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We are very sorry to report the recent death of Lin Carter, who once edited Weird Tales™ with
digtinction. He aso wrote some of the most interesting letters we received during our own editorship of
this magazine. As editor of the Balantine Adult Fantasy Series, he had an enormous impact on the
fantasy field. We dl misshim very much. Robert Price, editor of Crypt of Cthulhu magazine, put it best
by saying that "Lin Carter's obsessions have enriched us dl.”

We are gratified by the reader responseto Weird Tales''. Many letters of praise you've sent usare
samply that — praise— but while this makes your editors very happy, epistle after epistle of "Weird
Tales" iswonderful!" might be atad boring for you to read, so we will get on to letters with more mest.

For those of you who keep asking for re-prints of stories from old issues of Weird Tales, our fedingis
that the pages of Weird Tales" aretoo precious to use up with such reprints when many fine anthol-ogies
are gppearing and when there are so few marketsfor first-rate new weird and fantastic sories, especialy
the longer ones.

We recommend afine new anthology, Weird Tales : 32 Unearthed Terrors, edited by Stefan R.
Dziemianowicz, Robert Wein-berg, and Martin H. Greenberg (Bonanza Books, 1988). This book
includes one story from each year of the magazine's 1923-54 run, with many classcsand lost gems,
some reprinted for the first time. Another fat vol-ume of Weird Tales" reprintswill be published soon by
Nelson Doubleday, this one edited by Marvin Kaye and encouragingly titled Weird Tales': The
Magazine That Never Dies, with not only classic storiesfrom the early years of the magazine, but
stories from recent issues aswell. We un-derstand it will include Darrell Schweitzer's" The Mysteries of
the FacelessKing" (from our Spring 1988 issue).

The few reprints we have used are stories from obscure sources, such as Gene Wolfe's"The Dead
Man" in our Spring 1988 issue, from a 1965 issue of Sr! so scarce that even the author didn't have a
copy. And we has-ten to point out that neither this current issue nor the one just beforeit, Summer 1988,
contains any stories previoudy pub-lished anywhere.

Editor/publisher W. Paul Ganley writes of our Summer 1988 issue:

Thisisa very superior issue. All thefiction is extremely well written, though some of the stories
left me wondering where the next chapter was when | come to the end. The two Lee storiesare
outstanding, the interview is charming, and the artwork is fully up to the standard set in the
previousissue, in my opinion. | thought the best story was Brian Lumley's, however. He told me
some time ago that this one had sold to you, and he was very excited about it (asif you guys were
working for Farnsworth Wright or some-thing) and considered it one of his best-ever pieces. What
impressed me about it was that you could remove the hint of the superna-tural (the woman's
coffin could have been constructed from the wood of one of the old houses, for instance, with no



mention of Haiti) and it would still have been a won-derful mainstream story. It reminded me of
Bradbury storieslike "The Next in Line."

With regard to the lettercolumn, | am def-initely on your side in the matter of choosing fiction
for a contemporary Weird Tales™. Still, there should be a way to (somewnhat) placate those "hard
core" fanswho really would love it if you could spray that old pulp smell on their copies. You
could carry a "vintage reprint” or do a "Mythos revisted" series, one new Cthulhu Mythos story
an is-sue. After you finish the series of issues that are directed toward "special authors' you might
consider such an idea, or throw it up for grabs and see what the readers might say about it.

One of my all time favorite seriesis Doc Smith's Lensman saga. | can till re-read themin an
effort to capture the reactions | had to themin 1949. But | find that there are some modern books
that are much better written that give me the very same reactions | had to the Doc Smith stories,
and in this case, in particular, | amthinking of Piers Anthony's Clugter stories — intergalactic in
scope, almost visionary, with convincing pseudo-science. | don't see why you shouldn't aim for the
same effect in Weird Tales— bringing us things, today, that we react to in the same way people
reacted to Kuttner, Moore, Lovecraft, Ashton Smith, et al. in their heyday.

We agree, Paul; you've stated our edito-rid policy quite succinctly. Thisisexactly why we don't want a
lot of reprints or storieswhich ddliberately pastiche the old Weird Tales styles. Those would not give
modern readers the same effect that Lovecraft and so on gave the readers of the 1930s. Imagine the
reader of 1930 being confronted with reprints of the weird fiction of 1880, or sto-rieswritten in that
manner. That's not the impression we want to make.

Asfor specid "theme" issues, what do you readersthink of them? Well certainly let thisideadosh
around in thefetid cauldron of our collective editorid brain for awhile. Even a Cthulhu-Mythosissueis
possible, but it will be hard to get even two or three really good, non-imitative, genuinely scary Mythos
dories.

Ultimatdly, though, we will haveto passfrom doing "specid author” issues and "theme" issuesto just
planissues. After dl, weintend to be publishing Weird Tales™ for along timeto come.

Author and poet Joe R. Christopher

writes

/ was rather disappointed by the letters on thefirst issue, in one way. Surely some of George
Barr's imitations of the artists ex-tended beyond Weird Taes. Wasn't he "doing" Edd Cartier on
pp. 18, 21, and 125 (the woman, not the detail of jewelry) ? Car-tier, of course, was in Unknown.
/ think I could hunt around and find the original of the linear drawing on p. 69 (Adounding in the
1950s7?), and even the grease-pencil il-lustration on p. 81 strikes dim memories, although I'm not
certain where to check for the source. While the identification of certain artists was nice —
confirming my identifi-cation of the Finlays and Boks — / did ap-preciate the reference to Dolgov,
whom | didn't know.

The storieswere nicely varied. The one | liked least — Lumley's "Fruiting Bodies' — was
typical of its horror mode. Cross's " The Initiate” was a nice occult piece; Sorin-ger's "Bad Lands’
was distinguished by its western setting. | appreciated that you'd use a story with typographical
odditiesinit — Wisman's "My Mother's Purse." In fact, Wis-man's story, Turtledove's " After the
Last EIf isDead," and Lee's semi-Arthurian " The Kingdoms of the Air" were my favorites — in
ascending order. Lee's "The Unrequited Glove" was not as good, | thought, but I'm probably just
not turned on by the "Flayed Hand" motif, although | admit that Lee did do some variations on
the type. LIywelyn's "Princess’ was a clever re-doing of Show White and the Seven Dwarfs, with
touches of Brownies given the Dwarfs.

Was there any special reason you didn't do a complete listing of Tanith Lee's books? | notice
that some of the Flat Earth seriesare not in your list — two of the five, | believe. . . or a couple
of them have alternate titles.

Anyway, I'm enjoying therevival. I'd like to see an issue completely illustrated by Tim Kirk
before you stop — and what about Al-icia Austin?

Indeed, what about Alicia Austin? We have alot of artistsin mind for specid is-sues. Hank Jankusis



next. Morewill follow.

The Tanith Lee bibliography waslisted as" Sdlected” because we didn't include any of her short fiction.
But if any of the books were l€eft off, then we arein error.

Paul A. Keder getsright to the heart of the matter:

/ wish to avoid discussions of any partic-ular authors or stories. | wish, instead, to concentrate
on thisissue of content, or scope, which you raised in your Spring and Sum-mer columns.

You say in your Spring issue, for example, that the occasional unclassifiable story will see print
in the future. Thisis commendable, | feel. You also state, in your Summer issue, that you do not
intend to make Weird Tdes™ a " Conan-type magazine." Again, commend-able. But since thisis
all in the interest of updating and expanding the parameters of the magazine, | have some
suggestions for some writers — and types of writing — that might be considered for the future.

Take, to begin with, the matter of reprints. You say that only little-known reprints will appear,
with an emphasis on quality. But why limit such reprints to the same old tra-ditional circles: the
Seabury Quinns, the H.P. Lovecrafts, or — as Mr. Forrest Ack-erman suggested — the David H.
Kellersand C.L. Moores? Or, for that matter, to any of the writers whose stories have so
numerously populated past issues of Weird Tdes"?

If you're looking for obscure reprints of quality, why not draw on the equally rich vein of
fantastic fiction that stems from Franz Kafka, or the French surrealists, or the many Latin
American exponents of "magic realism"?

In the line of Kafka descendants, for ex-ample, there's the work of the brilliant Polish fantasist,
Bruno Schulz, whose collections The Street of Crocodiles and Sanitarium Under the Sign of the
Hourglass might be scanned for reprints. Or why not include an occasional piece by such Italian
fantasists as Dino Buzatti, Italo Calvino, or Thomas Landolfi ? Reprints fromthe Latin American
fantasists could draw from the works of Jorge Luis Borges, Carlos Fuentes, or Julio Cortazar (to
name but a few), or — going further back — Horacia Quiroga, a number of whose stories have
already been translated into English. Even Kobo Abe, the Japanese novelist, has done some
bizarre short stories — perhaps more than I'm aware of — and there may well be more shorter
works in this vein by his fellow countryman, Yasunari Kawabata, which have yet to be trandated
into English. (For atreat, see his already-translated story, "One Arm," in The House of the
Seeping Beauties and Other Stories))

And what of Russian authors? Vladimir Odoyevsky (a 19th century writer), Fyodor Sologub,
Yevgeny Zamyatin, and Abraham Tertz all offer possibilities.

There are, in short, myriad authors of many nationalities who have either special-ized in, or
frequently concentrated on the weird and the bizarre, Then, too, there are the "forgotten” writers,
such as the French master of the macabre Marcel Schwob, whose works have seen a recent
trandation. (See TheKinginthe Ydlow Mask, published by Carcanet Press.)

How many readers who generally peruse the pages of Weird Tdes™ are familiar with the above
writers? Yet don't at least some of them deserve representation? If you want obscure reprints of
quality fiction, | can't think of a better start than by exploring this vast realm.

Finally, there's the area of the short-short story, or prose poem, which | feel could have a great
potential in Weird Taes. Clark Ashton Smith did a number of minature prose poems, and of
course Fredric Brown was a notorious master of the short-short "shocker." But the formreally
goes back to French writers such as Baudelaire, Rim-baud, and the very macabre, but largely
un-known Aloysius Bertrand. Couldn't many contemporary authors be approached for miniature
fictions on weird and macabre themes? After all, thisfield has experienced a great renascencein
recent years, especially in the little magazines (appropriately enough). Barr Yourgrau's Wearing
Dad'sHead is the most recent collection of strange miniatures that comes to mind (though
Yourgrau em-phasizes humor as much as the bizarre or the grotesque).

| realize that every magazine has to draw guidelines and criteria for exclusion aswell as
inclusion. | can't expect that all the work for the authors I've mentioned would be at homein
Weird Tes™. Nevertheless, | hope thisletter stimulates some thinking regard-ing alternatives for



future exploration. Love-craft and Robert E. Howard were finein their day, as are Ramsey
Campbell and Gene Wolfein ours. | will always love the old tra-dition. But there are many other
writers out there, from the past, the present, and even the future, waiting their turn.

We're not not sure how one gets stories from the future, except possibly by time-travel, but . . .
serioudy, thanksfor your long, fine letter, Paul. Y es, wewould like Weird Tales™ to be more
international and cosmaopolitan. If anew or previoudy un-trandated story by Borges or Fuentes or
Cortazar came our way, we would snap it right up. . . . However, much of the work of the authorsyou
recommend isaready availablein the United States. Wewould certainly like to see trandations of foreign
works (authorized by the works authors, of course).

We suspect that sciencefiction and fan-tasy fans are often too narrow in their tastes, and we welcome
exploration of "out-gde”’ writers. (How many of the writersyou list have we heard of ? Calvino, Borges,
Fuentes, Cortazar, Abe, Sologub, Zamyatin, and Tertz. Not the others, das. Thereis so much yet to be
explored!) Certainly your listing isaguidelinefor any enterprising anthologist. Severd excdlent
internationa anthologies exis, notably Black Water ed-ited by Alberto Manguel and published by Lester
& Orpen Dennysin 1983.

Asfor getting stories by writers outside of the usua genre-pool, were proud to have one in hand from
Jonathan Carroll, the au-thor of The Land of Laughs, who isone of the best (and perhaps the best)
horror writer living.

We have bought a couple of short-shortsin the Fredric Brown mode, and certainly would welcome
more. Prose poems are an entirely different art form, except for length. Those of the Clark Ashton Smith
or Bau-ddaretype (actudly the same type, snce Smith was profoundly influenced by, and even
trandated the author of Fleurs du Mai) would aso be welcome. Harry Morrisswonderful little
magazine, Nyctal ops, wasfilled with such works afew years ago.

Our criteriafor reprints remain: 1) out-standing by contemporary standards 2) not previoudy published
in English in the United Statesin its present form, or a least 3) pub-lished previoudy only in some
virtualy unobtainable edition, like a$35.00 pamphlet with a print-run of 100.

And that concludes the discussion of re-printsfor the time being.

In order to persuade more people to sub-scribe to Weird Tales, we send out post-cards and other
mailing pieces, in large batches. It issimply not practica to screen an outside list — such as the 25,000
names we recently rented from Isaac Asimov's Sci-ence Fiction Magazine — to remove the names of
all our own subscribers. So, if you aready subscribe to Weird Tales but neverthel ess receive some of
these adver-tisements, we do apologize. We haven't lost your subscription — we wouldn't dare!

To check the status of your subscription, look at the pair of numbersthat follow your name on your
copy'smailing label. Thefirgt isthe whole number of the current issue (292 for this issue); the second,
the whole number of your subscription's final issue.

Thus 292 295" after your name means that your subscription is good through issue number 295.

Weredly do want to hear your likes and didikes, so we can steer the magazine in directions that you
will enjoy. Keep those letters coming!

TheMost Popular Story

Aswe go to press, we haven't received enough votes on issue 291 (Summer 1988) for more than this
preliminary report:

Firg place was"Fruiting Bodies' by Brian Lumley.

Runners-up were "The Unrequited Glove' and "The Kingdoms of the Air," both by Tanith Lee, and
"Princess’ by Morgan LIyweyn.



by John Gregory Betancourt

The Denisgoing to be abit short thistime; we had to squeeze it to make room for the Clive Barker
interview. But next issueit'll be back full length . . . maybe even abit longer, if | can manageit.

I had hoped to make this a specia column devoted solely to new horror writers— the people just now
breaking into the horror-book field. | constantly see novels by people I've never heard of before, and |
keep won-dering if any of them are any good. The packaging makesthem all look aike: pre-dominantly
black covers, with lots of die-slamping and sometimes a splash of fail.

Alas, most of the publishers publicity departments were dow in getting me books (those that sent
books at dl: it'sfar harder to get review copies of horror titles than sciencefiction and fantasy, I've
found), and | haven't had a chance to read most of what I've selected. A few titlesthat caught my eye are
inthis batch. The rest (plus which-ever onesturn up in the meantime) will be in the next issue.

Till then, abrief reminder: review copies should go to me at 410 Chester Ave., Moor-estown, NJ
08057.

Valley of Lights, by Stephen Gallagher TOR books, 276 pp., $3.95

Thisisthefirst book | intended to read for my "new writers' column. I must admit it confused me. It
seems to be an origind horror nove, published for the first timeinthe U.S. — but it has cover quotes
from the British Fantasy Newdletter, the Glasgow Evening Times, and the Yorkshire Evening Post.
Wasthere a British edition that isn't acknowledged on the copyright page? | sthe author British? (He
doesn't seem to be: he writes the President's American perfectly, and the story is set — very convincingly
— in Phoenix, Arizona)) Why aren't there any cover quotes from American sourcesif the book isan
origina novel by an Amer-ican? Why isn't there an About-the-Author paragraph at the back to answer
al my questions?

Inany case, Valley of Lights looks like your average run-of-the-mill horror novel: avery dark cover, a
pair of sinister eyes superimposed over acity scape, with black mountains and blood-red clouds
hovering on the horizon. But it's not a horror nove; it's science fiction, with ameasure of suspense thrown
in.

Theplot deviceisafamiliar one: a sen-tient creature that lives in humans and can switch from one body
to another dmost at will. Weve dl seen this sort of thing before, in books like Heinlein's The Puppet
Mas-ters. It'seven madeit to television on showslike Star Trek (both new and old). The only red
difference hereisthat Gallagher's crea-ture is not physicd; it's an essence, asoul or spirit— we're never
quite sure exactly what, and the creature itsdf saysit doesn't know.

There are afew standard horrific e e-ments. the creature can only occupy a hu-man who is brain-dead,
and it keeps asupply of bodiesin remote areas as back-ups in case anything happensto the oneit's



"wearing" — it switches bodies as easily as a person changes clothes. Having brain-dead people lying
around dl thetimeisnot redly convincing: 1'd think lack of hygiene and lack of exercise, then disease and
bed-sores would quickly make the bodies use-less. . . .

Ignoring these technica problems and getting to the plot itsalf, we find agood, solid, workable story:
Alex Volchak, acop, discoversaroom full of unconscious peoplein amotel. When they are carted off
to ahospital, they are found to be brain-dead. Alex takes a specia interest in the case and tracks down
the man who had rented the motel room — but this man closes his eyes and dies when caught. Then one
of the brain-dead men in the hospital suddenly regains consciousness and escapes.

Alex rapidly becomes convinced that some creature is moving from body to body, and he tracksit
down. The creature — seem-ingly immortal — isincredibly old. It has taken to murdering humans,
particularly children, for sport. It kidnaps Alex's girl-friend's daughter and forces Alex to play a
cat-and-mouse game with thelittle girl's life as the prize.

The mogt horrific dement is the paranoid tension that comes when you redlize the creature might be
anyone— even be your best friend. What if you don't notice?

It'sgood to see that the book didn't dis-solve into another little-girl-in-peril sory. Thewriting is
smooth. The characters are thoroughly red, from the sadistic creature to Alex and the other policemen. |
have no ideawhether thisisafirst novd, or atenth; but if | see another by Gallagher, | intend to read it.

The Selected Stories of Robert Bloch, by

Robert Bloch

Underwood-Miller, 1,128 pp. (2 vals.), $80.00

(trade); $125.00 (signed)

Sufficeto say, thisis the Robert Bloch short-story collection — 98 storiesin three volumes, half a
millionwordsin dl. Asan overview of Bloch'swriting — from the mys-tery magazinesto the
science-fiction pul psto the dick men's magazines— it's un-matched (and, of course, superb).

But yet | noticed quite afew stories miss-ing that | would have liked to read again. | guessthey'rein
other collections, like the L efty Feep books, which are fill in print. | imagine there are enough of Bloch's
stories out there for two or three (or more) collec-tions of thissize. | hope Underwood-Miller findsthe
time and inclination to do them.

About the only thing missing from this collection is an introduction (but what do you say about Bloch
that hasn't been said a hundred times before?) and interior art-work. Such things are purely a matter of
personal preference, and this book certainly doesn't suffer without them.

Y ou can order directly from the publisher: Underwood-Miller, 515 Chestnut &., Col-umbia, PA
17512. Be warned: specidty press books like this one tend to sdll out rather quickly.

Bright and Shining Tiger, by ClaudiaJ.

Edwards

Popular Library/Questar, 218 pp., $2.95

What attracted me to this book wasits cover: aman and awoman on horseback, she wielding some
sort of magica power, with an intricate pattern as a border around them and agiant silver tiger poised
over-head — very sriking, and | don't think my description quite doesit justice.

In any case, Edwardsis avery competent writer. She sets up an old situation, the wanderer in search
of aplacein theworld, and adds abit of new fire by making the wanderer awoman named Runa. When
Runareachesthe fringes of civilization, shefindsavillage of peasantsin need of a pro-tector. She moves
into Silvercat Castellum, the abandoned fortress, planning to stay only a short time before moving on. But
the land's supernatural guardian, the Silvercat (the giant silver tiger pictured on the cover) decidesto
adopt her asthe land's sorceress-mistress.

Conflictsfollow: the Silvercat triesto re-viveits lands, the neighboring rulerstry to oust Runa, and Runa
strugglesto decide what she redly wantsfrom life.

The book held my interest; the back-ground wasinteresting, if abit muddied (isthisthe far future, or an
aternate past or present?), and the characters were convinc-ingly redl. It's not the best thing since diced
bread, but it's afun way to spend an after-noon. Try it if you get a chance.

TheBravelittle Toaster Goesto Mars,



by Tom Disch Doubleday, 80 pp., $11.95

| thoroughly enjoyed The Brave Little Toaster (the novellato which thisdender volumeisaseque)
for acouple of reasons. it wasamythic story in al the best sense of the word, with aterrific if improbable
hero, a quest that kept me interested, and a supporting cast that | cared about.

Mogt of the gppliancesfrom thefirst tle are back in The Brave Little Toaster Goesto Mars. Itis
written in much the same style asthefirst sory — and it'sfun . . . but nothing more than that. The mythic
qud-ities are missing, somehow, and the science-fictiond gloss stretched my sense of belief alittletoo
far. Sentient appliances are okay in afantasy story; but thisis a somewhat militant SF tale, and the
combination doesn't St aswell asit should.

Or perhapsI'm old and jaded. Children will doubtlesslove both Toaster books. Per-haps Doubleday
will soon publish an om-nibus edition . .. perhaps even with pop-up illustrations?

Zombiel by Peter Tremayne St. Martin's Press, 182 pp., $2.95

| love this book's tacky cover. There's a hideous decaying face (die-stamped), and the blurb screams,
They Die. They Walk. They Kill... For them the grave is only the beginning. ZOMBIE! Classy,
huh?

I wish | had liked the book's, um, innards asmuch as| liked its packaging. But, aas, no. | quote afew
linesfrom thefirst page:

"Only theflickering of the flaming brands, which many of them held in their hands, gavether grave
faces animation with the multitude of lights and shadows they caused to dance over their swest-glistening
coppery skins." . ..

"There came the sharp staccato cal of the birds which, with some uncanny sense, had avakened noisily
to herad the dawn which lay just below the unseen horizon. Their countless cries mingled with the high
pitched or-chestration of amyriad crickets and the awful melody of countless croak-ing frogs from their
swampy homes.”

"From within they could hear it — the dow rhythmic beat of a goatskin drum giving shape and body to
thewalling femdevoice, risng and fdl-ing, risng and fdling.”

Tak about muddled prose— and, what's more, scenes are told from shifting view-points. Asaresult,
the reader isforced to jump from character to character, unable to know or sympathize with any one of
them. The people in the book don't say much, either — they aver, grin, smile, return, and muse their
words.

To hiscredit, | have found Tremayne's short fiction to be of much higher quality. There are a couple of
possible explanationsfor Zombie!'s problems. It might be a very old work — the copyright says 1981.
Since Tremayne Sarted writing fiction in 1977, according to an article on himin Discover-ing Modem
Horror Fiction I1, thisdoesn't seem terribly likely. Another possibility isthat somehow the book's editor
or copy-ed-itor interfered heavily. Or Tremayne got doppy and nobody bothered to fix the book or to
make Tremaynefix it (again the edi-tor'sfault), which isared shame.

Zombie! isagood oneto skip.

Discovering Modern Horror Fiction 11,

edited by Darrell Schweitzer

Starmont House, 169 pp., $9.95 (trade pb)

Horror fiction is very much in aboom period — lots of new writers, lots of older writersreaching
prominence, lots of classcs being rediscovered and reprinted. The Dis-covering Modern Horror
Fiction series seemsto be sampling mainly from the middle group — Name writerswho are now
prom-inent in the field. Authors covered in thisvolume are: Peter Straub, Fritz Leiber, Ray Bradbury,
Robert Aickman, Michael Mc-Dowell, Robert Bloch, David Case, CharlesL. Grant, T.E.D. Klein,
Ramsey Campbell, James Herbert, Joseph Payne Brennan, Michael Shea, John Coallier, Chelsea Quinn
Y arbro, Peter Tremayne, and the poetry of Richard Tierney, William Breiding, and Joseph Payne
Brennan.

Thisbook is, in fact, the only place | found detailed information on Tremayne when | tried to do a bit of
research on Zombie! The articlesrange from fair to excellent, and a $9.95 seems adigtinct bargain: most
such academic books sdll for two to five times as much, mostly because libraries buy them and libraries



are a the mercy of the pub-lishers.

A Rendezvousin Averoigne, by Clark

Adhton Smith

Arkham House, 473 pp., $22.95

Clark Asnton Smith isafavorite of mine. Heisthe author most responsible for get-ting meinto the
fantasy field: | found a British paperback of one of his short story collections as achild, and thefirst story
| read was his classic "The Weird of Avood Wuthogguan,” about agreedy money-lender who buys
some stolen gems, only to have them roll off histable and out the door. When he follows them, they lead
him to hisdoom.

It's not so much Smith's plotsthat thrill me, it'shis use of language, the strange and beautiful images he
conjures up. Hiswork has a bizarre vividness which has never quite been matched. Hereisabrief
passage from "Xeethra'":

"Wondering and curious, the boy peered into the inviting gloom of the cavern, from which,
unaccountably, asoft bamy air now began to blow. There were strange odors on the air, suggesting the
pungency of templein-cense, the languor and luxury of op-iate blossoms. They disturbed the senses of
Xeethra, and, at the same time, they seduced him with their promise of unbeholden marvelousthings.”

That isprecisely theway | fed about Smith'swork. Thereis poetry here, and magic. Smithwasa
genius, and A Rendez-vous in Averoigne isaterrific sampler of hisweird fiction. Unfortunately | dready
havedl the goriesinit in other collections and didn't find anything new (except the cor-rected text of
"The City of the Singing Flame," which appearsfor thefirg time as Smith origindly wroteit).

Recommended, especidly if you're unfamiliar with the bulk of Smith'swork. D

WEIRD TALESTALKSWITH CLIVEBARKER

by Robert Morrish

Weird Tales™: Now that you've had a chance to reflect on your directoria debut, would you say that
you're sat-isfied with how Hellraiser turned out?

Clive Barker: For the money and thetime? Y eah. It doeswhat it does. For the most part, the reviews
have been extremdly kind. The audiences seem to have been having agood time with it, whichisamgjor
satisfaction. So | would haveto say yes, I'm satisfied.

One of the interesting things about watching the picture with audiencesis seeing how it actudly does
disturb peo-ple. Of course theré's the laughter, of course there's the tension release but ... it seemsto
work on people, it really seemsto scare them, which isgreat. And there's some imagesin the picture, like
the guy with the hooksin hisface, that | redly like alot. Hopefully some people will be dressing up as
Cenobytesthis Halloween.

WT: Maybe welll seethe creation of awhole Hellraiser subculture.

CB: Absolutdly. That would be great. At some of the Signings I've been to, people have been coming
up with draw-ings of Cenobytes. | think it would be great if some of the images from the movie become.
.. images which recur in people's heads and stick with them. So much of horror is about images
any-way.

It looks like we're set to do a sequd. WElI pick up the rest of the story, Ju-lias story; alot more about
the Cen-obytes, about their background. Therewill probably be some kind of fiction sequel aswell.
Maybe acomic strip aswell.

WT: Will you be writing and direct-ing the sequel ?

CB: It'smy story, but it's not my screenplay. 1t's written by aguy named Peter Atkins, who'safelow
Liverpud-lian. It'sredly hisfirgt screenplay, but it'stremendous, | think. We worked quite closdly oniit.
The principa shoot-ing will startin . . . about ten weeks time, | guess. | would redlly liketo seea
Hellraiser seriesget going. I'd like.. . . Juliato be the first running char-acter in ahorror serieswho'sa
woman, like afemale Freddie Krueger. | think Claire Higgins does agreat job as Julia.

WT: Tell usabout the two films based on your work — Rawhead Rex and Un-derworld — that
Empire produced without your involvement.

CB: Asyou probably know, | hated those, especially Rex. | had absolutely no production control.
Negativein fact. Isthere such athing as negative pro-duction control ? If thereis, that'swhat | had. |



wasn't even alowed on the set. Rawhead Rex wasfilmed in Irdland and they kept saying they were
going to fly me over and they never did. Later on | cameto believe that it was some kind of unspoken
lock-out. Basicdly they took the screenplay from meand ... it was set in mid-summer and they shotitin
February in Ireland — wrong country, wrong season. | didiked the film rather more than other people, |
think because it was one of my favorite stories. | had agood time writing it; sort of amonster on the
loose story. And they should have got it more right than they did. Also, there was alack of cour-ageto
go out and make agenuingy scary, gross picture.

Horror's been going through a very funny phase where it's been getting real mild. Positively benign.

WT: Perhaps, but there are some ex-ceptions, | think; infiction, there are certainly splatterpunks out
there.

CB: Absolutely. | consder mysdlf part of that "school” — in certain sto-ries. But it's much more difficult
to splatter with intelligence in the mov-ies. Cronenburg is an obvious exception to that. | hope Hellraiser
isaswadll. | mean, it was asplatter picturein alot of respects, very gory. But | hope it comes across as
being done with some intelligence, some subtext. But there aren't too many films around that would fit in
that category.

WT: IsEmpire going to be doing any more of your stuff ?

CB: | took them to court to keep them from . . . exploiting any more of my material. | won, so dl the
options came back to me. It'sthefirst time I've ever taken anybody to court on athing like that, but |
thought, not only are they making bad pictures, they're trying to rip me for the next ones. So | wasred
pleased to get my stuff back.

WT: Aren't they available on video tape now!

CB: Yes, with "from the author of . . ." plastered al over them, which isvery irritating, but you know,
there's nothing you can do abot it.

| genuinely don't know what you can do about that. The only reasonable thing to do seemsto be what
I've done. Or else you just take the money and don't worry about it; don't even go and see the movie.
God knows how the im-aginative genius of Ray Bradbury faces the next Ray Bradbury adaptation.

WT: Weavewor|d isobvioudy quite adeparture from what you've been doing previoudy. Wasthere
any spe-cific ingpiration for the change, or was it something you just evolved towards?

CB: | think the latter point isexactly right. I've evolved towards this idea that's been in my head, that
I've wanted to do for along time. It'savery long book — about six hundred pages— very long for me,
aslong as| want to get.

| would liketo do alot more fantasy. But | use theword "fantasy” in the widest possible context. Y ou
and | know what we mean when we say fantasy — we don't necessarily mean elves and magicians.
There's none of that stuff in Weaveworld, but thereisalot of dark-ness.

WT: What do you have coming up in the future fiction-wise?

CB: Therell be anew 35,000 word dark fantasy novellain the hardcover edition of Books of Blood
VI. Thenov-dlawill beillusrated in the English edition with photographs which I'm taking, which should
be fun. I've been taking photographs for years and years and thisis thefirst time ther€lll ac-tualy bean
edition using them. A kind of movie on the page.

WT: And you have another fantasy novel coming out after Weaveworld ?

CB: Yes, another fantasy novel, and | have plansfor four more novels after that, al backed up.

WT: It soundslike you're moving away from short fiction.

CB: Short fiction istough in acouple of regards ... | think that one of the things you've got to confront
when you do a piece of redly outlandish fiction, like"In the Hills, the Cities," is"okay, how long can |
make thiswork for? | know that thisis adangerousidesa, | know that thisisatrapeze act.”

WT: It'seader to suspend disbelief for 30 pages than for 300.

CB: Yougot it. You just couldn't do it for 300. | think also in a sense that the six volumes of the Books
of Blood were, in asense, an entire statement — me doing as much as| possibly could in the genre. The
books were my ver-sion of aone-man circus— | juggle, | walk thewire. | tried to be as
compre-hensive as possible, as eclectic as pos-sible. To do something that had erotic overtones, to do
something with acomic touch, to do some very graphic things, and to be able to put it under the six



covers, seemed like alot of fun. Some of them are going to work better than others. Some people are
going to like certain stories alot better than others, but that's part of the pleasure.

WT: Sort of like the ups and downs of aroller coaster ride.

CB: Exactly. There are going to be places where you say thisismy kind of story and places where you
don't. Theinteresting thing about the fan mail that comesin isthat no two letters are exactly dikeinterms
of their likesand didikes. Y ou find that people despise a certain Sory, and that otherslove that same
story. And that's good.

And with anovel you're committing to nine months of work on asingleidea, however richtheideais. |
enjoy tat emotiona commitment, but it'savastly different approach.

WT: A lot of your readers don't know that you're an accomplished artist aswell. | understand that
there are going to be prints made of the coversyou did for the English editions of the Books of Blood.

CB: Y eah, when they did those cov-ers, they pulled images from within the origina pictures and
cropped them very, very severely so that they could fit them onto the cover. Lessthan haf of the entire
pictures are shown.

| like the covers much better when al the detail isthere. When they're cropped like that you missthe
sense of the whole. That's a problem with the book covers.

We're just setting up limited edition lithos of them. There's been some prob-lem getting the colorsright.
Werefid-dling around with them, making sure that we do get it right.

| think they'll be nice editions. | want to do them redlly beautifully. | don't want to do them unlesswe do
them right. | think well make them redl lim-ited and they'll dl be persondly signed. | think it'swhat | owe
... my fans— to make sure that it'sal good quaity and agood vaue. That's one of thethings| love
about Poseidon — they brought in a 600-page book which looks extremely handsome for $18.95,
whichisared good pricefor that size book. I'm very impressed by that.

WT: Areyou Hill doing artwork?

CB: | did 17 black-and-white illus-trations for Weavewor|d in the limited editionin England.

WT: Asl understand it, just three or four years ago, you were on welfare. That's quite a change of
circumstancein ashort period of time.

CB: Yes, dl of thisisredly quite new, quite afresh experience. Very odd. | got to the age of 30
without ever hav-ing had very much money, and not redlly caring that much. | was painting, writing, doing
what | liked to do. Now we're talking about million dollar ad-vances. . . that's a massive change of
circumgtancein ashort time.

WT: Isitin the back of your mind now that now you have areputation to live up to?

CB: Yeah, but one of the things about changing direction with Weavewor|d isthat now I've got anew
context inwhich to be put. Thisisn't viscerd.

WT: A lot of people would probably be afraid to take the risk of making such alarge departure from
whét they're known for.

CB: Yes. | think that. . . part of the thing for meis| want to continue to take those risks— I'd like to
do more fantasy and I'd like to do some sciencefiction. In the movies, I've been talking about al kinds of
projects — animated projects, amusica — al kinds of proj-ects. Asfar as1'm concerned, | just turned
35 and the imaginative adven-tures that | can have on the page or on the screen are just beginning and
that's very exciting.

WT: You'veobvioudy comealong way in thelast three or four years. Where would you like to see
yoursdlf in 10 years?

CB: Doing dl of the stuff I'm doing now — movies, books, art — continuing the continuum, | guess.
Doingital.

WT: Youve been interviewed alot. Arethere any questionsyou'd ask your-saf which you've never
been asked, any things which you'd like to express your views on which you've never been ableto?

CB: That'satough one. Give me acouple seconds. . . thething which | think finally excites me most
and which isvery difficult to expresstotaly . . . isthe thing about making al of thiswork a continuum of
some kind or other. So that however it's described horror fiction, fantasy fiction, sci-ence fiction — and
however it's ex-pressed — in paintings, movies, novesit's part of acohesive whole. And that'sa difficult



thing to address.

Even though Weavewor|d isin many ways a departure — because it's amuch more optimistic book,
becauseit'safan-tasy, becauseit's not viscera — it's still another valley in the same country.

| think alot of people liketo label thingsand in turn alot of people are autometicaly turned off by
labels, and that bothers me, that disappoints me. Anything that demands a sense of won-der to embrace
— | want very much for the people who read this kind of fiction, who see these kinds of moviesto go
and and understand how pervasive the fantastiqueis.

And not just people in the genre com-munity but outside it — make them understand just how
pervasive the fan-tagtiqueis. Y ou can go to see fantas-tique artifices in churches across Europe. One of
the greatest novels of American literature, perhaps the grestest — Moby Dick — isafantasy book.
There are great fantasy novels and images from fantasy movies shaping culture in the sense that they are
part of our icono-graphy.

The"imaginativelife' ispart of usdl aschildrenand. . . our dreamsare il full of that imagery as
adults. It's not like the people in these stories are so distant from us, because our lives are full of a sort of
"casud surredism.”

| aso think that horror fiction — at least good horror fiction — dealswith adult anxieties and adult
fears. | try red hard to marry up adult anxieties with thiskind of fiction, rather than smply making it be
about the mongter in the closet. There's no reason why one can't write about these kind of fearsand
obsessonsin an adult context. There's no reason why the freedom that liter-ature has to address adult
fedingsin an adult way should not be exploited by the genre. | try to do the same thing in Weavewor|d.
Fantasy books are all too often sexualy repressed books, it seemsto me; chauvinist books, in fact. |
tried real hard for that not to be the case with Weavewor|d.

WT: You'vesad in the past that you don't like leaving things up in the air at the end of agtory, that you
like adefinitive ending. Isthere any partic-ular reason for that?

CB: It'sabout statements. Y ou stand or fal by the statement that you can
make. It'simportant to what you say. | bdievethis. And at the end of astory,
people should know clearly, | think, what you meant.



by Keith Taylor

"Drive her out of theway!"

The old man's voice was harsh and forbidding as his countenance, the words dragged roughly from a
throat used to providing achannel for orders— yet the hearers, men of his own household, did not move
to obey. Shuffling their feet, they looked at each other, while the entourage he had stopped on the road
to hisfamily's dun took ingtant, bristling offence. With acry of "Rene-gades” the old man strode towards
hisvigtor'slitter done.

A sawart young Briton sprang into his path, eyes sngpping like blue torchesin anger. Without breaking
dride, the old lordling dedlt the Briton a buffet which knocked him dazed to the ground, and continued to
gpproach the litter. From combined loyaty and shame, the old man's household men followed him. The
visitor's escort drew together in their path, and in an instant the situ-ation threatened blood.

"Wait," commanded a clear voice, seadied by its owner'swill. The hang-ings of the canopied litter
were drawn back by awhite hand. Two beautifully shod feet swung out of the shadowed interior and
down to the wet grass. Above them shimmered agown of azure silk with avermilion border, and fi-ndly
the speaker's face emerged to know the kiss of sunlight.

Clarity. That wasthefirst impres-sion one received of Vivayn, princess of Hamo, whether one heard
her voice or saw her visage. Bards averred that hers were the most lucent grey eyesin Brit-ain, and
young though she was those eyes saw most things without flinching. Nothing touched her, men said, she
was dispassionate asthe air. Certainly no fedings were evident as she confronted the aged chieftain who
loathed her, save afaint, detached amusement.

"Why am | to be driven out of the way, my lord Kinernus?'

"Because traitors are not welcome in my dun, and my kindred pay no tribute to sea-wolves. Go back
and tdl Cerdic that."

"No, my lord, | will not," Vivayn said camly. If theword traitor caused her pain, she betrayed no sign.
"Nor can | beieve you would truly want it, know-ing Cerdic as you do. None of the kindred you claim
as supporters are eager to have that boast repeated, but the road is no place to be speaking of such
things. We can discuss them under your rooftree if your spearmen will show ustheway.”

"We discuss nothing, woman," Ki-nernus said, his contempt like ahedge of knives. "God himsdf would
blast my houseto ashesif you entered it. Y ou stand in garments drenched with your father's blood, and
to such as you the mist of darknessisreserved forever."

"None of which," Vivayn said pa-tiently, "makes Cerdic less avid for atribute you can well afford, or
dimin-ishes the number of war-men he can lead to battle. Send me back empty-handed and your next
vigitor will be even less pleasing to you, nor will | have anything to say about it."

"Also," said the young Briton Kiner-nus had knocked down, his speech somewhat indistinct as he held
hisjaw, "you're afoul-tongued liar."

Kinernus did not even look a him. Vivayn said gently, "Tello, that is not important, one way or the
other. My lord Kinernus, God is not likely to take the trouble to blast your house to ashes, but Cerdic
may. For tonight | am will-ing to camp outside while you take counsd with your family and — itisto be
hoped — decideto bewise."

"] cannot stop you from camping where you please,” Kinernus answered. "And Vivayn'stimeis her
own to waste. A friend, though, if you have any, would advise you not to loiter herelong. Farewell."

"It'slikely that | shdl not, Kiner-nus." Vivayn omitted to call him lord, since he had not addressed her
once aslady athough she outranked him by birth and marriage. "Meanwhile there might be some profit
for you in giving ear to the advice of your own friends and kinamen. Until we meet again.”






Tdl and straight as a Roman column, Kinernus spoke to hisfollowers and led them back to the
stockaded farmstead on anearby rise. Hisiron-colored beard was too gtiff to blow freein therising
wind, but his undyed garments flut-tered like the rags of some ancient prophet stalking out of the
wildernessto cry doom upon sinners.

Angry redness suffused the normally placid skin of Vivayn'sface as shelooked at Kinernuss departing
back. Traitress, harlot, and other names even harsher had been applied to her by many sincethe
sea-wolves had con-quered her father's kingdom, because she had married one of the invaders — asif
she could have effectively re-fused! Vivayn dedt with such condem-nation by showing the world aface
enigmatic and doof, faintly amused by sdlf-righteous antics— but wearing a cool mask did not make
phraseslike"drenched with your father's blood" any less painful to heer.

She replaced the cool mask as Teilo approached her, having arranged his clothes in the best order he
could. He was not given to hiding hisfedings, even with their barbarian masters, one reason Vivayn liked
him. Just now Teilo's cheeks burned crimson as aroos-ter's comb.

"Lady, you cannot kick your hedls outside that madman's dun at hiswhim!" he protested. "Y ou are who
you are, while he's no more than a cattle-chief-tain. In your father's time he would never have dared.”

"Indeed you areright, Tello," Vivayn sad; "and hes more foolish to dare it now, in Cerdic'stime; but
after dl that ishisaffair. The purpose for which we were sent hereis ours. Why do you and Liudhere not
set about making acamp while | give this matter some thought? After al, we avoided a pitched fight,
which isaways apromising way to begin negotiations. | commend you for not sarting abrawl under the
provo-cation of that blow."

Liudhere, acineritioudy grey sea-wolf of the dutish tribe, grinned ironic-aly through his beard to hear
Vivayn's compliment. He would have dain Ki-nerusingantly had the old lordling struck him, but what
one Briton did to another scarcely mattered from Liud-here's point of view. Ashismaster's
daughter-in-law, Vivayn had some sta-tusin the aging pirate's eyes, so he clapped Teilo on the shoulder
and hus-tled him away to begin work. The Briton went amenably enough, a-though not ceasing to frown.

Vivayn waked in her graceful, sway-ing way to the cart which had creaked aong behind her litter.
Perched beside the driver sat Eldrida, the only other woman in the party, afull-bodied girl with
grey-green eyes, yellow braids and alook of being gamely ready for any-thing. She had been gazing
pensively at the long thatched roof rising above the nearby stockade.

"Wel, now," she said in arich voice which durred the British tongue with suggestions of North Sea
accents, "I'd liketo be afly on thewall in yon sheep's pen tonight.”

"l intend to be," Vivayn answered. Her own voice made the hearer think of coal light wine. "I
Kinernussfamily iswise, they will depose him at oncein favor of achieftain who can be sengible. If they
are not wise—" She smiled with remote, wicked playfulness. "We must lead them by the hand.”

Beforelong, Vivayn'stent had risen on the summer grass and the two women were ingtalled within.
Tello stood before it with along British spear in his hand, more in honor of Vivayn'srank than for any
redl protection he would beif one of the wild Germanic warriorsin the party decided to harm her. Teilo
might be brave and was cer-tainly loyal, but Liudhere and severd other Jutes present could have eaten
him for supper. Their master's com-mands restrained them, not a single British guard. Barking laughter
filled the air as they devoured smoked meat around camp-fires, exchanged their ob-scureriddles, and
told Sories of pillage and rapine, lying mightily about the feats they had performed.

In the precioustent of Cordovan leather, Vivayn took afine golden chain from around her neck. At the
end of the chain hung ashining phia in the shagpe of an acorn, twirling in the light of a scented wax candle,
the cost of which would have fed a hundred dis-possessed familiesfor ayear. With no discernible
quams, Vivayn let the can-dle burn while she drew forth the tiny phid's siopper. A more pungent fume
mingled at once with the candlesfra-grance.

Detachedly, Vivayn said, "Clarice warned me againgt taking this save in extreme need. A master
sorceress can do what the potion provides with only the discipline of her mind; but | have some way to
travel before | am that skilled; and Clarice, das, haslost too many of her faculties to do much be-sides
teach. Do not alow anybody in, Eldrida, no matter what you see or hear.”



"If it'sthat dangerous abrew,” El-dridasaid hotly, "pour it on the ground and et these strutting idiots
take their own chances! They wouldn't thank you if they knew what you are doing for them!™

"Come, my companion, it isnot solely for them. I've made no grandchildren for Cerdic. Unless| atone
for that lack by perfect successin occasiona mis-sonslike thisone, he may cast me out before I'm ready
togo."

"Cynric wouldn't discard you because hisfather commands!”

"No?Hemarried me at hisfather'scommand.” Vivayn lifted the phid to her lipsand drained it, her long
throat working through a difficult swallow. Fingers moving with precision, shefit-ted stopper and vessd
together again before lying down on agreen coverlet, her bronze-red hair spread about her. Eldrida
watched with athundering heart.

Whirling dizziness assailed Vivayn. Her head arched backwards until the cords of her snowy throat
rose beneath the skin, and her eyes stretched wide open in preternatural distress. Her en-tire body rose
like adrawn bow, sup-ported now on the heels and crown of her head a one, while her mouth opened to
itswidest extent and along, croaking cry emerged. Eldridamade an invol-untary Sgn to avert evil asa
humming blue-green dragonfly with wings a-shimmer flew from Vivayn's mouth, borne on the bregth of
her anguished cry. Asthe cresture flew from the tent, Vivayn's arched body sowly relaxed until shelay
supine, breething at arate many times dower than normal. White with terror, her friend placed questing
fingertips on Vivayn'sthroat and waited for anxious moments until she detected a pul se-begt, appdlingly
dow yet steady.

Teilo had heard the muted shriek and was demanding to know what had gone amiss. Cursing his
conscientiousness, Eldridaarose, thinking swiftly of ataleto keep him on hisown sde of thetent's
entrance and thanking her pagan gods that he was greetly in awe of Vivayn'smagic.

