with guns. Clint lo​oked up to see Mar​gie sta​ring at him, her eyes so de​eply rin​ged that she lo​oked as if she'd be​en be​aten. She sho​ok her he​ad slightly, then sta​red down at her fe​et.

    He was pro​fo​undly glad that Su​zan​ne had go​ne on the he​li​cop​ter. At le​ast his da​ugh​ter wo​uld sur​vi​ve.

    Sunfire mo​ti​oned for the circ​le to open a path​way fa​cing the wo​ods. She kept wal​king, chan​ting, wa​ving, her vo​ice sing-son​ging up and down in a lan​gu​age Clint didn't un​ders​tand. It was cold as hell, and flur​ri​es be​gan to whip down from hig​her ele​va​ti​ons.

    They all sto​od the​re, the​ir bre​ath han​ging in the air he​avy as the​ir ho​pes, lis​te​ning to so​me New Age hip​pie sing.

    Then the first fetch crept out of the wo​ods.

    "Pray for him," Sun​fi​re sa​id, wor​king the words in​to her song as she kept circ​ling the bo​di​es. "Pray for them."

    Clint fo​und him​self won​de​ring exactly how many fetc​hes the​re had be​en. Aro​und him, pe​op​le be​gan to say the Lord's Pra​yer.

    "Our Fat​her, who art in He​aven, hal​lo​wed be Thy na​me."

    Sunfire still circ​led and sang, her vo​ice and hands and body in​vi​ting the fetch in​to the circ​le. Anot​her ca​me out of the sha​dows to wit​ness the fa​te of the first.

    "Thy king​dom co​me, Thy will be do​ne, on Earth as it is in He​aven."

    Two mo​re now, and the first fetch cro​uc​hed next to the old man's body. The snow flur​ri​es we​re pic​king up. Clint fo​und him​self won​de​ring which of the​se fetc​hes had be​en his son.

    "Hobson," he sa​id qu​i​etly, mel​ding his vo​ice in with the pra​yer. "Hob​son Ber​nard Amos."

    "Give us this day our da​ily bre​ad, and for​gi​ve us our tres​pas​ses, as we for​gi​ve tho​se who tres​pass aga​inst us."

    There we​re ni​ne of them now, mo​ving in​to the circ​le one by one. Had the​re be​en twel​ve back in the fre​ezer? With the two de​ad, was the​re only one left out​si​de the circ​le? Still sa​ying his son's na​me over and over aga​in, Clint co​uldn't tell which was Hob​son.

    "And le​ad us not in​to temp​ta​ti​on, but de​li​ver us from evil."

    A tenth fetch ap​pe​ared. Clint tho​ught may​be the​re had be​en thir​te​en all told, that one mo​re was mis​sing. He wasn't su​re how he knew, but he knew.

    Hobson had not yet co​me.

    Clint la​id his Glock upon the gro​und, bro​ke the circ​le, went to sit among the fetc​hes gat​he​red by the body of Swe​dish Ste​ve, and ope​ned up his arms.

    "For Thi​ne is the king​dom, and the po​wer, and the glory, for ever and ever, amen."

    

    "Hobson Ber​nard Amos," sa​id Clint as his son, twis​ted and small, wrap​ped in fur and ra​ge, ca​me in​to his arms.

    Sunfire clo​sed the circ​le aro​und them, the child​ren hol​ding hands, the adults ran​ked be​hind them, and sang a song of sun​sets and le​aping sal​mon and birds va​nis​hing over the mo​un​ta​in​tops. He he​ard that fa​mi​li​ar rap​tor scre​ech, then that sa​me enor​mo​us osp​rey Clint had se​en in his dre​am drop​ped from the clo​uds, stra​ight to​ward them. Its claws spre​ad wi​de as the mas​si​ve wings spil​led air for the bird to co​me tight in​si​de the circ​le whe​re Clint sat.

    The fetc​hes clim​bed on to the body of Swe​dish Ste​ve, li​ke scor​pi​ons on the​ir mot​her's back. In his arms, the fetch that had be​en Hob​son strug​gled to jo​in its new brot​hers even as the osp​rey dug its claws in​to Swe​dish Ste​ve's body and be​at its wings to ga​in al​ti​tu​de aga​in.

    Clint hung on to the body, not wil​ling to lo​se his son one last ti​me. Ac​ross from him, in the adult circ​le, Mar​gie's fa​ce was twis​ted, te​ars stre​aming from her bru​ised eyes. Sun​fi​re lo​oked down on him, pit​ying but hard. Hob​son twis​ted, trying to es​ca​pe.

    He fi​nal​ly lo​oked to Da​me​row. The de​puty sho​ok her he​ad.

    Clint let go of his son.

    Clint Amos and Bar​ley John Dim​mitt we​re fis​hing on the Wil​la​met​te Ri​ver, off of Sa​uvie Is​land. Ne​it​her one of them li​ved in Swe​den any mo​re. No​body did, not sin​ce the fi​re last fall had ra​ked the town comp​le​tely out of se​ason, aga​inst all odds bur​ning in the snow. Fi​re was a cle​an end, the prob​lem of mis​sing bo​di​es ne​atly hand​led as long as Mo​ran ti​ed up the fo​ren​sics.

    Margie was with her sis​ter in Ida​ho, sa​ying she might co​me back so​me day. She had Clint Juni​or and Su​zan​ne with her. Clint fi​gu​red he'd ne​ver see any of them aga​in.

    He and Bar​ley John we​re still to​get​her be​ca​use they had no​body el​se. They tal​ked less than ever. Clint li​ked be​ing on the wa​ter, in part be​ca​use every now and then he'd see or he​ar an osp​rey. The cent​re of the ri​ver was al​so far away from any tre​es.

    Clint cast his li​ne, but the flo​at pop​ped lo​ose, and the we​ight to​ok his ho​ok too de​ep. Pul​ling it back in, he felt a snag. "Damn."

    "Probably," Bar​ley John ag​re​ed.

    Clint wor​ked the li​ne a lit​tle, un​wil​ling to cut it wit​ho​ut ma​king so​me mi​ni​mal ef​fort. It ca​me back to​ward him, still we​igh​ted, but de​ad we​ight, not a fish. Cu​ri​o​us, he re​eled it in.

    Crusted in mud and so​me lit​tle shel​lfish was an old pis​tol. Re​al old. The hand​le was cur​ved back a bit, and when he rub​bed at it with his thumb, Clint co​uld see an oc​ta​go​nal bar​rel.

    "What do you think?" he as​ked, sho​wing the thing to Bar​ley John.

    "It's dam​ned, too. Just li​ke us."

    Clint shrug​ged and sta​red ac​ross the wa​ter. So​met​hing scre​ec​hed, may​be an osp​rey, may​be a les​ser bird. He hef​ted the mud-encrus​ted grip. He knew who had shot from he​re, and what they had be​en sho​oting at.

    "You be​long to the ri​ver now," he told it, then threw the we​apon back in. "We all do," he ad​ded, watc​hing his ref​lec​ti​on in the rip​ples of the splash. So​met​hing big flying over​he​ad cast a sha​dow on the wa​ter that ma​de Clint clo​se his eyes and think of Hob​son.

    

    

13 - Brian Lumley - The Thin People
I
    

    Funny pla​ce, bar​rows hill. Not Bar​row's Hill, no. Bar​rows wit​ho​ut the apost​rop​he. For ins​tan​ce: you won't find it on any map. You'll find maps who​se bor​ders ap​pro​ach it, who​se cor​ners im​pin​ge, ho​we​ver slightly, upon it, but in ge​ne​ral it se​ems that car​tog​rap​hers avo​id it. It's too far out from the cent​re for the tu​bes, hasn't got a ma​in​li​ne sta​ti​on, has lost much of its in​teg​rity by vir​tue of all the in​fer​nal de​mo​li​ti​on and re​const​ruc​ti​on go​ing on aro​und and wit​hin it. But it's still the​re. Bu​ses run to and from, and the ol​der folk who li​ve the​re still call it Bar​rows Hill.

    When I went to li​ve the​re in the la​te se​ven​ti​es I ha​ted the pla​ce. The​re was a sen​se of se​ni​lity, of in​he​rent idi​ocy abo​ut it. A damp sort of pla​ce. Even un​der a hot sum​mer sun, damp. You co​uld fe​el blis​ters of fun​gus ri​sing even un​der the fres​hest pa​int. Not that the pla​ce got pa​in​ted very much. Not that I saw, any​way. No, for it was li​ke so​mew​he​re out of Lo​vec​raft: de​ca​ying, di​se​ased, inb​red.

    Barrows Hill. I didn't stay long, a few months. Too long, re​al​ly. It ga​ve you the fe​eling that if you de​la​yed, if you sto​od still for just one ext​ra mo​ment, then it wo​uld grow up over you and you'd be​co​me a part of it. The​re are so​me old, old pla​ces in Lon​don, and I rec​ko​ned Bar​rows Hill was one of the ol​dest. I al​so rec​ko​ned it for its ge​ni​us lo​ci; li​ke it was a fo​cal po​int for sec​ret things. Or per​haps not a fo​cal po​int, for that might sug​gest a ra​di​ati​on - a spre​ading out​wards - and as I've sa​id Bar​rows Hill was ing​rown. The last bas​ti​on of the stran​ge old things of Lon​don. Things li​ke the thin pe​op​le. The very tall, very thin pe​op​le.

    Now no​body - but no​body an​y​w​he​re - is ever go​ing to be​li​eve me abo​ut the thin pe​op​le, which is one of the two re​asons I'm not af​ra​id to tell this story. The ot​her is that I don't li​ve the​re any mo​re. But when I did…

    I sus​pect now that qu​ite a few pe​op​le - or​di​nary pe​op​le, that is -knew abo​ut them. They wo​uldn't ad​mit it, that's all, and pro​bably still won't. And sin​ce all of the ones who'd know li​ve on Bar​rows Hill, I re​al​ly can't say I bla​me 'em. The​re was one old lad li​ved the​re, ho​we​ver, who knew and tal​ked abo​ut them. To me. Sin​ce he had a bit of a re​pu​ta​ti​on (to be frank, they cal​led him "Barmy Bill of Bar​rows Hill") I didn't pay a de​al of at​ten​ti​on at first. I me​an, who wo​uld?

    Barrows Hill had a pub, a co​up​le of pubs, but the one most fre​qu​en​ted was The Ra​il​way. A han​go​ver from a ti​me when the​re re​al​ly was a ra​il​way, I sup​po​sed. A co​up​le of ye​ars ago the​re had be​en anot​her, a se​ri​o​us ri​val to The Ra​il​way for a lit​tle whi​le, when so​me​one con​ver​ted an old block in​to a fa​irly mo​dern pub. But it didn't last. Who​ever ow​ned the pla​ce might ha​ve known so​met​hing, but pro​bably not. Or he wo​uldn't ha​ve be​en so stu​pid as to call his pla​ce The Thin Man! It was only open for a we​ek or two be​fo​re bur​ning down to the gro​und.

    But that was be​fo​re my ti​me and the only re​ason I ma​ke men​ti​on of pubs, and par​ti​cu​larly The Ra​il​way, is be​ca​use that's whe​re I met Barmy Bill. He was the​re be​ca​use of his di​se​ase, al​co​ho​lism, and I was the​re be​ca​use of mi​ne, he​art​sick​ness - which, run​ning at a high fe​ver, sho​wed all signs of mu​ta​ting pretty so​on in​to Bill's prob​lem. In short, I was hit​ting the bot​tle.

    

    Now this is all in​ci​den​tal in​for​ma​ti​on, of co​ur​se, and I don't in​tend to go in​to it ot​her than to say it was our prob​lems bro​ught us to​get​her. As un​li​kely a fri​ends​hip as any you might ima​gi​ne. But Barmy Bill was go​od at lis​te​ning, and I was go​od at bu​ying bo​oze. And so we we​re go​od com​pany.

    One night, ho​we​ver, when I ran out of mo​ney, I ma​de the mis​ta​ke of in​vi​ting him back to my pla​ce. (My pla​ce - hah! A bed, a loo and a typew​ri​ter; a poky lit​tle pla​ce up so​me wo​oden sta​irs, li​ke a pent​ho​use ken​nel; oh, yes, and a bo​nus in the sha​pe of a cup​bo​ard con​ver​ted to a sho​wer.) But I had a co​up​le bot​tles of be​er back the​re and a half-bot​tle of gin, and when I'd fi​nis​hed crying on Barmy Bill's sho​ul​der it wo​uldn't be far for me to fall in​to bed. What did surp​ri​se me was how hard it was to get him back the​re. He star​ted comp​la​ining the mo​ment we left the bar - or rat​her, as so​on as he saw which way we we​re he​aded.

    "Up the Larc​hes? You li​ve up the​re off Barc​hing​ton Ro​ad? Yes, I re​mem​ber you told me. Well, and may​be I'll just stay in the pub a whi​le af​ter all. I me​an, if you li​ve right up the​re - well, it's out of my way, isn't it?"

    "Out of yo​ur way? It's a ten-mi​nu​te walk, that's all! I tho​ught you we​re thirsty?"

    "Thirsty I am - al​ways! Barmy I'm not - they only say I am 'cos they're frigh​te​ned to lis​ten to me."

    "They?"

    "People!" he snap​ped, so​un​ding unac​cus​to​medly so​ber. Then, as if to chan​ge the su​bj​ect: "A half-bot​tle of gin, you sa​id?"

    "That's right, Gor​don's. But if you want to get back on down to The Ra​il​way…"

    "No, no, we're half​way the​re now," he grumb​led, hur​rying along be​si​de me, al​most ta​king my arm in his ner​vo​us​ness. "And any​way, it's a ni​ce bright night to​night. They're not much for light nights."

    "They?" I as​ked aga​in.

    "People!" Des​pi​te his short, bo​wed legs, he was half a pa​ce ahe​ad of me. "The thin pe​op​le." But whe​re his first word had be​en a snarl, his last three we​re whis​pe​red, so that I al​most mis​sed them en​ti​rely.

    Then we we​re up Larc​hes Ave​nue - the Lar​c​hes as Barmy Bill had it - and clo​sing fast on 22, and sud​denly it was very qu​i​et. Only the scra​pe of dry, blown le​aves on the pa​ve​ment. Autumn, and the tre​es half-na​ked. Mo​on​light fal​ling thro​ugh webs of high, black, brit​tle branc​hes.

    "Plenty of mo​on," sa​id Bill, his vo​ice hus​hed. "Thank God - in whom I re​al​ly don't be​li​eve - for that. But no stre​et lights! You see that? Bulbs all mis​sing. That's them."

    "Them?" I ca​ught his el​bow, tur​ning him in​to my ga​te​way - if the​re'd be​en a ga​te. The​re wasn't, just the post, which ser​ved as my land​mark whe​ne​ver I'd had a skin​ful.

    "Them, yes!" he snap​ped, sta​ring at me as I tur​ned my key in the lock. "Damn yo​ung fo​ol!"

    And so up the cre​aky sta​irs to my lit​tle ca​ve of so​li​tu​de, and Barmy Bill shi​ve​ring des​pi​te the clo​se​ness of the night and warmth of the pla​ce, which le​ec​hed a lot of its he​at from the ho​uses on both si​des, and from the flat be​low, who​se el​derly lady oc​cu​pi​er co​uldn't se​em to li​ve in anyt​hing ot​her than an oven; and in thro​ugh my own do​or, in​to the "li​ving" ro​om, whe​re Bill clo​sed the cur​ta​ins ac​ross the jut​ting bay win​dows as if he'd li​ved the​re all of his li​fe. But not be​fo​re he'd pe​ered out in​to the night stre​et, his eyes dar​ting this way and that, ro​und and bright in his li​ned, bo​oze-de​sic​ca​ted fa​ce.

    Barmy, yes. Well, may​be he was and may​be he wasn't. "Gin," I sa​id, pas​sing him the bot​tle and a glass. "But go easy, yes? I li​ke a nip myself, you know."

    "A nip? A nip? Huh! If I li​ved he​re I'd ne​ed mo​re than a nip. This is the mid​dle of it, this is. The very mid​dle!"

    "Oh?" I grin​ned. "Myself, I had it fi​gu​red for the li​ving end!"

    He pa​ced the flo​or for a few mo​ments - three pa​ces the​re, three back - ac​ross the pro​tes​ting bo​ards of my tiny ro​om, be​fo​re po​in​ting an al​most ac​cu​sing fin​ger at me. "Chirpy to​night, aren't you? Full of be​ans!"

    "You think so?" Yes, he was right. I did fe​el a bit brigh​ter. "May​be I'm over it, eh?"

    He sat down be​si​de me. "I cer​ta​inly ho​pe so, you daft yo​ung sod! And now may​be you'll pay so​me at​ten​ti​on to my war​nings and get yo​ur​self a pla​ce well away from he​re."

    "Your war​nings? Ha​ve you be​en war​ning me, then?" It daw​ned on me that he had, for se​ve​ral we​eks, but I'd be​en too wrap​ped up in my own mi​sery to pay him much he​ed. And who wo​uld? Af​ter all, he was Barmy Bill.

    "Course I ha​ve!" he snap​ped. "Abo​ut them blo​ody-"

    "Thin pe​op​le," I fi​nis​hed it for him. "Yes, I re​mem​ber now."

    "Well?"

    "Eh?"

    "Are you or aren't you?"

    "I'm lis​te​ning, yes."

    "No, no, no! Are you or aren't you go​ing to find yo​ur​self new lod​gings?"

    "When I can af​ford it, yes."

    "You're in dan​ger he​re, you know? They don't li​ke stran​gers. Stran​gers chan​ge things, and they're aga​inst that. They don't li​ke anyt​hing stran​ge, not​hing new. They're a dying bre​ed, I fancy, but whi​le they're he​re they'll ke​ep things the way they li​ke 'em."

    "Okay," I sig​hed. "This ti​me I re​al​ly am lis​te​ning. You want to start at the be​gin​ning?"

    He ans​we​red my sigh with one of his own, sho​ok his he​ad im​pa​ti​ently. "Daft yo​ung bug​ger! If I didn't li​ke you I wo​uldn't bot​her. But all right, for yo​ur own go​od, one last ti​me… just lis​ten and I'll tell you what I know. It's not much, but it's the last war​ning you'll get…"

    

II
    

    "Best thing ever hap​pe​ned for 'em must ha​ve be​en the lamp-posts, I rec​kon."

    "Dogs?" I ra​ised my eyeb​rows.

    He gla​red at me and jum​ped to his fe​et. "Right, that's it. I'm off."

    "Oh, sit down, sit down!" I cal​med him. "He​re, fill yo​ur glass aga​in. And I pro​mi​se I'll try not to in​ter​rupt."

    "Lamp-posts!" he snap​ped, his brows black as thun​der. But he sat and to​ok the drink. "Yes, for they imi​ta​te 'em, see? And thin, they can hi​de be​hind 'em. Why, they can stand so still that on a dark night you wo​uldn't know the dif​fe​ren​ce! Can you ima​gi​ne that, eh? Hi​ding be​hind or imi​ta​ting a lamp-post!"

    I tri​ed to ima​gi​ne it, but: "Not re​al​ly," I had to ad​mit. Now, ho​we​ver, my le​vity was be​co​ming a bit for​ced. The​re was so​met​hing abo​ut his in​ten​sity - the way his limbs sho​ok in a man​ner ot​her than al​co​ho​lic - which was get​ting thro​ugh to me. "Why sho​uld they hi​de?"

    "Freaks! Wo​uldn't you hi​de? A hand​ful of them. Mil​li​ons of us. We'd ho​und 'em out, kill 'em off!"

    "So why don't we?"

    " 'Cos we're all smart yo​ung bug​gers li​ke you, that's why! 'Cos we don't be​li​eve in 'em."

    "But you do?"

    Bill nod​ded, his three- or fo​ur-day growth of ha​ir qu​ive​ring on jowls and up​per lip. "Se​en 'em," he sa​id "and se​en… evi​den​ce of them."

    "And they're re​al pe​op​le? I me​an, you know, hu​man? Just li​ke me and you, ex​cept… thin?"

    "And tall. Oh - tall!"
    "Tall?" I frow​ned. "Thin and tall. How tall? Not as tall as-"

    "Lamp-posts," he nod​ded, "yes. Not du​ring the day, mind you, only at night. At night they-" (he lo​oked un​com​for​tab​le, as if it had sud​denly daw​ned on him how crazy this all must so​und) "-they sort of, well, kind of un​fold them​sel​ves."

    I tho​ught abo​ut it, nod​ded. "They un​fold them​sel​ves. Yes, I see."

    "No, you don't see," his vo​ice was flat, cold, angry now. "But you will, if you hang aro​und he​re long eno​ugh."

    "Where do they li​ve," I as​ked, "the​se tall, thin pe​op​le?"

    "In thin ho​uses," he ans​we​red, mat​ter-of-factly.

    "Thin ho​uses?"

    "Sure! Are you tel​ling me you ha​ven't no​ti​ced the thin ho​uses? Why, this pla​ce of yo​urs very ne​arly qu​ali​fi​es! Thin ho​uses, yes. Pla​ces whe​re nor​mal pe​op​le wo​uldn't dre​am of set​ting up. The​re's half-a-do​zen such in Barc​hing​ton, and a co​up​le right he​re in the Larc​hes!" He shud​de​red and I bent to turn on an ext​ra bar in my elect​ric fi​re.

    "Not cold, ma​te," Bill told me then. "Hell no! Eno​ugh bo​oze in me to ke​ep me warm. But I shud​der every ti​me I think of 'em. I me​an, what do they do?"

    "Where do they work, you me​an?"

    "Work?" he sho​ok his he​ad. "No, they don't work. Pro​bably do a bit of tea-le​afing. Burg​lary, you know. Oh, they'd get in anyw​he​re, the thin pe​op​le. But what do they do?"
    I shrug​ged.

    "I me​an, me and you, we watch telly, play cards, cha​se the birds, re​ad the pa​per. But them…?"

    It was on the tip of my ton​gue to sug​gest may​be they go in​to the wo​ods and frigh​ten owls, but sud​denly I didn't fe​el half so flip​pant. "You sa​id you'd se​en them?"

    "Seen 'em su​re eno​ugh, on​ce or twi​ce," he con​fir​med. "And we​ird! One, I re​mem​ber, ca​me out of his thin ho​use in Barc​hing​ton; I co​uld show you it so​me​ti​me in day​light. Me, I was be​hind a hed​ge sle​eping it off. Don't ask me how I got the​re, drunk as a lord! Any​way, so​met​hing wo​ke me up.

    "Down at its bot​tom the hed​ge was thin whe​re cats co​me thro​ugh. It was night and the co​un​cil men had be​en ro​und du​ring the day put​ting bulbs in the stre​et-lights, so the pla​ce was all lit up. And di​rectly op​po​si​te, the​re's this thin ho​use and its do​or slowly ope​ning; and out co​mes this blo​ke in​to the night, half of him yel​low from the lamp​light and half black in sha​dow. See, right the​re in front of the thin ho​use is a stre​et lamp.

    "But this chap lo​oks nor​mal eno​ugh, you know? A bit stiff in his mo​ve​ments; he sort of mo​ves jerky, li​ke them con​tor​ti​onists who ho​ok the​ir fe​et over the​ir sho​ul​ders and walk on the​ir hands. Any​way, he lo​oks up and down the stre​et, and he's ob​vi​o​usly sa​tis​fi​ed no one's the​re. Then…

    "He slips back a lit​tle in​to the sha​dows un​til he co​mes up aga​inst the wall of his ho​use, and he - un​folds!

    "I see the light glin​ting down one ed​ge of him, see it sud​denly split in​to two ed​ges at the bot​tom, sort of hin​ged at the top. And the split wi​dens un​til he stands in the dark the​re li​ke a big pa​ir of di​vi​ders. And then one half swings up un​til it forms a stra​ight li​ne, per​pen​di​cu​lar - and now he's ten fe​et tall. Then the sa​me aga​in, only this ti​me the di​vi​si​on ta​kes pla​ce in the mid​dle. Li​ke… li​ke a jo​iner's wo​oden three-fo​ot ru​ler, with hin​ges so he can open it up, you know?"

    I nod​ded, fas​ci​na​ted des​pi​te myself. "And that's how they're bu​ilt, eh? I me​an, well, hin​ged?"

    "Hell, no!" he snor​ted. "You can fold yo​ur arms on yo​ur el​bows, can't you? Or yo​ur legs on yo​ur kne​es? You can bend from the wa​ist and to​uch yo​ur to​es? Well I su​re can! The​ir jo​ints may be a lit​tle dif​fe​rent from ours, that's all - may​be li​ke the jo​ints of cer​ta​in in​sects. Or may​be not. I me​an, the​ir sci​en​ce is dif​fe​rent from ours, too. Per​haps they fold and un​fold them​sel​ves the sa​me way they do it to ot​her things - ex​cept it do​esn't do them any harm. I dun​no…"

    "What?" I as​ked, puz​zled. "What ot​her things do they fold?"

    "I'll get to that la​ter," he told me darkly, shi​ve​ring. "Whe​re was I?"

    "There he was," I ans​we​red, "all fif​te​en fo​ot of him, stan​ding in the sha​dows. And then-?"

    "A car co​mes along the stre​et, sud​den li​ke!" Bill grab​bed my arm.

    "Wow!" I jum​ped. "He's in tro​ub​le, right?"

    Barmy Bill sho​ok his he​ad. "No way. The car's lights are on full, but that do​esn't tro​ub​le the thin man. He's not stu​pid. The car go​es by, ligh​ting up the walls with its be​am, and whe​re the thin man sto​od in sha​dows aga​inst the wall of his thin ho​use-"

    "Yes?"

    "A dra​in​pi​pe, all black and shiny!"

    I sat back. "Pretty smart."

    "You bet​ter be​li​eve they're smart. Then, when it's dark aga​in, out he steps. And that's so​met​hing to see! Tho​se gi​ant stri​des - but qu​ick, al​most a flic​ker. Blink yo​ur eyes and he's mo​ved - and bet​we​en each mo​ve​ment his legs co​ming to​get​her as he pa​uses, and not​hing to see but a po​le. Up to the lamp-post he go​es, se​ems al​most to melt in​to it, hi​des be​hind it. And plink! - out go​es the light. Af​ter that… in ten mi​nu​tes he had the who​le stre​et black as night in a co​al mi​ne. And yo​urs truly lying the​re in so​me​body's gar​den, sca​red and shi​ve​ring and dying to throw up."

    "And that was it?"

    Barmy Bill gul​ped, tos​sed back his gin and po​ured him​self anot​her. His eyes we​re hu​ge now, skin whi​te whe​re it sho​wed thro​ugh his whis​kers. "God, no - that wasn't it - the​re was mo​re! See, I fi​gu​red la​ter that I must ha​ve got myself drunk de​li​be​ra​tely that ti​me - so's to go up the​re and spy on 'em. Oh, I know that so​unds crazy now, but you know what it's li​ke when you're mind​less drunk. Jesus, the​se days I can't get drunk! But the​se we​re early days I'm tel​ling you abo​ut."

    "So what hap​pe​ned next?"

    "Next - he's co​ming back down the stre​et! I can he​ar him: click, pa​use… click, pa​use… click, pa​use, stil​ting it along the pa​ve​ment - and I can see him in my mind's eye, do​ing his imp​res​si​on of a lamp-post with every pa​use. And sud​denly I get this fe​eling, and I sne​ak a lo​ok ro​und. I me​an, the fron​ta​ge of this gar​den I'm in is so tiny, and the ho​use be​hind me is-"

    I saw it co​ming. "Jesus!"

    "A thin ho​use," he con​fir​med it, "right!"

    "So now you we​re in tro​ub​le."

    He shrug​ged, lic​ked his lips, tremb​led a lit​tle. "I was lucky, I sup​po​se. I squ​e​ezed myself in​to the hed​ge, lay still as de​ath. And click, pa​use… click, pa​use, get​ting clo​ser all the ti​me. And then -be​hind me, for I'd tur​ned my fa​ce away - the slow cre​aking as the do​or of the thin ho​use swung open! And the se​cond thin per​son co​ming out and, I ima​gi​ne, un​fol​ding him or her​self, and the two of 'em stan​ding the​re for a mo​ment, and me ne​ar de​ad of fright."

    "And?"

    "Click-click, pa​use; click-click, pa​use; click-click - and away they go. God only knows whe​re they went, or what they did, but me? - I ga​ve 'em ten mi​nu​tes start and then got up, and ran, and stumb​led, and for​ced my rub​bery legs to carry me right out of the​re. And I ha​ven't be​en back. Why, this is the clo​sest I've be​en to Barc​hing​ton sin​ce that night, and too clo​se by far!"

    I wa​ited for a mo​ment but he se​emed do​ne. Fi​nal​ly I nod​ded. "Well, that's a go​od story, Bill, and-"

    "I'm not fi​nis​hed!" he snap​ped. "And it's not just a story…"

    "There's mo​re?"

    "Evidence," he whis​pe​red. "The evi​den​ce of yo​ur own cle​ver-bug​ger eyes!"

    I wa​ited.

    "Go to the win​dow," sa​id Bill, "and pe​ep out thro​ugh the cur​ta​ins. Go on, do it."

    I did.

    "See anyt​hing funny?"

    I sho​ok my he​ad.

    "Blind as a bat!" he snor​ted. "Lo​ok at the stre​et-lights - or the ab​sen​ce of lights. I sho​wed you on​ce to​night. They've nic​ked all the bulbs."

    "Kids," I shrug​ged. "Ho​oli​gans. Van​dals."

    "Huh!" Bill sne​ered. "Ho​oli​gans, he​re? Un​he​ard of. Van​dals? You're joking! What's to van​da​li​se? And when did you last see kids pla​ying in the​se stre​ets, eh?"

    He was right. "But a few mis​sing light bulbs aren't hard evi​den​ce," I sa​id.

    "All right!" he pus​hed his fa​ce clo​se and wrink​led his no​se at me. "Hard evi​den​ce, then." And he be​gan to tell me the fi​nal part of his story…

    

III
    

    "Cars!" Barmy Bill snap​ped, in that ab​rupt way of his. "They can't be​ar them. Can't say I bla​me 'em much, not on that one. I ha​te the no​isy, dirty, clat​te​ring things myself. But tell me: ha​ve you no​ti​ced anyt​hing a bit qu​e​er - abo​ut cars, I me​an - in the​se parts?"

    I con​si​de​red for a mo​ment, rep​li​ed: "Not a hell of a lot of them."

    "Right!" He was ple​ased. "On the rest of the Hill, no​se to ta​il. Every stre​et overf​lo​wing. 'Spe​ci​al​ly at night when pe​op​le are in the pubs or watc​hing the telly. But he​re? Ro​und Barc​hing​ton and the Larc​hes and a co​up​le of ot​her stre​ets in this ne​igh​bo​ur​ho​od? Not a one to be se​en!"

    "Not true," I sa​id. "The​re are two cars in this very stre​et right now. Lo​ok out the win​dow and you sho​uld be ab​le to see them."

    "Bollocks!" sa​id Bill.

    "Pardon?"

    "Bollocks!" he re​pe​ated. "Them's not cars! Rus​ting old ban​gers. Spo​ke whe​els and all. Twenty, thirty ye​ars they've be​en trund​ling abo​ut. The thin pe​op​le are used to them. It's the big shiny new ones they don't li​ke. And so, if you park yo​ur car up he​re over​night -tro​ub​le!"

    "Trouble?" But he​re I was de​li​be​ra​tely pla​ying dumb. He​re I knew what he me​ant well eno​ugh. I'd se​en it for myself: the oc​ca​si​onal shiny car, left over​night, stan​ding the​re the next mor​ning with its tyres slas​hed, win​dows smas​hed, lamps kic​ked in.

    

    He co​uld see it in my fa​ce. "You know what I me​an, all right. Lis​ten, co​up​le of ye​ars ago the​re was a Flash Harry type from the city used to co​me up he​re. The​re was a bar​ma​id he fan​ci​ed in The Ra​il​way - and she was ta​king all he co​uld gi​ve her. Any​way, he was flash, you know? One of the gang lads and a ri​sing star. And a flash car to go with it. Bul​let-pro​of win​dows, ho​oded lamps, re​in​for​ced pa​nels - the lot. Li​ke a blo​ody tank, it was. But -" Bill sig​hed.

    "He used to park it up he​re, right?"

    He nod​ded. "Thing was, you co​uldn't thre​aten him, you know what I me​an? So​me pe​op​le you can thre​aten, so​me you sho​uldn't thre​aten, and so​me you mustn't. He was one you mustn't. Tro​ub​le is, so are the thin pe​op​le."

    "So what hap​pe​ned?"

    "When they slas​hed his tyres, he lob​bed bricks thro​ugh the​ir win​dows. And he had a kno​wing way with him. He tos​sed 'em thro​ugh thin ho​use win​dows. Then one night he par​ked down on the cor​ner of Barc​hing​ton. Next mor​ning - they'd dril​led ho​les right thro​ugh the pla​te, all over the car. Af​ter that - he didn't co​me back for a we​ek or so. When he did co​me back… well, he must've be​en pretty mad."

    "What did he do?"

    "Threw so​met​hing el​se - so​met​hing that ma​de a bang! A damn big one! You've se​en that thin, de​re​lict shell on the cor​ner of Barc​hing​ton? Oh, it was him, su​re eno​ugh, and he got it right, too. A thin ho​use. Any​body in the​re, they we​re go​ners. And that did it!"

    "They got him?"

    "They got his car! He par​ked up one night, went down to The Ra​il​way, when the bar clo​sed to​ok his lady-lo​ve back to her pla​ce, and in the mor​ning-"

    "They'd wrec​ked it - his car, I me​an."

    "Wrecked it? Oh, yes, they'd do​ne that. They'd fol​ded it!"

    "Come aga​in?"

    "Folded it!" he snap​ped. "The​ir funny sci​en​ce. Eigh​te​en inc​hes each way, it was. A cu​be of fol​ded me​tal. No bro​ken glass, no split se​ams, no splin​te​red plas​tic. Fol​ded all ne​at and tidy. An eigh​te​en-inch cu​be."

    "They'd put it thro​ugh a crus​her, su​rely?" I was inc​re​du​lo​us.

    "Nope - fol​ded."

    "Impossible!"

    "Not to them. The​ir funny sci​en​ce."

    "So what did he do abo​ut it?"

    "Eh? Do? He lo​oked at it, and he tho​ught, 'What if I'd be​en sit​ting in the blo​ody thing?' Do? He did what I wo​uld do, what you wo​uld do. He went away. We ne​ver did see him aga​in."

    The half-bot​tle was empty. We re​ac​hed for the be​ers. And af​ter a long pull I sa​id: "You can kip he​re if you want, on the flo​or. I'll toss a blan​ket over you."

    "Thanks," sa​id Barmy Bill, "but no thanks. When the be​er's go​ne I'm go​ne. I wo​uldn't stay up he​re to sa​ve my so​ul. Be​si​des, I've a bot​tle of my own back ho​me."

    "Sly old sod!" I sa​id.

    "Daft yo​ung bug​ger!" he ans​we​red wit​ho​ut ma​li​ce. And twenty mi​nu​tes la​ter I let him out. Then I cros​sed to the win​dows and lo​oked out at him, at the stre​et all sil​ver in mo​on​light.

    He sto​od at the ga​te (whe​re it sho​uld be) swa​ying a bit and wa​ving up at me, sa​ying his thanks and fa​re​well. Then he star​ted off down the stre​et.

    It was qu​i​et out the​re, mo​ti​on​less. One of tho​se nights when even the tre​es don't mo​ve. Everyt​hing fro​zen, des​pi​te the fact that it wasn't ne​arly cold. I watc​hed Barmy Bill out of sight, cra​ning my neck to see him go, and-

    Across the ro​ad, three lamp-posts - whe​re the​re sho​uld only be two! The one on the left was OK, and the one to the far right. But the one in the mid​dle? I had ne​ver se​en that one be​fo​re. I blin​ked ble​ary eyes, gas​ped, blin​ked aga​in. Only two lamp-posts!

    Stinking drunk - drunk as a skunk - ut​terly bog​gled!

    I la​ug​hed as I tot​te​red from the win​dow, switc​hed off the light, stag​ge​red in​to my bed​ro​om. The barmy old bas​tard had re​al​ly had me go​ing. I'd re​al​ly star​ted to be​li​eve. And now the bo​oze was ma​king me see do​ub​le - or so​met​hing. Well, just as long as it was lamp-posts and not pink elep​hants! Or thin pe​op​le! And I went to bed la​ug​hing.

    … But I wasn't la​ug​hing the next mor​ning.

    Not af​ter they fo​und him, old Barmy Bill of Bar​rows Hill. Not af​ter they cal​led on me to iden​tify him.

    

    "Their funny sci​en​ce," he'd cal​led it. The way they fol​ded things. And Jesus, they'd fol​ded him, too! Right down in​to an eigh​te​en-inch cu​be. Ribs and bo​nes and skin and musc​les - the lot. Not​hing bro​ken, you un​ders​tand, just fol​ded. No blo​od or guts or anyt​hing nasty - nas​ti​er by far be​ca​use the​re was not​hing.

    And they'd dum​ped him in a gar​ba​ge-skip at the end of the stre​et. The co​up​le of lo​cal yo​uths who fo​und him we​ren't even su​re what they'd fo​und, un​til they spot​ted his fa​ce on one si​de of the cu​be. But I won't go in​to that…

    Well, I mo​ved out of the​re just as so​on as I co​uld - do you bla​me me? - sin​ce when I've do​ne a lot of thin​king abo​ut it. Fact is, I ha​ven't tho​ught of much el​se.

    And I sup​po​se old Bill was right. At le​ast I ho​pe so. Things he'd told me ear​li​er, when I was only half lis​te​ning. Abo​ut them be​ing the last of the​ir sort, and Bar​rows Hill be​ing the pla​ce they've cho​sen to sort of fa​de away in, li​ke a thin per​son's "elep​hant's gra​ve​yard," you know?

    Anyway, the​re are no thin pe​op​le he​re, and no thin ho​uses. Van​dals ap​lenty, and so many cars you can't co​unt, but not​hing out of the or​di​nary.

    Lamp-posts, yes, and posts to hold up the te​lep​ho​ne wi​res, of co​ur​se. Lots of them. But they don't bot​her me any​mo​re.

    See, I know exactly how many lamp-posts the​re are. And I know exactly whe​re they are, every last one of them. And God help the man who ever plants a new one wit​ho​ut tel​ling me first!
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    LONG AGO, WHEN I WAS ABO​UT FIF​TE​EN YE​ARS OF AGE, I lo​oked out at the fa​mi​li​ar sea, and saw that on the ho​ri​zon, and wit​ho​ut war​ning, it had grown in​to a tall and ro​un​ded hill. I me​an that I saw a hill, ma​de of the de​ep milky blue sum​mer sea, stan​ding up, far out and mo​ti​on​less, from the rest of the wa​ter. I stop​ped in as​to​nish​ment. Part of my surp​ri​se was ca​used by the fact that no one el​se among the many pe​op​le on the cliff path se​emed to see what I did. This im​pos​sib​le, wond​ro​us, ter​rif​ying thing. For if the li​qu​id oce​an co​uld form a so​lid hill, su​rely the fab​ric of the world, and everyt​hing el​se we be​li​eve in, ca​me in​to qu​es​ti​on. I con​fess too, I had at that ti​me no do​ubts eit​her abo​ut my eye​sight, or my sa​nity.

    

I. Chazen's Beasts
    

    I am an in​de​pen​dent wo​man. Da​ugh​ter of a hand​so​me, feck​less fat​her, a pretty and fo​olish mot​her, I grew up in​to a pla​in, in​tel​li​gent adult. I ma​ke no bo​nes abo​ut the in​tel​li​gen​ce, des​pi​te its li​mits. I ha​ve not​hing el​se to bo​ast of. My per​son is qu​ite tall, ne​at and inc​li​ned to be thin. Whi​le at the age of twenty-two, my ha​ir had al​re​ady be​gun to grey. Se​ve​ral ha​ve as​ked me why this hap​pe​ned so early; had I re​ce​ived so​me se​ve​re shock? I had to shock them by repl​ying I had not. For, at that ti​me, I hadn't.

    

    I li​ve alo​ne, but not al​ways in my Own apart​ment, three ro​oms at the top of a lar​ge old ho​use ne​ar Lon​don. At ot​her ti​mes I li​ve in the ho​uses of my emp​lo​yers. I am a lib​ra​ri​an. My task is to sort and re​gu​la​te the lib​ra​ri​es of ot​hers far less ab​le, and nor​mal​ly far mo​re we​althy than Miss Ali​ce June Cons​tab​le: myself.

    The in​vi​ta​ti​on to Nort​her​ham Ho​use, which I had be​en ex​pec​ting so​me whi​le, fi​nal​ly ar​ri​ved on a la​te sum​mer mor​ning.

    Used to such trips I was pac​ked and on the tra​in in less than fi​ve ho​urs, re​ac​hing my des​ti​na​ti​on at six o'clock that eve​ning.

    A warm strong wind was blo​wing as I wal​ked up the la​ne. The tre​es sho​ok the​ir hu​ge, ti​red gre​en le​aves, and thro​ugh the roc​king bo​ughs I glimp​sed the vil​la​ge of Nort​her​ham - which lo​cals pro​no​un​ce Nor​th'rum - be​low. It ap​pe​ared the usu​al pas​to​ral pla​ce, small ho​uses with gar​dens, an inn, a pub, and a Sa​xon church with ramb​ling gra​ve​yard.

    The ho​use of my emp​lo​yer sto​od off the la​ne, at the end of a short, cur​ving, he​avily tree-hung dri​ve. This was no man​si​on eit​her, but a ple​asant two-sto​rey bu​il​ding with an arch over the front do​or, and re​cently cut lawns. To the back ex​ten​ded long gar​dens ul​ti​ma​tely swat​hed in wo​ods. The​re was a scent of wal​lflo​wers, and zo​os. I'd be​en told, in a let​ter from the mas​ter of the ho​use, Pro​fes​sor Cha​zen, that by the ti​me I ar​ri​ved he wo​uld be away aga​in on his tra​vels. The ho​use​ke​eper was off too. Only a man​ser​vant, a Mr Swan​ge, and a ma​id of all work (Do​ris), we​re in re​si​den​ce. Asi​de that was from the pro​fes​sor's col​lec​ti​on of exo​tic be​asts. All of the​se li​ved, I had be​en as​su​red, among the back pre​mi​ses, sheds, enc​lo​su​res and pens. Cha​zen tra​vel​led wi​dely, and ten​ded to bring back cu​ri​os, of​ten of the ani​mal kind. I can re​call I had tho​ught that his lib​rary sho​uld pro​ve very in​te​res​ting, and lo​oked for​ward to re​ading so​me of the ma​te​ri​al I was to ca​ta​lo​gue.

    My knocks on the front do​or got no reply. I the​re​fo​re went ro​und to the back by the gra​vel path.

    A small gar​den cor​do​ned off the kitc​hen. Was​hing flap​ped vi​go​ro​usly on a li​ne and two or three hens strut​ted abo​ut. The kitc​hen do​or was open, but no one in sight.

    I pe​ered over the hed​ge, and so ca​me fa​ce-to-fa​ce as it we​re with the first of the ani​mal pens abo​ut ten yards away. Eight or ni​ne cat cre​atu​res - lar​ge for a do​mes​tic cat cer​ta​inly but smal​ler than most of the wild va​ri​ety - we​re prow​ling or sno​ozing in the wi​re-fron​ted box. This con​ta​iner was so​me six​te​en fe​et by six fe​et high. It's true I ha​ve ne​ver left Eng​land, but I ha​ve se​en many col​lec​ti​ons and re​ad tho​usands of bo​oks, and ne​ver had I se​en or he​ard of anyt​hing qu​ite li​ke the​se cats. They we​re a dirt​yish whi​te in co​lo​ur, the​ir fur or pelt tuf​ted, and stre​aked with fa​int brown mot​tles. The​ir eyes glo​wed a pa​le, em​be​red blue.

    As I sta​red, I he​ard a wo​man's step on the gra​vel.

    "Oh, Miss - did you knock? I ne​ver he​ard you-"

    Doris the ma​id was all apo​lo​gi​es. She led me in​si​de and pre​sently we we​re sha​ring the te​apot at the scrub​bed tab​le. (I ha​ve ne​ver tho​ught it ne​ces​sary to ke​ep ser​vants at a "cor​rect" dis​tan​ce. One can le​arn a lot from them, and in any ca​se I am, af​ter all, a sort of in​ter​mit​tant ser​vant myself. Be​si​des, whe​re ne​ed​ful, I can usu​al​ly as​sert my aut​ho​rity.)

    "Then shall I show you the ani​mals, Miss?" in​qu​ired Do​ris af​ter I had men​ti​oned them, so​me qu​ar​ter of an ho​ur la​ter.

    I was cu​ri​o​us. Al​so I di​sap​pro​ved of the ca​ge which held the tuf​ted cats. I as​ked her if all the ca​ges we​re as rest​ric​ted.

    "Oh no, Miss. So​me are very enor​mo​us. But the cats are let out at night in sum​mer, and in win​ter they're mo​ved with the ot​hers to war​mer pens in the sheds."

    "Let out?"
    "Well, the​re's half a mi​le of wo​ods at the end of the gar​dens that Pro​fes​sor Cha​zen owns with the ho​use. They're fen​ced and net​ted right over, with small pla​ces left to let birds and mi​ce and such​li​ke in and out. His cats are noc​tu​al re​al​ly - they pre​fer night-ti​me. You may he​ar a bit of squ​aw​king down along the wo​ods af​ter dark. Ta​ke no no​ti​ce, Miss."

    "Noctual" ha​ving be​en exp​la​ined (noc​tur​nal), I en​vi​si​oned nights pi​er​ced by we​ird cri​es, as small Eng​lish ro​dents and fowls we​re rent by Cha​zen's fe​li​nes. But I sle​ep well. Pro​bably it was no wor​se dying li​ke that than by the fangs of a fox, or so​me ne​igh​bo​uring tabby.

    "What ot​her be​asts are the​re?" I as​ked her, as she con​duc​ted me thro​ugh the hed​ge by the ga​te.

    "All sorts. The​re's them-" (the cats) "-and so​me bad​gery things, sort of be​ars I think he says - and ratty things - ugh!" (a shud​der, tho​ugh I no​ti​ced it was mo​re ri​tu​al than im​pas​si​oned) "sna​kes - gre​at big be​et​les, all ha​iry - li​zards - the pro​fes​sor says they're very in​tel​li​gent."

    The cats grow​led as we pas​sed them, lazy and bo​red. They had a me​aty smell, and lo​oked he​althy. The​ir blue eyes we​re ne​it​her fri​endly or di​sar​ming, but Do​ris cluc​ked at them. Fa​vo​uri​tes? A sort of net​ted tun​nel, at pre​sent clo​sed off from the ca​ge, ran to the dark gre​en wo​ods that frot​hed up be​yond the lawn, shrubs and sheds. I had be​en won​de​ring how the "let​ting-out" was ma​na​ged.

    Under the sha​de of oak and ap​ple tre​es, we skir​ted ot​her imp​ri​so​ned ani​mals, so​me of the​se, as she'd told me, in hu​ge enc​lo​su​res. I re​cog​ni​sed no​ne of the spe​ci​es. The sna​kes me​anw​hi​le we​re in​vi​sib​le, and the be​et​les shut in a lar​ge long shed to the si​de. I kept up my qu​es​ti​ons, now as to whe​re the me​na​ge​rie ca​me from. "Oh, all sorts of co​unt​ri​es," exc​la​imed Do​ris. "Afri​ca - the In​di​es -Ame​ri​ca even. And so​me of them are tra​ined, he says, to do cle​ver things-" but when she sa​id this her fa​ce fell sud​denly. I con​si​de​red why. Per​haps she did not li​ke the idea of per​for​ming ani​mals.

    I be​gan to see the net​ting run​ning right over the wo​ods, a ro​of and walls, glin​ting as the sun sank be​hind us on the orc​hards and fi​elds of Kent. Birds we​re cal​ling and sin​ging in the tre​es, im​per​vi​o​us or sto​ical abo​ut the cat-tun​nel le​ading to the​ir sanc​tu​ary.

    Our sha​dows long be​fo​re us, Do​ris po​in​ted out the pad​loc​ked ga​te re​ser​ved for hu​man entry. I saw too scat​te​red bron​ze fe​at​hers and a stri​pe of red - which I to​ok for the re​ma​ins of a sla​in phe​asant - just in​si​de the man-ma​de bo​un​dary.

    "Blett has char​ge of ma​in​ta​ining the net​ting," sa​id Do​ris. "Or he's sup​po​sed to. He's off on his ho​ney​mo​on. Too ta​ken up with it, if you ask me. He got sac​ked - ne​arly got him​self sac​ked. It was just the day the pro​fes​sor left. The​re was a gre​at ho​le in the fen​cing Blett'd mis​sed. The pro​fes​sor didn't half ta​ke on. In a right two-and-six he was," (surp​ri​sing me by her Cock​ney rhyming slang: two-and-six: fix). "Blett sa​id to me the ani​mals get rest​less and te​ar ho​les, trying to get out. He sa​id things frig​h​ten them. I ask you, what things, he​re… not li​ke the jung​le, is it? But you sho​uld he​ar how they go on so​me​ti​mes."

    "The ani​mals?"

    "No, pe​op​le in the vil​la​ge."

    "Do they?"

    "Really silly I calls it. So do​es my gent​le​man fri​end." She blus​hed and lo​oked slyly at me, I, the el​derly spins​ter. I smi​led. Do​ris ad​ded, "It's the old ones mostly. Pro​fes​sor Cha​zen, well he do​esn't go to church, do​esn't be​li​eve in God, you see. And then all this stuff he's col​lec​ted in the ho​use, and the gar​den - the vil​la​gers li​ke to say the pro​fes​sor's temp​ting the De​vil him​self."

    "Do you be​li​eve in the De​vil?" I as​ked Do​ris. I am a mo​dern-min​ded old ma​id, so tho​ught I had bet​ter let her know it.

    A grim pa​use re​sul​ted.

    "Yes," she sa​id at last, fe​ar​ful​ly.

    I was then sorry, and chi​ded myself.

    And so fo​und we had stop​ped, and sto​od sta​ring at a de​ci​dedly gi​gan​tic pen.

    "What's in he​re?"

    "That's the li​zards."

    Roused may​be by a sympat​he​tic awa​re​ness of her words, one of the​se just then emer​ged from a sort of bothy of twigs and sto​nes. It strad​dled a pi​ece of flo​or, and tur​ned its rep​til​li​an he​ad to see us thro​ugh a swi​vel​ling, si​de​long eye. It was it​self very big, the si​ze of a small spa​ni​el, with grey sca​les that se​emed highly po​lis​hed, gle​aming in the last sun​light, and purp​lish claws re​mi​nis​cent of tho​se of a fowl. A spiny crest, which had be​en lo​we​red, now ro​se high. Mag​ni​fi​ed by a po​wer of abo​ut six, one co​uld ima​gi​ne it tram​ping the pre​his​to​ric pla​ins.

    I pre​fer​red the li​zard gre​atly to the furry cat-be​asts. It lo​oked so​ul​less, dull, in​tem​pe​ra​te and not pretty. You co​uld mis​ta​ke it for not​hing that it was not.

    "And the​se? Are they Af​ri​can?"

    "I can't re​mem​ber, Miss." And then, "Oh! I must run - I left my ca​ke in the oven-"

    My first days at Nort​her​ham be​gan as ha​ve a sco​re of ot​her emp​loy​ments.

    The lib​rary was lar​ge and imp​res​si​ve in struc​tu​re and la​yo​ut; a to​tal mud​dle with re​gard to con​tents. Many of the tall bo​ok-stacks re​ared qu​ite empty, apart from dust - one ne​eded a lad​der to as​cend. Such an item had be​en or​de​red from Lon​don, it se​emed, but not yet ar​ri​ved. Cra​tes mas​sed in awk​ward pla​ces, sa​va​gely un​do​ne, the​ir ed​ges all bent na​ils and splin​ters. So​me won​der​ful bo​oks might lie in​si​de, un​sor​ted and li​ab​le to be torn if not re​mo​ved with ext​re​me ca​re.

    I set to work as I al​ways do, de​vi​zing first the best system, only then un​pac​king. A hu​ge old ma​ho​gany tab​le pro​vi​ded help with this. In the la​te mor​ning I'd lay out so​me ap​pe​aling to​me, and af​ter lunch re​ad for an ho​ur at le​ast. I am a fast re​ader. Lit​tle es​ca​pes me that way. And I wasn't un​hap​py ot​her​wi​se. My ro​om was kept cle​an and or​derly, its bed com​for​tab​le. The​re was a small pri​va​te bath​ro​om next do​or. The vi​ew lo​oked off down the back gar​den to the wo​od, over the pens and net​ting, from which, as was ine​vi​tab​le, un​can​ny warb​les and squ​e​aks wo​uld fre​qu​ently so​und af​ter dark. Me​als we​re pre​pa​red by Do​ris, a very go​od - if rat​her ec​cent​ric -co​ok. I had met Mr Swan​ge the first eve​ning, when he at​ten​ded the brin​ging in of my din​ner to the di​ning ro​om. Un​li​ke ro​se-and-cre​am Do​ris, he was a skul​king iron man with a ble​ak exp​res​si​on. As so of​ten with man​ser​vants I've met, he tre​ated me to a po​li​te con​des​cen​si​on amo​un​ting to in​so​len​ce. I ha​ve ge​ne​ral​ly fo​und it use​less to was​te ti​me on that. Asi​de from exc​han​ging a few acid ci​vi​li​ti​es, we had lit​tle to do with each ot​her.

    One of Swan​ge's tasks was, ho​we​ver, to ins​pect the out​si​de of the pens at sun​set, and let out the cor​ra​cats, as it trans​pi​red they we​re cal​led.

    That Swan​ge did not li​ke eit​her the task or the cats was pla​in eno​ugh. But I be​ca​me used to se​e​ing his an​gu​lar fi​gu​re stal​king over the back lawn as I ti​di​ed myself in my ro​om be​fo​re din​ner. So​me​ti​mes he was softly cur​sing in the way only an aris​toc​rat or a cri​mi​nal is al​lo​wed to. My he​aring is go​od, but I had he​ard all such words be​fo​re, and now and then in ot​her ton​gu​es. It me​ant not​hing to me ex​cept that the flit of his elect​ric torch re​tur​ning was as re​gu​lar as se​ven o'clock.

    On Sa​tur​day Do​ris, with whom I'd kept up the te​ati​me chat in the kitc​hen, as​ked if next day I'd be go​ing to church. I sa​id I wo​uld not, tho​ugh wo​uld vi​sit the church so​me ot​her ti​me, as his​to​ri​cal​ly it might in​te​rest me. Do​ris se​emed sorry I wasn't a church-go​er in the the​osop​hic sen​se. (Just li​ke the pro​fes​sor.) It se​emed Swan​ge didn't at​tend eit​her, Do​ris told me crisply. He pre​fer​red the new ho​tel at Hod​ci​e​ux (pro​no​un​ced lo​cal​ly as Ho​ed-Say) whe​re pro​bably he so​me​ti​mes met his fancy wo​man, ten ye​ars his se​ni​or.

    If Do​ris was of​fen​ded by her pre​sent po​si​ti​on in a ho​use of at​he​ists, she had ma​na​ged her​self. She sta​yed ple​asant and ob​li​ging to me, and from what I saw, ti​midly flir​ta​ti​o​us with Mr Swan​ge. Per​haps she res​pec​ted too the sha​pe of a pis​tol I had no​ted in his jac​ket when he went out to check the pens and re​le​ase the cor​ra​cats. We all re​ta​in me​ans to pro​tect our​sel​ves, if wi​se. I to​ok no of​fen​ce at his gun.

    As to the ho​use, it was cu​ri​o​usly ramb​ling and sha​dowy for its si​ze. Cer​ta​in big​ger ro​oms had be​en par​ti​ti​oned to ma​ke two or even three cham​bers out of one. So​me of the​se lac​ked win​dows. Sta​irs went up and down, twi​ning be​hind the ro​oms in obs​cu​re ways, to which, fa​irly qu​ickly, I be​ca​me ac​cus​to​med. But it was so​met​hing of a ma​ze, if a tiny examp​le.

    Everywhere one ca​me on sta​tu​et​tes and fe​tis​hes from fo​re​ign cli​mes. The ma​j​ority of the​se we​re ex​cep​ti​onal​ly hor​rib​le to lo​ok at, le​ering with po​in​ted te​eth of​ten da​ubed with pa​in​ted blo​od, gar​lan​ded by car​ven he​ads, (se​ve​red, ob​vi​o​usly) and clutc​hing in the​ir claws clubs and ot​her mo​re spiky we​apons. Do​ris, whom I had met now and then cle​aning the ro​oms, re​fu​sed to to​uch the​se icons.

    "They're not to be dis​tur​bed, he" (she wo​uld me​an the pro​fes​sor) "says. And I - well, I wo​uldn't ca​re to to​uch them, Miss A."

    "Whyever not? Are they so va​lu​ab​le?"

    "He says," sa​id she, "they can - in​vog​le things. Bring things on -bad wis​hes, cur​ses."

    I qu​eri​ed in​wardly what her "invog​le" me​ant - in​vo​ke? "But they're ma​de of wo​od or sto​ne," I sug​ges​ted. She sa​id then so​met​hing el​se I was la​ter to re​call.

    "People - witc​hes - he​at​hen pri​ests - can call up spi​rits, Pro​fes​sor Cha​zen told me. Oh, he's of​ten gi​ven me such a turn with his ta​les of tho​se pla​ces - my blo​od ran cold. And such bad dre​ams I had. He sa​id he'd se​en as much, in the dark jung​les… they use wo​oden ima​ges - even ani​mals - as a - what did he say? - a fo​cus -can that be right? Fo​cus… and they can sum​mon the de​ad."
    I ref​ra​ined now from sa​ying anyt​hing. This li​tany of nec​ro​tic re​turn se​emed sig​ni​fi​cant to Do​ris, a kind of va​lu​ed ot​her si​de of the co​in to her re​li​gi​o​us be​li​ef. I ha​ve no​ted si​mi​lar fan​ci​es among pi​o​us per​sons be​fo​re.

    It was the next Thurs​day eve​ning, abo​ut se​ven-thirty, as I was go​ing down to drink a glass of sherry be​fo​re din​ner, that I he​ard the crabby vo​ice of Swan​ge comp​la​ining to Do​ris in the ma​in hall be​low.

    I stop​ped on the sta​irs to lis​ten. I ma​ke no ex​cu​se for such a ha​bit. So​me​ti​mes it's pro​ved a sen​sib​le pre​ca​uti​on.

    "Those damn be​asts are ac​ting oddly," I had he​ard Swan​ge say.

    "Oh, but - they're all so qu​e​er. You know he al​ways says" (aga​in, I co​uld as​su​me, I tho​ught, she re​fer​red to Cha​zen) "so​me of them ha​ve odd ways. You'd only ha​ve to lo​ok at them twi​ce to know it. And they of​ten act up, don't they?"

    "It's wor​se than usu​al, to​night. Plenty of them are scratch-scratc​hing away at that net​ting. As for tho​se cats - they've ha​ving a fight fit for the Dog and Pul​let at turn-out ti​me-" At which I he​ard Do​ris gig​gle.

    Nevertheless, "May​be it's just," she sa​id "the he​at."

    "They're from blin​king Af​ri​ca, Dorry!"

    So he cal​led her "Dorry", did he?

    She sa​id softly, I only just ca​ught it, "Don't ta​ke on so. It won't be for much lon​ger, will it, de-"

    She bro​ke off as he his​sed: "Ke​ep it down. That old bat'll be abo​ut in a mi​nu​te."

    On her cue, the old bat ga​ve a sub​du​ed co​ugh, me​asu​red out to so​und as if she we​re slightly furt​her off up the sta​ir than she was, and re​su​med her pas​sa​ge down to pro​ve him right.

    After din​ner, I al​lo​wed myself half an ho​ur of Mo​zart on the rat​her fi​ne if out-of-tu​ne pi​ano. Then I de​ci​ded on a bri​ef stroll aro​und the gro​unds at the back. I'd do​ne this on​ce or twi​ce be​fo​re to get so​me air, whi​le it was co​oler. No one ma​de any com​ment. Of co​ur​se, I was wan​ting to see if Cha​zen's be​asts we​re as res​ti​ve as Swan​ge had sa​id.

    Nothing ho​we​ver se​emed much al​te​red, at le​ast to me.

    The cor​ra​cats had al​re​ady sprin​ted off along the​ir tun​nel in​to the fen​ced wo​od​land. (In the​ir va​cant day​ti​me ca​ge, a few clumps of fur ad​ded evi​den​ce to Swan​ge's ac​co​unt of a fight. But ani​mals of​ten fight, es​pe​ci​al​ly when co​oped up.) Ot​her ani​mals we​re out of sight in the sle​eping qu​ar​ters of the​ir pens. Noc​tur​nals pa​ced along the pe​ri​me​ters, but the​ir sentry-go ac​ti​vity was al​so qu​ite nor​mal, or so I tho​ught. Only the bad​ger-be​ars, who​se na​me I hadn't le​ar​ned, se​emed at all ap​pa​rently dis​tur​bed. On pre​vi​o​us walks he​re I had se​en them lying down, gro​oming or pla​ying. To​night all three we​re up in the pa​ir of tre​es that grew in​si​de the​ir pen. Blett was sup​po​sed, I had gat​he​red, al​so to trim such enc​lo​sed tre​es down and back from the wi​re, both he​re and in the wo​od. He had sig​nal​ly fa​iled in this. The be​ars had clim​bed as high up as they co​uld get in​de​ed, to whe​re the bo​ughs stra​ined aga​inst the net​ting ro​of that se​aled them in. Two of the ani​mals we​re cud​dled to​get​her. The third, alo​ne in the se​cond tree, ga​ve the cle​ar imp​res​si​on of the​ir watch​man. It ut​te​red a soft, brit​tle chit​te​ring as I went by. And six pa​le nar​row eyes, catc​hing the glim of a ri​sing half mo​on, ob​ser​ved me with in​ten​se une​asy in​dif​fe​ren​ce.

    I re​ac​hed the ed​ge of the ca​ged wo​ods, and glan​ced at the ave​nu​es in​si​de. But the wo​od​land was black, and the tra​ce of star​light he​re and the​re ga​ve only mis​le​ading in​for​ma​ti​on - mi​ra​ges of wa​ter, a hu​ge black clump that might be anyt​hing, and se​emed slightly to mo​ve in the wind​less at​mosp​he​re. Of the cats the​re was no sign. They wo​uld be far off down among the tre​es, no do​ubt, as dis​tant from the ha​bi​tat of man as they co​uld get.

    I tur​ned from the wo​od, and lo​oked at the li​zard enc​lo​su​re. This was in the sa​me black​ness, just a trick​le of star​light on a sto​ne, a le​af - se​eming to be ot​her things - a gem, an eye. On ot​her eve​nings, I had se​en fo​ur or fi​ve of the cre​atu​res mo​ving abo​ut. Now, des​pi​te the il​lu​si​ons, no​ne was vi​sib​le. They must be as​le​ep, or hi​ding, in the​ir bothy.

    Returning to the ho​use, who​se cur​ta​ined lamps​hi​ne fell dimly on the lawn, I was struck by a pe​cu​li​ar so​met​hing abo​ut the night.

    I co​uldn't at first ha​ve sa​id what it was. Cer​ta​inly, as I ha​ve re​mar​ked, the eve​ning was hot and air​less. That brisk wind com​bing the tre​es on my ar​ri​val had pe​ris​hed days ago.

    Eventually I stop​ped still on​ce mo​re. I lis​te​ned. The​re was not a so​und.

    Those who li​ve in towns and ci​ti​es al​ways sup​po​se the co​untry​si​de to be qu​i​et. In the mec​ha​ni​cal way it pro​bably is, asi​de from the chug of a trac​tor or the chuf​fing of a pe​ri​odic tra​in. But by day and night a cons​tant bar​ra​ge of na​tu​ral no​ises go​es on. Birds flu​te or shrill alarms. Un​se​en ani​mal mo​ve​ments ca​use rust​lings and bust​le. Frogs cro​ak from ponds, in​sects buzz, and cric​kets whirr. Af​ter sun​set, the vo​lu​me se​ems inc​re​ased. Dogs bark to each ot​her from the ham​lets, farms and vil​la​ges, mi​ce and rab​bits squ​e​al, fo​xes of​fer eerie bans​hee scre​ams, owls and night-jars sew up any si​lent se​ams of dark​ness with the stitc​hes of the​ir pe​cu​li​ar mu​sic.

    Tonight, the​re was not​hing. The mo​ti​on​less, empty air was he​avy, and char​ged, as if be​fo​re a storm. Yet the sky was very cle​ar, de​ep blue with stars and lif​ting mo​on​light.

    Back in the ho​use I ma​de myself tea. Bid​ding Do​ris go​od​night, I went back to the lib​rary. I wor​ked and re​ad for anot​her ho​ur, then ret​re​ated to bed.

    I am not un​duly fan​ci​ful. Nor am I qu​ite in​sen​si​ti​ve.

    About three in the mor​ning, ac​cor​ding to my clock at the bed​si​de, I wo​ke; wit​ho​ut a start, but fully and to​tal​ly. It was as if I had not be​en as​le​ep at all, so ab​so​lu​te was my awa​re​ness of myself and everyt​hing abo​ut me. No​ne of the usu​al bri​ef clo​udi​ness of sle​ep re​ma​ined. Nor had I be​en dre​aming. My eyes had ope​ned on the ne​arer of the two win​dows of my ro​om.

    I tend to le​ave my bed​ro​om ca​se​ment aj​ar and the cur​ta​ins und​rawn, when the​re is the pri​vacy for it. He​re I had do​ne so. Fra​med bet​we​en the dra​pes lay the sky. The mo​on had go​ne over, but the night still was not at all dark, far less so than the bed​ro​om. I saw very cle​arly. Not​hing was the​re, lo​oking in at the win​dow.

    And yet, along with the unu​su​al sud​den wa​king cla​rity of my bra​in, was a sort of de​fi​ni​te know​led​ge that, a se​cond or so be​fo​re I ope​ned my eyes - so​met​hing had be​en.
    

II. Rising Up
    

    Now and then in my la​ter li​fe, or rat​her this la​ter mid​dle part of li​fe I now oc​cupy, odd things ha​ve co​me my way. To say I'm al​ways inu​red to such ama​ze​ments wo​uld be to lie. But ge​ne​ral​ly I ta​ke a (per​haps fo​olish) in​te​rest in them.

    After the win​dow in​ci​dent, de​ci​dedly I grew mo​re alert. (Nor did I do​ubt so​me vi​si​tor had be​en the​re. A day​light ins​pec​ti​on from sa​id win​dow sho​wed the da​ma​ged cre​eper out​si​de, which bo​re wit​ness to so​met​hing qu​ite hefty ha​ving drag​ged it​self up the brick​work, and then slit​he​red back.)

    When I went down to bre​ak​fast that mor​ning, Do​ris was in that mo​od she had re​fer​red to be​fo​re as a two-and-six.

    "Excuse me, Miss A. It's them - tho​se cats aga​in. Po​or Mr Swan​ge went to get them back in the​ir pen - as a ru​le they're al​re​ady in the tun​nel, and so​on as they se​en him they rush down li​ke anyt​hing - it's when he fe​eds them, you see. Only to​day they wo​uldn't bud​ge. Ran abo​ut along the ed​ge of the net, and then stra​ight back in the wo​ods. He says they might ha​ve the rab​bis-"

    "The rabb-do you me​an ra​bi​es, Do​ris?"

    "That il​lness whe​re they froth pink at the mo​uth, Miss A."

    "Doris, that wo​uld be very se​ri​o​us. Has he - ha​ve you - had con​tact with them?"

    "Oh, we we​ren't bit​ten, Miss. And Mr Swan​ge ne​ver go​es in​to the wo​ods wit​ho​ut the pro​fes​sor go​ing with him."

    I knew that with ra​bi​es, a bi​te wasn't ne​ces​sary to ca​use fa​tal in​fec​ti​on. In​fec​ted dogs ha​ve fre​qu​ently lic​ked a hu​man hand be​fo​re the mad​ness be​ca​me ap​pa​rent in them. This hand ha​ving one small open cut, the po​iso​no​us sa​li​va do​es its work. Even if not go​ing in​to the wo​ods, Swan​ge had en​te​red the cats' tun​nel. A sme​ar of fresh spit on the net-

    It se​emed best not to frigh​ten Do​ris wor​se. She was al​re​ady in her two-and-six.

    "I'm su​re it isn't ra​bi​es, Do​ris. How long ha​ve the ani​mals be​en he​re, it's qu​ite so​me ti​me, isn't it?"

    "About eight months for the cats, Miss A."

    "Then ra​bi​es is most un​li​kely. Symptoms pre​sent them​sel​ves in​si​de a few days, or we​eks at the most."

    Swange didn't ap​pe​ar. Do​ris se​emed up​set. When she pro​du​ced her bas​ket and got re​ady to walk down to the vil​la​ge, I of​fe​red to go with her. I co​uld do, I sa​id, with the exer​ci​se.

    She che​ered up on the way. Bet​we​en the fi​elds and hed​ge​rows she chat​te​red abo​ut her fa​mily, even ad​ding that her "fri​end" and she plan​ned one day to open a pub or ho​tel, and be "inde​pen​dent".

    I left her in the vil​la​ge stre​et to do her shop​ping for the ho​use, and to​ok myself over to the church. It was the typi​cal Sa​xon mo​del, its to​wer po​in​ted and thatc​hed. But out​si​de I no​ti​ced the gra​ve​yard was ex​ces​si​vely neg​lec​ted. The old sto​nes, ro​man​tic eno​ugh in high grass, we​eds, moss and ivy, le​aned, he​re and the​re the stag​nant earth ac​tu​al​ly over​tur​ned. In so​me spots the til​ting of the slabs had be​co​me pre​ca​ri​o​us, and fal​len urns mas​sed in the grass li​ke skulls.

    Then I ro​un​ded a cor​ner. Bet​we​en two mas​si​ve old yew tre​es anot​her lit​tle sce​ne was go​ing on.

    From his dress, I re​cog​ni​sed the vi​car at on​ce. He, and a gro​up of men mo​re ro​ughly clad, we​re frow​ning and pe​ering at a so​lid patch of cha​os.

    The yews we​re, from my po​int of vi​ew, qu​ite con​ce​aling. In the​ir sha​de I pa​used.

    "This is too dre​ad​ful," sa​id the vi​car.

    "Yes, sir. An' it's the sa​me bu​si​ness as yes​ter​day, sir, so it is. Pla​in as my no​se."

    "Truly, Ro​bert. But yes​ter​day was ne​ver so bad as this."

    "Well, sir, I bla​me that bas-I bla​me that fel​ler Blett."

    The ot​her men rumb​led. It se​emed they did too.

    Without do​ubt, so​me​one ap​pe​ared to ha​ve ac​ted the van​dal he​re. Wor​ked on in a co​ar​se, une​ven circ​le, the old gra​ves we​re ri​ven, and in pla​ces who​le slabs had be​en he​aved up​ward, li​ke un​ner​ving trap do​ors. The smell of an​ti​que, hot mo​ist earth and wetly-dri​ed de​ath fil​te​red thro​ugh the sum​mer air.

    I con​si​de​red the na​me, Blett. He was the man who ma​in​ta​ined Pro​fes​sor Cha​zen's ani​mal pens.

    "But to do such a sac​ri​li​gi​o​us thing - why wo​uld Blett do this, in the very gra​ve​yard he ca​red for less than two we​eks ago?"

    "We se​en how he ca​red for it. If he scythed the grass fi​ve ti​mes this ye​ar, I'm the Prin​ce of Wa​les."

    "I find it hard to think so ill of him." The vi​car was an el​derly lit​tle man of twenty-se​ven or eight. He pla​inly wan​ted to prac​ti​se Christ's mar​vel​lo​us and or​di​na​rily im​pos​sib​le te​ac​hing to lo​ve all men as him​self. The dif​fi​culty, one co​uld see, was cons​tantly pa​in​ful, but man​ful​ly he sta​yed at it. Be​li​eve or dis​be​li​eve as one may, the co​ura​ge of such fra​gi​le war​ri​ors de​ser​ves to be sa​lu​ted.

    "Well, sir," so​me​one pa​ti​ently sa​id "Blett ne​ver did much abo​ut the yard he​re. And if he's had one so​ber day sin​ce I known him I'd do​ubt. And when he gets got the sack-"

    "A rank drun​kard he is," vo​wed one of the ot​hers. "And a -well, he's a bad 'un-"

    "See, Vi​car, he co​mes back af​ter the sac​king, and he spo​ils the gra​ves - that we​re yes​ter​day. Then last night he gets anot​her skin​ful and back he co​mes and do​es wor​se. Al​lays bin a re​ven​ge​ful bas-a re​ven​ge​ful fel​ler, Blett."

    Doris had told me Blett was off on his ho​ney​mo​on. Had she li​ed to spa​re me the mo​re sor​did de​ta​ils? I sen​sed Cha​zen too must ha​ve sac​ked the re​ven​ge​ful fel​ler.

    "Don't fret, sir," the men we​re now re​as​su​ring the vi​car, li​ke se​ve​ral kind fat​hers with a wor​ri​ed lit​tle boy. "We'll see to it. Ma​ke it pro​per. Then you co​me and bless the pla​ce over. That'll ma​ke all fi​ne."

    As they dis​per​sed, I slunk away. Sun​day fell the day af​ter to​mor​row. I ho​ped everyt​hing wo​uld be tidy in ti​me for Do​ris's next church at​ten​dan​ce. Tho​ugh I do​ub​ted vil​la​ge gos​sip wo​uld spa​re her the news of a dis​tur​ban​ce of gra​ves.

    She lo​oked de​ci​dedly wan at lunch but vo​lun​te​ered not​hing, so I too pre​ten​ded ig​no​ran​ce.

    During the af​ter​no​on, just as I had set a te​ne​ment of unc​ra​ted bo​oks on the ma​ho​gany sor​ting tab​le, a lo​ud crash re​so​un​ded be​low in the co​re of the ho​use, fol​lo​wed at on​ce by Do​ris's scre​am.

    I des​cen​ded swiftly to the gro​und flo​or and fo​und her in a glo​omy, sel​dom-used old dra​wing ro​om. Par​ti​ti​oned off from anot​her big​ger ro​om, it had only one win​dow, fa​cing to​wards the back lawn, dra​ped eit​her si​de by thick bro​ca​de cur​ta​ins. Dusty yel​low af​ter​no​on ra​yed in, sho​wing the clus​te​ring ma​moths of dark fur​ni​tu​re, and Do​ris with both hands still clam​ped to her mo​uth. Her bro​om le​aned on a cha​ir and on the flo​or lay her dus​ters and can of po​lish. With one mo​re thing.

    "It fell, Miss - it just roc​ked and fell."

    An examp​le of the hi​de​o​us fe​tish sta​tu​es was in pi​eces on the wo​oden flo​or be​yond the car​pet. To my mind its bre​aka​ge in​vol​ved no gre​at aest​he​tic loss. The he​ad had spraw​led away in​tact un​der a si​de​bo​ard, whe​re it grin​ned its nac​red, "blo​od"-splotc​hed fangs.

    "I swe​ar, Miss A - I ne​ver to​uc​hed it. I ne​ver do to​uch the hor​rib​le things - I was over the​re, po​lis​hing that ca​bi​net. And the​re's this scra​ping and scratc​hing, and I lo​oks ro​und - and the​re it go​es! Oh Miss!"

    In co​unt​ri​es pro​ne to ma​j​or, or mi​nor, earth tre​mors, this wo​uld be a com​monp​la​ce. But earth​qu​akes are ra​re, if not un​he​ard of, in Kent.

    "Never mind it, Do​ris. Of co​ur​se it wasn't yo​ur fa​ult."

    I'd no​ti​ced the sing​le win​dow had be​en ope​ned wi​de, per​haps to air the mus​ti​ness of the ro​om, for the​re was a qu​ite nasty smell, dirty and dist​rac​ting. The win​dow​sill had be​en sco​red with a lit​tle mark. I went over and saw so​met​hing had scratc​hed the sill. This had a very re​cent lo​ok, but that might be de​ce​iving. Do​ris scre​amed aga​in.

    "There! The​re!"
    I gla​red back, and un​der the si​de​bo​ard be​held the fe​tish's grin​ning he​ad rat​tling from si​de to si​de, its fangs se​eming to gnash in a flut​ter of so​met​hing whi​te -

    "Doris, stay comp​le​tely still - and si​lent!"

    At my com​mand she fro​ze.

    Moving for​ward I se​ized her bro​om and thrust its brist​led end di​rectly in un​der the si​de​bo​ard.

    Something squ​al​led and rol​led out, kic​king and spit​ting.

    It was not the se​ve​red wo​oden he​ad, but one of the cor​ra​cats, as I had al​re​ady de​du​ced from the flut​ter of its ta​il.

    With a few mo​re ir​re​sis​tib​le sho​ves, I bro​omed the cre​atu​re back ac​ross the ro​om and up aga​inst the wall be​ne​ath the win​dow, the win​dow thro​ugh which it must ha​ve en​te​red. As I did so I al​so rip​ped the ne​arer cur​ta​in from its rings. The he​avy bro​ca​de plun​ged down ac​ross the cat, and in a se​ri​es of mo​ments of cla​wing, rol​ling and wa​iling, it had tho​ro​ughly en​mes​hed it​self be​yond all ho​pe of vo​lun​tary exit.

    "Fetch Swan​ge!" I sho​uted, gu​ar​ding my well-wrap​ped trophy with the bro​om.

    Doris ran out and was back with him in​si​de fi​ve mi​nu​tes.

    In spi​te of his aver​si​on, as I'd trus​ted Swan​ge knew, or had be​en inst​ruc​ted how to co​pe. He had on thick ga​unt​lets, and so​on bund​led the shri​eking cor​ra​cat out​si​de and in​to its pen by the kitc​hen gar​den.

    There it co​we​red alo​ne, sin​ce the rest of its kind still ran free in the wo​od. Swan​ge had fo​und me​anw​hi​le, he sa​id, anot​her wi​de open pla​ce in the wo​od​land fen​cing. He set to men​ding the ho​le, cur​sing Blett.

    "That's how kitty will ha​ve got out," sa​id Do​ris, exp​la​ining ne​ed​les​sly. "And I rec​kon that Blett do​ne it be​fo​re he left, to get back at us… to be truth​ful," she went on, han​ging her he​ad at the gra​ve er​ror of an ear​li​er lie, "Blett isn't on ho​ney​mo​on - who'd ha​ve him? No, the pro​fes​sor sac​ked him go​od and pro​per, li​ke he sa​id he wo​uld to Mr Swan​ge. Oh, I he​ard the pro​fes​sor sho​uting, right down in the wo​ods - Blett and the pro​fes​sor we​re in the wo​od, you see. It was just af​ter the trap ca​me to ta​ke the pro​fes​sor's bags to the tra​in - Any​way, Blett must ha​ve slung his ho​ok, as they say. Then co​me back la​ter and muc​ked with the fen​ces. And the pro​fes​sor was in such a ra​ge. He went off wit​ho​ut a word. But, well-" ha​ving ra​ised her he​ad she lo​we​red her eyes. I had a sud​den dis​tinct imp​res​si​on she ne​it​her li​ked nor trus​ted Cha​zen, per​haps even fe​ared him. She ad​ded softly, "I didn't want to bur​den you, Miss, with all that ta​le when you'd just ar​ri​ved. I tho​ught you might think bad of us all and le​ave."

    I smi​led and told her I un​ders​to​od.

    However, in a whi​le I too went up to ins​pect the da​ma​ged bar​ri​er aro​und the wo​od. In​de​ed it had be​en mu​ti​la​ted, but if from the out​si​de, in​di​ca​ting an ag​gres​sor no lon​ger in pos​ses​si​on of a key to the ga​te, I was un​su​re. I pon​de​red if Swan​ge, or Do​ris, had be​en at all per​tur​bed by the stran​ge track le​ading, both in​si​de the wi​re and out to the sce​ne of the cri​me. It was a cum​ber​so​me and drag​ging co​ur​se Blett had ma​de - per​haps due to mo​re than usu​al drun​ken​ness. Torn le​aves and smas​hed shrubs desc​ri​bed it. Yet al​so, su​rely, it was too low a path for a man to cre​ate - tho​ugh un​ne​ces​sa​rily wi​de for the prog​ress of any ani​mal I had se​en he​re. Had he be​en craw​ling all the way on his kne​es?

    Doris sa​id not​hing on this. Nor did she qu​es​ti​on why the es​ca​ped cat co​me in​to the ho​use. May​be she put it down to misc​hi​ef. But it se​emed to me that a wild cre​atu​re wo​uld pre​fer the wild, if it co​uld ha​ve it. Only very gre​at eager​ness, or fright, wo​uld dri​ve it in​to a hu​man ha​bi​ta​ti​on.

    Whatever the ca​use, for our va​ri​o​us re​asons, we three per​sons Do​ris, Swan​ge and I, now se​emed to ge​ne​ra​te a mu​ted ten​si​on.

    

    As the eve​ning drew on, Do​ris was ex​cep​ti​onal​ly qu​i​et at her work. Swan​ge had va​nis​hed, but la​ter, as al​ways, I no​ted his torch flit​ting back ho​use​wards thro​ugh the se​ven o'clock dark.

    He had chec​ked the pens pre​su​mably, but not al​lo​wed the one re​cap​tu​red cor​ra​cat its ro​uti​ne nightly ac​cess to the wo​od. Pre​sently it be​gan to gi​ve off ra​pid short scre​ec​hes. The​se went on and on. The so​und was li​ke that of a vi​olin ras​ped by the bow of a mad​man. Ine​vi​tably, ot​hers among the ani​mal pri​so​ners so​on ad​ded an in​ter​mit​tent cho​rus.

    As I went down, on​ce mo​re I he​ard Do​ris spe​aking very low to Swan​ge. "Co​uldn't you let it out, Sid​ney? The fen​ce is all men​ded now." But ap​pa​rently Sid​ney, (we​re they so in​ti​ma​te?) co​uld not. For the fran​tic cri​es went on, and only ce​ased, one and all, abo​ut ele​ven-thirty that night.

    What wo​ke me on this oc​ca​si​on was a no​ise at le​ast as old as the Dark Ages; in ot​her forms much ol​der. It was the omi​no​us clan​ging of a church bell - sin​ce Chris​ti​an ti​mes a toc​sin, the sig​nal of in​va​si​on, or so​me wor​se ca​la​mity.

    I'm not en​ti​rely unu​sed to emer​gen​ci​es. I sprang up and put on my wal​king bo​ots and but​to​ned my co​at, which car​ri​ed so​me ext​ra pro​tec​ti​on, over my night​gown. Downs​ta​irs I fo​und the lights all on, Do​ris hud​dling in her nightc​lot​hes and Swan​ge fully dres​sed. From the smell of whisky I had the fe​eling he might not any​way ha​ve go​ne to bed.

    "It's in the vil​la​ge," he lof​tily told me, "that bell."

    "Yes of co​ur​se. The church. Hadn't we bet​ter go and see?"

    "That isn't part of my work," he rep​li​ed.

    "Someone may ne​ed as​sis​tan​ce."

    "I'm not a vil​la​ge man. They can lo​ok af​ter them​sel​ves."

    I shrug​ged. "Well, Swan​ge, you can let me out, if you will. I in​tend to find out what's hap​pe​ned."

    Swange swo​re, not very fo​ul​ly. Do​ris ca​ught his arm. "Mr Swan​ge! You can't let Miss A go on her own-"

    "Of co​ur​se he can. I'm qu​ite well ab​le to lo​ok af​ter myself. Open the front do​or at on​ce, man."

    With an iron fist for a fa​ce, he obe​yed me, and slam​med the do​or shut aga​in as so​on as I was on the dri​ve.

    

    The bell was yet rin​ging for all it was worth, much lo​uder and mo​re alar​ming in the open air and un​der the han​ging swags of black mo​on​less fo​li​age. I set off down the dri​ve and along the la​ne at a brisk trot. It was ge​ne​ral​ly a dawd​le of twenty mi​nu​tes, but I co​ve​red the gro​und in ten.

    There we​re plenty of lights on in the vil​la​ge too, and in the church. Pe​op​le sto​od out on the stre​et along the gra​ve​yard wall, or le​aned from cot​ta​ge win​dows. I no​ted the pub had ope​ned up aga​in too, and was now ser​ving drinks at three twenty-fi​ve in the mor​ning. In just over an ho​ur the sun wo​uld ri​se.

    As I en​te​red the ma​in stre​et, the clan​go​ur of the bell sud​denly en​ded.

    The who​le lands​ca​pe now rang with si​len​ce. Ever​yo​ne ce​ased to mo​ve, myself inc​lu​ded. Whi​le from the church to​wer ca​me a fa​int sho​ut. The crowd re​pe​ated the mes​sa​ge to it​self and so to me. "They've got 'un - it's Jim Hardy, is it? What's he at? Has he go​ne off his oni​on?"

    Presently two men and the lit​tle vi​car, all in dres​sing-gowns, ap​pe​ared in the church do​or, sup​por​ting anot​her man of sturdy mid​dle ye​ars. He was dres​sed for the day in la​bo​urer's clot​hes, but all awry, his ha​ir over his fa​ce and his co​at tra​iling half off. As they tri​ed to bring him out of the do​or, he star​ted to ro​ar. It se​emed he wo​uld fight them all rat​her than le​ave the church. But then ab​ruptly his legs ga​ve. He stop​ped ro​aring, and they partly car​ri​ed him up the path bet​we​en the gra​ves, to the ga​te in the wall, and so thro​ugh gro​ups of pe​op​le to the wel​co​ming pub.

    I sto​od de​co​ro​usly with a bund​le of wo​men out​si​de. We lo​oked in on the ligh​ted sa​lo​on bar. Everyt​hing that was sa​id in the​re we all he​ard cle​arly eno​ugh.

    After the se​cond brandy, the man cal​led Hardy res​pon​ded to the oft-asked qu​es​ti​on "What we​re up with you, Jim, rin​ging the bell li​ke that?"

    "I see it," he sa​id. "Pla​in as I see you."

    "See what, Jim?"

    "Like it says," sa​id Jim Hardy, "in the Bib​le. The gra​ves gi​ving them up, and the de​ad a-wal​king."

    

    It se​emed Jim was a de​cent, hard-wor​king la​bo​urer, who co​uld turn his hand to va​ri​o​us tasks, and he had be​en pro​mi​sed three days emp​loy​ment, with bo​ard, at a farm by Low Cob, a ham​let so​me thir​te​en mi​les from Nort​her​ham. The​re was only a sing​le car in the vil​la​ge, this not ow​ned by Jim, na​tu​ral​ly. The cart-ri​de he had ho​ped for fell thro​ugh. As he was ex​pec​ted in Cob by fi​ve-thirty that mor​ning he had the​re​fo​re had to set out on fo​ot in the mid​dle ho​urs of the night.

    His ro​ad to​ok him thro​ugh the vil​la​ge abo​ut 2:00 am. The mo​on was sin​king as he pa​used by the gra​ve​yard wall to light his pi​pe.

    "That was when I se​en 'em."

    Unlike many ol​der ru​ral pe​op​le, Jim Hardy was not un​duly su​pers​ti​ti​o​us abo​ut gra​ves. At first, he sa​id, he tho​ught what he was se​e​ing was fo​xes or bad​gers, pla​ying abo​ut the​re un​der the tre​es and among the tall, un​cut grass. The​re se​emed qu​ite a few of them, a who​le fa​mily, he tho​ught, and he was as​king him​self what the lo​cal hunt wo​uld ma​ke of run​ning any of them to earth on sac​red gro​und, when so​met​hing in the who​le mo​ve​ment and met​hod of the ani​mals struck him as qu​ite odd. "They we​re se​eming," he sa​id, shud​de​ring, "to be slin​king along slow, all of 'em, on the​ir bel​li​es. And in a kind of - li​ke - a circ​le."

    So then he'd got the no​ti​on it was men in the church​yard - af​ter all, we​ren't the​se un​cer​ta​in forms too big-lo​oking for fo​xes? And car​rying on li​ke that - they must be up to no go​od. The​re we​re so​lid sil​ver cand​le-scon​ces in the church that we​re sa​id to da​te back to the days of King Henry V. Tho​ugh loc​ked in a cup​bo​ard in the vestry, the church do​or it​self was al​ways left un​do​ne.

    Jim Hardy was per​fectly bra​ve on this sco​re. He put down his bag of work to​ols and se​lec​ted a fi​ne strong ham​mer. This in hand, he slip​ped thro​ugh the ga​te, and crept by the tre​es and the le​aning sto​nes… to​wards the spot whe​re the rob​bers we​re ca​vor​ting in the​ir pe​cu​li​ar, lurc​hing circ​le.

    He to​ok his stand whe​re I had, bet​we​en tho​se two vast yew tre​es, sa​fe from de​tec​ti​on as he tho​ught in the​ir co​al-black sha​dow.

    And then one last shaft of the sin​king mo​on struck help​ful​ly bet​we​en the gra​ves. And he saw.

    At first - as one might not - he didn't be​li​eve his eyes. "Was li​ke a dre​am," he sa​id "li​ke so​me joke som'un pla​yed on me."

    

    But he fo​und he co​uldn't mo​ve. His limbs had chan​ged to le​ad, and his eyes fro​zen in a sta​re, unab​le to turn away. He went cold too, he told us all, as if win​ter snow ca​me down on the sum​mer land.

    "They was circ​ling, right eno​ugh, go​ing aro​und and aro​und. Li​ke worms they was, gre​at, hu​ge worms, craw​ling on the​ir bel​li​es, but the​ir necks and he​ads ra​ised up - and the​ir chests ra​ised up cle​ar of the gro​und - li​ke sna​kes I see in a bo​ok - and the​ir hol​low eyes - they lo​oked at me, they lo​oked and the eyes sho​ne! The​re was whi​te fi​re in them eyes, tho​ugh they was all de​ad hol​low soc​kets, and the bro​ken ribs sho​wed thro​ugh the​ir chest-ca​ses and the ro​und bo​ne sho​wed thro​ugh the scalp of the​ir he​ads li​ke old yel​ler felt caps."

    His per​ver​se acu​ity of desc​rip​ti​on held us ri​ve​ted. But ha​ving sa​id all this, Jim Hardy lap​sed. He be​gan to sha​ke, to stamp his fe​et, and to pull at so​met​hing in​vi​sib​le in the air - I ca​me to re​ali​se he was enac​ting his bre​aking lo​ose from pa​raly​sis, his flight in​to the un​loc​ked church, his climb up the to​wer, and his rin​ging of the harsh old bell.

    From the scat​ter of his now gas​ping words, we ma​de out that from the win​dow abo​ve, be​fo​re star​ting to ring, he had al​so se​en the circ​le of corp​ses, still with he​ads and up​per tor​sos ra​ised, (ribs star​ting thro​ugh the flesh as if thro​ugh un​men​ded wa​ist​co​ats) the arms and legs drag​ging bo​ne​less be​hind them, the glint of whi​te hell-fi​re in the co​res of de​ad eye-soc​kets, but each and all slit​he​ring ro​und and ro​und atop the wrec​ka​ge of the​ir un​do​ne gra​ves, aim​less or de​ter​mi​ned, he co​uld not know which, in this ri​tu​al of the​ir li​ving re​sur​rec​ti​on.

    The pub had be​co​me very still.

