They Bite
by Anthony Boucher

There was no path, only the dmost vertical ascent. Crumbled rock for afew yards, with the roots of sage
finding their scanty lifein the dry soil. Then jagged outcroppings of crude crags, sometimes with

accidenta footholds, sometimes with overhanging and untrustworthy branches of greasewood, sometimes
with no aid to climbing but the leverage of your muscles and the ingenuity of your balance.

The sage was as drably green asthe rock was drably brown. The only color was the occasiona rosy
spikes of abarrel cactus.

Hugh Tdlant swung himsdlf up onto the last pinnacle. It had adeliberate, shaped look about it—a
petrified fortress of Lilliputians, a Gibrdtar of pygmies. Talant perched on its battlements and undung his
fidld glasses.

The desart valey spread below him. Thetiny cluster of buildings that was Oasi's, the exiguous cluster of
pamsthat gave name to the town and shelter to his own tent and to the shack he was building, the
dead-ended highway leading straightforwardly to nothing, the oiled roads diagramming the vacant blocks
of an optimigtic subdivison.

Tdlant saw none of these. His glasses were fixed beyond the oasis and the town of Oasis on the dry
lake. The gliderswere clear and vivid to him, and the uniformed men busy with them were as sharply and
minutely visble asanest of ants under glass. Thetraining school was more than usudly active. One glider
in particular, strange to Talant, seemed the focus of attention. Men would come and examineit and
glance back at the older modelsin comparison.

Only the corner of Tdlant's |eft eye was not preoccupied with the new glider. In that corner something
moved, something little and thin and brown asthe earth. Too large for arabbit, much too small for aman.
It darted across that corner of vision, and Tdlant found gliders oddly hard to concentrate on.

He sat down the bifocals and ddliberately looked about him. His pinnacle surveyed the narrow, flat area
of the crest. Nothing stirred. Nothing stood out against the sage and rock but one barrdl of rosy spikes.
Hetook up the glasses again and resumed his observations. WWhen he was done, he methodicaly entered
the resultsin the little black notebook.

His hand was till white. The desart is cold and often sunlessin winter. But it was afirm hand, and aswell
trained as hiseyes, fully cgpable of recording faithfully the designs and dimensions which they had
registered so accurately.

Once his hand dipped, and he had to erase and redraw, leaving a smudge that displeased him. The lean,
brown thing had dipped across the edge of hisvision again. Going toward the east edge, he would
swear, where that set of rocksjutted like the spines on the back of a stegosaur.

Only when his notes were completed did he yield to curiogity, and even then with cynical saf-reproach.
Hewas physicaly tired, for him an unusud state, from thisdaily climbing and from clearing the ground for
his shack-to-be. The eye muscles play odd nervoustricks. There could be nothing behind the stegosaur's
armor.

There was nothing. Nothing aive and moving. Only the torn and half-plucked carcass of abird, which
looked as though it had been gnawed by some smal animdl.



It was halfway down the hill—hill in Western terminology, though anywhere east of the Rockiesit would
have been consdered a sizable mountain—that Talant again had aglimpse of amoving figure.

But thiswas no trick of anervous eye. It was not little nor thin nor brown. It wastall and broad and wore
aloud red-and-black lumberjacket. It bellowed, "Tdlant!" in acheerful and lusty voice.

Tdlant drew near the man and said, "Hello." He paused and added, "Y our advantage, | think."

The man grinned broadly. "Don't know me? Well, | daresay ten yearsisalong time, and the Cdifornia
desert ain't exactly the Chineserice fields. How's stuff? Still loaded down with Secretsfor Sale?”

Tdlant tried desperately not to react to that shot, but he stiffened alittle. "Sorry. The prospector getup
had me fooled. Good to see you again, Morgan.”

The man's eyes narrowed. "Just having my little joke," he smiled. "Of course you wouldn't have no
serious reason for mountain climbing around aglider school, now, would you? And you'd kind of need
field glassesto keep an eye on the pretty birdies.”

"I'm out herefor my hedth." Talant's voice sounded unnatural even to himself.

"Sure, sure. You wereawaysinit for your heath. And cometo think of it, my own health ain't been none
too good lately. I've got me alittle cabin way to hell-and-gone around here, and | do mealittle
prospecting now and then. And somehow it just strikes me, Tallant, like maybe | hit a pretty good lode
today."

