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  Passing Down


  Inez Schaechterle


  “ick, you’re one cold son of a bitch,” Kepler said as he paced the far end of the room.


  Away from the blood Nick ignored him and pulled on a cheap pair of gloves.


  A grunt of springs signaled Kepler’s drop into an armchair. “Find anything?” he said “The key?”


  “Give me time to look,” Nick shoved the lapels of Joey Largo’s suit coat aside and rucked up the remains of his shirt. “You only punched three…no, four slugs into this joker. Maybe you should plug him a couple more times, make sure.”


  “So I’m thorough.”


  Nick looked up. squinting at the beams of dusty sunlight that speared across the dim room. “And two through the wall,” he said. “Kid, you’re sloppy.” He began turning out Largo’s pockets.


  “We can’t all be neat Nick Mahoney, one shot and home in time for supper.” said Kepler. Nick heard him pull the clip from his gun and slam it home again. Click. Thunk. Click Thunk. “Hey you done yet?”


  Nick glanced at the boss’s favorite nephew. The milksop was fiddling with his Tommy and looking at the water-stained ceiling, at the faded pin-ups on the walls, at his own manicured fingernails—at anything rather than Largo’s cooling corpse. Click, thunk, click. Pantywaist, Nick thought. Copperhead.


  He finished searching Largo’s coat. Nothing. The woolen pants, heavy with blood and urine, resisted his tugs. Flipping open his knife, he flicked away the buttons and pulled the pants open and down. Then he looked up at Kepler’s averted face.


  “Finished,” Nick announced.


  Kepler looked at Largo’s torn, chalky belly and thin, red-smeared flanks and snapped his head sideways with an audible crack.


  “Christ! Goddamn it, you said you were done.”


  Chuckling, Nick squeezed the fabric, feeling the seams for hidden objects. A small, flat hardness was stitched into the waistband. With a glance at Kepler, who was pointedly looking away and lighting a cigarette, Nick cut a slit in the fabric and removed the key. Keeping his left hand busy with Largo’s shoes, he pocketed the key with his right.


  “I’m done,” Nick said. “Nothing on him.” He stood, folding his switchblade. “No use covering your eyes. I’m not going to dress him again. What kind of mutt are you? Can’t top if a little blood and piss scare you.”


  “I just topped Joey there, and he ain’t complaining,” said Kepler, climbing out of the armchair. “I’ll get my cool. You wasn’t always cool, eh?”


  “I learned cool at my daddy’s knee, the bastard.” Nick peeled off the stiffening gloves and dropped them on Largo’s face. He eyed the room. Dusty cobwebs grayed the walls and fuzzed the sagging furniture. Spatters of blood contributed the only bright note. “Shitty place to die. We gotta turn this dump out?”


  “Nah,” said Kepler. “Some boys’ll come up soon as we call. But Douks figures if the key ain’t on Largo, it’s already been passed to someone. The son of a bitch was gonna sell us out.” He nudged open the shack’s only door and scanned the dirt yard and shaggy meadow beyond.


  “Sell us out to who? The feds?”


  Kepler shrugged. “I dunno,” he said, walking into the sharply angled sunshine. “But Douks is nervous. If Largo made a deal with someone, it’ll be a big one. I didn’t peg him for dumb.”


  Nick followed Kepler out. “He was dumb enough to cross Douks.”


  “That ain’t dumb, it’s nuts. Crazy bastard, he must have known we’d find him, sooner or later. Say…” Kepler paused, staring across the yard at Largo’s battered old Ford, parked in the cover of an aspen thicket. He turned to Nick. “How’d you know he’d be holed up somewhere around, here?”


  Nick reached into his pocket and held up a corked ice pick. “I punched a couple of holes in his oil pan while Douks was leaning on him. He’d make it twenty miles, tops.”


  Kepler’s laugh sent a jaybird screaming into the sky. “You trap ‘em and I plug ’em,” he said, slapping Nick’s shoulder. “We’re a hell of a team, Nicky!”


  Nick side-stepped a second pat. “What we are is nothing, see? I’m the trigger man. I’ve got cool to spare. You, little sister, are just a shitbrained whiskey guard. Hell, if it weren’t for Prohibition, you’d still be boosting smokes at the corner store.”


  He sauntered past Kepler’s red-faced stiffness, measuring the weight of the kid’s gun against his cowardice. Nick’s shoulders were beginning to twitch in expectation of a bet finally called when running footsteps brought Kepler into stride.


  “I was just kidding.” he muttered.


  Nick snorted and began to whistle. They trudged down the track between haggard pines, dust powdering their shiny city shoes.


  # # # # #


  The short drive back to Denver seemed long, Kepler yammering about some girl and Largo’s key weighing heavy in Nick’s pocket. And his jaw started to itch again, an insistent prickling that kept him from relaxing and ignoring Kepler’s sexual fantasies.


  He dropped Kepler downtown and stopped at a cafe for dinner. It was a new place, with clean windows and pies displayed on silver stands. Nick had never eaten there before—he avoided chowing anywhere often enough to be a regular. Waitresses didn’t earn much, and a Badge doling out cash could buy a lot of recollection.


  Nick ordered chops and coffee, and after they’d arrived and the waitress stopped fussing around, he pulled out Largo’s key. It was brass, flat and barely two inches long, shallow teeth on both sides. Obviously a locker key. The base was stamped “17” on one side, and on the other.


  Nick smiled. With a couple of bus stations, a train station, and an airfield in Denver, he never would have thought of the YMCA. And neither would Douks—whiskey men were hardly the Young Christian type.


  Nick slipped the key back into his pocket and sliced into the chops and boiled potatoes. They tasted good, and he decided that later he’d try some of that pie. This meal, after all, might be regarded as a celebration—if the stash in Largo’s locker had any kind of value. Nick thought it must; in the course of one day, Largo had gone from being Douks’ new partner to his mortal enemy. When Douks had given Nick the order to follow Largo and top him—and saddled him with Kepler—the old man had been more concerned about finding the key than dealing out punishment.


  Twenty years in Eddie Douks’ employ was enough, especially with that squalling brat Kepler added to the mix. The kid had rocketed up the pecking order of Douks’ gang in just a couple of years, and now he was breathing down Nick’s back. Kepler was good enough, as whiskey men went, sober when it counted and a reasonable shot, but Nick had the feeling that Kepler was meant for specific things. Like Nick’s job. At thirty-six, Nick was older than the guys who’d forgot to duck, and he had the iciest cool and deadliest gat in Douks’ gang. And he always did exactly what Douks asked of him—until today. What the hell was the old man thinking?


  With Largo’s stash, maybe he could afford to blow town and go far, far away. With a final swipe of bread through the gravy, Nick pushed away his plate and waved at the waitress. He ordered apple pie with ice cream. For the first time in years, he looked to the future and made a few plans.


  After dinner, he drove across town to his place, a hot- and cold-running two roomer in an old farmhouse. In both location and impression, Arrow’s Boarding House was far from his daily life, and the other tenants were quiet, polite types. Nick turned his Packard into the yard, a weedy lot randomly dotted with automobiles and sleepy chickens. He got out and stretched, straightened his suit and set his hat at a less aggressive angle. Strolling toward the house, admiring the warm glow of its windows against the twilight, he suddenly felt glad to be home. As he recognized the feeling, his satisfaction withered. Thinking like that meant it really was time to up stakes—his life at the boarding house was getting too settled, too comfortable, too friendly.


  The kitchen door leaned open and the Widow Arrow’s tabby cat sprawled asleep on the mat. Nick stepped gingerly over the battle-scarred warrior, his thoughts focused on a drink and a bath. But she was in the kitchen, the Widow Arrow, snapping green beans and, when she caught sight of Nick, exuding an entirely ladylike aura of available sex.


  Way too friendly.


  “Mr. Mahoney,” she said eagerly, brushing her fingers on her apron and smoothing a stray spiral of hair. “Good evening.”


  “Hello.” Nick brushed past her.


  “Mr. Mahoney! I…everyone’s gone. To a lecture. I thought we might…I mean, I don’t usually do weekday dinners, but I just came from the market and I’ve got plenty and if you haven’t eaten we could…”


  “I had supper,’ said Nick. He turned toward her and wished he hadn’t. He called her the Widow Arrow in his head to forestall thoughts of pretty Mercy Arrow, all alone and all of twenty-four and all too ready to hand over her heart, among other things. “Thanks.” And because she stood so still, looking up at him with a little smile, he added, “I’ve got some work to do upstairs.”


  Mercy—the Widow Arrow—took a noisy, deep breath and stepped closer. The homey atmosphere of the kitchen suffused with awkwardness and warmth. “You could keep me company while I eat,” she said. “Couldn’t you?”


  Nick looked down at her and didn’t answer. Cool, he thought. Quiet. Discourage her. He had never seen her like this before, had never allowed himself a full, consuming stare. She had green eyes. He swallowed.


  She reached a slim hand toward his face. Nick’s resolve turned traitor and he rechristened her Mercy as he leaned over her, his entire skin tense for her touch. Mercy’s fingers trailed across his throat.


  “Look, you’ve got a red spot on your neck,” she whispered. “You need someone to take care of you.”


  Nick jerked away and clapped a hand to his neck. “I’ll take care of it,” he said. He stepped back, eyes focused above her head. “Must be a bug bite. Or a rash.” Another step back and turn. “See you in the morning.” Escape.


  He walked down the hall in a white-hot cool that kept his pace relaxed. Goddamn it! Was the redness Mercy noticed a rash, or a streak of Largo’s blood? He was getting as sloppy as that idiot Kepler, and as horny. Nice girls like Mercy weren’t for him; better stick with the frills at Douks’ gin joint, they knew the score.


  It was all Douks fault, anyway. Douks making him nanny that simp Kepler, who thought ammo traveled best in barking packs. Throwing slugs and shouting bravado, then playing mama’s boy when the real work began. Right now, just knowing Kepler was mooching around Denver, breathing perfectly good air pissed Nick off. But that kind of anger brewed stupidity, and stupid got you killed. Look at Largo, stupid and dead.


  Tomorrow, he’d drop by the YMCA and then get the hell out of town Douks would find a new trigger man—Kepler, probably, until he got killed by a mark, which would take about a month—and Mercy would find a nice, dumb farmer to take care of. They’d both forget Nick Mahoney eventually.


  Nick unlocked his door and walked across the dark sitting room. He pushed in his bedroom door and fumbled for the light plate.


  The light flashed on before his fingers contacted the switch. A shove sent him stumbling face-first into the bed; a knee in his back and a grip at his neck forced him deeper into the smothering blankets. Another hand dug at his side and removed his pistol. Then the weight was gone. Nick twisted around to sit on the edge of the mattress. Across the room sat Eddie Douks, backed by his enforcers, Lech and Peter Olzewsky, twin towers of humorless brawn. Lech shoved Nick’s pistol into his pocket.


  “So Nicky, how’d it go today?” said Douks, leaning back easy and swigging from a flask.


  “Largo’s dead and Baby Kepler’s safe at home,” said Nick in an everyday tone, assessing the situation. Douks and the Olzewskys weren’t showing any heat, but all three wore shoulder holsters. At the very least. “What gives?”


  “Just getting the beef from my trusted trigger-man. Largo have the goods?”


  “Nothing in his clothes. Nothing on him, unless he shoved it up his ass. Kepler said the boys would turn out the shack.” Nick stretched his arm across the top of the footboard. The bodyguards shifted, dogs on point.


  Douks leaned forward, elbows on knees, and studied his reflection in the flask’s silverplate. “The shack, Largo’s innards; everything’s been turned out.” he said. “Nothing there. Carl figures maybe the key was on Largo all along.” He placed a stubby finger on his cheek and pulled downward, exposing the pink for inspection in the makeshift mirror. “Figures maybe you mean to wise Largo’s friends.”


  “Carl Kepler is a lying sack of shit.”


  “Carl is my own sister’s boy. I’m not taking his word as Bible, but I says to myself, I’ll just go over to Nicky’s and have a talk.” Douks straightened, shredding the thin cocoon of friendliness. “So Nicky, what have you got for me?”


  Nick tapped his fingers on the wooden headboard, a quiet, calm rhythm. He said, “I got a whiskey guard who thinks he’s found a way to move up. Kepler wouldn’t know if Largo had daisies sprouting out his pecker. The kid is a goddamned copperheart, can’t stand the sight of blood.” Still tapping, Nick bent forward slightly, transferring his weight from the mattress to the balls of his feet—the Olzewskys were notoriously fast draws. “He’s pulling you, Boss. Cheat you? Stupid I ain’t.”


  Douks tipped another swallow from the flask. “Nicky, Nicky,” he said. “Calm down. Am I putting you on the grease? No. It’s just something we got to straighten out. Now what I figure is, we go downtown, we get Carl, we talk this over.” He stood, buffing the flask on his sleeve. The Olzewskys moved to flank him.


  Nick stayed put. He’d taken a few of Douks’ boys out for friendly talks himself. And dumped the bodies after.


  “Nicky, just a couple of hours. Come on, we don’t want to disturb that sweet little landlady. She doesn’t even know we’re here. Best keep it that way.”


  “You’re right,” said Nick. He slowly rose, then hurled himself over the footboard into the narrow space between it and the wall. He ripped aside a loose section of baseboard and grabbed his holdout, shooting on the upswing. Peter lurched back as he drew his own gun, his guts parted by a .32 slug.


  Lech shoved Douks behind him, popping lead in a practiced arc. Nick crouched behind the footboard, the old wood an illusion of cover. Splinters peppered his face. A sharper sting in his thigh, an automatic disconnect from pain, and he swung outward from the bedpost, fast and low. Two slugs slammed Lech into the doorframe. Nick fired the last round at Douks’ back, missed, and dived to Lech’s side. He tore at the bloody jacket and seized his .45. Merci; got out when she heard the shots, he insisted to himself, to God.


  He softly crossed the dark sitting room along the inside wall. The door stood open and dim hallway light pushed gently into the room. Nick paused at the perimeter of darkness, breathing quietly, his senses open for the faintest tick, the merest taste that would place Douks in the hall.


  Mute seconds dragged by. Nick inched forward and braced his shoulder against the doorframe. He eased and tightened and eased his grip on the Colt, nerving up for a twist into the doorway and maybe a Fourth of July with Douks.


  Now.


  He pivoted into the hallway and into a burst of noise. Douks shoved him, grabbed him, hauled him to the floor. Nick kicked free and rolled into a crouch. He pumped three rounds into Douks before he realized the man was dead. And not from his artillery. The bright veneer of blood across Douks’ chest and stomach suggested pellet spray. Nick looked beyond the body to the head of the stairs. Mercy and a shotgun stared back.


  # # # # #


  Nick drove east through bright moonlight, Denver and Douks and Mercy behind him. Bumping against his right thigh was a basket of food from Mercy’s kitchen. The rest of the passenger seat held a satchel he’d found in Largo’s YMCA locker, Mercy’s 12 gauge shotgun, and four boxes of assorted ammo. The backseat was full of ghosts and whispers.


  When he’d locked eyes with Mercy over Douks’ bloody fatness, he stopped caring about everything—Kepler, Largo’s key, his cool. Still crouched, he stared up at her, curly brown hair, green eyes, wispy dress and sensible apron, and the double-barreled shotgun aimed steadily at his chest.


  He slowly set his own gun down on the carpet.


  Mercy lowered hers.


  Nick stood and stepped over Douks.


  Mercy’s mouth worked silently as he walked toward her. Then she cleared her throat and said, “Mr. Mahoney. I’ll help you get away.”


  “I don’t want to go.”


  He arrived before her, and she had the good sense to lean the shotgun against the wall as his arms went around her. He kissed her and wondered briefly if they’d fallen backward over the banister, plunging, spinning through an endless thrill of air.


  Impact came when Mercy pushed him away.


  “You’ve got to go, before the police come,” she said, her voice quivery, her face pink with heat.


  “Mercy…”


  “Now!” She grabbed the shotgun and thrust it into his hands.


  He gripped the barrel and felt his brain start up again, his cool descend. He had to get out of Denver quick and Mercy had to stay. He couldn’t take her away, maybe into a dust-up with the law, or maybe with Kepler, if the kid had the brains and the balls to follow him. She was safer in her boarding house, innocent victim of a whiskey-gang tenant. He’d come back for her when whatever heat this caused died down.


  When Mercy had agreed with his plan, Nick was relieved. Mostly.


  So now he was driving across Colorado, away from the one place he wanted to be and toward a place he’d left twenty years before. Green’s Lake. His parents’ home. His father’s wild anger.


  He knew they were dead. His mother first, his father just a few months ago. according to a letter he’d received and discarded some time back. The house was his and he’d been prepared to let it rot into the damp lakeshore. But now, it seemed, he might finally get something useful out of his old man.


  # # # # #


  A salvo of shattering glass carried across the summer night. Nick reached through the broken window and slipped the bolt. The door swung open and a twenty-year chasm seamed up to the width of a footstep. Nick crossed into his parents’ house.


  The foyer matched the one in his memory, thick dust pinning small tables and chairs into their familiar places. In the long passage beyond, faint moonlight spilled from open doorways, crisscrossing the naked wooden floor. Tatters of wallpaper waved in the fresh breeze off the nearby lake.


  Nick weighed the shotgun in his hand. Then he set down Largo’s satchel and pulled his .45. He was showing more gat than he’d take on any job, but the old fear threatened to lay fingers on him, sifting out from the walls and the ceiling and the warped floorboards. He’d thought his life in Denver, his heavy guns and sharp-creased suits, had killed it. Who in Douks’ gang would believe it—one-shot Nick Mahoney afraid of a crazy old man? A crazy, old, dead man.


  Maybe.


  Nick could almost see his father in the moonlit hall, thin and stooped, long sooty hair wisping across the whitest of Irish skin. Memory etched a smile on the phantasm’s face, a darting curve of sweetness that could mean anything from a family picnic to a crack across the head with a poker.


  Nick closed his eyes, rolled his neck and kept his grip loose on the guns He stood still for a moment. Listened. From outside, he heard a fitful wind trading rhythms with the slapping waters of the lake. From the house, nothing. From the past…nothing. Maybe the fear he’d always felt in this house was gone. Or lacquered over so thoroughly he could let it rest easy inside him.


  He reholstered the Colt, shifted his shoulders, adapted. Just as he’d told Mercy, the house was a perfect hidey-hole, a place to flatten out until the heat was down and his leg mended. Then he could go back and get her. Mercy. There was a girl who wouldn’t flinch at a graveyard of ghosts.


  He walked slowly down the dark hall, rubbing his jaw. The red streak Mercy had noticed was a rash—he hadn’t gotten sloppy with Largo’s blood. At least the itch took his mind off the deep graze on his thigh.


  The shadowy kitchen at the back of the house smelled of ancient mold and stale grease. Juices had puddled and dried beneath the old icebox—Nick knew better than to open it. Instead, he felt across the top of a high cupboard, a spot he wasn’t supposed to know about as a kid. As if he hadn’t noticed his dad was a goddamned drunk.


  Nick set two bottles of old brandy on the counter and opened a third of Mexican whiskey. The same brand Douks ran, the good stuff they sold to Denver’s mayor and his cronies. Chuckling, Nick sent a swig to keep company with Mercy’s picnic dinner and began a tour of his inheritance.


  Upstairs he entered a brighter darkness. Cracks in the ceiling plaster shone white, as if the moon had burned through the old shake roof. A wilderness of dirt and leaves had layered in through broken windows, and fluttering squeaks overhead and a leathery crunch beneath his shoe promised bats. Nick turned up his collar.


  Most of the furnishings were gone—sold for whiskey, probably. Nick’s old room held nothing but dirt and bat dung. In his parents’ room he found only the broken remains of their huge wooden bedstead and a few of his mother’s dresses still hanging in the closet. He ran his hand across the upper shelf, pulling down two pairs of shoes and a huge pink hat, feathery with cobwebs. He’d halfway hoped to find his mother’s keepsake box, maybe even her wedding ring. Of course the old man would have viewed that small gold hoop as only so much booze.


  His father must have been squatting downstairs for years. Empty bottles and shattered china trailed though three dilapidated rooms. The fourth room, the last room, was closed. His father’s private crib. Nick put his hand on the door knob and found himself listening, breath suspended, for shouted oaths or a bleary Irish song. He heard only silence, and remembered his father’s sober, considered quiet as the most terrifying precursor of all. He slammed the door open.


  Moonlight spilled through tall, paned windows, illuminating furniture and tumbled books that lined the room in heaps. A large desk stood against the far wall. Nick stepped back into the foyer and grabbed the bag he’d found in Largo’s locker. This was as good a place as any to see if the risk he’d taken would pay off.


  He swigged some whiskey and unlatched the satchel. Inside, papers glowed like old bones in the moonlight. He thrust his hand in and rummaged around until he felt the bottom. Just papers—no tidy stacks of cash or hard little stones, nothing that easy. But Douks had been hot to get the key and, therefore, the satchel. Nick took another drink, shrugged off his jacket, and dumped the papers onto the desk.


  An hour later, Nick was in possession of three facts: he’d stolen the key and satchel for nothing, Largo’s looniness made his own father look sane and sober, and Douks had been running some really good whiskey.


  Whatever Douks had thought Largo guilty of, evidence was not in the contents of the satchel. The loose papers and thin notebooks that Nick glanced through mentioned Douks’ gang, but not his business, his suppliers, his customers, or his bought cops. Much of the cramped writing wasn’t even in English, and some of the bits that were seemed to be about fishing Colorado’s lakes, including Green’s Lake. Poor old Largo, Nick thought blearily, leaving the papers and limping back to the kitchen. Shot dead because you had a stinking hobby.


  In the kitchen, Nick swayed a gentle dance, clinking the half-empty whiskey bottle against the brandy containers in an uneven tattoo. “Grapes or grain, grapes or grain?” he wondered. The old man was crazy, but he bought good stock.


  Grapes. He carefully pushed the whiskey away and hefted a bottle of brandy, squinting at the label. The writing swam in the current of his drunk. Looked impressive, though—must be good stuff. He picked at the lead seal. What he needed was his switchblade, in his jacket back in the old man’s room. Should he bring the knife to the bottle or take the bottle to the knife?


  A rusty creak of hinges behind him sliced through his intoxicated whimsy to the bone-sober thought, I forgot the basement. He turned, fumbling at his shoulder holster, but his hand fell slack and the whiskey congealed in his belly. Picked out in dawn-gray light against a backdrop of cold cellar dark stood a figure glinting wet and pale, a thick-limbed demon drawn in man-shape. Flat white eyes slowly filmed with membrane, then cleared. With one halting, eternal step, it crossed into reality.


  Nick scrambled back, flailing, escaping, instinct riding him. The brandy bottle fell and burst. He screamed over the glassy peal and the creature vaulted forward. A slash across Nick’s face spun him into the counter. He pushed away blindly, skating on wet glass, the breath in his throat clotted with whiskey and bile and the dead seaside stench. A second blow clipped his shoulder, knocking him backward and down. Nick stayed on the floor, jacking himself back over the flagstones as his right hand sought, found, melded with the butt of the .45. The thing lurched after him, howling, reaching with needle-like claws dipped red in his own blood. Nick leveled his pistol in a double grip. The creature stopped, the howls stopped and they regarded one another over the blued cylindrical length of destruction. The demon stepped back.


  Ripping slugs danced it across the kitchen. It slammed into the icebox and fell, twisting, scrabbling at the smooth metal. The heavy box toppled forward, spilling jars that shattered around the torn figure. The beast’s ragged, whistling grunts shivered across Nick’s skin.


  He stood and set the empty Colt on the counter. He walked slowly from the kitchen, slowly down the hall and into his father’s room. He picked up his shotgun and checked the load. Then Nick walked back into the kitchen and blasted five 12-gauge slugs into the now quiet thing. Its scaly flesh, green and brown in the growing light, swallowed the lead with dull quivers.


  Nick checked out the half-cellar as soon as he had both weapons reloaded. His makeshift torch flickered shadows across heaps of worn tools and broken furnishings, the sediment of generations. Between the piled junk ran a trail of damp. He followed it, reflex-ready for a second encounter while still only half-believing in the last. He did not—could not—expect to find another screaming monstrosity. In the cool quiet of the cellar, in the squeezing numb of his dissipating drunk, Nick embraced the comfort of odds.


  He remembered the well when he found it, a narrow stone-edged shaft sunk into the cellar floor amid shining puddles. He recalled a childhood fascination with its deep darkness, with the clean, wet smell and chill rising air. His mother would not let him play near the well. His father had threatened to drop him in.


  Nick thrust his torch into the stony throat. Leaden calm shimmered a few feet down. He thought about kicking something in, about forcing common watery ripples across the flat opaqueness. Then he pictured what might erupt from the underside of sanity in answer to his call. The well lent some credence to the impossibility lying dead upstairs. Nick rereckoned the odds.


  He set aside his shotgun and wedged the torch into a crevice. Sweating before the effort even began, he dumped a stack of empty crates across the wet opening. He tore ruined furnishings and rusted equipment from ancient dirt moorings and tumbled them into a barricade, creating a bulwark between himself and the well, the lake, and the imagined connecting burrows surging with pallid, ravenous fiends. He left the cellar treading slowly, with glances ahead and behind.


  Back in the kitchen, in the rising light of morning, Nick rubbed his neck and shoulders. Get cool, he thought. Gander the stiff like it was any other mark. He shoved the icebox aside and crouched over the dead monster.


  The thing looked smaller, flat in its own blood and the rotten remains of the old man’s groceries. He prodded its ashen belly with his switchblade. The creature was shaped like a man, arms and legs and head where they should be. Thick webs of pebbly flesh stretched between its fingers and toes, and each digit curved into a spiny claw. Nick felt his own face where the thing had roughed him. Drying blood oozed beneath his fingers and pain bubbled into consciousness, biting across his cheek and neck. Especially his neck, where the gashes met the itching rash.


  He placed his knife blade against the monster’s head and pushed it into profile. It had nostrils but not a nose, its narrow forehead sloping into the fat upper lip of a gaping mouth. A milky film knitted with veins drooped across the bulging white eye. Not much of a chin. His monster was one plug-ugly potato. Nick pushed harder and the head lolled away. Vivid red and pink flesh winked at him from a deep slit behind the thing’s jaw. He ran his blade inside the cleft. Shit. He’d eaten enough trout to know what that was.


  An idea flickered in his mind, struggling forward through the residual booze and fear. Largos papers—Green’s Lake really did have some damn big fish. Nick looked toward his father’s room, as if he could see through the intervening walls. He’d have to take a good, sober look at Largo’s scribblings, as soon as he figured out what to do with his catch.


  Nick pushed the flat of his knife against the corpse’s shoulder, rolling it over, face downward. Nick shifted position, keeping an instinctive comfort space between himself and the flaccid, alien flesh. He reached out again and clicked his knife down the creature’s spine, where the skin grew into great, overlapping scales—a heavy plating of shell-like armor.


  Nick rocked back on his heels and snapped the switchblade shut. What the hell was he going to do with this thing? He could back the Packard up to the kitchen door and toss the carcass in the trunk. Drive it and dump it just like the jokers he had topped for Douks.


  He stood, eyeing the corpse. A gleam of yellow on one curled hand caught his attention. He flicked out his blade and knelt, examining a thick burl of flesh knotted into the webbed skin. The center of the callused bulge framed a tarnished valentine heart. Curious, he drove the point of the knife into the raised flesh and twisted away dry white curls. A tiny herald of metal on metal and a screeching, impossible notion made him reverse the knife and wield it in a deft fillet, slicing away skin and tendon, scraping the bones. A half-remembered emblem—heart and crown and clasping hands—peeked from the torn flesh of the demon’s shredded third finger.


  Nick had found his mother’s wedding ring.


  # # # # #


  The child darted from his refuge beneath a table and ran for the open door. Rapid-fire slugs gave chase, caught up and somersaulted the boy into a small, blue-clad heap. Nick lowered his gun. Blunt, smoky silence slowly filled with slapping wash from the nearby lake.


  Another family dead, father and mother and teenage girl, and the plump blonde boy crumpled against the wall. Topping children was the worst of the task he’d set for himself. But it had to be done. Largo’s notes said even quarter-blood was enough to pass on the change.


  Nick crossed the room to where the man sat sprawled against a towering china cabinet, bits of exploded crockery dusting his slumped shoulders. He wedged the muzzle of his Tommy under the man’s chin and tilted it upward. The dead face lolled sideways, faintly green and elongated, with a drawn-down mouth and flattened nose. Nick turned to the woman. She lay draped like a film vamp across a sofa. Fleshy red gills, brighter than her splattered blood, gaped beneath her jaw. Both parents carried the race. Always nice to know he’d topped the right folks.


  Nick looked down at the daughter’s corpse, peeking from beneath the sofa. Was her face unnaturally long, abnormally narrow? Shit. Lucky kids, these, that he had come along. With two half-blood parents, they’d have been changing themselves before they even grew up.


  He walked to the front door and stood over the little tumble of death on the threshold. There was no need to examine the boy. He would look normal, just like any other child shot through with lead. Just like the last kid.


  Nick stepped over the small body and out into the chill winter evening. He should turn this place out like the others, grab some chow and check the mutt’s pockets for cash. Lie low for a few days and move on to the next address, spray the place with ammo and hope he bumped off everyone before someone topped him.


  They would discover his plans soon, hear about the deaths at Green’s Lake and here and band together to wait for him. He figured the local law wasn’t on it yet because maybe they hadn’t found all the bodies. The creatures lived in secluded places. And what would a small-town cop do when he did discover a half-man, half-haddock shot to hell in a cheap suit? Sneak back out and visit the local bootlegger, most like.


  Of course, if the bootlegger was Kepler, or anyone else high up in Douks’ gang, the cop would be—what was it his father used to say—carrying coals to Newcastle. Running away from a dead fish-thing straight to a live one. Largo’s notes had been damning for Douks after all.


  Nick slid the flask into his pocket and pulled out a pencil and a creased sheet of paper, flattening it across the hood of his car. Five families’ names were written in his hand, three crossed out. He drew heavy, shaking lines through the fourth. One to go, then back to Denver for Kepler. The first two had lived around Green’s Lake. Lake Meredith, heaving loud in the cold darkness behind him, was home to this gang. One more listed at Pyramid, in Nevada. Largo’s notes said they thought of themselves as pioneers, colonists from the sea, come to cleanse the Earth of the human race. For some reason, people helped them, bred with them. His father had. Not the first time an Irishman had downed whiskey and embraced destruction.


  He put the list away and climbed wearily into the Packard. A long drive would take him back to Green’s Lake, to rest and plan and dig further into Largo’s notes, which, he’d discovered, were partly in Latin He’d found some books of his father’s that helped him translate a bit, slowly. Between the thin pages of one book, he’d found letters to his father from Douks, letters about him. It was no coincidence that one of Douks’ men had hired a fourteen-year-old runaway. When he’d gone to Denver, Nick hadn’t really left his family behind.


  He shifted against the seat back, seeking a comfortable settling for the shoulder holster he no longer wore. Funny how the habit had outlived its usefulness. Funny, one-shot Nick Mahoney throwing Tommy slugs like a common chopper. Like Kepler. Not real good at it, either. No goddamned good at all.


  He ran his hand over his neck and jaw, another habit robbed of purpose. The summer’s itching rash had spread across his jaw and throat until one near-past day he’d reached up to scratch and come away with shreds of dying skin. He’d rubbed again, both sides of his face, and more skin sloughed away. With rising panic he had clawed at his neck, gouging out dry flakes and living tissue, until under the slick of blood he felt soft folds of cleft flesh.


  Nick had almost packed it in then, spent a week filling his mouth alternately with booze and with the muzzle of his .45. He watched his mother’s ring recede into the rough web growing across his own hand and heard the call of moving water in his restless sleep. But he had only topped the two families at Green’s Lake by that time, and he emerged from his plonker bent on finishing the list. One way or another, he’d die soon enough.


  He pulled out his flask for a swallow. Its silverplate gathered light from the moon and the open house to flash a sharp reflection of his distorted face. Nick stared at his mother’s legacy. He raised a gnarled, webbed finger to his cheek and thought of Douks, staring into his own flask. The boss hadn’t changed as he got older; Largo’s papers said he carried only a touch of the race. But his sister’s husband, Kepler’s father, had. Nick wondered if Kepler knew.


  Would a hot-headed young whiskey guard be groomed to replace Kepler when he got old enough to change?


  Nick started the Packard, shifted gears, and pulled past the cabin. Light poured across the sand from its uncovered windows and open door. He should go back and close the place up. Do it professional, increase his chances of living to bump off the whole roll call. He kept on driving. He wanted to go home.


  # # # # #


  The Packard slewed to a stop between two snow-frosted cars parked in the dark field. Nick killed the motor and the lights. He got out, leaned against the open driver’s door, and waited.


  A scrape of wood and he saw her standing on the boardinghouse porch, casting a long shadow framed in white. “Hello?” she called. “Who’s there?”


  Nick slammed the heavy door, a solid thwack in the silent evening.


  “Nick?” Mercy’s tone matched her steps, wary, hesitant. She moved slowly from the porch into the snowy yard, pacing down the line of automobiles until maybe she saw his, barely powdered amongst the neighboring mounds. “Nick!” Her voice rose and she ran the last few yards.


  He stood still, leaning against his car in a darker trough of shadow between it and the next automobile. He gathered his coat and hat about his face.


  Mercy halted at the back bumper.


  “Nick?”


  “Cops bother you?” he said. “Kepler?” His voice croaked from disuse. Or maybe the thing he had become just croaked. Shit.


  “Both,” she said. She peered into the shadow but did not move closer. “Several times, at first. But they stopped coming around months ago.”


  He didn’t answer.


  She stood straighter and wrapped her arms across her chest, shivering. She said, “You could come in. Everyone’s upstairs. No one will report you.”


  So now she was giving him the blow-off. He could see her well from his deeper darkness, could make out her curly hair damped with snow and the tilt of her chin as she looked pointedly away.


  “Mercy, I wanted to breeze back here. I wanted to see you, to be with you. But something happened. Something bad.”


  She softened then, shed her angry pose and entered the shadow with arms held wide. “Nick,” she said, “let me help you.” This in another voice yet, smooth and strong, and his mind snapped back to Eddie Douks lying fat and bloody before him and Mercy lowering the shotgun she’d just emptied into a stranger’s gut, saying, “Mr. Mahoney, I’ll help you get away.”


  “Nobody can help me,” he said. He pushed away from the car, hands pocketed, head down, and advanced on Mercy. She gave way, stepping back into the lesser dimness of the yard, and he followed. He folded down the lapels of his coat. Tumbled his hat into the snow.


  The first piping notes of her scream escaped before she snared it with both hands pressed to her mouth. She stumbled back, slipping in the wet, eyes staring wide, until half the farmyard lay between them. She cast a look to the house, then back at him. Took another step away, and stopped.


  “Nick…?”


  He stared down at the snow. Hung his head and talked plain, like a failed whiskey guard giving the beef to the boss.


  “I went back to Green’s Lake, to my folks’ house, like I said I would,” he said. “Ran away when I was fourteen. My mother was good to me, but my daddy was a crazy bastard.” He hired his head to look at her. She gazed back, rigid in the falling snow. She must be cold. Maybe he was cold, too. He couldn’t tell anymore.


  “I thought they were dead, but my mother wasn’t. She was a…a thing, like me now. She jumped me and…” but he couldn’t say what happened, not to Mercy’s pretty, frozen face. He looked back down, running a hand over the Packard’s flank. He brushed away the thin coat of snow and scratched the paint with his long claws.


  “These things, Mercy, they live in the water, mostly. But they don’t have to. They come out and…mate…with people to spread themselves. My father knew. He knew it passes down, like blue eyes. Fucking bastard, he knew I’d end up like this.” Nick pounded on the scratched metal, dull thumps kept local by the falling snow. Still he did not look up.


  “I killed some of them, Mercy. Topped eleven monsters. But some of them don’t look like monsters. Just little kids and girls and…”


  He felt a touch on his arm. He looked sideways at her, at tears glinting cold trails down her face. She raised her hand to his face. Nick caught it in both of his. Mercy flinched but left her hand in his thorny grasp, trapped gently between web and talon.


  “They have to die, Mercy,” he said. “That’s what they want for us, for people, sooner or later. Kepler’s one of them, and so are some of the boys. Whiskey running is the least of their plans.”


  “I don’t understand you.”


  “Listen! They have to be stopped. Except I can’t handle a gun anymore, even a Tommy. I can’t see straight in front of my own goddamned face.” He dropped her hand and dug in his coat pocket.


  “Nick, hush…”


  “No! You’ve got to do it. You’ve got cool, Mercy, I’ve seen it. You can settle them.’ He drew out his Colt, small in his huge webbed hand, and offered it to her. “It’s all about you, now.”


  “Jesus, Nick,” she said, her voice breaking. “Nick, this is crazy. There must be something, some medicine for you. And the police—we can tell the police about these creatures.” She realized as she said it how it sounded, everyday advice to salve his unimaginable despair. But what else could she offer to the twisted specter of the man she had dreamed into love stories?


  Mercy shuddered in the freezing snow, feet wet and hair dripping cold down her back, and he stood before her, a hunched beast begging her to shoot children and save the world. She thought she might scream again. Fill her lungs with frigid air and release it long and loud and enjoy the full of it.


  Nick’s groan pulled her back. He fell to his knees, still clutching the pistol, and she stared as he slowly curved one long claw through the trigger guard. He turned the .45 on the axis of his talon and held the muzzle below his jaw with both hands, angled upward. Mercy grabbed at the pistol, seized his rough, spiny hands and tried to peel them away. But Nick held death at his throat in an immovable grip. He canted his head sideways to look up at her. He blinked, a thin veil of flesh flashing across his enormous eye.


  Mercy knelt beside him, gasping at the shock of cold under her bare knees. She embraced his hands with hers, matching his grip finger by finger. She leaned against him, resting her head on his shoulder. She inhaled him, a faint reek of dead water and decomposing greenery. She closed her eyes.


  The crack of his death roared into her, slamming her brain and her bones and shoving her away into cold, cutting metal. She rose to a crouch and pressed her forehead against the Packard’s fender, tasting blood from her torn lip and marveling at the shocking absence of sound. Shivers bumped along her back and limbs, core-deep tremors that owed nothing to the cold. For a moment she considered fainting.


  She reached down and cupped a handful of blood-speckled snow. She rubbed the cold crystals over her face. Icy dribbles trailed across her throat and chest. Cool, she thought, like him…like me?


  Mercy looked at Nick. He lay between the vehicles, a huddled dark shape leaking black into the snow. She pulled herself to her feet and glanced toward the house. Lights were flicking on in every room and shadowy figures leaned out of some upstairs windows. Calling for her, probably, but she could not hear through the bursting quiet in her head.


  She stepped around Nick to his car and opened the driver’s door. Papers littered the passenger seat, topmost a handwritten list. She turned back to him. Reaching down, she brushed one still, curled hand, and picked up the pistol.


  Mercy climbed into the car. She started the engine and reversed, swerving tightly to avoid Nick’s body. She hated to leave him there, to be spread naked and odd for the wondering examination of strangers, but she must hurry. Men ran out of the house, fanning across the upper yard. Several chased her; one or two sought their own vehicles. Lights flashed on in distant houses. Maybe the police were on their way.


  They would try to find her, would want to question her and maybe help her. But she was no longer a part of them.


  Armed with Nick’s pistol and armored in her cool, Mercy pulled onto the frozen street and headed west.


  The Tenants of
Ladywell Manor


  William Miekle


  t is a truth most evident that a naval officer found taking the waters in Bath on a Saturday before noon must be in need of a wife.


  Indeed, on the day I first met Captain Wentworth, he seemed somewhat distracted.


  Mother, Lucy and I had mistimed the journey, and arrived before the milliner’s in Duke Street was due to open. That being the case, we decided to partake of the waters.


  Lucy was distraught, for she had been so eager to try on every bonnet in the establishment, and was beside herself with worry that all the new hats would be sold before we returned to the store.


  “Well, if we must take the wretched walk, at least let us do it at pace,” she said, and strode off ahead of us in high dudgeon.


  And thus it was that she had the misfortune to be first of us to reach the baths.


  When Mother and I caught up with her, she was sucking her thumb, and was close to tears.


  “The flowers were so pretty,” she said.


  Above her head someone had hung a tightly woven ball of hawthorn, a mane of white flowers draped like a powdered wig over the rough twigs. A single drop of red hung from a thorn, showing where Lucy had pricked herself.


  “Let me see,” I said, trying to prise her thumb away from her mouth.


  But Lucy was more concerned about her dress. Three drops of blood lay near her waist, and she wailed when she saw them.


  “I can never wear it again. I must have a new one.”


  Mother merely sighed, and I well knew the reason. We did not have enough wardrobe space in our whole house to satisfy Lucy’s capacity for clothing.


  I wrapped Lucy’s finger in one of my handkerchiefs and, with a promise of a visit to not one, but two dressmakers, we continued our perambulation.


  Something made me look back at the head of flowers, and a chill struck me that I could not shake off. There were two deep cavities in the ball of twigs, sunk-in shadows that tracked us like a pair of dark eyes as we walked into the old Roman baths.


  After my initial misgivings, we had a most pleasant tour, and, despite Lucy’s loud and frequent protestations, both Mother and I found it very educational.


  We had seen no one all morning, and were walking alone alongside the largest of the bathing areas, trying to avoid the more noxious of the odours, when we were nearly knocked off our feet by a rushing gentleman. Indeed, Mother came so close to tumbling headlong into the waters that for a full minute afterwards she was all aflutter and was barely able to speak.


  The gentleman, clearly a navy man from his apparel, suddenly became most solicitous, and prayed that he had done us no harm. There was something of the night about him, something dark and brooding And although it did make my heart beat faster, one might have unkindly said there was more than a trace of fear in his eyes.


  “I am most sorry, ladies,” he said, helping Mother upright. “I fear I have become clumsy in my rush to be about my business.”


  Mother was about to give him a verbal onslaught, but it was only as she was girding herself for the argument that she saw the uniform.


  She regained her composure with all the alacrity of a Mother with two un-wed daughters faced with a prospective beau.


  “There has been no harm done Captain…?”


  Not only did Mother have an unerring ability to rank an officer on a cursory glance at his uniform, she had a way of cocking her head, almost coquettishly, which brooked no nay-saying. I almost laughed at the Captain’s obvious discomfort.


  “Captain Wentworth, at your service.” he said, sweeping off his hat.


  “Newly of Ladywell Manor?” Mother finished for him. “What a provident meeting, for I was just saying to Mr. Wilkinson this same morning that we should be calling on you to make your acquaintance. I have two daughters you know; Anne, my eldest, and Lucy, both of whom you see here with me. Tell me; is the house to your liking? I hear that it is a dwelling of some magnificence, but well past its former glory? They say that Cromwell himself made a visit, but surely that is just local legend?”


  And now the Captain had made his final tactical error. By allowing Mother a beginning, he was caught, deep in her web. She would go on for minutes now, answering her own questions, and the Captain would not escape until he had invited both Lucy and I to call on him at his leisure.


  I turned to Lucy, hoping to catch her with a conspiratorial wink, but my sister was looking away, across the bath, to where a second naval officer was walking swiftly towards us. He was younger than the Captain, and less grave, more dashing, but there was a weakness around his mouth that spoke to me of a man of many vices, and I disliked him immediately. Lucy however had no such qualms. She gasped, a sharp intake of breath that only I could hear, and I knew immediately that she was smitten.


  “Lieutenant Barclay at your service ladies,” he said, with a grin that would melt a snowman. “I’m sorry to tear you away sir,” he said to the Captain, “But that business of ours has become urgent.”


  Captain Wentworth turned slowly, and once more I saw his eyes tighten, and the fear take him.


  “It is not yet done?”


  “Not by a long chalk sir,” the lieutenant replied.


  They took their leave and departed, suddenly, heading for the deep shadows of the lower baths, leaving Mother, for the first time in living memory, speechless.


  # # # # #


  In truth I do believe I could have forgotten about Captain Wentworth if Lucy had managed to stop her girlish gushing over “the dashing Lieutenant Barclay” and his “impish smile.” But I was forced to endure her prattle all the way to the Milliners, and thenceforth throughout the carriage journey home.


  Not that Mother proved any better. No sooner had we arrived home than she was regaling Pater with the tale of the navy Captain and her near escape from drowning.


  Pater bore it with his usual good grace, then, with his usual incision, asked the question we should have asked ourselves.


  “And. pray tell me, what was the business that brought these fine gentlemen to the Baths so early in the morning? And what was so urgent as to so quickly drag them away from my fine and obviously unattached daughters?”


  Mother’s flow of verbiage was barely stilled.


  “I’m sure it is of no import. And I’m equally certain that we will be hearing more, especially from that charming young lieutenant…he fair took a fancy to our Lucy.”


  Pater harrumphed; a sound that only he could muster.


  “I’m sure they were all correct and proper…but the baths are no place for gentle folk…not with doxies being slain so close by.”


  Mother’s mouth flapped open, shut, open again.


  Pater looked like he might continue, but one of Mother’s looks soon put a stop to that.


  “Not in front of the girls,” she hissed, and ushered us from the room.


  Lucy tried to listen at the door, but they had lowered their voices, too low to hear.


  Besides, Lucy was excited enough to burst, and listening at doors fell a far-off second best to talking of the “delightful Lieutenant Barclay.”


  I repaired to my room with a headache, but was soon forced back downstairs by curiosity after hearing a knock on the door.


  Sister Lucy was at the foot of the stairs, twirling as if held in a dance, squealing with delight. She held a letter in her left hand, and every few seconds she glanced at it, as if to make sure it was real and she was not dreaming.


  “Oh Anne,” she said, seeing me descend. “Come and see. We have been invited to Ladywell Manor…and look…”


  She waved the letter at me.


  “My name is in front of yours…and it is signed by my Lieutenant Barclay.”


  She made three more twirls around the floor, then suddenly stopped. She began to wail, as if in pain.


  “But I have nothing at all to wear.”


  # # # # #


  The carriage deposited us promptly at seven thirty in the drive outside the imposing edifice of Ladywell Manor.


  I would have stopped to consider the exterior qualities of such a fine house, but Lucy was already skipping away into the house, drawn on by the sound of a harpsichord from inside.


  She was so eager in her haste that she failed to notice the twin balls of flowering hawthorn, one on either side of the door. The chill I had previously felt at the Baths returned, as if I had just been plunged into a cold dark sea, and it was with a heavy heart that I followed my sister into the Manor.


  # # # # #


  The foreboding stayed with me all the way along the grand corridor, but the sound of the harpsichord grew louder, and the chatter of conversation rose alongside it, greatly easing my trepidation. By the time I arrived in the Manor’s great hall, I found myself once more anticipating the evening ahead.


  My first thought on entering the hall was that the officers had invited all the young ladies of Bath. But on closer inspection, it was to be found that the ladies present all shared the common happenstance that they were all yet unattached…in fact there had never been even the slightest rumour that any of them had even been close to an attachment, and I included myself in that number.


  It seems that Lucy and I were tardy in arriving, for most of the group were already deep in conversation, all save Captain Wentworth, who stood, somewhat forlorn, by the fireplace. Ensuring that Lucy was occupied…which indeed she was, having placed herself firmly at the shoulder of Lieutenant Barclay…I made my way towards the fireplace.


  Just as I approached, the harpsichord player, a young officer, stopped and made his way back towards a group by the card table. And as I was about to speak, Captain Wentworth left the side of the fire and made towards the instrument.


  The hubbub in the room stopped suddenly, and all the naval officers eyes turned towards the Captain Several of the ladies present made as if to protest, but they were hushed and whispered into silence until it was so quiet that we all heard the creak of the stool as the Captain lowered his weight onto it.


  Lieutenant Barclay was first to move, leading Lucy into the middle of the floor. The rest of the officers soon followed, each taking a lady until they were formed up in a double rank in the centre of the room, leaving only myself and Captain Wentworth in want of a partner.


  In other circumstances I might have been moved to protest at this slight, but my eyes were drawn to the Captain, sitting at the harpsichord, so still, so quiet, staring into the distance with sunken, haunted eyes. My heart lurched to see him so pained, and I started to move towards him.


  Then he started to play, and all other thoughts were driven from my mind.


  # # # # #


  He started slowly; as did the dancing pairs. At first it was a tune I thought I almost recognized, a farandole with Mediterranean influences. But it soon diverged from anything with which I was remotely familiar.


  Faster and faster his fingers danced on the keyboard, swifter and swifter went the dance. Louder and louder did the music crash in the room, my heart bounding in my chest.


  The dance had become something heathen and frantic; the dancers faces flushed, their eyes staring sightlessly ahead as they spun across the floor in ever more intricate patterns.


  And still the Captain played.


  His touch on the keyboard grew less refined. As he shifted into a minor key the dancers stamped their feet in time, and from below our feet, from nether depths, came an accompanying guttural chant, as of many voices raised in unison.


  Lucy was spun past nearby, and I called out to her, but she was lost to me, caught in a trance where all that existed was the dance.


  I too felt the desire grow in me, the promise of wild abandon, free from all constraints of fashion and polite discourse. Indeed, I may have succumbed, but, just at the point when the dance reached its most frantic, I happened to glance at Captain Wentworth, and all other thoughts left my head at the sight of the despair etched on his features.


  Once more Lucy spun past me. I could see that her colour was high and flushed, and, as they danced, Lieutenant Barclay was grasping at her in a most unseemly manner.


  The Captain continued to pound the keyboard, the muscles at his neck taut and stretched as if they might at any moment snap. He stared at something beyond the dancers, at the far side of the hall.


  When I turned to look, I saw a heavy oak door swing open, showing only blackness beyond.


  # # # # #


  The subterranean chanting grew louder, almost overcoming the noise of the harpsichord, and somewhere deeper still, a crazed flautist blew trills and arpeggios in counterpoint. Beyond the door something moved, a greater darkness deep in the shadow, and once more I felt the cold chill of the sea.


  I know not where the strength came from, but I walked over to where Captain Wentworth sat, and placed a hand on his shoulder.


  He turned his head, slowly, looked up at me, and it was as if a veil had been lifted from his eyes.


  He stopped playing, and a deadly hush fell suddenly over the room like a shroud. The dance faltered, stopped. All across the room ladies, flustered now, disentangled themselves from over-eager partners. One by one, still flushed but trying to regain decorum, they hurried from the hall, until Lucy and I were left alone with the officers.


  The Captain seemed unable to take his eyes from my face.


  “Wentworth!” Lieutenant Barclay called out loudly. “What do you think you’re doing?”


  The Captain reached up, and, smiling, gently stroked my cheek.


  “Thank you,” he whispered. “Leave now. Quickly. I will get word to you if I can.”


  At the far end of the room the oak door swung wider open, and once more I heard the crazed flautist.


  The Captain’s eyes started to lose their focus.


  “Go,” he pleaded. “Go now!”


  I took Lucy by the hand and together we fled out into the night.


  As we left the Manor the eyes in the hawthorn gazed at us, greedily.


  # # # # #


  The next morning I tried to enter a discourse with Lucy about the events in Ladywell Manor, but she refused to brook any such discussion. Indeed, her head was so full of the delights of the “charming Lieutenant Barclay” that I believed her to be still under the spell of the dance.


  I turned instead to Mother, but after explaining to her the strange occurrences at the hall, she passed them off as youthful exuberance, and chided me for not entering into the spirit of the evening. Indeed, she even intimated that I was destined to remain a spinster if I retained my singular attitude, and that I should do more to comport myself in the same manner as did Lucy if I ever wanted to become attached to a large house and five thousand pounds a year.


  Pater proved no better at allaying my troubles. He barely moved from behind his newspaper as I regaled him with my tale, and when I was done, he harrumphed and mumbled words to the effect that I should have known better than to trust a sailor.


  Once more I repaired to my room with a headache.


  # # # # #


  And once more my attempts at solitude were to be disturbed by a squeal of excitement from my sister.


  On descending, I found her clutching a letter.


  “I am invited to the manor once more, tra-la-la-la-la, she sang. “My lieutenant is smitten with me and cannot bear to be without my company.”


  “And what about Anne?” Mother enquired from the parlour doorway. “Is she also to be included?”


  “No…it is for me alone,” she said, and waved the letter towards me. “Besides, there will be dancing.


  She twirled away towards the drawing room, singing to herself.


  Mother gave me her I-told-you-so look, and retired back to the parlour.


  1 was about to take myself back upstairs when there was a knock at the front door.


  I opened it to find Mr. Jacks the peddler standing on the doorstep, cap in hand.


  “Begging your pardon miss,” he said in his thick country brogue. “Would you be Miss Anne? Only, he said it had to be delivered to your hand.”


  “Who said?” I asked, though in truth, in my heart, I knew the answer and was not surprised when it came.


  “The naval man, ma’am,” he said. “He gave me this.”


  He held out two sheets of paper, written in a fine stylish hand, but would not let me take them.


  “The Cap’n said there be a farthing in it for me…if you get my meaning ma’am. Given that it is all being done in secret like?”


  He tapped the side of his nose and chuckled, a liquid, rumbling thing that spoke of something ruined in his chest.


  I gave him a penny for his trouble, and counted it to be cheap for, when I closed the door on the departing peddler and scanned the first line, it near left me breathless.


  My dear Miss Anne,” it read. “You have awakened in me something I thought long since dead.”


  I would read no more standing there in the hallway. For a third time I retired to my room.


  I could scarcely contain my excitement, but that soon turned to dread as I scanned the pages before me.


  # # # # #


  “My dear Miss Anne.


  “You have awakened in me something I thought long since dead.


  “Until I laid eyes on you after the abomination in the Baths, the part of me that is Captain Wentworth had been asleep for nigh on a year, and to explain my actions to you, both in the Baths and at that accursed dance last night I must ask your forbearance in the telling of my tale.


  “I was not always as you have so recently seen me. A year ago—it seems like an age to me—I was a newly appointed Captain of the King’s Navy, proudly taking the HMS Valiant from Valetta to join the fleet in the Bosphorus.


  “Alas, we were fated never to reach safe port, and she was struck against rocks in a storm. Seventy five good men were lost to the sea; and soon after, the rest of us came to wish we had shared their fate.


  “The island on which we found ourselves was little more than bare, sun-blasted rock and thorny scrub, and for near half a day we could do little more than nurse our bruises and mourn our dead. But the prospect of a cold night to come led us to take the only shelter we could find, a deep cave, protected by a tangle of sharp thorns. Every man of us suffered a myriad of cuts as we forced our way into the shelter…and in doing so, every man of us sealed our fate, and we became the dreamers of the sleeping god.


  “That first night we did not of course realize it. We slept beside a black pool of stagnant water in the depths of the cavern, and we dreamed…of vast empty spaces between the stars, of bible-black seas that lay still and silent over a cyclopean ruin in which we slept, waiting, waiting for the stars to be right.


  “But a morning came, and we forgot our dreams…until the next night, and the night after…until the dream was what was real.


  “After forty nights those who have been waiting came to us, the blind ones from the deep places.


  “They taught us the old rhythms, and they showed us how to dance, and how to use the thorn to call others to join us.


  “When we were ready, we, the brothers of the thorn, were sent out to find the brethren of the Deep Ones, the ones who kept the old wells; temples to their god beneath the sea. We would find them, and dance for them, and bring them up out of the deep places, for the stars are turning, and the rising of Great C’thulhu is nigh…


  # # # # #


  I had to stop reading, for the words had raised a black fear in me, a realization that if I read on, my closeted existence would forever change. But when I remembered the first sentence my Captain had written, my heart lightened once more, and the strength grew in me to continue.


  # # # # #


  “Since that day, I have dreamt the dream of the sleeping god.


  “We have raised the Deep Ones across Europe; I remember the catacombs of Medina, and a cold crypt deep under the holy city in Rome; but there are many others that are little more than a memory, of rough music, of dancing, and of the ones turned mad as C’thulhu wakes in their dreams.


  “And so, finally, to home, and the lady’s wells.


  “We brought the Deep Ones up through the pool under the bath. A doxy, trapped by the thorn, was with us, but the dream was too large for her to hold and, before our very eyes, C’thulhu started to awaken in her.


  “She shrieked abominably as the god tore through her flesh, great pustules forming and bursting in a spray of snake-like tentacles that snapped and cracked in the air like whips.


  And something within me chose that moment to awake; I now believe it was because you, Miss Anne, were nearby. I burst from the black crypt, into sunlight and the sweet vision of your face.


  “And ever since then a new dream has been growing, blotting out the nightmare, a dream in which your smiling face draws me once more into the sunlight.


  “But in my heart, I know it can never be, for, as you are of the light, so I am of the dark, and of the thorn.