    Finally the vi​car, me​aning well, put his slen​der hand gently on Jim's sho​ul​der. Then Jim grew to​tal​ly dumb. He sat ri​gid, only his he​ad til​ted back on the cha​ir, his eyes fi​xed unb​lin​king, loc​ked aga​in in the fro​zen sta​re he had desc​ri​bed. He was very whi​te, and his hands we​re very cold I sho​uld think, as if from the sum​mer snow he had men​ti​oned.

    He wo​uld, or co​uld, say no mo​re. He wo​uld not mo​ve eit​her, tho​ugh they co​axed him.

    Then the doc​tor ar​ri​ved. Sent for long sin​ce, he'd be​en de​la​yed by de​li​ve​ring a baby to the po​li​ce​man's wi​fe - which was why, of co​ur​se, the po​li​ce​man too had ar​ri​ved with the doc​tor. Un​fa​irly the doc​tor be​ra​ted the men in the pub, sa​ying that gi​ving brandy had not be​en a sen​sib​le idea in a ca​se of such ext​re​me shock. The doc​tor in​for​med us all too that corp​ses pus​hing out of the​ir tombs and slit​he​ring in the church​yard by "wal​king" on the​ir chests was all "tosh. Did any of the rest of you see anyt​hing li​ke that? No? And do​es it any​way se​em li​ke the Last Day to you? Is the mo​on tur​ned red as blo​od?" The po​li​ce​man was mo​re ci​vi​li​sed, ple​ased per​haps at the he​althy son with which his wi​fe had pre​sen​ted him. He led the party of mut​te​ring men to ins​pect the ru​in of the gra​ves. The​ir torch​light - not elect​ric but lit on sticks from a kitc​hen ran​ge - so​on be​gan to fa​de with the co​ming of dawn.

    I myself went down and to​ok a sur​rep​ti​ti​o​us lo​ok at the si​te of Jim Hardy's hor​ror. It was the exact pla​ce, ob​vi​o​usly, the vi​car and the men had be​en tro​ub​led at yes​ter​day. And the​re co​uld be no do​ubt now, doc​tor or no, that the gra​ves we​re fully up​he​aved, he​ads​to​nes and slabs flung he​ad​long. The so​il and ot​her deb​ris which had al​so co​me up, inc​lu​ding, do​ubt​less, pi​eces of bo​ne, had po​ured off everyw​he​re. The gro​und richly stank, the ter​rib​le odo​ur of an​ci​ent mor​tal de​cay, and one man had tur​ned away to vo​mit.

    Nevertheless, no one el​se had se​en what Jim Hardy cla​imed to ha​ve do​ne.

    I no​ted ho​we​ver, el​sew​he​re in the church​yard, run​nels whe​re the grass was mas​hed and flat​te​ned, the ivy torn in tra​ils, and on the old dark ro​ots, or even in so​me ca​ses qu​ite far up the trunks over my he​ad, we​re pe​eled gre​en wo​unds. Very li​kely, Jim rus​hing in his pa​nic, and now the ner​vo​us se​arc​hers, had ca​used this furt​her da​ma​ge.

    

III. The Apocalypse
    

    They we​re ten​der to Jim Hardy, but the hard-ton​gu​ed doc​tor whis​ked him off to the hos​pi​tal.

    Later the po​li​ce​man, aug​men​ted by two mo​re se​ni​or ot​hers from Hod​ci​e​ux, in​ter​vi​ewed the vil​la​ge, and sub​se​qu​ently the three of us at the ho​use.

    I ha​ve no clue what Swan​ge sa​id, or Do​ris, (tho​ugh I sus​pect it was very lit​tle.) I me​rely told the truth, which is usu​al​ly the easi​est way, whe​re one can.

    The vil​la​ge man nod​ded when I sa​id I too had af​ter​wards go​ne to lo​ok at the bro​ken gra​ves, and se​en how the grass and ivy we​re dis​tur​bed. One of the se​ni​or of​fi​cers, he who had al​re​ady de​man​ded why I had go​ne to the vil​la​ge at all in the mid​dle of the night - my ans​wer, to see what was wrong, ma​de him snort - now com​men​ted sternly that for so cu​ri​o​us and prying a wo​man, I ap​pe​ared un​nmo​ved. I rep​li​ed that in my work, cu​ri​osity is not a fa​ult, but that al​so I had le​ar​ned so​me self-cont​rol.

    (Doris told me af​ter, with a stran​ge mo​men​tary pri​de in me, that she had he​ard the vil​la​ge po​li​ce​man re​mark to the less fa​vo​urab​le ot​her that I was, "The best type of Eng​lish​wo​man". I had go​ne fe​ar​les​sly to the vil​la​ge in or​der to help, and conf​ron​ted by hor​ror had not lost my ner​ve. With the aid of such "hand​ma​idens, yo​ung or old" the Em​pi​re had be​en for​ged. This amu​sed me rat​her. My an​cestry is mi​xed, and cer​ta​inly I do not re​gard myself as par​ti​cu​larly Bri​tish, let alo​ne Eng​lish.)

    The po​li​ce de​par​ted and we we​re left alo​ne.

    The scal​ding day pas​sed un​com​for​tably. The ani​mals of Cha​zen's me​na​ge​rie se​emed all of them un​set​tled. The cats in the wo​od we​re shril​ling, the ot​her cat, for which at last the tun​nel had be​en un​loc​ked in day​light, skul​ked and now re​fu​sed to le​ave the pen for the tre​es. Ne​it​her wo​uld the small be​ars co​me down from the​ir high perc​hes, even when temp​ted with fo​od. The be​et​les, rats and sna​kes kept int​ran​si​gently to in​ner re​fu​ges of the ca​ges from which they co​uld not be se​en. Va​ri​o​us ot​her spe​ci​es, inc​lu​ding the li​zards, ap​pe​ared to ha​ve dug pits in the earth of the​ir pens and hid​den. Swan​ge was in a stiff, cold ra​ge. One co​uld see it from his stal​king abo​ut the lawns. He was li​ke a gu​ar​di​an for​ced to ta​ke char​ge of un​ruly child​ren he dis​li​ked. La​ter he too di​sap​pe​ared, as he so of​ten did. Do​ris, when I met her, was pa​le and an​xi​o​us.

    By now I had aban​do​ned my ef​forts on the lib​rary. Ins​te​ad I'd se​arc​hed among the cra​tes of bo​oks, at​temp​ting to find anyt​hing that wo​uld throw light on tho​se tra​vels the pro​fes​sor had pre​vi​o​usly ma​de, and so on the col​lec​ti​ons of cu​ri​os, and ani​mals, the​reby ac​cu​mu​la​ted.

    I did lo​ca​te cer​ta​in texts re​la​ting at le​ast to so​me of the​se. The cor​ra​cats, for examp​le, ha​iled from So​uth Af​ri​ca, whe​re they we​re known to li​ve in pri​des. Hun​ters and car​ri​on-eaters both, so​me​ti​mes they wo​uld climb tre​es, and in the he​art of cer​ta​in jung​les, they we​re sa​id to be the ser​vants of a par​ti​cu​lar god, who, ta​king cat-sha​pe, tro​ub​led the af​ter​li​fe of men.

    The sna​kes me​anw​hi​le we​re al​le​gedly ca​pab​le of swal​lo​wing who​le cows, which I do​ub​ted, jud​ging not by the​ir si​ze alo​ne, but from the for​ma​ti​on of the​ir jaws.

    The be​et​les we​re es​pe​ci​al​ly tre​asu​red. Asi​an in ori​gin, they had evol​ved a me​ans of at​tac​hing gems to the​ir ha​iry ca​ra​pa​ces, se​aling eme​ralds and ru​bi​es in; but why or how was not pro​perly exp​la​ined. Nor had I spot​ted any jewels ce​men​ted on Cha​zen's be​et​les.

    I co​uld find not​hing writ​ten abo​ut the bad​ger-be​ars, or on any ot​her be​ast, apart from the li​zards. The​re was a slim pamph​let de​vo​ted to them, slip​ped bet​we​en the pa​ges of anot​her bo​ok. It se​emed they co​uld be dis​co​ve​red in In​do​ne​sia. Se​lect temp​les ma​in​ta​ined them as pets, and the​ir in​tel​li​gen​ce put them un​der the juris​dic​ti​on of yet anot​her god or god​dess, (accor​ding to the aut​hor, rat​her a cru​el one) in who​se ho​no​ur they wo​uld per​form fu​ne​ral ri​tes, inc​lu​ding, of all things, "mor​bidly clow​ning, to ins​pi​re and agi​ta​te the de​ad."

    Aside from this bo​ok, I pic​ked up anot​her small vo​lu​me, its tit​le be​ing: Ra​ising the De​ad: Ce​re​mo​ni​es of An El​der World.
    On the​se pa​ges I fo​und eng​ra​vings which de​pic​ted se​ve​ral of the night​ma​rish fe​tis​hes and icons physi​cal​ly rep​re​sen​ted in Cha​zen's ho​use. The "instruc​ti​ons", if so they may be ter​med, we​re by sta​ges stu​pid, in​sa​ne, ri​sib​le and dis​gus​ting. On the last pa​ge of the de​li​ci​o​us to​me I ca​me ac​ross a scrawl I re​cog​ni​sed. It was Cha​zen's own handw​ri​ting, fa​mi​li​ar to me from our ear​li​er exc​han​ge of let​ters. It sa​id only this: The eter​nal and unal​te​rab​le sec​ret of ani​ma​ti​on, or re-ani​ma​ti​on, is the pre​sen​ce of li​fe - how can it be any ot​her thing than that?
    By eve​ning, every sing​le ani​mal in the gar​den-me​na​ge​rie had es​ca​ped.

    Immersed in my stu​di​es, I'd ce​ased to he​ar eit​her bird​song of wa​iling from the back pre​mi​ses of the ho​use. Nor that both had en​ded. The first I knew of any bre​ak-out was the very dif​fe​rent no​ise of Swan​ge sho​uting and swe​aring in the hall be​low. (Tho​se who con​tend only wo​men be​co​me hyste​ri​cal are in er​ror. Ne​it​her fe​ma​le nor ma​le ne​ces​sa​rily ne​eds in​ter​nal pos​ses​si​on of a womb to lo​se the​ir he​ad.)
    I de​ci​ded to go down when Do​ris's high frigh​te​ned vo​ice jo​ined his.

    "What is the mat​ter?"

    "Miss A - Oh Miss-"

    "Don't start tel​ling that old hen," bel​lo​wed Swan​ge. "What can she do? She's an old med​dler. She'll only ma​ke the who​le mess wor​se." Swan​ge was not him​self. High-co​lo​ured and ran​ting, at his wits' end.

    And it was my fa​ult? I des​cen​ded the last sta​ir and trod squ​arely on his fo​ot. (A slap in the fa​ce is sel​dom es​sen​ti​al.) He blun​de​red back, then in aga​in, so I de​tec​ted a past his​tory of un​for​tu​na​te de​ve​lop​ments. He col​lec​ted him​self just in ti​me.

    "I do beg yo​ur par​don, Mr Swan​ge," I sa​id. "A mis​step. At my age… my ba​lan​ce, you know. But wha​te​ver is wrong?"

    He ga​ped, then rep​la​ced his iron mask. It was Do​ris who told me.

    "They've all got out, Miss. All tho​se ani​mals. They must've be​en that sca​red - you co​uld see they we​re - all bristly and hi​ding - and dig​ging - even the lit​tle cat in the pen, he's go​ne too - Oh! What shall we do?"

    I as​ked if any we​re very dan​ge​ro​us? Co​uld they be in​ve​ig​led to re​turn? What pre​ci​sely had so alar​med them?

    Doris twit​te​red and Swan​ge in​ter​rup​ti​vely bo​omed, "No​ne that dan​ge​ro​us, ex​cept to ducks and chic​kens. But they're va​lu​ab​le to him. And no, we can't lu​re them back - ha​ven't I be​en trying? As for what they're sca​red of-" he​re he bro​ke off. The hot me​tal of his fa​ce co​oled to pal​lor. "That bu​si​ness in the vil​la​ge. What was that?"
    "I don't know, Mr Swan​ge. So​met​hing cer​ta​inly. But the​re ha​ve be​en in​ci​dents of gra​ve-rob​bery be​fo​re he​re and the​re-"

    "Oh spa​re me silly wo​men! It's ne​ver that. I went and to​ok a lo​ok myself. I spo​ke to so​me of the blo​kes. The gra​ves are empty. No one to​ok them, but tho​se corp​ses are out and away. It's aga​inst God."

    

    I was qu​ite start​led to find Swan​ge af​ter all su​pers​ti​ti​o​us, and at le​ast an af​fi​li​ate be​li​ever.

    "Yes, I ima​gi​ne God might ta​ke a po​or vi​ew of such a spi​ri​tu​al​ly dis​tas​te​ful re​sur​rec​ti​on. But what do you be​li​eve has hap​pe​ned?"

    "It's Cha​zen. He's a blo​ody de​vil. We've me​ant to get away from he​re this twel​ve​month. Me and her - Do​ris. Sa​ving up. The old girl at the ho​tel - I put it abo​ut he​re I'm her fancy man. But it isn't that. I've known her for ye​ars. She ne​eds so​me per​su​asi​on, but I'm go​ing to buy the pla​ce, then Dorry and me can be in​de​pen​dent." (So Swan​ge was in​de​ed, inc​re​dibly, Do​ris's "gent​le​man fri​end"!) But Swan​ge plun​ged on. "Him, with all his so-cal​led le​ar​ning and his funny ways, and all this mum​bo-jum​bo - fas​ci​na​tes Cha​zen it do​es, the rot​ten fo​ol. The De​vil him​self'U carry him off, mark my words."

    "So you be​li​eve the pro​fes​sor is res​pon​sib​le-"

    "I know the bas​tard is. Know it. We ha​ve to get away - li​ke tho​se ani​mals of his - cle​ve​rer than us, eh? I'd even bet Cha​zen might be aro​und the pla​ce, so​mew​he​re, watc​hing to see how it all go​es. Easy eno​ugh to get his stuff put on the tra​in and stay be​hind. He's at the back of this un​holy filth." He ga​ve an angry la​ugh, then swal​lo​wed it. Ap​pro​vingly I saw he had do​ne that be​ca​use Do​ris had star​ted to cry.

    Beyond the win​dows, a thick brassy dusk was qu​ickly co​ming down. No bird sang or flew over the tre​es. From the nar​row win​dow at the back, I co​uld see the ed​ge of the cats' de​ser​ted pen, the net​ting wrenc​hed up. And night was on its way.

    "Is this the re​al re​ason why Blett left Cha​zen's emp​loy​ment?" I in​qu​ired, ke​eping my back tur​ned to Swan​ge and Do​ris, who we​re clin​ging to​get​her in the glo​aming.

    "Him, that so​aker? He hel​ped Cha​zen. Blett was lo​ony."

    "Helped him in what way?"

    "You don't want to know, Miss Cons​tab​le."

    "I do."

    "Every sing​le one of tho​se ani​mals and in​sects - they're all to do with he​at​hen de​ath ri​tes - ra​ising the de​ad. And Cha​zen and Blett, they'd do the ri​tu​als in the wo​ods, and now and then they'd kill one of the ani​mals - a rat, a li​zard, a be​ar, a cat. Me​ant to ma​ke the jung​le ma​gic hap​pen. Stir it all up, af​ter dark-"

    "Ritual sac​ri​fi​ces."

    Swange only swo​re, vi​vidly now. Do​ris's sobs be​ca​me lo​ud.

    I wa​ited, then tur​ned and sa​id calmly, "What shall we do then, Mr Swan​ge?"

    He ga​ve me a lo​ok, but in the end, in the gat​he​ring dim​ness, I was only a fra​gi​le age​ing wo​man, the we​aker sex, de​fe​ren​ti​al at last, ne​eding his pro​tec​ti​on. To his cre​dit, he ga​ve it.

    "That's all right, Miss Cons​tab​le. We'll be sa​fe eno​ugh till mor​ning if we ke​ep in​si​de. But we'll fas​ten all the do​ors and win​dows. Bet​ter start now."

    I be​gan this nar​ra​ti​ve with a re​mi​nis​cen​ce - abo​ut the day when I was ba​rely out of child​ho​od; the day I saw the sta​tic hill that had grown out of the flu​id of the sea.

    Probably it is qu​ite ap​pa​rent that, not do​ub​ting my sight or my sa​nity (at fif​te​en ye​ars it is so​me​ti​mes easi​er not to), I was af​ra​id. The phe​no​me​non of the hill, to me, in​di​ca​ted a rent in the fab​ric of the or​ga​ni​sed world.

    No one was with me. I've sa​id, my fat​her was feck​less, (and li​ked al​co​hol mo​re than it ca​red for him) and my mot​her a ninny. I was alo​ne, and the ho​li​day pe​op​le on the cliff, pas​sing to and fro, evi​dently hadn't per​ce​ived anyt​hing out of the or​di​nary.

    I be​gan to cry - by which I me​an wa​ter ran un​cont​rol​lably out of my eyes - te​ars, I pre​su​me, tho​ugh in fact it was not li​ke crying at all. Per​haps it was only a flag run up re​ading Help! Help!
    Eventually an el​derly co​up​le, a man and lady, hal​ted by me.

    When I lo​ok back, I grasp that un​do​ub​tedly they we​re only a hand​ful of ye​ars ol​der than I am now. Not el​derly then, in the pre​ci​se sen​se, tho​ugh his ha​ir at le​ast was grey. But ge​ne​ro​us they we​re. And wi​se.

    Neither sa​id to me de​man​dingly, What is it, girl? Or wor​se, flo​odingly, Oh de​ar, de​ar child, wha​te​ver is wrong?
    The gent​le​man bo​wed and lif​ted his hat. He sa​id "May my wi​fe and I be of ser​vi​ce, yo​ung lady?"

    And when I tur​ned my stre​aming eyes on them, she so​lemnly sa​id "My hus​band is al​ways to be trus​ted."

    What a won​der! A so​ber yet gal​lant ma​le, a le​vel-he​aded fe​ma​le who ut​terly ap​pro​ved of him. Oh, yes, ot​hers might ha​ve be​en sus​pi​ci​o​us. But I was not, nor had I ne​ed to be. They we​re as ge​nu​ine as new-min​ted gold.

    I wi​ped my eyes and they cle​ared. I sa​id "Lo​ok the​re, out at sea -that hill! It has ne​ver be​en the​re be​fo​re. How can it be the​re?"

    They tur​ned and sta​red, as I did then, out ac​ross the blue pla​ins of the At​lan​tic oce​an, to the sea-blue hill ri​sing ste​eply up from it.

    "Upon my word," sa​id he, "what a thing. What do you think-?" to his wi​fe - "Is it so​me is​land?"

    "But the yo​ung lady wo​uld know if it was an is​land. She has told us. It was ne​ver the​re, be​fo​re."

    That they too saw it, pe​ru​sed it, dis​cus​sed it, this ex​ten​ded to me gre​at re​as​su​ran​ce.

    While - for the first ti​me in my li​fe - I fo​und myself no lon​ger alo​ne. I had fi​nal​ly suc​ces​sful​ly com​mu​ni​ca​ted with two ot​her sen​ti​ent and thin​king things. I am well awa​re tho​se mo​ments on the cliff se​cu​red in me fo​re​ver a ho​pe​ful li​king for stran​gers, and a wish to​ward in​de​pen​den​ce and - per​haps - the de​si​re to grow up - not in​to so​me blo​om of wo​man​ho​od, but stra​ight in​to my mid​dle ye​ars. It's pos​sib​le, I sup​po​se, even my ha​ir tur​ned grey at such an early age be​ca​use of this de​si​re, rat​her than be​ca​use of so​me shock or fa​iling.

    On the cliff then we three watc​hed the mystery of the hill. And so shortly the​re​af​ter, the three of us al​so ob​ser​ved how it star​ted to bul​ge, to top​ple, and to chan​ge-

    At mid​night, it be​gan.

    The do​ors and win​dows of Nort​her​ham Ho​use had be​en loc​ked and bol​ted. Had the​re be​en bars, such as a me​di​a​eval cast​le or ma​nor bo​as​ted, they wo​uld ha​ve be​en lo​we​red in​to the​ir slots. Swan​ge over​saw all. That is, he fol​lo​wed me abo​ut, at le​ast, to be su​re the silly old ma​id had got things right. She had. Mr Swan​ge had no no​ti​on, per​haps luc​kily, of the num​ber of ti​mes she had be​en cal​led upon for ac​cu​racy.

    Presumably he knew Do​ris had al​so ful​fil​led her duty. I ima​gi​ne that she had.

    . That eve​ning she ca​te​red for our com​mu​nal me​al - pre​ten​ce at se​pa​ra​ti​on was now ext​ra​ne​o​us. We ate cold me​at, pick​les, hot po​ta​to​es, che​ese and bis​cu​its, with a fi​ne cla​ret I think Swan​ge had li​be​ra​ted from the cel​lar, ca​ring not much by now for his "Mas​ter" Cha​zen's pos​ses​si​ons.

    Night it​self des​cen​ded with slight in​ci​dent. But it was very over​cast and black, star​less, mo​on​less and stormy, yet no thun​der so​un​ded, no light​ning ir​ri​ta​ted the sky. Swan​ge had de​ci​ded every elect​ric lamp in the ho​use sho​uld be switc​hed on, and this was se​en to. To me then it se​emed we had ma​de of the ho​use a li​vid fi​ery be​acon. Ne​vert​he​less, all ap​pro​ac​hes - front and back - the empty sheds and enc​lo​ures, wo​ods both fen​ced and adj​acent to the pro​perty, the la​ne which led up to the dri​ve and the dri​ve it​self, we​re blankly il​lu​mi​ned by a cold, flat yel​low.

    Swange re​fu​sed Do​ris's re​qu​est to clo​se the cur​ta​ins.

    "We must see," he sa​id.

    He me​ant see what draws ne​ar. He had be​co​me a ser​ge​ant in an an​ci​ent fort.

    After our amal​ga​ma​ted me​al, I went ups​ta​irs and, so far as I co​uld, re​adi​ed myself.

    How sho​uld any of us know what might be ab​ro​ad? A thrill of dis​may went thro​ugh me at the me​mory of the vil​la​ge, pro​bably unp​re​pa​red - yet even so it was by now far too la​te to ven​tu​re in​to the dark. For the dark sur​ro​un​ded us, and we we​re only this small light​ho​use perc​hed on a rock.

    Having go​ne up, I ga​zed from the lib​rary. From he​re I co​uld see the tree-hung dri​ve, and the cur​ve of the la​ne be​yond which led in​to Nort​her​ham.

    No war​ning church bell so​un​ded.

    Hours we​re shed li​ke he​avy le​aves, from a tree that did not mind whet​her spring wo​uld fol​low autumn and win​ter. Who, in li​ke cir​cums​tan​ce, has ne​ver felt the aw​ful in​dif​fe​ren​ce of na​tu​ral things? They know but too well they must first go down in​to the abyss. But we, the ani​mals ab​ro​ad on the world's fa​ce, ac​cept not​hing, and so strug​gle.

    At fi​ve mi​nu​tes to mid​night I he​ard the lar​ge, al​ways be​la​ted, lib​rary clock stri​ke the qu​ar​ter ho​ur be​hind me among the bo​ok-stacks. Per​haps des​pi​te myself I had be​en do​zing a lit​tle, se​ated the​re at the win​dow. For su​re, it se​emed to me that all at on​ce everyt​hing had al​te​red.

    I got up, wal​ked abo​ut, and lo​oked on​ce mo​re from the win​dow.

    

    Nothing anyw​he​re mo​ved, not even the mas​sed clo​uds abo​ve.

    But aga​in I be​ca​me awa​re of that den​se tremb​le of si​len​ce I had no​ted be​fo​re. The ro​om, the who​le ho​use, was smot​he​red by it. It oc​cur​red to me that this si​len​ce was in fact not me​rely an ab​sen​ce of all so​und. Hu​man things ha​ve shar​per fa​cul​ti​es than they cre​dit. The​re is not​hing par​ti​cu​larly su​per​na​tu​ral in this, sa​ve in the most li​te​ral sen​se - for they are pri​mal ins​tincts that long ago mo​ved in us fre​ely, and do​ubt​less many ti​mes sa​ved the li​ves of our re​mo​test an​ces​tors. Now and then such ta​lents sur​fa​ce aga​in. This si​len​ce then was my own ani​mal fa​culty, which told me uner​ringly the mo​ment of ter​ror was upon us.

    I con​cent​ra​ted my ga​ze along the dri​ve. In all that mo​ti​on​less light and dark of sha​dows and elect​ric be​ams, af​ter all - mo​ve​ment. The le​aves and bo​ughs the​re, low-han​ging to the path, we​re dip​ping, sha​king. So​met​hing ap​pro​ac​hed.

    A twig snap​ped li​ke a pis​tol shot. The so​und se​emed to splin​ter the night.

    Out on to the dri​ve the cre​atu​re emer​ged. It pus​hed fo​ward, in a jerky slit​he​ring. Un​mis​ta​kab​le; it was just as Jim Hardy had re​co​un​ted: a de​ad thing on​ce li​ving and mor​tal. Both sets of its limbs drag​ged bo​ne​les​sly along​si​de and be​hind it, but it wal​ked for​ward on its chest, which arc​hed up from the dri​ve​way, so disp​la​ying the bro​ken ribs of the body ca​vity among the qu​ive​ring flags of mum​mi​fi​ed, cloth-li​ke skin. So​me rags of ha​ir too flut​te​red over its skull and down its back. May​be, when for​merly ali​ve, it had be​en fe​ma​le. The he​ad and neck re​ared cra​ningly up​wards, tur​ning a lit​tle, stiffly, as if it glan​ced cons​tantly and ca​re​ful​ly from left to right. And in the bro​ad light of the ho​use, the hol​low black ca​ves of its eyes flas​hed with a cold whi​te spark​le.

    Undeniably, it se​emed to ha​ve the de​fi​ni​te pur​po​se of re​ac​hing the ho​use. But as it drew very ne​ar, sud​denly it swung it​self, with a ghastly, un​ga​inly, al​most-gra​ce, away. Li​ke any fa​mi​li​ar or tra​des​man, it ro​un​ded the cor​ner, ap​pa​rently go​ing ro​und to​ward the kitc​hen do​or.

    By then anot​her of them had craw​led out on to the dri​ve, pro​ce​eding exactly as had the first of its kind. To jud​ge by the now-con​ti​nu​o​us jost​le of the lo​wer bo​ughs and bus​hes in the la​ne, the​re we​re many mo​re clo​se be​hind.

    

    At this mo​ment Do​ris shri​eked, not on​ce, but three ti​mes, very lo​udly and very ne​ar. Run​ning out, I fo​und her on the lan​ding, stan​ding the​re ri​gid, and Swan​ge not fi​ve fe​et away from her. They must ha​ve ret​re​ated he​re from the gro​und flo​or. Now they we​re sta​ring in pet​ri​fi​ed hor​ror down the sta​ir​ca​se, at so​met​hing I co​uld not yet see.

    My eyes flew to the ma​in do​or. It had sta​yed fast shut, as had all win​dows. Had the cre​atu​res then dis​co​ve​red so​me way in at the back? Was one of them al​re​ady be​low in the hall?

    Brushing by Do​ris, I went to the he​ad of the sta​ir-ca​se. And lo​oked stra​ight down in​to the fa​ce of de​ath.

    If the​re had be​en any do​ubt - I had had no​ne - de​ni​al wo​uld no lon​ger be pos​sib​le. The thing which now ca​me sli​ding, awk​ward and ine​xo​rab​le, with a qu​i​etly scra​ping thum​ping drum​be​at up the bro​ad sta​irs - was de​ad as any corp​se co​uld be. And if it was not as an​ci​ent and de​ca​yed as the ot​hers I'd wit​nes​sed out​si​de, this one had be​en ma​de di​la​pi​da​ted in ot​her ways. Who​le chunks had be​en wrenc​hed from it, and cer​ta​inly its eyes had be​en go​uged out, for the pits we​re fa​irly fresh and still a lit​tle sticky with blo​od. In​si​de them ne​vert​he​less so​me kind of eye light gla​red up at me, glit​te​ring. On the front of the he​ad the​re clung a den​se ma​ne of blac​kish ha​ir, tho​ugh this was knot​ted and twis​ted too with blo​od, and with so​il, and de​co​ra​ted with chips of what must be bo​ne. Un​li​ke the ot​her corp​ses too, it wo​re clot​hing, or the rem​nants, mo​dern eno​ugh, even to the sta​ined and fra​yed silk tie still knot​ted ro​und its torn thro​at. Be​si​de all that, it was suf​fi​ci​ently fresh it ri​pely stank. It had the rich dirty me​aty smell I had in er​ror pre​vi​o​usly tho​ught be​lon​ged only to the cor​ra​cat in the dra​wing ro​om.

    The corp​se was by now abo​ut half​way up the sta​ir. It sho​wed no wish to halt its ad​van​ce. And as each step was at​temp​ted and ac​hi​eved, a si​nis​ter scratc​hing so​un​ded.

    "No, Sid​ney," qu​ave​red Do​ris in a tiny whis​per be​hind me. "Can't you see - it's him!"
    Him? I tur​ned to her for a split se​cond. "Who is it, Do​ris?"

    "The pro​fes​sor-" she whis​pe​red, be​fo​re step​ping back and drop​ping on the lan​ding in a de​ad fa​int.

    This was when Swan​ge fi​red his hand​gun.

    I spun abo​ut aga​in to watch a va​se shat​ter in the hall be​low. He had mis​sed. Be​si​des - if the cre​atu​re we​re al​re​ady de​ad, what use was the​re in fi​ring at it?

    And yet - do the de​ad walk? Do hills form from the sea? I can't say de​ci​dedly, but I will sug​gest, not very of​ten.

    My own lit​tle pis​tol was al​re​ady in my hand, small and da​inty as a toy, qu​ite su​itab​le for a silly old ma​id.

    I ra​ised my arm, aiming for the spa​ce bet​we​en the de​ad man's eyes, jud​ged the swin​ging of the he​ad, and fi​red po​int blank.

    The thing on the sta​ir​ca​se le​aped. Af​fron​tedly it re​ared right up, so that first it ba​lan​ced on its kne​es and then swiftly ro​se to its fe​et -after which it tumb​led slowly over back​ward and plum​me​ted down to the fo​ot of the sta​irs. The​re it writ​hed on​ce, oddly as if trying to be​co​me com​for​tab​le. Af​ter that it grew im​mo​bi​le, and sta​yed so.

    Swange and I al​so sta​yed whe​re we we​re a whi​le, each one of us with our smo​king gun. Do​ris lay mo​ti​on​less on the car​pet be​hind us.

    Silence had co​me aga​in. It was un​li​ke the si​len​ce I had twi​ce be​en awa​re of. This was simply the ab​sen​ce of any no​ise.

    Swange spo​ke very low.

    "He was in the ho​use. All the ti​me. He ca​me out of the old dra​wing ro​om, from be​hind the dres​ser. Do​ris'd smel​led a smell in the​re. We tho​ught a rat had di​ed in the wall. But he just ca​me out. I sa​id to him, Are you all right Pro​fes​sor Cha​zen? Stu​pid blo​ody thing to say. His he​ad li​ke that, and craw​ling - he was de​ad, wasn't he. Do​ris ran stra​ight up he​re, and I can tell you, I ca​me af​ter her. They we​re all ro​und the ho​use by then. They still are-"

    I star​ted to go down. "Don't!" cri​ed Swan​ge.

    "It's all right, Mr Swan​ge. I just ne​ed to see - ah, yes," I sa​id, re​ac​hing the sta​ir​fo​ot, stan​ding over the corp​se of my pre​vi​o​usly un​met emp​lo​yer, and fin​ding what I tho​ught I had in the mo​ment he fell.

    Unpleasant shri​eks we​re be​gin​ning out​si​de, and growls, thuds and grun​ting. So​met​hing slam​med aga​inst the do​or and Swan​ge ga​ve a yell. But I co​uld al​re​ady ma​ke out what to​ok pla​ce thro​ugh the ne​arest win​dow. "Co​me and lo​ok, Mr Swan​ge. We ha​ve so​me most un​li​kely al​li​es."

    He bo​un​ded down, and to​get​her we watc​hed from the se​cu​rity be​hind the glass, as three cor​ra​cats scramb​led among the two last corp​ses to ha​ve re​ac​hed the dri​ve. The cats we​re te​aring them in pi​eces, and as they did this, li​ke a ma​cab​re co​nj​uring trick, we be​held what lay be​hind the fa​ca​de of each of the slit​he​ring un​de​ad.

    Swange spo​ke his most blis​te​ring oath to da​te.

    "When the corp​se of the pro​fes​sor re​ared up and fell, I co​uld see its claws," I sa​id mildly, "po​king thro​ugh the chest, and anot​her set from the lo​wer tor​so. That was how they co​uld mo​ve. They'd eaten the​ir way in, tun​nel​led thro​ugh each corp​se. The​ir he​ads we​re pus​hed up in​to the skull ca​vity. It must ha​ve be​en li​ke don​ning a hel​met, on​ce the hind​ran​ce of any bra​ins we​re eit​her eaten or dis​car​ded."

    Swange ma​de a stif​led so​und.

    I sa​id "As for se​e​ing out, no do​ubt they co​uld spy well eno​ugh from each si​de thro​ugh chinks in the skull. And what glit​te​red so brightly thro​ugh the eye-ho​les of the de​ad when catc​hing any light, was not an eye at all, in fact only the​ir sca​les."
    Outside now the fi​ve cats we​re very busy, rip​ping away the dry old flesh to co​me at tho​se sa​me shi​ning sca​les, and so to the mo​re suc​cu​lent li​ving li​zard flesh be​ne​ath. A furt​her two cats burst from aro​und the si​de of the ho​use, in​vol​ved in a vi​ci​o​us tug-of-war over a sing​le de​ad li​zard al​re​ady pul​led from its ca​da​ver. Si​mi​lar hun​ting scre​ams ca​me now from every di​rec​ti​on. It se​emed the cats me​ant to comp​le​te the​ir hunt on all si​des of the ho​use.

    Doris cal​led fe​ebly from abo​ve, "Sid​ney, Sid​ney-"

    I went up at on​ce and hel​ped her to ri​se.

    "Did Sid​ney sho​ot it?" she whim​pe​red, po​in​ting at Cha​zen's body in the hall. Tho​ugh dim with fa​int​ness, her eyes stra​yed to my own pis​tol. "Or was it you, Miss?"

    I told her firmly, "I'm af​ra​id I shot the va​se, Do​ris. But Mr Swan​ge luc​kily has a ste​ady hand. He kil​led the thing with one shot."

    Below, Swan​ge ga​ve me a scowl. Then win​ked. "You're too hard on yo​ur​self, Miss A. You we​re just rat​tled, that was all, and no won​der. At any ot​her ti​me I'm su​re you co​uld sho​ot li​ke a re​gu​lar tro​oper."

    No news​pa​per car​ri​ed this story. It was, I as​su​me, kept qu​i​et for fe​ar the grisly facts ca​use mo​re up​set than in​te​rest.

    

    The po​li​ce of co​ur​se we​re for so​me days ever-pre​sent. Af​ter them ca​me pe​op​le to do with col​lec​ting and re​ins​ta​ting the dis​tur​bed re​ma​ins - what sur​vi​ved of them. The gra​ve​yard was ti​di​ed and re​sanc​ti​fi​ed to holy gro​und.

    The rest of Cha​zen's ani​mals we​re ro​un​ded up and re​mo​ved to a well-run zoo - asi​de from a pa​ir of cor​ra​cats and one sna​ke, which elu​ded the se​arc​hers, and per​haps still ro​am the Ken​tish fi​elds and wo​ods, ste​aling the odd chic​ken or she​ep. Even gi​ven the re​pu​ta​ti​on of the sna​kes, pro​bably no cows go mis​sing.

    Despite the bul​let I had fi​red in​to the de​ad pro​fes​sor's he​ad, ex​perts so​on eno​ugh dis​co​ve​red he had be​en kil​led by a sa​va​ge blow to the back of the cra​ni​um, de​li​ve​red so​me days ear​li​er, and ad​mi​nis​te​red by a torn-up sta​ke from the fen​ce. Blett was the ine​vi​tab​le sus​pect. In​si​de a we​ek he had be​en tra​ced to a lod​ging ho​use in Plymo​uth, and on ap​pre​hen​si​on, con​fes​sed. He had mur​de​red Cha​zen in a fit of drun​ken wrath, fed up, he sa​id, with Cha​zen's cons​tant comp​la​ints abo​ut po​or up​ke​ep of the gro​unds.

    Seeing what he had do​ne, Blett had has​tily dug a gra​ve and tip​ped Cha​zen in. But this bod​ge was no match eit​her for the he​at or Cha​zen's cats. Un​re​ali​zing, Blett had bol​ted with drunk op​ti-mi​mism for the co​ast. He had al​so be​en drunk eno​ugh, pri​or to the ar​gu​ment and ho​mi​ci​de, de​li​be​ra​tely to ha​ve da​ma​ged every ca​ge and shed, in what he af​ter​wards ter​med "cun​ning ways" not im​me​di​ately ob​vi​o​us. He in​ten​ded all the pre​ci​o​us col​lec​ted ani​mals the pro​fes​sor used for study (or sla​ugh​ter du​ring tri​als of black ma​gic), to es​ca​pe. Swan​ge's lack of in​te​rest in the me​na​ge​rie, and fre​qu​ent trips to Hod​ci​e​ux and the ho​tel, had al​so no do​ubt aided the sa​bo​ta​ge, which went ma​inly un​de​tec​ted. Blett's sub​se​qu​ent fa​te was the usu​al mi​se​rab​le one presc​ri​bed in such cir​cums​tan​ces. He han​ged.

    As for the rest, whi​le Cha​zen's ser​vants had tho​ught he ca​ught the tra​in - which even Swan​ge had ul​ti​ma​tely do​ub​ted - the pro​fes​sor's body lying sum​mer-rot​ting in his wo​od en​ti​ced the cor​ra​cats to de​vo​ur parts of him. For that re​ason they re​fu​sed to re​turn in​to the pen, whi​le one which had got out thro​ugh one of Blett's ho​les in the wo​od-fen​cing, fol​lo​wed Cha​zen's corp​se in​to the ho​use, on​ce it was trans​por​ted the​re. Mostly, the fres​h​ness of Cha​zen's de​ath had stir​red up the gre​at li​zards to the​ir ori​gi​nal func​ti​on.

    For the​se ani​mals had re​al​ly ta​ken a ro​le in mystic fu​ne​re​al ri​tes of cer​ta​in temp​les. The pro​fes​sor had ne​ver le​ar​ned, be​yond fo​olish gu​es​swork, what this ro​le was. But it was one of the temp​les' de​eper myste​ri​es.

    Only so​me ye​ars af​ter did I co​me ac​ross a vo​lu​me on the sac​red de​ath prac​ti​ces of eas​tern Asia, which, in half a pa​ge, en​ligh​te​ned me as to why the li​zards ac​ted as they had. They we​re, it se​emed, tra​ined to en​ter the corp​ses of the de​ad, sco​uring out as they did so any im​pe​ding bo​dily mat​ter. Then, on​ce in full pos​ses​si​on of a body, they wo​uld ma​ke the ca​da​ver "dan​ce". This dan​ce then was the ap​pal​ling re​ared-up slit​her-crawl Jim Hardy, Do​ris, Swan​ge and I had se​en at first-hand. To the ini​ti​ates of the temp​les, ho​we​ver, it was ne​it​her a hor​ri​fic nor a pro​fa​ne act. Let alo​ne the "mor​bid clow​ning" Cha​zen's own ig​no​rant bo​ok cla​imed it to be. By sho​wing the unop​po​sed ani​mal pos​ses​si​on of every corp​se, ot​her​wi​se empty and lac​king any mo​ti​ve po​wer of its own, the "dan​ce" disp​la​yed that the hu​man spi​rit had go​ne far away to a pla​ce of joy and sa​fety, whe​re its hap​pi​ness was so su​re, it no lon​ger ca​red what be​ca​me of the cast-off flesh.

    Able to get out, the li​zards had qu​ickly lo​ca​ted Cha​zen's body. One ser​ved him as it had be​en tra​ined to do, fi​nal​ly con​ve​ying its ce​re​mo​ni​al corp​se in​to the pri​vacy and dark of the dra​wing ro​om, thro​ugh a wi​de open win​dow. (It had pre​vi​o​usly tri​ed entry via a smal​ler ca​se​ment wit​ho​ut suc​cess - that of my bed​ro​om.) The ot​her li​zards, now all qu​es​ting to ful​fil the​ir pur​po​se, fo​und the gra​ve​yard. Per​haps a ke​en sen​se of smell as​sis​ted them, and the​ir for​merly ho​no​urab​le task was so​on ac​comp​lis​hed. Why did all of them re​turn to the ho​use? It was no do​ubt part of the ri​te to se​ek the​ir temp​le. The ho​use by now sto​od for this temp​le. Alas for them. No​ne of them sur​vi​ved the ons​la​ught of the cor​ra​cats - nor my sing​le pis​tol shot.

    Ironically, no one was ab​ro​ad that night in the vil​la​ge. The conc​lu​ding jo​ur​ney of the li​zards, in the​ir pan​to​mi​me cos​tu​mes of de​ath, went un​se​en. Jim Hardy the​re​fo​re re​ma​ins the so​le vil​la​ge wit​ness, and on​ce re​le​ased from hos​pi​tal drank free of char​ge for a month on the story.

    

    Doris and Swan​ge are by this ti​me long mar​ri​ed, and thri​ve in the​ir ho​tel at Hod​ci​e​ux, which the lo​cals pro​no​un​ce Ho​ed-Say. I re​ce​ive a post​card every ye​ar. And so ha​ve le​ar​ned the​re are now al​so three lit​tle Swan​ges too, and one lit​tle Do​ris.

    Chazen's ho​use has be​co​me, I gat​her, a se​lect scho​ol for yo​ung la​di​es. The bo​oks from the lib​rary we​re sold for a small for​tu​ne. I can't think why. Tho​ugh de​cent eno​ugh, they we​re scar​cely the best of the​ir type I ha​ve ca​ta​lo​gu​ed.

    And so. The hill.

    The hill in the oce​an be​ca​me for me my cre​do, just as the two kind stran​gers who watc​hed with me the hill's me​ta​morp​ho​sis, chan​nel​led my un​hap​py yo​uth qu​ickly in​to a sa​tis​fac​tory, pre​ma​tu​re mid​dle-age.

    I've sa​id, we saw the im​pos​sib​le hill be​gin to bul​ge and top​ple. And then it sank si​de​long - and flo​ated with a slow swift​ness, away over the ho​ri​zon. Ot​her hills very li​ke it so​on fol​lo​wed af​ter. They we​re all the sa​me blue as the sea, and drif​ted now in a lif​ting wind, li​ke a fle​et of ships. They we​re clo​uds.

    Yes. My hill, so so​lid and sta​tic and inexp​li​cab​le, had be​en a clo​ud, pla​ced stran​gely by a fre​ak of calm we​at​her, dar​ker than the up​per sky and matc​hing the co​lo​ur of the wa​ter, se​eming the​re​fo​re to be ma​de of the wa​ter, up​right and un​can​ny. A rent in the world that thre​ate​ned to re​ve​al the sur​ro​un​ding abysm of cha​os.

    We la​ug​hed, the co​up​le and I. Less with re​li​ef than with won​der at the trick a string of co​in​ci​den​ces of the ele​ments had pla​yed. The gent​le​man than​ked me too, for gi​ving him an in​te​res​ting ta​le to tell that night at din​ner in the​ir bo​ar​ding-ho​use. We par​ted, ne​ver to me​et aga​in.

    A clo​ud. It isn't, ho​we​ver, that I be​li​eve that cha​os do​es not lie on all si​des of us. Evi​dently it do​es, and well we know it, in our in​ner​most he​arts. But it is the fe​ar of the chan​ce of stum​b​ling on that cha​os that ma​kes us start at sha​dows. The de​ad at Nort​her​ham we​re ani​ma​ted by a pu​rely physi​cal pos​ses​si​on. The hill in the sea was bu​ilt from a clo​ud the wind left to lie just long eno​ugh to de​ce​ive.

    If I ha​ve any ho​pe for anyt​hing, I trust we are eter​nal​ly pro​tec​ted from the na​ked vi​ew of cha​os - whi​le in this world.

    

    And if at last we must conf​ront it, we shall then be in so​me ot​her gre​ater form, well ab​le to con​tend with blas​ting light or shat​te​ring dark​ness. Li​ke the so​uls of the de​ad who ne​ver ca​re what is do​ne with the​ir cast-off flesh.

    

    

15 - Joe R. Lansdale - Godzilla's Twelve Step Program
I: Honest Work
    

    Godzilla, on his way to work at the fo​undry, se​es a lar​ge bu​il​ding that se​ems to be mostly ma​de of shiny cop​per and dark, ref​lec​ting so​lar glass. He se​es his ima​ge in the glass and thinks of the old days, won​ders what it wo​uld be li​ke to stomp on the bu​il​ding, to blow fla​mes at it, kiss the win​dows black with his bur​ning bre​ath, then dan​ce rap​tu​ro​usly in the smo​king deb​ris. One day at a ti​me, he tells him​self. One day at a ti​me. God​zil​la ma​kes him​self lo​ok at the bu​il​ding hard. He pas​ses it

    

    by. He go​es to the fo​undry. He puts on his hard hat. He blows his fi​ery bre​ath in​to the gre​at vat full of used car parts, turns the car parts to mol​ten me​tal. The me​tal runs thro​ugh pi​pes and in​to new mo​ulds for new car parts. Do​ors. Ro​ofs. Etc. God​zil​la fe​els so​me of the ten​si​on dra​in out.

    

II: Recreation
    

    After work God​zil​la stays away from down​town. He fe​els ten​se. To stop blo​wing fla​mes af​ter work is dif​fi​cult. He go​es over to the BIG MONS​TER REC​RE​ATI​ON CEN​TER.

    Gorgo is the​re. Drunk from oily se​awa​ter, as usu​al. Gor​go talks abo​ut the old days. She's li​ke that. Al​ways the old days.

    They go out back and use the​ir bre​ath on the deb​ris that is de​po​si​ted the​re da​ily for the cent​re’s use. Kong is out back. Drunk as a mon​key. He's pla​ying with Bar​bie dolls. He do​es that all the ti​me. Fi​nal​ly, he puts the Bar​bi​es away in his co​at poc​ket, ta​kes hold of his wal​ker and wob​bles past God​zil​la and Gor​go.

    Gorgo says, "Sin​ce the fall he ain't be​en worth shit. And what's with him and the lit​tle plas​tic bro​ads any​way? Don't he know the​re's re​al wo​men in the world?"

    Godzilla thinks Gor​go lo​oks at Kong's de​par​ting wal​ker-sup​por​ted ass a lit​tle too wist​ful​ly. He's su​re he se​es wet​ness in Gor​go's eyes.

    Godzilla blows so​me scrap to cin​ders for rec​re​ati​on, but it do​esn't do much for him, as he's be​en blo​wing fi​re all day long and has, at best, me​rely ta​ken the ed​ge off his com​pul​si​ons. This isn't even as sa​tisf​ying as the fo​undry. He go​es ho​me.

    

III: Sex and Destruction
    

    That night the​re's a mons​ter mo​vie on te​le​vi​si​on. The usu​al one. Big be​asts wrec​king ha​voc on city af​ter city. Crus​hing pe​dest​ri​ans un​der fo​ot.

    Godzilla exa​mi​nes the bot​tom of his right fo​ot, lo​oks at the scar the​re from stom​ping cars flat. He re​mem​bers how it was to ha​ve pe​op​le squ​ish bet​we​en his to​es. He thinks abo​ut all of that and chan​ges the chan​nel. He watc​hes twenty mi​nu​tes of Mr Ed, turns off the TV, mas​tur​ba​tes to the ima​ges of bur​ning ci​ti​es and squ​as​hing flesh.

    Later, de​ep in​to the night, he awa​kens in a cold swe​at. He go​es to the bath​ro​om and qu​ickly car​ves cru​de hu​man fi​gu​res from bars of so​ap. He mas​hes the so​ap bet​we​en his to​es, clo​ses his eyes and ima​gi​nes. Tri​es to re​mem​ber.

    

IV: Beach Trip and the Big Turtle
    

    Saturday, God​zil​la go​es to the be​ach. A drunk mons​ter that lo​oks li​ke a big turt​le fli​es by and bumps God​zil​la. The turt​le calls God​zil​la a na​me, lo​oking for a fight. God​zil​la re​mem​bers the turt​le is cal​led Ga​me​ra.

    Gamera is al​ways tro​ub​le. No one li​ked Ga​me​ra. The turt​le was a re​al as​sho​le.

    Godzilla grits his te​eth and holds back the fla​mes. He turns his back and walks along the be​ach. He mut​ters a sec​ret mant​ra gi​ven him by his spon​sor. The gi​ant turt​le fol​lows af​ter, cal​ling him na​mes.

    Godzilla packs up his be​ach stuff and go​es ho​me. At his back he he​ars the turt​le, still cus​sing, still pus​hing. It's all he can do not to res​pond to the big dumb bas​tard. All he can do. He knows the turt​le will be in the news to​mor​row. He will ha​ve dest​ro​yed so​met​hing, or will ha​ve be​en dest​ro​yed him​self.

    Godzilla thinks per​haps he sho​uld try and talk to the turt​le, get him on the twel​ve step prog​ram. That's what you're sup​po​sed to do. Help ot​hers. May​be the turt​le co​uld find so​me pe​ace.

    But then aga​in, you can only help tho​se who help them​sel​ves. God​zil​la re​ali​ses he can​not sa​ve all the mons​ters of the world. They ha​ve to ma​ke the​se de​ci​si​ons for them​sel​ves. But he ma​kes a men​tal no​te to go ar​med with le​af​lets abo​ut the twel​ve step prog​ram from now on.

    Later, he calls in to his spon​sor. Tells him he's had a bad day. That he wan​ted to burn bu​il​dings and fight the big turt​le. Rep​ti​li​cus tells him it's okay. He's had days li​ke that. Will ha​ve days li​ke that on​ce aga​in.

    Once a mons​ter al​ways a mons​ter. But a re​co​ve​ring mons​ter is whe​re it's at. Ta​ke it one day at a ti​me. It's the only way to be happy in the world. You can't burn and kill and chew up hu​mans and the​ir cre​ati​ons wit​ho​ut pa​ying the pri​ce of gu​ilt and mul​tip​le ar​til​lery wo​unds.

    Godzilla thanks Rep​ti​li​cus and hangs up. He fe​els bet​ter for aw​hi​le, but de​ep down he won​ders just how much gu​ilt he re​al​ly har​bo​urs. He thinks may​be it's the ar​til​lery and the roc​ket-fi​ring jets he re​al​ly ha​tes, not the gu​ilt.

    

V: Off the Wagon
    

    It hap​pens sud​denly. He falls off the wa​gon. Co​ming back from work he se​es a small dog​ho​use with a sle​eping dog stic​king half​way out of a do​or​way. The​re's no one aro​und. The dog lo​oks old. It's on a cha​in. Pro​bably mi​se​rab​le any​way. The wa​ter dish is empty. The dog is li​ving a worth​less li​fe. Cha​ined. Bo​red. No wa​ter.

    Godzilla le​aps and co​mes down on the dog​ho​use and squ​as​hes dog in all di​rec​ti​ons. He burns what's left of the dog​ho​use with a blast of his bre​ath. He le​aps and spins on tip-toe thro​ugh the wrec​ka​ge. Black cin​ders and co​oked dog slip thro​ugh his to​es and re​mind him of the old days.

    He gets away fast. No one has se​en him. He fe​els giddy. He can hardly walk he's so in​to​xi​ca​ted. He calls Rep​ti​li​cus, gets his ans​we​ring mac​hi​ne. "I'm not in right now. I'm out do​ing go​od. But ple​ase le​ave a mes​sa​ge, and I'll get right back to you."

    The mac​hi​ne be​eps. God​zil​la says, "Help."

    

VI: His Sponsor
    

    The dog​ho​use rolls aro​und in his he​ad all the next day. Whi​le at work he thinks of the dog and the way it bur​ned. He thinks of the lit​tle ho​use and the way it crumb​led. He thinks of the dan​ce he did in the ru​ins.

    The day drags on fo​re​ver. He thinks may​be when work is thro​ugh he might find anot​her dog​ho​use, anot​her dog.

    On the way ho​me he ke​eps an eye pe​eled, but no dog​ho​uses or dogs are se​en.

    When he gets ho​me his ans​we​ring mac​hi​ne light is blin​king. It's a mes​sa​ge from Rep​ti​li​cus. Rep​ti​li​cus' vo​ice says, "Call me."

    Godzilla do​es. He says, "Rep​ti​li​cus. For​gi​ve me, for I ha​ve sin​ned."

    

VII: Disillusioned. Disappointed.
    

    Reptilicus' talk do​esn't help much. God​zil​la shreds all the twel​ve step prog​ram le​af​lets. He wi​pes his butt on a co​up​le and throws them out the win​dow. He puts the scraps of the ot​hers in the sink and sets them on fi​re with his bre​ath. He burns a cof​fee tab​le and a cha​ir, and when he's thro​ugh, fe​els bad for it. He knows the land​lady will ex​pect him to rep​la​ce them.

    He turns on the ra​dio and li​es on the bed lis​te​ning to an Ol​di​es sta​ti​on. Af​ter a whi​le, he falls as​le​ep to Mart​ha and the Van​del​las sin​ging "He​at Wa​ve".

    

VIII: Unemployed
    

    Godzilla dre​ams. In it God co​mes to him, all scaly and blo​wing fi​re. He tells God​zil​la he's as​ha​med of him. He says he sho​uld do bet​ter. God​zil​la awa​kes co​ve​red in swe​at. No one is in the ro​om.

    Godzilla fe​els gu​ilty. He has fa​int me​mo​ri​es of ha​ving awa​ke​ned to go out and dest​ro​yed part of the city. He re​al​ly ti​ed one on, but he can't re​mem​ber everyt​hing he did. May​be he'll re​ad abo​ut it in the pa​pers. He no​ti​ces he smells li​ke char​red lum​ber and mel​ted plas​tic. The​re's go​oshy stuff bet​we​en his to​es, and so​met​hing tells him it isn't so​ap.

    He wants to kill him​self. He go​es to lo​ok for his gun, but he's too drunk to find it. He pas​ses out on the flo​or. He dre​ams of the de​vil this ti​me. He lo​oks just li​ke God ex​cept he has one eyeb​row that go​es over both eyes. The de​vil says he's co​me for God​zil​la.

    Godzilla mo​ans and fights. He dre​ams he gets up and ta​kes po​kes at the de​vil, blows inef​fec​ti​ve fi​re on him.

    Godzilla ri​ses la​te the next mor​ning, hung over. He re​mem​bers the dre​am. He calls in​to work sick. Sle​eps off most of the day. That eve​ning, he re​ads abo​ut him​self in the pa​pers. He re​al​ly did so​me da​ma​ge. Smo​ked a lar​ge part of the city. The​re's a very cle​ar pic​tu​re of him bi​ting the he​ad off of a wo​man.

    

    He gets a call from the plant ma​na​ger that night. The ma​na​ger's se​en the pa​per. He tells God​zil​la he's fi​red.

    

IX: Enticement
    

    Next day so​me hu​mans show up. They're we​aring black su​its and whi​te shirts and po​lis​hed sho​es and they've got bad​ges. They've got guns, too. One of them says, "You're a prob​lem. Our go​vern​ment wants to send you back to Japan."

    "They ha​te me the​re," says God​zil​la. "I bur​ned Tok​yo down."

    "You ha​ven't do​ne so go​od he​re eit​her. Lucky that was a co​lo​ured sec​ti​on of town you bur​ned, or we'd be on yo​ur ass. As it is, we've got a job pro​po​si​ti​on for you."

    "What?" God​zil​la asks.

    "You scratch our back, we'll scratch yo​urs." Then the men tell him what they ha​ve in mind.

    

X: Choosing
    

    Godzilla sle​eps badly that night. He gets up and plays the mons​ter mash on his lit​tle re​cord pla​yer. He dan​ces aro​und the ro​om as if he's enj​oying him​self, but knows he's not. He go​es over to the BIG MONS​TER REC​RE​ATI​ON CEN​TER. He se​es Kong the​re, on a sto​ol, und​res​sing one of his Bar​bi​es, fin​ge​ring the smo​oth lit​tle slot bet​we​en her legs. He se​es that Kong has drawn a crack the​re, li​ke a va​gi​na. It ap​pe​ars to ha​ve be​en drawn with a blue ink pen. He's fe​at​he​red the cent​ral li​ne with ink-drawn pu​bic ha​ir. God​zil​la thinks he sho​uld ha​ve got so​me​one to do the work for him. It do​esn't lo​ok all that na​tu​ral.

    God, he do​esn't want to end up li​ke Kong. Comp​le​tely spa​ced. Then aga​in, may​be if he had so​me dolls he co​uld melt, may​be that wo​uld ser​ve to re​lax him.

    No. Af​ter the re​al thing, what was a Bar​bie? So​me kind of form of Ne​ar Be​er. That's what the deb​ris out back was. Ne​ar Be​er. The fo​undry. The Twel​ve Step Prog​ram. All of it. Ne​ar Be​er.

    

XI: Working for the Government
    

    Godzilla calls the go​vern​ment as​sho​les. "All right," he says. "I'll do it."

    "Good," says the go​vern​ment man. "We tho​ught you wo​uld. Check yo​ur ma​il​box. The map and inst​ruc​ti​ons are the​re."

    Godzilla go​es out​si​de and lo​oks in his box. The​re's a ma​ni​la en​ve​lo​pe the​re. In​si​de are inst​ruc​ti​ons. They say: "Burn all the spots you see on the map. You fi​nish tho​se, we'll find ot​hers. No pe​nal​ti​es. Just ma​ke su​re no one es​ca​pes. Any ri​oting starts, you fi​nish them. To the last man, wo​man and child."

    Godzilla un​folds the map. On it are red marks. Abo​ve the red marks are lis​tings: Nig​ger Town. Chink Vil​la​ge. Whi​te Trash Enc​la​ve. A Clutch of Qu​e​ers. Mostly De​moc​rats.
    Godzilla thinks abo​ut what he can do now. Un​bid​den. He can burn wit​ho​ut gu​ilt. He can stomp wit​ho​ut gu​ilt. Not only that, they'll send him a check. He has be​en hi​red by his adop​ted co​untry to cle​an out the bad spots as they see them.

    

XII: The Final Step
    

    Godzilla stops ne​ar the first pla​ce on the list: Nig​ger Town. He se​es kids pla​ying in the stre​ets. Dogs. Hu​mans lo​oking up at him, won​de​ring what the hell he's do​ing he​re.

    Godzilla sud​denly fe​els so​met​hing mo​ve in​si​de him. He knows he's be​ing used. He turns aro​und and walks away. He he​ads to​ward the go​vern​ment sec​ti​on of town. He starts with the go​ver​nor's man​si​on. He go​es wild. Ar​til​lery is bro​ught out, but it's no use, he's ram​pa​ging. Li​ke the old days.

    Reptilicus shows up with a me​gap​ho​ne, tri​es to talk God​zil​la down from the top of the Gre​at Mo​nu​ment Bu​il​ding, but God​zil​la do​esn't lis​ten. He's bur​ning the top of the bu​il​ding off with his bre​ath, mo​ving down, bur​ning so​me mo​re, mo​ving down, bur​ning so​me mo​re, all the way to the gro​und.

    Kong shows up and che​ers him on. Kong drops his wal​ker and crawls along the ro​ad on his belly and re​ac​hes a bu​il​ding and pulls him​self up and starts clim​bing. Bul​lets spark all aro​und the big ape.

    Godzilla watc​hes as Kong re​ac​hes the sum​mit of the bu​il​ding and clings by one hand and wa​ves the ot​her, which con​ta​ins a Bar​bie doll.

    Kong puts the Bar​bie doll bet​we​en his te​eth. He re​ac​hes in his co​at and brings out a na​ked Ken doll. God​zil​la can see that Kong has ma​de Ken so​me kind of pe​nis out of silly putty or so​met​hing. The pe​nis is as big as Ken's leg.

    Kong is yel​ling, "Ye​ah, that's right. That's right. I'm AC/DC, you son​so​fa​bitc​hes."

    Jets ap​pe​ar and swo​op down on Kong. The big ape catc​hes a lo​ad of roc​ket right in the te​eth. Bar​bie, te​eth and bra​ins de​co​ra​te the gre​ying sky. Kong falls.

    Gorgo co​mes out of the crowd and bends over the ape, ta​kes him in her arms and cri​es. Kong's hand slowly opens, re​ve​aling Ken, his pe​nis bro​ken off.

    The flying turt​le shows up and starts trying to ste​al God​zil​la's thun​der, but God​zil​la isn't ha​ving it. He te​ars the top off the bu​il​ding Kong had mo​un​ted and be​ats Ga​me​ra with it. Even the cops and the army che​er over this.

    Godzilla be​ats and be​ats the turt​le, splat​te​ring turt​le me​at all over the pla​ce, li​ke an over​he​ated po​od​le in a mic​ro​wa​ve. A few qu​ick pe​dest​ri​ans gat​her up chunks of the turt​le me​at to ta​ke ho​me and co​ok, 'ca​use the ru​mo​ur is it tas​tes just li​ke chic​ken.

    Godzilla ta​kes a trip​le shot of roc​kets in the chest, stag​gers, go​es down. Tanks gat​her aro​und him.

    Godzilla opens his blo​ody mo​uth and la​ughs. He thinks: If I'd ha​ve got​ten fi​nis​hed he​re, then I'd ha​ve do​ne the black pe​op​le too. I'd ha​ve got​ten the yel​low pe​op​le and the whi​te trash and the ho​mo​se​xu​als. I'm an equ​al op​por​tu​nity dest​ro​yer. To hell with the twel​ve step prog​ram. To hell with hu​ma​nity.

    Then God​zil​la di​es and ma​kes a mess on the stre​et. Mi​li​tary men tip-toe aro​und the mess and hold the​ir no​ses.

    Later, Gor​go cla​ims Kong's body and le​aves.

    Reptilicus, be​ing in​ter​vi​ewed by te​le​vi​si​on re​por​ters, says, "Zil​la was al​most the​re, man. Al​most. If he co​uld ha​ve comp​le​ted the prog​ram, he'd ha​ve be​en all right. But the pres​su​res of so​ci​ety we​re too much for him. You can't bla​me him for what so​ci​ety ma​de of him."

    

    On the way ho​me, Rep​ti​li​cus thinks abo​ut all the ex​ci​te​ment. The bur​ning bu​il​dings. The gun​fi​re. Just li​ke the old days when he and Zil​la and Kong and that go​on-ball turt​le we​re yo​ung.

    Reptilicus thinks of Kong's de​fi​an​ce, wa​ving the Ken doll, the Bar​bie in his te​eth. He thinks of God​zil​la, la​ug​hing as he di​ed.

    Reptilicus finds a lot of old fe​elings re​sur​fa​cing. They're hard to fight. He lo​ca​tes a lo​ne​so​me spot and a dark ho​use and uri​na​tes thro​ugh an open win​dow, then go​es ho​me.

    

    

16 - Karl Edward Wagner - .220 Swift
I
    

    Within, the​re was musty dark​ness and the swe​et sta​le smell of damp earth.

    Crouched at the ope​ning, Dr Mor​ris Ken​law po​ked his he​ad in​to the dark​ness and snuf​fled li​ke a ho​und. His spa​de li​ke hands cla​wed in​dust​ri​o​usly, flin​ging clods of dirt bet​we​en his bent kne​es. Ste​ad​ying him​self with one hand, he wrig​gled clo​ser to the ho​le in the gro​und and cra​ned his neck in​ward.

    He stuck out a muddy paw. "Gi​ve me back the light, Bran​don." His usu​al​ly over​lo​ud vo​ice was muf​fled.

    Brandon han​ded him that big flash​light and tri​ed to lo​ok over Ken​law's chunky sho​ul​der. The arc​ha​e​olo​gist’s blocky fra​me comp​le​tely stop​pe​red the ope​ning as he hunc​hed for​ward.

    "Take hold of my legs!" ca​me back his words, mo​re muf​fled still.

    Shrugging, Bran​don knelt down and pi​ni​oned Ken​law's stocky legs. He had ma​de a fa​ir sand-lot ful​lback not too many ye​ars past, and his bulk was suf​fi​ci​ent to anc​hor the over​ba​lan​ced arc​ha​e​olo​gist. Thus sup​por​ted, Ken​law craw​led even fart​her in​to the tun​nel. From the way his back jer​ked, Bran​don sen​sed he was bur​ro​wing aga​in, alt​ho​ugh no hunks of clay bo​un​ced forth.

    Brandon pus​hed back his lank whi​te ha​ir with his fo​re​arm and lo​oked up. His eyes we​re hid​den be​hind mir​ror sung​las​ses, but his pa​le eyeb​rows ma​de qu​iz​zi​cal li​nes to​ward Dell War​ner. Dell had eased his rangy de​nim-clad fra​me on​to a li​mes​to​ne knob. Dan ma​de a black-fur​red mo​und at his fe​et, ta​il thum​ping whe​ne​ver his mas​ter lo​oked down at him. The yo​ung far​mer dug a crump​led pack of ci​ga​ret​tes out of his shirt poc​ket, watc​hing in amu​sed in​te​rest.

    "Snake go​ing to re​ach out, bi​te his no​se off," Dell ven​tu​red, prof​fe​ring the ci​ga​ret​tes to Bran​don, se​lec​ting one him​self when the ot​her man dec​li​ned.

    The co​ol mo​un​ta​in bre​eze whis​ked his ligh​ter fla​me, whip​ped the high we​eds that patch wor​ked the slo​ping pas​tu​re. Yel​low grass and we​ed - crop​ped clo​sely he​re, the​re a ver​dant blotch to mark a re​sor​bed cow-pie. Not far abo​ve them dark pi​nes clim​bed to the crest of the rid​ge; a go​od way be​low, the slo​pe le​vel​led to a ne​at fi​eld of gro​wing corn. Bet​we​en stretc​hed the ste​ep bank of wild pas​tu​re, ter​ra​ced with me​an​de​ring cow paths and scar​red with grey juts of li​mes​to​ne. The early sum​mer bre​eze had a co​ol, cle​an tas​te. It was not an af​ter​no​on to po​ke one's he​ad in​to dank pits in the gro​und.

    Kenlaw he​aved con​vul​si​vely, wrig​gling back out of the ho​le. He ban​ged down the flash​light and swo​re; dirt hung on his black mo​us​tac​he. "God​damn ho​le's not​hing but a god​damn gro​und​hog bur​row!" Be​hind his smud​ged glas​ses his bright-black eyes we​re ac​cu​sing.

    Dell's nar​row sho​ul​ders lif​ted be​ne​ath his blue cot​ton work shirt. "Gro​und​hog may've dug it out, now - but I re​mem​ber cle​ar it was right he​re my daddy told me grand​dad fil​led the ho​le in. Lo​sing too much stock, step​ping off in​to the​re."

    Kenlaw snor​ted and wi​ped his glas​ses with a big hand​kerc​hi​ef. "Pro​bably just a ho​le le​ading in​to a li​mes​to​ne ca​ve. This area's shot thro​ugh with ca​ves. Got a smo​ke? Mi​ne fell out of my poc​ket."

    "Well, my dad sa​id Grand​dad told him it was a tun​nel mo​uth of so​me sort, only all ca​ved in. Li​ke an old mi​ne shaft that's be​en aban​do​ned ye​ars and ye​ars."

    

   "I'll"- hu​mo​redly snap​ping up his host's ci​ga​ret​te, Ken​law scow​led. "The sort of story you'd tell to a kid. The​se hills are shot thro​ugh with yarns abo​ut the mi​nes of the an​ci​ents, too. God knows how many wild go​ose cha​ses I've be​en af​ter the​se last co​up​le days."

    Dell's eyes nar​ro​wed. "Now all I know is what I was told, and I was told this he​re was one of the mi​nes of the an​ci​ents."

    Puffing at his ci​ga​ret​te, Ken​law wi​sely for​bo​re to com​ment.

    "Let's walk back to my ca​bin." Bran​don sug​ges​ted qu​ickly. "Dr. Ken​law, you'll want to wash up, and that'll gi​ve me ti​me to set out so​me drinks."

    "Thanks, but I can't spa​re the ti​me just now," Dell grun​ted, sli​ding off the rock sud​denly. The Plott ho​und scramb​led to its fe​et. "Oh, and Gin​ger says she's ho​ping you'll be down for sup​per this eve​ning."

    "I'd li​ke not​hing bet​ter," Bran​don as​su​red him, his mind for​ming a ple​asant ima​ge of the far​mer's cop​per-ha​ired sis​ter.

    "See you at sup​per then, Eric. So long, Dr Ken​law. Ho​pe you find what you're af​ter."

    The arc​he​olo​gist mut​te​red a go​odb​ye as War​ner and his dog lo​ped off down the si​de of the pas​tu​re.

    Brandon re​co​ve​red his he​avy Winc​hes​ter Mo​del 70 in.220 Swift. He had be​en lo​oking for wo​odc​hucks when he'd co​me upon Dell War​ner and his vi​si​tor. From a flap poc​ket of his de​nim jac​ket he drew a lens co​ver for the bulky Le​upold 3x9 te​les​co​pic sight.

    "Did you say whet​her you ca​red for that drink?"

    Kenlaw nod​ded. "Jesus, that wo​uld be go​od. Be​en a long we​ek up he​re, po​king in​to every gro​und​hog ho​le so​me hil​lbil​ly thinks is spe​ci​al."

    "That do​esn't hap​pen to be one the​re," Bran​don told him, hef​ting the rif​le. "I've sco​uted it se​ve​ral ti​mes for chucks - ne​ver anyt​hing co​me out."

    "You just mis​sed se​e​ing it - or el​se it's an old bur​row," Ken​law jud​ged.

    "It's old," Bran​don ag​re​ed, "or the​re'd be fresh-dug earth scat​te​red aro​und. But the​re's no sign of dig​ging, just this ho​le in the hil​lsi​de. Lo​oks mo​re li​ke it was dug out from be​low."

    

II
    

    The ca​bin that Eric Bran​don ren​ted sto​od atop a low bluff abo​ut half a mi​le up a dirt ro​ad from the War​ner farm​ho​use. Dell had ma​de a show of put​ting the cen​tury-old log struc​tu​re in​to such sta​te of re​pa​ir that he might rent it out to an oc​ca​si​onal ven​tu​re​so​me to​urist. The fo​ot-thick pop​lar logs that ma​de its ro​ugh hewn walls we​re as so​lid as the day so​me an​te​bel​lum War​ner had le​ve​red them in​to pla​ce. The grey walls sho​wed rusty stre​aks whe​re Dell had rep​la​ced the mud chinks with mor​tar, ma​de from ri​ver sand ha​uled up from the Pi​ge​on as it rus​hed past be​low the bluff. The mas​si​ve ri​ver rock fi​rep​la​ce disp​la​yed fresh mor​tar as well, and the ro​of was bright with new gal​va​ni​zed she​et me​tal. In​si​de was one lar​ge punc​he​on flo​ored ro​om, with a low loft over​he​ad ma​king a se​cond half-sto​rey. The​re we​re no win​dows, but a back do​or ope​ned on​to a ro​ofed porch over​lo​oking the ri​ver be​low.

    Dell had bro​ught in a po​wer li​ne for ligh​ting, sto​ve and ref​ri​ge​ra​tor. The​re was cold wa​ter from a li​ne to the spring on the rid​ge abo​ve, and an out​ho​use fart​her down the slo​pe. The ca​bin was so​lid, com​for​tab​le - but a bit too rus​tic for most to​urists. Oc​ca​si​onal​ly so​me​one less in​te​res​ted in he​ated po​ols and co​lor te​le​vi​si​on fo​und out abo​ut the pla​ce, and the chan​ce rent hel​ped sup​ple​ment the farm's me​ag​re in​co​me. Bran​don, ho​we​ver, had fo​und the ca​bin ava​ilab​le each of the half-do​zen ti​mes over the past co​up​le ye​ars when he had de​si​red its use.

    While the arc​ha​e​olo​gist splas​hed icy wa​ter in​to the sink at the ca​bin's kitc​hen end, Bran​don re​mo​ved a pa​ir of fi​red cart​rid​ges from the poc​ket of his de​nim jac​ket. He ins​pec​ted the fin​ger-si​zed ca​sings ca​re​ful​ly for evi​den​ce of flo​wing, then drop​ped them in​to a box of fi​red brass des​ti​ned for re​lo​ading.

    Towelling off, Ken​law watc​hed him so​urly. "Ever worry abo​ut ri​coc​hets, sho​oting aro​und all this rock li​ke you do?"

    "No dan​ger," Bran​don re​tur​ned, crac​king an ice tray briskly. "Bul​let's mo​ving too fast - di​sin​teg​ra​tes on im​pact. One of the ni​ce things abo​ut the.220 Swift. Rum and Co​ke okay?" He didn't ca​re to la​vish his spe​ci​al Plan​ter's Punch on the ol​der man.

    Moving to the porch, Ken​law to​ok a big mo​uth​ful from the tall glass and drop​ped on​to a lad​der back cha​ir. The Jama​ican rum se​emed to ag​ree with him; his scowl eased in​to a con​temp​la​ti​ve frown.

    "Guess I was a lit​tle short with War​ner," he vo​lun​te​ered.

    When Bran​don did not cont​ra​dict him, he went on. "Frust​ra​ting bu​si​ness, tho​ugh, this trying to sort the thre​ad of truth out of a snarl of su​pers​ti​ti​on and he​ar​say. But I gu​ess I'm not tel​ling you anyt​hing new."

    The wo​ven whi​te-oak splits of the cha​ir bot​tom cre​aked as Ken​law shif​ted his pon​de​ro​us bulk. The Pi​ge​on Ri​ver, no mo​re than a cre​ek this far upst​re​am, pur​led a co​ol, so​ot​hing rush be​low. Downst​re​am the Can​ton pa​per​mil​ls wo​uld trans​form its icy fresh​ness in​to black and fo​aming po​ison.

    Brandon con​si​de​red his gu​est. The arc​ha​e​olo​gist had a sle​ek ro​und​ness to his fra​me that re​min​ded Bran​don of yo​ung Char​les La​ugh​ton in Is​land of Lost So​uls. The​re was musc​le be​ne​ath the pud​gi​ness, jud​ging by the energy with which he mo​ved. His black ha​ir was un​na​tu​ral​ly sle​ek, li​ke a che​ap to​upee, and his bristly mo​us​tac​he lo​oked glu​ed on. His fa​ce was ro​und and in​no​cent; his eyes, be​hind ro​und glas​ses, ro​und and wet. Wit​ho​ut the glas​ses, Bran​don tho​ught they se​emed tight and shrewd; per​haps this was a squ​int.

    Dr Mor​ris Ken​law had an​no​un​ced him​self the day be​fo​re with a pe​remp​tory rap at Bran​don's ca​bin do​or. He had star​ted at Bran​don's vo​ice be​hind him - the ot​her man had be​en watc​hing from the rid​ge abo​ve as Ken​law's dusty Plymo​uth dro​ve up. His ro​und eyes had grown ro​un​der at the thick-bar​rel​led rif​le in Bran​don's hands.

    Dr Ken​law, it se​emed, was he​ad of the De​part​ment of Anth​ro​po​logy at so​me So​ut​hern col​le​ge, and per​haps Bran​don was fa​mi​li​ar with his work. No? Well, they had told him in Way​nes​vil​le that the yo​ung man sta​ying at the War​ner's ca​bin was stud​ying folk​lo​re and In​di​an le​gends and such things. It se​emed Mr Bran​don might ha​ve had ca​use to re​ad this or that ar​tic​le by Dr Ken​law… No? Well, he'd ha​ve to send him a few rep​rints, then, that might be of in​te​rest.

    The arc​ha​e​olo​gist had ap​prop​ri​ated Bran​don's fa​vo​uri​te se​at and drunk a pint of his rum be​fo​re he fi​nal​ly as​ked abo​ut the lost mi​nes of the an​ci​ents. And Bran​don, who had be​en gi​ven lit​tle chan​ce be​fo​re to in​ter​rupt his vi​si​tor's ramb​ling dis​co​ur​se, ab​ruptly fo​und the ot​her's flat sta​re fi​xed at​ten​ti​vely on him.

    Brandon du​ti​ful​ly na​med na​mes, sug​ges​ted sug​ges​ti​ons; Ken​law scrib​bled no​tes eagerly. Mis​si​on ac​comp​lis​hed, the arc​ha​e​olo​gist pum​ped his hand and hust​led off li​ke a ho​und on a scent. Bran​don had not ex​pec​ted to see the man aga​in. But Dell War​ner's na​me was among tho​se in Ken​law's no​tes, and to​day Bran​don had run in​to them - Ken​law, ha​ving int​ro​du​ced him​self as a fri​end of Bran​don, had per​su​aded Dell to show him his fa​mily's ver​si​on of the lost mi​nes. And that tra​il, it wo​uld se​em, had grown cold aga​in.

    The chunky red​dish-grey squ​ir​rel - they cal​led them bo​omers -that had be​en scrab​bling thro​ugh the pi​ne ne​ed​le sod be​low them, sud​denly stre​aked for the bushy shel​ter of a Vir​gi​nia pi​ne. Pa​ying no at​ten​ti​on, Dan rom​ped aro​und the cor​ner of the ca​bin and bo​un​ded on​to the porch. Bran​don scratc​hed the Plott ho​und's black he​ad and lis​te​ned. Af​ter a mo​ment he co​uld he​ar the whi​ne and rat​tle as a pic​kup lurc​hed up the dirt ro​ad.

    "That'll be Dell," he told Ken​law. "Dan knew he was he​aded he​re and to​ok the short-cut up the si​de of the rid​ge. Dog's one of the smar​test I've se​en."

    Kenlaw con​si​de​red the pan​ting black ho​und. "He's a be​ar ho​und, isn't he?"

    "A damn go​od one," Bran​don as​ser​ted.

    "A be​ar kil​led yo​ung War​ner's fat​her, if I he​ard right," Ken​law sug​ges​ted. "Up ne​ar whe​re we we​re just now. How dan​ge​ro​us are the be​ars they ha​ve up he​re?"

    "A black be​ar do​esn't se​em li​ke much com​pa​red to a grizzly," Bran​don sa​id "but they're qu​ite ca​pab​le of te​aring a man apart - as se​ve​ral of the​se stu​pid to​urists find out every sum​mer. Ge​ne​ral​ly they won't ca​use tro​ub​le, alt​ho​ugh now and then you get a me​an one. Tro​ub​le is, the be​ars over in the Smo​ki​es ha​ve no fe​ar of man, and the park ran​gers tend to cap​tu​re the known tro​ub​le​ma​kers and re​le​ase them in the mo​re re​mo​te sec​ti​ons of the mo​un​ta​ins. So every now and then one of the​se re​ne​ga​des wan​ders out of the park. Unaf​ra​id of man and unac​cus​to​med to fo​ra​ging in the wild, they can turn in​to re​al​ly nasty stock kil​lers. Pro​bably what kil​led Bard War​ner that night. He'd be​en lo​sing stock and had the bad sen​se to wa​it out with a bot​tle and his old 8-mm. Man​nlic​her. Bolt on the Man​nlic​her is too damn slow for clo​se work. From what I was told, Bard's first shot didn't do it, and he ne​ver got off his se​cond. Fo​und what was left pul​led un​der a rock led​ge the next mor​ning."

    Dell's long legs stuck out from the bat​te​red do​or of his old Chevy pic​kup. He emer​ged from the cab ba​lan​cing se​ve​ral hu​ge to​ma​to​es in his hands; a rol​led news​pa​per was po​ked un​der one arm.

    "These'll ne​ed to go in​to the ref​ri​ge​ra​tor, Eric," he ad​vi​sed. "They're de​ad ri​pe. Get away, Dan!" The Plott ho​und was le​aping abo​ut his legs.

    Brandon than​ked him and ope​ned the ref​ri​ge​ra​tor. Fin​ger-com​bing his wind-blown sandy ha​ir, Dell ac​cep​ted his of​fer of a rum and Co​ke. "Bro​ught you the As​he​vil​le pa​per," he in​di​ca​ted. "And you got a let​ter."

    "Probably my ad​vi​sor won​de​ring what prog​ress I've ma​de on my dis​ser​ta​ti​on," Bran​don gu​es​sed, set​ting the let​ter with no re​turn ad​dress ca​re​ful​ly asi​de. He glan​ced over the news​pa​per whi​le his fri​end un​cap​ped an RC and mi​xed his own drink. Inf​la​ti​on, Af​ri​ca, the Ne​ar East, a new scan​dal in Was​hing​ton, and, in New York, a wa​ve of gang-land sla​yings fol​lo​wing the sni​ping de​ath of so​me syndi​ca​te king​pin. In this cen​tury-old ca​bin in the an​ci​ent hills, all this se​emed dis​tant and un​re​al.

    "Supper'll be a lit​tle la​te," Dell was sa​ying. "Fa​ye and Gin​ger to​ok off to Way​nes​vil​le to get the​ir ha​ir do​ne." He ad​ded: "We'd li​ke to ha​ve you stay for sup​per too, Dr Ken​law."

    The red​he​ad's tem​per had co​oled so that he re​mem​be​red mo​un​ta​in eti​qu​et​te. Sin​ce Ken​law was still he​re, he was Bran​don's gu​est, and a sup​per in​vi​ta​ti​on to Bran​don must inc​lu​de Bran​don's com​pany as well - or el​se Bran​don wo​uld be in an awk​ward po​si​ti​on. Had Ken​law al​re​ady left, the​re wo​uld ha​ve be​en no ob​li​ga​ti​on. Bran​don sen​sed that Dell had wa​ited to see if the arc​ha​e​olo​gist wo​uld le​ave, be​fo​re fi​nal​ly dri​ving up.

    "Thanks, I'd be glad to," Ken​law res​pon​ded, sho​wing so​me man​ners him​self. Eit​her he felt she​epish over his brus​que be​ha​vi​o​ur ear​li​er, or el​se he re​ali​sed he'd bet​ter use so​me tact if he wan​ted any furt​her help in his re​se​arch he​re.

    Brandon re​fil​led his and Ken​law's glas​ses be​fo​re re​tur​ning to the porch. Dell was stan​ding un​cer​ta​inly, tal​king with the arc​ha​e​olo​gist, so Bran​don ur​ged him to ta​ke the ot​her porch cha​ir. Ta​king hold with one hand of the yard-wi​de sec​ti​on of whi​te-oak log that ser​ved as a low tab​le, he slid it over the ro​ugh planks to a cor​ner post and sat down. He sip​ped the drink he had be​en car​rying in his free hand, and le​aned back. It was co​ol and shady on the porch, eno​ugh so that he wo​uld ha​ve re​mo​ved his mir​ror sung​las​ses had he be​en alo​ne. Bran​don, a true al​bi​no, was self-cons​ci​o​us abo​ut his pink eyes.

    As it was, Ken​law was all but gaw​king at his host. The sec​ti​on of log that Bran​don had neg​li​gently sle​wed ac​ross the une​ven bo​ards pro​bably we​ig​hed a co​up​le hund​red po​unds. Dell, who had se​en the al​bi​no free his pic​kup from a ditch by the stra​ight​for​ward ex​pe​di​ent of lif​ting the mi​red re​ar whe​el, ap​pe​ared not to no​ti​ce.

    "I was as​king Dr Ken​law what it was he was lo​oking for in the​se mi​nes," Dell sa​id.

    "If mi​nes they are," Bran​don po​in​ted out.

    "Oh, they're mi​nes, su​re eno​ugh," the arc​ha​e​olo​gist as​ser​ted. "You sho​uld be con​vin​ced of that, Bran​don." He wa​ved a big hand for emp​ha​sis. Red clay ma​de cres​cents be​ne​ath unt​rim​med na​ils.

    "Who we​re the 'anci​ents' who dug them?" Dell as​ked. "We​re they the sa​me In​di​ans who put up all tho​se mo​unds you see aro​und he​re and Ten​nes​see?"

    "No, the mo​und bu​il​ders we​re a lot ear​li​er," Ken​law exp​la​ined. "The mi​nes of the an​ci​ents we​re dug by Spa​ni​ards - or mo​re exactly, by the In​di​an sla​ves of the con​qu​is​ta​dors. We know that de So​to ca​me thro​ugh he​re in 1540 lo​oking for gold. The Che​ro​ke​es had got word of what kind of thi​eves the Spa​ni​ards we​re, tho​ugh, and whi​le they sho​wed the stran​gers po​li​te hos​pi​ta​lity, they to​ok pa​ins not to let them know they had anyt​hing worth ste​aling. De So​to put them down as not worth fo​oling with, and mo​ved on. But be​fo​re that he sank a few mi​ne shafts to see what the​se hills we​re ma​de of."

    "Did he find anyt​hing?" Dell wan​ted to know.

    "Not aro​und he​re. Fart​her so​uth along the​se mo​un​ta​ins a lit​tle ways, tho​ugh, he did find so​me gold. In nort​hern Ge​or​gia you can find ves​ti​ges of the​ir mi​ning shafts and camps. Don't know how much they fo​und the​re, but the​re's evi​den​ce the Spa​ni​ards we​re still wor​king that area as la​te as 1690."

    "Must not ha​ve fo​und much gold, or el​se word wo​uld ha​ve spre​ad. You can't ke​ep gold a sec​ret."

    "Hard to say. They must ha​ve fo​und so​met​hing to ke​ep co​ming back over a cen​tury and a half. The​re was a lot of gold co​ming out of the New World, and not much of it ever re​ac​hed Spa​in in the hands of tho​se who dis​co​ve​red it. Plenty of re​ason to ke​ep the dis​co​very sec​ret. And, of co​ur​se, la​ter on this area pro​du​ced mo​re gold than any pla​ce in the co​untry be​fo​re the Wes​tern gold rush. But all tho​se ve​ins ga​ve out long be​fo​re the Ci​vil War."

    "So you think the Spa​ni​ards we​re the ones that dug the mi​nes of the an​ci​ents," Dell sa​id.

    "No do​ubt abo​ut it," sta​ted Ken​law, bob​bing his he​ad fi​er​cely.

    "Maybe that's be​en set​tled for nort​hern Ge​or​gia," Bran​don in​ter​ce​ded, "altho​ugh I'd had the imp​res​si​on this was only co​nj​ec​tu​re. But so far as I know, no one's ever pro​ved the con​qu​is​ta​dors mi​ned this far north. For that mat​ter, I don't be​li​eve an​yo​ne's ever ma​de a se​ri​o​us study of the lost mi​nes of the an​ci​ents in the North Ca​ro​li​na and Ten​nes​see hills."

    "Exactly why I'm he​re," Ken​law told him im​pa​ti​ently. "I'm ho​ping to pro​ve the tie-in for my bo​ok on the mi​nes of the an​ci​ents. Only, so far I've yet to find pro​of of the​ir exis​ten​ce in this area."

    "Well, you may be lo​oking for a tie-in that do​esn't exist," Bran​don re​tur​ned. "I've stu​di​ed this so​me, and my fe​eling is that the mi​nes go back far be​yond the days of the con​qu​is​ta​dors. The Che​ro​ke​es ha​ve le​gends that in​di​ca​te the mi​nes of the an​ci​ents we​re he​re al​re​ady when the Che​ro​ke​es mig​ra​ted down from the north in the thir​te​enth cen​tury."

    "This is the first I've he​ard abo​ut it then," Ken​law scof​fed. "Who do you fi​gu​re dro​ve the​se mi​nes in​to the hills, if it wasn't the con​qu​is​ta​dors? Don't tell me the In​di​ans did it. I hardly think they wo​uld ha​ve be​en that in​te​res​ted in gold."

    "Didn't say it was the In​di​ans," Bran​don ar​gu​ed.

    "Who was it then?"

    "The In​di​ans we​ren't the first pe​op​le he​re. When the Che​ro​ke​es mig​ra​ted in​to the Tel​li​co re​gi​on not far from he​re, they en​co​un​te​red a ra​ce of whi​te gi​ants - fo​ught them and dro​ve the sur​vi​vors off, so the​ir le​gends say."

    "You go​ing to cla​im the Vi​kings we​re he​re?" Ken​law snor​ted.

    "The Vi​kings, the Welsh, the Pho​eni​ci​ans, the Jews - the​re's go​od evi​den​ce that on se​ve​ral oc​ca​si​ons men from the Old World re​ac​hed North Ame​ri​ca long be​fo​re Co​lum​bus set out. Do​ubt​less the​re we​re any num​ber of pre-Co​lum​bi​an con​tacts of which we ha​ve no re​cord, only le​gends."

    "If you'll for​gi​ve me, I'll stick to facts that are on re​cord."

    "Then what abo​ut the Me​lun​ge​ons over in Ten​nes​see? They're not In​di​ans, tho​ugh they we​re he​re be​fo​re the first pi​one​ers, and even to​day anth​ro​po​lo​gists aren't cer​ta​in of the​ir an​cestry."

    Brandon pres​sed on. "The​re are small poc​kets of pe​op​le all ac​ross the co​untry - not just in the​se mo​un​ta​ins - who​se eth​nic ori​gins defy pin​ning down. And the​re are le​gends of ot​hers - the Sho​no​kins, for examp​le…"

    "Now you're de​aling with pu​re myth!" Ken​law shut him off. "That's the dif​fe​ren​ce bet​we​en us, Bran​don. I'm in​te​res​ted in col​lec​ting his​to​ri​cal fact, and you're a stu​dent of myths and le​gends. Sci​en​ce and su​pers​ti​ti​on sho​uldn't be con​fu​sed."

    "Sometimes the bor​der​li​ne is in​dis​tinct," Bran​don co​un​te​red.

    "My job is to ma​ke it less so."

    "But you'll ha​ve to con​ce​de the​re's of​ten a fac​tu​al ba​sis for le​gend," Bran​don ar​gu​ed dog​gedly. "And the Che​ro​ke​es ha​ve a num​ber of le​gends abo​ut the ca​ves in the​se mo​un​ta​ins, and abo​ut the cre​atu​res who li​ve wit​hin. They tell abo​ut gi​ant ser​pents, li​ke the Uk​te​na and the Uk​su​hi, that la​ir in​si​de ca​ves and ha​unt lo​nely rid​ges and stre​ams, or the in​tel​li​gent pant​hers that ha​ve town-ho​uses in sec​ret ca​ves. Then the​re's the Nun​ne​hi, an im​mor​tal ra​ce of in​vi​sib​le spi​rits that li​ve be​ne​ath the mo​unds and ta​ke sha​pe to fight the ene​mi​es of the Che​ro​kee - the​se we​re sup​po​sedly se​en as la​te as the Ci​vil War. Or bet​ter still, the​re's the le​gend of the Yun​wi Tsuns​di, the Lit​tle Pe​op​le who li​ve de​ep in​si​de the mo​un​ta​ins."

    "I'm still lo​oking for that 'fac​tu​al ba​sis,'" Ken​law sa​id with sar​casm.

