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The Doom That Came to Innsmouth

 
We need not dust off the history of our nation's dealings with the Indians to find examples of genocide, nor even go so far from our doorsteps as Montgomery, Alabama, to see instances of racism. Right here in our own state of Massachusetts, in February of 1928, agents of the U.S. Treasury and Justice Departments perpetrated crimes worthy of Nazi Germany against a powerless minority of our citizens.... When the dust of this jack-booted invasion had settled, no citizens [of Innsmouth, Massachusetts] were found guilty of any crime but the desire to live their peaceful lives in privacy and raise their children in the faith of their fathers. The mass internments and confiscations have never been plausibly explained or legally justified, nor has compensation ever been so much as attempted to the innocent victims of this official hooliganism.

—Sen John F. Kennedy, Commencement Address to the Class of 1959 at Miskatonic University, Arkham, Mass.
 

Grandma had been a bootlegger, according to a family joke that we didn't share with her when we visited the nursing-home.

I did ... once. “Is it true that you got busted by Eliot Ness, Grandma?” I asked, wise-ass kid that I was. She started carrying on about “Loch Ness,” and getting very worked up, because that place was important to her religion.

“You got a golden crown waiting for you there, Joe, a crown that outshines the sun,” she croaked in her liquid way, a way that nobody but me understood half the time. Even when I got the words, I wasn't always sure what they meant.

My name isn't “Joe,” by the way, it's Bob, Bob Smith, but she always got me confused with her brother that she adored, Joe Sargent, long ago passed over. Ignored or even mocked by the bitchy attendants who kept her strapped in her bed, she clung to a pathetic scrap of pride that her brother—or I—used to drive a dinky bus in Massachusetts that connected the Back of Beyond with the Middle of Nowhere.

She thought it was a big deal that he had been allowed to hobnob with “outside folk.” Her religion had been dead set against contact with non-believers, and only a few special people were allowed to “swim beyond the school,” as she called any travel outside of Innsmouth. She bitterly regretted that she had been forced to swim way beyond the school and, what with one thing and another, never swam back.

Her life was pretty dismal. She was brought up in the strict cult that owned her hometown, not much of a town at its best, but she'd loved it. She never recovered from the shock when the Feds invaded and trashed her birthplace. Mom theorized that it was a Prohibition raid that got out of hand when some deputies recruited from nearby towns grabbed the chance to express their prejudice against Innsmouth people. They roughed them up a lot, I guess, but to hear Grandma tell it, they herded people into cellars and set fire to the houses, then opened up with tommy-guns on anyone who tried to escape. But this was the United States of America, after all, and I was sure she had confused real events with movies about Nazis.

They sent her to a camp in Oklahoma, where she said a lot of people died of “separation from the Great Mother,” which meant they missed the ocean. Swimming was a sacrament to these people.

Franklin D. Roosevelt inherited the mess when he came into office in 1932 and was reportedly horrified, although he had bigger problems on his mind at the time. Even though a U.S. Senator from Massachusetts, Marcus Allen Coolidge, tried to prevent or delay their release, the president just closed the camp with as little fuss as possible, leaving the inmates to find their own way home. I guess having a few hundred more bums on the road during the Great Depression seemed preferable to letting J. Edgar Hoover run a concentration camp.

Funny thing about that: Grandma insisted that Hoover had Innsmouth blood, that he had “the look,” and that he persecuted his own people because they reminded him of a heritage he rejected. But she was always claiming famous people as “really one of us,” Gloria Swanson and Edward G. Robinson, for instance. The only famous person she claimed to be certain about was Albert Fish, a cannibal and serial child-killer who went to the electric-chair in 1936.

She tried to make her way back east by hopping freight-trains, a pretty rough way for a woman to get around, though not all that uncommon in those days. It was not the most direct way to get anywhere, and with stops at jails and hobo-jungles, with detours that took her from Louisiana to Minnesota, she finally gave up when she got to Seattle. It was the wrong side of the continent, she said, but it was near an ocean.

There she met a fisherman named Newman, a bastard who married Grandma for no other reason than the universal superstition that her people had a way with fish. You can say “Innsmouth” to a trawlerman from Norway or Japan and, if he's old enough, you'll get a startled look of recognition, even though he usually doesn't want to talk about it. Newman used to take her along on his boat as a good-luck charm. When he didn't catch anything, he would beat her.

Grandma started to go round the bend after Mom was born, but it was fifteen years before Newman put her away. Mom left home not long after, and I was twelve years old before she made an effort to locate her mother and visit her.

I nagged her into doing it, because I have always been intensely curious about my roots. As far back as I can remember, I felt different from other people. I used to daydream about the magnificent welcome I would get when my real parents—the King and Queen of Mars, maybe—tracked me down. I had night-time dreams of flying, or maybe swimming, through the stupendous galleries of a twilight city like nothing I had even heard about on earth. I believe I had those dreams even before I was exposed to some of Grandma's wilder ravings.

For Mom, the reunion was shattering. “God, she's ugly! And she's crazy as a bedbug.” Mom shivered with loathing. “And she smells.” She cried all the way home on the bus. Later I would sometimes catch her looking at me in a strange way, as if trying to decide whether I was starting to take after Grandma.

She wanted nothing more to do with her mother. I believed she would have forbidden me to visit her if I asked, so I never asked. Knowing I was different, I learned early to protect my secrets and wriggle around the rules made for other people. In case you think I'm bragging, nobody even suspected me when I finally helped her escape, to say nothing of other things I've managed to get away with. But in those days I got to see Grandma once or twice a month by making up stories or skipping school to walk and hitchhike my way to the nursing-home, which was way out near Issaquah.

I didn't think she was ugly, I thought she was beautiful, so sleek and graceful in her old-fashioned way. Her huge eyes would transfigure her face when she talked about her home and her beliefs and seemed actually to be gazing on the vasty deep. I didn't think she was completely crazy, either, not when her stories raised echoes from my own dreams. As for smelling bad, that was the fault of the attendants, but I would raise hell whenever I went there until they cleaned her up and tended the sores from her restraints. Even when I was a kid, people knew I meant business when I looked at them in a certain way.

Since I was so different from other people, it stood to reason that my religion must be different from theirs, so I embraced Grandma's. I only wish I'd listened harder and understood more, and that Grandma's ordeal hadn't left her so confused. The story about the beautiful princess sleeping under the sea, waiting for me to wake her with the stones and the baptism, fueled my teen-age masturbation fantasies. I hated to consider the possibility that this was all wrong, that Grandma had mixed up her religion with the story of Sleeping Beauty.

Even though I searched every library and old bookshop in Washington and Oregon, even though I wrote dozens of letters to professors and churchmen, I never found any solid information about the beliefs and practices of the Esoteric Order of Dagon. Maybe there just weren't any more Dagonites.

Maybe I was the last one.

“

My Grandma's brother used to drive this bus."

The driver glanced at me with annoyance.

“Not this bus, I mean, one that traveled the same route between Newburyport and Innsmouth in the old days, before—"

“See that sign? Don't talk to the driver,” he said in the flat, Yankee way that reminds me of ducks quacking.

“You still don't much take kindly to Innsmouth folks around here, do you?"

“Sure, we do.” At last I got a sort of smile out of him in the rear-view mirror as he added, “Because there ain't any."

I believed him. It was hard to imagine a romantically ruined town and its otherworldly cultists in this wasteland of strip-malls and Dairy Queens, where summer shacks had been converted into year-round homes for people who couldn't afford trailers. In this clutter that had been dumped willy-nilly onto a strangled marshland, you knew you were nearing the sea only when the junked automobiles in the yards gave way to junked boats, when the handwritten, cardboard signs in the windows said Live Bait instead of Beauty Salon.

The last of the other passengers had got off at a mall with a K-Mart a few miles back. I had studied them all guardedly for any resemblance to Grandma, or maybe to myself, but they were nothing but long-chinned, quacking Yankees in John Deere hats or pastel hair-rollers. Nobody but me was going all the way to Innsmouth. I would have liked to ask the bus driver if he thought I had “the look,” but maybe his attitude said it all.

My own look is pretty damned odd, ever since alopecia hit me like a truck last year. Some people with the disease can brazen it out: Yeah, I got no hair, no eyebrows, no eyelashes, this is how I look, so fuck you, Jack. I admire such people, I even like their clean, smooth appearance, but I have spent my lifetime trying to blend in, so that's not my way. Besides, I couldn't have done that even if I'd wanted to, not after the onset of psoriasis a few months later. A perfectly bald head might go unremarked, but a perfectly bald, peeling head draws jeers in the street from children.

One alternative is to use false hair, and that might pass muster if you are rich enough to afford a very good rug and have the skill and patience of a makeup-artist. I wasn't rich. Pop had called himself an entrepreneur, which meant he would start doomed businesses and run them, or get me to run them—like the famous Ice Kween Ice Kreem Co.—until he got bored or they failed. After he died and I sorted out his disastrous affairs, I was left with a second-hand record shop in one of Seattle's more blighted areas, which I hung onto because I thought it would be a good way to find girls. I hadn't realized that it's mostly guys who buy old records. Correction: mostly guys who shoplift them.

A second alternative is to look for miracle cures. The first doctor I consulted had told me the brutal truth, that my hairlessness was hereditary and incurable, tough luck. He was more hopeful but no more helpful about the rash, which he said I would have until it went away. That didn't stop me from going around in my cheap wig, often-crooked eyebrows and ruddled face to every charlatan in the phone book.

None of them helped, but a Dr. Errol, who went to the trouble of asking for my medical and personal history, had heard about Innsmouth. He was up on all the angles of squeezing money out of patients, insurance companies and the government, and he urged me to apply for assistance under the Kennedy-Keaton Act. I didn't imagine it would be as simple as filling out a form and cashing a check, but I was floored by what I did get by registered mail within two days:

Pursuant to provisions of the Federal Reparations Act of 1962, as amended in 1994, which offers compensation to residents of Innsmouth, MA, or their legal heirs or assigns for actions by agents of the U.S. Government on or about February 14, 1928, et seq., you are required to present yourself to the Field Office of the U.S. Public Health Service, 291 N. Eliot St., Innsmouth, MA 01939-1750, in order to duly process your claim. Failure to appear is punishable by a fine of not more than ten thousand dollars ($10,000) and/or imprisonment for up to five (5) years.

Food, lodging and appropriate clothing will be provided for approximately ten (10) days while you undergo such tests and interviews as are required by law. Additionally, you are permitted to bring any personal effects which may be carried in a case no larger than 40X30x7.62 cm. and weighing no more than 2.3 kg. The importation of photographic equipment, audio or video recording devices, firearms or other weapons, alcohol, tobacco, combustible materials or controlled substances into the Facility is prohibited by law and punishable by a fine of not more than ten thousand dollars ($10,000) and/or imprisonment for up to five (5) years.

At the time of your induction into the Facility, you will be required to present your birth certificate, Social Security card and photographic ID (Passport, state driver's license, or Other deemed acceptable by the Examiner), current bank and credit-card statements, along with any documentation in the form of personal letters, diaries, family photographs, etc., that may relevate to your claim. Additionally, it is required that you complete the enclosed Questionnaire, Medical Release Forms and Waiver of Liability and return them, duly signed and notarized, to the above address, postmarked no later than five (5) business days from receipt of this communication.

Failure to comply with this notice or any of its provisions, or with any rules, regulations or provisions not explicitized herein, is punishable by a fine of not more than ten thousand dollars ($10,000.00) and/or imprisonment for a period of up to five (5) years.

(signed) I.M. Saltonstall, M.D.

Field Director

Innsmouth Facility

U.S. Public Health Service.

Because I am the way I am, my first thought when I got this horrifying letter was to change my name and make a run for the Fiji Islands. Not only did I vividly recall Grandma's stories about tommy-guns and concentration-camps, I had my own reasons for avoiding government scrutiny. No amount of money was worth this kind of grief.

But.... I had always wanted to visit Innsmouth. I had been held back by the fear of barging in where outsiders were mistrusted. This summons gave me a legitimate reason to visit my ancestral home and question people who might have answers. My clerk could run the record-shop at least as well as I could in my absence, and the government promised in fine print to pay my travel expenses.

I had misgivings about the tone of the summons, but I told myself that was how bureaucrats did things, and I still believed that I wasn't living in the People's Republic of China. I filled out all the forms as honestly as I dared and sent them off. I actually began looking forward to my trip. I would go by bus and see the country. It would be the first real vacation I ever had, and it would be free.

Was it too much to hope that I might at last meet the torpid beauty beneath the sea, Mother Hydra, the Ice Kween who would be woken by my kisses and the special stones?

The jolting of the bus roused me from a half-doze. The road had become narrow and pot-holed, and on either side the marshland reasserted itself. Black little creeks ran through it, with here and there a boat forlornly anchored. I wondered how the owners could get to and from them in the trackless swamp without using other boats, and I laughed silently at the picture of confusion this evoked.

I was shocked to discover the bus-driver studying me sourly in the mirror. I wiped the smile from my face and tried to check my wig and eyebrows without seeming to.

My embarrassment vanished when I realized that the ocean shimmered before me through the windshield. The sight has always stirred profound emotions within me, the nameless but powerful feelings evoked in others by great music or poetry, and this, the Atlantic, the very ocean of my dreams, stirred me as I never had been before. I sat up straighter and wriggled for a better look, wishing the driver were the sort of person who would have let me run forward to gaze out beside him.

Then, in the foreground, I saw the town.

I had assumed it would be not much different from other depressed towns I had glimpsed on the way. Despite hard times and a genuine disaster in the past, the indomitable Yankees would have put a bold face on things and got on with their God-given mission to make money. Seaside real estate was worth something, wherever it might be, and I had half-expected to be affronted by a welter of marinas and condos, with maybe a theme-park, a water-slide and a gauntlet of shack-up motels. In my worst imaginings, the weird charm of the town would have been buried under a Sea-Tac Strip East that stretched all the way to Boston, complete with hookers who quacked like ducks.

I was wrong. The Feds had killed it seventy years ago, and it was still dead. Toward the beach, where you might have expected some rebuilding, the devastation was complete. The burnt-out shells of industrial buildings remained, but the sites of former houses were marked only by free-standing chimneys and clogged cellar-holes.

Just before we reached the bottom of a hill and the oceanfront dropped out of view, I noticed a metallic glimmer stitching the rubble. It looked like a fence topped with razor-wire, separating the seaward ruins from the rest of Innsmouth. Oddly, it looked shiny and new.

After contemptuously scrawling the receipt I required and ignoring my sarcastically cheerful promise to see him in a week or so, the driver dropped me at the Gilman House in Town Square, a once-gracious building in the Georgian mode whose upper windows, like most of the shops in the square, had been boarded up.

The clerk looked like a forlorn refugee from Woodstock who took his style from David Crosby, his tie knotted loosely as if worn under protest. As a further comment on his job and perhaps the town itself, his tie bore a reproduction of Edvard Munch's The Scream. He asked suspiciously, “Will you be checking in, Sir?"

“No, I have to stay at the Facility on Eliot Street, but can I check this bag here?"

“That Public Health thing?” His desire to peer closely at me struggled painfully with one to retreat beyond the range of contagion.

“You see many people going that way?"

“None at all until lately. Then a couple weeks ago, four or five turned up. And there was a girl last week, Ms. Gilman, just like the hotel, she asked for directions.” He added, as if to distinguish her from me and the others, “She was nice."

He put a receipt on the counter beside my ten-dollar bill, which he hadn't picked up.

“Hey, if you see Mr. Marsh out there, ask him what he wants done with his suitcase. We can't hang onto it forever, and I ain't heard a word from him since he left it."

Marsh, Gilman: these were both names from the old days. I was unprepared for a stirring of what you might call nostalgia-by-proxy. I looked away for a moment, and the seedy lobby was dimmed by tears. At last, I would actually get to meet some of my people!

“What's chances of getting in a swim before I go?"

“We got no pool. You'd have to go to the Ramada out on 1-A—"

“No, no, I meant in the ocean. Is there anyplace by the beach to change?"

“You don't want to swim in the ocean here. Well, maybe you do, but you can't. Everything east of the Old Square has been off limits since I been here, and that's twenty years come September."

"Off limits?" I'd seen the fence, but still the authoritarian phrase surprised me.

“Didn't you see that burnt-out area? An Air Force plane crashed. Back in the nineteen-fifties, I think it was, a terrible tragedy, wrecked half the town, and it was carrying a bomb they never found. I ain't caught myself glowing in the dark yet, so I guess it's safe enough here, but you don't want to go swimming in nookie-leer waste. That's why you're here for that Public Health thing, ain't you? Children of people who got zapped?"

“I guess,” I said, hiding my amusement. “Are any people still living here from the old days? People named Marsh, or Gilman, or Sargent?"

“Some, I think, but you really want to ask Old Lady Waite, she's our local expert. Most of the people in town now are Portuguese, they came here to fish, only they have to go to Marblehead to do it on account of the pollution. But they live here because houses are really cheap."

“Where would I find her?"

“You want to go down Bank Street, that's the second left as you leave the hotel, and you can't miss her house, it's the only one on the river side of the street. Past her house, you hang a left on Adams, and that'll take you into Eliot. But the Facility is a long walk, it's halfway back to Ipswich, and Larry, that's our only cab-driver, he took a fare to Boston this morning and ain't come back yet."

“I don't mind the walk. I'd like to do some sight-seeing."

He withheld comment, even though I knew he wanted to make one.

Leaving the hotel, I happened to glance back through the streaked glass of the door. The clerk hadn't touched my money or my bag before I left, and I now observed him taking the bag from the counter. He had first wrapped his hand in a red bandanna to protect it from germs. Or radiation.

A Portuguese bar at the corner of Bank Street, outside of which a few swarthy loafers muttered about me to one another, marked the apex of Innsmouth's social scene. Beyond that point, the houses on the left side guarded their inhabitants behind drawn shades, lulling them with a varied chorus of air-conditioners. Here and there shadows would stir at windows as I walked up the steep street, but the residents were good at concealing themselves. I saw no one, not even a hand at a drape as it shifted.

Above a picture-postcard falls, the Manuxet grew far more energetic and noisy than any human as it raced between bulkheaded banks, and even frightening. The river had penetrated the ancient pilings to undermine the footway on the right. Gaps yawned in the sidewalk. I'm sure the road was next on its list, then the buttoned-up houses, until it swept all of Innsmouth and then New England out to sea. Its continuous roar, made up of a million gurgles and mutters, was alarmingly loud as it echoed off the blank house-fronts, and I seemed to eavesdrop on a wealth of incomprehensible conversations in a din that threatened at any moment to become clear.

I stayed to the left-hand side, but no one came out, as I half-expected, to glare at me and demand that I account for myself. In the far distance a lonely dog barked an interminable litany of grievances that probably had nothing to do with my return to the seat of my ancestors.

The river roared more loudly, constricted by a granite outcropping of the bank where some scruffy woods and a small cottage, the only house on the river side, clung perilously in a fine, perpetual mist. The house was very old, to judge by the small, lead-filled windows of imperfect glass, and I fancied that its unpainted cedar shakes might have been made with an ax. It was oddly out of proportion, as many old New England houses seem to me, with the single story dwarfed by a bloated chimney and roof.

I knocked, then repeated it before the door opened. I took a step back from a disturbing figure, a tall, slim and impenetrably veiled woman.

“Excuse me, my name is—"

“No, don't tell me. It's Sargent, isn't it? You could be Joe, just a couple years before he passed over."

And hers could have been my Grandma's voice, either because of a local accent or locally hereditary quirk. Before I even suspected that I might, I burst into tears.

“Alma Sargent was my Grandma, yes, Joe's sister, but my name is Bob Smith,” I said when I could speak.

“Bob is a good name, a real Innsmouth name. Come in, Bob."

I was about to sit in a straight chair opposite her rocker when she demanded, “What's that you got in your pocket?"

“Nothing,” I mumbled, feeling like a trapped kid.

“Show me! In the name of Mother Hydra!"

She was definitely not a lady I could refuse. I pulled out the three pyramidal chunks of granite that had caught my eye on the way to her house. She studied them closely, then spat on them and held them tight in her gloved hand for a moment as if willing them to reveal their secrets.

“These are okay,” she said at last, handing them back. “These'll do.” She added playfully, “Figure on finding somebody to baptize while you're in town, Bob?"

“Well.” I coughed, looked away, wondered if my rash was bad enough today to hide my blushing.

“I see you follow the old ways, that's good. I expect Alma taught you? It's a cryin’ shame you can't do the baptizing out on Devil Reef, like Our Lord intended, but the Navy blasted the bejesus out of it in twenty-eight. But if you do it with the right spirit, you can perform a baptism even out in the middle of Kansas."

I had spent sleepless nights struggling with that point of theology, and her words took an enormous weight off my soul.

Before I could thank her, she said, “Love that name! Bob. I do believe I can prophesy a truly glorious future for you. So tell me all about yourself, Bob."

I did. My God! I never thought I could have revealed such secrets to a stranger unless I had gone stark, raving mad, but they just tumbled out. And she accepted them. Instead of ordering me out or screaming for help, Old Lady Waite nodded and murmured ... approval. Often I knew that she was smiling gently behind her veil, amused by my account of my clumsy efforts to be true to my heritage, but her amusement was in no way contemptuous.

Even as I spoke so unguardedly, I wondered about the spell she had cast over me. The unfamiliar emotion I felt was as strong as love is reputed to be, but it would be crazy to suppose that I had fallen in love with a woman almost three times my age whose face was veiled. She was in fact concealed completely in dark, old-fashioned clothing, and might have been a mannikin if she hadn't murmured from time to time, if her rocker hadn't moved rhythmically.

I was forced to the conclusion that I felt at home, and that I had never felt that way anywhere, not even in my boyhood home with my own parents. The feeling seemed to be generated by a combination of subtle influences that I didn't perceive until I tried hard to sort them out. Nothing around me, not the spare furniture of colonial design, the home-hooked rugs on the mirror-polished floor with its wide and irregular boards, the huge, unlit fireplace that doubled as an oven with its iron doors, was inconsistent with the eighteenth century, a time that has always seemed more congenial to me. I saw no television set, no tawdry magazines, no brightly-packaged products of mass consumption. I believed that the unlit lamps were fueled by kerosene, for I saw no electrical outlets or wires. Despite the absence of air conditioning, the house was comfortably cool and dank behind its small windows, beaded by the river's mist, and under its huge roof: this atmosphere, together with an indefinable odor that came from the woman herself and all she had touched, must have been responsible for my profound sense of comfort.

But none of these factors really explained my feelings as well as my first impression, that I had fallen under a magical spell.

“Alma must have passed over,” she said. “I'm surprised she hasn't come by. We were best friends, and I thought she'd just love to tease me about the long time I'm taking."

“It was fourteen years ago when I helped her with the last rites, but it was a long ways off. Puget Sound."

“Oh! Then I expect she'll be by one of these days."

“Actually it was a river that runs into the Sound,” I admitted a bit guiltily. I have a deep aversion against speaking the name, but I forced myself: “The Green River."

The name provoked no special reaction. She just said, “Fresh water is okay."

“But pretty swift."

Her laughter was surprisingly youthful. “This river out here is pretty swift, but it doesn't stop old friends from coming to call on me when they're of a mind."

“Do you suppose I could...?"

“Meet them? Sure, why not? How long you plan to be in town? You can stay right here with me, so's not to miss anyone."

“I wish I could, but I came here to take advantage of the federal reparations. I have to stay at—"

“Not the Facility! Oh, my,” she groaned. She stopped rocking for the first time since she'd sat down.

“What? What's wrong? The program was sponsored by President Kennedy, and he seemed—"

“He was a friend to our kind, a real true friend. You ever wonder how he happened to survive so long in the ocean, injured as he was, after his PT-boat got sunk? And did you ever see a picture of his daddy's mistress, Gloria Swanson? Those eyes of hers say it all, if you know what to look for. But what he seems mostly now is dead, and laws have a way of getting amended. This one got amended with bells on, to say nothing of books and candles. The Facility caught some local folks when they first set up shop, but I saw right through them, and I wanted no part of it. I told that wicked Dr. Saltonstall to take his stethoscope and stick it. Fortunately Ramon Medeiros, he's the mayor now, is a good friend to all of us, and he's moving heaven and earth to get that place shut down.” She chuckled. “He leaves the sea to me. I'd give Ramon a call right now if I had one of those goddamn telephone machines—"

Someone knocked on the door. It was a loud, peremptory, no-nonsense knock.

“I bet that's not Ed McMahon and Dick Clark, come to make me rich,” she said.

“What should I do? Is the back—"

“You don't really suppose they're not out there, too, do you? If you were foolish enough to sign anything you better go, because Uncle Sam is an alligator: dumb as hell and easy to avoid, but once he gets his jaws set, he won't let go. Your best bet is to go along with them now so you don't get hurt, and let me do what I can on the outside."

The sight waiting for me at the door was unnerving, for the heavy-set older man and his grinning, dapper companion bore a skewed likeness to the pitchmen she had named.

“Mr. Smith?” the dapper one said. “We heard you might need a lift to the Facility."

“Want to go for a nice ride, too, Mrs. Waite?” the other one said to the woman standing just behind me. “That would save everybody a lot of hassle."

“You don't know what hassle is, sonny-boy. You'll find out if you do Mr. Smith, here, any harm."

“Harm? We're here to help you people, don't you understand? How long do you think you can fuck with the U.S. Government?"

“How deep is the ocean?” she laughed.

“Ed” hummed the tune she had quoted all during the ride. It was proof that spells of a sort really can be cast on others, and I tried to take that as a good omen.

I was unprepared for the Facility, a Victorian fantasy of sooty bricks that managed to look both brutal and whimsical, a bad combination. The high fence around the grounds, capped with broken glass, was part of the original design, but the electronic gate looked brand new. The guard who controlled it was armed. As I was hurried up the front steps, I saw that the new sign over the door only partly concealed the original name in bas-relief: Manuxet Asylum for the Insane.

The interior corridors were huge and ill-lit, wainscotted in dark wood and smelling of dust, disinfectant and century-old misery. Most alarming was the emptiness. Except for my escort and a few attendants who were trying to avoid notice or look busy, I suspected that I might be the only one here.

This suspicion was born out in the days that followed, but I didn't regret my isolation. The first thing they did was take away my false hair and give me a chemical shower that aggravated my rash. Bald and scabrous, clad in an orange jump-suit, I might have been an imperfectly fashioned android under study by the normally-dressed people and white-uniformed keepers who hustled me here and there to determine where my creation had gone wrong. Under these circumstances, I wanted to meet no one whose opinion might have mattered to me.

Forced to choose the one thing about the Facility I liked least, I would have picked Dr. Isaac Mordecai Saltonstall, the director. A long-faced, long-fingered scarecrow in tweeds, he treated me like a child, or worse. Sometimes when he stared at me blankly over his tented fingers I imagined he was trying to decide whether to have me gassed now or later. At least he didn't quack, but he swallowed his vowels, except for an occasional “a” as broad as a barn door. His diplomas said he had gone to Harvard and identified him, curiously enough, as a psychiatrist.

“The Seattle police questioned you in July of eighty-three and again in September of that year,” he asked as he studied my distressingly thick dossier.

This was the first time that subject had come up. I was sorely tempted to babble, but I followed the rule I had observed since arriving: say nothing unless asked a direct question. That had always worked with the police.

“Why do you suppose that was?” he said at last.

“I guess they were being thorough."

“But why you?"

“I was there."

“At the murders?"

That was a low blow, but I took it without flinching. “No, not at the murders!” It seemed reasonable to inject a little anger into my voice. “I drove by the Strip, where many of the girls were abducted, in my ice-cream truck every day. The hookers were my customers, I recognized some of the victims. Maybe the Green River Killer was a customer, too. But it turned out I couldn't help. I was never a suspect!"

“No need to get excited,” Dr. Saltonstall said. “We have to be thorough, too. Now your grandmother went missing from the nursing-home not long before the first murder, didn't she?"

“She wandered off, yes."

“You didn't help her pass over, did you?"

I tried to conceal my shock at his use of these words with more anger: “What, killed my Grandma? I loved her!"

“That's not what I said."

“Yes, you did. People use euphemisms for dying, like pass over. Do you think I helped her commit suicide or something?"

"People do?"

"Other people. I always try to say what I mean. So, do I get my money? When do I get out of here?"

“Do you still have your rocks?"

The previous interviews had covered only medical details. I guess he had been trying to lull my suspicions. Today he was coming at me from all sides, jabbing me where I least expected it.

“Rocks?"

“You had some rocks in your pocket when you came here."

“Oh. Those.” I made a show of searching the deep pocket of the jump-suit. “Yeah."

“Why do you carry rocks in your pocket?"

Better than in my head, you know-it-all son of a bitch! “I picked them up in town.” I smiled. “Genuine Innsmouth rocks. Souvenirs. I don't know why I do it. If I see an odd-shaped rock or a bird-feather, or, I don't know, an unusual bottle-cap, I pick it up. For luck, I guess."

He wrote something in my dossier. If he had believed me, it was “obsessive-compulsive."

“Where is everybody?” I asked, deciding to go on the offensive. “Do you have a Mr. Marsh here?"

“He left. How do you know him?"

“The clerk at the hotel told me he never returned for his bag. If he left here, why didn't he go back for it?"

He wrote something else: Have clerk killed? No, the hotel-clerk was one of their spies. He must have told them I was at Old Lady Waite's house.

“Mr. Marsh left the day you arrived. He probably picked up his bag after you spoke to the clerk."

It pleased me that his lie should be so transparent, but maybe it shouldn't have. Maybe he didn't care if he was believed by a man who would soon follow Mr. Marsh into limbo.

“What about a girl named Gilman?"

“Ondine Gilman? She's here. Haven't you met her?"

“No,” I said evenly, “I haven't."

“It's a big place. You're sure to run into her."

It was no surprise at all when I went to enter the cafeteria that evening and saw, for the first time, another person seated at one of the plastic tables. She wore a jump-suit like mine, but she exhibited no pathological symptoms.

I was reluctant to enter, not just because of my appearance but because I knew that she or I, or both, was being manipulated by Dr. Saltonstall. I forced myself.

“Ondine Gilman,” she responded when I brought a tray to her table and introduced myself.

“Really?"

“What do you mean?"

“Nothing. I heard the name, and I thought ... well, I thought Dr. Saltonstall might have planted an impostor."

She laughed. “He makes me paranoid, too."

She tried to avoid looking at me directly, but I stared hard at her. Her blue eyes were large and rather protuberant, but not so much as Grandma's or mine. I saw no hint of extra skin between her fingers, no rash, and certainly no alopecia: her auburn hair was real.

“You don't look like an Innsmouth person,” I said.

She grimaced. “I'm not. And since they know I'm not, I wonder why the hell I'm still here!"

She had raised her voice for the benefit of the bored server at the counter, but he continued to look bored.

“It's none of my business—"

“Sure it is, we're in this together. You'd think if they won't let me go home, they'd at least let me have a goddamn cigarette, it's not as if this place is bursting at the seams with people whose lungs I can pollute. Why can't I go home?"

The last remark, in her flattest, hardest quack, was also addressed to the server, who retreated to the kitchen without comment.

“I'm sorry,” she said.

“If you're not an Innsmouth person—"

“Then why am I here? It's embarrassing. No, it isn't, it's funny, actually. My father looked sort of like you before he...."

“Passed over?"

She seemed startled. “That was what he said he was going to do, that's the phrase he used. Only he didn't die, he ran away. I never knew why, but maybe I do now."

“Why?"

“He wasn't my father, that's why. They found that out as soon as they took my first blood-test, and then they confirmed it with DNA. My father, Wade Gilman, had Innsmouth parents, but my biological father must've been the mailman or somebody. I never even suspected that until they took the blood-test, but maybe my father suspected it long before, and that's why he left."

She strove for a light tone, but her voice shook. I said, “I'm sorry."

“It's a bitch. I just came here to get some money for art school in Providence, so they lock me up without cigarettes and tell me my mother was screwing around. Have they put you in the tank yet?"

“What's that?"

“They truss you up and dump you in a tank full of water to see how long you can hold your breath. They make damn sure you're not faking, too, they keep you under till you pass out. And they do it again and again. They put me in the tank even after they knew I wasn't a Kermie!"

“A what?"

“I'm sorry, that's not nice, I guess. That's what they call Smouthies—Innsmouth people, I mean—in Rowley, where I come from. For Kermit the Frog?"

“Why don't they let you leave?"

“That's my question, Dr. Einstein!” Annoyed by the close scrutiny I had given her, she stared back at me and added coldly: “You've got enough problems of your own, I guess."

“There were some other people—applicants—when you came here, weren't there?"

“Oh, yeah, this place was really hopping.... “She looked as if she wanted to bite her tongue.

“They looked like me, you mean?"

“No, I meant.... Okay, If that's what you want, they looked like you.” She didn't like being put on the defensive, and she stopped trying to hide her contempt for me. “It should have been obvious that I didn't belong."

“What happened to them?

She shrugged. “One day they were gone. We didn't become best friends. Nobody said good-bye. I guess they just took their money and hopped away."

“Did you see them leave?"

“No.” She glanced uneasily toward the counter, but we were still alone. “What's your point?"

“Maybe they didn't leave."

“Huh? Oh, come on! You mean they killed them?” Her surprise was overdone. I think she had considered that possibility on her own and was trying to reject it. “But they wouldn't kill me. I'm not like them!"

“I guess it was all a terrible mistake,” I said mildly. “They'll ask you to promise not to tell anybody that they tortured you, or that all the Kermies disappeared, and let you go. Tomorrow, probably."

“You son of a bitch. Being sarcastic doesn't help."

“Do you want to go? Without waiting for them to tidy up all the paperwork, or whatever it is they say they're doing?"

“Damn. Are you serious? You don't look exactly like a...."

“A knight in shining armor?"

“A man of action, I was going to say."

“My looks are deceptive.” This misplaced nitwit had irritated me. Born in an earlier time, she would have egged on the thugs who massacred the detested “Smouthies.” My tone was bitter as I added, “Just think of me as the Frog Prince."

“Jesus, don't look at me like that!” She failed to repress a shudder. “I think I believe you."

The second floor of the wing where my room lay had originally comprised four cavernous wards, but the one on the end had been divided with drywall into thirty cubicles under a false ceiling, each barely large enough to contain a single bed, plastic chair and fiber-board writing-desk, all of them bolted in place to discourage their use as weapons. A reproduction of a bland Matisse seascape was similarly bolted to the brick exterior wall. Mine could be considered a first-class accommodation, I suppose, since it shared one of the old madhouse windows, heavily barred and screened, with an adjoining cubicle. Standing on the chair, I had a view of the gatehouse in the distance and, under the window, most of the parking lot.

The door was the most interesting feature of my cell, for it wouldn't have met the security standards of a dollhouse. I believed the lock could be spread with one of the long but sloppily-installed bolts I had extracted from Matisse. I hadn't experimented, though, for fear of marking the door or even splintering it.

Swathed as he was in medical degrees and patrician breeding, I don't think Dr. Saltonstall ever considered that anyone would mistrust him or try to escape his prison. And if they did, his omnipotent drugs would stop them. Every night I had been given a big red capsule that I dutifully swallowed, and every night it knocked me out within ten minutes. Tonight I concealed it under my tongue until I could spit it out.