  Therefore I shall do the only thing that is left for me, and deliver you a warning…come no more to Ladywell Manor.


  “I must take your leave and dispatch this, for even now I feel the pull of the deep black places. I hear the flautist, and I will dance for him.


  “Come no more to Ladywell Manor. There are pale things in the depths there that eyes so full of sunlight should never see.


  “And beware the hawthorn, for, merely let it draw your blood and you will be lost to the dreaming god, as I am, lost in the blackness.


  “Lost to the dance.”


  # # # # #


  I confess, I read through the whole letter twice before its import struck me.


  “Lucy!” I’m afraid I shouted. “Lucy!” I called again, but there was no answer.


  Mother was standing, wide eyed, at the foot of the stairs as I bounded down them two at a time.


  “Anne! You are not five years old anymore. Decorum my dear…decorum and comportment…”


  I did not allow her to finish.


  “Lucy. Where is Lucy?”


  My rudeness had left her, once more, speechless.


  “Do not speak to your mother in that tone…”


  “Mother,” I said, more softly. “There is no time for decorum. Lucy is in danger.”


  “Nonsense. She left in a carriage with that charming Lieutenant Barclay not five minutes ago.”


  I pushed past Mother, heading for the door.


  “Wait,” she called after me. “It is raining, and you do not have your overcoat.”


  But I could not stop, for I had two images in mind that threatened to freeze my blood; one, of Lucy sucking her thumb at the Bath, and the second, Captain Wentworth’s final words…


  Merely let it draw your blood and you will be lost to the dreaming god. as I am, lost in the blackness.


  Lost to the dance.


  I ran out into the night.


  # # # # #


  I ran, until my breath came hot and dry in my throat and my lungs felt like they might burst. Mud had long since coated the bottom foot of my dress and encased my feet in lumps of cold unyielding clay, and the rain had plastered my hair flat against my skull.


  “I’m afraid I may need more lessons in decorum and comportment, Mama,” I whispered as a carriage passed, its astonished occupants gaping at me as if I was some circus creature presented for their entertainment.


  I cared not. I only had one goal in mind; to reach Lucy…to reach Lucy and save her, before the dreaming god took her in a dance.


  # # # # #


  By the time I reached Ladywell Manor I fear I was in a worse state to be accepted into polite society than even Mr Jacks the peddler. My dress was torn and splattered with mud nearly up to my waist, and I was as wet as if I had already taken a dip, fully clothed, in one of the famed baths.


  It mattered naught though. There was no one present to receive me.


  Only the shadowed eyes in the hawthorn heads watched me as I sped into the house, trailing mud across the fine-tiled floor.


  # # # # #


  I had thought I might once more hear the frenzied dance of the harpsichord, but the house was silent, and the main hall was quite empty. All was still, save for the crackling of flame on log in the fireplace, and the slow waft of the drapes in the cold breeze that blew from the shadows beyond the open oak door.


  I stood there for long moments, unsure of my next actions. Just at the very moment when I might have misthought my intentions, there came the high piping of a flute, rising up from beyond the dark doorway. I allowed myself one last, lingering burst of warmth from the fire, then followed the ever-rising music, down into the darkness.


  # # # # #


  The walls here were old, older still than the great house built around them. My fingertips brushed rough-hewn sandstone, damp and greasy with dark green slime; slime that covered ancient carvings long since worn with age.


  From beneath, the flute had been joined by a sing-song chant, soft at first, but growing ever louder until the very walls reverberated in rhythm, and I felt the beat of the wild dance call to my heart.


  And still I descended, to a place where the chill reached deep to my bones and I tasted the tang of the sea in my throat.


  The passageway finally levelled out, and I looked out into a rough-hewn chamber and a sight I hope never to see the like of again.


  # # # # #


  The room was dimly lit by oil lamps spaced in niches around the wall. In truth, it was near dark, but there was more than enough light to see the damned revellers at this bacchanalia.


  They danced in frenzy around a dark well, chanting in time with the flautist’s wild playing that rose up from the deep places below.


  I saw Lucy, whirled past me, first by Lieutenant Barclay, then by Captain Wentworth, her eyes staring, her mouth indecorously wide as she took her share in the demented chanting.


  And deep in the well, their chant was answered as voices, guttural and strange, rose to join the cacophony.


  The dance grew ever more frenzied; the chanting ever louder, until I felt my very heart would pound itself free from the bounds of my chest.


  The dance drew me, in small steps, slowly towards its whirling heart, but I was brought short as the first pale hand rose up from the depths of the well and grabbed at the rim.


  # # # # #


  Soon it was joined by more. They pulled themselves up out of the darkness. Pale grey, almost translucent, they were gross parodies of the human form, distended and distorted by aeons in the dark depths. Their eyes, preternaturally large, shone in the dim light, and I do believe they smiled as their eyes settled on their prize; still dancing and whirling in the throng: my own precious Lucy.


  Even as the first of them pulled itself fully from the well and made towards her I was moving; not to Lucy’s aid, but to the one thing in that hellish chamber that I knew might have the strength to help me.


  I ran to Captain Wentworth’s side and touched his arm.


  # # # # #


  The impact on him was instant; the dull stare left his eyes and with one glance he took in the situation.


  “Stay here,” he said in the tone of a man used to command.


  He took two of the oil lamps from their niches, and strode into the cavorting throng.


  He reached Lucy at exactly the same moment as the first of the creatures.


  He did not hesitate. He slammed one of the oil lamps into the chest of the encroaching beast. It fell away, burning like a piece of paper held over a candle, dropping soundlessly into the blackness of the well where it was swallowed by the dark.


  The dance stopped abruptly, the participants momentarily confused.


  The Captain swung his free fist, hard, into Lucy’s jaw, rendering her immediately senseless.


  In almost the same movement he had thrown her across his shoulder and turned, heading back towards where I stood.


  He handed me the oil lamp.


  “You saw how they burn?”


  I nodded.


  “Then come.” he said. “We have scant moments left before they recover.”


  With him leading, we made our way to the staircase. Even as I put my foot on the first step, I heard Lieutenant Barclay call out from behind us.


  “Wentworth. You cannot take her. She is of the dance.”


  The Captain did not slow. He headed up the stairs, and I followed quickly behind, always keeping one eye on the shadowy depths.


  Below us, soft feed padded on rock, but I could see nothing but blackness beyond the range of the lamp in my hand.


  # # # # #


  That long journey up the dark stairs seemed to take forever, but finally Captain Wentworth led us into the light of the hall and the heat of the fire.


  As if perturbed by the sudden change from light into dark, Lucy moaned.


  I turned, concerned, and when I turned back, Lieutenant Barclay stood in the doorway.


  He reached for me, grin widening. With no thought or hesitation I smashed the burning oil lamp against his chest.


  He did not so much burn as explode, a nest of wriggling tentacles bursting from melting flesh to thrash and writhe in time with inhuman screams and curses.


  An oily smoke rose to the ceiling, and small flames grew along the jamb of the oak door.


  Behind the burning body, saucer like eyes stared unblinking in the shadows.


  # # # # #


  Captain Wentworth once more showed his quality. He stood Lucy beside me and threw his weight behind the oak door, slamming it closed. Several snake-like tentacles were left on our side, writhing still, and the howling screams could still be heard through the heavy oak.


  We piled everything we could find against the door; tapestries, drapes, even the harpsichord, although it pained me to see such a fine instrument ruined.


  With a torch-brand made from a log from the fire, the Captain set it all alight.


  The screams from beyond the door grew ever more frenzied, and something heavy threw its weight against the oak.


  But the door held, and we had to stand back as the fire grew fiercer, starting to take hold of the wainscoting.


  Lucy grabbed at my hand. When she spoke it was in the same trembling voice I remembered from after her childhood nightmares.


  ‘Anne? What am I doing here?”


  I shushed her and led her back from the ever-growing flames.


  Captain Wentworth took my free hand.


  “Ladies. We should take our leave in search of better circumstances.” Together, we fled from the hall as the fire took hold in the ceiling.


  # # # # #


  By the time we reached the main entrance, the whole manor was aflame. As we passed through, the Captain, a look of grim satisfaction on his face, lit the hawthorn balls from the dying flame of his brand.


  We stood back and watched his home burn.


  # # # # #


  There is little left to tell. Lucy has retired to Lyme Regis, where the good clean air and the company of fine gentlemen have quite revived her.


  But Captain Wentworth still suffers. Sometimes his head cocks to one side, as if listening, and his eyes take on a far-off stare.


  At those times, there is only one thing that eases his despair, and I could not in all conscience deprive him of this respite.


  Reader, I married him.


  The Hunters
Within the
Corners


  Douglas P. Wojtowicz


  ister Darlene Wynkowski trembled as the late afternoon sun dipped behind the rooftops. The Corners had been cast into deep gloomy shadow by the skyscrapers of downtown. Once more she regretted the decision to give away her old police issue Glock.


  The Corners were a grid of streets which had been thrown off-angle by odd construction habits, as if the architects had been rendering drunk, or as if their T squares had melted while they were trying to form right angles. The heart of the Corners had been avoided, but no amount of potential revenue had been able to convince the city government and developers to move into the abandoned lost crossroads.


  Try as they might, no one, not even the homeless, could recall ever being in the heart of the Corners. Shaped like a twisted spider-web, the maze of streets formed concentric rings where life clung and mixed in, eventually thinning out as the level of discomfort rose.


  Sister Darlene had wondered if it wasn’t just the fact that it was a rough neighborhood, but not even cars lined the narrow, cramped streets. Litter from decades ago fluttered. She gripped her Rosary tightly. Windows stared emptily, and Darlene wondered if she’d wandered into a hole which transported her to a time when man had become extinct. There should have been people, music, some form of noise.


  All she saw were the beady reflections of rat eyes in the darkness. Darlene took a breath and knew they wouldn’t want to move in on her. She was larger than they were, and she was sure that she wouldn’t be on the menu.


  The rats skittered in the shadows, and Darlene realized that without human habitation, they would have nothing, fresh or rotten, to eat.


  One of the rats scrabbled out onto the cobblestone road. Darlene looked at it and saw something off about the rodent’s shape. The head was misshapen, oversized. She squinted, but in the shadowy gloom, it must have been a mistake.


  It was as if the rat had a human-like face.


  A human-like chuckle rumbled in the throat of the rodent, and Darlene found herself wishing for her old police radio, to call for backup.


  Instead of her fellow cops, more misshapen, freakish rats moved out into the open.


  “Don’t damage her too much,” came the harsh whisper from an alley.


  Sister Darlene called on God, hoping it wouldn’t be too late.


  # # # # #


  The wind whipped the tails of his long black trenchcoat whipped around his thighs like a living thing as he stood on the stoop. Father Arturo Mendoza shuddered from the silence at which the man he knew as Skaramine always showed up, seemingly almost teleporting out of the shadows.


  “Father,” Skaramine said reverently, making a sign of the cross, the show of faith seemingly out of place in contrast with the dark blue Nomex hood marked with the blood-red, “S” shaped lightning bolt which framed his right eye.


  “You startled me,” Mendoza whispered. “But I’m getting used to it.”


  “No flinch,” Skaramine agreed with a nod of appreciation. “What’s wrong?”


  Mendoza looked around. “People started disappearing. I sent Sister Darlene to find out to see why some of the homeless folk haven’t been showing up for Mass. She hasn’t been back for hours.”


  “Where’d she go?”


  “The Corners,” Mendoza answered.


  “Bad place to be,” Skaramine admitted. “I’ll find her.”


  Mendoza frowned “I’m sorry I sent her.”


  “She wouldn’t have gone if she wasn’t worried,” Skaramine answered. He whirled, the tails of his coat flapping like wings, and he disappeared into the shadows.


  # # # # #


  Sister Darlene awoke, wincing in pain, unable to see. Her skin was raw, holes ripped in her jeans, sweater and habit hood. She could remember the swarming figures, scurrying from the alleys. She reached out, feeling a bare brick wall at her back. She managed to get her feet under her and she struggled to stand. Her head hurt, and she inspected her claw injuries.


  “You’ve finally awakened,” the harsh whisper from before greeted her.


  Darlene stuffed an errant lock of gray and blond hair back under her habit’s headband. “Going to try and be scary? I don’t scare easily. I used to be a cop.”


  There was a dull chuckle.


  “I don’t know what your pets are, but…”


  “Please,” came the whisper. “You do not need to impress me. Your presence is enough.”


  Darlene took a step, but a curve barked her shoulder and she stumbled sideways. She rubbed the sore joint and realized that the wall had a deep, circular curve. “My presence?”


  A door opened. Light spilled in, but it wasn’t bright enough to make out the features of the two very small men stepping through. She could see the slender, emaciated form in the doorway, however.


  “I need a new residence, because this one shall have a visitor from Tindalos,” the raspy voice said. “My maze will no longer confuse him.


  “What are you talking about?” Darlene asked. “Your maze?”


  Hands grabbed her arms and pulled her closer to the straw-limbed man. She could see an odd maze of mottling on his skin, bumps here and there, seeming like old scars, but caused by no weapons she knew. The hair on his head had thinned to a wispy halo of white, and round eyes regarded her.


  Darlene swallowed, looking into those orbs. The old cliché that the eyes were the windows to the soul was one that the Nun had believed in. These windows, however, were deep, almost bottomless; stomach churning vertigo took hold of her as she glanced into what seemed t() be oblivion.


  “My maze. I developed it long ago, when this city was first being built,” the withered old wretch told her. Darlene tried to pull herself free from the grip of the two little men, one no taller than four feet, yet perfectly proportioned, the other just under her 5’3”, but with thick, ropey arms. Out in the light of the hall she could only see animalistic rage in the eyes of the two tiny men.


  “Please, don’t struggle so,” the ancient thing before her pled. “You put up too much of a fight, my boys could get excited. They’re difficult enough to keep on their leashes as it is.”


  Darlene relaxed. The taller one drooled as he smiled at her. Pretty.


  Darlene’s lips drew tightly as the five-foot creature’s face became fully apparent to her. At first she thought he might have been African American or some particularly darkly tanned South Sea Islander, but the closest facial features she could approximate was an Australian Aborigine, but this face was far more primitive. A greater throwback, with a beetle brow and a flattened, upturned nose, almost like a bat’s.


  “What are they?” Darlene gasped.


  “They are the Tcho-Tcho,” the slender, scar-faced ancient explained. “Children of man and the dwarven Miri Nigri, favored scions of my patron, Chaugnar Faugn.”


  Darlene looked up, seeing the wizened, scarred face break into a smile as he spoke the obscene, blasphemous name of his patron. Though she’d never heard of the dark beast, the appellation invoked a searing flash of disgust in her heart, an elephantine-trunked face with ears both webbed and tentacled branding itself into her mind’s eye. She wanted to tear away from the Tcho-Tcho manhandlers, but their grip was too strong, even with the added strength of her soul-charring panic. She unleashed a scream of horror as the gates of madness opened past his lips and filled her mind like contagion-reeking sewage.


  # # # # #


  Joshua Rycerz stood on the rooftop, the mask of Skaramine in his hand. One side of his face was a destroyed mass of fused and clinging ropes of melted skin. It was a wound which even the invocations taught to him could never heal, for it was a deformation caused by his own sins. Not the sins of the magic he learned since hanging up his assault rifle.


  The cool night wind raked across his good side of his face. Certainly, he had the skill to craft an illusory disguise, one which could fool even a physician with all his instruments and trained, tactile touch, but the disguise was simply that. A disguise, a temporary glamour which befuddled the mind. His heart would never allow him to heal, because the lessons of rage written in fire across his face were only symptoms of the guilt of even deeper scars. He’d gone to war with criminals to avenge his parents while he’d been away fighting for his nation. He’d used the tools of modern soldiers against the thugs, but in the end, the oldest of weapons, fire, had destroyed his face, and taken the life of his young sister, the sole remaining member of his family.


  “Stop the killing,” she’d begged him. “Please.”


  Joshua had staggered around, in agony and in mourning, until he was taken in by a kindly old man. He was a warlock, and he had taught Joshua to heal himself of his wounds, to take on the visages of different men and women, to disappear into the night. They were the gifts the old man had used in another era, when the old man himself was a shadow hunting shadows.


  Skaramine murmured, calling on his invocations, his concentration difficult this close to the epicenter of the Corners. Only the left side of his face had broken out into sweat, the perspiration glands on the other side of his charred skull long burnt away. His green eyes opened as he realized that trying to peer into the heart of the Corners, looking for the lost Sister, was impossible. However, that very impossibility was a giant pointer in the right direction.


  Skaramine tugged his mask on and slid down a drainage pipe, landing in a crouch in the alley. With a few whispered words and the motions of his fingertips, he blended into the shadows as his mentor had taught him.


  “Thank you, Kent,” he whispered, moving along with all the speed he could muster.


  That’s when the chittering started. Dozens of rat voices rising from the alleys around him as he steered himself toward the very center of the Corners. Skaramine had been in too many sewers and seen too many feral, savage rats to take a rodent attack for granted. More than once, enemies he had hunted had trained vermin to be their killing machines, either in a disposal pit, or around the perimeter of his subterranean home.


  Something was different now. The rat horde was too well organized, and their chitterings sounded like humans caught in gibbering madness the louder they grew. Skaramine tensed.


  His few invocations were fairly good to help him move stealthily, to disguise himself, and to seek out those who were known to him. For combat, however, the Faceless Avenger needed something more immediate. His gloved hand fell to a pouch on his tactical web belt.


  In the darkness, he could see the glowing feral eyes watching him, and his throat tightened in fear.


  The creatures were not rats. Skaramine’s mystical training had kicked in, and his Sight could make them out clearly. They were creatures with rodent bodies, but human faces, the remnants of souls bound by dark magicks to the small bodies, servitors whose duty did not end with death as they were reincarnated as rat-things.


  The chittering grew in intensity, and Skaramine pulled the dull brass capsule, pressing a button which pierced the cartridge within. Instantly, capsicum-laced vapor released under heavy pressure. His mask’s filters and goggle lenses protected him from the high-intensity tear gas.


  The Rat-servants, however, had no such protections. They were simple slaves cursed with acute sight and smell, extra-sensitive eyes and noses which proved to be their weak point against the tissue-violating vapors. Skaramine raced through the alley, charging past some coughing and sputtering man-faced rodents, leaping over others. A few choked through the gas enough to leap up. their human-like hands clawing at the tails of his flapping coat, weighing and slowing him down as he plowed through the cloud. In the distance, past the final twist of the street, stood a tall, circular tower, four stories in height, the closest thing to straight in the jumbled architectural nightmare mess of the Corners.


  Skaramine whipped his coat around, jarring two of the rat servants loose as he bashed them against a brick wall. Shapes dropped on his head and shoulders, and though their claws didn’t cut through his reinforced leather coat and his protective Nomex hood immediately, they would get through eventually. He grabbed one by its scrawny neck, powerful fingers squeezing, tiny neckbones snapping under his crushing grip. He discarded the dead thing, but three more took its place, clawed fingers snagging and snarling at his mask.


  Still, the Faceless Avenger raced towards the spire at the center of the Corners. He tore at the new attackers, pulling them off of his face and shoulders, shreds of his blue hood coming loose in their tiny claws as he hurled them with ferocity at the street or at the walls. His tear gas canister had run out, but the trailing cloud behind him slowed down the bulk of the Rat-things. He threw himself and tucked into a roll, feeling rodent-ribs and spines crunching beneath the weight of his shoulders and back before he found himself on his feet.


  He pulled his mentor’s twin Colt .45’s from their holsters as he neared the spire’s entrance archway. He glanced back at the horde of rat things, bleary and bloodshot, trying to summon up their reserves of strength to repel this intruder. The pistols in his hands were his one concession to his old ways. He remembered old Kent’s words.


  “There will be a time and a place for everything, including the bark of pistols.”


  Skaramine whirled and fired from his left gun, eight fat bullets roaring into the front line of coughing Rat-servitors. The bullets bounced off asphalt after spearing through tiny rodent bodies. After the burning gas, and the Faceless one’s crushing weight and hands, this last barrage of death was too much for the stomachs of the cultists trapped in vermin form. They had their allegiance to their master, but their will to survive, even as misshapen monstrosities, was too great. The horde turned and fled Skaramine sighed deeply in relief.


  Unfortunately, the roar of his 45 at the enemy’s gate must have alerted the owner of the spire. Throwing his weight into a kick, he smashed the lock off the door and entered the archway.


  # # # # #


  August Shorer sneered as the sound of gunfire at his doorstep interrupted his ritual preparations. He turned away from the bound nun and went to the window, seeing the flutter of long coat tails slurp through his front door.


  “We have an intruder,” Shorer, the old sorcerer, snarled. The Tcho-Tchos nodded in unison, pulling out their wicked knives and leaving the ritual chamber.


  Darlene looked at Shorer, swallowing hard.


  “Your grandmother’s name was Shorer,” the wizened, scarred remnant said. “We are blood relatives. Perhaps you are my last blood relative ever, since you claim to have no children. Not that it matters. My body has lasted me centuries. Yours will last me even longer.”


  “Let me go,” Darlene hissed, trying to break free.


  “Sadly, you’ll be in this husk, but it shan’t be for long, Shorer whispered. “The hound will release you from this ancient prison within the hour.”


  Darlene blinked. “What are you?”


  Shorer tilted his head. “The last of Keziah Mason’s students and coven.”


  Darlene grimaced, trying her bonds again.


  “Immortality is a hard road. Not many of us are left, and I am assuredly the last with enough sanity to escape,” Shorer told her. He ran his gnarled knuckles along her cheek. “It will take a while, for me to leave the sisterhood, to find the glamours to make myself a suitable catch for a male body. Through the spiritual bonds of matrimony, I will have a new relation, and will be able to insert my spirit into that family, which I will keep going to ensure I have a good supply of descendants to choose from should I feel the need to move again.”


  “Insanity and blasphemy,” Darlene whispered.


  “Oh, I’m a bit off my rocker, but then, I’m not the one who married my imaginary friend in the clouds, Sister Darlene,” Shorer snarled.


  “God is not imaginary,” Darlene replied.


  “No. But He is not your friend,” Shorer explained. “For He hath wrought the Hounds which existed before Eden was green and fertile. The Hounds who shall come searching for my body and my spirit, and you, being close enough to me in spirit and wearing my wrinkled, ancient flesh, will be a good enough meal for them.”


  “This can’t be happening,” Darlene snapped.


  Shorer grinned.


  # # # # #


  The dwarves exploded down the spiral staircase, leaping like apes, long knives glimmering like twisted fangs from their fists. Skaramine was stunned by their sudden appearance, but not so stunned that he forgot the Colt .45 in his left fist. The muzzle flared, strobing fire and thunder in the open air that the Tcho-Tcho’s leapt through, but in eight shots, he only struck one of the creatures. Its hopping, monkey-like descent suddenly transformed into a plummeting deadfall.


  Skaramine lurched to one side to avoid the monstrous dwarf’s meaty, crunching impact with the stone floor, then brought up both of his mentor’s pistols and crossed them to block the swing of the second Tcho-Tcho’s lashing blade. The impact of metal on metal jarred all three weapons loose from stunned fingers, and the dwarf did a back-flip away from the masked vigilante.


  Four feet of feral, drooling man-thing glared with ugly hatred at the intruder in his master’s lair, but Skaramine didn’t have time to waste. He brought up his steel toed-boot, hoping to end this fight with the stout monstrosity’s broken jaw, but the rope-muscled Tcho-Tcho dodged to one side. It lunged and sank its teeth into Skaramine’s calf, eliciting a yelp of pain. The Faceless Avenger, however, twisted, folding his leg around the dwarf’s head.


  A hard squeeze, and he had the Tcho-Tcho pinned for a moment.


  That’s when a compact fist driven by cable-hard muscles slammed into his crotch. Even through the protective cup that he always wore, Skaramine felt like a firecracker had gone off in his scrotum. He collapsed to his knees and the Tcho-Tcho bounded away, scrambling for the knife he’d dropped.


  “Eat me some superhero. Him leg already taste good, gonna chomp me some heart!” the Tcho-Tcho tittered, picking up the blade. He turned around, but saw only empty, shadowed floor.


  “Where masked man go?” the hybrid dwarf-thing asked, looking around the empty base of the spiral staircase. He took a step forward, leading with the wicked, sharp point of his wavy knife. “Cut you good if you not careful!”


  A laugh exploded around him. The Tcho-Tcho whirled, not able to tell where the guffaw came from. Skaramine thanked his mentor for one of his favorite tricks. Even the madly agile man-eating dwarf felt a moment of fear at the cackle which was everywhere and nowhere at once.


  That moment was all Skaramine needed. He picked up one of the Colts and threw it like a boomerang, the pistol bouncing with stunning force off the dwarf’s forehead. Melting out of the shadows, he fired a hard punch which knocked out the odd creature for at least the next hour. Skaramine had no reason to kill a helpless, unarmed foe, no matter how bloodthirsty and insane he was. He reloaded and bolstered both guns, and tore up the spiral staircase.


  # # # # #


  The door kicked open and Shorer sneered at the newcomer. His trained Sight saw the mystical training in the masked man More importantly, though, he saw the blood and battering Skaramine had taken, fighting his way past the servitors and the Tcho-Tchos.


  Skaramine’s shoulders and chest heaved from the rush up the stairs. Shorer took a step forward.


  “This is not your affair, dabbler,” the sorcerer said.


  “Sorry, but Father Mendoza would like his favorite nun back,” Skaramine panted. “Keep your hands where I can see them. And don’t try any invocations. Your lips move, and you’ll be finishing your spell in hell.”


  Shorer chuckled and held his hands up. “I really don’t have much time to waste.”


  Rat-things filled the window, their misshapen faces glaring at Skaramine.


  “Kill hi…” Shorer began. A violent flash filled his vision, and for a moment, the immortal sorcerer wondered if the fool thought a mere handgun would end his existence. He took a quick inventory of himself, and he’d received no injury. He was simply blinded and deafened. He tried to peer through the eyes of his Rat-things, but they too had been dazzled by whatever Skaramine had done.


  It wasn’t magic, and after several seconds, he saw the pieces of a flash-bang grenade on the floor of his ritual chamber. The door was open, and Skaramine and Darlene were just beyond it.


  Shorer sneered and murmured the runes he wanted. Phantom hands grabbed at Darlene and pushed Skaramine halfway over the railing. Darlene struggled as she was dragged back in and the door slammed shut behind her.


  “Keep him from the ledges,” Shorer snarled. He could still barely see straight, and he needed to complete the invocation before the Hound came for him. He willed Darlene onto the table and continued his incantation to switch places. “Don’t struggle honey…it won’t hurt at…”


  Shorer winced as the spell snarled in his mind. Something was wrong. That wasn’t his blood relation laying on the table.


  “Darlene’s halfway down the stairs and running like hell,” Skaramine said, dropping his illusion.


  Shorer froze for a moment, and that was all Skaramine needed to kick him in the jaw, snapping his concentration. The phantom hands faded and the Faceless Avenger leaped off the table, plowing the old sorcerer into the floor.


  Shorer’s bony limbs contained more strength than Skaramine had counted on, however. With a shrug, Skaramine was lifted off Shorer’s chest and vaulted against the wall, brick tearing at his ravaged coat and mask, splitting them at the seams.


  Excellent trick, dabbler. You make up for your lack of art with a few trinkets.” the sorcerer snarled. “But I’ll get the girl back.”


  “With who?” Skaramine asked. “Your remaining rat horde is protecting this chamber, and those midgets you hired are down and out.”


  Shorer strode forward and wrapped his long, gnarled fingers around Skaramine’s throat. “You’re right. I merely have to alter my invocation, and I’ll have your body to hide in.”


  Skaramine’s feet kicked as Shore’s slender arm hefted his 180 pounds up as if he were an infant.


  “Surprised?” Shorer asked. “Yes, immortality might not be pretty, but even these ancient bones and this paper-thin skin are stronger than steel. It’s my will, my spirit which motivates this carcass. You’re doomed.”


  Terrified chattering sounded outside. Shorer looked and saw smoke pouring out of a window across from his. The Rat-servitors who’d garnered up the courage to return to the sorcerer’s side had been steeled against human foes, even those who used magic and technology to harm them. But the thing coming from the corner was something they couldn’t deal with.


  “No,” Shorer gasped, dropping Skaramine. The masked vigilante coughed, able to breathe once more, but the panic slicing through the circular room in waves was too much for him to catch more than a single lungful.


  Skaramine struggled to his feet, seeing a hideous face framed in the doorway. Some primitive instinct froze him at his core. “What the hell?”


  “The Hound of Tindalos! I am undone!” Shorer howled. “Please! Help me!”


  Where a moment ago stood a scarecrow-like, towering menace now resided a frightened old man, pleading for aid. On the street below, the homeless that Shorer had taken for bait to draw out his last remaining blood relation stood beside Darlene, looking up at the monstrosity from the dawn of time.


  Shorer had named it a hound, though it must surely have been because of its tracking ability, for the face was nothing like a canine. Brawny shoulders dissolved into sinewy tentacles which split at the end into large, writhing starfish in obscene mockeries of human hands. The hound stretched out of the window, pulling its serpentine torso along with it, insectile hind legs climbing up onto the sill. Smoke billowed around it, and its lungs heaved out a blasphemous screech of rage.


  “We’ve all seen it,” Shorer said. “And it has seen us. It will not stop feeding, for its belly is limitless. It has hunted me from the dawn of time, striding across millennia. My only buffer was this blasted neighborhood. It could not help but peer through every corner, millions of them laid out at my whim. I thought I had more time…”


  Skaramine shook off his fear, pulling his pistols. He didn’t know the efficacy of modern lead and copper against a creature which swam through the timestream after its prey, but there was nothing else he could do. He jumped up, filling the curved windowsill, and screamed back his own feral response. “No one else dies today!”


  The hound lashed forward, its tendril tongue whipping toward the Faceless Avenger. The Colt’s spoke, and even though fear-spurned madness threatened to erupt in his mind, he fought through it with a fanatic’s zeal. The same relentless obsession which had vaulted him into the center of this horrifying place, which had propelled him past rat-monsters and obscene dwarves, was a firebreak of insanity which blocked the hound’s sanity-splitting atrocity of existence. Bullets tore through the hound’s face, but the muscular tongue slashed through Skaramine’s coat, splitting his Kevlar vest open, exposing his chest.


  Another lash of that hideous, vorpal tongue, and Joshua Rycerz’ crusade of redemption would end with his organs flying from his ribcage. And with his demise, so too would follow Sister Darlene Wynkowski and a half dozen downtrodden folk he didn’t know the names of. His thighs coiled like springs, and he launched, howling in rage across the space between himself and the hound, Colt’s blazing violently, pelting its face, deforming and rippling through it like raindrops in a mirror image. The hound’s tongue and forepaws reached out again, but the butt of one .45 smashed the whip-tongue’s tip to a bloody pulp.


  The starfish-shaped hands wrapped around Skaramine’s throat, the other paw drawing back to strike. A bullet exploded through the center of the cocked houndpaw, ichor vomiting from the through-and-through wound. The tongue crashed down, it’s cutting tip a blunted pulp of pre-Cambrian flesh, but the main trunk still lashed with the power of a crocodile tail on Skaramine’s shoulder. He felt the joint dislocate, but in comparison to the psychic agony that the hound had unleashed on him, the neural misfires of pain were a feather’s caress on his senses.


  A steel-toed boot crashed into the mandible of the thing from the dawn of time, sheets of mouthpiece pincers driving up into the monster’s tongue. Bitten by itself, the hound wailed and its tongue slurped back into the horrid face. The starfish hand released Skaramine, but his other leg had wrapped around the hounds tentacle. As the limb recoiled, the hound pulled the fanatical crusader with it. Skaramine pulled another capsule from his belt and jammed it into the thing’s throat.


  At ground zero of the flash-bang grenade detonation, even behind his goggles and Nomex mask, Skaramine was left blinded, the powerful concussion rattling his brains in his skull. That was just the effects of the bomb’s burst outside. He didn’t want to imagine how painful such a fireworks display would be within his own face.


  He didn’t have to. The hound screeched and recoiled, spearing back through the window. Skaramine dropped free, falling inside the room the hound had come through. His vision cleared in time to see the insectile hindclaws and the undulating slug tail of the hound disappearing into the smoky ported in the corner.


  Coughing, tearing his mask free to let the vomit pour from his mouth, Skaramine knelt retching in the room.


  # # # # #


  Father Mendoza helped Skaramine out of the confessional booth where he’d spent hours erasing the nightmares from Darlene and the homeless’ minds. Arturo helped Joshua out of his mask, the unscarred side of his face pale and wan from eating the obscene visions of Tindalos’ Hound from seven minds.


  “You need some rest,” Arturo said.


  Joshua nodded, coughing.


  “Let me help,” the priest said. “Kent taught me as well.”


  “No,” Joshua answered. He gave Arturo a gentle push. “I’m not going to burden you with this thing.”


  Arturo frowned.


  “This is just part of my penance,” Joshua whispered.


  “A lot tougher than an Act of Contrition.”


  “It’ll do for now,” Joshua replied. He managed a weak smile.


  Arturo looked at a slender form carrying a mop and bucket. “And what about him?”


  “The hound broke him apart when it finally appeared,” Joshua explained. “There’s nothing left in Shorer that’s dangerous. At least for a while. It’ll take him a century to even remember the simplest of invocations.”


  Arturo looked dubious. “He’s a sorcerer.”


  “The kind of magic he’d been dabbling in chewed his brain up He was trying to escape destruction, and all it did was leave him a bullseye,” Joshua said. He pushed himself out of the pew, standing on wobbly legs. “My mask, Arturo.”


  “You’re among friends. You don’t have to hide your scars.”


  Joshua held out his hand. “That mask is my scar.”


  Arturo handed over the mask. “And the Corners?”


  “They’ll be habitable now. The hound’s no longer looking through its nooks and crannies. And it frightened off the Rat-servitors.”


  Skaramine, armored behind his anonymity-securing blue hood with the red lightning bolt, straightened his shoulders.


  “So there are no more horrors in the Corners,” Mendoza asked.


  Skaramine began to fade. “No horrors. Except for me.”


  Arturo reached out for his friend, but the Faceless Avenger faded into the shadows like smoke.


  “A horror on the side of angels, Joshua. The horror between us and the rest of the things in the dark.”


  Surely You Joust


  Patrick Thomas


  obody takes a fool seriously. Even the King’s fool. I can honestly say that I’ve become used to it, but I’ve never liked it.


  “You’re a Knight of the Round Table? They must really be scraping the bottom of the barrel.” I could hear the other knights of Lyonese laugh at their commander’s joke, as if it he were the first to come up with it. I’m lucky if the top of my head is at shoulder level with someone. I guess I can’t expect originality or creativity from the masses. Or even kindness, for that matter.


  I fought down a sigh and smiled instead.


  “You would be the one to know, although judging by the expanse of your belly, I’d say you have been scraping it with your tongue.” The commander’s armor wasn’t even fitted well enough for the sides to touch. A well placed blade could easily be the death of him, but he was either too cocky to realize it or he didn’t care. I’d been dealing with this type my entire life, so I’d bet on ignorance. His kind cared a lot, just about the wrong things.


  My comments wiped the smile from his face quicker than a well-placed fist would have. “Are you calling me fat, little man?”


  “If the description fits, wear it. Even if in your case you’d have to coat your bulbous body in lard in order to fit into it.” The commander’s face hardened and his gauntlets squeaked as they were balled into fists.


  I was disgusted by the sound. There is no excuse for a knight not taking care of his armor. “And that is Sir Little Man to you. Or Sir Dagonet would suffice. Or Lord High Jester.” Not an actual title, but Arthur would grant it to me if I asked Aside from the Knights of the Round I able, I don’t place stock in titles. Too many are handed to worthless individuals based solely on an accident of birth. “Now stand aside or I shall be forced to embarrass you further.”


  I knew there was no chance of him standing aside, even before I spoke. My best bet was to anger him to the point where he would fight with emotion instead of using his mind, such as it was.


  The commander laughed again, but this time it was forced. “Tiny old you is going to beat six knights of the realm.


  “Well, if I’ve made you so nervous that you feel you need your five friends, certainly. But if it comes to that, I’m going to ask my friend to join in as well,” I said.


  The commander looked confused. “You mean the woman?”


  The dismissal infuriated Ganieda. Angering a soldier is a solid technique that can help in a fight. Angering a mage will have the opposite effect. Emotion fuels magic. She remained silent, only glaring at the fat knight, which did not bode well for him remaining in human form long.


  “I mean the Lady Ganieda, mage and the twin of Merlin who you have managed to anger. I pity you, poor fool that you are. To whom should I send my condolences on your unfortunate fate?”


  “Are you trying to tell me that female is going to kill me?” asked the commander. He may not have heard of my traveling companion, but Merlin’s name has been known far and wide since well before Arthur’s Camelot was formed The man was wondering if his sister had the same level of power. She did not, but I wouldn’t want to face her with a dozen knights at my back. Had it been Merlin, the knight would already be trying to make peace. He was underestimating her based on her gender, which is why Arthur sent her. And me for that matter The sight of a woman and Arthur’s jester knight was not going to worry anyone in Lyonese, which might let us learn what is happening here before any danger arises to threaten Camelot.


  It was my turn to laugh. “Kill you? She is not that merciful. You will live, regretting the moment you crossed her, for the rest of your life.”


  The commander’s doubts grew, as did his pupils.


  “Dagonet, this is boring me,” said Ganieda, playing the spoiled lady. She was anything but. “Let us be done with this and deliver King Arthur’s greeting to Meliodas.”


  “You expect to show up unannounced and just be allowed to see King Meliodas?”


  “Did I stutter, fat one?” said Gani.


  “Watch your tongue, wench,” said the knight.


  “How would you like to lose yours?” replied the mage.


  Their eyes met in a contest of wills. The fat knight turned away before Gani had even warmed up.


  “It is not possible for you to see the King and I have to wonder how and when the pair of you arrived in our land. No new boat has approached the island from Cornwall for days and no ship large enough to travel from France has appeared in weeks. The pair of you must be spies…or do you expect me to believe you dropped out of the sky?” asked the commander.


  Gani and I exchanged a look and small smile. That is exactly what we did, on a flying rug she had learned how to enchant in the East.


  “Is that so hard to believe?” I asked.


  Now the commander was grinning to the extent that his expression was disturbing me. He thought he knew something we did not, which couldn’t bode well.


  “Not at all,” he said and blew on a long tin whistle on a strap around his neck. Shortly we heard the flapping of great wings and several small shadows tried to block the sun from our faces. They did not succeed, but it was an impressive attempt.


  I pulled my sword Hayden, then grabbed Ganieda’s hand and pulled her behind me. Whatever was coming down from the sky had her worried enough that she didn’t yell at me for trying to protect her, a task she often points out she is better equipped to do than I.


  The shadows descended and became flesh to our eyes. My boding became even more pronounced as I saw knights atop flying mounts, but the mounts were unlike anything I had ever seen or even heard of. Wings shaped like those of a giant bat carried them through the sky. A single wing measured easily as long as a large horse from nose to outstretched tail. The rest of the animals defied description save they had hides the color of night and wore saddles.


  The beasts landed in a circle, surrounding us.


  “Byakhee,” whispered Gani in awe. “I thought they only dwelt among the stars.


  The man who appeared to lead the flying knights smiled. “Most impressive. Not one in a million would know that. My father summoned the Byakhee to serve his kingdom. They make fine steeds, I’m sure you’d agree.”


  “They’ve got to be faster than horses,” I concurred.


  “Better fighters, smarter and more easily trained as well. Easily the most noble beast there is,” said the rider. “Grimel, why hast you summoned the sky riders?”


  The commander bowed. “Prince Tristan, we captured these spies on the way to the city.”


  Tristan looked at us and got the exact impression Arthur counted on when he sent us—harmless. “And you and five knights could not handle a single man and woman?”


  He didn’t call me short. I was starting to like him already.


  “My Prince, he claims to be a Knight of the Round Table and she a witch,” said Grimel.


  “Mage, not witch,” corrected Ganieda.


  Tristan raised an approving eyebrow at Gani’s spirit. Then he looked at me in a way I am unused to seeing with strangers—with respect.


  “Are you truly a Knight of Camelot?” he asked.


  “I am,” I replied. “And we come bearing tidings from our liege to yours.”


  “Then I shall bring you to him,” said Tristan. “Both of you shall ride with me.”


  Gani bent down as if to fix her shoes and palmed a pair of small stones. Her brow formed the tiny crease it gets when she uses her power. She walked to the winged mount and extended her hand to me. “Sir Dagonet, would you assist me?”


  Gani is the last one to ask for unneeded help, so I obliged. In the process she slipped a metal charm she formed from the rock into my hand. I stole a glance and noticed a pattern on its face. It was the same design and shape as discs each sky knight had embedded near the neck line of his armor. I assumed it must either be some protection or a way to control the beasts. The fact that Gani thought we needed them was enough for me, so I secreted it in my sleeve.


  It was my turn to mount. “It won’t bite, will it?”


  Tristan laughed. “Not unless I tell it to.”


  The thing’s jaws were large enough to take off one of my arms entirely, or a large portion of my leg. “I’ll have to pay close attention to what you say so I’ll know if I need to dodge any teeth.”


  Tristan laughed as I settled behind Gani, who was herself behind Tristan. I felt her settle back into me. It felt good so I squeezed her waist with my arms. Gani stiffened and sat forward, continuing her history of giving me mixed signals.


  “Away,” he said, and the byakhee flapped its wings, literally leaving Grimel and his fellows in the dust. If the look on his face was any indication, the fat knight was none too happy about it. “Neither of you is fearful of heights, I trust?”


  “Not particularly,” answered Gani. I had been before we had started traveling together, but like being dismissed because of one’s size, one can also get used to soaring above the Earth.


  Tristan kept looking back at our expressions and frowning.


  “You seem disappointed each time you look at us. What are you expecting?” I asked.


  “Neither of you seem particularly impressed by the fact we are flying,” said Tristan, with the disenchanted look of a child with a surprise that he found out was expected.


  “Not our first time in the air,” said Gani.


  “Not even our first time today,” I said, “although your byakhee is very remarkable in flight.”


  Tristan patted the side of the beast’s neck as one would a horse. “Storm is a good boy, aren’t you?” The byakhee responded with a sound that fell somewhere between a purr and a screech.


  The rest of the journey was filled with questions about the court at Camelot and the code of the Knights of the Round Table, which was still considered quite radical by most of the smaller kingdoms that had sworn allegiance to the High King. The court of the island of Lyonese was not one of them. The idea of knights serving a higher cause instead of their own self interests or that of their lieges’ has not caught on, but the majority of the one hundred and fifty seats at the table have been filled. According to Merlin, Lyonese had maybe twenty five full knights, but did have a small army of foot soldiers. Not as large as Camelot’s or the one Arthur could raise with a call to his subject kings, so Merlin was confident the threat he sensed was more mystic in nature.


  As a mage, Gani was able to ask questions regarding magic in the court without seeming out of place. Despite being in line for the throne, Tristan did not seem to be aware of anything outside of the scope of his duties as a sky rider.


  Even as we each tried to wean information from him, Tristan scanned the land beneath us.


  “What are you searching for so intently?” I asked.


  “For the last five months, we have been having unexplained disappearances among the vassals and serfs around the time of the new moon. Always one man and one woman,” explained Tristan. “I’m hoping to learn who or what is taking them.”


  “Pressure from your father to find out what is happening to his subjects?” I asked.


  “Quite the opposite. He is not overly concerned. In fact he’s told me not to worry myself about it,” Tristan said.


  “Then why bother?” asked Gani, playing devil’s advocate.


  Tristan eyes got wide. “I’m surprised to hear such a question from a Lady of Camelot’s court. I do it because it is the right thing to do, to protect those who cannot protect themselves.


  Gani smiled. “Good answer.”


  “Was that a test?” asked Tristan.


  “Life is a test. Most people just never learn the right answers.” replied Gani.


  Storm circled above a courtyard at the King’s castle, making smaller and smaller circles until the byakhee finally landed with barely more jolt than a horse coming to a stop after a fast gallop.


  Pages came out and took the winged beast’s reigns. Tristan leapt off to offer a hand to Ganieda, but her feet hit the ground a second after his.


  The mage smiled at the handsome sky-knight and I felt a pang of jealousy. Tristan was charming, handsome, royalty, and tall. Two of those four things I’d never be.


  But I was more of a show off than most, so my dismount came complete with a flip.


  Gani smiled, then pretended to ignore me. Tristan clapped. I bowed.


  “You are much different than our jester,” said the prince.


  “In what way?” I asked.


  “For one thing, I’m not frightened of you,” said Tristan.


  “Why would a prince be scared of a jester?” I asked.


  Tristan seemed embarrassed, but open. “Admittedly, I have known Darius since I was but a child, but he has a fearsome visage. He is not as tall as you, but his flesh is as pale as milk. His voice is the sound a shadow would make if it could speak. His antics amuse very few save my father. Many of the knights fear the jester, though to my knowledge he has never physically challenged one. He is rumored to dabble in the dark arts and is said to have run off any mage or wizard my father has asked to join the court.”


  “He sounds charming.” said Gani.


  “Darius is anything but; however, you will be able to decide that for yourselves. My father is at his midday feast. Darius is sure to be there. I will take you so you may deliver King Arthur’s message.”


  The feast was well attended and there was no shortage of food, particularly that which the sea provided.


  This court did not stand on much formality. The guards at the door stepped aside for their prince and his companions. Our presence was not announced. Instead Tristan left us at the end of the room furthest from the throne and approached his father. He came up behind his father and whispered in his ear. Even from where we were I could see Meliodas’ brow jump up as his eyes darted toward us.


  The King got a large smile as he stood and clapped his hands His court became still. “Attention. We have with us guests from the great court at Camelot. Sir Dagonet, Knight of the Round Table and Lady Ganieda, twin of the mighty Merlin.” He motioned toward us with an outstretched hand. “Please, approach and tell us what tidings you bear from Arthur Pendragon, High King of Britain.”


  I ran through the usual formal greetings, first to the king then the more notable members of his court. Then I relayed some niceties from Arthur.


  Meliodas listened amused, his head lulled to the side resting atop one hand until I was done. “That is all well and good, but could have easily been relayed by a messenger. Arthur hardly needed to send two such prestigious members of his court to say such nice things. What is the true reason for your visit, Sir Dagonet?”


  “King Meliodas, I can see that you are a man who can see behind the veil of political niceties to the heart of matters. There is indeed an ulterior motive behind our visit. The Round Table has several vacant seats at present and the prowess of the knights of Lyonese is known far and wide. I am here to present an offer from King Arthur for a knight of your court to apply to join our ranks.”


  Meliodas sat up straight, but his Tristan practically jumped off the floor “This is a generous offer. I will have to consider it.


  “Father, I would like to…” started Tristan.


  Meliodas waved the prince to silence. “I have said I will consider it.”


  Still standing at my side, I saw Gani make a gesture with her hand that meant someone was trying to sneak up behind me. Whoever it was was good—1 wouldn’t have noticed if she hadn’t let me know. I looked at her out of the corner of my eye and she mouthed a name.


  The king apparently was amused. Judging by his smile he thought it would be funny to watch as a Knight of the Round Table was humiliated by someone frightening him from behind.


  I continued on as if I was oblivious. “That is most generous of you.” Two hands grabbed me from behind and shook me. I didn’t react except to say, “Your kingdom has some impressively large mosquitoes, but I suppose being so close to so much water that is to be expected.”


  Many in the court chuckled at that one, but not the man behind me. Darius the jester crept in front of me, leading with his face, his movements putting to mind a serpent with legs. My first instinct was to take a step back. Darius was indeed a frightening sight to behold. His flesh looked half dead, his eyes twin black pits.


  And his voice did indeed sound like a shadow attempting to speak. “You have more iron in your nerves than one would expect, from such a…paltry specimen.”


  “You are one to speak. I can only assume they don’t have mirrors in Lyonese or measuring sticks, because you are the first person in a long time that has made me feel tall,” I said. I hadn’t thought it possible, but Darius’ eyes got darker. “And was I supposed to be frightened? I apologize. I did not mean to ruin your show. Allow me to make up for it.” I let out a high pitched feminine scream, flailed my arms and tumbled over onto my back in mock terror. I stood to the laughter of the court and bowed. Was that better? Consider it a professional courtesy.”


  “That is right. You are not a true knight, only a jester with delusions of grandeur,” said the jester of Lyonese. “My liege, Arthur insults you by only sending a pretender knight.”


  “I am a full Knight of the Round Table. Of course, you probably have not been knighted, have you? A pity. I could put in a good word for you with your king, if you like.” I said.


  “I have no need of anything you can offer me,” said Darius.


  “Come now, we both know that is not true. I was going to offer you lessons in being a jester,” I said.


  “I beg your pardon?” he said.


  “You don’t have to beg, but I can see why you’d want to. You just aren’t funny. I don’t know if I can help, but as a Knight of the Round Table I am sworn to help the less fortunate and you certainly qualify,” I said.


  “I am not going to stand for this disrespect,” growled Darius. The sound made chills gallop up and down my spine, but it was hardly enough to make me stop.


  “I understand,” I said and turned toward the throne. “Tristan, would you be so kind as to bring this man a chair so he may sit.”


  I had won the court. Even Meliodas was laughing. I had, however, made an enemy of the jester.


  Even so, Darius and I had at least one thing in common. We could both cover our emotions with a smile. In his case, it was fury being hidden. He leaned in toward me and inhaled sharply. “You have the smell of destiny on you.’ Darius made the same motions toward Gani. “As do you.” The jester’s tone was a whisper only the two of us could hear. “It would be a shame if something were to stop you from fulfilling them.”


  Darius reached out to touch Gani’s white hair. The mage stopped his hand’s advance with a look. “Touch me, even brush up against me, and you will lose the arm, foul thing.”


  Darius’ eyes got wide and his smile grew larger. “I can only image the skills of the Merlin if his lesser sibling is this daring.”


  “Pray you never have to find out,” she replied.


  Darius looked her up and down with the intensity look of a starving man eyeing a shepherd’s pie. “Yum.” He turned back to me and whispered, “I can’t allow your insults to go unanswered.” He turned to his king and raised his voice. “There is an easy way to determine if Arthur meant insult. The Knights of the Round Table are supposed to be the finest in all the world, which means that even the least of them should be able to best our finest knight.” He turned to me. “I assume you would be the least.”


  “You’ve already shown you’re not very perceptive, so I guess I can’t expect much more from you at this point, can I? I said.


  The dark jester ignored me. I propose a contest.


  Meliodas had a huge grin and stroked his beard. “Interesting. What kind, Darius?”


  The jester ran to the throne. “The most basic and elemental of the knightly arts. A joust between the pretender knight and our finest jouster, Grimel.”


  Gani chuckled. “Isn’t that your good friend that we met on our way in?”


  I groaned, but that he was a good jouster made sense. Despite popular opinion, skill plays only a part in jousting. Sheer size and girth helped tremendously, as it took a far stronger blow to unseat a larger man.


  “This is a bad idea,” I whispered. I was hardly a good jouster. My size put me at a large disadvantage.


  “What choice do you have?” asked Gani.


  Meliodas looked at me. “What say you, Dagonet? Do you accept our challenge?”


  I stepped forward and bowed. “Of course.” What choice indeed? Darius mocked me with his eyes. Amateur. I would have used more parts, and my voice.


  Darius turned to me. “Of course, thanks to King Meliodas’ taming of the byakhee, we run our jousting a little differently in Lyonese. And much higher off the ground.”


  # # # # #


  Overjoyed I was not. Gani offered to help me win magically, which I declined. It would be too much like cheating, although she would make sure the other side wasn’t mystically enhancing Grimel. Since it was a flying joust, she offered me the use of her flying rug. I was proficient in its use, but also declined. The point was to beat them at their own game or go down trying. It was the going down part that worried me. Each knight was tethered to his mount by a length of leather, but it wouldn’t do any good if the byakhee wasn’t high enough.


  Of course never having ridden a byakhee except as a passenger wasn’t a factor in my favor either. I had until the next day to fix that, so I went to the stable, although they referred to it as a roost. Each byakhee had a stall and there were young boys running around with shovels to clean up after them, so as far as I was concerned it was a stable. Watching the stable hands shoveling brought back memories, not all of them bad. When my parents abandoned me a tavern owner took me in. I worked his stables and in return got food in my belly and a roof over my head. Of course, it was the stable roof, but it was dry. It’s also where I first met Arthur, at a time where suggesting he would one day be king would have been met with much laughter.


  Tristan was going to train me in riding and flying a byakhee, although how good I’d get in the better part of a day, night and morning was questionable. Still. I had to try.


  The prince hadn’t arrived, so I was waiting outside the roost when I heard horrible shrieking. Unsure if this was how the beasts communicated I did nothing until I heard it again. And again. I went inside and was horrified by what greeted me.


  Grimel had dragged a small byakhee out of its stall and was beating if with a horse whip.


  “Damn useless creature. You will obey me!” Grimel screamed as he waved the sky-rider amulet in front of him. The byakhee didn’t seem impressed, choosing instead to try to defend herself—the others were obviously male, this one not so much. Her attacks were deflected by the amulet.


  I hated cruelty to animals. Hunting something for food or killing what hurt people or is one thing, but just to cause another creature pain without purpose is wrong. I guess I’ve been on the receiving end of too many blows to walk away from another living thing having the fight beat out of them. Antagonizing the knight didn’t seem the most effective tactic as he was a foot taller and almost three times my weight and all the troops in the area would move to back him if things escalated. Back when I was just a jester, many of the knights and Arthur himself started my martial training. I’m an above-average fighter, but my size does limit my effectiveness. My sword has some magical qualities that give me an edge, but using an invisible, extending weapon to deal with a lout would ruin any hope of a successful mission.


  “Having a bit of trouble, Sir Grimel?” I figured there was very little chance of this going well, but using his formal title wouldn’t hurt.


  The overweight knight’s head shot up, but when he saw it was me the startled expression became a scowl. Nothing I can’t handle, jester.” He said the last word as if it was an insult. I get that a lot. I ignored it.


  “I’m certain of that. The king said you were his finest jouster.” The man ate up the flattery, although with his girth that should hardly have been surprising.


  “That was kind of him,” conceded Grimel, trying to be modest. The female byakhee was slowly backing away, trying hard not to draw the knight’s attention.


  “So did Darius,” I said.


  Grimel’s eyebrows shot up. “Did he now?” Oddly, he seemed more impressed by the jester’s opinion than his king’s.


  “My fellow jester most certainly did. They seem to be of the opinion that I have little chance against a knight of your skill.”


  Grimel chuckled. “I must admit I don’t disagree with them, little man. Is that why you’ve come? To beg out of the competition?”


  My turn to laugh. I hope it didn’t come out as forced as it felt. “Hardly. I’ve come to choose my mount for the joust.”


  The tiny byakhee was far enough away and pulled hard at its tether, managing to get free, which infuriated Grimel. “Foul beast, you will stay and accept your punishment!” he bellowed. The byakhee moved to a corner, its neck chain attached to a loop on the floor that prevented it from getting airborne.


  I stepped between him and the poor creature. It was time to change tactics, get his anger focused somewhere else, on someone who could defend himself, namely me. “What did she do? Steal your midday meal?”


  I was joking, but Grimel’s jaw dropped. “A beast does not steal food out of the mouth of a knight.”


  “Because you are obviously so very close to wasting away that even now you must feel faint from hunger,” I said.


  “You are in my way little man. Move,” ordered Grimel, with the tone of one who is not used to having his dictates questioned.


  “No,” I responded, letting my arms fall by my side. Grimel was already leaning in like he was planning to grab my tunic.


  “There is nothing you can do to stop me,” said the knight, actually believing it.


  I yawned. “If you want me to defeat you here and in the arena, that’s fine with me. I just hope you are in good enough shape to compete.”


  “You’re joking,” said Grimel.


  “I’m very good at joking, but I’m not doing it now. Don’t let my size fool you. In fact, let it impress you.” Grimel got the same look a dog gets when it hears something it doesn’t understand. “Imagine how good I must be to become a Knight of the Round Table, being this small. I had to be better than a normal sized knight.” Not exactly true. I made the mistake of challenging a bullying knight and the only way by law I could defend myself was for Arthur to knight me. He’s said privately and publicly that it was one of the best decisions he ever made.


  As a knight of Lyonese I have the right to punish that beast,” said Grimel. However he actually believed my bluff enough to take a step back.


  “I wouldn’t expect a knight of Lyonese to resort to cheating to win. A shame really that I’ll have to tell the king,” I said.


  “Cheat? Why would I need to cheat?”


  I shrugged. “I’m not sure, but what other reason would you have for hurting my mount?”