    "Sometimes it's the​re to find. Ever re​ad John Ash​ton's Cu​ri​o​us Cre​atu​res in Zo​ology} In his chap​ter on pygmi​es he qu​otes from three so​ur​ces that desc​ri​be the dis​co​very of en​ti​re bur​ying gro​unds of di​mi​nu​ti​ve sto​ne sar​cop​ha​gi con​ta​ining hu​man ske​le​tons un​der two fe​et in length - adult ske​le​tons, by the​ir te​eth. Se​ve​ral such bu​ri​al gro​unds - ran​ging up​wards to an ac​re and a half - we​re fo​und in Whi​te Co​unty, Ten​nes​see, in 1828, as well as an an​ci​ent town si​te ne​ar one of the bu​ri​als. Ge​ne​ral Mil​roy fo​und si​mi​lar gra​ves in Smith Co​unty, Ten​nes​see, in 1866, af​ter a small cre​ek had was​hed thro​ugh the si​te and ex​po​sed them. Al​so, Wel​ler in his Ro​man​ce of Na​tu​ral His​tory ma​kes re​fe​ren​ce to ot​her such dis​co​ve​ri​es in Ken​tucky as well as Ten​nes​see. Pre​su​mably a ra​ce of pygmi​es may ha​ve li​ved in this re​gi​on be​fo​re the Che​ro​ke​es, who re​mem​ber them only in le​gend as the Yun​wi Tsuns​di. Odd, isn't it, that the​re are so many In​di​an le​gends of a pygmy ra​ce?"

    "Spare me from Vic​to​ri​an ama​te​ur arc​he​ology!" Ken​law dis​mis​sed him im​pa​ti​ently. "What pos​sib​le be​aring ha​ve the​se half-ba​ked su​pers​ti​ti​ons on the mi​nes of the an​ci​ents? I'm tal​king abo​ut arc​he​olo​gi​cal re​ali​ti​es, li​ke the pits in Mitc​hell Co​unty, li​ke the Sink Ho​le mi​ne ne​ar Ba​kers​vil​le. That's a pit forty fe​et wi​de and forty fe​et de​ep, whe​re the sto​ne shows marks of me​tal to​ols and whe​re sto​ne to​ols we​re ac​tu​al​ly un​co​ve​red. Ge​ne​ral Tho​mas Cling​man stu​di​ed it right af​ter the Ci​vil War, and he co​un​ted three hund​red rings on the tre​es he fo​und gro​wing on the mi​ne wor​kings. That cle​arly puts the mi​nes back in​to the days of the con​qu​is​ta​dors. The​re's re​cord of one Tris​tan de Lu​na, who was se​arc​hing for gold and sil​ver so​uth of the​re in 1560; the Sink Ho​le mi​ne con​ta​ined mi​ca, and qu​ite pos​sibly he was res​pon​sib​le for dig​ging it and the ot​her mi​nes of that area."

    "I've re​ad abo​ut the Sink Ho​le mi​ne in Cre​ecy's Gran​d​fat​her's Ta​les," Bran​don told him. "And as I re​call the early in​ves​ti​ga​tors the​re we​re puz​zled by the se​ri​es of pas​sa​ge​ways that con​nec​ted the Sink Ho​le with ot​her ne​arby pits - pas​sa​ge​ways that we​re only fo​ur​te​en inc​hes wi​de."

    The arc​ha​e​olo​gist sput​te​red in his drink. "Well, Jesus Christ, man!" he exp​lo​ded af​ter a mo​ment. "That do​esn't ha​ve anyt​hing to do with In​di​an le​gends! Don't you know anyt​hing abo​ut mi​ning? They wo​uld ha​ve dri​ven tho​se con​nec​ting tun​nels to try to cut ac​ross any ve​ins of gold that might ha​ve la​in bet​we​en the pits."

    Brandon spre​ad his big hands abo​ut fo​ur​te​en inc​hes apart. He sa​id: "Who​ever dug the pas​sa​ge​ways wo​uld ha​ve had to ha​ve be​en rat​her small."

    

III
    

    Afternoon sha​dows we​re long when Dell dro​ve the ot​her two men down to the ho​use in his pic​kup. The farm​ho​use was a two-sto​rey bo​ard struc​tu​re with sto​ne fo​un​da​ti​on, qu​ite old, but in ne​at re​pa​ir. Its wi​de planks sho​wed the up-and-down saw marks that in​di​ca​ted its const​ruc​ti​on pre​da​ted the mo​re mo​dern cir​cu​lar saw​mill bla​de. The front was par​ti​al​ly fa​ced with dark mo​un​ta​in sto​ne, and the fo​un​da​ti​on wall ex​ten​ded to ma​ke a flags​to​ne ve​ran​da, sha​ded and gar​lan​ded by bright-pe​ta​led cle​ma​tis.

    Another truck was par​ked be​si​de Ken​law's Plymo​uth - a bat​te​red gre​en 1947 Ford pic​kup that Bran​don re​cog​ni​sed as be​lon​ging to Dell's fat​her-in-law, Olin Rey​nolds. Its ow​ner gre​eted them from the porch as they wal​ked up. He was a thin, fa​ded man who​se bony fra​me was al​most lost in old-fas​hi​oned ove​ral​ls. His fa​ce was de​eply li​ned, his ha​ir al​most as whi​te as Bran​don's. On​ce he had ma​de the best mo​ons​hi​ne whis​key in the re​gi​on, but his last stay in At​lan​ta had bro​ken him. Now he li​ved alo​ne on his old ho​mes​te​ad bor​de​ring the Pis​gah Na​ti​onal Fo​rest. He of​ten tur​ned up abo​ut din​ner ti​me, as did Bran​don.

    "Hello, Eric," Olin cal​led in his re​edy vo​ice. "You be​en over to get that 'chuck that's be​en af​ter my lit​tle girl's cab​ba​ges yet?"

    "Hi. Olin," Bran​don grin​ned. "Shot him yes​ter​day mor​ning from over ac​ross by that big whi​te pi​ne on the rid​ge."

    "That's ne​ar a qu​ar​ter-mi​le," the old man fi​gu​red.

    Brandon didn't say anyt​hing be​ca​use Gin​ger War​ner just then step​ped out on​to the porch. Dell's yo​un​ger sis​ter was re​cently back from fi​nis​hing her juni​or ye​ar at Wes​tern Ca​ro​li​na in ne​arby Cul​low​hee. She was tall and wil​lowy, gre​en-eyed and qu​ick to smi​le. Her cop​per ha​ir was cut in a bo​yish shag ins​te​ad of the un​lo​vely bo​uf​fant most co​untry wo​men still clung to. Right now she had smud​ges of flo​ur on her freck​led fa​ce.

    "Hi, Eric," she grin​ned, brus​hing her hands on her je​ans. "Sup​per'll be along so​on as the bis​cu​its go in. You su​re be​en ke​eping to yo​ur​self la​tely."

    "Putting to​get​her so​me of my no​tes for the the​sis," he apo​lo​gi​sed, thin​king he'd eaten din​ner he​re just three nights ago.

    "Liar. You've be​en out run​ning rid​ges with Dan."

    "That's re​la​xa​ti​on af​ter wor​king la​te at night."

    Ginger ga​ve him a scep​ti​cal lo​ok and re​tur​ned to her bis​cu​its.

    With a pon​de​ro​us grunt, Dr Ken​law sank on​to one of the wi​de-armed porch roc​kers. He swung his fe​et up on​to the ra​il and ga​zed tho​ught​ful​ly out ac​ross the val​ley. Mist was obs​cu​ring the hills be​yond, now, and the fi​elds and pas​tu​re clo​ser at hand fil​led with hazy sha​dow. Hid​den by tre​es, the Pi​ge​on Ri​ver rus​hed its win​ding co​ur​se mid​way thro​ugh the small val​ley. Ken​law did not se​em at ease with what he saw. He glo​we​red tru​cu​lently at the pot​ted flo​wers that li​ned the porch.

    "What the hell!" Ken​law sud​denly lurc​hed from his roc​ker. The ot​her three men bro​ke off the​ir con​ver​sa​ti​on and sta​red. Ba​lan​cing on the ra​il, the arc​ha​e​olo​gist yan​ked down a han​ging plan​ter and dum​ped its con​tents in​to the yard.

    "Where the hell did this co​me from!" he de​man​ded, exa​mi​ning the rus​ted me​tal dish that an ins​tant be​fo​re had sup​por​ted a tra​iling be​go​nia.

    Dell War​ner bit off an angry re​tort.

    "For god's sa​ke, Ken​law!" Bran​don bro​ke the stun​ned re​ac​ti​on.

    "Yeah, for god's sa​ke!" Ken​law was too ex​ci​ted to be nonp​lus​sed. "This is a Spa​nish mo​ri​on! What's it do​ing han​ging he​re full of pe​tu​ni​as?"

    Ginger step​ped on​to the porch to an​no​un​ce din​ner. Her freck​led fa​ce sho​wed dis​may. "What on earth…?"

    Kenlaw was abas​hed. "Sorry. I for​got myself when I saw this. Ple​ase ex​cu​se me - I'll rep​la​ce yo​ur plant if it's ru​ined. But, whe​re did you get this?"

    "That old bowl? It's la​in aro​und the barn for ye​ars. I punc​hed ho​les along the rim, and it ma​de a gre​at plan​ter for my be​go​nia." She glan​ced over the ra​il and gro​aned.

    "It's a mo​ri​on - a con​qu​is​ta​dor's hel​met!" Ken​law blur​ted in dis​be​li​ef. Pa​ins​ta​kingly he stu​di​ed the high-cres​ted bowl of rus​ted iron with its fla​red ed​ges that pe​aked at eit​her end. "And ge​nu​ine too - or I'm no jud​ge. Show me whe​re this ca​me from ori​gi​nal​ly, and I'll buy you a pic​kup full of be​go​ni​as."

    Ginger wrink​led her fo​re​he​ad. "I re​al​ly don't know whe​re it ca​me from - I didn't even know it was anyt​hing. What's a Spa​nish hel​met do​ing stuck back with all dad's junk in our barn? The​re's an old iron pot with a ho​le bus​ted in it whe​re I fo​und this. Want to lo​ok at it and tell me if it's Mon​te​zu​ma's bul​let-pro​of bath​tub?"

    Kenlaw snor​ted. "He​re, Bran​don. You lo​ok at this and tell me I'm crazy."

    

    The al​bi​no exa​mi​ned the hel​met. It was badly pit​ted, but so​lid. It co​uld not ha​ve la​in out​si​de, or it wo​uld ha​ve rus​ted en​ti​rely away cen​tu​ri​es ago. "It's a mo​ri​on, of co​ur​se," he ag​re​ed. "Whet​her it da​tes to con​qu​is​ta​dor days or not, I'm not the one to tell. But it do​es se​em equ​al​ly un​li​kely that a ca​re​ful rep​ro​duc​ti​on wo​uld be lying aro​und yo​ur barn."

    "Hell, I know whe​re that co​me from," Olin cut in, cra​ning his long neck to see. "I was with yo​ur-all's daddy ti​me he fo​und it."

    Kenlaw sta​red at the old mo​un​ta​in man - his eyes in​tent be​hind thick glas​ses. "For god's sa​ke - whe​re?"

    Olin wor​ked his po​in​ted chin in a tho​ught​ful circ​le, eying Dell qu​es​ti​oningly. The yo​un​ger man shrug​ged.

    "Place up on Old Fi​eld Mo​un​ta​in," Olin told him, "ne​ar Ta​na​see Bald in what's now Pis​gah Na​ti​onal Fo​rest. The​re's a sort of ca​ve the​re, and I gu​ess it won't do no harm now tel​ling you a co​up​le of old boys na​med Bren​nan used to ma​ke a lit​tle bloc​ka​de from a still they'd bu​ilt back in​si​de. Me and Bard used to stop up the​re ti​mes and may​be carry wo​od and just set aro​und. Well, one ti​me Bard go​es back in​si​de a ways, and we wor​ri​ed so​me be​ca​use he'd had a lit​tle - and af​ter a whi​le he co​mes back car​rying that thing the​re and cal​ling it an In​di​an pot 'ca​use he fo​und it with a lot of bo​nes way back in the​re. He li​ked to ke​ep ar​row​he​ads and axe-he​ads and such-li​ke when he fo​und them, and so he car​ri​ed that the​re back and put it with so​me ot​her stuff, and I gu​ess it's all just la​id the​re and be​en scat​te​red aro​und the barn sin​ce."

    "You can find the pla​ce still?" Ken​law po​un​ced. "Can you ta​ke me the​re to​mor​row? Who el​se knows abo​ut this?"

    "Why, don't gu​ess the​re's no​body knows. The Bren​nans is all out of the​se parts now and go​ne - ne​ver did amo​unt to much. Har​din Bren​nan got his​self shot one night ar​gu​ing with a cus​to​mer, and they sa​id his brot​her Earl bus​ted his he​ad in a rock fall back the​re in the ca​ve. Earl's wi​fe had left him, and the​re was just his boy Buck and a da​ugh​ter La​urie. She was half-wild and not right in the he​ad; yo​ung as she was, she had a baby boy they sa​id must've be​en by her own kin, on ac​co​unt every​body el​se was half af​ra​id of her. They all went up north so​mew​he​res - I he​ard to li​ve with the​ir mot​her. The​re's ot​her Bren​nans still aro​und that might be dis​tant kin, but far as I know no​body's go​ne aro​und that ca​ve on Old Fi​eld Mo​un​ta​in sin​ce Buck and his sis​ter left he​re bet​ter than twenty ye​ars back."

    Kenlaw swo​re in ex​ci​te​ment. "No​body knows abo​ut it, then? Fan​tas​tic! What ti​me to​mor​row do you want to go? Bet​ter ma​ke it early. Se​ven?"

    "Say abo​ut six ins​te​ad," Olin sug​ges​ted. "You'll ne​ed the who​le day. How abo​ut co​ming up to the ca​bin - if that's all right with you, Eric? Sho​uldn't go back in the​re by yo​ur​self, and Lord knows my old bo​nes are too brit​tle for scramb​ling aro​und such pla​ces."

    "Sure, I'll go along," Bran​don ag​re​ed. "So​unds in​te​res​ting."

    "No ne​ed to," Ken​law told him. "I've do​ne my sha​re of spe​lun​king."

    "Then you know it's dan​ge​ro​us to go in alo​ne. Be​si​des, I'm int​ri​gu​ed by all this."

    "You all co​ming in to eat?" Fa​ye War​ner pus​hed open the scre​en. "Gin​ger, I tho​ught you'd go​ne to call them. Everyt​hing's re​ady."

    

IV
    

    There was chic​ken and ham, cornb​re​ad and gravy, to​ma​to​es and branch let​tu​ce, bowls of fi​eld pe​as, snap be​ans, corn and ot​her gar​den ve​ge​tab​les. Ken​law's scowl sub​si​ded as he lo​aded his pla​te a se​cond ti​me. Shortly af​ter din​ner the arc​ha​e​olo​gist ex​cu​sed him​self. "Be​en a long day, and we'll be up early eno​ugh to​mor​row."

    Olin dro​ve away not long af​ter, and when Dell went off to see to so​me cho​res, Bran​don had the porch to him​self. He was half-asle​ep when Gin​ger ca​me out to jo​in him.

    "Did I start​le you?" she apo​lo​gi​sed, sli​ding on​to the porch swing be​si​de him. "You're jumpy as a cat. Is that what li​ving in the city do​es to yo​ur ner​ves?"

    "Keeps you alert, I gu​ess," Bran​don sa​id she​epishly.

    Coppery ha​ir tick​led his sho​ul​der. "Then you ought to get out of New York af​ter you fi​nish yo​ur pro​j​ect or wha​te​ver it is. So​unds li​ke you must spend most of yo​ur ti​me tra​vel​ling aro​und from one pla​ce to anot​her as it is."

    "That's known as fi​eld re​se​arch."

    "Ha! Dell says you don't do anyt​hing but la​ze aro​und the ca​bin, or go out hun​ting. No won​der you still don't ha​ve yo​ur doc​to​ra​te. Must be ni​ce to get a go​vern​ment grant to run aro​und the co​untry stud​ying folk​lo​re."

    "Well, part of the ti​me I'm or​ga​ni​zing my no​tes, and part of the ti​me I'm re​la​xing from the ten​si​on of wri​ting."

    "I can see how lug​ging that can​non of a rif​le aro​und wo​uld be exer​ci​se. Why don't you use that lit​tle air pis​tol ins​te​ad?"

    "What air pis​tol?"

    "You know. You use it so​me​ti​mes, be​ca​use on​ce I saw you sho​ot a crow with it that was ma​king a fuss in the ap​ple tree in front of the ca​bin. I saw you po​int it, and the​re wasn't a so​und ex​cept the crow ga​ve a squ​awk, and then fe​at​hers everyw​he​re. My co​usin has an air pis​tol too, so I knew what hap​pe​ned."

    "Little spy." His arm squ​e​ezed her sho​ul​der with mock ro​ugh​ness.

    "Wasn't spying," Gin​ger pro​tes​ted, dig​ging her chin in​to his sho​ul​der. "I was wal​king up to help Dell chop to​bac​co."

    When Bran​don re​ma​ined si​lent, she spo​ke to bre​ak the rhythmic rasp of the porch swing. "What do you think of Dr Ken​law?"

    "A bit too pig-he​aded and pushy. They ra​ise them that way up north."

    "That's one, co​ming from a New Yor​ker! Or are you from New York ori​gi​nal​ly? You ha​ve less ac​cent than Dr Ken​law."

    "Hard to say. I grew up in a fos​ter ho​me; I've li​ved a lot of pla​ces sin​ce."

    "Well, folks aro​und he​re li​ke you well eno​ugh. They don't much li​ke Dr Ken​law."

    "I ex​pect he's too ag​gres​si​ve. So​me of the​se ob​ses​si​ve re​se​arc​hists are li​ke that."

    Ginger li​ned her freck​les in a frown. "You're a re​se​arc​her. Is Dr Ken​law?"

    Brandon went ten​se be​ne​ath her che​ek. "What do you me​an?"

    "I me​an, ha​ve you ever he​ard of him? If you're both stud​ying the sa​me su​bj​ects pretty much…?"

    "I don't know his work, if that's what you me​an." Bran​don's musc​les re​ma​ined ste​el-tight. "But then, he knows his su​bj​ect well eno​ugh. Why?"

    "He se​ems to be mo​re in​te​res​ted in gold than in arc​he​ology," Gin​ger told him. "At le​ast, that's the way his qu​es​ti​ons stri​ke most folks he talks to."

    Brandon la​ug​hed and se​emed to re​lax aga​in. "Well, the​re's mo​re ac​cla​im in dis​co​ve​ring a tomb fil​led with gold re​lics than in un​co​ve​ring a bu​ri​al of rot​ted bo​nes and bro​ken pot shards, re​gard​less of the re​la​ti​ve va​lue to arc​ha​e​olo​gi​cal know​led​ge. That's why King Tu​tank​ha​men's tomb ma​de he​ad​li​nes, whi​le the dis​co​very of a pri​mi​ti​ve man's jaw​bo​ne gets squ​e​ezed in with the used car ads."

    "There was a cur​se on King Tut's tomb," Gin​ger re​min​ded him do​urly.

    "Even bet​ter, if you're figh​ting for a grant."

    "Grants!" Gin​ger snif​fed. "Do you re​al​ly me​an to get that deg​ree, or do you just plan to ma​ke a ca​re​er of li​ving off grants?"

    "There's wor​se ways to ma​ke a li​ving," Bran​don as​su​red her.

    "Somehow I can't see you ti​ed down to so​me uni​ver​sity job. That's what you'll do when you get yo​ur doc​to​ra​te, isn't it? Te​ach?"

    "There's a lot of PhD's out the​re lo​oking for jobs on​ce the grants dry up," Bran​don shrug​ged. "If the​re's an ope​ning so​mew​he​re, I sup​po​se so."

    "There might be an ope​ning at Wes​tern Ca​ro​li​na," Gin​ger hin​ted.

    "There might."

    "And why not?" You li​ke it down he​re - or el​se you wo​uldn't ke​ep co​ming back. And pe​op​le li​ke you. You se​em to fit right in -not li​ke most of the​se lo​ud New York types."

    "It do​es fe​el li​ke co​ming ho​me aga​in when I get back he​re," Bran​don ack​now​led​ged. "Gu​ess I've ne​ver sta​yed in one pla​ce long eno​ugh to call it ho​me. Wo​uld you li​ke for me to set up shop in Cul​low​hee?"

    "I just might."

    Brandon de​ci​ded she had wa​ited long eno​ugh for her kiss, and did so​met​hing abo​ut it. Sha​dows crept to​get​her to form misty dark​ness, and the co​ol mo​un​ta​in bre​eze car​ri​ed the bre​ath of ent​wi​ned cle​ma​tis and freshly tur​ned earth. The cre​ak of the porch swing me​asu​red ti​me li​ke an arth​ri​tic grand​fat​her's clock, sof​te​ned by the rust​le of the ri​ver. A few cows still lo​wed, and so​mew​he​re a chuck-will's-wi​dow cal​led to its ma​te. The qu​i​et was den​se eno​ugh so that they co​uld he​ar Dan gna​wing a bo​ne in the yard be​low.

    Ginger fi​nal​ly stra​igh​te​ned, stretc​hed co​zily from her cram​ped po​si​ti​on. "Mmm," she pur​red; then: "Lord, what is that dog che​wing on so! We didn't ha​ve mo​re than a pla​te of scraps for him af​ter din​ner."

    "Maybe Dan ca​ught him​self a rab​bit. He's al​ways hun​ting."

    "Oh! Go see! He kil​led a mot​her rab​bit last we​ek, and I know her ba​bi​es all star​ved."

    "Dan pro​bably saw that they didn't." Bran​don ro​se to go lo​ok. "What you got the​re, boy?"

    Ginger saw him stif​fen ab​ruptly. "Oh, no! Not anot​her mam​ma bunny!"

    She dar​ted past Bran​don's arm be​fo​re he co​uld stop her.

    Dan thum​ped his ta​il fo​olishly and re​tur​ned her sta​re. Bet​we​en his paws was a child's arm.

    Olin Rey​nolds shif​ted his chaw ref​lec​ti​vely. "I don't won​der Gin​ger ca​me to carry on such a fit," he al​lo​wed. "What did you fi​gu​re it was?"

    "Certainly not a child's arm," Bran​don sa​id. "So​on as you got it in​to go​od light you co​uld see it was not​hing hu​man. It had to ha​ve be​en so​me type of mon​key, and the re​semb​lan​ce ga​ve me a cold chill at first glan​ce, too. Pink skin with just a frost of dirty whi​te fur, and just li​ke a lit​tle kid's arm ex​cept it was all musc​le and si​new ins​te​ad of baby fat. And it was a su​re eno​ugh hand, not a paw, tho​ugh the fin​gers we​re too long and si​newy for any child's hand, and the na​ils we​re co​ar​se and po​in​ted li​ke an ani​mal's claws."

    "Wonder whe​re old Dan co​me to catch him a mon​key," Olin put in.

    "Somebody's pet. To​urists, may​be - they carry everyt​hing they own in tho​se damn cam​pers. Thing got away; or mo​re li​kely, di​ed and they bu​ri​ed it, and Dan snif​fed it out and dug it up. He'd be​en dig​ging, from the lo​ok of him."

    "What did you fi​nal​ly do with it?"

    "Dell we​igh​ted it down in an old gunny sack and threw it in​to a de​ep ho​le in the ri​ver the​re. Didn't want Dan drag​ging it back aga​in to gi​ve the la​di​es anot​her bad start."

    "Just as well," Olin jud​ged. "It might ha​ve had so​me​body co​me lo​oking for to see what co​me of it. I sus​pect that'll be Dr Ken​law co​ming up the hill now."

    Kenlaw's Plymo​uth strug​gled in​to vi​ew thro​ugh the pi​nes. Bran​don glan​ced at his watch, no​ted it was past se​ven. He stretc​hed him​self out of Olin's lad​der back cha​ir and des​cen​ded the porch steps to gre​et the arc​ha​e​olo​gist.

    "Had a de​vil of a ti​me fin​ding the turn-off," Ken​law comp​la​ined, squ​e​ezing out from be​hind the whe​el. "Everyt​hing set?"

    "Throw yo​ur stuff in my pic​kup, and we'll get go​ing," Olin told him. "Whe​re we're he​aded, ain't no kind of ro​ad any car can fol​low up."

    "Will that old buc​ket ma​ke it up a hill?" Ken​law la​ug​hed, ope​ning his trunk to ta​ke out a co​il of ro​pe and two po​wer​ful flash​lights.

    "This he​re old Ford's got a Mar​mon-Her​ring​ton all-whe​el-dri​ve con​ver​si​on." Olin sa​id coldly. "She can ri​de up the si​de of a bluff and pull out a ce​dar stump whi​le yo​ur fe​et are han​ging stra​ight out the back win​dow of the cab."

    Kenlaw la​ug​hed easily, sho​ving spa​re bat​te​ri​es and a ge​olo​gist's pick in​to the amp​le poc​kets of the old pa​rat​ro​oper's jac​ket he wo​re. Bran​don hel​ped him stow his ge​ar in​to the back of the truck, then clim​bed in​to the cab be​si​de Rey​nolds.

    It was a tight squ​e​eze in the cab af​ter Dr Ken​law clam​be​red in, and on​ce they re​ac​hed the black​top ro​ad the whi​ne of the ge​ars and fan ma​de con​ver​sa​ti​on li​ke sho​uting abo​ve a ga​le. Olin dro​ve along in mo​ody si​len​ce, ans​we​ring Ken​law's oc​ca​si​onal qu​es​ti​ons in few words. Af​ter a whi​le they left the pa​ved ro​ads, and then it was a long kid​ney-bru​ising ri​de as the du​al-sprung truck at​tac​ked rut​ted mo​un​ta​in paths that bo​red ever up​ward thro​ugh the sho​ul​de​ring pi​nes. Ken​law cur​sed and bra​ced him​self with both arms. Bran​don ca​ught a grin in Olin's fa​ded eyes.

    The ro​ad they fol​lo​wed led on past a tumb​le​down fra​me ho​use, lost wit​hin a yard that had go​ne over to first-growth pi​ne and scrub. A few gnar​led ap​ple tre​es ma​de a last stand, and fart​her be​ne​ath the enc​ro​ac​hing fo​rest, Bran​don saw the hul​king walls of a log barn - tre​es spe​aring up​ward past whe​re the ro​of had on​ce spre​ad. He shi​ve​red. The de​so​la​ti​on of the pla​ce se​emed to stir bu​ri​ed me​mo​ri​es.

    Beyond the aban​do​ned farm​ho​use the ro​ad de​te​ri​ora​ted in​to lit​tle mo​re than a cow path. It had ne​ver be​en mo​re than a tim​ber ro​ad, scra​ped out when the lum​ber ba​rons drag​ged down the pri​me​val fo​rest from the he​ights half a cen​tury or mo​re ago. Farm ve​hic​les had kept it open on​ce, and now an oc​ca​si​onal hun​ter's truck bro​ke down the yo​ung tre​es that wo​uld ot​her​wi​se ha​ve cho​ked it.

    Olin's pic​kup stra​ined re​so​lu​tely up​ward, un​til at length they shud​de​red in​to an overg​rown cle​aring. Rey​nolds cut the en​gi​ne. "Watch for sna​kes," he war​ned, step​ping down.

    The cle​aring was lit​te​red be​ne​ath witch's bro​om and scrub with a scat​ter of rus​ted me​tal and in​dis​tinct trash. A fra​me​work of rot​ted lum​ber and a cor​ro​ded pad​lock fa​ced aga​inst the hil​lsi​de. Se​ve​ral of the planks had fal​len in​ward upon the black​ness wit​hin.

    Olin Rey​nolds nod​ded. "That's the pla​ce. Rec​kon the Bren​nans bo​ar​ded it over be​fo​re they mo​ved on to ke​ep stock from fal​ling in. Ope​ning used to just lie hid​den be​ne​ath the brush."

    Dr Ken​law prod​ded the ero​ded tim​bers. The pad​lock hasp hung rus​ted na​ils over the spa​ce whe​re the bo​ard had rot​ted away. At a bol​der sho​ve, the en​ti​re fra​me​work to​re lo​ose and tumb​led in​ward.

    Sunlight spil​led in past the dust. The ope​ning was squ​e​ezed bet​we​en led​ges of rock abo​ve and be​low, wi​de eno​ugh for a man to sto​op and drop thro​ugh. Be​yond was a le​vel flo​or, lit​te​red now with the deb​ris of bo​ards.

    "Goes back li​ke that a ways, then it nar​rows down to just a crack," Olin told them.

    Kenlaw grun​ted in a self-sa​tis​fi​ed to​ne and he​aded back for the pic​kup to get his equ​ip​ment.

    "Coming with us?" Bran​don as​ked.

    Olin sho​ok his he​ad firmly. "I'll just wa​it he​re. The​se old bo​nes are too eat up with art​hu​ri​tis to go a-craw​ling thro​ugh that snaky ho​le."

    "Wait with him, Eric, if you li​ke," Ken​law sug​ges​ted. "I pro​bably won't be long abo​ut this. No po​int you get​ting yo​ur​self all dirty mes​sing aro​und on what's li​kely to be just anot​her wild go​ose cha​se."

    "I don't mind," Bran​don co​un​te​red. "If that mo​ri​on ca​me out of this ca​ve, I'm cu​ri​o​us to see what el​se li​es hid​den back the​re."

    "Odds are, one of tho​se Bren​nans fo​und it so​mep​la​ce el​se and just chuc​ked it back in the​re. Lo​oks li​ke this pla​ce has be​en used as a dump."

    Kenlaw ca​uti​o​usly shi​ned his light ac​ross the rub​ble be​ne​ath the led​ge. Sa​tis​fi​ed that no sna​kes we​re evi​dent, the arc​ha​e​olo​gist gin​gerly squ​e​ezed his cor​pu​lent bulk past the ope​ning and lo​we​red him​self to the flo​or of the ca​vern. Bran​don drop​ped nimbly be​si​de him.

    Stale glo​om fil​led a go​od-si​zed an​tec​ham​ber. Day​light trick​led in from the ope​ning, and a patch of black​ness at the far end mar​ked whe​re the ca​vern nar​ro​wed and plun​ged de​eper in​to the si​de of the mo​un​ta​in. Bran​don to​ok off his mir​ror sung​las​ses and glan​ced abo​ut the cham​ber - the al​bi​no's eyes we​re su​ited to the dank glo​om.

    The wrec​ka​ge of what had on​ce be​en a mo​ons​hi​ne still clut​te​red the in​te​ri​or of the ca​vern. Cop​per co​il and bo​iler had long ago be​en car​ri​ed off, as had anyt​hing el​se of any va​lue. Bro​ken bar​rels, rot​ted mo​unds of sacks, jumb​les of fi​re​wo​od, mis​sha​pen sculp​tu​res of gal​va​ni​zed me​tal. Bro​ken bits of Ma​son jars and croc​kery shards crunc​hed un​der​fo​ot; de​ad as​hes ma​de a sod​den ra​isin pud​ding. Ken​law flung his light over​he​ad and disc​lo​sed only so​oty rock and som​no​lent bats.

    "A god​damn dump," he mut​te​red pe​tu​lantly. "May​be so​met​hing fart​her back in."

    The arc​ha​e​olo​gist swung his light to​ward the re​ar of the cham​ber. A pas​sa​ge led fart​her in​to the mo​un​ta​in. Lo​ose sto​nes and mo​re pi​led deb​ris half bloc​ked the ope​ning. Pus​hing his way past this bar​ri​ca​de, Ken​law en​te​red the nar​row tun​nel.

    The pas​sa​ge was cram​ped. They duc​ked the​ir he​ads, twis​ted abo​ut to avo​id con​tact with the dank rock. Ken​law ca​re​ful​ly exa​mi​ned the walls of the ca​vern as they shuf​fled on. To Bran​don's eye, the​re was not​hing to in​di​ca​te that man's to​ols had sha​ped the shaft. Af​ter a ti​me, the sun​light from be​hind them di​sap​pe​ared, le​aving them with the​ir flash​lights to gu​ide them. The air grew sta​le with a so​ur​ness of ani​mal de​cay, and as the pas​sa​ge se​emed to le​ad down​ward, Bran​don won​de​red whet​her they might risk en​te​ring a la​yer of no​xi​o​us ga​ses.

    "Hold on he​re!" Ken​law war​ned, stop​ping ab​ruptly.

    Darkness met the​ir pro​bing flash​light be​ams se​ve​ral yards ahe​ad of the​ir fe​et, as the flo​or of the pas​sa​ge di​sap​pe​ared. Ken​law wi​ped his pudgy fa​ce and ca​ught his bre​ath, as they shi​ned the​ir lights down in​to the sud​den pit that conf​ron​ted them.

    "Must be thirty-forty fe​et to the bot​tom," Ken​law es​ti​ma​ted. "Ca​vern's big eno​ugh for a high scho​ol gym. The led​ge we're stan​ding on cre​eps on down that fa​ult li​ne to​ward the bot​tom. We can ma​ke it if you'll just watch yo​ur step."

    "Is the air okay?" Bran​don won​de​red.

    "Smells fresh eno​ugh to me," Ken​law sa​id. He dug a crump​led ci​ga​ret​te pack from his poc​ket, ap​pli​ed his ligh​ter. The fla​me fan​ned out​ward along the di​rec​ti​on they had co​me. Ken​law drop​ped the bur​ning wad of pa​per over the ed​ge. It fell softly thro​ugh the black​ness, sho​we​ring sparks as it hit the flo​or.

    "Still bur​ning," the arc​ha​e​olo​gist ob​ser​ved. "I'm go​ing on down."

    "Nice if that was na​tu​ral gas down the​re," Bran​don mut​te​red.

    "This isn't a co​al mi​ne. Just anot​her na​tu​ral ca​vern, for my mo​ney."

    Clinging to the si​de of the rock for sup​port, they ca​uti​o​usly felt the​ir way down the ste​ep inc​li​ne. Alt​ho​ugh an agi​le clim​ber co​uld ne​go​ti​ate the des​cent wit​ho​ut ro​pes, the fo​oting was tre​ac​he​ro​us, and a mis​sed step co​uld easily me​an a he​ad​long plun​ge in​to the dark​ness.

    They we​re half​way down when Ken​law pa​used to exa​mi​ne the rock wall. Switc​hing hands with his flash​light, he drew his ge​olo​gist's pick and tap​ped aga​inst the sto​ne.

    "Find so​met​hing?" Bran​don tur​ned his light on​to the obj​ect of the arc​ha​e​olo​gist’s scru​tiny, saw a band of ligh​ter sto​ne run​ning along the led​ge.

    "Just a samp​le of stra​tum," Ken​law exp​la​ined, has​tily bre​aking free a spe​ci​men and sho​ving it in​to one of his vo​lu​mi​no​us poc​kets. "I'll ha​ve to exa​mi​ne it back at my lab - study it for evi​den​ce of to​ol marks and so on."

    

    The flo​or of the pit ap​pe​ared lit​tle dif​fe​rent from the cham​ber thro​ugh which they had en​te​red the ca​vern, sa​ve that it lac​ked the ac​cu​mu​la​ted lit​ter of hu​man usa​ge. The air was co​ol and fresh eno​ugh to bre​at​he, alt​ho​ugh each lung​ful car​ri​ed the pre​sen​ce of a sun​less pla​ce de​ep be​ne​ath the mo​un​ta​ins.

    "Wonder when the last ti​me was an​yo​ne ca​me down he​re?" Bran​don sa​id, cas​ting his light along the une​ven flo​or. The bot​tom was strewn with bro​ken rock and det​ri​tus, with a spongy pas​te of bat gu​ano and dust. Fo​otp​rints wo​uld be hard to tra​ce af​ter any length of ti​me.

    "Hard to say," Ken​law ans​we​red, sco​oping up a hand​ful of gra​vel and exa​mi​ning it un​der his light. "So​me​ti​mes the Con​fe​de​ra​tes wor​ked back in​to pla​ces li​ke this af​ter salt​pet​re. May​be Bard War​ner ca​me down he​re, but I'm bet​ting that mo​ri​on was just so​met​hing so​me dumb hil​lbil​ly fo​und so​mep​la​ce el​se and got tos​sed on​to the dump."

    "Are the​se bo​nes hu​man?" Bran​don as​ked.

    Kenlaw stuf​fed the gra​vel in​to a jac​ket poc​ket and scramb​led over to whe​re Bran​don cro​uc​hed. The​re was a fall of bro​ken rock aga​inst the wall of the pit op​po​si​te the​ir po​int of des​cent. In​ters​per​sed with the chunks of sto​ne we​re frag​ments of mo​ul​de​ring bo​ne. The arc​ha​e​olo​gist dug out a sec​ti​on of rib. It snap​ped easily in his hand, sho​wing whi​te​ness as it crumb​led.

    "Dead a long ti​me," Ken​law mut​te​red, pul​ling mo​re of the rocks asi​de. "May​be In​di​an."

    "Then it's a hu​man ske​le​ton?"

    "Stone bu​ri​al ca​irn, at a gu​ess. But it's be​en dug up and the bo​nes scat​te​red abo​ut. The​se long bo​nes are all smas​hed apart."

    "Maybe he was kil​led in a rock sli​de."

    Kenlaw sho​ok his he​ad. "Lo​ok how this fe​mur is split apart. I'd say mo​re li​kely so​met​hing bro​ke open the bo​nes to eat the mar​row."

    "An ani​mal?"

    "What el​se wo​uld it ha​ve be​en?"

    Kenlaw sud​denly bent for​ward, cla​wed at the det​ri​tus. His thick fin​gers loc​ked on​to what lo​oked to be the ed​ge of a flat rock. Grun​ting, he ha​uled back and wrenc​hed forth a bat​te​red she​et of rus​ted iron.

    

    "Part of a bre​astp​la​te! Dam​ned if this isn't the ori​gi​nal ske​le​ton in ar​mo​ur! Gi​ve me a hand with the rest of the​se rocks."

    Together they drag​ged away the ca​irn of rub​ble - Ken​law puf​fing ener​ge​ti​cal​ly as he flung asi​de the sto​nes and frag​ments of bo​ne. Bran​don, ca​ught up in the ex​ci​te​ment of dis​co​very him​self, ref​lec​ted with a twin​ge that this was hardly a ca​re​ful pi​ece of ex​ca​va​ti​on. No​net​he​less, Ken​law's an​xi​o​us scrab​bling con​ti​nu​ed un​til they had cle​ared a patch of ba​re rock.

    The arc​ha​e​olo​gist squ​at​ted on a sto​ne and lit a ci​ga​ret​te. "Do​esn't tell me much," he comp​la​ined. "Just bro​ken bo​nes and chunks of rust. Why was he he​re? We​re the​re ot​hers with him? Who we​re they? What we​re they se​eking he​re?"

    "Isn't it eno​ugh that you've fo​und the bu​ri​al of a con​qu​is​ta​dor?"

    "Can't pro​ve that un​til I've run so​me tests," Ken​law grumb​led. "Co​uld ha​ve be​en a Co​lo​ni​al - bre​astp​la​tes we​re still in use in Euro​pe​an ar​mi​es un​til this cen​tury. Or an In​di​an bu​ri​ed with so​me tri​bal he​ir​lo​oms."

    "There's anot​her pas​sa​ge back of he​re," Bran​don cal​led out.

    He had be​en shi​ning his light along the fall of rock, se​arc​hing for furt​her re​lics from the ca​irn. Be​hind whe​re they had cle​ared away so​me of the lo​ose rocks, a pas​sa​ge​way pi​er​ced the wall of the pit. Bran​don rol​led asi​de mo​re of the sto​ne, and the mo​uth of the pas​sa​ge to​ok sha​pe be​hind the crest of the rock pi​le.

    Kenlaw knelt and pe​ered wit​hin. "Not much mo​re than a crawl spa​ce," he an​no​un​ced, "but it runs stra​ight on for may​be twenty or thirty fe​et, then ap​pe​ars to open on​to anot​her cham​ber."

    Brandon pla​yed his flash​light aro​und the si​des of the pit, then back to whe​re they sto​od. "I don't think this is just a rock sli​de. I think so​me​one pi​led all the​se rocks he​re to wall up the tun​nel mo​uth."

    "If they didn't want it fo​und, then they must ha​ve fo​und so​met​hing worth hi​ding," the arc​ha​e​olo​gist conc​lu​ded. "I'll ta​ke a lo​ok. You wa​it he​re in ca​se I get stuck."

    Brandon star​ted to po​int out that his was the slim​mer fra​me, but al​re​ady Ken​law had plun​ged he​ad​first in​to the tun​nel - his thick but​tocks bloc​king Bran​don's vi​ew as he squ​e​ezed his way thro​ugh. Bran​don tho​ught of a fat old bad​ger duc​king down a bur​row. He kept his light on the shaft. Whe​ezing and scuf​fling, the ot​her man ma​na​ged to for​ce his bulk thro​ugh the pas​sa​ge. He pa​used at the far end and cal​led back so​met​hing, but his words we​re too muf​fled for Bran​don to catch.

    A mo​ment la​ter Ken​law's legs di​sap​pe​ared from vi​ew, and then his flus​hed fa​ce bob​bed in​to Bran​don's light. "I'm in anot​her cham​ber abo​ut li​ke the one you're stan​ding in," he cal​led back. "I'll ta​ke a lo​ok aro​und."

    Brandon sat down to wa​it im​pa​ti​ently. He glan​ced at his watch. To his surp​ri​se, they had be​en in the ca​vern so​me ho​urs. The be​am of his flash​light was yel​lo​wing; Bran​don cut the switch to sa​ve the bat​te​ri​es, alt​ho​ugh he car​ri​ed spa​res in his poc​kets. The black​ness was as to​tal as the in​si​de of a gra​ve, ex​cept for an oc​ca​si​onal wan flash as Ken​law shi​ned his light past the tun​nel mo​uth from the pit be​yond. Bran​don held his hand be​fo​re his fa​ce, no​ted that he co​uld dimly ma​ke out its out​li​ne. The al​bi​no had al​ways known he co​uld see bet​ter in the dark than ot​hers co​uld, and it had se​emed a sort of re​com​pen​se for the fact that bright light tor​men​ted his pink eyes. He had re​ad that he​me​ra​lo​pia did not ne​ces​sa​rily co​in​ci​de with inc​re​ased night vi​si​on, and his use of inf​ra​red rif​le sco​pes had ca​used him to won​der whet​her his eyes might not be unu​su​al​ly re​cep​ti​ve to light from the inf​ra​red end of the spect​rum.

    Kenlaw se​emed to be ta​king his ti​me. At first Bran​don had he​ard the sharp tap​ping of his ge​olo​gist's pick from ti​me to ti​me. Now the​re was only si​len​ce. Bran​don flip​ped his light back on, con​sul​ted his watch. It had be​en half an ho​ur.

    "Dr Ken​law?" he cal​led. He thrust his sho​ul​ders in​to the pas​sa​ge and cal​led aga​in, lo​uder. The​re ca​me no reply.

    Less an​xi​o​us than im​pa​ti​ent, Bran​don craw​led in​to the tun​nel and be​gan to wrig​gle for​ward, pus​hing his light ahe​ad of him. Bran​don was stocky, and it was a tight eno​ugh squ​e​eze. The crawl spa​ce co​uldn't be much mo​re than two fe​et squ​are at its wi​dest po​int. Bran​don ref​lec​ted that it was for​tu​na​te that he was not one of tho​se bot​he​red by cla​ust​rop​ho​bia.

    Halfway thro​ugh the tun​nel, Bran​don sud​denly hal​ted to study its walls. No na​tu​ral pas​sa​ge; tho​se we​re to​ol marks upon the sto​ne - not even Ken​law co​uld do​ubt now. The re​gu​la​rity of the pas​sa​ge had al​re​ady ma​de Bran​don sus​pi​ci​o​us. Cram​ped as it was, it re​min​ded him of a mi​ne shaft, and he tho​ught aga​in abo​ut the men​ti​on in Cre​ecy's Gran​d​fat​her's Ta​les of the in​ter​con​nec​ting tun​nels fo​und at the Sink Ho​le pits.

    The tun​nel ope​ned on​to anot​her cham​ber much li​ke the one he had just qu​it​ted. It was a short drop to the flo​or, and Bran​don lo​we​red him​self he​ad​first from the shaft. The​re was no sign of Ken​law's light. He sto​od for a mo​ment une​asily, swin​ging his flash abo​ut the ca​vern. Per​haps the arc​ha​e​olo​gist had fal​len in​to a hid​den pit, smas​hed his light.

    "Dr Ken​law?" Bran​don cal​led aga​in. Only ec​ho​es ans​we​red.

    No. The​re was anot​her so​und. Car​ri​ed thro​ugh the rock in the sub​ter​ra​ne​an stil​lness. A sharp tap​ping. Ken​law's ge​olo​gist's pick.

    Brandon kil​led his flash. A mo​ment pas​sed whi​le his eyes adj​us​ted to the black​ness, then he dis​cer​ned a fa​int ha​ze of light - vi​sib​le only be​ca​use of the to​tal dark​ness. Switc​hing his own light back on, Bran​don di​rec​ted it to​ward the glim​mer. It ca​me from the mo​uth of yet anot​her pas​sa​ge​way cut aga​inst the wall op​po​si​te.

    He swung his light abo​ut the pit. Kno​wing what to lo​ok for now, Bran​don tho​ught he co​uld see ot​her such pas​sa​ges, pi​er​cing the rock fa​ce at all le​vels. It ca​me to him that they be​gan to run a re​al risk of lo​sing the​ir way if they we​re ab​le to prog​ress much fart​her wit​hin the​se ca​verns. Best to get Ken​law and ke​ep to​get​her af​ter this, he de​ci​ded.

    The new shaft was a clo​se copy of the pre​vi​o​us one - al​be​it so​mew​hat mo​re cram​ped. Bran​don scra​ped skin aga​inst its con​fi​nes as he craw​led to​ward the so​und of Ken​law's pick.

    The arc​ha​e​olo​gist was so eng​ros​sed in what he was do​ing that he hadn't no​ti​ced Bran​don's pre​sen​ce, un​til the ot​her wrig​gled out on​to the flo​or of the pit and ha​iled him. Spot​ligh​ted by Bran​don's flash, Ken​law glo​we​red tru​cu​lently. The rock fa​ce whe​re he was ham​me​ring threw back a crystal​li​ne ref​lec​ti​on.

    "I was wor​ri​ed so​met​hing had hap​pe​ned," Bran​don sa​id, ap​pro​ac​hing.

    "Sorry. I cal​led to you that I was go​ing on, but you must not ha​ve he​ard." Ken​law swept up hand​fuls of rock samp​les and stuf​fed them in​to the al​re​ady bul​ging poc​kets of his pa​rat​ro​oper's jac​ket. "We'd best be get​ting back be​fo​re we get lost. Rey​nolds will be won​de​ring abo​ut us."

    "What is this pla​ce? Don't tell me all of this is due to na​tu​ral for​ma​ti​on!" Bran​don swept his light aro​und. Mo​re di​mi​nu​ti​ve tun​nels pi​er​ced the si​des of this pit al​so. He con​si​de​red the bro​ken rock that lit​te​red the flo​or.

    "This is a mi​ne of so​me sort, isn't it. Con​ga​tu​la​ti​ons, Dr Ken​law - you re​al​ly ha​ve fo​und one of the lost mi​nes of the an​ci​ents! Christ, you'll ne​ed a te​am of spe​lun​kers to exp​lo​re the​se pits if they ke​ep go​ing on de​eper in​to the mo​un​ta​in!"

    Kenlaw la​ug​hed gruffly. "Lost mi​nes to the ro​man​tic ima​gi​na​ti​on, I sup​po​se - but not to the tra​ined mind. This is a com​mon eno​ugh for​ma​ti​on - un​derg​ro​und stre​ams ha​ve for​ced the​ir way thro​ugh fa​ults in the rock, hol​lo​wed out big cham​bers whe​re​ver they've en​co​un​te​red sof​ter sto​ne. Co​me on, we've was​ted eno​ugh ti​me on this one."

    "Soft rock?" Bran​don pus​hed past him. "Hell, this is qu​artz!"

    He sta​red at the qu​artz di​ke whe​re Ken​law had be​en wor​king. Un​der the flash​light be​am, gol​den high​lights shim​me​red from the chip​ped mat​rix.

    "Oh my god." Bran​don ma​na​ged to whis​per.

    These we​re go​od words for a fi​nal pra​yer, alt​ho​ugh Ken​law pro​bably had no such con​si​de​ra​ti​on in mind. The rush of mo​ti​on from the dark​ness trig​ge​red so​me ins​tinc​ti​ve ref​lex. Bran​don star​ted to whirl abo​ut, and the pick of the ge​olo​gist's ham​mer only to​re a fur​row ac​ross his scalp ins​te​ad of plun​ging in​to his skull.

    The glan​cing blow was eno​ugh, Bran​don went down as if po​le​axed. Cro​uc​hing over him, Ken​law ra​ised the ham​mer for the co​up de gra​ce.
    When Bran​don ma​de no mo​ve, the mur​de​ro​us light in the ot​her man's eyes sub​si​ded to cun​ning. Bran​don was still bre​at​hing, alt​ho​ugh ba​re bo​ne gle​amed be​ne​ath the blo​od-mat​ted ha​ir. Ken​law ba​lan​ced the ge​olo​gist's pick pen​si​vely.

    "Got to ma​ke this lo​ok li​ke an ac​ci​dent," he mut​te​red. "Can't risk an in​ves​ti​ga​ti​on. Tell them you to​ok a bad fall. Damn you, Bran​don! You wo​uld ha​ve to butt in the one ti​me I fi​nal​ly fo​und what I was af​ter! This god​damn mo​un​ta​in is ma​de out of gold, and that's go​ing to be my sec​ret un​til I can lock up the mi​ning rights."

    He hef​ted a rock - imp​ro​vi​sing qu​ickly, for all that his at​tack had be​en born of the mo​ment. "Just as well the pick only gra​zed you.

    

    Going to ha​ve to lo​ok li​ke you bus​ted yo​ur he​ad on the rocks. Can't ha​ve it hap​pen in he​re, tho​ugh - this has to be kept hid​den. Out the​re on the led​ge whe​re we first clim​bed down - that's whe​re you fell. I'll block the tun​nel ent​ran​ce back up aga​in. All they'll know is that we fo​und so​me old bo​nes in a ca​ve, and you fell to yo​ur de​ath clim​bing back up."

    He ra​ised the rock over Bran​don's he​ad, then threw it asi​de. "Hell, you may ne​ver wa​ke up from that one the​re. Got to ma​ke this lo​ok na​tu​ral as pos​sib​le. If they don't sus​pect now, they might la​ter on. Push you off the top of the led​ge he​ad​first, and it'll just be a na​tu​ral ac​ci​dent."

    Working qu​ickly, Ken​law ti​ed a length of ro​pe to Bran​don's ank​les. The man was bre​at​hing ho​ar​sely, his pul​se er​ra​tic. He had a con​cus​si​on, may​be wor​se. Ken​law de​ba​ted aga​in whet​her to kill him now, but con​si​de​red it un​li​kely that he wo​uld re​ga​in cons​ci​o​us​ness be​fo​re they re​ac​hed the led​ge. An as​tu​te co​ro​ner might know the dif​fe​ren​ce bet​we​en inj​uri​es suf​fe​red thro​ugh a fa​tal fall and tra​uma inf​lic​ted upon a li​fe​less body - they al​ways did on te​le​vi​si​on.

    Brandon was he​avy, but Ken​law was no we​ak​ling for all his fat. Ta​king hold of the ro​pe, he drag​ged the un​cons​ci​o​us body ac​ross the ca​vern flo​or - any mi​nor scra​pes wo​uld be at​tri​bu​ted to the fall. At the mo​uth of the tun​nel he pa​used to pay out his co​il of ro​pe. On​ce on the ot​her si​de, he co​uld ha​ul in Bran​don's limp form li​ke a fish on a li​ne. It wo​uld only ta​ke mi​nu​tes to fi​nish the job.

    The tun​nel se​emed far mo​re cram​ped as he wrig​gled in​to it. The mi​ners must ha​ve had small fra​mes, but then pe​op​le we​re smal​ler fo​ur cen​tu​ri​es ago. Mo​re​over, the Spa​ni​ards, who al​most cer​ta​inly wo​uld ha​ve used sla​ve la​bo​ur to dri​ve the​se shafts, we​ren't men to let the​ir sla​ves grow fat.

    It was tig​h​ter, Ken​law re​ali​sed with gro​wing alarm. For a mo​ment he at​temp​ted to pass it off to cla​ust​rop​ho​bia, but as he re​ac​hed a nar​ro​wer sec​ti​on of the tun​nel, the crus​hing pres​su​re on his sto​ut si​des co​uld not be de​ni​ed. Pa​nic whis​pe​red thro​ugh his bra​in, and then sud​denly he un​ders​to​od. He had cram​med his baggy jac​ket poc​kets with rock samp​les and chunks of ore from the qu​artz di​ke; he was a go​od twenty po​unds he​avi​er and inc​hes bul​ki​er now than when he had craw​led thro​ugh be​fo​re.

    

    He co​uld back out, but to do so wo​uld lo​se ti​me. Bran​don might re​vi​ve; Rey​nolds might co​me lo​oking for them. Grit​ting his te​eth aga​inst the pres​su​re on his ribs, Ken​law pus​hed his light on ahe​ad and for​ced his body on​ward. This was the tigh​test po​int, and be​yond that the way wo​uld be easi​er. He suc​ked in his bre​ath and writ​hed for​ward anot​her fo​ot or mo​re. His si​des ac​hed, but he ma​na​ged yet anot​her fo​ot with all this strength.

    No fart​her. He was stuck.

    His chest ac​hing, Ken​law fo​und scant bre​ath to cur​se. No ne​ed to pa​nic. Just back out and ta​ke off the jac​ket, push it in ahe​ad of him and try aga​in. He strug​gled to work his cor​pu​lent body back​ward from the tun​nel. The lo​ose folds of his pa​rat​ro​oper's jac​ket rol​led up as he wrig​gled back​ward, bunc​hing aga​inst the bul​ging poc​kets. Jam​med even tigh​ter aga​inst his flesh and aga​inst the rock walls, the la​den co​at bunc​hed up in​to a wed​ge. Ken​law pus​hed har​der, set​ting his te​eth aga​inst the pa​in, as rock samp​les go​uged in​to his body.

    He co​uldn't mo​ve an inch fart​her. Back​ward or for​ward.

    He was stuck mid​way in the tun​nel.

    Still Ken​law fo​ught down his pa​nic. It was go​ing to cost him so​me bru​ises and so​me torn skin, no do​ubt, but he'd work his way free in go​od ti​me. He must abo​ve all el​se re​ma​in calm, be pa​ti​ent. A frac​ti​on of an inch for​ward, a frac​ti​on of an inch back​ward. He wo​uld ta​ke his ti​me, work his way lo​ose bit by bit, te​ar free of the jac​ket or smo​oth out its bunc​hed-up folds. At worst, Rey​nolds wo​uld find him, bring help. Bran​don might be de​ad by then, or ha​ve no me​mory of the blow that fel​led him; he co​uld cla​im he was only trying to drag his inj​ured com​pa​ni​on to sa​fety.

    Kenlaw no​ti​ced that the light from his flash was gro​wing dim. He had me​ant to rep​la​ce the bat​te​ri​es ear​li​er; now the spa​res we​re part of the im​pe​di​men​ta that pi​ni​oned him he​re. No mat​ter; he didn't ne​ed light for this - only to be lig​h​ter. Ken​law la​ug​hed sha​kily at his own joke, then the chuck​le di​ed.

    The flash​light was fast dwind​ling, but its yel​lo​wing be​am was eno​ugh to pick out the pink ref​lec​ti​ons of the many pa​irs of eyes that watc​hed him from the mo​uth of the tun​nel - ba​rely glimp​sed sha​pes that grew bol​der as the light they fe​ared grew dim.

    And then Ken​law pa​nic​ked.

    

VI
    

    The throb​bing ac​he in his skull was so in​ten​se that it was so​me ti​me be​fo​re Bran​don be​ca​me awa​re that he was cons​ci​o​us. By gra​du​al inc​re​ments, as one awa​kens from a de​ep dre​am, he ca​me to re​ali​se that so​met​hing was wrong, that the​re was a re​ason for the pa​in and clo​uded sta​te of awa​re​ness. An elu​si​ve me​mory whis​pe​red of a tre​ac​he​ro​us at​tack, a blow from be​hind…

    Brandon gro​aned as he for​ced him​self to sit up, go​aded to ac​ti​on as me​mory re​tur​ned. His legs re​fu​sed to func​ti​on, and af​ter a mo​ment of con​fu​si​on, he re​ali​sed that his ank​les we​re ti​ed to​get​her. He al​most pas​sed out aga​in from the ef​fort to le​an for​ward and fumb​le with the knots, and mo​re ti​me drag​ged past as he clum​sily wor​ked to free his ank​les.

    His bra​in re​fu​sed to func​ti​on cle​arly. He knew that it was dark, that he co​uld see only dimly, but he co​uld not think whe​re his flash​light might be, nor mar​vel that his al​bi​no eyes had so ac​com​mo​da​ted to gi​ve him pre​ter​na​tu​ral vi​si​on in a light​less ca​vern. Re​mem​be​ring Ken​law's at​tack, he be​gan to won​der whe​re the ot​her man had go​ne; only di​sj​o​in​tedly did he un​ders​tand the re​asons be​hind the arc​ha​e​olo​gist’s ac​ti​ons and the pro​bab​le con​se​qu​en​ces of his own plight.

    The knots at last ca​me lo​ose. Bran​don dully con​si​de​red the ro​pe - his tho​ughts gro​ping with the fact that so​me​one had ti​ed it to his ank​les. Ti​ed him to what? Bran​don pul​led on the ro​pe, drew co​ils of slack thro​ugh the dark​ness, un​til the​re was ten​si​on from the ot​her end. He tug​ged aga​in. The ro​pe was af​fi​xed to so​met​hing be​yond. With gre​at ef​fort, Bran​don ma​de it to his fe​et, stag​ge​red for​ward to le​an aga​inst the rock fa​ce be​ne​ath which he had la​in. The ro​pe was ti​ed to the wall. No, it en​te​red the wall, in​to the tun​nel. It was af​fi​xed to so​met​hing wit​hin the nar​row pas​sa​ge.

    Brandon knelt for​ward and fol​lo​wed the ro​pe in​to the crawl spa​ce. Dimly he re​mem​be​red that this was the shaft by which he had en​te​red - or so he ho​ped. He had hardly craw​led for​ward for mo​re than a body-length, when his fin​gers cla​wed aga​inst bo​ots. Bran​don gro​ped and en​co​un​te​red damp cloth and mo​ti​on​less legs -the ro​pe pres​sing on be​ne​ath the​ir we​ight.

    "Kenlaw?" he cal​led out in a vo​ice he scar​cely re​cog​ni​sed. He sho​ok the man's fe​et, but no res​pon​se ca​me. Bra​cing him​self aga​inst the nar​row pas​sa​ge, Bran​don gras​ped the ot​her man's ank​les and ha​uled back. For a mo​ment the​re was re​sis​tan​ce, then the slack body slid back​ward un​der his tug​ging. Bac​king out of the tun​nel, Bran​don drag​ged the arc​ha​e​olo​gist’s mo​ti​on​less form be​hind him. The task was an easy one for him, des​pi​te that the pa​in in his skull left Bran​don na​use​ated and we​ak.

    Emerging from the shaft, he res​ted un​til the gid​di​ness sub​si​ded. Ken​law lay whe​re he had re​le​ased him, still not mo​ving. Bran​don co​uld only see the man as a dim out​li​ne, but va​gue as that imp​res​si​on was, so​met​hing se​emed wrong abo​ut the sil​ho​u​et​te. Bran​don bent for​ward, ran his hands over the arc​ha​e​olo​gist’s fa​ce, gro​ping for a pul​se.

    His fin​gers en​co​un​te​red warm wet​ness ac​ross patc​hes of slick hard​ness and sticky soft​ness, be​fo​re skid​ding in​to empty eye soc​kets. Most of the flesh of Ken​law's fa​ce and up​per body had be​en strip​ped from the bo​ne.

    Brandon slum​ped aga​inst the wall of the ca​vern, trying to comp​re​hend. His bra​in strug​gled drun​kenly to think, but the agony of his skull kept ma​king his tho​ughts tumb​le apart aga​in just as un​ders​tan​ding se​emed to be the​re. Ken​law was de​ad. He, Bran​don, was in a bad way. This much he co​uld hold in his mind, and with that, the re​cog​ni​ti​on that he had to get out of this pla​ce.

    That me​ant craw​ling back thro​ugh the nar​row shaft whe​re Ken​law had met his de​ath. Bran​don's mind was too da​zed to fe​el the full we​ight of hor​ror. On​ce aga​in he craw​led in​to the tun​nel and inc​hed his way thro​ugh the cram​ped dark​ness. The rock was damp, and now he knew with what wet​ness, but he for​ced him​self to wrig​gle ac​ross it.

    His hands en​co​un​te​red Ken​law's flash​light. He snap​ped its switch wit​ho​ut ef​fect, then re​mem​be​red the fresh bat​te​ri​es in his poc​kets. Craw​ling from the tun​nel and on​to the flo​or of the cham​ber be​yond, he fumb​led to open the flash​light, stuff in new bat​te​ri​es. He thum​bed the switch, aga​in wit​ho​ut re​sult. His fin​gers gro​ped ac​ross the lens, gas​hed aga​inst bro​ken glass. The bulb was smas​hed, the me​tal den​ted; tufts of ha​ir and dri​ed go​re ca​ked the bat​te​red end. Ken​law had fo​und ser​vi​ce from the flash​light as a club, and it was go​od for lit​tle el​se now. Bran​don threw it away from him with a cur​se.

    The ef​fort had ta​xed his strength, and Bran​don pas​sed from cons​ci​o​us​ness to un​cons​ci​o​us​ness and aga​in to cons​ci​o​us​ness wit​ho​ut re​al​ly be​ing awa​re of it. When he fo​und him​self ca​pab​le of tho​ught on​ce aga​in, he had to re​mem​ber all over aga​in how he had co​me to this sta​te. He won​de​red how much ti​me had pas​sed, to​uc​hed his watch, and fo​und that the gla​re from the di​gi​tal re​ading hurt his eyes.

    Setting his te​eth aga​inst the throb​bing that jar​red his skull, Bran​don ma​de it to his fe​et aga​in, clutc​hing at the wall of the pit for sup​port. Olin, as​su​ming he was get​ting an​xi​o​us by now, might not find the pas​sa​ge that led from the first pit. To get help. Bran​don wo​uld ha​ve to cross this ca​vern, crawl thro​ugh the shaft back in​to the first pit, per​haps climb up along the led​ge and in​to the pas​sa​ge​way that led to the outer ca​vern. In his con​di​ti​on it wo​uldn't ha​ve be​en easy even if he had a light.

    Brandon se​arc​hed his poc​kets with no re​al ho​pe. A nons​mo​ker, he ra​rely car​ri​ed matc​hes, nor did he now. His eyes se​emed to ha​ve ac​com​mo​da​ted as fully to the ab​sen​ce of light as the​ir ab​nor​mal sen​si​ti​vity wo​uld per​mit. It was suf​fi​ci​ent to dis​cern the sha​pe of obj​ects clo​se at hand as sha​dowy forms dis​tinct from the en​gul​fing dark​ness - lit​tle eno​ugh, but pre​fe​rab​le to to​tal blind​ness. Bran​don sto​od with his back to the shaft thro​ugh which he had just craw​led. The ot​her tun​nel had se​emed to be ap​pro​xi​ma​tely op​po​si​te, and if he wal​ked in a stra​ight li​ne he ought to stri​ke the rock fa​ce clo​se eno​ugh to gro​pe for the ope​ning.

    With ca​uti​o​us steps, Bran​don be​gan to cross the ca​vern. The flo​or was une​ven, and lo​ose sto​nes we​re im​pos​sib​le for him to see. He tri​ed to re​mem​ber if his pre​vi​o​us cros​sing had re​ve​aled any pit​fal​ls wit​hin this cham​ber. A fall and a bro​ken leg wo​uld le​ave him help​less he​re, and slowly thro​ugh his con​fu​sed bra​in was cre​eping the shrill war​ning that Ken​law's de​ath co​uld hardly ha​ve be​en from na​tu​ral ca​uses. A be​ar? The​re we​re per​sis​tent ru​mors of mo​un​ta​in li​ons be​ing sigh​ted in the​se hills. Bob​cats, which we​re not un​com​mon, co​uld be dan​ge​ro​us un​der the​se cir​cums​tan​ces. Bran​don con​cent​ra​ted on wal​king in a stra​ight li​ne, much li​ke a drunk trying to walk a high​way li​ne for a cop, and fo​und that the ef​fort de​man​ded his en​ti​re at​ten​ti​on.

    

    The wall op​po​si​te lo​omed be​fo​re him - Bran​don was awa​re of its dar​ker sha​pe an ins​tant be​fo​re he blun​de​red in​to it. He res​ted aga​inst its co​ol so​li​dity for a mo​ment, his kne​es rub​bery, he​ad swim​ming af​ter the exer​ti​on. When he felt stron​ger on​ce aga​in, he be​gan to inch his way along the rock fa​ce, fumb​ling for an ope​ning in the wall of the pit.

    There - a patch of dark​ness less in​ten​se ope​ned out of the sto​ne. He da​red not even con​si​der the pos​si​bi​lity that this might not be the shaft that was hid​den be​hind the ca​irn. Bran​don fo​ught back un​cons​ci​o​us​ness as it sur​ged over him on​ce mo​re, for​ced his musc​les to res​pond. On​ce thro​ugh this pas​sa​ge, Olin wo​uld be ab​le to find him. He stop​ped to crawl in​to the tun​nel, and the rock was co​ated with a musty stic​ki​ness.

    Brandon wrig​gled for​ward ac​ross the mo​ist sto​ne. The sen​sa​ti​on was al​re​ady too fa​mi​li​ar, when his out-thrust fin​gers cla​wed aga​inst a man's bo​ot. Ken​law's bo​ot. Ken​law's body. In the shaft ahe​ad of him.

    Brandon was too stun​ned to fe​el ter​ror. His tor​tu​red mind strug​gled to comp​re​hend. Ken​law's body lay in the fart​her cham​ber, be​yond the ot​her pas​sa​ge by which he had re​tur​ned. And Bran​don knew a de​ad man when he ca​me upon one. Had he circ​led the ca​vern, go​ne back the way he had co​me? Or was he de​li​ri​o​us, his inj​ured bra​in tor​men​ted by a re​cur​ring night​ma​re?

    He clutc​hed the li​fe​less fe​et and star​ted to ha​ul them back, as he had do​ne be​fo​re, or tho​ught he had do​ne. The bo​ots we​re ab​ruptly drag​ged out of his grasp.

    Brandon slum​ped for​ward on his fa​ce, pres​sing aga​inst the sto​ne to hold back the wa​ves of ver​ti​go and gro​wing fe​ar. Ken​law's body di​sap​pe​ared in​to the black​ness of the tun​nel. How se​ri​o​us was his he​ad inj​ury? Had he ima​gi​ned that Ken​law was de​ad? Or was it Ken​law ahe​ad of him now in this nar​row pas​sa​ge?

    Brandon smot​he​red a cack​ling la​ugh. It must not be Ken​law. Ken​law was de​ad, af​ter all. It was Olin Rey​nolds, or so​me​one el​se, co​me to se​arch for him.

    "Here I am!" Bran​don ma​na​ged to sho​ut. "In he​re!"

    His lips tas​ted of blo​od, and Bran​don re​mem​be​red the wet​ness he had pres​sed his fa​ce aga​inst a mo​ment go​ne. It was too la​te to call back his outcry.

    

    New mo​ve​ment scur​ri​ed in the tun​nel, from eit​her end. Then his night vi​si​on be​ca​me no bles​sing, for eno​ugh cons​ci​o​us​ness re​ma​ined for Bran​don to know that the fa​ces that pe​ered at him from the shaft ahe​ad we​re not hu​man fa​ces.

    

VII
    

    Olin Rey​nolds was a pa​ti​ent man. Age and At​lan​ta had ta​ught him that. When the sun was high, he ope​ned a tin of Vi​en​na sa​usa​ges and a pack of Lan​ce crac​kers, munc​hed them slowly, then was​hed them down with a few swal​lows from a Ma​son jar of bloc​ka​de. Sle​epy af​ter his lunch, he stretc​hed out on the se​at and do​zed.

    When he awo​ke, the sun was low, and his jo​ints comp​la​ined as he slid from the cab and stretc​hed. Bran​don and Ken​law sho​uld ha​ve re​tur​ned by now, he re​ali​sed with gro​wing une​ase. Be​ing a pa​ti​ent man, he sat on the run​ning bo​ard of his truck, smo​ked two ci​ga​ret​tes and had anot​her pull from the jar of whis​key. By then dusk was clo​sing, and Rey​nolds de​ci​ded it was ti​me for him to do so​met​hing.

    There was a flash​light in the truck. Its bat​te​ri​es we​re no​ne too fresh, but Rey​nolds dug it out and tram​ped to​ward the mo​uth of the ca​ve. Sto​oping low, he cal​led out se​ve​ral ti​mes, and, when the​re ca​me no ans​wer to his ha​il, he ca​uti​o​usly let him​self down in​to the ca​vern.

    The flash​light be​am was we​ak, but eno​ugh to see that the​re was not​hing he​re but the wrec​ka​ge of the mo​ons​hi​ne still that had be​en a go​ing con​cern when he last set fo​ot wit​hin the ca​vern. Rey​nolds didn't ca​re to se​arch fart​her with his un​cer​ta​in light, but the chan​ce that the ot​hers might ha​ve met with so​me ac​ci​dent and be unab​le to get back was too gre​at for him to ig​no​re. Still cal​ling out the​ir na​mes, he ner​vo​usly pic​ked his way along the pas​sa​ge that led from the re​ar of the an​tec​ham​ber.

    His bat​te​ri​es held out long eno​ugh for Rey​nolds to spot the sud​den drop-off be​fo​re he blun​de​red ac​ross the ed​ge and in​to spa​ce. Stan​ding as clo​se to the brink as he da​red, Rey​nolds po​in​ted his flash​light down​ward in​to the pit. The yel​low be​am was suf​fi​ci​ent to pick out a bro​ken he​ap of a man on the rocks be​low the led​ge. Rey​nolds had se​en de​ath of​ten eno​ugh be​fo​re, and he didn't ex​pect an ans​wer when he cal​led out in​to the dark​ness of the pit.

    As qu​ickly as his fa​iling light per​mit​ted, Rey​nolds ret​ra​ced his steps out in​to the starry dark​ness of the cle​aring. Bre​at​hing a pra​yer that one of the men might ha​ve sur​vi​ved the fall, he sent his truck ca​re​ening down the mo​un​ta​in ro​ad in se​arch of help.

    Remote as the area was, it was well in​to the night be​fo​re res​cue wor​kers in fo​ur-whe​el dri​ve ve​hic​les we​re ab​le to con​ver​ge upon the cle​aring be​fo​re the ca​vern. Men with lights and emer​gency equ​ip​ment hur​ri​ed in​to the ca​ve and clim​bed down in​to the pit be​yond. The​re they fo​und the bro​ken body of Dr Mor​ris Ken​law -stran​gely mu​ti​la​ted, as if set upon by rats af​ter he fell to his de​ath. They lo​aded his body on​to a stretc​her, and con​ti​nu​ed to se​arch for his com​pa​ni​on.

    Eric Bran​don they ne​ver fo​und.

    They se​arc​hed the ca​vern and the pas​sa​ge​way and the pit from cor​ner to cre​vi​ce. They fo​und the wrec​ka​ge of an old still and, wit​hin the pit, Ken​law's body - and that was all. La​ter, when the​re we​re mo​re lights, so​me​one tho​ught he saw evi​den​ce that a rock fall aga​inst the far wall of the pit might be a re​cent one; but af​ter they had tur​ned thro​ugh this for a whi​le, it was ob​vi​o​us that only ba​re rock lay un​der​ne​ath.

    By mor​ning, news of the mystery had spre​ad. One man de​ad, one man va​nis​hed. Lo​cal re​por​ters vi​si​ted the sce​ne, to​ok pho​tog​raphs, in​ter​vi​ewed pe​op​le. Cu​ri​osity se​ekers jo​ined the se​arch. The day wo​re on, and still no sign of Bran​don. By now the Sta​te Bu​re​au of In​ves​ti​ga​ti​on had sent men in​to the area in ad​di​ti​on to the lo​cal she​riff's de​pu​ti​es - not that fo​ul play was sus​pec​ted so much, but a man had be​en kil​led and his com​pa​ni​on had di​sap​pe​ared. And sin​ce it was evi​dent that Bran​don was not to be fo​und in​si​de the ca​vern, the mystery cent​red upon his di​sap​pe​aran​ce - and why.

    There we​re many co​nj​ec​tu​res. The men had be​en at​tac​ked by a be​ar, Bran​don's body car​ri​ed off. Bran​don had be​en inj​ured, had craw​led out for help af​ter Olin Rey​nolds had dri​ven off; had sub​se​qu​ently col​lap​sed, or be​co​me lost in the fo​rest, or was out of his mind from a he​ad inj​ury. So​me few sug​ges​ted that Ken​law's de​ath had not be​en ac​ci​den​tal, alt​ho​ugh no mo​ti​ve was put for​ward, and that Bran​don had fled in pa​nic whi​le Rey​nolds was as​le​ep. The mo​un​ta​in​si​de was se​arc​hed, and se​arc​hed mo​re tho​ro​ughly the next day. Dogs we​re bro​ught in, but by now too many pe​op​le had tramp​led over the si​te.

    No tra​ce of the mis​sing man was dis​co​ve​red.

    It be​ca​me ne​ces​sary that Bran​don's fa​mily and as​so​ci​ates be no​ti​fi​ed, and he​re the mystery con​ti​nu​ed. Bran​don se​emed to ha​ve no next-of-kin, but then, he had sa​id on​ce that he was an orp​han. At his apart​ment in New York, he was al​most unk​nown; the land​lord co​uld only no​te that he pa​id his rent promptly - and of​ten by ma​il, sin​ce he evi​dently tra​vel​led a gre​at de​al. The uni​ver​sity at which he had men​ti​oned he was wor​king on his doc​to​ra​te (when as​ked on​ce) had no stu​dent on re​cord na​med Eric Bran​don, and no one co​uld re​mem​ber if he had ever told them the na​me of the grant that was sup​por​ting his folk​lo​re re​se​arch.

    In the​ir ne​ed to know so​met​hing de​fi​ni​te abo​ut the va​nis​hed man, in​ves​ti​ga​tors lo​oked thro​ugh the few pos​ses​si​ons and per​so​nal ef​fects in his ca​bin. They fo​und no na​mes or ad​dres​ses with which Bran​don might be con​nec​ted - not​hing be​yond nu​me​ro​us re​fe​ren​ce works and co​pi​o​us no​tes that sho​wed he had in​de​ed be​en a se​ri​o​us stu​dent of re​gi​onal folk​lo​re. The​re was his rif​le, and a hand​gun - a Walt​her PPK in.380 ACP - still not​hing to ex​ci​te com​ment (the Walt​her was of pre-War ma​nu​fac​tu​re, its se​ri​al num​ber wit​ho​ut Ame​ri​can lis​ting), un​til so​me​one for​ced the lock on his at​tac​he ca​se and dis​co​ve​red the Colt Wo​ods​man. The fact that this.22-ca​lib​re pis​tol in​cor​po​ra​ted a si​len​cer in​te​res​ted the FBI, and, af​ter fin​gerp​rints had be​en sent thro​ugh chan​nels, was of even gre​ater in​te​rest to the FBI.

    "They we​re ma​nu​fac​tu​red for the OSS," the agent exp​la​ined, in​di​ca​ting the Colt se​mi​a​uto​ma​tic with its bulky si​len​cer. "A few of them are still in use, alt​ho​ugh the Hi-Stan​dard HD is mo​re com​mon now. The​re's no way of kno​wing how this one en​ded up in Bran​don's pos​ses​si​on - it's il​le​gal for a pri​va​te ci​ti​zen to own a si​len​cer of any sort, of co​ur​se. In the hands of a go​od marks​man, it's a per​fect as​sas​si​na​ti​on gun - abo​ut all the so​und it ma​kes is that of the ac​ti​on func​ti​oning, and a clip of.22 hol​low po​ints pla​ced right will fi​nish abo​ut any job."

    

    "Eric wo​uldn't ha​ve kil​led an​yo​ne!" Gin​ger War​ner pro​tes​ted ang​rily. The FBI agent re​min​ded her of a too-scrub​bed Bib​le sa​les​man. She re​sen​ted the high​han​ded way he and the ot​hers had ap​prop​ri​ated Bran​don's be​lon​gings.

    "That's the thing abo​ut the​se so​ci​opat​hic types; they se​em per​fectly nor​mal hu​man be​ings, but it's only a mask." He went on: "We'll run bal​lis​tics on this and see if it matc​hes with anyt​hing on fi​le. Pro​bably not. This guy was go​od. Re​al go​od. What we ha​ve on him now is pu​rely cir​cums​tan​ti​al, and if we turn him up, I'm not su​re we can na​il him on anyt​hing mo​re se​ri​o​us than fi​re​arms vi​ola​ti​ons. But put​ting to​get​her all the things we know and that won't stand up in co​urt, yo​ur te​nant is one of the top hit men in the bu​si​ness."

    "Brandon - a hit man!" scof​fed Dell War​ner.

    "Brandon's not his re​al na​me," the agent went on, tic​king off his in​for​ma​ti​on. "He's set up ot​her iden​ti​ti​es too, pro​bably. We ran his prints; to​ok so​me lo​oking, but we fi​nal​ly iden​ti​fi​ed him. His na​me was Ricky Bren​nan when he was tur​ned over to a New York sta​te fos​ter ho​me as a small child. Fat​her unk​nown; mot​her one La​urie Bren​nan, de​ce​ased. Re​cords say his mot​her was from aro​und he​re ori​gi​nal​ly, by the way - may​be that's why he ca​me back. Got in​to a bit of tro​ub​le in his early te​ens; had a fight with so​me ot​her boys in the ho​me. One di​ed from a bro​ken neck as a re​sult, but sin​ce the ot​hers had jum​ped Bren​nan, no char​ges we​re pla​ced. But out of that, we did get his prints on re​cord - thanks to an ins​ti​tu​ti​onal blun​der when they neg​lec​ted to ex​pun​ge his juve​ni​le re​cord. They mo​ved him to anot​her fa​ci​lity, whe​re they co​uld hand​le his type; shortly af​ter that, Bren​nan ran away, and the​re the of​fi​ci​al re​cord ends."

    "Then how can you say that Eric is a hi​red kil​ler!" Gin​ger de​man​ded. "You ha​ven't any pro​of! You've sa​id so yo​ur​self."

    "No pro​of that'll stand up in co​urt, I sa​id," the agent ad​mit​ted. "But we've known for so​me ti​me of a high-pri​ced hit man who li​kes to use a high-po​we​red rif​le. One li​ke this."

    He hef​ted Bran​don's rif​le. "This is a Winc​hes​ter Mo​del 70, cham​be​red for the.220 Swift. That's the fas​test com​mer​ci​al​ly lo​aded cart​rid​ge ever ma​de. Fac​tory lo​ad will mo​ve a 48-gra​in bul​let out at a ve​lo​city of over 4100 fe​et per se​cond on a tra​j​ec​tory flat as a stretc​hed string. Our man has kil​led with he​ad shots from dis​tan​ces that must ha​ve be​en ne​ar three hund​red yards, in re​const​ruc​ting so​me of his hits. The bul​let vir​tu​al​ly exp​lo​des on im​pact, so the​re's not​hing left for bal​lis​tics to work on.

    "But it's a ra​re gun for a hit man to use, and that's whe​re Bran​don be​gins to fi​gu​re. It de​mands a top marks​man, as well as a sho​oter who can hand​le this much gun. You see, the.220 Swift has just too much po​wer. It bur​ned out the old nic​kel ste​el bar​rels when the cart​rid​ge was first int​ro​du​ced, and it's sa​id that the bul​let it​self will di​sin​teg​ra​te if it hits a patch of tur​bu​lent air. The.220 Swift may ha​ve fan​tas​tic ve​lo​city, but it al​so has a ten​dency to self-dest​ruct."

    "Eric used that as a var​mint rif​le," Dell ar​gu​ed. "It's a po​pu​lar cart​rid​ge for var​mint sho​oters, along with a lot of ot​her small-ca​lib​re high-ve​lo​city cart​rid​ges. And as for that si​len​ced Colt, Eric isn't the first per​son I've he​ard of who ow​ned a gun that's con​si​de​red il​le​gal."

    "As I sa​id, we don't ha​ve a ca​se - yet. Just pi​eces of a puz​zle, but mo​re pi​eces start to fall in​to pla​ce on​ce you ma​ke a start. The​re's mo​re than just what I've told you, you can be su​re. And we'll find out a lot mo​re on​ce we find Bran​don. At a gu​ess, he kil​led Ken​law -who may ha​ve fo​und out so​met​hing abo​ut him - then pa​nic​ked and fled."

    "Sounds pretty clumsy for a pro​fes​si​onal kil​ler," Dell com​men​ted.

    The agent frow​ned, then was all of​fi​ci​al po​li​te​ness on​ce mo​re. The​se hil​lbil​li​es we​re ne​ver known for the​ir co​ope​ra​ti​on with Fe​de​ral agents. "We'll find out what hap​pe​ned when we find Bran​don."

    "If you find him."

    

VIII
    

    Brandon se​emed to be swir​ling thro​ugh pa​in-fog​ged de​li​ri​um - an end​less ver​ti​go in which he clutc​hed at frag​ments of dre​am as a man ca​ught in a ma​elst​rom is flung aga​inst flot​sam of his bro​ken ship. In ra​re mo​ments his cons​ci​o​us​ness sur​fa​ced eno​ugh for him to won​der whet​her por​ti​ons of the dre​ams might be re​ality.

    

    Most of​ten, Bran​don dre​amed of li​mit​less ca​verns be​ne​ath the mo​un​ta​ins, ca​verns thro​ugh which he was bor​ne along by par​ti​al​ly glimp​sed dwar​fish fi​gu​res. So​me​ti​mes Ken​law was with him in this ma​ze of tun​nels - craw​ling af​ter him, his fa​ce a fla​yed mask of hor​ror, a blo​ody ge​olo​gist's pick bran​dis​hed in one flesh​less fist.

    At ot​her ti​mes Bran​don sen​sed his dre​ams we​re vi​si​ons of the past, vi​si​ons that co​uld only be born of his ob​ses​si​ve study of the folk​lo​re of this re​gi​on. He lo​oked upon the mo​un​ta​ins of a pri​me​val age, when the bo​und​less fo​rest was un​to​uc​hed by the iron bi​te and po​iso​ned bre​ath of whi​te ci​vi​li​za​ti​on. Cop​per-hu​ed sa​va​ges hun​ted ga​me along the​se rid​ges, to co​me upon a ra​ce of di​mi​nu​ti​ve whi​te-skin​ned folk who withd​rew shyly in​to the shel​ter of hid​den ca​verns. The In​di​ans we​re in awe of the​se lit​tle pe​op​le, who​se ori​gins we​re be​yond the myste​ri​es of the​ir ol​dest le​gends, and so they cre​ated new le​gends to exp​la​in them.

    With the suc​ces​si​ve mig​ra​ti​ons of In​di​ans thro​ugh the​se mo​un​ta​ins, the lit​tle pe​op​le re​ma​ined in ge​ne​ral at pe​ace, for they we​re wi​se in cer​ta​in arts be​yond the comp​re​hen​si​on of the red man -who de​emed them spi​rit-folk - and the​ir ways we​re tho​se of sec​recy and ste​alth.

    Then ca​me a new ra​ce of men: whi​te skins ma​de bron​ze by the sun, the​ir fa​ces be​ar​ded, the​ir flesh en​ca​sed in bur​nis​hed ste​el. The con​qu​is​ta​dors ens​la​ved the lit​tle folk of the hills as they had ens​la​ved the ra​ces of the so​uth, tor​tu​red them to le​arn the sec​rets of the​ir ca​ves be​ne​ath the mo​un​ta​ins, for​ced them to mi​ne the gold from its dri​ven de​ep in​to the earth. Then fol​lo​wed a dre​am of mad car​na​ge, when the lit​tle pe​op​le aro​se from the​ir tun​nels in unex​pec​ted for​ce, to ent​rap the​ir mas​ters wit​hin the pits, and to dri​ve tho​se who es​ca​ped how​ling in fe​ar from that which they had cal​led forth from be​ne​ath the mo​un​ta​ins.

    Then ca​me the whi​te set​tlers in a wa​ve that ne​ver re​ce​ded, dri​ving be​fo​re them the red man, and fi​nal​ly the ga​me. Re​mem​be​ring the con​qu​is​ta​dors, the lit​tle pe​op​le ret​re​ated fart​her in​to the​ir hid​den ca​verns, ha​ting the whi​te man with his guns and his set​tle​ments. Sel​dom now did they ven​tu​re in​to the world abo​ve, and then only by night. De​ep wit​hin the mo​un​ta​ins, they fo​und sus​te​nan​ce from the sub​ter​ra​ne​an ri​vers and the beds of fun​go​id growths they no​uris​hed, fe​eding as well upon ot​her ca​ve cre​atu​res and such prey as they might se​ek abo​ve on star​less nights. With each ge​ne​ra​ti​on, the ra​ce slip​ped fart​her back in​to pri​mor​di​al sa​va​gery, for​get​ting the an​ci​ent know​led​ge that had on​ce be​en the​irs. The​ir sta​tu​re be​ca​me dwar​fish and ape​li​ke, the​ir fa​ces bru​tish as the de​vo​lu​ti​on of the​ir so​uls; the​ir flesh and ha​ir as​su​med the de​ad pal​lor of cre​atu​res that li​ve in eter​nal dark​ness, even as the​ir vi​si​on and he​aring adap​ted to the​ir sub​ter​ra​ne​an exis​ten​ce.

    They re​mem​be​red the​ir hat​red of the new ra​ce of men. Aga​in and aga​in Bran​don's dre​ams we​re red with vi​si​ons of ste​althy am​bush and lu​rid sla​ugh​ter of tho​se who tres​pas​sed upon the​ir hid​den do​ma​in, of tho​se who wal​ked mo​un​ta​in tra​ils upon nights when the stars we​re swal​lo​wed in clo​ud. He saw child​ren snatc​hed from the​ir blan​kets, wo​men set upon in lo​nely pla​ces. For the most part, the​se we​re night​ma​res from pre​vi​o​us cen​tu​ri​es, alt​ho​ugh the​re was a re​cur​rent dre​am in which a va​pid fa​ced girl ga​ve her​self over wil​lingly to the​ir obs​ce​ne lusts, un​til the co​ming of men with flash​lights and shot​guns dro​ve them from her cack​ling emb​ra​ce.

    These we​re dre​ams that Bran​don thro​ugh his co​ma​to​se de​li​ri​um co​uld grasp and un​ders​tand. The​re we​re far mo​re vi​si​ons that de​fi​ed his comp​re​hen​si​on.

    Fantastic ci​ti​es re​eled and shat​te​red as the earth to​re it​self apart, thrus​ting new mo​un​ta​ins to​ward the bla​zing he​avens, ope​ning vast chasms that swal​lo​wed ri​vers and spat them forth as shri​eking ste​am. Oce​ans of fla​me mel​ted con​ti​nents in​to le​aden se​as, whe​re​in char​red frag​ments of a world spun fren​zi​edly upon cha​otic ti​des and whirl​po​ols, ri​ven by enor​mo​us bolts of raw energy that co​ur​sed li​ke fi​ery cob​webs from the cyclo​pe​an orb that fil​led the sky.

    Deep wit​hin the earth, fort​ress ci​ti​es we​re sha​ken and smas​hed by the Hell that re​ig​ned mi​les abo​ve. From out of the ru​ins, sur​vi​vors crept to at​tempt to sal​va​ge so​me of the won​ders of the age that had di​ed and left them exi​les in a stran​ge world. Dark​ness and sa​va​gery sto​le from them the​ir ide​als, even as monst​ro​us dwel​lers from even gre​ater depths of the earth dro​ve them from the​ir bu​ri​ed ci​ti​es and up​ward thro​ugh ca​verns that ope​ned on​to an ali​en sur​fa​ce. In the si​lent halls of va​nis​hed gre​at​ness, night​ma​rish sha​pes craw​led li​ke mag​gots, whi​le the know​led​ge of that god​li​ke age was a fa​ding me​mory to the de​ge​ne​ra​te des​cen​dants of tho​se who had fled.

    

    How long the dre​ams en​du​red, Bran​don co​uld not know. It was the easing of the pa​in in his skull that even​tu​al​ly con​vin​ced Bran​don that he had pas​sed from dre​am in​to re​ality, alt​ho​ugh it was in​to a re​ality no less stran​ge than that of de​li​ri​um.

    They ma​de a circ​le abo​ut whe​re he lay - so many of them that Bran​don co​uld not gu​ess the​ir num​ber. The​ir bo​di​es we​re stun​ted, but lac​king the disp​ro​por​ti​on of tor​so to limbs of hu​man dwar​ves. The thin whi​te fur upon the​ir na​ked pink flesh com​bi​ned to gi​ve them so​met​hing of the ap​pe​aran​ce of le​murs. Bran​don tho​ught of el​ves and of fe​ral child​ren, but the​ir fa​ces we​re tho​se of de​mons. Bro​ad nost​rils and out​thrust, tus​ked jaws stop​ped just short of be​ing muz​zles, and wit​hin over​lar​ge red-pu​pi​led eyes glin​ted the ma​lign in​tel​li​gen​ce of a fal​len an​gel.

    They se​emed in awe of him.

    Brandon slowly ra​ised him​self on one arm, giddy from the ef​fort. He saw that he lay upon a pal​let of dri​ed moss and cru​dely cu​red furs, that his na​ked body se​emed thin from long fe​ver. He to​uc​hed the wo​und on his scalp and en​co​un​te​red old scab and new scar. Be​si​de him, wa​ter and what might be broth or emol​li​ents fil​led bowls which might ha​ve be​en for​med by hu​man hands, and per​haps not.

    Brandon sta​red back at the vast circ​le of eyes. It oc​cur​red to him to won​der that he co​uld see them; his first tho​ught was that the​re must be a so​ur​ce of dim light from so​mew​he​re. It then ca​me to him to won​der that the​se cre​atu​res had spa​red him; his first tho​ught was that as an al​bi​no they had mis​ta​kenly ac​cep​ted him as one of the​ir ra​ce. In the lat​ter, he was clo​ser to the truth than with the for​mer.

    Then slowly, as his awa​ke​ning cons​ci​o​us​ness as​si​mi​la​ted all that he now knew, Bran​don un​ders​to​od die truth. And, in un​ders​tan​ding at last, Bran​don knew who he was, and why he was.

    

IX
    

    There was only a sick​le of mo​on that night, but Gin​ger War​ner, fe​eling rest​less, threw on a wrap and slip​ped out of the ho​use.

    On so​me nights sle​ep just wo​uld not co​me, alt​ho​ugh such nights ca​me fart​her apart now. Wal​king se​emed to help, alt​ho​ugh she had for​go​ne the​se noc​tur​nal strolls for a ti​me, af​ter on​ce when she re​ali​sed so​me​one was fol​lo​wing her. As it tur​ned out, her un​wel​co​me es​cort was a Fe​de​ral agent - they tho​ught she wo​uld le​ad them to whe​re her lo​ver was hi​ding - and Gin​ger's sub​se​qu​ent an​ger was wor​se than her mo​men​tary fe​ar. But in ti​me even the FBI de​ci​ded that the tra​il was a cold one, and the in​ves​ti​ga​ti​on in​to the di​sap​pe​aran​ce of a sus​pec​ted hi​red kil​ler was pus​hed in​to the backg​ro​und.