"Nonsense, old man. Y ou can see—"

"I'd sure hate to tell any of them Army men out at the field some of the stories | know about Chinaand
the kind of men | used to know out there. Wouldn't cotton to them stories abit, the Army wouldn't. But if
| wasto have adrink too many and get talkative-like—"

"Tdl youwhat," Talant suggested brusquely. "It's getting near sunset now, and my tent's chilly for evening
vidgts. But drop around in the morning and welll talk over old times. Isrum till your tipple?”

"Sureis. Kind of expendve now, you understand—"

"Il lay somein. Y ou can find the place easily—over by the coasis. And we ... we might be ableto talk
about your prospecting, too.”

Tdlant'sthin lipswere st firm as he waked away.

The bartender opened a bottle of beer and plunked it on the damp-circled counter. "That'll be twenty
cents," he said, then added as an afterthought, "Want a glass? Sometimes tourists do.”



Tdlant looked at the others Sitting at the counter—the red-eyed and unshaven old man, the flight sergeant
unhappily drinking a Coke—it was after Army hours for beer—the young man with the long, dirty trench
coat and the pipe and the new-looking brown beard—and saw no glasses. "l guess| won't be atourist,”
he decided.

Thiswasthefirst time Talant had had a chance to visit the Desert Sport Spot. It was aswell to be seen
around in acommunity. Otherwise people begin to wonder and say, "Who isthat man out by the oasis?
Why don't you ever see him anyplace?’

The Sport Spot was quiet that night. The four of them at the counter, two Army boys shooting pool, and
a hdf-dozen of the local men gathered about around poker table, soberly and wordlessy cleaning a
construction worker whose mind seemed more on his beer than on his cards.

"You just passing through?' the bartender asked sociably.

Tdlant shook hishead. "I'm moving in. When the Army turned me down for my lungs, | decided | better
do something about it. Heard so much about your climate here | thought | might aswell try it."

"Surething,” the bartender nodded. "Y ou take up until they started this glider schoal, just about every
other guy you meet in the desert ishere for hishedth. Me, | had sinus, and look a me now. It'stheair.”

Talant breathed the atmosphere of smoke and beer suds, but did not smile. "I'm looking forward to
miracles.

"You'l get 'em. Wheresbouts you staying?'
"Over that way abit. The agent called it ‘the old Carker place.”

Tdlant felt the curious listening slence and frowned. The bartender had started to speak and then thought
better of it. The young man with the beard looked at him oddly. The old man fixed him with red and
watery eyesthat had afaded glint of pity in them. For amoment, Tallant felt achill that had nothing to do
with the night air of the desert.

The old man drank his beer in quick gulps and frowned as though trying to formulate a sentence. At last
he wiped beer from hisbrigtly lipsand said, ™Y ou wasn't aming to stay in the adobe, was you?"

"No. It's pretty much goneto pieces. Easier to rig me up alittle shack than try to make the adobe livable.
Meanwhile, I've got atent.”

"That'sal right, then, mebbe. But mind you don't go poking around that there adobe.”
"I don't think I'm apt to. But why not? Want another beer?"

The old man shook his head reluctantly and did from his stoal to the ground. "No thanks. | don't rightly
know as|—"

"y e
"Nothing. Thanks al the same." He turned and shuffled to the door.

Tdlant smiled. "But why should | Stay clear of the adobe?’ he caled after him.
The old man mumbled.

"What?'



"They bite" said the old man, and went out shivering into the night.

The bartender was back at hispost. "I'm glad he didn't take that beer you offered him," he said. "Along
about thistimein the evening | have to stop serving him. For once he had the senseto quit.”

Tdlant pushed his own empty bottle forward. "1 hope | didn't frighten him away."

"Frighten? Well, migter, | think maybe that's just what you did do. He didn't want beer that sort of came,
like you might say, from the old Carker place. Some of the old-timers here, they're funny that way."

Tdlant grinned. "Isit haunted?'

"Not what you'd call haunted, no. No ghoststhere that | ever heard of." He wiped the counter with a
cloth and seemed to wipe the subject away with it.

Theflight sergeant pushed his Coke bottle avay, hunted in his pocket for nickels, and went over to the
pinbal machine. The young man with the beard did onto his vacant stool. "Hope old Jake didn't worry
you," hesaid.

Tdlant laughed. "'l suppose every town hasits deserted homestead with agridy tradition. But this sounds
alittle different. No ghosts, and they bite. Do you know anything about it?'

