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    INTRODUCTION

    Fantasy, terror, and horror fiction have recently been the focus of great
interest. The major entertainment channels have been filled with exorcists, Yetis, Carries, and the like. While the literature of fantasy and
horror has always been with us, it—or at least a segment of it—is now
big business. With such popular exposure, though, it is often diluted
for the masses. I would like to think that the short fiction area of the
genre, being a "lesser” outlet, is more pure, the restrictions less evident,
the thinning barely noticeable. With 
Whispers,
 I have been striving to
generate and present a less commercial product; one in keeping with
the basic strengths of our type of short fiction. I search out tales with
plot, characters, emotions, and, above all, imagination. Our World Fantasy awards and professional support indicate we are succeeding at this
point

    In this second volume of 
Whispers,
 the reader will find original tales
from both the old and new masters of the macabre. Fiction by Manly
Wade Wellman, Hugh B. Cave, and Carl Jacobi goes well with such
by Karl Edward Wagner, Ramsey Campbell, and David Drake. Young
or old, these are authors writing, craftsmen building, Hitchcocks directing. They do not thrust sex into their work to arouse, but to explain.
They do not say, “This is New York or London”; rather, they build
these places anew with words. They do not tell the reader to like or
hate a person; instead, they draw a character and color him with traits
making visible the feelings they want you to have. They are artisans
plying a trade in the traditional manner, and not taking today’s easier,
more commercial routes. I take great pride and give many thanks that
these caring people have supported 
Whispers
 and the fantasy-horror
field despite inadequate remuneration.

    INTRODUCTION

    • •

    XU

    While 
Whispers
 magazine is one of the primary recipients of the
talents of both authors and artists currently creating anew in this traditional genre, I am pleased to note that other major semi professional outlets are springing up for our field. I can now think of at least a dozen
non professional (in terms of distribution) journals both publishing and
paying for fiction. These are in addition to the few professional markets
around. When I started 
Whispers
 magazine six years ago, there could
not have been more than three semi professional magazines. This resurrection of the little magazines is extremely important. They are proving
grounds where writers need not be dictated to by commercial necessities; an area where they can develop their craft as they see fit, and still
receive attention and remuneration.

    The history of the fantasy-horror field is replete with this kind
of training of its giants. Howard Phillips Lovecraft is the shining
example of this beginning. Many of his greatest stories first appeared
in journals cranked out by hand-presses on paper not much better
than toilet tissue. Edition sizes could run from fifty to perhaps a
hundred copies. Yet Lovecraft was recognized, his skills grew, and so
did those of other talents such as Robert Bloch and August Derleth.
The highly esteemed Ray Bradbury developed his skills in these
amateur, noncommercial markets, 
even
 going so far as to edit and
print his own mimeographed fanzine, 
Futura Fantasia.
 And todays
brightest star, Stephen King, got his start in Robert Lowndes’s 
Magazine of Horror,
 a barely professional (financially speaking) journal; one
that certainly qualifies as a noncommercial market In short, even if
there are some professional oudets for fantasy and horror, and even if
they increase, I believe the little magazines must exist to continue to
breathe fresh, unrestricted life into an old and important branch of literature. You, the reader, can help the cause by continuing to read and
support the good work being produced, search out the noncommercial
markets, and clamor for more. Then you will have the satisfaction of
having placed your mark on the future of this important genre.

    Stuart David Schifif

    Box 904

    Chapel Hill, NC 27514

    WHISPERS II

    Physician Karl Edward Wagner led off my first 
Whispers
 anthology with
the August Derleth award-winning “Sticks.” To gamer a Year s-Best-Fiction
prize after an appearance in a small-circulation market 
([Whispers
 magazine)
rather than a professional one is equivalent to a small-town newsman’s
beating out Walter Cronkite for an Emmy. It is my firm belief that “Undertow” would have been a favorite to do the same thing in this year’s World
Fantasy award voting, but Karl was one of the judges for the awards and
thus ineligible. “Undertow” was selected for Gerald Page’s Year’s 
Best
Horror Stories VI
 and features Karl’s antihero, Kane. Dr. Wagner’s Kane
is based loosely on the biblical Cain, but he is much more than that This
tale is the best of all the short stories in Karl’s Kane saga.

    UNDERTOW

    by Karl Edward Wagner

    “She was brought in not long past dark,” wheezed the custodian,
scuttling crablike along the rows of silent, shrouded slabs. “The city
guard found her, carried her in. Sounds like the one you’re asking
about”

    He paused beside one of the waist-high stone tables, lifted its filthy
sheet. A girl’s contorted face turned sightlessly upward—painted and
rouged, a ghastly strumpet’s mask against the pallor of her skin. Clots
of congealed blood hung like a necklace of dark rubies along the gash
across her throat

    The cloaked man shook his head curtly within the shadow of his
hood, and the moon-faced custodian let the sheet drop back.

    “Not the one I was thinking of,” he murmured apologetically. “It
gets confusing sometimes, you know, what with so many—and them
coming and going all the while.” Sniffling in the cool air, he pushed his
rotund bulk between the narrow aisles, careful to avoid the stained and
filthy shrouds. Looming over his guide, the cloaked figure followed in
silence.

    Low-flamed lamps cast dismal light across the necrotorium of Carsul-
tyal. Smouldering braziers spewed fitful, heavy-fumed clouds of clinging incense that merged with the darkness and the stones and the decay
—its cloying sweetness more nauseous than the stench of death it
embraced. Through the thick gloom echoed the monotonous drip-drip-
drip of melting ice, at times chorused suggestively by some heavier
splash. The municipal morgue was crowded tonight—as always. Only a
few of its hundred or more slate beds stood dark and bare; the others all
displayed anonymous shapes bulging beneath blotched sheets—some
protruding at curious angles, as if these restless dead struggled to burst
free of the coarse folds. Night now hung over Carsultyal, but within
this windowless subterranean chamber it was always night In shadow
pierced only by the sickly flame of funereal lamps, the nameless dead of
Carsultyal lay unmoumed—waited the required interval of time for
someone to claim them, else to be carted off to some unmarked communal grave beyond the city walls.

    “Here, I believe,” announced the custodian. “Yes. I’ll just get a
lamp.”

    “Show me,” demanded a voice from within the hood.

    The portly official glanced at the other uneasily. There was an aura
of power, of blighted majesty about the cloaked figure that boded ill in
arrogant Carsultyal, whose clustered, star-reaching towers were whispered to be overawed by cellars whose depths plunged farther still.
“Light’s poor back here,” he protested, drawing back the tattered
shroud.

    The visitor cursed low in his throat—an inhuman sound touched less
by grief than feral rage.

    The face that stared at them with too-wide eyes had been beautiful
in life; in death it was purpled, bloated, contorted in pain. Dark blood
stained the tip of her protruding tongue, and her neck seemed bent at
an unnatural angle. A gown of light-colored silk was stained and disordered. She lay supine, hands clenched into tight fists at her side.

    “The city guard found her?” repeated the visitor in a harsh voice.

    “Yes, just after nightfall. In the park overlooking the harbor. She was
hanging from a branch—there in the grove with all the white flowers
every spring. Must have just happened—said her body was warm as
life, though there’s a chill to the sea breeze tonight. Looks like she done
it herself—climbed out on the branch, tied the noose, and jumped off.
Wonder why they do it—her as pretty a young thing as I’ve seen
brought in, and took well care of, too.”

    The stranger stood in rigid silence, staring at the strangled girl.

    “Wid you come back in the morning to claim her, or do you want to
wait upstairs?” suggested the custodian.

    TU take her now/'

    The plump attendant fingered the gold coin his visitor had tossed
him a short time before. His lips tightened in calculation. Often there
appeared at the necrotorium those who wished to remove bodies clandestinely for strange and secret reasons—a circumstance which made
this disagreeable office lucrative. “Can’t allow that,” he argued. 'There’s
laws and forms—you shouldn’t even be here at this hour. They’ll be
wanting their questions answered. And there’s fees . . .”

    With a snarl of inexpressible fury, the stranger turned on him. The
sudden movement flung back his hood.

    The caretaker for the first time saw his visitor’s eyes. He had breath
for a short bleat of terror before the dirk he did not see smashed
through his heart

    The next day, workers puzzling over the custodian’s disappearance
were shocked to discover, on examining the night’s new tenants for the
necrotorium, that he had not disappeared after all.

    i

    SEEKERS IN THE NIGHT
There—he heard the sound again.

    Mavrsal left off his disgruntled contemplation of the near-empty
wine bottle, and stealthily came to his feet. The captain of the 
Tuab
was alone in his cabin, and the hour was late. For hours the only
sounds close at hand had been the slap of waves on the barnacled hull,
the creak of cordage, and the dull thud of the caravel’s aged timbers
against the quay. Then had come a soft footfall, a muffled fumbling
among the deck gear outside his half open door. Too loud for rats—a
thief then?

    Grimly Mavrsal unsheathed his heavy cutlass and caught up a lantern. He catfooted onto the deck, reflecting bitterly over his worthless
crew. From cook to first mate, they had deserted his ship a few days before, angered over wages months unpaid. An unseasonable squall had

    forced them to jettison most of their cargo of copper ingots, and the
Tuab
 had limped into the harbor of Carsultyal with shredded sails, a
cracked mainmast, a dozen new leaks from wrenched timbers, and the
rest of her worn fittings in no better shape. Instead of the expected
wealth, the decimated cargo had brought in barely enough capital to
cover the expense of refitting. Mavrsal argued that until refitted the
Tuab
 was unseaworthy, and that once repairs were complete, another
cargo could be found (somehow), and 
then
 wages long in arears could
be paid—with a bonus for patient loyalty. The crew cared neither for
his logic nor his promises, and defected amidst stormy threats.

    Had one of them returned to carry out?
 . . . Mavrsal hunched his
thick shoulders truculently and hefted the cutlass. The master of the
Tuab
 had never run from a brawl, much less a sneak-thief or slinking
assassin.

    Night skies of autumn were bright over Carsultyal, making the lantern almost unneeded. Mavrsal surveyed the soft shadows of the
caravel’s deck, his brown eyes narrowed and alert beneath shaggy
brows. But he heard the low sobbing almost at once; there was no need
to prowl about the deck.

    He strode quickly to the mound of tom sail and rigging at the far
rail. “All right, come out of that!” he rumbled, beckoning with the tip
of his blade to the half-seen figure crouched against the rail. The sobbing choked into silence. Mavrsal prodded the canvas with an impatient boot. “Out of there, damn it!” he repeated.

    The canvas wriggled, and a pair of sandaled feet backed out, followed by bare legs and rounded hips that strained against the bunched
fabric of her gown. Mavrsal pursed his lips thoughtfully as the girl
emerged and stood before him. There were no tears in the eyes that
met his gaze. The aristocratic face was defiant, although the flared nostrils and tightly pressed lips hinted that her defiance was a mask. Nervous fingers smoothed the silken gown, adjusted her cloak of dark brown
wool.

    “Inside.” Mavrsal gestured with his cutlass to the lighted cabin.

    “I wasn’t doing anything,” she protested.

    “Looking for something to steal.”

    “I’m not a thief.”

    ‘We’ll talk inside.” He nudged her forward, and she complied
sullenly.

    Following her through the door, Mavrsal locked it behind him and

    replaced the lantern. He returned the cutlass to its scabbard, dropped
back into his chair, and contemplated his discovery.

    “I’m no thief,” she repeated, fidgeting with the fastenings of her
cloak.

    No, he decided, she probably wasn’t—not that there was much
aboard a decrepit caravel like the 
Tuah
 to attract a thief. But why had
sire crept aboard? She was a harlot, he assumed—what other business
drew a girl of her beauty alone into the night of CarsultyaTs waterfront? And she 
was
 beautiful, he noted with growing surprise. A tangle of loosely bound red hair fell over her shoulders, framed a face
whose pale-skinned classic beauty was enhanced rather than flawed by
a dust of freckles across her thin-bridged nose. Eyes of startling green
gazed at him with a defiance that seemed somehow haunted. She was
tall, willowy. Before she setded the dark cloak about her shoulders, he
had noted the high, conical breasts and softly rounded figure beneath
the clinging gown of green silk. An emerald of good quality graced her
hand, and about her neck she wore a wide collar of dark leather and
red silk, from which glinted a larger emerald.

    No, thought Mavrsal—again revising his judgment—she was too
lovely, her garments too cosdy, for the quality of street tart who plied
these waters. His bewilderment deepened. “Why were you on board,
then?” he demanded less abruptly.

    Her eyes darted about the cabin. “I don’t know.”

    Mavrsal grunted in vexation. ’Were you trying to stow away?”

    She responded with a small shrug. “I suppose so.”

    The sea captain gave a snort and drew his stocky frame erect “Then
you’re a damn fool—or must think I’m one! Stow away on a battered
old warrior like the 
Tuab,
 when there’s plainly no cargo to put to sea,
and any eye can see the damn ship’s being refitted! Why, that ring
you’re wearing would book passage to any port you’d care to see, and
on a first-class vessel! And to wander these streets at this hour! Well,
maybe that’s your business, and maybe you aren’t careful of your trade
—but there’s scum along these waterfront dives that would slit a
wench’s throat as soon as pay her! Vaul! I’ve been in port three days
and four nights, and already I’ve heard talk of enough depraved
murders of pretty girls like you to . . .”

    “Will you stop it!” she hissed in a tight voice. Slumping into the
cabin’s one other chair, she propped her elbows onto the rough table
and jammed her fists against her forehead. Russet tresses tumbled over

    her face like a veil, so that Mavrsal could not read the emotions etched
there. In the hollow of the cloak’s parted folds, her breasts trembled
with the quick pounding of her heart.

    Sighing, he drained the last of the wine into his mug and pushed the
pewter vessel toward the girl. There was another bottle in his cupboard;
he drew it out along with another cup. She was carefully sipping from
the proffered mug when he resumed his place.

    “Look, what’s your name?’’ he asked her.

    She paused tensely before replying: “Dessylyn.”

    The name meant nothing to Mavrsal, although as the tension waxed
and receded from her bearing, he understood that she had been concerned her name would bring recognition.

    Mavrsal smoothed his close-trimmed brown beard. There was a
rough-and-ready toughness about his face that belied the fact he had
not quite reached thirty years. Women liked to tell him his rugged features were handsome. His left ear—badly scarred in a tavern brawl—
gave him some concern, but it lay hidden beneath the unruly mass of
his hair. “Well, Dessylyn,” he grinned. “My name’s Mavrsal, and this is
my ship. If you’re worried about finding a place, you can spend the
night here.”

    There was dread in her face. “I can’t.”

    Mavrsal frowned, thinking he had been snubbed, and started to
make an angry retort.

    “I dare not . . . stay here too long.” Dessylyn interposed, fear glowing in her eyes.

    Mavrsal made an exasperated grimace. “Girl, you sneaked aboard
my ship like a thief, but I’m inclined to forget your trespassing. Now,
my cabin’s cozy, girls tell me I’m a pleasant companion, and I’m generous with my coin. So why wander off into the night, where in the first
filthy alley some pox-ridden drunk is going to take for free what I’m
willing to pay for!”

    “You don’t understand!”

    “Very plainly I don’t” He watched her fidget with the pewter mug
for a moment, then added pointedly: “Besides, you can hide here.”

    “By the gods, I wish I could!” she cried out “If only I 
could
 hide
from him!”

    Brows knit in puzzlement, Mavrsal listened to the strangled sobs that
rose muffled through the tousled auburn mane. He had not expected so
unsettling a response to his probe. Thinking that every effort to penetrate the mystery surrounding Dessylyn left him only further in the

    dark, he measured out another portion of wine—and wondered if he
should apologize for something.

    “I suppose that’s why I did it,” she was mumbling. "I was able to slip
away for a short while. So I walked along the shore, and I saw all the
ships poised for flight along the harbor, and 1 thought how wonderful
to be free like that! To step on board some strange ship, and to sail into
the night to some unknown land—where 
he
 could never find mel 
To he
free!
 Oh, I knew 1 could never escape him like that, but still when I
walked by your ship, I wanted to try! I thought I could go through the
motions—pretend I was escaping him!

    ‘'Only I know there’s no escape from Kan el”

    “Kane!” Mavrsal breathed a curse. Anger toward the girl’s tormentor
that had started to flare within him abruptly shuddered under the chill
blast of fear.

    Kane!
 Even to a stranger in Carsultyal, greatest city of mankind’s
dawn, that name evoked the spectre of terror. A thousand tales were
whispered of Kane; even in this city of sorcery, where the lost knowledge of prehuman Earth had been recovered to forge man’s stolen civilization, Kane was a figure of aw^e and mystery. Despite uncounted
tales of strange and disturbing nature, almost nothing was known for
certain of the man—save that for generations his ttnver had brooded
over 
Carsultyal. There he followed the secret paths along which his
dark genius led him, and the band of Kane was rarely seen (though it
was often felt) in the affairs of Carsultyal. Brother sorcerers and
masters of powers temporal alike spoke his name with dread. Those
who dared to make him an enemy seldom were given long to repent
their audacity.

    “Are you Kane’s woman?” he blurted out

    Her voice was bitter. “So Kane would have it His mistress. His possession. Once though I was my owm woman—before I was fool enough
to let Kane draw me into his web!”

    “Can’t you leave him—leave this city?”

    “You don’t know the power Kane commands! Who would risk his
anger to help me!”

    Mavrsal squared bis shoulders. “I owe no allegiance to Kane—nor to
bis minions in Carsultyal. This ship may be weathered and leaky, but
she’s mine, and I sail her where I please. If you’re set on . .

    Fear twisted her face. “Don’t!” she gasped. “Don’t even hint this to
me! You can’t realize what power Kane . . .”

    “What was that!”

    Mavrsal tensed. From the night sounded the soft buffeting of great
leathery wings. Claws scraped against the timbers of the deck outside.
Suddenly the lantern flames seemed to shrink and waver; shadow fell
deep within the cabin.

    “He’s missed me!” Dessylyn moaned. “He’s sent it to bring me back!”

    His belly cold, Mavrsal drew his cutlass and turned stiffly toward the
door. The lamp flames were no more than a dying blue gleam. Beyond
the door, a shuffling weight caused a loosened plank to groan dully.

    “No! Please!” she cried in desperation. “There’s nothing you can do!
Stay back from the door!”

    Mavrsal snarled, his face reflecting the rage and terror that gripped
him. Dessylyn pulled at his arm to draw him back.

    He had locked the cabin door; a heavy iron bolt secured the stout
timbers. Now an unseen hand was drawing the bolt aside. Silently,
slowly, the iron bar turned, crept back along its mounting brackets.
The lock snapped open. With nightmarish suddenness, the door swung
wide.

    Darkness hung in the passageway. Burning eyes regarded them. Advanced.

    Dessylyn screamed hopelessly. Numb with terror, Mavrsal clumsily
swung his blade toward the glowing eyes. Blackness reached out,
hurled him with irresistible strength across the cabin. Pain burst across
his consciousness, and then was only the darkness.

    2

    'never, dessylyn”

    She shuddered and drew the fur cloak tighter about her thin shoulders.
Would there ever again he a time when she wouldn't {eel this remorseless cold?

    Kane, his cruel face haggard in the glow of the brazier, stood
hunched over the crimson alembic. 
How red the coals made his hair
and heard; how sinister was the blue flame of his eyes
 
. . . He craned
intendy forward to trap the last few drops of the phosphorescent elixir
in a chalice of ruby crystal.

    He had labored sleepless hours over the glowing liquid, she knew.
Hours precious to her because these were hours of freedom—a time

    when she might escape his loathed attention. Her lips pressed a tight,
bloodless line. The abominable formulae from which he prepared the
elixir! Dessylyn thought again of the mutilated corpse of the young girl
Kane had directed his servant to carry off. Again a spasm slid across her
lithe form.

    'Why won’t you let me go!” she heard herself ask dully for the . . .
how many times had she asked that?

    Til not let you go, Dessylyn,” Kane replied in a tired voice. "You
know that”

    "Someday I’ll leave you.”

    "No, Dessylyn. You’ll never leave me.”

    "Someday.”

    "Never, Dessylyn.”

    ‘Why, Kane!”

    With painful care, he allowed a few drops of an amber liqueur to
fall into the glowing chalice. Blue flame hovered over its surface.
"
Whyl
”

    "Because I love you, Dessylyn.”

    A bitter sob, parody of laughter, shook her throat "You love me.”
She enclosed a hopeless scream in those slow, grinding syllables.

    "Kane, can I ever make you understand how utterly I loathe you!”

    "Perhaps. But I love you, Dessylyn.”

    The sobbing laugh returned.

    Glancing at her in concern, Kane carefully extended the chalice toward her. "Drink this. Quickly—before the nimbus dies.”

    She looked at him through eyes dark with horror. "Another bitter
draught of some foul drug to bind me to you?”

    ‘Whatever you wish to call it”

    "I won’t drink it”

    "Yes, Dessylyn, you will drink it”

    His killer’s eyes held her with bonds of eternal ice. Mechanically she
accepted the crimson chalice, let its phosphorescent liqueur pass between her lips, seep down her throat

    Kane sighed and took the empty goblet from her listless grip. His
massive frame seemed to shudder from fatigue and he passed a broad
hand across his eyes. Blood rimmed their dark hollows.

    "I’ll leave you, Kane.”

    The sea wind gusted through the tower window, swirled the long
red hair about his haunted face.

    "Never, Dessylyn.”

    AT THE INN OF THE BLUE WINDOW
He called himself Dragar . . .

    Had the girl not walked past him seconds before, he probably would
not have interfered when he heard her scream. Or perhaps he would
have. A stranger to Carsultyal, nonetheless the barbarian youth had
passed time enough in mankind’s lesser cities to be wary of cries for
help in the night—and to think twice before plunging into dark alleys
to join in an unseen struggle. But there was a certain pride in the
chivalric ideals of his heritage—along with a confidence in the hard muscle of his sword arm, and in the strange blade he carried.

    Thinking of the lithe white limbs he had glimpsed—the patrician
beauty of the face that coolly returned his curious stare as she came toward him—Dragar unsheathed the heavy blade at his hip and dashed
back along the street he had just entered.

    There was moonlight enough to see, although the alley was well removed from the nearest flaring street-lamp. Cloak tom away, her gown
ripped from her shoulders, the girl writhed in the grasp of two thugs. A
third tough, warned by the rush of the barbarian’s boots, angrily spun
to face him—sword streaking for the youth’s belly.

    Dragar laughed and flung the fighter blade aside with a powerful
blow of his sword. Scarcely seeming to pause in his attack, he gashed
his assailant’s arm with an upward swing. As the other’s blade faltered,
he split the thugs skull. One of the two who held the girl lunged forward, but Dragar sidestepped his rush, and with a sudden thrust sent his
sword ripping into the man’s chest. The remaining assailant shoved the
girl against the barbarian’s legs, whirled, and fled down the alley.

    Ignoring the fugitive, Dragar helped the stunned girl to her feet
Terror yet twisted her face as she distractedly arranged the tom bodice
of her silken gown. Livid scratches streaked the pale skin of her breasts,
and a bruise was swelling out her lip. Dragar caught up her fallen
cloak and draped it over her shoulders.

    'Thank you,” she breathed in a shaky whisper, speaking at last.

    "My pleasure,” he rumbled. "Killing rats is good exercise. Are you all
right though?”

    She nodded, then clutched his arm for support.

    'The hell you are! There’s a tavern close by, girl. Come—I’ve silver
enough for a brandy to put the fire back in your heart.”

    She looked as if she might refuse—were her knees steadier. In a
daze, the girl let him half-carry her into the Inn of the Blue Window.
There he led her to an unoccupied booth and called for brandy.

    “What’s your name?” he asked, after she had tasted the heady liqueur.

    “Dessylyn.”

    He framed her name with silent lips to feel its sound. “I’m called
Dragar,” he told her. “My home lies among the mountains far south of
here, though it’s been a few years since last I hunted with my clansmen. Wanderlust drew me away, and since then I’ve followed this
banner or another’s—sometimes just the shadow of my own flapping
cloak. Then after hearing tales enough to dull my ears, I decided to see
for myself if Carsultyal is the wonder men boast her to be. Are you a
stranger here as well?”

    She shook her head. When the color returned to her cheeks, her face
seemed less aloof.

    ‘Thought you might be. Else you’d know better than to wander the
streets of Carsultyal after nightfall. Must be something important for
you to take the risk.”

    The lift of her shoulders was casual, though her face remained
guarded. “No errand . . . but it was important to me.”

    Dragar’s look was questioning.

    “I wanted to . . . oh, just to be alone, to get away for a while. Lose
myself maybe—I don’t know. I didn’t think anyone would dare touch
me if they knew who I was.”

    “Your fame must be held somewhat less in awe among these gutter
rats than you imagined,” offered Dragar wryly.

    “All men fear the name of Kane!” Dessylyn shot back bitterly.

    “Kane!” The name exploded from his lips in amazement. 
What had
this girl to do? .
 . . But Dragar looked again at her sophisticated
beauty, her luxurious attire, and understanding dawned. Angrily he became aware that the tavern uproar had become subdued on the echo of
his outburst. Several faces had turned to him, their expressions uneasy,
calculating.

    The barbarian clapped a hand to his sword hilt. “Here’s a man who
doesn’t fear a name!” he announced. “I’ve heard something of Carsul-
tyal’s most dreaded sorcerer, but his name means less than a fart to me!

    There’s steel in this sword that can slice through the best your world-
famed mastersmiths can forge, and it thrives on the gore of magicians.
I call the blade Wizard’s Bane, and there are souls in Hell who will
swear that its naming is no boast!”

    Dessylyn stared at him in sudden fascination.

    And what came after, Dessylyn?

    1
. .
 . 
I’m not sure.
 . . . 
My mind—l was in a state of shock, 1 suppose. I remember holding his head for what seemed like forever. And
then 
1
 
remember sponging off the blood with water from the wooden
lavabo, and the water was so cold and so red, so red. 1 must have put on
my clothes. .
 . 
.Yes,
 and 1 remember the city and walking and all
those faces. . . . All those faces .
 . . 
they stared at me, some of them.
Stared and looked away, stared and looked compassionate, stared and
looked curious, stared and made awful suggestions.
 . . . 
And some just
ignored me, didn’t see me at all. 1 can’t think which faces were the
most cruel.
 ... I 
walked, walked so long.
 ... I 
remember the
pain. ... I remember my tears, and the pain when there were no
more tears. ... I remember. . . . My mind was dazed. . . . My
memory . . .

    1
 
can’t remember . . .

    4

    A SHIP WILL SAIL . . .

    He looked up from his work and saw her standing there on the quay-
watching him, her face a strange play of intensity and indecision.
Mavrsal grunted in surprise and straightened from his carpentry. She
might have been a phantom, so silently had she crept upon him.

    "I had to see if . . .if you were all right,” Dessylyn told him with an
uncertain smile.

    "I am—aside from a crack on my skull,” Mavrsal answered, eying
her dubiously.

    By the dawnlight he had crawled from beneath the overturned furnishings of his cabin. Blood matted his thick hair at the back of his
skull, and his head throbbed with deafening ache—so that he had sat

    UNDERTOW

    dumbly for a long while, trying to recollect the events of the night
Something
 had come through the door, had hurled him aside like a
spumed doll. And the girl had vanished—carried off by the demon?
Her warning had been for him; for herself she evidenced not fear, only
resigned despair.

    Or had some of his men returned to carry out their threats? Had too
much wine, the blow on his head? . , . But no, Mavrsal knew better.
His assailants would have robbed him, made certain of his death—had
any human agency attacked him. She had called herself a sorcerer’s
mistress, and it had been sorcery that spread its black wings over his
caravel. Now the girl had returned, and Mavrsal’s greeting was tempered by his awareness of the danger which shadowed her presence.

    Dessylyn must have known his thoughts. She backed away, as if to
turn and go.

    ‘Wait!” he called suddenly.

    “I don’t want to endanger you any further.”

    MavrsaTs quick temper responded. “Danger! Kane can bugger with
his demons in Hell, for all I care! My skull was too thick for his creature to split. If he wants to try his hand in person, I’m here to offer him
the chance!”

    There was gladness in her wide eyes as Dessylyn stepped toward
him. “His necromancies have exhausted him,” she assured Mavrsal
“Kane will sleep for hours yet.”

    Mavrsal handed her over the rail with rough gallantry. “Then perhaps you’ll join me in my cabin. It’s grown too dark for carpentry, and
I’d like to talk with you. After last night, I think I deserve to have some
questions answered.”

    He struck fire to a lamp and turned to find her balanced at the edge
of a chair, watching him nervously. ‘What sort of questions?” she asked
in an uneasy tone.

    ‘Why?”

    “Why what?”

    Mavrsal made a vague gesture. ‘Why everything. Why did you get
involved with this sorcerer? Why does he hold to you, if you hate him
so? Why can’t you leave him?”

    She gave him a sad smile that left him feeling naive. “Kane is . . .a
fascinating man; there is a certain magnetism about him. And I won’t
deny the attraction his tremendous power and wealth held for me. Does
it matter? It’s enough to say that there was a time when we met, and I

    fell under Kanes spell. It may be that I loved him once—but I’ve since
hated too long and too deeply to remember.

    “But Kane continues to love me in his way. 
Love!
 His is the love of a
miser for his hoard; the love of a connoisseur for some exquisitely
wrought carving; the love a spider feels for its imprisoned prey! I’m his
treasure, his possession—and what concern are the feelings of a lifeless
object to its owner! Would the curious circumstance that his prized
statue might hate him lessen the pleasure its owner derives from its possession?

    “And leave him?” Her voice broke. “By the gods, don’t you think I’ve
tried!”

    His thoughts in a turmoil, Mavrsal studied the girl’s haunted face.
“But why accept defeat? Past failure doesn’t mean you can’t try again.
If you’re free to roam the streets of Carsultyal at night, your feet can
take you farther still. I see no chain clamped to that collar you wear.”

    “Not all chains are visible.”

    “So I’ve heard, though I’ve never believed it. A weak will can imagine its own fetters.”

    “Kane won’t let me leave him.”

    “Kane’s power doesn’t reach a tenth so far as he believes.”

    ‘There are men who would dispute that, if the dead cared to share
the wisdom that came to them too late.”

    Challenge glinted in the girl’s green eyes as they held his. Mavrsal
felt the spell of her beauty, and his manhood answered. “A ship sails
where its master wills it—may the winds and the tides and perils of the
sea be damned!”

    Her face craned closer. Tendrils of her auburn hair touched his arm.
“There is courage in your words. But you know little of Kane’s power.”

    He laughed recklessly. “Let’s say I’m not cowed by his name,”

    From the belt of her gown, Dessylyn unfastened a small scrip. She
tossed the leather pouch toward him.

    Catching it, Mavrsal untied the braided thong and dumped its contents onto his palm. His hand shook. Gleaming gemstones tumbled a
tiny rainbow, clattered onto the cabin table. In his hand lay a fortune
in rough-cut diamonds, emeralds, other precious stones.

    Through their multi-hued reflections, his face framed a question.

    “I think there is enough to repair your ship, to pay her crew . . .”
She paused; brighter flamed the challenge in her eyes. “Perhaps to buy
my passage to a distant port—if you dare!”

    The captain of the 
Tuab
 swore. “I meant what I said, girl! Give me
another few days to refit her, and I’ll sail you to lands where no man
has ever heard the name of Kanel”

    "Later you may change your mind,” Dessylyn warned.

    She rose from her chair. Mavrsal thought she meant to leave, hut
then he saw that her fingers had loosened other fastenings at her belt
His breath caught as the silken gown began to slip from her shoulders.

    "I won’t change my mind,” he promised, understanding why Kane
might go to any extreme to keep Dessylyn with him.

    5

    wizard’s bane

    "Your skin is like the purest honey,” proclaimed Dragar ardently. "By
the gods, I swear you even taste like honey!”

    Dessylyn squirmed in pleasure and hugged the barbarians’s shaggy
blond head to her breasts. After a moment she sighed and languorously
pulled from his embrace. Sitting up, she brushed her dim fingers
through the tousled auburn wave that cascaded over her bare shoulders
and back, clung in damp curls to her flushed skin.

    Dragar’s calloused hand imprisoned her slender wrist as she sought to
rise from the rumpled bed. “Don’t prance away like a contrite virgin,
girl. Your rider has dismounted but for a moment’s rest—then he’s
ready to gallop through the palace gates another time or more before
the sun drops beneath the sea.”

    "Pretty—but I have to go,” she protested. "Kane may grow suspicious
}>

    • ♦ •

    "Bugger Kane!” cursed Dragar, pulling the girl back against him. His
thick arms locked about her, and their lips crushed savagely. Cupped
over a small breast, his hand felt the pounding of her heart. The youth
laughed and tilted back her feverish face, "Now tell me you prefer
Kane’s effete pa wings to a man’s embrace!”

    A frown drifted like a sudden thunderhead "You underestimate
Kane. He’s no soft-fleshed weakling.”

    The youth snarled jealously. "A foul sorcerer who’s skulked in his
tower no one knows how long! He’ll have dust for blood, and dry rot in

    his bones! But go to him if you prefer his toothless kisses and withered
loins!”

    “No, dearest! Yours are the arms I love to lie within!” Dessylyn cried,
entwining herself about him and soothing his anger with kisses. “It’s
just that I’m frightened for you. Kane isn’t a withered graybeard. Except for the madness in his eyes, you would think Kane a hardened
warrior in his prime. And you’ve more than his sorcery to fear. I’ve seen
Kane kill with his sword—he’s a deadly fighter!”

    Dragar snorted and stretched his brawny frame. “No warrior hides
behind a magician’s robes. He’s but a name—an ogre’s name to frighten
children into obedience. Well, I don’t fear his name, nor do I fear his
magic—and my blade has drunk the blood of better swordsmen than
your black-hearted tyrant ever was!”

    “By the gods!” whispered Dessylyn, burrowing against his thick

    shoulder. “Why did fate throw me into Kane’s web instead of into your
\»

    arms!

    “Fate is what man wills it. If you wish it, you are my woman now.”

    “But Kane! 
...”

    The barbarian leapt to his feet and glowered down at her. “Enough
sniveling about Kane, girl! Do you love me or not!”

    “Dragar, beloved—you know I love you! Haven’t these past days . . .”

    “These past days have been filled with woeful whimperings about
Kane—and my belly grows sick from hearing it! Forget Kane! I’m taking you from him, Dessylyn! For all her glorious legend and over-
mighty towers, Carsultyal is a stinking pesthole Eke every other city
I’ve known. Well, I’ll waste no more days here.

    “I’ll ride from Carsultyal tomorrow, or take passage on a ship, perhaps. Go to some less stagnant land, where a bold man and a strong
blade can win wealth and adventure! You’re going with me.”

    “Can you mean it, Dragar!”

    “If you think I lie, then stay behind.”

    “Kane will follow.”

    “Then he’ll lose his life along with his love!” sneered Dragar.

    With confident hands, he slid his great sword of silver-blue metal
from its scabbard. “See this blade,” he hissed, flourishing its massive
length easily. “I call it Wizard’s Bane, and there’s reason to the name.
Look at the blade. It’s steel, but not steel such as your secretive smiths
forge in their dragon-breath furnaces. See the symbols carved into the
forte. This blade has power! It was forged long ago by a mastersmith

    who used the glowing heart of a fallen star for his ore, who set runes of
protection into the finished sword. Who wields Wizard’s Bane need not
fear magic, for sorcery can have no power over him. My sword can
cleave through the hellish flesh of demons; it can ward off a sorcerer’s
enchantments and skewer his evil heart!

    “Let Kane send his demons to find us! My blade will shield us from
his spells, and I’ll send his minions howling in fear back to his dread
tower! Let him creep from his lair if he dares—I’ll feed him bits of his
liver and laugh in his face while he dies!”

    Dessylyn’s eyes brimmed with adoration. “You can do it, Dragar!
You’re strong enough to take me from Kane! No man has your courage,
beloved!”

    The youth laughed and twisted a curl of her hair. “No man? What
do you know of men? Did you think these spineless city-bred fops, who
tremble at the shadow of a senile cuckold, were men? Think no more
of slinking back to Kane’s tower before your keeper misses you. Tonight, girl, I'm going to show you how a 
man
 loves his woman!”

    But why will you insist it’s impossible to leave Kane?

    I know.

    How can you know? You're too fearful of him to try
.

    I know.

    But how can you say that?

    Because l know.

    Perhaps this bondage is only in your mind, Dessylyn.

    But 1 know Kane won’t let me leave him.

    So certain—is it because you’ve tried to escape him?

    Have you tried, Dessylyn?

    Tried with another’s help—and failed, Dessylyn?

    Can’t you be honest with me, Dessylyn?

    And now you’ll turn away from me in fearl
Then there was another man?

    It’s impossible to escape him—and now you’ll abandon mel
Tell me, Dessylyn. How can l trust you if you won’t trust me?
On your word, then. There was another man
 . . .

    ♦

    NIGHT AND FOG

    Night returned to Carsultyal, spreading its misty cloak over narrow alleys and brooding towers alike. The voice of the street broke from its
strident daylight cacophony to the muted rumble of night. As the stars
grew brighter through the sea mists, the streets grew silent—except for
fitful snorts and growls, like a hound uneasy in his sleep. Then the
lights that glimmered through the shadow began to slip away, so
stealthily that their departure went unnoticed. One only knew that the
darkness, the fog, the silence now ruled the city unchallenged. And
night, closer here than elsewhere in the cities of mankind, had returned
to Carsultyal.

    They lay close in each others arms—sated, but too restless for sleep.
Few were their words, so that they listened to the beating of their
hearts, pressed so close together as to make one sound. Fog thrust
tendrils through chinks in the bolted shutters, brought with it the chill
breath of the sea, lost cries of ships anchored in the night.

    Then Dessylyn hissed like a cat and dug her nails so deep into
Dragar’s arm that rivulets of crimson made an armlet about the corded
muscle. Straining his senses against the night, the barbarian dropped
his hand to the hilt of the unsheathed sword that lay beside their bed.
The blade glinted blue—more so than the wan lamplight would seem
to reflect.

    From the night outside . . . Was it a sudden wind that rattled the
window shutters, buffeted the streamers of fog into swirling eddies? A
sound . . . Was that the flap of vast leathery wings?

    Fear hung like a clinging web over the inn. The silence about them
was so desolate that theirs might have been the last two hearts to beat
in all of haunted Carsultyal.

    From the roof . . . suddenly there came a slithering metallic scrape
upon the slate tiles.

    Wizard s Bane pulsed with a corposant of blue watch-fire. Shadows
stark and unreal cringed away from the lambent blade.

    A creaking groan of hideous pressure sounded against the thick shutters. Oaken planks sagged inward. Holding fast, the iron bolts trem-

    bled, abruptly smouldered into sullen rubious heat. Mist poured past
the buckling timbers, bearing with it a smell not of any sea known to
man.

    Brighter pulsed the scintillant glare of the sword. A nimbus of blue
flame rippled out from the blade, encircled the crouching youth and his
terrified companion. Rippling blue radiance spread across the room-
struck the groaning shutters.

    A burst of incandescence spat from the glowing iron bolts. Through
the night beyond tore a silent snarl—an unearthly shriek felt rather
than heard—a spitting bestial cry of pain and baffled rage.

    The shutters sprang back with a grunting sigh, as the pressure
against them suddenly relented. Again the night shuddered with the
buffeting of tremendous wings. The ghost of sound dwindled. The
black tide of fear ebbed, shrank back from the inn.

    Dragar laughed and brandished his sword. Eyes still dazzled, Dessy-
lyn stared in fascination at the blade, now suffused with a sheen no
more preternatural than any finely burnished steel. It might all have
been a frightened dream, she thought, knowing well that it had not
been.

    “It looks like your keepers sorcery is something less than all-powerful!” scoffed the barbarian. “Now Kane will know that his spells and
coward’s tricks are powerless against Wizard’s Bane. No doubt your ancient spell-caster is cowering under his cold bed—scared witless that
these gutless city folk will someday find courage enough to call his
bluff! And against that, he’s probably safe.”

    “You don’t know Kane,” moaned Dessylyn.

    With gentle roughness, Dragar cuffed the grim-faced girl. “Still
frightened by a legend? And after you’ve seen his magic defeated by
the star-blade! You’ve lived within the shadow of this decadent city too
long, girl. In a few hours we’ll have light, and then I’ll take you out
into the real world—where men haven’t sold their souls to the ghosts of
elder races!”

    But her fears did not dissolve under the barbarian’s warm confidence.
For a timeless period of darkness, Dessylyn clung to him, her heart restlessly drumming, shuddering at each fragment of sound that pierced
the night and fog.

    And through the darkened streets echoed the clop-clop of hooves.

    Far away, their sound so faint it might have been imagined. Closer
now, the fog-muffled fall of iron-shod hooves on paving bricks. Draw-

    ing ever closer, a hollow, rhythmic knell that grew deafening in the absolute stillness. Clop-Clop Clop-Clop Clop-Clop CLOP-CLOP CLOP
CLOP. Approaching the inn unhurriedly. Inexorably approaching the
mist-shrouded inn.

    <f
What is it?” Dragar asked her, as she started upright in terror.

    “I know that sound. It’s a black, black stallion, with eyes that bum
like living coals, and hooves that ring like iron!”

    Dragar snorted.

    “Ah! And I know his rider!”

    CLOP-CLOP CLOP-CLOP. Hoofbeats rolled and gobbled across
the courtyard of the Inn of the Blue Window. Echoes rattled against
the shutters . . . 
Could no one else hear their chill thunderl

    CLOP-CLOP 
CLOP.
 The unseen horse stamped and halted outside
the inn’s door. Harness jingled. 
Why were there no voicesl

    From deep within the chambers below echoed the dull chink of bolt
and bars falling away, clattering to the floor. A harsh creak as the outer
door swung open. 
Where was the innkeeper!

    Footfalls sounded on the stairs—the soft scuff of boot leather on
worn planks. Someone entered the hallway beyond their door; strode
confidently toward their room.

    Dessylyn s face was a stark mask of terror. Knuckles jammed against
her teeth to dam a rising scream were stained red with drawn blood.
Dread-haunted eyes were fixed upon the door opposite.

    Slipping into a fighting crouch, Dragar spared a glance for the bared
blade in his taut grasp. No nimbus of flame hovered about the sword;
only the deadly gleam of honed steel, reflected in the unnaturally subdued lamplight

    Footsteps halted in front of their door. Dragar could hear the sound
of breathing from beyond the threshold.

    A heavy fist smote the door. Once. A single summons. A single challenge.

    With an urgent gesture, Dessylyn signed Dragar to remain silent

    ‘Who dares! . . .” he growled in a ragged voice,

    A powerful blow exploded against the stout timber. Latch and bolt
erupted from their setting in a shower of splinters and wrenched metal.
All but tom from its hinges, the door was hurled open, slammed
resoundingly against the wall.

    “Kane!” screamed Dessylyn.

    The massive figure strode through the doorway, feral grace in the
movements of his powerful, square-torsoed frame. A heavy sword was

    balanced with seeming negligence in his left hand, but there was no
uncertainty in the lethal fury that blazed in his eyes.

    “Good evening,” sneered Kane through a mirthless smile.

    Startled despite Dessylyn’s warning, Dragar’s practiced eye swiftly
sized up his opponent So the sorcerers magic had preserved the prime
of his years after all. ... At about six feet, Kane stood several inches
shorter than the towering barbarian, but the enormous bands of muscle
that surged beneath leather vest and trousers made his weight somewhat greater. Long arms and the powerful roll of his shoulders signaled
a swordsman of considerable reach and strength, although the youth
doubted if Kane could match his speed. A slim leather band set with a
black opal tied back his shoulder-length red hair, and the face beneath
the close-trimmed beard was brutal—a savagery that made his demeanour less lordly than arrogant. And his blue eyes burned with the brand
of killer.

    “Come looking for your woman, sorcerer?” grated Dragar, watching
the other’s blade. “We thought you’d stay hidden in your tower, after I
frightened off your slinking servants!”

    Kane’s eyes narrowed. “So that’s . . . Wizard’s Bane, I believe you
call it I see the legends didn’t lie when they spoke of the blade’s protective powers. I shouldn’t have spoken of it to Dessylyn, I suppose,
when I learned that an enchanted sword had been brought into Carsul-
tyal. But then, its possession will compensate in some part for the
difficulties you’ve caused me.”

    “Kill him, Dragar, my love! Don’t listen to his lies!” Dessylyn cried.

    “What do you mean?” rumbled the youth, who had missed Kane’s
inference.

    The warrior wizard chuckled dryly. “Can’t you guess, you romantic
oaf? Don’t you understand that a clever woman has used you? Of course
not—the chivalrous barbarian thought he was defending a helpless girl.
Pity I let Laroc die after persuading him to tell me of her game. He
might have told you how innocent his mistress . . .”

    “Dragar! Kill him! He only means to take you off guard!”

    ‘To be sure! Kill me, Dragar—if you can! That was her plan, you
know. Through my . . . sources ... I learned of this formidable blade
you carry—made mention of it to Dessylyn. But Dessylyn, it seems, has
grown bored with my caresses. She paid a servant, the unlamented
Laroc, to stage an apparent rape—trusting that a certain lout would
rush in to save her. Well plotted, don’t you think? Now poor Dessylyn
has a bold defender whose magic blade can protect her against Kane’s

    evil spells. I wonder, Dessylyn-—did you only mean to go away with
this thickheaded dolt, or did you plan to goad me into this personal
combat, hoping I’d be slain and the wealth o£ my tower would be
yours?"

    “Dragar! He’s lying to you!" moaned the girl despairingly.

    "Because if it was the latter, then I'm afraid your plotting wasn’t as
intelligent as you believed," concluded Kane mockingly.

    “Dragar!’’ came the tortured choke.

    The barbarian, emotions a fiery chaos, risked an agonized glance at
her contorted face.

    Kane lunged.

    Off guard, Dragar’s lightning recovery deflected Kane’s blade at the
last possible instant, so that he took a shallow gash across his side instead of the steel through his ribs. "Damn you!" he cursed.

    "But I am!” laughed Kane, parrying the youth’s flashing counterattack with ease. His speed was uncanny, and the awesome power of his
thick shoulders drove his blade with deadly force.

    Lightning seemed to flash With the ringing thunder of their blades.
Rune-stamped star-metal hammered against the finest steel of Carsul-
tyal’s far-famed forges, and their clangour seemed the cries of two warring demons—harsh, strident with pain and rage.

    Sweat shone on Dragar’s naked body, and his breath spat foam
through his clenched teeth. A few times only had he crossed blades
with an opponent his equal in strength, and then the youth’s superior
speed had carried the victory. Now, as in some impossible nightmare,
he faced a skilled and cunning swordsman whose speed was at least his
equal—and whose strength seemed somewhat greater. After his initial
attack had been defdy turned away, Dragar’s swordplay became less
reckless . . . less confident He grimly set about wearing down his opponent’s endurance, reasoning that the sorcerer’s physical conditioning
could not equal that of a hardened mercenary.

    In all the world there was no sound but their ringing blades, the desperate rush of their bodies, the hoarse gusts of their breath. Everywhere
time stood frozen, save for the deadly fury of their duel, as they leapt
and lunged about the bare timbered room.

    Dragar caught a thin slash across his left arm—from a blow he did
not remember deflecting. Kane’s left-handed attack was dangerously unfamiliar to him, and only his desperate parries had saved him from
worse. Uneasily he realized that Kane’s sw^ord arm did not falter as the
minutes dragged past—and that more and more he was being confined

    to the defensive. Wizard’s Bane grew ragged with notches from the
Carsultyal blade, and its hilt was slippery with sweat. Kane’s heavier
sword was similarly scarred from their relentless slash, parry, thrust

    Then, as Kane deflected Dragar’s powerful stroke, the youth made a
quick thrust with the turning blade—enough so that its tip gashed
diagonally across Kane’s brow, severing his headband. A shallow cut,
but blood flowed freely, matted the flinging strands of his unbound
hair. Kane gave back, flung the blood and loose hair from his eyes.

    And Dragar lunged. Too quick for Kane to parry fully, his blade
gored a furrow the length of the sorcerer’s left forearm. Kane’s long
sword faltered. Instantly the barbarian hammered at his guard.

    The sword left Kane’s grip, as it clumsily threw back the star-blade.
For a fraction of a second it turned free in midair. Dragar exulted that
he had at last tom the blade from Kane’s grasp—as he raised his arm
for a killing stroke.

    But Kane’s right hand caught up the spinning blade with practiced
sureness. Wielding the sword with skill scarcely inferior to his natural
sword-arm, Kane parried Dragar’s flashing blow. Then, before the startled barbarian could recover, Kane’s sword smashed through Dragar’s
ribs.

    The force of the blow hurled the stricken youth back against the
bed. Wizard’s Bane dropped from nerveless fingers and skidded across
the wide oaken planks.

    A cry of inexpressible pain came from Dessylyn’s throat. She rushed
to him, cradled Dragar’s head against her lap. Desperately she pressed
ineffectual fingers against the pulsing wound in his chest “Please,
Kane!” she sobbed. “Spare him!”

    Kane glanced through burning eyes at the youth’s ruined chest and
laughed. “I give him to you, Dessylyn,” he told her insolently. “And I’ll
await you in my tower—unless, of course, you young lovers still plan
on running off together.”

    Blood trailing from his arm—and darker blood from his sword—he
stalked from the room and into the night mists.

    “Dragar! Dragar!” Dessylyn moaned, kissing his haggard face and
blood-foamed lips. “Please don’t die, beloved! Onthe, don’t let him die!”

    Tears fell from her eyes to his, as she pressed her face against his pallid visage. ‘Tou didn’t believe him, did you, Dragar! What if I did engineer our meeting, dearest! Still I love you! It’s true that I love you! I’ll
always love you, Dragar!”

    He looked at her through glazing eyes.
“Bitch!"' he spat. And died.

    How many times
, D
essylyn?

    How many times will 
you 
flay this game?

    (But this was the firstly

    The first? Are you sure, Dessylyn?

    (/ 
swear it!
 . 
. 
. 
How can l he sure?')

    And how many after? How many circles, Dessylyn?

    (
Circles? Why this darkness in my mind?)

    How many times, Dessylyn, have you flayed at Lorelei?

    How many are those who have known your summoning eye?
How many are those who have heard your siren cry, Dessylyn?
How many souls have swum out to you, Dessylyn?

    And ferished hy the shadows that hide below,

    And are drawn down to Hell'by the undertow?

    How many times, Dessylyn?

    (I 
can't remember
 
. 
. .)

    7

    'he’ll have to die . .

    “You know he’ll have to die.”

    Dessylyn shook her head. “It’s too dangerous.”

    “Clearly it’s far more dangerous to let him live,” Mavrsal pointed out
grimly. “From what you’ve told me, Kane will never permit you to
leave him—and this isn’t like trying to get away from some jealous lord.
A 
sorcerer’s tentacles reach farther than those of the fabled Oraycha.
What good is it to escape Carsultyal, only to have Kane’s magic strike
at us later? Even on the high sea his shadow can follow us.”

    “But we might escape him,” murmured Dessylyn. “The oceans are
limitless, and the waves carry no trail.”

    “A wizard of Kane’s power will have ways to follow us.”

    “It’s still too dangerous. I’m not even sure Kane 
can
 be killed!”

    Dessylyn’s fingers toyed anxiously with the emerald at her throat; her
lips were pressed tightly.

    Mavrsal angrily watched her fingers twist the wide silk and leather
collar. Fine ladies might consider the fashion stylish here in Carsultyal,
but it annoyed him that she wore the ornament even in bed. “You’ll
never be free of Kane’s slave collar until that devil is dead,” he growled,
voicing his thought

    “I know,” breathed the girl softly, with more than fear shining in her
green eyes.

    ‘Tours is the hand that can kill him,” he continued.

    Her lips moved, but no sound issued.

    Soft harbor sounds whispered through the night, as the 
Tuab
 gently
rocked with the waves. Against the quay, her timbers creaked and
groaned, thudded against the buffers of waste hemp cordage. Distantly,
her watch paced the deck; low conversation, dimly heard, marked the
presence of other crewmen—not yet in their hammocks, despite a hard
day’s work. In the captain’s cabin a lamp swung slowly with the vessel’s
roll, playing soft shadows back and forth against the objects within.
Snug and sheltered from the sea mists, the atmosphere was almost cozy
—could the cabin only have been secure against a darker phantom that
haunted the night.

    “Kane claims to love you,” Mavrsal persisted shrewdly. “He won’t accept your hatred of him. He’ll unconsciously lower his guard with you.
He’d let you stand at his back and never suspect that your hand might
drive a dagger through his ribs,”

    “It’s true,” she acknowledged in a strange voice.

    Mavrsal held her shoulders and turned her face to his, “I can’t see
why you haven’t tried this before. Was it fear?”

    ‘Tes—I’m terrified of Kane.”

    “Or was it something else? Do you still feel some secret love for him,
Dessylyn?”

    She did not reply immediately. “I don’t know,”

    He swore and took her chin in his hand. The collar, with its symbol
of Kane’s mastery, enraged him—he roughly tore it from her throat. Her
fingers flew to the bared flesh.

    Again he cursed. “Did Kane do that to you!”

    She nodded, her eyes wide with intense emotion.

    “He treats you as a slave, and you haven’t the spirit to rebel—or even
to hate him for what he does to you!”

    ‘That’s not true! I hate Kane!”

    “Then show some courage! What can the devil do to you that’s any
worse than your present loti”

    “I just don’t want you to die, too!”