  “Your mount?” said Grimel, his brows creasing as if he needed to repeat the words in order to fully understand them.


  “Were my words unclear?” I asked.


  “You want to ride this beast against me tomorrow?”


  “Yes, I do,” I said. “And I expect that you will not lay a hand on her.”


  Grimel laughed at a joke I didn’t get. “Very well jester. You’re welcome to it.”


  The obese knight turned and walked away. I saw an apple on the ground and picked it up. “Grimel, is this part of your lunch?”


  He turned and put his hand up for me to throw it to him. “Yes, it is.”


  “Might as well put it with the rest of it,” I said and tossed it to the byakhee who opened her maw and swallowed it in a single bite.


  Grimel glared at me, then looked over my shoulder and exited quickly. I turned to see the prince, who began clapping for me.


  “Nicely handled, Sir Dagonet. although I wish you had consulted me before choosing a byakhee to ride,” said Tristan.


  I moved toward the byakhee mare and held my hand out. She sniffed at it and lowered her head. I scratched her behind her large pointed ears, something she seemed to enjoy. “It’s okay, I’ve always been rather partial to the runt of the litter.”


  “She is the smallest, and probably the fastest, maybe even the smartest, but not a single sky-rider has been able to ride her. Your contest may be over before it begins,” said Tristan, his tone twinged with sadness. “I was so looking forward to seeing Grimel get trounced.” He watched with interest as I petted the byakhee. “Although you’re the first person I’ve ever seen a byakhee allow touch them without an amulet of the elder sign.”


  I felt it best not to mention the one Gani whipped up for me. Instead I unhooked her chain from the floor. “Animals and children like me.


  “Be that as it may, we best begin so she can start throwing you down,” said Tristan.


  “You wouldn’t do that, would you girl?” I was scratching her under her neck and she moaned her version of a purr. I turned to Tristan. “What’s her name?”


  “She doesn’t have one. Sky-rider tradition dictates the first one to ride a byakhee is given the honor to name it.”


  “I guess I’d better start thinking of names,” I said.


  Tristan smiled. “I like your confidence. Do you need assistance getting her outside?”


  The byakhee at this point was on her back, insisting I rub her tummy. “I think I’ll be okay.”


  Tristan left and Gani stepped out from behind some bales of barley, dressed in an outfit as white as her hair, without a single speck of dirt. A shameless display of magic. “Very impressive, Dagonet.”


  “You’re the one who whipped up the amulet,” I said.


  Gani smiled and the sight was so beautiful it almost made me hurt inside. “True, but I came after you when I saw you drop it earlier.”


  I reached inside my sleeve and it was empty. The byakhee stood and licked my face. It had a forked tongue with the rough texture of a cow’s.


  “She seems to like you. Should I be jealous?”


  “I wish you would,” I replied.


  Maybe later. First you have to learn to ride the skies.”


  # # # # #


  Winged Lady didn’t throw me, although I was teased for choosing such a simple name. Still, it fit. Lady’s speed was amazing and we reached heights Gani hadn’t even tried for on her rug. Tristan left after about an hour, commenting that I didn’t seem to need him or the amulet he offered. In fact, Lady growled when it came near her, so I refused it. Gani stayed nearby on her rug until she was confident I wouldn’t be thrown off, accidentally or purposefully. I practiced until well after dark. I tried to take her back to the stables, but Lady literally cried, so we slept atop a nearby hill and began again after first light.


  I flew back to the castle planning to get some breakfast and saw Grimel walking outside, his breakfast in a sack. Lady’s intelligence was amazing and she understood everything I said as I explained my plan.


  We flew low and I jumped off, still tethered to her saddle. I ran as quickly as I could, Lady’s flight pulling me along faster than I ever could manage on my own. I came alongside Grimel and was gone with his food sack before he could react.


  “Many thanks, Sir Grimel, for getting our meal for us,” I said. Grimel gave chase, but I literally ran along a wall and out of his grasp When I reached the top I leapt off and Lady flew beneath me so I landed perfectly on her saddle. King Meliodas and Darius were on a balcony overlooking the courtyard. I leapt off Lady again and ran along the wall above them and tossed the king an apple from Grimel’s sack.


  “Thank you for the opportunity, your majesty,” I shouted. “I can’t believe your sky-knights need amulets for this.” Darius looked even darker than Grimel had as I did the leap trick and landed back on Lady. “Darius, you should try this sometime. It’s something a real jester would love.” I got the distinct impression serious acrobatics were not part of his repertoire. I waved as we soared away.


  # # # # #


  The next time I saw the lot was at the joust. Apparently we were the opening portion of a larger ceremony at a seaside arena. It didn’t appear to be a religious gathering, but several people seemed to be very excited about seeing some priest, Father Dag-something or other.


  Gani sat in a royal box by herself which had been painted with the coat of arms of Camelot. We flew in and I approached the mage, bowing with a flourish. “May I have a token to carry into the competition?”


  “There are plenty of other willing ladies,” teased Gani. A few were in the next box, giggling and trying to get my attention.


  “The romance of a visiting knight is a tempting fantasy,” I said.


  “And you don’t want fantasy?” she said.


  “I’d rather have you.” Gani smiled and handed me a silk handkerchief from her sleeve. That’s not where she usually keeps it. “You were expecting me to ask?”


  “Let’s say it would have gone badly for you had you not.”


  I scanned the stands “Where’s Tristan?”


  “This will be his first time at this type of gathering, some sort of royal assembly. Apparently if you weren’t, jousting we wouldn’t be invited. Tristan’s going to have some sort of initiation ceremony later and won’t come in until then. Now go win for me,” she said.


  I turned and Lady looked at me and then at Gani, as if to ask what was going on. “I’m kind of sweet on her. Dedicating the win is a romantic gesture.”


  She nodded her big head and we moved to the reviewing stand. Grimel and his byakhee were waiting.


  “Grimel, thanks again for breakfast. It was delicious.” The madder he was, the better it would be for me.


  Darius explained the rules. Pretty basic. Fall off and you lose, but if you managed to hold on to either the Byakhee or the saddle and remount, you were still in the game.


  We took up positions in the air at opposite ends of the field and hovered until Meliodas gave the signal and we charged each other. Grimel outweighed me and his mount outweighed Winged Lady, so even with more speed knocking Grimel off wouldn’t be easy.


  I think Grimel was expecting us to try some fancy aerial acrobatics. Instead we flew straight and true until his lance was almost to my shield, then I jumped up, using the weapon and his arm to run along. It was a risky maneuver, but I could run along tree branches better than could a squirrel ever since I was a small child. This was only slightly more difficult.


  I landed in the saddle and Lady pulled our next move. Grimel was not assigned to the sky riders because, although he was their best jouster, the rest of his aerial skills were lacking. He had trouble thinking in more than two directions, but Tristan explained that flight happened in three. Lady looped over and back so we came down slightly in front of our opponent. He wasn’t braced for the attack or the angle and he fell. The leather strap held, but we had won.


  “Good job, Lady,” I said. She let out a shout of victory. There was a short ceremony honoring our win. I hoped Darius would eat his words, but he remained silent.


  I joined Gani. Lady insisted on sitting with us, which displaced some local nobility, but none of them were daring enough to ask the byakhee to move from her perch. We sat through several other ceremonies. I understood each one less than the one before. The masses chanted along in a language I didn’t recognize. I knew it wasn’t English, Gaelic, French, or Latin. Gani didn’t either which eliminated another dozen languages. She was quite concerned because she felt magic gathering slowly, but she couldn’t figure out for what purpose. We both suspected we were about to learn what we were sent to find out.


  King Meliodas stood to lead the chants holding a piece of ancient-looking parchment. The parchment started to glow and Gani stood up, her skin almost as white as her hair. “It’s a summoning!”


  “Of what?” I said.


  “Something ancient. Nothing good,” she replied. Servants had pulled back curtains that could have reached the tallest tower in the castle revealing two stakes out on the rocks. One had a man and the other had a woman tied to them. The waves crashing covered them with salty spray.


  I had spent enough time around Gani and Merlin to pick up a few basics where magic is involved. “Lady and I’ll get their intended sacrifice, you do what you can to stop the ceremony.”


  Lady was airborne before I was all the way in the saddle. She dropped me down at the stakes and I used my normal sword to hack through the ropes holding the people. Guards with pikes were rushing toward us, Grimel and a couple of other sky-knights coming down from above.


  I didn’t know how much Lady could carry. I turned to her. ‘You need to get these people out of here. I’ll stay here and delay them.” The byakhee shook her head and grabbed my arm gently in her jaws trying to pull me away. “Lady, I have to do this. I swore an oath as a Knight of the Round Table to protect the weak and the helpless That oath is more important than my safety, even my life. I need you to get them to safety.” Lady seemed to understand but didn’t want to leave me behind. “Please, if you don’t hurry they’ll be killed.


  She met my eyes and didn’t turn away, then nodded and took off without the sacrificial victims. Lady headed straight into the pike men, scattering them before turning back and grabbing the man in one talon and the woman in the other. She scooped them up without even slowing.


  Grimel turned his mount to follow. I hit him in the head with a rock. “Afraid of me now, fat man? Or just worried I’ll take your lunch to wash down your breakfast?”


  1 had to turn my back on the fat knight to deal with the pike men. My normal sword has a hollow slot for me to insert Hayden so people think the sword they can see is the magic one instead of looking for an invisible blade. I put the blade in and telescoped it in rapid motion to each of the eight pike men. I wounded where I could, but for two I had no other angle except one that killed. Another three might not make it and the remaining three would never walk straight again, but I had taken the pike men out of the fight in mere seconds.


  Grimel held back and let the other pair of sky knights come at me first. I took one through his helmet’s eye-slot and the other through the leather under the space between his helmet and chin. They fell lifeless from their byakhee and hung by their tethers. I sliced them free and they finished their last fall. The rider-less byakhee flew free into the sky.


  I turned in time to see Grimel diving out of the sky, the sun behind him. I couldn’t tell exactly where he was to get a good shot. Before I could figure the best direction to dive out of his way I was scooped up from behind and lifted off the ground, then dropped so I fell. I saw a black blur twist in front and beneath me and suddenly I was back in the saddle.


  When I was able to speak, I said, “Thanks Lady.” She shrieked back her reply and we lined up again with Grimel and his mount, only this time it wasn’t a game. Before we could charge, a blast of light burst upward between us. I looked at the source. Darius now held the parchment in one hand and it was glowing. Unfortunately the other held a knife at Ganieda’s throat. Normally she could change the metal to mist but she was enveloped by the same glow that held the parchment and seemed unable to move.


  “Surrender, pretend knight, or I slash the Lady Ganieda’s throat,” promised the dark jester.


  I believed him. “Lady, take me down.” The byakhee instead fled into the sky. “Lady, stop. I can’t let him kill Gani any more than I could let Grimel hurt you. Please take me down.”


  With what sounded like a scream of pain, she dove. I secreted Hayden away from my other sword. When I dismounted, a pike man took that sword and handed it to the king.


  Meliodas looked it over, examining its heft. I turned to Winged Lady and whispered, “Get out of here. You’re free now. Stay that way.”


  The byakhee looked at me, then to the knights holding the amulets of the elder signs. Her expression could only be described as pained, but she took off into the sky.


  Still airborne, Grimel went to give chase.


  Darius stopped him. “Let the beast go. After this we will be powerful enough to drag her back without leaving Lyonese.”


  “You are playing a dangerous game, attacking envoys of King Arthur, one of whom is the sister of Merlin,” I said.


  Meliodas dismissed my words with a wave. “Bah. After this, the least of us will be mightier than your court wizard.” He was still toying with my blade. “How does this thing work?”


  I lied. “A magic word has to be spoken and I’ll never tell you what it is.”


  Meliodas grinned. “I doubt that. Let’s start by pulling off your fingernails…”


  “Enough!” shouted Darius. At his jester’s words, the king of Lyonese bowed his head and fell silent. “We have no need of toys when real power is in our grasp. We simply substitute new victims for Father Dagon.”


  When Ganieda’s pupils got so wide that her eyes looked black I knew for certain we weren’t talking about a priest Darius waited until I was bound before he took the blade from Gani’s pale throat.


  We were tied to the stakes and left there. The chanting was still in some unknown language, but somehow I know it meant Come Father Dagon. I tried to reach Hayden, but couldn’t.


  Darius still held the parchment. Meliodas stood and shouted, “Bring out my son!”


  Tristan came out to the cheers of the crowd. He smiled and waved, until he saw the two of us.


  “Father, what’s going on? Why are Sir Dagonet and Lady Ganieda tied there?”


  “Today is the day the stars are in alignment and we make the final blood sacrifice to Father Dagon. They freed our intended sacrifices so it is only fitting they take their place.”


  “Father, stop this, I beg of you. It’s wrong,’ pleaded Tristan.


  “Wrong? We are about to come into our power and you would throw it away for a pair of foreigners?” said Meliodas. “I am ashamed of you my son, but I love you nevertheless, so I will let you take your place with the rest of us.


  Tristan turned to the dark jester. “Darius, give me the parchment.”


  The jester giggled a mad laugh.


  “I am your prince and I gave you an order,” said Tristan.


  “If I’m not going to listen to your father, then why should I endure you?” asked Darius.


  “Because I am a knight.” Tristan reached out and grabbed the parchment in an attempt to tear it free, but the jester pulled back. The page tore, leaving the dark jester holding a small corner and the prince the larger piece.


  “You fool! If you don’t give it back, he’ll destroy us all!” screamed Darius.


  I guessed it was too late for that as a gigantic being from the depths of the sea rose from the waves, blotting out the sun.


  Hayden didn’t have to be in my hands for me to control it. I elongated the blade, cutting myself in two places in the process, but I was able to rub the ropes that bound my wrist on the blade until I was free. I ran to Gani’s stake, but a wave knocked me down and carried me away. When I was able to stand, I aimed my blade toward the rocks below and leapt up, using the extending invisible blade to propel me forward and over the waves until I reached Gani. Wasting no time, I cut her free, only to have the two of us knocked over by another wave. Gani would soon drown, unable to move because of the spell. I managed to grab hold of her long white hair and pull her to me beneath the water. I’m sure it hurt, but it was better than a watery grave. Once I had my arm around her waist, I did the same trick with the blade, but it took far longer to break the surface. The water level had risen to flood all the land I could see. The colossus had already walked past us to where the parchment was.


  “Leave, I order you!” said Tristan. The thing called Dagon ignored his command. The prince quickly turned and threw the parchment into a blazer. The fire quickly consumed the paper, breaking at least some of the spell. Gani was able to move. She gasped for air. Unfortunately, her movements combined with the pounding of the waves and it was too much for me to maintain my precarious balance on my blade and we listed over.


  I could hear her mutter the spell to summon her flying rug, but it was still at her room at the castle, too far away to get to us in time.


  “I’m sorry, Gani,” I said.


  She reached behind my head with both her hands. “I’m not.” And Gani kissed me and I forgot about everything else for a moment.


  “I missed that,” I said when we broke apart. We had started to topple toward the churning water when Grimel dove out of the sky, intent on finishing us before the water could.


  I retracted Hayden and shot it out in the opposite direction. I couldn’t stop our fall, but I slowed it and changed its direction and the byakhee missed us. Grimel pulled up for another try when I heard a screech from above. Winged Lady came up from behind the obese knight and yanked him off his mount. Her talons tore at his flesh and dropped him into the water.


  He didn’t come back up. but we were still heading to join him. Swimming with armor is not something I wanted to try. When we were close enough to feel the sea spray, Lady managed to scoop us up.


  I profusely thanked the byakhee and I pulled myself up along the saddle straps until I was sitting. Moments later, Gani’s flying rug arrived and she climbed on it.


  An entire flock of byakhee filled the sky. Some were pulling boats, trying to get people into them. Others were pulling people into the water. The lot were ignoring the nobility that had brought this on Lyonese and helping the common people instead.


  “You freed the rest of them, didn’t you?” I said Her head nodded.


  Gani had flown her rug over toward Darius. The dark jester braced himself for a mystic attack and seemed surprised when Gani’s throwing dagger caught him in the chest. He fell into the murky water, clutching the still glowing corner of the parchment as he sunk below the waves.


  The giant called Dagon reached down and lifted Meliodas up in his fist. The king of Lyonese screamed and pleaded to no avail. It looked as if his skin was turning to scales. As the ocean moved in to claim the island, the ground trembled and began to sink. Lady and I swooped down and scooped up Tristan. He was screaming that he had to go back to save his father. We ignored him. Even Gani wasn’t trying to confront this thing head-on, and she had major magic at her disposal.


  Taking those we could by air and boat, we hightailed it back to Cornwall. Gani managed to contact her brother who met us there. The pair went back. They don’t like to talk about what happened, but when we left parts of the island were still above the water. When Merlin and Gani returned there was no trace of Lyonese above the waves.


  1 recommended Tristan for membership in the Round Table. He made a good knight, although his taste and sense in choosing women to love turned out to be questionable at best. It was a common fault, shared by Arthur, Merlin and even myself.


  All in all, there weren’t many survivors of the sinking of the island of Lyonese, only two hundred and twelve. At least the human ones.
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  Warren Tusk


  [It is the near future, too near, and the stars have long since been right; the Great Old Ones have risen from their torpor, the Outer Gods have parted the metaphysical curtain to reveal themselves, and the blasphemous truths of the universe have been imparted unto the poor denizens of Earth. Humankind is broken, largely destroyed. What remains is mostly a collection of madlings groveling before their terrible new overlords in vain hopes of being granted protection or at least some shred of understanding.]


  [A lone figure, tall and lean and cloaked and hooded, strides across the barren wastes. A cold passing wind blows back his cowl to reveal the face of a warrior born, a man who has known no shortage of tragedy and death in his time. He occasionally looks up to the skies, and mutters to himself in some wretched burbling language not meant for the lips of man. Eventually he spots a squat little shadow on the horizon, and his leathery face breaks into a smile; he breaks into a run, and passes over the rocky terrain with phenomenal speed. Eventually he gets where he’s going, and sits himself down at the edge of a cliff, next to a tiny figure placidly enjoying the view.]


  
    Achilles: Tortoise!


    Tortoise: Ho there, Mr. A, I trust you’ve been well?


    Achilles: I have, although I’ve sorely missed our little chats. Ever since—la! la! I—


    Tortoise: Shame, Achilles! Surely you’re not going to tell me you’ve gone and joined that Aristophanic chorus of god-botherers, with their robes and all their sorcerous hoohah?


    Achilles: Did you say…Aristophanic? Bold, Mr. T. And “sorcerous hoohah”—wow. Just…wow.


    Tortoise: I did say “Aristophanic”. You know, batrachian. Froggy. Because they croak so awfully tonelessly. There’s no boldness in that, just simple observation. I may not be as crabby as the Crab with regards to tunefulness, but even I have standards. And as for the rest, well, I have always been a plainspoken and forthright sort of reptile, and if I see hoohah I have no intention of calling it anything but hoohah.


    Achilles: A word of caution, Mr. T…


    Tortoise: Leastways, not if its perpetrators are so utterly small-minded as today’s cultists. I used to think I’d be happy to talk with anyone about anything, however silly, but these fellows seem to have no curiosity or playfulness at all. As far as I can tell, they’re driven by nothing but arrogance and fear.


    Achilles: Oh, no…Tortoise, would you kindly speak a little more softly? I’m pretty sure that bat-insect-mole creature circling above us reports back to a local gang of cultists, and if they hear you going on like this they’re going to decide I’m a blasphemer also.


    Tortoise: Goodness me, Achilles, I’m sorry! It didn’t occur to me that you’d be so worried about hiding amongst the cultists. They haven’t caused me any trouble thus far, although I admit that I probably have less trouble keeping a low profile. Still, I must say I’m surprised; you were always so much the warrior type. Where’s the dauntless hero of Troy now?


    Achilles: Undaunted I may be, but these guys gibber. And froth. And occasionally open portals to the starry beyond and summon up things with tentacles and teeth. There’s something to be said for common sense.


    Tortoise Eh, fair enough, I suppose. In any event, what have you been doing these days? I mean, besides trying to blend in with the chanting-and-sacrificing mob.


    Achilles I’ve been mostly on the move. Keeping one step ahead of the crazed fanatics and the hungry horrors, hunting down old friends…although I should have known by now that I’d never catch up to you, Mr. T, unless you stopped moving altogether. And you? You haven’t been troubled by any carving-knife-wielding maniacs, or irate phonograph owners, or any sort of primeval turtleivorous god?


    Tortoise: Since the day Cthulhu came out of the sea, nobody’s paid any attention to me whatsoever. Apparently people and cosmic horrors alike are too busy to bother with Tortoises. Not that I’m complaining, you understand. Well, to answer your question, I too have been trying to get in touch with friends from the old days, although I hadn’t met with any success at all until you came running up just now. I gather you have a happier tale to tell?


    Achilles: Not as such, I’m afraid, although I catch tidbits of rumor every now and again. Apparently good Mr. Crab has found a place for himself not too far from here; I was on my way to find him when I ran into you.


    Tortoise: Oh really? Well, I suppose he’s better off than we are, being a Crab and a musician. He can always just dig a hole for himself in the sand and hide away with his flute, and let the rest of this sorry world go hang. I take it that’s what he’s managed to do?


    Achilles: That’s what he’d like, I’m sure, but nothing goes easily these days even for Crabs. Apparently being a large talking crustacean, with all the associated appendages and eyestalks and chitinous plates, is enough to attract a following of crazed worshippers. If what I hear is true, the cultists hound him day and night with their devotions, and he gets no peace at all. I shouldn’t be surprised if he’s already developed some horrible tic.


    Tortoise: At least it’s better than the cults not liking you, I imagine, but…poor fellow. Devotions, you say? Chanting and grovelling and the like?


    Achilles: Sorrier than that, I fear, although also quite a bit more amusing if you’re in the right frame of mind. Apparently they somehow caught wind of his musical nature, probably because he was ass enough to play a concert for them, and now they ceaselessly write short pieces in hopes that he’ll play them and pronounce them worthy. They’re mostly terrible, of course—they’re basically random collections of sounds, the cultists are too crazy to manipulate symbols in any kind of orderly way—but Crab being Crab, he has to try out every single one, because he can’t judge their quality just by looking, and he’s too compulsive to discard a piece that might be a diamond in the rough So he wakes up to find a huge stack of newly composed “music” on his doorstep, and by the time he’s done with it all it’s time for bed. Ah, Crab.


    Tortoise: Crabby though he may be, there’s no doubt that he’s devoted to his art. Perhaps even more devoted than these unfortunate would-be composers are to him. Say, I wonder whether he realizes just how much control he must exert over the music his worshippers write for him each day.


    Achilles: Like I said, they don’t ask him for instructions or anything, they just hand him pieces. He doesn’t really exert any control at a—


    Tortoise: Except that these are crazed cultists. Surely you agree that today’s brand of fanatic sorcerous devotee is utterly devoted to his god, body, mind and soul? These poor devils prostrating themselves before Mr. Crab probably spend all day and night thinking about him?


    Achilles: Very true, at least if they’re anything like all the cultists I’ve seen thus far. Their brains are just crammed full of their favorite cthonic deity. Every soul-twisting manifestation, every half-baked bit of scripture, is contemplated endlessly It colors everything they say and do. It’s really a bit disturbing.


    Tortoise: Exactly. And Mr. Crab undoubtedly has substantially more personal contact with his flock than, say, Tsathoggua does with his. So the music is coming out of the cultists’ minds, and the constitution of the cultists’ minds is determined by the words and actions of Crab. He could undoubtedly make sure they wrote only pieces he liked—that is, if he weren’t totally unable to judge music in its written state, I mean.


    Achilles: Really, Mr. T, even for you that claim’s a bit of a hard shell. Or a hard sell, rather. Even the most passionately pious cultist is still nutty as a jam sandwich, and I very much doubt he’d be able to understand any coherent instructions Mr. Crab chose to give him regarding composition, let alone follow them. Even if old Crab knew what good music sounded like—before he started to play it, that is—he’d never be able to explain it to one of these lunatics. It could never work, says I.


    Tortoise: Alas, any method that high-handed is indeed doomed to failure, as you suggest. I’m not claiming that Crab could just tell his cultists what they should be writing. But since their every thought eventually makes reference to his behavior, I imagine he could behave in such a way that they’d be in the right frame of mind to write good music instead of bad. If you have a cultist putting down notes in some essentially random order—or, rather, in an order determined by the internal workings of his brain without any reference to the principles of tonality—and every decision he makes ultimately makes reference to you, you can manipulate the process until you control every note that goes into the piece. You imagine Mr. Crab saying or doing something that would inspire a cultist to start his piece on a B-flat; the act of writing down the B-flat triggers another specific thought of Mr. Crab, which in turn causes the cultist to write down, say, an A; and so forth until our little gibberling has finished his entire composition.


    Achilles: Suspicious, Mr. T. I shouldn’t think the human brain is that predictable or deterministic—and especially not the brain of a robed yahoo who needs a southerly wind to know a cardboard box from a capybara.


    Tortoise: At any rate, not at Mr. Crab’s level of knowledge.


    Achilles: No kidding. I don’t imagine there’s any “level of knowledge” that would suffice to let you control someone’s thoughts in that kind of detail. People are complicated, with all their cross-referenced layers of consciousness. I suppose brainwashing techniques can work even on humans, if your goals are simple enough—making them think about food, changing their poorly-thought-out political viewpoints, and so on—but you’re talking about manipulating the minutest details of the creative process. I think that even for GOD that kind of infinite subtlety is but a dream.


    Tortoise: Yes, I suppose psychological manipulation is a pretty crude tool for mind-control, and it’s the only one available to poor Mr. Crab. But that doesn’t mean that perfect manipulation of the creative process is beyond the realm of possibility. Yog-Sothoth could do it. In fact, I posit, He does it all the time. At every instant, with every sentient mind.


    Achilles: Theology, Mr T? For someone with your stated views on “sorcerous hoohah”, that’s some pretty pious language.


    Tortoise: Hardly “pious” by today’s standards, I’m glad to say. I have no interest in chanting, and less in throwing myself on the mercy of a creature with too many tentacles and not enough intelligible words in its vocabulary. But whatever harm it may have done, the rising of the Old Ones has taught us something about the fundamental nature of the universe, and there is much to ponder regarding the role of the Outer Gods. I have spent a great deal of time considering the mystery that is Yog-Sothoth, and I have come to the conclusion that understanding Him is the key to unraveling the meaning of human existence—and, of course, the meaning of Tortoise existence as well.


    Achilles: I confess that I’m a bit confused by this line of reasoning. I thought it was well-established that Yog-Sothoth, like the rest of His cosmic brethren, does not even deign to notice such tiny and limited beings as humans and Tortoises? That His unfathomable mind drifts through the farthest reaches of space and time, amidst the dark matter and the burning cores of star plasma?


    Tortoise: Not as such, Mr. A. It’s commonly believed that He is a totally indifferent sort of god, but simple reasoning demonstrates why that cannot possibly be the case.


    Achilles: Go on, then, and explain—I know better than to try and interrupt you when you’ve gotten your hands on some exciting bit of philosophical bric-a-brac.


    Tortoise: Well and truly spoken. To begin with, consider what we knew about the universe before everything changed. On its most fundamental level, it consists of an uncountable horde of particles floating through vacuum space. They interact with each other, every so often having some sort of reaction or collision.


    Achilles: Regular old-school Newtonian physics. Right-o.


    Tortoise: I applaud your enthusiasm, but…not quite. There’s quantum, you see. On a relatively small level the particles appear to interact according to neat little laws, banging into each other with the predictability of billiard balls, but on an even smaller level those billiard-ball particles are made up of tinier particles that do no such thing. They veer about, seemingly at random, governed by no laws we know…and in fact clever Mr. Heisenberg proved that we cant ever know what laws govern them, if indeed there are any, because the mere act of observing them changes their behavior. So as far as we’re concerned, these quantum particles do just as they please, and in fact the only reason physics as we know it seems to work is that the quantum randomness cancels itself out statistically. Strictly speaking, they’re not even particles until we look at them. They’re wavelike entities, clouds of probability wherein the particle might be in this place or that, but in fact isn’t in either until someone goes to observe it, at which point it makes up its mind. The whole arrangement is very much ad hoc.


    Achilles: That’s…profoundly troubling, on some level. I can accept the idea that we don’t understand all the important laws of physics, but I don’t much like the notion that the universe somehow knows when we’re looking and just fudges everything while our backs are turned. And what happens if a bunch of quantum particles decide to move in some highly non-statistical way while they’re busy making up, say, the workings of a car?


    Tortoise: Terminal engine failure, I’d guess. But you don’t have to worry about that; leaving aside the antics of the Hounds of Tindalos, the laws of physics seem to work with perfect consistency at least while we’re looking, and of course if they don’t work while we’re not then we’ll never know. The odd thing is that we don’t—and can’t—know what makes this whole setup tick. Everything in the universe, including the very things we trust most implicitly, rests on the apparently arbitrary movement of pseudo-particles through space, on wave functions that collapse whenever we go to check on them. It’s not pretty, but what can you do?


    Achilles: Erm. This line of thinking doesn’t rather make you want to take the day off?


    Tortoise: Not at all. Actually, now that I’ve thought about it some, I find it rather comforting.


    Achilles: By all means, Mr. T, do go on.


    Tortoise: Yog-Sothoth, as you’ve probably guessed by now, is the missing piece to the puzzle. We now know, of course, that He rules absolutely over objects moving through space; that’s why He is the Key and the Gate. Nothing moves so much as a quark’s breadth but that He has willed it. So ultimately, the quantum mystery isn’t a mystery at all, at least not in that sense. It is His ubiquitous vision that maintains the waveforms in their probabilistic state, His choice that moves the particle left instead of right when it finally decides to move. Quantum particles, like the bigger and more reliable particles formed from them, dance according to the will of Umr at-Tawil. Which means that everything else does as well. The stars in their orbits, after all, are made of those collapsed-wave quantum particles…as are trees, rocks, phonographs, sloths, ant colonies…as are you and I.


    Achilles Do you mean to suggest that this burbling space god is controlling…everything? I see your point—since we re made up of quantum particles controlled by Yog-Sothoth, including the finest details of our brains, every little thing we do and think is ultimately the product of His meddling—but I think it’s a stretch to infer from that that He’s “controlling the creative process, or indeed that He cares about us at all. His interference is all taking place on such a low level…He’s just pushing particles around, and all the ordered complexity of our minds is an epiphenomenon of that brouhahah. Yes, brouhahah.


    Tortoise: Only if you think that the Key and the Gate is as limited in His computational power as Mr. Crab. Our crustacean friend controls his cultists on a micro level—in fact, the influence of his behavior is probably enormous—but he doesn’t have the wherewithal to understand or foretell the macro effects of the things he does. Yog-Sothoth controls the universe on a micro level…and who knows what He’s capable of? What we do know is that His interference has produced a universe where the laws of physics work and consciousness exists. Any human can push around ones and zeroes for any reason he likes, but if every single time a computer can interpret the result, it seems foolish to describe the resulting program as an irrelevant and unwanted hiccup in the universe’s fabric.


    Achilles: Umr at-Tawil the cosmic author, writing out the every action and thought of every sentient being, moment by quantum moment…or, given the analogy thus far, I suppose it would be better to say “cosmic programmer.”


    Tortoise: Granted. It’s a lovely vision, isn’t it, Mr A ?


    Achilles: Lovely? It’s horrible. Free will goes right out the window. If this is an accurate picture of the universe, then everything in my head was put there by the manipulations of some mad space god. I can’t try to outthink my creator, because he is the thing that’s doing the thinking. It’s ineffable.


    Tortoise: Ah, free will…that occurred to me too, but the more I thought about it the less it bothered me. Everything you are, in any way you can ever perceive, still has free will. You could say that your will is being controlled by Yog-Sothoth, but it would be more accurate to say that your will is Yog-Sothoth, because the existence of an Achilles’-brain-shaped conglomeration of particles at any given moment is due solely to Him. You might as well rail against your brain for defining who you are, or say that Tom Sawyer didn’t have free will because he was being controlled by Mark Twain. Something has to be you—even if the soul theory is correct, even if there’s a ghost in the machine, something has to be that ghost. It might as well be Yog-Sothoth. At least that way there’s some method behind all the madness.


    Achilles: Somehow you take comfort in this?


    Tortoise: How not? It means that there’s a plan, that there’s meaning to the fall of every sparrow. Every single thing that happens, on the macro level of organisms and planets, is the result of uncountable conscious decisions by a single dedicated author. Your life has a purpose; even your tragedies are deliberately crafted for some worthwhile effect It’s the opposite of “indifferent”. You could say that it is the best of all possible worlds.


    Achilles: Of course, Yog-Sothoth’s idea of an appropriate higher purpose may not match up with ours. I suppose every author needs all kind of characters—but I wouldn’t want to be the lout who makes the hero look good by comparison, or the oaf who’s the butt of every jape.


    Tortoise: Funny you should mention that. I was actually giving quite a bit of thought recently to that very question: how can we understand Yog-Sothoth’s purpose in creating the universe as he has? Can we catch a glimpse of our own destinies, our own broader purpose? Is there any way for us to peek outside the pages, as it were, and see the reasoning behind it all?


    Achilles: Sometimes great minds do think alike, I suppose. At least if their author intends for them to do so. In any event, what did you conclude?


    Tortoise: That it’s a hopeless task for any Tortoise—or human—acting unaided, whatever he might wish.


    Achilles: Ah, Tortoise, this defeatism does not become you. There’s never been a philosophical problem that’s had you licked before! Whatever plans Yog-Sothoth might have for you, He surely intends for you to come out of them seeing exactly what all the possibilities are—in that I trust.


    Tortoise: Dear Achilles, you’ve framed the problem rather admirably. I have seen what all the possibilities are, and know exactly how little I’m capable of knowing in the end. When I first started down this path, I held out hope that I could look closely at the world and figure out what its clever creator must intend it all to mean. After all, you can learn much about an author by reading his books, and I hoped that with a good enough understanding of history and science I could know as much about our universe’s “plot” and “characters” as somebody looking at it from the outside. But then it struck me—there are so many ways of encoding information into our lives, perhaps critical information, which I can never access! I will never watch the quantum wave-particles in their subatomic dance, and it is those beings that form the grammar of this great text. Perhaps Yog-Sothoth has hidden the meaning of our lives there where we cannot see, the way an author might hide a secret message in the first letters of lines of dialogue.


    Achilles: True enough. Even mortal writers can be quite dastardly in hiding their secrets—writing acrostics backwards with the last letters of the line, making jokes in the narration where the characters will never know, and so forth—and I have no doubt that the Key and the Gate is more dastardly than any mortal writer ever born. Perhaps our entire existence is a joke whose punchline is invisible to us: a reference to an obscure text, some other universe we cannot ever know. I suppose there’s really no hope, when the purpose of our existence might come down to the facilitation of a cheap pun.


    Tortoise: Enough hope, I think, to get us through the day. We will never know the answer on our own, but we have been given the knowledge of our own situation, and for that as much as anything there must be a reason. Perhaps when we have contemplated enough, our cosmic Author will write himself into the text and explain everything; stranger things have happened. Or perhaps, as you say, our befuddlement exists only to amuse some unseen audience—I can imagine worse things. In any event, while we will never have complete knowledge of our purpose without stepping outside the universe that circumscribes us, we have the wherewithal to learn something and the knowledge that there is something to learn, and for me that is enough for the nonce. And now the sun has set, and we should go.


    Achilles Right-o, Mr. T Let’s move on.

  


  [Achilles draws himself up to his full warrior’s height and wraps his cloak about him; the Tortoise ponderously picks itself up into a walking position; and the two of them walk away from the cliff, into the barren lands.]


  


  New Fish


  A. Kiwi Courters


  f youda asked me if it coulda got any more cold, wet and miserable on the dock that day, I’da said no, and it would’ve been another wrong on my part, one of a long string. I heard the roar of the paddy wagon as it drove down the zig-zaggy road from the cell house and nudged Blackie. His eyes strayed across the water, scanning the span of shark-infested sea what separated the most awful place in the world from the most beautiful. Halfway between ‘em, the prison barge chugged toward the dock. The stevedores, civilian guys, quit working and gazed out at the approaching vessel.


  Blackie and me, we kept loading the truck, getting no help. Risking it, Blackie says to one of the guys, “What’s the hubbub?”


  Now, the stevedores, they know we ain’t supposed to be talking to ‘em, but this guy, Donald, he gives us this look, like we’re morons or something. In the past, a look like that woulda ended up with a sock in the beezer, at the very least, but as a reforming man and model prisoner, I just waited.


  “That’s Reggie Wainwright coming on the boat.”


  I noticed that Blackie didn’t like the look he was getting either, and he wasn’t nearly as civilized as me, so I jump in. “Name supposed to mean something?”


  “He was a merchant marine, killed the whole crew on his ship, then sailed it to Seattle and rammed the docks. Man’s a maniac. You ain’t heard of him?”


  Blackie took a step toward Donald. “You see any newspapers around here?”


  “Ah, hey, don’t get sore. I forget you guys are locked up sometimes, y’know? And you two are the last two guys I’d ever tangle with.”


  Blackie once beat a man to death on a beach by putting his big mitts on the mug’s head and busting his head into the sand until the skull split. When the cops caught him, all he says was, “Gee, I didn’t think I had it in me.” And me, well, I’m a reformed man now, so all that’s inna past.


  The guard we called Moose started givin’ us the eye, and we got back to work. By ourselves.


  As the boat pulled alongside the sally port we noticed the guards getting hinky, even the guys stuck up in the dock tower. Up above, I could see the guards’ kids on the roof of the apartments. It being so cold, it musta been someone interesting landing on the Rock. Seeing the guards fondling their weapons, the stevedores took a few respectful steps back.


  Only one prisoner stepped from the boat, one prisoner and six armed guards. He was a gray little man, bowlegged with a potbelly, no hair, a pinhead like you’d see in a freak show, tiny little ears, fat lips, and round bug-eyes that didn’t seem to blink. Chains between his foot manacles jingled as the guards urged him toward the paddy wagon. He took a look around the American Devil’s Island for just a second. Then he flashed a flabby smile with about a million teeth. And at that moment, in early February, in the middle of San Francisco Bay, in wind-blown drizzle that cut the skin, the temperature dropped about ten degrees. The dock stayed quiet, except for the lap of the waves, until they put Reggie Wainwright in the wagon and drove him away.


  ’Damn, Skinner,” Blackie whispered. “He looked like he was fixing to buy the place.”


  I nodded “He better wise up fast.”


  “All right, you lazy cons, back at it.” Moose fingered the strap of his rifle.


  “Sure thing, boss, but could you get the rest of these stiffs to pitch in?”


  Blackie, at six-five and three hundred pounds, was about the only one I knew in stir to talk like that to a guard.


  “Everybody, show’s over, get this stuff loaded.” Moose returned to his post out of the rain and the stevedores got back to it. But all of ‘em kept looking over their shoulders up to the cell house. Half an hour later, the count whistle blew, and we got in line to be marched in to dinner.


  Inside the Gas Chamber, I set my tray down next to Blackie’s. Fathead Billings sat across from us, fingers nervously tapping his silverware. That meant he had an interesting story he was dying to tell someone. Fathead always seemed to be pushing broom around the most interesting events.


  “What’s the word, Fathead?’ Blackie whispered, like we all did. Why they call the cafeteria the Gas Chamber. That, and the tear gas hid up in the ceiling.


  Fathead was practically jumping up and down, like a kid who’s gotta pee. “I saw the new fish down to the dungeon.”


  “Yeah?”


  Fathead looked both ways, like someone might be listening in. “He’s got tattoos all over.”


  “No shit, he’s a sailor,” I says.


  He shook his fat head. “These ain’t sailor ink, Skinner, ain’t prison ink, either.”


  Big Nick sat down next to Fathead. “Tatts of what? Naked dames? I’d like to get a load of that.


  “That’s the craziest part—it’s like a stuff from a fish tank in one of them fancy pet stores. Bright rocks, wavy plants and seaweed, squids, octopusses.”


  Blackie bit into a shingle. “Sounds like a fairy.”


  “Oh, you think so? Listen to this.” Fathead spread chipped beef over his toast. “Guy walks out of the clothing room in his stripes to meet the warden. New fish holds his hand out, like they’re gonna shake! And he’s got the cuffs on, and he’s waddling up to Johnston—”


  Fathead began to break himself up, but a guard standing nearby cleared his throat. We all huddled closer together.


  “So Warden Johnston, he hands the fish his number. Says, ‘You’ve earned your way to Alcatraz, Reginald Wainwright, through behavior inconsistent with the rules of McNeil Island. Well here, only your basic needs are met. Privileges must be earned: a job, reading material, even visits to the recreation yard are privileges.”


  I was impressed by Fathead’s impersonation of the warden. I’d heard Johnston’s speeches enough times to recognize the sound.


  “But the new fish, he says, ‘I’ll play ball with you, if you play ball with me’.” Here, Fathead’s voice got high and reedy, and I imagined the new guy sounded just like that. “‘My property from McNeil is to be in my cell by this evening. For your own sake’.”


  Big Nick smiled. “What did old Jim say about that?”


  “Didn’t say nothing. Just looked at Weasel-face and Max Schmeling, and they put the hurt on. Dropped the little guy. Warden says, ‘You don’t make demands here.’ And Reggie got up, kinda slow, and he smiled. Then, Weasel practically busted his club on the guy. He didn’t get back up. But when they carried him to the hospital, the fish started laughing.”


  I looked at Blackie, who looked at Nick, and we all looked at Fathead. We knew he wasn’t lying. But before we could discuss that particular brand of madness, Moose called out, “Chow’s over. Trays to the front.”


  It took longer to count silverware and get us out of the Gas Chamber than it did for us to eat. Big Nick, Blackie, Fathead and me got into the line for the first tier, B Block, got counted and marched back to our cells along Broadway. Once we were racked in and the screw walked off, we started in on the new fish.


  “Who the hell does he think he is?” Blackie asked.


  “Sounds like he likes getting busted up,” Nick said. “If he likes it rough, and has all those pretty tattoos, a guy like that’ll make a lot of friends in here.”


  But I didn’t think so. “You saw the guy, Nick. Something scary about him. Like he’s thinking of taking over.”


  “Well, shit, Skinner, don’t we all come in lookin’ like that?”


  Maybe Big Nick come in lookin’ like that, at his size, but something told me he didn’t. The Rock was the hardest time you could do, and I gotta admit that even yours truly was intimidated on my first day.


  Nobody had any other ideas about the new fish, and after final count, we were all pretty quiet until lights out. Nighttime in prison usually ain’t so quiet. You hear new fish crying, fat slobs snoring, the pace of the screws (who don’t care if you’re sleeping or not).


  Wind changed direction, shooting through the Golden Gate. Chinks in the walls whistled with the blow, a haunting, singsong sound that started at the outside wall of D Block and echoed through the cell house. But this night, the whistling nightwinds sounded almost harmonious, a lullaby for killers and racketeers, softly putting us to sleep. You could almost hear words in the rhythmic wind. And damn if there wasn’t somebody whistling along, as if they knew what noise the wind would make before it even blew. Chill from the Bay ripped through the place, making me wish for a heavier blanket. Gooseflesh crept up my arms, shivers up my back. But I’d slept for years inside the cellblock. It was just another night So I nodded off.


  Then I found myself gripping the tool-proof bars, staring out into the blackness of the cell house, not knowing how I got there. Voices rose around me, the panicked sound of guys in stir. If something went down, and you was locked up, there wasn’t any way to defend yourself, nowhere to take cover. Everyone in stir knows it, and it’s the one thing a con fears more than anything. There it was again, a gunshot, a flash of light up in the east gun gallery.


  “Is it a break-out?” I couldn’t see him, but I knew Blackie was standing next to me. gripping the bars in his own cell. “I can’t see nothing. Why the lights out?”


  Burnt gunpowder hung in the air as voices of the cons become a crashing wave of scared, sleepy, angry noise. Lights finally come on, nails to the eyes. From below, armed guards raced from the control room. Even over the shouting, you could hear their shoes clanging up the spiral steel mesh stairs. When the footsteps stopped, so did the ruckus, like everyone held their breath at the same time, listening.


  “Holy Jesus!” One of the screws got excited about something, and the cell house erupted again. The noise didn’t die down when the guards carried the body toward the stairs. I caught just a glimpse of the screw’s slack, white face, but I knew them weasely features right away. Carrying his partner, face nearly as white, was the guard who looked like Max Schmeling.


  Screws appeared outside the cages, banging with their clubs, threatening the hose until we simmered down. But the whole cell house was abuzz long into the night.


  Nobody was in a good mood when the second bell rang and they lined us up for morning count. It was Saturday; no work detail. As the screws marched us to the Gas Chamber for breakfast, I took a look at the gun gallery. It didn’t get cleaned up so good. Blood showed on the wire mesh and on the gun ports, not much but enough so’s you could tell what it was. Something else was there, too, something that looked like boiled spinach.


  “Shake a leg, you con.” I stopped looking, and got walking. The Gas Chamber was too full of the sound of silverware. Guards looked at us suspicious-like, but all of ‘em was quiet, too, like they thought maybe one of us done whatever was done during the night. Sitting at the table, we talked with our eyes, me, Blackie, Nick and Fathead—save it for the yard. The twenty minutes we got for breakfast seemed to last a long time, but finally, we got lined up again, counted, and led out to the exercise yard.


  A fine, misty rain fell, cold and irritating from a sky the color of metal. Machine Gun and Basil the Owl had second-tier cells on B Block, and we got up close to see what they knew. We waited ‘til a fight broke out on the other side of the yard. It didn’t take but a minute.


  “Didn’t see nothing,” Machine Gun said, like we was morons. “It was dark.”


  Basil gave us his big-eyed look. “I didn’t see nothing, either. But I heard something.”


  Blackie, Big Nick, Fathead and I waited. Machine Gun gave his pal the nod.


  “Right before the guns, there was a weird sound. Kinda like the Heavenly Choir. Then, there was whistling, coming from D Block.”


  “Heavenly Choir?” Blackie screwed up his face.


  I remembered how the wind had changed, sounding like voices a little. “Like the angels singing, yeah, I heard that, too.”


  “And then the whistle, like, harmonizing. It got cold then, like an icebox. Couple minutes later, there was footsteps. It sounded like guys in wet shoes, squishy-like. I could hear ’em go up the steps to the gun gallery—squish, squish, squish.” The Owl lowered his voice to a whisper. “Then the smell. Like a fish market on a hot day—hundred pounds of rot on a bed of ice. Like to made me upchuck.


  “Up above, I could hear Weasel and Schmeling talking, kinda laughing, like maybe they was talking about beating the tar outta that new fish. It got quiet again, like they heard something. Then one of ’em, I think it was Max Schmeling, he’s a Catholic I hear, whispered, ‘Holy fucking mother of Jesus.’ BANG!”


  We all jumped when he yelled it. Machine Gun whacked him in the back of the head. “Just tell what ya heard, Owl.”


  Face red, Basil the Owl went on, but not before giving Machine Gun a wary look. “It sounded like a scuffle, maybe a punch thrown, and a sound like when a guy gets garroted, that urk noise, y’know? Then, the gun went off in the gallery and the screws come running.” The Owl shrugged, his story over.


  “You didn’t see nothing at all?” Blackie asked.


  “I did. Machine Gun, said. “Saw ‘em take the screw outta there.”


  “Oh, yeah? What happened to ‘em?” Blackie asked.


  “Weirdest thing—it looked like Weasel drowned.” Machine Gun cracked a half-smile.


  Big Nick scowled. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  He shrugged, the half-smile still in place. “He was pale, swollen, and dripping wet when he was brought down from the gallery. I seen dead guys pulled outta the drink before, and that’s what that screw looked like.”


  We all just looked at each other.


  “If you think that’s a story, did I ever tell you about the time Jimmy the Q and me took a ride on the Southside of Chi-town?” Machine Gun had about six good stories, and if you knew him, you’d heard ‘em all. We started to beat feet when Moose come up.


  “You two cons are laid in,” he says to Blackie and me. He knew our names as well as we knew he was Morris Mokwaski, but he never used ‘em, and neither did we.


  “Ah, come on, it’s Saturday,” Blackie complained.


  Moose just looked, no change in his expression, and the huge side of beef what was Blackie Wayne hung his head like a six year old. “Yes sir.”


  The bull goose led us back into the building, but though we was supposed to be laid in for work detail, we was actually held in for an interview. Jimmy Johnston himself, Mr. Golden Rule, waited for us just inside the door to the yard. He looked over his specs at us, since he couldn’t look down at us.


  “You men have cells on B Block. I’d like to know what you saw last night.”


  “Nothing. Warden.”


  Blackie echoed me. “It was dark.”


  Johnston was known as a straight shooter. He traded on that rep as much as Machine Gun did his own. But I knew better. Men with that kind of authority, if they wanted something from you bad enough, would justify any means to get it. Whether you were a warden, a bull goose, a straw boss or a capo, it all shook out the same.


  “Fine,” the warden said. “In that case, you’re both on clean up duty. Let’s shake a leg.”


  Moose led us back to the upper level. I took off my hat as we walked across the cell house. No one else was around, just me, Blackie, and the screw.


  “What’s the rumpus?” I risked asking.


  “You know.”


  “I know a guard’s kaput, sure. But it don’t make sense.”


  “No, it sure don’t And don’t try making any.”


  He walked us down Times Square, around D Block where we picked up some cleaning supplies, and up the stairs to the catwalk. As we went, I caught a glimpse of Wainwright in his Sunset Strip cell. He sat on his bunk, a little smile on his face, going through a small pile of belongings. Fish in quarantine wasn’t allowed to have personal belongings. As we passed, Reggie picked up a mouth organ, blowing a quiet, reedy scale. Jimmy Johnston especially despised wind instruments. Blackie saw this, too, raising his eyebrows.


  “I heard the new fish had some words with” I almost said Weaselface “them screws. Maybe he’s got a grudge.”


  Wouldn’t be the first time. But he was locked up. There’s more going on than a fish having it in for a guard.”


  I never once had so much conversation with a screw, so I knew they was all nervous. “If it is a grudge, it’s pretty easy to see who the next man in line would be.”


  He clammed up then, bringing us across the catwalk to the gun gallery that overlooked Broadway. From here I could see into my own cell. No wonder the warden wanted to talk to us.


  “Grab a brush, Skinner, I wanna fade quick.” Blackie began scrubbing. I took a gander around. There was a kind of briny, rotten stuff scattered around. When you touched it, it fell apart, making a worse stink. There was blood, but only on the steel mesh of the business side of the gallery, like it had splashed there. On the concrete wall, a handprint stood out, brownish-green against the gray. For a second, I stared. The print was long, longer than a man’s hand, and with only three fingers. Didn’t look like it had a thumb. I found a brush and dipped it in the bucket.


  Scrubbing at the freaky handprint on the wall, I tried to jaw it all out. “A bull gets croaked in the dark. All what’s left is some smelly goop, a little blood, and a big stink. It don’t add up to a heeled gee in a wooden kimono.”


  Maybe you’re lookin’ at it the wrong way.’ Blackie continued scrubbing. “That new fish, Wainwright. Word is, after he killed a whole ship full of people, screws started dying at McNeil Island. Screws what Wainwright didn’t like.”


  I finally got that damn handprint off the wall. “That don’t much add up. either How’d he do it?”


  “Ya got me.” I turned to look at Blackie. He had a far-away look in his eyes. “But I wouldn’t try figuring it, either. You don’t want Wainwright looking at you too.”


  Blackie held up the index and pinky finger on his right hand, tucking in the thumb. I’d heard Blackie’s superstitions before. He was warding off the evil eye.


  We had the gallery cleaned by the lunch bell, but I wasn’t hungry. When the count was done, I sat in my assigned seat next to Blackie. Fathead scurried over to the table.


  “You shoulda seen that screw,” he said. “Machine Gun was right. All swelled up, pale and mushy, eyes and face all queered up.”


  Blackie gave Fathead a look, and Fathead shut his pie hole.


  “It’s gotta be Wainwright,” I said, forcing down the chow. You had to eat what you took, or the warden’d make you skip a few meals until you were good and hungry.


  “You know it can’t be. He’s on the D Block for thirty days. We saw him there.”


  “You two, shut your yaps.” The screw looked hot under the collar, so Blackie and me clammed.


  The days wore on without any more queer events, and I imagined the world turning somewhere beyond the concrete walls. People going out for dinner, getting laid, working straight jobs, on the take, on the make. It was enough to make a man cry, he thought about it too much. On the Rock, it was always the same, same joes getting counted, eating at the same time every day.


  Blackie and I worked the dock, loading furniture from Model Industries, mats and tires from Industries, unloading oil, gasoline, food, water. The island didn’t have nothing by way of supplies, less you counted the little garden. My eyes always seemed to find the City, a place that seemed real far away, yet close enough to touch. February ran into March without any change in the weather. At night, fog come through the Gate like a living thing, shouldering past the construction of the big bridge, rolling toward the island with frozen hands, squeezing the cons like the clammy mitts of death hisself.


  On what seemed like the nastiest in a string of nasty days, Reggie Wainwright joined the general population with a cell across and two down from mine, first floor, C Block. Moose and Max Schmeling took him down Broadway. Conversation died in each cell as they walked him by. You could see the tats poking out of his sleeves, his collar, bright blues and reds and greens, the shapes so weird, they looked like they was moving. When they reached his new home, Reggie turned to look up at the east gun gallery. He broke into a wide grin. Moose got a dark expression, and shoved Wainwright hard into the cage.


  “I prefer not to be touched, thank you.”


  Reggie was answered by the booming clang of his cell door closing. Then he turned to look across Broadway, taking us all in, one by one. He had no emotion on his puss, unless stupid counts, and his short, flabby body looked boneless. When his eyes met mine, I must admit, I chickened out and looked away.


  Nothing was in Reggie’s eyes—not rage, or slyness, not fear or anger—just nothing, like he had fish-eyes. That’s the kind you gotta look out for. Not guys like Blackie, who had fire in his black eyes. Blackie was dangerous because he was so big and so fulla rage, but you could talk sense to him, appeal to his better nature, stay on his good side. Not so a man like Reggie Wainwright. He didn’t have a good side, a better nature, or sense. Instinct made me drop my eyes, instinct as much as fear. I could pick Wainwright up with one hand, bash his brains out on a cell wall before a guard could even draw his stick. But I recognized Reggie’s look. I seen it in the mirror.


  The new fish fit in as much as any of us did. He stood in count lines, chow lines, work lines, kept his cell tidy, and rarely spoke a word. A model con.


  “What do you make of him?” Blackie asked me one afternoon.


  I knew who he meant. We’d stared at him in the bath line the other day, his body covered from neck to ankles with bright ink, most of it looked like underwater animals, but the biggest tat, in the center of his back, looked like three Zs crossed together through the center at different angles—an evil symbol if I ever saw one. “Wainwright’s marking time.”


  “How you figure? He’s a lifer. Might get transferred, but he’ll never get out.”


  I nodded. I knew that. “Maybe so. But he’s waiting for something.”


  That night at lights out, I saw Max Schmeling walking along Broadway with his nightstick out, dragging it across the bars like a kid with a stick against a picket fence. Reggie sat on his bunk in the dark, watching Max circle like the sharks what swam just off the rocks. The rest of us cons minded our own, making a big deal out of not seeing the screw.


  Schmeling’s new partner was a guard with a big chin and busted up beezer we called Dick Tracy. Dick Tracy was just plain sadistic: liked to see people hurt, liked to hurt people. Some folks just love their work. Judging from the mess his face was, someone hadn’t liked that too much, and let him have it with a lead pipe. Schmeling was pissed off about Weasel-face, and at the same time, he was afraid. Like fire fueled with gas, a frightened rage could get out of control in a hurry.


  The two of them made their rounds, somehow always walking in front of Reggie’s cell when he had dozed off. One of ‘em would be in there with him, a knee in his back, a shirt tangled around his neck, whispering about how often prisoners attempted suicide.


  This trick was used on me in Leavenworth, and long story short, that episode landed me on the Rock. Funny what a lack of sleep can do to you. It can make you vulnerable, or it can make you a crazed lunatic, homicidal. But that was a long time ago. So long ago, my prison number is only double-digits.


  “With those fish eyes,” Blackie said one day in the Gas Chamber, “he might as well be sleeping all the time.”


  “Or awake all the time,” I nodded. “I doubt he can take much more.”


  Next morning, the sky was blue to break your heart, the sun warm enough to feel, the City clear as a bell through air that seemed like it’d been laundered. The stevedores caught some of that spring fever, goldbricking like they just discovered lazy. Cons levered barrels of oil and water down to the dock, heaved and shoved more furniture, tires and laundry onto the barge. None of us minded much. It beat working in the kitchen on a day like that, even if the kitchen staff did get to take two baths a week instead of one.