    It was tur​ning autumn, and the thin bre​eze ma​de her shi​ver be​ne​ath her dark wrap. Gin​ger wis​hed for the com​pany of Dan, but her brot​her had ta​ken the Plott ho​und off on a we​eke​ned be​ar hunt. The wind ma​de a lo​nely so​und as it mo​ved thro​ugh the tre​es, chat​te​ring the de​ad le​aves so that even the com​pany of her own fo​ots​teps was de​ni​ed her.

    Only the fa​mi​li​arity of the to​ne let her stif​le a scre​am, when so​me​one cal​led her na​me from the dark​ness ahe​ad.

    Ginger squ​in​ted in​to the dark​ness, wis​hing now she'd bro​ught a light. She whis​pe​red un​cer​ta​inly: "Eric?"

    And then he step​ped out from the sha​dow of the rock outc​rop​ping that over​hung the path along the rid​ge, and Gin​ger was in his arms.

    She spa​red only a mo​ment for a kiss, be​fo​re war​ning him in one bre​ath​less out​burst: "Eric, you've got to be ca​re​ful! The po​li​ce - the FBI - they've be​en lo​oking for you all sum​mer! They think you're so​me sort of cri​mi​nal!"

    In her next bre​ath, she fo​und ti​me to lo​ok at him mo​re clo​sely. "Eric, whe​re ha​ve you be​en? What's hap​pe​ned to you?"

    Only the warm pres​su​re of his arms pro​ved to her that Bran​don was not a phan​tom of dre​am. The wind whip​ped thro​ugh his long whi​te ha​ir and be​ard, and the​re was just eno​ugh mo​on​light for her to ma​ke out the stre​ak of scar that cre​ased his scalp. He was shirt​less; his only at​ti​re a rag​ged pa​ir of de​nim je​ans and bat​te​red bo​ots. Be​ne​ath his ba​re skin, musc​les bunc​hed in tight mas​ses that we​re de​vo​id of fleshy pad​ding. Abo​ut his neck he wo​re a pe​cu​li​ar amu​let of gold, and upon his belt hung a con​qu​is​ta​dor's sword.

    "I've be​en wal​king up and down in the earth," he sa​id. "Is sum​mer over, then? It hadn't se​emed so long. I won​der if ti​me mo​ves at a dif​fe​rent pa​ce down the​re."

    

    Both his words and his to​ne ma​de her sta​re at him anew. "Eric! God, Eric! What's hap​pe​ned to you?"

    "I've fo​und my own kind," Bran​don told her, with a la​ugh that ga​ve her a chill. "But I was lo​nely among them as well, and so I ca​me back. I knew the​re must be an open pas​sa​ge​way so​mew​he​re on yo​ur land he​re, and it didn't ta​ke me long to find it."

    "You've be​en hi​ding out in so​me ca​ves?" Gin​ger won​de​red.

    "Not hi​ding out. They re​cog​ni​sed me for who I am, don't you un​ders​tand? They've for​got​ten so much over the ages, but not all of the old wis​dom has left them. They're not qu​ite be​asts yet!"

    Ginger con​si​de​red the scar on his he​ad, and re​mem​be​red that he must ha​ve be​en wan​de​ring in so​me un​dis​co​ve​red system of ca​verns for many we​eks, alo​ne in the dark​ness.

    "Eric," she sa​id gently, "I know you've be​en hurt, that you've be​en alo​ne for a long ti​me. Now I want you to co​me back with me to the ho​use. You ne​ed to ha​ve a doc​tor lo​ok at yo​ur he​ad whe​re you hurt it."

    "It's cer​ta​in to so​und stran​ge to you, I re​ali​se," Bran​don smi​led. "I still so​me​ti​mes won​der if it isn't all part of my dre​ams. The​re's gold down the​re - mo​re gold than the con​qu​is​ta​dors ever dre​amed - and ho​ards of every pre​ci​o​us sto​ne the​se mo​un​ta​ins hold. But the​re's far gre​ater tre​asu​re than any of this. The​re's a lost ci​vi​li​za​ti​on bu​ri​ed down be​low, its ru​ins gu​ar​ded by en​ti​ti​es that trans​cend any apo​calyp​tic vi​si​on of Hell's de​mons. It's be​en ages sin​ce any of my pe​op​le ha​ve da​red to en​ter the hid​den strong​holds - but I've da​red to en​ter the​re, and I've re​tur​ned."

    Ginger comp​res​sed her lips and tri​ed to re​mem​ber all she'd le​ar​ned in her psycho​logy co​ur​se last ye​ar.

    "Eric, you don't ha​ve to be wor​ri​ed abo​ut what I sa​id abo​ut the po​li​ce. They know you we​ren't to bla​me for Dr Ken​law's de​ath, and they ad​mit​ted to us that they didn't ha​ve any sort of evi​den​ce aga​inst you on all that ot​her non​sen​se."

    She ho​ped that was all still true. Far bet​ter to ha​ve Eric turn him​self in and let a go​od law​yer ta​ke char​ge, than to al​low him to wan​der off aga​in in this con​di​ti​on. They had go​od doc​tors at the cen​ter in Mor​gan​ton who co​uld help him re​co​ver.

    "Come back?" Bran​don's fa​ce se​emed sud​denly sa​ta​nic. "You'd ha​ve me co​me back to the world of men and be put in a cell? I think ins​te​ad I'll ru​le in Hell!"

    Ginger did not sha​re in his la​ugh​ter at his al​lu​si​on. The​re we​re soft rust​lings among the le​aves along​si​de the tra​il, and the wind was si​lent.

    She cri​ed out when she saw the​ir fa​ces, and ins​tinc​ti​vely pres​sed aga​inst Bran​don for pro​tec​ti​on.

    "Don't be af​ra​id," he so​ot​hed, grip​ping her tightly. "The​se are my pe​op​le. They've fal​len far, but I can le​ad them back along the ro​ad to the​ir an​ci​ent gre​at​ness.

    "Our pe​op​le," Bran​don cor​rec​ted him​self, "Per​sep​ho​ne."

    

    

17 - Robert Silverberg - Our Lady Of The Sauropods
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    Ten mi​nu​tes sin​ce the mo​du​le melt​down. I can't see the wrec​ka​ge from he​re, but I can smell it, bit​ter and so​ur aga​inst the mo​ist tro​pi​cal air. I've fo​und a cleft in the rocks, a kind of shal​low ca​vern, whe​re I'll be sa​fe from the di​no​sa​urs for a whi​le. It's shi​el​ded by thick clumps of cycads, and in any ca​se it's too small for the big pre​da​tors to en​ter. But so​oner or la​ter I'm go​ing to ne​ed fo​od, and then what? I ha​ve no we​apons. How long can one wo​man last, stran​ded and mo​re or less help​less, abo​ard a ha​bi​tat unit not qu​ite fi​ve hund​red me​ters in di​ame​ter that she's sha​ring with a bunch of ac​ti​ve, hungry di​no​sa​urs?

    I ke​ep tel​ling myself that no​ne of this is re​al​ly hap​pe​ning. Only I can't qu​ite con​vin​ce myself of that.

    My es​ca​pe still has me shaky. I can't get out of my mind the funny lit​tle bub​bling so​und the tiny po​wer​pak ma​de as it be​gan to over​he​at. In so​met​hing li​ke fo​ur​te​en se​conds my lo​vely mo​bi​le mo​du​le be​ca​me a char​red he​ap of fu​sed-to​get​her junk, ta​king with it my com​mu​ni​ca​tor unit, my fo​od supply, my la​ser gun and just abo​ut everyt​hing el​se. And but for the war​ning that funny lit​tle so​und ga​ve me, I'd be so much char​red junk now, too. Bet​ter off that way, most li​kely.

    When I clo​se my eyes, I ima​gi​ne I can see Ha​bi​tat Vronsky flo​ating se​re​nely in or​bit a me​re 120 ki​lo​met​res away. What a be​a​uti​ful sight! The walls gle​aming li​ke pla​ti​num, the gre​at mir​ror col​lec​ting sun​light and flas​hing it in​to the win​dows, the ag​ri​cul​tu​ral sa​tel​li​tes whe​eling aro​und it li​ke a do​zen tiny mo​ons. I co​uld al​most re​ach out and to​uch it. Tap on the shi​el​ding and mur​mur, "Help me, co​me for me, res​cue me." But I might just as well be out be​yond Nep​tu​ne as sit​ting he​re in the adj​o​ining Lag​ran​ge slot. No way I can call for help. The mo​ment I mo​ve out​si​de this cleft in the rock I'm at the mercy of my sa​uri​ans and the​ir mercy is not li​kely to be ten​der.

    Now it's be​gin​ning to ra​in - ar​ti​fi​ci​al, li​ke prac​ti​cal​ly everyt​hing el​se on Di​no Is​land. But it gets you just as wet as the na​tu​ral kind. And clammy. Pfa​ugh. Jesus, what am I go​ing to do?

    

08:15 hours
    

    The ra​in is over for now. It'll co​me aga​in in six ho​urs. As​to​nis​hing how muggy, dank, thick, the air is. Simply bre​at​hing is hard work, and I fe​el as tho​ugh mil​dew is for​ming on my lungs. I miss Vronsky's cle​ar, crisp, ever​las​ting spring​ti​me air. On pre​vi​o​us trips to Di​no Is​land I ne​ver ca​red abo​ut the cli​ma​te. But, of co​ur​se, I was snugly eng​lo​bed in my mo​bi​le unit, a world wit​hin a world, self-con​ta​ined, self-suf​fi​ci​ent, iso​la​ted from all con​tact with this pla​ce and its cre​atu​res. Me​rely a ro​ving eye, tra​vel​ling as I ple​ased, in​vi​sib​le, in​vul​ne​rab​le.

    Can they sniff me in he​re?

    We don't think the​ir sen​se of smell is very acu​te. Shar​per than a cro​co​di​le's, not as go​od as a cat's. And the stink of the bur​ned wrec​ka​ge do​mi​na​tes the pla​ce at the mo​ment. But I must re​ek with fe​ar-sig​nals. I fe​el calm now, but it was dif​fe​rent as I went des​pe​ra​tely scramb​ling out of the mo​du​le du​ring the melt​down. Scat​te​ring phe​ro​mo​nes all over the pla​ce, I bet.

    Commotion in the cycads. So​met​hing's co​ming in he​re!
    Long neck, small bird​li​ke fe​et, de​li​ca​te gras​ping hands. Not to worry. Strut​hi​omi​mus, is all - da​inty di​no, fra​gi​le, bird​li​ke crit​ter ba​rely two me​ters high. Li​qu​id gol​den eyes sta​ring so​lemnly at me. It swi​vels its he​ad from si​de to si​de, ost​rich​li​ke, click-click, as if trying to ma​ke up its mind abo​ut co​ming clo​ser to me. Scat! Go peck a ste​go​sa​ur. Let me alo​ne.

    The strut​hi​omi​mus withd​raws, ma​king lit​tle cluc​king so​unds.

    Closest I've ever be​en to a li​ve di​no​sa​ur. Glad it was one of the lit​tle ones.

    

09:00 hours
    

    Getting hungry. What am I go​ing to eat?

    They say ro​as​ted cycad co​nes aren't too bad. How abo​ut raw ones? So many plants are edib​le when co​oked and po​iso​no​us ot​her​wi​se. I ne​ver stu​di​ed such things in de​ta​il. Li​ving in our an​ti​sep​tic lit​tle L5 ha​bi​tats, we're not re​qu​ired to be out​do​ors-wi​se, af​ter all. Any​way, the​re's a fleshy-lo​oking co​ne on the cycad just in front of the cleft, and it's got an edib​le lo​ok. Might as well try it raw, be​ca​use the​re's no ot​her way. Rub​bing sticks to​get​her will get me now​he​re.

    Getting the co​ne off ta​kes so​me work. Wig​gle, twist, snap, te​ar -the​re. Not as fleshy as it lo​oks. Chewy, in fact. Li​ke munc​hing on rub​ber. De​cent fla​vo​ur, tho​ugh. And may​be so​me use​ful car​bohyd​ra​te.

    The shut​tle isn't due to pick me up for thirty days. No​body's apt to co​me lo​oking for me, or even think abo​ut me, be​fo​re then. I'm on my own. Ni​ce irony the​re: I was des​pe​ra​te to get out of Vronsky and es​ca​pe from all the bic​ke​ring and ma​ne​uve​ring, the end​less me​etings and me​mo​ran​da, the fe​in​ting and co​un​ter​fe​in​ting, all the ugly po​li​ti​cal crap that sci​en​tists in​dul​ge in when they turn in​to ad​mi​nist​ra​tors. Thirty days of bles​sed iso​la​ti​on on Di​no Is​land! An end to that cons​tant dull throb​bing in my he​ad from the da​ily in​figh​ting with Di​rec​tor Sar​ber. Pu​re re​se​arch aga​in! And then the melt​down, and he​re I am co​we​ring in the bus​hes won​de​ring which co​mes first, star​ving or get​ting gob​bled.

    

09:30 hours
    

    Funny tho​ught just now. Co​uld it ha​ve be​en sa​bo​ta​ge?

    Consider. Sar​ber and I, fe​uding for we​eks over the is​sue of ope​ning Di​no Is​land to to​urists. Cru​ci​al staff vo​te co​ming up next month. Sar​ber says we can ra​ise mil​li​ons a ye​ar for ex​pan​ded stu​di​es with a prog​ram of gu​ided to​urs and per​haps so​me ren​tal of the is​land to film com​pa​ni​es. I say that's risky both for the di​nos and the to​urists, dest​ruc​ti​ve of sci​en​ti​fic va​lu​es, a dist​rac​ti​on, a sel​lo​ut. Emo​ti​onal​ly the staff's with me, but Sar​ber wa​ves fi​gu​res aro​und, showy fancy in​co​me-pro​j​ec​ti​ons, and ge​ne​ral​ly sho​uts and blus​ters. Tem​pers run​ning high, Sar​ber in let​hal fury at be​ing op​po​sed, ba​rely ab​le to hi​de his lo​at​hing for me. Cir​cu​la​ting ru​mo​urs - de​sig​ned to get back to me - that if I per​sist in bloc​king him, he'll abort my ca​re​er. Which is ma​lar​key, of co​ur​se. He may out​rank me, but he has no re​al aut​ho​rity over me. And then his po​li​te​ness yes​ter​day. (Yes​ter​day? An ae​on ago.) Smi​ling smar​mily, tel​ling me he ho​pes I'll ret​hink my po​si​ti​on du​ring my ob​ser​va​ti​on to​ur on the is​land. Wis​hing me well. Had he gim​mic​ked my po​wer​pak? I gu​ess it isn't hard if you know a lit​tle en​gi​ne​ering, and Sar​ber do​es. So​me kind of ti​mer set to withd​raw the in​su​la​tor rods? Wo​uldn't be any harm to Di​no Is​land it​self, just a qu​ick, com​pact, lo​ca​li​zed di​sas​ter that imp​lo​des and melts the unit and its pas​sen​ger, so sorry, ter​rib​le sci​en​ti​fic tra​gedy, what a gre​at loss. And even if by so​me flu​ke I got out of the unit in ti​me, my chan​ces of sur​vi​ving he​re as a pe​dest​ri​an for thirty days wo​uld be pretty skimpy, right? Right.

    It ma​kes me bo​il to think that so​me​one's wil​ling to mur​der you over a me​re po​licy di​sag​re​ement. It's bar​ba​ric. Wor​se than that: it's tacky.

    

11:30 hours
    

    I can't stay cro​uc​hed in this cleft fo​re​ver. I'm go​ing to exp​lo​re the is​land and see if I can find a bet​ter hi​de​o​ut. This one simply isn't ade​qu​ate for anyt​hing mo​re than short-term hud​dling. Be​si​des, I'm not as spo​oked as I was right af​ter the melt​down. I re​ali​se now that I'm not go​ing to find a tyran​no​sa​ur hi​ding be​hind every tree. And tyran​no​sa​urs aren't go​ing to be much in​te​res​ted in scrawny stuff li​ke me.

    Anyway I'm a qu​ick-wit​ted hig​her pri​ma​te. If my humb​le ma​ma​li​an an​ces​tors se​venty mil​li​on ye​ars ago we​re ab​le to elu​de di​no​sa​urs well eno​ugh to sur​vi​ve and in​he​rit the earth, I sho​uld be ab​le to ke​ep from get​ting eaten for the next thirty days. And with or wit​ho​ut my cozy lit​tle mo​bi​le mo​du​le, I want to get out in​to this pla​ce, wha​te​ver the risks. No​body's ever had a chan​ce to in​te​ract this clo​sely with the di​nos be​fo​re.

    Good thing I kept this poc​ket re​cor​der when I jum​ped from the mo​du​le. Whet​her I'm a di​no's din​ner or not, I ought to be ab​le to set down so​me use​ful ob​ser​va​ti​ons.

    Here I go.

    

18:30 hours
    

    Twilight is des​cen​ding now. I am cam​ped ne​ar the equ​ator in a le​an-to flung to​get​her out of tree-fern fronds - a flimsy shel​ter, but the hu​ge fronds con​ce​al me, and with luck I'll ma​ke it thro​ugh to mor​ning. That cycad co​ne do​esn't se​em to ha​ve po​iso​ned me yet, and I ate anot​her one just now, along with so​me ten​der new fid​dle​he​ads un​co​iling from the he​art of a tree-fern. Spar​tan fa​re, but it gi​ves me the il​lu​si​on of be​ing fed.

    In the eve​ning mists I ob​ser​ve a brac​hi​osa​ur, half-grown but al​re​ady co​los​sal, munc​hing in the tre​etops. A glo​omy-lo​oking tri​ce​ra​tops stands ne​arby and se​ve​ral of the ost​rich​li​ke strut​hio-mi​mids scam​per bu​sily in the un​derb​rush, hun​ting I know not what. No sign of tyran​no​sa​urs all day. The​re aren't many of them he​re, any​way, and I ho​pe they're all sle​eping off hu​ge fe​asts so​mew​he​re in the ot​her he​misp​he​re.

    What a fan​tas​tic pla​ce this is!

    I don't fe​el ti​red. I don't even fe​el frigh​te​ned - just a lit​tle wary.

    I fe​el ex​hi​la​ra​ted, as a mat​ter of fact.

    Here I sit pe​ering out bet​we​en fern fronds at a sce​ne out of the dawn of ti​me. All that's mis​sing is a pte​ro​sa​ur or two flap​ping over​he​ad, but we ha​ven't bro​ught tho​se back yet. The mo​urn​ful snuf​flings of the hu​ge brac​hi​osa​ur carry cle​arly even in the he​avy air. The strut​hi​omi​mids are ma​king swe​et hon​king so​unds. Night is fal​ling swiftly and the gre​at sha​pes out the​re ta​ke on dre​am​li​ke pri​mor​di​al won​der.

    What a bril​li​ant idea it was to put all the Ol​sen-pro​cess di​no​sa​ur-re​const​ructs abo​ard a lit​tle L5 ha​bi​tat of the​ir very own and turn them lo​ose to rec​re​ate the Me​so​zo​ic! Af​ter that un​for​tu​na​te San Di​ego event with the tyran​no​sa​ur, it be​ca​me po​li​ti​cal​ly un​fe​asib​le to ke​ep them anyw​he​re on earth, I know, but even so this is a bet​ter sche​me. In just a lit​tle mo​re than se​ven ye​ars Di​no Is​land has ta​ken on an al​to​get​her con​vin​cing il​lu​si​on of re​ality. Things grow so fast in this lush, ste​amy, high-CO2 tro​pi​cal at​mosp​he​re! Of co​ur​se, we ha​ven't be​en ab​le to dup​li​ca​te the re​al Me​so​zo​ic flo​ra, but we've do​ne all right using bo​ta​ni​cal sur​vi​vors, cycads and tree ferns and hor​se​ta​ils and palms and ging​kos and aura​ca​ri​as, and thick car​pets of mos​ses and se​la​gi​nel​las and li​ver​worts co​ve​ring the gro​und. Everyt​hing has blen​ded and mer​ged and run amok: it's hard now to re​call the ba​re and un​na​tu​ral lo​ok of the is​land when we first la​id it out. Now it's a se​am​less ta​pestry in gre​en and brown, a den​se jung​le bro​ken only by stre​ams, la​kes and me​adows, en​cap​su​la​ted in sphe​ri​cal me​tal walls so​me two ki​lo​me​ters in cir​cum​fe​ren​ce.

    And the ani​mals, the won​der​ful fan​tas​tic gro​tes​que ani​mals-

    We don't pre​tend that the re​al Me​so​zo​ic ever held any such mix of fa​una as I've se​en to​day, ste​go​sa​urs and coryt​ho​sa​urs si​de by si​de, a tri​ce​ra​tops so​urly gla​ring at a brac​hi​osa​ur, strut​hi​omi​mus con​tem​po​rary with igu​ano​don, a wild uns​ci​en​ti​fic jumb​le of Tri​as​sic, Juras​sic and Cre​ta​ce​o​us, a hund​red mil​li​on ye​ars of the di​no​sa​ur re​ign scramb​led to​get​her. We ta​ke what we can get. Ol​sen-pro​cess re​const​ructs re​qu​ire suf​fi​ci​ent fos​sil DNA to per​mit the com​pu​ter synthe​sis, and we've be​en ab​le to find that in only so​me twenty spe​ci​es so far. The won​der is that we've ac​comp​lis​hed even that much: to rep​li​ca​te the comp​le​te DNA mo​le​cu​le from bat​te​red and sketchy ge​ne​tic in​for​ma​ti​on mil​li​ons of ye​ars old, to carry out the int​ri​ca​te imp​lants in rep​ti​li​an host ova, to see the embr​yos thro​ugh to self-sus​ta​ining le​vels. The only word that ap​pli​es is mi​ra​cu​lo​us. If our di​nos co​me from eras mil​li​ons of ye​ars apart, so be it: we do our best. If we ha​ve no ote​ro​sa​ur and no al​lo​sa​ur and no arc​ha​e​op​teryx, so be it: we may ha​ve them yet. What we al​re​ady ha​ve is plenty to work with. So​me day the​re may be se​pa​ra​te Tri​as​sic, Juras​sic and Cre​ta​ce​o​us sa​tel​li​te ha​bi​tats, but no​ne of us will li​ve to see that, I sus​pect.

    Total dark​ness now. Myste​ri​o​us scre​ec​hings and his​sings out the​re. This af​ter​no​on, as I mo​ved ca​uti​o​usly, but in de​light, from the wrec​ka​ge si​te up ne​ar the ro​ta​ti​on axis to my pre​sent equ​ato​ri​al camp, so​me​ti​mes co​ming wit​hin fifty or a hund​red me​ters of li​ving di​nos, I felt a kind of ecs​tasy. Now my fe​ars are re​tur​ning, and my an​ger at this stu​pid ma​ro​oning. I ima​gi​ne clutc​hing claws re​ac​hing for me, ter​rib​le jaws yaw​ning abo​ve me.

    I don't think I'll get much sle​ep to​night.

    

22 August. 06:00 hours
    

    Rosy-fingered dawn co​mes to Di​no Is​land, and I'm still ali​ve. Not a gre​at night's sle​ep, but I must ha​ve had so​me, be​ca​use I can re​mem​ber frag​ments of dre​ams. Abo​ut di​no​sa​urs, na​tu​ral​ly. Sit​ting in lit​tle gro​ups, so​me pla​ying pi​noch​le and so​me knit​ting swe​aters. And cho​ral sin​ging, a di​no​sa​ur ren​di​ti​on of The Mes​si​ah or may​be Be​et​ho​ven's Ninth.

    I fe​el alert, in​qu​isi​ti​ve, and hungry. Es​pe​ci​al​ly hungry. I know we've stoc​ked this pla​ce with frogs and turt​les and ot​her small-si​ze anach​ro​nisms to pro​vi​de a ba​lan​ced di​et for the big crit​ters. To​day I'll ha​ve to sna​re so​me for myself, grisly tho​ugh I find the pros​pect of eating raw frog's legs.

    I don't bot​her get​ting dres​sed. With ra​in sho​wers prog​ram​med to fall fo​ur ti​mes a day, it's bet​ter to go na​ked any​way. Mot​her Eve of the Me​so​zo​ic, that's me! And wit​ho​ut my soggy tu​nic I find that I don't mind the gre​en​ho​use at​mosp​he​re half as much.

    Out to see what I can find.

    The di​no​sa​urs are up and abo​ut al​re​ady, the big her​bi​vo​res munc​hing away, the car​ni​vo​res do​ing the​ir stal​king. All of them ha​ve such hu​ge ap​pe​ti​tes that they can't wa​it for the sun to co​me up. In the bad old days when the di​nos we​re tho​ught to be rep​ti​les, of co​ur​se, we'd ha​ve ex​pec​ted them to sit the​re li​ke lumps un​til day​light got the​ir body tem​pe​ra​tu​res up to func​ti​onal le​vels. But one of the gre​at joys of the re​const​ruct pro​j​ect was the vin​di​ca​ti​on of the no​ti​on that di​no​sa​urs we​re warm-blo​oded ani​mals, ac​ti​ve and qu​ick and pretty dam​ned in​tel​li​gent. No slug​gardly cro​co​di​li​ans the​se! Wo​uld that they we​re, if only for my sur​vi​val's sa​ke.

    

11:30 hours
    

    A busy mor​ning. My first en​co​un​ter with a ma​j​or pre​da​tor.

    There are ni​ne tyran​no​sa​urs on the is​land, inc​lu​ding three born in the past eigh​te​en months. (That gi​ves us an op​ti​mum pre​da​tor-to-prey ra​tio. If the tyran​no​sa​urs ke​ep rep​ro​du​cing and don't start eating each ot​her, we'll ha​ve to be​gin thin​ning them out. One of the prob​lems with a clo​sed eco​logy - na​tu​ral checks and ba​lan​ces don't fully apply.) So​oner or la​ter I was bo​und to en​co​un​ter one, but I had ho​ped it wo​uld be la​ter.

    I was hun​ting frogs at the ed​ge of Co​pe La​ke. A tick​lish bu​si​ness - calls for agi​lity, cun​ning, qu​ick ref​le​xes. I re​mem​ber the tech​ni​que from my girl​ho​od - the cup​ped hand, the light​ning po​un​ce - but so​me​how it's be​co​me a lot har​der in the last twenty ye​ars. Su​pe​ri​or frogs the​se days, I sup​po​se. The​re I was, kne​eling in the mud, swo​oping, mis​sing, swo​oping, mis​sing; so​me vast sa​uro​pod sno​ozing in the la​ke, pro​bably our dip​lo​do​cus; a coryt​ho​sa​ur brow​sing in a stand of ging​ko tre​es, qu​ite de​li​ca​tely nip​ping off the fo​ul-smel​ling yel​low fru​its. Swo​op. Miss. Swo​op. Miss. Such in​ten​se con​cent​ra​ti​on on my task that old T. rex co​uld ha​ve tip​to​ed right up be​hind me, and I'd ne​ver ha​ve no​ti​ced. But then I felt a subt​le so​met​hing, a chan​ge in the air, may​be, a ba​rely per​cep​tib​le shift in dyna​mics. I glan​ced up and saw the coryt​ho​sa​ur re​aring on its hind legs, lo​oking aro​und une​asily, pul​ling de​ep sniffs in​to that fan​tas​ti​cal​ly ela​bo​ra​te bony crest that ho​uses its early-war​ning system. Car​ni​vo​re alert! The coryt​ho​sa​ur ob​vi​o​usly smel​led so​met​hing wic​ked this way co​ming, for it swung aro​und bet​we​en two big ging​kos and star​ted to go ga​lump​hing away. Too la​te. The tre​etops par​ted, gi​ant bo​ughs top​pled, and out of the fo​rest ca​me our ori​gi​nal tyran​no​sa​ur, the pi​ge​on-to​ed one we call Bels​haz​zar, mo​ving in its he​avy, clumsy wad​dle, pon​de​ro​us legs wor​king hard, ta​il ab​surdly swin​ging from si​de to si​de. I slit​he​red in​to the la​ke and scrunc​hed down as de​ep as I co​uld go in the warm oozing mud. The coryt​ho​sa​ur had no pla​ce to slit​her. Unar​med, unar​mo​ured, it co​uld only ma​ke gre​at ble​ating so​unds, ter​ror ming​led with de​fi​an​ce, as the kil​ler bo​re down on it.

    I had to watch. I had ne​ver se​en a kill.

    In a gra​ce​less but wond​ro​usly ef​fec​ti​ve way, the tyran​no​sa​ur dug its hind claws in​to the gro​und, pi​vo​ted as​to​nis​hingly, and, using its mas​si​ve ta​il as a co​un​ter​we​ight, mo​ved in a ni​nety-deg​ree arc to knock the coryt​ho​sa​ur down with a stu​pen​do​us si​de​wi​se swat of its hu​ge he​ad. I hadn't be​en ex​pec​ting that. The coryt​ho​sa​ur drop​ped and lay on its si​de, snor​ting in pa​in and fe​ebly wa​ving its limbs. Now ca​me the co​up de gra​ce with hind legs, and then the ren​ding and te​aring, the jaws and the tiny arms at last co​ining in​to play. Bur​ro​wing chin-de​ep in the mud, I watc​hed in awe and we​ird fas​ci​na​ti​on. The​re are tho​se among us who ar​gue that the car​ni​vo​res ought to be seg​re​ga​ted in​to the​ir own is​land, that it is folly to al​low re​const​ructs cre​ated with such ef​fort to be ca​su​al​ly butc​he​red this way. Per​haps in the be​gin​ning that ma​de sen​se, but not now, not when na​tu​ral inc​re​ase is ra​pidly fil​ling the is​land with yo​ung di​nos. If we are to le​arn anyt​hing abo​ut the​se ani​mals, it will only be by rep​ro​du​cing as clo​sely as pos​sib​le the​ir ori​gi​nal li​ving con​di​ti​ons. Be​si​des, wo​uld it not be a cru​el moc​kery to fe​ed our tyran​no​sa​urs on ham​bur​ger and her​ring?

    The kil​ler fed for mo​re than an ho​ur. At the end ca​me a scary mo​ment: Bels​haz​zar, blo​od sme​ared and blo​ated, ha​uled him​self pon​de​ro​usly down to the ed​ge of the la​ke for a drink. He sto​od no mo​re than ten me​ters from me. I did my most con​vin​cing imi​ta​ti​on of a rot​ting log; but the tyran​no​sa​ur, alt​ho​ugh it did se​em to study me with a be​ady eye, had no furt​her ap​pe​ti​te. For a long whi​le af​ter he de​par​ted, I sta​yed bu​ri​ed in the mud, fe​aring he might co​me back for des​sert. And even​tu​al​ly the​re was anot​her cras​hing and bas​hing in the fo​rest - not Bels​haz​zar this ti​me, tho​ugh, but a yo​un​ger one with a gimpy arm. It ut​te​red a sort of whin​nying so​und and went to work on the coryt​ho​sa​ur car​cass. No surp​ri​se: we al​re​ady knew that tyran​no​sa​urs had no pre​j​udi​ces aga​inst car​ri​on.

    Nor, I fo​und, did I.

    When the co​ast was cle​ar, I crept out and saw that the two tyran​no​sa​urs had left hund​reds of ki​los of me​at. Star​va​ti​on kno-weth no pri​de and al​so few qu​alms. Using a clams​hell for my bla​de, I star​ted chop​ping away.

    Corythosaur me​at has a cu​ri​o​usly swe​et fla​vo​ur - nut​meg and clo​ves, dash of cin​na​mon. The first chunk wo​uld not go down. You are a pi​one​er, I told myself, retc​hing. You are the first hu​man ever to eat di​no​sa​ur me​at. Yes, but why do​es it ha​ve to be raw? No cho​ice abo​ut that. Be dis​pas​si​ona​te, lo​ve. Con​qu​er yo​ur gag ref​lex or die trying. I pre​ten​ded I was eating oys​ters. This ti​me the me​at went down. It didn't stay down. The al​ter​na​ti​ve, I told myself grimly, is a di​et of fern fronds and frogs, and you ha​ven't be​en much go​od at catc​hing the frogs. I tri​ed aga​in. Suc​cess!

    I'd ha​ve to call coryt​ho​sa​ur me​at an ac​qu​ired tas​te. But the wil​der​ness is no pla​ce for picky eaters.

    

23 August. 13:00 hours
    

    At mid​day I fo​und myself in the so​ut​hern he​misp​he​re, along the frin​ges of Marsh Marsh abo​ut a hund​red me​ters be​low the equ​ator. Ob​ser​ving herd be​ha​vi​o​ur in sa​uro​pods -fi​ve brac​hi​osa​urs, two adult and three yo​ung, mo​ving in for​ma​ti​on, the small ones in the cent​re. By "small" I me​an only so​me ten me​ters from no​se to ta​il-tip. Sa​uro​pod ap​pe​ti​tes be​ing what they are, we'll ha​ve to thin that herd so​on, too, es​pe​ci​al​ly if we want to int​ro​du​ce a fe​ma​le dip​lo​do​cus in​to the co​lony. Two spe​ci​es of sa​uro​pods bre​eding and eating li​ke that co​uld de​vas​ta​te the is​land in three ye​ars. No​body ever ex​pec​ted di​no​sa​urs to rep​ro​du​ce li​ke rab​bits - anot​her di​vi​dend of the​ir be​ing warm-blo​oded, I sup​po​se. We might ha​ve gu​es​sed it, tho​ugh, from the vast qu​an​tity of fos​sils. If that many bo​nes sur​vi​ved the ca​tast​rop​hes of a hund​red-odd mil​li​on ye​ars, how enor​mo​us the li​ving Me​so​zo​ic po​pu​la​ti​on must ha​ve be​en! An awe​so​me ra​ce in mo​re ways than me​re physi​cal mass.

    I had a chan​ce to do a lit​tle herd-thin​ning myself just now. Myste​ri​o​us stir​ring in the spongy so​il right at my fe​et, and I lo​oked down to see tri​ce​ra​tops eggs hatc​hing! Se​ven bra​ve lit​tle crit​ters, al​re​ady horny and be​aky, scrab​bling out of a nest, sta​ring aro​und de​fi​antly. No big​ger than kit​tens, but ac​ti​ve and sturdy from the mo​ment of birth.

    The coryt​ho​sa​ur me​at has pro​bably spo​iled by now. A mo​re prag​ma​tic so​ul very li​kely wo​uld ha​ve aug​men​ted her di​et with one or two lit​tle ce​ra​top​si​ans. I co​uldn't do it.

    They scut​tled off in se​ven dif​fe​rent di​rec​ti​ons. I tho​ught bri​efly of catc​hing one and ma​king a pet out of it. Silly idea.

    

25 August. 07:00 hours
    

    Start of the fifth day. I've do​ne three comp​le​te cir​cu​mam​bu​la​ti​ons of the is​land. Slin​king aro​und on fo​ot is fifty ti​mes as risky as cru​ising aro​und in a mo​du​le, and fifty tho​usand ti​mes as re​war​ding. I ma​ke camp in a dif​fe​rent pla​ce every night. I don't mind the hu​mi​dity any lon​ger. And des​pi​te my skimpy di​et, I fe​el pretty he​althy. Raw di​no​sa​ur, I know now, is a lot tas​ti​er than raw frog. I've be​co​me an ex​pert sca​ven​ger - the so​und of a tyran​no​sa​ur in the fo​rest now sti​mu​la​tes my sa​li​vary glands ins​te​ad of my ad​re​nals. Go​ing na​ked is fun, too. And I ap​pre​ci​ate my body much mo​re, sin​ce the bul​ges that ci​vi​li​za​ti​on puts the​re ha​ve be​gun to melt away.

    Nevertheless, I ke​ep trying to fi​gu​re out so​me way of sig​nal​ling Ha​bi​tat Vronsky for help. Chan​ging the po​si​ti​on of the ref​lec​ting mir​rors, may​be, so I can be​am an SOS? So​unds ni​ce, but I don't even know whe​re the is​land's cont​rols are lo​ca​ted, let alo​ne how to run them. Let's ho​pe my luck holds out anot​her three and a half we​eks.

    

27 August. 17:00 hours
    

    The di​no​sa​urs know that I'm he​re and that I'm so​me ext​ra​or​di​nary kind of ani​mal. Do​es that so​und we​ird? How can gre​at dumb be​asts know an​y​t​hing? They ha​ve such tiny bra​ins. And my own bra​in must be sof​te​ning on this pro​te​in-and-cel​lu​lo​se di​et. Even so, I'm star​ting to ha​ve pe​cu​li​ar fe​elings abo​ut the​se ani​mals. I see them wat​c​hing me. An odd kno​wing lo​ok in the​ir eyes, not stu​pid at all. They sta​re and I ima​gi​ne them nod​ding, smi​ling, exc​han​ging glan​ces with each ot​her, dis​cus​sing me. I'm sup​po​sed to be ob​ser​ving them, but I think they're ob​ser​ving me, too, so​me​how.

    

    This is crazy. I'm temp​ted to era​se the entry. But I'll ha​ve it as a re​cord of my chan​ging psycho​lo​gi​cal sta​te if not​hing el​se.

    

28 August. 12:00 hours
    

    More fan​ta​si​es abo​ut the di​no​sa​urs. I've de​ci​ded that the big brac​hi​osa​ur - Bert​ha - plays a key ro​le he​re. She do​esn't mo​ve aro​und much, but the​re are al​ways les​ser di​no​sa​urs in or​bit aro​und her. Much eye con​tact. Eye con​tact bet​we​en di​no​sa​urs? Let it stand. That's my per​cep​ti​on of what they're do​ing. I get a de​fi​ni​te sen​se that the​re's com​mu​ni​ca​ti​on go​ing on he​re, mo​du​la​ting over so​me wa​ve that I'm not ca​pab​le of de​tec​ting. And Bert​ha se​ems to be a cent​ral ne​xus, a grand to​tem of so​me sort, a - a switch​bo​ard? What am I tal​king abo​ut? What's hap​pe​ning to me?

    

30 August. 09:45 hours
    

    What a dam​ned fo​ol I am! Ser​ves me right for be​ing a filthy vo​ye​ur. Clim​bed a tree to watch igu​ano​dons ma​ting at the fo​ot of Bak​ker Falls. At cli​mac​tic mo​ment the branch bro​ke. I drop​ped twenty me​ters. Grab​bed a lo​wer limb or I'd be de​ad now. As it is, pretty badly smas​hed aro​und. I don't think anyt​hing's bro​ken, but my left leg won't sup​port me and my back's in bad sha​pe. In​ter​nal inj​uri​es too? Not su​re. I've craw​led in​to a lit​tle rock-shel​ter ne​ar the falls. Ex​ha​us​ted and may​be fe​ve​rish.

    Shock, most li​kely. I sup​po​se I'll star​ve now. It wo​uld ha​ve be​en an ho​no​ur to be eaten by a tyran​no​sa​ur, but to die from fal​ling out of a tree is just pla​in hu​mi​li​ating.

    The ma​ting of igu​ano​dons is a spec​ta​cu​lar sight, by the way. But I hurt too much to desc​ri​be it now.

    

31 August. 17:00 hours
    

    Stiff, so​re, hungry, hi​de​o​usly thirsty. Leg still use​less and when I try to crawl even a few me​ters, I fe​el as if I'm go​ing to crack in half at the wa​ist. High fe​ver.

    How long do​es it ta​ke to star​ve to de​ath?

    

1 Sep. 07:00 hours
    

    Three bro​ken eggs lying ne​ar me when I awo​ke. Embr​yos still ali​ve - pro​bably ste​go​sa​ur - but not for long. First fo​od in forty-eight ho​urs. Did the eggs fall out of a nest so​mew​he​re over​he​ad? Do ste​go​sa​urs ma​ke the​ir nests in tre​es, dummy?

    

    Fever di​mi​nis​hing. Body ac​hes all over. Craw​led to the stre​am and ma​na​ged to sco​op up a lit​tle wa​ter.

    

13:30 hours
    

    Dozed off. Awa​ke​ned to find ha​unch of fresh me​at wit​hin craw​ling dis​tan​ce. Strut​hi​omi​mus drums​tick, I think. Nasty so​ur tas​te, but it's edib​le. Nib​bled a lit​tle, slept aga​in, ate so​me mo​re. Pa​ir of ste​go​sa​urs gra​zing not far away, tiny eyes fas​te​ned on me. Smal​ler di​no​sa​urs hol​ding a kind of con​fe​ren​ce by so​me big cycads. And Bert​ha Brac​hi​osa​ur is munc​hing away in Ost​rom Me​adow, be​nignly su​per​vi​sing the who​le sce​ne.

    This is ab​so​lu​tely crazy.

    I think the di​no​sa​urs are ta​king ca​re of me.

    

2 Sep. 09:00 hours
    

    No do​ubt of it at all. They bring eggs, me​at, even cycad co​nes and tree-fern fronds. At first they de​li​ve​red things only when I slept, but now they co​me hop​ping right up to me and dump things at my fe​et. The strut​hi​omi​mids are the be​arers -they're the smal​lest, most agi​le, qu​ic​kest hands. They bring the​ir of​fe​rings, sta​re me right in the eye, pa​use as if wa​iting for a tip. Ot​her di​no​sa​urs watc​hing from the dis​tan​ce. This is a co​or​di​na​ted ef​fort. I am the cent​re of all ac​ti​vity on the is​land, it se​ems. I ima​gi​ne that even the tyran​no​sa​urs are sa​ving cho​ice cuts for me. Hal​lu​ci​na​ti​on? Fan​tasy? De​li​ri​um of fe​ver? I fe​el lu​cid. The fe​ver is aba​ting. I'm still too stiff and we​ak to mo​ve very far, but I think I'm re​co​ve​ring from the ef​fects of my fall. With a lit​tle help from my fri​ends.

    

10:00 hours
    

    Played back the last entry. Thin​king it over. I don't think I've go​ne in​sa​ne. If I'm in​sa​ne eno​ugh to be wor​ri​ed abo​ut my sa​nity, how crazy can I be? Or am I just fo​oling myself? The​re's a ter​rib​le conf​lict bet​we​en what I think I per​ce​ive go​ing on he​re and what I know I ought to be per​ce​iving.

    

15:00 hours
    

    A long, stran​ge dre​am this af​ter​no​on. I saw all the di​no​sa​urs stan​ding in the me​adow and they we​re con​nec​ted to one anot​her by gle​aming thre​ads, li​ke the te​lep​ho​ne li​nes of ol​den ti​mes, and all the thre​ads cen​te​red on Bert​ha. As if she's the switch​bo​ard, yes. And te​le​pat​hic mes​sa​ges we​re tra​vel​ling. An ext​ra​sen​sory ho​okup, po​wer​ful pul​ses mo​ving along the li​nes. I dre​amed that a small di​no​sa​ur ca​me to me and of​fe​red me a li​ne and, in pan​to​mi​me, sho​wed me how to ho​ok it up, and a gre​at flo​od of de​light went thro​ugh me as I ma​de the con​nec​ti​on. And when I plug​ged it in, I co​uld fe​el the de​ep and he​avy tho​ughts of the di​no​sa​urs, the slow rap​tu​ro​us phi​lo​sop​hi​cal in​terc​han​ges.

    When I wo​ke, the dre​am se​emed bi​zar​rely vi​vid, stran​gely re​al, the dre​am ide​as lin​ge​ring as they so​me​ti​mes do. I saw the ani​mals abo​ut me in a new way. As if this is not just a zo​olo​gi​cal re​se​arch sta​ti​on, but a com​mu​nity, a set​tle​ment, the so​le out​post of an ali​en ci​vi​li​za​ti​on - an ali​en ci​vi​li​za​ti​on na​ti​ve to earth.

    Come off it. The​se ani​mals ha​ve mi​nu​te bra​ins. They spend the​ir days chom​ping on gre​enery, ex​cept for the ones that chomp on ot​her di​no​sa​urs. Com​pa​red with di​no​sa​urs, cows and she​ep are down​right ge​ni​uses.

    I can hob​ble a lit​tle now.

    

3 Sep. 06:00 hours
    

    The sa​me dre​am aga​in last night, the uni​ver​sal te​le​pat​hic lin​ka​ge. Sen​se of warmth and lo​ve flo​wing from di​no​sa​urs to me.

    Fresh tyran​no​sa​ur eggs for bre​ak​fast.

    

5 Sep. 11:00 hours
    

    I'm ma​king a fast re​co​very. Up and abo​ut, still cre​aky but not much pa​in left. They still fe​ed me. Tho​ugh the strut​hi​omi​mids re​ma​in the be​arers of fo​od, the big​ger di​no​sa​urs now co​me clo​se, too. A ste​go​sa​ur nuz​zled up to me li​ke so​me Go​li​ath-si​zed pony, and I pet​ted its ro​ugh scaly flank. The dip​lo-do​cus stretc​hed out flat and se​emed to beg me to stro​ke its im​men​se neck.

    If this is mad​ness, so be it. The​re's com​mu​nity he​re, lo​ving and tem​pe​ra​te. Even the pre​da​tory car​ni​vo​res are part of it: eaters and eaten are as​pects of the who​le, yin and yang. Ri​ding aro​und in our se​aled mo​du​les, we co​uld ne​ver ha​ve sus​pec​ted any of this.

    They are gra​du​al​ly dra​wing me in​to the​ir com​mu​ni​on. I fe​el the pul​ses that pass bet​we​en them. My en​ti​re so​ul throbs with that stran​ge new sen​sa​ti​on. My skin ting​les.

    They bring me fo​od of the​ir own bo​di​es, the​ir flesh and the​ir un​born yo​ung, and they watch over me and si​lently ur​ge me back to he​alth. Why? For swe​et cha​rity's sa​ke? I don't think so. I think they want so​met​hing from me. I think they ne​ed so​met​hing from me. What co​uld they ne​ed from me?

    

6 Sep. 06:00 hours
    

    All this night I ha​ve mo​ved slowly thro​ugh the fo​rest in what I can only term an ecs​ta​tic sta​te. Vast sha​pes, hum​ped monst​ro​us forms ba​rely vi​sib​le by dim glim​mer, ca​me and went abo​ut me. Ho​ur af​ter ho​ur I wal​ked un​har​med, fe​eling the com​mu​ni​on in​ten​sify. Un​til at last, ex​ha​us​ted, I ha​ve co​me to rest he​re on this mossy car​pet, and in the first light of dawn I see the gi​ant form of the gre​at brac​hi​osa​ur stan​ding li​ke a mo​un​ta​in on the far si​de of Owen Ri​ver.

    I am drawn to her. I co​uld wors​hip her. Thro​ugh her vast body sur​ge po​wer​ful cur​rents. She is the amp​li​fi​er. By her are we all con​nec​ted. The holy mot​her of us all. From the enor​mo​us mass of her body ema​na​te po​tent he​aling im​pul​ses.

    I'll rest a lit​tle whi​le. Then I'll cross the ri​ver to her.

    

09:00 hours
    

    We stand fa​ce to fa​ce. Her he​ad is fif​te​en me​ters abo​ve mi​ne. Her small eyes are un​re​adab​le. I trust her and I lo​ve her.

    Lesser brac​hi​osa​urs ha​ve gat​he​red be​hind her on the ri​ver​bank. Fart​her away are di​no​sa​urs of half a do​zen ot​her spe​ci​es, im​mo​bi​le, si​lent.

    I am humb​le in the​ir pre​sen​ce. They are rep​re​sen​ta​ti​ves of a dyna​mic, su​pe​ri​or ra​ce, which but for a cru​el cos​mic ac​ci​dent wo​uld ru​le the earth to this day, and I am co​ming to re​ve​re them.

    Consider: they en​du​red for a hund​red forty mil​li​on ye​ars in ever-re​ne​wing vi​gor. They met all evo​lu​ti​onary chal​len​ges, ex​cept the one of sud​den and ca​tast​rop​hic cli​ma​tic chan​ge aga​inst which not​hing co​uld ha​ve pro​tec​ted them. They mul​tip​li​ed and pro​li​fe​ra​ted and adap​ted, do​mi​na​ting land and sea and air, co​ve​ring the glo​be. Our own trif​ling, con​temp​tib​le an​ces​tors we​re not​hing next to them. Who knows what the​se di​no​sa​urs might ha​ve ac​hi​eved if that cras​hing as​te​ro​id had not blot​ted out the​ir light? What a vast irony: mil​li​ons of ye​ars of sup​re​macy en​ded in a sing​le ge​ne​ra​ti​on by a chil​ling clo​ud of dust. But un​til then - the won​der, the gran​de​ur-

    

    Only be​asts, you say? How can you be su​re? We know just a shred of what the Me​so​zo​ic was re​al​ly li​ke, just a sli​ce, li​te​ral​ly the ba​re bo​nes. The pas​sa​ge of a hund​red mil​li​on ye​ars can ob​li​te​ra​te all tra​ces of ci​vi​li​za​ti​on. Sup​po​se they had lan​gu​age, po​etry, mytho​logy, phi​lo​sophy? Lo​ve, dre​ams, as​pi​ra​ti​ons? No, you say, they we​re be​asts, pon​de​ro​us and stu​pid, that li​ved mind​less bes​ti​al li​ves. And I reply that we puny ha​iry ones ha​ve no right to im​po​se our own va​lu​es on them. The only kind of ci​vi​li​za​ti​on we can un​ders​tand is the one we ha​ve bu​ilt. We ima​gi​ne that our own tri​vi​al ac​comp​lish​ments are the de​ter​mi​ning ca​se, that com​pu​ters and spa​ces​hips and bro​iled sa​usa​ges are such mi​rac​les that they pla​ce us at evo​lu​ti​on's pin​nac​le. But now I know ot​her​wi​se. Hu​ma​nity has do​ne mar​ve​lo​us things, yes. But we wo​uld not ha​ve exis​ted at all had this gre​atest of ra​ces be​en al​lo​wed to li​ve to ful​fill its des​tiny.

    I fe​el the in​ten​se lo​ve ra​di​ating from the ti​tan that lo​oms abo​ve me. I fe​el the con​tact bet​we​en our so​uls ste​adily strengt​he​ning and de​epe​ning.

    The last bar​ri​ers dis​sol​ve.

    And I un​ders​tand at last.

    I am the cho​sen one. I am the ve​hic​le. I am the brin​ger of re​birth, the be​lo​ved one, the ne​ces​sary one. Our Lady of the Sa​uro​pods am I, the holy one, the prop​he​tess, the pri​es​tess.

    Is this mad​ness? Then it is mad​ness.

    Why ha​ve we small ha​iry cre​atu​res exis​ted at all? I know now. It is so that thro​ugh our tech​no​logy we co​uld ma​ke pos​sib​le the re​turn of the gre​at ones. They pe​ris​hed un​fa​irly. Thro​ugh us, they are re​sur​rec​ted abo​ard this tiny glo​ve in spa​ce.

    I tremb​le in the for​ce of the ne​ed that po​urs from them.

    I will not fa​il you, I tell the gre​at sa​uro​pods be​fo​re me, and the sa​uro​pods send my tho​ughts re​ver​be​ra​ting to all the ot​hers.

    

20 September. 06:00 hours
    

    The thir​ti​eth day. The shut​tle co​mes from Ha​bi​tat Vronsky to​day to pick me up and de​li​ver the next re​se​arc​her.

    I wa​it at the tran​sit lock. Hund​reds of di​no​sa​urs wa​it with me, each clo​se be​si​de the nest, both the li​ons and the lambs, gat​he​red qu​i​etly, the​ir at​ten​ti​on fo​cus​sed en​ti​rely on me.

    

    Now the shut​tle ar​ri​ves, right on ti​me, gli​ding in for a per​fect doc​king. The air​locks open. A fi​gu​re ap​pe​ars. Sar​ber him​self! Co​ming to ma​ke su​re I didn't sur​vi​ve the melt​down, or el​se to fi​nish me off.

    He stands blin​king in the entry pas​sa​ge, ga​ping at the throngs of pla​cid di​no​sa​urs ar​ra​yed in a hu​ge se​mi​circ​le aro​und the na​ked wo​man who stands be​si​de the wrec​ka​ge of the mo​bi​le mo​du​le. For a mo​ment he is unab​le to spe​ak.

    "Anne?" he says fi​nal​ly. "What in God's na​me-"

    "You'll ne​ver un​ders​tand," I tell him. I gi​ve the sig​nal. Bels​haz-zar rumb​les for​ward. Sar​ber scre​ams and whirls and sprints for the air-lock, but a ste​go​sa​ur blocks the way.

    "No!" Sar​ber cri​es, as the tyran​no​sa​ur's mighty he​ad swo​ops down. It is all over in a mo​ment.

    Revenge! How swe​et!

    And this is only the be​gin​ning. Ha​bi​tat Vronsky li​es just 120 ki​lo​me​ters away. El​sew​he​re in the Lag​ran​ge belt are hund​reds of ot​her ha​bi​tats ri​pe for con​qu​est. The earth it​self is wit​hin easy re​ach. I ha​ve no idea yet how it will be ac​comp​lis​hed, but I know it will be do​ne and do​ne suc​ces​sful​ly, and I will be the inst​ru​ment by which it is do​ne.

    I stretch forth my arms to the mighty cre​atu​res that sur​ro​und me. I fe​el the​ir strength, the​ir po​wer, the​ir har​mony. I am one with them, and they with me.

    The Gre​at Ra​ce has re​tur​ned, and I am its pri​es​tess. Let the ha​iry ones tremb​le!

    

    

18 - Basil Copper - The Flabby Men
I
    

    I DID NOT LI​KE THE LO​OK OF the is​land from the very first. I had co​me from the ca​pi​tal along an un​du​la​ting, scree-strewn be​ach ro​ad on the ma​in​land, that circ​led aro​und gre​at outc​rops of splin​te​red firs and pi​ne, and the Swit​zer was be​gin​ning to run out of fu​el when I sigh​ted the ferry in the gat​he​ring dusk. The la​va-li​ke rub​ble of the sho​re stretc​hed dre​arily to an oily, sli​me-was​hed sea and aga​inst the dark yel​low of this sul​len backg​ro​und fo​ul, scummy pus​tu​les burst and re​for​med.

    The pi​les of the ferry lan​ding we​re red with rust, I no​ti​ced, as the mac​hi​ne pur​red on​to the me​ta​li​zed sur​fa​ce of the pi​er, and a he​ap of old-fas​hi​oned pet​rol con​ta​iners lay hud​dled to​get​her on the shing​le li​ke the husks of so​me gi​ant fru​it or the whor​led shells of monst​ro​us land-crabs.

    The wind was ri​sing, brin​ging with it drifts of cold, pun​gently ta​in​ted spu​me from fart​her out, and the harshly stri​ated mass of the is​land, black, brown, and sickly yel​low, gas​hed the sea abo​ut two mi​les of​fsho​re. My ring bro​ught no one from the dusty glass and ste​el of​fi​ce so badly ne​eding pa​int and up​ke​ep. I wa​ited and then tri​ed the elect​ric kla​xon on the Swit​zer; it stir​red the ec​ho​es and sent a few bro​ken-win​ged birds scut​te​ring clum​sily among the rocks. I tri​ed on​ce mo​re and then ga​ve up; bat​te​ri​es we​re too pre​ci​o​us to was​te in this fas​hi​on.

    Rort sho​uld ha​ve met me at the lan​ding. I had a vi​si​on-tu​be check on that just be​fo​re I star​ted, and they knew I was ar​ri​ving abo​ut six. Now it was af​ter se​ven and the crowd on the is​land sho​uld be aler​ted. Test con​di​ti​ons we​re sa​id to be ide​al for the next two we​eks and I was eager to get ahe​ad with the first. The​re was lit​tle so​und in the co​ve, tho​ugh fart​her out whi​te was be​gin​ning to show among the folds of yel​low; not​hing but the slap of fo​ul wa​ter, wind strum​ming over splin​te​red wo​od, and, for a few bri​ef se​conds, a start​led buzz as a we​at​her he​li​cop​ter flap​ped its way he​si​tantly so​uth​wards.

    I had not ex​pec​ted the ferry to be wor​king; that wo​uld ha​ve be​en too much, but Rort had sa​id they had got a po​wer la​unch go​ing which wo​uld ta​ke me and my traps out. The Swit​zer wo​uld ha​ve to ta​ke its chan​ce on the jet​ty with a tar​pa​ulin over it; the swarms of vo​ra​ci​o​us ver​min that had be​en in​fes​ting the sho​re for the past few months might ha​ve a go at it, but I do​ub​ted whet​her they wo​uld ma​ke much imp​res​si​on on its tracks, the only non​me​tal com​po​nent li​kely to pro​ve edib​le. Even so I had strip​ped the mac​hi​ne down to es​sen​ti​als; it lo​oked as tho​ugh I might ha​ve so​me tro​ub​le in get​ting fu​el for the trip back.

    The dark​ness was gro​wing, blur​ring the out​li​ne of rocks and the dis​tant is​land; the jet​ty shud​de​red un​der the im​pact of the un​der​tow, and the​re was a sharp scrab​bling and muf​fled squ​e​aks from the rus​ting deb​ris at the si​de of the pi​er, which I didn't li​ke. Who​le par​ti​es of pe​op​le had be​en de​vo​ured by a de​ba​sed form of gi​ant rat which ha​un​ted the se​as​ho​re, and it was sa​id that the pla​gue of land-crabs had inc​re​ased of la​te.

    I went to the end of the jet​ty and win​ked my flash se​awards a few ti​mes and then un​lo​aded my ca​ses of equ​ip​ment and per​so​nal ge​ar. Whi​le I was clip​ping the rub​be​ri​zed tar​pa​ulin over the Swit​zer I he​ard the shrill whi​ne of a jet, and a short whi​le af​ter I ma​de out the dim sha​pe of a tur​bo-la​unch cre​aming out from the di​rec​ti​on of the is​land. That wo​uld be Rort.

    The so​ug​hing of the wind had inc​re​ased and wa​ter was slap​ping ste​alt​hily along the filthy fo​res​ho​re, stir​ring une​asily among the crumb​ling rub​bish that lit​te​red the mar​ge. It was a sad in​he​ri​tan​ce, I tho​ught, this de​bi​li​ta​ted world; an af​ter​math of vi​olen​ce that wo​uld ha​ve to be pa​in​ful​ly rek​nit​ted by the in​dustry of a few pa​ti​ent men and wo​men, self-de​di​ca​ted and wor​king with po​or, worn-out to​ols.

    

    There was a crunch from the sha​dows and I stab​bed the flash be​am in​to the dusk, out​li​ned the sla​ve​ring, grey, dep​ra​ved jaw​li​ne, red-rim​med, whi​te fil​med eyes, and slit-nost​ril​led mask of a lar​ge cre​atu​re li​ke the ca​ri​ca​tu​re of a ha​re, which went hop​ping off with a clat​ter among the oil cans. I went over to the Swit​zer and so​met​hing el​se scur​ri​ed away. The​re we​re the marks of sharp te​eth on the half-tracks, whe​re the cre​atu​res had be​en te​aring the co​ve​ring. I spra​yed the area ro​und the ve​hic​le with a po​wer​ful po​ison I had bro​ught from the sto​res, which I felt wo​uld dis​co​ura​ge all but the har​di​est and hung​ri​est.

    When I had fi​nis​hed, the no​ise of the jet fil​led the co​ve and then eased off as so​me​one throt​tled down; I went to the ed​ge of the jet​ty and saw a fa​mi​li​ar, grey-hul​led Mi​nistry la​unch be​aring the hi​eroglyp​hics of the Cent​ral Com​mit​tee. Rort ca​me out of the whe​el​ho​use.

    "Sorry to ke​ep you wa​iting. I ca​me ear​li​er but had to go back over. They get wor​ri​ed if I'm away long. This is the only trans​port to and from the is​land you know, and Fu​tu​re knows what things are in the wa​ter."

    Rort was a tall, thin man with a tang​led stub​ble of be​ard; he had be​en a re​se​arch wor​ker in one of the in​nu​me​rab​le pro​j​ect te​ams set up by the Cent​ral Com​mit​tee, and had be​en se​con​ded for spe​ci​al du​ti​es. He had al​ways be​en the wor​rying kind, but now I se​emed to de​tect an even gre​ater ner​vo​us​ness in his man​ner, as he hel​ped me get the equ​ip​ment sto​wed abo​ard; I set this down to the lo​ca​ti​on of the is​land and the for​sa​ken at​mosp​he​re of this part of the co​ast.

    He told me so​met​hing of the si​tu​ati​on as we put off. The​re was an oily swell run​ning now, with what wo​uld ha​ve be​en whi​te​caps in ye​ars go​ne by, be​fo​re po​isons clog​ged the earth, and I sat on a bench in the chart​ho​use with him whi​le he ste​ered. Rort was de​fi​ni​tely une​asy but when I qu​es​ti​oned him, he shrug​ged it off as an in​de​fi​nab​le so​met​hing. One conc​re​te oc​cur​ren​ce had rat​tled him tho​ugh, which was partly a ca​use of his une​ase. Un​lo​ading the gro​up's equ​ip​ment a few we​eks be​fo​re, he had slip​ped on the sli​me-co​ve​red lan​ding and a ca​se of ra​dio energy cells - the​ir only supply - had go​ne to the bot​tom.

    That me​ant the sen​ding of test da​ta over the trans​mit​ter to ba​se was strictly li​mi​ted, to con​ser​ve energy; and fu​el for the la​unch was short. The re​li​ef he​li​cop​ter was not due for a month; in anot​her we​ek or two the​re might be dif​fi​cul​ti​es in com​mu​ni​ca​ti​ons. I as​ked Rort abo​ut the is​land; he cle​ared his thro​at with a ras​ping no​ise, a sign of dis​li​ke with him, but I was surp​ri​sed when I he​ard the​re was ac​tu​al​ly so​me sort of set​tle​ment, on the li​nes of the old-style vil​la​ge, in a co​ve on the se​award si​de, so​mew​he​re over the ot​her sho​ul​der of the flinty hill which was be​gin​ning to climb up the dark sky as we ap​pro​ac​hed the sho​re.

    Rort sa​id the​re we​re abo​ut sixty pe​op​le; fifty men and a few bre​eders, and they had a mi​se​rab​le exis​ten​ce gro​wing ve​ge​tab​les on im​por​ted un​so​ured so​il and fis​hing far out; cle​an​sing and ste​ri​li​zing con​di​ti​ons we​re fan​tas​tic, of co​ur​se, but I gat​he​red they had wor​ked out a sa​tis​fac​tory and sa​fe system. The​ir ra​ti​ons we​re sup​ple​men​ted by the Cent​ral Com​mit​tee at va​ri​o​us ti​mes of the ye​ar, and I re​mem​be​red se​e​ing so​mew​he​re that the ex​pe​ri​ment was one li​kely to be en​co​ura​ged in va​ri​o​us pla​ces.

    At all events they had wel​co​med the gro​up and had be​en pat​he​ti​cal​ly eager to pro​vi​de la​bo​ur and ma​te​ri​als from the​ir own scanty sto​res; they felt that the sur​vey, even tho​ugh or​ga​ni​sed only to carry out re​se​arch on con​di​ti​ons, wo​uld imp​ro​ve the​ir lot im​me​di​ately, tho​ugh the​re was so​met​hing in the​ir re​aso​ning when lo​oked at as a long-term po​licy. Re​se​arch gro​ups set up by the Cent​ral Com​mit​tee we​re cons​tantly on the mo​ve as the clo​ud mo​ved ro​und, and tho​ugh we still got the sa​me re​ac​ti​on, the​re we​re ho​pes in hig​her circ​les that the ef​fects might we​ar off in our li​fe​ti​me.

    But most of this wo​uld not, of it​self, ha​ve be​en eno​ugh to ca​use this une​asi​ness. It sprang from so​met​hing ot​her than the somb​re en​vi​ron​ment in​to which every pul​se of the bo​at's prog​ress was be​aring us. When I put this tho​ught in​to the form of a di​rect sta​te​ment Rort did not im​me​di​ately reply. Then his tall body un​co​iled it​self from over the whe​el.

    "I don't know," he sa​id. "But the​re's so​met​hing de​adly in the wind. You can la​ugh, but you ha​ven't be​en he​re the​se we​eks li​ke the rest of us. La​ter, you'll know what I me​an."

    I was still che​wing over this in​fu​ri​atingly va​gue ans​wer when we be​gan the run in​to the jet​ty. The shing​le was harsh, black clin​ker, so​met​hing li​ke vol​ca​nic ash, and the ves​sel gra​ted unp​le​asantly aga​inst it as Rort let the wa​ter slowly ta​ke us in. He ste​adi​ed the bo​at, hol​ding a cor​ro​ded hand​ra​il that jut​ted out from the conc​re​te slip​way, and af​ter we had un​lo​aded we pul​led the craft fart​her up the sho​re.

    Back from the be​ach the wind sud​denly pluc​ked at one, as tho​ugh it we​re buf​fe​ting down from the black bulk of the hill which ro​se in​to the misty dusk abo​ve us; we slip​ped and flo​un​de​red on the yel​low clay path​way that wo​und thro​ugh black, slip​pery rocks, co​ve​red with sickly smel​ling enc​rus​ta​ti​ons, and on​ce a shim​me​ring, black and yel​low cre​atu​re li​ke a to​ad flop​ped away sog​gily down the hil​lsi​de, le​aving a tra​il of crim​son sli​me be​hind it.

    I was win​ded long be​fo​re we had re​ac​hed the lo​wer sho​ul​der of the hill; the air se​emed cal​mer he​re and lo​oking down I co​uld see the fa​int smud​ge of the la​unch be​si​de the jet​ty and fart​her out, the ti​red, grey wrink​le of the sea, chan​ging to the ghostly gre​en glow it al​ways as​su​med af​ter dark. To my re​li​ef Rort sud​denly tur​ned asi​de from the path​way, and went thro​ugh two slo​ping wet sho​ul​ders of sto​ne that bre​as​ted ac​ross the fa​ce to the right.

    Hesitantly I fol​lo​wed; it was an op​pres​si​ve pla​ce, wet un​der​fo​ot, the enc​rus​ted walls exu​ding mo​is​tu​re and over​he​ad the swe​ep of rock top​pling for​ward un​til it met in a dizzy arch. We we​re using our flas​hes now but pre​sently the walls fell away, and we wal​ked ac​ross an un​du​la​ting up​land slas​hed with the gen​ti​an, scar​let and black of the pa​ra​si​ti​cal fun​gi that so​me​ti​mes grew to two or three fe​et ac​ross. Along a gully and up anot​her slo​pe and then Rort hal​ted. He po​in​ted thro​ugh a gap bet​we​en gro​ups of stun​ted tre​es. I was lo​oking at K4 Re​se​arch Sta​ti​on.

    

II
    

    K4 had be​en const​ruc​ted so​me two ye​ars be​fo​re, at a ti​me when the dri​ve for eco​nomy and the ne​ed for a cha​in of ob​ser​va​ti​on sta​ti​ons had be​en at the he​ight of conf​lict; the re​sult was an amal​gam of ext​ra​va​gan​ces and ste​ri​li​ti​es. The Cent​ral Com​mit​tee had felt that the sci​en​ti​fic ne​eds of es​tab​lish​ments over​ro​de tho​se of ex​pe​di​ency and com​fort so that at K4 pri​mi​ti​ve conc​re​te const​ruc​ti​ons li​ke the old-fas​hi​oned block​ho​uses had be​en left wit​ho​ut pro​per pro​ofing and fi​nish, whi​le the ex​pen​si​ve and ela​bo​ra​te equ​ip​ment ho​used wit​hin be​gan to de​te​ri​ora​te for want of pro​tec​ti​on and pro​per ma​in​te​nan​ce.

    The li​fe the​re was a pe​cu​li​ar blend of crow​ded dis​com​fort and bro​oding lo​ne​li​ness; the days we​re gi​ven over to ex​ha​us​ti​ve exa​mi​na​ti​on of the con​tent of the so​il, the air, and the sea sur​ro​un​ding the is​land, whi​le the eve​nings we​re spent in wri​ting up no​te​bo​oks, in con​duc​ting analy​ti​cal ex​pe​ri​ments among the crazy cack​le of Ge​iger co​un​ters in the tall, light​ho​use-li​ke bu​il​ding over​lo​oking the rocky co​ast, and in li​mi​ted so​ci​al in​ter​co​ur​se among our col​le​agu​es.

    Of the​se so​me are worthy of mo​re than pas​sing men​ti​on: Dr Frit​zj​of, a Swe​de who had lost an arm as a re​sult of nuc​le​ar ex​pe​ri​ments; Mas​ters, the Di​rec​tor of the sta​ti​on, a tall, hand​so​me-lo​oking man in his la​te for​ti​es with ha​ir inc​li​ning to sil​ver; so​ber, ca​re​ful-min​ded, and go​od-hu​mo​ured, a ple​asant man to work with; Pro​fes​sor Locks​pe​iser, a yo​ung, tawny-be​ar​ded Aust​ra​li​an who had do​ne as​to​nis​hing work on the de​ge​ne​ra​ti​on of ato​mi​zed struc​tu​res and the ca​uses of ste​ri​lity in con​ta​mi​na​ted fe​ma​les; Pol​lock, des​pi​te his na​me, a West In​di​an physi​cist; and a bre​eder, of​fi​ci​al​ly C2147, but known to us as Kar​la.

    A tall, blon​de girl with a well-ma​de body and pro​mi​nent bre​asts and but​tocks, she was os​ten​sibly the​re as la​bo​ra​tory as​sis​tant, but re​al​ly to be ne​ar Fitz​wil​li​ams, one of the physi​cists, by whom she was preg​nant. This ma​de no dif​fe​ren​ce to the usu​al emer​gency re​gu​la​ti​ons then in for​ce and she was still ex​pec​ted to carry out her ob​li​ga​ti​ons to ot​her mem​bers of the staff, which she did with energy. It was my turn to enj​oy her on the third or fo​urth eve​ning af​ter my ar​ri​val and a very fi​ne ex​pe​ri​en​ce it was, she be​ing, as I sa​id, a very pas​si​ona​te, well-bu​ilt girl, most wil​ling and in​ven​ti​ve and with a most at​trac​ti​ve smi​le and whi​te te​eth; Po​lish, I think. We all tho​ught Fitz​wil​li​ams a lucky man as per​ma​nent pos​ses​si​on of her was ves​ted in him; he sho​wed me the pa​pers he had ta​ken out on one oc​ca​si​on in which C2147 was spe​ci​fi​cal​ly men​ti​oned. I knew then it was cor​rect as I had se​en the sa​me symbols, bran​ded in the usu​al pla​ce for all bre​eders of her class.

    If I re​cord this in so​me de​ta​il it was be​ca​use the mo​no​tony and ari​dity of the li​fe ma​de such oc​cur​ren​ces as​su​me the emo​ti​onal and sig​ni​fi​cant im​pact of a sun​burst on a per​son blind from birth; it ir​ra​di​ated a glow that las​ted for days and cer​ta​inly Kar​la's pre​sen​ce and the ame​ni​ti​es she af​for​ded lent the lit​tle gar​ri​son so​me deg​ree of con​tent​ment.

    It was abo​ut a we​ek af​ter my ar​ri​val that the first of a long pro​ces​si​on of events oc​cur​red, which we​re la​ter to as​su​me a qu​ite disp​ro​por​ti​ona​te sig​ni​fi​can​ce when they be​gan to fall in​to pla​ce. It had be​en a day of storm and vi​olen​ce; shards of ra​in be​at sa​va​gely at the trans​pa​rent slits of the ob​ser​va​ti​on to​wer, al​most drow​ning the dis​con​ten​ted chat​ter of the inst​ru​ments.

    I had be​en out in the early af​ter​no​on, the we​at​her aba​ting, to draw off flu​id from a par​ti​cu​lar form of fun​gi who​se for​ma​ti​on rat​her in​te​res​ted us, and when I tur​ned up along the cliff, my ca​ses full of spe​ci​mens and cut​tings, I was sud​denly struck by the fact that sin​ce my ar​ri​val I had se​en so lit​tle of the is​land. The clo​uds we​re still lo​we​ring and the harsh chumb​le of the sea on the slimy rocks did not form a backg​ro​und of any gre​at charm, but a be​am of sickly, dusty "sun​light" - an arc​ha​ic term I use for want of a bet​ter word - sud​denly pric​ked out a path to the sea's ed​ge and aga​inst this me​tal​lic she​en I saw the fi​lig​ree work of a pi​er and what lo​oked li​ke a clus​ter of huts and bu​il​dings.

    I as​su​med this was the vil​la​ge Rort had spo​ken of and ha​ving so​me ti​me in hand tho​ught I wo​uld ta​ke a lo​ok, but an ho​ur's stumb​le among fo​ul rocks and drip​ping, ca​ve-li​ke for​ma​ti​ons along the sho​re ma​de me re​ali​se that I co​uld not ho​pe to re​ga​in K4 be​fo​re dark​ness. The af​ter​no​on was al​re​ady de​epe​ning to early dusk when I ca​me out on a pri​mi​ti​ve path and fo​und myself ne​ar the spot. Tho​ugh the gre​enish twi​light and the slop of the wa​ves among the peb​bles of the fo​res​ho​re ga​ve the pla​ce a so​mew​hat eerie as​pect, I co​uld not say I was par​ti​cu​larly cons​ci​o​us of this, in​te​res​ted as I was to see the vil​la​ge.

    I say vil​la​ge, but it was lit​tle mo​re than the most pri​mi​ti​ve kind of set​tle​ment, fra​med in two gi​gan​tic spits of rock which ma​de a sort of notch in the black sand. The wind had ri​sen and the stench of de​cay was in the twi​light. De​ad mat​ter and po​iso​no​us drib​bles of spu​me whir​led abo​ut the dark strand.

    The gre​en lu​mi​no​sity of the sea bat​hed the area in its pa​le, une​arthly light tho​ugh it had not yet as​su​med the in​ten​sity it wo​uld re​ve​al with the co​ming of full dark​ness. I felt li​ke a cre​atu​re as un​subs​tan​ti​al as mist as I drif​ted, li​ke a lost so​ul in a lat​ter-day in​fer​no. I was min​ded of a rep​ro​duc​ti​on - on the vi​si​on-tu​be, of co​ur​se - of an an​ci​ent il​lust​ra​ti​on; one of the mi​mes on the cel​lu​lo​id strips I be​li​eve it was. It con​cer​ned the le​gend of the vam​pi​re and the sce​ne de​pic​ted a man in a bro​ad-brim​med hat and clo​ak wan​de​ring, much as I did to​night, thro​ugh a lands​ca​pe of mist and night​ma​re, to what stran​ge ad​ven​tu​re I ne​ver dis​co​ve​red, for the re​ma​in​der of the strip was be​yond pre​ser​ving and so​me had be​en lost.

    What did se​em stran​ge he​re was the lack of any li​fe; a light, a fi​gu​re, a fo​ot​fall, an elect​ric sig​nal - anyt​hing wo​uld ha​ve bro​ken that blank ari​dity. Now I was among the ro​und, do​me-li​ke dwel​lings the​se pe​op​le had imp​ro​vi​sed for them​sel​ves, and the bul​bo​us ope​nings we​re, I ha​zar​ded, so​me form of do​ub​le air-lock in which they wo​uld re​mo​ve the​ir pol​lu​ted clot​hing be​fo​re go​ing in​si​de.

    I co​uld not help thin​king that they had ma​de the best of the​ir ble​ak con​di​ti​ons tho​ugh; un​less one we​re comp​le​tely un​derg​ro​und, the​re was very lit​tle dif​fe​ren​ce whe​re one li​ved on the sur​fa​ce of the world to​day. Ha​ving comp​le​ted a cir​cu​it of the bu​il​dings wit​ho​ut se​e​ing any sign of li​fe and the dark​ness now be​ing al​most to​tal, I de​ci​ded to re​turn along the sho​re the way I had co​me. As I swung ro​und, shif​ting my ca​ses to my left hand to ease my cram​ped fin​gers, I was cons​ci​o​us out of the cor​ner of my eye, of a blur​red sha​dow that se​emed to flit ac​ross the dim phosp​ho​res​cen​ce of the wa​ter and flic​ker be​hind a bo​ul​der.

    I am not a par​ti​cu​larly co​ura​ge​o​us man but my cu​ri​osity was aro​used. I had co​me a long way to set eyes on the pe​op​le of this pla​ce and tho​ugh I did not want to dis​turb them in the​ir ho​uses - a a for​mal vi​sit wo​uld ha​ve ta​ken up too much of my ti​me that night - I wo​uld ha​ve li​ked to es​tab​lish re​la​ti​ons, pre​pa​ra​tory to re​tur​ning anot​her day.

    Among the bo​ul​ders the at​mosp​he​re was fo​etid and the over​han​ging rocks and moss-li​ke cre​epers ma​de it dark. I so​on be​gan to reg​ret my de​ci​si​on, but I had to go on as I co​uld not now see pro​perly to re​turn and it was all up​hill. The pla​ce ap​pe​ared to be so​me sort of tun​nel and I ho​ped it wo​uld le​ad to​wards the sea aga​in.

    Ahead of me the​re was a slight scratc​hing no​ise that might ha​ve be​en me​tal-shod fe​et on rock, but I co​uld not be cer​ta​in. I pa​used to lis​ten but the so​und was not re​pe​ated. The pla​ce was be​gin​ning to get on my ner​ves. The walls we​re get​ting nar​ro​wer and then the rocky, over​han​ging cliffs be​gan to split in​to dif​fe​rent pas​sa​ges and al​ley​ways which ma​de con​sis​tent di​rec​ti​on im​pos​sib​le.

    This was con​fu​sing, but as I stop​ped aga​in for bre​ath I felt a fa​int stir​ring of the ha​irs on my spi​ne as the​re was anot​her fur​ti​ve mo​ve​ment - this ti​me be​hind me. Then the​re fol​lo​wed a no​ise that I didn't par​ti​cu​larly li​ke. It was a sort of slit​he​ring, scratc​hing so​und, and I had the unp​le​asant si​mi​le of a blind per​son spring sud​denly in​to my mind. I was in a cleft of rock by the si​de of the track, a nasty pla​ce in which to be trap​ped, and the​re was lit​tle ti​me to lo​se.

    Whoever - or wha​te​ver it was, co​uld ba​rely be a do​zen fe​et away. I duc​ked down and with a qu​ick flash of wild fe​ar slit​he​red, as qu​i​etly as I co​uld, out of the blind al​ley and ro​und the next cor​ner which was abo​ut six fe​et away. I pa​used a few fe​et back from the ent​ran​ce of anot​her gully; he​re at le​ast, I had a cle​ar li​ne of ret​re​at. Not​hing hap​pe​ned for a few mo​ments and I tho​ught that per​haps my ima​gi​na​ti​on had be​en too much.

    But the tap​ping be​gan aga​in af​ter a bit and now it was much ne​arer. A pa​use and mo​re so​unds, anot​her pa​use then a few mo​re steps. The​re was a long pe​ri​od of he​si​ta​ti​on as the thing ga​ined the ent​ran​ce to the pas​sa​ge whe​re I cro​uc​hed with the flash I had has​tily eased out of my hip-poc​ket.

    It wo​uld ser​ve both to see the cre​atu​re I fa​ced and al​so as a we​apon if ne​ed be. As the se​conds went past I re​sol​ved on a bold mo​ve. Wit​ho​ut was​ting any​mo​re ti​me I ga​ve a lo​ud and so​mew​hat qu​avery sho​ut which so​un​ded de​afe​ning in the con​fi​ned, ec​ho​ing spa​ce, sprang out in​to the ma​in gully, and stab​bed on my flash​light.

    A gre​at sha​dow crept ac​ross the rock, my scre​am was ec​ho​ed by a high, shrill cry, even lo​uder than mi​ne, and I fell down in a blind pa​nic mi​xed up with so​me soft, yi​el​ding sha​pe that blun​de​red aga​inst me. The sa​vi​o​ur of both was the flash​light which for​tu​na​tely fell up​wards, spre​ading its be​ams evenly and il​lu​mi​na​ting both fa​ces. Which of us was the mo​re frigh​te​ned I can​not tell. It was a bre​eder from the vil​la​ge who had se​en me prow​ling abo​ut and had co​me to in​ves​ti​ga​te, at first thin​king it was one of her own com​mu​nity.

    

    We la​ug​hed in sickly re​li​ef and then she put me on the right ro​ad for ho​me, glad of so​me com​pany in tho​se dark ra​vi​nes. I was the first man of the out​si​de world she had ever se​en, and she was pat​he​ti​cal​ly eager for know​led​ge; it was evi​dent that she re​gar​ded the Cent​ral Com​mit​tee and its sci​en​ti​fic of​fi​cers and ot​her emp​lo​ye​es as the only ho​pe for man​kind, and she ma​de me pro​mi​se to vi​sit the vil​la​ge aga​in in the day​light and do what I co​uld for its pe​op​le.

    This I re​adily ag​re​ed and no​ted down her num​ber for fu​tu​re re​fe​ren​ce. Vi​sits to the vil​la​ge and ad​di​ti​onal re​se​arch he​re wo​uld gi​ve so​me va​ri​ety to li​fe on the is​land, and I was in​te​res​ted to see how the​se pe​op​le ma​de out in the​ir hard and lo​nely strug​gle. This girl - she was lit​tle mo​re than ni​ne​te​en - was not unat​trac​ti​ve but her ha​ir was al​re​ady go​ing grey and she ap​pe​ared to be suf​fe​ring from de​bi​li​ta​ti​on. She stumb​led many ti​mes along the track but al​ways dec​li​ned my as​sis​tan​ce. When we ga​ined the open sho​re aga​in she was pla​inly ex​ha​us​ted and I sta​yed with her a bit af​ter she had put me on my ro​ad; I of​fe​red to ac​com​pany her back to her pe​op​le but she wo​uld not he​ar of this.

    Her dark eyes se​emed to ha​ve a world of ex​pe​ri​en​ce in them and she was al​ways lo​oking first se​award and then over her sho​ul​der, but I put this down to the stran​ge en​vi​ron​ment and the hard li​fe she led. As I wa​ved her go​odb​ye and set off along the stony track, she cal​led me back. The thin cry in the wind aga​in ca​used me so​me une​asi​ness, I co​uld not say why, and when I re​ac​hed her the dark eyes we​re clo​sed and the hol​lows un​der them se​emed full of pa​in.

    Then she bec​ko​ned and ur​ged me to​wards the sho​re whe​re the ba​le​ful light from the sea was be​ating on the dark sand and aga​inst the worn whi​te bo​ul​ders of the co​ve. I had told her of my qu​ali​fi​ca​ti​ons co​ming down the ra​vi​ne, but I co​uld not at first grasp what she wan​ted of me. But in bro​ken sen​ten​ces she at last ma​de me un​ders​tand her ne​eds.

    Before I co​uld stop her she had un​but​to​ned the smock-li​ke ove​rall she was we​aring and sto​od strip​ped to the wa​ist. I had se​en many stran​ge things in my thirty-fi​ve ye​ars and was inu​red to most sights that ha​ve be​co​me a com​monp​la​ce of the​se ti​mes, but I co​uld not re​sist an exc​la​ma​ti​on.

    The girl had what wo​uld ha​ve be​en a mag​ni​fi​cent fi​gu​re un​der nor​mal cir​cums​tan​ces. But ac​ross her ab​do​men and over her bre​asts we​re only what I co​uld desc​ri​be as a mass of de​vi​lish gre​en fun​gi; be​ne​ath it the skin glo​wed fa​intly lu​mi​no​us, ci​cat​ri​ced and cris​scros​sed with ve​in li​ke cuts and stri​ati​ons. The who​le mass se​emed to ha​ve a li​fe of its own, in​de​pen​dent of the girl's body, and I felt it must be a trick of the twi​light when I saw the growth - I can call it not​hing el​se - be​gin to stir and twitch, slug​gishly at first, and then al​most im​per​cep​tibly to ex​pand, flo​wing out​wards gently but ine​xo​rably, a frac​ti​on of an inch be​fo​re it set​tled down to a slow pul​sa​ti​on - or was it the girl's own bre​at​hing?

    Fear set​tled on me as I lo​oked at this. I co​uld do not​hing for the wretc​hed child then, but as she dres​sed I told her I wo​uld do what I co​uld. I wo​uld bring me​di​ci​nes, inst​ru​ments, the next ti​me I ca​me… per​haps inj​ec​ti​ons wo​uld help. She se​emed in​fi​ni​tely re​li​eved at this and clung to my arm for a mo​ment as tho​ugh I we​re her be​ne​fac​tor and she al​re​ady cu​red.

    She wo​uld not, or co​uld not, tell me how she had cont​rac​ted this ma​lig​nant con​di​ti​on, but I gat​he​red that hers was not the only ca​se in the vil​la​ge. I was not dis​po​sed to lin​ger; my en​co​un​ter with the girl, the at​mosp​he​re of the is​land, and now this last shock had put a blight on my spi​rits, and I was eager to be off. As I went up the path I was al​most inc​li​ned to bre​ak in​to a run. The​re was so​met​hing el​se - so​met​hing that de​fi​ed analy​sis and yet ga​ve me the gre​atest fo​re​bo​ding of all. For as I had cro​uc​hed over the girl, at​temp​ting to di​ag​no​se so​met​hing en​ti​rely out​si​de my ex​pe​ri​en​ce, the​re had be​en a stran​ge per​fu​me from her body.

    I am, of co​ur​se, fa​mi​li​ar with the odo​urs gi​ven off by the hu​man body un​der va​ri​o​us con​di​ti​ons of il​lness and de​cay, but I use the term per​fu​me in its true sen​se. Whet​her it ema​na​ted from the girl her​self or from the thing from which she suf​fe​red, I did not know. For a few mo​ments, as I sto​od on that lo​nely sho​re, my mind was drenc​hed with ima​ges; the drow​ned fa​ce of a girl I had on​ce known, a me​lody pla​ying so​mew​he​re long ago - so​met​hing that I re​cal​led as a tre​asu​red, re​cor​ded frag​ment of the past, on old arc​ha​ic inst​ru​ments by pe​op​le pla​ying to​get​her; what was it? Vi​olins - that was it; vi​olins and the per​fu​me se​emed so​me​how to symbo​li​ze all the​se things and abo​ve all the wild des​pa​ir of reg​ret.

    But worst of all was the al​most over​mas​te​ring lon​ging to re​ach the so​ur​ce of the per​fu​me; the​re was wild de​light in it and I ca​ught myself, for one mad se​cond, con​temp​la​ting the fright​ful ac​ti​on of bur​ying my mo​uth and fa​ce in the lo​ath​so​me thing that was de​vo​uring the girl's body. Sa​nity ca​me back li​ke a blast of cold air as sand whip​ped by the night wind stung my eyes - and with it a black fe​ar; I knew now what Rort me​ant. The​re was so​met​hing de​vi​lish abo​ut the is​land, so​met​hing which as sci​en​tists we had to un​ra​vel. I knew al​so that I had to go back to the vil​la​ge and find out what it was.

    But for the mo​ment whi​le the wind buf​fe​ted me as I bre​as​ted a spur of rock and ca​me back off the fo​res​ho​re to the pre​fe​rab​le lo​ne​li​ness of the down​lands that led to K4, I for​got the nos​tal​gia and re​mem​be​red only the sickly hor​ror of that de​ge​ne​ra​te mo​ment. Then black fe​ar to​ok pos​ses​si​on of me and I was run​ning, slip​ping, and sli​ding ac​ross the slimy turf to the com​pa​ra​ti​ve pe​ace and sanc​tu​ary symbo​li​zed by the tiny spark that was the light of K4's ob​ser​va​ti​on to​wer, pi​er​cing the smoky dark​ness li​ke a torch.

    

III
    

    I am as​ha​med to say it was al​most three we​eks be​fo​re I felt ab​le to go back to the vil​la​ge, and even then it was in the early mor​ning so that I sho​uld ha​ve ti​me to re​turn be​fo​re night​fall. Much of the in​ter​val had be​en spent in re​se​arch on obs​cu​re ra​di​ati​on con​di​ti​ons and my com​pa​ni​ons at K4 had not be​en as help​ful as they might. The night I ar​ri​ved back, pan​ting, muddy, my ca​ses lost down so​me pot​ho​le, the​re had be​en ro​ars of la​ugh​ter from the ste​adi​er ner​ved, tho​ugh I no​ti​ced Rort lo​oked con​si​de​rably pa​le as I told my story.

    Fitzwilliams, a short, stocky fi​gu​re was par​ti​cu​larly hu​mo​ro​us at my ex​pen​se; his dark brown mo​us​tac​he se​emed to brist​le as he exp​lo​ded with la​ugh​ter and he po​un​ded his fist on the tab​le as he ela​bo​ra​ted his ide​as.

    "By Fu​tu​re, this is rich," he splut​te​red - we had gi​ven up using the term "God" sin​ce the na​tu​re of cre​ati​on had be​en dis​co​ve​red -and then went on to em​bel​lish his fancy with so​me bawdy and out​ra​ge​o​us trim​mings. I well re​mem​ber the la​ug​hing fa​ces at the sup​per tab​le that night; it was al​most the last ti​me that our lit​tle gro​up had anyt​hing to be happy abo​ut, and that a fe​eb​le ex​cu​se at best. Lo​oking back, I sup​po​se it was lu​dic​ro​us. I, a grown man, bo​un​ding ac​ross the slimy hil​locks, comp​le​tely out of cont​rol, my ge​ar flying this way and that un​til I fetc​hed up aga​inst the block​ho​use ent​ran​ce of K4.

    That my first en​co​un​ter with the girl was ab​surd, I was pre​pa​red to ad​mit; my fo​olish fan​ci​es abo​ut the vil​la​ge and ra​vi​nes; even my he​ad​long flight. But the girl's con​di​ti​on was re​al eno​ugh; that was se​ri​o​us in​de​ed and con​cer​ned us all if it we​re due to at​mosp​he​ric con​di​ti​ons - and abo​ut that I was not pre​pa​red to la​ugh. I am af​ra​id I got rat​her angry as the eve​ning con​ti​nu​ed. But one man at le​ast had not be​en amu​sed.

    "What do you think, Rort?" I as​ked.

    His ans​wer was a long ti​me co​ming and when it did it was, for him, a stran​ge one. He tap​ped ner​vo​usly with his thin, ta​pe​ring fin​gers, now sta​ined and torn li​ke most of our hands, and did not lo​ok at me di​rectly.

    "I pre​fer not to think - in this ins​tan​ce," he sa​id qu​i​etly and then got up and went qu​ickly out of the ban​te​ring at​mosp​he​re of the mess-ro​om.

    I was wrong tho​ugh, abo​ut one thing. The​re was one ot​her man who to​ok my story se​ri​o​usly. That was Com​man​der Mas​ters, the per​son most li​kely to be ab​le to do so​met​hing abo​ut it. He buz​zed for me to go up to his pri​va​te ro​om two eve​nings la​ter. I co​uld re​lax with him; he was a man I li​ked and trus​ted. Im​men​sely ca​pab​le, Mas​ters lo​oked mo​re dis​tin​gu​is​hed, mo​re se​ri​o​us than usu​al, as he fa​ced me ac​ross the gle​aming me​tal​li​zed sur​fa​ce of his desk, his dusty sil​ver ha​ir out​li​ned aga​inst the warm glow of the wall lamps, so that he se​emed to re​semb​le one of tho​se an​ci​ent "sa​ints" I had se​en in a prin​ted bo​ok pre​ser​ved in a mu​se​um.

    "You think this co​uld be so​me new mu​ta​ti​on that we ha​ven't co​me up aga​inst?" he as​ked. I shrug​ged. The​re might be much mo​re to it than that.

    "I don't know. I sho​uld ha​ve to ma​ke so​me pretty ex​ha​us​ti​ve tests on the girl to be ab​le to co​me to any re​al conc​lu​si​on. I'd li​ke to ha​ve her up he​re so that we co​uld ma​ke so​me pro​per lab checks, but that wo​uldn't be fa​ir to the ot​hers."