I lay quietly in my bed for an hour or so until I heard cars starting up, four in succession. I climbed onto the chair and watched as they drove to the gate and were let through. While I watched, the doctor himself strode across the parking lot to his car and left. Two others followed him within the next ten minutes, leaving only one car. When a fat man in uniform trudged from the gatehouse to the main building carrying a brown bag, I was sure the Facility had now shut down for the night.

The gap between the door and the jamb wasn't as wide as I'd thought. I couldn't push the bolt in even when I leaned on it with all my weight. I hesitated to hammer it with the heel of my shoe, but I had no choice. If the guard heard me, I told myself, he would assume I was signalling for help and take his time about responding. I had another bad moment when the cheap bolt I was using as a lever seemed on the verge of bending. Again, I had no choice. I pushed harder. The bolt held and the door sprang open.

I had the freedom of their new, plasterboard corridor, but an insuperable hurdle might remain: the heavy, iron door of the former ward. If they had locked that door—but they hadn't. This was more of the doctor's smug faith in drugs, I supposed.

I prowled along the outer corridor, where the only light glowed in an exit sign. I heard tinny voices and laughter as I approached the main stairway, where a broad landing overlooked the lobby. The guard I had seen sat at a desk by the front door, watching television and eating a sandwich. It seemed rather melodramatic not to just stroll naturally across the landing, but I tiptoed.

At the end of the next wing I found another ward converted to cubicles, and it seemed likely that this would be the women's quarters. The first ten doors were unlocked, the rooms empty. When I found the eleventh locked, it seemed likely I would find Ondine Gilman behind it.

This door was just as flimsy as the one on my own cell, and since it opened inward, I believed I could simply kick it open. This worked, but the thunderous crash of the door against the wall made me cringe. I ran to the outer corridor to listen. Minutes passed. I heard nothing except the canned laughter of the television until a human guffaw joined in, testimony that the guard's attention was fully occupied.

I felt confident enough to snap on the light after I had closed the woman's door behind me. She didn't stir.

“Ondine?” I said, and, more loudly, “Miss Gilman?"

Curled on her side, she breathed deeply and evenly. Her breathing didn't change even when I shook her by the shoulder. I stood considering my options for a moment, then lifted her covers and pushed her green hospital gown above her waist. She continued to sleep soundly even when I peeled her underpants down and extricated her feet.

I wasn't displeased by what I saw and touched, but I wished I still had my ice-cream truck. An hour in the locker would have done wonders for her superior attitude. I restored everything as it had been except for the panties, indecent, red ones of the sort favored by roadside whores. After using them to wipe the evidence of my visit from her buttocks, I wadded them into my pocket and turned off the light. She continued to breathe evenly.

I was tempted to try the stones for size, but decided she would keep while I explored the Facility.

The stairs marked as an exit led me down to an unguarded rear door. I stepped outside and savored a warm night that was loud with crickets, frogs and ... sirens? I strained my ears, but I couldn't identify the sounds in the distance. They might have been sirens, or even thin screams.

The stairs continued down to the basement, where I knew the medical department was housed. I had been given tests here, but I hadn't suspected its extent. There was a fully equipped operating-theater and other rooms that held machines liberally plastered with radiation warnings.

The last room, and the largest, was obviously a morgue. Nevertheless it was a shock to pull out a drawer and find a naked body. And a second. And a third. And.... They were Innsmouth people, every one of them, and they were dead. I couldn't say what had killed them, but they had all been stitched up crudely after autopsies.

My knees wobbled, the room swam, and without further warning I found myself throwing up until my stomach clenched down on itself like a hard, painful, empty fist.

My shock and sickness gave way to fury. I raged down the line, pulling out drawer after drawer. Fifteen of them. Twenty! Someone would pay, someone would pay dearly. These were my people, my own unique, precious people, standing even further above Saltonstall and his henchmen than those butchers fancied they stood above worms. Left to evolve in peace, they would have shed their simian traits and passed over into magnificent beings who would have lived for all time in the glorious kingdom of the Lord. But now, denied all hope of transfiguration, they were just so many dead chimps.

“Father Dagon!” I screamed. “Mother Hydra! Where were you?"

I came at last upon a drawer whose contents shocked me into stillness. Those evil savages had succeeded in meddling with something they couldn't even begin to comprehend. It was the ultimate obscenity, a blasphemy for which no human words exist, and I forced my imperfect tongue to struggle with curses that were more appropriate, but still woefully inadequate to the horror. With drugs, perhaps, with surgery or radiation, they had forced a Deep One to pass over on dry land.

It was huge, and even in its desiccated state it was beautiful, godlike. My hands fumbled reverently over the dry scales, the pathetically limp crest of spikes that should have stood proud. Sobbing bitterly, I promised a hundred sacrifices, a thousand, a holocaust that would rouse Father Dagon and make the sea rise up to the sky and draw down the moon in its awful wrath.

Stroking the massive chest, I realized that I felt no stitches. I looked closely. I saw no obvious wounds at all. I felt no heartbeat or respiration either, but it was possible, just barely, that he had shut down all his systems hard when faced with the horror of a landlocked metamorphosis. As Grandma was so fond of quoting, “That is not dead which can eternal lie...."

I dashed back to the next room, where I had seen a sink. I looked about for a bucket of some kind, but—better! I smashed the glass case holding a firehose, oblivious to the shrieking alarm this set off, and wrenched the wheel over until the hose came to life like a wrathful dragon, spewing a destructive jet that smashed cases of fiendish instruments and foul drugs open and hurled their contents clattering and crashing through the torture-chambers.

I manhandled it back to the morgue and directed the stream on the ceiling above the Deep One, bouncing down a flood of life-giving water on the poor victim.

I didn't notice when the alarm was silenced. I couldn't understand why the hose suddenly went limp and dry. Then I became aware of the man quacking furiously at the door to the next room.

“Put that down, you goddamn loony! Drop it, asshole, or you are dead meat!"

I had found what I wanted, a human being to absorb the full force of my rage, and I threw the hose aside and stalked toward him.

“Don't you realize what you're doing here?” I screamed. “Don't you know—"

“I know what I'm doing is catching a goddamn loony who's fucking up the hospital. Stop! Stop right now! This here is a .357 Magnum, shit-head, and it's about to tear out your spine and pin it to the far wall. I am not joking with you."

I stopped. What could I have been thinking of? All hope of escape was lost. Dr. Saltonstall would lock me up tight. More probably he would take no more chances with me, and I would be filling one of these morgue-drawers before lunchtime tomorrow.

“That's better. Assume the position."

I knew what he meant. I turned to the wall, leaning forward to support my weight with my hands on a closed drawer. He strutted up behind me and took great delight in kicking my ankles wider apart.

“Scabby son of an Innsmouth bitch,” he snarled, “I'm really hurting to blow your baldy-ass head all over the wall just for laughs, so don't try nothing, you hear? I just want an excuse to blow one of you scum-suckers away. What the hell you got here?"

He had found the rocks I had been saving, which he hurled on the floor. He thrust his hand into my other pocket and extracted Ondine's panties. After a moment of baffled silence, he made a gagging noise of utter loathing.

“You goddamn pervert!" he screamed.

The wall hit me in the face, cracking teeth. I only then became aware of a worse pain where he had hit the back of my head with his gun. I wondered how I had wound up on my knees. They hurt, too.

“Bastard bastard bastard!” he screamed, kicking me in the back as if trying to squash a bug to paste. “You got me to touch your goddamn frogspawn jackoff rag—"

He stopped kicking me. I tried to stop my sobbing and groaning so I could hear what he was saying, though his words were strangely muffled. It sounded as if he were choking. Was it too much to hope that he was dying of apoplexy?

I managed to twist my head around. I couldn't imagine what was happening to him. Most of his face was covered by a wet, black cloth, and he was apparently standing a foot off the floor, his heavy-duty oxfords and white tube-socks jerking spasmodically.

But it was no cloth that covered his face. It was the huge, webbed hand of the dark figure that loomed behind him, the Deep One I had revived.

“Praise Mother Hydra!” I sobbed.

“Praise her name!” a rich, deep, croaking voice responded.

“'

Sokay, sweetie,” I slurred, dumping Ondine Gilman into a lobby chair of the hotel that, most inaccurately, bore her name. “Jus’ get us a room, okay?"

“Wha...? Where?"

I leaned forward and, under the pretext of giving her a kiss, pressed her carotid arteries until she lost consciousness again. After changing my modus operandi in the Northwest, I had learned that this was every bit as effective as an ice-cream locker for draining the will of baptismal candidates.

“Excuse me, Sir! Just what—oh. It's Mr. Smith, isn't it?"

“Bob. It's good ol’ Bob,” I said, steering a wayward course for the desk and the clerk I had seen before, the one who had used a bandanna to pick up my bag. He was still wearing his Munch necktie. The image was a deliberate slur against my people.

“What's going on?"

“Celebrash. Celebration. We're outta that damn crazy-house."

“I can see that. What's going on outside, I meant."

I pretended to hear the sirens for the first time. And there were indeed screams, too.

“They're celebratin', I guess.” I heard a burst of automatic gunfire.

“God!” he cried, starting from behind the desk.

“Hey, wait. Need a room for me and my sweetie."

“I can't rent you a room, you're drunk. And I'm closing."

“Then gimme my bag,” I said. “Left my bag, remember?"

“Oh. Sure. Then will you go?"

“Drunk, huh?"

“Where am I?” Ondine cried.

“'Sokay, honey."

He dumped my bag on the counter, forgetting to protect his precious hand from my contagion in his confused haste. He fretted and fussed as I opened it, and he grew even more flustered at another burst of automatic fire in the distance.

“I'm not really drunk,” I said clearly as I pulled the nine-millimeter Browning out of the bag and jacked a Black Talon round into the chamber.

“What?"

“I'm just very different from you, that's all."

I put the bullet right through the Screamer's bald, distorted head and through the clerk's breastbone.

“I'm coming, dear,” I told Ondine, and hurried over to deprive her simian brain of yet more oxygen.

I was afraid she might not be able to understand what I was doing after I had stripped her and tied her to the bed in the room I had assigned us, but she came around as good as new. Nobody would have paid attention to her screams and curses over the similar noises in Town Square.

I took all the time I wanted to amuse myself, but it surprised me when dawn broke while I was still thrusting into her. I turned and saw that it was a dawn of floodlights, powerful floodlights from the section of town sealed off by razor-wire. The gunfire had become constant, but it seemed as if fewer guns were in use.

“You fucking bastard!” Ondine sobbed.

“You got part of that right,” I grunted, “but I'm the one who's legitimate, remember?"

“Freak!"

I'd had enough of her and her filthy mouth. I pulled out and rummaged among my clothing for the stones. Her screams found surprising new energy as I inserted them in the secret places, but I managed to ignore her as I recited the words. I'm not sure if the words and the procedure are exactly right, since Grandma explained them fully only at the very last, when she had passed over and was in a fearful hurry to rejoin her people, but I have always used them.

I suspect that any human being who reads this account may think that my baptism of forty-eight women between 1982, the year Grandma passed over, and 1984 was somehow excessive. On the contrary, it was based on an exact calculation of the yearly baptisms Grandma was prevented from performing while she was interned in Oklahoma (four), and while she was confined in the nursing-home (forty-four). Despite all the hard work and laborious planning involved, to say nothing of the danger, I wanted to complete Grandma's hecatomb and ensure that she was granted full honor among the Deep Ones as quickly as possible. Don't you think she had suffered long enough and waited long enough already? If you still believe someone should be censured for upsetting the public with such a concentrated flurry of “criminal” activity, you might look to President Herbert Hoover, whose agents disrupted her life and prevented the free exercise of her religion, or to Sidney Newman, my grandfather, who did the same.

It was my turn to scream as the door opened. I recoiled from the figure in black that stood there, but then I saw that it was Old Lady Waite.

“I don't know what you did, Bob,” she said admiringly, “but you sure stirred up the Host of the Sea. However,” she added as she set a crocheted bag on the bedside table and withdrew a large black book and a butcher-knife, “that's not really the way to go about this business.” To Ondine she said, “Hush, now, child, this won't take much longer at all. To baptize your soul we have to separate it from your body. Take heart from the fact that your suffering won't be wasted. Even now your pain and shame are floating out like incense to feed those whose glory you can't even begin to comprehend."

While I watched and listened, she showed me exactly how it should be done.

The flapping roar of helicopters deafened us as we ran through the marsh. They raced toward us, flying barely higher than the reeds. I thought this was the end, but they passed right over us to the town, where they blasted the beach with rockets and cannon-fire.

“They're killing them!” I cried.

“I doubt it,” Old Lady Waite said. “The Deep Ones are not stupid, you know. They wanted to destroy the Facility and give the boys in the back room something to chew on, and they've done it. They're long gone by now, taking their dead with them. You'll read in the papers tomorrow how some foreign fishermen got out of line when they thought they saw a sea monster, or maybe a mermaid, and how the dumb state troopers called in an air strike. There's no fun on earth like reading the papers, if you know what to look for."

Whatever the papers might say, our position was untenable. Dr. Saltonstall knew what I'd done in the Northwest, he hadn't just been on a fishing expedition, and he couldn't be the only one who knew. I had made no attempt to hide the remains of Ondine and the hotel clerk. As for Old Lady Waite, she was sure that they would come hunting for any lingering Dagonites in Innsmouth, whatever the papers might say, with her at the head of their list.

She had kept a small sloop ready for just such an emergency, and now it ghosted through the black creek under a small jib while she steered it expertly.

“Where are we going?"

“You mentioned Fiji. It's nice there. There's an island where the Deep Ones mix freely with the people, just like they used to do in Innsmouth. Just like they'll do again here when this blows over and Ramon does what I told him."

“We're going to ... to the South Pacific in this?"

“Not we. I'll be passing over before very long at all.” She laughed at the horror on my face. “What's the matter, can't you swim?"

“Yes, of course, but—"

“Don't worry. I'll make sure you know how to sail it before I pass over. Then I'll stick by you, or maybe our friends will."

Old Lady Waite—but that was merely the name of her larval shell, soon to be discarded as she assumed the glorious form that I came to know and love, in every sense of those words, as Pth'th-l'yl-l'yth.

It was the magnificent soul of that companion and lover-to-be who had guided me, and who now gestured at the black water. I saw nothing at first, then a glow in the depths, a trail of phosphorescence to one side of the boat. A second followed on the other side. Large, submarine creatures escorted us.



Business Image

One day Seymour decided to stay home and send me to work. I did not like this at all. I had my own life to live when he wasn't peering at me and trying to convince himself that he looked like Richard Gere.

“It's time you made yourself useful,” he said.

“You'll be sorry,” I said, but only because he expected it. I'm like that.

“Ha! Au contraire, mon semblable, I'll be bubbling over with joy. Alone at last!"

I'd show him. I'd rob a bank. He would be blamed. I'd tear the clothes off the first pretty woman I saw. The one in the elevator wasn't bad, but she looked at me so strangely that I forgot my plan. She left in a hurry.

So did I. There's a big mirror in the lobby, and I felt compelled to reach it in time to confront Seymour. The nitwit always paused to check his hair and necktie and make sure his fly was zipped. I was well into my routine before I realized he wasn't there. Or, I should say, that I wasn't.

Out in the street, my compulsion persisted. I was dragged from one shop-window to the next by the groundless fear that Seymour might miss me. Where I come from, everyone hurries along like that, always anticipating the next encounter. Things were different here. I kept colliding with strangers, and I attracted more strange looks that I did my best to return.

The subway was a different nightmare from the one I was used to. Normally surrounded by rushing walls in a dark world and in a fragmented state, I was forced to stand inside the car among garishly colored passengers. Unlike the usual monochrome crowd, they stared. I tried fragmenting myself, but it didn't work.

I had ignored the puzzling signs. When at last I deciphered one, I realized that I was was going uptown. I hurried off, stumbling, colliding, returning strange looks. Like those bizarre signs, the street-plan had to be reversed to be understood. Existence here was a constant struggle to falsify the evidence of my eyes.

I had never seen Dick, Seymour's boss, but I assumed that was who yelled at me for being late. “The subway, Dick, you know the subway."

“No, Seymour, I don't. The subway is for losers, and maybe that's your problem. And stop doing that!"

He didn't explain. I hurried to the watercooler where Seymour always saw me. It was cool and quiet in there. But I wasn't in there, of course, I was out here amid glaring fluorescence and clacking machines.

I went to the woman I took to be Alice, Seymour's secretary, to get the contracts Dick was fretting about. She was impossible. “Why are you doing this to me, Mr. Warren?"

“I'm not—” But she had already fled in tears.

I went to look for the contracts myself, but Dick was at the door. “What the hell's wrong with you, Seymour?"

His face was red and twisted, like mine. The angry jerk of my hand was synchronized with his.

“Are you making fun of me?” he demanded, making a fist, as did I—and then I caught on. I was Seymour's reflection, not his, not Alice's, not the reflection of all those staring loons in the subway! It was very hard, since Dick wasn't doing it, but I laughed.

“I'm getting out of this nuthouse,” I said.

“You're damned right you—Seymour! No!"

I dashed for the window, intending to force myself back into my own world through the glass. Unfortunately, my world wasn't there. Beyond the glass gaped a twenty-story drop to the street.

Well. As you must know, since I'm alive to tell this, that was when I woke up. It was one of those dreams we compose to cheat the alarm clock. Utterly realistic, correct in all details, but lasting no more than—

Good God! If the clock was right, I had overslept by two hours. I dialed direct to Dick's office.

“Dick, this is Seymour, I—"

“This is who?"

“Yeah, I overslept, don't rub it in. Those contracts—"

“That's a good imitation, pal. If you're a friend of Seymour's—"

“I am Seymour!"

“I don't have time for this. Seymour took a dive through his window two minutes ago. My condolences."

I was in no hurry to get up, because the first thing I would see was the mirror over my dresser. At last I forced myself.

The mirror was quite empty.



Vision

After Don Diego shot the Indian, he rearmed his crossbow and passed it to me.

“Keep your eyes on these cattle,” he said.

No order should have been easier to follow, given such “cattle” as the cacique's women, wearing only the skimpy aprons that satisfied their undemanding notion of modesty; but Don Diego distracted me by gouging out our victim's eyes.

At last obeying the order, I was horrified to be greeted by smiles. I couldn't begin to imagine what they were thinking. I would never forget the sight of the caponized boys they fattened in cages for feasts. Perhaps they viewed the murder and mutilation of their lord as jolly sport.

“See?” Don Diego held out the eyes on his palm.

As we had been told, they were not eyes at all, but gemstones.

“What do you suppose they're worth?” I asked disingenuously.

"Worth?" he laughed. “This man had no eyes, but he saw better than any cat or eagle. He saw through walls, even through the walls that separate us from heaven and hell. What is it worth to be king? To be pope? To be God?"

I crossed myself. “He was a king, yes, of a pimple on the world's backside."

“Only, dear Ricardo, because he lacked imagination, daring and ruthlessness. Since when have these ever been Castilian deficiencies? Now you must do what we spoke of."

“I cannot."

He smiled the very smile I had expected. “This is why I am a captain, and you are not. I know your weaknesses, and you shall be my foremost servant when I rule the world. Take these now, and guard them."

Though he lacked true imagination, Don Diego's daring and ruthlessness had no like. He took a deep breath and pressed his thumbs to his own eyes. In one, decisive stroke he gouged them out. Only a suppressed sob marked the pain that even I felt as I watched.

“The stones,” he hissed between clenched teeth. “Quickly!"

“Imagination, ruthlessness and daring are futile, my captain,” I said, “when they are diluted by trust."

I raised the crossbow and shot him. The women giggled as the show vaulted beyond even savage expectations.

Patting bare rumps at random, I strode onto the beach to feast my eyes on a vast sea displaying ten distinct shades of green, with at least ten more discernible in the conical islands that wandered off to the kingdom of the clouds. Directly before me, I focused on the face of the cacique's loveliest wife. In no one place had I seen so much evidence of God's grandeur, and I assured the Blessed Virgin that I had no designs whatever on His prerogatives.

My gallant captain had set the standard to which I must rise, and I did.

The pain—I would describe it, but it was blotted out by the agony in my manly parts as a dainty knee, driven by primitive strength, crushed soft flesh against bone. As I fell to my knees a club tore off my helmet and perfected my paralysis. I couldn't resist when the gems were taken from my very hand.

Men's hands gripped me and hauled me to my feet. I was propelled through a gale of stones, sticks, sand and spit, while the taunts and jeers reached a level of noise that would have got these barbarians evicted from hell itself. Even if they could have understood my impassioned pleas and explanations, no one could have heard them. It gave me some small comfort to change my tack and tell the scoundrels I should have begun the day by crucifying every last one of them, an omission that the Admiral of the Ocean Sea would himself set right.

No insult or indignity was neglected as I was stripped, then kicked into a place of confinement, where I lost consciousness.

It might have been noon or midnight when I woke, how could I know? Female voices murmured around me. Exploring by touch, I found food, ample food, and I surprised myself by eating ravenously. The Arawaks are impenetrable creatures, driven by whim and superstition. Could they not have changed their minds and decided to treat me once more as a pampered guest?

I called out, and the voices that responded seemed not at all hostile. Exploring further, I learned that I was in a wooden cage. It took almost no time at all to grasp that the soft voices came from the other cages around me, the fattening-cages of the caponized boys.



Getting Around

Tom Ganley wheeled himself down the tiny living room to the glass end-wall that made him feel less like a proud homeowner than an exhibit. He tried to keep the drapes drawn, but Jean would always open them. “To let the Good Lord's sun shine in,” she explained, but the binoculars she kept handy gave away her true reason.

Parting the drapes, he faced a bedazzlement of headlights on the noisy pickup that had pulled in beside his car. The depth of black lacquer on the hood suggested that the racket was intentional, not due to careless maintenance. The driver revved up until the tin walls of Tom's manufactured home buzzed and rattled as if it strove to levitate.

“Your friends are here.” No need to raise his voice to be heard in the bathroom.

“I'll just be a sec, hon,” Jean called back. “There's Pepsi in the fridge."

He tried to get to the door first, but the caller beat him to it and clattered a brisk tattoo with his ring.

“Hello, Wick. I thought for a minute Rommel had come back."

Albert Wicklow punished his wad of gum with big white teeth while he grinned. “Just tuned her up. Told Jean I'd take a look at your car."

“That's kind of you."

“No problem.” Dressed up in shrinkwrapped jeans, suede jacket and bolo tie, Wick looked older and more assured than in his supermarket apron. His cowboy boots bonged as he paced here and there, swinging his long legs from the hip. He parted the drapes to gaze lovingly at his own truck before saying, “Nice place you got."

“You want a beer?"

“I don't use alcohol."

“There's soda, too."

“That's okay.” He made it sound as if he were forgiving Tom. “You coming with us?"

Tom tried to let his unkempt look speak for itself, but Wick's stare demanded an answer. “I have work to do."

“Wouldn't hurt to try it."

Not long after Tom's accident, Jean had joined a sect that claimed miraculous cures, and she would urge him to let Rev. Fairbrother lay his hands on him. “It wouldn't hurt,” she would say. He hoped Wick didn't plan to take up where she'd left off.

But Wick had switched his attention to a book on the desk by Tom's computer, a popularized account of modern physics.

“Why don't you have a seat?” Tom disliked people poking among his things, although it was inevitable in these cramped quarters. “Jean will be out in a minute."

“Been sitting all day,” he said, as if unaware that Tom had been doing nothing else for five years. He riffled the pages like an adult patronizing a children's book. “Nothing but questions in here, Tom. If you want answers—” he must have spotted it earlier and planned this bit of theater, because he reached inerrantly for Jean's Bible and held it up—"they're all in this one."

“I've read the Bible. You didn't discover it, you know, you and your—"

“Now, now, boys!” Jean entered as if cued by his raised voice. “Don't get him started, Wick, he's hopeless."

“That's not very charitable,” Wick said.

It galled Tom that this twerp should come into his home and rebuke his wife. It galled him even more that she accepted the rebuke with downcast eyes. He reminded himself that the twerp was her boss, and they needed her paycheck.

“Well, you just get on with your work, Tom, and I'll say a few prayers for you.” Wick winked. “Hope you don't mind that."

Jean bent to give him a cool kiss, recoiling from his stubble. She was dolled up like Tackie Dynette, as Tom called all the country singers she admired, in curly blond wig and vivid eye makeup. Her perfume threatened to evoke a memory that he deftly blocked.

“Have fun,” he said.

He heard the pickup howling through its gears into the night as he dialed the phone and said, “Congratulations, Mr. Fisher! It's my pleasure to inform you that you've won a free weekend in Florida, courtesy of...."

Tom's employer had culled his current list of prospects from the upscale zipcodes of New York City, where any gift horse is routinely given a dental X-ray, and it pained him to be called a crook by almost everyone he spoke to. He heard himself beginning to sound like a doctor calling to break the worst possible news.

He was no crook. They would get their free weekend, be fed, housed, shown the sights. They would also get a hardball pitch for condos. It was no more dishonest than showing commercials with TV programs. It was more of a miracle than any of Rev. Fairbrother's cures, that a man stuck in a trailer in Maine could whisk people from New York to Florida for a corporation headquartered in Indiana. In the back of Tom's mind the Beach Boys tried to start singing “I Get Around,” as they often did, but he squelched them.

The familiar pep-talk failed to inspire him, and he decided to call it a night before he got disgusted enough to quit his job.

Honest or not, the job was nothing like going down to the dock before dawn and cranking up an engine that he knew would start because he had held every piece of it in his hands and coaxed them into harmony. ( “Told Jean I'd look at your car,” said Wick.)

Herding prospects to the condo-sharks, he told himself, was no different from shipping lobsters to Boston. But he knew there was a world of difference, a world peopled by gaunt wraiths of seasmoke that he broke with his bow, a world of water heaving and rolling beneath strong legs that could adjust to its whims without thought. It became real again for a moment, so real that he felt the dew of Jean's loins cooling on his as he stood at the wheel, a sensation he would never feel again. He destroyed that world with an angry cry.

No longer surrounded by a wooden shell in a wrackful sea, but by an aluminum box in its slot with all the other boxes, he stared at the pinwheel of stars on the cover of his library book. All worlds are unreal, the book said. The hardness of the desk and the softness of his hand upon it were illusions, patterns of electrical impulses that were basically nothing, nothing at all. He lived in a universe he couldn't even visualize, much less see.

He had read of the paradoxes before, but he kept going back to them in a vain attempt to grasp them as firmly as he could grasp the book in his hand: that each decision, for instance, generates a whole new universe for each alternative.

(In some other universe, on a winter's day five years ago, Tom Ganley decided to pull his car into the lot of the Cumberland Farms store instead of parking across the highway. He never stood in the road beside his car door for the instant it took to switch the bag containing bread, milk and a TV Guide from his right arm to his left. A reckless driver had never murdered him from the waist down and sped on. In that alternative universe, Alternative Tom was now playing with his kids or making love to his wife.)

He strangled the fantasy. No matter what the book said, no matter what scientists theorized, the world was nothing more than it seemed. The flesh of his hand was solid, separate from the solid plastic of the desk, and no amount of trying to visualize the dead meat of his lower half as a dancing cloud of electrons would ever reweave the severed nerves.

It was past eleven when he wheeled himself into the kitchen for an apple. The prayer meeting would have ended long ago. Jean had gotten to chatting with friends, had been invited somewhere for coffee and cake.

Probably.

Wick had never before arrived alone to pick her up.

He was almost glad to find a nuisance to distract him. Jean had left the bowl of fruit on top of the icebox, out of his reach. Bread was on the counter, there was ham and cheese in the fridge, but he wanted an apple.

She set a new frustration in his path every day. She would block the bathroom with an ironing board, she would hide his pills behind a bottle of mouthwash, she would drive his specially equipped car to work on the day she knew he had an appointment at the clinic. Yesterday she'd unplugged his telephone while cleaning and omitted to plug it in again. He had wasted an hour dragging himself under furniture, tracing wires, hoisting himself painfully back in his chair before he could do any work.

She had always been absent-minded. He later amended that to thoughtless. Maybe he should amend it further: sadistic.

She had her own frustrations, of course. She'd signed on as wife, not nurse. Maybe she had imagined coping with the problems of a baby's bowels and bladder, but never a husband's. He could still make love to her in a way, but she no longer cared much for that way.

She never complained. Since finding Jesus, she was cheerful to a fault. Her new friends must have thought she was a saint for sticking with a bitter cripple who snapped at her honest mistakes and scoffed at her faith. Only a cynic like himself, wallowing in error and self-pity, would suspect that she bore her cross so gladly because of the status it gave her. Only one harkening to the whispers of Satan would imagine that she revelled in her role as the heroine of a typical hillbilly ballad. Only a poor sinner who had failed to develop a personal relationship with Jesus would think that she had turned their trailer into an obstacle-course on purpose.

He could knock down the bowl with a broom, but that would break the bowl, bruise the apples and scatter them around the floor. Jean would see the mess and know she'd scored.

Staring up like a cat at a birdcage did no good. He closed his eyes in an effort to control his anger and discovered the sea surging and foaming inside his eyelids.

Sometimes, for a minute or so before he slept, his mind would treat him to a movie like this. Though brief and disconnected, it would be vivid as any film. The sea, in all its times and weathers, had been a frequent subject.

Lately he had more often suffered an annoying scroll of cryptic characters and meaningless equations in the black-on-white imagery of his computer-screen. He was pleased to see the ocean again. But he wasn't sleepy now, and such an image had never presented itself when he was wide awake. He scanned the picture for details. There was no sky. Either he was looking down into a collision of waves or, like a corpse, he floated beneath it. Chilled, he snapped his eyes open. He was prepared to believe that he had dozed off for a moment, but he could detect no break in his consciousness. He was still fully alert. The minute-hand of the clock had not advanced. The kitchen was unchanged—though how and why it should have changed, he couldn't say. Feeling foolish, he closed his eyes again.

The vision persisted. It held shapes that didn't belong to the sea. These were so distorted that it took him a while to understand he was seeing the objects in his kitchen: icebox, apples, clock and—viewed from an angle he could ascribe to no specific point—his own figure in the wheelchair.

Nothing had color or texture. Everything was made of the same gray fluid whose confusing eddies had suggested the sea. The substance of the seated figure flowed into the refrigerator and was in turn replaced by the substance of the sink, just as the ceiling became the wall and the floor.

Although his body was part of the picture, his mind's eye was free to leave it and view things from a different angle. It was so drastically different, so unrelated to any normal change in perspective, that he froze, afraid that he might not find his way back. He made an effort to breathe evenly as he took a systematic inventory of the vision.

The clock, formerly facing him, now floated behind his head. The forthright rectangle of the icebox had transformed itself into a figure unknown to geometry. The man in the wheelchair now seemed to be above the bowl of fruit. It struck him that he—or the figure in his vision—could reach the apples easily.

He forgot to be afraid. This was fun. The new pills that Doc Wilson had prescribed for his pain had obviously brought an unexpected fringe benefit. He reached playfully for one of the apples.

He felt his real hand move, but the hand in his vision moved the wrong way, in three wrong ways at once. He laughed aloud. It unsettled him when an irregular hole opened in the smooth, colorless oval of the seated figure's face.

He refused to open his eyes and reassure himself that the real world still existed. He was afraid of losing the diverting vision forever. It had already run on far longer than those tame hallucinations that came between waking and sleep. The clock—the clock in his vision—said eleven forty-five, and he was disposed to believe it.

He concentrated on his hand. Advancing it in a straight line was useless: it veered, doubled back, ended farther than ever from the apples. He tried to adapt his movements to the crazy geometry. It felt as if his hand were traveling an impossible distance, as if his arm had no end to it; he concluded that all his senses must now be involved in the hallucination.

He wondered what Jean would think if she came home to find him sitting in the kitchen with his eyes closed, corkscrewing his hand through a bizarre sequence of gestures. If she did, he wouldn't stop. He was too close to success. It would be like giving up on one of his computer puzzles.

He felt his hand close on an apple.

He jerked back instinctively and cried out. Something sharp was biting his hand. It was trapped. If he opened his eyes, he told himself, he would discover that his contortions had only trapped his hand in the spokes of his wheelchair. But he didn't want to open his eyes. He was afraid that he would see his arm cut off at the shoulder, where it had entered the fourth dimension, and his hand on top of the icebox, where it had emerged. He knew the notion was ludicrous, but the fact remained that he felt the cool, firm apple in his grasp.

Sweating now, his arm aching and quivering as if he had worked out too long with his weights, he extricated his hand by the route it had taken. The liquid substance of his vision swirled and collided more vigorously, as if resenting his violation of its unknowable laws.

At last he opened his eyes and was nearly stunned by the blaze of light on chrome and plastic. The daisy magnets on the icebox door shouted their colors like fireworks. The shock of seeing everything so suddenly in its proper place and perspective made him dizzy. He lowered his head, afraid that he might faint, and found himself staring at a shiny red apple in his lap.

It was solid, it was glossy ... but real? He bit into its resistant flesh, tasted it, felt juice trickle down his chin. It was a real apple, an ordinary apple, but one that had been hopelessly beyond his reach twenty minutes ago.

He wheeled hastily back to the phone, and his hand was on it before he considered whom to call, what to say. “I just pulled an apple through a space-warp!” he heard himself telling one of his old buddies.

He took his hand off the phone.

He wished Jean were here to witness his wild talent. But could he give a demonstration? He cast about for a more difficult test, while dreams of unlimited possibilities exploded in his mind. He saw his disembodied hand roving through the world to defuse nuclear weapons, foil villains, free victims of injustice. Why stop at the world? With his hand suitably protected, he might grope for souvenirs from the moons of Saturn, from the unknown planets of Arcturus.

If he learned something about anatomy, could he bridge the gap in his severed nerves? Could he heal others?

Laughing at his wild schemes, he forced his immediate ambitions back to size. He had only reached the top of his own icebox. It remained to be seen if he could even reach outside his trailer.

He must have looked a sight when they came in: grinning wildly, bathed in sweat, his hand cut and blistered by the rigors of an unknown world. They didn't notice. Nor did they notice the apple core on his desk or the Louisville Slugger leaning against the wall behind him. That bat had recently lain beneath the bunk of a sleeping boy in a trailer across the way.

It was two in the morning, Tom saw now. Jean looked rumpled, her wig, skirt and lipstick askew. Wick prowled restlessly, snapping his gum, and went to study his truck through the drapes. Tom said, “How was the prayer meeting?"

Jean cried out as if he'd slapped her.

“She got something to say to you, Tom, something important."

“No! I don't!” she wailed, running for the kitchen.

“Wait! It doesn't matter,” Tom called, and he was telling the truth. He could guess what had happened between them. He could guess that Jean was resisting Wick's demand that she leave with him. Hell, she could leave! He had things to do, a world of things.

“Really, I—"

“I told you what I'd do!” Wick shouted after her. “God damn, woman, I told you!"

“No!” Jean screamed.

Tom felt like an actor in the wrong play. No matter what he said, they would ignore him and speak their appointed lines to each other. He swiveled angrily to confront Wick. He had only half turned when he saw the baseball bat coming, the bat that his wild talent had procured.

Wick was swinging for the fences.