    The captain laughed grimly. “If you’d remain his slave to spare my
life, then you’re worth dying for! But the only death will be Kane’s—if
we lay our plans well. Will you try, Dessylyn? Will you rebel against
this tyrant—win freedom for yourself, and love for us both?”

    “I’ll try, Mavrsal,” she promised, unable to avoid his eyes. “But I
can’t do it alone.”

    “Nor would any man ask you to. Can I get into Kane’s tower?”

    “An army couldn’t assail that tower if Kane wished to defend it.”

    “So I’ve heard. But can 
l
 get inside? Kane must have a secret entrance to his lair.”

    She bit her fist. “I know of one. Perhaps you could enter without his
knowing it.”

    “I can if you can warn me of any hidden guardians or pitfalls,” he
told her with more confidence than he felt. “And I’ll want to try this
when he won’t be as vigilant as normal. Since there seem to be regular
periods when you can slip away from the tower, I see no reason why I
can’t steal inside under the same circumstances.”

    Dessylyn nodded, her face showing less fear now. ‘When he’s deep
into his necromancies, Kane is oblivious to all else. He’s begun again
with some of his black spells—he’ll be so occupied until tomorrow
night, when he’ll force me to partake of his dark ritual.”

    Mavrsal flushed with outrage. “Then that will be his last journey
into the demonlands—until we send him down to Hell forever! Repairs
are all but complete. If I push the men and rush reprovisioning, the
Tuab
 can sail with the tide of another dawn. Tomorrow night it will be
then, Dessylyn. While Kane is exhausted and preoccupied with his
black sorcery, I’ll slip into his tower.

    “Be with him then. If he sees me before I can strike, wait until he
turns to meet my attack—then strike with this!” And he drew a slender
dirk from a sheath fixed beneath the head of his bunk.

    As if hypnotized by his words, by the shining sliver of steel,
Dessylyn turned the dagger about in her hands—again and again, staring at the flash of light on its keen edge. “I’ll try. By Onthe, I’ll try to
do as you say!”

    “He’ll have to die,” Mavrsal assured her. ‘Tou know he’ll have to
die.”

    DRINK A FINAL CUP . . .

    Spread out far below lay Carsultyal, fog swirling through her wide
brick streets and crooked filthy alleys, hovering over squalid tenements
and palatial manors—although her arrogant towers pierced its veil,
reared toward the stars in lordly grandeur. Bom of two elements, air
and water, the mist swirled and drifted—sought to strangle a third element, fire, but could do no more than dim with tears its thousand glowing eyes. Patches of murky yellow in the roiling fog, the lights of Carsultyal gained the illusion of movement—so that one might be
uncertain at any one moment whether he gazed down into the mist
hung city or upward toward the cloud buried stars.

    “Your mood is strange tonight, Dessylyn,” Kane observed, meticulously adjusting the fire beneath the tertiary alembic.

    She moved away from the tower window. “Is it strange to you, Kane?
I marvel that you notice. I’ve told you countless times that this
necromancy disgusts me, but always before have my sentiments meant
nothing to you.”

    ‘Tour sentiments mean a great deal to me, Dessylyn. But as for demanding your attendance here, I only do what I must.”

    “Like that!” she hissed in loathing, and pointed to the young girls
mutilated corpse.

    Kane followed her gesture wearily. Pain etching his brow, he made a
sign and barked a stream of harsh syllables. A shadow crossed the open
window, fell over the vivisected corpse. When it withdrew, the tortured
form had vanished, and a muffled slap of wings faded into the darkness.

    “Why do you think to hide your depraved crimes from my sight,
Kane? Do you think I’ll forget? Do you think I don’t know the evil that
goes into compounding this diabolical drug you force me to drink!”

    Kane frowned and stared into the haze of phosphorescent vapor
which swirled within the cucurbit. “Are you carrying iron, Dessylyn?
There’s asymmetry to the nimbus. I’ve told you not to bring iron within
the influence of this generation.”

    The dagger was an unearthly chill against the flesh of her thigh.
‘Tour mind is going, Kane. I wear only these rings.”

    He ignored her to lift the cap and hurriedly pour in a measure of
dark, semicongealed fluid. The alembic hissed and shivered, seemed to
burst with light within its crimson crystal walls. A drop of phosphorescence took substance near the receiver. Kane quickly shifted the
chalice to catch the droplet as it plunged.

    “Why do you force me to drink this, Kane? Aren’t these chains of
fear that hold me to you bondage enough?”

    His uncanny stare fixed her, and while it might have been the
alchemical flames that made it seem so, she was astonished to see the fatigue, the pain that lined his face. It was as if the untold centuries
whose touch Kane had eluded had at last stolen upon him. His hair
billowed wildly, his face was shadowed and sunken, and his skin
seemed imbued with the sick hue of the phosphorescent vapors.

    “Why must you play this game, Dessylyn? Does it please you to see
to what limits I go to hold you to me?”

    “All that would please me, Kane, is to be free of you.”

    “You loved me once. You will love me again.”

    “Because you command it? You’re a fool if you believe so. I hate you,
Kane. I’ll hate you for the rest of my life. Kill me now, or keep me here
till I ’m ancient and withered. I’ll still die hating you.”

    He sighed and turned from her. His words were breathed into the
flame. ‘You’ll stay with me because I love you, and your beauty will
not fade, Dessylyn. In time you may understand. Did you ever wonder
at the loneliness of immortality? Have you ever wondered what must
be the thoughts of a man cursed to wander through the centuries? A
man doomed to a desolate, unending existence—feared and hated wherever men speak his name. A man who can never know peace, whose
shadow leaves ruin wherever he passes. A man w
r
ho has learned that
every triumph is fleeting, that every joy is transient. All that he seeks to
possess is stolen away from him by the years. His empires will fall; his
songs will be forgotten; his loves will turn to dust. Only the emptiness
of eternity will remain with him, a laughing skeleton cloaked in memories to haunt his days and nights.

    ‘Tor such a man as this, for such a curse as this—is it so terrible that
he dares to use his dark wisdom to hold something which he loves? If a
hundred bright flowers must wither and die in his hand, is it evil that
he hopes to keep one—just 
one
 blossom for longer than the brief instant
that Time had intended! Even if the flower hated being torn from the
soil, would it make him wish to preserve its beauty any less!”

    But Dessylyn was not listening to Kane. The billow of a tapestry,

    where no wind had blown, caught her vision. Could Kane hear the almost silent rasp of hidden hinges? No, he was lost in one of his maddened fits of brooding.

    Sho tried to force her pounding heart to pulse less thunderously, her
quick breath to cease its frantic rush. She could see where Mavrsal
stood, frozen in the shadow of the tapestry. It seemed impossible that he
might creep closer without Kane’s unnatural keenness sensing his presence. The hidden dirk burned her thigh as if it were sheathed in her
flesh. Carefully she edged around to Kane’s side, thinking to expose his
back to Mavrsal.

    “But I see the elixir is ready,” announced Kane, breaking out of his
mood. Administering a few amber drops to the fluid, he carefully lifted
the chalice of glowing liqueur.

    “Here, drink this quickly,” he ordered, extending the vessel.

    “I won’t drink your poisoned drugs again.”

    “Drink it, Dessylyn.” His eyes held hers.

    As in a recurrent nightmare
—and there were other nightmares—
Dessylyn accepted the goblet She raised it to her lips, felt the bitter liqueur touch her tongue.

    A knife whirled across the chamber. Struck from her languid fingers,
the crystal goblet smashed into a thousand glowing shards against the
stones,

    “No!” shouted Kane in a demonic tone. “No! No/” He stared at the
pool of dying phosphorescence in stunned horror.

    Leaping from concealment, Mavrsal flung himself toward Kane—
hoping to bury his cutlass in his enemy’s heart, before the sorcerer
recovered. He had not reckoned on Kane’s uncanny reflexes.

    The anguished despair Kane displayed burst into inhuman rage at
the instant he spun to meet his hidden assailant Weaponless, he
lunged for the sea captain. Mavrsal swung his blade in a natural downward slash—abandoning finesse in the face of an unarmed opponent

    With blurring speed, Kane stepped under the blow and caught
Mavrsal’s descending wrist with his left hand. Mavrsal heard a scream
escape his lips, as his arm was jammed to a halt in mid-swing—as
Kane’s powerful left hand closed about his wrist and shattered the
bones beneath the crushed flesh. The cutlass sailed unheeded across the
stones.

    His face twisted in bestial fury, Kane grappled with the sea captain.
Mavrsal, an experienced fighter at rough-and-tumble, found himself
tossed about like a frail child. Kane’s hand circled its long fingers about

    his throat, choking off his breath. Desperately he sought to break
Kane’s hold, beat at him with his mangled wrist—as Kane with savage
laughter carrier! him back against the wall, holding him by his neck
like a broken puppet

    Red fog wavered in his vision—pain was roaring in his ears . . .
Kane was slowly strangling him—killing him deliberately, taunting
him for his helplessness.

    Then he was falling.

    Kane gasped and arched his back inward, as Dessylyn drove her
dagger into his shoulder. Blood splashed her sweat-slippery fist As
Kane twisted away from her blow, the thin blade lodged in his shoulder and snapped at the hilt.

    Dessylyn screamed as his backhand blow hurled her to the stones.
Frantically she scrambled to Mavrsal’s side, where he lay sprawled on
the floor—stunned, but still conscious.

    Kane cursed and fell back against his work table, overturning an
alembic that burst like a rotted gourd. 
“Dessylyn!”
 he groaned in disbelief. Blood welled from his shoulder, spread across his slumped figure.
His left shoulder was crippled, but his deadliness was that of a
wounded tiger. '‘Dessylyn!”

    “What did you expect!” she snarled, trying to pull Mavrsal to his
feet

    A heavy flapping sound flung foggy gusts through the window. Kane
cried out something in an inhuman tongue.

    “If you kill Mavrsal, better kill me this time as well!” cried Dessylyn,
clinging to the sea captain as he dazedly rose to his knees.

    Kane cast a calculating eye toward the fallen sword. Too far.

    “Leave her alone, sorcerer!” rasped Mavrsal. “She’s guilty of no crime
but that of hating you and loving me! Kill me now and be done, but
you’ll never change her spirit!”

    “And I suppose you love her, too,” said Kane in a tortured voice.
“You fool. Do you know how many others I’ve killed—other fools who
thought they would save Dessylyn from the sorcerer’s evil embrace? It’s
a game she often plays. Ever since the first fool . . . only a game. It
amuses her to taunt me with her infidelities, with her schemes to leave
with another man. Since it amuses her, I indulge her. But she doesn’t
love you.”

    “Then why did she bury my steel in your back!” Despair made
Mavrsal reckless. “She hates you, sorcerer—and she loves me! Keep
your lies to console you in your madness! Your sorcery can’t alter

    Dessylyn’s feelings toward you—nor can it alter the truth you’re forced
to see! So kill me and be damned—you can’t escape the reality of your
pitiful clutching for something you’ll never hold!”

    Kane’s voice was strange. His face was a mirror of tormented despair.
“Get out of my sight!” he rasped. “Get out of here, both of you!

    “Dessylyn, I give you your freedom. Mavrsal, I give you Dessylyn’s
love. Take your bounty and go from Carsultyal! I trust you’ll have litde
cause to thank me!”

    As they stumbled for the secret door, Mavrsal ripped the emerald-set
collar from Dessylyn’s neck and flung it at Kane’s slumping figure.
“Keep your slave collar!” he growled. “It’s enough that you leave her
with your scars about her throat!”

    “You fool,” said Kane in a low voice.

    “How far are we from Carsultyal,” whispered Dessylyn.

    “Several leagues—we’ve barely gotten underway,” Mavrsal told the
shivering girl beside him.

    “I’m frightened.”

    “Hush. You’re done with Kane and all his sorcery. Soon it will be
dawn, and soon we’ll be far beyond Carsultyal and all the evil you’ve
known there.”

    “Hold me tighter then, my love. I feel so cold.”

    ‘The sea wind is cold, but it’s clean,” he told her. “It’s carrying us together to a new life.”

    “I’m frightened.”

    “Hold me closer then.”

    “I seem to remember now . . .”

    But the exhausted sea captain had fallen asleep. A deep sleep—the
last unblighted slumber he would ever know.

    For at dawn he awoke in the embrace of a corpse—the mouldering
corpse of a long-dead girl, who had hanged herself in despair over the
death of her barbarian lover.

    There is only one R. A. Lafferty—a writer both incomparable and inimitable. Lafferty won the 1973 Hugo award for Best Short Fiction with his
“Eurema’s Dam.’' He started writing science fiction when he was well into
middle age which may account for his unique sense of humor; however,
there is little laughable about Jimmy Wares visit to the Berrymans.

  
    BERRYHILL

    by R. A. Lafferty

    A
 house, it is said, is not a home until it has known a birth, a wedding,
and a death. So Berryhill was not a home, though the Berrymans had
lived in it for sixty years. The Berrymans were people who were not
bom, never married, and, apparently, did not die.

    In every town of less than a thousand persons in this nation, there is
a decayed house on the outskirts that has given rise to eerie stories.
Eerie stories find their natural home in small towns, for a ghost population is always largest where the human population is smallest: and the
ghosts take over completely when the humans disappear.

    The stories of the Berrymans were of long growth. Not only were
the Berrymans peculiar old people, there were other oldsters in town
who remembered when they had been peculiar young people. The
three of them—two brothers and a sister—were tight recluses. They
had no friends; they did not mingle at all with the people of the town.
When one of them was even seen outside of their house, it was an
event to be reported. It was never known for certain whether all of
them were still alive A year—two years—might go by when a certain
one of them had not been seen at all But, soon or late, sight would be
had of all of them, never together: Nehemias with his black beard,
Habacuc with his white, Sophronia in her ancient dress and wearing
what was perhaps the last sunbonnet in the world. They were still alive
for a while yet.

    But nobody in town ever seemed pleased to learn that they still lived.
There was no kind thought for them, certainly no compassion for these
old folks. They were apart, repelled, unfriended, and unchurched.

    But what was really so odd about them, besides their keeping to
themselves? Well, for one thing, for three things, there were three
graves—three rocked pits anyhow that were believed to be graves. It
was said also that there were three gravestones at the heads of the
empty pits, and that these stones were carved with the names of the
three Berrymans, and with the dates of their deaths given. By one account, these dates were impossibly far in the future. But, by another
story, the dates were coming up very soon, in this very year.

    Harvey Hinkle had himself read these inscriptions (or he said that
he had), and he told about them. But Harvey was dead now. Matthew
Moon had likewise seen them, according to his son: Matthew likewise
was dead. There was nobody now living who had ever gone near
enough to read the stones, or even to know if there were such stones
and pits.

    The other oddity of the Berrymans was their manner of survival. No
supplies of any kind had gone into that place for many years, perhaps
not forever.

    They had, it is true, a pumpkin patch. They had what may have
been a vegetable garden behind its high screen of weeds. They had, in
season, a few straggling rows of com, crazy and uneven; boys who had
stolen some of it said that the ears were mottled and the kernels purple
like squaw com. And the Berrymans kept goats; spooky, unhappy goats,
unrelated to the lively town goats.

    But nobody really believed that it was on such paltry stuff that they
lived. There must be a better—and if not a better, then a more interesting, explanation.

    Indeed, the Berrymans dined but once a year. This was the most persistent and flavorsome of all the stories about them. When they dined,
they dined on a stranger. Those who had disappeared over the years
were numerous. There was the tinker who always came yearly, and
now he came no more. There had been Ragged Dan, the old tramp. He
used to come to town every spring, but when was the last time he had
been seen? There was the wandering darky who had been seen going
to town by two different farmers, going on the high road to town. But
he was not seen in town: he was never seen again at all. There were
the three gypsies who had waggoned off the road north of town not
three hundred yards from Berry hill. And the next day there were only

    two of the gypsies. Where was their brother? The townspeople asked
the gypsies. They did not know; somehow he had become lost; they did
not know where he w^ent, they said. But the townspeople knew.

    And if there had been these w
7
ell-authenticated disappearances, how
many more must have remained unknown? There was Sheila Cotter,
said to have run aw^ay with a cattle-buyer. How would she have run
aw
7
ay? What cattle-buyer? If the truth were only known, she had been
eaten by the Berrymans. It is no wonder that the townspeople had no
love for them.

    2

    It w^as a Friday evening, and the Lost Creek Bobcats had held one of
their irregular meetings. The Bobcats formed one of the most secret
clubs in the wrorld, having only two members: Jimmy Ware and Paul
Potter, one nine years old, one nine and a half.

    It w
7
as an oath-bound society, unknown to the world; yet it had
caused a w^ave of destruction in its ten-day existence. It was the Bobcats
who had hamstrung that sheep belonging to the Millers. It was they
who had thrown offal down Topkin’s w^ell, fouling the w^ater. It was
they who had broken the great branch of Johnson’s apple tree with the
blossoms still on it They had released the pigeons from Hickman’s
cote; they had broken the dam in Merton’s meadowr, they had partly
burned one of Conner’s straw-stacks. It didn’t bum well; it was too
damp.

    Now, however, the club 
was
 split down the middle and dissolved in
black anger.

    “I wnn’t go wath you, Jimmy,” Paul Potter said. “I’ll find a way to
stop you. And if you do go, I’ll tell on you. You’re crazy even to talk
about doing it”

    “You’re afraid, Paul. You’re a yellow-livered coward.”

    “I climb trees higher than you do. I go into the pasture with
Meverhoff’s bull.”

    J

    “You’re afraid, Paul. You’re a black-bellied coward.”

    “I ate the toadstool you said was poison. I was the one caught the
barn-owl with my bare hands.”

    “You’re afraid. You’re a red-gizzarded, slobbering, wet-your-pants
coward.”

    *1 may be a coward but I won’t go with you to do it They’ll kill you
if they catch you.”

    “Besides, you don’t know what I’m going to do.”

    “I know exactly what you’re going to do. You’ve talked about it
enough.”

    “Yes, I guess you do.”

    “I’ll go tell your mother.”

    “It’ll be too late to stop me. Nothing can stop me, and I have Pete in
my pocket and Mike in my belt.”

    “It’s the devil in you wants you to go there. They’ll kill you when
they catch you.”

    “Maybe they won’t catch me at all. It’s getting dark, little boy. You’d
better go on home. Run all the way. It gets dark real fast”

    So Paul Potter ran home crying, but he knew he would not be in
time to get help. And Jimmy Ware waited only a little while, till night
came down like a curtain.

    Then he walked to Berryhill.

    A spooky house is spooky even to a stubborn boy. And in one respect
Berryhill always gave an outlandish impression: it seemed to be growing out of the ground. A cottonwood post set in a fence row will sometimes take root and leaf out again; a hackberry will do the same. But
here it seemed as though the wood of the house itself had never
stopped growing. It was just that it was crawled all over with vines, and
chinked up with old moss: but, coming on it at night, it was like a
great hollow tree-bole, uprooted, overturned, and then overgrown. It
had the smell of slugs and lizards and of swamp weeds in the spring
night

    Well, such things never really harmed. Yet it was rough going even
to approach the old house. It seemed to be surrounded by its own special darkness; miasmal, heavier than the night itself. And, in fact, the
house was surrounded by much more rank vegetation than the adjacent
region. Moreover, the approaches were uneven, ill-drained, sour, and
somewhat dangerous.

    There is shock in total sudden contrast, coming on
H
a wrong thing
clear-cut and distinct. But there is a more creeping kind of shock in
coming gradually upon an indistinct and formless monstrosity until one
is nearly in the middle of it A stark white ghost paralyzes with sudden
fright. The indistinct gray specter takes over with a slower paralysis; yet
it seizes no less completely. And it was such a vague gray ghost that
Jimmy slowly came onto now. He had thought at first that it was a
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    bush, till he had passed into its half-yielding substance and felt the living hair on it in the dark.

    He twisted back then, with that clattering, devilish cry ringing in his
head, and he thought that the gray devil had him. Even in hell there is
no sound to compare with it; it is the mad night noise that lifts the
hair right off the head and gives the shakes to Satan himself.

    Even after he realized what it was, jimmy was unsettled. A goat,
after all, is half devil, and these gaunt gray goats of the Berryhills were
disquieting to come onto in the dark. Moreover, they had a high old
smell on them as though they were graveyard creatures. A sudden goat-
bleat in the dark has the final quality of the judgment horn.

    But, for all that, jimmy went boldly up on the porch of the old
house and scouted over the rotten boards and the warped, uneven,
weed-slimed surface. Had he been heavier, there were places where he
w
r
ould have broken through the porch entirely.

    Neither of the stagger-shuttered windows gave a view within at all,
and there was no trace of light. But the door itself was neither locked
nor latched. It gave in to his push, but very heavily, as though it w^ere
seldom opened.

    Within, the old swamp smell was stronger, and now there ap-
peared just a memory of light It was as if the house had swallowed a
lantern, and it shone through the tissues of its monstrous belly.

    Jimmy explored deep into the dark house, and then he stood solid at
a turning where there was enough light to make a clear way. The aura
of the uncanny was heavy in place, and Jimmy stood there dogged.

    The encounter was made. And then there was no withdrawing.

    It was a black-bearded giant, tall as a straw-stack and thin as a pitchfork,

    “What is it? What’s this?” Black-beard croaked “Habacuc, come see!
I believe it’s a boy,”

    “How would there be a boy?” came the other voice out of a white
beard floating by itself out of the darkness. “Likely it’s a possum you’ve
caught They’ve been in the boards between the ceiling and the floor
above. You can tell by the tail if it’s a possum.”

    “It doesn’t have a tail. I tell you it’s a boy. Come down wdth me to
the light, boy. You’ll be just in time for supper. It’s been a long time
since we had a boy here.”

    Jimmy Ware followed the black-bearded and the white-bearded old
men down a dungeonlike staircase, to a lighted cellar room below.

    “Sophronia, look—we have a boy!” they called.

    <r
What? I don't know when we've last had a boy here. And just in
time for supper, too. My, it’s been a long time since we've had a boy for
supper!” said Sophronia.

    Nehemias the black-bearded hung a kerosene lantern on a rafter to
light the table. It was a mighty rough splintered table, and Sophronia
set it there with huge pot-metal plates; pewter they were. At each place
she set a horn-handled knife and a roast-skewering fork. But there was
no food on the table.

    “Boy,” said Habacuc the white-beard, “you have no idea how glad we
are to have you here tonight. Yes, it’s been a long time since we’ve had
a boy for supper.”

    There is a trick that old kerosene lanterns have. There are places in a
room that they will not light up at all, and there are corners where the
darkness is all the deeper for the light being there. There were the
three old folks and Jimmy in the cellar room; and evil stood like a servitor waiting to be released.

    “Boy,” said Nehemias, “I wonder if you’d lend a hand at this grindstone here. The carving knife needs sharpening. Let us set to work
with a will while Sophronia keeps the water at a boil.”

    Jimmy turned the grindstone; and Nehemias held the foot-long
knife, while sparks cascaded and the smell of burnt sulphur or brimstone was about the wheel.

    “Nehemias,” whined Habacuc in his fluted voice, “have you seen the
bone-saw?”

    “On the peg right behind you. But I doubt if we need it much. I believe the joints will pop easily without it. It won't be a big carcass, or
heavily boned. Boy, you might as well get ready. The knife is as sharp
as it will ever be, and we will make a special occasion of this. Habacuc,
it must be years since we’ve had a boy for supper. Right at a year since
we’ve had anyone at all. Sophronia, how are you coming with it?”

    “Nearly ready to set it on. My, this will be a good supper! And I’ll
have a blood-pudding to go with the flesh meat.”

    Then evil was no longer a servitor and would no more be controlled.
It rose up, the master, and it worked its havoc in the room.

    Jimmy Ware disdained to use Pete, the snub-nosed pistol; perhaps it
was not operable. He had never fired it. He carried it for effect He
took Mike, the razor-sharp hatchet, from his belt. The dim-eyed old
folks had no idea of the danger they had been in. The two old men set
to the board and bowed their heads in grace; and Jimmy struck, first
Nehemias of the black beard, then Habacuc of the white.

    The old skulls broke like eggs to the blows of the strong boy. And as
Sophronia tottered in with a great trencher, he hacked her down also.
Then every bond burst, and the red evil was all through ham like
sulphur fire.

    “Paul said they’d kill roe if they caught me Let them kill me! Let
them hang roe! It was worth it. Paul was afraid to help me kill the old
fossils. Now I have them all to myself. Now I get to kill all three.
What do I care if they catch me afterwards?’’

    Murder was there in his proper form, and Jimmy Ware was possessed completely. He hacked the life out of the old three, as he had
planned for so long. Nehemias groaned in his dying sleep, and
Habacuc whimpered like a crushed dog. Sophronia made little bird
sounds as she died.

    Jimmy hacked as the blood welled with its sharp metallic smell, and
it was on his hands with a slickness more like graphite than grease or
liquid. The three harmless old relics lay still. He sniffed at the steaming trencher. Boiled goat

    And Jimmy Ware began to laugh and could not stop. He had done
what he planned. Now he had everything he wanted.

    . . 
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    Avram Davidson has been a major force in the fields of fantasy and science
fiction for many years. His marvelous "Or All the Seas with Oysters” earned
a Hugo award (Best Short Fiction, 1968), his "Affair at the Lahore Cantonment” won him an Edgar award (Best Short Story, 1962), 
The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction
 copped a Hugo award during his
editorship (1963), and his book 
The Enquiries of Dr. Eszterhazy
 ran off
with a World Fantasy award in 1976. It is my opinion that the following
original from the pages of 
Whispers
 magazine was the best offering from
that prize-winning collection.

  
    THE KING'S
 SHADOW
HAS NO LIMITS

    by Avram Davidson

    The Late Renascence historian known as Pannonicus had written that
‘The names of nations are often changed; the names of rivers, never.”
Had he contented himself with observing that the names of nations
changed more often than those of rivers, his comment would have been
more correct. The names of the Triune Monarchy of Scythia-Pannonia-
Transbalkania had been officially adopted only in the fifth year of the
Reign of the present Monarch; the name of the Ister is found on the
earliest maps; The so-called 
Addendum to Procopius
 quotes a Fragment
of Tacitus, now lost, to the effect that "The river of the Galans flows
into the Ister,” and so forth. Gaul, Gael, Galan, Galicia, Gallego, Galatia, all mark the marches of that once-widespread people, whose languages are now spoken only in the highlands and islands of the misty
Atlantic. The lesser of the two streams on whose banks came into being
the great City of Bella still bears, officially, the name of the Gallants
. . . but to every nonscholar in the Capital of the Triune Monarchy it
is and only is the Little Ister.

    For a long time the lower part of this stream, particularly where it

    flowed through the South Ward, had been a little better than an open
sewer; now, however, it was announced, “The Council and Corporation of the City of Bella”—a phrase which lacked, somehow, quite the
majesty of, say, 
Senatus 'populusque Romanus—was
 going to embark
upon a twofold program of flood control and beautification in regard to
the lesser river: and this project was to be dedicated as a birthday present to His Royal and Imperial Majesty, Ignats Louis. With a certain
degree of caution, it had not been made clear 
which
 birthday it was
going to commemorate. The King-Emperor, in no great period of time,
would be eighty-two.

    Some alteration to adjoining property was, of course, inevitable; and
one-property owner, a parvenu brewer, had been gauche enough to protest The law books had been opened wide enough to acquaint him
with the law of eminent domain, and then slapped shut in his face, so
to speak; whilst the slap was still echoing, the Court of First Jurisdiction had seen fit to add, perhaps as 
obiter dicta,
 the old saying, “The
Kings shadow has no limits. . .

    Doctor Eszterhazy, one fairly fine day, thought that he would go and
have a look at the work in progress. He did not take any of his carriages, and neither did he take the steam runabout—the last time he
had taken his steam runabout into the South Ward, an aggressive
drunkard had staggered up and insisted on being supplied with
twopennyworth of roasted chestnuts. Eszterhazy took the tram.

    The rains that spring had been less than usual, and this portended
trouble for the farmers’ crops, and, eventually, for the poor, to whom
even a rise of . . . say, two pennies ... in the price of a commodity
meant tragedy. But even this much drought made work on the Little
Ister easier: a series of dams had, first reduced the flow to a trickle, and
then—the last one—cut it off entirely. Where the old stream had in
freshet inundated slums and junkyards, an enormous excavation was
now preparing the way for a tree-lined pool. Exactly how much the
poor would appreciate this park was not yet certain, but certainly they
must have appreciated the great increase in employment which the
project afforded. It would have been most ungrateful if they had not,
for this did more than merely supply them with wages, it helped “dissipate unrest,” as the 
Gazette
 newspaper reminded its readers . . . few
of whom were likely to be seeking employment on the project, however.

    Eszterhazy, more or less by osmosis, progressed through the crowd
over the Swedish Bridge (it had once been crossed by Charles XII,
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    fleeing the Turks, among whom he had found brief refuge after fleeing
the Russians), and eventually found a place on the railing. He seemed
to be looking down upon an anthill which had roughly broken open.

    “Unrest” there certainly was in more than usual quantity. The Royal
Pannonian Government had again refused Slovatchko-language rights
to the Slovatchko minority in the schools of Avar-Ister, capital of Pan-
nonia, whilst vigorously insisting upon 
an
 extension of Avar-language
rights for the Avar-speaking minority in the schools of Bella: the Serbians, as usual, had been far from slow in pointing out that such a situation would never arise in a (projected) Kingdom of the Serbians,
Slovatchkoes, and Dalmatians. The Romanou had revived their old
practice of driving swine to market through the Turkish and Tartar
sections of the towns; the regular routes would have been shorter, but it
would not have been as much fun. The Concordat with the Vatican
was shortly due for its quinquennial confirmation, and the Byzantine
Delegates in the Diet were again announcing that, if it were confirmed,
they would vote against the Budget. The grain merchants, in anticipation of a shortage, had already begun to hoard supplies. And the
Hyperboreans were again refusing to pay their head-tax.

    Long lines of men reached from the bottom of the excavation to its
top, and were passing up leathern buckets of dirt from hand to hand.
Steam shovels would have been quicker, but there were only twelve or
so of these smoking monsters in all of Bella, whereas the number of the
underemployed was beyond count. Some of the workers, had they
belonged to a class higher in the social scale, would have been still in
school. Others must certainly have had wives and children to support.
A surprising number were quite on in years, and one of these for some
reason kept repeatedly attracting Eszterhazy’s attention; an old, old
man, white-haired and -bearded, clad in tatters, who moved slowly to
receive his bucket of dirt, strained to maintain it, slowly turned to pass
it on. Again and again the eyes of the watcher returned to this single
figure, though he could not have said why.

    It took less time to withdraw from the railings of the bridge than it
had to get to them. Eszterhazy crossed over to the south side, wandered
a while through the mazy little streets where the fishwives were forever
slapping herring on the chopping-blocks and hoarsely shouting, “A
penny off! A penny off!” and came back again within sight of the work.
Slowly, slowly, the sides of the great pit were being peeled back at an
angle, the dirt tossed down into a huge heap. The heap itself was in
constant flux, shovels moving it continually to several points, whence

    by buckets it slowly moved to the top and into the wagons which
carried it off, he did not know where. The men in the bucket brigade
swayed to and fro, from side to side. The leathern containers moved up,
up, up. When they had been emptied, they were tossed down into the
pit again.

    Eszterhazy’s eyes were seeking something . . . someone. . . . He
had not realized whom until he found him once again. He was nearer,
this time, and in a moment or two, he realized what it was about the
ragged old man which had been attracting his gaze.

    For some reason, the old toiler reminded him of the old Emperor.
And this brought him a recollection of some words of Augustine about
astrology: of two men known to him, whose births, having occurred
upon an estate “where even the births of puppies were recorded/’ were
known to have been under the same sign at the same hour and minute
—yet one grew up to inherit the estate, and the other toiled on “without the yoke of bondage being lifted for a moment. . .” The reflection
disturbed him. Had the old man been near, he would have given him
alms; as it was . . .

    He boarded the tram which had taken him to South Ward, but—on
impulse—got off quite a ways before his home stop. He had seen a
crowd where crowds were not usually to be seen, and he walked across
the street and into the square where it was. He saw an old, neglected-
looking church and the high iron palings and tottering tombstones of a
neglected churchyard. People were swarming in and out. An old
woman, her bosom covered with a tattered sack, hurried past him, one
hand clutched tightly upwards as though to contain and protect;
behind her another old woman, and an old man, and a youngish
woman, and a child—all in sackcloth and all with expressions of great
wonder and all with a clutched fist.

    “What is it that you all have there, Mother?” he asked one. She shot
him a look of resentful astonishment, and said, as she hurried by, “Dust
of Saint Dominik. . . .”

    “Ahhh . . he murmured. All was now clear. He made his way
through the church and into the churchyard. The throng was clustered
round a tomb of incredibly antique design; it had been whitewashed,
and a number of priests were standing next to it. One was scraping the
side of the tomb with a short knife of exactly the sort which painters
use to remove old paint before putting on a fresh coat. A second priest
gathered the powder in a paper, and, when the first paused, transferred
it to a bowl, whence a third spooned it up, tiny spoon by tiny spoon—
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    the fourth and last priest stood a slight bit apart, reading aloud from
the Psalter.

    Two men, evidently the verger and the sexton, allowed the pilgrims
to approach the tomb one by one, each knelt, and (presumably) prayed
a moment, arose, held out a hand, received a tiny spoonful of dust,
withdrew. This, then, was the somewhat famous tomb of Saint
Domenicus Paleologus, a younger son of a cadet branch of the Imperial
House of Byzantium. His missionary labors had included the free treatment of the sick; so great his reputation, that his very tomb had repeatedly been, and literally, tom to pieces in order that the hallowed fragments might prove medically utile. At length the ecclesiastical
authorities had fenced and walled the Saints last resting-place: the
present ceremony was already hundreds of years old; once a year the
dust was scraped from the tomb and distributed. Doubtless the ceremony had been fashionable, but not for long years now; those clustering
here and straining for the puissant dust were all from the poor.

    The pious rich had other places.

    The bell began to ring in the church tower, a flock of doves wheeled
up and around, the crowd set up a melancholy howl, pressed closer
round the priests at the tomb, who began to move faster and faster. The
ceremony was coming to its conclusion. In front of Eszterhazy was an
old man dressed in blue canvas, worn soft, worn full of holes, scarcely
in any better condition than the remnant of a sack which he had about
his back and shoulders. The aged supplicant knelt, received his bit of
dust, hastily spooned out, had begun to hobble away—when a heavy
old woman, perhaps a fishwife by the sound and smell of her, hurrying
so as not to miss out, fell full against him. The hand he had clenched
fell out, fell open, in a second was empty.

    The old man gazed at his empty hand, still lightly covered by the
dust of lime, with stupefaction. He hooted once, twice, in grief and senile disbelief, turned as though to return for another portion, was
pushed back, pushed aside. Tears ran from his rufous eyes into his
snowy beard. Then, with a sudden and unexpected movement, he
plunged his head forward, tongue out, and licked the dust adhering to
his hand. Then he tottered away, and Eszterhazy tried to follow after
him. But the press was too great

    The last toll of the bell echoed in the air, the last spoon of dust was
distributed from the bowl, the priest with full deliberateness lifted the
bowl and smashed it, and the unsatisfied remnant of the crowd gave
voice to one more howl of sorrow. . . .

    The ceremony was over.

    As fast as he could, as soon as he could, Eszterhazy scuttled from the
churchyard, his eyes darting everywhere around the square. He darted,
first up one street, then back to the square and then up another—all,
all in vain. The old man was not to be seen, was nowhere to be seen.

    Old man whose face was the face of the old man who was Emperor.

    Eszterhazy at last sat down in a low dramshop, ordered cognac. The
rough, pale spirit in the dirty glass had never been to France, had been
nowhere near France. No matter. He sipped, then he gulped. Then he
coughed, choked. Then he made himself be calm and still, and he
made himself reflect, there in the stifling room with the rough concrete
walls and the flies and the stench from the privy in the nearby yard.

    First he forced himself to consider what might have been the state of
his own mind, to have created this sudden obsession with every white-
bearded old man he saw had the Emperors face . . . then he
reproached himself for the exaggeration: still: two, in little over an
hour s time. . . . Briefly, he considered protesting this last ceremony to
the cardinal-archbishop, to the Minister of Cults; decided not to; in the
six centuries which had passed since the death of St Domenicus
Paleologus (himself close kin to an Emperor) the ceremony had been
repeatedly—and uselessly—forbidden: now, at least, it was reduced to
one hour, once a year; no one nowadays was injured . . . and, perhaps,
he thought, wryly, the lime content of the dust might be of some mild
use to the body! ► . .

    But, back to his own state of mind—certainly, he had been increasingly, if somewhat unconsciously, uneasy about the state of the nation.
And to him, as to almost everyone else, the Emperor 
was
 the nation.
Had he not been uneasy, too, about the state of the aged Emperors
health? Did not every report of even a cold send ripples of uneasiness
throughout the land, cause prayers, most of them genuine, to be offered
for old Bobbo’s health? So it was perhaps not a completely unreasonable thing if he had seen his Sovereigns face in the face of other
old men who suffered. . . . He suddenly sat up. Suppose (his heart
thumped) suppose it was 
not
 an illusion! Suppose—could it be possible!—that it was Ignats Louis himself whom he had seen? The first old
man, laboring in the pit—no, that was impossible, he could not have
had the strength; that one had been too far off for him to have been
sure. But this other, this second one? The pouched, protruding and reddened eyes, the bifurcated beard, the long nose, the very stoop and
gait? . . . Could the Emperor have suddenly taken a notion to play
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    Haroun al-Rashid and go about incognito to take the pulse of the city,
so to speak? This pilgrimage just now over, for instance . . .

    For although the King-Emperor reigned and lived in an age of telephones and gramophones and motor-cars, he had been bom in an age
when the steamboat was only a toy on a pond. Bom to an obscure
princeling in a house—not even a castle—on the Gothic-Slovatchko
border-marches, deep in the forest, raised in infancy and early childhood not by nannies, mademoiselles, frauleins, but according to antique
custom by his wet nurse in her own cottage. What tales of ages even
earlier yet had he heard day after day and night after night? He had
already had his first beard when destiny, in the form of a court circle
alarmed at the growing insanity of the then-emperor, had plucked him
from the hunting lodge and the wilderness and sent him to military
school—their idea and their only idea of how to fit the Heir for the
heavy task ahead.

    Small wonder that religious eccentrics of all sorts, not to say outright
charlatans, were able to find access, increasingly as his hearing diminished, to his ancient ear; yes, it just might be possible that he had
of his own mere whim and fancy decided to participate in the now-
brief pilgrimage for the Dust of Saint Dominik. One might find out

    One would 
have
 to. . . .

    He had by this time left the dramshop and, wandering about in a
deep study, marked not his steps, and, looking up, found himself, as the
bells tolled noon, at another of the scenes continued from ancient ages:
the distribution of the Beggars’ Dole. Only a single arch of heavy masonry remained to mark the location of the City Gates. Down to the
early years of the present Reign, the Imperial Capital had remained a
walled city, its gates literally locked at sunset, the keys ceremonially
handed over to the Emperor to keep till shortly before dawn. The city
had since spread far and wide, the walls for the most part demolished.
But the City Gates remained—or, at any rate, one of the arches of the
Main Gate still remained. And at this spot, where once assembled the
lame, the halt, the blind, the pauper and the leper, to beg for alms, at
this same place forever commemorated in living legend and in folklore,
each noon the ancient beneficence of bread and milk was still distributed.

    Slowly the line of recipients moved forward. Doubtless there were
no longer any lepers among them. Even the standards of raggedness
had improved. There were a few more old women than old men,
sh
ufflin
g forward to accept the mug of milk and the chunk of bread

    from the ‘one friar, one sister, and one knight” traditionally charged
with the duty. The “knight” was usually a very junior member of The
Household—Eszterhazy did not know him. Eszterhazy drew near. The
two policemen on duty looked at him indifferendy, yawned. Eszterhazy
examined the recipients one by one. Why? Absurd! What did it matter? Ahah, a Tartar—few to be seen nowadays. . . . This next one still
in fragments of the old-style costume of the sailing-bargees. . . . This
one a Goth. . . . The next . . .

    So. Yes. In shapeless coat, rags wrapped about shuffling feet, cap tom
in two places, bread in one hand and milk in the other, with dim purpose heading for the worn old steps at the side to sit and eat and drink:
if this was not Himself the King-Emperor, it was no one else. Only a
sudden flash of memory of the fatal identification of Louis and Marie
Antoinette by the innocent priest at Varennes—some dim caution
flaring up—prevented Eszterhazy from bowing, from kneeling. But he
was sufficiently taller than the sunken, shrunken figure to justify bending, and he made of this merely physical motion an act of homage; he
inclined his head as he said, softly, “Sire.”

    The old eyes, rheumy and filmed, looked at him. The old head nodded, twice. The old hands started to dip the bread in the milk, paused.
The old man slowly crossed himself. Once again the bread went towards the mug; once again it stopped.

    “Long, long ago,” he said, in his high, now somewhat tremulous
voice, “a delegation of the Jewish notables came to see me, to thank me
for something or other. And I—may God forgive me, I was young then
—there was a rabbi among them, and I said to him jovial, I said, ‘And
is your Messiah here?’ God forgive me, God forgive me. . . . And he
looked at me, this old man who had looked as it were on Pharaoh, and
this is what he said, ‘Do not seek him here. Seek him among the sickly
beggars at the City Gate.’ ” Again the bread went towards the milk, this
time it went in, came up dripping, and with dexterous haste he caught
the sop and took it in his mouth before, sodden, it could fall.

    Eszterhazy said nothing. The old man munched and sucked and
swallowed. It did not take him long to be done with the refreshment.
Then he said, “God has given this weary old body such length of days
so that this Empire and its many nations might have some few more
years of peace, you see. What did the old France say? He said, ‘After
him the deluge. . . . And the Deluge swept away his House.’ But,
now, after me, after me . . . what? Tell me, learned fellow, what was
the name of that old empire which in olden days sank beneath the
sea?”

    “Sire: Atlantis,”

    “Yes, so. After me, this Empire will sink like Atlantis, and the children of these children,” he gestured to a few boys and girls playing
near off, “will look for it upon the maps in vain.” He was long silent
Then, in a whisper of a whisper, 
“Sed Dea spes mea
.”

    When Eszterhazy raised his head, the place beside him was empty.

    Up and down and back and forth through the andentmost quarters
of the City, Eszterhazy sought his Sovereign: what his Sovereign was
seeking, he did not know.

    A voice close by said, 
<r
Watch!” He looked up, started, stopped.
There had been no great danger; indeed, the caution may have been
less to prevent his walking into the horse and hearse than to adjure him
to take off his hat Which he now did. There was but one horse; there
were no carriages of mourners to mark the sad bobbing of the jet-black
ostrich plumes. Alongside and behind this modem version of the death-
cart walked a half dozen figures in the robes and the hoods of the Penitential Brotherhood who had once been charged with burying the victims of the Plague and were still charged with conducting the funerals
of paupers. If equality existed anywhere in the many nations of the
Triune Monarchy, it existed in the ranks of the Penitential Brotherhood. The knight of many quarterings might be found therein, and
therein, too, the convict on ticket-of-leave. He did not know the one
who called out, as the hearse rattled and creaked over the stone-blocks
and the tram tracks, 
“Thou too
, 
thou tool
” nor did he know the one
who echoed this call with another, 
“Pray for him and pray for us. . . ”
He recognized none of the faces beneath the hoods of those who bore
lighted candles, till one of them casually half-glanced in his direction:
and so again he saw the bloodless, weary countenance of his Emperor.

    The day wore to its close; he found his way to his home. A while he
spent in thought; then he thought to send a message; then he got up
and went to his telephone. The number he announced was one of two
digits and below fifty: the call went through immediately.

    ‘The Equerries’ Room,” a voice said. What emotions could he imagine in the voice? Best to imagine none.

    “Pray ask Count Kristofr Eszterhazy if he will speak with his cousin,
Doctor Engelbert”

    Almost at once the familiar voice, “Yes, Engli, what? . . .”

    “Kristi, forgive the presumption, but . . . but, how is it with The
Presence?”

    A short silence, heavy breathing. Then; “Engli, you frighten me—
how 
could
 you have known?”

    He felt his heart swell. “What? What?” he mumbled.

    ‘‘We thought he had fainted, he was unconscious for most of the
day, he seemed to be saying something from time to time, it made no
sense, ever; things like, oh, TIow heavy is the dirt,' maybe—or, ‘Quick,
quick, the dust,’ or, The dole/ and ‘Is he here?’ But he was mostly
silent—
all day long
1
.
 We feared the worst, no one but the doctors were
allowed in, and of course no one was allowed out But about an hour
ago he suddenly regained consciousness. The doctors say that he is as
well now as he was yesterday. So we must say: Thank God.”

    The call was soon ended.

    —What had happened? Was it possible? Had he, Engelbert Esz-
terhazy, suffered and shared in suffering an hallucination of the most
fantastic kind conceivable? Dreamed, constructed an entire phantasm
out of the depths of his own mind—a phantasm which . . . somehow,
somehow ... in some way seemed to fit in with the phantasm of this
other and so much older man, lying motionless on his hard bed halfway
across the City? Incredible as this was, still, it was the likeliest explanation. The likeliest—which may not have been the best and truest . . .

    ... or had some . . . some 
aspect
 of the aged Monarch left its
fleshly mansion, and, as the Kaffirs of Africa said, gone wandering
about whilst the body slept ... or ... or what?

    Long, long he pondered the matter, pacing back and forth in his
study, back and forth.

    At length, longing for fresher air, he went up to the roof of his
house. It stood on no great hill, but stand upon a hill it did: all, all
about him, on every side, the Imperial capital lay spread out to his
view, gas and electric lamps in streets and houses; and with naphtha
and acetylene flares as well, where the markets were: necklaces and
pendants and clusters, a coffer full of jewels spread out before him.
And above, every tower and crenelation and door and gate of the Casde
on the bluffs above the glittering, reflective Ister was illuminated.

    He heard, over and over again, in his mind, as though even now
spoken next his ear, the words which either the aged Sovereign or else
his very simulacrum or doppelganger had said. “After 
me, this Empire
will sink like Atlantis, and the children of these children will look for
it upon the maps in vain
. 
...”

    And he asked himself, again and again: Could these words be true?
Dare he even think they might be true?

    Below, all about, the lights dwindled. Above, the stars wheeled. And
then came the mists from the river. And then the cold wind.

    It was with great pride that I published Richard Christian Matheson’s first
professional short story. His fiction is understandably influenced by that of
his famous father, Richard Matheson, but it certainly heads into its own
directions as well. Advertising copywriter, teacher of creative writing,
screenwriter, and currently completing his first novel, Richard is a true
creator and herein takes to its inevitable conclusion the business of scientific research and organ donors.

  CONVERSATION PIECE
by Richard Christian Matheson
When my editor first handed me the assignment, I said I wouldn’t take
it Things like that had always turned my stomach. But I hadn’t turned
out a decent article in months, and I agreed to it
I had expected the worst of grotesqueries when I pulled my car in front
of the house. Finally after sitting for minutes, trying to fight the impulse to drive away, I went in.
The two of us sat in a small den and I was given coffee by the man’s
wife. As I sipped at the mug, I turned on the tape recorder and began
the interview.
Q. When did you first take a job offer?
A. After I graduated from college. I caught wind of the need from
one of my professors.
Q. You received your degree in physical sciences, didn’t you?
A. No. Anatomy. I was good at it. All it took was memorization.
Q. So, you spoke to one of your professors and he mentioned the
need for volunteers. What did he say?
A. Not much. Only that the graduate medical studies program was
doing a project and would I like to make some money.
Q. I would imagine that aspect of it sounded very appealing.
A Extremely.
Q. Did they interview you? I mean, I assume they had to be somewhat selective.
A Oh, sure. Mainly they check for physical health. In the majority
of their experiments they’re checking for the impact of viral introduction upon healthy tissue.
Q. I understand. And you checked out?
A Perfectly. Which is amazing. Between the hours I was keeping
and the lousy food I was eating, you’d think I would have been
anemic or something.
Q. You must have a strong constitution.
A Guess so. Damned if I can figure it
Q. So w’hat was your first assignment?
A. It’s been a long time, but I can still remember it
Q. How many years back was that?
A Nineteen.
Q. You look younger than that
A Oaughs) Thank you.
Q. You were saying . . .
A.
 Well, what they wanted from me was just a little blood. They
were doing leukemia research. So I gave a couple pints and they
made out a check.
Q. What’d they pay you?
A. I don’t even remember. Back in those days it wasn’t much of
course. But I do remember cashing that first check and taking
. 
my girl out
Q. Did it bother this girl? The way you were making your money?
A. Not at first
Q. I don’t understand that answer.
A. Well, for the first year it was pretty innocent. You know, blood,
sleep deprivation, alcohol studies. Temporary stuff.
Q. That changed?
A. Absolutely.
Q. How soon after you’d started?
A. The third year.
Q. Why then?
A. This girl I mentioned, she wanted to get married. That’s what
started the problem.
Q. How so?
A. Well, her folks didn’t approve of me, so I had to pick up the tab
for everything.
Q. What did you do?
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A. Well, I was stuck. So I went to this clinic and let a doctor take a
skin biopsy from underneath my chin. I only got paid fifty dollars, but it paid for the minister and it got my foot in the door.
Q. Got your foot in tire door?
A, Sure. This doctor, he spread the word that I was available and
that I was good.
Q. What determines how good you are?
A. Well, like we were saying before, health counts for everything.
But after that, attitude is what separates the fringe elements
from the professionals.
Q. What is different about your attitude?
A. Well, I try and get involved in the experiment. Some guys, they
just come in and do what they’re told without putting out any
effort To me, the experiment is something to be taken seriously.
Believe me, that oudook was appreciated, and it got me a lot of
work.
Q. What did you do after the wedding? Did you continue to use
your body to make money?
A. I tried not to. I tried different jobs. I worked as a printer’s assistant, as a librarian, a liquor-store delivery boy. But none of them
really appealed to me. I never liked work much. Maybe that’s
why selling parts of my body was so easy for me. There was no
work involved.
Q. Just pain?
A, A little. I learned to accept it.
Q. It seems that would have discouraged you.
A. In some odd way it seemed to add to it. As if I need punishment for my laziness. Or maybe for my lack of happiness with
my wife.
Q. There were marital problems?
A. There seemed no end to them. We argued constantly. She hated
my work.
Q. You told her about it?
A. No, but she caught on. It showed. I couldn’t very well hide the
scars and stitches. My body betrayed me.
Q. What was her reaction?
A. She was disgusted. Revolted by my gradual deterioration. Yet
she admitted we needed the money.
Q. (Checking notes) I read here, that you were nearly divorced.
What happened? Was there a breaking point?
A. Yes. It’s funny, she could allow herself to deal with my selling
certain parts of my body but other parts not. To sell a vial of my
bone marrow was tolerable. To let them buy a lung or a finger
or an ear was tolerable. But when we were expecting a child, we
needed money again, and I sold my hands.
Q. What in particular about that transaction bothered her?
A. I couldn’t hug her, she said. She said that the stumps of my
arms on her back, with only the cauterized wrists touching her
gave her nightmares. But our baby had the best. I did whatever
I had to. I was taking care of my family. What man wouldn’t do
the same?
Q. After you had your hands taken off, did she leave you?
A. Mentally, yes. She wouldn’t have much to do with me. We slept
in separate beds, practically didn’t talk. Occasionally she’d hand
me my baby daughter and expect me to rock her. I loved that
I’d rock her to sleep in my arms. I really felt like a father.
Q. I guess every parent reacts that way.
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A I’m sura But it didn’t last long. The baby got sick and needed
special medicine. I had to go to work again. I had to sell my
arms and some fluid from my nervous system. I made a lot that
time,
Q. CWaiting for a moment) You were going to talk about the marriage.
A Yes. I got off the track. When our daughter entered grade
school, she needed clothes, so I went to work again. The bills
were coming in fast and steady. I was forced to sell seme of my
internal organs and a large skin patch from my scalp.
Q. What about your hair?
A I’d sold that months before. It gave me a down payment on a
washer.
Q. Didn’t you ever want to just stop and get into some other profession?
A. No, like I said, I really enjoy this type of work. Besides, it was
getting to the point where 
I 
couldn’t have done anything else.
Q. How so?
A Well, by that time I’d sold my legs to a clinic doing research in
limb restoration and wasn’t able to get around without help.
Q. Did your wife help you to go to your jobs?
A Yes, she became better about it over time. I guess 
every
 marriage
has a period of adjustment
Q. And your daughter?
A. She’s terrific. Such a beautiful little girl. She’s in the second
grade now.
Q. So bow have you been getting along lately?
A Pretty well. I’ve got a few things lined up.
Q. You think you can keep going?
A. Oh, sure. I’ve got lots of good years ahead of me. The marriage
is getting better, and I’m very satisfied with my work.
Q. But you have so little left
A. (laughs a little) But you’d be surprised how much there still is.
My chin is healing. I’ll be able to start selling biopsy plugs from
there soon. And I hear of this doctor who is doing work in the
dental nerve responses. Hell, that could give me 32 jobs if I
played it right
Q. You’re not worried?
A. Not at all. I can still sell my brain tissue, or my eyelids.
Q. Your eyelids?
A. Sure. I know a guy who made thousands selling one eyelid. The
trick is to just sell one. That way you can still see the money
when they pay you.
Q. But what will you do when . . . everything’s gone?
A. Oh, that won’t be for a long, long time. And besides as far as
money goes, I’ve got some tucked away, and I’ve been getting
my wife a few jobs. For instance, day before yesterday she did
some muscle exertion experiments. Got paid fifty dollars.
Q. You don’t think she might. . .
A. Can’t tell yet. It’s too early. But she’d be good, and the money’s
very
Q. Keep it in the family.
A. Sort of. I could show her a lot. Who knows—maybe even my
daughter. I understand there’s a big need for certain brain
fluids that can only be gotten from a child.
Q. That wouldn’t bother your conscience?
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A. Well, there may be a law you’d have to get around.
Q. I see.
A Hell, with the kinds of allowances kids ask for today, she should
make all her own money.
Q. I’d like to ask you one last question.
A Yes.
Q. What do you think of what you are doing? Morally, I mean.
A. Morally? . . . Well, that’s a good question. I’ve never really
thought about it. But I suppose it’s kind of like this. The world
has lots of progress to make, and it’s people like myself and now
maybe my wife and daughter who make it possible. We are the
people of tomorrow in a romantic sense. Without us, others
would have no chance.
I turned off my tape recorder and got my things together.
One year after the article came out, I heard from his wife that he had
died. Except it wasn’t really like a death. He hadn’t stopped living.
There was just nothing left
Even now, at times, I play that interview tape late at night and
remember how happy he looked as he spoke. With no body, and
patches of raw skin covering his face, scalp, and neck. For something as
horrible as he was, he seemed to have no regrets. Perhaps, in some way,
the more he gave up the more he felt he had.
Sometimes, with all my pressures I can’t help but feel that I’m losing
parts of myself. A little at a time. A conviction here, an honesty there.
It adds up. And you know, I really can’t say anymore if I am any more
crazy than he was.
Jack Chalker was one of my first friends in the fantasy-horror field. His
Mirage Press stands out from a myriad of specialty publishers as a major
force. His personal 
explosion
 into print as a writer is nothing short of remarkable and garnered for him a nomination for the John Campbell
award signifying the science fiction field’s best new writer. In the space of
about three years, he has sold at least 
ten
 long and imaginative novels to
major publishers and has also been negotiating film rights to his work. This
is one of his first fantasy sales.