The dragonfly sped through the dusk, following the road to Kinernuss dun, rising high above the
stockade of sea-soned logs which had been there fifty years before Jutish sea-wolves had swarmed up
the southern estuary to plunder Hamo. Even the stockade rep-resented areversion to cruder ways of the
ancient Celtsin the face of barbar-ian depredations; acentury before it had been built, Kinernuss
forebearslived in aRoman villawith ssonewalls, atiled roof and hested baths, of which nothing remained
now but waist-high sections of wall. Y et the clan il called itself Roman and saw nothing incon-gruousin
thet.

The bright insect whirred closely over the backs of domestic pigs grunt-ing in ayard paved with
fragments of stone from the former villa, then shot like ablue-green dart through the hal's doorway to
hover above the gath-ered clan. Some wore tunicsin the Ro-man fashion, others breeches and cloaks,
while dl the women went clad in long gowns of varying quality. Kinernus, agrey-bearded patriarch with
fanaticismin his heart, occupied the centra po-gition in the council. He never observed the shimmering
insect which clung to abeam directly above his head.

"Not one cow are weto pay those less-than-men!™ he declared. "They have taken too much from
Britain asitis"

"Granted,” said amilder-looking man in ablack tunic, hisscalp shining pink in the glow of alamp. "l
cannot see, though, how it will restore afairer bal-anceif Cerdic's devils st fire to our gables one fine
night and add our blood to the freshets dready set flowing. He hasn't asked for our alegiance, but only a
tributein kind. Let'sgiveit to him and keep our roof intact.”

"So you say, Gwyn," Kinernus an-swered with the scathing contempt he had shown to Vivayn. "So say
haf the kings of thisblind and feebleide, while the other haf prey upon their own folk before the
searwolves can reach them — and without the excuse of knowing neither civilization nor God! The
Sax-ons and Jutes are our punishment for doth, yet not on that account can we justify submitting to them.
They are not human, enemies of al the good and decent thingsyou and | know.”

"And shall we stop them with eight-teen fighting men?" asked Gwyn. "Y ou spoke of kings. Well,
Vivayn'sfather gave battle with dl the strength he could muster, and we fought on hisside, but now heis
dead and the nearest ruler is Aglova of the Atrebates. Will he send hisriders south to help usif we defy
Cerdic?| doubt it. We cannot fight him aone and win. To try would be sui-cide, which the prieststell me
ismorta sn. Let us pay the tribute and wait for a better timeto resist.”



"Thereisthe counsd that days souls” Kinernus thundered. " Sit down, instru-ment of Satan, and tell me
no more of priests, for they are as bad asthe rest of our diseased flock in thisidand, im-pious and
unperceiving. The black fire of perdition ragesfor al who betray the Lord of the Tree" Hinging aknotty,
powerful hand towards a crucifix on the hdl'smain pillar, heroared, "Thereis our only master, and S0 it
shdl bewhile| head thisclan! Let those who would acknowledge the kingship of aheathen robber go to
him, and swear your un-clean oaths on his dtars of blood!"

Gwyn, athough he flinched from the old man's fury and the sheer volume of sound, did not appear
impressed by hisargument. Rising to hisfeet, the bald man declared in ahotter tone than be-fore,
"Cerdic has not asked usto wor-ship hisgods, either. So long as he leaves us our faith it isacase of
ren-dering Caesar hisdue. You are the one threatening to destroy the clan, when you gibber of defying a
thousand Jutes with bardly eighteen men. Tell menot of the Chrit! | defy not him, but Ki-nernug™

"Y ou defy Kinernus, eh?' the old man said in adreadful voice. "Then let God judge between us now!
Since you have chalenged mefor the honor and exist-ence of our clan, let us both submit to the testing of
the stone, he who survivesto be chieftain. Beware, Gwyn, for as surely asyou refuse | will bring you to
judgement and have you made an out-cast!"

Thevolume of that terrible voice rose to the ceiling-beams, making the wings of a certain dragonfly
quiver. Gwyn whitened dowly with shock, and his slence grew lengthy while Kinernuss sneer of disgust
became more blatant. The old chieftain could do what he threatened in law. Gwyn knew that. Hesitating,
he looked about him, find-ing appalled looks in plenty but no signs of protest or support savein one
quarter.

"Kinernus, thisisfoul!" awoman de-clared. "Y ou cal the sea-wolves godless heathens, but what do
you become when you invoke the testing of an idol old asthe forests?”

"It never was an idol. God sent it from Heaven to try the chieftains of our line, that they be worthy to
head the clan. If Gwyn istrue of soul and my better in judgement, no harm will cometo him. If I am
wrong, let the blight of the stonefdl on me. Vorcant, go to the shrine and bring hither the stone of
testing." When Vorcant hesitated, the old man thundered, "Go!"

Vorcant departed. Above, unnoticed, the dragonfly rubbed its antennae. Sub-dued murmurs ran
around the table, not one escaping the insect-shape which was Vivayn's spirit in a convenient form.

"It'sthetradition —"

"— long sinceit was done. Only Ki-nernusin living generations has ever seenit.”

"— what if he prevails? Even with Heaven on my side | won't defy Cerdic. It's madness no matter what
oracles say differently —"

"— divinejudgement —"

The man named V orcant came back to the table from the clustered shadows at the far end of the hal, a
short, heavy-limbed figure with drooping mous-tache, staggering under the weight of the cumbrous
carved stone he held in hisarms. Shaped like a grotesque, bes-tia head, it showed a yawning gape of
mouth benesth the broad snout. VVor-cant lowered it reverently to the table, whereupon al present signed
them-salves with the Cross or made older ges-tures of worshipful awe. In Vivayn's eyes the object was
hardly worth so much respect, being as crude a carving as she had ever seen, and ugly besides. Still a
cruel, ancient might seemed to residein it, and shadows clotted about the thing where it glared on the
table. Kinernus rested his hands upon it, looking more diabolica than godly himself.

"Strength of our clan!" he addressed it passionately. " Strength of our clan, destroyer of snand
weskness, this house stands in danger again, less from foes without than from the unworthy within. Show
usour true chieftain in the way accustomed since Britain was peopled, when Brutus led his people hither
after the Flood. Judge between me and the one who would rival me, aswe place our headsin your
power. There can only be one chieftain. 1, Ki-nernus, submit mysdlf to your testing first. So."

The old man kndlt, not humbly but like aking for hisanointing, and thrust his head into the carved stone
mouth. It vanished asfar as his shoulders, fur-ther than any observer would have guessed it could be
swallowed, for the stone carving did not seem large enough. Kinernus remained in his odd, some-how
frightening position while his heart beat a score of times— and that of the watching Gwyn ahundred.

When Kinernus withdrew his head from between the basdlt jaws, his rel-atives sucked in a shaken,



anticipatory breath as though they would not have been amazed to see it changed to the red-eyed head
of awalf, or behold arag-ged torn stump of aneck as proof of supernatural decapitation. Both stories
had been told of the ordeal stonefor generationsin their clan.

"Behold, | am vindicated," Kinernus said, glowing with triumph. “Now it isyour turn, Gwyn. Y ours!
Come for-ward."

The bald man stared with horrid fas-cination at the head, with its carved sightless eyes, wrinkled snout
and cav-ern of amouth. One step, and a second, he took towards it before his nerve broke. He shook
hishead in mute de-nid.

"Too latefor other thoughts," Kiner-nus said. "Y ou must do as| did. Vor-cant! Eiro! Show this
recusant how to be steadfast!"

The old man had named two of his most faithful supporters. Asthough theironin hisvoice had entered
their souls, they seized Gwyn's arms and, twisting them behind his back, forced him closer to the stone
despite hisfurious strug-gles. As hisface neared the carven mongter's gape, Gwyn vented along, gurgling
scream, which ended as histormentors thrust him into the fanged hole. The watching dragonfly'swings
quivered.

Dense yelow vapor gouted from the stone mouth in asilent belch, to coil around Gwyn's neck like
tresses of smoke. Kinernus's two bully-boys, star-tied, let go their victim's arms and stepped back.
Gwyn remained on hisknees, his hands feebly stroking the wood of the table, while the sulfur-hued fumes
vanished into stone nostrils as though inhded by aliving creature.

Gwyn'shead fell gracelesdy out of the carven maw which had contained it. A basdt fang scored ared
groovein hisscap, and hisforehead struck the table's edge with aloud crack before he collgpsed to his
hands and knees. A lit-tle, frightened whimper sounded. The man who had faced Kinernus with dignity at
the council table now turned around on dl fourslike a bewildered child, mewing softly. The muscles of
his face had dackened mindlessy; he blinked milky eyeswhich saw nothing. Without pride or awareness,
he uttered afrightened wail.

Vorcant and Eiro themselves |ooked at the results of their action with hor-ror. The latter sgned himsdlf
uncon-scioudy, and Vorcant nearly followed his example before remembering that Kinernus watched the
scene.

"Blind and crazed," the old man said somberly. " Such isthe judgement of God this night. Who
questionsit?Who till advocates paying Cerdic to leave us done?'

None spoke. Gwyn's youngest nephew began a desperate, outraged lunge for-ward, but his brothers
seized him while hismother hissed, "Still, for your lifel Do you wish to be next?"

Not wishing that at dl, the youth covered hisface with both hands.

"Then we must ded strongly with the band of traitors he sent forth as histax-gatherers" Kinernus
roared. "All of them, and particularly thetraitress Vivayn! Sheit waswho plotted with the heathens
againg her own father and king, caling them in to burn Hamo because of lust for apirate chief's son. She
it was who encompassed the mur-der of her sire, asal men know, and now rulesjointly with the father
and son. She—"

He ranted on, making foul accusa-tions againgt Vivayn until sheer lack of breath forced him to stop, his
de-scription of her snsand crimes showing an equal divison between two cate-gories— the wildly
exaggerated and the wholly untrue.

"Vivayn must be taken and put to deeth," he concluded, "or the Lord's dis-pleasure will lie upon the
land until it iswasted and barren, while the searwolves, his scourgefor sin, egt it bare of whét littleis|eft.
Only if we act in righteousness will they be removed from udl™

His clan raised an amen, some en-thusiagtically, some reluctantly, but al of them responded — even
Gwyn's mother, with tears on her cheeks and her mouth twisted as though she choked on something
hideous. She had other children, and the mouth of the ordeal stone remained open to swallow them.

Gwyn made histiny noises, groping about like alogt child.

None noticed a shimmering dra-gonfly dart through the room, to vanish out an unstopped chink in the
wall and flash to the sea-wolves camp where Eldridawaited beside her dormant friend. When the Jutish
girl saw it wing into their tent, relief flooded her heart like atorrent, and she poured agoblet of strong



wine for the moment when Vivayn should awake.

Vivayn'swhite hands lay open, pams upward, beside her. Hovering above the right one on wingslike
diversof gem-stone, the creature landed delicatdly, its exquisite legs crossing Vivayn'sline of fate. Her
fingertipstwitched. Sowly her hand curled shut over the jeweled form, tightening until it was crushed,
upon which it gave back the independ-ence of her body which she had granted for abrief while.

Her snowy eydidsflickered, then opened so suddenly and with so wild alook in them that Eldridawas
frightened. Blindly, Vivayn clung to her friend, quivering in every fiber of her sengitive form — no longer a
princess or awitch but only ayoung woman who had forced hersdlf too far beyond nor-mal boundaries.
Eldridarocked her gently back and forth, murmuring com-fort while atempest of sobs remained locked
away behind the aching tight-nessin Vivayn'sthroat. She could have shed tearsin streams, as Eldrida
knew; but not once had the yellow-haired girl seen her friend cry.

Nor did she now. When Vivayn's tremors ceased and she drew away alittle, her disconcertingly clear
grey eyeswere dry as Eldrida had dways known them. A deep sigh came from her throat, but no words.

After waiting too long with as much patience as she possessed, Eldrida de-manded, "What happened?
By dl of Freyasdrowned lovers, what? Hasthe old man cdled in the Warlord of Britain to attack us?"

"Nothing so extreme, Eldrida, but bad enough . . . bad enough. That old man, that lunatic, has cowed
hisclan so that it will obey him in anything. He plansto wipe us out and hang me for my many sins. By
sorcery he destroyed a kinsman who disagreed with him. The poor foolsthink he has God on hisside.. . .
most of them. The others are afraid to raise their voices.”

"He'sgoing to attack us?" Eldridasaid. "Our men would eet his British yokesdivel Wait. | was
forgetting. Heréswine, Vivha; you need it."

Vivayn drank, grateful for it and for the use of her pet name and Eldrida's comforting arm around her
shoulders.

"You areright, dear. We have noth-ing to fear, that way; it would be adaughter, and that's what |
would avoid. We have to plan — but not yet. Not yet.”

"What isit?"

"Nothing... the old story, with fouler trimmings. Kinernuswas raving that | brought in your father to
conquer the kingdom, and aided him with sorcery.” Vivayn had been fifteen at thetime of Cerdic's
invasion, and known no sor-cery worthy of the name — then. "Vi-vayn thetraitress. All Britain believes
it, and that is the tale men will remem-ber."

"Not al," Eldridasaid stoutly. "They are not al simple-minded, you know." She held the other woman
closer. "You'd help yoursdf if you would weep."

Vivayn shook her head. Ripples flowed through the great mass of bronze-red hair she wore because it
pleased her lord, although she found it acumber-sometrouble. "I'll weep on the day | am freeto smile or
weep as| please. Mean-while we must carry out Cerdic'swill, and save thisfarrow of idiots from
de-stroying themselves on Jutish spears— whether they wish to be saved or not. That will take some
ingenious schem+ing.”

"Better to rest first," Eldridaadvised.

"l cannot rest!" Vivayn snapped. "Not unless | empty that flagon, and thisis no occasion for a
wine-filled head. Had you seen what | saw you would not be thinking of rest. Kinernus has a stone of
enchantment which is supposed to test the true chieftain of his clan, the one favored by God. So he says.
Surdly it can destroy, and | have seen that he'simmune to its power, but | will never believeit isbecause
God favors him. The notion's blagphemous! Besides, magic is not like that. It works as aknife works,
effective for any who knows which end to hold and how to cut. | wonder, | wonder . . ."

Vivayn walked back and forth in the tent, restless and absorbed, her pain thrown aside as she
pondered the rid-dle. As swiftly as she had begun, she stopped, clapping her hands sharply once as she
reached a conclusion.

"Thereisasecret to that ugly stone head, a knowledge which makesit pos-sibleto face the testing
without fear. There must be— and Kinernus hasit! He's the oldest man in that family, so it standsto
reason that he would re-member something dl the rest have forgotten.” Vivayn closed her eyes, casting
her mind back to the scenein Kinernuss hdl, trying to retrieve every detail she had witnessed through the



dragonfly's begemmed organs.

"Kinernus placed hishandsjust so," Vivayn murmured, raising her aamsto demondrate. "1t may mean
nothing, and yet . . . there was aline of faded writing carved on the throat of the head, like a necklace of
words. It wasn't Latin or Greek, or even the Hibernian cipher they cal ogham. Maybeit's the older
ogham, the true ancient script in-vented when Don's children ruled the earth. | must seeit again, inmy
own body."

“Tomorrow," Eldridasaid firmly. "Tomorrow istime enough; tonight you must rest. There arefew
enough hours until dawn, and that soul-transformation has cost you dearly. Lie down, for the body
you're speaking of istight asaharp-string. I'll rub some loosenessinto it, and then perhaps you will deep.
Never fear. I'll be hereif dreamstrou-bleyou.”

Any dreamswhich haunted Vivayn had been discarded before she emerged from her tent the next
morning. She wore a black and jade gown with a pearl-adorned cincture, while the shad-ows beneath
her eyes had been artfully hidden, whether with paint or magica illuson remained her secret. The au-burn
hair fell to her calvesin brazen, gleaming waves, brushed by Eldridatill it shonein the sunlight, for Vivayn
did not intend to face Kinernus looking other than her best. To outward seem-ing she was again the
cryptic, tranquil princess with an enigmatic trace of asmilelifting the corners of her mouth, confident and
remote. Teilo bowed to her, and even her escort of savage war-riorstreated her with rough respect,
clashing spears on their hide-covered shiddsin greeting.

"Ready my litter if youwill, Telo." shesaid. "l am going to vist the chief-tain Kinernus, and thistime he
will listen with more careto what | say. It'smy desire that only you and the litter-bearers shall accompany
me, therefore groom yourself to shame the men of that rough dun. We may serve Cerdic, yet in my mind
this has become amat-ter for settling between Britons, and wewill not invite our barbarian friendsto
partake of it. Let them fire the dun and sted whatever remains unburnt if we should fall. It'swhat they do
best. And you should know that we probably will not liveto criticizeif it comesto that.”

Teilo had served her for two years. He knew that Vivayn had just offered him a chance to refuse what
could proveto be athree-furlong journey into great danger. With asmile he said, "Give me an hour,
lady."

The Jutish warriorsin their cross-gartered breeches and heavy beards were harder to persuade,
particularly their leader, who wanted to take atree-trunk and batter down the Britons gate. Vivayn
reminded him patiently that Cerdic hisking had personaly ad-vised him that Vivayn's commands were to
be obeyed on this misson, and with many a Germanic grumble the man findly cameto accept it. Teilo,
hisdark hair resplendently coiled, mous-tache trimmed and clashing bracelets of enamelled copper on his
arms, ap-peared within the promised hour, his spearhead polished to adazzle like sun-light on water, a
merry strut in hiswak. He might have been going to atryst with agirl whose smile made him fed saven
feat high.

No smile was displayed on Kiner-nuss face as he came to the rampart of hisfamily's stockade to sare
down at the litter. Righteous, intransigent, he scowled at Teilo and said curtly, "Be-gone, traitor.”

"I'll answer that if you will take aspear and come out to meet me,” Teilo said. "If you will not, my lady
must an-swer, though you are not deserving of the honor."

Vivayn descended from the litter. Her shoes, sewn with smoky British pearls, flashed as they emerged
from between the curtains. When she stood upon the ground, her girdle and shoul-der-brooches shone
with like splendor, and as she lifted her head to meet the gaze of the man above her, Vivayn'sfamous
eyes reduced the pearls to drab-ness.

"Greetings, Kinernus," she said. "Y ou are free with the word ‘traitor".”

"And you're lavish with the actions of one," heretorted. "All | had to say to you was said yester-morn.
My family and | are onein this matter, so your dogs carted you up thisrise for noth-ing.”

"Your family," Vivayn said dis-tinctly, "is cowed and terrified by your evil sorcery, you who are S0
hypocriti-cally swift to accuse me of that very thing. Else would they have kicked you out of their dun last
night and paid my lord Cerdic'stribute asthe lesser of two ills. For risking their destruction at his hands it
isyou who arether betrayer. | who would see them live and prosper am a better friend to them than
you! If you would dispute that with me, Ki-nernus, you have only to open your gatesthat | may enter —



and you seethat | come with only one armed man to do me honor."

Behind the blazing stare of the fan-atic, Vivayn saw other, more ca cula-ing thoughts amove, thoughts
which she hersdlf had stimulated so that Ki-nernuswould admit her. She isthe child of our last British
king, those thoughtswent. If she is destroyed, one influence of moderation and kindness towards
Britonswill vanish from our conqueror's house; and brute that heis, Cerdic will oppress them
mor e greatly, while his son will seek vengeance for his bride. The Britons of Hamo will be dri-ven
to revolt against the heathen! All thisif the witch is destroyed — and here she stands, begging to
enter my gate without guards!

"Enter, then," Kinernus said sonor-oudy. ™Y ou cannot prevall, yet | would bejust.”

Aswould I, Vivayn thought. You who defamed me owe me requital.

The gate of adzed logs creaked wide, and her litter-bearers carried her across the mud of the yard,
through arout of pigs, clamoring dogs, and squawking hens. Stopping before the door, bemired to their
knees, they waited while Tello lifted their mistress across the muddy threshold, into the smoky hal withits
many odors. Vivayn advanced to the wide communa hearth, treading the carpet of rushes with the most
costly footwear ever seenin that dwelling. Men and women dike stared at her, some with the desperate
ghost of hope.

"Kinernus, | comefor justice,” Vi-vayn said before them al. ™Y ou have named metraitor, parricide,
and apos-tate, | who am none of those things. If you regard justice in any way, you will make your words
good or cease to be chieftain of thishousehold. Thusdo | challengeyou, I, Vivayn, Natanleod's daughter
— or do you not possess a chief's honor?”

"Where fitnessto lead the clan is questioned, men of my line have asure recourse,” Kinernus said, "and
that is the testing stone of which you may have heard. We settle doubts of our honor in the same way, but
beware, woman! Those who place their heads in the gape of the stone receive true judgement ac-cording
to their deserts. Dare you en-dure that?'

"] dare mogt things, old man. Bring in your stone.”

"Vorcant, you hear our guest,” the chieftain said. "Eiro, fetch Gwyn that the witch may see the results of
defiance”

Nether sght came asasurpriseto Vivayn, but when Eiro led in the sum-bling, whimpering figure
which on the previous day had been aman, Vivayn found it easy to present her loathing as astonished
horror. How vile of Kiner-nusto display hisvictim as though he were proud of what he had done, to
daunt Vivayn's pirit!

"And thiswas done to him by your testing stone?' Vivayn asked, dissem-bling. "How do | know?
Every clan hasitslackwit born, and you have cause to wish me frightened away."

"Hereisthe judgement stone of or-ded," Kinernustold her. "Place your head between those jaws, and
inamo-ment you can grope and dribble with Gwyn."

"Supposing that | deserveit,” Vivayn said coolly. AsVorcant set down the basalt image with agrunt of
relief, she walked with birch-dender grace to ex-amine it. Seen through human eyes, it was no more
lovely than when she had beheld the thing with the myriad facets of adragonfly'sorbs. Y et around the
carved throat like acollar ran the band of writing none could read any longer, unless he had teachers as
Strange as those who had ingtructed Vivayn.

The script flowed in curious patterns. Time had worn it to partid legibility, and Vivayn had never
mastered that writing fully, as she had Latin and Greek. Concentrating intently, she asked, "What do
these marks mean?”

"They declare, 'Divine vengeance to the unrighteous,” Kinernus said harshly.

Helied. Asnearly as Vivayn could discern, theinscription read, My eyes award destruction; my
nostrils breathe healing; my mouth is below both. The last phrase baffled her pow-ers of
trandation. It might sgnify, My mouth issubordinateto both, or My mouth isthe channd for
both, or anumber of other things, none with a clear and unmistakable meaning. Y et it was clear that
Kinernus could not read the script at dl. He only knew what had come to him through hisfam-ily
tradition, by the spoken words of hisfather. Vivayn had information he lacked, and thefirst two
Satements were unequivoca.



My eyes award destruction.

Vivayn closed her own eyes, the bet-ter to visuaize that dreadful scene of the previous night. When
Kinernus had knelt before theimage, he had raised his hands— yes— but not merely to rest them on
the stone monster's brow, as she had thought. He had covered its eyes.

The eyes which awarded destruction.

If Vivayn did likewise, shewould be safe; but that was insufficient. She had come to defeat Kinernus,
not smply to match him. Anideaburgeoned in Vi-vayn'smind, yet she dared not carry it out before she
knew more.

"Thereisthe stone," she said. "Let my host set the example.”

"Gladly, mocker," Kinernussaid.

Gwyn whimpered in his persona darkness,

Watching, Vivayn saw the chieftain sink to hisknees. Y es, he was raising his hands; and now he
covered the eyes of the mongter. Her guess had been cor-rect. Kinernuss grizzled head vanished into the
stone maw, remained there for along moment, and then withdrew un-harmed.

"Dare you do the same, woman?" he demanded.

"| have abetter way," Vivayn said. "Divine judgement to you means de-struction, for that isal you have
inyour heart — but it may be mercy and healing too. Last night Gwyn here was stricken blind and
witless, let us seeif thereisnot acure.

Thefierce eyes of Kinernus narrowed in suspicion. Vivayn saw her mistake; she had been told that
Gwyn's condition was caused by the power of the stone, but none had told her how recently it happened.
Kinernus was asking how she knew, and drawing his own conclu-sons.

"1 would take Gwyn and restore him through the same stone which left him bereft,” Vivayn declared.
"Have | hisnear kin'sleave to try? He cannot be worse afflicted.”

"That he cannot,” Gwyn's Sster con-ceded, harsh-voiced in her bitterness, while her sonscried out in
favor of trying and Gwyn's aged mother nodded weeakly before turning her head away. When Kinernus
opened hismouth to forbid it, his entire clan opposed him with looks so hogtile that even he shrugged in
acquiescence, though he swore that Heaven's anger would light upon an attempt so impious.

Vivayn led Gwyn gently by the hand and coaxed him to his knees, where he began to tremble and sob
likealittle child. She said quietly, "Tello, thiswill not bework to your taste, yet | ask it. When |
command you, thrust his head into the hole." Swiftly she covered the glowering stone eyeswith her
hands. "Now."

My nostrils breathe healing.

Teillo'swarrior limbs handled the helpless man easly — at first. Then visons of hisfate at the hands of
Vor-cant and Eiro flashed through Gwyn's muddled mind, and even in blindness he sensed the confined,
stony space around his head. With a shattering squed that rose to a pitch of terror un-imaginable, Gwyn
heaved his shoul-ders back from the Soneimage againg al Tello's effortsto hold him there, rip-ping free
of the younger man'sgrip. Vivayn sorang aside asthe orded stone toppled to the floor, while Gwyn
stood blinking foolishly.

"l ... l...what has happened?' he asked. "l passed thetest . . . butitisdaylight, and . . . how are
you here, lady?'

"Gwyn!" hissgter screamed. Y ou see?!

Vivayn thought, Manifestly he sees, and he has uttered the first sounds of meaning since the stone
swallowed hiswits. You are the enemy now, Kinernus, not I.

With adreadful roar, the old man descended upon her. Seizing her in agrip of irresstible strength, he
bent her to the ground, thrusting her head to-wards the falen stone. Wild with sud-den terror, Vivayn
struggled franticaly, until the hands on her neck weakened and Kinernus reared back, croaking thickly.
The shaft of Teilo's spear stood out of his body, between two ribs. Gag-ging blood, Kinernusfell
forward. His heed, lolling loosely on his neck, dropped into the hollow stone on the rushes, with a
nestness that suggested super-natura intent.

Kinernuss people gathered about the corpse, including the bewildered Gwyn. Each face showed awed
reluctance to pull the body away from the ancient stone, though not one — even those of VVorcant and



Eiro — betrayed intense grief. At last two men gritted their teeth, heaved the body clear and rolled it
over.

Thenit wasthat Vivayn'snervefailed her at last, and shefled the hal leaning on Tello'sarm. Theyoung
spearman had gone white aswell, in common with half Kinernus's clan, who cried out and shuddered
until someone had the presence of mind to throw acloak over their dain tyrant. The face of Kinernus
lacked features dtogether; it had turned to blank blind flesh from hairlineto chin, while beside it the stone
beast's head grinned at the raf-ters.



PROALEKEITHTAYLOR

by Cherry Weiner

Keith Taylor had been writing long before | met him. He published four short piecesin Fantastic
Sories in 1975 under the pseudonym Dennis More be-cause he didn't fedl that "1 was good enough to
publish under my own name." Heisashy man.

Wewereintroduced at a sciencefic-tion party by Merv Binns during one of my yearly visitsto
Austrdia | think it was 1980. We spent alittle time talk-ing, and arranged another mesting to talk
serioudy about Keith, his plans, and hiswriting.

After our meeting he was ready to get back to the typewriter and write. . . under hisown name. His
first proj-ect wasto take the stories that he had written for Fantastic, bridge them and turn them into a
nove.

While Keith was doing that, | came back to the States and started talking to editors about him and his
work. At one of my editoria meetings | wastdll-ing an editor about Keith and his plansfor Bard when
Terri Windling, then editor at Berkley, became very excited. She had read the stories "along time ago”
and had been trying to find the author ever since.

Thus came Bard, soon to befollowed by Bard I1: The Return of Felimid Mac Fal; Bard I11: The
Wild Sea ; and the recently published Bard 1V: Raven's Gathering.

While he waswriting the Bard books he was keegping himsdf even busier. There were storiesthat he
did for Void, an Audrdian imprint anthology, and aso a couple of novelsfor Void Publi-cations.

Now he'sworking on anew series. The Danans. Books | and |1 have been written and handed in.
Beyond that, there are many more projects on the desk and in the typewriter.

Keith won the top Australian SF Award, the Ditmar, for Best Fantasy or Science Fiction Novel of
1986, for Bard I11: The Wild Sea (thanksfor thisinformation Australian S- News). The award was
presented to himin April 1987.

Heisnow rediscovering and enjoying the short story.

Weird Tales™ asked for hiswork and you can see the results here. His short storieswill also be
appearing ese-where, and, Keth telsme, "1 am just thrilled that Weird Tales™ wantsto do a special
issue of my work."

| don't see Keith that often, maybe once ayear. It's hard to get to know him. He'saquiet man. A shy
man. At parties (I've only seen him at two) he staysin the background. On a one-to-one he's a delight to
tak to.

Keith, I think thisissue will help you to know just how much you and your
writing are loved by people on this side of the world.






Thelithe boy of thirteen with the black hair and the brilliant, sea-blue eyes sood donein acircle traced
on the winter grass so harsh with frost. All that covered him was alinen tunic, and al hehddwasa
yard-long stick, while four grown men faced him across a dis-tance with frowns on their brows and
severa iron-headed spears each. Nor did the circle alow him much room to dodge.

His stance waslight and easy, his smileinsolent.

"By Padraigh, if they kill him —" hisfriend Lurgan began.

"You will do nothing," the dark-haired man beside him said grimly. "Neither will 1, younggter, though it's
| have far more claim than you, for he swore away hisright to be avenged by kindred when heissued this
chalenge. Aye. He made his choice and did not consult me."

"And you hisfather!" Lurgan dared to say, for the anger of poetswasfeared intheir land. Y et Lurgan
bel onged to the conquering clan of the ui Neill, which made him sure of himself. "He did thisfor you."

"Quiet!" the other said urgently. "Would you distract him with your braying when the spears are about
to

fly?'

Lurgan shut his mouth, rebuked. It was true. He'd spoken too loudly, while Fergus the poet had held
hisvoice low by an effort the boy would never ap-preciate. He stood as though solitary in the world, his
harp cradled in one 9-newy arm, dl hisfaculties concen-trated upon the lonefigurein thecircle.

Srem, theinjured party, made the first weapon-cast. His spear flashed in the winter light asit hurtled
towards the youth named Fa, who twisted aside without moving his feet and struck the shaft of the flying
misslewith hisstick. It veered from its course to bury itsdlf in the whitened ground yards away. Srem,
dogged and black-bearded, took a second spear in his hand while two of hiskinsmen raced from hisside
to position themselves on the other side of the circle. No notion of mercy entered the cattle-chief's head,
for hisfamily had lost ahundred and fifty cattle to raidersled by the black-haired demon's whelp now
facing their spears as are-compense. That herd represented vital food for the winter, vanished and gone.

Fiercely Srem hurled two more spears a hisliving target, who deflected one above his head with the
gtick and dodged the next — no easy task while remaining within the circle, as he must by therulesof his
ordeal. Scowling, Srem rested on histwo remaining spears while his kinsmen cast their wegponsin a
steady rain from two directions. Fa spun, ducked, and sprang, con-stantly turning, plying hisstick ina
humming blur to parry the spears until the thwack of wood upon wood became a constant sound and
over adozen thwarted javelins grew from the earth around him at strange angleslike the plants of amad,
undisciplined garden. Then Srem lifted ahand and the as-sault ceased.

"Ishe satisfied?" Lurgan asked in wonder.

"Not he" Fergus answered, hisface bleak of expresson. "They make Fa walit to unnerve him." Hisjaw
closed with a determined snap, shutting in what other words he might have said. With adozen kinsmen
and some of his son's friends beside him, Fergus might have ended the harsh testing then and there, save
that many of Srem'sfamily were also present and to rescue Fal by force would preci pitate the blood feud
thiswasintended to avert. Having the powers of abard to inflame — or destroy — the fighting spirit of
armies, Ferguswas dill helpless. And that was his only son awaiting the next flight of iron-beaked birds
given wing to rend hisflesh. The poet clamped histeeth to-gether until hisjaw cresked, lest he groan
doud.

Fd waslaughing at hisassallants. Not for him the silent endurance of hisfather. He suggested that they
bring substitutes to cast spearsfor them if they, supposed warriors, had grown so pathetically weary, and
told them he would appreciate the gift of afew sheegp-skins on which to liewhile they gath-ered their
strength anew.

"Laugh at this, then, thief in the night!" yelled Srem's cousin Brian Black Knee, and poised his spear but
did not throw it. Thereal cast came from his brother Deargal, on the far side of the circle, and Fal barely
dodgeditintime. Deargd's wasthefirst spear actudly to fal within the circle Fal could not leave, and he
threw it out swiftly; the space was confined enough. Then his enemies settled down to gnaw at his nerves

with awaiting game again.
They had only five spearsleft among them, but Srem carried the notorious Long Wing, with itsfive



barbs and col-lar of heron feathersfor acharm. When cast at amark, Long Wing infalibly struck its
target — so men said. Srem breathed on the weapon's fearsome head and muttered encouragement to it.

"And that supergtitious yoke hasthe right to throw wegpons at Fal — and him unarmed!” Lurgan said,
unabletoress. "I'll day himif he drawsblood. By my peoplesgod | sweer it!"

"Bequiet," Fergus ordered. Sweat covered hisback and avein beat con-stantly in histemple.

Srem gaveasigna, and one of hiskinsmen threw at histarget's side. Fal made an error of judgment,
using hisstick to parry the flying death instead of leaping aside. Now two missiles rushed upon him at
once, and in des-peration he fell flat, rolling, which nearly took him out of the ordeal ring. No longer
laughing, Fal bounded to one knee, his stick poised, toes amost touching the mark he might not cross. A
narrow-headed javelin with the mur-deroudy hurled weight of along ash shaft behind it came driving
towards his spine, and in the same moment Srem stepped forward to launch Long Wing. The heron
feathersfluttered, whispering cursesin thefrosty air.

Ferguss guts cramped. Appalled, he gave his son up for dead, for Fal had made a great sdmon-leap
into the air so that the first spear passed harm-lesdy beneath him — but now he was directly in the path
of Long Wing'sevilly barbed head. Eyesintent, hand dready moving, Fa brought hisstick around ina
humming blur. It met Long Wing's driving shaft and snapped with the sound of atree cracking on anight
of deep frost. The spearhead snagged Fal's tunic, ripping haf of it away, and for adreadful instant the
watching Fer-gus thought it had gone through him. Then the boy landed on hisfeet, skin bare yet
unmarked, while the dreaded spear skidded away through the white grass until it came to a halt, spent
and unfulfilled. With an exultant war-cry, Fa raised the remnant of histick like atrophy.

Hiskinsmen roared. Fergus, his eyes brimming, ran down the dopeto seize Fd in hisarmsand
embrace him in love and pride. Never had he felt so great ardlief. Hefelt his son's heart pounding likea
hammer on an anvil as Fd returned the hug, and the tears overflowed his eyes despite dl his ef-fortsto
contain them within bounds.

"Cuchulain!™ Lurgan whooped, thrusting forward among the press of Fa's kinsmen. "Cuchulain reborn
areyou, Fa! Four men, twenty spears, and none of them could touch you! They won't live thisdown
quickly, and they can't start afeud because you've given them the satisfaction they caled for!
O—ho—ho!"

Srem and his relatives gathered their weapons and sourly acknowledged that the honor-debt had been
paid, before marching home in dissatisfied gloom. Left in possession of the ordedl ground at Mara, Fa's
kinsmen and friends pre-pared amea while Fal himself mounted a horse and set out in search of his
mother, riding swiftly. She had not been able to endure watching him face the spears; and whileit was
known that she could foretdll the future, it re-mained as dubious and misty a country to her as anybody
else where her loved ones were concerned. Thus Fal urged his fleet brown mare to her best speed, the
sooner to ease his mother's mind.

Turning at the sound of racing hoof-beats, Umai saw her son rushing to-wards her, with his breath and
the mare's forming twin flags of pale smoke. Scarcely drawing rein, he sprang from the horse's back to
bound forward im-pelled by his own momentum and hold her closdly. Beside them, agrey mem-orid
stone incised with ogham |etter-ing cast its ancient shadow acrossthe grass.

"Son! Oh son of mine, you prevailed!"

"Of course!” Fa laughed. "Why, none of them approached me! Y ou grieved your heart for no reason,
Priestess of Sinann.”

They were greetly adikeinlooks, Umai the famed priestess, poetess and seeress, and her son who was
too young as yet to have any achievements save reckless mischief ascribed to him. Had atuft of Umai's
shining black hair been cut in secret and then displayed in day-light, none could have sworn it was not
Fa's. They possessed the same sea-blue eyes which announced with their deep color that here were two
who carried the blood of Lir's children, the sea peo-ple, mingling wildly with their Earthly ancestry. Pure
bone structure and skin like new milk gave both an exceptiond, eerie beauty. Intensein their fedings,
turbulent, wayward, they had always been as closdly kindred in spirit as body.

"No reason,” Umal murmured, resting her head on his shoulder to weep alittle. "No reason! Vow me
an oath there will be no more of this, Fa. Night-riding with Miach, faring abroad on Samhain Eve, giving



mad challenges, raising trouble at Suibni's college—"

"None of that makes me different from any other man my age," Fa said cheerfully, "save maybethe
second.” For an unguarded moment he gazed through his mother's face a a memory he loathed, but then
his defences rose firmly in place once more. ™Y ou would never wish meto vow you an oath I'd be sure
to break, and never would | swear one. Miach ismy own father's brother—foster-brother, then, and
out-lawed these two years; but hewasin theright. | couldn't deny him aid when he and his men would
have sarved without it."

"Now they are egting lifted cattle in the south and you pay a heavier price than facing twenty spears.”
Umai'sova facelifted to her son's. "Thereisamost amadness upon you since that night. None of your
friendswill speak, and | know geas-bound men when | talk to them. Did anight spirit enter you, or did
you seethe Antlered God riding behind his pack? Fal my darling, | can tell besidesthat you are not
geas-bound, and can free your voice to spesk of thismatter if you wish. Elseit may drive you to
destruction.”

"No, my mother, nothing so evil," Fa said, concedling hisinner horror. "I lifted some beastsfor Miach,
the owners called for satisfaction and now havere-ceived it, al they could have wanted and more than
they deserved, since not one of their clan was so much asin-jured. That endsit. Come, let'sreturn to the
camp and celebrate that | still adorn the ridge of the Earth, to the cha-grin of al our foes!”

Knowing that Fal's bravado was in-tended to cheer her, Umai dlowed him to lift her upon the brown
mare's back and carry her down to the camp-site where twenty men and women of their clan were
preparing afeast. It might have proved awake for thislone son of her body whom Lurgan had compared
to Cuchulainin the heat of hisjoy. Uma saw certain resemblances her-sdlf: rash, prideful, self-willed,
hand-some, exceptiondly gifted, astonishingly young, aborn fighter and leader — and likely to meet an
early death for hisaudacity. Y et he had survived the dan-gers of thisday. Riding before him on the
brown mare's back, held secure by a strong young arm, Umai felt the knowledge seep through her soul
likeatrangfiguring dye. Her son lived.

Because she knew Fd so well, Umal remained close to Fergus while the clan celebrated, leaving the
boy to enjoy histriumph free from amother's fussng. While he enjoyed making abold gesture and liked
glory, Fa had an essentid realism hard as the rocks of the sea-shore. Tonight he would receive
ex-travagant praise from many — but his head could withstand it.

"Hell outgrow making trouble,” Fer-gus predicted, "and make a poet for Erin to remember, s0."

Umai doubted it. Gently she said to her husband, "He has the gift, surdly, but it may be that he hasn't
the desire or the need that a poet should have. None urged you to become a bard and then an ollamh,
my dear. None could have stopped you! What if Fal's teach-ers say he is not destined for the craft, and
he should confirm them?'

"It'simpossible,” Fergus said, rgect-ing the notion out of hand. "Descended from Ogma himsdlf, with
usfor parents, what else would Fal be? Our line con-sists of poets and bards for elghty-one unbroken
generations! Fa will not turn around and say, 'No, | don't wishit.""

"He's capable of just that, if it should be that hisheart rgectsit,” Uma warned. "Fa has said nothing,
even to me, yet more and more | believe he'sremained at the bardic college ayear now because he loves
you, and not the craft Suibni teaches him. That may even be the thing which makes him wild."

"No," Fergus said dogmaticaly. "Suibni would tell usif that were so. Thisisn't atime to be consdering
theworst, my heart! Our sonisdive, and it'smy belief helll be chief poet of Erin one day.”

Umal didn't pursue the matter, tell-ing hersdlf that there would be other times for discussion, yet finding
an gpt time was not the problem. On this sub-ject, Fergus never listened.

With atroubled heart, Uma watched her son lead the dancing among the fires. Something was wrong
there dso; a an age he should laugh with dl the girls and cry with none, Fal had become remote, holding
them at animpersona distance. While he glided through the measures with hisusud flair, he barely
touched fingertips with his partners. When his cousn Maolmhinn, pretty as a blossom, laughed and
offered Fal akissthe muscles of hisback sprang out inrigid rdlief, their tenson visble through histunic.
Something was wrong, something which had happened on the haunted night of Samhain, and Umai took
that knowledge to deep with her.



Fd rested badly, too. In his dreams he saw the frosty stars of Samhain, heard hoofbests creaking on
the frozen ground, and saw amonstrous hag with the strength of adozen men barring his path. She stood
before him whichever way he turned, leering, hideous, one eye flaming yellow, the other like a corpse's,
whilethe smell of agrave em-anated from her skin. At last she trap-ped him, reaching scabbed handsto
clutch him to her, but in the instant of contact she turned to asender woman of astonishing beauty. Y et
even then she remained inhuman, with blind-agppearing eyes and the coolness of leavesin skinfar too
perfect. Touching her robbed Fal of his power to move, rooting him to the ground. Loathing and hel pless
vengefulness caught like alogjam in histhroat, and he awoke in the frosty night with perspiration like
dimeupon hisskin.

A dream. Black gods of the endless night, amere dream! Fa lay unmoving while the fog of sickened
horror blew away from his heart.

Something snickered in the tent, so closeto Fa'sribsthat he believed for aningtant it wasin his
bedding. Mas-tering reaction, he remained com-pletely still and pictured in his mind the exact position of
his spear, as near on the right Sde asthe presence at his|eft. It snickered again. Fa received an
impression of something little, like aweasd, yet indescribably maign. He felt an urgeto crushiit into the
ground and listen to its bones break.

Quietly, he reached for the spear. As hisfingers closed about its seasoned ash shaft, Fal rolled upright
out of hisen-veloping cloak, needing amoment to shrug free of it. Something chittered malevolently asit
darted between hisfeet, and Fa turned towards the laced tent-flap as his cloak's last hindering fold
dropped to the ground.

The she-mongter of his dream stood there, huge and red, gloating over him with her lone useful eye and
reeking like a cesspit. The hands which had destroyed two of Fal's friends reached for him lustfully.
Remembering what she had made him do upon Samhain Eve, Fa voiced an inarticulate sound and drove
his spear at her heart. The point jolted home, to grate upon amas-Sive breast-bone as Fal twisted it, but
no spurt of blood followed as the weapon was drawn back. The wound closed without atrace.

Grinning hideoudly, the hag turned her back, to bend from the waist and waggle her vast buttocks at
Fd. Deri-sve insult combined with childish lewdnessin the gesture. With his hands closing on the usdless
spear until blood oozed from hisnails, Fa cried, "Why do you haunt me?"

Lurgan of the ui Nelll and two cou-sins of Fa's shared the tent with him. His outcry awoke them, and
they too yelled in shock to see the dreadful hag rip open the tent-flap and depart — par-ticularly Lurgan,
who had ridden with Fa on that luckless Samhain Eve and recognized the apparition a once. Tum-bling
out of thetent on Fal's swift hedls, they roused their kinsmen and ingti-gated a swift, furious search which
achieved nothing but to make them dl blue-fingered with chill. Building up the centra camp-fire, they
discussed the matter by its comforting light, turn-ing for advice to the wisest among them where things
supernatural were con-cerned — Fal's mother, Umai the seer-ess.

Tiny and exquisitein her blue-bor-dered shawl, she listened to her son's account, hearing in his stance,
tone, and manner how much he was leaving unsaid. Lurgan, though he knew dl the truth, had been sworn
to silence by oaths which the worst of men would scarcely dare take under fal se pre-tences. After
hearing him confirm what he had seen, Umai did not even try to question him more closgly. Fal wasthe
onewho must tell her.

Fergus, an earthy skeptic despite his calling, pointed out that no tracks had been found. "Belike you
were dream-ing, son."

"So | was," Fa answered, composed and unoffended to outward seeming. "The dream awoke me, and
what hap-pened afterwards was redl. If you doubt it, father, ask the others what they saw.”

"I require no such convincing,” Uma said. "Come with me, Fdl, for we must talk more of this"

In the privacy of the tent whereit had happened, Umai seated hersalf on some tumbled bedding and
smiled as her only son continued to stand, mask-ing his thoughts with alook of politely ironicd inquiry
which sat incon-gruoudly on so young aface. Even o, his expression would have deterred many.

"First St by me" Umai said toler-antly. ™Y ou should know by now that you cannot gain an advantage
over me that way; not when you once dept curled beneath thisheart.” Although Fal smiled in return, it
was no more encouraging than his assumed indiffer-ence had been. Still, he lowered himsdlf to a



neighboring pallet. "It appears that you are haunted. Do you not wish to know why, and how to berid of
the spec-ter?”

"Mother mine, it's of little moment whether she staysfar away or stalks groaning into my chamber every
night of my life. Her mark ison meand | will not bethe same again. Y et she did say that she would never
return.” Fal'syoung mouth twisted. "It'sclear shelied.”