"A little" the young man said serioudy. "A little. Just enough to—"
Tdlant was curious. "Have one on me and tell me about it."
Theflight sergeant swore bitterly at the machine.

Beer gurgled through the beard. "Y ou see," the young man began, "the desert's so big you can't be alone
init. Ever noticethat? It'sdl empty and therés nothing in Sght but, there's aways something moving over
there where you can't quite seeit. It's something very dry and thin and brown, only when you look
around it isn't there. Ever seeit?!

"Opticd fatigue—" Tdlant began.

"Sure. | know. Every man to hisown legend. Thereisn't atribe of Indians hasn't got some way of
accounting for it. Y ou've heard of the Watchers? And the twentieth-century white man comes aong, and
itsopticd fatigue. Only in the nineteenth century things weren't quite the same, and there were the
Carkers."

"Y ou've got aspecid localized legend?’

"Cdl it that. Y ou glimpse things out of the corner of your mind, same like you glimpse lean, dry things out
of the corner of your eye. Y ou encase 'em in solid circumstance and they're not so bad. That isknown as
the Growth of Legend. The Folk Mind in Action. Y ou take the Carkers and the things you don't quite
see and you put 'em together. And they bite."

Talant wondered how long that beard had been absorbing beer. "And what were the Carkers?' he



prompted politely.

"Ever hear of Sawney Bean? Scotland—reign of James First, or maybe the Sixth, though | think
Roughead's wrong on that for once. Or let's be more modern—ever hear of the Benders? Kansasin the
1870s? No? Ever hear of Procrustes? Or Polyphemus? Or Fee-fi-fo-fum?

"There are ogres, you know. They're no legend. They'refact, they are. Theinn where nine guests | ft for
every ten that arrived, the mountain cabin that sheltered travel ers from the snow, sheltered them all winter
till the melting spring uncovered their bones, the lonely stretches of road that so many passengerstraveled
halfway—youll find 'em everywhere. All over Europe and pretty much in this country too before
communications became what they are. Profitable business. And it wasn't just the profit. The Benders
made money, sure; but that wasn't why they killed al their victims as carefully as a kosher butcher.
Sawney Bean got so he didn't give a damn about the profit; he just needed to lay in more meat for the
winter.

"And think of the chancesyou'd have a an ocass.”
"So these Carkers of yourswere, asyou cal them, ogres?'

"Carkers, ogres—maybe they were Benders. The Benders were never seen alive, you know, after the
townspeople found those curioudy butchered bones. There's arumor they got thisfar west. And thetime
checks pretty well. There wasn't any town herein the eighties. Just acouple of Indian families, last of a
dying tribeliving on at the oasis. They vanished after the Carkers moved in. That's not so surprising. The
whiteraceisasort of super-ogre, anyway. Nobody worried about them. But they used to worry about
why so many travelers never got across this stretch of desert. The travelers used to stop over at the
Carkers, you see, and somehow they often never got any farther. Their wagonsd be found maybe fifteen
miles beyond in the desert. Sometimes they found the bones, too, parched and white. Gnawed-looking,
they said sometimes.”

"And nobody ever did anything about these Carkers?'

"Oh, sure. We didn't have King James Sixth—only | till think it was Firs—to ride up on agreat white
horse for agesture, but twice Army detachments came here and wiped them al out.”

"Twice? One wiping-out would do for most families” Talant smiled.

"Uh-uh. That was no dip. They wiped out the Carkers twice because, you see, once didn't do any good.
They wiped 'em out and till travelers vanished and till there were gnawed bones. So they wiped 'em out
again. After that they gave up, and people detoured the casis. It made alonger, harder trip, but after
al—'

Tdlant laughed. "Y ou mean to say these Carkers were immorta ?"

"I don't know about immorta. They somehow just didn't die very easy. Maybe, if they werethe
Benders—and | sort of like to think they were—they learned alittle more about what they were doing
out here on the desert. Maybe they put together what the Indians knew and what they knew, and it
worked. Maybe Whatever they made their sacrifices to understood them better out herethanin
Kansas"

"And what's become of them—aside from seeing them out of the corner of the eye?"

