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  ZOMBIES AIN’T WHAT they used to be. Not so long ago, they were safely ensconced on Haiti so the rest of the world could merely scoff at the bizarre

  myth of the living dead on one relatively small Caribbean island. Well, they have proliferated at an alarming rate, invading the rest of the world, and it seems unlikely that they have any

  intention of going away anytime soon.




  W. B. Seabrook, in his 1929 book, The Magic Island, recounted “true” tales of voodoo magic on Haiti bringing the recently dead back to life as slow-moving, virtually

  brain-dead creatures who would work tirelessly in the fields without pay and without complaint. These stories introduced the zombie to much of the world, though most national folklores have similar

  tales and legends. A decade after Seabrook’s groundbreaking volume, Zora Neale Hurston researched Haitian folklore and told similar stories of eyewitness accounts of zombies, as have

  subsequent anthropologists, sociologists, and others not prone to imaginative fancies.




  If zombie literature began with the reportage of Seabrook, it had powerful ancestral works on which to draw. Stories of the living dead, or ghouls, or reanimated people, have existed since the

  Arabian Nights tales and borrowed from other horror story motifs, from the lurching reanimated monster of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein to the undead vampires of John

  Polidori’s The Vampyre and Bram Stoker’s Dracula.




  Several of the most distinguished short-story writers of the nineteenth century turned to figures who had been dead but then, uh-oh, were alive. Edgar Allan Poe was almost relentless in his use

  of the dead coming back to life, most famously in “The Fall of the House of Usher” but most vividly in his contribution to this volume, “The Facts in the Case of M.

  Valdemar.” Guy de Maupassant’s poignant “Was It a Dream?” lingers in the memory as an example of how a corpse leaving a grave can destroy the living without a single act or

  thought of violence. Ambrose Bierce’s famous “The Death of Halpin Frayser” may be interpreted as a ghost story, a vampire story, or a zombie story, and is equally terrifying as

  any of them; it is not included in this volume because I selected it for inclusion in The Vampire Archives.




  Now a staple of horror ction, zombies, as we know them today, have a very short history. Tales of resurrected corpses and ghouls were popular in the weird menace pulps of the 1930s, but these

  old-fashioned zombies had no taste for human flesh. For that, we can thank George Romero, whose 1968 lm Night of the Living Dead introduced this element to these undead critters. Writers,

  being writers, took to this notion as a more extreme depiction of reanimation and have apparently made every effort to outdo one another in the degree of violence and gore they could bring to the

  literature.




  While this incursion into the realm of splat-terpunk may be welcomed by many readers, I have attempted to maintain some balance in this collection and have omitted some pretty good stories that,

  in my view, slipped into an almost pornographic sensibility of the need to drench every page with buckets of blood and descriptions of mindless cruelty, torture, and violence. Of course, zombies

  are mindless, so perhaps this behavior is predictable, but so are many of the stories, and I have opted to include a wider range of fiction. While the characters in early stories are not

  called zombies, they are the living dead (or, occasionally, apparently so), and they qualify for inclusion.




  Inevitably, some of the most popular writers and their best stories will have been collected in other anthologies, so will seem familiar. For a definitive collection like this one, I wanted them

  to be included, so if you’ve already read the stories by H. P. Lovecraft, Poe, and Stephen King, skip them if you must, though they became popular because they are really good and bear

  rereading. On the other hand, you will find in these pages some stories that you’ve never read by authors of whom you’ve never heard, and you are in for a treat.




  To cover the broad spectrum and significant history of zombie literature required a good bit of research, and I am indebted to the welcome and needed assistance of numerous experts in the genre,

  most notably John Pelan, Robert Weinberg, John Knott, Chris Roden, Joel Frieman, Michele Slung, and Gardner Dozois.
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  W(ILLIAM) B(UEHLER) SEABROOK (1884–1945) was the type of adventurer, explorer, occultist, and author more frequently encountered among the British

  eccentrics of the Victorian era although he was an American born in Westminster, Maryland. He began his career as a journalist for the Augusta Chronicle in Georgia, became part owner of an

  advertising agency, and joined the French army when World War I broke out, receiving the Croix de Guerre. After recovering from being gassed in the trenches, he became a reporter for The New

  York Times before setting out on a series of travels that provided subject matter for his immensely successful books.