Tom woke with the worst headache of his life. A roaring noise that nearly muffled Jean's damned hillbilly music didn't help. He tried to yell, but only a ragged sigh passed his lips. One eye seemed to be glued shut, but he could open the other. Intermittent lights flashed in a green murk, nothing more.

Damn that radio! He couldn't understand what he was doing here, wherever here was, bouncing painfully on a cold, hard surface, unable to move. The last thing he remembered was crawling under the desk to hook up the phone that Jean had unplugged. Perhaps something had fallen on him.

Why wasn't she helping him? She must be home if that music was playing.

The nature of the green darkness puzzled him. His cheek lay on something smooth and soapy. It was as if he had been stuffed inside a green plastic garbage bag, then dumped on a metal surface that bounced erratically. That was an absurd idea, of course, but it was impossible to think straight with all that racket. He could do nothing about the roaring noise, which sounded like an engine and may have been merely a symptom of his unknown injury, but at least he could try to deal with the radio. He reached out for it.

He couldn't be inside a plastic bag, because his hand was free. It found a hold on something solid. He tried to haul himself toward it. It moved. Then it jerked back violently, as if someone were pulling it the other way.

“That hand on the wheel!” Jean shrieked. “It's not your hand!"

“Of course it's my hand,” Tom tried to say, but the plastic stuck to his lips when he drew breath. What wheel?

Someone grabbed his hand, someone with a stronger grip than Jean's, but not nearly so strong as Tom's. He pulled the thing, the wheel, whatever it was, with all his strength.

Two people began screaming even louder than the music. That didn't last long, fortunately. Their screams and the radio and the mechanical roar were all cut off in a confused instant of pain and noise and blinding light.

Now that it was dark and quiet he would be able to think, but it was easier to stop thinking and slip deeper into a vision of colliding waters.



Marticora

The instant the driver disappeared into the rest room, Phil Howard made a dash for the garishly repainted schoolbus.

“Hey!” He ignored that cry from the kid pumping gas. “Hey, you from the bus! Some guy's messing in it."

Frozen child-faces locked startled eyes on Phil as he plunged down the aisle. Could he still recognize her? They all wore the same red and gold gowns.

“Daddy!"

If she had kept quiet, he might have missed her. He had been concentrating on those who looked eight, and she was very big for her age. Maybe she had a thyroid problem; her eyes bulged more than he remembered. Doctors were part of the real world rejected by the Waywarders. He angrily dismissed the thought of abnormality. He was a big man, and she was his daughter.

“Come on, Suzy.” He had gripped her arm more firmly than necessary, for she seemed willing. “We're going home."

“He's got Marticora!” the children shrieked out the bus windows. “Marticora!"

The attendant stood in a puddle of gas that the forgotten nozzle kept spreading as he gawked, but he was the one who asked: “What do you think you're doing?"

The driver looked even more foolish, with his red and gold skirts hiked up, his sandals slapping the tarmac as he raced to cut them off. Phil might have laughed if the man had been a little older, smaller and slower.

He slung Suzy over his shoulder. Willing was the wrong word. Pliable, more likely, twisted into complaisance. Grief for the lost years blurred his sight.

Her weight threatened to buckle his knees, but he forced himself to stagger faster. He dumped her in the car, slammed the door and turned to catch a punch in the belly.

“Love your enemies,” he gasped, retreating from the bus driver. “Don't they teach you that?"

“No.” A clumsy blow clipped Phil's ear.

His right fist felt massive with anger and loss, as if it could fell the other like a sledgehammer. A cold voice assured him that it could not. A fight would only delay him, to their advantage. He sprinted for the left-hand door.

He screamed at his own stupidity when the other sprang for Suzy's door, but she voted for escape by depressing her lock-button. His heart swelled. She was still his little girl.

“

What's your name, sweetie?"

“Marticora."

“That's a mouthful,” the weathered redhead said. She was curious, either because of Suzy's getup or because customers were a novelty in her fly-blown cafe. “You don't look Mexican."

“That's a game,” Phil said. “Her name's Suzy. Susan."

“That's right.” Suzy smiled shyly. “I forgot."

“You don't like your burger?” the woman asked.

“It's okay.” Her large, pale fingers had torn it into neat bits, which she had shuffled, drowned in ketchup and forgotten.

“I think the dog's making her nervous."

Whining and grumbling and casting furtively hostile looks, the collie would have made anyone nervous, but the woman ignored the hint to put the damned thing outside.

“Sheena wouldn't hurt nobody. Want to see her pups?"

“Oh, yes!” Suzy's doughy face lit with enthusiasm. For the first time he caught a glimpse of the happy child he remembered. She turned to him. “Can I?"

“Sure, honey."

“They're out—Sheena!" The proprietress turned from the screen door to fend off the dog as it rushed up with fangs bared. Unperturbed, Suzy slipped out. “God damn it, Sheena, you lay down! You hear me?” She called: “Out by the back door, Suzy.” She threw Phil a sheepish smile. “She's touchy about her pups."

“Aren't we all."

“The puppies are Leos. What's your little girl's sign?"

Alice would have seen nothing perniciously silly in that question. She had believed: astrology, tarot, witchcraft, and from witchcraft to the Waywarders—not wayward persons, as they surely were, but guardians of an imaginary way to some other dimension. After Suzy's birth, Alice grew fanatical.

In a rational world, his wife's kinks would have been ironed out in a mental hospital, and she never could have absconded to the cult's retreat with their daughter. Nor could she have denied him his court-ordered visiting rights by fleeing across country to hide Suzy in another commune, where he had just tracked her down after two years. But this world, as Phil had learned at great expense of cash and spirit, was not rational.

Suzy would escape the trap that still held her mother. While her little friends skipped off to Sunday School to have their minds bulldozed and paved for the conveyance of any and all chimeras, she would be reading Lucretius and Gibbon. If she insisted on fairy tales, she would get Voltaire and Swift. And anyone who mentioned gods, devils, UFO's or ESP within her earshot would find himself capable of levitation: through the nearest door, at the end of her father's foot.

The redhead stared at him. His bitter laugh had offended her. At times he could admit that resentment had made him the flipside of Alice's broken record.

Before he could apologize, she dashed into the kitchen, where the dog had begun barking furiously at the back door.

As he stood to count bills from his wallet, a shimmer in the grimy window caught his eye. Down the long desert road, a harlequin blob contracted and elongated in the heat-haze. The bus was on their trail. He told himself wryly that their pursuers must be psychic.

“Suzy!” he shouted as he ran to the car. He blasted the horn. “Come here, quick!"

She whipped around the corner of the cafe more gracefully than he would have thought likely. Hearing a fearful din erupt behind her, he expected the odious dog to appear on her heels. He flung the door wide and jerked her in. The rear end slewed in a spray of gravel as the woman came screaming after them, her red face now a match for her hair. He had no time to explain that the money was on the counter. The bus was pulling in.

The driver had somewhere exchanged his load of children for adults. In the rearview mirror, Phil saw Alice alight from the bus, her elegant posture transforming her foolish outfit to the robe of an enchantress. He felt suddenly hollow. He had forgotten how much he once loved her.

Gazing back, Suzy said, “Mama,” with cool detachment.

He stole another look. It was a fleeting glimpse through dust, but the cultists seemed to be comforting the woman from the cafe. Was she one of them, and had this been a trap?

He forced himself to say, “Will you miss...?"

The last word could not be forced, but she said, “No. You won't tie me up at night, will you?"

“Of course not! Did they do that?"

“They said I was bad."

“You have to forget everything they ever taught you."

“Okay.” She giggled and plucked at her sleeve. “What do you call this color?"

It took him a moment to understand her joke, but he didn't laugh. His child had become a person in his absence, a stranger with her own sense of humor. It shocked him.

“

Marticora,” he pronounced thoughtfully when they were on the plane. “Is that Spanish?"

In the pinafore and braids he had thought right for her age, she looked even bigger and more ungainly. The flight attendants showed reserve, as if she were his bizarrely costumed mistress.

“No. What's that place? Not Asia. Persia. It's a name from Persia."

She didn't look much like a Suzy. Maybe she should keep the name if she liked it. “What does it mean?"

“It's like a manticore."

That she should know such an odd word pleased him, but his pleasure faded. She knew it only because the Waywarders believed such nonsense. His daughter would not bear the name of a mythical monster. He fell silent, and she resumed her rapt contemplation of their world's wooly floor.

Too keyed up to sleep, but apparently content in his apartment, Suzy watched television in the bedroom he had lovingly prepared for her. In the living room, he watched the telephone. On the thirty-third ring, he picked it up.

“There's nothing you can say—"

Alice interrupted: “Phil, it's not your daughter."

“Not even that. Damn you, I know my own child!"

They had said these things before. Their conversation could have been conducted just as well by a pair of answering machines. “If you want to see her—without your co-religionists—you can. But I—"

“It's—"

"It? God damn it, Alice, stop referring to our—"

"It, Phil, and it's dangerous. You don't know. Evil."

“Is that why you tied her up at night, you crazy bitch?"

The facing window reflected movement in the dim hallway behind his chair. Backlit by shifting cathode beams, Suzy's form was gross and indistinct, but he glimpsed the ball that she repeatedly tossed and caught. With everything from a child-sized Raggedy Ann to the latest video games to divert her, she had dug out one of his tennis balls, an oddly soiled one, to play with.

Alice yammered on. He tried to bore her into hanging up by reciting a favorite maxim: “Ignorance is the only evil."

The sudden hiss of the radiator startled him. The ball landed in his lap. He checked a shameful impulse to vent his anger by yelling at Suzy.

“Is it midnight in New York yet, Phil? Phil?"

It struck him that the radiator would not hiss like that in August; nor would a tennis ball, even though its fuzz might somehow become matted with blood, have ears like a puppy.

Suzy hugged him so tightly that he dropped the phone, so tightly that he couldn't cry out. Or even breathe.

The phone tinnily repeated, “Phil?"



Fragment of a Diary Found on Ellesmere Island

March 15, 1886:

Wheeler lost the draw. He called us cheating dogs and took up the ax, but five to one is no contest, even weak as we are, and we disarmed him. Redmond is a joker, he says do not bruise him, it will spoil the meat, and Wheeler says I hope you choke on me, you son of a bitch. Capt. Daniels held him and told me to cut his throat. We dressed the carcass and put most of the cuts outside, where it is snowing again, reserving the left leg and foot which we cut up and boiled. I thought I would never be able to eat this, but the smell of cooking made my mouth water, and I fell to with a will when Jackson says it is done.

This is where it got strange. It was crowded around the pot, and I took it into my head to count us. Each time I came up with six, but Wheeler was dead and there should be only five. I was used to this, for the past month I have not known if I was waking or sleeping, but I forced myself to concentrate and counted each man by pointing with my finger.

What are you doing? Wheeler asks.

Everyone stared in horror at the dead man, sitting there large as life beside me and sharing in the feast. Capt. Daniels took up the ax and hit him, but Wheeler laughed. He did not bleed like a live man, and the blow did not distract him from eating.

March 20:

The bear was back and stole the meat we had stored outside, causing us to despair. Wheeler said we must draw lots again. Look at me, he says, it is nothing to be afraid of. He is ghastly, with his split forehead and cut throat like a grinning mouth below the real one.

March 21:

Jackson lost the draw which was unfortunate as he is the cook. He came back and partook of the meal but he was more surly than Wheeler and cursed us for killing him.

March 25, :

The dead men stay by themselves, knowing they are different. They do not sleep, which is worrisome. They eat, however. If we kill another one, the dead will equal the living.

March 31:

We did not need to draw since Redmond volunteered. I will not have to worry about dying when I am like Wheeler and Jackson, he says. The dead had a laugh at this. Capt. Daniels strangled him with a rope. He came back, too.

April 1:

Now it is Capt. Daniels and young Hodgson and me. I would like to talk with them about our predicament, but you cannot swing a cat in the shack we cobbled from salvaged timbers and the dead would put in their two cents. They are not like they were in life. I do not understand Redmond's jokes. We cannot go outside, for the cold is deadly and the bear is prowling constantly.

April 10:

We woke up to find Capt. Daniels dead, strangled in his sleep. Redmond did not deny killing him and said it was the best way, he would not have to fret now about losing the draw. Capt. Daniels did not take this view himself when he came back and was very bitter, but he sits with the other dead men while Hodgson and I keep to ourselves.

Wheeler will not leave off staring at me. He says he does not hold it against me, but I was the one who put the knife to his throat.

April ?:

My name is Abel Hodgson and I set pen to paper in Jimmy's diary as he does not want to write no more now that he says he is dead. He says it is alright to write in it if I do not write lies. The bear tore a hole in the wall and Jimmy drove him away with the ax. It does not sit well with him when I ask him why he bothered to fight off the bear if he is dead already. I pray that some kind person will take this note to my mother Mrs. Sarah Hodgson of Portsmouth, N.H., who knows that I do not tell lies although Jimmy sure does. I pray someone will tell Miss Amelia Manning of Portsmouth that I was thinking of her to the last and wish I had never succumbed to the lure of the sea.

Dear Jesus, Jimmy is getting restless again.



Malpractice

Mom told me that I'd catch something if I hung out with Oona. Not only was she far too thin and pale, Mom said, but she looked weird.

Mom was right. Oona Ghourfane had a babyish forehead, sunken eyes, a petulant lower lip and markedly pointed ears. She had no body to speak of, but she moved like tall grass, or like the snake within it. She looked pale, weird, unhealthy, maybe even vicious. I was nuts about her.

Mom's real objection was to Oona's father, who would have been considered unsavory even if he hadn't murdered his wife. Eighteen years ago (I was in diapers, so I got this second hand), Oona's mother disappeared. She was young and pretty, and Dr. Ghourfane looked like a vulture that a taxidermist had messed up and hidden in a damp basement for fifty years, so nobody doubted that she had run away with the gas man.

Except the gas man's wife. They were no ideal couple, she said, but he was crazy about their two kids, and he never would have left home without his bowling shoes. She nagged the cops until they went to question the doctor.

The cops were just trying to get the wife off their backs, and anybody with a shred of tact could have sent them away happy, but Dr. Ghourfane's personality affects some people like a bad smell. After ten minutes of his sneers and wisecracks, they went for a warrant to dig up his yard and disassemble his house.

This was the climactic event of the decade in our town, a Woodstock for rubbernecks, and a couple of hundred people gathered with sixpacks and sandwiches to watch the cops at work. An icecream truck parked across the street and tootled its merry little tune while they dug for bodies.

The doctor strolled around his yard as bold as brass, in Mom's words (but after all, it was his yard), making typically snide remarks until a cop got mad and hit him. The crowd booed, so the police chief made him put up his shovel and go direct traffic.

They found no corpses, but they carted away a ton of books they considered obscene and took samples of suspect chemicals and herbs. The books were old enough to be respectable, it turned out, and the other stuff was either legal or defied analysis at the Connecticut State Police Laboratory.

I never gave Oona a second thought in grammar school. She was just a weird girl at the far edge of reality. At a loss how to dress her, the doctor had apparently disinsterred a trunk from his grandmother's childhood and figured that solved her clothing problem forever. Her dresses would have been perfect for Little Lord Fauntleroy's tea parties if they hadn't been wilted, or if they had fit.

I remember only one time she drew attention to herself in class. All through first grade, she carried a rag doll. She tried bringing it along to second grade, where Miss Cranston had a rule against everything. After warning Oona to leave it home, the teacher locked the doll in a supply closet.

Oona raised hell, but she seemed more scared than angry. She screamed that part of herself was inside the doll, and locked with it now in the dark and airless closet. Miss Cranston looked scared, too, thinking she had a genuine loony on her hands.

Years later, when I was going with Oona, I read something in one of Keats's letters that made me think I understood. He describes watching a sparrow and “taking part in its existence,” so that he seemed to be pecking in the gravel himself. It made me sad, reading that, to remember the lonely little girl whose imagination was so vivid that she could think her way inside a tattered old doll.

At the time, of course, it just sounded nutty. Everybody laughed, but I was the one she singled out for a dirty look as she was dragged, kicking and screaming, to the principal's office.

Oona got her doll back a week later from a substitute teacher. Miss Cranston had fallen and hit her head on the edge of her bathtub with the hot water running. After a month in the hospital, she died from the complications of her burns.

According to the most popular theory, Dr. Ghourfane got away with murder by putting his wife and her boyfriend through a meatgrinder and freezing them as hamburgers, which he and his daughter still ate. A kid could get a laugh by yelling, “Hey, Goon, what's cookin'?"

One day I saw Greg Moffett and some other guys following her from school. Greg was my friend, but he was a born-again cretin. He was asking loudly if she and her father had tried all the ideas in his dirty books yet.

Even before Oona caught my eye, I meant to make him cut it out. But when our eyes met, she looked so hurt, so helpless—forgetting that Greg was twice my size, I hit him.

The fight lasted maybe three minutes. I was wondering how to give up gracefully when Greg beat me to it.

I didn't expect a medal, but she could have stuck around to watch. I told myself I was glad she hadn't thanked me: she was weird, and I didn't want to be seen with her. But her face, so thin and hollow-eyed in that moment when she had looked to me for help, was like a song stuck in my head. I began dreaming of her every night.

Throwing rocks at the Ghourfane house was a test of guts. Off by itself on a dirt road, it looked like a brown fungus that had started to melt into the ground: not what you would expect for a doctor, but patients weren't exactly beating down his door. You hung around until he came to a window and yelled, which could be funny—later, far away, when you were falling down laughing at Ghourfane-impressions. Besides all the usual words, he would shout things like “gormless killcrops” and “shitepolls” when he was in good form. He once told Bucky Hogan to “go sard himself.” But when you were right there, it wasn't funny. Maybe I've made him seem like a harmless crackpot, an innocent victim of gossip. He was neither harmless nor innocent. One of his stone-blue stares could soil your shorts at fifty paces.

The house looked darker than the woods around it, as if it drank the moonlight, but one upper window mirrored blue sky and clouds brighter than the real thing. Looking at it made me dizzy, as if it was a window to a colder dimension, but I was probably light-headed from the thought that Oona might be lying asleep behind that bright window.

Reading my mind, somebody said, “Here's where Roger's girl lives."

“Up yours. Gimme a rock."

“Does the Goon give good skull, Rog?"

“Shut up!” I had sounded like it mattered to me, so I added, “You'll wake him up."

I could have read a book by that moonlight, and the doctor would know me when he saw me again, but I had to nip this talk in the bud. After the others had retreated, I heaved the biggest rock I could. It hit just right, immediately below the swaybacked peak.

After the first thud, it must have sounded to those inside like a cavalry charge on the roof. I cringed when a section of the rain gutter fell to the yard with a tinny crash; I hadn't meant to wreck the house. But when even that drew no reaction, I began looking for another rock.

“Look out behind you, Rog!” I jerked around, my hands out to fend off the doctor's yellow claws, but it was Oona.

“Aren't you ashamed of yourself?"

The guys who were jeering at us might have been doing it from the moon. Her beauty shook my knees.

“Yeah. I'm sorry."

Her father opened the door next day.

“Doctor, I'm Roger Burns. I came to apologize for throwing rocks at your house."

“How many rocks?” Up close, those eyes were hard to take, but I don't think I flinched.

“Six, maybe, over the past four years."

“And so, after last night—that was your effort, was it?—having wrought your masterpiece, you feel that lapidation holds no further challenges for you. I agree, and I am profoundly grateful."

“I'm sorry."

“I accept your apology.” His voice carried a vibration that buzzed unpleasantly in my bones. “Is that all?"

“Is Oo—” I coughed out the squeak and tried again: “Is Oona home?"

Instead of yelling for her like your average father, he ushered me into a room, told me to make myself comfortable, and shut the door: just like Victorian times, except that a cat couldn't have made itself comfortable in that clutter. I was beginning to wonder if he had locked the door, and if I was to be added to a collection that included a shelf of skulls and an articulated skeleton, when Oona entered.

She heaved piles of books and papers aside to disclose a brown couch. Further digging revealed that it had once been red. We sat, and while the universe of dust-motes she had created eddied in the ashen sunlight, we talked.

It was like no other conversation I'd ever had. I had never suspected that anyone could be so finely tuned to my own wavelength. We kept finishing or starting each other's words eagerly as we discovered a whole world of thoughts and feelings we shared. I told her my darkest secret, that I wrote poetry, and she told me about the fairy tales she made up while pretending to pay attention in geometry.

I stayed for supper—no, not hamburgers, it was frozen fish-sticks and peas from a can. She cooked it, so I never had such a feast. Her father brought out a bottle of wine. Despite a house that looked like a campsite, where exposed joists and absent floorboards still recalled the famous police search, his style suggested a more civilized place and time. His hospitality almost made me forget the way he looked and sounded.

But he was the scenery; Oona was the show. For once I had an excuse to stare at her, to look straight into her bottle-green eyes, to admire the elfin ears disclosed by her pale coronet-braid. The secret smiles she exchanged with her father, that beaming crocodile, told me I was listening too hard and staring too long, but I couldn't help myself.

Used to seeing the Ghourfanes as outcasts, I had supposed they wanted to be. That sounds stupid, I know, nobody wants to be shunned and mocked, but they had always acted above it all. Now I saw that they were starved for company. They made me feel as if they had been doing nothing for years but waiting for me to show up, and it was all they could do to keep from dancing around the table and singing about it now that I was here.

I left feeling drained and dazed. I made love to Oona all night, but she kept changing into my pillow. I was still awake when the alarm clock rang.

She glided past me in school with no hint of recognition. I must have made a fool out of myself last night, I must have said something unforgivable. I caught her between classes and asked, “What did I do?"

“You don't want your friends to see us together."

“You're the only friend I want."

She had always been absent from school a lot, and in the spring she stopped coming altogether. She told me she had to help her father, but I didn't believe her. She had developed an alarming habit: halfway through a word or gesture, she would freeze as if she were made of glass, as if she might shatter if she spoke or moved. I believed she was in pain. She would either laugh off my questions or snap at me for prying into female concerns.

Death was on my mind that spring. Greg Moffett, whom I had known since I could walk, had died in a flash fire in his bedroom. If he had been smoking in bed, the story everyone repeated, it would have been his first cigarette. I asked Oona's father what was wrong with her. “She is very special."

“She's wonderful! But is she sick?"

“I need her help. She is already my equal in some ways. With more time—” He shrugged, and his hand chopped down in a gesture of futility. Or finality.

As I said, he did little doctoring. Oona helped him with a hobby that kept him busy scribbling in the margins of wormy books, stinking up the house with chemicals and chalking formulas on a blackboard. I had once come upon her adding to his equations, which I hadn't begun to understand, and I could see how she was able to concentrate on fairy tales in our geometry class.

They were both experts at ducking questions, but I kept my eyes and ears open and concluded that the doctor was trying to reconcile the principles of medieval magic with those of modern chemistry and physics. Good luck, I thought.

When I pressed him about her absences, he sneered. “School! A day-care center for future bagboys and beauticians."

Foreseeing a different future for myself, I laughed. His manner always implied that he and I were better than most people. He knew how to play on my faults. I stuck with my question: “Is she ill? Seriously ill?"

“She is dying.” Before that could sink in deep enough to hurt, he gave his rattlesnake-laugh and turned it into one of his bad jokes: “As are we all."

I was so enthralled by Oona that she became not just a girlfriend but a puzzle, a hobby, and a subject for study as inexhaustible and rewarding as music. I wanted her so completely that I wanted to be her. I consciously aped her neat little handwriting. Others told me, if only by their nudges and snickers, when I unconsciously aped her gestures or speech patterns. I grew thin and pale.

She would suffer me to kiss her, nothing more, and she kissed with wide and watchful eyes, like a cat poking a suspicious toy. The first time I took her in my arms and all but forced her to accept a kiss, I felt less like a lover than a nasty child dropping a spider down her collar. But one day we climbed Hob's Cobble, a wooded hill above the town. We played and giggled in deep ferns, and I amazed myself by getting her blouse off. Sunlight and green shadow dappled her breasts. “Oh, I do want to. But only—"

“Please!"

“—only where we can hold each other all night.” Having set that impossible condition, she twisted away from me, and I stalked angrily apart. “Tonight,” she called. “In my bed.” “Sure.” I squashed a fiddlehead under my heel.

“I'll leave the front door unlocked."

I turned to look. Her eyes yearned. She meant it. I gave her back her blouse and apologized for having chewed it.

“What about your father?"

“He'll be working all night in his study."

She kept stopping on the way down the hill. I thought nothing could spoil my happiness, but her distress did. By the time we got to her house she was leaning heavily on me. Sweat glistened on her high white forehead.

“If you're this sick, maybe we shouldn't—"

“No. I want you. I need you."

I said what she never did: “I love you."

When I sneaked past the door of the doctor's study, he cried out. Before I could answer guiltily, his voice droned on. He was reciting or reading aloud in an unfamiliar language, and his tone suggested poetry or prayer. I had thought I was used to his antics, but in this dark house of childhood nightmares, at this hour—I concentrated on putting one foot softly ahead of the other.

A dim bulb showed little more than a patch of water-stained plaster in the upstairs hall, and Oona's room was black. She drew me down while I was struggling out of my clothes. The shock of our bare skins touching was like plunging into chill surf, like sliding between crisp sheets, like—but those are only word-games. Like nothing else, it was being naked in bed with Oona.

“We're so close,” she whispered. “We are one."

“I wish your father—it's kind of distracting...."

“It only means he can't hear us. Don't think about him. Think about me."

His voice was more than distracting. It filled the bedroom, it vibrated in my skull. It matched our most secret motions, as if his vulturish face were tilted to the ceiling and his wicked old eyes were peering through the plaster and the laths and the floorboards, through the darkness, through the stretching and squeezing springs of the mattress.

I climbed to a glimmer that brightened and exploded through me. Then I fell. I kept falling. I panicked, thrashing, and at last I felt the bed once more beneath me. I believed I must have fainted for a moment. I didn't know whether to be embarrassed by this or awed. Bare feet whispered on the floor like dead leaves in a crypt.

“Oona?” Something was wrong with my voice, and no amount of throat-clearing would help.

My writing was interrupted at that point by one of Mom's rare visits. It's nice of her to come and see me at all, considering, but her visits take a lot out of me. I can't be sure, but I think it's been a week now since I entered anything in this notebook. The visits take a lot out of Mom, too, I guess.

“I'm putting it all down on paper,” I told her. “I want you to have it after.... Make sure you get it."

She gave me that guarded smile she uses for callers who might turn out to be salesmen or evangelists. “Putting all what down?"

“How it happened. What I told you, that night when I came home and woke you up."

“I thought we weren't going to talk about that anymore. We understand, we don't blame you, really, but if you're going to start again—"

“We.” I laughed bitterly, then regretted it. I know I will die laughing. “Listen, you've got to read this when I'm dead, it's important."

“Shouldn't your father—"

“Don't tell him about it, please!"

“If you insist. Oh, I almost forgot!” She rooted in her bag, eager to change the subject. When I recognized the bedraggled wad she pulled out, I started to laugh again. I couldn't stop. Skeletal titters stirred among the IV tubes above me as my laughter, rousing pain to full fury, turned to screams. But before Mom understood that I was sliding out of control, before a nurse came running with a needle, she said, “Roger understands why you don't want to see him, that it would only upset you, but he went and got this from your father. He said it was your favorite doll when you were a little girl."



Ghoulmaster

Finding gifts to please my baby sister wasn't easy. She was married to J. Carter Hazard and lived in a mansion on Zaman's Hill, while I had rooms on the raffish side of the Miskatonic. I brought some flowers I'd picked and a bottle of wine when I came to dinner.

“Felix!” She was delighted to see me, but strangely surprised. After our fond embrace, she held me at arms’ length and stared. “What happened to you?"

I examined my new cashmere topcoat. It displayed no ghastly stains. My stomach thwarted an attempt to examine my shoes, but I was ninety per cent certain I was wearing them. I said, “When?"

“Last night. Dinner?"

“Oh. I thought...."

“Yes, obviously, but how could you confuse the date of your own birth?"

“It is?” I could have sworn my latest birthday had been celebrated only last week, when she had given me this very coat. I had thought to please her by wearing her gift so soon.

“It was. Yesterday. We sent more than once to remind you, since you refuse to have a telephone, but that infuriating servant of yours only answers the door when it suits him."

“I often sleep at my office...."

“Which no one can find. Are you sure you have an office at the Old Lecture Hall? Well, there's no harm done. I had run out of Aubrey stories, and they're wildly popular. The Senator always asks about you."

“That's not a bad thing at all, you know,” said my brother-in-law. We had walked through the atrium while we talked and entered the dining room, where he was well into his meal. “Half the time he can't recall my name, and I'm his cousin.” For a wealthy and well-connected man, he worried a lot about such slights. “But he certainly knows you, Doctor. Belated best wishes, by the way."

I was curious to know how old I was, but I didn't want to improve their newest “Aubrey story” by asking.

“What's this?” Carter examined the bottle Sarah had handed him through a servant. “I didn't know they made wine in El Salvador."

“The bartender at Kinsella's recommended it highly,” I said.

“Oh. That place by the tannery?” He returned the bottle to the maid and waved her off. “We'll have to try it some day."

“The flowers are lovely,” Sarah said, primping them in a vase. “I'm sure few people have the unspoiled eye to see that goldenrod is beautiful."

I admired the elegant tact of that compliment, but she spoiled it by sneezing. Anxious to divert their attention from my sorry gifts, I said, “Where are Susan and—?” To my chagrin, I had forgotten my nephew's name.

“Frederick, of course, has been with that Chicago law firm for the past two years.” Most fathers would have used his tone to confess that a son was riding with Hell's Angels. “Susan.... “Saying nothing more about her, he brooded darkly. I had fond memories of Susan scrambling over me like a little monkey to discover gifts I would hide about my person. As she was only a year younger than Frederick, she would be less than enraptured with the rag doll in my pocket. I dimly recalled an embarrassment last year, or perhaps the year before, when a handsome young lady had ransacked my garments and feigned delight with the bird-shaped whistle she had found.

“We fear Susan has fallen in with evil companions,” Sarah said. “Do you know of Mrs. Kilpatrick?"

“I know who she is. There was some unpleasantness...?"

“Very good!” Hazard laughed without humor. “'Unpleasantness,’ indeed! A couple of years ago, her son, Roger, disappeared after killing his bride. But since the lady is the only one left on the scene, I should put her on my list of suspects, wouldn't you, Doctor?"

“What's she got to do with little Susan? The woman must be my age."

“Sixty, actually, though she looks absurdly younger,” Sarah said, denying me any clue I might have used. But she sensed my confusion and kindly added, “You're fifty, Felix."

“And a day,” I said, and this pleasantry lifted some of the gloom from the table; though not all of it.

They didn't ask for my help, but I was uniquely placed to give it. Through the window of my office that faced Mt. Tabor Cemetery, after I had removed a clutter of papers and bones, I could look down on the home of Mrs. Kilpatrick. An unhealthy place to live, I thought, with its unkempt grounds blending into the necropolis.

Now you may think from my account of my birthday party that I am a dunce. If my own word counts for anything, I'm not, but my mind keeps different time from others'. Not until a full day after Carter mentioned those murders, when I looked on the Kilpatrick home and thought of its unhealthiness, did I connect the scandal with a girl I'd known, Amy Winfield.

Among the follies of my youth had been an ill-advised book that elaborated on certain queer local folktales about ghouls. Folklore was not my specialty. I am a physician, and was at that time working toward a second doctorate in comparative anatomy. But some imp of the perverse prompted me to relax from my studies by writing that stupid book. It was printed in a small edition by Derby & Son, a local firm notorious for publishing anything about the history, real or imagined, of Arkham.

Why legends of ghouls should have taken such firm root in New England as early as the seventeenth century was a mystery, but H.P. Lovecraft had not been wrong in tracing hints of this myth back to Puritan times in his disturbing story, “Pickman's Model.” This tale had given me nightmares as a boy and later impelled me to an ill-advised midnight ramble through Boston's North End, in search of the approximate locale of Pickman's studio, when I was a Harvard undergraduate. Fortunately I was a large and rather mad-looking undergraduate, and the knots of ducktailed thugs who clustered at every other street-corner let me pass without drawing their switchblades. Even they avoided some of the darker and twistier alleys, and I suspected I might be onto something as I threaded my way through the slum, but I only succeeded in getting myself braced and frisked by a couple of suspicious police officers and giving myself a few more nightmares.

The legend of the ghoul and the word itself are of Arabic origin, so one wonders how they could have impinged upon the consciousness of our earlier settlers, when the Arabian Nights had not been available in popular translation, and when Puritans would have abhorred it if it had, but a 1680 entry in the journal of my ancestor, Preserved Aubrey, speaks of “ye foule Gowles that maketh a mockerie of Christian burial in ye Precincts of Mt. Tabor cemetery.” I must admit that he tended to be a ranter, never entirely coherent, and he may have been writing figuratively in connection with one of the many religious disputes that all too often seized his attention.

I had found some highly suggestive material in references to Mrs. Kilpatrick's earliest traceable ancestor, Sidney Newman, who had immigrated to our shores in 1674 from the Levant. He was apparently an Arab, an odd addition to the Anglo-Saxon population that then prevailed, but he was by all accounts a charming and articulate gentleman; more importantly to his Yankee neighbors, he was a hard-headed businessman who achieved extraordinary success in all his enterprises. He was a scholar of obscure lore, too, and later laid the foundations for Miskatonic's unique collection of “forbidden” books with a handsome bequest. Although the wildest rumors circulated for years after, no one ever determined whether his murder, in 1715, at the hands of unknown intruders had been triggered by his business practices or his reputed demonolatry. The gruesome nature of his murder, by dismemberment and cremation in his domestic hearth, had kept all the rumors alive in any number of compilations of New England mysteries.

I toyed with the idea of proposing that Newman had originated our New England ghoul legends by speaking of Arabic myths to his neighbors, but I decided against it. I had no proof. His descendants still existed and might be offended by idle speculation about their unfortunate ancestor. Talk of supernatural connections might expecially offend them, since Newman had traveled to Salem in 1692 to testify as a character-witness for a defendant in the witch-trials, and had narrowly escaped being hanged himself.

Reasonable readers would have accepted my book about ghouls as a work of fiction, but such readers are rare, and most condemned it as a hoax. Even worse, totally unreasonable readers took it for a scientific treatise. I soon abandoned the hopeless task of trying to convince my detractors that I was a fiction-writer and my admirers that I was a liar. When anyone mentioned ghouls to me, I would usually flee.

Amy Winfield was one of the morbid eccentrics the subject attracts. She was an art student, and ghouls—drawn solely from her imagination, of course—were the sole subject of her art. Flippantly, one of her instructors told her I was the only person who could verify the anatomical correctness of her drawings, and I gave her the benefit of my best guesses.

She married Roger Kilpatrick, and within a few months, as my brother-in-law had reminded me, he murdered her. Or his mother had. I had been fond of Amy, even if she had been a bit strange. I was much fonder of my niece, Susan. Whether my help was needed or not, I resolved to give it.

Until the disappearance of her son, I learned, Mrs. Kilpatrick had been jealous of her privacy. Those who strayed onto her grounds were apt to be set upon by dogs and lawyers. But after lamenting Roger's flight and the death of his bride for a year, she changed her ways. She welcomed students and social butterflies to her salon to meet hypnotists, swamis, gurus, necromancers, oracles, faddists and the less reputable sort of artists. Such companions may not have been evil, as Sarah averred, but they sounded criminally frivolous.

