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THE CONVERSION OF ST. MONOCARP
“Why are you doing this to me?” Twisting by the heels on a chain, the dwarf had to address the vaulting orgy of shadows and firelight on stone walls until he revolved once more toward Friedegunde. With her face upside-down, she looked unfamiliar; but, oddly, less unusual. He cried from his withered little heart: “I love you!”
“That’s why,” she explained as she sliced through his adam’s-apple and nearly to his spine with her father’s second-favorite sword, reserved for those he didn’t really dislike.
What had she done? Tender-heartedness had always been her worst fault, she believed, and a wish to shorten the little man’s suffering had impelled a butcher’s cut. His lifeblood was supposed to have dribbled away neatly into the brazier of aromatic herbs burning beneath him while she completed the enchantment. But he was jerking, gurgling, spraying blood everywhere—even on her gown, the horrid freak!—and obviously within an inch of death. Was there still time?
She dropped the sword clanging and hurled herself ponderously at the stairs. She pounded upward on legs as strong, and on ankles a good deal thicker, than those of her father the graf’s staunchest warriors. Fumbling among the weighty keys at the girdle often compared in length and strength to a catapult-sling, she alternately beseeched the Blessed Virgin and damned her for an obstinate Jewess until she found the right one and burst into the room, blasting out most of the tallow candles that ringed the waxen form of Brother Monocarp.
By the balls of the Apostles, he was beautiful! In dizzying contrast to the coarse brutes whose red faces forever puked and guffawed around her, he was fine and smooth and white as a peeled willow. His hair was not yellow straw, it was the sunlit silk of the barley; his eyes were not blue stones at the bottom of a cold brook, they were the sky on that one summer day she recalled from her fifth year when she had lisped, “Mummy, where is the fog?”
She kissed his lips. They were still warm, and this recalled her to her purpose. She recited with fervor the words that the wise woman of the woods had taught her.
Through an embrasure in the thick wall, she kept her eyes fixed on the moon that oozed light onto the pine-tops like juice from a squashed toadstool. She thought of Willi, dangling in the room below. Did his lifeblood still flow? The little bastard, it had damned well better!
Unless she counted her father, whose intimate interest had cooled once she had erupted into full womanhood, Little Willi was the only man who had ever loved her. She was acutely aware of the fine shades that debarred her from beauty. Her jaw, perhaps, was her least attractive feature, for it had never stopped growing. Its growth had spread her large, square teeth until anyone foolhardy enough to try it could have inserted the tip of an index finger between any two of them. This drew attention to her second-least attractive feature, a narrowness of the temples that squeezed her tiny eyes together in a squint.
She hoarded slights and could sob bitterly over any one of them. Poor Siegfried, for instance, later fallen from her father’s banquet-table to die in the grip of a long fit that had hammered his heels against the back of his head, had been overheard to say that she had less nose than an old corpse, and that it sickened him to stare into nostrils like gaping grave-pits. And Gunther, tragically cut down in the prime of his vaunting heroism by some unknown coward who had waylaid him and stamped his spine to the consistency of fingernail-parings, had unfavorably compared her generous mouth to an old sow’s pudendum, bristles and all.
Even her good points were cursed blessings of an evil fairy. Her hair was unparalleled in its golden voluminousness, and it served to conceal less attractive features (including ears like the oaken lids of the castle’s cisterns, to quote Adolf, later attacked in the forest by a werewolf who had sorcerously induced him to strip to his skin and pile his armor neatly aside before tearing him limb from limb); but she would sometimes trip over this glorious hair, forcing her to show the temper that even she had to admit was more pungent than sweet.
Her eyebrows were fortunately fine as spiderwebs, and this drew notice from their thickness, their union over her nominal nose, and the fact that they could writhe like a convulsing caterpillar when her face, in the grip of any emotion, blotched red. Most often remarked upon with favor, even fervor, were her ponderous breasts and yard-wide buttocks, and in their cups the warriors sometimes used to grope for them, most often—but not always—recoiling in terror when she showed no great displeasure. Her tutors of love had been men too drunk to teach her anything beyond the variety of belches, snores and farts a sot can trumpet. Some never gave any woman this lesson again, for she would exact justice from inept teachers with the selfsame pair of scissors that Delilah had used to shear Samson, purchased from and blessed by Pope John XII himself on her late mother’s pilgrimage to Rome.
But Little Willi, dying in the room below—common, yes, crookbacked, yes, ugly, yes, no taller than her knees, yes, yes, yes! But he had loved her, he had worshipped her, and even when passably sober, he had lusted for her. Willi!

She forced her mind firmly back to the long incantation, noting that the moon, unnoticed, had risen a full handspan above the endless forest. It now appeared decidedly green, and the mad chorus of shrieks and howls that hailed it could not be ascribed to wolves alone.
Willi had his faults. First and foremost was his hideous ugliness. Although her nausea might have been intensified by the quantities of beer she was pleased to put away each night, she would sometimes vomit at the sight and feel of him clinging to her like an enormous spider when she woke, nor were his charms enhanced by his daily being hurled to the stone floor beside her bed. Neither was he especially virile. It often took her far more time to raise his crooked little member than to lay it. But unlike other lovers, he was eager to please her by any means whatever, and he most often did.
Monocarp, the holy hermit, could not have spurned her advances more vehemently if she were a toad he had discovered in his penitential meals of thistles mashed with charcoal and horse-dung. The Christ-crazed cockroach had not just spurned them, he had denounced her as a monster of carnality, another Jezebel, a second Salome! Those ladies had undoubtedly been burning in hell for a long time now, but they’d gotten some fun out of their sins. Jezebel would never have suffered the fumbling fingers and feeble tongue of a gibbous runt. She guessed that Salome had done more than dance for Herod, and whatever his monstrous faults might have been, they surely hadn’t included a penis as soft and smelly as a dog’s turd, but nowhere near so big. Friedegunde’s sins were a frumpish, hand-me-down gown whose train of punishments was borne along behind her by capering imps of loathing and regret.
She lowered her eyes from the disconcerting moon, which now lapped her tower with lurid tongues of fire, to gaze upon the holy man. Once he had succumbed to the potion, accepted in its foulness as the special penance he constantly sought, she had stripped him of his coarse outer garment, horse-hair shirt and girdle of briers, and bathed him lovingly. She had found nothing to displease her except his filth; even by the exacting standards of the day, it was no less than heroic. When Christ came back in five years, as everyone believed He would, she would ask Him what pleasure He derived from seeing His servants wallow in dirt and pain and self-denial. He would tell her to go to hell, of course, but she expected He would anyway, as did most everyone else. As the Millennium approached, she observed a growth of universal desperation. Her father had taken a squeaking poppet called Flosshilde to wife, and his mighty men were so quick to reach for their weapons nowadays that they hardly dared speak to one another.
The incantation neared its end. She recited with passion, for she had seen no effect beyond the curious behavior of the moon and of the putative wolves. But now a wind rose below her, although it sounded more as if all the ancient dead of her glorious tribe had arisen to groan hollowly of those few sins they had neglected to commit or failed to imagine. The remaining candles streamed in the breeze like banners, and those that had previously died spontaneously ignited. As the last word was spoken, the eyes of the saintly hermit snapped open almost audibly.
“Friede,” he breathed. “I had the most horrible dream....”
“That I killed you ... Willi?”
He turned his translucent face and his beautiful blue eyes toward her. “How on earth did you know, my dearest darling?”
Instead of explaining—she still had no idea how she would do that—she reached for the stout column of rosy-veined marble that towered between his thighs. It was a very long time before the exuberantly young and long-repressed man remembered to ask any vexing questions, and by that time she could respond only with murmurous vaporings.
* * * *
His trull simpering from her perch on his mailed knee, Graf Heinrich von der Hiedlerheim strafed the open square of the table with his solitary eye. He had the look of a man who has misplaced something—his wits, Friedegunde believed—but can’t recall what.
“My dwarf!” he cried at last.
“You mustn’t call it that, Papa,” Flosshilde twittered as she shifted her weight obligingly, “it’s really quite large—”
“Shut up, moron. My dwarf! Where is he, that Willi? I haven’t laughed in days. Remember—” he could scarcely continue, he was now laughing so hard—“remember how we used to toss him from the battlements and catch him? Remember the look on his horrible face when we failed?”
“I—” Brother Monocarp began, about to rise, but Friedegunde jerked him down.
“What is your confessor doing here?” her father demanded. “Priests should slither among the women without besmearing my sight. Someone seize that eunuch and castrate him!”
“No, Father!” Friedegunde hammered the table with her not inconsiderable fist, and those men who had jumped to obey their lord’s command quickly sat down. She improvised: “The Apostle Hermann said that he who harms a priest shall be beloved of the Bulgars. At least twenty of them, he said, and without any lard.”
“Some priest made that up,” Heinrich grumbled, but he canceled his order with a wave. “But where is Willi, my dwarf?”
Many a steely eye locked on Friedegunde. Brother Monocarp’s lip trembled, but he knew better than to say a word. Under the table, her strong hand clasped him in an intimate threat.
“Search our domains for the malingering ingrate,” the graf ordered, “and when you find him, feed him to the dogs.”
His giant hounds frisked to their feet around him with a great clanking of chains and stared speculatively at one after another of the knights and ladies, the squires and singers and slaves, for they had come to understand what those last words meant.
“May I have a confessor, Papa?” the baggage squeaked.
“What sins could you possibly confess, pet?”
“Oh, nothing really, but last week a girl snagged a knot in my hair. While she was combing it? And while I held her down in the hearthfire she bit my foot, and I thoughtlessly took Our Blessed Savior’s name in vain.”
When he could control his indulgent chuckling, Heinrich said, “All right, my dear, you may share that weasely manling with my daughter.”
* * * *
Christ could come tomorrow, for Friedegunde had known heaven. The seepage of Willi’s mind had boiled against his twisted little body; the juices of Brother Monocarp’s body had boiled against his twisted little mind. Now both brews had combined in one glorious bath for her senses. Neither Jezebel nor Salome had known a man like the one who mounted her whenever he saw her and left her whimpering. She grew slim enough to squeeze frontward through most doors. Her red blotches glowed. That she was always very sore in several ways seemed no price at all to pay.
“You’ve done something to me, haven’t you?” her lover asked.
“Why, what do you mean?”
“My body,” Willi said, looking down almost in anguish at his straight limbs.
“Don’t you like it?” To distract him, she lowered herself to her massive knees and did that which he loved best.
“Yes, but.... It’s not mine, do you understand? I feel like a fish playing at bird.”
“So, swim and chirp.”
Willi pondered, or at least fell silent, while she labored. At length he said, “It’s odd, isn’t it? That Flosshilde should be so thin, and yet have breasts as large as yours?”
* * * *
As the slaves were now afraid to do it, Friedegunde had volunteered to plait the horror’s hair. On an ancient crone this silver hair would have been acceptable, but on a child whose skin was luminously smooth, it was grotesque. Those breasts, too, that Willi had dared to praise—yes, they were large, they were almost as large as her own, but unlike hers they flaunted themselves sinfully upright. The nipples were like the pink noses of disgusting kittens, while her own were tastefully and aristocratically brown and knobby.
“Where is Brother Monocarp?” the slut piped.
“He is recovering from an excess of devotion. He wanted to mortify his most sinful part, and—well, somehow he managed to bite it.”
The thing had the audacity to titter. “I certainly wouldn’t bite it.”
“The Apostle Horst said that she who even thinks of lying with a priest shall be ravished by scaly serpents for all eternity.”
“That might be fun. Oh, you filthy fat cow, you’ve pulled my hair!”
* * * *
“Drink this, dear Stepmother,” Friedegunde said when Flosshilde recovered consciousness the next day.
“What...? Did I faint? Ow, my chin hurts!”
“This will help.” She had some of the wise woman’s black potion left, and she tilted the chalice against those foul, flower-petal lips.
Not even the ghastliest of grimaces could wrench the beauty from her face, Friedegunde grudgingly admitted. As might have been expected, her last words were a stupid question: “Oh, Daughter, have you stolen my life?”
“Look on it from your vantage point in the lowest pit of hell, when your eyelashes turn to wasp-stings, when your hair becomes wires that grow inward, when you give birth to a myriad vipers every hour, when your piss boils and your shit sprouts spikes, when Satan himself gags at the sight of you and slams the lid on your pit with a shudder, look on it then, dear Stepmother, as a loan.”
Having wiped the chalice clean, disordered her hair and gown, and taken some of the poppet’s tears to streak her own cheeks, Friedegunde staggered from the room, howling: “Horror! Madness! Joy—I mean, despair!”
* * * *
“She looks more beautiful than ever,” Willi said when he had pried up the coffin-lid.
“You mustn’t say things like that, especially not with a pathetic catch in your voice, when you are standing in a grave and I am standing over you with—” she tapped his tonsure—“a shovel.”
Willi staggered back to his feet, or to the shapely feet of Brother Monocarp, and wiped the blood from his eyes. “Can’t I even admire her as one would admire a—a beautiful tree?”
“Only as a dog would, you offspring of a sodomite and a carrot! You—but take heart, dear Willi. She shall be yours, all yours, but she will burn with the very same love I bear for you.”
Willi lifted Flosshilde from the coffin and laid her at the graveside with such reverence that Friedegunde’s eyeballs seemed about to burst. She restrained an itch to kick the thing back into the grave, dead or not, and shovel the dirt over it.
She dropped to her knees beside it. No: despite all appearances, despite the opinion of her distracted father and his physician (whose flayed body, hanging from the highest rampart, still seemed to twitch when the ravens tore it), the detestable object was palpably warm. Every other few minutes or so, the ghost of a breath crept from its sickeningly pert nose. Left to itself, the creature would bounce back to the state it fancied to be consciousness before the cock crowed.
She was tempted to bury it again and let that happen, to sit placidly at breakfast and savor the picture of her stepmother shredding her fingers down to the bone against splintery planks as she shrieked beneath the muffling tonnage of the earth; but one couldn’t have everything. A glimpse of the longing in Willi’s newly beautiful eyes as he lifted the body convinced her that she had no other choice. Willi wanted the wanton who wanted Willi, and she would be blown aside by the power of that rune. She had no choice but to sacrifice her own sturdy and comfortable body to her lover’s whim. Since Flosshilde’s was younger, and hers was becoming very sore indeed, it seemed a small sacrifice.
“Do you remember the incantation?” she demanded.
“Of course,” he said, and she believed him: hot irons are miraculous mnemonic aids. He said, “But how will I ... explain her?”
“You’re a holy man, clown! You raised her from the dead by prayer and purity. My father will buy you a bishopric, and all good Christians will wade through blood to pay for the privilege of kissing your saintly foot. While I, in my new body, as bishop’s mistress—”
“You’ll have to sleep with your father, won’t you?”
“Even that will I do for you, Willi. But that prosing ancient fought beside the great Otto at Augsberg, and he has crept a good five years beyond the half-century mark. A pillow can now do what a dozen Wendish lances once couldn’t. Would it be a sin to help him totter on his way to his eternal reward?”
She made no comment at the tender care with which he arranged Flosshilde over his shoulder. She showed saintly restraint in saying nothing when she caught him surreptitiously fondling her buttocks, which, after all, would presently be her own. But she could no longer contain herself when he revealed the emptiness of the head that crowned his glorious body by asking, not for the first time, “How can I explain your death? They’ll blame me, they’ll put me to torture—”
“Whoever heard of anyone being murdered inside a locked room?”
“Yes. I’ll show them the key—”
“No, Willi, I’ll have the key.”
“Are you sure that’s how it works?”
“Willi.... My body will rot in unhallowed ground. My name will be a rebuke and a hissing to babes unborn. I will break the heart of my poor, dear father by taking my life in the prime of my youth and beauty. I dare all this for you, for you, dear dwarf. All you have to do is what I tell you to do.”
“And if something should go wrong,” he mused, “I can tell them that I was only following orders.”
She said nothing, but she was awed by his creative brilliance. She knew she had seen something greater in him than wormish lust.
* * * *
Hanging by her heels above the smoldering brazier of herbs, Friedegunde thought it would be appropriate to linger awhile and recall the treasures of her life: the beloved doll whose arms and legs she had pulled off when she understood that it was prettier than she would ever be; the look on her mother’s face when she had tripped her off the parapet, her mother’s evil mind having misconstrued the innocent game involving forfeits of clothing and various services that she played with her father. But the smoke of the herbs made her sneeze, her position was uncomfortable, and she cut short her reminiscences with a stroke of the sword. The smoke became even less bearable as the herbs fizzed and popped in the drizzle of her blood.
The cut was more painful than she had imagined, and the blood blurred her vision. Blinking and shaking her head whenever the appropriate window swung into view, she saw nothing odd whatever about the plain, pale moon. She heard no howling of wolves, only the dull croaking and chirping of lesser creatures and the distant song of drunken warriors in the great hall.
Further straining her ears, she heard no impassioned recitation of witchly runes—and why were her father’s warriors singing about all men being brothers, when not one of them believed that for a minute? But she had often noticed before that music made more sense than words, and the tune was lovely. She nearly forgot pain and danger as she drifted on the virile chorus.
Twisting in the steam of her dripping blood, she forced herself to concentrate hard on the room upstairs. She heard nothing—no, she heard a thumping sound, as of someone pounding a straw mattress. Try as she would, she couldn’t shake the image this evoked of a nasty dwarf using his fine new body to have his way with a drugged and defenseless nitwit.
She thought of screaming a protest, but it was so much easier to revolve on a stately axis and enjoy the music.
She found herself humming along.



NOTHING BUT THE BEST
“You’re ugly, you’re creepy, you’re the filthiest man I ever knew!” Jessica Sexton cried.
“Yes.” Ahab Wakefield’s head was meekly lowered to hide the fury in this eyes. “But I’m rich.”
“And that’s the filthiest thing you ever said!”
She flung back his gifts. The emerald necklace bit his cheek. The tiger-skin coat she hurled shrouded him meomentarily in the ghost of its orginal owner’s fell clutch.
“No, please keep them,” he said, “they’re—”
“Impossible to explain to my husband.”
He learned that her laugh could be splendidly scornful. He had possessed only her body, and she had so much more to offer—but it was hopeless.
“Impossible to explain ... like so much else.” Having admitted the futility of his love, he allowed his lips to relax into their most comfortable sneer. “How do you propose to explain why you left him? And what you’ve been doing all this while?”
“Bruce will forgive me. And even if he doesn’t, I can go to any hospital for the criminally insane and find a hundred better men than you’ll ever be. You don’t know ... anything. Did you really think you could impress me with this?” Her toe, perfect to its pallid lunula, nudged the coat with disdain.
“You deserve nothing but the best.”
“Do you know how few of these magnificent creatures are left in the world? To kill one of them for a lousy coat—that disgusts me even more than you do.”
Ahab sighed, admitting his miscalculation. The greatest burden of his long life, he often thought, was trying to keep up with current fads.
“But there is only one Jessica.” The pain of that truth drove him to his knees.
“Very bad.” She spoke with critical detachment. “Sometimes I think you learned how people behave from watching silent movies. What I ever could have seen in you, why I should have left the husband I love so much....” She paused, as if realizing that these questions had no sane answers. “This hogwash—” her gesture included ancient volumes on swaybacked shelves, dried herbs and fungi hanging from the ceiling-beams, the uniquely malformed skull on his desk—“it doesn’t really work, does it?”
He rose deliberately to his commanding height and gazed down on her with less warmth than a corpse from a gibbet. “You will see.”
Fright was another emotion Jessica had not shown him, and she expressed it fetchingly. As she fled, Ahab vowed to see more.
He had indulged this folly before, and with the same result. To win a love freely given, he had released Chastity Hopkins, of Portsmouth, N.H., from a similar enchantment in 1652. She had called him a pig-swyving pissabed and scurried off to lodge a complaint of witchcraft. Jessica Sexton had no such recourse. In some small ways, the world had changed for the better.
“When will I learn?”
Thester, the malapert creature that nested in the skull, croaked: “Nevermore.”
Ignoring his familiar, Ahab took a knife from his desk and cut a strip of tiger-skin long enough to bind his cadaverous waist. He had no qualms about ruining the fabulously expensive coat. Cheating fools was his hobby, and he had paid the furrier with illusory cash. That he had not given Jessica an illusory coat proved the depth of his sincerity. It was fitting that the rejected love-token should be his instrument of vengeance.
“Master!” Thester’s agitated claws rattled the skull. “Master, give her the pox, give her the flux, afflict her with some cagastrical destemper beyond the skill of the most learned surgeons—”
“Death by dismemberment and ingestion,” Ahab said as he assembled further materials, “is beyond their skill.”
“Remember what happened in Avignon in 1329?”
“Avignon? My memory....”
“That time you turned into a wolf to assassinate Pope John XXII. And the gamekeeper who sold you the wolfhide belt neglected to tell you that the animal had died after chewing off its trapped leg. Whereupon you learned—”
“Yes, yes, yes!” Ahab snapped, having remembered.
“—whereupon you learned that a three-legged wolf is no match for a pack of hounds. You had to spend the Renaissance in bed.”
It was true that Ahab would assume the form of the particular beast whose pelt he used. He gave the strip of fur a covert inspection, but it told him nothing. He would have to translate himself to Maylaysia to trace the provenance of the hide, and that might take hours. He dismissed Thester’s quibbles.
“My dear abomination, a three-legged tiger—even one that’s blind and toothless to boot—will be all that’s needed for our loving young couple.”
“And their dog?”
He winced. Shape-changing was a young man’s game, and he was no longer the sprightly bicentenarian who had disported himself as a crocodile among the wading courtlings of Nitokris. He had feared dogs ever since the Avignon fiasco, but he had forgotten the Sextons’ pet, a Doberman pinscher, who had in his last life commanded—with notably more audacity than brains—an SS panzer division. Unaware of this background, Jessica had christened him Muffin.
* * * *
Climbing over the doomed couple’s back fence, Ahab was thankful for Thester’s reminder. Forewarned, he had rendered himself not just invisible, but inaudible and inodorous.
Even so, the dog sprang from its doze on the patio and paced the back yard, tunelessly growling the dimly reealled Curse-motif from Wagner’s Ring. Ahab would never admit to Thester that he’d spared him an embarrassment, but he resolved to find the little horror an especially roly-poly child soon.
He stripped to the furry belt, opened a vein unseen, and made the appropriate symbols in blood on the flagstones of the patio. The dog sprinted and snarled at random shadows as Ahab crouched on all fours and spoke the required words.
Instantly the vigor of a healthy young animal surged through him. The formerly still night echoed with racketing bats and clamorous moths. The neutral smell of the yard was submerged under a canine stench so vivid and frightening that it hurt. It was the memory of Avingnon that pained him, of course, potentiated by even the biggest cat’s hatred for its old enemy.
As the other enchantments were cancelled and Ahab stood revealed in all his fearful symmetry, the stupid dog charged. Ahab’s sharper eyes, no doubt, made the puny creature seem like a black and tan locomotive bearing down on him, but he stood his ground and drew back his paw to blast Muffin’s bones to gravel.
* * * *
“What in hell was that?” Bruce Sexton gasped.
“What does it matter?” Jessica tried to draw him down again.
“I guess—” A second piteous cry froze him in the act of being drawn. He tumbled from bed and ran to switch on the patio lights.
“My God! Look—no, don’t look, Jess. Muffin’s got hold of something, a....”
“A what?”
Not believing his eyes, he forced them again toward the patio. “It must’ve been somebody’s pet,” he said. “But what kind of a nut would dye a rabbit with orange and black stripes?”




DRINK ME
My last attempt at shape-shifting had been a disaster. What I believed to be a tiger-skin, needed to help me become a ravenous beast, had been cobbled together from the hides of rabbits.
Not much was left of me after a Doberman pinscher had his fun, but my familiar, Thester, gathered up my piteous remains. Reviving the imposing figure of my last human avatar, Ahab Wakefield, was out of the question, but he concentrated my essence into a tiny liquor-bottle of the sort dispensed by airlines.
“Jim Beam?” I demanded. “Jim? I am an ancient and terrible wizard, born of a witch who dallied with a crocodile three days before an Egyptian first doodled a pyramid. But who, you blithering abomination, who would cower before me if my name were Jim?”

“You don’t want them to cower before you, master, you want them to drink you.”
“Stop shaking my bottle!”
“The choice is limited—you fly so seldom—by airplane, I mean—”
“You know my Cindy Crawford poster?”
“That’s sad, master, you never did get around to using it for a proper enchantment.”
“Never mind that. Reduce the image to a label with the inscription, ‘One drink will make you my kind of man!’”
“Done,” he said, and I felt the label firmly bonding to the container that held my soul.
“Who could possibly resist me now?”
“The label looks good enough to eat.”
“Well, don’t. Put me somewhere I won’t be too easily found, where I won’t be swept out with a superficial cleaning.”
“As you wish. Meanwhile, master, I’ve been meaning for the last two hundred years to renew my acquaintance with the ghouls of Boston...?”
“Very well, I suppose you deserve a vacation. But remember, I may need you.”
“If I forget you, master, may my right hand lose its skill.”
“You don’t have a right hand, you amorphous pustule—” But he was gone already.
My mind is well furnished, but you can recite the Necronomicon backwards and forwards only so many times before even those ringing invocations begin to cloy. I knew that I was dependant on stimuli from the mortal scum I disdained. I longed for the beauty, wit and charm that I loved to ravage. After ten years inside the bottle, I would have settled for a homely halfwit to delude and destroy.
No longer able to stroll beside the sunless sea of Xanadu or surf the stellar flares of Arcturus in my astral body, it was all I could do to extend a ghostly feeler to the bus-stop at the end of my street. There I learned that my home had a bad name, that no one had accepted the image I once cultivated as the kindly old gentleman who would never even think of putting razor-blades in Hallowe’en apples or harvesting corpses from the local cemeteries. My house went unsold.
More time passed while I mentally improved on the games of Bobby Fischer, revised the string quartets of Schoenberg, and bitterly regretted that I couldn’t even see the picture on the label from inside my bottle, much less animate it. And even if I did—
“What do you suppose the old loony used this for, storing broomsticks?” A voice, a human voice at the closet where I had so long abided! “Goddamn it, Spot, not in the house, goddamn it!”
“Oh, no, Jeff, he didn’t! Before we even moved in?” A woman’s voice from another room.
“Didn’t he? This mutt is off to the pound, Grandma’s darling or not. He snaps, he smells, he—wow.”
“What is it?” She had joined him by the closet.
“This label is a Grateful Dead thingie, isn’t it? A grinning skull. ‘One drink will make you my kind of man.’ Yeah, man, like farrrrr out.”
“Do you suppose it’s an illegal drug?”
Thester! The idiot! He could only tell Cindy Crawford from a desiccated corpse if he bit them to see which was crunchier.
“C’mre, Spot. Attaboy.”
I felt myself uncapped, poured ... swallowed. Soon I saw them towering above me from the dim eyes of their wobbly dachshund.
“He’s looking at me real weird, Jeff. Ick!”
I’ll show you weird, you twit! I tried to twist the canine throat to pronounce an intelligible spell, but old flesh parted like wet paper under the strain.
“He’s trying to bark. Isn’t that the most disgusting—”
“Yeah, I thought that stuff would save me a trip to the pound, but I guess I’m stuck with it.” Bending over me, he crooned with smarmy enthusiasm, “Hey, Spot, want to go for a ride in the car?”






INTERRUPTED PILGRIMAGE
Malebolgia had never seen such heroes as Heinrich von der Hiedlerheim and his mighty men, so the villagers scrambled to hide in their cellars. There they shaved their daughters’ heads, blackened their faces and pulled their front teeth.
The graf had them dragged forth and flogged. Of those still breathing, he demanded, “Why do you fear us? We are pious pilgrims on our way to Rome.”
“If you are such heroes as you seem,” said Mario the baker, “we can anticipate a fresh outbreak of illusions.”
“Of what sort?”
“Of that sort!” Mario cried before diving into his cellar.
Like many a luckless hell-beast before it, the dragon had crept upon them unawares. A disappointing specimen, it killed only Otto.
After Mario’s recent memory of an iron gauntlet across the face had been refreshed, Heinrich asked, “If that was an illusion, why is my left arm hanging by a thread?”
“Because you believe. Your wound is unreal.”
This seemed reasonable to the graf. When he examined his arm, it was whole.
“Did you hear that, Otto? On your feet!”
“I am dead. Please give me a Christian burial.”
“If you were dead, you couldn’t talk. Not without a decent interval.”
“He’s not breathing,” said Siegfried, kneeling beside his fallen comrade. “And a fly is crawling on his eyeball.”
“His stomach for faith was ever gluttonous. Who casts these spells, baker?”
“The Magus Serpieri,” Mario muttered, indicating a cave in the overhanging cliff with a gesture so guarded that a distant observer would have thought he was characteristically picking his nose. “When he dreams, his dreams oppress us.”
“Don’t bury Otto while we’re gone,” Heinrich commanded.
The climb to Serpieri’s cave was far longer and more arduous than it looked. Three hours ahead of time, the sun set. Three months ahead of time, snow fell. The warriors were sore beset by werewolves and ogres who forced them to transcend all limits of skepticism.
A friar who accompanied them from the village, Brother Degenerato, gave cold comfort with his ceaseless chant: “Defend these sinners, O Lord, we pray, from the desserts of their foul deeds, and harken not to the piteous cries of the virgins they have defiled, the poor they have trampled, the saints they have martyred, the kinsmen they have murdered—”
After a dismal age of this, Heinrich split the monk from pate to beads.
“You killed a holy man!” Reinhardt protested.
“He was an illusion,” Heinrich said. When everyone’s best efforts to disbelieve in the butchered corpse failed, he added, “Of unique potency. The body will vanish if we look away from it and reappear only if we look back.”
This worked, and the graf’s cynicism inspired his men. Gunther rejected all evidence that he had slipped off a real cliff and broken his neck. To the chagrin of Satan, he refuses to this day to admit he is burning in hell.
The penultimate challenge was a den of voluptuous lamias. Having mastered applied ontology, the heroes could dally with the charmers until the climactic moment, then ignore the manifestation of scales and fangs. Illusory or not, the lamias fell into a snit. Hissing echoed in Heinrich’s ears as he at last stumbled into the presence of the Magus.
Serpieri cried, “This must be my wildest dream, for never have I beheld such unspeakably vile brigands! But now,” he added portentously, “I must wake.”
Heinrich gasped to see his sword grow transparent. His mighty men began to fade. With a supreme effort of will, he struck, but the very air fought against his stroke. A look of stupefaction crossed the wizard’s face as the blade regained opacity and fell faster.
“You’re not real!” Serpieri screamed. “You can’t—”
“Dream on, Magus!”
After an uneasy silence, Siegfried mused, “If I am but a dream, and the dreamer is no more, then I am....”
“Immortal, obviously,” Heinrich said.
The sun was setting for the second time as they descended to the village. Reinhardt sighed, “Those girls with the gapped teeth and bald heads remind me of the wenches back home.”
“Female peasants everywhere look like that,” Heinrich said. “If I ever found a pretty one, I might be at a loss to ravish her.”
Otto still believed he was dead, and he had begun to smell even worse than usual. His faithful comrades vowed to carry him to Rome and see what the pope could do for him, but somewhere along the way he managed to sneak off and bury himself.





THE HOLE
I take my time surveying the castle, its black stones glistening in the mist. The gray day and the rotting forest oppress me, but the raucous clacking of crows is a good omen: they salute the black wings on my helmet.
When the dragon slithers forth I see each jewel-like scale glitter on skin that bunches and stretches like a caterpillar’s. I gag on the stink of very old, very dead fish.
It flames me. I smell my flesh burning when my armor melts into my arm. I’m so caught up that I swing my real arm when I chop its head off, and my hand bangs painfully into a real wall, but the pain fits the daydream. This is going to be good.
But I worry that somebody has heard the noise, namely somebody like Ron, my boss, and I’m in too much of a hurry to visualize the wizard. He’s just a sketch of Mr. Witter the last time I saw him, wearing baggy swim trunks. And because of that damn dumb crack I overheard Pop make, one that’s stuck in my mind ever since, he’s wearing boots and spurs and carrying a little whip. This sucks!

Screw Ron, screw the world, I tell myself, this is important, take your time. I concentrate on giving Mr. Witter proper wizard-vestments of black and crimson. He waves his arms to cast a terrible spell, but I duck down and flash him with the mirror-shield. Green snakes of lightning bounce back on him, and he fries, crackling like bacon.
I kick in the door. A dust-storm swirls in the sunbeam that pierces the roof. She’s spotlighted by the sunbeam, naked, chained. She looks at me with hope and gratitude and a little fear, too, because I am one very bad dude in this black armor with spikes.
I study every inch, from her pearly little toes to the top of her blond braid. She looks like her skin is on too tight, the way her breasts tilt up, the way her eyes are tipped. 
She begs me to unchain her. I tell her no. She pleads with me to cover her. I laugh. This is going too fast, I don’t hear the armor clang when I throw it aside. I feel her skin, I feel me going in, but it doesn’t feel the least bit soft and wet, it feels like my own stupid hand. And it’s over, like in three goddamn seconds!

I’m back in her bathhouse, where there’s slime on a cushion. Will she smell what I did? Maybe even sit on it, bare-assed, and go, “Ewww?” That’s almost too scary to be exciting. But I don’t wipe it off. 
I must be nuts. I can daydream about her and me and the castle at home, but here where I know she’s actually taken off every last stitch and shown her naked body to the four blind walls.... 
I fix on what I came for, enlarging the hole in the wall with my Scout knife. It’s in a corner on a level with where her ass would be, concealed by the darkness of a pine knot. I touch up the raw new edges with felt marker. It’s taken two weeks to cut. If it’s too big, somebody will notice. But if it’s too small, I won’t see anything. After today’s work, it looks to me as big as the double door at St. Boniface, but I tell myself that nobody else would notice it. I slip out the door. 
“Billy!” No, not Ron! “Where have you been, sneaking a smoke?” 
He pretends to smell my breath, gives me a whiff of his Tic Tacs. Just an excuse to get close, the bastard. 
“Or ... you weren’t fooling around in Mrs. Witter’s cabana, were you?” He moves to that door, jingling the keys at his belt. “Why are you always prowling around—” 
He’ll see the hole! How can I stop him? Trip him? I blurt out, “My father said her husband died in the saddle.” 
That was a stroke of pure genius. Ron loves gossip, he loves to talk about sex. He turns from the bathhouse door. 
“Young man, I ought to wash out your mouth with soap.” He forgets about checking the bathhouse and comes close to whisper, “Actually he didn’t die in the saddle, not exactly, but he was stark naked when he took a dive through his bedroom window. Not even that killed him, though, at least not right away. He was rolling around the lawn when the neighbors ran out to help him. He must’ve got glass in his eyes, because they couldn’t stop him from clawing at them.” He edges even closer, but I don’t step back. I make like I’m fascinated. I guess I am. 
He says, “My theory is that he was performing his spousal duty on a typical Saturday night when the horrible realization suddenly struck him, after all those years and years of plugging away like a real American he-man, that he really didn’t like girls. That happens, you know. You should let it be a lesson to you.” 
He never misses a chance to slip in a remark like that. I guess I let my feelings show, because he’s suddenly The Boss again as he says, “Run along and get your mop. That Delgado brat threw up on the terrace.” 
I’m so relieved when he bustles away without checking the bathhouse that I forget my vow to deck him the next time he pats my ass. 
Why do I bother? There she is, Mrs. Witter, with her string bikini showing it all. No, not quite all. She must shave herself down there, because there’s never one wisp of hair showing at the edge of the silk triangle between her legs. Believe me, I’ve looked for it. She caught me looking once. I froze. I couldn’t think, I couldn’t move. She stared at me for about ten seconds like I was a bug. Worse, like I was a kid. Then she turned her attention back to the book she was reading, not even bothering to put her legs together. 
I try to imagine what it looks like from the pictures in the magazines Pop hides in his workshop, but it won’t be like those because it will be hers, Mrs. Witter’s, and it will be perfect, like everything else about her. And I want to see everything. Up close. 
She sees me, but only because it’s hard not to see a guy mopping up vomit. Head down, I make like I am the Michael Jordan of vomit-swabbers, two points down with ten seconds on the clock, but I watch her. Them. Her new boyfriend is even older than the husband she screwed to death. His shiny black wig looks too big for his shriveled little head. He’s got breasts. His veiny hand rests high up on her thigh. Disgusting. I figure she’s only after old guys for their money. I guess that’s reasonable, but it makes me sick. Money isn’t everything. I can make love to her ten or twelve times a night when she isn’t even with me. 
She kisses the old fart and stands up while he checks to see that she hasn’t sucked his false teeth loose. She’s going! Moving like a lioness. I know what an antelope’s heart must feel like. 
I run with the bucket and mop. Ron sees me, beams: There goes one motivated flunkey!

