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"When you're adonein the middle of the night and you

wakein asweat and ahell of afright...”

—T. S. Eliot, Fragment of an Agon

THE

TAKING

PART ONE

"Inmy beginningismy end."



—T. S HEliot, East Coker

A FEW MINUTES PAST ONE O'CLOCK IN THE MORNING, ahard rain fell without warning. No
thunder preceded the deluge, no wind.

The abruptness and the ferocity of the downpour had the urgent quality of a perilous storm in adream.

Lying in bed beside her hushand, Molly Sloan had been restless before the sudden cloudburst. She
grew increasingly fidgety as she listened to the rush of rain.

The voices of the tempest were legion, like an angry crowd chanting in alost language. Torrents
pounded and pried at the cedar Sding, a the shingles, asif seeking entrance.

September in southern Cdlifornia had aways before been adry month in along season of predictable
drought. Rain rarely fell after March, seldom before December.

In wet months, the rataplan of raindrops on the roof had sometimes served as areliable remedy for
insomnia Thisnight, however, theliquid rhythmsfailed to lull her into dumber, and not just because they
were out of season.

For Molly, deeplessness had too often in recent years been the price of thwarted ambition. Scorned by
the sandman, she stared at the dark bedroom celling, brooding about what might have been, yearning for
what might never be.

By the age of twenty-eight, she had published four novels. All werewell recelved by reviewers, but
none sold in sufficient numbers to make her famous or even to guarantee that she would find an eager
publisher for the next.

Her mother, Thalia, awriter of luminous prose, had been in the early years of an acclaimed career
when she died of cancer at thirty. Now, sixteen years later, Thalia's books were out of print, her mark
upon theworld dl but erased.

Molly lived with aquiet dread of following her mother into obscurity. She didn't suffer from an
inordinate fear of degth; rather, she was troubled by the thought of dying before achieving any lasting
accomplishment.

Besde her, Neil snored softly, oblivious of the storm.

Seep dways found him within aminute of the moment when he put his head on the pillow and closed



his eyes. He seldom stirred during the night; after eight hours, he woke in the same position in which he
had gone to deep—rested, invigorated.

Neil clamed that only the innocent enjoyed such perfect deep.
Molly caled it the deep of the dacker.
Throughout their seven years of marriage, they had conducted their lives by different clocks.

She dwelled as much in the future asin the present, envisioning where she wished to go, relentlessy
mapping the path that ought to lead to her high goals. Her strong mainspring was wound tight.

Neil lived in the moment. To him, the far future was next week, and he trusted time to take him there
whether or not he planned thejourney.

They were as different as mice and moonbeams.

Congdering their contrasting natures, they shared alove that seemed unlikely. Y et love was the cord
that bound them together, the snewy fiber that gave them strength to wesather disappointment, even

tragedy.

During Molly's spdlls of insomnia, Neil's rhythmic snoring, although not loud, sometimestested love
amogt as much asinfidelity might have done. Now the sudden crash of pummeling rain masked the noise
that he made, giving Mally anew target upon which to focus her frustration.

Theroar of the storm escalated until they seemed to be inside the rumbling machinery that powered the
universe.

Shortly after two o'clock, without switching on alight, Mally got out of bed. At awindow that was
protected from the rain by the overhanging roof, shelooked through her ghostly reflection, into awindless
MOoNsoonN.

Their house stood high in the San Bernardino Mountains, embraced by sugar pines, knobcone pines,
and towering ponderosas with dramatic fissured bark.

Mogt of their neighborswerein bed at this hour. Through the shrouding trees and the incessant
downpour, only asingle cluster of lights could be seen on these dopes above Black Lake.

The Corrigan place. Harry Corrigan had lost Cdista, hiswife of thirty-five years, back in June.

During aweekend vigit to her Sster, Nancy, in Redondo Beach, Calista parked her Honda near an
ATM to withdraw two hundred dollars. She'd been robbed, then shot in the face.

Subsequently, Nancy had been pulled from the car and shot twice. She had aso been run over when
the two gunmen escaped in the Honda. Now, three months after Calistals funeral, Nancy remained ina
coma.

While Mally yearned for deep, Harry Corrigan strove every night to avoid it. He said his dreams were
killinghim.

In the tides of the storm, the luminous windows of Harry's house seemed like the running lights of a
distant vessel on arolling sea: one of those fabled ghost ships, abandoned by passengers and crew, yet
with lifeboats still secured. Untouched dinners would be found on platesin the crew's mess. Inthe
whedhouse, the captain's favorite pipe, warm with smoldering tobacco, would await discovery on the



chart table.

Molly'simagination had been engaged; she couldn't easily shift into neutral again. Sometimes, in the
throes of insomnia, she tossed and turned into the arms of literary ingpiration.

Downdgtairs, in her study, were five chapters of her new novel, which needed to be polished. A few
hours of work on the manuscript might soothe her nerves enough to allow deep.

Her robe draped the back of anearby chair. She shrugged into it and knotted the belt.

Crossing to the door, she redlized that she was navigating with surprising ease, considering the absence
of lamplight. Her surenessin the gloom couldn't be explained entirely by the fact that she had been avake
for hours, staring at the ceiling with dark-adapted eyes.

Thefaint light a the windows, sufficient to dilute the bedroom darkness, could not have traveled dl the
way from Harry Corrigan's house, three doors to the south. The true source at first euded her.

Storm clouds hid the moon.
Outside, the landscape lights were off; the porch lights, too.

Returning to the window, she puzzled over thetinsdled glimmer of therain. A curiouswet sheen made
the bristling boughs of the nearest pines more visible than they should have been.

Ice? No. Stitching through the night, needles of deet would have made a more brittle sound than the
susurrant drumming of this autumn downpour.

She pressed fingertips to the windowpane. The glasswas cool but not cold.

When reflecting ambient light, falling rain sometimes acquires asilvery cagt. In thisinstance, however,
no ambient light existed.

Therainitsdf gppeared to be faintly luminescent, each drop alight-emitting crysta. The night was
smultaneoudy veiled and reveded by skeins of vaguely fluorescent beads.

When Molly stepped out of the bedroom, into the upstairs hall, the soft glow from two domed skylights
bleached the gloom from black to gray, reveding the way to the stairs. Overhead, the rainwater sheeting
down the curved Plexiglas was enlivened by radiant whorls that resembled spiral nebulae wheeling across
the vault of aplanetarium.

She descended the stairs and proceeded to the kitchen by the guidance of the curioudy storm-lit
windows.

Some nights, embracing rather than resisting insomnia, she brewed a pot of coffee to take to her desk
in the study. Thus stoked, she wrote jagged, caffeine-sharpened prose with the redlistic tone of
police-interrogation transcripts.

Thisnight, however, she intended to return eventualy to bed. After switching on the light in the vent
hood above the cooktop, she flavored amug of milk with vanillaextract and cinnamon, then heated it in
the microwave.

In her study, volumes of her favorite poetry and prose—L ouise Glick, Dondd Justice, T. S. Eliot,
Carson McCullers, Flannery O'Connor, Dickens—Iined the walls. Occasionally, she took comfort and
ingpiration from ahumble sense of kinship with these writers.



Most of the time, however, shefelt like a pretender. Worse, afraud.

Her mother had said that every good writer needed to be her own toughest critic. Molly edited her
work with both ared pen and a metaphorica hatchet, leaving evidence of bloody suffering with the
former, reducing scenesto kindling with the latter.

More than once, Neil suggested that Thalia had never said—and had not intended to imply—that
worthwhile art could be carved from raw language only with self-doubt as sharp asachisdl. To Thalia,
her work had also been her favorite form of play.

In atroubled culture where cream often settled on the bottom and the palest milk rose to the top, Mally
knew that she was short on logic and long on supertition when she supposed that her hope for success
rested upon the amount of passion, pain, and polish that she brought to her writing. Nevertheless,
regarding her work, Molly remained a Puritan, finding virtue in self-flagellation.

L eaving the lamps untouched, she switched on the computer but didn't at once Sit at her desk. Instead,
as the screen brightened and the signature music of the operating system welcomed her to alate-night
work sesson, she was once more drawn to awindow by the insistent rhythm of therain.

Beyond the window lay the deep front porch. Therailing and the overhanging roof framed adark
panorama of serried pines, astrangely luminous ghost forest out of adisturbing dream.

She could not look away. For reasons that she wasn't able to articulate, the scene made her uneasy.

Nature has many lessonsto teach awriter of fiction. One of theseisthat nothing capturesthe
imagination as quickly or as completely as does spectecle.

Blizzards, floods, volcanos, hurricanes, earthquakes. They fascinate because they nakedly reved that
Mother Nature, afflicted with bipolar disorder, isaslikely to snuff us as sheisto succor us. An dternately
nurturing and destructive parent isthe stuff of gripping drama

Silvery cascades |esfed the bronze woods, burnishing bark and bough with sterling highlights.
An unusud minerd content in the rain might have lent it this dight phosphorescence.

Or . .. having comein from the west, through the soiled air above L os Angeles and surrounding cities,
perhaps the storm had washed from the atmosphere awitch's brew of pollutants that in combination gave
riseto thispae, eerie radiance.

Senaing that neither explanation would prove correct, seeking athird, Molly was startled by movement
on the porch. She shifted focus from the trees to the sheltered shadowsimmediately beyond the glass.

Low, sinuous shapes moved under the window. They were so sllent, fluid, and mysteriousthat for a
moment they seemed to be imagined: formless expressons of prima fears.

Then one, threg, five of them lifted their heads and turned their yellow eyesto the window, regarding
her inquigtively. They were asred asMolly hersdlf, though sharper of tooth.

The porch swarmed with wolves. Slinking out of the storm, up the steps, onto the pegged-pine floor,
they gathered under the shelter of the roof, as though this were not a house but an ark that would soon be
st safely afl oat by the risng waters of a cataclysmic flood.



IN THESE MOUNTAINS, BETWEEN THE TRUE DESERT to the east and the plainsto the west,
wolves were long extinct. The visitation on the porch had the otherworldly qudity of an gpparition.

When, on closer examination, Molly redlized that these beasts were coyotes—sometimes cdled prairie
wolves—their behavior seemed no less remarkabl e than when she had mistaken them for the larger
creatures of folklore and fairy tales.

Asmuch as anything, their silence defined their strangeness. In thethrill of the chase, running down their
prey, coyotes often cry with high excitement: a chilling ululation as eerie asthe music of atheremin. Now
they neither cried nor barked, nor even growled.

Unlike most wolves, coyoteswill frequently hunt alone. When they join in packsto stalk game, they do
not run as close together as do wolves.

Y et on the front porch, the individualism characteristic of their species was not in evidence. They
gathered flank-to-flank, shoul der-to-shoulder, edling among one another, no less communal than
domesticated hounds, nervous and seeking reassurance from one another.

Noticing Molly at the sudy window, they neither shied from her nor reacted aggressvely. Their shining
eyes, which in the past had dwaysimpressed her as being cruel and bright with blood hunger, now
appeared to be as devoid of threat asthe trusting eyes of any household pet.

Indeed, each creature favored her with acompelling look as dien to coyotes as anything she could
imagine. Their expressons seemed to beimploring.

Thiswas s0 unlikely that she distrusted her perceptions. Y et she thought that she detected a beseeching
attitude not only in their eyes but dso in their posture and behavior.

She ought to have been frightened by this fanged congregation. Her heart did beat faster than usudl;
however, the novelty of the Situation and a sense of the mysterious, rather than fear, quickened her pulse.

The coyotes were obvioudy seeking shelter, athough never previoudy had Molly seen even one of
them flee the tumult of astorm for the protection of a human habitation. People were afar greater danger
to their kind than anything they might encounter in nature,

Besides, thiscomparatively dark and quiet tempest had neither the lightning nor the thunder to chase
them from their dens. The formidable volume of the downpour marked this as unusua weether; but the
rain had not been falling long enough to flood these stoic predators out of their homes.

Although the coyotes regarded Molly with entreating glances, they reserved the greater part of their
attention for the storm. Tailstucked, ears pricked, the wary beasts watched the silvery torrents and the



drenched forest with acute interest if not with outright anxiety.

Asdtill more of their wolfish kind douched out of the night and onto the porch, Molly searched the
palisade of treesfor the cause of their concern.

She saw nothing more than she had seen before: the faintly radiant cataracts wrung from a
supersaturated sky, the trees and other vegetation bowed and trembled and silvered by thefiercely
pummdingrain.

Nonetheless, as she scanned the night woods, the nape of her neck prickled as though aghost lover
had pressed his ectoplasmic lipsagaingt her skin. A shudder of inexplicable misgiving passed through her.

Rattled by the conviction that something in the forest returned her scrutiny from behind the wet vell of
the storm, Molly backed away from the window.

The computer monitor suddenly seemed too bright—and revedling. She switched off the machine.

Black and argentine, the mercurial gloom streamed and glimmered past the windows. Even hereinthe
house, the air fdlt thick and damp.

The phosphoric light of the storm cast shimmering reflections on a collection of porceans, on glass
paperweights, on the white-gold leafing of several picture frames. . . . The study had the degp-fathom
ambience of an oceanic trench forever beyond the reach of the sun but dimly revealed by radiant
anemones and luminousjdlyfish.

Molly was struck by a disorienting sense of otherness that was familiar from dreams but that had never
before overcome her while she remained awake.

She backed farther from the window. She edged toward the study door that led to the downstairs hall.

A creeping disquietude stole through her, nerve to nerve. She was anxious not about the coyotes on the
porch but about something she couldn't name—a threat so prima that reason was blind to it and instinct
revealed only itsrough contours.

Counsding hersdlf that she was too mature to succumb to the easy fright of childhood and adolescence,
she nevertheless retreated to the stairs, intending to return to the bedroom and wake Nell.

For perhaps aminute, she stood with one hand on the newd pos, listening to the drumming rain,
considering what to say after rousing him from deep. Everything that occurred to her sounded to one
degree or another hysterical.

She was not concerned about looking foolish in Neil's eyes. During seven years of marriage, each had
been afoal often enough to have earned the lasting forbearance of the other.

She nurtured an image of hersdlf, however, that sustained her during difficult times, and she strove
awaysto avoid compromising it. In this saf-portrait, she was tough, resilient, tempered by terror at an
early age, seasoned by grief, quaified by experience to handle whatever fate threw at her.

At eight, she had endured and miraculoudy survived an episode of extreme violence that might have | eft
any other child in therapy for decades. Later, when shewas just twelve, aninvishlethief caled
lymphoma, with quiet violence, stole the life from her mother.

For mogt of her existence, Molly had not shied from atruth that most people understood but diligently



suppressed: that every moment of every day, depending on the faith we embrace, each of us continuesto
live ether by the merciful sufferance of God or at the whim of blind chance and indifferent nature.

Sheligtened to therain. The downpour seemed not indifferent, but purposeful and determined.

Leaving Nell to hisdeep, sheturned away from the gairs. The windows remained faintly luminous, asif
with the reflected glow of the auroraboredlis.

Although her disquiet dowly gathered the force of gpprehension, just asarevolving hurricane spins
ever greater winds around its dead-cam eye, Mally crossed the foyer to the front door.

Hanking the door weretdl, French-paned sddights. Beyond the sdelights lay the porch onto which
she had looked from her office.

The coyotes ill gathered in that shelter. As she drew near the door, some of the animals turned once
moreto gazein at her.

Thelr anxious panting painted pae plumes on the glass. From behind thisvell of smoking breeth, their
radiant eyes beseeched her.

Molly wasinexplicably convinced that she could open the door and move among them without risk of
attack.

Whether or not she was as tough as she believed hersdlf to be, she was not impulsive or reckless. She
didn't possessthe fatalistic temperament of a snake handler or even the adventurousness of those who
rode rafts over white-water rapids.

The previous autumn, when awildfire churned up the eastern face of the mountain, threatening to cross
the crest and sweep westward to the lake, she and Neil had been, at her insistence, the first among their
neighborsto pack essentia belongings and leave. Her acute awareness of lifés fragility had since
childhood made of her a prudent person.

Y et when writing anovel, she often shunned prudence, trusting her ingtinct and her heart more than she
did intellect. Without risk, she could get nothing on the page worth reading.

Hereinthefoyer, in thisfase-auroraglow, under the anxious gaze of the gathered canines beyond the
French panes, the moment had amystica qudity, more like fiction than redlity. Perhaps that was why
Molly considered hazarding onto the porch.

She put her right hand on the doorknob. Rather, she found her hand on the knob without quite recalling
when she had put it there.

Theroar of therain, escaating from a cataclysmic chorus until it became the very voice of
Armageddon, and the witchy light together exerted amesmerizing effect. Nevertheless, she knew that she
wasn't faling into atrance, wasn't being lured from the house by some supernaturd force, asin abad
movie.

Sheld never felt more awake, more clearheaded. Instinct, heart, and mind were synchronized now as
they had rarely been in her twenty-eight years of experience.

The unprecedented September deluge and everything about the odd behavior of the coyotes, not least
of dl their uncharacteristic meekness, argued that the usud logic didn't apply. Here, providence required
boldness rather than caution.



If her heart had continued to race, she might not have turned the knob. At the thought of turning it,
however, shefdt a curious cadm descend. Her pulse rate declined, although each beat knocked through
her with jarring force.

In some Chinese didects, the sameword is used to mean either danger or opportunity. In thisinstance,
as never before, she wasin a Chinese frame of mind.

She opened the door.

The coyotes, perhaps a score of them, neither attacked nor growled. They did not bare their teeth.
Amazed by their behavior and by her own, Mally crossed the threshold. She stepped onto the porch.
Asif they were family dogs, the coyotes made room for her and seemed to welcome her company.

Her amazement still allowed ameasure of caution. She stood with her arms crossed defensively over
her chest. Y et shefdt that if she held ahand out to the beasts, they would only nuzzle and lick it.

The coyotes nervoudy divided their attention between Molly and the surrounding woods. Their rapid
and shdlow panting spoke not of exhaustion after along run, but of acute anxiety.

Something in the rain-swept forest frightened them. Evidently, thisfear was so intense that they dared
not respond to it with their customary snarls, raised hackles, and counterchallenges.

Instead, they trembled and issued soft mewls of meek submission. Their ears were not flattened to
sgnal an aggressive response, but remained pricked, asif they could hear the breathing and the subtle
footfalls of afierce predator even through the crash of rain.

Tailstucked between their legs, flanks trembling, they moved ceasdesdy back and forth. They seemed
ready, at any moment, to drop as oneto the plank floor and submissively exposethelr belliesinan
attempt to forestall an attack by some ferocious enemy.

Brushing against Molly asthey swarmed the porch, the coyotes appeared to take as much comfort
from contact with her asthey did from their pack mates. Although their eyes were strange and wild, she
saw in them some of the hopeful trust and need for companionship that were qualities common to the
eyes of the gentlest dogs.

Her amazement gave way to astonishment as ahumbling flood of emotions never experienced
before—or never experienced this strongly— swelled in her. A sense of wonder, childlikeinitsintensty.
An amogt pagan feding of being one with nature.

The humid air thickened with the odor of damp fur and with the smoky ammonia scent of musk.

Molly thought of Diana, Roman goddess of the hunt, whom artists often depicted in the company of
wolves, leading apack in pursuit of prey, across moonlit fidldsand hills.

A profound awareness of the interconnectedness of dl thingsin Crestion seemed to arise not from her
mind, not even from her heart, but from the smallest tructures of her being, asif the microscopic tides of
cytoplasm in her billions of cells responded to the coyotes, the unusud storm, and the forest in much the
way that Earth's oceans were influenced by the moon.

This extraordinary moment was supercharged with amystical quality so supremely grand in character
and so formidable in power, s0 unlike anything Molly had known before, that she was overcome by awe
and trembled with a peculiar exhilaration that was amost joy. Her bresthing became quick and shalow,



and her legs grew weak.

Then, as one, the coyotes were seized by agreater terror than the fright that had driven them from the
woods. With thin, desperate bleats of panic, they fled the porch.

Asthey swarmed past her, their wet tails lashed her legs. A few looked up entreatingly, asthough she
must understand the cause of their fear and might be able to rescue them from the enemy, redl or
imagined, that had chased them from their dens.

Fast down the steps, into the storm, they traveled in atight defensive pack, not hunting now, but
hunted.

Their rain-soaked coats clung to them, reveding lean forms of bone, sinew, and stringy muscle. Always
before, coyotes had |ooked aggressive and formidable to her, but these seemed logt, unsure of their
purpose, amogt pitiable.

Molly crossed to the head of the porch steps and stared after them. Although irrationa and disturbing,
the urgeto follow was difficult to resis.

Asthe coyotes descended through the night, the forest, and the queerly luminescent rain, they
frequently glanced back, past the house and toward the top of the ridge. Suddenly seeming to catch the
scent of apursuer, they whidded among the pines, as swift and silent as gray spirits. And were gone.

Chilled, hugging hersdf, Mally let out a pent-up breath that she'd not been aware of holding.
She waited, tense and wary, but nothing followed the pack.

In these mountains, coyotes had no natural enemies capable of chalenging them. The few remaining
bearsforaged on wild fruits, tubers, and tender roots; they stalked nothing bigger than fish. Although
bobcats had survived human encroachment in greater numbers than had the bears, they fed on rabbits
and rodents; they would not chase down another predator for food and certainly not for sport.

The musky scent of the coyotes hung on the air after they departed. Indeed, the odor didn't diminish
but seemed to ripen.

Standing at the head of the steps, Molly held ahand out past the protection of the roof. In this cool
autumn night, the glimmering rain dipping through her fingers proved to be unexpectedly warm.

The phosphoric water limned the wrinkles of her knuckles.

Shelooked at her palm. Head line, heart line, and lifeline shone brighter than the rest of her hand,
suddenly scintillating with mysterious meaning, asif some previoudy unknown Gypsy heritage had
manifested in her, complete with the ability to foretell the future from creasesin her skin.

When she withdrew her hand from the rushing rain and sniffed it, she detected even more strongly than
before the scent that she had attributed to the coyotes. Although not appealing enough to be called a
fragrance, it was not unpleasant, either, and was asrich with subtleties asthe air in apice market.

She had never before experienced such ascent. Y et within the intricate matrix of thisunique smell, she
detected atantaizingly familiar substance, smplein its nature. The more determinedly she Sroveto
identify this core odor, the moreits dippery name eluded her.

Although it smdlled like acomplex méange of essences and exatic ails, the rain had the character and
consgtency of ordinary water. She rubbed it between thumb and fingertips, fedling nothing unusud.



Gradudly Mally redlized that she was lingering on the porch in the hope that the coyotes would return.
Standing among them, like alamb among lions, trembling on the brink of some revelation, had been such
an awesome experience that she longed to repest it.

When the coyotes did not regppesr, an ineffable sense of |oss overcame her. With it arose anew the
feding of being watched that earlier had tirred the fine hairs on the back of her neck.

Sometimes the forest appeared to her as agreen cathedral. The massive pine trunks were columnsin a
vast nave, and the spreading boughs formed groin vaults and fan vaults high overhead.

Now, with the reverential hush of the woods replaced by the din of the downpour, the gloom coiling
among the trees seemed to be of adifferent character from that on any previous night. The god of this
cathedral wasthe lord of darkness.

Disquieted again, Molly backed across the porch, retresting from the steps. She did not for one
moment look away from the encircling forest, half convinced that something would fly at her from out of
the pines, something that would be dl teeth and temper.

Inside, she closed the door. Engaged the deadbolt. Stood there for amoment, trembling.

She continued to be surprised and disturbed by her emotionalism. Driven by akind of instinct, less of
the mind than of the heart, she felt reduced from womanhood to the overwrought reactions of a girl—and
shedidnt likeit.

Eager to wash her hands, she hurried to the kitchen.

Approaching the open door, she saw that the light above the cooktop was till on, as she had left it
when sheld heated the mug of milk.

At the threshold, she hesitated, suddenly expecting someone to be in the kitchen. Someone who had
comein the back door while she had been distracted by the coyotes.

More emotionalism. Foolish. No intruder waited for her.

She crossed the kitchen directly to the back door, and tried it. Bolted. Secure. No one could have
gottenin that way.

Coruscating curtains of radiant rain slvered the night. A thousand eyes might have watched from
behind that sequined vall.

She lowered the pleated shade over the window beside the breakfast table. She dropped the shade at
the window abovethe sink, aswell.

After turning on the water and adjusting it to the hottest temperature that she could tolerate, she
lathered her hands with liquid soap from the built-in dispenser. The sogp smelled like oranges, a
gratifyingly clean scent.

She had not touched any of the coyotes.

For amoment she did not understand why she was scrubbing her hands so determinedly. Then she
reglized that she waswashing away therain.

The curioudy aromatic rain had |eft her feding . . . unclean.

She rinsed her hands until they were red, half-scalded. Then she pumped more soap and lathered up a



second time,

Within that méange of subtle but exotic scents had been avaguely familiar odor, smoky and ammoniac,
that Molly had not quite been able to identify. Although she had flushed the smell from her hands, it now
returned to her in memory, and this time she was able to nameit: semen.

Under that spice-market variety of exotic aromas, the rain had exuded the fecund scent of semen.

This seemed so unlikely, so absurdly Freudian, that she wondered if she might be adeep. Or diding into
aneuropsychotic episode.

The inexplicable luminescence, the semind rain, the cowering coyotes. From bed to foaming faucet,
every step and moment of the experience had ahdlucinatory quality.

She turned off the faucet, half expecting silence when the water stopped gushing. But the tremendous
roar of the unseasonable rain wasthere, al right—either red or the soundtrack of asngularly persstent
dream.

From elsewhere in the house, asharp cry diced through the monotonous drone of the storm. Updtairs.
It came again. Neil. Her calm, composed, unflgppable husband—crying out in the night.

With too much experience of violence dating from the age of eight, Mally reacted with dacrity,
snatching the handset from the nearby wall phone. She keyed 9-1-1 before redlizing that she hadn't
gotten adia tone.

Over the open line came an audial tapestry of eerie, oscillating € ectronic tones. Low-pitched pul ses of
sound, high-pitched whistles and shrieks.

She hung up.
They owned agun. Upgtairs. In anightstand drawer.
Nell cried out again.

Molly glanced at the locked door, felt again the desire to flee with the coyotesinto the night. Whatever
else she might be—insane or asfoolish and hysterica as agirl—shewas not acoward.

She went to the knife drawer and drew the most wicked blade from its sheath.

MOLLY WANTED LIGHT, A GREAT BRIGHT DAZZLE OF it, but she didn't touch aswitch. She
knew the house better than any intruder could know it; in these rooms, darknesswould be her dly.



Kitchen to hal to dairs, she cleaved the gloom with the point of the butcher knife and followed inits
wake.

Some of the treads creaked, but the rumble of the downpour masked the sounds of her hurried ascent.

Updtairs, the sorm till painted luminous gaaxies on the skylights. Faint images of those patterns
crawled the halway floor.

Approaching the bedroom, she heard a groan followed by a softer cry than those that had preceded it.
Her heart clenched tight, knocked hard againgt its caging ribs.

As she pushed open the door and entered the dark bedroom, the butcher knife twitched and bobbed
likeadowsing rod, asif divining the location of ahostileintruder, seeking not water but bad blood.

Themercurid light of the radiant rain, eddying through the room with awatery inconstancy, failed to
illuminate every corner. Shadows shivered, throbbed; some of them might have been more than mere
shadows.

Nevertheless, Molly lowered the knife. At this close range she redlized that her husband's groans and
criesresulted from a struggle with nothing more threstening than anightmare.

Neil's deep was usudly as untroubled by narrative as it was deegp and reliable. When dumber brought
him a story, the plot was soothing, even comic.

She had sometimes watched him smiling in his deep. On one occasion, without waking, he had laughed
out loud.

Aswith everything el se about the early hours of this Wednesday morning, the past did not serveasa
guideto the present. Neil's dream clearly was different from others he had experienced during the seven
yearsthat Molly had shared abed with him. His panicked breathing and cries of dread suggested that he
raced desperately through the forests of deep, pursued by aterror that relentlesdy gained ground on him.

Molly switched on anightstand lamp. The sudden flush of light didn't wake her husband.
Swest darkened his brown hair amost to black. Wrung by anxiety, hisface glistened.
Putting the knife on the nightstand, she said, "Neil?"

His name, softly spoken, didn't break the spell of deep.

Instead, he reacted asif he had heard the close, rough voice of Death. Head tossing, neck muscles
taut, twisting fistfuls of the sheet asif it were abinding shroud in which held been prematurely buried, he
took shallow, panicked breeths, working himself toward a scream.

Molly put ahand on his shoulder. "Honey, you're dreaming.”

With a choked cry, he sat up in bed, seizing her wrist and twisting her hand away from his shoulder as
though she were adagger-widlding n.

Awake, he neverthel ess seemed to see the menace from hisdream. His eyes were wide with fright; his
face had been broken into sharp new contours by the hammer of shock.

Molly winced with pain. "Hey, let go, itsme.”



He blinked, shuddered, released her.
Taking astep backward, rubbing her pinched wrig, she said. "Areyou dl right?’
Throwing off the covers, Neil sat up, on the edge of the bed.

He was wearing only pgjama bottoms. Although not abig man—five feet ten, and trim—he had
powerful shoulders and muscular arms.

Molly liked to touch hisarms, shoulders, chest. Hefdt so solid, thereforereliable.
His physique matched his character. She could depend on him, dways.

Sometimes she touched him casualy, with innocent intention—and passion followed as urgently as
thunder in thewake of lightning.

He had aways been a confident but quiet lover, patient and amost shy. The more aggressive of the
two, Molly usudly led him to bed instead of being led.

After saven years, her boldness still surprised and delighted her. She had never been that way with
another man.

Even inthisunnerving night, in spite of the roof-punishing rumble of radiant rain and the disquieting
memory of the coyotes, Molly felt acertain sensua response a the sight of her husband. Histouded hair.
His handsome, beard-stubbled face; his mouth as tender as that of aboy.

Hewiped hisface with his hands, pulling off cobwebs of deep. When he looked up a her, hisblue
eyes seemed to be a deeper shade than usual, dmost sapphire. Darker shadows moved in the blue, asif
anightmare memory of poisonous spiders till scurried across hisfield of waking vision.

"Areyou dl right?' Molly repeated.

"No." Hisvoicewas rough, as though cracking from thirst and raw with exhaustion after adesperate
chase acrossthefields of deep. "Dear Jesus, what wasthat?"

"What waswhat?"

He got up from the bed. His body had a coiled-spring tension, every muscle taut. His dream had been
ahard-turned key that left him as stressed as overwound clockworks.

"Y ou were having anightmare," shesad, "1 heard you shouting in your deep.”

"Not anightmare. Worse." With anxious bewilderment, he turned to survey theroom. "That sound.”
"Rain," she said, and pointed at awindow.

Neil shook hishead. "No. Not just rain. Something behind it . . . aboveit."

His demeanor further unsettled Molly. He seemed to be half in atrance, unable fully to shake off his
nightmare.

He shuddered. "There's amountain coming down."
"Mountain?'

Tipping his head back, studying the bedroom ceiling with evident anxiety, theinitia roughnessin his



voice smoathing into a solemn slken tone of mesmerizing intensity, he said, "Huge. In the dream.
Massive. A mountain, rock blacker than iron, coming downinadow fal. Yourunandyourun. .. but
you can't get out from under. Its shadow grows ahead of you faster . . . faster than you can hopeto
move."

Soft-spoken, yet as sharp as a harpist's plectrums, his words plucked her nerves.
Intending to lighten the moment, Molly said, "Ah. A Chicken Little dream.”

Neil's stare remained fixed on the calling. "Not just adream. Here. Now." He held his breeth, listening.
Then: "Something behind therain . . . coming down.”

"Neil. You're scaring me."

Lowering his gaze, meeting her eyes, hesaid, "A crushing weight somewhere up there. A growing
pressure. You fed it, too."

Evenif the moon itsalf had been faling, she would have been reluctant to acknowledge that its
gravitationa influence stirred powerful new tidesin her blood. Until now, she had been arider who kept
tight reinson life, letting emotion break into full gallop only in the pages of her books, saving the drama
for fiction.

"No," shesaid. "It wasjust the sound of the rain getting to you in your dream, and your mind spun it
into something weird, made amountain of it."

"You fed it, too," heinssted, and he padded barefoot to awindow.

The low amber light from the nightstand lamp was insufficient to disguise the luminous nature of the
torrents that tinseled the forest and silvered the ground.

"What's happening?' he asked.

"Unusua minerd content, pollution of somekind,” she replied, resorting to the explanations that she had
aready consdered and largely rejected.

The curiosity and wonder that earlier compelled her to venture among the coyotes had curdled into
trepidation. With uncharacteristic timidity, she yearned to return to bed, to shrink among the covers, to
deep away the freak storm and wake by the light of anormal dawn.

Neil disengaged the latch on the casement window and reached for the handle to crank it open.
"Don't," shewarned with more urgency than she had intended.

Half turning from the window, he faced her.

Shesaid, "Therain smellsstrange. It fedls. . . unclean.”

Only now he noticed her robe. "How long have you been up?'

"Couldn't deep. Went downgtairsto write. But . . ."

Helooked a the ceiling again. "There. Do you fed that?"

Maybe she fet something. Or maybe her imagination was building mountainsinthe air.



His gaze tracked across the ceiling. "It's not falling toward us anymore.” His voice quieted to awhisper.
"It'smoving eastward . . . west to east.”

Shedidn't share his gpparently ingtinctual perception, though she found hersalf wiping her right hand on
her robe—the hand that she had held out in therain and had later washed so vigoroudy with
orange-scented soap.

"Ashig astwo mountains, three. . . so huge," whispered Neil. He made the sign of the
cross—forehead to breadt, left shoulder to right— which she had not seen him do in years.

Suddenly she felt more than heard a gresat, deep, dow throbbing masked by the tremulous roar of the
ran.

"...dftyouaswhesdt .. ."

Thosewords of Nell's, so strange and yet disturbingly familiar, refocused her attention from the celling
to him. "What did you say?'

"It'shuge.”
"No. After that. What did you say about wheat?"

Asif the words had escaped him without his awvareness, he regarded her with bewilderment. "Wheat?
Whét're you talking about?'

A flickering at the periphery of her vison drew Molly's attention to the clock on her nightstand. The
glowing green digits changed rapidly, continuoudy, as though racing to keep pace with time run amok.

IINe'I."
" seeit.”

The numbers were sequencing neither forward toward morning nor backward toward midnight. Rather,
they resembled the streaming mathematics of high-speed computer cal culations rushing across amonitor.

Molly consulted her wristwatch, which was not adigital model. The hour hand swept clockwise,
counting off afull day in haf aminute, while the minute hand spun counterclockwise even fagter, as
though she were stranded on arock in theriver of time, with the future flowing away from her as swiftly
asdid the past.

The mysterious deep pulses of sound—amost bel ow the threshold of human hearing but felt in blood
and bone—seemed to swell her heart asthey pushed throughiit.

The mood and moment were unique, like nothing that she had previoudy experienced, but the
atmosphere was as unmistakably hogtile asit was unprecedented.

With the coyotes, Mally'singtinct had seemed to divorce itsdf from her common sense. She had acted
on the former, recklesdy stepping onto the front porch.

Now instinct and common sense were married again. Both intuition and cold reason counsdled that she
and Nell werein serious trouble even though they could not yet grasp the nature of it.

In his eyes, she saw the recognition of thistruth. During their yearstogether, serving dternately as
confessor and redeemer to each other, they had arrived at an intimacy of mind and spirit that often made
words superfluous.



At her nightstand, she withdrew the 9-mm pistol from the drawer. She dways kept it |oaded;
nevertheless, she g ected the magazine to confirm that it lacked no rounds. The gleam of brass. Ten
cartridges.

After locking in the magazine again, she put the weagpon on the vanity, beside her hairbrush and hand
mirror, within easy reach.

Acrosstheroom, on the dresser, stood a collection of haf adozen antique music boxes inherited from
her mother. Spontaneoudy, astedly plink-and-jangle issued from them: six different melodies woven into
abright discordance.

Onthelids of two boxes, clockwork-driven porcelain figurines suddenly became animated. Here, a
man and woman in Victorian finery danced awaltz. There, a carousel horse turned around, around.

The cacophony of brittle notes abraded her nerves and seemed to cut like asurgical saw through her
skull bone,

Thesefamiliar objects, apart of her life since childhood, became in an ingtant strange, disquieting.

Neil stared at the tiny dancers for amoment, at the circling horse, and appeared to be unsettled by
them. He made no attempt to switch off the music boxes.

Instead, he turned to the window once more, but he didn't crank it open, as he had been prepared to
do aminute ago. He engaged the latch that previoudy he had unlocked.

ASTHEY HURRIEDLY DRESSED IN JEANS AND SWEATERS, Mally told him about the
coyotes.

The somber drone of the rain, the manic plinking of the music boxes, and the dmaost sublimind
pulsation of unknown source served asamusica score, without coherent melody, that made the
adventure on the front porch seem far more ominousin the telling than it had been in actua experience.
She tried—but knew that she failed—to convey to Neil the sense of wonder and the reverentia awe that
had characterized the incident.

Seated on the vanity bench, striving to describe the bond with nature that she had felt as she'd stood
among the coyotes, she worked her feet into apair of waterproof walking shoes. Her hands trembled.
She fumbled with the laces, findly managed to tie them.

Still talking, she picked up, by habit, the brush that lay beside the pistol. Although sherealized the



absurdity of trying to deny the weirdness of the moment by resorting to mundane tasks, she turned to the
mirror to assess the ate of her hair.

Her reflection was asit should be, but everything € sein the mirror was wrong. Behind her lay not the
lamplit and cozy bedroom, negt except for the disarranged bedclothes; instead, she saw filth and ruin.

Her voice broke off in midsentence, and she dropped the hairbrush. She swung around on the bench to
confirm that the room had changed. It was asit had dways been.

In redlity, only the bedside clock was out of order. A chaos of radiant green numbers continued to spill
across the readout window.

In the mirror, however, stained walls were textured by moss or mold. One lamp remained, the shade
cocked and rotting. Across the headboard of the broken-down bed crawled vines too succulent to be
native to these Cdiforniamountains, gray-green and glistening with moisture, the leaves hung like ahost

of panting tongues.

She was tempted again to believe that she had never risen from bed and gone downgtairs, that instead
she had been adegp through these events—and till dept. Therain and dl the strangeness that began with
it—from the coyotes to this mirro—made more sense if they were the fantasies of deep.

Drawn to her side, Neil reached out to touch the vanity mirror, asthough he expected to find that the
imagein it was not merely aflat reflection, but a three-dimensiond redlity, aworld beyond the mirror.

Irrationdly, Molly stayed hishand. "No."
IIWW?I
"Because. . ."

She had no credible reason to stop him, only a supertitious fear of what would happen when his
fingertips met the silvered surface of thelooking glass.

With hisfree hand, he touched the mirror, which proved to be solid.

Then, in that other bedroom, something moved. A shadow proved not to be a shadow, after dl, but a
figure snuous and dark, darting so fast across the mirror's breadth of view and out of sight that it might
have been aman in acloak, aman with membranous wings—or not aman &t all.

With agasp of surprise, Nell snatched his hand back asif the entity on the other side surely had the
power to reach through the mirror as he himself could not.

In the same ingtant, Molly spun off the bench, exploded to her feet, crazily certain that something had
crossed over, through the vell of glassand quicksilver. But no unwanted visitor had entered the bedroom.

She glanced at the clock just asthe sideways scroll of numbers abruptly halted. The time was 2:44.

Checking her wristwatch, she discovered that the hour and the minute hands had stopped spinning. Her
timepiece agreed with the digital clock—2:44.

Themusic boxesfdl slent.

The miniature carousd horse went from galop to full stop in aplink, and the dancing figurinesfrozein
midwaltz.



Molly felt suddenly relieved of the rea or imagined weight that had been suspended overhead like a
giant sword of Damocles.

The hdf-heard, fully felt, deep pul sations of sound stopped throbbing through her.
"Themirror,” Neil said.

The reflection that it now offered was of the room in which they stood. No ruins, no mold-textured
walls, no crawling vine.

Nell shifted his attention from the mirror to the ceiling. Then he went to awindow. He peered less a
the surrounding forest than at the obscured night sky from which rain poured in great cascades.

"Gone," hesaid.

"| felt something,” she admitted. "But . . . what wasit?"
"Don't haveaclue”

He was not being candid with her, nor she with him.

They had been formed by a culture drunk with the yearning for inter-galactic contact, the bedrock of a
new faith in which God was but asupporting player. Everyone knew the doctrines of this quasi-reigion
better than most people remembered the words of the Lord's Prayer: We are not alone. . . watch the
skies. . . theanswer isout there. . . . They had been Spielberged and Lucased and Shyamalaned. A
thousand movies and TV shows, ten thousand books, had convinced the world that the new magi would
be scientists riding not to Bethlehem on camels but to aUFO landing sitein mobile labs with satellite
dishes on the roofs, and that the salvation of humanity would come from another planet rather than from a
higher redim.

Molly knew the signs as prophesied by Hollywood and by science fiction writers. Neil knew them, too.

This September night lay deep indgde the Close Encounter Zone. In thisterritory, aien technology was
the only font of miracles.

She didn't want to put this understanding into words, however, and apparently neither did Neil. A
pretense of bewilderment felt safer than candor.

Perhaps their reticence had itsrootsin the fact that on this subject Hollywood offered two familiar
scenarios—one in which the extraterrestrial s were benign gods, one in which they were full of wrath and
cruel judgment. Thusfar, these recent events lacked the sweetness and the twinkle of G-rated family
entertainment.

Turning away from the window and from hisingpection of the rain-choked sky, Neil said, "Not that
well needit. . . but I'll get the shotgun.”

Recdling the haf-glimpsed, sinuous figure that had flashed darkly across the moldering roomin the
mirror, Molly retrieved her handgun from the vanity and said, "I'll get some spare cartridgesfor this."



ON THEKITCHEN TABLE LAY THE SHOTGUN AND A box of shells. Besde it werethe pistal, a
spare magazine, and abox of 9-mm cartridges.

Pleated window shadesin the kitchen and the adjacent family room held back the night and the
sght—though not the omnipresent sound— of the luminousrain.

Moally couldn't shake the fedling that the surrounding forest, previoudy afriendly woods, now harbored
unknown hostile observers. Neil apparently shared her paranoia; he had helped her lower the shades.

They both intuited that the mysterious forces a work in this drenched night were not restricted to these
mountains. Smultaneoudy they reached for the TV remote, and Nell got it first.

They stood in front of the big screen, watching, too agitated to settleinto chairs.

Televison reception was not what it should be. Some channel s were so &fflicted with eectronic snow
that only ghostly images could be seen through the blizzard. Broken voices spoke distorted words.

One of the twenty-four-hour cable-news networks offered better sound and arelatively clear picture
that rolled and flickered only occasionaly.

The young woman—V eronica something—anchoring the news desk was aslovely as any movie
darlet. Her eyeswere avaricious, her smile as genuine as that of amannequin.

She traded unscripted commentary with ayoung man, Jack, who might have been a successful
underwear model for Cavin Klein if he had not goneto journalism school and majored in broadcasting.
His smile, quick to come and quick to falter, reveaed bleached-white teeth as square as those of a cow.

War, palitics, crime, and even the doings of Hollywood royaty had been washed entirely off the news
wires by freakish weather of an unprecedented nature and ferocity.

During the night, unpredicted, the largest continuous storm front ever recorded had formed a seawith
impossible speed. 1t had moved ashore aong the entire west coast of the Americas—South, Central, and
North.

Reports of acurioudy scented rain falling at the rate of four, five, and even six inches an hour had been
received, corroborated. Within afew hours, low-lying citiesall the way from Argentinato Alaska had
begun suffering various degrees of flooding.

Live satellite feeds from both exotic and familiar metropolitan areas, sometimes distorted or grainy,
showed cars and trucks afl oat in city streets that resembled canals. Families on the roofs of their
haf-submerged houses. Soggy hillsides diding away in rivers of mud.

Through every image, like pure-slver threads subtly woven in atapestry, the luminousrain glimmered,
so that Argentinaand Alaska, and every point between, seemed unredl, reveaded by dream light.



Molly had never been afan of catastrophic news. She found neither enlightenment nor entertainment
vauein watching disaster befal others. Usudly she would have turned away from the TV, half sick with
pity. In this case she sensed that her future wastied to the fate of the strangers on the screen.

More recently, torrentia rains had begun faling across Europe. Asa. Africa. From the arid Middle
Eadt, even from the parched sands of Saudi Arabia, came reports of rain in unprecedented volume.
Video was expected shortly.

Nothing in the breaking news warranted asmile. Manning their anchor desk, Veronicaand Jack were
neverthel ess guided by thefirst rule of eectronic journalism: Establish rgpport with the audience;
ingratiate yoursdf and make yoursdf welcomein their homes; be authoritative but nice, dignified but fun.

Neither of them could entirely conced the excitement of being junior talent, consigned to the graveyard
shift, yet suddenly on-air as a huge story began bresking. Minute by minute, their audience was growing
from maybe a hundred thousand insomniacs to perhaps millions of riveted viewers. Y ou could dmost
hear them ca culating the boost their careerswould receive from this lucky timing.

Although the precise nature and the seriousness of the current crisis remained unclear, field reports
compensated with dramatic content for what they lacked in coherency.

Six hours earlier, prior to the arriva of the rain aong the coastline of the Americas, the crew of a
French marine-research ship had witnessed the sudden birth of a spectacular waterspout three hundred
miles southwest of Tahiti. The twister soun down from a cumulonimbus mass about three miles off the
ship's starboard flank, and grew with astonishing rapidity until the funnel point, sucking at the ocean,
broadened to an estimated six hundred meters, more than athird of amile.

Digital video, shot by acrew member and uploaded through the vessal's satellite link, revedled a
formation of daunting size. A scientist aboard the research ship estimated that the tornado-like form
measured three milesin diameter where the highest point of the vertica updraft disappeared into the
clouds.

"Sweet Jesus,” Neil whispered.

In these scenes, neither the sea nor the massive column of water churning into the sky was touched by
the mysterious luminescence.

Nevertheless, the extraordinary rain, now drumming beyond the blinded windows, must somehow be
related to this gigantic waterspout videotaped earlier in the far reaches of the South Pecific. Although
Molly couldn't understand the connection, the worldwide character of these events sharpened her
axidy.

On TV, theraging Pacific vortex spun off mean weather. The day darkened rapidly, asif God had
applied aheavy finger to acelestid rheodtat. Great claws of lightning tore at the ocean.

If the video frame had included any object with which to compare the funnel, the scale of the
phenomenon would have been not merely breathtaking but terrifying. She could sense the cameraman's
fear when the twister began to move toward his ship.

Asif rocked with anger and pain asthe lightning dashed its great dark hide, the sea thrashed and
heaved. The ship dropped into afearsome trough, a chasm.

The bow dug into the floor of the trough. Tons of water broke over therailing and churned acrossthe
deck.



Battered by this surge, the cameraman'slegs were nearly swept out from under him. He kept his
balance and staggered off the open deck as the ship abruptly shuddered and rose dong the steep face of
acolossa swell.

The Starlet reporter, Veronica, appeared on the screen again to say that following the transmission of
the preceding video, the French ship had not been heard from again.

Jack, her co-anchor, expressed concern for the crew and then, with mindless conviction, concluded
that they were certainly safe because "those marine-research guysredly know their way around the sea.”

Through a smile as congtant as that of a ventriloquist's wooden partner, Veronicareveaed that she had
spent one semester of college aboard asailing vessdl in an at-sealearning program.

Molly wanted to scream at them, asif her voice might travel back aong amicrowave path to New
Y ork City or Washington, or to wherever they were located. She wanted to rock them out of their
sdf-satisfied journdistic detachment, which always seemed to her to be merely smug superiority and
emotiond indifference masguerading as professondiam.

Additiond video had been recorded and transmitted via satellite by military personnel aboard the USS
Ronad Reagan, an aircraft carrier currently under way three hundred miles due west of Japan. Thistape
documented the astonishingly swift development of adense cloud cover out of aprevioudy clear sky.

Subsequently, at three points of the compass, within sight of observers aboard the aircraft carrier,
waterspouts had formed. The diameter of their funnels grew rapidly until each waslarger thanthesingle
twister captured on video by the French. An officer aboard the carrier, unable to keep either the awe or
the tremor of fear out of hisvoice, added narration to the incredible visuals.

Agan, neither the sea nor the spinning funnels revealed any trace of the scintillation that characterized
thefdling rain.

Impossibly, reports of giant waterspouts were dso coming in from shipsin the Atlantic Ocean and the
Mediterranean Sea, though these were not supported by video.

Obvioudy reading from aTeePrompTer, in apedantic but still ingratiating tone, Veronicasaid,
" Although waterspouts gppear to be twisting tubes of solid water, they consst of mist and spray, and are
not as formidable asthey look."

"However," Jack chimed in, "relying on sophisticated computer andlysis of Doppler-radar images,
technicians aboard the Ronald Reagan determined that the spouts under their observation did not
conform to any known models of the phenomenon. These are nearly solid forms, and Dr. Randolph
Templeton, ameteorologist with the Nationa Weather Service, who joined usin the studio just a short
while ago, estimates that each of these funnelsis drawing water from the sea at the rate of ahundred
thousand gdlons per minute.”

"More," said Templeton when he came on-screen. "Twicethat, at least." He had the good sense not to
amile

In the meteorologist's eyes, Molly saw the measured fear of an informed intelligence.

Needing to touch Neil, she put ahand on his shoulder, and was | ess reassured than usud by his solid
physque.

With furrowed brow, in asolemn voice, Jack asked Dr. Templeton if these phenomenawere the result
of globa warming.



"Thevast mgority of meteorologists don't believe thereis any globa warming,” Templeton replied with
anote of impatience, "at least not any that isn't natural and cyclical.”

Jack and V eronica both appeared dumbfounded by this statement, and before a producer could
murmur a suitable comeback question in their earpieces, they both looked smultaneoudly at the ceiling of
the broadcast studio.

"A very hard rain hasjust begun faling herein Washington," said Veronica

"Remarkably hard," Jack agreed. Apparently, the producer at last whispered in his earpiece, for Jack
turned to the meteorologist. "But Dr. Templeton, everyone knows the effect of greenhouse gases—"

"What everyone knowsisbunk,” Templeton said, "and if were going to get ahandle on this, what we
need right now isanalysis based on red science, not—"

Neil thumbed the remote control repeatedly until he found one of the three mgjor networks, which had
belatedly risen to the crisislike ashark to aswimmer.

The anchorman was older than the pair on cable news, and famous. He preened with self-importance
asheinterviewed apecidist in satellite-dataanalyss.

According to the bio line on the bottom of the screen, the expert was Dr. Sanford Nguyen. He worked
for the same government agency that employed Randolph Templeton, who was at that moment debating
globa warming with Jack and V eronica on another channel.

The anchorman was surely being fed questions by an unseen producer and afirgt-rate team of
researchers, but hisinquiriesrolled off his golden tongue as though he himsdlf were amaven of orbital
data-recovery systems.

Dr. Nguyen made the unsettling revelation that three hours prior to the observation of the extraordinary
waterspouts, al orbital assets of the Nationa Weather Service and other federal agencies had gone blind.
Evidently, industry-owned satellites with high-resol ution photographic capability were out of commission,
aswdl. No high-dtitude photographic, infrared, or radar images of the waterspouts were available to
suggest why and how these phenomena had occurred.

"What about military satdllites, the missile trackers?* Molly wondered. "What about spy satdllites?'
"They'll have been blinded, too," Neil predicted.

Onthe TV, the anchorman asked Dr. Nguyen if aburst of cosmic radiation or perhaps unusualy
intense sunspot activity could havefried the circuitry in al those eyesin the ky.

"No," Nguyen assured him. "That can't be the explanation. Besides, it's too coincidental. Neither
cosmic radiation nor magnetic pulses could have precipitated the caamitous weather we're seeing, and
I'm sure that whatever blinded our satdllites is the cause dso of those waterspouts and these storms.”

Puckering hisface into hismost solemn of al expressions, the network anchorman said, "Dr. Nguyen,
arewe seeing at last the terrible consequences of globa warming?'

Nguyen's expression suggested contempt but also sudden bewilderment at the unanswerable question
he must have been asking himself: Whet the hdl am | doing here?