"The beautiful folk do that, as much or morethan we,” Umai conceded, "but unlike usthey generdly lie
for area-son. If we knew what the hag wants of you there might be hope of seeing thelast of her."

Fal laughed bitterly. "Small chance, I'd think. The more of that she gets, the more she will be back. And
once was enough for al time."

Uma saw hismusclesflutter briefly in aspasm he could not contral. It would not take long for Fal to
learn, though, &t the rate he was progressng towards impenetrability — and that Umai wished to prevent,
because she loved him.

"Y ou met her at Samhain, not 07" The question was gentle. "The same cattle-raid which brought you
to face Srem's javelinstoday brought you to her attention adso. A codlly little foray, that one.”

"It succeeded,” Fa replied. "Miach and his band are eating because of it, and helll surviveto exact his
vengeance one day."

"Do you truly think Miach would want those cattle at such a cost to you? Son, son, he would have
driven every head back to the owner had he known what was happening today! Asfor the other thing,
that hag dew two of your friends, did she not? They never died by weapons. And then . . . sheforced
you to liewith her. Oneday | will do her great harm for that, if | can.”

"Y ou're guessing, my mother, but guessing very shrewdly. Y es, it hap-pened s0. She would have
destroyed al my comradesif | had not done her will, and afoul coupling it was. Afterwards, on my life,
she became awoman beau-tiful in amost eerie fashion! She said | had freed her from captivity in that
disgusting form, asif it could restore Caha and Ebenar tolife. | tried to day her, and failed.” The
bitterness of that failure echoed in Fal's voice. " She had the effrontery, she, to offer me aboon. | asked
for the favor of never seeing her again in any shape, but even there she has been fdse” Hereleased a
weary, sghing breath. "Now what's to be done?’

Umai rested ahand on hisarm. Y ou are to recognize that you have had the wisdom to let go your
pride and ask advice. Indeed and truly, you strayed into the Otherworld that night, and the mark of it will
remain, but it need not destroy you. Hear me Fal. Thefirgt thing is to know what we are dedling with. Tell
me now, in plain words, al that happened tonight.”

The boy told her, as he would have told no other living cresture on theridge of the Earth; and Umai
listened with her whole body. When the tale was finished she considered the whole of it, her eyesbright
with sparkling tears.

"Now | have moreto say,” she de-clared. "Do not try to prove yoursdlf in-vincible, prowling the
camp's edge with wegpons in your hands as Fergus and the others are doing. My adviceisto rest; deep
if you can. I'll weave atiny sorcery to make it possible, and stay by you until morning. There's so much
murky inthisthat | must wash clear in the seaof my vision. Say nothing, my son. Lie down and trust me.
None of you trampling, battling men can fight thiswith spears, but it may bethat | can catchitinanet.”

Fergus, an hour later, came quietly to his son'stent and drew back the flap, aworried frown on his
countenance. Within, he beheld Fal adegp on apd-let, twitching faintly in arestless dum-ber, while Umai
sat beside him, her brilliant eyes wide in the trance of a seeress. Fergus had seen her thus be-fore. In
such astate Umai thought widdly and deeply, with access to more hidden knowledge than most folk
(even poets) touched in alifetime. Letting the tent-flap drop softly into place, he walked away from there,
head lowered in thought.

In the morning he listened to Umai in acouncil circle of hiskinsmen as she, the only woman present,
addressed them in the unique, dul cifluous voice which contained such hidden power.

"1 believe we should not return to our homes until this specter hasbeen laid,” she said, "for who knows
that it will not follow usthere? It is not confined to this place caled Mara; Fa has encountered the hag
before, and it hasfollowed him."

"What if it haunts Maratill the starsfdl out of the Sky?' Cirgaich of the Burnt Leg demanded. "Arewe



towait?'

"I'll wait," Fergus said with deter-mination. "Remember, al of you, that Fa faced twenty spearsonly
yesterday because his other choice was to embroil usin afeud. Who is eager to bear the disgrace of
being the first man to desert him becauseit isalittle cold out? I'll lay no satire or curse upon him. Let him
Speak now."

Men looked at each other, and at the ground, but none moved. Cirgaich of the Burnt Leg shifted his
feet and evenrtudly sat down with amuttered sdf-jutification. Fergus smiled dightly.

"I'mfor Fal!" shouted Lurgan. "Who of hisown blood says differently?”

The men of Fal's clan vied to out-roar the stranger in support of their own, and he stood to accept their
loyaty with the arrogant lift of his head less pro-nounced than formerly.

"But what if shereturns?’ he asked his parents|later. "Weapons are no use, and walls can't keep her

"Softly, my darling,” Umai cau-tioned. "Thiswill astonish you, but | believe now that what entered your
tent here was not the same being you encountered at Samhain.”

"Not the same?" Fd sprang to hisfeet, incredulous. "Lir of the wide green seal Mother, | saw her, and
worse than that, | smelled her! She wasthe same!"

"Y et there are spirits who can as-sume any form they will. The shape meanslittle— and | will tell you
both why | am s0 surethisisadifferent being. She of Samhain Eve isawoman, no matter how uncanny;
and shewas lately freed from the prison of abody hideous and foul. Not for the Rulership of Faerie
would she teke that form again. Trust meinthis! I'm awoman too, with faerie blood in me, and | know."

"But then what does this specter want?"

"That we must discover when it re-turns, as| think it will." Umai watched her son more closdly than she
appeared to do while speaking those words, and saw his eyelids narrow fractiondly as though from an
urgeto flinch. Her heart went out to him. "I can see you il doubt, Fal. But why would the origina hag
come to you when she now has what she wants? Her true form! If lust moved her, surely shewould
gp-proach you in the guise of alovely woman, and why should she hate you? Thisbeing ismaign.”

"And my creature of Samhainisnot?' Fal spoke with bitter intengity. "Twice amandayer, the evil she
did me aside; and let's not omit to wonder what crime of hers merited being transformed so horribly in
the beginning. | rgjected her and said outright what | thought of her when | could not punish the wrong
she had done me with death. That's reason enough.”

"Y ou have much to learn about the beautiful folk," Fergusinterjected. " Stop trying to know more than
your elders amoment, son. If you strip leaves from a plant to cure your sickness, and itsthorns scratch
you, do you pursue vengeance againg the plant? That ishow they view us. Lisento Umai, for inthese
meatters sheiswiser than both of ustogether.”

A young, tormented boy and a pride-ful leader of armed bands smultane-oudly, Fal struggled with his
fixed opinion.

"Y ou fear her most in theworld, do you not?' Uma asked.

"Yes," Fa owned, "but I've no desire to spesk of that. What must | do?!

"Y ou must face the hag and bid her depart from you forever, with entire sureness of your right and
power to do so, caling her by name."

"Isthat dl?How do | learn her name?”’

"That is both the smplest and the hardest thing to do. If you can but look your haunter in the face,
seeing what sheis, not what you have determined sheiis, the name will cometo you. Fal, some part of
your own soul has at-tracted this haunting. The name you must have to end it can be found within that
same soul. Otherwise— | fear the haunting will follow you from Marawherever you go."

"No," Fal said harshly. "The haunt-ing started at Mara, and it ends here, or the sods of my grave can be
upturned at Mara."

In oneway, Umai felt cheered to hear it, for determination was better than collapse at any time, yet in
another way the words touched adeep fear of her own. Fal committed himsalf to extreme positions so
easly, and then for pride's sake would not retreat. That fault might one day be his death. She expressed
her dread to Fergus when the two of them were private.



"He cannot be other than himsdlf, and we dl dig" the poet said. "It'safine thing to know that our son
won't meet hisend didoyd or forsworn, how-ever else he goes, yet you areright. I've l€eft it overlong to
put normal senseinto him, and that will be mended once this haunting isover.”

Thethird night at Maraproved as sharp with rime asthefirst. Waiting in histent besde alittle fire of
cods, Fal rubbed hishandsimpatiently. Fi-ndly heleft the tent to stalk like ayoung wildcat around the
camp's per-imeter. Ashewaked, hisfather joined him, giving his silent company asthey sought Fa's
enemy. The boy was moved. Fergus did not speak much except in his poetry, yet he sensed when his
son preferred not to be done. Passing the naked trees one by one asthey creaked in the chill, the
kinsmen heard awolf howl far in the distance. Apart from that doleful sound, the night might have been
empty. Rough grass crunched under their feet; afew frozen puddles showed alined, ice-wrinkled visage
to the gars. Fal remembered that it had been very like this on that luckless Samhain Eve.

Something moved with agtir and arustle, scuttling out of their path with abaeful whistling which raised
echoes of memory in Fal'smind, and hairs on hisforearms. The horripilation spread to hisneck as he
recalled where he had heard such jeering beast-noises before. Fal stopped, drawing hisknife. The
frightening rage he sometimes un-leashed gtirred in hismind now.

"What isit?' Fergus asked, tense.

"Nothing, maybe— or maybe the hag has afamiliar. | never saw it, yet I've the certainty it wasin my
tent with her last night. Gods —!"

A bulky shape crashed through athicket to confront them with its crazed, appalling grin. Distorted teeth
pushed the flabby lips far back from the gums, and yards of horny wattled hide showed naked in the
night, hanging in pen-dulous folds. The entire ghastly appar-ition lurched upon mismatched legs.

"My lover comesto meet hisdarling!" it guffawed initsloathly voice. "O—ho—ho! He bringshissre
to wit-nessthe courting! Shall | break your back thistime, my handsome young one?"

She— it — lifted breasts like masses of spoiled dough in avile parody of a-lure. Fa tasted bile at the
back of his mouth and spat to clear it. Inavoice like meta he said, "Enemy to me and dl my kin, take
yoursdf. . . take your-sdf far away and never return to af-fright man or woman of the Corco Baiscinn na
Sinann, until the sky breaksand dl the sarsfal! Go!"

"No, Fal mac Umai, it isnot so easy! Shall | run from that? Thistime we shdl sport the night through,
ride the Moon down and the Sun up, or al your clan shdl lie broken and dead here at Mara. You are
mine and | have cometo claim you. Remember our delights? We shall repeat them erelong, many times”

"Enough!" Fergus gripped his son's shoulder in outrage. "Enough! Unless you depart as you have been
charged, I'll make acurse that will swallow you whole and never disgorge so much asanail of your
putrescence. |, Fergus, am a poet of the fifth rank and able to do what | say. Leave usin peace!”

"The brains of poets," wailed the specter, "look best spattered among the bits of their skulls, and so
shall yours be displayed. My darling here shdl be seen again, when none accompanies him!™

The words drove through Fal's earsinto hisbrain like awls. Vividly he remembered how Cahd and
Ebanar had died, smashed by this monster's bare hands, and the endless horror of coup-ling with ... it.

The she-monster turned away with anoisy cackle. Fal heard her ssumble through the | eafless bushes,
knocking them aside. Then the racket ceased, and only a perhaps-imagined crackling drifted to hisears
assome smdll being scuttled for cover, terrified by the fiend's passage.

"Itisshe" Fal said from abone-dry mouth. "Father, it is she”

"Y ou saw her before. . . . You ought to know." Even Fergus, who had seen adedl of supernatura, was
shaken. "Brigid'sfire, what athing, what aphasm! That's every man's nightmare!™

Thefina words started an ideaform-ing in the degper reaches of Fal's mind, but it vanished before he
could identify it.

"Not every man's” hesaid. "Mine."

"But be certain,” hisfather urged him. "Can you swear that isthe crea-ture you met? | have seldom
known Umai to bewrong.”

"No," Fal answered a lagt. "I can't be sure. Y et everything about her isthe same, thesame. . . what if |
haveto go with her lest dl of you die?"

He wrapped his arms about himsalf and began to shake.



"Y ou may forget that," Fergus said flatly. "Entirely. We are dl with you. Well trgp her in apit and burn
her if thereisno other way." He nodded grimly. "And tomorrow night you will bein the midst of usdl
after we havefinished digging it. She shdl not catch you alone or with onefriend again, Fd. 1t'son that
she seemsto thrive.”

"Indeed." Once again Fergusswords struck awild spark of intuition in the boy, athough it no sooner
flared than vanished. They retraced their stepsto-gether, and through the remainder of the night no man
in the camp dept much. They talked, planned, and boasted; stopped to wet their throats; then exercised
their voices some more before snatching alittle rest, generaly to be awakened before long by another
excited schemer with anew implaus-ible ideafor dedling with the hag. Through it al Fal kept hisown
counse and sorted through his thoughts behind firmly shut lips.






Beginning after sunrise, his kinamen worked throughout the day on adeep pit lined with fud. Fa joined
inthe labor for gppearance's sake, even though he had partly formed plans of his own, for he did not
wish to betray hisinten-tions. In the early evening he dipped away through the rattling trees, breething air
milder than that of the three previous nights. Some might have been cheered by that. Fal was not, being
cynica where omenswere con-cerned. He trusted Umai's wisdom and his own resourcefulness, and little
else. His amilewas not pleasant as he con-templated the meeting to come.

In atree-rimmed depression rustling with dead leaves, Fal waited. A dread-ful anticipation sang
through his nerves, and hefound it smpleto alow a certain unease to emanate from him in the twilit
wood. That his guest was coming he felt sure, and he must serve fare of his own choosing at the banquet
if he desired to be found sanein the morning.

With the patience of ahunter, he waited, listening. Many small noisesfilled the woods, as dways, and
Fd rec-ognized most of them. The inconse-quential ones he ignored. An hour went by.

Then it came, the furtive crackling he had known before, at the edges of his hearing. Now that he
concentrated, dert for it, Fa recognized the sound — and the leering chitter that accom-panied it.
Welcome, little unclean beast, he thought, yet fear welled from the depths of his soul as he considered
the possibility of hisbeing wrong. Nearby, the thing tittered.

At the periphery of hisvision, Fa witnessed an upheaval of leaves, as a grotesque shape surged into
view. Yd-low eye, mismaiched legs, horny, wart-stippled hide, dl the familiar uglinesswasthere. Terror
sought to topple the pillars of Fal's mind, but he made him-saf walk forward. The shape before him
bellowed crasdy.

"So my night's pleasure comes to meet me! Welcome, smooth mortd skin, fine blue eyes, cometo my
arms and never hope to escape them!™

"Welcome," Fal answered in adeadly voice, "littleimpogtor.”

The she-mongter threw back her re-pulsive head and inflated her chest.

"Welcome," Fa continued, "leech of the Otherworld who battens upon every sort of terror,
shape-changer, dreadtick. Welcome, trader in empty threats. Glad am | that you came, but now it is
timefor youto go."

"Go | will, with you tucked beneath my arm! How foolish it was of you to come here tonight, Samhain's
lover!"

Fd's nerve grew stronger with every extravagant threet the creature ut-tered, for none of it waslikethe
savage power of the one he had known at Sam-hain. That mighty harridan would have acted without
wasting more than amoment on bluster. His mother was right — and now Fa knew what he was dedling
with.

"Dothat if you can," he chdlenged, "srigha.”

It reached for him with blackened nails. Fal conquered his urge to flinch and smiled in the hideous face.
The haunter of Mara stopped short of clos-ing its hands upon Fal, and vented awild bubbling scream
which must have been heard amile. Watching with asteady, probing gaze, Fal saw the wat-tled skin fall
into even looser folds and bags, as though awax image was mdt-ing, or the hag shrinking from within.

Triumph surged in Fal. He had faced his pursuer and called it by name, and thiswas the result. Vermin
of the shad-owy world, a srigha maintained itsdf on anourishment of morta fear, which it induced by
taking the form of what-ever its victim dreaded the mogt. If fear was withheld, the being could not
con-tinuein itsfalse shape.



"Shrivel, you foulness”™ the boy said with hatred. "Wither to nothing!™

The grotesque festures flattened like an empty sack. In moments, little reemained of Fal's nightmare but
arepul-sive, untenanted skin among the dry leaves, yet something indde it evinced atwitching motion.
Claws ripped through the scabrous hide. A sinuous, pale grey shape the size of aferret squirmed out, the
srigha initstrue form. Fal stamped on it ruthlessy with his hed beforeit could scuttle away.

Fragile bones snapped, and the thing vented a piteous squed . Fal stood above it whereit lay writhing,
judged his moment, and stlamped again, his mother's advice to permit the srigha to depart forgotten. Nor
would he have heeded it even if he had remembered. This thing had caused him anguish; he wanted
revenge. Asthe srigha'slast writhings ended, he obtained it.

Kicking off hisbefouled shoe, Fal |€ft it beside thetiny, shattered monster. He wanted nothing that its
touch had sullied. Then, as he prepared to go, he saw torches in the hands of kinsmen gpproaching



through the trees, and heard familiar voices cal his name. Raising his own, he answered. Within moments
he was surrounded by friendly faces.

"It'sover," hesad, gripping hisfather's hand. "There liesthe culprit, what remains of it — al thistime, a
skulking thing no larger than arat! The haunting isover.”

"A srighal” Ferguscried. "Thosethingsarerare.”

"Not nearly rare enough for my lik-ing," Fa assured him.

"And didnt | tel you to remain among us?"

"Anddidnt | tdl you," Umai added, "to face your enemy, but to let it depart divelest ill luck dog you?'
"You both did,” Fa admitted, "but do not scold me. Confronting usal, it would have had the fears of
usdl tosugtanit. Asfor letting it go— not |, mother mine! 1t had done too much harm and would have

donemore. | fed better knowing that it isdead. Theill luck I will risk."

"Father Lir, but you are stubborn,” Umai sighed. "Wl it does not matter beside the joy that you are
haunted no more." She passed her arms about him while Fergus came to his other side. "Come back to
the camp with us now, and tomorrow we will go home."

Fa kissed her. The dancing torches followed them out of the glade, leaving the broken corpse of the
srigha to the darkness which coverediit.

D

MENFAROM THEPLAINOFLIR

by Keith Taylor

They came from the sea, the green flowering plain of Lir, five desperate men with the marks of privation
and fighting upon them, ill memoriesin their hearts, and wegponsin their boat. Nasach the escaped dave
led them, as he had to lead them or be murdered by the othersfor the possession of that very boat, a
poor battered thing but atreasure above jewelsto him because it changed the impassable oceanto a
highway on which he might journey home. For the present he had no other purpose.

"That'sland!" Geban cried in shrill excitement. A smalish, quick, restless man, usualy thefirst to
observe some-thing, he stabbed afinger towards the dark mass on which waves broke whitdly. "Land!"

"Soitis" Nasach agreed. For once he smiled broadly instead of thinly, iron-ically showing the edges of
histeeth. "Steer for the place, Rogh. Are any of you knowing it? We've come far enough south for it to
be the mainland of Ulster, maybe."

"Never the mainland,” Conary said disparagingly. Always the one to dis-agree, he sneered at Nasach's
igno-rance and the distant bit of land with equa contempt. "That's somelittle patch of anide, so—
probably Rathlin of the Axes. It'll do to walk on and rest.”

"Why Rathlin of the Axes?' Nasach |ooked speculatively at the shore. A leanly muscular man of the
black-haired, swarthy Firbolg breed, though taller than mogt, he felt more concerned with whatever might
await them there than with Conary's manner. "Are they such warriors?'

"Warriors?' Conary fairly hooted in scorn, his mouth opening wide below his heavy yellow moustache.
"Y ou don't haveto be frightened, runaway. Noth-ing lives there but fisher-folk who couldn't fight anything
more terrible than a codfish. Therell be food and water, and women — all easy to take. Better jump to
thesal."

"Then why istheide known for itsaxes?' Nasach perssted, showing no cderity in jumping. "Does any
man here know?"

Rogh, massve and cdm at thetiller, shook his shaggy head. The gangling Dhumu grunted anegative,
while Ge-ban admitted he had never before heard of the place, and after amoment's thought Nasach
shrugged histough shoulders.

"So beit. WEll go ashoreand learn.”

Gripping the lines, Nasach trimmed sail to the gusty wind, causing the ox-hide curragh to ride over the
wavesto-wardsthe land like a skimming petrdl . With Rogh handling the great rudder-paddie in the stern,
their boat grounded on coarse sand before the sun had low-ered much further, and al the men threw
their backsinto dragging the craft beyond reach of the next high tide. The moment he had finished that
work and taken his hands from the gunwales of flint-hard oak, Conary reached into the curragh for his

weapons,



He never touched them. Approaching the yellow-haired pirate from behind with two quick strides,
Nasach kicked Conary's feet from under him and bleskly watched him roll over in the sand, torise
covered in gritty powder with his heavy face reddened.

"Stay down, boyo, and listen," Na-sach advised. "Ther€ll be no trouble here unless the idanders make
it for us, ance were making none for them — and you may forget about their women unless you find one
who'swill-ing. We est, we rest, we behave our-selves, and then we depart. Right?"

Conary hurled himsdf at Nasach'slegs with asnarl, craving to bring him down and commence the task
of break-ing his bones. The swarthy man dropped his hands speedily within the sides of the boat to seize
aheavy coil of rope, which he swung two-handed at the side of Conary's head. The bruta impact
dropped Conary prone with hisface in the sand for a second time, yet Nasach followed him, beating him
relentlesdy with the rope until he could only cringe from further blows and croak, "No more!™

With afurious grunt, Nasach hurled the rope into the curragh. Folding hisarms, he glared from one
tattered sea-thief to the next, thinking that he would have chosen the companionship of none of them
except perhaps Rogh. While the giant had very little to say, there was something steadfast and
de-pendable about him.

"Enough, isit?"' Nasach repeated. Glimpsing movement at the boundaries of hisvison, he said harshly,
"Stand you gill, Dhumu, it'slate to help your comrade now! No trouble, no killing; let you dl understand
that! The man who beginsany answersfor it tome."

"I'mwilling," Geban said, folding his handsin afacetious attitude of prayer. "I'll be as gentle asamonk!
But why this concern for strangers, just tell me?”

"Maybe for the reason that I'm afish-erman’'s son mysdlf," Nasach rasped. Taking along spear and a
tough round shield from the curragh, he added, "Rogh and Dhumu, you guard the cur-ragh. Geban,
Conary, you come search-ing with me and see what we find. If we're not back by sunset you may take it
that we're dead.”

Gripping the spear asthough it was hisonly certainty in the world, Nasach strode across the sand to
the wind-stirred grass beyond, never looking back at the man he had just beaten into submission.
Sea-birds mewed above him; tough salt herbs scratched at the stiff wrappings about his calves; the smells
of sdt and kelp and his own gamey clothes were sharp in his nose. Wiping blood from hisface and
blinking, Con-ary followed, armed now with shield and axe, while Geban trotted after him on short
bandy legs. Nothing tangible prevented the blond man from trying his luck with Nasach again now that he
bore weapons, yet he did nothing. The dispassionate savagery of the other's assault had unnerved him.

Tramping over ling and vetch, Na-sach scanned the idand, noting that its highest trees were stunted,
wind-bowed survivorslessthan seven yards high. The signs of man's habitation were smal, dthough a
the western end of Rathlin amemorid mound bulked againgt the reddening sky, ova in gen-erd form
with a crescent-shaped ad-dition at the entrance. The points of the crescent faced outward like claws,
giv-ing the entire earthwork the semblance of avast crouching lobster. Nasach did not like the ook of it,
and with the su-perdtitions of afisher-child thick within him he turned his face away from the ancient
mound.

"Woodsmoke yonder," Conary said. He normaly talked dmost as much as Geban, and more loudly,
but after the beating he had received from Nasach he was unusually subdued. That would not last, of
course.

"There are men on thisforsaken place," Geban commented, asif he had doubted it. "We have timeto
reach them, talk to them and still return to the curragh by sundown, Nasach. | sup-pose we may defend
oursalvesif they prove unfriendly?*

"You follow my lead in that," Nasach warned. "I'll not have you deciding for yourself unless someone
comes for you with aweapon. They should be friendly — and eager for news from outside, withd. Y ou
may talk to your heart's content, Geban."

"Tak?' Geban echoed, running ahand through his danddion-puff of mousy hair. "Why, therésatime
and aplace ... how much I gab will depend on what these fisher-girlsare like, for we've dl been a seaa
long time. Are you telling me you're made of sone and have no interest?"

Nasach scowled and made no other reply. Although he felt the same desiresas any man, a



nigh-crippling blow be-tween the thighsin arecent fight till caused him pain, and he had no idea how
lasting the effects might be. While the thought frightened Nasach, he said nothing about it, since Conary
for one would roar with laughter and never stop jesting on the subject.

Striding towards the source of the smoke, he looked as grim as hefdlt, atall manin alesther kilt and
lambskin vest, long-limbed, hard-muscled, with the sea-wind combing histangled beard. Torn from his
family by raiderswhen his voice had barely broken and traded as adave in Caledoniato eventudly
escape, Nasach appeared older than his one-and-twenty years. Y et emotion stirred degp within him at
the prospect of being with hisown kind of people again, even briefly asatransent guest.

The stone huts of the village were solidly made, asthey had to be on an idand exposed to the fury of
sea-orms, with stays of twisted rope holding down the thatched roofs lest the wind blow them away



and seaweed caulking the chinksin the walls. Nets hung drying on frames of crooked wood, while
curraghs very like Nasach's own had been drawn ashore and turned upside down. The people too were
dressed very like him, in leather and heavy undyed wool, but apart from a sudden outcry by one boy
none spoke or did more than look towards the strangers.

Having looked, most continued to stare while Nasach and his companions drew nearer. Something in
that intent collective regard caused Nasach's brows to draw together, cutting the frown lines deeper in his
swarthy forehead. These people responded — or failed to respond — most oddly to the sudden
appearance of three armed men, which might portend apirateraid for al they knew. Not one woman
drew her child protectively closer, and no man stepped forward between hiswife and the Strangersto
ask their intentions. They seemed to lack norma apprehension, and even anormal view of thetrio as
men.

If three trees uprooted themsel ves and came walking into my village, Nasach thought, maybe |
would look at themin such a way.

Other villagers came unhurriedly from the shore where they had been mending boats or gethering
seaweed, to look at thetrio of outlawsin the same avid yet remote way astheir fellows. Still nobody
gpoke. Glancing at the one boy who had cried out and pointed, Na-sach saw him standing alittle apart
from the rest, watching the strangers asintently asthey yet with none of his elders detachment. Becoming
aware of thetal man's attention, the boy shrugged, bent his head and kicked a stone before turning
away. Somewhere aewe bleated, her cry seeming asloud as athunderclap in the silence.

"Arethey haf-witted?' Conary de-manded, hiding his unease with over-bearing contempt. "If these are
your precious fisher-folk, a plundering might be good for them! It would sheke themto life."

"Something hereisnot right,” Na-sach agreed. "Now be quiet while| talk to them.”

Clasping his spear againgt his shield, Nasach raised an empty wegpon-hand in the universa sign that he
came with peaceful intentions.

"It'sagood day that | give you," he said, as pleasantly as he could with the scarred, somber face he
wore. "We're placeless men on our way to the south, no bringers of harm. | am Nasach. Who speaks for
your folk here?"

"l do; I, Shieran." The speaker's husky, phlegm-filled voice punctuated hiswords with a brief spasm of
coughing as he trod forward. His hands were afisher-man's, swollen and hardened from years of
handling nets, though a certain soft-ness about his body caused Nasach to suspect that he hadn't worked
much of late. The rheumy cough no doubt was the reason. Shieran continued, ™Y ou're welcomeif you
come peacefully. Arethere others with you?"

"Yes." Nasach didn't state their num-ber. "They stayed with our curragh in asmall bay yonder, and we
promised to return with news before sundown.”

"Hunh." Shieran squinted his red-rimmed eyes at the sun. "Best you hurry to them with the word, then,
stranger. One of our men can go with you and help you bring your boat here if you wish. He knows these
shoresaswell as| could teach him." Another bout of coughing dmost bent him dou-ble. Straightening, he
wheezed, "My own.. . . dgter's. . . son. Innlair!™

A short fellow with a brutish face grunted a brief answer. Nobody €lse moved or spoke, not even the
young children, which Nasach found the most disconcerting thing of al. Surveying the congregated
villagers, he observed one comdy woman giving Conary afull-lipped smile, while the yellow-haired
pirate inflated his chest and struck afighting cock's pose for her. That at least was normd, and Nasach
felt it reassuring despite the possibility of itsleading to trouble.

"My thanksindeed,” he said. "Asyou say, wed best make haste if wereto return hither tonight, and
Innlair iswelcome.”

Innlair, scratching himsalf, said nothing to that. Asthey made ready to leave, Nasach found an
opportunity to speak in alow tone with Geban.

"Y ou are agood talker, man. Fal behind Conary and me with this pilot we've been given and hold his
atten-tion, for 1 want some unheard speech with our friend.”

"It'sdone," Geban said with aconfi-dent grin.

Striding ahead acrossthe ling with Conary beside him, Nasach spoke from the corner of his mouth.



"For such asad gang they are over-friendly. Shieran invites usin without asking how many we are, and
gives us a hostage too, not even wanting one in exchange. We'd best take care.”

"Afraid of them, Firbolg?' Conary jeered.

"It'sashort memory you have. | fear neither them nor any loud-mouth named Conary, and I'll leave you
onthisideif you prove more trouble than use. But I'd rather you stayed dive while | am deciding. Don't
go too far away with that woman who smiled at you so kindly. She might have an accomplice who would
knife you for your shoes."

"Ah! It'sjealousy, not fear." Conary chuckled in jocose good humor. "When we return to thet village
you can watch me ded with her and maybe learn something.”

Nasach snorted with sour amuse-ment. As he waked, though, the sick gnawing ache in his groin began
again, areminder of the blow which had forced him to crawl out of arecent affray on hands and knees.
Clamping histeeth againgt the pain, he strode on in S-lence. No, he did not fed jealous of Con-ary's
luck, since it would have been wasted on him at present, and the last thing Nasach wished to do was
confide the nature of hisinjury to such aone. How Conary would roar with laughter!

Returning to the curragh, Nasach explained the situation swiftly to Rogh and Dhumu. They too felt
doubtful of such instantaneous friendship as Shieran had shown, yet arest on land was necessary for
them all and it was better to be among theidanders of Rathlin than apart from them, inspir-ing still grester
mistrust. Directly the tide permitted, Innlair took the curragh out through the smal waves and guided it
along the rocky coast whose every configuration he knew, in the dark or in daylight.

They passed close to the high mem-orial mound overlooking the sea. In the purple evening it appeared
more sin-ister to Nasach than before, and he made asign againgt evil towardsit. Innlair saw, and smirked
knowingly.

"Old," he said. "Old and strong, made in the days of the Axes."

"S0?" Geban's curiosity pounced upon the hint. "What axes are those?"

"Dark stone axes from when Earth was new. Sacred things kept in fortress to protect us.”

"Sothat'sit, "Conary scoffed. "A few stone axes from old times. Likely they aren't even good weapons
any more, and thisflea-bitten ideis named after them!”

Weary of the other man's endless con-tentiousness, Nasach made no reply. When they splashed
ashore on thefire-lit beach below the village, afeast of Szzling roast musselsin their shells awaited them,
with dulse and akind of thick white de. Eating heartily beside Shieran, the outlaw |leader saw Con-ary's
yellow head bent close to awoman's dark one and recogni zed the latter. Cas-udly he asked Shieran her
name.

"Oh, that is Ciand," came the careless answer. "The seawidowed her five sea-sons past. She should
marry again, but she likes doing just as she pleases and thereis no law to compel her." Grinning broadly,
Shieran displayed agap of sev-erd missing teeth. Y our friend isin good hands.”

"L et's hope Ciand says the same of him." Nasach drank the last of hisale, liking its effect better than the
taste, and found the boy who had been first to react to his band's presence waiting at hisside holding a
brimming earth-enware jug. "One more, then,” he said, and with an eager nod the boy poured.

I've glory upon me, Nasach thought ironically. Because we come from be-yond hisllittle shoreline
with weapons of iron he fancies us heroes.

Later, deegping beside his curragh with acloak wrapped about him and afolded sheepskin under his
head, Na-sach forgot the boy entirely; but proof arrived soon enough that the boy had not forgotten him.
Even as Nasach turned in his deep to release a mussal-flavored belch, sand whispered grittily under
bark-shod feet and alean form went to one knee beside the outlaw. With awild beast's awareness,
Nasach threw off hiscloak and cast it around the intruder's arms, seizing him then to hold him helpless.

"Not asound if you want to live," he growled. "Not aloud one, anyhow. Whisper, you hear me? Now!
Who are you?"

"l — I —I'm Munro, lord!"

Nasach did not know the name, or care, but he recognized the boy by the voice and the thinness of the
frame he gripped. "Munro, isit? And why do you sneak to my sde at this hour? Quickly!"

"l w-want to ask if you care about the life of the yellow-haired man. Heisn't herel He went with



Ciand."

"Why should that endanger hislife? Is Ciand athief?"

Munro shook his head mutely.

"Well then, speek! Tell mewhat threatenshim!™

"It'sanill thingtotalk of, lord."

Lord, he calls me! Only a pimply yokel of Rathlin —

"Tdk of it nevertheless" Nasach said grimly, "for you have started now and | wish to know. Speak
planly; don't think of fear."

The boy swallowed. "We sacrifice men here. To the Bowed OneIn The Mound. He lived long ago and
was bur-ied long ago, but he doesn't die, and if he's not fed he sends disease and death."”

Nasach had heard it dl before, when he and his brotherstold talesin winter around thefire. Like awolf
with abone he sporang upon the one matter which had importance for him. *And strangers are better for
sacrifice than your own people? So. | understand that. Now tell me why you are taking thisrisk."
When Munro hesitated, he shook the boy and hissed, ™Y ou wish meto act upon your words? Then
answer!"

"I, 1, I could be next," Munro gulped. "I could, lord! My father was drowned and my mother coughed
out her lifewith the same sickness Shieran has. .. they say I'm unlucky. | want to leave Rathlin. If I've
hel ped — will you take me? The Bowed One can't cross the sea.”

"If dl isasyou say, well take you." Nasach reached adecision. "If it isn't — you and | will talk further
about this, Munro. Where is Conary now? What happened to him?"

Munro snickered. "Ciand told him astory to make him follow her to the mound. Hell betrailing her like
aram now. She can make men do that; every wife on theide hates her.”

"1 know the kind." Nasach knew about gossip, too. "Munro, if you arelying I'll beat you until you
sorrow for it. Now get ready to come with us. Hsst! Rogh! Wake and make no sound, you big stot. We
may haveto seek Conary dl over thiside."

A sound deeper, Rogh grunted and turned before he was successfully roused. Crawling around to
the far side of the curragh, Nasach shook Dhumu and Geban out of their cloaks, finding no sign of
Conary in or out of the boat; not that he had expected to.

"Look around the beach,” hetold his companions as they yawned and swore. "He may be
somewhere near, with awoman, and if heiswe can al degp again — but don't look too hard and arouse
our hogts. Munro, help us."

"You will find nothing here, lord," the boy protested. "Don't you believe me? They have goneto the
mound!”

"So will weif we don't find them," Nasach promised, "but welll make aswift search herefirg, to be
sure. Get on with it. We cannot waste the night in debate.”

Dispersing among the rocks and hol-lows, they sought the missing pirate and found nothing. Aseach
man re-turned to the curragh, he shook his head or spread his hands to show his efforts had been
fruitless

"He could be swiving in one of the village huts," Geban offered.

"Maybe, but we cannot ook there if Munro has given usthetruetale, and we'd best not leave the
curragh either.” Nasach was harshly redlistic. "It mat-ters more to us than Conary. WEll go by water to
vidt thismound of theirs, even if we haven't apilot. Muffle the oars™

"l can help, lord," Munro offered. "I've been out setting lobster-pots by day and night here. | can guide
you to that point in the dark."

"Then be quiet and do it," Nasach growled, "and help uslaunch the boat, too."

The light, oxhide-covered boat |eft awide track in the sand asthey pushed it down to the seals edge
and st it on the wave-tops. Gripping the oaken gun-wales and rolling inboard with exper-ienced skill,
the crew seized their sacking-wrapped oarsto row out of the cove where Munro's village stood.

"From now on we stay quiet,” Nasach said in alow voice. "Y ou know how noise carries across water
a night. Thefirst one who speaks with nothing of moment to say will eat the edge of ashield.”

None of them said very much on their way to the snister mound. Y oung Munro crouched beside Rogh



in the stern of the boat and whispered ingtructions from time to time, while Nasach occasionally went aft
to hear his directions and hope they were true. On anight of cloudy murk like this one even anative of
Rathlin might misshisway.

Waves chuckled derisively beneath the curragh's hull, and contorted clouds moved writhing acrossthe
gtars. Munro's words echoed in Nasach's mind even as he pulled on the narrow-bladed oar to drive them
closer to their desti-nation. "He was buried long ago, but he doesn't die.” Deeply as he wished to dismiss
such talk as nonsense, the fisher-child and escaped dave could not. HEd encountered his present
com-panions on an idand cursed with eter-na slence, and had stood with them upon the deck of a
ghostly ship from the shadows of time. Worse things might yet stand between him and his home. With a
slent snarl he put his back into the oar-stroke, battling the fear that prowled at the edges of his mind,
niff-ing for weskness.

They dl needed Conary's strength and fighting prowess. Like him or not, the five men had only each
other to de-pend upon, in aworld where outsiders were aways suspect and alittle band of obvious
rogues such asthey could be dain on sight without causing aripple of concern. Maybe Conary deserved
abandonment for being such awoman-craving fool — Nasach had warned him — but they had to stand
together.

Wind shredded the clouds apart for amoment, and alone bright star shone on the point of land which
had given Nasach such afedling of dread from the first time he beheld it. Munro pointed mutely
landward, and the tall Firbolg heard the boy's teeth chatter in the dark. Rowing in below the menacing
bulk of the ancient mound, Nasach hoped the man he sought was there, for ingtinct and intuition wailed
that evil was certainly present.

Scrambling ashore with weapons reedy, the band |ft its curragh un-guarded to climb through the
rocks. Each boulder and scrubby bush looked like aman, but asthey gained the flat eminence above the
seaand strained their vision towards the long earth-work, they saw human shapes that were undoubtedly
redl. Vague, work-gnarled figures moving in the darkness with bundlesin their aams might have been
tricks of vison, but not sounds of driftwood being dropped or exchanges of words.

S0, they are here. Now we must learn if Conary is here too.

Leaving his axe and shield, Nasach squirmed forward on his belly with no weapon but his spesr,
holding it clear of the ground while using his elbows and knees for purchase. As he stopped in the cover
of agorse bush to watch the fisher-folk of Rathlin a acloser vantage, atiny flame cameto life below the
mound. Flaring and growing, it cast distorted shadows through the night, making the ragged, work-bent
figures seem monstrous. About a dozen had gathered within the embracing horns of the earthen crescent
piled up in aforgotten age, their backs to Nasach and their attention fixed upon the en-trance to the
mound. Hearing anasty, bubbling cough and seeing one of the firdit shapes bend double with fists
pressed to his mouth, Nasach thought, Shieran. He pronounced the name like acursein hismind.

The crackling driftwood fire grew, battening upon its saty food to send up flames tinged with blue and
green. The grotesgue figures shifted, and between their bodies Nasach glimpsed alow flat stone upon
which abound shape squirmed helplessy. Although shad-ows hid the hair, Nasach didn't doubt it was
Conary struggling there.

"Greetings, Bowed Onel" Shieran cried in his congested voice.

"Greetings, Bowed One!™ his people echoed together, as they repeated each utterance of their
leader's theredfter, bawling like cattle.

"We praise you, Strength of our Ide!”

"We praise you, Srength of our Ide!™

"We praise you, Master of the Axes!"

"We praise you, Master of the Axes!"

"Aswe give you this man's blood, give us good catches and spare us the wasting sickness! Rest
without gtirring in the house that was made for you! Rest without stirring!™

"REST WITHOUT STIRRING!" rose the desperate howl, repeated often as the worshipers
capered into the darkness to dance frantically about the mound, their yelling scarcely human now.
Shieran's head sank low as he leaned on the long curved handle of some tool which resembled an axe,



gathering his strength.

Nasach saw clearly now who lay upon the stone, glaring at the fisherman-priest sanding over him.
Conary lacked the power to move much, bound as he was in mariner's cord, but he could curseto the
extent of his heart's desire, and as Nasach crawled closer he heard the blond captive raving hisinvective.
Conary's voice rose to a hoarse shriek as he expressed the hope that aweasel might eat Shieran's
bowels gradudly, beginning at the lower end, while the ragged priest raised hisinstrument high in both
hands to end his victim's malisons forever. Now Nasach beheld it clearly, an axe of polished blue stone
giving back thefirdight dully in the moment beforeit wasto fal with head-cleaving power.

Legping upright with a shatteringly resonant war-yell, Nasach charged the older man from behind to
grike him savagely in the Sde with the butt-end of his spear. Ribs cracked as Shieran went down, his
shocked breath whis-tling in histhroat, and Nasach kicked him hard in the body for asequd. Hed no
scruples about gtriking an ailing man senior to himsalf when that man bore an axe with indications of lethd
skill. Shieran fell againgt the flat stone of sacrifice to rebound into the grass, where he lay unmoving.

"Rest without stirring!™ wailed some-one who had as yet observed nothing amiss, and Shieran obeyed.

"Rogh, Dhumu, dl of you!" Nasach bellowed. " Drive these fools awvay!"

Without waiting to see how they fol-lowed his order, he bent over Conary to dash hisbonds. The
yellow-haired man sat, then stood, to lurch and topple to al fours as his limbs protested the sudden
demand he made upon them after hours of confinement. Struggling to rise, he saw Nasach stand before
him to meet apair of fishermen armed with cudgels. Thelong spear drove and jabbed; one man fell with
agurgling cry which the other soon echoed, though he remained able to depart a alimping run. Conary
by then had managed to stand.

"Thanks!" he growled. "Let'sgo from herel”

"Not yet."

Severa strong men had come out of the dark with clubs and spearsin their hands. In aline they
pressed forward, lunging with their nastily bone-barbed weapons, forcing Nasach to retreat. Conary as
yet could be of no help be-cause hislimbs remained stiff and dow-moving; he had barely been ableto
grasp Shieran'sfalen sacrificia axe. Grinding histeeth in agony as circu-lation returned to his swollen,
purplish hands, he withdrew beside his leader. The shadow of the mound covered them both.

Nasach felt his blood thicken with cold as he sensed the ancient mass of piled earth behind him,
exuding astench like that of mildewed cloth. Standing fast rather than draw another step closer to that
sniger tumulus, he pre-pared to fight and die, thinking hate-fully, For the sake of a wild boar like
Conary | amto perish away fromall my kin!

With acry of battle from three throats, their companions arrived, hewing into the fishers of Rathlin.
Nasach saw the shaggy hulk of Rogh pitch aman head-firgt into the fire, while lanky Dhumu plied his
Spear in adeadly circle, hisstraight tress of hair flying. Geban dipped like a shadow through the fray,
ariking with hisknife, until their ad-versaries melted before them and away of escape lay open before
the two for-merly trapped outlaws.

"Well, come out!" Geban said per-emptorily. "Do you loveit in there so wel | ?"

Asthough in affronted answer, the mound shuddered and split open be-tween the points of its crescent.
A howl-ing wind blew out of it, scattering the fire across the ground, making Nasach and Conary stagger
towardstheir friends. Redling, amogt falling, Nasach came face to face with young Munro in the light of a
blazing thorn bush, and saw the boy's visage twist in unmas-terable fear. Wrapping hisarms about his
lowered head, Munro fled into the darkness which had dready swallowed most of the fisher-people who
were dill ableto run.

With that unnatural wind still buf-feting his back, Nasach took his cour-age in both snewy hands and
turned about, with his mouth dry as ancient ashes. Looming hideous againgt the fires he had scattered
abroad stood the ancient inhabitant of the tumulus, bur-ied ages before. Offered aman for sac-rifice and
then cheated of his blood, The Bowed One had emerged to demand his due.

Stooped dmost double from itsweight of time and dreadfulness, the shape ad-vanced. Teeth showed
grey and dry as pebbles thought athicket of beard, and the ponderous body creaked as it moved. Each
footstep left adeep print in the earth.



"Run!" Nasach snapped, and set the example. Redling, staggering, gripping the ancient axe, Conary
followed, ill tiff from his hours of being tightly bound. Glancing back, Nasach saw him ssumble, and
shouted to the vanishing Dhumul.

"Back here with you, man! Conary needs help. Areyou hisfriend or not? Back and lend him your
shoulder, or by the black gods of the sea | will geld you! So. That is better. I'll ward your backs,
never fear."

Matching his action to hiswords, Nasach watched the dreadful shape from the mound shamble closer,
dow yet tirdess. When it had come within half achain of him, Nasach backed away without raising his
glanceto mest its unalive stare. Somehow he believed that if he looked into whatever it used for eyes, he
would fal on hisfaceto lie gibbering until it trampled over him with those unnaturdly heavy feet. Merdy
thinking of it, he could fed hismind spin into madness and his bones snap one by one.

Perhaps Conary had similar thoughtsingpiring him to move, for each step he took grew more agile until
he wasfairly legging it when he reached the shore. Nasach crossed the sandy beach hard upon his hedls,
intimeto hear Geban'syell of despair.

"They wrecked the boat! Mad dogs bite them all! We're dead men!”

"Not yet," Nasach snarled. "Wrecked it how?"

Geban showed him with afrantically stabbing finger. Theleather of the hull had been opened with a
yard-long dash, and the boat would sink as soon asit was set afloat. While they had tanned oxhide,
needles, awl, and thread with which to repair it, there was no time. Death lumbered inexorably towards
them, leaving deep footprints behind it.

"WEeIl stand together,” Nasach said. "Well hew it apart if we can, or bind it helpless. Geban, you're the
quickest; run to yon flaming bushes and bring usfire to burn the thing if other ways don't succeed. Go!
And come back, or any of uswho survive will hunt you down. Munro — whereis Munro?"

"Heranlikeacur,” Dhumu an-swered, and spat. "If | catch him —"

"Get rope from the boat,” Nasach in-terrupted. "All of it. And none of you look the Bowed One of the
Mound in the eyes! Watch itsfeet or hands."