    THE STORMSONG RUNNER

    by Jack L. Chalker

    I wonder who’s in charge of cold weather for this region. I’d like to
talk to them. You see, I—no, I’m not crazy. Or maybe I am. It would
simplify things enormously if I were.

    Look, let me explain it to you. About three years ago, I graduated
from college in Pittsburgh. There I was, twenty-two, fresh, eager,
armed with a degree in elementary education. All scholarship, no pob-
lems. I sailed through.

    And back then, as now, that degree and half a buck bought a large
coffee to go.

    So I drifted, bummed around, took any job I could get, while firing
off applications to dozens of school districts. The baby boom’s over,
though—there were few openings, none that wouldn’t make you cut
your throat in a couple of years.

    I was on the road to failing the most important course of all—life. I
started drinking, blowing pot and sniffing coke, and was in and out involved with a bunch of flaky girls more into that than I was.

    What rescued me was, oddly enough, an accident I was driving a
girlfriend’s old clunker when this fellow ran a light and hit me broadside. A couple of weeks in the hospital, a lurking lawyer I’d known

    from high school, and I suddenly had a good deal of the other guy’s insurance company’s money.

    I bought a place down in southern West Virginia, up in the hills in
die middle of nowhere, and tried to get my head on straight It was
peaceful in those mountains, and quiet; the little town about three
miles away had the few necessities of life available, and the people
were friendly, if a little curious about why such a rich city feller would
move down there. Grass is greener syndrome, I suppose.

    As I wandered the trails of my first summer, I made some acquaintance with the people who lived further back, primitive, clannish,
and isolated from even the tiny corner of the twentieth century that
permeated the little town. I even got shot at when I discovered that
they still do indeed have stills back there—and got blind stinking
drunk when we straightened it out.

    The grinding poverty of these people was matched only by their lack
of knowledge about how destitute they really were. State social workers
and welfare people sometimes trekked up there, but they encountered
hostility mixed with pride. And, in a way, I admired the mountain folk
all the more for it, for in some things they were richer than anyone in
this uncertain world—their sense of family, the closeness between people, the love of nature and the placement of a person’s worth above all
else—these were things my own culture had long ago lost, called corny
and hick.

    Most of these people were illiterate, and so were their kids. Most of
the time the kids were kept hidden when the state people came up—
these folk were too poor to afford shoes, pens and pencils, and all the
other costly paraphernalia of our “free” school system. They preferred
to ignore the state laws on education as much as they did the federal
ones on making moonshine.

    Well, I talked to some of the state people, who knew of the problem
but could do little about it, and convinced someone in the welfare department that I could make a contribution. They accepted my teaching
certificate, and I became a per 
diem
 teacher to the hill people on the
West Virginia State Department of Education. Not much, but it was a
job, and I was needed here. The only way these people were ever going
to break the bonds of poverty and isolation was through education, at
least in the basics. I was determined that my students—perhaps a dozen
at the start—would be able to read and write and do simple, practical
sums before I was through—and that’s more than most modern high
school graduates in urban areas can do these days.

    It was tough to get some of those parents to agree, but when the first
snow fell in early October I had a group. We met in my house—a two-
story actual log cabin, but with only two large rooms (one more than I
needed). The kids were fun, and eager learners. I wound up with an
ominous thirteen, but it was perfect—each one got individual attention
from me, and I got to know them well. When they ran into trouble, I’d
go up to their shacks, stomach lined as much as possible with yogurt or
cream against the inevitable parental hospitality, and we’d have extra
lessons. In this way I sneakily started teaching some of the parents as
well.

    Their ages ranged from nine to fourteen, but they all started off
evenly—they were ignorant as hell. And I got help—the state was so
pleased to make any kind of a dent in the region that they sent us
everything from hot-lunch supplies to pens, pencils, crayons, and even
some simple books, obviously years old and discovered in some Charleston elementary school’s basement but perfect for us.

    Schooling was erratic and unconventional. The snow was extremely
deep at times, the weather as fierce as the Canadian northwoods, and
there were whole weeks when contact was impossible. Yet, as spring
approached progress had been made; their world was a little wider.
They were mostly on Dick and Jane, but they were 
reading,
 and they
were already adding and subtracting on a basic level.

    And they taught me, too. We spent time in those woodlands
watching deer and coon, and, as spring arrived, they showed me the
best spots for viewing the wonderful flowers and catching the biggest
fish.

    They were close to nature and were, in fact, a part of it. It sometimes
made me hesitate in what I was doing. “Poor” is such a relative term.

    Only one of the students was a real puzzle—a girl of ten or eleven
(who knew for sure?) named Cindy Lou Whittier, the only child of a
poor woman who made out as best she could while tending the grave of
her husband just out back. She was fat and acne-ridden, and awkward
as hell; the other kids would have made her the butt of their cruel jokes
in normal circumstances, but they steered clear of her. She sat off by
herself, talked only haltingly and only when prompted—and you could
cut the tension with a knife.

    They were scared to death of her.

    Finally I could stand it no longer, and had a talk with Billy Bushman. He was the oldest of the group, the most worldly-wise, and was
the natural class leader.

    “Billy,” I asked him one day, “you’ve got to tell me. Why are you
and everybody else scared of Cindy Lou?”

    He shuffled uneasily and glanced around. “’Cause she a witcher
woman,” he replied softly. “You do somthang she don’ liak, she sing th’
stormsong an’ thas all fo you.”

    A little more prompting brought the rest of the story. They thought
—knew—she was a witch, and they believed she could cause lightning
and thunder.

    I felt sorry for the girl. Superstition is rampant among the ignorant
(and some not so ignorant, come to think of it) and an idea based on it,
once formed, is almost impossible to dislodge. Seems a couple of years
back she and a boy had had a fight, and she threatened him. A couple
of days later, he was struck by lightning and killed.

    Such are legends bom.

    Shortly after, contemplating her sullen loneliness in the corner, I
called her aside after class and talked to her about it Getting any re>
sponse from her was like pulling teeth.

    “Cindy Lou, I know the others think you’re a witch,” I told her, feeling genuinely sorry for her, “and I know how lonely you must be.”

    She smiled a little, and the hurt that was always in her eyes seemed
to lessen.

    “I heard the story about the boy,” I told her, trying to tread cautiously but to open her up.

    “Didn’t kill nobody,” she replied at last “Couldn’t”

    “1 know,” I told her. “I understand.”

    Finally she couldn’t hold it in any longer, and started crying. I tried
to soothe and comfort her, glad the hurt was coining out To cure a boil
—even one in the soul—it must first be lanced so tears can flow.

    “1
 jest make ’em liak ah’rn told ta,” she sobbed. “Ah caint tell ’em
what ta do.”

    This threw me for a loop. In my smug urban superiority it had never
occurred to me that she might believe it, too.

    “Who tells you?” I asked softly. “Who tells you to bring the thunderstorms?”

    “Papa come sometimes,” she replied, still sniffling. “He say ah got to
make ’em. That everybody's got a reason for bein’ heab an’ mine’s doin’
this.”

    I understood now. I knew. An ugly, fat little girl 
would
 see her father, now two years dead, and she would rationalize her loneliness and
ugliness somehow. This was in the character of these people so much a
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    part of nature and the hills—she wasn't the ugly duckling, no, she was
the most important person, most powerful person in the whole area.

    She made the thunderstorms for southern West Virginia—and she
was here for that purpose.

    It made life livable.

    The beginning of spring meant the onrush of thunderstorms as the
warmer air now moving in struck the mountains; and as they increased
in frequency, so did her loneliness, isolation—and pride. As the kids became more scared of her, she knew she had power—over them, over all.

    She made the storms. She.

    I tried to teach them a little basic meteorology, to sneakily dispel this
fantasy for the rest of them, but they nodded, told me the answers I
wanted to hear, and kept on believing that Cindy Lou made the storms.
Outsiders couldn’t understand. And this gave them some pride, too—
for they were smugly confident that, for all my education, they knew
for sure something that was beyond me.

    It was the middle of May now, and my job had been among the most
enjoyable and rewarding that I could imagine. I started to pick up
other students as word got around, and began to travel as well, to teach
some of the adults who managed to swallow just enough of that fierce
pride to get me to help them.

    One day I was coming back from one such student—he was seventy
if he was a day, and I had him up to Dr. Seuss—when I passed near
the Whittier house. I decided to stop by and see how Cindy Lou and
her terribly suffering mother, the oldest thirty-six I had ever seen, were
getting along. Classes were infrequent now; in spring these people
planted and worked hard to eke out their subsistence.

    As I approached the house, I thought I heard Cindy Lou's voice coming from inside, and I hesitated, as if a great hand were lain upon me.
Frozen, her words drifted through the crude wooden shack to me,

    “No, Papa!” she cried out fiercely. “Ah caint do this'n! You caint ask
me! You know the wata’s too high now. A big’n liak this'll flood the
whole valley—maybe the town, too!”

    And then there came the sound I'll never forget—the one that made
the hairs on my neck stand up.

    “You do liak yo’ papa say!” came a deep, gravelly and oddly hollow
man’s voice. “Ah ain't got no choice in this mattah and neither do you.
Leave them choices to them what knows bettah. You do it, now, heah?
You know what happen if’n you don't!”

    Suddenly the spell that seemed to hold me broke, and I stood for a

    moment, uneasily shivering. I considered not dropping in, just going
on, but I finally decided it was my duty. I knew one thing for sure—
somebody definitely 
did
 tell Gndy Lou to make the storms; she could
never have made that voice outside a recording studio.

    I had to know who was feeding her this. I knocked.

    For a while there was no answer. Then, just as I was about to give
up, the door creaked open and Cindy Lou peered out

    She’d been crying, I could see, but she was glad to see me and asked
me in.

    "Mama’s gone ta town,” she explained. "Cleanin’ Mr. Summil’s
win das.”

    I walked into the one-room shack that I’d been in many times before.
There was no back door, and only the most basic furnishings.

    There was no one else in the shack but the two of us.

    My stomach started turning a little, but I got a grip on myself.

    "Gndy Lou?” I asked anxiously. ‘Where’s the man who was just
here? I heard voices.”

    She shrugged. "Papa dead, you know. Cain’t hang around fo’ long,”
she explained so matter-of-factly that it was more upsetting than the
voice itself. I shifted subjects, the last refuge of the nervous.

    "You’ve been crying,'’ I noted.

    She nodded seriously. "Papa want me t’ do a big’n tonight You been
by the dam today?”

    I shook my head slowly. There was a small earthen dam used to trap
water. Part of it was tapped for town use, and the small lake it backed
up made the best fishing in the area. I had walked by there only a half
hour or so earlier; the water was already to the top, ready to spill over,
this mostly from the runoff of melting snow from the hard winter.

    "IFn it rain big that dam’ll bust,” she said flady.

    Again I nodded. It was true—I’d complained to the county about
that dam, pleaded with them to shore it up, but it was low on the priority list—not many voters in these parts.

    "Ah din’t kill that boy,” she continued, getting more anxious, "but
if’n I do what Papa want, ah’ll kill a lot of folk sure.”

    And that, too, was true—if the dam burst and nobody heeded any
warnings. I tried to think of an answer that would comfort her. I was
terribly afraid of what would happen to her if that dam 
did
 break in a
storm. She paid a heavy price for assumed guilt by others; this one
she’d blame on herself, and I was sure she couldn’t handle that

    "What happens if you don’t bring the storm?” I asked gently.
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    She was grim, face set, and her voice sounded almost as dead and
hollow as that man’s eerie tones had been.

    “Terrible thangs” was all she could tell me.

    I didn’t want to leave her, but when I heard that the storm was set
for before midnight, and that her mother probably wouldn’t come home
until the next day, I decided I had to act. Cindy Lou refused to come
with me, and I had little choice. I was afraid that she might kill herself
to keep from doing her terrible task, and I needed reinforcement I
made for town and Mrs. Whittier.

    It took me over an hour to get there, and another half hour to find
her. She seemed extremely alarmed, and it was the first time I’d heard
her curse, but she and I rushed back to where no cars could go as
quickly as possible.

    Clouds obscured the sky, and no stars showed through that low ceiling as sundown caught us still on the rutted path to the shack. Ordinarily, no problem—it was usually cloudy on this side of the mountains—but that deepening blackness seemed somehow alive,
threatening now as we neared the shack.

    We burst in suddenly, and I quickly lit a kerosene lantern.

    The shack was empty,

    “My God! My God!” Mrs. Whittier moaned. 
<r
What has that rascal
done to mah poor baby?”

    ‘Think!” I urged her. “Where would she go?”

    She shook her head sadly from side to side. “I dunno. Nowheres. Ev-
erywheres. Too dark to see her anyways if she din’t wanta be seen.”

    It was true, but I didn’t want to face it. Nothing is more terrible
than knowing you are impotent in a crisis.

    There was a noticeable lowering of the temperature. The barometer
was falling so fast that you could feel it sink. There was a mild rumble
off m the distance,

    “There must be 
something
 we can do!” I almost screamed in frustration.

    She chewed on her lower lip a moment. Then, suddenly, her head
came up, and there was fire in her eyes. There’s one thang!” she said
firmly, and walked out of the shack. I followed numbly.

    We walked around to the back in the almost complete darkness.
Small flashes of lightning gave a sudden, intermittent illumination, like
a few frames of a black and white movie.

    She stood there at the grave of her husband, the little wooden cross
the only sign that someone was buried there.

    “Jared Whittier!” she screamed. “You cain’t do this to our daughta!
She’s ours! Ours! 
Please
, oh, God! You was always a good man, Jaredi
In the name of God
, 
she’s all I’ve got
1
”

    It seemed then that the lightning picked up, and thunder roared and
echoed among the darkened hills.

    Now, suddenly, there was a cosmic fireworks display; sharp, piercing
streaks of lightning seemed to flash all around us, thunder boomed, ana
the wind picked up to tremendous force.

    It started to rain, a few hard drops at first, then faster and faster,
until we were engulfed in a terrible torrent

    And yet we stood there transfixed, in front of that litde cross, and we
prayed, and we pleaded, oblivious to the weather.

    Suddenly, through it all, we heard a roaring sound unlike any of the
storm. I turned slowly, the terror of reality in my soul.

    “Oh, my God!” I managed. “There goes the dam!”

    There was a sound like a tidal wave moving closer to us, then pass
mg us somewhere to our backs, and continuing on down into the valley
below.

    As suddenly as it came on, the rain stopped. Both of us still stood
there, soaked to the skin, now ankle-deep in mud. Now the storm was
just a set of dull flashes in the distance to the east, and a few muted
rumbles of what it had been.

    She turned to me then. Though I couldn’t really see her, I knew that
she was stoic as all hill folk were in disaster.

    “You’re soaked,” she said quiedy. “Come in and git dried off. There’ll
be work to do in the town tonight”

    I was shocked, numb, and silently, without thought, I followed her
into the shack where, by the light of the kerosene lantern, she fished
out some ragged towels for me to use.

    We said nothing to each other. There was nothing left to say.

    Suddenly there was a noise outside, and slowly, hesitantly, the old
door opened on creaking hinges.

    “Cindy Lou!” her mother almost whispered, and then ran and
hugged her, holding the child to her bosom. Cindy Lou cried and
hugged her mother all the more.

    After a time, Mrs. Whittier turned her loose and looked at her.
“Lord! You a mess!” she exclaimed, and went over and threw the girl a
towel.

    I stood there dumbly, trying to think of something to say. She sensed
it, and looked up at me.

    “Ah went to the dam/’ she said softly. “Ifn it was gonna go, ah
wanted to be goin’ with it Papa come to me then, say, These things
hav’ta happen sometimes.’ He say you goes when th’ time comes, but it
wasn’t mah time, that you an’ Mama was heah, callin’ fo’ me.”

    “It had to happen—your papa’s right about that. If it hadn’t been
this time, then a few days from now,” I consoled.

    She shrugged.

    “Ah couldn’t do it. Papa got the man in charge of eastern Kentucky
to do it,” she said. “Papa say he don’t want me doin’ this no mo’. He
gon’ try ta git me changed to handlin’ warm days.”

    And that was it.

    We spent days cleaning up the mess; my cabin was the highest
ground near the town, so it became rescue headquarters and temporary
shelter. It’ll take months to dig that silt out of the town itself, but, miraculously, no lives had been lost

    The state says they’ll do something real soon now. By that time I’ll
be dead of old age, of course—but, no, I’ll die of helping everybody
with the red tape first

    Cindy Lou? Well, she seems happier now, convinced that she’s
switched jobs to something potentially less lethal. I go up there often.
The kids still aren’t all that friendly, but I take Cindy Lou with me on
my rounds; realistically, I know I’m the father figure she craves, and
she is almost like a daughter to me, but, what the hell. You get to analyzing why you do something and you go nuts.

    And my students? More each day seem to show up, ages five to
eighty-five. No teacher can find more satisfaction in his work than I do.

    Every time there’s a thunderstorm, though, I get to thinking—and
I’m not sure that’s good, either.

    The weather bureau had predicted that storm; the Charleston paper
showed a front right where a front should have been, and I looked at
back issues and that front had been moving across the country for three
days. Anybody used to this mountain country could tell a storm was
brewing that day.

    And that man’s voice? I don’t know. I’m not sure whether Cindy
Lou’s voice can go that low or not, but ... it must have, mustn’t it?
She hasn’t seen Papa much these days, she tells me. He’s mad at her,
and she doesn’t care at all.

    And yet, creeping into my mind some lonely, storm-tossed nights, I
can’t help thinking; what if it’s true? Is it truly a disturbing thought or

    is it, in some way, equally comforting, for if such things actually are it
gives some meaning to practically everyone’s usually dull life.

    Does each of us have a specific purpose here on Earths Are some of
us teachers to those who need us, and others stormsong runners?

    One of the major challenges of short fiction is creating a powerful mood
within the confines of limited space. James Saliis and David Lunde are
skilled writers who can do this successfully. When “They Will 
Not 
Hush”
appeared in 
Whispers
 magazine, Frank Belknap Long (the esteemed winner
of the World Fantasy award for Life Achievement) stated it was "Best-of-
Year quality.” I could not agree more.

    THEY WILL NOT HUSH

    by James Saliis and David Lunde

    u
The gray wolf knows me; by one ear
1 lead along the woodhmd deer;

    The hares run by me growing bold.

    They will not hush, the leaves a-flutter round me, the
beech leaves old.”

    W.
 R 
Yeats
,
“the madness of king goll”

    Above the black trees the red-tailed hawk circles, following the perimeter of its mile-radius territory. Here it rules; no other knows this place
in such detail. It watches for the betraying wakes of field mice in tire
long grasses. There is an ancient certainty in all its movements. The
mice will stir in the grass; the hawk will eat

    And the hills below are quiet with an ancient calm, the peace that
proceeds from the rounding of all edges. The day now is rounding into
evening; the sun gives its last flare, softer but more intense. All of the
colors it touches momentarily brighten: patches of gold, bronze, jade,

    chocolate-red on the floor of the forest. And it begins to drive a creeping, spotted night into the woods. Pines stand like black pickets on the
crest of the hills.

    A voice, sounding small and far off: ‘Thank you, sir/'

    A door slapping shut, firmly, like the closing of a fist; a car gearing
up, then fading quickly away. In the hush of the evening, the sounds
are flat, foreshortened. Disturbances at the edge of the woods: a cellophane crackling of leaves against tarmac, the quick crunch of layered
twigs under slow feet, the shush of branches swinging to and closing
off the road.

    A pause, like the drawing of a deep breath: silence. Then footsteps.
Slow, far apart.

    It comes into the forest, a shadow rippling over rich humus, possessing momentarily bushes and trees, a shape constantly modulating,
adapting to the landscape, a looming shadow with huge hands swinging. Closer, and it becomes a young man, almost a boy. A small black
bag and a banjo case pendulum at the ends of his long arms. Thick,
dark hair curls over his ears, the back of his neck. Green glints from beneath dark-ridged brows: his deep-set eyes like green stones polished in
a river. The jaw long, the chin wide; the bone structure rough, angular.
Something lupine, eager, in the way his eyes move over the face of the
forest His clothes draw tight on him as he moves. Walking deeper into
the trees, his feet move more quickly, settle to a firm, rolling stride.
Soft-lipped whistles drift up to meet the birds now settling on sun-
struck limbs.

    With his entrance the forest seems to release a tight-held breath, to
relax. Sound commences in the leaves and stems. Small animals—a rabbit, a marmot, a chipmunk—hurry in the brush. A fox watches from the
hollow beneath a fallen tree. A doe, invisible in a dapple of sun and
shadow, suddenly bounds down the slope before him. His feet are
nearly soundless on the sponge of ferns and moss.

    Two thin tracks distinguishing by color new growth from old endurance show there was once a path here—say four, say five, say ten years
ago. His feet move surely along it, as if the slight hints provided to the
eye are unnecessary. Oddly, as he moves deeper into the forest, he does
not dwindle with distance but seems to grow larger. He shifts both
cases to one hand and unfastens the top buttons of his shirt which
seems struggling to confine him.

    The wings of the hawk pulse briefly as it changes direction, heads on
a long glide toward home . . .

    At the edge of the small natural clearing he pauses, momentum
swinging the suitcase and banjo case at the ends of his arms. Before
him, the cabin, of unpeeled logs raised 00 short stilts off the ground.
Chairs on the porch, rockers of wood lashed together with vines, strips
of bark The hollow-log trough to catch the water from the small spring.
Around the house, under it, on the porch, the roof, animals chattering,
and in the clearing around it, worrying the worn ground, birds, dozens
of them.

    And as he enters the clearing, from its perch above the door an enormous crow rises crying “Diah, dyah,” and settles to his shoulder. “Old
friend.” He ruffles the black feathers; the crow nips his earlobe, where
the small tuft of hair growls.

    At the door there is another, longer pause.

    Then: “I came as fast as I could.” A greeting, soft, almost apologetic

    The old woman at the table doesn’t start, doesn’t turn at the sudden
voice. Some of the stiffness goes out of her back as she speaks. Quietly,
a sigh: ‘Tes, I know.” Staring into the fire. Shadows of pitch leap at
the walls, cavort, hide in the comers. In the firelight the steel of her
hair is softened; it hangs in two thick braids to her wmst. Her long
hands rest calmly in her lap. They have the complete stillness of animals listening.

    1 hey re gone?

    “As soon as you entered. You couldn’t tell?”

    “It’s been so long.” Silence, The forest comes in at the windows: a
heavy breathing.

    “It’s been so long. I hope . . .” Her voice a string vibrating in sympathy with another string. “He was too old to hold them back” Almost to
herself: 'They just waited, right at the edge. Waited for him to
weaken so they could come. They are strong now; your brother 
...”
 A
note the ear continues to hear after the vibrations have ceased.

    “My brodier?”

    “Had the Failing. He made a Pact”

    “My brother.”

    “It is a narrow path. No! I will not make excuses; I do not understand. Or my mind understands, but my blood does not, 
cannot . .
Vehemence twists her about to face him, overcomes the fear. Firelight
thrown deep shadows along her lined cheeks, hollows her eyes. Her
irises are a strange depthless gray. “They didn’t think you would get
here in time Or maybe not at all . . .”

    ‘yesterday. I felt to come. 1 knew it was the time”

    The glow of the fire swells out halfway across the porch, ebbs, flows
again. Beyond that is darkness, curling itself among the trees, around
the house, its body heavy with sleep. Thin beings of shadow dance and
gesticulate upon the walls. The heavy kettle of cast iron steams gently
at the back of the fire. The air is thick with the smell of stew, the tang
of herbs drying from the beams above.

    ‘Where are the rest of the Agreed?” His voice seems thickened by
the rich air.

    “Scattered. Hiding. The ones that are left . . . there were too many
of Them.” The fire’s hunger turns her eyes to mercury as she looks at
the youth. “You’ll have to call us together here for the Strengthening.”
Her voice a whisper of leaves: “We are yours now.” The chair rubs
against the table as she rises.

    “I’ll go to tell your father you’ve come.”

    The fire has pulled itself into a tight mass of coals: almost transparent with the wood purged from them they seem the pure element
Night creeps closer to warm itself. As she goes to the other room, he
moves out of the doorway, toward the fire. He sets the banjo down and
lifts the bag to the table. Out of the bag, a stack of books, covers
slighdy faded, worn from handling. He holds them in his hands, hefting them, feeling their matter-of-fact solidity, their weight. He sets the
stack on the table, chooses one: 
History of the World, Revised Shorter
Edition.
 “History,” he says with a pain in his voice, “history.” He lays it
on the bed of coals. The fire seems to concentrate itself around it. He
picks up another: 
Advanced Biology:
 into the fire, into the coals of 
History. Modern Chemistry
 follows. The fire flares up. He continues to
feed it

    At the bottom of the stack a small booklet. He holds it for a moment;
it falls open at the stiff, embossed paper: “Obediah Blackson, graduated
with honors in Physics, this Thirteenth Day of May, 1972.” A moment
later, the fire pours back out to the edge of the porch. He stands,
slowly, stretches. The cloth of his shirt parts at the back, and he shrugs
his way out of it, throws it into the fire after swabbing his forehead free
of perspiration.

    The witch comes back to an empty room. The open banjo case smiles
from the table. The fire bums hungrily. She hears the creaking of the
planks out on the porch, her son pacing. Later, the settling squeak of
the big chair, his father’s, the steady wood-on-wood rhythm of rocking.

    She sits before the fire, stares into it- Her lips form silent words, she
smiles.

    Then: string by string, note by note, the tightening and balancing
into harmony.

    Then: the chords, one, two, a series, testing.

    Then, tentatively, slowly at first, light, single notes, courting the air:
the downfalling floating of leaves, the astonishment of streams running
over rock, the voice of fire-shadows dancing. And then others, faster,
the leaping of deer in dry brush, discords, the warnings of crows. Then
the torrent, the hard drone and drive of frailing, the sheer exuberance
of bone and muscle. And finally his voice breaking loud and free
around the dancing music and his feet beating at the porch, the sound
breaking the dark spell on the woods.

    And in the darkness of the woods there is a summoning, a coming together in the light of stars like the notes of vast music.

    Each breath seems to pluck the taut air like a string.

    A great owl glides among the trees, moonlight turning its wings to
silver.
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 Coupled with a score more scholarly volumes,
Kirk’s books have sold well over a million copies. Dr. Kirk’s horror fiction is
as one would suspect from a man of his vast talents. It is at the top of the
genre. In 1977 his ghost story, “There’s a Long, Long Trail A-Winding,”
appeared in Kirby McCauley’s 
Frights
 and 
both
 earned World Fantasy
awards. I hope lightning strikes twice with the appearance of this ghost
story in 
Whispers II.

    LEX TALIONIS

    by Russell Kirk

    “So ye shall not pollute the land wherein ye are:
for hlood it depleth the land: and the land
cannot he cleansed of the hlood that is shed
therein, hut hy the hlood of him that shed it.”

    —Numbers, xxxv, 33

    As twilight sank upon the mack and glitter 
of 
the old city, 
Eddie
Mahaffy walked beneath the great bridge and through the 
empty
streets that ran parallel with the levee. Despite all the 
mercury-vapor
street lights, the old people and the drunken and the drugged 
and the
desperately poor who still were compelled to inhabit these 
fallen streets
did not venture out after six o’clock. The vacant lots, a legacy 
of urban
‘renewal,” were abandoned to two-footed predators, who had 
slim pick-
ings.

    But Eddie Mahaffy—or Eddie Cain, as he had called himself since
leaving the prison—sauntered on, immune, the mercury-vapor glare
ghastly on his face. He had come to know who he was and what he
was, a rare endowment, a gift of grace; and he walked with shoulders
back, chest out, unassailable in his shabby black suit with the black
sweater beneath it and the stained black hat slanted over his eyes. Few
saw him; none touched him. “I don’t worry, ’cause it makes no
difference now.” The lyric ran round and round in his head, and he
whistled it softly.

    Then a big black glossy car purred alongside him; drew slightly
ahead of him; paused, the motor idling. Two men were in the front
seat: expensively and flashily dressed, heavy-lidded, with the look of
corruption about them. The man nearest Eddie beckoned. “Say . . .”

    Eddie walked over to the car, an act imprudent in these streets, and
put his hand upon the door where the glass had been drawn down.
Eddie did not recognize the man: yet the one, or perhaps the brace of
them, might recollect Eddie from prison; he could not be sure. Although as time is reckoned it could not have been a great while since
he had left the prison, Eddie’s memories of those captive years were
vague enough: he swaying between death and life in the prison
infirmary, there had descended upon him something like grace, and he
had been changed. Those years behind the wall had faded like dreams.

    “Say, don’t I know you?” The man peering at Eddie from the car
would be somebody big in a troll-realm, some grand pusher or procurer,
thinking he might make use of a fellow with Eddie’s scarred face and
Eddie’s way of walking; oh, he may have had a glimpse or two of Eddie
in the prison, like enough, but couldn’t quite place him.

    “Yes,” said Eddie, clearly and almost cordially, “I’m Sergeant Cain,
Vice Squad.”

    The driver shifted and stepped on the gas with wonderful celerity;
the car rushed away from Eddie so abruptly that he spun round on the
pavement, chuckling as he regained his balance. The offense of impersonating a police officer had its rewards.

    Eddie strolled on, darkness settling about him. The sudden appearance and vanishing of that pair of hoody crows—did it signify something rough? Was it the presentiment of some event dashing fast upon
him? Since he had been made an instrument, waiting upon the Lord’s
will, he had come to understand that “coincidences” never occur; that
all is design infinitely complex, rather; that what was intended for him,
must happen, not his to question why. This was the first time since his

    liberation that a 
revenant
 from the prison had whirred past Eddie, like
a spent bullet past a soldier’s ear. Was he to encounter some other fragment from a vanished life, and soon? Then he had best pray.

    His casual sauntering had brought him near to the old cathedral, isolated now amidst parking lots empty at this hour. With reason,
churches locked their doors at nightfall, nowadays; but there were
lights visible behind the painted glass of those tall windows. Eddie
went briskly up the stone steps and pushed open the heavy door. The
handsome venerable restored interior, with its high ceiling of blue,
called Eddie in. He removed his hat, touched his forehead with consecrated water, genuflected. "Christ came to save sinners, of whom I am
the chief.”

    A dozen people, with a priest talking to them, were gathered near
the high altar—perhaps a wedding-rehearsal party. Nobody noticed
Eddie Mahaffy, Eddie Cain. He made his soundless way from little
side-chapel to little side-chapel, kneeling at every 
pie-dieu,
 praying in
turn to each saint: John Bosco, Gregory the Great, Rose of Lima,
Augustine of Hippo, Francis de Sales, Mary Mother of God. "Pray for
us sinners now and at the hour of our death . . In the chapel shadow's, indiscernible, beyond time and space and circumstance, he implored these saints’ intercession.

    He prayed for the off-duty policeman who had been shot, without
malice aforethought, outside O’Leary’s Bar; for Uncle Chris, who had
thought himself invulnerable, gunned down some months later in an
act of bravado; for Joseph, the L’Anse Indian, crippled for life in that
same silly shoot-out; for all the inmates of the prison, and for the souls
in purgatory. He prayed earnestly before the images of Joseph the
Worker, of Thomas of Canterbury, of (a new one!) Elizabeth Seton.

    Last of all, with self-contempt and gratitude and even hope, he
prayed for himself. "Faith is the substance of thin .. hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.” The Lord, who out of his unfathomable
judgment had made the shrew, kept a place for such a one as the believing crucified thief, perhaps even for such a one as Eddie Cain. "I
believe, O Lord; help thou my unbelief.”

    During those w'eeks of agony in the prison infirmary, he had learnt
to meditate and to pray. What a gift to the unworthy! During his two
years as a novice, in that Pennsylvania monastery, before he had gone
to sea—early years that he recalled far better than the later prison years
—he had not mastered the art of meditation. All the novices had been
required to meditate, as a body, for an hour a day, within the chapel.

    Eddie had sat there one afternoon, desperately struggling to restrain vagrant thoughts. Near him had sat another novice, his eyelids lowered,
his young face beatific, sunk in contemplation, perhaps adrift on the
blessed 
via negativa.
 How Eddie had envied him, that foul vice rising
even in the chapel! But at the end of the meditation-hour, all the novices except one had risen and filed out, Eddie among them. The single
exception had been the novice with the beatific face—who had
remained there kneeling, sound asleep.

    We sleep away our sensual existence, Eddie thought; we forget the
end. Yet upon some, in their agony of tribulation, the Dove descends;
and those are taught how to contemplate and how to pray. Only this
was left to Eddie now, and it sufficed.

    He prayed that if his encounter with the two men in the big car had
been a presage—why, that the cup might pass from him; and yet, “Thy
will be done, O Lord, not mine.” He prayed that the punishment might
be lifted from him at last, after much expiation. “But thy will be done.”

    Beyond time, he knelt in a deep but dazzling dark, all cloaked and
dim. From this he was roused by a quavering voice.

    “Anybody here? Anybody still in the church?”

    Eddie glanced round him, rising from his knees. A little distance
away, a custodian or a sacristan—they used to call them that, but they
had discarded vestments now—had begun to lock up; the old man must
have caught some doubtful glimpse of Eddie in the shadows.

    “Pardon me,” said Eddie. “I was out of myself.”

    “Oh!” The custodian started sharply, peering in thd direction of Eddie’s voice. Eddie passed down a side aisle, not very close to the old
man, who stammered uneasily, “Well, we’re closing up now, brother.”
The custodian craned his neck, trying to make out this stranger more
clearly.

    ‘Thanks for calling me ‘brother,’ ” Eddie murmured, “but I’m in no
order.” He passed through the great portal, the locker-up shuffling hesitantly after him. What with the black suit and sweater, it had been natural enough that he should be mistaken for a mofik—and especially
with his hat off, for Eddie was nearly bald, and the red hair remaining
to him ran tonsurelike over his ears and round the back of his skull.
“Mea culpa, mea maxima culpa ”
 Eddie murmured as he passed into
the night; but the man locking the door did not seem altogether reassured. Doubtless sacred vessels had been taken from this church, in recent years, by vessels for dishonor.

    “Pax
said Eddie to nobody in particular, strolling on. Presently he

    heard himself whisding again: “I don't worry, ’cause it makes no
difference now.”

    Having made his way, seemingly aimless, along many silent blocks,
he found himself approaching a lighted old-fashioned restaurant-front:
Old Town Bar and Grill. All about the place lay dereliction, in part the
gnawing of time’s tooth, in part the deliberate achievement of civic
“renewers.” Some nearby houses with steep-pitched roofs were ‘'mothballed,” like naval vessels left over from a war, as if restoration were intended-surprising, in this city. Right out to the suburbs of the Thirties, within three decades, the city had rotted; it had been as if some
diabolic impulse of destruction had conquered everyone and everything.

    Eddie liked the look of the old-fangled eating-house, a staunch lonely
survivor of a healthier time in this city. Somehow he never had happened upon the place before. Should he go in and sit down?

    Now why had this notion come into his head? Was it bound up with
the presage of an hour or more earlier? Would something come upon
him in The Old Town Bar and Grill? ‘Tour sins will find you out?”
Yet the impulse was strong in him, as if communicated; and with
foreboding, he entered.

    It was a big, cheerful room, with promise of other rooms beyond; it
conveyed a general impression of faded elegance. There was a long walnut bar, positively venerable, that Eddie would have fancied mightily
in his drinking days. The polished dark wainscoting was old, and the
tables and chairs seemed old, too. Some enterprising imaginative souls
must keep this restaurant together despite the ruin of the streets all
round about; perhaps they were a youngish couple who did a tolerable
lunch-hour trade. Eddie would have liked to congratulate them upon
their fortitude.

    An immense baroque mirror was fixed to the wall behind the bar,
and Eddie saw himself shadowed therein: his pale face with the ton-
sure of flaming hair, his thin lips, his wiry gaunt body, his deep-set
eyes. What wonder that he had given a turn to the old custodian dimly
perceiving him in the cathedral?

    Eddie sat down at a little, table. There were few customers this midnight, and some of those customers were fashionable, and some of them
scruffy. The former relished the atmosphere, no doubt; the latter must
be locals from the mansions now divided into apartments. Nobody, not
even the waitress clearing tables, noticed Eddie. He felt at ease*

    But only for a moment. For suddenly he observed a big man on a
stool at the bar, his profile turned toward Eddie. This was an exceedingly rough customer, and Eddie had seen him before; but never had
expected or desired to encounter him again.

    The man wore jeans, a blue short-sleeved shirt, and a disreputable
cap; his coat was flung over the next stool. He was muscular almost beyond belief—the sort of man who exercises in gyms most of the
day—and his massive arms were covered with tattoos. This Hercules
had the face of a satyr. The man was scowling—he must always have
been scowling, which often is a mark that lust has cast out love forever
—and his tawny eyes were tigerish. Lounging predatory there, he
looked as nasty and as formidable a character as any connoisseur of
brutal types could hope to encounter. In many years at sea and in the
prison, Eddie had not set eyes upon a better specimen of tough depravity; why, the man was the perfection of his type. What was his name?
“Butte”—that was it; everybody in the prison had called him Butte, because once he had been a Montana miner.

    Then the man saw Eddie, and Eddie felt a revulsion immerse him.
Why had this been put upon him? An incredulous ugly grin spread
over Butte’s sullen face, and he swaggered across the floor and sat down
at the table. Eddie rose.

    “Where you goin’?” asked Butte, indignant.

    “Wherever you aren’t.” Eddie moved toward the next table.

    “Here, wait a minute! Hold on, pal! Don’t be choosy—you’re jest like
me, Monk.”

    It had been “Butte”—though he was no beauty—in the prison, and
“Monk” in the prison. Butte had had plenty of pals there: a big man
behind the walls, one of the inmates who had been the real authorities
in that caricature of society, a master of the inverted high justice, the
middle, and the low. Butte had done well for himself in the prison. To
everybody else there—even his toadies—he had done ill.

    “You’re jest like me, buster!” Butte repeated.

    “Too true,” said Eddie Cain. He sat down opposite Butte, resigned,
an instrument. To himself, silently, “Pray for us sinners now and at the
hour of our death.”

    “That’s more like it, good buddy. Thirsty?” Butte signaled a tall waitress with an admirable figure. “Hey, babe, bring me another boilermaker an’ his helper, an’ give the Monk anythin’ in the world—jest
anythin’ he wants, get it, kid?”

    “What monk, where?” the tall girl asked. “You kidding, mister?”

    "I don’t drink,” Eddie murmured to Butte.

    "You puttin’ me on, buster?” Butte cackled. "Well, make it a double
boilermaker for me, luscious.” He reached out to pat the waitress, but
she shied and returned to the bar.

    "Cute kid there, hey, Monk? She ain’t too bright, but she really
struts her stuff, don’t she? Stuck up, though. I been askin’ hout hex:
name’s Mary. She’s married but separated. Reckon some lazy dark
night I’ll foller her home an’ teach her a few facts o’ life—slap her
around a little for a start, you know, Monk.”

    "I don’t know,” said Eddie.

    "Oh yeah? Stop tryin* to put me on, pal. You was in for homicide an’
armed robbery; you ain’t no saint But if you’re on the wagon, that’s all
right tonight One of us has got to be cold sober, and it sure ain’t gonna
be me.”

    "Now listen,” said Eddie. 
"1
 didn’t come in here looking for you; I
didn’t know you were within a thousand miles of this place. What you
did to me is nothing now, and you’re nothing. We’re told to forgive our
enemies: I forgive you. All you have to do is get up and walk out of
this bar: I won’t come after you. You go your w^ay, I go mine: if I call
it quits, why shouldn't you? I’m giving you a chance you never gave
anybody. I’m letting this cup pass from me.”

    Butte leaned forward across the table, trying to look confidentially
genial. “I don’t get your line, good buddy, but I need you. I need you
real bad, coupla hours from now.”

    The world is full of men like this nowadays, Eddie thought: men
like ghouls, subsisting on the flesh of a civilization that has forgotten its
own ends, even protected by the laws that once were made to restrain
them. It would be pleasant to think that such men eventually are
hoisted by their own petard, in some narrow comer; but one can’t be
sure of that—not sure at all. Some bishop had said that though Heaven
isn’t necessary to the scheme of salvation, Hell is necessary; divine love
made Hell. A man like this Butte could swagger through life, enjoying
all the vices, his very occasional punishments so many more opportunities for fraud, concupiscence, violence, atrocious acts; and nothing
much might be done to him here below. But hereafter? If it weren’t for
that "hereafter,” there’d be no justice in the nature of things. Old
Pelagius, with his soft doctrine of universal salvation through universal
human goodness, had been the worst of all heretics.

    What Eddie said aloud was, "Get lost. I don’t need you, and you
don’t need me. Now mark me: for you, I’m a dangerous character.”

    Butte shook with harsh laughter, slapping his powerful thigh, so that
the few customers at the bar or the tables turned to stare at him, and
the bartender whispered something to the openmouthed fine-figured
waitress.

    “Ain’t we both?” Butte demanded. “Ain’t we both dangerous characters, Monk?”

    “Quiet down,’’ said Eddie. “I’m not your good buddy, and I’ve got
reason not to be. You’re high on more than whiskey. There’s nothing
you can do for me or to me.”

    “Yeah, yeah, I’ll cool it, Monk. You nervous? Mebbe carryin’ a rod
with no permit?’’ Eddie shook his head. “Well, all right, Monk, there’s
too many damn jerks in here. There’s a place out that door, open-air,
where we kin yak: come on, Monk boy.” He showed Eddie into a kind
of courtyard, the night sky above, and urged him into a rustic chair.

    They were alone in dim light. Into the walls of this court were set
pieces of carved stone from demolished buildings of the blighted neighborhood: the lintel of a bank’s doorway, even part of the balustrade of
some vanished house. It was all rather deathly, in a handsome way.

    “Pretty fancy joint, eh, Monk?”

    “Sure,” said Eddie. “What do you have to say before I go?”

    “You ain’t goin’, Monk; I gotta have your help.”

    “You can’t stop me, there isn’t anything you can do to me now.”

    Butte stared at him malignly. “You was a lifer, Monk. I got parole
while you were still in the infirmary, but you didn’t have no connections. How’d you get parole, Monk?”

    “I didn’t”

    “You mean they pardoned you?”

    “No.”

    ‘That’s what I thought, good buddy. It’s easier gettin’ away if you’re
in the infirmary than if you’re in the yard, ain’t it?”

    Eddie was silent.

    “They want you back there at the prison, Monk, so set down. I could
turn you in.”

    “You’d do that?”

    “Hell, I could grab you right now an’ tell the barkeep to call the
pigs. You better believe it, Monk.”

    The man was quite perfect, in his way: no spark of charity in him,
not one. Butte had been serving a term for rape, back in the prison, but
there had been a long string of felony-convictions before that, Eddie
knew. And always Butte had been released after a few months: he did
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    have connections, and it was advisable for certain people to make sure
that Butte wouldn’t talk too much behind bars.

    ‘‘Anyhow,” Butte was saying, “there’s mebbe twenty grand for you in
this, Monk. You sure could use money like that, pal; it’d be like I was
payin’ you back for what I done to you in prison. 
Twenty grand
,
buddy: all the dope an’ whiskey an’ women that money’ll buy, Monk
boy. Like the sound o’ that? You ain’t joined up with no Salvation
Army, huh?”

    “I don’t like the sound of it,” said Eddie.

    “Not like dope an’ whiskey an’ wild, wild women?” Butte suddenly
reached across the table, as if to poke Eddie jocularly in the ribs—but
actually to tell whether the Monk was wearing a gun, Eddie guessed.
He drew back before Butte’s huge hand could touch him.

    “I’m not carrying an armory,” Eddie told him sharply, “but watch
yourself.”

    “Okay, okay, no harm meant.” Butte grinned like a crocodile. “But
you can’t put me on, friend, not old Butte. Why, what in hell’s worth
gettin’ but them three things?”

    Butte actually believed what he was saying, Eddie knew. Sickened
by Butte’s talk, Eddie let himself be swept back into the memory of the
day he had stood up to Butte in the prison. Here at the table, Butte
growled on, sometimes wheedling, sometimes menacing; but Eddie ignored him, being lost in a frightful recollection of things past

    Eddie had kept to himself in prison, taken orders obediently, done
his work; he had been regarded by most of the other convicts as a
“religious nut.” After a few months, the deputy warden—appreciative
of model prisoners—had assigned Eddie to the prison library, having
noticed a good deal of formal schooling on Eddie’s records.

    The way to survive in the terrestrial hell of the prison had been to
keep uninvolved. He had been so counseled by his cellmate, a grimfaced gentle giant named Frank Sarsfield, practically the only other inmate who didn’t lard every sentence with monotonous obscenities.

    The actual lords of the prison had been Butte and his gang, deft at
extortion and at cruel and unusual punishments. They had left Eddie
the Monk pretty much unmolested—partly, he had known, because it
was wise not to drive lifers to desperation—they did not have much to
lose if it came to a showdown—and partly because “religious nuts” had
been looked upon as potentially dangerous to rational criminals.

    But that one day Eddie had exploded. There had been a foolish

    smooth-faced boy, not bad by nature, sentenced for negligent homicide
—held responsible for a car crash—and Butte and his gang liked having fun with that kind. Passing by the machine shop, Eddie had heard
a rumpus, and had looked inside, and had seen what Butte was doing
to the poor kid.

    The blood-red tide, the raging anger of old kerns and gallowglasses,
had flooded into Eddie. He had been a lightweight boxer in the navy;
and he had gone for Butte in the machine shop. For a few minutes, Eddie’s old skill had driven Butte back. Then the big man’s bulk and muscles had told, and Eddie had lost a tooth, and his face had become a
pulp, but still he had fought on, mockingly ringed by Butte’s chums,
knocked down, rising again with a bubbling scream of fury, on and on,
until at last Butte had ended it by drawing a knife. Eddie had fallen
with the shiv between his ribs, and the gang kicking him about the
head. Later, in the infirmary, he had been told that Frank Sarsfield had
called the deputy warden and extricated his cellmate.

    After that was some memory of operations, transfusions, complications, more operations, the news that Butte had been paroled,
Sarsfield sitting by his bed quoting Omar Khayyam, coma, astounding
visions, dim wakings, visions of grace, a wavering at the gates . . . And
here he was, face to face with Butte again; but Eddie Mahaffy, Eddie
Cain, so changed, was now an instrument—no free agent. Saint Augustine said we ought to hate the sin but love the sinner. Such was the
counsel of perfection. Who ever had loved Butte? Such magnanimity
could be expected only of great saints; and, as Butte had observed,
Eddie was no saint at all.

    "You’re the only guy that really stood up to me in prison, Eddie,”
Butte was saying patronizingly, "an' I give you credit. So when you
walk in here tonight, I says to myself, "Brother, you’re in luck. There’s
jest the boy I need for a helper.” Butte had two more shots of whiskey
before him.

    "What kind of help?” Eddie demanded, poker-faced. ’Tour kind always has a pal or two around.”

    ‘Well, I had me a pardner, but he got hisself picked up yesterday for
something’ that got nothin’ to do with this here sure thing; an’ so I set
here, not wantin’ to go it alone, an’ the time I counted on jest a few
hours off—an’ you showed up! Listen, Monk, I’ll split even with you,
an’ there ain’t no damn risk to it. You couldn’t ask better’n that, hey?”

    "What would I need to do?”

    “Now you’re talkin’! Here it is: there’s one old house, great big
place, with more’n forty grand stashed there, an’ nobody livin’ in it. It’s
jest five minutes’ easy work, Monk, an’ I got the tools for it in a swiped
car outside. We hit the house at three tonight—there’s nobody in the
block ’cept mebbe some junkies sleepin’ in wrecked houses—an’ then
me and you is in the bucks, buster.”

    “If it’s that easy, why split with anybody!
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    Butte, shifting in his chair, glanced aside. “Feel a little easier that
way, that’s all. The house is from Deadsville, pal. Here, take a look at
this, an’ you’ll git the picture.”

    Butte produced from his billfold a newspaper clipping, the date on it
three months old. It was a long story, and the heading ran, “Old Couple, Pretty Niece Murdered in Palatial Setting.”

    Glancing through the article, Eddie gathered that a retired physician, an old-school doctor, had lived with his elderly wife and a sixteen-
year-old niece in a big inherited house; the neighborhood, once splendid, had gone to pieces swiftly in little more than ten years, but the old
doctor had stuck to his father’s and grandfather’s mansion. That house
had been one of the few remaining pillars of order in the vicinity of
Lafayette Square. The doctor’s love for his house had been a fatal attachment.

    For after five days during which no one had seen the old couple or
the niece, the police had investigated, and had found in the deep cellar
the bodies of all three. There had been a fourth corpse besides: that of
a kind of handyman who had been given regular access to the house.
There had been a kitchen knife in the handyman’s back. The two
women had been bound and tortured, the girl ravished, and their
throats cut; apparently the old doctor had died of heart failure, under
stress.

    More than a thousand dollars in bills had lain scattered round the
handyman’s body. The police discovered that the handyman, who had
used various aliases, had been a heroin addict, with a long string of arrests for other mischief.

    So far as the police had been able to piece the affair together, it appeared that the handyman, Harry, had been caught in the act of robbing a wall safe. Presumably Harry had turned on his employers with a
knife, murdering the two women; but the old doctor, vigorous for his
years, somehow must have managed to stab Harry in the back—and
then fallen dead from a heart attack.

    The story went on to describe the antique furnishing, the former

    glories of the house (the doctor had been straitened by investment
losses), and the speedy decline of the neighborhood. A score of similar
homicides and rapes by armed robbers during the preceding four
months were listed.

    In this year of our Lord . . . Eddie crossed himself before handing
back the clipping to Butte, who had lit a cigarette complacently. "How
do vou come into this?"

    J

    "That thousand on the cellar floor was chicken feed, Monk, left
there to fool the pigs." Butte licked his lips. 'The real bundle's still in
the house." He spoke 
sotto voce
, “Me an' Harry had a real long interestin’ session with that there high-school tease, while she lasted."

    Eddie closed his eyes. He had not been transformed utterly: the
blood-red tide flooded upon him for a moment His lids still shut, he
asked, "Why did you stick your helper?"

    There came a silence; Eddie opened his eyes and stared inquisitively
at Butte, who was looking at the tiles of the pavement

    "Hell, Monk boy, it was the other way round: I was Harry’s helper,
he knowed about the old doc keepin’ so much cash in the wall safe
’cause he got hurt on the stock market If I hadn’t of helped Harry,
some other smart guy would. But Harry bad to go, as things turned out
in that Deadsville cellar. Buster, you should’ve seen the spiders down
there! Well, this Harry was a junkie, real spaced out that there night,
you better believe me, an so help me, Hannah, it was him that
polished off the women while 1 was lookin’ for more money. Honest to
God, Harry went crazy wild, an’ he might of give it to me, too; anyway,
he’d of yakked about the fun he had. I couldn’t of let him do that,
could I?"

    Eddie put his hands across his face. Now he knew that his presentiment earlier that night had been genuine. For his sins, he had been
sent to this place and this brute, this torturing creature worse than an
ape, this triumphant psychopath Butte. Eddie sighed audibly, guessing
the end, and asked, "How could you have left forty thousand dollars in
the house?”