  His first book, Diary of a Section VIII (1917), told of his war experiences. This was followed by Adventures in Arabia (1927), about his time with various desert tribes, and then

  The Magic Island (1929), which explored the voodoo practices and black magic of Haiti; he claimed to be the first white man to witness the rituals, songs, and sacrifices of the islanders.

  This adventure was succeeded by a trip to the Ivory Coast and what was then Timbuktu, where he again witnessed native sorcery and magic, as well as cannibalism, in which he willingly participated,

  describing the various cuts of human flesh and comparing them to veal. These travels inspired Jungle Ways (1934) and The White Monk of Timbuctoo (1934). Drawn to witchcraft, Satanism, and

  other occult practices, and for a time befriending Aleister Crowley, he wrote frequently on the subject, notably in Witchcraft: Its Power in the World Today (1940).




  Seabrook spent a year and a half in a rehabilitation clinic to treat his alcoholism, writing Asylum (1935) about the experience. He committed suicide with a drug overdose a decade

  later.




  “Dead Men Working in the Cane Fields” purports to be entirely true, without “fiction or embroidery,” as he said of his many books. It was originally published in The

  Magic Island (New York, Harcourt Brace, 1929).
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  PRETTY MULATTO JULIE had taken baby Marianne to bed. Constant Polynice and I sat late before the doorway of his caille, talking of fire-hags,

  demons, werewolves, and vampires, while a full moon, rising slowly, flooded his sloping cotton-fields and the dark rolling hills beyond.




  Polynice was a Haitian farmer, but he was no common jungle peasant. He lived on the island of La Gonave, where I shall return to him in later stories. He seldom went over to the Haitian

  mainland, but he knew what was going on in Port-au-Prince, and spoke sometimes of installing a radio. A countryman, half peasant born and bred, he was familiar with every superstition of the

  mountains and the plain, yet too intelligent to believe them literally true—or at least so I gathered from his talk.




  He was interested in helping me toward an understanding of the tangled Haitian folk-lore. It was only by chance that we came presently to a subject which—though I refused for a long time

  to admit it—lies in a baffling category on the ragged edge of things which are beyond either superstition or reason. He had been telling me of fire-hags who left their skins at home and set

  the cane fields blazing; of the vampire, a woman sometimes living, sometimes dead, who sucked the blood of children and who could be distinguished because her hair always turned an ugly red; of the

  werewolf—chauché, in Creole—a man or woman who took the form of some animal, usually a dog, and went killing lambs, young goats, sometimes babies.




  All this, I gathered, he considered to be pure superstition, as he told me with tolerant scorn how his friend and neighbour Osmann had one night seen a grey dog slinking with bloody jaws from

  his sheep-pen, and who, after having shot and exorcised and buried it, was so convinced he had killed a certain girl named Liane who was generally reputed to be a chauché that when he

  met her two days later on the path to Grande Source he believed she was a ghost come back for vengeance, and fled howling.




  As Polynice talked on, I reflected that these tales ran closely parallel not only with those of the negroes in Georgia and the Carolinas, but with the medieval folk-lore of white Europe.

  Werewolves, vampires, and demons were certainly no novelty. But I recalled one creature I had been hearing about in Haiti, which sounded exclusively local—the zombie.




  It seemed (or so I had been assured by negroes more credulous than Polynice) that while the zombie came from the grave, it was neither a ghost nor yet a person who had been raised like Lazarus

  from the dead. The zombie, they say, is a soulless human corpse, still dead, but taken from the grave and endowed by sorcery with a mechanical semblance of life—it is a dead body which is

  made to walk and act and move as if it were alive. People who have the power to do this go to a fresh grave, dig up the body before it has had time to rot, galvanize it into movement, and then make

  of it a servant or slave, occasionally for the commission of some crime, more often simply as a drudge around the habitation or the farm, setting it dull heavy tasks, and beating it like a dumb

  beast if it slackens.