The ingtruction was given none too soon. Shaking the ground with its pon-derous treed, the Bowed
One camein dl its ooped hunched monstrousness, bringing a musty odor which impelled live men to
gag. Now wasthe time for Nasach to pay the cost of leading. With aclay-like chill in hismarrow, he
charged against the being from the grave while alone twisted tree creaked above the beach in the
sea-wind.

Nasach drove his spear at the Bowed Oné's leg. It encountered aresistance like that of dense clay and
barely pene-trated afinger-joint's length. Dragging back his spear, Nasach struck again and again,
darting about the horror like awolf, seeking some vulnerable spot — throat, ssomach, or back. Nothing
availed. Although he could strike the dow-moving lich where he would, he could not harmiit, and
suddenly it smote him for thefirgt time.

A fist armored in the layered horn of centuries came around like amace. Nasach lifted his shield, which
broke like a barley-cake at the impact of the unbreathing thing's hand. The outlaw sprawled on the sand,
wondering if hisarm was shattered, while the Bowed One waded towards him, sinking knee-degp in
gritty sand with every step.

Rogh and Conary moved againgt their enemy, striking in unison. The ancient sone axe Conary had
snatched from hiswould-be dayer'slifeless hand sivung powerfully at the Bowed One's hip while Rogh
smote with greater power yet upon adead shoulder-blade. Both blows, ddlivered by the strongest menin
Nasach's band, penetrated to the bone before rebounding like straws, and both men tottered. Conary,
who carried his heavy body on thin shanks, dipped to one knee before regaining hisfest.

Thething from the mound bardly shifted under the murderous double im-pact.

It can't be destroyed, Nasach thought, his blood running cold.

Then he thought of the pirates who had carried him away after striking down hisfather, of seven years
indav-ery, and dl he had suffered since his escape; historment upon the hungry grass, the silent ideand
the ship of lost, accursed men. None of it had stopped him, or shaken his determination to go home.

Nor will you, dead thing. Not even you.



Anger came to Nasach's rescue, an-ger crammed, packed and layered in him through seven long years,
burning as stubbornly as peat. He rose, shaking the fragments of his shield from an arm made whally of
agony below the elbow, and returned to the fray.

"Dont try tokill," herasped. "Keep it occupied . .. until Geban comes back with fire."

They surrounded the undead being, feinting, jabbing and cursng. When-ever it attacked one of their
number, that one would retreat while the others struck it from behind until it turned around. None of their
wegpons had any discernible effect; they might have been battling amountain.

When Geban rushed onto the beach, bearing a smoky torch and an armload of fuel, they ralied their
strength for along, frustrating attempt to burn their foe. Fire would not catch upon its resistant body save
briefly, to smolder and wink out. One by oneit trampled their brandsinto the sand.

Nasach led a concerted effort to bind it. They cast ropes abouit itslimbs again and again, risking
dismemberment to draw them tight, cords of flax and ropes of twisted |eather, yet dways the Bowed
One broke them.

By then they were desperately weary, whiletheir foe continued tirdless. They had retreated from the
beach to the tough, gnarled tree which had wit-nessed dl their struggle, and il the being advanced, its
feet anking into the earth.

"The Earth," Nasach whispered in adazed croak. "Yes!"

Ordering his men to hold the thing occupied, he took thelr last intact coil of rope and fashioned aloop
init. If this desperate ingpiration did not work, they werelogt, for he hadn't strength or presence of mind
to devise anything else. Casting hisloop over the Bowed One's head and shoulders, he dragged it tight,
then hurled the other end over the tree's strongest branch, to catch the rope in desperate haste asit fell.

"Rogh, Conary, hdpme. . . pull it ... from the ground. Its strength comes from the Earth. We haveto
lift it away from the earth!"

They stumbled to help him, two pow-erful men putting their backsinto atask which meant their lives,
All three gtrained until their muscles shrieked. Dhumu joined them at |ast, while Ge-ban remained to
distract the Bowed One, and the combined strength of four men swung the stalking terror clear of the
ground at lat.

The monster weighed tons. The an-chor-rope hummed like a harpstring asthey belayed it around the
tree-trunk and knotted it fast. Turning, kicking, swaying in the wind, the Bowed One turned his fearsome
gaze upon Geban, who finaly met their foe's eyes against Nasach's oft-shouted advice. With agurgling
ghriek hefel prone, and none of his comrades could cometo aid him. In swesting fear lest their rope
should break, they cast other bits of cord about the mongter's limbs until he hung from thetreelike a
spider's victim, en-wrapped and dangling ayard above the ground.

"We have him!" Dhumu croaked. "But what are we to do?"'

"Get hishead off," Nasach answered brutaly, "but never look him in the face! Y ou see what has
happened to Geban?"

The sharpest wit in their band grov-dled on hisknees, mewling and croak-ing while he dowly drove his
nailsinto hisface and pulled them out again. Dhumu looked, and shuddered. With hatred in every motion,
he tore off his shirt to wrap it around the Bowed One's head, then hacked at the nigh-impen-etrable
neck. Through thelong haunted hours until dawn they struggled with the task, and felling a centuried oak
with wood seasoned hard asflint would have been easier. The work blunted axes, broke knives and
daunted hearts, until in their frenzy of frustration they dmost turned upon each other while Geban
watched drooling; but Nasach held them to their gridy task.

Asthe sun rose, the Bowed One had grown weaker and only his exposed cervical bones held head to
body. With awild, screaming exha ation, Nasach struck three times swiftly with his edgeless axe,
smashing through the white vertebrae and catching the head asit fell bloodlesdy clear. The body
gpasmed dowly, while with amon-strous cracking half the trunk split away from the tree and crashed to
the ground, boughs, leaves and undead corpse. Although it touched the ground, it never moved, and
Nasach wanted to sob in relief, yet he could not rel ease atear. Instead he kicked the inert mass.

"No more sacrificesto you," he pro-phesied.

"1 wouldn't be so sure,” Dhumu said, staring in morbid fascination at the body. "These idand scum will



go on worshipping their lich, even though we have finished it. They have done so for generations, they
won't sop now."

"Man, they arewelcome," Nasach said, "and | care not. Come on! Let us mend the curragh and be
gonefrom here.”

"Well, now," Conary said, looking past hisleader. "Well, now. See who has come crawling back. |
damtheright tokill him."

Munro the fisher-boy stood therein the blue sunrise, trembling.

"Nokilling," Nasach said. "He saved your life by warning us."

"And then heran!”

"I'm not forgetting. Still, I'll ded with this. Y ou spring to work — and help Geban, if you can." Weary in
every bone, Nasach moved forward to con-front the fisher-boy. "What now, Munro?”’

"Lord, you have killed the Bowed One of the Mound.” So might Munro have addressed a god, and
even in hisex-haustion, Nasach felt sourly amused. "Now | would leave Rathlin with you, for | too will be
killed if | stay here. My people know what | have done.”

"Y ou ran away when the mound opened and he came out." Nasach stood asrigidly straight as hisown
spear. "Why should | trust you?"

"Lord, he made meafraid.”

"Sowereweadl. Listen, Munro. If you come with usyou must be one of us, boy or not. That means no
running, no de-serting usin the face of any terror we mest, and if there'sfighting on our sea-path, it's
fighting | want done. Y ou can-not ridein my curragh for nothing.”

"l d— don't know how to fight."

"Nor did I, once. Learn. Or remain here."

Nasach strode back to the curragh while Munro loitered disconsolately where he was, watching the
outlaws mend their battered vessel. At last he approached them. Conary rose from cutting alesther patch
with amdign grin, but Nasach gave him along, win-ter-black stare and he reconsidered. The others paid
no atention.

"So you've decided,” Nasach said. "Stand lookout for us, then. When we areready to sall, | will call
you. Do you care where we go?"'

Munro shook his head vehemently, "So long asit's away from herel”

"Amen, boy," Dhumu growled, look-ing &t the demented Geban. "Far away from here."

Munro scampered to take his watch- man's post. ?

PSYCHE INTHE NIGHT, CUPID BY LAMPLIGHT
Her ssters whispers are an ocean that hisses,

A wind on the water to dampen her dreams,

So she wakswithout waking in atidepool of lamplight
And tastes old frustrations on a st tongue that bleeds.
Her husband's a serpent, a monster who holds her,
Writhing and licking like awave of the sea.

But feathers are a snowfal on the flesh of his shoulders,
Tumbling and wisping with each wish she breathes,
Hisfaceisatangle of long summer mornings,

Where Psyche wakes drowning in fear of her need.

— AceG. Rilkington
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by Alan Rodgers

7 Emmawent drinking
the night after the cancer findly got done with her deughter Suzi. Suzi was e|ght and sheéd died long and
hard and painful, and when she was finally gone what Emma needed more than anything esewasto
forget, at least for anight.

The bar Emmawent to was adirty place cdled the San Juan Tavern; she sometimes spent nightsthere
with her friends. It was only four blocks from home — two blocks in another direction from the hospital
where Suzi died. A lot of people who lived around where Emmadid drank at the San Juan.

It made her fed dirty to be drinking the night after her daughter died. She thought a couple of times
about stop-ping, paying up her hill, and going home and going to deep like someone who had alittle
decency. Instead shelit cigarettes, smoked them hard until they almost burned her lips. She didn't usudly
smoke, but lately she felt like she needed it, and shed been smoking alot.



The cigarettes didn't help much, and neither did the wine. When she was hafway through her third
tumbler of something that was cheap and chaky and red, MamaEstrella Perez sat down across from her
and clomped her can of Budweiser onto the Formica tabletop. Emma expected the can to fall over and
spill. It didn't, though — it just tottered back and forth a couple of times and then was lill.

Mama Estrellaran the bodega down-gtairs from Emmals gpartment. She was Emma’s landlord, too —
she owned the building. Her bodegawasn't like most of them; it was big and clean and well-lit, and there
was a big botanicain the back, shelves and shelves of San-teriathings, love potions and strange waters
and things she couldn't figure out because she couldn't read Spanish very well. Emmaaways thought it
was cute, but then she found out that Santeria was Cuban voodoo, and she didn't like it so much.

"Y our daughter died today," Mama Estrellasaid. "Why're you out drink-ing? Why aren't you home,
mourning?' Her tone made Emmafed as chesp and dirty asa streetwalker.

Emma shrugged. She knocked back the rest of her glass of wine and refilled it from the bottle the
bartender had |eft for her.

Mama Estrella shook her head and finished off her beer; someone brought her another can before she
even asked. She stared at Emma. Emmakept her seat, held her ground. But after afew minutes the taste
of the wine began to sour in her throat, and she wanted to cry. She knew the feeling wasn't Mama
Edrellas doing, even if Mamawas same sort of avoodoo woman. It was nothing but Emma's own guilt,
coming to get her.

"Mama, my baby died today. Shedied alittle bit at atimefor sx months, with atumor that finaly got
to be the Size of agrapefruit growing in her belly, dmost looking like achild that was going to kill her
beforeit got born." She caught her breath. "I want to drink enough that | don't see her dying like that, at
least not tonight.”

MamaEdtrellawas alot less bellig-erent-looking after that. Ten minuteslater she took along drink
from her beer and said, "Y ou okay, Emma." Emma poured herself some more wine, and someone
brought Mama Estrellaa pitcher of beer, and they sat drinking together, not talking, for a couple of
hours.

About oneam. Mama Estrdlagot alight in her eye, and for just an instant, just long enough to teke a
breath and let it out, Emmagot a bad feding. But she'd drank too much by that point to fed bad about
anything for long, so she leaned forward and whispered in her conspiracy-whisper, "What's that, Mama
Edrdla? What're you thinking?”

Mama Estrella sprayed her wordsalittle. "I just thought: hey, you want your baby back?Y ou miss
her?1 could bring her back, make her dive again. Sort of." She was drunk, even drunker than Emma
was. "You know what azombieis? A zombieisnt alivelittie girl, but it'slike one. It moves. It walks. It
breathesif you tell it to. | can't make your baby dive, but | can make what's |eft of her go away more
dowly."

Emma thought about that. She knew what a zombie was — sheld seen movies on televison, even once
something silly and disgusting at the theater. And she thought about her little Suzi, her baby, whimpering
inpainin her deep every night. For aminute she started to think that she couldn't stand to see her baby
hurting like that, even if she would be dead as some crud-skinned thing in atheater. Anything had to be
better, even Suzi being completely dead. But after amoment Emmaknew that just wasn't so; lifewas
being dive and hav-ing to get up every morning and push hard againgt the world. And no matter how bad
lifewas, even haf-life was bet-ter than not being dive at dl.

Emma started to cry, or her eyesdid. They kept filling up with tears even though she kept trying for
them not to. "I love my baby, MamaEgtrdlla,” she said. It wasdl she could say.

Mama Estrellalooked grim. She nod-ded, picked up her beer, and poured most of it down her throat.
"We go to the hospital,” she said. "Get your Suzi and bring her home." She stood up. Emmatook onelast
swalow of her wine and got up to follow.

It was hot outside. Emmawas sure it was going to be a hot summer; hereit was only May and the
temperature was high in the eighties at midnight.

The moon was out, and it was bright and full overhead. Usually the moon looked pale and washed out
because of the light the city reflected into the sky, but tonight somehow the city was blacker than it should



be. And the moon looked full and bright as bone china on ablack cloth.

They walked two blocksto the hos-pita, and when they got to the service door MamaEstrellatold
Emmato wait and shed go in and get Suzi.

Mamaleft her there for twenty min-utes. Twice men came out of the door carrying red plastic bags of
garbage from the hospitd. It wasinfected stuff in the red bags. dangerous stuff. Emma knew because her
job was cleaning pa-tients roomsin another hospital in an-other part of the city.

After ten minutes Emmaheard a siren, and she thought for amoment that somehow she and Mama
Estrella had been found out and that the police were coming for them. But that was Slly; there were
aways srens going off in this part of the city. It could even have been the darm on someone's car —
some of them sounded just like that.

Then both sdes of the door swung open at once, and Mama Estrella came out of the hospital carrying
poor dead little Suzi in her arms. Emma saw her daughter's too-pa e skin with the veins showing through
and the death-white haze that colored the eyes, and her heart skipped a beat. She shut her eyesfor a
moment and set her teeth and forced hersdlf to think about Suzi & the picnic they had for her birthday
when shewasfive. They'd found a spot in the middle of Prospect Park and set up a charcod grill, and
Suzi had run off into the trees, but she didn't go far enough that Emma had to worry about keeping an eye
on her. Just before the ham-burgers were ready Suzi came back with a handful of pinestraw and an
inchworm crawling around on the ends of the needles. She was so excited you'd think she'd found the
secret of theworld, and Emmagot behind her and looked at the bug and the needles from over Suzi's
shoulder, and for just amo-ment sheld thought that Suzi was right, and that the bug and the needles were
the secret of the world.

Emmaforced her jaw to relax and opened her eyes. Suzi was specia. No matter what happened to
Suzi, no mat-ter what Suzi was, Emmaloved the girl with al her heart and soul. Sheloved Suzi enough
that shedidn't let it hurt, even when her eye caught on Suzi's midriff and she saw the cancer that made it
look like she had ababy in her belly. Emmafet achill in spite of her resolve; there was something strange
about the cancer, something stranger than just death and decay. It frightened her.

"Y ou okay, Emma?' Mama Estrellaasked. Shelooked alittle worried.

Emmanodded. "I'm fine, Mama. I'm just fine." When she heard her own voice sheredized that she
redly wasfine

"We need to get to my car,” Mama Estrellasaid. "We need to go to the graveyard.” Mamakept her
car in aparking garage around the corner from the San Juan Tavern.

"] thought we were just going to take her home," Emmasaid.

Mama Estrella didn't answer; shejust shook her head.

Emmatook Suzi from Mama Es-trellas arms and carried the body to the garage. Shelet the head rest
on her shoulder, just asthough Suzi were only adeep, instead of dead. When they got to Mama's car she
laid Suzi out on the back seat. She found a blanket on the floor of the car and by reflex she covered the
girl to keep her from catching cold.

The drive to the cemetery took only afew minutes, even though Mama Es-trelladrove carefully, dmost
timidly. When she cameto stop signs she didn't just dow down and check for traffic; she actualy
stopped. But the only thing she had to use her brakesfor was the stop sgns. Somehow the traffic lights
a-waysfavored her, and whichever street she chose to turn on was aready clear of traffic for blocksin
ether direction.

There was no one minding the gate at the cemetery, so when they got therethey just drove through like
they were supposed to be there. The full-bright moon was even brighter here, where there were no street
lights; it made the whole place even more strange and unearthly than it was by nature.

MamaEstrelladrove what felt like half amile through the cemetery's twisting access roads, and then
pulled over in front of astand of trees. "Are there others coming, Mama? Don't you need alot of people
to have a cere-mony?"

Mama Estrella shook her head again and lifted a beer from abag on the floor of the car that Emma
hadn't seen be-fore. She opened the can and took along pull out of it.

"You wait hereuntil | cal you, Emma," she said. She got out of the car, lifted Suzi out of the back, and



carried her off into the graveyard.

After awhile Emmanoticed that Mamad started afire on top of some-one's grave. She made noise,
too — chanting and banging on things and other sounds Emma couldn't identify. Then she heard the
sound of an infant screaming, and she couldn't help her-salf anymore. She got out of the car and started
running toward thefire.

Not that shereally thought it was her Suzi. Suzi had never screamed as ababy, and if she had she
wouldn't have sounded like that. But Emmadidn't want the death of someone else's child on her
conscience, or on Suzi's.

By the time Emmagot to the grave where Mama Estrella had started thefire, it looked like she was
aready fin-ished. Emmadidn't see any babies. Mamalooked annoyed.

"] thought | heard ababy screaming,” Emmasaid.

"Y ou shouldn't be here Mama Es-trella said. She stepped away from Suzi for amoment, looking for
something on the ground by the fire, and Emmagot alook at her daughter. Suzi's eyes were open, but
she wasn't breathing. After amoment, though, she blinked, and Emmafelt her heart lurch. Suz. Alive.
Emmawanted to cry. She wanted to pray. She wanted to sing. But some-thing in her heart told her that
Suzi was al empty insde— that her body was just pretending to be dive. But her heart wouldn't let her
stop pacing through the steps, either; it wouldn't let her back away without showing, onelast time, how
much sheloved her baby. Emmaran to Suzi and grabbed her up in her asams and sang in her cold-dead
ear. "Suz, Suzi, my darling baby Suz." When her lipstouched Suzi's ear it felt like butchered mest.
But there weretears al over Emmasface, and they fell off her cheeks onto Suzi's.

Then, after amoment, Suzi started to hug Emmaback, and she said, "Mommy," in avoice that sounded
like dry paper brushing againgt itself.

Emma heard Mama Estrella gasp behind her, and looked up to see her standing over thefire, trembling
alit-tle. When she saw Emmalooking at her, she said, "Something'sinsde her.”

Emma shook her head. "Nothing'sinside Suzi but Suzi." Emmawas sure. A mother knew thesethings.
"She'sjudt asdive as shedwayswas."

Mama Estrella scowled. " She shouldn't be dlive at al. Her body's dead. If something happened toiit . .
. God, Emma. Her soul could diefor-ever."

"What do you mean?"'

"Emma. . . you were hurt so bad. | thought... if I could make Suzi's body pretend to be divefor a
whileit would help you. | could make azombie from her body. A zombieisn't adaughter, but it'slike
one, only empty. But if her soul isinside the zombie, it could be trapped there forever. It could wither and
dieingdeher.”

Emmafet hersdf flush. "Y ou're not going to touch my baby, Mama Estrella. | don't know what you're
thinking, but you're not going to touch my baby."

MamaEdtrellajust stood there, gap-ing. Emma thought she was going to say something, but she didn'.

After amoment Emmatook Suzi's hand and said, "Comeon, child," and sheled Suzi off into the
graveyard, to-ward home. There were afew tal build-ingsin another part of the city that she could see
even from here, and she used the sight of them to guide her. It only took afew minutesto get out of the
cemetery, and haf an hour after that to get home. She carried Suzi most of the way, even though the girl
never complained. Emmadidn't want her walking that far in nothing but her bare feet.

When they got home, Emma put Suzi to bed. She didn't seem tired, but it waslong past her bedtime,
and God knew it was necessary to at least keep up the pretense that life was normal.

Twenty minutes after that, she went to bed hersdlf.

Emmawoke early in the morning, feding fine. She went out to the corner before she was completely
awake and bought hersalf a paper. When she got back she made herself toast and coffee and sipped and
ate and settled down with the news. As sheld got older she'd found hersalf waking earlier and ear-lier,
and now there wastime for coffee and the paper most mornings before she went to work. It was one of
her favoritethings.

Shelet Suzi deep in; there was no sense waking her this early. She kept expecting Mama Estrdlato
cal; sheld redly expected her to cdl last night before she went to deep. All night she dreamed the sound



of telephones ring-ing, but every time she woke to answer them the bells stopped. After awhile she
redlized that the redl telephone wasn't ringing at dl, and the rest of the night she heard the bells as some
gtrange sort of music. The music hadn't bothered her deep at all.

At nine she decided it was late enough to wake Suzi up, so she folded her news-paper, st it on the
windowsill, and went to her daughter's bedroom. She opened the door quietly, because she didn't want
Suzi to wake to asound like the cresking of adoor on her first day back at home. Suzi waslying in bed
resting with her eyes closed — probably adeep, Emmathought, but she wasn't sure. The girl lay so il
that Emma amost started to worry about her, until her lips mumbled something without making any
sound and she railed aver onto her side. In that instant before Emmawent into the room, as she stood
watching through the haf-open door, she thought Suzi was the most beau-tiful and adorable thing in the
world.

Then shefinished opening the door, took a step into the room, took a breath, and smelled her.

The smdl waslike mest |eft to St in the sun for days— the smdll it has after it's turned
grey-brown-green, but be-fore it sartsto liquefy. Somewhere be-hind that was the sulphury smell that'd
permeated Suzi's waste and her breath — and after awhile even her skin— since alittle while after the
doctors found the cancer in her.

Emmals breskfast, dl acidy and burning, tried to lurch up her throat. Before she knew what she was
thinking shewaslooking at Suzi and seeing something that wasn't her daughter at al — it was some dead
thing. And who gave a good Goddamn what sort of spirit wasinsde? The thing was dis-gusting, it was
putrefied. It wasn't fit for decent folksto keep in their homes.

Then Emmastopped herself, and she felt hersalf pale, asthough dl the blood rushed out of her at once.
Shefet ashamed. Suzi was Suzi, damn it, and no matter what was wrong with her she was still Emmals
baby. And whatever else was going on, no matter how weird and incomprehens ble things got, Emma
knew that Suzi was the same Suzi she'd been before she died.

Shetiptoed over to her daughter's bed, and she hugged her good morning — and the smell, strong asit
was, wasjust Suzi's smell.

Whichwasdl right.

"Did you deep well, baby?' Emma asked. She gave Suzi a peck on the cheek and stepped back to
take alook at her. There wasagrey cast, or maybe it was blue, underneath the darkness of her skin.
That worried Emma. Even just before the cancer killed her Suzi hadn't looked that bad. Emma pulled
away the sheetsto get a better ook at her, and it dmost seemed that the tu-mor in Suzi's belly was
bigger than it had been. Emma shuddered, and her head spun. There was something about that cancer
that wasn't natural. She couldn't stop hersdf from staring at it.

"l guess| dept okay," Suzi said. Her voice sounded dry and powdery.

Emma shook her head. "What do you mean, you guess? Don't you know how well you dept?!

Suzi was|ooking down at her belly now, too. "It's getting bigger, Mommy." She reached down and
touched it. "1 mean about deeping that | guessI'm not sureif | wasadeep. | rested pretty good, though.”

Emmasighed. "Let's get some break-fast into you. Come on, out of that bed."

Suzi sat up. "I'm not hungry, though.”

"Y ou've got to eat anyway. It'sgood for you."

Suzi stood up, took a couple of steps, and fatered. "My feet fed funny, Mommy," she said.

Emmawas halfway to the kitchen. "Well take agood look at your feet after breakfast. First you've got
to eat." In the kitchen she broke two eggsinto abowl and scrambled them, poured them into a pan she'd
|eft heating on the stove. While they cooked she made toast and buttered it.

MamaEstrdlafindly caled just after Emma set the plate in front of Suzi. Emmarushed to the phone
before the bell could ring asecond time; she hated the sound of that bell. 1t was too loud. Shewished
therewas away to set it quieter.

"Emma," MamaEstrellasaid, "your baby could dieforever.”

Emmatook the phone into the living room and closed the door as much as she could without damaging
the cord. When shefindly responded her voice was even angrier than she meant it to be. "Y ou stay away
from Suzi, MamaEstrdlaPerez. My Suzi's just fine, she's going to be okay, and | don't want you going



near her. Do you understand me?"

Mama sighed. "When you make azombie," she said, "when you make ared one from someone dead, |
mesan, you can make it move. Y ou can even make it understand enough to do what you say. But il the
body startsto rot away. It doesn't matter usualy. When azombieis goneit's gone. What's the harm? But
your Suzi isinside that zom-bie. When the flesh rots away shélll be trapped in the bones. And we won't
ever get her out.”

Emmafdt dl cold insde. For three long moments she amost believed her. But she was strong enough
insde— she had faith enough insde— to deny what she didn't want to believe.

"Don't you say thingslike that about my Suzi, MamaEsrella," shesad. "My Suzi's alive, and | won't
have you speak-ing evil of her." She knew Suzi wasdive, shewas cartain of it. But she didn't think she
could stand to hear anything else, so she opened the door and dammed down the phone before Mama
Edtrellacould say it.

Suzi was dmost done with her eggs, and sheld finished haf the toast. "What's the matter with Mama
Edtrdla, Mommy?' she asked.

Emma poured hersalf another cup of coffee and sat down at the table acrossfrom Suzi. She didn't want
to answer that question. She didn't even want to think about it. But she had to — she couldn't just ignore
it— so shefindly said, " She thinks there's something wrong with you, Suzi."

"Y ou mean because | was dead for awhile?'

Emmanodded, and Suzi didn't say anything for aminute or two. The she asked, "Mommy, isit wrong
for meto bedive again after | was dead?”

Emma had to think about that. The question hurt. But when she redlized what the answer wasit didn't
bother her to say it. "Baby, | don't think God would have let you be diveif it wasn't right. Being dive
even onceisamir-acle, and God doesn't make miraclesthat are evil."

Suzi nodded like she didn't redlly un-derstand. But she didn't ask about it any more. She took another
bite of her toast. "Thisfood tastes funny, Mommy. Do | haveto eat it al?"

She'd eaten most of it, anyway, and Emmadidn't like to force her to eat. "No, sugar, you don't have to
edt it al. Come on in the den and let me see those feet you said were bothering you.”

She had Suzi sit with her feet stretched out across the couch so she could take her time looking at them
without throwing the girl off balance. "What do they fed like, baby? What do you think isthe matter with
them?'

"l don't know, Mommy. They just fed strange.”

Emma peeled back one of the socks sheld made Suzi put on last night before she put her to bed. There
wasn't any-thing especially wrong with her ankle, except for the way it felt so cold in her hands. But when
shetried to pull the sock off over Suzi'sfooat, it suck. Emmafelt her somach turning on her again. She
pulled hard, because she knew she had to get it over with. She expected the sock to pull away an
enormous scab, but it didn't. Just the opposite. Big blue fluffs of sock fuzz stuck to the. . . thing that had
been Suzi'sfoot.

No. That wasn't so. It was Suzi'sfoot, and Emmaloved it, just like she loved Suzi. Suzi's foot wasn't
any thing. Evenif it wasall scabrous and patchy, with dried raw flesh poking though in places asthough
it just didn't have the blood inside to bleed any more.

Nothing wastorn or ripped or man-gled, though Emmals first impul se when she saw the skin wasto
think that something violent had happened. But it wasn't that at al; except for the blood, the foot almost
looked as though it'd worn thin, like the leather on an old shoe.

What caused this? Emmawondered. Just the walk home last night? She shuddered.

She pedled away the other sock, and that one was alittle worse.

Emmafdt an avful panicto do some-thing about Suzi'sfeet. But what could she do? She didn't want
to use anything like adisinfectant. God only knew what a disinfectant would do to a dead person who
was alive. Bandages would prob-ably only encourage the raw placesto fester. She could pray, maybe.
Pray that Suzi's feet would hed up, even though everything inside the girl that could heal or rebuild her
was dead, and likely to stay that way.

Emmatouched the scabby part with her right hand. 1t was hard and rough and solid, like pumice, and it



went deep into her foot like arock into dirt. 1t'd probably wear away quickly if shewalked on it out on
the Street. But it was strong enough that walking around here in the house probably wouldn't do any
harm. That was arelief; for amo-ment she'd thought the scab was all soft and pusy and crumbly, too soft
towalk on at dl. Emmathought of the worn-old tires on her father's Rambler (it was amiracle that the
car gill ran; it'd been fifteen years a least Snce the car com-pany even made Ramblers). Thetread on
the Rambler'stires was thin; you could see the threads showing through if you knew where to look. It
made her shudder. She didn't want her Suzi wearing away like an old tire.

Mama Estrellawas right about that, and Emmadidn't want to admit it to hersalf. Suzi wasn't going to
get any better. But Emmaknew something el se, too: things can last near forever if you take theright care
of them. Let Mama Estrellabe scared. Emmadidn't care. The girl was dive, and the im-portant part was
what Emma had re-dized when Suzi asked: even being alive onceisamiracle. Emmawasn't going to be
someone who wasted mir-acles when they cameto her.

Not even if the miracle made her hurt so bad insde that she wanted to die, likeit did later on that day
when she and Suzi were gitting in the living room watching TV. It was adoctor show — even while they
watched it Emmawasn't quite sure which one it was— and it got her thinking about how to-morrow was
Wednesday and she'd have to go back to the hospital where she cleaned patients roomsfor aliving.
Sheld taken aleave of absence while Suzi wasin the hospita, and now she redlized that she didn't want
to go back. She was afraid to leave Suzi done, afraid something might happen. But what could she do?
She had to work; she had to pay the rent. Even taking off as much as she had bled away her savings.

"Suzi," shesad, "if anybody knocks on that door while I'm gone at work, you don't answer it. Y ou
hear?'

Suzi turned away from the TV and nodded absently. ™Y es, Mommy," she said. Shedidn't look well,
and that made Emma hurt some. Even after dl those months with the cancer, Emma had never got to be
easy or comfortable with theideaof Suzi being sick.

"Come over hereand give meahug, Suzi."

Suzi got out of her seat, climbed onto Emmas|ap, and put her arms around her. She buried her facein
her mother's breast and hugged, hard, too hard, really. She was much stronger than Emmald redlized;
stronger than shed been before she got sick. The hug was like a full-grown man being too rough, or
stronger, maybe.

Emma patted her on the back. "Be gentle, honey,” she said, "you're hurt-ing me.”

Suzi eased away. "Sorry, Mommy," she said. She looked down, as though she was embarrassed, or
maybe even alittle bit ashamed. Emmalooked in the same direction reflexively, too, to see what Suzi
waslooking at.

Which wasn't anything at dl, of course. But when Emmalooked down what she saw wasthethingin
Suzi'sbely, thetumor. It had grown, again: it looked noticably bigger than it had this morning. Emma
touched it with her left hand, and she felt astrange, eectric thrill.

She wondered what was happening insde Suzi's body. She wanted to be-lieve that it was something
liketrapped gas, or even that shewas only imag-ining it was larger.

She probed it with her fingers.

"Doesthishurt, Suzi?' she asked. "Doesit fed kind of strange?"

"No, Mommy, it doesn't fed like any-thing at al any more.”

The thing was hard, solid, and strangely lumpy. When she touched it on ahollow spot near the top, it
started to throb.

Emma snatched her hand away, afraid that she'd somehow woken up some-thing horrible. But it was
too late; something was wrong. The thing pulsed faster and faster. After amoment the quivering became
amogt violent. It reminded Emma of an epileptic at the hospital who'd had a seizure while she was
cleaning hisroom.

"Suzi, are you okay?' Emma asked. Suzi's mouth moved, but no sound came out. Her chest and
abdomen started heaving, and choking sounds came from her throat.

Thefirg little bit of Suzi's upchuck just dribbled out around the corners of her mouth. Then she heaved
again, more explosively, and the mass of it caught Emma square on the throat. Two big wads of decayed



egg spattered on her face, and suddenly Suzi was vomiting out everything Emmahad fed her for
breakfast. Emma recognized the eggs and toast; they hadn't changed much. They were hardly even wet.
Theonly thing that seemed changed at al about them, in fact, wasthe smdll. They smelled horrible, worse
than horrible. Like dead people fermenting in the bot-tom of a septic tank for years.

"Mommy," Suzi said. It amost sounded like she was pleading. Then she heaved again. But there wasn't
much for her ssomach to expd, just some chewed egg and bread colored with bile and drippy with
phlegm. Suzi bent over the rug and coughed it out. "Mommy," shesaid again, "1 think maybe | shouldn't
est anymore.”

Emmanodded and lifted her daugh-ter in her arms. She carried her to the bathroom, where she
washed them both off.

And Emma didn't make Suzi eat again, except that she gave the girl aglass of water a couple of times
when she seemed to fed dry. It didn't seem to do her any harm not to eat. She never got hungry. Not
even once,

Emmawent back to work, and that went well enough.

For two months— through the end of May, all of June, and most of July — Emmaand Suzi lived
quietly and happily, in spite of the circumstances.

After aday or two Emmaredly did get used to Suzi looking and smelling like she was adead thing. It
was kind of wonderful, in away: Suzi wasn't suf-fering a al, and the cancer was gone. Or at least it
waan't killing her any-more. She wasn't hurting in any way Emma could see, anyway. Maybe she was
uncomfortable sometimes, but it wasn't giving her pain.

The summer turned out to be as hot and rainy and humid as Emma could have imagined, and because it
was so warm and wet Suzi's body decayed even faster than Emma had feared it would. After awhilethe
amell of it got hard to ignore again. The evil thing in her belly, the cancer, kept growing, too. By the end
of July it wasamost the size of afootbdl, and Suzi redly did ook like aminiature pregnant lady cometo
term.

It wasthe last Friday in July when Emmanoticed that Suzi's skin was be-ginning to crack away. Sheld
just fin-ished getting into her uniform, and she went in to give Suzi akiss good-bye before she left for
work. Suzi smiled and Emma bent over and gave her apeck on the cheek. Her skin felt cold and
squishy-moist on Emmaslips, and it left aflavor on them amost like cured meat. Emmawas used to thét.
It didn't bother her so much.

She stood up to take one last ook at Suzi before she headed off, and that's when she noticed the
crow'sfeet. That'swhat they looked like. Crow's feet: the little wrinkle linesthat older people get in the
corners of their eyes.

But Suzi'sweren't wrinkles at all. Emmalooked close at them and saw that the skin and flesh at the
corners of her eyeswas actualy cracked and split away from itself. When she looked hard she thought
she could see the bone undernesth.

She put her arms around Suzi and lifted her up alittle. "Oh, baby," she said. She wanted to cry. Shed
known this was coming — it had to. Emma knew about decay. She knew why peo-ple tanned leather.
The problem was she couldn't just take her little girl to atannery and get her preserved, even if shewas
dead.

If Suzi's flesh was beginning to ped away from her bones, then the end had to be starting. Emmad
hoped that Suzi would last longer than this. There was amiracle coming. Emmawas sure of that. Or she
thought she was. Why would God let her daughter be dive again if she was going to rot away to nothing?
Emmawasn't somebody who went to church every Sunday. Even this summer, when church seemed
more im-portant than it usualy did, Emmad only been to services a couple of times. But she believed in
God. She had faith. And that was what was important, if you asked her.

Someone knocked on the outer door of the apartment.

That shouldn't be, Emmathought. The only way into the building was through the front door
downgtairs, and that was dways locked. Maybe it was someone who lived in the building, or maybe
Mama Estrella, who owned the building and had the keys.



Whoever it was knocked again, and harder thistime. Hard enough that Emma heard the door shakein
itsframe. She could just picture bubbles of caked paint on the door threatening to flake off. She set Suzi
down and hur-ried to answe it.

When she got to the door, she hesi-tated. "Who's there?' she asked.

No one answered for along moment, and then aman with aharsh voice said, "Police, maam. We need
to speak to you."

Emma swallowed nervoudy. The po-lice had aways frightened her, ever since shewas achild. Not
that she had anything to be afraid of. She hadn't done anything wrong.

She opened the door about half way and looked at them. They were both tall, and one of them was
white. The other one was East Indian, or maybe Hispanic, and he didn't look friendly at dl.

Emma swallowed again. "How can | help you?' she asked, trying not to sound nervous. It didn't help
much; she could hear the tremor in her voice.

"Welve had complaints from your neighbors about asmell coming from your gpartment,” the
dark-skinned one said. He didn't have an accent, and he didn't sound anywhere near as mean as he
looked.

"Smell?' Emma asked. She said it before she even thought about it, and as soon as she did she knew it
was the wrong thing to do. But sheredlly had forgotten about it. Sure, it was pretty bad, but the only time
sheredly no-ticed it was when shefirst got home from work in the evening.

"Lady, it smellslike something died in there," the white one said. He was the one with the harsh voice.
"Do you mind if we step in and take alook around?”

Emmafdt asthough al her blood drained away at once. For amoment she couldn't spesk.

That was a bad thing, too, because it made the policemen even more suspi-cious. "We don't have a
search warrant, malam,” the dark one said, "but we can get one in twenty minutes if we haveto. It's
better if you let ussee.”

"No," Emmasad. "No, I'm sorry, | didn't understand. I'll show you my daughter.”

Shelet the door fall open the rest of the way and led the policemen to Suzi's bedroom. Just before she
got there she paused and turned to speak to the dark-skinned man. "Be quiet. She may have fallen back
adeep.”

But Suzi wasn't adeep, shewas St-ting up in bed in her nightgown, taring out her open window into
the sunshine. For the first timein amonth Emmalooked at her daughter with afresh eye, saw her insteed
of just noting the little changes that came from day to day. She didn't look good at all. Her dark skin had
ablue-ydlow cast to it, alot like the color of adeep bruise. And there was atexture about it that was
wrong; it waswrinkled and saggy in some places and smooth and pasty in others.

"She hasahorrible disease," Emmawhispered to the policemen. "I've been nursing her at home mysdlf
these last few months.” Suzi turned and looked at them. " These two policemen wanted to meet you,
Suzi," Emmasaid. Sheread their badges quickly. "Thisis Officer Gutierrez and his partner, Officer
Smith."

Suzi nodded and smiled. It didn't look very pretty. She said, "Hello. Is some-thing wrong?' Her voice
was scratchy and vague and hard to understand. "On TV the policemen are usualy there be-cause
something'swrong.”

The dark-skinned policeman, Gutier-rez, answered her. "No, Suzi, nothing'swrong. We just came by
to meet you." He smiled grimly, asthough it hurt, and turned to Emma. "Thank you, maam. | think we
should be on our way now." Emma pursed her lips and nod-ded, and showed them to the door.

Before she went to work she came back to say good-bye to Suzi again. She waked back into the hot,
sunny room, kissed her daughter on the cheek, and gave her hand alittle squeeze.

When Emmactook her hand away she saw that three of Suzi'sfingernails had come off in her palm.

Suzi wasn't in her bedroom that night when Emmagot home. Emmathought &t first that the girl might be
intheliving room, watching TV.

Shewasn't. She couldn't have been: Emmawould have heard the sound fromiit if shewas.

Emmalooked everywhere — the din-ing room (it was more of an alcove, redlly), the kitchen, even
Emma’s own bedroom. Suzi wasn't in any of them. After afew minutes Emma began to panic; she went



back to Suzi's room and looked out the window. Had the girl gone crazy, maybe, and jumped out of it?
Therewasn't any Sgn of her on the sidewak down below. Suzi wasn't in any shape to make ajump like
that and walk away fromit. At least not without leaving something behind.

Then Emma heard a noise come from Suzi's closet. She turned to seeit, ex-pecting God knew whét,
and she heard Suzi'svoice: "Mommy . .. ?Isthat you, Mommy?' The closet door swung open and Suzi's
face peeked out between the clothes.

"Suzi? What are you doing in that closet, child? Get yourself out of there! Y ou dmost scared meto
desth — | d-most thought someone had stolen you away.”

"| had to hide, Mommy. A bunch of people came into the house while you were gone. | think they were
looking for me. They even looked in here, but not careful enough to see mein the cor-ner behind all the
coas."

Emmafet her blood pressing hard against her cheeks and around the sockets of her eyes. "Who? Who
was here?’

"l didn't know most of them, Mommy. Mama Estrellawas with them. She opened up the door with her
key and let themin."

Emmafumed; she clenched her teeth and hissed asigh out between them. She reached into the closet
and grabbed Suzi's hand. ™Y ou come with me. Were going to get some new locks for this place and
keep all those people out. And then I'm going to have words with that witch.”

Emmas arm jarred |oose a double handful of hangersthat didn't have clothes on them, and hangers
went flying everywhere. Seven or eight of them hooked into each other dmost like a chain, and one end
of the chain latched into the breast pocket of Suzi's old canvas army jacket, which hung from asturdy
wooden hanger.

The chain's other end got stuck on the nightgown Suzi was wearing. It caught hold just below her belly.
Emmawasn't paying any attention; she was too angry to even think, much less no-tice details. When Suzi
seemed to hes-itate Emma pulled on her arm to yank her out of the closet.

The hanger hook ripped through Suzi's nightgown and dug into the soft, crum-bly-rotten skin just below
her belly. As Emma yanked on Suzi's arm, the han-ger ripped open Suzi's guit.

Suzi |ooked down and saw her insdes hanging loose, and she screamed. At first Emmawasn't even
Sure it was a scream,; it was a screechy, cracky sound that went silent three timesin the mid-dle when the
girl'svocal cordsjust stopped working.

Emmatried not to look at what the hanger had done, but she couldn't stop hersalf. She had to look.

"Jesus, Jesus, O Sweet Jesus,”" she whispered.

A four-inch flap of skin was caught in the hanger. Suzi twisted to get away from the thing, and therip
got bigger and bigger.

Emmasaid, "Bedill." Shebit her lower lip and knelt down to work the hanger loose.

Therewas no way to do it without looking into Suzi'sinsides. Emmagagged in spite of hersdlf; her
hands trembled as she lifted them to the han-ger. Up close the smell of putrid flesh was unbearable. She
thought for amo-ment that sheld lose her self-control, but she managed not to. She held her-sdlf as
careful and steady as she could and kept her eyes on what she had to do.

Suzi'sintestines |ooked like sausage casings I ft to it in the sun for aweek. Her somach was shriveled
and cracked and dry. There were other organs Emmadidn't recognize. All of them wererot' ting away.
Some of them even looked crumbly. Aninsect scrambled through anest of pulpy veins and squirmed
un-dernesth the tumor.

Emma had tried to avoid looking at that. She'd had nightmares about it these last few weeks. In her
dreamsit pulsed and throbbed, and sometimesit sang to her, though there were never any words when it
was snging. One night shed dreamed she held it in her asams and sang alullaby to it. She woke from that
dream in the middle of the night, dripping with cold swest.

Evenif those were only dreams, Emmawas certain that there was something wrong with the cancer,
something unnatural and dangerous, maybe even evil.

It was enormous now, agreat mot-tled-grey leathery massthe sze of Emmals skull. Blue veinsthe sze
of fingers protruded from it. Emmawanted to sob, but she held hersdlf till. Gently, carefully as she could,



shetook the loose skin in one hand and the hanger in the other and began to work Suzi free. Threetimes
while shewaswork-ing at it her hand brushed against the cancer, and each time it waslike an electric
prod had found its way into the base of her own stomach.

She kept the tremor in her hands pretty well under control, but when she was amost done her left hand
twitched and tore Suzi open enough for Emmato see a couple of her ribsand ahint of her right lung
undernegth them.

She set the hanger down and let out the sob she'd been holding back. Her arms and legs and neck felt
wesk; she wanted to lie down right there on the floor and never move again. But she couldn't. There
wasn't time. She had to do something — she knew, shejust knew that Suzi was going to crumble away
in her amsif she didn't do some-thing soon.

But again: what could she do? Get out a needle and thread and sew her back together? That wouldn't
work. If acoat hanger could tear Suzi's skin, then it was too weak to hold a titch. What about glue? Or
tape, maybe — Emmacould wrap her in adhesive tape, as though she were amummy. But that wouldn't
solve anything forever, either. Sooner or later the decay would get done with Suzi, and what good would
bandages do if they were only holding in dust? Sooner or later they'd dip loose around her, and Suzi
would be gonein agust of wind.

No. Emmaknew abouit rot. Rot came from germs, and the best way to get rid of germswaswith
rubbing acohal.

She had abottle of rubbing acohol under the bathroom cabinet. That wasn't enough. What Suzi
needed was to soak in abathtub full of it. Which meant going to the grocery to buy bottles and bottles of
the stuff. Which meant ether taking Suzi to the store— and she wasin no condition for that — or leaving
her alonein the apartment that wasn't safe from people who wanted to kill her. But Emma had to to
something. It was an emergency. So shesaid, "Y ou wait herein the closet, baby," and she kissed Suzi on
the forehead. For amoment she thought she felt Suzi's skin flaking away on her lips, thought she tasted
something like cured ham. The idea was too much to cope with right now. She put it out of her mind.

Even 0, the flavor of preserved mest followed her dl the way to the store.

The grocery store only had ten bottles of rubbing acohol on the shelf, which wasn't as much as Emma
wanted. Once she'd bought them, though, and loaded them into grocery bags, she wondered how she
would have carried any more anyway. She couldn't soak Suzi in ten bottles of alcohol, but she could stop
up the tub and rinse her with it, and then wash her in the runoff. That'd do the job well enough, &t least.
It'd haveto.

When Emmagot back to the apart-ment Suzi was adeep in the closet. Or shelooked like she was
deeping. Emma hadn't actually seen her adeep since sheld died. She spent alot of timein bed, and alot
of time resting, but when-ever Emmalooked in on her she was awake.