I slip into the vacant bathhouse next to hers. She’s muttering to herself. She mutters a lot. Some foreign language. Weird, but sexy because it’s her doing it. 
I put my eye to the hole. When she takes one step to the side, I’ll be able to see ... an old leather coat? No, it has yellow bones embedded in the leather, and it moves like it’s alive, stretching and bunching like a caterpillar, and it smells like very old, very dead fish. I can’t hold in a gagging noise. 
I turn away, pressing my cheek to the hole, trying not to breathe. What did I see? Getting all worked up, running, out of breath, my eyes not adjusting right away to the dim light—I didn’t see anything, I was flashing back on my daydream. Hallucinating. I just saw spots in front of my eyes, that’s all. What I smelled must have been the mop I’d brought with me. It hadn’t smelled so bad outdoors. 
“Billy,” she says very softly but very clearly. Jesus, I’m caught! I’m dead! I didn’t even know she knew my name. Now she croons it: “Bill-eee.” 
Maybe I should get up and run. Maybe I should go, “I’m just cleaning up in here, Mrs. Witter, sorry if I bothered you.” 
But she doesn’t sound bothered. She sounds ... inviting. I put my eye back to the hole. 
It’s different, very different from what I thought I saw, but I still don’t know what it is. It’s round, pink, sort of like a peach, sort of like a vertical mouth with puffy lips. It’s exactly what I’ve been dying to see all summer, and I don’t even recognize it right away. Dumb, huh? It moves back a little and I see red fingernails indenting her skin at the bikini-line in her tan. Fuck, she’s fucking flashing me! 
“Billy,” she says again, still soft and friendly. “Take a real good look.” 
I do. I think, this is where she pokes her finger through the hole, or maybe her ballpoint pen, but she sounds too sincere to do that, too nice, and it doesn’t stop me from pressing my eye hard against the wood. 
Her red nails dimple her flesh a little deeper. The lips part, showing pink that shades to red. It opens wider, and the red shades to dark red, to black. It keeps opening, and now I wonder again what I’m looking at. It’s like another hole beyond the hole in the wood, only this is a hole in the face of the real world, a deep hole, a pit, and something I can’t make out in the blackness, in the distance, is squirming inside it. That horrible smell returns, and I know damn well this time it’s not the mop. 
I tear my eye away and run. 
I don’t care that Ron’s yelling, that I knock Mrs. Delgado into the pool. I’m pedaling before I hit my bike. 
I must’ve looked directly at the sun when I ran outside. I keep blinking, but this black spot stays in my vision. I shake my head. 
I never see the truck that hits me. I know I’m hurt, but I don’t care, because the black spot is the hole that Mrs. Witter showed me, the hole in the world. It sticks with me. 
“No, I don’t wanna look!” I scream, and the ambulance guys have to strap me down. I damn near twist my head off to get away from the hole. If I look, I’ll see everything. Up close. 
I fight like a maniac at the hospital, still trying to get away from that gap in the real world, so they strap me to a bed and shoot me full of dope. At least the hole isn’t in my vision anymore. It’s in the wall, where I have to strain painfully against the straps to see it. 
Each time I check, it’s bigger.




CHANGES
One morning Arthur Moran came to suspect that the world had disintegrated while he slept. Almost everything, however, had been replaced with near-duplicates. 
“You’re crazy,” said Trish, his wife, when he confided his suspicion at breakfast. 
“That was my first thought, too, but would a crazy person even consider that possibility?” 
“A crazy person who was a devious, pseudo-intellectual quibbler would,” she said, “especially if he was a lawyer.” He had grown weary of her lawyer-jokes even before she began compiling a book of them. At that very moment she was jotting in her ubiquitous notebook. This would normally have annoyed him, but now he felt a chill. 
“Your notebook is green,” he said. 
“Very good, Arthur!” 
Ignoring her sarcasm, he said, “Your notebooks are always blue.” 
“On the contrary, dear, I bought a dozen green notebooks when I began my project. Green is my favorite color.” 
“Perhaps I’m not quite awake yet,” he said mildly. 
“Crazy,” she muttered, scribbling. 
He studied her guardedly while skimming his newspaper. He could point to no one line or freckle on her fashionably lean face and cry, Aha!, but she was surely not the same woman she had been yesterday. His newspaper was wrong, too. The typeface and the proportions of the page were slightly different, but he could summon no precise image of the paper’s correct appearance. 
He asked, “To lie is the intransitive verb, isn’t it?” 
“As in, ‘I lied after I laid Ms. Cromer at the Christmas party,’ dear?” 
He flushed. With not a single martini glass in sight, she was almost never so vindictive so early in the day. 
“Lie meaning to recline,” he said. “I lie, I lay, I have lain.” 
“Of course.” 
“I’ve come across no less than two instances in today’s paper where lie and lay are confused.” 
“And you believe, because The Times employs a copyeditor who didn’t go to Harvard, that you’ve been hurled into a parallel universe?” 
“It’s unusual,” he said, unwilling to make a stand on such shaky ground. 
Most of the discrepancies in this new world were similarly minor or elusive. They could have been ordinary mistakes; his memories of details could have been false. 
His greatest shock today had been his first, when he punched the button on his bedside stereo for his favorite classical music station. He was sickened by a blast of noise, by an inane beat, by screeches fulfilling with a vengeance Isaiah’s prophecy that the tongue of the dumb shall sing. He hurried to adjust the manual tuner, but the frequency was correct. The familiar station was no longer to be found on the dial. 
Even that drastic change could be explained. Radio stations were bought and sold, new owners brought new policies, and sometimes they omitted to tell the public that an apparently fixed beacon in the universal flux had been washed away forever. He began to wonder if this shock hadn’t caused a mild stroke. It was hardly a comforting thought, but lost brain-cells might be responsible his persistent sense of reverse deja-vu.

“Would you get the door, dear?” Trish asked. “It’s probably just the headman.” 
He bit back his question as she continued to write. She smiled nastily, but perhaps at her own latest triumph of composition. Although he couldn’t imagine what she had actually said, he had most likely misheard. 
“There’s a check for him by the door,” she said, “under the vase.” 
The headman: did the denizens of this different world live in tribes? Or had she meant Head Man? Contrary to common sense and political correctness, was he about to confront God Himself? Perhaps he had died overnight and now faced the Last Judgment. If that was so, a check seemed inappropriate. He found the check by the front door, however, made out to Capital Distributors for the sum of forty-one dollars and twenty-eight cents. 
“Another lovely day, Mr. Moran,” said the man in a stained apron who proffered a bill. 
“Lovely,” Arthur repeated mechanically, his eyes fixed on the net bag in the tradesman’s other hand, which contained three severed human heads.



LOVELOCKS
Caleb Hopkins would have kissed the Devil’s backside to win Abishag Barebones, but she laughed. 
“The Devil, Goodman Hopkins? This is 1690. In London, they scoff at talk of witchcraft.” 
“This is Massachusetts.” 
She sighed. “If I doubted that, one look at you would disabuse me.” She scraped the mud from her boots at her door. “Oh to be in England, now that April’s there!” 
“Did you just make that up?” 
“No, it hasn’t been written yet.” 
He flung himself to his knees. “You are a witch! Admit me to your coven, take me to your debaucheries in the woods where you dance naked with demons!” 
The door opened to disclose Preserved Barebones, Abishag’s horrible father. “The tongue is an unruly evil, and no man can tame it,” he intoned. “However—” he kicked Caleb in the face and sent him sprawling.—“one must try. Such talk is dangerous, Goodman Hopkins.” 
Pain devoured the world, but Abishag destroyed it by shielding him with her voluptuous body. He felt her warmth, smelled her breath. The pressure of her breasts stopped his heart. “Caleb’s not dangerous, father! He’s merely a ninny.” 
“If you believe anything is more dangerous than a ninny, child, then your two centuries—I mean decades, of course, your two decades on earth—have been wasted! Come inside and leave that malodorous refuse to the hogs.” 
Her lips! They were inches from his face, her attention was diverted. He mashed his mouth to hers. Like a lonesome leech, he had found his one true place, and all thought evaporated as he sucked. Preserved plied his vengeful foot once more, this time most intimately. 
Caleb shrieked, gabbled for air, gripped something that tore. Abishag wrenched herself free. Somewhere in a world where happy people anticipated more than a moment of life, a door slammed. 
He came to himself clutching a fistful of black hairs that he had torn from the head of his beloved. He’d show her! He had harkened to Old Zuvembie, the Adams’s slave, and he knew something about witchcraft. He would bind her to his will. 
He hobbled home and pried up the loose floorboard behind his bed. Beneath it lay female figurines that he molded from clay to help him court naughty thoughts. The latest had been formed on his notion of Abishag, although they suffered from his woeful inexperience. He sat down at a table by the fire with the likeliest figurine and the hair, pasting it on with spit. He was ignorant of devilish details, but he hoped his intention would satisfy the Prince of Darkness. 
Two hairs, three—but where were the rest? He’d treasured a handful against his breast on the way home. A draft must have blown them from the table. 
He knelt to examine the floor. Dust kittens deluded him. The firelight made strange shadows dance. “Have pity, Satan,” he prayed. 
It worked! He spotted a black clump. But when he crawled forward the mass unraveled into separate strands that wriggled every whichway. He tore his nails in his haste to gather as many as he could. 
He must have picked up a splinter. He was afraid to open his hand and examine it lest the lively hairs escape, but he could stand the pain no longer. He opened his hand and screamed when he saw a strand boring voraciously beneath the nail of his index finger. 
He could still grip the end, perhaps, and pull it out, but his left hand wouldn’t work. He screamed again, for the hairs in that hand were winding around his fingers to bind them. He forgot the pain under his fingernail as they tightened and bit into his flesh like wires. 
The hairs writhed all over the floor now, but they converged on him with purpose. He stamped furiously, but this had no effect as they crawled onto his boots and squirmed up his legs. When he opened his mouth to scream for help, they slipped loathesomely into his mouth to bind his tongue and stop his throat. He ran, smashing his way through the door, when the hairs at last scaled his legs to penetrate his private parts. 
“I saw him bumping down the street on his hindquarters like a dog with worms last night,” Preserved Barebones said when Caleb’s strangely riddled body was discovered. “I let him be, assuming he was enjoying a religious ecstasy. He was a good man.” 
Everyone said amen to that except Abishag, who was home nursing a headache.




FANTASIA ON ‘LITTLE RED RIDING HOOD’
Once upon a time there was a Disnoxious forest called Wallace Wood. You are in it. 
A path bisects the mossy rise directly ahead. To the right foreground an ithyphallic oak screws its twisty roots way down deep, the way moist Mother Earth likes it. Flowers like fireworks burst in the sunlight, while the shadows hide toadstools like demons’ dildos. 
This is a crossroads, and a cockahoop sign points every whichway to Waterish Witchland, the Spahn Ranch, Castle Perilous and the Bates Motel. 
Nothing much is happening. Cowslips helix through the still air, which is hot and damp and green. You start to notice disturbing details, like the evil glint in the eye of that adorable squirrel. The fluffy bunny-rabbit snuggled among those ferns looks carniverous. 
Son of a bitch! How did you miss that? He is—no, not the troll, see, blending into that mass of shadows to the extreme left? Hairy fucker. Teeth. Dick down to his knees. Do wolves have knees? If this was a war you would be dead, because he is looking right at you. 
I think he knows you. 
Thank God, he looks away, all ears, up the path. A couple minutes later, you hear it, this thin silver voice. Some asshole once said that Emma Kirkby “sings like a bird, and isn’t it a shame she can’t sing like a human being?” This sounds like Emma, only much younger. 
She sings: 
“Put another Hebrew in,

In the crematorium,


All I want is lebensraum


And Adolf, Adolf, Adolf!”


(This takes place in Quasigermania, where Cause can be visibly pregnant with Effect. By far the Grimms’ greatest fairy tale was the one about a homogenous German people with an ancient folk tradition. 
(Aside to those who are itching to tell me that “Little Red Riding Hood” was one of the Perrault tales that the Grimms didn’t steal: Go fuck yourselves.) 
Over the rise skips this delicious piece of jailbait. I can say she is pink and plump and young, but that doesn’t really put you there. Look at the back of your own hand. The skin is not squeaky-tight over firm flesh, is it? (If it is, give me a call.) Maybe it is grayish in hue, with snaky veins and loose skin, freckles, scars, Christ-knows-what, just like mine. I won’t suggest that you go check out your face in the mirror, but I can imagine. To put it bluntly, she is everything you are not; and everything you probably never were. 
To that poor wolf, she is as far removed from his sphere as God is from ours. He loves her in much the way that we are supposed to love God. But at the same time he wants to knock her down and stamp on her face and ram his dick so far into her cunt that it cores her brain. Then he wants to eat her. Afterward he will play with her bones like Tinkertoys and maybe jerk off with her bloody scalp. 
Look what happened to God, after all, the last time he had the nerve to show his face in this hellhole. 
Red flirts and skips and flips. God, those dimpled knees, those pudgy thighs! Her high-spirited gait—if you were in that wolf’s position, you would note with approval her disdain for underwear. He finds himself quoting The Song of Solomon: “Her ass it is comely; yea, she is a dynamite piece thereof.” That near-invisible floss around her pussy might tickle his tongue, but he can’t technically call it hair. Wolfspice, he calls it, in a creative burst. He puts on his most charming, Ted-Bundy smile and steps out in her path. 
This scene poses difficulties for the explicator. She has been warned not to talk to strangers, but never mind that, these rotten kids never do what you tell them. But doesn’t she notice that he is covered with fur? That his dick no longer hangs down to his knees? That he is not even a human being? No, she thinks he is kind of cool. I believe she doesn’t run screaming away for the simple reason that he is different from her parents, and that means a lot. As any tot can tell you, kindredness is next to ghastliness. 
She tells him about her ailing Grandma, and he peeks into her basket to see a gallon of muscatel and two pints of codein cough syrup. These goodies, she says, should keep Grandma stoked for another twelve hours. 
His behavior is curious, too. Why doesn’t he just grab her and drag her behind a tree? Even if Grandma is an added attraction, he could always drop by and skim her off later. But house is the key word here. A folk-wolf, a serial wolf, can’t just whack people in the woods, he needs a house with thick walls and disingenuously staring windows, an inviolate castle that will keep the cops out (unless they happen to be looking for drugs). He needs time to prepare and savor his meal. 
The blessings of affordable housing for all are not unmixed. 
He detains her with chitchat, learns that she is related to the Hoods of Sherwood Forest on her fairy godmother’s side. He in turn boasts of his descent from a Romulan princess and Uncle Remus, and he points out the tracks of the noble house of Lupus on the eponymous disease, on the lupanar, the Lupercal and the lupine. He overdoes it. When he mentions the pair of tickets he has for a Spiteful Deaf concert, she politely declines. 
She doesn’t tell him that he has really blown it with his enthusiasm for moldy, beer-bellied beardos who are just one toke away from shit-kicker music. She merely says, “We have nothing in common.” 
“Speak for yourself,” he replies. 
He is by definition a passionate creature. About to abandon his careful plans and absorb her into his cellular makeup, he notices the perilous proximity of two woodcutters, who are gathering faggots. They do this by striking manly poses against trees, their shiny axes over their muscular shoulders. One wears a T-shirt that reads, “My Favorite Beetle was Gregor Samsa.” 
* * * *
Grandma’s oversize T-shirt reads, “You Wouldn’t Kick Me Out of Bed, Would You?,” and it is bunched up over her hips as she sprawls in an easy-chair, her legs hooked over the arms, and masturbates in a desultory way while sipping Gallo (“Look for the signatures of Crazy Joe and Albert the Blast!”) and listening to a scratchy old Howlin’ Wolf lp. 
No, I don’t think you would. She has the kind of appeal—a blend of nostalgie de la boue, necrophilia and knock-down-drag-out-slambang sex—that Gloria Grahame exuded when she last sleepwalked across the screen. The bee-sting mouth is there, the blond ringlets. The shape of a young woman is there, too, but now it is rendered not in springy flesh but soft havarti. As for her cunt, so prominently featured in our tableau, it suggests a model of the Mindanao Trench sculptured in exsanguinated cod-liver. Even the most filthy-minded schoolboy would be distracted from this unsavory gash by the glitter of the cubic zirconium ring on the third finger of her right hand as it slowly slides. 
This is a homey and old-fashioned place, not one of your slap-em-up-’n’-fuck’m tract-houses, designed as hutches for consumers to breed pyramid-franchise-sellers and parenticides. I myself wouldn’t mind living here, even with Grandma. The beams actually hold up the ceiling and the fireplace works. The overstuffed furniture—and I bet you could find fifty bucks in change among the cushions, maybe an Indian-head penny, maybe Jim Morrison’s lost ID—looks comfortable, and the souvenir pillows from Atlantic City and Old Orchard Beach have cradled many a greasy head. The gardens beyond the mullioned casements are untended, the forest presses in, but only the worst sort of fussbudget would fault the chaos of green leaves and yellow sunlight. 
I would get rid of the Elvis doll on the mantelpiece, and I would at very least turn off the TV set whose horizontal and vertical holds are both broken, but I can’t think of any other necessary changes. The house smells bad, but one might empty the ashtrays that have spilled onto the floor, sweep the Chinese takeout from under the sofa and give Grandma a bath. 
In no collection of Famous Last Words have I ever seen the most popular words of all, the ones we use over and over again: Who is it? We said it to Albert DeSalvo, we said it to Heinrich Hoover and J. Edgar Himmler, we have always said it to the Big Bad Wolf. You would never catch Jesse James or Brian Boru or Hereward the Wake saying these words, which is why they stayed alive long enough to make a splash. If you want to be remembered as a hero, know who it is without asking. 
But Grandma, poor, dumb Grandma.... 
Who is it?” she calls. 
“Wolfgang Amadeus Canis-Lupus,” comes the reply. He has a nice voice, and this impresses her enough to make her jerk down her T-shirt, fluff out her curls, hide her wine and, with a glance at the crazed pier-glass beside the door, open it, the idiot. 
Now, having seen the Wolf, she has second thoughts. “I’m not feeling well,” she says. 
“Then let me do it for you,” he says, and he slithers past the door. 
“No, you can’t come in, the house is a mess.” 
“It drives me crazy when you talk clean.” 
He is in the house. She is lost. She knows it. It is nowhere near midnight, but her coach has just turned into a pumpkin. How many million, million victims since Abel have known this moment: this is real, this is no fairy tale, I’m dead? God, meanwhile, has been jerking off on some cloud, too busy listening to hymns of praise to hear all the screams. We can get mad about it, we can track down the killers, but what good does that do? All our vengeance could never extract from them the singular horror of a scared innocent. 
To the real wolves, the ultimate kick is death. Not the secret, brief and squalid death of their victims, but an interminably attenuated opera, sung in legalese and scored for camcorder and printing-press. The pop stars of journalism and literature will bond with them like scum with a stagnant pool. 
Yes, goddamnit, Grandma is an innocent. When the Wolf says, “I’m gonna eat you like you’ve never been eaten before,” she thinks that this may not be as bad as she had feared. 
But it is. Oh, it is. 
* * * *
So here we have the Wolf, lying in bed in this T-shirt that says, “You wouldn’t, etc.,” and what are we to make of Little Red Riding Hood’s behavior? Of her stupid remarks? What big eyes you have?

Tearing up and eating a human being is a messy, smelly business. At very least, there is going to be some blood on the carpet, some—to quote a noted expert, Charles Manson—“hair on the walls.” Even if we arbitrarily put Grandma at 120 pounds, that is a lot of weight for one wolf to consume. And that 120 includes stuff that even a wolf wouldn’t want to eat. 
But we can get past that. By all accounts, John Wayne Gayce’s house stank; and so did Jeffrey Dahmer’s apartment. But they were still able to lure their chosen guests inside. 
And in this bloody house, with a few gnawed bones lying around, maybe a cast-iron liver steeped in wine that even a wolf couldn’t stomach, a house that smells truly foul, the granddaughter of the victim hops into bed with the murderer; and believes it is her grandmother. Even though she has seen him before. And knows, presumably, what her grandmother looks like. Okay. Unlike Grandma, she gets what’s coming to her. 
We needn’t go through all that what big, etc., stuff. Make up your own routine. We know that the Wolf rapes her, kills her, eats her. The bed, when he’s finished, is a mess you wouldn’t believe. At this point he nods off. The one thing these wolves have in common is total faith in their own invulnerability. No man of woman born can harm Macbeth. 
He is wrenched from sleep by a knock on the door. And guess what he says: “Who is it?” 
Bang! The door implodes, and here the wolf in his Grandma-drag faces the woodcutters. 
“We thought we heard a boy screaming,” says Kevin. 
“No, no, it wasn’t a boy!”

The bit of an ax, used deftly as a razor, creases his belly. “We have ways of finding out,” says Bret. 
“No!” the wolf shrieks. “You really think you’re going to bring Grandma and Red back by cutting me open? Even if you could, what have you got? Coupla dumb broads, a drunken hypochondriac and a snotty kid who never listens.” He adjusts his T-shirt so the guys can read the message. “I’m all man, more or less, with a dick down to my knees, assuming I have knees.” 
“You know, you could do wonders with this place, with a little effort and ingenuity,” says Kevin, throwing some bloody rubbish out the window. 
“To your knees?” says Bret, using his ax to lift the T-shirt. 
* * * *
Cut to the woodcutters’ hangout, where Bret wears aviator goggles and a “Fucka-Wolf 190” patch on his bomber-jacket. Perhaps contemplating a visit to the real world, c. 1930, Kevin is wearing an authentic Sturmabteilung uniform and thinking how stunning he looks. He kicks a few stray elves for practice. 
Between them simpers a creature in a gingham pinafore, an auburn, pigtailed wig and ruby slippers. Not even rhinoplasty has eliminated all suggestion of a muzzle, and those hot-waxed knees still look kind of funny. It murmurs to the stuffed Alsatian it hugs, “Toto, I don’t think we’re in Quasigermania anymore.” 
And they all live happily ever after.




YSTERY ORM
Dedicated to Thomas Ligotti.

* * * *
In his junior year Redfield arranged a schedule that suited his habits. None of his lectures started before eleven, leaving him free to study through the night. Hoping for a dreamless sleep before dawn, he would begin to drink beer after midnight, however; and after his third or fourth can he would forget the text in his lap or the paper in his typewriter and fall into the grip of imaginary dialogues with his parents or his professors; with Mary, whom he had lost, or with the literary world he hoped to win. 
Furious pounding on his walls or floor would often shock him out of these conversations. He would realize that he had been stamping back and forth, shouting and gesticulating at people who had seemed far more real than the strangers behind the stained plaster. He was spared the shame of having revealed his secrets, for few of his neighbors spoke English. 
Tiptoeing laboriously, he would return to his book, but meaningless symbols danced on the page. He would return to the typewriter he had mounted on a cushion to muffle its noise, but the type would bunch together in a skeletal fist when he tried to build up speed. Mumbling resolutions to pull himself together, he would fall across his unmade bed as his window grew gray. 
Despite his schedule, he rarely got to his first lecture on time. He usually had to wait for the mailman. 
“When are you going to fix my mailbox?” he asked the janitor, who had woken him to take measurements and drill holes. 
“Si,” the man said, flashing a gapped grin. 
“Mailbox. Postale... oh, shit ... boxo.”

“Si, si!” A dialect or speech impediment forced Redfield’s imagination to supply the vowel in these brusque affirmatives. 
Looking beyond green work-clothes and brown skin for the first time, he saw that it wasn’t his janitor, an older man who knew enough English to say, “No possible now, later, maybe.” Except for the grin, this one might have posed for an Aztec idol of the nastier sort: his bald skull narrowed toward the forehead in an obscurely disturbing way. He was a specialist, an electrician perhaps, who couldn’t care less about mailboxes. 
He envied Shelley and Swinburne all the Latin they had learned in childhood. If he’d had a proper education, picking up Spanish or Italian now would be easy. He felt like a decadent Roman in the twilight of the Empire, able to understand neither his glorious ancestors nor the barbarians swarming around him. 
The man went back to work when Redfield turned from his aggressive smile. Gray ashes sifted past the window, as if someone were burning papers in one the tenement’s unsafe fireplaces, but the volume and persistence of the fall convinced him it was snow. Below, the mailman left a glistening black trail in the pale street as he crossed to the opposite side. 
“Lock up?” Redfield said as he stepped through a tangle of thick cables to the door. “When you finish—the door—porta—fermez?”

“Si.”

One of his neighbors lurked in the foyer, but perhaps he was no neighbor at all, a Latin androgyne in oily and strangely patterned black leather. He had hastily withdrawn his hand from the row of mailboxes, but Redfield saw no key in his hand, nor any mail. As always, his own box hung open. 
“Do you live here?” Redfield asked. 
The boy’s eyes sparked with black venom, his lip curled in a sneer. He said something, or made a noise, that suggested spitting. Then he spun on his heel and vanished into a blast of snow, slamming the outer door behind him. Even if he was someone Redfield saw but failed to notice every day, his anger seemed disproportionate. 
Perhaps he was one of the neighbors who believed he was a religious maniac. More than once he had been jolted out of imaginary arguments with Mary. He would grumble sotto voce through these monologues, but it was his unhappy habit to shout her name for emphasis. A fat, beige woman who lived down the hall shared his rumored devotion to Our Lady, for she would jabber at him and hold up a fist intertwined with greasy black beads whenever they squeezed past each other on the stairs. 
He unstuck his carelessly wadded mail from the box. He found no check from his mother; perhaps the leather-boy had stolen it. The only thing of importance was a letter from one of the university’s computers. It told him that he was failing a course in anthropology. 
This was nonsense. He was taking no courses in that department. The number of the course, 312, meant nothing to him. He checked the address on the flimsy envelope. It was not impossible that two Thomas Redfields were enrolled in the university, but it was strange that he hadn’t heard of the other one before. 
He supposed he should have been angry, if not worried, but he felt almost grateful. Raising a fuss at the administration offices would be a pleasant change from sitting passively through another lecture on Gerard Manley Hopkins. Overcoming a petty obstacle where success was guaranteed by the justice of his case was preferable to racking his brains for quibbles to raise without contradicting a professor’s prejudices, the secret of success in the English department. He envied people like the electrician, whose straightforward puzzles were answered in some book as valid here as it was in Guatemala. 
About to leave, he noticed a letter that lay on the floor where he had dropped it; unless the mailman had, or the angry stranger. Large and square, it looked like an invitation. Consistent with that was its elegant calligraphy, now bleeding under a wet footprint. He knew of no one who would invite him anywhere. But—he felt a thrill that was not unmixed with dismay—it was from Bob Tourmalign, who didn’t know him, who had surely never heard of him. 
He believed that Robert E. Tourmalign was the greatest living writer of—well, there was no way around it, of horror stories, although that grouped him with the morons who scribbled tripe about gluttonous zombies and libidinous vampires. But it grouped him with Poe and Kafka, too. Tourmalign dived into the abyss of his subconscious and broke the surface holding up objects of questionable nature that were both foul and beautiful: objects that Redfield, to his frequent discomfort, found familiar. 
He had tried to write horror stories. He often wondered why his dreams were frightening while his stories—most anyone’s, really—weren’t. No words on a printed page ever forced him to check the locks on his doors or windows, turn on every light he had, and sit up through the dark hours jumping at noises and shadows. No story had ever bathed him in cold sweat or wrenched screams from the depths of his lungs. But his dreams had. 
Conversely he wondered why such dreams were merely boring if he tried to retell them the next day. “I dreamt a snake swallowed my hand.” He could have described the oily blackness of the snake, he could have described his pain and terror and despair, he could have told how he clutched the hand to his breast when he woke, sobbing and crooning over it, half afraid that the snake might get it again. Such a thorough account might convince his listeners that he was crazy, but it would never scare them. 
The fault, he believed, lay with the language, which was not that of dreams. Shakespeare had known the language of nightmares; he had made Macbeth speak it fluently. But Redfield wasn’t trying to write Elizabethan poetry. More to the point, he wasn’t Shakespeare. To translate dreams into plain prose, into the bald speech of post-literate America, seemed impossible until he read the tales of Robert E. Tourmalign. 
In Tourmalign’s stories, wind-blown leaflets, clinking light-stanchions in empty parking lots, neon signs with missing letters—such banal images assumed, in waking life and in cold print, the horrific significance they so often radiated in nightmares. It had been said of many pathetic hacks that they should never be read at night, but it made no difference when one read Tourmalign: his work was a poison that infiltrated the bloodstream and altered the structure of the brain. It had taken root and grown inside Redfield like a cancer whose existence he could never forget, one that seemed, when he could inspect it with critical disinterest, complex and gorgeous. 
Why should Tourmalign write to him? Redfield had never published his own feeble efforts. He had never so much as written a letter to the ephemeral magazines that printed the master’s stories or to the unheard-of publisher who had collected them in a pair of slim volumes. He sometimes regretted never having written to the man himself. It was inevitable that Tourmalign should be neglected by the herds who trooped to worship the fatuous, and he surely must know that, but the knowledge might bring no consolation. He might be glad to learn that he wasn’t merely gibbering in a mirror, that his words had been heard and understood by a receptive spirit. 
What had stopped him from writing a fan letter was his suspicion that the man who could create such tales was probably insane and possibly dangerous. He knew that this attitude was downright illiterate, that he was no better than the yahoos who ascribed Poe’s vision to drink and dope. The fact remained that Tourmalign scared him. 
He opened the envelope carefully, conscious that this was not just a letter but a document. It was no invitation: the oversized envelope held only a piece of notepaper with the author’s letterhead. Water from the footprint had seeped through, and already the black ink bled. At least he learned that Tourmalign used a fountain-pen, which seemed appropriately stylish and old-fashioned, but which left him defenseless in a world designed for infinitely replaceable computer-flimsies, where venal landlords wouldn’t fix mailboxes, where mailmen trod on their sacred trust with wet boots. 
He held the note up to the subaqueous snow-glow seeping through grimy windows. Some of the words had dissolved, but it seemed that Redfield was being thanked for an “amusing” letter of his own, one that had expressed—what?—“dismay.” As far as he could make out the sentence, Tourmalign wrote: “Such genuine dismay always evokes empathy. But you—” illegible—“most important that you—” illegible—“dreams—” illegible—“need help, do not hesitate—.” 
The note became even harder to decipher as Redfield’s hand began shaking. What was this? The letter seemed urgent, its contents ominous. He was being warned, and the warning concerned those very dreams that frightened him so much, that the author knew more about than anyone on earth. 
He had to examine the letter in a strong light. He should dry it immediately, blot it dry, but he was reluctant to return to his room while the electrician worked. He wasn’t afraid of him, not exactly, but he was afraid of looking foolish to a plain man with real work to do: a gormless booby of a student who typically didn’t know if he was coming or going. 
And he was going. He hadn’t fallen into the clutch of a Tourmalign story. He hadn’t written a fan-letter while drunk or invoked the magus while dreaming, he had merely misread the first sentence. Like everybody else, the mad genius was out to make a buck. He had found Redfield’s name on a sucker-list of pullulant fantasists and was offering help in the form of a seminar. That explanation matched the invitational envelope. Everything would fit once he had deciphered the message under a decent light. 
He folded the note into the envelope and managed to slip it into an inside pocket of his jacket only by bowing it slightly. It annoyed him that he still treated it with such reverence. 
He prided himself on wearing only a tweed jacket with a scarf and cap, just like his notion of an Oxford student, in the northern winters. Today he would gladly have abandoned that image if he hadn’t pawned his overcoat. His ears began to ache the minute he stepped into the storm, so he wrapped the trailing end of the scarf around them and around the lower half of his face. By the time he was finished his hands had numbed under gale-driven nails of snow. He jammed them into his pockets and curled his shoulders into his chest as he lurched through a white-out of Polar intensity, not unaware of his likeness to a revenant from meretricious films. The few shamblers he glimpsed at distant intersections when the snow caught its breath were a match for him. 
* * * *
Because it was lunchtime, or because of the snow, the administration offices had been all but abandoned. He wandered through fluorescent halls, poked into empty offices, scrutinized confusing directories, questioned students who knew less than he did. At last he found what he hoped was the right office. An African-American woman sat and stared bemusedly at the vaporous giants attacking her tall window, swirling up like all white hell broke loose, only to fall away, twirling and dividing and reforming to return as new giants for a fresh assault. Redfield grew bemused, too. It seemed to him that one cowled monster had brandished its coils at the window more than once, and he waited for its next materialization, but that never came. 
The woman started and stared with such aggrieved incomprehension that Redfield felt obliged to say, “I’m a student.” When she only glared more suspiciously, he unwound the muffling scarf from his face and repeated the words. He tried to shake the crusted snow out of it, but enough had melted to soak the wool deeply. 
She composed her features into official belligerence and swayed toward him, a huge woman, the silhouette of a galleon under full sail. “I got this letter,” he said, digging it out. He let her examine it while he fussed with his scarf. 
“What you trying to tell me?” 
“No, not that.” He snatched back Tourmalign’s letter. She seemed to be debating whether to call a security guard while he rummaged through his other pockets. The flimsy was now a wet wad, and she blamed him for this, if not for the weather itself. She smoothed it out. 
“So?” 
“I’m not....” A feature of Tourmalign’s envelope, unnoticed before, so gripped him that he forgot her completely. 
“Am I suppose to take your courses for you? So you’re failing, so?” 
“I’m sorry. I’m not taking that course. I never enrolled. It’s some kind of mixup.” 
“Sure,” she said, or something like it, as she sat herself heavily at a computer by the counter and jabbed at seemingly random keys. 
A printed sticker, or half of one, was affixed to a lower corner of the invitational envelope. It read, “ystery orm.” He thought at first it must be some scrap from his pocket that had mated with the envelope, for his pockets were full of odd, forgotten bits of paper, but it had clearly been stuck on with intentional firmness. His thumbnail failed to raise an edge. 
“Professor West?” 
“What?” Redfield said. 
“Professor West, Anthro 312, Serpent-Worship in Pre-Columbian Meso-America, is that the course you be flunking?” 
“I’m not flunking anything. Is that the course I’m supposed to be enrolled in?” 
“It say here.” 
“Well, I’m not in it. I’m not taking any courses in that department. Would you take my name off, please?” 
She laughed richly. Her face lit up when she smiled, but not with kindness. “You got to tell Professor West all about it, and then you come back here with the form he fill out.” 
“And where do I find him?” 
Her smile blackened to a scowl. She poked more keys, swearing under her breath, while Redfield examined the sticker. Unlike something that might belong on an envelope, giving additional information to the Post Office or the addressee, it had been placed vertically. 
“Bard Hall, number 215. He have office hours now—” she swiveled to check on the snow—“if he there.” 
“What do you make of this?” 
She turned the envelope this way and that until he stretched a finger beyond the counter and put it trembling on the sticker. She said, “Nothing much. ‘History dorm’?” 
“No, I don’t think so. Thanks very much.” 
“You bring that form back from Professor West, you hear?” She seemed suddenly friendly. “Then we fix you up.” 
Unwilling to brave the snow again, he loitered in the main entrance and puzzled over the sticker. Mystery Worm, or Mystery of the Worm, perhaps? The orm could be anything, but Worm seemed to fit Mystery, if that was indeed the other word. In the curious tongue of the English, a worm was not just an earthworm or a tapeworm, it could be a serpent, a dragon, Satan himself. 
* * * *
The university and the city’s slums were krakens that had hopelessly intertangled their tentacles. Bard Hall lay on Market Street, whose shops proclaimed ropas and zapatas, suggesting to Redfield that bandits might here be hanged. These shops were closed, along with the Cuban-Chinese restaurants where joints of pork would normally sizzle temptingly—but never quite enough to tempt him into assault on a double language barrier—in the windows on spits. He had passed through before, but he had never noticed Bard Hall. 
He might have missed it entirely if he hadn’t been arrested by the window of a botanica that displayed a statue of the Virgin, standing on a wreath of hooded serpents. The garish figure was identified as Caridad del Cobre, and he wondered what a cult born in Africa and transplanted to the Caribbean could have to do with cobras, natives of another locale entirely. 
The unexplained events of this day had a common thread of plausibility that especially disturbed him. Writing a fan-letter to Tourmalign and taking a course on Central American serpent-cults were things he might have done, might very well have done. He admired the one and felt curious about the other. But he hadn’t done either. He knew he hadn’t. 
The rear of the shop-window held dim objects that might have been balls, gourds or skulls. He had wondered where he might buy a skull to give his dingy room its decorational coup de grace. The entry to the adjoining building gave him a view into the side of the shop-window. Backing into it, he glanced over his shoulder and saw that the fanlight was lettered “Bard Hall.” 
Eager to escape the cold, he abandoned the quest for skulls to lurch into the foyer and puff gently on his reddened hands. The directory he examined had been usurped as a bulletin-board of flyers for weirdly named bands, curled and discolored index-cards soliciting room-mates or offering questionable services. He saw nothing suggesting the office of a Professor West, and the foyer looked like that of an ordinary tenement, its floor tiled with scaly, black-and-white octagons. He wrenched his eyes from their hypnotic spell and ascended the stairs, keeping his hand off the cold metal rail after the first painful trial. 
The next floor ballooned into a wooden cavern, as if the university had gnawed out the insides of the bodegas and ristorantes to create a vast hollow wherein to hoard its atmosphere of dust and disinfectant and ancient wood-polish. Only a bluish glow could penetrate the fog and soot on tall Gothic windows at the end, though it shone enough to make the floor look waterish. He ventured onto it like an inept skater. 
The hall was so large that it concealed the doors of the offices it was meant to service, all of them half-glazed with frosted panels. He veered toward the distant side and studied one after another, but none bore the name “West.” None seemed to be lighted within. After he had tried a few and found them locked, it struck him that the numbers on these doors were wrong: four-twelve, four-fifteen. 
He screwed up his courage and called, “Hello? Hello!,” but got no response. 
Near the windows at the end he found an unglazed door with the faded legend, Gentlemen, and he entered gratefully. It contained a single toilet whose black seat was askew. The bowl was crazed with a thousand tiny cracks, and its monumental stain had leaked into all of them, but it served his purpose. Raising his eyes, he saw something he had only been told about by old people, a coffin-like box with a chain at the side. Pipes ran down to the bowl, which had no usual tank or handle. An image of Mary as a Swinburnian demimondaine constricted by stiff corsets stirred him. 
He zipped up hastily, remembering why he was here. His imaginary enrollment in Professor West’s course was a real threat. He was unprepared for the roar of the toilet, the violent scouring of the bowl, when he pulled the chain beside the box. 
He thought he heard voices outside the door. He was sure he heard voices. 
“By swallowing its tail,” a voice seemed to say, “the worm ouroboros swallows all.” 
“ ... Tourmalign,” a second seemed to say. 
Redfield tried to pull the door open. He wanted to burst upon them and demand answers. The door refused to budge. The toilet continued to roar, then gurgle, obscuring the conversation. He hammered the door, kicked it, and at last it burst wide. The huge hall was empty, but the persons he had heard would have had more than enough time to disappear by unremarkable means. 
* * * *
If he was on the fourth floor of Bard Hall, the second would be in the basement. This was not impossible. Market Street followed the crest of a hill. The main entrance to the building might be on the downward slope of that hill. If he had entered there, he would have entered on the ground floor. That he had come in by a back entrance to the third floor would explain, too, the absence of a valid directory. 
He approached the windows and tried to rub them clear with his forearm, but that only dirtied his sleeve. The snow spattered eagerly against the glass shielding his arm, and he jerked it back. 
He saw a downward stair to his left, dark and unpromising, but he took it. He reached a narrow landing lit by a caged, naked bulb. Three doors led from it, but none was marked and all were locked. This would be the floor by which he had entered: the third? He must be descending a disused fire-exit, not a main stairway. Serpentine graffiti tangled on walls of bare brick. Snake 312 one of them read, which struck him as a very strange coincidence, but it must have been the work of an anthropology student playing at street-hooligan. 
The next flight was brighter, and he took heart from this until he saw why: it ended at a glass door to the outside. It was obviously at ground level, but by his reckoning this should be the second floor. 
No interior door led from this cramped entrance, but the stairway continued down. The hill might be irregular in shape, and the true main entrance could be somewhere to his right and another floor farther down. He pushed on the pressure-bar and managed to force the door open a few inches against drifted snow, but he was unable to see much of the building through billowing white clouds when he squeezed his head outside. He retreated and let the wind slam the door, regretting the horrendous clang that echoed and re-echoed through the stairwell. 
The downward stairway was very dark, it smelled dank and musty; but the alternative to descending was to go outdoors and slog his way across the drifted hillside in the teeth of a gale, looking for another entrance that might not exist. At very least, he might find a janitor below who could set him on the right track. 
The steps under his feet were utilitarian metal now, but the rail didn’t freeze his hand. It seemed to have been coated with a thick, rubbery material that gave in unexpected ways, as if with a life of its own. 
He reached the bottom and stepped into a puddle on the concrete floor. That and his blindness should have oppressed him, he knew, but for the first time in a long while he was truly warm, and that counted for a lot. The atmosphere of the basement was muggy. He might not have been surprised to hear the cry of an exotic bird or monkey in the humid blackness. 
“Hello?” he called. “Is anyone here?” 
Listening intently in the silence that followed, he thought he heard a hiss of steam, and a rustling that suggested stiff garments brushing the floor. Swinburne’s street-walkers strutted luminously before him, but he tried hard to replace them with a man erratically plying a broom in the distance. Whatever the sounds meant, someone was down here with him, who might not have heard him over the noise of his own work. 
He advanced by tiny steps with hands outstretched, jumping and nearly losing his balance when drops of tepid water dribbled on them. This could be nothing but the basement, the ultimate, subterranean floor of the queer building. He had overlooked some obvious feature of the structure, or he had simply miscalculated. When he found the janitor, he wouldn’t be embarrassed to admit that he badly needed guidance. 
The musty smell became distressingly sour. He was about to retreat and call this day a total loss when his path grew lighter. Blue, but intenser than snowy daylight, the luminance ahead suggested electricity. A fizzing sound rose as he advanced. He could easily picture a welder repairing a boiler. He saw that he walked in a corridor roofed and walled with a tangle of greasy black cables and sagging ducts that seemed to convulse in the uncertain light as it brightened. Shadows that made no sense jerked and writhed. 
He rounded a curve and nearly blundered into the back of a kneeling man whose hunched shoulders cherished the source of the brilliance. 
“I beg your pardon....” 
The workman sprang to his feet and whirled in one motion. Against the undiminished glare of the welding torch, or whatever it was, his silhouette radiated not just shock but outrage. His alert crouch and outstretched arms threatened immediate attack. Redfield stumbled backward. 
“I’m sorry, I’ve lost my way, I was wondering—” 
The man shrieked with fury and spattered a volley of sibilants. His bald skull gleamed in the light behind him. Oddly wedge-shaped, it recalled the electrician, and Redfield was willing to accept the improbability that his wayward course had led him to the selfsame man. 
“My name is Redfield, I’m a student, I—” 
Whether or not the man understood, this only enraged him more. He advanced, spitting and hissing in a language that bore no real resemblance to Spanish or any other tongue on earth. Redfield felt in danger of immediate and violent attack. Screaming, he turned and ran. He fell, scraping his knees and hands, but he could spare no time to rise as he hurled himself forward on all fours over rough concrete, through tepid puddles. Banging his head sickeningly into a wall, he only changed his course without interrupting his abject flight. He sensed that his pursuer hovered behind him, but his own hoarse screams drowned any noise of pursuit. 
He clanged into the metal stair and flung himself upward, somehow regaining his feet and clinging to the handrail. It must have been a different stairway, for the rail was plain, cold metal, uncovered by any rubbery substance. He hesitated when he saw a bluish light ahead, but then he realized it was only daylight and sprang toward it. He battered his way through a door with a pressure-bar and fell full-length into deep snow. 
The shock restored him. Again he must have misinterpreted. He had crept up on a workman and scared the poor fellow out of his wits. He had been angry, yes, but even more frightened than Redfield himself. No one was treading on his heels with the intention of killing him. But he scoured the snow from his eyes and peered back at the door to make absolutely sure this was true as he tried to catch his breath in agonizing whoops. 
“Go back and give him a piece of my mind,” he muttered, mocking a favorite phrase of his mother’s to cover his shame. He had already given him a piece of his skull. He touched his forehead, but the blood he saw on his fingers might have come from his scraped hands. 
He wrapped his scarf around his head. By now it was completely soaked, but the honest wool could still hold warmth. He burst to his feet and lurched down the slope. 
Redfield might have persisted in looking for Professor West, but the wind promised to be at his back all the way home. Even so it pierced his jacket, seemed to pierce his skin and meat and bones. It might have been the cosmic wind of atoms that eternally replaces flesh with dust and dust with flesh, that replaces Redfield with snow and snow with the equestrian statue across the way. That was the meaning of the worm ouroboros, the serpent eternally swallowing its tail. 
He found this thought even more depressing than any of his real problems. 
* * * *
Soaked, he hauled himself up the bannister with numb hands on numb feet and with legs pierced by knives. The last thing he needed, the fat woman with the rosary, blocked his way. He shrank to the side as she said something and exhibited her fist. Her ample thighs billowed against him. He couldn’t believe it, she aroused him. 
“Si, si, Santa Maria,” he muttered, smiling and nodding, wanting only to slither past. “Mucho—Christ!—bona.”