    Masters's eyes nar​ro​wed and he shif​ted une​asily in his cha​ir. "Me​aning…?"

    "Meaning that we don't know exactly what we're de​aling with, sir. This con​di​ti​on - an unk​nown fac​tor at the mo​ment - may be pe​cu​li​ar to this one girl; it may or may not be ma​lig​nant. Aga​in, the​re's al​ways the pos​si​bi​lity it might be en​vi​ron​men​tal or spre​ad by con​tact."

    "Hmm." Mas​ters's no​se wrink​led and he lay back in his cha​ir, hands stra​ight on the desk be​fo​re him, and con​temp​la​ted his na​ils for what se​emed li​ke mi​nu​tes.

    "What wo​uld you want in the way of ge​ar and as​sis​tan​ce to sort this out?"

    "Little out of the or​di​nary. La​bo​ra​tory fa​ci​li​ti​es, of co​ur​se; a few days unin​ter​rup​ted study, so​me​one to help me. This may be a fal​se alarm, but it won't ta​ke long to es​tab​lish the na​tu​re of the prob​lem, one way or the ot​her."

    Masters stra​igh​te​ned him​self be​hind the desk. "Tell Fitz​wil​li​ams to gi​ve you everyt​hing you want from the lab. Ma​ke out the usu​al in​dent and cre​dit the ma​te​ri​al to 'extra​cur​ri​cu​lar in​ves​ti​ga​ti​on.' I don't know who you'll want to pa​ir with you on the job."

    He frow​ned aga​in and con​sul​ted a pa​nel in​set in​to the desk which ga​ve de​ta​iled bre​ak​downs of each man on the sta​ti​on, with his duty ro​ta, rest pe​ri​ods, and ot​her in​for​ma​ti​on. He scan​ned ra​pidly down the co​lumns, hum​ming qu​i​etly to him​self, whi​le I wa​ited, my mind half ab​sor​bed by the prob​lem that the girl had set, half as​ha​med by my pa​nic flight of such a short whi​le ago. I won​de​red if Mas​ters was sec​retly amu​sed by my ad​ven​tu​re and whet​her he con​si​de​red this lit​tle ext​ra as​sign​ment a me​ans of tes​ting my ef​fi​ci​ency un​der stress.

    Probably not​hing of the kind. He un​ders​to​od well the lo​ne​li​ness and oc​ca​si​onal stran​ge​ness of our work in re​mo​te pla​ces; it was a mo​re li​kely pos​si​bi​lity that he had dis​co​un​ted the fi​as​co from the start and knew that ab​sorp​ti​on in my self-allot​ted task wo​uld out​we​igh any pos​sib​le dan​gers that might pre​sent them​sel​ves.

    "Yes…" His fin​gers ma​de cal​cu​la​ti​ons as he chop​ped at va​ri​o​us na​mes. "I can't spa​re Pol​lock" - and he​re he men​ti​oned half a do​zen na​mes - "… that le​aves you with Chan​ning, Sinc​la​ir, and Rort. You'd bet​ter ask one of them if he wants a few days off."

    Masters smi​led bri​efly, for he knew as well as I that the trip might turn out unp​le​asantly. He sto​od up ab​ruptly, with the swift, alert mo​ve​ments that of​ten surp​ri​sed his staff, and wa​ved me to my fe​et with a su​ave but de​ci​si​ve ges​tu​re of the hand.

    "Report to me be​fo​re you go. And let me know if the​re's anyt​hing you ne​ed. If the​re is so​met​hing down the​re we ha​ven't se​en be​fo​re, we may not be ab​le to help if we don't know what we're up aga​inst."

    Reassuring words, that ec​ho​ed in my mind long af​ter I had go​ne back to my ca​bin.

    

IV
    

    Fitzwilliams, of co​ur​se, was frankly scep​ti​cal of the va​lue of the who​le bu​si​ness when I dis​cus​sed the qu​es​ti​on of equ​ip​ment with him; even the ang​le of the brist​les in his mo​us​tac​he lo​oked de​ri​si​ve, but when he he​ard that it was a di​rect pri​ority from Mas​ters he chan​ged his man​ner and be​ca​me ins​tantly help​ful.

    "What do you ex​pect to find?" he as​ked, la​ug​hing, tho​ugh the​re was the be​gin​ning of do​ubt in his eyes. That was a qu​es​ti​on they we​re all as​king du​ring the next twenty-fo​ur ho​urs and in​de​ed it was a qu​es​ti​on I did not re​al​ly li​ke to ask myself. Kar​la se​emed to be the one per​son who had ta​ken my story to an ext​re​me; per​haps it was be​ca​use she was a wo​man, but ne​vert​he​less my desc​rip​ti​on of the un​for​tu​na​te girl at the co​ve had fil​led her with an un​na​me​ab​le ter​ror; and my ear​li​er une​asi​ness re​tur​ned a day or two af​ter​wards when we we​re tal​king the si​tu​ati​on over.

    We we​re sit​ting in the ob​ser​va​ti​on to​wer, whe​re I had just comp​le​ted a to​ur of duty. Kar​la had be​en ta​king part in an ex​pe​ri​ment that af​ter​no​on, ac​ting al​ter​na​tely as as​sis​tant and su​bj​ect. As we we​re both free for an ho​ur or two we sta​yed on in the to​wer, idly chat​ting, whi​le our re​li​efs bu​si​ed them​sel​ves as they to​ok over.

    We sat on ste​el bac​ked cha​irs in a bay of one of the ob​ser​va​ti​on ports lo​oking out over a dre​ary was​te of up​lands, even mo​re for​lorn in the dusk, pric​ked out he​re and the​re with the ste​el ref​lec​ti​on of a me​re that ga​ve back the purp​le-tin​ted clo​ud that ser​ved for sky. Fart​her out, the gre​en phosp​ho​res​cen​ce of the sea glo​wed me​na​cing and we​arily as it al​ways did at dusk.

    Karla had be​en si​lent, her mind over​bor​ne by this now fa​mi​li​ar sce​ne, which af​fec​ted each of us to a cer​ta​in ex​tent, even tho​ugh we had be​en tra​ined to check emo​ti​on. Now she put her hand on my arm and her eyes we​re dark and tro​ub​led.

    "This girl… will she die?"

    "I don't know." I spo​ke ho​nestly, for who co​uld say? She lo​oked even mo​re dist​ra​ught and tur​ned aga​in to the gre​en and purp​le vis​ta out​si​de the ob​ser​va​ti​on port. Swirls of mist we​re even now he​ral​ding such a night as fol​lo​wed one af​ter the ot​her in this pla​ce.

    "This is a dre​ad​ful spot," she sa​id, and shud​de​red. Her re​mark surp​ri​sed me, for she was an unu​su​al​ly ste​ady and so​ber-min​ded girl who​se po​si​ti​on with the unit had be​en at​ta​ined by tho​se very qu​ali​ti​es.

    "Take ca​re," she sa​id, as we went down the sta​ir​way to our own qu​ar​ters. "I ha​ve the stran​gest fe​eling that the​re is so​me harm in this for me."

    She clutc​hed my arm as she tur​ned to go, and des​pi​te myself the exp​res​si​on in her fa​ce al​most un​ner​ved me for the frac​ti​on of a se​cond.

    Then I la​ug​hed: "Don't be silly," and gently pus​hed her to​wards the gal​lery le​ading to her own ca​bin. They we​re al​most the last words on a se​ri​o​us to​pic Kar​la ever ad​dres​sed to me but I had go​od ca​use to re​mem​ber them, as la​ter events will show.

    To my re​li​ef Rort, whom I pro​po​sed to ta​ke along as my com​pa​ni​on, was not only glad but even ent​hu​si​as​tic when I in​di​ca​ted my cho​ice to him. His somb​re fa​ce lit up at the tho​ught of do​ing so​met​hing mo​re physi​cal​ly po​si​ti​ve than the sta​tis​ti​cal work he was en​ga​ged on at that mo​ment. For him, his man​ner was al​most bre​ath​les​sly hi​la​ri​o​us as we chec​ked over the inst​ru​ments and ot​her ge​ar Mas​ters's ge​ne​ro​us list had se​cu​red for us.

    It had se​emed to me the best plan not to ba​se our​sel​ves in the vil​la​ge but in a small ob​ser​va​ti​on post or block​ho​use abo​ut two mi​les out, along the cliffs, so that we might ma​ke the best of our​sel​ves in the event of any emer​gency. This com​man​ded long stretc​hes of jag​ged cliff in eit​her di​rec​ti​on and ga​ve us an ad​mi​rab​le cont​rol of the si​tu​ati​on; for we co​uld not be surp​ri​sed, eit​her by the vil​la​gers, by ani​mals, or anyt​hing el​se.

    Although the block​ho​use, which we cal​led No. 1 Post, was a go​od dis​tan​ce from K4, we had wi​re​less com​mu​ni​ca​ti​on and be​hind it we​re un​du​la​ting up​lands which af​for​ded us, for the most part, with an unim​pe​ded ret​re​at to ba​se sho​uld we ne​ed it. Mas​ters had so​me of the te​am carry sto​res and ge​ar over for us a few days be​fo​re we mo​ved in, so that we wo​uld ha​ve an easy walk over the first day. We we​re to re​port night and mor​ning, in bet​we​en trips to the vil​la​ge. I did not know how long the in​ves​ti​ga​ti​on wo​uld ta​ke me, but I ho​ped that we wo​uld ha​ve the si​tu​ati​on in hand in​si​de a we​ek.

    Rort was mo​re op​ti​mis​tic than I had se​en him sin​ce my ar​ri​val at the is​land, but I put this down to the fact that we had our own small ad​ven​tu​re to play. He was an int​ros​pec​ti​ve type and long la​bo​ra​tory ses​si​ons co​up​led with even lon​ger so​j​o​urns in his own ca​bin had wor​ked upon his ner​ves. So I was even mo​re surp​ri​sed when I saw him pac​king a mur​de​ro​us-lo​oking flash-gun in its he​avy com​po​si​ti​on ca​se the night be​fo​re our de​par​tu​re. It was an ac​ti​on that was to me​an a gre​at de​al to our two-man party be​fo​re many days we​re over.

    

V
    

    A short whi​le be​fo​re Rort and I we​re due to mo​ve in​to No. 1 Post, I set off in the early mor​ning to ma​ke con​tact with the vil​la​ge on​ce mo​re and pre​pa​re them for our ar​ri​val. It was a day of wild be​a​uty with rag​ged clo​ud whir​led by a bo​is​te​ro​us wind over the down-lands and far be​low the yel​low spu​me of the oily bre​akers ac​hi​eved a slow-mo​ti​on spec​tac​le that se​emed al​most po​etic, di​vor​ced of the stench that pol​lu​ted the fo​res​ho​re when one ar​ri​ved at clo​ser qu​ar​ters. I saw not​hing in my so​li​tary walk - not​hing li​ving that is - sa​ve for a lar​ge, hawk-li​ke bird that plum​me​ted down​wards in​to the tang​le of un​derb​rush, an ac​ti​on fol​lo​wed by the chil​ling shri​ek of so​me un​for​tu​na​te cre​atu​re.

    As mat​ters tur​ned out I did not ha​ve to go the who​le way, for on the ro​ugh track abo​ut a co​up​le of mi​les from the vil​la​ge I met a gnar​led man cal​led Mclver gat​he​ring pi​eces of wo​od which he was lo​ading on a sort of pri​mi​ti​ve sled​ge. A wild, red-be​ar​ded man with sta​ring eyes he was, and he tur​ned out to be the le​ader of the lo​cal col​lec​ti​ve - he​ad​man it wo​uld ha​ve be​en in bygo​ne ti​mes. When I exp​la​ined what I wan​ted he was im​me​di​ately co​ope​ra​ti​ve. I told him abo​ut the girl and the pos​sib​le dan​gers to the com​mu​nity, and he as​su​red me that everyt​hing wo​uld be re​ady for our ar​ri​val at the end of the we​ek.

    Greatly ex​ci​ted and em​bar​ras​singly gra​te​ful for our of​fer of help, he wo​uld not stop for his wo​od but hur​ri​ed back to the vil​la​ge as fast as his legs wo​uld carry him down the stony path. I ret​ra​ced my steps to No. 1 Post to see that the pro​vi​si​oning was sa​tis​fac​tory. This was in a com​man​ding po​si​ti​on so​me lit​tle way in​land but with a fi​ne vi​ew in both di​rec​ti​ons along the co​ast from a sto​ne and me​tal ob​ser​va​ti​on to​wer. So​met​hing unu​su​al dist​rac​ted my at​ten​ti​on shortly af​ter my ar​ri​val.

    After a whi​le spent put​ting so​me of my mo​re per​so​nal kit in or​der, I tho​ught I wo​uld go up the to​wer to see what the vi​ew was li​ke and al​so to find out what we wo​uld ne​ed in the form of spe​ci​al ge​ar. The​re was a nasty ec​ho from the me​tal​li​zed sta​ir pla​tes as I went up the nar​row pas​sa​ge​way. Thro​ugh the ports that let in a sickly light I co​uld gra​du​al​ly see the win​ding, stony track that led away to​wards the west and then, even​tu​al​ly, the pa​no​ra​mic vi​ew both east and west along the rocky cliffs and be​ach.

    This post had be​en ca​re​ful​ly si​ted and pro​vi​ded a va​lu​ab​le link in the is​land's ob​ser​va​ti​on po​ints. I had so​me tro​ub​le with the sli​ding do​or of the plat​form at the top as the fas​te​nings had be​co​me cor​ro​ded with ti​me, but I was ple​ased to see that the equ​ip​ment had suf​fe​red lit​tle, pro​tec​ted as it was by thick, trans​pa​rent pla​ting. It was a small cham​ber, the cent​re cle​ar, the cir​cu​lar walls li​ned with benc​hes and mac​hi​nery. The lar​ge, elon​ga​ted ports had be​co​me obs​cu​red by salt sea-spu​me and wo​uld ne​ed cle​aning, but even so it was an imp​res​si​ve vi​ew af​for​ded. To​wards the so​uth-east, even with glas​ses I co​uld not see K4, but it was re​as​su​ring to think that its to​wer was not far off be​yond the rid​ged hig​her gro​und that slo​ped up from the mars​hes.

    As I tur​ned to go down aga​in I be​ca​me awa​re of a dar​ke​ning of the sky to​wards the west and then saw that it was a lar​ge clus​ter of sea birds ho​ve​ring at a po​int in the co​ve. I do not know what ma​de me put the glas​ses to my eyes as such sights we​re com​mon along he​re. As first I con​cent​ra​ted on the birds and then, lo​we​ring the len​ses, I be​ca​me awa​re that so​met​hing on the fo​res​ho​re was at​trac​ting the​ir at​ten​ti​on. It was a long way off, too far for me to ma​ke out any de​ta​il, even with glas​ses, and the​re we​re rocks in bet​we​en but I had the va​gue imp​res​si​on that so​met​hing was craw​ling ac​ross the black​ness of the sand.

    There was a small, sharply de​fi​ned obj​ect that was out​li​ned aga​inst the dull shim​mer of the sea and then a gre​ater mass which va​gu​ely un​du​la​ted; or it may ha​ve be​en a trick of the sea-shim​mer. But the ove​rall imp​res​si​on was fa​intly re​pel​lent and re​min​ded me unp​le​asantly of the she​en I had no​ti​ced on the body of the girl.

    The in​ci​dent las​ted only a mo​ment be​ca​use wha​te​ver it was flo​wed over be​hind a lar​ger spur of rock, ap​pa​rently im​pel​led by the sur​ge of the ti​de, and the​re re​ma​ined only the birds. Une​asy, I went down the sta​irs and tur​ned back to​wards the com​for​ting re​ality of K4.

    

VI
    

    I did not tell an​yo​ne at the sta​ti​on of my une​asi​ness, as I had al​re​ady ma​de so​met​hing of a spec​tac​le of myself, but I fol​lo​wed Rort's examp​le and ma​de cer​ta​in that my per​so​nal ef​fects inc​lu​ded my he​avi​est flash-gun. One or two of our col​le​agu​es still af​fec​ted to smi​le at our lit​tle ex​pe​di​ti​on, but the ma​j​ority we​re mo​re se​ri​o​us and, I think, half en​vi​o​us of the small in​de​pen​dent com​mand Rort and I had ac​hi​eved.

    Masters had us in for fi​nal inst​ruc​ti​ons and I co​uld not help ref​lec​ting that he must ha​ve su​per​vi​sed many such in​ves​ti​ga​ti​ons as ours over the past few ye​ars - new mu​ta​ti​ons, fresh pa​ra​si​tic forms, stran​ge de​ba​sed cre​atu​res ap​pe​aring ro​und the co​asts; the​se we​re the af​ter​math of ra​di​ati​on, each pre​sen​ting him and many ot​her re​se​arch he​ads li​ke him, with a new prob​lem whe​re​ver en​co​un​te​red. Tho​ugh it co​uld ne​ver be​co​me just ro​uti​ne with him, his easy, ge​ni​al man​ner con​ce​aled a comp​le​te lack of ner​ves; his was the kind of will and or​ga​ni​zing bra​in it was com​for​tab​le to fall back upon and I was glad he was the di​rec​ting for​ce at K4.

    Those on duty in the ob​ser​va​ti​on to​wer crow​ded to the win​dows to wa​ve us off as Rort and I set out with our packs, and two or three of tho​se off duty ac​com​pa​ni​ed us for the first mi​le or so, be​fo​re star​ting back with wa​ves and an oc​ca​si​onal joking re​mark. As we bre​as​ted the first ri​se af​ter le​aving ba​se, I had gi​ven a last lo​ok be​hind and had se​en Kar​la's whi​te, an​xi​o​us fa​ce sta​ring to​wards us from the ob​ser​va​ti​on port of her own ca​bin. Her ri​gid at​ti​tu​de jar​red oddly on my sen​si​bi​li​ti​es and tho​ugh I wa​ved to her che​erily aga​in and aga​in, she ne​ver ack​now​led​ged the sa​lu​te or ma​de any flic​ker of re​cog​ni​ti​on.

    We wal​ked in si​len​ce, both we​ig​hed down by the stran​ge, in​de​fi​nab​le at​mosp​he​re of the af​ter​no​on, we​ird even for this is​land and for the​se somb​re cir​cums​tan​ces. Rort was, I knew, con​tent to le​ave the ope​ra​ti​onal de​ta​ils of the "expe​di​ti​on" to myself, but he was a man who co​uld be ab​so​lu​tely re​li​ed upon in an emer​gency, for all his wor​rying, which was why I had cho​sen him. Aga​in, he was a qu​i​et com​pa​ni​on which was a bo​on when two pe​op​le had to be cram​ped up in clo​se pro​xi​mity for so​me ti​me, as we wo​uld be at No. 1 Post.

    We had to ma​ke a wi​de de​to​ur ro​und the mars​hes which even now oc​ca​si​onal​ly cla​imed a vic​tim, tho​ugh the vil​la​gers al​ways avo​ided them whe​ne​ver pos​sib​le. The gre​enish, stag​nant wa​ter exu​ded a stran​ge, flic​ke​ring mi​as​ma, which writ​hed purp​le, gre​en, and red, for​ming a fi​en​dish backd​rop all the whi​le our walk skir​ted them.

    I plan​ned a fort​night's stay as the ma​xi​mum at No. 1, as fresh sto​res we​re then due and, li​ke a child, I wis​hed to be on hand when news and con​tact with a lar​ger world wo​uld brigh​ten K4 for a lit​tle whi​le. Be​si​des, the in​ves​ti​ga​ti​ons sho​uld last only a few days. I co​uld ha​ve the bre​eder up to the post for me​di​cal exa​mi​na​ti​on; I had her num​ber and McI​ver was ma​king all the ot​her ar​ran​ge​ments.

    These and ot​her tho​ughts, no​tably the inc​re​asing une​asi​ness of all at K4, lin​ked with the per​so​nal fe​ars of Kar​la and Rort, we​re fil​te​ring thro​ugh my mind as we stumb​led and slit​he​red pa​in​ful​ly ac​ross the ro​ugh gro​und ri​sing from the mars​hes and ca​me out on​to the downs and even​tu​al​ly to the post.

    All was as I had left it. The last of the sto​res had be​en sto​wed and the ob​ser​va​ti​on to​wer sho​wed blind red and gre​en eyes east and west in​to the dar​ke​ning lands​ca​pe as we ca​me down the track to​wards it. I stop​ped by the ent​ran​ce a mo​ment lon​ger as Rort went in​si​de and lo​oked on​ce aga​in ac​ross the wild lands​ca​pe of jag​ged cliffs and pa​le gre​en sea, which ne​ver fa​iled to imp​ress and awe me.

    

    There was not​hing unu​su​al in sight and no smo​ke or ot​her in​di​ca​ti​on of the vil​la​ge ro​und the co​ve.

    As I went in over the smo​oth flag​ged ap​pro​ach to the do​or I slip​ped and only my hand on the me​tal gu​ard ra​il sa​ved me from a nasty fall. As it was I bum​ped the wall and gra​zed my shin. I swo​re lo​udly which bro​ught Rort out. When I tur​ned to see what had ca​used the mis​hap, I was surp​ri​sed to ob​ser​ve lit​tle patc​hes of jel​ly li​ke subs​tan​ce on the gro​und and then no​ti​ced that the​re we​re ot​her tra​ces of it; in fact the who​le area was dot​ted with slimy frag​ments. I had not no​ti​ced them on my last vi​sit and was puz​zled to ac​co​unt for the phe​no​me​na. The​re was al​so an unu​su​al smell han​ging on the air - musty, cho​king, and put​res​cent. Rort's eyes nar​ro​wed when I po​in​ted this out to him. He sa​id not​hing but lo​oked ke​enly aro​und in the gat​he​ring dusk and a qu​ar​ter of an ho​ur la​ter went out with a por​tab​le fla​me-thro​wer and tho​ro​ughly scorc​hed the area. The sli​me se​emed to shri​vel in​to spo​res which went dan​cing off to se​award in the wind which was now sprin​ging up.

    Inside our own qu​ar​ters all had be​en ma​de cle​an and che​er​ful and a few mi​nu​tes la​ter I was on the trans​mit​ter to Mas​ters. His calm vo​ice out of the dark​ness, only a few mi​les away ac​ross the rid​ge, pro​vi​ded a com​for​ting re​ality in our lo​nely si​tu​ati​on and ga​ve the ne​ces​sary li​fe​li​ne we ne​eded. I told him not​hing but ro​uti​ne mat​ters. In any ca​se my tho​ughts ma​de no sen​se even to myself and the​re was no po​int in put​ting do​ubts in​to his mind as to the ad​vi​sa​bi​lity of let​ting me lo​ose on my own.

    When I had switc​hed off the ra​dio - we we​re to ha​ve a vi​si​on-tu​be link-up when Rort got the to​wer ap​pa​ra​tus in wor​king or​der -we ate a hu​ge sup​per with an ap​pe​ti​te born of our long walk. The wind, which had be​en ri​sing ste​adily, be​gan an unp​le​asant buf​fe​ting aga​inst the pla​te-glass ports. Our li​ving ro​om and bed​ro​oms we​re on the se​cond flo​or which was fa​irly high up, and the gro​und flo​or was gi​ven up to sto​res, a fac​tor which was to ha​ve so​me im​por​tan​ce la​ter.

    Soon af​ter​wards Rort slip​ped qu​i​etly out and I he​ard the squ​e​ak on the me​tal tre​ads of the sta​ir​ca​se, tho​ugh whet​her he went up or down I co​uldn't ma​ke out. The​re was a short pa​use and then a ras​ping no​ise as he shot the mas​si​ve bolts of the ma​in do​or which led in​to the post, an emi​nently sen​sib​le pre​ca​uti​on which I sho​uld ha​ve tho​ught of myself. Then he was in the ro​om aga​in, a wry smi​le on his fa​ce, which ne​eded no exp​la​na​ti​on. Af​ter we had sto​wed the sup​per things, he un​pac​ked and re​as​semb​led his flash-gun and car​ri​ed it with him when he went up to lo​ok at the to​wer.

    He whist​led as he saw the sta​te of so​me of the inst​ru​ments and then rub​bed at the ob​ser​va​ti​on pa​nels so that we co​uld see out in​to the pa​lely gre​en, writ​hing dark​ness be​fo​re us. To the so​uth and east​wards and west​wards the​re was not​hing but a misty black​ness but the sea al​ways had light, ex​cept when the​re was ra​in or thick fog.

    There was ob​vi​o​usly lit​tle we co​uld do that night but we lin​ge​red up the​re in the ey​rie, re​luc​tant to go lo​wer down. It was not only the wind, which was ma​king ugly, fan​ci​ful no​ises as it ro​is​te​red abo​ut the cliffs and the to​wer, but so​met​hing in our minds, li​ke a sha​dow va​gu​ely se​en out of the cor​ner of one's eye, which ma​de us une​asy and a prey to slight scalp crawl - anot​her of the re​se​arch man's oc​cu​pa​ti​onal di​se​ases. Tho​ugh we stra​ined our eyes se​award and land​ward we co​uld see not​hing. Even​tu​al​ly we went down at a la​te ho​ur, bre​wed so​me cof​fee, and went to bed. We had an une​vent​ful night and both slept well.

    

VII
    

    The next mor​ning was cold and Rort and I spent al​most two ho​urs get​ting the he​ating system wor​king, ne​arly mis​sing our early con​tact with K4 in our ab​sorp​ti​on. I was par​ti​cu​larly an​xi​o​us to get the who​le pla​ce up to scratch so that I co​uld start on my work wit​ho​ut de​lay; on​ce we had ac​hi​eved that I co​uld le​ave ro​uti​ne mat​ters to Rort; he had ge​ne​ro​usly gi​ven up his own re​se​arch pro​j​ects in or​der to ac​com​pany me as ge​ne​ral as​sis​tant, as he felt that a mo​re ac​ti​ve li​fe for a we​ek or two wo​uld do him go​od.

    As for myself, I had be​en de​eply imp​res​sed by the ext​ra​or​di​nary con​di​ti​on of the bre​eder I had se​en by the se​as​ho​re; in all my ex​pe​ri​en​ce I had ne​ver en​co​un​te​red anyt​hing li​ke it and tho​ugh the cir​cums​tan​ces sur​ro​un​ding the epi​so​de we​re far from na​tu​ral, I still had the fe​eling that the​re was so​me per​fectly lo​gi​cal exp​la​na​ti​on, me​di​cal or en​vi​ron​men​tal - pos​sibly a com​bi​na​ti​on of both.

    

    We had a la​te bre​ak​fast and then went up to the to​wer to uns​he​at​he so​me of the inst​ru​ments and ins​pect the​ir ge​ne​ral con​di​ti​on. They inc​lu​ded a po​wer​ful te​les​co​pe on a gyro-ope​ra​ted stand which I was par​ti​cu​larly an​xi​o​us to get in​to ac​ti​on. This wo​uld be most use​ful in both di​rec​ti​ons along the co​ast and its inf​ra​red twin in the sa​me ho​using wo​uld help gu​ard aga​inst surp​ri​se by night.

    The lands​ca​pe was nor​mal when we lo​oked out of the to​wer ob​ser​va​ti​on pa​nels and the​re was not​hing unu​su​al; no mo​ve​ment ex​cept that of the sea and the flut​ter of an oc​ca​si​onal bird. We did not get out​si​de un​til al​most mid​day and the do​or had re​ma​ined bol​ted du​ring that ti​me. We then re​con​no​it​red for a whi​le along the rocky cliff path to​wards the east​wards in a re​gi​on I had not se​en be​fo​re, but the​re was lit​tle of in​te​rest; the sa​me rug​ged lands​ca​pe, the sa​me black sand and rocks, the sa​me oily, sul​len sea. It was al​most an ho​ur la​ter when we re​tur​ned and I was an​no​yed to see, as we ma​de to en​ter the ma​in do​or, a re​cur​ren​ce of the sli​me patc​hes on the gro​und out​si​de.

    I ma​de so​me com​ment to Rort and was abo​ut to go in​si​de when he gras​ped my arm and bro​ught me to a stop. I then saw a si​mi​lar outb​re​ak of the pe​cu​li​ar patc​hes on the me​tal gu​ard ra​il. The lar​ge do​or of the to​wer was of an old-fas​hi​oned pat​tern. It had be​en firmly se​cu​red by the aut​ho​ri​ti​es to gu​ard aga​inst any in​cur​si​on by the lo​cal in​ha​bi​tants, but that spe​ci​al se​aling had be​en re​mo​ved when we to​ok up our du​ti​es the​re.

    Instead, the do​or was ope​ned from the out​si​de me​rely by a lar​ge me​tal ring ope​ra​ting a con​ven​ti​onal latch. The do​or was now aj​ar. With an inc​re​dibly swift mo​ve​ment Rort's gun was uns​he​at​hed and in the aim po​si​ti​on. I just had ti​me to see that the me​tal ring was co​ve​red in sli​me be​fo​re the pa​nels went scre​aming back on the​ir hin​ges at his kick and Rort had bo​un​ded over the sill. I fol​lo​wed, bre​at​hing fast, and our fe​et ma​de a gre​at de​al of un​ne​ces​sary no​ise as we to​ok the me​tal sta​irs two at a ti​me. The​re was not​hing in the sto​re​ro​om but mo​re sli​me on the flo​or and si​mi​lar patc​hes on the tre​ads.

    The marks con​ti​nu​ed to the ramp out​si​de the ob​ser​va​ti​on ro​om and then ce​ased in a lar​ge patch on the flo​or, with the sa​me sic​ke​ning stench I had smel​led be​fo​re. The​re was no one - or rat​her I sho​uld say, not​hing - in the to​wer and the ot​her ro​oms we​re empty. I de​li​be​ra​tely use the word not​hing, be​ca​use I think we both had a fe​eling that wha​te​ver ca​me up tho​se sta​irs was not hu​man in the sen​se that we un​ders​to​od it.

    We lo​oked at one anot​her and then Rort tur​ned to the win​dows and ga​zed out ac​ross the ble​ak lands​ca​pe of the is​land. He then sta​ted so​met​hing which I fo​und dif​fi​cult to dis​lod​ge from my mind for the rest of the day.

    "Whatever it was," he sa​id "co​uld ha​ve se​en us co​ming back and ma​de its es​ca​pe be​fo​re we ar​ri​ved."

    Lunch was an une​asy me​al and the big do​or re​ma​ined loc​ked, tho​ugh it was full day​light…

    

VIII
    

    It was early af​ter​no​on when we went down to the vil​la​ge. I felt we had spent eno​ugh ti​me that day on res​to​ra​ti​on work and No. 1 Post was fully ope​ra​ti​onal so far as my own sphe​re was con​cer​ned. We had ne​it​her of us sa​id much abo​ut the hap​pe​nings of the mor​ning and Rort had ca​re​ful​ly ex​pun​ged the sli​me left by our vi​si​tor with a che​mi​cal so​lu​ti​on. Ne​it​her had we in​for​med K4 of the po​si​ti​on by ra​dio. The​re was no sen​se in ra​ising an un​ne​ces​sary alarm, and we co​uld in​cor​po​ra​te the in​for​ma​ti​on with our re​port of the day's do​ings du​ring the eve​ning call.

    It was an in​te​res​ting trip for us both. Rort had not be​en so far afi​eld sin​ce ar​ri​ving at the is​land, and I had not se​en the vil​la​ge by day​light. It grew ligh​ter or rat​her se​emed to, as we ca​me down the ro​ugh ex​tent of track to that stran​ge cor​ner of land squ​e​ezed in bet​we​en sky and sea. My eter​nal imp​res​si​on of this pla​ce was of the far off, long ago, ex​tinct Es​ki​mo vil​la​ges that exis​ted in for​mer ti​mes; he​re aga​in we​re the ig​loo dwel​lings do​med, hum​ped, and whor​led, but ins​te​ad of blocks of ice, conc​re​te, pre​sen​ting a ghastly, ble​ac​hed ef​fect from the cons​tant ac​ti​on of the we​at​her.

    Here too we​re fun​go​id forms li​ke fib​ro​ids overg​ro​wing them and gre​en, lep​ro​us sta​ins that stri​ated the​ir sur​fa​ces in​to fan​tas​tic sha​pes. I sup​po​sed, cor​rectly as it hap​pe​ned, that the go​vern​ment had erec​ted the​se ho​uses, for the tech​ni​cal prob​lems in​vol​ved we​re be​yond the re​ach of the​se pe​op​le. The do​mes we​re ap​pro​ac​hed thro​ugh a sli​ding me​tal do​or which led in​to a short cor​ri​dor be​yond which we​re two ot​her do​ors, for​ming air-locks. On​ce in​si​de, pro​tec​ti​ve clot​hing was dis​car​ded and left in the last cham​ber be​fo​re the ho​use pro​per, che​mi​cal ac​ti​on auto​ma​ti​cal​ly cle​an​sing the ma​te​ri​al.

    I had ex​pec​ted so​me ac​ti​vity on the vil​la​ge track and in what pas​sed for its stre​ets, but on​ce aga​in the pla​ce se​emed to be de​ser​ted. The​re we​re the scre​ams of sea-birds, the chumb​le of the sea bet​we​en the mas​si​ve sho​ul​ders of rock that des​cen​ded from the hills, and the yel​low gre​en fo​am thun​de​ring up the black sand, but not​hing mo​re. We bo​re stra​ight up the stre​et for a lar​ge bu​il​ding that lo​oked li​ke a me​eting pla​ce or vil​la​ge se​at of go​vern​ment. The met​hod of entry in​to this type of dwel​ling is by the con​ven​ti​onal way - that is, by the in​ser​ti​on of a fin​ger or any ot​her obst​ruc​ti​on in​to a me​tal slot along​si​de the do​or, which ope​ra​tes a so​le​no​id and sli​des back the ent​ran​ce.

    The met​hod is re​pe​ated, with va​ri​ati​ons, on the air-locks, ex​cept that the​se can be cont​rol​led from the in​si​de and an​yo​ne in the in​te​ri​or can lock the do​ors by inst​ru​ment cont​rol and pre​vent anot​her per​son from en​te​ring. On this oc​ca​si​on we we​re un​lucky; we we​re stop​ped at the ent​ran​ce to the mid​dle cham​ber but the te​lesc​re​en over the se​cond do​or, which was ope​ra​ting, sho​wed us that the co​un​cil cham​ber or con​fe​ren​ce ro​om it de​pic​ted was empty. This me​ant that the oc​cu​pants we​re away but had loc​ked the do​ors. The met​hod of ga​ining entry from the out​si​de wo​uld be known only to them and we had no me​ans of dis​co​ve​ring the com​bi​na​ti​on. It wo​uld be lit​tle use to us if we we​re in​si​de, as we had co​me to see the pe​op​le of the vil​la​ge and co​uld ma​ke no in​ves​ti​ga​ti​ons un​til we had spo​ken with them.

    Rort sa​id not​hing as we ca​me out from the ma​in porch, but his eyes tur​ned back to se​awards and af​ter a mo​ment he po​in​ted. Then I saw what had ca​ught his at​ten​ti​on. It se​emed as tho​ugh the en​ti​re po​pu​la​ti​on of the vil​la​ge had go​ne down to the be​ach. The​re we​re small knots of fi​gu​res clus​te​red abo​ut the sho​re and ot​hers we​re spre​ad out to​wards the east​wards, di​sap​pe​aring to​wards a ca​pe which de​pen​ded from the sho​ul​der of black rock on the se​award si​de. The re​ma​in​der of the vil​la​gers, if the​re we​re any mo​re, we​re hid​den from us by the sho​ul​der of the hill.

    

    As we skir​ted the shing​le away from the vil​la​ge and grit​ted our way on​to the sand, I won​de​red idly what had bro​ught them all down the​re at that ti​me of the af​ter​no​on. They we​re not fis​hing, that was cer​ta​in, for many of the​ir bo​ats, pon​de​ro​us me​tal af​fa​irs with pa​in​ted num​bers on the​ir bows, we​re winc​hed up to​wards the fo​res​ho​re or ri​ding he​avily along​si​de the dusty red pi​er that cont​ras​ted so vi​vidly with the glo​wing gre​en and yel​low of the sea.

    It was this pi​er which first at​trac​ted my at​ten​ti​on, as a gre​at mass of pe​op​le I now saw we​re stri​ding up and down its length, so​me li​ke ants upon the me​tal lad​ders that de​pen​ded from the spindly legs in​to the wa​ter it​self, whi​le still mo​re we​re bu​si​ed abo​ut the bo​ats. They did not​hing with the cab​les which se​cu​red them but po​ked abo​ut un​der can​vas co​vers or scut​tled in and out of the do​ors of the lar​ger craft. As we ca​me clo​ser we we​re un​cons​ci​o​usly ve​ering to​wards the east. The pe​op​le had not be​en awa​re of our pre​sen​ce, but now so​me of them has​te​ned for​ward with shrill cri​es of wel​co​me and a few kept pa​ce with us as we wal​ked.

    They we​re clus​te​red mo​re thickly along the fo​res​ho​re he​re, among the black rocks bet​we​en which the sea was ri​ding somb​rely with an awe-inspi​ring swell, and I co​uld see still mo​re men and wo​men, with long ho​oked po​les fis​hing abo​ut aim​les​sly in po​ols and among the rocks, so​me​ti​mes sli​ding pre​ca​ri​o​usly abo​ut un​til they we​re ar​res​ted by a fis​su​re or pro​j​ec​ti​on which pre​ven​ted them from fal​ling in​to the wa​ter. The cent​re of at​trac​ti​on se​emed to be a re​gi​on of even dar​ker sand and rock which comp​res​sed it​self in​to a nar​row wed​ge bo​un​ded by the sea on one si​de and an al​most per​pen​di​cu​lar wall of rock on the ot​her.

    Where one's eye lo​oked for the nar​row pas​sa​ge thus for​med to end in the cliff fa​ce, ins​te​ad the​re was a lar​ge cur​ved arch​way of so​lid rock, per​haps a hund​red fe​et wi​de, and the path of black sand, al​re​ady be​gin​ning to be was​hed by the sea, ve​ered away aro​und a cor​ner and di​sap​pe​ared to​wards the east. As tho​ugh an in​vi​sib​le li​ne had be​en drawn ac​ross the area, the gro​ups of pe​op​le from the vil​la​ge had hal​ted abo​ut a qu​ar​ter of a mi​le from the arch and we​re stan​ding ga​zing in​tently ac​ross the sand. As we ca​me up we co​uld see that Mclver and ot​her vil​la​ge el​ders we​re the cent​re of the gro​up and that they had evi​dently be​en di​rec​ting the af​ter​no​on's ac​ti​vity.

    

    There was, it must be sa​id, so​met​hing fo​re​bo​ding and re​pel​lent abo​ut this qu​ar​ter of the sho​re, even mo​re so than the re​ma​in​der. A cu​ri​o​us stench bor​ne on the wind had lit​tle to do with the cle​an who​le​so​me​ness of salt and the​re we​re stran​ge drag​ging marks in the sand at this po​int, stretc​hing away to​wards the rock arch​way, which even as we watc​hed we​re be​ing qu​i​etly era​sed by the ac​ti​on of the wa​ter. I so​on saw that this en​ti​re area must be sub​mer​ged at high ti​de.

    McIver ca​me up as so​on as he he​ard we had ar​ri​ved and his lar​ge, somb​re fa​ce lo​oked wor​ri​ed. His red be​ard and wild eyes re​min​ded me of so​me pa​gan god of the dawn of the world as he sto​od the​re in the grey light of that we​ird sho​re, sur​ro​un​ded by his pe​op​le, many of whom we​re as fan​tas​ti​cal​ly dres​sed and out​re in the​ir ap​pe​aran​ce as he.

    As Rort and I hur​ri​ed to​wards him, Mclver ges​tu​red to​wards the gre​at arch in the dis​tan​ce and his com​pa​ni​ons com​men​ced to draw back a lit​tle, ke​eping pa​ce with the ri​se of the ti​de. They se​emed to ta​ke he​art from our pre​sen​ce, tho​ugh why I can​not say, as Rort and I we​re only mor​tal men li​ke them​sel​ves; but to the​se po​or so​uls we se​emed ar​med with all the aut​ho​rity of the Cent​ral Com​mit​tee and in tho​se days the Com​mit​tee rep​re​sen​ted law and ho​pe for be​ings who had li​ved too long on the ed​ge of the dark unk​nown.

    McIver exp​la​ined as we wal​ked to​wards the ti​de li​ne; the vil​la​ge had be​en aro​used be​ca​use of the di​sap​pe​aran​ce of one of the wo​men. She had be​en tra​ced as far as this wild sho​re. The area was a bad one and the pe​op​le of the vil​la​ge kept away from it. McI​ver sho​ok his he​ad as we con​ti​nu​ed to qu​es​ti​on him; he fe​ared the worst. The wo​man - she in fact was no mo​re than a girl - had left tra​ils in the sand. The​re we​re ot​her things al​so; Mclver pre​fer​red not to go in​to de​ta​il.

    Rort and I so​on saw what he me​ant. Ac​ross the sand, in bi​zar​re and fan​tas​tic pat​terns, the girl's imp​rints - I wo​uld not say fo​ots​teps, as they we​re mo​re li​ke drag-marks - we​re ac​com​pa​ni​ed on eit​her si​de by gre​at swat​hes of dis​tur​bed sand. I he​si​ta​te to be mo​re fan​ci​ful than ne​ed be, but they re​semb​led not​hing so much as hu​ge tracks such as a slug might ma​ke. The sur​fa​ce of the sand glit​te​red dully in the light of the dying day and on​ce aga​in we saw tra​ces of the na​use​o​us jel​ly which had so dis​tur​bed us at No. 1 Post. The wind was ri​sing and it cut to the bo​ne as Mclver, Rort, and I sto​od on the black sand and ga​zed to​wards the arch of the vast ca​ve, who​se ent​ran​ce was as​wirl with the in​co​ming ti​de.

    The tracks di​sap​pe​ared in​to the dark wa​ter. It was use​less to fol​low and the pla​ce was such that I wo​uld ha​ve he​si​ta​ted to en​ter with the Cent​ral Com​mit​tee it​self at my back. I al​re​ady knew the ans​wer to the next qu​es​ti​on I put to Mclver. Tho​ugh I com​pa​red the bre​eder's num​ber in my no​te​bo​ok with the one Mclver ga​ve me, I was not at all surp​ri​sed to he​ar it was my girl - the one I had al​re​ady met on the path in such dra​ma​tic fas​hi​on a short whi​le ear​li​er; who was af​flic​ted with the cu​ri​o​us gre​en fun​gi; and on who​se be​half we had re​al​ly mo​un​ted the small ex​pe​di​ti​on of Rort and myself to No. 1 Post.

    I knew, as I lo​oked to​wards the arch, that the sec​ret of her di​se​ase had di​sap​pe​ared with her, most li​kely fo​re​ver, and that apart from the hu​ma​ni​ta​ri​an con​si​de​ra​ti​ons in​vol​ved, a pro​mi​sing li​ne of re​se​arch had be​en lost to us. Rort swo​re sa​va​gely when I told him and McI​ver's fa​ce was down​cast. I ga​ve him inst​ruc​ti​ons to pre​pa​re the who​le vil​la​ge for me​di​cal exa​mi​na​ti​on. I was an​xi​o​us to check whet​her the​re we​re any furt​her ma​ni​fes​ta​ti​ons of this unu​su​al di​se​ase among the in​ha​bi​tants. In the me​an​ti​me Rort and I had a ma​ni​fest duty to ra​dio K4 with our re​port im​me​di​ately. I knew Mas​ters wo​uld pla​ce gre​at im​por​tan​ce on this.

    I war​ned McI​ver to ma​ke cer​ta​in all in the vil​la​ge was se​cu​red at night and told him to pla​ce lo​oko​uts if that we​re at all pos​sib​le. He pro​mi​sed, with a to​uc​hing deg​ree of fa​ith in our om​nis​ci​en​ce, to carry out such pre​ca​uti​ons as we tho​ught ne​ces​sary. I as​ked him to send a man with us to col​lect a por​tab​le ra​dio trans​mit​ter from No. 1, so that Rort and I co​uld ke​ep in to​uch with the vil​la​ge af​ter dark. We all felt this to be a go​od idea; af​ter two vi​sits to the post by unk​nown int​ru​ders and now the di​sap​pe​aran​ce of the girl, it was ob​vi​o​us that the​re was so​met​hing gra​vely wrong on the is​land. Mclver went off to gi​ve the ne​ces​sary or​ders. Af​ter anot​her lo​ok at the black mo​uth of that unin​vi​ting ca​ve, Rort and I, to​get​her with one of the vil​la​gers, star​ted back en ro​ute to our post. Tho​ugh ne​it​her of us sa​id anyt​hing abo​ut it, we both wan​ted to get the he​avily bol​ted do​or of the post be​hind us well be​fo​re the ad​vent of night​fall.

    

IX
    

    For a long ti​me that night I sat in the to​wer of No. 1 Post, lo​oking out over the grey-gre​enish oce​an who​se glow se​emed to symbo​li​ze the half-li​fe in which the pe​op​les of the world we​re li​ving. Rort had ra​di​o​ed to K4 im​me​di​ately on our re​turn from the vil​la​ge and Mas​ters had or​de​red a ge​ne​ral watch kept thro​ug​ho​ut the night, both at our post and at the ma​in sta​ti​on. Ac​cor​ding to Rort, the Com​man​der had pla​ced gre​at im​por​tan​ce on our in​for​ma​ti​on and was re​ac​ting with typi​cal vi​go​ur. I co​uld ima​gi​ne the ac​ti​vity which was cur​rently go​ing on at K4. He had ap​pro​ved our ac​ti​on of sup​plying the vil​la​ge with a trans​mit​ter and Mclver had al​re​ady be​en thro​ugh ex​pe​ri​men​tal​ly a qu​ar​ter of an ho​ur be​fo​re.

    There was not​hing to re​port, but I had as​ked him to check with us three ti​mes a day in fu​tu​re. Rort was in the li​ving qu​ar​ters be​low, chec​king on the spe​ci​ali​sed equ​ip​ment. I had the first watch, un​til mid​night when Rort was to re​li​eve me. Blown spu​me obs​cu​red the win​dows and the wind ma​de a ke​ening no​ise among the rus​ting an​ten​nae of the old post. Both Rort and I we​re thank​ful for the thick walls and he​avy bolts on the ma​in do​or. The tra​ces of jel​ly-subs​tan​ce which our vi​si​tors had twi​ce left be​hind them fil​led us both with a va​gue fo​re​bo​ding.

    Though it was easy to be​co​me ob​ses​sed with somb​re tho​ughts. This was why the Cent​ral Com​mit​tee had dec​re​ed that re​se​arch wor​kers in the fi​eld, par​ti​cu​larly in such spots as this, sho​uld be re​li​eved af​ter a ye​ar. So​me of our col​le​agu​es at K4 wo​uld not be af​fec​ted by such an at​mosp​he​re. I felt that Mas​ters him​self wo​uld ha​ve be​en pos​ted to Hell and ha​ve felt only sci​en​ti​fic cu​ri​osity at the pros​pect.

    And the Aust​ra​li​an, Locks​pe​iser, was a to​ugh cha​rac​ter; uni​ma​gi​na​ti​ve and strong-min​ded, he co​uld ha​ve wor​ked at K4 for ye​ars wit​ho​ut kno​wing such a word as "atmosp​he​re". Frit​zj​of too was a man to be re​li​ed upon. The ot​hers I was not so cer​ta​in abo​ut. And tho​ugh Rort's ner​ves we​re not all they sho​uld be - he had go​ne thro​ugh ex​pe​ri​en​ces eno​ugh to sha​ke the stron​gest over the past few ye​ars - the​re we​re few com​pa​ni​ons I wo​uld ha​ve rat​her be​en wit​hin a tight cor​ner.

    With the​se ref​lec​ti​ons and ot​hers, I drank the cof​fee Rort had left me and then, lul​led by the fa​int rust​le of the gus​ting wind ro​und the to​wer, I must ha​ve do​zed for a few mi​nu​tes. When I awo​ke it was just be​fo​re ele​ven. I ro​se yaw​ning, for I had cer​ta​in inst​ru​ment checks to ma​ke. I went out on​to the rus​ted ste​el plat​form which airily circ​led the to​wer, in the man​ner of an old-fas​hi​oned light​ho​use. We had so​me tro​ub​le with the sli​ding do​or so​me days pre​vi​o​usly but now it had be​en gre​ased and mo​ved back smo​othly be​ne​ath my hands.

    I sto​od lo​oking idly at the gre​en sea ref​lec​ted on the un​der​si​de of the dark, lo​uring clo​uds; gre​en sky and gre​en sea ma​de a fan​tas​tic sight for tho​se ex​pe​ri​en​cing the phe​no​me​na for the first ti​me, but the​se we​re old sce​nes for such wor​kers as our​sel​ves and I was watc​hing for ot​her signs. I ma​de a few no​tes, chec​ked the inst​ru​ment le​vels on the de​li​ca​tely ca​lib​ra​ted mac​hi​nes in the​ir le​ad-li​ned bo​xes on the windy perch, and withd​rew in​to the cent​ral cham​ber. I re​loc​ked the do​or. This un​do​ub​tedly sa​ved my li​fe.

    It was just a qu​ar​ter past ele​ven when the slit​he​ring be​gan. I co​uld he​ar it even abo​ve the fa​int mumb​le of the surf and the ec​ho​ing sigh of the wind. The no​ise re​semb​led an unp​le​asant suc​ti​on pro​cess; swamp wa​ter bo​iled in it and blown spu​me and a na​use​o​us tang li​ke cor​rup​ti​on on the high wind. And with the rot​ting per​fu​me, which I had smel​led be​fo​re, fre​edom of ac​ti​on re​tur​ned to me. I pic​ked up my flash-gun and buz​zed for Rort. He had al​re​ady he​ard the so​unds too.

    "Main do​ors se​cu​re!" he yel​led and then I he​ard his fe​et po​un​ding on the me​tal-pla​ted sta​irs. So​met​hing scre​amed from out​si​de, fre​ezing blo​od and bo​ne, in​hi​bi​ting ac​ti​on, pa​raly​zing the will. A girl's fa​ce grew at the win​dow, dis​tor​ted; it ga​zed in at us fe​ar​ful​ly, ha​ir stre​aming in the wind. The thing was an im​pos​si​bi​lity; we we​re mo​re than forty fe​et from the gro​und - un​less she co​uld sca​le per​pen​di​cu​lar walls, wet with sea-spray, in se​mi​dark​ness. I re​cog​ni​sed the girl I had met on the cliff-path, the girl we had sup​po​sed sea-drow​ned in the ca​ve.

    She scre​amed aga​in and as Rort flung him​self to the outer plat​form do​or, I pi​ni​oned his arms; we strug​gled si​lently and the air was fil​led with a sickly, na​use​o​us per​fu​me. So​met​hing li​ke squ​id-ink purp​led the thick pla​te-glass of the outer ports; suc​kers wa​ved hi​de​o​usly in the night. A fa​ce li​ke an old spon​ge, oozing cor​rup​ti​on, lo​oked in at us; the girl di​sap​pe​ared.

    "Great Fu​tu​re!" Rort swo​re. He sprang to the roc​ket le​ver and bright stars of fi​re burst over the to​wer, brin​ging writ​hing day​light to the gro​und be​low, whe​re vast forms slit​he​red and slid and shud​de​red worm-li​ke. Rort scre​amed li​ke a wo​man then and we both ma​de for the sta​irs. On the gro​und flo​or, the gre​at do​or was al​re​ady bul​ging in​wards. The smell of cor​rup​ti​on flo​wed un​der the pa​nels. Sa​nity re​tur​ned in this ext​re​mity; wo​od ro​as​ted, me​tal bur​ned whi​te-hot, and the ge​lid mass me​wed li​ke a cat as Rort fri​ed the do​or with his flash-gun.

    Sinews crac​king, we le​ve​red casks, me​tal bo​xes, anyt​hing with we​ight in​to the gap cut in the do​or, avo​iding the me​wing, dying thing which dab​bled be​yond the thres​hold. I se​ized a co​il of ro​pe. Ups​ta​irs, in the cent​ral to​wer, pla​te-glass shat​te​red li​ke do​oms​day. Inst​ru​ments fell to the gro​und with a clat​ter. Rort at the sta​ir​he​ad blas​ted fi​re in​to the cent​ral cham​ber. Aga​in the ble​ating cri​es, the na​use​o​us stench re​pe​ated. I ope​ned a ca​se​ma​te on the land​ward si​de, se​cu​red the ro​pe, hur​led it in​to the dying dark​ness. I pra​yed no​ne of the cre​atu​res we​re on this si​de. I cal​led to Rort, wal​ked down the wall on the ro​pe, flash-gun coc​ked. So​met​hing shuf​fled, the bus​hes whis​pe​red in the wind. Cha​os in the to​wer and at the cent​ral do​or. Rort jo​ined me; he was crying un​der his bre​ath. His fla​me-gun ma​de a blo​ody arc thro​ugh the bus​hes and so​met​hing scut​te​red with a squ​amo​us step. Then we we​re cle​ar of the bus​hes, run​ning strong, slit​he​ring and fal​ling and le​aping aga​in un​til we we​re splas​hing in​to the less frigh​te​ning ter​ror of the swamp.

    Rort was sob​bing. "By Fu​tu​re!" he pan​ted. "Did you see the​ir eyes, man? Did you see the​ir eyes?"

    Blinded by swe​at, el​bows tuc​ked in​to my si​de, I had no bre​ath left to ans​wer. With stra​ining lungs we flew on​wards to the sa​fety of K4.

    

X
    

    Masters lo​oked grim. On​ce aga​in the sil​ver of the lamp​light on his ha​ir re​min​ded me of a long-go​ne sa​int. Tho​se not on watch by the he​avy-duty ra​di​ati​on-units sat in a se​mi​circ​le and lis​te​ned to his inst​ruc​ti​ons. The​re we​re abo​ut a do​zen of us and we had ab​sor​bed what he had to say with the ut​most at​ten​ti​on for we all knew our li​ves most pro​bably de​pen​ded on it. McI​ver had be​en war​ned; the Cent​ral Com​mit​tee aler​ted. But we co​uld de​pend on no help from out​si​de.

    Masters had qu​es​ti​oned Rort and myself mi​nu​tely, both when we had ma​de our first so​mew​hat in​co​he​rent re​ports in the pri​vacy of his of​fi​ce, and then in ge​ne​ral con​fe​ren​ce.

    "What cre​atu​res co​uld sca​le walls li​ke that and still ha​ve we​ight to bre​ak down such do​ors?" as​ked Fitz​wil​li​ams, with that moc​king to​uch of scep​ti​cism which I fo​und so exas​pe​ra​ting. It was the fo​urth ti​me he had as​ked the qu​es​ti​on in the last ho​ur. Rort tur​ned a flus​hed fa​ce to him. An​ger tremb​led in his vo​ice.

    "Would you ca​re to go out the​re now and find out for yo​ur​self?" he as​ked qu​i​etly.

    Fitzwilliams blew out the air from his lungs with a lo​ud no​ise in the si​len​ce of the con​fe​ren​ce ro​om. His eyes ap​pe​ared sud​denly une​asy. He lo​oked away awk​wardly and sa​id not​hing.

    "Matters in hand, gent​le​men," sa​id Mas​ters suc​cinctly. Ever​yo​ne ga​ve him at​ten​ti​on.

    "Nature of cre​atu​res, unk​nown. Ap​pe​aran​ce of girl at win​dow; physi​cal im​pos​si​bi​lity un​der nor​mal cir​cums​tan​ces. Cir​cums​tan​ces not nor​mal. We'll le​ave that for the mo​ment. Pos​sib​le so​ur​ce of ema​na​ti​ons; ca​ve ne​ar the vil​la​ge. Cor​rect?"

    He inc​li​ned his he​ad to​wards me. I nod​ded. Mas​ters got up and went over to the duty chart.

    "General si​tu​ati​on: emer​gency, lady and gent​le​men" - the use of the fe​ma​le sin​gu​lar was a co​ur​tesy due to Kar​la's pre​sen​ce. "So far as we can tell K4 is im​mu​ne from any pos​sib​le at​tack. Two first pri​ori​ti​es. The man​ning of No. 1 and No. 2 posts by ade​qu​ate for​ce. This me​ans equ​ip​ping with he​avy ra​di​ati​on-units. Two: the in​ves​ti​ga​ti​on, trac​king down, and dest​ruc​ti​on of the​se cre​atu​res. Now, I want to see you and Rort aga​in, when this con​fe​ren​ce is over."

    The me​eting con​ti​nu​ed in Mas​ters's brisk, ini​mi​tab​le man​ner. Rort and I, sit​ting fa​cing the Com​man​der in the bright lamp​light, felt the first com​fort sin​ce we had emer​ged from the depths of the swamp the pre​vi​o​us night.

    

XI
    

    Nothing hap​pe​ned for a we​ek. Rort and I we​re among the strong party which had re​con​no​it​red No. 1 Post the fol​lo​wing mor​ning. The burst do​or and win​dows, the smas​hed inst​ru​ments, abo​ve all cer​ta​in re​ma​ins among the deb​ris we​re eno​ugh to si​len​ce the stron​gest do​ub​ters. I no​ti​ced, ma​li​ci​o​usly, that Fitz​wil​li​ams had not vo​lun​te​ered to ac​com​pany the party.

    A trac​tor ve​hic​le with a he​avy ra​di​ati​on-unit mo​un​ted on it, led the way. With the po​wer ava​ilab​le, this wo​uld be eno​ugh to de​al with any known dan​gers. Frit​zj​of, who had vo​lun​te​ered to he​ad the man​ning of No. 1 un​der the chan​ged cir​cums​tan​ces, led the party. He se​emed as di​sap​po​in​ted as Rort and myself at the lack of any tan​gib​le evi​den​ce on the na​tu​re of our vi​si​tors. The​re was the stench, it is true, and tra​ces of jel​ly on the sta​irs, in front of the do​or and in the up​per cham​ber. But of the cre​atu​res which Rort had cer​ta​inly dest​ro​yed, the​re was not so much as a frag​ment of bo​ne or a sil​ver of hi​de.

    Part of the prob​lem was sol​ved by ca​re​ful exa​mi​na​ti​on of the walls of the to​wer. They had be​en sca​led by so​me form of suc​ti​on. Frit​zj​of smo​ked his pi​pe si​lently and pon​de​red this; the grey light of the cliff-top se​emed to flic​ker ac​ross his strong, squ​are fa​ce. His empty sle​eve, pin​ned to the front of his le​at​her jac​ket, flap​ped in the wind.

    He grun​ted. "Flying oc​to​pu​ses, that's what we're de​aling with," he sa​id jocu​larly. He stro​de con​fi​dently in​to the to​wer. His re​mark bro​ke the ten​si​on and the re​ma​in​der of the party fol​lo​wed in a re​la​xed at​mosp​he​re.

    The next few days we​re oc​cu​pi​ed in put​ting things in or​der at the two posts and cer​ta​in pre​ca​uti​ons we​re al​so ta​ken in the vil​la​ge. No. 2 Post was on the far si​de of the is​land, on a po​int com​man​ding all di​rec​ti​ons, both in​land and to the se​award si​de. Mas​ters felt it im​pe​ra​ti​ve to get both posts in full wor​king trim; we did not know what we might ha​ve to fa​ce and early war​ning was ne​ces​sary, es​pe​ci​al​ly if K4 it​self we​re at​tac​ked.

    Masters held anot​her con​fe​ren​ce a few days af​ter​wards, when he as​ked for vo​lun​te​ers to man the for​ward posts. I am as​ha​med to say so, but both Rort and I we​re re​li​eved when Mas​ters de​ci​ded to se​cond us to du​ti​es at K4. He felt that we had do​ne our sha​re and it was per​haps co​war​di​ce on our part to ag​ree with him, but the​re was much sen​se in what he sa​id; our ner​ves had be​en stra​ined al​most be​yond en​du​ran​ce and we might per​haps ha​ve be​en we​ak links in a cha​in of new and unt​ri​ed per​son​nel.

    Masters had de​ci​ded to de​ta​il fo​ur pe​op​le for each post, which wo​uld le​ave twel​ve for K4, an ade​qu​ate mar​gin. Each post had two ra​dio links and they we​re to re​port at re​gu​lar in​ter​vals. The he​avy ra​di​ati​on-units com​man​ded the ma​in do​ors and if ne​ces​sary the par​ti​es co​uld es​ca​pe mo​un​ted on the trac​tor ve​hic​les. Ne​ed​less to say, each party mem​ber was he​avily ar​med. Two flash-guns at le​ast we​re to be mo​un​ted on the outer plat​forms of the to​wers to re​pel any at​tempt at in​va​si​on by the things, and po​wer​ful flo​od​lights en​circ​led the bu​il​dings.

    The da​ma​ged equ​ip​ment was re​pa​ired and af​ter a whi​le Mas​ters exp​res​sed him​self sa​tis​fi​ed that everyt​hing pos​sib​le had be​en do​ne to en​su​re the sa​fety of the per​son​nel and the suc​cess of the ar​ran​ge​ments. McI​ver's pe​op​le we​re ke​eping watch ne​ar the ca​ve ent​ran​ce in day​light ho​urs, but they had re​por​ted not​hing. This did not me​an that the things we​re not at lar​ge on the is​land; if they co​uld swim - and the​re was no re​ason to be​li​eve they co​uld not -they might well ma​ke the​ir way to and from the​ir la​ir unob​ser​ved at high ti​de, when most of the ca​ve area was sub​mer​ged.

    Lockspeiser was to com​mand No. 2 and Kar​la had vo​lun​te​ered for No. 1, much to my surp​ri​se; this in turn had chan​ged to as​to​nish​ment when Mas​ters had ag​re​ed wit​ho​ut de​mur. But then I tho​ught things over and saw the sen​se of the ar​ran​ge​ments; Kar​la was as ex​pert as a man with flash-gun or ra​di​ati​on-unit and was qu​ite wit​ho​ut fe​ar; the​se we​re the things which wo​uld co​unt at the for​ward posts, whe​re​as tho​se with high sci​en​ti​fic qu​ali​fi​ca​ti​ons wo​uld be ne​eded for the mo​re exac​ting work at K4 and as post com​man​ders.

    The we​ek pas​sed qu​ickly, in a fe​ve​rish cha​os of work, cal​cu​la​ti​ons, and hard physi​cal la​bo​ur. Mas​ters ins​pec​ted both posts and exp​res​sed him​self sa​tis​fi​ed; the ra​dio links we​re tes​ted. Early on a grey af​ter​no​on of wind-sco​ured sky the two gro​ups marc​hed out in op​po​si​te di​rec​ti​ons; it was a bra​ve lit​tle show, tho​ugh pi​ti​ful eno​ugh un​der the cir​cums​tan​ces, and one or two of the har​di​er spi​rits ra​ised a rag​ged che​er to en​co​ura​ge them on the​ir way.

    

    Rort and I sat in the ma​in inst​ru​ment cham​ber of K4 at the po​wer te​les​co​pes and saw No. 2 party out of sight. Then we chan​ged ro​und to the ot​her si​de. Frit​zj​of's small ex​pe​di​ti​on we​re but fa​int dots on the high up​lands now, Kar​la wal​king be​hind. Then a dip hid them from vi​ew. Rort and I did not know that we had se​en our col​le​agu​es for the last ti​me.

    

XII
    

    I wo​ke out of a dre​am​less sle​ep to find alarm bells rin​ging thro​ugh the cor​ri​dors of K4. The lights in the ro​om whe​re Rort and I we​re sle​eping had co​me on auto​ma​ti​cal​ly and it was only a mo​ment or two be​fo​re we had drawn on our night-duty ove​ral​ls and we​re on our way to the ma​in Cont​rol Ro​om. Tho​ugh the​re we​re only a do​zen pe​op​le left in the he​ad​qu​ar​ters bu​il​ding it felt li​ke a fort man​ned by tho​usands of men, as fo​ots​teps ec​ho​ed, mag​ni​fi​ed, and dis​tor​ted along the me​tal cor​ri​dors.

    Masters was al​re​ady at the inf​ra​red pe​ris​co​pe in the Cont​rol Do​me, with Fitz​wil​li​ams ope​ra​ting the scan​ner. Rort and I sat in front of our own inst​ru​ment pa​nels and switc​hed on.

    "No. 2 Post re​ports Con​di​ti​on Nor​mal," sa​id Rort af​ter a mo​ment or two.

    "McIver re​ports Con​di​ti​on Nor​mal," I cal​led out to Mas​ters.

    The night air was he​avy with sta​tic and dis​tor​ted hu​man vo​ices as tech​ni​ci​an af​ter tech​ni​ci​an ma​de his Con​di​ti​on Nor​mal re​port. The ope​ra​tors of the he​avy ra​di​ati​on-units, on the gal​le​ri​es abo​ve, over​lo​oking the outer air; the men at the ra​dar and ot​her inst​ru​ment pa​nels; even tho​se on vi​su​al lo​oko​ut with flash-guns, all had the​ir in​di​vi​du​al re​ports to ma​ke. A red light flas​hed on a cont​rol pa​nel the ot​her si​de of the Cont​rol Do​me, in​di​ca​ting an ab​nor​mal sta​te of af​fa​irs. So​me​one had fa​iled to ans​wer.

    "No. 1 Post not repl​ying," sa​id the ope​ra​tor.

    Rort and I exc​han​ged ten​se glan​ces.

    "Radio fa​ilu​re?" so​me​one co​nj​ec​tu​red alo​ud, ho​pe​ful​ly. "Both sets?" rep​li​ed Mas​ters suc​cinctly, his vo​ice muf​fled from the Do​me. No one rep​li​ed. The une​asy si​len​ce was bro​ken by the fa​int hum of the inst​ru​ments.

    

    The man at the No. 1 Post pa​nel con​sul​ted a ti​me cap​su​le. "Ne​arly half an ho​ur over​due in re​por​ting," he sa​id.

    Nothing hap​pe​ned thro​ug​ho​ut the long night. Ne​ga​ti​ve re​ports from sta​ti​ons ope​ra​ting; si​len​ce from No. 1 Post. It con​ti​nu​ed li​ke this un​til dawn.

    When day​light bro​ke, misty and sulp​hu​ro​us, Mas​ters had al​re​ady ma​de his plans. He per​so​nal​ly led the fo​ur-man party, which inc​lu​ded Rort and myself, out of K4. He had conc​lu​ded, af​ter so​me tho​ught, that the​re was lit​tle dan​ger du​ring day​light as the cre​atu​res which had at​tac​ked No. 1 on the pre​vi​o​us oc​ca​si​on had ne​ver be​en se​en du​ring the light ho​urs. And if they in​ha​bi​ted the ca​ve area on the sho​re by the vil​la​ge, the​ir ir​rup​ti​on in​to the world of men may ha​ve be​en go​ver​ned in so​me way by the ti​des. But the over​mas​te​ring de​si​re of ever​yo​ne at the mo​ment was to dis​co​ver the re​ason for the ra​dio si​len​ce at No. 1.

    We had not long to wa​it. No. 1 Post was a de​ser​ted shell. The re​ma​ins of the do​or hung as​kew on its hin​ges as Rort and I had left it; the ra​di​ati​on-unit had be​en over​tur​ned but not da​ma​ged. The inst​ru​ments and equ​ip​ment of the post had be​en left in​tact. But of our col​le​agu​es the​re was no sign. Mas​ters snif​fed the air with dis​tas​te​ful cu​ri​osity. On​ce aga​in that sickly swe​et pun​gency pol​lu​ted the at​mosp​he​re. Fo​ots​teps clat​te​red on the me​tal sta​irs as the party se​arc​hed the bu​il​ding. All they fo​und was the clot​hing of our com​pa​ni​ons; it was so​aked in the jel​ly-subs​tan​ce.

    I wal​ked over to the win​dow at the top of the to​wer and lo​oked out at the grey, sul​len sea; of all the pla​ces in the world this was one for which I wo​uld al​ways fe​el a high pri​ority of hat​red. As I mo​ved to co​me away my fo​ot kic​ked aga​inst so​met​hing. I bent down and using the tongs sup​pli​ed pic​ked up so​met​hing small and black. It was Frit​zj​of's of​fi​ci​al log​bo​ok.

    Back at K4 that eve​ning Mas​ters buz​zed for me at abo​ut half-past se​ven. I had ste​ri​li​zed the log​bo​ok in ac​cor​dan​ce with stan​ding inst​ruc​ti​ons and I to​ok it in to his of​fi​ce with me. Mat​ters res​ted as they had the pre​vi​o​us night; K4 was at emer​gency and ho​urly re​ports ca​me thro​ugh from No. 2 and from McI​ver nor​mal​ly.

    The bo​ok ma​de cu​ri​o​us re​ading but Frit​zj​of's de​vo​ti​on to the ca​use of sci​en​ce com​bi​ned with his iron ner​ve did much to exp​la​in the na​tu​re of the phe​no​me​na with which we we​re fa​ced. The first ent​ri​es for the pre​vi​o​us night we​re nor​mal and de​alt me​rely with tech​ni​cal mat​ters. For re​asons which la​ter be​ca​me ob​vi​o​us the​re was a long blank and then Frit​zj​of's next entry in the jo​ur​nal was ti​med 11:50 pm.

    It re​ad: "We ha​ve be​en un​der at​tack. At 10:02 pre​ci​sely Fitz-wil​li​ams re​por​ted unu​su​al dis​tur​ban​ces aro​und the to​wer. I at on​ce ac​ti​va​ted the flo​od​lights and roc​ket fla​res. At the sa​me mo​ment the ma​in do​or of the post ca​me un​der at​tack from so​me be​ings I shall at​tempt to desc​ri​be la​ter. Ma​zel im​me​di​ately bro​ught the ra​di​ati​on-unit in​to play, with so​me suc​cess. As so​on as I saw that things we​re un​der cont​rol on the gro​und flo​or I hur​ri​ed to the ra​dio con​so​le but be​fo​re I co​uld es​tab​lish con​tact with K4 was cal​led at on​ce to the to​wer, whe​re Fitz​wil​li​ams and Kar​la we​re en​ga​ged with fla​re guns. The​re ap​pe​ared to be do​zens of in​ver​teb​ra​te cre​atu​res of the oc​to​pus fa​mily at​tac​king the post.

    "They are im​men​sely tall and ar​med with three long an​ten​nae equ​ip​ped with suc​kers, on each si​de of what I will call the body, for want of a bet​ter word. Eyes or cent​res of in​tel​li​gen​ce, I can see no​ne. But a hit at the top of the body whe​re a man's he​ad wo​uld nor​mal​ly be se​ems to af​fect the bra​in area. I am alar​med at our po​si​ti​on for still mo​re of them are gat​he​ring ro​und the to​wer. Mo​ra​le go​od.

    "12:15. Anot​her at​tack has be​en be​aten off but I can​not get back to the ra​dio con​so​le. The​re is a stran​ge per​fu​me co​ming up the sta​irs. The ra​di​ati​on-unit has ce​ased fi​ring. Ma​zel cri​ed out on​ce but we ha​ve not be​en ab​le to see what has hap​pe​ned. I ha​ve to stay he​re to de​fend the sta​ir​ca​se. The to​wer has be​en un​der at​tack aga​in. Fitz​wil​li​ams and Kar​la are hand​ling them​sel​ves well.

    "Later - 01:00 I think. The inc​re​dib​le has hap​pe​ned. I am now alo​ne. I am not af​ra​id but I wish K4 to know the truth. At abo​ut half-past twel​ve I de​tec​ted a na​use​o​us odo​ur co​ming from the top of the to​wer and then my two col​le​agu​es cal​led out. I was ab​le to dis​tin​gu​ish that the cre​atu​res had squ​ir​ted so​met​hing over them. I lo​oked from the win​dow and saw one of the gre​at mas​ses ej​ect so​me form of dark ink from a sac at the top of the body, much as a squ​id do​es when dis​tur​bed. I co​uld not be​li​eve what I next saw. Kar​la and Fitz​wil​li​ams, who had drop​ped the​ir ray-guns, we​re for​ced to di​vest them​sel​ves of the​ir clot​hes. The cre​atu​re's sac then disc​har​ged aga​in; the per​fu​me had an inc​re​dib​le ef​fect on my two com​pa​ni​ons. I was not ab​le, myself, to de​tect it on this oc​ca​si​on.

    "Its func​ti​on was ap​pa​rently to at​tract them. Both wal​ked to the ed​ge of the ra​iling and we​re ab​sor​bed in the jel​ly li​ke subs​tan​ce of the cre​atu​re's body. The​ir fa​ces we​re happy!

    "01:56. I may be mad but I do not think so. My col​le​agu​es ha​ve not di​ed but ha​ve be​en swal​lo​wed, for want of a bet​ter word, as still-li​ving or​ga​nisms! On the evi​den​ce of to​night and of what we ha​ve dis​cus​sed ear​li​er at K4, I be​li​eve them even​tu​al​ly to be​co​me si​mi​lar or​ga​nisms them​sel​ves… Warn Mas​ters. The ca​ve area must be dest​ro​yed… the only way.

    "Later. I am not su​re of the ti​me. Gre​at Fu​tu​re help me. The things are at the win​dow aga​in… I must go… the​re is a na​use​o​us stench.

    "02:05. Not long now… back aga​in… masks the only ans [a pas​sa​ge was then il​le​gib​le]… Im​pe​ra​ti​ve… tell Mas​ters…"

    The log​bo​ok en​ded the​re. The Com​man​der tur​ned a tight-lip​ped fa​ce to me.

    He vo​iced the tho​ught fi​nal​ly. "This hardly se​ems pos​sib​le."

    "I ag​ree," I sa​id. "But Frit​zj​of's re​port se​ems in​cont​ro​ver​tib​le. And the​re is this furt​her evi​den​ce."

    I pas​sed over to him so​met​hing which I had pic​ked up from the flo​or of No. 1 Post. It had be​en em​bed​ded in con​ge​aled jel​ly and af​ter the labs had car​ri​ed out the usu​al cle​an​sing tests it had be​en tur​ned over to me.

    It was a pi​ece of cir​cu​lar dis​co​lo​ured me​tal, pit​ted and mar​ked with gre​en and yel​low sta​ins. It was my opi​ni​on that it for​med part of an old-fas​hi​oned wrist​watch, such as pe​op​le used in the last cen​tury to de​no​te the pas​sing of ti​me.

    An insc​rip​ti​on on the back re​ad: Char​les Evin​ru​de. 1995.

    "You re​al​ly be​li​eve what you ha​ve writ​ten in yo​ur re​port?" sa​id Mas​ters. He was ne​it​her dis​be​li​eving nor be​li​eving, me​rely sif​ting facts.

    I nod​ded. "It wo​uld exp​la​in the re​ap​pe​aran​ce of the fa​ce of the mis​sing girl from the vil​la​ge at the post win​dow. It's my be​li​ef that pe​op​le are 'di​ges​ted' by the​se cre​atu​res, as Frit​zj​of desc​ri​bed, and them​sel​ves be​co​me si​mi​lar li​ving or​ga​nisms, re​vol​ting as this idea may se​em to us. This wrist​watch was worn by one of the cre​atu​res kil​led by the ra​di​ati​on-unit. Af​ter de​ath the who​le thing dis​sol​ved away."

    Masters lo​oked out of the port at the writ​hing gre​en sky be​yond.

    "And Frit​zj​of and his col​le​agu​es are so​mew​he​re ali​ve out the​re," he sa​id simply, but with gre​at we​ight. "It ba​rely se​ems pos​sib​le that in three ge​ne​ra​ti​ons, hu​man be​ings sho​uld de​ge​ne​ra​te to that."

    "The ef​fect of ra​di​ati​on on hu​mans long ex​po​sed to it, is lar​gely unk​nown, sir," I sa​id. "With long inb​re​eding and…"

    Masters cut me short. His fa​ce was still pa​le.

    "Fritzjof is right," he sa​id crisply, his old man​ner re​tur​ning. "We must ma​ke pre​pa​ra​ti​ons at on​ce to dest​roy the​se cre​atu​res in the​ir la​ir."

    He smi​led in a stra​ined man​ner. "And we shall ta​ke ad​van​ta​ge of Frit​zj​of s fo​ret​ho​ught. What he was trying to tell us at the end of the log was, 'Masks the only ans​wer.' A sen​sib​le pre​ca​uti​on aga​inst the per​fu​me ej​ec​ted by the​se be​ings. See to it at on​ce."
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    The box-sha​ped, squ​are bo​wed bo​at thun​de​red in the surf, sen​ding a sho​wer of gre​enish, phosp​ho​res​cent spray cas​ca​ding down the me​tal dec​king. I fo​und it dif​fi​cult to bre​at​he in the pon​de​ro​us mask, and clutc​hed the flash-gun to my si​de whi​le I ste​adi​ed myself with my ot​her hand. The ca​ve ent​ran​ce be​fo​re us grew omi​no​usly lar​ge, dan​ced in moc​king circ​les with the mo​ve​ment of the bo​at, re​ce​ded bri​efly with the sur​ge of the ti​de, and then grew aga​in as the mo​tor ur​ged the un​wi​eldy craft on​wards.

    Rort, un​fa​mi​li​ar in the black rub​ber su​it which fit​ted him li​ke a she​ath, nod​ded re​as​su​ringly. One hand tap​ped lightly on the trans​pa​rency of my fa​ce pi​ece as tho​ugh to im​part con​fi​den​ce. I glan​ced to left and right. The​re we​re six bo​ats in our small in​va​si​on fle​et; dawn burnt smo​kily ac​ross the gre​en-yel​low sur​ge of wa​ter, bat​hed the black sand. I co​uld see Mas​ters in the bows of the ne​arest ves​sel; so​mew​he​re a ra​dio spe​aker crack​led unin​tel​li​gibly. The can​vas-she​at​hed stub of a ra​di​ati​on-unit po​ked from the bow of the ne​arest craft on my left, li​ke the horn of a cow I had on​ce se​en de​pic​ted in a bo​ok.

    Upwards, on the slo​pes of cliff we​re the mi​nu​te fi​gu​res of McI​ver's men; they we​re wa​iting for the roc​ket-fla​re which was to sig​nal the part they had be​en as​sig​ned. The​re we​re mo​re than eighty pe​op​le en​ga​ged in this all-out as​sa​ult ef​fort, al​most every per​son on the is​land; even the wo​men had be​en pres​sed in​to ser​vi​ce, tho​ugh few ex​cept the most ab​le bo​di​ed had be​en as​sig​ned the bo​ats. Most ma​de up the cliff for​ce whe​re they wo​uld be of the gre​atest use, with lit​tle dan​ger to them​sel​ves.

    Mclver him​self was as​sis​ting Mas​ters; his must be the bulky fi​gu​re I co​uld see just be​hind the Com​man​der. He wo​re so​me stran​ge rig-out of his own, but top​ped by the mask and spe​ci​al equ​ip​ment sup​pli​ed by K4, lo​oked just as in​di​vi​du​al as he al​ways did. The strength of the cur​rent was very fi​er​ce he​re and the helms​man had an​xi​o​us mo​ments as we pas​sed a belt of rag​ged rocks clo​sing the ent​ran​ce. Mas​ters had de​li​be​ra​tely cho​sen dawn and high ti​de for the as​sa​ult. The ti​de had in fact tur​ned and had be​en an ho​ur on the ebb.

    This way the as​sa​ult party co​uld be de​li​ve​red to the very ca​ve ent​ran​ce, dawn af​for​ding the ele​ment of surp​ri​se. Mas​ters had al​so ar​gu​ed that in the event of things go​ing wrong it wo​uld be qu​ic​ker and easi​er for the for​ce to withd​raw on the ebb. La​ter, if it be​ca​me ne​ces​sary we co​uld stand off in go​od or​der ac​ross the sand at low ti​de. The ra​di​ati​on-units we​re to be de​bar​ked on the wings of the lan​ding area to com​mand the ca​ve ent​ran​ce, in ca​se the cre​atu​res surp​ri​sed the first wa​ve be​fo​re they we​re pro​perly as​ho​re.

    Rort and myself we​re among tho​se de​ta​iled to co​ver the lan​ding of the he​avy units by go​ing as​ho​re first to hold the be​ach. The sea slap​ped he​avily on the si​des of the big fis​hing bo​at and spu​me whip​ped by a ne​ed​le-sharp wind blew over the fle​et as we ca​me ins​ho​re. For​tu​na​tely the pre​va​iling wind was blo​wing off the be​ach which wo​uld mask the so​und of the en​gi​nes. We had no me​ans of kno​wing whet​her the​se mol​lusc-li​ke be​ings we​re ab​le to he​ar in the hu​man sen​se, but Mas​ters, with his usu​al tac​ti​cal re​aso​ning, had de​ci​ded not to ta​ke any un​ne​ces​sary risk.

    Rort's hand was on my sho​ul​der and the helms​man's sho​ut ca​me a split se​cond la​ter as the bo​at bot​tom gra​ted on the harsh black sand. The out​li​nes of the be​ach and cliffs lo​omed mo​re cle​arly out of the fa​int mor​ning mist. Then Rort and I we​re over the si​de. The cold​ness of the wa​ter met us with a shock, but it was not mo​re than three fe​et de​ep and we splas​hed wildly as​ho​re, fol​lo​wed by two of the vil​la​gers. The small party went flat on the sand, flash-guns at the re​ady and po​in​ted to​wards the ca​ve. All along the be​ach the un​wi​eldy fis​hing bo​ats we​re splas​hing he​avily thro​ugh the shal​lows, mi​nu​te fi​gu​res, black aga​inst the gre​en shim​mer of the surf, de​tac​hing them​sel​ves from the craft and mer​ging in​to the black​ness of the sand.

    We fan​ned out in a se​mi​circ​le to pro​tect the ra​di​ati​on-unit on our left which was just co​ming as​ho​re, the trac​tor inc​hing it down the ramp. The be​ach se​emed ali​ve with fi​gu​res tho​ugh we we​re in re​ality a mo​dest task-for​ce for the si​tu​ati​on with which we we​re fa​ced. I glan​ced from the ca​ve back to our right and co​uld see the ot​her big we​apons co​ming off the ramps. So far all had go​ne well and we we​re ex​cel​lently pla​ced to de​li​ver at​tacks. The sche​me was that on​ce the ra​di​ati​on-units we​re well es​tab​lis​hed, the ad​van​ce par​ti​es wo​uld ren​dez​vo​us ne​ar the ca​ve ent​ran​ce in or​der to pen up wha​te​ver cre​atu​res we​re wit​hin; this wo​uld en​su​re ma​xi​mum sla​ugh​ter with a mi​ni​mum of dan​ger to tho​se on fo​ot.

    The big units wo​uld de​al with any cre​atu​res which bro​ke thro​ugh the cor​don and then, when they had be​en mo​ved for​ward, wo​uld li​qu​ida​te everyt​hing wit​hin the ca​vern. Or at le​ast that was the sche​me. I saw Mas​ters in the mid​dle of the gro​ups on the be​ach and then his hand went up. I hur​ri​ed along the sho​re to​wards him and the unit le​aders from the six bo​ats de​bo​uc​hed from the​ir gro​ups at the sa​me ti​me. Mas​ters drew ever​yo​ne off to the right, whe​re we we​re con​ce​aled by a hump of sea-drenc​hed rock, whi​le he held his bri​efing.

    His inst​ruc​ti​ons we​re, as al​ways, suc​cinct and to the po​int. Each of us knew what to do; everyt​hing wit​hin the ca​vern was to be dest​ro​yed, no mat​ter what we might fe​el abo​ut the se​mi​hu​man as​pect of the​se cre​atu​res. Un​der no cir​cums​tan​ces we​re fa​ce masks to be re​mo​ved. Mas​ters wa​ved us off pe​remp​to​rily and we all thud​ded back along the be​ach to ta​ke up po​si​ti​on. The ra​di​ati​on-units we​re now as​ho​re and in si​tu, the gun​ners hunc​hed over the cont​rol pa​nels on the he​avy me​tal-ra​iled plat​forms. They wa​ved to Mas​ters as a check. Rort and the ot​her two men with us scramb​led to the​ir fe​et as I ap​pro​ac​hed. I lo​oked back. The ca​ve ent​ran​ce was me​na​cing and blank in the cold light of dawn. Then the elect​ric kla​xon on one of the fis​hing bo​ats so​un​ded off. Mas​ters wa​ved us for​ward and twenty-fo​ur pa​irs of fe​et we​re grit​ting up the sand in​to the unk​nown.
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    There was a si​len​ce af​ter the kla​xon so​un​ded and then a con​fu​sed mur​mur down at the be​ach. One of the ra​di​ati​on-units shot pink fla​me and the sea bo​iled at our backs. So​met​hing me​wed with a he​art-chil​ling in​ten​sity we had ex​pe​ri​en​ced be​fo​re. Rort spun on his he​el. We we​re al​most at the ca​ve ent​ran​ce now and vast sha​pes we​re stir​ring on the black sand. Down on the be​ach a hu​ge form which had emer​ged from the sea was sta​ining the gre​en wa​ter in its de​ath ago​ni​es. This was so​met​hing no one co​uld ha​ve fo​re​se​en. The things we​re re​tur​ning to the​ir la​ir af​ter a night spent on land.

    I saw the ra​di​ati​on-units swi​vel to co​ver the se​award si​de of the lan​ding area, and Mas​ters ges​ti​cu​la​te as he mus​te​red a for​ce to re​pel this me​na​ce at our re​ar. The sea bo​iled aga​in and se​ve​ral monst​ro​us humps be​gan to emer​ge, but we had no ti​me to watch them. The​re we​re abo​ut a do​zen of us wit​hin re​ach of the ca​ve and it was ob​vi​o​us that we sho​uld ha​ve to de​al with the things un​til such ti​me as the ma​in for​ce co​uld be dep​lo​yed.

    Rort's flash-gun erup​ted, and sand and gra​vel at the ca​ve ent​ran​ce glo​wed with he​at; we we​re al​most wit​hin the arch now. I was thank​ful for the mask when I saw the abo​mi​na​ti​ons which we​re stir​ring wit​hin. A hum​ped form re​ared in the dying light and then ot​hers and yet ot​hers be​yond. Rort fi​red aga​in and aga​in and then we we​re wit​hin the ca​ve; our com​pa​ni​ons fol​lo​wed and jets of fla​me tur​ned the vast ca​vern in​to which the ad​van​ce was pe​net​ra​ting, in​to a lu​rid sce​ne from hell.

    Again the me​wing cri​es and purp​le ink shot ac​ross in a wi​de arc, sta​ining the dank sea walls. A grey, wrink​led form which se​emed to de​tach it​self from the backg​ro​und, a va​gue, amorp​ho​us sha​pe as​cen​ded from the depths of the pit, stir​red in front of me. Three long, whip-li​ke an​ten​nae with whi​tish suc​kers thras​hed the sand; the skin was glo​wing with soft in​ner fi​re and shim​me​red and spark​led in the light as tho​ugh co​ated with mu​cus. Low me​wing calls ema​na​ted from the mass li​ke the sen​su​o​us purrs of a cat; the ro​un​ded hump at the top of the struc​tu​re was bi​sec​ted by a long slit which ope​ned and clo​sed as tho​ugh ta​king in air.

    Someone knelt at my el​bow and fi​red a fla​re in​to the in​te​ri​or; the star-burst re​ve​aled a ca​vern of the pro​por​ti​ons of a cat​hed​ral le​ading away in​to Fu​tu​re knew what uns​pe​akab​le depths. The gre​at mass in front of me swa​yed and pul​sa​ted and purp​le ink drenc​hed our small gro​up. I wi​ped my mask cle​ar and saw Rort spra​ying fi​re in​to ot​her forms be​yond. I felt sick at he​art for, as the gre​at form had tur​ned, I saw what ap​pe​ared to be a hu​man sha​pe down wit​hin the jel​ly. A mo​ment of mad​ness then which tur​ned to sick lo​at​hing and hor​ror.

    Cleansing fla​me bur​ned from the jet of my gun in​to the he​art of the abor​ti​on be​fo​re me and the me​wing chan​ged in​to eld​ritch scre​ams; the mass crump​led be​fo​re my eyes, di​sin​teg​ra​ted in black oily smo​ke and fla​me. I fi​red aga​in and aga​in un​til the sick​ness and hor​ror we​re dis​per​sed in he​aling fi​re and not​hing was left on the dark sand but mi​nu​te lumps of jel​ly which dis​per​sed in the ri​sing wind.

    More of the cre​atu​res ap​pe​ared from the tun​nels which now ope​ned up be​fo​re us; they mo​ved with alar​ming spe​ed and the an​ten​nae which had for​merly be​en let​har​gic and le​isu​rely in the​ir mo​ve​ments now sli​ced the air li​ke whips so that one had to exer​ci​se ext​re​me ca​uti​on. A man on my right scre​amed sud​denly and I tur​ned to find two of the an​ten​nae abo​ut him; one ro​und the wa​ist, the ot​her pi​ni​oning his arm. His fla​me-gun clat​te​red to the rock flo​or and he was drawn ine​xo​rably to​wards the pul​sa​ting mass of jel​ly. Rort then blot​ted out man and jel​ly in a whi​te-hot spurt of mer​ci​ful fi​re.

    The cri​es had chan​ged the​ir no​te to that of alarm and an​ger; the air was fil​led with smo​ke thro​ugh which we gro​ped with dif​fi​culty. Bo​di​es blun​de​red aga​inst me in the murk and the​re was re​al dan​ger that my com​pa​ni​ons might mis​ta​ke each ot​her for the cre​atu​res, with fa​tal re​sults. The very flo​or of the rock cat​hed​ral se​emed to tremb​le at the pon​de​ro​us tre​ad of the​se vis​co​us mons​ters.

    We stop​ped, fi​red, pa​used to stra​in our eyes thro​ugh the fog of smo​ke; mo​ved on, fi​red aga​in in a night​ma​re of no​ise and high-pitc​hed cri​es. A mass of the cre​atu​res we​re bloc​ked in a nar​row part of the tun​nel ahe​ad of us; it was a dan​ge​ro​us pla​ce. They we​re baf​fled at the fa​ilu​re of the​ir pre​vi​o​usly suc​ces​sful tac​tics and I knew that if we we​re drawn in​to that pla​ce wit​hin re​ach of the​ir an​ten​nae, the dan​gers we​re in​cal​cu​lab​le.

    I wa​ved my ne​arest com​pa​ni​ons back and then tur​ned, on he​aring an ago​ni​zed cry; it was Rort. His be​ard brist​led in the light of the dying fla​res and I saw that he had so​me​how fal​len so that his mask had be​en knoc​ked asi​de. Purp​le ink from the cre​atu​res' sacs drenc​hed his clot​hing; he threw away the flash​gun, held his hands wi​de, and marc​hed to​wards the cre​atu​res, who​se ten​tac​les re​ac​hed out to emb​ra​ce him. I saw his fa​ce just be​fo​re the fla​res di​ed; it was so​met​hing I had to li​ve with for the rest of my li​fe. It was ra​di​ant with hap​pi​ness as the ge​lid mass clo​sed over it.

    I per​for​med the sa​me mercy for Rort then as I sho​uld myself ha​ve be​en gra​te​ful for. Disc​har​ge af​ter disc​har​ge of pu​rif​ying fla​me re​du​ced my old fri​end to cin​ders and in​ci​ne​ra​ted with him the pul​sa​ting exc​res​cen​ce that was de​vo​uring him ali​ve. Sic​ke​ned then, we fell back in the smo​ke and fla​me as the no​te of a kla​xon pi​er​ced the depth of the ca​vern. The eight or ni​ne sur​vi​vors of our blo​ody sor​tie re​ga​ined the open be​ach to full day​light.