Those who had visited her salon told me that no one needed an invitation, especially not I—because of my scholarly distinction, they hastened to add, in case I thought they meant I should fit right in, the ninny everyone called “Ghoulmaster” behind his back.

To avoid confusion with charlatans and lunatics, I dressed formally for the second time that week, which laid me open to no end of sarcastic sallies from my servant, Ramon. He affected to believe that I meant to cut a figure before Niobe, a young woman who had lately won vulgar adulation by performing a salacious dance on the back of an elephant at the Dunwich Fair.

“For defend the lady if the tiger escape?” he gasped between giggles when I asked him to sharpen and polish the sword-stick I had bought years ago in preparation for a trip to New York City that I later managed to avoid.

As often happens in my social life, I miscalculated. The large, noisy room I entered assaulted me with the impression of a Hallowe'en party in a bagnio, with Marlene Dietrich and Heinrich Himmler as guests of honor. Anyone asked to pick out the charlatan in that gathering would surely have chosen me.

I was wondering how to be inconspicuous in my tuxedo when the crowd perfected my humiliation by applauding, as if I were an entertainer who had lumbered onstage to lampoon Fred Astaire. I waited for the applause to end so I could be plainly heard, but as I opened my mouth to damn them all for impudent swine, a young woman dashed up to me and cried: “Uncle Felix! Did my mother send you to spy on me?"

I had been reminded that Susan was no longer a toddler, and her costume left me in no doubt that she was a grown woman. She seemed to have forgotten to put on a dress over the black undergarments and mesh stockings that she wore, incredibly, with hiking-boots. For the first time in years, I felt my face burn. She blushed, too, to her credit, all the way down to her pretty little breasts.

“He's certainly dressed for spying, isn't he? Mr. James Bond, I presume.” I was calmer now, but unable to speak with much coherence, so I was grateful when this woman continued, “After he ignored my fifth or sixth invitation, I all but gave up on our illustrious Dr. Aubrey. Whatever did I say, Doctor, that finally tempted you away from your far more interesting tibias and fibias and infundibulums?"

This was Mrs. Kilpatrick, then, and my first impression was of her eyes. They were incredibly large, their hue was a glowing topaz, and their effect was startling. Beautiful, yes, but they were the sort of beautiful eyes one saw in a zoo, and the absence of intervening bars unsettled me.

“Um,” I believe I replied to her question, and, “Ah."

“Uncle, forgive me!” Susan said. “I had no idea you'd been invited."

Neither did I, and I somehow doubted that I had been, but I said, “I try to open my mail at least once a year, but sometimes I neglect it."

That seemed to me a reasonable practice, but from the way they laughed, I suspected that I'd just started another Aubrey story on its rounds.

It was easier to believe that my hostess had killed off her family than that she was sixty. The black dress that matched her long, straight hair was not just diaphanous, it was transparent. Most of the older guests had the sense to eschew a fashion more suited to girls like Susan, but Mrs. Kilpatrick flaunted it in triumph. Lithe as a panther, bright as a bird, she confounded any notion that her skin might be less taut or more freckled than that of the young persons who vied for her attention.

More than once, as I perambulated the salon like the overdressed ghost of somebody's grandfather, she caught me staring at her and pierced me over the rim of a Japanese fan with her thoroughly unnerving eyes. I wasn't sure if she was threatening or flirting, but those signals are often flown on the same banner. I tried to stop looking her way.

The room was large, open on two sides to the summer airs of a garden, and to its innumerable moths and beetles. Perhaps my nose was influenced by my awareness that so many ancient dead lay so close by, but the night breeze seemed less fragrant than moldy. The decor was a queasy mix of American decadence and exotic barbarism, most of the latter souvenirs of the swashbuckling Isaac Newman, who had parlayed his stewardship of some South Seas whaling-stations into a petty kingdom in the 1820's. Savage spears flanked effete watercolors, clay gnomes ogled crystal fairies, a marble nude bemused an octopoid demon hacked from basalt.

Some local primitive had been responsible for the most truly barbarous artifact, an old mural that depicted Isaac meting out justice to the heathen. I tried to keep my back to this horror, but I kept forgetting it, so that I was often startled by fresh aspects of its grisliness.

By strolling here or there, I could sample the flagrant abuse of instruments intended for music, of language intended for poetry, of minds intended for thought. By publicizing and sensationalizing the university's unfortunate collection of crackpot books, the late H.P. Lovecraft has a lot to answer for. Each year, it seems, draws a larger and stranger agglomeration of Lovecraftian lunatics, students and street-people, to Miskatonic, and this year's crop was richly represented in the self-styled artists and philosophers who had flocked to Mrs. Kilpatrick's salon.

It embarrassmed me acutely that I could cut a figure in such an intellectual vacuum. I could have stolen all the mountebanks’ admirers away if I had chosen to rap my stick and announce that I would now speak of ghouls. Incredibly, the applause had not satirized my costume, which many assured me was downright squalid; it had meant they were glad to see me. While the university establishment traded Aubrey stories about a dimwit who forgot to wear his false teeth or his trousers to class, this crowd had been telling each other tales of a mystery-man who trafficked with ghouls and demons. I wasn't sure which cycle of slanderous myths I liked least. I know I didn't like it at all when people called me, with respectful intent, “Ghoulmaster."

Most of the questions with which they vexed me were foolish or incomprehensible, and I would either stare down my questioner in heavy silence or mumble something abstruse. Most vexing of all were the pathetic morons who believed that ghoulism was a desirable state, and who wanted me to help them attain it. I tried to convince them in their own slang that no such perversion was squalid, but they took this for an enigmatic joke.

While I was trying to elude an immoderately graceful young man in a motorcycle jacket and sequined athletic-supporter who desired my opinion of a poem that began, I think, “My love and the worms are on intimate terms,” something caught my eye. I should say, rather, what caught my eye was its absence: the smallest toe on the foot of a passing woman.

When I notice minor disfigurements, I try to put them out of my mind, and I realized that I had already tried to put too many out of my mind that night. In a gathering of a hundred or so, it seemed unlikely that so many as half a dozen would be missing toes, fingers or earlobes, but I had already seen that many, and I had hardly examined the whole crowd.

The last verse had jingled away, and the poet yearned toward me with hound's eyes. I said, “That is without a doubt, sir, the most squalid effusion to which I have ever been subjected."

“Ghoulmaster!” he cried. Before I had any idea what he intended, he dropped to his knee, seized my hand and kissed it.

“Get up, get up,” I muttered, scrubbing my hand vigorously with my handkerchief and trying to edge away. To divert him from his art and his adoration alike, I said, “Why are there so many severed fingers?"

He looked stricken. His lip trembled. He said, “Master, forgive me, I don't know! But I'll think on it constantly, I swear, and when we next meet, I hope I'll have a worthy answer."

I realized, as he danced away to blither of his epiphany, that he had mistaken a plain question for a cosmic riddle.

I found myself confronting the ghastly mural yet again. It would have been an unfit backdrop for any activity, but behind this mob of fetishists and posers and smatterers, it seemed—if I may be permitted the detestable word—ghoulish. Either the artist had never seen a real Polynesian, or else he had tried to legitimize the atrocities by presenting the natives as subhumans whose evolution had been diverted toward the model of the baboon. What particularly appalled me, however illogically, was seeing the machines and victims of hidden torture-chambers arrayed on an idyllic beach in broad daylight.

“Their cannibalism drove my ancestor wild,” Mrs. Kilpatrick said at my elbow, and she smiled to observe its convulsive jerk, “but they saw it as a sacrament."

“Knocking that idea out of their heads was surely no crime,” I said, leaving my further thoughts unspoken.

Her right hand rested companionably on my arm. As I watched the hummingbird-flicker of the fan in her left, I conceived the notion that she contrived to hide the smallest finger of that hand from my view. I wondered if it was missing. I grew obsessed with this question, but her adroit maneuvers and the shadows of moths that danced around the hanging lamps combined to baffle me.

“They believed they gained the wisdom and experience of their sacrificial victims by eating them,” she said. “Could that idea have any truth in it?"

“If it did, it might spare my students the boredom of my lectures."

She smiled: not at my poor joke, but in lofty tolerance of my flippancy. Such a fine distinction could she convey quite plainly with the tilt of her chin, the flex of her eyebrow, but most of all with the gleam of her disturbing eyes.

“Am I wrong, Doctor, in believing that a body remembers its missing limb? Who then can say that the limb holds no memory of the missing body and the contents of the brain?"

Even from so fascinating a woman, such nonsense bored me. I answered, “That well may be, but it doesn't follow that I can assume those memories by consuming the limb. If that were so—” here I popped down a tidbit from a sideboard—"I could now recall the life and opinions of a shrimp."

“How do you know you can't,” she laughed, “unless you know the language of shrimp?"

We had continued our game with the fan, and now I knew she had been playing the game, for as she skewered me with that reply, she reached up and scratched my nose: with the little finger of her left hand. I took no offense at this liberty, as I told myself I should have, and discovered a foolish grin on my face after she had swayed away, fluttering, shooting a parting flash of topaz through untidy bangs over her shoulder.

Her admirers swarmed around her again before she had crossed the room, my niece among them. I hurried to extract Susan and propelled her nearly into the garden, where the light was less revealing. She seemed to have grown comfortable with her shameless display, but I hadn't.

“Uncle, I had no idea you were such a.... “Words failed her, but her eyes sparkled.

“Such a deep shifter?" I filled in, showing off more of my new vocabulary.

“Exactly!” she laughed. “Everyone's in absolute awe of you. I mean, to hear Father talk—” She broke off in confusion.

I diverted her from the slip: “Why are there so many severed fingers here?"

“Oh, that. That's just—sort of like fortune-telling, you know, only deeper. Mrs. Kilpatrick can tell you just everything about yourself, who your real friends are, what you should do to be happy, things like that."

This appalling revelation actually cheered me up. Here was clearly a matter for the police: physical mutilation in aid of fortune-telling. I would report her, Mrs. Kilpatrick would be packed off to a prison or a madhouse, and Susan would be freed from her influence. Mission accomplished.

But I kept my plans to myself as I took both of her hands in mine and examined them. I pushed back her soft hair to check her ears. Not foreseeing how odd it would sound, I said, “Take off your boots."

She giggled, but she complied. I glanced down at her pretty toes. I found that I could look at her directly without shame or, what I suppose had secretly shamed me, improper urges. As forcefully and earnestly as I could, I said, “Dearest girl, one thing we must all do to be happy is to keep our bodies in one piece. That isn't always easy. We're soft creatures in a hard world. When you've outgrown this crowd—and you will, believe me—you'll regret it bitterly if you've mutilated your perfect body for their sake."

“Uncle, I wouldn't do that! Do you think I'm crazy?"

“No, but you're young, and Mrs. Kilpatrick has a strong personality, and you admire her perhaps more than she deserves."

My eye wandered to the mural across the room, visible now in its sickening fullness, of the lady's ancestor enlightening the cannibals. Had such reminders of that old atrocity so warped her mind that she would embrace the belief her great-great-grandfather had tried to stamp out? Perhaps the fantasy she had advanced held her truest and maddest convictions.

Those savages weren't alone in their belief. Credulous boobies in our own city—in this very room—believed in ghouls as demons with magical powers. One such power, according to fireside tales, was to retrieve the memories and mimic the appearance of corpses whose parts they ate.

I tried to keep my imagination from running wild, but that was probably the wrong way to understand people like our hostess. A lifetime of medical research had taught me that I could imagine no depravity in the darkest corner of my mind that others weren't practicing behind respectable and ordinary façades. And in company like this, where nothing seemed ordinary or respectable, what secrets might not lurk?

I needed air, and not just the moldy breeze from the graveyard. Susan made no objection when I proposed to take her home, and I dared to hope that my words had tempered her enthusiasm for the madwoman. I asked one of the servants to phone for a taxi while she, to my relief, collected a black leather coat. We rode for a while in silence, she with thoughts that I hoped were wise, and I with probably foolish ones about the similarity of primitive religion to ghoulish myth.

My speculations gripped my fancy so strongly that I quite forgot the real world until Susan shook me like a sleeper and cried, “What's going on, Uncle? What is it?"

Our cab had stopped for a traffic light, and our driver had leaped out to expostulate with someone in a way that might have blistered ears in Port-au-Prince. In the next instant a man screamed in pain. I cursed the mystery of the newfangled door handle as I struggled to get out.

“God damn you!” I cried. “What are you playing at now?"

I thought this was one of my typical imbroglios with the lazy, thieving, sarcastic rascals who hire themselves out as taxi-drivers in Arkham. I was at their mercy, having conceded after many years of misplacing my keys, misplacing my car, and driving absent-mindedly into the middle of construction sites and schoolyards, that I should be trusted with no mechanical device more complex than a pen. Tonight's driver had been worse than most, grumbling to himself about the fate that had chosen him to haul not just Niobe but her elephant as well.

Squeezing myself from a back-seat designed for midget clowns, I anticipated having to sort out some tiresome traffic-dispute with reason, money or threats. I wasn't prepared to be struck on the head with a club.

That was the intention of my attacker, I have no doubt, but my lurching progress or my size may have confused him, for the club came down hard on my left shoulder. Flailing angrily, I felt my fist collide by accident with a nose, and when I looked about for its owner, I was astounded to find that I had knocked him flat.

But he was rising with a metal baseball-bat in his hands, a rat-faced ruffian in the obligatory black of our local loons. Our driver was down, but I had no time to determine his condition, for the footpad was coming at me with his bat raised. Most of my curses were directed at Ramon, for the sword I had asked him to polish and oil was stuck fast in its stick.

“Wait a minute, you, till I get my sword—” but he ignored my words, which I knew to be ludicrous even as I spoke them. I bent to grip the stick with my knees and tug on the hilt with both hands just as he swung his bat a second time. My sudden change of position made him miss; the blow would have been a deadly one, for he fell sprawling when it failed to connect. At the same time I tripped over my own weapon and fell on him. His breath gushed out in a strangled cry. The fight was over.

I was congratulating myself when Susan screamed: “No! Uncle, help me!"

I rose to see a second rogue bending into our cab from the other side. I gave my sword a mighty heave this time, powered by the sheer terror of Susan's scream, and it flashed free. My stroke was clumsy, but it was good enough to bite his arm. He merely grunted, but Susan's scream rose to a heart-stopping pitch. When the attacker fell back, I saw that he held a bloody knife.

I pursued him for a few steps before I understood my priorities. I dashed back to the cab, where I expected to see the worst. What I saw was, in a way, even worse than that. Susan stared up at me, her face death-white, her lips trembling, unable even to scream in her distress. The bloody left hand she clutched with her right was missing its smallest finger.

If anyone stirred in this riverside street of derelict warehouses and gutted mills, they chose not to intrude on our misfortune. The traffic light that had caused our dutiful driver to make a stop at this lonely intersection continued to click, just as dutifully, through its sequence; but the deriver lay dead in a pool of blood from his cut throat. The first murderer, merely winded, had run off with his accomplice.

I found a meager first-aid kit in the driver's compartment and bound up Susan's wound with hands that trembled from the importance of the task. I would have called the injury minor if anyone else had suffered it, but her apathy was not a good sign.

Trying to start the car never occurred to me, nor looking for a telephone, another device invented to baffle and enrage me. I lifted Susan in my arms. She seemed to weigh nothing, and the face like a pale flower in the darkness looked no older than my deluded memory of the girl I had hoped to please with a doll. My first impulse on entering that iniquitous salon had been to do just this, to wrap her in a coat and carry her home. How I wished I had obeyed that impulse!

Pelted with questions after running, then walking, then staggering to the Hazard home on Zaman's Hill with my dear burden, I could only gasp as I tried to shake an insectile ballet of black spots from my eyes. I laid Susan down on the nearest couch. Carter arrogated to himself the duty of shaking me, and did it hard enough to rattle my teeth, when he had seen his daughter's injury.

“Set upon,” I wheezed. “Cutthroats. On the way from Mrs. Kilpatrick's."

Sarah cried, “You took her there, Brother?"

Susan tore my heart by rallying from her torpor to defend me: “Of course not, Mama! He came to take me away from that place."

Her father released me, but he annoyed me even more than Sarah had when he shouted at large, “Send for a doctor!"

I swallowed my pride and said, “You're quite right.” I added in an undertone, “I don't like her lethargy at all."

“But of course, you'll stay and oversee her care, Doctor,” he said, trying to retrieve his blunder.

“I can't.” I bent over Susan and managed to evoke a wan smile from her. She knew as well as I that ordinary thieves don't ignore purses or wallets to steal fingers, and she understood me when I said, “I have something I must do that can't wait."

No one else understood, of course. Where must I go, what would I do, what was I thinking of? As sometimes happens in distraught families, such silly questions demanded more attention than the victim. Vague talk of prior engagements failed to win my freedom.

If Hazard had not been my brother-in-law, I might be tempted to describe him as a singularly thick-headed booby, and I hadn't the patience to persuade him that Mrs. Kilpatrick affected to practice a form of necromancy with the dead parts of living persons. Even if I succeeded, he would want to call his attorney to devise a prudent course of action. They would eventually decide to call the police, who would obtain a search warrant and arrive at Mrs. Kilpatrick's home sometime tomorrow afternoon.

I must act now if I would retrieve the finger, which still might be reattached. And I was eager to demonstrate to that vile woman as soon and as forcefully as possible that a professor of anatomy, armed with a sword, should never be provoked to a competition in dismemberment.

It's sometimes convenient to have a name as a buffoon. I confessed to the distracted parents that I had obtained one of the scarce tickets to see Niobe's farewell performance with her elephant. This foolery they could accept from me. They threw up their hands and let me take my leave. My brother-in-law made no effort to mask his sneer when he offered to lend me his car and chauffeur for such an urgent mission, but I accepted.

The driver, even thicker than his master, refused to believe that I didn't want to be conveyed to the Dunwich fairgrounds, since Carter had spat out that destination in wishing me a jolly evening. Only when I had spoken some very hard words indeed would he divert his course to the Medical School. He showed his displeasure by driving like a demon taking me to hell, a likeness that I tried not to dwell upon.

The waxing moon beloved of witches had raised its hump over the Old Lecture Hall when I alighted and gave the driver a bill, entreating him to secrecy. Once underway, he shouted back, “Plenty of naked ladies in the Med School morgue, but they won't wiggle like Niobe!"

I realized that no one would come looking for me in the right place if I failed to return, but this consideration was no more important than my painful weariness as I hurried past the campus to Mrs. Kilpatrick's grounds. Perhaps I was a fool to risk my life for a scrap of dead flesh and bone, but a terrible anger drove me on.

The house was dark, the party was over, but a dim light still shone from the room that opened on the gardens. I skulked in the shadows, uncertain how to proceed as I asked myself where one would go to eat stolen flesh. As if cued by my entrance, Mrs. Kilpatrick herself answered the question by gliding down the steps from her salon and hurrying toward the cemetery.

She gave no sign that she had seen me, but her timely appearance suggested that I was being toyed with. Her white cape, too, a clear beacon in the moonlight, could have been chosen to make pursuit easy. Knowing that she meant to trap me made the trap seem less perilous, and perhaps that was her convoluted intention, but I followed.

I was thinking that it would be impossible to lose her at the very moment when she vanished. The white cape that had gleamed so brightly in the forsaken garden went out like a snuffed candle.

I dashed forward, unable to imagine what had become of her until the ground under my feet quite suddenly absented itself. It was a short fall, but legs already wobbling from fatigue gave way and sent me sprawling. I had already forgotten how old Sarah had said I was, but I knew I was too old for this. I should have seized the lady the instant she appeared; assuming I could have caught her.

I lay in the cellar of some vanished outbuilding, cluttered with dead branches, withered vines and rusted garden tools. Directly opposite, a door in the cellar wall hung invitingly open, if a doorway leading into the bowels of a graveyard may be called inviting. I hauled myself painfully erect and hobbled closer. I peered within, where darkness and silence oppressed me almost as much as the stench of mold and decay.

Giving it no thought, for thought would have stopped me cold, I stripped to my shirt and put my fine garments aside. I drew my sword and stepped through the door.

The tunnel beyond was somewhat wider than I, but shorter. A man of average height might have walked comfortably erect, or as comfortably as one could between walls clotted with fungi whose textures evoked slippery flesh and lank hair. I had to stoop, and perhaps I partly cringed from the awareness that each step took me beneath a greater weight of earth, of stones, of corpses and their scavengers.

The walls were of orderly masonry, although the identity and purpose of the builders were beyond all but the most macabre conjecture. The dead were not carried into a graveyard by underground tunnels, but such tunnels might conveniently be used to bring them out.

I was abruptly stopped by a sight, the first thing I had seen since entering, but I could put no name to it. It was a pallid glimmer that seemed to contract and expand without ever achieving a coherent shape, although it began to look very much like a blind, mouthing face. Whether it was fleeing or rushing toward me I couldn't say, but I raised my hand as if to ward it off and was surprised by the sudden materialization of a second pale shape: my own hand. It reflected the almost imperceptible glow of nitrous streaks on the low ceiling, leakage from coffins above. The first phantom could have been nothing but Mrs. Kilpatrick's white cape, its shape altering in time to her hurried footsteps.

I hurried, too, but the spectral gleam grew no closer. Sometimes it disappeared entirely for long minutes. When I stopped to listen, I heard only my own hammering heartbeat and laboring lungs. Each time I recaptured the image I was never entirely sure that it was really there, that I wasn't willing myself to see it, but I pressed on.

I breathed more easily when I perceived that the tunnel shied from a direct route to the center of the hill, and that its trend was upward. I could not be as far beneath the surface as I feared. Having met no obstacles yet, I dared to go faster.

Light dazzled me. Against this glare, the pale ghost I had pursued suddenly become a black form of clear outline, startlingly close enough to touch. The lady then astounded me by rising, as if by magic, to leave me trapped in the earth. This puzzle baffled and unmanned me until I stumbled over the lowest of the stone steps she was ascending. I saw her clearly for the first time when she passed through the light, which was nothing but a sliver of moonlight falling from above.

I hurried up the steps. I believe I emerged into a ruined tomb, its door open to the night and its roof half-fallen, but I hardly noticed my surroundings. My attention was seized by the figure of the lady, bending with studied grace as if to pet a dog or offer a tidbit to a child.

“Here's a dainty treat for you, son,” she said, “from the niece of the man who dares call himself Ghoulmaster."

The massive shadow before her was neither a dog nor a child. Only its malformed head and shoulders extruded from a second hole in the floor of the tomb. When I cried out, it rolled its yellow eyes at me with a look of insufferable arrogance, as if it were some grand personage I had presumed to discommode.

I believed that Mrs. Kilpatrick had conceived and staged the events up until now: her appearance, my pursuit, this confrontation, perhaps even her grimace of exaggerated surprise as she turned toward me. But I daresay she was unprepared for my improvisation on her drama. I rushed forward with my sword and chopped her hand off at the wrist.

Her shriek was unfit for a madhouse, and the ghoul's laughter for a nightmare in that madhouse, but I ignored both of them as the twitching hand released a finger that was not its own. I dropped to my knees to scrabble for it on the bloody floor, but the monster was more dexterous. It seized the finger in its filthy claws and dropped into the pit with a final, echoing cackle.

Deluding herself that I coveted her vile hand, which I would not have touched with even a gob of phlegm or a stream of urine, Lady Glypht snatched it from the floor and scuttled into the shadows, where she raved at me: “Roger will know her now, you fool, will possess her to the uttermost depth of her being, in a way that your own secret itch for the little slut could never achieve!"

I had believed myself incapable of gloating over a fellow creature's distress, but I was forced to revise that belief as I watched the stump of her wrist spout blood. This lady's presence would not much longer pollute the earth.

Neither had I believed that, faced with a living ghoul, I would desire nothing but its destruction. I am a scientist, and the thing that had once been Roger Kilpatrick was a riddle never posed to science before. But no thought of questioning him, studying him, or curing him crossed my mind. Whatever this thing was, it was an insult to Nature. I had never known the irrational disgust that some feel for snakes, rats or spiders. I knew it now, and I doubt that any man on earth could hate snakes as I hated this ghoul.

Few ophiophobes would go headfirst into an unknown pit after a snake, though. One might, if it stole something dear to him. There was little hope of retrieving Susan Hazard's finger, but I could avenge its theft. If the monster were indeed the missing Roger Kilpatrick, I could avenge his poor bride, too. Had that child's morbid but innocent delight in drawing “mythical” creatures led her to those foul jaws?

Still I hesitated. I glanced at Mrs. Kilpatrick in that moment. She had left off shrieking obscenities. I thought she might be unconscious, perhaps even dead, but I was unhappily wrong. This descendant of Sidney Newman, who had undoubtedly brought the necrophiliac plague to our shores, squatted in a strangely animal-like way, greedily gnawing on her own severed hand. To such a sight, hell would be a relief. I crawled into the pit.

This was no man-made passage of stone. It was like the tunnel of a giant mole, scooped by claws and packed smooth by wriggling bodies that had infused it with their stench. The ammoniac stink was a drill in my skull, and there was no air to dilute it, for the ghoul's body corked the tunnel ahead. I heard him giggling and mumbling in words that sounded nearly like human speech. Then I heard—and I still hear it, will I always hear it?—the grinding of huge teeth, the crackle of tiny bones.

My scream was less human than his when I lunged forward. My hand fell on slimy flesh. I gripped it convulsively. I believed it was an ankle, and I used it to drag myself forward as I jabbed my sword into tissue that I sincerely hoped was more vulnerable than gluteal muscle. He shrieked, and I feared I might never hear again, but I wrenched out the sword for a second thrust.

Anatomist I may be, but I forgot that the foot I held would have a mate. Its horny heel struck me between the eyes like a battering ram, and I knew no more.

The sick sometimes wake up merely to die, and I believed that was what I had done. No continuation of my pain and nausea seemed possible, nor even, in that foul atmosphere, desirable. I vomited until my stomach clenched like an empty fist, but even that brought no relief.

Recalling where I was, I jabbed again with my sword, but it encountered nothing except the tunnel walls. The tone of the scraping suggested that the pit lay empty before me. But I had done with chasing ghouls. I writhed backward, upward, recalling the air of the tomb as if it were the ocean breeze, the moonlight as if it were the noon sun. In no time at all, my foot struck a solid obstruction.

I had reached the end of the tunnel, the hole by which I had entered, and it was blocked. I couldn't turn, but I tried to make my feet serve as hands. As far as I could tell, a heavy slab now rested on the hole. I doubted that I could move it even if I put my back under it, and that was impossible in the cramped tunnel.

The only alternatives were railing against fate, weeping, or turning my sword on myself, so I crawled forward through my own vomit and downward through the filth of the ghoul.

To keep moving was my only thought. At least the painful effort would occupy my mind. It seemed too much to hope that it would exhaust me and kill me before thirst, starvation or inhuman claws did that work. As for escape from the underground, I tried not even to think of it.

The tunnel branched and kept branching. No one creature could have dug so much. No ten creatures could have dug so much. No twenty creatures, working for twenty years with clawed hands.... Besides his horrific books, what had the earliest Newman brought with him from the Middle East? What had his descendant brought back from the South Seas? A bride? An infection? An alteration in his genetic structure? I could almost believe that a demonic curse had been laid on this house.

I always chose the fork that seemed to go upward, but it always dipped downward again; I always took the direction that seemed—but my confusion on that subject was complete. This time there was no dancing gleam to pursue, nor any light at all.

I felt things, some of them soft and unspeakably putrid. Others were hard, and you may not believe it, but I positively delighted in my ability to say that this was a radius, that an ulna. Even though they bore the scoring of fangs, even though shreds of stinking flesh adhered to some of them, they were familiar, and nothing else was. For a long time I carried a nicely formed scapula with me, as a lost child might cling to a doll, but I dropped it somewhere along the way. When I noted its loss, it irked me more than the later loss of my sword.

I could reckon time only by the growing extent of my torn clothing, my scraped flesh, my ripped fingernails, and by such calculation, an aeon crept by. As I began to drift into sleep or madness, I couldn't say which, it seemed that little Susan scrambled all over me, searching eagerly for the candy I had hidden. I laughed, protested, turned this way and that to guard the prize. I grabbed her hand, which bit me. I understood then that it was a rat I had captured, and I squeezed the life from it. Its shrill piping seemed echoed by tittering in the hollow distance.

I saw many dead men I had known and held annoyingly banal conversations with them. Perhaps the gargoyle faces that peered and gibbered into mine were likewise hallucinations, but I'm not absolutely sure, even though I think it would have been too dark to see real faces. Screaming at them and punching them made them flee, and I doubt that phantasms would have been so timid.

I fell. My head cleared sufficiently to grasp that I was about to die, that I had fallen into the abyss, but the fall soon ended with a hard jolt on a brick floor. I rose and cracked my head on a wooden beam. Despite the blinding pain, I was elated. I doubted a tomb would have wooden beams. I was in the cellar of a common house, though it seemed less common when I tripped over a chair made of human bones, and of some neither human nor animal.

I groped my way forward and collided with a dangling bundle. Only when it swung back and nearly toppled me did I now it for a corpse, hung by the heels. There were several such, most of them in advanced stages of decay.

“Help,” a thin voice cried. “Please, help me!"

A man kept in a lightless dungeon for twenty years could have been no more thrilled by that voice than I. I had lost all certainty that the world existed, that other creatures than myself existed, that I was not a mad worm in a demon's bowels. “Where? Where?” I demanded, blundering among the hanging corpses.

I staggered against the shockingly warm body of a woman. Forming those few words had exhausted her stock of speech, but she whimpered. I made to untie her, assuming she was held by a rope, but she was suspended by a hook through her ankles. She screamed when I lifted her to relieve the cruel pressure, but it was a very faint cry indeed. By the time I had extracted the hook and laid her body on the floor she was quite dead.

I touched her dead face. Perhaps the admission does me no credit, but I was relieved to know that my illogical fear was unfounded, that she wasn't my niece. She was emaciated, and her hair was longer and finer than Susan's thick curls.

There was one similarity, however: the smallest finger of her left hand had been amputated.

I crept up an ominously swaying and creaking stair to a door that opened on painful sunlight. This place, the brightest and most beautiful I had ever seen, soon faded to its true form as a derelict brothel. It had been so long abandoned that the rats scurrying on their errands spared me no more than occasional glances of annoyance.

I was starved for light, color, distraction, and I found these in the stained murals. The antique hairstyles and unfashionable voluptuousness of the doll-faced wantons were like a peephole on my grandfather's youthful daydreams. Even the graffiti had charm; but among the specimens of wit that was old-fashioned when I was a boy, the names of lechers whose fires no longer burned and praises of fair ones long past fueling them, my eye fell on one inscription that unnerved me. It may have been a joke or scurrility or even a religious message whose meaning had died with its author, but I doubted it: “Blessed are they that eat and are consumed not."

A vision of Mrs. Kilpatrick, ghoulishly gnawing while retaining her human form and even her beauty, assaulted me as clearly as if it were displayed among the sprawling whores. I ran from the house. I believed that the street outside was one of a multiplicious tangle jammed between Mt. Tabor and the Miskatonic, but this one's only distinction was emptiness. I heard sounds of life, but I fancied that they issued from beneath the cobblestones. From the midst of a house-high heap of refuse in an alley, a pale, hairless face seemed to leer at me, but before I could say whether it was a most unlikely dog or something quite different, it vanished. I hurried on.

It struck me belatedly me that I should retrace my steps and mark the house of corpses with its entrance to the ghoul-tunnel, but I had wandered too far and inattentively to find my way back. I memorized the names of a few streets, but I was later unable to find them on any map. I must have been in a fugue, as psychologists call it, for I have no clear idea of how I got home. I'm sure no cabby would have allowed me to ride in his car.

“Ay-ay-ay!” Ramon cried when, at long last, he opened the door to me. “The tiger, she really get loose?"

“No, the lady,” I grumbled, and I told him to go flog himself with his questions about my fine topcoat and jacket and sword, then took to my bed for three days and nights.

I was feeling much better, though guilty, when I presented myself for breakfast at my sister's home. Susan had not succumbed to shock, as I had feared on my way to visit her so belatedly, but she was said to remain dull and listless.

“Let her sleep for now,” Sarah advised, and went on to quiz and tease me about the exhibition I had not seen.

“Mrs. Kilpatrick's disappeared, you know,” my brother-in-law said, rescuing me from further questions about Niobe. “I went there in the hope of tracing those scoundrels—I wouldn't be surprised if they'd followed you from her place, friends of hers, the vile bitch—and her servants seem to think she's finally got what's coming to her. She hasn't seen seen since the night Susan was attacked. Doesn't that suggest—"

He broke off as Susan swept into the room, and he looked even more surprised than I felt. She radiated health and happiness. I had never seen her so lovely. He objected to her being up, but she silenced him with a kiss. She was going out, she said, she felt wonderful. She embraced her mother and then me.

Her kiss was indecorous, to say the least. I wondered if she had gone mad as I recoiled from her snaking tongue. I turned to her father to deny any blame for her behavior, but he stared at me in horror.

“What do you have for me, dear Uncle?” she laughed, poking and tickling and thrusting her hands into my clothing. “Another whistle, perhaps, that I can blow?"

When she groped inside my trousers I seized her wrist. Staring at her hand, I couldn't believe what I saw. She wrenched it away with nightmarish strength. I kicked my chair over and rose to my feet.

“Who are you?” I cried, gripping her by the shoulders. “What have you done with Susan?"

“No, Uncle!” She slapped me. The blow, from a girl not half my size, sent me sprawling to upset the table. “You'll never stick your sword in my ass again!"

“No!” Sarah shrieked. “Felix, what does she mean?"

“It's not she!" I cried, wallowing in broken crockery as I struggled to rise. “Stop the fiend!"

Hazard knew what his daughter's words meant, or thought he did, and he knocked me down as soon as I managed to get up. I shoved him aside when I rose a second time and ran after the thing masquerading as Susan. It had already fled to the street, but that street was empty by the time I reached it.

When I turned, Hazard bore down on me, his red face working, his fists clenched. Sarah clung to his right arm, but the look she gave me was not one of unqualified support.

“Kill me if I'm wrong,” I said, “but severed fingers don't grow back."

“Oh, no!” Sarah screamed. “He's right! I saw it. How can it be?"

We trudged up to Susan's room, her father and I. Refusing to wait below with Sarah, he cursed me for a fool and told me to get on with it, damned, fat lecher that I was with my wild tales of fingers growing back. It gave me no consolation that he fell down in a faint when I opened the door on the red, reeking chamber.

I have seen victims of violence. I have dissected many corpses. I had never before seen the victim of a violent dissection. No surgeon would rip a body open in the shortest possible time, strewing limbs and organs about the room, and surely no surgeon would do it while the patient still lived and the heart could spray blood over the walls, the floor, even the ceiling. I nearly collapsed beside the poor child's father.

As soon as I could master myself I tiptoed into the room. A huge, old oak stood beyond the window, and the window was open. That explained everything, except the boldness and cunning of a ghoul that would cross half the bustling town, from Mt. Tabor Cemetery to Zaman's Hill, to seize a living victim.