“Santa Maria!” she repeated, but with—loathing? And then she dealt him a profounder shock than any he had got today by spitting in his face. 
“You cunt!” he shouted after her, scouring the spit from his face with his sleeve, as she tramped heavily downward. “You and your Virgin both!” 
God, he was losing his mind! The house was probably crawling with her relatives, one of whom had to speak English. They would tear him in chunks and eat him. He continued on his way at a fast hobble, slammed his door behind him and locked it. His clothes hit the floor in soggy wads. He pulled a blanket from the bed, the first thing that came to hand, and scrubbed his bare body furiously. He wrapped the second blanket around him and coiled into his one upholstered chair with his blue feet jammed under his quaking buttocks. 
He breathed deeply, sighed, surveyed his home. No one pounded at the door. He was safe. He got up and pulled a can of beer from the jokey little refrigerator. It was far too early to drink. He would fall asleep in the early evening and wake up in a darkness that would last for hours, but he needed a restorative now. He sipped and stared at the snow against his window, hoping the storm would last a week and cover the earth to a depth of fifty feet. 
He forced himself to get up again and retrieve Tourmalign’s letter from his sodden jacket. The envelope bore only illegible smears, the letter was the same. Only the author’s letterhead—without his address—and the sticker could be read: ystery orm. He could call and ask the author what the hell this was all about, but he had no phone. Dressing and going to the pay-phone on the first floor would be a daunting task, especially since he remembered nothing but the state where Tourmalign lived. The phone would be unlisted, he would run out of coins, the beige woman would return to spit on him. 
He still had the erection she had improbably provoked. He toyed with it listlessly. Swinburne would have begged her to spit on him—Our Lady of Pain!—and her ample figure might have appealed to his taste. She wasn’t all that bad, merely older than Redfield by ten years or so and unfashionably buxom. Black eyes, rose-beige skin. The heavy white limbs and the cruel red mouth like a venomous flower....

He pictured her fist, so tiny against her huge breasts, her thick lips. He saw it with the rosary entangled—but was it a rosary? When he tried to see her, he saw a smooth, black, shiny thing entwined in her fingers, a greasy black rope. Before he knew it, his seed was spurting into the blanket. 
* * * *
He woke up wet and shivering. He blamed what he once would have called his sin, and it seemed sinful, or at least shameful, to masturbate and sit dully while the slime cooled enough to rouse him. But it was dark now. Hours must have passed since then. 
He had spilled his can of beer in his lap. He swore and stilted up on cramped legs, flinging the blanket aside. He tripped over something, shouting in fear as he fell forward. The sensation in the arm he had tried to fling out in defense was more like a white bolt of clear light than a pain, but it very soon became a pain. He could recall none worse. 
His fall seemed to have shaken the building, and he lay waiting for the neighbors to hammer, but they didn’t. The distinctive zones of human and electronic gibberish that defined his space were silent. He heard only a pervasive rustling that he ascribed to a grittier sort of snow against the dim window. It must be later than he was willing to accept. 
He rose to his knees. His right arm wouldn’t bend. He tried to gather it against him with his left, but the pain made him cry out again. He found a table-lamp and pushed the switch, but nothing happened. He had probably tripped over the cord and unplugged it, although his best recollection suggested a more substantial obstacle that had no business cluttering his floor. 
“I have a serious problem to deal with,” he muttered, and the words almost pleased him, they were so true, so unlike the usual drift of his life in their precision. The only people within shouting distance disliked him or—as that woman’s behavior suggested—detested him. He had earned a name as a late-night howler and midnight stamper. If he caught their notice, would they do more than hammer for peace? If they came to his door, would they help him, or would they break his other arm and go back to bed? 
And it was broken. The elbow no longer conformed to his deeply-ingrained image of his own elbow, and that rupture with accepted reality was almost worse than the pain itself. The pain, though, was bad enough. When he fondled the break, bones ground audibly, and he fell to his knees with a scream. 
When his sobs subsided, he listened hard. He heard nothing but the rustle of incipient sleet, even though he had hit the floor with all his weight. He had screamed very loudly. 
He needed light. He got to his feet, noticing how unexpectedly important it was to have two sound arms in order to stand. He went to the door and fumbled beside it for the light switch. His hand rocketed away from something that should not have been there. 
The electrician, of course, the electrician: he had been drilling beside the door, and he had ... what had he done? The light-switch was missing. Through the hole he had drilled, a thick cable, thick as Redfield’s arm, had been inserted. Something about its texture made him jerk his hand away. 
But there would be a light in the hall. When he tried to verify this by peering through the crack, he saw nothing. He fumbled with the doorknob, turned the catch of the lock, but the door was immovable. He pounded on the door, kicked it, but when he paused, out of breath and strength, he heard nothing but his own wheezing gasps. 
He tried to organize his thoughts. The hall was dark, and the electric clock by his bed did not shine. The power in the building must be out. Brilliant! He couldn’t read his cheap watch in the dark. He took it to the window, hoping that a streetlight down the way might help him, but that streetlight was out, too. He saw no light, just a pinkish pallor in the gap where the sky should have been. Unseen snowflakes pattered against the window. 
The power-failure was general. His neighbors had abandoned the building. Why? The heat wasn’t electric, it was steam, but he noticed now that he was cold. The boiler must be controlled by electricity. He had been abandoned to freeze in darkness with a broken arm because they hated Anglo-Saxons; or more likely, because they had knocked on his door, hadn’t been answered, and assumed he was out, or occupied with those concerns he had never condescended to tell them about. He should have been nicer to them; but they had always scared him, he had to admit. 
Turning inward, he found that he could very nearly see in the pervasive pallor, but not quite. He could discern shadowy shapes he knew and some he didn’t know. The floor seemed especially thick with long shadows that he avoided. He heard a thin hissing that suggested the heat would soon return. 
He would have liked to have a beer, but the effort to reach his chair, only a few steps away, was the most he could manage. The refrigerator lay in far deeper darkness. He found his blanket, not all wet, and gathered it around his nakedness. He stared at the dim window and tried to tell himself that he was reasonably comfortable, that he could last until morning. 
The pain in his arm now throbbed to the rhythm of his heart. It was hard to shake the delusion that he had an enormous, red-glowing arm that was twice the size of his body. Leaning to the right and letting his knuckles rest on the floor seemed to minimize the pain. Capt. Scott—“ ... these rough notes and our dead bodies...”—would never have whined about the mere inconvenience of a broken arm. 
But Capt. Scott in his antiseptic Antarctic had had no snakes to deal with, and now the thick shadows on Redfield’s floor were on the move. He gathered his feet into the chair, screaming, but he could not gather in his right arm. He heard the hissing he had thought was snow, the rustling he had dismissed as steam, but the writhing and interwreathing shadows now told him what those sounds meant. 
He tried to rise—he would have leaped naked through the window into the snowstorm, if he could have—but his hand was held. A numb constriction spread upward toward the splintered elbow by slow degrees. He was being swallowed. 
He plunged his left hand down into the darkness and seized the thick, rubbery sleeve that muffled his right hand and forearm. It was ponderous. He heard a rustling of monstrous coils as the creature that held him set itself to resist. The abomination slipped from his grasp in its sliminess until he dug his fingernails in, and the pain of wrenching his elbow upward was all but fatal: yet these things had to be done. He dragged it within reach of the only weapons he had, his teeth. 
Those teeth were strong and sharp. He gouged great chunks from the worm, the Mystery Worm, that his neighbors had sent and that Tourmalign had tried to warn him of. He pulled out tubular things and sinewy things, he cracked long bones that seemed anomalous to the anatomy of a snake, but he knew that this was no common snake. 
No wonder, it seemed, as he gouged and chewed and spat, that the blood pumping into his lap was warm.




WATER AND THE SPIRIT
Their horses wading daintily in morning mist, Heinrich von der Hiedlerheim and his mighty men jingled down from their tall abode through a wood where autumn raged. This season of bright colors and luminous haze filled Heinrich to bursting with restlessness, an atavistic compulsion to follow the geese, or perhaps the mammoths, to seek the sun or sack Rome. His singers, his cup-bearers and his concubines were forced to work long hours in the autumn. His warriors worked even harder at avoiding playful combats that could tumble into wrathful sincerity. 
“Know, O Prince!” The speaker burst upon them like a great fungus sprung up in their path. Men cursed, horses reared and shrieked, swords and axes flashed. Bristling with hair and twigs, brandishing a crooked cross of sticks, the apparition howled: “Know, O Prince, that Babylon’s doom is upon you, for you have fornicated under every green tree. Wo unto him that riseth up early in the morning to follow strong drink! Wo unto him that would slay his brother to lie with his brother’s wife! Wo unto him that would burn Jews on the Sabbath, eat meat on Friday and take the name of the Lord in vain!” 
“Not every green tree,” Heinrich protested. 
“Aye, mock me with your pride! A sin! Your gluttony at table, your sloth in the service of Christ, your envy of your emperor, your lust for what creature soever on two legs or four tempts you with its youth and warmth! Sins, sins, sins!” 
“You have failed to task me with the sin of anger, but it tempts me. To remove this temptation and make you a forgiving Christian, I command my men to baptize you in yonder river.” 
“My lord, this is Holy Hugo,” protested Reinhardt, who had earned himself a womanish name by sparing Magyar infants and dogs. But Lothar and Wolfgang were haply at the graf’s right hand, and they sprang to seize the hermit by arms and legs. They swung him, lustily chanting the baptismal formula—“ ... et-spiritus-sancti-amen!”—and lofted him out over the steely flood of the Edelwesel. Flapping and twisting like a shot crow, shrieking garbled maledictions, he fell into the torrent and sank. 
Reinhardt said: “My lord, Holy Hugo—” 
“Cannot, it would seem, walk on water.” 
“True. But he may be able to breathe it. Despite the apparent theological inconsistency, he is an infamous wizard.” 
* * * *
The warlord’s most irksome neighbor, the Bishop of Wurzendorf, had recently imported Greekish artisans to build him a steam-bath. Upon arriving at the palace, Heinrich was told that the bishop, with his sweating acolytes and catamites, would receive him in that dissolute swamp. Heinrich was in the habit of bathing only when necessary, and of stripping naked only in darkness. But he suspected that the bishop knew this and was trying to put him off balance, so he braved it out. 
“Your scars are a map of German triumphs!” the bishop cried in a voice that rose from an oily baritone to a jarring squeak. He was only fourteen, but neither his youth nor the stigma of bastardy had prevented him from earning a miter on the strength of his piety alone, as his uncle, Emperor Otto II, often boasted. 
The only map that concerned Heinrich was that of his estates, upon which the prelate had grossly infringed, but it would be unwise to state his grievance at the outset. Better to confess some minor lapse and put the pudgy youth in a forgiving mood. 
“My Lord Bishop, I have sinned,” he said as he squeezed into the intolerably dense atmosphere and picked his way through a serpent’s nest of invisible limbs. The bishop led him to an open cubicle and urged him to sit by his side on an oaken bench. 
“You aren’t going to start that, are you? ‘Forgive me for this, forgive me for that.’ Christ! It’s enough to make me vomit, the things you folk get up to. I’m off duty now, dear graf, so wait until you see some paltering priest before you start babbling about what you do when you think of Our Blessed Mother.” 
Heinrich pressed on: “I slew the hermit known as Holy Hugo.” 
“Well, good for you!” The bishop clapped him on a stony shoulder, his velvety hand lingering for an instant longer than the warlord liked. “Eremites are supposed to report to me, you know. We can’t have people going off into the wilderness and praying by themselves, can we? Holy Hugo never reported, and anyone I sent to remind him never came back.” 
“That a monk should be a wizard—” 
“A heretic, you mean!” The Bishop spoke with such vehemence that Heinrich was forced to admit he had indeed meant to say that. “He was no Christian at all, for though he professed devotion to the Son and the Holy Ghost, he heaped blasphemous scorn upon God the Father.” 
Questions of precedence among their three gods were a sore point with these carping clerics, and surely the last thing you wanted to get a bishop nattering about. An ill-considered word might provoke excommunication, which prevented your own wife from lying with you, or interrogation, which could prevent you from lying with anyone else’s. 
“Hugo’s mother,” the bishop went on, “was a foreigner and notorious spell-caster, who boasted that she was the last of an ancient race of were-foxes who worshipped the demon Bacchus. My predecessor broiled those vapors out of her, you can be sure. Hugo himself is—was, I mean, thank you, dear graf!—obsessed with seeking the ancient clepsydra that, he said, the Father had set in motion to create Time itself. Hugo believed that by reversing this clock with hydromantic arts he could restore to mankind the eternal pleasures of Eden.” 
This sounded like some kind of wizard to Heinrich, but he nodded and tried to look orthodox. He apparently succeeded, for the bishop beamed at him and cried, “I think I’ll grant you a plenary indulgence, you splendid blond beast, good for the rest of your life. In nomine, et cetera.” The boy sketched a languid loop in the steam. “That covers every sin ... except disobeying bishops.” 
Those who dared to irk Heinrich were routinely rebuked with five pounds of iron in the face. Even if he hadn’t left his spiky gauntlet outside, he couldn’t correct a bishop that way, at least not in the depths of a stronghold swarming with nominal clergymen who bore arms and were rumored to howl at the moon. It was clear that the bishop had farted, however, making the atmosphere even more intolerable. The graf set his hard face to granite lest it should show his disgust with the flatulent stripling. 
“What do you want?” the bishop demanded of someone on Heinrich’s blind side. He said to the graf: “That creature isn’t with you, is it?” 
Heinrich’s left eye had been treacherously gouged out in his childhood by a Wend he had been strangling. He usually kept Reinhardt at his left hand to make up for this loss. Soft-hearted or not, Reinhardt could make a viper seem indecisive when his lord was threatened. But the invitation to the bath had not included his bodyguards. He swiveled his head to behold the drenched and dripping figure of Holy Hugo in the steam. This apparition, and not the bishop, exuded the feculent stench. Whatever relief this gave was canceled by the sight of the hermit’s gray skin and milky eyes. With his jaw hanging slack and drooling river-bottom slime, he was plainly dead. 
“Wotan!” Heinrich cried. 
“Really, dear fellow, if there’s one thing I can’t abide, it’s a persistence in superstitious, pagan—” 
The revenant seized the bishop by the throat and lifted him, kicking and flailing, from his seat. Heinrich sprang upright. He was appalled to find himself cringing into a corner. He had never in his life reacted to a threat in that way, nor had he ever thought twice about dealing a blow. The extra moment gave his blow the force of a hammer, but it was like striking a pond with a hammer. Fist and arm slipped through Hugo’s liquid form, and Heinrich sprawled on the planks of the floor. At the same time he was drenched in a shockingly cold flood. 
He was on his feet at once, but it was impossible to sort out his impressions of the last few seconds. He was soaked and shivering in the steam, as if someone had dumped a bucket of cold water over him, and he expected to confront the man who had done it. But no one stood before him. Holy Hugo was gone. The bishop lay contorted on the floor with a great purple plum stuffed in his gaping mouth: his tongue, Heinrich knew at once, the tongue of a strangled corpse. Blood oozed around the imprint of fingers in his fat neck. 
“What?” someone demanded at his elbow. “What have you—?” 
Unluckily for the skinny priest who quizzed him, Heinrich was again able to think. The occupants of this hellish stew had sensed only a violent disturbance in the steam. They had seen nothing. The graf slammed his fist down on the priest’s tonsure and drove him to his knees. 
“That will teach you not to kill bishops, foul heretic!” 
No one of the soft, moist throng who pressed unpleasantly around Heinrich could contest this version of events. The priest he had struck couldn’t. (This culprit’s refusal to regain consciousness for a full week, despite unstinting application of hot irons, icy immersions and caustic enemas, proved that he was an obstinate sinner, and so the bishop’s angry staff dropped his comatose body headfirst from the topmost spire of the cathedral. Except perhaps in a religious sense, this, too, failed to wake him.) 
Even as he elaborated on his tale of treason and heresy, the graf stared at the floor beneath his feet, where a quantity of water lay spilled. It rapidly seeped through the seams of the floorboards. No one else seemed to notice that it left behind some river weeds and a few twitching minnows and crayfish. 
Heinrich bent to pick up a glimmering, pea-sized object that caught his eye among this wrack, but it skittered away from his fingers as if by design before dropping through the boards. 
* * * *
As it always did, Heinrich’s mood mellowed with the coming of long rains and long nights. In the twelve-foot bed that he shared with his principal heroes and their lemans, along with his favorite hounds and Wolfgang’s beloved goat, it was sweet to sleep with the rain pattering and plashing and gurgling all around; and sweet to couple, too, even though in his half-wakefulness he was sometimes uncertain whom or what he coupled with. By Christmas, when the glowworm-sun made only a perfunctory appearance that was often obscured by snow, he would be positively merry. Heinrich was a creature of night and fog. 
The resurrection of Holy Hugo no longer troubled him. He had known a shaman of the Wends who could raise the dead, he had known a rabbi of the Jews who could draw an image of a man in sand and have it rise up and walk, both to the extreme discomfiture of his simple-hearted Saxon warriors. That a wizard might remake himself from the water wherein he had drowned seemed commonplace. 
Life is hard enough for the living, Heinrich knew, and a dead man labors under a further handicap. He bought a few masses for the repose of Holy Hugo’s soul, hoping to increase his difficulties, for a vengeful spirit would surely be encumbered by a swarm of angels or demons striving to escort him to his eternal reward. The matter seemed closed. 
These self-satisfied thoughts had crossed his mind when he drifted off on a night of particularly torrential rain. He was woken before dawn by a woman’s piercing shrieks of outrage, disgust and, ultimately, puzzlement: “Help! Rape! I’m being ... douched?“ 
The bed disgorged its inmates in a commotion of shouts and screams and barks. Candles were lit from the dying hearth, torches ignited. Swords were drawn to no purpose. Sleepy attendants and quidnuncs tumbled into the room to swell the uproar. 
A lady called Sieglinde had caused the disturbance. Drenched and shivering, not just from cold but loathing, she babbled an incoherent account of her violation. She was closely attended, less for the nonsense she spoke than for her heedless display of wet charms. Brother Matthias, who bustled in to cover her with a blanket, was thwarted by a deft kidney-punch. 
She asserted that a smelly intruder had raped her. In response to her violent struggles, he had not just doused her and half-drowned her but intimately injected her with icy water. All were prepared to dismiss this as a dream provoked by a fresh leak in the roof until it was remarked that three men had not yet stirred from the soaked bed, including Sieglinde’s husband, Lothar. They had been strangled. A heavy silence fell, to be broken by Wolfgang’s roar of grief upon discovering that his goat had suffered the same fate. 
It was thought suspicious—especially by Brother Matthias, who further suspected the graf of nearly killing him with that cowardly blow—that Heinrich paid no further heed to the gleaming and goose-pimply Sieglinde, nor to the corpses on the bed, but turned from the scene to push aside the oiled linen that covered an embrasure and contemplate the continuing downpour: as if he found the weather more interesting than the outrages against his vassals. 
* * * *
It took a week for the bed to dry, and Heinrich and his intimates were forced to sleep on the floor like ordinary people. This was especially galling to the hounds, who spent the livelong night pacing with clicking claws to find a comfortable spot, then twisting to screw themselves into its invisible limits, only to rise after fretful naps and pace again. Instead of throwing things at the dogs—and he was the only one who would have dared to—Heinrich observed them. On the night of the horrors, he had glimpsed Schrecklichen pursuing something that might have been a mouse, though it looked more like a bead of quicksilver, until she collided painfully with the wall. She had persisted in snuffling and growling and clawing at a seam in the stone blocks that appeared too narrow even for a mouse to squeeze through. On their rounds of the room, Schrecklichen and the other hounds now would give this chink a routine sniffing. Heinrich believed it was not just the absence of a bed that made them restless. 
Although the graf was given to mad rages even when sober, and therefore seemed the obvious culprit, suspicion turned on Sieglinde as her story grew stranger with each retelling. Her marriage to Lothar had been tempestuous. Whenever he tried to beat her, she had bitten off one of his fingers, knocked out some of his teeth or stabbed him. He had shown off his domestic scars with greater pride than those he had earned in battle. “Who else dares to couple with a she-wolf?” he would demand as he flaunted his latest mutilation, and no one had the heart to answer: Just about everybody.

Once her guilt was established by consensus, a clamor arose to throw Sieglinde off the battlements, but Heinrich ordered that she instead take her vows at the convent of St. Horrida. Some grumbled that this was no punishment at all, exile to a bucolic spa where ladies whose liberty was deemed inconvenient wallowed in sapphism and vindictive prayer. But this debate was forgotten in outrage over a fresh enormity. 
In his rounds of the countryside, Brother Matthias carried a flask for sprinkling holy water on infants, the sick and the occasional werewolf. Now that its silver finish had rubbed off, it seemed nothing more than a plain zinc flask; but Cardinal della Malebolgia, from whom the friar had bought it in Rome, had attested that this was the vessel Mary Magdalene had used to bring oil to the feet of Jesus. When it was stolen, its theft was seen as not just an inconvenience to Brother Matthias, not just an affront to Holy Mother Church, but as an assault against the majesty of God Almighty. 
So Brother Matthias saw it, and his sermons scaled heights of fervor from which the Apocalypse might be viewed as a sunlit garden of moderation. His auditors did not merely hear about the tortures of the damned, they felt them as their flesh blistered from the heat and bled from the pricking of imps’ tridents. The innocent threw fits and the wicked dropped dead before the torrent of fire that poured from his golden throat. 
Satan, it was evident to everyone, had chosen to walk abroad in the domain of Heinrich von der Hiedlerheim. Although some ascribed this to the graf’s murder of a holy man, not even Brother Matthias was so simple as to suggest it aloud. 
But Satan himself was persuaded to stay at home by the cold that clamped down on the final month of the Year of Our Lord 980. The Millennium was not due for twenty years yet, but some scholars spent sleepless nights in a meticulous collation of Scriptures and the calendar, for the weather that now prevailed could portend nothing less than the end of the world. 
In Ostenburg, it was said, fires froze on the hearths. When a peasant who had set out to bring a sample of this wonder to his lord stopped for refreshment in a warm tavern, the fire thawed inside his smock and burned him to ashes. Searchers who retrieved the frozen body of a woodcutter in the vicinity of Dimnitz happened to drop the corpse, which broke into innumerable tiny crystals that were seized and scattered by the wind. 
With the cold came snow in every conceivable variety and permutation, in feathery flakes and wet wads, in stone bullets and steely darts, sometimes lit by unseasonable lightning in godless shades of pink and green. Strong men groveled before not only the fury but also the whimsicality of their Maker. 
As he had known it would, Heinrich’s mood lightened in the cold and darkness: so much so that those who already believed he was possessed were persuaded that a new and infinitely worse demon had set up residence. After a night and a day and most of another night of relentless drinking, he mounted naked to battlements slicked with black ice and, shaking his fist at a gale of granular snow, raved at its inability to harm him. He was lifted like a cowslip and hurled downward by an unexpected gust, but the snow was so deep at the foot of the ramparts that he rose laughing and hurled snowballs at his would-be rescuers. 
* * * *
Under the influence of his wife, Hrotswilda, a fastidious lady of the Franks, Heinrich strove to set an example of gentility for his household. At the riotous feast on Christmas Eve, when he felt an urgent need to relieve his bladder, he made a point of stepping outside to the courtyard. 
Others, he reflected as he lifted his tunic, might have minded the icy gravel that ground his face, the importunate cold that instantly froze the mucus in his drooping mustache, but to him these proved that Holy Hugo was powerless. The ghost had incarnated himself from the water of a river, from a deluge of rain, but how could he fashion a useful body from stiff ice? Heinrich guffawed as his hot stream pierced the snow. 
He had drunk deeply. Minutes passed as he hummed a tune, impressed his personal mark on the snow, stared up at the battering sleet, looked down to watch the steam rise.... 
An instant before it happened, he knew that he had grossly tempted fate. He had challenged Hugo, who now rose before him as a yellow mist. He tried to stop, knowing that increased micturition only gave strength to the revenant, but he might as well have tried to stem the torrent of the Edelwesel by his will alone. Spraying urine that further solidified the apparition, he groped for the sword that he had left behind him in the great hall. Slimy hands gripped his throat. 
“Begone to hell, clock-seeking, Father-mocking son of a witching bassarid!” he cried, but those few who misheard their lord over the uproar of the feast assumed that he had barked his shin and was venting his fury in characteristic style. 
Hard blows were not new to Heinrich, and he knew how they tended to baffle. But to ignore that initial bafflement, to resist the temptation to explore the question, “What has happened to me?”: that way lay victory. He punched, he kicked, he bit, and the answer gradually came to him that he had been flung back on the ice of the courtyard, taking a fearful knock to his skull and spine. He spat in the yellow face of the demon, which only drew strength from the liquid addition. 
If a human foe had tried this absurd method of attack, Heinrich would simply have gripped his assailant’s wrists and torn them away, or burst them outward with his own strong wrists, but this could not be done. His hands fumbled vainly in the mist of the phantom forearms while the grip on his neck stayed hard as iron. The thing’s body was likewise insubstantial. He might as well have tried to bite fog or knee a moonbeam in the crotch. 
It seemed to the graf that his brain had so swelled that it might erupt through his ears and eyeballs. That agony faded as a calm crept into his soul. The demon’s face seemed far away, perceived down the length of a dark tunnel, and what did the struggle matter? Heinrich knew this tranquil phase for what it was, and the last, dim scrap of his spirit roused itself to die fighting. Still groping by reflex for his absent sword, his hand closed on the zinc flask he had stolen and kept by him all these weeks. What had he meant to do with it? He hardly knew, but he pulled the stopper and jammed the mouth between his attacker’s eyes. 
The grip vanished, and the ghost with it. He was drenched by a sudden flood, then hammered with freezing sleet. Coughing, retching, he braced his torso up on one trembling elbow before spewing his Christmas dinner. Through all this he kept the flask firmly plugged, although the captive soul rattled and raged and pricked his thumb cruelly. With infinite care, he replaced his thumb with the stopper and drove it home tight. 
No man living, and few dead or unborn, could match the high deeds of Heinrich von der Hiedlerheim. But now he had triumphed in the most desperate struggle of his life; and all that anyone ever said about it—most pointedly Hrotswilda, with cruel allusion to swinish debauchery and premature senility—was that he had made a stinking mess of himself.




CONGRATULATIONS!
“Hey, Mom, the witch is here!” 
“Don’t call her that, Mandy,” I whispered on my way to the door. 
“She says she is.” 
I would have to speak to Alison Strange about that, but ... she was strange. She floated through life with the beatific smile of a maniac. 
“Guess what?” she asked. 
Her face shone. She could have been a prematurely gray forty, or she could have been twice that age. 
She couldn’t wait. Breathlessly she announced, “I’ve won ten million dollars!” 
She waved an envelope blazoned with the grinning mug of Ted McGoohan, America’s foremost shill to credulous elders. What could I tell her? 
“That’s ... wonderful.” 
“The thing is, I have to take my nap, and I don’t want to miss the Prize Platoon if they come with my check. Would you watch for them and call me if I don’t answer my door?” 
“Of course, Alison, but—” 
“You’re such a dear! Just tap on this when you want to call.” 
She had left me with an empty oatmeal box. As she floated off, she unreeled the twine attached to it. 
“What’s that for, Mom?” 
“It’s like a toy telephone.” 
“Cool!” 
The last fight with George started when he insisted on reading those Oz books to Mandy. To maintain my standards, I should explain mental illness to her. And I ought to explain fraudulent advertising to Alison. I gave up and went back to grading papers. 
When I picked up the phone later, it kept ringing. 
“Mom? Should I answer the oatmeal box?” 
“No!” 
It was out of reach from her wheelchair, fortunately. I forced myself to pick it up. 
“Yes?” 
“Did you see the Prize Platoon?” Her voice was so clear I glanced around the living room. But it came from the box. 
“No, Alison, they didn’t come.” 
“That’s odd!” 
“Alison—” But she’d hung up, or whatever. 
“How does that work, Mom?” 
“It must be a mini-transmitter.” I turned the box over, finding nothing but stray flakes. 
“Magic!” 
“No, Mandy. There’s a natural explanation for everything.” 
When Alison came to the door, I explained what her letter really said: if she had the winning number.... 
“You mean, it’s a lie?” 
I never thought I’d see her smile fade into a look that scared me. “I’m afraid so.” 
“And that nice Mr. McGoohan ... well, I’ll just have to fix his wagon!” The smile was back, but with a disquieting edge. 
When I came home from my afternoon class, I was outraged to find Agrippina watching Straight Dope with Mandy. I was about to snap it off and launch a stern, bilingual lecture when the trash-news program mentioned Ted McGoohan. He and the executives of Publishers’ Counting House had gone missing. 
“The bruja got them,” Mandy said. “Right, Agrippina?” 
“Is possib-lay.”

I was resting my eyes and thinking about going on Prozac when the oatmeal box rang. 
“Can you come over, dear? I want to show you something.” 
On Alison’s antique television set, a giant console with a tiny black-and-white screen, McGoohan looked even worse with his clothes off than I would have imagined. He and some business-types were hanging upside down on hooks while imps did the sort of things to them that couldn’t be shown even on cable. 
Ted looked straight at me and mouthed, Help! The swift punishment for this was so unspeakably foul that I turned away. 
“I turned the sound off,” Alison said, “because they’re such crybabies. Shall I—?” 
“No!” 
“Where’s my ten million dollars, Teddy?” she screamed at the screen, and I took the chance to slip out. 
In the special announcement on all the networks, McGoohan looked ghastly, especially when his cheery smile degenerated into tics. His famous chuckle might have come from the grave when he tried to explain the error that necessitated a special award of ten million dollars to Alison Strange. I later saw him on Straight Dope, fleeing reporters at a brisk limp and weeping at questions about his health and recent whereabouts. 
“Why, what brings you here?” Alison asked, beaming as she opened her door. “Would you like some tea? Some money?” 
“No, neither. It’s about Mandy. The doctors say she’ll never walk.” 
“Those doctors! Come inside, I’ll get them on my television set—” 
“No! I meant, if you could ... cure her.” 
“Why, that’s easy! I never wanted to interfere, considering your peculiar beliefs.” 
“Oh, thank you! And my life—my career—” 
“There, there!” She gathered me in her arms. “I can fix anything, dear.”




WHY WE FEAR THE DARK
“Eep?” I repeated.
“Ypres,” Dogman said, and spelled it. “The Brits called it Wipers in the First War. Most of them probably got killed then.” 
“The cats?” 
“No, the cultists. The people who.... You ever read Blackwood’s Ancient Sorceries?”