    "It was in big bills—century notes, pal—an’ at the time I hadn’t no
way to launder them. Would I want to he picked up with that stuff on
me, or had them found in my pad? So what’s the safest place for the
loot? Why, that there house itself.

    "I could alius go back; Fd taken keys offen Harry; jest let the heat
die down, an’ then git in again some night I stashed the stuff in a
place nobody’d guess, you better believe me. Like I figured, nobody’d

    rent or buy the place, after what happened there—not for a hell of a
while, anyhow, an’ not by a long shot in that there neighborhood. The
house is all boarded up, Monk, an’ the local kids ain’t broke in—’cause
they think about haunts. But a coupla days ago I hear tell that the
place is goin’ to be knocked down, there bein’ no sale for it The
wreckers might start in next week, an’ the furniture’s goin’ out tomorrow, so I’m gittin’ my bundle out tonight

    “See, I figured the whole damn thing right, good buddy: the pigs did
pick me up for questionin’, knowin’ as I’d palled with Harry, but o’
course I didn’t know nothin’ an’ they didn’t find nothin’. So after tonight, Monk, me an’ you are ridin’ high.”

    Eddie, his chin in his right hand, studied Butte impassively. 
<f
What’s
to stop you from going there alone? Do you figure there’s something
waiting for you in that cellar? Something creepy-crawly?”

    “You could scream your head off in that street,” Butte grunted, “an’
the pigs wouldn’t come, not there, not in the middle o’ the night,
mebbe not in the daylight”

    Eddie persisted. ‘Thinking about—ghosts?”

    The big man balled his fists. “Shut up!”

    Eddie smiled his thin-lipped smile and closed his eyes again. It’s odd,
he thought, how in many people the dread of spooks has oudasted that
fear of God which is the beginning of wisdom. This debauched gorilla-
man, believing in nothing else, still could quiver at a footfall on a stair,
a glimpse of something white round a comer. Had Butte seen or heard
something unsettling, something inexplicable, while hiding the money
in that desecrated house?

    ‘The old doctor and his wife and the girl seem to have been decent
people,” Eddie resumed, aloud, taking no notice of Butte’s curses;
“harmless alive, harmless dead. Those three innocents are gone to
where they can’t be touched; they won’t lurk to catch an animal like
you. As for dead Harry, he wouldn’t be any tougher wrapped in a
bedsheet, would he? Ghosts! The silly notions people have about
ghosts. ... Of course there are fundamentalist types who’d say you
might find demons in that cellar, ready to pitchfork you in your own
very private hell; but you couldn’t meet a worse devil than yourself. At
the core, you’re a coward, Butte.”

    He thought that Butte would leap at him—in which event, Butte
would get more than he bargained for. But the man’s heavy face,
swollen suddenly by a rush of blood, subsided as swiftly. “Come on,
you religious nut,” Butte snarled. ‘The car’s in the lot jest outside.”

    Eddie went with him unprotesting. No longer was this a mere matter
of a grudge over what had been done to him in the prison; for whatever
purpose, he had been sent to Butte.

    They were driving, Eddie guessed, toward Lafayette Square. Butte,
silent and brooding, now
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 and then glanced from the comer of his eve
at his partner-victim. Low cunning frequently underestimates the
awareness of its intended prey. Eddie knew beyond any doubt that
Butte meant to leave the corpse of this “good buddy” in the abandoned
house this night, or else in the river. Also he knew that Butte was not
bright enough to surmise that his conscript partner saw through the
scheme.

    In justice, why shouldn’t the cadaver of Eddie Mahaffy, Eddie Cain,
be flung away like so much garbage? He was a killer himself, and for
what he had done in O’Leary’s Bar, he had not yet atoned in full.

    From birth, perhaps, this essence called Eddie MahafFy, Eddie Cain,
had been a bundle of contradictions. He had aspired to be a saint,
when quite small, and later, too; he had succeeded in becoming a practical sinner. The relish for risk, denial, experience far out of the ordinary, moves sinners and saints both. But though both saint and sinner
thirst after adventures, the path for the sinner is broader and more trodden. Eddie had fallen into it, though sometimes turning back out of
remorse.

    A gunner on a destroyer; then a novice whose words flew up, whose
thoughts remained below; next a merchant seaman; then, emulating
Uncle Chris and high on dope, an armed robber; finally a jailbird. He
had been passionate in his evil, equally passionate in what litde good
he ever had done. Now passion was spent, or almost all of it, and he
was comrade to the beast called Butte.

    <r
What you .whistlin'?” Butte asked, annoyed.

    “I didn’t know I was. But it comes to me, good buddy; it’s called
The Pig Got Up and Slowly Walked Away.’ Do you know the lyrics?
Tes, the pig got up and hung his head in shame . .

    “Shut up!” Butte commanded. Butte drove on slowly, through dismal
back streets of the half-gutted city, careful not to attract attention from
any passing patrol-car, not meaning to reach the house before three
o’clock, when even the neighborhood junkies should lie in the arms of
Morpheus.

    Eddie indulged himself in reverie. If he were not careful, sometimes
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    reverie—as distinguished from meditation—whirled him back to the
night at O’Leary’s Bar. That happened now.

    Chris Mahaffy had planned it Uncle Chris, a humorous, ruinous
man, grown gray in exciting crime, running fantastic risks for the risks’
sake while burglarizing banks, had dared Eddie to prove his nerve. It
was an idle unemployed time for Eddie, an hour of depression of spirit,
of the noonday devil. Let him be tested by just a little stickup, Chris
proposed. This was to be for the fun of it: they’d hurt nobody, and
after buying themselves a good dinner with the proceeds, they might
even put the surplus cash into an envelope and mail it back to O’Leary,
he being a good enough sort. Was Eddie up to thisl
5
 Sure he was; a
wild mood was upon him that day and night, and he would take any
man’s dare. Also Uncle Chris had given him something from Turkey to
reinforce his resolution.

    Chris and the Indian waited outside, the motor of Chris’s car running. Eddie Mahaffy manfully strode into the bar, thinking himself
twenty feet tall, shot out the lights, bowled over the bartender, and
snatched the money from the register. Everybody was yelling; Eddie
didn’t care. He swaggered back toward the car, but a burly man rushed
out of the bar and hit him on the side of the head with a blackjack.
Uncle Chris, with his iron nerves, slid agilely out of the driver’s seat
and grappled with the man; Joseph bundled dazed Eddie into the back
seat.

    Then Chris’s gun went off. He hadn’t meant it to—he had been trying to pistol-whip the burly man—but it happened, and the burly man
fell, and Uncle Chris was back in the driver’s seat, and they roared off.

    They had been trapped at a roadblock some hours later, and several
witnesses had been produced the next day. The three of them might
have got clear, had it not been for the deliberate risks that Chris had
chosen all along. Yet Chris hadn’t counted upon the dead man having
been an off-duty police officer, which fact had intensified the pursuit

    Chris and Joseph solemnly had sworn that they had entertained no
faintest notion that their companion Eddie had intended to rob, or did
rob, O’Leary’s Bar; Chris had been rather vexingly pious on the witness
stand.

    Those two had been acquitted—for Chris, like this Butte, had possessed connections and a talented mouthpiece—but Eddie had been
sentenced to life imprisonment. He had pleaded guilty, and had not
testified in his own defense; he had not hinted that Uncle Chris s gun

    had done the business. For, accidents aside, hadn’t he been guiltier
than Chris? He never had seen Chris after the trial. But the Indian
had visited Eddie in the jail, before sentence had been passed, and had
said simply—his black eyes regarding Eddie almost with affection—
“You are good of heart, Eddie.”

    Chris Mahaffy had been bom crooked; Eddie had not; therefore
Eddie was the greater sinner. Within limits, in life the will is free, if
only to choose among evils. Eddie had chosen the path to Avemus.
This had been his first felony, though, and his last.

    Now he was Eddie Cain, perfectly solitary; and so far as freedom of
the will went, his play was played out. There was reserved for Eddie
only the possibility of inexplicable infinite mercy; and the plea that he
had sinned more from folly than from malice. Yet how far removed was
he from this Butte? To linger forever in company with Butte—that
would be Hell indeed, “to sit by Satanas the fiend.” Pray now, Eddie,
pray sitting here in this car beside as vile a man as may be found.
Eddie Cain, praise Him from all blessings flow that here, but for the
grace of God, drive you.

    'This here is it, Monk,” Butte told him, his voice subdued. Butte
drove the car stealthily into a short alley and then into a brick-paved
yard beside a dilapidated carriage-house. As they got out, Eddie noticed
that Butte’s hands were shaking.

    The tall, dark house, more than a century old, required gutter-repairs
and paint, but looked far sounder than its sad, battered neighbors that
Eddie had observed before they turned into the alley. There were extensive grounds, the gardens recently grown up to weeds, a damaged
pergola standing in the midst of them.

    Together Butte and Eddie went quietly up the back steps, Eddie carrying Butte’s incongruous big briefcase full of burglars’ tools. The back
door had been padlocked by the estate’s executor, but Eddie used a
short crowbar to pry away the hasp. There were two good modern locks
set in the strong door, but Butte had keys to both of them. What with
Butte’s fingers trembling so, Eddie had to take the keys; after probing
and twisting, both locks yielded. Butte insisted that Eddie do all the
prying and forcing; it didn’t need saying that Butte meant to leave no
fingerprints of his own.

    It was well that the keys sufficed; for the groundfloor windows were
permanently protected with iron bars, besides being boarded up, and at
nearly any point except this kitchen entrance their activities could have

    been perceived from the street. It was a well-built old house, almost
fortresslike, its walls faced with rusticated ashlar.

    Then they were inside; Butte had Eddie lock the back door behind
them, and snatched back the keys. “In jest five or ten minutes, Monk
boy,” Butte told him, “you’re gonna git what I brung you here for.
Glad you come, pal?” Butte’s face was whiter than any winding-sheet,
his eyes a wild thing’s, and he stared all round the archaic kitchen.
With a trembling hand he extracted a bottle from a hip pocket and
took a long swig; he did not offer the bottle to Eddie. The man was
pulled fiercely in opposite directions by superstition and greed.

    As for Eddie, he understood Butte’s dread. This old house was permeated by violence and worse than mere violence, horror upon horror;
and the presence of Butte was a catalyst to set everything bubbling.
Eddie felt himself turning into an animated lump of ice.

    Something toward the front of the house slammed sharply. “My God,
what’s that?” Butte pulled a gun from inside his coat.

    “A loose shutter in the night breeze, good buddy,” said Eddie. The
rational explanation comforted neither Butte nor himself. “Now put
that artillery away, take hold of yourself, and sit down at the kitchen
table,” he instructed Butte. “We’ve got most of the night.”

    “Oh no we ain’t!” Butte protested. “We got to git the stuff an’ git the
hell out o’ here!” Yet he submitted, taking from his pocket a rough
sketch and spreading it upon the table. “I’ll show you where you got to
go, Monk.”

    The hidey-hole, it turned out, was in a kind of subcellar, where there
was an ash pit into which ashes from the fireplaces fell. Butte simply
had contrived to extract a brick from one of the side walls of the ash
pit, stuff the big bills into a hollow space behind, and wedge the brick
back into place, smearing soot over the places where mortar had been
chipped away. Butte’s drawing showed the precise brick and the position of the ash pit. If no one but the dead people had known that the
wall safe had contained more than forty thousand dollars, presumably
the money still lay behind the ash-pit wall.

    Eddie studied Butte’s sketch by the beam of one of the two big stand-
up flashlights Butte had brought in the car, the utilities in this house
having been turned off after the murders. “No problem that I can see,”
he said a trifle hesitantly. Something was about to happen now, but he
was not sure what. What was he meant to do? Give me a sign! He was
only an instrument. “Shall we go right on down there and pull the
stuff out?”

    ir
You
 go on down,” Butte told him. ‘Til—I’ll keep lookout up here.
You can’t tell: some o’ them junkies down the street might hear us an’
come bargin’ in where they ain’t got no right.”

    Just then something clattered beyond the far door of the kitchen,
perhaps in the dining room.

    “Oh, hell, hell, hell!” Butte gasped, his teeth chattering. He had that
pistol out again.

    “Probably a rat knocking over a tray,” Eddie offered, though the
noise had startled him, too. “The vermin must come over from the derelict houses. Butte, you’re more frightened of spirits than a six year old
girl in the Haunted House at the carnival. Come on, you poor scared
rat named Butte: let’s have a look at the rest of this place before we try
the cellar.”

    Butte rose from his kitchen chair as if he had been glued to it. “Stay
here, Monk.” He was almost whispering now.

    “No, I’m going to see if there’s anything out there,” Eddie declared.
“Stay here by yourself, if that’s what you like.”

    “No, I’m cornin’.” Despite the gun in his hand, Butte followed Eddie
like a child.

    What a fine well-designed house—parlors and dining room and library and all! The furniture, if a little shabby or scraped here and
there, was old as the house, much of it, and as good; all would be taken
away tomorrow. Eddie led the way up the beautiful staircase to search
the big bedrooms, Butte right at his heels, muttering to himself softly
and incoherently. Eddie reflected that nobody but himself would have
moved about so confidently when Butte was at one’s back with a gun in
his hand.

    Nothing moved in those rooms, though once Butte suppressed a
screech when he saw a face: it was his own satyr-face, reflected in a
round mirror. Everything seemed in order. And yet even for Eddie, horror lurked invisible in every comer, pain and fright saturating all the
neat rooms; Butte started whenever the flashlights revealed some harmless inanimate thing.

    They descended the curving stairway. “If anything means to jump
out at you and yell 'Boo!’, it must be down below,” said Eddie. Butte no
longer told him to shut up; in his eagerness to keep close, he nearly
stumbled against Eddie.

    “Don’t touch me,” Eddie told him, “don’t touch me at all; you could
get surprised and hurt. And watch out you don’t blow your own foot

    off with that cannon. We haven’t seen the entrance hall yet; come
along.”

    Doors set with stained glass divided the central staircase from the
hall. Eddie pushed through. What a ceremonious entrance—'“the ceremony of innocence,” now drowned! There were walnut pillars, and a
marble floor, and the walls were hung with family portraits. “See anybody up there you knew?” Eddie inquired.

    Most of the heavy-framed portraits were of past generations, but
among them were hung three large recent photographs in color. “Keep
the light off them there!” Butte cried in dismay. But Eddie did not
oblige; he merely shifted the big flashlight to his left hand and crossed
himself with his right. These were pictures of the old doctor, his white-
haired wife, and a wide-eyed girl, very pretty, perhaps sixteen. Tomorrow the movers would take these photographs away forever—possibly
to the dump.

    “May the Lord have mercy upon these three slain ones,” said Eddie.
He knelt on the Persian carpet, put his hands together, and began to

  
    P
r
ay-

    “Goddamn you, Monk, come on out o’ here!” Butte was roaring, his
back to the glass doors. But Eddie went on praying, and Butte did not
venture to touch him. “Holy Mary, Mother of God . . Eddie prayed
aloud, ignoring Butte’s flow of obscenities and pleas for action.

    Swiftly, between formal prayers, Eddie thought of how throughout
the land the ceremony of innocence was drowned. The quiet dignity of
this house, profaned by creatures like Butte and Harry, soon was to be
effaced altogether. The life of this house had nurtured generation upon
generation. How he would have liked to enter, invited, at the front
door, Eddie fancied, and be welcomed into such a household as this
had been! These had been good people, he knew, kindly and faithful.
But how they had ended! Yes, “hereafter” was everything: without that
prospect, all life would have been a nasty joke, and men like Butte the
natural lords of life. Yet the Lord is not mocked, and vengeance is His
alone.

    At length Eddie rose, his eyes burning. “March!” he said to Butte. In
the midst of Eddie’s prayers, a sign had been given to him internally,
and now Eddie must drink from his cup. “Get back to that kitchen!”
Butte obeyed.

    Aquiver in the kitchen, entreating rather than commanding, Butte
whispered to him, “For Christsake, git me that bundle quick!” The

    stairs to the cellar led down from the kitchen; by three strong bolts the
cellar door was secured against any intruders who might force the bars
over the cellar windows and come upward—not that such precautions
had availed those murdered diree. Eddie drew
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 hack those bolts, and
motioned to Butte.

    “Go on down there, down to the pit; the money's all yours, with all
the blood on it,” Eddie ordered him.

    Butte was trembling like a man in 
delirium tremens.
 The ghastliness
of this polluted house, weighing heavily upon Eddie, crushed Butte
down; and now Eddie could perceive in this killers hard eyes a consuming dread of his “good buddy." 
‘You
 gotta go down for it,” Butte
contrived to say, staring at Eddie as if he suspected at last what Eddie
had become. Butte raised his automatic in shivering menace. “They
won’t take you, Monk.”

    “No, Butte, anything that’s down there, spooks or devils, can’t take
me, any more than you can.” Butte’s shoes seemed nailed to the floor,
Eddie shifted his position in the oppressive room so that he stood between Butte and the kitchen table, and Butte’s back was to the open
cellar doorway. “But you’re the one who has to go down—down to your
private hell. The wreckers may smash this good old house you polluted,
and fill in the cellar; yet you’ll be there till the end of all things, Butte,
trapped among your own horrors, in a cellar beyond time, in the ash
pit, your Gehenna, screeching. Get down with you!”

    For an instant, only half-comprehending what had been said, Butte
rallied. ‘Tou go to hell, Monk!” He pointed the pistol at Eddie’s heart

    Eddie did not flinch at all. ‘Tou chose the wrong word: you should
have said ‘Purgatory.’ But I’m there already, Butte. Hadn’t you begun
to guess that? Didn’t I look a little funny to you there in the bar, and
here in the hall? I told you I wasn’t paroled or pardoned, and you left
me in no shape to go over the prison wall. No, good buddy, I left that
prison feet first, for the boneyard.”

    The gun fell from Butte’s hand; Butte reached out desperately,
reeling, and grasped a jamb of the cellar door-frame.

    ‘The spook has been beside you all the time.” Eddie moved closer to
the big man. “You’re scared of ghosts, buster: well, look at me.”

    Some appalling change had come over his appearance, Eddie sensed;
but what it was, only Butte’s eyes could see. Butte began to scream at
the top of his lungs. Eddie took one more step toward him, and then
Butte pitched backward down the long cellar stairs, his heavy body
thumping hideously. In the dark at the foot of the stairs, he could not

    be discerned at all. The screeching had ceased. Eddie closed and bolted
the cellar door.

    Before leaving the house, Eddie went back into the entrance hall and
said ailother long prayer—praying even for the soul of Butte, for only
the Lord knows His own mercies. Last of all, he prayed, ‘Torgive me
my transgressions, O Lord of Justice, even as the instrument of Thy
wrath; and at Thy Last Judgment, out of Thy infinite compassion,
remember if Thou wilt that if I did not serve thee in my first state, yet
I served Thee in my latter. O Author of all, Thou who made the shrew
made me, and only Thou knowest why. Thus it was in the beginning,
is now, and ever shall be, world without end, amen.”

    That said, Eddie Mahaffy, Eddie Cain, went out of the house and
sauntered across Lafayette Square in the perilous dark, invulnerable,
wondering when another sign might be given to him. Presently he
began to whistle ‘The Pig Got Up and Slowly Walked Away.” There
are no dead, Saint Augustine of Hippo had written; all souls, all essences, endure forever; but where and in what condition? Aye, there’s
the rub. The first flush of dawn was glowing east of the river. 
“Pax,”
said the Monk, aloud, and strolled obedient in that direction.
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Grant brought out a collection of his psychic detective stories, 
The Chronicles of Lucius Leffing
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  MARIANNE
by Joseph Payne Brennan
The last vacation crowds had left. The concessions were closed. Over a
few of the shuttered stands, tattered plastic pennants still flapped in the
late October wind.
The wind seemed to have taken over. It blew sand along the boardwalk, rattled the padlocked doors of the deserted stands and skipped
away through the dunes, wailing for a season lost
Under a slate-cold sky, a few sea gulls swung over the gray waves,
their harsh mewing cries muted by the dirge of wind.
There was no sense in being there and yet he came, parking in the
empty lot already a half inch deep in swirling sand.
He walked through the rustling dune grass toward the beach, finally
sitting down on the edge of the boardwalk, his feet dangling.
He watched the waves crest in, reach up the sands and foam away to
nothingness. The wind buffeted him, plucked at him, shook the
padlocked doors again, and then swept away toward the dunes, its
mournful sound like a keening of eternal despair.
As he watched the waves, he recalled that it was at precisely this spot
she had gone down, only a few yards out in that waste of gray water.
Gone down and never come back Gone down for what reason he
would never know.
He remembered the crowd gathering on the beach, the lifeguards,
the launching of boats, the arrival of the emergency unit—all in vain.
She had never returned.
Even now she was out there, somewhere, tumbling about in the
black depths—so terribly alone.
The wind rose and the sky darkened. Still he sat there, stark with
grief, an automaton who went through the motions of living.
He got up, finally, and ran to the waters edge
“Marianne!” he shouted. “Marianne!”
The wind snatched the name out of his mouth. His syllables seemed
changed into grains of sand which the wind swept up and scattered
among the dunes.
“Marianne!” he called again, every fiber of his being burning with
anguish and grief.
At length he turned away and started back toward the boardwalk,
dragging his feet through the heavy wet sand.
The wind screamed at him, as if in triumph, or mockery. Or warning.
He was almost out of the wet sand, where the waves curled in, when
something fell on his shoulder.
- A changed and yet strangely familiar voice seemed to chime in his
ear.
“You wanted me, Marcellus?”
He turned. She was there behind him, her eyes glazed slits in a
puffy blue-white face, her hair hanging in brine-encrusted hanks, her
tom lips all but fallen away.
“You wanted me, Marcellus?”
He crumpled there on the sands.
By nightfall the merciful waves had carried him out to sea.
Hugh B. Cave was one of the most popular horror-fiction writers of the
1930s 
with cover status on 
Weird Tales, Strange Tales, Spicy Mystery
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to redirect the talents of this great writer from other pursuits and back to investing his time in the fantasy-horror genre. Here is another dividend from
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FROM THE LOWER DEEP
by Hugh
 B. 
Cave
And in the lowest deep a lower deep,
Still threat’ning to devour me, opens wide
 . . .
—Milton
The water was nearly as high as the island pier, Matthew saw with dismay. "You sure you won’t come with me?” he asked his companion.
Old Dominic wagged his hairless head, scowling fiercely at the half-
drowmed houses on the island. His hand trembled as he tugged a battered watch from his shirt pocket ‘Til give you a couple of hours, Mr.
Greene. Be back for you about eight.”
"It will be dark by then, almost” Besides, Matthew thought, you
won’t come. You have no intention of coming. You’re scared half to
death. "Come on, Dominic If you’re right and no one is here, I’ll need
help getting my things out of the house”
Again the old man shook his head emphatically. “Didn’t say 
no
 one
was here, Mr. Greene. Only said 
most
 everyone had left. There’s still
three or four on the island, unless somethin’ terrible has happened
since this momin’. But 
1
 ain’t stayin’ after what I been hearin’. No, sir!”
Determinedly he swung back to his outboard motor, which he had not
shut off and obviously did not intend to. “See you at eight,” he
repeated in haste, shoving his boat away from the pier. “Luck, Mr.
Greene. You be careful now.”
Despite the feeling of urgency mounting in him, Matthew lingered
on the pier, watching, until the boat was well on its way back across
the lake to what he and his fellow islanders always referred to, with a
smile, as “the mainland.” He was not smiling now. After Kate’s phone
call this morning, and what he had heard in the mainland village after
driving all day from an assignment in Connecticut, he was apprehensive. Unreasonably so, perhaps, for a hard-bitten free-lance photographer who had looked after himself for some thirty adult years—but
still uneasy.
Something,
 damn it, had caused the islanders to flee at daybreak this
morning after a night of near panic. 
Something
 had made old Dominic
Paolo so uneager to come back here in his boat just now that only a
twenty-dollar bill had overcome his reluctance.
He could use a boat of some sort himself, Matthew saw at once on
setting about his business. The slowly rising water had covered this end
of the island, and walking would be unpleasant if not impossible.
There was a small skiff on a low rise of ground just off the pier, by the
Lawton house. The house itself appeared to be deserted.
He turned the skiff over, found a pair of stubby oars under it, and
gratefully dragged it down the other side of the rise into water deep
enough to float it. Gingerly folding himself into the thing, he rowed
out onto a murky flood that gave him the shivers.
What was it Kate had tried to tell him this morning, over the phone?
He still wasn’t sure. Poor Kate had always been excitable and somewhat inarticulate, even before her personal tragedy. This morning she’d
been half out of her wits with fright, and exhausted from a sleepless
night
An 
eanhquake?
 The lake mysteriously rising while water bubbled up
in Brucker’s Cave and flowed out to flood the island? The radio reports
hadn’t mentioned the island, of course. That was of interest only to the
handful of persons who had homes there. But the news people 
had
talked of a sizable quake of longer than the usual “brieF duration and
mentioned the rising of the lake.
What the hell was going on? And what had happened during the
hours of darkness last night, 
after
 the quake, to turn normal apprehension into terror?
He shook his head as he rowed past the island houses. They looked
so bleak and bare with their lawns and gardens under water and only
the structures themselves rising above the restless flood. He hadn’t realized how nearly flat the island was, he thought with a frown. “Hilly
and wooded,” he would have replied yesterday if asked for a description. But it wasn’t, was it? Except for the rocky half-acre that contained
the cave entrance, it was almost entirely flat. As for its being really
wooded, it could boast only a few hundred pines, some thickets of birch
and alder, and a patchwork carpet of blueberry bushes.
Passing within a yard of the Rossitors’ front porch, he looked down
and saw a red bicycle on its side in the murky water. Young Jimmy
Rossi tor’s, he thought. Jimmy and Kate’s boy, Danny, had been pals before the drowning, though Danny had been only visiting the island.
Now Jimmy delivered the papers every day when Dominic brought
them from the mainland, if Dominic felt like bringing them.
A little farther on, he looked down again and saw, again under
water, the row of white painted stones with which Abby Alton had
recently edged her front lawn. Abby seemed to be nowhere about; must
have fled with the others to the mainland. He was mildly surprised.
She was a doughty old soul.
An upstairs window had been left open, he noticed. Well, no one on
the island ever fretted about thieves, and the water surely wouldn’t rise
that high, so there was probably nothing to be concerned about
Then he rowed past Leon Zandor’s house, the newest and of course
the costliest on the island, and saw its owner peering out at him
through the glass of the fancy front door. The bottom inch of the door
and the whole front veranda were under water, and the man’s swarthy
face was taut with annoyance. Nature had no right to treat Leon Zan-
dor this way. Since making pots of money on his latest novel, he was
entitled to special consideration. Didn’t Nature know?
Matthew leaned on his oars while the door opened. “Hello, Leon,”
he said. “Who else is here?”
“Only three others, as far as I know. Tom Smiley, Abby Alton, and
your housekeeper.”
So Abby had 
not
 fled with the others, Matthew thought. “You planning on staying, Leon?”
“I was going to, but the water is still rising. Christ knows what’s
going on. Those fools on the news broadcasts may even know what
they’re talking about for a change, though I was here and didn’t feel
any quake.”
“Kate felt it. Told me so on the phone.”
“Well”—grudgingly—“I suppose it’s possible. I could have been
Or stoned, Matthew thought with a mental shrug. Success to Zandor
meant the right—or maybe the obligation—to consume more and better
booze than lesser men could afford. “What happened here last night to
put the fear of God into everyone?” Zandor was at least intelligent-
give the devil his due—and was the right man to put that question to.
The swarthy man impatiently flapped a hand. “Oh, hell. You know
these people. The water began rising. The night was black as Brucker’s
Cave. Imaginations started working overtime, and some of our weaker
minds claimed they heard things. Before the night was over, the whole
stupid island was in a panic.”
“Heard what?”
“Footsteps, whisperings, all that crap. And said they saw weird shadows prowling about. My God”—Zandor’s laugh boomed out over the
restless water—“if I’d known people were that easy to scare, I’d have
been a producer of horror flicks instead of a hard-working writer.”
“How will you get out of here?”
“My boat is down at my private dock. Tom went down to see if he
can bring it up here. If he can’t, I guess I can walk to it. Can I, do you
think?”
“For a while.” But you’re hardly the type to make the effort,
Matthew thought, and that reflection led to another. Where would he,
Matthew Greene, be if Dominic decided not to come back? But, of
course, he could reach the mainland in this skiff he had borrowed—if
he had to. He could even carry Kate. It would be backbreaking, but he
could manage.
He waved to Zandor—there was no time for more talk—and when
he looked back, the door was closed again. A few minutes later he
rowed the skiff right onto his own front veranda, which was lower than
Zandor’s, and after tying its painter to a post, splashed through the
flood to his own front door.
It opened, and Kate stood there staring at him, her eyes pale glass
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        marbles seeing nothing, her thin thirty-year-old face empty of both
color and expression.
“Kate!” His voice was a whisper. “For God’s sake, what’s wrong'?”
“Hello, Mr. Greene,” she said lifelessly.
“What’s 
wrong
?'
1
 He reached for her hands and studied her face.
Shock, he decided. Maybe not in the physical sense, but her mind was
in shock. With an arm around her thin waist, he drew her toward the
living room, but realized the water was too deep for them to sit there in
comfort. “Come,” he said gently, and walked her upstairs to her own
small bedroom.
She sat on a chair and stared at him again. “Mr. Greene,” she
repeated. The same empty voice.
“It’s all right, Kate. Just tell me what happened.”
“What?”
‘Tell me what 
happened,
 Kate.”
“Oh. Oh my God, Mr. Greene—it’s Abby. She’s dead. Abby Alton is
dead. Something tore her all to pieces.” Her eyes glazed again and she
looked vacantly around the room. 'This is my room, isn’t it? Why am I
here? Who”—as her gaze fastened on Matthew again—“who are you?”
“Kate, it’s Matthew.”
“Who? Well, I’m Kate Dawson. I keep house for Matthew Greene,
the photographer. Do you know him? I’m waiting for him.”
He would have to help her, he saw, and looked anxiously at his
watch. There was time enough. All he had come here for, really, was to
pick up his cameras and some of his recent work. And, of course, to
make sure she was all right
“Kate, this is Matthew Greene.” Leaning forward on his chair, he reassuringly stroked her shoulder, aware for the first time that one sleeve
of her yellow dress was stained with blotches of something dark and
stiff. “This morning you phoned me from the mainland, remember?
You told me about the earthquake and the cave—how the water was
pouring out of Brucker’s Cave. And about the lake’s rising; you told me
about that. Then you paid Dominic Paolo to bring you back here.
Remember?”
She thought about it and nodded.
“All right,” Matthew said. 'What happened after that?”
T—I walked around to see who else was here. Most of the people
had gone over to the mainland but—”
“I know. You told me about that on the phone. All of you left at the
same time, using almost all of the boats.”
“Mr. Zandor was still here, though. And Tom Smiley, who stayed to
help him. And I knew Abby Alton was here because she jeered at us
and called us cowards when we left So after I’d talked to Mr. Zandor
and Tom, who was at Mr. Zander's house, I went on down to see if
Abby was all right." She closed her eyes and made a moaning sound.
“And?" Matthew prompted.
“Oh my God, Mr. Greene. I walked in and called her name, and she
didn’t answer. I went through the house looking for her and found her
on the floor in the kitchen. Oh my God. She was all tom apart and covered with blood . . The voice trailed off again and Kate just sat
there gazing into space the way she had six months ago when told that
her boy was gone.
That awful time came back to Matthew now in all its tragedy while
he waited for her to regain control of her emotions. The lad, Danny,
had gone exploring, as he called it. He was nine years old and only visiting the island—Kate was divorced and the boy lived with his grandmother in Boston. When he failed to return at dark, it was assumed at
once that he had gone into Brucker’s Cave and gotten lost. The cave
was not that big or awesome, actually, but could be confusing to a
stranger, especially a child.
Matthew and Kate had gone to the cave with flashlights, picking up
Tom Smiley on the way, but had failed to find the lad. He had been
there, all right: fresh footprints in some bat guano and some fresh droppings of candle wax on bare stone farther in near The Slit were evidence of that. But he had left.
He could not have wriggled through The Slit, Tom Smiley insisted
when Kate suggested fearfully that he might have, and even put her
mouth close to that far-in opening and called Danny’s name. He might
be a thin youngster, but he was not that thin, Tom said, and pointed
out that no one ever 
had
 succeeded in wriggling through there and, to
be truthful, no one had ever really worked up nerve enough to try. Not
even he, and he knew the cave better than anyone else from collecting
bat guano for his vegetable garden.
“I don’t deny I’ve been curious,’’ Tom said, peering into The Slit and
shaking his head. “It’s my opinion there’s more cave on the other side
of this crack than there is on this side. The bats go through all the
time, clouds of ’em, and I got a hunch there’s tons of guano in there.
Sometimes I’ve smelled it. Smelled 
somethin
’, anyhow, and if it wasn’t
bat droppings, I don’t know what it was.
“But as you can see,’’ Tom went on, “this thing we call The Slit here
ain’t any nice level crack connectin’ this part of the cave with some
other part It slants down real sharp, and there’s just no tellin’ where it
might go—maybe straight down into some God-awful deep hole. I tried
rollin’ a croquet ball through it one time, but it got stuck, I guess. I
never heard it drop—no splash of water or nothin’. Just thought I
heard some strange 
live
 sounds for a minute, like I’d poked a stick into
some animal’s den. Mrs. Dawson, your boy never squeezed himself
through here. You can count on it”
Danny had left the cave and gone swimming, then, it was decided.
Or perhaps he had taken a boat. There were many small boats along
the island shore, and no one ever bothered securing them. But though
the search party walked right around the island, calling out the boy’s
name, there was no response.
All through the night the search continued, with most of the
islanders taking part People in boats covered the lake while others
walked every inch of the island itself. Even parts of the mainland were
searched, and inquiries made in the village over there. But Kate’s son
had vanished
“Drowned,” Tom Smiley declared with a shake of his head, and the
others—even Kate—were at last forced to agree. “This is a tricky lake,”
Tom said “Lots of springs where you least expect ’em, icy cold when
you swim into ’em. Lots of queer currents. You ask me, Brucker’s Cave
runs under some of it, bigger’n most people think, and there may be
underground streams and things. It wouldn’t surprise me if we never
recovered the boy’s body.”
They never had. And Kate had not recovered from the shock for
weeks. And now again she was in a state of extreme emotional turmoil,
poor soul.
“I don’t understand what you’re telling me,” Matthew said gently.
“Abby was tom apart, you say?”
“Like—like some wild animal had been eating her,” Kate whispered
“I couldn’t touch her, Mr. Greene. 
1
 just turned and ran. But then
w
7
hen 
1
 got back here, I thought, ‘No one is going to believe you, Kate
Dawson.’ So 
1
 took that camera you gave me last year and went back
there to get a picture. And—and—”
Her eyes became glassy again. Her mouth fell slack. “That’s all I can
remember, Mr. Greene. I walked into Abby’s kitchen with the camera,
and—and—” She covered her face with her hands. “I don’t know any
more, Mr. Greene. I just don’t know.”
Again Matthew looked at his watch. There was time—there had to
be time—for him to investigate. Besides, the worst was over, he felt.
The water could not be rising as rapidly as it had been.
<f
Wait here, Kate; I won’t be long. While I’m gone, get my cameras
and the folio I’ve been working on.” Pressing her shoulder, he hurried
out of the room and down the stairs. The water in the hall was not too
much deeper, he decided as he splashed out to the veranda and untied
the skiff.
The light was fading. Though less restless now, the flood that covered the land was darker and seemed more sinister. He rowed hard,
watching the roiled water fan out behind the boat. What could have
happened to Abby Alton? Had she drowned somehow? But even if she
had, what kind of animal here on the island would attack a dead body?
He could not make out the white stones edging her lawm now; the
water was too dark. Rowing to her veranda, he tied the boat and waded
into the house just as Kate must have done. No . . . Kate had not had
to wade, he thought. She had come this morning before the water was
high. Had found Abby on the kitchen floor.
He knew the house. He and Abby had been good enough friends to
have called on each other often. He splashed through the flooded
downstairs hall to the kitchen and halted there, gripping the back of a
chair as he looked about. There was no body on the floor, only water a
foot or more deep. As for the blood Kate had talked about, the water
did seem dark in places, but that could be because of the changing
light from the windows and the shadows of things in the room.
He let go the chair and walked about in search of something to lend
credence to Kate’s wild tale. Not until he was turning to depart, half
convinced the tale was no more than a product of an unstable mind,
did he step on something, look down, and feel every muscle in his body
tauten.
He was looking down through twelve inches of darkish water at part
of a pale human hand to which two fingers were still attached. On one
of the fingers was a gold ring with a turquoise stone that he recognized.
“Pretty, isn’t it? I bought it in Mexico when I was a mere child.” He
could almost hear Abby Alton saying the words, and see her holding
that hand up in front of her small, lively face, turning her wrist so the
ring would catch the light while she happily admired it.
Shaking, he slowly bent down to pluck the grisly thing from the
water, but found he could not. Backing away, he finally turned and
stumbled out to the veranda.
He must warn Zandor, he told himself. And Tom Smiley. Some-
thing was loose on the island. As he pulled on the oars he looked at his
watch yet again. Darkness seemed to have come quickly, but no—he
had spent more time at Abby’s house than he had planned to spend,
and now must hurry. Warn Zandor and Tom, then get back to his own
house as quickly as possible, to pick up Kate. If Dominic arrived at the
pier and found no one there, he would not wait He was a cantankerous old devil.
“Leon!” He finished tying the skiff and sent water splashing half the
length of Zandor’s veranda as he lurched to the door. It was not locked.
“You here, Leon? Its Matthew!” Without waiting, he flung the door
wide.
Getting no answer, he stepped inside.
Dark. The damned house was dark as a pit, for all its expensive furnishings. Why hadn’t Zandor turned his lights on? He’d spent enough
for his fancy power plant with its automatic control. Had he and Tom
already left?
Angered by the need to waste precious time being a good neighbor,
Matthew strode through the gloomy rooms. In the dark he stumbled
against chairs and tables, had to grope for doorways he was only halffamiliar with.
When he reached the threshold of Zandor s elegant study, though,
an alien sound stopped him. At once, abruptly, the sound stopped, too.
But he had heard it.
At the far end of the room stood the huge walnut desk of which the
writer was so proud. Behind that were French windows opening on the
now-flooded yard. Between desk and windows something had been
Yes, feeding. An animal of some kind, breathing noisily in a wet,
bubbly way while sucking and tearing at its prey. More than one such
animal, perhaps.
The silence now was deafening.
Matthew overcame a desire to cry out and took an irresolute step forward, straining to see in the dark. Why in God’s name hadn’t he
foreseen how long this business would take and snatched up a
flashlight before leaving home? The breathing sound began again. A
dark shape, ill defined, came twisting out from behind the desk and
seemed to study him as it halted. Others came in its wake, stopping the
same way as though deciding what to do about his intrusion. Shapes—
that was all they were. Big blobs of darkness, though in some mindwarping way their indistinct outlines suggested the forms of monstrous
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        frogs. A kind of whispering came from their midst, seemingly angry
and menacing. There was a smell that offended.
Breaking the spell, Matthew stumbled backward over the threshold,
then turned and ran.
He was hardly in control of his actions after that. The skiff was there
on the veranda. He flung himself into it and snatched up the oars, then
had to drop them because he had neglected to untie the rope. His
breathing was hard and loud, but still not loud enough to drown out
unmistakable sounds of pursuit that kept him on the verge of panic.
The boat almost turned over when he frantically pulled on the oars.
On the way back to his own house he knew the things from Zandor s
study were following. He could not see them, but there were splashing
sounds and a kind of talk in the dark behind him. More now than the
whisperings he had heard in the study. A kind of snuffling 
communication.
Terrified by it—by the suspicion they could overtake him with ease
if they wished to—he twice blundered into unseen floating things that
almost caused the skiff to founder. Once he even took a wrong turn.
But then he saw a welcoming glow in the window of Kate’s bedroom
and began to hope again that he would get there. Unlike Zandor he
did not have a power plant, but Kate, thank God, had recovered
enough to light lamps.
He tied the boat again—now, more than ever, he must make certain
it did not drift away!—and stumbled up the stairs calling Kates name.
The door of her room opened as he reached for it. Standing there with
a small canvas suitcase in her hand—it contained his cameras and folio,
he supposed—she sobbed with relief at sight of him.
He snatched the bag. “Come on! Hurry!” Going down the stairs he
pulled her after him, then caught her around the waist when she stumbled at the bottom, and all but carried her to the veranda. As he helped
her into the skiff and got it untied, he heard the sounds in the darkness
again.
“Hold tight! They may try to tip us over!” His chest ached as he
strained at the oars, but the effort was a good thing. A hulking black
shape lunged at them through the dark and almost caught them—
would
 have caught them had he not been rowing so desperately. There
was a sudden change in the voices. The snuffling became a snarling
chorus, angry and quarrelsome. The darkness on both sides of the
lurching boat filled with splashings and heavy movement.
With arms and thighs now as tortured as his chest, Matthew forced
himself to the limit of endurance, while Kate clung to the sides of the
craft and fought to keep her balance. And then the island houses were
behind them; they were past the shore, past where the pier had been,
and facing the long journey across the dark lake to the mainland.
I can't do it, .Matthew thought. I’ll try, but I can’t do it
From the darkness ahead came the mutter of Dominic Paolo’s outboard, as if in answer.
A week passed before he opened the canvas case in which Kate had
hastily packed his cameras. They were unharmed, he saw with gratitude. Perhaps it was not much to be thankful for with Abby Alton,
Leon Zander, and Tom Smiley dead in such a ghastly way. (Fragments
of Tom’s body and shreds of his clothing had been found aboard Zan-
dor’s boat.) Still, it was something.
Kate had put her own camera into the case as well, he discovered.
Poor Kate. She was in Boston now, at her mother’s, and would probably never return. He would send the camera to her when he sent her
things. But that would have to wait, for the island had been declared
out of bounds until the investigation could be completed. He himself
was living at the mainland home of a photographer friend, impatiently
awaiting permission to return to the island to start repairing his house
there.
The lake had subsided, as had the water in the cave. What remained
of the victims had been brought over to the mainland for burial. Expert
speleologists exploring the cave had discovered—or so it was rumored—
that the fissure known as The Slit had been widened by the quake, and
there was a larger, much deeper labyrinth beyond that awaited investigation.
Would they find anything when they explored it) Or would its inhabitants simply retreat into some lower darkness where humans could
not follow?
There -was a film in Kate’s camera, he discovered. Developing it in
his host’s darkroom, he found it contained one picture. The negative
was too small to reveal much, so he made an enlargement. Then, studying the blowup, he asked himself what in God’s name he ought to do
with it.
It was not a good picture. In her terror, Kate obviously had failed not
only to focus properly, but to hold the camera steady as well. She did
not even remember taking this picture, Matthew recalled. All she knew
was that after finding Abby Alton’s body “tom apart and covered with
blood/’ she had first fled in horror, then forced herself to go back with
the camera because she felt no one would believe her.
What she had encountered on returning with the camera had been
too horrible for her mind to hold.
He could understand that In the -picture, Abby Alton’s partly
devoured body lay on the kitchen floor with five bloated figures squatting around it. Four were alien blobs of blackness like those from
which Kate and he had fled for their lives. Even with a magnifying
glass, he could make out no faces where faces ought to be—only grotesque openings that might be mouths.
The fifth figure must have lifted its head to look at Kate when she
intruded. Smaller than the others though no less bloated, this one was
pale in color—almost white, in fact—and had a recognizable shape. 
Its
face, fouled by the unholy feast, was that of a nine-year-old boy.
Charles L. Grant won the highest possible acclaim from his peers when they
gave him their prestigious Nebula award (Best Short Fiction, 1976). He
has also earned Hugo, World Fantasy, and other Nebula award nominations. I would like to consider his Doubleday 
Shadows
 anthology-series a
companion undertaking with 
Whispers
 rather than a competition. Good
friend Charlie tried to crack 
Whispers
 magazine a couple of times before
succeeding, but his initial failures were due to my being more critical of my
friends' works. “The Fourth Musketeer"’ was the first sale Charlie made to
me and appears here as an original publication. It shows the power and
crispness that will continue to keep Charles L. Grant at the top of the field.
THE FOURTH MUSKETEER
by Charles 
L. Grant
Everett Templar paused uncertainly in front of the open park gates and
shifted his suitcase from left hand to right Suddenly weightless, his
fingers seemed unable to straighten, remained in a parody of claws
until he rubbed them vigorously against his side to stave off the cramps
he felt throbbing at the joints. His right shoulder dipped under pressure of the new weight, and he sighed, shook his head, and wished he
were younger.
I shouldn’t have brought so much stuff, he thought There’s plenty
of money—I could have bought new things.
Yet the long ride on the bus had made him ill (he’d sat alone in the
back, in the dark, and his hands would, not stop trembling), and the
fresh, rain-washed air was supposed to have setded the queasy uncertainty in his already roiled stomach (he had stumbled in his haste to
get off, whirled about to curse the driver, but the bus had gone, its
taillights winking). In his anger he had walked. And when the anger
faded, he was shocked to realize how tired he was, and more than
slightly nervous at the not-quite-spinning dizziness that warned him he
was out of breath. He had stopped smoking years ago. His lungs should
have been cleared. Yet his mouth stayed open to gulp the night air, and
perspiration crawled coldly at the edges of his hair.
Perhaps, he thought, I’ve been too hasty.
To his right, in the center of the double-length block, was a clearly
marked bus stop beneath a sputtering mercury arc; but the memory of
exhaust and oil and gasoline fumes, the digs of cracked leather and
smears of grime on the windows made him swallow heavily and he returned his gaze to the Hawthorne Street park, and the chipped brick
wall whose height increased in the shadows of the trees that lined the
curb, the trees inside with no stars or moon to give them form.
The street behind him was empty, and blacker under the rainbow
film of a warm recent rain. The apartments that lined the opposite sidewalk were dark and made darker by the curtains and shades that
blinded their lights. Yet, though the night was spring-warm, no one
squatted on the stoops to gossip or to sleep. There were no cars at the
curb. No night-brave children or evening-shabby men stood near the
mouths of the too-deep alleys. No dogs or cats rooted in the garbage or
prowled the gutter. There was no wind, and the leaves were still; the
streetlamps were dreary without dancing shadows.
A blinking red light forlorn on the comer.
He shivered and tightened his grip on the suitcase’s damp plastic
handle. He had never intended to come to this place—at least not consciously—but now he was tired, too tired to think about all the reasons
that had resulted in his leaving. He was afraid they would seem
foolish, and he knew that they weren’t.
A last look behind him, and he stepped through the gate, down two
hidden steps he nearly stumbled over and onto a tarmac path that immediately became serpentine and scattered the sense of direction he
had left. It had been years since he’d traveled so far from home, a century or more since he’d returned to Hawthorne Street and the park
where he’d grown out of his daydreams. But he sensed that beyond the
trees and the shrubs, around a sharp corner and over a slight rise was a
pond, blue even at night, where families of black-masked swans and
glittering drakes with drab mates skated with their young, oblivious
and proud. And beyond that, not much farther, a ballfield more dust
than grass, more stones than dirt.
Pools of mist scattered at his feet.
He glanced around him slowly, searching for signs of age in a place
that had no age, that had no dying. And frowned slightly. There had
never been anything wrong with his memory, but there was something
about the park now that didn’t seem right He coughed and managed a
weak grin.
“So this is where one goes when one runs away/’ he said. And he
relaxed almost at once at the sound of his rasping voice, a tangible
thing that helped keep back the dark, “And you know that’s ridiculous,
Ev, and you’re being damned silly. A forty-year-old man does not run
away like some red-eyed kid who’s had a licking from his father. A man
escapes.
 There’s a difference.” His grin became self-conscious, and he
looked back over his shoulder to see if anyone following had overheard
him.
And at that moment understood that from the moment he’d left the
bus he had not heard a sound. Not the doors hissing shut nor the
release of the brakes, not the wind, not his footfalls, not the scrape of
his lungs.
The grin faded.
He whistled, listened for echoes and heard none, began moving
quickly along the path until the suitcase rubbed painfully against his
leg and he slowed.
No hurry, he thought; all the time in the world.
He stopped, then, just beyond a slash of harsh white blanketing a
wooden bench flanked by a tall wire basket and a concrete drinking
fountain. Behind it the lamppost, the bulb buried in foliage. He
shrugged and, blinking against the glare, sat down, his back straight,
hands folded loosely in his lap, the suitcase nestled protectively between his legs. He blinked and drew a deep breath, dismissing a notion
that the street and the park and . . . something else had changed.
It 
was
 all the same, he told himself sternly. His memory was perfect;
it 
was
 all the same.
Another deep breath. He calmed and leaned back.
“Proud of you, boy,” he told the shadow at his feet.
After a suburban eternity of glum bankers’ mortgages, car payments,
and catering to a house he didn’t like; of subscribing to friends’ and
neighbors’ magazines; of watching three hours-plus of television each
night, seeing two-and-a-fraction movies each month, reading three-
quarters and then some of a book each week; of buying gray suits and
brown suits, plaid bermuda shorts and pastel knee-socks, snap-brim hats
and rolled black umbrellas, galoshes with buckles and a tan raincoat
with detachable fur collar; after living four decades while the world
slid to hell ... he had escaped. No question about it.
He smiled, stretched, and rested his arms along the back of the
bench. He wore a blue six-button blazer over a lighter blue turtleneck
that outlined his chest; his trousers were pegged, his shoes pointed, his
socks black and thin and rose to his knees.
He was forty years old, had escaped, and was proud.
Six months on the road.
Lord, he thought, it feels so good.
Especially when he himself had initiated the change, born the afternoon he’d been in his office and Sloan had come to the door, his
weaseled face twisting in distaste at his task, obviously afraid that
Everett would leave him and the firm and head somewhere else.
“Hey there, Ev,” he’d said lightly and false, “you on strike against
the barbers again this month?”
“What’s the matter, Sloan? You don’t like my coif?” His dark hair
was gleaming, thick and long, and his sideburns were advancing in
points toward his jaw.
“Well, no, not exactly, Ev. But, you know how it is—the guys upstairs—we kind of think you’re sort of overdoing it a little, you know?
For the image, I mean, the company and all that. Naturally, we all
think you look great and all, but a bank’s . . . well, let’s face it, Ev, our
clients, the biggest ones, they’re kind of old-fashioned—you know what
I mean?”
Ev remembered leaning forward and glaring. “What clients do I see
in this miserable place, Sloan? I’m not the man for the public around
here, and you know it. There’s nobody back here but those bubbleheaded secretaries and an occasional—very occasional—vice-president”
Sloan had squirmed uncomfortably. “Yes, Ev, I see, but—”
Ev rose and slammed a palm on his desk. “Sloan, I get the impression
you’re trying to threaten me,”
“Ridiculous, Ev, I’m—”
“You’re trying to tell me how to dress so I won’t rock the corporate
boat.”
“No, Ev!”
‘Well, I’ve had it. Period. Twenty years in this place, and this is
what I get, right? Screwed, right? Shove it, Sloan. Take this desk and
. . . shove it.”
He’d seen it coming for months—from the time they’d moved his
office from the twentieth floor to the fifth, from the luncheons he
wasn’t invited to, from the looks on the girls he was forced to draw
from the secretarial pool. He had seen it coming, and he was proud
he’d been able to make the first move.
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        Everett, you look like a beatnik with all that hair.
Hippie, 1 think the term is, Mr. Sloan.
Hippie, schmippie, you look terrible. You’re too thin for that
kind of crap, Everett. Get it cut, please
. 
Look normal for a change.
But I—
And the word is your neighbors are complaining about the
music you play at all hours. Hardly good for the image, is it?
But Mr. Sloan, I’m—
Everett, you’re forty years old, right? You’re not twenty anymore. And if you don’t mind me saying so, if this is any indication,
I’m beginning to see why you and Samantha don’t get along these
days.
Mr. Sloan, really!
I’m sorry, Everett, that was uncalled for. But I do have to keep
an eye on my people, you know. That means you. I’m fond of you,
Everett, you know that, and I’m only trying to keep you from making a serious mistake with all this . . . hippie crap. Look, why
don’t you take the afternoon off? It’s a slow day, nobody’ll miss
you. And do me a favor and get a haircut. You look like a stray
dog, for crying out loud.
Proud. Of course, he had to admit to a moments anxiety when he’d
first left the house (Samantha had been at a meeting, or out with the
girls, or at a concert, or . . .) when he’d asked himself if he was sure
he knew what he was doing.
Escaping, he’d told himself. Damn it, I’m escaping.
To where he had no idea, but that hadn’t been, wasn’t, isn’t the
point. He had run ... he scowled. No, he had 
not
 run; he had calmly,
in full possession of his faculties, walked to the nearest bus station, had
purchased his ticket and had ridden. Had ridden. Until, six months
later (he 
thought
 it was six months, maybe only four . . . two . . .),
he’d panicked when he’d awakened from a doze and discovered himself
the only passenger. But it was late, too late for company, and when
he’d seen the markings for Hawthorne Street he’d almost wept at the
memories of the days that had been.
He sniffed and wiped a hand under his nose. Beyond the haze of the
park light there was nothing, and he had to imagine the trees that
billowed blackly into black, seeing only a few spider-leg branches groping overhead. He snapped his fingers and hummed a private melody,
pleased with the noise and glad there were no echoes.
A policeman approached, paused, passed, and vanished.
He grinned and hummed again.
Credit yourself, boy, where credit is due, he thought You’ve done
the impossible; you’ve gotten away. From Sloan and the firm . . , and
from Samantha with her witch grins and bitch whims, the godawful
gossip and the snide little lashings. Once, during an argument just like
all the others over the past five years, she’d called him a Clark Kent
with nothing under his suit but flab and skin.
But was she instead brighter than he’d remembered, wittily caustic
and much truer to what was than he had ever been?
An emptiness swirled momentarily. He blinked rapidly and it
cleared, and he was grinning again.
A woman click-heeled through his light, glancing once at him and
continuing without pausing, deeper into the park.
“Good evening” he called, deliberately lowering his voice to a basso.
Gone in the shadows less than a moment, she returned and sat by
him. Blond hair to her shoulders, green eyes and red lips.
“Lovely evening,” he said softly, aware she was close enough to
touch his outstretched arm.
“Very,” she said, and moistened her lips with a flash of her tongue.
She sidled closer, and again, and he could feel the heat of her thigh almost pressing to his; and as she turned just enough toward him, the
gende shove of her breast against his left side. He smiled confidendy as
she leaned into him and whispered between tiny kisses an address, and
a promise, and the address again.
Then she was gone. And he was proud of himself.
You’ve done it again, you sly old boy.
“Evening,” he said, and quickly cleared his throat into a fist, embarrassed at the falsetto that cracked into his voice
.
She looked, she nodded, and she key>t on walking.
He waited, his throat ready, but she didn’t return.
Waited until he knew, and he sighed.
Proud. He was proud. And he wondered aloud if the Count of
Monte Cristo had experienced the same euphoria after he’d escaped
from the misery of his cell. The Count of Monte Cristo. My God, he
thought, imagine remembering that And the Three Musketeers, by
God. Porthos, Aramis, and D’Artagnan.
He frowned and put a finger to his temple, Porthos . . . somehow
he knew there was a fourth one there somewhere. A fourth one
named . . .
“No. My memory is perfect/’
But it was exhilarating to be back in the park again, to let those
memories of childhood keep back the dark. He snapped his fingers once
and stared up at the night sky, knowing full well that a man never gets
a more firm grip on his identity than the grip he has on the life of his
past. That, he told himself, is something I should have said to Sam
when she bitched about my trains. A man’s past 
is
 his present, and his
hold on what’s to come.
He crossed his legs, rubbed his jaw, picked a point in the darkness to
address his past. “So let me see what I’ve got, then,” he said with a
grin. “Captain Marvel, old Billy Whatshisname, right? The Golden
Arrow and his magic cave. The Hardy Brothers . . . Boys? Brothers.
Those crazy Bobbsey Twins . . . no, Family. Tarzan. Buck Rogers.
Swiss Family Robinson.” He paused. Suddenly cold. “Porthos, Aramis
. . . there 
were
 three, weren’t there?”
The cold became heat.
Hawthorne Street. Behind the park was the river, and in the river he
had spent too many summer afternoons looking for frogs and crayfish
and sunnies, getting too sunburned, eating too much candy; swimming
naked with his friends underneath the railroad bridge that had been
tom down to make way . . . had been tom down ... or had the highway overpass been built parallel to it. No, it had been tom down. On
Hawthorne Street.
Silence sifted through the trees above the light.
How much did he really remember, then, and how much had he
convinced himself that he remembered?
Swimming in the river, Sloan and the firing, Captain Marvel and
the streets of Johnny Dollar, Samantha and her . . . Sloan . . .
Porthos, Aramis, and . . .
A firm grip, he ordered; damn it, keep a firm grip!
How many days had it been since he’d run.
He wondered perhaps he should have told someone he’d gone.
Gone . . . where?
He straightened, stood, kicked aside the suitcase when it threatened
to topple him and moved to the center of the path. He was being
foolish now, panicking himself for no good reason. A hand dipped into
a hip pocket, and he mopped at his cheeks, his forehead, his neck.
Home, station, bus . . . park. No problem at all. He leaned forward
slightly, staring past the light Right over there, just before the hill, was
the ballfield where, when he was ten, he had fallen on a rock chasing a
grounder, and he’d waited too long in getting it seen to, so long in fact
that now he had a scar just above his right (left?) knee He twisted on
his heels. And over there was the playground where he had met Irene
. . . 
Samantha
 when they’d been in their teens; and a few yards from
that was the pond with the geese where he had proposed.
No, he knew where he was. He knew exactly where he was. He had
the firm grip, and that was all that mattered. The firm grip that eventually had transformed him into an entirely new man; one-hundred-and-
eighty beautiful degrees from the old yessir and nosir and don’t get involved Mister Everett Templar of Hawthorne Street Pride for the first
time in years. And proud men don’t run.
Proud men declaim.
He laughed. A small girlish giggle at first that gathered force at its
own sound and exploded from thin lips, and he set his fists to his hips
and rolled back his head, laughing and crying and making his challenge. A new man he was; and damn it, he thought, somebody should
know it!
The grin was slow in spreading, his eyes squinting in turn. Quickly,
as he thought it, he grabbed for the suitcase and ran back along the
path. The suitcase was lighter. The tarmac less black.
“Tell them,” he whispered, ‘let them beg me, 
heg me
, so I can spit in
their eye . . . and leave them again. Did it once, by God. I can do it
again. Now I can. I can do it again.”
The street was deserted. The houses opposite just as dark, just as
large. The amber warning light still winked over the intersection, and
the rustle of dry leaves was lost in his footsteps.
At the far side of the bus stop was a glass-walled telephone booth, its
ceiling light glowing a soft summer white. He leaned against the metal-
rimmed door and ignored the perspiration icing down his chest, his
back, his thighs and his arms. He rubbed his palms together to friction
himself heat, then winced and blew on them quickly, shook them and
scowled.
A firm grip, he told himself. Remember old Porthos. Remember his
pals. Aramis and , . .
A . . . firm grip.
He pushed into the booth, trying not to pay attention to the cold
draft at his ankles, at the choking his shirt began at his throat He was
convinced, as he fumbled for a dime in his pocket, that this was the
best idea he had had in several years. Flaunt what he was; it was the
only way to reach them. Let them know in their worry that he was in
control. Tell them about Marvel and Arrow and Dollar. Let them
squirm.
He dialed.
Let them beg.
He waited.
Let them—
“Hello?”
Oh my God, he thought; it’s the old bitch herself.
“Hello?”
His lips went dry. He looked over his shoulder at the park wall, at
the shadow of the booth. The shadow of the booth . . .
“Damn it, is anyone there?”
“Hello, Samantha dear, you’ll never guess who this is.”
“Hello? Who is this, please?”
“Why, Samantha, you amaze me. It’s your darling lost husband.” His
voice hardened. “And I just wanted to tell you—”
“Who 
is
 this?”
“Confound it, Sam, cut it out! It’s me, Everett. I . . . well, I thought
you might be worried about me going so quickly and all and without
saying anything, so I—”
“Look, I haven’t got all night. Who is this?”
“—just wanted you to know that I’ll be home in a few hours.
There’re a few things, Sam, that we have to get straight before I take
off again.”
“Hello?”
Frustration made his eyes close tightly, his breath catch in his lungs.
He sagged against the wall, his forehead to the glass.
“Samantha my dear—”
He opened his eyes.
The shadow of the booth.
“Hello?”
It was empty.
As we go to press, Ray Russell’s most recent novel, 
Incubus
 (Morrow,
1976
), has gone through five mountainous printings in its Dell edition,
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    GHOST OF A CHANCE

    by Ray Russell

    “Ghosts!” said Melville Stone, and snorted scornfully. “If that is why
you invited yourself to my home, then you can invite yourself right out
again.”