Mally said, "Why would only observation satellites be out of commission?' She gestured toward the
TV. "Obvioudy, communications satdllites are fill functioning.”



"Probably they prefer we don't seethem,” Neil said, "but they want usto know what's happening with
the weather because fear debilitates. Maybe they want us frightened, cowering, and pliable.”

IITI,W?I
Hedidn't reply.

She knew what he meant, and he knew that she understood. Y et both of them were reluctant to
express the truth that they suspected, asif to name the enemy would be to unleash in themselves aterror
that they could not tame.

Nell put down the remote control, turned from the TV, and headed out of the family room into the
adjoining kitchen. "1'm going to make coffee.”

"Coffee?"' she asked with anote of disbdlief.

This domestic task seemed to be evidence of tota psychologica denid, areaction unworthy of the
unshakeable, eterndly competent man whom she had married.

"We haven't had afull night'sdeep," he explained. "We might need to stay awake, keep our wits about
us, for along time. Coffee will help. | better make it while we till have dectrical service.”

Molly glanced a the TV, at the lamps. She hadn't thought the power might go off.
She was chilled by the prospect of having no light except the eerie luminosity of the unclean rain.
"I'll gather dl the flashlights," she said, "and whatever spare batteries we have.”

Hashlights were distributed throughout the house, continudly charging in wall outlets. They wereto
provide guidance in the event that an earthquake imposed darknessin rocked rooms filled with
avdanched furniture.

He turned to her, paer than hed been amoment ago. "No, Mally. From now on, neither of us goes
anywhere done. Well collect theflashlights later, together. Right now, let's brew some coffee. And make
sandwiches™"

“I'm not hungry.”

"Well eat anyway."

"But Nell—"

"We don't know what's coming. We don't know when well have achanceto eat again . . . in peace.”
He held out ahand to her.

He was the most beautiful and gppealing man whom she had ever known. Thefirst time that sheld seen
him, more than seven years ago, Neil had been standing in acomplicated geometry of multicolored light,
amiling warmly, hisface so perfect and his eyes so kind that she briefly mistook him for Saint John the
Divine

She gripped his hand, shivering with fear and inexpressibly grateful that fate had combed her and him
from the tangle of humanity, and that love had braided them together in marriage.

He drew her into hisarms. She hdld fast to him.



One ear againgt his chest, she listened to his heart. The beat was strong, at first quickened by anxiety,
but then growing camer.

Mally's heart dowed to match the pace of his.

Sted hasahigh mdting point, but higher till when it isaloyed with tungsten. Cashmereisastrong
fabric, asisslk; however, acashmere-and-silk blend will be more durable and will provide more warmth
to the wearer than will either fabric done.

Alone, she had learned at ayoung ageto carry al the weight the world piled on her. Aslong as she had
Nell, she could endure not just the terrors of thisworld but aso those that might come from beyond it.

ALTHOUGH THE KITCHEN AND FAMILY ROOM WERE redolent of the rich aroma of coffee,
Molly thought that she could detect the faint but singular odor of the rain penetrating the walls from the
saturated night.

She and Nell sat on thefloor in front of the TV, the shotgun and pistol within easy reach, eating chicken
sandwiches and potato chips.

Initidly she had no appetite. On firgt bite, however, she discovered that she was ravenous.

No food had ever tasted as ddlicious as this. The chicken proved juicier, the mayonnaise creamier, the
pickles more tart, and the chips crispier than any she had eaten before. Every flavor was exquisitely
enhanced.

Perhaps any prisoner on death row, savoring hislast mea before being given alethd injection,
experienced the flavors and textures of food thisintensaly.

Ontelevison, slvery-blue snow fell in the French Alps, in the mountains of Colorado, on the streets of
Moscow. Each scene appeared to have been dusted with Christmas-card glitter.

The domes and minarets of the Kremlin had never before looked so magica. Every glimmering shadow
in those twinkling boulevards and sparkling plazas seemed to harbor elves, pixies, and other fairy folk
who might momentarily spring into Sght, dancing and performing aerid acrobaticsin exuberant
celebration.

The ethered beauty of the sequined blue snow suggested that whatever might be happening could not
be entirely without a pogitive aspect.

In Denver, dthough dawn had not yet broken, children were frolicking in the streets, tossing snowballs,
drawn from their homes by the novety of ablue, luminous blizzard.



Their ddight and their musical laughter inspired ahopeful yet uncertain smile from the on-scene
network reporter. He said, "And another remarkable detail about this extraordinary phenomenon—the
show smells sort of likevanilla™

Molly wondered if the newsman had a sufficiently sensitive nose to be able to detect afar less
gppealing underlying scent if one existed.

"Vanillalaced with the fragrance of oranges," he continued.

Perhaps herein the San Bernardino Mountains, the rain no longer smelled asit had when Moally
stepped onto the porch with the coyotes. Maybe, asin Colorado, the night now offered the olfactory
delights of a confectioner'skitchen.

Turning, encouraging the cameraman to pan with him, the reporter indicated the wintry panorama: the
mantled street, the evergreen boughs laden with fluffy masses of sgpphire flocking, the warm amber lights
of houses huddled cozily in the blueimpossible.

"It'sindescribably beautiful,” he said, "like a scene out of Dr. Seuss, astreet in Whoville, the glitter
without the Grinch."

The hundred-ei ghty-degree sweep of the camera came to a stop, zooming in on agroup of children
who were bundled for winter play.

A girl of perhaps seven held asnowbdl in her gloved hands.

Instead of throwing it at anyone, shelicked it, asif it were one of those treats made with shaved ice and
flavored syrup, sold at carnivals and amusement parks. She grinned at the camera with blue-tinted lips.

An older boy, inspired by her example, took a bite from his snowball. The taste seemed to please him.

Thisimage disturbed Molly so much that if she had not already consumed her sandwich, she would
have put it aside, unfinished.

She remembered the unclean fed of the rain. She would never have turned her face to the sky and
opened her mouth to imbibe this storm.

Evidently, the Sght of the children eating snow dismayed Neil no lessthan it did Mally. He picked up
the remote, surfed for news.

UNABLE TO PRESS FROM HER MIND THE IMAGE OF THE children feeding on the tainted
snow, Moally paced and drank too much coffee.



Neil remained seated on the floor, using the TV remote.

Up and down the broadcast |adder, more channels than before were too poorly received to be
watchable. And more than previousy were out of service atogether.

Twice they encountered signals that manifested on the screen as coruscating patternsin vibrant colors.
Although reminiscent of the symmetrica displaysthat dazzled at the bottom of a kaeidoscope, these
designs had no sharp edges, they were dl curves and sinuousforms, apparently infinite in variety, yet

suggestive of meaning.

Accompanying the patterns were the oscill ating € ectronic tones that Molly had heard on the telephone;
shrieksfollowed by low pulses of sound, followed by piercing whistles. ..

Government officials were suddenly al over the tube, sounding authoritative—but looking at best
disquieted and confused, at worst frightened. The Secretary of the Department of Homeland Security,
various officidsfrom the Federd Emergency Management Agency . . .

Weather-related crises were springing up by the dozens every hour, al because of the unprecedented
volume of rain, now estimated at seven inches an hour in many locations. With frightening rapidity, rivers
overflowed their banks. Damsfilled faster than floodgates could relieve the growing pressure; dready, in
Oregon, only afew hours after the rains had begun, adam had burst, and severd smdl towns had been
washed away.

Incredibly, when the entire world might be at risk, Molly worried about the stability of their one piece
of red estate. "What about mud dides?"

"We'resafe," Neil assured her. "We're on bedrock.”
"l don't fed safe”
"Wereso high.. . . two thousand feet above any possible flood plain.”

Irrationdly, shefdt that they might somehow ride out even the end of the world asthey knew it if only
their home remained intact, asif the Sloan residence were abubble universe sufficient unto itself.

While they had eaten sandwiches and watched the world falling into tumult on TV, Nell had moved the
family-room telephone from the end table beside the sofa, where it usudly stood, to the floor a hisside.
From timeto time, he had tried to call his brother, Paul, in Hawaii.

Sometimes he got adia tone; Paul's cell phone rang out there on Maui, but no one answered. At other
times, when he picked up the handset, he got the oscillating e ectronic tones that accompanied the
colorful patternson TV.

On the seventh or eighth attempt, a connection was made. Paul answered.

The sound of hisbrother's voice clearly lifted Neil's spirits. "Paulie. Thank God. Thought you might be
just crazy enough to catch some wavesin this™”

Paul surfed. The ocean was his second passion.
Molly grabbed the remote control, muted the TV.

Into the phone, Neil said, "What?' He listened. "Y eah, we're okay. Here a the house. It'sraining so
hard maybe we need gopher wood and plansfor an ark.”



Molly knelt in front of her husband, reached to the phone, and pressed the button labeled SPEAKER.
From the north shore of Maui, Paul said, "—seen alot of tropica rains, but nothing like this."
"TV saysseven inchesan hour.”

"Worse than that here,” Paul said. "Much worse. Rain so thick, you can dmaost drown on your feet. If
you gasp for breath, you get more water than air. The rain—it's aheavy weight, wantsto drive you to
your knees. Weve gathered in the courthouse. Almost four hundred of us."

"The courthouse?"' Puzzlement furrowed Neil's brow. "Not the church? The church is on higher
ground.”

"The courthouse has fewer and smdler windows," Paul explained. "It'smore easily fortified and
defended.”

Defended.
Molly glanced &t the pistal, the shotgun.

On the muted televison, pectacular video from somefar city showed buildings burning in spite of
quenching masses of fdling rain.

On the phone, Paul said, "First Peter, chapter four, verse seven. Doesit fed that way to you, little
brother?'

"Truth? It fedslike Close Encountersto me," Neil admitted, at last putting into words the thought that
neither henor Molly had been willing to express. "But whereit's ultimately going—who knows?"

"I know," Paul said, hisvoice firm and calm. "I've accepted with good will dl the anguish, pain, and
sorrow that might come."

Moally recognized his stilted words as a pargphrasing of Acceptance of Degth, one of the Church's
evening prayers.

Shesad, "It'snot going to be like that, Paulie. Theré's something . . . | don't know . . . something
positive about this, too."

"Moally, I love your sweet voice," Paul said. "Alwaysthe oneto see arainbow in ahurricane.
"Well ... lifestaught meto be optimidtic.”
"You'reright. Death is nothing to fear, isit? Just anew beginning.”

"No, | don't mean that." She told him about the coyotes on the porch. "I walked among them. They
were S0 docile. It was miraculous, Paul, exhilarating.”

"l loveyou, Moally. Y ou've been a godsend to Neil, made him happy, hedled hissoul. That first year, |
sad hurtful things—"

"Never," she disagreed.
Nell took her hand, squeezed it gently.

Onthe TV, inyet another city, no buildings were afire, but |ooters smashed store windows. The



cascades of shattered glass glittered no more brightly than the spangled rain.
To Molly, Paul said, "Thisisno timefor lies, kiddo. Not even the palite kind meant to spare fedings.”

Initidly Paul had not approved of their marriage. Over the years, however, he adjusted to it, eventudly
embraced it. He and Mally had become fast friends, and until now they had never spoken about his early
antagonism.

She amiled. "All right, Father Paul, | confess. There were times you redly pissed me off."

Paul laughed softly. "I'm sure God felt the same way. | asked Hisforgivenesslong ago—and now I'm
asking yours."

Her voice thickened. She wanted to hang up. She despaired over the inescapable implications of this
conversation. They were saying goodbye. "Paulie. . . you're my brother, too. You can't know . . . how |
treasure you."

"Oh, but I know. | do. And listen, kiddo, your last book would have made your mother proud.”
"Sweet melody, good rhythm," she said, "but in the service of shallow observations.”

"No. Stop begting yoursdf up. It rang with the same wisdom as Thalias best work."
Tearsblurred Mally'svison. "Remember . . . thisisno timefor lies, Paulie.”

"Havent told any."

Silently, arain-drenched, wild-eyed mob raced toward and past the TV camera. They appeared to be
fleeing in terror from something.

From the phone, Paul said, "Listen.. . . | haveto go. | don't think there's much time left.”
"What's happening there?' Neil worried.

"| finished saying Mass afew minutes before you caled. But not everyone gathered hereisa Catholic,
s0 they need adifferent kind of comforting.”

On the screen, the cameraman was knocked over by the panicked throng. The point of view swung
wildly, crashed down to pavement leve, reveding running feet that solashed up luminous spraysfrom
darkly jeweled puddles.

Holding tightly to the handset even though the speakerphone feature was engaged, as though he were
keeping his brother on theline sheerly by theintensity of hisgrip, Neil said, "Paulie, what did you
mean—the courthouse can be more easily defended? Defended from who?”

Interference distorted the reply incoming from Hawaii.
"Paulie? We didn't hear that. The line broke up alittle. Who're you expecting to defend against”?”'

Although audible again, Paulie sounded asif he were speaking from the bottom of adeep pit. "These
aremosily smple people, Nell. Their imaginations may be working overtime, or they might see what they
expect to see rather than what redlly is. | haven't seen one mysdlf.”

"Onewhat?'



Static fizzed and crackled.
"Paulie?'
Among the broken, twisted words issuing from the speaker, one sounded like devils.

"Paulie,” Neil sad, "if thisline goes, well call you right back. And if we can't get through, you try cdling
us. Do you hear me, Paulie?!

On TV, inacity now identified by caption—Berlin, Germany—thelast of the soundless, running feet
chased across the streaming pavement, past the fallen videocam.

Suddenly out of distant Maui, as clear asif originating from the adjacent kitchen, Paul Sloan'svoice
once more swelled loud in midsentence: . . . chapter twelve, verse twelve. Do you remember that one,
Neil?'

"Sorry, Paulie, | didn't catch the book," Neil replied. "Say it again.”

In Berlin, captured blurrily through awet lens, legions of luminous raindrops marched acrossthe
puddled street, casting up a spray more glittery than diamond dust.

A prescient awareness of pending horror kept Molly's attention riveted on the muted TV.

The action seemed to be over, the mob having moved on to other territory, but she assumed that the
accompanying audio must be telling an important story. Otherwise, the network would have cut avay
from Berlin when the camera struck the pavement and was not at once snatched up again.

She ill held the remote. She didn't press MUTE and summon the sound again because she didn't want
to risk blotting out anything that her brother-in-law might say.

On the phone, Paul's voice fell into an abyss, but just as Neil was about to hang up, the connection
proved intact, and Paul rejoined them briefly again: ™. . . having grest wrath because he knowsthat he
heth but ashort time." "

Thelinefinally went deed, tranamitting not even the click and scratch of static.

"Paulie? Paulie, can you hear me?' Neil pumped the disconnect bar in the phone cradle, trying without
successto get adial tone.

Onthe TV, asslent as abubble drifting into frame, a human head, perhapsthat of the luckless
cameraman, precisdly cleaved in haf from brow through chin, dropped to the pavement, landing flat-side
down, one dead terror-brightened eye peering dong the microwave pipeline from Berlin to Caifornia



UNTIL NOW, MOLLY HAD NEVER FELT A NEED TO TAKE aloaded pistol to the bathroom.

She put it on the yellow ceramic tiles beside the sink, the muzzle toward the mirror. The presence of the
weapon gave her no comfort, but made her bowels quiver.

In the quick, when either you had the heart for justice or you didn't, Molly could squeeze the trigger
without hesitation. She'd done it once before.

Neverthel ess, the prospect of having to shoot someone haf sickened her. She was a creator, not a
killer.

On her porcdain prie-dieu with flusher handle, she prayed that regardless of what might transpirein the
hours ahead, she would not have to defend hersalf against other human beings. She wanted only enemies
so dien that, after the shooting, there could be no cause for doubt, no reason for guilt.

Although acutely aware of the multiple ironies and absurdities of both her position and her prayer, she
sent each word to God with sincerity, in afever of mind and bone. The humor of the moment wastoo
bitter to tease from her even awretched laugh.

She had chosen the windowless half-bath off the kitchen. From beyond the door, through the white
noise of therain on the roof, came the clink and clatter of Neil packing two insulated coolersfull of
provisionsto take with themin the SUV.

Each of histwo careers had required that he think ahead. These days he worked as a cabinetmaker.
He knew the importance of having good plans and precise measurements before making the first cut.

He worried that they would grow hungry before they were ready to come home. Worse, events might
prevent them from returning home at al.

More monk than adventurer, Diogenesto his Columbus, Mally regretted the need to leave. Her
preferred strategy was to bar the doors, board the windows, press deep from lidless eyes, and wait for
trouble to knock. And hope that it never would.

She knew, however, that Neil's argument for action was the wiser course. Whatever might be coming
intherain or on the wake of it, they would be more vulnerable done than they would be in the company
of their neighbors.

Before she washed her hands, she lowered her face to the sink and warily breathed the seam rising
from the gushing water. She could not detect any trace of the scent of therain.

The tainted storm had not yet found itsway into the public water system. Or if it had found itsway, it
traveled now in this bland disguise, un-detectable.

Before picking up the cake of soap, she transferred the pistol from the counter to the toilet
tank—beyond the grasp of anything that might reach through the mirror.

With such bizarre precautions aready second nature only hoursinto this new redlity, Molly wondered
if shewould know when she had gone mad. Perhaps she had dready |eft sanity behind. Perhaps she had
journeyed so far from rationality that Neil could never pack enough hampers of provisonsto feed her
during areturn trip.

Shewashed her hands.



She remained the only presence in the mirror, not stained and ruined and grown over with strange
vines, nor cleaved through the face from brow to chin, but still so young, and bright-eyed with a
desperate hope.

Coolersfilled with food, a case of bottled water, and basic first-aid supplies had been loaded aboard the
SUV inthe garage. They were prepared for travel where the ways were degp and the weather sharp.

Molly had a so packed her mother's books, and the four that she herself had written, plus her current
uncompleted manuscript. Worlds might perish but, in her view, never the written word.

Gathering courage to depart, she and Neil sood side by side in the family room, watching TV.

Channel by channdl, chaos had expanded its domain. More than half of the microwave highwayswere
clogged with snow, scintillation, flare, woomp, and third-generation ghosts of people and objects
unidertifible.

Another third carried the pulsing, serpentine, kaleidoscopic patterns of intense color. These were
accompanied by the humming, hissing, blurping, wow-wows, squeds, whistles, and birdiesthat dso
rendered the telephone useless.

They could find no news, no meaningful information.

A handful of channels continued to broadcast clear Sgnals: sharp pictures, surprisingly pristine sound.
Every one of these was devoted to entertainment programming.

For aminute, they watched an old episode of Seinfeld. An audience, redl or virtua, laughed and
laughed.

Neil changed channels, found agame show. For aquarter of amillion dollars and a chanceto go onfor
half amillion, name the author of Old Possum's Book of Practica Cats.

“T. S. Eliot," Molly said.

Shewasright, but she suspected that one week from now aquarter of amillion dollars might have no
more vaue than last week's newspaper.

On another channdl, in the black-and-white Casablanca night, Bogart said good-bye to Ingrid Bergman
astota war descended on the world.

Nell knew the dialogue so well that he could recite it word for word. Hislips moved to match those of
the actors, though he made no sound.

He switched channds. Here, Cary Grant, with exquisite comic timing, grew increasingly flustered in the
face of Katharine Hepburn's nonstop screwbd |l patter.

And here, Immy Stewart wisecracked with an invisible, sx-foot-tal rabbit.

At first Molly didn't understand why Nell watched these old filmswith such shining-eyed intensity. Only
moments ago he'd been determined to seek out the company of their neighbors as quickly as possible.

Soon she redlized that he expected never to have the opportunity to enjoy these movies again, or any



other, if dl of Earth fell under the rule of an dien people clutching their new gods.

Greedily, then, she watched Gary Cooper walk the dusty streets of a\Western town under the
high-noon sun. Watched Tom Hanks gumping hisway through alife charmed by virtue of smplicity.
Watched John Wayne sweep Maureen O'Hara off her feet.

Repesatedly she found hersalf holding her breath, a sweet pain in her breast. What had once been mere
time-filling entertainment now seemed inexpressibly beautiful and profound.

Neil surfed out of old movies and into acontemporary program—one of those orchestrated geek fests
midabeled "redlity TV," which celebrated crudty, championed ignorance, lured viewerswith the promise
of degradation, and never quite faded from popularity. A female contestant was eating a plateful of pale,

squirming dugs

Here, amore recent film. A beautiful, lithe blonde executed impossible martia-arts maneuvers, wielding
asword, beheading a series of adversaries, stabbing them in the eyes, eviscerating them with delight,
prettier than aBarbie doll and just as heartless.

Suddenly the remote control seemed no longer to be an instrument allowing random sdlection, seemed
instead to be programmed to seek out atrocities. Channel after channel, blood burst, blood sprayed,
blood spattered across the screen.

Pay-per-view pornography—to which they had not subscribed, and which therefore they should not be
ableto receive—illed the screen with an explicit scene of violent gang rape. The victim was shown to be
enjoying her vicious brutaization.

Shrill comedianstelling mean jokes drew meaner laughter from braying audiences.

No crafted piece of propaganda could have mocked the pretensions of humanity more effectively than
this gpparently random sdlection of cruel entertainment.

Nell pressed the POWER button on the remote, but the TV did not switch off. He tried again, without
SUCCESS.

Under the control of some taunting entity, the screen swarmed with rapidly changing scenes of violent
sex and horrendous murder. Here un-spooled a chilling montage of humanity in its most debased and
savage condition.

"Thisisalie" Nel said through half-clenched teeth. "Thisisnt what we are. It isn't dl we are.”

The unseen magter of the airwaves chose to disagree, and the images of primitive lust and blood hunger
surged across the screen, tides of cinematic sewage.

Molly remembered reading about one of the Nazi desth camps— Auschwitz or Bergen-Belsen, or
Dachau—in which the Jewish prisoners had been subjected to propagandathat portrayed their heritage
asadeformed tree watered with lies, feeding on the labor of others, its branches twisted by greed. Their
tormentors wanted them first to embrace thisfalse history of their people and then to renounce it before
accepting execution astheir proper reward.

Even the architects of genocide, their hearts sold to Evil and their souls dready held in the portfolio of
Hell, fed the need to judtify their abuse of power. They wish to believe that their victims, at the
penultimate moment, acknowledge guilt and recognize the justice of mass murder—which suggests that,
evenif unconscioudy, the executioners know how far they themsdaves have falen.



Molly turned from the hideous spectacle on the TV. She glanced anxioudly at the blinded windows, at
the ceiling that seemed to presslower under aroof-crushing weight of roaring rain.

She sensed that degth trains, or their equivaent, were being marshaled now in railroad yards. Long
chains of cattle cars were waiting to be packed with human cargo and hauled to mass graves where the
remains of millions, plowed over, would eventualy fertilize vast, lush meadowsfor the pleasure of
creatures that were deaf and blind to the beauties wrought by untold human generations.

High in the house, something thumped loudly. Rattled. Then subsided into silence.

Perhaps a broken tree branch had dropped onto the roof. A loose chimney stone, uiced from its
mortar bed by the rain, might have rolled along the shingles.

Or some unimaginably strange visitor had entered by the attic, and now explored the space under those
cobwebbed rafters, searching for the trapdoor and spring-loaded ladder that would giveit accessto the
second floor.

"Timeto go,” Nell sad.

PART TWO

"Waste and void. Waste and void. And darkness on the face of the deep.”

—T. S, Eliot, Choruses from "The Rock”



FOR ONCE UNCONCERNED ABOUT NEXT MONTH'S dectricd hill, they left lights on rather
than allow darkness to take up residence in the house during their absence.

In the utility room, they quickly donned rubber boots and black raincoats. The deep tread of the rubber
soles squeaked on thetilefloor.

Beyond the utility room, the garage was chillier than the house. The humid air smelled of damp wood,
moist Sheetrock; but asyet therain had not worn aleak in the roof.

The Ford Explorer stood ready, loaded. Although worried about the size of the monthly payments,
they had recently traded up from their ten-year-old Suburban. Now Molly was glad to have this newer
and morerdiablevehicle.

She took two steps toward the SUV before Neil drew her attention to his workbench. Thirty or forty
mice had gathered on that surface. Because the rodents were silent and for the most part as till as
ceramic figurines, Molly had not a once noticed the infestation.

Field and forest mice, some brown, some gray, had fled their natural habitat for the refuge of this
garage. As many of them congregated under the workbench as perched on top of it.

In groups, mice huddled in the corners and along the walls. On the lids of the two trash cans. Atop a
row of storage cabinets.

They numbered more than a hundred, perhaps over two hundred. Many stood on their hind feet, dert,
trembling, whiskers quivering, pink nosestesting the air.

Under ordinary circumstances, the mice would have scattered when Molly and Nell entered. These
didn't react. The cause of their fear lay outside, in the storm.

Although Molly had aways been squeamish about rodents and had taken more than the usua
precautions to keep them out of the house, she didn't recoail at the Sight of these timid invaders. Aswith
the coyotes, she recognized that men and mice lived under acommon threet in this perilous night.

When she and Nell got into the Explorer and closed the doors, Molly said, "If their ingtinct isto come
ingde, should we be going out?'

"Paul and his neighbors are gathered in that courthouse on Maui because its architecture makesit more
defengble. Our house, with dl the windows, thesmplelocks. . . it can't be defended.”

"Maybe no place can be."
"Maybe," he agreed.
He started the SUV.

The mice did not react to the noise of the engine. Their eyes shone red and silver in the blaze of
headlights.



Neil locked the doors of the Explorer with the master switch. Only then did he use the remote to raise
the garage door.

Moally redlized that she had not locked the house. Keys and deadbolts no longer seemed to offer much
Security.

Behind the Explorer, the segmented garage door rolled upward. She could bardly differentiate the
rumble of its ascent from the unrdenting voice of therain.

She was overcome by the urge to bolt from the vehicle and return to the house before the crouching
night could be entirely let into the garage.

A desperate domestic fantasy gripped her. She would make hot teaand serveit in amug. Oolong, with
its digtinctive fragrance, grown in the distant Wu-1 Mountains of China.

Shewould drink it in the cozy parlor, eating butter cookies. Warmed by an afghan. Reading alove
dtory of eterna passion and timeless suffering.

When she turned the |ast tear-stained page, the rain would have stopped. The morning would have
come. The future would no longer be bleak and impenetrable, would instead be reveded by aninvisible
light too bright for morta eyes.

But she did not open the passenger door and pursue that fantasy of teaand cookies and easy happy
endings. Dared not.

Neil popped the brake, shifted into reverse, and backed out of the garage, into the windless storm. The
rain fell sraight down with such judgmenta force that the Explorer seemed to quiver in every joint, to
drain at every weld, from the impact.

Lessout of concern for their property than in consideration of the frightened mice, Molly pressed the
remote and closed the garage door.

In the headlights, the formerly muted fluorescence of therain brightened, seething with scintillating
reflections.

The cedar sding of the house, quaintly slvered by time, was more brightly silvered by the luminous
wet. Along theroof line, from long lengths of overflowing rain gutters spilled shimmering sheetsthat velled
whole aspects of the structure.

Neil turned the Explorer around and drove uphill toward the two-lane county road. The ascending
driveway funneled a descending stream through which dithered greaet swarms of false serpents, more
gnuousluminogties

When the SUV reached the top of the driveway, Molly peered back and down, through the rush of
rain and the steadfast trees. All lights aglow, their house looked wel coming—and forever beyond reach.
The shortest route into town was south on the county road.

The two-lane blacktop remained passable because it followed the ridge crest around the lake, shedding
rain from both shoulders. Here and there the pavement was mantled with a thick dippery mush of dead
pine needles beaten from the overhanging trees by the storm, but the SUV had dl the traction needed to
proceed unimpeded.

Even at high speed, the windshield wipers couldn't cope with the downpour. Sluicing rain blurred their
view. Nell drove dowly and with caution.



To the eas, the forest—portions burned out in the previous autumn's fire—descended toward treeless
but grassy hills, which in turn gave way to more-arid land and eventualy to the Mojave. Only afew
houses had been built in that territory.

On the west face of theridge, residences were numerous, though widely separated. The nearest
neighbors to the south were Jose and Serena Sanchez, who had two children, Danny and Joey, and a
dog named Semper Fiddis.

Neil turned right at their mailbox and hated at the top of the driveway, headlights focused on the house
below.

"Wake them?' he wondered.
An indefinable quality of the house, something other than the lack of lights, troubled Moally.

If the Sanchez family had been home, surdly the unprecedented power of thisrain would have
awakened them. Curiosity stirred, they would have risen from bed, turned on the TV, and thereby
discovered the fate of the world.

Molly recognized the monotonous drone of the rain as the voice of Death, and now it seemed to speak
to her not from the heavens but from the house at the foot of the driveway.

"They'regone," shesad.

"Gone where?"

"Or dead."

"Not them,” Neil hoped. "Not Jose, Serena. . . not the boys.”

Molly was amystic only to the extent that she was awriter, not to the extent that she suffered visonsor
premonitions. Y et she spoke with the certainty of unwanted intuition: "Deead. All dead.”

The house blurred, clarified, blurred, clarified. Perhaps she saw movement behind the lightless
windows, perhaps she did not.

Sheimagined asinuous and winged figure, like the mysterious thing they had glimpsed beyond the
mirror, flitting now through the rooms of the Sanchez house, from corpse to corpse, capering with dark
ddlight.

Though she spoke in atremulous whisper, her voice carried to Nell above the chanting rain. "Let's get
out of here. Now. Quickly."
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SOUTH OF THE SANCHEZ PROPERTY, THE WIDOWER, Harry Corrigan, had lived alone since
the previous June, when his beloved Calista had died at the foot of an ATM.

This stone house, with a hipped and gabled roof, stood much nearer to the county road than did Nelil
and Molly's place. The driveway was shorter and less steep than theirs.

These were the lights that she had seen when she had first gotten out of bed and gone to the window to
assessthe violence of the ssorm. They had looked like the running lights of adistant ship on amean and
swdling s=a

Every pane appeared to belit, asif Harry had gone room to room, searching for hislost wife, and had
|eft every lamp aglow either with the hope of her return or in her memory. No shadows loomed or
swooped beyond the glass.

If Harry was here, they needed to join forces with him. Hewas afriend, dependable.

At thefoot of the driveway, in the turnaround, Neil parked facing out toward the county road. He
switched off the headlights.

AsNell reached for the key in theignition, Molly stayed his hand. "L eave the engine running.”

They didn't have to discuss the danger or the wisdom of going together into the house. Wise or not,
they earlier had established that henceforth they went nowhere aone.

Their raincoats featured hoods. They pulled them up, and were transformed into monkish medieva
figures

Molly dreaded getting out of the SUV . She remembered how vigorously she had scrubbed her
rain-dampened hand with orange-scented soap . . . and had nevertheless felt unclean.

Y et she could not it here eterndlly, paralyzed by the weight of fear or by alack of faith. She could not
St here, shape without form, gesture without motion, waiting for theworld to end.

The 9-mm pistol nestled in apocket of her coat. She kept her right hand onit.

She got out of the Explorer and closed the door quietly, though adam would not have carried far in the
drumming deluge. Discretion seemed advisable even during an gpocaypse.

The tremendous force of the downpour staggered her until she planted her feet wide and moved with
conscious attention to her balance.

Therain was no longer ripe with the scent of semen. She could identify afaint trace of that odor, but it
was now masked by new and sweet fragrances, reminiscent of incense, hot brass, lemon tea. She
detected, aswdl, smoky essences for which she could think of no familiar comparisons.

Shetried to avert her face, but rain found its way past the hood of her coat. The pelting drops were no
longer warm, asthey had been earlier.

Unthinkingly, shelicked her lips. The taste proved to be not saty with the memory of the sea, but
fantly swest, pleasant.

When she thought of the children esting blue snow, however, she gagged and spat, only to drink in
morerain.



The driveway drain had been blocked by fallen pine needles and wads of sycamore leaves. A pool of
water, six inches deegp, churned around their boots, brightened by silver filigrees of dancing edritch light.

Neil had unzipped hisraincoat to be able to carry the shotgun under it. With hisleft hand, he clutched
the front panels of the garment, holding them closed as best he could.

A doped flagstone walkway led from puddied pavement to front steps.

Sheltered by the porch roof, Molly threw back her hood. She drew the pistol from her coat. Neil held
the shotgun with both hands.

The door of Harry Corrigan's house stood gar.

An orange spot of light on the casing indicated the illuminated bell push, but these were not
circumstances that recommended the customary announcement. With one boot toe, Neil gingerly nudged
the door inward.

Whileit arced wide, they waited. Studied the deserted foyer for amoment. Entered the house.

They had frequently been here asinvited guests before Calista's murder in Redondo Beach, and afew
times since. When the kitchen had been remodeled four years ago, Neil had built the new cabinetry. Yet
now thisfamiliar place seemed strange, nothing exactly as Mally remembered it, nothing quiteinits place.

Thefirg floor offered much evidence of asmple life conducted in longstanding routines: comfortable
furniture well used, landscape and seascape paintings, here a pipe left in an ashtray, here abook with the
reader's place marked by a candy-bar wrapper, houseplants lovingly tended and lush with glossy leaves,
purple plums ripening in awooden bowl on akitchen counter . . .

They saw no indications of violence. No sign of their friend and neighbor, ether.
In the foyer once more, standing at the foot of the dairs, they briefly considered cdling out to Harry.

To be heard above the fierce cataracts crashing upon the roof, however, they would have to raise their
voices. Someone or something other than their neighbor might come in answer to a shout, a prospect that
argued for continued silence.

Neil led the way to the second floor. Molly ascended sideways, keeping her back to the wall, so she
could look both toward the top and the bottom of the Stairs.

In the upper hallway, the solid-oak door to the master bedroom had been wrenched off its hinges.
Cracked dmost in hdf, it lay on the hal floor. Bright fragments of the lock were scattered acrossthe
carpet.

Each of the two substantial hinges remained anchored to the jamb by itsframe leaf, although each
lesf—a quarter-inch stedl plate—had been bent by the fearsome force that had ripped away the door.
The barrel knucklesjoining the frame leef to the center leaf of each hinge were dso deformed, aswasthe
sted pivot pin that connected them.

If Harry had taken refuge behind the locked bedroom door, the barrier hadn't stood for long.

Not even a steroid-pumped bodybuilder with Herculean dabs of muscle could have torn the door of f
its hinges without awinch and tackle. The task, accomplished barehanded, would have defeated any
mortal man.



Expecting daughter or an outrage so inhuman in nature that it could not be anticipated, Molly hesitated
to follow Neil into the bedroom. When she crossed the threshold, however, she saw no signs of violence.

The walk-in closet stood open. No onein there,

When Nl tried the closed door between the bedroom and the adjacent bath, he found it locked.
He glanced a Molly. She nodded.

Putting his face close to the bathroom door, Neil said, "Harry? Are you in there, Harry?'

If the question had been answered, the reply had been too soft to be audible.

"Harry, itsme, Nell Soan. Youinthere? Areyou dl right?’

When he received no answer, he stepped back from the door and kicked it hard. Thelock wasonly a
privacy set, not a deadbolt, and three kicks sprung it.

How curious that whatever had wrenched off the sturdier door to the bedroom had not torn this one
away, aswell.

Neil stepped to the threshold, then recoiled and turned away, the features of his face knocked out of
true by aseismic jolt of viscera horror and revulsion.

Hetried to prevent Molly from seeing what he had seen, but she refused to be turned away. No sight
could be worse than some that she had endured on that terrible day in her eighth year.

Eyeless, his head hollowed out as completely as ajack-0-lantern, Harry Corrigan sat on the bathroom
floor, resting against the side of the bathtub. He had sucked on a short-barreled, pump-action, pistol-grip
shotgun.

Sickened but not shocked, Molly turned at once away.
"He couldn't stop grieving,” Neil sad.

For an ingtant, she didn't understand what he meant. Then sherealized that in spite of dl he had thusfar
witnessed, he remained to some degreein denid.

Shesad, "Harry didn't kill himself because of Calista. He retreated to the bathroom and blew his brains
out to avoid coming face-to-face with whoever tore down the bedroom door."

The directness of "blew hisbrains out” caused Neil to flinch, and hisface, paper-pae snce hed seen
the dead man, shaded to a penciled gray.

"And when they heard the shotgun,” she continued, “they knew what he had done—and had no further
interestinhim."

"They," he said thoughtfully, and looked to the celling asif remembering the enormous descending mass
that he had sensed earlier in the night. "But why not use the shotgun on.. . . them?”

Suspecting that the answer might await discovery e sewhere in the house, Mally didn't reply, but
instead led the way back into the hall. A further search of the second floor turned up nothing of interest
until they reached the back gtairs.



Thissingle narrow flight descended to amud room adjacent to the kitchen. Molly knew that the lower
chamber led aso to the backyard.

Apparently Harry Corrigan had first encountered his unwanted visitors down there. He had been
armed with the shotgun and had used it more than once on these stairs. Buckshot had gouged and
pocked thewalls, had chopped chunks and splinters from the wooden dtairs.

Backing toward the second floor, firing down on the intruders, he could not have missed any target in
that tightly confined space, considering the spread pattern of a shotgun. Y et there were no dead bodies
onthe stairsor at the foot of it. No blood.

Standing a the top of the stairwell with Molly, sharing her reluctance to enter that narrow flight, Nell
wondered, "What was he shooting a— ghosts?'

She shook her head. "It wasn't any ghost that tore the bedroom door off its hinges.”
"But what could wak through shotgun fire unscathed?”

"l don't know. And maybe | don't want to find out.” Molly turned away from the back stairs. "Let's get
out of here."

They retraced the route they had taken from the front stairs, and as they were stepping around the
falen door in the hall outside the master bedroom, the lights flickered and went out.
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WINDOWLESS, THEHALLWAY LACKED EVEN THE unearthly glow of the luminousrain. Here
ruled the absolute black of corridorsin death dreams, of find resting places underground.

Stll learning the necessary tacticsto westher doomsday, Mally had unthinkingly left her flashlight in the
Explorer.

In this blind domain rose arustle separate from the susurrant chorus of therain, arustle like the
unfurling, flexing, furling of featherless, membranouswings. Sheindgsted to hersdf thet it must bethe
sound of Nell searching hisraincoat.

The sudden beam of hisflashlight proved her right. Shelet out her pent-up breath.

The gloom in the hallway seemed not like ordinary darkness, subject to the laws of physics, but like
Darkness Vishle, the sooty essence of apapable evil. The light carved a swath less revedling than she
would have liked, and when the beam moved, the murk returned in eager legps and swoops.

They negotiated the fallen door, but had gone only afew stepsfarther when apresencein the



surrounding shadows recited aline by one of her favorite poets, T. S. Eliot.
"l think weareinrats aley—"

He spoke in a stage whisper, not in ashout, but somehow the words carried through the insstent tattoo
of therain, and Mally recognized the voice of Harry Corrigan, dead Harry, who had done to himself
what athug had doneto hiswife for the gain of only two hundred dollars.

Whipping, darting, arcing, the flashlight beam probed l€ft, right, behind them. No one.
Neil passed the flashlight to Mally, freeing both of his hands for the shotgun.

Widding light and handgun, she aimed the pistol with the beam. A haf-open door to a guest bedroom
on her right. The barely cracked door of astudy to her left. Another door: aflare of porcdanina
bathroom beyond.

Harry or the grotesquery that had been Harry, or the thing that pretended to be Harry, might lurk in any
of the three rooms. Or in none of them.

And now camethe linefrom "The Waste Land" that in fact followed the one aready spoken:
"—Where the dead men lost their bones."

Molly couldn't deduce the voice's point of origin. The words twisted around her with serpentine
deception, seeming to arise from first one side, then from another.

Her galloping heart stampeded, knocking so hard againgt her ribsthat it seemed fire must have flared in
her blood as surely asiron-shod hooves would have struck sparks from cobblestones.

First the pam of her right hand, then the checked grip of the pistol grew dick with sweat.

The stubborn dark, the cloying dark, the inadequate light, doors to both sides poised astensely asthe
spring-loaded lids of pop-up toys, and forty feet to the head of the stairs.

Now thirty.
Twenty.

Near the stairs, afigure stepped out of adoorway or out of awall, or through a porta between worlds;
she couldn't tell which and was prepared to beieve anything.

Thejittering light first reveded his shoes, the cuffs of his corduroy pants.

On thefloor in his splattered bathroom, Harry had dumped in flannel shirt and corduroy pants.
Corduroy of precisely thistan shade.

Molly's knees weakened at the prospect of seeing again the hollow-pumpkin head, the empty sockets
of the jack-0'-lantern eyes, the teeth broken jagged by the bucking barrel of the 12-gauge.

Y et what she wanted to see and what her determined hand intended to show her were different things.
Sheraised the flashlight to hisknees, belt buckle, flannd shirt, grizzled chin. . . .

Mercifully, Nell stepped past her, fired his shotgun, pumped anew round into the breach asthe
funhouse figure blew back, redled back, into shadows. He said urgently, " Go, Mally, go, get out.”



The concussion had rung off the hallway walls; and still the echo tolled through surrounding rooms,
through rooms below, asif the house were a many-chambered bell.

The unthinkable was there in the darkness between her and the Sairs, just alunge away from her: the
dripping thing, the hangman, the eterna Footman, the Stranger who comes to everyone's door sooner or
later, and knocks and knocks and will not go away, now herefor her in theimpossible form of dead
Harry, her logt friend.

Sheran behind the wildly legping light, toward the inconstant light, toward the polished mahogany
newel post marking the way down, and she didn't look to her |eft, where the resurrected neighbor had
falen backward into shadows.

It must have risen, moved, approached, because Nell fired again. The flare from the muzzle chased a
flurry of shadows, like aflock of bats, through the hallway.

Molly reached the stairs, which seemed markedly steeper in the descent than they had been inthe
ascent. Flashlight in one hand, pistol in the other, she was not able to clutch at the railing, but owed her
balance to sheer luck. She plunged down steps as unforgiving asice-crusted ladder rungs, headlong,
sumbling, flailing her arms, and landed, staggered, on both feet in thefoyer, in abillow of raincoat.

The front door stood open. As athird shotgun blast rocked the house, she fled those dry roomsfor the
questionable sanctuary of the radiant storm.

She hadn't pulled up her hood. Torrents of rain washed her face, her hair, and atrickle at once found
itsway down the nape of her neck, under her collar, along her spine, into the cleft of buttocks, asif it
were the questing finger of aviolator taking advantage of amoment of vulnerability.

She doshed across the flooded turnaround, to the driver's door of the Explorer. Soft lumpish objects
bumped against her boots.

The flashlight revealed dead birds—twenty, thirty, forty, more—beaks cracked in silent cries, eyes
glassy, bobbing in the slvered pooal, asif they had been drowned in flight and washed down from the
flooded sky.

Neil rushed out of the house, toward theidling SUV. Nothing pursued him, at least not immediately.

Climbing behind the whed! of the Explorer, Molly dropped the flashlight in the console cup-hol der, put
the pistol between her legs, and released the hand brake.

With the Remington smelling of hot steel and expended gunpowder, Nell came aboard as Mally shifted
out of park. He pulled his door shut after they had begun torall.

Out of the feathered pooal, up the driveway that appeared to be paved in the glistening black-and-silver
scales of serpents, to the county road, they escaped that haunted precinct of the cataclysm and drove
into another.



IN THISNIAGARA, ON PAVEMENT ASSLICK AS A BOBSLED chute, speed was worse than
folly; speed equaled madness. Nevertheless, Molly drove too fast, eager to reach town.

Here and there, weak and sodden tree branches cracked loose, fell to the roadway. Layered vells of
rain obscured the way ahead, and often she couldn't see obstacles until she was nearly upon them.

Cold terror made of her an expert driver, and akeen surviva ingtinct improved her judgment, honed
her reaction time to a split-second edge. She piloted the Explorer through a dalom course of storm
debris, whedling into every dide, jolting through chuckholes that made the steering whed stutter in her
hands, powering out of anear stal when aflooded swalein the pavement proved to be deeper than it
looked.

When she saw agnarled, clawlike evergreen limb too late to avoid it, those broken fingers of pinetore
at the undercarriage, scratched, scraped, knocked, as though some living cresture were determined to
get a them through the floorboards. The branch got hung up on the rear axle, rapping noisily for aquarter
of amilebeforeit finaly splintered and fell away.

Chastened, Molly eased up on the accelerator. For the next quarter of amile, she glanced repeatedly
at thefuel gauge, worried that the gas tank might have been punctured.

Theindicator needle held steady just below the FULL mark. No instrument-panel lights appeared to
indicatefaling oil pressure or aloss of any other vita fluid. Her luck had held.

At this dower speed, lessintently focused on her driving, she could think more clearly about the gridy
episode at the Corrigan place. No matter how hard she mulled it over, however, she could not
understand it.

"What was that, damn, what happened back there?' she asked, recognizing a scared-girl notein her
voice, neither surprised nor embarrassed to hear her words strung on atremor.

"Can't get my mind around it," Neil admitted.

"Harry was dead.”

"Yesh."

"Brainsdl over the bathroom.”

"That'samemory maybe even Alzheimer's couldn't erase.”
"So how could he be up on hisfeet again?"

"Couldn't."

"And taking."

"Couldn't."

"But he did, hewas. Nell, for God's sake, | mean, what does something like that have to do with



Mars?'
"Mars?'
"Or wherever they're from—the other side of the Milky Way, another gdaxy, the end of the universe."
"l don't know," he said.
"Thisisnt like ETsin the movies."
" 'Causethisisn't the movies."
"Doesn't seemto beredl life, ether. Thered world runsonlogic.”

Having fished spare shellsfrom hisraincoat pockets, Neil reloaded the shotgun. He didn't fumble the
ammunition. His hands were steedy.

Never in her memory had his hands been otherwise, or hismind, or his heart. Steady Neil.
"So wherésthelogic?' Molly asked. "I don't seeit.”
Half as big as pinegpples, two objects dropped from overhead, bounced off the hood of the Explorer.

Molly braked before she realized they were pine cones. They resembled hand grenades asthey
ricocheted off the windshield and arced away into the night.

"Paradtes" Nell said.
She brought the Explorer to afull stop, half on the road, haf on the graveled shoulder. "Parasites?’

"They might be paradites” he said, "these things from the far end of the universe or the dark sde of the
moon, or wherever they're from. Parasites—that's an old theme in sciencefiction, isn't it?"

"Isit?"

"Intelligent parasites, capable of infecting ahost body and controlling it asif it were a puppet.”
"What host body?'

"Anything, any species. In this case, Harry's corpse.”

"You cdl that logic?'

"Just goeculation.”

"But how doesthis parasite—I don't careif it's smarter than the entire membership of Mensa
combined—how doesit control ahost that's blown out its brains?

"The corpse ill has ajointed skeleton, musculature, intact nerve pathways below the brainpan,” he
sad. "Maybethe paradsite plugsinto al that and can manipulate the host, brain or no brain.”

Her anxiety ebbed just enough to alow for asmall amazement. "Y ou sure don't sound like aguy who
was schooled by Jesuits."

"Oh, but I do. They value nimbleness of thought, imagination, and open-mindedness.”



"And evidently they watch old Star Trek episodes too much. The parasite theory doesn't qualify as
logic in my book."

For amoment, Neil studied the dripping, slvered forest, which darkled to ablack void in the distance.
With evident uneasiness, he surveyed the rain-washed county road ahead and behind them.

"Let'skeep moving,” hesaid. "1 think we're more vulnerable when were sitting il like this™
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BY VIRTUE OF ITSEXTRAORDINARY VOLUME, ITS numbing roar, and its fearsome spectacle,
the ceasdessrain ingpired curious psychologica reactions. The monotony of the phenomenon and its
oppressive force had the power to depress and disorient.

As she drove dowly across the ssorm-swept western ridge line above Black Lake, toward the town of
the same name, Mally Sloan was able to resist depression and disorientation. But she felt that something
essentid in hersaf was gradudly being washed away.

Not hope. She would never lose hope; like calcium, hope was part of the structure of her bones.

The certainty of purpose that characterized her approach to life seemed, however, to be lessfirm than
usual, turning soggy under the influence of this deluge, so quickly washed thin and bleached of itsformer
intengty.

She didn't know where she was going, other than to town, or why, other than to seek sanctuary with
neighbors. She had aways planned her life not amonth ahead, not even just ayear ahead, but adecade
or morein advance, setting goas and striving ever toward them. Now she was unable to see asfar asthe
coming dawn, and without a clear purpose, without along-term plan, she felt adrift.

She wanted to survive, of course. But surviva had never before been enough for her, and it wasn't
enough now. To be motivated, she needed a more profound purpose and greater meaning.

Pages crystdlizing into chapters, chapters accreting into books. The story-painting, spell-casting,
truth-telling work of anovelist had seemed to be alifelong purpose. Her mother had taught her that talent
isagift from God, that awriter has a sacred obligation to her Creator to explore the gift with energy and
diligence, to polish it, to useit to brighten the landscape of her readers hearts.

In her haste to pack food, weapons, and other essentials for whatever perilous journey might be ahead
of them, Molly had forgotten to bring her laptop. She had aways written on acompuiter; she didn't know
if her talent would flow aseaslly, or a dl, from the point of apen.

Besides, she had brought no pen, no pencil. She hadn't included any paper in her provisions, either,
only the pages of her current, unfinished manuscript.



Perhaps purpose and meaning and ambitious plans would € ude her until she better understood the
current situation and, based on more hard facts than she now possessed, could begin to imagine what
future might await them.

If understanding was to be achieved, questions needed to be answered.

Although driving at only ten miles per hour through the disma downpour, she didn't look away from the
road when she said to Nell, "Why T. S. Eliot?"

"What do you mean?"

"What Harry . . . the thing that used to be Harry . . . what it said to me. 'l think we areinrats aley,
Where the dead men lost their bones." "

"Eliot isone of your favorites, right? Probably Harry would know that.”

"Harry's body was there in the hall when he spoke to me, but his brains were in the bathroom, al the
memories blown out of them.”

Literdly riding shotgun and wary of the night, Neil offered neither an explanation nor even a
supposition.

Molly pressed: "How would your dien parasite have tapped the con-tents of Harry's mind if Harry
didn't have amind anymore?’

Scattered across the roadway were more fallen birds. Although they were clearly dead, shetried her
best to drive around rather than over them.

Grimly, she wondered how soon she would encounter human cadavers heaped in smilar numbers.

"Some sci-fi writer," Neil said at lagt, "I think it was Arthur C. Clarke, suggested that an extraterrestrial
species, hundreds or thousands of years more advanced than us, would possess technology that would
appear to usto be not the result of applied science but entirely supernatural, pure magic.”

"In this case, black magic,” shesaid. "Evil. What practica purpose could they have for turning a dead
man into a marionette—except to terrorize?'

Ahead in the luminous storm, aseparate light arose, and grew brighter as they approached it.
Molly dowed further, allowed the SUV to coast forward.

Out of the torrentsloomed ablue Infiniti, sanding in their lane, facing the same direction that they were
traveling, but dead till. Thelights of the car blazed. Three of its four doors hung open wide.

Mally rolled to astop ten feet behind the vehicle. The engine was running: Pale exhaust vapor issued
continuoudy from the car'stailpipe, but the skeins of rain washed the plume away before it could attain
much length.

From thisangle, Molly could see no driver, no passengers.
"Keep moving," Nell encouraged.
She swung the Explorer into the northbound lane and dowly drove around the Infiniti.

No one, either dead or dive, was dumped insde below the level of the windows.



The car had not failed its occupants, yet they had abandoned it and had chosen to continue on foot. Or
had fled in panic. Or had been taken.

On the pavement in front of the Infiniti, illuminated by its headlights, lay three objects. A basebd | bat.
A butcher knife. A long-handled ax.

"Maybethey didn't have guns" Nell said, expressng Molly's very thoughts, "and had to arm
themsdves with whatever they could find."

During the confrontation that occurred here, the occupants of the Infiniti must have discovered that
their weapons were usel ess and must have discarded them. Or perhaps they had been forcibly disarmed
by something that was unimpressed by clubs and blades.

"Maybe well meet up with them somewhere on the road ahead,” Neil suggested.

Moally didn't think that would happen. Those people were gone forever: to where, unknown; to what
hideous end, unguessable.
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ASTHE ABANDONED INFINITI'SHEADLIGHTS FADED into the rain behind them, Neil switched
on theradio, perhapsto forestall further disturbing speculation about the missing occupants of that car.
Thefate of those travelers might be the fate of dl who ventured into the storm, in which case no credible
argument could be advanced for continuing to town.