“Yeah, I think so.” Keep the perp talking, first rule of police procedure. 
“It was based on the history of Ypres,” Dogman said. “In the Middle Ages, the people were accused of cat-worship, so one day a year they flung cats off the cathedral. Only it was probably still worship. Ritual sacrifice of a god.” 
Moog stood on the brake. I grabbed his arm before he could unclip the shotgun under the dashboard. 
“Give me a minute alone with this guy, sarge. Please.” 
“You and him and the shotgun?” 
“That’s the idea.” I never noticed what a nasty smile Trooper Moog had. Great. Alone at midnight in the pine barrens with two loonies. 
I said, “They were cats, trooper. It was nothing you wouldn’t see in a slaughterhouse. If we ate cats.” 
No. It was worse. Probably the most sadistic mess I’d ever walked into. But you had to keep your sense of perspective. 
“If he hadn’t taken a shot at us,” I said, “he would be looking at minor misdemeanors.” 
“He took a shot at me,” Moog said. 
“I missed,” Dogman said. 
“I won’t,” Moog said. 
“Drive, trooper.” On a sudden hunch I asked Dogman, “Why’d you shoot at Moog? You think he’s a cat-worshipper?” 
“The gun went off.” 
“You got any other cat-worshippers buried in your basement?” 
“They change,” Dogman said. “If you dig up my yard, you’ll only find cats.” 
Hoo boy. Mental note: dig up his yard. “That’s interesting. When they kill a werewolf in the movies, it changes to a person.” 
“That’s just superstition,” said Dogman, the supreme rationalist. “If there is a reason, it’s because a werewolf is supposedly a person to start with. Cat-people are the opposite.” 
“So ... all those cats in your house, they were people when you killed them?” 
“Sometimes it’s hard to tell. Did you know we all come from Africa?” 
“I’m Flemish,” Moog spat. 
“Way back, I mean. And in the same place where humans evolved, at the same time, a special sort of cat evolved. Scientists believe it developed the way it did to prey on us.” 
It was hard to keep a straight face while flashing on Sylvester Pussycat chasing Raquel Welch, cavegirl. I said, “A killer kitty-cat?” 
“I mean cat, generically. Big. And specialized, the ideal man-killer. It’s why we still fear the dark, when it could see. Being so specialized, it may have been able to read our minds, hypnotize us, control our thoughts, who knows?” 
“Yeah, but we won,” I said. “Where is it today?” 
“Where, indeed?” 
“So you believe—Moog!” 
He swerved, and I saw a bright light. No sound, no impact, just a red flash. 
I woke up hearing crickets. The burst radiator hissed. Noisy place, when all I wanted was to sleep. 
Two shotgun-blasts squelched that idea. I was alone in the car. I figured Dogman had just been shot while trying to escape. 
I squeezed out into the ditch and staggered up to the road. I was bleeding, and some parts would hurt like hell later. 
I was almost knocked down by the slipstream of a semi. When it passed, I saw a figure with a shotgun across the road. 
“Hey, trooper!” I shouted. 
“I don’t know where he is,” Dogman called back. 
“Oh, Jesus!” Before I had my automatic out, Dogman tossed the shotgun to the middle of the road. 
With my eyes on the suspect as I crossed, I stepped in something. The truck driver had seen the wreck and was backing up. By his lights I saw the fresh, flat remains of an animal. A large cat, maybe. 
“How did you fire the shotgun in handcuffs?” I asked Dogman. 
“Your friend shot at me. I just picked up the gun when it came flying my way.” 
“You mean, he got hit by the semi?” I called, “Moog!” 
Dogman clammed up after that. Since he hadn’t killed any people that we knew of, he was committed to a state hospital only briefly. He’s out now, probably pursuing his mission. 
We never did find Moog’s body, but the barrens are vast, full of bogs and quicksand. The case would puzzle me less if, beside the car, I hadn’t found his neatly-folded uniform.




THE DISPOSAL OF UNCLE DAVE
Aunt Helen was crazy. I wasn’t supposed to question her about Uncle Dave or the toad. 
This worked when I didn’t see her much, but when Mom went to the hospital to get my new sister, I stayed with Aunt Helen. 
“Do you like football, Aunt Helen?” I planned to work my way into suggesting that I would rather watch cartoons. 
“No, but your Uncle Dave does,” she called from the kitchen. 
Uncle Dave took off before I was born. The only one watching television was me. And the toad, sitting in a battered easy chair that didn’t match the other furniture. 
I switched to Porky Pig. The toad hopped off the chair and out to the kitchen. 
“You want another beer, Dave?” she asked, and she snapped a pop-top. 
I couldn’t resist going to look. The toad was drinking beer out of a bowl. 
“I changed the channel,” I said. 
“It wasn’t much of a game.” 
“Did he—” I cleared my throat “—tell you that?” 
“Of course not. You don’t suppose he can talk, do you?” She laughed merrily. “I heard the score.” 
I said, “Is the toad Uncle Dave?” 
“Hasn’t anybody told you?” 
“They just told me not to ask.” 
“That’s funny! As if it was something like sex, or....” 
Or like being a loony, I thought. She knelt to refill the bowl, which held only half a can. 
“It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” she said. “One evening we were eating dinner and I saw a bum trying to steal the hood ornament off our car. I forget what kind, it was like a torpedo going through a hoop? 
“I told Dave and he ran out and shoved the bum. They argued, and the bum went to grab the ornament again, so Dave hit him and knocked him down. And kicked him.” She swept up the toad and said, “You really had a temper in those days, sweetie!” 
The toad wriggled wildly, but it settled down when she set it back with its beer. It bothered me that she didn’t even wipe her hands on her apron. I would have scrubbed mine with steel wool. 
“So Dave came inside and told me the bum said he was a wizard who was feuding with another wizard, and this other wizard had stolen his rune-staff and kept disguising it as different things. Like our hood ornament. He was laughing fit to bust until I told him that the bum was back. 
“He was really mad this time. I followed him, but before I got to the door, I heard this awful wind, and it suddenly went pitch-black outside. It was like a tornado, but it was over in a second. When I went out, Dave was gone, and so was the bum. And so was the hood ornament.” 
“Wow,” I said. 
“That’s exactly what I said! The police got nasty when they couldn’t find Dave or anyone who’d even seen the bum, and they thought I’d murdered him. Everybody knew he was a real SOB.” 
The toad stopped drinking and looked at her. 
“Well, you were. And you still would be, if you could.” 
“How did you find him?” 
“Every morning I found these pebbles on the stoop, arranged to spell, ‘HELP,’ or something, but they got mostly scuffed away by the paperboy or the mailman. And the toad kept hanging around. I chased it with a broom a couple of times. 
“One morning I got up early on purpose, and there was this complete message, ‘YOU GOD DAMNED DUMBBELL, I AM THE TOAD!’ I couldn’t doubt it, that was Dave’s style.” 
“Does he still write with pebbles?” 
“Nowadays he just smashes the ketchup or mayonnaise and scribbles. But if you want him to put on a show, forget it. He enjoys embarrassing me, like he did with the police.” 
Some interesting questions struck me later, but I couldn’t ask them on Christmas cards, and they were our only contact after she married an Air Force guy and moved to Utah. 
Mom said, “Thank God, she didn’t take that toad with her!” 
We moved into Aunt Helen’s old house, so I was able to make a thorough search for the toad, but I never found it. Mom believed she had “come to her senses” and flushed it down the toilet. 
One way or another, I figure she got away with the perfect crime. 
Unless Uncle Dave hops out of the toilet one of these days.




GETTING IT ALL BACK
Thank God, it was over. Our stingy parents would sew mailbags for the rest of their lives while Joe and I at long last put their money to good use. 
They had brought it on themselves. “No” was the litany that stole our childhood. No to Joe’s comic books, no to my pajama parties, no to makeup and rock music, no to the twentieth century: for Christ’s sake. 
No, we couldn’t go away to college. If they footed the bill, we would have to attend the Bible college across town. But at least we would be out of the house most of the time, and we would meet people our own age. 
Getting them to pay was the main incentive. They had millions from Grandpa’s estate, but they only bought us things that came with a money-back guarantee to make our lives a boring hell. 
The school wasn’t all bad. The books of scoffers had slithered into the library, the Film Society showed depraved movies, and the Student Lounge had television to corrupt our souls. 
Joe, who had a knack for whoppers, told Mommy and Daddy he was studying the Apocryphal Book of Maryjane. His intensive research into that work brought on his sophomore breakdown, which was really just a screwup, but his advisor called it a breakdown and steered him to a psychologist. 
Insomnia, depression—the therapist made a lightning diagnosis of sexual abuse. My brother picked it up and ran with it. He would tell me the yarns he spun to please his shrink until we rolled on the floor, shrieking, “Hail, Satan!” Silly as the therapy was, it sure perked him up. 
It was silly until the detectives appeared and asked me if our parents had molested us. It was like a switch inside me snapped—memories of the parties I never went to, the dates I never had, the prom gown I never wore, reduced me to tears. I couldn’t have given a better answer if I’d rehearsed it. 
Ever since we discovered that twins aren’t alike in every respect, we had played a game called Honeymoon. I sometimes used a cucumber to play the part of the Groom, so even Joe was able to pass the physical they gave us, and we altered our genuine memories to include our parents. “If we asked for candy, they would put chocolate syrup on their pee-pees and make us lick it off.” 
Mommy and Daddy were history, we were rich, but I wasn’t happy. All I wanted was my childhood back, a real childhood, the only thing I couldn’t buy. I consoled myself with a red sports-car and made a beeline for Florida to show off my new collection of string bikinis. 
But I sure as hell wouldn’t be showing them off here. I had thought it impossible to make a wrong turn in a state with one highway down the middle, but I did it. After an hour of pines and bogs and dirt roads that became alligator-paths, I admitted I was lost. The only place I’d seen for miles made homelessness seem like a step up in the world, but I pulled over and mounted the swaybacked porch. 
A scrawny boy burst out the door and shocked me by whispering, “Get outta here, lady! Run!” A fat man emerged and cracked him across the face with a casual brutality I’d never even imagined, and then said to me with the sweetest smile, “Never you mind Asaph, honey, he’s having one of his spells. Right, Asaph?” 
“Right, Paw,” the boy snuffled. 
“I bet you want to use our telephone. Why else would a fancy Yankee lady come callin’ on us? Come on in.” 
“No, really, I just need directions....” 
“Well, that’s good, ’cause we ain’t got no phone!” he laughed when I was inside. 
“But Japheth will give you all the direction you’ll ever need,” said a mountainous bulk in the corner, the man’s even fatter wife. “Have some water, missy. You ain’t used to our kinda heat.” 
I took it gratefully, noticing as I drank that the place was full of kids lurking in dark corners—all of them dirty, malnourished, and bruised. They stared at me with sad longing, like wise old monkeys in cages. 
But I had my own problem: racking pains in my limbs, blinding dizziness. Had they actually poisoned me? 
“ ... only Ponce de Leon never did find it, the dumb-ass peckerwood,” the woman was saying. And to her husband: “She’ll need new clothes.” 
“Not for a while yet, she won’t.” Looming over me, he unzipped his fly. 
I uncoiled like a spring and dived at the door. It seemed like a slick move, but I crashed flat. My shorts were tangling my legs. I must have passed out for a moment, and those perverts had pulled them down! I hiked them up and got through the door one step ahead of Japheth. 
I had never much cared for God, but I thanked Him fervently for the cop who was examining my car. 
“Help me! These people are crazy! They drugged me!” I screamed in a voice that came out weird and thin. 
The cop was big, an actual giant. I backed away nervously when he bent over with a false grin to say, “Playing dress-up, little girl? You one of the Smith kids?” 
“The hell I am! That’s my car, that’s my registration in there, these rednecks—” 
“Your kids, Japheth,” the cop said, shaking his head. “Which one started this crazy story?” 
“Damned if I know, sheriff.” Far huger than I remembered, the man swept me up under his arm as if I weighed nothing. “But this one’ll forget about tellin’ lies, soon’s I put the rod to her bottom.” 
The cop listened to me for a moment, shaking his head sadly. “You want to wash out her mouth with soap, too.” 
“I sure plan to swab it out real good with somethin’. Better get that car towed, sheriff. Some gangsters from Miami must’ve stole it up north and dumped it here.” 
“Yeah, they do that a lot lately. You learn that little sewer-mouth the fear of the Lord, y’hear?”




UNDYING LOVE
I just surface from the IRT into Times Square when I see my old pal Markie. He doesn’t need to tell me where he has been. A flea-pit down the way is showing Topless Teenage Groupies of the Living Dead.

Markie says, “The acting isn’t wooden enough.” 
Just then the gates of heaven open up in the sea of slime and an angel struts toward us. Never mind how she looks, I could spend a week telling you how she walks. In her ass there must be a computer to work all that slithery stuff in her long, long legs. 
I’m about to step forward and ask her—in a polite way, of course—can I fuck her till she shits, when Markie says, “I hope to Christ she gets creamed by a bus.” 
I should have been prepared. Markie always says things like that, but this chick made me forget I am with a nut. I’m in Times Square, remember, with maybe the widest assortment of perverts and lunatics the world has ever seen drooling on my vicuna topcoat and gibbering in my ear. But any shrink who could have taken a peek inside this bobbing sea of short-circuited skulls would have leaped on Markie and picked him for Grand Marshal of the passing parade. 
Nothing can squelch a hard-on quicker than the urgent need to puke. I recover only in time to see her computerized buns vanishing into a taxi. 
* * * *
It’s not that Markie doesn’t like girls. Back in sixth grade at St. Dominick’s, he owned the world’s largest collection of skin magazines. Going to Markie’s to jerk off was the thing to do. He charged a quarter, and he would bar you permanently for coming on the pictures. 
He wanted to be a pimp when he grew up, and with such a running start, I didn’t see how he could miss. But when he tried his luck with real, live girls, his dream went up in smoke. He discovered that he could not look them in the eye. 
When we were about sixteen, me and some other alumni of his One-Hand Library took pity on him and brought Darlene Zelko to his house. She had long blond hair and tits like balloons, and she would rip down her drawers if a hunchbacked leper with a leaky colostomy bag said “Good morning” to her. Or even if he didn’t. 
Markie had told me what he thought his problem was. When he got close to a girl he liked, all he could think about was the mysterious world of bumps and curves and holes hiding under her clothes. He would blush and stutter and try to hide his boner with his hands in his pockets, and the girl would get bored and leave before he could spit out, “Hello.” 
He figured if he could cut through that “hello” bullshit and get down to business, he would be cured. It sounded reasonable to me, and nobody could cut through the bullshit like Darlene. 
Markie lived with his aunts who ran a grocery store, so he had the house to himself until ten-thirty. Anybody but him would have been working in the store at night, but his aunts thought he was going to be another Enrico Fermi and wanted him to stay home and study. 
Their hopes were misplaced. Markie thought the French Revolution was what Linda Lovelace started, and what he studied, of course, were his magazines. His aunts weren’t long off the boat, and they would have boiled his balls in holy water if they ever saw his collection, so he had torn the house apart and put it together again to make hiding places behind the walls and under the floorboards. I could see the house collapsing under the weight one day, and Brooklyn buried in a snowstorm of tits and ass. 
Me and two other guys got Darlene over to his house about eight-thirty. It would have been sooner, but she was in rare form. We had intended Markie should get first crack at her, it being his party, but on the way she dragged us into a vacant lot, tore our pants down, and forced us to take turns. 
Markie could have sold us tickets to see him answer the door. He had been watching too many old movies on TV, and he was wearing a bathrobe and a silk scarf. He didn’t smoke, but he had a cigarette with a holder in one hand and a glass of red wine in the other. If he hadn’t used a pint of Vaseline on his hair, and if his glass hadn’t had a picture of Ronald McDonald on it, you would have thought he was David Niven making plans to jump Doris Day. 
Unlike Doris Day, Darlene pulled her skirt off before we could get her inside and said, “Let’s fuck.” 
Her timing was perfect, because he had turned red when he saw her, and when he opened his mouth to ask her if she “would care for a glass of claret, my dear,” or some such crap, all he could do with it was his goldfish-impression. 
Darlene was already working on the knot of his bathrobe with her teeth when he finally spoke, although he kept his eyes off her. “We’ll go upstairs, okay?” he said. “Just you and me, I mean.” That was a disappointment, because we all wanted to watch and make sure he did it right, but we consoled ourselves with his cigarettes and his jug of homemade wine. 
As they went upstairs, he told her, “Pretend you’re asleep while we’re doing it.” Fat chance. Screwing Darlene Zelko was like being dragged through a swamp by an alligator with a siren tied to your head. But the last thing I heard before they closed the bedroom door was her saying, “Let’s fuck,” so I figured they would get it together somehow. 
Five minutes later the siren went off, but she wasn’t coming, she was giving Markie hell: “Get outta here, you goddamn faggot! Somebody come up here who can do it!” 
None of us could resist that cry of maidenly distress, and we were trying to fight our way past one another at the foot of the stairs when Darlene came flying down. 
“Get that cunt outta here!” Markie shouted, flapping down in his bathrobe and patent-leather hair like a low-rent Dracula to shove us out the door. “Take her away!” 
“Let’s fuck,” Darlene said. 
We only noticed when we were outside that she had left her clothes in the house. I knocked, but Markie had turned off the lights and wouldn’t answer. Darlene didn’t care, she was already humping one guy on the lawn, with the other one and a couple of passersby lined up. I fought my way to the head of the line. 
We stayed friends, me and Markie, but he clammed up about that evening. It was hard to get the story from Darlene, what with her limited vocabulary and her one-track mind, but I pieced it together. She tried hard to do what he said, to lay still and keep her mouth shut, and he managed to figure out what went inside of what. But as soon as it was inside, she couldn’t help flogging the mattress like a spastic chimpanzee. Immediately Markie went limp, and that shocked some sense into her. She tried to quiet, and he got hard again, but as soon as he did she went berserk a second time, and he was finished for good. I think Markie’s aunts, Millie and Angie, were most of his problem. When they weren’t praying to Our Lady to keep his mind off Irish whores, they were telling him about his Uncle Nunzio, whose dick fell off and who used to jitter around in circles, unless someone pushed him in a straight line, all because he once sat on a toilet seat that a hooker had used three days before. 
So when the two of them got blown away in their store, I was curious to see if Markie would at last cut loose. I hadn’t seen him in a while, since he was going to college and I had moved across the bridge, but I went to the wake. It was held at home, with the stiffs laid out in the parlor. I showed up late, but since these things went on all night, I was surprised to get no answer right away. I kept knocking until Markie peered through the peep-hole and opened the door on a chain. 
“I come to pay my respects, fachrissakes!” 
“Yeah, well, I’ve gone to bed. Come to the funeral tomorrow.” 
Before I could use one of the many words and gestures that came to mind, he shut the door in my face. It was weird. He was wearing his bathrobe—a new one: he’d grown, mostly wider—and he might have just gotten out of bed, but his eyes were bright and his face was flushed. I got this flash of him celebrating his liberation by digging out his magazines and partying with them all over the house. 
But he looked too guilty. 
* * * *
A couple weeks later he called to say how sorry he was He explained that the cops had grilled him all the night before. Since his aunts’ friends and relatives had all died or moved away, and since nobody in his right mind would come out in that neighborhood after dark anymore, he’d turned in early, which is why he wasn’t the perfect host. 
I still didn’t believe that he’d been asleep, but I believed the part about the cops, who had jumped at every chance to hassle us in the old days. Markie offing his aunts, that was bullshit, but it’s easier for cops to lean on relatives than chase mulls. So I accepted his apology and agreed to come around for dinner. 
You wouldn’t have believed his house. He had dug out his hidden collection and papered the walls with pussy, the parlor, the dining room, the bathroom—it was far too much of a good thing, everywhere you looked. I felt like I had fallen into a pit full of wild animals who had neglected to brush after every meal, and who were itching to gum me to death. 
But Markie looked so lousy, he distracted me from the decor. I hadn’t seen much of him through the chain, but I saw now that he was getting to look like Richard Nixon: as if somebody had taken Nixon and tried to make him up like a young guy, but still dumpy and jowly and losing his hair. Like a heap of ricotta with a day-old beard. 
“Jesus Christ, Markie, you gotta get some fresh air and sunshine, go down to the shore for a week, and—” I waved my fork at the walls of this imaginary whorehouse—“get some real pussy. I got connections in Atlantic City, and—” 
“I got more cunt than I can handle.” 
I wanted to hear more about that, but he excitedly changed the subject, or so I thought. He’d quit school, and in the process of planting his aunts he got the inspiration for a career: he wanted to be an undertaker. I never saw it before, but I realized he had always acted like one, solemn and oily. It was a long way down from pimp, but I guess the poor guy was doing the best he could. 
I was taking a piss later when I noticed some Polaroids half-hidden behind the sink. They were snaps of a naked chick of eighteen or so, not bad. She was posed just like the models plastered on the walls, except that her eyes were closed and she didn’t project much personality. The photography was bad enough to be Markie’s, and I figured this was a good sign, that he had overcome his hangups since his aunts died. 
I brought the pictures out with me and said, “Is this your chick, Markie?” 
He looked for a minute like he had mixed up the light-cord with the spaghetti he was still packing down his gullet, but he recovered quickly and told me she was dead. 
“Shit, I am sorry.” 
He laughed in my face. “I meant, she was dead when I posed her,” he said, and he went on to tell me, in more detail than I wanted to hear, what I should have known: that he had gotten his new job so he could screw corpses. He got to mind the funeral parlor all night while he went to embalming school in the daytime, and when a young and pretty—or even old and halfway decent—chick was brought in, he would ball her till his shift was over, taking pictures as mementoes of the dear departed. 
“The only problem is, I gotta use rubbers so I don’t mess them up, but when I get my own place—” 
“Don’t tell me, Markie,” I said loudly, trying not to hear his scheme for warming them with melted butter. 
Within a year or so he did have his own place. It wasn’t that he was such a hotshot undertaker, but his aunts had been stuffing money in jelly jars and burying them in the back yard for years, and he finally found them all. Shit, he had enough so he could have paid off the mob and the cops and opened a massage parlor like a normal person, and I tried to talk him into that, with me as manager, but he just laughed. Stone cold dead, that was the only way he liked them. 
I didn’t have to imagine what went on at Markie’s funeral home. He told me, and he kept on telling me for years. I don’t know which he liked more, slipping his pork between the cold-cuts or talking about it, but these were not yarns he could swap in your average locker-room. He knew me as a stand-up guy, and he also knew I was a collection agent for certain connected parties, and if jerks like Markie were dumb enough to believe that I was a hit-man, I didn’t discourage them, it made my work easier. So he figured I would be the last person to talk about him. 
No matter how clearly I called him a pervert and told him not to dump his sick shit on me, in a couple of weeks he would be back on the phone to say what a stacked blond he had on ice, and why didn’t I come over to Brooklyn and tear off a piece? When one of his descriptions got to me—and I have to admit, some of them did—I wondered if he knew something about me that I didn’t. I never slept well after one of those calls. Every time I dropped off, I would wake up screaming from nightmares about banging a skeleton with pus leaking out of its eyeholes and all. I tried to tell this all in Confession, but it was my luck to get Father Finnerty, who wanted to hear far more details than a normal man would. 
This I didn’t need. Outside of Markie, the biggest problem in my life was trying to decide whether to file my Little Richard tapes under L or R. I figured the only way to restore my peace of mind would be to cure him by fixing him up with a live one; not too live, of course, for he often told me that the thought of screwing a girl while she was breathing gave him the creeps. 
I rejected dozens of possibilities before I found one who was just right. She was a Columbia grad student named Phyllis, pals with a girl named Sheryl I was currently seeing, and she was the closest thing to a stiff I have seen that could still walk around. She had all the right equipment, but she never cracked a smile or said a word. Maybe I could have drawn her out by asking about her specialty, mine-engineering in the Middle Ages, but somehow I never thought of mentioning it. Sheryl told me that Phyllis would put out for anybody who bought her dinner, though, even an undertaker from Brooklyn who looked like Richard Nixon. 
I briefed Phyllis beforehand. I didn’t tell her about Markie’s hangup, of course, only that he was shy and liked a girl who wasn’t too outgoing. I hinted that he would not mind if she pretended to nod off for most of the evening. 
She must have known I was talking about a nut, but it didn’t bother her. I had to snap my fingers under her nose to make sure she was awake. 
I hadn’t told Markie I had fixed him up, so when he slumped into Augie’s and saw me at the bar with two chicks, he did a quick one-eighty. I tackled him and dragged him back. 
Things went just fine. He no longer blushed and stuttered with chicks, he just acted bored. But he actually talked to Phyllis, who behaved like a perfect corpse. When she finished eating I began to worry that she had died, and Augie himself came over to ask if she was okay, but I guess she was only throwing her heart and soul into following my instructions. 
“So what do you think?” I asked when our dates had gone to powder their noses, as my mother used to say, which is probably exactly what these two were doing. 
“She’s great!” He spoke so eagerly, you would have thought he had found Phyllis toes-up in the Hudson. Then, his eyes darting like bats across a pale moon as he checked out the surrounding tables, he leaned forward and whispered, “You hold the other one’s attention when I push her in front of a cab.” 
Christ, was I pissed! Here I am, thinking I have cured this maniac and won’t have to hear his disgusting stories anymore, and I haven’t made a scratch in his obsession. He was crazier than ever. I began to wonder if the cops were right about his aunts. And I shivered at the memory of a red-faced, nervous Markie, all alone in the house with their bodies. When she was alive, I would have thought twice about kicking his Aunt Angie out of bed. 
I flashed on a way to cure him good, so I kept cool and said, “I got a better idea. You take off now and go to my place.” I gave him my spare keys. “Just stay in the bedroom until I bring her. You’d really like Phyllis better without a headlight up her ass, right?” 
He slobbered so many thank-you’s inside of thirty seconds that I thought he was going to fall on his knees and kiss my ring, but I booted him out before the girls came back. 
I told Sheryl that Markie had left because she had made him sick by farting all through the meal, and I said it loud enough for everybody to hear. She had a few words to say, too, and took a swing at me before she stormed out the door. This tickled Phyllis. Her bloodless lips flirted with the ghost of a stillborn smile. I took her to the bar for cognac, and she didn’t say no when I slipped her a couple of ’Ludes. I figured she had already dropped a few. Half an hour later, I nearly had to carry her to my Porsche. 
She was zonked when we got home, but I held her head up and fed her another drink with six Tuinols in it. Then she had her corpse-impression down pat. It was so good that I had to hold a mirror to her mouth, in a moment of panic, to make sure I hadn’t overdone it. 
I could have kicked myself when I stripped her down to her skin. She was too good for Markie. Her tits were as firm and springy as grapefruit. I had to go down on her before I would believe she wasn’t a virgin. Still doubtful, I threw her a quick fuck. Even out cold, she was the best I ever had, except that she gave lousy head. I resolved to give her the screwing she deserved when she woke up next morning. 
Or, more likely, next Christmas. 
I lugged her limp body into the bedroom and found Markie amusing himself with his Polaroids, which he carried with him for dull moments, but he dropped them and his jaw both when he saw her. 
“Jeez, what a pal!” he shouted, choking up with gratitude. “I been wondering how I could ask you, you being in your line of work, to fix me up every now and then—” 
“Don’t mention it, pal,” I said, dumping Phyllis and watching in fascination how she bounced on the bed, limp in every muscle. I was tempted to give her the mirror-test again. “Get it while it’s lukewarm.” 
I took his pictures with me while I left him to it. In half an hour I would have the pleasure of telling him he had at last fucked a live girl. We could progressively reduce Phyllis’s dosage until she would twitch and flutter her eyelids when he screwed her. Or else I could just laugh at him. It was time he got the creeps for a change. 
I had never looked too closely when Markie flashed his photo album. The pictures tended to give me nightmares, too. But tonight I looked, and I had to admit it was a spectacular collection, with not a missing head or ghastly wound or loathsome disease in the bunch. I wondered how he had managed to corner the market on prime pussy, recently deceased. Maybe he gave a discount to some girls’ boarding school with a very unsanitary kitchen. More likely he traded his snaps like baseball cards with other undertakers. 
Looking at the pictures and thinking of tight little Phyllis gave me a hard-on that would not stay down. I decided not to save her for when she woke up. She would be worse then, groggy and bitchy and hung over. I went and peeked into the bedroom. 
Not only had Markie finished, he had found my camera and was adding her to his portfolio. He had her propped up on her knees with her ass in the air, looking as good as the Taj Mahal and its twin sister. I have never been fastidious about buttered buns, so I pulled down my pants and climbed aboard. 
As I slipped inside, I said, “You lost your cherry, Markie. This is a live one.” 
“Yeah, she moaned a little when I started.” I could have murdered him, the casual way he said that. All the trouble I’d gone to, and it didn’t bother him at all! He added, “I didn’t know how to tell you that you screwed up, you being a pro, so I held a pillow on her face. She’s just fine, now.” 
Funny: I didn’t scream, or throw up, or break into a cold sweat. I don’t think I even skipped a beat as I reflected on this news. Phyllis felt as good as ever, and she was never going to give me a load of crap about smoking or drinking or chasing other broads. She would never bitch at me for leaving the toilet seat up. On those days when I was letting my feelings sleep in, I wouldn’t have to open up and share them with her. 
As Markie had somehow known all along, she was my kind of woman. 
* * * *
Despite Markie’s best professional efforts, Phyllis got kind of messy after a week or two, so we kissed her bon voyage on Pier Eighty-six. Later we were hanging out near Sardi’s when we saw this showgirl type ankling toward Broadway. 
“I hope she has a heart attack,” Markie says. 
“You know,” says I, giving it some thought before I start drifting after her, “she doesn’t look all that healthy, does she?”



CHILD OF THE NIGHT
Franz was no more than six years old when some impulse that he later took as proof of precocious genius prompted him to open a nursery window to better gaze upon the glory of the full moon, to better feel the touch of the far-wandering night breeze, to better hear the liquid fluting and trilling of the nightingale. 
The night! It held beauty and mystery and a promise of adventure. The day was crude and plain, it made no promises at all, only threats of study and drudgery and duty. Why were all those stupid grownups sleeping? Why weren’t they wandering in the silvered fields, which surely no longer rippled with humdrum barley, but with angelic grain that would impart all knowledge and eternal pleasure? Why weren’t they out gazing in stunned wonder at the moon? Why weren’t they running barefoot through the woods, pursuing fireflies whose flashing message, if decoded, might make one God? 
With thoughts like these (as he later reconstructed them in adolescent verse) tumbling through his brain, he fell asleep over the windowsill. There his nurse discovered him the next morning, more out of the window than in it, his nightshirt soaked with dew and his flesh pimpled by mosquitoes. 
Gretchen beat him, an almost unprecedented event, and she did it in a tearful hysteria that terrified him far more than the pain inflicted by her big, red palm. When his mother dashed from bed to investigate the commotion, she raised his terror to a new level of shrieks, convulsions and shameful incontinence. Instead of protesting the nurse’s brutality, she grabbed a handful of his long, yellow curls and jerked his head from side to side as she screamed in his face that he was either an idiot or a demon, who had been switched for the real Franz in infancy to wreak destruction upon their ancient house. 
His father, the count, came roaring like a bear from its den to sort things out with words that Franz had never heard before. The nearly-demolished boy was left alone for some hours to—as his mother put it—think upon his sin. In fact he thought upon the exasperating wilfulness and stupidity of adults, and vowed that he would never become one. He believed he at last understood why his Aunt Magda had celebrated her thirteenth birthday by drinking lye. 
Consoling him later with kisses and chocolates and promises of a trip to the zoological gardens in Vienna, his mother told him that no proper Christian slept with his windows open. 
“Did Jesus’ house have windows?” asked Franz, who was often distracted by lines of inquiry that others found irrelevant, if not downright queer. 
“Of course he did!” His mother seemed bemused by an equal irrelevancy, the painful mosquito bites he had suffered, but only by those on his throat. “The question flirts with blasphemy, young man. Our Blessed Lord was a carpenter, Franz, and his house must have had the sturdiest windows with the strongest fastenings that could be fashioned by professional skill combined with divine powers. You don’t suppose Our Savior would have run the risk of being bitten by a vampire!” 
“What’s a vampire?” he asked, and his flustered mother told him that she had spoken no such word, that in fact no such word existed, and that, unless he immediately recanted his error, his hearing would be corrected with a triple dose of Dr. Hapfstengel’s Universal Purgative. 
“What’s a vampire?” he later asked his father, who was far more reasonable, but whose statements could be irksomely oracular. 
“Vampires, like virgins or priests, are things that women believe in. We must never fail to humor them in such matters.” 
* * * *
Later, by ingratiating himself with crones and lackeys and woodcutters; by paying closer heed than most did to the muttering of Grudin, the village idiot; and by devouring sensational novels that he had to conceal from his mother, Franz learned all there was to know about vampires, except the most important fact of all: Where to find one? 
Of course he understood that the undead haunted graveyards and wastelands and ruins, but in a countryside that had been disputed for millennia by nearly anyone who could read a map and raise an army, such likely locations left scant room for the fields and villages of honest folk. He took to haunting the accursed spots himself until, his surprise not unmingled with a certain satisfaction, he noticed that the peasants had taken to crossing themselves or making less orthodox signs at the sight of his gaunt, pale figure. 
It was true that he slept by day and prowled by night, and that he scorned the daylight world of commerce and industry, of sport and fellowship. He secretly longed to become a vampire, to indulge fully his passion for night and solitude, to command strange powers and live forever. Could it be that one of those bites he had suffered in childhood had not been made by a mosquito at all? Could it be—but except in certain of his darker verses, he was forced to reject this speculation. He had no thirst whatever for blood. To the extreme displeasure of his father, who counted no day complete without killing some bird or animal, the sight of blood, sometimes even the mere mention of it, made Franz vomit. 
At the university, he discovered that vampirism was held to be a quaint fantasy of untutored rustics. Having mentioned his obsessive interest to the wrong people, he was ever after pictured by his peers as a forelock-tugging bumpkin who wore lederhosen and practiced clog-dancing in his room. 
In the depths of the library, however, he came upon forgotten books in ancient tongues that advanced a far different view. In the popular press, too, vampires were not taken lightly, and he collected enough clippings in his student days to overflow five massive scrapbooks. Straining his allowance, he would often take trains to Prague, Munich or Bucharest, pursuing further complications of trains and coaches and footpaths to investigate personally the more horrific hints. With infuriating similarity, the supposed eyewitnesses told him that the events he tried to verify, although indisputably true, had happened to someone else, somewhere else, at some other time. 
The only good that came of this was that his father assumed he was squandering his time and substance on gentlemanly vices. He increased Franz’s allowance and grew more benign. 
Although no one else did, Franz considered himself a poet. Meanwhile, almost by accident, he established himself as an expert (by academic standards, a hopelessly unsound one) on folklore, and as a journalist whose articles earned favor on the most sensational frontiers of the press. This proved a godsend when the renewal of an obscure quarrel among the factions that claimed his homeland made it impossible for him to make a living, as his now-deceased father had done, merely by being a count. 
* * * *
Franz was astounded when the dusty little priest who happened to share his table at the inn proved to hold provocative opinions on the subject of his own obsession. 
“They are not fools, you know,” Father Teodor said. “How could any fool survive for a thousand years, two thousand?” 
“But they must eat.” Franz remembered and addressed the pork and cabbage on his plate, which only a long and tiresome journey could have made palatable. 
“Of course they must.” The priest lived in this remote outpost on just the other side of the known universe, and perhaps since he had suffered no such journey, his plate remained untouched. “But it is absurd to imagine that they flap brazenly through the world like Mr. Stoker’s creature, seizing, as the whim strikes them, virgins or real-estate salesman.” 
“How, then?” 
“Protective coloration would be essential. The vampire can no longer be a wicked nobleman in a shunned castle, for who would shun it in this day and age? Journalists like yourself would descend upon it like a flight of ... ah ... vampires, if you will, and take it apart stone by stone in search of the hidden crypt.” 
“Drinking blood would surely attract some notice,” Franz said, “no matter what his disguise.” 
“Would it draw notice on a battlefield, where one might be free to wander among the wounded, to kneel beside them, lean close to them? Who bothers to measure all the spilled blood of our fallen heroes? Imagine the modern vampire as a military physician, a stretcher-bearer, a looter.” 
“Or a priest,” Franz said, for he was annoyed to hear his romantic fantasy translated into pedestrian terms. 
“Exactly, my son!” cried Father Teodor, not at all put out. “The normal course of my duties requires me to drink blood in full public view, and no one has ever once suggested driving a stake through my heart.” 
Although not at all devout, Franz was scandalized to hear a man of the cloth flirt with blasphemy. The priest laughed as if to prove he was joking; and, as if to advance further proof, touched the oddly-patterned crucifix at his breast. 
“However, your local vampire has ignored all this good advice,” Franz said, gesturing at the low-ceilinged room around them. Except for the innkeeper drowsing in a corner, it was empty. The windows were tightly shuttered and hung with garlic-blossoms. Arriving late at night on a lame horse, he had pounded on the door of the inn for nearly an hour before gaining admittance, and only then after demonstrating his ability to recite The Lord’s Prayer without error or hesitation, a feat that had taken three tries. “He has not, obviously, escaped notice.” 
“What has been noticed is the absence of several young persons, who no doubt grew bored with village life and ran off to sample the cosmopolitan dazzlements of beggary and prostitution. Since we cannot blame the stupefying dullness of their parents for driving them away, we must search for miracles, wonders, vampires.” 
“But the bodies?” 
“A girl who died from refusing to eat, a boy bleached white when he was recovered from the stream where the paper-mill dumps its bleach. And you mustn’t forget the drunkard who glimpsed a wolf in the graveyard, or the spinster who heard a man whispering obscenities at her window.” For the first time the priest fixed him directly with his eyes. They were surprisingly deep and knowing, and they belied his rather frivolous manner and his dusty, inconsequential appearance. “No, Franz, you’ve come to the wrong place entirely to fulfill your lifelong ambition.” 
“My—?” He found himself blushing as he had not done since he was a young man, and that was a long time ago. 
“I’ve read some of your verses. Not entirely unlike Baudelaire, I thought. But consider, my son: If the well-disguised vampire I have described lurks in the modern world, why would he endanger his long career by taking on an apprentice whose notions have been fuddled by Gothic fiction?” 
Franz only answer seemed as lame to him as the Ontological Proof of God’s existence: If I want it to be so, it must be so. He refrained from speaking this aloud. 
“Some would find your preoccupation unhealthy, or even sinful, but I submit that it reflects a deep longing for spiritual transcendence. If you want mystery and awe and eternal life, you really should give the Church a try.” 
Franz smiled sourly. For a priest in such an obscure parish, he was remarkably skillful at fitting his sales-talk to the potential customer. He had been stringing Franz along with his prattle about vampires. 
Ignoring the suggestion, Franz said, “What about the local suspect, this Valdemar Trusis?” 
“Just a poor lunatic who murdered his wife and children many years ago. As madmen often do, he made curious remarks. They are now given more weight than they deserve. But he surrendered to Christ before he was hanged, and his body was interred in the family vault. Which vault has remained, I assure you, undisturbed for the past fifty years.” 
“You’ve checked?” 
“Of course.” The priest smiled. “Mr. Conan Doyle’s detective advises us to eliminate the impossible from our inquiries, but he doesn’t tell us to ignore it completely.” 
Lying in his bed later, after opening both windows of his room on the night, tossing the garlic blossoms into the street, turning the mirror to the wall and hiding the innkeeper’s crucifix in the chamber-pot, Franz savored the priest’s praise of his poetry. Only after a while did it strike him that saying his verses were “not entirely unlike Baudelaire” was no praise at all. 
He decided before drifting off that Father Teodor’s exile to this backwater was no mystery. Advancement in the clergy had never been the reward for mordant wit. 
* * * *
Given over to mangy dogs and knots of suspicious old men by daylight, the town itself seemed undead. Houses and factories gutted in the late war, or perhaps in some earlier war, had never been repaired. The paper-mill whose defluxions had bleached the dead boy lay in ruins, but Franz was willing to grant that its poison might still linger in the dead, still stream. 
The graveyard was more populous than the town, but no better kept. Climbing steeply through a tangle of broken slabs and brambles, Franz at last reached the precinct of nobler tombs. That of the Trusis clan was square and squat and ugly, and securely locked. Footprints were evident in the dried mud on the portico, but they had been left by those who had defaced the walls with a disturbing mixture of religious and lubricious symbols and wreathed the door with garlic. Unbroken by any motion of the door, the wreaths had withered long ago. 
Franz felt very old on his way down the hill, and even older when he made a second climb through the ruins after dark. 
Slipping on a rain-slicked headstone, he cut his hand, and this lifted his spirits. The incidents in this town had been too numerous, their explanations too glib. As never before in his long and frustrating career, he sensed the near-presence of the uncanny. Valdemar might not be the vampire; but the real one might be drawn by a trail of fresh blood leading to his tomb. 
And what then? “Wait!” he would cry, given half a chance. “Unlike your other victims, I welcome you! We are the same, you and I, born into the service of darkness and the worship of night. Drink the blood I have saved for you and show me the way.” 
The rain fell harder. He shrank tighter into his cloak and huddled for shelter against the door of the suspect tomb; which opened. 
A thin cry escaped his lips as he struggled for balance. His first, shameful impulse was to dash headlong down the hill and regain the safety of the inn, but he found the strength to resist. It took strength, too, to hold and operate his electric torch in hands that didn’t merely tremble, but shook violently. 
The dancing light revealed a bare chamber where coffins lay in niches about the walls. The oldest were of bronze, fancifully ornamented and undisturbed; the newest was a plain pine box whose lid had been removed and placed standing against the wall, as if awaiting the return of the occupant. 
As he had known it would be, it was empty. He sagged against it, pressing his forehead hard against the edge, unable to determine whether the ragged sounds that tore from his throat were sobs or giggles. Either way, his eyes stung with tears. As he came to himself, he noted that the coffin held a stronger odor than one might expect from an occupant who had resisted the importunities of the worm. 
He stood and consulted his watch, which had stopped. The rain pattered on the roof, a chill crept into his wet feet from the stone floor. His best estimate suggested a long wait. 
With a shrug to placate the Powers of Darkness, he hoisted himself into the niche and lay down in the vacant coffin, which was a tolerably good fit. He planned to get out as soon as he had relieved the strain on his feet and rested his eyes. 
It was so deliciously comfortable, though, to lean halfway out the window and try to discern patterns in the multitudinous glimmer of the fireflies as they rose to the glorious moon.... 
* * * *
The rain must have stopped, Franz thought when his eyes opened to a burst of sunlight, and he just had time to reflect that this was a shoddy last thought for a poet. And last thought it must surely be, to judge by the unbearable, tearing pain that had exploded in his heart. 
“Fa...?” 
“Rest, my son,” said Father Teodor, pounding the stake a final time. 
With a strength that seemed nearly preternatural to those huddled behind him, the priest severed the vampire’s head with one stroke of a butcher-knife. Before anyone could get a good look at the ineffable Valdemar, he reversed the head as tradition dictated and pressed the still twitching and drooling face against the pine planks. 
“So much blood!” Granny Karen quavered. “And after so many years! I was just a little girl when Val tried to corner me in the woodshed and lift my dress, but—” 
“Go!” the priest commanded. “Our long ordeal is over at last. Leave me now. I must pray.” 
“Shouldn’t we burn it?” asked Gregor, the butcher, who was troubled about the future use of the good knife he had lent the priest. “I once read that—” 
“Get out!” Father Teodor shrieked, his eyes seeming to start from his head for a moment, then added in a milder tone, “My children. This is yet a place of great evil and spiritual peril, and only a consecrated servant of Our Lord is truly safe. Please go. Now. At once! And close the door.” 
“Considering what Val used to do to cats, I can’t say he didn’t deserve it, but what a way—” 
“Believe me, Granny, no one ever pursued his fate with so much willful persistence as this man,” he said, giving her a shove that would have seemed extremely rude if he hadn’t been in such obvious physical distress. Everyone remarked that Father Teodor looked pale and shaken, that he averted his eyes from the sunlight as if in pain. 
Young Peter’s ears were soundly boxed when he asked why, before the door clanged shut, he had glimpsed the priest greedily licking his fingers.