  As this was revolving in my mind, I said to Polynice: “It seems to me that these werewolves and vampires are first cousins to those we have at home, but I have never, except in Haiti,

  heard of anything like zombies. Let us talk of them for a little while. I wonder if you can tell me something of this zombie superstition. I should like to get at some idea of how it

  originated.”




  My rational friend Polynice was deeply astonished. He leaned over and put his hand in protest on my knee.




  “Superstition? But I assure you that this of which you now speak is not a matter of superstition. Alas, these things—and other evil practices connected with the dead—exist.

  They exist to an extent that you whites do not dream of, though there is evidence everywhere under your eyes.




  “Why do you suppose that even the poorest peasants, when they can, bury their dead beneath solid tombs of masonry? Why do they bury them so often in their own yards, close to the doorway?

  Why, so often, do you see a tomb or grave set close beside a busy road or footpath where people are always passing? It is to assure the poor unhappy dead such protection as we can.




  “I will take you in the morning to see the grave of my brother, who was killed in the way you know. It is over there on the little ridge which you can see clearly now in the moonlight,

  open space all round it, close beside the trail which everybody passes going to and from Grande Source. For four nights we watched there, in the peristyle, Osmann and I, with shotguns—for at

  that time both my dead brother and I had bitter enemies—until we were sure the body had begun to rot.




  “No, my friend, no, no. There are only too many true cases. At this very moment, in the moonlight, there are zombies working on this island, less than two hours’ ride from my own

  habitation. We know about them, but we do not dare to interfere so long as our own dead are left unmolested. If you will ride with me tomorrow night, yes, I will show you dead men working in the

  cane fields. Close even to the cities there are sometimes zombies. Perhaps you have already heard of those that were at Hasco . . .”




  “What about Hasco?” I interrupted him, for in the whole of Haiti, Hasco is perhaps the last name anybody would think of connecting with either sorcery or superstition. The word is

  American-commercial-synthetic, like Nabisco, Delco, Socony. It stands for the Haitian-American Sugar Company—an immense factory plant, dominated by a huge chimney, with clanging machinery,

  steam whistles, freight cars. It is like a chunk of Hoboken. It lies in the eastern suburbs of Port-au-Prince, and beyond it stretch the cane fields of the Cul-de-Sac. Hasco makes rum when the

  sugar market is off, pays low wages, a shilling or so a day, and gives steady work. It is modern big business, and it sounds it, looks it, smells it.




  Such, then, was the incongruous background for the weird tale Constant Polynice now told me.




  The spring of 1918 was a big cane season, and the factory, which had its own plantations, offered a bonus on the wages of new workers. Soon heads of families and villages from the mountain and

  the plain came trailing their ragtag little armies, men, women, children, trooping to the registration bureau and thence into the fields.




  One morning an old black headman, Ti Joseph of Colombier, appeared leading a band of ragged creatures who shuffled along behind him, staring dumbly, like people walking in a daze. As Joseph

  lined them up for registration, they still stared, vacant-eyed like cattle, and made no reply when asked to give their names.




  Joseph said they were ignorant people from the slopes of Morne-au-Diable, a roadless mountain district near the Dominican border, and that they did not understand the Creole of the plains. They

  were frightened, he said, by the din and smoke of the great factory, but under his direction they would work hard in the fields. The farther they were sent away from the factory, from the noise and

  bustle of the railway yards, the better it would be.




  Better, indeed, for these were not living men and women but poor unhappy zombies whom Joseph and his wife Croyance had dragged from their peaceful graves to slave for him in the sun—and if

  by chance a brother or father of the dead should see and recognize them, Joseph knew that it would mean trouble for him.