Acrossthe FM and AM bands, quarrels of static and electronic screeching dternated with silences
where voices and music had once crowded the airwaves. At asmall number of frequencies, words
coalesced out of the cacophony, afew sentencesat atime.

In two instances, reporters or government spokesmen seemed to be reading officia advisories. These
lacked concrete facts and for the most part consisted of empty assurances.

Some guy on agation in Denver spoke directly to hiswife and son, expressing hislovein smple but
piercing words. Obvioudy, he did not expect to see either of them again.

Out of somefar place, through the turbulent ether of this momentous night, came music: the classic sad
song "I'll Be Seeing Y ou."

In ordinary times, those exquisitely melancholy lyrics, that melody so full of yearning, could pierce
Molly's heart. In these extraordinary circumstances, this song about lost love became asurprisingly
poignant metaphor for the greater loss of an entire society, acivilization, for the sudden end of peace and
hope and promise.



Throughout her lifetime, the world had been shrinking, made ever smaller by televison, by satellite
communications, by the Internet. Now, in mere hours, al those bonds had been cut, and the compressed
world had expanded to the size that it had been more than a century ago.

The man speaking to hiswife and son in Denver had sounded asif he were broadcasting from another
continent. And now this song, written just prior to World War |1 and resonant with the uncertainties of
that troubled age, brought with it through the night a qudity of distance, asif it had been broadcast not
merely from faraway Europe but from the Europe of another era, traveling across both haf aworld and
more than half acentury.

Tearsblurred Molly'svision.

Her sense of |oss, sharpened by every note of the song, grew painful, aknife of emotion twisting in her
breest. Y et she remained |loath to ask Neil to switch off the radio and thereby deprive them of this
tenuous connection to acivilization that seemed to be dissolving rapidly around them in the caugtic waters
of the preternaturd storm.

Either aware of her reaction to the song or sharing it, Neil pushed the SCAN button, searching for
another ation.

After squawk, squall, and too many frequencies marked by ominous silence, theradio pulledinaclear
voice. A disc jockey, atak-show hogt, a newsman: Whoever he was, whatever he was, he sounded
angry and scared.

He was obsessing about audio transmissions from the crew of the Internationa Space Station highin
orbit above Earth, messages that had been sent early in the night, smultaneoudy with the appearance of
the gigantic waterspouts on the planet's oceans. "1've played thisten times before, and I'll play it ten times
more, ahundred times, hell, I'll play it until we lose power and can't broadcast anymore, until something
breaks down the door and just killsus dl. Listen to this, America, listen close and hard to this, and know
your enemy. Thisisnot globa warming, sunspots, cosmic radiation, thisis not some inexplicable spasmin
the planet's climate. Thisisthe war of the worlds."

Either the transmissions had been received in broken segments or they had been edited for this news
broadcast. They began with surprise, excitement, even wonder. Soon the tone changed.

Firdt, acrew member speaking English with a Russian accent reported that following afailure of
exterior cameras, their computer recorded the successful docking of an unknown craft with the space
gtation. This came as a surprise, because radar had not detected an approaching mass of any kind,
neither orbiting space junk nor a UFO exhibiting controlled flight.

The communications officer, Wong, had been unable to raise aresponse from the visitors. "Are we
redlly sure something's docked with us?’

"Pogitive” said the Russan.
"Not acomputer malfunction, afase docking report?"
"Nyet. | feltit, so did you, wedl did."

Another crew member, straight out of Texas, declared that from a porthole with apartial view of the
docking module, he was unable to make adirect visua confirmation of the visiting spacecraft. "Momma
taught me not to be profane but, Christ, from here | oughta be able to see a piece of that puppy,
shouldnt I?"



The Russian again: "Heads-up, everyone! Computer shows outer airlock hatch cycling open.”

Another American, this one with a Boston accent, said, "Who the hdll gave the go signd for that?
"No one," the Russan said. "They now control our systems.”

"They who?'

The Texan said, "Maybe Jamai ca has a space program nobody knew about,” but he didn't get alaugh.

Molly had let the Explorer's speed fal below five miles an hour because the drama high above the earth
distracted her so much that she could not concentrate adequately on the rain-curtained roadway.

Evidently having returned from the porthole that provided apartia view of the docking module,
perhaps studying variousinterior cameras on abank of monitors, the Texan said, "Lapeer, isthat you |
seeinboard of the airlock?'

"Yes, it'sme, Willy," replied awoman with a French or perhaps Belgian accent. "I'm herein reception
with Arturo. Instruments show positive pressurein the airlock. In fact, it'salmost up to full amosphere.”

The Russian again: "Better get out from there, Emily. Y ou, too, Arturo. Retreat, get secured bulkheads
between them and you, until we understand Situation.”

Excited, Emily Lapeer laughed, if nervoudy. "It'sanew dawn, Ivan. Not atimefor old fears.”

Another voice, femae, perhgps German, said urgently, "L ose theidealism, Emily. Think. Boarding
protocols ought to be universal. Thisistoo aggressive. It feds hogtile.

"That's axenophobic interpretation,” Lapeer protested.

The German disagreed: " That's common sense.”

The Texan said, "I agree, Lapeer. Pull back, sedl hatches as you go. Haul ass out of there.”
Lapeer said, "Thisishigory.”

The Russian had more bad news: "Airlock cameras gone blind. If vistors boarding, can't see what they
look like."

"We can hear noisesin theairlock," Lapeer reported.

The Texan said, " Sonofabitch, Lapeer, the camerasinboard of the airlock just died, too. This sucks
like asump pump. We can't see you anymore, either.”

Startled if not darmed, Lapeer spokein rapid French, then reverted to English: " Something impossible
ishappening here—"

Maybe it was Arturo who said, "What the shit—?"

Lapeer said, "—not opening the inner airlock hatch, but just, just phasing through it—"
"Say what?"

"—materidizing right out of the Sed—"

The Russan said, "Computer shows that hatch closed.”



Sudden overwhelming terror reduced Emily Lapeer to the urgent, tremul ous petitions of afrightened
child: "Sainte Marie, mére de Dieu, non, non, bénie Marie, non, sauvez-moi!"

Down there in the reception chamber of the space station, inboard of the airlock, Arturo began to
scream in wordless horror—then in agony.

"Mére de Dieu, sauvez-moi! Bénie Marie, non, non, NON—"
Abruptly, Emily Lapeer's desperate prayer gave way to screamsthat matched the intensity of Arturo's.

Although she and Neil might be safer if they kept moving, Molly could not drive. Her ability to focus
was stolen from her not by fear but by empathy, by pity. She braked to astop and sat shaking.

Nell a once reached out to her. Grateful that she was not done, grateful beyond expression, Molly
seized hishand and held it tightly.

High above Earth, from various chambers of the space station, the crew shouted to one another over
the open intercom system. At times they spoke English, and at timesthey reverted to their native tongues,
but no matter what language they spoke, their questions and pleas were the same:

What's happening? where are you? can you hear me? are you there? what are they? what're they
doing?why, where, how? keep them out! brace the door! no! help me! somebody! help me, God, help
me! God! please, God, NO!

Then only screaming.

Maybe because the screams were twice removed—transmitted from orbit, recorded on tape or disc,
replayed by the radio station—Molly was aware of subtle nuances of terror and agony and dread that
shewould not have heard if she had been present at the daughter itself. The crieswerefirst shrill and
piercing, sharp with disbdief and denid, then grew more hoarse and terrible, before findly becoming wet,
raw, the essence of misery. These were the tortured shrieks and sobs of men and women being dowly
torn limb from limb, eviscerated by apatient evil that wanted time to savor itswork.

After theinvaders had progressed chamber by chamber from one end of the space station to the other,
after every luckless member of the crew had been reduced to the wretched squed s of animasin the
dung-splattered vestibule of a daughterhouse, the victims el slent, one by one, until thevoice of asingle
agtronaut cried down from that highest throne of human technology. His cry came through vacuum and
stratosphere, through the last good day on one side of the planet and through the beginning of the longest
night, through the gathering storm that, at the time of his suffering, had not yet begun to drown the earth,
and hiswail of agony came asawarning to theworld, aclarion bell and bell vesper thet tolled the final
hour.

Hislonely voicerang out onelast time.
Silence followed, reverberant with the memory of terror.

Listening, Mally had been able to breathe only in quick shallow shudders, and now she held her breath
entirely, head cocked, ear bent closer to the radio.

Out of the dead pace station came anew voice—deep, silken, strange—with al theriveting power of
a Presence summoned by forbidden incantations to a candle-encircled pentagram drawn with lamb's
blood. It spoke in alanguage that perhaps had never before been heard on Earth.

"Yimaman see noygd, seerefacull, see nod abah, see naytoss, retee fo sdllos.”



In addition to alove of words and a passion for poetry, Molly possessed the ability to memorize verse
with ease, asa piano prodigy can hear asong just once and thereafter play it note for note. Those dien
words had arhythm reminiscent of poetry, and when the inhuman voice on the radio repested what it had
sad, she murmured dong withit:

"Yimaman see noygel, see refacull, see nod a bah, see naytoss, retee fo sdlos.”

Although she knew nothing of their meaning, she sensed arrogance in those words. arrogance sharp
with a sense of triumph, bitterness, blackest hatred, and rage beyond the capacity of the darkest of
human hearts, rage beyond al understanding.

"Yimaman seenoygd . .. seerefacull ... seenod abah . . . seenaytoss. . . reteefo sdllos,” Molly
said once more, though thistime she spoke aone.

Ontheradio, dead air gave way to the voice of the agitated newsman: "War of the worlds, America
Fight back, fight hard. If you have guns, use'em. If you don't have guns, get 'em. If anyone out therein
the government can hear me, for God's sake break out the nukes. There can be no surrender—"

Neil switched off theradio.

Ran. Ran. Ran.

Dead astronauts above and the tempest below.

Four milesto town—if the town still existed.

If not the town, then how far to fellowship, how far to people gathered in mutual defense?
"God have mercy on us," Nell said, for he had been schooled by Jesuiits.

L etting off the brake, driving once more, Mally refrained from praying for mercy because her faith had
been sullied by primitive superstition: She feared that perverse fate would deny her what she asked for,
and give her only what she did not request.

Y et, as was her nature, she till had hope. Her heart clenched like afist around anugget of hope; and if
not as much as anugget, then at least apebble; and if not apebble, agrain. But around asingle grain of
sand, an oyster builds apearl.

Rain. Rain. Rain.
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THE SECOND ABANDONED VEHICLE, A LINCOLN NAVIGATOR, stood in the northbound
lane, facing the Explorer asit traveled southbound. The engine wasidling, as had been the case with the
Infiniti, and none of the tireswasflat, suggesting that the SUV had in no way failed itsdriver.



The headlights were doused, but the emergency flashersflung off rhythmic flares, with stroboscopic
effect, so that the million tongues of rain appeared to sutter, stutter in their fall.

Onthe Infiniti, three of four doors had stood open, but in this case only one. The rear door on the
driver's Sde admitted rain and offered aview of the backsest illuminated by the Lincoln'sinterior lights.

"Neil, my God."
Molly braked, stopped, as Nell said, "What?'

The smeared glassin her door, the blurring rain, and the metronomic dazzle of the flashersal combined
to decelve the eye, yet Molly knew what she saw, and knew what she must do.

"Therésachild," she said, shifting the Explorer into park. "A baby."
"Where?'

"On the backseat of that Navigator,” she said, and threw open her door.
"Mally, wait!"

If the rain was toxic, she had been poisoned beyond the hope of antidote when they had fled Harry
Corrigan's house. Another dose could do no worse injury than the damage she had dready sustained.

Asif the rain were warmer than it was, the beaten blacktop swesated oil and made dick the path
beneath her feet.

Molly dipped, did, dmost went down. Regaining her balance, she was gripped by the conviction that
something watched her, some creature in hiding, and that if she had falen, the nameessthing would have
dithered out of the wet gloom, would have seized her in crue jaws, and in an instant would have carried
her off the pavement, over the crest of theridge, into trees and weeds and brambles, down into the
thorny by of the night.

Reaching the open door of the Navigator, she discovered that the abandoned child—not an infant but a
barefoot little girl in pink pedd pushers and aydlow T-shirt—was alarge doll, only a couple of inches
shorter than two feet. Its chubby jointed arms were extended asif in supplication or in hope of an
embrace.

Molly looked into the front seat, then into the cargo space at the back of the SUV. No one.

The child to whom the doll belonged had gone wherever her parents had gone. To shelter, perhaps.
And what isthe most enduring place of shelter if not death?

Rebelling againgt that thought, Molly pressed through the rain to the back of the Navigator.

Neil called worriedly to her. She turned and saw that he had gotten out of the Explorer and stood,
shotgun in both hands, giving her cover.

Although she couldn't quite hear hiswords, she knew that he wanted her to get behind the wheel once
more and drive them into town.

Shaking her head, she went around behind the Navigator and then to the passenger's sde. She wanted
to be sure that the child, the owner of the doll, had not crouched behind the vehicle, hiding from whatever
menace might come aong the highway, from whatever evil might have taken her parents.



No child huddled there. Nor under the SUV, either, when Molly dropped to her knees and searched
that low space.

The shoulder of the road was narrow. Spalled-off asphalt and gravel and the sparkling shards of
tossed-away bottles and the bright aluminum ring-pulls from uncounted beverage cans dimly reflected the
luminousrain, ameaningless mosaic in an unstable bed of mud.

When Moally roseto her feet again, she thought that the woods, aready crowding the highway before
she dropped to her hands and knees, had grown closer while her back was turned. The saturated boughs
of the looming evergreens hung like sodden vestments—capes and robes, cassocks and chasubles.

Unseen but acutely felt, aert observers watched her from the hooded cowls of those pines, creatures
less ordinary than owls and raccoons, and less clean.

Frightened but sensing that a show of fear would invite attack, she did not a once retreat. Instead, she
rubbed her muddied hands together, ringng them in the downpour, though shewould not fed clean again
until she could wash off therainitsdf.

Counseling hersdlf that the hostile presences she sensed in the forest were only figments of her
imagination, but knowing that her counsd wasalie, she continued unhurriedly around the Navigetor,
returning to the driver's side with a nonchaance that was pure performance.

Before retreating to the Explorer, she snatched the doll from the backsest of the Lincoln. Its shaggy
blond hair, blue eyes, and sweet smile reminded her of achild who had died in her asamsalong time ago.

Rebecca Rose, her name had been. She was a shy girl who spoke with the faintest lisp.

Her last words, whispered in delirium and making no apparent sense, had been, "Mally . . . therésa
dog. So pretty . . . how he shines." For thefirst timein her life, there at the end of it, she had not lisped at
dl.

Having failed to save Rebecca, Mally saved this rough image of her, and when Neil got in the Explorer
after her, she gave him the dall for safekeeping.

She said, "We might encounter the girl and her parents on the road into town."

Neil did not remind her that the Navigator had been traveling in the opposite direction when
abandoned. He knew that she recognized this as clearly ashe did.

She sad, "It'l be niceto have the doll to give her. I'm sure she didn't intend to leave it behind.”
Intellectualy, she knew that the war of the worlds, if indeed it had begun, would not spare children.

Emotionally, however, she refused to acknowledge that no degree of innocence could guarantee
immunity inaplague of genocide.

On onerainy afternoon long ago, Mally had saved some children and been unable to save others. But if
thefine grain of hopein her heart were to be the foundation of a pearl, she must believe that no child
would ever again suffer in her presence and that those who came under her care would be safe,
protected, until she herself died defending them.

Asthe Explorer rolled forward and they resumed their journey into town, Nell said, "It's abeautiful
dall. Shelll be happy to seeit again.”



Molly loved him for dways understanding precisaly what words she needed to hear. He knew what
motivated her at dl timesand in al circumstances, even in these.
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THEY HAD NOT DRIVEN FAR FROM THE ABANDONED Navigator when Molly redlized
belatedly that the rain had been imbued with |ess scent than at any time since sheldd stepped onto the
porch among the coyotes. The underlying semenlike odor had faded atogether, and the mélange of other
fragrances had been only afraction asintense asthey were a the Corrigan house.

Nell confirmed her observation. "Y eah. And it'saso not quite asradiant.”

Thegoblin night still appeared to stream with Christmastinsdl; how-ever, the rain was afew lumens
dimmer than it had been earlier, though it fell in undiminished volume.

Perhaps these changing conditions should have given Mally heart. Instead they troubled her. Evidently
thefirst phase of this strange war was drawing to an end. The second would soon begin.

"I half remember," Nell said, "your Mr. Eliot wrote something famous about doomsday.”

"Y eah. He said we've become hollow men, stuffed men, headsfilled with straw, no convictionsor
higher purpose. . . and for hollow men, the world will end not with a bang but awhimper.”

Leaning forward in his seat, squinting up toward the drowned sky, Neil said, "1 don't know about you,
but I'm expecting the bang."

"Metoo."

Just aminute later, how the world would end, with what noise and degree of violence, suddenly
concerned Molly lessthan she would have imagined possible. The sight of ahiker, walking at abrisk
pace in the northbound lane, turned her thoughts away from planetary catastrophe to the more intimate
cataclysm that had changed her life at the age of eight and had shaped it every day thereafter.

Y ou couldn't accurately cal him amere pedestrian. There were no sdewalks aong the county road,
no encouragement whatsoever for anyoneto travel theridge line on foot. Besides, hewaked with a
determined gtride, with the purpose of an enthusiast.

Molly firgt thought he must be one of those who calculated that if he walked often enough and far
enough, and never dared to eat a spoon of ice cream, he would live forever—barring, of course, the
threats that self-denid could not affect, such as runaway trucks, crashing airplanes, and dieninvasions.

In utter disregard of the wesather, he wore no rain gear. His pale-gray dacks and matching shirt,
suggestive of auniform, were soaked.



He must have been miserable, but he soldiered on, his pace hardly if at al affected by sodden clothes
and other discomforts. Indeed, because poor visibility and caution and afear of what she might find in
town caused Mally to hold the Explorer to little more than coasting speed, the hiker seemed to be
walking north dmost asfast asthe Explorer cruised south.

Histhick dark hair was plastered to his skull. He kept his head down, the better to net each wet breath
from the vertical ocean.

Asthe Explorer closed on him, the hiker looked up, across the two-lane blacktop.

Even through the blur of the storm, his features were bold and clean. He would have seemed
movie-star handsometo Mally if she hadn't known that the mind behind that charming face was
monstrous, corrupt, and cunning.

The hiker was Michadl Render. Her father. The murderer.
She hadn't seen him face-to-facein amost twenty years.

At once she looked away from him, less because she worried that he would know her than because,
even a thisdistance, she feared the power of his eyes, the magnetism of his gaze, the vortex of his

persondlity.

"What the hell?' Neil said, shocked, turning around in his seet to look out the tailgate window as Molly
accelerated. "He's supposed to be locked up.”

Her husband'sinstant confirmation of the man'sidentity prevented Molly from taking refuge in the hope
that her imagination had run away with her and that the hiker wasin fact astranger with only avague
resemblance to Render.

Usudly, shethought of him not as her father but only by his surname, which asagirl she had dropped
infavor of her mother's maiden name. When occasionally he appeared in her dreams, he had no name,
but the skull was visible beneath his skin, and his hands were scythes, and in his broad grin, histeeth
were broken tombstones.

Sheworried, "Did he. . ."

"What? Recognize you?'

"You think hedid?'

"l don't know."

"Werecognized him."

"Because of the headlights. Harder for him to seeyou.”

"Has he changed directions, is he coming behind us now?

"He'sjust standing there, | think. | can't redly tell. HEsamost out of sight.”
"Shit."

"It'sdl right."

"Thehdl itis" shesad sharply. Y ou know where he was going."



llemu

"What else would he be doing out here?' she asked. "He was going to our place. He was coming for
r.rell

"He doesn't know whereyou live."
"Somehow he found out."

She shuddered when she redlized what would have happened if they had chosen to ride out this storm
at the house, mistaking homefor security.

"l can't seehim anymore,” Neil said. "1 think . . . he continued north, the way he was going.”
Intherearview mirror, Molly saw only faling rain and clouds of back' spray from thetires.

With asuccessful pleaof insanity skillfully supported by aclever atorney, Render had avoided prison.
He had spent the last twenty yearsin aseries of mentd ingtitutions. Thefirst had been a
maximum-security facility, but with each transfer, he had moved to aless restrictive environment, and
been dlowed more amenities.

Therapy and medications had helped him take dow steady steps out of his mental darkness. So the
psychiatrists said, though their reports were written in circumlocutions and obfuscatory jargon meant to
conced that their conclusions were mere opinions unsupported by facts.

They clamed that hed cometo regret his actions, which by their way of thinking merited more relaxed
living conditions and more frequent thergpy sessions. If eventudly he progressed from regret to remorse,
he might then be viewed as rehabilitated and, under certain circumstances, might even bejudged to have
been cured.

The previous summer, his case had come up for mandatory review. The evauating psychiatrists
differed in their analyses of Render's condition. One recommended that he be released under supervision,
but two opposed that recommendation, and he was remanded to the care of menta-hedlth authorities for
an additiond two years.

"What've theidiots done?' Molly wondered, and in her agitation, she accelerated too much.

She half believed that the rearview mirror would sooner rather than later reveal Render in the
backspray, running after her with inhuman balance and agility, with superhuman speed.

"If they'velet himloose," she said, "the crazy bastards are as Sck asheis.”

"We don't know what's happening beyond these mountains, out in the wider world," Neil reminded her,
"except that everything seemsto be fdling apart, breaking down. Not every last crewman on every
gnking ship staysat hispos.”

"Every man for himsdlf,” Molly said. "We've cometo that now—if we haven't dways been there.”

The pavement was greasy with oil, water. She fdlt the tires skating, but could not find the courage to
dow down. Then gnawing tread bit blacktop, found purchase, and the four-whed drive staved off a
dide

Neil said, "Thislatest ingtitution hewastransferred to . . . It'snot exactly a stone-cell, steel-door,
sraitjacket sort of place.”



A short bitter laugh escaped her. "Televison in every room. Porn on demand, for itstherapeutic vaue.
High tea every afternoon, croquet on the south lawn. Maid service for those who promise, under penalty
of the most severe disapproval, not to rape and kill the maids.”

Shewasin adark humor that was new to her and, she sensed, dangerousto indulge.

"If the staff skipped,” Neil said, "and surely they did skip, the inmates wouldn't et ordinary locked
doors and wire-glass windows hold them in for long.”

"'Wedon't cal them inmates,' " Mally said, quoting one of the psychiatrists. " 'We cdl them patients." "
"But the most recent place they were keeping him—it'sfar up north."

"Two hundred fifty milesfrom here," she confirmed.

"The storm, this nightmare—it didn't begin so long ago.”

Indeed, when Mally considered the swiftnesswith which the usua order seemed to have given way to
chaos, ajittering terror crawled the darker halways of her mind. Could human civilization crumble
sgnificantly, worldwide, in amatter of hours, in but aquarter of aday, as suddenly asthe planet itsalf
might convulseif struck by an asteroid the Size of Texas? If their as yet unseen adversary, come down
from the stars, could topple centuries-old kingdoms and overturn dl of history so swiftly, without
meaningful resistance, then surely it was easy to foresee—and impossible to prevent—the eradication of
every human life, in every low habitation and high redoubt on Earth, in just twenty-four hours.

If the technology of agreetly advanced extraterrestrial race would seem like purest magic to any
civilization athousand yearsitsinferior, then the masters of that technology would be as gods—but
perhaps gods with enigmatic desires and strange needs, gods without compassion, without mercy,
offering no redemption, no viaticum, and utterly unresponsive to prayer.

Neil said, of Render, "He couldn't have broken out and gotten here so quickly. Not even with afast car
and your address, not in these driving conditions, with plenty of roads washed out or flooded between
here and there.”

"But there he was, and waking," Molly said.
"Y es, there hewas."

"Maybe there's nothing impossible tonight. Were down the hole to Wonderland, and no White Rabbit
to guideus”

"If I remember correctly, the White Rabbit was an unrdiable guide, anyway."

In afew miles, they cameto the turnoff to Black Lake, both the body of water and the town. Molly
turned right, leaving the ridge, and followed the descending road, into the steadily darkening rain, its
luminosity nearly spent, between massive trees that rosein black ramparts, toward the hope of fellowship
and the disquieting expectation of new terrors.

PART THREE



"Through the dark cold and the empty desolation

—T.S, Eliot, East Coker
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MOLLY EXPECTED THAT THE POWER GRID WOULD havefailed by now and that the town
would stand in darkness. Instead, the glimmer of shop lights and streetlamps was amplified by the
refracting rain, S0 Black Lake looked asif it were the Ste of afestival.

With ayear-round population of fewer than two thousand, the town was much smaller than Arrowhead
and Big Bear, the two most popular destinations in these mountains. Lacking ski dopes, Black Lake
didn't enjoy awinter boom, but in summer, campers and boaters outnumbered locals two to one.

Thelake wasfed by an atesan well, by afew smal streams, and now by the deluge. Instead of mixing
with the existing lake and being diluted by it, the accumulating rain seemed to float atop the origina body
of water, as oil would, itsluminosity compounded by its volume, shining asif the moon had falen here.



With inflow substantially exceeding the floodgate outflow, the lake already had risen beyond its banks.
The marinawas under water, the boats tethered to cleats on submerged docks, the belaying ropes
Stretched taut.

Silver fingers of water explored with blind patience among the shordine buildings, learning thelay of the
unfamiliar land, probing for weaknesses. If the rain continued unabated, within hours the houses and the
businesses on the lowest street would disappear under therising tide.

Molly had no doubt that during the coming day, the people of Black Lake would face worse thrests
than flooding.

With most houses brightened by lamplight in every window, the citizenswere clearly dert to the
dangers at their doorstep and to the momentous events in the world beyond these mountains. They knew
that darkness was coming, in every sense of the word, and they wanted to pressit back aslong as

possible.

Black Lake's resdents were different from the former flatlanders and the vacation-home crowd drawn
to the more glamorous mountain communities. These folks were at least third- or fourth-generation
high-landers, in love with dtitude and forests, with the comparative peaceful-ness of the San Bernardinos
high above the overpopulated hills and plainsto the west.

They were tougher than most city people, more self-sufficient. They were morelikely toown a
collection of firearms than was the average family in a suburban neighborhood.

The town wasn't big enough to have a police force of its own. Because of inadequate manpower
spread over too much territory, the county sheriff'sresponsetimeto acal from Black Lake averaged
thirty-two minutes.

If some hopped-up loser, desperate for drug money or violent sex, broke into your house, you could
be killed five times over in thirty-two minutes. Consequently, most of these people were prepared to
defend themselves—and with enthusiasm.

Molly and Neil saw no faces at any windows, but they knew that they were being monitored.

Although they had friends throughout Black Lake, neither of them was keen to go door-knocking,
partly because of dl those guns and their anxious owners. They were dso wary of waking into astuation
asbizarre asthat at the Corrigan place.

In the unrelenting downpour, the cozy houses with their lamplit windows appeared welcoming. To the
haplessinsect, of course, the Venuss-flytrap offers a pretty sight and an aluring scent, whilethe
two-lobed leaves wait, jaws cocked and teeth poised.

"Somewill have kept to their own homes," Neil said, "but not al. The more strategically minded have
gathered somewhere, pooling ideas, planning amutual defense.”

Molly didn't inquire how even the most rugged individualists among these mountain rustics—or an
army, for that matter—might be able to defend themsalves against technology that could use wegther asa
weapon on aplanetary scale. Aslong as the question remained unasked, she could pretend there might
be an answer.

Black Lake had no grand public buildings that could serve asanerve center in acrisislikethis. Three
elected councilmen, who shared thetitle of mayor on arotating basis, held their meetingsin abooth a
Benson's Good Eats, one of only two restaurantsin town.



No schoolhouse, either. Those kids who weren't home-school ed were bused to out-of-town schooals.

Black Lake had two churches, one Catholic and one evangdical Baptist. When Mally cruised by them,
both appeared deserted.

At last they found the master strategists on Main Street, in the small commercid digtrict, safely above
the steadily rising lake. They had gathered in the Tall of the Wolf Tavern.

A dozen vehicles were parked in front of the place, not aong the curb, where the gutters overflowed,
but dmost in the middle of the street. They faced out from the building, forming an arc, asif they were
getaway cars ready to make afast break.

Under an overhanging roof, protected from the rain, two men stood watch outside the tavern. Molly
and Nell knew them.

Ken Halleck worked at the post office that served Black Lake and afew smaller mountain towns. He
was known for his smile, which could crease his rubbery face from muttonchop to muttonchop, but he
was not smiling now.

"Mally, Neil," he said solemnly. "Always thought it would be the nutcase Idamswho did usin, didn't
you?"

"Wearen't doneyet," said Bobby Halleck, Ken's son, raising his voice higher than necessary to
compete with the rain. "We got the Marines, Army Rangers, Delta Force, we got the Navy Sedls.”

Bobby was seventeen, a high-school senior and star quarterback, a good kid with a gee-whiz
spunkinesslike that of acharacter from a 1930s or '40s footbal| movie with Jack Oakie and Pat O'Brien.
He seemed not too young to be standing guard but certainly unseasoned, which was probably why his
father, armed with arifle, had given Bobby a pitchfork, which seemed an inadequate deterrent to dien
storm troopers dthough lesslikely to be accidentaly discharged.

Bobby said, "TV's gone kerflunk, so we aren't hearing about them, but you can bet the U.S. military is
kicking ass."

Ken watched his son with affection that it was his nature to express openly and often, but now aso
with agrief that he would never dare put into words for fear that sadness would soon thicken into
unrelieved despair, robbing their last hours or days together of what smal joysthey might otherwise
share.

"The President's holed-up inside some mountain somewhere," Bobby said. "And we got secret nukesin
orbit, I'll bet, so the bastards won't be as safe high up in their ships asthey think they are. Y ou agree, Mr.
Soan?'

"I'd never bet againg the Marines," Nell told the son, and put ahand consolingly on the father's
shoulder.

"What's happening here?' Molly asked Ken, indicating the tavern.
"Theideais mutud defense" hesaid. "Theredlity . . . | don't know. People have different ideas.”
"About whether they want to live or die?"

"I guessthey don't dl seethe Stuation that starkly.” Of her disbdief, he said, "Mally, you know, folksin
thistown are ftill who've alwayslived here. . . except, as people, they aren't always the same asthey



used to be. Sometimes | think we'd be better off if the TV had gone kerflunk fifty years ago and never
come back on."

The cold gray stone exterior of the tavern promised less warmth than the interior in fact delivered: worn
mahogany floors, polished mahogany walls and celling, photographs of the town's early resdentsin that
time, a century previous, when the streets were shared by automobiles and horses.

Theair was redolent of stale beer spilled through the years, of fresh beer recently drawn from taps, of
onions and peppers and the limy corn-tortilla fragrance of nachos, of damp wool and cotton clothing
dowly steamed dry by body heat—and of afaint sour scent that she imagined might be the odor of
commund anxiety.

Molly was dismayed to find only about sixty people, perhaps twenty of whom she knew. The bar held
twice that many on an average Saturday night; it could have accommodated four times that number inthis

emergency.

Only six children were present, which worried her. She expected that familieswith kidswould have
been among thefirg to organize acommunity defense.

She had brought the doll with her, hoping that the girl who'd l€ft it in the abandoned Navigator might be
among those sheltering here. None of the children reacted to the sight of the doll, so Mally put it on the
bar.

There was dways a chance that the doll's owner would il arrive here, out of the storm. Always hope.

All six children were gathered at alarge corner booth, but the adults had settled in four digtinct groups.
Molly sensed at once that they were divided by four different ideas about how best to respond to the
crigs

She and Neil were greeted by those they knew and studied by those they didn't know with a
cdculation that was dmost wariness, asif they were viewed, first, not asdlies by the smple virtue of
being neighbors, but instead as outsiders to be greeted with greater warmth only when their opinions and
loydties were known.

More than anything e se, the dogs surprised her and Nell. She'd once been to France, where she had
seen dogs in both drab working-class bars and the finest restaurants. In this country, however, hedth
codes confined them to open patios, and most restaurateurs did not even tolerate themin an a fresco
Seiting.

She saw four, six, eight dogs at first count, in every corner of the room. There were mutts and
purebreds, mid-size and larger specimens, but no lap dogs. More canines than children.

Almost as one, the dogsrose to their feet and turned their heads toward her and Neil: some comic
faces, some noble, dl solemn and aert. Then, after ahesitation, they did apeculiar thing.
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FROM ALL OVER THE TAVERN, BY DIFFERENT ROUTES, the dogs cameto Molly. They didn't
approach in the exuberant romp that expresses adesire to play or with the tail-tucked caution and the
wary demeanor that isaresponse to an unfamiliar and vaguely troubling scent.

Their earswere pricked. Their tails brushed the air with dow tentative strokes. They were clearly
drawn to her by curiosity, asif she were something entirely new in their experience—new but not
threatening.

Her first count had been one short. Nine dogs were present, not eight, and each wasintrigued by her.
They circled, crowding againgt her, busily sniffing her boots, her jeans, her raincoat.

For amoment she thought they smelled the coyotes on her. Then she redlized that when she had
ventured onto the porch among those beasts, she had been in pgjamas and robe, not in any of the clothes
she currently wore.

Besides, most domesticated dogs had no sense of kinship with their wild cousins. They usualy reacted
to the scent of acoyote—and certainly to the cry of onein the night—with raised hackles and agrowl.

When she reached down to them, they nuzzled her hands, licked her fingers, welcoming her with an
affection that most dogs usually reserved for those people with whom they had enjoyed amuch longer
acquaintance.

From behind the bar, the owner of the tavern, Russall Tewkes, said, "What've you got in your pockets,
Molly—frankfurters?'

Thetone of hisvoice didn't match the jokey nature of the question. He spoke with a heavy note of
indnuation that she didn't understand.

With the build of abeer barrel, the haircut and the merry face of a besotted monk, Russell wasthe
image of afriendly neighborhood barkeep. For the woebegone, he had asympathetic ear to riva that of
any child's mother. Indefatigably good-natured, at times he came dangeroudy closeto being jolly.

Now asquint of sugpicion narrowed his eyes. His mouth set in agrim line. Heregarded Molly ashe
might have reacted to a hulking Hell's Angel who had the word hate tattooed on both figts.

Asthe dogs continued to circle and sniff her, Mally realized that Russell was not alonein hisdistrust.
Othersin the bar, even people she knew well, who had a moment ago greeted her by name or with a
wave, watched her not with the previous political calculation, but with unconcealed suspicion.

Suddenly she understood their change of attitude. They were asfamiliar with those dien-invasion
movies as she and Neil were, and the cregpshow currently playing in the theaters of their mindswas one
of those they-wal k-among-us-passing-for-human tales, perhaps Invasion of the Body Snatchers or John
Carpenter's The Thing.

The singular behavior of the dogs suggested that something about Molly must be different. Even though
the nine members of thisfurry entourage wagged their tails and licked her hands, and seemed to be
charmed by her, most if not all of the peoplein the tavern were no doubt wondering if the dogs actions
ought to be interpreted as awarning that something not of this earth now waked among them in disguise.



She could too easily imagine what their reaction would have been if al of the dogs—or even just one
mean-tempered specimen—had greeted her with growls, hacklesraised, ears flattened to their skulls.
Such adisplay of hostility would have received but one interpretation, and Molly would have found
hersdf in the position of an accused witch in seventeenth-century Salem.

In a least two placesin the large room, rifles and shotguns leaned against the walls, arsenaswithin
easy reach.

Many of these would-be defenders of the planet surely were packing handguns, as Molly was. Among
them would be afew, wound tight by dread and frustrated by their powerlessness, who would be
relieved, even beguiled, to have a chance to shoot something, someone, anyone.

In thisfever svamp of paranoia, if the shooting started, it might not stop until every shooter had himself
been shot.

Molly turned her attention toward the back of the room, where the children were gathered. They
looked scared. From the moment that Molly had seen them, they had struck her asterribly vulnerable,
and now more than ever.

"Go," she said to the dogs, "shoo, go.”

Their reaction to her command proved as peculiar astheir unanimous attraction to her. Instantly
compliant, asif dl nine of them had been trained by her, they retreated to the places they had been when
she had entered.

This remarkable exhibition of obedience only sharpened the suspicion of the sixty people gathered in
the tavern. But for the grumble of the rain, the room had falen sllent. Every stare made the same circuit:
from Moally to the retreating dogs, and back to Molly again.

Neil broke the spell when he said to Russdll Tewkes, "Thisis one strange damn night, weirdness piled
onweirdness. | could use adrink. Y ou doing business? Y ou have any beer nuts?'

Russdll blinked and shook his head, as though he had been in atrance of suspicion. "I'm not selling the
Suff tonight. I'm giving it away. What'll you have?'

"Thank you, Russ. Got Coorsin abottle?"
"1 only sdll draft and bottled, no damn cans. Aluminum causes Alzheimer's.”
Neil said, "What do you want, Mally?*

She didn't want anything that might blur her perceptions and cloud her judgment. Surely surviva
depended on sobriety.

Mesting Neil's eyes, however, she knew that he wanted her to drink something, not because she
needed it but because most of the people in the tavern probably thought that under the circumstances she
ought to need adrink—if she was merely human like them.

Surviva would aso depend on flexibility.
"Hit mewith aCorona," she said.

While Molly had to study people and brood about them to arrive a a useful understanding of their
natures, much in the rigoroudy anaytic fashion that she built the cast of playersin her noves, Neil formed



an indtinctive understanding of anyone he met within moments of thefirst introduction. His gut reactions
were a least asrdliable as her intellectua analysis of character.

She accepted the Corona and tipped it to her lipswith an acute awareness of being the center of
attention. She intended to take asmal sip, but surprised herself by chugging athird of the beer.

When shelowered the bottle, the level of tension in the tavern dropped noticesbly.

Inspired by Mally'sthirst, haf the assembled crowd lifted drinks of their own. Many of the teetotaers
watched the drinkers with disapproval, worry, or both.

Having won their acceptance by such ameaningless—if not downright absurd—test of her humanity,
Molly doubted that the human race could survive in even the most remote bunker, behind the most
formidablefortifications, if in fact the invaders could assume convincing humean form.

So many people had difficulty acknowledging the existence of undloyed evil; they hoped to wishit
away through postive thinking, to counsd it into remorse through psychotherapy, or to domesticate it
with compassion. If they could not recognize implacable evil in the hearts of their own kind and could not
understand its enduring nature, they were not likely to be able to see through the perfect biologica
disguise of an extraterrestrial species capable of exquisitely detailed mimicry.

From their various posts around the tavern, the dogs still watched her, some openly, othersfurtively.

Their continued scrutiny suddenly struck chords on that operatic pipe organ of paranoiathat stlands
front and center in the theater of the human mind: She wondered if the dogs had rushed to greet her,
grateful for human contact, because everyone esein the tavern was an imposter, even the children, all
alien presences masquerading as friends, as neighbors.

No. The dogs hadn't reacted to Nell asthey had to her, athough Neil was unquestionably Neil and
nothing else. Thereason for their interest in Molly remained mysterious.

Pretending indifference, they were acutely aert to her every move, their lustrous eyes seeming to adore
her, asif shewere the ill point of the turning world, where past and future are gathered, exated beyond
ordinary mortal status, the only thing in Crestion worthy of their rapt attention.
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MOLLY AND NEIL CIRCULATED THROUGH THE TAVERN, listening to the experiences of
others, seeking information that would alow them to better assess the Situation both hereintown andin
theworld beyond Black Lake.

Everyone at the Tall of the Wolf had seen the gpocalyptic images on television. Perhaps they would be
the last in human higtory to witness world-shaking news through the communa medium of the tube.



After the TV channds had filled with blizzards of dectronic snow or with the enigmatic pul sations of
color, some people had turned on their radios and had caught scraps of AM and FM broadcasts from
citiesfar and near. Newsmen had spoken of terrifying presencesin the streets— varioudly referred to as
mongters, ETs, diens, demons, or smply things— though often they were too consumed by horror to
fully describe what they saw or ese their reports abruptly ended in screams of terror, pain.

Molly thought of the man whose head had been cleaved in hdlf, faling to the pavement on agtreet in
Berlin, and she shuddered at the memory.

Othersin the tavern had sought information on the Internet, where they had encountered such araveled
tapestry of wild rumor and fevered speculation that they had been more confused than informed. Then
the phones—landline and cdllular—had failed, as had cable service, whereupon the Internet had
decongtructed as abruptly as aplume of steam in agust of wind.

AsMolly and Neil had seen clocks behaving oddly, mechanica devices—likethe music
boxes—running of their own accord, and impossible reflectionsin mirrors, so had numerous others
among those gathered in the Tail of the Wolf. Battery-powered carving knives had suddenly buzzed and
rattled in closed kitchen drawers. Computers switched themsalves on, while across the screens scrolled
hieroglyphs and ideograms from unknown languages. Out of CD players had come exotic and discordant
music like nothing on the discs that were loaded in the machines.

They had stories of remarkable encounters with animas much like Mally's experience with the coyotes,
and with the micein the garage. All the faunaof thisworld seemed to recognize that the present threst
was unearthly, supplanting al previous and familiar dangers.

In addition, everyone had sensed something ominous overhead in the rainy night, what Neil caled "a
mountain coming down," amass of colossa size and crushing weight that first descended, then hovered,
then moved east.

Norman Ling, who owned the town's only food market, recounted how hiswife, Lee, had avakened
himwithacry of "themoonisfdling."”

"l dmogst wish it had been the moon," Lee said now, with asolemnity that matched the expressionin
her dark, anguished eyes. "1t would al be over now if it had been the moon, al of us gone—and nothing
worse to come."”

Nevertheless, though this cross-section of humanity had shared the same experiences and had drawn
from them gpproximately the same conclusions—that their specieswas no longer the most intelligent on
the planet and that their dominion of Earth had been usurped—they could not come together to devise a
mutually agreeable response to the threat. Four philosophies divided the occupants of the tavern into four
camps.

The drunks and those who worked diligently at becoming drunk made the smallest group. To their way
of thinking, the most desirable comforts of human civilization were dready |ost beyond dl hope of
recovery. If they could not save the world, they would drink to the memory of its glories—and hope that
when one kind of brutal death or another came to them, they would be unconscious, courtesy of Jack
Danid'sor Absolut.

More numerous than the drunks were the peace lovers, the meek who styled themselves as prudent
and reasonable. They remembered movieslike The Day the Earth Stood Still, in which well-meaning
diens, bringing gifts of peace and love to the people of Earth, are willfully misunderstood and become the
targets of mindless human violence.



To thiscrowd, with or without benefit of liquor, the unfolding worldwide catastrophe was not proof of
bad intentions, but rather atragic consequence of poor communication, perhaps even the result of some
unspecified, precipitous, and typicaly ignorant human action. These prudent, reasonable citizenswere
convinced—or pretended to be—that the current terrors would be satisfactorily explained in time, and
rectified, by the benign ambassadors from another sar.

In these circumstances, The Day the Earth Stood Still had less relevance to Molly than an old episode
of The Twilight Zonein which diens arrived with solemn promisesto dleviate al human want and
suffering, guided by a sacred volume whosetitle trandated as To Serve Man. Too late, the sheepish
people of Earth realized that the sacred volume was a cookbook.

Of thefour groups, more numerous than the drunks and the peace |overs combined were the
fence-gitters, who could not decideif the current crisis would best be addressed by a violent response or
by peace overtures and songs of love—or perhaps even by consuming disabling quantities of acoholic
beverages. They claimed to need more information before they could make up their minds; they would no
doubt be patiently awaiting further information even as amest lover from Andromeda was basting themin
butter.

Molly was dismayed to see friends among the fence-sitters. She would have had more respect for them
if they had embraced ether pacifism or inebriation.

The fourth group, only dightly less numerous than the fence-sitters, were those who preferred to stand
up and fight, regardless of the odds against them. Among them were as many women as men, folks of dl
ages and persuasions. Angry, energized, they had brought most of the guns and were eager to Strike
back.

They pulled up two more chairs and welcomed Molly and Neil, inferring from the shotgun and the
pistol that they might be like-minded. This spirited group had put half a dozen tablestogether to form a
U, the better to jointly speculate on al the possible what-ifs, aswell asto discuss strategy and tactics for
each contingency.

Because they knew next to nothing about their enemy, dl their theorizing and planning amounted to little
more than blue-sky war gaming. Their discussions provided them with asense of purpose, however, and
purposewas at least apartidly effective antidote to fear.

While they might dread the coming confrontation, they were also frusirated that the invaders had not
yet shown themsalves, at least not in Black Lake. Although they werewilling to fight and reedy to dieif
necessary in the struggle, they couldn't battle an invisible adversary.

Molly felt at home among them—and glad that she and Nell at last had comrades.

The unofficial leader of thislive-free-or-die faction appeared to be Tucker Madison, aformer Marine,
currently adeputy with the San Bernardino County Sheriff's Department. His composure, hiscam voice,
his clear direct gaze reminded Mally of Nell.

"The only thing that worriesthe skin off me," Tucker said, surely understating the number of his
concerns, "isthat they won't soon or often come out where we can see them. With the ability to control
the weather al around the world, what reason do they haveto risk our gunfire, even if our weapons
probably are primitive by their sandards?"

"Some of the godless bastards are gpparently showing up in the cities," said asquint-eyed,
sxtysomething woman with sun-toughened skin, reminding Tucker of the newsreports. "They'll come
here, too, eventudly.”



"But none of us has actualy seen one," Tucker said. "Those things on the news might be just
reconnai ssance machines, drones, robots.”

Vince Hoyt, a history teacher and coach of the regiona high school's footba| team, had features as
bold and commanding as those on ancient marble busts of the more iron-willed Roman emperors. His
jawslooked strong enough to crack walnuts, and when he spoke in his gravelly voice, he sounded asiif
he had swallowed the shells.

"The big question is, what happensif thisrain doesn't stop for aweek, two weeks, amonth? Our
homeswon't stand up to that kind of deluge. | adready have leaks at my place, mgjor damage, and no
safe way to get on theroof to fix it in this downpour. They might think they can drown our will to ress,
wash thefight right out of us."

"If rain, why not wind?" asked ayoung man with curly blond hair, agold ring in hisleft ear, and ared
tattoo of awoman's puckered lips on histhroat. " Tornadoes, hurricanes.”

"Targeted lightning,” the sun-baked woman suggested. "Would that be possible? Could they do that?"

Molly thought of the enormous and evidently artificidly generated waterspout churning up from the
Pecific, sucking hundreds of thousands of gallons per minute from the sea. Targeted lightning didn't sound
asfafetched asit would have yesterday.

"Maybe even earthquakes," said Vince Hoyt. "Before any of that happens, we've got to decideon a
headquarters where we can maybe consolidate an arsend, food, medicines, first-aid supplies—"

"Our market dready has plenty of food,” said Norman Ling, "but it'son alower street. If the rain kegps
up, the place will be underwater by thistime tomorrow."

"Beddes," Tucker Madison said, bringing his Marine experience to bear, "the market isn't adefensble
structure, not with al those big plate-glass windows. And | hate to mention this, but it'snot just ETswe
have to worry about. With the collapse of communications, civil authority is breaking down out there.
Maybeit's dready been swept avay. | haven't been ableto get in touch with the sheriff's office over in
the county seet. No police. Maybe no National Guard, no coherent command-and-control systemsto
make proper use of the military ..."

"Chaos, anarchy," Lee Ling whispered.

Ascdmly asanyone could have discussed thisterrifying aspect of civilization's collgpse, Tucker sad,
"Believe me, there are lots of bad people who'll take advantage of chaos. And | don't mean just
outsiders. We've got our own thugs and cregps right here in town, thieves and rapists and violence
junkieswhol'll think anarchy is paradise. They'll take what they want, do what they want to anyone, and
the more they indulge their sickest fantasies, the sicker and more savage they're going to become. If
we're not ready for them, they'll kill usand our families before we ever come face-to-face with anything
from the other end of the gaaxy.”

A solemn silence settled over the group, and Lee Ling looked asif she were wishing again for afdling
moon.

Mally thought of Render, the murderer of five children and the father of one, last seen walking north on
the ridge road.

He would not have been the only monster freed from captivity this night. When prison and asylum staffs
abandoned their posts, perhaps they had | eft the doors open behind them, either because they were



careless or were motivated by misguided pity for the incarcerated. Or maybe in the chaos, the inmates
seized control and freed themselves.

Thiswas the Halloween of al Haloweens, sx weeks early on the calendar, with no need of
jack-0'-lanterns and cotton-bedsheet ghosts when the night was patterned with the pustrails of so many
suppurating evils.

"The bank," Neil suggested.

Eyesturned to him, blinking, asif each person at thetable, like Molly, had been roused from awaking
nightmare by hiswords.

"Thebank," Neil said, "is poured-in-place concrete clad in limestone, built in 1936 or '37, when the
date first enforced earthquake-resistant building codes.”

"And they made thingsto last in those days," Molly said.

Tucker liked theidea. "The bank was designed with security in mind. One or two entrances. Not many
windows, plusthey're narrow."

"Barred, too," Neil reminded him.
Tucker nodded. "Plenty of space for people and supplies.”

Vince Hoyt said, "I never coached asingle game where | ever thought alosswasinevitable, not evenin
thefina quarter when the other team had us by four touchdowns, and | have no intention of trading that
attitude for aloser mentality now. Damniif | will. But thereis one other good thing about the bank. The
vault. Armored walls, thick stedl door. It'll make ahdl of afind bolt-holeif it comesto that. If they want
to tear the door off and come in after us, well make a shooting galery of them, and take adew of the
bastards with us"

20

WITH THE CALCULATED CARRIAGE OF A DIGNIFIED landlubber trying to cross the deck of a
yawing ship without making afool of himself, Derek Sawtelle traveled from the camp of the swillpotsto
Molly's chair among thefighters. He bent close to her. "Dear lady, even under these circumstances, you
look enchanting.”

"And even under these circumstances,” she said affectionately, "you're full of horseshit.”
"Might | have aword with you and Nell?' he asked. "In private?’

Hewas agented drunk. The more gin and tonic that he consumed, the more mannerly he became.



Having been acasud friend of Derek'sfor five years, Molly knew that he had not been driven to the
bottle tonight by the contemplation of civilization's collgpse. Managed inebriation was hislifestyle, his
philosophy, hisfaith.

A long-tenured professor of literature at the State university in San Bernardino, nearing sixty-five and
mandatory retirement, Derek specidized in American authors of the previous century.

His novdigt heroes were the hard-drinking macho bullies from Hemingway to Norman Mailer. His
admiration for them was based partly on hisliterary insghts, but it aso had the qudity of ahomely girl's
secret crush on ahigh-school football star.

Lacking an athletic physique, too kind to punch people out in barroom brawls or to cheer the bloody
spectacle of abullfight, or to dangle awife from ahigh-rise window by her ankles, Derek could model
himsdf after his heroes only by immersion in literature and gin. He had spent hislife swimming in both.

Some professors might have made fine actors, for they approached teaching as a performance. Derek
was one of these.

At hisrequest, Molly had spoken to his students afew times and had seen him in action on his chosen
stage. He proved to be an entertaining teacher but also an excellent one.

Here with the drums of Armageddon beating on the roof, Derek dressed asif he were soon to enter a
classroom or attend afaculty reception. Perhaps mid-twentieth-century academics had never favored
wool dacks and tweed jackets, harlequin-patterned swesater vests, foulard handkerchiefs, and
hand-knotted bow ties; however, Derek had not only written hisrolein life but aso had designed his
costume, which he wore with authority.

When Molly rose from the table and, with Neil, followed Derek Sawtelle toward the back of the
tavern, she saw that once more she had the full attention of the nine dogs.

Three of them—ablack Labrador, agolden retriever, and amutt of complex heritage—were roaming
the room, sniffing the floor, teasing themsalves with the lingering scents of bar food dropped in recent
days but since cleaned up: here, awhiff of yesterday's guacamole; there, a spot of grease from a dropped
Frenchfry.

Sincetherain had begun, thiswasthe first time that Molly had seen animas engaged in any activity that
seemed right and ordinary. Nevertheless, while the roaming trio kept their damp noses to the plank
flooring, they rolled their eyesto watch her surreptitioudy from under their lowered brows.