  Wainwright had the worst detail on the Rock—incinerator. Funny thing was, he asked for the duty. It was bad enough that a con had to spend all day shoveling garbage into a furnace, but in Reggie’s case, what with him being on the point of exhaustion, we seen him on line with his hands covered with blisters and burns. I thought about this as I gazed up at a thin line of smoke rising from the chimney on the other side of the island.


  “He’s gonna set hisself on fire,” Blackie muttered, looking where I looked.


  I agreed. “Probably do it on purpose, just to get the bulls off his back.”


  A screw hurried down from the dock tower. “Line up!”


  With only half the day gone, we were a little put out. Only Big Nick had the stones to ask, “What for?”


  From up above in the guards’ apartments, a tiny voice called out, “Storm’s coming!”


  Our eyes all moved toward the Gate. Out past the construction of the big bridge, a line of black clouds hurried to cover our swell day.


  The stevedores got half a load battened down. “Gonna be a big blow,” Donald held his hat down as the wind picked up. “Didn’t expect it to come up so fast.”


  All the outdoor workers was laid in. On B Block, it was me, Blackie and Big Nick. And, of course, Reggie Wainwright. He shuffled into his cage, sleeves rolled high showing off his bright, disgusting tats. He wore no expression, though the circles beneath his fishy eyes was coal black. The tops of his cheeks and the tip of his nose was permanently pink from the heat of the incinerator.


  It was quiet on the block with only a few cons locked away. Broadway might have been the corridor through a tomb.


  “Looks like Reggie’s finally gonna get some shut-eye,” Blackie said, voice low.


  I took a gander across the hall. To my surprise, the little con was sitting on his bunk, fingering his mouth harp. “Aw, no…” I started to say.


  He blew a few wailing notes, not exactly a melody, each drawn out, echoing through the cellblock. You could hear all the cons stand up and move to the bars. Music was allowed only after final count. On the east end of Broadway, Fathead came, pushing his broom along. At the sound of the strange notes, he looked up, eyes wide, and pushed faster, hurrying to Reggie’s cell.


  “Guards’ll bust you up, playing that harp now,” Fathead said, slowly sweeping past.


  Reggie looked up at Fathead, not lowering the mouth harp. “I gotta answer.”


  Fathead rubbed his mouth in confusion. “They’ll take you to the strip cell.”


  But then we all heard it. No doubt about it. The wind picked up, playing the same, long mournful notes Wainwright had played, like the storm was using the cell house as a big, concrete harmonica. No one even breathed. A long, higher-pitched note blew through the chinks near D Block, then fell to a jarring lower sound.


  Reggie took a lungful, blowing the exact same notes on the mouth organ.


  Three things happened at once: heavy footsteps hurried from the control room; Fathead grabbed up his broom and vamoosed; and a fierce wind shook the Rock, making a sound like an un-tuned guitar chord, loud enough to hurt your ears.


  Moose and a screw we called Sneaky Pete ran down Broadway while someone in the control room threw the switch for Wainwright’s cell. Reggie’s eyes bugged out even more than usual. He wrapped his flappy lips around that instrument, taking another deep breath.


  “Don’t you dare!” Moose challenged. “You know the rules!”


  Reggie blew, and blew hard, making the same jangled chord as the wind. But only for a second. Moose backhanded Reggie, sending the con and the harp in different directions.


  “I gotta answer!” Reggie screamed. “You don’t understand!”


  Sneaky Pete whipped out his club. Moose didn’t bother. He grabbed Wainwright’s left arm and whirled the con around. Holding the wrist high against Reggie’s back, Moose duck-marched the little man out of his cell.


  “I gotta answer!” Wainwright screamed again. Lack of sleep had finally gotten to him His mind was broke.


  We could hear his complaint over and over, getting quieter and farther away as the guards took him to the treatment ward on D Block. And then the wind, again.


  I’d once heard something similar played by the organist down to the Fox Theater. It was a Lon Chaney picture, the one where his face is all burned up and he lived inna cellar. Starting with a low note, the organist held it, then put a higher one on top of it, then another higher note, until the sound wasn’t no music, but an angry warning. That was the sound blowing through every hole, crack and cave in the Rock, building from low to high. It stopped sudden, with the echoing slam of the strip cell door on D block.


  A few minutes later, Moose come running, Sneaky Pete on his heels. They tossed Wainwright’s cell, coming up only with the harmonica, a book, and a few sheets of paper. Moose took the book and the paper, Pete pocketed the mouth organ, and they slammed the door shut. The screws then hurried to the control room. Moose come close enough so’s I could read the title of the book, Ancient Mythologies.


  “I want it quiet in here. One more noise, and I’ll drag you all to the treatment block.” Like an exclamation point, a blast of lightning threw battling shadows from the windows over both Sunrise Alley and Sunset Strip, followed by a bellow of thunder that rattled the Rock.


  Through the day, lighting and thunder never let up. Thunderstorms are rare in this part of the world, and it put some of the cons on edge. Maybe all the cons.


  “Stormy weather’s no time to be locked up,” Blackie said. “It’s a time to be in your own, warm place with a girl and a bottle of hooch.”


  Blackie was an enforcer in a Miami outfit. Lotta thunderstorms down that way.


  I said: “Most cons come from someplace else, where weather like this happens alla time.”


  Blackie picked up his guitar, sitting close to the bars and picking out a negro blues song that seemed to match the storm for its miserable sound. “You re a smart guy, Skinner. How’s he doin’ it?”


  “How’s who doin’ what?”


  Blackie plucked a mournful phrase, returning to the steady, sorrowful strum. “Fish-eyes. How’s he talk to the wind? How’s he call up a storm?”


  I didn’t say anything for a while. Houdini Coy was pushing the library cart up Broadway. “Hey, Houdini, how’s about a book?”


  “You know how to read. Skinner?”


  “You’re a laugh riot, Coy.” Raising my voice, I says, “How’s the escape plan coming?”


  The orderly looked over his shoulder, frowning. “What book you want?”


  “How about mythology, got a book like that?”


  Houdini looked a little confused. “That book’s been sitting in the library since I been in without nobody looking twice. Now, I get two requests in a week. Since when are you interested in mythology?”


  “What would be real interesting is I beat your face in, less you run and fetch that book.” Blackie said.


  All right, all right, don’t get sore. I’ll be right back.”


  When Coy faded, Blackie said: “That the book Fish-eyes was reading?”


  “Yeah. I don’t know if it’ll help figure him out, though.”


  Strumming a few sad chords, Blackie sighed. “If anyone can figure it, you can.”


  While I liked that Blackie had faith in me, I didn’t know if I could figure it. Coy returned with the book, which, unlike most of the prison library books, looked pretty fresh, even though it was real old. I held it up in my lap, letting the pages fall open. A name was underlined, which I couldn’t begin to pronounce. In the margin, someone had written the word NO over and over. Paging back to the beginning of the chapter, I started to read as the storm raged around the Rock. There was pictures, too, some of ‘em like Reggie’s tats. I could barely understand the words, most names were not in English, but the general gist of it was enough to make a man sick.


  Sudden cold, the kind that sinks into your bones like knife blades, brought me around, the book falling off my chest and landing on the floor with a loud bang. I must’ve drifted off. The air felt like jelly, like I had to swim to get up. Shouts and screams echoed distantly, like sounds under water. Real slow, I made it to the bars of the cell. Lights wavered and pulsed on Broadway, dim in the heavy air.


  “In the Model Industries building!” A guard shouted, voice all muted and warbled. Three of the screws ran past, like they was running against a stiff wind. They carried Tommy guns and scared expressions.


  “What’s the rumpus!” I heard Big Nick shout it out, and the guards turned, the barrels of the Thompsons fixing the cons with death stares. Nobody said nothing else. Except, far in the background, voice clear though the air turned funny and slow, Reggie Wainwright called out: “Bring me the mouth harp and I’ll make them go!”


  The bulls lowered their guns a little, looking at each other, a discussion in silent fear. Saying nothing, they turned and headed for the control room.


  What the hell was going on, and what could Reggie do about it with a harmonica? The fat little man’s voice wailed through the cell house, the only other sound the cry of sirens. Gunshots went off, the sound turned to firecrackers with distance. Model Industries was on the far side of the Rock.


  But the shooting went on and on, the cons holding their breaths. If the firefight come to the cell house, we was fish inna barrel. And the shots come closer and closer, like the screws was being forced back, back across the island, back toward us.


  “Jesus, Skinner, if they come in here, we’ll be shot to bits!”


  Blackie realized this at about the same time every other con did. In a few minutes, the place would roar with panic. What if Reggie and his harmonica had something to do with the gunfire? If it did, and it couldn’t be heard over the ruckus in the cell house, would we all be dead in a few minutes? Now, I didn’t get much of what was in the book on the floor. But the pictures in there was like the ones on Reggie’s skin. There was something about monsters what lived beneath the sea. It couldn’t be. But maybe it was. I took a deep breath, and at the top of my lungs, I shouted, “Pipe down!”


  Silence fell, just for a second. The guards began blasting loudly just beyond the control room doors. At the same time, the lonely wail of a blues harp snaked through the corridors, slurry, reedy, slipping from the strip cell. And both stopped a moment later.


  Outside, we heard voices, scared, confused, angry, but no more gun chatter. Inside, footsteps walked the cold halls, we heard that, and tuneless song of Wainwright’s instrument. The three guards walked up Broadway, Reggie in the lead. Each of them had their Tommy guns leveled at Reg, who played like nobody’s business. And from somewhere, the wind of the dead storm answered back, playing that haunted, inhuman tune in concert with the fat con.


  Days passed after that insane night with the whole population in lockdown. The few cons what was taken outside on cleanup duty come back pale and shaking. The warden separated the cleanup crew from the rest of us, putting them in A Block. But word gets around. There was bodies in the yard, lots of ‘em, but none human. Jailhouse telephone called them frog-like, fish-like, with white bellies, damp, rubbery flesh; thumbless, webbed claws; bulging yellow eyes. Words get twisted as they get passed along, but from the screams coming from A Block at night, we began to get the picture that there really was some kinda horror-show going on in the yard.


  In the meantime, all we did was sit. We got marched to meals, to the baths, with the old no talking rules firmly in place. And in between, we sat in our cells, tension building. Taking no chances, the bulls walked the halls with Thompsons or shotguns loaded and ready.


  The only con other than the cleanup crew who moved was Reggie Wainwright. Warden Johnston called him into his office at least once a day. But I got the feeling that sometimes, the meeting was called by Reggie. And old Fish-eyes was the only one who went back to his regular job. For a week, while the whole population sat tight under the scrutiny of automatic guns, Reginald Wainwright began his takeover of Alcatraz Island. The man had chow brought to his cell. The door was left open half the time, and Reggie would go wandering through the prison, blowing his harmonica. It was making the cons hot under the collar to watch him. But we was too afraid of him to say anything.


  Throughout the lockdown, I stayed in my cell, trying to make heads or tails out of the mythology book. But it was way over my head, written by some longhair at Miskatonic University, somewheres back east. I figured out what Reggie was. Somewhere between a man, and the things they was picking up in the yard. The book called them things Deep Ones, and from Wainwright’s look—all fishy and rubbery—I knew he must be related. But the book was too fulla words I didn’t know.


  We didn’t see any more of Max Schmeling and Dick Tracy. Word was they was fitted for pine overcoats, first to fall when the weird monsters washed up on the island. Like maybe, they was the ones the monsters was after. I knew I wasn’t the only one to think of that.


  Moose was looking a little pale these days, with big purple smudges under his bloodshot eyes. I called out to him as he paced by my cell. “I need to go to the infirmary.”


  His eyes were a little wild as he looked at me, like I might jump out and kill him. After a minute, he asked, “What’s the problem?”


  Taking a risk, I pressed up against the bars. “Same as yours.”


  Behind his eyes, a fire rose, sending waves of intense heat at me. For a second, I was pretty sure he was going to gun me down. Muscles under his face bulged, skin going reddish purple.


  “I think I might know a cure,” I said quick.


  Moose called down to the control room, and my door clacked open. “If you’re pulling my chain, Skinner, I swear you’ll never leave the infirmary. You got me?”


  1 slipped the book under my arm, holding it there, trying to look natural Then he marched me down the hall.


  “The dead screws are the ones who messed with Wainwright.” Moose didn’t say anything. I wasn’t sure he was even listening.


  “Money’s on you for being next, Morris. He said he don’t like to be touched.”


  We took the stairs to the sick room, but halfway down, Moose shoved me against the wall. In a fight, I could take Moose easy, even if he was a big man. But he was armed to the teeth, and within shouting distance of about three dozen guys to back him up. “You know something, you spit it out,” he growled.


  The book fell from beneath my arm. Keeping his eyes on me, he crouched and snatched it up. “You got a shiv in here?”


  “Let me tell you what’s going on, and you can decide if I can save your hide, Mokwaski.”


  He gazed at the cover, a picture of cave paintings under the title. Then he looked at me.


  “Wainwright wanted incinerator duty. He wanted it to send sacrifices. Right now. I bet he’s out there tossing nails and buttons and brass tacks into the drink.”


  There was a shift in Moose’s eyes. I had hit on something. Something from out of the book. “What else?”


  “The things what attacked the island last week, well, Wainwright’s in cahoots with ‘em. They live under water in cities, and they been living there for thousands of years. If Reggie gets hurt, they come for him. Like when that weasel-faced bull got croaked, it was after he beat the tar outta Wainwright. Them other two was hound-dogging him. You know it’s true. They had it out for him. And them things, Deep Ones, they’re called. I know it sounds like a load, Moose, but you know I’m not shitting you.”


  He stayed quiet, slapping his palm with the book. For a time, we stood on the landing while Moose thought it over. “They do look like they live in the ocean.” He handed the book back to me. “Why you telling me this? I’m just another bull keeping you in line.”


  “Cause it’s getting dangerous. Lock-down’s making the cons edgy. Guards are all hinky with the crazy shit happening, carrying big guns around. Top’s gonna blow any day now. I don’t wanna die in a cage, Mokwaski. I’m a reformed man. I’m getting out. And nobody deserves to get croaked by Wainwright and his fish buddies.”


  Maybe it was my honesty Or maybe it was because Moose had actually gotten a look at the things from the ocean. Either way, he nodded his big head “So what do we do about it?”


  “If you can get Wainwright’s records, maybe we can figure something.”


  Moose took me to the infirmary, and returned shortly with a thin file. While I read about Reggie, Moose read the mythology book. The chapters what had taken me a week to read through, he finished in about ten minutes.


  “Esoteric Order of Dagon. Human sacrifices to some kind of fish people? May Eve and Halloween.”


  Reginald Wainwright was born on an unnamed island in the South Pacific, somewhere east of Tahiti, what the government called the Marsh Colony. The colony failed, overrun by natives, the surviving colonists lammed it to Massachusetts. The next time Wainwright was ever noticed was when he was arrested in 1928, for indecent behavior, degeneracy, battery on an officer on a deserted stretch of coast near the town of Innsmouth.


  “I remember the story in the papers,” Moose said. “A town near Newburyport was raided by the Army, burnt to the ground. All the residents were taken away, some say to special camps, some say to military prisons Nobody said why.”


  “Wainwright escaped from the Manuxet Military Quarantine Camp, and he wasn’t seen again until he rammed the docks in Seattle a few years ago.”


  Moose shivered “Quarantine camp…”


  “You ever heard of the Marsh Colony?”


  “No.”


  “One thing I can’t figure. The book shows a sign that keeps the Deep Ones away, that one with the three crossed Zs.”


  Moose thumbed the book open, finding the symbol. The three squiggly Zs almost looked like a bunch of snakes tied in the middle. “What about it?”


  “If that’s the one thing that keeps ‘em away, why does Reggie have a big tattoo of it on his back?”


  Moose didn’t say anything else, but he looked even more pale and tired. But I knew we was thinking the same thing.


  In the infirmary, especially when you ain’t sick, days go by slow. Moose stopped in to share information he’d dug up. He learned that the Marsh Colony had been completely destroyed in 1838. That made Reg around a hundred years old. He didn’t learn much more about the Dagon religion, other than it was real ancient and nobody practiced it no more. But he did find that that big symbol on Reggie’s back was as common on churches in the South Pacific as crosses.


  “You just gotta make it so’s I’m alone with Fish-eyes,” I said.


  Moose couldn’t look me in the eye. I know the day.


  Lockdown was lifted before I got out of the infirmary. But things wasn’t the same. No civilians worked the dock, so it was up to my crew to do all the loading and unloading. All the chow was fish, for every meal. And every day, Reggie Wainwright would get a new assistant to help him with the incinerator duty. And every night he come back alone.


  At night, the only sound you heard was that damn mouth organ. No one spoke. Though the strict rule of silence was lifted, we was all too scared to talk. Not even the guards talked to each other. Now they was prisoners, too, them, the warden, all prisoners of Reggie Wainwright. And if you didn’t like it, you could come help him down to the incinerator.


  But it was almost time.


  The day before turned out to be the worst of all. Inna morning, Big Nick got called outta chow line.


  “Hey, fellas, not me, okay?” Big Nick’s face got all red.


  Sneaky Pete grabbed the huge Greek by the arm, pulling him out of the line. Nick yanked free, stepping back until he stood against the wall. “No!”


  “Warden wants to see you.” Pete said.


  “No!” Blackie’s face got redder, and he started to blubber. “No! You’re gonna take me down to the incinerator! Throw me in the water! Ain’t cha? Ain’t cha?”


  Sneaky Pete leveled his tommy gun. More screws was coming up from the control room, down from the gun gallery. Nick saw it was pointless. Hanging his head, he allowed himself to be led away.


  I didn’t take no chow, had no appetite. No one ate much. Blackie looked fit to be tied, his eyes wide, taking in the Gas Chamber. The big man couldn’t sit still. Finally, we got counted, marched to our cells, counted, marched to work. Big Nick’s absence felt like a loose tooth. I was hoping the activity would settle Blackie down.


  It didn’t.


  “I can’t take this no more,” Blackie whispered out on the dock. “I’m gonna go nuts!”


  I grabbed him by the shirt. Maybe I was the only one who would do such a thing to that slab of beef. “You don’t want the guards to pick you out, Blackie. If you’re trouble, you’ll be down to the incinerator. Just hold on one more day, and it’ll be over.”


  Some of the other cons looked over at us.


  “Skinner, why don’t you just do him now? Do him in the chow line. I can’t stand it no more!”


  “We gotta wait ‘til the right time. Tomorrow’s May Eve. Then everything’ll be hunky dory. Trust me, pal.”


  The big lug was close to tears. Hell, I guess we all was. “You gonna kill him. Skinner?”


  “I’m a reformed man. But you gotta trust me. Alla youse,” I said to the cons looking at me. They was scared, to a man they was scared. But they all nodded, saying nothing, and went back to work.


  We kept it simple Moose and me. From the book, we knew that April 30 was a special time for the fish guys. It was May Eve when Wainwright killed his crew and all them dockworkers up north; it was May Eve when he and that whole town back east was arrested. From Moose’s angle, he worked it so’s he had duty on the Hill Tower, the only guard what could see the incinerator And I volunteered to be the May Eve assistant to Reggie down to the incinerator. Or maybe, I volunteered to be a human sacrifice to a bunch of fish guys. It was a simple plan, but I didn’t sleep that night. I listened to Reggie blow his jarring, unmusical notes across Broadway from me I hated Fish-eyes as hard as I could.


  When the second morning bell rang, I was covered in sweat. I didn’t take chow, cause I got the call. They marched us out to work detail, me and Reggie, the guard led us to a flivver beneath the lighthouse. The back of the truck was filled with canvass bags of trash. Because there were only two seats in the Ford, I got to ride with the garbage. The guard drove us to parts of the island I never seen before. We stopped at the Industries building, the Model Industries building, the bachelor’s quarters, the residences, picking up trash at each spot. The day was sunny and cold. Or maybe it was fear that made me cold. It didn’t take long before the guard stopped in front of the incinerator, back behind the powerhouse.


  “Unload it.” Reggie ordered me with a honking, thin voice. I got a good close look at him. His skin was mostly gray, and wet looking. His neck was wattled, the skin scaly there, and pulsing with his every breath.


  His eyes never blinked, the whites yellowed, the colored part light green, staring like a fish’s. On the sides of his sloped head, something had gone wrong with his ears until they were bumps of skin around the openings. I got the feeling I wasn’t looking at a person, but something other than human At that moment, when my guts filled up with ice, I didn’t know if I could go through with it. Something about him was like looking into the eyes of a spider, and I wanted to run.


  Instead, I unloaded the bags from the Ford, placing them near the incinerator opening. Before I’d set the last bag down, the guard put the truck in gear, tires grinding in the gravel as it took off.


  I reached to open the incinerator door.


  “Not yet. Open the bags, and spread out the contents.”


  The bags was filled with all kinda of garbage, from food waste to sawdust. Reggie began to sort through the stuff, hunkered down and scavenging like an animal. He come up with what I thought he would—stripped screws, bent nails, eyelets, mostly metals and glass. He took these to the edge of the island, and tossed them into the water.


  “Don’t you want to know what I’m doing?”


  I already knew. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw the distant shape of Moose on the hill tower. Just the three of us was out there. “Not really.”


  Reg grabbed a busted table leg with screws sticking out of it. “Watch.” He tossed the wood into the drink A few minutes later, a clawed, webbed hand reached out of the chop, pulling the wood beneath the surface.


  “Why do they want the metal?”


  Wainwright turned, fixing me with his unblinking, fishy eyes. “They can’t make it themselves. Water is not conducive to forging Gold, they work.” He pulled the harmonica out of his pocket. It gleamed in the light, and for the first time, I realized that it was made of gold. The shape was like a flounder encrusted with barnacles. Three rows of holes ran along one side, some like a honeycomb, some circular, some almost like written characters. It looked like it might have been alive once, but now was sealed in gleaming foil.


  A few yards from the steep shore, the water began to froth and boil. I held my breath, expecting the horrors to emerge and take me. But Reggie jerked the horrid instrument to his flabby mouth and blew several notes. He didn’t take his eyes from the water until the bubbles and foam stopped.


  “You’re afraid of them,’* I realized.


  He whirled on me. “How dare you? I am their first, their first on land.”


  “From the Marsh Colony.”


  Fish-eyes froze. He didn’t show no emotion on his mug—somehow, I don’t think he could. But he didn’t move a muscle. Even the bulgy flap of skin under his chin stopped moving. A cloud moved over the sun. “How do you know about that?”


  I jumped forward, taking the mouth organ out of his hands. I put it in my pocket “I know lots of stuff.”


  “They’ll take you if I don’t communicate with them.”


  “It ain’t me they want. We both know who they really want.”


  He came at me. I didn’t expect much of a fight, but he was strong. Really strong. His hands were clawed, ripped through my shirt, through my arms. Throwing him off me, I grabbed another section of table leg from the rubbish. When I bashed in his head, it felt like hitting rubber. The blow didn’t hurt him none. He came again. I didn’t want him touching me with his icy hands. Sidestepping, I tripped him. Fish-eyes went down in the trash. Dropping down on him with both knees made him utter a bubbly cry,.


  As I held him, I searched through the trash, coming up with half a license plate. It didn’t have much of an edge, but it would do.


  “The guard will blow your head off,” Reggie whined.


  With the sharp edge of the metal, I cut the shirt off Wainwright’s back, exposing the ugly, hateful tattoo.


  Fish-eyes squirmed, trying to get free. “I can get you anything you want! Booze, women, opium, anything. I can make you king of this island, Mr. Skinner.”


  “Skinner ain’t my name, Fish-eyes.” I pressed the sharp edge against his gray skin. Pinkish blood oozed from the cut. “That’s just what they call me.”


  It had been a long time for me, and it felt pretty good. He didn’t scream none, and once I started, he didn’t even move—not even when I got off him. I tossed the slimy flap of skin into the water. And they came. They all had Reggie’s eyes, yellowish green circles staring forever. They humped and shambled over to Reggie, lifting him with clawed hands. I couldn’t watch no more. I headed back to the cell house.


  Halfway there, I patted my pocket. Reggie’s harmonica was there. It felt like an alien thing, like something that come from way too deep in the ocean. I took it out, gazing at the golden gleam. It had a slippery feel to it, felt almost alive.


  The wind blew across the granite and concrete, surf crashing on the shore, making a song I thought I could almost understand. I thought about throwing the mouth organ into the sea. But something told me that one day, I might want to answer the sea back.


  Tomb On A
Dead Moon


  Tim Curran


  ith the shadows falling over its face, it looked less like a moon and more like a skull. Like something haunted and deathless peering from the grim basket of darkest space. And as the Centurion pulled in closer, that dead moon seemed to be grinning at them, actually grinning, bone-white and morbidly amused.


  But that was all just a trick of the light, Hallas pointed out, created by the ship passing from the dark side to the light side of the moon, combined with those murky clouds blowing through the atmosphere.


  Hallas. He was good at pointing out things like that. Great at reason and cold logic, at sweeping away shadows and creeping bogeys. You could mention how patches of fluctuating radioactive mist looked like wraiths rising from some cosmic tomb or how the wind shrieking through a deserted Martian canyon sounded like lost souls calling your name…but in every case, Hallas had the answer. There was nothing under the bed or in the closet that he could not explain away.


  But this time, he just wasn’t up to it.


  For regardless of what he said and how much sugar he poured on top, that damn moon still looked evil. Brice was thinking it and so was Tamyln. Like maybe that moon was waiting for something. Maybe for them. And maybe it had been for a long time.


  Brice knew he didn’t like it.


  He had no reason not to, but it was there all the same: that almost instinctual sense of apprehension and superstitious fear. The way a house decades empty and tenanted by shadows made you feel. You couldn’t exactly explain why it filled your belly with poison, but it just did.


  A house was just a house and a moon was just a moon.


  You could keep telling yourself that, sure, but something inside you knew better. Like seeing a bloody head in a bucket. It was just a head, sure, but someone or something had cut it off, now hadn’t they? And if this moon was a severed head, then Brice figured he was waiting for it to open its eyes.


  “She’s an ugly old girl,” Tamyln said. “Atmosphere is black…dirty-looking, like the smoke from an old-time foundry stack, I’m thinking.”


  Brice was thinking that, too.


  Those clouds were gathering thick and dusky now, kind of looking like a funeral veil being pulled over a skull’s face. And Brice just couldn’t help the things circling in his head, all those macabre thoughts, but that old lonesome moon just sort of inspired such thinking, now didn’t it?


  “All right,” Hallas finally said, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “Shoot that probe, Tamlyn, let’s see what kind of guts this thing has.


  Tamyln did and they watched the probe penetrate the cloud cover, its beacon blinking red all the way down, sending telemetry back to the ship. Then it just disappeared in that shrouded darkness like a burning cigarette dropped into an abandoned well.


  “What you got?” Hallas said.


  But Tamlyn was just staring at the viewscreen, seeing that moon and letting its image fill him, making him think things, and by the look on his face, they weren’t good things.


  “C’mon, Tamyln,” Hallas snapped. “Get your ass in gear for chrissake. What’re you reading down there?”


  Tamyln sighed and studied his screen. “Atmosphere…hydrogen, helium, carbon dioxide, suspended clouds of sulfuric acid. Okay, getting an impact reading now…yeah, um…same old shit, boss. Chondrite rock…primarily iron-magnesium silicates, trace amounts of titanium and alkali metals. Just your average ball of shit and dust.”


  “But why out here?” Hallas wanted to know.


  And that was a good question, wasn’t it?


  The moon was caught in a hyperbolic orbit on the outer edge of the Alpha Tauri system, which in itself was unusual, for there wasn’t a sizeable planetary body for nearly fifty million kilometers. But there it was, ominous and somehow unsettling, caught in the far-flung pull of Aldebaran, which was nothing but a blazing orange pinhead at that distance. It didn’t make much sense…a moon way out there.


  Unless maybe it wasn’t a moon at all.


  “Let’s just call it a mystery and wormhole our asses out of here,” Brice said. “I don’t want the Gladiator worrying about us or anything.”


  The Gladiator was the Centurions sister ship and still a good three weeks out yet.


  “I’m copying that,” Tamlyn said, stroking his black beard. “I don’t like the look of that thing and I ain’t ashamed to admit it.”


  “Oh, for the love of Christ,” Hallas said. “What’s with you two? Your brains didn’t thaw out yet from the hibernators? You’re acting like a couple of kids in a cemetery on a dare.”


  “Feeling that way, too, boss,” Tamlyn admitted. “Because if I’ve ever seen a cemetery, it’s that goddamned moon.”


  Hallas wasn’t liking it much, the way they were acting.


  But Brice didn’t blame Tamlyn and he sure as hell did not blame himself. There was something spooky about that moon and he could feel it right up his spine whether Hallas liked it or not. Maybe they’d just been out too long—five years, for the love of the Saints—and maybe they were getting spooked by deep space. It happened sometimes and who had a better right than them? Hell, nobody had ever been out this far in the Hyades star cluster, some 65 light years from earth. Aldebaran (Alpha Tauri) formed the celestial eye of the Taurus the Bull constellation as seen from Earth. But you didn’t want to be thinking about that, how Aldebaran looked from good old earth, and especially when you were on the Centurion and wouldn’t see that warm, blue planet for something like seventeen months at max hyperspace.


  “Maybe…maybe we should wait for the Gladiator, boss,” Tamyln said. “Just a thought.”


  Hallas glared at him. “Are you out of your mind? Why should we share it with them? Boys, there’s a pot of gold down there and I know it. Finders keepers, eh?”


  “I’m with Tamlyn, sir,” Brice said. “I don’t like this at all.”


  “Well, tough shit. I’m in charge and we’re going down there…got it?”


  They both knew there was no point in arguing.


  “Glad you see it my way, Hallas finally said. “All right, Brice. Find us a place to set this crate down. Time to go calling, way I see it. Oh, you girls want to bring your trick-or-treat bags along, it’s okay with me. We find any ghosts, I’ll scream right along with you…”


  # # # # #


  It wasn’t much better on the surface.


  Brice was still feeling it…like something leggy and hairy was climbing up his spine or unfurling its legs in his belly. Even in his e-suit, which was warm and self-contained, he was shivering. Didn’t even have enough spit to wet his lips.


  “Not picking up any spooks out there,” Tamlyn said. “At least, not yet.”


  No, not yet.


  Brice had seen some pretty forbidding worlds in his time, but this place had them beat. It was blasted and gouged, a twisted landscape of impact craters and jagged crevices, brooding slab-like headlands of black basaltic crystal and high razor-toothed mountains that looked sharp enough to slit open the sky. All that blown by pockets of poisonous mist gray as cigar ash.


  And dark…Jesus, just dark and brooding and forbidding. The sort of dark that made you tense with every step like you were waiting for something to jump out at you or take hold of you with cold, dead fingers.


  Goddamn place was creeping Brice out and he hoped it was just in his head, but he wasn’t so sure about that Wasn’t so sure about anything. Because there was something almost disturbing about that pile of rock and he couldn’t get past it. He hadn’t liked the moon from above and he sure as hell didn’t like it from the ground either. The atmosphere was somehow loathsome, somehow invasive…it seemed to crawl right inside you and curl up in your belly in a black, seething mass. And there was something frightening about that.


  ”1 was in a place like this before,” Tamyln said over the helmet-to-helmet intercom in his typical monotone. “Sure, I remember it well.”


  “Where?” Brice asked him.


  Tamlyn didn’t say anything for a moment. He just stood there, his helmet lights washing his face down with a dull illumination. “Back home when I was a kid, the Dry Valley colony on Rigel 4 Sure enough.


  There was this hollow about two klicks from town, full of these old ruins…some city of stone that nobody even knew who built. Towers and arches, things like pyramids. Place was ten million years old, they said. People said it was haunted by something. We used to go down there as kids, see if we could scare the shit out of each other…and you know what? We always did. This place reminds me of those ruins. Gets under your skin, you know? Like you’re being watched.”


  Brice didn’t say anything to that.


  What could he say? He wasn’t sure if it was a feeling of being watched, exactly. But it was something like that. A sense that this place or something that inhabited it was acutely aware of their presence and had been since the moment they dropped into orbit. Brice didn’t know what that was or where it was hiding, but he could feel it…in the rocks, in the mist, in the shadows that slithered around them. Oh yes, it was there, all right, waking up like a hungry cat after a long nap and he had to wonder when it would show its teeth. Maybe it was death itself. Because with all those towers and weird pilings of stone around them like tombstones and monuments, it felt very much like death, or maybe something even beyond death. A nameless oblivion you couldn’t exactly put a name to or would ever want to.


  “Wish we’d waited for the Gladiator,” Tamyln said.


  Brice wished that very thing himself, for he had the oddest feeling that when the Gladiator arrived, it was going to find an empty ship. But no people.


  Hallas was walking around in a circle with his scanner. It was beeping, which meant it had a fix on something. “Damn,” he said. “I’m picking up some structure just over that rise. Scanner’s thinking it’s not natural in origin.”


  Tamlyn sighed inside his helmet. He did not look pleased.


  And Brice was thinking, I’ll just bet that sonofabitch isn’t natural in origin. He’d been waiting for something like this, the keys that unlocked the cemetery gates and everything that lurked behind them.


  But it would do no good to argue. Not with Hallas. He was in command. Maybe the Centurion was a mineral prospector and Hallas was just a geologist, but he was also an opportunist and a scavenger. If there were ruins out there, he’d want a piece of them…or any goodies they might be hiding from his hot little capitalistic fingers.


  This is how the shit got deep enough to drown a man, Brice knew.


  They energized their anti-grav harnesses and, one by one, floated up into the sky. They gradually climbed the face of the ridge which jutted up nearly 200 feet. With their array of helmet lights and wrist spots, they looked very much like fireflies rising into the night.


  And then they were over the cliff and to a man, they felt something heavy and dire settling into them. Something that would never, ever let go.


  # # # # #


  Ten minutes later they were looking up at a tower.


  It was perfectly cylindrical, fashioned out of some weird blue-green stone with a circumference of nearly half a mile, three times that in height. Its surface was dusty, encrusted with patches of grit and debris. But not enough so that you couldn’t make out its color in the lights or see that it was smooth like the surface of a mirror. Shiny, slippery even, as if it had been meticulously polished. They could see themselves in it. And everywhere they looked, carved with bizarre figures that might have been alien letters or glyphs, but crowded and overlapping. So busy they got headaches just looking at them.


  Hallas was examining them very closely.


  “Looks like the entire thing is scratched with those figures,” he said. “I wonder what it all means…the scanner can’t make heads or tails of it. It’s not even sure if it’s a language.”


  But the scanners, which were uplinked to the Centurions data banks, were failing them in more ways than that, because they couldn’t even tell them what the tower was made of. Not stone, not metal, maybe some type of plastic polymer. Maybe.


  Brice only knew he didn’t care for the tower. Like that entire goddamn moon, it didn’t sit on him right. And those letters or whatever they were…why did he have the oddest feeling that he had seen them somewhere before? Somewhere a long time ago?


  “Those scratchings, Tamyln said. “Almost look like runic letters from old Earth.”


  “Out here?” Brice said.


  Tamlyn just shrugged inside his suit. “Not saying they are, just saying they look like ’em.”


  They kind of did, but Brice wasn’t going to admit to that.


  Tamlyn was always reading weird shit and you didn’t want to get him going with any of it, especially not on this damn rock.


  “Scanner’s saying it’s hollow,” Hallas said. “But there’s no way in. That’s funny.”


  “Oh, it’s all funny, boss,” Brice said before he could really stop himself. This whole fucking thing is funny, don’t you think? A moon where there couldn’t possibly be a moon and the only thing on it is this goddamned tower. Why do you think that is?”


  “Take it easy, Brice. It’s probably some kind of monument or sentinel put down here a million years ago.”


  “And maybe it’s a warning. Maybe it’s telling us to get the hell out.”


  Hallas turned to him. “You want to pack your pussy-ass back to ship, Brice, you go right ahead. But if there’s alien artifacts in there, you don’t get a cut. Me and Tamlyn will take full shares.”


  Tamlyn stepped in-between them. “Maybe Brice is right, boss. This whole set-up is damn weird and you know it. I’m looking at this thing and I don’t like the shit it makes me think. Maybe we ought to leave it alone, you know? Maybe this is Pandora’s Box and maybe we don’t want to lift the lid.”


  “Jesus H. Christ,” Hallas said. “You two kill me. Look at this thing! It can’t hurt you! It’s something left by some ancient civilization—”


  “Yeah, just this and nothing else,” Tamlyn pointed out.


  “—and inside there might be a fortune! You know what museums and collectors back home will pay for alien artifacts? And if there’s the remains of little green men in there…shit! Forget it! You two want out, then get back to the ship. I’m sick of the both of you.


  But Hallas couldn’t leave it there.


  He had to give them that same tired lecture they’d heard about a hundred times by then. Ten years before he’d been a geologic engineer on a rock crusher called the Hermes. They’d been mapping planets in the Pollux system, doing a low-atmosphere fly-over of the fourth planet, when lo and behold, set down there in this jungle just as thick as threads in carpet, was a city made of glass. Captain asked for volunteers to explore it. She got three. That was it. Out of a crew of twenty, she got three. The rest didn’t want to drop down there. They’d been out almost four years by then and they were tired, just worn out and sick of it all. Besides, that steaming yellow jungle was clotted and rotting and pissing acid rain, and it was inhabited by some especially predatory wildlife. Well, those three that went down with her found the remains of some crablike ET’s in that city that were unknown to science, and now the four of them were so goddamned rich they had their own mining company.


  “I missed out on that one because I was stupid and lazy and just plain afraid to go down into that hellhole,” Hallas finished by saying. “But not this time. I won’t fucking miss out on it this time. You two want to go back to the ship and put on some skirts, you go ahead.”


  It was an old story with Hallas, but it worked.


  Nobody was going back. Maybe both Brice and Tamyln figured they were about to wade into some shit that would bury them alive, but they weren’t going back. Greed. It was a funny thing. Like death. And madness.


  Well, for the next hour they circled the structure, looking for a way in. Anything. Hallas even tried to melt his way in with a pulser, but no dice. A pulser could burn through six-inches of poly-composite faster than a drill bit through cardboard, but it couldn’t even touch this stuff. The scanner told them that the pulser hadn’t even warmed it up. Which made Hallas both very frustrated and very excited because maybe he couldn’t get in, but whatever that tower was made of, the formula for the stuff was going to be worth billions.


  “I hate to be the one to say it, boss,” Tamlyn finally said, “but we’re pretty much screwed here. We can’t cut this stuff or chip it and I’m starting to think even a military-grade pulser couldn’t do it. Maybe we ought to call her quits.”


  Hallas didn’t want to, but he was thinking the same thing.


  But Brice changed his mind.


  “Over here!” he called. “Look at this!”


  Tamlyn and Hallas went over to where he was leaning up against the tower. They both saw it: an opening. There was a perfectly circular opening in the tower and one big enough to drive a truck through.


  “No way we overlooked this,” Tamlyn said.


  “Well, we must have.”


  But Brice was shaking his head. “We didn’t. It opened up while I was leaning against it. I saw it. There was a pinhole and then it opened into this.”


  Hallas had his scanner out. “This goddamn thing’s saying there ain’t no hole there at all.”


  Which means it’s got about as much sense as you do, Brice thought. “Well there’s only one way to find out,” Hallas said.


  He went in.


  # # # # #


  Inside?


  Well, that was something else again. The scanner had been right on that part. The tower was completely hollow. It went up and up as far as their lights could reach. There was nothing inside but those walls and a flat stone floor that gradually sloped down to a massive round passage like a drain in a basement slab.


  They stood at the edge of that hole, panning it with their lights. “Artificial for sure,” Hallas said. “I’m reading bottom at about a hundred and ninety feet You copy that?”


  “Aye, I do,” Tamlyn said.


  Brice knew what was coming next.


  There was no way in hell Hallas would leave now, not without finding out what sort of goodies were below. In the glow of his helmet light, you could see it on his face: greed. He was thinking there were vast treasures below. And maybe there were. And maybe there was something else entirely.


  “We better get out of here,” Brice said. “That door closes back up, we’ll never get out of here.”


  Hallas just shook his head. “It won’t close for chrissake. Besides, you opened it, I’m thinking, by triggering some kind of switch. Maybe by leaning against the wall…pressure-sensitive or something. We’ll be fine.”


  Brice honestly did not believe that.


  For whatever was down that shaft was not anything remotely good. It was not treasure or artifacts. It was something cursed and ancient and unbelievably malignant. Brice could not have known that for sure, yet he did. Some archaic sensory network inside him was waking up and filling his nerve ganglia with an infinite blackness. What was down there was evil. What he had felt while orbiting the moon and what he had felt ever since they stepped on its surface was much worse here. It was alive and sentient and electric.


  Standing there, feeling that unnamable malevolence filling him, drowning him, he felt physically ill. Like he needed to vomit or scream and maybe both at the same time.


  “Let’s go,” Hallas said.


  They energized their anti-grav harnesses and stepped over the lip of the passage. First Hallas, then Tamlyn, and finally Brice. One by one, they drifted down and down into that vaulted blackness, their lights splashing over the perfectly smooth walls of the chasm.


  Long before they reached bottom, Brice began to do something he hadn’t done since he was a child.


  He prayed.


  # # # # #


  Below, there was a tunnel that led off into smothering darkness. Hallas led and the others followed reluctantly. The tunnel was made out of that same shiny blue-green material like smoky glass. And like the entire structure itself, they could find no seams, no places where any of it had been joined together, as if the entire thing had been carved from a single block of the same material.


  The tunnel went for about a hundred feet and then opened into a massive amphitheater that was oval in shape. It was easily a hundred feet from the curving ceiling to the smoothly sloping floor. Every inch of the place was scratched with the same symbols as the exterior of the tower. There were no artifacts as such in there, no mementos of some long-gone race. There were only a series of convex pylons made of some lusterless metal like dirty bronze. Some of them were as tall as the men themselves, others came only up to their knees. Not two were the same height and they seemed to be arranged in some arcane, unknowable sequence. There were fifteen of them leading up to a great circular mirror on one of the walls that was roughly as large as the opening that had originally let them into the tower.


  “Doesn’t make any sense,” Hallas said. “This is it? This is all there is?”


  “Unless that’s a door or something, Brice said, studying the mirror.


  Tamlyn was walking in circles, panning the pylons with his lights and with his scanner. “It does make sense,” he said. “According to the scanner, these pylons are arranged pretty damn systematically. If you saw them from above they would look like three interlocking five-pointed stars at right angles to one another.” He stepped amongst them and stood before that mirror. It was made of some indigo glass…or something like glass. The scanners said it was some type of plastic, but weren’t certain if there was anything behind it. “You want my opinion, boss?”


  “Damn right I do.”


  “Then I’m guessing these pylons will open up that mirror or door or whatever it is. Must be some way to manipulate them…by touch or pressure. Christ, who knows?”


  Brice was standing in front of that mirror himself now. He brushed a fine layer of dust from its surface, or as much of it as he could. The glass looked very thick. He got the unsettling feeling that it was a window and that any moment he’d see some gigantic, distorted eyeball staring back at him.


  But that didn’t happen.


  “What are these here?” he said. “On the glass…more symbols. They look like…”


  But he didn’t finish that.


  Tamlyn was studying those symbols now, too. And as he did so, he was making funny sounds in his throat like maybe he couldn’t breathe. He yanked a cloth from his pack and began madly wiping the dust from the glass.


  “Look!” he said. “Do you see it? Do you see this?”


  They did.


  The edge of the mirror was encircled by etched disks with triangles set inside them. In the center was a huge circle with an inverted five-point star set in it. More of those weird letters at each point.


  “But that’s…that’s a—”


  “Pentagram,” Tamlyn said in a shrill, uneasy voice. “And all around the outside there, pentacles.”


  Brice was stepping away from them now. “But those are from old Earth…symbols of witchcraft, the black mass. Not out here, they can’t be way out here.”


  “Sure they can,” Tamlyn said to them. “They can be here if maybe these symbols originated outside the earth and were later brought there.”


  Hallas shook his head. “But by who?”


  Tamlyn shrugged. “Who knows? But maybe witchcraft and all that business has its origins out amongst the stars, on alien worlds. Maybe it was all brought to Earth during the dawn of the human race.”


  “That’s fucking crazy,” Hallas said. “Who brought it there? A bunch of witches on broomsticks, for chrissake?”


  “You’re not getting it,” Tamyln said.


  And maybe he wasn’t or didn’t want to, but Brice was getting a pretty good inkling by then. Maybe he was way off base, but he was putting together a few things in his mind and they left him pale. For what if what they knew as witchcraft and sorcery and all that business were just remnants of some impossibly ancient alien religion brought to Earth by extraterrestrials a million, or five million years ago? And what if these ET’s schooled man’s primitive ancestors in their rites, taught them about their gods? Things like the Black Goat of the Sabbath and the horned devil and all that could have been nothing more than terrestrial symbolic representations of alien deities, images the human mind could identify with and pass along. If all that was true, then this was maybe a shrine or a temple or something.


  Brice knew he was taking some wild jumps, but it fit. Maybe this place wasn’t a shrine exactly, but it had powerful religious significance. He could almost feel some diabolic energy here waiting to be unleashed, waiting to be worshipped.


  “What are you saying. Tamlyn? That this is some kind of church, some kind of altar?” Hallas said, still not buying any of it.


  “No, not exactly. This is something else entirely.” He was studying those symbols again. Finally, he tapped his finger dead-center of the pentagram itself. “You see what’s etched here at the very axis of that star? You see that?”


  They did. What looked like a staring eye with three hooked protrusions or whips emerging from it at right angles to one another.


  “Yeah, what of it?” Hallas wanted to know. “More gobbledegook.” But Tamyln shook his head. “The Yellow Sign.”


  “The what?”


  “The Yellow Sign. The symbol of Hastur.”


  Hallas was getting impatient. “And what the hell is that?”


  So Tamlyn told them.


  Hastur was some incredibly ancient Earth deity that was worshipped in Hyboria and Samaria. He was a sort of pagan devil, a monstrous evil that would drive men mad to look upon. He was known as The Unspeakable One and was referred to in eldritch grimoires as Him-Who-ls-Not-To-Be-Named.


  “And according to legend, Hastur was imprisoned in a tomb on the Dark Star.” Tamlyn started to laugh then, but it was an eerie and discordant laughter. “Don’t you see? This moon is the Dark Star, and this place is Hastur’s tomb…”


  Brice wanted to run.


  It was not only what Tamlyn was saying, but what he himself was feeling. An awful, hideous sense that not only were they being watched, but that something malefic and deranged was even then reaching out to them, a spiritual and ravenous carrion that was cleverly picking their brains, leading them in directions that would benefit it and only it in the end.


  “Look,” Hallas said.


  The pylons started to glow with a grainy red illumination. And then that mirror, that glass, that doorway to the burial vault of something primeval and devastating, began to melt and liquefy and run.


  Before any of them could move, a titanic vortex of black howling wind came blasting through the chasm where the glass had been. It was vicious and merciless and destructive. It was more than a wind, but a venting of ovens and atomic piles and sentient black matter. And it had eyes. Two red. burning eyes.


  Brice barely had time to scream.


  # # # # #


  When he came to some time later, Brice was in the tunnel that led to the amphitheater. That wind must have carried him along and dumped him there. He came to, senseless and confused, and the first thing he did was cry out. The sensors of his suit told him that its shell had not been compromised.


  He was safe, then.


  He scrambled to his feet, calling out madly on the intercom for the others. But there was no answer. Nothing. Just that heavy and ominous silence and the grave feeling that he was not alone and never had been.


  He kept going, making for that passage that would lead him up and out of that place. Then he saw an e-suit laying in front of him in his lights. Tamlyn. Brice went to him, tried to turn him over, but as soon as he did, he saw the damage.


  Tamlyn’s suit was pitted with thousands of tiny blackened holes. And inside…nothing but ash in the shape of a man.


  Tamlyn had been cremated.


  Brice stopped thinking then. There was only the ship and the stars beyond that would lead him away from this madness. He finally made the chasm and drifted up with his anti-grav harness. At the top, he stepped onto that sloping floor and right away saw that Hallas was waiting for him.


  “Why didn’t you answer?” he screamed into his mic. “Why didn’t you fucking answer me?”


  Hallas just stepped forward with a deadly intensity, the lights of his suit off. And long before he got there, Brice knew that what was facing him was not Hallas at all. Inside the helmet, two brilliant red eyes burned and flickered.


  Stark terror shattered inside him. “Get away from me! Goddamn you, get away, get away—”


  He pulled his pulser and fired. A blue spear of light punched a hole right through Hallas. But what came out was not blood, but a glittering black mist that opened like a corpse orchid. Brice fired again, this time shearing off Hallas’s left arm. More of that black mist surged out, sparkling and oily, not flesh exactly and not gas, but something in-between. An alien ectoplasm that slithered out in ropes, connecting with the other black material and becoming a living, crawling plexus.


  Brice hobbled over to the door, but it closed on him.


  He felt a wave of heat strike him and he went to his knees…mad, sobbing, turning back to look upon the face of his god.


  Whatever it was, it reached out to him and took him and his own lights showed him what was behind the helmet bubble. Something black and viscous and burning, a living funeral pyre devouring itself. More of it oozing from the ruptured suit by the moment. He saw faces in that fleshy excrescence…Hallas, Tamyln, a thousand others popping open like bubbles. All of them screaming his name.


  This was Hastur.


  Something that was not to be looked upon and something that was not to be named. Brice’s mind went with a single manic scream as he saw that thing and felt something like a thousand, ten-thousand frozen needles piercing him at the same time.


  A cold so terrible it burned with the light of stars.


  # # # # #


  From a dozen parsecs out, the Gladiator picked up the directional beacon of its sister ship, the Centurion. Beckett, the captain, ordered the ship full ahead for the moon, and when they’d fallen in orbit around it, he just stood there staring at it on the viewscreen.


  “Goddamn moon, way out here,” he said. “What do you make of that?”


  At the comm, Pearson swallowed, shook his head. “I don’t get it, that’s what. It shouldn’t be here. It shouldn’t be here at all.”


  Harms was standing there, staring out at the dead moon. His eyes were fixed and glassy. His mouth kept moving, but no words were coming out Nothing but a dry sibilance of air.


  “What’s eating you, mister?” Beckett said.


  Harms’s face was covered with tiny droplets of perspiration. He wiped them free with his hand. “I…nothing, sir. Just got the heebie-jeebies. I guess. Been out too long.”


  Beckett understood that, because the moon was getting to him, too. Although it made no rational sense, he was thinking it looked like skull grinning up at him from a bone pit. A skull that had been picked clean by vultures. But he wasn’t about to tell his men about that or the way it made something crawl in his belly.


  “We’ve all been out here too long,” was all he said. “But the Centurions down there and that’s where we’re going.”


  “Sir…” Pearson said. “Beacon’s coming in strong from the Centurion, but she doesn’t answer. Just static. I’m getting no life signs from her and, shit, magnetic pile is out. She’s dead.”


  Swallowing down something thick in his throat, Beckett said, “All right, we’re setting down.”


  They strapped in and the Gladiator homed in on the beacon, cutting through the murky atmosphere and that dense gray mist. She set down about fifty yards from the hulk of the Centurion. On the viewscreen, her elongated globular shape made her look like the husk of a dead caterpillar.


  “Nothing, sir,” Pearson said. “She doesn’t answer.”


  “Must’ve had some kind of malfunction and ditched,” Beckett said, almost as if he was trying to convince himself of the fact.


  Harms, at the comm, said, “Wait! Scanners picking up movement!


  Two forms moving in our direction. E-suits, all right.”


  “Thank God,” Beckett said. “Thank God.”


  “But…sir, no life signs.” He looked at the captain, worry etched into his features. “Bioscan says those suits are dead.”


  “Bullshit. Just a malfunction.” He turned to Pearson. “Hail them.”


  Pearson did and what came over the speaker was an angry, hissing static with something buried in it that almost sounded like screaming voices.


  “Funny…” Beckett said.


  “That’s not the suits, sir, it’s…it’s the sound of this place. The sound of the moon itself.”


  On the viewscreen, the two figures in E-suits were closing in on the Gladiator. They were waving their arms in greeting. Beckett noticed that they cast no shadow in the lights of the ship. None at all. But he shook that from his mind A trick of the atmosphere. Something. For a moment, he thought he saw red luminous eyes glowing inside the helmets. But he shook that away, too.


  Both Pearson and Harms just stared at him with something like abject terror. The comm room seemed to be suddenly filled with creeping shadows.


  “Sir,” Harms said, his voice barely above a whisper, “still no life signs from the suits…bioscan is reading inorganic. They’re dead…those suits are dead…their life support isn’t even functioning. Sir! Without life support, nothing could be alive in them…”


  But Beckett would not listen. Not to them and not to what screamed inside his own head. “Malfunction, that’s all. Man the airlock…”


  At the hatch, there was the booming of fists. Not a hurried rapping, but a slow and mechanical cadence. It echoed through the ship like the gong of a funeral bell.


  And Beckett, something crawling through him, said, “I guess…I guess we better let them in.”


  The knocking went on and on like a dirge…


  # # # # #


  Later, there was silence.


  As there had been in the beginning and would be in the end. A breathing, claustrophobic silence that brooded across the gutted surface of that dead moon. Towers of rock and glittering shelves of stone rose like monuments. Beneath them were the Centurion and the Gladiator. Both lifeless and abandoned like the carapaces of insects.


  Nothing lived on the moon now.


  Nothing occupied it but shadows.


  Nothing was entombed there.


  Whatever had called it home for so many years was free now. And it set out in a formless black appetite to devour time and space and the guts of the universe itself.


  The Long,
Deep Dream


  Peter Clines


  he name on my office door was William Barnett, Bill to my friends. It wasn’t the name I was born with, but I’d been using it so long I figured possession was nine-tenths of the law. I’d been a gumshoe in the City of Angels for six years now, ever since stumbling home ten years late from the end of the Great War. Most of the job was cheating husbands and thieving wives, but a lot of the long stretches in between was watching Flash Gordon and Tarzan fight soldiers, poachers, and saboteurs down at the nickel theatre on La Brea. Up until this morning, the past month had been one of those long stretches in between.


  It was a Tuesday, one like every other October Tuesday. No way you could tell yourself it was still warm. No way to ignore the grey in the air hanging over the city. Grey was the perfect word for it. Things were getting Grey. I tugged my overcoat a little closer, crossed the street, and threw myself into the seat of the shoeshine booth. My toes had barely touched the footrest when the brush came down with a glob of polish and started scrubbing like a Chinese dishwasher. “What’s the word, Mickey?”


  “Afternoon, Mister Barnett,” he gushed. “What word you looking for?”


  Mickey drew just about every short straw there was for a kid. He’s an orphan, he’s got crooked teeth, a weird-shaped head, and he was named just before a cartoon mouse became popular. On top of all that, he’s blind as a bat—he got slugged in the skull one too many times by his foster dad—and always wears a huge pair of Foster Grants about three sizes too big for his head. Now he’s on the street, and usually making steadier money than me. I’d be lying if I said he hadn’t taken me to lunch once or twice in the three years I’ve known him. He’s also a great source, because for some idiot reason people see that he’s blind and think he can’t hear, either. It’s amazing what people talk about right in front of him while they’re getting their shoes done.


  I thought back over my latest case. About all the things I knew, which would fill a matchbook, and all the things I didn’t, which could fill the Library of Congress. “You heard about anyone being snatched lately, Mickey?”


  He tilted his head off to one side, like a man struggling to get a joke. “Snatched?”


  “Got a new client. Tells me she lost her uncle.”


  The shoeshine boy shook his head, his huge, dark lenses swinging back and forth like the dead weights of a clock. “Ain’t heard nothing, Mister Barnett.” He wrapped his rag around my arch and started buffing. “You got a name?”


  I let the name drop in a casual way, like a man who had names to spare. Mickey’s mouth opened and he let out the sound of a kid half his age with a new pack of baseball cards. “No fooling? You’re working for him?”


  “Well, for his niece. He’s the one gone missing.”


  “Niece?” His head tilted up, even though his rag kept snapping back and forth. “She look like a smooth ride?”


  “What?! Who taught you that?”


  “You did. Last week you said Misses Archer looked like one smooth ride.”


  “Oh. Well, yeah, she’s a looker, all right.”


  “A lot of money?”


  “A lot of money,” I agreed. I thought back on the leggy blonde counting out the stack of greenbacks in my office. There’s not much I wouldn’t do for six hundred dollars. For thirty I once beat a man and broke his leg. For fifty I spent the night with the ugliest old woman this side of Tijuana. And one time, just once, I really, really considered killing someone for a hundred.