    “Please listen to me,” said Austin Wade. “For years, you have
mocked and'belittled me, ridiculed my work—”

    “Work—is that what you call it? Superstitious humbug! Of course
I’ve ridiculed it.”

    “But it’s not superstitious, Stone. Nor is it necessarily what is known
as supernatural.’ Call it preternatural, paranatural—”

    “Semantics.”

    “But ghosts exist! Determined personal energy, persisting after physical death. Measurable, visible, audible. 
Not
 occult—scientific.”

    “I’ve heard all this nonsense before.”

    “But if I show you proof?”

    “I know your kind of proof—doctored photographs, affidavits from
charlatans and psychotics—”

    “No.” Wade leaned forward, eyes feverish and ablaze. 
“Proof.
 I will
produce a ghost, here in your house, tonight!”

    “Poppycock. I won’t allow any kind of seance or other tomfoolery—”

    ‘"Nothing like that I didn’t say I’d invoke a ghost, call up one from
beyond the vale. I said I’d produce 
one—make
 one.”

    “Ah. Then you admit these ‘phenomena’ of yours are manufactured!”

    “I admit nothing of the sort, you blind fool. I will make a ghost in
he only way a ghost 
can
 be made—by the sudden termination of a life,
the violent death of a man in his prime, cut off with things left
unfinished—”

    And he pulled from his pocket a glistening, very black revolver.

    Stone went pale. “Wade! You hate me, I know that—but mur*
der? . .

    “I don’t hate you, Stone. I hate your narrowness, your rigidity, your
smug faith in the stupidity you call science, your refusal to open your
eyes, open your mind—your stuffy, airless, pitiful excuse for a mind!”

    “Don’t, Wade! Don’t kill me!”

    “Kill you? What good would that do? I am going to kill myself—and
when my ghost returns to haunt you, 
then
 you will have your proof!”
Wade lifted the revolver to his own temple.

    “You’re insane!”

    “Semantics.”

    “You’re bluffing!”

    "Am I?”

    The blast of the revolver was deafening. Wade fell to the floor, dead.

    There was no trouble with the police. Stone phoned them immediately, there were a few questions, a few formalities, but Stone was a
sober pillar of the community, Wade had been a notorious crackpot,
and there was little reason to doubt suicide.

    Somewhat later, Stone retired to his bedroom, undressed, and got
into bed. As he turned off the light, he saw, in a comer near the closet,
a glowing presence, silvery white, in the definite shape of a man. The
face was Wade’s.

    The apparition spoke, in an eerie voice that came as if from vast distances: “Stone . . the voice keened. “Melville Stone . . . it is I . . .
Austin Wade , . . now even 
you
 must believe!”

    Stone smiled sourly. “Clever,” he muttered to himself, and leaped
out of bed. “Some kind of film projection and recording, set off by a
timing device. Wonder how he managed to get it in here? The ingenuity of a madman.” He threw open the closet, searched it, ransacked the
bedroom, but found no film equipment.

    And still the Wade-like figure flickered and moaned. “Not . . . trick
. . . true ghost . . . must 
believe!
 . .

    Stone looked squarely at the thing and scratched his head. ‘‘Remarkable,” he said.

    “Then you . . . believe ... at last! . . .”

    “Truly remarkable—it even ‘answers’ me, so to speak. What a curious mechanism the human brain is!”

    'Yes
 . . .” said the presence, triumphantly. “Power of brain ... to
persist . . . after death 
...”

    Stone chuckled. “Beautiful. A full-scale hallucination—audiovisual-
concocted by my own brain. Out of shock, and a bit of guilt over poor
Wade, I suppose.” He shook his head and smiled.

    As he climbed back into bed and sank into untroubled sleep, the
shade of Wade departed in despair, knowing that he had thrown away
his life for nothing, realizing too late that against the barricaded citadel
of a closed mind, he had never had a ghost of a chance.

    Carl Jacobi’s classic Arkham House collections 
Revelations in Black
 and
Portraits in Moonlight
 have deservedly been reprinted during the past few
years both here and overseas. Clifford Simak states Carl’s writings are
“unique” and that by reading Jacobi’s works one is “caught up in a special
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accident 
Qnot
 the stroke some have reported) several years back which has
hampered him greatly. That was why I was especially pleased to see “The
Elcar Special” driving this great once more to his rightful position at the top
of the field.

  
    THE ELCAR SPECIAL

    by Carl Jacobi

    I had been looking for a job for more than a year and not until last
week did I find anything I really liked. I wasn’t much for working at
all, not full time anyway, but Ma said she wouldn’t buy me any more
cigarettes or beer. She said I was old enough to shift for myself. I’m
thirty-two.

    I tried a car wash, but that’s a lousy job. You work your tail off for a
few hours and then you sit around with nothing to do. I drove a delivery truck, but I ran into a big semi, and the boss said I was irresponsible and fired me. And I did other things, like fry cook, clean-up
man in a shoe factory. But not until last week did I find something I
liked.

    I don’t know what my job title is, but I suppose you could call me a
general maintenance man. I work for a one-man business, Vintage
Cars, down on South Brotura. The place is a converted warehouse,
with all the partitions taken out, and all that’s in it are cars.

    The damnedest cars you ever saw. Some of them are forty or fifty
years old and have names I never even heard of, like: Jordon, Moon,

    Case, Jewett, Graham Paige, Durant, and Rickenbacker. The place is
owned by a Mr. Harry Dumont He’s a nice old guy, with white hair
and thick glasses. I don’t know what his nationality is, but he speaks
with an accent

    He collects these cars. He says he rents them to movie studios and
other places, but since I’ve been there, he hasn’t rented any. My job is
easy. All I have to do is make the rounds each day, wash and polish the
cars, even if they’re not dirty, change the oil—sometimes the oil is practically new, but he insists I change it anyway—keep the tires inflated
and drive some of those old heaps a few miles every now and then, just
so, as Mr. Dumont says, they won’t get stiff. The way he watches over
those cars, you’d think they were made of gold.

    ‘This is an Elcar Special,” he said to me the other day. "It was originally custom built for Lillian Boyer, a female daredevil of the twenties.
At seventy miles an hour, in a white suit and white helmet, she would
stand on the hood and grab a rope ladder dangling from a plane as it
swooped down over the car and then climb up. I saw her do it. It was a
thriller. And that car was something to see as it roared down the track.

    "I got the car from the estate of a Dr. Stephen Lenier, a New York
psychiatrist who got it from the Boyer woman when she finally gave
up her stunt exhibitions. Lenier brought it back to the States from Martinique where he lived many years. Incidentally, he was married to a
native woman he met in Martinique, and there were a lot of ugly stories circulated about her. It was said she had never discarded her native
ways but practiced 
obeah
 in their island home, Lenier may have been a
psychiatrist, but in some respects—temper, for one thing—he was almost as psychotic as his patients. His wife’s obsession with what he
regarded as a lot of West Indian mumbo-jumbo finally set him off, and
one day, completely fed up with her outr6 ways, he simply did away
with her—ran her against a stone wall with this very car, in fact. Anyway, that’s the story that made the rounds. No one was able to prove it
But you can see why it makes the car even more valuable to me.”

    I didn’t see anything about that car. It w^as even shabbier than some
of the others, with dents, rusted-out spots, and worn upholstery. But, as
Mr. Dumont said, 
k
 was his favorite, and he kept it in a separate bay of
the warehouse.

    Of course I know now that collecting and renovating old cars is a
hobby with a lot of people. I know the fad has clubs all across the
country, and some of the members are pretty sharp about fixing them
and getting them to run again. Every now and then you see two or

    three of these old jalopies on the street, and every parade and convention brings out more. There are pictures and diagrams of engine replacements and chassis structures in newspapers and magazines. What
got me in the beginning, I suppose, was the sight of so many under one
roof.

    Most of those in the Dumont warehouse dated to the late twenties
and middle thirties. A few were older, built shortly after the turn of the
century. One thing was certain, however: the Elcar Special was in a
class by itself.

    The moment I first got the opportunity to drive that car I sensed a
strange quality about it. It wasn’t the way the shift moved or the motor
responded. Those are things I could understand. No, it was something
not quite describable. At first I was driving a fifty-year-old car that
belonged to a period before I was bom. But then slowly, gradually, as
the ancient engine banged away in front of me and the wind sang its
aeolian song over the windshield, the impression came that I was not
alone in the car. It seemed that another person, invisible, sat there beside me, and that he was passing on to me all the power and strength of
a second personality. Does that sound crazy? I suppose it does. But the
sensation was overpowering. I felt like a king. When I got back to the
warehouse I was suddenly depressed as if something had gone out of
my life.

    Every few days Mr. Dumont would get another car. Where he got
the money to pay for them was a mystery. Most of the time he went
around dressed as if he were poverty-stricken in an old blue sweatshirt
and ragged trousers.

    In the warehouse he had Franklins, Dusenbergs, Hupmobiles, Au-
bums, Reos, Dorts, and a Stanley Steamer. He had a Pierce Arrow and
a 1923 Chevy, air cooled, which had been judged a failure but which
somehow had slipped by the factory recall. And he had a giant Bugatti-
Royal, made on a baronial estate in Alsace-Lorraine, which supposedly
had been hidden in a French sewer during World War II, to keep it
from the German invaders.

    It was on a warm Sunday in July that Mr. Dumont came to the
warehouse early, as he frequently did weekends, to do something that
probably gave him more pleasure than anything else—a drive into the
country. By this time our employer-employee relationship had become
less formal, and when he had complained of not feeling up to par the
evening before, I had warned him about eating oysters during a month

    without an "FT in it But he said he was feeling better that morning.
He took the El car Special and headed for the highway.

    An hour later I got that telephone call. He had been taken violently
sick way out in Estramordo and had just managed to drive as far as the
hospital. Over the phone, the doctor said that his condition was not serious but he would have to remain overnight for observation. Mr.
Dumont had requested that I come and pick up the car. Sick as he was,
he didn’t want it to stay unattended in a parking lot

    So I caught a bus and got to the hospital, where I tried to cheer him
up a little. I think he appreciated this. He had no living relatives and
his friends were few and far between.

    Then I went down, got into the Elcar and headed back for the warehouse.

    It was a beautiful day. A few fleecy clouds drifted in an azure sky
and a balmy breeze blew in from the south. I drove down Altamura, to
where the Rapitan freeway merged with Linares. It wasn’t the shortest
way back, but I didn’t think of that The car ran like a charm. There
had been a rain the night before, and, as is the case with many of these
vintage cars, the dampness affected the motor. It seemed to propel the
car without effort

    As I drove, the strange feeling I had experienced before in this car
returned. The impression that another person was sitting there beside
me was even stronger this time—so much so that I caught myself glancing sideways into the adjoining seat But this morning that feeling was
different The sense of transmission of power and strength, from a second personality came again. But with it was the impressipn that this
influence was one of evil.

    The gas gauge pointed to the low mark, so I drove into a filling station. The attendant was busy, and while I waited, I opened the glove
compartment It was filled with a lot of junk of the past: a collapsible
drinking cup, a fountain pen that had to be filled with ink, an old
watch fob, and a linen duster cap. Pushed far in back was a square
package wrapped in oil paper. I debated a moment, then, giving in to
curiosity, undid the wrapping.

    The package contained a folded cloth map with protective metal
comers, and two photographs. The map bore no state or area heading.
Names on it—Macouba, Lavigne, Mount Pel6e, Paquemar—were totally unfamiliar to me. A line in red ink had been drawn up the middle
of the map; it followed no marked road. Near the center the line
stopped, and here, also in red ink, were the letters C L. The two photographs were mounted on wooden frames, to keep them from being

    crushed, I supposed, but the precaution hadn’t been very successful, for
they were in bad condition and in places almost impossible to make out

    One picture showed a man and a woman against a background of
palm trees. The man was tall and slender with a moustache and heavy
metal-framed glasses and the woman, in a batik dress of bold design,
was dark-skinned and handsome in a wild sort of way. The oddity
about the pair was their expressions. The man’s features were twisted
with hate, and the woman’s face was contorted with fear.

    At the bottom was written: Dr. 
Stephen Lenier and wife,
 1931

    The other photograph showed only a stretch of road with flanking
trees and underbrush. It might have been a picture of any road anywhere.

    When I returned these things to the glove compartment, I saw slots
along the sides of the compartment, apparently made to accommodate
the framed photographs. A square pocket with little comer depressions
was there too, into which the map fitted perfectly.

    I drove on. Though I though I knew this part of the city by heart,
somewhere I must have made a wrong turn, for a completely unfamiliar street now confronted me. When I reached another comer, the
steering wheel, with little pressure from me, seemed to turn almost of
its own accord, and I swung into an even narrower roadway.

    Down this lane I continued while unease at the strangeness of my
surroundings began to mount within me. The last building dropped
behind. Open country lay ahead, though it was incredible that I could
have passed from the metropolitan area so quickly.

    The land on either side became wilder and more undeveloped. Underbrush thick and luxuriant crowded the road, trees pressed close and
giant ferns and clumps of bamboo appeared. The air, humid and hot,
carried the smell of growth.

    Though I was loath to admit it, the conviction grew upon me that I
was lost. It’s queer how one turns to the marked trails of a professional
traveler when one’s sense of direction is gone, even though those trails
have nothing to do with his own passage. I took the map out of the
glove compartment again. But, as before, there was nothing on it to
help me. Then I found myself looking at those photographs again, and
this time I made an odd discovery.

    The lonely road in one of the pictures was the road I was now on!

    Two things I had failed to notice in the picture before: an almost
hidden yellow sign, bearing the words, Chateau Lenier 10 Kilometers;
and the red roof of a large villa showing above the trees. Both of these
landmarks were now visible from where I sat in the idling car.

    There was something else! The ruts in the road, the position of the
pebbles, the way the grass was bent by the wind and the rain all these
details were identical to the scene in the photograph. It was as if Time
had suddenly reversed itself.

    For a long while I sat there, mulling over this strange duplication.
Cicadas hummed in the trees and a huge bird rose screaming into the
sky. I looked at the second photograph, the picture of Dr. Lenier and
his wife—he with the metal-framed glasses and she with the batik
dress. Here too was an enigma. Had Lenier murdered his wife with
this car, as Mr. Dumont had said? Was 
obeah,
 that West Indian sorcery, with all its primitive evil overtones, the source behind the odd
feeling I had experienced when I drove the car? Did a residue of the
deadly hatred that existed between this man and this woman still
remain in the car?

    I could answer none of these questions.

    The road here was too narrow to turn around, and I had no choice
but to go on. The countryside changed again; jungle gave way to open
spaces, almost savannahs. A high crenelated wall appeared, extending
in a general direction toward where I judged the distant villa to be.
The wail was limestone and old; in places the stonework had crumbled
from years of erosion.

    Suddenly, as I looked up the winding road, I saw a man standing on
the narrow shoulder. He was tall and erect, and one arm was partially
upraised as if he were waiting for someone. I slowed, came abreast of
him, and stopped.

    Before I could speak, he pulled the car door open and with a fluid
motion slid into the seat next to me.

    ‘'South Brotura,” I said, slightly taken back. “Can you tell me how
far it is from here?”

    He made no reply. He was a big man, dressed in a hip-length black
coat A black crusher hat, pulled low, hid his face. Both hat and coat
were badly stained, as if they had recendy come into contact with rain
and mud.

    “I’ve never been here before,” I said. ‘This road isn’t familiar.”

    Still he made no answer. I started the car again.

    And now once more the foliage thickened. The wall which had been
running parallel with the road began to converge upon it Yet mile
after mile went by with no sign of the villa.

    Again I tried conversation. “Chateau Lenier. The sign back there
said ten kilometers. Shouldn’t we be coming to it soon?”

    His lips remained clamped shut. More miles dragged by, and the
road became worse. In places it was scarcely more than two ruts with
brush growing rampant between.

    Then abruptly I saw a darker shadow in the wall far ahead. The
stonework had completely fallen away there, leaving a wide ragged
opening. In this opening the figure of a woman suddenly appeared, a
woman tall and dark. The intermittent sunlight, dappled by the trees,
made vision difficult, but she seemed unaware of our approach. Head
down, body bent slightly forward, she passed through the opening and
began to move slowly along the side of the wall. Her long black hair
swirled about her shoulders in the wind. Her steps were so light that
she seemed to float through the lank grass.

    At my side the stranger drew in his breath sharply.

    The intervening distance lessened. The woman saw the car and drew
up uncertainly.

    Suddenly the man in black uttered an exclamation.

    “It is she!” he cried.

    His left foot moved forward to clamp down hard on mine on the
gas pedal. He reached out, twisted the wheel from my grasp, and
turned it hard to the right. With a lurch, the car careered off the road
and lunged toward the wall and the woman before it

    I had the instant realization that all this had happened before and
that I was powerless to prevent its happening again. I had a momentary
glimpse of the woman’s face contorted in fear and horror. And in that
fleeting second, I heard the cry of hate and satisfaction from the man at
my side.

    Then the car struck.

    Sixteen days later, I left the hospital. The medical report issued almost three weeks after that was confusing. It said I had been found
lying next to the wrecked car two miles off the Pvapitan freeway in the
Linares suburb. No traces of alcohol were found in my bloodstream,
and why I should have driven off an unobstructed section of road and
run up against a stone retaining wall was not understood.

    Two other things were not explained: the tom blood-stained piece of
a woman’s batik dress impinged on the car bumper and the metal bow
from a man’s glasses found in the seat next to mine. I have told the authorities that I do not wear glasses.

    Oddly enough, my name was not mentioned in the medical report. It
was headed simply: “Facts concerning the driver of the Elcar Special.”
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    Lee Weinstein is a quiet and unassuming gentleman just beginning his
writing career. I had the honor o£ buying this, his first professional sale. It
is a remarkably unremarkable tale until it slices your skin, cleaves your
breastbone, and seizes your heart 
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    THE BOX

    by Lee Weinstein

    The old door creaked on its rarely oiled hinges as the man entered the
dusty medical museum on his weekly visit Mrs. Hobbs, the caretaker,
barely nodded at the sound. She had heard it year in, year out, while
she sat at her cluttered, ancient desk. She peered momentarily over her
bifocals, permanendy perched as they were halfway down her long
skinny nose, then went back to her endless slush of papers involving
loans, appropriations, cataloging and other affairs that she had been
handling for the museum for some forty-odd years.

    The man took no notice of her, or of his surroundings in general. He
merely began to walk slowly from the doorway toward the back of the
museum, where it faded into dimly lit obscurity. There was a forlorn ness about him, a certain lack of spirit that was reflected in his sluggish gait as he plodded forward, as it was reflected in the insensibility
of his thin, lined, and expressionless face. A scraggly black mustache
separated a bulbous nose from a thin line that passed for a mouth, and
his head was fringed with an equally scraggly band of dark hair. As he
walked, he removed his shabby topcoat and threw it over a shoulder to
reveal the outdated and rather ill-fitting clothes beneath. Under his left
arm he carried a brown paper bag, apparendy concealing a flat rectangular box about a foot in width and two in length. Had Mrs. Hobbs
noticed this package, she may have considered it unusual, for the man
had been invariably empty-handed for the past twenty or so years.
However, Mrs. Hobbs had long ago ceased to notice such trivialities.

    On the man’s right, as he progressed, was a long row of low glass-
topped cases. Beneath the dirt-encrusted glass were fragments of bone,
illustrating types of fractures. Here was a yellowed femur w
r
ith a jagged
crack through its center; there was a fragment of skull, a bullet hole
penetrating the lines where the bones fused. The typed labels were misplaced, and the yellow oxidation of years crept along the curling,
cracked edges. Above the cases, hanging from the colorless wall, were
plaster models depicting diseases of the eye. Each model represented
the upper right corner of a face, containing a glass eye molded and
painted to the specifications of the particular condition.

    On his left, within a large glass-fronted cabinet, was a series of
human skeletons. Proceeding along the case in order, there was a normal male skeleton, a normal female skeleton, and then the skeletons of
a pituitary giant, a case of acromegaly, a pituitary dwarf, a rachitic
dwarf, a case of Paget’s disease, and a severe case of idiopathic scoliosis.
They hung from wire supports in their glass home, timeless residents of
the gloomy museum, watching intruders with their bony eye sockets.

    As he approached the rear, the distinct but scarcely perceptible odor
of formalin crept its way into the moist darkness of his nasal passages,
assaulting his nerve endings with an almost welcome familiarity. All
around him now, in glass cases, were assorted jars of all sizes and
shapes. Some contained fragments of tissue; some contained diseased
human organs; some contained preserved specimens of normal organ
systems. There were brains, arteriosclerotic hearts, tumors, and cystic
kidneys.

    But the jars he sought, at the far end of the museum, were another matter entirely. They contained human fetuses. Some had deformed limbs, some were lacking parts, while others had extra sets of
arms or legs. There were several specimens of conjoined twins, ranging
from mere duplication of the head to two complete infants joined only
by a wide band of flesh. In the center of the cabinet was a small jar
containing a singular-looking fetus. It had a single eye in the center of
its white formalin-soaked face. It was in front of this grotesque semblance of what might have been a human being that the man came to a
slow stop. He reached for the small wooden stool that stood by the cabinet, and pulling it over, let himself down onto its discolored surface.

    He cautiously laid on the floor the paper package he had furtively
been clutching, and removed the overcoat from his shoulder, placing it
on the floor on the other side. His eyes darted about nervously as he
turned his head from side to side, as if to ascertain that he was not

    being observed. Then he stooped over his coat and slid a hand smoothly
into one of the pockets.

    The echoing thump of footsteps suddenly imposed itself on his
senses. Someone was approaching. He froze for a moment, then removing his hand from the coat, stood up and began to inspect another case
of specimens, not removing himself too far from the stool and his possessions. From the corner of his eye he saw a short, thickset man, attired in coveralls, coming toward the rear of tire museum. He appeared
to be a workman of some sort, probably from the renovation being done
in another section of the building. Apparendy, he was on his break. It
was not an uncommon sight to see men such as he in the museum,
breaking the drab, white-coated monotony of the only slighdy more frequent medical students.

    The intruder sauntered past the morbid objects behind glass, glancing casually into the various cases as he went by them. Pausing before
one, he raised a sinewy hand to scratch a close-cropped graying head,
and caught sight of the man standing by the cabinet He strolled over,
the barest hint of a jagged smile beginning to show through the layer
of dense stubble that adorned the lower part of his countenance.

    “Some weirdo stuff they got in here, huh, Mac?*

    He spoke in a casual, friendly sort of tone, but the man stiffened imperceptibly. A grunt was his only acknowledgment of the question.

    “Not that I get any kind of kick out of looking at this kind of stuff, if
you know what I mean/’ the newcomer continued. “It’s just that I got a
kid going to med school. I never done too much with my life, but my
kid, he’s really going somewhere. Anyway, I like to come into these
places when I got the chance, you know, so I can sorta share in what
he’s doing. You got a kid going here?*

    At this last question, the man stiffly inched away back toward bis
stool.

    “No,* be said, loudly and succinctly.

    The workman smiled nervously. “Yeah, well, I guess I better be getting back to work.* Fie began to move away slowly. “The boss don't
like it if wo stay aw^ay too long." He turned and wandered, off into the
distance, leaving the man to his own thoughts.

    Mrs. Hobbs glanced up briefly from her papers as the workman
ambled past The silvery chains suspended from the comers of her spectacles wavered back and forth with the motion.

    The workman looked at her and nodded pleasantly. She merely
raised an eyebrow and began to return to her business.

    “You meet all kinds in these places, don’t you*?” he ventured.

    “I beg your pardon?” She spoke in a dry, high-pitched voice.

    “All kinds of strange people. You know.” He jerked his head toward
the back of the museum.

    “Of course,” she drawled dryly, peering over the rims of her glasses.
Her bony fingers began sorting through the papers again, moving as if
of their own volition.

    The workman smiled again nervously, and moved on toward the
door with just a tiny bit of added momentum.

    With the intruder gone, the man again sat himself on the stool,
reached into the coat pocket, and stealthily withdrew a small tightly
wrapped bundle of cloth. He quickly unwrapped it to reveal a number
of slender metallic objects; much like a row of straight pins. After
checking quickly about one last time, he nervously began to pick the
lock on the cabinet door. Tiny ripples began to form on the liquid interfaces of the formalin-filled jars within, and a bare hint of motion
could be discerned in the bloated embryonic residents. He worked
quickly and steadily, not even pausing to wipe the tiny beads of sweat
forming on his brow.

    Endless moments later, the task was complete. Gingerly, he opened
the ancient cabinet door. Its unused hinges let out a shrill shriek of
defiance.

    Mrs. Hobbs’s ears pricked up at the sound. She had become deaf to
the squeal of the museum’s front door, but this was different. It came
from somewhere in the back. It was the sound of a cabinet being
opened; she was sure of it. What the workman had said to her on his
way out came back to her dimly. Something about strange people in
the museum, it was. The only person she remembered having come in
recently was the gentleman who always came week after week. But
there 
was
 something a bit unusual about him, now that she thought
about it She rose nervously, being careful not to make a sound, and
ventured a peek around the wall of her cubicle. All she could see from
her vantage point was the tip of the packages he had lain on the floor.
She had never seen him with a package before—that she could
remember. And a brown paper package at that She suddenly recalled
several incidents of bomb threats that had been received during the
past year. Her fingers rapped the tabletop nervously. She sat down
again and rang for a guard.

    The man’s fingers ran over the jar containing the cyclopic fetus, leaving well-defined trails in its dusty covering. He was attempting to move

    it forward, but the base had become fused with the surface upon which
it had rested for coundess years. He was afraid to force it too strongly
for fear of damaging the precious contents.

    W/bile he was preoccupied in this manner, a museum guard cautiously approached him from the other side of the room. He was a tall,
well-built man, quite young. He was probably a student working his
way through college. Another guard, sJighdy older, approached silendy
from the front.

    “Hold it right there, mister/' said the older one as they converged on
him.

    The man started violently, and his eyes darted wildly from one guard
to the other. His eyes full of fear, he began to reach for the package,
but he was too late. The guard before him had scooped it up almost instantaneously.

    “Let’s see what you have here, Pop," he said, his steely features looming up before his victim.

    “Please," begged the man, starting to rise, “don’t . .

    A harsh hand on his shoulder kept him seated.

    ‘Take it easy, mister,” came a deep voice from behind him.

    A sick feeling welled up through him as the brown paper wTapping
fell to the floor and the box within was pulled open. His eyes pleaded.

    A wTeath of flowers fell from the open box before the astonished
guards. The older one’s jaw dropped slightly, as the other one looked
dumbly at the scattered petals. The old man was sobbing convulsively
now.

    “My son,” be burst out between paroxysms as be stared at the floating white mass in the jar, “would have been twenty-one today.”

    One would never know by looking at him that Dennis Etchison is the mind
behind some of the most disturbing tales of contemporary horror. The 
Los
Angeles Times
 called his 
Whispers 1
 original, “White Moons Rising,” “The
finest piece in the book,” a volume they went on to call “an absolute gem of
entertainment.” Dennis’s work is often mentioned in the same breath as
that of Charles Beaumont and Richard Matheson—very heady company indeed. Etchison has just sold his first full-length terror novel to Coward,
McCann, 8c Geoghegan for publication in late 1979. “We Have All Been
Here Before” is another vivid and shocking original from this unique artist
of horror.

  WE HAVE ALL
BEEN HERE BEFORE
by Dennis Etchison
She sat in the concrete building, in an office with frosted glass partitions and barred windows, her fingers moving like praying mantises on
the table. Her eyes half-closed, she saw:
A hody. The body of a woman. The nude body of a young
woman, the shiny flesh slipping from its bones, floating face up in
a swimming pool. What was left of the face.
“Right,” someone said, after she told them.
Her eyes were still rolled up. She squirmed in her straight-backed
chair, struggling against the rattle of typewriters from the next room,
and said, “And there is another one.”
‘That’s news,” said the Chief. To one of his men, a lieutenant, he
said, “Better check it out. Ask Fitz to. run the list again, will you, Billy?
You never know.” Then, “Where? Can you tell us that?”
“I see . . . trees. A hill. A river. Stream. It was a stream, but now it’s
a river. The rains, yes. The rains did it.”
■ 
He leaned over her to see that the tape recorder was still on. “Isn’t
there something else, Polly?” he asked gently. “Take your time, now.”
“No.” She began swaying. “Yes. A tower. Airport nearby. Yes. Control tower. 
...”
The Chief nodded, smiling. “Now tell us about the man, Polly. Tell
me about the man who did it.”
“The man?” she said faintly. “Oh yes, the man. I see . . . red
Pendleton shirt. Trousers filthy. Mud. Driving away. Old car, can’t
see . . .
“Wait. Yes. Apartment. Two oak trees. Dead-end street. West side of
town. Pink stucco building.”
She fell silent, breathing heavily, her eyeballs straining behind the
lids.
The lieutenant hadn’t moved. He stood at the door, his hand frozen
on the knob. The Chief jerked a thumb at him impatiently, motioning
him out.
“Blood,” she said abruptly. “Face. Skin.” She scraped at her arms.
“Washing the blood off. It won’t. . .”
The Chief put a hand out to steady her.
She stiffened, arching her back. “Branford Way,” she said matter-of-
factly. “Seventeen-something. Sixth door, on top. A black Toyota in the
garage. No, on the street. Always park on the street. Kids play in the
garage. The sixth apartment. Six. Six. . . .”
The Chief looked at the other men. He winked.
“She’s got it,” he said. “Just like she got the Valley Strangler and—
what did the papers call the other one? That creep at the University,
remember?”
“The Library Rapist,” said one of the men, snickering.
“Right,” said the Chief.
He moved with them to a corner of the room.
“Now go out and get on the horn—I want every available unit over
there so fast he won’t know what hit him. And get this. No leaks this
time, understand? Tell the Information Officer that this investigation is
strictly S.O.P. That’s the official line, got it? We’re pursuing leads,
searching the area, blah blah. He can give the press the bit about the
latent print if he wants. C.I.D. says it can’t be traced, of course, it’s not
clear enough—but don’t tell Riley that. I don’t trust that sonofabitch.”
“What do you want on the warrant?”
“Shove the warrant! Go in on narco, traffic tickets, any damned
thing, I don’t care, but get in.”
Suddenly the woman slumped forward and rested her head on her
wrists,
“Wait,” said the Chief.
He hovered over her again, his tie flopping against the worn surface
of the table.
“Polly? Can you hear me?”
She inhaled deeply. Then she sat up, blinking rapidly, as if awakening from a dream.
“Hi, Jack,” she said. “Flow’d I do?”
“Like a top. You did it again, babe. How do you feel?”
“Oh, I’m fine,” she said. “Swell.” She rubbed her eyes. “Hey, what’re
those two guys doing hiding in the comer?” She made a raspy laugh.
“What’d I do, say something about their sex lives?”
“What sex lives?” said the Chief. 'You were right on the money,
babe. You hit it. Didn’t she hit it? Everything. The hill, the pool, the
victim. And the creep. You’re batting a thousand today, doll.”
“Don’t I always? Hey, look at them. I must’ve popped their virgin
ears. Who's got a smoke?”
The men patted themselves down. The Chief tossed a pack of Viceroys on the table. Then he took a disposable lighter out of his coat
pocket and waited while she smoothed her hair and dug out one of the
dgarets with her fingernails. A tremor passed through her bands.
“Oh, I can still see it,” she said, shuddering. “The trees and the mud.
The pool. And the body. How do you suppose it stayed in the pool for
so long, Jack, without anybody noticing?”
“You said it yourself, Poll, remember?” He reached for a file folder,
removed a newspaper clipping which he handed to hex. “It was the
rain. The rain did it”
She read the headline.
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Bodies Reburied
ORPHANS OF THE STORM
“Oh, I remember that,” she said, scanning the article. “It was on the
wire services, even back where I live.” She 
tskecL
 “What a horrible,
horrible story/’
“It happened over by the Point,” said the Chief. 'The February rains
were 
just too much, apparently. After that last storm, forty-some bodies
came floating up out of their graves—that’s the estimate. Some slid
down the hill next to the cemetery, into the road, into back yards, even
into swimming pools, like this one did. They came right up out of the
mud that way, like earthworms, I reckon. Right out of their coffins and
down the hill. They still haven’t found ’em all. Grisly story, all right,”
he added with a chuckle.
She made another sound with her tongue. “I still don’t get it,” she
said. “How did your people know that the one in the pool hadn’t just,
you know, been buried up there like the rest?”
“She had, she had,” said the Chief. “But not as a certified interment,
you see. Someone—our man in the red shirt now, thanks to you—murdered her, hid her along with the gun in one of the fresh graves sometime around Christmas. We were there when the Forest Glade people
came in with their bulldozers for the mass reburial. The city ended up
footing the bill for something like fifteen grand in mudslide damages,
by the way. And while they were busy tagging the remains, they found
a bullet hole in this one’s skull. Polly, there’s one more detail I—”
The Chief turned, remembering his men.
“So what are you two gawking at? Haven’t you ever seen a real-live
psychic before?”
As he snapped orders and sent them out, she dipped further into the
news story. She didn’t really want to read it, but she was both repelled
and fascinated by the details.
She hadn’t known what she would be in for when she accepted the
invitation to fly out this morning. She had worked with police departments all over the country in these last eight years, including the
Chiefs. Though more often than not it was work that involved missing
persons or the like, she had had her fair share of homicides, including
the bodies of those laborers up in Sonoma County and that litde girl
they had found stuffed into the storm drain in Los Angeles.
But this case was beginning to get to her. And that was surprising.
Because ever since that first story about her in the 
National Enquirer
had started the flood of requests back in ’71, after she had phoned in
her premonition about the killer of the student nurses in Ohio, she had
seen it all, every kind of crime, and all of it was distasteful.
Yet . . . she wondered if she had been wise in picking this one, after
all. There would be others in Santa Mara, other ways to help an old
friend. A hit-and-run manslaughter, say. Or a gas-station holdup, a liquor store shoot-out, a beating in the park. That sort of opportunity
came up all the time.
But this.
There was, she couldn’t help thinking, something truly nightmarish
about it
“So what were you getting at, Polly,” said the Chief, taking a seat
across from her at the interrogation table, “when you said there was another one?”
“Oh, there is,” she said.
“Same MO.? I mean—”
“I know what you mean,” she said calmly. “Another body, female,
buried in the same area. But he didn’t use a gun this time. In fact, I’m
not too clear on just how he did it. But she’s in the same general location. You’ll find her—I see it.”
“Well, if there was one more unidentified on the list, we’ll know
about it soon enough. Meanwhile, I’d better get another team over to
the Point Is it our friend in the red shirt again?”
“Yes.”
The Chief sighed and leaned back, like a man who has done an honest morning’s work, and lit up one of the Viceroys. “Polly, I just don’t
know. I don’t know how you do it”
“Neither do I, Jack,” she said, reaching for the pack.
“Maybe I should say I don’t know 
why
 you do it I mean, what’s in
it for you? You know I can’t pay more than your plane ticket—the
Commission won’t go for it Of course I could pay you out of my own
pocket—”
“Nonsense,” she said. “I wouldn’t hear of it.” She frowned. “How
can you smoke these, Jack?” She broke off the filter. “It does have its rewards, though.”
“What? Donations, that sort of thing?”
“Oh, some of the families try to pay me, but I send it back. And
some money does come in the mail. And if it doesn’t have a return address, I guess I have to do something with it, don’t I?” She smiled and
picked tobacco from her lip with a long red nail. “But it’s not that
much, really. Not as much as the magazines seem to think.”
The Chief shook his head. “So. How about some lunch for now,
Polly?” he said.
“Why, certainly, Jack.” She gave him a long stare. “As long as I’m
here, I’m at your service.”
“Right,” said the Chief. He stood. ‘There’s a coffee shop on the mall,
or—”
“What’s your office like?”
"I could have it sent over, sure. But—”
Td prefer it,” she said. ‘That way well know as soon as anything
breaks.”
He studied her. “You’re a pro, aren’t you, Polly? A real pro.”
“Why, thank you, kind sir. I guess I just like to be where the action
. 
n
is.
“You’ll get your action, all right,” he said. “There’ll be fireworks all
over the place when we get him. 
If
 we get him.”
“Oh, we’ll get him,” she said. “I can promise you that.”
The afternoon crept by.
Then, a few minutes after four o’clock, the Chief shouldered his way
into his office and locked the door. He turned to find her still sitting
there, dragging on an unfiltered cigaret.
‘This one is going to be a tough nut to crack, Polly,” he said. His
voice was hoarse.
She waited.
He leaned over the chair, his heavy arms supporting his tired body.
“How do you figure it?”
“Figure what?”
“We go through his apartment top-to-bottom—but there isn’t a goddamned thing, right? No bloody clothing, no muddy shoes, no diary,
nothing. A big fat goose egg. So we’re interviewing the people in the
building, running the names in his little black book. But he’s a
smoothie, you know what I mean? One of those professor characters.
Ronald Wilson Claiborn, Ph.D. Moustache, sideburns, you’ve seen the
type. Lots of connections in the right places. Won’t say word one till
the ACLU gets here. The ACLU! Hell, he’s gonna be talking false arrest, a press conference when he gets out, the whole bit.” The Chief
groaned. “Christ!”
“You’re not going to cut him loose, are you, Jack.” She said it as a
statement.
There was an awkward pause.
“I can’t hold him more than seventy-two hours, doll, you know that.
Not unless we get another break.”
“I’m sure this time, Jack,” she said. “Don’t look at me like that. What
about the red shirt?”
“I’m not looking at you any way,” he said wearily. “Yeah, we found
the shirt. So what? The lab won’t get anything. It’s been to the cleaners
at least once—still in the plastic bag. Do you know how many red
Pendletons there are in Santa Mara?” He shook his head. “So what else
do I have? The way things stand now, I can’t make a case. It’s circumstantial. Or not circumstantial enough. Besides, no court in this country
is going to swear in your testimony. I need this conviction, Polly/
1
Yes, she thought So do I. How lucky for you, then, and for me, of
course, that I’m able to give you just the kind of man you’ve secredy
despised for so long: a college professor, an intellectual. The kind of
suspect you’ve always wanted to nail so badly.
“I told you where to find the other body/" she said with irritation.
His head continued to shake as he rested his huge buttocks on the
edge of the desk. “Billy’s team turned it up, all right”
“But what?”
“But we can’t make the I.D. It’s too decomposed. Hell, we can’t even
make the dental charts.”
“And why not?”
“Because we can’t find the head.”
“Okay, okay,” she said sharply.
Circumstantial, she thought I should have known. You want circumstantial? I’ll give you circumstantial.
“Set up your tape recorder again, Jack. I’m going to give you what
you need.”
A body
. 
The body of a woman. The nude body of a young
woman. The body quivei'ing under the eucalyptus trees as the
head is taken from it,
’That’s right,” said the Chief, after she had told them. ’Then what?
What does he do with the knife, Polly? Hide it? Does he forget to wipe
it off? Or drop something? Yeah, that would do fine. A button, keys—
anything. And what about the gun from the first time? Try, babe. For
God’s sake, try!”
She let his voice slip away in the mist and peered deeper into the vision. A figure running at the edge of the scene, scudding frantically
down an embankment slick with putrefying leaves. But that would do
her no good now; she let go of the image.
‘The apartment,” she whispered, trying hard to get there. The pink
apartment Number six. She searched, allowing her mind to drift above
the floor, above the rug like a disembodied eye. 'Tes, I see . . .**
The Chief breathed heavily.
“I see . . She forced herself to explore the dark comers and hid-
den places, directed by memory, though it had been such a long time.
Then she said, “Yes. There, in the closet.”
“But we checked—”
“Behind the pile of paperbacks 
...”
 He used to do that years ago,
toss his overshoes into the closet after a camping trip, and it was still
there. “Mud. From his heels.” The same kind? Yes, they would say
that. They would be able to “prove” it somehow. Because they had to.
The Chief positioned the microphone closer to her. He held his
breath.
“In . . . the alley. Empty cartons. Not empty. Yes. I see ... a shirt.”
It was another Pendleton, the one he had been wearing when he cut
himself on a fishing trip, and he had finally thrown it out. And it was
red. The only color he ever bought. She had been safe in saying that.
She hoped the blood type would match. With any luck it would.
“That’s it, Polly! Talk to me, babe. We’re almost home.”
The tape recorder hummed in the small room. Her hands tightened
on the arms of the chair. She stiffened, pressing forward. The sounds in
the next office, the rumble of traffic on the other side of the barred windows, became the roar of the earth as it buckled under the rains and
began to move, disgorging its dead, but she fought it back. Her hands
went to her ears.
“No,” she said.
Then her hands fell to the table once more, her fingers twitching.
Slowly she regained control.
“The car. Black. Under the floorboard. The mat. Look there.
See . . .”
‘What, Polly?”
“Leaves.” Yes. Only one, but it would have to do. A single eucalyptus leaf carried on his shoe from somewhere and knocked loose by the
pedal, slivered there under the edge who knows how long ago. But it
was the same kind. It would do.
There were more details, like the fishing knife that had cut him accidentally, in the tackle box of the boat locker at the harbor, stained with
his own blood. Again she hoped it would turn out to be the same type
as the girl’s. But already she had the feeling; she knew. It always
worked out
Finally she lowered her head. When she raised it again, the office
was alive with activity. The Chief was snapping his fingers, spitting orders into the phone, husding his men out the door. She rubbed her
eyes.
“You did it, doll/' he said. He winked at her.
She rose unsteadily.
“You’re not leaving yet,” he said. He sounded surprised.
“I have to,” she said. “I’ve got a plane to catch. To Denver. They
need my help. A child was strangled there last month, and they don’t
have any leads—none at all.”
“Hold it right there,” said the Chief.
He left the office for a moment. She heard a muffled conversation,
the sound of a locker clanging open. She thought she felt the ground
begin to shift under her feet, far beneath the floor and the concrete
foundation of the building, but she pushed it out of her mind.
“Here you go.” The Chief thrust a carton of Lucky Strikes into her
hands. “You know you deserve a hell of a lot more,” he told her. “And
you know I know it, too. Don’t you, babe?” He reached into his coat
for a check. It was already made out. He tried to fold her Angers
around it
“You know me better than that, Jack,” she said. She pushed his hand
away.
They walked together down the hall.
“Don’t you even want to see him?” said the Chief.
“Who?”
‘The creep. Aren’t you curious, at least? Or is it already over for
you?”
She hesitated.
The Chief led her into a darkened room. When her eyes had
adjusted, she made out a row of seats, and a pane of glass that took up
most of one wall. She reached for a cigaret with shaky Angers.
He stopped her hand. “Two-way mirror,” he said.
She looked through to the man on the other side. He was seated at a
table in a straight-backed chair. Tweed jacket, rust-colored wool tie
loosened at the collar. He was being questioned by two detectives. His
expression was serene and self-assured, as always. Even more conAdent
than she remembered, in fact
But that will change soon enough, she thought.
‘That’s him,” said the Chief. “That’s Claibom.”
Well, so long, Ronnie, she thought. Do you even remember me?
You’ll probably never know. If you do And out, you should be grateful
—for in a way I’ve saved you. I’ve stopped you from treating anyone
else the way you treated me so long ago. In a sense I’ve helped you—
more than you know, more than you’ll ever know. In the darkness, she
blew him a kiss.
She went back out into the hall. The Chief walked her to the lobby.
“I reckon it’s so long, then, till next time,” he said. “Can’t truthfully
say I hope to need you again, Polly. It’s always good to see you, though,
you know that. What’s next for you now
-
? After Denver, that is?”
She sorted through her purse for her notebook.
“Oh, there was a kidnapping back in Rochester,” she said. “And that
terrible business in Kansas. And then, let me see, there was that funny
drowning down in Malibu. Have you heard about that? I don’t know if
I can schedule them all. Chances are I’ll be out to the Coast to see you
again soon enough. Just wait and see.”
The police station was now busy with noisy activity, switchboards
and teletypes banging away full force.
“Listen,” he said, “I could call the press in for you—set it up in a few
minutes. All it takes is a couple of phone calls. That way you’d at least
get some publicity out of this.” When she didn’t say anything, he said,
“But I guess you don’t need it, do you? And knowing you, Poll, I’d
guess you don’t want it, either.”
“Justice,” she said, “is its own reward. That and being able to do a
favor for an old friend. . .
She walked to the street. The night was coming fast. As she stood at
the curb waiting for her police escort, she thought she saw a movement
out of the corner of her eye. But it was only the persistence of the vision: a lonely figure scrabbling down a hillside, frightened by the sudden realization of what he had done. She saw him clearly now for only
an instant—like the glimmer of the first star of evening that disappears
when you stare too long at it.
He was young, a poor Mexican or Puerto Rican by the looks of him,
and his trousers were filthy with mud as she had said. She had told the
truth about that part. But that was all. He had no car waiting, no apartment to go to; his shirt was blue denim, though it was almost too wet
and dirty to be sure. She wondered idly where he was going. Did he
know? Up or down the state, did it matter? He would be caugbt
sooner or later for something else. That was always the way. As he
turned to run, his ankles sinking deep into the mulch of the graveyard,
she caught a fleeting glimpse of his eyes, dark and quick in an intelligent, utterly terrified face.
She closed her eyes, trying to shut it out
When she opened them, a patrol car was pulling to a halt in front of
her.
She reached for the handle. She was startled by how cold it was to
her touch.
The young lieutenant climbed out to help her. He tipped his hat
‘Where to?” he said.
Where? Let’s see. There’s that bastard of a salesman in Denver, she
thought. And there’s my old teacher, retired and living in Rochester.
And the boy who moved to Kansas—or at least he had been a boy then,
like her, in his teens—when he had tried to rape her that night. And
after that. . .
She was aware of her hand on the door. The cold of the metal was
seeping into her fingers, spreading up her goosefleshed arm, grasping
for her chest, seeking to grip her heart with a deathlike chill. She concentrated, focusing her attention. She snatched her hand away.
And then she felt the rumbling. She felt it first in her feet and then
in her entire body. 
My God,
 she thought, is 
it the whole street?
‘What—what is that?” she asked the officer.
“Pardon, ma’am?”
Now the vision was upon her again, fiercer than ever this time. She
saw the gray clouds, the heavy soil bubbling and roiling and breaking
up through the dark greenery, and then the long, glistening scratchings
of the dead awash in the storm as they descended the hills. It was as if
the world were being burst apart from within, from its most secret and
hidden depths.
The officer was touching her, shaking her shoulder.
“Ma’am?” he was saying.
She forced the image to stop. 
Now,
 she thought. It grew fainter and
faded. It seemed to take a long time. Too long.
“Wh-what? Oh, Billy. It was nothing, nothing at all. I thought I had
forgotten something. I just had a bad moment there, that’s all. . . .”
And she got into the car and rode without speaking all the way to
the airport, waiting for the earth-moving machines to come in and
finish it. But they never did.
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    ARCHIE AND THE SCYLLA
OF HADES HOLE

    by 
Ken 
Wisman

    When I was a lusty lad, and the vinegar ran sharp in my veins, and the
fire burned hot in my loins, I would take me down to Arcady and fish
its silver streams. In those days, the rills overflowed with water-maidens
—the golden-haired undine, the long-limbed Wish-maid and the fire-
eyed freckled nymph. With skill and luck I’d lure them in and spend
long days a-pleasuring—til the vinegar ran back to wine and the fire
flickered to a warming glow.