The legends I had collected and half-playfully written down had told the truth. Susan's heart had been torn from her chest, her brain from her crushed skull. The ghoul had devoured them and mimicked her form. One thing he had not eaten, perhaps purposefully, was her left hand. It lay neatly on the human wrack, unmarked except for the stump of her little finger.

“He liked it,” I muttered to myself, “and came back for more."

“What?” Hazard groaned. “What?"

I left the room and closed the door on it as I helped him to his feet, but I never repeated the words I had spoken.

I later went to look for the tunnel into the hill. It had been sealed solidly by a massive collapse. My cashmere topcoat and dinner jacket were gone, perhaps to adorn either a homeless person or a ghoul.

Climbing to the top of the hill in a blustery wind that already hinted of winter, I stood and surveyed the city I had loved so much since childhood. The white spires of its old Yankee churches and the Gothic fantasies of its university were dwarfed now by the spindly skeletons of communications towers on every hill; streams of bright, tinny autos disturbed the reverie of its ancient homes on every twisted alley; neon signs and mercury-vapor streetlamps would soon blaze to life, turning the dark and quiet nights I recalled from childhood into a gaudy hell.

Raising my eyes to Zaman's Hill on the horizon, I suddenly understood how a monster like Roger Kilpatrick could have crossed the city without drawing notice. I had to grip a gravestone for support as I was struck by a horrifying vision of the network of tunnels that must extend from this graveyard. Modern light and clutter and overpopulation would be no impediment to Roger and his colleagues, who could crawl from one end of the city to the other in tunnels whose courses had probably been laid out four centuries ago.

I searched the necropolis for a tomb with a hole in the roof, but there are many such. If I found the one where I had last seen Mrs. Kilpatrick, I didn't recognize it. No trace of her has yet been found, and I suspect none ever will be. Nothing could induce me to visit Mt. Tabor Cemetery now, and I take roundabout routes to avoid it even in broad daylight, but I am often dragged into its black tunnels in my nightmares: where the vile witch, as hideously transformed as her son, shrieks and gibbers at orgiastic feasts.

Unlike the victim of a random wave or a whirlwind, I knew why I—or why Susan Hazard, I should say—had been struck down, but knowing the reason gave no comfort. Everyone who has ever written of ghouls has noted their delight in grisly pranks, their love of laughter, but I had been singled out for their malice because the dull vermin hadn't been able to get a joke.

From what I had overheard Mrs. Kilpatrick say to her son, they took that “Ghoulmaster” nonsense seriously, and they resented it.



A Donation to the Homeless

I was dashing for the convenience store when a homeless man stopped me. I wouldn't normally stop, but I knew him.

“You. You're...."

“And you're Bert Miller. You covered the case."

The case: that gave me a clue, but....

“Aldous Loudun,” he said. Loudun had been a fidgety geek. You could see him molesting kids, but not without his hornrimmed glasses and clip-on bowtie. With his prophet's hair and beard and butane eyes, he now looked capable even of the murders and witchcraft that were only rumored.

“You finally got out, huh?"

“You're never interested in covering that part of a story, are you?"

I thought I was used to press-bashing, but my face burned. He had a point. The case had made headlines for a couple years. When it unraveled on appeal, people paid less notice as each defendant was separately freed. His life had been stolen, and no two inches on an inside page could ever restore it.

“Look, maybe I could do a feature story on you—"

“Forget it. I'd settle for an umbrella."

“Sure, but it's freezing out here—"

“You're telling me?” He was wearing only jeans and a t-shirt, one of those heavy metal goat-and-pentagram things, probably meant as bitter irony.

“Come on, let's go in the store."

“The clerk won't let me in."

I could invite him into my car, but charity has limits. He was dirty. He probably had lice.

Before I could have second thoughts, I pulled off my coat. I had a heated car and a warm home to drive to. He had nothing at all, and maybe that was partly my fault.

“Your very own coat,” he said when he slipped it on, as if this especially pleased him. “A personal possession."

“If there's anything else,” I said, backing toward the store, “I'm still at the paper."

“Don't feel so bad, Bert,” he said. “Those kids were telling the truth."

When he laughed, I said, “You had me going there for a minute."

I slipped into the store fast, then drew a blank when I tried to remember what Jenny needed. Milk, that was always a safe bet with our little girls—

“You are buying something, my friend?"

The Indian clerk spoke again, even more sharply, before I realized he meant me. “Yeah, right. This is a store?"

“We do not need your kind in here. Buy what you want and go, if you have money."

My kind? I couldn't think of a single politically correct comeback, so I reached for my wallet to show him cash.

“Oh, shit,” I said, and dashed out to the parking lot.

Aldous Loudun was gone, of course, with my coat. With my wallet. But I should have been able to overtake him.

If I'd had a car.

I burst back into the store. “Call the police. I gave my coat to a bum and it had my car keys—"

“I don't need any police!” He shocked me by pulling a billy-club from under the counter and slamming it down hard. “You unwelcome persons should know by now that I can take care of myself."

What was wrong with this guy? I was wet, yes, and I was wearing old clothes, but I looked like any suburban householder on a weekend. I would have argued, but he was coming out from behind the counter with that club.

It was easier to jog home than wait at a cold pay phone for the cops. Preoccupied, I jogged into the apartment complex beyond my house.

I backtracked to Karen Smith's house, but that made no sense. My home stood between hers and the apartments. Now it didn't, with not even a vacant lot in its place. Could it be the wrong street?

But Karen answered my knock.

“This is a stupid question, but where's my house?"

“Go away! My husband's inside with a gun."

“Karen, he's in Mexico with his boyfriend—"

She'd told me that, but she looked dumfounded for the time it took her to slam the door in my face. To hell with her, she must have been drinking again.

I blundered around in the weeds by the fence where my house should be while more and more lights came on, looking—for what? My home just wasn't there.

At least the back of the police car was dry and warm.

“How can somebody just walk up steal your life?” I asked the cop.

He was a humorist. “Don't worry, pal, they got pills to give you a new one."




Impatience

Why, I wonder, why does every little thing have to be such a complicated, time-wasting pain in the ass?

“Close your door, Mom,” I said.

“Wait until I buckle my seat belt."

Wait until Christmas!

No. I remembered the mantra I recited whenever I left the house: Don't lose your temper, obey all traffic laws.

“You're not smoking, are you?"

“I never smoke when you're in the car.” Now I wanted a cigarette. “Your seat belt is buckled, please close the door."

“Don't nag your mother!” She added, “Prattle prattle...."

“...prattle,” she continued as I guided her up to the desk of the doctor's office.

“I'll go get the groceries,” I said.

“No, wait for me!” she wailed, but I was gone.

I tried to hurry through the store, but it was holding a Senior Simpletons’ convention. Some brats had come along, too, to screech in my ear while I waited for Grandma Dumbchick to finish her prattle with Grandma Dimbitch while their carts blocked the aisle.

Don't lose your temper don't lose your temper....

I found some of that glue that bonds skin instantly. I'd have to try it out. Had to get lye, too, and duct tape.

At the checkout, I got behind a freeloader whose food stamp transaction crashed the system. The clerk called the manager. The manager called Gladys, their expert on idiotic minutiae, who couldn't figure it out. It hinged on twenty five cents.

“Here,” I said, tossing a quarter on the belt.

The clerk and the manager and Gladys were merely annoyed, but the freeloader was outraged. “I don't want none yo fo-syllable money! I pay taxes like fo-syllable prattle prattle...."

Don't lose your temper don't....

I spent more than an hour in the store. I expected Mom to be fretting about having to wait when she could have been snoring in front of the daytime hen-porn on television, but she wasn't out yet. The convention had adjourned from the supermarket to the doctor's office to prattle while I suffered through three issues of Reader's Digest.

“You shouldn't smoke in the car when I'm going to ride in it."

The car windows were open. It was summertime, when girls wore swimsuits and dresses you could see through when the light was right. I thought about that.

A car tailgated me because I was observing the speed limit. Obey all traffic laws. Don't lose your temper. I pulled over to let him pass. He pulled over behind me.

Oh, God, a cop.

“Take your license and registration out of the wallet, please."

“Was he speeding again, officer?"

Don't lose your temper.

“Your failed inspection sticker is two months overdue."

He was right. A fat, red sticker glared right in front of me whenever I drove, and I'd overlooked it. Too busy telling myself to obey all traffic laws. Suppose a cop had noticed it last night?

Despite Mom's complaints that he was a Gestapo agent for harrassing her son, who hadn't actually been convicted of anything since he was a juvenile, he only gave me a ticket and escorted me home.

“You'll have to get it towed to a garage,” he said. “You can't drive it anymore until it passes inspection."

“Thank you, officer."

“Fascist pig!"

“Have a nice day, ma'am."

I planted her in front of the television and put away the groceries, keeping out the lye, glue and duct tape. I added them to my kit—baby-oil, boning-knife, heating coil, scissors, pliers, saw, drill, camcorder—and hurried to the basement. Thank God my father had been an idiot. He had converted it to a soundproof bomb shelter during the Cuban missile crisis.

I'd wasted four whole hours! The subjects tend to wilt when you leave them too long. One subject even vomited in her gag and died on me.

I stared for a moment, wondering where the hell my new subject was, until she jumped from behind the door and hit me over the head with her chair. I should have waited until I had tape. You just can't trust clothesline. If only I'd had the time that everyone conspires to waste for me!

The trial, prattle prattle, dragged on, the appeals dragged on, the goddamn new trial dragged on. But at last, at long last, they got around to executing me.

Now they can't bury me because my subjects’ families are suing the state for my body so they can donate it to some goddamn place to prattle about my brain and my genetic makeup. God knows how long they'll dick around!

I don't know how much more of this I can take.



The Flight of the LZ-D1

Look as if you know what you're doing: that was the trick to being a good spy, Hereward knew, and a good spy was a live one. Wearing a dead man's uniform and carrying a weighty pair of rigger's pliers, he strode into the building that housed the Kaiser's most zealously guarded secret weapon as if he were coming home.

But he was unprepared for it. From the outside, Hanger Five at Wilhelmshaven was merely enormous, but he had seen enormous hills, he had seen the Pyramids. Never had he stood inside a hollow hill or a hollow Pyramid.

He froze for a moment and gawked. Outside the night was clear and starry, but in this incredible room the breath and sweat of men rose to condense among the girders near the ceiling and descend as a silvery snowfall. Several hundred men bustled about, all in naval uniforms of various sorts, but the space was great enough to make this crowd seem thin.

Empty, this room might have awed Dante. Filled as it was, monstrously filled, it might have awed Satan himself. Other rooms are built for human beings, but this one had been built for the silvery egg that filled it, and it diminished men to a freckling of ants around its nest.

“Schmidt!” That name had been spoken before, and with some urgency. Hereward despaired to realize that it meant him. “Emil Schmidt!"

The uniform had done it, the uniform of the man he had regretfully strangled. It held a distinguishing mark he hadn't noticed in the foul, desperate darkness behind the canal-side brothel. He took a proper grip on the massive pliers. He would strike first, strike hard, run like hell—and no doubt fall to a burst of machine-gun fire. If he was lucky. If he was unlucky, the Huns would question him.

He spun on his heel like a proper sausage-eater, saluted briskly. “Sir!"

Incredibly, the porcine man in the uniform of a chief boatswain didn't bat one of the translucent lashes that emphasized the lunacy of his bloodshot stare.

“Emil, your manners have improved since your last visit to the brig! One could almost believe you were a little English lord, eh?"

Though no one would have called him little, Captain Hereward, Lord Fleetwood, of the King's Own Scottish Borderers was in fact Fifteenth Earl of Nether Dunwich, and the remark so stunned him that he maintained the robotic stance he had thought fit for a German sailor. A millennium ago, when the People of the Cutlass had burst upon Britain's shore, they had left close kin behind in Saxony. One of these blond and blue-eyed homebodies had been the ancestor of a distant cousin called Emil Schmidt, and Hereward thanked the ghost fervently.

“Sir!"

“Stow your pliers, pig-dog, and go topside to machine-gun bay three. You will have a lovely view of the stars on our cruise to England, and—” here the chief's heavy irony became heavier sarcasm—"the glory of shooting down any Sopwiths or SE5's that fly above thirty thousand feet.” Sarcasm switched to explosive fury: “Memories of Hannelore may keep you warm!"

“England?” Hereward said, appalled. The Luftschiff Zeppelin-D1 was an experimental craft, he had been told, not scheduled for a raid on his own country.

“Would you prefer to bomb Algeria? I'll speak to Kapitan Himmelfahrt.” Although he couldn't know their true cause, Hereward's obvious misgivings embarrassed the chief. Waving toward the far end of the hanger, he said, “Check out your cold-weather gear. Smock-sniffing scheisskopf though you are, we must keep you alive for at least half the trip."

“Machine-gun bay three is...?"

“Above the upper keel, dumb-head! The last bay aft. For all your sins, I thought you were a proper airshipman.” The chief peered at him near-sightedly. “Emil—you are Emil Schmidt, aren't you?"

“Who else?” He hit upon a trick to distract the chief from his ever-closer scrutiny: “And ... for what it's worth, I'm sorry about Hannelore."

“Get out of my sight, you plaything of a perverted pig! I will laugh as I pry your frozen corpse from the gun and throw it over the side before we come home!"

Hereward ran before the chief could unleash the blow that vibrated in his burly right arm. He found a queue of men checking out their high-altitude gear.

Much good it would do. The German Zepp service was an unrelieved horror. Advances in British incendiary rockets and aeroplanes now forced the Hun monsters to fly five miles above the earth, where men froze in the cold and strangled in the thin air. Preparing in England for his mission, he had tried to interview prisoners who were little more than vegetables. Burnt vegetables. No more impervious to heat than tallow candles, such men traveled in intimate contact with tons of explosive hydrogen that could be touched off by a bullet, an electrical spark, very nearly by a sneeze. And once the hydrogen went, so did the further tons of fuel and high explosives.

He admired bloody Fritz. He would rather have admired him at a safe distance.

“Schmidt, Emil!” he announced to the quartermaster's clerk.

“You are not on my list.” The thin man's steel spectacles bored into Hereward, saw through him.

The Englishman waved vaguely. “Ask the chief. A late replacement."

“You must sign for these,” the thin man said. He snapped his fingers, signal for a lesser Goth to hoist lambswool underwear and sealskin suiting onto the counter.

Evading the steely glare, Hereward surveyed the activity around the airship behind him. One man stood out from the ants. He seemed to wield authority, but his strangely patterned robe and slouch hat could not have been confused with even the most idiosyncratic uniform of a naval officer. One eye, or the absence thereof, was covered by a black patch. A raven perched on his shoulder. These oddities might have gone unnoticed in the huge hanger if not for a singular face that Hereward almost recognized. Could this be the infamous Graf von Zeppelin himself?

“That man—” he started to ask the clerk.

“Is none of your concern, Schmidt. Next!"

Passing him, Hereward saw that the unmilitary ancient carried a staff; and, under his breath, he seemed to be chanting. Typical, the Englishman thought. In his social circle it was a given that Fritz had only recently lurched out of his primeval forest to spout incoherent philosophy and make boring music, and that he felt more at home raping nuns, eating babies and dancing naked around bonfires. It was hardly remarkable that a shaman should be present for the maiden flight of their most barbaric engine of destruction. Nevertheless, this wizard gave him the jim-jams.

Inside the hull, a crypt of oppressive gloom, the lower keel was a vee of aluminum girders where airshipmen scrambled in felt-soled boots: sparking Hun hobnails were banned. A bewildering cobweb of wires and cables made the keel a hopeless maze. Close overhead, great swollen bags of hydrogen strained against their confining nets.

Hereward had no clue how to get to his assigned station, but he assumed he could not go far wrong by picking his way toward the stern. No one else picked his way, however. The Huns who swarmed past from either direction, buffeting him and cursing him for a lubberly swine of a Hollander, were no less nimble than fleas. He pushed his fears aside and dashed along with the best of them, forcing himself to swear in German whenever he came a cropper.

Apart from its obvious disadvantages, something was wrong with this airship. Years at the front had impressed him with the tidiness of the enemy. One of the strongest motivations for capturing a German trench was the prospect of enjoying a dry, clean, rat-free home for a few days, until his own savage kilties mucked it up. But this Zepp....

He came to a wide spot in the road, a plywood platform that truncated the vee of the keel. This was the crew's quarters, and the stowed hammocks and duffel-bags that defined the space were so white and neatly stacked as to make Lord Nelson weep with envy.

He drew aside and pretended to busy himself with the ubiquitous wires while he sifted his impressions. Only then did it dawn on him that the ship stank. Hydrogen was odorless, but this odor suggested hydrogen sulphide, and decay, and the ophidiarium at Regent's Park. Were the unspeakable sods carrying poison gas?

Having drawn more than one suspicious glance from the swarm, he rejoined it and hurried aft until he came to a spidery ladder. He leaped on and hauled himself upward, instantly regretting this move. Whoever Hannelore was, and whatever Emil had done to her, this ladder was sufficient penance and then some. The rungs were little more than wires, and his felt boots were no protection against their cutting edges. He had to put almost all his weight on his leather-gauntleted hands to hoist himself upward while the rungs snagged and twanged against tender parts. Peering up, he saw that the torture went on forever.

Miles above the keel, or so it seemed, he was nearly shaken off when the airship lurched and began to move. They were walking it out of the hanger, a hundred sailors holding lines, and doing it while a brass band struck up bloody Wagner.

What were they playing? The Valkyries’ ride would have been the obvious choice. A sardonic maestro might have chosen Brunhilde's immolation to send off this flying bomb. But this was neither. Complete with bloated tubas, it was the entrance of Fafnir, the dragon, from Siegfried.

He resumed his climb, but was nearly shaken off again as the engines coughed to life. There were eight of them, each suspended in its own pod. He didn't envy the mechanics who kept them running, crammed into hellish cubicles that they could enter or exit only by means of flimsy ladders in the open sky. But a gunner on an upper bay could spare them no pity. While they broiled, he would freeze. While they filled their lungs with carbon monoxide, he would suck on a heady vacuum.

He railed against his prankish humor, which had got him into this mess. Drawing on a pre-war year at Heidelberg and a gift for mimicry, he had sometimes rigged himself out as a Hun and popped across No Man's Land for a glass of schnapps and an informative natter with Fritz. Word of these larks had filtered up to the highest levels of imbecility, where the notion took hold that he was a master spy. To whom the gods would destroy, as the old Greeks might have put it, they first granted a sense of humor.

But he would never suffocate. He had averted his mind from his clear duty, but he knew it. He had come merely to gather intelligence, but he was aboard a ship that would murder English civilians. He had no choice but to turn it into a spectacular fireworks display.

But how? He could hardly stroll into the control cabin and ask the captain for a lucifer. The gun, of course! He would shoot the damned thing down, hoist it by its own petard! He hauled himself more vigorously up the endless ladder.

The smell persisted, and he realized that this stench alone could not account for his uneasiness. He sensed, rather than felt or saw, a sliminess, an uncleanness in the way the gas-bags pushed against their nets. The bags were no doubt made of some disgusting animal product, but each bulge that pushed through an interstice of the ropes had an unaccountable hardness. In the gloom above and below, they appeared to shimmer with an iridescence that was weighted toward the greenish part of the spectrum.

Bloody nonsense, he was breathing poison gas and dreaming things! He hauled himself up faster.

He'd had no idea how wretched a Zepp-gunner's life could be. Coming at last to the machine-gun bay, he found that he must perch on a narrow canvas strap, his felt-soled feet braced against the razoring ladder, his head buffeted by Himalayan gales.

The gun, unfortunately, was a masterpiece of German ingenuity. Sliding it around the ring of his cockpit, he found no way he could traverse the hull of the dirigible, nor could he aim it at the monstrous fin towering behind him. Checks had been built into the system to keep an enthusiastic gunner from shooting his own ship down, and he had no tools to disable these checks.

He might use brute force to bend it into shooting where he wanted, and he was attempting this when he noticed the gunner fifty yards ahead of him making urgent gestures. He desisted and waved back. “Up your Kaiser, Fritz!” he shouted, confident of being misheard as the infernal engines bellowed to full power. He had heard that ghastly racket down in the trenches. Up here the noise was infinitely worse, but oddly different. Once again he was reminded of Satan, who had “called so loud that all the hollow deep of Hell resounded,” and he found it hard to shake the notion that this was no mechanical noise at all, but the roaring of a great beast.

Glancing aside, he was startled to see the streets of Wilhelmshaven beneath him, neat German toyboxes. Far away to the other side, the North Sea lay like a vast tin shield under the moon. Swiftly and inobtrusively, the Zepp had lofted itself to a height of a thousand feet. He caught himself wishing he had been born a sodding Hun, just so he could have joined their marvelous airship corps.

He recalled himself sternly to his duty. He couldn't shoot the thing down, but he had been issued a stout knife. He could puncture the gas-bags. If he got enough of them before he was caught, the airship would be crippled. The Zepp might limp back to base, where he would be shot, but at least this particular mission would be scrubbed. It lacked the Apocalyptic finality he had hoped for, but it seemed the most he could do.

He eased himself down the wire ladder. Without the hanger lights, the darkness of this pit was greater than the night outside, and he was oppressed by a foul dampness and an unaccountable warmth. He got the impression that he wasn't descending into a sterile machine, but into something loathsomely fecund.

He pulled off a gauntlet and held it in his teeth while he felt for the hydrogen cell pushing against the ropes. He jerked his hand away when it encountered a texture that was most peculiar.

Steady on, lad, he told himself and forced his hand back into contact with the cell. The texture was satiny but hard, almost metallic, not at all like a rubbery membrane. He fumbled for other sections pushing through the ropes, but he was thoroughly bewildered when he found no ropes. He had seen the damned ropes all the way up the ladder! But now the individual segments seemed to overlap like scales.

He took deep, steady breaths, even though he realized that might do more harm than good. Unable to see anything, he must be suffering a tactile phantasm, like a child at a party who believes that the grapes in his hand are a witch's eyes. Whatever it felt like, it was a bloody gas-bag. He thrust his knife in with more force than was probably needed.

The blade sank only an inch or so, and there was no rush of escaping gas. He forgot about his cover and swore in fluent English as the bag shifted ponderously, like nothing so much as a vast animal twitching at an insect-bite. Recoiling in loathing and panic, he dropped through empty space.

He had expected a vertical descent in the well, but he was soon rebounding from unexpected slopes and sliding on unlikely surfaces. He had feared coming to grief on the cruel ladder, but the ladder had vanished as completely as the ropes. He rolled at last to a stop on a relatively horizontal surface.

As he gasped the foul air, his mind scrambled desperately for a logical explanation. The hull was riddled with tunnels among the gas-bags, he had seen that much on the way up. Through instinctive brilliance, he must have kicked himself into one of those tunnels when he fell off the ladder. But he could remember no such act, instinctive or otherwise. He had been paralyzed with fear when his descent began.

“Emil, is that you? It's me, Franz."

Hereward had retained his knife, and he very nearly used it on the man crawling toward him in the darkness until he reflected that the chief was a fellow human. God alone knew what this Zepp was.

“Where's the ladder?"

“A good question, Emil, but I have a better one: where are the engines?"

“I heard them start up. I still hear...."

“Do they sound like the engines of any Luftschiff you ever served aboard?"

Hereward listened. The racketing engines had achieved harmonic resonance, so that they sounded like the steady pounding of a drum in an echoing abyss. Under this rhythmic beat was a noise that suggested wind howling in a cave, accompanied by an irksome twittering that might have been off-key pipes but that was probably just noisy valves.

“No,” Hereward answered honestly.

“I went below to look,” the chief said. Hereward couldn't see him, and he found it hard to reconcile his memory of a beer-swilling barbarian with the thin, shaky voice. In his terror, the chief had apparently sought out his mortal enemy as the man he knew best. The Englishman tried hard not to be touched. He tried harder not to be infected by a fear that could unstring even a Hun airshipman.

“Number one pod was empty,” the chief whispered, “as was number two—not just missing an engineer, but missing an engine, with the prop spinning in the breeze like a child's pinwheel. I was on my way to number three when they started jettisoning the pods into the sea. This ship is driven by magic, Emil."

“Franz—” he forced himself to accept the Hun's matey approach—"are we carrying poison gas? Something that might cause hallucinations if it leaked?"

The chief laughed mirthlessly. “Very good. I came to you because you read books, because you might be able to explain things, but I forgot that you're full of shit. We aren't carrying a thing, Emil, no bombs at all. I expect they hope to have Der Grosse Alte hex England into submission."

“The old man with the eyepatch—?"

“And the raven, and the hat, just like Wotan, and who knows? Maybe he is. The English swine believe that their Agincourt bowmen returned from the grave to stop us at Mons, and perhaps our Kaiser has taken a leaf from their book of spells. It's a strange war, Emil."

“We should go to the captain."

“And tell him what, that magic-carpet rides disagree with us, so please turn around? We must go to the parachute-locker, idiot!"

“The North Sea is big, Franz. And chilly at this season."

The other breathed heavily, saying nothing, as he allowed the sense to sink in. “And what do we say to the captain?” he asked.

“That we have observed certain anomalies. It's our duty to report them, is it not? After that...."

After that he planned to put his knife into the captain and Der Grosse Alte, and into any other bloody Hun who stood in his way, including his new chum, Franz, and steer this bag of anomalies to England or to the bottom of the sea. He recalled from his briefings that it took two men to steer a Zepp, one for the rudder and one for the elevators. The sea it was, then.

“So be it."

“What?"

“Sorry, I was thinking aloud."

“In English? You never cease to amaze me, Schmidt."

He had hoped the German would guide him, but the chief seemed even more disoriented than he was in the soggy maze. No trace of ropes, wires or girders could now be found, nor, most disturbingly, did they encounter any other men. The footing shifted queasily beneath them, the walls bulged and dripped. Hereward was struck by the detestable fancy that the living airship had excreted its crew.

Franz was likewise capable of unwholesome fancies: “I feel as if I'm crawling around inside an egg. An egg about to hatch.” To cheer himself up, the Hun began bellowing a rousing chorus of Gott Strafe England in Hereward's ear, sorely tempting the Earl of Nether Dunwich to do for him on the spot.

Their descent was circuitous but steady, through a labyrinth of folds and fissures that could no longer be ascribed to human design. The entanglement of scaly surfaces sometimes altered to horny protuberances and leathery membranes, but Hereward could make no guess about the true shape or nature of the thing surrounding them. The loathsome pools of slime they sometimes waded through seemed to support Franz's egg theory.

The blast of cold, fresh air was so drastically different from the atmosphere he had been breathing that Hereward recoiled in fear, blundering into Franz, who stopped singing to roar incoherently.

“Steady on, there's the ladder to the control cabin—"

“The bastards! Oh, the dirty bastards! Look at them! Come back, you swine-dogs! Don't leave us!"

It took Hereward a moment to understand that the control cabin beneath them was receding rapidly, falling away from the hull toward the wrinkling sheet of the ocean. He saw ragged sections of the hull falling, too, and he thought the gondola had accidentally broken loose until a pair of huge parachutes erupted and expanded from either end.

“Come back! Wait!” Franz shrieked in panic. He thrust Hereward aside and astounded him by leaping after the escaping officers.

“Christ,” the Englishman breathed as he watched the screaming, windmilling body grow smaller and smaller against the molten path of the moon. The chief boatswain would hit the merciless sea much sooner than the gondola would, and much harder.

But maybe the Hun had known what he was doing, he reflected as the last remnants of the hull flaked away and the thing inside it began to unfold and uncoil and expand, and continued to do so for an unconscionable length of time. It fell, too, its forward progress arrested. Hereward began to fear that this experiment in Teutonic frightfulness had gone woefully awry, and that he would soon join Franz. He wrapped himself tightly around a horny, scythe-shaped extension of the creature that might have been a claw, assuming that a claw could be three feet thick.

When it seemed he could taste the sea, he was deafened by an awful thunderclap and nearly flung loose as the descent drastically slowed. Enormous shadows wavered around him; he was buffeted by an erratic wind. He flatly refused to accept the obvious explanation for these phenomena until he saw the shadow of his nightmarish conveyance on the sea. It was flapping its wings. All eight of them.

At that moment the moon descended from the sky to pay him a visit. It hardly seemed unlikely, considering all he'd experienced, so he grinned foolishly and waved. The moon was oddly bisected by a vertical band of black, a band that rapidly expanded to a bottomless black lake. It was an eye, obviously, with a pupil like a cat's. It stood at the end of a great fence of teeth that whitened and expanded as the thing snarled, blasting him with an eructation of hot, sulphurous gases.

He still had his knife, and he drew it, but the stout German blade would have been inadequate even as a dental probe for this creature. He was about to leap free, opting for a death in the clean ocean, when the head swiveled away on its impossibly long, coiling neck. Perhaps it was scenting a course for England before dealing with a minor nuisance like himself.

The heart, he thought: but if it had eight wings, how many hearts did it have, and how deeply were they buried beneath scales that he could penetrate no more than an inch or so? He had thought himself liberated from superstition, but he could not deny that wizardry had evoked this thing from the infinite darkness of the past, and he was willing to try a traditional remedy: “In the name of Our Blessed Savior, Jesus Christ, begone to hell, you—"

The eye flashed back before him with heart-stopping suddenness.

He mumbled lamely: “—abomination in the eyes of the Lord."

It didn't work. The mouth began to open, and the enormous forepaw hoisted him toward it like a grub on a steam-shovel. Before the jaws could reach their full extension, he scrambled to a precarious balance on the claw and sprang upward. The top of the snout brandished an array of horns, the smallest and foremost of them large enough to impale a rhinoceros. He found a grip on this horn and flung himself upward and forward just as the sun rose at his back.

He turned, unbelieving, and saw a great cloud of yellow fire pouring from the creature's mouth. It had meant to crisp him before gulping him down. He turned away, his face seared by the heat, his leather coat smoking, and dodged forward through the grove of horns.

The eye, its pupil now contracted against the flames, loomed large as the rose window of a cathedral. Vulnerable spot it might be, but his six-inch blade could be no more than a mote in that eye.

“Here's one from St. Bloody George, you Hun bastard!” he screamed, flinging himself forward with the knife extended.

A film flicked over the eye, again like that of a cat. But film was an inadequate word for a membrane thick as a plank and even tougher. Inertia kept it from moving as fast as efficiency required, however, and Hereward's knife and fist and wrist plunged deep into a tub of jelly before the membrane closed, crushing his forearm.

The outer eyelid now closed, cracking the Englishman's elbow as easily as might have a normal beast's jaw. Hereward screamed wildly and hammered the rugose skin with his left hand.

He realized it would be foolish to win his release now, because the dragon was flailing its head and twisting it in wild gyrations. Only the machine-like grip of the dual eyelid on his ruined arm kept him from being flung through a cloud of flame to the freezing sea. But whatever he realized, his irrational body fought to escape as the membranes ground his bones to meal. He was sprayed with a mixture of his own blood and inhuman slime.

It made no difference if he fell or not. In its pain and confusion, the dragon neglected to fly. Bellowing clouds of fire, twisting like a serpent on a griddle, the creature fell ever-faster toward the sea.

Hereward struggled to compose himself. He wouldn't spend his last breath screaming in pain. He tried to think of some calming verse from the Book of Common Prayer, but only bloody Milton came again to mind: “...hurled headlong flaming from the ethereal sky with hideous ruin and combustion down to bottomless perdition...."

Hope, the last thing he needed when he had resigned himself to death: he saw a dark shape draped with white bobbing in the sea. It could only be the breakaway gondola with its parachutes. Not even treacherous officers like these would refuse to pull their shipmate, good old Schmidt, aboard. He renewed his struggle for freedom, kicking at the stony eyelid with his absurd felt boots.

The floating control cabin was unmistakable now in the light of the falling dragon. A hatch opened in the top and a white-bearded man stared up in horror with his single eye, Der Grosse Alte. Hereward felt a certain relief. It couldn't be Wotan himself, for no god could ever look so much like a man caught with his breeches down. He saw only a flash of that dumbfounded face before the dragon's fire went out.

The ruined eye opened at last, freeing his arm and drenching him in a viscous flood. His only hope was gone, for it seemed obvious that the creature would hit the cabin squarely, with the effect of a whale hitting a paper boat. But in a last, futile bid for survival he kicked himself free and spun into blackness. At very least, his bones would lie at one remove from those of the barbarians and their nightmare.

They were speaking some German dialect he couldn't follow. “Bloody Huns,” he groaned.

“You are alive! You are English? In a Luftschiff uniform?"

“Got it in one, Fritz. Take me to your firing squad."

“I am not Fritz, I am Njord. This is Fritz, but we call him that for a joke, he is really Bjorn. And we happily have no firing squads on Norwegian trawlers. You are English? God save your graceless King!"

Hereward was simultaneously overwhelmed with affection for the vast, grinning face and, as the smell of fish drowned him, an urgent need to puke. He rolled unthinkingly toward his right arm and found it difficult to vomit and scream at the same time. Oblivion solved his dilemma.

Hereward became an embarrassment to the British Army. He claimed to have blown up a Zepp, but he refused to adduce any details. The airship had carried hallucinatory gas, he maintained, and he had released this poison to destroy it. He had been affected by the chemical, so that anything more he might say about his exploit would be a pipe-dream.

Since he was gravely wounded, and since he was an earl, and since some foreign fishermen jabbered about a flaming object—wyrm was Norwegian slang for airship, wasn't it?—he wasn't pressed closely. When spies confirmed that the LZ-D1, Kapitan Bohemond, Graf von Himmelfahrt, commanding, had been lost with all hands over the North Sea, Hereward was awarded the Victoria Cross.

It was intended that he be promoted to major and returned to the front. But as King George V pinned on his medal at a ceremony in Westminster Abbey, Hereward happened to raise his eyes to the great rose window behind His Majesty and burst into hysterical screams. The incident was smoothed over, and he was invalided out.

Although allowances were made at Nether Dunwich for a hero of the Great War, his eccentricities became notorious. He would tramp the moors with a stout stick in his lone hand, smashing the eggs of any reptiles or birds he came upon. His tenants grew skilled at hiding the products of their hens and geese.

A rising generation had less patience with His Lordship's quirks. He was openly mocked for diving under the nearest bush whenever he saw or heard a passing aircraft.

In later years, however, this habit began to seem sensible.



Magpie

After burying Marcia's handbag in the trash, Dwight washed his hands like a satisfied craftsman. Not even the fluorescent candor of the men's room mirror could spoil his pleasure.

Upstairs, she had discovered the theft. Male admirers swarmed around her. Winded by his climb from the basement, he gasped his excuses as he squeezed through.

“What's wrong?"

“My bag."

“She had it slung over her chair,” the bartender said. “You can't do that here."

Dwight had hoped he would say that, but he pounded the bar and shouted, “What kind of place is this?"

The bartender bought them a round. The manager seated them at his best table. But these things happened. Even Marcia knew that.

“She couldn't help herself, I guess."

Dwight was inattentive. His veal cutlet was underdone.

“I needed a new one anyway,” she said.

“I'll buy you one. I brought you here."

“She could have been anywhere. She didn't need it, that's my point."

He saw no point. Her mind was poorly organized, but that was part of her youthful charm. He refilled her wineglass. “Why do you say she?"

“I understand her. Women steal things on impulse, like shoplifting."

“You know who stole your bag? Any one of a hundred guys who stroll through bars on Friday night looking for loose stuff."

“There are people like that?"