  So they were assigned to distant fields beyond the crossroads, and camped there, keeping to themselves like any proper family or village group; but in the evening when other little companies,

  encamped apart as they were, gathered each around its one big common pot of savoury millet or plantains, generously seasoned with dried fish and garlic, Croyance would tend two pots upon the

  fire, for, as everyone knows, the zombies must never be permitted to taste salt or meat. So the food prepared for them was tasteless and unseasoned.




  As the zombies toiled day after day dumbly in the sun, Joseph sometimes beat them to make them move faster, but Croyance began to pity the poor dead creatures who should be at rest—and

  pitied them in the evenings when she dished out their flat, tasteless bouillie.




  Each Saturday afternoon Joseph went to collect the wages for them all, and what division he made was no concern of Hasco, so long as the work went forward. Sometimes Joseph alone, and sometimes

  Croyance alone, went to Croix de Bouquet for the Saturday night bamboche or the Sunday cockfight, but always one of them remained with the zombies to prepare their food and see that they did

  not stray away.




  Through February this continued, until Fête Dieu approached, with a Saturday-Sunday-Monday holiday for all the workers. Joseph, with his pockets full of money, went to Port-au-Prince and

  left Croyance behind, cautioning her as usual; and she agreed to remain and tend the zombies, for he promised her that at the Mardi Gras she should visit the city.




  But when Sunday morning dawned it was lonely in the fields, and her kind old woman’s heart was filled with pity for the zombies, and she thought, “Perhaps it will cheer them a little

  to see the gay crowds and the processions at Croix de Bouquet, and since all the Morne-au-Diable people will have gone back to the mountain to celebrate Fête Dieu at home, no one will

  recognize them, and no harm can come of it.” And it is true that Croyance also wished to see the gay procession.




  So she tied a new bright-coloured handkerchief round her head, aroused the zombies from the sleep that was scarcely different from their waking, gave them their morning bowl of cold, unsalted

  plantains boiled in water, which they ate dumbly uncomplaining, and set out with them for the town, single file, as the country people always walk. Croyance, in her bright kerchief, leading the

  nine dead men and women behind her, passed the railroad crossing, where she murmured a prayer to Legba, passed the great white-painted wooden Christ, who hung life-sized in the glaring sun, where

  she stopped to kneel and cross herself—but the poor zombies prayed neither to Papa Legba nor to Brother Jesus, for they were dead bodies walking, without souls or minds.




  They followed her to the market square before the church, where hundreds of little thatched, open shelters, used on weekdays for buying and selling, were empty of trade, but crowded here and

  there by gossiping groups in the grateful shade.




  To the shade of one of these market booths, which was still unoccupied, she led the zombies, and they sat like people asleep with their eyes open, staring, but seeing nothing, as the bells in

  the church began to ring, and the procession came from the priest’s house—red-purple robes, golden crucifix held aloft, tinkling bells and swinging incense-pots, followed by little

  black boys in white lace robes, little black girls in starched white dresses, with shoes and stockings, from the parish school, with coloured ribbons in their kinky hair, a nun beneath a big

  umbrella leading them.




  Croyance knelt with the throng as the procession passed, and wished she might follow it across the square to the church steps, but the zombies just sat and stared, seeing nothing.




  When noontime came, women with baskets passed to and fro in the crowd, or sat selling little sweet cakes, figs (which were not figs but sweet bananas), oranges, dried herring, biscuit, casava

  bread, and clairin poured from a bottle at a penny a glass.




  As Croyance sat with her savoury dried herring and biscuit baked with salt and soda, and provision of clairin in the tin cup by her side, she pitied the zombies who had worked so

  faithfully for Joseph in the cane fields, and who now had nothing, while all the other groups around were feasting, and as she pitied them, a woman passed crying:




  “Tablettes! Tablettes pistaches! T’ois pour dix cobs!”