    Hasten ye lads to Arcady,

    The streams I remember are not those fished-out rivulets along the
roadside where potbellied, citified anglers still ply their luck. Nor am I
talking of the lakes that lie a stone’s toss beyond where pimply faced
adolescents goggle at the water kelpies. No, the 
real
 sport lies at the
end of hidden paths, through deep woods, and atop Arcady’s highest
mountain, Nemesis. From this height all the lesser hills roll away like
waves in a roiling sea.

    And Nemesis’s sylvan streams.

    Mount Nemesis’s summit is flat and runs in a long incline from east
to west Across this stretch flows a silver stream, not laid straight or
curved round as rills will run, but jagged as a bolt of lightning. Trickling from a source that lies hidden behind a wall of cypress, the stream,
known as the Pearl, ends at Nemesis’s base. Here, a dark oval cavern
burbles and sings as it drinks the Pearl’s clear water.

    Now, where each zig joins a zag in that jagged brook, there
shimmers a crystal pool. The water is so pure you can see the sun catch
glinting in the golden hair of an undine, and on a really fine day you
can watch the nixies play tag among the sunken logs. Wider than five
fathoms, deeper than a dream, these seven little lakes contain the best
sport of anywhere.

    The undergrowth is thick, the mountainside steep; it takes a robust
man to make the trek. And rest assured, if a man can’t make it, he sure
as hell wouldn’t be any match for a wild Wish-maid or a nimble
nymph. One weak moment, one off-balance pause, and they’ll pull a
man in, leaving him wet and red-faced in front of his friends.

    It takes a good man to get there, and only good men go. And so it
happens, from the day the season begins to the day the season ends, the
breezes that wash over Mount Nemesis are laden with the sound of
merrymaking—the pop of corks, the giggle of water sprites, and sweet,
sweet murmurings.

    Where the sport is love and ladies;

    Where men can fish for dreams.

    You’Ll find only sportsmen there, men who know how to play the
lover’s game. No tricky lures for them. I’ve seen city slickers with
bright plastic apples attached to contraptions that look like oversized
mousetraps, and they’ll use cheap baubles coated with stickum. But then
all these cheap tricks will attract are water kelpies whose favors are
about what those bumblers deserve.

    Mount Nemesis men use strings of gems or finely cooked morsels
that aren’t attached to traps or coated with glue. When a nymph or
naiad is interested, she’ll catch hold and give the fight of her life.
Chances are fifty-fifty, no matter how good you are, she’ll wrangle the
lure and give you a soaking to boot But if it’s your lucky day, and you

    bring 'em blushing to the shore, its a romp you'll have, one you won't
soon forget

    Oh, the rills be fill’d with maidens,

    And are willin' nymphets all.

    The price of a gem n’ a wadin'

    Buys gate to the bach'lor’s ball.

    Now, in my ripening youth, it was my misfortune to bring back a
most prodigious experience from the Mount Nemesis region, an experience that lives on in campfire tales told to this day. And there's a ballad
about it that’s sung as the men sport the Pearl’s rich bounty. The subject involves an old buddy named Archie and a vicious sprite who was
his undoing.

    Now, Arch he was a Nemesis man;

    A mountain 
0
’ man was he.

    No bigger lover in the land,

    His pole was a huge oak tree.

    Two sworn and hellbom bachelors, Arch and I made the long drive
down each year the season opened at Arcady. For three or four months
we’d try our luck in the seven little lakes that went by such names as
Pleasure Pond, Honey Hole, and Aphrodite's Pool. Usually luck was
good, and many an afternoon we’d spend with a willing Wish-maid or
nubile nymph.

    The first few years were fine. But ol' Arch had an itch in his constitution, an itch that made his blood flow faster than most—Archie
needed a constant challenge. With the run of luck he had, he soon
grew bored; even nereids didn’t put up the fight he needed. 01’ Arch
was about to give up the yearly trip, and would have, had it not been
for a piece of information that came his way.

    One day Arch got itchy and left to try upstream. Here he met another angler and got to trading tall tales, as sportmen will do. And as a
result, Arch came roaring back to my spot with the story of a hidden
pool. There was naught but*the seven lakes, I laughed, and put it down
to an angler’s joke. But Arch was stubborn and set out to find it, dragging me behind.

    The better part of a morning was spent fighting brush and squeezing
past tree trunks grown a dime’s width apart. Then we came upon it, a

    pool set in a barren clearing. I knew from the start something was
wrong with the place—the sun seemed reluctant to shine here; light
was a ghosdy pale. And the pond itself was eerie—three feet down the
water swirled in a darkling murk.

    I asked o1’ Arch, 'What do they call this place?”

    “Hades Hole/’ said he.

    I looked long and doubtful into that pool, then lowered my lure and
waited. And I waited. And I waited some more. It was getting on near
twilight when I said, “Arch, ain’t a nymph or a naiad here. Not even a
kelpie would live in this pit.” But ol’ Arch laughed and went on
angling til all the light poured out of the sky.

    All through supper I gave Arch an earful, but he sat grinning and
never said a word. Then when we were rolled up for the night he
turned to me and said, “Oscar, if you haven’t got the stomach for what
you’re going to find, it’s best you go back down.” Well, he got my anger
up and my curiosity, too. And I’d sooner be best man at my best
friend’s wedding than leave without learning the secret of Hades Hole.

    The following morning I found Arch at the pool, pole in hand and
singing a bawdy song. I plopped down across from him, and our
twelve-foot poles formed an arc over that murky pit. I won’t say the action was dead, but things got so quiet, the birds began using our poles
for a perch.

    Long about one o’clock I called to Arch, “I’m packing it in.” He
winked and smiled and tied a new lure at the end of his line. “If you’re
not man enough, then go,” said he.

    As I faced around, I spotted a ripple in that forsaken hole. The ripple became a shadow, the shadow a form. Some figures and faces you’ll
find only in dreams, shapes that rise from deep imaginings. Such a vision did I see on the surface of Hades Hole.

    Her tresses were blacker’n midnight,

    And moon-white was her skin,

    It was the eyes that caught and held me. Deep as dark caverns, they
drew me down to depths that made my head swim.

    Suddenly, she was gone in the gloom, and before I could react, I saw
Archie’s pole bend in his hands. He snapped to, began reeling like a
madman, but that line wasn’t halfway in when the vision reappeared.
She gave ol’ Arch a look of cold contempt, then disappeared for good.

    But touch her once and it’s frostbite—

    She’s colder n a nor’east wind.

    “Scylla,” said I.

    “Did you see herr” replied ol’ Arch. ‘The big catch of Mount Nemesis. No one has ever landed ’er.”

    “No one likely to either.’
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    “Go back to your giggling nymphs, Oscar. Leave the real challenge
to us men.”

    Now, I’d meant what I’d said to Archie. Scyllas were as tame as a
bolt from the blue, and they hated the sport of merrymaking—merry
wasn’t a word they’d use. And as far as I knew, there wasn’t a lure that
could catch them.

    In spite of my knowledge, I stayed. And it wasn’t Arch’s words so
much. No, it was the image of that Scylla lingering in my eyes—she
had spun her spell like a spider’s web and caught me in the threads.

    We stayed weeks, months, but there was nary a nibble or gleam—til
the final day of the season. It was getting on near twilight; my gear was
packed away. But Arch sat hunkered over, pole in hand, trying to the
last desperate moment. (If I had been caught in a spell, he had been
hooked by an obsession.)

    When ok Arch began reluctantly to reel, I saw the surface ripple.
Quicker than a flash, the Scylla poked up her head and spit a stream
into Archie’s face. OF Arch rose in a towering rage, spluttered, and
spewed, and fumed.

    “I’ll be back!” he swore, then packed his gear and stomped down the
mountain.

    A thousand nymphets Arch did catch,

    Then sought a bigger goal,

    But this mountain o’ man met his match:

    The Scylla of Hades Hole.

    Between seasons, Arch was like a man possessed. Through the long
winter months all he talked about was that Scylla. Then, a week before
the season reopened, his attitude suddenly changed—

    “You might as well sport in Pleasure Pond,” said he. “Ain’t a force
on this earth that’ll catch a Scylla.”

    —And I knew he was on to something.

    As we rode up to Arcady, Arch was hard put to hide his anticipation.
And I was hard put to keep up with him as we made the trek to the
Pearl. The first night I fell into an exhausted sleep.

    When I finally opened my eyes, I saw
r
 Arch standing at the pool. As
I watched, the rod bent in his hands, and before I could throw on my
pants, calamity struck.

    Now Archie’s pride and joy was a great tangle of untamed heard.
Red as an angry sun it curled down to his burly chest And when ol’
Arch leaned over to take a peek at his “captive,” his beard swung out in
the breeze. The Scylla darted a hand up, caught Arch by the bristle,
and pulled him down into Hades Hole.

    She waited till he bent too low,

    Then grabb’d him by the hairs.

    Pull’d Arch into the pond below,

    And bound him to her lair.

    With a leap and a plunge I was after them, but lost ’em in the murk.
Yet down I went to the bottom of that bottomless pit. A hole there was
on the muddy floor, and entering it, I swam through water black as a
Scylla’s soul.

    Now Osc, his friend, saw Arch enslaved;

    A leap, and he was after.

    The hole arced up and emptied into a cavern filled with air and lit
by a green phosphorescence. Seven caves lined the wall, and I ran
down each in turn. All of them branched into several more—it was a
labyrinth, an impenetrable maze. At the mouth of each, I called out
Archie’s name; the echo was my only answer.

    Three days without food and my spirit grew weak with hunger. Another day and I would’ve starved. But before leaving I filled my lungs
to bursting and let out a bellow that shook the rocks from the walls.

    “archie!”

    And down those serpentine passages came the sound of that Scylla
laughing.

    But all Osc found in Hades cave
Was a Scylla’s mockin’ laughter.

    On the surface, I tried every damned lure in Archie’s pack, but whatever he used had disappeared with him. And yet I stayed til winter
froze Hades over. Then and only then did I leave that hellish hole.

    In the cold months that followed, I did not mourn my friend. No,
my determination grew
T
. Whatever lure Arch had used I would find it
There was a man we both knew, who went by the name of Finnigan
Dunnigan. In his younger days, Pops Dunnigan sported with the best
of them. He was old now, wizened and wise, and as grisdy as a bear’s
behind. If anyone knew what to use, old Finnigan Dunnigan would.

    ’Twas a wise old sport, Finnigan,

    Who knew a Scylla’s soul,

    The day before the season began, I went into his bait shop where he
lived alone. “Finnigan,” said I, “I need something to catch me a Scylla.”

    He ran a hand over a sandpaper cheek creased with lines of worry.
“What you want with a sprite like that? They’re more’n a myth, Oscar.
They’re magical, too.”

    I was in no mood for jawing. “Does such a lure exist?”

    “Bring a Scylla to the shore, and it’s a life-and-death struggle you’ll
get. They’d sooner die than sport.”

    “Would you know where I might find that lure?”

    Pops Dunnigan placed a pearl the size of an apple on the counter.
“Only pearl of its kind. There were two at one time.”

    “Where’s the other?”

    “Sold it to your buddy, Arch, not one year ago.”

    ‘Well, all it got him—”

    “Was a heap o’ trouble. Some things are better left alone, I said to
him. But some men get an itch. I’d warn you, too—”

    And knew the odds to win again,

    Poor Arch from Hades Hole.

    But my mind was filled with anger for that Scylla, so I cut him short
“I’ll be best man at your ruination, Finnigan, afore I give ol’ Arch up.”

    Dunnigan pinched his earlobe and shot me a worried look. “This
here pearl was spelled over beneath a blood-red moon. There’s magic in
it. It’s the only thing a Scylla can’t resist.”

    “How much?”

    ‘Take it. Free.”

    I pocketed the pearl.

    “Now listen, Oscar,” said he. “If you capture her, get her to swear on
the moon—otherwise she won’t be good to her word.”

    I nodded and turned to go.

    “There's more I should tell you,” called Finnigan. “Some things run
deeper than you think—”

    But I was eager to be away and would not heed his warning.

    Oscar knew not a single care,

    His heart with rage did swell;

    Not a man to easily scare.

    (Though Pops had more to tell.)

    I roared up to Arcady and tromped up Mount Nemesis. But when I
got to Hades Hole, I put anger aside and craftily laid my trap.

    Dropping the pearl into the pit, I watched the gloom surround it like
clouds around the moon. Before an hour went by, I felt a tug. Slowly I
reeled, bringing that hypnotized Scylla up and out with the pearl just
beyond her reach.

    When she got as far as I wanted, I kicked at a rope, and a net fell
from the branches above. Sauntering over to where she lay, I said
straight out, “Where’s my buddy?”

    A stream of water shot toward me, but I ducked in time.

    “Take me to Arch,” said I.

    The Scylla laughed til she nearly cried.

    So, mustering up a foolish grin, I went and dropped my trousers.
Underneath were a pair of boxer drawers lined with little hearts and
cupids.

    Oscar pull’d his ace in the hole;

    The Scylla’s eyes went wide.

    “Okay, okay,” said she.

    “Before we go, swear on the full moon you’ll take me to him.” I
moved forward so she could get a better view of the hearts and cupids.

    “I swear. I swear,” said she, though her eyes darted daggers of hate.

    I lifted the net, grabbed my fishing pole, and dove into the pool after
her. Down we went, then up into the hall of caves. She lead me into
an opening that twisted and turned through passages no man could

    hope to remember. We arrived in a large furnished cavern, and I spotted or Arch at the far end.

    “Oscar?” ho called. “Osc, is it you?”

    “It’s me.”

    Archie came running over, carrying a duster and broom. “Osc, it’s really you.”

    OF Arch’s shoulders were bent, his eyes were black with circles. And
he wore an apron over his ragged clothes—a frilly thing with flower
prints. “Arch, you’ve changed. It’s about time I got you out of here.”

    The Scylla laughed behind us.

    “Listen,” said Arch, “when she brought me here she didn’t even
bother with a blindfold. There was no way I’d recollect how to find my
way out.”

    The Scylla smirked and danced along the wall.

    <f
Well,” said I, “I got no promise from her.” (OF Arch moaned
louder than I could stand.) “But I did take a precaution,” said I, and
held up my fishing pole. “Line’s tied at the other end.”

    The Scylla stood stock still and looked hellbent on tearing me apart
So I plucked the pearl from my pocket and chucked it into the far end
of the room.

    “Let’s go,” I yelled and grabbed Arch’s arm.

    Down that long, winding maze we wound, following the line all the
way out. Then up through the water we went and emerged from
Hades Hole.

    Before she could regain control
Poor Archie was outside.

    But the story doesn’t end there—not by a long shot. While the blizzards blew and we sat warm round the fireside, Archie told me the terrible things that soulless Scylla did. I’m not a man who scares easy, but
the horrors he recounted made my teeth chatter and raised the hackles
at the nape of my neck. In exchange for food, the Scylla made Arch
keep her cavern clean—and not just tidy, but scrubbed to a spotless
gleam. Poor Arch had been reduced to a servant—worse yet, to a
eunuch and a maid.

    A day scarce went by that Arch didn’t rejoice at his freedom. Then,
as the weeks passed and the season drew near, a peculiar thing happened. Arch stopped going to the pubs and bachelor haunts we both
knew. And he began wasting away. Knowing him the way I did, I was

    sure he was storing up hatred for what that Scylla had done. He was
working himself into a revenge.

    When spring brought the new season, Arch wanted to go down to
Arcady. We went, but I kept dose watch. The first night he was restless, so I slept with one eye dosed and one eye on the moon.

    Toward morning, Arch took off up the mountain with me tailing
dose behind. He traveled so quick, I lost him in the woods. And when
I finally emerged in the dearing I saw him frozen and staring into
Hades Hole.

    “Don’t do it, Arch,” I yelled.

    And he turned with a funny look on his face, then jumped.

    What happened on the bottom of that bottomless pit is too painful to
recall, much less to tell. If ever you’re up Mount Nemesis way, you can
hear the men sing the Ballad of Archie and the Scylla of Hades Hole.
Listen dose to the last verse—it’s a warning to anyone who gets an itch
for things best left alone . . .

    Hasten ye lads to Arcady,

    And Nemesis’s sylvan streams,

    Where the sport is love and ladies;

    Where men can fish for dreams.

    Oh, the rills be fill’d with maidens,

    And are willin’ nymphets alL
The price of a gem ’n’ a wadin’

    Buys gate to the bach’lor’s ball.

    But hark the Ballad of Archie,

    And the Scylla of Hades Hole.

    (Though a man be bold and starchy
He can lose his mortal soul.)

    Now Archie was a Nemesis man;

    A mountain o’man was he.

    No bigger lover in the land,

    His pole was a huge oak tree.

    A thousand nymphets Arch did catch,

    Then sought him a bigger goal.

    But this mountain o’ man met his match:

    The Scylla of Hades Hole.
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    Her tresses were blacker’n midnight,

    And moon-white was her skin,

    But touch her once and it’s frostbite—

    She’s colder’n a nor’east wind.

    Was not a nymph so easy bought,

    But Archie gave it a try.

    And for his efforts Archie caught
Spewed spit betwixt the eyes.

    OF Arch he stomp’d, ol’ Arch he swore
Next season to return
With magic lure to be cocksure
Of settin’ her soul a-bum.

    He hook’d that harpy on his line;

    He reeled her close to land.

    Hankerin’ for that form divine.

    He did not see her plan:

    She waited til he bent too low,

    Then grabb’d him by the hairs.

    Pull’d Arch into the pond below,

    And bound him to her lair.

    Now Osc, his friend, saw Arch enslaved;

    A leap, and he was after.

    But all Osc found in Hades cave
Was a Scylla’s mockin’ laughter,

    So Oscar thought, and Oscar mused,

    While winter winds were blowin’,

    What secret lure had Archie used?

    (But one man be knowin’.)

    Twas a wise ol’ sport, Finnigan,

    Who knew a Scylla’s soul,

    And knew the odds to win again,

    Poor Arch from Hades Hole.
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    Oscar knew not a single care.

    His heart with rage did swell;

    Not a man to easily scare,

    (Though Pops had more to tell.)

    With Finnigan’s magical jewel,
Oscar lured her to the strand,

    Snared the siren of Pluto’s pool,
Tricked her to his command

    Oscar pull’d his ace in the hole;

    The Scylla’s eyes went wide.

    Before she could regain control
Poor Archie was outside.

    But hark the Ballad of Archie,

    And the bitch of Hades Hole.
(Though a man be bold and starchy
He can lose his mortal soul.)

    Poor Archie could not keep away;
He could not end it there.

    He took the plunge that fateful day,
And met this end, I swear:

    He threw away his carefree life.

    He went and damned his soul.

    Ob Archie took her as his wife—

    The Scylla of Hades Hole.

    One of the greatest thrills I have had, one that justified all of the very hard
work I have had to put into producing a little magazine, was my being able
to publish a double-issue tribute to Manly Wade Wellman, a Southern
gentleman I was able to develop a friendship with and love for during my
years living in North Carolina. Manly’s many honors include a Pulitzer
Prize nomination for his historical work, a Weald Fantasy award, and, recently, the North Carolina Literary award. Wellman vividly recounts his
days as a roadhouse bouncer, William Faulkner’s extreme rage at losing a
juicy writing prize to Manly, and many other spellbinding recollections
about his rich and varied life. Still, even if I had never had the glory of
sitting in this giant’s presence, I would know a great deal about him from
his writings. His tales of the Southern mountain folk exude his love for
them, their ways, their land. It is a most satisfying experience to be able to
publish the marriage story of John, Manly Wade Wellman’s most famous
of these characters.

    TRILL COSTER’S BURDEN

    by Manly Wade Wellman

    After Evadare caught up with me on that high mountain, her poor feet
were worn so sore that we stayed there all next day. I snared a rabbit
for dinner and dried its sinews by the fire and sewed up her torn shoes
with them. Our love talk to one another would have sounded stupid to
air other soul on earth. Next morning we ate our last smoked meat and
com pone, and Evadare allowed, “I can walk with a staff, John.” So I
bundled our two packs behind my back and slung my guitar on top.
Off southwest, we reckoned, was another state line. Across that, folks
could marry without a long wait or a visit to the county seat

    For hours we made it slantways down the mountain side and then
across rocks in a river. We climbed a ridge beyond, midway towards
evening, and saw a narrower stream below. There was a wagon track

    across and cabins here and yonder and, on the stream’s far side, a white
steepled church and folks there, little as ants.

    “We’ll head there,” I said, and she smiled up from under the bright
toss of her hair. Down we came, Evadare a-limping with her staff. At
the stream I picked her up like a flower and waded over. Not one look
did the folks at the church give us, so hard they harked at what a
skinny little man tried to say.

    “Here’s sixty dollars in money bills,” he hollered, “for who’11 take her
sins and set her soul free.”

    I set Evadare down. We saw a dark-painted pine coffin among those
dozen ladies and men. Shadow looked to lie on and around the coffin,
more shadow than it could cast by itself. The man who talked looked
pitiful, and his hair was gravel-gray.

    “Who’ll do it?” he begged to them. “I’ll pay seventy-five. No, a
hundred—my last cent.” He dug money from his jeans pocket. “Here’s
a hundred. Somebody do it for Trill and I’ll pray your name in my
prayers forevermore.”

    He looked at a squatty man in a brown umbrella hat. “Bart, if—”

    “Not for a thousand dollars, Jake,” said the squatty man. “Not for a
million.”

    The man called Jake spoke to a well-grown young woman with
brown hair down on her bare shoulders. “Nollie,” he said, “I’d take
Trill’s sins on myself if I could, but I can’t I stayed by her, a-knowing
what she was.”

    “You should ought to have thought of that when you had the
chance, Jake,” she said, and turned her straight back.

    In the open coffin lay a woman wrapped in a quilt Her hair was
smoky-red. Her shut-eyed face had a proud beauty look, straight-nosed
and full-lipped. The man called Jake held out the money to us.

    “A hundred dollars,” he whined. “Promise to take her sins, keep her
from being damned to everlasting.”

    I knew what it was then, I’d seen it once before. Sin-eating. Somebody dies after a bad life, and a friend or a paid person agrees the sin
will be his, not the dead one’s. It’s still done here and there, far back off
from towns and main roads.

    “I’ll take her sins on me, John,” said Evadare to me.

    Silence then, so you might could hear a leaf drop. Jake started in to
cry. “Oh, ma’am,” he said, “tell me your name so’s I can bless it to all
the angels.”
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    Somebody laughed a short laugh, but when I turned round, nair face
had nair laugh on it

    “Fm called Evadare, and this is John with me.”

    Take it.” jahe pushed the money at her.

    “I wouldn’t do such a thing for money,” Evadare said. “Only to give
comfort by it, if I can.”

    Jake blinked his wet eyes at her. The squatty man shut the coffin lid.
“All right, folks,” he said, and he and three others took hold and lifted.
The whole bunch headed in past the church, to where 1 could see the
stones of a burying ground. Round us the air turned dull, like as if a
cloud had come up in the bright evening sky.

    Jake hung hack a moment. “Better you don’t come in,” he mumbled,
and followed the others.

    “I do hope I did right,” said Evadare, to herself and me both.

    “You always do right,” I replied her.

    We walked to where some trees bunched on the far side of the
wagon road. I dropped our bundles under a sycamore. We could see
the folks a-digging amongst the graves. I got sticks and made us a fire.
Evadare sat on a root. Chill had come into the air, along with that
dimness. We talked, love talk but not purely cheerful talk. The sunset
looked bloody-red in the west.

    The folks finished the burying and headed off this way and that Fd
hope to speak to somebody, maybe see if Evadare could stay the night
in a house. But they made wide turns not to come near us. I looked in
my soogin sack to see if we had aught left to eat. But nair crumb.

    ‘There’s still some coffee in my bundle,” said Evadare.

    “That’ll taste good.” I took the pot to the stream and scooped up
water. Somebody made a laughing noise and I looked up.

    “I didn’t get your name,” said the bare-shouldered woman, a-smiling
her mouth at me.

    “John,” I said. “I heard you called Miss Nollie.”

    “Nollie Willoughby.”

    Her eyes combed me up and down in that last light of day. They
were brown eyes, with hard, pale lights behind them.

    “Long and tall, ain’t you, John?” she said. “You nair took Trill
Coster’s sins—only that little snip you’re with did that. If you’ve got
the sense you look to have, you’ll leave her and them both, right now.”

    “I’ve got the sense not to leave her,” I said.

    “Come with me,” she bade me, a-smiling wider.

    “No, ma’am, I thank you.”

    I walked off from her. As I came near the trees, I heard Evadare say
something, then a man’s voice. Quick I moved the coffeepot to my left
hand and fisted up my right and hurried there to see what was what

    The fire burned with blue in its red. It showed me the Jake fellow,
a-talking to Evadare where she sat on the root He had a bucket of
something in one hand and some tin dishes in the other.

    “John,” he said as I came up, “I reckoned I’d fetch youins some sup-

    y>
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    ‘We do thank you,” I replied him, a-meaning it. “Coffee will be
ready directly. Sit down with us and have a cup,” and I set the pot on a
stone amongst the fire and Evadare poured in the most part of our
coffee.

    Jake dropped down like somebody weary of this world. “I won’t stay
long,” he said. “I’d only fetch more sins on you.” He looked at Evadare.
“On her, who’s got such a sight of them to pray out the way it is.”

    Evadare took the bucket. It was hot squirrel stew and made two big
bowls full. We were glad for it, I tell you, and for the coffee when it
boiled. Jake’s cup trembled in his hand. He told us about Trill Coster,
the woman he still loved in her grave, and it wasn’t what you’d call a
nice tale to hear.

    She’d been as beautiful as a she-lion, and she’d used her beauty like a
she-lion, a-gobbling men. She could make men swear away their
families and lives and hopes of heaven. For her they’d thieve or even
kill, and go to jail for it And not a damn she’d given for what was
good. She’d dared lightning to strike her; she’d danced round the
church and called down a curse on it. Finally all folks turned from her
—all but Jake, who loved her though she’d treated him like a dog. And
when she’d died on a night of storm, they said bats flew round her bed.

    Jake had stayed true to her who was so false. And that’s how come
him to want to get somebody to take her sins.

    ‘Tor her sins run wild round this place, like foxes round a hen roost,”
he said. “1 can hear them.”

    I heard them too, not so much with my ears as with my bones.

    “I promised I’d pray them away,” Evadare reminded him. “You’d best
go, Jake. Leave me to deal with them.”

    He thanked her again and left.

    Full dark by then outside the ring of firelight, and we weren’t alone
there. I didn’t see or hear plain at first, it was more like just a sense of
what came. Lots of them. They felt to be a-moving close, the way

    wolves would shove round a campfire in the old days, to get up their
nerve to rush in. A sort of low crouch of them in die dark, and here
and there some sort of height half-guessed. Like as if one or other of
them stood high, or possibly climbed a tree branch. I stared and tried to
reckon if there were shapes there, blacker than the night, and couldn’t
be sure one way or the other.

    Tm not about to be afraid,” said Evadare, and she knew she had to
say that thing out loud for it to be true

    ‘‘Don’t be,” I said. "I’ve heard say that evil can’t prevail against a
pure heart And your heart’s pure I wish mine was halfway as pure as
yours.”

    I pulled my guitar to me and touched the silver strings, to help us
both.

    “They say there are seven deadly sins,” said Evadare “I’ve heard
them named, but I can’t recollect them all.”

    “I can,” I said. “Pride Covetousness. Lust. Envy. Greed. Anger.
Gluttony. Who is there that mustn’t fight to keep free from all of
them?”

    I began to pick and sing, words of my own making to the tune of
“Nine Yards of Other Cloth”:

    “And she’s my love, my star above,

    And she’s my heart’s delight,

    And when she’s here I need not fear
The terror in the night.”

    “Who was that laughed?” Evadare cried out

    For there’d been a laugh, that died away when she spoke. I stopped
my music and harked. A different noise now. A stir, like something that
tried not to make a sound but made one anyway, the ghost of a sound
you had to strain to hear,

    I set down my guitar and stood up. I said, loud and clear:

    “Whoever or whatever’s in sound of my voice, step up here close and
look at the color of my eyes.”

    The noise had died. I looked all the way round.

    Deep night now, beyond where the fire shone. But I saw a sort of
foggy-muddy cloud at a slink there. I thought maybe somebody had set
a smudge fire and the wind blew the smoke to us. Only there was no
wind. The air was as still as a shut-up room. I looked at the sky. There
were little chunks of stars and about half a moon, with a twitch of dim

    cloud on it. But down where I was, silence and stillness.

    “Look at those sparks,” said Evadare’s whispery voice.

    First sight of them, they sure enough might could have been sparks
—greeny ones. Then you made out they were two and two in that low
dark mist, two and two and two, like eyes, like the green eyes of meat-
eating things on the look for food. All the way round they were caught
and set by pairs in the mist that bunched and clotted everywhere, close
to the ground, a-beginning to flow in, crowd in.

    And it wasn’t just mist. There were shapes in it. One or two stood up
to maybe a man’s height, others made you think of dogs, only they
weren’t dogs. They huddled up, they were sort of stuck together-
jellied together, you might say, the way a hobby of frog’s eggs lie
in a sticky bunch in the water. If it had been just at one place; but it
was all the way round.

    I tried to think of a good charm to say, and I’ve known some, but
right then they didn’t come to mind. I grabbed up a stick from the pile
for whatever good might come of it I heard Evadare, her voice strong
now:

    “Thou shalt not be afraid for the terror by night.”

    The dark things churned, the eye-sparks blinked. I could swear that
they gave back for the length of a step.

    “Nor for the arrow that flieth by day,” Evadare said on. “Nor for the
pestilence that walketh in darkness.”

    They shrank back on themselves again. They surrounded us, but
thev were back from where they’d been.

    ‘What did you say to them?” I inquired Evadare, still with the stick
ready.

    ‘The Ninety-first Psalm,” she said back. “It was all I could think of
that might could possibly help.”

    “It helped,” I said, and thought how I’d stood like a gone gump, not
able to call up one good word to save us. “If those were sins a-sneaking
in,” I said, “there was a sight of them, but good words made them
wait.”

    “How long will they wait?” she wondered me, little and huddled
down by the fire. She was scared, gentlemen; and, no I reckon about it,
so was I.

    Those many sins, a-taking shape and hungry to grab onto somebody.
One might not be too bad. You’d face up to one, maybe drive it back,
maybe get it down and stomp it. But all of those together all sides of

    you, gummed into one misty mass. Being scared didn’t help. You had to
think of something to da

    Think what?

    No way to run off from Trill Coster’s sins, hunched all round us.
Maybe the firelight slowed them some, slowed the terror by night, the
pestilence in darkness. Evadare had taken them on her, and here they
were. She kept whispering prayers. Meanwhile, they’d pulled back
some. Now their eye-sparks showed thirty or forty feet away, all directions. I put wood on the fire. The flames stood up, not so much blue in
the red now.

    I took up my guitar and dared sit down. Old folks allow the devil is
afraid of music I picked and I sang:

    ‘The needle’s eye that doth supply
The thread that runs so true,

    And many a lass have I let pass
Because I thought of you.

    “And many a dark and stormy night
I walked these mountains through;

    I’d stub my toe and down I’d go
Because I thought of you.”

    Then again a loud, rattling laugh, and I got up. The laugh again.
Into the firelight there walked that bare-shouldered woman called
Nollie Willoughby, a-weaving herself while she walked, a-clapping her
hands while she tossed her syrupy hair.

    “I call that pretty singing, John,” she laughed to me. “You aim to
sleep here tonight? The ground makes a hard bed, that’s a natural fact
Let me make you up a soft bed at my place.”

    “I mustn’t go from here right now,” said Evadare’s soft voice. ‘I’ve
got me something to do hereabouts.”

    Nollie quartered her eyes round to me. “Then just you come, John. I
done told you it’ll be a soft bed.”

    “I thank you most to death,” I said, “but no, ma’am, I stay here with
Evadare.”

    “You’re just a damned fool,” she scorned me.

    “A fool, likely enough,” I agreed her. “But not damned. Not yet”

    She sat down at the fire without being bid to. There was enough of

    her to make one and a half of Evadare, and pretty too, but no way as
pretty as Evadare—no way.

    "All the folks act pure scared to come near youins,” she told us. "I
came to show there’s naught to fear from Trill Costers sins. I nair
feared her nor her ways when she lived. I don’t fear them now she’s
down under the dirt. All the men that followed her round—they’ll follow me round now.”

    "Which is why you’re glad she’s dead,” Evadare guessed. "You were
jealous of her.”

    Nollie looked at her, fit to strike her dead. "Not for those sorry
men,” she said. "I don’t touch other women’s leavings.” She put her
eyes to me. "You don’t look nor act like that sort of man, John.
I’ll warrant you’re a right much of a man.”

    "I do my best most times,” I said.

    "I might could help you along,” she smiled with her wide lips.

    "Think that if it pleasures you,” I said. I thought back on women I’d
known. Donie Carawan, who’d sweet-talked me the night the Little
Black Train came for her; Winnie, who’d blessed my name for how I’d
finished the Ugly Bird; Vandy, whose song I still sang now and then;
but above and past them all, little Evadare, a-sitting tired and worried
there by the fire, with the crowd and cloud of another woman’s sins
she’d taken, all round her, a-trying to dare come get hold of her.

    "If I’d listen to you,” I said to Nollie. "If I heeded one mumbling
word of your talk.”

    "Jake said you’re named Evadare,” said Nollie across the fire. "You
came here with John and spoke up big to take Trill’s sin-burden and
pray it out What if I took that burden off you and took John along
with it?”

    "You done already made John that offer,” said Evadare, quiet and
gentle, "and he told you what he thought of it.”

    "Sure enough,” Nollie laughed her laugh, with hardness in it.
"John’s just a-playing hard to get”

    "He’s hard to get, I agree you,” said Evadare, "but he’s not a-play-

    ing."

    "Getting right cloudy round here,” Nollie said, a-looking over that
smooth bare shoulder of hers.

    She spoke truth. The clumpy mist with its eye-greens was on the
move again, like before. It hung close to the ground. I saw tree
branches above it The shapes in it were half-shapes. I saw one like
what children make out of snow for a man, but this was dark, not

    snowy. It had head, shoulders, two shiny green eyes. Webbed next to
it, a bunch of the things that minded you of dogs without being dogs.
Green eyes too, and white flashes that looked like teeth.

    Those dog things had tongues too, out at us, like as if to lap at us.
Evadare was a-praying under her breath, and Nollie laughed again.

    "If you fear sin,” she mocked us, "you go afraid air minute of your
life."

    That was the truth too, as I reckoned, so I said nothing. I looked on
the half-made hike of the man shape. It molded itself while I looked.
Up came two steamy rags like arms. I wondered myself if it had hands,
if it could take hold; if it could grab Evadare, grab me.

    One arm-rag curled up high and whipped itself at us. It threw something—a whole mess of something. A little rain of twinkles round the
root where Evadare had sat since first we built the fire.

    "Oh," she whispered, not loud enough for a cry.

    I ran to her, to see if she’d been hit and hurt. She looked down at
the scatter of bright things round her. I knelt to snatch one up.

    By the firelight, I saw that it was a jewel. Red as blood, bright as fire.
I’m no jeweler, but I’ve seen rubies in my time. This was a big one.

    Evadare bent with both hands out, to pick the things up. From the
mist stole out soft noises, noises like laughter—not as loud as Nollie
could laugh, but meaner, uglier.

    "Don’t take those things," I said to Evadare. "Not from what wants
to give them to you.” I set myself to throw that big ruby.

    "No,” said Evadare, and got up, too. "I must do it. I’m the one who
took the sins. I’m the one to say no to them.”

    She made a flinging motion with her arm, underhand, the way girls
are apt to throw. I saw those jewels wink in the firelight as they sailed
through the air. Red for rubies, white for diamonds, other colors for
other ones. They struck in among the misty shapes. I swear they
plopped, like stones flung in greasy water.

    "Give me,” she said, and took the big ruby from me. She flung it
after the others. It made a singy sound in the air. Back from the cloudy
mass beat a tired, hunting breath, like somebody pained and sorrowed.

    "All right,” said Evadare, the strongest she’d spoken since first we’d
made out camp. "I’ve given them back their pay, refused all of it.”

    "Did you?” Nollie sort of whinnied.

    "You saw me give them back,” Evadare said. "All of them.’’

    "No, not all of them, look at this.’’

    Nollie held out her open palm. There lay a ruby, big as a walnut,
twice the size of the one I’d taken up.

    “How many thousands do you reckon that’s worth?” Nollie jabbered
at us, her teeth shining. “I got it when it fell, and I’m a-going to keep
it”

    “Miss Nollie,” I said, “you should ought to have seen enough here tonight to know you can’t keep it air such a thing.”

    “Can’t I?” she jeered me. “Just watch me, John. I’ll take it to a big
town and sell it. I’ll be the richest somebody in all these parts.”

    “Better give it to Evadare to throw back,” I said.

    “Give it to little half-portion, milky-face Evadare? Not me.”

    She poked the ruby down the front of her dress, deep down there.

    “It’ll be safe where it’s at,” she snickered at us. “Unless you want to
reach a hand down yonder for it, John.”

    “Not me,” I said. “I want no part of it, nor yet of where you put it.”

    “John,” said Evadare, “look at how the cloud bunches away.”

    I looked; it drew back with all its shapes, like the ebb tide on the
shore of the sea.

    “Sure enough,” I said. “It’s a-leaving out of here.”

    “And so am I,” spoke up Nollie. “I came here to talk sense to you,
John. You ain’t got the gift to know sense where you hear it. Come
visit me when I get my money and put up my big house here.”

    She swung, she switched away, a-moving three directions at once,
the way some women think they look pretty when they do it. She
laughed at us once, over her shoulder so bare. Evadare made a move,
like as if to try to fetch her back, but I put my hand on Evadare’s arm.

    “You’ve done more than your duty tonight,” I said. “Let her go.”

    So Evadare stood beside me while Nollie switch-tailed off amongst
the trees. I reckoned the misty shapes thickened up at Nollie, but I
couldn’t be dead sure. What I did make out was, they didn’t fence us
in now. I saw clearness all the way round. The moon washed the earth
with its light.

    Evadare sat down on the root again, dead tired. I built up the fire to
comfort us. I struck a chord on the guitar to sing to her, I don’t recollect what. It might could as well have been a lullaby. She sank down
asleep as I sang. I put my soogin sack under her head for a pillow and
spread a blanket on her.

    But I didn’t sleep. I sat there, awaiting for whatever possibly happened, and nothing happened. Nothing at all, all night. The dawn
grayed the sky and far off away I heard a rooster crow. I put the last of

    our coffee in the pot to brew for us, all we could count on for breakfast.
While I watched by the fire, three men came toward us. Evadare rose
up and yawned.

    “John/’ said Jake in his timid voice, T bless the high heavens to see
you and your lady all safe here. This here is Preacher Frank Ricks, and
here’s Squire Hamp Dolby, come along with me to make your acquaintance.”

    Preacher Ricks I’d met before. We shook hands together. He was
thin and old, but still a-riding here and there to do what good was in
his power. Squire Dolby was a chunk of a man with white hair and
black brows. “Proud to know you, John,” he said to me.

    “I hurried in here just at sunrise,” said Preacher Ricks. “I’d heard tell
of poor Trill Coster’s death, and I find she’s already buried. And I
heard tell, too, of the brave, kind thing your lady agreed to do to rest
her soul.”

    “1 hoped it would be merciful,” said Evadare.

    “How true you speak, ma’am,” said Squire Dolby. “But the sins you
said you’d take, they never came to you. They fastened somewhere else.
Nollie Willoughby’s gone out of her mind. Round her house it’s all
dark-shadowy, and she’s in there, she laughs and cries at one and the
same time. She hangs onto a little flint rock and says it’s a ruby, richer
than all dreams on this earth.”

    “Isn’t it a ruby?” I inquired him.

    “Why,” he said, “the gravelly path to my house is strewed with rocks
like that, fit for naught but just to be trod on.”

    T fetched these folks here on your account, John,” said Jake. "You
done told me you and Evadare hoped to be married.”

    “And we can do that for you,” allowed Preacher Ricks, with a smile
to his old face. “Squire Dolby here has the legal authority to give you a
license here and now.”

    “It’s sure enough my pleasure,” said Squire Dolby.

    He had a pad of printed blanks. He put down Evadare’s name and
mine, and he and Jake signed for the witnesses.

    “Why not right now, under these trees and this sky?” said Preacher
Ricks, and opened his book. “Stand together here, you two. John, take
Evadare’s right hand in your right hand. Say these words after me
when I tell you.”

    ' *• * - -
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    The late Ward Moore first came to my attention through his classic novel,
Bring the jubilee.
 I was exceptionally pleased when literary agent Virginia
Kidd was able to allow me the opportunity to buy first publication rights to
the following tale. The noted writer and critic Fritz Leiber called it '"rich
and polished” which was more than enough justification for my publishing
a story not quite a fantasy. Still, the tale is weird and unusual and thus
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 material.

  
    CONVERSATION PIECE

    by Ward Moore

    On the Fourth of July, 1805, Nicholas Apperson, Esquire, a prosperous
merchant of New York, was enjoying the Independence Day festivities
which had begun at midnight and had risen by dawn to a high pitch of
enthusiasm with the ringing of church bells and the booming of cannon, continuing throughout glorious day with parades, recitations of
odes, public readings of the Declaration, addresses by various distinguished persons, and was now, at nightfall, approaching the grand climax with a display of most tasteful and ingenious fireworks especially
prepared for the occasion, culminating in a set piece which would light
up the skies with a presentation of the Emblem of the Union clutched
in the talons of that noble bird, the American Eagle.

    Mr. Apperson, then in the prime of his manhood at thirty-five, tall,
vigorous, and of a sanguine complexion, with fair, curling locks,
strolled up Greenwich Street, gazing with approval—for he was a man
of decidedly patriotic sentiment—on the varied aspects of jubilant celebration. So engrossed was he that he hardly noticed having left behind
the closely clustered brick or wooden dwellings (the uncouth stone
houses of the earlier period were being rapidly replaced by more elegant homes) for the open fields, orchards, and farmhouses, Flere, in the
golden light of afternoon, members of the several militia companies,

    often as not unbooted as well as unbuttoned, rested from marches on
the succulent grass which stained their dress uniforms. Such seafarers
as were not drunken in the taverns frolicked—often enough indecently
—with milkmaids and goosegirls in the salubrious rural air, and entire
families, usually newcomers to the hospitable shores of the Republic,
picknicked on the sward. One such group particularly caught Mr.
Apperson’s attention for their gaiety and evident lighthearted pleasure
as well as for their singular guise.

    They were perhaps a dozen all told, the men outnumbering the
gentler sex, of whom there were but three. All were tall above average,
of striking demeanor, carrying themselves with an assurance barely falling short of arrogance. They were dressed in the habit of the late
French Directory and of Bonaparte’s so-called “court,” though one of
the older men wore a wig clubbed and tied, while three, less venerable
though of middle years, and two of the women, had their hair powdered. The younger men and the remaining female, who Mr. Apperson
perceived was little more than a girl, wore their hair naturally, in the
manner of President Jefferson, though in the case of the girl it was
dressed high on her head, with ringlets falling loosely on her slender
neck. All were richly appareled in velvets, satins, broadcloth, and other
costly finery, and the gentlemen, with the exception of one youth who
was dressed like a sailor in nankeen trousers, wore, considerably to
Apperson’s surprise, court swords.

    Without at all intending to eavesdrop, the merchant drew closer and
discovered they were all conversing in a foreign tongue which he conjectured might be Russian, interspersed with words he took to be
French, though he himself was unacquainted with any language other
than that used by General Washington and Doctor Franklin. So
animated was their congress, agreeable their aspect, and manifest their
pleasure, he wished with all his heart he could join in their diversion.
So moved was he by this desire to fraternise that he edged still closer,
undoubtedly nearer than strict protocol sanctioned. In doing so his
hand accidentally brushed the arm of the girl, who looked at him with
a smile of civility and unaffected good humor, as though the encounter
was the most customary thing in the world.

    Driven quite out of his senses by the proximity of such ingenuous
beauty, Nicholas Apperson took her hand in his and drew her gently
away from her companions. If this bold and unseemly action went
unremarked, as it evidently did, it could only have been that the setting
sun had rendered the light deceptive and it was hard to define any ac-

    tion or person with precision. Indeed a few rochets had already gone up
to test the pale twilight preliminary to the display of fireworks, for the
period of their utmost brilliance would be short, since the almanac
promised an especially bright moon. The only way Apperson had of
reveling in her youth and beauty was through his indelible memory of
her looks and the last fading rays of light on her face and figure as he
led her toward the open fields upon which the crowded town had not
yet encroached.

    At first he contented himself with holding her hand or gently touching her curls, but at length he forgot all propriety and recklessly
pressed his lips to her brow, her cheek, and finally, her mouth. When
she made no protest, not even to the extent of drawing back, he was
emboldened to take further unwarrantable liberties and disarranged her
neck scarf to discover her bosom, whose snowy whiteness he could see
only faintly and fitfully in the bright light from the fireworks which
were now being set off in earnest

    Inflamed by lust and conceiving she was perhaps a gypsy or a
member of the half-world, or from some outlandish country where virtue was not held in Christian esteem, he went still further, to actions so
outrageous it would be impossible to write of them without blushing
and the relation of which would be unfit for chaste ears. Nor was he
content with a single act of wantonness, but made repeated onslaught
upon her person, and his lechery was not rebuffed, save only by a
single sharp cry which she quickly stifled.

    They lay together until long after the fireworks had been dissipated
and the moon shone so strongly upon their illicit embrace that he could
distinguish every lineament of her countenance, even to the tiny beads
of dew on her upper lip. Now that his libertine’s carnality had been assuaged, he felt some slight remorse for his heedlessness, even though he
reassured himself that her easy compliance betokened a lack of modesty
and innocence.

    And now, hearing loud shouts, the trampling of feet, and seeing the
light of flaming torches, he hastened to effect the rearrangement of
their attire which, to tell the truth, had been almost completely discarded in their transports. He could not forbear to cast a final look of
admiration upon her fully revealed charms, worthy of a sculptor of classical antiquity but glowing with the hues of living flesh. A man of commerce, he had long since disciplined his wandering fancies, but surely
not even the lickerish artists of iniquitous Europe had painted a nymph
so charming, so irresistible.

    As he tenderly if unwillingly disposed her more presentably he could
not help but perceive clear evidence of his misapprehension of her
moral condition, for on her clothing were unmistakable tokens of recent
maidenhood. The testimony of her innocence and his profligacy staggered him; for the second time he kissed her on the brow, as though
the gesture might restore that which was forever lost

    A moment later, still shouting in their barbarous tongue, her companions came upon them. Holding their torches high, they lowered
them to peer into the couples faces, redoubling their shouts to indicate
they had recognized their quarry. Two of the men seized Apperson,
holding his arms painfully behind his back though he made no attempt
to resist. They jabbered at the girl, who replied evenly and gently, her
clear, sweet tones contrasting with their furious, growling questions.
One of the men with powdered hair drew his sword. Apperson’s captors
let go his arms, but when it was evident he wore no weapon, the
avenger looked at him with contempt and loathing, spat at his feet, and
put the point of his blade at the merchant’s throat

    "I do not speak your language,” said Apperson. “I freely admit I have
wronged the young lady in a fit of inexcusable madness. I am prepared
to make full amends.”

    There was a spate of words from all the company, including the girl.
The harshest were addressed to him, others—argumentative, outraged,
or lachrymose—were volleyed back and forth. The girl’s continued
quiet, soothing, explanatory and—on the few occasions when she spoke
directly to him—apologetic, the men’s fiery, vindictive, implacable. All
Nicholas Apperson was able to retain was their manner of address to
the girl, ‘Tatyana Petrovna.” This must be her name: Miss Petrovna.
He decided Tatyana was the most melodious name he had ever heard.
“Miss Petrovna,” he said loudly to overcome the barrier of language,
“forgive me. I could not help it You are beautiful, a goddess. If they
intend to kill me I shall die, I hope, becomingly.”

    The older man, he of the unfashionable wig, stood before Apperson,
and spoke to him, apparently in French. Apperson shook his head. “I
don’t understand; I’m sorry.” The man appeared puzzled, then he said
slowly, as though with great difficulty, “You? . .

    “Nicholas Apperson. I am a gentleman.”

    The man looked confused but not entirely uncomprehending. “Zhen-
deman?” He pointed to his sword and then at Apperson’s left side.

    “A custom we republicans no longer follow, sir. Our right to bear
arms is guaranteed by our Constitution, but it is one we often forgo, es-
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    pecially since last year's misfortunate affair betwixt Colonel Burr and
General Hamilton across the river yonder."

    The other looked completely bewildered. “Gamilton?" He shook his
head. “Printzessa . . . Printzessa Belkonskaya . . . you . . He made
what can only be described as a coarse gesture with the middle finger
of his right hand into the circle formed by fingers and thumb of his
left

    Nicholas Apperson’s perplexity quarreled with his indignation. T understood the young lady’s name was Miss Petrovna, and now you seemingly refer to her as the Princess Belkonskaya. We republicans disdain
—But
 his patriotic principles were momentarily washed aside. “But
princess or commoner, I’ll thank you not to refer to her in such a crude,
low way. Not even if I have to die for it,’’ he finished in a burst of
recklessness.

    There was some lengthy consultation among the company. Then
their chief, if that he were, took a handful of gold pieces—eagles, double-eagles, English sovereigns, French louis, and foreign coins unidentifiable even in the bright moonlight to Apperson who usually had a
sharp eye for Spanish, Portuguese, Austrian or even rarer mints—from
his breeches’ pocket. Quickly discarding the notion that they were
being proffered for any arcane purpose, Apperson decided he was being
questioned as to his own financial substance. Somewhat mortified at
being found abroad without his purse—for on a great holiday such as
this many roughs were likely to be roaming the public ways in search
of victims—he removed the contents of his fob, displaying it on his
palm: a quarter-eagle, three reals, a clipped doubloon, several shillings,
and a few coppers. “I am a man of some property,’’ he announced helplessly, “with a house on Nassau Street, a country residence on Christopher Street. . 
.Iam
 not a pauper, sir,’’ he concluded, aware of being
totally unconvincing. “I have a share in several vessels in the China
trade, and I have ventured a goodly sum . . He fell silent because no
one was listening.

    The elderly Muscovite, if he were that and not a Polander, Cour-
lander, Bohemian, or a Sclav from a part of the Sublime Porte’s domains, issued a series of instructions to his minions. Miss Petrovna—the
Princess Belkonskaya—Tatyana smiled at him encouragingly and even
(though this might have been an illusion produced by the moonlight)
seemed to pout her delicate lips to form a kiss. His former captors resumed their hold upon his arms and marched him out of the field to a
lane where two carriages waited. They were tasteful equipages, unques-

    tionably kept by families of means, though Apperson, who thought he
knew the turnouts of all the gentry in town, recognized neither the
conveyances nor the blooded horses harnessed to them.

    Somewhat to his surprise there were no coachmen on the boxes. The
ladies and gentlemen entered the vehicles, the elderly gentleman
climbed to the drivers seat of the lead-carriage and took up the reins
while one of his middle-aged companions did the same on the second
coach. The young man in nankeen trousers drew? two long-barrelled pistols from his waistband, cocked them, and pointing them at Apperson’s
head, motioned him up on the other side, following close behind.
When all three were settled he replaced the pistols in his waistband,
significantly indicating his readiness to draw and fire if the merchant
made so much as a single untoward movement Then he seated himself
on the other side of Apperson as though he were a footman.

    While the fireworks were over, celebration of the Glorious Fourth
still went on, though now' it was sullied by behavior unbecoming to
free men who had thrown off the tyranny of monarchy and driven the
redcoats from their unpolluted shore. Bonfires burned in the roadways,
small brass cannon were still being recharged and fired, huzzahs echoed
to the heavens as rowdies, the worse for drink, roamed like beasts, in
search of valuables or defenceless women.