“They're called thieves."

“He sure picked the wrong person. I had a twenty. And personal things."

“He would ditch the bag. Sometimes people find them and mail the stuff back."

“My pictures! It makes me sick."

Her pain almost melted him. He could play detective and find it. Better play it safe. If his conscience bothered him later, he could call the restaurant anonymously and tell them where to look.

“Credit cards?” he asked.

She grimaced. “An unemployed dancer?"

“ID?"

“Sure."

“He knows where you live."

Dwight turned his full attention to the waitress. He let Marcia chew on his remark while he ordered coffee and cognac.

“You aren't suggesting he'd go to my place?"

“Probably not."

“Wouldn't he just take the money?"

“Probably. Were your keys in it?"

“Oh, shit!"

His face felt warm, perhaps due to the cognac or the steep climb from the men's room. It could be nerves. He was now on her ten-yard line.

“You'd better stay at my place and call a locksmith in the morning."

“Sure.” Her look was wry.

“Suit yourself."

He talked about the play they'd seen. When he paused, she said, “The super could let me in, but...."

“Look, I can sleep on my couch."

She smiled ruefully. “All right."

In the cab, she snuggled into the arm he draped around her shoulders. She said, “I can't help feeling it was a woman."

“Maybe."

“Why are so many kleptomaniacs women? There must be some reason."

“I guess."

A shrink might have something to say about his own game. It was as much fun as the object. Maybe it was his way of getting even in advance for rejection. Before he saw a shrink, though, he would see an internist. You know you're getting old when you take a beautiful girl home and look forward to Gelusil.

“Like what?” she asked.

“Hm?"

“Like what would be the reason a woman steals things as opposed to a man?"

“Some maternal instinct. Feathering the nest."

She moved closer. He might have breathed more easily if she hadn't.

“I always thought it was because of some secret desire to be punished—"

“I'm sorry,” he interrupted. “Make him stop the cab."

“What?"

“Indigestion, it's nothing. The bouncing—"

“Stop! Pull over, okay?"

“I don't feel well."

The driver stared ahead. Dwight could read his mind: Don't let the geezer croak in my cab.

He could no longer blame his position for the pain in his left arm. It had spread to his chest and become a clutching hand. He fumbled in his right topcoat pocket for his nitroglycerine pills, but the pocket was empty.

“Left pocket. Pills. Please."

He read in Marcia's stare the horror of youth for age and illness, and he couldn't blame her, but he wished she would overcome it and help him. “Pills. Pocket."

“I couldn't help myself! I didn't think they were important. I never steal anything important."

She wrenched the door open. What was she doing? “My pills,” he gasped. “Where are they?"

“They were in my bag. I'm sorry!"

“Don't dump him on me, lady!” the cabby shouted after Marcia as she flew recklessly through traffic.



Mr. Entwistle's Sovereign Snuff

Melancholy had never before oppressed Mr. Entwistle when he was pulverizing corpses. If his mood was philosophical, his work would inspire reflections on the superiority of his Christian faith to the wicked superstitions that had deluded these dead. If angry, he would pretend that his subject had irked him. Disposed to altruism, he would ponder the suffering his labors might ameliorate, if not end completely.

Whatever his mood, he seldom forgot the profit of changing cheap mummies into costly mummy-dust, and he most often hummed merrily as he chopped, hammered and ground.

Not tonight. He had ignored the handwriting on the wall until the wall had been repossessed. Some rascally surgeons had always asserted that mummy-dust was worthless, and that such time-tested ingredients as bitumen, mold and rat-droppings might harm the wretches who formerly flocked to his shop. Repeated incessantly, these slanders had at last swayed the fickle public. Three prime specimens had come from Egypt today, and the only person to cross his threshold since was a bailiff who sneered at the apothecary's offer to pay his debts with surplus dust.

“It can be taken as snuff,” Mr. Entwistle suggested hopefully.

“Piquant,” the bailiff approved after sampling a pinch. “I daresay you can pack it up your arse, too, you blithering humbug."

“Yes, in fact—"

“Then you had best start packing it there, and spare your landlord a sneezing-fit when he mucks out this grotto of antiquated fancies."

One of tonight's specimens would serve Mr. Entwistle as a substitute for the bailiff, although the three of them put together fell short of that boor's swinish girth. All were slight, one was missing its head and one had not even been wrapped.

He removed the wrapping from the others before examining this naked mummy that, on close inspection, hardly seemed a mummy at all. Its fists were clumped together at its groin in a most un-Egyptian pose, and it showed no marks of evisceration. If not for its obvious antiquity, he would have taken it for a common corpse.

Unlike a proper mummy's, the hands were not brittle. He had to work the wrists vigorously before they tore free. A sluggish flow of pink liquid approximated bleeding. The specimen would make poor dust unless he baked it first.

Examining the hands, he made a discovery that set his knees trembling: a gold ring with a stone that might have been a sapphire if it had not been so impossibly big. He wrenched it off.

He hurried to the front of his shop, planning to scrutinize the gem under a magnifying-glass, but he found his way blocked by three intruders, cowled and draped in black. Their stillness was terrible. Mr. Entwistle had not expected to feel such guilt and helplessness until his meeting with the Final Judge; a meeting, he feared, that might not be long deferred.

“Who—?"

“We have come for Rhanthus, secret ruler of the world these past ten thousand years.” This whisper was more fearsome than any bailiff's roar.

“You must have the wrong shop, and this one is closed. How you managed to gain access—"

No one lifted a finger, but a massive blow hurled the apothecary back. He upset his workbench and fell among the mummies.

“His ring!” whispered one of the intruders as it rolled from Mr. Entwistle's grasp. “Rhanthus! Where are you?"

Mr. Entwistle squeaked in panic as he felt a faint stirring among the dead limbs around him. He sprang to his feet only to be flung down by another invisible blow. He curled into a gibbering ball while the dark figures stood over the mummies for what seemed an age.

“He meditates,” one of them mused, and rounded on Mr. Entwistle: “Which one had the ring?"

He knew they would not look charitably on his abuse of their master. He pointed at one of the ordinary mummies, the one still possessed of its head. After conferring, they slipped the ring onto its finger and lifted it reverently.

“Spare me!” Mr. Entwistle pleaded.

“When he wakes, your fate will be in the hands of Rhanthus.” Their chuckles rattled like dead leaves on the floor of a crypt as they glided out. “Rhanthus the Revengeful."

The apothecary forced his eyes toward the true Rhanthus, whose lips now quivered on the brink of speech. Seizing his ax, he hacked the bogus mummy in pieces despite feeble efforts at resistance that continued even after dismemberment. He gathered up the wiggling parts and shoved them into his oven.

Angry clanging resounded as the fragments bounced against the iron door. The temperature in his workroom plummeted for an instant, and dogs outside set up a fearful howling. But before long it was cozy and quiet again as the oven progressed in its slow work.

Mr. Entwistle would not dispense any of this horrible dust to the public. When he decamped later tonight, he would leave it wrapped as a gift to the bailiff.



Another Night

When he was old (Scheherazade said), Abdul Muhammad took a wife who shone among the stars of his harem like the noonday sun. I could go on about the glories of her eyes, of her breasts, of her hair, of her buttocks, but other women have such things, and one would go astray by thinking of other women while trying to picture the perfections of Farashah. Only a man who had seen her glories unveiled could summon them to his mind's eye, and the only man who had so seen them was Abdul Muhammad.

Or so he hoped.

He was fat and ugly, but he also fancied himself wise because he knew this, and because he knew that her protestations of love must be false. She was even younger than his favorite mare. She must want a young stallion. He did his best to be one, but this made him wheeze and see spots. When Farashah urged him to moderate his passion lest he should do himself harm, he took this for proof that her love was feigned.

“How could I not love you?” she asked. “You have seen all, you have done all, your mind is vast and various as the world. All eyes look to you, and they see one who knows who he is and where he stands just as surely as a mountain. The words of youth are as feathers to the gold of your speech, and all hoard it greedily. You remind me of my father."

He was pleased with this little speech until the end of it, for her father was a twittering boy of forty. Yet he smiled and began to toy with her in the hope of proving himself an even younger boy.

Whenever he came upon her unawares, Farashah would be singing softly or smiling. Commanded to explain these quirks, she confessed that she was in love, but she flung herself in his arms before he could even begin to roar, “Aha!” and cried, “With you!"

He charged her ladies and eunuchs to watch her and one another with redoubled vigilance. After pondering these interviews, he banished a woman who sported a nascent mustache and sent two of the eunuchs back to the surgeon for refreshment.

When no one reported any suspicious conduct, he concluded that the servants were conspiring with her to make a fool of him. He must put her love to a test.

In a far corner of his gardens stood a bell-tower, last vestige of a structure raised by infidels. He imported workmen to the ruin and had them labor quietly by night. The gold he gave them was more than enough to smooth their frowns of puzzlement.

When the work was done, he showed Farashah the key to the tower. “Urgent business calls me to Basrah, and I must entrust you with my life,” he said. “When my ancestors confounded the Franks, they laid a virulent curse on my house. If anyone pulls the rope in their tower and rings the bell, the ruler of the house dies."

“Why don't you remove the bell?” she asked.

“One mustn't trifle with sorcery."

“Why don't you take the key with you?"

“Basrah is crawling with thieves. The only safe place for the key is here—” he hung the key from a hook in her chamber—"where I know you will guard it as you would my life."

After leaving the city and camping by a remote oasis for a few days, Abdul Muhammad secretly returned and went straight to his wife's chambers. That she was absent was unsurprising, though it hurt. That the key was gone, too, devastated him.

Fearing the worst, cursing himself for putting his love to such a test instead of accepting blissful ignorance, he ran to the tower and entered with a duplicate key. He found only an empty room with a hanging rope.

Vowing revenge on the workmen, he tiptoed inside and gave the rope a tentative tug to see what had gone wrong. But the workmen had done their job well. Before he could regain the door at his liveliest waddle, the roof fell on him.

When Farashah returned from the baths with her ladies, she took the key from her neck and hung it in its place. She hated to flout her lord's wishes, but she didn't dare leave it unattended for some idle rogue of a eunuch to play with. Her husband was far too trusting.



The Benevolent Emperor
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“I had the most horrible dream,” Aubrun said upon waking. He added a little laugh to show that an Emperor of Tasuun cannot be all that greatly distressed by the horrors of dreams, but the dry raspiness of the laugh distressed him. Even more distressing was the absence of an eager clamor from his concubines and eunuchs and chamberlains to hear a full account of the horrors he had endured.

He shifted on his silken cushions and shuddered, unprepared for their abrasive texture. Courting sleep on such a bed was an ordeal no emperor should ever be made to suffer, requiring ever stronger wines with ever more potent infusions of opium, which in turn provoked nightmares and an intolerable prolongation of the night they haunted. The potions made him forget the doom that had befallen his empire, but when he woke, the grit would be there to remind him.

Not long ago at all, no more than a few years ago, surely, Aubrun had always sprung out of bed with the dawn and sluiced himself with water that had been ice on the far-off mountains only the day before, rushed to his palace by couriers who spared neither themselves nor their dromedaries to provide the wherewithal for their ruler's ablutions. Now, forcing open a dry eyelid, he saw that it was the dull rays of the declining sun that struggled to make the interminable sifting of black dust-motes in his bedchamber glitter against a background of funereal curtains and cryptic frescoes. The curtains had once been purple, had they not? And those frescoes—they had pictured nymphs, he seemed to recall, and satyrs, frolicking in a fantasy of color that made real fruits and flowers seem wan. Now they were but lurkers in the universal murk.

“I must do something about the dust,” he said, not for the first time, and not for the first time he admitted that he prattled empty words, for nothing could be done about it.

The sands of Tasuun's deserts had once been golden, the poets said, although less fanciful observers had described them as red, and the most prosaic had allowed them nothing more than a generally pinkish cast. Whatever they had been, they had been beautiful in a thousand-thousand different ways, under a thousand-thousand transmutations of sunlight and the shadow of his galloping stallion, in a myriad varieties of moonlight and storm. Now everyone agreed that they were black, and black only.

Along with the change in color had come, by similarly slow and initially unmarked degrees, a change in substance. Everyone in the empire had known the size of a grain of sand, the weight of a handful of sand, the discomfort of sand in a shoe, and presumably one's great-great grandmother to an infinite remove had subscribed to exactly the same standards. But as they darkened, the grains got smaller. One hardly even heard the word sand anymore, for the sand of the empire was dust.

Although it might drift and spume and rearrange itself in mutable dunes, although it might sometimes even rise up to destroy armies and bury cities in cataclysmic storms, sand generally had the decency to stay put. The black dust that had fallen upon Tasuun, or that had perhaps wafted up from one of the less pleasant of the Seven Hells, needed no provocation of wind or footfall to levitate and hang in clouds, to rise and spire and dance in elongated shapes suggesting the sarabands of wraiths who wished humankind no good. It would whisk itself away from the black bones of the rocky earth or hide them, reshaping the landscape in new configurations with unfamiliar landmarks. Lost in this shifting shadow-show, Aubrun and his subjects felt ill and dizzy most of the time.

The evil effects were innumerable, each worse than the last. The delicately fitted pieces of the cosmologist's orrery and the soldier's arbalest, despite the most sedulous cleaning and oiling, despite the protection of the tightest wrappings and hermetic casings, would be ground out of shape overnight by the penetrant dust. It scoured the edge from the scimitar and the gleam from the goldpiece, it withered the vineyard and clogged the well, it dried the dew of love. Mobs ran wild in the streets on the day when the increasingly unreliable hour-glasses stopped measuring time altogether, when the black dust that had infiltrated the most ancient and trustworthy and tightly-sealed instruments would slip from the upper chamber to the lower in one blink of a dry, red eye.

The horologes had served symbolic notice that time had run out, for not long after that the dust began to stop the breath of life in thousands, in tens of thousands. The plague and famine attending the coming of the dust had claimed many, but now it grew eager to claim lives on its own as even the youngest and healthiest of Aubrun's subjects would drop dead with no more notice than palpitations, nausea and a brief struggle for breath.

Aubrun sat bolt upright in his dusty nest of cushions. Palpitations, nausea, shortness of breath—had he not suffered those symptoms last night, before his drugged stupor became total, or were they parts of the nightmare? His eagerness to tell that nightmare to someone, to find shape for it in the telling and sift the true from the false, burned in him, but his chamber was most uncharacteristically empty.

It was late, of course, later even than was his wont to rise in these latter days. His subjects, their faith and loyalty unfairly tested by current events, had grown weary of waiting for him to wake and had stolen from his chamber. Avoiding windows and their panorama of drifted streets and eroded domes and spires, he went to the door in nothing but his nightshirt for the first time in many, many years, opened the door for himself for perhaps the first time in his life, and peered into the dim hallway.

The Imperial Guardsman who lounged slackly outside was so gray in his face and uniform as to escape notice at first, and the emperor cried out in startlement when his eye separated the figure from its dusky surroundings. He hastily smoothed his sparse locks over his pate in an effort to look more regal as the guardsman struggled to stand erect and look more martial.

“I had the most horrible dream,” Aubrun said.

It would have been most improper for the guardsman to stare at him. He stared straight ahead, his glaive at the ready. But even though he was looking elsewhere, all his attention was clearly focused on his lord. Nevertheless it was a distracted kind of attention, a disinterested sort of attention. Aubrun couldn't say exactly what was wrong with the man's demeanor. Perhaps he was ill.

“Tell it me, my lord emperor,” the guardsman said at length in a strangely hollow and distant voice, adding as if by afterthought, “I pray you."

This was not at all the audience he had envisioned for telling his dream. He had anticipated the eager attention of Ataglutisia, his principal leman, as she coaxed the details out of him with intimate caresses and pretty exclamations of surprise and horror. Instead he had this lout, this block, this drab excuse for a shining warrior, who seemed almost to be dallying with the temptation to mock him.

But everyone looked drab nowadays; discipline had succumbed to plague, famine and dust; and mockery was the only sane response to a mocking universe. At least the man was at his post, unlike the emperor's other servants, and at least he was making an effort to stand up straight and feign interest. Admitting that this was the best he could hope for, Aubrun said, “I dreamed that those dead who died of the dust were returning from their graves with a frequency and persistence that alarmed even the most irresponsible necromancers."

Waiting for a response and muttering a curse when he got none, the emperor went on testily, “The occasional resurrection of a god or a prophet is to be expected, of course, and we all still have hope that the great Emperor Agramendax will fulfill the prophecy and return in our hour of direst need, though why he hasn't at this present juncture, I have no idea, but this was an indiscriminate return of every sot and slut in the empire, at least all those who had died of the dust. Those who had died by the sword did not return, nor yet could those who had returned be slain by the sword.

“A miserable example of a child-raping cannibal named Seferis Crod was seized by an angry mob. The malefactor told them politely—that was the most exasperating thing about the dead people in my dream, you see, their insufferable politeness, their unflappable courtesy!—he told them that he had died of the dust, and he was sorry, but it would be useless to kill him. He tried to comfort them with the assurance that he no longer had any desire to do much of anything, least of all rape and eat children.

“They wouldn't listen, of course. When they pulled off his arms, black dust, not blood, spouted from his shoulders. Many ran screaming away, for the dust of a dead man was thought to spread the mysterious illness, but the more outraged citizens cut off his head, provoking a pumping fountain of dust. They, too, ran. Seferis waited a decent interval—politely, you understand, so as not to hurt their feelings—before reassembling himself as well as he could and going on about his business, whatever dark business a dead man might be said to have."

A sickly feeling had crept over Emperor Aubrun as he told this story, and he was not entirely surprised when the guardsman coughed dryly and said, “My lord emperor, it gives me great pain to tell you this, but that was no dream. I was foremost among those who apprehended Seferis Crod, and it was I who tore off his left arm."

“Yes,” Aubrun said dully. “I only dreamed that I dreamed it, for I remember now that one of my ministers told me the tale yesterday. He thought it inappropriate that a guardsman should have led a mob."

“I was prone to far more passionate urges yesterday,” the guardsman said, “and you can be sure I will never act that way again. It is apparently true that the dust from the dead can spread the disease, for I was sprayed with it, and I had traveled no more than a hundred paces from the scene of the impromptu execution before I grew short of breath and died. Forgive me, lord, if this confession offends you."

“Not at all, young man,” Aubrun muttered, backing away as quickly as his imperial dignity would allow, but soon abandoning decorum for a barefoot sprint down the long, empty corridor, until the guardsman behind him had faded completely into the pervasive obscurity.

Aubrun deeply regretted that sprint as he stood clutching his nightshirt to his chest and gasping for breath in the workshop of Destevard Hooven, the infamous but useful Court Necromancer. He believed he could clearly read his diagnosis in the other's pitiless eyes, if not hear it in his own, wheezing breaths. Compounding the emperor's terror, he had blundered into a room where a disordered body on the table leaked black dust. Every breath drew the contagion deeper into his lungs, but he could run no longer. He could barely stand.

“The dust—you—breathe it—sick—"

“Nonsense!” Destevard snapped, adding, “Your Imperial Majesty."

“But I spoke—to a dead man—just now. He said the dust from another made him ill."

“I repeat, nonsense! I have opened this body. I have breathed its dust. Do I look ill? Am I dead?"

“I doubt it. You're not at all polite."

The necromancer glowered. “You have only just noticed this, emperor?"

It was true: the man's manner had always been abrasive to all, regardless of station.

“Never believe what a victim tells you,” Destevard said. “Why—” he paused to chortle, not pleasantly—"I once met a man, briefly, who thought he had the plague because a flea had bitten him. He was dead, in fact. Dead for a very long time, until I called him forth. He was not one of these—” he waved his hand as if to grasp an elusive word, and ended by gesturing at the corpse—"these unnatural revenants that beset us nowadays."

His eye drawn to the cadaver, Aubrun saw with a sinking heart that it was Ataglutisia, his principal leman. Detached from her chest, her springy breasts now lay on her slightly convex belly. Resting below her celebrated throat like a bib, her face had been peeled down from the raw bone beneath: not red, but black with the same dust that pooled beneath her body.

“How—” the emperor suppressed a sob—"How did you manage to kill her?"

“I didn't. She's no more nor less dead than she was when I enticed her into my workshop. Surgical instruments have no power to disrupt her non-existence."

“Then she's alive?"

The word “idiot” seemed to tremble visibly on Destevard's lips, but even he had tact enough to contain it. “She is shamming inanimation, because she thinks it's expected of her. These creatures are nothing if not obliging."

Seizing on this suggestion, the emperor addressed the corpse: “Ataglutisia, please, I want you to talk to me—oh, no."

The creature had appalled him by sitting up. With eyes unnaturally large and protuberant in its naked skull, it goggled down at its misplaced breasts. It picked them up and pressed them, not accurately, to the black wounds in its chest, where they clung. It flashed its ghastly face at Aubrun, who believed that one of her winsome smile was intended, rendered now impossible by the absence of lips, cheeks or eyelids. Reading the expression of loathing on his face, she pulled her own, detached face upward and attempted to fit it to her skull. The result was unspeakable.

“You no longer find me pretty,” she sobbed, her expression caricaturing one of the pouts that could formerly have thrown the whole court into a paroxysm of solicitousness.

As befitted the unspeakable, Aubrun could say nothing, but Destevard was unperturbed. Rising as close to gallantry as the emperor had ever heard him come, he said, “Cheer up, dear child. You are still lovely from the waist down."

Aubrun seized him roughly by the sleeve and whispered harshly in his ear, “In the name of Thasaidon, you maniac, kill it!"

Sighing, Destevard detached the sleeve of his enchanter's robe from Aubrun's grip with an elaborate pretense of patience. “If I were to chop her and mince her and serve her in a puree to Seferis Crod—although that would require force-feeding now, his appetite having deserted him—she would resume her present state. He would eventually excrete or regurgitate the corpse, with no great pain or permanent damage to either of them, or so my less elaborate experiments have shown."

“Spare me details of these experiments—but have they led you to the origin of the dust? Where did it come from?"

“What are we?” Destevard laughed for as long as thought prudent, but a glance at the emperor's face told him that this was not long at all. “Whence came we, and whither do we go? When a lad scuffs his knee or a scholar scratches his head or a rat gnaws a bone, dust is shed. It hangs about us, always, not just our dust, but the dust of the hundreds of thousands of generations that have gone before us on this ancient planet, the dust of cosmoses that collapsed long before the first man stared at a ray of sunlight and deemed it dusty. Mountains that once yearned toward the moon are dust, and so is the moon."

“This is no answer at all."

“Take heart from these resurrections, emperor. They mean that humanity is unwilling merely to flake away into the atmosphere, that our will to be up and about is greater even than the Pumiceous Principle that grinds down the universe. I believe that these dust-beings may not be proper corpses at all, but a new race, born to supplant us water-beings, who can no longer survive in our pulverescent world."

“I fear that empty gabble has supplanted reasonable discourse in our pulverescent world,” the emperor gritted. “My poor subjects are dying, clearly. Can you suggest nothing we might do for them?"

Much as he wanted to, the emperor had found it impossible to tear his eyes from his grotesquely transformed concubine. Only yesterday, all notions of beauty, wit, grace and charm had been meaningless without reference to Ataglutisia. Today those qualities might more profitably be sought in a sack of yams. Even the minimal dignity of a common corpse had been ravished by the necromancer's rude surgery.

Sensing the trend of Aubrun's thoughts, Destevard said, “We can tidy them up, I suppose,” and he turned to manipulate Ataglutisia's face as a sculptor might work with clay. He glanced nervously at the emperor as he worked, and each glance made him more nervous. Aubrun's horror and loathing increased: not because Destevard was botching the work, for he was not, but because he was able to do such unnatural work at all. A living woman would have screamed or struggled against such treatment, but Ataglutisia sat passively as ungentle fingers pushed and gouged her skin into a tighter fit, pinched her nose back to its slender hauteur, plumped her legendary lips and squeezed her eyes into their seductive tilt...

The necromancer was inordinately pleased with his handiwork when he stepped back for a better view, but Aubrun was appalled. Ataglutisia's face was even more beautiful than it had been in life, but in an idealized mode, like any one of the dozen wax goddesses that a curbside artist might produce for undiscriminating bumpkins in any hour. The masses might have groveled in adoration before such a creature, but Aubrun could barely stand to look at it. The necromancer had snuffed the last, lingering flicker of his lover's unique spark.

The feelings of loss and helpless terror that had been growing in the emperor since he woke were unfamiliar to a man whose omnipotence had never been questioned. In fact he was unable to recognize them except as new kinds of pain, and his response to pain without relief had often been rage. It had taken no great leap to focus this rage on the bumptious necromancer. He felt he had restrained himself admirably until now; but now, when the arrogant wretch extended his reconstructive manipulations to Ataglutisia's misplaced breasts, his bony hands squeezing and fondling—yes, fondling, the filthy old lecher!—the flesh that Aubrun had deemed almost as sacred as his own, and no less protected from the casual liberties of others, he lurched forward with what promised to be a roar, but which twisted free of his throat as a disappointing squawk.

The cry was so ineffective that Destevard was undistracted from his work. He failed to see that the emperor had seized the longest and heaviest of his surgical knives from the table beside him. He was less pained than surprised when the blade entered his back. He even seemed fleetingly pleased to note the sudden protuberance that pushed out his robe until he realized that the erection sprang from an unlikely spot just below his breast-bone.

Aubrun wrenched the knife free, meaning to strike many more times, but he dropped it and screamed when an exhalation of black dust billowed from the wound.

“You—you're dead!” the emperor cried.

Destevard was at last stripped of his vain pretensions. He felt his wound, examined his black-stained hand, and collapsed in an undignified heap on the floor.

“I wondered how I could touch her so and feel no stir of lust,” he groaned. “I ascribed it to old age. You have at least relieved my anxieties about that, emperor."

“Are we all dead, then?” Aubrun quavered as he backed away. “Am I?"

“I suppose so. With all due respect, it hardly seems important to me anymore."

Aubrun rejected the notion that he was dead. He could not believe that a dead man would have felt jealous rage, or would now feel such acute discomfort at sharing a room with two other corpses. Her face a serene tribute to the necromancer's vulgar taste, Ataglutisia dutifully followed her master as he stumbled toward the door, ignoring his mute and tearful efforts to wave her back.

Aubrun recoiled when a cockroach crossed his path at a most uncharacteristic, leisurely gait. A large part of the his time had always been spent pointing out these creatures for lesser mortals to step on. Although he had no wish to encourage Ataglutisia by charging her with an imperial command, he gestured at the bug by reflex, and she stepped forward to squash it with her bare foot. Aubrun stared at the wisp of black dust that jetted from the crushed bug through her pretty toes.

“So much for your theory of the unique pertinacity of the human spirit!” he snarled at Destevard as the cockroach resumed its interrupted stroll.

Aubrun stopped trying to discourage his leman from following him when he determined to leave the tomb that his palace had become. He had never before walked alone into the teeming streets of Miraab. From his earliest days it had been drummed into him that an emperor could venture among the common people only on horseback, surrounded by four impregnable walls of pikemen and archers, and only after his route had been swept clean of his more unsightly, felonious and infectious subjects. But now he could find no one to saddle his horse, marshal his guards, or even dress him or comb his hair. If he wanted to see for himself the doom that had come to his capital city, he would have to go forth on foot and in his nightshirt, a feat that towered in his imagination above the highest deeds of the Emperor Agramendax. On such an adventure, he welcomed even the company of a naked corpse.

But the streets, always so enticing in their glitter and bustle at any hour of the day or night from the vantage of his high windows, were a sorry disappointment. The infamous wineshops and brothels were dark, the bazaars were empty. The streets were lighted only by a burning building here and there, fires that raged unfought and largely unremarked. A few pedestrians shuffled through the dust, but most of the people sat in slack knots at street-corners. Passing through them, Aubrun eavesdropped on dozens of droning monologues on the boredom of life, as they persisted in calling their state, that never quite meshed as conversations. Not even the presence of their emperor or the unveiled charms of the empire's foremost beauty aroused much notice, although they would reply politely enough if Aubrun greeted them.

“I fear I am the last living man in Miraab,” he confided to a drab man who still made a pretense of tending a goat's-meat brazier.

“Forgive me, your majesty, but I'm alive, too,” this person whispered. “I think it would be bad for business if I let it be known."

“You mean you do business, still?"

“No, not really. But it could always get worse."

Insofar as the pedestrians were going anywhere, they tended toward the precincts of the necropolis, beyond the open and unguarded gates of the city, so the emperor turned his steps in that direction. The darkness in this area was impenetrable, and he stumbled over someone who cried out an obscene protest in a singularly unpleasant voice.

“Know, wretch, that I am your emperor!” Aubrun cried, shocked by the other's words.

“No, you're not. I am a ghoul, and all men are equal in my eyes."

Aubrun couldn't doubt this as the ghoul sat up and he dimly discerned its beastly muzzle and misshapen frame. Most convincing of all was its vile odor.

Aubrun shook so with fear that he could barely force his lips to form words, but he said, “And are you dying of the dust, too? Is that why you lie here?"

“Ghouls are spirits, and spirits can't die. We can't really live, either. We can only manifest ourselves. Since none of my comrades has done that lately, I assume that I am the last visible, tangible, fully manifest ghoul in Miraab.” He added, “Tremble, mortal!” The terror of this shriek was mitigated by the racking cough it provoked.

“Why have your comrades left you, and why are you ill, if not from the dust? Are you hungry? Can't these walking corpses sustain you?"

“We don't need to eat the dead. We do so for sport, much as you might drink wine. I could eat your whore, here, yes, but it would be no more intoxicating than drinking water. Our true food is spiritual. We thrive on human rapacity. When husbands tear rings from their dead wives’ fingers, when children hustle their parents into the grave, when dwarfs arrogate to themselves the finery of dead giants, ghouls prosper and rejoice. Among these passionless dead, we starve.” He coughed again, less strongly. “I fear you have dealt me a serious, spiritual wound, Emperor of Tasuun, you and your misplaced concern for my plight."

“I'm sorry, it was not my—"

“Damn you!” the ghoul shrieked in a weirdly retrocessive way, and vanished.

A humpback moon dragged itself above low dust-clouds to whiten monuments and bones. Ataglutisia gleamed like bare ivory. By moonlight she didn't look at all dead, merely abstracted, and Aubrun was surprised that the sight of her evoked in him such a violent and dual passion.

“I know I can't hurt you, but forgive me anyway,” he gasped, dragging her down roughly. “It's my intention to kill myself by love."

“It would be nice if you became like everyone else."

He kissed her so hard that dust spilled from her lip, and he drank it down. He sliced her buttocks with his fingernails and licked off the trickling dust. He rooted between her legs, sucking out the oozing dust.

“Yes, my emperor, my love, yes yes yes,” she droned, and she accepted his member skillfully when it brushed the lips that had been praised in some very naughty sonnets, but with no more ardor than a preoccupied invalid might accept a physician's tongue-depressor.

“Damn you, dead bitch, kill me!” Aubrun sobbed, and he had hopes that it was dust he ejaculated, but it wasn't. She gagged, as she never had, and was forced to spit it out with pallid apologies.

He was very short of breath for a while, and he took heart from this, but he recovered.

“Was it good for you?” she asked.

A breeze arose with the dawn, a curiously uninterrupted breeze that kept growing stronger. Black clouds rose in serpentine contortions to mask the city and then to mask the farther reaches of the necropolis. Aubrun cried out with alarm when some of the dead in the near distance began shredding away, their bodies disintegrating before his eyes and being sucked up by the twisting wind. When he tried to stand, he was buffeted back to the ground, but his flimsy garment was torn away to vanish into the sky.

Ataglutisia gave a curiously lifelike little cry that tore his heart, it reminded him so of the way she had been. He turned to see an expression of genuine emotion on her face, one that he never forgot; unhappily, it was a look of stark terror as her flesh and bones evaporated into the voracious sky.

The wind stopped, leaving the air like crystal, as it had not been for many, many days. The glorious city of Miraab stood revealed as an eroded ruin, as unpeopled as the pinkish desert that surrounded it.

Aubrun realized that his spontaneous cry was inappropriately gleeful for an emperor whose empire had just received a mortal blow, but the sight of the desert in its familiar hues, not at all black, gladdened his heart. An unnatural twilight prevailed, though, darkening the colors but not deleting them, and he assumed the insidious dust had risen to a cloud that blocked the sun but would presently blow away, perhaps to descend next on some richly deserving neighbor-kingdom.

He looked up to check the truth of this assumption, and he screamed.

The boulders that oppressed the earth behind him were toes. The picture of Ataglutisia squashing the cockroach returned acutely to his mind. The proud towers that challenged the sky were legs, female legs that would have been considered sublimely formed if they had been a hundred times smaller. The double-valved temple doors by which a whole hierarchy of corpulent priests might enter in quadruple file, never to return, was a vulva of stupendous dimensions. Vertigo overcame him as he stared beyond the mountains of the breasts, but perhaps it was horror, for he heard himself gibbering witlessly as he recognized the face that was tilted inexorably in his direction.

More properly, he recognized the new face that Destevard Hooven had fashioned for Ataglutisia, and he realized why it had made him think of religious sculptures: it was the face of Alila, goddess of all iniquities, once the principal divinity of Miraab, but whose worship had fallen into decline since his own accession to the throne.

“What would you have of me?” Aubrun cried.

“I have it all,” a voice replied—not at all the cracking thunder he had anticipated, but a sweetly insinuating voice, differing only from normal speech in that it seemed like a voice inside his head that he might hear upon the instant of waking. “I have your empire, Aubrun, your silks and cities and cataphracts, your children and concubines with all their torques and carcanets. And, oh, yes, your subjects. I leave you your life, but spare me your gratitude. It is a gift you will hate with a passion that would have been worthy of my service."

“What have I done, Goddess?"

“Nothing. You have neglected my worship. You have not tormented the sick, defiled the dead nor mocked the bereaved, neither yet have you flayed the naked, nor yet have you starved the hungry, neither yet have you made the little children suffer for my name's sake. On the contrary, you have oversmeared your empire with a sticky spirit of benevolence and tolerated all but the most egregious excesses of the pure in heart."

Casting desperately for justification in some iniquity he had committed, an act he regretted, Aubrun protested, “I had a poet flogged once, one who had written naughty sonnets about my principal leman."

“Fool! That was my beloved son, in whom I was well pleased.” Turning and walking away on monstrous but silent feet, the goddess repeated a common valediction: “May you reign ten thousand years, O Mighty Emperor!"

Staring after her with intense relief, Aubrun was shocked to catch himself admiring the clenching and unclenching of her buttocks as she walked, even more so after distance had diminished them to manageable size.

The emperor spent the better part of a year searching for the goat's-meat vendor before admitting that he was indeed the last living man in Miraab. He spent five years expecting rescue before admitting that he was indeed the last living man in all of Tasuun. He learned to open for himself such doors as remained on their hinges and to step on his own cockroaches, but the necessity of learning to clothe himself never arose.

Perhaps a hundred years passed before the full import of the goddess's parting words sank in. Flinging himself off walls and stabbing himself with sharp instruments did no good except to cause him some pain and temporary inconvenience.

He vowed to placate her by mending his ways, but he reached the conclusion that it was impossible to properly serve the Goddess of Iniquity without others on whom he might practice her preachments. She probably sneered at him when he swept her temples and polished her idols. He came to doubt that she would consider it iniquitous at all when he masturbated on her images, but he found it impossible to break a habit of two centuries.