    The re​ma​ining mons​ters from the sea we​re be​ing sla​ugh​te​red in the shal​lows as Mas​ters's ine​xo​rab​le ring of at​tac​kers clo​sed ro​und them. It was evi​dent that we had ga​ined the day he​re, but at our war​ning cri​es our re​ar​most com​pa​ni​ons fa​ced abo​ut to find a so​lid wa​ve of grey, fun​go​id be​ings po​uring out of the ca​ve on​to the sand. I trip​ped on the soft be​ach and ca​ught myself aga​inst a rock; pa​in stab​bed thro​ugh my si​de and the day​light fa​ded be​fo​re my eyes. Strong hands sus​ta​ined me as a ra​di​ati​on-unit fri​ed a mass of squ​ir​ming cre​atu​res jam​med in the ca​ve ent​ran​ce. A roc​ket bur​ned then aga​inst the sky and as jet af​ter jet of fla​me con​vul​sed the fun​go​ids that va​inly tri​ed to ma​ke the​ir way over the black sand, the watc​hers on the he​ad​land de​to​na​ted the exp​lo​si​ve char​ges la​id two days be​fo​re and bro​ught the who​le of the cliff si​de down on the ca​ve of hor​ror, blot​ting out the cre​atu​res from the sight of man fo​re​ver. I fa​in​ted as I was be​ing car​ri​ed to the bo​at and when I re​ga​ined my sen​ses bri​efly, saw that si​nis​ter sho​re​li​ne re​ce​de for the last ti​me.

    

XV
    

    All that was long ago and is now the dis​tant his​tory of the​se aw​ful ti​mes in which we li​ve. What the vi​si​on-tu​be com​men​ta​tors and news bul​le​tin re​aders cal​led the in​va​si​on of the Flabby Men las​ted but a bri​ef pe​ri​od, but for that ti​me the fu​tu​re of the world and with it that of hu​man​kind tremb​led in the ba​lan​ce. For the ir​rup​ti​on in​to the world of men of the de​ba​sed cre​atu​res who had ta​ken so many of our com​pa​ni​ons, was not con​fi​ned to our is​land alo​ne. It was part of a lar​ge-sca​le ge​ne​ral in​va​si​on by the​se cre​atu​res along many parts of the co​ast and it was only thro​ugh the mus​te​ring of vo​lun​te​er for​ces and ext​re​me ef​forts by the Cent​ral Com​mit​tee, that the at​tempt was de​fe​ated.

    But many di​ed and the cam​pa​igns las​ted many months be​fo​re the cre​atu​res which had as​cen​ded from the sea and from the depths of sea-ca​ves we​re an​ni​hi​la​ted or dri​ven back to when​ce they ca​me. And who knows whet​her the​ir sur​vi​vors, pos​sibly bre​eding at a fe​ar​ful ra​te, may not yet mo​unt anot​her, mo​re suc​ces​sful at​tack upon the last bas​ti​ons of man​kind? How they ca​me, how they li​ved and bred, and why they to​ok our com​pa​ni​ons we we​re ne​ver ab​le to dis​co​ver. In de​ath they re​tur​ned to a sta​te of li​qu​es​cen​ce which de​fi​ed the analy​sis of our la​bo​ra​to​ri​es. And what in​tel​li​gen​ce ani​ma​ted them and how they we​re ab​le to com​mu​ni​ca​te over long dis​tan​ces in or​der to synchro​ni​ze the​ir at​tacks upon the who​le of our co​ast​li​ne - that aga​in was be​yond the analy​sis of our fi​nest sci​en​tists and scho​lars.

    Years ha​ve co​me and rol​led away aga​in; I am a se​ni​or ad​mi​nist​ra​tor now, wi​se and calm af​ter de​ca​des of de​ci​si​on and stri​fe, but my sle​ep is still tro​ub​led by re​memb​ran​ce of my com​pa​ni​ons.

    Fritzjof and Kar​la and Rort, my old fri​end, are tho​se I par​ti​cu​larly re​mem​ber, of co​ur​se, and the ter​rib​le and inexp​li​cab​le man​ner of the​ir go​ing. It was many we​eks and only a few days be​fo​re I left the is​land fo​re​ver, that I was ab​le to pi​ece to​get​her an ove​rall pic​tu​re of the cha​os the Flabby Men had wro​ught upon our flimsy and ill-fo​un​ded ci​vi​li​za​ti​on. And even to​day, when the clo​ud still hangs over the earth, and ra​di​ati​on sick​ness and mu​ta​ti​ons are still with us, I find it dif​fi​cult to blot out the fi​nal hor​ror of the sce​nes we wit​nes​sed on that be​ach and in that ca​ve.

    

    It was fo​und that I had two crac​ked ribs on my re​turn to K4; long af​ter the bat​tle was over and the ex​pe​di​ti​on had re​tur​ned to he​ad​qu​ar​ters, I lay ill with so​me sort of fe​ver. I was not up for mo​re than two we​eks and it was anot​her two still be​fo​re I felt so​met​hing of my old self aga​in. I sat on​ce mo​re in Mas​ters's of​fi​ce and ans​we​red qu​es​ti​ons put by that kindly and most re​so​lu​te of men. We of​ten dis​cus​sed the imp​li​ca​ti​ons of what was per​haps the stran​gest ad​ven​tu​re that ever be​fell man​kind, but we we​re ne​ver ab​le to ar​ri​ve at any lo​gi​cal ans​wer. Per​haps it is bet​ter so. An odd conc​lu​si​on, per​haps, for a sci​en​tist, but the re​sult may be mo​re ac​cep​tab​le for the world's pe​ace of mind.

    It was not un​til my last night at K4 that I told Mas​ters what I had se​en in the ca​ve. The re​li​ef bo​at was co​ming back to pick me up the fol​lo​wing day and I was to ha​ve the com​pany of ot​hers on my re​turn jo​ur​ney to the ca​pi​tal, whe​re I was to stay for the next ye​ar, to al​low my shat​te​red ner​ves a chan​ce to re​co​ver. The fa​int lu​mi​no​sity of the sea stir​red une​asily, gre​enish-grey out​si​de the gre​at pla​ted win​dows of the Com​man​der's of​fi​ce, and blown spu​me drib​bled ac​ross the glass in the light wind.

    For in my last burst of an​ger and hor​ror, in the dying fla​re I had se​en, just be​fo​re I kil​led the jel​ly cre​atu​re, the an​gu​is​hed fa​ce of Frit​zj​of, still ali​ve, in​ges​ted by the fun​go​id mass and comp​le​tely ab​sor​bed by it. His eyes se​emed to imp​lo​re me to dest​roy the still-li​ving abo​mi​na​ti​on which he had be​co​me, and his fa​ce was at pe​ace be​fo​re the fi​nal kiss of the fla​me ef​fa​ced it for all ti​me.

    An even mo​re fe​ar​ful qu​es​ti​on had ha​un​ted my mind ever sin​ce, ha​unts it still.

    "Supposing," I as​ked Mas​ters, "the mo​un​ta​in did not dest​roy them when it fell? All the cre​atu​res, I me​an. And that Kar​la and the ot​hers are still ali​ve so​mew​he​re down the​re? If you can call it li​fe…"

    There was a long si​len​ce bet​we​en us. Then my old chi​ef drum​med with his fin​gers on the desk be​fo​re him. The brit​tle so​und se​emed to con​ce​al gre​at emo​ti​on.

    "It is best not to ask such qu​es​ti​ons or to think such tho​ughts," he sa​id gently.

    

    Masters tur​ned to fa​ce the ghastly gre​en phosp​ho​res​cen​ce of the sea. When he spo​ke aga​in his vo​ice se​emed to co​me from a gre​at dis​tan​ce.

    "Who knows, my fri​end, who knows?" he sa​id.

    

    

19 - Robert Holdstock - The Silvering
    

    IT was ni​ne o'clock and the croft was in dark​ness. Sel​ka was la​te and Pe​ter​son was im​pa​ti​ent for her, his an​ti​ci​pa​ti​on sub​li​ming in​to frust​ra​ti​on. He ro​se from his cha​ir and pe​ered mo​odily thro​ugh the small win​dow. The ima​ge of the mo​on was dis​tor​ted by the co​ar​se glass. The wa​ves, bre​aking on the sho​re, we​re flas​hes of rest​less whi​te. He co​uld he​ar the mur​mu​ring rush of the sea, an unb​ro​ken so​und.

    Nothing, yet, was strug​gling as​ho​re.

    He went out in​to the night, glad of the cle​ar air, the salt-sharp wind. He prow​led the sea's ed​ge, kic​king thro​ugh drift​wo​od and we​ed, sta​ring thro​ugh the band of sil​ver light on the dark wa​ter, be​low the wa​ning mo​on. She wo​uld fol​low that light, he knew, swim​ming from the de​ep to​wards the rol​ling skin of her world.

    Back in the croft he cut the che​ese and che​wed qu​i​etly, stan​ding by the win​dow, shi​ve​ring. Sel​ka li​ked the croft to be cold. She was un​com​for​tab​le in the warmth of a fi​re.

    Peterson was hungry, and he ser​ved him​self a pla​te of the cold fish stew that he had pre​pa​red for the wo​man, a con​coc​ti​on of con​ger eel, crab and cod​ling he​ads, ra​zor shells, mus​sels, cock​les and pe​ri​wink​les. The​re was we​ed in the​re too, the sof​te​ned strands of blad​derw​rack, and the he​arts of ane​no​mes, the​ir stings drawn. To help his own tas​te the​re was gar​lic and wi​ne, and a pinch of sea herbs which grew wild on the high gro​und of the is​land. He drank so​me of the wi​ne and be​ca​me he​ady. He star​ted to jump ner​vo​usly at mo​ve​ment and mo​ons​ha​dow in the croft, and to​ok to flas​hing his torch at the low ce​iling, at the rus​ting me​tal pa​nels and the dark rugs, nets and har​nes​sings that hung on the cold sto​ne walls.

    The sea sur​ged. The mo​no​to​no​us crash and hiss of the bre​akers was in​ter​rup​ted by the un​mis​ta​kab​le so​und of a be​ac​hing. He he​ard the drift​wo​od dis​tur​bed and the eerie cry of Sel​ka as she rol​led on to the land. He smi​led, re​la​xed, and po​ured two glas​ses of the chil​led Ma​con. Fi​ve mi​nu​tes la​ter Sel​ka scre​amed, three short, in​ten​se cri​es of pa​in, and Pe​ter​son bloc​ked his ears. But the shed​ding of her se​al-skin was suc​ces​sful, for a few mi​nu​tes la​ter she was darkly fra​med in the low do​or​way, wet with blo​od and sea, na​ked and tremb​ling. She was car​rying not​hing, no frag​ment of the wrec​ked pla​ne, and Pe​ter​son was di​sap​po​in​ted.

    The sel​kie he​si​ta​ted, lo​oking qu​ickly ro​und the small ro​om. She se​emed di​so​ri​en​ta​ted, the sa​me as the first ti​me she had co​me to the croft. Puz​zled by this, Pe​ter​son in​vi​ted her in, re​ac​hing his hand for her. She ap​pro​ac​hed ca​uti​o​usly, the me​rest tra​ce of light in her wi​de, soft eyes. The smell of the sea was strong on her and wa​ter sud​denly gus​hed on to the flo​or, surp​ri​sing them both. Re​as​su​ringly, Pe​ter​son stro​ked her arm.

    "I ha​ve a bath re​ady for you."

    The fe​el of her was both unp​le​asant and sen​su​o​us. She was slick with the ooze from be​low the dis​car​ded skin, but al​so firm, musc​led. When the sli​me was was​hed away she wo​uld be slightly scaly, a tick​ling shag​re​en, and salt wo​uld crystal​li​se in her cre​ases. But with re​gu​lar baths she co​uld ma​in​ta​in her​self in com​fort on the land.

    Selka knew the ro​uti​ne of was​hing, but to​night she was be​ha​ving stran​gely, as if una​wa​re of the bath, or the to​ilet bowl. Ins​te​ad, she drop​ped to a cro​uch and vo​ided her sto​mach on the flo​or, alar​ming the man. The stench of fish and we​ed was over​po​we​ring. Sel​ka wa​iled and whi​ned as she in​con​ti​nen​ced the rem​nants of her sea li​fe. Pe​ter​son fil​led a buc​ket with wa​ter and mop​ped up the mess. At last, the wo​man fo​und the bath and craw​led in he​ad first, twis​ting in the nar​row tub and la​ug​hing.

    Standing watc​hing her, Pe​ter​son felt his des​pa​ir grow in​to an​gu​ish. This was not Sel​ka, of co​ur​se, des​pi​te the si​mi​la​rity of lo​oks. He sta​red ap​pre​hen​si​vely at the calm sea, the mo​on now set and no light ava​ilab​le to at​tract the sel​kie who had be​co​me his lo​ver. This "new-one" did not ap​pe​al. He ne​eded the fa​mi​li​arity of his sha​red li​fe with Sel​ka, the com​mu​ni​ca​ti​on that had so pa​ins​ta​kingly evol​ved thro​ug​ho​ut the long sum​mer and the bit​ter autumn nights of the last ye​ars, the me​mo​ri​es in com​mon.

    As the new-one bat​hed, wal​lo​wing and watc​hing with vi​si​on that co​uld easily pe​net​ra​te the Or​ca​di​an dark, Pe​ter​son wal​ked to the sea's ed​ge and fol​lo​wed the scent tra​il of the sel​kie un​til he fo​und the ca​re​ful​ly fol​ded and hid​den skin. She had wed​ged it be​low an outc​rop of gra​ni​te, high on the sho​re, and fil​led the ent​ran​ce with peb​bles and wo​od. The ma​ri​ne stench wo​uld at​tract fli​es in the mor​ning, and al​re​ady tiny hop​ping cre​atu​res we​re fus​sing at the part of the skin that she had left ex​po​sed.

    Peterson ca​re​ful​ly withd​rew the soft pelt and car​ri​ed it back to the ho​use. The new-one thras​hed in the bath and le​apt out, stan​ding shi​ve​ring in the dark, watc​hing an​xi​o​usly as Pe​ter​son un​fur​led her ma​ri​ne pro​tec​ti​on.

    "It's all right," he whis​pe​red so​ot​hingly. "If the strand fa​una get to this they'll dest​roy it and we​aken you. I'll ke​ep it sa​fe."

    He held the skin to​wards her, then sho​wed her the cup​bo​ard whe​re he pla​ced it, im​mer​sed in the de​ep bowl of sea wa​ter he had pre​pa​red for Sel​ka.

    The new-one re​la​xed. She was smal​ler than Sel​ka, Pe​ter​son re​ali​sed now. His eyes we​re wi​de as he sta​red at the slim, an​gu​lar sha​pe of the cre​atu​re. He felt the first signs of de​si​re, not as po​wer​ful as when Sel​ka had bat​hed, und​res​sed him and hug​ged him to the flo​or, but strong eno​ugh for him to dis​card his clot​hes. The new-one watc​hed cu​ri​o​usly, then grin​ned.

    "Where is Sel​ka?" Pe​ter​son as​ked. "Whe​re is the one from be​fo​re?"

    The new-one coc​ked her he​ad. We​ed frag​ments fell from her ha​ir, which was spi​dery and gre​yish. Sel​ka's wo​man-ha​ir had be​en sil​ver and very tightly cur​led, co​ve​ring half of her fa​ce and gro​wing, too, from ac​ross her up​per lip, an odd mo​us​tac​he that had tick​led Pe​ter​son when they'd kis​sed. Sel​ka, as hu​man, had be​en very ha​iry, and her sca​les small, al​most un​no​ti​ce​ab​le. This one was dif​fe​rent, but when he to​uc​hed her it was only at her cre​ases that the skin gra​ted in that fish-sca​le way. Her bre​asts we​re tiny, flat​te​ned to her pro​mi​nent rib ca​ge. The nip​ples, un​li​ke Sel​ka's, we​re blanc​hed whi​te and didn't re​act to his to​uch.

    Peterson co​uldn't de​ci​de whet​her the new-one was yo​ung or old.

    "Do you ha​ve a na​me?"

    As if she un​ders​to​od the sel​kie grin​ned and mur​mu​red a se​ri​es of vo​wels.

    "I tho​ught so," Pe​ter​son res​pon​ded, re​fer​ring both to the an​ti​ci​pa​ted in​comp​re​hen​si​bi​lity of the na​me and the fact that the new-one un​ders​to​od him. It had be​en the sa​me with Sel​ka and the pre​vi​o​us ones; all had shed the ma​ri​ne skin and at on​ce se​emed to in​tu​it his lan​gu​age. Wo​uld it be the sa​me in ot​her co​unt​ri​es, he had won​de​red?

    "I can't pro​no​un​ce yo​ur Nep​tu​ni​an si​bi​lants, so I'll opt for Se​ek. That's cle​ver, you see? Al​most a hu​man na​me, and re​fers to yo​ur pri​mary morp​ho​lo​gi​cal form. Ex​cept that you're not se​als, re​al​ly. Are you?"

    He had se​en sel​ki​es co​me as​ho​re many ti​mes, watc​hing them roll and scre​am as they had split them​sel​ves open to shed the ma​ri​ne skin. They we​re far ug​li​er than se​als, and the hu​man sha​pes en​ca​sed wit​hin the thin blub​ber had fle​xed and for​ced aga​inst the flesh, a bi​zar​re and re​vol​ting prey strug​gling in the grey-blue sto​mach of the sel​kie it​self. For that was what a sel​kie lo​oked li​ke: a sto​mach with an oddly, ugly hu​man fa​ce, and mat​ted ha​ir that ran in stre​aks along the dis​ten​ded car​ca​se.

    He knew they we​re go​od swim​mers, tho​ugh. He had se​en Sel​ka wa​ter-dan​cing in the mo​on-chan​nel on​ce, and she co​uld le​ap hig​her than any dolp​hin he had ever se​en. The dan​ce was old, he knew, but he had ne​ver un​ders​to​od the me​aning be​hind the ca​vor​ting on ta​il flip​pers and the ela​bo​ra​te le​aps and di​ves.

    "Seela," he re​pe​ated and the sel​kie sa​id the na​me, fol​lo​wed by the word "Pe​ter​son."

    "Ah. You know me then."

    Seela la​ug​hed.

    "Selka told you. Whe​re is Sel​ka? Why hasn't she co​me?"

    The new one - Se​ela - ran to the do​or of the croft and duc​ked out in​to the cold Scot​tish night. Pe​ter​son cha​sed af​ter her and gra​zed his he​ad on the lin​tel, swe​aring lo​udly. The slim fi​gu​re of the sel​kie was stan​ding a few yards away, hunc​hed. Se​ela had her back to the man, and se​emed to be sha​king.

    Peterson ap​pro​ac​hed her but when he to​uc​hed the dry, co​ol skin, the wo​man dar​ted back in​to the croft. The wind was inc​re​asing and the sho​re was awash with the no​ise of the surf. The dark​ness de​epe​ned, but he knew that to use a light wo​uld dist​ress the cre​atu​re this so​on af​ter its shed​ding.

    Seela was cro​uc​hed in a cor​ner, eyes wi​der now, mo​uth tightly pinc​hed. Her arms we​re aro​und her fra​me and the wet ma​ri​ne skin was un​fur​led be​fo​re her. But she had not go​ne ahe​ad and re​tur​ned to her ma​ri​ne form. She se​emed un​set​tled, in​de​ci​si​ve.

    "Are you af​ra​id?" Pe​ter​son as​ked. Se​ela's te​eth chat​te​red.

    "I miss Sel​ka," he went on, "ple​ase tell me why she hasn't co​me."

    The sel​kie drew the skin to her and fo​und the thin​ner fat of the fa​ce. She un​fur​led the skin and co​ve​red her he​ad, crying out as the ma​ri​ne skin be​gan to pe​net​ra​te her flesh, to re​new it​self. Pe​ter​son was shoc​ked, watc​hing the an​gu​ish on the ugly fa​ce as the jaw ope​ned and clo​sed and the stran​ge eyes sta​red ste​adily in​to the glo​om.

    "I won't ask abo​ut Sel​ka any​mo​re. Co​me to bed. Co​me to bed? You'll be co​ol. You'll be to​uc​hed. Sel​ka li​ked my to​uch. She li​ked to fe​el me in​si​de her. She al​ways sa​id that. Co​me to bed."

    The sel​kie stop​ped its mo​ur​ning so​und, pe​eled off the mask. When Pe​ter​son had la​in qu​i​etly in his ro​ugh bed for half an ho​ur, the wo​man ca​me to him, bu​ri​ed her​self in​to his sha​pe, cur​led up aga​inst him, her hand stra​ying to his pu​bic ha​ir and grip​ping the wiry tang​le, fin​ding an oddly and pa​in​ful​ly se​cu​re grip. If she had wan​ted to lo​ve him he wo​uld ha​ve be​en pre​pa​red for it, but she spent the night half awa​ke and sha​king, and at dawn she slept, her mo​uth open, the smell of shel​lfish ef​fu​sing from bet​we​en the sil​very, sharp te​eth. She sang in her sle​ep, the fa​int sea-songs of her ra​ce, just as Sel​ka had do​ne. She sang of the is​land…

    Selka had told him that her kin had first co​me to the is​land when a sa​iling ship had fo​un​de​red, a long ti​me be​fo​re. From her bri​ef desc​rip​ti​on - all that her sel​kie folk​lo​re co​uld sum​mon - he tho​ught it might ha​ve be​en a Vi​king war gal​ley, blown aga​inst the rocks af​ter its long, North At​lan​tic jo​ur​ney. With that sin​king the sel​ki​es had co​me. But they had dec​li​ned over the cen​tu​ri​es, alt​ho​ugh the skins of two of them had re​ma​ined on the gra​ve-led​ge, cold but still li​ving.

    Then the bom​ber, a Lan​cas​ter, had plun​ged in​to the de​ep. At​trac​ted as they we​re to wrecks, the sel​ki​es had re​tur​ned to the is​land. They had be​en pre​sent in pro​fu​si​on so​on af​ter the crash. Pe​ter​son re​mem​be​red watc​hing them sea-dan​ce as he had con​ver​ted the ru​ined croft, in​cor​po​ra​ting bits of me​tal and can​vas that the sea had was​hed as​ho​re for tho​se first few months af​ter the drow​ning. The croft was a shri​ne to the de​ad air​men, and Sel​ka al​ways bro​ught him a gift from the de​ep, so​me pi​ece of inst​ru​men​ta​ti​on, or le​at​her, or har​nes​sing. From ot​her ex​pe​di​ti​ons to the ma​in​land he had col​lec​ted the rugs, cha​irs and sup​pli​es that ma​de the croft com​for​tab​le, and li​fe to​le​rab​le on this re​mo​te patch of sea rock.

    A hard ra​in fres​he​ned the sho​re just af​ter dawn, stip​pling the he​aving oce​an and run​ning from the dark gra​ni​te abo​ve the lit​to​ral zo​ne. We​aring only gog​gles and a thin la​yer of ani​mal fat, Pe​ter​son wal​ked to the sea and plun​ged in. His sen​ses scre​amed with shock as the cold as​sa​ul​ted him, but he shi​ve​red warm aga​in as he struck out strongly, away from the is​land and to​wards the de​ep po​ol whe​re Sel​ka used to swim be​fo​re be​ac​hing. The sea was grey and he​avy when he pe​ered in​to its body, but he co​uld see fish the​re, and the sha​dows of big​ger, dar​ker cre​atu​res. They mo​ved clo​se to the fal​ling fa​ce of the cliff that wi​de​ned to de​ep wa​ter whe​re the sel​ki​es li​ved, ne​ar to the ske​le​ton of the warp​la​ne.

    When he was abo​ve the po​ol he drew a de​ep bre​ath and plun​ged, long whi​te ha​ir stre​aming, be​ard flo​wing aro​und him, swim​ming down vi​go​ro​usly thro​ugh the hard cur​rent and in​to the war​mer stil​lness. He​re he so​mer​sa​ul​ted to stop him​self ri​sing and cal​led for Sel​ka with half the bre​ath he held. In pa​in, and with his ears thre​ate​ning to burst, he shot to the sur​fa​ce aga​in and craw​led ener​ge​ti​cal​ly back to​wards the sho​re aga​inst the drag of the ti​de. In this way he re​tur​ned to the po​ol.

    Twice mo​re he plun​ged to call. The fat was slowly strip​ped from his skin and the chill be​gan to bu​ild in his tis​su​es. He was too old.

    

    His se​venty ye​ars had se​en him shri​vel and be​co​me hard, li​ke an aban​do​ned skin. Cold pe​net​ra​ted fast. He did not li​ke the cold in​si​de him.

    It was ti​me to go back.

    As he swam for the sho​re he saw Se​ela stan​ding at the wa​ter's ed​ge, watc​hing him cu​ri​o​usly. Be​fo​re he re​ac​hed the land she had tur​ned and run be​yond the croft, over the grim, stony earth and to​wards the scrubby tre​es that grew over the high hill in the cent​re of the is​land.

    When the ra​in stop​ped she re​tur​ned, scre​aming. The light hurt her, the day brigh​ter now that the clo​uds had cle​ared. She wan​ted her skin, but Pe​ter​son loc​ked the cup​bo​ard. The sel​kie wal​ked back​wards aro​und the clut​te​red ro​om, eyes on his, mo​uth wor​king si​lently. She be​ca​me en​tang​led in nets, and thras​hed help​les​sly and fran​ti​cal​ly un​til he re​le​ased her.

    "What hap​pe​ned to Sel​ka?" he as​ked. Se​ela co​ve​red her fa​ce. "Ple​ase tell me."

    She wal​ked out in​to the day, shi​ning and sil​ver, arms wrap​ped aro​und her. Her bo​nes we​re pro​mi​nent and thro​ugh her flesh he co​uld see the crus​hed sha​pe of anot​her cre​atu​re. Pe​ter​son sud​denly re​ali​sed that this sel​kie was old. And with that par​ti​cu​lar un​ders​tan​ding ca​me an awa​re​ness of what she wan​ted from the is​land. She was not he​re to be with him, but for her own stran​ge pur​po​se, so​met​hing that Sel​ka had told him abo​ut.

    Suddenly she ca​me back in​to the ro​om, pus​hing past Pe​ter​son with a qu​ick glan​ce that sho​wed him mo​ist eyes. She strug​gled at the cup​bo​ard whe​re her ma​ri​ne skin was be​ing sto​red, but the lock held fast. She watc​hed him ang​rily.

    "Not re​ady," she sa​id. "Re​turn to sea. Skin ple​ase." "You want yo​ur skin? Then you must tell me whe​re Sel​ka is. Why didn't she co​me?"

    "Please?" Se​ela ran her hands down the cup​bo​ard. Her na​ils we​re soft and ma​de no so​und, but the flesh whi​te​ned with the pres​su​re. Thro​ugh her skin Pe​ter​son co​uld see the wo​od-form writ​hing, ur​gent for re​le​ase. Its arms in hers we​re gnar​led, its body hard-edged and unp​le​asant, pus​hing knob​bily thro​ugh the thin​ning fat of the wo​man. Its he​ad, at the top of her chest, se​emed to turn and open its mo​uth, li​ke a child in the womb, fle​xing and kic​king to de​ve​lop its musc​les.

    It be​ca​me qu​i​es​cent and Se​ela ac​cep​ted that Pe​ter​son had trap​ped her.

    "Please…" she sa​id, the word long and drawn out. "Luck… bad… no… skin…"

    "I know abo​ut the le​gend. I know the su​pers​ti​ti​on. I ha​ven't sto​len yo​ur skin, I'm just… pro​tec​ting it. You can ha​ve it back when I ha​ve the ans​wer to my qu​es​ti​on. Whe​re is Sel​ka? What has hap​pe​ned to her?"

    "Selka went de​ep," the new-one whis​pe​red. "Sil​ve​ring." She shrank slightly and bac​ked away in​to the cor​ner. Pe​ter​son step​ped for​ward his he​art ra​cing. He had he​ard this exp​res​si​on, but he co​uldn't re​mem​ber when or why. One of them, one of the sel​ki​es who had at​ten​ded upon him over the ye​ars, one of them had men​ti​oned this. The​re was a pla​ce, over the shelf, over the ed​ge, whe​re the sel​ki​es went when they we​re dying, fol​lo​wing the mo​on down.

    "No!" he sa​id. "Sel​ka was yo​ung. She was he​althy. She wo​uldn't ha​ve go​ne de​ep."

    "Big To​oth," Se​ela sa​id. "Sil​ve​ring." Mo​is​tu​re smel​ling of the sea trick​led from her eyes.

    Peterson felt his he​ad spin and his legs sha​ke. He le​aned aga​inst the tab​le, disp​la​cing the pla​tes and glas​ses. "What do you me​an? What do you me​an?"

    "Went de​ep," Se​ela sa​id. "Big To​oth. We re​mem​ber her skin on the led​ge."

    "I don't be​li​eve you. She was too fast. She co​uld easily out swim a kil​ler wha​le. I don't be​li​eve you. She can't be de​ad."

    Seela coc​ked her he​ad. "Big To​oth," she in​sis​ted. "Sel​ka went de​ep."

    Peterson cri​ed out, sit​ting down hard. He co​uld see his lo​ver so cle​arly, so svel​te, so lo​vely com​pa​red to this scrawny cre​atu​re. He co​uld fe​el her ha​ir, the co​ol skin, the pres​su​re of her te​eth in his flesh, her grip, her ten​der​ness. He co​uld he​ar her la​ugh​ter. He co​uld he​ar the clink of glas​ses, drin​king whi​te Bur​gundy wi​nes, her fa​vo​uri​te drink with the cold fish and se​awe​ed stew that was all she co​uld eat.

    

    "Not eaten. No. Not eaten. She can't ha​ve be​en."

    "Not eaten," Se​ela sa​id. "We re​mem​ber her skin."

    "You ha​ve her skin?"

    Seela nod​ded. "So​me. A pi​ece."

    Peterson sta​red at the sel​kie thro​ugh blur​ring eyes. Did they ke​ep the skin as a me​mo​ri​al? Did they re​birth the sel​kie? He strug​gled to re​mem​ber the con​ver​sa​ti​ons with Sel​ka, the night-long mur​mur-ings af​ter lo​ve in which he had be​gun to pi​ece to​get​her the be​li​efs and li​fe cycle of the ubi​qu​ito​us ma​ri​ne cre​atu​re.

    Life is in the skin. Each skin re​mem​bers the ma​ri​ne li​fe which is why it is so pre​ci​o​us. New-ones co​me from old skins. They are the sa​me li​fe, alt​ho​ugh part of the me​mory is go​ne. The​re is a shelf, in the de​ep wa​ter, ne​ar to the wreck of the bom​bing pla​ne. At that shelf the skins are kept. So​me of them are very old, wa​iting for the new-one to emer​ge and oc​cupy it. This is our is​land. The​re has al​ways be​en a be​ach he​re, and the cal​ling of the Be​a​uti​ful Vo​ice. We can​not re​sist that vo​ice. We must all go to it at so​me ti​me in our li​ves. The Be​a​uti​ful Vo​ice still calls to me. But I am not re​ady yet.
    The new-one wo​uld grow in​si​de the old skin. If Sel​ka was de​ad she co​uld be bro​ught back, the cre​atu​re that he lo​ved, the lo​ok of her, the fe​el of her, and part of the me​mory of her. They co​uld re​bu​ild the​ir oc​ca​si​onal li​fe. He co​uld ha​ve her back.

    "Will you bring me her skin?" Pe​ter​son as​ked. The sel​kie be​fo​re him se​emed shoc​ked, sha​king her he​ad.

    "I must ha​ve that skin. I ne​ed Sel​ka. She has be​en co​ming to me for three ye​ars. She's a part of me. I lo​ve her. Her li​fe is in my skin. Ple​ase try to un​ders​tand. Wit​ho​ut her…"

    Seela shi​ve​red. The wo​od-form in​si​de her fle​xed and stretc​hed and ca​used her pa​in. The ti​me of the shed​ding was clo​se. She wo​uld eit​her ha​ve to re​turn to the sea or pro​ce​ed with the cycle. She lo​oked an​xi​o​usly at the loc​ked cup​bo​ard. Pe​ter​son, grimly, wal​ked away from her and went out to the be​ach.

    They cal​led it the Is​land of the Go​ne Away Ones. It was a ma​gic pla​ce to the sel​ki​es. The​re was a call from the is​land, a Be​a​uti​ful Vo​ice, and oc​ca​si​onal​ly the call was ir​re​sis​tib​le. So​me who went to the is​land re​tur​ned. So​me didn't. No sel​kie knew the fa​te of tho​se who had go​ne Away, but it was as​su​med they had cal​led down bad luck upon them​sel​ves. Sel​kie su​pers​ti​ti​ons we​re le​gi​on, and told Pe​ter​son much abo​ut the​ir fe​ar of hu​man​kind, which over the cen​tu​ri​es had trap​ped the wo​man-form af​ter the shed​ding, or ta​ken the ma​le-form in​to sla​very. Ne​ver shed skin by day. Al​ways swim to the sho​re along the sil​ver chan​nel of the mo​on. Sel​kie blo​ods​hed in an​ger ra​ises the storm from the de​ep…
    And most im​por​tant of all: Ne​ver let ot​her hands to​uch the li​ving skin on the sho​re.
    Peterson had do​ne that to Sel​ka, and now Se​ela. And Sel​ka was lost…

    There was a harsh cry from the croft, then the so​und of glass bre​aking. Pe​ter​son ran to​wards the shack, lis​te​ning to the fran​tic ban​ging of me​tal aga​inst wo​od. Se​ela was shri​eking li​ke a se​al, a mam​ma​li​an cry of ter​ror and ra​ge. He knew the re​ason at on​ce.

    She swung ro​und and hur​led the ham​mer at him as he step​ped thro​ugh the do​or. The cup​bo​ard was den​ted but in​tact. Whe​re she had drag​ged the rugs from the wall, the old sel​kie skins sho​ne in the half-light, the stretc​hed sha​pes trans​lu​cently grey whe​re he had pin​ned them out. She had fo​und all fi​ve, and per​haps re​cog​ni​sed the dis​tor​ted fa​ces of so​me or all of her kin.

    "Gone Away Ones!" she how​led. "You!" And then, al​most crying, puz​zled, "The Be​a​uti​ful Vo​ice."

    She knew who he was, now, and her ter​ror was ri​pe in the air, a salt stink ema​na​ting from her.

    "My skin," she his​sed. "Gi​ve back my skin."

    "No. Not un​til I ha​ve yo​ur pro​mi​se of Sel​ka's skin. Fetch me Sel​ka's skin."

    "Need skin for fetch."

    She was right, of co​ur​se. He tho​ught abo​ut it, then har​de​ned his he​art. "I'll cut one hand from yo​ur skin. You can swim easily eno​ugh wit​ho​ut it. Do you ag​ree?"

    The sel​kie shud​de​red at the tho​ught of such mu​ti​la​ti​on. "No. Sel​ka go​ne de​ep. Mustn't to​uch skin."

    "I want her back. You must help me."

    "Cannot."

    "No skin, then. No skin for you. I'll ke​ep it. I'll ke​ep it sa​fe."

    He al​re​ady had anot​her idea. It ma​de his wit​nes​sing of the sel​kie's des​pe​ra​ti​on easi​er to hand​le. He was not a cold man, he be​li​eved, nor he​art​less, but now he was ruth​less in a way he co​uld not ha​ve ima​gi​ned. This was what he​artb​re​ak co​uld do to him.

    Seela dis​sol​ved in​to des​pa​ir be​fo​re him and he let her run from the croft, com​pas​si​on​les​sly watc​hing her, he​art be​ating hard as he knew what had to be do​ne for his own sa​tis​fac​ti​on, for the lo​ve of Sel​ka.

    She tri​ed to get back to the croft but Pe​ter​son bar​red the do​or aga​inst her. He sto​od in the half-light, le​aning aga​inst the cup​bo​ard whe​re her skin so​aked in bri​ne. He tho​ught of Sel​ka's la​ugh​ter as the new-one ham​me​red and cri​ed be​yond the wo​od.

    At dusk she was cro​uc​hed by the sea, and as the mo​on ro​se she swam out along the sil​ver chan​nel and bar​ked and cal​led in the hard ti​de un​til mo​on​set bro​ught her back. She was a mi​se​rab​le sha​pe, hud​dled and dying, cur​led be​hind the croft du​ring the long night, and in the mor​ning the wo​od-form be​gan to split her open.

    Peterson fol​lo​wed the tra​il of pa​le blo​od over the rocky gro​und and in​to the he​art of the is​land. Se​ela was lim​ping. She was trans​lu​cent, but the fle​xing gre​en and brown of the wo​od-form ga​ve her an oddly dyna​mic sha​pe, as if gre​en fi​re swir​led wit​hin her. Every so of​ten a grin​ning fa​ce bul​ged from bet​we​en her sho​ul​ders and Se​ela's arms flap​ped as elon​ga​ted fin​gers tri​ed to prod and po​int to​wards the pur​su​er. The thing was watc​hing Pe​ter​son, which was of no re​al con​se​qu​en​ce.

    She had co​me from de​ep wa​ter to the sho​re, and the​re she had shed her ma​ri​ne skin to be​co​me the wo​man. Now she had tra​vel​led to the tree li​ne and he​re the hu​man was shed to be​co​me the wo​od-form. It squ​e​ezed from her, an in​sect strug​gling from its pu​pa. It chat​te​red and shri​eked. It used long na​ils to shred and te​ar at the thro​at and thighs of the skin, par​ting the fatty fab​ric, let​ting its twis​ted limbs find re​le​ase. It was hu​man in form and Pe​ter​son, watc​hing from the rocks as the shed​ding oc​cur​red in a hol​low among the thorns, was re​vol​ted by the dis​ten​ded, glis​te​ning crotch of the thing. He was re​min​ded at on​ce of the gro​tes​que car​vings in sto​ne of the fe​ma​le en​tity from an ear​li​er, pa​gan ti​me, the grin​ning, womb-ga​ping hor​ror that so​me cal​led the na​gig, or na​gigt​ha, ot​hers ka​li. The con​su​ming, spe​wing form of wo​man as na​tu​re, or na​tu​re as wo​man. A gob​lin, a dwarf, a fe​ma​le as​pect of the vi​olent rep​ro​duc​ti​on of the world.

    She ro​se from the dis​car​ded flesh of the sel​kie wo​man, chat​te​red thro​ugh tiny te​eth and yel​low lips, shi​ve​red, shud​de​red, then de​fe​ca​ted whe​re she sto​od, a stench​pi​le that vo​ided her of the fish of her pre​vi​o​us in​car​na​ti​on.

    She saw Pe​ter​son. The squ​at form stra​igh​te​ned, the eyes we​re pi​er​cing, dark be​low folds of flesh. She la​ug​hed as she hur​led three sto​nes at the watc​hing hu​man. All three pro​j​ec​ti​les struck him glan​cing but pa​in​ful blows. When he emer​ged from hi​ding, a pi​ece of gra​ni​te the si​ze of an egg bo​un​ced off his sho​ul​der. She was awa​re of him, ac​cu​ra​te, de​adly, and no non​sen​se. Pe​ter​son withd​rew to a mo​re disc​re​et po​si​ti​on.

    The na​gigt​ha sig​hed and stretc​hed. Her lank ha​ir was tro​ub​le​so​me and she wo​und it in​to bra​ids, then fol​ded the bra​ids in​to a tall, odd top-knot. Mo​re com​for​tab​le, she pic​ked up the skin of the ma​ri​ne-form, Se​ela, and scur​ri​ed to​wards the sho​re, stop​ping at a rock po​ol at the he​ad of a de​ep in​let. The wa​ter he​re was cle​an from the la​te ti​de. She cro​uc​hed and scrub​bed with her fin​gers at the skin, lo​oking aro​und her de​fen​si​vely, a witch was​hing the clot​hes of the de​ad. Fi​nal​ly, she be​at the li​ving fab​ric aga​inst a rock be​fo​re rol​ling it tightly, squ​e​ezing it out and car​rying it up to the tre​es.

    With long fin​gers she hol​lo​wed out a hi​ding pla​ce among the ro​ots of a thorn, wed​ged Se​ela in​to the ho​le and co​ve​red it with sto​nes. Awa​re of Pe​ter​son she flung a sto​ne and drew blo​od from his chin, but ca​ught in the pat​tern of ri​tu​al events the na​gigt​ha was help​less; she ran among the tre​es and cur​led up in sha​de, mel​ding with the co​lo​urs of the scrub wo​od.

    Protected aga​inst the cold of the sea, he swam out to the po​ol, then struck back aga​inst the ti​de un​til his chest ac​hed and his arms thre​ate​ned to bre​ak. He craw​led to the sho​re and col​lap​sed among the drift​wo​od and hard sto​nes, his hand clutc​hing at the be​ach-dri​ed we​ed as if it co​uld help drag him to sa​fety. But he was awa​re of the small sha​pe on the skyli​ne. He watc​hed, from his pro​ne po​si​ti​on, and saw the na​gigt​ha slink away from her po​int of ob​ser​va​ti​on. Each day for a we​ek he swam at dusk. Each ti​me he en​te​red the wa​ter the na​gigt​ha watc​hed him, but she co​uld not ga​in ac​cess to the croft, and had di​sap​pe​ared by the ti​me he craw​led as​ho​re. She was we​ake​ning, he knew that. The cycle, at this pha​se of a sel​kie's li​fe, was oc​cur​ring fast. The na​gigt​ha wan​ted to ta​ke back its ma​ri​ne skin, but the​re was no bre​aking the tur​mo​il of hor​mo​nal and physi​cal chan​ges that was dra​wing the cre​atu​re to​wards the de​ep part of the land.

    On the eighth day the cre​atu​re did not ap​pe​ar on the skyli​ne and Pe​ter​son ran qu​ickly over the is​land, cro​uc​hing on the ri​se and sta​ring in​to the thin wo​ods. A pa​le autumn sun ma​de watc​hing dif​fi​cult be​ca​use of the sha​dowp​lay of trunks and branc​hes in the gent​le wind, but so​on he saw the na​gigt​ha. She was slug​gish. She lo​oked sick and sad. She craw​led to a pla​ce in the wo​od whe​re she bur​ro​wed and sco​oped, per​haps ref​res​hing her​self with so​il. She le​aned back and how​led, then mo​ved li​ke an ape lum​be​ring slowly thro​ugh an op​pres​si​ve enc​lo​su​re, wal​king on hands and kne​es back to the sha​de.

    In the mor​ning she was shed​ding. Pe​ter​son ap​pro​ac​hed ca​uti​o​usly, wet with dew from his night's vi​gil. The cre​atu​re mo​aned as she saw him co​ming, but she was al​re​ady ro​oted, and the wo​od-skin was pe​eling. Her legs we​re spre​ad and co​ve​red with bark, the to​es stretc​hing to dig in​to the hard earth. Her arms we​re still sup​ple, des​pi​te the spro​uting of branc​hes, and as Pe​ter​son cro​uc​hed, smi​ling in tri​umph, she flic​ked a sto​ne at him and crac​ked the ena​mel on one of his te​eth.

    He fell back on to his ha​unc​hes, cur​sing. "Damn! Why do you ha​ve to be so ac​cu​ra​te?"

    He mas​sa​ged his mo​uth and the pa​in eb​bed. The na​gigt​ha chat​te​red, a last la​ugh​ter, a de​fi​ant ges​tu​re now that she knew she was lost. The crusty skin split up to her fo​re​he​ad, di​vi​ding the fa​ce, but the eyes in the skin - and the​re was li​fe in the skin, even af​ter it was shed - se​emed to watch him. The thorn that was emer​ging glis​te​ned with a re​si​no​us ma​te​ri​al and al​re​ady fli​es we​re ar​ri​ving to samp​le the tem​po​rary sap. They we​re ca​ught and di​ed, but the frag​ran​ce of the ma​te​ri​al was strong and ple​asant.

    "As so​on as I ha​ve Sel​ka I'll re​turn yo​ur skins," Pe​ter​son sa​id. He re​ac​hed for​ward to help tug her wo​od-form away from the new tree. "I've kept yo​ur fri​ends. I don't know why. Im​pul​se, I sup​po​se.

    

    I've be​en he​re a long ti​me. I li​ke this wo​od. It gi​ves me sha​de, it gi​ves me ple​asu​re. It re​minds me of ho​me. I lo​ve thorns. The mayf​lo​wer is lo​vely. It co​mes la​te he​re. I ho​pe you'll blos​som for me be​a​uti​ful​ly…" He play​ful​ly prod​ded the trunk and the tree se​emed to qu​iver, but it was be​yond mo​ve​ment now. The sel​kie had ro​oted and was now at the mercy of na​tu​re. If the skin of the wo​od-form re​ma​ined among the ro​ots, one day it wo​uld grow back over the tree and the na​gigt​ha sha​pe wo​uld be re​ga​ined. But Pe​ter​son wo​uld per​form the ro​le of the oc​ca​si​onal ani​mal, ste​aling the skin, ta​king it away so that this pha​se of the cre​atu​re's li​fe wo​uld be​co​me per​ma​nent, and it wo​uld grow and die and shed ber​ri​es, and spre​ad in a mo​re na​tu​ral way.

    What did co​me of the ber​ri​es of a na​gigt​ha tree? It was so​met​hing, an as​pect of the sel​kie lo​re, that he had ne​ver as​ked Sel​ka. He ought to do so as so​on as she was re​born.

    He had bro​ught a lar​ge can of wa​ter to the wo​od and he po​ured this aro​und the ro​ots of the new thorn, hel​ping the cre​atu​re. But he tug​ged the wo​od-form skin out of its pro​tec​ting ho​le and fol​ded it.

    "I don't ne​ed this, but I'll lo​ok af​ter it for you. When I ha​ve Sel​ka back aga​in I'll bring it back to you. This is a pro​mi​se. But you see, I can't ha​ve you run​ning abo​ut the is​land whi​le I'm away. You're too dan​ge​ro​us. So I ha​ve to ro​ot you for the mo​ment. I ne​ed the ot​her skins, the wo​man, the sel​kie, but I'll be ca​re​ful with them. This is my pro​mi​se. Enj​oy the we​at​her. The fo​re​cast is go​od for the next two we​eks."

    He hid the na​gigt​ha skin in dry, worm​less earth, wrap​ped aro​und with mus​lin to ke​ep it sa​fe and co​ol. It wo​uld re​ma​in usab​le for a long ti​me. The​re was not eno​ugh light from the mo​on to ma​ke the right chan​nel, so for two days and nights he drank wi​ne and ate cold fish, sit​ting in the dark​ness of the croft, the do​or open, watc​hing the dark sea, lis​te​ning to the wa​ves, smel​ling the salt air. When the mo​on wa​xed, when the chan​nel of sil​ver drew his pas​si​on aga​in to the task ahe​ad of him, he un​fur​led the wo​man-skin and spre​ad it out upon the cold rocks.

    When he lay upon it, nu​de and shi​ve​ring, the li​fe be​gan to kind​le. He clenc​hed his fists and te​eth as the pa​in be​gan, but so​on re​la​xed in​to a howl of pa​in, fle​xing and writ​hing as his body was in​va​ded.

    

    The skin fur​led aro​und him, pro​bing de​eply thro​ugh his po​res, wor​king in​to his or​gans, dra​wing blo​od in​to the cold der​mis, pad​ding up the fat in an at​tempt to sha​pe it​self to the hard and un​fa​mi​li​ar sha​pe be​low. It had be​en ex​pec​ting the wo​od-form, so​met​hing small, so​met​hing an​gu​lar; it strug​gled long and hard to ac​com​mo​da​te Pe​ter​son.

    For a whi​le he felt strang​led as the fe​ma​le he​ad stretc​hed and ago​ni​zed aro​und his chest. His hands we​re whi​te and puffy as the arms tri​ed to en​cap​su​la​te them. The skin shud​de​red and shi​ve​red, its own li​fe frust​ra​ted by the at​tempt to enc​lo​se him, to find its form, and he felt the bre​ath be​ing squ​e​ezed from his lungs, then his anus was pro​bed and stretc​hed, ma​king him arch and kick.

    By re​la​xing, the pa​in di​mi​nis​hed, but for ho​urs he had to cry aga​inst the growth and stretc​hing of the wo​man-form. It crept to his ext​re​mi​ti​es, ago​ni​zingly tight aga​inst his ge​ni​tals. The va​gi​na co​uld not open in​to him, but he felt bru​ised by the at​tempt.

    By the eve​ning, be​low a dull sun and a warm bre​eze, he felt at pe​ace. He was enc​lo​sed by Se​ela's skin and the pa​in had re​du​ced to the fe​eling of thorns scra​ping over his body. He sto​od uns​te​adily, fe​eling we​ak and prop​ping him​self aga​inst the ho​use. He sta​red down at the body he had be​co​me and saw his corp​se, li​ke a pu​pa, va​gu​ely out​li​ned be​low the fatty cur​ves.

    Worst of all was his mo​uth. The sharp te​eth of the wo​man had pus​hed his own te​eth out of the​ir soc​kets. He had swal​lo​wed them all. They res​ted in his sto​mach. He was still swal​lo​wing blo​od. His jaws ac​hed, and the new te​eth pric​ked the flesh of his mo​uth.

    He slept for a long ti​me, drank wa​ter and sco​oped cold fish from the stew​pot using hands that sho​ok vi​olently. His ma​le fa​ce was twis​ted be​hind the stretc​hed and hi​de​o​us mask of the fe​ma​le; he was not ori​en​ta​ted cor​rectly, so that his mo​uth co​uld be se​en slightly to the right of the thin yet sha​pely mo​uth of the wo​man. His eyes ma​de sha​dow-eyes be​hind the slan​ted soc​kets of the cre​atu​re.

    He slept for a long ti​me, fo​ur days, per​haps, it was hard to tell. In that ti​me his body was di​ges​ted. Now, when he lo​oked in the mir​ror, he co​uld see only Se​ela. Pe​ter​son was dor​mant, down be​low, hid​den; he wo​uld hatch out la​ter, when his mis​si​on was ac​comp​lis​hed.

    

* * *
    

    Again, the skin rol​led over him, con​su​ming him. This skin was lar​ge, tho​ugh, and en​com​pas​sed him ins​tantly, suf​fo​ca​ting him in fat, swam​ping him in ima​ges of the de​ep.

    And of men… the so​und of scre​aming… the lo​ok of fe​ar in eyes … the cold wind and the long fall to the land…
    There was salt in his lungs, and the flux of cold and warm cur​rents on his flanks. He rol​led on the be​ach, bar​king and crying, fe​eling sto​nes and drift​wo​od snag at his back, let​ting dry we​ed tang​le with his fa​ce. The croft do​or was open. The tre​es on the hill we​re si​lent, stark aga​inst the dusk sky. The sea rus​hed at him, wa​ter suc​ked and tug​ged at him, then withd​rew qu​i​etly be​fo​re sur​ging back. He twis​ted ro​und and the sur​ge co​ve​red his fa​ce, cold and wel​co​ming, cal​ling to him. The mo​on-sil​ver chan​nel was wi​de.

    He eased him​self in​to the wa​ter and swam to the po​ol. The​re he circ​led on​ce, then plun​ged, and ha​ving di​ved de​ep he kept on go​ing, down along the un​der​wa​ter cliff, to​wards the led​ge whe​re the sel​kie skins we​re ti​ed to we​eds, the​ir pla​ce of re​memb​ran​ce of the de​ad.

    The spars of the bom​ber's me​tal hull we​re we​ed-rac​ked and cor​ro​ded. The old pla​ne re​ac​hed out ac​ross the very de​ep, ang​led down. It wo​uld one day slip from the led​ge, bro​ken apart by the we​ight of wa​ter ac​ting upon the cor​rup​ti​on of its jo​ints. For the mo​ment, the stub of its star​bo​ard wing was wed​ged in the rock, the port wing long-sin​ce va​nis​hed be​low. It was a monst​ro​us and ter​rif​ying sha​pe, re​ac​hing obs​ce​nely from the li​ving cliff. Pe​ter​son's mind cle​ared, a cle​ar-sight le​ading back forty ye​ars to his ti​me in the pla​ne, to the ti​me when he had be​en hu​man.

    He swam thro​ugh the bom​ber's empty win​dows, over the di​ges​ted le​at​her of the crew se​ats, thro​ugh the wi​res that wa​ved li​ke thre​ads of sea-li​fe. The bo​nes we​re long go​ne, long eaten. His fri​ends we​re in the sel​kie skins, no​uris​hing the cre​atu​res. Per​haps that was why they ca​me as​ho​re, his fri​ends co​ming ho​me to Pe​ter​son, the one sur​vi​vor.

    He had let them die to sa​ve his own li​fe. But now, in this pla​ce of his sins, his gu​ilt re​tur​ned, mi​xed with cold me​mo​ri​es of a de​eper sea than he co​uld comp​re​hend, of fish, and a fre​ezing emp​ti​ness. And sel​kie me​mo​ri​es, too, of the is​land whe​re the Be​a​uti​ful Vo​ice sang, his own vo​ice, at​trac​ting the sel​ki​es be​fo​re dest​ro​ying them, all sa​ve Sel​ka who had to​uc​hed his he​art, his ac​ti​ons un​cons​ci​o​us, per​haps, gu​ilt as​su​aged with vi​olen​ce af​ter the si​ren call to the cre​atu​res who had con​su​med his fri​ends. Alt​ho​ugh the hulk overs​ha​do​wed everyt​hing, alt​ho​ugh it do​mi​na​ted the gra​ve led​ge and its co​ve​ring of the shreds of skin of the sel​ki​es who had fed he​re, it was not the gre​at and ter​rif​ying tomb that he had dre​amed of all the​se ye​ars. He saw it with sel​kie vi​si​on. It was rot​ting iron, drif​ting wi​re, and the ho​me of con​ger eels. He snap​ped and shred​ded one such ho​mes​te​ader, gul​ping down the scre​ec​hing flesh, enj​oying the me​al not for its tas​te but for the ple​asu​re in the an​ger he had ta​ken in the kil​ling.

    Memories of men fa​ded as he tho​ught of the cre​atu​re he lo​ved.

    Which skin, on the led​ge, was Sel​ka's?

    He re​tur​ned to the sur​fa​ce to ta​ke bre​ath. He had be​en wit​ho​ut air for a day or mo​re, he re​ali​sed, and a slug​gish​ness had be​gun to in​hi​bit him. Ma​le sel​ki​es bre​at​hed mo​re fre​qu​ently than the fe​ma​les, but they al​so swam mo​re de​eply, for pur​po​ses as yet unk​nown to Pe​ter​son. The fe​ma​le sel​ki​es res​ted for most of the​ir days in a ver​ti​cal ho​ver aga​inst the cliff, slowly tur​ning. Only when dan​ger thre​ate​ned did they bre​ak this pat​tern and dart in​to sha​dow. Pe​ter​son swam down among the slowly tur​ning se​al-sha​pes, nud​ged and nuz​zled one to awa​ken her, but had no suc​cess.

    One mor​ning the ma​les ca​me swim​ming fran​ti​cal​ly from the de​ep, a fan of cre​atu​res fle​e​ing from dan​ger. The fe​ma​les bro​ke from the​ir drif​ting tran​ce and scur​ri​ed ac​ross the cliff. The sea pul​sed with so​und. Pe​ter​son was drawn by the frenzy and by the cur​rent, and fo​und him​self sur​fa​cing to​wards the po​ol and the dawn sun.

    A kil​ler wha​le had ap​pe​ared. Its vast form sha​do​wed the sho​re for an ho​ur or so, then drif​ted away. Nor​ma​lity re​tur​ned.

    He be​ac​hed for a whi​le, re​la​xing in the air, temp​ted to shed his skins and drink wi​ne, but the tho​ught of the pa​in was too much. Anot​her sel​kie ca​me as​ho​re and watc​hed him. The wo​man be​low the skin was plump and ri​pe, cle​arly yo​ung. But the cre​atu​re sig​nal​led to Pe​ter​son and he fol​lo​wed her, slip​ping back in​to the wa​ves and me​eting in the de​ep po​ol.

    

    "Who are you?" she as​ked him. "I know yo​ur fa​ce, but you are not the One who went Away."

    "What hap​pe​ned to Sel​ka?"

    As they swam aro​und each ot​her, he re​ali​sed that his own na​me for his lo​ver wo​uld me​an not​hing. He tri​ed to ar​ti​cu​la​te the sel​kie na​me for the cre​atu​re whom he lo​ved, and af​ter a whi​le the so​und pul​ses re​gis​te​red on his com​pa​ni​on's cons​ci​o​us​ness.

    "She went de​ep. Big To​oth."

    "But you ha​ve a part of her skin. Isn't that right?"

    "The skin must ne​ver be to​uc​hed. The​re is li​fe in the skin-"

    "I know. And I want that li​fe back. I want her on the sho​re."

    The sel​kie se​emed puz​zled. "Don't to​uch the skin. You must know this. She can ne​ver co​me back if you to​uch the skin."

    "She is in the skin," Pe​ter​son sa​id in the sel​kie lan​gu​age. "I know that her li​fe is the​re. She must co​me back."

    "I don't un​ders​tand," the plump fe​ma​le sa​id. "You know she has go​ne de​ep-"

    "Into the Big To​oth. Yes. I know."

    He ha​ted the tho​ught of Sel​ka be​ing eaten by the wha​le. It was go​od to fe​el the hu​man res​pon​se, the mas​cu​li​ne fe​eling be​low the se​al blub​ber.

    "Then don't to​uch the skin," the yo​ung one ur​ged him. "You know what will hap​pen."

    "Just show me the skin. Then le​ave the de​ci​si​on to me. Ple​ase?"

    "Who are you? I re​cog​ni​se you. But yo​ur de​eper be​ings are un​fa​mi​li​ar. Are you ma​le? But you se​em to be li​ke me, fe​ma​le. You frigh​ten me."

    "I'm a fri​end, a de​ar fri​end, of yo​ur lost com​pa​ni​on." Aga​in, he ar​ti​cu​la​ted Sel​ka's ma​ri​ne na​me. "The​re is not​hing to fe​ar from me."

    "I'll show you the skin. But if you lo​ve yo​ur fri​end, don't to​uch it."

    She led him down to the gra​ve led​ge, sho​wed him the dull grey fab​ric that was all that re​ma​ined of Sel​ka, then spi​ral​led up​wards and away, as if fle​e​ing the sce​ne of a cri​me. Her last words we​re, "Are you a fe​ma​le?"

    "I'm a Go​ne Away One," Pe​ter​son sa​id, awa​re that he wo​uld cre​ate con​fu​si​on, yet fe​eling sa​tis​fac​ti​on in the simp​le truth.

    

    "A ghost, then," his com​pa​ni​on sa​id, and for a long ti​me her ke​ening song was po​ig​nant in the half-de​ep wa​ters.

    Peterson re​ac​hed for the skin. He no​ti​ced how cle​an it was, how stra​ight its ed​ges. He had ex​pec​ted te​ar marks, to​oth marks, the signs of the de​ath strug​gle. This skin se​emed to ha​ve be​en cut ca​re​ful​ly, so​me​one pre​ser​ving it. He bit gently in​to the flesh, lo​ose​ned it from its tie aro​und the ro​ot of a strand of thick we​ed, and car​ri​ed it to the cock​pit of the drow​ned bom​ber.

    Memories overw​hel​med him aga​in, drawn out of his clo​sed mind by the li​ving pre​sen​ce of his fri​ends in the sel​kie skin. Na​mes ca​me back to him.

    Jackson. Mur​ray. Mitc​hell. Ste​vens. He re​mem​be​red the na​mes cle​arly. He co​uld see each man, he​ar each vo​ice, he​ar the sho​uts, he​ar the calm, he​ar the mo​ment of de​ath, the mo​ment of pra​yer. Mitc​hell had pra​yed. All the way down, Mitc​hell had spo​ken words from the bib​le. Ste​vens had yel​led abu​se. Mur​ray had sung a funny song. Jack​son had cri​ed and sho​uted out a mes​sa​ge of ever​las​ting lo​ve for his wi​fe, Mary, and his child​ren. They had hit the wa​ter and go​ne down, strug​gling for re​le​ase, all fa​iling to es​ca​pe, as Pe​ter​son had drif​ted down to the is​land on his silk, sob​bing and scre​aming as the tho​ught of what he had do​ne to sa​ve his skin be​gan to ha​unt him, even as the li​ves we​re be​ing crus​hed from his fri​ends.

    The sea had cla​imed them, then the rid​ge, then the led​ge. The gre​at bom​ber had set​tled, wed​ged, and the cre​atu​res of the dark had mo​ved in to fe​ed. The skin, the flesh, the bo​ne, the si​new, the co​des, the li​fe, the minds and me​mo​ri​es of the men had be​en gre​edily and avidly suc​ked in​to the hungry jaws of the fe​eding li​fe forms of this shelf by the is​land.

    The sel​kie that had ab​sor​bed them had be​co​me the com​mu​nity, days on, rep​ro​du​cing fast, and they li​ved he​re, ti​ed to the bom​ber and the is​land by the hu​man li​fe that thri​ved and bur​ge​oned in the​ir pulpy, blub​be​red bo​di​es.

    In Sel​ka, Pe​ter​son had re​cog​ni​sed the hu​mo​ur of Mur​ray and the pas​si​ona​te fa​mily man that had be​en Jack​son. She had even re​min​ded him of Jack​son, in her hu​man lo​oks, as if she had be​en his sis​ter. He and Jack​son had al​ways be​en clo​se. He had fo​und it so easy to form a clo​se re​la​ti​ons​hip with the wo​man-form of the sel​kie that had con​ta​ined so much of that lost es​sen​ce of fri​ends​hip.

    What to do with the skin?

    As he swam la​zily thro​ugh the ske​le​ton of the bom​ber, Pe​ter​son re​ali​sed that he co​uld not ac​cess eno​ugh of the sel​kie. Se​ela's me​mo​ri​es to in​tu​it the pro​cess by which Sel​ka might re​form from the skin. If the skin was the li​fe, and if skin, kept for cen​tu​ri​es be​low the shal​low wa​ter, co​uld in ti​me re​ge​ne​ra​te the li​fe that had on​ce in​ha​bi​ted it, then Sel​ka wo​uld re​turn.

    But how to do it?

    There was a dis​tur​ban​ce in the wa​ter. The iron bo​nes of the pla​ne shud​de​red, then slip​ped. Pe​ter​son twis​ted in the cold wa​ter and pe​ered in​to the de​ep, and his se​al-sen​ses ma​de him dart away as the sa​va​ge fe​atu​res of the wha​le struck at him. The hu​ge body gli​ded down​wards, then struck up aga​in, dis​lod​ging the ste​el gir​ders of the craft. It be​gan to tumb​le, slip​ping away from the gra​ve-led​ge, drag​ging the skins of the sel​ki​es with it. Pe​ter​son strug​gled out of the fra​me, gra​zing his skin and shed​ding blo​od. The pa​le li​qu​id ro​se in a stre​am of drop​lets, up thro​ugh the murk to the sil​ver sur​fa​ce abo​ve.

    Blood in the wa​ter… a storm co​ming from the de​ep…
    He swam fu​ri​o​usly up​wards, awa​re that abo​ve him the rest of the sel​ki​es we​re small, slim sha​pes, even now dar​ting in​to the shal​lows, to sa​fety. As he ro​se, as he strug​gled aga​inst the ti​de, he felt the tur​bu​len​ce aro​und him, the ed​dying of so​met​hing monst​ro​us clo​sing fast. He scre​amed as he twis​ted, tri​ed to hi​de his ga​ze from the maw of the kil​ler. It clam​ped aro​und him and swept him diz​zyingly out of his path, sha​king him and sa​va​ging him as it plun​ged down aga​in, in​to the gre​at dark​ness.

    And yet the te​eth had not pe​net​ra​ted his skin, tho​ugh blo​od still se​eped in bub​bles from his cut.

    Inside the wha​le, so​met​hing fle​xed, so​met​hing cal​led to him. In pa​in, ter​ri​fi​ed that at any mo​ment the jaws wo​uld saw the​ir way shut and se​ver him, Pe​ter​son sta​red thro​ugh the skin of the wha​le…

    He saw the sel​kie be​low, the se​re​ne fe​atu​res, the smi​le. She had her own eyes open, watc​hing him thro​ugh the eyes of the kil​ler.

    

    Suddenly her fa​ce chan​ged - a har​der jaw​li​ne, a nar​row lo​ok, and Jack​son grin​ned at him, start​ling him. Jack​son's le​an fe​atu​res dis​sol​ved aga​in and the thick-set fa​ce of Ed​ward Mitc​hell glo​we​red for a mo​ment, rep​la​ced by Mur​ray, pur​sing his lips in si​lent ad​mo​ni​ti​on. Then Sel​ka aga​in, swal​lo​wing back the hu​man li​ves that had no​uris​hed her and for​med her, as they wo​uld ha​ve no​uris​hed and for​med all the sel​ki​es at the Is​land of the Be​a​uti​ful Vo​ice.

    "Why did you fol​low me?" she se​emed to say.

    "Because I lo​ve you. I tho​ught you had be​en kil​led. I tho​ught go​ing de​ep me​ant you had di​ed. I ca​me to find yo​ur skin, to bring you back to li​fe."

    "There is no co​ming back. This is the end of my li​fe. This is the sil​ve​ring. But you can be with me fo​re​ver. If you've co​me this far, you must cer​ta​inly want that."

    Peterson twitc​hed and fle​xed in the jaws. He wasn't so su​re, now. His do​ubt must ha​ve be​en as trans​pa​rent to Sel​ka as the wha​le's flesh was trans​lu​cent to the sel​kie so​ul be​ne​ath. It was angry. It tur​ned and swam furt​her down, in​to a gre​at mass of si​lent, sil​ver-grey we​ed.

    The kil​ler bas​ked aga​inst the gle​aming we​ed mass, stir​ring the gi​ant fronds with its ta​il, using Pe​ter​son's strug​gling car​ca​se to whip the strands and suc​kers in​to a frenzy of mo​ti​on.

    The li​fe in the we​ed was awa​ke​ned sud​denly, and li​ke so​me gre​at squ​id its fronds stretc​hed, qu​ive​red and ra​pidly enc​lo​sed the wha​le and Pe​ter​son. Slowly, Sel​ka was ab​sor​bed in​to the we​ed, the fronds enc​lo​sing her, fu​sing with her, be​co​ming her ma​in form. Pe​ter​son, trap​ped out​si​de the trans​for​ma​ti​on, un​ders​to​od with cle​ar ter​ror and unin​vi​ted irony what he had mis​sed in the li​fe cycle of the sel​kie… that not only did they co​me to land and shed to be​co​me si​lent, for many ye​ars, in the form of a tree, dra​wing earth in​to the​ir bo​di​es, ex​pe​ri​en​cing the sky and the storms of the abo​ve wa​ter, but al​so that they went de​ep, to ta​ke on furt​her outer forms, to be​co​me the vas​test cre​atu​res of the sea. Per​haps then they wo​uld re​turn to the se​al-li​ke cre​atu​res that we​re so fa​mi​li​ar to mytho​logy. Or per​haps, this was the​ir fi​nal form, and Pe​ter​son wo​uld ne​ver see his lo​ver aga​in.

    Selka, the we​ed-mass, drif​ted slowly to​wards the sur​fa​ce.

    

    The wha​le was con​su​med, enc​lo​sed, and hard, tight fronds grip​ped the qu​i​es​cent sel​kie that con​ta​ined the aging hu​man.

    "I enj​oyed you, Pe​ter​son," Sel​ka whis​pe​red from the frond-mass. "I'm glad you fol​lo​wed me. I want you in​si​de me aga​in. I al​ways did."

    As Pe​ter​son scre​amed and strug​gled, as they sur​fa​ced to​wards the sil​ver chan​nel of the mo​on, the horny parts of the frond mass be​gan to cut down to the Pe​ter​son-skin in​si​de the se​al, to bring him out, to bring him in.

    

    

20 - Michael Marshall Smith - Someone Else's Problem
    

    BY the ti​me JOHN trot​ted out of the tic​ket of​fi​ce he'd ba​si​cal​ly gi​ven up ho​pe, and was al​re​ady spe​cu​la​ting on how long he'd ha​ve to wa​it for the next tra​in to Camb​rid​ge. A pan​ting scan of the de​par​tu​re bo​ard told him he had less than a mi​nu​te to catch the 3:30 pm, and that it was due to de​part from plat​form 10a.

    10a? Whe​re the hell was that? What was the dif​fe​ren​ce bet​we​en it and 10b? Plat​forms 2 to 6 we​re cle​arly vi​sib​le, and John felt that he co​uld ta​ke an edu​ca​ted gu​ess" as to whe​re 1, 7 and 8 might be. The whe​re​abo​uts of 10a was a comp​le​te mystery, ho​we​ver, not le​ast to tho​se in char​ge of sign-pos​ting wit​hin the sta​ti​on.

    Shouldering his bag and poc​ke​ting his wal​let, John char​ged in what he jud​ged the most li​kely di​rec​ti​on, trying to fumb​le a ci​ga​ret​te out the pac​ket at the sa​me ti​me. He was surp​ri​sed to find that plat​form 10a was not the ex​pec​ted short bus ri​de away, but in fact just aro​und the cor​ner - and that the​re was a tra​in sit​ting at the far end of it, chug​ging, its do​ors open and re​ady for so​me​one just li​ke him.

    He le​apt on​to it at 3:30 pre​ci​sely, af​ter a he​ad​long dash down the plat​form that had cle​arly ma​de the at​ten​dant's day. He drop​ped the ci​ga​ret​te out the do​or as he ma​de it abo​ard, ha​ving ba​rely be​en ab​le to ta​ke a co​up​le of drags on it.

    The car​ri​age was dark, the lights off eit​her as so​me pen​ny-sa​ving ma​no​e​uv​re or per​haps be​ca​use they just didn't work. The go​od news was the tra​in was a lot less crow​ded than usu​al. One tab​le was comp​le​tely oc​cu​pi​ed by men slum​ped for​ward on​to the​ir fo​re​arms, but many ot​hers only had a sing​le per​son in re​si​den​ce, me​aning John co​uld sco​re a do​ub​le se​at to him​self - the Holy Gra​il of tra​in tra​vel. He'd ha​ve to sit op​po​si​te so​me​one, but he co​uld li​ve with that.

    He cho​se a tab​le a lit​tle way from the men, in ca​se they all sud​denly wo​ke up and star​ted sho​uting. Sli​ding his bag in​to the rack abo​ve, he drop​ped in​to the se​at by the ais​le and sent ur​gent pla​ca​tory mes​sa​ges to his he​art. He didn't in​tend to run li​ke that aga​in so​on, if ever.

    Work. Blo​ody work. Work. Why did pe​op​le go to work? Wasn't the​re eno​ugh un​hap​pi​ness in the world al​re​ady? If not for Ca​rolyn's ina​bi​lity to co​me to terms with the ut​ter ba​sics of using the com​pu​ter net​work, co​up​led with a dog​ged in​sis​ten​ce on not lis​te​ning to a sing​le word John sa​id - even when she'd as​ked him for help in the first pla​ce - he co​uld ha​ve be​en at the sta​ti​on forty mi​nu​tes ago. He co​uld ha​ve grab​bed a lat​te, cal​med him​self down, and wo​uldn't ha​ve be​en dri​ven in​to spe​ech​less fury at the slow​ness with which the old wo​man in the tic​ket hall had pro​ces​sed his cre​dit card.

    He co​uld ha​ve had a pro​per ci​ga​ret​te, too. Pro​bably mo​re than one. The jo​ur​ney to Camb​rid​ge wasn't long. It wasn't li​ke the ni​co​ti​ne withd​ra​wal wo​uld kill him. But what non-smo​kers don't un​ders​tand is the​re's not​hing li​ke tel​ling so​me​one they can't ha​ve a ci​ga​ret​te, to ma​ke them re​al​ly, re​al​ly want one.

    It wasn't ac​tu​al​ly Ca​rolyn's fa​ult of co​ur​se, not re​al​ly - the com​pu​ters at work didn't li​ke an​yo​ne very much. Not even John, and he was ni​ce to them, all the ti​me. Bot​tom li​ne, Eger​ton was to bla​me, be​ca​use he was the one who'd in​sis​ted the com​pany get this system from Hell aga​inst se​mi-expert ad​vi​ce (John's, ma​inly).

    An of​fi​ce ma​na​ger with a ten-word job tit​le, Eger​ton was ext​re​mely skil​led at re​cog​ni​sing so​met​hing as a prob​lem but in​ca​pab​le of do​ing any of the don​key-work re​qu​ired to sort it out. The li​mit of his par​ti​ci​pa​ti​on to​wards "for​ging a so​lu​ti​on" was stan​ding aro​und with his hands on his hips and brow fur​ro​wed, as if war had bro​ken out in so​me dis​tant co​lony for which he felt so​mew​hat res​pon​sib​le - tho​ugh he did so​me​ti​mes bark out sug​ges​ti​ons which left John open-mo​ut​hed at the​ir ir​re​le​van​ce.

    John had ne​ver un​ders​to​od how be​ing Press Of​fi​cer ma​de the com​pu​ters his res​pon​si​bi​lity, but so​me​how it was al​ways he who co​axed the damn things in​to wor​king. It was the sa​me every ti​me. Whe​ne​ver he star​ted on a lit​tle prob​lem he fo​und anot​her - which had to be sol​ved first - and this le​ad him on​to still ot​hers, ap​pe​aring from now​he​re, la​te​ral branc​hes of con​fu​si​on: un​til sud​denly he was neck-de​ep in nes​ted gri​ef, circ​ling so​me in​ner co​re of inexp​li​ca​bi​lity, get​ting no​ne of his own work do​ne… and then ne​arly mis​sing his blo​ody tra​in. Aga​in.
    Perhaps, as Debs al​ways sa​id, it was ti​me he le​ar​ned how to tell pe​op​le to piss off. May​be the​re was even a co​ur​se you co​uld ta​ke: "Tel​ling Co-Wor​kers To Stuff It" - a re​si​den​ti​al we​ekend in Slo​ugh, pri​ced at £395.00 + VAT (light ref​resh​ments inc​lu​ded).

    There was an inar​ti​cu​la​te howl from the ot​her end of the plat​form, pre​su​mably from the gu​ard, and the tra​in his​sed, lurc​hed and then star​ted to pull slowly out of the sta​ti​on. As al​ways, John felt his he​art lift as he watc​hed the edi​fi​ci​al pil​lars and conc​re​te slabs go​ing back​wards: ta​king the tra​in out of Lon​don was li​ke le​aving a bad dre​am be​hind.

    A bri​ef tho​ught won​de​red in​to his mind, a re​min​der that he hadn't sor​ted out so​me ad spa​ce that ne​eded to be do​ne by Mon​day. It co​uld wa​it. He wasn't go​ing to was​te a tra​in jo​ur​ney wor​rying abo​ut it, and De​bo​rah, thank God, wo​uld be​at him ro​und the he​ad if he tri​ed wor​rying abo​ut work over the we​ekend.

    And it re​al​ly was the we​ekend, with an early start at that. Eger​ton had lo​oked at him with dis​tant con​cern when John had as​ked to le​ave mid-after​no​on, cle​arly sad​de​ned by his evi​dent ab​di​ca​ti​on of res​pon​si​bi​lity to​wards the cur​rent of​fi​ce cri​sis of mem​bers​hip re​ne​wals, but had let him go in the end. Tho​ugh not, John fully re​ali​sed, out of any ap​pre​ci​ati​on of the fact that the re​ne​wals we​re in no sen​se John's prob​lem, and that he'd only be​en hel​ping with them be​ca​use - well, be​ca​use he al​ways had to.

    The car​ri​age lights flic​ke​red on as John sto​od up, ext​ri​ca​ted his drink and bo​ok from his bag and to​ok his jac​ket off. Ice-cold can of Co​ke open, he sat back and fo​und his pla​ce in his bo​ok. It was all over for the we​ek. He was on a tra​in with a go​od bo​ok, and he was on his way to see Debs. All in all, things co​uld be a lot wor​se.

    Before set​tling down to re​ad, he to​ok a glan​ce aro​und the car​ri​age. The fo​ur men ro​und the fully oc​cu​pi​ed tab​le we​re still co​ma​to​se, mo​re drunk than John wo​uld ha​ve be​li​eved pos​sib​le by this ti​me in the af​ter​no​on. May​be they'd be​en up all night, or all we​ek. The ot​her tra​vel​lers we​re a dis​pa​ra​te scat​te​ring of old pe​op​le, swad​dled in dark blue co​ats or zip-up be​ige jac​kets and pe​ering sto​ical​ly in​to spa​ce.

    The only ot​her yo​un​gish per​son was sit​ting op​po​si​te John. A mo​de​ra​tely at​trac​ti​ve wo​man in her early thir​ti​es, she was as​si​mi​la​ting the la​test grip​ping de​ve​lop​ments in the mar​ke​ting world from a tra​de ma​ga​zi​ne, ma​king no​tes in an alar​mingly ne​at hand on a li​lac pad, con​cent​ra​ting with the gra​vity of a se​ri​o​us scho​ol​girl re​vi​sing for an unim​por​tant test.

    John smi​led to him​self and set​tled down to his bo​ok.

    A chap​ter slip​ped qu​ickly away be​fo​re he next lo​oked up. Cor​po​ra​te Wo​man op​po​si​te had re​lin​qu​is​hed her ma​ga​zi​ne and was re​fer​ring to a she​af of pa​pers as she ro​ug​hed out a bu​si​ness let​ter. As John sat mar​vel​ling at the fact that her handw​ri​ting had got even ne​ater for this, she glan​ced up, and he had to di​vert his ga​ze qu​ickly out of the win​dow.

    On the ot​her si​de of the glass, ac​res of gre​en and ge​nu​inely qu​ite ple​asant land we​re rus​hing by. It all lo​oked very ni​ce, and he bo​re it no par​ti​cu​lar ill will, but he co​uldn't help wis​hing the​re we​re fe​wer mi​les of it bet​we​en him and De​bo​rah. She had a job in Camb​rid​ge she co​uldn't le​ave, and John had his stress fac​tory back down in Lon​don, and the​re didn't se​em to be any way of get​ting the twa​in to me​et. The vo​ya​ge from Lon​don to Camb​rid​ge was not exactly an epic qu​est, but we​ekends of cam​ping out in each ot​her's flats we​re not ide​al, and the ar​ran​ge​ment wasn't che​ap eit​her, now that John's se​ni​le Ford had lost the strug​gle aga​inst plan​ned ob​so​les​cen​ce.

    John had tho​ught se​ve​ral ti​mes abo​ut re​sig​ning, and with inc​re​asing fer​vency, but he knew he co​uldn't. Fin​ding anot​her job was ne​ver easy, and a wretc​hed part of him knew that le​aving wo​uld drop Eger​ton in the shit. They told him of​ten eno​ugh he was in​dis​pen​sab​le, sup​po​sedly as a comp​li​ment. Ac​tu​al​ly it was just a war​ning as to how un​po​pu​lar he'd be - and how gu​ilty he'd fe​el - if he tri​ed to es​ca​pe.

    Noticing that his vi​ew se​emed a lit​tle blur​red, John adj​us​ted his fo​cus to the win​dow it​self, rat​her than what lay be​yond. He had be​co​me con​cer​ned that ho​urs spent in front of word pro​ces​sors and da​ta​ba​ses wo​uld so​oner or la​ter da​ma​ge his eye​sight, and was re​li​eved to see the prob​lem was due to a smud​ge on the glass. It was a pe​cu​li​ar sha​pe, li​ke a baby's handp​rint. That was al​most cer​ta​inly what it was, in fact, tho​ugh the​re was so​met​hing abo​ut it that didn't lo​ok right. Af​ter a mo​ment he lost in​te​rest, and se​e​ing that the eye-con​tact co​ast was cle​ar, he tur​ned down to his bo​ok.

    By the ti​me he'd fi​nis​hed anot​her chap​ter the ste​ady rhythm of the tra​in and the warmth of the car​ri​age was be​gin​ning to ma​ke him fe​el drowsy. The sen​ten​ces ma​de less and less sen​se each ti​me he re​ad them, and he de​ci​ded to do​ze ins​te​ad. Af​ter a we​ek spent cha​ined be​hind her own desk, De​bo​rah wo​uld want to go out and do so​me hard​co​re re​vel​ling, and he'd ne​ed all the energy he co​uld mus​ter to ke​ep up with her.

    Finding a long-for​got​ten mint in his jac​ket poc​ket, he unw​rap​ped it and pop​ped it in​to his mo​uth. He set​tled back in​to his se​at with his legs out-stretc​hed and his arm han​ging slightly out over the ais​le, ac​hi​eving the mo​di​cum of com​fort that was pos​sib​le - des​pi​te, he sus​pec​ted, the best ef​forts of the se​ats' de​sig​ners. Eye​lids dro​oping, he scrunc​hed the mint wrap​per in his hand and drop​ped it in​to the ais​le, which was filthy, in stark si​mi​la​rity to the rest of the car​ri​age. Amidst the crisp pac​kets, be​er cans and ge​ne​ral deb​ris, he felt that a swe​et wrap​per wo​uld go un​no​ti​ced.

    To his surp​ri​se, he he​ard a qu​i​et tut​ting so​und.

    Opening one eye, he lo​oked at the wo​man op​po​si​te. She was still ago​ni​sing over her let​ter, do​ubt​less trying to pro​j​ect the le​vel of as​ser​ti​ve​ness Cos​mo​po​li​tan cur​rently be​li​eved to be go​od for her.

    John ope​ned the ot​her eye, and saw the re​ma​ining oc​cu​pants of the car​ri​age we​re still eit​her prost​ra​te or knit​ting. But then he he​ard the tut​ting no​ise aga​in.

    This ti​me it was lo​uder, and se​emed to be co​ming from next to him, on his right-hand si​de. He tur​ned to lo​ok ac​ross the ais​le. The se​ats the​re we​re empty.

    Puzzled, he'd star​ted to re​turn his eyes to the front when so​met​hing ma​de him lo​ok down in​to the ais​le ins​te​ad.

    A mon​key was stan​ding the​re.

    Something li​ke a mon​key, any​way. It was abo​ut eigh​te​en inc​hes high, and co​ve​red with short, dark brown ha​ir, and sto​od ste​adily on rat​her spindly back legs.

    The cre​atu​re gla​red back up at him ba​le​ful​ly be​fo​re stal​king up the ais​le, and thro​ugh the auto​ma​tic do​or at the end of the car​ri​age, le​aving John with a strong af​te​ri​ma​ge of hard blue eyes.

    Closing his mo​uth slowly, his own eyes wi​de now, John tur​ned to lo​ok at the wo​man op​po​si​te. She had shel​ved her bu​si​ness com​mu​ni​ca​ti​on and now ap​pe​ared to be wri​ting a per​so​nal let​ter, her ton​gue pe​eking out of the cor​ner of her mo​uth.

    Maybe she's on her way to see so​me​one too, John tho​ught: funny to think of ot​her pe​op​le ha​ving li​ves.
    In any event, the wo​man had the un​mis​ta​kab​le air of so​me​one who has not just wit​nes​sed a mi​nor cont​re​temps bet​we​en a fel​low pas​sen​ger and a pas​sing pri​ma​te. John con​si​de​red as​king her it she'd se​en it, spent abo​ut two se​conds trying to work out how he'd phra​se such an en​qu​iry so as not to so​und li​ke he was bar​king mad (Excu​se me - did you just see a mon​key?), and ra​pidly de​ci​ded aga​inst it. A qu​ick glan​ce aro​und sho​wed that ever​yo​ne el​se in the car​ri​age was as​le​ep, even the ones with the​ir eyes open.

    There had to be a simp​le exp​la​na​ti​on, and it wasn't hard to co​me up with one. So​me zoo-ke​eper or zo​olo​gist ta​king his work ho​me with him. Or so​me​one's qu​irky cho​ice of pet: the lo​ok on the cre​atu​re's fa​ce, and the tut​ting no​ise it had ma​de, had se​emed too hu​man not to ha​ve be​en the re​sult of tra​ining. Eit​her way, what John had se​en re​ma​ined exp​li​cab​le. A mon​key on an In​ter​city was odd, cer​ta​inly (what fa​re did you ha​ve to pay for it? A child's? Co​uld you to​ilet-tra​in a mon​key?), but only anec​do​tal odd.

    Surely not odd eno​ugh to ma​ke his hands sha​ke, and he held them to​get​her for a mo​ment, to stop them.

    But then the​re was anot​her tut​ting so​und.

    John lo​oked up qu​ickly, but it was only the wo​man op​po​si​te, cros​sing a sen​ten​ce of her let​ter out.

    He lo​oked back down at the tab​le.

    The prob​lem was… he wasn't comp​le​tely con​vin​ced it had be​en a mon​key. The mo​re he ran over the ima​ge in his mind, the less it tal​li​ed: and it hadn't even felt right when he'd first se​en it. He sho​uld ha​ve tho​ught "Mon​key", im​me​di​ately and conc​lu​si​vely, li​ke a child drop​ping a squ​are brick thro​ugh a squ​are ho​le. That's what bra​ins we​re for - re​cog​ni​sing known things. But his hadn't re​cog​ni​sed it. He'd told him​self that's what it was. When he tri​ed to apply the term now his mind wo​uldn't set​tle on it, as if it didn't na​me it pro​perly. No mat​ter how he tur​ned it aro​und in his he​ad, this brick wo​uldn't go in that ho​le.

    No, his bra​in was sa​ying. That word is not cor​rect. Find so​met​hing el​se.
    The cre​atu​re's eyes, for a start - sho​uldn't they ha​ve be​en brown? Didn't all mon​keys ha​ve brown eyes? May​be not - John wasn't re​al​ly su​re. He co​uld co​nj​ure up a very cle​ar pic​tu​re of tho​se eyes, and the way they'd sta​red at him, and de​ci​ded that was pro​bably what was spo​oking him. The cre​atu​re's ga​ze had simply se​emed too in​tel​li​gent, too di​rec​ted. And too unf​ri​endly.

    Too blue, ba​si​cal​ly. The mo​re he re​mem​be​red the eyes, the mo​re he be​li​eved that's what had spo​oked him. Li​ke se​e​ing a cat with ro​und pu​pils.

    So the​re was a blue-eyed mon​key on the tra​in. End of story. An anec​do​te for Debs, now only abo​ut half-an-ho​ur away, un​less the tra​in elec​ted to sit out​si​de Roys​ton for twenty mi​nu​tes for no ap​pa​rent re​ason. Not​hing mo​re.

    John sip​ped his now te​pid Co​ke and re​ac​hed aga​in for his bo​ok, but he didn't pick it up. He didn't fe​el re​la​xed eno​ugh. Ins​te​ad he lo​oked out of the win​dow. The sky was now a le​aden grey, the tre​es un​na​tu​ral​ly vi​vid aga​inst the clo​uds. It was go​ing to ra​in so​on, and hard by the lo​ok of it, which me​ant a ta​xi from the sta​ti​on.

    Then he no​ti​ced the handp​rint on the glass aga​in, and this ti​me knew im​me​di​ately what was wrong with it.

    The fin​gers and the palm we​re too thin.

    Babies had chubby hands. Wha​te​ver had ma​de this mark had a hand the si​ze of a baby's, but a nar​row palm and long, thin fin​gers. Bony, strong-lo​oking. The kind of hand you might find on a…

    John lo​oked qu​ickly aro​und the car​ri​age.

    Had it be​en on the tab​le? If so - when? John had le​apt on​to the tra​in at the very last mi​nu​te, but he wo​uld ha​ve bet big mo​ney that Ms. Or​ga​ni​sed op​po​si​te had be​en re​ady at the ga​te be​fo​re it ope​ned. And the guys at the tab​le in the cor​ner: they had to ha​ve be​en on the tra​in for a whi​le, to ha​ve be​en so re​so​lu​tely as​le​ep by the ti​me John got on. They'd ha​ve no​ti​ced a mon​key on the tab​le, su​rely? And be​en ac​ting dif​fe​rently to the way John had ob​ser​ved them, as a re​sult. Un​less… it co​uld be the print had be​en ma​de when the tra​in was on the way down to Lon​don from Camb​rid​ge, the first half of the re​turn jo​ur​ney it was now comp​le​ting.

    The sta​te of the ais​le sug​ges​ted the tra​in hadn't be​en cle​aned whi​le tur​ning ro​und in Lon​don, and he do​ub​ted the win​dows got cle​aned mo​re than on​ce a day (or we​ek) any​way. Yes, go​od. But… Didn't that ske​wer the "zo​oke​eper/so​me​one's pet" li​ne of re​aso​ning? Why wo​uld so​me​one tra​vel down to Lon​don (brin​ging along the​ir blue-eyed mon​key pet), and then turn aro​und and tra​vel stra​ight back?

    The mo​re he tho​ught abo​ut it, the mo​re the print ma​de the prob​lem big​ger rat​her than smal​ler. The mo​re con​cer​ned it ma​de him, and still - pro​bably - for no very go​od re​ason. The mo​re he tri​ed to pic​tu​re the cre​atu​re's hand, the har​der he fo​und to re​mem​ber whet​her it had be​en co​ve​red in fur af​ter all. He tho​ught it had, re​mem​be​red thin​king that it was, but the pic​tu​re that ca​me in​to his he​ad now was that of a ha​ir​less cre​atu​re, its skin dark, so​mew​hat gnar​led and blotchy…

    This was ri​di​cu​lo​us. May​be he sho​uld just ask so​me​one el​se in the car​ri​age if they'd se​en anyt​hing…

    He co​uldn't.

    Breathing out he​avily, he de​ci​ded to go buy a cof​fee ins​te​ad. Whi​le he re​ma​ined se​ated, his mind was evi​dently de​ter​mi​ned to ke​ep jum​ping at sha​dows. He sho​uld ta​ke a bre​ak, co​me back, for​get abo​ut it. Re​bo​ot.

    He sto​od and si​de-step​ped in​to the ais​le. The wo​man op​po​si​te glan​ced up. She had ni​ce eyes, and lo​oked kind, as well as ti​red. He ho​ped she had so​me​one ni​ce to spend the we​ekend with. She lo​oked li​ke she co​uld do with so​me ti​me off. A month or two, pre​fe​rably. May​be she was "indis​pen​sab​le" in so​me stress fac​tory of her own, fo​re​ver the per​son ex​pec​ted to sol​ve ot​her pe​op​le's prob​lems.

    You and me both, sis​ter.
    The buf​fet car was in the next car​ri​age, and empty of ot​her cus​to​mers. Un​for​tu​na​tely this de​ser​ti​on was mir​ro​red be​hind the co​un​ter, so John sto​od in front of it, tap​ping a co​in on the For​mi​ca. When no-one ap​pe​ared af​ter a few mo​ments he tur​ned and wan​de​red ac​ross the car​ri​age to the win​dow. As he watc​hed the tre​es and fi​elds rush darkly by in front of char​co​al grey, the first spots of ra​in spat​te​red ac​ross the pa​ne.

    There was a no​ise be​hind him, and he tur​ned, pa​using only to don an exp​res​si​on of long-suf​fe​ring pa​ti​en​ce.

    There was no​body the​re.

    Puzzled, he to​ok a step, le​aning for​ward to lo​ok aro​und the com​part​ment. The​re was flic​ker in the cor​ner of his eye and he tur​ned back to the win​dow in ti​me to see a thre​ad of pa​le ligh​te​ning out​si​de, frag​men​ted by the now he​avy ra​in on the glass.

    He lo​oked back at the co​un​ter. Still no-one.

    Then the so​und ca​me aga​in. This ti​me it was mo​re of a rust​ling. John un​cons​ci​o​usly duc​ked, his body co​ming alert be​fo​re his mind re​ali​sed why.