  “She’s paying well. I’d pay well for any juice you might pick up.” I stuffed a dollar in Mickey’s shirt pocket, asked him to keep his ears open, and headed down to the diner. One of the first things to help me think would be some solid food in my stomach, and it would let me get some ammo for my afternoon visit.


  But first I leaned into a payphone and gave up a nickel to Ma Bell. The other end rang twice before someone fumbled the answer. “Cook.”


  “Tom, it’s Bill.” Tom Cook made the crossword puzzles for the Times, so he was a fountain of knowledge. He also drank way too much, so the trick was knowing when you could trust that fountain and when he was going to hand in a crossword puzzle made of pure gibberish. “You still seeing that girl from the society page?”


  “What time is it?”


  “It’s eleven in the morning. Time to get up.”


  There was a squeaking of springs, and a loud crash that probably sounded exactly like an empty quart bottle falling off a bed and breaking on the floor. Tom said something ungentlemanly. “What do you want?”


  “Ask your girl if she’s heard of anyone high profile dropping out of sight lately. An older man gone missing. Keep it low key.”


  “Why?”


  “I’m on a case, you nitwit. Now sober up and get to work so you can ask her.”


  The diner was four blocks away. Just close enough that a taxi’d be a waste of cash, even in my new, flush state. It took me ten minutes to walk it. I took my usual stool at the counter, helped myself to a menu, and waited for Judy. She came gliding over, her dress dusting the floor like a dancer. “Bill, honey, your ears must be burning. I was just talking about you.”


  “Must be my lucky day.”


  “I was saying it’s probably about time Mickey treated you to lunch again.”


  I laughed. “Not this week, angel. I’ve got a client, and she’s a well-heeled one in all senses.”


  “Does she have good legs?”


  “Good, but I’m sure nowhere near as nice as yours.”


  Judy’s not the prettiest girl you’d ever see, but she’s far from ugly. She was a solid girl-next door, moved to the big city to be in pictures and wound up in the diner instead. It happens more than people like to think. She always wore a floor length skirt that was slit up almost to the hip, and somehow managed to never show any skin. It was the kind of ongoing tease that could make a priest forget his collar for a day or three, even if one of those days was Sunday. There were all sorts of rumors about my angel, rumors a gentleman would never listen to, but they kept getting put in front of me so I had to hear some of them. One said she was a Mormon, so she could only wear special underwear which wasn’t available in Los Angeles. A few said she did it so she never had to shave her legs or wear nylons. And another, the most popular, said she sold quick tricks at night, but only to the most loyal and dedicated customers.


  “What can I bring you?”


  “I’ll have a grilled ham and cheese with a side of fries, a Pepsi-cola, and some of that soup I smell. Minestrone?”


  “Just veggie. That it, big spender?”


  I’ll have a slice of that apple pie with some ice cream for dessert. And after you bring it, could you make me up a corned beef sandwich and a coffee to go? And if you’ve got anything behind the counter, Irish up the coffee a bit.”


  “I don’t. But the Irish do.”


  # # # # #


  An hour later Judy was four bits richer in tips, my stomach was full, and I was in a cab heading down to the old Warner theatre on Western. Someone said it was going to reopen soon, but I wasn’t holding my breath. I gave the cabbie a handful of coins and told him to sit tight while I walked around the block. I found Officer O’Keefe on Oxford between Wilshire and Ingraham.


  “Barnett?” He glared down at me with big, dark eyes. “What do you want?”


  “Who says I have to want anything? Can’t a guy give his friendly neighborhood flatfoot a sandwich and coffee just to say thanks?”


  “I ain’t friendly and this ain’t your neighborhood. What do you want?”


  “Corned beef,” I told him, waving the bag. “Had ’em make the coffee the way you like it.”


  He sighed and held out his meaty hand. I let him wolf down half the sandwich before I mentioned missing persons. He shook his head. “Pretty quiet this past month,” he said, spitting a bit of bread and beef. “Not even the usual summer runaways.”


  “Nothing?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Damn it.”


  O’Keefe inhaled the coffee’s spiked scent and beamed. “What’s your case?”


  “Woman’s lost her uncle. Said he’s been snatched.”


  He snorted. “Tall blonde with legs?”


  “Yeah,” I blinked. “Great ones. You know her?”


  “She was at the station a week or so ago with the same song and dance. The sarge threw her out. We don’t have time for pointless games.”


  “If the old man’s missing it’s hardly pointless.”


  “He isn’t missing,” barked the flatfoot. Then he paused, pulled his size-twelve foot out of his mouth, and studied the steam coming off his coffee.


  “What d’you mean, he isn’t missing?”


  “Forget it.”


  “I’d love to, because I’m dying to know how Tarzan’s going to get out of that avalanche he got trapped in last week. But the lady gave me six big ones to look for him.”


  O’Keefe whistled. “Big money.”


  I nodded. “Big money.”


  “And I got a sandwich?”


  “And coffee.”


  “I got a sandwich,” he repeated, setting his jaw and looking thoughtfully up at the back of the Warner.


  “Fine.” I pulled a bill from my wallet. “You get five bucks.”


  “Ten.”


  “You’ll get five and like it or I’ll make you give that sandwich back.”


  He snatched the greenback, tucking it in his trousers. “Look,” he said, panning his gaze around like a prison searchlight, “I really shouldn’t be telling you this.”


  “I probably shouldn’t be listening, then.”


  “You shouldn’t.”


  “So I’m not,” I said with a nod. “Now tell me, already.”


  “There’s a place. An island. It’s probably where your guy is.”


  “You mean Alcatraz?”


  O’Keefe barked out a laugh. “That? A cake walk compared to this place. It’s like putting a shoe box in the same category as a bank vault. The old man isn’t kidnapped. He’s in a…a home. Sleeping. It’s sort of a political thing.”


  “No fooling?”


  “No fooling. So let it drop.”


  “Consider it dropped.”


  He nodded and gave me a farewell salute with his paper cup. I let him get ten feet before I called out to him.


  “So. this island got a name?”


  The cop sighed and turned back to me. “Let it drop, Barnett.”


  “It’s dropped. I’m just a curious guy.”


  O’Keefe gave me a queer look, the look of a man with a secret he’s dying to tell. He leaned in like he was hoping for a kiss and whispered in my ear “You don’t want this.”


  “I’m just asking for a name. What’s the big deal?”


  A word rolled off his tongue, something from a country where people wear robes and turbans and speak fluent jibberjabb. “R’lyeh.”


  “What?”


  He straightened his back and downed a mouthful of Irish coffee. “Let it drop, Barnett,” he said again. And then he turned and walked away, drinking his spiked drink and drumming his fingers on his nightstick.


  I had the taxi take me to a payphone near my office. Another five cents to Ma Bell and I had the switchboard at the Times routing me up to Tom’s desk. “No one’s missing,” he yawned into the phone. I could hear the click-clack of the crossword tiles in the background as he arranged the puzzle. “Too many big parties this fall. She can’t even remember when the last time somebody missed one was.”


  “Don’t worry about that. New question for you. You know your islands?”


  “Of course.”


  “Ever hear of one called R’lyeh?”


  There was another crash from Tom’s end, one I hadn’t heard before. It took me a second to realize he’d jumped up and knocked over his chair and his tray of tiles. He whispered into the phone, and I’d swear he was hiding under his desk. “Where did you hear that?”


  So you have heard of it?”


  “Sweet Jesus, Bill. What are you mixed up in?”


  “You know it?”


  “Hell, yes, I know it. I wish I didn’t. Where did you hear about it?”


  “I got a lead from a cop.”


  “Did he tell you to leave it alone?”


  I looked at the phone like my drinking buddy had started speaking Araby or something. “Yeah,” I said. “That’s exactly what he told me, in fact.”


  “Well, you should listen to him.”


  “What is this, Tom? Where’s R’lyeh?”


  “Stop saying it out loud!!” he snapped. “Look, you know that watering hole down at Sunset and Vine?”


  “Howard’s? Yeah, of course.”


  “Two hours. And for the love of God, keep your mouth shut until then.” He dropped his end and the phone clicked four times before going back to the low, droning purr of a sick cat.


  # # # # #


  Two hours to get to Howard’s left me with about ninety-nine minutes to kill, which reminded me of a bottle of Merlot in my desk drawer. I hoofed the two blocks back to my office and jogged up the three flights of stairs. I reached for the door and someone yanked it open just as I saw the broken wood around the lock. A big shadow grabbed my wrist and threw me across the room. I rolled over my desk and crashed into the chair, knocking it to the floor.


  “You’re asking too many questions,” growled the shadow.


  I started to make a snappy comeback when a second shadow punched me in the back of the skull and my desk leaped up to hit me in the jaw. Little stars sparkled in my eyes for a few seconds before the thugs dragged me back to my feet. The light clicked on, making me squint.


  “You’re asking too many questions,” the big guy said again. He was white as a sheet, with a square jaw and watery, wide-set eyes, dressed in an old, dark suit like the kind my grandpa probably wore to church when he was my age. Paleface sure as hell smelled like an old church, one he probably burned to the ground, and so did his buddy behind me.


  A clammy paw slapped me hard. I tried to twist away from the guy holding my arm and neck and the desk rushed up to whap me in the head again. I couldn’t believe it was taking their side in this fight, after all our years working together.


  “Back off if you know what’s good for you,” muttered the thug by my ear.


  “You’re asking too many questions.” Paleface’s flat recital was like hearing a record skip. If you’re just hired muscle, I guess it’s okay if you’ve been hit in the head a dozen or so times. I figured one more wouldn’t matter.


  I didn’t bring much back from my ten years in Europe. One thing was the name I started using there. There was also a wool coat I never needed to wear in this city, a taste for red wine, and a fascination with dark haired women. And in my left trouser pocket, where I could slip them over my fingers without anyone noticing, was a pair of brass knuckles that came into my possession after a harsh bar fight just outside of Paris.


  I brought a haymaker around to kiss the first thug across his cheek. While he was stumbling I backhanded the other guy, confident my knuckle-duster would leave him stunned for a three-count or so. Thing was, these guys were soft. Not banker soft or bookkeeper soft. They were mushy soft. Hitting them was like punching a pair of big, soggy scarecrows made of old straw. Paleface was already straightening up, his face dangling ribbons of white meat where I’d gone through it. But no blood.


  “You’re asking too many questions,” he said through his tattered mouth.


  I slipped to the side, getting out from between them and finally getting a good look at Paleface’s partner. My backhand had caved in the left side of his head, leaving it like a deflated basketball, but he didn’t seem to notice. He had the same wide, watery eyes, although one of them was burst in the wreckage of his skull.


  “Back off if you know what’s good fo—”


  I threw a paperweight from my desk and caught him in the mouth, shutting him up. His buddy lunged in, reminding me that I was asking too many questions while he did, and I caught him under the chin with the knuckles. My uppercut tore through him, spraying pieces of his jaw across the ceiling like a fountain, but he still slammed me up against the wall hard enough to shake my fake diplomas. Basketball spit out a few bloodless teeth and glared at me with his one oversized eye. “Bag ow iv you know whass goog foh you,” he gurgled, grabbing my throat.


  What was left of Paleface’s jaw flapped up and down and something that sounded and smelled like a death rattle came out of his throat. I could guess what he was trying to say.


  Basketball slammed my head back, and it looked like the wall and the desk were traitors together, scheming behind my back all this time. I got one last look at the two thugs before my lights went out.


  # # # # #


  When I came to they were gone. The office was still a mess, but there was no sign of my visitors. No signs, no body parts. No surprise. Hell, even with all the bruises, if the Merlot was open I would’ve chalked the whole thing up as a bad dream.


  I had about half an hour left to meet up with Tom, but things were getting serious. I pulled my Colt from the desk drawer and checked to make sure I had eight solid points to make in case I got involved in any other heated discussions. Although if I ran into Paleface and Basketball again, I wasn’t really sure what good they’d do me.


  I wandered down to the street and put ten blocks’ worth of sidewalk under my shoes. By the time I walked in to Howard’s Tom was already three gin and tonics into the evening. He glanced at me as I dropped onto the stool next to him. “Still alive, eh?”


  “Yeah, despite some people’s best efforts.”


  Tom threw back the last of his whiskey and waved for a new one. “Do you have any idea how bad this is?”


  I pointed at a bottle of Cabernet the bartender had by the register. He gave me a look, but pulled it down. “The president’s been shot bad?”


  He shook his head. “No jokes, Bill. This is serious. Awful serious.”


  “So what does all this have to do with R’ly—”


  He backhanded me. Actually cracked his hand across my jaw.


  “What the heck was that for?”


  “You were going to say it again.”


  “Yeah, so? We’re all friends here.”


  “It’ll get you hurt.”


  “I think it just did,” I muttered, rubbing my jaw.


  “It isn’t just a name, Bill. It’s a word. A powerful word.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Tom tossed another whiskey down his throat to keep its friends company. “You ever try not thinking in English?”


  “What?”


  “Answer the question.”


  I shrugged. “I learned some French in high school, polished it up a bit over in Europe. I can swear in Italian pretty good.”


  “But can you not think in English?”


  “What are you getting at, Tom?”


  He drummed his fingers nervously, waiting for his fifth drink. The bartender put it down but I grabbed it first and slid it down the bar. Tom glared at me, that mad look that only comes up when you get between a drunk and his liquor.


  “What’s all this about?”


  He shot a look at the highball glass by my elbow. “You learn English when you’re a kid, that’s how your brain gets wired up. It only works in English now, and you can’t go back. You can’t decide not to think that way anymore.”


  “Okay. Makes sense to me.”


  “That name you heard, it’s a special word. You’ll learn it fast, too fast, and then it can get in and rewire your head like a switchboard. Make you think different.”


  “What? You mean, make me think in French?”


  He shook his head. Sweat was soaking through his shirt. “Not just how you think, Bill. It’ll change what you think. Why you think.” He looked at the glass again.


  “How many have you had so far?”


  He glared at me. “Since I got here or since you called?”


  I slid the drink over to him. He drank it down like ice water in the desert. The bartender slapped down a replacement and that one vanished just as fast. He signaled for another and the man behind the counter glanced at me. I nodded and set a fiver on the bar as a show of good faith.


  “The people, the shu’ugn who use those words, they change. They don’t even count as people anymore. It doesn’t matter how many times you hear ‘em or use ‘em. They just get in there and start rewiring like little Edisons. It’s just how long you can hold ‘em off. And then you’re working for the words.”


  I thought of the leggy blonde who hired me, and I tried to remember exactly what she’d said to me. It bothered me that I couldn’t remember. Tom could see that bother on my face.


  “What?”


  I furrowed my brow. “This new client of mine, the dame who started all this…could she be one of your word-people?”


  He shrugged and sucked down another whiskey. The bartender was opening a new bottle. “Maybe. What’s she look like?”


  What does that have to do with it?”


  “Pale skin? Funny eyes?”


  “No, but that does sound like two guys I’ve spent time with lately. No, she was a blonde. With legs that work until five and put in a little overtime, y’know?”


  He nodded. “And?”


  “And what?”


  “And what else did she look like?”


  “Well she had…I paused, trying to remember what she did look like. I could picture those long, honey-gold locks and those dynamite legs, but I couldn’t picture her face. Heck, I wasn’t even sure what she was wearing.


  He barked out an odd little laugh. “Ia! You don’t know, do you?”


  “Give me a minute, give me a minute.’ I focused on her eyes. I wracked my brain and put everything I had into remembering what color her eyes were, but all I could think of were the eyes of a frog I kept as a pet one summer when I was a kid.


  “They’re already in your head,” he told me, “already rewiring things.” His fingers slipped on his glass, so he held it with both hands, sucking it down like a kid with his first chocolate malted. “They picked you out. You didn’t meet a blonde. You probably didn’t even have anyone in your office today. It’s just one of their ftha’alinn games.”


  He made an awkward wave. The bartender refilled Tom’s glass for the eighth time in fifteen minutes. I still hadn’t touched my wine.


  “So,” I asked, “what do I do?”


  “Do?” he coughed around a mouthful of whiskey. He gave me a dark grin as his head began to lower towards the bar. You start drinking and don’t stop. Mgliv’nafh R’lyeh wgah-nagl…


  Something told me the crossword was going to be all gibberish tomorrow.


  # # # # #


  I left Tom sleeping on the bar and left the bartender with the fiver. I walked all the way back to my office, then walked the extra block to sit down and check in with Mickey. There was a big bull of a man reading the late edition in his chair and his brush was flying over a pair of dark wingtips. “That you, Mister Barnett?”


  “It is.”


  “How’s that new case coming?”


  “It’s coming.”


  “You need any help. You know I’m good for it.”


  I smiled. “Funny you should ask. There’s another name, Mickey, kind of funny on the tongue. It’s the name of an island, and it’s important.”


  “Okay. Hit me with it.”


  “It’s called R’lyeh”


  Mickey’s brush shuddered. The shoe under his brush shuddered. The bull shuddered. I glanced at him. He glared back with watery, wide eyes and snorted back a word.


  “Well,” I said, “I’d ask you to keep an ear out, Mickey, but I think at least one of us has heard of it before.


  The bull threw himself out of the chair and tossed me aside. I grabbed his arm, let him drag me back to my feet while my weight spun him around. He roared at me and a handful of thin, purple tongues sprayed oily spit across my cheeks. I fell back and the bull took off down the street like he was in desperate need of a china shop. I pulled out my Colt and started to stumble after him when Mickey grabbed my trousers. Wrapped himself on like a dame, to be honest.


  “Don’t!” he hissed.


  “He’s getting away!” I tried to shake him off my leg.


  Let him. I got the feeling that if he could see, Mickey would’ve been staring up at me right then like a sad dog. As it was, his Foster Grants were pointed down the street into the sun. “Don’t get involved in this, Mr. Barnett.”


  “What?” I stopped shaking my leg. “What the hell does everyone know but me?”


  “I’ll split my tips with you. Heck, you can have all of them.” He let go of my leg. “Just leave these guys alone.”


  I was getting ready to remind him who was paying most of the bills this week when I saw the matchbook. Right near my shoe, where my hold had yanked the bull around and twisted his coat. I bent down and scooped up the black cardboard square. It had an address on the back, and a picture on the front of a stylized octopus or squid or something. Four matches had been torn out.


  “Okay,” I told Mickey. “Don’t worry about it.”


  # # # # #


  The matchbox led me to a nightclub over in Hancock Park. One of those classy places with a wide awning that reached across the sidewalk and a sign you couldn’t see from the street. There was a small plaque over the door, with a word on it that looked like the alphabet threw up. It was another one of those names Tom had told me about A word that gets in your head and rewires things.


  Two tall, bulky men in monkey suits flanked the entrance, and why wasn’t I surprised to see one of them was my old friend, Officer O’Keefe, pulling in a little money on the side. The other one wore a black scarf that covered the lower half of his face, but I knew those eyes. Paleface stared at me as I walked up, and I saw his scarf wiggle a bit.


  The flatfoot barked out a laugh. “Heck, Barnett, you just cost me a sawbuck. I didn’t think you’d last this long.


  I glanced at Paleface. He hadn’t blinked. Something told me he hadn’t blinked since I saw him in my office. The wide-eyed freak adjusted his scarf and continued to glare at me with his watery eyes.


  “So, O’Keefe, the chief know you’ve got an after-hours job?”


  “Chief’s inside. Want to pop in and say hi?”


  “You know I don’t like nightclubs.”


  A black sedan pulled up. Paleface ran to open the door and a tall blonde stepped out. She had curls running down her back and legs that wouldn’t quit. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t look at her face. O’Keefe and Paleface bowed as they held the doors for her and she vanished inside.


  “So, what is this place?” I said, flipping the matchbook between my fingers. “Mob? Opium? Democrats?”


  O’Keefe snorted. “Not even close.”


  “Who was that woman?”


  “What woman?” He shifted his feet like a boxer, blocking more of the door. Paleface did the same. Side by side, it was creepy how alike they looked with O’Keefe’s fair Irish skin and wide, cop’s eyes.


  I nodded at the door. “The blonde with the legs.”


  “Oh,” he said. “Her.”


  “Yeah, her,” I snapped. “The one we were talking about earlier.”


  He grinned, showing a mouthful of thin teeth that belonged in a rat’s mouth. “The truth would shatter your conscious mind, Barnett.”


  “Don’t give me that crap. What is this place?


  Paleface let out a few faint hisses and his scarf trembled and shifted. O’Keefe glanced at him and nodded.


  “What’s your friend say? I can’t understand him since I broke his jaw.”


  “Broke it off,” corrected the flatfoot. He reached into his coat and pulled out his piece, a Colt like mine. His thumb flipped off the safety.


  “My mistake,” I said, tipping my head to the gun. “So what’s he say?”


  He racked the slide, letting the round pop out into his hand while he dropped the clip. “He said, those who sleep on R’lyeh still dream, and their dreams are so long and so deep a man could be lost in them forever.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  O’Keefe let the empty gun close with a snap like a rat trap. Then he held out the ammo to me with a nod and a smile. Eight extra bullets. “It means you’re supposed to run.”


  Our eyes met as I took the clip.


  I ran.


  # # # # #


  Hancock Park to Hollywood is almost a mile and a half. I was too jittery to take a cab after the first one had a pale-skinned driver who glared at me with eyes like wet marbles. Half an hour later I stumbled into the diner like a drunk chased by a sober priest. A man with a shapeless fedora was sipping coffee at the bar and poring over a crumpled newspaper. A couple sat in the corner. Judy was still there, and the fat chef I always glimpsed in the kitchen.


  “Bill, honey.” she gasped, “what’s wrong?”


  “Everything,” I said. “I think I’ve been double crossed by half the damned city.”


  “Pull up a stool. I’ll get you some java.”


  A seat hopped up to slap me in the butt, three down from the reader. “Get me a bowl of that soup, too, if there’s any left,” I called after her.


  The extra clip in my pocket made my coat hang heavy on one side. I felt visible. Conspicuous.


  I let my head swing to the couple in a slow, casual arc. Two kids, barely in their twenties, sharing a malted and staring at each other with wide eyes. Wide, watery eyes. The boy shifted his gaze to stare at me. The girl turned in her seat so she could look, too. She had pale skin, the sort the beauty rags would call milky or porcelain.


  I looked away, trying to ignore the drumroll in my chest that was filling in for my heartbeat. The reader reached out with a pencil and scratched some letters on his newspaper. He was doing the crossword puzzle. His hand was the color of chalk. He looked at me. I looked at him. His bulging eyes reminded me of that frog I’d had as a kid.


  Judy appeared in front of me with a whirl of skirt. She set down a club sandwich, packed with extra bacon and turkey and a bonus plate of fries. “I just got the soup, angel,” I told her as she bent over to get some extra napkins. I tried to make it sound calm and off the cuff.


  And then, just for a moment, I saw the promised land. Judy tilted and that skirt damn near split up the middle to her waist. I got a good, solid look at the place most patrons leave six-bit tips week after week hoping for a glance at. My poor, tired eyes saw the slimy, writhing mass she hid down there, like a quick look at an open bait can when all the worms get told what happens up at the lake.


  “I think you need something a little more than soup, Bill, honey,” she told me with a sassy wink. “You need to keep your strength up if you’re going to keep running.” Over her shoulder, the bloated form of the chef gazed at me with swollen fish eyes and nodded.


  I fell off the stool. My legs kicked at the floor and pushed me back to the door, where I fumbled back to my feet. They all watched me go. The two kids, the puzzler, the chef, and dear, sweet, monstrous Judy the abomination. Not one of them blinked. Not one of them moved.


  If I shot all of them, I’d have less than a dozen bullets left.


  I kicked open the door, and started running again.


  # # # # #


  I ran four blocks towards my office. Whitley. Hudson. Wilcox. Cauhenga. My heart was going off like a Vickers, and I remembered what happened when you let those big guns fire too long without letting them cool down.


  I saw a familiar face at the corner. Mickey was just packing up all his brushes and rags and tins of polish into the dirty sack he used for a satchel. His head panned back and forth as I stumbled up, homing in on the sound of my feet. “Who’s there?”


  “Me, Mickey. It’s me.”


  “Mr. Barnett? You okay? What’s wrong?”


  I glanced past him, waiting for something to leap out at us, but the boulevard was pretty quiet, even for a Tuesday night. “We’re in deep, kid. Really deep.”


  He set his sack down on the chair. “What do you mean?”


  “There’s people after me. People I thought I knew. And now they’re all different. Got me running around like a rat in a maze, but I don’t know what’s supposed to be the cheese.”


  “Cheese?”


  “Yeah,” I said. “I don’t know what they’re after, why they’re doing this. I never got anywhere with the missing uncle, didn’t learn much of anything from Tom. I don’t know why they’re all suddenly after me.”


  He nodded too and drummed his fingers on his leg. “Maybe you’re looking at it the wrong way.”


  I glanced back at Mickey. “What do you mean?”


  The kid shrugged. “Well, maybe there isn’t any cheese. Maybe the running around is it.”


  “I don’t follow you, kid.”


  “Okay, you know they have cockfights over in Venice, right? And the Santa Monica pier dogfights?”


  I’ve been once or twice, yeah.”


  “I had a pair of guys here once, and they were saying in India they do the same thing, but they do it with a snake and some kind of weasel.”


  “A mongoose, yeah.” I gave him a quick nod, even though I knew it was wasted. Hollywood and Ivar was deserted. This intersection was never deserted. Never. Mickey kept talking, and something about his voice grabbed my ear and held it.


  “Sometimes, just to be different, they’ll let it loose in a really big pit and throw in a bunch of snakes. I mean, so many the weasel doesn’t have a prayer. So it thinks it’s out of its cage, but it doesn’t know it’s dead. And then people just bet on how long it’ll keep fighting.”


  Mickey reached up and pulled off his Foster Grants, buffing them on his sleeves. I’d never seen his eyes before. Funny how something simple like that can slip past you for three years. They were big, dead, swollen things, more like wet ping-pong balls than eyes, but they somehow fit in that misshapen head of his. He smiled, showing off his jagged teeth, as he fit the dark glasses back onto his face.


  “No one’s ever lasted as long as you, Mr. Barnett,” he told me. “This is the most pleasing dream the great Cthulhu has had in—”


  The Colt barked once. I didn’t even remember pulling it out of my belt. My hand clenched again and the flash lit up the corner for a second time. Mickey dropped like a sack of flour, dark blood staining his shirt. It wasn’t the streetlights making it look dark.


  There was a noise all around me. Like a rumble of an approaching train, or the voices rising when the movie ends. Upset voices. Angry voices. I knew what that noise meant. The mongoose was fighting too well. He was messing up the game. From here on in, I had to make every shot count.


  Especially the last one.


  


  Santiago Contra
El Culto
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  Mark Zirbel


  y name is Santiago, and I’m a luchadore enmascarado. That’s a masked wrestler, for all you gringos out there. Don’t get the wrong idea—I use the word “gringo” with affection. In fact, even though I’m the most famous wrestler in all of Mexico, my dream is to headline a match at the Mecca of professional wrestling: Madison Square Garden in New York City. Which is why I was so excited the day I received a call from Vincent Marsh, the owner of American Championship Wrestling. ACW is a wrestling promotion headquartered in Massachusetts, and Marsh wanted me to be in the main event of an upcoming show.


  “Who would I be fighting?” I asked.


  “We’ve got a masked wrestler in our organization who goes by the name of Squid Man,” Marsh said. “This guy is a real high-flyer, and I think the two of you would have a terrific match.”


  The thought of making my first U.S. wrestling appearance was so appealing that I agreed to the match right there on the phone, without bothering to look into ACW any further. That was my first mistake. My second mistake was that I asked Maria to go along with me.


  Maria is my gal, mi novia, and I love her to death. But she has this bad habit of getting herself kidnapped. I guess it’s my fault as much as hers. Everyone wants a piece of the great Santiago, and they’re constantly snatching Maria as a way to get to me. It’s as if my championship belt contains a homing beacon for every mad scientist and megalomaniac on the planet! One week, the great-great-great-grandson of Doctor Frankenstein is trying to steal my brain to turn his monster into the World Heavyweight Champion, the next week, some voodoo priestess wants to eat my heart in order to gain control of a legion of masked wrestler zombies. It gets a little tiresome after a while—especially the part where I have to keep rescuing Maria from these locos! So, I figured she’d be safer if I brought her to the States with me. Little did I know I was playing right into the hands of my latest foe.


  But I’m getting ahead of myself! Sorry about that—I tend to tell a story like it’s a Lucha Libre wrestling match—fast-paced and all action. So, anyway, Maria and I booked a flight into Boston. When we landed at Logan International, I couldn’t believe the stares I was getting. I guess Americans aren’t used to seeing a wrestler who wears his mask twenty-four, seven. Hey, at least my mask is fairly subdued. A lot of my fellow enmascarados have multi-colored masks with large, three-dimensional trimmings that jut out like horns. Mine, on the other hand, is a simple red mask, with holes for my eyes, nose, and mouth, and a white “S” on the forehead. When I’m not in the ring, I always make a point to color-coordinate my mask with my street clothes. On this particular day, I was wearing black jeans and a red t-shirt, which complemented my mask perfectly.


  Maria stuck out her tongue at a group of airport gawkers and sent them scurrying on their way. I laughed. “What would I do without you, chica? Come on, let’s pick up our rental car and get out of here.”


  The car rental office had a Mustang waiting for me. A convertible, of course—Santiago always drives a convertible. (It makes it easier for me to get in and out when I’m wearing my full wrestling garb and cape.) Maria and I hopped on Interstate 95 and headed northeast toward Essex County. I would have loved for my first wrestling match in America to take place in Boston, Philadelphia, New York, New Jersey, or any one of the many other East Coast cities that have a strong reputation for promoting independent wrestling. But Innsmouth?! I had never heard of the place, and it didn’t even appear on my roadmap. However, Mr. Marsh had provided me excellent driving directions from the airport. And what the heck—the great Santiago wasn’t too proud to compete in front of a small-town crowd. I’d give them the show of their lives!


  My travels have taken me through some of the poorest barrios in Mexico, none of which are as gloomy as the desolate fishing village that awaited us when we finally arrived in Innsmouth. Most of the buildings were either boarded up or crumbling down. There weren’t any people in sight, either, not even when we drove through what appeared to be the “downtown” section of Innsmouth. The only exception was a lone drunkard sprawled on a park bench, who looked like he was at least a hundred years old. Marsh’s directions eventually led us to a dilapidated building with a weather-beaten sign out front that read ACW ARENA.


  “You go ahead and meet with Mr Marsh,” Maria said. “I’m going to poke around and do some shopping.”


  “Oh no, you don’t! You’re coming with me.”


  “But you know how bad I want to shop in some real American department stores!”


  “Chica, take a look around. I don’t think you’re going to find a Saks Fifth Avenue in Innsmouth. Besides, I’m not letting you out of my sight for the duration of this trip.”


  Maria pouted, which she’s very good at, and I finally agreed that I’d go shopping with her the next day, after my match was out of the way. I parked the car and we headed into the ACW Arena, where we discovered a ring so old and shabby that it looked like it belonged in a wrestling museum. Two rows of folding chairs surrounded the ring, and this appeared to be the extent of the arena’s seating capacity. Apparently ACW shows didn’t attract more than a few dozen fans. Although given how deserted the town was, I found it hard to believe even that many people would be in attendance that evening.


  The sight (and stink!) of cigar smoke led us to an open office door. There we discovered the offending cigar hanging from the mouth of a rather odd-looking man. He was completely bald, with bulging eyes and prominent lips. There’s no nice way of putting it—the guy had a real fish face!


  “Mr. Marsh?” I asked.


  “Yeah?” he spoke around his cigar.


  “I’m Santiago.”


  “Oh, right.” Marsh stood up from behind his desk and extended his hand. I shook it, trying to act like I hadn’t noticed the webbed corners of his fingers. He nodded toward Maria. “Who’s the hot tamale there behind ya?”


  “That’s Maria,” I said, tightening my grip just a bit on his web-fingered hand. “And that’s how I’d prefer for you to address her.”


  Marsh’s big eyes became bigger still. “Sure…sorry…no offense.”


  “None taken,” Maria reassured him (and me, as well, with a gentle pat on my back).


  I released Marsh’s hand, which he flexed a few times before picking up a clipboard from his desk. “Well, I’ve got your contract for tonight’s match right here. All you gotta do is sign it and we re in business.


  When I wrestle in Mexico, I usually do so without a contract. The cornerstone of Mexican wrestling is honor, and I prefer to seal the deal with a handshake over a glass of cerveza. But this was America, so I figured it was in my best interest to not only sign the contract, but to read it carefully as well. This didn’t take long—the document was only five pages and fairly straightforward. But there was one thing that concerned me.


  “What’s this all about?” I asked Marsh, pointing to a line in the contract.


  “Oh, that. It just says that after the match, the loser will unmask and give his mask to the winner.”


  “You never said anything about this being a Mask vs. Mask match.”


  “I’m pretty sure I mentioned it on the phone.”


  I shook my head.


  “No? Well, is that stipulation a problem for you?”


  For Mexican wrestlers, nothing is as important as a Mask vs. Mask match. A mask is much more than part of a wrestler’s costume—it’s part of his identity. In many cases, it’s the very source of a wrestler’s abilities in the ring. Of course, there are times when a feud between two wrestlers is so great that it can only be settled by putting their masks on the line. I’ve fought in—and won—several Mask vs. Mask matches during my career. But never against a wrestler who I hadn’t so much as seen before. For all I knew, this “Squid Man” was a 500-pound monster who could beat me by getting in one lucky blow and then sitting on me for the pin.


  ‘Can I at least meet my opponent before I agree to the match?” I asked Marsh.


  He sucked the end of his stogie, which looked as soggy and tattered as a newspaper left out in the rain. “He ain’t gonna be here until the opening bell. But I’ve got a copy of the promo he cut for tonight’s match. I’ll play it so you can get a look at him.”


  Marsh picked up a remote control and pointed it at a small television set across the room. A moment later, I was watching a man on the screen wearing a green singlet and green mask. Eight “tentacles” hung from the bottom of the mask, which looked like they were made of plush, stuffed fabric. Squid Man, I presumed. Well, he certainly wasn’t a 500-pounder—more like a hundred pounds soaking wet! Marsh had said that Squid Man was a high-flyer, and looking at his lean body, it was easy to picture him gracefully executing an array of moonsaults, hurricanranas. and other aerial moves.


  Squid Man looked directly into the camera and gestured wildly as he spoke. “Santiago, do you really think you’re going to come into my backyard and walk away with my mask?! I’ll send you back to Mexico, hiding your face in shame! Iä! Iä! Cthulhu flghan! Pn-nfft mglw’ nattf Cthulhu R’lyeh hwag’ afet flghan!”


  “What the heck is he saying?” I asked Marsh.


  “Umm…I think he’s speaking French.”


  “French?!”


  “Yeah, I’m pretty sure. Look, Santiago, if you’re afraid to risk your mask against this guy, it ain’t a prob—”


  “Afraid?” I interrupted.


  Maria put her hand on my back again. “No dejes que te manipule y hagas algo que no quieres hacer.” She was telling me, “Don’t let this guy manipulate you into doing anything you don’t want to.


  I took a deep breath to calm myself and collect my thoughts. “It’s fine,” I told her. And it was. Marsh’s attack on my ego aside, the bottom line was that he had already promoted the match as Mask vs. Mask. That’s what the fans would be paying to see that night. Sure, the card is always subject to last-minute changes, but not if Santiago has anything to say about it. I flipped to the last page of the contract and put my signature next to Squid Man’s (who had signed his name with a series of strange-looking hieroglyphics).


  “Great!” Marsh said. “Your match is at nine tonight—I’ll see ya then.” As Maria and I exited Marsh’s office, I heard him clear his throat.


  “Oh, and Santiago…?” he called out to me. “Be sure to enjoy your last few hours with your mask!”


  Marsh’s phlegmy cackle followed us until we were well outside the arena.


  # # # # #


  I had five hours to kill before my match. Unfortunately, in a town like Innsmouth, five hours can seem like five days. Maria and I checked into the Gilman House hotel, where we planned to spend the night. Not that we had much choice—it was the only hotel in town. Our small, dingy room didn’t even have a television, and Maria knew better than to suggest passing the time by making love. (Santiago never has sex before a match—it’s a sure way to lose a step in the ring.) So, we decided to grab an early dinner. We walked the empty streets of Innsmouth for nearly an hour before settling on the one and only restaurant we came across: the Order of Dagon Café. Big surprise, we were the only customers. It was very odd to be in a town with such a sparse population. Stranger still, the few people that we did encounter—the desk clerk at the hotel, the bellboy, our waiter—all had the same “look : bald heads, bug eyes, large mouths, and webbed fingers. Just like Vincent Marsh! I didn’t know if this was pure coincidence or the result of small-town inbreeding, but the bottom line was that Innsmouth was giving me a very bad feeling.


  “Listen to me, chica,” I told Maria after the waiter brought us our Black Goat of a Thousand Young stew (believe it or not, this was the best-sounding item on the menu). “After my match tonight, I want us to drive back to Boston.”


  “But it’ll be so late. And we’ve already checked into the Gilman House.”


  “I don’t care. I want to get out of here as soon as possible.”


  It takes a lot to rattle Santiago. So when Maria heard the concern in my voice, she didn’t push the matter any further. “Okay, honey, whatever you say. You wrestle Squid Man and take that punk’s mask, and then we’ll leave this dump behind us.”


  I smiled and nodded.


  What a fool I was to think it would be that simple.


  # # # # #


  When Maria and I arrived at the ACW Arena that night, we discovered that the show was running late and the main event wouldn’t begin until around ten. This gave us a chance to take in some of the midcard matches, which featured no-name wrestlers the likes of Robert Blake and Walter Gilman. What a sad bunch of jobbers! There was a grand total of six people in the audience, eight if you counted me and Maria. The six spectators watched the matches in silence, staring blankly with their bulging, fish-like eyes, and never once bothering to put their webbed hands together to applaud the wrestlers. However, when the referee announced that it was time for the main event of the evening, they suddenly came to life. I guess you could say they began to “cheer,” although the noises they made were more like a bunch of croaking sounds. The ref called me to the ring first, which caused the crowd’s gurgley belches to take on an angry tone. I wasn’t used to getting heel heat, but I figured it was inevitable—since Squid Man was the local favorite, I would be the “bad guy” as far as the crowd was concerned. The ref gave me a curt introduction before moving on to Squid Man.


  “And now entering the squared circle…let’s give him a warm hometown welcome…he’s the Tentacled Terror…the Grappling God…the one…the only…SQUID MAN!”


  Right on cue, Squid Man bounded into the ring, wearing his green mask and singlet, looking just like he did in his promo video. The six spectators made so much noise that you’d have thought you were listening to the crowd at a sold-out stadium event. But despite their caterwauling. I could still hear Maria’s boos and hisses loud and clear. Is it any wonder I love that little spitfire?


  As Squid Man and I stared each other down from opposite corners of the ring, I removed my white cape to reveal my red tights and white wrestling boots. Meanwhile, the ref reminded the crowd that this was a Mask vs. Mask match. Then the ring bell sounded and we were under way. Looking back on the match, I’d say it was one of the better bouts of my career, with lots of back and forth action and plenty of high spots. Squid Man had talent, no doubt about it But with all due modesty, I never felt like I was in danger of losing. Whatever Squid Man threw at me, I had an answer for it. When he grabbed me in a waist lock, I reversed the move with a standing switch When he lifted me up for a powerbomb, I countered by wrapping my arms around his head and slamming his face to the mat with a DDL And when he jumped off the top rope to deliver a flying ax handle, I was waiting for him with a standing drop kick. It seemed that on this particular night, I had Squid Man’s number. I could tell that Squid Man sensed it, too; I felt his frustration growing as the match went on. At about the twenty-minute mark, Squid Man’s frustration gave way to exhaustion. Despite his skills, he clearly wasn’t as well conditioned as the great Santiago. Victory would soon be mine.


  And then I went blind.


  A second earlier, Squid Man had bent over to reach into his boot. The next thing I knew, he was throwing something directly into my face. A powdery explosion filled my eyes. Some of the residue fell onto my tongue, and I was reminded of brushing my teeth as a child. Baking soda. The dirty cabron had nailed me with a handful of baking soda.


  As I desperately tried to rub the burning powder from my eyes, I heard the repeated clang of the ring bell. “The winner of the match,” the ref announced, “as the result of a disqualification…SANTIAGO!” Squid Man had to be a real idiota. Sure, the guy was heading for a loss, but why guarantee it with a DQ? What could possibly be his motivation? My answer came a second later, when I heard Maria begin to scream. Her wails were piercingly loud at first, but then quickly began to fade, as if she was being carried away. Moments later I could see again, but it was too late—Maria was gone. As a matter of fact, everyone was gone—Squid Man, the ref, and the spectators had all disappeared. Were they the ones who had taken Maria? If so, they would pay dearly!


  I raced outside the ACW Arena, but the only person in sight was the old bum who Maria and I had seen earlier that day. He was on the same park bench as before, but sitting up now and wide awake.


  “Viejo!” I called out to him. “I need to talk to you!”


  He took a swig from his bottle and gave me a five-toothed smile. The guy was no Antonio Banderas, that’s for sure, but at least he didn’t have the fish-like appearance of the others I had encountered in Innsmouth. “Did you see some men bring a woman through here?” I asked him.


  “Ay, I seen ‘em, an I knows where they be takin’ her, too.”


  “You do? Where?”


  “Out to that cursed reef o’ Satan!”


  “You mean Devil’s Reef?” The bellboy at the Gilman House had mentioned Devil’s Reef when Maria and I asked him about sightseeing in Innsmouth. He said it was a large, black reef just off the coast, a good portion of it above the water, so that it gave the appearance of being an inlet island. “Why would they take her there?”


  “To be makin’ a sacrifice to the Old Ones, a’ course.”


  “Sacrifice…? Dios mio…MARIA!”


  I raced toward the harbor, where I spotted a group of shadowy figures gathered on Devil’s Reef. When I reached the shoreline, I could see exactly who those figures were: Maria, Squid Man, the referee, the six spectators from the ACW Arena—and none other than Vincent Marsh!


  1 took a step into the water, ready to swim the short distance out to the reef.


  “Hold it right there, Santiago!” Marsh called out.


  “What the hell do you want?” I asked him.


  “In order for ACW to succeed in Innsmouth, I gotta make an offering to the Old Ones—something of great power. Don’t you get it? It’s your mask I’ve wanted from the start! We tried to win it all nice and fair, but you were too damned good. So here’s what you’re gonna do, Santiago. Take off your mask and leave it there on the beach. Then go back to your hotel room and wait for Maria. We’ll let her go once we make sure that your mask is the real deal and that the Great Cthulhu considers it a worthy gift.”


  Even though Maria was still in danger, I let out a partial breath of relief. At least I knew that they wanted to sacrifice my mask, not my gal. I would have torn off my mask in an instant if I thought it was the only way to save Maria. But these guys didn’t seem all that bright, and I had a plan for how I could get back Maria and retain my mask.


  “Hey, Marsh!” I shouted. “How about if I swim out there and have a match against this Cthulhu hombre? If he wins, you get my mask. If I win. I keep my mask and leave with Maria.”


  “You want to have a match here?! Are you nuts? This ain’t a wrestling ring, it’s a freakin’ coral reef!”


  “Well, in that case, we’ll have to make it a Falls Count Anywhere match.” Normally pinfalls are only legal if they occur within the roped confines of the ring. But with a Falls Count Anywhere stipulation, that rule is voided, enabling pins and submissions to occur anywhere at all—even, in this case, on the Devil’s Reef.


  The ref considered this for a moment. “Yep…so long as it’s Falls Count Anywhere, we’d be good to go.”


  “Shut up, you moron!” Marsh barked at him. And then to me, “Forget it. Santiago. No deal!”


  “I guess this Cthulhu of yours isn’t an ‘Old One’ so much as an ‘Old Coward.’ But, hey, if he’s afraid to face me, I completely under—”


  I cut myself off as the ground began to shake. Off in the distance, something was emerging from the ocean’s depths. My bait had been taken. I swam out to the reef to size up my opponent.


  As I pulled myself onto the jagged surface of Devil’s Reef, I saw a hulking form shambling its way toward me. Madre de Dios…the thing was at least fifty feet tall! Its basic shape was that of a man, but with a face like an octopus and a body covered with wildly twitching tentacles. It reminded me of Squid Man on steroids—lots and lots of steroids.


  “I…ACCEPT,” the creature bellowed. Its voice sounded soggy and powerful all at once, as if the words flowed from its mouth along a mighty waterfall. I dropped to my knees and pressed my palms together, begging off the advancing giant. But it kept on coming, lumbering forward until it stood directly over my prone, trembling body.


  Once again, my bait had been taken.


  1 leapt to my feet, scaled one of the creature’s legs like a champion lumberjack, and delivered a low blow directly to the monster’s cojones. It let out a pained gasp, which sounded something like “BLLEPPHTT…,” before crumbling to the ground and clutching its enormous family jewels. I hopped onto the thing’s shoulders and signaled for the ref to count the 1-2-3.


  “No way!” Marsh shouted. “You lose by disqualification.”


  “But in a Falls Count Anywhere match, there are no disqualifications, isn’t that so?” I asked the ref.


  He gave this some thought. “Yep…he’s right. Given the stipulations, a low blow is as legal as a headlock.” He bent down and slapped a three-count on the reef. “The winner…SANTIAGO!”


  “All right, enough of this bullshit,” Marsh said, pulling a gun from his coat. “Santiago, just hand over your goddamned mask, will ya?”


  “NO…LET THEM GO,” the creature commanded as it slunk back into the ocean. “RULES…ARE RULES.”


  But…but…Marsh sputtered.


  “You heard the Old Guy! Now if you’ll excuse us, the lady and I will be on our way.” I motioned for Maria to hop on my back so I could swim her to shore. But there was one thing I needed to do first: claim what I had won earlier that evening. I walked over to Squid Man and pulled the mask from his head, revealing a pimply faced, greasy haired kid of about sixteen.


  “Aw, jeez…,” he whined, fighting back tears.


  I actually felt a little sorry for the twerp.


  But I kept the mask anyway.


  # # # # #


  Our Mustang sliced through the muggy night air as we cruised along Interstate 95, heading out of town the same way we had come.


  “Can we finally go shopping in one of those fancy American boutiques?” an exhausted Maria asked me.


  “You got it, chica,” I told her. “Tomorrow morning. I’m taking you where the wealthiest and most beautiful people in all of Massachusetts do their shopping—the Boston Store!”


  


  Stomach Acid


  David Conyers and
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  arrison Peel woke awkwardly, worried that he sensed ripples of déjà vu. The dirty hotel room with giant bugs scampering on the ceiling remained familiar, and the air sweating like an exerted fat man in this tropical heat was as oppressive as the moment before he drifted into sleep. It was his body clock was worried him. He felt as if it were late afternoon even though his watch said early morning. Had his watch failed? Had he slept all day and not noticed?


  Sitting up brought stomach acid to his throat. Then he gagged. The nausea so bad he hoped only to vomit. Several moments of retching brought up nothing, and still the nausea would not abate. To counter the acid, he drank sterile water from his canteen. He choked on that too, vomited it up as he did.


  Out of bed, peering into the broken mirror, Peel saw a haggard man. He saw himself as if he were a terminally ill cancer patient. Not the self-image he had witnessed in the same mirror yesterday when he had felt good and fighting fit. What had happened to him? It terrified him that he did not know.


  It was then glancing over his shoulder that he noticed the tall gangly man.


  Without hesitation Peel spun his whole body, pinned the intruder against a wall. One hand locked an arm so it would be a painful exercise to resist, the other pressed against the windpipe so he could kill without effort.


  “If I die, Major,” the stranger gasped, “so do you.”


  Without speaking Peel released the tiniest amount of pressure from his death grip. He frisked the intruder, finding nothing that could constitute a weapon, then forced the man onto the room’s only chair. “Sit on your hands,” Peel commanded while he searched for his own gun, an old .45 automatic purchased on the black market on his first day in this backwater Amazonian town. He found the weapon under his pillow where he’d left it, all the bullets still in the magazine. Loading a round into the chamber, he asked ever so calmly, “Who are you?


  “My name is not important. However I realize that it is easier for your kind to use names, so McFour will serve that purpose.


  In the half-light Peel studied the man called McFour. Strange name for a strange face, he didn’t believe it was real for a moment. The man’s Latin features were almost waxen, and his perfect upper-class English had been delivered in a strong French accent. The juxtaposition was like eating ice cream yet tasting burrito.


  “I’m here to offer you a deal, Mr. Peel. We know you’re due to visit the US Camp McBride in a few hours. When you do, we have a little job for you to do there.”


  McFour obviously knew all about Peel, but this didn’t surprise Peel as much as it should. Peel was already guessing he was part of a scam, that the man named McFour had drugged him and now thought he had something over him. Obviously he was some kind of government man, probably from one of the world’s numerous secret services. Which one—Peel couldn’t even begin to guess.


  ‘We?” Peel asked raising the gun. He could shoot the man right then and there, where nothing or no one could stop him from doing so. But the intruder had not once flinched away from death, nor did he look to be the slightest bit concerned that he might die purely on Peel’s whim. Considering the strangers reaction, Peel became immensely worried, although he tried not to show it. To make matters worse, he thought that he might have a fever, his head pounded that hard. “You obviously think you’ve got something over me if you think I’m going to help you?”


  McFour’s face remained expressionless as he laid his cards on the table. Yes we do, Mr. Peel. We know that you’ve been hired as a consultant, flown into South America to offer your expertise on the extraterrestrial sentient being that the US Marines recently captured in the jungle. However, my masters don’t want that to happen. We want you to set it free.”


  Peel laughed. He’d seen his fair share of ESBs in his day, so he wasn’t about to dispute this part of the claim as any normal rational person would. Hell, that was why he was here in the first place, because some official in Washington DC thought he was ‘expert’ enough to offer a valid opinion on the matter. Before he’d agreed to head south of the border, Peel explained that all his previously encountered ESBs had acted in an extremely hostile manner towards any and every human being on this planet. ‘McFour’ fit the profile perfectly by threatening him. The clincher had to be blackmail: perhaps a slow acting poison injected into Peel while he slept. This made sense, considering how sick he felt, because the nausea refused to go away.


  He raised the gun, pressed it into the man’s temple. “What makes you think I’m going to help you?”


  “That’s simple, Mr. Peel,” responded McFour calmly. “We’ve removed your stomach. You get it back when the extraction is done.”


  # # # # #


  Mangy dogs loitered in the refuge. Indian boys kicked a football in the broken streets or watched from behind banana trees with curious eyes. Above, the sky rumbled, threatening rain again.


  Whenever Jordan took one of his frequent trips into this depopulated former oil town, he always felt that he was being scrutinized by locals whom he was sure resented him. After all, he was white. He was from the north. He was obviously part of the exclusive ‘first world’ club that existed only to oppress and misuse almost everything south of the equator. If his falsified passport didn’t list him as Canadian, Jordan knew that the hatred would have been multiplied by a factor of ten just for his being an American. But that was the way of the world these days. Now that there was only one big boy on the block and not two competing super-powered bullies, everyone everywhere felt safe criticizing and condemning America, if not outright hating its ‘empire expanding tendencies.’


  Jordan lit a cigarette, leaned against a rusting Coca-Cola machine that stood outside of a tiny store. He used his dark sunglasses to hide his eyes as he scanned the people around him. Didn’t the bastards know the Marines were here to protect them from the drug lords, the communist guerrillas, and god only knows from what else? Especially from the ‘god only knows what else. Of course these people would never see it like that, because they had the luxury of being ignorant. They didn’t have the nightmares of those misshapen things advancing towards them through a withering hail of gunfire. They didn’t have the screams of Marines, just young boys looking to do their duty, still echoing in their head as the boys were torn apart, disintegrated, or worse.


  Jordan stamped out his cigarette. The air felt too hot to smoke, so he instead glared at the locals around him behind the safety of his tinted lenses. He hated them all. Not because they despised him in return, but because the ingrates didn’t know the truth. They knew nothing about the ten young Marines that died capturing that ESB in the jungle. Once again ‘evil America’ had sacrificed its own sons to save these mistrusting locals from further abductions and god knows what else. If his superiors ever did speak out, told the truth—and if they were believed—then these Indians just might understand.


  But that would never happen, so the locals never would. They didn’t understand that the aliens were beyond borders, beyond human desires for power and control. They were everywhere. As far as they were concerned, every human was a viable target, these kids and their mangy dogs as much as Jordan and the Marines.


  He slid his satellite phone from his coat pocket, tuned it to the only secure communication band that transmitted this deep in the jungle, and dialed. “Security clearance seven eight five, nine three zero.”


  In less than a minute he was patched through, his words bouncing through the satellites that hung high and remote and unseen in the overcast sky.


  “All secure, give me the sitrep, Jordan.”


  Jordan looked to his left. The small river port was little more than a jetty, populated with some warehouses and surrounded by numerous canoes. The smell of freshly netted fish in buckets for sale at the market was heavy in the air. Just beyond, children swam in the water despite the occasional piranha. He was the only white face, the only one who looked worried.


  “Sir, he didn’t show.”


  “Again?” Colonel Bennett’s voice seemed to echo, delayed by the invisible beams racing up and down through the overcast atmosphere. “You sure he arrived.”


  “He checked into a hotel at approximately oh-one-hundred local. He was due to call me at ten-hundred and didn’t. At eleven-hundred I checked out his room. His bags were there, it appeared that he had slept there, but he was gone. The hotel staff did not see him leave and I have yet to hear from him.”


  Another delay, this time satellite lag had nothing to do with “You sure Peel is worth all this effort?”


  “Yes sir, he’s got the extensive ESB experience we need. A former military intelligence officer with the Australian Army, he comes highly recommended from our people too.”


  “Well then better find him. Be discrete, but up the ante because things have changed here, Jordan.” It was either anger or nervousness that Jordan detected in his superior’s voice, but whatever it was he didn’t like it.


  “What do you mean, sir?”


  “What I mean is the ESB has started talking. And I don’t like what it’s saying one little bit.”


  # # # # #


  At the dilapidated post office that looked more like a crumbling ruin than a government funded institution, Peel mentally readied himself for his only phone call. He was surprised McFour had allowed this, but then McFour certainly had the upper hand, and he would have to release Peel at some point, and then he’d be able to telephone home anyway. Besides, what was Peel going to say? McFour had made it very clear; if he didn’t do this, his life was forfeit. Every attempt to drink fluid had proved that. The place where his stomach had been was now nothing more than sealed valves.


  With the telephone in his hand, Peel didn’t know who to call. Too many years fighting ESBs had taken its toll on his nerves and his relationships. The one woman who had loved him and understood him had died at their hands, and he still missed her dreadfully. There were his parents, a sister, but he hadn’t spoken to any of them in years. Tracing the very obvious c-shaped scar disfiguring his abdomen, he knew that his chances were extremely slim at best. Now more than ever, when Peel was afraid of dying alone, there was no one to turn to.


  Without thinking, he replaced the headset, pressed his head against the booth and sighed deeply, and almost cried. Instead he laughed hysterically, knowing that he could ill afford to waste the water, especially considering how much he was sweating.


  Three minutes later he returned to the rendezvous. McFour waited for him in a café drinking a cold can of cola. He reached down under the table, and produced a syringe, seemingly from nowhere.


  “What’s that for?”


  “Hydration. It’s a special solution to keep you going. Have you finished what you needed to do?”


  Peel took the syringe. It looked sterile enough.


  “Into a blood vessel, not muscle.”


  Five minutes later Peel returned from the bathroom, the baños, feeling refreshed despite the continual nausea and thirst.


  “You’re one of them, aren’t you? I mean you look human, but you’re not.”


  McFour said nothing. Peel didn’t need an answer. He knew he was right.


  “So, what if I don’t do this. I mean what’s the worst that can happen? I die? All things considered, that’s a small price to pay to ensure you don’t win.”


  As if to taunt, McFour sipped at his cola. “I am human, Mr. Peel, although this is not my original body. My masters are very adept at surgery and other forms of biological modifications, human and their own kind alike.”


  “And one of them was caught, trapped in a brain jar when the Camp McBride Marines paid a visit?”


  McFour’s smile was strained. “Crude, but your point is essentially correct.”


  “But getting back to my point, what if I refuse? Sure, I die, but they get to keep one of you hostage. And considering how slim my chances are anyway, that almost seems worth it.” Peel wasn’t sure if he had the courage to give up his own life just yet, but then McFour didn’t know that for certain. He was willing to bluff, willing to try anything.