THE DUNWICH LODGER
Dedicated to Benjamin Adams

* * * *
I thought I wouldn’t be sick after what we did with Old Man Gray, but the way Johnny was slamming the Dodge pickup over the ruts made me want to throw up so bad that I just pushed the door open. 
“You goddamn moron!” He tromped on the brake and I banged my shoulder into the dashboard. 
“I gotta—” He knew what I had to do, and he helped me with a shove out the door. Turning his wife into a whore, killing his father, and all the rest of it, that was okay, just so long as he didn’t get his precious pickup dirty. 
Me, I never felt so dirty in my life, heaving on all fours, choking for air that was nothing but swamp-fog laced with gasoline fumes. When he turned off the engine—he was as bad as his father, so cheap he didn’t want to waste a nickel on gas—crickets and frogs hammered the night with a crazy chant. 
I heard him get out. He always got the most noise he could out of his beloved steel-toed motorcycle boots. He even wore them with his three-piece suit at work. He stood over me, smoking a cigarette. “You about finished?” 
I grabbed a handful of weeds and scrubbed my mouth. No, not weeds, it was mint growing by the roadside, and it was so sweet and clean and normal that I suddenly wanted to cry. I knew that would be all Johnny needed, so I held in the tears. 
“Let’s just don’t do it, Johnny.” I hadn’t even known I was going to say that, it just squeezed out in a very small voice. 
“Yeah, don’t do it. After all the other shit? Jesus!” 
He didn’t sound as mad as I figured that would make him. Maybe he was having second thoughts. I had to lean on the truck when I stood up, my legs shook so much. 
“Money isn’t everything,” I said. 
“But it’ll do. Stop talking dumb and get in the fucking truck.” 
He drove more carefully. I don’t think he was being considerate of me, or even of his precious axles, but that he was beginning to feel genuinely uneasy now that we were so close to his Daddy’s house. Red eyes flashed in the high beams, so many more of them than usual that I wondered if they were the foxes and raccoons they pretended to be. 
“All I have to do is say one word,” he said, as if to convince himself. “After everything else, what’s that? It’s nothing. And the rest of it, that wasn’t so bad.” 
“Yeah, it was real fun.” 
“Don’t get sarcastic with me! It’s over, that’s all that matters, it’s behind us. The past—it’s like the doll you had when you were six, it’s like the scrape you got on your knee when you were ten, it ain’t there no more, it don’t exist, so why fuss about it?” 
My husband had got philosophical since falling under Old Man Gray’s spell, and I didn’t like it. The past wasn’t gone. I still had the good Christmas mornings, and I still had the warmth of Grandma’s hugs. If I didn’t have treasures like those to hang onto, Johnny’s meanness and that horrible old man would have driven me crazy long before this. But now, now, I had new memories to pollute the good ones. (“What harm can it do to take off your top, Dorie? He only wants to look. He’s just a harmless old guy who ain’t seen a pretty girl naked since Jesus was jacking off. I’m here, honey, I’m your husband.”) 
* * * *
“We’re home,” Johnny said with a little laugh, but we weren’t. We were at his Daddy’s big white house, Abner Corbin’s, not at our own cozy little trailer. “Well, come on.”

As I pulled one foot after the other up the steps, his Daddy came to the screen door to greet Johnny: “What the hell do you want at this hour? You lookin’ for a handout, fuck you.” A real loving family. 
When I came into the porch light, he said, “What the hell’s wrong with you, Dorie? You look like shit. If this little bastard’s been beatin’ on you, just tell me, I can still handle him.” 
Maybe that would have made me feel good if it came from a father-in-law who didn’t grab my ass every chance he got, who didn’t try to turn every fatherly hug into a dirty dancing routine. He and his son were always trying to get one up on each other, and I was just one of the many pieces in their stupid game. 
“Just some damn woman-thing, never mind her,” Johnny said. “You gonna ask us in, or what?” 
“Why should I?” 
“Okay.” Johnny shrugged and turned back toward me. “Come on, Dorie. He don’t want to hear about the Starry Wisdom Seminar. He can find out when he adds up the receipts.” 
“What? The hell you say, boy! What about it?” 
“Well, thank you, yes, Father, I would very much like to come inside and sit down and have a beer. How fucking kind of you to ask.” 
“Don’t sass me, you little shit,” Abner said, but he backed inside like an old tomcat whose bluff is called. 
Vonna was curled up on the couch with a romance novel. She looked up at us for a moment as if wondering who had left the screen door open. The Red Sox were playing on Abner’s 35-inch TV, and I bet she liked that as little as she liked it when Johnny said, “Hi, Mom.” 
“Don’t give your stepmother no shit, boy. So what’s all this about the seminar?” 
“What’s all this about a beer?” 
“Jesus wept. Get him a beer, Vonna. Me, too.” 
“I’ll—” I just wanted to spare myself one of their godawful scenes, but Abner’s arm restrained me, with his hand landing expertly just where it shouldn’t, before I could offer to serve the refreshments. 
“No, honey, it’s time the goddamn Duchess of York got off her fat ass for a change.” 
That was still funny, maybe because I disliked Vonna so much. She was a big, busty redhead who looked a lot like Fergie, but who had more in common with a rat in the cellar. She was thirty years younger than Abner, and like I told Johnny, he should just wait for his father to overdose on Vonna. But Johnny couldn’t wait. 
Abner was impatient, too, dancing around and snapping his suspenders, but unwilling to give up any more points in their game by asking Johnny again about hotel business. Getting tourists to a forlorn hellhole like Dunwich in the middle of the summer was nearly impossible, and those that did come were more likely to stay at the Ramada on the Aylesbury Pike than at Corbin’s Cockroach Palace, as everybody in town called the Dunwich Inn. Booking all forty-eight rooms for a whole week had been a real feather in Johnny’s cap. 
Johnny was supposed to be the manager, but he made little more than he had when he was changing linen and cleaning toilets, which were now my duties. Abner wouldn’t even let us have a free room, not that I would have wanted one. The big difference in Johnny’s job was that his Daddy could not only yell at him because the toilets were dirty and the beds unmade, but because the rooms were empty. 
I would have been thrilled for my husband if the contact man for the Starry Wisdom Seminar had been anyone but Saul Gray, the weird old man who had been living in the rear top floor suite since, God knows, since the Great Depression. He had arranged for the seminar last winter, and since then Johnny had fallen steadily deeper under his evil influence. But I hadn’t guessed how deep and evil until tonight. (“Let him put his hand there, honey, just pretend it’s mine. See? My hand is here, and his hand is there, and you just close your eyes and it’ll be all the same.”) 
I heard Vonna slamming around in the kitchen, but I think I was the only one who heard her say, “ ... and I hope you both choke on it.” 
They didn’t hear because Johnny couldn’t wait any longer. He got all of Abner’s attention when he said, “Well, I won’t leave you in suspense any longer, old man.” 
“You slimy little punk! You lousy jailbird! I’ll show you an old man!”

“Okay, if you don’t want to hear what Mr. Gray said—” 
“All right, boy, spit it out, I’m listening.” 
“He said—” And nothing, nothing on that awful night, was creepier than when Johnny pulled himself up to his full height, which wasn’t much, and seemed suddenly to take on Old Man Gray’s ominous dignity, even to adopt his tall, gaunt frame—“He said, Die!”

It started out to be comical. Abner did a bulgy-eyed take that would have done credit to a silent film clown. Then he started to get mad, to sputter. To keep sputtering ... and it stopped being funny when his face turned a ghastly shade of purple. He whooped for breath. Then his eyes rolled up in his head and he hit the floor so hard he rattled the windowpanes. 
For the first time that night I did something on my own account, even though I never planned to do it. I didn’t even guess it would happen until I heard myself screaming, but I can’t tell you how good it felt. “Vonna!” I screamed. “Get out of the house! Now! Johnny’s killed his father, and now he’s coming for you. Run!” 
Johnny looked bewildered. He stared at me as if I was the crazy one. But my voice must have carried more than enough conviction, because I heard the back door slam. 
“You silly bitch,” Johnny said, shaking his head. “You pathetic moron.” 
“Please don’t do it, Johnny. Please! Your Daddy’s dead. That’s all you wanted, and you’ve got it. You don’t need to do the rest, don’t you see? He died from natural causes, it was just a coincidence—” 
“The bastard ain’t dead,” Johnny sighed. He dropped to one knee and felt for a pulse at his father’s neck. Grimacing sourly, he rose and repeated, “He ain’t dead. I have to do it all, all of it, just like Saul said.” 
(Just like Saul said. “Deep, Doris, it is deep, is it not, deeper than you ever felt before?” And the bony hands, the cold bony hands on my hips that made me know, even though I couldn’t see his face, that it was Old Man Gray who was doing what no one but Johnny had ever done to me. And worst of all, far worst of all, pleasing me by it.) 
Struck silent by foul memories I could never scrub away, I watched Johnny walk to the door. I heard the pickup thunder to life. He could afford to let Vonna get a head start. I hadn’t heard a car, probably because Abner kept a tight fist on all keys. Unable to run through the swamp, she would be forced to run on the road, where Johnny would overtake her. 
I knelt beside Abner and struggled to roll him over. He had soiled himself, but an even worse odor came from his slack mouth with each wet snore. I forced myself to give him mouth-to-mouth. God knows I had put my lips to worse uses that night. 
He began to sputter again, seemed to wake. He struggled feebly against me. 
“I’ll call the EMS in town.” 
“Sarah?” I never thought I could feel pity for Abner Corbin, but this cry to his dead wife, Johnny’s mother, tugged at my heart. The only time the two men didn’t fight was when they reverently placed flowers on her grave at Sentinel Hill. 
“No, Daddy Corbin, it’s Dorie. Johnny’s wife?” 
“Yes, goddamn it, I know who the hell you are! You think I’m senile? What happened?” 
“It’s all right. You had a little fainting spell, that’s all. I’ll call the ambulance just to be on the safe side.” 
“Bullshit, fainting spell!” His face was the color of oatmeal, his nasty little smile raised only one side of his mouth. “It was like a bolt of electricity when Gray—when Johnny, I mean, when Johnny said that word....” 
I couldn’t just crouch there shivering at that horrible name. I ran to the phone. But this was the last house out on Beaver Dam Road, where the lights or the phone died whenever a bird perched on a wire. I heard only static, but I jiggled the receiver furiously. 
From the floor, Abner stared at me with curious intensity. It took me a moment to understand, and I could hardly believe it of a man in his condition, but he was enjoying the view he got with a strong lamp shining through my flimsy summer dress. My underthings ... cold, bony hands had ripped them off. 
“You’re one hell of a fine-looking girl, Dorie. Vonna’s got more ass, of course, but yours is just shaped so nice—” 
“Daddy Corbin, if you’ll tell me where your car keys—” 
“Oh, screw the keys and cut the bullshit. Saul Gray did this to me. And when he does you, you are done. What did he make Johnny give him?” The side of his face that still worked twisted into a ghoulish leer as he hit upon the truth: “You?” 
My cheeks burned. I wanted to throw the lamp at him. Instead I said, “Yes. That ... and....” 
“And what?” 
I told him everything. It tumbled out while he lay there with a lopsided smile. Maybe he was amused, or maybe his face had frozen in that smile. Maybe he was dead. 
“Daddy Corbin?” 
He was only thinking, I guess, because he said, “So he did you first, and then he transferred the power, as he called it, to Johnny’s mouth? Made no difference to that little faggot, I bet, that’s how he must’ve got by in jail. Tell me honestly, how’d you come to marry such an asshole, a great-looking girl like you?” 
I told him the truth, and it sounded even stupider than it had seemed on my wedding-night: “I wanted to get away from home. And Johnny—I knew he was wild, but I liked that when I was seventeen.” 
“Wild. Calling Johnny that, that’s an insult to wild animals. I should have strangled that vicious brat in his crib. The way he used to strangle cats and puppies when he was little. And did he ever tell you about the little Osborn girl? Him and Saul Gray, they were made for each other. But Johnny, he’ll learn.” He laughed, or at least made a rattling sound. “He’ll learn that Gray don’t let go, not ever. I got money from him, I got the hotel, I got Vonna ... and in return I took him on those little trips to Maine that I won’t even tell you about. I bet the cops would like to know about them. Not that they’d believe it.” 
“I’ll try the phone again—” 
“So why ain’t I dead?” 
“Vonna. That was the deal.” By now I believed thoroughly in that deal. Abner had never doubted it for a moment, because he knew Old Man Gray better than I had suspected. “As soon as Johnny fulfills his obligation by raping his mother....” 
“Then I’ll be—” 
I cut him short. My nerves were frayed, fizzing wires, and when the room went black, I screamed. I heard slobbering noises from the corner where Abner lay, noises that might just have been human bodily functions, but I doubted it. And screams, weak and thin. I blundered toward him, but somehow I lost my way in a room I knew perfectly well. I had no clue at all where I might be. It was a dark night, but even on the darkest night I should have seen the dim outline of a window. Was it the notorious electrical supply, or had I gone blind? 
And if the power had failed, why could I still hear the Red Sox announcers bleating at each other on the television set? 
“Daddy Corbin? Where—?” 
“Gray!” he screamed. 
The lights came back on in the oddest way: first as dimly glowing red points, then as brighter ones that reminded me of those eyes on the road. The red changed to dull orange that seemed unable to push back the darkness. It moved back only reluctantly, like a solid and willful presence. To this day, all light seems feeble, and the darkness like a solid force that constantly pushes and probes. 
Abner’s face was black, his eyes bloody and bulging, his tongue a purple plum stuffed in his mouth. Later, Dr. Bishop needed to take only one look at him to declare he had been strangled. A second look revealed the sort of bruises that fingers would have caused. 
I knew they would have matched the bruises from cold, bony fingers on my hips. 
* * * *
Up to a point, Johnny’s scheme worked just as planned. Vonna had signed an ironclad prenuptial agreement and everything, the house, the money, the hotel went to Abner’s son and heir. Or it would have gone to him if he hadn’t been drooling on his straitjacket at Danvers. 
Vonna repeated to the police what I screamed at her before she fled, that Johnny killed his father, and it hadn’t seemed worth the fuss it would raise to contradict her. If he ever regains his sanity, he will have to stand trial for Abner’s murder. That will be time enough for me to tell the truth. Maybe. 
So everything went to me. I wanted to sell the hotel with Old Man Gray in it, never setting foot inside again, but he persuaded me to come and talk to him. You may find this hard to believe, considering all I’ve said, but those were my feelings at the time. I learned that he can be a truly charming old gentleman. While we spoke he toyed with a lock of hair he had taken from me on that strange night and treasured as a keepsake, revealing an unexpected, romantic side of his nature. In spite of everything, I couldn’t forget how he had pleased me.... 
We reached an understanding, and I remain in charge of the Dunwich Inn while Saul stays on as our oldest and most eccentric guest. Out-of-towners often remark that his shadowy presence lends the place a certain indefinable atmosphere. 
It’s unlikely, of course, that Johnny will ever recover. I heard him speak his last coherent words at Miskatonic General Hospital, where I had gone with the police and Abner’s body, and where I found Vonna, who had broken her ankle in her wild flight. While she was insisting that she hadn’t been raped and pretending she didn’t think I was nuts for suggesting it, Johnny was hustled into the emergency room in fearful condition by a pair of state troopers. 
Naked, bruised and bloody, covered from head to toe with mud and some other, vile-smelling filth, he laughed at me when I told him that the spell was a hoax. His father had died, yes, but it had nothing to do with him, because he hadn’t completed the bargain by raping Vonna. 
“You moron,” he giggled—crazy or sane, he was still Johnny—“Vonna is my stepmother. Saul said to screw my mother.”




ANNUNCIATOR
The fog was dark green with blackish-green streaks. Something wavered out of it to loom before Jason. It was not unlike a squid, an enormous squid wearing a ruff and a jeweled robe. Bangles glittered on its tentacles. 
Jason wanted to scream. Instead he said, “What’s happening, dude?” 
The squid gurgled. Jason knew that it was reciting a sequence of numbers that indicated its social position, home address and personal identification. 
Incredibly, he recognized these numbers. Even more incredibly, he recognized the squid itself. 
Jason said, “Excellent!” He didn’t know exactly what he did, but he did something that rearranged the area of fog beside him. The squid shimmered forward and passed through it. 
“Later, man,” Jason said. 
Why was he mouthing such jargon? He wasn’t a trendy teen from a dumb movie, he was a classical pianist. He was doing the Prokofiev tonight at Carnegie Hall. He ought to wake up and start adjusting his mind-set. 
He remembered that he hadn’t taken his medication. It was too strong lately; he couldn’t play that way. But he couldn’t play with the pain, either, not anymore. He had to wake up and see.... 
This was really odd: whenever he took his medication, he didn’t dream. But when he managed to sleep without it, which was very rarely, he was conscious of the pain even in his dreams. He was dreaming now, obviously. But he felt no pain. 
He didn’t feel much of anything. A bowl festooned with wires and tubes covered his head, like a space-helmet to keep out the poisonous-looking fog. He couldn’t move his arms or legs. He couldn’t bend his head far enough to see any part of his body. 
The fog shifted beside him and the squid reappeared, accompanied by an even grander specimen. He recognized that one, too, and heard himself say, “Hey, Boss, how they hangin’?” 
“Like awesome!” Boss gurgled. 
The creatures tapped his helmet with the gold thimbles on their tentacle-tips to punctuate a lively discussion about him. Boss said he had been programmed to speak in the colloquial style of the Ancient Ones as he screened callers. 
The Ancient Ones? Jason guessed he was dreaming of a distant future when humans will have strangled on the muck they made of the atmosphere, when far-voyaging space-squids will write their history from the rubbish to be found on indestructible disks. His mother’s old warning, that comic books would give him nightmares, had come true with a vengeance. 
He wanted to explain that Boss had derived its knowledge of “Ancient Ones” from television trash, but he couldn’t speak. They reminded him of doctors, who would discuss his condition in abstruse terms when they believed he was too deeply drugged to overhear. Or, like some of them, when they just didn’t care what he heard. He could no longer doubt that they really were human doctors, seen through the distorting lens of some nasty new drug. 
By a supreme effort of will, he managed to say: “Please—doctors—bring me out of this, okay? I have to play at Carnegie Hall tonight.” 
They goggled at him. “Play? You can play your ancient music?” 
Boss jerked into a funny pose, and Jason couldn’t help laughing when he realized what he was looking at: a squid in a dazzling vestment the size of a circus-tent playing air-guitar. 
“Rock on!” it said and made adjustments to his bowl. 
“I can’t—” But he discovered that he could. By thinking about it, he could create the sound of a piano, a piano fit for the angels. He could create an orchestra, too, the way it ought to sound, not groveling to the perverse whim of a nitwit conductor. He launched into the Prokofiev and soon lost himself in its outpouring of barbaric energy as the notes sang in the green fog. 
Until they abruptly pulled the plug. 
“That sucks,” Boss said. 
“Rilly bites it, man,” its guest said. 
As never before, Jason wanted to throw one of his world-famous tantrums, but they had pulled his plug, too. He could no longer speak independently. 
Doctors ... he remembered a doctor Carol had brought, more like a salesman, really. This doctor wanted to freeze his head when he died. It would be revived when medical science found a cure for his disease and a way to give him a new body. When Carol eventually died, her head would be frozen, too, and they would be together again. Some day. 
Moonshine, of course, but he felt he owed her for a life they would never share. They had been married less than a year when his terminal illness was diagnosed. Whatever she wanted, even moonshine, she could have. 
A third squid, by far the most magnificent yet, hove into view. It carried an elaborate staff topped with a globe. This contained the severed but living head of an old woman, her face naggingly familiar. 
She rattled off her master’s identification, which Jason recognized and approved. 
“Greet the Great One,” Boss prompted impatiently. 
“What’s happening—” and, with an excruciating effort that might have moved mountains, he wrenched forth a word that hadn’t been programmed “—Carol?”




RUBBER-FACE
How had Lucien and I grown so different? We had romped together as infants, been mistaken for brothers at the lycee, courted the same woman.... 
Isabel. Three years in hell had changed her, too. She had blossomed with tropical excess into a vision of Venus. With her blonde hair unpinned and her loose garments scarcely masking her sweaty charms, she would have been unwelcome at a staid dinner in Brussels; but no guest would ever have forgotten her. 
I had won her, and Lucien applied himself to his work with demonic energy: in fact with all the qualities of a demon. 
And now this demon I had once called brother announced that my career with His Majesty’s company and my life were ended. 
“You can’t blame me for a poor harvest, my friend. If—” 
“Ah, but I do! All along the upper Congo, they ship twenty times more rubber than you. Richard, you are too soft-hearted to drive these devils.” 
“I have not stinted to use the cane.” 
I looked to Isabel for confirmation. Defying my orders, she never failed to witness punishments. But she lowered her eyes to the table. 
“The cane? Richard, you poor fool, there is one cure only for idle hands.” 
He tossed something on the table. It was the old Lucien, scaring me with a snake or, in this case, enormous black spiders, and I cried out unmanfully. 
Isabel merely stared at the display, her face flushed, her eyes bright. I looked again. 
I stood up, kicking my chair over. “You are not merely a criminal, Lucien, you are a ghoul.” 
“I do what I must, Richard. Since you cannot—” 
“I shall prove to you that my time has not been wasted. I must go to the village.” 
“What you must do is pack. My men will escort you downriver in the morning.” After a pause, he added: “And Madame, of course.” 
The idiots! Feeding the demand for bicycle tires and raincoats with human blood while ignoring a treasure that might transform the world! I had not planned a demonstration, but I would do more than demonstrate. 
I found my way to Malinga’s dark hut, she who had told me of the tree whose sap God used to make the first man. I had seen it work wonders that I will not even hint at until my claims can be supported by more painstaking research. 
In the meantime I would use it to rid the world of the demon, and then Lucien “himself” would order his troops back to Leopoldville, leaving me free to do my work until I could present its fruits to His Majesty. 
I overrode Malinga’s warnings and ordered her to apply the resin, an uncomfortable process that became far worse as the paste seared through to my skull. And rearranged it. After a time I recovered sufficiently to demand a mirror. 
“You stupid hag! That agony for nothing? This is my own face.” 
“Monsieur Duroc—” 
“You dare mock me?” I sent the witch flying with the back of my fist. “I am who I was, Lucien Civin.” 
I trudged through the darkness and hive-like murmuring, using the barrel of my revolver to strike aside any who strayed across my path. Why had I gone among these savages in the first place, wasting my time on Richard’s fantasies? I would pay him back. Thank God, everything is permitted here. 
I had meant to send him downriver in irons. Isabel would stay. But when I burst into their bedroom and beheld them embracing, I went mad. I tore him loose and shot him five times. 
“No, Richard, please!” she screamed. 
What, her, too? I was tempted to use my last round on the sarcastic bitch, but I flung her back and took her as I had dreamed so long of doing. 
“Oh, Richard,” she sighed. “If only you had been like this before....” 
I was terribly confused, but I knew now that I was Richard Duroc. The body on the floor belonged to the demon, Lucien Civin. But when I stumbled to the mirror, it was the face of Civin, created by Malinga’s magic, that returned my horrified stare. 
I tried to tear it off, hooking my fingers into the nostrils. I was a bloody mess by the time Civin’s men restrained me. 
Now I am in irons on my way to judgment, but they don’t know I have concealed a spoon. 
While they sleep, I will scrape this hateful face down to the bone and set everything right.



HERBERT WEST—REINCARNATED, PART II: THE HORROR FROM THE HOLY LAND
[This story was originally published as part of a round-robin with other writers as a tribute to H.P. Lovecraft’s “Herbert West—Reanimator.”—B.McN.]