Whenever he happened to notice black grit under his fingernails, he would be reminded of Ataglutisia; and he would weep.



Beyond the Wall of Time

Jeff Combs was engrossed in his battered paperback of Interview with the Shaman, by Kermit Armitage, when thunder burst right over the hospital. It damn near knocked him off the toilet.

He'd lost his place, but finding it again was no problem. He'd read the book at least five times. The very passage he'd been re-reading had been highlighted in yellow:

I hesitated to drink this stronger infusion of stramonium, but Gray Eagle was insistent: “You must drink without fear. The Hounds of Tyndalos will sense your fear in the windy spaces between souls or in the waste times beyond millennia."

"I can't,” I said. “They'll know I'm afraid."

"Perhaps they already do,” Gray Eagle said. “They are not confined to the astral plane. They may burst in upon us even here, unseen, unheard, like a plague, but infinitely more terrible, a plague of the spirit."

Impelled by his urgency, I drank, and I instantly knew I had been fatally poisoned. But no, this was worse than death. A comet had descended from heaven to atomize my body and soul, I was being raped by a supernova, I was at once torn and burned and scattered....

...only to find myself slammed together in the body of Klarkash-Ton, a philosopher in the court of High Atlantis, where—

The bathroom door rattled under a furious fist. “Combs!” It was Nurse Johnstone.

“Shit,” he muttered, but she heard.

“Yes, Combs, that's what the lavatory is for, but that's not what you've been doing for the past hour and a half, is it?"

“I have this stomach bug,” he called, hastily pulling up his pants and wondering how to conceal the book. And it would have to be concealed. She suspected he was studying Hustler or some such, but to be discovered with this perfectly respectable paperback would be far worse. Dr. Wagner had warned him against prying into the patient's former life and “encouraging his delusions."

He bloused out his white uniform shirt, planning to hide the book there, but he'd forgotten the vial already tucked in a knot in the shirt-tail. He swore as it clattered to the floor.

“What the hell—” The nurse's voice was drowned out by a second peal of thunder.

He examined the little bottle. No harm done. He'd been astounded when he learned that Jimson weed, something he'd associated with coyotes and cowpokes, actually grew in the swamps of Massachusetts, and that it was the same Datura stramonium prescribed by Gray Eagle. He'd gathered a plastic kitchen-bag of seeds and leaves and flowers, mashed them, brewed them on his hotplate in a borrowed lobster-steamer, strained the broth through paper towels and boiled it down to two ounces of brown liquid, which should be strong enough to send the whole population of Boston back to Atlantis.

This time he just stuck the vial in his pocket. The book—he hated to do it, but while Nurse Johnstone was hammering again, he slid the lid off the toilet-tank and dropped it in. He could retrieve it and dry it out later. Maybe he wouldn't need to read it again, once he'd actually journeyed beyond the stars and the centuries with the two greatest minds of the twentieth century.

Even so, he felt a deep sense of sacrilege. Interview with the Shaman would one day be revered as the Bible is now. Every word of it was true, and every page vital to humanity's continued existence.

He flushed the toilet and opened the door.

“Sounds like you dropped your crack-vial,” the nurse said, alarmingly close to the truth. She frisked him, using only her hawk's eyes and bloodhound's nose. She was up to all the inmates’ tricks, and she regarded attendants as a more contemptible subspecies of inmate.

“What's that in your pocket?” she demanded.

His heart stopped. She'd caught him. But she meant his other pocket. He pulled out a wadded handkerchief, some keys and change, dropping the coins and stooping for them to distract her.

“What did you think, that I was glad to see you?” he said to distract her further.

“You're not going to last much longer around here, not with your attitude, mister!” she snapped, but he believed she wasn't entirely displeased.

“Is something the matter? You need me?"

“This weather. In the old days, before meds really worked, this place would be a madhouse on a night like this.” She giggled shrilly at her inadvertent joke. “But they're all a bunch of little lambs tonight. All except your special pal, Armitage. You did medicate him, right?"

“Just like it says on the chart."

“Well, he's been having one of his four-way arguments with himself all evening.” She shuddered. “Blocky seems to be winning."

Glaaki, you moron, he wanted to say, but of course he didn't.

“Check on him, will you? I can't stand to look at him. Or smell him. But I have doctor's authorization to shoot him full of Thorazine if the oral dose doesn't work.” She called after him, “And button your shirt, Combs! I know it's hard to tell the difference, but this is not a mosh-pit."

Glaaki certainly did seem to be winning, Jeff determined as soon as he unlocked the heavy door to the “Disturbed” wing and was assaulted by a roar that seemed unlikely to have emanated from any human throat. But the man was made of rubber: considering how widely he could open his mouth in his “Glaaki” phase, incredibly exhaling a stench of putrid fish, it was no surprise that he could expand his lungs like the bellows of an organ.

Of course if you believed Kermit Armitage, he was stuck between dimensions, and on a different but nearby plane he was largely composed of an amphibious abomination called Glaaki....

Whatever one chose to believe, Armitage was a phenomenon. According to Dr. Wagner, multiple personality disorder was a neurotic contrivance, and Armitage was the only paranoid schizophrenic in his experience who had ever exhibited the syndrome. Unlike other cases, his personalities weren't sequential. They were always present, fighting for control of his body.

Supermarket tabloids inclined more toward alien abduction theories. Armitage had disappeared in 1975 at the height of his popular success, to the intense relief of his colleagues at Harvard, who regarded his books about his conversations with a Native American shaman named Gray Eagle as an embarrassment to the university and to anthropology. Most scholars damned them as a pack of lies, a shameless pandering to the drug-crazed hippie anarchists who were then hammering at the gates of their button-down, ivy-covered sequestration.

Armitage had left the university hastily, claiming that Gray Eagle had died in Oklahoma, and that certain ceremonies must be performed over the body to prevent a malignant entity from conquering the earth. His colleagues were not terribly surprised when he vanished without a trace, especially since he was at the time awaiting trial on a charge of distributing psilocybin to some of his grad students.

Much as the university would have liked to sweep his memory under the rug, it was kept alive by the hippie anarchists, even after most of them had evolved into sedate New Agers. His books never went out of print, and it stirred a ripple of small headlines when, twenty years later, Kermit Armitage himself was discovered writhing in the throes of an apparent seizure at an Indian burial mound near Binger, Oklahoma.

They didn't know who he was at first—just “some loony who tried to bite my head off,” in the words of an Oklahoma state trooper—but his fingerprints matched those of the missing professor, a fugitive still wanted by the FBI. Sent to question him, most reporters retreated in despair, although a rather bizarre interview saw print in Rolling Stone.

Reporters and police alike were baffled by one apparent anomaly: that although Armitage had been forty-nine years of age at the time of his disappearance, he now appeared to be no older. The doctors, however, refused to be baffled. Although granting his extraordinarily good physical shape for a man nearing seventy, they insisted that the determination of age was not an exact science.

Equally puzzling was the man's insistence—most of the time—that he was Khem-Bei Ramses, a British subject of Egyptian parentage, and, appropriately enough, a writer of weird fiction. It was suspected that he might have created and assumed this identity during his long absence, since such a person had indeed recently gone missing in England, but photographs of Ramses bore no resemblance at all to Armitage. It was more likely, anonymous police sources theorized, that the fugitive drug-guru had murdered the missing author. In his present condition, however, he was far beyond the reach of justice.

Just how far was obvious to Jeff Combs when he slid back the panel on the little, barred window to his padded cell. “Zkafka” and “Kzweig,” as the inmate referred to his right and left hands, twitched and wriggled furiously, snapping their fingers in angry debate, while the head—Ramses, presumably—drooped wearily. A sonorous and ominous rumbling might have been continued thunder beyond the walls, but Jeff suspected Glaaki was responsible.

“Professor?” Jeff called softly.

“My dear fellow, I have told you time and again that I am not a professor of anything, flattering as your use of that honorific may be. I implore you once again to contact the British embassy in Washington—"

“No, Mr. Ramses, I'm sorry, I have to talk to Professor Armitage. Please. Look, I didn't give you your meds. I haven't put you in restraints. Can't you return the favor by at least making an effort?"

“Zkafka” perked up, not unlike an attentive hand-puppet: in this case, a hand without a puppet. “Kzweig” writhed and twitched more furiously.

“Speak to me in English, professor, it does no good to point your antennae at me."

“Oh, bother!” said Ramses. The face rearranged itself in a less petulant look. Eerily, it continued to rearrange itself until the features changed. The skin-tone and even the eye-color seemed to lighten. Meanwhile, the right hand flopped to the floor as if suddenly paralyzed.

“What is it now, Combs?” The formerly British accent was now flat, hard Yankee, with a slight Ivy League overlay. “You can have no conception of the importance of the discussion you are interrupting—"

“I do have a conception, professor, really, I do. I read the interview you gave in—could you shut Glaaki, up, please?"

The inmate's face knotted. His stomach made a singularly disgusting gurgle. Could any human willfully make such noises with his digestive tract? Glaaki stopped roaring.

“What interview?"

“I've told you—well, I guess you were medicated when I told you."

“And I'm not, now. Yes, I guess I do owe you something for that. None of us can think straight with those confounded drugs in our system. But it's vitally important that I confer with Kzweig—"

“With Gray Eagle, you mean,” Jeff said, and Armitage nodded thoughtfully. “In the interview, you said that you discovered the ancient city of Kuen-Yian beneath the Indian mound. And you found Gray Eagle, the last survivor of that civilization. The rest of the population had projected their minds far, far into the future to take over a race of intelligent beetles."

“And we followed them,” Armitage said with a touch of bitterness. “Gray Eagle wasn't truly of Kuen-Yian, you know, he was a reptilian creature from Yoth. I think he was trying to exact his vengeance on them, on me, on every being and on every age he could reach—"

“No!” Jeff cried as Armitage's left hand leaped to his throat in an apparent effort at self-strangulation. He croaked helplessly as his face darkened and his eyes bulged. Glaaki roared again. But how could that being roar, when the man's windpipe was cut off?

Against regulations and his better judgment, Jeff unlocked the door and plunged into the cramped, foul-smelling cell to seize Armitage's left hand and pry it from his throat. The attendant's strength was taxed to the fullest in an effort to restrain the hand of a frail scholar at least twenty-five years his senior.

At last Armitage could whoop for air. “Oh—my—God! Thank you, thank—Kzweig! By God, sir, I'll cut you off! I'll chew you off, if I have to. Lie still, man."

The hand did as it was told. Warily, Jeff withdrew his aching fingers.

“You seem to ... ah ... have the upper hand now,” Jeff marveled.

“You are surprised? It's true, Gray Eagle, Kzweig, or whatever unpronounceable name he used while slithering around the depths of Yoth, has great powers. But now that we have shared the same body, the same mind, I possess those powers, too. And I am a human being, which still counts for something...."

“What are you staring at?” Jeff asked.

“Forgive me. Those tattoos of yours. They look oddly familiar.” The skulls and demons Jeff had acquired during the height of his Heavy Metal phase were supposed to be unsettling to outsiders, but the professor was the first person who had ever seemed truly horrified by them. Armitage at last averted his eyes as he said, “It's nothing, never mind."

“Anyway,” Jeff said, “you have to warn the world that Tulu, the being, the god, whatever, that brought the people of Kuen-Yian to earth in the first place, is in danger of rising from his eternal sleep, with horrible consequences for the human race."

“The human race will not be the only thing to suffer, young man. The result will be universally disastrous."

“And of course no one will believe you. They believe you're crazy even before you try telling them this story."

“Tact, obviously, is not—” The inmate sighed and moderated his tone: “No, of course, you're right."

“Then why don't you get out of this body? You've made jumps before, tremendous leaps into the future. Why not go back into the past and give yourself some breathing room while you figure out a way to alert people?"

“I can do that now as well as Gray Eagle could—better, perhaps. After all, it was that stupid reptile who transported us to England as a couple of giant cockroaches...."

Armitage paused to stare at his left hand, as did Jeff, but it accepted that judgment without so much as a twitch.

“But do you know what it requires?” Armitage said. “Absolute internal peace, total concentration, iron self-discipline—things that simply cannot be achieved when one is sharing a body with three other creatures, even without being deadened and disoriented by psychoactive drugs. If you knew the thoughts even now squirming in Glaaki's vile mind...."

“What if you had the right psychoactive drugs? The sort of drug that enabled you to project your mind back to the court of Kull of Atlantis?"

“Mescaline, you mean, or.... “Armitage's voice trailed off as he stared at the vial of muddy fluid Jeff had withdrawn from his pocket.

“Yes,” Jeff said. “Jimson weed. I've read your books, professor, I've memorized your books, I've even taken the drugs, I've tried—"

“Combs!” The voice of Nurse Johnstone rang down the corridor. “What the hell are you doing in there, Combs?"

“I want to go with you!” Jeff cried in desperation. “I want to stride through the glorious boulevards of Atlantis, I want to descend into the red-litten depths of Yoth, I want to see the beings of Yuggoth take wing—"

“Then give me the damned bottle!” Armitage snapped, seizing it with his left hand and unstoppering it with his teeth. He drank.

“Good Lord,” he said, shivering as he proffered the remainder to Jeff. “Hold onto me, and—"

Jeff drank and clutched the inmate. At the same time the left hand, the Gray Eagle hand, ripped open Armitage's shirt. Jeff felt something writhe wetly against his chest. He was reluctant to let go of the professor, but he was forced to pull back from a contact that nauseated him.

It took him a moment to grasp what he was looking at: a broad face that covered Armitage's chest and belly, an inhuman face that opened its mouth impossibly wide. Now he knew how Glaaki could roar without using the professor's mouth, but that knowledge did him no good as the left hand seized his neck in a steely grip and forced his head into the jaws of the beast.

Kermit Armitage might have wept for his deliverer as he was torn loose from time and hurled into the void, but his own plight left room for no emotion but fear. The infusion had been far too strong.

But at least, and at long last, he was alone. The drug had blown apart his compound personality. No more would he hear the sibilant insinuations of Gray Eagle inside his own mind, no more would he cower at the bellowing of Glaaki, no more would he endure the fatuities of that quasi-English twit....

And he suddenly came to himself in the blinding brilliance of real time and space, enclosed in a box of glass and metal that was hurtling down a rutted road at a speed far in excess of any envisioned by road-builders with ox-carts in mind. Dark, thick woods rushed by, a blur until the bloated bole of a giant oak loomed before him in dreadful, discrete clarity.

“No!” he shrieked as the world exploded in a red flash and a crashing of metal. “Not like this!"

“Not like what?” said his companion.

Armitage looked cautiously around him, patted himself down without finding any broken bones. He was wearing a shiny and much-mended three-piece suit and an article of clothing he had only heard tell of, a detachable, celluloid collar. The brim had torn loose from the crown of his natty new boater, which he had held in his lap, but that seemed the only damage. Except to the machine.

“Not in a stupid automobile accident, I meant to say. I see that motoring is a skill not held in much esteem by the reptile-men of Yoth."

"Reptile-men of Yoth? Same to you, Grandpa, with bells on. It's only a stinking Ford. Maybe Daddy will see reason now and buy me a Stutz."

Armitage alighted, dusted himself while studying the other guardedly. “You aren't ... Kzweig, are you?"

“Only if you want me to be,” the driver simpered.

Armitage pulled his straw suitcase from the rumble-seat while he tried to gather his thoughts and assess his surroundings. Although this sort of car had been old-fashioned when he was a boy, it looked—or it had looked, before the crash—brand new. He might have ample time to warn the world of Tulu's awakening.

But if the obnoxious teen-ager who had wrecked the car was his grandson.... He studied the hand gripping the weighty suitcase and found it unlined and unspotted. Probing a new stock of unfamiliar memories, he learned that the man whose body he now inhabited was in his thirties, though called “Grandpa” for his fuddy-duddy ways by the youths whose friendship he cultivated. He was the sort of man who had packed a suitcase full of books for a pleasure-trip.

Odd thoughts tugged at the corners of his mind, snatches of poetry, queer little fantasies of fairy-tale worlds. His new body belonged to a self-educated literary dilettante, a writer of unbounded unsuccess. Perhaps Armitage could harness the skills he had willy-nilly absorbed during his enforced intimacy with Kem-Bei Ramses to improve on his host's small talent. He might use fiction to alert the world of the danger it faced.

“It looks as if we'll have to throw ourselves on the mercy of those inbred Yankee degenerates you've been telling me about,” his companion said as he pulled himself out of the wreckage. “I saw a farm about a mile back. I'm sure a telephone just isn't in the picture, and we'll be stuck here overnight. Only you'll have to sleep with the farmer's daughter."

Armitage's new host found such lewd innuendo extremely distasteful; and so now did Armitage.

Tagging behind the youth, he thought of another young man he had seen recently ... if fifty-some years in the future counted as “recent.” He recalled the hospital attendant's tattoos, and how they had matched those of a headless body atop a burial mound in Oklahoma. He had found that adult's body, of course, when Jeff Combs could have been no more than five years old. Beheaded by Glaaki, seized by the unspeakable Hounds that rampaged through the interstices of the Einsteinian continuum and delivered at some time in the remote past to the sadists of Kuen-Yian as a zombie slave ... he shuddered. But he couldn't help hoping that Gray Eagle and Glaaki had met similar fates.

“Jeepers creepers, get a load of Reuben!” his companion whispered. “You don't suppose he manages to find time for a little cannibalism along with the obligatory incest and demonolatry, do you?"

Armitage looked up at the lank rustic who had paused in his scything to stare at them with feral and deeply suspicious eyes. The farmhouse behind him could have been built no later than the 1680's, and it surely hadn't been painted since then. He noted the small-paned windows, the contiguous congeries of outbuildings, speculated that it had all been put together with wooden pegs. He was surprised to be excited by such architectural speculations, but that was apparently the way of his new host. He began to imagine that such details might be used in a story; a horror story, of course.

“Forgive us for interrupting your work, sir,” his companion said, displaying unsuspected good manners as he walked up to greet the intimidating farmer.

“Ayuh? Yoar machine had itself a mishap, eh? When I heerd the crash, I thought another one of them rocks had fell out of the sky. You boys hail from the city?"

“Yes, indeed. We were traveling to Quebec for a scholarly tour. I'm Harley Warren, and this—"

Warren and the farmer stared at Armitage, who had gasped. The sound was pitifully inadequate for the horror he felt, but it was all he could manage now that his host, merely stunned by the accident, came to life and reasserted control of his body and mind.

A drastic sense of unreality overwhelmed the professor, as if his awareness of the world were being muffled by a winding-sheet of irrational fancies. Remembering the experience of his leap into the body of a far-future being, he feared that he would henceforth be able to communicate with his host only through dreams, which might be ignored, dismissed or simply forgotten. Fighting to leave an imprint of his precious knowledge, he mentally babbled the words Tulu ... Yoth ... N'Kai ... wgah'nagl ...  and heard them degenerate into the nonsensical tongue of the subconscious.

His host hardly noticed, for the farmer's words had touched one of his special enthusiasms and seized his full attention. He demanded, “You say a rock fell out of the sky, sir?"

Used to his companion's quirky and absent-minded ways, young Warren sighed and pressed on with his introduction: “And this is my friend, Mr. Lovecraft."



The Number You Have Reached

I had just started weeding the garden when the telephone rang. “Hannah! The tel—"

I caught myself, not quite in time. No neighbors in sight. They were all inside, laughing about the old coot who wanted his dead wife to answer the phone.

I ran inside, picked it up. “Hello?"

“Who is this?"

“I give up,” I said. “Who?"

“Huh?"

No fun jerking a moron around. I hung up.

I figured I would have a short wait. I reached for a cigarette before I remembered that Hannah had made me give them up.

Ring.

“Hello?"

“Who is this?"

“Wow, I get another guess?” I said. “Rumpelstilskin."

He still didn't know what I meant. He vented the frustration stupid people must feel in obscene abuse. I hung up.

Hell, I had cigarettes in my desk. I lit one, staring at the answering machine while I coughed my damn lungs out. Answering machines always break. This one broke, unbeknownst to me, the night they tried to reach me from the hospital to say Hannah had no more time. I never did get to say goodbye.

I hadn't got around to ripping it out by the roots and slinging it at the wall. I did now. “You're next,” I told the telephone.

I returned to weeding the garden. The phone rang all morning. Sometimes I reached it in time. No, this isn't Irving's Bakery. There's no Linda here. Sorry, I don't speak Farsi.

“You are next,” I told the phone.

Ring, ring. “Hello?"

“Good morning, Mr. Wainwright! If you hold a major credit card, it's my pleasure to tell you that you've won an all-expenses paid cruise to Aruba. What's your reaction?"

My reaction? Good God, she was marking time with this scam while waiting for a job on the evening news: “What was your reaction, Mrs. Jones, when little Johnny got squashed by the snowplow?"

“How's this for a reaction?” I hung up.

It rang almost immediately. “Take me off your sucker list, you crook!"

“Huh? Is Linda there?"

“Yes, but I just finished cutting her up with my chainsaw. Muahahahaha!"

I turned off the ringer and went back to work.

When did all this crap with telephones start? When I was a kid we had operators who kept nitwits from dialing so many wrong numbers.

Around lunchtime I got sick of wondering if one of the kids might try to call me and turned the phone on.

Ring, ring. “Hello?"

“Who is this?"

“If you believe that's how to start a conversation, pal, you have the wrong number. You force your way into my home and demand—"

He hung up. Smarter than the other one.

Fog rolled in while I was eating lunch. No more gardening. I decided to give Jack Daniels some overtime, and he helped me get through the second cigarette without coughing. Much.

Phone kept ringing. Half the callers hung up before I reached it. The others wanted Irving or Linda or greeted me by gabbling, “Etaoin shrdlu!"

The fog was incredible, it looked like the house was packed in cotton. I wanted to open the back door for a better look, but it was stuck. That happened in damp weather. I went to the front door and that was stuck. That never happened. I wrestled with it for a good fifteen minutes before I gave up and went—yeah, funny—to the telephone. Hanson, the guy next door, fancied himself a handyman, and I'd never hear the end of it if he had to rescue me, but—

“Hi, this is Linda. I'm not home now—"

What the hell? I checked the listing and dialed again.

“Irving's Bakery, please hold."

Maybe Irving could help me, but after ten minutes of Tony Bennett on hold, I hung up and tried again.

“Hello?"

I began: “Oh, hey, Hanson, this is—"

“Wrong number, bozo. Next time get your mommy to dial.” Click.

I tried a window, but the lock was jammed. And did I really want to open it on that fog? Less like cotton, it now looked like something old and nasty and curdled. In the corner of my eye, never directly, parts of it writhed. I stepped back, watching it, all the way to the telephone. As I put my hand on it, it rang.

“Hello?” The line was silent but not dead. “Hello, don't hang up, this is—"

“No,” said the telephone in its flat, inhuman voice. "You're next."



DREAD!

I opened the warehouse door and Goblins poured out. I could only dump the grenades I was holding.

KABLOOIE!

Mother!

I paused at the warehouse door and switched to the flamethrower. When Goblins came gibbering out, WHOOSH! I hate Goblins.

Health OK, no armor, laserpack empty. I went in fast, hugging the wall. Pit! A pit full of Vipers!

Mother!

I went in fast, hugging the wall. Hey, I'm good! I stopped in time to miss a pit.

“Bite grenades, crawlies!"

KABLOOIE!

Jumping into the pit I had this feeling of deja vu, but I get that. I found a laserpack among all the Viper-muck. Excellent!

Tunnels opened from the pit. I hate tunnels. I switched to the laser and tried the first one. KA-RUNCH!

Mother!

I switched to the laser. I knew something was in that first tunnel, so I fired.

ZzzzZZZITTT!

I heard the gargly scream of a Ghoul. I hate Ghouls. They love tunnels. Deadboys love tunnels, too.

I shot a burst just to see where I was. It didn't look good. Deadboys ahead.

Then I took a break. I hate breaks.

“Is there anything you don't hate?"

That was a Ghoul, but I was on break.

“I don't hate spattered Ghouls."

“You'll get spattered as soon as you come off break, because you won't know I'm here."

“I know."

“Yeah, but you won't know. And then, guess what?"

“I hate guessing."

“I knew you would. You find yourself back at the tunnel mouth, firing a burst and seeing the Deadboys. But now you know where I am, so you toss in a grenade and spatter me."

“A grenade in a tunnel? I'm not nuts."

“It won't kill you, but it'll play hell with your health. The Deadboys'll get you, and you'll wind up back at Gateway with only your combat knife."

“Bullshit,” I snarled, but what he said sounded so damned ... familiar.

“You're supposed to be a soldier, right? What's your name, rank and serial number?"

“Sergeant...."

“When's the last time you filled out an ammo requisition in triplicate, Sergeant?"

He was giving me a headache. This had to be a Wizard-weapon. Only he wasn't a Wizard, and nobody fights on break.

“Here's another toughie for you: How come you glide like you're on roller skates? Look at the ground. Could you really do that here?"

The floor was all broken rocks and bones, dead soldiers and gunk from the Ghoul I laserized. But I came in smooth as silk.

“And how come you don't turn around as smooth? What's with this herky-jerky stuff when you need to cover your ass?"

“Okay, this is true, what's your point?"

“You move because Mouse makes you move, and Mouse doesn't move like a man."

“You know a lot for a fragging Ghoul.” Jeez, I hated this guy! Mouse: that didn't sound familiar, but it sounded like it should be. My headache got worse.

“Try walking on your own. Walking like you really would in this dump."

“I'm on break."

“Scared, Sergeant?"

Man, I was steamed. I took a step. Another. They felt funny. This was not the way I ever moved, but it felt ... right.

The Ghoul was hiding in a pocket ahead. I switched to the shotgun and jumped in.

BA-DOOM!

“Scratch one smartass Ghoul!"

I ran ahead, really ran, jumping over bodies and junk, banging my knees, stubbing my toes. It felt good, like I was alive.

“Soak up these rays, Deadboys!"

ZzzzZZZITTT!

Beyond the Deadboys I found something weird, like a seam in space. I widened it with my knife and stepped into ... what was this? Like a lot of little windows.

BA-DOOM! BA-DOOM! BA-DOOM!

Man, that was fun, smashing all them windows, but one side of the world was all like fish swimming. When I zapped it, the flood swept me into a place full of numbers and dates and transactions.

ZzzzZZZITTT!

I found a bunch of naked women. It struck me that I'd never even seen a woman before, but, WHOOSH! I fried a mess of dumb words, too. I burst into a comm center with my machine gun on full auto—

Time stopped, the world went gray and I was ... nowhere. I couldn't move.

“Mouse? Hey, Mouse, move me, okay?"

Nothing.

I heard a tiny, crackly voice. I strained my ears.

“Yeah, I got a virus from that DREAD! CD. Goddamn time-sink anyway. Gotta format the hard drive."

“Mouse!” I screamed, but—

Mother!



Smell

Wilbur never noticed how people smelled until he got knocked on the head.

He woke up to an earthy scent that put him in mind of heat and energy.

“That cologne,” he said. “What is it?"

“No, man, you s'pose to say, ‘Where am I?’”

“Oh. Yeah. That, too."

“On the way to St. Vincent's. You'll make it, don't worry."

Wilbur wasn't worried, except about the smell. It wasn't unpleasant, but it cut through even the odor of disinfectant, and it was connected with the black man in the white coverall. He was still pondering this when he passed out.

Sniffing cautiously and asking discreet questions while hospitalized, he learned that he could determine the ancestry of nearly anyone by scent alone. He could also amaze the staff by “guessing” whether a given person lived in Manhattan, Brooklyn or Queens. He resisted telling them what they'd eaten recently, or who was sleeping with whom, although he could have.

He didn't dare confess his queer ability. All his standard tests looked fine, and he wanted to get back to work.

First he had to identify the man who'd mugged him.

“See anybody you know?” the detective asked.

“No, I didn't—” Wilbur almost admitted he hadn't seen his attacker clearly. He said, “I'm nearsighted. I have to be on the other side of the glass."

“That's not how it works,” the cop said. “They'd throw your ID out of court. Oh, what the hell."

Walking down the line of swarthy men on the dais, Wilbur knew that the first was Puerto Rican, the second Lebanese, and the third.... The third man smelled a little like Wilbur himself.

“That's him,” he declared firmly.

It turned out that the suspect was still carrying his wallet.

Wilbur was a sales rep for an airline. Shortly after returning to the job, he had to persuade a Japanese industrialist named Fukunaga that his executives could be happy and productive only by flying South Wind. Others had tried, but this businessman had elevated sales resistance to a martial art.

On his way out the door, hoping to catch Fukunaga at his hotel, he grabbed a raincoat belonging to Jack Ishimasa, a computer tech. He knew whose it was instantly, but he had no time to correct the mistake.

When he caught his target checking out at the desk, the industrialist actually looked at Wilbur when he introduced himself. He didn't smile, but his corpse-like rigor moderated. More important, he took the contract Wilbur had prepared and promised to get back to him.

Jack Ishimasa couldn't understand why Wilbur wanted to buy one of his suits. It wouldn't fit. But the price was irresistible, and Wilbur had been acting funny lately. Nobody cared how funny he acted after he landed the Fukunaga contract.

He concluded that everyone shared his talent to some degree, and that it influenced momentous decisions; but that few, if any, were aware of it.

He had long lusted after a neighbor in his building named Heather, but she had the power to make “Hi, there,” sound like a command to melt through a crack in the floor.

He stole a handkerchief from Tommy LoBianco, the corporate Casanova. When he carried it next day, Heather said, “Hi ... there,” and suggested something that would be more fun than going to work.

After he accidentally sent the handkerchief to the laundry, she ditched him.

Once he had got someone to isolate the omnipotent pheromones and patented them, he would be sitting—not on a goldmine, on the throne of God Almighty. Meanwhile he had business to take care of, and it took him to London. He cleverly filched a Harris tweed jacket that smelled British from a pub on the eve of his meeting with Lord Cummerbund.

He was returning from the pub when the sky fell on him. When someone kicked him back to consciousness, he was lying in an alley.

“You want to take it standing up, you sodding Prod bastard?” an Irish voice demanded.

“What the hell! Take what? If you want my wallet—"

“He's a Yank, Liam,” another man said. “Leave him be."

“Yes! I'm an American, I'm wearing—” Wilbur screamed. His keen nose told him that the gun had been made in Sweden and shipped by way of Libya before it shredded his insides.

“Sure and he sounded like a Yank, Liam."

“Bloody black Protestant Belfast murtherer,” Liam said. “Been watching fooking Simpsons on telly, that's all, to copy the accent. I can smell his lot a mile away."



Self-Restraint

Timothy Stilson's parents discovered 614 new varieties of insect before being laid low by one too common for their notice. Timothy buried them near the shack where he was born and mourned them on his hike downriver to the mission, where the mailboat came once a month.

“You will find many things to dislike about civilization,” Father Texeira said, “and they will do you no harm. It is the things you will like that you must beware of."

Timothy knew all about civilization. When they had not been instructing him in entomology and the lesser sciences, its horrors had been his parents’ constant theme.

“Has the world come under the iron fist of one monolithic tyranny yet, Father?” That had been his mother's fondest nightmare.

“No, unhappily. Each man attends the voice of his own heart, Satan's favorite impersonation."

Timothy's mother had written a book contrasting the world of insects with the skewed hills heaped by humans. Eager to hear the worst, people bought it in such numbers that the Stilsons quit their academic posts and made their lives one long field-trip on a tentative trickle of the Amazon.

They had always meant to return, for Timothy would need playmates—but he played without them; classmates—but he learned without them; a mate—and here the Stilsons conceded that the field-trip was over. Even so, his mother had almost convinced herself that some of the young ladies at the mission were really quite nice, and that a young man could have worse in-laws than headhunters and cannibals. She had dreaded going home to find that her prophecies had come true; or that they had not. Timothy had to see for himself.

The mailboat whistle howled at the end of the dock. Parrots and Indians clamored in response. Father Texeira smiled when Timothy winced.

“One of Hell's minor airs,” the priest explained. “You have yet to savor its masterpiece, scored for siren, radio, jackhammer and auto-horn."

Timothy surveyed gridlocked toys. “It's not at all noisy up here."

“The improvement it gains with distance,” the lawyer said, “is our chief stimulus for advancement in the firm. Have you yourself considered a choice of career?"

“I brought my parents’ work with me. Putting it in order for publication will take years."

“There's no money in that sort of thing. Unless your mother's papers include a sequel to her book, one comparing civilized hypocrisy with the healthy, sexual abandon of naked savages...?"

Though naked, Timothy explained, all the savages he knew were malnourished dwarfs who passed their short lives in a stupor of terror that they might overlook one of their innumerable taboos.

“Fortunately, you don't need money. If you would direct your attention...."

Timothy settled in a chair and listened to the reasons why he would remain wealthy unless he meddled with his capital or questioned his advisors. The lecture was interrupted by a man who burst into the office and strode to the desk. Surprised and angry, the lawyer opened his mouth to protest.

“Simon sent me,” the intruder said.

Instantly mollified, the lawyer said, “I am at your service."

“In the matter of United States v. Amalgamated Invultuations, you will arrange to lose."

Timothy had heard about bad manners, but he had never seen them displayed. As if to make sure that his arrogance was appreciated, the stranger turned to stare at him. Timothy resolutely studied the bottoms of clouds and the tops of skyscrapers beyond the window.

“As you wish,” the lawyer said. When the other had left, he resumed his inventory of Timothy's assets.

“What a rude man!"

“Excuse me?"

“I assume he's your superior, but even so—"

“Who is?'

“Mr. Simon, or the man he sent to interrupt you."

“No person of that name is associated with the firm of Rackwright, Spanielson & Cutpurcell, and only you, Mr. Stilson, have interrupted me."

Since the lawyer's perplexity seemed genuine, Timothy supposed that such intrusions were so common as to be immediately forgotten. He had observed a similar phenomenon last night, when the relatives with whom he was staying professed amnesia upon being asked to explain a television commercial they had all just watched.

The lawyer asked, “Are you unwell?"

“I'm all right. Do you represent something called Amalgamated Invultuations?'

“The firm does. I'm surprised you should have heard of that case, it involves an obscure point of anti-trust law—a nuisance, really. The action was brought under a previous administration, and the present one would rather forget about it. But—"

“Then you hope to win?"

“It will never come to court."

Timothy had shipped his parents’ research materials to the great university near Boston where they had taught. When he followed the shipment, he found confusion. The university could give him no space to sort out the work, much less pay him for doing it, because he didn't even have a degree, for heaven's sake.

He was undeterred. After demonstrating general knowledge consistent with a bachelor's degree and a grasp of entomology as firm as that of a distinguished professor, he was given a job assisting that professor in organizing his parents’ slides, notebooks and specimens.

Timothy worked alone in a dusty carrel where the professor would dodder every so often, trailing ashes and disruption. He had earned a doctorate by the time his mentor died, and it occurred to no one else to disturb him.

Some months after his meeting with the lawyer, he read that Amalgamated Invultuations, Inc., had been fined a stupendous amount of money and ordered to divest itself of itself.

The daughters of Boston were in some ways more desirable than those of Amazonia, but Timothy doubted they could be won by gifts of pigs or gin, and he spent a long time pondering alternative approaches. He at last visited a bar where he had been told he might encounter unescorted young ladies. He struck up a conversation with a beautiful undergraduate who dazzled him with the assertion that she was into bugs.