    At a quick but not dangerous pace the Russian drove through the
lanes, casting now? and then an inquiring glance at Apperson who, perceiving their destination was his house on Nassau Street, nodded or
pointed right or left. He had no desire to mislead them or guide them
into the arms of the night watch who, if they were still sober, might
have rescued him and held the Muscovites to bail for whatever their
offence.

    At length they reached the narrow, familiar streets and finally drew
up before his house. He was pleased to see no lights were visible; it
would be troublesome to explain, or fail to explain, this midnight incursion to the servants. The driver dismounted slowly, for his age more
befitted a comfortable ride inside than mastering spirited horses, and
the young man in nankeen trousers, his white teeth gleaming in the
moonlight, once more drew his pistols and motioned Apperson to follow. The other passengers alighted, but nearly all stood on the slate
paving in front of the house. Only two of the men and all three of the
women followed the driver, Apperson, and the nankeen-trousered one
up the stairs to the front door. Apperson produced his latchkey.

    The first floor was, of course, his countingbouse and place of busi-

    ness. He groped his way to the mantelpiece, found his steel and flint, lit
the ready candle. Taking a light from it in the long wax taper, he
kindled the chandelier which made the room bright as though for a
ball. “And now, gendemen and ladies,” he began, heartened by the familiar surroundings.

    The ladies, even Tatyana, made sounds of disdain at the sight of the
high desks, ledgers, cashboxes, quires of foolscap, quill pens laid out
neatly beside the inkwells, sandshakers, pen knives, and all the other
paraphernalia of his vocation. He himself was slightly taken aback, seeing things through their eyes. This was no setting for a princess, republican principles or no.

    He spread bills of lading, notes of hand, account books, deeds, mortgages, all the statements of his position before them. They shook uncomprehending heads. “Odsblood,” he exclaimed at last, driven to an
unseemly oath, “do the Tartars live without the meanest decencies of
exchange that you turn up your noses at them?”

    By motions he was made to understand they wished to see the rest of
the house. He lighted them through the back room where his clerks
kept copies of old correspondence, records no longer current, all the accumulations of a thriving business, and up the curving stairway to the
second floor and his sitting room where his mother’s harpsichord still
stood against one wall to reproach him for his dilatoriness in ordering a
modem pianoforte to replace it. Tatyana opened the lid and played a
few notes which he recognized as the eminent Signor Boccherini’s celebrated minuet, but shook her head. Not only was the instrument out of
tune through neglect, but no one with any claim to taste would have
such an outmoded contrivance in the house. Chastened, he showed
them his dining room containing an ingenious dumbwaiter from the
basement kitchen for whisking hot dishes upward to be served before
they cooled, and the butler’s pantry containing shelves of French china
and Italian crystal behind it. He took them to the third floor with its
two bed chambers, conscious of the indelicacy of mixed company being
present in quarters expressly designed for extreme intimacy, but
reflected that his guests were probably at home with the fashionable
French manners and therefore not readily scandalised at the sight of
curtained four-posters with only the edge of a counterpane showing.
He was not surprised at their response to his bathing-room (also served
by the dumbwaiter) containing a copper bathtub having smoothly soldered seams to be filled with practically boiling water from the kitchen.
The like of this bathing-room, he was certain, was not to be found else-

    where north of Philadelphia. 
,f
You would not he interested in the top
floor/’ he said. "Only the servants sleep there/

    They descended to his counting room again. Despite their evident respect at the sight of the copper bathtub, it was difficult to determine
whether they were impressed on the whole or not. True, Tatyana had
run her hands over the porcelain ewers and wash basins, murmuring
approval, but the other two ladies had not condescended to notice such
mundane utensils though they remarked with eiident approval the
French side chairs and the Turkey carpets. Still they seemed by now to
have accepted Nicholas, if not as a gentleman, at least as something
above a backwoodsman who must be run through for his temerity in
ravishing a daughter of the nobility.

    The elderly man breathed out whistlingly through his teeth. "You
. . . wife?” He pointed to Tatyana.

    Nicholas, though he was the grandson of an indentured wheelwright, was not without polish. He stepped forward, bowed from the
waist to the girl, sank on one knee, took her soft hand, raised it to his
lips and said, "Miss Petrovna, Princess Belkonskaya, Tatyana, I would
be honored far above my deserts if you would stoop to consider becoming the wife of a plain republican. I place my fortune at your feet, I
beg you to raise me from my knees as your affianced husband.”

    The four onlookers clapped their hands, the girl smiled shyly at
Nicholas and then, blushing, sank to her knees opposite and offered
her cheek to his kiss of betrothal. Nicholas was enraptured, but his
posture was becoming uncomfortable. With sudden inspiration he rose,
pulling her up with him, his arm around her small waist, his lips
pressed to hers.

    He felt charged with eloquence. He told his uncomprehending audience how he would devote his life to Tatyana, how he would strive to
be worthy of her, how he would bend his energies to secure riches to
make her life a happy one. They smiled vaguely but not without pleasure at his flow of rhetoric. Despairing of conveying his gratitude at the
favor of fortune, he switched to practical matters with wffiich, it must
be confessed, he was more at home. He inquired wffiere they were
lodged, how long they expected to stay in the town, how/ often he
would be permitted to visit his affianced. He explained that it w^as necessary to put up the banns and inquired if there were any objection to
the Protestant Episcopal marriage service. (By this time he himself was
ready to embrace the most idolatrous rites of the Muscovite creed if it
became necessary.) Something of what he was saying seemed to be
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    grasped by the Russian leader, for he shook his head, though still smiling, and growled, “Now!”

    "N-now?” stammered Nicholas. “You mean now, tonight? But that’s
impossible.”

    “Now!” repeated the other implacably. Even Tatyana’s coaxing smile
failed to soften the rigidity of the dictum. The half-drawn pistol of the
nan keen-trousered man only emphasized it.

    Helplessly, now embarrassed by the absurdity of it as well as aware
of the impossibility, Nicholas Apperson drove with them to the vicarage of Saint Paul’s Chapel. The vicar was summering in Harlem to escape the noxious vapors of the New York season. Only his curate was
available. The curate protested that though he was in holy orders and
competent to marry parishioners, it was necessary to catechise the applicants, and of course there was absolutely no way to avoid the prescribed
publishing of the banns for three Sundays—

    The pistols came swiftly out of the nankeen trousers. “Wive! Now/”

    So, in defiance of canon law or not, validly or heretically, Nicholas
Apperson, Esquire, bachelor of this parish, and Tatyana Petrovna
Belkonskaya, spinster, of domicile unknown, were united in the bonds
of holy matrimony according to the Book of Common Prayer, on the
Fifth of July in the year of Our Lord 1805, and the Republic the
Twenty-Ninth.

    The bride and groom, now riding inside the lead-carriage, were
driven back to their home on Nassau Street. This time the entire company entered. Nicholas summoned the servants, bade them light up the
entire house from basement to attic (even though there was little darkness left to dispel), presented them to his wife who, though a princess
by birth, was henceforth plain Mrs. Nicholas Apperson, as good a republican as any, as her wedding on the Fourth—no use quibbling
about Fourth or Fifth, a matter of a few hours—of July, attested. The
servants raised a feeble cheer (they were still half asleep and apprehensive of waiting on a princess), all the Russians, even the young man
in nankeens, kissed Nicholas on the mouth, which he found distasteful,
and confirmed his suspicion of all foreigners—except of course his wife
—addressed him as Nikolai Georgeyevich, which seemed to be some
kind of jest, for they repeated it over and over, clapping him and each
other on the back with great force, howling with laughter.

    Bottles were ordered up from the cellar: madeira, marsala, malaga,
muscat, tokay, xeres, port, brandy, barbadoes; as fast as they arrived
they were dispatched. Several of the men and one of the ladies left, re-

    turning in less than an hour carrying four brightly painted chests of
great weight as their perspiring efforts to hoist them up the stairs indicated. These chests were placed in the center of the sitting room floor
and opened. A fiddle and bow were taken from the first and handed to
one of the men, who played a strange, lively air. The rest of the chest
was filled with bottles of a colorless liquor which Nicholas, out of courtesy, sampled. He thought it somewhat like geneva spirits of low quality or “British brandy” such as washerwomen or chimney sweeps drank
for its cheapness and rapid effect The company, who had been rather
languidly but earnesdy making deep inroads on the Apperson stock,
now began drinking with dedication, toasting one another, someone
called Alexander Pavlevich, and the bride and groom. The fiddle was
passed around, each player bowing more furiously. They danced, proceeding from minuets and gavottes to country dances of such wildness
that Nicholas marveled at their savagery. At length a space was cleared,
the man with the pistols deposited them tenderly on the mantelpiece,
rolled his nankeens above his knees, and while his companions stood
around in a circle and clapped their hands, bawling out a tune at the
top of their lungs, danced apparently on air with his arms akimbo, kicking out his legs with great dexterity, never losing his balance.

    The Apperson larder was taxed to provide food, but salt meats (intended for the servants), wild ducks which had been hanging and were
perhaps not yet quite high enough, a barrel of pickled fish, and a
haunch of bear meat were hastily dressed and devoured. It now being
close to noon, Nicholas was staggering with weariness, but his guests
showed no sign of lassitude. He perforce sent out for fresh provisions
and more wines, those from the cellar, a stock calculated to last several
years now having been drunk.

    The first of the other three chests contained Tatyana’s wardrobe,
which Nicholas felt some diffidence about inspecting, though a glance
showed the apparel was indeed fit for a princess. The second chest was
filled with furs of imperial magnificence, enough to make Mr. Astor’s
mouth water. The last one was packed with linens, finely woven cottons, lengths of silk, damask, and brocades, cashmeres, and saracenet
Lying on top of these household goods, as though flung there carelessly,
was a fat chamois purse which the prince—for Nicholas had decided
he must be that, whether or not he were Tatyana’s father—presented to
Nicholas with a long, and of course unintelligible speech in tones of
great apology, (When he later opened the purse he found it full of
gold coins and a number of cut stones—diamonds, emeralds, rubies.)

    Nicholas stole downstairs to the countinghouse and gave his clerks a
holiday, distributing sixpences and dismes among them to drink the
health of his bride Wearied to the point of faintness, he longed to steal
away with his princess and eschew further jollity, but fearing to give
offence he remained, falling into a brief doze now and then, awakening
with a start as the dancers thumped particularly loudly, broke bottles
against the fireplace, or shouted some song.

    At last, however, the food and drink were all consumed, and the candles, which had been lit and relit on this second night of festivity, were
guttering out. There could be no doubt from the movements of his
guests that they were about to take their leave. The prince stepped forward, embraced Nicholas warmly, looked thoughtful, and then took off
his dress sword and fastened it about the merchant’s waist “Zhentle-
man!” he exclaimed, and laughed.

    All the others laughed and applauded loudly. The man in nankeen
trousers drew out his pistols—Nicholas could see for the first time that
they were of exquisite craftsmanship—and handed them to him, butt
ends first, patting them fondly, half in pride, half in regret. Every
member of the company then embraced and kissed Nicholas once more,
some of them several times over. At last they departed, never to be seen
again by Nicholas Apperson in this life.

    No happier marriage was ever consummated. In forty-one years of
marital bliss the Appersons were never known to quarrel or even raise
their voices to each other. Each morning, as Mrs. Apperson made her
way into the dining room, Mr. Apperson rose from his chair, kissed her
hand, and seated her at the foot of the table before resuming his place
at the head. He allowed no one else to serve her, but carried her plate
to her himself, lingering until she took the first morsel and smiled her
pleasure.

    Presumably she learned no English, certainly he picked up no foreign speech. She communicated her wishes to the servants in dumb
show, but so adroitly they were never at a loss to know her desires.
They entertained others of their station well and even lavishly (though
it was some years before the Apperson cellar was restocked to Nicholas’s satisfaction), but her response to the conversation of her dinner-
table companions was always limited to a gracious, interested smile. Far
from finding this a drawback, other hostesses cherished it as delightfully provoking, and the Appersons had more invitations than they
were able to accept

    At intervals Mrs. Apperson presented her husband with the fruits of

    conjugal felicity: Nicholas Junior, Thomas, Maria, Tanya (her father’s
favorite), and lastly, Jacob. To them she talked and sang in her native
speech, and when they were below the age of reason they would like as
not answer their father in words incomprehensible to him, but after
that they spoke to each parent in his or her own language and, possibly
at their mother’s instruction, made no attempt to interpret between
them. If this was her wish, Nicholas was content; from the first he had
suffered no difficulties in their intercourse. Whether the children read
or wrote anything but English he did not know; there were no books in
the cyrillic letters in the house, and on the several occasions Nicholas
brought home a traveler versed in Slavic vernaculars, she refused to
converse with them—though the children did so—merely smiling and
shaking her head as though asking indulgence for her taciturnity.

    The pistols and dress sword hung above the mantel, though the former were taken down and charged with powder and shot during Mr.
Madison’s war when British ships of the line anchored below the Narrows and there was apprehension they might land redcoats to lay the
town waste. The furs were of such quality that though they were worn
every winter they showed no sign of use, and as the children grew, the
least delicate were made over to fit them.

    Though her husband did not see the correspondence, his wife must
have communicated with her kinsfolk, for at the birth of each child a
sumptuous gift was received: a christening robe of exquisite lace, a silver chalice set with gems, a filigree jade rattle enclosing opals, a gold
crucifix, a purse filled with pearls, a music box which played an entire
Rossini overture, a set of ivory-handled fly whisks made of peacock’s
feathers. Not that gifts were limited to such events; at Easter and
Christmas—by the Julian calendar—other tokens arrived. If they were
accompanied by messages, Nicholas had no way of knowing; his wife
said nothing (what could she say, since they spoke no common language?) nor did he attempt to quiz her or the children.

    From time to time there must have been sad tidings, for she went
into deep mourning and spent long hours on her knees in Saint Paul’s
Chapel, where she partook of the Eucharist every Sunday without fail
except when recently delivered from childbed. Though not lavish in
her charities, she was known for kindliness and the sweetness of her
humor.

    She passed to her reward in 1846. Her husband survived barely long
enough to leave instructions for a stone to be inscribed.
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    BORN A PRINCESS, BUT IN THE
HEART OF HER INCONSOLABLE HUSBAND,
A SOVEREIGN QUEEN

    Fritz Leiber and I are about to co-edit Doubleday’s 
Second World Fantasy
Awards
 
anthology, and I was privileged to be able to edit and publish his
newest collection, 
Heroes and Horrors
 
(Whispers Press, 1978). Fritz has
won Hugos, Nebulas, British Fantasy, and World Fantasy awards. He is
undoubtedly the most-honored author in the field. It was with great delight
that I was able to squeeze this short Fafhrd and Gray Mouser episode from
his pen for an early issue of 
Whispers
 
magazine. It is a tantalizing taste of
this roguish duo, and the Kirk art is reprinted from that rare number of
Whispers.
 
Readers interested in a longer meal might try Leiber’s Tim Kirk-
illustrated 
Rime Isle
 
(Whispers Press, 1977), a full-length novel.

  THE BAIT
by Fritz Leiber
Fafhrd the Northerner was dreaming of a great mound of gold.
The Gray Mouser the Southerner, ever cleverer in his forever competitive fashion, was dreaming of a heap of diamonds. He hadn’t tossed
out all the yellowish ones yet, but he guessed that already his glistening
pile must be worth more than Fafhrd’s glowing one.
How he knew in his dream what Fafhrd was dreaming was a mystery to all beings in Newhon, except perhaps Sheelba of the Eyeless
Face and Ninguable of the Seven Eyes, respectively the Mouser’s and
Fafhrd’s sorcerer-mentors. Maybe, a vast, black basement-mind shared
by the two was involved.
Simultaneously they awoke, Fafhrd a shade more slowly, and sat up
in bed.
Standing midway between the feet of their cots was an object that
fixed their attention. It weighed about eighty pounds, was about four
feet eight inches tall, had long straight black hair pendant from head,
had ivory-white skin, and was as exquisitely formed as a slim chesspiece
of the King of Kings carved from a single moonstone. It looked thirteen, but the bps smiled a cool seif-infatuated seventeen, while the
gleaming deep eye-pools were first blue melt of the Ice Age. Naturally,
she was naked.
“She’s mine!” the Gray Mouser said, always quick from the scabbard.
“No, she’s mine!” Fafhrd said almost simultaneously, but conceding
by that initial “No” that the Mouser had been first, or at least he had
expected the Mouser to be first
“I belong to myself and to no one else, save two or three virile
demidevils,” the small naked girl said, though giving them each in turn
a most nymphish lascivious look.
“I’ll fight you for her,” the Mouser proposed.
“And I you,” Fafhrd confirmed, slowly drawing Graywand from its
sheath beside his cot
The Mouser likewise slipped Scalpel from its rat-skin container.
The two heroes rose from their cots.
At this moment, two personages appeared a little behind the girl—
from thin air, to all appearances. Both were at least nine feet tall. They
had to bend, not to bump the ceiling. Cobwebs tickled their pointed
ears. The one on the Mouser’s side was black as wrought iron. Fie
swiftly drew a sword that looked forged from the same material.
At the same time, the other newcomer—bone-white, this one—
produced a silver-seeming sword, likely steel plated with tin.
The nine-footer opposing the Mouser aimed a skull-splitting blow at
the top of his head. The Mouser parried in prime and his opponent’s
weapon shrieked off to the left Whereupon, smartly swinging his rapier widdershins, the Mouser slashed off the black fiend’s head, which
struck the floor with a horrid clank
The white afreet opposing Fafhrd trusted to a downward thrust But
the Northerner, catching his blade in a counterclockwise bind, thrust
him through, the silvery sword missing Fafhrd’s right temple by the
thinness of a hair.
With a petulant stamp of her naked heel, the nymphet vanished into
thin air, or perhaps Limbo.
The Mouser made to wipe off his blade on the cotclothes, but discovered there was no need. He shrugged. “What a misfortune for you,
comrade,” he said in a voice of mocking woe. “Now you will not be
able to enjoy the delicious chit as she disports herself on your heap of
gold."
Fafhrd moved to cleanse Graywand on 
his
 sheets, only to note that it
too was altogether unbloodied. He frowned. “Too bad for you, best of
friends,” he sympathized. “Now you won’t be able to possess her as she
writhes with girlish abandon on your couch of diamonds, their glitter
striking opalescent tones from her pale flesh.”
“Mauger that effeminate artistic garbage—how did you know that I
was dreaming diamonds?” the Mouser demanded.
“How did I?” Fafhrd asked himself wonderingly. At last he begged
the question with, “The same way, I suppose, that you knew I was
dreaming of gold.”
The two excessively long corpses chose that moment to vanish, and
the severed head with them.
Fafhrd said sagely, “Mouser, I begin to believe that supernatural
forces were involved in this mornings haps.”
“Or else hallucinations, oh great philosopher,” the Mouser countered
somewhat peevishly.
“Not so,” Fafhrd corrected, “for see, they’ve left their weapons
behind.”
True enough,” the Mouser conceded, rapaciously eyeing the
wrought-iron and tin-plated blades on the floor. “Those will fetch a
fancy price on Curio Court.”
The Great Gong of Lankhmar, sounding distantly through the walls,
boomed out the twelve funereal strokes of noon, when burial parties
plunge spade into earth.
An after-omen,” Fafhrd pronounced. “Now we know the source of
the supernal force. The Shadowland, terminus of all funerals.”
Tes,’ the Mouser agreed. “Prince Death, that eager boy, has had another go at us.”
Fafhrd splashed cool water onto his face from a great bowl set
against the wall. “Ah well,” he spoke through the splashes, ‘Twas a
pretty bait at least. Truly, there’s nothing like a nubile girl, enjoyed or
merely glimpsed naked, to give one an appetite for breaHast”
Indeed yes, the Mouser replied, as he tighdy shut his eyes and
briskly rubbed his face with a palm full of white brandy. “She was just
the sort of immature dish to kindle your satyrish taste for maids newly
budded.”
In the silence that came as the splashing stopped, Fafhrd inquired innocently, 
“Whose
 satyrish taste?”
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        Ramsey Campbell and his lovely wife, Jenny, just celebrated the birth of
their first child. They also celebrated his winning a World Fantasy award
(Best Short Fiction, 1977) for his story, “The Chimney/' a superb chiller
featured in 
Whisper I.
 The noted Stephen King recently wrote that “Britain
has supplied more than its share of good supernatural writers over the years,
and it may well be that Ramsey Campbell is presently the best of them."
Set in an authentic English resort, the carefully crafted “Above the World"
reinforces Stephen King's evaluation of Ramsey's superior talents.

    ABOVE THE WORLD

    by Ramsey Campbell

    Nobody was at Reception when Knox came downstairs. The dinner-
gong hung mute in its frame; napkin pyramids guarded dining tables;
in the lounge, chairs sat emptily. Nothing moved, except fish in the
aquarium, fluorescent gleams amid water that bubbled like lemonade.
The visitors book lay open on the counter. Fie riffled the pages idly,
seeking his previous visit. A Manchester address caught his attention:
but the name wasn t his—not any longer. The names were those of his
wife and the man.

    It took him a moment to realize. They must have been married by
then. So the man s name had been Tooley, had it? Knox hadn’t cared
to know. Fie was pleased to find that he felt nothing but curiosity.
Why had she returned here-for a kind of second honeymoon, to exorcise her memories of him?

    When he emerged, it was raining. That ought to wash the fells clean
of all but the dedicated walkers; he might be alone up there—no per-
ambulatory radios, no families marking their path with trailing children. Above the hotel mist wandered among the pines, which grew
pale and blurred, a spiky frieze of grey, then solidified, regaining their

    green. High on the scree slope, the Bishop of Barf protruded like a single deformed tooth.

    The sight seemed to halt time, to turn it hack. He had never left the
Swan Hotel. In a moment Wendy would run out, having had to go
back for her camera or her rucksack or something. "I wasn’t long was
I? The bus hasn’t gone, has it? Ob dear, I’m sorry.” Of course these impressions were nonsense: he’d moved on, developed since his marriage,
defined himself more clearly—but it cheered him that his memories
were cool, disinterested. Life advanced relentlessly, powered by change.
The Bishop shone white only because climbers painted the pinnacle
each year, climbing the steep scree with buckets of whitewash from the
Swan.

    Here came the bus. It would be stuffed with wet campers slow as
turtles, their backs burdened with tubular scaffolding and enormous
rucksacks. Only once had he suffered such a ride. Had nothing
changed? Not the Swan, the local food, the unobtrusive service, the
long white seventeenth-century building which had so charmed
Wendy. He had a table to himself; if you wanted to be left alone,
nobody would bother you. Tonight there would be venison, which he
hadn’t tasted since his honeymoon. He’d returned determined to enjoy
the Swan and the walks, determined not to let memories deny him
those pleasures—and he’d found that his qualms were groundless.

    He strode down the Keswick road. Rain rushed over Bassenthwaite
Lake and tapped on the hood of his cagoule. Why did the stone wall
ahead seem significant? Had Wendy halted there once, because the
wall was singing? “Oh look, aren’t they beautiful.” As he stooped toward the crevice, a cluster of hungry beaks had sprung out of the darkness, gaping. The glimpse had unnerved him: the inexorable growth of
life, sprouting everywhere, even in stone. Moss choked the silent
crevice now.

    Somehow that image set him wondering where Wendy and the man
had died. Mist had caught them, high on one or other of the fells;
they’d died of exposure. That much he had heard from a friend of
Wendy’s, who had grown aloof from him and who had seemed to
blame him for entrusting Wendy to an inexperienced climber—as if
Knox should have taken care of her even after the marriage! He hadn’t
asked for details. He’d felt relieved when Wendy had announced that
she’d found someone else. Habit, familiarity, and introversion had
screened them from each other well before they’d separated.

    He was passing a camp in a field. He hadn’t slept in a tent since

    early in his marriage, and then only under protest. Rain slithered down
bright canvas. The muffled voices of a man and a woman paced him
from tent to tent. Irrationally, he peered between the tents to glimpse
them but it must be a radio program. Though the voices sounded intensely engrossed in discussion, he could distinguish not a word. The
camp looked deserted. Everyone must be under canvas, or walking.

    By the time he reached Braithwaite village, the rain had stopped.
Clouds paraded the sky; infrequent gaps let out June sunlight, which
touched the heights of the surrounding fells. He made for the cafe at
the foot of the Whinlatter Pass—not because Wendy had loved the little house, its homemade cakes and its shelves of books, but for something to read: he would let chance choose his reading. But the shop

    was closed. Beside it Coledale Beck pursued its wordless watery monologue.

    Should he climb Grisedale Pike? He remembered the view from the
summit, of Braithwaite and Keswick the colors of pigeons, white and
gray amid the palette of fields. But climbers were toiling upward, toward the intermittent sun. Sometimes the spectacle of plodding
walkers, fell boots creaking, sticks shoving at the ground, red faces
puffing like trains in distress, made his climb seem a mechanical compulsion, absurd and mindless. Suppose the height was occupied by a
class of children, heading like lemmings for the edge?

    He’d go back to Barf: that would be lonely—unless one had Mr.
Wainwnght’s guidebook, Barf appeared unclimbable. Returning
through the village, he passed Braithwaite post office. That had
delighted Wendy-a house just like the other small white houses in
the row, except for the counter and grille in the front hall, beside the
stairs. A postcard came fluttering down the garden path. Was that a
stamp on its comer, or a patch of moss? Momentarily he thought he
recognized the handwriting—but whose did it resemble? A breeze
turned the card like a page. Where a picture might have been there
was a covering of moss, which looked vaguely like a blurred view of
two figures huddled together. The card slid by him, into the gutter, and
lodged trembling in a grid, brandishing its message. Impulsively he
made a grab for it—but before he could read the writing, the card fell
between the bars.

    He returned to the road to Thomthwaite. A sheen of sunlight clung
to the macadam brows; hedges dripped dazzling silver. The voices still
wandered about the deserted campsite, though now they sounded dis-

    tant and echoing. Though their words remained inaudible, they seemed
to be calling a name through the tents.

    At Thomthwaite, only the hotel outshone the Bishop. As Knox
glanced toward the coaching inn, Wendy appeared in his bedroom window. Of course it was a chambermaid—but the shock reverberated
through him, for all at once he realized that he was staying in the room
which he had shared with Wendy. Surely the proprietress of the Swan
couldn’t have intended this; it must be coincidence. Memories surged,
disconcertingly vivid—collapsing happily on the bed after a day’s walking, making love, not having to wake alone in the early hours. Just
now, trudging along the road, he’d thought of going upstairs to rest.
Abruptly he decided to spend the afternoon in walking.

    Neither the hard road nor the soggy margin of Bassenthwaite Lake
tempted him. He’d climb Barf, as he had intended. He didn’t need Mr.
Wainwright’s book; he knew the way. Wendy had loved those
handwritten guidebooks; she’d loved searching through them for the
self-portrait of Mr. Wainwright which was always hidden among the
hand-drawn views—there he was, in Harris tweed, overlooking Lan-
thwaite Wood. No, Knox didn’t need those books today.

    The beginning of the path through Beckstones larch plantation was
easy. Soon he was climbing beside Beckstones Gill, his ears full of its
intricate liquid clamor as the stream tumbled helplessly downhill,
confined in its rocky groove. But the path grew steep. Surely it must
have been elsewhere that Wendy had run ahead, mocking his slowness,
while he puffed and cursed. By now most of his memories resembled
anecdotes he’d overheard or had been told—blurred, lacking important
details, sometimes contradictory.

    He rested. Around him larches swayed numerous limbs, engrossed in
their tethered dance. His breath eased; he ceased to be uncomfortably
aware of his pulse. He stumped upward, over the path of scattered
slate. On both sides of him, ferns protruded from decay. Their highest
leaves were wound into a ball, like green caterpillars on stalks.

    A small rockface blocked the path. He had to scramble across to the
continuation. Lichen made the roots of trees indistinguishable from the
rock. His foot slipped; he slithered, banging his elbow, clutching for
handholds. Good Lord, the slope was short, at worst he would turn his
ankle, he could still grab hold of rock, in any case someone was coming, he could hear voices vague as the stream’s rush that obscured them.
At last he was sure he was safe, though at the cost of a bruised hip.

    He sat and cursed his pounding heart. He didn’t care who heard him—
but perhaps nobody did, for the owners of the voices never appeared.

    He struggled upward. The larches gave way to spruce firs. Fallen
trunks, splintered like bone, hindered his progress. How far had he still
to climb? He must have labored half a mile by now; it felt like more.
The forest had grown oppressive. Elaborate lichens swelled brittle
branches; everywhere he looked, life burgeoned parasitically, consuming the earth and the forest, a constant and ruthless renewal. He was
sweating, and the clammy chill of the place failed to cool him.

    Silence seized him. He could hear only the restless creaking of trees.
For a long time he had been unable to glimpse the Swan; the sky was
invisible, too, except in fragments caged by branches. All at once, as he
climbed between close banks of mossy earth and rock, he yearned to
reach the open. He felt suffocated, as though the omnipresent lichen
were thick fog. He forced himself onward, panting harshly.

    Pain halted him—pain that transfixed his heart and paralyzed his
limbs with shock. His head felt swollen, burning, deafened by blood.
Beyond that uproar, were there voices? Could he cry for help? But he
felt that he might never draw another breath.

    As suddenly as it had attacked him, the pain was gone, though he
felt as if it had burned a hollow where his heart had been. He slumped
against rock. His ears rang as diough metal had been clapped over
them. Oh God, the doctor had been right; he must take things easy.
But if he had to forgo rambling, he would have nothing left that was
worthwhile. At last he groped upward out of the dank trough of earth,
though he was still light-headed and unsure of his footing. The path
felt distant and vague.

    He reached the edge of the forest without further mishap. Beyond it,
Beckstones Gill rushed broken over stones. The sky was layered with
gray clouds. Across the stream, on the rise to the summit, bracken
shone amid heather.

    He crossed the stream and climbed the path. Below him the heathery
slope plunged toward the small valley. A few crumbs of boats floated
on Bassenthwaite. A constant quivering ran downhill through the
heather; the wind dragged at his cagoule, whose fluttering deafened
him. He felt unnervingly vulnerable, at the mercy of the gusts. His
face had turned cold as bone. Sheep dodged away from him. Their
swiftness made his battle with the air seem ridiculous, frustrating. He
had lost all sense of time before he reached the summit—where he
halted, entranced. At last his toil had meaning.

    The world seemed laid out for him. Light and shadow drifted stately
over the fells, which reached toward clouds no vaster than they. Across
Bassenthwaite, fells higher than his own were only steps on the ascent
to Skiddaw, on whose deceptively gentle outline gleamed patches of
snow. A few dots, too distant to have limbs, crept along that ridge. The
fells glowed with all the colors of foliage, grass, heather, bracken, except where vast tracts of rock broke through. Drifts of shadow half-absorbed the colors; occasional sunlight renewed them.

    The landscape was melting; he had to blink. Was he weeping, or
had the wind stung his eyes? He couldn’t tell; the vastness had
charmed away his sense of himself. He felt calm, absolutely unself-
conscious. He watched light advancing through Beckstones Plantation,
possessing each successive rank of foliage. When he gazed across the
lake again, that sight had transfigured the landscape.

    Which lake was that on the horizon? He had never before noticed it.
It lay like a fragment of slate, framed by two fells dark as storms—but
above it, clouds were opening. Blue sky shone through the tangle of
gray; veils of light descending from the ragged gap. The lake began to
glow from within, intensely calm. Beyond it fields and trees grew clear,
minute and luminous. Yes, he was weeping.

    After a while he sat on a rock. Its coldness was indistinguishable
from his own stony chill. He must go down shortly. He gazed out for a
last view. The fells looked smooth, alluringly gentle; valleys were
trickles of rock. He held up his finger for a red bug to crawl along.
Closer to him, red dots were scurrying: ladybirds, condemned to
explore the maze of grass-blades, to change course at each intersection.
Their mindless urgency dismayed him.

    They drew his gaze to the heather. He gazed deep into a tangled
clump, at the breathtaking variety of colors, the intricacies of growth.
As many must be hidden in each patch of heather: depths empty of
meaning, and intended for no eye. All around him plants reproduced
shapes endlessly: striving for perfection, or compelled to repeat themselves without end? If his gaze had been microscopic, he would have
seen the repetitions of atomic particles, mindlessly dinging and building, possessed by the compulsion of matter to form patterns.

    Suddenly it frightened him—he couldn’t tell why. He felt unsafe.
Perhaps it was the mass of cloud which had dosed overhead like a
stone lid. The colors of the summit had turned lurid, threatening. He
headed back toward the wood. The faces of sheep gleamed like bone—
he had never noticed before how they resembled munching skulls. A

    group of heads, chewing mechanically, glared white against the sky and
kept their gaze on him.

    He was glad to cross the stream, though he couldn’t feel the water.
He must hurry down before he grew colder. The hush of the woods
embraced him. Had a sheep followed him? No, it was only the cry of a
decaying trunk. He slipped quickly down the path, which his feet
seemed hardly to touch.

    The movement of silver-green lattices caged him. Branches and shadows swayed everywhere, entangled. The tips of some of the firs were
luminously new. Winds stalked the depths of the forest, great vague
forms on creaking stilts. Scents of growth and decay accompanied him.
When he grabbed a branch to make sure of his footing, it broke, scattering flakes of lichen.

    Again the forest grew too vivid; the trees seemed victims of the
processes of growth, sucked dry by the lichen which at the same time
lent them an elaborate patina of life. Wherever he looked, the forest
seemed unbearably intricate. How, among all that, could he glimpse 
initials? Somehow they had seized his attention before he knew what
they were. They were carved on a cracked and 
wTinkled 
tree: Wendy’s
initials, and the man’s.

    Or were they? Perhaps they were only cracks in the bark. Of course
she and the man might well have climbed up here—but the more Knox
squinted, the less clear the letters seemed. He couldn’t recapture the
angle of vision at which they had looked unmistakable.

    He was still pacing back and forth before the trunk, as though
trapped in a ritual, when stealthy movement made him turn. Was it
the shifting of gray trees beneath the lowering largely unseen sky? No
—it was a cloud or mist, descending swifdy from the summit, through
the woods.

    He glanced ahead for the path—and, with a shock that seemed to
leave him hollow
7
, realized that it was not there. Nor was it visible
behind him as far back as the wall of mist His reluctant fascination
with the forest had lured him astray.

    He strode back toward the mist, hushing his doubts. Surely the path
couldn’t be far. But the mist felt thick as icy water, and blinded him.
He found himself slithering on decay toward a fall which, though invisible, threatened to be steep. A grab at a crumbling trunk saved him;
but when he’d struggled onto safer ground, he could only retreat toward the tree which he had thought was inscribed.

    He must press on, outdistancing the mist, and try to head downward.

    Wasn’t there a forest road below, quite close? But whenever he found
an easy slope, it would become abruptly dangerous, often blocked by
treacherous splintered logs. He was approaching panic. As much as
anything, the hollow at the center of himself dismayed him. He had
tended to welcome it when it had grown there, in his marriage and afterward; it had seemed safe, invulnerable. Now he found he had few
inner resources with which to sustain himself.

    The mist was only yards away. It had swallowed all the faint sounds
of the wood. If he could only hear the stream, or better still a human
voice, a vehicle on the forest road—if only he had gone back to the
hotel for his whistle and compass— But there was a sound. Something
was blundering toward him. Why was he indefinably distressed, rather
than heartened?

    Perhaps because the mist obscured it as it scuttled down the slope toward him; perhaps because it sounded too small for an adult human
being, too swift, too lopsided. He thought of a child stumbling blindly
down the decayed slope. But what child would be so voiceless? As it
tumbled limping through the mist, Knox suppressed an urge to flee. He
saw the object stagger against a misty root, and collapse there. Before
he had ventured forward he saw that it was only a rucksack.

    Yet he couldn’t quite feel relieved. The rucksack was old, discolored
and patched with decay; mist drained it of color. Where had it come
from? Who had abandoned it, and why? It still moved feebly, as
though inhabited. Of course there was a wind: the mist was billowing.
Nevertheless he preferred not to go closer. The blurred tentative movements of the overgrown sack were unpleasant, somehow.

    Still, perhaps the incident was opportune. It had made him glance
upward for an explanation. He found none—but he caught sight of a
summit against the clouds. It wasn’t Barf, for between the confusion of
trees he could just distinguish two cairns, set close together. If he could
reach them, he ought to be able to see his way more clearly. Was he
hearing muffled voices up there? He hoped so, but hadn’t time to listen.

    He wasn’t safe yet. The mist had slowed, but was still pursuing him.
The slope above him was too steep to climb. He retreated between the
trees, avoiding slippery roots which glistened dull silver, glancing upward constantly for signs of a path. For a while he lost sight of the unknown summit. Only a glimpse of the cairns against the darkening sky
mitigated his panic. Were they cairns, or figures sitting together? No,
they were the wrong color for people.

    Above him the slope grew steeper. Worse, twilight was setding like

    mist into the woods. He glared downhill, but the fall was dim and
precipitous; there was no sign of a road, only the gray web of innumer-
able branches. He groped onward, careless of his footing, desperate to
glimpse a way. Surely a path must lead to the cairns. But would he
reach it before dark? Could he heave himself up the slope now, using
trees for handholds? Wait: wasn’t that a path ahead, trailing down between the firs? He stumbled forward, afraid to run in case he slipped.
He reached out to grab a tree, to lever himself past its trap of roots. But
his fingers recoiled—the encrusted glimmering bark looked unnervingly
like a face.

    He refused to be reminded of anyone. He clung to the hollow within
himself and fought off memories. Yet, as he passed close to the next
tree, he seemed to glimpse the hint of a face composed of cracks in the
bark, and of twilight His imagination was conspiring with the dimness,
that was all-hut why, as he grasped a trunk to thrust himself onward,
did each patch of lichen seem to suggest a face? The more closely he
peered, enraged by his fears, the smaller and more numerous the
swarming faces seemed. Were there many different faces, or many versions of a couple? Their expressions, though vague, seemed numerous
and disturbing.

    For a moment he was sure that he couldn’t back away—that he must
watch until the light w^as entirely gone, must glimpse faces yet smaller
and clearer and more numerous. Panic hurled him away from the
lichen, and sent him scrabbling upward. His fingers dug into decay,
ferns wTithed and snapped when he grabbed them; the surrounding
dimness teemed with faces. He kicked himself footholds, gouged the
earth with his heels. He clutched at roots, which flaked, moist and
chill. More than once he slithered back into the massing darkness. But
his panic refused to be defeated. At last, as twilight merged the forest
into an indistinguishable crowd of dimness, he scrambled up a slope
that had commenced to be gende, to the edge of the trees.

    As soon as he had done so, his triumph collapsed beneath dismay.
Even if he glimpsed a path from the summit, night would engulf it before be could make his way down. The sky was blackening. Against it
loomed two hunched forms, heads turned to him. Suddenly joy seized
him. He could hear voices—surely the sound wus more than the muttering of wand. The two forms were human. They must know their
way down, and he could join them.

    He scrambled upward. Beyond the trees, the slope grew steep again;
but the heather provided easy holds, though his clambering felt almost

    vertical. The voices had ceased; perhaps they had heard him. But when
he glanced up, the figures hadn’t moved. A foot higher, and he saw
that the faces turned to him were patches of moss; the figures were
gray, composed roughly of fragments of slate. They were cairns, after
all. It didn’t matter: companionship waited at the summit; he’d heard
voices, he was sure that he’d heard them, please let him have done so.
And indeed, as he struggled up the last yards of the slope, the two gray
figures rose with a squeaking and rattling of slate, and advanced heavily toward him.
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    THE RED LEER

    by David Drake

    As
 
he swung the tractor for a final pass across Sac Ridge Field,
Deehalter saw that dirt had been turned on the side of the Indian
mound. The big man threw in the hand clutch of the Allis-Chalmers
and throttled the diesel back to idle as he glared at the new trench
through the barbed wire. "That goddamn Kernes,” he whispered. “If
I’ve got to work with him much longer . .

    He rewed the engine and slammed the tractor back in gear. The
farmer’s scowl was as black as the hair curling up his arms from the
backs of his hands to the shirtsleeves rolled at his biceps.

    At the south end of the field, Deehalter raised the cultivator and
drove the Allis down the long, looping trail back to the farm buildings.
There was a way of sorts straight west from the top of the ridge, but it
was too steep for the tractor. The more gradual slope took Deehalter
through half a dozen gates and eventually back to the buildings from
the southwest. To the left loomed the barn and the three concrete silos
peering over its roof at him. The milking parlor was a one-story addition to the barn’s east side, facing the equipment shed and the gas
pump. And at the pump was Tom Kernes with his ten-year-old son,
Deehalter’s nephew, putting gas in the jeep.

    Deehalter pulled up beside them and let the diesel clatter for a moment before he shut it off. Kernes, a short, ginger-headed man, looked
up. His arms were not tan but a deep red, with brighter slashes where
the straps of his undershirt had interrupted part of the sunlight.
Kernes was thirty-five, five years younger than his brother-in-law, but
his crinkly, sunburned face would have passed for any age. “Finish Sac
Ridge already, Dee?” he asked in his pleasant, throaty voice. The tension in his muscles showed that he had correctly read Deehalter’s anger.

    “Kernes, what’ve you been doing with the Indian mound?” the
bigger man demanded from the tractor seat. “You know to leave that
the hell alone!” A pick and shovel lay in the back of the jeep.
Deehalter noticed them, and a black flush moved across his face.

    Kemes’s skin was too red to show the blood, but his voice rose to the
challenge. 
<r
When Old John owned the farm, he could say what he
pleased; but he’s dead now. I’m damned if I’m not going to get an Indian skull like yours.” Gesturing eastward at the ridge, the little man
added, “I own half this goddamn place, and I’m going to get a skull.”

    The curio cabinet in Deehalter’s parlor had been assembled by his
grandfather before the First World War. Among its agates and arrowheads, swordcane and ostrich plumes, was a brown human skull.
The family had always assumed the skull came from a mound somewhere, but not even Old John had been sure. It fascinated Kernes, perhaps only because Deehalter had refused to give it to him. The main
house and its furnishings, including the cabinet, had gone to Deehalter
under his father’s will—just as the new house in which his sister Alice
lived with Kernes and their children had gone to her. The rest of the
six-hundred-acre farm was willed to Deehalter and Alice jointly, with
the provision that if either of them tried to partition the property, the
whole of it went to the other. Deehalter had talked to a lawyer, and he
was sure Kernes had done the same. The worst news either of the men
had heard in a long time was that the will would probably stand up in
court.

    “There’s a law against digging up mounds,” Deehalter muttered.

    “There’s a law against keeping an Indian skull on display,” the
shorter man blazed back. “You going to bring the law in here, Dee?”

    “Well,” Deehalter said lamely, “you don’t get everything in the
mound. You’ve no right to that.”

    Kernes stood, arms akimbo, sweat from the June sun glittering on his
face. “If I do all the goddamn digging, I do,” he said. “And anyhow, I
get the skull out first.”

    Deehalter wiped his face with his huge callused palm. He didn’t
like to fool with the mound. Old John had whaled him within an inch
of his life thirty years ago, when he had caught his son poking into the
smooth slope with a posthole digger. But Deehalter remembered also
the nightmare that had awakened him for months after that afternoon,
and that dream was of nothing so common as a heating by his father.
Still, to let Kernes take everything. . . . “All right,” Deehalter said,
'Til help you dig. But I get my pick of anything besides a skull.
Wouldn’t be surprised if there was gold in with a chief.” Actually,
Deehalter knew enough about mounds to doubt there would be anything that would interest a non-archaeologist—often the mounds hadn’t
even been built over a body. But that wasn’t anything the big farmer
was going to say to his brother-in-law.

    “Dad,” said the Kernes boy unexpectedly. “If Uncle Dee helps you,
you don’t need me, do you?”

    Kernes looked at the child as though he wanted to hit him. “Go on,
then,” he snapped. “But I want that goddamn tool shed painted when I
get back. All of it!”

    The boy took off running for the housa Wiener, the farm’s part-
collie, chased after him, barking. “Kid’s been listening to his mother,”
Kernes grumbled. “From the way Alice’s been carrying on, you’d think
Old John w^as going to come out of his grave if I dug up that mound.
He must’ve knocked that into her head with a maul.”

    “He was strong on it,” Deehalter agreed absendy. “I know when he
was a boy, there was sdll a couple Sac Indians on the farm. Maybe
they talked to him. But he was strong about a lot of things.”

    “Well, you ready to go?” Kernes demanded. He had hung up the
pump nozzle and now remembered to cap the jeep’s tank.

    Deehalter grimaced. “I’ll put the cultivator in the shed,” he said.
“Then wee’ll ga”

    Kernes drove, taking the direct trail through the east pasture. There
was a rivulet to ford and a pair of gullies that had to be skirted, but the
hard going didn’t start until they reached the foot of the ridge They
had bought the jeep ten years before from Army surplus, and the sharp
grades of the ridge slope made the motor wheeze even in the granny
gear. Cedars studded the slope, interspersed with bull thisdes whose
purple brachia w^ere ready to burst open. There w^as a final swdtchback
just before the trail reached the summit As Kernes hauled the wheel
hard to the left, the motor spluttered and died. Deehalter swain g out of

    the jeep and walked the last thirty yards while the smaller man cursed
and trod on the starter.

    The mound was built on the north end of the ridge. That part had
never been opened as a field because the soil was too thinly spread
above the bedrock. The mound was oval: about fifteen feet long on the
east-west axis and three or four feet high. Though small, it was clearly
artificial, a welt of earth on the smooth table of the ridge. Kemes’s
trench was in the center of the south side, halfway in and down to the
level of the surrounding soil. Deehalter was examining the digging
when the jeep heaved itself up behind him and was cut off again.

    “We just kept hitting rocks,” the smaller man explained. 
,f
We didn't
get near as far as I’d figured before we started.”

    Deehalter squatted on his haunches and poked into the excavation
with a finger like a corncob. “You didn’t hit rocks,” he said, “you hit 
a
rock. One goddamn slab. There’s no way w
r
e’re going to clear that dirt
off it without a week of work or renting a bulldozer. And even if we
cleared down 
to
 the rock, that slab’s a foot thick and must weigh tons.
We’re just wasting our time here—or we would be if we didn’t go on
back right now.”

    Kernes swore. “We could hook a chain to the Allis—” he began.

    Deehalter cut him off. “We’d have to get the dirt off the top first,
and that’d take all goddamn summer. This was a bad idea to start, and
it got worse quick. Come on, let’s go back.” He straightened.

    ‘What about dynamite"?” blurted Kernes.

    Deehalter stared at his brother-in-law. The smaller man would not
meet his gaze but continued, ‘There’s still a stick under the seat from
when you blew up the beaver dam. We could use it”

    “Kernes,” Deehalter said, “you’re so afraid of that dynamite that
you’d rather leave it in the jeep than touch it to get it out. Besides, it’ll
blow the shit out of anything under that slab—if there is anything—
and the slab’s not flat on bedrock all the way across. What’re you trying
to prove?*”

    Kemes’s red face grew even brighter with embarrassment or anger.
“Look,” he said, “I’m gonna get into this goddamn thing if I got to hire
a contractor. I said I would and I will. You don’t want to help, that’s
your goddamn business.”

    Deehalter eyed him a moment longer. “Oh, I’ll do my part,” he said.
He gestured to the pick and added, “You see if you can cut a slot an
inch deep and maybe eight inches long in the seam between the top
slab and the bedrock. I’ll get the dynamite ready.” He grinned. “Unless
you want to do that instead?”
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    Kemes’s only response was to heft the tool with a choked grip and
begin chopping at the stone*

    Deehalter flipped the jeep’s seat forward and lifted out the corrugated cardboard box beneath it There was, as Kernes had said, still
one stick of dynamite left along with a roll of wire and a smaller box of
blasting caps* The explosive terrified Kernes in the way snakes or spiders do other men. Deehalter had deliberately refused to take the stick
out of the jeep despite his brother-in-law’s frequent requests. Finally
Kernes had ceased to mention it—until now. Kernes was so stubbornly
determined to have an Indian skull that he had overridden his fear of
the explosive. It occurred to Deehalter that he was doing the same
thing himself with his fear of the mound.

    The big farmer leaned against the jeep as he dug a fuse pocket in
the dynamite with a pencil stub. Kernes was chipping the soft rock
effectively, even in the confined space. “Not too wide,” Deehalter
warned as he twisted the leads from the blasting cap onto the extension wire.

    He didn’t like what they were doing. Shapes from long-ago nightmares were hovering over his mind—unclear, but no less unpleasant
for that. He’d never heard of Indians using stone in their mounds,
and that bothered him, too. Still, why not? The Mississippi Basin
was rich in soft yellow limestone, already layered by its floodings and
strandings in the shallow seas of its deposition. So it wasn’t the stone
or anything else rational which was eating at Deehalter, it was just
that something felt cold and very wrong inside him.

    “That enough, Dee?” Kernes asked, panting. His sleeveless undershirt was gray with sweat.

    Deehalter leaned forward. “It’ll do,” he acknowledged. Kernes was
shrinking back from the explosive in Deehalter’s hand. “Run the jeep
over the crest of the ridge and get the hood open. There’s enough wire
to reach to there.”

    While his brother-in-law scrambled to obey, Deehalter knelt in the
trench and made his own preparations. First he set the blasting cap
in the hole in the end of the dynamite. Then he carefully kneaded
the explosive into the slot Kernes had cut in the rock. The heavy
waxed paper and its fillings of sawdust, ammonium nitrate, and nitroglycerin w
?
ere hot and deformed easily. A lot of people didn’t know how
to use dynamite; they wasted the force of the blast. Deehalter didn t
want to blow the mound open, but he’d be damned if he wouldn’t do
it right if he did it at all.

    When the dynamite had been molded into the rock, the big man

    shoveled dirt down on top of it and used his boots to firmly tamp the
pile. The thin wire looped out of the earth like the shadow of a grass
blade. Deehalter hung the coil on the pick handle, using it as a loose
spindle from which to unwind the wire as he walked to the jeep.

    “This far enough away?” Kernes asked, eyeing the mound apprehensively.

    “Unless a really big chunk comes straight down,” Deehalter said,
silently pleased at the other man’s nervousness. “Christ, it’s just one
stick, even if it is sixty-percent equivalent.”

    Kernes bent down behind the jeep. Deehalter squatted at the front,
protected from the blast by the brow of the hill. He held the bare end
of one wire to the negative post of the battery, then touched the other
lead to the positive side. Nothing happened. “Goddammit,” he said,
prodding the wire to cut through the white corrosion on the post.

    The dynamite exploded with a loud thump.

    “Jesus!” Kernes shouted as he bounced to his feet. Deehalter, more
experienced, hunched under his baseball cap while dirt and tiny rock
fragments rained over him and the jeep. Then at last he stood and followed his brother-in-law. The smaller man was now cursing and trying
to brush dirt from his head and shoulders with his left hand; in his
right he carried a battery spotlight.

    Acrid black smoke curled in the pit like a knot of snakes. The sod
walls of the trench looked as they had before the explosion, but the
earth compacted over the charge was gone, and the exposed edge of the
rock slab had shattered. Because the limestone could neither move nor
compress, the shock had broken it as thoroughly as a twenty-foot fall
could have.

    Kernes bent down over the opening and grasped a chunk of stone to
toss out of the way. The dynamite fumes looped a tendril over his face.
Kernes coughed and quivered, and for an instant Deehalter thought
the other man lost focus. Then Kernes was on his feet again, fanning
the shovel blade to clear the smoke faster and crying, “By God, Dee,
there’s really something in there! By God!”

    Deehalter waited, frowning, as Kernes shoveled at the rubble. A little prying with the blade was enough to crumble the edge of the slab
into fist-sized pieces like a three-dimensional jigsaw puzzle. More dirt
fell in, but that was easily scooped away. The actual opening stayed
small because the only cavity in the bedrock was a shallow, water-cut
basin. It sloped so gradually that even after a two-foot scallop had been
nibbled from the overlying slab, there was barely enough room to reach
an arm into the hollow.

    The fumes had dissipated. Kernes scattered a last shovelful of dirt
and gravel, then tossed the tool aside as well. Kneeling down with his
face as close to the opening as he could get it and still leave room for
the spotlight, he began to search the cavity. “God damn/' Kernes said
suddenly. “God 
damnl”
 He tried to reach in left-handed, found there
was too little room, and shoved the light hack out of the way since he
had already located the object in his head. The spotlight beam touched
grass blades shaded from the sun, a color rather than an illumination.

    “Look at this, Deehalter!” cried Kernes as he scrabbled backward.
“By God!”

    “I’ve seen skulls before,” the black-haired man said sourly, eyeing the
discolored bone which his brother-in-law held hooked through the
eyesockets. The lower jaw was missing, but the explosion seemed to
have done little damage. Unless the front teeth . . .

    ‘There’s other stuff in there, too,” Kernes bubbled.

    “Then it’s mine,” said Deehalter sharply.

    “Did I goddamn say it wasn’t?” Kernes demanded. “And you can get
it out for yourself, too,” he added, looking down at his shirt, muddied
by dirt and perspiration.

    Deehalter said nothing further. He lay down carefully in the fresh
earth and directed the spotlight past his head. He could see other bones
in the shallow cavity. The explosion had shaken them, but their order
was too precise for any large animals to have stripped away the flesh.
Indeed, the bundles of skin and tendon still clinging to the thighs indicated that not even mice had entered the tomb. The stone-to-stone
seal must have been surprisingly tight

    Metal glittered beyond the bones. Deehalter marked its place and
reached in, edging himself forward so that his shoulder pressed hard
against the ragged lip of the slab. He expected to feel revulsion or the
sudden fear of his childhood, but the cavity was dry and empty even of
death. His wrist brushed over rib bones, and he thought the object beyond them was too far; then his fingertips touched it, touched them,
and he lifted them carefully out.