Dedicated to Rodney Heather

* * * *
Even before his death, Herbert West was never a cheerful man. His moods alternated between sullen abstraction and, when some especially complex problem gripped the full force of his intellect, demoniacal energy. In either mood, an innocent sally of wit or even the casual pleasantries of normal human intercourse could provoke him to a scathing response. 
These moods were exaggerated by the resurrection of his mortal remains, brought about by the formulae and procedures that were the fruit of his lifelong study. In the re-animated West, sullenness deepened to the gloom of the grave; intensity was heightened to a pitch beyond madness. He could smile, yes, when skewering some poor fool who had advanced the inoffensive proposition that it was a nice day, but his smile was a sardonic grimace that might have given pause to Satan himself. Anyone seeking warmth or good cheer from Herbert West would have been better advised to seek them from a shark or a squid. 
Imagine, then, my consternation when this morose genius positively blossomed in the hothouse atmosphere of wartime Berlin. The barbaric spectacles, the frenzied crowds, the strutting soldiers and posturing politicians spoke to some need in his formerly reclusive nature. He cheered at rallies, he glittered at parties, he waltzed at balls. He was positively transfigured with joy when he awoke me quite late one night with the news that Herr Hitler himself had shaken him by the hand and praised his work. 
“A race is nothing without a sense of purpose, don’t you see?” he positively bubbled. “And the Fuhrer has provided one for bona-fide Aryans of every nationality. Can’t you hear it humming all around you, a hive of industry where no worker is idle, no youth is delinquent, no artist or philosopher is alienated, not if they know what’s good for them? Crime, perversion and discontent have been eliminated by the obvious solution of shipping all the criminals, perverts and malcontents to firmly supervised camps. There is food on every table, and the happy workers have splendid roads on which to drive their inexpensive machines. I may have re-animated a few corpses, but that seems contemptible beside the achievement of the Fuhrer, who has re-animated an entire people.” 
Thus torn from a sound sleep, I was uncharacteristically candid in my reply to this rhapsody: “A sense of purpose? Their only purpose is war, West. Your fine new friends have plunged the world into an abyss of barbarism from which it may never emerge.” 
“An abyss of barbarism?” He laughed wildly. “Barbarism is the natural, unsullied state of the Nordic hero, and war is the breath of life to him. The abyss of civilization, rather, a corrupt pit crawling with oriental decadence, where the standard of morality is that of the usurer and the whoremonger, where the goal of politics is the tyranny of equality, where the desire of an effete population is fixed upon the phantom of pusillanimous peace: it is from this abyss that the Fuhrer has led us into the sunlight of a new Golden Age. The manly clash of arms has once again risen to wake the gods from their long slumber among the cobwebs of Valhalla.” 
“You seem to have forgotten the lessons that the veriest dunce could have memorized from the Great War,” I grumbled. “And if the gods in Valhalla are awake, it’s because not even they can sleep through the pandemonium unleashed on us every night by Mr. Churchill’s bombers.” 
* * * *
Had some stranger happened upon this scene in the elegant bedroom of a suite at the Grand Hotel, he would have made the woefully inaccurate observation that West and I were young men of an approximate age. But fifteen years before, we had both been dragged screaming through the furnace of the Great War, an experience horrific enough to age any man long before his time. 
Even before that, we had been young together at Miskatonic University in Arkham, Massachusetts, where West’s dazzling brilliance and his even more dazzling sense of mission had enslaved me as his assistant and accomplice. His goal was simple, and it was deceptively praiseworthy: to restore life to the dead. It was the very promise extended by no less a Personage than our blessed Savior. It seemed to me that West intended to redeem this promise, which had fallen somewhat short of universal expectation, with the methods of modern science. In my most deluded transports of hero-worship, I had confused this madman with Jesus Christ. 
But the reality soon grew horrible, and horror was heaped upon horror until the word lost all meaning and the emotion all power to move. With my high ideals and good intentions I was buried in a pit from which a descent into hell would have seemed a holiday outing. Why, you ask, did I not rebel? I can only reply that man is a despicable worm who can get used to anything, that horror can become a habit, that slavery can bring freedom from the unbearable burden of free will, and that I was no more than a man. 
I was a man, I say, but after West tried to ensure my loyalty even further by murdering me and bringing me back to life with his methods, I became something different, something not unlike the mad, dead West himself. With nothing more to lose, I did at last rebel, whereupon I learned that I had not even ventured beyond the outermost anteroom of true horror. 
I killed West, and nothing in my life or in my subsequent life-in-death ever gave me such undiluted joy. I was glad I killed him. I was free! I was a fool.... 
I created what I believed was a new beginning for a new life with a beautiful young woman who consented to become my bride. We were sublimely happy together, and no happier than when she told me that she was with child. With the same breath, however, she revealed a secret so terrible that I must leave off writing for a moment to scream aloud with shame and loathing. 
There. It brought me no relief. 
The abominable West, the unspeakable West had studied the discipline of mind-transference under the tutelage of certain depraved and scarcely-human mentors. Killing him had done no good, for his fiendish intellect had skipped blithely into the body of Barbara Bishop, the woman I had loved. The most intimate and precious moments of our life together had been a sham. The form I embraced so avidly held the soul of the monster, inwardly mocking and sniggering at my protestations of love and proofs of desire. 
The child, my own son, was rushed to an unholy semblance of maturity by West’s scientific skills; whereupon the madman effected another mental leap, this time into the body of the boy to whom he, while posing as my dear wife, had given birth. 
So that this was no pair of ordinary young men that our hypothetical observer would have seen conversing in the Berlin hotel room. West was my son. He had been his own mother. And we were both dead. No writer of pulp fiction, however crazed by drink or drugs, could have hallucinated a tentacled monster more different from the creatures of the sane, natural world than we were. God Himself would have been hard put to find a name for us. 
* * * *
Not even West’s piquant social life had prevented us from fulfilling the purpose for which we had been transported to Germany. We had re-animated whole battalions of dead soldiers for service on the Eastern Front. Signally deficient in Teutonic discipline, these resurrected heroes had to be conveyed to the east in sealed and heavily guarded freight-cars. Herded into crude formations, they were shoved into the vanguard for the principal purpose of stopping bullets that might otherwise have found their marks in living men. 
At first the walking walls of dead meat had a profoundly demoralizing effect on the ignorant peasants who comprised the bulk of the Red Army, but it was not long before even the brutish Slavs perceived the limitations of our handiwork and overcame their superstitious fears. The dead soldiers seldom had the sense to use their weapons, preferring teeth and claws for hand-to-hand combat. Their formations could be reduced to wriggling heaps of harmless scraps by a skilled machine-gunner; they could be even more easily dispatched with flame-throwers and incendiary shells. I believe most of them were simply immobilized by the fearful cold, since no thickness of winter clothing can keep a corpse from freezing solid. 
The ordinary German soldiers liked their new comrades even less than the Russians did, with the exception of the SS troops, whose appetite for nihilism was immoderate. In fact our greatest success was with a private named Werner Spitzbart, who served with such flair that he was rapidly promoted to obersturmbannfuhrer in the crack Totenkopf Division. In line for a Knight’s Cross after repulsing an armored attack by calling in repeated air-strikes on his own position, he was instead transported to a labor camp in Poland when it was discovered that he had been a Jew in his former life. My attempts to learn the subsequent fate of our protégé were brusquely rebuffed. 
* * * *
I found myself thinking of Werner the next morning as we were chauffeured to the Reich Institute for Military Research in an elegant touring-car with snapping Nazi flags, for West was ranting on and on about the Jews. He was expounding on the theories of his newest admirer, Reichsfuhrer Himmler, whose views on even the most commonplace subjects seemed bizarre, even to a dead man. 
“Christianity is a plot, you see, concocted by the Jews to emasculate their superiors,” West said. “They never could have got a stranglehold on so many areas of human endeavor—business, banking, the arts, medicine—if they hadn’t spun an elaborate fairy-tale designed to convince their Aryan masters that they should turn the other cheek and love their enemies. The glorious message of the Man who proclaimed that He had brought us not peace, but a sword, was twisted into an unspeakable perversion by the so-called Saint Paul and his co-conspirators, Semites of the lowest type, who promulgated the fiction that this purely mortal Übermensch had risen from the grave. 
“The whole sorry history of Christianity began with a slip of a Greek scribe’s pen,” he continued, “whereby parthenos, or virgin, was substituted for pantheros, or panther. Christ was no son of a virgin—” here he paused to snicker in his ghoulish way—“but the son of a Roman centurion known as the Panther. Since folkish tradition is our only infallible source of truth, all the traditional paintings of Christ as a blond, blue-eyed, Nordic hero must reflect the reality of his appearance. His father was recruited into the Roman army from beyond the Rhine—where, incidentally, the true Jews of the Ten Lost Tribes, God’s Chosen People, had previously made their home after wily Semitic intruders betrayed them to the Assyrians.” 
“You don’t deny that Christ’s mother was a Jew,” I interjected. “As in the case of poor Werner Spitzbart, that makes Him unquestionably Jewish, whoever His father may have been.” 
“I have come to expect such captious quibbles from you. Under the Jewish way of reckoning, of course He was, but that way is designed to humiliate the warrior-male and enslave him to women, his natural inferiors. In the Aryan tradition, the father’s line is paramount.” 
“How do you account for the fact that you haven’t taken at all after your father?” I said somewhat waspishly. 
“Next time, by God, you’ll be my wife, and I promise you won’t like it one little bit,” he snarled. 
* * * *
Our hosts were such masters of efficiency and organization that we had little to do with the mass re-animation of soldiers anymore. Most of this daily drudgery went on at a factory in East Prussia, performed by volunteers from a nearby labor-camp. At our laboratory in the Institute for Military Research, West and I worked on improving our formulae and procedures in a clean and sterile atmosphere of pure Science. It was a far cry from the bloody labors of our earlier years, when we had often toiled under conditions reminiscent at once of a butcher-shop and a lunatic-asylum. 
Our main goal was to perfect West’s amply-proven theory that even a single cell from a once-living organism contains a blueprint for the entire creature, and that anything that once lived can be made to live again. If you discount the unfortunate Rudolf Hess, re-animated by our standard methods after his secret execution for treason and dispatched to sow confusion among the English, the so-called Loch Ness Monster was our greatest triumph; although, like all our triumphs, it fell short of our intentions. The Cretaceous monster that our hosts had hoped would rampage through the north of Britain proved to be a passive creature that devoted all its energy to avoiding notice. The only serious havoc it wreaked was at a fish-market in Bremerhaven on its way to the docks, requiring Herr Goebbels to broadcast a tirade against the RAF for the cowardly raid that had killed so many harmless civilians. 
* * * *
I had no reason to doubt the sincerity of my master’s threat, and its horrific implications so distracted me that I failed at first to notice that we were not taking the elevator to our laboratory, but descending a disconnected set of stairways into the ever-more dank and cavernous bowels of the Institute. We passed through two separate sets of steel doors that would have done credit to the most orgulous bank on Wall Street, each of them guarded by steely-eyed SS men—not the store-window mannikins one normally sees modeling their grim finery in the capital, but camouflage-clad warriors from the Das Reich Division, armed with Schmeissers that they clearly knew how to use. They scrutinized our documents and our faces so sedulously that I very nearly apologized aloud for Mr. Roosevelt’s ill-considered slurs against these champions in the forefront of the struggle against atheistic communism. 
All these precautions had been designed to guard a dripping dungeon of mediaeval origin whose mouldy horrors were glaringly revealed by a battery of bare electric bulbs that West activated as we descended the last stairway. I longed to be back in our clean laboratory, but I knew that had been merely a temporary respite from immersion in the natural element of my master, whose heart was gladdened by the ghastly, who gloated on the ghoulish, who gloried in the Gothic. 
Ancient bones and instruments of torture had been tumbled aside at one end of the cellar to make room for a workplace. Among the racks of chemicals and electrical equipment I noted a table where a disconnected skeleton had been laid out, along with a drum of the plasma that had lately been shipped to us by a certain Dr. Mengele, whose experiments with volunteers recruited from Russian prisoners-of-war had kindled uncharacteristic transports of admiration in West. “He’s my kind of doctor!” he had exclaimed more than once while savoring the letters of this dedicated man of science. 
I observed certain anomalies in the makeshift laboratory as we approached. Planks and tools suggestive of a carpentry-shop had been assembled to one side of the table, while theatrical costumes hung near at hand. West quickly dressed himself in the gown and miter of an ancient Roman pontifex and indicated that I should change into the bronze-and-leather gear of a soldier from the same era. 
“Really, West, what on earth—?” But I needed no explanation. The Nazis had lured West into their service with the promise of a very special relic recovered by their agents in Palestine, and he had sardonically observed that this relic might teach us something about carpentry in the era of Tiberius. The implications of these hints had been so horrendous that I had pushed them firmly to the back of my mind all this while, but now they burst forth upon my consciousness like a black and putrid wave from a subterranean sea clogged with drowned demons. 
“Yes, my friend, we want to make our very special Guest feel at home when He returns from His long sleep,” West said as I goggled at the ancient bones on the table with a horror and loathing that was strangely not unmixed with awe and, yes, reverence. He continued, “We shall prove, for once and all, the absolute correctness of the Reichsfuhrer’s views on the nature and origin of Rabbi Yeshua ben Joseph, known to all the world as Jesus Christ!” 
“No, West! This isn’t merely wrong, this isn’t merely wicked, this is a sacrilege beside whose magnitude the most depraved and wanton blasphemies of the Marquis de Sade would seem no more than boyish pranks!” 
“Put up that absurd sword and stop your blithering,” he said as he smeared the ineffably sacred relics with the latest transmutation of his reagent. “I had deluded myself that an infantile intelligence might be mewling somewhere inside your empty head, but obviously I was wrong.” 
“But, West ... the Lamb of God....” 
“Indeed,” he sneered. “Pass the leg.” 
He had uncovered the drum of Mengele’s plasma, releasing an odor that defied description. The foetor was so noisome that I feared I might lose consciousness, but West seemed oblivious to it as he dropped the bones he had treated into the drum. Its black, oily contents began to bubble thickly. 
And then they stopped. The surface of the liquid was still. 
I had anticipated—I don’t know what, a bolt of lightning, an angelic manifestation, the sudden entrance of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. None of these could have been more unnerving than the absolute absence of observable phenomena that in fact prevailed. Even West grew nervous, and he stepped toward the drum with unwonted trepidation. 
In the next instant he fell back with a scream as a Shape burst upward from the still surface of the vile potion, mouthing and gibbering as it splashed the liquid on our theatrical costumes. My own reaction was an unseemly peal of laughter, for this Person gave the lie to West and Himmler, and probably to the preconceptions of most devout Christians, as well. 
What we had re-animated was a thoroughly unremarkable Man, nearing forty, balding, somewhat paunchy, whose limbs and chest were covered with an almost apish growth of black hair. The style of his hair and beard and his general cast of features would have aroused no comment at all among the importunate pushcart-peddlars of New York City’s Delancey Street. In fact the only remarkable thing about Him was His height, scarcely four inches over five feet. So much for the tall, blond, blue-eyed, Nordic Übermensch of all those ludicrous paintings! 
But I had no doubt at all of His identity. His brow was cruelly lacerated, right down to the bone, as if by a crown of thorns, and His body had been torn as if by a remorseless flogging. Not on the hands, as all those deluded stigmatics believe, but between the radius and ulna of the wrists were ragged holes where iron nails ran in. As His struggles upended the vat and He tumbled onto the floor in a flood of foul liquid, I saw that His ankles had been similarly pierced. The wound in His left side, presumably made by a Roman spear, gaped large and jagged, as if the final executioner had twisted the blade for the best effect. 
“Good God, West! Stay clear!” I screamed, for I observed something he apparently had not as he approached our latest and most spectacular failure. It was obvious from the blank, mad eyes of our subject that His intellect, or perhaps His soul, had not accompanied the body in its transit from beyond the tomb. This thing was as dangerous as any of our earliest subjects. 
“Those fools!” West snarled. “They obviously recovered the wrong—” 
In the next instant, our subject gripped West by the throat, dragged his head down and began gnawing on his chin, mouthing and mumbling in some foreign tongue all the while. 
“No! It’s not possible!” West cried. “It can’t be!” 
“What? What is it?” 
“He’s speaking in Aramaic, which I learned in preparation for this experiment,” my master explained, his words somewhat disjointed by his struggles. “He said, ‘Take this and eat, for this is My body!’” Almost as an afterthought, he added, “For Christ’s sake, man, help me!” 
It would have been poetic justice, surely, to let the Redeemer of All Mankind devour my monstrous mentor, but some unextinguished glimmer of feeling for a fellow-creature impelled me to seize one of the wounded wrists and tear it from West’s neck. 
“’Because thou art neither hot nor cold, but lukewarm, I shall spew thee from my mouth,’” West said, his scholarly instincts compelling him to provide a translation even in this extremity; and then, perhaps not translating, he screamed: “This is my blood!” 
As all our subjects tended to be, this creature was preternaturally strong, and it was all I could do to hold one of His hands down. But a plank came to hand from the carpentry supplies West had assembled to make Him feel at home. It was the work of a moment to seize a hammer and nail and pin His hand securely to the board. When I had torn the other hand from West’s throat and dealt with it similarly, I was appalled to see the unthinking parody I had created of one of the most momentous events in all the history of the world: the Son of Man lay nailed to a crossbeam at my feet. 
“What’s He saying now?” I asked. 
“’Verily, I say unto thee, today thou shalt be with me in paradise,’” West snarled, and added: “It doesn’t know what it’s saying, you fool! It’s just so much worthless meat.” 
Before I could protest—and I’m not entirely sure that I would have—West seized the Roman sword from my belt and began hacking our subject in manageable pieces, which would still have to be dissolved in acid. At the very end it cried out words that even I understood: “Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?”

As the separate pieces writhed and humped and scampered about the cellar, I became suddenly aware that we were not alone. Unnoticed in the confusion, the Reichsfuhrer himself had entered the room with his menacing entourage and stood pondering the scene. A look of utter loathing crossed his rather prissy face as he stared at the severed, still-mouthing head of the Light of the World, but the reason for his loathing startled me as he spat: “A Chew! He vass not’ingk but a Chew all along.” 
West was for once at a total loss for words as he stood fixed in the glitter of Himmler’s little, round spectacles. That was for the best, as the Reichsfuhrer astounded us both by declaring, “You haff done vell, Vest! Dis vass not’ingk but a man, if a Chew can be so designated. Christianity vass all a plot, as I knew, a plot to distract us from the true vorship of Votan.” 
“Heil Hitler!” West at last remembered to say. 
“As your reward, I am sending you both to Auschwitz—” here the Reichsfuhrer skipped a beat, perhaps giving the lie to those who have averred that he was totally devoid of humor—“to oversee and guide Dr. Mengele in his endeavors. His experiments haff lately taken a decidedly odd turn, and I feel you are the only man to evaluate them and report to me confidentially.”





MANY HAPPY RETURNS
Returning late to my new home, I spied a stranger in the alley. 
“May I help you?” 
He ignored me. He needed no help to trespass. 
The gate to the alley was locked. I entered my front door, grabbed a flashlight and a ring of household keys, and hurried through to the garden. 
Lights from tall buildings around me revealed no lurkers. I unlocked the gate from the garden to the alley. Except for trash cans and litter, it was empty. 
The house next door was a classic Federal house like mine, but divided into apartments. The stranger must belong there. But where had he gone? 
I soon found an answer. A door into the neighboring house was blocked by old packing crates, but a man could squeeze through. The door looked unused, though. The knob was missing. 
I examined the windows. They were above the level of my head, and securely barred. Lights shone in a few of them, and I glimpsed motion. I realized that I wouldn’t have to call the police if I kept prowling like this. 
Hurrying back to my garden, I saw a depression in the wall of my home. It had once been a door, but it was bricked over. 
My home was the sort that Susan would have liked. She had enjoyed entertaining, and she had collected too many antiques for our East Side apartment. 
“Why on earth did you buy a house?” my sister, Janice, had asked. “You should have moved to a smaller place when....” 
“I can afford it.” 
“If you can afford an elephant, should you buy one?” 
“It feels like home.” 
“It feels like a museum.” Her disapproving gaze stopped at the urn on the mantel. “Or a tomb.” 
I was awakened that night by footsteps. They must have come from the house on the other side, which shared a wall with mine, although I had never heard untoward noise from those neighbors. 
The next night I saw a woman in the alley, who vanished as neatly as her male counterpart. I went to the house across the alley and buzzed the super, but he affected to speak no English. 
That night I heard two sets of footsteps and voices, as if the female stranger had moved into my walls, too. The conversation seemed pleasant, but I couldn’t make out a word. 
“You never get out, do you?” Janice scolded. “You’re coming to my place for New Year’s.” 
“No, I had planned....” 
I couldn’t continue. I had planned nothing. Susan’s New Year’s Eve parties had become a tradition. This would be the first year without one. 
“Why don’t we have my party here?” Janice said. “I always go to yours, anyway. You must have the list.” 
Going through the list was a ghoulish exercise. So many names had been crossed off, and still more had to be. Life is like the trenches in the First World War. Instead of five minutes, it takes sixty years or so to lose your friends, but you lose them. 
Frank Capra takes over New York City when it snows at the holidays. The buildings are scaled down by the black sky, bright lights glorify sifting snow. The derelicts are replaced by charming character actors. “Hello, Lion’s Head!” I called. “Hello, General Sheridan!” People smiled at me and I wished them all a happy New Year as I hurried home, somewhat tipsily, with last minute party supplies. 
This would never do: the gate to the alley stood open. Trying to pull it closed with my arms loaded, I slipped on the ice and tumbled painfully down the steps. 
Someone helped, but he guided me deeper into the alley. That bricked-over door was open. Light poured out. 
“Now, wait—” 
“What you need is a drink,” my helper said. By God, it was Roy! Where had he been keeping himself all these years? 
Inside the house I found that just about everybody had gathered. I hadn’t seen Claire since ... since she slashed her wrists. She didn’t look any the worse for it. 
“I think the mice are having a party,” she said, one ear pressed to the wall. 
“Acoustics,” explained Paul, still the professor, although he had choked to death at a restaurant ten years ago. “The party’s really here.” 
That should have been my cue to dash for the real entrance to my home. But I knew beyond all doubt as I walked into the next room that Susan was waiting for me.



LA FILLE AUX YEUX D’ÉMAIL
I had bared my torso as the doctor advised, but Surprenant flaunted his customary, quasi-military regalia, suggesting some absurd costume approved by his late master, Bonaparte, whom he would soon join in hell. If this happy event miscarried, and if my ball merely passed through his chest without killing him, he would ever after painfully cough up wads of wool, linen and silk, and perhaps a brass button or two. 
As I raised my pistol—the damned thing shook, beastly chilly morning—I gritted, “Waterloo, you frog-fondling bastard!” 
I was aware that Trelawney winced and Mr. Jagger averted his eyes. However unexceptionable the sentiment, this was not the sort of a thing a gentleman said at such a moment. That fiend merely smiled one of his stiff little smiles and flung back at me, “Countess-fondling bastard, Milord Cuckoo.” 
You can see what an impossible creature this was, lacking even the common decency to address me as “My Lord Earl,” or “Lord Nether Dunwich.” I forgot the Martial skills that were my second nature and yanked the trigger as if it were intimately connected with the pustulant innards of his stinking heart. I consequently missed that organ by a foot: the ball drilled between his eyes. 
“Well played!” Lord Cummerbund cried, even before the body hit the turf with a gratifying thud. Mr. Jagger averted his eyes once again, doubtless reflecting that this was not how duelists comported themselves in the reign of good King George III. 
The dead man’s seconds held their ground, wordless, expressionless, not at all like any Frenchmen I had ever seen, as I strode forward with an offhand deprecation of my shooting. It was Mr. Jagger, the surgeon, who doddered to intercept me, fearing that I would club the fallen man with my pistol-butt. But I only wanted a last look at the poor chap, I assured the old man as I set him firmly aside. 
Incredible, really. The hole was neat and bloodless as the bung of a cask. The Adonis-like head (it cost nothing to give the smocksniff his due, for he was dead, thank God!) showed none of the grotesque distortion that often results from the forcible insertion of a big lead ball into the brain. 
Trelawney and Lord Cummerbund draped my cloak over my shoulders and hurried me from the field, as seconds are supposed to do. I was not at all loath to go. The sight of Surprenant’s blue eyes, clear and placid as the sky toward which they gazed, was bloody unnerving. 
A departing glance, equally unnerving, showed his seconds still standing like statues. 
* * * *
I flung my reins at the nearest lackey and raced upstairs, bursting into my wife’s chambers and hurling my cloak within a foot of her exquisite, empty head. She lay on a divan in the filmiest of morning gowns, a sylph basking in a transparent mist. 
“Your lover is no more,” I announced. 
“No more than what, Neddy?” She yawned delicately into her fan. I saw that she was reading a triple-decker by that Shelley woman, which irked me more than the absurd name she called me by. I often said that someone should drown that pup, and his novelizing trollop of a wife along with him. Their filthy effusions had undoubtedly undermined Phyllis’s moral character. 
“You whore, he’s dead! I’ll no longer be sickened by the taste of snails and garlic in your kisses.” 
“No worse, surely, than the taste of turnips, gin and scullions’ cunnies in yours, Nether Dunwich. Oh, my! You’re not referring to that French gentleman, are you? I dropped him, as you adjured me to.” 
“And I dropped him again this morning, dropped him deeper than ever plummet sounded.” 
“Killing lovers and quoting poetry before breakfast! You’re becoming nearly interesting. And you look altogether fetching without your shirt, Neddy. Why fine, strapping men wear so much clothing is beyond my understanding. Remove your hose, why don’t you?” 
“It doesn’t—oh, yes, quite.” I kicked off my boots and peeled my nether garment. Although I risk seeming the proper Bedlamite, that hole in Surprenant’s head had provoked a sequence of thought that led directly to the one between Phyllis’s thighs, and I had been pulled from the field of death by an upright lance. I am not alone in my madness. Any man who fought against Boney knows that nothing tops off slaughter like a proper fuck. 
Women, of course, are the same, if not worse. Thrash a clumsy groom, and before you can apologize for your unthinking brutality, some tender-hearted virgin who has just been nattering about the Rights of Man will tear your breeches down and inhale your cock. The flush that rose to my countess’s cheeks and the slackening of her thighs told me that my tale of death had aroused her. 
I dropped to my knees and tore her gown apart. This provoked a flurry of protest, but did not stop her from draping her legs over my shoulders and thrusting her cunt up for tasting. 
God, that hole! The door of life, the door of death, the mouth of the tomb where we lust to bury ourselves from boyhood. Its tastes, it textures, its shapes, its fascinations are boundless. I slipped my hands under her rump to lift her like a brimming bowl of poison, and I drank deep. My thoughts were hectic, distracted. I kept thinking of that hole in my victim’s forehead and wondering—damme, some thoughts are too mad to be put in words! 
But this one was mine again, all mine ... until the next dancing-master or clock-maker came prancing up to sniff it. I bit back a cry that was part triumph and part despair as I scrambled forward to jam my cock to the hilt into the slithery essence of her being. 
“What ... unh ... what ... unh ... what was that about Waterloo, Neddy?” 
God alone knew what I had been saying, but I had a suspicion, and that suspicion enraged me. “Countess, I vow you will forget that absurd name if I hang you by your wrists and give you a taste of a coachman’s whip!” 
“It’s so tiresome, Neddy, that you never keep such—oh, My Lord!—promises. Oh!” 
Having reclaimed her for the moment, I relaxed in her embrace ... until the cuckoo-clock hooted, a reminder of the man I had killed that was so apposite, that it was like a rude French gesture from beyond the grave. 
I went to tear the clock from the wall with the intention of smashing it under my heel, but Phyllis flung herself in my way and snuggled the hateful object against her bare breasts as if I had threatened to brain an especially beloved child. 
She had scarcely batted an eyelash when I told her how I had destroyed the damned clock’s maker. 
* * * *
The Marquis de Surprenant might have been a dazzling ornament of the last century. In those days, I am told, a gentleman could tinker to his heart’s content with clocks and clockwork peacocks and mechanical Chinamen and chess-playing chimpanzees without being dismissed as an eccentric. No one could deny his cleverness, but cleverness is surely no sign of good breeding. 
I had no knowledge of his predilections when, reverses at the gaming-tables having dictated it, I sold him Noddingdean Manor and its attendant lands. The fields were a wasteland of Biblical desolation, the idle swine who posed as tenants never paid the rents, and the manor itself had been home to the owl and the serpent since Queen Anne’s reign. I was eminently satisfied with the bags of gold that were brought to my door—rather a Gallic flourish, that—in a coach drawn by almost preternaturally matched and well-behaved horses. 
“They move like ballet-dancers,” Lady Nether Dunwich said at the time, but I gave this no thought then. 
I forgot about the fellow for six months or so, and my incuriosity about the antics of Frenchmen was so profound that I would have declined his invitation for a week of shooting and feasting at Noddingdean if Phyllis had not pestered me beyond mortal endurance. There would be no denying her, for the marquis had won her devotion with the gift of that bizarre clock, which kept idiosyncratic time and sounded like no cuckoo I had ever heard. Her attachment to this gift flirted with dementia; I had once surprised her naked in bed, apparently putting the clock to a use that no sane Christian would dream of. But I never inquired too deeply into her eccentricities, for she came from a noble Scotch family who had only stopped painting themselves blue in her grandmother’s day. 
Once past the borders of my former holding, I began to feel uncomfortably like that chap in the Arabian Nights who wakes one morning to find that a magician has erected a palace beside his, one that makes his own look shoddy. The former desert bloomed, the former ruin glittered. I will not deny that envy tinged my further dealings with the marquis. 
“They’re toys!” Phyllis cried, having dashed from the coach to exclaim over the exotic birds that paraded about the lawn. “Come look, Neddy, they’re toys!” 
Such familiarity was impertinent enough in the bedroom, but here, in front of the foreign footmen who had sprung up to receive us, it was intolerable. Not a smirk in the bunch, though, they were admirably impassive, and that mollified my anger. It vanished completely when I joined the countess and realized that she spoke the truth. The peacocks that strutted and preened about the lawn were made of metal, inset with dazzling gemstones. I had to touch them—which no real bird would have permitted—to verify the evidence of my eyes. 
“Rather hard on the teeth, I should imagine,” I said. 
A voice said: “And they would surely play hell with your stomach, my lord.” 
“Who—?” The voice had been a man’s, but I was alone with the countess. And the birds. I studied them suspiciously. 
“Nether Dunwich, it was ... he ... that spoke.” 
I thought she had gone quite mad, for she pointed timidly at a statue that stood beside us, one of those naked Greek Johnnies. I had barely opened my mouth to deliver my diagnosis when it turned its head toward us and said, “It was indeed I, my lord. Your pardon if I startled you.” 
“It’s made of stone,” Phyllis whispered, “Neddy, it really is!” 
I absently swatted her hand from the statue’s bare arse as I gave it a close scrutiny. Its facial expressions were somewhat crude—the bloody thing was smiling now—and I detected a seam where the neck had swiveled toward us. It was no man coated with paint, as I had at first suspected, but a mechanical device like the birds. 
“My master, the marquis, awaits you,” the thing said, staring insolently at Phyllis. 
“Your servant, sir,” I said, feeling like an idiot for saying it, as I propelled the countess firmly away by the elbow. 
“And yours, my lord,” the statue said, turning its head completely to the rear to wink at us. At the same time its hand, formerly raised in a heroic gesture, descended jerkily and moved to its front. The body hid what the hand was doing, but the elbow twitched suggestively as the contrivance continued to stare after my wife. 
“Did you observe the ... change ... in its physique?” she asked. 
“Damme if I didn’t! The man’s a rogue, a bloody, pandering dog.” 
“Neddy, it’s only a statue!” 
“Not that—and stop smiling at it, you slut!—the thing’s master, Marquis Bloody-Be-Damned Surprenant. I mean to tell him that it’s just not on in my county, no, not on at all, statues with stiff pricks.” 
I told him nothing, however. No sooner had we been shown to our rooms than the countess, inflamed by the lascivious display, tore my clothes off and ravished me repeatedly until I was forced to resort to my tongue, my fingers and, finally, the Persian bedstave the shameless wanton had packed, to meet her insatiable demands. I was rather subdued and not a little sore when we dressed and went to meet the other noble guests and be amused to the point of numbness by further mechanical wonders. 
The countess glittered as only she can do, and the target of her relentless glittering was our host. Even without a receptive audience, I had observed, he was inclined to prattle on at unconscionable length, and Phyllis’s attentions encouraged him to a near-Whiggish excess of chatter. Wherever I wandered in the vast drawing room, no matter how intently I tried to listen to serious talk of the chase or the table from my peers, I was conscious of his accented fluting. Like the more viscous elements of a bucket of slops dumped from a London window, some of his words stuck, but I can recall no coherent theme in his twittering. 
He had been, he said, the prize pupil of a certain Herr Dr. Koppel at Ingelstodt. Another German, a writer named Hoffmann, had slandered this Koppel and Italianized his name in a tale about a mechanical ballet-dancer which had achieved some vogue: my lady seemed to have heard of it, and God knows she’ll read any book if it’s sufficiently lubricious. 
Koppel and his ballerina had come to a bad end, but Surprenant vowed to carry on his work and abide by his faith: that the flesh was a poor vessel for the soul, and that it could be far more properly housed in a perfect machine. 
No such perfection was evident in the machines now on display. To the loud amusement of several guests, the Chinese automaton was attempting to fill glasses from an empty decanter. I watched the chimpanzee, playing chess with Lord Cummerbund. The motions of these machines were awkward, like those of the obscene statue; and I would say mindless, except that the ape appeared to be winning. 
A maidservant came to relieve the Chinamen, who set a wayward course for the rear of the house, changing direction whenever he encountered someone and bowed. I studied the girl. As she bent to pour, her rosy breasts were revealed to the nipples. Her full lips glistened with moisture, a pulse throbbed in her neck, her motions were fluid, and yet.... I could give my suspicion no coherent form, I dared not give it a name, and I concluded that a combination of Surprenant’s wild talk and strong claret had thrust me into an opium-dream as meaningless as those of the degenerate Coleridge. 
When the maid left the room with a tray of empty bottles, I followed. I heard a chinking as of glass ahead of me, but the passage was lightless. Even granting that she knew her way about the house, it seemed impossible that she would dare this darkness without a candle. Hurrying after the sound, I collided painfully with a wall. 
I still heard the chink of glass. Checking my throbbing nose for blood, I went on more cautiously. It was my plan to probe her credentials as a human being. The damned girl had aroused me, flaunting her pert nipples in my face, and I should surely be able to tell whether I was rogering a machine or a living woman. 
“You, wench!” I called, and the echo of my voice warned me that I was on the edge of a pit. I thrust my arms out and very nearly stumbled down a flight of stairs. 
The noise I had followed rose from the foot of the narrow stairs, but it sounded less like glass as I tiptoed closer. It had a metallic ring, and there was far too much of it for a mere tray of bottles. A sturdy door blocked my way at the bottom. It was locked. 
A fan of light radiated from a keyhole, and I knelt to peer through it. The chinking and clanking quite clearly came from the room beyond this door, but all I could see was part of a table strewn with metal rubbish. A dark-skinned arm moved rhythmically, like a tinker tapping at a kettle; but to produce the varied sounds would have required a dozen tinkers tapping at a dozen kettles. The arm moved steadily, tirelessly, it mesmerized me. I thought how pleasant it would be to doze here, lulled to sleep by the tireless tinker in antique armor.... 
That thought snapped me to my senses. Armor? Why would a workman sheathe his arm in bronze? And bronze it was, not just dark skin, for it shimmered with metallic glints. I twisted this way and that to catch a glimpse of the hand of the workman, or his face, but I could not, nor was I entirely sure I wanted to. I crept back up the stairs. 
In the drawing room, the glare of infinitely reflected candlelight woke me fully, the clatter of a dozen noble tongues brought me to my senses. The night was not warm, but I was sweating. I had drunk too much. I had played peeping Tom on some elaborate machine, another of Surprenant’s wonders, and had mistaken a piece of machinery for a man’s arm. 
“More claret, my lord?” 
I stared, rather wild-eyed, at the very girl I had pursued. She stared back, guilelessly attentive, a perfect face in the Classic mode, framed with chestnut curls. Her blue eyes were as clear and bright as Chinese lacquer. I reached out to steady myself on her shoulder, but my hand, as if with a will of its own, slid into her bodice to clasp her bare breast. 
“My lord! I am an honest girl!” she cried, but she made no move to withdraw. 
“Haw!” I noticed that Lord Cummerbund, fresh from his failed battle of wits with the mechanical ape, was paunch-to-elbow beside me. “Haw! Still not a wasted word or motion, eh, m’lud? Dash right into the thick of things, just as at La Haye Sainte.” 
I cupped her breast, the firm, cool fleshy weight of it, with no hint of bronze beneath. The nipple had extended to prod my palm. Her heart beat very fast and her cheeks burned pink, lending her eyes the brightness of a marsh-light. What more proof did I need? I withdrew my hand and touched it to my lips, tasting her fine sweat. 
“What is your name, honest girl?” 
“Coppélia, if it please your lordship.” 
“Haw! His lordship is pleased, I’ll warrant.” 
We both ignored him, our eyes locked. “A strange name.” 
“My master’s whim, my lord.” 
“Do you bow to all his whims?” 
“I try to give satisfaction to my betters.” 
I felt Phyllis’s angry glare before I turned to see it. She knew my ways, of course, as I did hers, but we never made a public show of them. Her hand on Surprenant’s arm, she moved closer to him while he feigned interest in a rather blatant painting of amorous demigods. She turned to give him all her smiling attention. 
“More claret, yes.” As the girl poured, I said, “Your English is even better than your master’s—you are French, are you not?” 
“Indeed, monsieur le comte.” As if my words had triggered a mechanism, she suddenly seemed more foreign. “But I studied your language at one of our more notable—what is your word?—nunneries.” 
* * * *
I woke alone in a spinning bed. Lurching onto my side, I reached for the chamber-pot before puking copiously. This must be my proper bed, since my man had apparently dressed me in my nightshirt, but I had no memory of getting here. I had a vague recollection of being beastly to our host. I had rallied him about the mechanical men who were making even more mechanical men in his cellar. 
“They reproduce themselves, even as we do.” 
“Then—haw!—” At a certain stage, I fear, my manner is very much like that of Lord Cummerbund—“they must have mechanical women.” 
“Assuredly, my lord.” 
Had this conversation taken place, or had I dreamed it? The naked ballerina spinning in an empty drawing room among broken bottles and guttering candles was surely a dream, as was the strange music. Mozart? 
“No, the music of Hoffmann, my favorite,” she had said. 
I had heard that name tonight, but as a writer, not a musician. This false twist on a real memory seemed to prove it had been a dream. 
Decidedly odd, seeing a ballerina display her hairless quim and her muscular bum as she raised her legs this way and that in the figures of her dance. These were sights I had never pictured before, I was sure, nor had I ever supposed that a depilated pudendum could so fascinate. The lips were prim, tight, virginal, but they had glistened as the dance went on. I laughed aloud at the fecundity of my fancy. Coleridge just wasn’t in it. 
Despite Phyllis’s earlier attentions, I had a stand that a blacksmith could never have beaten down. Getting to my feet drove a spike between my eyes, but I padded forward in much the same wayward manner as the Celestial automaton. 
Unexpectedly, the countess’s door was unlocked. I opened it and moved across the moonlit room to the shadowed bed. Patting the coverlet, I discovered at once that it was not only empty, it had not been slept in. Damned whore! I was in no condition to search for her. Thinking about the way I felt stirred a violent rebellion in my stomach, and I half-fell toward the open casement in time to spew painful strands of bile. 
The low moon shone through an opposite window, and most of the lawn was shadowed by the bulk of the manor. I thought I detected motion. Those birds? But the motion was too localized: a pale, vertical thing seemed to undulate. I rubbed my eyes, replacing the tears with red and orange splashes. Making out any object on the lawn through a fog of wine and half-sleep was nearly impossible. Everything was a crazed mosaic, and everything seemed to move: trees, benches, statues.... 
I persuaded myself, more by recalling its location than seeing its form, that the vertical object, the one that really moved, was the statue that had accosted us. It seemed larger than before, bulkier, as if a second figure clung to it, arms about its neck, legs about its waist, heels pressing its gyrating buttocks. The hair of the clinging figure was brighter than moon-pale skin or stone, bright as my lady’s hair. 
What I describe are mad conjectures, not actual sights, but they seemed real to me as I peered into the darkness until my eyes watered again, and they cinched a tighter knot than nausea in my stomach and cored the heart from my breast. The damned woman, oh, the damned woman! 
On that thought, I fell asleep. 
* * * *
“A failed suicide, Neddy? May I help?” 
I woke to find myself hanging half out the window. My stomach churned, but all I could do was spit and cough. The statue stood exactly where I thought it had. 
“Where have you been, trollop?” 
“Riding.” 
“Riding statues on the lawn all night, eh?” 
“Neddy, would you please give me ample warning when you know you must be locked in the attic like the late earl, your father? One does hope to plan for the event.” 
“Foul strumpet—” 
I turned to see that she indeed wore equestrian clothing. Illogically, this muted my suspicions. I threw her across the bed while she shrieked and giggled wildly, then hiked up her skirts until they masked her face and muffled her cries. This permitted me to inspect her female parts under the guise of merely toying with them. Given the size and presumed texture of the statue’s virile member, I would have expected some inflammation of her thick lips, but they looked no different from usual. Of course frequent and enthusiastic use had probably made hers more flexible than most, so this proved nothing. 
I slid my tongue in deeply, expecting ... what? Stone-cutter’s dust? Moss? It tasted much the same as ever, allowing for a musky ripeness that could have been explained by her morning’s exertions, or by last night’s exertions with a man of flesh and blood. She made free use of her boots on my spine, she raked me with her nails, she battered my ears with her riding crop while I growled and sucked. 
When her cunt began to drool, I wrenched the crop from her grasp, rolled her over and whipped her arse until it burned red. The bitch loved it, I knew, despite her shrieked prayers and promises. Annoyed that I was doing no more than amusing her, I shoved my cock into that hole she deemed inappropriate. It was like skinning my prick with a loop of wire, but I persisted, and gave her a buggering so vigorous that it would have earned oaths of admiration on the lower gun-deck of the Fighting Téméraire.

When she stopped shrieking and began cursing in a surly way, I tore her gown open and whipped her shoulders to evoke some proper screams. Her excitement had not abated. By the time I uncorked her bum, her juice had slicked her inner thighs to her knees. Slamming into her cunt, I screamed myself as she tightened the sleeve into a death-grip, but I kept on and on until it was she, for a change, who begged for a respite. 
She didn’t get one, not for another hour, the damned whore. 
* * * *
Disliking our host, annoyed with Phyllis for doting on him, annoyed with myself for letting it trouble me, I drank far more during that week than is my wont. I tried to find that servant girl with the strange name on several confusing midnights, and I recall falling down more than one flight of stairs, but she seemed to have vanished from the house. 
“I see some value in your ideas,” I told the marquis one morning as we were shooting. “An iron stomach would do me far better than the one I have.” 
“You might have several.” 
I fired at a pheasant, and missed. My shooting is done without pausing for thought, but it is far better than most. The marquis, having paused to aim and calculate in his methodical way, brought the bird down. Strange as it sounds, he never missed, one more good reason for disliking him. 
He had kept prattling on, as ever, but the gunfire had distracted me. “Eh?” 
“The essential self could be kept safe at home in some object while the mechanical bodies went forth to do its bidding and share their sensations.” 
“You mean, I could keep my soul in a teapot while my metal lackeys clanked off to live my life for me?” 
“Exactement!” He seemed amused. “But a teapot would be a poor choice if you employed clumsy servants. Or if they happened to like tea, n’est-ce pas?”

His mention of servants tempted me to ask what had become of Coppélia, but this was really not the sort of thing one asked. As I pondered this, he regained my attention with the astounding remark, “Your shooting would improve if you did not move your ass so much.” 
“Sir, my arse and all the rest of me remain quite still when I shoot.” 
“No, your ass!” It surprised me that he should insist on the vulgar pronunciation, but then decency was never your Frenchy’s strong suit. “You must fix your ass on the target.” 
“Yes, agreed, it would be scarcely possible to miss if I went and sat on the bloody bird before I fired,” I replied with some heat. 
“With your ass!” He was growing no less vexed than I. Throwing up his hands in exasperation, he cried, “Keep your ass under control!” 
I jerked back, anticipating an assault as he thrust his forefinger in my face, but then I realized the silly bugger had meant to say, my eyes.