  Tablettes are a sort of candy made of brown cane sugar (rapadou); sometimes with pistaches, which in Haiti are peanuts, or with coriander seed. And Croyance thought,

  “These tablettes are not salted or seasoned, they are sweet, and can do no harm to the zombies just this once.” So she untied the corner of her kerchief, took out a coin, a

  gourdon, the quarter of a gourde, and bought some of the tablettes, which she broke in halves and divided among the zombies, who began sucking and mumbling them in their

  mouths. But the baker of the tablettes had salted the pistache nuts before stirring them into the rapadou, and as the zombies tasted the salt, they knew they were dead and made

  a dreadful outcry and rose and turned their faces toward the mountain.




  No one dared to stop them, for they were corpses walking in the sunlight, and they themselves and everyone else knew that they were corpses. And they disappeared toward the mountain.




  When later they drew near their own village on the slopes of Morne-au-Diable, these men and women walking single file in the twilight, with no soul leading them or daring to follow, the people

  of their village, who were also holding bamboche in the market-place, saw them drawing closer, recognized among them fathers, brothers, wives, and daughters whom they had buried months

  before. Most of them knew at once the truth, that these were zombies who had been dragged dead from their graves, but others hoped that a blessed miracle had taken place on this Fête Dieu,

  and rushed forward to take them in their arms and welcome them.




  But the zombies shuffled through the marketplace, recognizing neither father nor wife nor mother, and as they turned leftward up the path leading to the graveyard, a woman whose daughter was in

  the procession of the dead threw herself screaming before the girl’s shuffling feet and begged her to stay; but the grave-cold feet of the daughter and the feet of the other dead shuffled

  over her and onward; and as they approached the graveyard, they began to shuffle faster and rushed among the graves, and each before his own empty grave began clawing at the stones and earth to

  enter it again; and as their cold hands touched the earth of their own graves, they fell and lay there, rotting carrion.




  That night the fathers, sons, and brothers of the zombies, after restoring the bodies to their graves, sent a messenger on muleback down the mountain, who returned next day with the name of Ti

  Joseph and with a stolen shirt of Ti Joseph’s which had been worn next to his skin and was steeped in the grease-sweat of his body.




  They collected silver in the village, and went with the name of Ti Joseph and the shirt of Ti Joseph to a bocor beyond Trou Caiman, who made a deadly needle ouanga, a black bag

  ouanga, pierced all through with pins and needles, filled with dry goat dung, circled with cock’s feathers dipped in blood. And in case the needle ouanga be slow in working or

  be rendered weak by Joseph’s counter-magic, they sent men down to the plain, who lay in wait patiently for Joseph, and one night hacked off his head with a machete . . .




  WHEN POLYNICE HAD finished this recital, I said to him, after a moment of silence, “You are not a peasant like those of the Cul-de-Sac; you are a reasonable man, or at

  least it seems to me you are. Now, how much of that story, honestly, do you believe?”




  He replied earnestly: “I did not see these special things, but there were many witnesses, and why should I not believe them when I myself have also seen zombies? When you also have seen

  them, with their faces and their eyes in which there is no life, you will not only believe in these zombies who should be resting in their graves, you will pity them from the bottom of your

  heart.”




  Before finally taking leave of La Gonave, I did see these “walking dead men,” and I did, in a sense, believe in them and pitied them, indeed, from the bottom of my heart. It was not

  the next night, though Polynice, true to his promise, rode with me across the Plaine Mapou to the deserted, silent cane fields where he had hoped to show me zombies labouring. It was not on any

  night. It was in broad daylight one afternoon, when we passed that way again, on the lower trail to Picmy. Polynice reined in his horse and pointed to a rough, stony, terraced slope—on which

  four labourers, three men and a woman, were chopping the earth with machetes, among straggling cotton stalks, a hundred yards distant from the trail.




  “Wait while I go up there,” he said, excited because a chance had come to fulfil his promise. “I think it is Lamercie with the zombies. If I wave to you, leave your horse and

  come.” Starting up the slope, he shouted to the woman, “It is I, Polynice,” and when he waved later, I followed.