"Suzi?' Emmasaid. She pulled the clothes aside and looked into the closet. Suzi was curled up in the
corner of the closet with her head tucked into her chest and her hands folded over her ssomach. " Suzi,
areyou awake, honey?'

Suzi |ooked up and nodded. The whites of her eyeswere dull yellow. They looked too small for their
sockets. "Mommy," shesaid, "I'm scared.” She looked afraid, too. She looked terrified.

Emmanbit into her lower lip. "I'm scared too, baby. Come on.” She put up her hand to help Suzi up, but
shedidn't takeit. She stood up on her own, and when Emmamoved aside she walked out of the closet.

"What're you going to do, Mommy?'

"I'm going to give you abath, baby, with something that'll stop what's hap-pening to your body.” Emma
looked Suzi over, and the sight made her wince. "Y ou get yoursalf undressed and get in the bathtub, and
I'll get every-thing ready.”

Suzi looked like she didn't redlly be-lieve what Emmawas saying, but she went in and started getting
undressed anyway. Emma got the shopping bag with the bottles of alcohol from where she had | €ft it by
the door and took it to the bathroom. It was an enormous bathroom, as big as some people's
bed-rooms. The building was old enough that there hadn't been such athing asindoor plumbing when it
was built. Not for tenement buildings, anyway. Emma never understood why the people who put the
plumbing in decided to turn aroom as big as this one into a bathroom. When she got there Suzi had her



night-gown up over her head. Shefinished taking it off and stepped into the tub without even turning
around.

Emmatook the bottles out of the bag and lined them up one by one on the counter. She took the cap
off each as she st it down, and tossed the cap into the waste basket.

"Put the stopper in the tub for me, would you, honey?' Emma said. She got the last bottle out of the
bag, got rid of the cap, and carried it over to Suzi.

Shewas dready sitting down insgde the tub, waiting. "This may sting alit-tle, baby. Why don't you hold
out your hand and let me make sureit doesn't hurt too much.”

Suzi put her hand out over the tub stopper, and Emma poured acohol onit.

"What doesthét fed like?'

"It doesn't fed like anything at al, Mommy. | don't fed anything any-more.”

"Not anywhere?

"No, Mommy."

Emmashook her head, gently, al-most as though she hoped Suzi wouldn't seeit. Shedidn't likethe
sound of what Suzi‘d said. It worried her. Not fedling anything? That was dangerous. It was wrong, and
scary.

But she had to get on with what she was doing; thingswould only keep get-ting worse if she let them
go.

"Close your eyes, baby. Thiswon't be good for them even if it doesn't hurt.” She held the bottle over
Suzi's head and tilted it. Clear fluid streamed out of the bottle and into her hair. After amo-ment it began
to run down her shoul-dersin little rivulets. One of them snaked its way into the big open wound of Suzi's
belly and pooled in an inden-tation on the top of the cancer. For amoment Emmathought something
hor-rible would happen, but nothing did.

Emma poured al ten bottles of a-cohol onto Suzi. When she was done the girl wasSittinginan
inch-deep pool of the stuff, soaked with it. Emmafigured that she needed to soak in it for awhile, so she
told Suzi to wait there for awhile, and | eft her there.

She went into the kitchen, put on apot of coffee, and lit a cigarette. It'd been two months since she'd
smoked. The pack was very stale, but it was bet-ter than nothing. When the coffee was ready she
poured hersalf a cup, opened this morning's paper, and sat down to read.



Sheld been reading for twenty min-utes when she heard Suzi scream.

The sound made her want to curl up and dieg; if there was something else that could go wrong, she
didn't want to know about it. She didn't want to cope with it. But there wasn't any choice— she had to
cope. Even doing nothing was away of coping, when you thought about it. No matter what Emmafet,
no matter how shefdlt, shewas amother. Before she even realized what she was doing shewasin the
bathroom beside Suzi.

"Mommy," Suzi said, her voice so dill and quiet that it gave Emmaachill, "I'm melting.”

She held out her right hand, and Emma saw that was just exactly what was happening. Suzi'sfingers
looked like wet clay that someone had left Sit-ting in warm water; they were too thin, and there was some
sort of amilky fluid dripping from them.

Oh my God, alittle voiceinsgde Emmas head whispered. OhmiGod-OhmiGod. Shedidn't



understand. What was happening? Alcohol didn't make people dissolve. Was Suzi's flesh so rot-ten that
just getting it wet would make it dide away like mud?

She thought she was going to start screaming herself. She managed not to. Infact, it wasamost as
though she didn't fed anything at al, just numb and week and dl cold insde. Asif her soul had oozed
away, or died. Her legswent dl rubbery, and she felt her jaw go dack. She thought she was going to
faint, but she wasn't sure; she'd never fainted before.

Suzi looked up at her, and her shrunken little eyes were suddenly hard and mean and angry. She
screamed again, and thistime it sounded like rage, not fear. She stood up in the tub. Drippy dime
drizzled down from her butt and thighs. "Mommy," she screamed, and she launched hersdf at Emma.
"Stupid, stupid, stupid Mommy!" Sheraised her fist up over her head and hit Emma square on the
breast, and hard. Harder than Suzi'sfather'd ever hit her, back when he was gtill around. Suzi brought
her other fist down, just as hard, then pulled them back and hit her again, and again, and again. Emma
couldn't even move hersdf out of Suzi'sway. She didn't have the spirit for it.

For amoment it didn't even look like Suzi beating on her. It looked like some sort of amonster, adead
zombie-thing that any moment would reach into her chet, right through her flesh, and rip out her heart.
And it would eat her bloody-dripping heart while it was till dive and begting, and Emmals eyeswould
close, and shed die.

"All your stupid fault, Mommy! All your stupid, stupid fault!" She grabbed Emma by the belt of her
uniform skirt and shook her and shook her. Then she screamed and pushed Emma away, threw her
againg thewall. Emmas head and back hit too hard againgt the rock-thick plaster wall, and she fdl to the
floor. Shelay on her Sde, dl dack and beaten, and stared at her daughter, watching her to see what
sheld do next.

Suzi stared at her for three long beets like afury from Hell, and for amoment Emmathought sheredly
was going to die. But then something happened on Suzi'sface, like she'd suddenly redlized what she was
doing, and her legsfell out from under her and she started crying. It sounded like crying, anyway, and
Emmathought there were tears, but it was hard to tell because of the drippy dimedl over her.

Emma crawled over to her and put her arms around her and held her. One of her hands brushed up
againg the open cancer in Suzi's belly and again there was an e ectric throb, and she dmost flinched
away. She managed to stop hersdlf, though, and moved her hand without making it seem like an
overreaction. "It's okay, baby. Mommy lovesyou." Suzi'slittle body heaved with her sobs, and when her
back pressed against Emmas breasts it made the bruises hurt. "Mommy loves you.”

Emmalooked at Suzi's hands, and saw that the flesh had dl crumbled away from them. They were
nothing but bones, like the skeleton one of the doctors at the hospita kept in his office.

"l want to die, Mommy." Her voice was dl quiet again.

Emmasgueezed her, and held her alittle tighter. / want to die, Mommy. It made her hurt alittleingde,
but she knew Suzi was right. Mama Estrellawasright. It waswrong for alittle girl to be dive after she
was dead. Whether faith was right or not, it waswrong to stake alittle girl's soul onit.

"Baby, baby, baby, baby, | love my baby," Emma cooed. Suzi was crying even harder now, and shed
begun to tremblein away that wasn't natural at dl.

"You wait here, baby. | got to call MamaEstrdla™ Emmalifted hersdf up off the floor, which made
everything hurt dl at once.

Emmawent to the kitchen, lifted the telephone receiver, and dialed Mamas number. While the phone
rang she wandered back toward the bathroom. The cord was|ong enough that it didn't have any trouble
gretching that far. Eveniif it hadn't really been long enough, though, Emma probably would have tried to
make it reach; she wanted to look at Suzi, to watch her, to save as much memory of her as she could.

Thegirl lay on the bathroom floor, shaking. The tremor had gotten worse, much worse, in just thetime
it'd taken Emmato dia the phone. It seemed to get worse, too, while Emma watched.

Mama Edtrdlafinaly answered the phone.

"Hdlo?

"Mama?' Emmasad, "I think maybe you better come up here.”

Mama Egtrdladidn't say anything at dl; the line was completely slent. The sllence fdt bitter and mean



to Emma

"| think maybe you were right, Mama. Right about Suzi, | mean." Emmalooked down at the floor and
sgueezed her eyes shut. She leaned back against the wall and tried to clear her head. "I think . . . maybe
you better hurry. Some-thing's very wrong, something | don't understand.”

Suzi made alittle sound hafway be-tween a gasp and a scream, and some-thing went thunk on the
floor. Emmadidn't have the heart to look up to see what had happened, but she started back toward the
kitchen to hang up the phone.

"Mama, | got to go. Come here now, please?"

"Emma. .." MamaEstrdladarted to say, but Emmadidn't hear her; shedd aready hung up, and she
was running back to the bathroom, where Suzi was.

Suzi was shivering and writhing on the bathroom floor. Her left arm, from the ebow down, lay on the
floor not far from her. Was her flesh that corrupt? God in heaven, wasthe girl going to shake hersdlf to
ghreds because of some kind of anervousfit? Emmadidn't want to believe it, but she couldn't ig-nore
what shewas seeing. Shetook Suzi in her arms and lifted her up off thefloor.

"You've got to be dill, honey,” Emmasaid. "Y ou're going to tremble yoursdlf to death.”

Suzi nodded and gritted her teeth and for amoment she was pretty still. But it wasn't anything she could
control, not for long. Emma carried Suzi to her bedroom, and by the time she got there the girl was
shaking just as bad as she had been.

There was aknock on the front door, but Emmadidn't pay any attention. If it was Mamashe had her
own key, and sheld use it. Emma sat down on the bed beside Suzi and stroked her hair.

After amoment Mama showed up in the bedroom doorway, carrying some kind of awoody-looking
thing that burned with ared low flame and smoked something awful. 1t made so much smoke that Emma
figured that it'd take maybe two or three minutesfor it to make the the air in the room impossibleto
bregthe.

Mama Edtrellawent to the window and closed it, then drew down the shade.

"Water," she said. "Bring me akettle of hot water."

"Y ou want meto boil water?' There was smoke everywhere aready; it was harsh and acrid and when
awisp of it caught in Emmas eyeit burned her like something caugtic. A cloud of it drifted down toward
Suzi, and she started wheezing and coughing. That frightened Emma; she hadn't even heard the girl draw
abreath, except to speak, in adl the weeks since she'd died.

"No, thereisn't time. Just bring akettle of hot water from the tap.”

Then Mama Estrellabent down to look at Suzi, and suddenly it wastoo late for hot water and magic
and put-ting little girlsto rest.

The thick smoke from the burning thing settled onto Suzi's face, and Suzi began to gag. Shetook ina
long wheez-ing-hacking bresth, and for three long moments she choked on it, or maybe on the corruption
of her own lungs. Then she began to cough, deep, throbbing, hacking coughs that shook her hard againgt
the bed.

Mama Estrella pulled away from the bed. Shelooked shocked and frightened and unsure.

"Suzi, be ill!" Emma shouted. It didn't do any good.

Suzi sat up, trying to control hersdlf. That only made things worse — the next cough sent her flying
face-firgt onto the floor. She made an awful smacking sound when she hit; when sherolled over Emma
saw that she'd bro-ken her nose.

Suzi wheezed, sucking in air.

She's breathing, Emmathought. Please, God, she's breathing now and she's going to be fine.
Please.

But even as Emmathought it she knew that it wasn't going to be 0. The girl managed four wheezing
breaths, and then she was coughing again, and much worse — Emma saw bits of the mest of her
daughter's lungs spatter on the hardwood floor.

She bent down and hugged Suzi, hugged her tight to make her till. "Be ill, baby. Hold your breath for
amo-ment and be till. Mommy lovesyou, Suzi." But Suzi didn't stop, she couldn't stop, and the force of
her wracking was so mean that her shoulders dug new bruisesin Emmas breast. When Suzi findly



managed to ill herself for amoment shelooked up at Emma, her eyesfull of desperation, and she said,
"Mommy . . ."

And then she coughed again, so hard that her tiny body pounded into Emmals breast, and her small,
hard-boned chin dammed down onto Emmas shoulder.

Sammed down 0 hard that the force of it tore free the flesh of Suzi's neck.

And Suzi's head tumbled down Emmals back, and rolled across the floor.

Emmaturned her head and watched it happen, and the sight filled her nightmares for therest of her life.
The tear began at the back of Suzi's neck, where the bone of her skull met her spine. The skin there
brokeloose dl at once, asthough it had snapped, and the meat insde pulled away from itself inlong
loose trings. The cartilage of Suzi's spine popped loose like an empty hose, and the veinsand pipesin
the front of her neck pulled away from her head like they weren't even attached anymore.

Her head rolled over and over until it cameto astop againgt the leg of achair. Suzi's eyes blinked three
times and then they closed forever.

Her body shook and clutched against Emmals chest for afew more seconds, the way Emma away's
heard a chicken's does when you take an axe to its neck. When the spasming got to be too much to bear
Emmalet go, and watched her daughter's corpse shakeitself to shreds on the bedroom floor. After a
while the tumor-thing fell out of it, and every-thing was ill.

Everything but the cancer. It quiv-ered like grey, moldy-rotten pudding that you touched on a back
shelf in therefrigerator because you'd forgotten it was there.

"Ohmy God," MamaEdrdlasad.

Emmafdt scared and confused, and empty, too, like something important had torn out of her and there
was noth-ing left ingde but deed air.

But even if Emmawas hollow inside, she couldn't force her eye away from the cancer. Maybe it was
morbid fas-cination, and maybe it was something else completely, but she knelt down and looked &t it,
watched it from so close she could amost taste it. There was something about it, something wrong. Even
more wrong than it had been be-fore.

"She's dead, Emma. She's dead for-ever.”

Emma shuddered, but till she couldn't force hersalf away. The tumor began to ill, but one of itsropy
grey veinsstill pulsed. She reached down and touched it, and the whole grey mass began to throb again.



"What isit, MamaEgrdla? |sit dive?"

"I don't know, Emma. | don't know what it is, but it's dead.”

Then the spongy grey tissue a the tumor's crest began to swell and bulge, to bulge so far that it
dretched thin and findly solit.

"Likean egg, Mama," Emmasaid. "It dmost looks like an egg when achick is hatching. I've seen that
onthetelevison, and it looksjust likethis"

Emmareached over toward the split, carefully, carefully, imagining some horrible monster would reach
up out of the thing and tear her hand from her wrist. But there was no mongter, only hard, lesthery hide.
She set thefingers of her other hand againgt the far lip of the opening and pried the split wide so that she
could peek into it. But her head blocked what little light she could let in.

Smadll gurgling sounds came out of the darkness.



Emma crossed hersalf and mumbled a prayer too quiet for anyone elseto hear.

And reached down, into her daugh-ter's cancer.

Before her hand was hdfway in, shefet the touch of atiny hand. It Startled her so badly that she dmost
screamed. To hold it back she bit into her lip so hard that she tasted her own blood.

A baby's hand.

Then ababy girl was crawling up out of the leathery grey shell, and Mama Estrellawas praying out
loud, and Emmafdt hersdf crying with joy.

"l love you, Mommy," the baby said. Its voice was Suzi's voice, just asit'd been before her Sckness.

Emmawanted to cry and cry and cry, but instead she lifted her baby Suzi out
of the cancer that'd borne her, and she held her to her breast and loved her so
hard that the moment felt like forever and ever. ?

THE FOOL

by Ronad Anthony Cross

THE TAVERN: I.

Asusud, the streets of Babylon were teeming with exotic strangers, one caught glimpses of Amorites,
Scythi-ans, afew Persans held in the lantern light, here and then gone.

It seemed to the man called Tusci, or Ferret, or Monkey, that the citizenry of Babylon was composed
of the world's most diverse mixture of races, held to-gether only by a common al-consuming nervous
drive. All day long they worked like insects, gathering, storing, schem-ing for materia gain. Y et they
seemed to be driven to party all night long by the same mysterious force which caused them to work so
hard.

Even their bodies reminded Tusci of insects. Beetles, perhaps. short, thick, muscular, yet tiff and
awkward. He was such anovety here partly because of his dender build and natural limber grace: he
was part-time bodyguard to arich merchant and part-time enter-tainer and errand boy. And the
body-guard part had turned out to be more for show than for action. Tusci, having achieved dazzling
famefor ridding Ba-bylon of anotoriousthief, was sought after by dl the rich merchants merely towarn
other would-be thieves away from their houses. Since not many bur-glars would dare to attack the
well-guarded houses of the wedlthier citi-zens anyway, Tusci'sjob was mainly just to make afew public
appearances as areminder.

To say hewas growing bored with life in Babylon would be an absurd understatement. Still, it was easy
tofdl into apattern in Babylon: everything did.

Babylon was aland of patterns, of shadows on whitewashed walls, of dis-tant music, of lacy dreams, a
myriad of tiny nervous gestures. abeehive of ac-tivity and collgpse, mathematics and drunkenness, lust
and hate— hewas caught up init like adry leaf in astrong burst of spring wind.

It was such an easy job, such good money, and Babylon offered so many interesting waysto spend it.
For thefirg timein hislife, Tusci found him-sdf drinking too much. Night after night.

And here he was again, on another warm Babylon night, wandering with the crowd from tavern to
tavern.

What wasthis, just up ahead of him? A tal northerner with long blond hair and huge muscles was
swaggering through the crowd, shoulders above everyoneinit. Svaggering or stagger-ing? Tusd
wondered. And yes, you could certainly tell that the fellow had had afew to drink. Curious, Tusci picked
up his pace and moved closer.

Now he was right behind the man, apparently ayouth, still supple, yet fully grown. At leest! A fighting
man, Tusci thought. Perhaps a bodyguard like himsdlf, or amercenary soldier out of work.

Just as Tusci was thinking these things, he noticed peripherally, ahand dart out of the crowd to snare
the fat money pouch the big fool had tied to hisbelt.

Say out of it, Tusc wasthinking, mind your own business. Which would soon have been followed
by, Thereis trouble enough for you without seeking more, had histhinking continued.

But even as he started thinking thisway, hisbody, asif of its own accord, acted in the lightning-fast
way that had earned him the nickname of Ferret, and before he even registered that he had done
anything, his dagger was out and speared through the hand.



The purse dropped, Tusci pulled back his dagger, the thief screamed, turned to run, and the barbarian
shouted, "Stop him."

/ should let him go, Tusci started to think, but already had spun the dagger, which he now caught by
the blade and threw just asthethief darted back into the crowd.

Tuscl did not miss.

"Great throw," the young barbarian shouted, and now for the first time Tusci saw hisface; he aready
had his purse back in his hand.

"Why?" Tusci said.

The youth looked confused: "Why what?"



"Why stop him?"

"Why, just on principle, of course."

"I killed him," Tusci said, in anir-ritated voice.

"Served himright," the youth an-swered, "for attempting to rob Arkand the Awesome." He held out his
huge hand. "But | forget my manners. Allow meto introduce mysdlf."

"Yes, yes, | know," Tusci said, trying to extract his hand from the giant's grip, "Arkand the Awesome."

"But how did you know?" The youth looked genuindy puzzled.

"You just told me, you grest fool,” Tusci, who was never one to mince words, said.

"What!" the giant roared, "No one can speak to melike that and live. Draw your sword!" He staggered
afew steps back and jerked out his blade.

The crowd of curious onlookers now erupted with screams and shouts and stampeded away in al
directions like the ripples from a stone dropped in apool of water. A couple of trampled peo-plelay on
the dirt street to keep the poor dead thief company.

"I'm not wearing asword,” Tusci said.

"What? That's no excuse," the man sputtered in rage. "What are those sticks? Draw those. Draw
something, anything.”

"No," Tusci sad.

An express on somewhere between bewilderment and awe crossed the bar-barian'sface. "No?' he
sad. "No?1've never heard of such athing. Defend yoursdlf likeaman.”

"I'vejust killed one man for you, you foal. I'm not about to kill two, even if one of them isyour
worthless sdif."

"By dl thegods," the youth ssam-mered, then said: "Please.”

"No," Tusci said. "No, no, and then no."

He turned and walked back the other way. Instantly the crowd was back, pushing, moving, chattering.
Maybe | ought to thank the oaf for that, Tusc thought; he gave me a moment without the crowd.

Hefdt the hand on his shoulder (practicaly engulfing his shoulder), as he knew hewould.

"Listen, smdll felow, | waswrong. Y ou saved my purse. | oweyou. Y ou killed the vermin who would
have robbed me. Comeinto thistavern with me. | must buy you adrink.” He half guided and half
dragged Tuscti into the Tavern of the Black Bull and over to atable out of the way against the back wall,
where several squat drunken lit-tle Assyrians were seated.

"Arkand the Awesome and hisfriend want to St here," he informed them, giving them athreatening
gae

Thefiercelittle men looked up, ready for afight, but recognized Tusci and quietly got up, left thetable,
drinksand dl.

"By the gods, everyone's heard of Arkand the Awesome, even in this backward out-of-the-way city, in
this backward world." He smiled, then asked, "What drinks do they servein this crudelittle dive?!

Amused, Tusci said: "Order wine." Wine made from grapes was the latest imported rage in Babylon;
the common drink had aways been beer, and Ur-ruzu, the merchant Tusci worked for, was making a
killing at it.

By thetimethejar arrived, Arkand the Awesome had dmost finished in-troducing himself again. This
time around, the introduction was embel-lished with a sprinkling of wonderful accomplishments and brave
deeds, drowning in an ocean of mel odramatic adjectives. He was starting in on de-scriptions of
wondrous places he had seen, when Tusci managed somehow to interrupt him.

"They call me Tusci, because they think I'm an Etruscan,” he said. He let them think so. Hewas as
much an Etruscan as any race, he had lived there, been at homethere. In fact, he was swept with a
sudden wave of nos-tagiafor those warm gentle hills, those wise e egant people. How they could dance.
Dancers, singers, acrobats all — and soothsayers. All of them thought themsalves to be magicianswho
could read the past and the future in the flight of abird, thefal of alesf, the entrails of avictim. Tusci
smiled a the memory; hedid not believein magic, but hefound their belief in it charming.

"For aman who has traveled to so many wonderful places,” Tusci said with astraight face, "you speak
the lo-cd tongue quite well."



"] spesk dl languageswell — it'smagic,” he confided in awhisper. "My midress, Natania of the
Shining Hands, hasthe gift of tongues and can trandfer it to me at will."

Here he launched into a story about how he worked for agreat sorceress who could, anong other
things, trans-fer the contents of one man's mind to her own or to the mind of another.

Tusci, unable to keep astraight face any longer, had given in to laughter, and now had to talk hisway
out of an-other fight.

"At least we can arm wrestle, can't we?' the giant said with a sad expres-sion.

"What would be the point, you great oaf?' Tusci said. "L ook at the size of your arms.”

The giant looked lugubrioudy at his greet right arm and flexed hismuscle. Then he shook his heed, asif
to clear it, then gurgled down the last of thewineinthejar to muddieit again.

Tusci felt sorry for him. For al hisgreat size, he wasjust aboy. Further-more, the northern barbarians
were boysal their lives, Tusci mused: Ar-kand the Awesome would be drinking too much beer and
trying to pick afight when hewas eighty. If helived to be eighty.

Tusci shivered, asudden premonition fluttered across his consciousness like the shadow of a swiftly
flying bird: here— gone. Arkand would not liveto be
eighty: hewould not live out the night.

Tusci did not believein magic, but . . . what he knew, he knew! "What's the matter? Y ou look pale—
seeaghost?' It was Arkand'sturn to laugh. He did.

"l need adrink," Tusci said, "you've swilled down al thewine, you grest oaf."

"By the gods," Arkand shouted, drawing the attention of everyonein the place, ashe did every so
often, "you have such amazing nerve, for such alittle man. I'll kill you yet."

"Hragwing'" Tusc sad.

Arkand laughed aoud again, shout-ing out hislaughter to the entire room. "Right you are, first thewine.

"Hey, waitress," he shouted, and pounded the table. The serving girls, al rushing about the busy place
with traysfull of wine or beer in clay jars, stopped, looked at Arkand the Awe-some with disgusted
expressons, then, nosesin theair, ddiberately ignored him.

"These small-town fools have no mannersat dl," he confided to Tusci.

Now he fumbled around with his money pouch, and dumped out some coinson thetable. A largered
jewel of some sort, no — actudly purple— fell out dong with the coins. Arkand eab-orately held his
finger to hislips and admonished the stone. "Shh," he said to it, and then scooped it back into hislesther
pouch.

"What sort of stoneisthat?’ Tusci said; he was no expert on jewds, but the stone was like no other he
had seen. Bigger. Brighter.

"Shh," Arkand repeated, thistimeto Tusci. Then suddenly, obvioudy over-come with one of those
sudden bursts of emotion which are common to those who overindulge in acohol, he reached his
enormous arm across the table and grabbed Tusci's shoulder, pinching it affectionately until it ached, and
sad, "But | forget mysdlf, it was you who saved my purse, and thus the stone, and thus my life. My
mistress Nataniais ajust mistress, but not, das, aforgiving one— the bitch,” he grumbled under his
breath. "Had | purchased the stone and paid for it with her money — afortune, | might add — and then
re-turned without it. . .

"But you saved me. By dl the gods, what a man — you saved me, asking nothing for yoursdlf. | would
trust you with my very life" Now his eyeswere brimming with tears. "What can | do for you? Anything,
just nameit.”

"Please et go of my shoulder,” Tusci said. "Morewine?!

"But, of course. The serving girlsareignoring mefor somereason, I'll haveto go get it for mysdlf.” And
Arkand got up and staggered off in the general direction of the bar. The fool, Tusci thought, with astab
of irritation. After al that, the drunken barbarian had l€ft his purse, with the jewd iniit, lying on the table.

It was now that the three men whom Tusci had noticed watching them got up from their table and
approached Tusci. Asthetall one, whom Tusci had immediately singled out as the leader, drew near,
Tusci experienced a strange feding, anervous twinge. He could not put hisfinger onit.

But it wasthis At adistance, in the dim lamplit bar, the man did not look too out of place. But the



closer he got to you, the stranger his appearance was.

Inthefirst place, he was obvioudy not from the East. He had very pae skin, but long thick curly
chestnut brown hair and beard. Furthermore, he was the first man Tusci had ever seen who shaped his
beard by shaving the cheeks and leaving the part that grew around the chin, aswell asthe mous-tache.
Hewore two long feathers of some exatic bird in hishair. And his clothes were made of some light,
shiny, brightly colored fabric Tusci had never seen before. Around his neck on aleather thong hewore
what appeared to be adender light blue piece of tubing made of some kind of unidentifiable metal.
Weapon or decoration? Tusci wondered.

"May we?' hesaid in thelocd didect, and without waiting for an answer the three men pulled up
uncomfortable wooden stools and sat down.

"Now, let's not waste time,” the man said in his cold precise voice. "I've no quarrel with you, nor you
with me. I'm going to take the purse.” He nodded to-ward Arkand's |leather pouch in the center of the
table, but his cold blue eyes never left Tusci.

Tusci's expression was amused.

"1 have no quarrd with you," the man repeated, "but | will kill you if you try to stop me. What do you
a7

Stll smiling, Tusci said nothing.

"All right," the man said, and reached to hissword, "let me show you this."

Therewas alight whispering noise, and quite suddenly Tusci, still sested, and till smiling, held two
short wooden gticksin his hands.

Thetall man's companions flinched and jerked back, particularly the heavy one, who dmogt fell off his
gtool, but thetall man continued his motion of dowly taking out his sword.

"Here," he said, "go ahead, you pick it up for amoment. Examineit.”

Helaid the sword carefully down on the table, and Tusci, never moving his eyesfrom the stranger, set
down one of his sticks and picked up the sword. He gasped doud; it was light as afeather.

"Do you see?' thetall man said. "Y ou know wegpons; | know you are awar-rior, you are famous here.
Y ou know that that sword is not from thisworld."

"Cutting edge?' Tusti sad, dill stunned.

"It will cut through your heaviest swords and armor and still never dull. Y ou see? So let's have no
misunder-standings. | want no quarrel with you. But let me point out the facts. Y ou aren't carrying a
sword. Y ou threw away your dagger into the back of that thief, who, by the way, was one of my men,
and al you haveleft isyour dou-ble sticks, an awkward weapon at best. These two men on either side of
you, however, have wegpons the like of which you have never seen before. Nor will again. We want
nothing from you. Just don't interfere.”

Tusci sad nothing.

"Now I'll tel you what I'm going to do. I'm going over to that bar," he ges-tured over to the crude long
wooden counter where the drunk Arkand was now loudly engaged in arm wrestling with some other
bruiser. "And I'm going to kill Arkand. Assoon as| do that, Tirar heré’ — he gestured to the taller of the
two companions— "will put down this purse” — he held out aleather pouch of his own and shook it —
"which by theway isfull of coins, then hewill pick up Arkand's purse, while Ghorl" — he nodded
toward his shorter heavier friend — "watches you. Just in case. But we want no trouble. Then these two
will stand up, back away from your table, and meet me in the center of the room. And we will leave you
here, and leave your world, and never trouble you again. Fair enough?’

Tustl sad nothing.

Thetal man nodded, and stood up and stretched like a cat. Then he picked up his sword from the
table where Tusci had set it down, and sheathed it again. Then he casualy wandered over to the bar.

The chunky muscleman called Ghorl dowly took out his sword and st it down on thetable in front of
him, but kept hold of it with hisright hand. He smiled anasty smile, showing huge yel-low teeth. "Dontt.
Make. Mg" he said.

Tusd sad nothing.

Now an argument broke out at the bar. Tusci could hear Arkand shout out, "By al the gods, you dare



tocdl meathief?'

Ghorl's smile grew even wider, and he leaned closer to Tusci.

Tusci heard ashout. And the loud clash of somekind of meta unlike any he had ever heard before.
Then a sound he had heard too many timesto mis-take. He glanced away from Ghorl to the bar, where
thetal man stood in astrange position, legs bent but body erect, sword thrust straight out under
Arkand's, and amost up to the hilt in the barbarian’s scomach.

For amoment the two men were fro-zen there, then in aquick, amost con-temptuous gesture, the tdll
man jerked out his sword, stood back up straight. The barbarian groaned, alow grinding sound, and
grabbed hold of the counter, then toppled over backwards and hit the floor.

Tusci looked back into the eyes of Ghorl, who was ill smiling. "Don'," he said between clenched
yedlow tegth.

Tustl sad nothing.

"Thieves get what thieves deserve," the tal man was saying, inaloud voice. "l told you thisfool stole
my purse. Then when | confronted him, he at-tacked me. | had to defend myself.”

"I'm putting down the purse with the coinsinit,” the man caled Tirar was saying. "Now I'm picking up
the other purse.”

And il Tusci said nothing, and in fact, in one way he heard and saw everything that was happening in
the rowdy little lamplit bar, and in another way he was sinking into astrange kind of cadm silence, a
gtillness, which in-cluded everything happening, dl the noises, and fighting and movement, and yet which
never focused on any part of it, but spread out, measurel ess, awesome, now.

It was out of this slence that every-thing manifested. Now. Now, and again now.

And Tusci had been there before. Taking in everything, but registering nothing. Not knowing what he
was going to do. It was like bathing in an ocean of nothing. Now. Now. Now.

Tusci burst up off his stool, ignoring the double sticks ill lying on the table, and took a spare dagger
from the scab-bard strapped to his back, hidden under hisloose shirt, so quickly that to Ghorl and Tirar
it looked asif it had leaped out of nowhere, of its own accord, into Tusci's hand.

Ghorl jerked his sword up, and Tusci was gone, now moving so fast that for amoment Ghorl lost track
of him and started to shout "Where?' when here-dized that it had to be back under the table, and &t the
sametime, hefdt the dagger plunge into histhigh, and grunted, waving the sword and not knowing what
to dowith it. Hetried to shout "Run,” to Tirar, who still stood frozen, Arkand's pursein hand. But he
couldn't even do that because now the table flew up and into him, knocking him backward over his stool
and crash-ing down on top of him and he only shouted "huh™ and lost his sword, which was till spinning
up thereintheair if only he could, if only — but no, adender hand plucked the sword out of the air by
itshandle in the middle of its spin and whipped it around in a pat-tern which was so swift it was
impos-sibleto follow. And then, just as he hit the floor with the heavy table smashing down onto his
chest, pinning him, he saw Tirar's head, till wearing the same astonished expression, legp from his
shoulders, and then helost Sight of it.

All he could see, through ahaze, was the small dender figure of Tusci, the man they called the Ferret,
gtanding up over him. Still holding the sword in hisright hand, and now the pursein hisleft hand.

Helplessly, Ghorl tried to crawl loose from the table, but he felt so dizzy, everything was hazy. "Areyou
... 7" hesad.

"You'redready dead," Tusci sad.

And it wastrue, Ghorl redlized, it wastrue. The dagger in the thigh had found the main artery, of course
it would, in Tusci's hands, and it was hislifes blood Ghorl felt, flashing out of him. How ironic, he
thought, to die from a leg wound. Hedmost smiled dl theway into infinity.

Tusci was now facing the bar, where the tall man was struggling to get free from the grip of the giant
thug who was the bouncer. Fat Genji, the owner of the bar, was prancing around in front of him shouting,
"Hold him, don't et go, someone's got to pay for al this"" A scream broke out, and the bouncer let go
and sank down on his knees, holding his sscomach. The hilt of adagger jutted out from between his hands.
With anonchaant wave of his sword the tall man cut down Fat Genji out of his path and rushed toward
Ferret.



Ferret held out the purse. "Come on and try to takeit,” he said.

Thetdl man stopped, just out of reach. "Giveitto me" hesaid in hiscold metalic voice.

"l don't think 0," Tusci said. "Takeit."

"Very wdl, then." Thetal man held the meta tube he wore around his neck up to hislipsand blew into
it. It made a piping noise and something flew out of it toward Tusci. Something likeasmal pellet. Tusci
knocked it aside ef-fortlessly with awave of his sword, but it exploded on impact into acloud of blue
smoke. Startled, Tusci breathed in agasp before he could stop himsdlf. The air tasted funny, he thought,
too sweet and too light. Everything froze. And suddenly everything turned over on him. I've just fallen
down, he reasoned, correctly.

.

It seemed to Tusci that he had dways floated around up here by the ceiling of the Tavern of the Black
Bull, looking down on the interesting and peculiar melodrama being frantically acted out on the
hard-packed dirt floor below him. Well, no, it was not exactly he who was floating about up here, but his
es-sence, his center. Part of him was that body, till down there on the floor, il clutching that sword. He
could moveit if hetried. Like a puppet. That thought made him laugh, silently. What was going on down
there? He concentrated: The tall man with the dark hair wasleaning over the form on the floor — but not
too close.

"Giveit here" hewas saying.

"Takeit fromme," Tusci heard the form on thefloor say, but with durred tongue. Wasthat his body?
My body's drunk, hethought, the blue gas, now | remember: The tall man shot some sort of pellet
out of that little tube he wears around his neck, and it exploded into a cloud of gas, and my body
breathed it in. How funny! Hisessence hovering up by the roof laughed again.

Now thetall man moved stedlthily closer, and suddenly, way down below, Tusci's body rolled over
and dashed at the tal man'slegs, dmost got one, but the tall man jumped back. He was very quick and
now he rushed back in, and Tusci came up on one knee. Swords clashed. The tall man backed off again.

"Ligen, just giveit to me. Please. We're friends, remember? No need for usto fight. Just giveit to me.”

"Tekeit."

Tusci's essence laughed and laughed at this comic scenario. It seemed are-markable performance
thought up for his pleasure. Then, just when he was wondering how this funny act could be topped, the
tall man seemed to make up hismind to finish Tusci's weakened body off.

"I've notimefor this" he said, and dropped into his low fencer's pose. But the funny part was that with
al hisobvious natural grace and quickness, combined with years of training and mastery of the art of
swordsmanship, he could not seem to figure out how to approach the figure rolling around on the floor.
He approached it, in fact, rather gingerly, asif he were trying to figure out how to pick up aporcupine.

And just when Tusci's essence was certain that nothing could top this hil-arious comedy duel, he
observed some-thing from his vantage point near the ceiling that was hidden from the forms below him.
Something new and won-derful was being added to that charm-ing little scene. Something absolutely
mind-boggling.

Over by the bar across the room, one of the figureslying on the floor sat up, then clawed itsway up the
bar to a standing position. Then, covered with blood, took a strong grip on the bar.

What was this? Arkand the Awesome was not dead yet. Or rather, was refus-ing to be dead. Why,
thiswas priceless, Tusci's essence thought, what on earth was he doing?

Groaning in agony, huge muscles straining and popping, the giant ripped alarge portion of the wooden
counter off and pressed it up overhead. Then turned, and staggered toward the other two figuresin the
room.

Thetall man swiveled at the sound and ran to meet him, stopped and lunged.

But Arkand did not try to dodge the blade, but took it up to the hilt, and looking into the tall man's
eyes, blood pouring out of his mouth, he did a strange thing. He smiled. Then he smashed the broken-off
portion of counter down on the tall man's head and stood for amoment still smiling. Then hetoo fell.

Everyone's falling, Tusci's essencethought, but | — / will never fall. | will float up here forever.
Then it wondered, what is forever? Then it thought, What istime? And suddenly it caught aglimpse of



day night day night and the movement of time, and instantly was snapped like aball on astring back into
itsbody.

1.

Tusci sat up. Things cleared. He had been out, dreaming a strange dream about floating around or
something, yet, somehow, he knew exactly what had happened here.

He got up and carefully checked out the tall man; helay unconsciousin aruin of broken wood. Now,
Arkand. The giant was on his side, knees scrunched up. Still dive.

Now herolled over on his back groan-ing, and opened hiseyes. "Take the jewel to Natania," he said.
"Shewill pay youwel. Doit for me. The cavernsat Urquash. Take my sword. It will lead you through
the doorway. Do it for me."

Then hisexpresson changed, till in agony, yet he smiled again: "'l guesswewon,” hesaid smply.

"l guesswedid,” Tusci said.

Then the giant frowned. "1t is not suitable for awarrior to shed tears,” he said. And died.

"I'm not shedding tears," Tusci said aoud to the empty bar, "am 17" But he was.

And now for thefirgt time hetook in the full Sgnificance of the scene. Be-tween them they had
wrecked the bar, killed Fat Genji and his bouncer, aswell astwo other men. A gang of angry citizens
would be coming for him at any moment and they would not be inter-ested in hearing his story. They
would beinterested in hanging or stoning him. In fact, he thought as he traced Arkand's bloody path
back to the wrecked counter, where he found, lying on the earthen floor among the blood and debris,
Arkand's sword, and scooped it up, Just what is my story? It doesn't even make any sense to me.

On the way out of the bar he stopped before the figure of the tall man, which suddenly reared upto a
gtting position and struggled but failed to raise up his sword, and fell back down, where he lay panting,
head bleeding. But his eyes were open wide.

"Don't worry,” Tustl said. "Enough men have died tonight.”

"Y ou'd better kill me," the man was muttering as Tusci plunged out the door of the tavern. Where, of
course, acrowd of men were gathered, waiting. Think fast, Tusd told himsdf.

"Don't just stand around gawking," he shouted, "get help and be quick about it. There's aband of
outlawsin there, and some of them are till dive. I'll try to hold them off till you get back."

Then heran back inside, and giving the tall man's form awide berth, made for the kitchen.

A few moments|later and Tusci had dropped out of the kitchen window and was running through a
dark dley. Where do | go now? he wondered, Where on earth am | running to?

Theworst part of al wasthat he wasfamous. In thisgrest city, at least, he would probably be
recognized any-where he went. / wonder if the caves at Urquash really lead to another world? I'm
not going to be welcome in this one for a while. Had he not been running, sill with aheadache,
through the dark, he could have laughed: one minute afamous hero basking in Babylon's ad-ul&tion; the
next minute a hunted vil-lain whose only dream isto get out of town — no, by the gods, to get clear out
of thisworld!

Later that night, hiding out in the garden of fruit trees at the Temple of Ishtar just before thefirst light of
the sun began to diffuse the dark, he waited for Inaiin their specid meeting place, by their specid tree.

It wasironic, he thought, that when hefindly had found himself in serioustrouble, alowly temple
progtitute was the only person he could count on.

"You came," he said with relief. And thought of al the rich merchants and high society ladies he had
consdered friends: he knew he could trust none of them.

"Y ou knew | would." Inasmiled. It wasthe open amile of achild.

And later that morning, it was with her help that he was headed toward the Lion Gates, and out of
Babylon, hidden under some hay in abig cart drawn by adonkey, and driven by afriend of hers.

But he did not see Inadrop to her kneesin the sacred grove of Ishtar after he had Ieft, and close her
lovely eyes. He did not hear her say aoud, and at the same timeinwardly to someone lis-tening to her
mind: "He comes, O Great One of the Shining Hands. | will misshim, but he comesto you."

THE CAVES: I.

It was amazing how easily you could get lost in the network of cavernsin the hillsjust outside the town



of Urquash. The guide had warned them all (Tusci had joined asmall group of sightseers) not to wander
off because it was so easy to get lost. So Tusci had. Both wandered off, and gotten |ost.

Now he sat in the total dark (he had had to drop his torch when he had sneaked away from the group),
holding Arkand's sword in his hand. What was he supposed to do? What was he sup-posed to do? I'm
insane, hethought; why didn't | realize it before?

"Help," he shouted out loud, now that it wastoo late. It echoed and echoed and echoed, but nobody
answered. Why did | feel so certain | could find my way back just a short time ago, and what was |
planning to do when | was alone?

The sword will guide you — or the sword will show you the way, or — What exactly had Arkand
said, and what had he meant by it?

"Tell me how to get out of here, can't you, little sword?' The sword did not answer. "What did that fool
who owned you mean; and more important, why did thisfool, who now ownsyou, lisen to him?' The
sword did not answer.

"Ah, little sword, were dl aone herein the dark, and you won't even talk to me. What away to die.
Wedl — might aswdl get onwith it."

He stood up and began to edge hisway forward. "L et's see, shal we starve to desth dowly or shal we
fal from aprecipice? No, no, you make the choice, it'sal the sameto me."

The sword lit up, and immediately went out. In that ingtant, the light was so brilliant that Tusci saw the
enor-mous cavern walls, dmaost up to the high ceiling, the stalagmites rushing up toward the st actites
rushing down to meet them. He was on anarrow path. Just an ingtant of this, then — lights ouit.

What does this mean? Tusci won-dered. Then he stepped carefully back-ward the way he had come.
The sword glowed back to life again. Holding it out, Tusci moved it in severd direc-tions; the light went
outindl but one.

"Clear enough, little sword, we follow thelight." And Tusci stepped off the path and crossed the floor
of the cavern to one of the wallswhere the light led — up!

Holding the sword in hisleft hand, Tusci began to climb thewadll. It was easy at firdt, but grew more
difficult, until he began to worry he would haveto try to hold the damn thing in histeeth or devise some
method of using its glow without carrying it. But just as he was about to give up, he cameto aholein the
wall which could not be seen from below. And the light led him throughtit.

.

It seemed as though he had been wandering through these tunnels for-ever. Up one rocky corridor and
down another. Gradualy light crept in from somewhere, at first Tusci had thought it was sunlight. But as
soon as his eyes accustomed themsalvesto it it took on an eerie phosphorescent glow. The cav-erns
here arelit up of their own accord, Tusci thought nervoudy, asif they are alive. He knew nothing of
caves. Andinfact, if he ever got out of here aive, would never want to know anything of them for the
rest of hislife.

Since he did not need the light of the sword to see by, he sheathed it, drawing it out from timeto time
to check if hewas 4till on the right path.

And since there seemed to be no need for caution, he tried to whistle as he walked aong, but the weird
acoudtics caused the sound to be magnified, and fractured into reverberations which came back to him
like someone an-swering. It made him nervous, and he decided to trust thisinstinct. So hetook out his
sword again and crept along, on the look-out for trouble.

[I.

Pang was hungry. Pang was dways hungry. And Pang was hungry for hu-man beings. In fact, human
beings were Pang's favorite food: soft, fat, dow, and easy to terrify, they gave Pang a sense of fulfillment
that was unequalled by other animals: Pang loved to play with her food.

Humans, Pang thought. Sensing them up ahead, moving in their dow hesitant manner to her through the
caves.

But Pang did not eat just any hu-mans. No. No! Two humans Pang must not eat. At least not now.
Pang's senses focused up ahead of her.

Sound: Clumsy humans clomp clomp clomping aong, breathing too loud. Pang could even hear the



scurrying of the family of mice, even their fright-ened breething as they ran and hid from the clumsy
humans

Smell: Pang smelled beer, wine, per-fume from contact with Ina, blood, many different kinds of blood
— Pang could tell these two had recently been in afight, could even tell how many men had been
involved, everything rubbed off on everyone, every experi-ence, and Pang could smell it dll.

Sight: Pang could seewel, amyriad different viewpoints al at once— sometimes confusing, but Pang
could see movement quite well. And mostly did not need to use sight — an inferior sensefor her.

So with these exquisite senses Pang carefully examined the two men up ahead. One to egt and one not
to eat. But what to do first? Pang was il de-ciding this— not so much thinking as just going back and
forth, back and forth, eat — not eat — eat, until shejust stopped at one or the other idea, when she
sensed a strange thing hap-pening.

One of them crept up behind the other one — not too close; and as clum-sily as he moved, Pang could
tell he was stalking — and then blew abig puff of air. Next abig cloud of icky blue smoke appeared
which made Pang back off alittle even from way up there. And then one of the men fell down. Pang did
not relate these facts one to the next as a human might. Pang just observed them and thought them quite
strange. Not est — eat. Mind stopped. It wastime to est!

V.

Thetal man who was sometimes caled Snake leaned over the falen body of the smdler dender man
who was sometimes called Ferret — but not too close.