At the quiet end of the bar, where they could not be overheard, Derek said, "I don't want to dlarm
anyone. | mean more than they're dlready alarmed. But | know what's happening, and there's no point in
resdingit.”

"Derek, dear,” Mally said, "no offense, but isthere anything in your life that you ever found much
reason to resst?"’

He smiled. "The only thing | can think of was the disgusting popul arity of that dreadful cocktail they
caled aHarvey Wallbanger. In the seventies, a every party, you were offered that concoction, that
abomination, which | refused with heroic persstence.”

"Anyway," sad Nell, "we dl know what's hgppening—in generd if not the specific detalls.”

Gin seemed to serve Derek as an orally administered eyewash, for his gaze was crystdline clear, not
bloodshot, and steady. "Before | explain, | must confess to an embarrassing weakness you know nothing



about. Over the years, in the privacy of my home, | have read agreat ded of sciencefiction.”

If he thought this secret required confession and penitence, perhaps he was drunker than Molly had
redized.

Shesaid, "Some of it's quite good.”

Derek smiled brightly. "Yes, it is. Undeniably, it'saguilty pleasure. None of it is Hemingway or
Faulkner, certainly, but wholelibraries of the stuff are markedly better than Gore Vidal or James Jones.”

"Now sciencefiction is sciencefact,” Nell acknowledged, "but what doesthat have to do with living
through tomorrow?"

"In severd science-fiction novels," Derek said, "l encountered the concept of terraforming. Do you
know whet it is?"

Analyzing the word by itsroots, Molly said, "To make earth—or to make a place like the planet
Eath."

"Yes, exactly, yes" said Derek with the enthusiasm of a Star Trek fan recounting addicious plot twist
in hisfavorite episode. "It means dtering the environment of an inhospitable planet to make it capable of
supporting terrestrid lifeforms. Theoreticdly, for instance, one could build enormous machines,
atmosphere processors, to liberate the composite molecules of a breathable atmosphere from the very
soil and rock of Mars, turning anearly airlessworld into one on which human beings, flora, and fauna
would flourish. In such science-fiction stories, terraforming a planet takes decades or even centuries.”

Molly a once understood histheory. "Y ou're saying they aren't using westher as awegpon.”

"Not primarily,” Derek said. "Thisisn't thewar of theworlds. Nothing as grand asthat. To these
creatures, wherever they may be from, we are asinsgnificant as mosquitoes.”

"Y ou don't go to war with mosquitoes,” Neil said.

"Exactly. You just drain the swamp, deny them the environment in which they can thrive, and build your
new home on land that no longer supports such annoying bugs. They're engaged in reverse terraforming,
making Earth's environment more like that on their home world. The destruction of our civilizationisto
them an inconsequentid sde effect of colonization.”

To Mally, who believed that life was a gift given with meaning and purpose, the perfect crudty and
monumental horror that Derek was describing could not exist in Crestion as she understood it. "No. No,
it'snot possble.”

"Their science and technology are hundredsif not thousands of years more advanced than ours," Derek
said. "Literaly beyond our comprehension. Instead of decades, perhaps they can remake our worldina
year, amonth, aweek."

If thiswastrue, humankind was indeed the victim of something worse than war, denied even the dignity
of enemy dtatus, viewed as cockroaches, asless than cockroaches, as an inconvenient mold to be rinsed
out of exigtence with apurging solution.

When Mally's chest tightened and her bresth came less easily than before, when her heart began to
race with anxiety, shetold herself that her reaction to Derek's premise was not an indication that she
recognized the ring of truth in hiswords. She did not believe that the world was being taken from
humanity with such arrogance and with no fear of the consequences. She refused to believe such athing.



Evidently sensing her innate resstance to histheory, Derek said, "'l have proof.”
"Proof?" Neil scoffed. "What proof could you possibly have?'
"If not proof, a least some damn convincing evidence," Derek indgsted. "Follow me. I'll show you.”

He turned away from them, toward the back of the tavern, but then faced them again without having
taken a step.

"Molly, Nell . . . I'm sharing this out of concern for you. | don't mean to cause you any distress.”
"Toolate" Molly said.

"Youremy friends," Derek continued. "I don't want to see you waste your find hoursor daysin futile
resstanceto aninevitablefate."

"We have free will. We make our own fate, even if it'sfigured in the drift of stars," Neil said, for so had
he been taught, and till believed.

Derek shook his head. "Better to seize what pleasure you can. Make love. Raid Norman Ling's market
for your favorite foods before the place is underwater. Settle into acomforting haze of gin. If others want
to go out withabang . . . well, let them. But pursue what pleasures are ill available to you before we're
al washed into that long, perfect, ginless darkness.”

He turned away from them once more and went to the back of the tavern.

Watching him, hesitating to follow, Mally saw Derek Sawtelle as she had never seen him before. He
was gtill afriend but also other than afriend; he was now the embodiment of amorta temptation—the
temptation to despair.

She did not want to see what he wished to show them. Y et the refusal to look would be atacit
acknowledgment that she feared his evidence would be convincing; therefore, refusal would be the first
step on adifferent road to despair.

Only by seeing his evidence could she test the fabric of her faith and have a chance to hold fast to her
hope.

She met Neil's eyes. He recognized her dilemma, and shared it.

Pausing at the archway that led to a short hall and the public rest rooms, Derek |ooked back and
promised, "Proof."

Molly glanced at the three lazily roaming dogs, and they looked at once away from her, pretending to
be enthralled by the history of dropped food written on the stained wood floor.

Derek passed through the archway, disappearing into the hall.

After ahestation, Molly and Nell followed him.
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WHEN DEREK HAD ASCERTAINED THAT THE MEN'S room was unoccupied, he propped the
door open with atrash can and motioned for Molly and Neil to enter.

A strong piney scent rose from the perfumed cakesin the two urinas. Under that astringent fragrance,
the odor of stale urine persisted.

The room had three inner doors. Two offered accessto toilet sdls, and the third opened on ajanitoria
clost.

"l had just washed my hands," Derek said, "and realized there were no paper towelsin the dispenser. |
opened the closet to look for some. . . "

A light came on automatically when the closet door was opened, and would go off when it was closed.

The closet contained metal shelvesladen with supplies. A broom. A sponge mop and arag mop. A
bucket on whedls.

"| noticed the leak at once," said Derek.

The ceiling Sheetrock at the back of the closet was saturated. A blister had formed, then broken, and
rain had dripped down through the open meta shelving, gradudly saturating the supplies stored there.

When Derek removed the bucket, broom, and mops, the closet proved large enough to alow the three
of themto crowd inside.

At the sight of Derek's promised evidence on the wet tile floor, Molly drew back astep, bumping
againg Neil. Shethought the thing must be a snake.

"It's probably afungus,” said Derek, "or the equivalent, | think. That would be the closest word weld
havefor it."

On reconsideration, sheredized that a colony of mushroomlike fungi lay before her, fat and round and
clustered in such away that they resembled the coils of a gathered serpent.

"It wasthe size of around loaf of bread when | first saw it,” Derek said. "That was hardly an hour ago,
and dready it'shdf againashig.”

The fungus was black overdl, as shiny black as oiled rubber, with bright yellow ameboid spots edged
in orange. That she could have mistaken it for a snake was no surprise, because it looked poisonous and
evil.

"Therainisn't awegpon,” Derek said, stooping beside the fungus. "It's an instrument of radical
environmenta change"

Crouching behind him, peering over his shoulder, Molly said, "I'm not sure | follow you."

"The water isdrawn out of the ocean and processed . . . somewhere, | don't know, maybe in hovering



ships more immense than we're able to comprehend. The salt must be removed becausetherainisn't
salty. And seeds are added.”

"Seeds?' Neil asked.

"Thousands of millions of tiny seeds," Derek said, ""microscopic seeds and spoors, plus the nutrients
necessary to nourish them and the beneficial bacteria needed to sustain them—all washing down across
the world, on every continent, every mountain and valey, into every river, lake, and sea.”

In anear whisper, hisvoice thickened by afearful awe, Nell said, " The entire spectrum of vegetation
from another world."

"Treesand adgae," Derek speculated, "ferns and flowers, grasses and grains, fungi and mosses, herbs,
vines, weeds—none of them ever before seen by any human eye, seeded now ineradicably in our sail, in
our oceans.”

Shiny black with yellow spots. Glistening. Fecund. Infinitely strange.

Had this unwholesome thing indeed grown from a spoor transported with much planning and purpose
through the dark cold and the empty desolation of interstellar space?

The chill that spread through Molly was different from any that she had experienced previoudy. It was
not a quivery thing localized dong the spine or the nape of the neck, did not shiver through her likea
vagrant breath of eternity, but lingered. A coldness seemed to be spawned in the very cavities of her
bones, in the red-and-ydllow mush of marrow, from which it spread outward to every cdl in every
extremity.

Derek said, "If these extraterrestria plants are aggressive—and judging by this creepy specimen, |
suspect they're going to be rdentlessy in-cursive—then they will sooner than later crowd out and
perhaps even feed upon every species of florathat's native to Earth.”

"Thisbeautiful world,” Molly murmured asthe chill spreading through her carried with it apiercing grief,
asense of lossthat she dared not contemplate.

"All of it will vanish," Derek said. "Everything welove, from rosesto oaks, emsand
evergreens—eradicated.”

Black and yellow, the plump fungi coiled upon one ancther, tubular mushrooms nestled in the form of
an eydess snake. Smooth, glistening with an exuded film of oil. Luxuriant. Proliferous and merciless.

"If by somemiracle,”" Derek continued, "some of uswereto survivetheinitial phase of aien occupation,
if wewereableto livein primitive communities, furtively, in the secret corners where the world's ruthless
new masters wouldn't see us, how soon would we be | eft without any familiar food?”

Nell said, "The vegetables and fruits and grains of another world wouldn't necessarily be poisonousto
[B"

"Not necessarily dl of them," Derek agreed, "but surely some would be."
"And if they weren't poisonous,” Molly wondered, "would we find them palatable?"

"Bitter," Derek guessed. "Or intolerably sour, or so acidic they would sicken us. Even if palatable,
would they nourish us? Would the nutrients be in chains of moleculesthat our digestive systems could
break down and utilize? Or would we fill our ssomachswith food . . . and nevertheless starve to desth”?”



Derek Sawtelle's cultured voice, reverberant by nature, rich with dramatic technique polished by
decades in the classroom and on the lecture-hal stage, had half mesmerized Molly. She shook hersdlf to
shed the bleak spell that his grim words had cast upon her.

"Damn," hesad, "I talked myself sober, and | don't likeit on thisside of the gin curtain. Too scary.”

Desperate to refute Derek's vison of ther future, Molly said, "We're assuming that thisthing, this
fungus, isfrom another world, but we don't redlly know that. I'll admit I've never seen anything likeit . . .
but so what? There arelots of exotic funguses I've never seen, some probably stranger-looking than this."

"I've another thing to show you," Derek said, "something much more disturbing—and unfortunately
more sobering—than what you've seen so far."
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ON ONE KNEE IN THE JANITORIAL CLOSET, WITH Moally crouching more at his side now than
behind him, and with Neil standing over him, Derek withdrew a Swiss Army knife from apocket of his
tweed sports jacket.

Mally could think of no onelesslikely to be carrying a Swiss Army knife than this bow-tied academic.
Then sheredlized that among the toolsincluded in that clever instrument were a corkscrew and a bottle

opener.

Derek employed neither of those devices but instead extracted the spear blade. He hesitated with the
point of the knife above one of the clustered fungi.

His hand shook. These tremors weren't the consequence of either intoxication or acohol withdrawal.

"When | did thisbefore" he said, "'l was pleasantly soused, full of the giddy curiosity that makes
dipsomania such an adventure. Now I'm sober, and | know what I'm going to find—and I'm astonished
that | had the courage to do thisthefirst time."

Having stedled himself, he poked the blade into the tubular cap of one of the fattest of the fungi.
The entire colony, not just the pierced specimen, quivered like gelatin.

From the wound, a puff of pale vapor escaped with an audible wheeze, suggesting that the interior of
the mushroomlike structure had been pressurized. The malodorous vapor reeked like a concoction of
rot-en eggs, vomit, and decomposing flesh.

Molly gagged, and Derek said, "'l should have warned you. But it dissipates quickly.”



He dit the membrane that he had aready punctured, revealing theinner structure of the fungus.

Theinterior was not solidly meaty, like that of an ordinary mushroom, but a hollow chamber. A
graceful architecture of spongy struts supported the surface membrane that Derek had dit.

A wet mass, the Sze of ahen'segg, lay at the center of this chamber. At first glimpse, Molly thought of
intestines because these looked, in miniature, like ropey human guts, but gray and mottled asif corrupted,
infected, cancerous.

Then she saw that these coils and loops were dowly moving, diding lazily over and around one
another. The better comparison wasto aknot of copulating earthworms.

Thereeking vapor |og, the black-and-ydlow membrane dit, these worm forms continued their
sensuous writhing for only three or four seconds—and abruptly disengaged, bristled to every curve of the
chamber. They became a dozen questing tentacles much quicker than worms, connected to something
unseen at the bottom of the hollow, as quick and jittery as spider legs, frenziedly probing the knife-torn
edges of the ruined canopy.

Mally tensed, shrank back, certain that the repulsive resident of the fungus would spring out of itslair
and, loose, would prove to be faster than a cockroach.

"It'sdl right,” Derek assured her.
Nell sad, "The fungusis ahome to something, like the shell of aconch.”

"No, | don't think s0." Derek wiped the blade of hisknife on his display handkerchief. "Y ou can strain
for earthly comparisons, but thereredlly isn't one. From what | can tell, this squirmy little creepshow is
part of thefungusitsdf.”

The frenetic lashing of the small tentacles subsided. They continued to move quickly, but now inamore
calculated manner.

Molly sensed that they were embarked on some task, though she could not at once discern their
purpose.

"Therapid movement,” Neil said, "the ability to flex at will and manipulate appendages . . . those things
indicate animd life, not plants.”

Molly agreed. "There's got to be muscle tissue involved, which plants don't have.”

Discarding his soiled display handkerchief, Derek said, "On the planet they come from, there may not
be as clear adivision between plant and animd life aswe have on thisworld.”

Beginning at both ends of the torn canopy, the tentacles had begun to repair the gash.

"I'd need to look more closdly than | careto,” Derek said, "and perhaps with amagnifying glass, to be
ableto tell exactly how they knit the wound shut. The tentacles gppear to be exuding abonding materia .

Molly could see a pinkish ooze seeping from the tips of some of those busy appendages.

"...but | think | dso detect microfilaments, aswell . . . asif the damn thing is stitching itself shut much
the way a surgeon might close an incision.” He shrugged. "All our knowledge brings us nearer to our
ignorance.”



With afascination equal to her disgust and dread, Molly could not ook away from the salf-repairing
fungus—if that wastheright namefor it.

"Imagine," Derek proposed, "aworld filled with avariety of hideous plantsthat dl present a il
exterior . . . but teem with secret internd life."

Molly knew that on the distant world from which it had come, this fungus had been as naturd and
unremarkable in its environment as adanddion in an earthly field. Reason did not alow her to attribute a
mord vaueto it any more than she could rationa ly ascribe conscious intention to acarrot.

Nevertheless, judging only by the evidence of her eyes, shefelt that thisthing was profoundly maignant.
Onanintuitiveleve, she knew that it harbored malice, that in some strange way it dreamed of violence,
asatrap-door spider might dream of sucking the juices from the beetle that sooner or later would fal into
itslair, though this thing dreamed of cruelty with agleethat no spider could ever experience, witha
ferocity that transcended nature. On alevel even degper thanintuition, in that realm of belief that is of the
heart rather than of the mind, and might be caled faith, she had no doubt whatsoever that thislife form,
whether fungus or not, whether plant or anima or something between, was not just poisonous but evil.

Asthe repulsive thing finished sewing itself together from theingde, asthe squirming gray tentacles
disappeared behind the glossy black-and-yellow-spotted skin, it seemed to have no rightful placeina
universe created by the God of light, but belonged in another universe than this one, where the divine
impulse had been dark and twisted, the divine intention crud beyond imagining.

Folding the blade of hisknifeinto the handle, pocketing it, Derek looked at Mally. "Y ou il think it
might be just an exotic mushroom you've never happened to run across before?”

"No," she admitted.
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AFTER MOLLY AND DEREK HAD RETREATED FROM thejanitorid closet, Neil took one last
look at the fungus before switching off the light in there. Closing the door, he said, "If we explored Black
Lake right now, wed find those things dll over town, wouldn't we?!

"Those and God knowswhat else," Derek replied. "Fadt-track terra-forming. The growing cycle has
begun. In the streets and parks, in backyards and aleyways, in school playgrounds, out therein the
forests, a the bottom of the lake—oh, everywhere, everywhere—we will find anew world growing, a
botanica wonderland of things weve never seen before and that well wish we'd never seen at dl.”

With sudden, devastating understanding, Molly said, "Theair.”

"I wondered when you'd think of that,” Derek said.



Trees, grasses, the vast floating fields of dgaein the seas: The floraof Earth filter carbon dioxide from
the atmosphere. Asa by-product of photosynthesis, they pump out oxygen. Vitd, life-sustaining oxygen.

What process, amilar to but different from photosynthesis, might this aien vegetation employ? Instead
of oxygen, might it produce another gas? The current equation could conceivably be reversed: oxygenin,
carbon dioxide out.

"How many days before we notice that were suffering from oxygen deprivation?' Derek wondered. " If
we even do notice. After dl, one of the symptoms of oxygen deprivation is delirium. How many weeks
before we suffocate like fish flopping on a beach?”

These questions staggered the mind and so oppressed the heart that Molly felt prescient when she
remembered how she had earlier thought of Derek Sawtelle as the embodiment of the mortal temptation

to despair.

The astringent piney scent of the deodorizing cakes and the more subtle but repugnant effluvium of Sae
urine seemed to burn in Molly's nogtrils and throat. She inhaled shalowly to avoid those unpleasant
smells. When that didn't work, and when she found that without conscious volition she had suddenly
begun breathing more deeply and rapidly, she recognized an incipient panic attack and strove to repress
it.

"Perhaps we should hope to suffocate sooner than later,” Derek said, "before the beasts of that other
world are set |oose among us."

"If news reports can be trusted, they're dready in the cities," Nell reminded him.

Derek shook hishead. "By 'beadts,’ | don't mean the invaders themsdlves, but al the many animas of
their world, the beasts of their fields and forests, the predators and the serpents and the insects. | suspect
some of them are going to be more vicious and terrifying than anything the poor damn science-fiction
writers have ever dreamed up in their darkest stories.”

Inavoicethick with sarcasm, Neil said, "Gosh, Derek, | never redized what afountain of postive
thoughtsyou are."

"It'snot pessmism. It'ssimply thetruth,” Derek said. "Too much of thetruth is never agood idea" He
led them out of the men'sroom, into the hdlway. "Which iswhy I'minviting you to my table. Cast your
fate with the tipplers, the tosspots, and make the best use possible of what time we have |eft. Come pour
down afew glasses of anesthesia. We aren't the cheery ot we usualy are, not quick to laugh at all
tonight, but shared melancholy can be comforting, even swest. In place of anxiety and grief and anger,
we offer you agreat warm gently rolling seaof melancholy.”

When Derek tried to take Molly by the arm and escort her back to the main room of the tavern, she
ressted him. "I've got to use the rest room."

"Youll forgivemeif | don't wait for you," Derek said. "But theré's perilouslittle gin oiling my system at
the moment, and I'm afraid that if | don't quickly pour apint of Gordon's best in my crankcase, thisold
machineis going to sutter to astop.”

"I wouldn't want to be respongible for your crankshaft freezing up,” she said with athin smile. "You go
ahead.”

They watched the professor make hisway back toward oblivion, and when they were donein the
short hallway, Neil said, "Youlook . .. gray."



"| fed gray. Dear Lord, canit really be asgrim as he's painted it?'

Neil had no answer for her. Or perhaps he preferred not to put into words the only answer that
seemed honest.

"l wasn't just trying to be shed of him,” Molly said. "I redlly do need to use the bathroom. Wait here for
me. Stay close."

When she entered the women's lavatory, she seemed to be aone. The doors on dl three stallswere
dightly gar, not fully closed and latched.

The sound of rain swelled louder here, not merely an ingstent drumming on roof shingles, but amore
intimate gurgle, plink, and splash.

The double-hung window featured panes of frosted glass. The lower sash had been raised, opening the
room to the night.

Choruses of rain danced on the windowslll, drizzled off the edge, and formed a shdlow puddie on the
floor.

The water reflected the celling light but didn't gppear to be luminousinits own right. It seemed to have
no peculiar odor, either, so perhaps the storm had entered anew phase.

Congdering what aleak had spawned in thejanitorid closet in the men'sroom, however, Molly moved
directly to thewindow to closeit.

As she reached for the bottom rail to pull down the lower sash, she was shaken by the conviction that
something lurked in the night just beyond the window. Something waited that she could not see through
the doubled panes of frosted glass, a hostile presence that would reach inside and seize her and drag her
out into the dark wet or, with razored claws, would dash her open, groin to breast, and eviscerate her
where she stood.

So intense and specific wasthisfear that it had the impact of a paranormal vision, rocking her
backward. She sumbled, nearly fell, regained her balance, and chastised hersdlf for alowing Derek to
reduce her to the condition of afrightened child.

As she stepped toward the window again, afamiliar voice spoke behind her, one that she hadn't heard
inmany years but that she ingtantly identified: "Do you have alittle kissfor me, sweetheart?'

She turned and discovered Michael Render, murderer of five children and father of one, standing
hardly more than an arm's length away.
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IN RAIN-SOAKED GRAY COTTON PANTS AND MATCHING shirt, Render looked not
storm-battered but storm-refreshed, asif this downpour that had been conjured and concocted to
nurture alien vegetation had dso nurtured him.

He appeared to have thrived in twenty years of sympathetic custody. Freed from the worries of work
and self-support, granted leisure greater than that of pampered kings, with the services of an ingtitutiona
nutritionist and the use of awell-equipped gym, he had stayed dim at the waist, had added muscle, and
had acquired no lines at the comers of hiseyes or mouth. At fifty, he could passasaman Hill shy of his
fortieth birthday.

Pleased by the effect that his surprise gppearance had on Moally, he smiled and said, "For heart-rending
emotion, nothing quite equals afather-and-child reunion.”

Molly found her voice and was relieved to hear no tremor in it, no reflection of the fact that her
thundering heart boomed hard enough to rattle bone on bonein her knees. "What are you doing here?!

"Wheredse should | be but with my only remaining family?*
"I'm not afraid of you."
"I'm not afraid of you, either, sweetheart.”

The 9-mm pistol nestled in her raincoat. She dipped her right hand into that pocket, closed it around
the checked grip, and hooked her index finger on the trigger guard.

"Going to shoot me again?' he asked, once more with a note of amusement.

Render was handsome now, as he had dways been; and once he had been uncannily charming, too,
sufficiently winning in hisways that her mother, who even as ayoung woman had akeen insght into
people, had been seduced by him and swept into marriage.

Thalia had soon learned the consequences of her naiveté. Sheld mistaken Render's possessiveness for
love. She discovered that what had seemed to be an admirable male desire to cherish and protect had in
fact been an amost demonic need to control.

Rain-dicked, rain-beaded, Michael Render stood here in histrue persona, reveled in it. But there was
something different about him, too, adisturbing change that Molly could sense but not define. His
seductive gray eyes had aluster toriva the luminosity of the early rain, asif the sorm had filled him to the
brim and pooled now within hisskull.

"I've given up guns,”" he assured her. "They're effective but so impersonal. Between theideaand the
redity, thethrill islost, and murder by gun fadesin memory too fast. In ayear or two, reliving it doesn't
even gtir an erection.”

By thetime Molly wastwo years old, her mother had endured enough of Render'sintimidation, his
irrationd jedousy, his sdf-pitying tantrums, histhrests, and finaly hisviolence. Choosing freedom at the
cost of poverty, she had taken nothing from their marriage except her most persona possessions and her
daughter.

"And let metell you, Molly, dear, when avirile man is confined to solitary accommodationsin a
sanitarium for the criminally insane, even in one of the progressive inditutionswith al its comforts, heis
denied the satisfaction of women, and to achieverdief, heredly needsdl of the erotic memories he can
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During and following the divorce, Render had initialy pursued sole custody of his child, then joint
custody. When the legd system proved dow enough to try his short-fuse patience and when judges
admonished him for hisbehavior in their courtrooms, he argued his case in persond confrontationswith
Thalia, often in public places, red-faced and shouting threats, which resulted in the issuance of restraining
ordersthat diminished his chances of obtaining joint custody. Contempt for the restraining orders had
landed himinjail for thirty daysand had put an end to even his supervised vistation rights.

"After ayear of isolation,” he said now, "I'd al but forgotten the fedl of your mother—the taste of her
mouth, the weight of her breasts. | had cheap whores who stayed in memory better." A amile, ashrug.
"Y our mother was aboring porcelain bitch.”

"Shut up." Molly couldn't summon any volume, only awhisper. Asaways, Render inssted on
dominance, and to her chagrin, Molly was unable to assert hersdlf, as though twenty years had dropped
out from under her, plunging her into childhood again. " Shut up.”

"After two years, the memory of your head-shot, gut-shot little playmates didn't do it for me anymore,
either. A bullet isjust too impersonal. A bullet isn't ablade, and ablade isn't bare hands. I've found that
drangulation stays vivid in the memory. It's much more intimate than merely pulling atrigger. | stiffen even
now at the thought of it."

Molly drew the pistol from her raincoat pocket.

"Ah," he said with evident satisfaction, as though the intention behind his vist to the tavern had been to
taunt her into precisdly this confrontation. "1've come along way through bad wegther to ask you afew
questions—but first to tell you alittle story, so you'll better understand your dear old dad.”

The moment wasincreasingly surred. Claustrophobic. Pardytic. Emblemdtic.

She stood at the vise point between the jaws of the past and the future, both pressing hard and
insstently upon her, congtraining her breath, denying her mohility, pinching her voicein her throat.

"I've spent twenty years under lock and key. Internal darkness, deprivation. At least you owe mea
friendly ear for amoment. Just onelittle story, and then I'll go.”

Twenty years earlier, when he destroyed hislast hope of winning legd custody of Mally, Michael
Render resorted to the instrument of persuasion that he now claimed to find unsatisfactory: the gun. He
had cometo her eementary school to take her from her classroom. Having asked to see his daughter on
some pretense that the principa had found unconvincing, Render realized that held aroused suspicion,
whereupon he pulled a pistol and shot the principa dead.

"After five years of treetment,” he told her now, "1 was sent to afacility with lower security standards.
They had large, lovely grounds. The best-behaved patients who had made the most progressin their
therapy, who were judged to have reached a point of remorse on ajourney to contrition, were
encouraged to work in the various gardensif they wished.”

With the principal dead, Render had gone in search of Molly's third-grade classroom, killing one
member of the faculty en route and wounding two others. He found her room and grievoudy wounded
her teacher, Mrs. Pasternak, and would have abducted Mally if the police had not then arrived.

"In the gardens, we wore an e ectronic shackle around one ankle, which would trigger an darm inthe
security office if we ventured farther than alowed. | made no attempt to escape. There was afence, after
al, and aworld outside that knew my face too well. | became something of ahorticulturist, specidizing in
roses.”



With the arriva of the police, he had taken Molly and twenty-two other children hostage. Hewasn't a
stupid man—in fact he had earned two university degrees—and therefore knew that having killed two
and wounded three, he could not hope to negotiate freedom for himself. By then, however, his
ever-smmering anger, which was the essence of his persondity, had grown into afiery rage, and he
determined that if he could not have the control of the daughter that he had for so long pursued, then he
would deny other parents the pleasure of their children's company.

"One day, as| worked aone in the rose garden, what should appear before me but a nine-year-old
boy with a disposable camera.”

Render had killed five of the twenty-two children before Molly shot him. Hed brought two pistols and
gpare magazines of ammunition. After reloading both guns, he'd reacted with such fury to something he
heard from a police bullhorn outside that in hisrage he left one weapon lying on the teacher's desk, and
turned hisback onit.

Hisvoice these twenty yearslater, colored by something darker than hisusua anger, mesmerized her:
"On adare, to prove his courage to his pas, the boy had cut aholein afar corner of the fence, distant
from the actua sanitarium buildings, and had crept across the grounds, hoping to photograph one of the
infamous patients as evidence of hisnerve.

Although only eight years old and unfamiliar with firearms, Molly had picked up the second pistol from
the teacher's desk. Gripping it with both hands, she squeezed off three shots. Rocked and terrified by the
recoil, she still managed to hit Render twice—first in the back, then in the right thigh—and fortunately
harmed no one with the third shot, which lodged inawall.

"The infamous patient the boy chanced to come acrosswas me," said Render. "He was skittish, but |
charmed him, mugged for the camera, and let him take eight photographs there among the roses.”

When Render, having been shot twice, crashed to the schoolroom floor, the seventeen surviving
children fled. In their wake, a SWAT team entered to find Molly weeping at the sde of her badly
wounded teacher, who would spend the rest of her lifein awhedlchair.

"By the end of our little photo shoot, the boy had let down hisguard. | hit him very hard in the face, and
hit him again, and then strangled him there among the roses. The experience would have been even more
satisfying if hed been ayoung girl, but you have to work with what you're given.”

Later on that bloody day, twenty years before this current encounter, Molly had wondered how she
could have wounded him twice with three shots even though she had never handled agun before, though
she had been shaking with terror, though three times the punishing recoil had nearly knocked her off her
feet. That she had been able to stop him seemed amiracle.

"Not far from the rose garden was an old cistern, an enormous stonewal led underground tank. They'd
once had acomplex rainwater-collection system that funneled runoff into the cistern to be used for
maintenance of the landscaping in dry months.”

Molly had told her mother that some spirit had been with her on that awful day, an angel that could
have no influence with Render but could guide her and steady her to do what must be done.

"The cistern hadn't been used in sixty years. They |eft it there because the cost of tearing it out was
prohibitive.

Thaliahad assured young Molly that she—and she aone—deserved the credit for her courage, for
what sheld done. Angdls, Thdiasaid, didn't work their miracles with guns.



"Using gardening tools, | pried off the cistern lid and dropped the boy into that hole. So dark in there,
and such astench. Shallow water far below. He landed with a splash, and a chorus of rats squeaking in
fright.”

In spite of her mother's well-meaning counsel, Mally believed then, and to this day, that some guiding
spirit had been with her in that schoolroom.

She felt no spirit now, however, and wasinexpressibly grateful for the pistal in her hand.

"I buried hislittle disposable camera at the foot of arosebush. It was the Cardinal Mindszenty rose, so
named because of its glorious robe-red color."

Render moved, not toward her—and risk being shot—but around her, dowly circling away from the
toilet gdls, inthe direction of the sinks.

"Police camelooking for the boy, of course, but they took some time to find him. The rats had done
their work. But better yet, the bottom of the cistern had cracked and broken out ages ago. The boy had
settled into anatura limestone catacomb under the cistern. His condition, when they discovered him,
didn't givethe CSl techies much to work with."

Slowly Render moved past the first sink, then past the second.
Molly turned, tracking him with the pistol.

"Sugpicion fell on another patient. Edison Crain, hisnamewas. A plump, sweaty little man. Ten years
before, he had raped ayoung boy and strangled him to death—his only known act of violence."

Second by second, the lavatory seemed lessred to Moally, while smultaneousy Render grew more
vivid, commanding her attention, as hypnotic as aweaving cobra

"Crain had lived ten blameless years since then, had been amode patient, and it was thought that his
cure was well advanced, that he would be digible for medicaly supervised releasein ayear or so. But
the poor troubled thing must still have been eaten with guilt over the boy he did kill, and must not have
trusted his own sanity. Because when suspicion fell on him, he cracked and broke, confessed to the
murder of the cameraboy."

Having circled ahundred eighty degrees of the room, Render stood with his back to the window, his
feetinthe puddle of rain.

"They transferred Crain to a maximum-security hospital, and | . . . well, | escaped al consequences.
That wasfifteen years ago, but ill, when I'm lying alone in bed at night, between the desire and the
gpasm, the memory of strangling the boy excites me no lessthan thefirst time | resorted to it for
dimulation.”

Molly had been aware of adifferencein him, the nature of which for awhile e uded definition; but now
she understood it. Render's characteristic anger was not in evidence. His hot temper had cooled.

New to him was a sdlf-satisfied air approaching smugness. And the intense focus of a predator. The
dark amusement in hisvoice. A glimmer of wicked merriment in hiseyes.

Twenty yearsin the care of psychiatrists had resulted in the maturation of his raw anger into sociopathic
contempt and psychotic glee; the wine of rage had become a more sophisticated, well-aged venom.

"And now my questions,” he said. That smile again. Almost asmirk. "1syour mother still dead?!



Molly couldn't grasp Render's purpose in coming here. If he had meant to harm her, he could have
struck her from behind instead of announcing his presence.

"Does anyone still read the dumb dut's books?"

Unredlity chased surredlity, round and round. Why would he travel so far only to tell the story of the
strangled boy when he knew that Molly could not |oathe him more than she aready loathed him, or to
disparage her mother when he knew that she would dismiss his durs and insults with contempt?

"Are any of her books even in print? She was as bad awriter as she was a bad hump.”

Histaunting seemed designed to goad Molly into shooting him, but that made no sense. His matchless
arrogance and his capacity for cruelty surely meant that he was incapable of grief or guilt. Hispassion
was homicida, not suicidd.

"Areany of your booksin print, sweetheart? After tonight, what doesit matter that you've written
anything? Or that you've existed at dl? Y ou're afailed writer, a barren woman, an empty hole. Dark,
dark, dark—they al go into the dark. Y ou, too. And soon. To avoid the horrors that are coming, have
you thought about turning that pistol on yoursaf?"

She sensed that he was about to dip out through the open window. "Don't try to leave,” she warned.

He raised his eyebrows. "What—you think you can ring up the sanitarium and they'll quick send out
some white-coat types with a strait-jacket? The gates are open, sweetheart. Don't you realize what's
happened? The gates are open. There's no authority anymore. It's dog eat dog, and every man abeast.”

When he stooped to the window, the curious spell that he had cast over her was broken by his clear
intent to leave.

She moved toward him. "No. Damn you, stop.”

That grin again: sardonic, full of appetite and devoid of humor. "Y ou know the story of the flood, the
ark, the animals loaded two by two—all that Old Testament bullshit. But do you know why? Why the
world had to end, why the judgment, the big flush, and then awhole new start?’

"Get away from the window.”

"It's pertinent, sweetheart. Y ou did the right thing once, but now your head is stuffed with twenty years
of learning, which means doubts and equivocations and confusions. Now you can either shoot mein the
back—again—or suck on that pistol and blow your own brains out.”

Render ducked his head, hunched under the raised sash, and did acrossthe sill, as Molly shouted,
"Nel!"

The outer rest-room door dammed open, and Neil rushed into the room as Molly reached the open
window. "What's happening?’

Stooping to the window, one hand on the wet sill, pistol ready in the other, she said, "We can't just let
himgo."

"Who? Where?'

Sheleaned out of the window, head in therain, and looked |eft dong the aleyway, then right: the night,
the storm, the suspicion of monstrosities growing nearby in secret shadows, and Render aready gone.



PART FOUR

"The corpse you planted last year in your garden,

Has it begun to sprout? Will it bloom thisyear?'

—T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land
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AT THE BAR AGAIN, WHEN MOLLY DISCOVERED THAT strong coffee was available, she
ordered amug of it. Hot, black, thick, fragrant, it had the power, if anything did, to wake her from this
dream if shewere dreaming.

From the table of the tosspots, Derek waved at her. Sheignored him.

Neil took coffee with her, suggesting answersto some of the things that puzzled her, though he had



none of substance for the questions that were the most profound and therefore most urgent.
" S0 he recogni zed us when we passed him on the ridge road,” she said. "But how did hefind us here?"
"The Explorer's parked out front. He recognized it."
"If hedidn't cometo kill me, why did he come?"
"From what you've said, it sounded like hewas. . . throwing down a challenge to you."
"Challenging me to what—kill him? What sense does that make?"
"None," Nell admitted.
"He caled me abarren woman. How could he know?"
"Theresways he could've found out we don't have kids."
"But how could he know that weve tried so hard for seven yearsand that . . . | can't.”
"He couldn't know."
"But hedid."
"Hewasjust guessing,” Nell said.

"No. Heknew, dl right. He knew. He stuck the knifein exactly where it would hurt the most. The
crude bastard called me 'an empty hole.""

Her thoughts seemed muddled, maybe because she'd had too little deep or because this night had been
filled with too much event to process. The coffee hadn't clarified her mind yet, and perhaps even a pot of
it wouldn't bring her thinking up to speed.

"Funny but . . . I'm glad now we didn't have children," Neil said. "I couldn't handle being unableto
protect them from dl this"

Hisleft hand rested on the bar. She covered it with her right. He had such strong hands but had used
them dl hislifein gentle pursuits

"Hequoted T. S. Eliot," she said, coming now to the thing that most mystified and most disturbed her.
"Arewe back at Harry Corrigan's place?’

"No. | mean Render. He said 'between the idea and the redlity’ and later 'between the desire and the
gpasm.’ They werewrapped up in his other crazy rantings, but they're linesfrom The Hollow Men." "

"He could know Eliot isone of your favorites.”
"How could he know?'
Neil consdered a moment but had no answer.

"Just before heleft, he said 'Dark, dark, dark—they all go into the dark,’ which is more Eliot. The thing
that used to be Harry Corrigan . . . and now Render."

She sensed that she was circling an usive ingght that, once seized and opened, would unfold into a



sunning revelaion.

"That lurching, head-shot Harry Corrigan wasn't redlly Harry," shesaid. "So | wonder . . . wasmy
father, in the rest room, redly my father?'

"What do you mean?"
"Or maybe he was redlly Render . . . but not only Render.”
"I'm till chasing you and losing ground.”

"I don't know what | mean, either. Or maybe | know down on asub conscious level, where | can't get
my handsaround it . . . because right now, the hairs are quivering on the back of my neck.”

Too little deep, too little coffee, too much terror. Layered vells of weariness and confusion hid the truth
from her if in fact shewas closeto any truth at dl.

Deputy Tucker Madison, chief strategist of those who were determined to resst the taking of their
town and their world, joined Molly and Nelil at the bar.

"A few of usareremaining herein case new recruits show up,” heinformed them, "but most of usare
forming task groups and heading out. One squad to ingpect the bank and find ways to better fortify it.
Another to truck food out of the market before it floods. A third to procure more weapons from Powers
Gun Shop. Areyou with us?'

Molly thought of the yellow-gpotted black fungus squirming with repulsveinner life, growing rapidly in
thejanitoria clost, the harbinger of anew world, a changed world, and even if no other choice might be
assengble asto fortify the bank and hunker down, the effort seemed futile,

"We'rewith you," Neil assured Tucker. "But there'sthis. . . Stuation we haveto ded with firgt."

Molly glanced acrossthe room at Derek Sawtelle and his group of fugi-tives from redlity. Just as she
feared before submitting to his macabre little show-and-tell, he had been an agent of despair.

"WEeIl meet you at the bank in alittiewhile,” Mally told Tucker.

Futility isawaysin the eye of the beholder. Her fate was in her own hands. With hope, dl thingswere
possble.

That was what she had dways believed. Until tonight, however, she had operated automatically on that
philosophy and had not found it necessary to remind hersdf of it or to argue hersdlf into that conviction.

Derek hadn't been the only agent of despair she'd encountered in the past few hours. The first had been
whatever entity controlled the corpse of Harry Corrigan.

The third had been Render. What reason could he have had for his bizarre performance if not to leave
her shaken, frightened, and despairing?

Once more, she fdt that enlightenment lay within her reach, waited just around the next turnin the
twidty coilsof logica deduction.

With agtart, Neil put down his mug so hard that coffee dopped onto the bar. "Here it comes again.”

For amoment, Molly didn't know what he meant—and then shefdt the heavy, rhythmic pul ses of
pressure that were not accompanied by sound, that had no visible effect on anything in the tavern, but



that undeniably surged through her, throbbing in the bone, an afflux and areflux in the blood, the flesh, as
if the ghost tides of along-dead sea pulled at the race memory in her cdlls, reminding her of life before
land.

Earlier inthe night, at their house, she had not been aware of this phenomenon at al until Neil had
spoken of it. Even after he had drawn her attention to it, she hadn't felt it afraction as strongly as she did
now.

Perhaps these throbbings were akin to magnetic pul ses produced by colossal engines of unimaginable
Sze, based on atechnology asincomprehensible to her asthe interna-combustion engine would be
incomprehensible to any tent-dwelling native wandering the cityless plains of Americaathousand years
before the birth of Chrigt.

Shelooked at her wristwatch. The hour hand spun toward next year, while the minute hand whirled
perhaps sixty timesfaster toward last year, asif to rob time of its power and to encourage those with
timepiecesto consder the moment, and to redlizethat it isdl they ever have.

Throughout the tavern, a pal pable anxiety had drawn peopleto their feet. They, too, consulted their
watchesif they had them, or looked toward the Coors clock on the back wall.

With the mysterious pulses came the impression of alooming massin trangt through therain: Neil's
mountain descending, Lee Ling'sfalling moon.

"Coming in from the north,” Nell said.
He continued to be more senstive than Moally to the nuances of this phenomenon.

Others, too, had sensed the point of approach. Several among the drunkards, the peace lovers, the
fence-gtters, and the fighters—none of whom had yet |eft on their various missions of resstance—aso
faced north, staring at the celling at that end of the room.

Conversation had ceased. No glassware clinked.

Most of the dogs gazed up, aswell, but till afew sniffed thefloor, their ingtinct for danger blunted by
their fascination with the scents of old beer and food gains.

"Bigger than | thought before," Neil whispered. "Bigger than any mountain or three mountains. And
low. Very low. Maybejust . . . ten feet above the highest treetops.”

"Death,” Molly heard hersdlf say, surprised by her own voice, but she sensed, by virtue of agift more
profound than ingtinct, that the word she spoke was not adequate and that the traveler in the storm was
something both more impossible and less mysterious than she had heretofore imagined.

Toward the front of the tavern, a child began to weep. Her sobs were thick and miserable, but so
rhythmic that they seemed false, and strange.
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ALTHOUGH THE UNSEEN ENIGMA, CHARTING ITS course of conquest through the night sea
overhead, compelled attention as nothing before in Mally's experience, the crying of the child grew so
eeriethat her gaze, and others, settled from the ceiling to the source of that misery.

The crying was not that of achild, after dl, but arose from the doll that Molly had snatched from the
backseet of the abandoned Lincoln Navigator on the ridge road.

It lay facedown on the bar where she had |€eft it. The head was turned toward the room, eyes closed.
From its open mouth issued the bawl and boohoo that were among the sounds and words recorded on
itsvoice chip.

Molly was reminded of the music boxesin their bedroom. The watzing porcelain figurines. The
carousd horseturning, turning.

In her mind's eye, she al'so saw the twitching cadaver that had been Harry Corrigan. Dead Harry
quoting Eliot through broken teeth, out of a blasted mouth that no longer had aroof.

Sheredized that the corpse-as-marionette wasjust a different category of the same effect that
animated the music-box figures and caused the doll to sob. To the unknown masters of this night, the
dead weretoys, and theliving.

AsMoally was about to turn her attention to the ceiling once more, one of the dogs growled softly, and
then another. They were watching the doll.

That plastic-and-rubber baby was equipped with flexible joints but featured no batteries—yet it
moved. Turned onto itsSide. Lifted its head off the bar.

Everyone present had seen the impossible this night, and more than once. They had been inoculated
againg easy astonishment, and they at first regarded this development with more curiosity than fear or
wonder.

If the two dogs had not continued to growl low in their throats and bare their teeth, somein the tavern
might have looked away, less concerned about this strangeness than about the unknown leviathan plying
the currents of the night above Black Lake.

Then the doll stopped crying and levered itsdlf into aSitting position, itslegs hanging over the edge of
the bar, itsarms a its Sides. The eyes opened. The head turned.

I njection-molded, machine-made, glued and stitched and painted, thisminikin in pink peda pushers
and ydlow T-shirt was blind, of course, yet its eyes moved left and right and |eft again, surveying the
people gathered in the tavern as though it could see them with perfect clarity.

Inachildiikevoice, it said, "Hungry. Eat."

Logic wasn't taxed by the argument that those two words would have been included in the vocabulary
on thetoy's voice chip.

Y et when the doll spoke, those onlookers standing nearest to it backed away.

Molly moved closer to Neil.



"Hungry. Eat," the doll repeated.

The mouth was hinged at the corners. When the doll spoke, itslips moved, reveding asmal pink
tongue.

Still surveying the tavern, the minikin cycled through some of the contents of its phrase bank: "I love
you. . . baby'sdeepy . .. nighty-night . . . my tummy hurts. . . diaper wet . . . Mommy, sing for baby . .
. baby likesyour song . . . | will be good, Mommy . . . I'm hungry . . . baby needs pudding . . . yum-yum,
dlgone..."

Thedoll fel sllent. Tipping its head back, it gazed at the ceiling, asif it felt the behemoth passing in the
rany night.

Indeed, something in the doll's attitude—the cock of its head, the dight forward lean of its body, the
unnerving intengty of its glass eyes— gaverisein Mally to the thought that it was not merely aware of the
leviathan above but was dso in communion with it.

Lowering its head, shifting its gaze to those in the tavern once more, the doll said, "Diaper . . . digper . .
. digper.” Then it dropped the second syllable: "Di ... di...di...."

Someone said, " Shut the damn thing up,” and someone dse sad, "Wait, let's see.”

"Sing...d9ng...sng," sadthedoll, then shortened theword to just the suffix, . ..ing...ing. ..
ing." A pause. Then the combined form: "Dying. .. dying. .. dying..."

Looking around, Molly saw faces as pale as her own must be.

Lee Ling watched, one fist to her mouth, biting on her knuckles, and her husband, Norman, stood with
his shotgun cradled across hisarm, asif he wished he could do something with it.

The doll declared, "Dying hurts," and athough it had no source of power to facilitate such animation, it
rased itsright hand to itsmouth, asif inimitation of Lee Ling.

The articulated shoulder and ebow joints might have alowed the minikin'sarm to bend asit did. Its
molded rubber hands were not jointed, however, and should not have been able to commit the
sdf-mutilation thet followed.

Reaching between itshinged lips, the doll pinched its pink vinyl tongue and tore it ouit.
"Dying hurts

Up went the left hand, which clawed at the left socket, pried out the semispherica eye, and dropped it
on the bar, where it bounced, blue and blinkless, along the mahogany, and spent itsfina energy ina
short-lived blind spin.

"All your babies," the doll said, in acracked cadence that resulted from cobbling words together from
various phrases on itsvoice chip, out of context, "al your babieswill die.”
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"ALL YOURBABIESWILL DIE."

On the repetition of that threat, Molly looked toward the children gathered at the far sde of the room.
All were on their feet, craning their necks. She wished that they could be spared this psychological
warfare, if that wasin fact the purpose of the puppeteer behind this bizarre performance.

The doll sat one-eyed, working afinger of itsright hand in the empty socket in the manner of a
swimmer trying to drain awater block in an ear.

If wet gray wormlike forms had burst in frenzied wriggling from the gouged socket, Molly would not
have been surprised.

"All your babieswill die."

The weight of those five words, seemingly a promise of human extinction, pressed as heavily on her as
the maximum density of the hovering mystery above Black Lake that, with the rhythmic throb of its
engines or its heart, compressed her lungs, oppressed her spirit.

The doll's right hand rose to the right socket, tore loose the second orb. Always sightless since the day
of manufacture, it had now double-blinded itsdf.

"All your babies, your babies, your babieswill die."
His choking rage expressed in athrottled curse, Norman Ling stepped to the bar, raising his shotgun.
"Norman, God's sake, no shooting here!" warned Russell Tewkes, the tavern owner.

Asthe eyefel from the rubbery hand, the sorcery enlivening the figure seemed to subside in power or
even to vacate it entirely. The doll sagged, dumped backward on the bar, and lay Hill, its eyeless gaze
turned toward the celling, the night, and the gods of the storm.

Pde with fear, hard-faced with anger, Tewkes used one cupped hand to sweep the torn vinyl tongue
and the two glass eyes off the bar into atrash can.

Asthetaverner next reached for the doll, someone cried out, "Russ, behind you!"

Revedling that his nerves were trigger wires, Tewkes turned with snap-quick torque that belied the
apparent ponderousness of his beer-barrel body, fisting his hands asif to defend, in classic barroom
Syle, agang any looming threet.

At firg Molly didn't see what had inspired the warning.
Then Tewkes declared, "That's not going to be me. Like hell itis."

A mirror ran thelength of the long bar. Tewkes stared at hisreflection, in which theright sde of his
face was crushed.

In spite of hisdeclaration, haf convinced by the testimony of the mirror, Tewkesraised one hand to his
face to reassure himsdalf that a catastrophe had not already befalen him. In the reflection, his hand looked



twisted, mangled.

Gasps of recognition and thin cries of horror arose from othersin the tavern asthey redized that
Tewkeswas not the only one among them whose reflection purported to be apreview of hismortd fate.
Inthe mirror, they saw their friends, saw their neighbors, sought themsealves—and in every indance were
presented with a cadaver, each the victim of extreme violence.

Thelower jaw had been torn from Tucker Madison's face. The deputy's upper teeth bit air.

In reflection, Vince Hoyt's Roman-emperor head lacked the top of its skull, and the phantom Vince
pointed out of the mirror, at the red Vince, with an arm that terminated in bristling bone below the elbow.

Here stood a gnarled burnt mass that had once been aman, till smoking, grinning not with humor or
menace, but because histeeth had been revedled in dental-chart explicitness when hislips had been
seared away.

Molly knew that she shouldn't ook for herself in this gruesome murdl. If it was aglimpse of unavoidable
destiny, it would foster despondency. If it was alie, the image of her death-corrupted face and body
would nevertheessfester in memory, diminishing her will to action, compromising her survivd indinct.

Morbid curiosity may be integra to the human genome: In spite of her better judgment, she looked
ayway.

In the premonitory mirror, in that other tavern of the standing dead, Molly Soan did not exist. Where
she should have been, there was only vacancy. Behind that vacancy stood the ripped and gridy reflection
of the man stationed at her back on this side of the looking glass.

Earlier inthe night, in her bedroom vanity mirror, where she had glimpsed afuture version of that
chamber jungled with vines and mold and fungus, she had seen her reflection; she had not appeared
therein asacorpse or in any way distorted, but entirely as she looked in redlity.

Now, with dread, she sought Neil's reflection. When she found that he also had no place in that
back-bar panorama of animated cadavers, she didn't know whether she should berelieved by their lack
of representation or should assume that it meant their fate involved something worse than the
decapitation, amputation, and mutilation visited upon the others.

She glanced a him beside her, in the flesh. Their eyes met, and she knew that he had recognized the
absence of their reflections and, like her, was confused about the meaning of it.

Thelightsfailed. Absolute darkness flourished.
Thistime, no doubt, the loss of power would be permanent.

Prepared for this eventuality, eight, then ten, then perhaps twenty of the gathered citizens switched on
flashlights. Sabers of light dashed the darkness.

Many of the beams found the mirror, perhaps evidence of acollective fear that the grotesque Otherson
thefar side of the slvered glass had in the blackness stepped through to thisworld. The dazzle made it
impossible to see the current reflection.

Someone threw a beer bottle. Thelong mirror shattered, and the fragments rang to the floor in a
cascade of ominous notes.



Although the mirror was his property, and though it broke around hisfeet in asurf of dangerous shards,
Russdl Tewkesdidn't object.

In the sweep and clash of flashlight beams, in the flaresfrom falling slvered fragments, Molly noticed
something that strummed yet another arpeggio of terror from her taut nerves,

The eyeless, tongueless doll had a moment ago been recumbent on the bar. In the brief but total
blackness, it had disappeared.
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IN ANTICIPATION OF THE LOSS OF POWER, GROUPS OF candles had been placed on al the
tables aswell asat various points dong the bar. Matches flared, wicks caught flame, and flashlights were
extinguished as warm golden light shimmered across faces pae and dark, leafed the mahogany walls, and
throbbed in nimbuses across the calling.

With the welcome return of light, amemory flared, and for amoment Molly stood transfixed in
congderation of it.