* * * *
I had explored the manor in my boyhood, when it had been a derelict ruin. It should be easy—or so it seemed on the last of those confusing midnights—to find the servants’ quarters and the wench I lusted for without coming to grief yet again. 
Confident that Bacchus would guide me, if not Venus, I took no light, but stuffed a bottle of claret in each of my pockets. 
For hours, or so it seemed, I lurched, paused, pondered, drank, then went to lurch in some new direction. Nearly stumbling, I caught at something in the darkness to steady myself: a silken sleeve. Soft skin beneath it. I pulled the lithe body against me, confident that the gods had inerrantly guided me to her. 
“Coppélia,” I breathed in her ear. 
“What you seek is that way,” said a voice that was unmistakably that of the mechanical Chinaman. 
“Damn you, sir!” I cried, scouring my lips on my sleeve as I shoved it against the wall with a tinkling clank. Moderating my tone, I asked, “Which way?” 
I got no response. Feeling before me, I found it sitting against the wall, its arm extended, its finger pointing. The feel of its skin was unnervingly lifelike. 
“Sorry,” I muttered, fearing I had broken it. 
“The fault was entirely mine, my lord. Forgive me for startling you.” 
Feeling I had been gulled by these things again, I stalked off. My course grew surer. I realized that I could now almost see my surroundings. I was moving toward a light masked by curtains. Putting my eye close to the thin gap between them, I found myself staring into Surprenant’s face. 
I jumped back, my knees shaking. But what was I, a lisping girl who squealed at shadows? Other and far more terrible faces had leaped up before me in that blazing Belgian farmhouse, and I had met those with a laugh and a saber-thrust. I stepped forward again. 
The oddness of his face had unmanned me, that was the answer. He stared at me, but he didn’t see me, I was sure of that. His was the fixed stare of a corpse. 
He sat naked at a table in a large and dimly lighted chamber, his own bed-chamber, I believed. A cloth was draped over his shoulders. How could a dead man sit upright at a table, leaning on his forearms? Rigor mortis contorts the features, but his face was blank. Drugged, then, not dead, although I detected no motion whatever. 
I felt a second and even greater shock when a naked woman came into view. Before I raised my eyes to her face, I recognized her by the firm muscularity of her legs, the precise tilt of her breasts, but most of all, by her shaven cunt, but I recognized these details from what I had thought to be a dream. It was Coppélia, the elusive serving-girl and sometime ballerina. 
Surprenant seemed as unaware of her presence as of mine. She held something in her hand, and I almost cried out in warning when she moved it to his back. I thought she held a small knife and meant to stab him, and so it looked, but he showed no reaction as she performed some unguessable operation on his back. 
I raised my eyes to her face, but she was intent on whatever she was doing. Odd glimmers, like reflections of the candlelight on a mirrored surface, danced on her skin as she worked. The other side of the cloth that draped his shoulders might be beaded: this was the only explanation that occurred to me. 
I glanced down at Surprenant’s face and got my third and worst shock. He could see me. His respiration had resumed. He smiled. 
“Come in, my lord.” 
“Forgive me, I lost my way. Didn’t mean to intrude—” 
I made as if to back away from the curtains, but he beckoned me. The girl smiled, and that tipped the balance. I stepped forward. 
She had finished her task and pulled the cloth from his shoulders. She seemed to be fastening it at his back. He stretched his arms, flexed his fingers, released a sigh as of relief. 
“I cannot recommend too highly the benefits of oriental massage.” He rose and, with alarming suddenness and brutality, hurled the naked girl toward me. She would have been injured if I hadn’t caught her, and she nearly knocked me off balance. With a sneer the marquis added, “Nor of love.” 
As he walked toward the bed, his back toward me, I wondered what had become of the garment I had seen her fastening, for his skin was bare. I was more acutely aware that hers was, and that she was trying to pull off my clothing. 
“You have remarked at length on our respective styles of shooting,” he said. “Perhaps you may best me with a different sort of weapon.” 
I laughed. “Are you proposing a contest?” 
“Indeed.” 
“And a wager?” 
“Of course.” 
He had found my Achilles’ heel—well, one of them: I really don’t have enough feet to accommodate them all. I would never decline a wager. I was distracted from the precise terms of this one, however, by Coppélia’s ardent kisses, and by my own efforts to squeeze every inch of her velvety skin. All hope of achieving lawyerly exactitude on the bet flew out the window when she knelt before me and pressed the soft ring of her lips around my cock. 
He proposed a quiffing-competition, with Coppélia as the judge, the playing-field and the prize. More correctly, she would be one of the prizes. The other would be Lady Nether Dunwich. But as befitted their respective stations—and I remember this detail quite clearly—I would have Coppélia in perpetuity if I won, while he would gain only one night with the countess. Since I suspected to the point of certainty that the scoundrel had been fucking her up one side and down the other all week long, I felt that I had nothing to lose by this wager, and I cried, “Done!” as I dragged her to her feet and flung her down on the table. 
Yes, flung her, for I clearly remembered how the Chinese servant had tinkled and clanked when I treated him similarly, and it seemed a sure test. I had no wish to win a mistress who might begin jerking about in random circles when I got her home. But except for some devilishly insolent remarks, the only sound Coppélia made was the loud thunk of flesh and bone against wood. The squelching and sucking noises that ensued as I slipped my prick in and out of her bare twat were reassuringly human, too. 
She pouted prettily about my rough treatment, but she soon fell into the spirit of the game as I stood at the foot of the table and fucked her till its legs squealed in time to her own gasps and cries. Perhaps fearing for the integrity of his furniture, Surprenant came up and gripped the head of the table. The wanton girl tilted her head back and puckered her lips in an invitation that he instantly accepted. 
We later repaired to the bed, where we strove against one another, alternately and simultaneously, to harrow the playing field, claim the prize and cajole the judge. My opponent’s strategy was to dare me into excesses that should gag even a Frenchman: licking her cunt, for instance, that visibly ran with both our spunk. He reckoned without good old English pluck—and without my intense fascination for that deliciously hairless purse, no matter what filled it—and I followed him to root and guzzle with an eagerness that would have got a hog blackballed from a trough. 
Coppélia endorsed my style by swallowing my prick as slickly as if it were an oyster, pulling it down until her pretty nose was buried in my balls. No woman had ever performed that feat, not even the infinitely talented countess, and I renewed my resolve to win this charming creature for my own. 
Again the scoundrel tried to daunt me by sliding up behind her and squeezing his prick into her arse. I must admit it was a diverting sight, watching the pink rim of her bunghole stretch until it shone like satin to admit the thick, red worm, but my vantage-point was far too close for any gentleman to maintain, and I was forced to withdraw when the hair of his cods began tickling my eyes. 
I hated to abandon her mouth—in fact it was damned near impossible, given the force of her suction—but I at last pulled out with a sound like a boot freed from a swamp and scrambled up to face her. 
“I wonder—” I began. 
“Do it, my lord!” she gasped, her eyes wild, her face flushed, and I forced my spit-slicked cock into a cunt that had become tighter than any virgin’s, owing to my antagonist’s bulky presence in the adjacent passage. 
Back and forth we rampaged over the field, but I believe it was Coppélia who outdid us both. She was tireless, insatiable and, in the prettiest of ways, demanding. “Monsieur le Marquis, s’il vous plait?” she would say, and then, “My Lord Earl, if you please?” again and again ... and again. At last I could only lie supine while she impaled herself on my upright rod and bounced eagerly, her buttocks slapping a savage rhythm on my thighs. 
After an eternity of this, when some last, lonely droplet of spunk had been dragged painfully up the path of my sore prick to dribble into the foaming sea of her quim, I closed my eyes for a moment’s respite. I knew that Surprenant was fucking her again, but I believed the hellish squealing of bedsprings would keep me awake, and that the tattered shred of my manhood would soon be hoisted once again to the ramparts.... 
I realized that I had been beaten when I woke alone in daylight. 
* * * *
The marquis neglected his guests all that day and the following night, nor was the Countess of Nether Dunwich anywhere to be found. As for Coppélia, I conjectured that she was locked away in the cellar room, having her gears polished and her joints oiled. 
True, she had passed the test the Chinaman had failed, but I suspected that Surprenant had attempted to disguise his genius by boasting only of his least masterly creations. The statue and the peacocks were machines, obviously, but so were the impassive servants and the passionate wench. What else but a machine could have taken on both of us so eagerly, so tirelessly? 
Damme, it was bad enough to lust after a quiffing-machine without developing tender sentiments for it. Worst of all was to recognize those sentiments after I had lost the bloody device. I had lost the countess, too, at least for the night, but I consoled myself with the thought that Surprenant could not be at his best. My mood was not improved when the chimpanzee beat me at chess, and it deteriorated further when Cummerbund thrashed me at whist. 
Phyllis had not reappeared by next morning, when our servants were packing for departure. I found her in the music room, idly fingering the pianoforte. 
“You are not dressed for travel,” I said. 
Cool, pale, heart-stopping in her slim beauty, she turned on me with the regal air that signaled murderous fury. “I am not going anywhere, Nether Dunwich. It appears that you have lost me in a shooting contest.” Her cheeks flushed, and she abandoned her chilly tone to spit, “Really, Neddy, even for you, this is rather a bit much!” 
“Get your things together, you silly woman! I bet him a ride, not the mare.” 
Her expression was gratifying. She was pleased but still furious, and perhaps even more furious for having looked pleased. She hurled the music at my head. Retrieving the pages, I saw the name of Herr Hoffmann, who seemed to be popping up everywhere. 
“You’ll pay for this, you hound,” she said as she rose, but a brisk swat on the rump provoked a giggle that she viciously repressed. 
“My lord, you shall oblige me by restraining from naughtiness with my mistress.” 
Surprenant stood at the door, his eyebrow hoisted and his lip curled back in his most irksomely French way. By God, if I’d had a saber.... 
I said, “You misapprehended the terms of our wager, sir. You won. You have collected your winnings. Further intercourse with you would be odious to me and her ladyship. I beg you to stand aside.” 
“Misapprehended, my lord?” He strutted forward. “It was not I whose already dim wits were further fuddled with wine. It was not I who began snoring like a swan before the contest was concluded.” 
“Like a swan?” 
“Yes, a swan, a swan, you species of swan! I compare you, and your father and mother, to the swan, the beast from which pork is manufactured.” 
I shoved him when he made to lay a hand on Phyllis’s arm. It was a vigorous shove, but he took not one step back. 
“If you have not misapprehended, sir, then you are a liar, a whoreson dog, and a Frenchman.” 
“My seconds will attend upon you, Milord Swan, in your sanguine sty.” 
“Sanguine?” I asked Phyllis when he had spun on his heel and stalked from the room. “Isn’t that a bit of a compliment? Not the sty part, of course.... 
“I should imagine he meant to say bloody.” She added, “I’m rather inclined to believe you, Neddy. Drunk or not, I’m sure you wouldn’t give me away for more than a week.” 
I took heart from this, although he may very well have spoken the truth. God alone knew what I’d done under the spell of that mechanical woman. 
* * * *
And so I came to kill the Marquis de Surprenant. You can scarce imagine my consternation when Mr. Jagger came calling with my seconds to tell me that he was not dead. 
“Sir, I put a ball between his eyes!” 
“So you did, my lord—” 
“Damned well placed, too!” cried Lord Cummerbund. “But you must always shoot foreigners in the belly, didn’t I tell you?” 
“—but I have seen similar cases, where the ball entered the skull but penetrated not much deeper.” Mr. Jagger had served as a naval surgeon at Trafalgar; he knew whereof he spoke. 
“Unhappily, Nether Dunwich, he persists in demanding satisfaction,” Trelawney said. 
“By God, he shall have it! And this time, Cummerbund, see that the pistols are properly charged—no! Not even the boldest cockerel can recover from a proper carving. Tell him it’s to be sabers.” 
* * * *
Facing the marquis at sword’s point, I knew at last where I had miscalculated. A man may take a ball between the eyes and recover, but no man could come back within a week to fight another duel, smiling as superciliously as ever, radiating health and strength and murderous intent. I was not facing the prize pupil of the demonic Dr. Koppel; I was facing his prize creation. 
“I’ll not fight a bloody mannikin!” I cried, lowering my sword. 
“Then you must surrender the countess, declare yourself a cowardly, lying swan, and most humbly beg permission to baiser ma fesse,” the marquis said. I never would have expected wit from a machine, but it added, “And, ah, yes, admit that you are an Englishman.” 
“Jagger, examine this damned thing! It’s not a man, I tell you!” 
“Steady on, Nether Dunwich!” said Cummerbund, while the others kept a pained silence. 
“En garde!” the machine shouted as it lunged. 
I sprang back. I had observed his style of shooting, I had known that I could get off an accurate shot faster than he could, but I knew nothing of his way with a saber. A cut to the right arm, another across the left cheek, a third that opened my shirt without breaking my skin, all of them delivered before I could even see them coming, soon taught me. 
Trying to defend myself was useless. My eyes could no more follow his sword-point than his could have followed my pistol-ball in flight. I feinted, slashed, feinted and slashed again, but he diverted my blade as easily as I might have fended off an angry child armed with a willow-wand. I could only fall back, but he pressed me hard. My clothing was in tatters and I bled from a dozen wounds, though none of them was deeper than a cat-scratch. The thing was toying with me. 
As we whirled in this deadly dance, my seconds swung into view. Their astonishment might have amused an idle spectator. These men knew me, they knew that no human swordsman could play with me this way. Strange as my words were, they must now be inclined to credit them. 
“God damn your eyes, this is an automaton! Stop the bloody thing!” 
Trelawney, my old sergeant-major, knew me better than any man, and it was he who sprang forward with his own sword to separate us. I screamed with rage and loss as the thing turned and ran the brave man through. Still screaming, I raised my saber and dealt a blow to its neck that might have severed a human head. After passing through some doughy stuff that was thicker and tougher than human skin, the blade stopped cold against metal. The impact numbed my arm to the shoulder. 
“Son of a sodomite and a carrot!” the creature cried as it braced its boot against Trelawney’s chest and wrenched its blade free. “You would strike me while I employ my ass elsewhere?” 
There was no blood. A flap of its integument had fallen free to reveal a neck made of glittering rods and wires. 
Cummerbund blundered forward now, howling protests, and Mr. Jagger dithered behind him. I had no doubt they would meet the same end as Trelawney if they tried to interfere. Regardless of how it looked, it was to spare them that I turned and ran for my horse—only to find that the impassive seconds, more machines, had anticipated my move and blocked my way. When I swerved, they made no move to pursue. 
Home was no more than four miles away, and the road was level, but I would never reach it at my present pace. But when I chanced a look over my shoulder, I saw that Surprenant had fallen far behind. His pace was steady, tireless, but slow: perhaps his creator had seen no need to make a sprinter of him. 
Having caught my breath, I trotted on, my mind a-whirl with futile schemes for leading him into a swamp—but there was no swamp—dumping him in a river—but there was no river. I thought of pouring sand or molasses or acid into his works, but I had none of those things, and the plan would succeed only if he obliged me by peeling his skin and exposing his machinery. 
My only hope was to reach home first and greet him with a musket or a battle-ax. Since the manor was amply supplied with both sorts of weapon, and since I was able to stay well ahead of him with no great effort, I allowed myself the luxury of some rude gestures and gibes over my shoulder. He plodded on silently, as if running required his full attention. 
I was advising him to return to France and lubricate his mother when I was shocked out of my euphoria by a woman’s shout. Coppélia was dashing down a slope to my right on a course plotted to intercept me. Her long, strong legs carried her at a far faster clip than that of her fellow machine, perhaps even faster than I could manage at the moment, but terror inspired me to a fresh burst of speed. 
Her style was more animated. She gesticulated as she ran, and shouted, but I could make out none of her words over the whooping of my own breath and the pounding of blood in my ears as I struggled to get ahead of her. Surprenant was a good mile behind me, but at a slightly lesser distance behind him, gallant Lord Cummerbund puffed along, waving his saber belligerently. I could only pray the poor man wouldn’t overtake the homicidal contrivance. 
I was reeling by the time I reached the door of my manor, but the unfaltering footsteps of the mechanical female pattered ever louder behind me. 
“A musket, quick!” I told the servant who came to answer my hammering at the door. He merely stared in confusion, perhaps not recognizing me in my bloody tatters. 
I had no time to expostulate with him. I turned and raised my saber to impale the female horror, for it was upon me. 
“No, my lord, you won!” she cried, easily dodging a thrust made clumsy by exhaustion. 
“Are—you—mad?” I gasped. “I fled the field, I—” 
“Not that duel, my lord! I was to be the judge, don’t you recall? I said that you won, but my master—the machine that calls itself my master—refused to accept my judgment.” 
She had to be an automaton. I felt near death, while she had nothing to show for her exertions but a fresh blush to her cheeks. She must have divined my thoughts, for she tore her blouse open to reveal her quivering breasts. “Can you doubt that I am a girl of flesh and blood, my lord?” 
The servant had not yet moved, and the wonders Coppélia had revealed now riveted him to the spot. “A musket, you idle rogue! Loaded and primed.” If he failed to recognize my wheezing voice, he surely recognized the blow that sent him staggering backward, for he scurried toward the gun-room. 
Much time had been wasted, and Surprenant was now upon us, but he ran like a mummer in a pantomime, lifting each foot slowly and deliberately. I backed into the hall. I didn’t shove Coppélia away when she clung to my side. 
Surprenant’s face was drained of expression, and his words were dragged out in a slow, hollow way, like words from the tomb. “The key,” he said, “the key, wench—pocket—” 
“Neddy, this is the limit, the absolute limit! If you must drag naked sluts about, at least have the decency to drag them into the stable. My—oh!” The countess’s eyes had at last lighted upon the bizarre figure that Surprenant presented as he lurched through the door. “Monsieur le marquis, how delightful! I hadn’t supposed we would again have the pleasure—” 
“Key?” I demanded. 
“He wants winding,” Coppélia explained. “But I’ll see him in hell before I do it again!” 
“Then you, too, shall die,” Surprenant said in an even hollower voice as he reached into a pocket of his coat. I scarcely noticed, so great was my joy at hearing him validate Coppélia’s humanity. 
But he soon recaptured my attention. Dropping his saber, he reached over his shoulder with inhuman agility and tore his coat open down the back as if the broadcloth were flimsy gauze. Then, with a singularly sickening sound, not unlike the popping of a dozen wet suction cups, he parted the skin of his back and draped it forward, just as I had seen it draped when I came upon him and Coppélia in his bed-chamber. He applied the key he had withdrawn from his pocket to his back, and a series of metal clicks ensued. 
The clang of a saber against the thing’s back announced Lord Cummerbund’s arrival. Surprenant dropped like a felled tree, but neither the blow nor the fall did him harm. He continued to wind himself. This revelation of his true nature was more than Phyllis could stand; she collapsed in a swoon. 
“See here, sir! We’ll have no more of your foul froggish tricks!” Cummerbund cried, and bent to seize the hand that held the key. 
It had occurred to me to do this very thing, but I had thought better of it; and Surprenant now proved my reasoning correct. Whatever his weak spots might be, he was a machine, and he would literally have the grip of a vise. Cummerbund howled with pain and impotent rage as the mannikin clamped his wrist with his free hand. 
“Where’s that damned musket!” I roared toward the rear of the house. 
“No, my lord! The only way to destroy him is to destroy the essence of his being. I believe it is concealed somewhere at Noddingdean, hidden in some small and inconspicuous object. He boasted of this, saying that I would share his immortal, indestructible life.” 
“No!” Surprenant cried, his voice now almost returned to its normal timbre. “Stay away from Noddingdean, you dog!” 
As an accomplished gamesman I know a bluff, even when a machine attempts it. He wanted to divert me to Noddingdean. I recalled his prattle about the essence of his being, and my offhand suggestion that it might be concealed in a teapot. If not at his manor, if not in a teapot, then.... I turned and dashed up the stairs, Coppélia pelting after me. I also heard the heavy thuds of Surprenant’s feet as he came after us at an alarming pace, pausing only to throw Lord Cummerbund halfway down the stairs. 
I burst into Phyllis’s chamber and flung myself at that damned cuckoo clock, ripping it from the wall as I had once intended to do. I nearly dropped it in shock and loathing, for it felt less like honest wood than moist flesh, and it seemed to wriggle in my hands with demonic life. The bird I had never closely examined, a grossly obscene, tubular thing, extended itself like a yellow worm as if to attack me. 
I hurled it to the floor, stamped on it, and it squeezed forth broken springs and rods mingled with animal tissues and fluids. The foul odor it released was more disgusting than its appearance, and the feel of it was worst of all, but I scooped up the wriggling mess and ran to the window, where I hurled it down to the courtyard among my chained hounds. A chorus of delighted roars and growls arose, mingled with a high-pitched shrieking that was not at all like the sound of any cuckoo-clock. This soon fell silent. 
I was about to congratulate myself when Coppélia screamed. She flung herself shaking into my arms as I turned. Surprenant stood still at the door, bloody saber in hand. 
But that was all he ever did from that day forth: stood still. I had his remains conveyed to a blacksmith for the appropriate obsequies. 
* * * *
Phyllis grew subdued and introspective, so much so that she made only a few shrill and ill-tempered observations upon the addition of Coppélia to our household. She moderated her criticism when the wench proved to be as skillful and eager in her play with a woman and a man as with two men. 
I thought the loss of that demonic clock had subdued her spirit, and perhaps it had, but she eventually confided that the cause was her pregnancy. 
I was delighted by the prospect of an heir, and one evening, in an especially uxorious mood as we sat by the fire, I knelt to press my ear to her belly and heard the heart of the Twelfth Earl of Nether Dunwich ... ticking.




STAR STALKER
“You won’t believe this,” Todd told the cop. “You know Rana Piper?” 
Lt. Flowers pulled out a leaf of his desk. It held the calendar she had posed for. “We had her on the wall, but we were told it was politically incorrect.” 
“She’s after me,” Todd said. 
“Me, too.” 
“I’m serious. I had this service station in Malibu. She pulled up in her Excalibur one day. I had her centerfold pinned up in the office so I asked her to autograph it. We got to talking, and she came on to me.” 
The detective was drinking coffee when he snorted. It sprayed Todd. 
“That’s okay,” Todd said, “I know how it sounds.” 
Lt. Flowers wiped his face but didn’t offer to share his tissues. He said, “So what did you do?” 
“I told her I was married.” 
“You’re killing me. You mind if I tape this?” 
“I wish you would. She started sending me gifts—I mean, gifts like a Rolex.” 
“You’re not wearing it.” 
“I sold it. How could I explain such things to my wife? I couldn’t explain phone calls from a woman who said she was Rana Piper, either, claiming we were lovers. My wife never believed it was really her, but she kicked me out anyway.” 
“So then you were free to—” 
“No. Who did she think she was, Ms. Big-deal Supermodel, jerking my chain?” 
“I got to admire your strength of character.” 
“She busted into my apartment and left notes. She called and called. When she finally caught on that I hated her guts, she broke in and trashed the place. I got evicted. The oil company canceled my franchise. She ran up bills with my credit card numbers, and they got canceled. I couldn’t buy a job. She used her money and influence to destroy me.” 
“You don’t look destroyed.” 
“I am—I was. I got fake ID, came east, got work driving a cab. I’m a good businessman. Now I got two cars and employ three guys—” 
“With fake ID?” 
“I knew that would get your attention. I’m probably breaking ten different laws, but I don’t care anymore. She found me, and she’s going to kill me. She said, ‘If I can’t have you, nobody can.’” 
Lt. Flowers couldn’t take his eyes off Rana’s picture. “Sounds like it’s time to give in.” 
“That was my thought.” Todd’s own laugh gave him the chills. “But she’s not buying. It’s too late. I rejected her, she says I made a fool of her, and now she’s mad. I found a note in lipstick—the brand she advertises—on my bathroom mirror when I woke up today: See how easy it would be?”

“If she did it, don’t you think somebody would notice Rana Piper coming to Wickapecko, New Jersey, and climbing up your trellis?” 
“I don’t think she did one-tenth of the stuff herself. She can hire people to stalk me. And kill me. You can’t underestimate her power.” 
“So what do you want me to do?” 
“Arrest me. Put me in a cell.” 
“Good thinking,” Lt. Flowers said, turning to his typewriter and rolling in a form. “Tell me about your fake driver’s license.” 
Todd told him, then said as he was taken in handcuffs to a cell, “I figured publicity would protect me, but no newspaper would print my story, not even those supermarket tabloids. But now, if I say all this in open court, the papers won’t have to worry about lawsuits and stuff, right?” 
The lieutenant walked into the cell with him while a beefy sergeant stayed at the door. 
“What are you doing?” Todd asked. 
“Fixing your sheet.” 
“Shouldn’t you take off the cuffs now? What do you mean, fixing it? By stuffing it in the toilet?” 
“They don’t break so easy when they’re wet.” 
“Hey ... you said she climbed up my trellis. How do you know I have a trellis outside my bathroom?” 
“Wild guess. Here, sergeant, you know the procedure.” 
Without a word, the sergeant tied one end of the wet sheet to the bars of the door, the other to Todd’s neck. Todd struggled desperately to kick or bite, but both men were remarkably agile. 
“Nice work, sergeant, now just lean him forward by the shoulders. Gently but firmly, that’s the ticket, so’s not to leave bruises.” 
“Why?” Todd managed to squeak through his constricting windpipe. 
“Like you yourself said, son, you can’t underestimate her power.” 
“So,” the sergeant said as he took the cuffs from the body, “what was that all about?” 
“Damn dope-dealer trying to muscle his way in from the Coast. We got to make an example.” 
The sergeant giggled. “This is how we just say no in Jersey.” 
“You got it,” Lt. Flowers said. “You take your coffee with cream, two sugars, right?”




MARANTHA’S TALE
I’ll never forget the night Findik and I got lost in the swamp. He laughed at Grandma’s stories about bog-losels. 
“They’re not real, stupid!” he said just before the bog-losel popped up and grabbed him. 
I couldn’t see much, but I heard crunching and sucking. I heard gargling, too, converging on the spot where I stood. 
Some saint took pity on me, because I ran straight to the trail where we’d been gathering mushrooms. 
Nobody paid much mind to bog-losels. They are nasty, but inept. Their worst trait is the hypnotic power they use to lead people astray. But would you believe it, there are degenerates who sneak down to the swamp to see what temptations the bog-losels can concoct for them? 
I don’t know why I was reminded of them when Bargle came to town. They are slimy, ugly things, and he was a grand personage, with a cute little beard and burning black eyes. He evaded questions as he climbed towers and inspected ramparts. 
He was so splendid that nobody thought of arresting him as a spy for three days, and then he explained that he was seeing how well prepared we were for Burkle, the ogre, who was headed our way. We were not very well prepared, he said, but for a price he would use his wizardry to fight it. I followed these negotiations, since his price included beautiful maidens. And if you said “beautiful maiden” in those days, everybody would say, “Oh, you mean Marantha?” 
He wanted payment in advance, but nobody bought this. The elders agreed to meet his terms if he killed the ogre. He stayed at the Twin Serpents telling Burkle-stories, doing magic tricks, and getting a head start on the maidens. On the barmaids, anyway. 
I didn’t trust him, and nobody was more surprised than I when Burkle really showed up. It was market day, everybody was in the main square. We heard a wet thud and looked up to see a big, red stain on the cathedral. I thought someone had flung a basket of tomatoes with a catapult until bones came loose and fell into the street with an appalling clatter. A hat floated down, too, that someone recognized as Timpok’s, the swineherd. 
A crowd ran up on the wall, and many of them regretted it when Burkle demonstrated his Timpok-technique. One at a time he chewed them up and spat them out. He was a great spitter, hitting only our finest buildings, occasionally throwing his horrible head way back to get distance. Then he got serious and kicked down the wall. He swallowed the people he scooped up, with blood and spare parts drizzling from his chomping jaws. Arrows, spears and the war-engines in the towers only irritated him. 
Bargle arrived and put on his show, elegant posturing, arm-waving, multicolored lightning, splendid rhetoric. He demolished about fifteen buildings. Burkle, not much the worse for it, wandered off to find another way through the walls. 
I was young and inexperienced, but I thought it peculiar that two bizarre characters should be fighting each other but doing most of their damage to us. I was the only one who seemed to notice this. When Bargle explained that this was a rougher fight than he’d expected, and would require a bigger payment, the elders agreed before the words were out of his mouth. 
I noticed something even funnier: our wizard had a tail. Not like an animal’s, it was a green strand that I mistook for a loose thread of his vestment, but this thread went on forever. While he strode to his next confrontation, I went the other way, following the tail all the way to the ruined city wall. It wandered off into the fields, taking Burkle’s route. I touched it. It didn’t exactly burn, but it tingled painfully. 
Meanwhile I heard more toppling masonry, vast groans of dismay, thunderclaps, beastly roars. I don’t know what gave me the idea, but I took the knife Mama had given me to discourage men like Bargle and severed the tail. Infinitely faster than any snake, it whipped away in both directions, leaving me hopping in circles and shaking my stinging hand. 
The noise stopped. 
It was replaced by a howling chorus that I later learned was one of outrage as the glittering Bargle was transformed into a mewling bog-losel, desperately trying to scramble back to the swamp while the crowd attacked it and stamped it flat. As for Burkle, he just melted into a big pond of muck.




TO MY DEAR FRIEND, HOMMY-BEG
Sunlight stumbled into the room like a drunken blond when Hal Kane undraped the glass doors overlooking the pool. Yeah, that would be great if this were 1940. He rummaged in the fridge under the bar for his morning beer, poured a Rutgers mug of coffee from the pot Stiffen-Me had brewed, and hoisted himself into the marble-and-leather barber’s chair at his Mac. He entered the blond in his QUIPS file: Sunlight stumbled in like a blond coming home from a fraternity bash.

He was communing with the foursquare image of Sam Adams on his second beer when Stiffen-Me, a sober blond, came home from the post office. He had better stop calling her that: the joke would slip out on the day Tippi blew in from Key West. He practiced aloud: “Stephanie.” 
“Huh?” Slouching at the bar, she fixed him with a glittery eyeglass behind a willow-cascade of hair. Some idiot had convinced her that she was too tall and must camouflage herself. 
She was sorting the mail she had fetched by bicycle. He ought to get a bike so he could follow her and enjoy the view of her tan legs stretching, her cheeks fluidly flexing. He flashed on himself pumping his 200-pounds-plus of surf-’n’-turf up an endless hill on the bicycular Buick he had put away with childish things when he was thirteen, when bike-riding hadn’t fit the James Dean image he’d coveted. 
“It’s a beautiful name,” he said. 
“Oh, good, I can talk, huh?” 
“Yeah, I’m just screwing around here.” 
She reviewed the mail for him: bills he would ignore, fan letters she would answer, “and there’s these galleys for Richard Priest’s novel.” 
“Shit, I promised him a quote. Make one up.” 
“’The scariest writer since H.P. Lovecraft, but only on social issues.’” 
That stung. She’d been wearing diapers when he told Dick Cavett that Lovecraft was “an unreadable writer, a bigot, an all-around sicko,” but the loonies remembered. They had paid him back at a hellish convention in Providence, where he’d only been trying to plug his first book. He had dug his grave deeper during a panel discussion by confusing M.R. with P.D. James. Fortunately it was the great American public who bought his books by the millions, not the dipshits who printed fanzines. 
“Sheest, I was only making a joke, Hal!” 
She had deplored Richard Priest’s novel about bums, he remembered; the needle was meant for Rick, not him. Applying for the summer job, she had praised Hal’s “empathy for the downtrodden.” When she went back to U-Conn he could call “homeless people” bums again. 
He ought to level with her, tell her that glamorizing the lowly sold books, or it used to. Maybe Richard Priest, pandering to readers who thought poor people were scary, knew more about America in its decline than he did. 
“Or I could say, ‘There’s more than one blockbuster movie in Priest’s novel. If you haven’t seen them, you’ll love it.’” 
“You’ve been preparing these.” 
“Yeah, bringing home the mail, when I saw what it—yech!” She flipped a manilla envelope from her fingertips. 
“What’s that?” He seized the excuse to walk to the bar. He sucked in his gut and belted his white robe more tightly. “It’s what Balzac wore,” he had told Tippi, but she reminded him that Balzac hadn’t dragged his ass out of bed at one in the afternoon and reached for a beer. 
“I thought it was a scrunched bug.” Stephanie retrieved the brown envelope from the floor. 
Beside the name of the sender, Bill Beckford, and his address in North Adams, Mass., a blackish-green logo with a soapy texture was embossed. It could have represented a bug on a midnight windshield or a toad mashed on the blacktop, but Beckford probably thought of it as a nameless abomination from the nethermost crypt of nightmare. Stephanie’s reaction would have thrilled him. 
Hal was thrilled, too, by this reminder that he now had his own corps of dipshits. They had honored him with his very own convention in Omaha, the setting of Devilshine. Now he had his own fanzine. 
Trying to be cool, he got the beer and opened it before tearing off the flap of the envelope. His face grinned back at him from the cover, in one of the publicity shots he’d sent Beckford. He was lucky to be the kind of guy you saw swapping yarns at a VFW bar. He could get away with scary bedtime stories as everybody’s goofy Uncle Hal. 
“Don’t fall in,” Stephanie said. 
He had failed to disguise his fascination, and he blushed. She bent to give him a quick kiss. He was so enthralled with the fanzine that he omitted to grab her. His smile faded when he noted the title. 
“Hommy-Beg, what is that? Some southern crap like grits?” 
“That was Bram Stoker’s dedication of Dracula, ‘To My Dear Friend, Hommy-Beg.’” She never missed a chance to remind him that the Gothic Tradition was her academic specialty. 
“Oh. Yeah. I knew that. But what’s it got to do with me? When did I ever write anything about vampires, fachrissakes?” 
“His real name was Hall Caine, get it?” She spelled it. “He was an enormously successful novelist—” 
“Son of a bitch!” Hal Kane said, pleased. 
“—in his day. Now he’s mostly famous for what a big ego he had. Like he was showing this guy around this humongous mansion he built? So this guy, his friend, goes, ‘What a beautiful sunset!’ and Hall Caine goes, ‘Thank you.’” 
“Very nice recitation, A-plus, only your grammar needs work.” A grand sweep of his arm indicated his study with its model trains and toy soldiers and real guns, its carousel horse and Marilyn Monroe poster, and even the rumpled green baize of western New Jersey hills beyond the pool: things he had wanted but never had as a boy in a blurred succession of rented dumps. “Are you trying to tell me something?” 
“Of course not! I bet this bug-scruncher doesn’t know all that about Hommy-Beg, either.” She added: “Nice job on the scenery.” 
She was probably right. He flipped through the book, page after page about him. It was illustrated with the jackets of his novels, with candid shots he had sent Beckford of him and Tippi and the kids, Justine and Julian. 
“And there’s this.” She handed him a package that he took absently. 
Here was an interview he forgot having given: 
HB: What do you say to the literary critics who call you a hack?

HK: When I was a kid I dreamed of being a great author like James Joyce. Maybe that kid wouldn’t want to meet me today, but it’s for damn sure he wouldn’t want to meet a bunch of asshole book-reviewers. My stuff is more honest than politicians and less harmful than dope, so what’s the problem?

He must have said that, because it was what he thought, but he had no recollection of speaking to Beckford. Half in the bag, he had probably babbled over the phone late one evening. He dreaded reading further, for God alone knew what else he’d said. 
He put the fanzine aside and examined the other package. Bloomingdale’s, it must be for Tippi, but it was addressed to him. Then he remembered his inspiration, or so it had seemed. He stripped the outer wrapping, pocketed the invoice and gave the box to Stephanie. Her simple excitement, so like Justine’s with a surprise gift, warmed him, but only until he recalled that his daughter was six years older than this kid he was sleeping with. He reminded himself that dead was old. 
“You gotta be kidding! You want me to wear this?” She held up the red swatches of fabric, not enough for a bow tie, in the way she had held Beckford’s envelope. 
He stole a glance at the invoice. Jesus! Returning to his desk, he scribbled “employee uniform” and dropped it in his tax drawer. Why not? He wrote off her bedroom, even though she slept in his. 
“What if somebody drops in? What would your wife say?” 
“What she’s saying now, probably, is ‘Ooh, Raoul, do it some more!’” 
That was his fantasy. Tippi was lying on the beach by herself, reading Margaret Drabble and regretting that her husband wrote schlock. If she tried to wear a swimsuit like this, some merciful person might throw a blanket over her. 
“I’ll try it on, okay, and think about it?” 
“Suit yourself.” 
She was one of the few persons amused by his puns, and the only person who called him “shithead” affectionately. She ambled off, twirling her gift by the strings. She even stood up straight: he had miraculously cured her stoop. Was his recent lust for girls taller than he a quest for a mommy to his second childhood? 
He returned to the bar for his fanzine, but he made himself feel virtuous by getting a second coffee instead of a fourth beer. The book fell open to a piece called The Providence of Hal Kane’s Horrors. He winced. The author, one W.B. Ford, apparently meant provenance. Left out on the coffee table, the fanzine would impress no one but his fans, and they never made it through the front door. Beckford shimmered into focus as a brainy adolescent who relaxed from the labor of publishing fanzines and assembling plastic Frankensteins by jerking off. Hal could even hear his voice, since so many young men today sounded like their chattiest early role-model, Kermit the Frog. Julian talked like that. 
Of course he had no need to be told who had influenced his work: Jack London and John D. MacDonald, guys who knew how to spin a yarn. But it was Ira Levin who had made him a horror writer. Flipping through Rosemary’s Baby at The Newark Evening News office on a slow day, he had told himself, “I can write better shit than this.” 
He was shocked into re-reading the last few paragraphs with full attention. Politely calling it hommage, the author accused him of ripping off “The Dunwich Horror” for his fourth novel, Sunless Midnight. The way he summarized the plots, Lovecraft’s seemed painfully close to his own. 
W.B. Ford went on to quote a passage: “ ... monstrous oak trees whose foully bloated boles sucked noisome nourishment from the unhallowed earth of the graveyard.” He remembered enough Lovecraft to know that was typical: an inverted libido sucking nourishment from phallic symbols. More adjectives, Howie! 
His laughter stuttered to a halt when he read the source of the quote: Sunless Midnight, p. 426. What the hell were they trying to pull? He was incapable of writing such drivel. Anyone who owned the book could turn to the page cited and see that it was a lie. The fanzine had to be a practical joke. Tippi was the obvious suspect, but why would she bother printing a magazine to drive him nuts when she could do it with a lifted eyebrow? 
Itching to nail them down with chapter and verse, he spun his chair to the shelf of fat volumes behind him. Their gaudy, mutant offspring, comic books and videos and audiotapes, held carnival along a lower shelf. The U.K. paperback of Sunless, with a naked bird flaunting her non-Priestly bum as she knelt to a Pan-faced priest, came most easily to hand. He riffled quickly toward the climactic cemetery scene he had crafted: “monstrous ... bloated ... noisome....” 
The joke was not Beckford’s, then. Some Brit copy editor who despised Yanks had torpedoed him. W.B. Ford had based his piece on this spurious edition, this goddamn libel. He shot the paperback across the room, its pages twitting him with a riffle of applause before it slapped a portrait of Poe, Tippi’s sardonic gift. 
He pulled down the first American edition of the novel and flipped to page 426, where he found the passage in all its purpureal putrescence. 
This was Rod Serling’s cue to stroll from a corner and rap his lockjawed spiel about Hal Kane, middle-aged novelist, who has learned that his book is a best-seller in.... Nonsense. Perhaps he had flavored the boiling pot with a pinch of Lovecraft. He had finished this novel in frantic haste to meet a deadline, not even re-reading the last chapters before shooting them to his agent. 
Maybe he really was expecting Rod: a shadow passing through the dazzle from the pool set his nerves a-jangle. It was only Stephanie, but only was blasphemy against her youth and beauty in that phantom swimsuit as she padded past the glass doors without deigning to glance his way. Her ass, shifting and sliding in a “T” of floss, branded with the white patch of her conventional bikini, stirred a painful mixture of desire and regret. 
His fame was fucking her, not he. She was gathering anecdotes to spice her dormitory chatter, she would use her inside dope for a thesis to be called, Pop Goes the Culture: Sex Techniques of an Aging Hack. Maybe she would become the next Joyce Carol Oates, haunted by the secret that she had been sleep-in secretary to the preposterous Hal Kane. “What in God’s name did she ever see in him?” her admirer, an ancient Tippi, would wheeze when The New York Review of Books broke the scandal. 
He thought of getting another beer on his way to join her, then thought better of it. He would buy that bike today. The improvement would hardly show before Stephanie left in six weeks, but he could drop in on her at mid-term.... No. She wouldn’t want to know him in her own element. Her presumptive boyfriend would put him down in Kermitic. Her English professor, Dr. Ahab, would lure him to the surface with his non-Aristotelian barnacles and syntactical seaweed and the rusted lances of his clichés streaming money, and smite him with harpoons of sarcasm. The summer was all they had. 
Another shadow startled him, this one flickering across her bare back as she lay broiling her oiled hide. He thought it was the shadow of a leaf from one of the bloated oaks that sucked their noisome nourishment from the unhallowed chlorine of the pool, but she sprang up and swatted at it with a look of loathing. 
“Just a leaf,” he said as he came up to stand beside her. 
“Leaves aren’t ... slimy.”