  As I clambered up, Polynice was talking to the woman. She had stopped work—a big-boned, hard-faced black girl, who regarded us with surly unfriendliness. My first impression of the three

  supposed zombies, who continued dumbly to work, was that there was something about them which was unnatural and strange. They were plodding like brutes, like automatons. Without stooping down, I

  could not fully see their faces, which were bent expressionless over their work. Polynice touched one of them on the shoulder and motioned him to get up. Obediently, like an animal, he slowly stood

  erect—and what I saw then, coupled with what I had heard previously, or despite it, came as a rather sickening shock. The eyes were the worst. It was not my imagination. They were in truth

  like the eyes of a dead man, not blind, but staring, unfocused, unseeing. The whole face, for that matter, was bad enough. It was vacant, as if there was nothing behind it. It seemed not only

  expressionless, but incapable of expression. I had seen so much previously in Haiti that was outside ordinary normal experience that for the flash of a second I had a sickening, almost panicky

  lapse in which I thought, or rather felt, “Great God, maybe this stuff is really true, and if it is true, it is rather awful, for it upsets everything.” By “everything” I

  meant the natural fixed laws and processes on which all modern human thought and actions are based. Then suddenly I remembered—and my mind seized the memory as a man sinking in water clutches

  a solid plank—the face of a dog I had once seen in the histological laboratory at Columbia. Its entire front brain had been removed in an experimental operation weeks before; it moved about,

  it was alive, but its eyes were like the eyes I now saw staring.




  I recovered from my mental panic. I reached out and grasped one of the dangling hands. It was calloused, solid, human. Holding it, I said, “Bonjour, compère.” The

  zombie stared without responding. The black wench, Lamercie, who was their keeper, now more sullen than ever, pushed me away—“Z’affai’ nèg paz

  z’affai’ blanc” (Negroes’ affairs are not for whites). But I had seen enough. “Keeper” was the key to it. “Keeper” was the word that had

  leapt naturally into my mind as she protested, and just as naturally the zombies were nothing but poor ordinary demented human beings, idiots, forced to toil in the fields.




  It was a good rational explanation, but it is far from being the end of this story. It satisfied me then, and I said as much to Polynice as we went down the slope. At first he did not contradict

  me, even said doubtfully, “Perhaps”; but as we reached the horses, before mounting, he stopped and said, “Look here, I respect your distrust of what you call superstition and your

  desire to find out the truth, but if what you were saying now were the whole truth, how could it be that over and over again people who have stood by and seen their own relatives buried, have,

  sometimes soon, sometimes months or years afterwards, found those relatives working as zombies, and have sometimes killed the man who held them in servitude?”




  “Polynice,” I said, “that’s just the part of it that I can’t believe. The zombies in such cases may have resembled the dead persons, or even been

  ‘doubles’—you know what doubles are, how two people resemble each other to a startling degree. But it is a fixed rule of reasoning in my country that we will never accept the

  possibility of a thing being ‘supernatural’ so long as any natural explanation, even far-fetched, seems adequate.”




  “Well,” said he, “if you spent many years in Haiti, you would find it very hard to fit this reasoning into some of the things you encountered here.”




  As I have said, there is more to this story—and I think it is best to tell it very simply.




  In all Haiti there is no clearer scientifically trained mind, no sounder pragmatic rationalist, than Dr. Antoine Villiers. When I sat with him in his study, surrounded by hundreds of scientific

  books in French, German, and English, and told him of what I had seen and of my conversations with Polynice, he said:




  “My dear sir, I do not believe in miracles nor in supernatural events, and I do not want to shock your Anglo-Saxon intelligence, but this Polynice of yours, with all his superstition, may

  have been closer to the partial truth than you were. Understand me clearly. I do not believe that anyone has ever been raised literally from the dead—neither Lazarus, nor the daughter of

  Jairus, nor Jesus Christ himself—yet I am not sure, paradoxical as it may sound, that there is not something frightful, something in the nature of criminal sorcery if you like, in some cases

  at least, in this matter of zombies. I am by no means sure that some of them who now toil in the fields were not dragged from the actual graves in which they lay in their coffins, buried by their

  mourning families!”