Nell said something to her, but she was morein the recent past than in the present, crouching in the
janitorid closet, watching the salf-repairing fungus knit shut its surface membrane. And listening to Derek
Sawtelle. ..

She surveyed the nervous crowd for the professor.

When Neil put ahand on her shoulder and gently shook her to get her attention, she said, "What the
hell's going on? What's the truth here, or isthere any truth at al?"

She saw Derek across the room, he was staring at her—and smiling as though he knew what she must
be thinking. Then he turned from her and spoke to one of his companions.

"Comeon," shesaid to Neil, and led him toward Derek.

With only afew exceptions, the occupants of the tavern were on their feet, milling around, sharing
reactions and reassurances, too shaken to sit down.

More of the dogs were afoot, aswell, following their noses on circuitous paths. Perhaps they were il
enchanted by the layers of old food and drink stains on the floor, but Molly wondered if they might not
be searching for the vanished doll.

When she reached Derek, he was pouring gin from abottle into aglass of half-melted ice and dices of
lime. He turned to her asthough he had been monitoring her with athird eyein the back of his head.



"Molly, Neil, dear friends, | assumethat bit of Grand Guignol theater has convinced you that Bacchus
and Dionysus are the only gods worth worshiping. Let's pray that Russdll's stockroom isfilled with
enough casesto keep uswell oiled through the final scene of the final act.”

"Cut the bullshit, Derek," she said. "Y ou're not as drunk as you pretend to be. Or if you are, you still
have enough of your wits about you to play your rolein this."

"My role?' Helooked around, feigning bewilderment. "Are there cameras turning?'
"Y ou know what | mean."
"No, I'm afraid | don't. And | doubt very much that you yoursdf know what you mean.”

He had scored adirect hit. She didn't know what was happening here; however, she was confident that
it was more complex than she had thought, and she smelled deception.

Shesad, "Inthejanitorid closet, when we were watching that damn thing repair itswound . . . | didn't
tumbleto it a thetime, but you quoted Eliot to me."

A shadow passed through his eyes, a shadow and aglimmer, like the rutilant scales of something
swimming just below the surface of murky water. This glimpse, whatever it was, whatever it meant, was
not something you would seein the eyes of afriend.

"Eliot who?"' he asked.
"Don't play games. T. S. Eliot.”

"Never cared much for old T. S. | prefer novelists, asyou know, particularly themacho type. T. S.is
too much of agentleman for me, not aline of bullying in hiswhole body of work."

"You said to me, 'All our knowledge brings us nearer to our ignorance." "
"Did | redly?' he asked. If there wasn't mockery in hisvoice, it brimmed in hiseyes.

"It didn't entirely flow out of what you said beforeit," she remembered, "but | attributed any
incoherence to the gin, and didn't immediately recognize the quote.”

"I wasn't necessarily quoting, dear lady. Perhgps| am from time to time capable of saying something
wisedl of my own."

Shewouldnt let him dip out of it aseadly asthat. "Thefollowing linein Eliot is'All our ignorance brings
us nearer to death." "

"Well, that certainly resonates with the Situation.”

"Harry Corrigan, my father, you—all quoting Eliot. How are you connected with them? What's going
on here?'

Derek's smug, sardonic grin wasidentical to Render's. "Nell, your lovely wife seemsto have cast her
lot with conspiracy nuts—the black-helicopter crowd.”

"Y ou spoke those words,” Neil confirmed. "I remember.”

"Be careful, Nell. Paranoia can be contagious. Y ou better grab your own bottle of gin and inoculate
yoursdlf."



"If you think someone's out to get you, and someoneis out to get you," Molly said, "it's not paranoia.
Itsredity.”

Pointing at the celling, indicating the leviathan that they could sense without seeing, fed without hearing,
Derek said "That isredlity, Mally, hanging over al our heads. All of us dead, awhole world dead, and no
escaping it, nothing to be settled except the hour when the ax falson the last of us.”

She saw in Derek Sawtelle no fear, no despair, not even the sweet melancholy that he had touted as
theidedl retreat from sharper emotions. Instead, in his suddenly feverish eyes and in the points of his
Cheshire-Cat amile, she saw triumph, which made no sense at al, but which was apparent nonetheless
and unmigtakable.

"Now, dear Molly, stop thrashing about for meaning in silly conspiracy theories, and grab what
pleasure can be had. The drinks are on the house.”

Frustrated, confused about so much but not about Derek’'s barely veiled hostility and lies, Mally turned
away from him. She pushed afew steps through the milling crowd before she redlized that she didn't
know where to go or what to do next.

She seemed to have no option but to wait for deeth and embrace it when it came.
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NEIL TOOK HER BY THE ARM AND LED HER TO AN empty booth aong the north wal of the
tavern.

Sherefused to gt. "We're running out of time."

"l hear the clock."

"Weve got to do something, get ready.”

"All right. But what? How?"

She said, "Maybe the bank isthe best idea. Secure the place. Hunker down. At least go out fighting.”
"Then well go there now, with the rest of them.”

"That'sjust it. Therest of them. They wereall dead . . . inthe mirror. Do they die at the bank? Isthat
wherethey get . . . torn apart like that?'

She shook her head. Shelooked around the tavern. She could see the barely checked panic in people
who, minutes ago, had been talking strategy, tactics, and the possibility of surviva. Now they believed



the mirror. They expected to die horribly, and soon.
"I'm scared,” she said. "I've been handling this pretty well sofar . . . but I'm arting to loseit.”
Neil put hisarms around her. He aways knew when to say nothing.
Molly trembled againgt him. She listened to his heart. Steady Neil.

When her heart had begun to timeitsdlf to his dower beat, he guided her into the booth and sat across
from her.

Thistable had no candles, and she was grateful for the shadows. She didn't want anyone but Neil to
see her tears. She prided hersalf on her toughness, her resilience.

Maybe honest pride didn't matter anymore, but for reasons she couldn't put into words, she thought it
mattered more than ever.

Neil said, "Before we can figure out what to do, maybe we've got to ask ourselves what we know."
"Lessand less”
With irony, he repeated the Eliot quote” 'All our knowledge brings us nearer to our ignorance.” "

The booth benches featured open space under the seats. Molly tucked her legs back—and thought of
themissing doll.

In the brief darkness between the loss of public power and the lighting of the candles, the doll could
have crawled into this booth, under her seat. Eyeless but al-seeing. Tongueless mouth filled with the
breathless slence of astaking predator.

She resisted the urge to scramble out of the booth and search under it with aflashlight. To do so would
be to succumb to the most childish of fears, after which shewould find it more difficult to summon the
courageto face the rea and more seriousterrors that surely were coming.

It wasjust adoll. And if she should fed asmal hand on her ankle, it would be only the hand of adall,
no matter how demonically animated, just the hand of adall.

She wiped at her damp cheeks. "Arethey really taking our world from us?
"The evidence says s0."

"Or isthat just the way were reading the evidence?'

"| don't see how elseto interpret it."

"Neither do |. That thing in the janitor'scloset . . ." She shuddered.

She could gtill fed the airborne titan overhead, and now when she turned her attention to the calling,
she could sense the vessdl's movement, too, asit progressed southward through the storm. She seemed
to beincreasngly senstized toit.

"But fast-track terraforming is Derek's theory,” shesaid, "and | don't trust him."
"What isit with Derek?" Nell asked. "Why did he act like that with you?"

"l don't know."



"Y ou said maybe Render wasn't only Render.”

"And | still don't know what | mean by that.”

"Is Derek redly Derek but not only Derek?!

"For sure, there's something wrong with him."

Rubbing the nape of his neck with one hand, he said, "I'm back to the alien-parasite movies."
"Then why haven't they burrowed into dl of us? Why aren't we dl controlled?'
"Maybe we will be soon."

She shook her head. "Lifeisn't sciencefiction.”

" Submarines, nuclear wegpons, television, computers, satellite communications, organ transplants—it
was dl the suff of sciencefiction beforeit wasredity. And the biggest sci-fi theme of al isalien contact.”

"But with the power to change aworld—why the psychological warfare? They could just crush uslike
ants, which they seem to be doing anyway, in the citiesif not here."

"Y ou mean the dall, the mirror."

"And Harry Corrigan, and this T. S. Eliot weirdness. If they can replace our entire environment with
theirs, scour away human civilization in days or weeks, eradicate it more efficiently than a seven-continent
nuclear war, they wouldn't bother to screw with our mindslikethis.”

Remembering the doll asit had stared at the celling just before it mutilated itsalf, Molly glanced up again
and wondered if increased sengitivity to the storm-sailing leviathan would open her mind to itsinfluence.
Perhaps, eventually robbed of her free will, she would mimic the doll and gouge out her eyes.

"We aren't already dead because they have some sort of usefor us," she suddenly realized.
"What use?'

"l canimagineseverd. .. ."

"Socanl," hesad.

"None of them good."

"Remember the movie The Matrix?'

"Forget movies. That's the way they want usto think, that's how we're being guided to think. But thisis
nothing like any movie ever made.”

She watched Vince Hoyt talking animatedly to aman she didn't know. Unwanted, into her mind came
an image from the mirror: the coach with the top of his skull gone.

"Maybethey don't have ausefor dl of us," she said, "but certainly for some of us. We've been
targeted, not for death but for manipulation. That stuff with the doll and the bar mirro—everyone saw i,
but maybe it was only meant to influence you and me."

"Maybe only you," he said. "Derek cameto you. Render cameto you. Harry Corrigan came to you.
None of them to me."



Molly rebelled at the thought that their individua destinies might differ radically, and that therefore their
paths must sooner or later diverge. "I don't know what it means, but it means something that we were the
only ones not reflected in that mirror.”

"Not the only ones," he corrected. "The kids weren't there, either.”

The six children now stood together near the booth in which they had previoudy been seated. If earlier
they had exhibited some spirit of adventure, it had given way entirely to fear. They appeared to be ready
to bolt at the dightest provocation.

Acting on ingtinct and with natural purpose, the dogs gravitated where they were needed most. While
six canines till roamed the room, three— a golden retriever, a German shepherd, and a black-and-tan
mutt with the build of aboxer but with the shaggy face of a Scottish terrier—had gathered around the
children to soothe troubled hearts as dogs have aways done, and no doubt to defend their young charges
againg any threat.

Watching the kids and the dogs, Mally again felt enlightenment teasing her from just beyond the open
fields of conscious thought, a shapeless shape moving in the shadowy woods of the subconscious, both
enticing and disturbing.

"Beddesthe children,”" she asked Neil, "who ese didn't cast areflection in the mirror?"

"I don't know. It dl happened so fast, there wasn't time for a head count. Maybe a couple others. Or
maybe just the eight of us—you, me, the kids."

The soundless throbbing in the bones, the blood, the lymph, pulses sympathetic to the rhythms of the
magnetic engines powering the behemoth overhead, began to subside.

She sensed the great weight and the mal evolent shadow passing off them as the vast ship moved south,
and to avoid despondency, she dared not think about the hordes of inhuman creatures that must be
aboard it and the crud irresistible power it represented.

Throughout the tavern, candle flames swelled brighter, asif their light had been oppressed in much the
way that the tides of the seas are managed by the phases of the moon.

Molly's mind seemed to function more quickly and clearly, too. She perceived purpose where before
she had seen nothing but mists of confusion.

Working it out step by step, she said to Nelil, "What is Render, my father?"
"What do you mean?"

"What one word defines the essence of him?”

"Psychopath,” Nell said.

"That'sadigtraction from the truth.”

"Murderer," he said.

"More specificaly?"

"Murderer . . . of children."

AsNeil spoke, adog cameto their table—the German shepherd that had stood with the group of kids.



It Sared intently a Mally.

She sat up straighter in the booth as her immediate future, previoudy al murk and mystery, began to
clarify. "Yes—Render's a child murderer. And what am 17?7

"To me—everything," he said. "To the world—awriter."

"l loveyou," she sad, "and what we've had together. It doesn't get better. But if thisisthelast night of
theworld, if I've no more living left to define mysalf, then I'm defined forever by the best and worst things
I've ever done."

Frowning, Nell followed haf astep behind in her series of conclusions. "The best . . . you saved the
lives of those school kids."

"He murders children. Once. . . | saved afew.”
With an anxious whine, the German shepherd drew her attention.

She had thought that the dog wandered to their booth with no more purpose than to explore that
section of the floor and to cadge tidbits from them if they had any food to share.

Its gaze was unusudly intense, however, and more than intense: sirange, compelling.

She considered how the dogs, en masse, had reacted to her when she had first arrived in the tavern.
They had seemed to be watching her surreptitioudy ever since.

"Nell, welve been thinking pretty much only about oursalves, how to survive. That leaves uswith
nothing to do but find a hidey-hole, hunker down, and wait."

He understood: "Y ou've never lived that way—passive, just waiting for what's next."

"Nether have you. There are children tonight, in this chaos, who aren't being given the shelter and
protection they need, they deserve." She wasrdieved to have a purpose, to be suddenly filled with the
urgency of meaningful commitment.

"And if we can't save them?' Nell wondered.

Ears pricked, head cocked, the dog turned to Nell.

"Maybe no one can save anyone anymore," Nell continued, "not with the whole world logt.”
The dog whined at him asit had whined & Mally.

Intrigued by the shepherd's attitude and behavior, she wondered if something extraordinary might be
happening; but then the dog padded away, weaving through the crowd, soon out of sight.

"If we can't savethem,” she said, "then welll try to spare them from what pain and terror we can.
Weve got to put ourselves between them and whatever's coming.”

He glanced at the six children.

Moally said, "I don't mean them. Their parents are here, and the group is big enough to protect them
about aswell as anyone can be protected in these circumstances. But how many kids are out therein
town? Not teenagers. | mean, younger kids, small and vulnerable. One hundred? Two hundred?"



"Maybe that many. Maybe even more.”

"How many of them have parents who are dedling with thisthe way Derek and his crowd are dedling
with it—getting drunk and worse, leaving their kids afraid and undefended?”

"But we don't know most of the peoplein town," Nell said. "There are—what>—maybe four hundred
or even five hundred houses, and we don't know which families have kids. It'll take hours and hours,
maybe afull day, for just the two of usto go door-to-door. We don't have that much time I eft.”

"All right. So maybe we can get afew of these peopleto help us,” Mally said.
Neil looked doubtful. "They've got their own agendas.”

Weaving among the tables and the milling residents of Black Lake, the German shepherd returned. In
its mouth, the dog held ared rose, which it brought to Mally.

She couldn't imagine whereit had found arose in the tavern. She hadn't noticed any flora
arrangements.

The dog seemed to want her to take the flower.
"You'vegot asuitor,” Neil said.

Inevitably, she thought of her father murdering the boy in the rose garden. His voice snaked through her
memory in sinuous coils of words: | buried hislittle disposable camera at the foot of arosebush. It was
the Cardinad Mindszenty rose, so named because of its glorious robe-red color.

At firgt inclined to suspect a connection between Render and the dog, Molly hesitated to accept the
rose.

Then shelooked into the shepherd's eyes and saw what isto be seen in every dog's eyesif it has not
been broken by acruel magter: trugt, strength without arrogance, adesire to give and receive
affection—and an honesty so pure that deception, if contemplated, cannot be perpetrated.

The shepherd wagged itstall.
Molly pinched the stem of the rose, and the anima unlocked its teeth to surrender the fragrant bloom.
As shetook the flower, Molly saw evidence of athorn prick, aspot of blood on the dog's tongue.

She thought at once of Render—although not as he had appeared this night, rather as he had raged
maniacdly in that third-grade classroom twenty years previoudy—and not of Michagl Render only or
even primarily, but o of one of hisvictims, agirl named Rebecca Rose, with shaggy blond hair and
blue eyes, who died that afternoon in Molly'sarms.

RebeccaRose. A shy girl with afaint lisp. Her last words, whispered in delirium, apparently a
meaninglessdelusion: Moally . . . theresadog. So pretty . . . how he shines.

Now the shepherd watched Mally. In his eyes were mysteriesto riva any othersin this momentous
night of enigmas, puzzles, and perplexities.

On arosethorn, hisblood.

Rose of forgetfulness, brought to her by the dog, became the Rose of memory, cut down so young.



By the cock of his head, the shepherd seemed to question whether Molly Soan—sensible Molly, she
with the strong maingpring wound tight, she who aways lived lessin the moment than in the future, she
who strived toward meticuloudly planned goas and was prudent in al things except her writing, shewho
avoided dramain her life but poured it out upon the page—could understand the intentions of a
flower-bearing Sphinx, this rebus on four paws, which wanted so urgently to be properly read and
understood.

Therosetrembled in her hand, and aloose petal fell, like asanguinary drop, to the tabletop.
And the dog waited. And the dog watched. And the dog smiled.

Inanight of dark wonder and extraordinary events, thiswas amoment no lessimportant but of a
different character from all that had come beforeit.

Her heart raced. Her thoughts quickened, too, perhaps eventually toward a breathtaking revelation, but
firgt through blind aleys of dead-end speculation.

She put down the rose. She reached to the dog. He licked her hand.
"What?' Nell said, for he knew her dmaost well enough to read her thoughts.

In her mind, she walked the waters of alucid pool and stepped ashore with an insight nearly clairvoyant
in character: "The dog isgoing to lead usto any children who need help.”

Neil regarded the dog, which turned its limpid eyes upon him as though its purpose could be read by
anyone aseadly asMolly had read it.

"Don't ask me how he knows what we need to do,” Molly said. "But he knows, al right. | don't
understand how hell find them, but he will. By scent, by ingtinct, by some grester gift."

Nell stared at the dog. He stared at Molly.
"l know it sounds crazy," she said.

Helooked at the long empty frame from which the bar mirror, peopled by the living dead, had
shattered and fallen.

"Thenit'sthedog,” hesaid. "After dl, what do we have to |ose?’

NAMED VIRGIL, ACCORDING TO THE LICENSE TAG ON his collar, the shepherd was young
and trim, bright-eyed, affectionate, and eager to begin the work.



Engraved under the license number were the name and address of his owner: James Weck, on Pine
Street.

A few inquiries among those in the tavern quickly established that Weck was not present. Apparently,
Virgil had been loosein the night and had found hisway here, aone.

Russdll Tewkes, swigging deeply from alarge mug of beer, having chosen to tie hisfate to that of his
best customers, the inebriates, mocked those who were getting ready to depart on missionsto stock and
fortify the bank building. When he redlized that Neil and Mally were preparing to leave aswell, he said,
"Can't you face redity? There's nowhere to hide from this."

"We're not hiding,” Molly assured him. Constrained by a sudden rush of paranoia, she decided not to
tell him what their intentionswere.

"When they get up herein the mountains, the diens—they'll gut you like fish and leave you flopping in
the street,” Tewkes said.

Disturbed less by the tavernkeeper's prediction than by his demeanor, neither Molly nor Neil replied.

Tewkes had not couched hiswords as awarning but had spoken in an ugly, taunting tone of voice. He
amost seemed to hope that this horrendous fate would befall them, that theidea of Nell and Molly
disemboweled and writhing in agony perversdy pleased him.

His merry-monk face had lost its humor, and monk could be used to describe it now only in reference
to an angry ape, for it had aprimitive cast, dy and stupidly calculating. His features were blotchy and red
with barely throttled emotion. The Friar Tuck fringe of hair bristled in chaotic spikes, asif inarage he
had tried and failed to pull it out.

Asthey began to turn away from Tewkes, he lurched one step closer, dopping beer from his mug, and
said, "Y ou go out there, you better be careful of your tender parts. The red-eyed scavengers are

creeping.
More Eliot from thismost unlikely quoter of verse: The red-eyed scavengers are creeping. . . .

"Agan," Nel sad, for though he didn't share Mally's extensive knowledge of the poet, he recognized
the incongruity of those words spoken by thisindividua.

When Mally turned to Tewkes again, she saw in hiswrenched red face and in hisfeverish eyes—far
hotter than reflected candldight could explain—mockery, contempt, and hatred. The arteriesin his
temples swelled and throbbed. His nogtrilsflared. His clenched jaws worked back and forth asthough in
his rage he were grinding histeeth into powder.

She couldn't understand how such hitter emotion could have been seeded and madeto flourishin the
previoudy pleasant tavern owner from one hour to the next. More to the point, why should this enmity be
focused with such intengity on her, when she hardly knew Russdll Tewkes and had never done athing to
anger or indeed even annoy him?

Raising hismug, Tewkes swilled amouthful of beer, hdd it briefly in his bloated cheeks, then spat it on
thefloor a her feet.

Nell sarted to move toward Tewkes, but Molly restrained him with atouch. Virgil growled, and she
slenced him merdy by the whispering of hisname.

If Russall Tewkeswas still to any degree the man he had once been, then beyond doubt, he was



something else aswell. Parasite or spotted fungus, or some other corruption, had found itsway into his
mind and heart.

The atmosphere inside the tavern had turned. She could not smell the change or tasteit as she would
have tasted airborne soot, could not seeit, elther, but she could fed it: an indstent abrasiveness. A
darkness settled through the room, as well, not one related to the power failure, not one that any number
of candles could relieve, but one akin to the dark matter of the universe, which physicists are unable to
see but which they know exists by virtue of its ominous gravity.

She wanted to get out of here. Quickly.

Five of the children were with Deputy Tucker Madison's group, the fighters who intended to make a
fortress of the bank. They would be leaving in moments.

The sixth, agirl of nine, had joined her parents among the fence-gitters. She nervoudy twisted her
glossy blond hair between thumb and forefinger, and her lovely sapphire eyes were haunted by al the
mangled ghosts that she had seen in the mirror.

She said her name was Casse. Shetried to smile when Molly complimented her on her hair, but the
amilefatered.

Cass€'s parents, especialy her mother, reacted angrily to Mally's suggestion that the tavern was not
safe and that they should accompany the othersto the bank.

"What the hell do you know?" the mother demanded. "Y ou don't know any more than we do. We're
staying here until we know more, until we learn more. It'sdry here, we've got candles. We've been safe
here. Until the Situation clarifies, theré's no reason to move, it's crazy to move."

"Clarify the stuation for yoursdf," Molly advised. "Go to the men's rest room. Indgdethejanitorid
closet. Takealook at what's growing there.”

"What're you talking about?' In spite of her question, the woman had no desireto listen. Clearly,
Casses mother was frightened by the possibility that Molly might in fact have information that would
force her to make areasoned choice. "I'm not going in the men's room. What's wrong with you? Get
away fromud”

Molly wanted to grab Cassie, take her with them by force, but that would lead to violence and delay,
and would further terrify thegirl.

AsRussal Tewkes blustered toward them to take up the argument, Nell said, "Mally, let's get out of
here"

Of the eight dogsin addition to Virgil, five were about to leave with the fighters. The other three
gathered around Cassie. Two mutts and agolden retriever.

Molly read each of those three solemn gazes, and felt an uncanny connection with the animals,
experienced acommunication beyond any that could have been fashioned from words. She knew that
they would guard the girl, would if necessary dieto protect her.

Just as Render seemed to be Render but a so someone else, just as Derek and Tewkes looked like
themselves but acted like someone new, so the dogs at a glance appeared to be merely dogs but were
something more. Unlike the murderer, the professor, and the tavern owner, however, the dogs were not
agents of despair; quite the opposite.



With growing wonder that rivaled fear for possession of her heart, Molly touched each of the animals,
smoothing the fur on their heads, and each in turn nuzzled her hand.

"Gentle hearts," shetold them, "and courageous.”
"What's going on here?' Russell Tewkesinquired, arriving in areek of beer breath and swest.
"Wereleaving," Molly said, and turned away from him.

She and Neil had amost reached the front door when the rain stopped as abruptly asif a spigot had
been shut off.
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SPENT CATARACTS OF WATER DRAINED OFF STREETS and out of gutters. New cataracts, of
the blinding type, frustrated the eye and decelved the mind.

Thetown had nearly vanished in fog. Thick curdled masses of mist did down from the higher ridgesina
soft avalanche and a so rose off the swollen lake below.

For amoment, Molly held her breath for fear these clouds would prove poisonous. But then she
bresthed, and lived.

Along the street, houses and other structures formed a geometry more suggested than seen. The
caligraphy of trees, deciduous and evergreen, full of cursives and flourishes, was continuoudy erased
only to be hdf reveded again by thelazily roiling mis.

To Mally, the sudden silence, following the long roar of therain, had dl the drama of aroof-rattling
thunderclap. Stepping out of the tavern with Virgil, closely followed by Neil, she seemed to have gone
deaf, a perception abetted by the muffling effect of the densefog.

More than the cessation of the rain, more than the murk or the silence, the arriva of dawn surprised
her. A glance at her watch—which functioned when out from under the oppressive influence of the
mysterious leviathan—confirmed that daybreak should have arrived.

The descending light was deep purple, lesslike abrightening sunrise than like afading dusk. Thisglow
imparted to the fog a purplish tint with ribbony veins of gold.

In ordinary times, these roya colors would have been amagjestic beginning to the day. In the current
circumstances, however, theweird light and the cloaking mist augured chaos and violence.

The mist had no scent. Therain had left no smdl behind.



One phase of the taking of the earth had ended.
A new and surely more terrifying phase had begun.

In every end is abeginning—and perhaps in this beginning, for her and Neil, would be the end of al
thingsmorta. Thelast twist of the knife.

Vishility proved incongtant. Even when she stood still, one moment she could see only five fest, the
next moment ten; never more than twenty; sometimes only asfar asfrom eyeto hand.

People poured out of the tavern, though many remained behind with their [ubricants and illusions. Each
took only afew steps before he became a ghostly form with the muffled voice of amummy inits
windings

Inthisdowly churning, ever shifting purple opacity, aflashlight seemed useful. When Neil probed with
his, however, the beam refracted strangdly through the murk, revealing nothing and further confusing the

eye.
Switching off the flash and pocketing it, he said, "Better to have both hands for the shotgun, anyway."

Molly had drawn her pistol as she'd come out of the tavern door. Shefelt no better armed than a
blowgun primitive cast by some fluke of time onto amodern battlefield contested by armieswith tanks
and laser-guided missiles.

A ragtag group of the resistance fighters set off for the bank, on foot and closely marshaed. Their
footsteps and then their voices quickly faded.

Another group, in a Chevy Suburban and a Ford pickup, drove away, into the lower reaches of town,
toward Norman Ling's food market. Although they proceeded at a creep, they soon vanished into the
throat of the fog; and aswalow later, their headlights dimmed, damped.

Theroar of engines swiftly softened and, with distance, changed into athroaty grumble, asif beasts
from the Jurassic period prowled svampsin the purple dimnessfar below.

She worried that the dog would race ahead of them, vanish in the earthbound clouds, but she hoped
that he would obey her when she called him back. Thefog might complicate their search, but no more
than the pounding rain would have done.

"All right, Virgil," shesad, "let'sdo thework."
The dog seemed to know what she meant, and he started forward at a pace they could match.

They walked the center of the street, their hoods thrown back, but still wearing their raincoatsin case
the storm returned.

They had not gone far when aforlorn voice caled out of the mist: "Help me. Someone help me."
The dog stopped, ears pricked forward.

Molly scanned the gloom, seeking the source of the cry.

"Where?' Nell asked.

"l don't know."



Then the pleading came again, thistime with athin note of anguish: "Please. Someone please. Oh, God,
please hdp me.”

She recognized the voice. Ken Halleck: the posta clerk with the mut-tonchops and the wide smile.

With rifle and pitchfork, Ken and his seventeen-year-old son, Bobby, had been guarding the front door
of thetavern.

On leaving that establishment, Molly had not redlized that Ken and Bobby were missing. The end of the
ran, thearriva of dawn, and the purple mist had fully commanded her attention.

"l hear someone," Halleck said, his voice shuddering with pain, with fear. "Please, don't leave me here
aone, auffering likethis. I'm so afraid.”

Virgil deduced Halleck's location and advanced afew stepsin that direction before hating. His head
lowered and his hackles rose. He growled softly, more to warn his companions than to challenge
whatever menace he detected in the dismalness ahead.

Molly hesitated, but when Halleck cried out again, thistime in aracked voice even more pitiable than
before, she could not turn away from him, even if he might be—as the dog's reaction seemed to
suggest— bait in atrap.

"Careful," Neil whispered, moving with her, a her Sde, into the livid mist, leaving the wary dog behind
them.

Foreboding, forbidding, the odorless miasma closed around them, cloyed, so thick it seemed to muffle
even the beat of her heart in her own ears. But in afew stepsit began to draw away, like layer upon layer
of opening curtains.

Through lifting veils, Molly saw an object in the street, dark againgt the darker blacktop. In another
step sheredlized that it was the severed head of Ken Halleck.

In the bodiless head, the eyes opened, filled with impossible life, and with unspesakable misery.

The lips moved, the mouth cracked, and words came forth: "Do you know where Bobby is, my
Bobby, my son?'
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THE HUMAN IMAGINATION MAY BE THE MOST ELASTIC thing in the universe, stretching to
encompass the millions of hopes and dreamsthat in centuries of relentless struggle built modern
civilization, to entertain the endless doubts that hamper every human enterprise, and to conceive the vast
menagerie of boogeymen that trouble every human heart.



Y et there had been discoveries and sights in these momentous hours that Molly could not have
imagined and with which her reason wrestled and lost. Not the least was this severed and yet apparently
living head, although it had been foreshadowed by the brainless walking corpse of Harry Corrigan and by
the sdf-mutilating doll.

For amoment, Ken Halleck's eyes transfixed her. Pathetic. Pathoformic. Demonic.

The diens had introduced on Earth some maevolent energy that did not differentiate between vegetable
and animal, between organic and inorganic, between the animate and the inanimate. It thrived equally in
theliving and in the dead, and in what had never lived at all.

In Ken's voice now, atremor of anguish, of grief: "Whereis my Bobby? What have they doneto him?|
want to see my boy."

The mind not only reeled but rebelled, and not only rebelled but retreated to denial, desperate to refute
this abomination no matter how vividly the senses confirmed it.

Y ou might imagine surviving in an environment transformed to match that of aworld on the far end of
the galaxy, dressed with strange malignant plants, populated by a Sabbat broth of repulsive and vicious
animas. Y ou might hope for a hospitable corner in some extreme latitude, where you could live out your
daysin mousehole secrecy, with smple food and the pleasures of thetimid.

But Molly couldn't imagine wanting to survive in amadhouse world where the dead wa ked, severed
heads conversed, dolls made thrests, and every horror of the €astic human imagination might be
encountered—and worse. Such a place could offer no moment of peace, no chance of happiness.

Here, now, she might have given up the hope of surviva, except that she would be left with two
options: wait until some nightmare cresture found her and tore her to pieces—or kill hersdlf. Either course
counted as salf-destruction, however, and suicide was not permissiblein her philosophy or her faith.

Besides, the children had to be found. What might happen after she had gathered them together under
her inadequate protection was something she chose not to dwell upon.

"I love my boy, my Bobby," said Haleck's head, "whereis my Bobby?"

Neil raised the shotgun, but Molly stayed him with atouch.

"Itisn't Ken," shesaid. "There's no need to put him out of hismisery. Ken's dead and gone.”
"l just want to stop the damn thing,” he said angrily. "Just shut it up.”

"You won't. It take the blast and keep on talking. And that'll be even worse."

Besides, she believed they should conserve their ammunition. Although afew rounds from a 12-gauge
had not deterred whatever had come after Harry Corrigan in his house, there might be adversariesin the
hours ahead that would be vulnerable to awell-placed punch of buckshot.

Retreating, they couldn't & once find Virgil in the murk. He barked softly, sought them out, and led
them again on theright path.

Before they had gone a dozen steps, ametdlic rattle-and-clank challenged the muffling mastery of the
mist. They approached the racket cautioudy.

Thistime the parting fog reveded aman in the stret, near the curb, on hisknees, in the lurid light of this



strange dawn. He knelt at an opening to a storm drain, his back to them, hunched forward, attempting to
pry the heavy sted grate out of its nichein the pavement.

Although therain had stopped, runoff still fed the gutters. Dirty water, thickened by ajetsam of leaves
and litter, surged over hishands.

A low growl from Virgil counseled caution again.
Molly and Neil stopped, said nothing, waited for the man to sense their presence.

His gibbous posture, the intensity of hisfocus, the curious nature of the task to which he was
committed—these things brought to Molly's mind disturbing fairy taes of hateful trollsindulging unholy

hungers.
With the hard scrape of metal on blacktop, the grate cameloose. Thetroll did it aside.

He raised his head, but had no head. He looked over his shoulder a Molly and Neil, but even if he
knew they were behind him, he could not see them, because he was Ichabod Crane's nemesis, minusa
horse.

The knock-knock-knock of Molly's heart might also have been the fist of madness rapping on the door
of her mind.

In this unearthly purplescent morning and sky-shrouding fog, where the laws of nature seemed to have
dissolved entirdly in some instances and to have been remade in others, Molly half expected that day
would not follow dawn. Sunset might swiftly succeed sunrise, without the intervening hope of light, and
the next night would then be endless, moonless, starless, and filled with the furtive sounds of athousand
creeping desths.

The urge to shoot the headless atrocity proved difficult for both Molly and Neil to resi, but if the
guillotining blade had not convinced the thing that it was dead, a 9-mm round through the heart wouldn't
persuadeit to lie down and expire.

The decapitated body of Ken Halleck—manipulated by a parasite puppeteer or by some
extraterrestrial power that, based on effect, might aswell have been sheer sorcery—lowered itsdlf
through the open hole into the storm drain. It dropped out of sight, landing with a splash below.

For an ingtant the night was still except for the gurgle from the gutters and the drip-drip-drip of sodden
trees.

Then Molly heard the doshing and the hollow thumping of the headless wonder asit dogged through
deep water, under the streets of Black Lake, with unimaginable intent. Perhapsit would find aledgein
the storm drain, lie down above the rushing torrents, and offer its flesh as the spore bed for a colony of
fungi or another lifeform of more sSnister purpose.

PART HIVE



"We are born with the dead:

See, they return and bring us with them.”

—T. S. Eliat, Little Gidding

WAGLESS, ALL BUSINESS, AND ASQUICK ASTHE FOG alowed, Virgil led themtoa
residence on La Cresta Avenue, which was neither near the crest of the mountain nor an avenue, but
halfway between the lake and the ridge line, atwo-lane street not gppreciably different from al the others
intown.

The single-story housg, in the Craftsman style, looked cozy and welcoming, in spite of the fact that the
fiercerain had stripped al the leaves from the trumpet vines that climbed itstrellises and had battered
beds of cyclamensinto red- and purple-petaed ruin.

Asthey approached the front porch aong handsome flagstones, Neil suddenly stepped off the
walkway, squished three steps across the soggy lawn, and said, "L ook at this."

The object of hisinterest was a stone pine, and not the tree itself so much aswhat clustered on its
fissured bark. Squinting in the bruised light, Molly saw patches of ablackish thallus, flecked with green,
growing on thetrunk in crustlike forms.



Sheld seen lichen smilar to this, dthough no earthly lichen featured luminous eementsto equa these.
Every emerald-green fleck was softly radiant; the glow pulsed in what she suspected might be a
sympathetic rhythm that matched the long, dow throbs of the engines powering the airborne leviathan that
had only recently passed over them.

Along the perimeter of every thalus, the aggressivelichen grew a avisblerate, outward in al
directions, asif she were watching time-lapse photography. During the minute that she and Neil studied it,
the crust advanced amost half aninch.

At thisrate, the trunk and every branch would be covered in this scaly scab in only afew hours.

Lichen were themsdalves complex symbiotic organisms composed of afungusin union with an dga.
They frequently thrived without damage to the host tree.

Inthisinstance, Molly suspected that the stone pine would not survive the encrustation. Either it would
perish and fdl, hollowed out by a species of rot as alien asthe organism colonizing its bark, or it would
be invaded, mutated, and remade into the genetic image of a plant from another world.

The radiant emerad pulse that stippled the blackish thalus had ajewe-bright gleam. In different
circumstances, the tree might have appeared to beinlaid with awealth of precious gems, glittering and

megicd.

No auraof fairyland wonder surrounded the pine, however. Quite the opposite: In spite of its
be ewd ed aspect, and though the lichen infestation had only recently begun, the tree appeared
cancer-ridden, mottled with malignancies.

Virgil had not approached the pine, but had remained on the flagstone walkway, watchful and tense.

Moally shared the dog's wariness. She didn't touch the lichen, fearing that it might transfer to her fingertip
and prove able to colonize human skin asreadily asit did tree bark.

On the other side of the walkway stood amatching pine, and from adistance, even in thishaf-light, she
could see the luminous lichen thriving on that specimen.

Virgil led them up the porch steps to the front door.

No candles, ail lamps, or other emergency lighting shone inside. The windows were dark except for
dim reflections of the purple glow that suffused the lazily stirring mist.

If they entered without knocking, they wereinviting gunfire.

On the other hand, if children inside were dready in any kind of danger—from Michael Render or from
something even less human—Molly and Nell might raise the level of jeopardy by announcing themselves.

Their dilemmawas resolved, in part, when the front-door lock clicked and disengaged.
Reflexively, they stepped back and to the side, making less obvious targets of themsalves.
Virgil stood hisground.

The door opened in aswift, inward sweep. Although only the influx of fog-filtered morning sunshine
illuminated the small foyer, vighility was sufficient for Molly to discern that the space was deserted, as
though they were being welcomed by aghost.

The hallway beyond the foyer remained as dark as a snake hole.



Toleave both of Neil's hands free for the shotgun, Molly produced her flashlight.
Stout-hearted, Virgil boldly entered in advance of thelight.

From the porch, with the flash, Molly probed past thefoyer. A narrow hal table, two vases atop it. A
door at the far end. She saw no immediate threst.

Although all of the dogs had exhibited extraordinary behavior this night, though Virgil in particular had
astonished with the rose and with his apparent understanding of Molly's mission, entering astranger's
house, uninvited and unannounced, required nerve and full trust in the animd's reliability. For amoment,
she couldn't summon either, and Neil hesitated, too.

In responseto their reluctance, Virgil turned his head and regarded them with a golden gaze. To Mally,
this seemed not to be the usua eye-shine of animalsin the dark, but a phenomenon uniqueto this night,
not smple light refraction, not bioluminescence, but something of awondrous character: nimbuses pooled
in sockets, Sgnifying sanctification.

Almost asif enchanted, spell-struck and spell-caught, by the dog's golden stare, Molly shed her
reservations. Her mouth was dry with doubt, but she worked up spit, and spat. She stepped acrossthe
threshold, entered the house.

Neil followed her, and when they both stood in the foyer, the front door closed behind them with a
softness more disturbing than adam. No draft had pulled it shut.

Fear abided with Molly, and fed onitsdlf, and grew, but she did not turn back to wrench open the
door. She knew that it wanted her to flee— whatever it might be. If she retreated, she would choose the
moment of retreat and would not alow it to be chosen for her.

Virgil sniffed at closed doors and open archwaysto the left and right of the centrd hall.

The dog had no suspicion of the foyer closet. Molly opened that door anyway, and Nell probed the
hanging coatswith the barrel of the shotgun.

Although Virgil showed no interest in the study, where the drapes were drawn and the blacknesswas
absolute, Molly scanned that chamber with the flashlight. Shadows stretched and flexed, but they were
merdly the shadows of furniture, granted movement by the moving beam.

At theliving-room archway, the shepherd made a thin sound of canine anxiety.

Amethystine light, from the dusky morning, pressed againgt the mullioned windows, reveaing nothing,
but Mally knew what troubled the dog, for she heard it, too: awhispery sound, arustle and susurration.

The flashlight winked and flared off the glassin picture frames. Off ceramic lamps. Off avase, a
cut-crystal bowl, amirror above the fireplace. Off adead TV screen.

With the 12-gauge, Neil followed the beam, but he found nothing to shoot.

The rustling grew louder and seemed to come from al sides.

Ears pricked, tail lowered, the dog turned in acircle.

"Thewdls" Nel sad, and with the flashlight, Mally found him with one ear to the plagter.

She and Nell flanked the archway, and she moved to thewall on her side of that opening. She leaned
close, closer.



Toamore andytic ear, the sound was not arustle, exactly, but afluttering, thrumming, asif aflock of
birds or ahorde of flying insects were frenziedly beating wings againgt the back side of the lath and
plaster.

NOW IN THE WALLSOF THE HALLWAY AND, ON further exploration, in thewalls of the dining
room, and perhapsin the celling as well, the numberless wings, whether feathered or membranous, besat
agang confinement and againgt one another.

Molly angled the flashlight at grille-covered hesting vents high in the walls, but nothing fluttered at the
dots between the louvers, trying to get out. The unknown horde had not yet migrated from the wallsinto
the ductwork of the heeting system.

Thiswas not a house anymore, but an incubator, a nidus for something more repellent and certainly
more dangerous than spiders or cockroaches. She did not want to bein this house when the agitated
legions found away out of their wood-and-plaster prison.

Stdwart Virgil, spooked by the denizens of the walls but not inclined to bolt, led Molly and Neil to the
end of thehal. A closed door opened, as had the one at the front of the house, under the influence of an
invisble hand.

A kitchen lay beyond, bardly brightened by the purple morning. With pistol and flashlight, Mally
followed the dog through the doorway, even more cautious than she had been when entering the
house—but then rushed forward, with Neil close a her hedls, when she heard the fearful cries of
children,

A boy of nine or ten stood by the kitchen table. Virgil had sartled him, and he held abroom asif he
were at home plate, ready to take aswing. He had only this pathetic weapon to do battle with what might
swarm from the walls—beetles or bats, or beasts from the far end of the gaaxy.

Onthetable sat agirl of about six, her legs drawn under her, asthough she were afraid that jittering
multitudes would suddenly surge out of cracksin the baseboard and across the floor. Thirty inches of
dtitude amounted to the only safety that she could find.

"Who'reyou?' the boy demanded, trying to sound strong, but unable to keep hisvoice from cracking.
“I'm Molly. ThisisNeil. We—"

"What are you?" he demanded, for he knew al the movies, too, and suspected body snatchers,
parasites.

"We're just what we seemto be," Neil said. "We live north of town, off the ridge road.”



"Weknew you werein trouble,” Molly said. "Weve cometo help you.”
"How?" the boy asked suspicioudy. "How could you know?"
"Thedog," shesad. "Heled ushere.”

"We knew therewould be kidsaone, introuble. Virgil isfinding them for us," Neil explained. "We
don't know why. We don't know how."

Perhaps the directness of their answers hel ped reassure the boy. Or maybe he was convinced solely by
Virgil'snew demeanor: the friendly cock of the shepherd's furry head, his panting tongue, his swishing tail.

Asthe boy lowered the broom, taking aless defensive posture, Molly asked him, "What's your name?"

"Johnny. Thisis Abby. Shelsmy sigter. I'm not going to let anything bad happen to her.”

"Nothing bad's going to happen to either of you," Molly assured him, and wished shefelt confident that
sheand Neil would be ableto fulfill this guarantee.

Abby's eyes were adazzling blue like Johnny's, and every bit as haunted as her brother's.

To counter what her own eyes might reved, Molly forced asmile, redized that it must look ghastly, and
letitfade.

"Where are your parents?' Neil asked.

"The old man waswasted," Johnny said with agrimace of disgust. "Tequilaand pills, like usual. Before
the TV went out, he pissed himsdlf watching the news and didn't even know it. He wastaking crazy
about making afortress, went into the garage to get toals, nails, | don't know what."

"We heard what happened to him," Abby said softly. "We heard him scream.” She anxioudy surveyed
the room, the calling. "Thethingsin thewallsgot him."

Asif theteeming hosts behind the plaster understood the girl'swords, they thrashed with greater fury.
Entomologic. Polymorphic. Pandemoniac.

"No," Johnny disagreed. "Something e se must've got hold of him, something bigger than whatever'sin
thewdls"

"He screamed and screamed.” Abby's eyeswidened at the memory, and she crossed her arms on her
chest asif thosefrail limbs might serve asarmor.

"Whatever got him," the boy said, "screeched and snarled like a cougar, but it wasn't any cougar. We
could hear it real good. The door was open between here and the garage.”

That door was currently closed.

"Thenit shrieked like nothing | ever heard,” Johnny continued, "and it made thissound . . . something
likealaugh...and therewere. . . egting noises.”

The boy shuddered at the memory, and the girl said, "They're gonnaeat usdive."

Resting the flashlight on a counter, till holding the pistol, Molly went to Abby, drew her to the edge of



thetable, and put an arm around her. "We're taking you out of here, sweetheart.”
"Where'syour mother?' Neil asked.
"L eft ustwo years ago,” the boy explained.

His voice broke more raggedly than before, as though abandonment by his mother gtill shook him more
deeply, two years after the fact, than did any extraterrestria horrors that they had encountered here in the
past few hours.

Johnny bit hard on hislower lip to repress this emotion, then turned to Mally: "Me and Abby, wetried
to leave a couple times. The doorswon't open.”

"They opened for us" Neil assured him.
Shaking hishead, the boy said, "Maybe coming in. But going out?"

He snaiched asmall pot from the cooktop and flung it hard at one of the kitchen windows. It struck the
glasswith asolid crack and areverberant clang, but bounced off, leaving the pane intact.

"Something weird's happening to the house," the boy said. "It'schanging. It'slike. . . dmogt dive.”

OUT OF THE KITCHEN, ALONG THE HALL, TO THE foyer, they were accompanied by arisng
chorus of frenzied fluttering within the wdlls, arustle, abustle, an urgent quickening, asif the horde sensed
that its tender prey were escaping.

"They talk," Abby confided to Mally asthey hurried out of the kitchen, behind Virgil.
"Who, sweetheart?'

"Thewalls. Don't they, Johnny? Don't they talk?"

" Sometimes you can hear voices," the boy confirmed asthey arrived at the foyer closet.

In the event that the storm resumed, the nearest thing to rain gear that the kids had were nylon jackets
withwarm lining.

As Abby and her brother shrugged into their coats, Molly said, "'Y ou don't mean—voicesin English.”
"Sometimes English," Johnny confirmed. ""But sometimes another language. | don't know what it is."

Throughout the house arose a subtle creaking from floorboards, wal studs, celling joists. The structure



sounded like a ship & sea, riding out the steep swells of astorm fringe.
Virgil, thusfar not given to barking, barked. Just once. Asif to say, Let'sgo!

The creaking house abruptly creaked louder and with agreater number of complaints from floors,
cellings, doorjambs, window frames, walls. The bone-rattle of plumbing. The wheeze and whistle of hot
bresth in torquing ducts. Suddenly the place groaned like atired old behemoth waking from the deep of

ages.
When Nell tried the front door, it seemed to be locked.
"l knew," the boy said, and the girl clung desperately to Mally.
Neil worked the deadbolt, wrenched at the door with al his strength, but it resisted him.

Surrounded by groans and creaks and cracks and pops, Mally half believed that the house might close
around them like apair of jaws, grinding their bodies between the splintery teeth of its broken beams,
tasting them upon itstongue of floors, pressng them againg its paate of ceilings, findly swalowing their
meadticated remainsinto a basement, where the rustling legions would swarm over them, reducing flesh to
fluid and bones to powder.

Neil stepped away from the door. "Move, get back," he ordered, and raised his shotgun, intending to
blast loose the reca citrant lock.

Virgil padded into theline of fire and pawed at the door—which swvung inward.

Molly didn't pause to puzzle over whether Neil, dways as steady as aship a anchor, had lost his cool
for amoment and had turned the knob in the wrong direction, fighting with an unlocked door, or whether
instead the dog possessed maor mojo beyond anything they had heretofore witnessed. Holding Abby
againg her side, shefollowed Virgil and Johnny out of the house, onto the porch, down the front steps,
onto the flagstone walk.

When sheturned, shewas relieved to seethat Neil hurried close behind her and that he had not been
imprisoned by animate architecture.

The house looked no different from the way it had been when they'd first seen it. Craftsman style, no
Cthulhu.

In the hush of the purple mist, Mally expected to hear the structure creaking, groaning, midway in a
performance to match that of Poe's selfconsuming House of Usher, but her expectations went
unfulfilled—not for thefirgt timein this bizarre night—because the resdence sood as silent, as
deceptively serene, asinspiring of convoluted syntax as the stately manor in aghost story by Henry
James.

The front door dowly drifted shut, asthough it had been hung with an inward-swinging biason
well-oiled hinges. She suspected, however, that aless mechanical force—one capable of conscious and
crue intent—was a work.

The crusty lichen on the stone pines, flecked with emera d-green radiance, though cancerousin
gppearance and rapidly metastasizing up the limbs, now seemed to be abenign and dmost charmingly
fedtive bit of extraterrestrial vegetation compared to whatever hellish things had been breeding or growing
inthewalls of the house.

Assuming that the rising sun had not faltered in its ascent, the mist must have thickened overhead even



asit had dissipated somewhat here at Street leve, for the amethystine light had darkened to plum-purple.
The promise of morning had aready given way to athreatening shadow-land more suitable to aBakan
twilight than to a Californiadawn.

"Where do we go now?" Johnny asked.
Molly looked at Virgil, who regarded her expectantly. "Wherever the dog leads us.”
At once, the shepherd turned away from her and trotted a ong the flagstone path to the strest.

Thefour of them followed Virgil into amigt that had thinned and lifted until visibility, eveninthisfase
dusk, extended about two blocks.

Molly'sinitia sense that the overhead fog had grown markedly more dense, even asthe lower blear
somewhat clarified, proved correct on camer observation.

In fact, the Stratification between the ground-level haze and the higher pea soup was so abrupt that a
celling seemed to have been congtructed over Black Lake a a height of fifteen feet. Everything above
that line—part of the upper floors and the roofs of two-story houses, the higher limbs of trees—vanished
entirdy from dght in thelivid murk.

Shefdt oppressad by theimpenetrability of the overcast and by its proximity to the ground. The
duggish, clotted fog alowed penetration by only anarrow band of the light spectrum, resulting in this
plummy gloom, piling aweight of claustrophobia aop the onerous mood.

Something €l se about the lowering sky disturbed her, but she could not at once identify the reason for
her concern.

They had followed Virgil only half ablock, however, before that cause presented itself: Things could
move haf seen or even unseen in that dismalness.

Out of the west came alight in the overcast. The fog diffused it, obscured the source, but the brightness
approached across the besieged town.

The nearer it drew, the more evident its shape became: adisc or perhaps a sphere. At the heart of the
surrounding corona burned the more intense light of the object itsdf, which gpproximately defined it. She
guessed it might be the size of an SUV, dthough she couldn't accurately discern proportions without
knowing at what atitude the vehicle cruised.

She had no doubt that it would prove to be avehicle. The movies had prepared her for thissight, too,
as had decades of news stories about UFOs.

The object traveled slently. No purr of engines. No whoosh of displaced air. From it emanated none
of the pulsations that had radiated from the larger ship and that had throbbed in blood and bone.

If the southbound leviathan that had recently passed over was the mother ship—or one of many mother
ships—then the approaching UFO had most likely been dispatched from that larger vessel. Thismight be
an observation craft, abomber or the equivaent, or maybe atroop transport.

Or none of the above. Thiswar bore little or no resemblance to any of the many conflicts of human
history, and the usual lexicon of battle had no application to these events.

Asthe UFO drew near, it dowed, appearing to glide with the gravity-defying ease of ahot-air balloon.



It cameto afull stop directly abovetheir little group, where they stood in the street, and there it
hovered soundlesdy.

Moally's heart swelled with arush of dread.

Teach usto care and not to care. Teach usto St ill: quoting Eliot to herself now, seeking consolation
in the cadence, reassurance in the rhythm.

When Abby cringed against her, Molly dropped to one knee, to be at the girl'sleve, to pull her close
and to help her find the courage to face whatever might come.

BENEATH THE FLOATING MY STERY, IN ITSGOLDEN yet baeful light, under its malevolent
influence, the four of them gazed up, afraid but unable to ook away.

At first Sght of the approaching light, Molly had considered fleeing with the children, hiding, but she had
redized that if the pilot of the craft wished to find them, they would be found. Surely these ETs could
track ground targets by infrared surveillance, by body-hegt profiling, by sound-spoor detection, and by
other means beyond the capabilities of human science and technology.

She felt watched, and more than watched: intimately scrutinized, physicaly and mentaly andyzed, her
fullest measure taken in ways unknowable and profound. As she became more sengtive to the depth of
thisanalysis, her fear grew more intense and, to her surprise, she was also overcome by shame—her face
burned with it—as if she stood naked before strangers.

When she heard hersalf murmuring the Act of Contrition, she redlized that ingtinctively she expected to
die herein the dreet, in this minute or the next.