“You’d be slimy, too, if you’d been lying out here since last fall.” 
He searched for the offending leaf, but not very hard. She had forgotten undoing the clasp of the vestigial bra that now lay at her feet like a pair of red leaves, and her nipples stared at him like those rosebuds ye must gather while ye may. 
* * * *
Sitting on the toilet at three in the morning, paying for all the beer he had witlessly hosed at his innards, stirred dark thoughts. Without his reading glasses, Hal contemplated the bookshelf like a wistful chimp. He usually improved each shining hour of his lately expanded toilet time by catching up on the competition, the dread Koontzenkinger Kids. All over the world, this was where his own books found their level. He should pace his novels to the needs of the average reader and persuade Wittol & Ingle to promote him as Hal “Chapter-a-Dump” Kane. 
But could those vermin actually weasel out of their contract and reject his novel? And recoup his advance from royalties owed him? Perry said they could, but he was the moron who had negotiated the contract. How much had they paid him off? 
These were the thoughts he avoided, as a leper might avoid his silvery spots, but he couldn’t escape them when he was stuck with nothing to drink and no way to read. He had no religion, but he cringed before the visitation of a very real God: Pan, bringer of panic, old goat-face on the British paperback, who thrust a cold spear in his heart to match the hot iron already up his ass. He clenched his fists and whimpered. 
Wittol & Ingle wasn’t the only publisher in the world, nor was Perry Larkin the only agent, far from it. Useless parasites, anyway, where had Perry been when he was unknown, when writing had been like gibbering in a mirror? In the future he would get a bloodthirsty lawyer to handle his contracts. 
His ordeal was finished, Pan banished. Get a lawyer, first thing. And a bicycle. He might as well buy a carton of Camels while he was improving himself, for he seemed to have snuffed out his talent with his last cigarette. 
Slipping into his robe, he glanced with pretended indifference at the toilet he’d just flushed. No blood. But what was that? Imperfectly digested spinach, a blackish-green lump, but he’d eaten no spinach lately. He had only glimpsed it, but it had seemed to move counter to the vortex. A fragment of a forgotten dream threatened to stir, but it lay still. 
He failed to elude the mirror and instantly disguised the shock of baggy eyes and pulpous jowls with a gargoyle’s grimace. The real me! He would use that face on his next book jacket. If he ever got one. 
In his study he recovered Beckford’s envelope from the wastebasket. The corner with the logo, torn off when he’d opened it, was nowhere to be found. He’d hoped it might jog his memory of the dream. 
He put Vivaldi on the stereo, nothing like a bit of frenetic tooting and fiddling to chase the shadows, and settled in his lordly chair with his fanzine. Like a centerfold, praise was best savored in private. 
He began reading in the middle of an interview: “I always thought of my father as one of those kings in a fairy tale, who have no duties beyond giving their children a hard time.” Oh, bullshit! He never said that. “He would raise hell if we made any noise while he was working. All we had to do was talk, and he’d come storming out of his room, roaring at Mom to shut us up.” What the hell was this? “Whenever he left the house, I could feel a knot untying in my stomach.” 
By now he knew what it was, and he verified this by turning to the first page. It was an interview with his son, Julian: The Mark of Kane. “Maybe I could understand him being so touchy if he was Shakespeare,” Julian raved on, “but then I discovered what garbage he wrote, sex and violence and really evil superstitions. Every time I hear about some woman exorcising her baby with a blowtorch, I can’t help but think Dad is to blame.” 
It sounded as if young Julian, between sniffing chickens and squeezing avocados, or whatever it was a market researcher did, had gotten himself born again. He was so ill-informed about his father’s work that he confused him with Richard Priest. One of Rick’s novels had popularly been blamed for that blowtorch-exorcism. 
If he had spent more time talking to his son, maybe he would have grown up to understand him, but there had been no time. One day Julian was a baby sleeping in the bureau drawer, because they couldn’t afford a crib. Four published novels and a couple of spent fortunes later he looked for the baby in the bureau and found a sullen teen eying him mistrustfully. Buy him a Porsche, send him to college, send him a check: had it been too much to ask for all that, a little quiet when he tried to write? How sharper than a Kermit’s tooth! 
He opened the fanzine again, to an interview with Justine, The Mark of Kane II. His baby girl would not let him down. He had never seen Julian reading anything more demanding than The Incredible Hulk, but Justine was his biggest fan. 
His darling said: “I could never bring any girlfriends home, because Daddy would put the moves on them.” 
The magazine sliced edgewise across the room to derail a Pacific 4-6-2, which hurtled from its shelf into the gorge behind the Wurlitzer. A piece of it broke free and wobbled away into the shadows. Beckford would pay for that locomotive, too. 
Having switched on his Mac to look up the quote from King Lear, he stared uncomprehendingly at his QUOTES file: “Seek unto them that have familiar spirits, and unto wizards that peep, and that mutter”—Is. 8:19. Where the hell had that come from? He often pillaged the Bible for verses that might be used to dress up a novel, but this one was unfamiliar. According to the date, he’d entered it yesterday. A drunk’s home was a bottomless bag of surprises: where did I get that bruise, what happened to that twenty in my wallet, have you seen my wife and kids? 
He left the island of light around his chair to find the fanzine, but his steps began to slow in the dark end of the study. He went to the bar and snapped on the overhead tubes. Jesus, that was worse, they clogged the room with the flat lighting of TV sitcoms. The Beefeater’s he splashed over ice filled his stomach with a similarly pitiless fluorescence. 
The book he retrieved from behind the jukebox was real, ninety-two pages of heavy stock between glossy covers. The picture on the front was his own, not his recent grimace in the bathroom mirror, so it seemed unlikely that he was hallucinating. But nobody, not even a teenage horror fan, could be stupid enough to suppose that these appalling revelations would please him. Why did Bill Beckford hate him? Maybe he was jealous. Take it, Bill, see how it feels. You tell the vampires and thieves that you used to be, and will be again, a Big Name. 
The details of the weighty locomotive he had derailed, headlight and bell and cowcatcher, were intact, it still had all its wheels. He could swear he saw something fly loose. He set it back on its display-stand and studied it, sipping. He could no longer remember the name of the rich kid who’d owned an engine like this. The rich kid had invited eight-year-old Hal over to see his trains, but that was all he had let him do. 
“Rosebud,” he giggled, and he was shocked when his eyes stung. 
The supernumerary piece had disappeared under the drapes, and he batted at them with Hommy-Beg to reveal the strip of floor beneath. It had probably been a piece of metal thrown by the impact, but it had seemed to move furtively. He stopped swatting the drapes, disturbed by the snaky shifting of their shadow along the floor. A mouse had been at the throttle, that was all. 
He freshened his drink before returning to his chair, where he meant to make a systematic study of the book before trying the phone number on its masthead. The itching of his bare feet distracted him. It could be a mosquito, but he suspected that the elusive piece of locomotive, suggesting the scuttling thing in his dream, had given him a phantom itch. 
This was typical of Fred B. Bock, who pretended to like his work: “Kane’s stream-of-consciousness seems to take us inside the hearts of his characters until one realizes that all their interior monologues include the same bad jokes and catch-phrases, the same lines from pop songs and old movies.” He cited an appalling list of repetitions—including, painfully, “Rosebud”—that went on for two pages. 
“What Kane is actually revealing to us,” Bock wrote, “is the secret heart of a genius who hears the multitudinous babble of America and, with subtle selectivity, plays it back. When we read Hal Kane, we are indeed reading Hal Kane. More than a mere chronicler, he is a living repository of our culture’s detritus.” 
This was praise? The arrogant snot was saying he could create no characters but himself. He was calling him a human garbage can. Pan capered from the darkness, chanting, They’re onto you! You don’t know shit! They’ve found it out! That apparition was like a boring old friend, easily ignored. 
He snapped to the next page and snorted with approval at the picture of a nude girl. Kelly. The caption smirked: Hal’s secretary. So she had been, five years ago. He had found her in a local diner and been charmed by the irony of a waitress too engrossed in a book to notice that its author waited for service. 
He had known she would not be the best secretary, but how much brains do you need to pick up the mail and take telephone messages? More than Kelly. If Tippi hadn’t given him an unremitting barrage of shit about her, and if Kelly had been less adept at oral sex, he would have fired her when she dumped three chapters of Laughter When
We’re Dead from the computer. He wrote the chapters over again, but the book bombed. 
Studying her image, remembering her tastes and textures, he felt nothing worse than fond exasperation. She had tried to save part of her salary to get a new tattoo, but her budget had been undermined by her innumeracy. He had finally bought it for her, amazed to learn how much it cost nowadays to look cheap. 
He studied that butterfly on her ankle. It looked different. People could have tattoos changed. Like hell, they could: not in a picture that he himself had taken with the old Speed Graphic that lounged in a corner on its lopsided tripod and fixed him with a louche stare. Beckford was apparently as crazy as he was malicious. He had changed the tattoo in the picture to resemble his logo. Hal could still make no sense of the symbol, but its dim evocation of his dream made him resume scratching his ankle. He put an angry stop to that. 
Had he carelessly enclosed this picture with the batch he sent Beckford? No. He had kept no prints for Tippi to snoop out. Beckford must have tracked Kelly down and persuaded her to part with one. His diligence was scary. 
In the accompanying article under his own byline, Beckford at last dropped his pretense of admiration. The piece described Hal’s visit to a convention in New Orleans. 
“Not even the charms of the ancient city nor the importunings of admirers could tempt the Great Man from single-minded devotion to his Muse,” Beckford wrote. “After caucusing with cronies, he disappeared into his suite with his secretary, Ms. Kelly Pickering, and remained closeted with her until he checked out three days later, looking drained and limp from long sessions with his lap-top processor. Guests in the adjoining room testify to the ardor of his amiable amanuensis, frequently overheard urging him to write ‘faster, Hal, faster!’

“When your correspondent tapped at his door, the Polidori of our age burst forth in high dudgeon, but little else, and suggested that he seek ophidian companionship.” 
His Mac had never heard of Polidori, but it told him that ophidian referred to snakes, and that brought back the moment. He had been ready to deck the intolerably persistent tap-tap-tapper, readier still when he saw that it was the creep who had clung like cancer since the convention started. 
“Go back under your rock and find another snake to fuck!” he’d screamed before slamming the door. 
That was Bill Beckford? He might have been Charles Manson’s grandfather, a sickly old man with the propane stare of a maniac. In the heat of New Orleans, he had worn a black topcoat hanging impresario-style from his shoulders, its frayed hem tickling shoes whose heels he had walked off. But there had been never a bead of sweat on the skull where he had reverently laid out three silver hairs. 
Not even his snaky appearance returned as vividly as his smell. Maybe he’d spilled sour milk on his coat, maybe he’d shit his mildewed pants, maybe he’d spent the night in a dumpster, and maybe you could overlook one of those misfortunes in an aged pauper whose rancid breath suggested illness; but you could never forgive all of them, not if he gripped your elbow in a bony claw the minute you checked into the hotel and kept popping up everywhere you turned. Hal had failed to place the forgettable name when Beckford wrote to propose the fanzine, but now he placed the unforgettable stink. 
He’d said nothing about a fanzine. He had been trying to sell a book he’d published himself. The lunatic had destroyed all but three copies in the belief that this would make them valuable rarities, and he insisted that one copy was meant for Hal alone. He wanted five grand for it. Hal had not listened to his whole pitch, and it was only later that he learned more about A Grammarie of Goety.

Feeling like a hunted felon as he cringed away from shadows that looked like Beckford, he had ducked into the hotel bar while Kelly packed. He was instantly cornered by a misdirected surfer, with a Boris Vallejo T-shirt and a palomino ponytail that hung to his baggy shorts. 
The kid treated him to two cruel views of himself in his mirror sunglasses as he said, “I was told that your epulations had rendered you crapulous.” 
“Huh?” 
“That’s what I said when Bill Beckford laid that on me. I called the public library. They say it means you have a hangover.” 
That was true, and Hal ordered a beer to cure it. He hoped the surfer would go away if he ignored him, as he had no wish to twitch an autograph. 
Hal was appalled to learn that this was Richard Priest. Though he looked barely old enough to be served, he had written stories Hal envied. He wrote with his own voice at an age when Hal had been regurgitating Lovecraft and filling a shoebox with rejection-slips. 
Maybe Rick had swapped the Devil his sense of smell for his talent, because he’d listened to Beckford’s gabble. The old man believed that one could influence readers by writing to patterns he had worked out. A horror writer who mastered his science of incantation could scare the hell out of people, no matter how badly he wrote. 
Hal signaled for another beer. “Don’t tell me you bought his book.” 
“What, fifty bucks for some screwball’s theory? I think it’s interesting, that’s all.” 
The unconvincing denial amused Hal, but he kept a straight face. It was a relief to learn that a kid with so much talent was more insecure than he was, a sucker for crackpot systems. He was mildly annoyed by the reduced price. He might have paid fifty bucks just to get rid of the pest. 
He next saw Richard Priest at bay on a frenzied hen-party of daytime television. The emcee had worked the audience into a lather over the blowtorch-exorcist, the boy who ate his parents and the other loons who had read Rick. “Why don’t you blame it on a society that teaches every moron to read?” Rick said, coming through the tube as someone who could talk his way into the electric chair for a parking-ticket. “I write for people who can distinguish a novel from a cookbook.” He was not the starry-sunglassed kid Hal remembered, but his intolerable arrogance might be stage-fright. By that time he had forgotten the madman in New Orleans and never thought to connect the impact of Rick’s books with Beckford’s system. 
That, of course, was idiotic. Beckford was nuts, period. 
There was an idea for a plot in this, but he needed another drink before he tried to sort it out. On this trip to the bar, he switched off the overhead lights. He was a rational being. Neither bad dreams nor a crank’s vendetta could unman him. 
He remembered his intention to call Beckford when he returned to his chair, and he punched the number out quickly: peep-peep-peep. Had Isaiah meant that wizards were peeping Toms, or that they used Touch-Tone phones? Could a familiar spirit take the shape of a blob with beckoning tendrils? He took up a magnifying glass to study Kelly’s tattoo, but he was distracted by the illusion of substance the glass gave her figure. Maybe he should be nice to Beckford and try to get her address. 
The phone rang on. He’d always hoped for a supernatural encounter. When he was five or six, an older kid had tried to keep him from messing in a barn by telling him the Bogeyman lived there. He’d crawled through cobwebs and rotten straw, around bales of rusty wire and greasy machinery. No Bogeyman. Crawling around a church on his knees a few years later, he had failed to find God. A fantasy writer with no unreal experience, he’d at last run afoul of a wizard, and he was called Bill. He felt cheated. 
“Hello?” Hal said. He was unsure if the phone had been picked up or if it had merely stopped ringing. “Hey, Beckford, is this you?” he shouted into the tinny void, and he faintly heard: peep-peep. The connection broke; the tone hummed. 
He clenched the phone and restrained himself from tearing it up by the roots and hurling it. The peeping hadn’t been electronic. It could have been the falsetto of a mocking lunatic. The old man might have recognized his voice. 
But why had he peeped? He couldn’t have known about the quote from Isaiah Hal had stored in his computer yesterday. Or had he stored it? If Stephanie was in league with Beckford—he chopped off the paranoid fantasy. 
The music had ended. He was about to get up and put on another disk when a maddeningly inaccessible spot beneath his right shoulder blade began to itch. He tried to force his hand up to it. The itch moved; it was not imaginary. Inside his robe, something crawled on his back. 
Bugs were a common nuisance in these rural hills. Dozens of them whirred and ticked and fluttered at the screens. Although he had no special fear of them, he reacted violently to this one, jerking backward to mash it between his shoulder and the chair. He gasped from the pain of his thoughtlessly twisted arm, then screamed from a far worse pain, like the jab of an icepick in his shoulder blade. Worse yet was his impression of the creature he pinned. It was no insect. Clawing and scrabbling at his skin, it was large and firm as a human hand. 
He leaped from his chair, shedding his robe as if it were on fire, toppling his monitor to the floor with an expensive crash. Halfway across the room, naked and shaking, he turned to stare at the crumpled robe. A bright spot of blood stared back from the pure white of the terrycloth. 
He batted at his back, shivering with loathing, and crying out again when he brushed the wound. A lump had risen, but it was only a lump. He searched himself systematically from the hair of his head to his crotch. Whatever it was, he had escaped it. 
A bat had attacked him, probably, but that was no comfort: rabies was no figment of Stephen King’s imagination. The bat had been on the shelf by the locomotive, the flung book had disturbed it, it had found its way down his back. 
The robe stirred. He had to catch the animal or kill it so it could be tested for the disease. The wriggling neared the edge of the robe. It seemed about to get away. No weapon came to hand, so he leaped forward and stamped hard with his bare foot. 
He screamed again. It was like stamping on a spike. Pain exploded from his heel to his skull. He fell with a crash that rattled the windows. Though dazed, he wrenched himself to a sitting position in time to see the thing whip behind his chair. The sight of it sent him bouncing back on his buttocks in a series of inelegant thumps. 
He was unwilling to admit that the creature was like Beckford’s logo, now the size of a crab. He was tired and upset; the evidence of his eyes was inadmissable. Something among the natural fauna of New Jersey must correspond to this animal. 
He twisted his foot up for inspection, damning the gross unwieldiness of his body. His heel already bore a lump the color of an eggplant, bleeding sluggishly from a central puncture. Standing was painful, but he hobbled to the bar and took a deep swallow of warm gin from the bottle. 
He thought of calling the police, but the phone was too close to the chair, where he believed the thing lurked. “This is Hal Kane, officer—yes, the horror writer. A wizard’s familiar is chasing me around my study.” They would find nothing. It would make for a very funny piece in the local weekly. 
He turned on the fluorescent tubes, wincing at the dance of shadows in their initial flicker. He needed a weapon. The bottle he held was half full, he would not waste it, and there were no empties at the bar. He began to scan the room, then laughed aloud. John Wayne would have wept over him. Here he stood, thinking of weapons in terms of bottles when an arsenal gleamed on the wall at his back. 
He thought twice before taking down the .45 caliber Navy Colt, a revolver like the one Jesse James had favored. That newspaper piece would be even funnier if he shot himself. 
It took him a while to remember how to open the cylinder and to find the right cartridges while keeping one eye on his chair, but at last he crept forth with the cocked pistol in one hand and the bottle in the other. He knew what an absurd figure he cut. Once he had killed and identified the goddamn thing, once his wounds had been treated, this would make a great anecdote. But not until then. 
Motion streaked at the corner of his eye. His quarry had fled under the drapes and was now dashing across the wall behind him. He spun and fired, but not, unfortunately, in that order. A Mallet locomotive, pride of his collection, exploded in three whirling pieces. The creature was in sight, but blurred by its speed. The gun hammered his wrist as he drilled Poe between the eyes, it bucked once more as he shot Marilyn in the belly. He led the scurrying thing before he squeezed off his fourth shot with care. 
The lights went out; something like a dizzying weight of wool pressed his ears. He stumbled, and for a moment he was convinced that he had managed to shoot himself, but he was all right. His shot had parted a wire in the wall, probably, killing the overhead tubes. The noise of the shots had deafened and disoriented him. The room reeked of gunpowder. 
The light by his chair still shone. He’d last seen the creature moving toward the bar. That area was dark. 
He would seem an even worse fool now, but he had to call the police. The nearest neighbors were a mile away, and the odd gunshot at night was not unknown in the country, but four shots in rapid succession might stir up a fuss. It would be best to get his call in first. 
The phone was dead. The round that had put out the lights must have damaged a telephone wire. Remembering his last call, he wondered if Beckford were to blame. Hexing a telephone would be child’s play for a man who could send an image through the mail and bring it to life with the incantations hidden in his prose— 
“Bullshit!” he shouted, and he was further enraged by the flat sound of his voice in his ringing ears. It was only a tarantula that Stephanie had brought home with the bananas. Even D.T.’s was preferable to any explanation involving Beckford. 
Unless Stephanie was his accomplice. 
The more he brooded on this, the more plausible it seemed. What could she see in him, a cranky old fart who had driven away every person he ever loved? Not even Justine’s complaint was groundless: he could remember flirting with her friends. No harm had been meant. The girls had probably laughed at him behind his back. As Stephanie was doing. 
But if that was so, what did she see in Beckford? This struck him so funny that he doubled over with laughter and stamped his foot. It was the wounded foot, and his laugh ended in a scream. That was the moment the thing chose to dash for the door to the hallway. 
The door was closed, a pale rectangle in the shadows, but one of the shadows jittered at its base, trying to squeeze through the crack. That crack was too small. He had it cold. He leaned forward, bracing his forearms on the back of the chair and gripping the pistol with both hands as he sighted. He fired, and he missed, but the door swung inward as if wrenched open by a large and violent man. It fanned a breeze that riffled through the papers on his desk and bore with it the ineffable scent of Bill Beckford. 
He found an impressive hole in the door, but how could his shot have pulled the door open, and pulled it violently enough to splinter the wood around the latch? That an animal no bigger than his hand could have opened it with such force seemed impossible, but so did the lingering presence of that stench. 
“Stephanie!” he shouted up the stairs, but shouting seemed futile if gunfire had failed to wake her. 
And what if he did wake her? Stumbling groggily out of bed, she might step on the creature. She would be safer if he let her lie. She, after all, was not its target. 
The kitchen lay at the end of the dark hall. His car keys hung on a hook by the back door. He could drive to the hospital and send help. “How do I know what it was? It was dark. It’s in the house now with my secretary.” She, of course, was in his bed, a circumstance that would set tongues wagging, but that was the least of his worries. 
Halfway down the hall, light from the kitchen lay like spilled water on the bare boards. If he could creep that far he would be safe. Groping for the light-switch would have taken more courage than simply pushing his feet forward into the darkness. He moved the gun in a slow arc before him as he advanced, but it shook so badly that he knew he could never hit anything. 
He hesitated at the threshold. The kitchen was large and full of shadows. He wished he had examined all the junk Tippi had bought to festoon the walls, so he could say that this was a skillet and that a potholder, with no lingering doubt whatever that neither was a nameless abomination from the nethermost crypt of nightmare. Even more dubious, dried herbs and fungi hung from the beams like dismembered gnomes. 
The range was built into a central pedestal of brick. A light in its hood illuminated the switch-panel at his side clearly enough, and he threw all of those switches with one swipe of his forearm. The skillet leaped out as a true skillet, the gnomish head became a string-bag of shallots. 
He limped forward almost confidently, but he gave the central island a wide berth. Nothing lurked behind it. He was safe. 
He raised his eyes from the floor to the hook where the car-keys hung. The creature clung to the wall beside the door, masking the keys. 
Jerking back, he cracked his spine against the range. The gun nearly twitched from his fingers. He set the bottle down and steadied the gun with his left hand as he stared. 
It was no stowaway spider. Its dull gleam suggested a carapace, but it had flattened itself against the wall like putty. Legs or tentacles, or perhaps merely loose strands of its shapeless substance, twitched and curled as if at random; he could detect no rhythmic movement of heartbeat or breath. 
“What the fuck are you?” 
He regretted the question, dreading that he might hear an answer. He recognized the thing from his most recently suppressed nightmare. It was the suspect blob in the toilet, the ruined face in the mirror, the Bogeyman he had failed to find in the barn. It was the vein he had tapped with so much success, but never examined closely, for the tales that had made his name. If all the ingested poisons of a lifetime spent in the Land of Industrial Waste had been concentrated, if that concentration had been animated by his inadmissable urges and secret fears, it might have looked like this. It was his. 
“Sonny-boy!” he giggled, raising the pistol. 
It was no more than ten feet away, and it showed no inclination to flee. He could not miss. But he searched for a vital spot, for some way at least of telling the head from the body. As he sighted, a coral gash ringed with curved teeth like carpet-maker’s needles split the surface that faced him, and he cringed before a stinking exhalation of age and disease. 
The pistol discharged. The bullet shattered the glass in the door beside the thing, and it launched itself toward his face. He couldn’t remember ducking, but he found himself knotted into a quivering ball at the base of the brick pedestal. The creature had missed him. He heard it scrabbling away down the hall. 
His troubles were over. He was free to leave. He lurched to the door with his hand extended for the keys. It hung in midair as he stared at the empty hook. He scanned the floor in vain. The thing had taken his car-keys. 
He had another set, but they were in his bedroom, in a pocket of the overalls he had lately worn whenever forced to stir beyond his home. Having come so far, he raged against the ordeal of retracing his steps, but he couldn’t even face the thought of walking the lonely and unlighted road to a neighbor’s house. He cursed those neighbors with a passion. Did they suppose the gunshots meant his TV was too loud? Nor did Stephanie escape his rage. She must be secretly smoking opium. 
He might barricade the kitchen and hide here until morning, but he didn’t dare leave his wounds untended. His throbbing foot had swollen till the skin shone. Nothing on earth that looked like that creature, or smelled like it, could not be poisonous. 
His grand slam of the switch-panel had lighted the hall and the stairway that doubled back above it. He checked it carefully, even the ceiling, before hobbling forward. 
He paused at the door to his study, where his chair beckoned from its island of light. The bar beckoned, too. But the shadows in the study terrified him. Could he ever feel at home there again? Rage at Beckford dragged a wordless growl from his lungs, ancestor of all curses. 
Climbing the stairs was difficult, carrying the gun in one hand and leaning on the other, but he somehow managed to race up the last few steps when he saw that his bedroom door gaped open. He had left it closed. The light was on; the bed was empty. 
“Stephanie?” he called. 
The bed sat on a chest of drawers, there was no space beneath it, but the room held a wealth of other hiding places for even the most inept imp: his overalls, crumpled over a chair; half-opened drawers, windows with their shades and drapes; and, by far the worst of all, the door of a dark closet that hung ajar. He went straight to the closet. Now he was looking for a terrorized girl. Or her body. 
He opened the door wide with the pistol, used it to stir the hanging clothes. Nothing. He kept calling her name, but only crickets, frogs and God-knew-what-all replied from the darkness pressing the house. 
He lifted his overalls quickly with thumb and forefinger, cast them out to lie flat on the floor: relic of a farmer kidnapped by aliens. He knelt and pressed the pockets with his palm, not daring to reach into them, keeping his spirits up by stammering about Zuzu’s petals, but the pockets were plainly empty. 
He crept down the hall to the door of Stephanie’s disused room and found it locked from the inside. 
“Stephanie?” He rapped lightly. “It’s okay, honey, it’s me.” 
“Go away!” she screamed. “Leave me alone!” 
“Don’t worry, it’s only me. Hal.” 
“I know who it is. And I know how drunk you are. Now will you please get the fuck out of here and let me sleep?” 
“God damn it, Tippi, open this door! There’s something loose in the house....” 
He realized what he had called her, perhaps confused by memories of knocking drunkenly at other locked doors. After that slip, it would be useless to argue that he was sober. 
“What’s loose in the house is a crazy old man playing cowboys and raving at the top of his lungs.” She paused to compose herself, then called more gently: “Please go to bed, Hal. And put the gun away, okay?” 
Maybe he was drunk, drunk enough to pass for psychotic. But if that were so, how could he possibly entertain such a reasonable doubt? He hoisted his foot for another look at his wound. Could he have done that by stamping on a pencil in the pocket of his robe? 
“Okay, honey, don’t worry about it, I’m sorry,” he said in a good imitation of calm. “Go back to sleep—but stay in there, okay? Don’t open the door.” 
“Put the gun away, Hal. Please?” 
“Sure.” 
He would try to call the police from his bedroom. That phone had a different number, perhaps it was unaffected by the damage he had done. Starting to back away, he saw the thing laboring vigorously at the top seam of Stephanie’s door. Perhaps she was its true target. Dying might be easier, and certainly quicker, than trying to explain that his mistress had been murdered by a picture sent through the mail. He screamed at it as he raised the gun. 
It leaped, hitting him square in the face. He hammered it with the barrel of the pistol, disregarding the pain to his own forehead, but the creature only clung tighter as he fell thrashing to the floor. Its barb bored between his eyes. 
Incantation works, he told himself, and he babbled a Hail Mary in desperate haste, but the sting probed deeper as he twisted in convulsions of fear and pain. He heard Stephanie scolding him through the door, convinced that now she had a religious maniac to deal with. Our Father. I pledge allegiance. Jesus Christ! None of it worked, he lacked faith. What did he believe in strongly enough to oppose the magic of Beckford’s hatred? 
“Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do,” he mumbled through the writhing gag as he clawed at it, “do it with thy might, for there is no work, nor device—“ 
He believed those words, but he could hardly believe their effect: the imp weakened. He was able to peel it from his face and fling it the length of the hall, where it hit the door of the linen-closet like a bag of jelly. 
“Shut the fuck up, Stiffen-Me, okay? You’re right, I’m drunk, I’ve gone crazy, so humor me. Just shut up!” 
To his surprise, that worked, too. The only sounds in the hall were sobs and whimpers he couldn’t suppress. He stumbled to his feet and staggered toward his antagonist. Its mouth opened, and it hissed its Beckford-breath at him. 
“—nor knowledge, nor wisdom, in the grave, whither thou goest, thou son of a bitch!” 
He pulled the trigger, but the hammer clicked impotently. The creature sprang, and this time it flew to his crotch. Clawing at his captive genitals, forgetting everything as the Lord of Panic gored him at last, he dashed headlong against the closet door, rebounded and tumbled down the stairs. 
He was still conscious as he lay at the bottom, he could still move, but he could not pull the creature off, for it clung to his balls like mud, mud with teeth. He shrieked and gibbered for help, for Stephanie, pounding the wall with his fist while he pried at the edges of the foul poultice with a delicacy born of dread. 
“He prayeth best that loveth best all creatures great and small,” he sobbed, for he believed that, though he knew he had not lived up to it. His fingers unexpectedly slipped under an edge and lifted the thing. He hurled it awkwardly, and it flew spinning into his study. 
He lay still, not daring to rouse more pain from his wounds, unwilling to discover broken bones. He knew now that words worked. But what words? Pain had driven all words away, it was a dazzling sun that filled the center of his mind and left him only the shadowy edges for thought. 
His strength lay not just in the words, he was sure, but in the feelings they stirred in him. Beckford’s creature thrived on his own vileness, on the sins and shortcomings catalogued in that demonic fanzine, but they were not the sum of his parts. His better nature still lived, and it responded to the incantations that had nourished it all his life. The Devil was called the Father of Lies. That peeping and muttering wizard was a liar, and his creature could no more live in the presence of truth than a fish in a tank of acid. 
“Beauty is truth, truth beauty! That is all ye know on earth, and all ye need to know!” he groaned toward the shadows of the study, trying to keep it off balance, and he heard a hissing that he took for dismay. 
“I’m gone! Do you hear me? I’m finished!” Stephanie screamed from upstairs. “You’re nuts!” 
“Keep your door locked,” he croaked back. 
“No problem!” 
What else, what else? He knew great gobbets of Kipling, he knew The Shooting of Dan McGrew by heart, but he doubted they would work. Quoting Poe might only encourage it, so might the passages he knew from Macbeth. Was that why actors feared to quote “the Scottish play” out of context, because Beckford was right? He needed no more proof: Beckford’s theory had damn near killed him. 
Would his own books work? Shit, no, there was no truth in them, just a line here and there when he had known he was getting things right. He could make a dash for the Bible, but it would be his luck to open it to all the begats.

“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,” he grunted as he rolled onto his knees, and the rest of it was driven from his mind by pain as he braced himself on his right hand. His palm bore another of those stigmata, previously masked by the agony of his forehead and his genitals. 
He dragged himself into the study, awed by the havoc he had wreaked. His monitor, his trains, Poe, Marilyn. At least he had omitted to shoot the stereo. Its green and red lights glowed patiently, a faithful robot awaiting his pleasure. His mind was empty of words. He wished he had Burton’s recording of The Ancient Mariner, but he didn’t. 
“Do not go gentle into that good night,” he rasped, his voice all but gone. Even if he found something effective, he could not read for long. 
The imp had attacked him when the music stopped. He had hardly been listening, but perhaps Vivaldi had rendered some corner of his mind unreceptive to evil. Baroque be-bop seemed inadequate now. He ran his finger over the shelf of CD’s, aiming for Beethoven but fishing out Bruckner’s Seventh Symphony. He put the disc in the drawer of the player and turned up the volume to earthquake force. 
He closed his eyes and opened his heart fully to the cathedral of sound that Bruckner built, block by massive block. No one had laughed harder than he at the crackpots who warned of Satanic messages in pop tunes, never mind all the bodies they dragged forth in evidence, but he wondered now if A Grammarie of Goety were not required reading on Tin Pan Alley. No demon could live in Bruckner’s presence, however—or even think straight. He turned the volume down a hair. 
It had better work. He could hardly move, much less flee. He sank to the floor, scarcely aware of the darkness as he concentrated on the music. During a quiet passage he heard something else: that vile hissing. The creature was dragging itself across the carpet toward his chair, its mouth twisting as if in silent speech. He couldn’t doubt that it was wounded. He believed it had shrunk. 
It crawled into the pocket of the robe that lay where he’d flung it. The lump under the cloth visibly dwindled as the music rolled on with the grandeur of a wheeling galaxy. Before long the pocket lay flat. 
He picked up the robe cautiously, turned it over and shook it. He cried aloud when something fluttered out. By the time it reached the floor he could see what it was: the corner he had torn from Beckford’s envelope, the demonic logo. 
He found matches in his desk and returned to the scrap of paper. He touched a lighted match to its edge, unconcerned about the carpet after all the other damage he’d done. When the flame reached the greenish-black blob it began to sizzle and spark. Pinpoint bubbles erupted to release a final, faint whiff of the unspeakable odor. 
The tiny fire threw more light than he would have believed possible. Only when he saw his own shadow on the wall did he realize that a larger fire flared behind him. The fanzine was blazing; it was about to ignite the drapes. He kicked it to the center of the room and beat it with his robe, but the fire refused to die until the book had been reduced to ashes. 
He flung the drapes back, meaning to air the room, and was startled by the wealth of gray light outside. Lying smooth as a green crystal, the pool lent the only color to a foggy dawn. He slid the door wide and lurched into the cool air. Bruckner’s brass unfurled seraphic wings around him as he collapsed into a damp lawn chair. 
* * * *
“A sadder but a wiser man,” Hal groaned, rolling directly from his chair into the cold pool, “he rose the morrow morn.”

He swam, his stiff joints protesting, his skin ready to crack from the sunburn he’d acquired while he slept. Hanging at the edge of the pool, he examined his wounds. They no longer looked purposeful. A doctor would think he’d blundered against furniture, fallen downstairs, wallowed in broken glass, and so he had. 
Stephanie was gone, a note stuck to the refrigerator told him. He opened a beer before reading it. He might have felt sorrier if she hadn’t railed at him for “playing that bombast you call music” so loudly; that had been her last straw. 
When he felt well enough to clean up the mess, he came across Richard Priest’s galleys. He averted his eyes as he stuffed them into an envelope. Unable to process words until he replaced his monitor, he scribbled a note advising Rick to destroy his copy of Beckford’s book and forget whatever he had learned from it. Not thinking too clearly, he wrote that the only honest words he could provide for Rick’s cover would be: “If you value your life and your sanity, DO NOT READ THIS BOOK!” 
Rick loved it. So did his publisher, who blazoned Hal’s warning above the title and begged him to submit the novel that Wittol & Ingle had turned down. It took him a while to accept that Hal had become a crank on the subject of horror fiction. 
Stephanie later wrote him a chatty letter from U-Conn, thanking him for the chance to see how a real writer works, suggesting he get help for his drinking problem, and asking for a copy of Witchfire inscribed to her dear friend, Scott. 
She enclosed a clipping from a supermarket tabloid that, he assumed, she hoped would give him inspiration, but the headline told him that it was one of the paper’s wheezing mainstays, the one about the man unaccountably burned to charcoal in his living room, although his clothing and the chair he sits in are not even singed. Not until he was crumpling it did he notice that the victim in this version had been “an eccentric recluse” called Bill Beckford. 
It was of no use as a plot. By that time Hal had turned his hand, with indifferent success, to romance novels set in the English Regency.
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