This time the blue dreamer blew up right in his face, Snakewasthinking; he has to be out cold.
Sill, better not to take chances with this one — the little demon's almost as quick as| am. I've
never seen anything likeit. I know, | know, | should just finish you off— but

Maybe | can spear Arkand's purse with my sword, — with adeft flick of hiswrist he cut the purse
loose from Tusci's belt and then speared it on the point of his sword and retrieved it. Quickly, he
checked it while keeping an eye on Tusci; the jewdl wasthere. All right, one for you and one for me.
We part even; beware lest you should cross my path again. | will show you no mercy. But dl thishe
sadto himsdf, asif Tusci wereligening.

Now he hurried on ahead, and soon was out of Tusci's sight, had Tusci been consciousto see him.
Although his blade was glowing, he paid it no heed, for he had been through here before and would not
losehisway.

Suddenly he felt asurge of dation. So, Shake winsin the end, as always, he thought, and would have
laughed doud, had he not been acareful man. No, not even a chuckle, he admonished himsdf. Hell
wake up soon enough; but he'll never catch mein these caves, | know the way too well. I've won,
I've. .. Thetdl man shouted as he saw what was coming a him from up ahead. It was not a scream of
fear, and not ex-actly an exclamation of rage: more like an involuntary sSigh of regret magnified many times
by the grim understanding that this was the last mistake and it would do him no more good to be silent. /
came so close, hethought. "Oh well," he said out loud to no onein particular, "no onelivesforever," and
fdl into hisfencing pose. By the gods, hethought, I'm talking to myself now. | must be crazy. But no,
| seeit now: I've always been crazy! He howled with laughter &t this revelation as his death rushed to
meet him.

V.

Tusci sat up, suddenly. Too suddenly. Head ached, purse gone, and he rec-ognized the voice of thetall
man laugh-ing like a crazed maniac up ahead: the laughter bounced off the walls and echoed and echoed
until it sounded like an army of madmen. Definitely the sounds of a scuffle. The laughter stopped. A shout
— of pan?

Tusci was dready up and running. And though Snake had thought Tusci could not catch him here, he
might have thought otherwise had he seen Tusci now. And though ordinarily reason would have
cautioned Tusci to look before he leaped, astrong intuition took over and urged him to either give up the
whole game and run the other way, or to plungeright onin. Tusci plunged. It was only at the last moment
that he froze up to adead hat and forgot to breathe as the incredible image flooded his mind with
terrifying visonsfrom childhood.



VI.

"Bet you can't."

"Cantoo."

"Cannot."

"Cantoo!”

Tusci, who was not called Tusci back then, or Ferret, but Mousey by the vil-lage children because he
was so smal for hisage, felt that he could do any-thing. To a certain extent, this belief was shared by the
village children: after al, hewas only achild like them, yet he had traveled here from afar. And he was
aready ajuggler. And he had aready beaten up the biggest and meanest of them, afeat he had to
ac-complish over and over in each village he cameto. But while they shared hisamost legendary awe of
himsdlf, they neverthdessfelt compelled to dare him into more and more dangerous and frightening
courses of action.

So Tusci had climbed into the hut of Braggathe warrior chieftain and stolen his sacred good luck
charm. Only at the last moment everything had gone wrong and Bragga had legped up shouting "Thief!™
and chased after him, dashing at the boy with his sword. He would havekilled him for sure (for no boy
can run asfast asaman) had not Tusci doubled back and run around Bragga's hut and then, out of
breath, with Bragga running around the side of the hut, he had plunged through the doorway, with the
ideathat nobody would expect that.

Terrified, he heard Braggarun on by aways, then stop. He could hear the brute, swearing and
breathing heavily. It was then that the thought struck Tusci. Hewould comein here. Tusci climbed up the
crude highbacked chair in the corner and jumped, pushing off from the top of it, and miraculoudy caught
hold of one of the low cross-braces which ran from wall to wal. He quite easily pulled himself up ontoit,
for was he not already an acrobat aswell asajuggler? And heinched hisway acrossit to where two
more of these primitive rafters crossed in the center of the hut. He was ableto lie down here, and pray
that he'd have the good for-tune that no one would look up. He held his breath and waited.

Braggacamein, cursaing and mum-bling to himself. And Tusci, who was then Mousey, waited
breathlesdy for him to leave again. But after awhileit dawned on Tusci that Braggawas not just
mumbling to himself. He had awoman with him. Somehow he had met awoman just outside hisdoor,
perhaps a neighbor's wife, and decided to give up the search.

So Tusci spent the night, balanced on the crude wooden rafters, staring at the celling of the chieftain's
hut and listen-ing to the noisy drunken love affair down below. It seemed as though they would never go
to deep. And eveniif they did, Tusci reasoned, his chances of getting down and out unobserved in the
dark were practicaly nil. If he redly was to escape there was only one possible way. He would have to
liedtill where hewas until they got up and left him donein the hut. Even at thisage, his sharp wits
informed him that people were unlikely to ever look up.

So helay theredl night. Forcing himsdlf not to move around, not to make a sound, and most terrible of
al, not to fall adeep. It was agony.

For eternity he stared into the dark, and gradualy he could make out the ceiling made of leaves and
mud.

Now the worst thing of dl that Tusci could think of cameto pass. And later, even though he managed
to keep awake, and keep from tumbling off the rafters, and even though they had woken up and sported
again and gone out, and Tusci had managed to drop down and run away, and the aching in hisback and
arms and neck had gradually left him, what he remembered most of al wasthe spider.

A large black spider had built its web between the ceiling and Tusci, diding down first on one narrow
grand. Ter-rified, he watched it work throughout the early morning hours. He felt its web spreading over
hisface. Wasit poison-ous? He did not know, but somehow he was sure it was. He was too afraid to
move even his hand, to brush it away.

So hewatched it, and as he suffered through the agony of his deepless pain-ful vigil, his consciousness
seemed to ater and his senses expand so that the spider and its web grew enormous, until it was his
whole universe, thisgiant black jewd enveloping and devouring him.

Which iswhy when, yearslater, Tusci rushed through the cave and saw what he saw, he froze up



again. Exper-ienced terror again. Was a child again. Because a giant black spider the size of ahouse had
wrapped the tal man up in itsweb and was crouching over him: its many hungry eyeswere on Tusci.

VIL.

Strangely, he had run so fast, and come so far before he froze up, that he could actualy see himsdlf
reflected over and over again in shining dark metadlic orbs. Wasthis hisimagina-tion? But it must not
have been; some-how the tall man lying down there with the thing hovering over him must have caught
sight of himin the creature's eyes or heard him or something, be-cause even though Tusci was sure he
was dead, he shouted out "Run, you fool." And it echoed and echoed from the walls.

Somehow it brought Tusci out of it, and heran. Straight at it. And Pang, who was just now squatting
down to give thetal man the gift of oblivion, made a high loud squeaking noise and scuttled back away
from Tusci with surprising speed.

All in one move Tusci darted forward, crouched down, dashed with hisblade at the tall man, and
charged on toward the spider, who was backed up against the cavern wall.

For afraction of asecond, thetall man thought he was dead. He had seen the blade whistling at him,
actualy fdt itstouch. Suddenly one of hishandsfell free and he understood; Tusci had dashed the
webbing and freed hisarms.

But his body was still wrapped up from the waist down. And where was his svord?

Hetwisted himsdf around and up to an awkward Sitting podition just in timeto see Tusci clash with the
Spider.

All semblance of the civilized fencer had fled Tusci now, dl ideas of strategy and conserving his energy
had sped away from him down that dark tunnel of fear. And yet the fear had gone with it. Tusci wasall
out. Hissword, still glowing, was moving so fast thet it ap-peared to be constructing aweb of light
around the spider, who, the tall man observed, till seemed to betrying to get away.

But chunks of it were flying every-where. And suddenly it gave in to the same berserker rage that had
swd-lowed up Tusci; and, still making that ridicul ous squeaking noise, it pounced on Tusc, flattening him.
Hewrithed out; it pounced on him again.

Thetall man, who could not get to his sword, had reached his belt, and managed to find something
there. He popped it into the tube chained around his neck and shouted, "Don't breathe,” and blew into it.
The pellet hit the spider and Pang stood up, forgetting about the form un-derneath her. Pang breathed
the blue smoke. The terrible sweet blue smoke. Everything was confusing. Must not kill one of them,

Pang thought. Which one? Standing there.

Thetall man blew the second pellet. And Tusci, who was on his back, trying to hold his bregth,
probably didn't get but atouch of it because the tall man shot high and the cloud dissi pated up and not
down.

But both the spider and Tusci were out of it now; and looking up at the monster, Tusci somehow
thought he was back on the raftersin the hut of Braggalooking up at the ceiling.

And Pang wasthinking, no, no, must not kill this one, must not, must not . . . what? Then Pang saw
little ones; joy welled up within her. My little ones, shethought, drifting in ablue cloud of smoke, just as
Tusci surged up, driving the sword into her belly.

VIIL.

Thetall man was gtill dragging him-sdlf across the floor of the cave toward his sword when Tusci
reached him.

"Guesswhat | found?' Tusci said, and held out his hand. The pouch wasinit. "How careless of you to
have dropped it, dong with your sword. Oh well," heflipped the tall man hisblade, using his own.
Surprisingly enough, the tall man noticed he was smiling. In fact, he looked quite happy, somehow.

"Y ou look none the worse for wear; I'm surprised you can walk.”

"I've dways recuperated fast," Tusci said. "Need help?'

But the tall man, who had aready cut himself loose, stood up.

"Give methe pouch,” he said.

Tusci'ssmile grew wider.

"Come and tekeit."



For amoment the tall man stood there holding out his blade. Then with agtartlingly quick movement, he
sheathed it. Now he buried hisfacein both hands and looked asif he were either going to scream or cry,
Tusci couldn't tell which. He said, from be-tween clenched teeth, "Why. Don't. Y ou. Keep. It."

"Thanks," Tusci said. And turned to walk away. Then turned back. "Com-ing?' he said.

The tall man shook his head. " One pathway leads to the house of Trem-mello, the master | serve.
Another leads to Natanias, the Mistress of the Shin-ing Hands." He pointed off to theright. "My nameis
Snake"

Tusci said: "No one's ever called methat. My name's Ferret.”

Snake smiled too. "No one's ever called methat. The spider, by the way, was named Pang. Some
people caled her Natania's watchdog. She probably sent her here to protect Arkand when he returned
with the stone. Ah well. Can't win them al, Ferret." He turned and walked away.

Natania's watchdog, Ferret thought, ah no. Then he too turned and walked away; and a short time
later he found himsalf just outside the cave, observing an impossible landscape. Weird, eerie-looking
houses floated about on clouds, or so it appeared. A long narrow path-way led him from the caves and
up to Natanias aerie, as she would some-times call it.

And to his surprise, when he had told her of her watchdog's degth, she had led him out back to a
kennd, filled with happy, legping, squesking little black versons of Pang, if you can cal aspider thesize

adog "little"

"My little ones,” Nataniasaid, smil-ing blissfully. "Y ou shal raise and train them for me, among other
things. Arent they sweet?'

"Yes— swedt," Tust hissed, think-ing to himsdlf: 1'm standing on a cloud and I'm going to raise
giant spiders.

"How isit," he asked her, "that every-thing doesn't crash down to the ground below and shatter?”

"Why, it isonly through my indom+itablewill," shesaid.

"And, uh. .. when you degp?’

"Why, my indomitable will never deeps, slly, or it would not beindom-itable. She giggled.

"What about the other houses or cas-tles or whatever they are?" Tusci pointed off in the distance.

"I'm not the only indomitable will around here." Shefrowned. "Ahwell. Y ouve had ahard day. Go
insgde and deep, Ferret. Y ou go in the front door and third door on your right down the hall. Used to be
Arkand's

"Poor fool," Tusci said.

"Everyone'safoal at the beginning of ajourney,” shesad.

Tusci tried to figure out what she meant by that but couldn't. Shook his head and yawned and stretched
likeacat, or aferret. Went indde, leaving her with her pets. Found hisroom. Sept.

So that he did not see Snake come up the pathway and go round to the ken-nel, and hand her the
coins, and take the jewd.

He aso did not see her toss him back the pouch of coinsand laughingly say, "Oh giveit to the old fool
for free. It has brought Tusci to me; | have no fur-ther use of it."

"Thanks," Snake said, "but my mas-ter Tremmello isnot afool, but awise man.”

Natania smiled her sweet smile and said, "But awise man isaways at the beginning of ajourney.”

And Snake tried to figure out what she meant by that, but couldn't, shook his head and yawned and
stretched like a cat, or asnake, and turned and walked away, back down the path.



STAR-TREADER

Milieu cryptic manumit, rekindle smoldering myth.

Y outhful pearl yield; while ghastly specters reck, know fancy's moment. . .

L ucent Lemuria seek, weird necromancies foment. Ancient Ulthar transcend, dissolvein cam of
sandalwood. Cytheran cloak imbue, heed dark psalm of candlewood. Y ellow Canopus capture. Soar
past mystic Tartarus.

Lost Commoriom attain, there artistic martyr is. . . Immersed ennui lament, scan tergphim's dross for
essence. Stranger quest launch, find not on terra dream'’s phosphorescence. Twilight faith yield not; treed
far-flung Sars, quaint moldering smith.

— Walter Shedlofsky



LITTLEONCE

by Nina Kiriki Hoffman

It didn't cry much past its sixth month; that seemed to be when it learnt what the dgps meant. On the
other hand, it refused to die. She couldn't bring hersdlf to kill it directly; some-how she just couldntt.
Maybe that was the last gasp of the Catholic in her. Of all the commandmentsto get stuck on, why that
one? She didn't keep any of therest.

Shetried leaving it out on the bal-cony in the snow — the bal cony, that little strip of athing about afoot
widewith aniron railling just beyond it. Just an excuse to up the rent, she thought; no person of a decent
sze could stand on that little fragment of floor. She had been angry with the balcony since she moved into
the ninth-floor gpartment, just before she had — the thing. So one night when the snow wasfaling, she
wrapped the thing in alight blanket — without a blanket it would be too plain, somehow — and put it
carefully on the balcony, inthe wet. Wouldn't it belovely, jug, if it squirmed alittle and happened to dip
through therail-ings? A fal like that. Itslittle head might burst open. Nobody in the street below would
know which gpartment it came from.

When she opened the window in the morning, pulling her robe tighter against the cold and watching her
breath mist — and that was another thing, not enough shillings for the heater, and here she was | etting out
al that paid-for warm, when would the thing stop leeching off her?— it lay there with snow inits blanket
andiceinitsblack hair, and it stared at her. Such apaelittle thing. Not abit like its gypsy da. Horrible
yelow eyes, now whose fault wasthat?

She wasn't sureif it were dive or not. It shouldn't be, of course, just asit shouldn't have lived through
that week when she didn't feed it. If she closed her eyes and gaveit alittle push with the toe of her
dipper, wouldn't it just dide over the edge? And then she could move. That snoopy nosy parker, Mrs.
O'Malley next door, was dways threat-ening to report her to the child welfare authorities.

It blinked. After that she had to fetch it in. Couldn't kick it, could she, not over the edge, anyway. She
took it in and gave it afew daps for making her lose thewarm air. It made atear or two, but it had
learned not to yell. Leaveit in the samedigpersdl day, seeif that taught it anything. Lock it up inthe
closet.

By suppertime she relented. She brought it out and changed it and fed it some nice hot soup. Maybe a
little too hot but it could learn to blow, couldnt it, then? She patted its head. It leaned against her hand
and closed itseyes. Almost like acat. Sheld had a kitten once, when shewaslittle. What a soft tiny thing,
and making the sweetest noises, like afunny music box, warm againgt her. Da broke its neck one night
becauseit clawed him.

She picked the thing up and held it against her. Warm, phaw! but what asmell! What wasthe usein
changing it when it dways made another mess? She couldn't go on like this. The paper didieswerekilling
her. And the neigh-bors. "What's its name? Ooh, idn't it acharming one." Fat lot they knew. Couldn't
keep their noses out of other peopl€e's business, could they? Bloody great cows.

Shewas carting it dong like a packet one day in Petticoat Lane— usudly sheleft it home; but that
day, shejust had theimpulse; and, aslittle asit ate, it hardly weighed anything—when the gypsy woman
came nagging after her. The old creature wore aflowered scarf over her hair, aman's tweed suit-jacket,
trousers, and plimsolls. "A mother, are you? A nice mother? A sweet little mother?' said the woman,
tugging on her coat.

" Shab off, old cow," she said, jerking her coat out of the old woman's hand.

"Dogtawarnt it, the wee one?"

She glanced at the old thing's pinched face. The permanent squint in the eyes lifted the lip so one could
see the gold front tooth. Had the creature ever been dive and young?"What's your game, ma?' she
asked.

"If you was to find the babe a burden, if you wasto lighten your pursefifty quid, say, and lighten the
load aswell, if you waswanting such athing, finelady — 7'

She glanced about. In the pell-méll of the open air market — shoppers rushing, folk hawking, snging
out their wares, racks of clotheslining the walks, booths where knivesin jeweled sheaths and
leathergoods and cheap finery hung — no one looked toward her and the old woman. "What are you on



about? Y ou with the Y ard?’

"Oh, no, lady," said the creature, darting glances both ways. "Not abit of it."

"What would you do with it?" She glanced at the thing. Its yellow eyeswere fixed on the old woman.
"Y ou wouldn't snuff it, would you?"

"No. No," said the creature, staring into the thing's eyes. "I'd send it off somewhere else. It'd be safe
and lively, lady. It'd be gone. Mayhap fifteen years down the road, it'd come back; but oh, you'll be
away by then, eh, lady?"

Sheld meant to spend the monw on anew handbag and agood pair of lined leather gloves, what with
winter com-ing on. But if thelittle thing were gone— think of the savingsin didies aone. Shed save her
tips up and soon have enough for apair of gloves again. With the thing gone, maybe she could bring a
man home again; and a man gave presents, sometimes. She could say sheld sent it off to be with relatives.
Sheld been planning to say that for ages; and it would be true, too; so far as she knew, al her relatives
were dead, Dabeing the last to kick off.

Therein the center of the market, with the action and noise al around them, time seemed to dow. She
handed the thing to the old gypsy woman. She counted out money, the last pound in loose shillings. She
turned and walked away, the quiet following her.

It was snowing the night it came back.

She had been on and on at the land-lord about the caulking around the win-dows. All the cold seemed
to comein, especialy around the windows leading to the bal cony. Every winter she com-plained. Some
years he sent somebody by to take alook, but the handyman would aways just say there was noth-ing
off about it, she must be a bloody lunatic. So she shivered through the nights. There were not enough
blanketsin the world to keep her warm, she sometimes thought.

She was huddling in the blankets, drinking teawith asplash of gin, when the knock came.

She thought it might be Harry. She didn't redlly care who it might be. "Come," she said, and sipped tea.

And it was the mongter. But for the yellow eyes, she wouldn't have known it. From such alittle bit of a
thing it had grown so big. She looked at it and felt dl the years on her, each like aweight crushing her
down, and the cold that had seeped so deep inside her it never |eft.

"I'mtired,” shesaid.

It camein and sat down and stared at her. It looked so much like Da, but they al did after awhile, al
the mons-tersthe world called men.

"You werelittleonce," she said. Then shelaughed aterrible laugh that did not end.



by LoisTilton

Theking of Rhylios stood at the dltar to invoke the aid of War. He was ar-rayed in bronze corselet and
greaves, but helmetless, awreath of bay leaves around hisforehead.

Smoke rose from the dltar. The sac-rifice was ablack horse, aflawlessyoung stdlion. It israrein these
timesto lay amaiden on the dtar or a captive taken in battle, yet these also are proper sacrificeto War,
whether wor-shipped as Ares or by some other name.

But now Rhylios summoned its war-gods, and we answered: |, dread Enyo the sacker of cities, and my
brother-consort, warlike Enyalios. Our panoply was gold — gold corselet and greaves, gleaming helmets
with tall black crests— asit had been two generations past, when the Achaians brought war to thewalls
of Troy.

Theknife fell from the king's hand as he covered his eyes, dazzled by the godlight. The paace
courtyard fdll s-lent, except for the hissing of flameson the dtar.

Then our voices rang out like war trumpets, echoing off the stones: "Take up your spears, Rhyliang!
Harness your chariotsl The enemy's shipsarein sight. Meet them on the beaches and spill their blood
onto the sand! Make their shadesin Hades redlm curse the day they sailed to Rhyliod”

The Rhylian warriors heard the voice of War and responded with their bat-tlecries, striking their shields
with spearshafts.

| glanced at the dtar where the king, Alektryon, stood with his captains, hisface flushed with
battlefever. He was young, | noticed — his beard was il soft.

Then he stepped up into hiswaiting chariot and raised hishands for silence. "The wargods are with ug”
he shouted. "Victory to Rhyliog"

"Victory!" the warriors echoed, as the king took up his bronze helmet, red crest nodding, and lowered
it onto his head. Battlefever was heating their blood, driving out the doubts and fears of mortals about to
come face to face with death.

Then the trumpets sounded, and the captains ordered the warriors to form up in battle order. There
was the clatter of hooves and wheels on the flagstones as chariot drivers whipped their teams forward
into position. Bronze-armored heroes settled their shields into place, gripped their weapons. The
footsoldiers swung their spearshafts up to their shoulders, bronze bladesin ranks like abright paisade.

The city gates swung open, and the Rhylians rode out to the sound of trum-pets, footsoldiers marching
behind the chariots. It was a stirring sight. Women and children stood in the streets and on the walls,
cheering thair heroes asthey went to meet the invading enemy.

I glanced back toward the white-washed city, grapevines shading the courtyards of its houses. Ahead,
inthe dark green water of the harbor, mer-chant ships were lying, wide-beamed vessels incapabl e of
engaging the en-emy’'slean warships. War had been long absent from Rhylios. Did these merchants
remember that, generations pagt, their ancestors had breached other walls on this site and conquered the
people who had built them? Did they remember the sacrifices they had made then, to War and Strife,
sackers of cit-ies? Now the wallswere their own.

| spoke to Enyalios, who drove hip gold chariot dongside my own. "Thistimethey defend.”

"Their weapons are dtill sharp,” hereplied. "Their captains seem to know what they're doing. And it
aways helpsto gtiffen awarrior's backbone when he's fighting to save his own home.”

He was my brother, my consort, my other self. Wargod and goddess, we were two, as War was
invoked at the sacrificid atars of Rhylios.

"And thewallsare strong,” | agreed-"But far better to stop them here on the beach, to drive them back
to their ships-Look!" | cried, pointing toward the ho-rizon.

Battle-eager, we fixed our eyes on the ocean. The serpent-prowed ships of the enemy werevisiblein
the distance, oars churning the white foam. They were lean, fast, searraiders ships, carrying war to the
shores of Rhylios. And their god was leading them.

This god was a serpent, its three heads on long-coiled necks, blue-scaled, poison-fanged, hissing. |
could seethered godlight flash from one of its eyes, promising bloodshed and crud desth-It was War in
aform| had never yet seen, dire and monstrous. | shuddered to face such athing, and around me 1



could fed courage leach from the Rhy-lian warriors as they watched their enemies approach.

| recovered mysdlf and shook off the pall of dread. There was need to strike, now. | lifted up my bow,
ivory and horn, banded in gold, beyond the strength of mortalsto bend. To the bowstring | fit-ted a
gold-tipped arrow and drew it back. High over the ocean the arrow flew, glinting in the sun, straight at
the seadragon. It struck the mongter in one of its sSinuous necks, penetrating its blue-scaled armor.

The serpent-god's hiss of pain ripped through the air. My cry of triumph waslike atrumpet pedl, and |
could fed the sinking courage of the Rhyliansrevive, just astheinvaders on their rowing benches fatered.

"Well shot!" my consort exclamed.

But the serpent twisted another of its heads to seize the arrow in itsteeth and draw it out. Itstail lashed
the water in defiance, and the rowerstook up their tireless stroke once again.

There werefifteen ships, with thirty fightersto a ship, againgt three hundred Rhylian warriors. But the
invaders would be spent from their work at the oars while the defenders had the ad-vantages of home
ground and their chariots. | glanced at the Rhylian host for asight of the king and frowned — why was
his chariot back toward the rear? Was not the king's place at the head of hishost? But then Enyalios bent
over hischariot rim, pitching hisvoice for my earsaone. "Their wegponsareiron.”

Bronze blades and bronze armor would now be matched against iron. This new factor entering into war
could weight the odds againgt the Rhylians. But, then, they would have al the more need for battle
courage. Enyalios raised his gold-bladed spear, and we urged our horses forward toward the enemy, the
cheersof our warriorsfollowing us.

And not only cheers. Asthe serpent-ships came within the range of mortal bowmen, the Rhylian
captains ordered their archers forward. Bows of wood and horn were drawn back, and arrows flew
toward the oncoming ships. The carsmen had the protection of the wooden planking, but here and there
acry of paintold of an arrow finding its mark, and afew men tumbled from their benches.

"See how they fall!" Enyalios shouted aloud in encouragement. "Half of them don't even have armor!”

The armor they did have was various— whatever they had looted from the bodies of their victims,
leather helmets nodding in unison with battered, tar-nished bronze. The invaders were swarthy men,
muscled from life at the oars, alife of hardship and piracy. De-spite the Rhylian arrows, they came on,
their ocarstrokes barely checked.

Then the first serpent-prow was cut-ting through the surf, and oars were risng up, and men were
vaulting over the sidesto bring it onto the beach. But the Rhylians were ready for them. Shouting their
battlecries, they charged in amassto meet the invaders.

| urged them on, reveling in the clash of arms. Godlight flashed from my ar-mor as| quickened their
souls with courage. The fighting was hand to hand, with confusion greater every mo-ment as more ships
pulled onto the beach and engaged the defenders.

Spearsthrust down from chariots, javelins and arrows flew through the air, swords dashed out. Bronze
spear-points were thrust through leather and flesh, iron swords penetrated bronze armor. Already there
were bodiesroll-ing lifdessin the surf, their blood stain-ing the foam.
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But even asthe Rhylians fought, they were learning that thiswas akind of warfare new to them. It was
not only theiron blades of the invaders that made the difference. This enemy cared nothing for the formal
combat of heroes, as Ajax had fought Hector beneath the walls of Troy. There would be no battle
trophies won on this beach, no quarter given, no ransomed prisoners, no truce to tend the wounded and
bring the bod-ies of the dead to honor. Only butchery and daughter and degth.

We could fed Rhylian courage begin to erode as the serpent-god fed the bloodlust of the invading
enemy. Eny-aliosraised his spear, its golden blade glowing with godlight. Straight at the god-mongter his
chariot charged, at fifty feet of writhing, scaled frenzy. Itsthree heads darted back and forth, itstail
lashed, spraying sand. Hisarm drew back as he thundered past, then thrust the spear, piercing one of the
serpent's heads through the throat, transfixing its jaw. The hiss of rage and pain made both sides start
with horror for an ingtant, until the Rhylians, heartened, pressed their advantage.



The serpent seized the spearshaft with one of its other heads, clamped its jaws down until the wood
splintered and broke in half, leaving the spear-head ill embedded.

By then Enyalios had whedled his chariot around and taken up another spear. He charged once more,
but thistime the dragon twisted aside and the spearthrust did harmlesdy dong its armored scales. And as
the horses charged padt, it struck, venomous fangs clashing against my consort's golden breastplate.

He staggered, and then the serpent-god's coils were around him, dragging him out of the chariot.

| felt the shock like the sundering blow of an axe asthe coils crushed his armor, broke his back, asthe
deadly fangs sank into histhroat and life drained from my other self. My knees went weak, and | sagged
for an ingtant againgt my chariot rim. Eyes glowing red with triumph, the serpent-god reared high, to show
the Rhyliansthe lifeless body of their wargod clenched initsjaws.

Panic saized them, and his brother, Rout, the sons of War. Everywhere on the beach Rhylianswere
throwing down their wegpons and fleeing from the bat-tlefield, the triumphant enemy at their backs,
cutting them down as they ran to escape the daughter.

No! Shouting to my horses, | charged forward toward the god-monster, draw-ing back my bow. The
gold-tipped arrow flew, straight for the serpent-god's blue scaled throat. And | watched, in utter dismay,
asit shattered harmlesdy against the armored scales.

The battle was lost. The demoraized Rhyliansfled toward the safety of their walls. | could seethe
chariot of the king being led from the battlefield by his captain, Eteokles.

But there were others whose courage had not deserted them, still fighting arear-guard action. That was
my place, to hearten them aswell as| ill could with my diminished power whilethey held off the enemy
until the rest could make it through the gates. Only when thelast warrior had joined theretreat did |
abandon the battlefield, taking alast, despairing look back at the shred-ded remains of my
brother-consort, gtill transfixed by the serpent-god's fangs.

Bodies littered the beach behind us, and reddened sand.

Inside the citadel, with the gates shut behind the last of the returning char-iots, panic filled the streets
with de-moralized and wounded soldiers, newly-made widows and orphans, despairing cries. The
captains fought for order, or-dered men to the walls, to defensive posts. | strove to encourage the
defend-ers, for the city had not fallen, itswallswere ill intact. But the Rhylians had seen Enyadiosfdl to
the serpent, and the radiance of my godlight was dimmed, so they no longer had to shield their eyes.

The barbarian invaders had en-camped outside the walls, beyond bowshot range. Dusk was aready
gath-ering, and it appeared that they were going to put off their assault on the gates until the next day.
And the rea-son soon became clear to the defenders gathered on the walls.

Toward the campfires there were fig-ures being dragged, wounded Rhylian soldiers taken from the
battlefield. The pirates laid them on a makeshift dtar, and the serpent-god began to feed upon their living
bodies.

Do mortasthink the gods cannot shed tears? Even War, whose way is death and defeat as much as
victory, wept that night. Those same fangs had torn the body of my brother-saf. And, strengthened by
bloody sacrifice, the serpent would seek my defeat once more the next day.

Asit fed, the ceasdess cries of an-guish corroded the spirit of the Rhyli-ans, their will to res<t.
Sundered from my consort, my power to aid them was diminished. Though they had called me the sacker
of cities, now | must see the Rhylian walls breached, the people daughtered.

| despised my own weakness as a Rhylian warrior went to his kneesin front of me, despair choking his
voice. "Goddess, Lady Enyo!" he cried, "Help usl”

| envied mankind at that moment, that they have godsto pray to. | prayed, aso, to the depths of my
own immorta strength.

And found, possibly, an answer. | felt thefaint glow of godlight once again as| ran to climb down from
thewall, to the king's palace. He was ill in hisarmor, standing beside his captains as they planned the
city'sdefense.

Their heads turned in surprise to see methere, but | ignored them, went di-rectly to the king beside
them, Alek-tryon, and stared into hiseyes. Yes! What | sought wasthere.

Then, "Y ou mugt attack,” | urged the warriors. "It'sthe only way, the thing they will never expect. They



think they have us beaten aready. But well show them how wrong they are! Attack, and War will be
withyou."

The captain Eteokles stared, won-dering, but | had no time for him. | pulled Alektryon away, toward a
pri-vate room of the palace, and ordered the servants, "Get out of here, find aweapon and get ready to
fight for your lives, if you think you deserve them!” They fled when they saw the flash of my eyes.

Then | turned to Alektryon, who was speechlessin his confusion. "Come," 1 told him, "it istimefor the
king of Rhy-lios to become the consort of War."

He went white with shock, gasping out a protest.

| ignored it. "The soldiers saw Eny-diosdie. It took the heart from them, the will to fight. And it
diminished my own power. Thetwo of usare one. 1 must have another consort."”

Thiswas not absolutely so, what | told Alektryon. Other places, to other peoples, | an War in my own
right. But in this place, in Rhylios, War was two, the brother-sister consorts Enyo and Enyalios, wargod
and goddess. There must be two once again.

"The Enyaiosyou saw diewasonly anincarnation,” | explained. "War it' self— dl the gods— are
immortal. War can beincarnate here again ... inyou."

"1?" he choked.

"Y ou are the King, the god-de-scended, aren't you? Who offers up the sacrifices for your city? Who
else could your people accept?”

He still held back, and | frowned im-patiently, but then caught sight of my reflection in his polished
bronze corse-let.

My facewas War's. Eyeslike light-ning flashed from behind my helmet, itsfierce black crest tossing.
And Alek-tryon — from hisfaceit was asif he had just been told he was to couple with agorgon.

| pulled the hdm off, shook out my hair, dimmed the flashing of my eyes-Then | recdled the king's
chariot being led away from the battle, the way the captains made their plans without con-sulting their
lord. | reached out a hand to touch the softness of his young beard and asked, "Y ou are aman, are you
not, King of Rhylios?'

His young pride was touched then, and he lifted up his eyesdirectly to meet mine. "Man enough to be
father of ason.”

"Here, then," | said, "help me with this" as| started to unbuckle the rest of my armor. | felt strange
without theweight of it, my godlight extinguished. And as | held out my leg so he could unfasten the
buckle of my greaves, | was not totally unmindful that the ges-ture exposed the long white length of my
thigh.

Aphrodite, too, was the consort of War, of Ares, the mother of his dread sons. That, too, had | been,
as War was worshipped in the city of Mendaos. Other incarnations, other names, were al growing dim.
| was not eternal War now, standing before Alektryon, wear-ing nothing but alinen chiton. Only this
place, thistime existed, as | reached for the buckles of hisown armor. | wasflesh, as| must be, to
couple with amortal.

He hesitated till, as| pulled him down to me. "How . . . what will hgp-pen?’ His voice was shaking.
Hefeared to lose hiswhole sdf to the god.

"When the time comes, the power of War will overcome you. The godlight will bein your eyes, and
your peoplewill recognizeit. The things you do then, you may not remember clearly. It will seem likea
dream, afterwards, when you return to yourself."

Then | added, summoning al of the Aphrodite that wasin me, "Can it be so unpleasant, to couple with
agod-dess?’

And it must have been sufficient.

It was not asit had been with Eny-dlios, with rapacious War. | could re-member, but only dimly, the
violence of those couplings. "Lady," Alektryon murmured, and as his flesh responded to mine, we could
fedl the power of War move within us, and we were one, again.

"Y ou know," he said when the god-light had dimmed, "I never loved war before. My captains claimed |
was too young to command, too inexperienced. And today they held me back from thefighting. My first
battle. I don't know "When the time comes," | assured him, "you will know that you are War."



"l don't fed likeagod," hesaid, smil-ing a me shyly.

I laughed with him. "I fedl now asif | had never been agoddess before. Truly. Each incarnationisa
renewd. | am War, yes, but thistime apart of meisyours." And | knew then that | was no longer the
city-sacker.

Wedressed, and | armed mysdlf. "Y ou will have other armor,” | told Alektryon. My consort.

The Rhylian captains, when we found them again, looked drained by fatigue. But they stood when they
saw usre-enter the room, and bowed, sensing that something had changed, the rebirth of our power.

"You are ready to attack?' | asked.

Eteokles nodded wearily. " Just be-fore dawn. Weve sent scouts out over thewalls. The pirates are till
. . . cel-ebrating — the ones who are awake and conscious. They have only afew sen-tries. When it's
time, our scoutswill cut their throats.

"Our chariotswill leave from the far gates. We ought to be in position before dawn to attack from the
rear. When they're engaged, our footsoldiers will sortie from the main gate and trap them between us. If
you approve, of course, Lady," he added.

Tactics and Strategy we leave to mor-tals. But | turned to Alektryon. "My consort and | will lead the
ortie”

The captains glanced at each other, at Alektryon, and saw the godlight in the eyes of their king. They
bowed.

There was much to do before dawn. We went through the city, showing our-selvesto the people,
encouraging their will to resst. Now we turned the ser-pent-god's work against him. There could be no
safety, wetold the Rhylians, no hope except in the destruction of the enemy. No one would be spared,
not the children, the women, or the old. The city would be looted and burned over the bodies of its
citizens

And they responded. The report spread out ahead of us, from street to Street: The gods are with us
once more.

Fishermen, daves, maidens, mer-chants— they al found some kind of weapon and headed toward the
walls. Children gathered, ready to fetch and carry. Old men brought out half-cor-roded armor and
forgotten spears. The women assembled on the ramparts, armed with sones and jars of oil to set dight
and hurl onto the assailants. It was better to die ressting them than to fal into their hands.

| remembered thewarliketribe | had led against these walls so many gen-erations past. War was no
longer the same for them, as | was not the city-sacker.

Findly we cameto the rear gate, where the chariots were assembled. Scouts had aready dipped over
the wallsto eliminate the pirate sentries. Here the warriors stood in silent, grim purpose, honing the bright
edges of their wegpons while the chariot drivers wrapped the bronze-rimmed whedlsto slence them.

Here were men who knew aready what they had to face, who burned to avenge the shame of their
defeat the day before. There would be no retreat thistime. They would dig, if they mugt, even astheir
wargod had died.

But hewas now dive again. We could see the godlight reflected back from their eyes, along with hope.
It flowed into their heartslike asurging tide. War was with them again!

"They think they have you aready beaten,” we told them. "They think your spirit was destroyed. But
War isdivel And thistime, War is Rhyliosl Their numbers, their iron blades— none of it will save them.
Not if you have the spirit to press the attack. Strike them down, Rhylians! No quarter, no mercy — day
them in their deep, if you can, trample them under the hooves of your horses! And if you grow tired, if
your own blood runs down your arms, then remember — if they defeat you, dl Rhylioswill be an
immolation on the dtar of their bloodglutted ser-pent-god!

Eteoklestook off his bronze helmet and bowed hishead. "Lady Enyo . . . and my Lord, if you bring us
thisvic-tory, | promise you such sacrifices as heaven will remember for dl timeto come.”

Then, dowly and in silence under the cover of darkness, Eteoklesled thefirst of the Rhylian chariots
through the gates. Alektryon yearned to be among them, to be driving at the head of those brave warriors
asthey charged into the enemy's camp. But they were all sea-soned combatants, used to the ways of
battle, and they had need of no more courage than dready beat within their hearts. Eteoklestheir captain



could lead them well enough.

Our place now was esewhere, a the main gate. There, behind the footsol-diers, armed with whatever
cameto hand, were the mass of the Rhylian cit-izens, waiting for their gods and their king to lead them.

Now | brought up the black horsesthat draw the golden chariots of War. And there, gleamingin
readiness, was the panoply of the wargod. | helped Alektryon to arm himsdlf, and as he did the godlight
blazed forth initsfull splendor. The Rhyliansraised their hands to shade their eyes aswe drove through
their ranks.

Then, as Dawn began to gtir in the east, we could hear the first clashes of combat from the enemy
camp, the Rhy-lian warcries as they drove down upon the serpent-god's worshi pers.

But the pirates were men who had grown hard through the years of reav-ing, who could deep in ther
armor with weapons at hand and be on their feet fighting within an instant of the alarm sounding. And they
knew they had no wallsto shelter behind. Howling their own battlecries, the enemy seized their iron
blades and fought back with the wild ferocity of a cornered boar. Horses screamed asiron found their
legs and bellies, chariots spun out of control. In afew moments, the superior numbers of the invaders
began to blunt the thrust of the attack.

"Now!" cried Alektryon, and the gates of Rhylios swung open. The chariots of War glowed brighter
than the newborn day upon the battlefield. The serpent hissed with rage and dismay as we charged
toward it, the spearpoint of Alektryon abeacon for al to see. Thistime| could fed the power in my
arrow as| let it fly. And behind us came the Rhylians, pouring out of the city gatesin the wake of War.

As Alektryon's spear drank the ser-pent's dark lifeblood, the invaders quailed before the fury of the
Rhylian people. They fled before us, and the chariots pursued. So few of them sur-vived to fight their
waly back to the beach that only a single serpent-ship escaped. The otherswere al burned on the dtar of
sacrifice, piled full with of-feringsto War.

Alektryon performed therites, his golden armor gleaming even without the godlight. Hewas War no
longer, but now he wastruly king, and the Rhyli-ans caled him Enydios, the warlike.

Y et there was one more outcome of that incarnation, when for one night he was my consort. | will be
sending her to her father one day soon, arrayed in her gleaming bronze armor, and her nameis Soteira,

the city-savior.
?



STILL THESAMEOLDSTORY

by W.T. Quick

click ... swish.

Robertsfirgt heard the sound just afew moments after midnight. He looked up from the magazine he
was reading at the big round clock over the door to the main computer room.

Two minutes past twelve.

click ... swish.

He carefully folded over the corner of the page he was reading and placed his copy of Thrilling
Incredible Horror Stories™ face down on hisdesk. The cover illugtration glittered like a blood-splotch
benegth the harsh overhead flu-orescent lights. It was a picture of a Thing that had been summoned by an
unwary magician. He'd been reading that particular story when he heard the sound. Now he heard it a
thirdtime.

click ... swish.

Roberts sighed. He rubbed his eyes and stretched. He was only thirty. He had afull head of black curly
hair and aface innocent of lines, but the night shift was aging him insde, softening hismusclesand
bloating hiswaist de-spite his current exercise regimen. Half an hour of brisk walking to and from work
could not offset eight hours of sit-ting. Hed had the job almost six months and he knew that when he got
on the scale tomorrow hewould still be twenty pounds overweight.

His back hurt right down to base of his spine.

click ... swish.

He reached over and flipped open the loosel eaf notebook which contained the log of the nightly file run.
Heknew it by heart, but a certain sense of professionalism made him check the hard-copy record.
Perhaps they'd added something without telling him. He glanced at the clock again and shook his head.
Therewas no mistake. From eeven fifty five until one o'clock the machines were down. At one they
gtarted on the payroll. But right now, twelve oh nine, they were down.

So why was he hearing the distinc-tive sound of one of the big hard disks turning itself on and off? He
leaned back in his chair and patted his ssom-ach and winced. Without redlizing it he mentally counted off
the seconds. There had been a definite rhythm to the sounds, asif one of the mainframes had been
accessing regular chunks of data.

click ... swish.

He blinked. Overhead the lights glared down on him. The large office was utterly deserted. He listened
to his own bresthing and for the smallest in-stant was aware of how alone hewas. Then he leaned
forward and planted his feet on the floor. His chair screeched and the moment was broken.

"Uh...damnit." He stood up and felt a sudden shaft of pain from hisright ankle. It had goneto deep.
He paused and tried to remember the number he was supposed to cdll if he couldn't fix whatever had
gonewrong. Then he shook his head and trudged toward the double swinging doors which led into the
computer room.

He wondered if thiswould be hisfirst emergency. The main operations station was directly insdethe
two doors beyond alow white railing. He walked through agate in the railing and stepped behind the
desks of the workstation. There were five consoles arranged in aloose semi-circle. He sat down at the
center console and moved around until he felt comfortable on the hard seet of the spindly plastic chair. It
waswhy he usualy spent his shift outside at the secretary's desk. Her chair was thick and padded,
perfect for reading and maybe alittle snooze. Nothing ever happened in the operations room any-way.



Hetapped hisfingertipslightly on the touchpad. The movement was part ritud and part limbering-up
exercise. Just then his subconscious surfaced and he heard himsdlf counting down: three.. . . and two ...
andore. ..

click... swish.

The sound came from behind him and to hisright. He stared at the touchpad. Regulations said he had a
certain pro-tocol to follow, astandard group of teststo enter. Instead, he pushed his chair back and
stood up and turned around. Now he faced the bulk of the large room. The same bright rectangular
pand s of fluorescents burned here; they flooded the room with asurgica light. The machines glistened
slently, each surrounded by awide expanse of light grey industrial carpet. The walls of the room were
dull blue, daubed here and there with wild splashes of color; ran-dom graphic muras designed to break
the visual monotony. Sometimes the room reminded him of atemple full of idols and totems.



The place was so clean it made histeeth hurt.

He began to pick hisway out among the machines. He moved dowly, hisback stiff. He held his hands
out infront of him like aman who expects some kind of jolt to disturb his balance. The soft shuffle of his
footsteps was unnat-uraly loud.

click... swish.

"Whuh!" He jumped. His chest ham-mered. Hisarms jerked up asif de-fending from ablow.

Then helet hishandsfdl to hissides. Grinned. Felt stupid.

He turned around. It had to be the new kiloM1PS super computer. Only afew feet away. That was
why the sound had been so sudden, so jarring.

Stupid to be frightened of amachine.

He walked briskly over to the new ingtalation. The machine itsef wasn't very impressive. A square
tower per-haps two feet on aside and no more than five high. 1ts skin was cool silver. The peripheras
around it took up more space, in particular the thousand gi-gabit laser mediadrive. As he stared at the
squet bulk of the drive atiny red light flickered on. It held amoment, then died.

click _ swish.

Hislipswidened loosely over histeeth. Hefelt his chest relax. Only adrive going whacko. Computers
were funny. Almost weird. It waswhy he liked them.

At least he knew what to do now.

He returned to the operations console and entered the standard battery of tests. While he waited for
the results he closed hiseyes and let hismind drift. It was so quiet. So easy to let thingsjust dip away.

A sharp beegp announced the results of the test. His eyes snapped open. He must have dozed off
because the first thing he saw was the moon. He had settled in the chair, his head |oose on his neck and
tilted back on his shoul-ders. Overhead a skylight admitted the night through glass as clear ascrysd.

The moon rode there like an eyeless skull, fat and swollen and white as bone. He blinked. For one
greasy mo-ment . ..

Something gelid and dimy congealed around his spine. His breath leaked. He shook his head and
looked down at the monitor instead. Then he pushed him-sdlf up and forward.

"Nah...can't be" hesaid softly.

But it was. Nothing was wrong with the laser drive. Nothing at all.

Hetried the tests again and got the same results. It was crazy. He'd heard that drive, even watched it
blink aread-writetdltale. He couldn't have imagined that. It wasn't some kind of hallucination.

"Garbage," he said. Hetapped histeeth with hisforefinger. If nothing was wrong with the drive, then
there should be some record of its operation. The drive was adave to the computer. Therefore the
computer was working on something.