Neither the hovering trangport's powerful light nor the effect of its silent propulsion system to any
degree burned off the fog beneath it. If anything, the mist thickened, conspiring to keep hidden the
contours and every detail of the machine.

She expected to be incinerated, reduced to burning tallow in aboiling pool of blacktop, or to be
atomized.

Alternately, the prospect of the craft descending to the street, of being taken aboard, of coming
face-to-face with their inhuman masters and subjected to God knew what experiments and humiliations
made atomization dmaost appeding.

Instead and unexpectedly, the luminous object moved away from them, receding rapidly. In seconds,
every glimmer of its golden glow had been extinguished by the overcast.



Thethick mist was empurpled again, and the street cast into false twilight, as before.

After hugging Abby amost too fiercely, Molly rose shakily to her feet. Neil stood with one reassuring
hand on Johnny's shoulder. His eyes met hers, and did not blink.

Their mutual sense of relief was pa pable, but none of them had aword to say about the event that had
just transpired, as though to speak of the craft would be to invite itsimmediate return.

During the encounter, she had not been aware of the dog. If he had been frightened, he had recovered
asquickly asthe vessel had vanished in thefog. He stood, dert and apparently undaunted, ready to lead
the search for other children.

Molly was eager to follow him—and grateful to have a purpose important enough and difficult enough
to prevent her from brooding too intently on the hostile new world they would haveto facein the days
ahead.

Nonetheless, as Virgil led them farther north aong the street, Mally noticed that the radiant lichen
crusted asignificant number of trees. stone pines, sugar pines, sycamores dressed with the yellow foliage
of autumn. The transformation of the earth continued apace.

She saw other sycamores and cottonwoods with beards of gray moss like nothing that previously had
grown in Black Lake. Some of this mossy bunting hung in swags aswispy asthe mist, but other drapings
were dense, conveying an impression of rot and disease.

Two massive trees had toppled, but their fate appeared to have nothing to do with aggressive alien
plant forms. They had stood in soil so saturated by the rainsthat their weight was greater than the power
of the sodden earth to hold them erect. One tree had falen into the street, entirely blocking it, and the
other had crashed onto a house, doing serious damage.

Never wandering, never pausing to sniff the ground or the air, Virgil proceeded one block farther north,
then turned east and trotted uphill to Chestnut Lane.

Molly expected to be led to another residence, in which the wallswould be infested. Perhaps thistime
the fluttering multitudes would escape their hive and seek whatever sustenance they needed.

The shepherd took them instead toward St. Perpetua’s, the church at the corner of Chestnut Lane and
Hill Street, the steeple and the roof of which thrust up and vanished into the overcast.

This structure had been built of stone quarried from these mountains. The two oak front doors stood
under handsome limestone tympanums that together cradled a stained-glass rose window, al surrounded
by acinquefail arch.

The north and south walls of the church aso featured stained-glass windows. Through two of these,
toward the dtar-end of the nave, came a constant but dightly quivering light, not nearly strong enough to
transform the mosaics of somber glassinto bright scenes of grace and miracles, but sufficient to reved
that someone had taken refugein the building.

Earlier, when Molly and Neil had quickly toured the town in search of neighbors gathered in mutua
defense, before finding the crowd at the tavern, they'd cruised past St. Perpetuas. It had appeared to be
deserted.

Virgil did not proceed to the front doors of the church. He went to the open gate in the wrought-iron
fence that surrounded the adjacent cemetery.



There, the dog exhibited hisfirst moment of trepidation: ears forward, breath held, tail tucked. From
rump to giflesto hocks, hisback legstrembled.

Y et after only abrief heditation, the shepherd went through the gate and among the tombstones. Mally,
Nell, and the children reluctantly followed.

Two ancient live oaks, growing a maximum atitude and unlikely to have survived higher onthe
mountain, shadowed the farther reaches of the cemetery. Their massve crowns were for the most part
cloaked in thefog, and the aides of graves under their limbswere obscured by filigrees of blackest
shadows worked across afield of purplelight.

In those open areas closer to the gate, however, the enduring and anachronigtic twilight brightened the
yard enough to reved that some gravestones had been targeted by busy vandas. Simple rectangles of
granite, carved angels, two Latin crosses, one cross of Calvary, one Cdltic cross, molines and botonees
and patriarchas had been toppled and broken.

Graves had been opened. Not most. Perhaps a dozen, fifteen, out of hundreds.
Y oung Abby sought Mally's hand and squeezed it tightly.

Masses of mud, excavated earth, covered some areas of grass. Scattered across the mud were coffin
lidsof dl varieties. shattered wood, twisted and mangled metd.

The open graveswere nearly full of muddy water. In them floated tangled lengths of satin lining from the
caskets. A stained and lace-trimmed pillow on which had once rested the head of a cadaver. One black
shoe. Scraps of rotting garments. A few small bones, clean and white, mostly phalanges and metatarsals.

The dog had brought them hereto seethis.
Molly had no ideawhy.

Or perhaps she knew the meaning of this outrage, but lacked the nerve to follow logic where it would
take her.

37

THE NARTHEX OF THE CHURCH HAD A SINGLE WINDOW: the stained-glass, multifoliate rose
above the front doors. When filtered through red-and-gold glass, the plum light lost dl ability to
illuminate

Thiswasadark place, paneled in mahogany. The air smelled sweet with incense and rank with mold.



The dog sneezed twice, and snorted to clear his nose.
Molly'sflashlight found acolony of fungi in acorner, not black and yellow but pure white.

The specimen conssted of two forms growing in an gpparently random mix. Round bladderlike
dructures clustered in many sizes, swollen asif with abarely contained quantity of fluid, glistening with an
exuded milky mucus. What appeared to be soft fabric sacs, not quite fully inflated, dowly swelled and
subsided and swelled again as though they were lungs.

The colony measured approximately four feet wide, three feet deep, and six feet high. Massve.
Madignant. Aware.

How Moally knew it was aware, she could not say, and perhaps she reached this conclusion largely by
imagination rather than by reason or even intuition. Y et she remained certain that the interiors of the white
bladders, if not the pale lungs, teemed with malevolent and sentient life.

She wished that Abby and Johnny could have waited outside. The kids couldn't be |eft alone, however,
and neither she nor Neil was ready to compromise their commitment to stay together at al times.

Virgil pawed at the door between the narthex and the nave, pawed with such ing stence that he seemed
to suggest they had little time to do what must be done.

When Mally pushed the door open, she glimpsed awhite marble holy-water font immediatdly to the
right, but was more drawn to the sight of scores of candles clustered at the front of the church, toward
the extreme right Side of the chancel railing.

By habit, she dipped two fingersin that small marble reservoir. Instead of cool water and the usudl
sense of peace, she felt adamp, spongy, foul something.

Snatching her fingers back, aming the flashlight more directly at the font, she discovered a severed
human hand lying in the water. PAm up. Digits bristling like the legs of adead crab.

A cry caught in her throat, then issued as half whimper and half wheeze,

A thing asfamiliar asahand, in such unexpected and offensive context, seemed dien in the extreme,
lessgridy than shocking, but gridy enough.

To spare the children from this sight, Mally a once turned the flashlight away from the font, toward the
main aide of the shadowy nave. Twitching on the wooden floor, the beam reveded her state of mind.

"Stay away from the font, don't even look at it," she warned them, and hoped that the poor light would
gpare them the sight now etched in her memory.

Although fresh, Molly's recollection of the hand wasimperfect. She suspected that something about
that severed member had been reveatory, premonitory, but the crucial detail eluded her.

She did not turn back to take a second look. The nave ahead of her compelled attention, for three
children and two men were gathered in the light of the many candlesin the southwest corner, just outside
the sanctuary.

From adistance, the posture of that group of five appeared defensive, fearful. Judging by their tense
but passive attitude, they had no guns, and they seemed to expect not a group rather like themsalves but
storm troopers from another world.



Molly suddenly redlized that from the perspective of the five among the candles, she and Neil, and their
two charges, were embraced by darkness, their true nature indiscernible. Consequently, as she
proceeded along the center aide, she caled out afriendly greeting, identifying hersalf and her husband.

Thefive remained sllent and till, and stiff with tenson. Perhaps their experiences of the night just past
had led them to expect deception; their response would depend on the evidence of their own eyes.

The candles, though numerous, did nothing to relieve the gloom in the congregationa section of the
nave. Likewise, the dim purple daylight at the stained-glass windows failed to unravel asingle thread of
thetightly woven shadows.

Asshefollowed Virgil dong the aide, Molly heard alow voice murmuring what might have been an
Our Father, and a second voice even more softly reciting what sounded like the Hail-Mary rhythms of

the Rosary.

Sheredlized that others had taken refuge in St. Perpetuas, turning to God in this crisis as she had once
expected more of the townspeople might have done. These faithful sat Singly and in pairs, sat quietly here
and there among the pews, humble shapesin the darkness.

Shedidn't disturb their prayers and meditations by picking them out with her flashlight, but respected
the privacy of their worship and their penance.

As she reached the crossing, that open area between the front row of pews and the chancel railing, a
tremor passed underfoot, accompanied by the creak and pop of tongue stressing against groovein the
oak planks.

She swept the well-waxed floor around her with the light. A couple of buckled boards, lifting dightly
from the subflooring, suggested pressure from below.

Virgil sniffed at them only in passing, making awide berth around the deformed planks.

The church had a basement. Down there among the supplies and the stored-away holiday decorations,
between the furnace and the water heater, perhaps some beast with no Christian purpose had taken up
residence.

Every candlein the red glasses on the votive rack was alight. Others, from abox of spares, had been
st on the chancd railing and around the base of alife-sze Satue of the Holy Mother just inside the
sanctuary.

In the ruby, gold, and fluctuant radiance, Molly saw that the three children shared freckles, green eyes,
and acertain cast of featuresthat identified them as sblings.

The face of the youngest—an auburn-haired girl of perhaps five—glistened with steady, quiet tears.
Abby at once took her hand and stood with her, perhaps because they knew each other, or just because
she redlized that she could lend some courage to the younger girl.

The other children were boys, apair of identical twins, eight or nineyearsold. Instead of their Sster's
auburn locks, they had dark hair, amost black. While they looked scared, they aso appeared to be both
tense and restless with that healthy rebellious energy that from time to time animates the best of boys.
They wanted to do something, take action, even asthey recognized that the resolution of their current
hated situation was beyond their power.

Neither of the men with the children appeared to be related to them.



Thefirgt, tal and thin, had a prominent Adam's apple, and a sharp nose. While he chewed on his lower
lip amost vigoroudy enough to draw blood, his hopping-hen eyes pecked nervoudy at Mally, then at
Nelil, then at the kids, then at the worshipersin the pews, then toward the lark dtar.

The other was shorter, heavy, literdly wringing his pudgy hands with anxiety, and earnestly apologetic.
"I'm sorry. I'm so sorry, but there was no other way."

"Sorry about what?' Neil asked.

"We don't have guns,” the heavy man said. "We hoped you would— and you do. But now I'm
wondering—how could guns make a difference?’

"I'm not good at riddles,” Neil said.

"We could have warned you off, but then what would happen to us? So we let you walk into atra.
I'm s0 sorry."

Another tremor passed through the floor. The ruby-glass candle holders clinked against the metal
votive rack. The flames quivered on the wicks, licked higher, bright tonguesin slent screams.

WHATEVER RESTLESS PRESENCE STIRRED IN THE church basement, the heavyset man, like his
tall companion, appeared to be lessinterested in the threat under their feet than in the dark chancel
behind them and the worshipersin the pews before them. His nervous stare roved from one knot of
shadows to another.

"Can you get usout of here?' thetall man asked, as though he had forgotten the location of the doors.

Behind her, Molly heard movement from various pointsin the church, asif those in the pews had risen
in unison, in response to an invitation to Communion.

Turning, sherecdled the hand in the holy-water font. Because of the shock of that repulsive contact,
she had blanked on acrucia detail, which no longer eluded her. The severed grotesquely had not been
that of aman dismembered in the current conflict, for it had been bloated, discolored, pocked with
corruption.

The hand had belonged to a man dead and buried for some time. Preserved by the embamer'sart, it
had only gradualy succumbed to the process of decay, but it had not weathered the grave unblemished.

One by one, her flashlight picked out ten figures standing among the pews. these sham worshipers,
these soullessworm-riddled hulks, in their rotting funeral suits and dresses. Blind behind their sewn-shut
eyelids. Dedf to truth, incgpable of hope. Resurrected in only aphysica sense—and perhapsin aspirit of



mockery. Mockery. Travesty. Desecration, profanation.

Here again was that unearthly power that did not differentiate between the living and the dead, or even
between the organic and theinorganic. It seemed that Earth was being taken and remade not by ETs
from another spird arm of the Milky Way or from another galaxy, but by beings from another universe,
where dl the laws of nature were radicdly different from thosein thisone.

Humanity's redlity, which operated on Eingteinian laws, and the utterly different redity of humanity's
dispossessors had collided, meshed. At this Einstein intersection, al things seemed possible now inthis
worgt of al possible new worlds.

Inrising to their feet, the dead stirred within themsaves the gases of decomposition. What had seemed
to be the reek of the white fungus grew more pungent and could be identified more accurately.

With asense of smell at least ten thousand times more acute and more sophisticated than that of any
human being, Virgil must have known what had been sitting in those shadowed pews, but hed sounded
no darm as he had led her past them. He stood now among the five children. His dedication to their
rescue exceeded even the most extraordinary canine behavior that Molly had ever seen before, and she
was reminded that in some way she couldn't understand, the dog was more than he seemed to be.

The mortician's stitches had not in every case held, and one among these nightmare parishioners had
both eyes open. The beam of the flashlight did not reved cataracted or corrupted eyes; instead, the
contents of the skull bulged from the sockets—afamiliar black fungus spotted with yellow.

Aseffectively asaleech taking blood, fear suckled on Molly's hope. As her heart raced once more,
however, shetook courage, if not comfort, from the fact that these expatriates of the grave frightened her
less than the encounter with Render at the tavern.

Another cadaver, short on flesh and long on bone, caged amass of the black-and-yellow fungusin its
open ribs. Another colony wound itsright arm, from shoulder to wrigt, like an entwining serpent.

Thefloor of the church shuddered again, planks creaked, planks cracked, asif something below had
awakened in hunger, preparing for its hour to devour.

Three candlesfell off the communion railing. One extinguished itsdlf, and Neil slamped out the other
two.

The dead began to move. They didn't shamble, didn't snarl or hiss, didn't thrash with rage, made none
of the standard movie moves. They headed toward the aides—north, south, central—blocking al the
public routes out of the church, stepping dowly but with a strange ately dignity.

To return to the narthex and escape by the front doors, Molly would have to confront at least three of
these mock Lazaruses, which she would not—could not—do, especially not when she had the kidsto
think about, perhaps not even if sheld been aone, not with a pistol, not with aflamethrower.

In sync with hiswifésthoughts, Neil suggested an dternative: "There's another way. Through the
sacristy, out the back door into the rectory yard."

"That'sno good," thetall man said in avoice thick with dour certainty.

Asif in confirmation, aclatter came out of the sanctuary beyond the communion railing, from the
chanceled darkness past the reach of candle glow.

Although shewasloath to turn her flashlight awvay from the ten cadaversin the nave, Molly swung the



beam toward the sound. A priest stood at the high altar.
No. Not apriest. The remains of one.

Father Dan Sullivan, who had served this parish for dmost three decades, had died in August of the
previous year. Now he had returned to the ditar, asif the daily rituals of hislife were encoded in the cells
of hisembamed body, sill compeling him to hiswork.

From thisangle, Molly had aview only of his profile, but she knew who he must be. He wore the black
suit and Roman collar in which he had been buried thirteen months ago. His white hair—once red—was
tangled with filth, hisclerica suit stresked with mud.

A moment after the light found him, the dead priest gripped fistfuls of the antependium, the
embroidered cloth that draped the front of the dtar, and jerked violently on it. The tabernacle crashed to
the floor and burst open, scattering pyx, paten, and chalice.

They would have to pass by this specter to get to the sacristy. One such adversary, however, was less
daunting than ten of them.

More tremorsin the floor, more violent than before, shook the columns, climbed to the ceiling, made
the extinguished chanddiers arc through darkness on the ends of chainsthat creaked and clinked, link to
link.

Theremaining candles on therailing fell off, rolled under pews, flames licking floor wax and brightening
asthey turned.

Nell switched on hisflashlight and handed it to the heavyset man. "I'll lead the way, you follow close on
my right and keep the light ahead of me."

Virgil bounded over thelow chancel railing, and the five kids scrambled after him.

In the nave, the macabre parishioners approached unhurriedly, asif they could see the future and knew
that their malicious intentions would be fulfilled whether they made haste or not.
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PAST THE RACK OF VOTIVE CANDLESIN RUBY GLASSES, over thelow communion railing,
into the sanctuary, Mally followed the tall man, who followed the children and the dog, who themselves
followed the flashlight-widding fat man and Nall.

Thefirg light siwept |eft to right, right to left, ceasdesdy scanning the way ahead, as Neil had ingtructed.



Molly used her beam to lever stubborn shadows out of suspicious corners, expecting to pry loose an
atrocity of onekind or another, sooner or later.

Between them and the dtar stood the choir enclosure. Stepped rows of chairs had been knocked
askew by the tremorsthat had shaken the building.

On theinclined ambulatory, they passed beside and then above the choir box and the silent organ. The
door to the sacristy lay to the south of the altar, ten feet beyond the top of the ramp, where the floor
leveled off.

Asthey ascended with wariness but aso in something of arush, the abomination that had been Father
Dan moved to intercept them.

Molly'slight revealed the dead priest's face. Bloated. Livid. Split like the skin of an overripe plum at the
corners of the mouth. Left eye sawn shut; right open, torn threads dangling from the upper lid. The
blinkless milky eye reflected light with asilver sheen.

Because this, too, was an agent of despair, the sight of which seemed intended to drain hope and dilute
courage, Molly wished to look away but could not. Dread and morbid fascination held her—and a sense
of pending insght smilar to what she had felt in the tavern, shortly after the encounter with Render. Here
was death undone and life that was not dive. Here was the insane new world order imposed by princes
from some distant star, miracles of darkest design that offended, fascinated, sickened, spellbound.

Abruptly the priest's face blossomed, as though his features and the facia bonesthey overlaid werea
fragile facade—lessthan afacade, an illusion. What nested within burst out, and the exterior at the same
time folded to the sdes and inward, so that under the shock of tangled white hair was reveded amass of
crimson tentacular forms stippled with what appeared to be six- and eight-inch thorns, or stingers, the
whole of it smultaneoudy writhing and britling, athing suitably demonic to police thetenth circle of Hell
if Dante had found more than ninelevels.

Quarrdling echoes of the shotgun blast chased one another around the groin-vaulted celling, vibrated
saints and angelsin the stained-glass windows.

Chest-dammed, the infested cadaver blew backward, crashed to the floor. It kicked the fallen chalice
into anoisy roll and tangled in the rumpled antependium.

Evidently the thing that had taken residence in the corpse would not be dissuaded by buckshot. It
thrashed, trying to cast off the dtar cloth and regain itsfeet.

The cold congruence of Mally's cupped hand and the butt of the pistol provided less comfort by the
minute. Even an entire magazine of hollow-point 9-mm rounds, well placed at close range, might not stop
this hagridden cadaver when the hag was perhaps aresilient life form more plant than animal.

The group kept moving in flashlight flares and swoops of shadow. They had taken only two steps,
however, when the floor shook as never before: shook, splintered, cracked open.

Molly sumbled, amost fell.

Between Nell, in thelead, and the man behind him, shattered planks erupted in ajagged bouquet of
oaK.

A stench breathed out of the basement, and with that reeking exhdation rose athing less than half
glimpsed in thejittering flashlight beams.



Molly thought, Bug.

Quick impressonsin bad light. Insectile. Enormous. Polished carapace. Beetle horns. Wickedly
serrated mandibles. Armored abdomen. Pedipalpi. Numerous compound eyes, inexpressibly strange and
vagudy luminous. Suddenly ayawning maw and arazored gullet to rival that of any shark.

Screaming, the heavyset man was plucked off the sanctuary floor and dragged into the basement.
In an ingtant the apparition had appeared, and in the next instant had vanished.

By the bucking of the floor, by the fat man'skicking legs, by their own panic, the five children had been
knocked together, three thrown to the floor, and one—the freckled girl with the auburn hair—had falen
into the hole. Having grabbed the jagged end of a plank, she hung by both hands, legs dangling in the
basement.

From the darkness below the girl, the lost man's tortured cries begged for death and pleaded mercy,
for he was not at once broken and sucked dry, but suffered instead an attenuated desth that didn't bear
contemplation.

THEMYSTERY OF EVIL ISTOO DEEP TO BE ILLUMINATED by thelight of reason, and
likewise the basement of the church, while no more than twelve feet in depth, presented to Molly a
blackness as perfect as that you might find gazing outward to the Sarless void beyond the farthest edge
of theuniverse.

The heavyset man had dropped his flashlight before being dragged into the chamber below. It had
rolled against the ambulatory wall; and now it shone toward the sacristy, reveding little.

Molly dared not direct her light into the hole, for fear of exciting the creature that had risen from it—or
ahos of others. Ingtead, she thrugt the flashlight at the tall man, instructing him to sweep the chancd and
pinpoint, for Nell, any looming threats that might be checked even temporarily by a shotgun blast.

She dropped to her knees at the broken-oak rim of the pit and seized the dangling girl by her arms.

The ghastly screamsrising from below did not motivate the girl to give hersdlf to rescue, but froze her.
She would not relinquish her grip on the shattered plank.

"Let go, I'll lift you out, I'll lift you up,” Molly promised.

Containing three greensin striation—apple-green, jade-green, celadon—the girl's eyeswere
beseeching. She wanted help but had no trust.



Seeking some connection to break the ice that froze the child's nerve, Molly said, "Honey, what's your
name?'

From below came shuddering, stuttering miseries of sound out of the lost man, athrashing, awet
sucking noise—and underlying al the rest, a cold whispering as of athousand voices expressing eager

appetites.
The girl began to sob with terror.

Her twin brothers bent to the hole, and Molly warned them to get back, but one of them urged his
gder to rdent: "Bethany, she wantsto help you. Let her help.”

Evidently the thing that wore the morta coil of the dead priest had gotten to itsfeet again, for the
shotgun boomed.

Through the layered reverberations bouncing back from groin vaults and stained-glass windows, Nell
cdled out to Mally, "Hurry!"

"Bethany,” sheimplored, "let go of the plank.”

Another crash of shotgun, so soon, suggested that the cleric's cadaver was not the only immediate
threat.

Molly had the girl's eyes now, and she did not look away from them to see what danger loomed, but
sad with al the passion that her voice could carry, "Bethany, trust me. I'll diefor you. If you fall, I'll come
inthere after you. Trust me."

A ydlow radiance flared behind Molly, the shimmering brightness of thriving flames. Theralling candles
must have found combustible materid.

"Trust mel"

The girl's gaze did away toward something to the right of Mally, and her sobbing subsided.
The dog. Good Virgil had come boldly to the splintery edge of the hole.

Below, thefat man'slagt cry spiraed into agroan and then into silence.

Holding fast to Bethany, looking past her, Molly saw nothing more than shades of blacknessmovingin
the basement, different intengties and textures of restless darkness. The many whispering voices might
have been angry urgent speech or only sound without substance.

For amoment Bethany seemed to be in communion with the dog. Then she said to Mally, "Help me,”
whereupon the cloud of panic clarified in her green eyes.

Gripping the girl's upper arms, Mally lifted, asthough curling weights, The girl let go of the plank and,
kicking asif something were plucking at her feet, came out of the hole, onto the floor of the ambulatory.

Reflections of flames now capered on thewalls, whipped bright tailsin salamander flourishes acrossthe
windows, added luster to wooden surfaces. Molly smelled smoke and saw it curling in greasy coils
around her legs.

Urging Bethany and her brothers to move past the shattered floor to safer territory, Molly glanced back
and saw red flames, not the reflection of them, in the nave, unfurling and billowing like the flags of a
war-mad nation.



Opening the gate in the communion railing, acorpsein fiery clothes came forward, its hair ablaze, but
resolute.

Molly turned from that walking tallow and followed the tall man, who followed Bethany and her
brothers, around the broken planks, toward Neil and Abby and Johnny, toward the sacristy.

Thistime the tremors had the power of aseismic event. The floor leaped, fell back, rocked.
Thetall man staggered, dmost fell into the hole, windmilled hisarms, kept his balance, but—

—that cousin to earwigs, brother to centipedes, sister to wasps, that beast which might have been the
god of al insects thrummed out of the basement, skewered the man's abdomen with astinger aslong asa
knight's lance, and took him screaming down into the pit.

Molly felt sudden blistering heet at her back. In her mind's eye, she saw the fiery hand of the blazing
corpse reaching for her hair. Sheran.
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TALL MAN SCREAMING IN THE DARK BELOW, CRACKLE of combusting wood, hissing of
undetermined origin, excited cries of frightened children, and Neil shouting words broken into
meaningless fragments of sound by the pounding hammer of Molly'sheart . . .

He stepped forward, leveling his shotgun at her. She tucked and rolled into the low smoke, and he fired
over her.

Although she held her bregth, she tasted the greasy vapors and scrambled to her feet, gagging, spitting.

Out of church rowsinstead of corn rows, acrossthisfield where only souls were cultivated, the dead
parishionersin their ragged grave clothes approached like scarecrows set walking by sorcery, some on
fire and gpreading flames as they moved.

Thefloor quaked, the walls shook, a stained-glass window cracked aong aline of leading.
Virgil barked asif to say, Timeto go.

Molly agreed.

The shotgun roared.

Johnny had retrieved the flashlight dropped by the fat man. He gaveit to Mally.

All energy and ingtinct, flashlight in her left hand and pistal in her right, she disdained the knob and
kicked open the sacristy door.



Although flapping adazzle of bright wings behind her, firdight feathered into darknessjust past the
threshold.

She shouldered through the rebounding door, thrusting recklesdy into the room, chasing shadows with
the beam, ready to shoot anything that light alone could not banish.

The church rocked, cabinet doors flew open, and she fired two rounds into cassocks and chasubles
just to be sure that they were only vestments hanging from a closet rod.

Virgil padded past her, unfazed by the gunfire, quick to the outer door.

Hollow haunting groans and semi-electronic yowls, reminiscent of the voices of whales, rose from the
very bones of the church, asif out of ahundred fathoms. Thistime the floor both trembled and sagged.

Turning, shouting for the kids, Molly discovered that dl five had dready followed her.
Beyond them, Neil stood in the doorway, facing the sanctuary, prepared to defend their retredt.

The floor had turned spongy, quivering like a membrane with each step she took. She threw open the
outer door, and the dog dashed from the church.

Alert for hostile forces—known, unknown, and unimaginable—she led the children into the rectory
yard, where the purple light had grown no brighter with the progress of the morning. The ceiling of fog
gtill hung low, so dense that the position of the sun could not be discerned.

Except for their little group, there were no sgns of life, Earthborn or otherwise. Black Lakelay bound
in tillness, wrapped in muffling mist, asready for eternity as a pharaoh embamed for the tomb.

AsNeil backed out of the sacristy into the yard, astorm seemed to break inside the church. A hard
clap of thunder shuddered the building, as violent as any lightning-chasing crash that ever shook the
heavens.

Crumblings of loose mortar rattled out of the stone walls. Dust and paper debris plumed from the open
sacristy door.

Surdly thefloor had collapsed into the basement. Therailing fire damped suddenly, briefly, then flared
higher and brighter than before, flamboyantly illuminating the sacred geometries of the colorful windows.
Even thisroar brought no citizensinto the street. They were huddled in their homes with baseball bats
and handguns, or gone to other redoubts—or dead. Or worse than dead: living farms for aien fungus,
living egg cases for the entomol ogical wonders of another world.
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THE DRAMA OF THE BURNING CHURCH PLAY ED bright upon the gloom, but Molly was
surfeited with spectacle. Trusting that the collgpsed floor and the storm of fire would eradicate the
pestilence in the basement and reduce the hag-ridden cadavers to ashes and knobs of charred bones, she
turned away and urged the children across the yard, toward the street.

Looking shaken but grimly determined, Neil joined them. "Where now?"

"If Virgil has more placesto lead us" she said, "well follow him, but not until we've gone back to the
tavern.”

"Why there?'

Molly remembered Cassie, the nine-year-old girl with sapphire eyes, daughter of fence-gitters, left
behind.

Sherecdled, aswell, how the nine dogs had roamed the tavern end to end, assduoudy sniffing the
well-worn floor. She had assumed they were savoring the fragrant stains of dropped food and spilled
drinks.

Her assumptions had changed.

"If the tavern has a basement, there's something in it, sure as hell. Weve got to get those people out of
there beforeit'stoo late.”

They were just twenty feet from the street when arefugee out of an L SD-inspired hallucination moved
in the purple haf-light, approaching from their right across the rectory lawn. They halted but didn't at
onceretregt.

A colony of white fungi, smaler than but otherwise identica to the one they had seen in the narthex of
. Perpetuas, was on the move: round bladderlike structuresin various sizes, glistering with amilky
ooze, and soft veiny sacsthat continuoudy swelled and partialy deflated and swelled again, asthough the
cresture had been turned inside out, revealing clusters of internal organs. It progressed on eight short legs
that reminded Mally of those on a Jerusaem cricket—insectile but thick and tough.

The children crowded close to Molly. She discovered that their trust gave her courage in return for
whatever strength her presence imparted to them.

Nelil fished shellsout of his coat pockets, pumped one into the chamber of the shotgun, and loaded
three more in the tubular magazine.

Asymmetricd, about twice the sze of Virgil, low to the ground, the thing proceeded at a measured
pace. Although it didn't seem to be built for speed and had no apparent visua apparatusto guideit,
Molly didn't discount the possibility that it could move much faster when necessary, guided by some
sense other than—but asreliable as—eyesight.

Wil fed and content, crocodiles aso appeared to be dow and ungainly. When hungry or irritated,
however, they could outrun most dogs or any human.

If thistoo-solid apparition was a mere fungus or another more sophisticated phylum of plant, it wasn't
likely to be a dangerous predator in the tradition of the potted carnivorein Little Shop of Horrors. On the
other hand, innocuous plant life didn't sprout legs and travel.

Behind them, church windows burst from the heat. Showers of bright glass rained down and puddied
into darker mosaics on the wet lawn.



Like cloud-fluttered moonglow in adream rich with psychos's, orangefirelight rippled acrossthe
rain-soaked lawn, over the loathsome bulbous fungus that now seemed obscenein its dimy tumescence.

She remembered her certainty, at first Sght of the larger soecimen in the narthex, that it was malignant,
if not malevolent. And aware.

Drunk or not, Derek Sawtelle had gotten to the heart of the matter when he had said that on the world
from which these invaders came, perhaps the differences between plant and animd life were not as
clearly defined as on Earth. Consequently, predators might not be easily recognized in dl instances.

The creature didn't deviate from itsorigina line of direction, didn't start toward them, but marched
steadily southward. It crossed their path and kept going.

Asit began to move away, asound so unexpected and disturbing issued from it that Mally felt her
reason wobble like aspinning coin losing momentum. Thisthing, this pale atrocity, let out asound that
was too much like a grief-stricken woman weeping quietly, quietly but in the most poignant misery.

For an ingtant shetried to deny the source of the lamentations, and scanned the nearby night for a
human figure to match the voice. She could see no one.

The eight-legged abomination was indeed the mourner, athough the quadity of its cry was most likely
naturd to it and not mimicry, asmilarity explained sheerly by chance.

To hear it asgrief or misery was no doubt to misunderstand it. The cry of aloon pedling acrossthe
dillness of alake on asummer night will sound lonely to the human ear even if londinessis not the Sate of
mind that the loon intends to express.

Nevertheless, to hear such pitiable human soundsissuing from acreature o dien and repulsive in every
regard was profoundly disquieting, chilling.

Thething fdll slent—but amoment later, from between or behind the houses across the Street, came a
faint answering pule.

Another of its kind was out there in the purple morning, and the monstrous crier hdted, asif listening to
thisresponse.

A second reply rose from adifferent direction, also faint—but this one was of a deegper timbre and
sounded less like aweeping woman than like aweeping man.

When those other voicesfell silent, the abomination moved once more, continuing onitsorigina course.

Surredl. Unredl. Too redl.
"Look," Neil said, pointing north.

Another luminosity, like the one that had hovered over them on La Cresta Avenue, appeared in the
dense fog layer, traveling soundlesdy across the town from the northeast to the southwest.

"And there."
A second glowing craft brightened out of the west and proceeded eastward on a serpentine course.

Behind the secreting overcast, the masters of the morning sky were atending to the business of
conquest.



PART SIX

"But at my back inacold blast | hear

The rattle of the bones, and chuckle spread from ear to ear.’

—T.S. Eliot, The Waste Land

EN ROUTE FROM ST. PERPETUA'STO THE TAIL OF THE Wolf Tavern, Johnny and Abby
stayed closeto Neil, while Virgil trotted behind them, alert to the possibility of attack from the rear or
from ether flank. The dog seemed to understand that for the moment his primary duty wasto guard
rather than to lead.



At the front of their smal column, traveling with the twins and their sster, Molly learned that the boys
were Eric and Elric Crudup, born on New Y ear's Day ten years ago this coming January. They had been
named after Viking heroes, although neither of their parents could claim asingle Scandinavian ancestor.

"Our mom and dad like aquavit and Elephant beer,” said Eric. "They chase one with the other.”
"Aquavit and Elephant beer are made in Scandinavia," Elric explained.

Their sster—more Scandinavian-looking with her lighter locks than her brothers were with their dark
hair—went by her middle name, Bethany, because her first name was Grende!.

Her mother and father had named her Grendel because they knew it to be Scandinavian. The girl was
amost four years old before her parents discovered that Grende was the name of the monster dain by
Beowulf. Their knowledge of Scandinavian myth and English literature had not been as complete astheir
appreciation for Scandinavias finest acoholic beverages.

Neither of the two men who perished in the church had been related to the Crudup siblings. The
heavyset man, whom they'd known—abut not well—as Mr. Fosburke, had taught sixth grade at their
elementary school. Thetal man had been astranger to them.

Eric, Elric, and Bethany bdlieved their parents were dive, although they—and the materna
grandmother who lived with them—had "gone through the ceiling,” during the night, leaving the children to
defend themselves.

Later, when the power went off, the three kids had become too frightened to remain a home. They
had fled two blocks through the rain to the protection of the church. Where evil found them.

... gonethrough the celling . . .

Under the sea of purplefog, in thisdim mortuary light of the drowned sun, with the trolls and menaces
of another world set loose in unknowable numbers and forms, Mally had to remain dert to every
shadow, which might be smply ashadow or instead amortal threat. On the move and in ahurry, she
couldn't concentrate on conversation intently enough to finesse from Eric, Elric, and Bethany a coherent
explanation of exactly what they meant by "gone through the ceiling.”

The children hurried with her, eager to share what they had witnessed.

"Just floated up out of the family room," said six-year-old Bethany, who seemed to have rebounded
with remarkabl e resilience from the trauma of having dangled, baitlike, above the basement lair of the
insectile horror.

Elric said, "Floated like astronauts with no gravity."

"Weran updtairs,” Eric said.

"And we found them in our folks bedroom, but they kept going up,” said Elric.
Bethany said, "I was scared.”

"Weadl were" said the twins Smultaneoudly.

"Not Grandma She wasn't scared.”

"Shewent crazy," Eric declared.



Bethany took offense. "She did not.”
"Fully, totaly nut-bal," Ericingsted. "Laughing. | heard her laughing.”

From anearby backyard or aleyway came the weeping of awoman, which might have arisen in fact
from agrieving mother or a desolate widow, but Molly wouldn't have bet on either.

In normal times, she would have gone a once to investigate these lamentations, to offer assistance,
consolation. Now she dared spend her compassion only on the children. These cries of anguish and woe
were alure, and her pity would be repaid with ahook, agaff, agutting.

She waked fagter, thinking of Cassie at the tavern, in the care of the drunk and the self-deluded, and
the Crudup children matched her pace.

"Anyway, whether Grandmawent crazy or not, that was later,” said Elric. "First we ran upstairsand
saw how they came through the floor from the family room."”

Eric sad, "And then they floated right up through the bedroom ceiling, too."

"They grabbed at us," said Bethany, "like maybe we could weigh them down, but we were scared, and
anyway they couldn't hold us."

"They could never hold on to us or anything." Eric sounded angry about offenses committed long
before the taking of the earth had begun.

"When it happened again later," Elric remembered, "l tried to hold Grandma by the foot.”
Bethany said, "And | held Elric 'cause | was afraid held go right up with her.”

Bewildered by thistae, which on any other night would have sounded like areport of anightmareor a
hallucination and might have been easily dismissed, Mally said, "What do you mean through the celling?’

"Through," said Eric. "Likethe ceilling wasn't solid a dl, just adream of aceiling.”

Elric sad, "Like when amagician puts his assstant in abox and saws her in haf, and the blade goes
right through her legs but sheisn't hurt and the blade isn't bent.”

"We thought we would float up, too, sincethey did,” Bethany recdled, "but we didn't.”

Eric sad, "We climbed the pull-down ladder into the attic, and they were screaming up there.”

"Not Grandma," Bethany reminded him.

"No. She was getting ready to go crazy later."

"Not true."

"Istrue.”

"Anyway," Elric continued, "they were screaming and trying to hold on to things, like the attic rafters.”
Eric said, "Screaming at me and Elric, 'Y ou little bastards, do something.' "

"They used lots of words, al worse than 'bastards,’ " Bethany said. "But we agreed months ago never
totak likethey do."



"We would've done something,” Eric said, "but there wasn't anything we could do, and they couldn't
hold, so they went right through the roof."

They turned the corner into a street where haf the trees were festooned with gray moss, like a scene
from the swamps of Louisanaor from the mind of Poe on opium. The gnarled trunks were embossed
with luminous lichen and deformed by growths that Molly had not seen before, ringworm formsthe size
of ashcan lids, fat and festering under the bark.

"We couldn't get onto theroof," Elric told Mally, "we couldn't see what happened after that.”
"But we could hear them out there," Bethany said solemnly.

"Screaming,” Eric said, "out there in the rain above the house.”

"We were scared.”

"Redl scared."

"So pretty quick their voicesfaded intherain,” Eric said.

"They were beamed up," Bethany explained.

"To the mother ship,” the twins said in unison, shaped by the enduring age of techno-fantasy that their
parents and grandparents had bequeathed them.

"Mother ship. That'swhat wethink," their sister agreed. " So they'll be back. People who get beamed
up sooner or later get beamed down again, but sometimesin other places.”

Even inthe middle of the street, they had to pass under the spreading boughs of the infected trees.
Molly dmost turned back, but they were on the last leg of the shortest route to the tavern.

In the windless stilIness, Molly thought she heard furtive noises overhead. Squinting up into the fretwork
of branches, which at fifteen feet vanished in the purple fog, she could not see much, for where the limbs
were not leafed or hung with moss, they were leafed and hung with moss.

Thekids, cregped out as well, resorted to more chatter to talk themselves through this haunted woods.

"When we went up into the attic, after Grandma,” Elric told Mally, "this thing was there, though we
didnt seeit at firs."

"We smeled it though, right away," said Eric.
Bethany said, "It smelled like rotten eggs and burnt matches.”
"It andled like shit,”" Elric said bluntly.

"Poop," Bethany corrected, clearly disgpproving of hisuse of the vulgarity. "Rotten eggs, burnt
matches, and poop.”

Through the piercingsin the woody fretwork above them, against the purple backglow of the luminous
overcast, Molly saw quick and fluid movement. She glimpsed too little to judge the form or size of
whatever tracked them from branch to branch.

"Wedidn't see the thing until Grandmawas gone through the roof," said Elric.



"And then we didn't exactly seeit,” Bethany recaled.
"The power hadn't gone off yet," Eric said, "so therewas alight in the attic.”

Elric remembered: "But when you looked at the thing straight on, you couldn't see any details, only this
shape.”

"And it kept changing shape," said Bethany.

"Y ou could seeit clearest like from the corner of your eye," said Eric. "It was between us and the attic
trapdoor, and it was coming toward us.

"Then we were way scared,” said Bethany.

"Shitless" said Elric, but he at once apologized to his sgter, although perhaps not with complete
sncerity. "Sorry, Grendd."

"Dork," sad thegirl.
"Geek."
"Walking fart,”" she countered.

The longer they proceeded beneath the canopy of branches, the more movement that Molly detected
above them, dthough it remained stedlthy. She suspected that they were accompanied by many arboresl
presences, not just asingle creature.

When she glanced back at Neil, Abby, Johnny, and Virgil, she saw that they, too, were aware of the
secretive travelersin the trees.

Nell held the shotgun in both hands, in a semi-relaxed grip, the muzzle pointed upward as he walked,
ready to swivd left or right and fire into the branches at the first provocation. Thislovely man had passed
thirty-two yearsin gentle pursuits—scholar, shepherd, cabinetmaker— but this night he'd proved to bea
courageous protector in a pinch.

"Thething intheattic," Elric said, "might've got usif she hadn't made it back off.”
"Wouldve gotten usfor sure" said Bethany.

"Shejust sort of shimmered out of thin air. Shewaslike that guy in that old movie, that Star Warsguy,”
Eric said, "but she wasn't aguy, and she didn't have alight siword—or any sword.”

Immediately ahead of Molly, though not stirred by abreeze, leaves spoke to leaves, mosstrembled at
this conversation, and ahand of one of their stalkers appeared, only the hand, gripping a branch for
perch, for balance.

"Obi-Wan Kenobi," Elric said.
"That'stheguy," Bethany agreed. "Anold guy."

The reveded hand was approximately the size of one of Mally's, perhapswith an extradigit, fiercey
strong by the look of it, deep scarlet, scaly, reptilian.

"Shewasn't old though," said Eric.



"Pretty old," Bethany disagreed.
"Not asold asthe Star Warsguy.”
"No, not that old.”

Four knuckles per finger, endowed with black claws as pointed as rose thorns, the scarlet hand
released the limb and vanished into foliage as the nimble cresture proceeded ahead of them.

Speaking of the menacing presence encountered in their attic, Elric said, "I don't know how she madeiit
stay away from us."

"She spelled it away," Bethany replied.

Moally wondered how something her size could move so swiftly from treeto tree, yet in near sllence and
with so little disturbance of the leaves and moss. And she wondered how many of them were sSvarming
through the branches both below and above the dense fog.

"Shedidn't spdl it away," Eric said impatiently.
"Magic words," Bethany ingsted. " Theforce bewith you.'"

Molly counseled hersdlf to keep moving. Intuition told her that any hesitation would be interpreted as
weakness and that any sign of weakness would invite attack.

"That'sstupid,” Eric said. "Shedidn't say 'the force be with you' or anything like that.”
"Y eah, so what did she say?"

They werejust fifty feet from the next intersection. Ahead lay Main street, with three generous lanes of
pavement instead of two narrow ones; trees did not overhang the entire width of it, asthey did here.

"] don't remember what she said,”" Eric admitted.

"Meneither," hisbrother said.

" She said something,” Bethany declared.

Just three steps ahead of them, the scarlet hand or one like it appeared on another bareness of branch.

Molly considered firing her pistol into the tree. Even if she hit the creature and killed it, however, this
might be reckless. Ingtinct—which, with intuition, was dl she had to go on—told her that firing ashot
might invite ingtant vicious assault by othersin the wooden highways over-heed.

Simultaneous with the gppearance of the hand, an appendage, at least four feet long, red mottled with
green, more than an inch in diameter at the shank but dwindling to atasseled and barbed whip at the end,
perhaps atail, did out of the leaves, drooped down before them in alazy arc—then snapped up, shearing
moss, and out of sight.

Bethany and her brothers had seen this sinuous display. They had been meant to seeit. The exposed
tall was intended to be a challenge and a prod to panic.

The kids hated, clutching at one another for reassurance.

"Keegp moving,” Molly whispered, "but don't run. Walk. Just like you were doing.”



Fear made the children cautious, but adow pace was better than a sprint, which might, as with atiger,
invite pursuit. They would not win achase,

They were thirty feet from the end of the canopy.

Asif dl theseterrors were amad composition, systemized in meter, orchestrated, out of the bleak
morning came again the weeping of awoman, answered by the more distant but nonetheless miserable
weeping of aman, and aso ahead of Molly and to her right, an iron manhole cover rattled in the
blacktop, knocked upon from below by some restless entity, perhaps by the headless body of Ken
Halleck.

HUMAN WEEPING OF INHUMAN SOURCE, RED reptiles as big as cougarsin the trees, a

headl ess dead man or something worse knocking on the manhole cover, knocking to be released from
the storm drain: Mere anarchy had been set |oose upon the world, ablood-dimmed tide that threatened
to wash sanity up by the roots, tangleit like weeds, and sweep it away.

Molly kept moving, although she doubted they would escape the canopy of trees. To her surprise, they
reached the intersection with Main Street, where the only architecture overhead was the ceaselessly
changing, frescoed purple vaults of fog on fog.

Before she could indulge in even atimid hope, one of those silent luminous craft appeared again in the
overcas, racing toward them out of the west, one second glimpsed, six fast heartbests later hovering
overhead. Shape without form. Light that did not revedl its source. Its awesome power was suggested by
the absolute dtillness of itslevitation.

Asbefore, Mally fdt physicadly scrutinized to acdlular leve, every filament mapped in therich braid of
her emotions, every turning of her mind from its brightest to its darkest places explored in an instant and
understood in finest detail. By andytic rays, by probing currents, by telepathic scans, by science and
technology beyond the conception of the human mind, she was pored through, and known.

In the previous encounter, she had felt naked, terrified, and ashamed. Shefelt al those things now, and
in no less measure than before,

The children appeared to be bedazzled, as might be expected, and afraid, asthey should be, but she
did not believe that any of them felt violated as profoundly as she did.

Glancing at Nell, in whose face and dightest gestures she could aways read volumes, Molly saw more
than raw fear; she recognized terror in al its subtleties from anguish and anxiety to incipient panic, but
aso what might have been piercing sorrow. Struggling with his sorrow was anger at thisintrusive
examination, to which no name could accurately be given except perhaps "psychologica rape.”



Her heart flooded with anger, too, in avolumeto rival blood, for it seemed to her that if their world
wasto be taken and if al of them were to be daughtered sooner or later, then they were owed the
minima mercy of aswift and easy death. Instead shefelt asif shewerealiving toy on aleash held by a
vicious master: savagely teased, tormented, tortured.

She couldn't explain to hersalf how an extraterrestrial species, athousand years more advanced than
humanity, with the wisdom to beat the limitations of the speed of light and cross gdaxiesin aclock tick,
could be so barbarous, so pitiless. A civilization sufficiently sophisticated to construct ships larger than
mountains and machines cgpable of transforming entire worldsin mere hours ought alsoto bea
civilization exquistely sendtive to suffering and injustice.

A species capable of the merciless destruction committed in the night just past, however, must be
without conscience, without remorse, incurably sociopathic.

Evil.

Surdly, acivilization built by individuals motivated by pure sdf-interest, incapable of empathy, without
pity for others, would attain no grand heights. Evil would turn upon itsdlf, asit dwaysdid, and such a
species would reduce itself to dust long before it could reach for the sars.

Unless. ..

Unless perhapsit was ahive, in which every individua lacked a conscience, lacked even the concept of
pity, reveled in cruety, and had no persond identity different from those of al the other billions of its
kind. Then each might direct its evil urges outward from the hive, bend itsintellect to the creation of dark
technologies, intheinterest of furthering the evil of al. Their need to destroy, their implacable fury, would
be brought to bear upon anything not of the hive or not of useto the hive. They would raze, ruin, and
extirpate everything in their path.

If for adecade or a century they colonized Earth, they would eventualy move on to some other world.
They would leave behind alifeless sphere, as barren asMars, al sand and rock and ice and mournful
wind.

The as yet unseen destroyers of worlds delighted in the havoc they unleashed, in the terror and the
blood. Their driving need was the destruction of al that was Other to them, and their sole blisswasthe
suffering they administered. Thistruth could be confirmed by ample evidence everywherein Black Lake.

These thoughts raced through Mally's mind even as she kept the children moving along Main Street
under the sllently hovering craft. Luminous reflections of the fog-veiled vessdl played on the pavement as
it tracked them step by step to the tavern.

No guards were posted at the door.

As before, the neon beer-company logosin the windows, now al dark, were backdropped by
lowered shades. Nothing of theinterior could be seen.

The pact Mally had made with Neill—that henceforth they would go everywhere together, would die
sde by sdeif death found them, and would never |eave each other to die alone—must be amended.

If the two of them went insde to persuade those in the tavern that one form of death or another was
breeding in the basement beneath them, the five children would be left outsde done. Easy pickings.

On the other hand, if they took the children inside, they would be exposing them to perhapsthe very
horror from which they had saved them in the church—or to something worse, consdering that



something worse, hour after hour, was the speciaty of the enemy.

In thisinstance and in other Situationsto come, she and Neil would have to split up. If they didn't have
the courage to act d one when necessary, they might aswel go directly to the bank right now, with the
five kidsfor whom they had made themsalves responsible, and forget about the other children who might
need them.

Like Casse. Inthetavern.
Neil wanted to go insde, but they agreed that whoever stayed with the kids ought to have the shotgun.

I ndicating the luminous craft hovering in the shrouding fog, Molly said, " Shotgun won't bring that down,
but the spread pattern of buckshot ought to stop more big bugs and nasty animalsthan al the roundsin

my pigol.”

Neil tried to give her the 12-gauge, but she wouldn't take it. She had never fired a shotgun before. She
suspected that the hard recoil would compromise her effectiveness at least until she learned how to
compensate for it.

Only afool or asuicidal depressive would chooseto learn the proper handling of anew wegpon while
in the hest of battle.

Neil would stay in the street, guarding the kids.

Armed with the 9-mm pistol, Molly would go into the tavern, argue the wisdom of evacuation to those
insde, and oneway or another get Cassie out of there.

Along Main Street, nothing moved in the moody half-light except the thin violet mist, which eddied
lazily in the bresthless morning.

Thesdlenceof afly in amber, of afossl hidden in the heart of astone, lay upon Black Lake.
Then in the distance aman wept in misery. A weeping woman answered him. And then another.

All three sounded asif they were torn with emotion, convincing, until you redlized that the cadences of
their grief wereidentical, oneto another.

The morning had grown warmer. Molly took off her raincoat.

Thered dragons of the trees might be watching from adistance. Maybe they only hunted in their
arbors. Or maybe they came down to kill in the street; it didn't really matter, she supposed, because if
not them, something el sewould.

Fifteen feet overhead, the thick velvet fog was a curtain drawn between dying humanity—which was
both the tragic protagonist and the audience—and the last act of Armageddon. Stagehands were moving
into place thefina scenery of doom.

The luminous craft hovered, attentive. Molly had not grown accustomed to the al-penetrating scrutiny
of those aboard it. Shefelt humbled, curioudy ashamed, frightened, and angry.

She nurtured the anger. Like hope, it staved off despair.

Virgil nuzzled her left hand, then returned to his watchful patrol between the children and the dead
town.



Molly didn't need to tell Neil that sheloved him. He knew. And she knew what she meant to him. They
sad it aswdl asit could be said with just amesting of the eyes, atouch of hands.

With the pistol and aflashlight, she went into the tavern.

FLAMES WORRIED WICKSIN SCORES OF AMBER GLASS globes, as before. Thewalls and
celling of Russdll Tewkesstavern gppeared to tremble like painted curtainsin the lambent candidight.

Theair itsalf seemed luminous, smilar to the atmospherein adream of angels, and for amoment Mally
was relieved to think that those who had been here when she'd | eft had later |eft themsaves. No one sat
in the booths or at the tables. No one stood at the bar, nor was Tewkes stationed behind it.

Derek and the drunks were gone. Aswere the peace lovers. And the fence-gitters, with Cassie.

Had she not studied the scene one second longer, had she turned and walked out, she might have
thought that the lot of them had gone to the bank, after al, to assst in preparations for its defense.
Lingering, however, she redlized that her preferred scenario was not the one that had played out here.

Firg, the guns. Rifles, shotguns, and handguns had been left behind.