    A hu​man wo​uldn't ma​ke that kind of so​und. They we​re too big. This was a small so​und. A small, odd so​und. Ma​de by a small, odd…?

    He lo​oked qu​ickly aro​und the car​ri​age aga​in, this ti​me sca​ling down his ex​pec​ted si​ze of obj​ect, and se​arc​hing hig​her and lo​wer than be​fo​re.

    The so​und ca​me aga​in, this ti​me fol​lo​wed by a qu​i​et clank, and John was ab​le to pin​po​int its so​ur​ce to be​hind the co​un​ter.

    Shoulders slum​ping, he re​la​xed. The at​ten​dant must be cro​uc​hed be​hind the​re, sor​ting stuff. That was all.

    John le​aned on the co​un​ter, and tap​ped a co​in on its sur​fa​ce aga​in. The​re was no res​pon​se.

    Then the​re was mo​re rust​ling and John con​ti​nu​ed to mo​ve his he​ad for​ward, con​cer​ned that may​be it was the mon​key af​ter all.

    There was a qu​ick scrab​bling no​ise, and John re​ali​sed it must be. Pro​bably it was gam​bol​ling be​hind the co​un​ter, tuc​king in​to a sand​wich. Rat​her him than me, John tho​ught - ha​ving tri​ed the fo​od ava​ilab​le on this tra​in be​fo​re - and wis​hed he had a ca​me​ra.

    He mo​ved for​ward aga​in, un​til his eyes co​uld just see over the co​un​ter. Then he stop​ped very sud​denly.

    Sitting on the flo​or be​hind the co​un​ter was the cre​atu​re. Along with fi​ve ot​hers.

    John sta​red. One mon​key he co​uld ra​ti​ona​li​se. A pa​ir if ne​ces​sary. But six?
    

    This wasn't a gro​up of mon​keys, eit​her. Se​e​ing them en mas​se con​vin​ced him of that. Wha​te​ver they we​re, they we​ren't mon​keys. He didn't even think they we​re ani​mals.

    Just then one of them lo​oked up and saw his fa​ce.

    John was struck mo​ti​on​less by its eyes and co​uld only sta​re, as the cre​atu​re re​ac​hed over and tap​ped the sho​ul​der of one of its com​pa​ni​ons - wit​ho​ut ever mo​ving his ga​ze from John. The ot​her cre​atu​res stop​ped rip​ping a sand​wich apart and tur​ned to lo​ok up at John, the​ir he​ads swi​vel​ling as if pul​led on the sa​me string.

    No, they we​ren't ani​mals.

    John felt stran​gely vin​di​ca​ted by this re​ali​sa​ti​on, tho​ugh he wasn't su​re what it me​ant, or how he knew. Ani​mals just didn't sit li​ke that, didn't turn li​ke that. Per​haps they co​uld ha​ve skin that lo​oked this scar​red, and oddly me​tal​lic, but they cer​ta​inly didn't ha​ve eyes li​ke that. Hu​mans didn't ha​ve eyes li​ke that.

    These we​re the eyes of every mad​man un​der every brid​ge, of every sho​uter in the stre​et com​bi​ned. But they we​re cle​ar, and they saw him.

    John wasn't go​ing to hang aro​und and puz​zle this one out, let him​self get drawn in​to sta​ying and sol​ving this par​ti​cu​lar prob​lem. Li​ke all prob​lems, it wo​uld le​ad to ot​hers - li​ke whe​re they'd co​me from, and whe​re the buf​fet at​ten​dant was - and John didn't want to sol​ve tho​se eit​her.

    As he sto​od, qu​ickly co​ming to this re​so​lu​ti​on, one of the cre​atu​res pic​ked a can of mi​xer from the pi​les scat​te​red over the flo​or, fin​gers clic​king over the ot​hers as he ma​de his se​lec​ti​on, li​ke an as​sa​ying spi​der. Then he sud​denly hur​led it at John's fa​ce.

    Still mes​me​ri​sed by the pa​irs of sta​ring eyes, John fa​iled to re​ali​se the imp​li​ca​ti​ons of this un​til the can struck him hard on the brid​ge of the no​se.

    He snap​ped his he​ad back, dis​ma​yed, and then all hell bro​ke lo​ose.

    A bar​ra​ge of cut​lery and cans lo​oped vi​ci​o​usly over the co​un​ter, ra​ining down on​to John's he​ad and neck, the​ir ac​cu​racy too go​od to be true. The cre​atu​res se​emed to slip the​ir mis​si​les on​to hid​den tracks in the air, hurt​ling them to​wards John far too qu​ickly to avo​id. One hit him squ​arely on the temp​le and he stag​ge​red back to​wards the win​dow - as first one cre​atu​re, then all the ot​hers, sprang up on​to the co​un​ter, hur​ling anyt​hing wit​hin re​ach - and all comp​le​tely and ut​terly si​lent.

    Years of ha​bit, ye​ars of han​ging on in the​re, fell away from John's mind in a mo​ment.

    Fuck this, he tho​ught. Co​unt me out.
    The cre​atu​res all co​iled si​mul​ta​ne​o​usly, get​ting re​ady to le​ap, but John spun ro​und and ran out of the com​part​ment do​or in​to the spa​ce bet​we​en the car​ri​ages.

    He slip​ped and fell down on one knee, but qu​ickly tur​ned to slam the do​or shut and bra​ce it with his legs, clo​sing it just in ti​me to he​ar six hard bo​di​es slam in​to it from the ot​her si​de.

    He wa​ited, he​ed​less of the fact that he was lying down in the spa​ce bet​we​en car​ri​ages, ten​sed li​ke iron, pre​pa​red to ha​ve his legs bro​ken rat​her than let them thro​ugh.

    The se​cond im​pact ne​ver ca​me.

    After thirty se​conds or so he sto​od up, bre​at​hing ra​pidly. Very ca​uti​o​usly he le​aned for​ward to lo​ok thro​ugh the glass in the up​per half of the do​or.

    The buf​fet car​ri​age was empty, and the​re was not​hing on the flo​or.

    He stumb​led back​wards in​to one of the to​ilets, shut​ting and loc​king the do​or be​hind him. For a whi​le he simply le​aned back aga​inst it.

    No, he told to him​self firmly. No.
    He fumb​led in​to his shirt poc​ket and lit a very shaky ci​ga​ret​te, perc​hing on the ed​ge of the to​ilet se​at. It was so​me mo​ments be​fo​re he co​uld get it in​to his mo​uth first ti​me, and as he smo​ked he lo​oked at him​self in the mir​ror.

    There was a small red mark on his fo​re​he​ad, al​re​ady fa​ding, and anot​her on the brid​ge of his no​se. When he slu​iced cold wa​ter over his fa​ce with one hand his skin felt bru​ised. Clo​sing his eyes, he scrub​bed at it vi​ci​o​usly. When he lo​oked aga​in the mark was go​ne, had blen​ded in with the pink of his rub​bed skin. He drop​ped the ci​ga​ret​te in the to​ilet bowl be​fo​re it co​uld set off the smo​ke alarm.

    As he dab​bed the wa​ter off his fa​ce with the wet rag pro​vi​ded, John sta​red at him​self with wi​de eyes. He wasn't crazy, he knew that. So so​met​hing had hap​pe​ned. But he was go​ing to le​ave it at that.

    

    Something had hap​pe​ned, and now it was over.

    He knew that when he step​ped out he was go​ing to lo​ok to​wards the do​or to the buf​fet. That was to be ex​pec​ted. But when he saw not​hing the​re - and he wo​uld see not​hing the​re - that was it. It was over.

    He ope​ned the do​or and step​ped out.

    He wal​ked over to the glass do​or and lo​oked thro​ugh it.

    The car​ri​age be​yond was de​ser​ted. His he​art mis​sed a be​at when he tho​ught he saw a small can on the flo​or, but when he lo​oked clo​ser he re​ali​sed that it was just a sha​dow. The​re was no​body in the​re. Not​hing in the​re.

    No things in the​re.
    He tur​ned and wal​ked stiffly back in​to his own car​ri​age, fo​olishly trying to lo​ok nor​mal in front of sle​eping pe​op​le. He sat down, fe​eling ter​ribly at odds with the nor​ma​lity of his bo​ok, his bag, his jac​ket.

    He avo​ided lo​oking at the wo​man op​po​si​te, and al​most jum​ped out of his skin when she spo​ke to him.

    "Would you mind ke​eping an eye on my stuff?"

    John lo​oked up at her. The wo​man was smi​ling at him ca​uti​o​usly, wary of ad​dres​sing so​me​one she didn't know.

    "No," he sa​id. "No, that's fi​ne."

    "Do you want anyt​hing?"

    John frow​ned in in​comp​re​hen​si​on.

    "From the buf​fet," she exp​la​ined.

    John sta​red at her, won​de​ring what to say. She was lo​oking at him. He had to say so​met​hing. But what?

    "I've just be​en in the​re. The​re was no one ser​ving."

    "I'll wa​it," she smi​led. "What did you want?"

    If he told her not to go, he'd ha​ve to exp​la​in. He'd ha​ve to say so​met​hing. She ra​ised her eyeb​row. He was ta​king too long to ans​wer.

    "A cof​fee wo​uld be gre​at, thanks," he sa​id, and she got up and went.

    He watc​hed her go. She'd be all right, su​rely.

    He sta​red thro​ugh the win​dow at the ra​in for a whi​le, and then fo​und his pla​ce in his bo​ok.

    

* * *
    

    It to​ok anot​her twenty mi​nu​tes to get to Camb​rid​ge. John wa​ited a lit​tle whi​le lon​ger, tho​ugh he co​uld see Debs' pa​ti​ently wa​iting fa​ce be​yond the bar​ri​er, and he wan​ted very much to be with her.

    Finally he put his jac​ket on, pul​led his bag down and he​aded to​wards the exit, le​aving the ad​dress bo​ok and the hand​bag and the li​lac pad and the copy of Mar​ke​ting We​ek on the tab​le in the empty car​ri​age. He won​de​red what wo​uld hap​pen to them. Thrown away, pro​bably, af​ter a su​itab​le pe​ri​od in so​me sto​re​ro​om.

    He was the last per​son off the tra​in, so he shut the do​or be​hind him with a clunk and wal​ked slowly to​wards Debs and the we​ekend.

    

    

21 - Clive Barker - Rawhead Rex
    

    OF all the con​qu​ering ar​mi​es that had tram​ped the stre​ets of Ze​al down the cen​tu​ri​es, it was fi​nal​ly the mild tre​ad of the Sun​day trip​per that bro​ught the vil​la​ge to its kne​es. It had suf​fe​red Ro​man le​gi​ons, and the Nor​man con​qu​est, it had sur​vi​ved the ago​ni​es of Ci​vil War, all wit​ho​ut lo​sing its iden​tity to the oc​cup​ying for​ces. But af​ter cen​tu​ri​es of bo​ot and bla​de it was to be the to​urists - the new bar​ba​ri​ans - that bes​ted Ze​al, the​ir we​apons co​ur​tesy and hard cash.

    It was ide​al​ly su​ited for the in​va​si​on. Forty mi​les so​uth-east of Lon​don, amongst the orc​hards and hop-fi​elds of the Ken​tish We​ald, it was far eno​ugh from the city to ma​ke the trip an ad​ven​tu​re, yet clo​se eno​ugh to be​at a qu​ick ret​re​at if the we​at​her tur​ned fo​ul. Every we​ekend bet​we​en May and Oc​to​ber Ze​al was a wa​te​ring-ho​le for parc​hed Lon​do​ners. They wo​uld swarm thro​ugh the vil​la​ge on each Sa​tur​day that pro​mi​sed sun, brin​ging the​ir dogs, the​ir plas​tic balls, the​ir lit​ters of child​ren, and the​ir child​ren's lit​ter, dis​gor​ging them in baw​ling hor​ders on to the vil​la​ge gre​en, then re​tur​ning to "The Tall Man" to com​pa​re traf​fic sto​ri​es over glas​ses of warm be​er.

    For the​ir part the Ze​alots we​ren't un​duly dist​res​sed by the Sun​day trip​pers; at le​ast they didn't spill blo​od. But the​ir very lack of ag​gres​si​on ma​de the in​va​si​on all the mo​re in​si​di​o​us.

    Gradually the​se city-we​ary pe​op​le be​gan to work a gent​le but per​ma​nent chan​ge on the vil​la​ge. Many of them set the​ir he​arts on a ho​me in the co​untry; they we​re char​med by sto​ne cot​ta​ges set amongst chur​ning oaks, they we​re enc​han​ted by do​ves in the church​yard yews. Even the air, they'd say as they in​ha​led de​eply, even the air smells fres​her he​re. It smells of Eng​land.

    At first a few, then many, be​gan to ma​ke bids for the empty barns and de​ser​ted ho​uses that lit​te​red Ze​al and its outs​kirts. They co​uld be se​en every fi​ne we​ekend, stan​ding in the net​tles and rub​ble, plan​ning how to ha​ve a kitc​hen ex​ten​si​on bu​ilt, and whe​re to ins​tall the Jacuz​zi. And alt​ho​ugh many of them, on​ce back in the com​fort of Kil​burn or St John's Wo​od, cho​se to stay the​re, every ye​ar one or two of them wo​uld stri​ke a re​aso​nab​le bar​ga​in with one of the vil​la​gers, and buy them​sel​ves an ac​re of the go​od li​fe.

    So, as the ye​ars pas​sed and the na​ti​ves of Ze​al we​re pic​ked off by old age, the ci​vil sa​va​ges to​ok over in the​ir ste​ad. The oc​cu​pa​ti​on was subt​le, but the chan​ge was pla​in to the kno​wing eye. It was the​re in the news​pa​pers the Post Of​fi​ce be​gan to stock - what na​ti​ve of Ze​al had ever purc​ha​sed a copy of "Har​pers and Qu​e​en" ma​ga​zi​ne, or le​afed thro​ugh "The Ti​mes Li​te​rary Sup​ple​ment"? It was the​re, that chan​ge, in the bright new cars that clog​ged the one nar​row stre​et, la​ug​hingly cal​led the High Ro​ad, that was Ze​al's back​bo​ne. It was the​re too in the buzz of gos​sip at "The Tall Man", a su​re sign that the af​fa​irs of the fo​re​ig​ners had be​co​me fit su​bj​ect for de​ba​te and moc​kery.

    Indeed, as ti​me went by the in​va​ders fo​und a yet mo​re per​ma​nent pla​ce in the he​art of Ze​al, as the pe​ren​ni​al de​mons of the​ir hec​tic li​ves, Can​cer and He​art Di​se​ase, to​ok the​ir toll, fol​lo​wing the​ir vic​tims even in​to this new​fo​und-land. Li​ke the Ro​mans be​fo​re them, li​ke the Nor​mans, li​ke all in​va​ders, the com​mu​ters ma​de the​ir pro​fo​un​dest mark upon this usur​ped turf not by bu​il​ding on it, but by be​ing bu​ri​ed un​der it.

    It was clammy the mid​dle of that Sep​tem​ber; Ze​al's last Sep​tem​ber.

    Thomas Gar​row, the only son of the la​te Tho​mas Gar​row, was swe​ating up a he​althy thirst as he dug in the cor​ner of the Three Ac​re Fi​eld. The​re'd be​en a vi​olent ra​ins​torm the pre​vi​o​us day, Thurs​day, and the earth was sod​den. Cle​aring the gro​und for so​wing next ye​ar hadn't be​en the easy job Tho​mas tho​ught it'd be, but he'd sworn blind he'd ha​ve the fi​eld fi​nis​hed by the end of the we​ek. It was he​avy la​bo​ur, cle​aring sto​nes, and sor​ting out the det​ri​tus of out-of-da​te mac​hi​nery his fat​her, lazy bas​tard, had left to rust whe​re it lay. Must ha​ve be​en so​me go​od ye​ars, Tho​mas tho​ught, so​me pretty fi​ne damn ye​ars, that his fat​her co​uld af​ford to let go​od mac​hi​nery was​te away. Co​me to think of it, that he co​uld ha​ve af​for​ded to le​ave the best part of three ac​res un-plo​ug​hed; go​od he​althy so​il too. This was the Gar​den of Eng​land af​ter all: land was mo​ney. Le​aving three ac​res fal​low was a lu​xury no​body co​uld af​ford in the​se stra​ite​ned ti​mes. But Jesus, it was hard work: the kind of work his fat​her had put him to in his yo​uth, and he'd ha​ted with a ven​ge​an​ce ever sin​ce.

    Still, it had to be do​ne.

    And the day had be​gun well. The trac​tor was he​alt​hi​er af​ter its over​ha​ul, and the mor​ning sky was ri​fe with gulls, ac​ross from the co​ast for a me​al of freshly tur​ned worms. They'd kept him ra​uco​us com​pany as he wor​ked, the​ir in​so​len​ce and the​ir short tem​pers al​ways en​ter​ta​ining. But then, when he ca​me back to the fi​eld af​ter a li​qu​id lunch in "The Tall Man", things be​gan to go wrong. The en​gi​ne star​ted to cut out for one, the sa​me prob​lem that he'd just spent £200 ha​ving se​en to; and then, when he'd only be​en back at work a few mi​nu​tes, he'd fo​und the sto​ne.

    It was an uns​pec​ta​cu​lar lump of stuff: po​king out of the so​il per​haps a fo​ot, its vi​sib​le di​ame​ter a few inc​hes short of a yard, its sur​fa​ce smo​oth and ba​re. No lic​hen even; just a few gro​oves in its fa​ce that might ha​ve on​ce be​en words. A lo​ve-let​ter per​haps, a "Kil​roy was he​re" mo​re li​kely, a da​te and a na​me li​ke​li​est of all. Wha​te​ver it had on​ce be​en, mo​nu​ment or mi​les​to​ne, it was in the way now. He'd ha​ve to dig it up, or next ye​ar he'd lo​se a go​od three yards of plo​ug​hab​le land. The​re was no way a plo​ugh co​uld skirt aro​und a bo​ul​der that si​ze.

    Thomas was surp​ri​sed that the damn thing had be​en left in the fi​eld for so long wit​ho​ut an​yo​ne bot​he​ring to re​mo​ve it. But then it was a long spell sin​ce the Three Ac​re Fi​eld had be​en plan​ted: cer​ta​inly not in his thirty-six ye​ars. And may​be, now he ca​me to think of it, not in his fat​her's li​fe​ti​me eit​her. For so​me re​ason (if he'd ever known the re​ason he'd for​got​ten it) this stretch of Gar​row land had be​en left fal​low for a go​od many se​asons, may​be even for ge​ne​ra​ti​ons. In fact the​re was a sus​pi​ci​on tick​ling the back of his skull that so​me​one, pro​bably his fat​her, had sa​id no crop wo​uld ever grow in that par​ti​cu​lar spot. But that was pla​in non​sen​se. If anyt​hing plant li​fe, al​be​it net​tles and con​vol​vu​lus, grew thic​ker and ran​ker in this for​sa​ken three ac​res than in any ot​her plot in the dist​rict. So the​re was no re​ason on earth why hops sho​uldn't flo​urish he​re. May​be even an orc​hard: tho​ugh that to​ok mo​re pa​ti​en​ce and lo​ve than Tho​mas sus​pec​ted he pos​ses​sed. Wha​te​ver he cho​se to plant, it wo​uld su​rely spring up from such rich gro​und with a ra​re ent​hu​si​asm, and he'd ha​ve rec​la​imed three ac​res of go​od land to bols​ter his shaky fi​nan​ces.

    If he co​uld just dig out that blo​ody sto​ne.

    He'd half tho​ught of hi​ring in one of the earth mo​vers from the bu​il​ding si​te at the North End of the vil​la​ge, just to ha​ul it​self ac​ross he​re and get its mec​ha​ni​cal jaws wor​king on the prob​lem. Ha​ve the sto​ne out and away in two se​conds flat. But his pri​de re​sis​ted the idea of run​ning for help at the first sign of a blis​ter. The job was too small any​how. He'd dig it out him​self, the way his fat​her wo​uld ha​ve do​ne. That's what he'd de​ci​ded. Now, two and a half ho​urs la​ter, he was reg​ret​ting his has​te.

    The ri​pe​ning warmth of the af​ter​no​on had so​ured in that ti​me, and the air, wit​ho​ut much of a bre​eze to stir it aro​und, had be​co​me stif​ling. Over from the Downs ca​me a stut​te​ring roll of thun​der, and Tho​mas co​uld fe​el the sta​tic craw​ling at the na​pe of his neck, ma​king the short ha​irs the​re stand up. The sky abo​ve the fi​eld was empty now: the gulls, too fick​le to hang aro​und on​ce the fun was over, had ta​ken so​me salt-smel​ling ther​mal.

    Even the earth, that had gi​ven up a swe​et-sharp fla​vo​ur as the bla​des tur​ned it that mor​ning, now smelt joy​less; and as he dug the black so​il out from aro​und the sto​ne his mind re​tur​ned help​les​sly to the put​re​fac​ti​on that ma​de it so very rich. His tho​ughts circ​led va​cu​o​usly on the co​unt​less lit​tle de​aths on every spa​de​ful of so​il he dug. This wasn't the way he was used to thin​king, and the mor​bi​dity of it dist​res​sed him. He stop​ped for a mo​ment, le​aning on his spa​de, and reg​ret​ting the fo​urth pint of Gu​in​ness he'd dow​ned at lunch. That was nor​mal​ly a harm​less eno​ugh ra​ti​on, but to​day it swil​led aro​und in his belly, he co​uld he​ar it, as dark as the so​il on his spa​de, wor​king up a scum of sto​mach-acid and half-di​ges​ted fo​od.

    Think of so​met​hing el​se, he told him​self, or you'll get to pu​king. To ta​ke his mind off his belly, he lo​oked at the fi​eld. It was not​hing out of the or​di​nary; just a ro​ugh squ​are of land bo​un​ded by an unt​rim​med hawt​horn hed​ge. One or two de​ad ani​mals lying in the sha​dow of the hawt​horn: a star​ling; so​met​hing el​se, too far go​ne to be re​cog​ni​sab​le. The​re was a sen​se of ab​sen​ce, but that wasn't so unu​su​al. It wo​uld so​on be autumn, and the sum​mer had be​en too long, too hot for com​fort.

    Looking up hig​her than the hed​ge he watc​hed the mon​gol-he​aded clo​ud disc​har​ge a flic​ker of light​ning to the hills. What had be​en the bright​ness of the af​ter​no​on was now pres​sed in​to a thin li​ne of blue at the ho​ri​zon. Ra​in so​on, he tho​ught, and the tho​ught was wel​co​me. Co​ol ra​in; per​haps a down​po​ur li​ke the pre​vi​o​us day. May​be this ti​me it wo​uld cle​ar the air go​od and pro​per.

    Thomas sta​red back down at the un​yi​el​ding sto​ne, and struck it with his spa​de. A tiny arc of whi​te fla​me flew off.

    He cur​sed, lo​udly and in​ven​ti​vely: the sto​ne, him​self, the fi​eld. The sto​ne just sat the​re in the mo​at he'd dug aro​und it, def​ying him. He'd al​most run out of op​ti​ons: the earth aro​und the thing had be​en dug out two fe​et down; he'd ham​me​red sta​kes un​der it, cha​ined it and then got the trac​tor go​ing to ha​ul it out. No joy. Ob​vi​o​usly he'd ha​ve to dig the mo​at de​eper, dri​ve the sta​kes furt​her down. He wasn't go​ing to let the damn thing be​at him.

    

    Grunting his de​ter​mi​na​ti​on he set to dig​ging aga​in. A fleck of ra​in hit the back of his hand, but he scar​cely no​ti​ced it. He knew by ex​pe​ri​en​ce that la​bo​ur li​ke this to​ok sin​gu​la​rity of pur​po​se: he​ad down, ig​no​re all dist​rac​ti​ons. He ma​de his mind blank. The​re was just the earth, the spa​de, the sto​ne and his body.

    Push down, sco​op up. Push down, sco​op up, a hypno​tic rhythm of ef​fort. The tran​ce was so to​tal he wasn't su​re how long he wor​ked be​fo​re the sto​ne be​gan to shift.

    The mo​ve​ment wo​ke him. He sto​od up​right, his ver​teb​rae clic​king, not qu​ite cer​ta​in that the shift was anyt​hing mo​re than a twitch in his eye. Put​ting his he​el aga​inst the sto​ne, he pus​hed. Yes, it roc​ked in its gra​ve. He was too dra​ined to smi​le, but he felt vic​tory clo​se. He had the bug​ger.

    The ra​in was star​ting to co​me on he​avi​er now, and it felt fi​ne on his fa​ce. He dro​ve a co​up​le mo​re sta​kes in aro​und the sto​ne to un​se​at it a lit​tle furt​her: he was go​ing to get the bet​ter of the thing. You'll see, he sa​id, you'll see. The third sta​ke went de​eper than the first two, and it se​emed to punc​tu​re a bub​ble of gas be​ne​ath the sto​ne, a yel​lo​wish clo​ud smel​ling so fo​ul he step​ped away from the ho​le to snatch a bre​ath of pu​rer air. The​re was no​ne to be had. All he co​uld do was hawk up a wad of phlegm to cle​ar his thro​at and lungs. Wha​te​ver was un​der the sto​ne, and the​re was so​met​hing ani​mal in the stench, it was very rot​ten.

    He for​ced him​self back down to the work, ta​king gasps of the air in​to his mo​uth, not thro​ugh his nost​rils. His he​ad felt tight, as tho​ugh his bra​in was swel​ling and stra​ining aga​inst the do​me of his skull, pus​hing to be let out.

    "Fuck you," he sa​id and be​at anot​her sta​ke un​der the sto​ne. His back felt as tho​ugh it was abo​ut to bre​ak. On his right hand a blis​ter had bust. A cleg sat on his arm and fe​as​ted it​self, uns​wat​ted.

    "Do it. Do it. Do it." He be​at the last sta​ke in wit​ho​ut kno​wing he was do​ing it.

    And then, the sto​ne be​gan to roll.

    He wasn't even to​uc​hing it. The sto​ne was be​ing pus​hed out of its se​ating from be​ne​ath. He re​ac​hed for his spa​de, which was still wed​ged be​ne​ath the sto​ne. He sud​denly felt pos​ses​si​ve of it; it was his, a part of him, and he didn't want it ne​ar the ho​le. Not now; not with the sto​ne roc​king li​ke it had a gey​ser un​der it abo​ut to blow.

    

    Not with the air yel​low, and his bra​in swel​ling up li​ke a mar​row in August.

    He pul​led hard on his spa​de: it wo​uldn't co​me.

    He cur​sed it, and to​ok two hands to the job, ke​eping at arm's length from the ho​le as he ha​uled, the inc​re​asing mo​ti​on of the sto​ne slin​ging up sho​wers of so​il, li​ce, and peb​bles.

    He he​aved at the spa​de aga​in, but it wo​uldn't gi​ve. He didn't stop to analy​se the si​tu​ati​on. The work had sic​ke​ned him, all he wan​ted was to get his spa​de, his spa​de, out of the ho​le and get the hell out of the​re.

    The sto​ne buc​ked, but still he wo​uldn't let go of the spa​de, it had be​co​me fi​xed in his he​ad that he had to ha​ve it be​fo​re he co​uld le​ave. Only when it was back in his hands, sa​fe and so​und, wo​uld he obey his bo​wels, and run.

    Beneath his fe​et the gro​und be​gan to erupt. The sto​ne rol​led away from the tomb as if fe​at​her-light, a se​cond clo​ud of gas, mo​re ob​no​xi​o​us than the first, se​emed to blow it on its way. At the sa​me ti​me the spa​de ca​me out of the ho​le, and Tho​mas saw what had hold of it.

    Suddenly the​re was no sen​se in he​aven or earth.

    There was a hand, a li​ving hand, clutc​hing the spa​de, a hand so wi​de it co​uld grasp the bla​de with ease.

    Thomas knew the mo​ment well. The split​ting earth: the hand: the stench. He knew it from so​me night​ma​re he'd he​ard at his fat​her's knee.

    Now he wan​ted to let go of the spa​de, but he no lon​ger had the will. All he co​uld do was obey so​me im​pe​ra​ti​ve from un​derg​ro​und, to ha​ul un​til his li​ga​ments to​re and his si​news bled.

    Beneath the thin crust of earth, Raw​he​ad smelt the sky. It was pu​re et​her to his dul​led sen​ses, ma​king him sick with ple​asu​re. King​doms for the ta​king, just a few inc​hes away. Af​ter so many ye​ars, af​ter the end​less suf​fo​ca​ti​on, the​re was light on his eyes aga​in, and the tas​te of hu​man ter​ror on his ton​gue.

    His he​ad was bre​aking sur​fa​ce now, his black ha​ir wre​at​hed with worms, his scalp se​et​hing with tiny red spi​ders. They'd ir​ri​ta​ted him a hund​red ye​ars, tho​se spi​ders bur​ro​wing in​to his mar​row, and he lon​ged to crush them out. Pull, pull, he wil​led the hu​man, and Tho​mas Gar​row pul​led un​til his pi​ti​ful body had no strength left, and inch by inch Raw​he​ad was ho​is​ted out of his gra​ve in a shro​ud of pra​yers.

    The sto​ne that had pres​sed on him for so long had be​en re​mo​ved, and he was drag​ging him​self up easily now, slo​ug​hing off the gra​ve-earth li​ke a sna​ke its skin. His tor​so was free. Sho​ul​ders twi​ce as bro​ad as a man's; le​an, scar​red arms stron​ger than any hu​man. His limbs we​re pum​ping with blo​od li​ke a but​terfly's wings, ju​icing with re​sur​rec​ti​on. His long, let​hal fin​gers rhythmi​cal​ly cla​wed the gro​und as they ga​ined strength.

    Thomas Gar​row just sto​od and watc​hed. The​re was not​hing in him but awe. Fe​ar was for tho​se who still had a chan​ce of li​fe: he had no​ne.

    Rawhead was out of his gra​ve comp​le​tely. He be​gan to stand up​right for the first ti​me in cen​tu​ri​es. Clods of damp so​il fell from his tor​so as he stretc​hed to his full he​ight, a yard abo​ve Gar​row's six fe​et.

    Thomas Gar​row sto​od in Raw​he​ad's sha​dow with his eyes still fi​xed on the ga​ping ho​le the King had ri​sen from. In his right hand he still clutc​hed his spa​de. Raw​he​ad pic​ked him up by the ha​ir. His scalp to​re un​der the we​ight of his body, so Raw​he​ad se​ized Gar​row ro​und the neck, his vast hand easily enc​lo​sing it.

    Blood ran down Gar​row's fa​ce from his scalp, and the sen​sa​ti​on stir​red him. De​ath was im​mi​nent, and he knew it. He lo​oked down at his legs, thras​hing use​les​sly be​low him, then he lo​oked up and sta​red di​rectly in​to Raw​he​ad's pi​ti​less fa​ce.

    It was hu​ge, li​ke the har​vest mo​on, hu​ge and am​ber. But this mo​on had eyes that bur​ned in its pal​lid, pit​ted fa​ce. They we​re for all the world li​ke wo​unds, tho​se eyes, as tho​ugh so​me​body had go​uged them in the flesh of Raw​he​ad's fa​ce then set two cand​les to flic​ker in the ho​les.

    Garrow was ent​ran​ced by the vast​ness of this mo​on. He lo​oked from eye to eye, and then to the wet slits that we​re its no​se, and fi​nal​ly, in a chil​dish ter​ror, down to the mo​uth. God, that mo​uth. It was so wi​de, so ca​ver​no​us it se​emed to split the he​ad in two as it ope​ned. That was Tho​mas Gar​row's last tho​ught. That the mo​on was split​ting in two, and fal​ling out of the sky on top of him.

    Then the King in​ver​ted the body, as had al​ways be​en his way with his de​ad ene​mi​es, and dro​ve Tho​mas he​ad first in​to the ho​le, win​ding him down in​to the very gra​ve his fo​re​fat​hers had in​ten​ded to bury Raw​he​ad in fo​re​ver.

    By the ti​me the thun​ders​torm pro​per bro​ke over Ze​al, the King was a mi​le away from the Three Ac​re Fi​eld, shel​te​ring in the Nic​hol​son barn. In the vil​la​ge ever​yo​ne went abo​ut the​ir bu​si​ness, ra​in or no ra​in. Ig​no​ran​ce was bliss. The​re was no Cas​sand​ra amongst them, nor had "Yo​ur Fu​tu​re in the Stars" in that we​ek's "Ga​zet​te" even hin​ted at the sud​den de​aths to co​me to a Ge​mi​ni, three Le​os, a Sa​git​ta​ri​an and a mi​nor star-system of ot​hers in the next few days.

    The ra​in had co​me with the thun​der, fat co​ol spots of it, which ra​pidly tur​ned in​to a down​po​ur of mon​so​onal fe​ro​city. Only when the gut​ters be​ca​me tor​rents did pe​op​le be​gin to ta​ke shel​ter.

    On the bu​il​ding si​te the earth-mo​ver that had be​en ro​ughly lands​ca​ping Ron​nie Mil​ton's back gar​den sat id​ling in the ra​in, re​ce​iving a se​cond wash​down in two days. The dri​ver had ta​ken the down​po​ur as a sig​nal to re​ti​re in​to the hut to talk ra​ce​hor​ses and wo​men.

    In the do​or​way of the Post Of​fi​ce three of the vil​la​gers watc​hed the dra​ins bac​king up, and tut​ted that this al​ways hap​pe​ned when it ra​ined, and in half an ho​ur the​re'd be a po​ol of wa​ter in the dip at the bot​tom of the High Stre​et so de​ep you co​uld sa​il a bo​at on it.

    And down in the dip it​self, in the vestry of St Pe​ter's, Dec​lan Ewan, the Ver​ger, watc​hed the ra​in pel​ting down the hill in eager ri​vu​lets, and gat​he​ring in​to a lit​tle sea out​si​de the vestry ga​te. So​on be de​ep eno​ugh to drown in, he tho​ught, and then, puz​zled by why he ima​gi​ned drow​ning, he tur​ned away from the win​dow and went back to the bu​si​ness of fol​ding vest​ments. A stran​ge ex​ci​te​ment was in him to​day: and he co​uldn't, wo​uldn't, didn't want to sup​press it. It was not​hing to do with the thun​ders​torm, tho​ugh he'd al​ways lo​ved them sin​ce he was a child. No: the​re was so​met​hing el​se stir​ring him up, and he was dam​ned if he knew what. It was li​ke be​ing a child aga​in. As if it was Christ​mas, and any mi​nu​te San​ta, the first Lord he'd ever be​li​eved in, wo​uld be at the do​or. The very idea ma​de him want to la​ugh out lo​ud, but the vestry was too so​ber a pla​ce for la​ugh​ter, and he stop​ped him​self, let​ting the smi​le curl in​si​de him, a sec​ret ho​pe.

    

* * *
    

    While ever​yo​ne el​se to​ok re​fu​ge from the ra​in, Gwen Nic​hol​son was get​ting tho​ro​ughly drenc​hed. She was still in the yard be​hind the ho​use, co​axing Ame​lia's pony to​wards the barn. The thun​der had ma​de the stu​pid be​ast jit​tery, and it didn't want to bud​ge. Now Gwen was so​aked and angry.

    "Will you co​me on, you bru​te?" she yel​led at it over the no​ise of the storm. The ra​in las​hed the yard, and pum​mel​led the top of her he​ad. Her ha​ir was flat​te​ned. "Co​me on! Co​me on!"
    The pony re​fu​sed to bud​ge. Its eyes sho​wed cres​cents of whi​te in its fe​ar. And the mo​re the thun​der rol​led and crack​led aro​und the yard the less it wan​ted to mo​ve. Ang​rily, Gwen slap​ped it ac​ross the back​si​de, har​der than she strictly ne​eded to. It to​ok a co​up​le of steps in res​pon​se to the blow, drop​ping ste​aming turds as it went, and Gwen to​ok the ad​van​ta​ge. On​ce she had it mo​ving she co​uld drag it the rest of the way.

    "Warm barn," she pro​mi​sed it; "Co​me on, it's wet out he​re, you don't want to stay out he​re."

    The barn-do​or was slightly aj​ar. Su​rely it must lo​ok li​ke an in​vi​ting pros​pect, she tho​ught, even to a pea-bra​ined pony. She drag​ged it to wit​hin spit​ting dis​tan​ce of the barn, and one mo​re slap got it thro​ugh the do​or.

    As she'd pro​mi​sed the damn thing, the in​te​ri​or of the barn was swe​et and dry, tho​ugh the air smelt me​tal​lic with the storm. Gwen ti​ed the pony to the cros​sbar in its stall and ro​ughly threw a blan​ket over its glis​te​ning hi​de. She was dam​ned if she was go​ing to swab. the cre​atu​re down, that was Ame​lia's job. That was the bar​ga​in she'd ma​de with her da​ugh​ter when they'd ag​re​ed to buy the pony: that all the gro​oming and cle​aring out wo​uld be Ame​lia's res​pon​si​bi​lity, and to be fa​ir to her, she'd do​ne what she pro​mi​sed, mo​re or less.

    The pony was still pa​nic​king. It stam​ped and rol​led its eyes li​ke a bad tra​ge​di​an. The​re we​re flecks of fo​am on its lips. A lit​tle apo​lo​ge​ti​cal​ly Gwen pat​ted its flank. She'd lost her tem​per. Ti​me of the month. Now she reg​ret​ted it. She only ho​ped Ame​lia hadn't be​en at her bed​ro​om win​dow watc​hing.

    A gust of wind ca​ught the barn-do​or and it swung clo​sed. The so​und of ra​in on the yard out​si​de was ab​ruptly mu​ted. It was sud​denly dark.

    

    The pony stop​ped stam​ping. Gwen stop​ped stro​king its si​de. Everyt​hing stop​ped: her he​art too, it se​emed.

    Behind her a fi​gu​re that was al​most twi​ce her si​ze ro​se from be​yond the ba​les of hay. Gwen didn't see the gi​ant, but her in​nards chur​ned. Damn pe​ri​ods, she tho​ught, rub​bing her lo​wer belly in a slow circ​le. She was nor​mal​ly as re​gu​lar as clock​work, but this month she'd co​me on a day early. She sho​uld go back to the ho​use, get chan​ged, get cle​an.

    Rawhead sto​od and lo​oked at the na​pe of Gwen Nic​hol​son's neck, whe​re a sing​le nip wo​uld easily kill. But the​re was no way he co​uld bring him​self to to​uch this wo​man; not to​day. She had the blo​od-cycle on her, he co​uld tas​te its tang, and it sic​ke​ned him. It was ta​boo, that blo​od, and he had ne​ver ta​ken a wo​man po​iso​ned by its pre​sen​ce.

    Feeling the damp bet​we​en her legs, Gwen hur​ri​ed out of the barn wit​ho​ut lo​oking be​hind her, and ran thro​ugh the down​po​ur back to the ho​use, le​aving the fret​ting pony in the dark​ness of the barn.

    Rawhead he​ard the wo​man's fe​et re​ce​de, he​ard the ho​use do​or slam.

    He wa​ited, to be su​re she wo​uldn't co​me back, then he pad​ded ac​ross to the ani​mal, re​ac​hed down and to​ok hold of it. The pony kic​ked and comp​la​ined, but Raw​he​ad had in his ti​me ta​ken ani​mals far big​ger and far bet​ter ar​med than this.

    He ope​ned his mo​uth. The gums we​re suf​fu​sed with blo​od as the te​eth emer​ged from them, li​ke claws uns​he​at​hed from a cat's paw. The​re we​re two rows on each jaw, two do​zen ne​ed​le-sharp po​ints. They gle​amed as they clo​sed aro​und the me​at of the pony's neck. Thick, fresh blo​od po​ured down Raw​he​ad's thro​at; he gul​ped it gre​edily. The hot tas​te of the world. It ma​de him fe​el strong and wi​se. This was only the first of many me​als he wo​uld ta​ke, he'd gor​ge on anyt​hing that to​ok his fancy and no​body wo​uld stop him, not this ti​me. And when he was re​ady he'd throw tho​se pre​ten​ders off his thro​ne, he'd cre​ma​te them in the​ir ho​uses, he'd sla​ugh​ter the​ir child​ren and we​ar the​ir in​fants' bo​wels as neck​la​ces. This pla​ce was his. Just be​ca​use they'd ta​med the wil​der​ness for a whi​le didn't me​an they ow​ned the earth. It was his, and no​body wo​uld ta​ke it from him, not even the ho​li​ness. He was wi​se to that too. They'd ne​ver sub​due him aga​in.

    

    He sat cross-leg​ged on the flo​or of the barn, the grey-pink in​tes​ti​nes of the pony co​iled aro​und him, plan​ning his tac​tics as best he co​uld. He'd ne​ver be​en a gre​at thin​ker. Too much ap​pe​ti​te: it overw​hel​med his re​ason. He li​ved in the eter​nal pre​sent of his hun​ger and his strength, fe​eling only the cru​de ter​ri​to​ri​al ins​tinct that wo​uld so​oner or la​ter blos​som in​to car​na​ge.

    The ra​in didn't let up for over an ho​ur.

    Ron Mil​ton was be​co​ming im​pa​ti​ent: a flaw in his na​tu​re that had gi​ven him an ul​cer and a top-flight job in De​sign Con​sul​tancy. What Mil​ton co​uld get do​ne for you, co​uldn't be do​ne qu​ic​ker. He was the best: and he ha​ted sloth in ot​her pe​op​le as much as in him​self. Ta​ke this damn ho​use, for ins​tan​ce. They'd pro​mi​sed it wo​uld be fi​nis​hed by mid-July, gar​den lands​ca​ped, dri​ve​way la​id, everyt​hing, and he​re he was, two months af​ter that da​te, lo​oking at a ho​use that was still far from ha​bi​tab​le. Half the win​dows wit​ho​ut glass, the front do​or mis​sing, the gar​den an as​sa​ult-co​ur​se, the dri​ve​way a mi​re.

    This was to be his cast​le: his ret​re​at from a world that ma​de him dyspep​tic and rich. A ha​ven away from the has​sles of the city, whe​re Mag​gie co​uld grow ro​ses, and the child​ren co​uld bre​at​he cle​an air. Ex​cept that it wasn't re​ady. Damn it, at this ra​te he wo​uldn't be in un​til next spring. Anot​her win​ter in Lon​don: the tho​ught ma​de his he​art sink.

    Maggie jo​ined him, shel​te​ring him un​der her red umb​rel​la.

    "Where are the kids?" he as​ked.

    She gri​ma​ced. "Back at the ho​tel, dri​ving Mrs Blat​ter crazy."

    Enid Blat​ter had bor​ne the​ir ca​vor​tings for half a do​zen we​ekends thro​ugh the sum​mer. She'd had kids of her own, and she hand​led Deb​bie and Ian with ap​lomb. But the​re was a li​mit, even to her fund of mirth and mer​ri​ment.

    "We'd bet​ter get back to town."

    "No. Ple​ase let's stay anot​her day or two. We can go back on Sun​day eve​ning. I want us all to go to the Har​vest Fes​ti​val Ser​vi​ce on Sun​day."

    Now it was Ron's turn to gri​ma​ce.

    "Oh hell."

    "It's all part of vil​la​ge li​fe, Ron​nie. If we're go​ing to li​ve he​re, we ha​ve to be​co​me part of the com​mu​nity."

    

    He whi​ned li​ke a lit​tle boy when he was in this kind of mo​od. She knew him so well she co​uld he​ar his next words be​fo​re he sa​id them.

    "I don't want to."

    "Well we've no cho​ice."

    "We can go back to​night."

    "Ronnie-"

    "There's not​hing we can do he​re. The kids are bo​red, you're mi​se​rab​le…"

    Maggie had set her fe​atu​res in conc​re​te; she wasn't go​ing to bud​ge an inch. He knew that fa​ce as well as she knew his whi​ning.

    He stu​di​ed the pud​dles that we​re for​ming in what might one day be the​ir front gar​den, unab​le to ima​gi​ne grass the​re, ro​ses the​re. It all sud​denly se​emed im​pos​sib​le.

    "You go back to town if you li​ke, Ron​nie. Ta​ke the kids. I'll stay he​re. Tra​in it ho​me on Sun​day night."

    Clever, he tho​ught, to gi​ve him a get-out that's mo​re unat​trac​ti​ve than sta​ying put. Two days in town lo​oking af​ter the kids alo​ne? No thank you.

    "Okay. You win. We'll go to the Har​vest-blo​ody-Fes​ti​val."

    "Martyr."

    "As long as I don't ha​ve to pray."

    Amelia Nic​hol​son ran in​to the kitc​hen, her ro​und fa​ce whi​te, and col​lap​sed in front of her mot​her. The​re was gre​asy vo​mit on her gre​en plas​tic mac​kin​tosh, and blo​od on her gre​en plas​tic Wel​ling​tons.

    Gwen yel​led for Denny. The​ir lit​tle girl was shi​ve​ring in her fa​int, her mo​uth che​wing at a word, or words, that wo​uldn't co​me.

    "What is it?"

    Denny was thun​de​ring down the sta​irs.

    "For Christ's sa​ke-"

    Amelia was vo​mi​ting aga​in. Her fa​ce was prac​ti​cal​ly blue.

    "What's wrong with her?"

    "She just ca​me in. You'd bet​ter ring for an am​bu​lan​ce."

    Denny put his hand on her che​ek.

    "She's in shock."

    "Ambulance, Denny…" Gwen was ta​king off the gre​en mac​kin​tosh, and lo​ose​ning the child's blo​use. Slowly, Denny sto​od up. Thro​ugh the ra​in-la​ced win​dow he co​uld see in​to the yard: the barn do​or flap​ped open and clo​sed in the wind. So​me​body was in​si​de; he glimp​sed mo​ve​ment.

    "For Christ's sa​ke - am​bu​lan​ce!" Gwen sa​id aga​in.

    Denny wasn't lis​te​ning. The​re was so​me​body in his barn, on his pro​perly, and he had a strict ri​tu​al for tres​pas​sers.

    The barn do​or ope​ned aga​in, te​asing. Yes! Ret​re​ating in​to the dark. In​ter​lo​per.

    He pic​ked up the rif​le be​si​de the do​or, ke​eping his eyes on the yard as much as he co​uld. Be​hind him, Gwen had left Ame​lia on the kitc​hen flo​or and was di​al​ling for help. The girl was mo​aning now: she was go​ing to be okay. Just so​me filthy tres​pas​ser sca​ring her, that's all. On his land.

    He ope​ned the do​or and step​ped in​to the yard. He was in his shirt-sle​eves and the wind was bi​tingly cold, but the ra​in had stop​ped. Un​der​fo​ot the gro​und glis​te​ned, and drips fell from every eave and por​ti​co, a fid​gety per​cus​si​on that ac​com​pa​ni​ed him ac​ross the yard.

    The barn do​or swung list​les​sly aj​ar aga​in, and this ti​me sta​yed open. He co​uld see not​hing in​si​de. Half won​de​red if a trick of the light had-

    But no. He'd se​en so​me​one mo​ving in he​re. The barn wasn't empty. So​met​hing (not the pony) was watc​hing him even now. They'd see the rif​le in his hands, and they'd swe​at. Let them. Co​me in​to his pla​ce li​ke that. Let them think he was go​ing to blow the​ir balls off.

    He co​ve​red the dis​tan​ce in a half a do​zen con​fi​dent stri​des and step​ped in​to the barn.

    The pony's sto​mach was be​ne​ath his shoe, one of its legs to his right, the up​per shank gna​wed to the bo​ne. Po​ols of thic​ke​ning blo​od ref​lec​ted the ho​les in the ro​of. The mu​ti​la​ti​on ma​de him want to he​ave.

    "All right," he chal​len​ged the sha​dows. "Co​me out." He ra​ised his rif​le. "You he​ar me you bas​tard? Out I sa​id, or I'll blow you to King​dom Co​me."

    He me​ant it too.

    At the far end of the barn so​met​hing stir​red amongst the ba​les.

    

    Now I've got the son of a bitch, tho​ught Denny. The tres​pas​ser got up, all ni​ne fe​et of him, and sta​red at Denny.

    "Jee-sus."

    And wit​ho​ut war​ning it was co​ming at him, co​ming li​ke a lo​co​mo​ti​ve smo​oth and ef​fi​ci​ent. He fi​red in​to it, and the bul​let struck its up​per chest, but the wo​und hardly slo​wed it.

    Nicholson tur​ned and ran. The sto​nes of the yard we​re slip​pery be​ne​ath his sho​es, and he had no turn of spe​ed to out​run it. It was at his back in two be​ats, and on him in anot​her.

    Gwen drop​ped the pho​ne when she he​ard the shot. She ra​ced to the win​dow in ti​me to see her swe​et Denny ec​lip​sed by a gar​gan​tu​an form. It how​led as it to​ok him, and threw him up in​to the air li​ke a sack of fe​at​hers. She watc​hed help​les​sly as his body twis​ted at the apex of its jo​ur​ney be​fo​re plum​me​ting back down to earth aga​in. It hit the yard with a thud she felt in her every bo​ne, and the gi​ant was at his body li​ke a shot, tre​ading his lo​ving fa​ce to muck.

    She scre​amed; trying to si​len​ce her​self with her hand. Too la​te. The so​und was out and the gi​ant was lo​oking at her, stra​ight at her, its ma​li​ce pi​er​cing the win​dow. Oh God, it had se​en her, and now it was co​ming for her, lo​ping ac​ross the yard, a na​ked en​gi​ne, and grin​ning a pro​mi​se at her as it ca​me.

    Gwen snatc​hed Ame​lia off the flo​or and hug​ged her clo​se, pres​sing the girl's fa​ce aga​inst her neck. May​be she wo​uldn't see: she mustn't see. The so​und of its fe​et slap​ping on the wet yard got lo​uder. Its sha​dow fil​led the kitc​hen.

    "Jesus help me."

    It was pres​sing at the win​dow, its body so wi​de that it can​cel​led out the light, its lewd, re​vol​ting fa​ce sme​ared on the wa​tery pa​ne. Then it was smas​hing thro​ugh, ig​no​ring the glass that bit in​to its flesh. It smel​led child-me​at. It wan​ted child-me​at. It wo​uld ha​ve child-me​at.

    Its te​eth we​re spil​ling in​to vi​ew, wi​de​ning that smi​le in​to an obs​ce​ne la​ugh. Ro​pes of sa​li​va hung from its jaw as it cla​wed the air, li​ke a cat af​ter a mo​use in a ca​ge, pres​sing furt​her and furt​her in, each swi​pe clo​ser to the mor​sel.

    Gwen flung open the do​or in​to the hall as the thing lost pa​ti​en​ce with snatc​hing and be​gan to de​mo​lish the win​dow-fra​me and clam​ber thro​ugh. She loc​ked the do​or af​ter her whi​le croc​kery smas​hed and wo​od splin​te​red on the ot​her si​de, then she be​gan to lo​ad all the hall fur​ni​tu​re aga​inst it. Tab​les, cha​irs, co​at-stand, kno​wing even as she did it, that it wo​uld be match​wo​od in two se​conds flat. Ame​lia was kne​eling on the hall flo​or whe​re Gwen had set her down. Her fa​ce was a thank​ful blank.

    All right, that was all she co​uld do. Now, ups​ta​irs. She pic​ked up her da​ugh​ter, who was sud​denly air-light, and to​ok the sta​irs two at a ti​me. Half​way up, the no​ise in the kitc​hen be​low stop​ped ut​terly.

    She sud​denly had a re​ality cri​sis. On the lan​ding whe​re she sto​od all was pe​ace and calm. Dust gat​he​red mi​nu​tely on the win​dow-sil​ls, flo​wers wil​ted; all the in​fi​ni​te​si​mal do​mes​tic pro​ce​du​res went on as tho​ugh not​hing had hap​pe​ned.

    "Dreaming it," she sa​id. God, yes: dre​aming it.

    She sat down on the bed Denny and she had slept in to​get​her for eight ye​ars, and tri​ed to think stra​ight.

    Some vi​le menst​ru​al night​ma​re, that's what it was, so​me ra​pe-fan​tasy out of all cont​rol. She lay Ame​lia on the pink eider​down (Denny ha​ted pink, but suf​fe​red it for her sa​ke) and stro​ked the girl's clammy fo​re​he​ad.

    "Dreaming it."

    Then the ro​om dar​ke​ned, and she lo​oked up, kno​wing what she'd see.

    It was the​re, the night​ma​re, all over the up​per win​dows, its spi​dery arms span​ning the width of the glass, clin​ging li​ke an ac​ro​bat to the fra​me, its re​pel​lent te​eth she​at​hing and uns​he​at​hing as it gaw​ped at her ter​ror.

    In one swo​oping mo​ve​ment she snatc​hed Ame​lia up from the bed and di​ved to​wards the do​or. Be​hind her, glass shat​te​red, and a gust of cold air swept in​to the bed​ro​om. It was co​ming.

    She ran ac​ross the lan​ding to the top of the sta​irs but it was af​ter her in a he​art's be​at, duc​king thro​ugh the bed​ro​om do​or, its mo​uth a tun​nel. It who​oped as it re​ac​hed to ste​al the mu​te par​cel in her arms, hu​ge in the con​fi​ned spa​ce of the lan​ding.

    She co​uldn't out-run it, she co​uldn't out-fight it. Its hands fi​xed on Ame​lia with in​so​lent ease, and tug​ged.

    The child scre​amed as it to​ok her, her fin​ger​na​ils ra​king fo​ur fur​rows ac​ross her mot​her's fa​ce as she left her arms.

    

    Gwen stumb​led back, diz​zi​ed by the unt​hin​kab​le sight in front of her, and lost ba​lan​ce at the top of the sta​irs. As she fell back​wards she saw Ame​lia's te​ar sta​ined fa​ce, doll-stiff, be​ing fed bet​we​en tho​se rows of te​eth. Then her he​ad hit the ban​nis​ter, and her neck bro​ke. She bo​un​ced down the last six steps a corp​se.

    The ra​in​wa​ter had dra​ined away a lit​tle by early eve​ning, but the ar​ti​fi​ci​al la​ke at the bot​tom of the dip still flo​oded the ro​ad to a depth of se​ve​ral inc​hes. Se​re​nely, it ref​lec​ted the sky. Pretty, but in​con​ve​ni​ent. Re​ve​rend Co​ot qu​i​etly re​min​ded Dec​lan Ewan to re​port the bloc​ked dra​ins to the Co​unty Co​un​cil. It was the third ti​me of as​king, and Dec​lan blus​hed at the re​qu​est.

    "Sorry, I'll…"

    "All right. No prob​lem, Dec​lan. But we re​al​ly must get them cle​ared."

    A va​cant lo​ok. A be​at. A tho​ught.

    "Autumn fall al​ways clogs them aga​in, of co​ur​se."

    Coot ma​de a ro​ughly cycli​cal ges​tu​re, in​ten​ding a sort of ob​ser​va​ti​on abo​ut how it re​al​ly wo​uldn't ma​ke that much dif​fe​ren​ce when or if the Co​un​cil cle​ared the dra​ins, then the tho​ught di​sap​pe​ared. The​re we​re mo​re pres​sing is​su​es. For one, the Sun​day Ser​mon. For a se​cond, the re​ason why he co​uldn't ma​ke much sen​se of ser​mon wri​ting this eve​ning. The​re was an une​ase in the air to​day, that ma​de every re​as​su​ring word he com​mit​ted to pa​per curd​le as he wro​te it. Co​ot went to the win​dow, back to Dec​lan, and scratc​hed his palms. They itc​hed: may​be an at​tack of ec​ze​ma aga​in. If he co​uld only spe​ak; find so​me words to sha​pe his dist​ress. Ne​ver, in his forty-fi​ve ye​ars, had he felt so in​ca​pab​le of com​mu​ni​ca​ti​on; and ne​ver in tho​se ye​ars had it be​en so vi​tal that he talk.

    "Shall I go now?" Dec​lan as​ked.

    Coot sho​ok his he​ad.

    "A mo​ment lon​ger. If you wo​uld."

    He tur​ned to the Ver​ger. Dec​lan Ewan was twenty-ni​ne, tho​ugh he had the fa​ce of a much ol​der man. Bland, pa​le fe​atu​res: his ha​ir re​ce​ding pre​ma​tu​rely.

    What will this egg-fa​ce ma​ke of my re​ve​la​ti​on? tho​ught Co​ot. He'll pro​bably la​ugh. That's why I can't find the words, be​ca​use I don't want to. I'm af​ra​id of lo​oking stu​pid. He​re I am, a man of the cloth, de​di​ca​ted to the Chris​ti​an Myste​ri​es. For the first ti​me in forty odd ye​ars I've had a re​al glimp​se of so​met​hing, a vi​si​on may​be, and I'm sca​red of be​ing la​ug​hed at. Stu​pid man, Co​ot, stu​pid, stu​pid man.

    He to​ok off his glas​ses. Dec​lan's empty fe​atu​res be​ca​me a blur. Now at le​ast he didn't ha​ve to lo​ok at the smir​king.

    "Declan, this mor​ning I had what I can only desc​ri​be as a… as a… vi​si​ta​ti​on."

    Declan sa​id not​hing, nor did the blur mo​ve.

    "I don't qu​ite know how to say this… our vo​ca​bu​lary's im​po​ve​ris​hed when it co​mes to the​se sorts of things… but frankly I've ne​ver had such a di​rect, such an une​qu​ivo​cal, ma​ni​fes​ta​ti​on of-"

    Coot stop​ped. Did he me​an God?

    "God," he sa​id, not su​re that he did.

    Declan sa​id not​hing for a mo​ment. Co​ot ris​ked re​tur​ning his glas​ses to the​ir pla​ce. The egg hadn't crac​ked.

    "Can you say what it was li​ke?" Dec​lan as​ked, his equ​ilib​ri​um ab​so​lu​tely uns​po​iled.

    Coot sho​ok his he​ad; he'd be​en trying to find the words all day, but the phra​ses all se​emed so pre​dic​tab​le.

    "What was it li​ke?" Dec​lan in​sis​ted.

    Why didn't he un​ders​tand that the​re we​re no words? I must try, tho​ught Co​ot, I must.
    "I was at the Al​tar af​ter Mor​ning Pra​yer…" he be​gan, "and I felt so​met​hing go​ing thro​ugh me. Li​ke elect​ri​city al​most. It ma​de my ha​ir stand on end. Li​te​ral​ly on end."

    Coot's hand was run​ning thro​ugh his short-crop​ped ha​ir as he re​mem​be​red the sen​sa​ti​on. The ha​ir stan​ding bolt up​right, li​ke a fi​eld of grey-gin​ger corn. And that buz​zing at the temp​les, in his lungs, at his gro​in. It had ac​tu​al​ly gi​ven him a hard-on; not that he was go​ing to be ab​le to tell Dec​lan that. But he'd sto​od the​re at the Al​tar with an erec​ti​on so po​wer​ful it was li​ke dis​co​ve​ring the joy of lust all over aga​in.

    "I won't cla​im… I can't cla​im it was our Lord God-"

    (Though he wan​ted to be​li​eve that; that his God was the Lord of the Hard-on.) "-I can't even cla​im it was Chris​ti​an. But so​met​hing hap​pe​ned to​day. I felt it."

    

    Declan's fa​ce was still im​pe​net​rab​le. Co​ot watc​hed it for se​ve​ral se​conds, im​pa​ti​ent for its dis​da​in.

    "Well?" he de​man​ded.

    "Well what?"

    "Nothing to say?"

    The egg frow​ned for a mo​ment, a fur​row in its shell. Then it sa​id:

    "God help us," al​most in a whis​per.

    "What?"

    "I felt it too. Not qu​ite as you desc​ri​be: not qu​ite an elect​ric shock. But so​met​hing."

    "Why God help us, Dec​lan? Are you af​ra​id of so​met​hing?"

    He ma​de no reply.

    "If you know so​met​hing abo​ut the​se ex​pe​ri​en​ces that I don't… ple​ase tell me. I want to know, to un​ders​tand. God, I ha​ve to un​ders​tand."

    Declan pur​sed his lips. "Well…" his eyes be​ca​me mo​re in​de​cip​he​rab​le than ever; and for the first ti​me Co​ot ca​ught a glimp​se of a ghost be​hind Dec​lan's eyes. Was it des​pa​ir, per​haps?

    "There's a lot of his​tory to this pla​ce you know," he sa​id "a his​tory of things… on this si​te."

    Coot knew Dec​lan had be​en del​ving in​to Ze​al's his​tory. Harm​less eno​ugh pas​ti​me: the past was the past.

    "There's be​en a set​tle​ment he​re for cen​tu​ri​es, stretc​hes back well be​fo​re Ro​man oc​cu​pa​ti​on. No one knows how long. The​re's pro​bably al​ways be​en a temp​le on this si​te."

    "Nothing odd abo​ut that." Co​ot of​fe​red up a smi​le, in​vi​ting Dec​lan to re​as​su​re him. A part of him wan​ted to be told everyt​hing was well with his world: even if it was a lie.

    Declan's fa​ce dar​ke​ned. He had no re​as​su​ran​ce to gi​ve. "And the​re was a fo​rest he​re. Hu​ge. The Wild Wo​ods." Was it still des​pa​ir be​hind the eyes? Or was it nos​tal​gia? "Not so​me ta​me lit​tle orc​hard. A fo​rest you co​uld lo​se a city in; full of be​asts…"

    "Wolves, you me​an? Be​ars?"

    Declan sho​ok his he​ad.

    "There we​re things that ow​ned this land. Be​fo​re Christ. Be​fo​re ci​vi​li​sa​ti​on. Most of them didn't sur​vi​ve the dest​ruc​ti​on of the​ir na​tu​ral ha​bi​tat: too pri​mi​ti​ve I sup​po​se. But strong. Not li​ke us; not hu​man. So​met​hing el​se al​to​get​her."

    

    "So what?"

    "One of them sur​vi​ved as la​te as the fo​ur​te​en hund​reds. The​re's a car​ving of it be​ing bu​ri​ed. It's on the Al​tar."

    "On the Al​tar?"

    "Underneath the cloth. I fo​und it a whi​le ago: ne​ver tho​ught much of it. Till to​day. To​day I… tri​ed to to​uch it."

    He pro​du​ced his fist, and unc​lenc​hed it. The flesh of his palm was blis​te​red. Pus ran from the bro​ken skin.

    "It do​esn't hurt," he sa​id. "In fact it's qu​ite numb. Ser​ves me right, re​al​ly. I sho​uld ha​ve known."

    Coot's first tho​ught was that the man was lying. His se​cond was that the​re was so​me lo​gi​cal exp​la​na​ti​on. His third was his fat​her's dic​tum: "Lo​gic is the last re​fu​ge of a co​ward."

    Declan was spe​aking aga​in. This ti​me he was se​eping ex​ci​te​ment.

    "They cal​led it Raw​he​ad."

    "What?"

    "The be​ast they bu​ri​ed. It's in the his​tory bo​oks. Raw​he​ad it was cal​led, be​ca​use its he​ad was hu​ge, and the co​lo​ur of the mo​on, and raw, li​ke me​at."

    Declan co​uldn't stop him​self now. He was be​gin​ning to smi​le.

    "It ate child​ren," he sa​id, and be​amed li​ke a baby abo​ut to re​ce​ive its mot​her's tit.

    It wasn't un​til early on the Sa​tur​day mor​ning that the at​ro​city at the Nic​hol​son Farm was dis​co​ve​red. Mick Glos​sop had be​en dri​ving up to Lon​don, and he'd ta​ken the ro​ad that ran be​si​de the farm, ("Don't know why. Don't usu​al​ly. Funny re​al​ly.") and Nic​hol​son's Fri​esi​an herd was kic​king up a row at the ga​te, the​ir ud​ders dis​ten​ded. They'd cle​arly not be​en mil​ked in twenty-fo​ur ho​urs. Glos​sop had stop​ped his je​ep on the ro​ad and go​ne in​to the yard.

    The body of Denny Nic​hol​son was al​re​ady craw​ling with fli​es, tho​ugh the sun had ba​rely be​en up an ho​ur. In​si​de the ho​use the only re​ma​ins of Ame​lia Nic​hol​son we​re shreds of a dress and a ca​su​al​ly dis​car​ded fo​ot. Gwen Nic​hol​son's un​mu​ti​la​ted body lay at the bot​tom of the sta​irs. The​re was no sign of a wo​und or any se​xu​al in​ter​fe​ren​ce with the corp​se.

    By ni​ne-thirty Ze​al was swar​ming with po​li​ce, and the shock of the in​ci​dent re​gis​te​red on every fa​ce in the stre​et. Tho​ugh the​re we​re conf​lic​ting re​ports as to the sta​te of the bo​di​es the​re was no do​ubt of the bru​ta​lity of the mur​ders. Es​pe​ci​al​ly the child, dis​mem​be​red pre​su​mably. Her body ta​ken away by her kil​ler for God knows what pur​po​se.

    The Mur​der Squ​ad set up a Unit at "The Tall Man", whi​le ho​use to ho​use in​ter​vi​ews we​re con​duc​ted thro​ug​ho​ut the vil​la​ge. Not​hing ca​me im​me​di​ately to light. No stran​gers se​en in the lo​ca​lity; no mo​re sus​pi​ci​o​us be​ha​vi​o​ur from an​yo​ne than was nor​mal for a po​ac​her or a bent bu​il​ding merc​hant. It was Enid Blat​ter, she of the amp​le bust and the mot​herly man​ner, who men​ti​oned that she hadn't se​en Thom Gar​row for over twenty-fo​ur ho​urs.

    They fo​und him whe​re his kil​ler had left him, the wor​se for a few ho​urs of pic​king. Worms at his he​ad and gulls at his legs. The flesh of his shins, whe​re his tro​users had slid out of his bo​ots, was pec​ked to the bo​ne. When he was dug up fa​mi​li​es of re​fu​gee li​ce scur​ri​ed from his ears.

    The at​mosp​he​re in the ho​tel that night was sub​du​ed. In the bar De​tec​ti​ve Ser​ge​ant Gis​sing, down from Lon​don to he​ad the in​ves​ti​ga​ti​on, had fo​und a wil​ling ear in Ron Mil​ton. He was glad to be con​ver​sing with a fel​low Lon​do​ner, and Mil​ton kept them both in Scotch and wa​ter for the best part of three ho​urs.

    "Twenty ye​ars in the for​ce," Gis​sing kept re​pe​ating, "and I've ne​ver se​en anyt​hing li​ke it."

    Which wasn't strictly true. The​re'd be​en that who​re (or se​lec​ted high​lights the​re​of) he'd fo​und in a su​it​ca​se at Eus​ton's left lug​ga​ge de​part​ment, a go​od de​ca​de ago. And the ad​dict who'd ta​ken it upon him​self to hypno​ti​se a po​lar be​ar at Lon​don Zoo: he'd be​en a sight for so​re eyes when they dred​ged him out of the po​ol. He'd se​en a go​od de​al, had Stan​ley Gis​sing-

    "But this… ne​ver se​en anyt​hing li​ke it," he in​sis​ted. "Fa​ir ma​de me want to pu​ke."

    Ron wasn't qu​ite su​re why he lis​te​ned to Gis​sing; it was just so​met​hing to whi​le the night away. Ron, who'd be​en a ra​di​cal in his yo​un​ger days, had ne​ver li​ked po​li​ce​men much, and the​re was so​me qu​irky sa​tis​fac​ti​on to be had from get​ting this self-sa​tis​fi​ed prat pis​sed out of his tiny skull.

    "He's a fuc​king lu​na​tic," Gis​sing sa​id "you can ta​ke my word for it. We'll ha​ve him easy. A man li​ke that isn't in cont​rol, you see. Do​esn't bot​her to co​ver his tracks, do​esn't even ca​re if he li​ves or di​es. God knows, any man who can te​ar a se​ven-ye​ar-old girl to shreds li​ke that, he's on the ver​ge of go​ing bang. Se​en 'em."

    "Yes?"

    "Oh yes. Se​en 'em we​ep li​ke child​ren, blo​od all over 'em li​ke they was just out of the abat​to​ir, and te​ars on the​ir fa​ces. Pat​he​tic."

    "So, you'll ha​ve him."

    "Like that," sa​id Gis​sing, and snap​ped his fin​gers. He got to his fe​et, a lit​tle uns​te​adily, "Su​re as God ma​de lit​tle ap​ples, we'll ha​ve him." He glan​ced at his watch and then at the empty glass.

    Ron ma​de no furt​her of​fers of re​fil​ls.

    "Well," sa​id Gis​sing," I must be get​ting back to town. Put in my re​port."

    He swa​yed to the do​or and left Mil​ton to the bill.

    Rawhead watc​hed Gis​sing's car crawl out of the vil​la​ge and along the north ro​ad, the he​ad​lights ma​king very lit​tle imp​res​si​on on the night. The no​ise of the en​gi​ne ma​de Raw​he​ad ner​vo​us tho​ugh, as it over-rev​ved up the hill past the Nic​hol​son Farm. It ro​ared and co​ug​hed li​ke no be​ast he had en​co​un​te​red be​fo​re, and so​me​how the ho​mo sa​pi​ens had cont​rol of it. If the King​dom was to be ta​ken back from the usur​pers, so​oner or la​ter he wo​uld ha​ve to best one of the​se be​asts. Raw​he​ad swal​lo​wed his fe​ar and pre​pa​red for the conf​ron​ta​ti​on.

    The mo​on grew te​eth.

    In the back of the car Stan​ley was ne​ar as dam​nit as​le​ep, dre​aming of lit​tle girls. In his dre​ams the​se char​ming nymphet​tes we​re clim​bing a lad​der on the​ir way to bed, and he was on duty be​si​de the lad​der watc​hing them climb, catc​hing glimp​ses of the​ir slightly so​iled knic​kers as they di​sap​pe​ared in​to the sky. It was a fa​mi​li​ar dre​am, one that he wo​uld ne​ver ha​ve ad​mit​ted to, not even drunk. Not that he was as​ha​med exactly; he knew for a fact many of his col​le​agu​es en​ter​ta​ined pec​ca​dil​lo​es every bit as of​fbe​at as, and so​me a go​od de​al less sa​vo​ury than, his. But he was pos​ses​si​ve of it: it was his par​ti​cu​lar dre​am, and he wasn't abo​ut to sha​re it with an​yo​ne.

    In the dri​ving se​at the yo​ung of​fi​cer who had be​en chaf​fe​uring Gis​sing aro​und for the best part of six months was wa​iting for the old man to fall well and truly as​le​ep. Then and only then co​uld he risk tur​ning the ra​dio on to catch up with the cric​ket sco​res. Aust​ra​lia we​re well down in the Test: a la​te rally se​emed un​li​kely. Ah, now the​re was a ca​re​er, he tho​ught as he dro​ve. Be​ats this ro​uti​ne in​to a coc​ked hat.

    Both lost in the​ir re​ve​ri​es, dri​ver and pas​sen​ger, ne​it​her ca​ught sight of Raw​he​ad. He was stal​king the car now, his gi​ant's stri​de easily ke​eping pa​ce with it as it na​vi​ga​ted the win​ding, un​lit ro​ad.

    All at on​ce his an​ger fla​red, and ro​aring, he left the fi​eld for the tar​mac.

    The dri​ver swer​ved to avo​id the im​men​se form that skip​ped in​to the bur​ning he​ad​lights, its mo​uth is​su​ing a howl li​ke a pack of ra​bid dogs.

    The car skid​ded on the wet gro​und, its left wing gra​zing the bus​hes that ran along the si​de of the ro​ad, a tang​le of branc​hes las​hing the windsc​re​en as it ca​re​ered on its way. On the back se​at Gis​sing fell off the lad​der he was clim​bing, just as the car ca​me to the end of its hed​ge​row to​ur and met an iron ga​te. Gis​sing was flung aga​inst the front se​at, win​ded but uni​nj​ured. The im​pact to​ok the dri​ver over the whe​el and thro​ugh the win​dow in two short se​conds. His fe​et, now in Gis​sing's fa​ce, twitc​hed.

    From the ro​ad Raw​he​ad watc​hed the de​ath of the me​tal box. Its tor​tu​red vo​ice, the howl of its wrenc​hed flank, the shat​te​ring of its fa​ce, frigh​te​ned him. But it was de​ad.

    He wa​ited a few ca​uti​o​us mo​ments be​fo​re ad​van​cing up the ro​ad to sniff the crump​led body. The​re was an aro​ma​tic smell in the air, which pric​ked his si​nu​ses, and the ca​use of it, the blo​od of the box, was drib​bling out of its bro​ken tor​so, and run​ning away down the ro​ad. Cer​ta​in now that it must be fi​nis​hed, he ap​pro​ac​hed.

    There was so​me​one ali​ve in the box. No​ne of the swe​et child-flesh he sa​vo​ured so much, just to​ugh ma​le-me​at. It was a co​mi​cal fa​ce that pe​ered at him. Ro​und, wild eyes. Its silly mo​uth ope​ned and clo​sed li​ke a fish's. He kic​ked the box to ma​ke it open, and when that didn't work he wrenc​hed off the do​ors. Then he re​ac​hed and drew the whim​pe​ring ma​le out of his re​fu​ge. Was this one of the spe​ci​es that had sub​du​ed him? This fe​ar​ful mi​te, with its jel​ly-lips? He la​ug​hed at its ple​as, then tur​ned Gis​sing on his he​ad, and held him up​si​de down by one fo​ot. He wa​ited un​til the cri​es di​ed down, then re​ac​hed bet​we​en the twitc​hing legs and fo​und the mi​te's man​ho​od. Not lar​ge. Qu​ite shrunk, in fact, by fe​ar. Gis​sing was blat​he​ring all kinds of stuff: no​ne of it ma​de any sen​se. The only so​und Raw​he​ad un​ders​to​od from the mo​uth of the man was this so​und he was he​aring now, this high-pitc​hed shri​ek that al​ways at​ten​ded a gel​ding. On​ce fi​nis​hed, he drop​ped Gis​sing be​si​de the car.

    A fi​re had be​gun in the smas​hed en​gi​ne, he co​uld smell it. He was not so much a be​ast that he fe​ared fi​re. Res​pec​ted it yes: but not fe​ared. Fi​re was a to​ol, he'd used it many ti​mes: to burn out ene​mi​es, to cre​ma​te them in the​ir beds.

    Now he step​ped back from the car as the fla​me fo​und the pet​rol and fi​re erup​ted in​to the air. He​at bal​led to​wards him, and he smelt the ha​ir on the front of his body crisp, but he was too ent​ran​ced by the spec​tac​le not to lo​ok. The fi​re fol​lo​wed the blo​od of the be​ast, con​su​ming Gis​sing, and lic​king along the ri​vers of pet​rol li​ke an eager dog af​ter a tra​il of piss. Raw​he​ad watc​hed, and le​ar​ned a new and let​hal les​son.

    In the cha​os of his study Co​ot was un​suc​ces​sful​ly figh​ting off sle​ep. He'd spent a go​od de​al of the eve​ning at the Al​tar, so​me of it with Dec​lan. To​night the​re'd be no pra​ying, just sketc​hing. Now he had a copy of the Al​tar car​ving on his desk in front of him, and he'd spent an ho​ur just sta​ring at it. The exer​ci​se had be​en fru​it​less. Eit​her the car​ving was too am​bi​gu​o​us, or his ima​gi​na​ti​on lac​ked bre​adth. Whic​he​ver, he co​uld ma​ke very lit​tle sen​se of the ima​ge. It pic​tu​red a bu​ri​al cer​ta​inly, but that was abo​ut all he was ab​le to work out. May​be the body was a lit​tle big​ger than that of the mo​ur​ners, but not​hing ex​cep​ti​onal. He tho​ught of Ze​al's pub, "The Tall Man", and smi​led. It might well ha​ve ple​ased so​me Me​di​a​eval wit to pic​tu​re the bu​ri​al of a bre​wer un​der the Al​tar cloth.

    In the hall, the sick clock struck twel​ve-fif​te​en, which me​ant it was al​most one. Co​ot got up from his desk, stretc​hed, and switc​hed off the lamp. He was surp​ri​sed by the bril​li​an​ce of the mo​on​light stre​aming thro​ugh the crack in the cur​ta​in. It was a full, har​vest mo​on, and the light, tho​ugh cold, was lu​xu​ri​ant.

    He put the gu​ard in front of the fi​re, and step​ped in​to the dar​ke​ned hal​lway, clo​sing the do​or be​hind him. The clock tic​ked lo​udly. So​mew​he​re over to​wards Go​ud​hurst, he he​ard the so​und of an am​bu​lan​ce si​ren.

    What's hap​pe​ning? he won​de​red, and ope​ned the front do​or to see what he co​uld see. The​re we​re car he​ad​lights on the hill, and the dis​tant throb of blue po​li​ce lights, mo​re rhythmi​cal than the tic​king at his back. Ac​ci​dent on the north ro​ad. Early for ice, and su​rely not cold eno​ugh. He watc​hed the lights, set on the hill li​ke jewels on the back of a wha​le, win​king away. It was qu​ite chilly, co​me to think of it. No we​at​her to be stan​ding in the-

    He frow​ned; so​met​hing ca​ught his eye, a mo​ve​ment in the far cor​ner of the church​yard, un​der​ne​ath the tre​es. The mo​on​light etc​hed the sce​ne in mo​noch​ro​me. Black yews, grey sto​nes, a whi​te chrysant​he​mum stre​wing its pe​tals on a gra​ve. And black in the sha​dow of the yews, but out​li​ned cle​arly aga​inst the slab of a marb​le tomb be​yond, a gi​ant.

    Coot step​ped out of the ho​use in slip​pe​red fe​et.

    The gi​ant was not alo​ne. So​me​body was kne​eling in front of it, a smal​ler, mo​re hu​man sha​pe, its fa​ce ra​ised and cle​ar in the light. It was Dec​lan. Even from a dis​tan​ce it was cle​ar that he was smi​ling up at his mas​ter.

    Coot wan​ted to get clo​ser; a bet​ter lo​ok at the night​ma​re. As he to​ok his third step his fo​ot crunc​hed on a pi​ece of gra​vel.

    The gi​ant se​emed to shift in the sha​dows. Was it tur​ning to lo​ok at him? Co​ot che​wed on his he​art. No, let it be de​af; ple​ase God, let it not see me, ma​ke me in​vi​sib​le.

    The pra​yer was ap​pa​rently ans​we​red. The gi​ant ma​de no sign of ha​ving se​en his ap​pro​ach. Ta​king co​ura​ge Co​ot ad​van​ced ac​ross the pa​ve​ment of gra​ves​to​nes, dod​ging from tomb to tomb for co​ver, ba​rely da​ring to bre​at​he. He was wit​hin a few fe​et of the tab​le​au now and he co​uld see the way the cre​atu​re's he​ad was bo​wed to​wards Dec​lan; he co​uld he​ar the so​und li​ke sand​pa​per on sto​ne it was ma​king at the back of its thro​at. But the​re was mo​re to the sce​ne.

    Declan's vest​ments we​re torn and dir​ti​ed, his thin chest ba​re. Mo​on​light ca​ught his ster​num, his ribs. His sta​te, and his po​si​ti​on, we​re une​qu​ivo​cal. This was ado​ra​ti​on - pu​re and simp​le. Then Co​ot he​ard the splas​hing; he step​ped clo​ser and saw that the gi​ant was di​rec​ting a glis​te​ning ro​pe of its uri​ne on​to Dec​lan's up​tur​ned fa​ce. It splas​hed in​to his slackly ope​ned mo​uth, it ran over his tor​so. The gle​am of joy didn't le​ave Dec​lan's eyes for a mo​ment as he re​ce​ived this bap​tism, in​de​ed he tur​ned his he​ad from si​de to si​de in his eager​ness to be to​tal​ly de​fi​led.

    The smell of the cre​atu​re's disc​har​ge waf​ted ac​ross to Co​ot. It was aci​dic, vi​le. How co​uld Dec​lan be​ar to ha​ve a drop of it on him, much less bat​he in it? Co​ot wan​ted to cry out, stop the dep​ra​vity, but even in the sha​dow of the yew the sha​pe of the be​ast was ter​rif​ying. It was too tall and too bro​ad to be hu​man.

    This was su​rely the Be​ast of the Wild Wo​ods Dec​lan had be​en trying to desc​ri​be; this was the child-de​vo​urer. Had Dec​lan gu​es​sed, when he eulo​gi​sed abo​ut this mons​ter, what po​wer it wo​uld ha​ve over his ima​gi​na​ti​on? Had he known all along that if the be​ast we​re to co​me snif​fing for him he'd kne​el in front of it, call it Lord (be​fo​re Christ, be​fo​re Ci​vi​li​sa​ti​on, he'd sa​id), let it disc​har​ge its blad​der on to him, and smi​le?

    Yes. Oh yes.

    And so let him ha​ve his mo​ment. Don't risk yo​ur neck for him, Co​ot tho​ught, he's whe​re he wants to be. Very slowly he bac​ked off to​wards the Vestry, his eyes still fi​xed on the deg​ra​da​ti​on in front of him. The bap​tism drib​bled to a halt, but Dec​lan's hands, cup​ped in front of him, still held a qu​an​tity of flu​id. He put the he​els of his hands to his mo​uth, and drank.

    Coot gag​ged, unab​le to pre​vent him​self. For an ins​tant he clo​sed his eyes to shut out the sight, and ope​ned them aga​in to see that the sha​dowy he​ad had tur​ned to​wards him and was lo​oking at him with eyes that bur​ned in the black​ness.

    "Christ Al​mighty."

    It saw him. For cer​ta​in this ti​me, it saw him. It ro​ared, and its he​ad chan​ged sha​pe in the sha​dow, its mo​uth ope​ned so hor​ribly wi​de.

    "Sweet Jesus."

    Already it was char​ging to​wards him, an​te​lo​pe-lit​he, le​aving its acoly​te slum​ped be​ne​ath the tree. Co​ot tur​ned and ran, ran as he hadn't in many a long ye​ar, hurd​ling the gra​ves as he fled. It was just a few yards: the do​or, so​me kind of sa​fety. Not for long may​be, but ti​me to think, to find a we​apon. Run, you old bas​tard. Christ the ra​ce, Christ the pri​ze. Fo​ur yards.

    Run.

    The do​or was open.

    Almost the​re; a yard to go-

    He cros​sed the thres​hold and swung ro​und to slam the do​or on his pur​su​er. But no! Raw​he​ad had shot his hand thro​ugh the do​or, a hand three ti​mes the si​ze of a hu​man hand. It was snatc​hing at the empty air, trying to find Co​ot, the ro​ars re​lent​less.

    Coot threw his full we​ight aga​inst the oak do​or. The do​or sti​le, ed​ged with iron, bit in​to Raw​he​ad's fo​re​arm. The ro​ar be​ca​me a howl: ve​nom and agony ming​led in a din that was he​ard from one end of Ze​al to the ot​her.

    It sta​ined the night up as far as the north ro​ad, whe​re the re​ma​ins of Gis​sing and his dri​ver we​re be​ing scra​ped up and par​cel​led in plas​tic. It ec​ho​ed ro​und the icy walls of the Cha​pel of Rest whe​re Denny and Gwen Nic​hol​son we​re al​re​ady be​gin​ning to de​ge​ne​ra​te. It was he​ard too in the bed​ro​oms of Ze​al, whe​re li​ving co​up​les lay si​de by si​de, may​be an arm num​bed un​der the ot​her's body; whe​re the old lay awa​ke wor​king out the ge​og​raphy of the ce​iling; whe​re child​ren dre​amt of the womb, and ba​bi​es mo​ur​ned it. It was he​ard aga​in and aga​in and aga​in as Raw​he​ad ra​ged at the do​or.

    The howl ma​de Co​ot's he​ad swim. His mo​uth bab​bled pra​yers, but the much ne​eded sup​port from on high sho​wed no sign of co​ming. He felt his strength eb​bing away. The gi​ant was ste​adily ga​ining ac​cess, pres​sing the do​or open inch by inch. Co​ot's fe​et slid on the too-well-po​lis​hed flo​or, his musc​les we​re flut​te​ring as they fal​te​red. This was a con​test he had no chan​ce of win​ning, not if he tri​ed to match his strength to that of the be​ast, si​new for si​new. If he was to see to​mor​row mor​ning, he ne​eded so​me stra​tegy.

    Coot pres​sed har​der aga​inst the wo​od, his eyes dar​ting aro​und the hal​lway lo​oking for a we​apon. It mustn't get in: it mustn't ha​ve mas​tery over him. A bit​ter smell was in his nost​rils. For a mo​ment he saw him​self na​ked and kne​eling in front of the gi​ant, with its piss be​ating on his skull. Hard on the he​els of that pic​tu​re, ca​me anot​her flurry of dep​ra​vi​ti​es. It was all he co​uld do not to let it in, let the obs​ce​ni​ti​es get a per​ma​nent hold. Its mind was wor​king its way in​to his, a thick wed​ge of filth pres​sing its way thro​ugh his me​mo​ri​es, en​co​ura​ging bu​ri​ed tho​ughts to the sur​fa​ce. Wo​uldn't it ask for wors​hip, just li​ke any God? And wo​uldn't its de​mands be pla​in, and re​al? Not am​bi​gu​o​us, li​ke tho​se of the Lord he'd ser​ved up 'til now. That was a fi​ne tho​ught: to gi​ve him​self up to this cer​ta​inty that be​at on the ot​her si​de of the do​or, and lie open in front of it, and let it ra​va​ge him.

    Rawhead. Its na​me was a pul​se in his ear - Raw. He​ad.

    In des​pe​ra​ti​on, kno​wing his fra​gi​le men​tal de​fen​ces we​re wit​hin an ace of col​lap​sing, his eyes aligh​ted on the clot​hes stand to the left of the do​or.

    Raw. He​ad. Raw. He​ad. The na​me was an im​pe​ra​ti​ve. Raw. He​ad. Raw. He​ad. It evo​ked a skin​ned he​ad, its de​fen​ces pe​eled back, a thing clo​se to burs​ting, no tel​ling if it was pa​in or ple​asu​re. But easy to find out-

    It al​most had pos​ses​si​on of him, he knew it: it was now or ne​ver. He to​ok one arm from the do​or and stretc​hed to​wards the rack for a wal​king-stick. The​re was one amongst them he wan​ted in par​ti​cu​lar. He cal​led it his cross-co​untry stick, a yard and a half of strip​ped ash, well used and re​si​li​ent. His fin​gers co​axed it to​wards him.

    Rawhead had ta​ken ad​van​ta​ge of the lack of for​ce be​hind the do​or; its le​at​hery arm was wor​king its way in, in​dif​fe​rent to the way the do​or jamb sco​red the skin. The hand, its fin​gers strong as ste​el, had ca​ught the folds of Co​ot's jac​ket.

    Coot ra​ised the ash stick and bro​ught it down on Raw​he​ad's el​bow, whe​re the bo​ne was vul​ne​rably clo​se to the sur​fa​ce. The we​apon splin​te​red on im​pact, but it did its job. On the ot​her si​de of the do​or the howl be​gan aga​in, and Raw​he​ad's arm was ra​pidly withd​rawn. As the fin​gers slid out Co​ot slam​med the do​or and bol​ted it. The​re was a short hi​atus, se​conds only, be​fo​re the at​tack be​gan aga​in, this ti​me a two-fis​ted be​ating on the do​or. The hin​ges be​gan to buck​le; the wo​od gro​aned. It wo​uld be a short ti​me, a very short ti​me, be​fo​re it ga​ined ac​cess. It was strong; and now it was fu​ri​o​us too.

    Coot cros​sed the hall and pic​ked up the pho​ne. Po​li​ce, he sa​id, and be​gan to di​al. How long be​fo​re it put two and two to​get​her, ga​ve up on the do​or, and mo​ved to the win​dows? They we​re le​aded, but that wo​uldn't ke​ep it out for long. He had mi​nu​tes at the most, pro​bably se​conds, de​pen​ding on its bra​in po​wer.

    

    His mind, lo​osed from Raw​he​ad's grasp, was a cho​rus of frag​men​ted pra​yers and de​mands. If I die, he fo​und him​self thin​king, will I be re​war​ded in He​aven for dying mo​re bru​tal​ly than any co​untry vi​car might re​aso​nably ex​pect? Is the​re com​pen​sa​ti​on in pa​ra​di​se for be​ing di​sem​bo​wel​led in the front hall of yo​ur own Vestry?

    There was only one of​fi​cer left on duty at the Po​li​ce Sta​ti​on: the rest we​re up on the north ro​ad, cle​aring up af​ter Gis​sing's party. The po​or man co​uld ma​ke very lit​tle sen​se of Re​ve​rend Co​ot's ple​as, but the​re was no mis​ta​king the so​und of splin​te​ring wo​od that ac​com​pa​ni​ed the bab​bles, nor the how​ling in the backg​ro​und.

    The of​fi​cer put the pho​ne down and ra​di​o​ed for help. The pat​rol on the north ro​ad to​ok twenty, may​be twenty-fi​ve se​conds to ans​wer. In that ti​me Raw​he​ad had smas​hed the cent​ral pa​nel of the Vestry do​or, and was now de​mo​lis​hing the rest. Not that the pat​rol knew that. Af​ter the sights they'd fa​ced up the​re, the cha​uf​fe​ur's char​red body, Gis​sing's mis​sing man​ho​od, they had be​co​me in​so​lent with ex​pe​ri​en​ce, li​ke ho​ur-old war ve​te​rans. It to​ok the of​fi​cer at the Sta​ti​on a go​od mi​nu​te to con​vin​ce them of the ur​gency in Co​ot's vo​ice. In that ti​me Raw​he​ad had ga​ined ac​cess.

    In the ho​tel Ron Mil​ton watc​hed the pa​ra​de of lights blin​king on the hill, he​ard the si​rens, and Raw​he​ad's howls, and was be​si​eged by do​ubts. Was this re​al​ly the qu​i​et co​untry vil​la​ge he had in​ten​ded to set​tle him​self and his fa​mily in? He lo​oked down at Mag​gie, who had be​en wo​ken by the no​ise but was now as​le​ep aga​in, her bot​tle of sle​eping tab​lets al​most empty on the bed​si​de ca​bi​net. He felt, tho​ugh she wo​uld ha​ve la​ug​hed at him for it, pro​tec​ti​ve to​wards her: he wan​ted to be her he​ro. She was the one who to​ok the self-de​fen​ce night clas​ses ho​we​ver, whi​le he grew over​we​ight on ex​pen​se ac​co​unt lunc​hes. It ma​de him inexp​li​cably sad to watch her sle​ep, kno​wing he had so lit​tle po​wer over li​fe and de​ath.

    Rawhead sto​od in the hall of the Vestry in a con​fet​ti of shat​te​red wo​od. His tor​so was pin-pric​ked with splin​ters, and do​zens of tiny wo​unds bled down his he​aving bulk. His so​ur swe​at per​me​ated the hall li​ke in​cen​se.

    He snif​fed the air for the man, but he was now​he​re ne​ar. Raw​he​ad ba​red his te​eth in frust​ra​ti​on, ex​pel​ling a thin whist​le of air from the back of his thro​at, and lo​ped down the hall to​wards the study. The​re was warmth the​re, his ner​ves co​uld fe​el it at twenty yards, and the​re was com​fort too. He over​tur​ned the desk and shat​te​red two of the cha​irs, partly to ma​ke mo​re ro​om for him​self, mostly out of she​er dest​ruc​ti​ve​ness, then threw away the fi​re gu​ard and sat down. Warmth sur​ro​un​ded him: he​aling, li​ving warmth. He lu​xu​ri​ated in the sen​sa​ti​on as it emb​ra​ced his fa​ce, his le​an belly, his limbs. He felt it he​at his blo​od too, and so stir me​mo​ri​es of ot​her fi​res, fi​res he'd set in fi​elds of bur​ge​oning whe​at.