"Theresforty years between the last of the Carker history and this new settlement at the casis. And
people won't talk much about what they learned herein thefirst year or so. Only that they stay away



from that old Carker adobe. They tell some stories—The priest says he was Sitting in the confessional
one hot Saturday afternoon and thought he heard a penitent come in. He waited along time and finally
lifted the gauze to see was anybody there. Something was there, and it bit. He's got three fingerson his
right hand now, which looks funny as hell when he gives abenediction.”

Talant pushed their two bottles toward the bartender. " That yarn, my young friend, has earned another
beer. How about it, bartender? Is he dways cheerful like this, or isthisjust something he'simprovised for
my benefit?'

The bartender set out the fresh bottles with great solemnity. "Me, | wouldn't've told you al that mysdlf,
but then, he's a stranger too and maybe don't feel the same way we do here. For himit'sjust astory.”

"It's more comfortable that way," said the young man with the beard, and he took afirm hold on his beer
bottle.

"But aslong asyou've heard that much,” said the bartender, "you might as well—It was last winter, when
we had that cold spell. Y ou heard funny stories that winter. Wolves coming into prospectors cabins just
to warm up. Well, business wasn't so good. We don't have alicense for hard liquor, and the boys don't
drink much beer when it'sthat cold. But they used to come in anyway because weve got that big ail
burner.

"So one night there's abunch of ‘em in here—old Jake was here, that you wastalking to, and his dog
Jgger—and | think | hear somebody else comein. The door creaksalittle. But | don't see nobody, and
the poker game's going, and we're talking just like were talking now, and dl of asudden | hear akind of
anoiselike crack! over therein that corner behind the juke box near the burner.

"l go over to seewhat goesand it gets away before| can seeit very good. But it was little and thin and it
didn't have no clothes on. It must've been damned cold that winter."

"And what wasthe cracking noise?' Tdlant asked dutifully.

"That? That was abone. It must've strangled Jigger without any noise. Hewas alittle dog. It ate most of
theflesh, and if it hadn't cracked the bone for the marrow it could'vefinished. Y ou can till see the spots
over there. The blood never did come out.”

There had been sllence dl through the story. Now suddenly al hell broke loose. Theflight sergeant let out
asplendid yell and began pointing excitedly at the pinball machine and yelling for his payoff. The
construction worker dramatically deserted the poker game, knocking his chair over in the process, and
announced lugubrioudy that these guys here had their own rules, see?

Any atmosphere of Carker-inspired horror was dissipated. Tallant whistled as he walked over to put a
nickd in the jukebox. He glanced casudlly at thefloor. Y es, there was astain, for what that was worth.

He smiled cheerfully and felt rather grateful to the Carkers. They were going to solve his blackmail
problem very nestly.

Tdlant dreamed of power that night. It was acommon dream with him. Hewas aruler of the new



American Corporate State that would follow the war; and he said to thisman, "Come!" and he came,
and to that man, "Go!" and he went, and to his servants, "Do thig" and they did it.

Then the young man with the beard was standing before him, and the dirty trench coat was like the robes
of an ancient prophet. And the young man said, ™Y ou see yoursdlf riding high, don't you? Riding the crest
of the wave—the Wave of the Future, you call it. But theré's a deep, dark undertow that you don't see,
and that's apart of the Past. And the Present and even your Future. Thereisevil in mankind that is
blacker even than your evil, and infinitely more ancient.”

And there was something in the shadows behind the young man, something little and lean and brown.

Tdlant'sdream did not disturb him the following morning. Nor did the thought of the approaching
interview with Morgan. He fried his bacon and eggs and devoured them cheerfully. The wind had died
down for achange, and the sun was warm enough so that he could strip to the waist while he cleared
land for his shack. His machete glinted brilliantly asit swung through the air and struck at the roots of the
brush.

When Morgan arrived hisfull face was red and swesting.

"It'scool over there in the shade of the adobe," Talant suggested. "WEell be more comfortable” Andin
the comfortable shade of the adobe he swung the machete once and clove Morgan's full, red, swegting
faceintwo.

It was so smple. It took less effort than uprooting aclump of sage. And it was so safe. Morgan lived ina
cabin way to hell-and-gone and was often away on prospecting trips. No one would notice his absence
for months, if then. No one had any reason to connect him with Talant. And no one in Oasiswould hunt
for him in the Carker-haunted adobe.