Neither the drunks nor the peace lovers had been armed, but many of the fence-sitters had been
prepared to defend themselvesiif ultimately they made up their minds that salf-defense was necessary or
desrable. Not dl of them would have gone out into this changed and changing world without weapons.

Second, the clothes. Coats and jackets had been left behind on chairs. Then she saw sweaters and
shirts draped over some of the coats, and apair of jeans.

Venturing farther from the front door, deeper into the tavern, she found drifts of discarded clothing on
the floor. Sacks, khakis, more jeans, more shirts, blouses, socks, men's and women's underwear. Shoes
and boots and beltsand rain hats.

Implications of violence: All colors and styles of loose buttons littered the floor. Clothes had been torn
off in such rage or frenzy that the buttons had popped |oose. Numerous garments were ripped dong the
seams.

Y et apparently no guns had been fired.

Silence pooled fathoms deep. She held her breath, listened, but her ears might as well have been
stoppled by amile of ocean.

She kicked gently at some buttons. They rattled avay from her shoe, across the floor planks, proving



that she had not been struck desf .

Wristwatches had been cast away. Sparkling on tables and across the floor were the warmth of gold,
the chill of slver: necklaces, lockets, bracdets, rings.

Mystified asto what had happened, Molly could only suppose that the thirty to forty missing people
had been forced to strip againgt their will. Because she had known severd of them and because those
sheld known had been people of common modesty, she couldn't conceive of any Situation in which they
would have disrobed willingly.

Y et no guns had been fired.

0. . . perhaps a shared madness had seized them, resulting from the unwitting intake of a
psychosis-inducing toxin.

Certain rarely encountered exotic molds, including one that made its homein corn, could cause visud
and auditory hallucinations, and an entire community could be swept up in the resultant mass hysteria
Some believe this—and not merely religious fanaticism—to be the root cause of the Sdem witch trids,
for they occurred in the season of the mold.

Moldswere aclass of fungi, and fungi appeared to congtitute amore significant phylum of theinvading
extraterrestria ecology than they did in Earth's natural order.

Toxins produced by dien fungi might induce delusions, shared halucinations, and mass hyseriaof a
kind and an intendity new to human experience. Temporary psychosis. Enduring madness. Perhaps even
homiciddl frenzy.

On the tables and on the floor were broken beer bottles. Corona. Heineken. Dos Equis.

Some appeared to have been broken not by accident but with the intent to create weapons. The long
neck of a Coronamade a serviceable hilt, while the broken body of the bottle provided multiple jagged
blades.

On one of these lacerating weapons, Molly found blood. Then on another. And athird. Still wet.

Arterid spatters sained afew articles of discarded clothing, though the modest volume didn't indicate
wholesale daughter or even much of abattle.

Asmany asforty people were missing. Evidently naked. But . . . dive? Dead? Where?

Once more Molly held her bresth, willed hersdlf to listen through the adamant knocking of her heart,
but again she heard nothing.

At the back of the large public room, past dl the tables, lay the halway to the men's and women's
lavatories. To theright of the halway, in the back wall of this main chamber, waited a door marked
EMPLOYEESONLY.

The candllight in thisforward area of the tavern, where the townspeople had been gathered, did not
much relieve the shadows at the back of the big room. Y et because of flickering light beyond it, she could
see that the door, which had previously been closed, stood a quarter open.

She didn't relish further exploration alone, accompanied by only ahost of horrific expectations.

Consdering that the rest of her dayswerelikdly to be lived in atangle of enigmas and unfathomables,



she could live without knowing the answer to this one mystery. Although she was an inquiring person by
nature, it seemed clear that the price of curiogity in this case would be the same for her as for the fabled
cat.

Onething kept her from retreating. Casse.
If the girl till lived, she was somewhere in peril and greet distress. She could not be abandoned.

Perhaps coincidence accounted for the fact that Cassie's hair was blond, as had been Rebecca Rose's
hair, that her eyes were blue, as had been Rebecca Rose's eyes.

All of her life, however, Molly had believed that there were no coincidences. She was not going to start
believing in them now.

Indl things, she saw design, though often the meaning of it was difficult to discern. Sometimesit was
damn near impossible. As here, asnow.

During the writing of anovel, when she cameto trust in theredity of her characters, they began to act
of their own valition, doing things that charmed, intrigued, and appalled her. Allowing them free will, she
rgjoiced in their wise choices and in their triumphs, was saddened by their stupidities, meannesses, and
often grieved when they suffered or died. In theinterest of their self-determination, she chronicled rather
than created the events of their lives, seldom pulled their strings, and generdly offered them only gentle
guidance through signs and portents that they elther understood and acted upon or, to their misfortune,
refused to recognize.

Here, done under the roof of the Tail of the Wolf, she hoped for gentle guidance, and if shefailed to
recognizeit when it was given to her, or misinterpreted it, she hoped for some vigorous pulling of strings
on her behalf.

The issue was not whether she should retreat or go forward. She could not retreat. She knew her role.
She rescued children; she did not abandon them.

If Cassie had been abrunette, with no resemblance to Rebecca Rose, Mally still could not have
walked away from her. The question wasn't whether or not to rescue the girl but how best to find her and
extract her from this place.

At the back of the public area, the EMPLOYEES ONLY door stood gjar. In the room beyond,
flickering light seemed to beckon her.

Maybe this was guidance. Maybe it was atrap.



BROODING ABOUT THE DOOR, KEEPING A WATCH ON it, Molly walked to the end of the
bar. She opened the gate and peered into the narrow service areawhere Russdll Tewkes had worked
the taps and mixed the cocktalls.

She probed with her flashlight. No one crouched there among the brittle, bristling ruins of the shattered
back-bar mirror.

A dudge of darknessfilled the hall that led to the lavatories. Her beam washed it away, reveding no
one.

She consdered investigating the rest rooms. The prospect didn't thrill her.
Sheworried about what size the black fungus had achieved. What capabilities might it possess?

In the women's room, she had never closed the window following Render's departure. Anything might
have crept in from this goblin night. In that tight space, the three closed stal doors would offer the
challenge of three spring-loaded lids on jack-in-the-boxes packed with surprises designed in Hell.

Besides, the two lavatories together could not have accommodated forty people. She didn't expect to
find them in small groups, whether dead or dive, but in one place.

Here again shefdt the truth of being at the till point of the turning world, with past and future gathered
in the moment.

Although she had resisted thisknowledge dl her life, had lived determinedly in the future, focused there
by ambition, she understood at last that thiswas the red condition of humanity: The dance of life
occurred not yesterday or tomorrow, but only here at the still point that was the present. Thistruthis
sample, sdf-evident, but difficult to accept, for we sentimentalize the past and walow init, whilewe
endure the moment and in every waking hour dream of the future.

What Molly had done thusfar in her life was the history of her soul, undterable, ineradicable. What she
hoped to do in the future was of no meaning if shefailed to do the wise thing, the good thing, moment by
moment by moment, here at the till point, herein the dance of life.

Cassie. Finding Casse. Moment by moment by moment, finding Cassie, the past would be made, and
thefuture.

With pistal, with flashlight, with trepidation, she cautioudy gpproached the door.

Through the open wedge, she saw six or eight candlesin glass globes, deposited on the floor.
Sdamanders of gpricot light crawled thewdlls.

She nudged the door with one foot, and it swung smoothly inward on well-oiled hinges.

Candldight reveded no occupants. Neither did the flashlight when, from the threshold, she swept the
gpace with it.

Beyond lay what appeared to be areceiving room measuring approximeately twelve by fifteen feet.
Windowless. Gray tilefloor with adrain in the center. Bare concrete walls.

A wide stedl door directly opposite the onein which she stood would open to the aleyway behind the
tavern. Cases of beer, liquor, wine, and other supplies had been delivered through it.

Inthewall to her right, reflections of candle flames purled in the brushed stainless-sted doors of an



eevaor.
The tavern didn't have a second floor. The eevator transported supplies down to the basement.

Inthewall to her left stood another door, gar. Logic inssted that she would find basement stairs
beyondit.

Between the doorway in which she stood and the basement door, the flashlight beam detailed atrail of
wet blood on gray concrete: not ariver of gore, just patterns of dropletsintact and droplets smeared.

With no dectrica service, they had not taken the elevator down to whatever madness waited to be
discovered below. Whether under duress or of their own accord, though in either case surely in the grip
of unimaginableterror, they had descended the narrow passage in singlefile, naked and bleeding.

A chill walked the gtairs of Molly's spine as she considered that strange procession and wondered what
ceremony or savagery had occupied those peoplein the cellar.

She glanced back into the deserted tavern. Nothing had changed.

Trying to avoid as much of the blood as possible, she stepped off the threshold and followed the beam
of her flashlight dong thetrail that her neighbors had so recently marked with sanguinary clarity.

The brass doorknob, once shiny, was patinaed with blood from uncounted trembling hands. She toed
the door open toward her, into the receiving room.

Beyond thisthreshold lay asmall landing, pale wood stippled with crimson. She hesitated to set foot
upon it, leaned through the doorway instead.

A cold draft rose past her, redolent of a scent that she had never before encountered and that she
would have been hard-pressed to describe. 1t was not afoul smell, in fact not even unpleasant, and yet
disturbing.

A cramped flight of steep wooden steps descended to alower landing, from which a second and
shorter flight turned left into the cdllar.

Apparently, they had taken no candles beyond the receiving room. Only the flashlight brightened the
dairs.

The thought of her neighbors blind descent struck such pity in Maolly that her knees weakened.
O dark dark dark. They dl go into the dark.

She could not seethe last few treads of the lower flight. The cellar lay entirely beyond her view, and
she could not angle the beam in any way to illuminate that space.

Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of degth, | will fear no evil.

Easer said than done. Fear haf throttled Mally, and she had not yet entered the walled and stepped
vdley before her.

To learn the fate of those who had marked this route with their blood, to discover if Cassewas
alive—and the whereabouts of her three guardian dogs—Molly would have to go down &t least asfar as
the lower landing. Once there, she could stoop to the best vantage and with her flashlight pierce the
darknessin the lower chamber.



She couldn't decide whether thiswas atest of her courage or of her wisdom. Under the circumstances,
prudence might be the good thing, the right thing; but how difficult it was, in the quick, to tell the
difference between prudence and cowardice.

Not the faintest murmur rose with the curioudy scented draft. Not asigh. Not acough. Not awhimper.
Not aword of whispered prayer.

With forty people pressed into a cold storeroom, a sound or two of discomfort might be expected, an
agitated movement motivated by distress.

Although the thunder of forty fearful hearts might be entirely contained in forty breests, surely the
frightened breathing of so many would raise a betraying susurration. Not al of them would be holding
their bresth smultaneoudy, waiting for Mally to stop holding hers.

Y et, coiled in a tillness degper than mere silence, the tavern cdllar waited in ahush.

Her mouth seemed too dry for speech, but she worked up asimple question: "Cassie?!

The cdlar took in the name and gave nothing back.

Swedt as cold asice water trickled aong her right temple and curled around her ear.

She raised her voice because she had previoudy spoken in little more than awhisper: "Casse?!

A response came not from the girl, not from the realm below, but from the receiving room behind
Molly: "I can bite, but | can't cut.”

47

CROUCH, PIVOT, POINT, SQUEEZE, ALL IN ONE FLUID action: Molly did thefirst three,
checked hersdlf halfway through the trigger squeeze, and did not shoot the woman.

Clarinetigt, lover of swing music, waitress at Benson's Good Eats, twentysomething, dark-haired,
gray-eyed, Angie Boteen stood in the receiving room, naked, holding a broken Corona bottle by the
neck.

" Always been squeamish, especially about knives, razor blades . . . broken glass,” Angie said.

She sounded like hersdlf, yet didn't. Shelooked like hersdlf, yet wasn't. Anxiety in her voice made it
real, but at the same time she seemed to be dreaming on her feet, detached.

"l need to be cut, | want to be cut, | want to obey, | really do, but I've always been afraid of sharpness
more than anything.”



Relying on the candles, Molly shoved her flashlight under her waistband, in the small of her back,
freeing both hands for the gun.

"Angie, what the hdll happened here?!

Ignoring the question, asif she didn't hear it, Angie Boteen appeared to have stepped out of the dance
of life, out of the dtill point, and stood in the past:

"When | was six, Uncle Carl, he cut Aunt Veda 'cause she cheated on him, dit her throat. | was there,
sawit"

"Angie—"

"She lived, croaked when she talked, scar on her throat. He went to prison, and when he got out, she
took him back."

Molly felt as naked as Angie, exposed, standing in this doorway with the basement tairs at her back.
" After prison, people treated Uncle Carl different. Not worse. More careful, more respectful.”

Reluctant to look away from Angie Boteen, Molly neverthel ess glanced back, to her left, and down.
No one on the Sairs.

Refocusing on Angie and on the jagged bottle, she discovered that during this moment of distraction,
the woman had taken a step toward her.

"No closer,” Molly warned, thrusting the pistal at arm'slength, in atwo-hand grip.

In the globes on the floor, inconstant candle flames legped, languished, and leaped, fattened and
thinned, so upward across the woman's face flowed light, flowed shadow, continuoudy distorting, making
it difficult for Mally to read her expression.

"'So then what happened,” Angie said, "is| hook up with Billy Marek, he's been in trouble with knives,
cut some people, donetime.”

Under the appearance of atrance, repressed emotionstore at the woman and could be detected in her
voice. Anguish. Anxiety. Wild terror on achoke chain. But what other sensibilities did the fluctuant
candle flames disguise? Psychotic needs? Anger? Homicida rage? Hard to tell.

"I know helll never cut me ‘cause I'll never cheet, but people respect him, so they respect me.”

Although Molly had amoment ago checked the stairs, already sheimagined an ascending presence.
Maybe it wasn't imagined. Maybe it would beredl thistime,

"He cut someonefor meonce,” said Angie. "l wanted it done, and Billy did it. | felt bad later. | was
sorry later. But hedidit. And he would've doneit again if | asked, and that made mefed safe”

Molly eased out of the doorway, to the left, her back against thewall, putting distance between hersalf
and the naked woman but aso between hersdf and the sairs.

"If hewashere," Angiesaid, "I'd ask him, and held cut me, Billy would, hed cut mejust right, not too
deep, s0 | wouldn't haveto do it myself.”

Molly could amost believe madnesswasin the air: contagious, carried on dust mites, easly inhaled,
following apath of infection straight from lungsto heart to brain.



Reminding hersdf of her purpose, trying to get control of the Stuation, she said, "Listen, therewas a
little girl here earlier. Her name was Cassie.”

"| want to obey, | really do, | want to obey and satisfy like the others. Will you cut me?"

"Obey who? Angie, | want to help you, but | don't understand what's going on here.”
"Thecutsare an invitation. They clugter a the cuts. They comein through the blood by invitation.”
Fungus, Molly thought. Spores.

"Thousands of them," Angie said, "coming through the blood. They want to bein theflesh, inthelive
fleshfor alittlewhile, before I'm dead.”

Evenif the bolero of shadows and candlelight had not flung distortions across Angie's features, the
woman's dementiawould have prevented Molly from reading her emotions and inferring her intentions.

"Angie, honey, you've got to put down the bottle and let me help you." Molly didn't have to fake
compassion. In spite of her fear, she was shaken by sympathy for this distraught and confused woman.
"L et metake you out of here.”

This offer was met with agitation, anxiety. "Don't bullshit me, you bitch. That's not possible, you know
it'snot. There's nowhere for me to go, nowhere to hide, nowhere, ever. Or you, either. You'll betold
what to do, you'l betold, and you'l doit or suffer.”

The cold concrete wall against Molly's back pressed its chill through her clothes and into her flesh, her
bones, brought winter to her spirit. She was shivering and couldn't stop.

"I've got to obey." A long harrowing groan came from her, and she struck her breasts with onefist.
"Obey or suffer.”

With growing desperation, Mally tried again: "Casse. A nine-year-old girl. Blond hair. Blue eyes.
Whereisshe?'

Angie glanced toward the basement stairs. Her voice was sharp, urgent: "They're al below, they made
theinvitation, they cut, they cut, they opened their blood.”

"What's happening down there?' Molly demanded. "Wherewill | find thegirl if | go down there?’
Holding out her left hand, palm up, Angie said, "I bit. | bit so hard, and there's blood."

Even in the shimmering deceptions of candlelight, the teeth marks were clearly visble in the meaty part
of the woman's hand, and thick clotted blood.

"I can bite, but | can't cut. | can bite, and there's blood, but that's not acceptable, because | wastold to

Stepping between the candle globes, she moved toward Mally, and Molly backed off, circled away.

Offering the broken bottle, the jagged end till first, Angie said ingstently, angrily, "Take thisand cut
r.rell

"No. Put the bottle down."

Sorrow welled in those mad eyes. A warm sdty tide brimmed, spilled. Anger instantly became despair



and sdlf-pity. "I'm running out of time. HE's going to come up those stairs, he's going to come back for
r],E.ll

"Who?'

"Herules"

"Who?'

Her eyesburned red in scalding tears. "Him. It. Thething."
"What thing?' Molly asked.

Hot tears washed years off Angie Boteen's face, and rendered it the countenance of aterrified child.
"Thething. Thething with facesinitshands"

THEHOSPITAL OF ST. MARY OF BETHLEHEM, WHICH opened itsdoorsin London in the
fifteenth century, served as an asylum for the insane, was known as Bedlam, and closed its doors to that
purpose in an age distant to this one, but now Bedlam existed again, and it was the entire world, pole to

pole.

Maybe a cresture with facesin its hands stalked the tavern cdllar, something that Goya might have
imagined and painted in his darkest hours, or maybe this menace existed only in Angie Boteen's mind.
Whether redl or not, it wasred to her.

"Afraid of sharpness. I'm weak," she said. "Always been weak. | want to obey, they expect obedience,
but | can't cut mysdlf. | can bite, but | can't cut.”

Molly retreated, circled, stepping cautioudy among the candles, like a conjurer trying to stay within her
protective pentagram.

Circling, advancing, holding out the broken bottle, Angie said, "Take this. Do me, dash me. Before he
comesback.” A glance at the stairs. Then at Mally. "Sash me, before he comes back angry.”

Molly shook her head. "No. Put it down."

Simultaneoudy imploring and furious, Angie advanced: "Whatever you hate, see that in me. Whoever
you envy, everything you fear, see dl that in me—then cut, cut me, CUT ME!"

Tough as she was, tough as she dways had been, boiled in terror a ayoung age, Molly nonethelessfelt
something cracking in herself, abarrier that must hold if she was ever to find Cassig, if shewasto bethe



rescuer of children that so many children needed her to be.

Incipient tearswelled in her eyes. She blinked them back, fearful that they would blur her vision. Inthe
blur, she would be vulnerable to Angie, to whatever had driven the forty people into the basement, to the
thing with facesinits handsif it existed.

"Angie. . ." Molly'svoice broke, speaking to the wounded child at the heart of thiswoman. "What've
they doneto you?"

Even in her madness, Angie Boteen recognized the tenderness that wrung tears from Mally.
Understanding the findlity of those words, she threw the bottle aside. It shattered on the elevator doors.

"Wish | was dead aready.” Angie began to shake as though she'd only now become aware of being
naked in acold room. "Wish | was."

Lowering the pistol, Mally said, "L et metake you out of here."
Angie stared with dread toward the cellar gairs. "It'scoming.”

Edging closer to the door to the tavern, Molly aso aigned hersalf with the cellar door and raised the
pistol once more,

The woman cared nothing for Cassie, only for her own plight, but Molly perssted: "A nine-year-old
girl. Y ou must have seen her. Shewasthe only child left here.

Angie Boteen began to sink into the floor asif she were standing in quicksand.

49

AN EXTRATERRESTRIAL SPECIES, HUNDREDS OR thousands of years more advanced than us,
would possess technology that would appear to usto be not the result of applied science but entirely
supernaturd, pure magic.

That waswhat Nell had said, quoting some science-fiction writer after the events at the Corrigan
house,

In the hours since, Mally had seen ample evidence of the truth in that contention, not least of al the
trangt of Angie Boteen through the receiving-room floor.

Concrete iswhat concrete means. Redl. Actud. Solid—asin "an artificid stonelike materid made by
mixing cement with various aggregates.”

Y et thisdab of sted-reinforced, poured-in-place concrete, the stuff of bomb shelters and ammunition



bunkers, seemed to adjust its billions of atomsto precisdly fit the interstices between the atoms of the
woman's body. Thefloor did not appear to soften. It did not part like the jaws of a shark eager to
swallow. It did not blossom outward in concentric circles as does water that has accommodated a
dropped stone. What it did do was accept Angie Boteen asif she were a spirit—Iess than ectoplasmic
vapor, the merest gpparition—and pass her through in smooth descent from the receiving room to the
cdlar.

Angiewas not aghost. Her flesh was as solid and as vulnerable as Molly's. She had thrown the
Corona bottle, which had shattered on the elevator doors. Her bare feet had |eft printsin the blood trail
leading to the basement stairs. Her tears had dripped from her jaw line, leaving tiny dark spots of
moisture on the concrete, each more of amark on the floor than she had made by passing throughiit.

She didn't vanish asingtantly as a message cylinder sucked down apneumatic tube; neither did she
offer any resistance nor meet with any. Perhaps she took six seconds to precipitate from ground floor to
the lower redlm, beginning with the soles of her feet and concluding with afina wisp of trailing hair.

Congdering how frightened she had been of the thing with facesin its hands, and assuming that this
entity must have had something to do with drawing her through the cement and various aggregates, Angie
made surprisingly little noise during her departure. She didn't scream. She didn't cry out to God for help
or to well-respected Billy Marek with hisknives.

She said softly, "Oh," not in surprise but in recognition—of what, Molly could not guess—and looked
down at her legs vanishing through concrete. Her eyes widened, but she appeared less afraid than at any
moment since she had stepped into the receiving room.

When Molly held out ahand, Angie reached for it, saying, " Sauvez-moi, sauvez-moi“"—which was
what the astronaut Emily Lapeer had cried out aboard the International Space Station when coming face
to face with the uninvited visitors. "Save me, save me," Angie repeated in French, in the very voice of
Emily Lapeer, and something in her eyes was different than before, hostile and mocking.

Shewasn't afraid, because she wasn't Angie anymore. Angie was a powerless prisoner under therule
of whatever had entered into her and now used her body.

Snatching her hand back, Molly watched the naked woman sink to chin, to nose, to brow, asthough
drowning in hardened concrete. Gone.

If Molly had taken the hand, maybe she would have been dragged along with Angie, dipping through
concrete and rebar as easily as mist through moonlight.

Thispossbility briefly pardyzed her. She hesitated to move afoot, for fear that the surface tension of
the floor might proveto be asfragile asthat of asummer pond.

Then she remembered a sdlient detail from the radio report about the space station. Inboard of the
arlock, before Arturo had started screaming, Lapeer had said that something was entering through the
closed hatch: "—just phasing through it, materidizing right out of the sted.”

Therisk of being taken down into the cellar through the floor might be exceeded by the danger of some
menace rising out of there and into this receiving room.

Floors, walls, and bank-vault doors offered no protection. No fortress could stand againgt this enemy.
No place on this new Earth could provide security, peace, or even privacy.

Redlity isn't what it used to be.



That had been afavorite aphorism of the dopers who tended to gravitate to the liberal-arts programs
and literature courses when Molly had been astudent at Berkeley. They were the onesin the writing
program who rejected the traditiona values of literaturein favor of "intellectua freedom through
emotiona and linguigtic anarchy,” whatever that meant.

Redlity wasn't what it used to be. Thisafternoon it might not be what it was this morning.
Lewis Carroll meet H. P. Lovecraft.

Theinmates of Bedlam, so misunderstood and unable to cope in their own time, might find these new
circumgtances morein line with their experience and their view of life.

Molly, on the other hand, felt asthough her sanity wasin the precarious position of arunaway train
rollicking down amountain on loose tracks.

If the ET with facesin its hands was master of atechnology that allowed it to rise through the floor as
easly as Angie had been taken below, if there were no barriersto its movements, then descending the
basement stairs now, in search of Cassie, would be no more dangerous than standing here or being out in
the street with Neil. Caution had no merit, and prudence no reward. Fortune would favor the bold, even
the reckless.

Again, by candldight, shefollowed the blood trail to the cellar door. She was almost to that threshold
when movement, glimpsed peripherdly, made her halt, turn.

A dog. The golden retriever—one of the three dogs that stayed behind with Casse—stood inthe
doorway to the tavern. Posture tense. Eyes solemn. Then awag of thetail.

THE TWITCH OF THE DOG'S TAIL CONVINCED MOLLY tofollow it by flashlight out of the
receiving room, to the women's lavatory. No dog would wag if he had lost a child entrusted to his care,
and especidly not one of these dogs, in which seemed to be vested an uncommon intelligence plusa
loydty even greater than their four-footed kind usualy exhibited.

Cassie stood in the rest room, her back pressed in a corner, guarded by the two mixed breeds. Just for
amoment, these muits presented bared teeth to Molly, surely not because they mistook her for athreat
but perhaps because they wanted her to see—and to be reassured by—their diligence.

Someone had closed the window through which Render had escaped. The floor at that end of the
roomwas till puddled with rain, but nothing grew init.

Digtraught, Cassie came a once into Molly'sarms, buried her face against Molly's throat, and trembled
uncontrollably.



Molly comforted the girl, stroked her hair, and determined that she had not been harmed.

Under thelogic of the old redlity, getting out of the tavern would have been a priority. Heefirg, counsel
the child later.

In the new redlity, the world outside would be as dangerous as any room the tavern, including the
cdlar.

Any outdoor place wasin fact more dangerous than the tavern. In spite of the resident of thejanitoria
closet and regardless of what spores might be fruiting in the self-mutilated congregation in the cdllar, the
grotesque :me and hogtilelife forms of another planet roamed open placesin increasing numbers.

The masters of this magica-seeming dien technology were able to extract their prey from any
sanctuary, through walls or floors or ceilings, and surely they themselves could pass through solid matter
inthe same fashion. The lower life forms, however—the equivaent of Earth's mammals, reptiles,
insects—had no such ability; walswere barriersto them.

The frenzied fluttering horde in Johnny and Abby's house had been struggling to find away out of their
nest behind the lath and plaster. The insectile behemoth in the church basement would not have torn
violently out of the oak floor if it had been able to phase through that planking with ease.

Consequently, athough the tavern provided no safe haven againgt the powerful lords of thisinvasion, it
offered some protection from the venomous creatures of their ecology.

"They'reall dead, aren't they?' Casse asked.

Because the girl's mother and father were among the missing, Molly said, "Maybe not, honey. Maybe
they—"

"No." Thegirl didn't want to be coddled. "Better dead .. . than with one of those thingsinside you.”

This seemed to be a reference to something other than spores entering the body through lacerations.
Mogt likely, Cassie had-never seen what grew in thejanitorid closet or the white colonies that now
crawled the hdf-light of the purple morning.

"What things?' Mally asked.
"Thethingswith facesin their hands."
Angie had mentioned one such being. The girl spoke of things, plurd.

The three dogs stirred and made thin anxious sounds and growled softly, as though they remembered
the entities of whom she spoke.

"What does that mean, Casse—facesin their hands?'

The girl'svoicefdl to awhisper. "They can take your face and keep it in their hands, and show it to
you, and other faces, and crush them in their fists, and make them scream.”

Thisexplanation failed to dispd Mally's confuson. The answersto afew more questions gave her a
somewhat better idea of what had happened to Cassi€'s parents and to othersin the tavern, but left her
with an inadequate image of the thingswith facesin their hands.

Three of them had risen through the tavern floor, into the midst of the people gathered there. They were
humanoid in form—between six and seven feet tal, with two legs, two arms—but far from humanin



appearance.

The extreme alien aspect of these creatures caused even the peace loversto panic. Some had tried to
flee, but the ETs had halted them smply by pointing, not with awegpon or instrument but with ahand.
Likewise, amere pointing at once silenced those who screamed and caused those with weapons to drop
them without firing ashat.

To Mally, this suggested tel epathic control—another reason to wonder if the taking of the world could
be resisted to any sgnificant extent.

Thethree ETs had then moved among the people, "taking their faces." What this meant, Molly could
not adequately ascertain.

At firgt, according to Cassie, there was just "smooth™" where each person's face had been, and the face
that had been removed was"divein the thing's hand.”

Subsequently, for amoment, an alien face—like those of the three who had risen through the
floor—formed out of the smoothness where the stolen countenance had been. Then it faded, and the
origind face, the human face, returned.

This had suggested to Cassie that alien masters had been installed insde these people, but that was
definitely moviethinking and might not be the correct explanation.

The girl had not witnessed all of thosein the tavern being subjected to this process, because in fear
sheld fled to the women'slav, with the dogs accompanying her. She hadn't been willing to risk leaving by
the front door, because to get there, she would have been forced to passtoo closeto the ETs.

Herein the lavatory, Cassie had waited, expecting one of the thingsto seek her out and to take her
fece.

Molly wasn't ableto sift any useful hard facts from the girl's bizarre account, but she inferred from it
that Cassie had been spared neither by accident nor by oversight. The ETsintentionally alowed her to
escape. When sheld run, they could have hdted her asthey had halted any adults who tried to flee.

Abby and Johnny, trapped in ahouse that was "changing . . . amost dive," had not been attacked
either by the beast that daughtered their drunken father in the garage or by the agitated multitudes
whisperinginthewadls.

Eric, Elric, and Bethany had not been "floated" through the celling and into the storm with their parents
and grandmother. And in the attic, they'd been rescued from the amorphous predator visbleonly in
peripherd vison, thething that smelled of "burnt matches, rotten eggs, and poop.”

In the church, dthough Bethany had aclose call, dl five of the children had been saved from certain
death—and perhaps not entirely because of actionsthat Molly and Neil had taken.

Theinference that Cassie had intentionally been spared led to the further inference that at thispoint in
the taking of theworld, the war plan called for the ruthless extermination of most human beings above a
certain age—but specified the preservation of the children.

At firgt this seemed baffling if not inexplicable, but then in the mareé's-nest of surred events, among the
tangle of dark wonders and impossibilities that defined the past twelve hours, Mally found and followed a
thread of logic leading inexorably to asuspicion that chilled her.

One by one, she met the eyes of each of the three dogs. Mutt, mutt, retriever: They regarded her



forthrightly, expectantly, taillswagging tentatively.
She scanned the floor, wals, celling.

If her thoughts had been read, her suspicion known, she expected that something would enter the
lavatory through one solid surface or another, take her face, and then her life.

Here at the il point of the turning world, she waited to die—and didntt.

"Comeon, swestie," she said to Cassie, "let's get out of here.”
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THE OVERCAST REMAINED LOW, DENSE, PURPLE. THE livid hdf-light might henceforth bea
permanent condition of the day-time, from dawn to dusk.

Elsawhere in the dying town, the weeping of awoman was answered by the weeping of aman, which
was answered by the weeping of another woman, each of the three expressing her or hismisary in
precisely the same series of wretched sobs and wails. The crawling white fungi seemed to be ceasdlessly
exploring or perhaps seeding new colonies where they found ided conditions.

Outsde the tavern, after turning Cassie over to Neil's care and giving him ahug, Molly took the three
Crudup kids asdeto revist the story they had told her during the journey from St. Perpetuasto the Tall
of the Wolf. Fresh from her experience with Angiein the tavern receiving room, and with Cassie's
account to consider, she should be able to make more sense of Eric, Elric, and Bethany'stae.

Their mother and father had floated up from the family-room floor asif suddenly exempted from
gravity. The couple had passed through the ceiling, then through the ceiling of the second-floor bedroom
above, and finally through the roof, out of the house. As astonished and amazed asthey were terrified,
the kids had dashed up the stairs and then scrambled up the attic ladder, following their parents from
leve tolevd.

This had occurred during one of the leviathan's trangits over the town, when its hovering weight
oppressed and when the silent throbbing of its engines could be felt in the bones. Therefore, the kids had
reached the conclusion that their parents had been beamed aboard the mother ship.

Their grandmother, of whom the children spoke with an affection that didn't characterize any mention of
their parents, reacted with horror to the extraordinary ascent of her daughter and son-in-law. She had not
been comforted by her grandchildren's assurances—based on movies and TV shows—that those who
were beamed aboard an alien ship were dways beamed down again, even if after rude examinations and
sometimes painful experiments.

Lessthan an hour later, when the grandmother abruptly floated off the floor toward the family-room



celling, she had not let out a scream, as might have been expected, but only asmall cry of surprise asher
feet |eft the carpet. Looking down on her grandchildren, she astonished them by smiling, and she waved
before she passed through the celling.

By the time the kids caught up with her on the second floor, she was laughing. And in the attic, before
she vanished through the roof, she said, "Don't worry about Gramma, darlings. | don't fed the arthritis at
dl"

Now Eric continued to ing st that their grandmother had gone "nuttier than acan of Planters,” a
contention that angered Bethany no lessthan it had earlier. Elric remained neutral on theissue.

Because of Molly'stroubling suspicion, formed while she had listened to Cassiein the tavern, shewas
especidly interested in the post-grandmother part of this story, when the Crudup children had been dlone
inthe house.

The sickening odor of the hostile presence had made them gag when they had clambered into the attic
for the second time. Bethany cupped her hands over her nose and mouth, trying to filter out the worst of
the stench, but the twins, being named for Scandinavian heroes, breathed through their mouths and
endured.

They hadn't identified the source of the stink until their grandmother had passed through the roof,
whereupon they spotted a cresture that was more easily seen from the corner of the eye than when you
looked directly at it, that was more shape than detail, that kept changing shape, that stood between them
and the only exit from the attic.

"It wanted us," said Bethany.
Of that, none of the three children had the dightest doult.
It would have gotten them, too, they agreed, if not for the woman who looked like Obi-Wan Kenobi.

What they meant was not that the woman physicaly resembled Sir Alec Guinness (in fact, shewas
pretty), not that she might have been as ancient as Obi-Wan (old, they agreed, but perhaps only afew
years older than Mally), not that she had been dressed in ahooded robe of extra-galactic style (they
couldn't remember what she wore), but that she'd been alittle bit tranducent as they remembered
Obi-Wan having been when, after his death, he sometimes visited L uke Skywalker to offer guidance.

The kids were not able to agree by what means the woman had made the beast retreat—words of
enchantment, a magic ring, el aborate hand mojo that gestured it into submission, the sheer force of her
persondity— but they did agree that she banished it to afar end of the attic, away from the trapdoor,
which had been the only exit. They fled that high chamber and never |ooked back ether at the reeking
thing of many shapes or at the gpparition that had saved them.

"She kindalooked likeyou," Bethany told Moally.
"No, shedidn't,”" said Eric.

"Well," Elricsaid, "l sortathink shedid.”
"Kindalikeyou," Bethany ingsted.

Eric studied Molly'sface. "Y eah, maybe she did.”

Molly had no ideawhat to make of this development, whether to make anything at al of it.



Moreimportant, in walking these children through their story again, she had found support for the
terrible suspicion that had overcome her in the tavern.

She surveyed the surrounding town. In the west, one of those luminous craft, disc or sphere, streaked
north to south through the fog layer, and at ground level its passing light made the shadows of houses and
trees appear to quicken after it like a horde of malevolent spirits drawn by a Piper playing atune beyond
humean hearing.

The ETs, these new masters of aremade Earth, were indifferent to suffering and were capable of
crueltiesthat exceeded in every ingtance the wickedest acts of humanity, which was frequently acrue
gpeciesinitsown right. Y et they were dlowing—perhaps ensuring—the surviva of most if not dl of the
children,

These destroyers of civilizations were without mercy. If most or dl of the children were intentionaly
being spared, surely their reprieve would be temporary. The ETs must have some specid use for them.

52

"WHAT SPECIAL USE?' NEIL ASKED.
"Don't know, can't even guess,” Molly said.

They stood in the middle of the street, gpart from the six children and the four dogs, spesking softly,
looking not at each other but at the surrounding buildings and trees.

For theimmediate future and probably for the rest of their lives, which might be one and the same, they
would be on sentry duty no matter what other tasks they were engaged upon. When they grew weary,
they would have to take turns deegping.

Maybe the ETswanted the kids to survive for the time being, and maybe Mally and Neil, as guardians
of the children, were not on the extermination list, at least for the moment, but they couldn't trust that she
had made the correct inferences from recent events. Their best hope was diligence, if they had any hope
adl.

A grim analogy occurred to her. "Were harvestmen.”
"Werewhat?' Nell asked.
"The children are the crop. We've been sent into the fields to harvest them.”

She could see that thisideawas a spider that crawled his nerves, perhaps because it rang astrue as



penitentia bells.
"We are who we are, doing what we want to do,” he said by way of weak denial.

"Which makes us useful to the bastards," she suggested. "But whatever fate the kids are being
harvested for, we damn sure aren't going to ddliver themto it."

Considering the imbalance of power between them and the dliens, this oath sounded like bravado and
fdt like ashesin her mouth, but she meant to die, if necessary, in the fulfillment of it.

"Dont trust the dogs," shewarned him.

Neil sudied thefour caninesthat, aert for danger, dowly circled the children. "They're devoted to the
kids"

"Loyal, courageous,” she agreed, "as dogs nearly dways are. But these aren't ordinary animals.”
"We know that much from their behavior," he agreed.

"They're dogs but something more than dogs. At first it seemed magical, with Virgil and the rose and
al. But it's the 'something more we can't trust.”

Hemet her eyes. "You dl right?'

Shenodded. "It was ugly in the tavern.”

"All dead?'

"Or worse."

Hesad, "If it comestothat..."

Trying to help him, she said, "Death, you mean.”

"If it comesto that, you want meto give you extreme unction?'
"Canyou?'

"l don't hold the office anymore, but | till know the words, and believe them." He smiled. "I think I'll
be cut some dack.”

"All right," shesad. "Yes. I'dlikeit if you would. If it comesto that."
"Have you prepared yourself?'

"Y eah. Thefirg time one of those bright craft hovered over us, pretty much your classic flying saucer,
you and me with Johnny and Abby in the street. | expected degth rays like something from The War of
the Worlds."

"Inthe movie," he said, "both Gene Barry and Ann Robinson survived.”
"Earth's bacteriakilled off dl the mighty Martians" Mally recdled.
She didn't expect a Hollywood ending thistime.

Remembering how Naelil, afilm buff, had stood in front of the TV watching moments of favoriteold



moviesfor thelast time, before they had left home, she knew that he would enjoy aquestion to test his
knowledge.

"Whatever happened to Gene Barry, anyway?' she asked. "Did he make any other movies?'
"Severd, including aredly great one. Thunder Road with Robert Mitchum.”

Leaving the kidsto the care of the other three dogs, Virgil had come to Molly's sde. He chuffed with
impatience.

Stooping before the shepherd, scratching gently behind his ears, giving no indication that her trust of
him was no longer complete, Molly said, "All right, boy. | know. Timeto do the work."

At this, Virgil turned from her and padded away, hurrying south on Main Street.

They set out again: Moally following Virgil, the six kids and the other three dogs close behind her, Nell
guarding the back of the column.

The wine-dark day, clammy between the sodden earth and the low overcast, said funera, said
cemetery.

Black-and-gray bunting, shadows and moss, swagged the trees, and along the curb, parked vehicles
seemed to be waiting to form a ceremonia procession as soon as the hearse appeared and led the way .

The shops and houses rose like blank-walled mausoleums, lacking names and epitaphs, asif the dead
had been forever forgotten as soon as they had been interred.

The breathless day lay in throttled slence again. The mimicry of weeping women and sobbing men had
ceased.

No feathered omens of death—no ravens, owls, crows—dared the ominous sky. None sang or hooted
inthetrees, ether, or hopped the wet yards in search of fat earthworms, or gathered to sit shivah on
fences or on porchrailings.

Despite alack of winged portents, Molly sensed that most of the people in Black Lake were dead.
Not long ago, she had thought they might be found huddled in their fortress houses, armed with guns and
knives and baseball bats, prepared to defend their families, but she knew better now.

Those who had not been daughtered had instead been taken and imprisoned to serve as subjects of
experimentation or as objects of cruel play. Nothing lived in most of these houses anymore—unless
otherworldly vermin crawled the damp rooms, unless unearthly plantsrooted in cdllars, in rich beds of
decaying cadavers, spreading pale leaves and black blooms.

Molly glanced back at the children and winced when she saw that they regarded her so hopefully, with
such evident conviction that she could be relied upon. A few smiled thinly, and their pathetic confidence
moved her. Shelooked forward again to prevent them from seeing the tears that she blinked away.

Although she was prepared to die for them, she didn't deserve their trust. In this worldwide holocaust,
during which entire armies had perished before one soldier could fire one shot, she was acutely aware
that she and Neil were inadequate to the task before them.

A failed writer with apigtol, afailed priest with a shotgun. In their lives they had succeeded—truly and
unequivocally succeeded—at only onething: love. In their enduring and aways growing love for each
other, they had found redemption, peace.



Their enemy, however, wasimperviousto the power of love. Judging by al available evidence, these
invaders lacked even the capacity to grasp the concept.

Virgil turned right at the corner, onto Marine Avenue, and when Mally followed him, she thought for an
ingtant that the humid air and the peculiar light had conspired to play atrick, the equivaent of amirage or
FataMorgana. It seemed that an enormous mirror filled the intersection ablock to the west, reflecting
Virgil and the processon that followed him.

Then sheredlized that the dog leading the other procession was not Virgil, but an Irish setter. Two
armed women, not one, were at the head of the column, and one armed man—shorter and older than
Neil—brought up the end. In the middle were a dozen children and haf adozen dogs.

The other group was proceeding north on the cross street. They paused, staring uphill a Molly. She
couldn't clearly seetheir facesin this poor light and at the distance of ablock, but they must be
agtonished.

Shewaved, and they returned the greeting.

Their lead dog, the Irish setter, kept moving. After abrief hesitation, they decided to continue following
it rather than turn onto Marine Avenue and come uphill to satisfy their curiogity. Their work was not
finished.

Besides, they recognized the task on which Molly and Nell were embarked, as she recognized theirs.

The population of children in Black Lake wastoo large to be rescued by asingleteam. And if therewere
two teams, most likely there were three or more.

Thismight havelifted Molly's spiritsif she had not come to suspect that they were not rescuers but
harvesters.

The other group moved out of sight on the cross street.

Virgil led Mally toward anearby Victorian house that was elegant in its dormers, gables, and
gingerbread.

She glanced a her wristwatch. Almost noon. Ten hours had passed since sheld first seen the luminous
rain, the coyotes on the porch. She sensed that they were running out of time and that thefina blow of
thiswar, whatever it might be, would be struck soon.

PART SEVEN



"Inmy endismy beginning.”

—T. S. Eliot, East Coker

DORMERS DECORATED WITH CARVED FLORAL-THEME pediments, awedth of millwork
applied with exuberance, primrose gardens surrounded by palisades of wrought iron, fluted porch
columnswith Itdianate capitas, apaneed and intricately painted entry door with stained-glass window:
This house was the epitome of architectural order, evidence of humanity'slong struggle againgt chaos and
of its search for meaning.

During Mally'slifetime, architects had largely championed sterility, whichisorder bled of purpose, and
celebrated power, which is meaning stripped of grace. By reecting the fundamentals of the very
civilization that made possibleitsrise, modernism and its philosophica stepchildren offered flash in place
of genuine beauty, sensation in place of hope.

All her life, she had watched civilization grow uglier, meaner; now as she followed Virgil up these porch
steps, she was overcome by adevastating sense of loss. This beautiful house, on which so much love had
been expended in the design and construction, was asymbol of al that would be scoured out of
existence by the new ecology and by the brutal new masters of the earth. The destruction that had been
wrought in incrementa steps by a century of modernism had been exceeded athousandfold in lessthan
one day; and soon al the works of modernism itsalf would be obliterated by cold-blooded creatures that
embodied the future for which modernism yearned.

All of humanity'sfollies seemed worth embracing if that were the price to preserve everything beautiful
in human civilization. Although the human heart is selfish and arrogant, so many struggle againg their



sdfishness and learn humility; because of them, aslong asthereislife, thereis hope that beauty lost can
be rediscovered, that what has been reviled can be redeemed.

Life of the human variety, however, might soon be eradicated asthoroughly asif it had never existed.

With Virgil a the door, Molly looked back at Neil in the street with their six hostages to fortune. Seven
years of marriage had gone by so swiftly; seventy would not have been enough.

Thekids looked excruciatingly vulnerable. Evil seemed dways drawn to children, especidly to children.
To those through whom flow the strongest currents of evil, the corruption and destruction of the innocent
isthegreatest bliss.

Virgil made agruff sound.

As at the residence where they had found Johnny and Abby, the door opened, perhaps because the
dog had the power to command it or because amalign force in the house wished to induce Mally to
enter, in the spirit of the spider extending an invitation to thefly.

The dog crossed the threshold. Molly hesitated.

If these were the last hours of her life, she wanted to spend them in the service of children, whether or
not she could save them in the long run. She was weary, however, and her eyes were sore from lack of
deep. Too many terrible sghts had emotionally drained her. Consequently, between the good intention
and the act lay achasm of self-doult.

She diffened her resolve with aline of Eliot'sverse: Life you may evade, but Death you shdl not.
Grim courage could be taken from such hard truths.

She entered the house.

Although no one had touched it, the door closed behind her and Virgil.

Asin that other house on another street, she heard arustling in the walls—the teeming of many-legged
multitudes or the beating of uncounted wings.

Thistime she did not have the mord support of Neil, only the guidance of the German shepherd, which
might bein the service of someevil. To trust her intuition and her faith, which had never failed her, she
must aso trust the dog.

Face to windowpanes, the purple day peered in but brightened nothing. She switched on the flashlight
and tried not to think about how much—or little—juice might be l€&ft in the batteries.

Virgil went to the stairs and climbed.

Ascending behind him, Molly heard the whirling wash of noisein thewalls suddenly organizeinto a
rhythmic tide. This repetitive ebb and flow brought her to ahalt at the landing.

In the metered susurrations of this thousand-voiced sigh, she detected intention, meaning, and
something like desperation. Listening more closdly, she twitched with surprise when the soft cadenced
rustling resolved into words. "Timeto murder . . . timeto murder . . . timeto murder . . . timeto murder. .

Although the voices of this malicious choir were many, each registered hardly louder than abreath. The
cumulative effect was awhisper of such ingdious subtlety that it dmost sesemed to arise within her heed,



lesslikeared sound than like an auditory halucination.
Abby had insgsted that sometimesthewallstalked. The girl had not revealed what they said.
"...timeto murder . ..timeto murder..."

Molly could not determine whether thiswas athreat or acommand meant to mesmerize by
repetition—or something se entirely.

Shetold hersdlf that she should ignore this compelling dark chorus. Instead, curiosity drew her nearer
to thewadl of thelanding.

Under the cultivating beam of the flashlight, roses bloomed in the wall paper, mostly yellow, some pink,
thornless, lesfy.

She did one hand across the paper roses, not sure what she expected to fed. Maybe aswelling in the
plaster. Evidence of structural deformities.

Thewall wasflat, dry, and solid. A faint vibration tingled across her pam, nothing more.
"...timetomurder...timeto murder..."

Among the voicesin English, she thought that she detected others speaking a different language.
She leaned her head against the wall, one ear to the yellow roses.

A faint but disturbing smell came from that printed rosarium—perhaps chemicalsin the paper or in the
paste beneath.

When she focused her attention on the voices in foreign tongues, they clarified asthough aware that she
had a particular interest in them. She heard the same three-word phrase in French and Spanish. Insistent
voices chanted in what might have been Russian, Japanese, Chinese, German, Swedish, and othersin
languages that she could not hope to identify.

Then the rhythm broke. The metered waves of sound collgpsed into awordless rush of thousands upon
thousands of crisp little noises, the pita-patation and swish, the tick and buzz, of abusy nest.

Trying to divine by sound aone what kind of pestilence swarmed behind the plaster, she kept one ear
to thewall amoment longer—until alone voice whispered out of that soft tumult of flutter and squirm:
"Mally."

Startled, she pushed away from thewall.

Tread by tread, the flashlight beam played down the stairs, then riser by riser upward to where the dog
waited above, and found no one who could have said her name.

Panetary apocalypse suddenly had become unnervingly persona. Something of unearthly origin,
crawling ingdethewalsto unknown purpose, had spoken her name with acregpy intimacy, filling her
with revulsion.

And again, in aneedful, yearning tone: "Mally."



EYESRADIANT AND FAMILIAR IN SHADOW, FLARING and strangein the flashlight, Virgil
greeted Molly at the head of the dtairs, not with aweag of histail but with an urgent whine, and led her
directly to the only one of five doorsthat was closed.

In that room, achild cried faintly, perhaps aboy, sobbing not asthough in immediate jeopardy but as
though he had been worn down by long endurance of terror.

Shetried the door with the same hand that held the flashlight. The knob would not turn.

For amoment, she waited for the door to open at the command of the dog or whatever presence had
let them in downgtairs, but it remained closed.

Reluctant to pocket the pistol, she put the flashlight on the floor instead, and tried the door again with
her free hand. Locked.

She called out to the weeping child, "Honey, we're here to help you. Y ou're not aone anymore. Well
get you out of there."

Asif her words had been an incantation, the door abruptly swung inward, reveding darkness complete,
the blackness of a hungry maw.

Out of thewalls and celling came her name, whispered with aravenous eagerness. "Mally, Mally,
Moally, Mally ..."

She spooked backward a step.

Undaunted, Virgil dashed past her and into the room.

The door crashed shut.

Shetried the knob, knowing that it wouldn't turn, and it didn't.

Stooping, sheretrieved the flashlight from the floor. Rising, she detected movement in the hall,
something closing fast from her right side.

He body-dammed her: aman not as big as Nell, but big enough. Hit hard, she fumbled the flashlight,
dropped the gun, and went down.

Fdling atop her, driving the breath out of her, he said, "Y ou ain't get-tin' them. They're my sacrifices.”

The flashlight lay mereinchesto their |eft, revealing him. Close-cropped red hair. A sensuous
face—heavily lidded turquoise eyes, full lips. A cord of keloida scar tissuetied his|eft ear to the corner
of hismouth, souvenir of along-ago knifefight.

"Thelittlelambsare mine," he said, his breath a slench—the sourness of beer, the sharpness of garlic,



the wretched pungency of rotted teeth.
He cocked afigt the size of athree-pound canned ham and droveit at her face.

She turned her head. His punch mostly missed her, his thumb knuckle cracked the cartilage in her lft
ear, and he struck the carpeted floor.

They both cried out with pain, and she knew that she wouldn't be able to dodge another blow. He
would smash her nose, her cheekbones, and batter her to death.

Hewas half again her size, and she could not push him off, so before he could strike again, sheraised
her head off the floor and bit hisface. Would have gone for histhroat. Couldn't thrust her head in at the
right angle, had to go higher. Lower teeth under his jawbone, upper teeth sunk in his unscarred cheek.

He howled and reared back from her, and she held on asif shewere aterrier. Heflailed on her
shoulders, on the sdes of her head, glancing blows, thrown in panic, and Molly wouldn't relent.

He reared up farther, just far enough, and she unlocked her bite, spat him out, shoved him off, levered
him aside, thrashed away from him.

The savage, shocked by savagery when it was committed againgt him, rolled onto his side, and clasped
both handsto historn face, ng the damage with whimpered disbdlief.

Spitting out his blood, gagging on the taste, spitting again, and then again before she would alow hersdlf
to gasp for breath, Molly seized the flashlight, scrambled to her feet.

She had seconds, three or four. His shock would be brief, hisrage swift, his vengeance brutd.

Lambs, he had said. Thelittle lambs are mine. Must be more than one child in the room where Virgil
had gone. Sacrifices, he had said.

Phantom bellsrang in her damaged ear, and the half-crushed cartilage prickled like glass.
Somewhere the pistol. She had to find it. Her only hope.

Carpet, spatters of blood, carpet, dirty footprint, coins that had perhaps spilled from his pockets, al in
the questing beam of light, but no pistol.

Curang her inadurred voice, air whistling through historn cheek with each word, he was on his hands
and knees, coming up.

Hoping to buy time to find the handgun, she kicked at his head, missed. He snared her foot, aimost
toppled her, logt hisgrip.

Carpet, carpet, blot of blood, more coins, carpet, a hand-rolled cigarette—weed, twisted at both
ends—carpet, no gun, no gun. He might have fallen on the pistal.