Herolled his shoulders and tried to work some of the ache out of them. Then he fished in his pocket for
his key-ring. After amoment he found the correct key. He rolled himself down the line of consoles on the
whedls of hischair till he cameto the cabinet. He unlocked it and reached insde. The manual for the new
computer wasthick ashiswrigt.

Twenty minutes later he had no more ideawhat was going on than &t the be-ginning. The new machine
was fast as anything ever released outside the mil-itary and the spooks. His company had been one of the
first to purchase thismodd . They used it to coordinate and control their data satellite system.

It was abig enough job to warrant such amachine. According to the Global Area Network data, the
new machine handled not only input from one hundred thirteen ground stations, but also from adozen
satellites. Oil seekers, topog-raphy readers, weather predictors. And probably some sneaky stuff on the
Sde, Roberts decided.

Y et even the new machine was noted in thefile run log. Operating times were listed. Right now the
computer was down. Or should be.

He stared blankly at the pages of the manual and imagined the machine at work. A billion ingtructions
per second. That was fast. On top of the building great cream colored dishesrevolved dowly. They
sucked in intricate data constructs and fed them to the decep-tively smal hardware box.

He liked that image. Creamy metd earslistening to songs that man could never understand without the



help of his machines. He replaced the manua and locked the cabinet. Then he pushed himself back to the
center console and placed his hands on the touchpad. He thought for amoment. Then he switched output
from the computer to alaser printer and commanded aRAM dump.

If the machine was doing anything, thiswould be the quickest way to find out.

Three minutes later he hefted athick pile of hardcopy. Held been surprised when the printer started up
amog im-mediatdly, indicating that the com-puter was operating. But the dump made no sense at dl.
Page after page of what appeared to be random num-bers and esoteric symbols. If thiswas a program it
wasn't in any language held ever heard of .

He reached for the phone and punched three numbers.

"Security? Thisis Robertsin the Op-erations Center.

"Y eah, okay. What | wanted to know, is there anybody e se working tonight? Somebody working late?

"No?Huh. No, nothing'swrong. Nothing | can't handle.

"Thanks. Right, you take care too."

He replaced the receiver.

Whatever was operating the new computer was coming from outside the complex.

He'd hit ablank wall. The supercom-puter was doing something, as wit-nessed by the printout. But
damned if he could figure out what.

Then heredlized. It had been awhile since held heard the drive come on. He placed the hardcopy on
the desk and walked back to the laser drive. He stood there for two minutes by hiswatch. Nothing. The
computer remained S-lent, slver, enigmétic.

Then, suddenly, the room wasfilled with the papery sound of leavesfaling. He spun around. Then he
caught him-self. He checked hiswatch to make sure.

One o'clock. The payroll was starting. Half adozen printers whirred into mo-tion, filling degp wire
baskets with printouts nobody would ever 0ok at except nearsighted tax accountants.

Thefile run was heavy tonight. After payroll the big databases would be re-caculated. It would take
therest of hisshift.

Whatever had happened was over for now. He walked back to the operations console and entered an
account of what he'd observed. At the last minute he decided against mentioning the print-out.
Technically he wasn't supposed to do such athing, especialy with anew, nearly experimental machine.

He signed off. Absently he picked up the printout. For no particular reason he glanced up. The moon
was admost past the skylight. Only a cacified splin-ter remained. It nearly reminded him of something.
What had he seen at the barest corner of hiseye. .. ?

He shrugged and stuffed the printout into his attache case. Then he went back to the secretary’s desk
and her in-viting chair.

He gtill felt rattled. Perhaps anap would help. He set the silent darm on hiswrist watch.

Ten minuteslater he was adeep. He snored loudly.

He had ared pass, s0 the security guard didn't check his attache case but smply waved him on. He
walked quickly through the morning light, trying to work up aswest. Thethick pad of flesh around his
wais jiggled evilly. By the time he reached the Seven-Eleven on the corner of hisblock he had raised a
moist film on hisforehead.

Feding virtuous, he walked into the smdl store.

"Why, Mr. Roberts. How are we thismorning?'

Janet Meltzer presided behind the counter. She was a huge grinning pup-pet of awoman. Her face
stretched un-der aload of makeup he was dways afraid would crack. Split and spill whatever was
behind that horrible mask out onto the countertop in agridy clot-ted flood.

"I'm, uh, fine, Miss Métzer." Grimly he reminded himsdlf that sheld never married. So he was probably
safe. But shedd shown arising leve of interest lately.

"Herefor bregkfast, are we?"'

"Yup. Theusud —"

"Two egg and chilies, one coffee dur-pie, coming right up." She smiled and he found reason to look at
the parking lot.



"We should go right home, eat, and tuck ourselvesinto bed, Mr. Roberts. Welook tired this morning.”

The vison which swept into his mind was enough to make him hastily fumble atenner from hiswallet.
"Uh. Yes, sure. Good idea, Miss Médtzer. WeIl — I'll be sureto do that."

She rang his change and pushed a paper bag forward. As he reached for it she patted his hand. Her
fingers were dry and hot. He jerked the bag away.

"Goodbye now," he said as he re-treated.

"Good day," shereplied. Hefdt her eyes on him as he scurried away, spec-ulative as a preacher
contemplating sin. He gripped the bag more tightly and forced himsalf not to walk fast. Not until he was
around the corner and his own two-bedroom bungalow was safely in sight.

He kicked off his shoesinsde the front door and dropped hisjacket on the sofaarm whereit landed
on top of his sport coat from the previous day. The thick shag carpet felt good on his sock feet. He
padded into the kitchen and dumped the egg chilies on the counter. He opened a drawer, took out a
fork, and made two perforationsin the thick plastic bags. Carefully he adjusted the microwave to three.
He put his attache case on the kitchen table, sat down fac-ing the single window which let onto his
narrow garden, and popped the lid on the coffee durpie.

He opened the case and took out the copy of Thrilling Incredible Horror So-ries. After amoment
the bell chimed from the microwave. He retrieved his breskfast, took asip of hisdurpie, and read ashe
ae.

By nine o'clock he began to fed deepy. He glanced at the open case on the table and saw the folded
printout, but decided it could wait. He finished off hisdurpiein one gulp, got up and went into the spare
bedroom. The walls of the room were lined with oak shelves held built over astrenuous month. Carefully
he placed the copy of the mag-azine next to 312 of itsfellows. The un-broken line extended al the way
back to Volume One, Number One. It was one of the highlights of his collection. He surveyed the room
with pride. Someday dl of thiswould be worth money. And evenif it didn't turn out that way, he il
loved reading the Stuff.

He scratched his stomach, thought better of that, and wandered off to bed.

It just didn't make any sense. He puz-zled over the printouts as dusk grew thick around his house.
After awhile he had to turn on the light in the kitchen. It till didn't make any sense. But he kept trying.
He couldn't understand what was on these papers, but something tugged at him. There was a pattern, a
kind of visual rhythm that beckoned to hisbrain. It kept drawing him back to the enigmatic rows of
sym-bols.

A feding that things were not quite right nagged at him. He leaned back and stared at the weird shapes
with which twilight peopled his garden. He knew they were only bushes and afew stunted trees, but in
thefading light they took on an ominous patina. Usu-dly heliked the little thrill of fear thus conjured by
dark and ataste for melo-drama, but suddenly he didn't likeit at all. He clicked his teeth together, got up
and pulled the curtains shuit.

It was something to do with the print-outs. He was certain of it. But there was nothing he could do
now. Maybe |ater, in the quiet watches of the night. Do alittle programming of hisown and see what
happened. It was dl probably stu-pid anyhow. Like the stuff in hisweird magazines. Fig newtons of his
imagi-netion.

The microwave bell startled him. He smelled something. Y es. His vegetar-ian tofu stew had boiled
over.

His Topsiders made |oose dapping sounds on the empty sdewalk. The night wasfaintly cool. He
stopped at the only traffic light between his house and the office. Asdways hefdlt alittle embarrassed.
No carswent past at thistime of night but he always waited for the red light to turn green.

Why not just cross? But another part replied: Because it would be breaking the law.

He shivered suddenly and glanced up. The moon rode the sky like abig yellow eye. He blinked. What?
He closed his eyes, opened them, and |ooked again.

What wasit? He thought for amo-ment and then readlized what it re-minded him of. When hewasin
high school biology held stared through a microscope at abrightly lighted circle. At first held seen
nothing. Then, as he watched with growing revulsion, the amoebae began to cluster. Darkly transparent,



dick and repulsive. They'd moved with hideous grace, seeking each other.

Now something just like that moved across the arid face of the moon. He rubbed his eyes and |ooked
agan.

Shook his head and walked on.

At thefar left end of the operations station was aspecia console. He sat infront of it and glanced & his
watch. Eleven oh six. Behind him the ma-chineswaited silently. Overhead the moon burned alucid,
barren light through the glass canopy. Heignoredit.

The abberant disk drive had not played any tricks tonight. Now he picked up the heavy white helmet
and stared at it. This could be dangerous. He was absolutely forbidden to operate this console. It
controlled the new computer. In theory he wouldn't know how to use it anyway, but not long ago the
Oper-ations Chief had worked late.

"Y ou want to try thisthing?' Chief Kilvad had said. He was an intense man of medium height who was
covered with athick pdt of wiry black hair. That he wasfive years younger than Robertswas not a
problem. But his dou-bled sdlary was a definite source of envy.

"What isit?" Roberts hated admit-ting his own ignorance, but he was in-terested.

"A new wrinkle for operators and programmers. Called adirect trans-ducer helmet. Y ou dedl with the
ma-chine on atotd interface.”

"Huh?Totd interface?'

"Yeeh." Kilvald grinned dowly. "It'sred user-friendly. Comeon. Giveit atry."

Roberts edged closer. "What does it do? How does it work?"

"Bone induction and monomolecular fiber inserts. Plusavisud screen and aura backup. Doesn't mean
anything much. I don't understand either. But it sure asHell works."

He fitted the hdmet over Robertss head till it settled snugly againgt his skull. Roberts opened his eyes
but it was utterly dark. Suddenly light ex-ploded. He could make out dim figures.

"Here," Kilvald said. "These con-trols." He guided Robertssfingers. "Just adjust until you can see
clearly. Then you do the same for sound.”

Roberts followed the directions. After amoment he was startled at how sharp everything was. A group
of dancers ca-vorted to the lilting music of Bee-thoven.

It was asredl asanything.

Later, he asked Kilvad what he did with it. Kilvad grinned again, dowly. "Me? | useit to get high.”
Now Roberts settled the helmet on his skull and made the necessary ad-justments. He used asimple
sound-and-graphics program from his own console to get everything just right. Then he blinked up atime

display. Twelve oh-seven.

He couldn't hear the drive even if it did come on. Best to just diveright in. Either something was going
onor it wasnt.

At least hewould know.

His cheek twitched. Light bloomed and the world opened onto dawn.

At firgt the blinding sunlight burned his eyes shut. Sundogs danced behind hislids. After amoment the
tearsdried up and he able to see again.

The view stretched out in an awe-some vista before him. On avisit to New Y ork he'd experienced the
same gut-sgueezing sensation when he'd looked out from the observation deck of the World Trade
Center. HEd ac-tually felt the Earth turning beneath him on a carpet of ocean and glass. Now he stood
frozen and gazed over avadt city edging agreat blue bay intiers of polished stone.

Thewind tugged a hishair. He tasted a sdt breeze and heard birds cry raucoudy high overhead.

What anillusion! hethought. It sesemed incredible that the transduc-tion interface could be this good.
Hed never seen graphicslikethis. And. . . smells? Therough fed of stone benegath his feet?

He blinked. There was aflaw. Spots before hiseyes. As he stared at dawn breaking red and gold over
the blue water, his view was obscured. Faint brown dotsfloated in hisvision. He blinked again and
turned away from the water. Now the city spread out be-fore him, rising from the harbor on the
encircling hills. Hewas on atal build-ing of some kind. Behind him onewadl of it rose toward apinnacle
two hundred feet further on. But it was astrange building, like no other he'd ever seen before. Hewas



standing on a broad ter-race which encircled the main shaft of the building. Such odd architecture. Each
face of the shaft was covered with columns. The style was something like that of the classicd Greek,
though cleaner, more deek and functiona. Was the whole edifice built in this strange style?

He walked to the waist-high stone balustrade which surrounded the ter-race and peered over the edge.
Heights had never bothered him much, but the sheer drop beneath hisfeet punched in hisgut and put a
vise on hischest. The building was massive, eesly thetallest structure he could see. Even the towerson
the hills barely reached his own po-sition.

It was so quiet. Only the sound of thewind and the shriek of birds. No human sounds at al. He shaded
his eyes and looked back toward the sea. Stopped. It wasn't his eyesight. The brown spots had grown
dightly larger. Severd of them, fuzzy and indigtinct, high over the water. Moving closer, though. Growing.

Suddenly he shivered. The spots re-minded him of something.

Hetried to recall the errant memory but the sound of bells distracted him and he turned away.

The procession spilled in orderly ca-dence from two wide double doors that had opened in the side of
the building. Severa military-looking types dressed in tight black uniforms led another group wearing
white robes. The sol-diers were dark-skinned, short and muscular. Therest weretaller, equally dark of
skin, and bald. Each group was quite homogeneousiin its ethnic same-ness. Immediately he thought of
priests.

Nobody seemed to notice him stand-ing there watching. The soldiers formed up around alow stone
platform in front of the double doors. The rising sun shone directly on the platform. It cast along shadow.
Now the taller men moved up to the stone platform. They seemed bored. Roberts|ooked closer and saw
athin gutter surrounding theflat top.

The priests fanned out and Roberts discovered the source of the bell sound. Severa of the men carried
strange crys-taline tubes hung from a golden frame-work. They ran their fingers acrossthe glassand a
thin, tinkling sound ensued. The melody was quiet but penetrating. It hung disconcertingly ontheair. The
playerstinkled away but paid little at-tention to their music. One of them merely shook hisinstrument
while he scratched his ear.

Finally two more priests appeared from the darkness behind the doors. They half-carried, half-dragged
athird figure. It wasayoung mae, still dark-skinned but lighter than the rest. The youth's features were
very thin and straight. His surprising blue eyes were dazed and vacant. Roberts had seen that sort of ook
before, among his friends who were fond of what Cdifor-nia called controlled substances.

Therewaslittle ceremony. The priests played their crystal instruments. The soldierswaited stolidly.
And the two high priests Smply dragged the boy to the stone, flopped him down like afish and secured
his hands and feet to the top with manacles that seemed to ap-pear from nowhere.

Some kind of stupid dream, Roberts thought. A perverse hit of software de-signed by somebody with
afondnessfor the occult.

He recognized the scene: it was adisillation of every speculation he'd ever read about Atlantis. What
else could it be? Everything about this city was acombination of the archaic and the highly technologicd,
even to the bar-baric splendor of the building itsalf. A sixty-storey Greek temple. Somebody understood
architectural stress. And now these characters were about to per-form atraditiona sacrifice.
Comic-book stuff.

The bells stopped abruptly and Rob-ertsfelt a sudden chill. A shadow ghosted acrossthe terrace. He
looked up.

Hefroze.

It floated forty feet above the terrace. Histhroat went dry. Something gur-gled in his somach and a
bitter, greasy wad crawled into his gullet. He forced it back down and stared, dizzy and dis-oriented.

It was shaped like arough pyramid but it shifted as he watched. It was cov-ered with leathery skin
transparent enough to reved dow, viscousinnards. These awful guts glowed like aghastly lavalamp.
And dl acrossthe bottom, like aforest of insects, wiggled millions of tiny tentacles. It hung there steedy
againg the wind while the priests took up their music again. There was an air of expectancy in their
chiming now, a sense of summoning. Finaly the monster floating there responded.

Sowly the great Eyein the apex of the pyramid opened. The others began to drift down. Their



tentacleswaved languidly in the breeze.

The boy on the stone dtar screamed. The sound was long and despairing and Roberts could hear vocal
chords stretched and bleeding benegth it. One of the priests whipped out asilvery ob-ject, applied it to
the boy's arm, and the youth went silent.

Hypodermic needle? Roberts thought. The anachronism startled him. Where was the stone knife? That
waswheat the stories called for.

Now afind priest garbed in bright orange and wearing a heavy black meta circle on his chest came out
of the building. He pushed a machine which resembled a cross between a Xerox cop-ier and the large
laser drive which had started dl this. From the top of the machine extended along cable which was
connected to ashiny metal circlet. Without any ceremony the priest gp-proached the stone and placed
the cir-clet around the boy's head.

Finally the priest reached into the side of the machine and withdrew sev-erd pieces of equipment which
resem-bled meta earmuffs. Each priest placed one of these on his own head.

Still there was no real ceremony. The chiming redoubled, but the orange-garbed priest paid no
attention. His movements were as quick and matter-of-fact as those of any technician. Sud-denly
Roberts redized what this re-minded him of. Nothing more than the day shift coming on duty at hisown
company. Programmers and operators checking the results of the night file and getting ready for the day's
work.

The highest priest adjusted some knobs on the top of the machine, yawned, and stepped back.

The machine began to hum softly like alaser printer warming up. Then with-out warning the youth on
the altar went tetanic. Every muscle in hisbody contracted and relaxed asif he were being e ectrocuted.
His elbows and hedl's drummed softly on the stone. And from the circlet around his head spread some
dow form of energy, like congeded lightning, in an intricate web around his skull. As Roberts stared, it
seemed thisforce went into the boy's skull intiny electric roots, penetrating and rav-aging the soft tissues
ingde

The priestslet out smal sighing sounds. The high priest touched his metal eermuffs, asif adjusting them
for better reception. His dark features went dack and happy.

Suddenly the boy voided himsdlf. His muscles seemed to dissolve. He looked smdler, asif hisvery
flesh had been used up. The high priest opened his eyes and stared. A disgusted expression crossed his
face. The gatic glow which had surrounded the boy's skull was gone. With aquick movement the priests
removed the circlet and checked some dids on the machine. He turned to the other pair and shrugged.

From the boy's eyes twin streams of blood began to dribble. Roberts watched the viscid pattern form.
He smelled the hot pungent odor of human feces, and then, without realizing it, began to vomit.

The priestsfinished up their work and pushed the machine away from the dtar. The soldiers came up
and took the boy's body. It was limp as a sack. Roberts|ooked up. All but one of the pyramids had
moved away. This one hovered over him. He noticed its ten-tacles had gone rigid. Suddenly he felt weak
and sck. The tentacles snapped once. Then, with infinite diding pre-cision, the red-rimmed Eye began to
open again.

Repdled, Roberts looked away. He wondered how long thiswretched pro-gram would run. What a
Godawful thing to cregte! Vicioudy he wanted to meet the demented programmer who had put it
together. Genius or not, that person was insane!

The high priest smiled and touched the shoulder of another, and pointed. They spoke quickly in their
strange dry language, and the soldiers began to move.

He didn't fight them. Because of this, eventudly they let him scream.

The security people found him when they responded to the generd alarm. One of the guards thought it
was an epileptic seizure and managed to get a hanky-wrapped pencil between Rob-ertss javs so he
didnt quite chew histonguein half.

Luckily they were able to shut down the power before every computer in the room burned itsalf out.
Robertstook the full three months leave alowed by hisinsurance plan and then came back to work.
He had no other placeto go. No place a al to hide. His psychiatrist persuaded the com-pany to put him

on the day shift. The doctor told them working aone at night could be hazardousto his menta hedlth.



He built afew tenuous friendships. Every once in awhile somebody would mention the night dl the
computers went down and he would shake his head and try agrin. He might run hisfingers through the
now slver hair on the sdes of his skull, so nobody would notice the dight quiver in his hands.

So old, so aien. Even then they had needed areceptor, an intermediary to communicate. Computers
must have been unknown then. And why not? They already had nature's most perfect computer. What
had happened to break that connection, Roberts couldn't imag-ine. Or what had caused them finally to
leave their city. Had the rumors of Atlantean destruction been more than simple fantasy?

But of course they hadn't really gone away. Just ashort distance, to hide, to wait. The earth would turn.
The story would repeat. Something would come dong.

Maybe something even better and more efficient than asmple human brain.

"Y ou know," hewould tell them. "How weird computers get sometimes. Just the same old story.”

Very old sory.

They would nod. He would | et the conversation drift. Then he would fold up hissmile and put it away.
When the night came he stayed home and closed the shades and never, ever looked at the moon.

CURSE OF THEWEREWOLFSWIFE

By thetime the moon

isreplete and brimming

and histransformation

iscomplete, she has

prepared hersalf accordingly

with liner and with shadow,

atouch of rouge upon each cheek,

the barest gown to accentuate

her vulnerahility benesth.

Thistime she spends before her mirrorsis used to bait hisawful needs, to sate his raging appetite and
hold him safe within her armswhile others of hisfated breed are driven forth by hunger, to roam the night
town streets.

Each time the madnessin hiseyesis captured by her artistry, she endures adreadful ritua of rape, she
tagtes hislupine bregth,

she knowsthat now familiar scent so animal and swest, the heavy musk which fillsthe air to saturate
her dreams.

By thetimethey awaken

he will be aman once more,

who remembers not amoment

of hisbrief and brutish spree,

who will glancein stray amazement

at the bruises on her flesh,

the blood upon the sheets,

as he begs her for forgiveness

in avoice which makes her weep.

But time will prove her enemy in spite of dl he's said, the congtant cycles of the moon will turn upon her
once again, and when her dender limbs have begun to lose their grace, and when her beauty flees, what
spell will tame this beast who nightly shares her bed?

— BruceBoston
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Merciful Allah! | am asacdlf, fat-ted for daughter!™

Masrur a-Adan roared with laugh-ter and crashed his goblet down on the polished wood table —
once, twice, thrice. A trail of crescent-shaped dents followed hishand. "1 can scarce move for gorging.”

The fire was banked, and shadows walked the walls. Masrur's table — for he was master here—
stood scatter-spread with the bones of small fowl.

Masrur leaned forward and squinted acrossthetable. "A caf,” he said. "Fat-ted." He belched absently
and wiped his mouth with wine-stained deeve.

Ibn Fahad broke off athin, cold smile. "We have indeed wreaked massacre on the race of pigeons, old
friend." Hisdim hand swept above the littered table-top. "We have aso put the dite guard of your wine
cdlarstoflight. And, asusud, | thank you for your hospitaity. But do you not sometimes wonder if there
ismoreto life than growing fat in the service of the Cdiph?"

"Hah!" Masrur goggled his eyes. "Doing the Caliph's bidding has made me wedlthy. | have made
myself fat." He smiled. The other guests laughed and whispered.

Abu Jamir, afatter man in an equally stained robe, toppled asmall tower erected from the bones of
squab. "The night isyoung, good Masrur!" he cried. ""Have someone fetch up more wine and let us hear
some stories!”

"Babal" Masrur bellowed. "Come here, you old dog!"

Within three breaths an old servant stood in the doorway, looking to his sportive master with
gpprehension.

"Bring usthe rest of thewine, Baba— or haveyou drunk it al?"

Babapulled a grizzled chin. "Ah . . . ah, but you drank it, Master. Y ou and Master |bn Fahad took the
last four jars with you when you went to shoot ar-rows at the weathercock.”

"Just as | suspected,” Masrur nodded. "Well, get on across the bazaar to Abu Jamir's place, wake up
his manservant, and bring back severa jugs. The good Jamir sayswe must have it now."

Baba disappeared. The chagrined Abu Jamir was cheerfully back-thumped by the other guests.

"A dory, agtory!" someone shouted. "A talel”

"Oh, yes, ataeof your travels, Mas-ter Masrur!" Thiswas young Hassan, sinfully drunk. No one
minded. His eyes were bright, and he was full of in-nocent stupidity. " Someone said you have traveled to
the green lands of the north.”

"Thenorth. .. ?" Masrur grumbled, waving his hand as though confronted with something unclean,
"No, lad, no .. . . that | cannot giveto you." Hisface clouded and he dumped back on his cushions; his
tarbooshed head swayed.

Ibn Fahad knew Masrur like he knew his horses— indeed, Masrur was the only human that could
claim so much of Ibn Fahad's attention. He had seen his old comrade drink twice this quan-tity and il
dance like adervish on the walls of Baghdad, but he thought he could guess the reason for this sudden
incapacity.

"Oh, Masrur, please!™ Hassan had not given up; he was as unshakeable as ayoung falcon with itsfirst
prey be-negth itstaons. "Tell us of the north. Tell us of theinfided™

"A good Modem should not show such interest in unbelievers.” Abu Ja-mir sniffed pioudy, shaking the
last dropsfrom awinejug. "If Masrur doesnot wish totell atale, let him be."

"Hah!" snorted the hog, recovering somewhat, ™Y ou only seek to stall me, Jamir, so that my throat shall
not be so dry when your wine arrives. No, | have no fear of speaking of unbelievers. Allah would not
have given them aplacein theworld for their own if they had not some use. Rather itis. . . certain other
things that happened which make me hesitate.” He gazed kindly on young Hassan, who in the depths of
his drunkenness looked about to cry. "Do not despair, eggling. Perhapsit would do me good to unfold
thisstory. | have kept the detailslong inside.” He emp-tied the dregs of another jar into hiscup. "1 il
fed it so strongly, though — bitter, bitter times. Why don't you tell the story, my good friend?" he said
over his shoulder to Ibn Fahad. "Y ou played asmuch apart asdid I."

"No," 1bn Fahad replied. Drunken puppy Hassan emitted a strangled cry of despair.

"But why, old comrade?' Masrur asked, pivoting hisbulk to stare in amazement. " Did the experience
0 chill even your heart?'



Ibn Fahad glowered. "Because | know better. As soon as| start you will in-terrupt, adding details here,
magnify-ing there, then saying: 'No, no, | cannot spesk of it! Continue, old friend!' Before | have taken
another bregth you will interrupt me again. Y ou know you will wind up doing dl the talking, Masrur. Why
do you not start from the begin-ning and save me my breath?’

All laughed but Masrur, who put on alook of wounded solicitousness. " Of course, old friend,” he
murmured. "1 had no ideathat you harbored such grievances. Of course | shdl tdll thetale” A broad
wink was offered to the table. "No sacrifice istoo great for afriendship such as ours. Poke up thefire,
will you, Baba? Ah, he'sgone. Has-san, will you be so kind?"

When the youth was again seated Masrur took a swallow, stroked his beard, and began.

Inthose days[Masrur said], | myself was but alowly soldier in the service of Harun d-Rashid, may
Allah grant him hedlth. | was young, strong, aman is high, then comes creeping back long before sunset.
We had been sodden as well-diggers from the moment we had stepped into the foothills. A treacher-ous
place, those mountains: home of bear and wolf, covered in forest so thick that in places the sun waslost
com-pletely. Since we had no guide — in-deed, it was severa days before we saw any sign of
inhabitants whatsoever — we wandered unsteered, losing half as much ground as we gained for walking
incirces

At last we were forced to admit our need for atrained local eye. In the mid-dle dopesthe trees grew
so thick that fixing our direction wasimpossble for hours at atime. We were divining the location of
Meccaby general discussion, and — blasphemy again — we probably spent as much time praying
toward Aleppo asto Mecca. It seemed a choice between possible discovery and certain doom.

We came down by night and took a young man out of an isolated shepherd's hovel, asquietly as
ex-brigands like ourselves (or at least like many of us, Ibn Fahad. My apologied!) could. The family did
not wake, the dog did not bark; we were two leagues away before sunrise, I'm sure.

| felt sorry in away for the young peasant-lout wed kidnapped. He was anice fellow, dthough fearfully
supid | wonder if we are now an old, dull story with which he bores his children? In any case, oncethis
young rustic— whose name asfar as| could tell was unpronounceable by civilized tongues

— realized that we were not ghosts or Jinni, and were not going to kill him on the spot, he calmed
down and was quite useful. We began to make real progress, reaching the peak of the near-est ridgein
two days.

Therewasadight feding of celebrationinthear that night, our first in days under the open skies. The
soldiers cursed the lack of strong drink, but spirits were good nonetheless— even |bn Fahad pried loose
agmile

Asthe under-vizier Walid told ahu-morous story, | looked about the camp. There were but two grim
faces. the clerk Abdallah — which wasto be ex-pected, since he seemed a patently sour old devil —
and the stolen peasant-boy. | walked over to him.

"Ho, young one," | said, "why do you look so downcast? Have you not redlized that we are
good-hearted, Godfearing men, and will not harm you?' He did not even raise his chin, which rested on
his knees, shepherd-style, but he turned his eyes up to mine.

"Itisnot thosethings," he said in hisawkward Arabic. "It isnot you soldiers but. .. this place.”

"Gloomy mountainsthey arein-deed,” | agreed, "but you have lived here dl your young life. Why
should it bother you?"

"Not this place. We never come here— it isunholy. The vampyr walks these peaks."

"Vampyr?" sad l. "And what peas-ant-devil isthat?"

Hewould say no more; | left him to hisbrooding and walked back to thefire.

The men dl had agood laugh over the vampyr, making jesting guesses as to what type of beast it might
be, but Ruad, the young mullah, waved his hands urgently.

"l have heard of such afreets," he said. "They are not to be laughed at by such agodless|ot as
yourselves"

He said thisas a sort of scolding joke, but he wore a strange ook on his round face; we listened with
interest as he continued.

"Thevampyr isarestless spirit. It isneither alive nor dead, and Shaitan possessesits soul utterly. It



deepsin asepulcher by day, and when the moon risesit goes out to feed upon travelers, to drink their
blood."

Some of the men again laughed loudly, but thistime it rang fase as a brass-merchant's smile.

"I have heard of these from one of our foreign visitors,” said the under-vizier Walid quietly. "Hetold me
of aplague of these vampyr in avillage near Smyrna. All the inhabitantsfled, and the villageis il
uninhabited today."

This reminded someone e se (myself, perhaps) of atae about an afreet with teeth growing on both
sdes of his head. Othersfollowed with their own demon stories. Thetalk went on late into the night, and
no one left the campfire until it had completely burned out.

By noon the next day we had |eft the heights and were passing back down into the dark,



tree-blanketed ravines. When we stopped that night we were once more hidden from the stars, out of

sght of Allah and the ky.

| remember waking up in the fore-dawn hours. My beard was wet with dew, and | was damnably
tangled up in my cloak. A great, dark shape stood over me. | must confessto making a bit of a
squawking noise.

"It'sme," the shape hissed — it was Rifakh, one of the other soldiers.

"You gavemeaturn."

Rifakh chuckled. Thought | was that vamper, eh? Sorry. Just stepping out for apiss.” He stepped over
me, and | heard him trampling the underbrush. | dipped back into deep.

The sun was just barely over the hor-izon when | was again awakened, thistime by 1bn Fahad tugging
at my arm. | grumbled at him to leave me done, but he had a grip on melike an ams-beggar.

"Rifakh'sgone," he said. "Wake up. Have you seen him?"

"Hewalked on mein the middle of the night, on hisway to go moisten atree,”" | said. "He probably fell
in the darkness and hit his head on something — have you looked?'

"Severd times," 1bn Fahad responded. "All around the camp. No sign of him. Did he say anything to

you?"

"Nothing interesting. Perhaps he has met the sister of our shepherd-boy, and is making the two-backed
Ibn Fahad made a sour face at my crudity. "Perhaps not. Perhaps he has met some other beest.”
"Dontworry," | said. "If he hasn't fallen down somewhere close by, hell be back.”

But he did not come back. When the rest of the men arose we had another long search, with no result.
At noon we decided, reluctantly, to go on our way, hoping that if he had strayed some-where he could
catch up with us.

We hiked down into the valley, going farther and farther into the trees. There was no sign of Rifakh,
athough from time to time we stopped and shouted in case he was searching for us. Wefelt there was
small risk of discovery, for that dark valley was as empty as a pau-per's purse, but nevertheless, after a
while the sound of our voices echoing back through the damp glades became unpleasant. We continued
oninsglence,

Twilight comes early in the bosom of the mountains, by midafternoon it was dready becoming dark.

Y oung Fawn — the name had stuck, againgt the youth's protests— who of all of uswasthe most

disturbed by the disappear-ance of Rifakh, stopped the company suddenly, shouting: "L ook there!"

We straightaway turned to see where he was pointing, but the thick trees and shadows revesled
nothing.

"l saw ashape!” the young one said. "It wasjust a short way back, following us. Perhapsitisthe
missng Oldier.”

Naturally the men ran back to look, but though we scoured the bushes we could find no trace of
anyone. We de-cided that the failing light had played Fawn atrick — that he had seen ahind or
somesuch.

Two other times he cdled out that he saw a shape. The last time one of the other soldiers glimpsed it
too: adark, man-like form, moving rapidly benesth the trees a bow-shot away. Close in-spection il
yielded no evidence, and asthe group trod wearily back to the path again Walid the under-vizier turned
to Fawn with ahard, flat 1ook.

"Perhaps it would be better, young master, if you talked no more of shadow-shapes.”

"But | saw it!" the boy cried. "That soldier Mohammad saw it too!"

"l have no doubt of that," answered Walid d-Sdameh, "but think on this. we have gone severd timesto
seewhat it might be, and have found no sign of any living man. Perhaps our Rifakh is dead; perhaps he
fell into a stream and drowned, or hit his head upon arock. His spirit may be following us because it
does not wish to stay in thisunfa-miliar place. That does not mean we want to go and find it."

"But. .. ," the other began.

"Enough!” spat the chief clerk Ab-ddlah. "Y ou heard the under-vizier, young prankster. We shall have
no moretalk of your godless spirits. Y ou will Sraightaway leave off telling such things!”



"Y our concern is appreciated, Abdd-lah," Wadid said coldly, "but | do not require your help in this
meatter." Thevizier strode awvay.

| was dmost glad the clerk had added his voice, because such ideas would not keep thejourney in
good order. . . but like the under-vizier 1, too, had been rubbed and grated by the clerk’s
high-handedness. | am sure othersfelt the same, for no more was said on the sub-ject al evening.

Allah, though, ways has the last word — and who are we to try to un-derstand His ways? We
bedded down avery quiet camp that night, the idea of poor Rifakh'slost soul hanging unspo-ken in the
ar.

From athin, unpleasant deep | woke to find the camp in chaos. "It's Mohammead, the soldier!" Fawn
was crying. "He's been killed! He's dead!”

It was true. The mullah Ruad, first up in the morning, had found the man's blanket empty, then found his
body afew short yards out of the clearing.

"Histhroat has been dashed out," said Ibn Fahad.

It looked like awild beast had been at him. The ground beneath was dark with blood, and his eyes
were wide open.

Above the cursing of the soldiers and the murmured holy words of the mul-lah, who looked quite green
of face, | heard another sound. The young shep-herd-lad, grimly silent al the day be-fore, was rocking
back and forth on the ground by the remains of the cook-fire, moaning.

"Vampyr ...," hewept,"... vampyr, the vampyr . ."

All the companionswere, of course, completely unmanned by these events. While we buried
Mohammead in ahas-ily dug grave those assembled darted glances over their shouldersinto the forest
vegetation. Even Ruad, as he spoke the words of the holy Koran, had trouble keeping his eyes down.
Ibn Farhad and | agreed between oursaves to maintain that Mohammad had fallen prey to awolf or
some other beast, but our fellow travelersfound it hard even to pretend agreement. Only the under-vizier
and the clerk Abdallah seemed to have their witsfully about them, and Abdallah made no secret of his
con-tempt for the others. We set out again at once.

Our company was somber that day — and no wonder. No one wished to speak of the obvious,
nor did they have much stcomach for talk of lighter things— it was asilent file of men that moved
through the mountain fastnesses.

Asthe shadows of evening began to roll down, the dark shape waswith usagain, flitting along just in
sight, dis-appearing for awhile only to return, bobbing aong behind uslike ajackdaw. My skin was
crawling— asyou may well believe— though | tried to hideit.

We sat camp, building alarge fire and moving near to it, and had a sullen, close-cramped supper. 1bn
Fahad, Ab-ddlah, thevizier, and | were still speaking of the follower only as some beast. Abdalah may
even have be-lieved it — not from ordinary foolish-ness, but because he was the type of man who was
unwilling to believe there might be anything he himsdlf could not compass.

Aswetook turns standing guard the young mullah led the far-from-degpy men in prayer. The voices
rose up with the smoke, neither seeming to be of much substance against the wind of those old, cold
mountains,

| Sdled over to the shepherd-lad. HEd become, if anything, more close-mouthed since the discovery of

the morning.

"ThisVampyr' you spokeof ... ," | said quietly. "What do your people do to protect themsaves from
it?'

Helooked up a mewith asad smile.

"Lock the doors."

| stared across at the other men — young Fawn with clenched mouth and furrowed brow; the mullah
Ruad, eyes closed, plump cheeks awash with sweat as he prayed; Ibn Fahad gazing coolly outward, ever
outward — and then | returned the boy's sad smiile.

"No doorsto lock, no windowsto bar," | said. "What else?"

"Thereis an herb we hang about our houses. . . ," he said, and fumbled for the word in our unfamiliar
language. After amoment he gave up. "It does not matter. We have none. None grows here.”



| leaned forward, putting my face next to hisface. "For thelove of God, boy, what ese?' — | knew it
was not abeast of the Earth. / knew. | had seen that fluttering shadow.

"Well. .. ," hemumbled, turning hisface away, "... they say, some men do, that you can tdll Sories. . .."

"What!" | thought he had gone mad.

"Thisiswhat my grandfather says. The vampyr will stop to hear the story you tell — if itisagood one
— and if you continueit until daylight he must return to the ... place of the dead.”

There was a sudden shriek. | legped to my feet, fumbling for my knife. . . but it was only Ruad, who
had put hisfoot against ahot coal. | sank down again, heart hammering.

"Stories?’ | asked.

"l have only heard s0," he said, strug-gling for the right phrases. "Wetry to keep them farther away
than that — they must come close to hear aman talking.”

L ater, after the fire had gone down, we placed sentries and went to our blankets. | lay along while
thinking of what the Armenite boy had said before | dept.

A hideous screeching sound woke me. It was not yet dawn, and thistime no one had burned himself on
aglowing ember.

One of the two soldiers who had been standing picket lay on the forest floor, blood gouting from a
great wound on the side of hishead. In the torchlight it looked as though his skull had been smashed with
aheavy cudgd. The other sentry was gone, but there was a terrible thrashing in the underbrush beyond
the camp, and screams that would have sounded like an animal in acrud trap but for the half-formed
words that bubbled up from timetotime.

We crouched, huddled, staring like startled rabbits. The screaming began to die away. Suddenly Ruad
started up, heavy and clumsy getting to hisfeet. | saw tearsin hiseyes. "We ... we must not leave our
felow to s-s-suffer so!" he cried, and looked around at al of us. | don't think anyone could hold hiseye
except the clerk Abdallah. 1 could not.

"Bedlent, fool!" the clerk said, heed-less of blasphemy. "It isawild beast. It isfor these cowardly
soldiersto at-tend to, not aman of God!"

Theyoung mullah stared at him for amoment, and a change came over hisface. Thetearswere still wet
on hischeeks, but | saw hisjaw firm and his shoulders square.

"No," he said. "We cannot leave him to Shaitan's servant. If you will not go to him, | will." Herolled up
the scroll he had been nervoudly fingering and kissed it. A shaft of moonlight played across the gold
letters.

| tried to grab hisarm as he went past me, but he shook me off with sur-prising strength, then moved
toward the brush, where the screeching had died down to alow, broken moaning.

"Come back, you idiot!" Abdallah shrieked a him. "Thisisfoolishness Come back!"

The young holy man looked back over his shoulder, darting alook at Abdalah | could not eesily
describe, then turned around and continued forward, holding the parchment scroll before him asif it were
acandle againg the dark night.

"Thereisno God but Allah!" | heard him cry, "and Mohammad is His prophet!" Then hewas
gone.

After along moment of silence there came the sound of the holy words of the Koran, chanted in an
unsteady voice. We could hear the mullah making his ungraceful way out through the thicket. | was not
the only onewho held his breath.

Next there was crashing, and branches snapping, as though some huge beast was legping through the
brush; the mullah's chanting became ahowl. Men cursed helplessy. Before the cry had faded, though,
another scream came — numbingly loud, the rage of a pow-erful animal, full of shock and surprise. It had
wordsin it, athough not in any tongue | had ever heard before ... or since.

Another great thrashing, and then nothing but silence. We it another fire and sat deepless until dawn.



In the morning, despite my urgings, the company went to look for trace of the sentry and the young
priest. They found them both.

It made agrim picture, let metell you, my friends. They hung upside down from the branches of agreat
tree. Their necks were torn, and they were white as chalk: dl the blood had been drawn from them. We
dragged the two stone-cold husks back to the camp-cir-cle, and shortly theresfter buried them
commonly with the other sentry, who had not survived his head wound.

One curious thing there was: on the ground benegth the hanging head of the young priest lay the remains
of hisholy scroll. It was scorched to black ash, and crumbled at my touch.

"Soit was acry of pain we heard,” said Ibn Fahad over my shoulder. "The devil-beast can be hurt, it

appears.”
"Hurt, but not madeto give over,” | observed. "And no other holy writings remain, nor any hands so



holy to wield them, or mouth to speak them.” | looked pointedly over a Abdalah, who was giving
unwanted ingtructions to the two remaining soldiers on how to spade the funeral dirt. | half-hoped one of
them would take it on himsdlf to brain the old meddler.

"True," grunted 1bn Fahad. "Well, | have my doubts on how cold sted will fare, dso.”

"Asdo . But it could be thereisyet away we may save oursalves. The shep-herd-boy told meof it. |
will explain when we stop at mid-day.”

"1 will bewaiting eagerly,” said 1bn Fahad, favoring me with his haf-amile. "l am glad to see someone
eseisthink-ing and planning beside mysdf. But perhaps you should tell usyour plan on the march. Our
daylight hours are becoming precious as blood, now. Asamatter of fact, | think from now on we shal
have to do without burial serv-ices"

Wadll, there wewerein avery nasty fix. Aswewaked | explained my plan to the group; they listened
slently, downcagt, like men condemned to death — not an unreasonable attitude, in al truth.

"Now, herésthething,” | told them. "If thisyoung lout'sidea of tale-teling will work, we shal haveto
gpend our nights yarning away. We may haveto begin taking stops for deeping in the daylight. Every
moment walking, then, is precious— we must keep the pace up or we will diein these damned, haunted
mountains. Also, while you walk, think of stories. From what the lad says we may have another ten days
or afort-night to go until we escape this country. We shal soon run out of thingsto tell about unlessyou
dig deep into your memories.”

There was grumbling, but it was too dispirited a group to offer much protest.

"Bedlent, unlessyou have abetter idea," said Ibn Fahad. "Masrur is quite correct — athough, if what
| sugpect istrue, it may bethefirgt timein hislife he finds himsdf in that pogtion.” He threw me awicked
grin, and one of the soldiers snickered. It was agood sound to hear.

We had a short mid-day rest — most of us got at least an hour's degp on the rocky ground — and
then we walked on until the beginning of twilight. We werein the bottom of along, thickly forested
ravine, where we promptly built alargefire to keep avay some of the darkness of the valley floor. Ah,
but fireisagood friend!

Gathered around the blaze, the men cooked strips of venison on the ends of green sticks. We passed
the water skin and wished it was more— not for thefirst time.

"Now then," | said, "I'll gofirgt, for a home | was the one called upon most often to tell tales, and |
have agood fund of them. Some of you may deep, but not al — there should aways be two or three
awakein casethetdler faters or forgets. We cannot know if thiswill keep the creature a bay, but we
should take no chances."

So | began, telling first the story of The Four Clever Brothers. It was early, and no one was ready to
deep; dl listened atentively as| spun it out, add-ing details here, tretching adescription there.

When it ended | was applauded, and straight away began telling the story of the carpet merchant Salim
and hisunfaithful wife. That was perhaps not agood choice— it isa story about avengeful djinn, and
about desth; but | went on nonetheless, finished it, then told two more.

As| wasfinishing the fourth story, about a brave orphan who finds a cave of jewds, | glimpsed a
grangething.

Thefirewas beginning to die down, and as | looked out over the flames | saw movement in the forest.
The under-vizier Waid was directly across from me, and beyond his once-splendid robes a dark shape
lurked. It came no closer than the edge of the trees, staying just out of thefiresflickering light. | lost my
voice for amoment then and stut-tered, but quickly caught up the thread and finished. No one had
noticed, | wassure.

| asked for the waterskin and mo-tioned for Walid al-Salameh to con-tinue. He took up with atae of
the rivalry beyond two wedlthy housesin his native Isfahan. One or two of the others wrapped
themsdvestightly in their cloaks and lay down, staring up as they listened, watching the sparksriseinto
the darkness.

| pulled my hood down low on my brow to shield my gaze, and squinted out past Walid's shoulder.
The dark shape had moved alittle nearer now to the lapping glow of the campfire.

It was man-shaped, that | could seefairly well, though it clung close to the trunk of atree at clearing's



edge. Itsface wasin darkness; two ember-red eyes unblinkingly reflected the fire-light. It seemed clothed
inrags, but that could have been atrick of the shad-ows.

Huddled in the darkness a stone-throw away, it was listening.

| turned my head dowly acrossthe circle. Most eyeswere on the vizier; Fawn had curtained hisin
deep. But Ibn Fahad, too, was staring out into the darkness. | suppose he felt my gaze, for he turned to
me and nodded dightly: he had seen it too.

Wewent on until dawn, the men tak-ing turns deeping as one of the otherstold stories— modtly taes
they had heard as children, occasiondly of an adventure that had befalen them. Ibn Fahad and | said
nothing of the dark shape that watched. Somewhere in the hour before dawn it disappeared.

It was adeepy group that took to thetrail that day, but we had dl lived through the night. Thisaone
put the men in better spirits, and we covered much ground.

That night we again sat around thefire. | told the story of The Gazdlle King, and The Enchanted
Peacock, and The Little Man with No Name, each of them longer and more complicated than the one
before. Everyone except the clerk Abdallah contributed something — Abdallah and the shepherd-boy,
that is. The chief-clerk said repeatedly that he had never wasted his time on fool-ishness such aslearning
stories. We were understandably reluctant to press our self-preservation into such unwill-ing hands.