The body was heavy, and the blood dripped warm on Tadlant's bare skin. With relief he dumped what
had been Morgan on the floor of the adobe. There were no boards, no flooring. Just the earth. Hard, but
not too hard to dig agrave in. And no one was likely to come poking around in this taboo territory to
notice the grave. Let ayear or S0 go by, and the grave and the bones it contained would be attributed to
the Carkers.

The corner of Talant's eye bothered him again. Deliberately he looked about the interior of the adobe.

Thelittle furniture was crude and heavy, with no attempt to smooth down the strokes of the ax. It was
held together with wooden pegs or haf-rotted thongs. There were age-old cindersin the fireplace, and
the dusty shards of a cooking jar among them.

And there was a deeply hollowed stone, covered with stainsthat might have been rug, if stone rusted.
Behind it wasatiny figure, clumsly fashioned of clay and sticks. It was something likeaman and
something like alizard, and something like the things that flit across the corner of the eye.

Curious now, Tdlant peered about further. He penetrated to the corner that the one unglassed window
lighted but dimly. And there he let out alittle choking gasp. For amoment he wasrigid with horror. Then
he smiled and dl but laughed doud.



Thisexplained everything. Some curiousindividua had seen this, and from his accounts had burgeoned
the whole legend. The Carkers had indeed |earned something from the Indians, but that secret was the art
of embaming.

It was a perfect mummy. Either the Indian art had shrunk bodies, or thiswas that of aten-year-old boy.
There was no flesh. Only skin and bone and taut, dry stretches of tendon between. The eydidswere
closed; the sockets looked hollow under them. The nose was sunken and amost lost. The scant lipswere
tightly curled back from the long and very white teeth, which siood forth dl the more brilliantly againgt the
deep-brown skin.

It wasacuriouslittle trove, thismummy. Talant was dready cd culating the chancesfor raising a decent
sum of money from an interested anthropol ogis—murder can produce such delightfully profitable chance
by-products—when he noticed the infinitesma rise and fal of the chest.

The Carker was not dead. It was deeping.

Tdlant did not dare stop to think beyond the ingtant. Thiswas no time to pause to consider if such things
were possiblein awell-ordered world. It was no time to reflect on the disposa of the body of Morgan. It
was atime to snatch up your machete and get out of there.

But in the doorway he hdted. There, coming across the desert, heading for the adobe, clearly seen this
time, was another—afemae.

He made an involuntary gesture of indecison. The blade of the machete clanged ringingly againgt the
adobe wall. He heard the dry shuffling of aroused deeper behind him.

Heturned fully now, the machete raised. Dispose of this nearer onefirg, then facethefemae. Therewas
no room even for terror in histhoughts, only for action.

The lean brown shape darted a him avidly. He moved lightly away and stood poised for its second
charge. It shot forward again. He took one step back, machete arm raised, and fell headlong over the
corpse of Morgan. Before he could rise, the thin thing was upon him. Its sharp teeth had met through the
pam of hisleft hand.

The machete moved swiftly. Thethin dry body fell headlessto the floor. There was no blood.

The grip of theteeth did not relax. Pain coursed up Tallant's left arm—a sharper, more bitter pain than
you would expect from the bite. Almost as though venom—

He dropped the machete, and his strong white hand plucked and twisted at the dry brown lips. The teeth
stayed clenched, unrelaxing. He sat bracing his back against the wall and gripped the head between his
knees. He pulled. Hisflesh ripped, and blood formed dusty clots on the dirt floor. But the bite was firm.

Hisworld had become reduced now to that hand and that head. Nothing outside mattered. He must free
himsdlf. Heraised hisaching arm to hisface, and with his own teeth he tore at that unrelenting grip. The
dry flesh crumbled away in desert dust, but the teeth were locked fast. He tore hislip against their white
keenness, and tasted in his mouth the sweetness of blood and something else.

He staggered to hisfeet again. He knew what he must do. Later he could use cautery, atourniquet, seea
doctor with astory about a Gila monster—their heads grip too, don't they?>—but he knew what he must
do now.

He raised the machete and struck again.



Hiswhite hand lay on the brown floor, gripped by the white teeth in the brown face. He propped himself
againg the adobe wall, momentarily unable to move. His open wrist hung over the deeply hollowed
gone. Hisblood and his strength and hislife poured out before the little figure of sticksand clay.

The fema e stood in the doorway now, the sun bright on her thin brownness. She did not move. He knew
that she waswaiting for the hollow stoneto fill.

TheEnd
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