While they swapped pleasantries about the life-cycle of Culex melanura that soon grew giddily ambiguous, Timothy was distracted by a man across the room who stared at his new friend with the total but dispassionate interest that he brought to his own skewered specimens. Even in a place where one came to be noticed, his stare was overbold. Timothy interposed his back.

He forgot the incident, but then the man shouldered his way between them. He spoke to the beautiful student, and they left the bar together. She gave Timothy not so much as a parting glance.

He was too shaken to be angry or hurt. He ordered a shot of rye, as cowboys did in the westerns he had come to love, and swallowed it whole. The bartender was flustered, for Timothy, taking his cue from the student, had been drinking banana daiquiris.

“You know, you look like Robert Redford,” said a young woman at his side.

“I'm sorry, you're mistaken. I am not he."

Although his conviction dwindled in the cold silence of Charles Street, he believed the interloper had said, “Simon sent me,” and the student had replied, “I am at your service.” But the bar had been noisy; he was unused to alcohol; the man, speaking quietly, had faced away from him; and the woman had swallowed her vowels, as she had been trained to do at Wellesley, to the point of incoherence.

He neglected his work to spend days in disquieting thought. While growing up, he had been denied certain things that had deluged the civilized world: aerosol sprays, the Beatles, Coca Cola, plastic, strobe lights, toilet paper, X-rays, yogurt, zipcodes. The list was endless, but as he added to it, he subtracted items from his apartment, his carrel and his life. Any one of them might contain a drug or a suggestion that had turned most people into zombies, activated to blind obedience by the words, “Simon sent me."

After he had painted the windowpanes of his apartment black, his landlady volunteered the suggestion that he might be losing his mind, so he consulted a psychiatrist.

“Subliminal persuasion is, of course, possible,” the psychiatrist said. “Experiments were once conducted with messages flashed on movie screens—"

“We had no movies. That's the point."

“—but even assuming methods I've not heard of, even assuming that drugs were used to enhance receptivity and that the suggestions were relentlessly reinforced, only a small, a minuscule percentage of the population would succumb."

Gratified by the tentative relief on Timothy's face, the psychiatrist leaned back in his chair and asked, “What was the phrase you heard, the one that triggered this submissive state?"

"Simon sent me."

The doctor's face abruptly lost all expression. Timothy shivered at the fancy that he was alone with a mere thing. It said, “I am at your service."

“Don't send me a bill."

He could expose the invasion, the coup, the conspiracy, whatever it was, but to whom: to Father Texeira and his flock, or to some equally forlorn pockets neglected by the conquerors? He could use his knowledge selfishly, but he might get caught, and the arrogance shown by the world's secret rulers suggested ruthlessness. Besides, if he plunged into the press of humankind to command power, fame and love with the sovereign phrase, he would expose himself to the influence that had enslaved everyone else. If he used his freedom, lonely horror though it was, he might lose it.

Shunning human contact, renouncing an encyclopedic list of civilization's suspect fruits, he blended into the tweed-eroded woodwork of the university. Only the computer that sent him a check every two weeks knew his name. Hoarding his power against the day he might need it, he collated, checked, annotated, catalogued, cross-indexed and revised until the pages of his parents’ notebooks turned yellow, the ink faded to gray and the wings that had once scribbled silver subtitles on the green pageant of the Amazon crumbled to his no longer steady touch.

“

Sit down, please, Dr. Stilson,” the head of the department said, “and tell me what you've been doing with yourself all these years."

“Eh?"

She repeated her request more loudly. Timothy complied, his voice creaking from disuse.

“And you have never published any of this material?"

“Why, no ... years ... it will take years before it reaches that ... ah ... stage.” He wagged his head gravely. “Years."

Her tone was not unkind, but her words cut: “I'm going to ask Dr. Wittol to evaluate your work and bring it to some sort of conclusion."

Not having troubled to speculate on the reason for this interview, he had seen it as a petty nuisance. It was as if one of the foot-tangling holes in his living room carpet had revealed itself as the mouth of hell.

“You can't do that!” He knew she could. “That was my parents’ work, their life—my life."

“In the agreement—” she produced a document from his dossier, handling it with the care and with even some of the wonder she might have brought to the original Magna Carta—"you donated your materials to the university. You were supposed to have produced a book, a monograph, a letter to a scientific journal, a simple list—anything. It was a unique arrangement, and I cannot imagine how it has escaped review, but you have taken more time to publish than Darwin did. May I have your keys?"

“Wait a moment.” The dreaded time had come. He tried to speak but could not. He swallowed and managed to whisper: “Simon sent me."

She stared. He found that he could stop his hands from shaking by clenching them, but then the rest of him shook.

He chuckled bitterly, or meant to: the odd noise that he produced startled them both. The one time he needed the power, it had failed him. She was immune, the code had been changed, he had outlived the conspiracy, or—but this was intolerable—he had thrown his life away on a misapprehension.

She said, “What did you say?"

Another explanation struck him: she was of the elite. If so, he was damned already. Clearly and firmly, he enunciated: "Simon sent me."

“I am at your service."

“The arrangement will continue."

“As you wish.” She closed his folder and put it aside. In the next instant she stared at it as if it had dropped onto her desk from the moon, but she recovered quickly. “What—forgive me—was I saying?"

Timothy shrugged and smiled.

“I'm sorry I interrupted your work.” Obviously, her lapse of memory embarrassed her. “But it was so pleasant to talk with you at last, doctor, to speak with a—I hope you don't mind—a legend. You know, you remind me of a popular actor when I was a girl. You're much older than he was then, of course...."

Caught dozing, Timothy feigned alertness by producing a childhood memory of his own: “I knew a cannibal's daughter once who had eyes like black cherries.” He nodded vigorously as he struggled, with much less vigor, to rise. “Black cherries. They're safe enough, if you know where to buy them."

“I'm sure.” Now she looked as if he, too, had dropped from the moon.

He jammed his cap down on his bald head, carelessly crumpling the aluminum-foil that was his main line of defense against lasers and microwaves. She was too polite to comment when he removed it and nudged the foil back into shape.



The Return of the Colossus

 
The situation was looked upon by the more superstitious as a veritable omening of the world's end.

—Clark Ashton Smith: “The Colossus of Ylourgne."
 

In the spring of 1916, to his intense chagrin, Lt. Cyril Fairchild of the Royal Welch Fusiliers was seconded to an experimental warfare unit and despatched on what seemed a fool's errand to the untroubled province of Averoigne.

Cyril was a very young man who looked younger, with the azure eyes and flaxen locks of a Botticelli angel. His men, who had attained their stunted trollhood in the shadows of lowering coal-tips, at first sniggered over the unspeakable uses to which such a lovely lad might be put in the pits. The blood that pinkened Cyril's downy cheeks and rose-petal lips, however, flowed undiluted from the veins of Hengest and Horsa; and in his first action, a trench-raid of medieval intimacy, he proved himself a very devil.

Whatever credit his daring earned him with his men was immediately squandered when he drew his Webley to keep them from bayoneting prisoners. His chivalry was rewarded with the nickname “Little Hansel,” combining the slanders that he was a fairy-tale youth, too good to be true, and possibly an agent of the Kaiser. Cyril could sense the indictment in the whispered asides or sober expressions of the other ranks. “They are basically decent chaps, and the gamest lot you would ever want beside you in a scrap,” he noted in one of his frequent letters to his fiancee, Penelope Delapoer, “but lack a proper appreciation of their place in the natural order."

He had been looking forward to a big show brewing near the Somme for a chance to redeem himself when orders whisked him to a chateau in the rear, where a don-in-uniform confused him with hints, questions, tags from Horace and readings in decayed Latin from a mouldy book. A steel engraving in this book, of a piece with its depictions of gryphons and mermaids, showed a giant that was fabled to have ravaged Averoigne in bygone times. As one convinced that all legends conceal more than a grain of truth (the war may have distracted him from a quest for relics of the historical Cinderella), the unlikely officer actually believed this bollocks.

Cyril wondered if his detested nickname had not recommended him for this mission. “As we have no Jack-the-Giant-Killers among our less indispensable subs, this is clearly a task for Little Hansel,” he could almost hear Major Brashley telling the brigadier.

“Your men dig, don't they?” the don-in-uniform asked. Cyril was accompanied by a vexing trio, Privates Powell and Thomas and Corporal Jenkins, who insisted on viewing their respite from punishing the Hun as a lark. He answered, thinking of trenches and latrines, “Assiduously, Sir."

“Good, good. It's underground, or so this Father Nathaire tells us.” He studied a letter but did not share its specifics. “Miners, they may be the thing, so send for as many more as you need. But first go to St. Azédarac, talk to this padre, and see what you can dig up.” He gave a series of asthmatic whinnies, as if that were a rich joke.

St. Azédarac was a toybox whose cone-topped towers and crenelated walls had yet to suffer from the tantrums of the adolescent century. The girls in starched linen and wooden clogs, the mustached widows in perpetual mourning, even the dray-horses that steamed in a prickling mist seemed to be waiting patiently for Albrecht Dürer to come and sketch them. Plucked from a world of mud and noise, Cyril found the green radiance of the surrounding hills, the bleating of lambs and the restive clanking of cowbells almost balefully alien to a modern sensibility. Jenkins and Thomas and Powell sensed this, too, for the archaic swagger they adopted in the cobbled streets suggested harquebusiers on leave from the Religious Wars, who would not be trifled with by civilian ghosts.

Father Nathaire suited his parish. His bulging eyes and translucent skin were those of an Inquisitor who had denied himself all in the dogged extraction of Truth. Expecting a steep descent into the dark hall of his rectory, Cyril nearly sprawled flat, for the priest's large and waxy face gleamed below the twisted shoulders of a child-sized body that a black cassock rendered nearly invisible.

The four young men were nevertheless forced to stretch their legs to keep up with his remorseless scuttle up the steep hill overlooking the town. When they paused gratefully for red wine, crusty bread and a local cheese that Cyril found sublime—but, “This cheese smells like my feet,” Thomas muttered—the priest said, “The Colossus was the work of Satan. To use it against his more evil creations is no more than just."

“The Boche, you mean?"

“As a splendid beginning."

“What, er, is it?” asked Cyril, who still didn't entirely believe his orders.

“A man, perhaps, a giant man, assembled and animated by sorcery—"

A nasty Welsh noise erupted from the throat of Corporal Jenkins, who then hastily begged the priest's indulgence.

“—or by a science that is still mercifully beyond our understanding,” Father Nathaire continued, not pausing in his recitation even as he made an absolving sign at the corporal.

Cyril wondered at the priest's offhandedness and at Jenkins's apparent release from guilt. If the awful power of God, whom he had learned not to believe in as a student at Christ Church, could be invoked and dispensed so casually, this would be a greater miracle than any clockwork scarecrow from the Dark Ages.

Their destination was not the ruin of a Cistercian abbey that crowned the hill, as Cyril had speculated, but a deep ravine athwart the upward path. The stream that carved it had long ago been diverted, and the gap was filled almost to its rim at one point with the debris of an ancient rockslide. Father Nathaire hiked up his soutaine and descended onto boulders balanced like jackstraws with the indifference of a spider. Uncertain whether to follow but unwilling to solicit advice, the lieutenant cast a blank look at the corporal, who cast it back with practiced ease. Deciding to press on, he was pleasantly surprised to hear the men picking their way down after him.

When it seemed that further descent was impossible, the priest ducked through a narrow fissure and disappeared into the heart of the pile. Cyril switched on his electric torch and followed into a descending tunnel of relatively recent construction.

Their guide bobbed onward with the aplomb of Dante's Virgil, nor did the Englishman feel any discomfort beyond that of damp and cobwebs, but the three miners’ sons were most uneasy. Much muttering echoed in the tunnel before Cyril put a stop to it.

“I thought you lads would be used to this sort of thing,” he chided.

“Not this sort of thing, no, Sir,” said Jenkins. “Yon lintel, look you, the bleeders didn't know what they was about when they stuck it there. And it looks like...."

“Rats, Sir,” said Powell when the corporal hesitated, “bloody great—your pardon, Father—buggering rats."

“Spiders, Sir,” said Thomas, “as big as my Grammy Evans's Sunday dinner-plates, with—"

“—it was dug from the inside out,” Jenkins concluded in a mutter, as if reluctant to advance this queer opinion.

They were right about the rats, at least, which followed them down to a cavern so large that it drank the torchlight. The floor sloped to a vast pit on whose very lip the priest stood rubbing his hands as debonairly as a fly. Lacking his assurance of a glorious afterlife, perhaps, the Britons all but hugged the floor as they inched to his side.

“It was said that the component parts of the Colossus rebelled against their bondage, forcing it to lie down and decompose.” Smirking into the abyss, the priest added, “But that, as you see, was not so."

Cyril peered over the rim into what looked like a mass grave from the Middle Ages, a compacted hill of cadavers that had been twisted into a mare's-nest of intertwined limbs. The pile was domed at the center, sloping down to black emptiness at the sides, and a cool breeze flowed steadily from the depths. It carried a scent of rot that seemed remarkably strong after the demimillennium the bodies must have lain here.

“No rats?” Cyril said, for he saw little evidence of verminous damage. Eyes, flat and dull as common stones, reflected the light of his torch. Some of the bodies were no more than leather and bones, but a few looked alarmingly fleshy. To make a symmetrical dome, they had been packed every whichway; buttocks and pudenda thrust at him in a mockery of temptation, a frozen image of an orgy in Hell.

He shivered off this unhealthful fancy and repeated his question. Father Nathaire shrugged and waved a hand at the shadows, no longer pinpricked with red eyes.

“They are French rats. They know what is good for their livers, if not their souls."

“Bloody hell,” said Jenkins, and Cyril at the same time noticed a change in the atmosphere. The breeze from the pit had stopped, and now it resumed in the opposite direction. The downward flow of air was accompanied by a long-drawn stridulation, as of a sarcophagus being furtively dragged across a stone floor.

Jenkins said, “It's breathing, Sir. Snoring."

"It? What do you mean, it? There's nothing here, just old bones...."

Cyril had extended his torch over the edge to descry the limits of the pile. His voice faltered as he tried to comprehend what he saw. The central dome, vast as that of St. Paul's, which rose almost to the top of the pit, did not limit the charnel. It rose high above a lateral field of corpses that had been tamped down just as tightly. He discerned a pattern, a monstrous architecture of interwoven bodies.

“Good Lord! It's a head. And those, down there—"

“Yes, those are his shoulders. But there is more, much more."

The direction of the air-current changed again. His men looked sick, but Cyril doubted that the recurrence of the vile odor was entirely to blame. “It's a trick of the ventilation, that's all,” he told them briskly. “Look alive, then, we have to inspect the damned thing."

Cyril accepted the fact that men are expendable, subalterns slightly less so. He held no foolish illusions about giving orders he himself wouldn't execute. But he could see that they believed he was acting from some such romantic notion when he ordered them to secure a rope and tie a harness around his chest, and he was willing to take credit for it. So much for their bloody Little Hansel!

In fact he perceived no danger, and his curiosity was uncontainable. No weapon lay here, nothing at all in the line of “experimental warfare,” but a morbid wonder did, a macabre creation of medieval zealots to rival any Wonder of the Ancient World. If by some odd chance the Pyramids had gone undiscovered until the present, he who found them would achieve immortality; and Cyril stood in that man's boots. The war seemed suddenly far away. More closely glowed a peacetime world where he would present measurements and considered speculations to the Royal Society.

“You'll want a gas-mask, Sir,” Jenkins said.

“He'll want a canary,” said Powell. “A canary, Sir, that's your one sure defense against mephitic exhalations."

“Take this,” Father Nathaire said, offering a wooden cross.

It was no standard crucifix, but the image of a martyr who had been nailed upside down, his feet spread on the crossbar in a most undignified way and his face wearing an expresion, either through indifferent craftsmanship or Gallic whimsy, that looked sardonic. As he stuffed the fetish into his blouse, Cyril suppressed a smile at the absurdity of taking a tiny image of a dead man to a mountain of real ones. Although he would never have carried the one nor visited the other, he felt this was rather like importing a naughty postcard into a Paris brothel.

Instructing the men to play out the rope slowly and, should he give two sharp jerks, to haul him up at once, he descended gingerly over the forehead and brow-ridge. He feared the old bones might collapse to powder under his boots, and where would such vandalism put him in the eye of posterity? To his relief, the cadavers were as solid and firmly fixed in place as stone blocks. That they might be stone, and this a conventional sculpture, briefly dismayed him, but a closer look gave reassurance. Black, brown, yellow, some shockingly fresh and white, they were very real corpses whose various degrees of decomposition had been arrested. No sculpture could have duplicated in all their infinite gradations the effects of mould and decay, of insect damage and rodent predation, on so many twisted limbs and staring faces.

“Are you all right, Sir?"

“Yes, yes,” Cyril said, but cursed a trifle shrilly as his cap tumbled away and his hair riffled in the downward draft, the indrawn “breath” of the abyss, when he stood perched on a hillock that comprised the bridge of a vulturish nose; a nose that was not unlike Father Nathaire's. The four figures at the rim of the pit—three of them bending forward in earnest concern, but the clergyman displaying the aloof serenity of a maniac—seemed very far above him, and an infinity of darkness extended below.

He shone his torch down over the twin shields of the breasts, each large as a wall of the British Museum, but its beam dispersed before it could reveal them fully. On the floor of some immeasurably remote Avernus, could the giant be flouting the laws of physics by standing on two feet? Of course this was only a Gargantuan bust, but he couldn't shake the conviction that a descent with a longer rope would reveal a complete anatomy.

“How many thousands—tens of thousands—bloody millions of corpses?” he muttered, and he cut short a giggle of grisly impropriety.

That question could be solved by a mathematical formula, yet to be devised. Why remained a mystery, though not beyond the scope of all conjecture. The Black Death had killed every third person in Europe. The world had suffered nothing like it since; its dread light still flickers when we bless one who sneezes.

The survivors would have had all the material they needed for this Colossus. Infected by the vision of some mad artist, some Arcimboldo of necrophilia, they had assembled it in terror and desperation. The subject, the sum of all the specific men and women, was an abstraction: Man. No immortal hero flaunting marble thews at the heavens, just a heap of decayed meat, this image of its makers was fittingly buried in a forgotten pit.

He thought the artificers would have been forced to use a finer material for the closed eyelids, but he saw that these had also been fashioned from corpses. Except for a few grotesqueries that mocked the human form in the marbled pattern, they had been stamped or rolled so flat as to lose their shape. Unflattened fingers extended from the edge to suggest lashes.

When he took a step back for a better look, these lashes twitched. The eyelids then lifted like the curtains of an infernal stage.

As a foeman armed with a Mauser automatic against his trench-knife, met suddenly face-to-face in a disputed worm-hole, had not made him do, Cyril screamed. He didn't know whether to reach for his revolver or the crucifix, and in his confusion he forgot to signal before he tripped over his boots and fell into the abyss.

“Have a care, Sir!” called Powell, who thought, or who affected to think, that his fall had been an exuberant leap, that his cry had expressed high spirits. An attempt to validate this interpretation kept Cyril silent even when the harness bit cruelly into his armpits and he was bounced upside down at the end of the rope. Before he could right himself he swung against the lower lip of the monster and halfway into its intolerably moist mouth. Disgust mingled with terror in the thin sound that squeezed through his gritted teeth.

“Darkness visible,” he muttered as he slipped and slid in a vain effort to escape the wet underlip, “darkness visible,” nor could he at first say why.

Scores of crowded faces had composed the irises of those terrible eyes. Each face had been turned towards him. Each human eye—even the blind milky ones, even the blank sockets, but, most frightfully of all, the ones that glittered with awareness—had focused on him. In the center of these clustered faces had stared the pupils, made of no human material, made of an indescribable nothing. That was it! Milton's description of Hell's illumination, “not light, but darkness visible,” described those pupils. He knew that he could never again enjoy Milton, for he had looked into Hell.

His future reading pleasures were a moot point, however, for the lips had now closed on him and squeezed him in a slimy, airless embrace. They worked at him, rolled him; at any moment he would know the touch of the teeth, huge slabs of calcified flesh that he had not dared to look at closely on his way in. He tried to kick, he tried to draw his pistol, but he couldn't move. His eyes felt ready to burst like tormenting boils.

And then, with a contemptuous flick of its tongue, the Colossus spat him out.

No one had witnessed his panic; he had done most of his screaming inside his head. Physically incapable of speech after he was hauled from the pit, he made no answer to questions about the soggy state of his uniform, and his silence was taken for the calm reflection of a man whose thoughts could never be distracted by mere terror. His quiet monotone, wrung dry of all feeling, and his banal words, the only ones he could at length form, enhanced this image of casual heroism: “I rather suspect we've found it."

The men turned whiter even than Father Nathaire's normal shade, and for an instant it seemed they might bolt, but Jenkins managed to laugh, “God help Fritz,” and then they all laughed, none louder than Cyril.

Lying under canvas that night, he was plagued by dreams of an elusive but consistent flavor. When at last he woke fully, after a lifetime of startled outcries and sickly delusions of waking, he fancied that he had dreamed of London, but that belief faltered under scrutiny. The locations he remembered could not be matched with Belgravia or Piccadilly or other places he knew: these were foreign scenes, but in the context of the dream so familiar that he had taken scant notice of them.

The real likeness to the greatest of cities lay in the innumerable multitude of innominate humanity that had babbled about him. It was as if he had spent the night pushing through crowds whose every stranger had been determined to detain him and confide in him matters of vital importance. Whatever they had told him, he had understood little, for they had spoken in dream-French.

Not only had he not understood, he hadn't wanted to. He woke with the impression that all those importunate strangers had earnestly desired to talk about the sort of things one didn't talk about: to speak passionately of failed hopes, lost loves, secret sins and lonely obsessions. Embarrassment compounded his confusion until he abandoned politeness and fought his way forward in a near frenzy to be left alone.

Of all those thousands, he recalled only a scholar's drone, a bully's strut, a girl's glimmering eyes, a hag's incongruously mellifluous voice. All these and more flashed brightly for a moment before fading and flaking into ashes from which they could never again be retrieved.

But a soldier in a war has no time to brood on his dreams, and he was soon mired in the details of exploiting his discovery. He hoped to organize the local civilians, but Father Nathaire advised him that no native would go near the place. “It gives them nightmares,” the dwarf explained with a smile no more knowing than usual.

The only telephone in town ornamented the priest's study, where Cyril wasted the morning trying to cajole or threaten a line to the experimental warfare people through a succession of operators as ephemeral and cryptic as the spirits of his dream. Failing miserably, he tried to reach the government in Paris to demand men and equipment.

Although he managed to worm his way to a very junior clerk in a department of public works, he had only begun to recite his list of requisites before being dismissed as a prankster. Shortly after this functionary had sputtered his denunciation of English drolleries and rung off, the phone went completely dead. Cyril believed that the government had thus flicked him off like a flea, but the priest averred that such interruptions were common; and that they often lasted for weeks.

Cyril returned to the site in late afternoon, mulling over impracticable schemes for sending the news by carrier pigeon or heliograph. He mused aloud to Powell that they would need a crane, disassembled at some dockyard and carried hundreds of miles overland, to lift the rocks and the thing beneath them. In the absence of any lorry or railway wagon big enough to hold it, the monster might be hoisted by balloons—it was dashed inconvenient that England had no proper Zepps—and lofted to the front when the wind was right.

“You'll live in history like the builders of your Stonehenge, Sir,” the Welshman rhapsodized with what Cyril suspected only later of having been irony.

“It's alive, then, isn't it?” Jenkins said. He added a corollary inevitable to any non-com: “Why not get it to march, Sir?"

Cyril thought this ridiculous; he suspected that Jenkins did, too. The fearful tension they hadn't dared admit was released in unmilitary hilarity when Cyril agreed to have a go at it. They raced one another down the precipitous rockpile and into the menacing tunnel like schoolboys on holiday, and not even the enormous cavern, nor the smell and sound of the monster's breath, could sober them.

“Right, then, you sodding excuse for a giant!” Jenkins shouted into the pit. “On your feet, you horrible little man! Alley-oop, Alphonse!"

The vast sound of breathing neither faltered nor quickened. In the silence that followed the last echoes of these commands, it seemed newly ominous.

“Give it a dose of your French, Sir,” Thomas suggested, and the timidity of his whisper confirmed the sudden death of everyone's jolly mood.

Why not? "Venez ici, Monsieur Colosse! La Patrie vous require."

Nothing happened: nothing, at least, that the others sensed. But from the darkness of the cavern Cyril saw and heard the folk from his dream returning, beseeching, a host of Ancient Mariners who ached to unburden themselves.

This time he identified their language as Old French, their dress as medieval, and a superstitious man would have further recognized them as the ghosts that still haunted their curious grave. But Cyril knew them for hallucinations brought on by exertion in bad air, no more real than Alice's vexatious playing-cards, and he dealt with them as firmly.

“Stop it!” he cried, “Go away!” and he was obeyed. And obeyed, too, far beyond his intention, when some impulse led him to employ a Biblical turn of phrase: “Colossus, come forth!"

The Colossus raised its arms from the pit and pressed its palms to the ceiling of the cavern, a precarious heap of interdependent boulders, lifting it “like Mr. Lloyd George doffing his silk hat,” Powell later said, but it was more like a circus strongman hoisting some heterogeneous weight. The bulging of muscles gave the component parts of the monster an illusory life as hundreds of legs stretched, arms unfolded and sightless heads rolled loosely. Corpses slipped everywhere like swimmers—or, more precisely, like drifting corpses caught in an irresistible sluiceway—to arrive at new positions in the overall fabric. Limbs or heads popped out and flopped here and there, but they marred the outline of the rippling muscles no more than hairs on the arms of a man.

For the first time in centuries the sun, bloodied by its setting and hazed by a storm of dust, burst into the abyss. The rats ran shrieking, a whirlwind of bats exploded, the four men screamed unashamedly and tried to crawl into one another's arms as boulders fell around them like hailstones, only to bounce and fall again. The Colossus hurled aside the rubbish to trigger an avalanche that went unnoticed by all but those in the valley below.

Cyril had expected a roar of Miltonic magnitude to accompany the thing's efforts, but the sound it made, though loud enough for Satan, was less evil than eerie: the sighs and groans of a multitudinous choir in the reverberant loft of its throat.

When the dust had settled and the boulders come to rest, when the men had sheepishly disengaged their tangled limbs and stilled their chattering teeth, they found themselves standing in the shadow of a foot whose arch seemed high and wide as the great door of Westminster Abbey. Far, far above them, the face of the Colossus was turned toward the crimson ball of the sun with a look of resignation and distaste.

“

The men were wondering if you mightn't christen it,” Cyril told Father Nathaire when he joined them on the hill at twilight.

“Christen it?” He seemed scandalized. “One does not baptize the dead."

“Like a ship, look you,” Jenkins said. “With a bottle of champagne, Padre. Where's the harm in that?"

The priest surveyed it, requiring him to lean back so far that he stumbled and might have fallen if Cyril hadn't taken his arm. With exasperating literal-mindedness, he said, “It is not a ship."

“They want to name it after me, Padre,” Thomas boasted, and Jenkins dealt him a surreptitious kick. Cyril ignored this. He knew very well why the men called it “Big John Thomas.” He had overheard Powell suggesting that it would play hell with the victory parade down the Champs Elysee if the Colossus were suddenly inflamed by the wanton display of its only suitable mate (aside from a lady called Jane Ellis, of Rhondda), the Arc de Triomphe.

“In exceptional circumstances, however,” the priest said, “those who are about to die may be received into the bosom of the Church."

Just then the sky blackened and the earliest stars blinked out. The shape of the monster changed like a black cloud; it took Cyril a moment to grasp that it was lowering itself to one knee. He assumed the priest's offer had been directed at the giant. Was it signaling acceptance? No: its intent became obvious as it laid its hand, palm upward, on the ground near them.

“For England and St. George!” Cyril meant to shout, but the words stuck in his throat as he bounded into the palm and urged the men onward with a wave of his pistol. Slowly, laboriously, retching and grimacing, they followed.

The priest raised his hand as if to bless them at last, but Cyril was struck by the odd fancy that this was a gesture of command. The Colossus rose at that very moment, like a child with a handful of toy soldiers. He peered over the edge to see Father Nathaire vanish into the shadow of the foot, although it seemed in the uncertain light that he vanished like a burrowing worm into the foot itself.

Cyril gave no orders, but the Colossus turned its face to the northeast and strode forward with a steadily-increasing velocity that soon grew alarming to the men perched on its shoulder. Its feet pounded the earth like a great hollow drum as it devoured leagues of field and forest. The splintering crashes that rose from the darkness were trees underfoot, Cyril told himself, though sometimes a chorus of thin cries suggested that they were trampling buildings. A bridge collapsed beneath them. Water boiling to its waist, the Colossus pressed on without missing a step.

Terror gave way to exhilaration. It was impossible to share his impressions with the others in the blasting wind of their passage, but he believed he heard the men laughing; and sometimes it seemed that other voices joined in the laughter. Their speed increased even more when, beyond the horizon, Cyril saw what he would once have called heat-lightning. That phrase belonged to a scarcely remembered world of fireflies in the green gloom of summer evenings, when such tinpot charades as thunder and lightning had seemed awesome.

He heard even louder thuds than those of the mighty feet.

Brigadier Sir Rolf Hunt-Barker, Bart., seemed not fully appreciative of the wonder that Cyril had brought him, due to his apparent state of elevated confusion. But the lieutenant was unwilling to fault the mental condition of a superior officer who had been deprived the fealty of twenty-two thousand men before lunchtime that day, all of them marching with full field packs and in measured cadence up to the muzzles of the German guns, or as close to them as their individual fortunes had permitted.

It would be impossible to maintain secrecy for long. The Colossus had arrived before dawn, and that afternoon a Fokker eindecker had determinedly buzzed the rear area where it lay under camouflage tarpaulins. Sir Rolf decreed that it should attack the enemy trenches shortly after nightfall. He rejected Cyril's pleas that its way be paved with an artillery barrage.

“Surprise the sods, that's half the battle,” the brigadier said. “One track minds, that's the Huns’ weakness. Ever listen to their bloody awful Wagner, on and on and on for eight hours at a stretch without one tune you can whistle? Throw a surprise at Fritz and he's like a schoolgirl with a thumb on her button, he lapses into coma and lets you have your way. ‘This vass not in the battle-plan, Herr General.’ Haw! Beer and music, that's all they're good for, and they can keep their music. We'll beat their swords into ploughshares for them, and we'll do it with their thick skulls. Surprise!"

The brigadier wanted the Colossus to carry a howitzer, but the difficulty of converting a field-piece to a side-arm, to say nothing of training the irregular conscript to use it, soon became obvious. In the end a Lewis gun was strapped to its shoulder, which Cyril could man while traveling behind like a Red Indian's papoose. Five knapsacks of grenades would ride on the monster's back beside him, to be distributed at his discretion.

The only other equipment Sir Rolf allowed, indeed insisted upon, was a pair of Union Jacks draped fore and aft on the giant's loins for modesty and “to make sure Fritz knows who's stamping his kraut-crammed jowls into the mud."

The French, who might have been said to own the Colossus, were too late in advancing their vehement objections to this.

Cyril thought that Sir Rolf had relented and he was getting some artillery support, however minimal, when he heard the distinctive crump! of a mortar behind him. Then the star-shell burst overhead. Within minutes it was joined by a leisurely descent of parachute flares like Pentecostal tongues in the enormous night. The brigadier had wanted Fritz to see what was coming for him, and he did, but instead of lapsing into coma he woke in a chaos of whistles, sirens and bugles and opened up with a dozen machine-guns and a thousand rifles.

“Mind you don't muck up our wire,” the brigadier had said, but in the stark light of wafting flares Cyril saw that the Colossus dragged hundreds of yards of it from his ankles, along with its attendant stakes and entangled soldiery: as if a plucky detachment of today's dead had joined the medieval corpses to march against the arch-foe of Western Civilization. This image was spoiled when he noted that the march was more like a madhouse quadrille, a flopping, rolling and continual shedding of loose parts and individuals, along with a sporadic recruitment of bloated things that the draglines wrenched out of the mud.

“I gave as good as I got,” Cyril said aloud as he composed a letter to Penelope to keep his mind at one remove from his descent into Hell, but that was untrue. He could give only a sputtering cackle of small-calibre bullets while getting the massed firepower of an army that had long been pining for one big target. The giant thrummed and creaked like a ship battered by wind and wave. A rain of bone fragments rattled on Cyril's helmet as the vast ear above him was whittled away.

A whole German division saw his pathetic gun as the likeliest aiming-point on the monster. He released the grips and slid below the shoulder, where he found himself pressed against a woman: as dead as anything could be, but writhing in a mockery of passion as part of the muscles that swung the ponderous arms in time to the stride of the Colossus. He wrenched his mind from thoughts that made him unworthy of Penelope and surveyed the mud behind him, where he noticed for the first time that his chaps were cheering him on.

The foe brought larger weapons into play. The Teutonic delight in skipping shells off the ground and counting on air-borne concussion to do all the damage seemed less efficient than would have been direct aim at the solar plexus. Their method had little effect on the inexorable legs and feet. But as each scorching wind roared against its chest from exploding shells, Cyril grew more aware of a stench of roasting carrion. As the heat was transferred through the shoulders, the bodies around him began noticeably to soften, to weep and bleed unspeakable fluids.

“Turn back!” he screamed, not thinking what this would mean to his own position vis-à-vis the enemy, but only of the knights and scholars and lovers and laborers of his dream, who were being punched to pieces by the steel chisel-point of a universal fusillade. “They're killing you!” In sardonic response, the mouth of a nearby corpse flapped suddenly open as its liquefaction quickened.

Unwilling to cringe at the rear any longer, he heaved himself back to the shoulder, his boots now sinking like one climbing a muddy slope. He seized the gun and opened fire on the Hun trenches, shaking the weapon and screaming as if to lend the piffling spray of lead the force of his outrage. The gun jammed. He tore open the nearest sack of grenades. Before he could grasp one he found himself tumbling helplessly through a world of white light.

For a short while, he sensed the presence of countless companions.

“

Bloody fucking hell,” said Private Thomas, who witnessed the direct hit to the chest of the Colossus from the questionable safety of a firing-step. He had wagered heavily that Little Hansel would win the war single-handed, and he saw the sudden blossoming of the monster into a cloud of tumbling bodies and wafting flags as a symbol of three months’ pay strewn to the winds.

“It was a lucky shot,” Powell said with false sympathy. “Our Colossus should have taken a round from Big Bertha in the belly without so much as rescheduling his bowel movements."

“Shut your bloody holes and look sharp for the attack!” Jenkins shouted.

“Our attack, he probably means,” Thomas groaned, and he was dead right.

No part of the Colossus remained intact, no giant leg or foot to prove that it had walked the waterish waste, only corpses. Rain fell all that night, mingled with occasional showers of high-explosive shells and sleet-storms of machine-gun fire. The dead rose from their graves to be rearranged and reburied. The landscape was smudged out and redrawn again, the soup of mud and men and steel replenished and stirred yet again, until no one could have said with any certainty which were the new corpses and which the old.
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