  “Perhaps,” McFour sipped more of his refreshing drink while Peel sweated. “My masters were going to let their brother be sacrificed, but I convinced them that there was a way to get him back unharmed. If you refuse they just return to the original plan and you and I become superfluous. It’s that simple.”


  Curious, Peel sat down. McFour or his masters had obviously thought this through carefully. “How so?”


  “Camp McBride and the nearly two hundred soldiers stationed there will be obliterated. Not just killed, obliterated. You want that on your conscious. Peel? If you give up now, it’s not only your own life that you’re throwing away.”


  Peel looked out through the open terrace across the decaying town, over the muddy river waters and into the thick jungle. They both knew his threat had been idle. If Peel was going to go down any time soon, then he’d go down the same way he’d always responded to the past threats with their impossible odds: fighting.


  “All right McFour, how exactly do I pull this off?”


  # # # # #


  The motorboat chopped at the fast-flowing waters. On the banks of the river huge trees lurked like angry sentinels, warning that the jungle hid more horrors than Jordan would ever know, more than he’d already uncovered. At the back of the boat Peel was resting, dabbing his face with his shirt which he dipped in the cool water. Strangely, he was not drinking, and for some time Jordan considered that Peel might have malaria. If he did, that would just be Jordan’s luck. It had been him who had done the research and recommended the man, after all.


  “You want anything?” he asked, offering a standard Marine issue water bottle doped with enough iodine tablets to kill anything.


  Peel smiled weakly, shook his head.


  “Give it to me straight; are you okay? I mean you look really sick.”


  The Australian ‘consultant’ rubbed his stomach. “Something I ate, disagreed with me that’s all.


  Jordan nodded. Eyes back on the river, hand back on the wheel, he took them through another turn in this never-ending maze of dirty-colored rivers. They were heading upstream, into virgin rainforest territory where only headhunting Indians, drug smugglers and US soldiers dare venture. That was if he didn’t count the ESBs. Realistically, headhunters and smugglers were thin on the ground out here, which was not at all surprising. Not with what thrived out there now.


  As if a cold bucket of water had been thrown over him, waking him from a nightmare, Jordan recalled again his experiences in the stifling alien complex. The claustrophobia, the spores, the gunfire that killed more of their own than the ESBs they were trying to capture. For a long time there he thought he was never going to get out….still, they came home with their prize They had captured one of the bastards…well, half of one at least. Hell, not even half of one, but at least it was alive.


  After it was over and the shakes had come and gone, Jordan had time to think and he didn’t like the conclusion he came to. It was obvious to him, based on the age of the complex they had raided, that these aliens had been intruding on this planet for thousands, if not millions of years. Such thoughts were worse than the horrors he had just faced, and Jordan wondered if perhaps things weren’t the opposite of how he’d always thought them to be. What if it was humanity that was the intruder on this Earth, that until recently the Earth had belonged to other species far more intelligent than mankind?


  When Peel seemed to drift into a restless sleep, Jordan called back to base. It didn’t take long for Bennett to respond.


  “I hope you don’t have any bad news for me, Jordan?”


  “Sir, he looks very sick.”


  “Can he talk?”


  “Yes, he’s lucid. If I was to hazard a guess I’d say malaria.”


  “We’ll fix him up with some drugs when he gets here. How long will that be?”


  “Not long, sir. ETA twenty minutes.” Jordan deliberated, let the silence hang.


  “That’s not all, is it?”


  “No sir. I’m worried we’ve been compromised.”


  “What, by whom?”


  “I don’t know sir, but I know one thing, and that is to trust my gut when things go wrong. Peel missed our first two meetings, and now that he’s finally showed up, he’s very sick.”


  “Perhaps he’s just got dysentery. Hell, that’d slow me down.”


  “I just think we’ve got to be careful.”


  Another delay while Bennett mulled over this turn of events. “So what is it that you are asking for?”


  Jordan was reluctant to answer, even though he knew he must. Sure Harrison Peel was an Australian, a former member of a foreign military intelligence, but in his more recent past he had been hired as a consultant to the NSA. Peel also hailed from an allied nation, and he’d put his life on the line several times not just in the interest of his own country, but for the United States as well. He had proved he was no friend of the ESBs either. So why was Jordan so worried?


  “A full security check, sir, that’s what I want. If he’s armed, I don’t want him anywhere near the ESB.”


  “Is that all?” Bennett snorted. “You should have said so.”


  The line went dead.


  But the thought still lingered; Jordan was as sure as hell that wasn’t all. Peel had to have been compromised, he just wasn’t sure how.


  # # # # #


  Camp McBride looked out of place in this backwater Amazonian nation. The barracks and other compound buildings were all brand new and clean, the helicopter landing pad with two Apaches was clear of weeds and debris, and the communications equipment fixed everywhere was state-of-the-art. The high razorwire and cyclone fences were imposing, and the sentry towers fitted with M249 SAW machineguns and Striker40 automatic grenade launchers seemed like overkill. For Peel, the facility seemed like paradise after the night before’s hotel room.


  Once the boat was moored to the camo-painted jetty, Peel was frisked and body-searched while his identification was checked and double-checked. Jordan stood behind Peel and to his left, his right hand behind his back touching the H&K SOCOM .45 that his civilian clothes hid.


  The base medics then gave Peel a quick once over, took a blood sample and said the results would be back in an hour. Peel explained away the scar on his abdomen as a wound sustained while he’d been tortured by terrorists in Africa many years ago, which wasn’t far from the truth.


  Once the examination was over, and Jordan was only slightly more comfortable with the former Australian army officer, he pulled his hand away from his pistol and walked up to Peel. “You need a moment to freshen up? Take a piss?”


  Peel shook his head. He should at least pretend, but he didn’t have the strength to even begin trying. “I want to sleep mate, but not until we’ve done with the preliminaries.” Truth was he was worried what the blood tests would show, so he couldn’t really afford any delays. “You want me to look at it? Try to talk to it?” he added hesitantly.


  The man called Jordan smiled. “ESB induction first. We want to tell you where it came from, so there are no mistakes.”


  The two men locked eyes, and Peel could see suspicion in Jordan’s glare now that he had removed his dark sunglasses. Peel wasn’t surprised, considering how he himself had been behaving since their first meeting. If the tables were turned Peel would be giving himself a much harder time, probably even a full blown interrogation.


  “I want to know what to be careful of Peel added as an afterthought.


  He was shown into another stand-alone building. Fashioned from both wood and metal sheets, the structure would have looked haphazard if it didn’t appear to be a simple to erect kit design. Inside, overhead fans and wall-mounted air-conditioning units kept the humidity out and the temperatures down. This room was a conference center, with a digital projector and plastic seats for several dozen participants. Jordan indicated that Peel should sit down.


  “Water? Cola? How about a beer?” Jordan asked squinting.


  “No thanks.” But he was thirsty, literally dying for a drink. It wasn’t just their suspicions which would force him to act quickly. If only they would show him the ESB, then he might be able to get another drink one more time in his life. “I’m going to watch a slide show, right?


  Jordan nodded. He turned the lights down until it was dark enough then switched on the digital projector, a laptop attached via video cable. After a few moments, Peel was presented with a series of digital and satellite photographs taken of the jungle Some were of close detail, others showed mountainous jungle terrain. All of them focused on the same sheer cliff face.


  “That’s the entrance,” Jordan used a light pen. The slides changed again, grayscale, as if taken by an infrared camera at night. They were of tunnels, pentagon-shaped rooms, panels without screens but with knobs shaped like toadstools, and what seemed to be hydroponics farms catering to fungal growths. Some of the later pictures seemed to have been taken in haste, and most seemed to be missing something important which Peel couldn’t place. “You’re curious about these shots?” Jordan asked, as if he expected him to be.


  Peel took a moment to think. “These are pictures of the ESBs aren’t they, only they didn’t develop?”


  Jordan nodded and smiled.


  “The camera didn’t capture them, even though your eyes saw them.”


  Jordan’s smile vanished just as quickly and he turned a shade paler with the memory. “Yeah, you catch on quick. They killed eight of our men, while two are missing in action and god knows what happened to those poor bastards. I don’t mind telling you that it scared the shit out of me, and I was one of the few who got out unscathed.”


  “What happened to the rest?”


  “You mean apart from the Marines who aren’t assigned to a psych ward back in Texas?”


  Peel nodded.


  ‘Dead. Those things had this weapon, like an invisible laser that just caused organic material to disintegrate on the spot. Clothing and gear was left behind, but nothing else. We couldn’t even see where it was coming from.”


  Wanting to gulp, Peel said nothing. So these ESBs were hostile and efficient combatants. But then after his experiences in the town, he knew that much already. “What else do you know about them?”


  “We don’t know what they’re called, although we do know that, apart from their outposts on Earth, they have two major outposts in our solar system. One is on the Moon and the other on Pluto, the latter which they call Yuggoth. We do know that they definitely don’t originate from our solar system, perhaps not even our galaxy.” Jordan stopped and took a moment to study Peel and to catch his reaction to the next question. “So, have you heard of these things or dealt with them before?”


  Peel shook his head. Despite his history in dealing with strange beings, these aliens were completely new entities to him. He’d met one only this morning, a Yuggothian in human clothing. “What’s their intention?”


  Jordan was positive that the other man was hiding something, but he only shrugged. “Unconfirmed, but we suspect abductions for experimentation, such as human and other terrestrial genetic engineering, mining of our planet’s resources, surgery, brainwashing and memory alteration, and general interference in our way of life.”


  “Sounds like it. You said you caught one?”


  Jordan grinned cruelly. “Yeah, we had to get some justice against these sons of bitches one day. And as I said, they’re into surgery. A particular favorite of theirs is placing brains in self-contained life-support cylinders. We’ve found more than enough cylinders with human brains in them over the years. But we got lucky this time; we managed to secure one of these cylinders with one of their own inside.”


  “And it’s talking to you.”


  He shrugged again, playing it casual. “Yeah, but we think it’s stalling, waiting for a rescue we sure as hell ain’t going to allow to happen. Trouble is, we think we can get something out of it. Something that will benefit us and not the other way around, that is, if…” his voice trailed away.


  “If you ask the right questions?”


  Jordan nodded.


  “And you think I can do just that?”


  Jordan gave a half-hearted grin, ‘Well, that’s what I told my boss, so I hope you don’t disappoint.”


  Peel wanted to say that in his experience the best thing to do was just destroy it. He’d never encountered an alien or one of their artifacts that had been helpful in the slightest, and most were downright fatal. But of course if he said that he wouldn’t be the only dead man here today. Besides, he was too thirsty to care about much else.


  “Well, let’s get started then.”


  # # # # #


  Jordan led Peel down the brightly lit hall. With fifty feet of concrete and earth above their heads, it was the most heavily fortified building in Camp McBride. It was a testament to how quickly Navy Seabees could throw something together when properly motivated.


  The two men approached a lone Marine MP standing guard next to an unmarked stainless steel door. One man armed with just a side arm was all that guarded one of the most amazing discoveries in mankind’s history. But when there was also a whole company of Marines surrounding the lonely guard, it seemed like enough.


  The MP didn’t even flinch as Jordan walked up. “Open it up, Davis, we’ve got a visitor to see the can.”


  The Marine spun around on one heel to face Jordan. “Yes sir, Lieutenant.” Then he spun again to punch in the security code to open the door. The young MP was gung-ho to the core.


  “Thanks, Davis. Right this way, Peel.” Jordan held the door open for the Australian consultant then followed him into the room, locking the door behind them.


  “Lieutenant, is it?” Peel asked, one eyebrow raised.


  Jordan offered a slight smile. “No, not really, but it will do. I do know for a fact that you were a Major with the Australian Army.”


  “Jordan isn’t your real name either, is it?”


  Jordan refused to respond. He then walked over to a table on which the can sat. “Here it is, Peel.”


  Calling the alien artefact a can was appropriate. It was a cylinder over two feet tall and at least a foot across. It was constructed out of a golden-bronze metal, with a series of alien glyphs etched into its surface and a number of small nozzles and obvious connection ports scattered across it. Into two of these ports someone had connected spliced electrical cords and ran them to a normal looking desktop computer. In turn the computer was attached to a monitor and a set of speakers.


  Jordan rapped upon the top of the cylinder, “Hey ugly, you awake in there?”


  <Do Not Do That>, came the instant reply. This message was displayed upon the computer’s screen as it came blaring out of the attached speakers.


  “Take it easy. I brought you someone new to talk to. His name is Harrison Peel and he came all the way from Australia to talk with you. Isn’t that nice?”


  Peel studied the mysterious American while he taunted the ESB. He could almost feel the hatred Jordan had for the thing in the cylinder, and he knew getting it past the Yank and out of the base would be that much harder to do because of it.


  <We Know Of This Peel. We Will Converse With It.>


  Jordan turned to Peel. “Well it looks like I’m not the only member of your fan club. Peel You’re on.”


  Peel stepped forward to address the ESB, wondering just how the alien intelligence inside the cylinder knew about him. “Where do you come from?”


  <This Already Stated. We Come From Ninth Planetoid Of Your Star. Yuggoth>


  “Is this your home world?”


  <No.>


  “Where is your home?”


  <Beyond You>


  “ ‘Beyond us?’ What does that mean?”


  <Beyond Your Understanding>


  There was a pause as Peel thought about that and about what to ask next, but before he could say anything the ESB spoke.


  <Peel Are You Not Here To Retrieve Us? To Return Us To Others? Why The Questions?>


  A moment of stunned silence hung heavy in the brightly lit room.


  “What was that?” Jordan asked. He turned sideways to both Peel and the cylinder, to present a smaller target of himself should something happen. This also concealed his hand as it quickly pulled his gun from the holster at his back.


  Peel’s eyes went wide. He quickly raised a hand, palm out, towards Jordan. “Wait, wait just a second. I’m unarmed. You know this, so just wait.” He turned back to the cylinder quickly. “How do you know about me? About…why I came here?”


  “Son of a bitch,” Jordan whispered as he brought up his .45 into a two-handed shooter’s stance.


  “Wait just a second, Jordan, please. I’m not going to hurt you or anyone else here—”


  “Damn right you’re not,” Jordan hissed.


  “But let me talk to the thing in this can, okay? What could that hurt? That is why you brought me here in the first place, isn’t it?”


  Jordan debated what to do next as he applied one pound of pressure to the pistol’s trigger. After four long, silent seconds, he said. “Okay, Peel, but this had better be good.” Jordan didn’t lower his aim from Peel’s head a fraction of an inch.


  Peel spoke to the ESB again. “I asked, how do you know about me and the reason I’m here?”


  <Conduit Still Open Between Us And Others. Your Part In Retrieval Communicated To Us.>


  “So you’re in contact with others of your kind right now?”


  <Yes The Conduit Between Us Is Never Closed. We Are Never Alone.>


  “Jesus,” Peel heard Jordan whisper and he knew he had to think of something fast. “So then that is why you did not self-destruct yet?” Peel asked and hoped against hope that the alien brain would guess what he was trying to do and play along. It was a long shot, but right then it was the only option the weary, dehydrated man could think of.


  <Yes We Did Not Operate The Nexus Device Once We Became Aware Of Your Involvement In Retrieving Us. Is This Retrieval Still Progressing Or Shall I Operate The Nexus Device Now?>


  What the hell is it talking about, Peel?” Jordan asked, but Peel only partially heard him. He was too busy wondering the same thing. Could it be that Peel’s desperate ploy wasn’t a ploy at all?


  “Explain nexus device?” Peel asked the ESB.


  <Nexus Device Is Variant On Transdimensional Gate Technology. Nexus Device Is Stored Within Capsule With Us. When Operated The Resulting Dimensional Feedback Causes Vaporization At Subatomic Level Of All Matter In A Radius Of Two Of Your Miles.>


  “Why would you do such a thing? Wouldn’t you die, too?”


  <Yes But We Are Archive Brood. We Can Not Allow Our Knowledge To Fall Into The Hands Of Subminds. Best Outcome: Returned to Others. Acceptable Alternative Outcome: Total Vaporization Of Us To Ensure Knowledge Kept Safe. Beneficial Side Effect Of Alternative Outcome: Total Vaporization Of All Enemies In A Radius Of Two Of Your Miles.>


  “Damn it Peel, talk to me, is this shit for real?” Jordan’s gun was still trained on the Peel’s head, but his grip was beginning to tremble slightly.


  “I’m afraid so. That’s the real reason I came here. My sources told me about the device inside this brain jar and that the alien inside was all too willing to detonate it.”


  “Wait, who are these sources of yours? It ain’t us because we sure as hell didn’t know about any bomb inside that thing.”


  “There’s no time to go into that right now,” Peel insisted. “You heard the ESB. If he’s not returned to his mates then Camp McBride, all the Marines in it and everything else for two miles around will be vaporized.”


  “Come on…” Jordan hesitated, his finger lifting off of the .45’s trigger and its barre! dipping slightly. “Do you really believe that there’s a bomb that powerful inside that can with that brain?”


  Peel grimaced. God, did he need a drink of water. “Before you and your men raided the alien complex would you have believed that there would be an ESB in this can?”


  Seconds ticked by. Jordan thought about duty and the repercussions of helping the Australian carry out his insane rescue attempt, and weighed that against the hundred-plus lives that was in Camp McBride. When the tally was reached, Jordan knew he didn’t have any choice in the matter.


  “Shit,” Jordan whispered to himself as he lowered his weapon and put it back into its holster. Then to the cylinder he snarled, “Ok you ugly little fucker, we’ll get you out of here. Don’t trigger your damned device or anything.”


  Jordan walked over to the door and shouted. “Corporal Davis, I need you to come in here.”


  Electronic beeps sounded as the MP entered the door code. A second later the door swung inward. The corporal had only taken a single step into the room when Jordan spun around on his left heel and struck. In the movies one well placed punch always knocks someone out, but reality is a different story. It took Jordan two lightning quick jabs to render the Marine unconscious.


  After dragging Davis into the room, Jordan took his sidearm, a standard issue 9mm Beretta. Jordan looked at the weapon, then at Peel, and then muttered another curse before rising and holding the gun out to the consultant.


  “If this is some kind of trick, if you make me regret this, I’ll kill you,” Jordan said, his blue eyes locked with Peel’s brown.


  Peel took the pistol and tucked it into this waistband. “Naturally,” he agreed. “Now how do we get this thing out of here without killing anyone?”


  “That’s going to be tough. This place is buttoned up pretty tight.” Jordan checked his watch. “At this time the mess hall is always empty. I’m going to plant some fireworks in it to draw attention while we make our move. You stay here until I get back. Also tie and gag Davis in case he wakes up sooner than we want.”


  Peel slumped against the table on which the alien brain cylinder rested. “Gladly,” was all he croaked out of his trembling, far-too-dry lips.


  “And for the love of God. Peel, get something to drink before we make a run for it. You look like shit.” Jordan said and pointed to a water cooler in one of the room’s corners. He then left, closed the door behind him and locked it.


  Peel smiled despite the discomfort and whispered, “Wish I could, mate, wish I could.” He then turned back to the ESB. “Do you really have a ‘nexus device’ in there with you?”


  <Yes Why Would I Say So If It Was Not So?>


  Never mind. Peel said then began to look about the room for something to tie up Corporal Davis with.


  # # # # #


  Exhausted, Peel gave up running and collapsed into the brown leafy slush that was the jungle floor. Light dappled down through the canopy, fifty odd meters above him. He heard light rain, but the foliage was so thick none of it reached the earth except as trickles down the sides of hanging vines or on the trunks of trees.


  Not far behind him, Jordan panted like a horse. He too collapsed after they’d lost their pursuers and they could afford a moment or two to catch their breath. “Bastards!” Jordan exclaimed loudly. “And you too, Peel! You better be right about that god damn thing in there, otherwise I’ve compromised everything that I’ve worked for all these years, and for nothing!”


  Peel did not respond, finding strange comfort in the mud, as if he could just crawl into it, hide, and forget everything. But then he was so thirsty he could barely think about anything else, at least not until all this was sorted. In the meantime his head pounded, despite the cooling earth that wicked his body heat away. He knew that in a few hours his condition would deteriorate rapidly, especially after such an exertion.


  He wasn’t surprised when McFour walked out of the jungle, dressed in camouflage fatigues with a knapsack draped over his shoulder. Humans had satellites that could read the writing off a Coke can, so who was to say the ESBs couldn’t see so much more with their far more highly advanced gadgets?


  Surprised that they had been discovered so easily so deep in the undergrowth, Jordan drew his handgun and pointed it at the intruder’s head. “Who the fuck is this?” He was watching McFour, but the question was definitely directed at Peel.


  “Don’t harm him,” the Major raising a warning hand staggered to his feet “He’s their agent.”


  “You have the ESB unharmed, I presume?” asked McFour casually in his strange French accent.


  “And you’re going to keep with your promise not to harm anyone in the base?” Peel countered as much for Jordan’s benefit as his own. The American appeared on edge, perhaps even unstable after their escape. If not, he should be, because that’s exactly how Peel felt right then, ready to collapse from physical and mental fatigue.


  The man who called himself McFour nodded. “Lying and deceit is not part of the Fungi from Yuggoth directives, unless it suits them to be so.


  “That’s no fucking answer,” Jordan hissed His teeth were clenched hard and the whites of his eyes showing, he had made his soul hard so he could kill if he had to.


  “It’s over, Jordan. You saved your men.”


  “Listen to your friend,” McFour spoke calmly. “He is correct.


  With his gun arm still raised high, Jordan seemed to take a moment to consider his options. He’d just turned against his own people, recklessly endangered lives because he’d believe the mad Australian’s story. If all was lost, then the damage was already done. Peel sighed with relief when Jordan finally did lower his weapon.


  “Thank you,” Peel sighed, feeling ready to faint. Instinctively McFour gave the Australian a syringe. Without hesitation Peel plunged it into a vein allowing the solution do its work. Almost immediately his headache and dizziness subsided.


  Jordan frowned. “They got you on a slow acting poison or something, Peel? No wonder you’ve been acting so crazy.


  Overhead they all were surprised by an Apache helicopter circling. It wouldn’t be long before the Marines found them, that was obvious. The deal had to be finalized before anyone else showed up.


  Peel gave a weak smile, handed over the container with the alien’s brain. No longer attached to its communications devices, none of the three men would have any idea what state the creature was in right then. If it was dead, perhaps there would be nothing left for Peel to bargain with. So when McFour took the cylinder from Peel, the Major grabbed his arm, pulled him close. “What about the last part of the deal? You were never planning to renege on that part either I hope?” Peel was prepared, sure he was willing to hand back the alien, but if he didn’t get his stomach back as well, he was more than willing to murder McFour. The automatic tucked into his pants still pressed hard against his back, reminding him why it was there.


  McFour smiled coldly, “Of course not.” Placing the brain cylinder gentle on the muddy ground, he removed a long, elongated shape reminiscent of a German sausage bloated in the middle. Peel and Jordan each noticed that the ends were fixed with a valve that reminded Peel of anuses. As if it were the most natural thing in the world to do, McFour passed the artificial stomach to Peel, behaving as if his work here was now done.


  “Wait,” Peel called as McFour lifted the cylinder to begin his trek back into the green undergrowth. His voice became frantic, mimicking exactly how he felt. “My stomach is no good to me on the outside. And this isn’t even my stomach.”


  Jordan laughed hysterically. “You mean that’s how they conned you, Peel? And I thought I was having a bad day.”


  Peel gave another weak smile, knowing that he wouldn’t last much longer In negotiating with these aliens, he never thought that he’d need to bargain the specification that his stomach to be put back inside him when the deal was done. He had it back, but it was useless.


  He felt his face drain of color.


  “Don’t look so glum, Mr. Peel.” McFour gave a real smile for the first time. “It’s not as bad as all that.” He lifted up his shirt, revealing not one but numerous C-shaped scars which almost identically matched the scar on Peel’s own abdomen. But it was what he did next that made both Peel and Jordan gag with revulsion.


  McFour peeled away the skin, turning it into a flap, a pocket revealing a chamber within where his own stomach and upper intestines should have been. There were no organs, just a wall of internal skin behind a network of artificial tubing and an alien-designed stomach identical to the one Peel held in his own hands. With a quick adjustment, McFour undid one of the valves in demonstration, and then hooked it back again.


  Without thinking Peel touched his own scar, felt the edge of it peeling away as if he were removing the lid from a Tupperware container. Jordan next to him looked too shocked to do anything, say anything. Neither man had expected this.


  McFour didn’t wait. The deal had been done and all parties satisfied. It was time for him to go.


  He vanished into the hidden depths with the alien brain tucked safely under his arm. Peel and Jordan shared the same thought at that moment, that they’d never see him ever again.
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  umbers terrified Caitlin Rice more than anting.


  She suffered through the math requirements of her paleontology degree, and as a graduation present to herself crushed her calculator with a sledgehammer. Taxes were a nightmare of receipt-stuffed shoeboxes flung once a year into the overnight bin of a beetle-eyed accountant named George. He was the most unpleasant accountant she could find, a squat gargoyle of a man with sulfurous stubs for teeth, removing any temptation to ever become involved in her own finances.


  So when Caitlin struggled and pushed and was tenderized by the blunt shoulders which struck her from every angle on Wall Street, one of the few places on Earth actually built out of numbers, lived or died by numbers, it was only because the job offer she clutched in hand was too good to pass up.


  Through the gilded doors of Stewart & Associates, and the stench of tasteless, expensive cologne was replaced by the cheap lilac hand lotion of the front-desk secretary.


  “I’m, um, Dr. Caitlin Rice,” she said, stammering a bit and feeling foolish, the numbers curling around her on the wall-mounted stock tickers like waking neon nightmares. “I got a call, from Mr. Stewart.”


  The secretary waved her on. “Yeah, he’s expecting you. Fourth floor, make a left, another left, find the door that looks like teak but knocks like balsa.”


  She went up to the office. The door was half open when she got there, so she tapped on it with her fingernails.


  “…and I’m telling you that fucking cheese-eating Polack better get his margins back up to par or I’m kicking him so far down the chain he’ll be hustling hoboes to buy timeshare dumpsters!” The voice came from a cavernous, red-rimmed flaw in an otherwise perfect representation of what a man with an unbaked pie for a face might look like.


  The two steam slits of the pie flicked over to Caitlin, and a pudgy hand waved her in.


  The office itself was a clutter of paper and flash drives and coffee mugs burnt black through overuse In the one calm corner of the office was a book, brown and worm-ridden, safe in a tinted glass display case. “No, no, you know what? I’m bored talking to ya. I’m bored. I’ll call you back.” The pudgy hand struggled across the length of the oak desk. “Ted Stewart Pleasetameetcha.”


  Caitlin took the hand.


  “You’re a biologist, right?” Mr Stewart asked.


  Caitlin straightened, bristled somewhat at the unintended insult. “A paleontologist, actually.”


  “So what? You study animals, right?”


  “Dead animals, normally. Prehistoric ones.”


  “So you study animals. A biologist! Don’t tell me what the study of animals is!” Caitlin sagged in the chair and said nothing. Arguing with the pie felt fruitless.


  Mr. Stewart stood, or straightened to something like standing…at any rate he was upright and waddling over to his door, then clicking it shut. “I had this whole room soundproofed,” he said, waddling back to and behind his desk. “Whole thing, back in the eighties, these three corporate spies had this network of microphones planted in stockbroker’s offices. Or they’d use those directional things, like the FBI’s got, listen from a window across the street. Never got one damn cent off me, though.” He opened his desk and produced a manila folder. “What it is, Caitlin, is I’m looking for expert opinion, for some trading I’m planning to do on the futures market.”


  “And that’s something I want to make clear before I take up any more of your time, Mr. Stewart,” Caitlin said, though the tone in her voice made it clear she meant ‘before you take up any more of my time, or burn out my gag reflex.’


  “My specialty is in primordial life, almost entirely pre-vertebrate. I deal in the past, not the future. If you’re investing in bioengineering or pharmaceuticals, I’m really not qualified to…”


  “Yeah yeah yeah,” he said, cutting her off. “I know exactly what you do. You think I was a millionaire by twenty-four and didn’t do my homework? That ain’t Teddy Stewart. You study old life. Like, really old life. And that’s what I’m looking towards.” He slid the folder across the desk to her. open to the first page.


  Caitlin read the cover sheet. “In his house at R’lyeh dead Cthulhu waits dreaming.”


  “That’s what it is, Mr. Stewart said, baring a set of teeth almost as white as his skin. “I’ve been putting it off and putting it off, but it’s high time I got into sleeping monster futures.”


  # # # # #


  Mr. Stewart led her through the tumult of the balcony above the New York Stock Exchange, brokers and traders and hangers-on parting before his bulk. The din of voices melted into a single chant of variable length and decibel, a chorus of Benedictine monks without the cadence.


  “Sleeping monster futures, Caitlin repeated, for what felt the millionth time, though it felt no more sensible on repetition.


  “Yeah, it’s nothing new, really. The futures market, y’see, is nothing more than making money on guesses that turn out to be right. You bet that some spear-chucker African is gonna get couped out of a dictatorship before such-and-such a date and win big. Or say you can put good money that a crop of rice is gonna fail in Manchuria, so you invest in Cantonese patties. They even had a sweet set-up in the Pentagon after September 11th, where you could put money on when and where the next terrorist attacks were going to be, but they shut that down quick.”


  Caitlin’s head reeled. The unpleasant experience of Mr. Stewart’s reception area was amplified a thousand times by the floor of the NYSE, and moreover, the very concept of a place built around the zero through nine made her nauseous.


  Mr. Stewart led her through to a small, glass-enclosed box office and closed the door. Caitlin took one of the cushioned, Swedish ergonomic chairs without being asked and exhaled, relieved to be away from the exchange.


  “These things cost a damned pretty penny, but they’re worth it,” said Mr. Stewart. He moved over to the windows and drew the blinds.


  On his desk were other folders like the one he had given Caitlin, with labels like ‘Unnamed Horror of Eden and the phenomenon of Rush Limbaugh’ and ‘The Catastrophe of the Starkweather-Moore Expedition.’


  “I ain’t gonna lie to you, Caitlin. Prophecy futures aren’t doing too well. A lot of guys banked money on Christ returning in the year 2000 and lost big…or did you wonder why the stock market tanked right after?” Mr. Stewart lit a cigar and puffed it to life. Caitlin flinched away from the glowing embers which floated across the room.


  “Mr. Stewart,” Caitlin said, forcing her voice past the cigar smoke choking her lungs. “I’m still not sure I understand.” She held up the manila folder he’d given her in his office. “A lot of this is old pulp fiction…”


  “Back in the 1920s, too…there was a lot of talk Avoozl the Deathless was going to pop right out of the Rocky Mountains and bring a thousand years of darkness, which meant huge profits in energy utilities. Then nothing! Fuck!” he said. He settled his bulk into the chair opposite Caitlin “I’m gonna be ahead of the game, though. Everyone else, they’ve got scholars and statisticians and psychics, and there’s one Amerind on the north end with a damn bone abacus, but I’ve got science. Honest-to-god science.” He slid a round Petri dish sealed in plastic across the table to her.


  She picked it up to get a better angle with the light. A small print label read ‘Unspecified Temnospondyl Amphibian’: philipton tekelilis. Whatever it was, it was still alive. Looking at it made her temples throb.


  “See that? The thing is five-dimensional,” Mr. Stewart said. He waved his hand at it. “You can go ahead and keep it…call it an early bonus. But don’t look at it too long. Damn thing has got length and width and height and…and two other things. I dunno what.”


  Caitlin couldn’t breathe. The cigar smoke had filled the small glass box till her eyes burned. “So you want me to help you pick which monsters are going to wake up?”


  Mr. Stewart nodded. “Wake up, return, metamorphose…whatever. Guys like Lovecraft and Smith really made some big promises. Problem is, sleeping monsters never look like sleeping monsters; if they did, it kinda defeats the purpose of being an ageless entity of cosmic terror, know what I’m saying? So when they started drilling in ANWAR and struck what they thought was oil but turned out to be the carotid artery of Yog Sothoth…I mean, man, if only I’d had the angle on that, you know?”


  “I guess so.”


  Point is, I’m planning an expedition, a funded expedition, to go check on this particular prophecy. It ain’t exactly legal, but I’m gonna be ahead of the game. Ol’ Teddy Stewart didn’t get where he is by not being ahead of the game.”


  “Could we…” and she coughed, “open a window?”


  Mr. Stewart blinked like an owl and shrugged, opening a window and allowing in the air and noise of the exchange. Caitlin stuck her head through the aperture to breathe in the noxious but still cleaner air. From up here the people on the exchange floor looked like the chitins of ants poking up from an anthill, milling this way and that with their burdens of receipts and shares and leveraged buyouts on their backs.


  Mr. Stewart made a sweeping gesture to indicate the whole of the exchange. “It’s great, come up here, just look at it all. It’s just huge, y’know? You feel like you’re part of something bigger than any one person. It’s cyclopean.”


  Caitlin seized on the last, unfamiliar word, and her scientist’s mind parsed it into its Latin parts. “One-eyed?”


  Mr. Stewart snorted, the high phlegmy sound of a giant bug smashing into a windshield. “Nah. Cyclopean. Means too big for humans to have built. This giant in the Odyssey, Polyphemus, was a Cyclopes, a giant. Cyclopean is anything what looks like it was built by giants.”


  He turned to her and, if he noticed the yellow pallor her skin had taken, he didn’t mention it. “So, can I count you in? We’re heading out, end of next week.”


  Whether it was the smoke, or the chanting from below, or the ungodly sum Mr. Stewart was promising her, or whether it was all or none of these things, it didn’t matter. Caitlin agreed, and they shook on it, and as she left she paused only to wipe her hand clean on one of the curtains.


  # # # # #


  In the sleeping monster futures market that day:


  A group of Japanese percocet addicts made a killing on the Nikkei index when they murdered two dozen Innsmouth hybrids and extracted their genetic material for sale on the stem cell black market.


  Dog-racing was turned on its head by a pack of short-furred newcomers which not only outran their opponents but terrified them into mewling wrecks. Men begged their breeder for the secret, and he sold it to one of them, but would tell the others only that these hounds were from Tindalos.


  The sea-god Dagon rose briefly and attended Mardi Gras, not even rating a single picture despite the thousands of nipples protruding from his spider-colored underbelly, each twisting and grasping with a thousand apertures the size of skin pores. Shares in shipping rose on the news.


  The Vaults of Yoh-Vombis were breached by an over-anxious television reporter only to find its most precious contents looted, he able to offer his viewers only a few discarded beer cans and the desiccated corpse of missing aviatrix Amelia Earhart. This solved two issues at once and gave the conspiracy futures market a boost, though JFK assassination margins held steady throughout the trading cycle.


  The Great God Pan appeared to and shattered the psyches of no less than three hundred distinct individuals across the world, all of whom died of massive cerebral hemorrhage shortly after. A press release from Pfizer followed this news concerning their new blood thinning agent, guaranteed to reduce the risk of aneurysm from catastrophic psychic trauma.


  And towards the end of the trading day, an obscure sect of trained assassins loyal to the Illuminati was exposed when a routine traffic stop yielded a car full of garottes, knives, and scimitars. Held in Cell Block D of the Tombs, their incarceration became a hostage situation, and during the negotiations they released their fellow inmates through the keyholes, a piece at a time.


  The market closed with a net gain of over fifty million dollars, and the sky grew hard and jet at the edges.


  # # # # #


  Caitlin jumped, noticing something ugly and brown move inside the pages of the book. She shot Mr. Stewart a glance.


  Mr. Stewart chuckled. “Yeah, that’s the Necronomicon. Some sand nigger…Abdul Alhazred or something like that…wrote it a long time back. Got it cheap from a guy who looted it from the Baghdad Archives. Lovecraft mentions it a lot, and when he does he usually talks about how worm-ridden it is. Supposed to be a book of pure evil. I mean Pure Evil, the way they talk about Pure Gold or Pure Jazz. Hunnerd percent.”


  The plane, a private jet owned by Stewart & Associates, had been in the air for close to eight hours, with Mr. Stewart emptying copious amounts of scotch and cigar smoke down his neck. The pages of the Necronomicon, still sealed in its transparent glass case, shifted and rustled every time the worms moved. She got a halfwise look at one of them and took a stab at a classification. Something bipalium.


  She’d spent the past week going through ancient manuscripts with headers like Pnakotic and Aklo, and gave herself a crash course in Indo-European culture while she was looking up sources.


  This, she thought to herself, is the stupidest thing I’ve ever done for money. No, check that. It’s the stupidest thing anybody has ever done for anything. Next to me Judas Iscariot was a savvy Jew investor, and Joan of Arc was a rational politician. The poor Native American who sold Manhattan for some beads? A damned Rockefeller by comparison! This man, this slug with an unbaked pie for a face, is the worst person ever born, engaging in what may be the most ill-advised action since the dinosaurs forgot to invent the fallout shelter, and what the hell am I doing on this comfortable but surely cursed plane?


  Still, the research had been challenging, interesting. The specimen he had given her conformed to no known amphibian structure; in fact, she couldn’t even figure out how it was alive in the first place. And as for the dimensions…well, best to forget that.


  Caitlin had learned other things too, in her frequent breaks from studying the specimen. She’d visited a friend in the anthropology department and learned Cthulhu had started out as Kutulu, a fairly respectable Pronounceable worshiped by a Hittite cult on the eastern shore of modern-day India, till they got kookier and kookier. The royalty outlawed them and drove them underground, a time-tested method of stamping out religious zealotry that to date has shown depressingly mixed results. They moved the chanting (the chanting…why did the idea of the ancient cultic chanting stick in her mind like a bungled conversation?) into caves and tunnels and other small, out-of-the-way places.


  Over time the cult turned more inward and poor little Kutulu, who’d been just a sea and storm god in his day and content with his lot, became Cthulhu, an Unpronounceable of vague and often contradictory power. Like too many gods, Kutulu got mixed in with a bad crowd.


  Pulp writers like Lovecraft, struggling for an angle in the overcrowded marketplace of hackneyed pulp ideas, dug into pre-history and ended up telling more truth with their fiction than any contemporary newspaper. Cthulhu had become the centerpiece of a repertoire of Unpronounceables, of Inconceivables, of creatures so Alien and Apart from humanity that we could not even begin to comprehend them, no more than a deer tick could expect to work differential calculus.


  “So Doc,” Mr. Stewart said, smacking his lips and pushing a tousle of his thinning hair from his face, “what’s your plan? When we get to R’lyeh?”


  Caitlin willed down her gorge, buoyant this past week on repeated contact with this…thing, and reminded herself of the money. If she pulled this off, she could publish and research at leisure till she was old and grey. “Well, first I’m going to try and get a general idea as to the organism micro-environment of this, um, Cthulhu creature. If…I mean, when we find him.”


  Mr. Stewart shook his head. “What does the organism micro-whatzit got to do with the price of shit in Shanghai?


  “Every creature,” Caitlin said, sliding more into her area of comfort, “exists in a state of relative harmony with any number of smaller organisms. The human body has no less than two dozen distinct life forms on or inside it which help it function. You can learn most everything you need to know about human beings by scraping plant cilia from their lungs.”


  The same sensation, of an association with what she was saying to something, but she could not complete the circuit. Lifeforms, existing on or inside something, in perfect, time-tested symbiosis…


  “Alright, I’ll let you do your job. I was glad to find a decent mick doctor…had these two gooks in before you, both women, had their asses deported back to Korea or wherever the hell it was because I couldn’t stand the sound of their voices. Like an old Pinto trying to turn over in the cold, y’know?”


  Mr. Stewart’s PalmPilot chimed. He thumbed it open and grunted. “Dammit. Anderson’s trying to play me on this Black Goat deal, I’m telling you. The damn thing won’t eat the souls we feed it! I got a fucking goat gourmand!”


  The plane made very good time, stopping only twice to refuel and restock the scotch and cigar supply.


  Caitlin studied most of the trip. The two ideas still itched in her mind, but they settled, or were replaced whenever the Necronomicon made one of its periodic noises. “So how is it we’re getting to R’lyeh?” she asked at one interval, interrupting one of Mr. Stewart’s frequent sessions of screaming into his phone. “I would have thought it was imaginary.”


  Mr. Stewart laughed, a barking sound between genuine mirth and a hacking cough, then covered the mouthpiece and nodded. “It took some time. Reaching it involves violating certain p-brane tensor, some weird geometrical distortions. ‘In his house at R’lyeh dead Cthulhu waits dreaming.’ Well, screw that. I’ve got a hundred and fifty million says Cthulhu is up and scratching his primordial ass in under a month, and I can look to make that back twenty times on the sleeping monster futures market.”


  The plane began to shudder.


  “What’s happening?” she asked.


  Mr. Stewart’s whole body was set to vibrating, a perpetual motion Jello mold. He downed his scotch and sat up. “Probably just the dimensional shift. TV reception’s gonna be pretty shitty from here on out. And he was right; on-screen there was not even static, just a steady warbling sound, as if a running dryer packed with rocks was pressed against her skull.


  “This is Captain Ronald Wallace of the private jet Ashton. If everyone could secure themselves,” the pilot said over the loudspeaker, “we’ll be setting down on R’lyeh in a few moments. The local temperature is…well, um, that’s kind of iffy. The mercury in the thermometer is boiling but I’m reading ice crystal buildup in the turbines. So dress warm. Or not.”


  Mr. Stewart made a half-hearted attempt at fastening himself in, his custom seat belt still tight against his bulging frame. Caitlin had to wonder if she should tend toward or against him; on one hand, he might very well prove better than any flotation device. On the other, she might disappear and smother in one of his neck folds, never to be heard from again.


  The Book gave something like a screech. Caitlin looked over at it. The activity of the worms had increased; they were writhing and burrowing new holes in the baby flesh cover and pages of flayed skin. Caitlin remembered his mention of the book being Pure Evil, and looked at the worms again. They seemed so familiar…planarian worms. Bipalium kewense. That’s what they were.


  She started to mention it to Mr. Stewart, but he cursed at her to shut up and make him some coffee if she was bored.


  The plane’s wheels banked against and jumped the rocks, then settled and rolled to a stop. Caitlin peeked out the window. The low red moon shone like a spotlight, R’lyeh painted scarlet by the stars.


  The cabin door swung open. Caitlin heard the sound of glass cracking. She looked over; a hairline fracture in the Necronomicon’s glass case.


  “Um. Mr Stewart…” she began.


  “C’mon,” Mr. Stewart said, hustling his people down the stairs and clamping a fat cigar between his teeth. “Trading opens in two hours.”


  # # # # #


  In his house at R’lyeh dead Cthulhu waits dreaming.


  Past rooms of poisonous air, and rooms where gravity seemed to be one of many suggestions, with chairs and tables and bookcases and doors that would have given M.C. Escher a migraine, clinging to all manner of surfaces; worse, the room was considerably bigger than all of R’lyeh. Another, third chamber, dark but for a central fire altar, around which a dozen black-robed monks chanted.


  Chanted. What was it about the chanting…


  She could have sworn she heard something behind her, but when she looked back there was nothing.


  “Hurry the fuck up, Doc!” Mr. Stewart’s voice echoed down the rotting wood baseboards.


  Caitlin forced herself past a fascinating chamber, where a thousand times a thousand candles burned, each casting a shadow in a different direction, some casting none at all, each a flame a cross of clotted greens and purples.


  And then, after the blasting charges had thrown the doors to the bedchamber down like a cardplayer folding his hand, there lay Cthulhu, dreaming.


  It hurt Caitlin to experience it, in a way she couldn’t pin down If the creature had been too bright she would have shielded her eyes; if it gave off a terrible stink she might have pinched her nose shut. It did none of these things, but nevertheless overwhelmed something in her; it existed to excess.


  Her scientist’s instincts took over. She produced a vial from her zippered vest and collected a pile of green, phosphorescent sludge from behind the creature, surmising it to be some kind of waste product. With the utmost care she ran a swab down the creature’s skin, and another at the corners of one of its many mouths. She photographed its cephalopods and pseudopods and noted it gave no visible signs of respiration, nor did its body heat rise above twenty-one degrees Celsius.


  Mr. Stewart shoved his way past her. “That it?”


  She nodded, still intent on gathering samples.


  Stewart prodded her with one of his sausage link fingers. “Well? Wake him up! I want to have pieces of him up for auction at Sotheby’s by Thursday, and if he isn’t awake soon I’m out one hundred and fifty mil.”


  She shook her head and said, half paying attention to him, half studying one of the vials through a microscope she’d brought in her briefcase. “I’m going to need to study him. Get these samples back to a lab in the States. I mean…I’m not really sure what he is. These cells have a definite primordial structure; see how thick the membrane is? There’s also traces of ancestral monocot plant matter here…”


  “Fuck that! You’re here to wake the fucking blob up!” He began prodding the dreaming Unpronounceable with his finger. “Hey, you ugly bastard! Get up! This is the concierges with your complimentary call! I’ve got tens of millions of dollars says your reign of terror starts before the Christmas shopping season gets underway…”


  The creature shifted. It did not move, but the patterns of its skin, until now uniform in their mottled greens and blues, began to pulse and throb and flow around it in bands of clotted purples and angry reds.


  “You’re not hearing me. This creature is too complex to just…” Caitlin protested. Mr. Stewart continued to poke and harangue the creature.


  She backed away from dreaming Cthulhu, the colors shifting and coming in spots and plaids now. The appendages at the base of its neck writhed like newborns.


  Behind her, she heard the familiar sound, that awful squashing sound of moist flesh collapsing against the walls. The sound of the worms from the plane, the planarian worms, and in her mind they fell into place, all of the nagging wrinkles…


  “A sleeping monster never looks like one,” Mr. Stewart had told her, days ago. And she remembered the stock exchange, and the bizarre incomprehensible din inside it, so like religious chanting at its fever pitch…


  In her mind, she saw the hundreds of brokers and bankers and traders, scurrying to and fro across the floor of the NYSE, and remembered the human body itself had over two dozen distinct organisms which lived on and inside it…


  Mr. Stewart was right The market was cyclopean. Nothing human could have created it…


  And the worms. The planarian worms. Notable for their ability to devour each other and devour the life experience of the worm as well; planarian worms in mazes that had eaten other planarians already knowing the maze invariably finished the quickest. They could eat knowledge. Living inside Lovecraft’s worm-ridden Necronomicon, a book of Pure Evil…


  All of these pieces she assembled on the run, smashing through the huge stained glass window of Cthulhu’s bedchamber, hitting the ground at a roll. Several test tubes burst in her jacket, oozing green and black slime. She didn’t notice. The sound of the worms mixed with the waking yawn-cry of Cthulhu, who screeched something so horrible it shook R’lyeh to its roots.


  Cthulhu, sore from the poking, woke and blinked its pseudo-eyes at the intruders. It reached forward with its cephalopods, the ends shifting from lidless eyes to shiny white fangs, each sharp as a guillotine blade.


  Mr. Stewart and the rest of his team, frightened, reared back from the waking beast and turned to run, just in time to see the avalanche of planarian worms descend upon them, bellies full to bulging with the bloody pages of the Necronomicon, tiny hearts and brains pounding with malice and hate.


  Caitlin ran full tilt towards the plane and clambered into the cabin, brushing the few straggling worms from the floor and out of the plane. She screamed at the pilot to take off.


  The pilot sat there, drool foaming at his lips. She slapped him once, twice, three times, and his eyes finally focused. “Gah! Worms!” he cried. “Worms, everywhere!”


  “Get us out of here!”


  The pilot was worth every penny of Mr. Stewart’s money. He recovered in an instant and fired the engines.


  Caitlin did not even mind the rough takeoff and watched the sun set in the east and rise in the west, simultaneously, over the horizon and craggy mountaintops of ancient R’lyeh.


  # # # # #


  Two days after she returned from R’lyeh, Dr. Caitlin Rice deposited the cashier’s check Mr. Stewart’s accountants held for her and left her bank account some twenty million dollars heavier than she found it.


  Two weeks after she returned from R’lyeh the police got around to asking her if she knew anything about the disappearance of Theodore Stewart. She shook her head and smiled and offered the tired-looking detectives coffee, which they took with sincere gratitude; they had finished interviewing Stewart’s friends in an hour, but might spend the rest of their careers talking to his enemies.


  The sleeping monster futures market rose on the news of Averoigne forming a joint partnership with Walt Disney, with some minor quibbles as to whether ‘bloodsucking’ ought to be officially integrated into the company’s mission statement or continue simply to be understood.


  She then moved to a small, unimportant place, indeed so small and unimportant even she could not tell you exactly where, and amused herself studying the few surviving samples from R’lyeh. Her findings and articles leaked into the academic press every few months or so, to the simultaneous horror and delight of all serious paleontologists.


  Two years after she returned from R’lyeh, the NYSE, Nasdaq, Nikkei Index, and every other major world financial market disappeared in the dead of night, each leaving behind an empty foundation, a wet cavity which stank and glistened like a weeping blister. The exchanges, along with all of their little symbiotic organisms, their brokers and traders and bankers and hangers-on, were gone. Or woken up. Or returned. Or metamorphosed. Or whatever.


  No one missed any of them, for all their numbers and neon and chanting Caitlin missed them least of all


  


  Nemo at R’lyeh


  Joshua Reynolds


  he leviathan surfaced in an explosion of sea-spray. It was a ship of metal, a vast gray demon-fish that had sprung from the mind of one man and been built by the hands of fanatics half a world away. Water poured off the sides of the iron monstrosity as a hatch near the top opened with a squeal of pressurized hinges. Its creator stepped out into the brine-soaked air, the sea-breeze ruffling his full black beard gently.


  His name was Nemo and he was the captain of the Nautilus.


  He was also a pirate and priest, his goddess a six-armed diva whose eyes burned like coals and whose tongue lapped up men’s souls like a child gobbling sweet-meats. Her likeness emblazoned the well-tailored coat he wore, dancing gracefully on the patch on his shoulder amidst octopus tendrils. The symbol of the Nautilus. Of Nemo. He was a country of one, his ship an island that went where it willed beneath the free waters of the sea.


  But even free countries need an economy of some sort. Piracy was a long-respected tradition in that regard, though Nemo preferred to think of it as privateering.


  He was a big man, full of body with wide shoulders and a surprisingly thin waist. He wore a black turban on his head, a flawless gem of many colors carved into the shape of a mollusk placed in its center. His coat was black as well, with gold piping and brass buttons made in the shape of shells. A thin, curve-bladed sword, a tulwar, was sheathed at his waist, its hilt worked into a demons head. Scarred fingers, each wearing its own ring of brass, gold or silver, caressed the tip of the hilt as dark eyes examined that which lay ahead of the Nautilus.


  It was an island More, it was an island which had not been there the last time he’d sailed these dark waters. A thick fog rose from the waters and partially obscured the land mass though Nemo could make out oddly sloping peaks that were faintly disturbing to look at. A foul wind rolled across the sea and Nemo’s nose wrinkled in disgust. Something stank of rotting fish and blistered wood. Waving a hand in front of his face to cut the smell he let his eyes rove over the waters that lapped noisily at the hull of the Nautilus


  Fish floated belly-up in the water. All species and types, even a shark or two. Hundreds, thousands of bobbing corpses all forming a floating trail to here To this mysterious island He’d been following the trail for days and the more conventional vessel that had seemingly left it. A merchantman by its look, it had flown no flag, no insignia that would give away its origins and it left the trail of dead marine life in its wake, almost as if it were souring the waters it passed through.


  His decision to chase the ship had been more based on a desire for loot than any curiosity, but the dead fish and the sudden appearance of the raging storm boiling to life out of a clear sky had aroused his interest. It had been awhile since something had sparked that impulse in him; since he’d met that maniac Robur, at least. And now here he was.


  The storm had prevented the Nautilus from surfacing until today. There was no sign of the ship. Only the island with its distorted horizon.


  And the dead fish.


  Nemo felt a thrill of something he could not define crawl up his iron spine and tease the corners of his mind and soul with feather-light touches. Fear had long ago been burned out of him but its ghost was haunting him now, surely He shook his head.


  “Captain?”


  Nemo turned and glanced down into the hatchway where a bearded crewman clung to the ladder. A Greek by birth, he was a sailor by blood, as all of Nemo’s crew were despite their various international origins. He had Russians, Indians, Spaniards, Turks and English among his crew, though they now knew no loyalty save to the flag of the Nautilus and its many-armed goddess. Nemo nodded and gestured for the man to join him on the observation deck.


  “Stavros. Report.”


  “Captain. No sign of the ship we followed here. Not even any debris.” Stavros rubbed his tanned face and nervously averted his eyes from the island in the distance. The men had been muttering amongst themselves since the first belly-up fish had been spotted. Evil dreams had swirled among the crew like a virus and more than one had woken screaming over the past few nights. A few had even been confined to their beds, strapped down with ropes and chains as they screamed and ranted, their minds lost to sinister thoughts and dreams of dead fish-eyes and deep-swimming things.


  Nemo had no such dreams. But then, Nemo never dreamed.


  “Debris can sink. Or wash ashore. But no, that ship hasn’t sunk. It’s in a cove somewhere, hidden. But why?” Nemo stared at the island, fingers stroking his beard. “Why come to an island that wasn’t here a year ago? Not on any charts. Almost as if it rose from the sea,” he said, turning to look at Stavros.


  “Captain…” Stavros trailed off, Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed several times in succession. Nemo waited patiently for him to continue, eyes never wavering from his crewman’s sweating features.


  “Captain, why are we doing this? There’s naught to gain in this.”


  “Knowledge is its own reward. We are explorers of the sea and everything in it Stavros.” Nemo gestured at the island. “Especially islands that appear as if by magic.”


  “I thought we were pirates.” Stavros said, then blinked as if he’d suddenly realized what he’d said. Nemo laughed.


  “Then think of it this way Stavros, what pirate worth his salt ever let a ship get away from him?”


  “The men are grumbling sir.”


  “Men grumble. It is the way of things.” Nemo drew the curved blade at his hip and leaned on it, the fading sunlight glittering on the sigils carved on the blade. Stavros nodded and started back down into the ship. A few minutes later it began to move, cutting slowly through the water as it headed towards the mysterious island. Nemo smiled and watched it draw closer. A mystery of the deep indeed.


  There was nothing in the sea that Nemo did not know. Or so he’d thought.


  Occasionally it was quite nice to be proven wrong.


  The cove, when they found it, proved to be a crooked thing all square rocks and creeping green fungus. The sun was dipping past the horizon, orange light spreading across the murky water until it reached the edges of the island where it almost seemed to hesitate.


  Nemo couldn’t find it in himself to blame the light.


  This close the fog that floated above the water sought to envelope the Nautilus in dank tendrils. Nemo shuddered slightly as the wet air pressed close to him. It felt almost like the touch of a living thing on his skin and it was a sensation he didn’t like. The island itself was far more imposing up close than he’d thought. It was a dark thing, built of rock and full of wrong angles. It was not a natural-looking place in any sense of the word. His skin crawled to look at it.


  The only word he could think of to describe it was “sour”. It was a sour place. A blister on the surface of the clean ocean, one he needed to investigate. The Nautilus anchored a goodly ways from what there was of the shore and Stavros rejoined him on the observation deck. Nemo tapped the deck with the tip of his sword.


  “I shall be going ashore.”


  “Captain?”


  “Alone if I must Stavros, though I would prefer volunteers.” Nemo watched the sun begin to dip below the horizon. It looked like molten gold. “Night is approaching. I want no more than five men. Armed. Air-rifles and armor.” Nemo spun his sword with a flourish and slammed it home with a clank. “Then we will go ashore and discover what has become of our mystery ship and perhaps even the origins of this island.”


  “And how will we be going ashore?”


  “We?”


  Stavros smiled, revealing a mouth full of gold teeth. Stavros, like most Greeks, believed in keeping his wealth close to home. “Of course, Captain. You get in trouble if we let you go around by yourself. You remember the giant spiders.”


  “How could I forget? And to answer your earlier question we will take the deep-suits.”


  Stavros’ grin died. Nemo laughed. “Your exuberance seems to be flagging.”


  “Those suits are the devil’s work.”


  “They were built in France.”


  If man were meant to walk on the ocean bottom, God would have given him gills.”


  “We don’t need gills. God gave us oxygen tanks instead.”


  Minutes later in the belly of the ship, Nemo and five crewman—including Stavros and a former Pacific pirate named Kiung—stood on a chained platform, clad in heavy canvas suits plated with armored scales, thick weighted boots, bulbous shell-shaped helmets and globular oxygen tanks on the backs. The men carried air-rifles: silent, crank powered weapons that had a range twice that of their gunpowder cousins. The guns were wrapped in waterproof sacks and slung horizontally across their chests. Nemo had a more standard pistol hidden inside his suit but he carried his sword in one gloved hand. He gestured and somewhere a winch was cranked and the chains began to cycle, lowering the platform through a hole in the Nautilus hull and into the depths of the ocean.