The Armenite boy, our guide, sat qui-etly dl the evening and listened to the men yarning awvay ina
tongue that was not his own. When the moon had risen through the treetops, the shadow re-turned and
stood silently outside the clearing. | saw the peasant lad look up. He saw it, | know, but like 1bn Fahad
and |, hehdd hisslence.

The next day brought us two catas-trophes. Aswe were striking camp in the morning, happily no fewer
than when we had set down the night before, the local |ad took the waterskins down to the river that
threaded the bottom of the ravine. When along hour had passed and he had not returned, we went
fearfully down to look for him.

Hewas gone. All but one of the warterskins lay on the streambank. He had filled them firdt.

The men were panicky. "The vampyr hastaken him!" they cried.

"What doesthat foul creature need with awaterskin?' pointed out a-Sal-ameh.

"He'sright,” | said. "No, I'm afraid our young friend has merely jumped ship, so to speak. | suppose he
thinks his chances of getting back are better if heisaone.”

| wondered ... | still wonder ... if he made it back. He was not a bad fel-low: witnessthe fact that he
took only one water-bag, and left usthe rest.

Thus, we found ourselves once more without aguide. Fortunatdly, | had dis-cussed with him the
generd direction, and he had told Ibn Fahad and mysdlf of the larger landmarks. . . but it was
nevertheless with sunken hearts that we proceeded.

Later that day, in the early after-noon, the second blow fell.

We were coming up out of the valey, climbing diagonaly aong the steep sde of theravine. The
damned Cau-cassian fogs had dimed the rocks and turned the ground soggy; the footing was
treacherous.

Achmed, the older of the remaining pike-men, had been walking poorly al day. He had bad joints,
anyway, he said; and the cold nights had been making them worse.



We had stopped to rest on an out-cropping of rock that jutted from the valley wall; and Achmed, the
lagt in line, wasjust catching up to uswhen he dipped. He fell heavily onto hissde and did severd feet
down the muddy dope.

Ibn Fahad jumped up to ook for arope, but before he could get one from the bottom of his pack the
other soldier — named Bekir, if memory serves— clambered down the grade to help his comrade.

He got agrip on Achmed'stunic, and wasjust turning around to catch Ibn Fahad's rope when the leg
of the older man buckled beneath him and hefell backward. Bekir, caught off his bal-ance, pitched back
aswell, his hand caught in the neck of Achmed'stunic, and the two of them rolled end over end down the
dope. Before anyone could so much as cry out they had both disap-peared over the edge, likeawine
jug ralling off atable-top. Just that sudden.

Tofal such adistance certainly killed them.



We could not find the bodies, of course. . . could not even climb back down the ravineto look. Ibn
Fahad's remark about burias had taken on aterrible, ironic truth. We could but press on, now a party of
five— mysdf, Ibn Fahad, the under-vizier Walid, Ab-dalah the clerk, and young Fawn. | doubt that
there was asingle one of our number who did not wonder which of uswould next meet degth in that
lone-some place.

Ah, by Allah most high, | have never been so sick of the sound of my own voice as| was by thetime
nine more nights had passed. Ibn Fahad, | know, would say that | have never understood how sick
everyone becomes of the sound of my voice— am | correct, old friend? But | was tired of it, tired of
talking al night, tired of racking my brain for sto-ries, tired of listening to the cracked voices of Wadid and
Ibn Fahad, tired to sickness of the damp, gray, oppressive mountains.

All were now aware of the haunting shade that stood outside our fire at night, waiting and listening.

Y oung Fawn, in particular, could hardly hold up histurn at tale-telling, so much did hisvoice tremble.

Abdalah grew steadily colder and colder, congedling like rendered fat. The thing which followed was
no re-specter of his cynicism or his mathe-matics, and would not be banished for al the scorn he could
muster. The skinny chief-clerk did not turn out to us, though, to support the story-circle, but sat silently
and walked gpart. De-spite our terrible mutua danger he avoided our company as much as pos-sible.

The tenth night after theloss of Achmed and Bekir we were running out of tales. We had been ground
down by our circumstances, and were ourselves become nearly as shadowy as that which we feared.

Walid a-Salameh was droning on about some ancient bit of minor in-trigue in the court of the Emperor
Dar-ius of Persa. 1bn Fahad leaned toward me, lowering his voice so that neither Abdallah or Fawn —
whose expression was one of complete and hopel ess de-spair — could hear.

"Did you notice," he whispered, "that our guest has made no gppearance to-night?"

"It has not escaped me," | said. "1 hardly think it agood sign, however. If our talk no longer interests
the crea-ture, how long can it be until its thoughts return to our other uses?"

"| fear you'reright,” he responded, and gave a scratchy, painful chuckle. "There'sagood three or four
more dayswaking, and hard walking at that, until we reach the bottom of these moun-tains and come
once more onto the plain, at which point we might hope the devil-beast would leave us."

"Ibn Fahad," | said, shaking my head as | looked across at Fawn's drawn, pae face, "I fear we shdl
not manage..."

Asif to point up the truth of my fears, Walid here stopped his speech, cough-ing violently. | gave him to
drink of the water-skin, but when he had finished he did not begin anew; he only sat look-ing darkly, as
onelogt, out to the forest.

"Good vizier," | asked, "can you con-tinue?

He said nothing, and | quickly spokein his place, trying to pick up the threads of atae | had not been
attend-ing to. Walid leaned back, exhausted and breathing raggedly. Abdallah clucked histonguein
disgust. If I had not been fearfully occupied, | would have struck the clerk.

Just as | was beginning to find my way, inventing a continuation of the vizier's Darian politica
meanderings, there came ashock that passed through al of uslike a cold wind, and a new shadow
appeared at the edge of the clearing. The vampyr had joined us.

Waid moaned and sat up, huddling by thefire. | fatered for amoment but went on. The candle-flame
eyesre-garded us unblinkingly, and the shadow shook for amoment asif folding great wings.

Suddenly Fawn legped to hisfeet, swaying unsteadily. | lost the strands of the story completely and
dared up a him in amazement.

"Creature!" he screamed. "Hell-spawn! Why do you torment usin thisway? Why, why, why?"

Ibn Fahad reached up to pull him down, but the young man danced away like a shying horse. His
mouth hung open and his eyes were starting from their dark-rimmed sockets.

"Y ou great beast!" he continued to shriek. "Why do you toy with us? Why do you not just kill me—
kill usall, set usfreefromthisterrible, terrible...." And with that he walked forward — away from the
fire, toward the thing that crouched at forest's edge.

"End thisnow!" Fawn shouted, and fell to thisknees only afew strides from the smoldering red eyes,
sobbing like achild.



"Stupid boy, get back!" | cried. Before | could get up to pull him back — and | would have, | swear by
Allah's name — there was a great rushing noise, and the black shape was gone, the lamps of its stare
extinguished. Then, aswe pulled the shuddering youth back to the campfire, something rustled in the
trees. On the opposite side of the campfire one of the near branches suddenly bobbed beneath the
weight of astrange new
fruit — ablack fruit with red-lit eyes. It made an awful croaking noise.

In our shock it was afew moments before we realized that the deep, rasp-ing sound was speech —
and the words were Arabic!

"L It..was...you...,"itsad,"...who chose... to play the gamethisway . . ."

Almogt strangest of al, | would swear that thisthing had never spoken our language before, never even
heard it until we had wandered lost into the mountains. Something of its hating in-flections, its strange
hesitations, made me guessit had learned our speech from listening dl these nightsto our camp-fire
dories

"Demon!" dhrilled Abdallah. "What manner of creaiure are you?"

"You know . .. very well what kind of. . . thing | am, man. Y ou may none of you know how, or why . .
. but by now, you know what | am."

"Why ... why do you torment us 0" shouted Fawn, writhing in 1bn Fahad's strong grasp.

"Why doesthe. . . serpent kill ... arabbit? The serpent doesnot . . . hate. It killstolive, asdo ... as
doyou."

Abdallah lurched forward astep. "We do not daughter our fellow men like this, devil-spawn!™

"C-c-clerk!" the black shape hissed, and dropped down from the tree. " C-close your foolish mouth!

Y ou push metoo far!" It bobbed, asif agitated. "The curse of human ways! Even now you provoke me
more than you should, you huffing . . . insect! Enough!™

The vampyr seemed to legp upward, and with agreet rattling of leaves he scuttled away dong the limb
of atdl tree. | wasfumbling for my sword, but before | could find it the creature spoke again from his
high perch.

"The young one asked mewhy | 'toy" with you. | do not. If I do not kill, I will suffer. Morethan | suffer
dready.

"Despite what this clerk says, though, | am not a cresture withouit... without feelings as men have them.
Lessand lessdo | wish to destroy you.

"For thefirgt timein agreat age | have listened to the sound of human voices that were not screams of
fear. | have approached acircle of men with-out the barking of dogs, and have lis-tened to them talk.

"It has amogt been like being aman again.”

"And thisis how you show your pleas-ure?" the under-vizier Walid asked, teeth chattering. "By
k-k-killing us?"'

"l anwhat | am,” said thebeast. . . . But for dl that, you have inspired a certain desire for
companionship. It putsmein mind of thingsthat | can barely remember.

"] proposethat we makea. . . bar-gain,” said the vampyr. "A . . . wager?'

| had found my sword, and 1bn Fahad had drawn his aswell, but we both knew we could not kill a
thing like this— ared-eyed demon that could legp five cubitsin the air and had learned to speak our
languagein afortnight.

"No bargainswith Shaitan!" gpat the clerk Abddlah.

"What do you mean?' | demanded, inwardly marveling that such an un-likely didogue should ever take
place on the earth. "Pay no attentionto the . . ." | curled my lip, ". . . holy man." Abdallah shot mea
venomous glance.

"Hear me, then," the creature said, and in the deep recesses of the tree seemed once more to unfold
and gtretch great wings. "Hear me. | must kill to live, and my nature is such that | can-not chooseto die.
That istheway of things.

"| offer you now, however, the chance to win safe passage out of my domain, these hills. We shdl have
acontest, awager if you like; if you best me you shdl go fredy, and | shdl turn once more to the musty,
dow-blooded peas-ants of thelocd valeys."



Ibn Fahad laughed bitterly. "What, are we to fight you then? So beit!"

"I would snap your spinelike adry branch, " croaked the black shape. "No, you have held methese
many nightstdling stories; it is story-telling that will win you safe passage. We will have acontest, one
that will suit my whims: we shal relate the saddest of al stories. That ismy demand. Y ou may tell three, |
will tell only one. If you can best mewith any or dl, you shal go unhindered by me."

"Andif welose?" | cried. "And who shdl judge?’

"You may judge," it said, and the deep, thick voice took on atone of grim amusement. "If you can look
into my eyesand tell me that you have bested my sad tdle ... why, then | shall believe you.

"If you lose" it said, "then one of your number shall cometo me, and pay the price of your defest.
Those are my terms, otherwise | shall hunt you down one at atime— for in truth, your pres-ent
tae-tdling has begun to lose my interest.”

Ibn Fahad darted aworried look in my direction. Fawn and the others stared at the demon-shapein
mute terror and astonishment.

"Wesghal ... we shal give you our decison a sunset tomorrow,” | said. "We must be alowed to think
andtak."

"Asyouwish," said the vampyr. "But if you accept my chalenge, the game must begin then. After dl,
we have only afew more daysto spend to-gether.” And at this the terrible crea-ture laughed, a sound
like the bark being pulled from the trunk of arotted tree. Then the shadow was gone.

In the end we had to accede to the creature's wager, of course. We knew he was not wrong in his
assessment of us— we were just wagging our beards over the nightly campfire, no longer even listening
to our own tales. What-ever magic had held the vampyr at bay had drained out like meal from atorn
sack.

| racked my poor brainsal afternoon for stories of sadness, but could think of nothing that seemed to
fit, that seemed significant enough for the vital purpose at hand. | had been doing most of the talking for
severd nightsrun-ning, and had exhausted virtualy every story | had ever heard — and | was never
much good at making them up, as Ibn Fahad will attest. Y es, go ahead and amile, old comrade.

Actualy, it was Ibn Fahad who vol-unteered thefirst tale. | asked him what it was, but he would not
tell me. "Let me save what potency it may have," he said. The under-vizier Walid aso had something he
deemed suitable, | wasracking my brain fruitlesdy for athird time when young Fawn piped up that he
would tell atale himsdif. | looked him over, rosy cheeks and long-lashed eyes, and asked him what he
could possibly know of sadness. Even as| spoke | redized my cruety, stand-ing asweal did inthe
shadow of death or worse; but it was too late to take it back.

Fawn did not flinch. He wasfolding his cloak as he sat cross-ankled on the ground, folding and
unfolding it. Helooked up and said: "I shdl tell asad story about love. All the saddest stories are about
love"

These young shavetails, | thought — athough | was not ten years his senior — a sad story about
love. But | could not think of better, and wasforced to givein.

Wewalked asfast and far aswe could that day, asif hoping that somehow, againgt al reason, we
should find our-saves out of the gloomy, mist-sodden hills. But when twilight came the vast bulk of the
mountains still hung above us. We made camp on the porch of agrest standing rock, asthough
protec-tion at our backs would avail us of something if the night went badly.

Thefire had only just taken hold, and the sun had dipped below the rim of the hillsamoment before,
when a cold wind made the branches of the treeswhip back and forth. We knew without spesking,
without looking a one an-other, that the creature had come.

"Have you made your decison?' The harsh voice from the trees sounded strange, asif its owner was
trying to speek lightly, cardlessy — but | only heard desth in those cold syllables.

"Wehave, " said Ibn Fahad, drawing himself up out of hisinvoluntary half-crouch to stand erect. "We
will accept your wager. Do you wish to begin?’

"Oh, no ..." thething said, and made a flapping noise. "That would take dl of the. . . suspense from the
contest, would it not? No, Ininsst that you be-gin."

"l amfirg, then," 1bn Fahad said, looking around our circle for confir-mation. The dark shape moved



ab-ruptly toward us. Before we could scatter the vampyr stopped, afew short steps away.

"Do not fear," it grated. Close to on€'s ear the voice was even odder and more strained. "l have come
nearer to hear the story and seetheteller — for surely that is part of any tale— but | shal moveno
farther. Begin."

Everybody but mysdf stared into thefire, hugging their knees, keeping their eyes averted from the
bundle of dark-nessthat sat a our shoulders. | had the fire between mysdlf and the creature, and felt
safer than if | had sat like Wadid and Abdallah, with nothing be-tween the beast and my back but cold
ground.

The vampyr sat hunched, asif imi-tating our posture, its eyes hooded so that only aflicker of scarlet
light, like ahaf-buried brand, showed through the dit. It was black, this manlike thing — not black asa
Negro, mind you, but black as burnt sted, black as the mouth of acave. It bore the aspect of someone
dead of the plague. Rags wrapped it, mouldering, filthy bits of cloth, rotten asold bread . . . but the curve
of its back spoke of terrible life— agreat black cricket poised to jump.

Ibn Fahad's Story

Many years ago [he began], | traveled for agood timein Egypt. | wasindigent, then, and journeyed
wherever the pros-pect of payment for a sword arm beck-oned.

| found mysdf at last in the house-hold guard of arich merchant in Alex-andria. | was happy enough
there; and | enjoyed walking in the busy streets, so unlike the villagein which | wasborn.

One summer evening | found myself walking down an unfamiliar sireet. It emptied out into alittle square
that sat below the front of an old mosgue. The square was full of people, merchants and fishwives, a
juggler or two, but most of the crowd was drawn up to the facade of the mosgue, pressed in close
together.

Atfirg, as| strolled across the square, | thought prayers were about to begin, but it was ill sometime
until sunset. | wondered if perhaps some notable imam was speaking from the mosque steps, but as|
approached | could seethat al the assembly were staring up-ward, craning their necks back asif the sun
itsdf, on itsway to its western mooring, had become snagged on one of the minarets.

But instead of the sun, what stood on the onion-shaped dome was the silhou-ette of aman, who
seemed to be staring out toward the horizon.

"Who isthat?' | asked a man near me.

"It isHaarud d-Emwiya, the Sufi,” the man told me, never lowering his eyes from the tower above.

"Ishe caught up there?' | demanded. "Will he not fal?

"Waich," wasal theman said. | did.

A moment later, much to my horror, the smal dark figure of Halarud the Sufi seemed to go rigid, then
toppled from the minaret'srim like astone. | gasped in shock, and so did afew others around me, but
the rest of the crowd only stood in hushed attention.

Then an incredible thing happened. The tumbling holy man spread his arms out from his shoulders, like
abird'swings, and his downward fal became a swooping glide. He bottomed out high above the crowd,
then sped upward, rid-ing the wind like aleaf, spinning, som-ersaulting, stopping at last to drift to the
ground as gently asabit of eider-down. Meanwhile, dl the assembly was chanting "God is great! God is
great!" When the sufi had touched the earth with his bare feet the people sur-rounded him, touching his
rough woolen garments and crying out his name. He said nothing, only stood and smiled, and before too
long the peopl e began to wander away, talking amongst them-selves.

"But thisistruly marveloud" | said to the man who stood by me.

"Before every holy day heflies" the man said, and shrugged. "I am sur-prised thisisthefirgt time you
have heard of Haarud a-Emwiya."

| was determined to spesk to this amazing man, and as the crowd dis-persed | approached and asked
if I might buy him aglass of tea. Close up he had alook of seamed roguishness that seemed surprising
placed againgt the gresat favor in which Allah must have held him. He smilingly agreed, and accompanied
me to atea shop close by in the Street of Weavers.

"How isit, if you will pardon my for-wardness, that you of al holy men are so gifted?”’

He looked up from the tea cupped in his palms and grinned. He had only two teeth. "Balance," he said.



| was surprised. "A cat hasbalance,” | responded, "but they nevertheless must wait for the pigeonsto
land."

"| refer to adifferent sort of balance,” he said. "The balance between Allah and Shaitan, which, asyou
know, Allah the All-Knowing has created as an equilibrium of exquisite delicacy.”

"Explain please, master.” | called for wine, but Halarud refused any himself.

"Indl things care must be exer-cised,” he explained. "Thusit istoo with my flying. Many men holier
than | are as earthbound as stones. Many other men have lived so poorly asto shame the Devil himself,
yet they cannot taketo the air, either. Only I, if | may be excused what sounds self-satisfied, have
discovered perfect balance. Thus, each year before the holy days| tot up my score carefully, committing
small pe-cadilloes or acts of faith as needed until the balance is exactly, exactly ba-anced. Thus, when |
jump from the mosgue, neither Allah nor the Arch-Enemy has claim on my soul, and they bear me up
until alater date, a which time the issue shdl be clearer.” He smiled again and drained histea.

"You are... asort of chessboard on which God and the Devil contend?’ | asked perplexed.

"A flying chessboard, yes"

Wetalked for along while, as the shadows grew long across the Street of the Weavers, but the Sufi
Haarud ad-hered stubbornly to his explanation. | must have seemed disbelieving, for hefinaly proposed
that we ascend to the top of the mosgue so he could demon-strate.

| was more than alittle drunk, and he, imbibing only tea, wasfilled none-thelesswith a strange
glesfulness. We made our way up the many winding stairs and climbed out onto the narrow ledge that
circled the minaret like acrown. The cool night air, and the thou-sands of winking lights of Alexandriafar
below, sobered merapidly. "I sud-denly find al your precepts very sound,” | said. "L et usgo down."

But Halarud would have none of it, and proceeded to step lightly off the edge of the dome. He
hovered, like abumblebee, a hundred feet above the dusty street. "Baance,”" he said with great
satifaction.

"But," | asked, "isthe good deed of giving me this demondration enough to offset the pride with which
you ex-hibit your kill?' 1 was cold and wanted to get down, and hoped to shorten the exhibition.

Instead, hearing my question, Halarud screwed up his face as though it was something he had not given
thought to. A moment later, with ashriek of sur-prise, he plummeted down out of my sight to smash on
the mosgue's stone steps, as dead as dead.

0°0

Ibn Fahad, having lost himsalf in re-membering the story, poked at the campfire. "Thus, the problem
with mat-ters of delicate balance," he said, and shook his head.

The whispering rustle of our dark visitor brought us sharply back. "In-teresting,” the creature rasped.
"Sad, yes. Sad enough? We shdl see. Who isthe next of your number?

A cold chill, like fever, swept over me at those cam words.

"I ...lamnext...," sad Fawn, voicetaut asabowstring. "Shal | be-gin?'

"The vampyr said nothing, only bobbed the black lump of his head. The youth cleared histhroat and
began.

Fawn's Story

There was once ... [Fawn began, and hesitated, then started again.] There was once ayoung prince
named Zufik, the second son of agreat sultan. Seeing no prospects for himsdf in hisfather's kingdom, he
went out into thewild world to search for hisfortune. He trav-eled through many lands, and saw many
strange things, and heard tell of others stranger till.

In one place hewastold of anearby sultanate, the ruler of which had abeautiful daughter, hisonly child
and the very apple of hiseye.

Now this country had been plagued for severa years by aterrible beast, a great white leopard of a
kind never seen before. So fearsome it wasthat it had killed hunters set to trap it, yet wasit also so
cunning that it had stolen babies from their very cradles asthe motherslay deeping. The people of the
asultan-ate were dl in fear; and the sultan, whose best warriors had tried and failed to kill the beast, was
driven to despair. Findly, at the end of hiswits, he had it proclaimed in the market place that the man



who could destroy the white leopard would be gifted with the sul-tan's daughter Rassoril, and with her
the throne of the sultanate after the old man was gone.

Y oung Zufik heard how the best young men of the country, and others from countries beyond, one
after the other had met their deaths beneath the claws of the leopard, or ... or ... initsjaws. . ..

[Herel saw the boy fdlter, asif the vison of flashing teeth he was conjur-ing had suddenly reminded
him of our predicament. Walid the under-vizier reached out and patted the lad's shoul-der with greeat
gentleness, until he was calm enough to resume.]

0. .. [Heswadlowed.] So young Prince Zufik took himsdlf into that country, and soon was
announced at the sultan's court.

Theruler was atired old man, thefiresin his sunken eyeslong quenched. Much of the power seemed
to have been handed over to apae, narrow-faced youth named Sifaz, who was the prin-cesss cousin.
As Zufik announced his purpose, as so many had done before him, Sifaz's eyes flashed.

"Y ou will no doubt meet the end al the others have, but you are welcome to the attempt — and the
prize, should you win."

Then for thefirgt time Zufik saw the princess Rassoril, and in an ingtant his heart was overthrown.

She had hair as black and shiny as polished jet, and aface upon which Al-lah himsaf must have looked
in satisfaction, thinking: "Hereisthe summit of My art." Her delicate hands were liketiny doves asthey
nested in her Igp, and aman could fdl into her brown eyes and drown without hope of rescue— whichis
what Zufik did, and he was not wrong when he thought he saw Ras-soril return his ardent gaze.

Sifaz saw, too, and histhin mouth turned in something like asmile, and he narrowed hisydlow eyes.
"Takethis princeling to hisroom, that he may deep now and wake with the moon. The leopard's cry was
heard around the pal-aceswallslast night.”

Indeed, when Zufik woke in the eve-ning darkness, it was to hear the choking cry of the leopard
benesath his very window. As helooked out, buckling on his scabbard, it was to see awhite shape
dipping in and out of the shadowsin the garden below. He took aso his dag-ger in his hand and legped
over thethreshold.

He had barely touched ground when, with aterrible snarl, the leopard bounded out of the obscurity of
the hedged garden wall and came to a stop before him. It was huge — bigger than any leopard Zufik had
seen or heard of — and its pelt gleamed like ivory. It legped, clawsflashing, and he could barely throw
himsdlf down in time asthe beast passed over him like acloud, touching him only with its hot breath. It
turned and leaped again as the palace dogs set up aterrible barking, and thistime itstalons raked his
chest, knock-ing him tumbling. Blood started from his shirt, spouting so fiercely that he could scarcely
draw himself to hisfeet. He was caught with his back against the garden wall; the leopard dowly moved
toward him, ydllow eyeslike td-low lamps burning in the niches of Hell.

Suddenly therewas a crashing a the far end of the garden: the dogs had bro-ken down their stall and
were even now speeding through the trees. The leopard hesitated — Zufik could almost seeit thinking —
and then, with alast snarl, it leaped onto the wall and disgppeared into the night.

Zufik was taken, hiswounds bound, and he was put into his bed. The prin-cess Rassoril, who had truly
lost her heart to him, wept bitterly at his side, begging him to go back to hisfather'sland and to give up
thefatal challenge. But Zufik, week as he was, would no more think of yielding than he would of theft or
treason, and refused, saying he would hunt the beast again the fol-lowing night. Sifaz grinned and led the
princess away. Zufik thought he heard the pale cousin whistling as he went.

In the dark before dawn Zufik, who could not deep owing to the pain of hisinjury, heard his door

quietly open.



He was astonished to see the princess come in, gesturing him to silence. When the door was closed
she threw herself down at his side and covered his hand and cheek with kisses, proclaiming her love for
him and begging him again to go. He admitted hislove for her, but re-minded her that his honor would
not permit him to stop short of hisgod, even should he diein thetrying.

Rassoril, seeing that there was no changing the young prince's mind, then took from her robe a
black arrow tipped in silver, fletched with the tall festhers of afacon. "Then takethis™ shesaid. "This
leopard isamagic beast, and you will never kill it otherwise. Only silver will pierceits heart. Takethe
arrow and you may fulfill your oath." So say-ing, she dipped out of hisroom.

The next night Zufik again heard the leopard's voice in the garden below, but thistime he took aso his
bow and arrow when he went to meet it. At first hewasloath to useit, sinceit seemed somehow
unmanly; but when the beast had again given him injury and he had struck three sword blowsin turn



without ef-fect, he at last nocked the silver-pointed shaft on his bowstring and, asthe beast charged him
once more, let fly. The black arrow struck to the leopard's heart; the creature gave a hideous cry and
again leaped the fence, thistime leaving atrail of itsmortal blood be-hind it.

When morning came Zufik went to the sultan for men, so that they could follow the track of blood to
the beast'slair and proveits death. The sultan was displeased when his vizier, the prin-cesss pale cousin,
did not answer his summons. Asthey were dl going down into the garden, though, there came agreat cry
from the deeping rooms up-gairs, acry like asoul in morta agony. With fear in their hearts Zufik, the
sul-tan, and Al the men rushed upstairs. There they found the missng Sifaz.

The pale man lifted a shaking, red-smeared finger to point at Zufik, asall the company stared in horror.
"He hasdone it — theforeigner!" Sifaz shouted.

In Sifaz'sarmslay the body of the Princess Rassoril, ablack arrow stand-ing from her breast.

0°0

After Fawn finished there was along silence. The boy, his own courage per-haps stirred by his story,
seemed to Sit draighter.

"Ah... " thevampyr said at last, "love and its prices— that is the mes-sage? Or isit perhapsthe
effect of slver on the supernatural? Fear not, | am bound by no such conventions, and fear neither silver,
gted, nor any other metal.” The creature made a huffing, scraping sound that might have been alaugh. |
marveled anew, even as| fdt the skein of my lifefraying, that it had so quickly gained such command of
our unfamiliar tongue.

"Well. .. " itsad dowly. "Sad. But . . . sad enough? Again, that istheim-portant question. Whois
your lagt . . . contestant?”’

Now my heart truly went cold within me, and | sat asthough | had swallowed a stone. Walid
al-Salameh spoke up.

"l am," he said, and took a deep breath. " am."

TheVizier'sStory

Thisisatrue sory — or so | wastold. It happened in my grandfather'stime, and he had it from
someone who knew those involved. Hetold it to me asacautionary tae.

There once was an old cdiph, aman of rare gifts and good fortune. He ruled asmall country, but a
wedlthy one— a country upon which dl the gifts of Allah had been showered in grand measure. He had
thefinest heir aman could have, dutiful and yet courageous, beloved by the people amost as
extrav-agantly asthe caliph himsdlf. He had many other fine sons, and two hundred beautiful wives, and
an army of fight-ing men the envy of his neighbors. His treasury was stacked roofbeam-high with gold
and gemstones and blocks of fragrant sandalwood, crisscrossed with ivories and bolts of the finest cloth.
His palace was built around a spring of fra-grant, clear water; and everyone said that they must be the
very Waters of Life, so fortunate and well-loved this caliph was. His only sadness was that age had
robbed hissight from him, leaving him blind, but hard asthiswas, it wasasmdl priceto pay for Allah's
beneficence.

Oneday the cdiph waswalking in his garden, smelling the exquisite fra-grance of the blossoming
orange trees. His son the prince, unaware of his father's presence, was aso in the gar-den, speaking with
his mother, the cal-iph'sfirst and chiefest wife.

"Heisterribly old,” thewife said. "I cannot stand even to touch him any-more. It isahorror to me."

"Y ou are right, mother," the son re-plied, as the caliph hid behind the trees and listened, shocked. "I am
s ckened by watching him sitting al day, drool-ing into hisbowl, or staggering Sight-lessthrough the
palace. But what are we to do?"'

"l have thought on it long and hard," the caliph'swife replied. "We oweit to oursalves and those close
toustokill him."

"Kill him?" the son replied. "Well, it ishard for me, but | supposeyou areright. | till fed somelovefor
him, though— may we at least do it quickly, so that he shall not fed pain at the end?"

"Very well. But do it soon — tonight, even. If | must fed hisfoul bresth upon me one more night | will
diemysdf."

"Tonight, then," the son agreed, and the two walked away, leaving the blind caliph shaking with rage



and terror behind the orange trees. He could not see what sat on the garden path behind them, the object
of their discussion: the wife's old lap-dog, ascrofulous creature of extreme age.

Thusthe cdiph went to hisvizier, the only one he was sure he could trust in aworld of suddenly
traitorous sons and wives, and bade him to have the pair arrested and quickly beheaded. The vi-zier was
shocked, and asked the reason why, but the caliph only said he had unassailable proof that they intended
to murder him and take his throne. He bade the vizier go and do the deed.

Thevizier did ashewas directed, seizing the son and his mother quickly and quietly, then giving them
over to the headsman after tormenting them for confessions and the names of con-federates, neither of
which were forth-coming.

Sadly, the vizier went to the caliph and told him it was done, and the old man was satisfied. But soon,
inevitably, word of what had happened spread, and the brothers of the heir began to mur-mur among
themselves about their father's deed. Many thought him mad, since the dead pair's devotion to the caliph
was common knowledge.

Word of this dissension reached the caliph himsdlf, and he began to fear for hislife, terrified that his
other sons meant to emulate their treasonous brother. He called the vizier to him and demanded the arrest
of these sons, and their beheading. Thevizier argued in vain, risking his own life, but the caliph would not
be swayed; at last the vizier went away, returning aweek later a battered, shaken man.

"It isdone, O Prince," he said. "All your sons are dead.”

The cdiph had only ashort whilein which to fed safe before the extreme wrath of the wives over the
daughter of their children reached his ears. "De-stroy them, too!" the blind caliph in-sisted.

Againthevizier went away, soon to return.

"Itisdone, O Prince," he reported. "Y our wives have been beheaded.”

Soon the courtiers were crying mur-der, and the caiph sent hisvizier to see them dedt with aswll.

"It isdone, O Prince," he assured the cdiph. But the ruler now feared the angry townspeople, so he
commanded hisvizier to take the army and daugh-ter them. The vizier argued feebly, then went away.

"Itisdone, O Prince," the cdliph was told amonth later. But now the caliph redlized that with hisheirs
and wives gone, and the important men of the court dead, it was the soldiers them-selveswho were a
threat to his power. He commanded hisvizier to sow liesamongst them, causing them to fal out an day
each other, then locked himsdlf in hisroom to safely outlast the conflict. After amonth and ahdf the
vizier knocked upon hisdoor.

"It isdone, O Prince.”

For amoment the caliph was satis-fied. All hisenemieswere dead, and he himself waslocked in: no
one could murder him, or stedl histreasure, or usurp histhrone. The only person yet alive who even
knew wherethe cdiph hidwas.. . hisvizier.

Blind, he groped abouit for the key with which he had locked himsalf in. Better first to removetherisk
that someone might trick him into coming out. He pushed the key out beneath the door and told the vizier
to throw it away somewhere it might never be found. When thevizier returned he called him closeto the
locked portd that bounded his small world of darkness and safety.

"Vizier," the cdliph said through the keyhole, "I command you to go and kill yoursdf, for you are the last
onelivingwhoisathrest to me"

"Kill mysdf, my prince?' the vizier asked, dumbfounded. "Kill mysel f?"

"Correct," the caliph said. "Now go and do it. That is my command.”

Therewasalong silence. At last thevizier said: "Very well." After that therewas sllence.

For along time the caliph sat in his blindness and exulted, for everyone he distrusted was gone. His
fathful vizier had carried out dl his orders, and now had killed himsdf....

A sudden, horrible thought came to him then, what if the vizier had not done what he had told him to
do?What if instead he had made compact with the caliph's enemies, and was only re-porting false details
when hetold of their deaths? How was the caliph to know? He amost swooned with fright and
anxiousness a the redlization.

At last he worked up the courage to fedl hisway across the locked room to the door. He put hisear to



the keyhole and listened. He heard nothing but s-lence. He took a breath and then put his mouth to the
hole.
"Vizier?' he cdledin ashaky voice. "Have you donewhat | commanded? Have you killed yourself 7"
"Itisdone, O Prince," camethereply.

0* o

Finishing his story, which was fully as dreadful asit was sad, the under-vizier Walid lowered hishead as
if ashamed or exhausted. We waited tensaly for our guest to speek; at the sametimel am sureweal
vainly hoped there would be no more spesking, that the creature would smply vanish, like afrightening
dream that fleesthe sun.

"Rather than discuss the merits of your sad tales," the black, tattered shadow said at last — confirming
that there would be no waking from this dream, "rather than argue the game with only one set of moves
completed, perhagpsit isnow time for meto speak. The night isstill youthful, and my taleisnot long, but |
wish to giveyou afair timeto render judgement.”

As he spoke the creature's eyes bloomed scarlet like unfolding roses. The mist curled up from the
ground beyond the fire-circle, wrapping the vampirein acloak of writhing fogs, arotted black eggina
bag of slken mesh.

"...May | begin?' it asked ... but no one could say aword. "Very well....”

TheVampyr's Story

Thetdel will tell isof achild, achild born of an ancient city on the banks of ariver. Solong ago this
wasthat not only hasthe city itsalf long gone to dust; but the later cities built atop itsruins, tiny townsand
great walled fortresses of stone, al these too have gone be-neath the millwhed s of time— ren-dered,
like their predecessor, into the finest of particlesto blow inthe wind, silting the timelessriver's banks.

Thischild lived inamud hut thatched with straw, and played with hisfdlowsin the shdlows of the
duggish brown river while his mother washed the fam-ily's clothes and gossiped with her neighbors.

Even this ancient city was built upon the bones of earlier cities, and it was into the collgpsed remnants
of one— agrest, tumbled mass of shattered sandstone — that the child and his friends sometimes went.
And it wasto these ruins that the child, when hewas alittle older . . . amost the age of your young,
romantic companion . . . took a pretty, doe-eyed girl.

It wasto be hisfirg time beyond the veil — hisinitiation into the mysteries of women. His heart beat
rapidly; the girl walked ahead of him, her dender brown body tiger-striped with light and shade as she
walked among the broken pillars. Then she saw something, and screamed. The child came running.

The girl was nearly mad, weeping and pointing. He stopped in amaze-ment, staring at the black,
shriveled thing that lay on the ground — atwisted something that might have been aman once, wizened
and black asapiece of leather dropped into the cook-fire. Then the thing opened its eyes.

Thegirl ran, choking — but he did not, seeing that the black thing could not move. The twitching of its
mouth seemed that of someone trying to spesk; he thought he heard afaint voice ask-ing for help,
begging for him to do some-thing. He leaned down to the near-silent hiss, and the thing squirmed and bit
him, fastening its sharp teeth like barbed fish-hooks in the muscle of hisleg. The man-child screamed,
helpless, and felt hisblood running out into the horrible sucking mouth of the thing. Fetid sdlivacrept into
the wounds and coursed hotly through his body, even as he struggled againgt hiswrithing at-tacker. The
poison climbed through him, and it seemed he could fed his own heart flutter and die within his chet,
delicate and hopeless as a broken bird. With final, desperate strength the child pulled free. The black
thing, mouth gaping, curled on itsalf and shuddered, like a beetle on ahot one. A moment later it had
crumbled into ashesand aily flakes.

But it had caught me long enough to destroy me— for of course | wasthat child — to forceitsfoul
fluidsinto me, leeching my humanity and replacing it with the hideous, unwanted wine of im-mortaity. My
child's heart becameanicy fist.

Thuswas | madewhat | am, at the hands of adying vampyr — which had been acreaturelike | am
now. Worn down at last by the passing of millen-nia, it had chosen ahost to recaiveits hideous maady,
then died — as 7 shall do someday, no doubt, in the grip of someterrible, blind, insect-likeurge.. . . but



not soon. Not today.

So that child, which had beenin all wayslike other children — loved by itsfamily, loving in turn noise
and games and sweetmeets— became a dark thing sickened by the burning light of the sun.

Driven into the damp shadows be-neath stones and the dusty gloom of abandoned places, then driven
out again beneath the moon by an unshakeable, unresistable hunger, | fed first on my family — my
uncomprehending mother wept to see her child returned, standing by her moonlit pallet — then on the
others of my city. Not last, or least pain-ful of my feedings was on the dark-haired girl who had run when
| stayed behind. | dashed other throats, too, and lapped up warm, sea-sdty blood while the trapped
child inside me cried with-out a sound. It was as though | stood behind a screen, unable to leave or
in-terfere asterrible crimes were commit-ted beforeme. . . .

And thus the years have passed: sand grains, deposited along the river bank, uncountable in their
succession. Every one has contained a seeming infinitude of killings, each oneterrible despite their
numbing Similarity. Only the blood of mankind will properly feed me, and ahundred generations have
known terror of me,

Strong as| am, virtudly immorta, unkillable asfar as| know or can tell — blades pass through melike
smoke; fire, water, poison, none affect me— ill thelight of the sun causes apain to me so excruciating
that you with only mortd lives, whose pain a least eventualy endsin death, cannot pos-sibly
comprehend it. Thus, kingdoms of men have risen and fdlen to ashessince | last saw daylight. Think only
on that for amoment, if you seek sad sto-ries! | must be in darknesswhen the sunrises, so as| rangein
search of prey my accommodations are shared with toads and dugs, bats, and blindworms,

People can be nothing to me anymore but food. | know of none other like my-self, save the dying
cresture who spawned me. The smell of my own cor-ruption isin my nostrils ways.

So thereisal of my tale. | cannot die until my timeis come, and who can know when that is? Until then
| will be done, done as no mere man can ever be, alone with my wretchedness and evil and salf-disgust
until the world col-lapsesand isborn anew . . .

0°0

The vampyr rose now, towering up like ablack sail billowing in thewind, sporeading itsvast amsor
wingson either Sde, asif to sweep us beforeit. "How do your stories compareto this?' it cried; the
harshness of its speech seemed somehow muted, even asit grew louder and louder. "Whoseisthe
saddest gory, then?' There was pain in that hideous voice that tore at even my fast-pounding heart.
"Whoseissad-dest? Tell me! Itistimeto judge. . "

And in that moment, of al the mo-mentswhen lying could save my life... | could not lie. | turned my
face away from the quivering black shadow, that thing of rags and red eyes. None of the others around
the campfire spoke— even Abdalah the clerk only sat hugging his knees, teeth chaitering, eyes bulging
with fear.

"... | thought s0," the thing said at last. "1 thought s0." Night wind tossed the treelimbs above our heads,
and it seemed as though beyond them stood only ultimate darkness— no sky, no stars, nothing but
unending emptiness.

"Very well," the vampyr said a last. "Y our silence spesksdll. | havewon.” There was not the dightest
note of triumph initsvoice. "Give me my prize, and then | may let the rest of you flee my mountains” The
dark shape with-drew alittle way.

Weall of usturned to look at one another, and it was just aswell that the night veiled our faces. |
started to speak, but [bn Fahad interrupted me, his voice atortured rasp.

"Let there be no talk of volunteering. We will draw lots; that isthe only way." Quickly he cut athin
branch into five pieces, one of them shorter than the rest, and cupped them in a closed hand.

"Pick," hesad. "l will keepthelast."

Asapart of mewondered what mad-nessit was that had |eft us wagering on story-telling and drawing
lotsfor our lives, we each took alength from Ibn Fahad'sfist. | kept my hand closed while the others
selected, not wanting to hurry Allah toward hisrevelation of my fate. When al had sdected we
ex-tended our hands and opened them, palms up.



Fawn had selected the short stick.

Strangely, therewas no sign of hisawful fortune on hisface: he showed no signs of grief— indeed, he
did not even respond to our helpless words and pray-ers, only stood up and slowly walked toward the
huddled black shape at the far edge of the clearing. The vampyr rose to meet him.

"No!" came asudden cry, and to our complete surprise the clerk Abdallah legped to hisfeet and went
pelting across the open space, throwing himsaf between the youth and the looming shadow. "Heistoo
young!" Abdallah shouted, sounding truly anguished. "Do not do this horrible thing! Take mein-steed!”

Ibn Fahad, the vizier, and | could only sSit, struck dumb by this unex-pected behavior, but the creature
moved swiftly asaviper, smacking Abdallah to the ground with oneflicking gesture.

"Y ou are indeed mad, you short-lived men!" the vampyr hissed. "This one would do nothing to save
himsalf— not once did | hear hisvoiceraised in tale-telling — yet now he would throw him-self into the
jaws of death for thisother! Mad!" The mongter |eft Abdallah choking on the ground and turned to silent
Fawn. "Come, you. | have won the con-test, and you aretheprize. | am.. . . sorry ... it must be thisway.
..." A gresat swath of darkness enveloped the youth, drawing himin. "Come," the vampyr said, "think of
the better world you go to — that iswhat you believe, isit not? Well, soon you shall —"

The creature broke off.

"Why do you look so strangely, man-child?" thething said at lagt, its voice troubled. ™Y ou cry, buit |
see no fear. Why? Are you not afraid of dying?"

Fawn answered; histoneswere oddly distracted. "Have you redlly lived so long? And aone, dways
done?'

"| told you. | have no reason to lie. Do you think to put me off with your strange questions?”

"Ah, how could the good God be so unmerciful! ?* The words were made of sighs. The dark shape that
embraced him tiffened.

"Doyou cry for me? For me?!"

"How can | help?' the boy said. "Even Allah must weep for you ... for such apitiful thing, lost in the
lonely darkness. . ."

For amoment the night air seemed to pulse. Then, with awrenching gasp, the creature flung the youth
backward so that he stumbled and fell before us, landing atop the groaning Abdalah.

"Go!" the vampyr shrieked, and its voice cracked and boomed like thunder. " Get you gone from my
mountaing Go!"

Amazed, we pulled Fawn and the chief clerk to their feet and went stum-bling down the hillside,
brancheslash-ing at our faces and hands, expecting any moment to hear the rush of wings and fed cold
breath on our necks.

"Build your houses wdll, little men!" avoice howled like thewild wind be-hind us. "My lifeislong. . .
and some-day | may regret |etting you go!"



Weran and ran, until it seemed the life would flee our bodies, until our lungs burned and our feet
blistered . . . and until the topmost diver of the sun peered over the eastern summits. . . .

00°*00

M asrur al-Adan allowed thetale's ending to hang in slence for aspan of thirty heartbests, then
pushed his chair away from thetable.

"We escaped the mountains the next day," he said. "Within a season we were back in Baghdad, the
only survivors of the caravan to the Armenites.”

"Aaaahh . . .!" breathed young Has-san, along drawn-out sound full of won-der and apprehension.
"What amarveous, terrifying adventure! | would never have survived it, mysdf. How frightening! And
didthe. . .thecreature... did he really say he might come back someday?'



Masrur solemnly nodded hislarge head. "Upon my soul. Am | not right, Ibn Fahad, my old comrade?’

Ibn Fahad yidlded athin smile, seem-ingly of affirmation.

"Yes," Masrur continued, "those words chill meto thisvery day. Many isthe night | have sat in this
room, looking at that door —" He pointed. "— won-dering if someday it may open to show me that
terrible, misshapen black thing, come back from Hell to make good on our wager."

"Merciful Allah!" Hassan gasped.

Abu Jamir leaned across the table as the other guests whispered excitedly. He wore alook of
annoyance. "Good Hassan," he snapped, "kindly calm yoursdf. We are dl grateful to our host Masrur for
entertaining us, but it isan insult to sensible, Godly men to suggest that at any moment some
blood-drink-ing Afreet may knock down the door and carry us—"

The door legped open with a crash, reveding a hideous, twisted shape looming in the entrance,
red-splattered and trembling. The shrieking of Mas-rur's guestsfilled the room.

"Magter . .. 7' the dark silhouette quavered. Baba held awinejar bal-anced on one shoulder. The
other had broken at hisfeet, splashing Abu Ja-mir's prize stock everywhere. "Master," he began again, "l
am afraid | have dropped one."

Masrur looked down at Abu Jamir, who lay pitched full-length on thefloor, insensble.

"Ah, well, that'sal right, Baba." Masrur smiled, twirling his black mus-
tache. "Wewon't have to make the wine go so far as | thought — it seemsmy
story-telling has put some of our gueststo deep.” D

WALPURGISNACHT

Like some gaunt skull wrapped in arotting shroud The dead moon peers through shreds of tattered
cloud Toleer down on our revels. A cold wind Awakesto prowl the londly woodland, thinned Of
shrivelled leaves falen from bare black limbs That groan and creak like gibbets. The moon dims To our
impalpable and eerie flight Aswitches gather from the edge of night.

Dark Lord Sathanas, help us celebrate The midnight mysteries of darkling fate, Aswe quaff babies
blood, foaming and red From deep skull-goblets stolen from the dead Of rifled sepulchres. The moon
soars high— Come, sorceress, embrace me! Dawn isnigh.

— Lin Carter