  “It is then something like suspended animation?” I asked.




  “I will show you,” he replied, “a thing which may supply the key to what you are seeking,” and standing on a chair, he pulled down a paperbound book from a top shelf. It

  was nothing mysterious or esoteric. It was the current official Code Pénal (Criminal Code) of the Republic of Haiti. He thumbed through it and pointed to a paragraph which read:




  

    

      

        Article 249. Also shall be qualified as attempted murder the employment which may be made against any person of substances which, without causing

        actual death, produce a lethargic coma more or less prolonged. If, after the administering of such substances, the person has been buried, the act shall be considered

        murder no matter what result follows.


      


    


  




  The strangest and most chimeric story of this type ever related to me in Haiti by Haitians who claimed direct knowledge of its essential truth is the tale of Matthieu Toussel’s mad bride,

  the tale of how her madness came upon her. I shall try to reconstruct it here as it was told to me—as it was dramatized, elaborated, perhaps, in the oft re-telling.




  An elderly and respected Haitian gentleman whose wife was French had a young niece, by name Camille, a fair-skinned octoroon girl whom they introduced and sponsored in Port-au-Prince society,

  where she became popular, and for whom they hoped to arrange a brilliant marriage.




  Her own family, however, was poor; her uncle, it was understood, could scarcely be expected to dower her—he was prosperous, but not wealthy, and had a family of his own—and the

  French dot system prevails in Haiti, so that while the young beaux of the élite crowded to fill her dance-cards, it became gradually evident that none of them had serious

  intentions.




  When she was nearing the age of twenty, Matthieu Toussel, a rich coffee-grower from Morne Hôpital, became a suitor, and presently asked her hand in marriage. He was dark and more than

  twice her age, but rich, suave, and well-educated. The principal house of the Toussel habitation, on the mountainside almost overlooking Port-au-Prince, was not thatched, mud-walled, but a fine

  wooden bungalow, slate-roofed, with wide verandahs, set in a garden among gay poinsettias, palms, and Bougainvillaea vines. He had built a road there, kept his own big motorcar, and was often seen

  in the fashionable cafés and clubs.




  There was an old rumour that he was affiliated in some way with Voodoo or sorcery, but such rumours are current concerning almost every Haitian who has acquired power in the mountains, and in

  the case of men like Toussel are seldom taken seriously. He asked no dot, he promised to be generous, both to her and her straitened family, and the family persuaded her into the

  marriage.




  The black planter took his pale girl-bride back with him to the mountain, and for almost a year, it appears, she was not unhappy, or at least gave no signs of it. They still came down to

  Port-au-Prince, appeared occasionally at the club soirées. Toussel permitted her to visit her family whenever she liked, lent her father money, and arranged to send her young brother to a

  school in France.




  But gradually her family, and her friends as well, began to suspect that all was not going so happily up yonder as it seemed. They began to notice that she was nervous in her husband’s

  presence, that she seemed to have acquired a vague, growing dread of him. They wondered if Toussel were ill-treating or neglecting her. The mother sought to gain her daughter’s confidence,

  and the girl gradually opened her heart. No, her husband had never ill-treated her, never a harsh word; he was always kindly and considerate, but there were nights when he seemed strangely

  preoccupied, and on such nights he would saddle his horse and ride away into the hills, sometimes not returning until after dawn, when he seemed even stranger and more lost in his own thoughts than

  on the night before. And there was something in the way he sometimes sat staring at her which made her feel that she was in some way connected with those secret thoughts. She was afraid of his

  thoughts and afraid of him. She knew intuitively, as women know, that no other woman was involved in these nocturnal excursions. She was not jealous. She was in the grip of an unreasoning fear. One