  Water lapped at their legs, climbing upwards as they sank lower. Nemo thought he heard Stavros whimper but said nothing. Within minutes they were on the ocean’s floor and he could hear nothing but the sound of his own breathing. They stepped off the platform onto the bottom of the ocean. Or rather, onto the slope that led to the shore.


  Nemo gazed through the shaped glass that made up the front of his helmet and stared at the black roots of the island. They extended deep into the silt. The water was clouded with particles of the same fungus that he had noted clinging to the rocks. It grasped at his suit and helmet with an almost sentient tenacity. Nemo brushed it from his helmet, lips curling in disgust. He turned, the bulky suit making every action slower and more exaggerated, and gestured for the men to follow him. In silence they began to trudge up the incline, every footfall sending up a puff of silt. Nemo led the way, using the sheathed sword in his hand to feel the most solid path as they marched towards the surface. The light of the risen moon filtered down through the murky water and illuminated their path with a blue radiance that made it seem as if they were walking across the surface of the moon rather than the floor of the ocean.


  It had a weird sort of beauty, Nemo noted. He took a breath as the floating particles of strange fungus began to glow as the moon light struck them, burning dully with a blurry green glow. The natural beauty of the ocean had become alien in the span of a few seconds. A chill crawled up his spine despite the heat of the suit. It was hard not to feel alone in that moment. Despite the presence of his men, they had no way of communicating with each other besides touch. It was an effort to even turn and look at them. Nemo had always preferred his own company to that of others, but something in these waters, something about this place made him crave human company. He began to turn, just to see, just to make sure Stavros and the others were behind him.


  A flash of iridescent scales cut across Nemo’s vision, startling him. He staggered back, the weight of the tank on his back threatening to pull him to the ground as a large shape shot through the water ahead of him into the blackness. He turned slightly as he steadied himself and saw other such shapes hurtling through the water above his group or down below the sides of the incline, diving into the yawning deep. They moved too swiftly for Nemo to discern anything beyond their great size.


  There were hundreds of them. Thousands maybe.


  He turned away, back towards his destination and bit back a curse as a hideous face stared into his own through the glass of his helmet. Liquid red eyes blinked slowly at him from a face that was neither wholly fish nor amphibian. A webbed paw tipped with hooked bone talons scraped gently across his helmet and the creature croaked silently. Nemo felt a thrill of revulsion crawl through him at the sight of it. Despite its obviously aquatic origin there was something undeniably human in the shape of its skull. He pulled his sword from its sheath and lashed out. The creature pushed itself backwards effortlessly. Something pushed against his back and he turned slightly.


  More of the creatures were cutting through the water above his group, diving and darting like hungry fish, swiping at his men who laboriously tried to strike back with their wrapped guns. Nemo snarled and turned back towards the island and began stalking forward, heedless of soft spots. He held his sword tightly, slashing out every so often to discourage one of the creatures from getting too close. He reached behind him and grabbed Stavros’ arm, encouraging him to hurry along. The water was thick with silt and glowing fungus, so much so that he could hardly see two inches in front of his face. Again something slammed into him and he gritted his teeth as the sound of claws scraping against the suit’s armored plating filled the inside of his helmet. The glass was covered in glowing fungus now and he was blind as well as deaf.


  Panic gripped him as something tugged at his helmet and foul tasting water began to seep in through a ruptured seal somewhere. There was a pounding in his head, a bass beat that thudded in his temples, making it hard to think. Couldn’t see, couldn’t think, couldn’t move. Nemo took a breath. It didn’t matter. He had to move. To do otherwise was death. He reached up and scraped as much of the fungus as he could from his helmet and swung his sword, stirring a path through the silt And then he began to move. One heavy foot, then the next. The water began to clear as he moved, the fungus sinking as he rose towards the top of the incline and suddenly, before he knew it he was rising from the water in an burst of spray and stumbling to his knees in the black sands of the island. With trembling fingers he unfastened the snaps of the helmet and flipped it back, allowing it to hang on his back as he gulped in the foul-smelling air. He gazed up at the sky and bit back a curse.


  The stars were different.


  He didn’t know exactly how but they were. Completely different. Alien somehow Cold. Distant.


  Dangerous.


  Stavros and Kiung popped from the water then and two other men beside them. Nemo glanced back at them as they tore their helmets from their heads. A Norwegian named Jurgen and an Egyptian named Farouk, he recalled. But of the fifth man there was no sign.


  “We’re missing one.” Jurgen said, eyes wide. He looked like a fish himself, face puffy and pale beneath short clipped blonde hair. Kiung shrugged.


  “Fish-men got him.”


  “They killed him?” Nemo asked the stone-faced Pacific islander. Kiung nodded curtly, stripping the wrap from his air-rifle.


  “Tore his helmet off and then his head.


  “Why didn’t you do something?” Farouk rasped, the curling tattoos that graced one cheek seemingly moving as he spoke. “You were behind him.”


  “Busy keeping myself alive. As were we all.” Kiung said, voice even but eyes flashing. Nemo dried his sword on the sand and swung it into the air between them, examining the length of the blade.


  “Enough. We have a ship to find. Keep your weapons handy. We will head there, to those rocks and see what we can see Nemo said, voice quiet but stern. He sheathed his sword and started towards the rocky areas that denoted the edge of the shore. “Stay together.


  “No worries there.” Stavros muttered. Nemo smiled as they began to clamber awkwardly up the rocky path. The stones were slick things, and oddly shaped. Nemo halted for a moment beside one and squatted down, wiping away the algae and fungus that coated it to reveal oddly striated markings beneath. As his gloved fingers traced the markings he felt slightly ill-almost the same sensation he’d felt upon seeing the fish-men. The whole island made him feel the same way. The air itself seemed hostile and revolting. Nemo stood and clambered to the top of a rock where he could see the length of the beach and the coves that sliced irregularly into it. The beach was empty and the sand was black, even in the soft moonlight.


  He turned and looked out over the interior of the island. For the most part it was a flat expanse covered with great conglomerations of stones, strewn about as if by some giant child. But the island rose to a very definite point amongst that carpet of stones and rising from the apex of that incline was what could only be described as an obelisk. An obelisk larger than any other Nemo had yet witnessed on his travels, composed of four flat vertical sides. The hairs on the back of his neck bristled at the sight of it.


  The whole island had a strange, almost manufactured feel to it. As if it were some great and terrible mechanism whose purpose he had yet to fathom. There was no vegetation that he could see beyond the strange fungus that choked the rocks and gave every stone a greenish cast. Life as they knew it had no place here.


  “We shouldn’t be here.” Stavros said, his words echoing strangely. Nemo nodded.


  “You’re right. But here we are regardless.” Nemo said, narrowing his eyes. There was something there. On the beach. He’d mistaken it for an oddly shaped stone. He could see he was wrong.


  Stones didn’t have sails.


  # # # # #


  The trek across the black beach seemed to take hours, especially with the weight of their suits causing them to sink into the soft sand. Nemo had forbidden them to remove the suits, however. There was a chance they would need the extra protection the deep-suits could provide. A faint croaking was carried to them by the sea-breeze and every so often a bulbous head would pop out of the water offshore. It seemed as if the fish-men were pacing them. Kiung and Jurgen amused themselves by firing at the distant heads while Farouk prayed and Stavros remained grimly silent. Nemo paid little attention to the others. His eyes were only for the ship in the distance, anchored among the rocks as it was. The flagless ship. The ship that had left a trail of death in its wake.


  Now it was covered in barnacles and the green fungus and it barely looked like the ship Nemo had seen the previous night. As they grew closer, the fish-men grew louder, the sounds of splashing overlaying their croaking. Dark shapes slid off of the rocks around the ship and into the waves that churned hungrily as Nemo and the others climbed up to get a better view. A thick plank had been extended from the prow of the ship and its free end had been lashed to the tip of the rock, an impromptu bridge. It too was heavy with the green substance but Nemo started over it without hesitation. Beneath him, the fish-men popped out of the water and watched, eyes blinking, wide mouths gaping.


  He turned when he was halfway across. None of his men had followed him. Stavros looked as if he wanted to but he’d stopped at the edge, fingers opening and closing on the stock of his rifle. Nemo sighed and smiled grimly at his crew.


  “Stay there. Stavros, you too. Make sure I don’t have any interruptions.”


  “Captain you don’t have to do this. That ship is cursed, as is anything aboard it. We should leave here, get back out into the good clean sea…away from this place. It’s a bad place. Not right at all.


  “Hold your position Stavros.” Nemo said firmly. “Simply…hold.


  “Aye Captain,” Stavros said unhappily, his golden teeth flashing in the moonlight. “Aye.”


  Satisfied, Nemo turned and continued his way across the plank. It felt soft and spongy beneath his boots and he nearly slipped several times before regaining his balance through sheer determination. The wood held, despite its seeming weakness but it was with no small amount of relief that he finally touched the rail of the ship and hauled himself across onto the deck. The ship rocked ever so slightly with the tide and a stink like rotting wood and spoiled meat rose from its every surface. The ship itself had become green and shaggy with only the barest discernable outline of doors, barrels and ropes visible.


  No crew was visible, bodies or otherwise, though whether he felt relief or not for that, Nemo couldn’t say. Maybe they had gone elsewhere. The croaking from the sea seemed to resonate the wood of the ship’s hull and up through the soles of his feet. Nemo headed for the captain’s quarters, sword drawn and pistol from within his suit in hand.


  The door, when he got close to it, was even more marred than the rest of the ship by the fungus. It was so thickly coated that it sagged under the weight and was nearly bent double It collapsed with what sounded like a sigh when Nemo smashed a boot into its center, and it fell into dust as if it had never been. He entered the cabin after the cloud of spores and splinters had dissipated, wishing for more light. It was a Spartan affair. A bed, a desk, little else other than the fungus which covered it. He looked around, sheathing his sword, and spotted an oil lantern sitting on the desk Scraping the coating of green from its casing he fiddled with it until a plume of flame flickered to life on the wick and its soft orange light filled the cabin.


  Nemo looked around, mouth sagging open and for a moment he wished there’d been no light available. He turned in a circle, holding the lamp high. The walls of the cabin were covered with crude sigils, carved into the very wood or on scraps of paper nailed up. On the paper was writing in coiling script he did not recognize and made him feel dizzy to even look at it. He slashed his sword tip through the nearest papers, destroying the writing there utterly. Books, now soggy and rotting, had been piled up everywhere in a fashion that was reminiscent of the stones of the island, and a sea-chart nailed to the floor, several points of latitude and longitude marked out. He scraped a boot across it, clearing it so he could see. The coordinates were predictably for those of the island but there was also a word scrawled beside it.


  R’LYEH.


  Nemo squinted at the word for long minutes, trying to decipher some meaning, some understanding from it. Nothing came to him. A mystery it was and a mystery it would remain. He had no desire to bring any of the books scattered about with him. Better they remain here and rot away to nothing, that much he was sure of, even without looking at them. There was no loot here, no treasure, no knowledge. Nothing but strange stones and stinking fungus.


  A sudden barrage of pops filled the air, startling Nemo, and he whirled and ran towards the door. Air-rifles. Before he reached the door a sudden movement caught the corner of his eye. Something green and shaggy lurched up off of the tiny bed in the corner of the cabin with a soft groan, tearing itself free of its moldy rest. It had the general outline of humanity but the resemblance stopped there. Shaggy fingers clawed for him and Nemo stepped back, his pistol barking. The bullets punctured the shambling mass without stopping it and Nemo tossed the empty weapon aside with a curse, yanking his sword from its sheath. He swept it across the round mass of where he supposed the thing’s head was. It reeled back, scrabbling at its head and the moan changed pitch, becoming less soft, more shrill. Nemo winced as the sound attacked his ears and the creature lurched forward again. Some of the fungus had been cleared from its face by his blade and he was horrified to see human features staring back at him.


  He did not recognize the man save in that peculiar way one recognizes a kindred spirit. An Englishman maybe, or even American, eyes horribly wide with a sort of divine madness. Fungus filled his open mouth and curled around yellowed teeth and crept out from within his nostrils. The ugly keening sound dripped from his mouth unceasingly. Who was he, Nemo wondered as he fended off the clumsy attack and stepped aside, letting the hulk stumble and fall. Who was this man? A victim? Or the author of his own misfortune? Was he the captain of this cursed vessel, the seeker of this-this R’lyeh? Or just a man who’d run afoul of one of the secrets the ocean hid so well?


  Nemo had no answers save one. His blade flashed out with a graceful twist of his wrist and a mossy skull rolled free and the consumed body collapsed. Nemo cleaned the oily substance coating his blade off with a glove and picked up the lamp. With a last glance at the chart nailed to the floor he smashed the lamp down upon the center of the chart, right over the symbol for the island. Fire exploded and began to curl hungrily at everything it could reach. Nemo turned and left the cabin.


  The sound of air-guns filled the night air as the crackle of flames rose up behind him and Nemo walked out onto the deck, sword ready.


  The fish-men were waiting for him, needle teeth visible beneath blubbery lips, the light of the fire glinting off of their scaled bellies and empty red eyes. No longer croaking, they were instead chanting. It was a harsh sound, a buzzing grumble that hurt his ears to hear. There were words, but they made no sense, no more than had “R’lyeh.” He noticed that some of the creatures wore the bedraggled remnants of clothing, little more than rags now.


  The deck trembled beneath his feet and he heard the grinding of stones. No, not stones.


  It sounded like hinges. As if some monstrous door were opening and the squeal of its passage echoed throughout the world. The chanting of the fish-men grew louder and some raised anthropoidal arms to the heavens, claws raking the sky in what Nemo could only assume was some sort of religious frenzy. He laid his fingers briefly to the face of his goddess where she clung to his arm and felt a chill resolve fill his soul. He reached beneath the plates of his suit and fiddled with a water-tight pouch there and pulled loose a Chinese flare. Raking it across his chest plate, he brought it to life and the fish-men drew back long enough for him to aim it at the sky and release it where it exploded in a burst of blinding light, a wave of heat washed over him as he took advantage of the fish-men’s confusion and leapt forward, sword flicking out to cut an arm from the nearest of the creatures. It squalled and tumbled backwards and he leapt into the gap, sword slashing out and driving its companions back. The pop-pop-pop of air-rifles cut through the haze that filled his mind and Nemo cut the head from a creature, leaping over its falling body towards the plank to escape. He could see the others there, Stavros and Kiung and the other two, firing their rifles at the fish-men as they climbed up the rock like flabby frogs.


  With a roar Nemo thundered across the plank. Somewhere he could hear a wet cacophony, as if a flood were heading his way. The background stink of the island suddenly grew stronger and there was a sound like the footsteps of a god as Nemo touched boot to the slick surface of the rock and speared a fish-man, hurling it away from him and back to the sea. Kiung was staring at heart of the island and screaming something that sounded like, “TAKOIKKA-TAKOIKKA!”


  Nemo slapped the flat of his sword against Stavros’ shoulder and snarled, “Don’t look! Whatever it is, DON’T LOOK!”


  To look would be death or madness. He could tell that much from poor Kiung’s reaction. And from that of the fish-men. They had disappeared, though their chanting was still heavy on the night wind But there was an eagerness to it now. They knew whatever was coming. Knew it and welcomed it.


  That was enough for Nemo to know he would not.


  The footsteps grew closer. The very ocean seemed to tremble with the obscene weight of them. Kiung’s screaming had risen to the heights of soundlessness and he trembled, staring emptily at whatever god or devil was approaching. Blood dripped from his eyes and nose and with hardly a tremble, he fell to his knees, then onto his face. Nemo looked away. The others were looking resolutely towards the ocean as Nemo had ordered.


  And then the Nautilus, sword of the ocean, came up from below and surfaced with a crack of parting water.


  “Helmets! NOW!” Nemo yelled, pulling his own on.


  “Captain…what—” Stavros began. Nemo ignored him and leapt from the rock towards the waiting waters below even as compartments slid open on the Nautilus and the great iron lengths of several cannons extended with a clanking of gears and chains. The sky split as something screamed in a voice like that of every lost soul in hell.


  Nemo hit the water as the first cannon roared, its sound matching the infernal scream of whatever monstrosity had made R’lyeh its resting place, and then subsuming it in a continuous rhapsody of thudding explosions.


  # # # # #


  How they made it back aboard the Nautilus, Nemo couldn’t say. The water had churned with the darting forms of the fish-men who were in a state near panic as the Nautilus fired at the thing on the island They had fled into the depths as the island itself seemingly collapsed. There was no sign of either stone, or sand, or even the strange ship that had led them here. Not even a trace of debris on the now-gentle waves.


  It was as if the place called R’lyeh had never been. It had vanished completely and utterly.


  As Nemo watched from the observation deck as the sun rose, he couldn’t help but feel that the world would be a better place if it stayed that way.


  But something told him such was not to be.


  Patches of green fungus floated on the water as the Nautilus sunk once more below the waves, and in his temple on R’lyeh, Great Cthulhu returned to his dreaming, and Nemo left R’lyeh behind him like the last lingering traces of an ill dream.


  


  What’s a few
Tentacles
Between Friends?


  Sheila Crosby


  chlorp Shoggoth felt a very long way from home and his darling Gunkgliss. He stared down at the image consultant, lying on the floor with her auburn hair fanned out like seaweed. Perhaps he really did need to improve his image before he ran for president. But if consultants were going to faint at the sight of him, he needed to improve his image before he saw the image consultant? It was an awful Catch-22.


  “Oh, toxic waste,” he muttered. He’d just have to concentrate on what humans called “being nice.


  With this in mind, he pulled the consultant’s skirt back down to her knees. For some reason humans were very keen on keeping their genitals covered up, he remembered. His good deed backfired when his tentacles left a snail trail of green slime on the dove-gray suede. Attempts to rub it out with a tissue only spread it around.


  He gave up, squeezed out through the door, and slithered away.


  As he came out into the street, he bumped into a man wearing nothing but denim shorts and a live python.


  “Ohmygod!” screamed the man, and ran away before Schlorp could explain that he wasn’t actually a god himself, he just worked for one. He gazed at his campaign poster on the billboard across the street. It was less than slick. The photo was a Polaroid he’d taken himself with the camera held at tentacle-length, and the wide-angle only emphasized his slavering orifices. Such a pity he hadn’t been able to find a professional photographer that didn’t run out screaming at the sight of Schlorp Shoggoth.


  He undulated up the steep hill. For each step he took, he slid back half a step on his own slime. A few humans screamed, particularly if he got close to them, but most merely looked alarmed and kept their distance. It was depressing. Obviously it wasn’t true that people in San Francisco didn’t care what you looked like.


  This wasn’t going well. In about three month’s time the dimensions would align, and his home island of R’lyeh should rise from under the sea. By then, Schlorp was supposed to be president, so he could send a ship to take Cthulhu, greatest of the Elder Gods, on a cruise before the island sank again.


  It had better work.


  Because otherwise he would have some very ticklish explaining to do to Cthulhu himself. The mere thought made his tentacle-ends quiver. Cthulhu was the size of a city block, and anger made him hungry. He’d probably eat most of this year’s baby Shoggoths after he’d picked the remains of Schlorp from between his teeth.


  Schlorp sighed, which set his tentacles undulating. He’d better get to that debate.


  He was hungry himself, and even with his basic knowledge of humans, he realized that eating one of them wouldn’t make him popular. He settled for McChicken and picked the lettuce off. He sighed again. Fast food would be faster if the first person served him, instead of having to wait until the bravest one had administered first aid to all the others, then thrown the food at him to make him go away. He was beginning to feel lonely.


  At least she’d told him to have a nice day. It was a comforting thought to take with him to this meeting. He’d never given a speech before.


  When Schlorp Shoggoth arrived, the other candidates dropped piles of paper and ran out, screaming. A good part of the audience left, too. Then the remainder seemed to realize that they outnumbered him, several hundred to one. He slithered to the center of the stage.


  “VOTE FOR ME’ screamed Schlorp Shoggoth, waving tentacles passionately. PUNY HUMANS, I ORDER IT!” His voice sounded like a can of baked beans going through a coffee grinder.


  The crowd started a slow handclap. What was he doing wrong? Oh yes, he was supposed to make silly promises.


  “I WILL ABOLISH DEATH. TAXES AND GLOBAL WARMING! VOTE FOR ME AND LIVE FOREVER!”


  There. That should do it.


  When the votes were counted, Schlorp Shoggoth had achieved a record. He had zero, because he hadn’t bothered to vote for himself. He also had a nagging feeling that maybe the local school board wasn’t the presidency that Cthulhu had in mind. Still, you didn’t argue with Cthulhu.


  Time to think again. What did a thousand-pound monster do around here when he wanted to win friends and influence people?


  He spent a useful afternoon in the public library. He’d finally found a book on the psychology of voting when a shrill voice floated round the stacks of books.


  “Will you just look at this awful green slime all over our books. Somebody has actually gone to the trouble of traipsing in here just to—


  The librarian came round the corner and stared at Schlorp Shoggoth for several seconds. Then she swallowed, and left very quietly.


  Schlorp opened the book and began to read. He didn’t have much practice reading English, so he followed the words with a tentacle, leaving a green trail. So, deep down, humans took more notice of the candidate’s appearance than the promises, because thinking about the promises meant—well—thinking.


  This was odd, because you’d have thought it would be worth their while to think about what they were going to be stuck with for years, but it did explain why he hadn’t won.


  Right. In order to get that ship, he needed to run a proper election campaign, and that meant paying people.


  He needed money.


  He needed a job.


  He slithered up to the librarian.


  She turned pale, bared her teeth, and clutched a large pair of scissors, but she didn’t run. It made things simpler.


  Schlorp Shoggoth said, “I need a book on how to get a job.


  The librarian’s jaw dropped Then she said, I see. What sort of job were you thinking of?”


  Schlorp Shoggoth’s tentacles drooped. “I don’t know. I only know I’m no good at politics.”


  The librarian glared at him over the tops of her glasses. “Oh, surely that’s easy enough. You just have to promise to cut library budgets, like all the rest of them.”


  Schlorp slouched. If only he’d known! “I did not do that.


  The librarian nodded sympathetically. “Too sensible, I expect. It sounds like you need a book on choosing a career.


  Ten minutes later he was installed in the reading area, with a pile of suitable books and a box of tissues to wipe slime off them. He needed a job that paid well, where looks and personality were completely irrelevant. Somewhere so full of weirdoes that he’d hardly stand out. He used the library computer to produce a resume, but it took ages because he got side tracked playing with all the fonts.


  # # # # #


  As Schlorp Shoggoth slithered in, the interviewer from human resources scarcely blinked. That was a good start. His skin was almost as pale as Schlorp’s, and he wore glasses as thick as the bottom of a beer glass. He fingered a pimple absently as he checked Schlorp’s resume. “So you’ve got ten years experience with Object Oriented databases then? You must have been in the vanguard.”


  “No, I’ve never worked in security,” said Schlorp. “Only software.”


  “Ha-ha,” said the interviewer. Schlorp got the feeling he didn’t really think it was funny, but wanted to prove he had a sense of humor. Only Schlorp wasn’t aware he’d made a joke. This wasn’t going well.


  “And you’ve supported legacy code.”


  “Where there’s a will, there’s a legacy,” mumbled Schlorp.


  “Ha-ha. What else?”


  “Er—I’ve re-engineered Sans-serif script. The reverse-concept was predicated on Courier 12-point transforms.”


  To Schlorp’s astonishment the interviewer raised his eyebrows and nodded. “Oh!”


  Talking rubbish seemed to be the way to go. “Of course I had to do my own version management of the Bookman Antigua, and compile it into Wingdings.”


  ’Now that is impressive.”


  No it isn’t, thought Schlorp. It’s gibberish. “And then I produced a user-friendly gooey to the matrix.”


  Oh, wow!’ The interviewer leaned back and put his hands behind his head. “I think it’s safe to say you’re the man—er, the engineer we’re looking for. Can you start tomorrow?”


  Schlorp couldn’t believe his luck.


  The next morning he showed up promptly, and the boss introduced him to his new cubicle-mate, Guy. Guy had thinning red hair and a squeaky voice. Schlorp tried to look interested while Guy talked geekese at him for a solid hour. Finally Guy wound down and said, “Any questions?”


  “Yes,” said Schlorp. “Where’s the toilet?”


  The restroom was tiny. Without his lubricating slime, Schlorp would have been stuck forever.


  When he finally made it back, Guy plonked down a pile of papers four inches thick. “You should start by reading these.”


  It was all geek to Schlorp. So for the rest of the day, Schlorp stared at the papers, and intermittently typed “notes” at a tremendous pace on his laptop.


  Guy said, “Hey, you type with all—say, how many tentacles do you have?”


  “Forty-eight.”


  “And you type with all of them. Cool. Do you make many mistakes?” And he came over to look at Schlorp’s monitor.


  Schlorp had written:


  li’saermnv=2m
/-9x‘0c 86nm]j.c
]xzk2mcvoi76nvy=]#2.=013*85y h]fm]CV.,YU509M9X n[fxamcd;


  Guy blinked. Then he blinked harder. “Er, is that shorthand?”


  Schlorp shrugged. The shrug rippled down to the end of his tentacles. “It’s Cthulhu code. I find it so much more precise for note-taking.”


  “Cool! You’ll have to teach me.”


  “Er, later. I have so much to do.” Schlorp carried on. He couldn’t think why Guy kept referring to the temperature, and actually, he thought it was rather too warm in here. Maybe he was just hot and bothered about the job. What on earth was he going to do? Sooner or later he’d have to produce results.


  In the end, the problem solved itself. On Wednesday morning, Guy appeared with a strange man in tow.


  “Hi Schlorp. This is our customer, John Unger.”


  The customer looked like trouble. Schlorp was used to humans waggling their eating orifice about, but this one stretched his wide, even though his eyes looked at Schlorp like a snake at a rabbit. And then his twitchy movements reminded Schlorp of a hamster. Half of John Unger’s personality was split, but then so was the other half.


  John’s body grew rigid with effort as he forced his smile even wider. “So you’re the database engineer? All tentacles on deck.


  Schlorp went cold. In just two days he’d got used to being treated 38 a fellow geek. All this man saw was a monster. He could feel his tentacles tingling as the tiny venom needles raised into the strike position. Calm yourself, he thought. You need the job. Eventually he forced out, “Cool.”


  “So it’ll be ready by Friday then?”


  Schlorp couldn’t believe his ears. “Friday? This Friday? The day after tomorrow?”


  John giggled. “That’s what I ordered.”


  The venom needles tingled harder. “Not possible,” said Schlorp. “When did you order it?”


  “Oh, back on Monday. Look, Brodie said he’d hire a specialist. I thought that meant the job would get done quickly.”


  Guy popped his knuckles. “He can’t do three month’s work in three days.”


  Whatever Guy and Schlorp said, John just repeated himself. He prattled on for fifteen minutes saying just about nothing. He’d make a better politician than me, thought Schlorp. The one thing that he was clear on was that John needed the job finished by Friday. Practicalities had nothing to do with it.


  Eventually, Schlorp lost it. “SILENCE PUNY HUMAN, LEST I EAT YOU! YOU ARE AN OBNOXIOUS OFFENSE TO ALL REASON!” Then he hissed, “And you probably taste rather good with ketchup.”


  # # # # #


  Schlorp huddled miserably on the pavement. He finally had a week’s wages, but that wouldn’t go far, and he had no idea where to get more. He was going to miss Guy, too. All right, so he wasn’t a brilliant conversationalist, but he’d looked Schlorp straight in the slavering maw and hadn’t so much as shuddered, right up until Schlorp started eating John Unger. And there would be trouble with “the police” as soon as Guy came out of sedation Except, of course, they would feel much more comfortable if they refused to believe him. Humans seemed to set great store by emotional comfort.


  There didn’t seem much point in trying for another geek’s job. Even if he could avoid customers, or keep his temper with them, he’d still have to produce this “web page,” whatever that was, with the “secure server’ and “banner ads.” He needed a career change. At least he knew one other human who didn’t run away from him, even if she did turn pale and press her lips together.


  Schlorp slithered off to the library.


  A long line snaked away from his librarian. This was going to take hours.


  Then the blonde with the big hair at the end of the line turned and saw him. She screamed and the queue magically vanished. He slithered up to the desk.


  “Good morning,” said the librarian.


  “I need help.” he wheezed.


  The librarian frowned. “I said, ‘Good morning’.”


  “I heard.”


  She sighed. “You’re supposed to start conversations with Good morning,’ or ‘Hello.’ Even geeks have to do that.”


  Schlorp’s tentacles drooped. “Good morning,” he said humbly. “I will remember. But I am not a geek any more.”


  She listened to his explanations. “Well honestly! You can’t go insulting customers unless you’re a famous chef! You really have to—”


  But Schlorp had gone.


  # # # # #


  The lunch-time rush was in full swing. “Faster! I need those onions now!” screamed the chef.


  Schlorp’s venom needles tingled. It was so humiliating to be shouted at by a mere human, even if he was a master chef.


  Besides, Schlorp chopped faster than anybody else around. He chopped ten onions at once, but nothing ever pleased Marco Cassulette. Hastily, he rinsed his slime off the onions and passed them over.


  “Fry them!” demanded Marco. “Quickly and slowly.” Then he disappeared to the other end of the kitchen.


  Schlorp hated frying. The aprons didn’t fit him at all, so the hot fat splashed straight onto his bare skin where it sizzled on his slime. As to frying “quickly and slowly…” He turned the heat up high and stirred with three spoons at once. Wouldn’t he just love to fry Marco the Ego instead!


  Marco reappeared and grabbed the frying pan without a word. Schlorp glared at his back. Obviously he’d fried them well, or The Ego would have found plenty to say. What was happening to him, hungry for crumbs of praise from a human


  Marco spooned the onions over a steak, grabbed mint, and a radish rose from the bowl Schlorp had prepared earlier and garnished the steak. He shoved the plate at Schlorp. Here. Table five.


  “Are you serious?” asked Schlorp. The last time customers had seen him resulted in three rubbish sacks full of broken glass and crockery, plus hard-to-clean wine stains on the ceiling. As far as he knew, the lawsuits were still grinding along.


  “What?” For once, Marco looked straight at him “Oh, it’s you. He took the plate off Schlorp and shoved it at someone else. “Here. Table four.”


  Schlorp kept quiet about the changed table number. He got his fun where he could.


  “Go fetch the deliveries,” barked the Chef.


  Schlorp went to the back door and accepted trays of carrots, steaks, and fish. The fourth tray was full of octopuses.


  Schlorp stared at it in horror. They looked so much like babies!


  Homesickness punched him in the stomach. R’lyeh would be full of babies at this time of year. And maybe Gunkgliss had one too. His own Gunkgliss. How he longed to slither his tentacles over hers! But he didn’t dare face Cthulhu unless he could take a ship with him.


  His ears filled as he began to cry. Tears poured down his shoulders making rivulets in the slime He dropped the tray and wandered into the alleyway behind the restaurant in a daze. He could vaguely hear shouts behind him, but they were muffled by the tears. He sat on a trashcan and howled.


  “Oh, don’t cry!” Somebody patted a tentacle.


  Schlorp looked around. A little girl stood in front of him, radiating concern and love like a cheap perfume. She looked about eight.


  “Now I know I had a hanky somewhere.” She rummaged around in her pink backpack, “Here.”


  Schlorp could just about make out a picture of Monsters Inc. on the hanky under the dirt. He didn’t care. He wiped his ears and tried to stop crying.


  His rescuer poked around her backpack some more. “Eat this.”


  “This” was pink, yellow, and squidgey. It didn’t look edible, but Schlorp didn’t care. He shoveled it in, and gagged on the taste of violets.


  “I’m Punky.” And Punky sat beside him and put her arm round as far as she could reach, which was about three tentacles’ worth. “Now tell me all about it.”


  Schlorp sobbed it all out, mixed up and full of long words, but Punky nodded and made soothing noises until he’d finished with, “I fail at everything and I’m all alone. I’ll never get home now,” and started crying again.


  “Oh no!’ said Punky, stroking his head. “Look, let’s clean you up and then you’ll feel better.” She produced wet-wipes out of the magical backpack. “Here, you hold my Barbie so I’ve got both hands free. She gets bored in the backpack.”


  Schlorp obediently wrapped a tentacle tip round Punky’s doll. He felt Punky rubbing in various places. It took quite a while before she exclaimed, “Oh you look much better. Now let’s make you pretty.”


  She opened the side pocket of the backpack and took out a bundle of lipstick-pink ribbons. Schlorp’s tentacles were so large that one ribbon wasn’t long enough, so Punky knotted two together. She stuck her tongue between her lips with concentration as she tied a big bow round one of his tentacles to his left.


  “There now. As pretty as a picture.”


  Oddly enough, Schlorp did feel better. He handed the doll back.


  Punky talked to the doll. “Don’t you think he looks lovely, Barbie?” Then she wagged the doll from side to side and said in a squeaky voice, “Absolutely beautiful.”


  Schlorp heaved a sigh that made all his tentacles undulate. “I still need a job though.”


  “But that’s easy,” said Punky. “Daddy says that all the slimy monsters work in the I.R.S. You’re a natural!”


  “Elizabeth Jane Armstrong!” A harassed-looking woman arrived at a run. “How many times have I told—” She saw Schlorp, stopped dead, and opened her mouth in a silent scream.


  Punky pouted. “Aw, Mom, call me Punky, please.”


  Punky’s Mom took a deep breath, held her handbag like a blunt instrument, and circled round Schlorp to get to Punky. Lunch Lime, young lady.” She grabbed Punky’s hand and dragged her along the street.


  “Mom, can’t my new friend come too?”


  “And how many times have I told you about talking to strangers? Honestly, Elizabeth, I am at my absolute wits’ end with you.”


  Just before they turned the corner, Punky twisted round and blew Schlorp a kiss.


  # # # # #


  It didn’t take Schlorp long to find out the unwritten rules of the tax office. Have a tentacle in every pie. You scratch my back and I’ll stab yours. Spend a lot of time at your desk looking busy while doing nothing useful. Try to be the last to leave. This meant that everyone stayed late, writing personal letters or reading something that was none of their business.


  One night, he stuck doggedly to his desk, typing meaningless jargon until everyone else had gone. At 10 p.m. his boss gave up and left, glaring at Schlorp. He carried on for a few more minutes, in case she came back. The he slithered off to the filing cabinet where the personnel records were kept. It was locked, of course, but only with a simple key, and Schlorp’s tentacle tips were slender and agile.


  He started by adding a few things to his boss’s file. “She has reached rock bottom and sunk a mining shaft.” Then he went through the files of any co-workers who might replace his boss. “Completely out of her depth on a freshly mopped floor.”


  “He only opens his mouth to put the other foot in it.”


  Finally, he took out his own file. The boss had written, “Never seems to understand. Always upsets tax-payers.” He changed it to, “Never upsets tax-payers.” It wasn’t a lie, he reasoned. He was just summarizing. Networking and effective summaries were the key to rapid promotion.


  # # # # #


  Less than two months later, Schlorp slithered along the deck of a cruise ship, oozing arrogance from every pore. This one was perhaps a little cramped for Cthulhu, but it would do.


  Oh, toxic waste, he hoped this was going to work!


  A sailor tried to bar the entrance to the bridge. He swallowed several times before he managed to quaver, “The Captain cannot be disturbed, Sir.”


  Schlorp glared down. “Your name?” he hissed.


  “Ch—Chalmers, Sir.”


  “Do you want a tax audit every year for the next fifteen years?” asked Schlorp.


  The sailor swallowed. “The Captain is on the bridge, Sir.”


  The door to the bridge was uncomfortably small. Schlorp thought he was stuck in there for life until Chalmers gave him a shove and he popped though.


  He retrieved his dignity as best he could. A tentacleful of men clustered around some electronic panels. Now, who wore the most gold braid around here? “Captain Walesca?”


  A middle-aged man turned round. “I am.”


  Now that Schlorp had learned to read human body language, this one unsettled him. The man had an air of neat, tidy violence about him. But he could hardly back out now.


  “Captain, this ship has been seized in lieu of unpaid taxes. It is to be delivered to these co-ordinates. Your employer will, of course, provide your usual remuneration.” And Schlorp handed over a brown envelope.


  The captain took it wordlessly, wiped off the slime with his handkerchief and opened it. He frowned.


  Schlorp fought panic. He should have waited more, studied more, practiced forging the signature more. He had been crazy to let homesickness stampede him into this. What if he’d gotten the wrong letterhead? What if the captain knew he had far more rights than those listed in the fake letter? Schlorp couldn’t eat his way out of this one. He’d left a massive paper trail. If he was still in the United States come Monday, he’d be arrested. He’d heard terrifying hints that something particularly unpleasant happened in the showers in jail.


  Still frowning, the captain folded the paper and put it back in the envelope. “I’ll have to phone and check, of course.”


  Schlorp could feel his guilt shouting from every flattened sucker, but the human couldn’t possibly know what smooth tentacles meant. Could he?


  He shrugged and said, “Your boss will be hard to contact.


  The captain raised his eyebrows.


  “He is under arrest,” said Schlorp, truthfully, although doubtless the unlucky man would be released as soon as his lawyer could access certain records. Probably about 9:01 a.m. on Monday.


  “Also his deputy. And the penalty for obstructing me in my duties is seven to fifteen years in jail. I assume you’ve heard what goes on in penitentiary showers?”


  The captain frowned in silence for several seconds. Then he turned to another human with lots of gold braid and said, “Prepare to leave port soonest.” Then to Chalmers, “Find this, this, person a cabin.”


  It was a small cabin, but private enough. Schlorp unpacked the Barbie doll he’d bought to remind him of his only human friend. He stroked it tenderly with a tentacle.


  With a bit of luck, Cthulhu would extend his holiday indefinitely. R’lyeh would be so nice without him. Schlorp and Gunkgliss could raise their babies in peace.


  Through the porthole, he could see the docks already slipping away. He was on his way to home, sweet home.
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  ’m an old man now, but people don’t see that; mention the name Wyatt Earp and their eyes light up with visions of six-shooters, ten-gallon hats and bloody mayhem, occasionally punctuated with rolling tumbleweeds. It’s these wretched dime novels, of course. People think the defining moment in my life involved putting paid to a pack of horse thieves at the OK Corral.


  To tell the truth, I seldom think about that day. The Clanton Boys don’t hold a candle to the things haunting my dreams, and that’s a fact. There are worse terrors inhabiting those endless tracts of Arizona desert, as the Doc and I learned one crisp October night.


  It’s a tale I’ve never told before. People want tales of outlaws and frontier justice, bless ‘em, not the story I need to tell. A desperado or a rustler they can understand. What we saw in the Huachuca Mountains…there ain’t no understanding that. I sometimes think there’s no living with it, either. But what choice did we have.


  You won’t read about the Huachuca incident in any book. Everyone involved is dead now, except me. I’m the last, and when some simpering spinster corners me, demanding to know what the Wild West was really like, I confine my answers strictly to bloodcurdling whoppers culled from Collier’s. It’s a policy that has served me well for forty years, and it seems to satisfy the impertinent socialites and bold young beggars that surround me at every social gathering. Nevertheless, it is the Huachucas I think of, first and always; a year before we found everlasting fame at the OK Corral, we discovered the real Wild West: a vast, alien territory far removed from the romantic claptrap peddled to gullible city folk.


  Today, Tombstone, AZ, is synonymous with gunfights and lawlessness, but in those days it was a modest little town, home to miners and ranchers and the people that serve—and prey—on them. Certainly there was no sign of the trouble to come, and while I have my suspicions about the quiet that came afterwards, until the latter half of September the Huachucas meant very little to me.


  I was still Deputy Sheriff in those days, which meant whiling away most afternoons in Hafford’s Saloon, waiting for the miners and cowboys to drift into town and raise hell. It was an easy sort of life, compared to Dodge City. I had already decided the Clantons bore watching, but that was for another day. In the meantime I was content with Tombstone, more so now that Doc Holliday numbered himself among its distinguished citizens.


  I remember it was a fine October day, and the sunlight crept slowly across the saloon’s dirty floor as the Doc and I played cards and drank whiskey. Or rather, I played solitaire and the Doc grumbled into his whiskey. He was a champion grumbler, Doc. That afternoon, it was his finances that drew his ire. He was still new to Tombstone, but his reputation as a gambler and dangerous sonofabitch had followed him, and most of the local rascals had already learned to give him a wide berth. Consequently, Doc’s purse was lighter than usual, which is bad form for a professional gambler. I had little sympathy for him, but I nodded in agreement when required.


  It was a cycle I’d become familiar with in Dodge: drinking, swearing, and falling morosely silent, followed by more drinking. I was almost relieved when he reached the silent stage, despite its inherent dangers, because I needed the quiet to think.


  I was occupied, you see, with a problem. For some weeks now, cattle had been disappearing from the various ranches west of Tombstone with distressing frequency. Short of catching the thief in the act, there was little chance of making progress, but I was reviewing the few options I had.


  Lost in thought, I didn’t notice the stranger until Doc nudged my shoulder. I looked up to see a cowboy framed in the saloon doorway, blinking into the darkness.


  “I need the Sheriff!” the man called out.


  Doc’s hand dropped to his holster I cursed, kicking him in the ankle. Doc tended to view everything as either a challenge or an opportunity, which often amounted to the same thing.


  The man hesitated, and then stepped into the gloom. His appearance was unremarkable; he had no gun, and his clothes were dusty and worn. But I noticed with professional interest his exhausted gait and the wild, veering look in his eyes. He looked around the mostly empty room.


  “Sheriff’s out of town,” I called. “I’m Deputy Sheriff Earp. What can I do for you?”


  The cowboy seized on this information, striding urgently across the room and seating himself at our table. I poured him a whiskey, which he downed in one swallow. Doc looked pained, but I ignored him, studying our visitor.


  Up close, I now recognized him as one of the Long T Ranch boys. I couldn’t put a name to him, but I’d seen him around every couple of weeks or so. The Long T was one of the more remote ranches in Pima County, near the Huachuca Mountains. Apache territory, though the Army had them on the run in those days.


  The man looked a sight. The whiskey steadied him, but he was pale underneath his tan, his face drawn and his eyes ringed with dark circles. I realized with a twinge of unease that this cowpuncher was absolutely terrified of something.


  “What’s your name, fella?” I asked.


  “McGurk. Jim McGurk,” he said. “Where’s the Sheriff?”


  “He’s extraditing a prisoner, next county over. I’m Acting Sheriff. What’s the problem. McGurk?”


  It was his turn to study me. At last, he said, “There’s bad trouble down to the Long T, Deputy.”


  “I gathered that,” I said.


  McGurk’s gaze fell into the bottom of his glass. I waited.


  “Come on, man!’ Doc said. “Out with it!”


  “Doc,” I cautioned.


  “There’s something out there in the desert,” the man quietly began.


  “Go on.”


  “It started three weeks ago,” McGurk continued. “Some of the cattle came up missing—”


  “I’ve heard about it,” I said. “A few of the other ranches have been hit.”


  “Cattle thieves!” Doc declared.


  “No! Something came down out of the mountains, McGurk insisted “Deputy, I saw the tracks! It weren’t man nor horse!”


  “Coyotes?” I asked.


  “No!” McGurk cried vehemently. “I’m telling you, it was something big. And it didn’t stop at cattle!”


  I leaned forward. “What do you mean?”


  “We looked all over for whatever it was. But the cattle kept disappearin’ And then some of the boys started disappearin’, too!”


  “How long ago was this?”


  “A week, maybe more. Deputy, this ain’t no story! We started hearing things at night. Big things, callin’ to each other from one end of the Long T to the other! It was this awful whoopin’ howl.”


  “Howling?” Doc repeated, dubious.


  “Yessir! Only it was louder than anything I ever heard before. Loud enough to make your guts tremble and the windows shake! And we only heard it at night. In the morning there weren’t nothing but these huge prints all over…and one of the boys gone, like as not!”


  “Who owns the Long T?” Doc asked.


  “That would be Mr. Pearson,” I replied. McGurk nodded.


  “Well, why didn’t Pearson send one of you boys here before now?” Doc demanded.


  McGurk shrugged. “We all begged him to leave He wouldn’t do it, and wouldn’t let us go, neither. Said it was an Injun trick to lure us out into the open.”


  This was exactly what I was thinking, although I’d never heard of Indians going to these lengths before. I poured him another shot. He drank it and resumed his story.


  That past week, the Long T had been under siege. Sure they would be murdered if they ventured away from the buildings, Pearson had barricaded his family inside the house, and his ranch hands had fortified the bunkhouse. Days were spent in anticipation of night, and nights were endured listening to the calls of devils, human or otherwise, echoing across the land. McGurk faltered in trying to describe the immense fear these sounds inspired, but his trembling hands gave sufficient testimony on this matter.


  The final blow fell the night before. In the small hours a terrifying crash had woken the cowboys in the bunkhouse. A woman’s scream pierced the night, followed by the boom of rifle shots, and then more crashing sounds. “It sounded like the house was being torn to bits,” McGurk whispered.


  The cowboys reached for their clothes and their guns, and rushed headlong into the night. McGurk followed last, but froze when an unearthly roar split the night sky like thunder It was then he saw the shape looming over the Pearson’s house, a black form that blotted out the stars. Terrified, McGurk turned and fled, retrieving his horse from the stables and making a mad dash into the darkness, heedless of all else but escape. He refused to repeat what he’d seen, saying only that it was the devil after all.


  McGurk was useless after that, overcome with shame and terror. He had no money, so I sent him across the street to the hotel with enough money to lodge him and keep him drunk until I returned.


  For I was going out there. There was nothing else for it after a story like that. I asked Doc for his opinion.


  “Speaking as a doctor, I’d say he was crazy,” Doc said.


  “You’re a dentist,” I said dryly.


  “I was a medical student,” he protested. “I seen the inside of the laughin’ academy, Wyatt, and some of those fellas could make you believe pigs could fly, because they believed it.”


  1 nodded. “So what do you think?”


  “Hard to say. A story like that?”


  “He seemed sane enough.”


  “Then what do you think? Doc asked. Injuns?”


  “The Long T is close to the Huachucas…” I considered.


  “What if it is Injuns?”


  “Then we’ll hightail it over to the Army camp and let the fellow in charge take care of it.”


  “That’s putting us into the frying pan,” Doc pointed out, but he was thumbing his pistol thoughtfully. “Where are your brothers?”


  “Virgil and Warren are out at the mine,” I said. “Morgan and Jim should be in town. I’ll get them. You round up our horses and supplies—it’s a long trip there and back. We’ll leave within the hour.”


  “How far is it?” Doc asked.


  “Far enough. I want to be in and out of there before dark, if possible.”


  “Why?”


  “You heard the man. Do you want to be out there at night? If this is any more than just a crazy story, we re high-tailing it to Camp Huachuca. We’ll let them deal with it—it’s what they’re there for.”


  Doc allowed that this was good sense, but he looked at me shrewdly. “Never mind that look,” I said. “And don’t spare the ammunition. Late afternoon found the four of us well west of Tombstone. We followed the Charleston Road as it meandered southwest towards Camp Huachuca, and then took an unmarked turnoff that was little more than a trail. I had been out to the Long T once before, when I took it upon myself as the newly appointed Deputy to visit all the outlying ranches in the county. I still remembered the route fairly well, and we made good time as the land was flat and the path clearly marked.


  My brothers Jim and Morgan rode closely behind us. Morgan wasn’t the smartest of fellows, and Jim had a weakness for the ladies, but both were seasoned, capable fighters, and that’s what counted. All the Earp brothers were; if Virgil and Warren hadn’t been out on one of their periodic forays into silver mining, I do believe we would have gathered together the deadliest fighting force within a thousand miles. Excepting the Army at Camp Huachuca, of course.


  I had explained the circumstances to my brothers, and both had been eager to join us in discovering the Long T’s fate. We traveled mostly in silence, but the mood was a mixture of grim anticipation and absolute confidence in our ability to attend to any situation that might present itself.


  We were still thinking it was an Indian ruse, you see. True, attack-and-run was more Apache style, but perhaps a desperate run of luck in the Huachucas, with the Army constantly on their heels, had forced them to rely on their natural craftiness. I didn’t know what to make of the rest of McGurk’s story, but then again I’d seen some damned odd things in my time, and doubtless we’d trip over the explanation at some point.


  It was around noon that we approached the outskirts of Pearson’s property. There were no signs, just some wooden markers indicating a rough boundary. No self-respecting Apache would heed such a measly warning, I decided, not if he was looking for trouble.


  The land itself was close to the Huachuca range, and the flatlands had given way to a series of gentle foothills. The effect was to limit our sight to a few hundred yards in any direction, but the view was barren in any direction. Damned if I could see how Pearson’s cows eked a living out here in this empty expanse, but sure enough within a few minutes’ ride we sighted cattle standing willy-nilly about the place.


  This, more than anything so far, gave me pause. In those days ranchers kept a tight rein on their steer due to the very real threat of rogue Indians, coyotes and rustlers. To see cows scattered in every direction, in ones and twos, without a cowboy or two riding herd…that made me uneasy.


  I looked intently for a human being in all that vastness. I wanted some sign that McGurk’s panic had been baseless, or at worst exaggerated, and so I failed to notice one very obvious inconsistency on that blank horizon.


  Sharp-eyed Jim patted my shoulder. “Is that a tree over there, Wyatt?”


  After he mentioned it, I saw what he meant; standing between two hills to the west of us was a twisted, leafless tree with bare branches snaking upwards.


  “A dead tree?” Doc asked. “So what?”


  “There aren’t any trees like that here,” I pointed out. “Saguaro and brush, maybe, but nothing that big. Just ain’t the right climate for ‘em. I wonder if Pearson tried transplanting it out here?”


  “If so, he learned his lesson,” Morgan replied. ‘“S stone dead.”


  “Look at the branches,” I said. “They’re moving!”


  “Ain’t no wind, though!” Doc said, looking around. Not so much as a puff of air could be detected.


  “They’re still moving,” I pointed out. “Let’s take a look!”


  I led my horse around the side of the hill opposite from the tree, and then directed him slowly up the gentle slope. The others followed. Within minutes we gained the top, and from our vantage we studied the thing below us.


  It wasn’t a tree.


  It looked like one from a distance, but I’d never seen anything like it before. Huge whip-like appendages swayed gently in the air above a barrel-shaped, knobby body. Smaller, snakelike tentacles writhed listlessly between the bigger limbs. Its black hide glistened like snakeskin, but was dry and wrinkled like an elephant’s. I still might have classified the thing as some sort of unwholesome tree but for the three massive legs supporting the brute—shaggy, hoofed limbs like a monstrous goat s, poised to spring.


  “It’s the size of a house,” Jim whispered.


  “Think that’s what attacked the Long T?” Morgan asked.


  “Course not!” Doc exclaimed. “It’s just a free!”


  “It’s got legs!” Morgan pointed out. By unspoken agreement we all spoke in low tones, as if the thing could hear us.


  “It ain’t moving now, is it?” Doc countered.


  “Are you telling me we got this thing to deal with, and whatever attacked the Long T?” I said. “Because that’s a lot of things, Doc.”


  Doc fell silent at this, and we watched the tentacles swaying, freezing momentarily, and then swaying again. It put me in mind of a tarantula’s arched legs, paused in mid-step as it plotted its next move.


  “Ain’t no tree,” Jim stated.


  “Well, what else could it be, Professor?” Doc asked.


  “I read in the newspaper, once, about this man-eating tree in South America,” Morgan ventured.


  “Yeah?” I asked.


  “Them papers’ll print anything, Morgan!” Jim said.


  “Well, what would you call that?” I asked.


  “It doesn’t have a name,” Doc said. “Because no one’s ever seen anything like this before!”


  “Pearson got an eyeful, I’d say,” Jim said.


  “Wyatt,” Doc began, “I bet we could make a lot of money off this thing!”


  “What are you talking about?” I asked.


  “We could put it on display! Why, I bet Barnum would pay dearly for something like this!”


  “I ain’t going near it, and neither are you!” I said. “We’re here to help the Pearsons, and that’s where we’re going!”


  “Come on, Wyatt! This is big!” Doc’s eyes were bright, his manner more animated than I’d ever seen him outside of a fight. He pointed to the thing skulking in its little valley. “This could set us up for life! I could retire, instead of having to grub for a living in penny-ante games night after night!”


  1 began to understand Doc’s sudden interest in the thing, but this wasn’t the time. “You can build a treehouse later, Doc! We’re on the job!”


  “What’s the matter, Deputy?” Doc taunted. “We’ll go check out the Long T, then send for a wagon to pick this little darling up. The Army must have one we can lease. It’ll be easy!”


  “That thing’s trouble! We don’t know what it can do!” Jim said.


  Morgan said, “Hey, fellows—”


  “Look, I’ll prove to you it’s harmless. I’ll go down there and tie a rope around it!” Doc said.


  “Why on earth would you do that?” I asked, alarmed.


  “To stake our claim! This is our find, boys! We’ll be rich!” Doc cried. He dismounted and started creeping down the hill.


  “Weepin’ Jesus on the cross, Doc!” I said. “Them tentacles ain’t there for shade!”


  “You’d better take a look—” Morgan began.


  Doc turned to face me. “Why do you always do this?” he demanded.


  “Do what?”


  “Whenever I have a good idea, you never believe in it!”


  “What’s your grand idea?” I asked. “Putting that brute in a circus? Doc. this ain’t the time!”


  “Wyatt—” Morgan said.


  “What, Morgan?” I roared.


  Morgan pointed downhill.


  Our eyes followed his urgent finger, and I felt my blood run cold. Despite the lack of ears, the thing must have heard us. Its tentacles had oriented on Doc, reaching stealthily towards him. They twitched spastically, and I could sense the thing’s hunger.


  A crack appeared in the thing’s trunk. It seemed to cleave the whole beast in two, revealing a cavernous mouth bristling with teeth the size of butcher knives. Small rivulets of drool coursed down its trunk, trailing down the creases of its skin to disappear from sight. A stink of rotten flesh hit us like a solid wall, and the horses began to agitate.


  The thing took a plodding step in our direction.


  “Oh, Christ!” I whispered “Doc, get back!”


  Doc seemed inclined to agree for once. The sight of that yawning fissure, so obviously the mouth of a predator, had banished all thoughts of capture—at least by any means we had at hand. He climbed the slope quickly and quietly, remounting his horse with equal speed.


  The monster had quivered in anticipation all the while. As we watched, several smaller cracks split open around the thing’s trunk, obscene, gaping maws studded with teeth. They opened and closed idiotically, like the mouths of fish. The tentacles caressed the air where Doc had been seconds before, clutching uselessly at nothing.


  Suddenly it reared back on two haunches and let loose a howl that seemed to shake the very earth and sky. I he horses panicked, and it was sheer luck we all managed to keep in our saddles.


  “Move!” I cried, and led the way down the opposite slope. As soon as we hit level ground I spurred my horse into a gallop, and glanced behind me to make sure the others were following.


  What I saw still haunts me to this day. The monster had gained the hilltop where we recently stood, its tentacles coiling against the sky like Medusa’s own snakes. It let loose another cry and plowed down the hillside in pursuit. I could hear its thunderous hooves over the sound of our own horses’ headlong escape, a horrid thud-thud thud pattern that grew louder as it gained on us.


  I was convinced we were dead men. The thing was only yards behind us, and even over the roar of pursuit I could hear those tentacles slice the air at our backs. Cursing and screaming, I implored my maddened horse ever onward.


  After a harrowing hundred-yard dash, the devil started falling behind. Within another minute we had left it several railroad car-lengths behind, and within five minutes it was half a mile. Clearly, it was spent.


  I stopped my horse, beckoning the others do likewise, and we watched the thing come to a halt. It reared back on its hindmost legs and howled again, a frustrated wail that carried quite clearly across the distance.


  Doc scowled. “Should have put a few bullets in it when I had the chance!”


  “Oh, be sensible!” I snapped. “You’re lucky to be in one piece. You’re the one who wanted to pet it like it was a monkey in the goddamn zoo!”


  Doc took offense to that, but there was no time for a reply. The mountains west of us reverberated with the distant thunder of drums.


  We stared at each in consternation.


  “Apaches?” Doc asked.


  “Apaches don’t drum,” I answered. “Not like that.”


  “Look!” Jim said.


  As we looked on, the creature’s tentacles curved westward. Abruptly, it left the road and trotted towards the sound. We watched it lurch across the horizon until it disappeared into the hills.


  Doc chuckled. “They’re going to get a hell of a surprise!”


  “Unless they’re calling it home…” I murmured.


  “You think Apaches are behind this?” Jim asked, looking around as if he expected to see Indians crouched behind every rock.