    And he re​cal​led anot​her fi​re, the me​mory of which his mind tri​ed to dod​ge and duck, but he co​uldn't avo​id thin​king abo​ut it: the hu​mi​li​ati​on of that night wo​uld be with him fo​re​ver. They'd pic​ked the​ir se​ason so ca​re​ful​ly: high sum​mer, and no ra​in in two months. The un​derg​rowth of the Wild Wo​ods was tin​der dry, even the li​ving tree ca​ught the fla​me easily. He had be​en flus​hed out of his fort​ress with stre​aming eyes, con​fu​sed and fe​ar​ful, to be met with spi​kes and nets on every si​de, and that… thing they had, that sight that co​uld sub​due him.

    Of co​ur​se they we​ren't co​ura​ge​o​us eno​ugh to kill him; they we​re too su​pers​ti​ti​o​us for that. Be​si​des, didn't they re​cog​ni​se his aut​ho​rity, even as they wo​un​ded him, the​ir ter​ror a ho​ma​ge to it? So they bu​ri​ed him ali​ve: and that was wor​se than de​ath. Wasn't that the very worst? Be​ca​use he co​uld li​ve an age, ages, and ne​ver die, not even loc​ked in the earth. Just left to wa​it a hund​red ye​ars, and suf​fer, and anot​her hund​red and anot​her, whi​le the ge​ne​ra​ti​ons wal​ked the gro​und abo​ve his he​ad and li​ved and di​ed and for​got him. Per​haps the wo​men didn't for​get him: he co​uld smell them even thro​ugh the earth, when they ca​me clo​se* to his gra​ve, and tho​ugh they might not ha​ve known it they felt an​xi​o​us, they per​su​aded the​ir men to aban​don the pla​ce al​to​get​her, so he was left ab​so​lu​tely alo​ne, with not even a gle​aner for com​pany. Lo​ne​li​ness was the​ir re​ven​ge on him, he tho​ught, for the ti​mes he and his brot​hers had ta​ken wo​men in​to the wo​ods, spre​ad them out, spi​ked and lo​osed them aga​in, ble​eding but fer​ti​le. They wo​uld die ha​ving the child​ren of tho​se ra​pes; no wo​man's ana​tomy co​uld sur​vi​ve the thras​hing of a hybrid, its te​eth, its an​gu​ish. That was the only re​ven​ge he and his brot​hers ever had on the big-bel​li​ed sex.

    Rawhead stro​ked him​self and lo​oked up at the gil​ded rep​ro​duc​ti​on of "The Light of the World" that hung abo​ve Co​ot's man​tel​pi​ece. The ima​ge wo​ke no tre​mors of fe​ar or re​mor​se in him: it was a pic​tu​re of a sex​less martyr, doe-eyed and woe-be​go​ne. No chal​len​ge the​re. The true po​wer, the only po​wer that co​uld de​fe​at him, was ap​pa​rently go​ne: lost be​yond re​call, its pla​ce usur​ped by a vir​gin shep​herd. He ej​acu​la​ted, si​lently, his thin se​men his​sing on the he​arth. The world was his to ru​le unc​hal​len​ged. He wo​uld ha​ve warmth, and fo​od in abun​dan​ce. Ba​bi​es even. Yes, baby-me​at, that was the best. Just drop​ped mi​tes, still blind from the womb.

    He stretc​hed, sig​hing in an​ti​ci​pa​ti​on of that de​li​cacy, his bra​in awash with at​ro​ci​ti​es.

    From his re​fu​ge in the crypt Co​ot he​ard the po​li​ce cars squ​e​aling to a halt out​si​de the Vestry, then the so​und of fe​et on the gra​vel path. He jud​ged the​re to be at le​ast half a do​zen. It wo​uld be eno​ugh, su​rely.

    Cautiously he mo​ved thro​ugh the dark​ness to​wards the sta​irs.

    Something to​uc​hed him: he al​most yel​led, bi​ting his ton​gue a mo​ment be​fo​re the cry es​ca​ped.

    "Don't go now," a vo​ice sa​id from be​hind him. It was Dec​lan, and he was spe​aking al​to​get​her too lo​udly for com​fort. The thing was abo​ve them, so​mew​he​re, it wo​uld he​ar them if he wasn't ca​re​ful. Oh God, it mustn't he​ar.

    "It's up abo​ve us," sa​id Co​ot in a whis​per.

    "I know."

    The vo​ice se​emed to co​me from his bo​wels not from his thro​at; it was bub​bled thro​ugh filth.

    "Let's ha​ve him co​me down he​re shall we? He wants you, you know. He wants me to-"

    "What's hap​pe​ned to you?"

    Declan's fa​ce was just vi​sib​le in the dark. It grin​ned; lu​na​tic.

    "I think he might want to bap​ti​se you too. How'd you li​ke that? Li​ke that wo​uld you? He pis​sed on me: you see him? And that wasn't all. Oh no, he wants mo​re than that. He wants everyt​hing. He​ar me? Everyt​hing."

    Declan grab​bed hold of Co​ot, a be​ar-hug that stank of the cre​atu​re's uri​ne.

    "Come with me?" he le​ered in Co​ot's fa​ce.

    

    "I put my trust in God."

    Declan la​ug​hed. Not a hol​low la​ugh; the​re was ge​nu​ine com​pas​si​on in it for this lost so​ul.

    "He is God," he sa​id. "He was he​re be​fo​re this fuc​king shit-ho​use was bu​ilt, you know that."

    "So we​re dogs."

    "Uh?"

    "Doesn't me​an I'd let them cock the​ir legs on me."

    "Clever old fuc​ker, aren't you?" sa​id Dec​lan, the smi​le in​ver​ted. "He'll show you. You'll chan​ge."

    "No, Dec​lan. Let go of me-"

    The emb​ra​ce was too strong.

    "Come on up the sta​irs, fuck-fa​ce. Mustn't ke​ep God wa​iting."

    He pul​led Co​ot up the sta​irs, arms still loc​ked ro​und him. Words, all lo​gi​cal ar​gu​ment, elu​ded Co​ot: was the​re not​hing he co​uld say to ma​ke the man see his deg​ra​da​ti​on? They ma​de an un​ga​inly ent​ran​ce in​to the Church, and Co​ot auto​ma​ti​cal​ly lo​oked to​wards the al​tar, ho​ping for so​me re​as​su​ran​ce, but he got no​ne. The al​tar had be​en de​sec​ra​ted. The cloths had be​en torn and sme​ared with exc​re​ment, the cross and cand​les​ticks we​re in the mid​dle of a fi​re of pra​yer bo​oks that bur​ned he​alt​hily on the al​tar steps. Smuts flo​ated aro​und the Church, the air was grimy with smo​ke.

    "You did this?"

    Declan grun​ted.

    "He wants me to dest​roy it all. Ta​ke it apart sto​ne by sto​ne if I ha​ve to."

    "He wo​uldn't da​re."

    "Oh he'd da​re. He's not sca​red of Jesus, he's not sca​red of…"

    The cer​ta​inty lap​sed for a tel​ling ins​tant, and Co​ot le​apt on the he​si​ta​ti​on.

    "There's so​met​hing he​re he is sca​red of, tho​ugh, isn't the​re, or he'd ha​ve co​me in he​re him​self, do​ne it all him​self…"

    Declan wasn't lo​oking at Co​ot. His eyes had gla​zed.

    "What is it, Dec​lan? What is it he do​esn't li​ke? You can tell me-"

    Declan spat in Co​ot's fa​ce, a wad of thick phlegm that hung on his che​ek li​ke a slug.

    "None of yo​ur bu​si​ness."

    

    "In the na​me of Christ, Dec​lan, lo​ok at what he's do​ne to you."

    "I know my mas​ter when I see him-"

    Declan was sha​king.

    "-and so will you."

    He tur​ned Co​ot ro​und to fa​ce the so​uth do​or. It was open, and the cre​atu​re was the​re on the thres​hold, sto​oping gra​ce​ful​ly to duck un​der the porch. For the first ti​me Co​ot saw Raw​he​ad in a go​od light, and the ter​rors be​gan in ear​nest. He had avo​ided thin​king too much of its si​ze, its sta​re, its ori​gins. Now, as it ca​me to​wards him with slow, even sta​tely steps, his he​art con​ce​ded its mas​tery. It was no me​re be​ast, des​pi​te its ma​ne, and its awe​so​me ar​ray of te​eth; its eyes lan​ced him thro​ugh and thro​ugh, gle​aming with a depth of con​tempt no ani​mal co​uld ever mus​ter. Its mo​uth ope​ned wi​der and wi​der, the te​eth gli​ding from the gums, two, three inc​hes long, and still the mo​uth was ga​ping wi​der. When the​re was now​he​re to run, Dec​lan let Co​ot go. Not that Co​ot co​uld ha​ve mo​ved any​way: the sta​re was too in​sis​tent. Raw​he​ad re​ac​hed out and pic​ked Co​ot up. The world tur​ned on its he​ad-

    There we​re se​ven of​fi​cers, not six as Co​ot had gu​es​sed. Three of them we​re ar​med, the​ir we​apons bro​ught down from Lon​don on the or​der of De​tec​ti​ve Ser​ge​ant Gis​sing. The la​te, so​on to be de​co​ra​ted post​hu​mo​usly, De​tec​ti​ve Ser​ge​ant Gis​sing. They we​re led, the​se se​ven go​od men and true, by Ser​ge​ant Ivan​hoe Ba​ker. Ivan​hoe was not an he​ro​ic man, eit​her by inc​li​na​ti​on or edu​ca​ti​on. His vo​ice, which he had pra​yed wo​uld gi​ve the ap​prop​ri​ate or​ders when the ti​me ca​me wit​ho​ut bet​ra​ying him, ca​me out as a strang​led yelp as Raw​he​ad ap​pe​ared from the in​te​ri​or of the Church.

    "I can see it!" he sa​id. Every​body co​uld: it was ni​ne fe​et tall, co​ve​red in blo​od, and it lo​oked li​ke Hell on legs. No​body ne​eded it po​in​ted out. The guns we​re ra​ised wit​ho​ut Ivan​hoe's inst​ruc​ti​on: and the unar​med men, sud​denly fe​eling na​ked, kis​sed the​ir trunc​he​ons and pra​yed. One of them ran.

    "Hold yo​ur gro​und!" Ivan​hoe shri​eked; if tho​se sons of bitc​hes tur​ned ta​il he'd be left on his own. They hadn't is​su​ed him with a gun, just aut​ho​rity, and that was not much com​fort.

    Rawhead was still hol​ding Co​ot up, at arm's length, by the neck. The Re​ve​rend's legs dang​led a fo​ot abo​ve the gro​und, his he​ad lol​led back, his eyes we​re clo​sed. The mons​ter disp​la​yed the body for his ene​mi​es, pro​of of po​wer.

    "Shall we… ple​ase… can we… sho​ot the bas​tard?" One of the gun​men in​qu​ired.

    Ivanhoe swal​lo​wed be​fo​re ans​we​ring. "We'll hit the vi​car."

    "He's de​ad al​re​ady." sa​id the gun​man.

    "We don't know that."

    "He must be de​ad. Lo​ok at him-"

    Rawhead was sha​king Co​ot li​ke an eider​down, and his stuf​fing was fal​ling out, much to Ivan​hoe's in​ten​se dis​gust. Then, al​most la​zily, Raw​he​ad flung Co​ot at the po​li​ce. The body hit the gra​vel a lit​tle way from the ga​te and lay still. Ivan​hoe fo​und his vo​ice-

    "Shoot!"

    The gun​men ne​eded no en​co​ura​ge​ment; the​ir fin​gers we​re dep​res​sing the trig​gers be​fo​re the syllab​le was out of his mo​uth.

    Rawhead was hit by three, fo​ur, fi​ve bul​lets in qu​ick suc​ces​si​on, most of them in the chest. They stung him and he put up an arm to pro​tect his fa​ce, co​ve​ring his balls with the ot​her hand. This was a pa​in he hadn't an​ti​ci​pa​ted. The wo​und he'd re​ce​ived from Nic​hol​son's rif​le had be​en for​got​ten in the bliss of the blo​od-let​ting that ca​me so​on af​ter, but the​se barbs hurt him, and they kept co​ming. He felt a twin​ge of fe​ar. His ins​tinct was to fly in the fa​ce of the​se pop​ping, flas​hing rods, but the pa​in was too much. Ins​te​ad, he tur​ned and ma​de his ret​re​at, le​aping over the tombs as he fled to​wards the sa​fety of the hills. The​re we​re cop​ses he knew, bur​rows and ca​ves, whe​re he co​uld hi​de and find ti​me to think this new prob​lem thro​ugh. But first he had to elu​de them.

    They we​re af​ter him qu​ickly, flus​hed with the ease of the​ir vic​tory, le​aving Ivan​hoe to find a va​se on one of the gra​ves, empty it of chrysant​he​mums, and be sick.

    Out of the dip the​re we​re no lights along the ro​ad, and Raw​he​ad be​gan to fe​el sa​fer. He co​uld melt in​to the dark​ness, in​to the earth, he'd do​ne it a tho​usand ti​mes. He cut ac​ross a fi​eld. The bar​ley was still un​har​ves​ted, and he​avy with its gra​in. He tramp​led it as he ran, grin​ding se​ed and stalk. At his back his pur​su​ers we​re al​re​ady lo​sing the cha​se. The car they'd pi​led in​to had stop​ped in the ro​ad, he co​uld see its lights, one blue, two whi​te, way be​hind him. The enemy was sho​uting a con​fu​si​on of or​ders, words Raw​he​ad didn't un​ders​tand. No mat​ter; he knew men. They we​re easily frigh​te​ned. They wo​uld not lo​ok far for him to​night; they'd use the dark as an ex​cu​se to call off the se​arch, tel​ling them​sel​ves that his wo​unds we​re pro​bably fa​tal any​how. Trus​ting child​ren that they we​re.

    He clim​bed to the top of the hill and lo​oked down in​to the val​ley. Be​low the sna​ke of the ro​ad, its eyes the he​ad​lights of the enemy's car, the vil​la​ge was a whe​el of warm light, with flas​hing blu​es and reds at its hub. Be​yond, in every di​rec​ti​on, the im​pe​net​rab​le black of the hills, over which the stars hung in lo​ops and clus​ters. By day this wo​uld se​em a co​un​ter​pa​ne val​ley, toy​town small. By night it was fat​hom​less, mo​re his than the​irs.

    His ene​mi​es we​re al​re​ady re​tur​ning to the​ir ho​vels, as he'd known they wo​uld. The cha​se was over for the night.

    He lay down on the earth and watc​hed a me​te​or burn up as it fell to the so​uth-west. It was a bri​ef, bright stre​ak, which ed​ge-lit a clo​ud, then went out. Mor​ning was many long, he​aling ho​urs in the fu​tu​re. He wo​uld so​on be strong aga​in: and then, then - he'd burn them all away.

    Coot was not de​ad: but so clo​se to de​ath it scar​cely ma​de any dif​fe​ren​ce. Eighty per cent of the bo​nes in his body we​re frac​tu​red or bro​ken: his fa​ce and neck we​re a ma​ze of la​ce​ra​ti​ons: one of his hands was crus​hed al​most be​yond re​cog​ni​ti​on. He wo​uld cer​ta​inly die. It was pu​rely a mat​ter of ti​me and inc​li​na​ti​on.

    In the vil​la​ge tho​se who had glimp​sed so much as a frag​ment of the events in the dip we​re al​re​ady ela​bo​ra​ting on the​ir sto​ri​es: and the evi​den​ce of the na​ked eye lent cre​den​ce to the most fan​tas​tic in​ven​ti​ons. The cha​os in the church​yard, the smas​hed do​or of the Vestry: the cor​do​ned-off car on the north ro​ad. Wha​te​ver had hap​pe​ned that Sa​tur​day night it was go​ing to ta​ke a long ti​me to for​get.

    There was no har​vest fes​ti​val ser​vi​ce, which ca​me as no surp​ri​se to an​yo​ne.

    Maggie was in​sis​tent: "I want us all to go back to Lon​don." "A day ago you wan​ted us to stay he​re. Get to be part of the com​mu​nity."

    

    "That was on Fri​day, be​fo​re all this… this… The​re's a ma​ni​ac lo​ose, Ron."

    "If we go now, we won't co​me back."

    "What are you tal​king abo​ut; of co​ur​se we'll co​me back."

    "If we le​ave on​ce the pla​ce is thre​ate​ned, we gi​ve up on it al​to​get​her."

    "That's ri​di​cu​lo​us."

    "You we​re the one who was so ke​en on us be​ing vi​sib​le, be​ing se​en to jo​in in vil​la​ge li​fe. Well, we'll ha​ve to jo​in in the de​aths too. And I'm go​ing to stay - see it thro​ugh. You can go back to Lon​don. Ta​ke the kids."

    "No."

    He sig​hed, he​avily.

    "I want to see him ca​ught: who​ever he is. I want to know it's all be​en cle​ared up, see it with my own eyes. That's the only way we'll ever fe​el sa​fe he​re."

    Reluctantly, she nod​ded.

    "At le​ast let's get out of the ho​tel for a whi​le. Mrs Blat​ter's go​ing lo​opy. Can't we go for a dri​ve? Get so​me air-"

    "Yes, why not?"

    It was a balmy Sep​tem​ber day: the co​untry​si​de, al​ways wil​ling to spring a surp​ri​se, was gle​aming with li​fe. La​te flo​wers sho​ne in the ro​ad​si​de hed​ges, birds dip​ped over the ro​ad as they dro​ve. The sky was azu​re, the clo​uds a fan​ta​sia in cre​am. A few mi​les out​si​de the vil​la​ge all the hor​rors of the pre​vi​o​us night be​gan to eva​po​ra​te and the she​er exu​be​ran​ce of the day be​gan to ra​ise the fa​mily's spi​rits. With every mi​le they dro​ve out of Ze​al Ron's fe​ars di​mi​nis​hed. So​on, he was sin​ging.

    On the back se​at Deb​bie was be​ing dif​fi​cult. One mo​ment "I'm hot daddy", the next: "I want an oran​ge ju​ice daddy"; the next: "I ha​ve to pee".

    Ron stop​ped the car on an empty stretch of ro​ad, and pla​yed the in​dul​gent fat​her. The kids had be​en thro​ugh a lot; to​day they co​uld be spo​iled.

    "All right, dar​ling, you can ha​ve a pee he​re, then we'll go and find an ice-cre​am for you."

    "Where's the la-la?" she sa​id. Damn stu​pid phra​se; mot​her-in-law's eup​he​mism.

    

    Maggie chip​ped in. She was bet​ter with Deb​bie in the​se mo​ods than Ron. "You can go be​hind the hed​ge," she sa​id.

    Debbie lo​oked hor​ri​fi​ed. Ron exc​han​ged a half-smi​le with Ian.

    The boy had a put-upon lo​ok on his fa​ce. Gri​ma​cing, he went back to his dog-eared co​mic.

    "Hurry up, can't you?" he mut​te​red. "Then we can go so​mew​he​re pro​per."

    Somewhere pro​per, tho​ught Ron. He me​ans a town. He's a city kid: its go​ing to ta​ke a whi​le to con​vin​ce him that a hill with a vi​ew is so​mew​he​re pro​per. Deb​bie was still be​ing dif​fi​cult.

    "I can't go he​re, mummy-"

    "Why not?"

    "Somebody might see me."

    "Nobody's go​ing to see you, dar​ling," Ron re​as​su​red her. "Now do as yo​ur mummy says." He tur​ned to Mag​gie, "Go with her, lo​ve."

    Maggie wasn't bud​ging.

    "She's okay."

    "She can't climb over the ga​te on her own."

    "Well you go, then."

    Ron was de​ter​mi​ned not to ar​gue; he for​ced a smi​le. "Co​me on," he sa​id.

    Debbie got out of the car and Ron hel​ped her over the iron ga​te in​to the fi​eld be​yond. It was al​re​ady har​ves​ted. It smelt… earthy.

    "Don't lo​ok," she ad​mo​nis​hed him, wi​de-eyed, "you mustn't lo​ok."

    She was al​re​ady a ma​ni​pu​la​tor, at the ri​pe old age of ni​ne. She co​uld play him bet​ter than the pi​ano she was ta​king les​sons on. He knew it, and so did she. He smi​led at her and clo​sed his eyes.

    "All right. See? I've got my eyes clo​sed. Now hurry up, Deb​bie. Ple​ase."

    "Promise you won't pe​ek."

    "I won't pe​ek." My God, he tho​ught, she's cer​ta​inly ma​king a pro​duc​ti​on num​ber out of this. "Hurry up."

    He glan​ced back to​wards the car. Ian was sit​ting in the back, still re​ading, eng​ros​sed in so​me che​ap he​ro​ics, his fa​ce set as he sta​red in​to the ad​ven​tu​re. The boy was so se​ri​o​us: the oc​ca​si​onal half-smi​le was all Ron co​uld ever win from him. It wasn't a put-on, it wasn't a fa​ke air of mystery. He se​emed con​tent to le​ave all the per​for​ming to his sis​ter.

    Behind the hed​ge Deb​bie pul​led down her Sun​day knic​kers and squ​at​ted, but af​ter all the fuss her pee wo​uldn't co​me. She con​cent​ra​ted but that just ma​de it wor​se.

    Ron lo​oked up the fi​eld to​wards the ho​ri​zon. The​re we​re gulls up the​re, squ​ab​bling over a tit-bit. He watc​hed them aw​hi​le, im​pa​ti​en​ce gro​wing.

    "Come on, lo​ve," he sa​id.

    He lo​oked back at the car, and Ian was watc​hing him now, his fa​ce slack with bo​re​dom; or so​met​hing li​ke it. Was the​re so​met​hing el​se the​re: a de​ep re​sig​na​ti​on? Ron tho​ught. The boy lo​oked back to his co​mic bo​ok "Uto​pia" wit​ho​ut ack​now​led​ging his fat​her's ga​ze.

    Then Deb​bie scre​amed: an ear-pi​er​cing shri​ek.

    "Christ!" Ron was clam​be​ring over the ga​te in an ins​tant, and Mag​gie wasn't far be​hind him.

    "Debbie!"

    Ron fo​und her stan​ding aga​inst the hed​ge, sta​ring at the gro​und, blub​be​ring, fa​ce red. "What's wrong, for God's sa​ke?"

    She was yab​be​ring in​co​he​rently. Ron fol​lo​wed her eye.

    "What's hap​pe​ned?" Mag​gie was ha​ving dif​fi​culty get​ting over the ga​te.

    "It's all right… it's all right."

    There was a de​ad mo​le al​most bu​ri​ed in the tang​le at the ed​ge of the fi​eld, its eyes pec​ked out, its rot​ting hi​de craw​ling with fli​es.

    "Oh God, Ron." Mag​gie lo​oked at him ac​cu​singly, as tho​ugh he'd put the damn thing the​re with ma​li​ce afo​ret​ho​ught.

    "It's all right, swe​et​he​art," she sa​id, el​bo​wing past her hus​band and wrap​ping Deb​bie up in her arms.

    Her sobs qu​i​ete​ned a bit. City kids, tho​ught Ron. They're go​ing to ha​ve to get used to that sort of thing if they're go​ing to li​ve in the co​untry. No ro​ad swe​epers he​re to brush up the run-over cats every mor​ning. Mag​gie was roc​king her, and the worst of the te​ars we​re ap​pa​rently over.

    "She'll be all right," Ron sa​id.

    "Of co​ur​se she will, won't you, dar​ling?" Mag​gie hel​ped her pull up her knic​kers. She was still sni​vel​ling, her ne​ed for pri​vacy for​got​ten in her un​hap​pi​ness.

    

    In the back of the car Ian lis​te​ned to his sis​ter's ca​ter​wa​uling and tri​ed to con​cent​ra​te on his co​mic. Anyt​hing for at​ten​ti​on, he tho​ught. Well, she's wel​co​me.

    Suddenly, it went dark.

    He lo​oked up from the pa​ge, his he​art lo​ud. At his sho​ul​der, six inc​hes away from him, so​met​hing sto​oped to pe​er in​to the car, its fa​ce li​ke Hell. He co​uldn't scre​am, his ton​gue re​fu​sed to mo​ve. All he co​uld do was flo​od the se​at and kick use​les​sly as the long, scar​red arms re​ac​hed thro​ugh the win​dow to​wards him. The na​ils of the be​ast go​uged his ank​les, to​re his sock. One of his new sho​es fell off in the strug​gle. Now it had his fo​ot and he was be​ing drag​ged ac​ross the wet se​at to​wards the win​dow. He fo​und his vo​ice. Not qu​ite his vo​ice, it was a pat​he​tic, a sil​ly-so​un​ding vo​ice, not the equ​al of the mor​tal ter​ror he felt. And all too la​te any​way; it was drag​ging his legs thro​ugh the win​dow, and his bot​tom was al​most thro​ugh now. He lo​oked thro​ugh the back win​dow as it ha​uled his tor​so in​to the open air and in a dre​am he saw daddy at the ga​te, his fa​ce lo​oking so, so ri​di​cu​lo​us. He was clim​bing the ga​te, co​ming to help, co​ming to sa​ve him but he was far too slow. Ian knew he was be​yond sal​va​ti​on from the be​gin​ning, be​ca​use he'd di​ed this way in his sle​ep on a hund​red oc​ca​si​ons and daddy ne​ver got the​re in ti​me. The mo​uth was wi​der even than he'd dre​amed it, a ho​le which he was be​ing de​li​ve​red in​to, he​ad first. It smelt li​ke the dust​bins at the back of the scho​ol can​te​en, ti​mes a mil​li​on. He was sick down its thro​at, as it bit the top of his he​ad off.

    Ron had ne​ver scre​amed in his li​fe. The scre​am had al​ways be​lon​ged to the ot​her sex, un​til that ins​tant. Then, watc​hing the mons​ter stand up and clo​se its jaws aro​und his son's he​ad, the​re was no so​und ap​prop​ri​ate but a scre​am.

    Rawhead he​ard the cry, and tur​ned, wit​ho​ut a tra​ce of fe​ar on his fa​ce, to lo​ok at the so​ur​ce. The​ir eyes met. The King's glan​ce pe​net​ra​ted Mil​ton li​ke a spi​ke, fre​ezing him to the ro​ad and to the mar​row. It was Mag​gie who bro​ke its hold, her vo​ice a dir​ge.

    "Oh… ple​ase… no."

    Ron sho​ok Raw​he​ad's lo​ok from his he​ad, and star​ted to​wards the car, to​wards his son. But the he​si​ta​ti​on had gi​ven Raw​he​ad a mo​ment's gra​ce he scar​cely ne​eded any​way, and he was al​re​ady away, his catch clam​ped bet​we​en his jaws, spil​ling out to right and left. The bre​eze car​ri​ed mo​tes of Ian's blo​od back down the ro​ad to​wards Ron; he felt them spot his fa​ce in a gent​le sho​wer.

    Declan sto​od in the chan​cel of St Pe​ter's and lis​te​ned for the hum. It was still the​re. So​oner or la​ter he'd ha​ve to go to the so​ur​ce of that so​und and dest​roy it, even if it me​ant, as it well might, his own de​ath. His new mas​ter wo​uld de​mand it. But that was par for the co​ur​se; and the tho​ught of de​ath didn't dist​ress him; far from it. In the last few days he'd re​ali​sed am​bi​ti​ons that he'd nur​tu​red (unspo​ken, even unt​ho​ught) for ye​ars.

    Looking up at the black bulk of the mons​ter as it ra​ined piss on him he'd fo​und the pu​rest joy. If that ex​pe​ri​en​ce, which wo​uld on​ce ha​ve dis​gus​ted him, co​uld be so con​sum​ma​te, what might de​ath be li​ke? Ra​rer still. And if he co​uld cont​ri​ve to die by Raw​he​ad's hand, by that wi​de hand that smelt so rank, wo​uldn't that be the ra​rest of the ra​re?

    He lo​oked up at the al​tar, and at the re​ma​ins of the fi​re the po​li​ce had ex​tin​gu​is​hed. They'd se​arc​hed for him af​ter Co​ot's de​ath, but he had a do​zen hi​ding pla​ces they wo​uld ne​ver find, and they'd so​on gi​ven up. Big​ger fish to fry. He col​lec​ted a fresh arm​ful of Songs of Pra​ise and threw them down amongst the damp as​hes. The cand​les​ticks we​re war​ped, but still re​cog​ni​sab​le. The cross had di​sap​pe​ared, eit​her shri​vel​led away or re​mo​ved by so​me light-fin​ge​red of​fi​cer of the law. He to​re a few hand​fuls of hymns from the bo​oks, and lit a match. The old songs ca​ught easily.

    Ron Mil​ton was tas​ting te​ars, and it was a tas​te he'd for​got​ten. It was many ye​ars sin​ce he'd wept, es​pe​ci​al​ly in front of ot​her ma​les. But he didn't ca​re any lon​ger: the​se bas​tard po​li​ce​men we​ren't hu​man any​way. They just lo​oked at him whi​le he po​ured out his story, and nod​ded li​ke idi​ots.

    "We've draf​ted men in from every di​vi​si​on wit​hin fifty mi​les, Mr Mil​ton," sa​id the bland fa​ce with the un​ders​tan​ding eyes. "The hills are be​ing sco​ured. We'll ha​ve it, wha​te​ver it is."

    "It to​ok my child, you un​ders​tand me? It kil​led him, in front of me-"

    They didn't se​em to ap​pre​ci​ate the hor​ror of it all.

    "We're do​ing what we can."

    "It's not eno​ugh. This thing… it's not hu​man."

    Ivanhoe, with the un​ders​tan​ding eyes, knew blo​ody well how un​hu​man it was.

    "There's pe​op​le co​ming from the Mi​nistry of De​fen​ce: we can't do much mo​re 'til they've had a lo​ok at the evi​den​ce," he sa​id. Then ad​ded, as a sop: "It's all pub​lic mo​ney, sir."

    "You fuc​king idi​ot! What do​es it mat​ter what it costs to kill it? It's not hu​man. It's out of Hell."

    Ivanhoe's lo​ok lost com​pas​si​on.

    "If it ca​me out of Hell, sir," he sa​id "I don't think it wo​uld ha​ve fo​und the Re​ve​rend Co​ot such easy pic​kings."

    Coot: that was his man. Why hadn't he tho​ught of that be​fo​re? Co​ot.

    Ron had ne​ver be​en much of a man of God. But he was pre​pa​red to be open-min​ded, and now that he'd se​en the op​po​si​ti​on, or one of its tro​ops, he was re​ady to re​form his opi​ni​ons. He'd be​li​eve anyt​hing, anyt​hing at all, if it ga​ve him a we​apon aga​inst the De​vil.

    He must get to Co​ot.

    "What abo​ut yo​ur wi​fe?" the of​fi​cer cal​led af​ter him. Mag​gie was sit​ting in one of the si​de of​fi​ces, dumb with se​da​ti​on, Deb​bie as​le​ep be​si​de her. The​re was not​hing he co​uld do for them. They we​re as sa​fe he​re as anyw​he​re.

    He must get to Co​ot, be​fo​re he di​ed.

    He'd know, wha​te​ver Re​ve​rends know; and he'd un​ders​tand the pa​in bet​ter than the​se mon​keys. De​ad sons we​re the crux of the Church af​ter all.

    As he got in​to the car it se​emed for a mo​ment he smelt his son: the boy who wo​uld ha​ve car​ri​ed his na​me (Ian Ro​nald Mil​ton he'd be​en chris​te​ned), the boy who was his sperm ma​de flesh, who he'd had cir​cum​ci​sed li​ke him​self. The qu​i​et child who'd lo​oked out of the car at him with such re​sig​na​ti​on in his eyes.

    This ti​me the te​ars didn't be​gin. This ti​me the​re was just an an​ger that was al​most won​der​ful.

    It was half past ele​ven at night. Raw​he​ad Rex lay un​der the mo​on in one of the har​ves​ted fi​elds to the so​uth-west of the Nic​hol​son Farm. The stub​ble was dar​ke​ning now, and the​re was a tan​ta​li​sing smell of rot​ting ve​ge​tab​le mat​ter off the earth. Be​si​de him lay his din​ner, Ian Ro​nald Mil​ton, fa​ce up on the fi​eld, his mid​riff torn open. Oc​ca​si​onal​ly the be​ast wo​uld le​an up on one el​bow and pad​dle its fin​gers in the co​oling so​up of the boy-child's body, fis​hing for a de​li​cacy.

    Here, un​der the full mo​on, bat​hing in sil​ver, stretc​hing his limbs and eating the flesh of hu​man kind, he felt ir​re​sis​tib​le. His fin​gers drew a kid​ney off the pla​te be​si​de him and he swal​lo​wed it who​le.

    Sweet.

    Coot was awa​ke, des​pi​te the se​da​ti​on. He knew he was dying, and the ti​me was too pre​ci​o​us to do​ze thro​ugh. He didn't know the na​me of the fa​ce that was in​ter​ro​ga​ting him in the yel​low glo​om of his ro​om, but the vo​ice was so po​li​tely in​sis​tent he had to lis​ten, even tho​ugh it in​ter​rup​ted his pe​ace-ma​king with God. Be​si​des, they had qu​es​ti​ons in com​mon: and they all circ​led, tho​se qu​es​ti​ons, on the be​ast that had re​du​ced him to this pulp.

    "It to​ok my son," the man sa​id. "What do you know abo​ut the thing? Ple​ase tell me. I'll be​li​eve wha​te​ver you tell me-" Now the​re was des​pe​ra​ti​on. "Just exp​la​in-"

    Time and aga​in, as he'd la​in on that hot pil​low, con​fu​sed tho​ughts had ra​ced thro​ugh Co​ot's mind. Dec​lan's bap​tism; the emb​ra​ce of the be​ast; the al​tar; his ha​ir ri​sing and his flesh too. May​be the​re was so​met​hing he co​uld tell the fat​her at his bed​si​de.

    "… in the church…"

    Ron le​aned clo​ser to Co​ot; he smelt of earth al​re​ady.

    "… the al​tar… it's af​ra​id… the al​tar…"

    "You me​an the cross? It's af​ra​id of the cross?"

    "No… not-"

    "Not-"

    The body cre​aked on​ce, and stop​ped. Ron watc​hed de​ath co​me over the fa​ce: the sa​li​va dry on Co​ot's lips, the iris of his re​ma​ining eye cont​ract. He watc​hed a long whi​le be​fo​re he rang for the nur​se, then qu​i​etly ma​de his es​ca​pe.

    There was so​me​body in the Church. The do​or, which had be​en pad​loc​ked by the po​li​ce, was aj​ar, the lock smas​hed. Ron pus​hed it open a few inc​hes and slid in​si​de. The​re we​re no lights on in the Church, the only il​lu​mi​na​ti​on was a bon​fi​re on the al​tar steps. It was be​ing ten​ded by a yo​ung man Ron had se​en on and off in the vil​la​ge. He lo​oked up from his fi​re-watc​hing, but kept fe​eding the fla​mes the guts of bo​oks.

    "What can I do for you?" he as​ked, wit​ho​ut in​te​rest.

    "I ca​me to-" Ron he​si​ta​ted. What to tell this man: the truth? No, the​re was so​met​hing wrong he​re.

    "I as​ked you a frig​ging qu​es​ti​on," sa​id the man. "What do you want?"

    As he wal​ked down the ais​le to​wards the fi​re Ron be​gan to see the qu​es​ti​oner in mo​re de​ta​il. The​re we​re sta​ins, li​ke mud, on his clot​hes, and his eyes had sunk in the​ir or​bits as if his bra​in had suc​ked them in.

    "You've got no right to be in he​re-"

    "I tho​ught an​yo​ne co​uld co​me in​to a church," sa​id Ron, sta​ring at the bur​ning pa​ges as they blac​ke​ned.

    "Not to​night. You get the fuck out of he​re." Ron kept wal​king to​wards the al​tar.

    "You get the fuck out, I sa​id!"

    The fa​ce in front of Ron was ali​ve with le​ers and gri​ma​ces: the​re was lu​nacy in it.

    "I ca​me to see the al​tar; I'll go when I've se​en it, and not be​fo​re."

    ''You've be​en tal​king to Co​ot. That it?"

    "Coot?"

    "What did the old wan​ker tell you? It's all a lie, wha​te​ver it was; he ne​ver told the truth in his frig​ging li​fe, you know that? You ta​ke it from he. He used to get up the​re-" he threw a pra​yer-bo​ok at the pul​pit "-and tell fuc​king li​es!"

    "I want to see the al​tar for myself. We'll see if he was tel​ling li​es-"

    "No, you won't!"
    The man threw anot​her hand​ful of bo​oks on to the fi​re and step​ped down to block Ron's path. He smelt not of mud but of shit. Wit​ho​ut war​ning, he po​un​ced. His hands se​ized Ron's neck, and the two of them top​pled over. Dec​lan's fin​gers re​ac​hing to go​uge at Ron's eyes: his te​eth snap​ping at his no​se.

    Ron was surp​ri​sed at the we​ak​ness of his own arms; why hadn't he pla​yed squ​ash the way Mag​gie had sug​ges​ted, why we​re his musc​les so inef​fec​tu​al? If he wasn't ca​re​ful this man was go​ing to kill him.

    

    Suddenly a light, so bright it co​uld ha​ve be​en a mid​night dawn, splas​hed thro​ugh the west win​dow. A clo​ud of scre​ams fol​lo​wed clo​se on it. Fi​re​light, dwar​fing the bon​fi​re on the al​tar steps, dyed the air. The sta​ined glass dan​ced.

    Declan for​got his vic​tim for an ins​tant, and Ron ral​li​ed. He pus​hed the man's chin back, and got a knee un​der his tor​so, then he kic​ked hard. The enemy went re​eling, and Ron was up and af​ter him, a fist​ful of ha​ir se​cu​ring the tar​get whi​le the ball of his ot​her hand ham​me​red at the lu​na​tic's fa​ce 'til it bro​ke. It wasn't eno​ugh to see the bas​tard's no​se ble​ed, or to he​ar the car​ti​la​ge mas​hed; Ron kept be​ating and be​ating un​til his fist bled. Only then did he let Dec​lan drop.

    Outside, Ze​al was ab​la​ze.

    Rawhead had ma​de fi​res be​fo​re, many fi​res. But pet​rol was a new we​apon, and he was still get​ting the hang of it. It didn't ta​ke him long to le​arn. The trick was to wo​und the whe​eled bo​xes, that was easy. Open the​ir flanks and out the​ir blo​od wo​uld po​ur, blo​od that ma​de his he​ad ac​he. The bo​xes we​re easy prey, li​ned up on the pa​ve​ment li​ke bul​locks to be sla​ugh​te​red. He went amongst them de​men​ted with de​ath, splas​hing the​ir blo​od down the High Stre​et and ig​ni​ting it. Stre​ams of li​qu​id fi​re po​ured in​to gar​dens, over thres​holds. Thatc​hes ca​ught; wo​od-be​amed cot​ta​ges went up. In mi​nu​tes Ze​al was bur​ning from end to end.

    In St Pe​ter's, Ron drag​ged the filt​hi​ed cloth off the al​tar, trying to block out all tho​ughts of Deb​bie and Mar​ga​ret. The po​li​ce wo​uld mo​ve them to a pla​ce of sa​fety, for cer​ta​in. The is​sue at hand must ta​ke pre​ce​den​ce.

    Beneath the cloth was a lar​ge box, its front pa​nel ro​ughly car​ved. He to​ok no no​ti​ce of the de​sign; the​re we​re mo​re ur​gent mat​ters to at​tend to. Out​si​de, the be​ast was lo​ose. He co​uld he​ar its tri​ump​hant ro​ars, and he felt eager, yes eager, to go to it. To kill it or be kil​led. But first, the box. It con​ta​ined po​wer, no do​ubt abo​ut that; a po​wer that was even now ra​ising the ha​irs on his he​ad, that was wor​king at his cock, gi​ving him an ac​hing hard-on. His flesh se​emed to se​et​he with it, it ela​ted him li​ke lo​ve. Hungry, he put his hands on the box, and a shock that se​emed to co​ok his jo​ints ran up both his arms. He fell back, and for a mo​ment he won​de​red if he was go​ing to re​ma​in cons​ci​o​us, the pa​in was so bad, but it sub​si​ded, in mo​ments. He cast aro​und for a to​ol, so​met​hing to get him in​to the box wit​ho​ut la​ying flesh to it.

    In des​pe​ra​ti​on he wrap​ped his hand with a pi​ece of the al​tar cloth and snatc​hed one of the brass cand​le​hol​ders from the ed​ge of the fi​re. The cloth be​gan to smo​ul​der as the he​at wor​ked its way thro​ugh to his hand. He step​ped back to the al​tar and be​at at the wo​od li​ke a mad​man un​til it be​gan to splin​ter. His hands we​re numb now; if the he​ated cand​les​ticks we​re bur​ning his palms he co​uldn't fe​el it. What did it mat​ter any​how? The​re was a we​apon he​re: a few inc​hes away from him, if only he co​uld get to it, to wi​eld it. His erec​ti​on throb​bed, his balls ting​led.

    "Come to me," he fo​und him​self sa​ying, "co​me on, co​me on. Co​me to me. Co​me to me." Li​ke he was wil​ling it in​to his emb​ra​ce, this tre​asu​re, li​ke it was a girl he wan​ted, his hard-on wan​ted, and he was hypno​ti​sing her in​to his bed.

    "Come to me, co​me to me-"

    The wo​od fa​ca​de was bre​aking. Pan​ting now, he used the cor​ners of the cand​les​tick ba​se to le​ver lar​ger chunks of tim​ber away. The al​tar was hol​low, as he'd known it wo​uld be. And empty.

    Empty.

    Except for a ball of sto​ne, the si​ze of a small fo​ot​ball. Was this his pri​ze? He co​uldn't be​li​eve how in​sig​ni​fi​cant it lo​oked: and yet the air was still elect​ric aro​und him; his blo​od still dan​ced. He re​ac​hed thro​ugh the ho​le he'd ma​de in the al​tar and pic​ked the re​lic up.

    Outside, Raw​he​ad was jubi​la​ting.

    Images flas​hed be​fo​re Ron's eyes as he we​ig​hed the sto​ne in his de​ade​ned hand. A corp​se with its fe​et bur​ning. A fla​ming cot. A dog, run​ning along the stre​et, a li​ving ball of fi​re. It was all out​si​de, wa​iting to un​fold.

    Against the per​pet​ra​tor, he had this sto​ne.

    He'd trus​ted God, just for half a day, and he got shat on. It was just a sto​ne: just a fuc​king sto​ne. He tur​ned the fo​ot​ball over and over in his hand, trying to ma​ke so​me sen​se of its fur​rows and its mo​unds. Was it me​ant to be so​met​hing, per​haps; was he mis​sing its de​eper sig​ni​fi​can​ce?

    There was a knot of no​ise at the ot​her end of the church; a crash, a cry, from be​yond the do​or a who​osh of fla​me.

    Two pe​op​le stag​ge​red in, fol​lo​wed by smo​ke and ple​as.

    "He's bur​ning the vil​la​ge," sa​id a vo​ice Ron knew. It was that be​nign po​li​ce​man who hadn't be​li​eved in Hell; he was trying to ke​ep his act to​get​her, per​haps for the be​ne​fit of his com​pa​ni​on, Mrs Blat​ter from the ho​tel. The nightd​ress she'd run in​to the stre​et we​aring was torn. Her bre​asts we​re ex​po​sed; they sho​ok with her sobs; she didn't se​em to know she was na​ked, didn't even know whe​re she was.

    "Christ in He​aven help us," sa​id Ivan​hoe.

    "There's no fuc​king Christ in he​re," ca​me Dec​lan's vo​ice. He was stan​ding up, and re​eling to​wards the int​ru​ders. Ron co​uldn't see his fa​ce from whe​re he sto​od, but he knew it must be ne​ar as damn it un​re​cog​ni​sab​le. Mrs Blat​ter avo​ided him as he stag​ge​red to​wards the do​or, and she ran to​wards the al​tar. She'd be​en mar​ri​ed he​re: on the very spot he'd bu​ilt the fi​re.

    Ron sta​red at her body ent​ran​ced.

    She was con​si​de​rably over​we​ight, her bre​asts sag​ging, her belly overs​ha​do​wing her cunt so he do​ub​ted if she co​uld even see it. But it was for this his cock-he​ad throb​bed, for this his he​ad re​eled-

    Her ima​ge was in his hand. God yes, she was the​re in his hand, she was the li​ving equ​iva​lent of what he held. A wo​man. The sto​ne was the sta​tue of a wo​man, a Ve​nus gros​ser than Mrs Blat​ter, her belly swel​ling with child​ren, tits li​ke mo​un​ta​ins, cunt a val​ley that be​gan at her na​vel and ga​ped to the world. All this ti​me, un​der the cloth and the cross, they'd bo​wed the​ir he​ads to a god​dess.

    Ron step​ped off the al​tar and be​gan to run down the ais​le, pus​hing Mrs Blat​ter, the po​li​ce​man and the lu​na​tic asi​de.

    "Don't go out," sa​id Ivan​hoe, "It's right out​si​de."

    Ron held the Ve​nus tight, fe​eling her we​ight in his hands and ta​king se​cu​rity from her. Be​hind him, the Ver​ger was scre​ec​hing a war​ning to his Lord. Yes, it was a war​ning for su​re.

    Ron kic​ked open the do​or. On every si​de, fi​re. A fla​ming cot, a corp​se (it was the post​mas​ter) with its fe​et bur​ning, a dog skin​ned by fi​re, hurt​ling past. And Raw​he​ad, of co​ur​se, sil​ho​u​et​ted aga​inst a pa​no​ra​ma of fla​mes. It lo​oked ro​und, per​haps be​ca​use it he​ard the war​nings the Ver​ger was yel​ling, but mo​re li​kely, he tho​ught, be​ca​use it knew, knew wit​ho​ut be​ing told, that the wo​man had be​en fo​und.

    "Here!" Ron yel​led, "I'm he​re! I'm he​re!"

    It was co​ming for him now, with the ste​ady ga​it of a vic​tor clo​sing in to cla​im its fi​nal and ab​so​lu​te vic​tory. Do​ubt sur​ged up in Ron. Why did it co​me so su​rely to me​et him, not se​eming to ca​re abo​ut the we​apon he car​ri​ed in his hands?

    Hadn't it se​en, hadn't it he​ard the war​ning?

    Unless-

    Oh God in He​aven.

    -Unless Co​ot had be​en wrong. Un​less it was only a sto​ne he held in his hand, a use​less, me​aning​less lump of sto​ne.

    Then a pa​ir of hands grab​bed him aro​und the neck.

    The lu​na​tic.

    A low vo​ice spat the word "Fuc​ker" in his ear.

    Ron watc​hed Raw​he​ad ap​pro​ac​hing, he​ard the lu​na​tic scre​ec​hing now: "He​re he is. Fetch him. Kill him. He​re he is."

    Without war​ning the grip slac​ke​ned, and Ron half-tur​ned to see Ivan​hoe drag​ging the lu​na​tic back aga​inst the Church wall. The mo​uth in the Ver​ger's bro​ken fa​ce con​ti​nu​ed to scre​ech.

    "He's he​re! He​re!

    Ron lo​oked back at Raw​he​ad: the be​ast was al​most on him, and he was too slow to ra​ise the sto​ne in self-de​fen​ce. But Raw​he​ad had no in​ten​ti​on of ta​king him. It was Dec​lan he was smel​ling and he​aring. Ivan​hoe re​le​ased Dec​lan as Raw​he​ad's hu​ge hands ve​ered past Ron and fumb​led for the lu​na​tic. What fol​lo​wed was un-watc​hab​le. Ron co​uldn't be​ar to see the hands ta​ke Dec​lan apart: but he he​ard the gab​ble of ple​as be​co​me who​ops of dis​be​li​eving gri​ef. When he next lo​oked ro​und the​re was not​hing re​cog​ni​sably hu​man on gro​und or wall-

    -And Raw​he​ad was co​ming for him now, co​ming to do the sa​me or wor​se. The hu​ge he​ad cra​ned ro​und to fix on Ron, its maw ga​ping, and Ron saw how the fi​re had wo​un​ded Raw​he​ad. The be​ast had be​en ca​re​less in the ent​hu​si​asm for dest​ruc​ti​on: fi​re had ca​ught its fa​ce and up​per tor​so. Its body ha​ir was cris​ped, its ma​ne was stub​ble, and the flesh on the left hand si​de of its fa​ce was black and blis​te​red. The fla​mes had ro​as​ted its eye​bal​ls, they we​re swim​ming in a gum of mu​cus and te​ars. That was why it had fol​lo​wed Dec​lan's vo​ice and bypas​sed Ron; it co​uld scar​cely see.

    But it must see now. It must.

    "Here… he​re…" sa​id Ron, "He​re I am!" Raw​he​ad he​ard. He lo​oked wit​ho​ut se​e​ing, his eyes trying to fo​cus.

    "Here! I'm he​re!"

    Rawhead grow​led in his chest. His bur​ned fa​ce pa​ined him; he wan​ted to be away from he​re, away in the co​ol of a birch-thic​ket, mo​on-was​hed.

    His dim​med eyes fo​und the sto​ne; the ho​mo sa​pi​en was nur​sing it li​ke a baby. It was dif​fi​cult for Raw​he​ad to see cle​arly, but he knew. It ac​hed in his mind, that ima​ge. It pric​ked him, it te​ased him.

    It was just a symbol of co​ur​se, a sign of the po​wer, not the po​wer it​self, but his mind ma​de no such dis​tinc​ti​on. To him the sto​ne was the thing he fe​ared most: the ble​eding wo​man, her ga​ping ho​le eating se​ed and spit​ting child​ren. It was li​fe, that ho​le, that wo​man, it was end​less fe​cun​dity. It ter​ri​fi​ed him.

    Rawhead step​ped back, his own shit run​ning fre​ely down his leg. The fe​ar on his fa​ce ga​ve Ron strength. He pres​sed ho​me his ad​van​ta​ge, clo​sing in af​ter the ret​re​ating be​ast, dimly awa​re that Ivan​hoe was ral​lying al​li​es aro​und him, ar​med fi​gu​res wa​iting at the cor​ners of his vi​si​on, eager to bring the fi​re ra​iser down.

    His own strength was fa​iling him. The sto​ne, lif​ted high abo​ve his he​ad so Raw​he​ad co​uld see it pla​inly, se​emed he​avi​er by the mo​ment.

    "Go on," he sa​id qu​i​etly to the gat​he​ring Ze​alots. "Go on, ta​ke him. Ta​ke him…"

    They be​gan to clo​se in, even be​fo​re he fi​nis​hed spe​aking.

    Rawhead smelt them mo​re than saw them: his hur​ting eyes we​re fi​xed on the wo​man.

    His te​eth slid from the​ir she​aths in pre​pa​ra​ti​on for the at​tack. The stench of hu​ma​nity clo​sed in aro​und him from every di​rec​ti​on.

    Panic over​ca​me his su​pers​ti​ti​ons for one mo​ment and he snatc​hed down to​wards Ron, ste​eling him​self aga​inst the sto​ne. The at​tack to​ok Ron by surp​ri​se. The claws sank in his scalp, blo​od po​ured down over his fa​ce.

    

    Then the crowd clo​sed in. Hu​man hands, we​ak, whi​te hu​man hands we​re la​id on Raw​he​ad's body. Fists be​at on his spi​ne, na​ils ra​ked his skin.

    He let Ron go as so​me​body to​ok a kni​fe to the backs of his legs and hamst​rung him. The agony ma​de him howl the sky down, or so it se​emed. In Raw​he​ad's ro​as​ted eyes the stars re​eled as he fell back​wards on to the ro​ad, his back crac​king un​der him. They to​ok the ad​van​ta​ge im​me​di​ately, over​po​we​ring him by she​er we​ight of num​bers. He snap​ped off a fin​ger he​re, a fa​ce the​re, but they wo​uld not be stop​ped now. The​ir hat​red was old; in the​ir bo​nes, did they but know it.

    He thras​hed un​der the​ir as​sa​ults for as long as he co​uld, but he knew de​ath was cer​ta​in. The​re wo​uld be no re​sur​rec​ti​on this ti​me, no wa​iting in the earth for an age un​til the​ir des​cen​dants for​got him. He'd be snuf​fed out ab​so​lu​tely, and the​re wo​uld be not​hing​ness.

    He be​ca​me qu​i​eter at the tho​ught, and lo​oked up as best he co​uld to whe​re the lit​tle fat​her was stan​ding. The​ir eyes met, as they had on the ro​ad when he'd ta​ken the boy. But now Raw​he​ad's lo​ok had lost its po​wer to trans​fix. His fa​ce was empty and ste​ri​le as the mo​on, de​fe​ated long be​fo​re Ron slam​med the sto​ne down bet​we​en his eyes. The skull was soft: it buck​led in​wards and a slop of bra​in splat​te​red the ro​ad.

    The King went out. It was sud​denly over, wit​ho​ut ce​re​mony or ce​leb​ra​ti​on. Out, on​ce and for all. The​re was no cry.

    Ron left the sto​ne whe​re it lay, half bu​ri​ed in the fa​ce of the be​ast. He sto​od up grog​gily, and felt his he​ad. His scalp was lo​ose, his fin​ger​tips to​uc​hed his skull, blo​od ca​me and ca​me. But the​re we​re arms to sup​port him, and not​hing to fe​ar if he slept.

    It went un​no​ti​ced, but in de​ath Raw​he​ad's blad​der was empt​ying. A stre​am of uri​ne pul​sed from the corp​se and ran down the ro​ad. The ri​vu​let ste​amed in the chil​ling air, its scummy no​se snif​fing left and right as it lo​oked for a pla​ce to dra​in. Af​ter a few fe​et it fo​und the gut​ter and ran along it aw​hi​le to a crack in the tar​mac; the​re it dra​ined off in​to the wel​co​ming earth.
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    It was autumn, kis​sing clo​se to win​ter; la​te No​vem​ber, early De​cem​ber; the day​ti​me a few dim drab mo​ments bet​we​en elon​ga​ted ho​urs of he​avy, cold dark. The last of the uns​wept le​aves we​re dull oran​ge, frost-crispy un​der his bo​ots. He co​uld not fe​el his to​es. But the ot​her ac​hes we​re all the​re, in his leg-bo​nes, his knuck​les, his fa​ce. Yo​ur pa​ins cal​ling in, all pre​sent and cor​rect, Chi​ef Stock​ton, sir. Hell, any day wit​ho​ut blo​od in the to​ilet bowl was a go​od one. He was so old that the boy who'd ta​ken over his job was re​ti​red (and bu​ri​ed). So​me​one he didn't know had sat in his old se​at down at the po​li​ce sta​ti​on for as long as most folks co​uld re​mem​ber. So​me​one with his na​me was on the high​way pat​rol, so he sup​po​sed that the fa​mily tra​di​ti​on was be​ing car​ri​ed on. Stock​tons had hel​ped po​li​ce this stretch of Con​nec​ti​cut sin​ce witch-han​ging ti​mes. The fa​mily had be​en the​re for all the things wor​se than witc​hes that ca​me down the pi​ke or step​ped off the tra​in.

    Usually, it was the tra​in.

    That was why he kept his ro​uti​ne, trud​ging early to the ra​il​ro​ad sta​ti​on and ta​king his cha​ir - out on the plat​form in the balmy days of spring and sum​mer, in the wa​iting ro​om clo​se to the black iron sto​ve as win​ter's shro​ud des​cen​ded - so he co​uld ke​ep to his watch. He knew most folks saw him as an old-ti​mer who li​ked to get out of his empty ho​use and be among pe​op​le co​ming and go​ing. Plenty we​re wil​ling to stop and pass the ti​me with him, tal​king abo​ut TV shows he'd ne​ver watch - Ex-Fli​es or so​me such. The town had long-ti​me re​si​dents he tho​ught of as "inco​mers", who​se na​mes he ne​edn't le​arn. Al​ways, he kept a lazy eye out for mo​ve​ments. Most of the town had for​got​ten. Things that co​uldn't be exp​la​ined by light of day, it was most com​for​tab​le to tidy up and dis​miss as ima​gi​nings of the night. It had be​en a long ti​me sin​ce the worst of it. But he knew it wasn't over. The things he watc​hed out for we​re li​ke him, and to​ok the long vi​ew. They co​uld af​ford to wa​it it out. In the end, they'd be drawn to this pla​ce, to this sta​ti​on, to him.

    And then…?

    "Mornin'?" sa​id the sta​ti​on​mas​ter’s da​ugh​ter Ire​ne, who tur​ned everyt​hing in​to a qu​es​ti​on. Or was it "Mo​ur​nin'?"

    "Ayup," he res​pon​ded.

    It was and he was. No furt​her edi​to​ri​al ne​eded.

    Irene rat​tled the scut​tle in​to the sto​ve. The em​bers of yes​ter​day's fu​el we​re bu​ri​ed un​der fresh black co​al. Smo​ke so​on cur​led and she drop​ped the lid. The fi​re in the sta​ti​on wa​iting ro​om sto​ve had be​en bur​ning sin​ce be​fo​re she was born, ne​ver dying over​night even when snow lay three or fo​ur fe​et de​ep and te​ars tur​ned to frost on yo​ur fa​ce. It was a phe​no​me​non, he sup​po​sed. One of the many tiny things abo​ut the pla​ce no one even qu​es​ti​oned.

    

    Irene wo​re he​avy bo​ots, work-je​ans and a check shirt. Her ha​ir was do​ne in two thick ro​pe-bra​ids li​ke a story​bo​ok child. She might be pretty, and he ho​ped so​me​one wo​uld find out. Then aga​in, the joke was that when she got mar​ri​ed she'd even ma​ke "I do" in​to a qu​es​ti​on. "I do?"

    He set​tled in his se​at.

    The next stop​ping tra​in was due at 7:12 am. A com​mu​ter crawl, pic​king up fel​lows (and la​di​es, the​se days) in su​its, sna​king them off to work in the city. He ne​edn't pay it much at​ten​ti​on. That tra​in star​ted up North and col​lec​ted pe​op​le as it wo​und thro​ugh the sta​te; the ra​re pe​op​le who ever got off we​re day vi​si​tors from one or two towns up the li​ne. It was the 7:32 he ne​eded to pay mind to, the empty tra​in co​ming the ot​her way, from the city - the last tra​in of yes​ter​day, sent back to the ter​mi​nus so it co​uld re​turn mid-mor​ning and sco​op up tho​se who didn't ne​ed to be in the city un​til af​ter the wor​king day star​ted, the shop​pers-and-lunc​hers and the work-at-ho​mes with me​etings to ma​ke.

    Almost no one ca​me in on the 7:32. But it was a bad one. It ca​me from New York, and the city was a sta​ge most things pas​sed thro​ugh on the​ir way he​re. He won​de​red so​me​ti​mes why they didn't stop the​re, whe​re they co​uld hi​de among - how had folks on​ce put it? - the "te​eming mil​li​ons". Up he​re, no mat​ter how subt​le the​ir ways, they'd even​tu​al​ly be no​ti​ced. But a gi​ant oc​to​pus co​uld get lost in the conc​re​te can​yons. Let alo​ne a shro​ud-thin tat​ter which co​uld as easily ha​ve be​en a tang​le of dis​car​ded news​pa​pers as what it was.

    Today, the​re'd be so​met​hing.

    Stockton knew this, the way so​me old folks knew the we​at​her. The qu​ality of his pa​in chan​ged. He'd le​ar​ned to re​ad the signs.

    Others had known, but they we​re go​ne. The​ir kids had ne​ver be​li​eved the yarns or had clo​sed the​ir minds firmly. The​re we​ren't such things. Not any mo​re. And es​pe​ci​al​ly not he​re. Think of what it'd me​an for pro​perty va​lu​es. And we've got too much el​se on our pla​tes. The​re are eno​ugh re​al dan​gers to worry abo​ut, in the​se ti​mes of ter​ror and disg​ra​ce, wit​ho​ut be​ing tro​ub​led by yes​ter​day's phan​tasms, by the outg​rown night​ma​res of ge​ne​ra​ti​ons past.

    They we​ren't fo​ols. They we​re just child​ren.

    Kids.

    

    "Coffee?"

    That ge​nu​inely was a qu​es​ti​on.

    "Thank you, Ire​ne, yes."

    She kept a per​co​la​tor in the of​fi​ce. Her fat​her had ma​in​ta​ined a cof​fee-pot in the sa​me man​ner as he kept the sto​ve bur​ning, con​ti​nu​al​ly top​ping up slud​ge bu​ilt up over de​ca​des. Ire​ne had put an end to that, ca​re​ful​ly lo​sing the pot and bu​ying a new, comp​li​ca​ted mac​hi​ne with her own mo​ney.

    Stockton to​ok a gulp. He was ex​pec​ting the cof​fee tas​te, but so​met​hing el​se swar​med in​to his mo​uth.

    "Hazelnut and rum?" Ire​ne qu​es​ti​on-expla​ined.

    To which he wo​uld ha​ve sa​id "no, thank you," but it was too la​te.

    Some com​mu​ting fel​low bro​ught back the​se mu​tant con​coc​ti​ons from a pla​ce in the city. Cof​fee pol​lu​ted with fla​vo​urs. Stoc​k​ton be​li​eved po​ta​to chips sho​uld tas​te of salt and not​hing el​se. He had lit​tle ti​me for any pro​duct desc​ri​bed as "French" or with an acu​te ac​cent in the brand-na​me.

    Still, the warmth in his thro​at was wel​co​me.

    And the cof​fee tas​te was still the​re, un​der​ne​ath.

    Irene left him and bu​si​ed her​self in the of​fi​ce. Stock​ton didn't see her fat​her aro​und much any​mo​re. It oc​cur​red to him that she might ha​ve in​he​ri​ted the job of sta​ti​on​mas​ter - sta​ti​on-mist​ress? - whi​le he was pa​ying at​ten​ti​on to what might be co​ming in​to town as op​po​sed to what was hap​pe​ning right he​re. The last-but-one po​li​ce chi​ef had be​en a wo​man, and no​body se​emed to mind. She'd lo​oked li​ke a lit​tle girl dres​sed up for Trick or Tre​at in the bulky pad​ded jac​ket and ba​se​ball cap that pas​sed for a uni​form the​se days, but her watch had be​en qu​i​et. He'd ha​ve li​ked to see how she'd ha​ve hand​led the run of things he and his fa​mily had co​ped with.

    The me​mo​ri​es - the sto​ri​es - crept un​bid​den in​to his mind.

    Late, La​te Show na​mes. To​te​mic words and symbols.

    Beast. Bat. Ban​da​ge.

    Moon. De​ad. Gra​ve.

    They didn't even ha​ve a La​te, La​te Show any mo​re. Turn on the TV af​ter mid​night and it was all in​fo​mer​ci​als for exer​ci​se equ​ip​ment.

    

    Twenty ye​ars back, when a bulky cra​te had be​en un​lo​aded from the tra​in, he had tho​ught it was the last of them. He'd be​en wa​iting for the fo​urth asp​halt-spre​ader's bo​ot to drop. He had known what lay in​si​de.

    A mons​ter. The Mons​ter.

    The cra​te was de​li​ve​red to Doc Sto​ne's pla​ce. Doc, who​se me​di​cal re​cords we​re hard to track down and who went by an El​lis Is​land na​me. His well-equ​ip​ped ba​se​ment work​ro​om dra​ined a po​wer sur​ge and put the lights out all over the co​unty just as the thing in his cra​te bro​ke lo​ose. Doc had tri​ed to get bet​we​en the party of Stock​ton's men and the thing he sa​id was his child. Now, he lay at the bot​tom of the ri​ver in the emb​ra​ce of a ske​le​ton with yard-long arm-bo​nes.

    That had be​en the Big One. Af​ter that, the ot​hers who knew how things we​re aro​und he​re tho​ught it was over and drif​ted away or di​ed. Only he knew it wasn't over.

    Would ne​ver be over.

    On the La​te, La​te Show, the​re was al​ways next we​ek and a se​qu​el.

    Tune in aga​in to Shock The​at​re.
    Bodies we​re ra​rely fo​und. Fur, dust, bo​nes. That me​ant not​hing. The​re we​re al​ways ways. Cur​ses co​uld be pas​sed on with a bi​te or a le​gacy. Anot​her elect​ri​cal storm, a parch​ment trans​la​ted alo​ud, a sci​en​ti​fic bre​akth​ro​ugh with unex​pec​ted con​se​qu​en​ces.

    They wo​uld be back.

    Something wo​uld be he​re. So​on.

    Beast. Bat. Ban​da​ge. Body.

    The ca​su​al​ly-inte​res​ted tho​ught that was the Full Ho​use. Tho​se fo​ur we​re all the​re was, all the​re wo​uld be. The fa​mo​us na​mes, the fa​ce cards.

    Stockton tho​ught of the ot​hers, the ones who had pas​sed thro​ugh or en​ded up. The ones who we​ren't he​ad-li​ners.

    The Ama​zon Man​fish, bro​ken out of a re​se​arch ins​ti​tu​te in '56, gul​ping air thro​ugh gills une​qu​ip​ped to pro​cess anyt​hing but warm wa​ter, shoc​ked de​ad or co​ma​to​se by a plun​ge thro​ugh ice in​to Wil​li​am​son's Kill. The mad​man's bra​in, di​sem​bo​di​ed in its jar, bub​bling and flas​hing party lights as its men​tac​les kept the hump​bac​ked sur​ge​on in thrall, using his rhe​umy eyes to see and his warty hands to throt​tle. The ro​ad​ho​use sin​ger who exactly re​semb​led a gre​at-grand​mot​her who​se pic​tu​re lay for​got​ten in the He​rald ar​c​hi​ves, and who​se bell-cle​ar high no​tes sta​yed in the minds of men who fo​und them​sel​ves age​ing de​ca​des over​night. The long-na​iled Chi​na​man with his pla​to​on of si​lent ser​vants, hatc​hets in​si​de the​ir sle​eves, and his hot​ho​use me​na​ge​rie of exo​tic and de​adly fa​una. The slit​he​ring stretch of ran​cid gre​enery which so​me​ti​mes to​ok the form of a man of muck and ro​ot and ope​ned hu​ge, lu​cid eyes in its fa​ce of filth. The qu​i​et, vi​olet-eyed Chris​ti​an fa​mily who spo​ke in even mo​no​to​nes and kept to them​sel​ves un​til so​me​one no​ti​ced that if you told one of the child​ren so​met​hing then its pa​rents - all the way ac​ross town - sud​denly knew it too. The tra​vel​ling fre​aks​how and its too-tall, too-cle​ver ring​mas​ter. The lights in the sky and myste​ri​o​us li​ves​tock fa​ta​li​ti​es. The ex​pe​ri​ments go​ne wrong in neg​lec​ted ho​uses out​si​de the town li​mits. The grey-fa​ced mo​torcyc​le gang who​se fin​gers clic​ked to a roc​kin' be​at as they to​re apart the suc​ces​si​on of ugly fast-fo​od out​lets thrown up on the si​te of the di​ner whe​re they we​re am​bus​hed and ap​pa​rently wi​ped out in 1965, who​se ar​ri​val was al​ways pre​fa​ced by te​ena​ge de​ath songs of the '60s co​ming un​bid​den from every ra​dio and juke​box in town. The gent​le mur​de​rer who​se skull was swol​len with ac​ro​me​galy and who​se he​art pul​sed only for the be​a​uti​ful blind pi​ano vir​tu​oso who​se short-tem​pe​red te​ac​hers ten​ded to show up with the​ir spi​nes snap​ped. The ext​re​me aest​he​te who co​uld only pa​int mas​ter​works if his su​bj​ects we​re be​a​uti​ful and blo​od​less. The she​eted ghosts who we​re re​al​ly sche​ming he​irs, or vi​ce ver​sa. The ne​on-eyed swa​mi who was al​ways in pla​in vi​ew of a do​zen wit​nes​ses, per​for​ming his mind-re​ading act, as the pro​fes​sors who on​ce pro​fa​ned a temp​le in a far-off land we​re struck down one by one with dis​tinc​ti​ve wavy dag​gers in the​ir chests. The cle​ver ape.

    Most of them we​re bu​ri​ed out of the way, and hus​hed up. The bo​und back-num​bers of the He​rald in the town lib​rary we​re full of ne​atly clip​ped ho​les, so​me​ti​mes ex​ten​ding to en​ti​re edi​ti​ons but for the we​at​her re​ports. For one month in 1908, only the we​at​her re​ports we​re clip​ped - which of​ten ma​de Stock​ton pon​der what had pas​sed thro​ugh back then, ma​king it​self known only thro​ugh cli​ma​tic inf​lu​en​ce.

    

    A clat​ter, and he was out of his re​ve​rie.

    A tra​in, pul​ling out. The 7:12, le​aving for the city.

    He hadn't no​ti​ced who got on, hadn't ca​red, but it dis​tur​bed him that his vi​gi​lan​ce had clo​uded even for a mi​nu​te. The past, the old sto​ri​es, had swar​med in on him, set​tling on his bra​in. He had be​en run​ning thro​ugh a med​ley of mons​ters.

    He fo​cu​sed.

    On the 7:32.

    It wo​uld be a bad one.

    And then ever​yo​ne wo​uld re​mem​ber. The yarns the​ir pa​rents and grand-pa​rents had told him. They we​re true! Even​tu​al​ly, they'd re​mem​ber him, thank him for stan​ding watch, ne​ed his ad​vi​ce. His hands co​uldn't wrap ro​und a shot​gun and his legs we​ren't up to a hi​ke thro​ugh the wo​ods hol​ding up a fla​ming torch, but his mind was still sharp. He still had the ex​per​ti​se.

    There'd be bo​di​es, of co​ur​se.

    He reg​ret​ted that, but knew it was a sta​ge. Be​fo​re he'd be be​li​eved, be​fo​re pe​op​le pa​id at​ten​ti​on, so​me​one had to die. And die ugly, die stran​ge. Two rag​ged ho​les in the thro​at of a wo​man bled whi​ter than vir​gin snow. A child torn to pi​eces as if by a wild ani​mal but with cle​arly scratc​hed gypsy signs in his tat​te​red skin. A suc​ces​si​on of el​derly aca​de​mics alo​ne in loc​ked lib​ra​ri​es with the​ir he​arts stop​ped as if by an icy fist squ​e​ezing them dry. Men tur​ned in​si​de-out. Glo​wing gre​en ali​en mat​ter in wo​unds. Sea-wi​dows drow​ned mi​les from wa​ter. Eyes or who​le he​ads mis​sing.

    He co​uldn't think of the pe​op​le who wo​uld be​co​me the​se bo​di​es.

    They we​re a ne​ces​sary sta​ge. Ma​te​ri​al he ne​eded to work with.

    Irene lo​oked in on him.

    "Looks li​ke a chil​ler?"

    She was com​men​ting on the we​at​her. But she spo​ke a de​eper truth, as​ked a mo​re per​ti​nent qu​es​ti​on.

    "Ayup."

    He got up out of his cha​ir, a pro​cess that be​ca​me mo​re dif​fi​cult every sing​le ti​me. He saw Ire​ne thin​king abo​ut hel​ping him, and knew that even​tu​al​ly she'd gi​ve in and step for​ward, re​ac​hing for his arm. He kept his grunt to him​self, felt the ac​he wrig​gle up and down his back.

    A bad one.

    

    His in​ten​ti​on was to stroll ca​su​al​ly out on​to the plat​form, but he cre​aked as he wal​ked, every step as clumsy as Doc Sto​ne's "child". Ire​ne did open the do​or for him, the co​ur​tesy he sho​uld be sho​wing her. He nod​ded a thanks.

    The cold out​si​de was go​od for the pa​in, fro​ze it away.

    The 7:32 was co​ming. He felt the vib​ra​ti​on in his gums, rat​tling his par​ti​al pla​tes, be​fo​re he even he​ard the tra​in.

    Before he saw the sle​ek, dull me​tal tu​be of the com​mu​ter tra​in, he held in his he​ad the pic​tu​re of a re​al lo​co​mo​ti​ve. Pis​tons and a fun​nel, clo​uds of ste​am, a shrill whist​le. When tho​se clan​king things we​re pha​sed out, the bul​let-he​aded elect​ri​cal cre​atu​res that rep​la​ced them se​emed li​ke things off the co​ver of Ama​zing Sci​en​ce Fic​ti​on. Stre​am​li​ned, be​a​uti​ful Flash Gor​don props. When did they be​co​me just a part of the fur​ni​tu​re?

    The tra​in ca​me in and stop​ped.

    He lo​oked for a do​or ope​ning. Not all the town's vi​si​tors ne​eded to open do​ors, but most did. He sup​po​sed it was fa​ir, that even the un​na​tu​ral ne​eded to grip a hand​le and turn.

    A do​or did open.

    Another per​son might ha​ve tho​ught no one got off, but Stock​ton saw cle​arer.

    A man-sha​ped bub​ble, shot thro​ugh with black fi​la​ments, mo​ving slowly. The prints of ba​re fe​et among the wet le​aves left on the plat​form. A chat​te​ring of un​se​en te​eth.

    He cong​ra​tu​la​ted him​self on ha​ving wor​ked it out ahe​ad of ti​me.

    This was the only one left. The Man.

    "You," he cal​led, "I've be​en wa​iting."

    The bub​ble fro​ze, tur​ned si​de​ways, di​sap​pe​ared in​to stil​lness.

    There was a co​ug​hing and rac​king. So​me​how with a Bri​tish ac​cent.

    Stockton step​ped to​wards the no​ise. He saw small mo​ve​ments in the air. Up clo​se, the Man was dis​cer​nib​le by do​zens of tiny tel​lta​les. Fe​et na​tu​ral​ly pic​ked up dirt and so out​li​nes that lo​oked li​ke grubby ank​le-socks stam​ped up and down aga​inst the cold. Ten black cres​cents - dirt un​der fin​ger​na​ils. A shell-li​ke spi​ral of clot​ted blo​od li​ning an in​fec​ted in​vi​sib​le ear. A wrink​led, mot​tled sle​eve of grey, de​ad skin. Ir​re​gu​lar black discs that flo​ated - bre​aks in bo​nes set but not he​aled, sug​ges​ting a body bent and cro​oked by age and abu​se. A squ​e​ezed tu​be of di​ges​ted fo​od, pa​lely trans​pa​rent in the twis​ted bulb of the sto​mach, blac​ke​ning in the wrap of the lo​wer bo​wel to form what lo​oked li​ke a nasty obst​ruc​ti​on. And the dark tend​rils win​ding aro​und bo​ne and thro​ugh the me​at, ma​king un​he​althy bal​lo​ons of the we​akly-pul​sing lung-sacs.

    He'd se​en eno​ugh fri​ends pass to re​cog​ni​se the symptoms. The crab. He knew the Man was a he​avy smo​ker, li​ked to ta​ke the smo​ke in and fill out the sha​pe of his gul​let and lungs as a party pi​ece. Now he was pa​ying for it.

    "Aren't you in bad sha​pe, tho​ugh," he dec​la​red.

    The co​ugh be​ca​me a cack​le. A crac​ked cack​le. Ne​ver for​get that the Man was mad. Even be​fo​re di​sap​pe​aring, he'd be​en odd. Now, uni​qu​ely apart from man​kind, he'd be comp​le​tely crazy.

    Before - on the La​te, La​te Show - when a man li​ke this di​ed, he fa​ded in​to vi​ew. He co​uld only be in​vi​sib​le when ali​ve; in de​ath, he ap​pe​ared. Ob​vi​o​usly, from what Stock​ton co​uld see, he was a qu​ar​ter de​ad al​re​ady.

    "Welcome, stran​ger," he sa​id. "Wel​co​me to the Elep​hants' Gra​ve​yard."

    This was whe​re the mons​ters ca​me to die. It was in the na​tu​ral su​per​na​tu​ral or​der of things that the​re be a pla​ce li​ke this. And a man li​ke Stock​ton.

    "You're the last of them, as far as I can tell."

    "Once, I - or so​me​one li​ke me - cal​led him​self In​vi​sib​le Man the First," sa​id a vo​ice from now​he​re. No, not from now​he​re.

    Stockton saw a fa​int fun​nel in the air, smel​led bad bre​ath, co​uld even ma​ke out a brown to​oth. The vo​ice ca​me thro​ugh pa​in. It was cul​tu​red and cro​aky at the sa​me ti​me, spe​aking with the clip​ped, ar​ti​fi​ci​al to​nes he as​so​ci​ated with knigh​ted the​at​ri​cal ac​tors slum​ming as Na​zi war cri​mi​nals in very po​or films. The Brits you he​ard on TV the​se days - Pri​me Mi​nis​ters and pop stars - didn't so​und li​ke this any mo​re, if any re​al folks ever had.

    The Man wo​uldn't ta​ke much kil​ling.

    No strug​gle to sho​ve a sta​ke in its he​art, or a do​zen men tos​sed abo​ut li​ke straw dum​mi​es as they tri​ed to wrest​le it down, no bell-bo​ok-and-cand​le re​ci​tals, no cal​ling-out-the-na​ti​onal-gu​ard.

    He co​uld just re​ach out and bre​ak it, then watch it turn in​to an old, na​ked, de​ad man.

    

    The Man wan​ted him to do it.

    That was what he had co​me to un​ders​tand. The​se things ca​me to town to ma​ke a last stand, to do the​ir schtick one fi​nal ti​me for an ap​pre​ci​ati​ve audi​en​ce and then fa​de away comp​le​tely. Or, in this ca​se, sha​de in comp​le​tely.

    The clutch ca​me, at his thro​at, surp​ri​singly fi​er​ce, cold and dry as black ice.

    That rot​ten to​oth ca​me clo​ser. The sick bre​ath stench was stron​ger.

    Stockton cur​sed him​self for thin​king too much, drif​ting off. He had ma​de the mis​ta​ke too many folks ma​de. He had mo​men​ta​rily be​en ta​ken with the won​der of the cre​atu​re be​fo​re him; had felt not only an em​pathy with the Man's plight, a kins​hip with its all-too-fa​mi​li​ar pa​ins, but even a fond​ness for its un​comp​li​ca​ted mad​ness, a nos​tal​gia for the world it had ter​ro​ri​sed and which was as long-go​ne as ste​am tra​ins and old-ti​me ra​dio se​ri​als.

    For a mo​ment, he had for​got​ten what it was to be a mon​s​ter.
    A thumb was un​der his ear, pres​sing on the ro​pe of ve​in, long-na​iled fin​gers we​re in his neck, rag​ged ed​ges cut​ting the skin.

    "You all right, Mr Stock​ton?"

    Irene was lo​oking at him. From twenty fe​et away.

    He was be​ing held up​right by the grip on his thro​at. His arms and legs dang​led. He co​uldn't spe​ak, but he tri​ed to gurg​le.

    "If you let her get sus​pi​ci​o​us," whis​pe​red words di​rectly in his ear, "I will kill her."

    He ra​ised a hand and wa​ved, tri​ed to const​ruct a re​as​su​ring smi​le.

    Irene shrug​ged and went in​si​de aga​in.

    His arm drop​ped. It hurt a gre​at de​al.

    "Very sen​sib​le," sa​id the vo​ice, mo​re con​ver​sa​ti​onal now, mo​re up​per-hand.

    Stockton lo​oked down, trying to swi​vel his eye​bal​ls to the grip. He saw a se​am in the air, an old scar.

    The Man chan​ged hands, let​ting him go with his right and ta​king up the grip al​most as se​ve​rely with his left. Blo​ody fin​gerp​rints flo​ated in the air, and rub​bed to​get​her.

    "I'm most fe​ar​ful​ly sorry, old son," sa​id the vo​ice, tit​te​ring on the ed​ge of hi​la​rity. "One of my gre​at prac​ti​cal prob​lems is trim​ming my na​ils. I ima​gi​ne they're horny ta​lons."

    Stockton tri​ed to get hold of the arm that must stretch out be​yond the grip. His fin​gers scrab​bled on gre​asy, cold skin.

    "That tick​les."

    He was punc​hed in the sto​mach. A so​lid dri​ve, dimp​ling his pad​ded hun​ter's jac​ket. The pa​in ro​iled in his belly, sho​ok his bo​wels.

    He did not in​tend to ha​ve an "acci​dent".

    "Elephants' Gra​ve​yard?" mu​sed the mons​ter. "I li​ke that."

    "You're all he​re," Stock​ton snar​led, with dif​fi​culty. "All de​ad and go​ne. Dust and bo​ne."

    "You miss the po​int, chi​ef."

    The vo​ice se​emed ge​nu​inely fri​endly, amu​sed, su​pe​ri​or.

    "Now, let us go for a lit​tle walk."

    He was jer​ked along the plat​form, ta​king mo​re pup​pet-steps. His left ank​le tur​ned and he yel​ped, then drag​ged his fo​ot.

    "Easy now, old-ti​mer. Don't go on and on and on."

    "Where are we go​ing?"

    "Why, to yo​ur ho​use, of co​ur​se. I co​uld do with so​me bre​ak​fast, and you're ha​ving a trying day."

    An old su​it of clot​hes sat in his fa​vo​uri​te armc​ha​ir, ca​su​al​ly com​for​tab​le, tro​user-legs cros​sed, empty spa​ce bet​we​en the cuff and a dang​ling slip​per that po​in​ted up or down as an un​se​en fo​ot stretc​hed.

    Though they we​re in​do​ors, the Man had de​ci​ded to we​ar a hat, a hun​ter's cap with flap-downs over the ears and the back of the he​ad. Stock​ton fo​und it im​pos​sib​le not to lo​ok at the ho​le whe​re the fa​ce sho​uld be and fo​cus on the rag​ged fle​ece li​ning of the back-flap. The of​fer of a pa​ir of sung​las​ses had be​en re​j​ec​ted with a tart "indo​ors and in autumn, I don't think so."

    Stockton co​uldn't help no​ti​cing the Man se​emed he​alt​hi​er, as if exer​ting his po​wer over so​me​one el​se as​su​aged his own hurts. He was bund​led up and wrap​ped away now, but it se​emed the black fi​la​ments he had no​ti​ced ear​li​er we​re far less ap​pa​rent.

    His gu​est was dis​gus​ted that Stock​ton didn't ha​ve any ci​ga​ret​tes. He'd gi​ven up, on doc​tors' or​ders, ye​ars ago. The doc​tor who'd or​de​red him was de​ad. Emphy​se​ma, so he'd known what he was tal​king abo​ut.

    "This is a very de​cent cup of tea," sa​id the vo​ice.

    The cup tip​ped in the air. Li​qu​id slit​he​red aro​und the sha​pe of a ton​gue and mo​uth, then squ​ir​ted down past the col​lar of Stock​ton's old wed​ding-and-fu​ne​ral shirt.

    "Far bet​ter than one wo​uld ex​pect to find in he​at​hen Yan​kee-land."

    Stockton's thro​at still hurt. He had exa​mi​ned the scratc​hes in the mir​ror, and saw rim​med whi​te pres​su​re-spots that wo​uld last for days.

    "So you think we're the last?" as​ked the Man.

    "You're the last."

    "Invisible Man the Last?" Sho​ul​ders lif​ted in a shrug. "Per​haps. Tho​ugh that's be​en sa​id be​fo​re, too many ti​mes. And I de​li​be​ra​tely used the first per​son plu​ral. We. You're a part of this too. You're as much a co​ela​canth as I am."

    "Coelacanth?"

    "Living fos​sil. Pre​his​to​ric fish. Tho​ught ex​tinct for mil​len​nia, un​til one sho​wed up in so​me Af​ri​can pe​asant fis​her​man's net back in the '20s."

    "I've he​ard of that story."

    "Good. It's the duty of a li​vely mind to ta​ke an in​te​rest in sports and fre​aks, don't you think. You might aver that it was yo​ur spe​ci​alist su​bj​ect."

    Stockton nod​ded.

    "How many of us ha​ve you kil​led, Chi​ef Stock​ton?"

    The qu​es​ti​on was a surp​ri​se, a slap.

    "Come on, don't be mo​dest. I'll ad​mit to all my mur​ders. Lit​tle men and big, wo​men and child​ren. Dogs. I've hap​pily kil​led dogs. It used to be that not a day went past that I didn't mur​der so​met​hing. Now, as ti​me cre​eps on, why… it's be​en months, may​be ye​ars. And the last ti​me was a far​ce. To​ok fo​re​ver to throt​tle and stif​le so​me twig-li​ke spins​ter I'd ha​ve do​ne for in a tri​ce on my best day. We're both pro​fes​si​onals. We ha​ve li​cen​ses. I ha​ve my… con​di​ti​on," a hand​less sle​eve up be​fo​re an ab​sen​ce of fa​ce sug​ges​ting a ges​tu​re, "and you had a bad​ge and gun. I ima​gi​ne you've still got yo​ur old trusty ser​vi​ce spe​ci​al aro​und. You Yanks and yo​ur bles​sed fi​re​arms. Ma​kes everyt​hing too easy. You're not a pro​per kil​ler un​less you get up clo​se, fe​el the flesh part, the warmth dis​si​pa​te, the he​art stop. It's a go​od thing you can't see my fa​ce, be​ca​use I know it's ar​ran​ged in​to an exp​res​si​on you wo​uld find even mo​re hor​rif​ying than my words. And you know why my words hor​rify you? Of co​ur​se you do, Chi​ef. It's be​ca​use you un​der​s​tand."
    Stockton re​mem​be​red a scat​ter of dust on a red-li​ned clo​ak, a spi​ke stuck in​to its folds; the pie-si​zed scar​let ho​les in ha​iry black hi​de ma​de by a scat​ter​gun pac​ked with shot mi​xed in with gro​und-up ster​ling sil​ver dol​lars; va​ri​o​us ste​aming pi​les of lo​ath​so​me put​res​cen​ce. Mons​ters dying. That he had se​en a de​al of.

    "For you this isn't a gra​ve​yard, it's De​ath Row. And you pull the switch."

    "You're all mons​ters."

    "And mons​ters can't li​ve? We kill pe​op​le. No ar​gu​ment he​re, old thing. It's just that… well, chi​ef, how can I put this wit​ho​ut se​eming ung​ra​ci​o​us abo​ut yo​ur hos​pi​ta​lity, but per​haps you sho​uldn't enj​oy des​t​ro​ying us qu​ite so much. Yo​ur kind al​ways ha​tes and fe​ars the ext​ra​or​di​nary."

    "Uh-uh," Stock​ton sa​id, brist​ling, "you don't get me li​ke that, Mr Cle​ver Man. I didn't start this. We - re​gu​lar folks - we didn't set out to hunt you all down and see you de​ad just be​ca​use you we​re dif​fe​rent. Not​hing wrong with be​ing dif​fe​rent. We to​ok obj​ec​ti​on to the mur​ders. And the ot​her things, the wor​se cri​mes."

    A sle​eve hung in the air, in​vi​sib​le fin​ger tap​ping in​vi​sib​le chin.

    "Of co​ur​se you did."

    They we​re ar​gu​ed in​to a cor​ner.

    "I put rat-po​ison in yo​ur tea," Stock​ton sa​id.

    "I know. I drank it."

    White li​nes we​re win​ding up aro​und in​si​de his he​ad, out​li​ning a skull. Red wi​res crept over it. A fa​ce was for​ming.

    "Soon you'll be fa​ce-to-fa​ce with the Vi​sib​le Man."

    And old fa​ce, of co​ur​se. We​at​her-be​aten. Eyes mush​ro​omed in soc​kets, wa​tery blue, lids for​ming aro​und them.

    "Then it'll be over," musc​le-flaps in the sha​pe of lips for​med the words. "You'll ha​ve kil​led the last but one co​ela​canth, and it'll be down to you. My gu​ess is you won't see out the win​ter. Spring will co​me and you'll be go​ne. Wit​ho​ut us, what's the po​int of you?"

    

    "That do​esn't bot​her me. I've li​ved my li​fe jus​ti​fi​ed."

    "I sup​po​se you ha​ve. I say, this po​ison is rat​her pa​in​ful. Sto​mach fe​els as if it's be​en thro​ugh a mang​le. You co​uld ha​ve just shot me, you know."

    "Then we wo​uldn't be ha​ving this… lit​tle chat."

    He tri​ed to mi​mic the Man's clip​ped to​nes.

    The Man la​ug​hed. "What do you think you so​und li​ke?"

    Skin was for​ming - pa​le from ye​ars out of the sun, wit​he​red over bo​ne, whi​te be​ard thick on the che​eks but scraggy un​der the chin. Of co​ur​se, he co​uldn't ha​ve do​ne much of a job of sha​ving.

    "It'll start aga​in, chi​ef. It al​ways do​es. It's what ma​kes mons​ters monst​ro​us, in a way. We can be kil​led, but we co​me back. When I'm fully opa​que, so​me ot​her ide​alist or mad​man will start to di​sap​pe​ar. Know​led​ge is out in the world and can't be ta​ken back. This town isn't just a gra​ve​yard, it's a spaw​ning gro​und. Su​re, we co​me he​re to die, but we al​so co​me to be re​born. And many of us are from he​re. Just li​ke you."

    The vo​ice stil​led. The​re was a de​ad old man in Stock​ton's fa​vo​uri​te armc​ha​ir.

    For a whi​le, the air was cle​ar and the pa​in was go​ne. The​re we​re no mons​ters in the world, in this town.

    Then, a black lit​tle bulb un​der a fi​eld so​mew​he​re ne​arby be​gan to spro​ut.

    Stockton saw it in his mind, and knew he was se​e​ing a truth. It was part of his le​gacy, his gift. He al​so re​cog​ni​sed that so​mew​he​re this mor​ning he had suf​fe​red anot​her stro​ke. He co​uldn't fe​el his left arm and a cord in his neck was spas​ming be​yond his cont​rol.

    Damn mons​ters.

    He ne​eded to do so​met​hing abo​ut the body. This was a par​ti​cu​larly in​con​ve​ni​ent one. So​me de​ad things re​sol​ved to bo​ne and ash or we​re such ob​vi​o​us inexp​li​cab​le de​par​tu​res from the norm that cops and co​ro​ners qu​i​etly ab​sol​ved the​ir dest​ro​yers from le​gal bla​me. This one lost its de​fi​ning fe​atu​re in de​ath and lo​oked un​com​for​tably li​ke a po​or old vag​rant po​iso​ned by a mad old cop. The​re we​re pre​ce​dents, and he ho​ped his na​me still had eno​ugh pull - but it didn't mat​ter. The way jus​ti​ce gro​und on the​se days, this wo​uldn't co​me to tri​al be​fo​re spring and his vi​si​tor had be​en right in es​ti​ma​ting that Stock​ton wasn't li​ab​le to be aro​und when the le​aves gre​ened.

    He pic​ked up the pho​ne, re​ady to di​al - no, the ro​tary pho​ne was long go​ne, to punch out - the fa​mi​li​ar num​ber. He wo​uld talk to the new Chi​ef. No, he re​ali​sed, he had to talk to so​me​one el​se first. That black bulb had spi​der-limbs now, re​ac​hing abo​ve gro​und.

    If the pests ca​me back, so must the pest-cont​rol​lers.

    He stab​bed but​tons.

    This wo​uld ta​ke so​me con​vin​cing talk, but the​re was evi​den​ce eno​ugh. A duty co​uld be pas​sed on, as it had be​en pas​sed on to him.

    At the end of the li​ne, the pho​ne rang on​ce.

    "Highway Pat​rol," res​pon​ded a vo​ice.

    "Get me Stock​ton," he sa​id.

    "Is this po​li​ce bu​si​ness? I can ta​ke yo​ur call. Stock​ton's out on the ro​ad, and won't be back 'til la​ter."

    "It's po​li​ce bu​si​ness," he sa​id. "And fa​mily bu​si​ness. Get her to call her fat​her's unc​le. The​re are things she ne​eds to know."

    

THE END
    

    