    Kernes stopped studying the skull in the sunlight from different angles. “What the hell you got there, Dee?” he asked warily.

    Deehalter wasn’t sure himself, so he said nothing. He held the two
halves of a hollow metal teardrop, six inches long. On the outside it
was black and bubbled-looking; within, the spherical cavity was no
larger than a hickory nut. The mating surfaces and the cavity itself
were a rich silver color, untarnished and as smooth as the lenses of a

    camera.

    ‘‘One of them’s mine,” said Kernes abrupdy. ‘The skull and half the
rest” He reached for one of the pieces.

    “Like hell,” said Deehalter, mildly because he was concentrating on
the chunks of metal. His big shoulder blocked Kernes away without
effort “Besides, it’s all one thing,” he added, holding the sections so
that the polished surfaces mated. Then, when he tried to part them, the
halves did not reseparate.

    “Aw,” Kernes said in disbelief and again put a hand out for the object This time Deehalter let him take it Despite all the ginger-haired
man’s tugging and pushing, the teardrop held together. It was only
after Kernes, sweating and angry, had handed back the object, that
Deehalter found the trick of it You had to rotate the halves along the
plane of the separation—which, since there was no visible line, was
purely a matter of luck the first time it worked.

    “Let’s get on home,” Deehalter said. He nodded westward toward the
sun. Sunset was still an hour away, but it would take them a while to
drive back. The ridge was already casting its broad shadow across the
high ground to the east. “Besides,” Deehalter added, almost under his
breath, “I don’t like the feeling I get up here sometimes.”

    But it was almost two weeks before Deehalter had any reason for his
uneasiness. . . .

    Despite the full moon low in the west and the light of the big mercury vapor lamp above the cowyard to the north of the bam, the plump
blonde stumbled twice on the graveled path to the car. The second
time she caught Deehalter’s arm and clung there giggling. More to be
shut of her than for chivalry, the farmer opened the passenger door of
the Chrysler and handed her in. Naturally, she flopped across his lap
when he got in on the driver’s side. He pushed her upright in disgust

    It was 3 
a.m. 
and there were no lights yet in Alice and her husband’s
house. Deehalter knew they had seen him bring Wendy home in the
evening, knew also that Wiener would awaken them as he chased the
car. Kernes had once complained to Deehalter, red-faced, about the example he set for his nephew and nieces by bringing whores home to
their grandfather’s house. Deehalter had told him that under the will it
was his house, and that when Kernes and Alice quit doing it in 
their
house, he’d consider quitting it in his.

    When the car began to scrunch down the drive past the new house,
Wiener came loping toward them from the bam. He barked once every

    other time his forefeet touched the ground. The noise was more irritating than even a quick staccato would have been. The car windows
were closed against the night’s damp chill. Deehalter’s finger was poised
on the switch to roll the glass down and shout at the mongrel when
Wendy’s scream snapped his head around.

    The bank to the left sloped up from the drive, so the thing standing
there was only in the edge of the lights. It was wire-thin and tall—
twice the height of a man at a fleeting glance, though a part of
Deehalter knew that was the effect of the bank and the angle. A flat
lizard-snout of teeth glittered sharply. Then the beast turned and the
big car leaped forward down the drive as Deehalter floored the accelerator. Wendy was still screaming, her face buried in her hands, when
the car banged over the slotted cattle-guard and fishtailed onto the
gravel county road.

    Deehalter kept his speedometer dangerously above 60 for the first
three miles, until they reached the tavern and gas station at Five
Points. There he braked to a stop and turned on the dome light. The
girl whimpered. Deehalter’s big hands gripped her shoulders and
hauled her upright. “Shut up,” he said tighdy.

    “W-what was it?” she blubbered.

    “Shut up, for Christ’s sake!” Deehalter shouted. “It wasn’t a goddamned thing!” He brought his face close to Wendy’s. The girl’s eyes
were as fearful as they had been minutes before at the sight of the creature. “You saw a cat in the headlights, that’s all. You’re 
not
 going to
get everybody and his brother tramping over my farm shooting my
milking herd. You’re going to keep your goddamn mouth shut, do you
hear?”

    The blonde was nodding to the rhythm of Deehalter’s words. Tears
streamed from her eyes, and when she tried to wipe them, she smeared
the remains of her eye shadow across her cheeks.

    Deehalter released her suddenly and put the car in gear. Neither of
them spoke during the rest of the ride to town. When the big farmer
stopped in front of the girl’s apartment, she stumbled out and ran up
the steps without bothering to close the car door. Deehalter locked it
after he slammed it shut.

    He drove back to the farm at a moderate pace that slowed appreciably as he came nearer. The night had only its usual motions and noises
now. Deehalter was waiting in his locked car an hour later, alone with
nothing but a memory to disturb him, when Kernes came out of his
house to start milking.

    After lunch—a full meal of fried steak and potatoes—Deehalter had
cooked for himself and his father as well before Old John died—the
big man walked down the drive and began searching the grassy bank to
the left of it Once when he looked up, he saw his sister watching him
intently from the Kemes’s kitchen window. He waved but she ducked
away. Toward three o’clock, Kernes himself came back in the jeep
from inspecting the fences around the northwest pasture. Deehalter
hailed him. After a moments hesitation, the ginger-haired man swung
the vehicle up the bank and stopped.

    “Come look at this,” Deehalter said. The turf was marked fuzzily
where he pointed. “Doesn’t it look like three claw prints?” he asked.

    Kernes looked at him strangely. “Claw prints? What do you mean,
Dee?”

    “It—oh, Christ, I don’t know,” said the big man, straightening and
lifting his cap to run his hand through his hair. He looked glumly back
past the bam to the long bulk of Sac Ridge.

    “Haven’t seen Wiener today, have you?” Kemes asked unexpectedly.

    “Not since I took Wendy home this morning,” replied Deehalter, his
own expression odd. “Barked at the car as usual. You must’ve heard
him.”

    “Learned to sleep through it, I guess,” said Kemes, and the words did
not quite ring true . . . though that might have been the blurred print
on the ground and Deehalter’s blurred memory of what had made the
print. Kemes got into the jeep. “Usually he chases a rabbit, he gets
back for breakfast Kids’ve about worried me to death about that damn
d°g.”

    “I’ll ride to the bam with you,” Deehalter said. They did not speak
about the dog—or the print—for the rest of the afternoon.

    In the evening, after Deehalter had finished his turn at milking,
Alice came out to the bam to help wash down the equipment Alice
Kemes was ten years younger than her brother. Though they had
never been close, there was a thread of mutual affection despite
Deehalter’s reciprocated hatred for his brother-in-law. Alice hummed as
she polished the glass tubing and stainless steel; a short woman with
her black hair tied back by a kerchief and a man’s shirt flapping over
the waistband of her gray skirt

    “Wiener been back yet?” Deehalter asked with feigned disinterest

    “No, have you seen him?” Alice said, pausing to catch the shake of
Deehalter’s head.

    Susies been crying all day. Tom went out to quiet the dog down

    this morning, and I think he scared him off. But hell be back tonight, I
figure.”

    Deehalter flipped the switch that would drain the water now being
cycled through the transfer piping. “Kernes got up to chase him?”

    “Uh-huh. Did you get the big tank?”

    *Yeah, we can call it a night, Deehalter said. Bloodstains are hard to
identify in heavy grass, harder even than footprints in the sod beneath,
so he made no mention of the splotches he had found thirty yards from
the drive that afternoon. There had been no body—not even a swatch
of dog fur tom off in a struggle.

    But despite that, Deehalter guessed that the mongrel would not be
coming home that night

    A cow awakened Deehalter with a blat like a cut-off klaxon hom.
His Remington .30-06 leaned against the window frame, bathed in
moonlight Deehalter stripped a shell into the autoloaders chamber
from the full magazine before he pulled on his dungarees and boots.
Shirtless, his baggy trousers weighted down by the rest of the box of
ammunition, Deehalter unlocked the front door and began running
across the yard.

    There were one hundred and sixty cattle in the bam, and from the
noise they had all gone wild. Over their bellows came clatters and
splintering as the frantic tons of beef smashed the fittings of the bam.
Normally in the summer, the cows were free to wander in and out of
the yard and to the pasture beyond, but tonight Deehalter had penned
them for safety. He was a hundred feet from the electric fence of the
yard, cursing his mistake in having concentrated the herd and then left
it unprotected, when one of the black-and-white Holsteins smashed
from the bam into the cowyard through both halves of the Dutch door.

    There was something behind it

    The things tongue and the blood on its jaws were black in the mercury floodlight Erect against the side of the bam it was almost eight
feet tall, though only the shadows gave mass to its spindly limbs. It saw
Deehalter and skidded on the slippery concrete, its claws rasping
through the slime. Deehalter threw his rifle to his shoulder. It was as if
he were aiming at a skeleton made of coat hangers, the thing was so
thin. Deehalter s hands shook. The creature bent forward, cocking its
hips back for balance. It opened its jaws so wide that every needle
tooth seemed pointed at the farmer. Then it screamed like a plunging

    shell as Deehalter fired. His bullet punched neady through the side of
the bam ten feet above the ground.

    With a single stride, the creature disappeared back within the building. Deehalter slammed another shot through the empty doorway.

    Panting, the big man knelt and fumbled out the box of ammunition
without letting go of the rifle. His shoulder ached. The empty cases
shone silver-pale on the grass to his right When Deehalter had
reloaded, he shuffled forward again. He held his rifle out as if he were
thrusting it through fluid. The yard was filled with milling cow^s.
Deehalter moved past them to the low milking parlor and tried in vain
to peer through the dusty windows. Then, holding the rifle awhw^ardly
like a huge pistol, he unlatched the door and flipped on the light
There was nothing in the parlor, and its metal gates to the bam were
still closed.

    Deehalter turned on the lights in the main building. There w^ere
only a score of frightened cows still within. The half-loft eight feet
above the bare floor had only a little straw in it. The loft door in the
south wall hung askew. There were deep scratches around its broken
latch. From the loft, Deehalter grimly sumeyed the bam. The interior
walls were spattered wth blood. A heifer w
r
as dead in her stall; long
gouges reddened the hides of several others of the herd.

    It was almost dawn. The black-haired farmer stood at the loft door,
cursing and staring out into the red sunrise which pulled the shadow of
the ridge like a long curtain over the pasture

    The door to the milking parlor banged. Deehalter swomg around and
raised the muzzle of his rifle It was Kernes barefooted and in tom pajamas with Alice, wade-eyed, behind him. Seeing the Hood and the dead
heifer, she shouted at her husband, “My God, Tom, have you and
George been shooting cows?"

    Kernes gaped. Deehalter couldn’t understand why the question was
directed at his brother-in-law. “No, it was a, a—” Deehalter began and
stuttered to a halt, uncertain both of the truth and what he should say
about it. To change the subject he said, ‘We got to phone Doc Jepson.
Some of the cowls’ve been—cut '

    “Phone the vet?” blazed Alice—Kernes still had not spoken. She
reached back into the parlor for the extension which hung on the w^all
higher than a cow carries its head. “We’ll call the sheriff, wee’ll call—”

    “Put down that goddamn phone!” Deehalter said, not loudly but too
loudly to be ignored by anyone who knew him well.

    Alice was in a rage herself, but she stepped back from the phone and

    watched her brother descend carefully from the loft “What did it
George?” she asked.

    “I didn’t get a good look.”

    “God 
dammit
, George,” Alice said, letting go of her anger now that
Deehalter had cooled enough not to shoot her dead in a fury, “why
won’t you let me get help?”

    Because were in the milk business,’ the big man said, sagging
against the ladder in mental exhaustion. Kernes wasn’t really listening;
Alice s face was blank. Because if we go tell people there’s an eight-
foot lizard on our farm—”

    Kernes swore. Deehalter shouted, “All right, I saw it, what the hell’s
the difference? Something killed the cow, didn’t it?” He glared at the
others, then went on, “First they’ll think we’re crazy. And then when
they learn it s true, they 11 say, Strontium 90,’ or 
r
What’re they spraying
their fields with to do that?’ or, There’s something in their water.’ And
we’ll never sell another pint of milk from here as long as we live. You
know
 what the dairy business is like!”

    Alice nodded sharply. Then we’U just raise hogs,” she said, “or corn
—or we’ll sell the farm and all get jobs with Purina, for God’s sake.
Spring Hill Dairies isn’t the whole—”

    “Alice!”

    Kemes’s eyes were flicking from one sibling to the other, a spectator
rather than a referee. Alice glared at him, then said to her brother, “All
right, George. But I’m taking the kids into town to stay with Iris until
you come to your senses.” Then, to her husband, she added, “Tom, are
you coming too?”

    If you leave here, Kemes,” said Deehalter quietly, “you’ll never
come back. I don’t give a shit what the law says.”

    The men stared at each other. “I’ll stay,” Kemes said. Alice banged
through the gate and into the milking parlor without a look behind her.
“I’d have stayed anyway, Alice!” the smaller man shouted.

    “Call Doc Jepson,” Deehalter repeated wearily. “We can tell him it
was dogs or something”—the tooth marks were too high and broad for
that to be other than a transparent lie—“and hope we can scotch this
thing before worse happens.”

    Numbly, Kemes made the call. As the little man hung up, they
heard the rasping starter of the old station wagon. A moment later,
gravel spattered as Alice rocketed down the drive. Almost as fast as he
himself had driven the night before, Deehalter thought

    ‘It’s because of what we took out of that mound,” Kernes said in a
small voice.

    Deehalter shook his head in irritation. “This thing didn’t come from
a skull or a little bit of iron,” he snapped. “It’s big—big enough to kill a
Holstein.”

    “it was there just the same,” Kernes replied. “We’ve got to close that
grave up with everything in it again. Then maybe we’ll be okay.”

    “You’re nuts,” Deehalter said. But he remembered the thing’s eyes
and the gape of its jaws—and he knew that sometime that day he
would help Kernes bury the objects again.

    Deehalter walked to the mound and the parked jeep without speaking. In the field behind him, the crows settled noisily on the carrion
again.

    Kernes had lifted out a pair of shovels and the gunnysack holding
the objects. “Well?” he asked.

    “Yeah,” said Deehalter with a shrug, “it was Wiener.”

    Kernes began to undo the knot which closed the sack’s throat Without looking up, he said, “I think it’s the moon. That’s why it didn’t
come out when we opened the mound. It needed the full moon to bring
it out.”

    “Bullshit,” said Deehalter. “I 
saw
 the thing and it’s not moonlight,
it’s as solid as you or me. Damn sight solider than old Wiener there,”
he added with a grim twist of his head. “Moonlight’s just light, anyway.”

    “Fluorescent light’s just light too,” Kernes retorted, ‘Tut it makes
plants grow like they don’t with a regular light-bulb. Christ, Dee, don’t
you feel the moon on you at night?”

    Deehalter did, but he wasn’t about to admit that weakness even in
the noon sun. Kernes had paused after opening the bag unwilling either to dump the contents back into the hole without ceremony or to
touch them again barehanded. The big man hesitated also. Then he
glanced at the guns in easy reach, between the front seats of the jeep,
and lifted out the skull.

    The bone felt warm. Because Deehalter had not really taken a look
at it before, he did so now at this last opportunity. The teeth were damaged in a way that at first he could not explain. Then the farmer
cursed, set the skull down on the ground, and stretched out in the
open trench. The angle was too flat for Deehalter to have been able to
see anything even if he had brought a flashlight this trip, but his finger-
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    tips found the shallow grooves he expected in the undersurface of the
slab.

    Christ, he muttered, standing up again. 'That poor sucker was
alive when they covered him up in there. He didn’t have a damned

    thing to dig with, so he tried to scrape through the stone with his
teeth.”

    Kernes stared at the skull and looked a little sicker than he had before. His finger traced but did not touch the front teeth. All four of the
incisors were worn across the flats, as if by a file. They had been ground
down well into the nerve canals. One of the front pair had cracked
about halfway from the root. "Yeah, I’d seen that but I didn’t think,
... he said. Jesus, what a way to go. He surely must’ve known he
couldn’t chew his way through a foot of rock.”

    #
 “Maybe he didn’t know there was a foot of it,” Deehalter said. "Besides, he didn’t have a lot of choice.”

    Carefully, the big man set the skull as far back into the mound as his

    arm would reach. The fitter of bone and rock chips within scrunched
under his shirtsleeve.

    The rippled iron teardrop was still closed. Deehalter looked at it for a
moment, then twisted it to split the halves because they had been separate when he found them. The metal divided with a soft gasp like a
cold jar being opened. Deehalter set the halves under the slab as carefully as he had the discolored skull.

    Almost before he rolled out of the way, his brother-in-law w
r
as tossing a shovelful of earth into the hole. Kernes worked feverishly at the
spoil pile he and his son had thrown up in digging the pit. By the time
Deehalter had brushed himself off and picked up a shovel, the blast-
crumbled edge of the slab had been buried again.

    They finished their work before noon, leaving on the mound’s side a
black scar that sealed off the greater blackness within.

    The bam windows were green fiberglass which the western moonlight outlined sharply against the walls. The diffused illumination was
weak and without distinct shadows. It made the loft floor an overlay of
grays on grays which wobbled softly as Deehalter paced along
it. The cattle penned below murmured, occasionally blatting loudly at
their unfamiliar restraint. At each outburst, Deehalter would pause and
lean over the loft rail with his rifle forward; but the bellowing was
never for any reason that had to do with why two armed men were
watching the bam tonight

    At the north end of the loft, Deehalter stopped and looked out the
open loading door. The cowyard below was scraped and hosed off daily,
but animal waste had stained the concrete an indelible brown which
became purple in the mercury light

    To the left, within the fence of the cowyard and in the comer it
formed with the bam, hunched Kernes with a shotgun loaded with
deer slugs. From Deehalter’s angle, the smaller man was foreshortened
into a stump growing from the concrete. Nothing moved in the night,
though the automatic feeder in the hog pens flapped several times. As
Deehalter watched silently, Kernes looked up at the moon. Despite the
coolness of the night and the breeze from the west, Kernes pulled out a
handkerchief and wiped his forehead.

    Deehalter turned and began pacing back to the south end of the
bam. He had finished his thermos of coffee hours ago, and it was only
by staying in motion that he was able to keep awake. He couldn’t understand how Kernes could huddle in the same corner since ten
o’clock and still be alert; but then, Kernes wasn’t a person Deehalter
wanted
 to understand.

    Deehalter peered out the south door. Nothing, nothing, of course
nothing. A fox barked in the invisible distance, and the big man’s grip
tightened on his rifle stock. He caught himself before he threw a bullet
out into the night in frustration; then he began to pace back.

    But each time the creature had come, it was in the near dawn. As if
it were striding to the farm from far away, or because it got a late start
The notch he and Kernes had blasted in the Indian mound faced
southwest. Moonlight would not have entered it until nearly morning.
But there was no living thing in that narrow rock basin—only a litter
of bones and what was probably a meteorite.

    Why had that Indian been sealed up alive?

    Nothing but bones and iron in the mound. Briefly, Deehalter’s mind
turned over a memory of awakening to seize his rifle in the pattern of
moonlight etched across his room by the Venetian blinds. Now he held
the weapon close and bent forward to look at his brother-in-law.

    Kernes had moved slightly, out along the electric fence. The yard
light colored his shirt blue, but could not throw a shadow forward into
the glare of the full moon. Kernes was staring west at that mottled orb.
His shotgun barrel traced nervous arcs, rising and slipping back to a
high port. It was almost as if the smaller man were wishing he could
fire at the moon, but catching himself a moment before he did anything that. . . crazy.

    the red leer

    Kemes’s body 
slithered.

    “Kernes!” Deehalter screamed.

    The man below turned and was a man again. The shotgun had
fallen to the concrete. Kernes’s clothing was awry from having something monstrously thin start to clamber out of it. Part of Deehalter’s
mind wondered what Kernes had thought in the mornings when he

    found himself naked in the pasture, his tangled pajamas°outside his
house.

    Now the small farmer was looking up at Deehalter, his face as dead

    and horrified as that of the statue of Laocoon. Then he changed again

    and the long jaws spread to hiss at the man above. Deehalter laid his

    open sights in the middle of the thing’s breastbone and squeezed off the
shot.

    The bullet flew high because of the angle, but the big man was
hunter enough to have allowed for that. The soft-nose spiked through
the lower mandible and into the throat, exiting at last through the creatures back. The jacketed lead, partly expanded but with only a fraction
of its energy gone, slapped the concrete beyond and splashed away in a
shower of sparks and a riven howl.

    The thing that had been Kernes hurtled backwards and slid until it
struck the fence. It’s stick-thin limbs thrashed, shredding remnants of
us clothing with claws and the strength of a grizzly. Its jaws snapped,
fhe hole in its throat was small, but Deehalter knew that the supersonic bullet would have left a wound cavity like a pie tin in the back.

    The entrance wound had closed. The beast was scrabbling to its feet.

    Deehalter screamed and shot it through the chest, an off-center impact that spun the creature again to the concrete. This time Deehalter
could 
see
 the plastic flesh closing on the scale-dusted torso. He remembered Wiener and the gullied throat of the Holstein. With only that
instant’s hesitation, the big man braced his rifle in front of him and
leaped through the window to his right. The fiberglass panel sprang
out in a piece as the frame tore. Deehalter stumbled headlong onto the
low roof of the milking parlor, rolled, and jumped to the ground. The
jeep was only twenty feet away and he ran for it.

    There was no ignition lock. Deehalter flipped the power on and
stabbed at the starter button under the clutch pedal. The engine
ground but did not catch. There was a tearing noise behind him, and
despite himself, the big man turned to look. The creature was in the
cowyard fence. The top strand was electrified. Blue sparks crackled
about the thing’s foreclaws. Its shape was in a state of flux so swift as

    to be almost subliminal. It was as if superimposed holograms of Kernes
and the creature he had become were being projected onto the fence.
Then the hot wire snapped, and the thing’s legs cut the remaining
strands like sickles through fog.

    Deehalter fired one-handed and missed. He steadied the rifle, locking
his left elbow on the tubular seat-frame, and knocked the creature back
into the cowyard with no top to its skull. Then the engine chugged and
the big farmer threw the jeep into second gear at higher revs than the
worn clutch was used to. Spewing gravel but without the power to sideslip, the vehicle churned foward.

    For choice, Deehalter would have run west for the county road as he
bad two nights before in his Chrysler. That would have meant turning
and trying to race past the cowyard, where the creature was already on
its feet again and striding toward him. Deehalter had small need of his
imagination to picture that scene: the long-clawed arms hooking over
the steering wheel and plucking him out like the meat from a walnut
half, leaving the empty jeep to career into a ditch. He was headed instead toward Sac Ridge and the mound from which the horror must
have come.

    Deehalter had the headlights on, but they were mounted too low to
show up potholes in time even at moderate speed—and his present
speed was anything but moderate. The jeep jounced so badly that only
the big man’s grip on the steering wheel kept him in the vehicle. The
shovels in the back did spin out into the night. It occurred to Deehalter
that the rifle which he had wedged butt-downward beneath the back
seat might fire and end him permanently as it had been unable to do to
the thing pursuing. He did not care. He only knew that he had looked
down the creature s gaping jaws and would rather anything than die
between them.

    Despite his panic, Deehalter shifted into compound low to cross the
stream, knowing that any attempt to mount the slippery bank in a
higher gear would have meant sliding back into certain death. On the
rutted pasture beyond, he revved and slam-shifted. He was proud of his
skill only for the instant before the low moon flicked a leaping shadow
across the comer of his eye. Fear washed away pride and everything
else.

    Despite the ruts, the jeep made good time in the pasture; but as the
old vehicle began to climb the side of the ridge, Deehalter knew the
creature must be gaining. There was no choice, nowhere else to run. If
he turned either north or south, the thing’s long shanks would cut it
across the slant of his right angle.

    Where had the creature come from originally? Perhaps the Indians
had known; but even if the teardrop was the source, it could as easily
have fallen a million years before and a thousand miles away, carried
south on a glacier. Deehalter could picture a nervous band of Sacs dragging one of their number to the rock basin, bound or unconscious. Or
would it have been a tribe from the pre-Columbian past? There was
nothing in the mound to date it. Something had come from the cocoon
of iron and had been trapped again between layers of rock. Trapped
until he and Kernes had freed it in a vapor which merged with the
black tendrils of dynamite.

    As Deehalter neared the top of the ridge, he glanced sideways. The
creature was a foot behind him and a foot to the left, its right leg
poised to stride and its yard-long right arm poised to rip the farmers
throat open. Deehalter slammed on the brakes, acting by reflex. It was
the proper reflex, even though the jeep stalled. The beast's claws swept
where Deehalter’s head should have been, and its body belled and
rebounded from the unyielding fender. For a moment, the thing
sprawled backwards on the hillside; then it twisted upright, lizard-
quick, and lunged.

    Deehalter touched the muzzle of his Remington to the scaly ribs and
blew the creature a dozen yards down the hill. The cartridge case sailed
away in a high arc, the mouth of it eroded by the excessive pressures
from the blocked muzzle.

    And though Deehalter still had the part-box in his pocket, that had
been the last round in the weapon.

    In stalling, Deehalter had flooded the jeep's engine. He leaped out,
winded already with fear, and topped the ridge with two long strides.
The headlights were waning yellow behind him, where he could already hear the creature moving. The sky to the east was the color of
blood. Deehalter ran for the mound as if its gentle contours could protect him. He tried to jump to its top, but his foot sank in the soft earth
of the diggings. The big man windmilled forward onto his face in the
grass beyond. His grip on the empty rifle had flayed his right knuckles
against the ground. His twisted ankle gave a twinge; it might or might
■ not bear his weight again.

    Deehalter turned, trying to fumble another cartridge into the breech
of the rifle. It was too late. Hissing like a cat in a lethal rage, the creature leaped delicately to the top of the mound.

    It was even thinner than it had looked when flickering shadows had
bulked its limbs. It had to be thin, of course, with only Kemes’s hundred and thirty pounds to clothe its frame. The curve of the mound

    made the creature’s height monstrous, even though its legs were poised
to lunge and it carried its flat skull forward like that of a nearsighted
mantis. The narrow lips drew apart in a momentary grin, gray-white
and then crimson as the first rays of the sun touched the creature over
the rim of the next hill.

    For a moment the leer hung there. Deehalter, on his back, stared at
it like a rabbit spitted by the gaze of a hunting serpent Then the thing
was gone and the fear was gone, and Deehalter’s practiced fingers slid a
live round into the chamber of the ought-six.

    “Wh-what’s the matter, Dee?” Kernes whimpered. He was pitiful in
his nakedness, more pitiful in his stunned surprise at where he found
himself. Kernes really hadn’t known what was happening, Deehalter
realized. Perhaps Alice had begun to guess where her husband had
been going in the night. That may have been why she had been so
quick to run, before suspicion could become certainty.

    “Dee, why’re you looking at me like that?” Kernes begged.

    Deehalter stood. His ankle only throbbed. If his first bullet had
killed the creature as it should have, he would have buried the body
and claimed that something had dragged Kernes away. Perhaps he
would have buried it here in the mound from which the creature had
escaped to begin with. Alice and Doc Jepson could testify to the cattle’s
previous injuries, whatever they might surmise had caused them.

    The same story would be sufficient now.

    “Good-bye, you sonofabitch,” Deehalter said, and he raised his rifle.
He fired point-blank into the smaller man’s chest.

    Kernes 
whuffed
 backwards as if a giant had kicked him. There was a
look of amazement on his face and nothing more; but momentarily,
something hung in the air between the dead man and the living, something as impalpable as the muzzle blast that rocked the hillside—and as
real.

    Deehalter’s flesh 
gave
, and for a startled second he/it knew why the
Indians had buried their possessed brother alive—to trap the contagion
with him in the rock instead of merely passing it on to raven and slay
again. . . .

    Then the sun was bright on Deehalter’s back, casting his shadow
across the body of the man he had murdered. He recalled nothing of
the moment just past.

    Except that when he remembered the creature’s last red leer, he
seemed to be seeing the image in a mirror.
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an understated tale originally written for a children’s book After you read
this rather strong tale, you will understand why it never appeared in that
book!

  AT THE BOTTOM
OF THE GARDEN
by David Campton
“Mummy, why has Ineed got furry teeth?”
Mrs. Williams ignored the question and tried to concentrate on the
recipe in front of her. The breeze through the open kitchen door fluttered the page of the magazine propped up against the saucepan in
which last night’s milk had been boiled. Mrs. Williams had the uncomfortable feeling that the saucepan was going to be needed in a hurry.
She ought to have more saucepans, but where could she put them?
That was the trouble with this kitchen: there was not enough shelf
space, and the equipment was always in the wrong place. She was not
such a bad cook, or even as accident-prone as her husband suggested.
The kitchen was just badly planned. The fish-slice over a refrigerator:
luckily it would not be needed until Friday.
“Please shut the door,” she pleaded as a draft flicked the page over.
She dabbed at the magazine with the wooden spoon, leaving a blob of
something white and sticky in the middle of the recipe. She sighed and
fumbled in the sink for the dishcloth. Conviction was growing that this
experiment was developing into a disaster.
These days she was finding the disposal of remains more difficult
When she was lucky, some results could be garnished and served up as
something else: certain sauces could be sliced, and occasional molds
might he poured. At worst, though, as when soap powder had unaccountably insinuated itself into a mixture and even the birds had refused the offering, it could lie for days on the lawn, advertising her incompetence; and after the occasion when a failure with rice had
blocked the lavatory she had never dared to flush away a mistake.
These days an inedible mess was destined for the dustbin, and she had
to endure her husband’s raised eyebrows if he caught a glimpse or whiff
of it After nine years Mr. Williams no longer complained about the
cooking, but it seemed that he could not control his eyebrows.
Mrs. Williams wiped dough from the page and peered at the small
print through flour-fogged spectacles. It seemed to her that there was always something missing in the instructions.
The kitchen door banged.
“Add the dry ingredients.”
“Mummy!”
Where was the ginger? She was sure she had taken the packet from
the cupboard with the other things. Ah! No, that was dried sage. Why
couldn’t manufacturers label packets more clearly? Mrs. Williams jerked
the cupboard open. A small jar fell out and smashed; well, it could be
cleared up later. She grabbed at a cylindrical box; flipped the lid onto
the floor, and shook a teaspoonful of curry powder among the other
dry cake ingredients.
“Mummy, why has Ineed? 
...”
On the stove something boiled over.
Mrs. Williams sank into the kitchen chair, and ran a hand over her
head. Bits of cake mix were left sticking in her hair.
“Why don’t you listen to me, Mummy?”
Dimly, through a haze of conflicting thoughts Mrs. Williams became aware of her daughter. She caught the tone of complaint in the
child’s voice.
“What were you saying, dear?”
“I knew you weren’t listening to me.”
“Mummy was listening, darling. Mummy can listen and get dinner
ready at the same time.” Now what could they have for dinner?
“I was telling you about Ineed.”
“That is up to her. But the name is pronounced Enid.” And they
could have rice pudding afterward. There was no shortage of rice
pudding.
“But why has she?”
“Why has she what?” Or semolina, or tapioca, or sage. Nothing dras-
tic could go wrong with a tinned milk pudding-apart from burning
the saucepan.
“I 
t0
^ Y°u> Mummy. Furry teeth. Why has Ineed got furry teethe
Why was it so difficult to concentrate? Why did recipes never turn
out like their pictures? Why couldn’t she talk to a child on a child’s
level?
“I’m sure Enid hasn’t got furry teeth, darling,” said Mrs. Williams.
“She was just saying that.”
“But she has, Mummy. She showed them to me.”
“Did she, darling?” Or would a tin of fruit be better? Plums, perhaps. Was there enough milk left to make a custard?
“Yes. She took them out and showed them to me. They were furry
all over.”
“Then she ought to see a dentist.”
“Y°u don’t understand, Mummy. That’s the way her teeth are. Fur
all over them. She let me feel it before she put them back. It was quite
soft—like a kitten’s back.”
Mrs. Williams felt a sudden ache at the back of her eyes. She could
no longer ignore the brown mess sticking to the top of the stove. With
a bit of luck she might get most of the chaos cleaned up before Eric
came home and raised his eyebrows.
Thats very interesting, dear,” she said. “Now run out and play
again. If you’re a good girl, we’ll have plums and custard for dinner.”
The child turned toward the kitchen door.
“You weren t listening, she accused her mother. “You never listen.
You don t care about Ineed. You don’t care about anything.”
Then she was gone.
Mrs. Williams took off her glasses, and rubbed her eyes, smudging
flour on her eyelashes. She tried. Honestly she tried. If she didn’t try,
there would be fewer failures to throw away. If she didn’t try, they
could five on corned beef and chips and baked beans. If she didn’t try
so hard there would be more time to spare for Geraldine. As events
were turning out, was Geraldine doomed to being another of her
mother’s failures?
Geraldine wore thick-lensed spectacles, like her mother. Geraldine
had her mother’s flat features, unhealthy complexion, and dust-colored
hair. Geraldine was prone to sickly headaches. Geraldine had uneven
teeth. Like her mother, Geraldine was not very bright
What had the girl been talking about? Another child with peculiar
teeth? Fur? Imagination. Geraldine had shown so few signs of having
any imagination that it was a pity not to have encouraged her now. But
the stove had to be cleaned.
Once, during the cleaning, Mrs. Williams paused. Who was Enid
anyway? Then she kicked over a bucket of dirty water, and the thought
was washed away.
Geraldine did not mention Ineed again for several weeks. Mrs.
Williams was dimly aware that her daughter had a little friend. Once
she saw them playing together by the hedge at the bottom of the garden. It was a thick hedge and had originally formed the boundary to
the field on which this part of the housing estate had been built With
rare sensitivity, the builders had left it undisturbed. The two children
were sitting together in the shadow of the hedge. The other child
seemed smaller than Geraldine, dark-haired and very thin. At that distance, Mrs. Williams could not quite make out what the children were
doing. It seemed almost as though the dark one had unscrewed one of
her hands and passed it to Geraldine for inspection. Although Mrs.
Williams knew that her eyesight was at fault—she must have her eyes
tested again when she could find the time—she felt vaguely uneasy and
rapped on the window. The children scurried out of sight, making Mrs.
Williams feel guilty. She had blundered again. Geraldine did not make
friends—she reflected her mother’s insecurity when dealing with other
people—at least her own mother need not frighten away the few
friends she had. Mrs. Williams made a mental note to encourage Geral-
dines new playmate. Perhaps the little girl could be invited to tea?
Well, perhaps not to a meal; but invited to—something. However as
the good intention grew vaguer, so did the impetus, and finally Mrs.
Williams did nothing. As Geraldine did not mention her new friend,
Ineed became a cloudy figure in the background of Mrs. Williams s
ever-cluttered mind.
It was Mr. Williams who was responsible for bringing the matter up
again while they were having dinner. It had been a successful meal:
roast chicken (which Mrs. Williams had bought from the delicatessen)
and salad. Mr. Williams had found only one caterpillar on his lettuce
and had quietly pushed it to the side of his plate. They were all
finishing their ice cream when her father noticed that Geraldine was
no longer wearing the braces on her teeth.
He was not angry because he was never angry; however, he pointed
out that Geraldine had made a promise to take care of the braces until
her teeth had been straightened. Geraldine smiled at him, showing all
her teeth. It was a delightful smile that almost made one forget the
thick spectacles, the lank hair, and the pasty complexion. Moreover, her
teeth were perfect
Mr. Williams put down his spoon and stared across the table.
“May I see them again?’’ he asked.
Geraldine grinned. Her teeth were even, white, and sparkling. They
eien seemed to have lost their yellow tinge.
“Remarkable,” said Mr. Williams. “Had you noticed, Mother?”
Mrs. Williams hadn’t noticed. She did, however, notice the implied
rebuke in the question: he expected her not to have noticed the child’s
teeth.
“I’m sure I should have done so sooner or later,” she murmured.
“Mummy wouldn’t notice if I lost my head,” muttered Geraldine.
“Now, now,” rebuked her father; but he was too pleased to sound really severe. “I must say that dentist did a good job. He warned us that
it might take over twelve months, but this has taken less than six
weeks.”
“Ineed did it,” said Geraldine.
“I really ought to congratulate him,” went on Mr. Williams.
“Ineed did it,” repeated Geraldine.
“Ineed?”
“Geraldine has a little friend called Enid,” explained Mrs. Williams.
“Enid, dear. Do try to remember that. It’s Enid. You must ask her
round for tea, or a glass of lemonade, or something.”
“She’s shy,” said Geraldine. “She isn’t ordinary. Like me and Barry
Mapel. Barry can’t walk properly because he has twisted legs. Ineed has
got holes where her ears should be, and her teeth are covered with fur.”
“Really?” said Mr. Williams. “Of course one doesn’t usually write to
one’s dentist, but I expect he’d like to know that we appreciate what
he’s done.”
“Ineed took all my teeth out,” said Geraldine. “It didn’t hurt at all.”
“I’m so glad,” said Mrs. Williams, sniffing. Had she remembered to
turn the light out under the milk for the coffee?
“Ineed said that she’d never seen teeth like mine before. They were
so twisted. So she straightened them before she put them back. She
rubbed them white, too.”
“After all,” said Mr. Williams, “a professional man must take pride
in his profession.”
“I asked her if there was anything she could do about my headaches,
but she said that she’d have to think about it”
“The laborer is worthy of his hire,” quoted Mr. Williams with some
satisfaction.
A hissing and spluttering came from the kitchen. With the speed
and precision that long practice had tempered into second nature, Mr.
Williams strode into the kitchen, turning out the light under the milk
with one hand, and reaching for a dishcloth with the other.
Mrs. Williams sat back with a sigh and tried to pick up the threads
of half-heard and dimly remembered conversation.
“This Enid. Doesn’t she live near here?”
“Hereabouts.”
“I suppose her family has just moved into the district.”
“Oh no. They've lived here a long time. As long as anyone can
remember. Ineed says. Years and years.”
“Longbarrow hasn’t been built all that long, dear,” mused Mrs.
Williams. “The estate was quite new when your father and I bought
this house. I remember having to wade through mud to inspect it
What is Enid’s other name?”
“She hasn’t got another name.”
Mrs. Williams, listening to the sounds of the mopping-up operation
in the kitchen, did not want to become involved in a childish argument, and did not press the question.
“You must ask her round some day. You know I like to see your
friends.” She thought she heard the rattle of coffee cups. “Play on the
lawn or something.”
“Ineed doesn’t like people to look at her,” mumbled Geraldine. “She
thinks they laugh at her nose.”
Tm sure we’re much too polite. I wonder if Daddy wants a hand
with the coffee.”
“I’m going to make her do something about my headaches,” said
Geraldine. “I’m going to make her promise.”
“I expect you have some jolly games together.”
“She says that the headaches happen right inside my head, but she
doesn’t know yet how to get inside. She’s not sure how I’m put together. So I’m going to get the book, with pictures. Then she’ll have to
promise. She mended my teeth when they were twisted, didn’t she?”
“I always liked that dentist,” said Mrs. Williams. “So young and so
enthusiastic.”
“She says my eyes ought to get better at the same time. Then I shan’t
have to wear these glasses.” She snatched them off and squinted shortsightedly at her mother.
“Ah, coffee!” crowed Mrs. Williams.
With a sigh, Geraldine replaced her glasses. Ineed was right. They
didn’t understand. They would never understand. No wonder Ineed
wanted to avoid them. She and Ineed understood each other. Ineed was
going to find a way to get inside her head. Geraldine knew where the
book was kept—in the low bookcase that was never dusted. The book
had pictures of people without clothes, without skin, and without flesh.
That
 should show Ineed how people were put together. It even had a
picture of the grey sponge called a brain. When Ineed saw that, she
would be able to stop the headaches, and make her see as well as anyone else. She only needed the book.
Mrs. Williams eventually found volume two of the encyclopedia
open on the lawn. The pages were stained with grass cuttings, and the
covers curled in the afternoon sun. Mrs. Williams had no idea how the
volume came to be out there, but she was used to finding things where
they ought not to be. So she returned to the house with the book. She
did not associate Geraldine with its removal until she later found the
child in a state of near-hysteria.
Mrs. Williams heard the sound coming from her daughter’s bedroom
—half-screaming, half-sobbing. She found Geraldine lying face downwards on the bed. For a while the child would not answer, no matter
how gently questions were put; instead she drummed her feet, beat the
pillow, and screamed.
Eventually Mrs. Williams was able to make out words. “She promised. She promised I should be next.” The trouble with Geraldine was
then correctly diagnosed as an attack of temper.
Mrs. Williams sat on the bed, and waited for the storm to subside,
having learned from experience that this treatment was the most effective. At last the sobs died away, and the little girl looked up. She had
hurled her spectacles into the corner of the room, and her eyes were
inflamed, rubbed raw around the lids.
“Feeling better now, dear?” asked Mrs. Williams mildly.
“I hate her,” said Geraldine.
“Tell Mummy all about it.” She tried to put an arm around the
child, but found the position too awkward to keep up. 
<f
Who did it, and
what did they do?”
“She mended Barry’s legs,” sniffed Geraldine.
Mrs. Williams hunted for a handkerchief. “Go on, dear. Mummy’s
listening/’ she said, wondering where she could have tucked the spare
one that she always kept handy for when she lost the first.
“She took them off and straightened them and then put them back
again. Now he can walk as well as anyone.”
‘That’s nice,” murmured Mrs. Williams. “Just a minute, dear, while
I fetch a piece of toilet paper. Then you can blow your nose.”
“But I was supposed to be next,” bellowed Geraldine as her mother
pattered toward the bathroom. “She was going to look inside my head.
That’s why I took the book to her. Instead she used it to mend Barry’s
legs, and didn’t do anything for me at all. She said she still wasn’t sure
because the inside of my head wasn’t like the inside of her head, and
my eyes weren’t like her eyes. I know her eyes are different, but that
doesn’t mean she can’t do anything about mine. Does it?”
“Of course not, dear,” agreed Mrs. Williams absently, returning with
a great loop of paper and making a mental note to renew the toilet roll,
knowing already that she would be the one to be caught “Here you
are. Wipe you eyes. And your nose.”
“How can I make her do it?” whined Geraldine. “What can I do?”
“Let’s put on our thinking caps, shall we?” said Mrs. Williams, trying to sound bright. “Now where did you throw your spectacles?”
Geraldine vaguely indicated the wall at which the glasses had been
thrown in the first onslaught of her rage.
“She can do it. I know she can. I’ve seen her do things. She has very
long fingers, and she can , .
“Oh, dear,” murmured Mrs. Williams as she picked up the pieces.
“Now I’ve trodded on them.”
The spectacles had snapped in half. One lens was cracked, and Mrs.
Williams’s heel had pressed on the other, shattering it.
“You’ll need a completely new pair,” she went on. “And I really
don’t know what you’ll do without them. You won’t be able to watch
TV or to read or anything. Right in the middle of the summer holidays,
too. I don’t know what you’ll do with yourself.”
To her irritation she realized that Geraldine was smiling.
“You’re a very naughty girl, dropping your glasses where I—where
anyone could step on them,” she cried. “I ought to . . Her imagination gave out, and her voice with it; partly because she had no idea
what she ought to do, and partly because the child’s smile worried her.
“I’ll tell your father,” she added weakly.
“Now Ineed will have to do something,” said Geraldine calmly.
“Oh, damn Enid,” snapped Mrs. Williams. “And as you re in your
bedroom, you can stay here till teatime. Yes, you can stay here until
your father comes home. Then we’ll hear what he has to say about buying new glasses.”
She left the bedroom and slammed the door behind her. On the
landing she paused, wondering whether she ought to have locked the
door, or whether she ought to go back and apologize; then at last deciding to leave everything to Eric Her husband might have irritating eyebrows, but he always knew what to do in an emergency.
Mr. Williams decided that there had been faults on both sides. He
thought that Mrs. Williams ought to make more of an effort to understand the child and to enter into the spirit of her fantasies. If Geraldine
had an imaginary friend called Enid who took off people’s legs and
straightened them, then Mrs. Williams ought to enter into the game.
No wonder the child flew into a tantrum. On the other hand, Geraldine must learn to control her feelings, especially when they resulted in
expensive breakages; however the child had been sufficiently punished
and could now be allowed downstairs.
As Mrs. Williams retired to the kitchen feeling vaguely hurt—but
fortunately just in time to catch the steak before it was irrevocably
burned—Mr. Williams called upstairs.
“Its all right, Geraldine. You can come down now.”
There was no reply.
“Geraldine, this is Daddy. I want to talk to you about, er, about
Enid.”
There was still no reply. Either the child was asleep or she was being
obstinate. Mr. Williams went upstairs and found the bedroom empty.
Of course that was typical: to send Geraldine to her room, and then
not to be sure that she stayed there. Mr. Williams quickly smothered
the spark of rising indignation because he prided himself upon being a
reasonable man. Anyway the girl couldn’t be far away. He looked out
of the bedroom window.
There were two tiny figures by the hedge at the bottom of the garden. The height and distance made them look almost like dolls. One
figure was bent over the other. By her dress she must have been a little
girl, though she was incredibly thin, and her hair seemed to shine dark
green in the late-aftemoon sun. Then she straightened up, and Mr.
Williams could see the other figure more clearly.
“My God!” he shouted.
He charged from the bedroom and almost tumbled headlong in his
rush down the stairs. He crashed through the kitchen and into the garden, screaming as he ran. “My God! My God! My God! My God!”
Mrs. Williams dropped a bowl of mashed potatoes and hurried after
him.
The little girl with the leaf-colored hair, intent on the task before
her, did not turn as Geraldine’s father and mother raced the length of
the lawn. The frantic parents were spurred by the sight of what lay on
the grass under the hedge. Geraldine’s headless body was spread-eagled
on the grass. Her head lay some distance away, face upwards. There
was a hole where one eye should have been, and even as they ran towards the children, they saw the dark-haired girl pluck out the other
eye.
Mr. Williams seized the child’s shoulder, and at last she looked
around. He glimpsed something deformed that the mind at once
rejected and would later refuse to recall except in nightmares; pale,
phosphorescent, wrinkled skin of something that had lived for many,
many years in the dark; bulging eyes giving a sickening hint that they
might be extendable; gill-like slits for ears, and a drooping snout of a
nose.
Mr. Williams swore, tightened his grip, but the creature twisted in
his grasp. It reached up, its fingerlike tentacles curling round under his
arm. Immediately a pain tore through his muscles, as though they were
being removed with a white-hot scalpel. His arm flopped useless to his
side.
There was a rustle in the hedge, and the thing was gone. Mrs.
Williams was on her hands and knees by the remains of the child. She
made vague fluttering motions with her hands. It was the same gesture
that her husband had seen her make many times before, kneeling by a
piece of broken china, and waiting for someone to fetch a dustpan. Except that this time she was giving voice to little high-pitched moans.
With his good arm, Mr. Williams patted her shoulder. He told her
to stay there and touch nothing until the police arrived. Then he went
to the telephone. He knew the correct procedure for occasions such as
this.
The eyes lay staring where the creature had dropped them. Mrs.
Williams vaguely hoped that someone would be able to put them back.
She noticed that Geraldine’s mouth was moving, but guessed that this
was only a muscular spasm, just as a chicken is reputed to run around
after its head has been cut off. She did not recognize that the lips were
forming words.
“Ineed!” the head wanted to cry out. “Let Ineed put me together
again. Didn’t you ever listen to what I told you about Ineed? I shall be
better after she has put me together again. Where is Ineed? Ineed!
Ineed!”
But divorced from lungs and larynx, no sound came from the mouth,
and Ineed would take care never to be seen in Longbarrow again.
Without Ineed, the head and body had to remain apart
They were buried like that.
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        AFTERWORD
As proud as I am with 
Whispers
’s generation of superb fantasy and horror fiction, I am equally delighted to sire quality art work. In the tradition of 
rackham, dore, parrish, clarke, 
and 
pyle, 
todays artists continue to create new vistas to catch the eye and stir the mind. 
Whispers
is delighted to once again be allowed by Doubleday (thank you, Pat
LoBrutto) to have an 
illustrated
 anthology. I had initially planned to
have all the art herein original to the book, but the opportunity
presented itself to get 
Whispers ll
 scheduled four months earlier than
planned. As a result, there simply was not enough time to allow most 
of
the artists to finish their work. The exception to this was 
steve
Fabian’s 
uncharacteristically early submission. All of the rest 
of 
the art
is reprinted from the pages of 
Whispers
 magazine. As per the first
Whispers
 anthology, production methods preclude the appearance 
of
the art (when applicable) with the story it illustrated. I trust this takes
nothing away from the impact of art and fiction.
Cover artist 
Tim Kirk
 has won five Hugo awards as science fiction’s
Best Artist as well as having part of his master’s thesis (twenty-six
paintings depicting Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings trilogy) brought out by
Ballantine Books as a best-selling color calendar. He has illustrated
books for Doubleday, Bantam, and DAW. The Whispers Press was
delighted to commission him to do both a full-color cover and black and
W'hite interiors for its major Fritz Leiber first editions, 
Rime Isle
 (Whispers Press, 1977} 
an
d 
Heroes and Horrors
 (Whispers Press, 1978).
Lee Brown Coye
 is the only man to have won two World Fantasy
awards for Best Artist. He works in all media, has had several shows at
the Whitney Museum of Art, has a watercolor in the permanent collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and several other major museums have collections of his inks, silver work, sculptures, and scale
models. The most amazing aspect about Lee’s graphic talents is that
they are all self-taught, although he himself has instructed art classes
on a college level. The Whispers Press is currently undertaking to compile and publish his best art in a collector’s edition.
John Stewart
 is a Britisher whose detailed Clark Ashton Smith folio
enthralled the 
Whispers
 readership. Dick Geis, multi-Hugo-winning
editor, publisher, and critic, commented that he was “very impressed
with the drawings of John Stewart—macabre, creepy realism/’ John illustrated Robert Bloch’s Cthulhu Mythos novel, 
Strange Eons
 (Whispers Press, 1979), and the future holds many more book assignments
for Stewart’s powerfully conceived and intricately executed inks.
Jon Lellenberg made me aware of the late Luther Norris’s Pontine
Press’s prints of Sherlock Holmes as drawn by 
John Linton.
 With that
introduction, I immediately seized upon this young man to work for
Whispers
 magazine. We have featured his work as covers and poetry
pages. Linton’s detailed art exudes his love and involvement with both
his craft and the story, a fact that did not go unnoticed by other publishers. The World Fantasy award-winning press of Donald Grant met
John in the pages of 
Whispers
 and chose him to illustrate Joseph Payne
Brennan’s 
Chronicles of Lucius Leffing,
 and another book assignment
is being worked out. Linton’s art has won a major prize at the World
Science Fiction Convention’s prestigious art show, and if we can keep
him in the genre, more such recognition will be in the offing.
Steve Fabians
 recent British Fantasy award complements his multiple
Hugo and World Fantasy award-nominations and augurs well for many
more prizes. Steve’s art has been favorably compared with that of the
great Hannes Bok and Virgil Finlay. His more recent projects include
the first full-color cover for 
Whispers
 magazine, a ten-drawing folio illustrating Fritz Leiber’s 
Swords and Deviltry
, and both the cover and
interiors for Canon Basil A. Smith’s 
Scallion Stone
 (Whispers Press,
I979)-
Frank Utpatel
 is best known in the field on the strength of his more
than fifty covers for the legendary Arkham House, although his reputation is not unsubstantial as a regional artist whose lithographs, wood-
cuts, and engravings are widely sought. In 1936 four of his woodcuts
brought unholy life to the otherwise drab production of Howard Phillips Lovecraft’s first hardcover book, the extremely rare and valuable
Visionary Press edition of 
The Shadow over Innsmouth.
 That art still
stands today as amongst the best ever executed for a Lovecraft story.
Frank’s recent wood engravings in 
The Only Place We Live
 were
afterword
called brilliant” by the art field’s most prestigious journal, 
American
Artist
Andrew Smith's
 work appears all too infrequently in the field. He is
best known for his cover work on Gary Hoppenstand’s 
Midnight Sun
magazine, although his contributions to 
Whispers
 have gained him
many fans. He has just finished illustrating his first book, a Clark Ashton Smith-volume for Arkham House.
Jim Pitts
 is a gifted British artist whose M. R. James folio in 
Whispers
magazine was loudly praised. You can feel the texture and mood of his
art with your eyes, hear the sounds of the art with your mind. His stark
black and white work owes much to Bok, Finlay, and Rackham, yet
Pitts s art is still very much his own. His spectral sculpture of a caped
horror is the British Fantasy award trophy, and his most recent
successes include the first several cover assignments for Britain’s new
professional horror outlet, 
Fantasy Tales.
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        Stuart David Schiff is the editor and
publisher of 
Whispers
, a magazine he
founded in 
1973
 to create and preserve
quality art and literature in the horror
and fantasy field. Winner of two World
Fantasy Awards, 
Whispers
 has aroused
an enthusiastic response from an appreciative audience. Dr. Schiff holds
degrees from the Columbia University
School of Dental and Oral Surgery and
Cornell University. He has edited five
books of fantasy and horror and plans
to continue stimulating the genre. Dr.
Schiff, his wife, Susan, and their son,
Geoffrey, live in New Jersey.
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