  “I don’t know,” I said. “Look, we’re already on the way. Let’s push on to the Long T.”


  You think they’re still alive?” Doc asked. “With that thing running around?”


  I shrugged. “If they got into the cellar…maybe.”


  “And if they’re dead?” Morgan asked. “Then what?”


  I didn’t answer, but urged my horse onwards. The dull boom of drums followed us all the way.


  Within the hour we found ourselves gazing on the remains of the Long T. The stables, the bunkhouse, the main house—all had been wrenched apart. It looked like the aftermath of a battlefield, with splintered lumber and the twisted wreckage of furniture strewn everywhere about the grounds. We found personal belongings, broken crockery, discarded rifles—but no bodies. Underscoring our growing dread, the drums accompanied every phase of our search.


  The cellar door was locked, and I directed Jim to shoot the padlock off. As I feared, the place was untouched, but empty. Even in that subterranean darkness, Jim and I could still hear the drums, and I have seldom felt so lonesome as I did then in that gloomy cellar.


  “Wyatt!”


  Doc’s choked cry brought us running back into the sun. We found him behind the stables, kneeling before a piece of debris. I started to question him, but was rendered speechless by the obscenity I saw before us.


  It was no debris, unless one can be forgiven for so naming the hunk of flesh placed piteously at our feet. I recognized her as the eldest Pearson daughter; if I concentrated on her peaceful features, framed by billowing honey-brown hair, I could almost believe she was asleep in her own bed.


  She had been torn apart; only the head, the right shoulder and arm and a bit of the torso remained of the shy beauty I had seen strolling about Tombstone on Sunday afternoons. The ground beneath her was dark with her blood. We gathered in silence around her, and the shadow of our gathering fell across her pale, naked flesh.


  Seeing the girl’s remains callously exposed in death made me realize how I, appointed to protect her in the Law’s name, had utterly failed her. It was as if I was frozen to the spot, unable to move until I could name the thing I should have done to prevent this.


  Morgan fetched a blanket from the ruins of the house and draped it over her. Covering her nakedness, hiding the hideous fact of her death made it a little easier to bear, and I felt helplessness dissolve into anger.


  “Still want to put it in the zoo, Doc?” I asked bitterly.


  He shook his head. “I got another idea now. We’ll burn it.”


  “Yeah?” I asked.


  “Yeah. I saw some kerosene drums in the stables.”


  “And how close are you planning to get to this critter?” I asked.


  “Close enough. We could lure it here, get it into the barn, douse the whole place with kerosene, and light ‘er up.”


  I considered this. It was far from perfect, considering the thing’s speed and strength, but it was all we had. “Not bad, Doc, but I don’t—” The drumming ceased.


  We turned west to the mountains, but there was nothing to be seen. Instead of feeling relieved at the silence, we all wondered, What next?


  “What do you think it means?” Morgan asked.


  “I don’t know! I’m not an Apache expert!” I said. “Let’s do as Doc said, and get out of here!” I was thinking of our chances against the monster, compared to our chances against the monster and an Apache raid, and wondered how much ammunition Pearson had laying about the place.


  “Wyatt!” Jim cried. “Look!”


  He was standing near the end of the stables, peering around the corner. We joined him, and found ourselves staring at the country south of the Long T. It was a beautiful countryside of brown hills rippling into the horizon beneath a never-ending parade of puffy clouds.


  “What?” I demanded.


  He waited, and so did we. After a few seconds I saw movement in the distance. Squinting, I studied the spot, and watched as a host of tentacles rose from behind a hill. My skin prickled in icy goosebumps; as I watched, another black monstrosity crested a hill, then disappeared into the lowlands again.


  “How did it get south of us?” Morgan whispered.


  “It didn’t,” I replied.


  “Another one?” Doc asked.


  I nodded. “Saddle up. We’re leaving!”


  “What?” Doc said. “What about the plan?”


  “Change of plan, Doc,” I said. “That’s our critter’s granddaddy, if I’m not mistaken, and we’re going to have to ride hard to get out of this one.”


  “What are you talking about? It looks like the same one to me!”


  I walked quickly over to my horse, and climbed into the saddle. Doc followed, still puzzled. Seeing his expression, I pointed towards the far southern border of Long T property. As we looked, the thing appeared atop the very last hill, trotting at a damn good pace. “See that line across the horizon?” I asked.


  “Yeah.”


  “That’s the fence marking the Long T’s land. Watch…” We waited a few seconds, and watched the thing step over the fence as easily as one steps over a curb on a city street. “Judging by the height of the fence, I’d put that thing at about 70—no, 75 feet tall?”


  “Christ!” Doc gasped. He mounted his horse with suitable alacrity.


  “Where are we going?” Jim asked.


  “Camp Huachuca,” I answered.


  “That’s south!” Jim protested. “That thing’s in the way!”


  “The camp’s southwest of here, roughly. The only way we’ll make it is to head southwest into the hills and lose it in the canyons.”


  “And you know the way?” Doc asked pointedly.


  “Sort of,” I admitted. The others groaned…but there was no despair in their faces. Fear, yes, but there was also a spark of excitement and grim determination that I had seen before, except on those occasions when the fight was straightforward and the stakes known.


  I nodded curtly, and bade my horse towards the hills.


  The monster, growing closer by the moment, was still a mile away. I couldn’t know if it sensed us, but I wasn’t waiting to find out. We were several miles from entering the Huachuca foothills at full gallop, and every second was vital. Stealing glances behind me, I saw the thing hurtling towards the Long T in its curious three-legged gait, tentacles seething above blind, gaping mouths.


  “Here it comes!’ Morgan cried.


  I turned to see it veer off its course and begin lumbering towards us. It looked like a devil out of Hell in the red glare of sunset, and I urged my horse faster, ever faster.


  It was half a mile east of us as we entered the foothills. Was that enough time to lose it among the twisting canyons and ravines of the Huachucas? Apparently so, for we never saw it again on that race to Camp Huachuca. However the thing hunted, it wasn’t by following tracks.


  I had a rough idea where I was going, but as I learned afterwards, there really was no wrong way in that part of the Huachucas. All the valleys twisted and turned on each other, and as long as we kept vaguely to the southwest, we were sure to hit our mark.


  The sun sets quickly in the mountains, and soon we were riding near blind. Doc hollered out in the darkness, asking if I knew where I was going, and for lack of a better answer I said yes. In truth, I knew only that we had to get out into the flatlands again if we were going to find the Camp.


  After several hours of navigating by stars, I managed to bring us out of the mountains, and the distant twinkle of lights told me we had struck close. Somewhere far behind us came the frustrated howl of devilish hunger, and we rode hard towards those lights, not daring to look back.


  We reached the gate unchallenged, and I shouted up to the sentry to let us in. As we waited for the chain of command to admit us, I felt suddenly sure that the shadows swarming around us concealed Apache assassins, and I cursed bitterly with every second.


  Eventually the gate opened to receive us, and we were met by a young officer who studied us curiously. I introduced myself as Deputy Sheriff of Pena County and asked to see the Camp Commander immediately. I told him only that it was urgent and concerned Apaches, which for all I knew was true.


  The man led us to a large wooden structure, and then had us wait at the door while he stepped inside. We looked around the place, gratified to see it well manned and heavily armed. Camp Huachuca wouldn’t become Fort Huachuca for several years yet, but even then it bustled and bristled, working nonstop towards its goal of routing the Apache menace. I could only hope they were prepared to deal with a very different sort of enemy.


  In another moment the officer reappeared and bade us enter. Leaving our horses in the care of a pair of privates, we followed our guide inside, and found ourselves in the presence of a most extraordinary man.


  Much has been written about Samuel Marmaduke Whitside, but he is chiefly remembered these days for two things: the founding of Fort Huachuca, and the massacre at Wounded Knee (which took place a decade after the events of this story). The fellow was an absolute scourge to Indians, but that wasn’t such a bad thing back then as it is now. The War changed a lot of perspectives, and I’m not one to judge who was right or wrong. All I know is Apaches were still a danger in those days, and I’m glad fellows like Whitside were around to keep them quite firmly in check.


  That’s not exactly to say I warmed to him; as we made our introductions I got a sense of his astonishing force of will. He was a small man, squat and square-headed, with black eyes and an enormous mustache. His small stature belied his innate power, however. The room reeked of his charisma and determination, and it immediately put me on my guard. This was a fellow who moved mountains, regardless of the ants that called it home. The trouble was, it was my job to protect those ants.


  “Well, Deputy,’ he began, in a voice accustomed to answers, ‘to what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?”


  Since our escape I had debated the right approach to take, but something about Whitside made me take the most direct tack. I think I wanted to rattle him. I told him everything that had occurred since McGurk’s appearance that afternoon.


  Through it all he said nothing. Those black eyes hardly blinked, and I had no idea whether he believed me. He merely stroked his mustache, and leaned back in his chair when I described the big tree-thing, as if its import staggered him. At last I fell silent, waiting for his reaction. To be sure, I didn’t know what I wanted. A regiment between the Huachucas and Tombstone, perhaps?


  “You want proof,” I stated. “I think—”


  “Oh, no, no, no, Deputy, I quite believe you,” Whitside cut in, perfectly calm. “For some months now High Command has been hearing reports of Apache black magic in these parts. It appears you merely stumbled on a more northern manifestation. Cigar?”


  I declined, somewhat dumbstruck, but Doc helped himself to several.


  “Black magic, eh? Doc said, nodding sagely.


  “Yes, Dr. Holliday. Black magic. I myself don’t know the full story, but it has been apparent to some in Washington that for some time, various ‘cults’ have operated throughout this land, calling forth devils like you describe, and worse. What’s more, they’ve been doing it for thousands of years.”


  “Is that a fact?” Jim asked, whistling. “How come we ain’t heard of that before?”


  Whitside shrugged. “It’s classified information. This is my first encounter with such unholy trafficking. It seems, however, that the knowledge required for these practices is extremely rare, luckily for us. And yet—”


  “And yet one of those old medicine men knows how, doesn’t he?” I asked.


  Whitside nodded. “We even know who. A wily old fellow named Taklishim. He’s been on the Army’s unofficial ‘wanted’ list for years. He leads a small band of ragtag Arivaipa Apache—you can’t call them a tribe, they’re more like the degenerate castoffs from other tribes—who’ve made the Huachucas their home after being driven off by white man and Apache alike.”


  “If you know so much about this rascal, why don’t you put a stop to him?” Doc asked.


  Here Whitside became animated. “Ah, there’s the rub! We’ve been hunting him for several months now, but he always eludes us. The Huachucas give him a lot of cover, I’m afraid. Which is why I find your mention of drums so interesting.”


  He went to his desk, and pulled a map out of a drawer. We gathered around his desk and studied it. It was the most detailed map of Southern Arizona I’d ever seen, including Tombstone, Camp Huachuca, and every peak of the Huachucas.


  “Can you point to the spot where the Long T stood?” Whitside asked.


  1 jabbed my finger at a spot near the eastern edge of the mountain range.


  “Excellent!” he beamed. “Now can you estimate where the drums may have originated from?”


  My finger floated over the map as I tried to estimate how far away that thunderous drumming had seemed. It could have been over the first mountain, it could have echoed through miles of cliffs and canyons. I saw a small valley that seemed desolate enough, and pointed to it. “I can’t be sure, but it ought to be close to here.”


  ‘Likely enough spot. Are you ready to visit our friend and give him a damn good thrashing?” I swear Whitside’s eyes twinkled at the thought.


  “What, now?” I asked.


  Oh, yes. Time is of the essence. If he called down these beasts, and I think he did, then heaven knows what else he’s capable of!”


  “But…but don’t you have to mobilize? Er, plan a strategy?” Doc asked, taken aback.


  Whitside chuckled. “No. no, Doctor We’ve spent weeks drilling for just such a moment as this. We are quite prepared to embark at a moment’s notice. Watch!”


  He opened his door and leaned out. “Bruening?” The young officer appeared immediately. “Plan B, Bruening!” The man looked startled, gave a salute, and exited hastily.


  “And that is that! We can be on our way in half an hour!” Whitside said happily, rubbing his hands.


  A thought occurred to me. “What about those things?” I asked. “Are you prepared to deal with them? We saw them, Captain, and that big one’s going to need a cannon to bring him down!”


  Whitside grew serious. “We’ll be taking a few of the big guns, but if the plan works I don’t anticipate needing them.”


  “Captain, I don’t think you appreciate how—”


  “I do, Deputy,” Whitside interrupted. “That will be explained to you in due course. First, we must catch Taklishim. Alive!”


  And with that he led us outside. The camp was in chaos as soldiers ran every which way, carrying equipment, pulling carts, leading horses. Curses and shouted orders filled the night air as we dodged out of everyone’s path.


  True to Whitside’s word, within half an hour we were outside the camp’s walls, only I felt a damn sight safer this time in the midst of a regiment. My head was spinning, trying to assimilate black magic, monstrous tree-things, and an Army prepared to deal with it all.


  Whitside, with his clever maps, blazed a much faster trail returning than we did going. His men, nearly the entire complement of the camp, were very well trained, and we made excellent time—in darkness, too.


  Within hours, we were approaching the valley I had gambled upon. We were now in the small hours of the morning, I reflected, and I was startled to realize that McGurk’s terrified escape had occurred only twenty-four hours before.


  Whitside sent a few scouts on ahead, and all but one returned to report the valley completely empty. We waited tensely for the last fellow to arrive, until at length he materialized out of the darkness with the news we had been waiting for. The valley was indeed deserted, but the scout had seen a flicker of campfire on a nearby mountainside west of our position. I could see nothing from my vantage, but the scout assured us it had been there, however briefly.


  Leaving us behind with a rear guard (to Doc’s and Morgan’s irritation), Whitside took his men off to surround the Apache camp. I hoped to God he knew what he was doing, my imagination conjuring up nightmarish images of tentacled monsters ambushing his men in the dark.


  It took a full two hours before we heard the first shots. There was a short cluster of rifle-fire, then a few isolated pops, and it was done. Whitside sent word he had taken the band completely by surprise, and had captured the medicine man and his group with only a few casualties, all on the Apaches’ side. No monsters had been sighted.


  Strangely, Whitside had given orders for us to be taken to point southwest of our current position, north of Camp Huachuca, and he had sent word that he would meet us there. There was no time to rejoin us, a messenger explained.


  We looked at each other and shrugged, letting our escorts lead the way. I wondered what sort of mischief we were off to now, and wondered exactly what this “Plan B” was. The Apaches had been caught, but what about those black devils?


  We rejoined Whitside by the first light of dawn, at the edge of a deep canyon. He seemed subdued.


  “Good morning, Deputy, he said. “I trust my mysterious ways have not annoyed you too much?”


  “It’s your show, Captain,” I replied. “I do hope to get some answers, though. If one of those things makes it to Tombstone I’m going to be held responsible.”


  “Oh, I think we can kill two birds with one stone this morning. Tell me, Deputy, you must have wondered why I was not more surprised at your admittedly strange account.”


  “The thought had crossed my mind.”


  “It’s because I’ve seen them myself, Deputy. The newborn, at least. And I’ve seen their mother.”


  I looked at him sharply. “What do you mean?”


  “Come.” He motioned me over to the side of the cliff and pointed downwards. I leaned over—and nearly fell forward in shock. Jim and Morgan pulled me back, and Doc cursed.


  The dawn’s light did not yet reach the bottom of the canyon, but I could see a large cave on the rocky floor. Something moved in the blackness of that recess; at first I thought it was an Indian. But as I studied it I realized the movement was abstract, coalescing into strange form and then dissolving back into the black. Just when my eye seized on some concrete form, it slipped away again, maddeningly indistinct.


  The tentacles creeping out of the cave were real enough. They swept over the stones lethargically, seeking, sensing, for what I hesitated to guess.


  But the size of the thing! Judging from what was visible, the thing dwarfed even the largest of the tree-things. As I watched, a black eye the size of a wagon wheel bobbed into view, and I felt its baleful, ravenous glare upon me. Then the eye was gone.


  I turned to Whitside. “Their mother—?”


  “Yes. We discovered her after some atmospheric disturbances a few weeks ago. The cave’s always been here, but she’s only occupied it since Taklishim called her down. We found her in the act of birthing one of those things…it was only seven feet tall when we burned it. You should have heard her scream—”


  “Good God!” Doc said.


  “Quite so. Anyway, we burned it, and we burned the next six as well. We thought we’d got them in time, but apparently at least two made off before we discovered her. No telling how many are lurking about She’s certainly fertile.”


  “What do you call that thing?” I asked.


  “That, unfortunately, is classified. A certain few in Washington know, and they want to keep it that way. They did provide me with the a few solutions to our problem, however.


  “Problem?”


  “Yes. She’s stuck there. She can’t enter our space, and can’t go back to her own. Taklishim was clever enough to open the way here, but he doesn’t know the whole ritual. He stranded her in the doorway. And we re going to send her back.”


  He motioned for the medicine man to be brought forward. I looked at the wretch, a starved and desperate fellow, and almost felt pity for him. Then I remembered he had called the thing down here on purpose to trouble the white man, and I felt less charitable. Though ancient, his eyes seethed with malevolence, and he seemed proud when looking upon his crowning achievement below.


  Whitside, using one of his men, a half-breed, as interpreter, addressed the prisoner. “You will send her back now, and I will spare you.


  Taklishim snarled his refusal.


  Whitside expected this. He kept rephrasing the question, and Taklishim refused each time. This went on tor some minutes, and it seemed to me both relished the struggle. At last Whitside nodded, as if expecting no less, and motioned for an Indian woman to be dragged forward.


  It was Taklishim’s daughter, a homely woman as wretched as he was. Whitside took out his pistol, and put it to her ear. She gasped.


  “Tell him,” Whitside directed, “that if he refuses to send her back, I will kill his daughter. I will kill all his children, all his grandchildren, and his entire tribe—” Here he paused to let the translation sink in. “I will not stop with his tribe I will direct my government to exterminate all the Apache. Then we will turn to the entire Indian nation, killing every last man, woman and child. And we will tell them as we kill them, “Such is the will of Taklishim’ ”


  The fire drained from Taklishim’s eyes. He seemed uncertain; he knew he had imperfectly summoned his god, and that she would never leave this cave. Was her trapped existence worth his people—the slaughter of all the Indian peoples? His eyes flickered to his daughter.


  Whitside haggled with him for a few more minutes, but his coldblooded gambit—and it was cold-blooded, though I have no love for Indians—worked. The Apache agreed to exorcise the creature below us in return for the lives of his people, who would be resettled on the nearest reservation, with no recriminations.


  Throughout the morning the old man worked, performing an elaborate ritual while huge thunderclouds gathered overhead. As the man chanted and made signs, the clouds swirled and grew angry at the blasphemies he hurled up at them. A howling wind sprung up from nowhere.


  Finally, with the very ground thundering at our feet, and the clouds disappearing into an enormous funnel above us, the old man completed his ritual. As we watched, a nebulous, shadowy form seemed to rip itself from the cave’s confines and rise into the sky, sucked into the funnel and out of sight. The wind shrieked, then fell into a drawn sigh, and fell silent.


  It was done.


  Whitside ordered the Apaches returned to Camp Huachuca, and then rejoined us. He was smiling.


  “That was Plan B?” I asked.


  “That was Plan B,” he replied.


  “What if it hadn’t worked?”


  “You don’t want to know what Plan C was,” he laughed.


  “And her children?” I asked.


  ’ Gone. At the same time she went…or so I was led to believe would happen.”


  I took that as a yes. Whitside took his leave of us, and had us escorted back to Charleston Road. I never saw him again.


  By that afternoon we were in Tombstone, and in bed, exhausted.


  1 explained the destruction of the Long T as an Indian raid, which was turned over to the Army to deal with. Everybody believed it, and a private word with McGurk insured that that story became part of the official history.


  The government later swore us to secrecy, and so we kept quiet. We all had our lives to lead, and somehow or other the Huachucas affair simply slipped into the past. Doc and I fell out a few years later, and he died in Leadville, Colorado, several years after that. In 1882, Morgan was ambushed and shot to death in Tombstone in reprisal for the OK Corral. Jim lived to a ripe old age and only died a year ago…which leaves just me alone to tell the tale.


  The final absurdity: while the Huachucas affair vanished over time’s horizon, the OK Corral greets me every morning at breakfast. I can never get away from the caricature of the Wild West, a caricature that in some ways I helped create.


  I’m an old man now, but people don’t see that; mention the name Wyatt Earp, and their eyes light up with visions of six-shooters, ten-gallon hats and bloody mayhem, occasionally punctuated with rolling tumbleweeds. It could be worse.
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  Rhys Hughes


  rriving in Lisbon during a storm, Harris was bewildered by many aspects of the city. Should he feel disappointed by the rain and wind? He didn’t know. He had always imagined that south was the direction of warmth and comfort. It was one reason he accepted the mission when Nicholls offered it to him, a chance to leave behind the cold winters of Oxford. Now he wondered if he had made a mistake.


  Life is full of mistakes, he reminded himself, and we can always learn from them. But he couldn’t say what this particular experience might teach him that he didn’t already know.


  His driver was waiting for him when he disembarked from the ship. Harris settled into the back seat of the big car and tried to relax as it moved away. The windows were obscured by moisture and he was able to see little of the outside world, but he had an impression of an enormous arch looming to one side. Then it was gone.


  The car rolled up a narrow street, turned corners. Harris felt the jolt of every cobble. It was more sheltered here and the pelting of raindrops was less intense. The driver swerved to avoid a tram that came lumbering from nowhere, blue sparks flashing on the overhead cables, but Harris was only aware of a vague weight pressing on his chest. He hadn’t slept properly for days.


  He leaned forward “How far now?”


  The driver said nothing and Harris fumbled in the pockets of his coat for his pipe. He didn’t want conversation anyway. He composed his mind and considered his immediate future. This mission was absurd but it was the only job suitable for his talents. He had to be grateful. At the very least he now had a chance to redeem himself, and even if he failed he would be satisfied that he had done his best.


  The car eventually stopped outside a hotel. The driver opened the door for Harris and led him inside. The receptionist and the driver exchanged words. Harris listened carefully despite the fact he spoke no Portuguese. Then the driver left and Harris stood awkwardly in the lobby of the hotel. The receptionist caught his attention by rattling a key on the desk and he moved forward and took it.


  He shuffled up the stairs until he found the door that corresponded to the number on his key. The room was small but clean and he blinked as he stared at the bed. It seemed so inviting he threw back the sheets and lay down with a sigh. He was exhausted but sleep wouldn’t come easily. His mind was full of unhatched dreams.


  A knock on the door disturbed him. He rose slowly and opened it, not knowing who to expect. It wasn’t the driver or the receptionist. A man in a threadbare suit stood there with an insincere smile. Harris shook the hand that was extended to him.


  “I was told to meet you,” the man said.


  “That’s a relief,” replied Harris with a frown. He invited the man inside but his offer was politely declined.


  “I’ll take you for dinner,” the man added.


  Harris followed him down the stairs and out of the hotel, where the storm had died and the sky was clearing. They crossed the street and entered a small restaurant. The place was empty. The man chose a table and Harris joined him. A waiter came from a back room and hovered near. Harris turned to his companion with an embarrassed grin. “Order something for me, will you?”


  “Certainly. I’m glad you trust my judgement. The food here is never bad, and sometimes it’s excellent. Shall we have some wine with it? The wine is also good and extremely cheap.”


  Harris nodded his agreement.


  The man spoke to the waiter in a low voice. Then he fixed his gaze on Harris. “My name is Tower. I went to the same school as Nicholls. I gather you were his tutor at Oxford?”


  “Yes I knew him well. He never mentioned you.”


  Tower shrugged. “That doesn’t surprise me. We weren’t friends. But we re all on the same side now.”


  That’s the main thing.” replied Harris.


  The waiter returned with two bowls of food and a bottle of wine. Harris examined the objects that rose and fell in his sauce, prodding them with a spoon. Was he too old to enjoy foreign cuisine? He had lived his entire life on an English diet, boiled vegetables and roast beef, poached eggs and fried bacon, bland meals without spices or herbs. He risked a mouthful and found himself chewing something rubbery but not unpleasant. He swallowed with difficulty and washed away the aftertaste with a gulp of wine.


  “Octopus,” explained Tower.


  Harris licked his lips but this reaction had nothing to do with the meal. He was trying to decide if this man sitting opposite, the man with the swarthy face and threads of cotton dangling from every loose button on his shirt, was playing a joke on him. Surely he wouldn’t be so frivolous at such a critical time? But maybe Harris was out of touch with the way people in wartime behaved. He realised that his isolated and safe existence in Oxford had created many gaps in his understanding of modern human nature.


  Tower guessed what Harris was thinking. “No, it really is octopus. They eat octopus here.”


  “Nicholls didn’t warn me,” said Harris.


  “He probably doesn’t know. Our Secret Service isn’t so bright as they want us to believe. Did he tell you anything about your mission here? Do you have the faintest idea why a scholar of Oriental languages should be so important to the war effort? How old are you, by the way? Don’t answer if you consider that question rude.”


  Harris laughed. “I’m seventy five. But you re right about Nicholls, he’s not very erudite. A poor student and he rarely attended lectures. I didn’t know he went to work for the government after he was expelled. I thought he had forgotten all about me. Then last week he telephoned the university with a request.


  “He persuaded you to come here, to Lisbon. The situation is very chaotic. You’ll find out soon enough.”


  “I wanted to do something to help our troops.”


  Tower smirked. “Very patriotic.”


  Harris held up his hands. “I did nothing in the first war against the Germans. I feel bad about that.”


  “I don’t suppose you know one end of a gun from the other? Well it doesn’t matter. Your job is to translate a book. I’ll explain in detail at the embassy tomorrow. In the meantime enjoy your food. Octopus! What do you think of that?”


  Harris finished only half his meal. Tower led him back to the hotel and said goodnight at the entrance.


  “I’ll call for you in the morning.”


  Harris nodded and made his way through the lobby and up the stairs. On the landing he passed a fellow resident who had just emerged from his own room. They exchanged greetings. It wasn’t until he had locked his door and was sitting on the edge of the bed to take off his shoes that Harris realised that the stranger had spoken to him in German.


  # # # # #


  Harris woke early and went down for a breakfast of coffee and a cake. The sky had cleared completely and sunlight streamed through the windows. He wanted to go out and explore the city but he couldn’t risk missing Tower. He filled his pipe slowly with tobacco and wondered if he should have stayed in Oxford. There were many skilled translators in the employ of the British government. Why did they need him in particular? It didn’t make much sense.


  Perhaps his real motives for coming here were different to those he had voiced to Tower. Maybe it was simply a question of taking his first trip abroad, of having one true adventure before he died. It was useless speculating on the matter. He was here now, it was too late to change anything. His duty was to follow instructions, do his work to the best of his ability, ask no unnecessary questions. When the war was over he would be able to say he had played a part.


  The German resident entered the dining room and nodded at Harris before selecting a seat at a table. Harris finished his coffee. He didn’t want to return to his room but neither did he care to linger in the vicinity of a man who might be an enemy spy. He vacated his chair and stood aimlessly in the lobby. The receptionist beckoned him over and he slowly approached the desk. The receptionist opened his mouth full of rotting teeth and pointed.


  “Senhor Marques? Pedro Marques!”


  Harris frowned. “That’s not my name. I’m English.”


  The restaurant…Pedro Marques is the owner…he cooks delicious food…1 see the evidence you went there.”


  Harris realised that the receptionist was pointing at a stain on his collar. It was almost in the shape of an eye with a crimson iris and a dark green pupil that was a globule of flesh. Harris picked at it until it flaked away.


  ‘Very observant of you I had octopus.”


  But the receptionist didn’t understand. His knowledge of English was almost as poor as Harris’ knowledge of Portuguese. They couldn’t communicate further. How odd that an Englishman could read and speak a dozen languages from the Orient, some of which were now extinct or at least very obscure, but not have a minimal grasp of the living languages of mainland Europe! Harris had never considered the irony of this before. He blushed.


  Tower rescued him from further shame by entering the hotel at that moment. He had exchanged one worn suit for another. “Good morning. Come outside with me. We’ll take a tram.”


  Harris waited with him in silence. Lisbon was fully awake and people jostled on the streets. A tram came lumbering up a steep gradient and they boarded it together. It was very crowded inside and Harris began to wish he was back on the ship in the storm, where it was possible to stand on deck and be sick over the railings into the sea. Here there was nowhere to empty his stomach politely. The tram turned corners, rattled down another hill, narrowly missed a parked truck that was unloading crates of fish packed in ice. Men with fishing rods and nets sauntered down to the river.


  “What a country!” sighed Tower.


  “It seems peaceful enough,” replied Harris.


  “The war is going badly for the Germans. At long last they are in retreat! I have no doubt Hitler will surrender in six months or less. Portugal has done well to maintain its neutrality, but it has to keep both sides happy. This city is infested with double agents, saboteurs, assassins and other kinds of mischief maker.


  “I think I’m sharing my hotel with one,” said Harris.


  “Almost certainly you are.”


  “A blond man with round blue spectacles.”


  Tower nodded. “Yes, the casual uniform of the Nazi spy! Don’t worry about it. Lisbon is like that, all of us mixed together, scheming, befriending, betraying. Both the Axis powers and the Allies are trying to manipulate the Portuguese authorities to serve their own ends. The regime here pretends to have no interest in who wins or loses but it surely has a secret agenda, maybe a late expansion of its own crumbling empire. Who knows? Trust nobody.”


  At the next tram stop, Tower plucked at Harris and they dismounted. Harris found himself looking up at the enormous arch he had glimpsed the previous night. It stood at one end of a large square that led down to the immense river, an expanse of water dotted with orange boats. Tower set off again and Harris struggled to keep up.


  “It’s not safe to take the tram all the way to our destination. Somebody might be following us. We’ll cross the Baixa grid on foot and lose them in the crowds.”


  Harris puffed and stumbled. “Is it far?”


  “Not really.” Tower seemed to enjoy making Harris suffer. He increased his pace, darted down streets, turned corners at random and doubled back. But they finally reached a flight of stone steps and ascended at a more sedate speed until they came out on a level street that seemed somehow familiar. Harris frowned at the building that Tower was leading him towards.


  “The restaurant from last night! And there’s my hotel! We’ve gone in a big circle!”


  “A detour to shake off followers,” explained Tower.


  ‘Was that really necessary?”


  “This part of the city is called the Largo de Sao Cristovao and it lies at the southern end of Mouraria,” said Tower blandly. He indicated the entrance to the restaurant. “Step inside.”


  Harris bit his lip. “I’m not hungry.”


  “I’m not offering you food. This is the embassy. It’s at the back of the restaurant.”


  I don’t believe you,” snorted Harris.


  “I’m telling the truth. This isn’t the official embassy, but it’s the one set up by the Secret Service. A secret embassy. Don’t you think that’s rather clever?”


  I’m not sure. I wasn’t expecting so much duplicity.”


  “Welcome to Portugal!” chuckled Tower.


  Harris entered the restaurant and Tower steered him towards a door at the back. They passed through a wide corridor. In a large room to one side lay the kitchens, illuminated only by the glow of charcoal ovens.


  Harris glimpsed two figures: the waiter who had served him and a tall man with a broad forehead, strong nose and waves of greying hair. They were conversing across a gigantic iron vessel, the largest cooking pot Harris had ever seen. The odour of octopus was thick in the corridor at this point and Harris was grateful when they reached another door and entered a room that smelled only of dust.


  “I wonder if that was Senhor Marques?” he said.


  Tower nodded. “We rent this place from him. He’s always whispering and skulking but he’s a good man.”


  This new room was an office, equipped with desks and typists and files full of papers lying on every surface. Harris gazed around. Was this to be his new working environment? He had imagined something more glamorous and less cramped. But he’d never set foot in an embassy in his life and had to accept that chandeliers and plush sofas weren’t integral to their function after all.


  He was astonished when a door at the back opened and the German who shared his hotel walked through on his way out. He recognised Harris and nodded a greeting as he passed.


  “That’s the spy I mentioned!” blurted Harris.


  “You mean Muller? He’s an agent with a fearsome reputation. I have nothing but admiration for him.”


  “I left my hotel before him. How did he get here so quickly?”


  “Maybe he didn’t take a detour,” said Tower. “He’s probably less concerned about being followed than we are. That’s his weak point. It will be his downfall.”


  “But what’s he doing in the British embassy?”


  “Not long after we established this secret embassy as a backup to our official one, the Germans decided it was a good idea. They wanted a secret embassy, too. They hid theirs inside ours. A stroke of genius, I’m sure you’ll agree?”


  “I don’t believe this,” gasped Harris.


  “Lisbon is like a circus. You’ll get used to it.”


  “Doesn’t this situation compromise our position?” Harris felt waves of disgust lapping in his stomach.


  “Not at all. We played a trick on them in return. We constructed a second secret embassy inside their embassy. Come and see it. We have to pass through theirs on the way.”


  Tower led an incredulous Harris through the door at the back and into an office similar to the one they had just vacated, but now the desks and secretaries and files were devoted to helping the Nazi cause. At the back of this room was yet another door and another office beyond with more staff and paperwork.


  “This embassy is extra secret,” said Tower.


  “Is there another secret German embassy behind here?”


  “As a matter of fact, there is. You learn fast! We have to pass through it to reach our third secret embassy, the most secret of all. Espionage is never simple!”


  Harris shook his head as Tower led him further into the depths of the building, through another office dedicated to his enemies and then into the last British embassy. He collapsed with relief into a chair and tried desperately to relax.


  “This is where I’m based,” announced Tower.


  “Are you sure about that?” sneered Harris, searching for his pipe in one of his pockets He felt emotionally drained, confused and disappointed by the events of the morning. “What’s behind that other door at the rear?”


  “Another secret embassy. But it’s not a German one. Nor one of ours. It’s Portuguese.”


  “Are you joking? Why do the Portuguese need an embassy in their own country? That’s insane!”


  Tower shrugged. “Men enter and leave with drills and hammers. There is the sound of construction or demolition work far below the ground. Sometimes Pedro Marques comes in person. He seems to be the boss of some cartel with unspecified aims. We have no idea what’s going on there, but it doesn’t matter. Your concern is something else. We want you to translate a book.”


  “What sort of book?” Harris asked.


  “A book of black magic,” replied Tower in a quiet voice.


  # # # # #


  In the days that followed, Harris found enough spare time to explore Lisbon. Every morning he climbed up to the Castelo de Sao Jorge and rested on the ramparts, enjoying the view spread out beneath him, smoking his pipe while the inhabitants moved slowly below. In front of the enormous arch, men were drying a vast fishing net that hung suspended on poles and dominated the square near the river. This was a peculiar sight in the heart of a modern city. Harris wondered what Tower would have to say about it.


  At midday he went down and wandered Baixa, marvelling at the regularity of the streets. All the corners here were perfect right angles. A distant booming sound came faintly to his ears, the noise of steel striking stone, but it was impossible to work out its source. He caught a tram that threaded its way through alleyways barely wider than its own girth. Then he walked back, resting frequently in coffee shops.


  In the late afternoon he reported to the embassy and Tower escorted him to his place of work, a tall house in the Alfama district. Police armed with machine guns had cordoned off the area. Once a musician in a neighbouring building opened a window and strummed a few melancholy chords in their direction, an action greeted by a short burst that shattered roof tiles and broke glass, but probably left the musician unharmed. Harris couldn’t be sure about that. All he knew for certain was that the house containing the book of black magic was extremely well guarded.


  That book wasn’t the only volume in the house. There were thousands of them stacked in every corner of every room from floor to ceiling. Some rooms were so full there was no space for a person to move in them. Books blocked the light from all the windows, caused the floors to sag, decaying slowly under the weight of their own dust. Tower explained this situation to Harris. The owner of the house had been an obsessive collector, a bibliophile in the grandest manner, devoting his entire existence to accumulating more books, but then he died without friends or family. Workmen finally forced entry and discovered this chaotic labyrinth of nightmarish library.


  “The government wanted to repossess the house,” said Tower “and so it hired more workmen to remove the books. The valuable volumes went missing, of course, and many others were burned, but still, the collection remained vast. During the removals a very strange book was found, a manuscript bound in camel hide and written in a complex hybrid language.”


  Since that moment Harris had itched to examine the book, to have it close to him at all times. But this was not possible. The Portuguese authorities were very possessive about the object and permitted access to it for only two or three hours a day. The highest room of the house had been converted into a sort of shrine, stripped bare except for a single chair and the desk on which lay the precious book. The guards who flanked the object were nervous and watchful and Harris had no opportunity to take the volume with him when he left. He would have been killed on the spot.


  The government is very eager to be seen as fair minded, remarked Tower with less bitterness than Harris imagined he should reveal when the reading period was up. Harris was forced to pocket his magnifying glass, fountain pen and notebook, push back his chair and make way for the German scholars who were also allowed an hour or so with the mysterious tome. This happened every day. Harris considered the situation intolerable, but he was powerless to change anything and his protests to Tower met with little more than an expression of extreme mental fatigue.


  “I know this is a neutral country, but surely our work is diminished by sharing everything with the enemy!” Harris kept exclaiming.


  “We have no choice,” said Tower tonelessly. “Please try to understand what is at stake. We are not collaborating with the Nazis in any way. This is a race. The first side to translate the book, to decode its meaning, will have access to its power.


  “I am working alone,” sniffed Harris, “but they have a team of experts.”


  Tower dismissed this point with a wave of his hand. “Of course. The Germans are getting desperate and are more likely to invest in bizarre schemes—secret weapons that probably won’t work, for instance. The Allies are more reluctant to give money. We could only afford you.”


  “Do you believe in the reality of black magic?”


  Tower grunted. “Yes. But I find it unlikely that supernatural beings will play any part in this conflict.”


  “Strictly speaking, they are not supernatural,” said Harris.


  “Creatures from a distant star,” corrected Tower.


  Despite the difficulties placed in his way, Harris began to make good progress. The German scholars who worked against him were skilled but lacked his obsessive range. The text that confronted him across the centuries was as slippery as a tentacle, thrashing between tenses and metaphors, reaching out to grasp and twist arcane phrases from the depths of forgotten cultures. Frequently the text changed from Arabic to Persian to Tibetan to Hebrew and back again in a single sentence. Very occasionally an entire paragraph might be written just in Sanskrit or Khazar. Harris relished this opportunity to test his own abilities, but every so often he would turn a page and be exposed to one of the vile pictures.


  It was these pictures that had initially attracted the attention of a workman, who called for his foreman, who in turn summoned the police, the start of a chain reaction that had led to the involvement of the Portuguese government and now the Allies and the Nazis. The crude but effective illustrations showed Lisbon under attack, not just one Lisbon but many cities, Lisbon through the ages. Always there was fire, collapse, death. One of the pictures near the end of the book showed a future Lisbon, a Lisbon not yet born, a Lisbon with a vast bridge that crossed the Tagus and a monumental statue of Christ, trapped between sheets of static flame and harassed by more of those creatures that Tower had disdainfully referred to as supernatural. But Harris had little time for idle leafing of the pages. He had to concentrate on the task at hand, deciphering the words.


  “If the Germans succeed in recruiting one of those monsters, they will certainly set it against our armies,” Harris remarked to Tower at the end of one session. “But what if we win the race and end up with a disgusting demon on our hands?”


  “We’ll kill it,” answered Tower. “We’re winning the war with conventional weapons. Why take unnecessary risks with something we don’t fully comprehend? How do they plan to control it anyway? The Germans have caused all sorts of trouble for their own people with irresponsible secret weapons. That’s their style, but it’s not ours. I gather your question means you have made a breakthrough?”


  Harris nodded feverishly. “A monster lies asleep under the streets of Lisbon.”


  Tower arched an eyebrow “Really?”


  Harris licked his lips carefully before adding, “In a few more days I’ll know how to awaken it.”


  “Good We’ll have a little surprise waiting!”


  # # # # #


  Harris sat on the edge of his bed in his hotel room, unable to sleep. He felt very old but not tired. His work had given him a purpose. He wasn’t sure how much he accepted of the mythology the book presented as hard fact. The creatures involved seemed too protean to be real, too asymmetrical, too large. They were everything a biologist would scoff at; not the products of earthbound laws, but the rules of some unthinkable place far away in space and time. Harris moved to the window and looked out. The sounds of distant construction work were still there, faint but more insistent than during the congested day. Then he realised that someone was knocking softly at his door. He strode across the room and opened it.


  The figure that stood before him nodded briskly and clicked its heels.


  Harris had expected Tower, not the German.


  “Hen Muller,” said Harris thickly. “May I help you in any way?”


  Muller was mildly drunk He waved a gloved hand. “I came to offer you a glass of schnapps. I heard you talking to yourself and knew you were awake. I suffer from the same form of insomnia here. The air is very humid. Another storm must be due.”


  “I’m not allowed to fraternise,” replied Harris.


  “This is Portugal. Don’t be so misguidedly loyal Come to my room for schnapps.” Muller retreated a step, displaying empty hands in a gesture of peace.


  A spark of rebellion flashed inside Harris. He gritted his teeth in nervous glee and followed Muller down the corridor to an open door. The room beyond was crammed with equipment, much of it too complex and fragile for its own good. As Harris entered, the gust of wind generated by his body knocked over a delicate machine standing on a sideboard. It shattered into a thousand little wheels, one of which ran under the raised toe of his left shoe. He stooped to pick it up, examining it in wonder. It was so thin that its edge was almost invisible.


  “No need to apologise,” sighed Muller. “The contraption was useless anyway!”


  “What was its purpose?” asked Harris.


  “I’m not at liberty to divulge that. It was another secret weapon. My superiors put all their faith in such devices. I work for a technophile regime, my daily routine regulated by machines that are always overengineered. I will demonstrate my meaning. Watch!”


  He clicked his fingers. Another device standing in the corner leapt into action. Lights glowed, an electric motor screamed, a crude metal arm extended and reached for a bottle of liquid, thick fingers closing uncertainly around its neck. Then the arm raised the bottle and filled two small glasses. This procedure was a jerky and irritating one. Muller grinned.


  “Pointless. A man could pour schnapps more quickly.”


  Harris accepted his glass. “Thank you.”


  Muller eyed him carefully. “Do you like the taste of German schnapps? You do not suspect you are drinking a Portuguese spirit instead?”


  The question was so odd Harris nearly choked. “I wouldn’t know the difference.”


  “Not a man of the world,” observed Muller.


  “That’s right, I’m not. This is the first time I’ve been outside of England.”


  But your knowledge of distant and long-forgotten languages is superb. Although we are rivals, we are also colleagues in a sense. We have drunk one glass to each other’s health. Let us drink another to celebrate the coming victory!”


  “Victory for whom?” Harris felt suddenly cold.


  Our side, naturally. Our team of experts has almost cracked the code. Two more sessions will be enough to finish the job. How far behind are you?”


  Hams attempted to disguise the panic in his voice. “I am also close.”


  Muller regarded him intensely. “Do you like the local food? I gather that Tower has introduced you to the delights of Portuguese cuisine. Pedro Marques is a special sort of cook. Tower appreciates his abilities. Tower is dedicated in many ways. When he travels to his embassy he always takes a long detour, but when he merely wishes to eat at the restaurant he does not bother with precautions. What do you make of him? Do you not think he has an odd accent for an Englishman?”


  “That’s easily explained. He’s from Cornwall. He told me.”


  “In that case, a third drink is necessary. We must drink a toast to Tower!”


  Harris gritted his teeth. “I must refuse. My head is muddled enough already. I’m going to take a walk in the fresh air. Don’t try to stop me.”


  Muller chuckled. “A walk? An excellent idea! Allow me to lend you this pair of boots. They are experimental, powered by a volatile fluid that sometimes leaks and dissolves the feet, bone as well as flesh.”


  “I’ll walk the old fashioned way,” insisted Harris.


  He flustered out of the room, his heart hammering against his thin chest, down the stairs and out onto the cobbled street. It was quiet, no trams running at this late hour. Harris had to warn Tower. Perhaps the German had only been playing a psychological game, but he couldn’t take any risks. If Muller had spoken the truth, a creature from a madman’s worst nightmare would soon awaken under Lisbon. Harris remembered the illustrations in the book. The monster would burst through the ground in a shower of rubble, toppling buildings, squatting in the heart of the city and reaching out to seize men, women and children, to gorge its horrible mouth with human meat. It was unthinkable. Why couldn’t Tower arrange the assassination of Muller and his team?


  He found himself passing under the monumental arch and entering the Praça do Comércio. The gigantic fishing net was still here, sagging on its poles. Beyond it the river gleamed and the lights of Cacilhas shone on the far side. Men lounged near the arch, smoking cigarettes. Harris was astonished to recognise Tower standing with them, perfectly at ease. As Harris approached the group his mind cleared A problem bothering him for a week suddenly vanished, the translation of a particularly obscure but crucial passage in the text. He repressed his excitement.


  “Tower!” he called out.


  Tower turned, flicked away his cigarette. “What’s the matter?”


  “I had a little talk with the German staying at my hotel. Is there anywhere we can go for privacy? I don’t care to discuss this matter in public.”


  “I suppose the Germans are ahead of us with the decoding? Soon they will have a supernatural being to aid them against the Allies, an ancient demon branded with the swastika! Then our cause will be severely hampered? Is that right?”


  Harris raised a finger to his lips. “Keep your voice down! You don’t want these people to know what’s going on, do you?”


  Tower chuckled “They are my friends.”


  “But they are Portuguese! You are English, like me! I agree you resemble them, but that’s because people from Cornwall have darker skins than most Englishmen.”


  “You learn your lessons well,” said Tower. He breathed out sharply and Harris caught the scent of alcohol, a drink similar to Muller’s schnapps. “Is there something else bothering you? Haven’t I introduced you to enough English people here? The staff in the embassies are all English, all the pretty girls who do the typing—all of them from Cornwall.”


  Harris succeeded in dragging him a few paces away. “Don’t be absurd. The only problem is the one I’ve mentioned. The Germans are close to waking the beast. I dare say they have devised some sort of machine to control it when it breaks through the ground. I think Muller was hinting something of the kind when he showed me the contraptions in his room.”


  “Our orders are just to kill it, not control it,” hissed Tower.


  “I think we can beat them. One more session with the book should be enough for me. There’s a passage written in what looks like Egyptian hieroglyphics. I couldn’t fathom it at all but it occurred to me that maybe it’s Siwan, not Egyptian at all! The author of this book was a fiendishly devious fellow, a student of Abdul Alhazred, or so he claims throughout the text. He calls himself Soleiman Adel Guémar. He says that Lisbon is riddled with caverns and forgotten tunnels.”


  Tower slapped him on the back. “Good show. We’ll celebrate your success on Friday night. Lots of good wine. Bring a bowl of rice with you.”


  “I beg your pardon?” returned Harris.


  But Tower had already wandered back to his friends. Harris walked away, partly in exasperation, partly in relief that he now had the final key to the mysterious book. He gazed up at the sky and for a moment had the dreadful vision of an ancient monster fitted with rocket engines and festooned with Nazi symbols blazing away towards the battlefields of the north. The Germans were capable of anything. As he shook his head to clear it of this image, he stumbled over a narrow fissure on the ground. A perfectly straight crack ran off in both directions. He went left and followed it until it made a ninety degree turn. Dust lay thickly near it.


  The crack continued to the northern end of the Baixa grid and then made another ninety degree turn. It was almost as if someone had been busy with a very long saw. After the third and fourth ninety degree turns, Harris ended up back at his starting point. He pouted. Why had this square been cut into the heart of the city? It wasn’t natural, that was certain. The sounds of hammering were still present under the streets, but less frantic now. Whatever work was taking place down there, it was obviously coming to an end. Harris returned at a sedate pace to his hotel, hoping that Muller wouldn’t be standing on the landing.


  # # # # #


  The next time Harris entered the house of books to sit crouched over the hideous volume, he worked with a speed and efficiency that might have been envied by a man half his age. The most important magical passage was indeed written in Siwan. Long before the German scholars came to take their turn, he had cracked the code and hurried with his notebook down to the street. Tower was waiting and took the notebook from him with a frown.


  “You are sure your translation is accurate?” he demanded.


  “Absolutely. It’s all there now. The spell to waken the monster is ready for use. I shudder to imagine what will happen.


  A subtle change came over Tower. He relaxed and it seemed he was reverting to his true personality, abandoning a performance that he had found stressful. His voice altered too, his Cornish accent thickening, becoming more like the accents of the Portuguese. It won’t be so bad.”


  “I hope not,” said Harris. Somewhere deep inside his mind a voice was already warning him that he had been tricked.


  “Follow me,” snapped Tower. He led the way along the narrow Alfama streets to the Largo de Sao Cristovao, a complex route. To every person he passed he said the same phrase, something in Portuguese. Harris blinked. What was going on? The eyes of the men and women Tower spoke to glittered. They rushed off, some into houses, others down steps to lower streets.


  “Are you spreading the news?” Harris whispered.


  “The streets of the Baixa must be cleared,” replied Tower tersely.


  “But the whole thing’s a secret!” protested Harris. “You can’t let the Portuguese know what’s going on. It’s not right!”


  Tower stopped by a low wall and pointed. “Too late.”


  Harris found himself gazing down over the Baixa grid. A few of the men Tower had spoken to were already there, ushering pedestrians to safety. Did Tower plan to awaken the monster immediately? Was Lisbon about to be visited by a being older than the world, a creature with no regard for human life? For Harris, the translation of the book of magic was suddenly no longer just an academic exercise, a challenge to his linguistic skills. It was something immoral and profoundly disturbing and he wondered how he could voice a protest.


  “What will Nicholls say?” he finally spluttered.


  Tower laughed. “Who cares what he says? He played his part, he’s no use to us now. How such a fool could rise to such an important position is a mystery deeper than the secrets of your book!”


  “But we take our orders from him!”


  I never have, and you only thought you did. I’ll explain everything at the embassy. Come on, old man. This is a great day.”


  Harris believed he already understood. “You’re not English, are you? That wasn’t a Cornish accent, was it? You are Portuguese.”


  “What took you so long to work that out?”


  Harris sighed. “My habitual isolation. I know so little about the real world. I have never been to Cornwall I was easy to fool.”


  Tower said, “Don’t take it so hard. In the embassy you can be one of us, a guest of honour. We aren’t malicious people.”


  “Nicholls has never met you, has he?”


  “I have no real contact with the British Secret Service. Nobody I introduced you to was English. Nor is Muller a German. He is Portuguese too. There were no Nazis and no Allies. Only citizens of Lisbon.”


  “But which side are you working for? Us or them?”


  “I am working for my own side. To be more accurate, I am working for Pedro Marques and for the pleasure of all our tongues.”


  Harris reduced his pace, hoping that Tower would pull away from him, that they would become separated, perhaps forever. But they were close to the restaurant now. Harris found himself passing through the door and the passage at the rear. In the smoky kitchens Pedro Marques was greasing his gigantic pot. He glanced up with a smile that was half friendly and half demented. The waiter was taking turns to shovel charcoal into the ovens and fan the flames with a bellows. The heat was tremendous. In the first embassy, the girls had abandoned their desks and were standing. When Tower and Harris entered they applauded.


  Tower bowed gracefully. “I hope you are all hungry.”


  They followed him through the door in the back into the next embassy, where the staff joined them, all babbling in Portuguese. They continued to pass through the building, collecting the staff of each embassy, until they reached the final door at the back of the third British embassy.


  “Through here.’ said Tower to Harris.


  A girl came close and pressed a small bowl of rice into Harris’ hand. He turned and saw that everyone carried their own bowl. When Tower threw open the door, he turned back and found himself gazing down at a flight of roughly hewn stone steps. A rush of cool air played over his face. Tower descended, Harris stumbling after. It was dark on those stairs, but a faint luminescence from below grew stronger as they descended. Soon they emerged into a vast cavern.


  “We are directly below the Baixa grid,” Tower explained.


  “I don’t believe those stalactites are real!”


  Tower shook his head. “They aren’t. Look more closely.”


  Removing an electric torch from his belt, he aimed the beam upwards. From the rocky ceiling hung cuboid forms, replicas of houses and other buildings, an inverted double of the district of Baixa, complete with doors and windows. The sight was so strange that Harris uttered a laugh.


  “That’s the reason for all the construction noises,’ said Tower. “Our men have been busy carving a mirror image of Baixa out of solid rock. When the ground flips up, these buildings and streets will take the place of the originals. Nobody will be able to tell the difference.”


  Harris whistled. “That is certainly grandiose.”


  “Yes. When we awaken the monster we don’t want it to smash its way out We love our city too much for that. So we have created a trap for it. You’ll see. We have purer motives than the Allies or Nazis.”


  “I was an easy person to trick, wasn’t I?” Harris asked.


  “You were indeed. We needed someone clever but also gullible. You were the best candidate for the role. First we contacted that imbecile Nicholls and pretended to be from his own War Ministry. A single telephone call was enough. He didn’t ask any questions but did exactly what we wanted, in other words he telephoned you and persuaded you to come to Lisbon.”


  Tower paused at the near end of the cavern where groups of people were already waiting. A man stepped forward. Harris recognised him as the driver who picked him up from the ship when he first arrived.


  “This is the owner of the house of books in Alfama.”


  Harris blinked. “I thought that man was supposed to have died?”


  “Another lie. It was all lies. We lied to you about almost everything. We wanted you to translate the book as quickly as possible, which is why we arranged the race with the fake Germans and the time limit with the book. We guessed these measures would encourage you to work harder.”


  Harris sighed. “Your guess was entirely accurate.”


  “Even the police with the machine guns were fakes. Our own government knows nothing about what we did. The only leader we truly follow is Pedro Marques and only because he can serve us.”


  “Why do you want to awaken the monster?”


  Tower regarded him pityingly. “Don’t you know?”


  “I think I do,” said Harris.


  “Enough talk!” cried Tower. “We have been hungry for too long!”


  The crowd began to talk excitedly. Harris covered his ears with his hands. Tower had opened the notebook and was reciting the spell. Something stirred at the far end of the cavern, where no humans stood. Harris felt a mixture of embarrassment and pride. Nobody in Portugal was capable of translating that text. He was perhaps the only one in Europe with adequate skills. These people had made incredible efforts to secure his cooperation. It said a lot about his abilities, about how highly developed were his talents. At the same time this affair made him look like a fool. In the final analysis, he was a divine buffoon.


  Tower finished speaking. The thing was fully awake.


  Harris squinted. An octopus? No, not quite. It had many of the characteristics of an octopus, the tentacles and beak in particular, but there was something essentially alien about it, a glint in its eyes that was an afterimage of daylight that had not come from the sun, but a distant star. And it seemed perfectly at ease on land. It raised itself on the tips of its tentacles, as no octopus ever could, and opened its beak to reveal not just one tongue but a tangle of them. Then it screamed in joy. Harris was physically knocked back by the vibrations.


  Tower gestured to an accomplice. “Activate the lever!”


  Harris saw the receptionist from his hotel grope for a handle set into the wall of the cavern and force it down. Suddenly the roof tilted. An abrupt drop of air pressure above combined with a sudden increase below sucked and propelled Harris upwards, sprawling him flat against the roof of one of the inverted houses. But now it was no longer inverted and he was out in the sunlight, breathing clean air. Tower was next to him, standing and dusting himself down. On neighbouring roofs stood the others who had descended into the cavern, the secretaries, his driver, the Germans. Baixa had been recreated down to the last cobble.


  Tower pointed at the sky “Look there!”


  Harris rubbed at a bruise on his cheek. Now he understood why the people had clustered only at one end of the cavern. When the entire district of Baixa flipped over, it acted like a bat, smashing the monster over the monumental arch like an ineffably unhappy ball, pink froth raining as it flew.


  “I bet it never expected that!” cried Harris.


  The disgusting creature now tumbled in an arc towards the Praça do Comércio where the net awaited it. Harris knew exactly what would happen when it landed. Men would draw the net together, beat the monster quiet with staves, drag it up to the Largo de Sao Cristovao and into the restaurant owned by Senhor Marques. In the huge pot, olive oil would already be hissing and spitting. And in racks, the knives would be sharp and ready. Everyone who entered with a bowl of rice would receive a free portion of the ultimate delicacy.


  Harris slowly tramped up the steps to the entrance of the restaurant and took his place in the queue. Tower had preceded him and was sitting at a table in the window. He grinned as Harris passed him on his way to the kitchens and said, “There are two fatal mistakes an ancient demon from a distant star can make. The first is to resemble an octopus. The second is to come to Portugal!”


  “What a country!” grinned Harris.


  Tower winked and raised his glass of wine.


  The moment Harris held out his bowl for his own portion, a new storm broke over the city. It would last the remainder of the day, the heavy rain washing away the alien bloodstains and leftovers, cleaning those bowls and spoons left out in the street as tokens of appreciation.
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