No moretime. Sheran to the nearest room, fencing shadows with the flashlight, threw the door shut
behind her, fumbled for the lock, hoping there would be one, and there was, just aprivacy latch, no
deadbolt.

Thelatch clicked, and he hit the door hard, shook it by the knob. Hewould kick it next. Thelatch was
flimsy. It wouldn't hold.



MANDOLIN AND FLUTE AND TAMBOURINE AND French horn on abed of holly, encircled with
ribbons, formed the motif on the seat of the straight-backed needlepoint chair to the left of the door.

In the hdl, the bitten man kicked the door. The latch twanged but didn't spring, though one more kick
would pop it.

Molly tipped the chair onto its back legs and quickly wedged the head-rail under the doorknob.

A second kick shattered the latch mechanism, but the bracing chair held the door and resisted athird
kick aswell, exquisite needlepoint proving a match for savagery, as ought to be the case in a properly
ordered world.

He cursed her, pounded on the door with afist. "I'll be back at you," he promised. "I'll be back when
I'm done with my lambs."

Then maybe he went away.

Whether he was waiting for her or not, he was just aman, not something from another world. He
hadn't been able to phase through the barricaded door.

Numerous encounters with threats unearthly and unthinkable had |eft her unharmed, yet an ordinary
man had wounded her. In this fact was a s gnificance that she could sense but not grasp, and once more
shefelt herself to be on the doorstep of arevelation of enormousimportance.

She had no time to connect the puzzle pieces to which intuition had called her attention. Contemplation
required peace and time, and she had none of either.

The beast she'd bitten had said the lambs, the children, were his sacrifices. To what, to whom, on what
dtar, for what purpose did not matter, only hisintention—and stopping him.

Her crushed and bleeding ear ached, but it no longer rang. She could hear well enough.

The only sound was the ceasal ess movement inside the walls, the rustle and dither. No voicesrose
from the whispery throng.

Through her rolled waves of nausea. Salivaflooded her mouth. She could till taste blood, so she spat
instead of swallowing, and spat again.

Turning from the door, probing with the flashlight, the first thing she saw was ahatchet embedded in the
sde of atall wooden cabinet. Blood on the blade, on the handle.

Sickened, she didn't want to look further, but she had to, and did.



She wasin ahome office, unreveaed by two windows looking out on moss-strangled treesin the
purple noon. A door stood open to an adjacent bathroom.

She shared the room with two chopped bodies—a man on the floor, awoman tumbled in an armchair.
She had become inured to horror, yet she didn't look at them too closdly or too long.

Family photos on the wall behind the desk reveaed that these were the parents of the children locked
in the room near the head of the sairs. Thekidsin the pictures were adimpled boy and an older sister
with black hair and Cleopatra bangs.

Appearing in none of the photos, the scarred man must be an intruder. She had known that Michael
Render would not be the only sociopath to embrace the chaos of acrumbling civilization.

Sacrifices.

Hurriedly, she searched the desk drawers, seeking aweapon. She hoped to find a handgun. The best
she could come up with was apair of scissors.

Behind her, the scarred man said, "Drop them,” and pressed the muzzle of agun, probably her own
9-mm pistol, against the nape of her neck.

THE NEEDLEPOINT CHAIR REMAINED BRACED UNDER the knob; but the killer had not
phased through that barrier or any other.

The adjacent bath was shared between this study and a bedroom. He had been in the house long
enough to know it well, and he had come into the study by way of the bath and the neighboring room.

Molly didn't at once drop the scissors, as commanded. Her vivid imagination painted a tableau of rape
and torture that made it worth the risk of twisting around on him, trying to put the scissorsin his guts,
hoping to dodge the shot.

But she didn't know the future and could not act on afear of what it might be. The past and future are
equaly unredeemable, and the only time of consequence isthis moment, now, where life occurs, where
choices are made for reasons practica and philosophical.

Dropped, the scissors clattered on the desk top.

He shifted the muzzle of the pistol to her throat, encircled her with one arm, pawed her breasts through
her swester, motivated not by lust but by the desire to hurt her, which he did, squeezing hard.

"You liketo bite, huh?' Hisvoice was strangely affected by his punctured cheek, his bregeth reeking as



before but now aso redolent of blood. "Y ou eat lamb?"

If she screamed, Neil would come, but he would leave the six children in the street, protected only by
the dogs, which were now under suspicion.

"You eat lamb?" he repested, squeezing her with such cruelty that she amost gave him the satisfaction
of crying out in pain.

“No. | don't likeit."

"Y ou're gonnaacquire atagtefor it,” he said. "I'm gonnatake you down the hall, see my two lambs,
gonnawatch while you bite those tender babies."

Inthewalls, in the calling, the unknown presences churned with greater frenzy.

"The harder you bite them, the more fun places you think to bite them, the better your chancesI'll let
youlive"

Vamping for time, expecting his answer to be one kind of crazy or another with no enlightening content,
Molly said, " Sacrifices, you cdled them. To what, why?'

"They want the kids, kids more than anything, but they can't touch them.”
"Who?"

"Them that rule the world now."

"Why can't they touch the kids?"

"Don't you know nothing? Kids ain't for sfting,” he said. "But ain't no rules apply to me. If | do the
kids, them with the power will be good to me."

Molly fdt like ablind woman reading lines of Braille in which random dots had been omitted. Some
vita understanding loomed just beyond the limits of her vison.

He withdrew hisarm from around her, but he dug the muzzle of the pistol harder againgt her throat, just
under the hinge of the jawbone. ™Y ou pick up the flashlight on the desk and move dow and easy with me.
Don't try nothin' or I'll blow your pretty head off."

The bleak afternoon brightened beyond the windows. Cold white radiance streamed down, rinsing the
purple out of theair.

Sherecognized the quality of light. One of the sllent, glowing craft must be hovering over the house.

Asbefore, shefet closaly observed, examined, but more than merely examined: Shefdt knownin
heart and mind and body, known in terrifying completeness.

Her assailant apparently felt the same thing, because his body gtiffened and he shrank a step back from
the windows, pulling her with him. "What'sthis shit?'

Fear distracted him, and when the pressure of the muzzle eased a Molly'sthroat, she knew thiswas
thetimeto act, for she was in the moment as seldom before, clear-eyed and quick of mind, al the
experience of her past and al the hopes of her future focused here at the till point that was now.

From the desk she snatched the scissors. Simultaneoudy she pulled away from him and heard the



double click of thetrigger but not the boom of a shot.

She swung toward him. The pistol afoot from her face. Muzzle so huge, so dark. He pulled the trigger
agan. Thegundidn't fire.

Asruthless as any Fate snipping alifdine, she dashed a his gun hand with the scissors. He cried out
and dropped the wespon.

She threw the scissors a him, stooped, and snatched the pistal off the floor.

Rising to full height, she saw him reach for her. She squeezed the trigger, and the gun bucked in her
hand.

He served as the sacrifice that he had intended to make of the children. The bullet found his heart with
such accuracy that he was dead before he could look surprised, a cooling corpse before he hit the floor.

Histwo misfires followed by her point-blank shot were not a series of coincidences, and the gun was
not defective. Some power was at work on her behalf, some agency uncanny.

Behind the plagter, the teeming hive had fdlen slent.

57

THE BRILLIANCE OF THE HOVERING UFO, POURING through the windows, brought too
much revealing light to this body-strewn abattoir. Molly retrieved her flashlight from the desk and
departed by way of the bath that connected this study to another room.

A highwindow in the shower stall admitted light, which revealed her moving figure in the mirro—and
the figure of another who was not present. She saw the other in aglance, hated in shock to look again,
but only she hersalf was now reflected.

Shedidn't know if her mother, Thdia, glimpsed in the mirror, had actualy been there or whether this
vison had been merely the ephemera expression of her fondest wish, halucination, even perhapsa
flicker of madness.

She wanted to linger, studying the mirror, but the lambs, having been spared from sacrifice, needed her.
Through the next room, into the hal, her way was lighted by the vessel above, by virtue of windows and

skylights
When she reached the door near the head of the stairs, it swung open widein front of her.

Thiswas agirl's bedroom. Stuffed animals reclined against the headboard of a bed skirted in flounces.
Satiny drapes trimmed with rickrack. Posters of teen idols on the walls, polished boyswith an



androgynous qudity. Frillsand thrills.

Two chairs stood back to back. The girl with the Cleopatra bangs, perhapsten or eeven, and her
dimpled brother sat in them, secured at wrists and ankles by duct tape.

Virgil guarded the children, and he had something formidable to guard againg.

A colony of fungi—white spheres, pae lung sacs—crouched in acorner. A second colony, having
sprouted those thick yet insectile legs, hung from the ceiling over the bed. Except for the inflating and
deflating sacs, they were motionless, athough busy life might be asquirm within them.

On the bed were the depleted roll of duct tape and the knife that the killer had used to cut it.

Hoping that the bright vessal would continue to hover over the house, shedding light through the
windows, and that she would not be forced to work by flashlight in the company of the ambulatory fungi,
Moally plucked the knife off the bed and sawed at the binding tape.

Their names were Bradley and Allison, and Molly did her best to soothe their fears as she also
explained how directly and quickly they must leave the house. Shelied about the fate of their parents
when they asked anxioudy after them.

Saving all these children'slives might be easier than helping them to accept a future founded on the
shaky ground of personal tragedy and catastrophic destruction.

Resolutely, she turned her mind from that consideration. To do thiswork, she must live in the moment,
and to give the children hope and counsdl them out of the despair that came with dwelling on things
forever logt, she must eventually teach them to live in the moment, too.

Sheredlized only now that since stepping across the threshold at the front door of this house, she had
at some point acquired the conviction that they would have afuture, when previoudy she could not find
reason to foresee long-term surviva. She knew some of the reasons for this change of heart, but not al of
them; evidently her subconscious had perceived other causesfor optimism that it was not yet ready to
sharewith her.

Because Bradley was young and more frightened than hissster, Molly freed him first and told him to
stay closeto Virgil, in whom most of her trust had been restored by recent events.

As shefinished freeing Allison, Molly heard awet, decidedly organic sound and looked up asthe skin
on around, cantaloupe-size fungus in the overhead colony peded back like the lids of an eyebdl. Under
those membranes|lay a human face.

Of dl the impossible and grotesque things that she had seen since the coyotes on the porch, thisrated
asthe most bizarre, the least comprehens ble, the most disturbing. Repulsed, she nevertheless could not
avert her eyes.

A longer look revealed that the face in the fungus wasn't molded di-mensionally. The surface of the
sphere under the pedled-back lids was smooth and curved and transparent, and the human face
appeared to float within it like an object in one of those Christmas snow globes.

This particular face was that of aman with blue eyes and blond mustache. His gaze turned to Mally,
and he seemed to see her. His expression was anguished and imploring, and he appesred to be crying
out to her, though he produced no sound.

White membranes peeled back from asecond fungus in the colony, reveding another face held in



another sphere: awoman screaming and in a state of abject torment. Her screams were silent.

These were not real faces, but watching them in aparaytic state of awe, of dread, Molly
suspected—and quickly came to believe—that each represented a human consciousness, the mind and
memory of someone who had actudly lived. They had been stripped out of their physical bodies at death
and somehow captured in these hideous structures.

Each colony of white fungi was some kind of organic penitentiary in which were imprisoned the
consciousnesses of those people who died at the hands of the new masters of Earth. More accurately,
perhaps, the colonies might be data-storage systems in which were accumulated human minds complete
in every aspect, including memory, cognitive functions, and persondity.

Molly's pounding heart ssemed to tighten and shrink within her breest, asif withered by these
consderations.

More lids pedled back, reveaing additiond faces, not only on the colony that crawled the ceiling but
aso on the one that crouched in the corner, and Molly suddenly knew, from the way they focused on her
and on the children, and from their expressions, that they were awarein their prisons. Aware, aert, and
desperate, some of them had been driven mad by their condition and raged insanely, silently.

Wisdy, Virgil split for the upgtairshall.

Anxiousto spare Bradley and Allison from further exposure to this abomination, Molly hustled the kids
after the dog.

At the doorway, she glanced back and saw another lid pedl away from another sphere, reveding the
face of the scarred man whom she had shot no more than two or three minutes ago. His gaze found her,
and hisfeatures twisted with hate.

Abruptly the faceswere allowed voices, and from them arose ashrill cacophony of weeping, wailing,
screaming, pleasfor help, shrieks of rage, cursing, and ululations of mad laughter.

AsMolly fled behind the children, down the gairs, the bright craft hovering above the house moved on,
leaving the windows muddy purple once more and casting the interior into darkness.

NEIL WANTED TO EXAMINE HER MANGLED AND blood-caked ear, but Molly insisted they
must get on with thework. Virgil was aready on the move, padding east along the street, back the way
they had come.

Thistime the children—eight of them now—proceeded at the head of the column, behind the dog.
Molly and Neil followed them, watchful but not any longer in the grip of hair-trigger parancia



"The only thing we have to protect the kidsfrom is people,” Molly said. "Ordinary,
born-of-man-and-woman people. The bad ones, the sick ones. But the ETs and everything that's come
with them from their world . . . they'll leave the children untouched.”

"How can you know that?" he asked.
She quoted the scarred man. " 'Kids ain't for gfting." "
"What?'

"Things happened in that house, gave me a different perspective. I'll tell you later. Themainthing is, the
kids are untouchable."

“Why?"

"I'm not sure, but I'm working on atheory. Another thingis. . . | think those of us searching for them
are untouchable, too."

"Something sure touched your ear."

"Not one of them, nothing . . . dien. Therewasthis guy, this psycho, hekilled their parents, was going
tokill Bradley and Allison.”

"| thought | heard ashot. But it was muffled, and | couldn't be sure. | amost camein.”
"It was over by then."

He regarded her with something more than amazement, perhaps wonder. "Y ou used to just write
books."

"Did I? Maybealong time ago.”
The shepherd led them into Black Lake's small downtown center.

Swags of blackish moss draped al the trees and suffocated some of them. Moss had begun to clothe
the buildings, aswdl: fringes dong therain gutters, the windowsills.

"S0," he asked, "are we rescuing or harvesting them?”
"Rescuing, | think. And | fedl better about the dogs.”

Quick dark figures capered across the roofs and porch roofs, in and out of the low fog layer, leaping
from building to building. They were the Sze of monkeys, with the agility of macagues and capuchins, but
without the playful spirit of monkeys. Their heads weretoo large for their bodies, which were covered in
scalesrather than fur, and from adistance their asymmetric faces gppeared to have been half meltedina
fire. With hands that featured as many fingers as—but agreater complement of knuckles than—the hands
of man or monkey, they sometimestore at themsdaves asif they were in torment, though the only sounds
they made were choking noisesthat in some instances resembled awicked chuckling.

Fungi grew everywhere: acrosslawns and parks, in flower beds and flower boxes. They sprouted from
cracksin sdewaks, onthewadls of clapboard and wood-shingled buildings. They were not dl paewhite
or black with yellow spots, but camein agreat variety otshapes and colors that suggested not afairyland
panorama but a phantasmagoric wasteland of continuoudy mutating formsin the sweat-drenched dream
journeys of acomatose junkie on the edge of overdose.



"What I'm wondering,” Mally said, "isif maybe we've been wrong to think the ETs are amonoalithic
force, ahive dedicated to asingle mission, driven by asingle desire.”

"It sure looks that way."

"Yeah. But it'slike bad data processing: garbage in, garbage out. Misperceptions in, misconceptions
out. There could be factions among them just like there are among human beings. And maybe one of
those factions doesn't believe in completely obliterating a species and its civilization.”

"If S0, they're in the minority, and judging by what's happened so far, they don't have ahell of alot of
cout.”

"Except maybe they've won a concession that forbids targeting children.”

"But they're till taking our world from us," he said, "and how is anyone, especidly achild, supposed to
survivein this madhouse ecology ?*

She frowned. "They can't. Not with any happiness or hope. But we've got something about thiswrong,
and I'm trying to straighten it out in my head.”

Virgil led them to the bank. During the previous night, in adiscussion with the live-free-or-die group at
the tavern, Nell had recommended this building as the best place to fortify and defend, assuming there
was any hope of meaningful defense or any point in making alast stand.

At first, Molly thought they'd reached the end of their rescue mission. She expected to settlein here
with those who chose to fight and to prepare to face the end, if it came, with what dignity and courage
they could muster.

Then sheredized that no guards were stationed at the front door of the bank. The blinds were drawn
at the windows, and as best she could tell, no one watched the Street from inside.

"Something'swrong,” Neil said. " Something's happened.”
"And fivekidsareinthere" shesad.

The work was not yet completed.

59

IF THE CHILDREN WERE IN SOME WAY IMMUNIZED againgt ultimate violence, for whatever
reason, they would be safe in the street, watched over by the dogs. Neil ought to be able to accompany
Moally into the bank.



Their exemption from this holocaust, however, was no more than atheory, even though supported by
some compelling evidence. With only theory to go by, Mally could not leave them without an adult
defender.

If one of them had to go into the bank aone, Neil inssted on being the point man thistime, but his
intention was not met with enthusiasm by Virgil. The dog refused to accompany him. Indeed, the
shepherd sat on the pavement in front of the door, blocking entrance.

Nell reached over the dog to open the door, but he discovered that it was locked.

When Mally approached, Virgil rose to hisfeet and wagged histail. She reached for the door, which
opened before she touched it.

Asprevioudy during this odyssey, thisinfernal tour, the inanimate seemed to harbor intention.

With an embrace and akiss, Nell conceded the point position to Molly. He returned to the children
and the dogsin the Street.

During the walk to the bank, she had gected the magazine from the 9-mm pistol and had replaced the
expended cartridge. Ten rounds were loaded, ready. In the pockets of her jeans, she carried afew
Spares.

Flashlight in her left hand, pistol in her right, she shouldered open the door and followed Virgil insde.

The only bank in Black Lake and environs—constructed in 1936, when depositors needed to be
reassured by afinancid ingtitution's grandeur—did not measure up in splendor to larger banks of that
period in any mgor city, but it wasimpressivein its own modest scale. Marble floors. Sx marble
columns. Marble wainscoting. The surrounds at the tellers windows were ornamenta dark bronze with
polished fluting and nickd inlays.

Throughout the lobby, in thetellers enclosure, in the open area of service desks behind the marble
railling, ample light was provided by Coleman gaslanterns, which hissed softly like dreaming snakes.

Molly switched off her flashlight and tucked it under the waistband of her jeans, in the small of her
back, leaving both handsfor the gun.

Although more than twenty adults, plusfive children, had left the tavern with the intention of stocking
and fortifying the bank, only four adults, three men and awoman, werein the lobby. They stood side by
sde, inaline, facing the row of teller windows, their backsto the door.

They didn't turn when Molly entered, which seemed odd, for the door had made some noise, and the
dog's clawsticked on the floor, ingpiring adeet-storm of echoes from every marble surface.

From the back, she recognized only one of the four: Vince Hoyt, the history teacher and football
coach.

"Vince?'

Hedidn't turn.

"Everything okay?' she asked.

None of the four acknowledged her.

Seeking guidance, she looked down at Virgil. He had abdicated leadership and, favoring Molly with a



solemn gaze, waited for her to act.

She crossed the lobby to the line of four, noticing that they stood stiff, heads up, shoulders squared,
essentidly at parade rest, except that their arms hung dackly at their Sdes.

"What's going on?" she asked, and knew the answer when she came around the end of their formation.

They had no faces.

HERE WAS THE PHENOMENON THAT CASSIE HAD described: people without eyes, noses,
mouths, each face smooth from ear to ear and from hairline to the rounded bottom of the chin, the color
of pdeclay, asglossy and featurdess asfired ceramics.

They should have been dead, for they could not breathe.

Although their chests did not rise and fall with exhalation, inhaation, they twitched perceptibly from
timeto time, and their throats moved as they swallowed. In two of them, aracing pulse throbbed visbly
intheir temples. And in every case, their hands, dack at their sdes, trembled.

They radiated an anxiety that was aimost palpable, dmost keen enough to smell. They were without
faces, but they were sill somehow dive—and profoundly afraid.

Somewhere in the bank were five helpless children, and no doubt with them was athing with facesinits
hands. Because its kind seemed to be omniscient, it would know that she had arrived.

Virgil sill would not lead, but he stayed bravely a her sde, though visible tremors passed through his
flanks

She opened the low bronze gate to the tellers enclosure, and stepped into the realm of money, redlizing
that money had no meaning anymore.

At the back of thetellers enclosure, alow railing separated that space from a halway. She opened
another gate and led Virgil into the corridor.

Three Coleman lanterns were evenly spaced aong this passage. Nothing disturbed the silence except
the hiss of gas burning in the mantles, behind the clear heat shidlds.

Here the floor was carpeted. The dog made no sound.

Five doorswere st in the east Side of the hdl, threein the west side, al with frosted-glass panesin the
top half. Some bore the names of bank officers. Another was labeled REST ROOMS. Two were not



marked.

The entrance to the walk-in vault waited at the end. Set in asted architrave, amassive round
sainless-stedl door, ringed with three-inch-diameter locking bolts, stood open.

Behind the doors with frosted glass, the rooms were dark. She consdered them for amoment but then
trusted intuition and passed them warily.

Cassesfearful voice played in memory: They can take your face and keep it in their hands, and show
it to you, and other faces. . .

In the vault at least one lantern glowed. She could see no onein the vestibule just beyond the deep
jamb.

...facesinthar hands. . . crush themin their fists, and make them scream.. . .

Molly wasfifteen feet from the vault door when shefelt in mind and marrow, in blood and bone, the
return of the airborne leviathan. 1t was cruising in from the north-northeast, seeming to compressthe
atmosphere below it, so that shefdlt like adiver degp in amarine abyss with agreat weight of ocean on
her shoulders.

A few stepsfrom the vault, she heard adrizzle, turned, and saw Virgil urinating againgt the wall.
Bladder emptied, he cameto her, tail tucked, shivering, but till game,

"Good boy," she whispered, "brave boy."

At the threshold, fear gave her pause. Mouth dry and hot, hands cold and damp. The checked pistol
grip dippery with swesat. Shetried to bite back a shudder, but her teeth chattered for amoment like
castanets.

She crossed the three-foot-deep, curved steel jamb. Immediately beyond, the day gate stood open.

Directly ahead, past the small vestibule, lay arectangular chamber lined with safe-deposit boxes. A
lantern glowed there, but the room proved to be unoccupied.

Totheright of the vestibule, in a stedd-framed doorway, a gate stood open. Light beckoned beyond.

Even herein thevault, she could fed the rhythmic throb of the great enginesin the mountainous ship
making way above the town.

She passed through the gate. To the left lay the money room—shelves laden with cash, coins, and
ledgers.

Here, too, were the five children, sitting on the floor, backs against awall, dive but terrified. And here,
as she should have expected, was Michagl Render, her father.
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RENDER HAD KILLED FIVE CHILDREN IN HER SCHOOL -room, twenty years ago, and here
werefive more at risk.

Asif heknew what shewasthinking, he said, "The magic number are present, aren't they?

Shewould have expected the vault wallsto cast his voice back in metallic echoes, but they muffled,
softened. Although hiswords were mocking, he sounded like afunera director, murmuring in respect of
thelead.

Molly held the gun in both hands, pointed at his handsome face. "'I'm taking them out of here."
"Dead, maybe."
"Nobody dead but you,” she sad, "if it comesto that.”

"I it comesto that,' " he repeated mockingly. "Y ou're too morally confused to do theright thing,
Moally dear. Y ou could have shot me at the tavern, but you let me go. Let me go to commit what
horrors?'

She shook her head. "Y ou're underestimating me."
Quaking, tail tucked, head low, Virgil dipped past Render to join the children.

Render produced one of hiskiller smiles, of the intensity and warmth that had charmed her mother into
marriage. "What do they cdl it when you murder your own father? Patricide, | think."

"I have no father," she said.

"You tdl yoursdf you don't, but you aren't convinced. Y ou know that | came to your school that day
because | loved you and didn't want to lose you.”

"Y ou've never loved anyone but yourself."

"l loved you so much that | killed to get you that day, killed whoever sood in my way, just to have a
chanceto raise you as agood father should.”

He took a step toward her.
"Stay back," she warned. "Remember, | shot you twice that day.”

"And intheback," he agreed. "But you were innocent then, and less aware of the complexities of right
and wrong."

Hetook another step and reached one hand out to her, palm up, asif in apleafor an emotional
connection.

She backed away from him.
Still gpproaching, he said, "Give Daddy a hug, and let's Sit down and talk about al of this."

Moally backed into the open gate between the money room and the vestibule. She could retreat farther
only if sheleft the room—and left him with the children.



He kept coming, hand out. ™Y our mother dways believed in the power of love, the wisdom of
discussion. She said anything can be accomplished with good will, with compromise. Didn't she teach
you those values, Mally?'

She shot him in the chest. The vault did not muffle the clap of the gun, but rang withiit, asif they stood
inddeagiant bell.

She heard the children scream and was peripherally aware that some of them covered their ears with
their hands; some covered their eyes.

The dug jolted Render. And his eyeswidened. And he smiled.

She shot him again, athird time, afourth, but he did not go down. Four bullet holes marked his chest,
but no blood spilled from him.

Lowering the gun, she said, "Y ou were dead already. Dead when you came to the tavern.”

"When everything began to fal apart, some of the guards at the sanitarium would have turned usloose,"
he said. "Out of pity, out of compassion, rather than leave us caged like animals, to starve or worse. But
there were two who wouldn't have it—and shot usin our cells before they Ieft for home.”

What stood before her was not her father, but asmulacrum of exquisitely convincing detail. Now it
changed, and became what it really was. amottled black-and-gray thing with aface that seemed to have
once imploded and been badly reconstructed. Eyes aslarge as lemons, protuberant, crimson with
dliptical black pupils. From shouldersridged with spiky plates of bone, leathery wings hung folded dong
itsSdes.

She knew that she stood now in the presence of a prince from another star, one of the speciesthat had
come to take the earth.

When it showed her itsbig, taloned, and powerful hands, she saw afacein each. Unlikethefacesin
the fungi, these had some dimension, and looked even more real, more disturbing than those she had seen
earlier. Intheleft hand, the face of Michad Render. In theright hand, the face of Vince Hoyt, the footbdll
coach standing faceless now in the lobby of the bank.

The ET closad its enormous hands, and from within its clenched fingers, she heard her father screaming
in agony, and Vince Hoyt.

When it opened its hands, the faces had changed, and now she saw afamous politician in the l€eft, a
famous actressin the right. These, too, cried out in misery when it crushed theminitsfists.

Molly fdt light, without any weight at al, asin adream, asif she might float out of this place and into
another chamber of the nightmare.

The thing's mouth was as ragged as awound, and when it spoke, she saw teeth like broken glass. "I'll
let you keep your face and walk out of here with four of the lambs. But only four. Y ou choose the oneto
leave behind.”

Heart knocking hard enough to shake her body and make the pistol jump in her uneasy grip, she
looked at the five children, who had heard the creature's proposition. She would die before she left any
of them.

She met the crimson eyes, and as Strange as they were, she nevertheless could read them, and redized
atruth. Like the waking corpse of Harry Corrigan, like Derek Sawtedllein histweed jacket and



hand-knotted bow tie, like Michael Render, like the talking doll and the walking colonies of fungi, like
nearly everyone and everything that she had encountered since waking to the sound of rain, thiswasan
agent of despair, intent upon reducing her to hopelessness.

They had used the bloody tragedy of her childhood, the abiding grief at the loss of her mother to
cancer, her deepest fears, her greatest self-doubts, and even her love for the work of T. S. Eliot—which
had aways given her strength and inspiration—to confuse her, to exhaust her, to induce in her ablack
despondency that would leave her a hollow woman, a parayzed force, of no help to the innocent.

There were many things about these events that she didn't understand yet, that she might never
understand, but she knew onething for certain, even if she didn't know why it should betrue: Aslong as
she had hope, they could not touch her.

"Y ou have no power over me or them. | am their tutelary,” Molly declared, surprised to hear the word
escape her, for it was not one she had ever used, though she knew that it meant a special kind of
guardian. "I'm taking them out of here. All of them. Now."

It reached for her face. Its spread talons extended from her scalp to below her chin, from ear to ear,
and itstouch was as cold asice, and greasy.

She did not pull back. Or flinch. Or breathe.
After ahestation, the thing drew its hand away from her.

The ET stared a her for amoment, and though its expressions were as alien asits face, she knew that
it wasfilled with hate and fury and frustration.

Asif it were suddenly weightless, the thing rose from the floor, floating upward as, moments ago, she
had feared that she hersdf might have done. It passed through the ceiling, perhaps drawn up into the
colossal ship passing over Black Lake.
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IN THE MARBLE LOBBY, THE FOUR FACELESS PEOPLE were gone.

With five children in tow, led by a scampering Virgil, Molly joined Neil and hisbrood in the Street as
thelow fog bank began to lift and dissipate.

Through the shrouds of purple mist, the passing mother ship wasvisible. So low, just abovethe
treetops. The vessdl revedled such aradicaly different surface from what movies had prepared her to see
that Molly stood gazing up in astate beyond astonishment, so far beyond awe and terror that a curious
cam befdl her.



No metalic sheen asin athousand films, no festival of lights asin Close Encounters of the Third Kind,
no battleship architecture asin Star Wars, but instead something that appeared to be organic and
infinitely strange. Here passed aslently gliding leviathan armored in places with chitinous platessmilar to
those of an insect, but in places scaled, in places smooth and pale and tender and pulsing asif a
gargantuan dow heart boomed within, in other areas bristling with rows of spikes or horns, dso cratered
with what appeared to be wounds, lesions, sores, stippled with writhing knots of tissue resembling snarls
of tentacles, deeply crusted with malignant-looking excrescences.

The most incredible features of this corpus malignus were the human faces embedded like blinking eyes
throughout its surface, tens of thousands of faces, millions of faces, men and women of al races, revealed
and then occluded only to be revea ed again as membranes opened and closed over them.

Onand onit came, vast in length and breadth, its entire shape too large to be extrapolated from this
one aspect, in mass and volume greater than the combined mass and volume of dl the ships of seaand air
that humankind had constructed throughout its history, athousand times greeter, athousand timesa
thousand. Although its propulsion system— and the process by which it defied gravity—continued to
produce not one decibel of sound, the leviathan accelerated until the features on its surface began to blur,
camefaster and faster across Black Lake, mile after mile, and faster dtill, and then asit continued coming,
it began a0 to rise through the gradualy thinning fog, which soon shrouded it again, and rose out of
Sgnt.

Seconds after this massiveness vanished, the soundless thrab of its engines ceased to wash waves of
phantom pressure through Moally. Still in theleviathan'sthrall, however, she stood gazing into the purple
mist for half aminute, perhapslonger, asdid Neil and the children, until a sudden downpour drenched
them.

WHEN THE STORM BROKE, THEY RETREATED TO THE bank, which was brightened by
Coleman lanterns and which seemed to be safe. A search of the rooms turned up no menace, human or
otherwise.

Torrents pounded the earth, though perhaps only haf as hard asin thefirst deluge. Thisrain was not
luminous, and it smdled like rain should smell, fresh and clean.

The downpour gradualy washed the murk out of the sky, and for awhile the day beyond the windows
brightened from the unnaturd plum-purple gloom to the familiar gray light of an autumn storm.

Some supplies had been transported to the bank before the ETs had interrupted the fortification plans.
Molly discovered cases of lantern fudl that for weeks would provide them with well-illuminated quarters.
Neil found blankets, cartons of canned mesats and fruits, boxes of crackers, cookies, candy, fresh bread
and cakes.



They piled blankets three thick to make a series of comfortable beds on the lobby floor. The wedlth of
dogs would provide additiond padding and warmth. A fourth blanket, tied in aloose roll with lengths of
cord, made an adequate pillow.

Asthe day waned, awatery twilight duiced through the town. The Streets were quiet, and except for
the rush of rain, so wasthe sky. Remarkably quiet, considering recent events. Molly did not trust such
dillness.

By nightfal, after taking the dogs out for alast toilet, they had checked al the window locks, engaged
the deadbolts, and dragged barricades of furniture in front of the doors. The ETs themselves could not be
kept out if they chose to phase through cellings, walls, or floors, but the strange beasts of their
home-world ecology would be held at bay.

Molly continued to believe that the children were sacrosanct and that, astheir tutdaries, she and Nell
were a so untouchable, but she wasn't taking any chances. Besides, there might be men like Render il
loose in the world, and from monsters of the human kind, they had no protection except guns.

They could prepare only acold dinner, but the variety and quality of treats qualified asafeast. They sat
inalamplit circle on thefloor, thirteen children and two adults, surrounding an array of open cansand
boxes, passing one another whatever was wanted.

At first they ate in asilence born half of weariness and haf of shock. Soon, however, the comfort of
food and the sugar content of warm soft drinks enlivened them.

Quietly, they spoke of their daunting experiences, swapped stories, groped toward an understanding
and acceptance of what had happened. And tried to imagine what might happen next.

The five rescued from the vault told of watching parents and others abducted before their eyes, floated
off the floor and through thisvery celling, during a period when the mother ship must have been passing
over a too high an dtitude to be felt. Some of the abductees had wept in the ascent; others had laughed;
but none had resisted.

"Y eah, laughing," said Eric Crudup, recaling his grandmother's extraction through two ceilingsand a
roof. "Going up, they loseit. Nuttier than acan of Planters.”

Their losses were so monumenta that they could not yet grasp the dimension of them; therefore, they
were not yet cast into grief. But Molly knew that grief would come when the shock subsided.

Curioudy, no one raised the issue of the organic appearance of the mother ship, perhaps because it
differed so dramatically from anything they had seen in moviesthat they didn't know what to think about
it—or were afraid to consder possihilities.

By eight o'clock, they bedded down for the night.

Nell inssted on taking the first watch and promised to wake Mally for her shift at one o'clock in the
morning.

She expected to lie awake, tormented by images of horrendous destruction and by nervous speculation
about the future, but shefell adegp within seconds of putting her head on the makeshift pillow. Shedid
not dream.

Five hours later, Neil woke her. In spite of his promise, he had intended to let her deep, but the depth
of hisexhaugtion convinced him that he would soon doze off, leaving them vulnerable.



With the pistol at her sde, Molly sat in achair in the soft lamplight, listening to the rhythmic breathing of
the deeping children, the occasiond snores of the dogs. For thefirgt time, she had the solitude and the
peace to brood about what difference might exist between the wonders she had seen and her
interpretation of them. Some eusive truth till teased at the limits of her reason, but she could not quite
szeit.

Tutelary. A guardian, a protector, especialy onewith specia powers. Although it wasn't an archaic

word, it wasn't one that she remembered having used before in either her writing or conversation; yet it
had comeinto her mind as precisdly theright word to ward off the ET in the bank vault. Tutdary.

A few minutes before three o'clock in the morning, the rain stopped.

She went to awindow to pull aside ablind, but returned to her chair without doing so. She was afraid
that clinging to the window would be some fungoid form, human faces screaming slently in the rounded
surfaces of its strange flesh.

WITH DAWN, THE TRAMMELED SUN WAS FREED FROM chains of rain and nets of migt. Asif
risng in celebration, it painted the eastern heavens with the glow of roses, blued the remainder of the sky,
and gilded the windows of Black Lake.

Molly, Nell, the children, and the dogs |l ft the cold marble lobby of the bank for the warm morning in
the street. They stood at first in quiet rapture, faces to the sky, mouths open asif to drink the sun's golden
wine.

Only thirty-six hours had elgpsed since they had seen sunshine, but Molly felt asif haf her life had
passed since she had last enjoyed this delicious warmth on her face.

One of the children wasthefirst to notice the restoration of al things. "Hey, dl the crap and
creepazoids are gone!™

The strangulation of blackish moss had rinsed out of the trees and off the buildings, dissolved, and
washed dong guttersinto sorm drains.

The phantasmagoria of fungi, both those that walked and those that rooted, had vanished. What
remained was right: sodden grass, dripping shrubbery, washed-out flower beds of gluey mud.

No monkeylike forms capered on the roofs, and nothing red and ravenous crawled through the trees.
Molly felt dmost asthough she had dreamed it all—or were dreaming now.

The earth had been taken by an extraterrestrial species as ruthless as might have been arace of



intelligent crocodiles. The future had promised an end, and soon, to the human experience and the
eradication of every human achievement. Y et the future that had been inevitable was not. Herein the il
point, the dance of life went on, moment by moment.

She could not comprehend what had happened, what those princes from another star had intended to
accomplish, whether they had in fact accomplished it, or why they had gone.

A flicker of darm trembled her heart when she glimpsed movement in the sky, but she saw thét this,
too, was good and right. Overhead ahawk turned in awidening gyre.

The bark of adog, not one of theirs, drew her attention to the north end of Main Street. The Irish
Setter, firgt seen the previous day, led three adults and a group of children toward the bank. The number
of kidsin that procession had increased since she had waved at them on Marine Avenue.

Another bark, thistime from a curly-coated mutt of many breeds, announced the approach of another
group from the south end of Main Street. One adult, seven children, and agolden cat that guarded their
western flank.

Molly felt Neil's gaze, met his eyes, moved to him, and took his hand.

A third group—four adults, more than twenty children, and a host of dogs—called out as they
approached through the small park acrossthe Strest.

Of dl the shocks and astonishments of the past thirty-six hours, none had affected Molly more
profoundly than this, and certainly none had lifted her heart asthislifted it.

Inaquarter of an hour, the last of nine groups arrived, and Molly was ableto tally the surviving
population of Black River, where once more than two thousand people had lived. Twenty-two adults,
mogt of them parents. One hundred seventy-six children, more than half of whom were orphans now.
Forty dogs, seven cats.

THAT GATHERING ON MAIN STREET OCCURRED ON Thursday morning, and by the end of
breakfagt, al twenty-two adults agreed that they must move the children out of Black Lake, to amore
comfortable location in the lowlandsto the west.

Thiswas September, and winter would soon come to the mountains. With no dectricity, with no
natural-gas supply, and with no long-term source of fud oail, they needed to establish asettlement ina
more accommodating climate.

They spent that day assembling a caravan of vehicles and packing for the journey. Food, drink, clothes,
mementos. Wegpons, too, though they hoped they would never need them.



Thursday night, they bedded down throughout the bank, in every room but the vault. Most dept, but
some could not, waiting for the sound of torrentid rain.

The night passed without astorm.

Friday morning, they set out from Black Lake in acaravan of three school buses, two el ghteen-foot
box trucks, and fourteen SUV's. All the fuel tanks were topped off, and if they needed gasoline en route,
they expected to be able to siphon it from abandoned vehicles.

They had no ideawhat to expect, but what they found to the west was more of what they had |eft. Blue
skiesempty of everything but birds. Sodden landscapes dowly drying out. Deserted towns.

To Mally, asto everyone, the War of the Worlds appeared to have ended in greater mystery than it
had begun. Where had the victorious armies gone, and why?

Some freeway bridges should have been washed away; but none were. Molly saw little evidence of
flood damage, even in areas where riverswould have overflowed their banks, drowning whole
communities

Occasiondly they encountered snarls of abandoned cars, which had to be moved, but for the most
part, the highways were deserted and offered easy travel.

During the westward journey, they encountered three caravans much like theirs. Many children and
their tutdlaries, numerous dogs, some cats, and even one pet parrot that had been taught some scraps of
Emily Dickinsonbutno T. S. Eliot.

In the lowlands, where many millions had lived—and died—Molly expected to encounter suburbs that
had become charndl houses stacked with corpses, the air thick with the stench of decomposition. But
they saw not one cadaver, and the air was swest.

Each of the other caravans had its own destination, and in time the Black L ake group proceeded on its
own again, al the way to the Pacific coast and Newport Beach, where two of the tutelaries had family
about which they were concerned.

Likethe children of the mountains, the children of the coast had survived. The only adults were those
who had rescued and protected the young. Many were parents whose sense of responsibility extended
beyond their own families,

The residents of the coast welcomed newcomers. There were empty citiesto befilled, avast loneliness
of streets and parks and malls and suburbs.

That Friday evening, Mally waked hand in hand with Neil to the beach and stood near the surf lineto
watch the sunset. A few shipslay broken aong the shordline, but none were visible on the sea.

What of China? Europe? England? Empires gone. And yet Earth abides.

Knowing the comfort that she took from the poet, Neil quoted two lines of Eliot: " 'Between the
conception and the creation.' "

She continued: " 'Between the emotion and the response.’ "
" 'Fallsthe Shadow,' " he finished.

The sun painted a benediction on the western sky, first gold and orange, then fiery red, then purple,



which ushered in, but only for afew hours, the night.

SHE AND NEIL, VIRGIL, TWO OTHER DOGS, AND EIGHT children took for themsaves an
abandoned house on a bluff above the sea.

In the early weeks of thisnew life, they had little time for contemplation, for puzzling out what had
happened to them and to the world.

Supermarkets and warehouses stocked with canned food would last the reduced population for years,
though not forever. Strategies for long-term survival had to be devised, and much hard work had to be
done to implement those plans.

Remarkably (or perhaps not), the only adult survivors, the tutelaries, proved to be adiverselot with a
surprising breadth and depth of knowledge and experience for such asmall number. They were doctors,
dentists, nurses, engineers, architects, carpenters, skilled mechanics. . . . When acomplete directory was
compiled of thoseliving on thisimmediate section of the coadt, it seemed as though every surviving adult
had been chosen not just to save the children but for the talents he or she could bring to thislarger

purpose.

In mere days, selected public gathering places had el ectricity provided by portable generators. The
grand scheme promised dectrica service to some neighborhoods within ayear.

Medica clinicswere established. Drugs were scavenged from pharmacies, to be rationed until asmple
pharmaceutica industry could be reestablished.

The millions of dead could not be found, nor any smallest example of the alien ecology that had
flourished o briefly.

For along time, the stars would be regarded with suspicion, and perhaps for even longer, dogs would
be treated lesslike petsthan like family.

Every day, in athousand small ways, civilization was pulled back from the brink.

In October of that year, hardly amonth after Armageddon, Molly became ateacher and discovered
greater joy in thiswork than she had ever known on the other side of books.

Once apriest, Nell had left the Church when he reported his rector for child molestation and
discovered that his bishop lacked the wisdom, the will, and the strength of faith to purge the offender
from the priesthood. Here along the coagt, he firgt served this new community as afird-rate
cabinetmaker, but by Christmas he found himsalf with a congregation again.



Molly had met him on the last day of his priesthood. On an afternoon when her heart had been
troubled, shed gone into achurch just to sit, to think. Eventualy sheld gone forward in the deserted nave
to light avotive candle in her mother's memory. Quietly saying good-bye to his church, Nell had been
gtanding in the chancd, in the complicated geometry of colorful light from a stained-glasswindow. His
face had been so perfect, his eyes so kind, that she had mistaken him for a statue of St. John the Divine,
until hemoved.

The New Y ear came and was marked by only quiet celebrations in respect of the dead, but there was
pleasureinlife, more by the day.

Through the winter and into the soring, Mally continued to be intrigued with the hedlthy psychology of
the children. They had not forgotten their loved ones, and spoke of them often, but they seemed to be
under adispensation from grief. And from nightmares. They did remember the terrible thingsthey had
witnessed, but almost asif they had seen them in movies. More so than the adults, they were ableto live
inthe moment, a the il point of the turning world, where the dance of life occurred.

In April, Molly learned that she was pregnant.

67

ON A WARM DAY IN JULY, IN HER FOURTH MONTH with child, when school wasin recess
until September, Molly sat on her patio overlooking the seg, in the shade of awhigpering phoenix pam.

On the glass-top table before her was one of her mother's books, which the world had forgotten even
before the world had ended, but which she treasured and reread from time to time.

She had set the book aside after discovering areference to Noah and the ark.

When Neil appeared with glasses of iced teaon atray, shesaid, " 'Theflood, the ark, the animas
loaded two by two, al that Old Testament bullshit

Heraised an eyebrow.

"I'm quoting Render in the lavatory at thetavern. But Neil . . . besides sin and salfishness and stone
idols and that sort of thing, does the story of Noah suggest any specia reason that the world was wiped
dean?'

Settling into a chair with his own glass of teaand abiography of W. B. Yesats, hesad, "Infact, yes. A
tolerance of murder.”

She wasn't sure she understood.

"Most people had become too tolerant of murder,” he elaborated, " punished it too lightly, even excused



it when it wasin the service of Utopian visons. Why?'
"Thereésareference in Mother'sbook.” She indicated the volume on the table. "1 wasjust wondering."
He spped histeaand lost himsdlf inthelife of Yedts.
For atime, Molly stared at the sea.

Hitler killed more than twenty million. Stdin fifty million. Mao Tse-tung as many asahundred million.
More recently, two million had been murdered in Sudan, another two million in Rwanda. Thelist of
holocausts went on and on.

In the name of religion or palitica justice, in the pursuit of abetter world through oneideology or
another, mass graves had been filled, and who among the murderers had ever been punished, aside from
afew Nazis convicted at the Nuremberg trials more than half a century ago?

No clouds were gathered over the sea. Blue met blue a anearly invisible horizon.

Every day in the old world, so recently vanished, the news had been full of stories of suicide bombers,
street-gang shootings, men who killed their pregnant wives, mothers who drowned their children,
teenagers who shot their classmates. She remembered reading once that the average time served for
murder in the Old United States had been seven years.

Render had never seen aprison, only sanitariums with counsalors and rose gardens.

The more she thought about these things, the more she redlized that the children's psychological
recovery and their reluctance to dwell on their ordeal was matched by the adults strange disinterest in
discussng the ETs. Why had they traveled thousands of light-years, murdered millions, begun to reinvent
the earth, but then departed?

Surely this should be the primary subject of discussion for the next century. But asthe children were
under awelcome dispensation from grief, the adults—including Molly hersel f—seemed to have granted
themselves a dispensation from reason and from curiosity, &t least in regard to the end of the world.

Rather than interrupt Neil, she went into the house, found athick book of famous quotations, and
returned with it to the patio.

She remembered something that shed heard on the speakerphone when Neil had been talking to his
brother, Paulie, in Hawaii: "—having great wrath because he knows that he hath but ashort time." Those
words had come through amidst static when tel ephone service had begun to break down.

As her key word, she looked under wrath in the index. She found the reference quickly. The quote was
from Revelation, chapter twelve, verse twelve:

Woe to the inhabiters of the earth and of the sea, for the devil is come down unto you, having great
wrath because he knoweth that he hath but a short time.

Come down unto you? Was not Hell thought of as a place below?

In the bedroom of their house on that night in September, when Molly had awvakened Neil from a
nightmare, he had stood gazing at the cealling, fedling the passage of the leviathan for thefirst time, and had
sad, ". . . gft you aswheat." When sheld asked him what he meant, he hadn't remembered speaking
those words.



Suspecting that this, too, was a quote, she spent a quarter of an hour with the fat volume on the table
before her, and found the source. L uke, chapter twenty-two, verse thirty-one:

And the Lord said, Simon, Simon, behold, Satan hath desired to have you, that he may sft you as
whest.

Molly gazed at the sea.
When she picked up her glass of tea, she was surprised to find it empty. Shedidn't recal finishing it.

She went into the house, got the pitcher from the refrigerator, returned to the patio, and poured more
teafor hersdf and for Neil.

"Thanks, honey," he said.

She remembered something the scar-faced psychopath had said in Bradley and Allison's house,
regarding hisintention to " sacrifice" those children: "Them that rule the world" wanted the children, the
innocents, more than anyone, but "kidsain't for sfting.”

Although the day was hat, a chill found her herein the shadow of the phoenix palm.
After awhile, she said to Neil, "I'm going to take awalk on the beach.”

"Want company?'

"Enjoy the biography. I'll befine."

Switchback stairs led down from the bluff to the beach. At the bottom, she took off her shoes and
carried them.

The astrophysicists say there are more starsin the universe than grains of sand on al the beaches of the
earth.

They say that our universeis one of many, perhaps one of an infinite number.

She walked on warm galaxies of sand, strolled across universes, stooped to pick up ashell: asmal
nautilus with a chamber that seemed to curve away to infinity.

They say God made the universe. The astrophysicists don't say it, but perhaps wiser men do.

They say that Heaven is another reelm gpart from this one, which might mean that it is another universe.

She scrunched dry sand between her toes. It was hot. She moved to the edge of the surf, where the
sand was hard-packed and cool.

They say that certain arrogant angels rebelled, and that God threw them out of Heaven into Hell, which
isaream apart from both Heaven and Earth. Another universe?

She walked south aong the beach, and the lgpping surf washed her feet.

Adtrophysicisis—them again—tell usthat black holes, which are collapsed stars of incredible density,
aremost likely doorway's between universes.

Is death perhaps its own black hole, through which we change universes?



A single cloud appeared in the south, drifting silently north-northeast.

The leviathan had cruised the sky in silence because it had no engines nor any need of them; it was not
amother ship but afather ship, and not aship a dl. It was athing of godlike power, the master of a
universe beyond this one, apirit of dark design having grown vast and hideous with the consumption of
that one ddlicacy that it favored.

Who isthe ultimate agent of despair, the master of deception, the emperor of lies?

Mally returned to the soft warm sand and searched a ong the border between beach and wild grass
until shefound asmall stick. She returned to the sand that had recently dipped out of reach of the ebbing
tide but that was gtill wet. She dropped to her knees.

An extraterrestrial species, hundreds or thousands of years more advanced than we are, would possess
technology that would appear to usto be not the result of gpplied science but entirely supernaturd, pure

meagic.
With the stick, Mally began to print words in the sand, caling them from memory.

New thought: A supernaturd event of world-shaking proportions, occurring in afaithlesstime when
only scienceis believed to have the power to work miracles, might appear to be the work of an
extraterrestrial species hundreds or even thousands of years more advanced than we are.

Her hands shook o that she had to pause from timeto timein her printing. Thewordsin an dien
language, heard on the radio, transmitted from the space station after al the astronauts aboard had been
killed, were engraved now in the sand before her. Her love of words, her passion for poetry, her ability
to memorize verse with ease, had served her well.

Y imaman see noygel, see refacull, see nod abah, see naytoss, retee fo sallos.

She had no way of knowing that these spellings were correct. She had rendered them phonetically, as
they had sounded to her.

Expect deception. These are the words of a consciousness that sees right as wrong, wrong as right,
that findsjoy in pain, painin truth, truth in lies, that looks at al things upside down and backwards.

The dowly drifting cloud shadowed the words on the sand.
Inawhile, the sun found them again.
The surf murmured, murmured, and ebbed away from her makeshift tablet.

She saw solesfirst. Sdllos, minus one | and pelled backwards. And she knew the correct spelling must
be souls.

Theword is, when spelled backwards, may be pronounced see.

With the stick, sheworked atrandation under thefirst line that she had engraved: My nameislegion, is
Lucifer, is Abbadon, is Satan, eater of souls.

She tossed the stick into the surf.

With one hand, she smoothed away both lines of words. In the last duice of abreaking wave, she
washed her hand.



She considered the luminous craft that had hovered over them more than oncein Black Lake. Inits
light, sheld felt so profoundly andyzed and so intimately known that she had been ashamed, asif she had
been naked before strangers. Not acraft. A benign spirit. Her guardian.

Of the countless millionswho had been taken, floated through cellings, drawn through floors: Some
screamed in the trangt but some laughed. Different destinations.

She retraced her path along the beach, to the stairsin the bluff, and climbed to the petio.
Neil was still occupied with thelife of Y eats. He looked up. "Nice walk?'

"Incredible," she said. "I've decided to write another book."

"Might not be book publishersfor afew years."

"Doesn't matter,” Mally said. "Ambition has nothing to do with this. I'm writing it for an audience of
one."

"Me?
Shetook the biography from his hands, put it aside, and sat on hislap. |
"MaybeI'll et you read it, too."

"If not for me, then who?'

She patted her belly, in which the baby grew. "I'm writing it for her— or him. | have astory | want to
tell her, and if anything happensto me before she's old enough to heer it, | want the story written down
for her toread.”

"Sounds important,” Neil sad.
"Oh, itis"
"What'sit about?"

She put her head upon his shoulder, and with her face againgt histhroat, she whispered, "Hope."

ABOUT THEAUTHOR

DEAN KOONTZ, the author of many #1 New Y ork Times bestsdllers, lives with hiswife, Gerda, and
their dog, Trixie, in southern Cdifornia.



Correspondence for the author should be addressed to:

Dean Koontz
P.O. Box 9529

Newport Beach, Cadifornia 92658