  morning, when she thought he had been away all night in the hills, chancing to look out of a window, so she told her mother, she had seen him emerging from the door of a low frame building in their

  own big garden, set at some distance from the others and which he had told her was his office where he kept his accounts, his business papers, and the door always locked . . . “So,

  therefore,” said the mother relieved and reassured, “what does all this amount to? Business troubles, those secret thoughts of his, probably . . . some coffee combination he is planning

  and which is perhaps going wrong, so that he sits up all night at his desk figuring and devising, or rides off to sit up half the night consulting with others. Men are like that. It explains

  itself. The rest of it is nothing but your nervous imagining.”




  And this was the last rational talk the mother and daughter ever had. What subsequently occurred up there on the fatal night of their first wedding anniversary they pieced together from the

  half-lucid intervals of a terrorised, cowering, hysterical creature, who finally went stark, raving mad. But what she had gone through was indelibly stamped on her brain; there were early periods

  when she seemed quite sane, and the sequential tragedy was gradually evolved.




  On the evening of their anniversary Toussel had ridden away, telling her not to sit up for him, and she had assumed that in his preoccupation he had forgotten the date, which hurt her and made

  her silent. She went away to bed early, and finally fell asleep.




  Near midnight she was awakened by her husband, who stood at the bedside, holding a lamp. He must have been some time returned, for he was fully dressed now in formal evening clothes.




  “Put on your wedding dress and make yourself beautiful,” he said; “we are going to a party.” She was sleepy and dazed, but innocently pleased, imagining that a belated

  recollection of the date had caused him to plan a surprise for her. She supposed he was taking her to a late supper-dance down at the club by the seaside, where people often appeared long after

  midnight. “Take your time,” he said, “and make yourself as beautiful as you can—there is no hurry.”




  An hour later when she joined him on the verandah, she said, “But where is the car?”




  “No,” he replied, “the party is to take place here.” She noticed that there were lights in the outbuilding, the “office” across the garden. He gave her no

  time to question or protest. He seized her arm, led her through the dark garden, and opened the door. The office, if it had ever been one, was transformed into a dining room, softly lighted with

  tall candles. There was a big old-fashioned buffet with a mirror and cut-glass bowls, plates of cold meats and salads, bottles of wine and decanters of rum.




  In the centre of the room was an elegantly set table with damask cloth, flowers, glittering silver. Four men, also in evening clothes, but badly fitting, were already seated at this table. There

  were two vacant chairs at its head and foot. The seated men did not rise when the girl in her bride-clothes entered on her husband’s arm. They sat slumped down in their chairs and did not

  even turn their heads to greet her. There were wine-glasses partly filled before them, and she thought they were already drunk.




  As she sat down mechanically in the chair to which Toussel led her, seating himself facing her, with the four guests ranged between them, two on either side, he said, in an unnatural, strained

  way, the stress increasing as he spoke: “I beg you . . . to forgive my guests their . . . seeming rudeness. It has been a long time . . . since . . . they have . . . tasted wine . . . sat

  like this at table . . . with . . . so fair a hostess . . . But, ah, presently . . . they will drink with you, yes . . . lift . . . their arms, as I lift mine . . . clink glasses with you . . .

  more . . . they will arise and . . . dance with you . . . more . . . they will . . .”




  Near her, the black fingers of one silent guest were clutched rigidly around the fragile stem of a wine-glass, tilted, spilling. The horror pent up in her overflowed. She seized a candle, thrust

  it close to the slumped, bowed face, and saw the man was dead. She was sitting at a banquet table with four propped-up corpses!




  Breathless for an instant, then screaming, she leaped to her feet and ran. Toussel reached the door too late to seize her. He was heavy and more than twice her age. She ran still screaming

  across the dark garden, flashing white among the trees, out through the gate. Youth and utter terror lent wings to her feet, and she escaped . . .




  A procession of early market-women, with their laden baskets and donkeys, winding down the mountainside at dawn, found her lying unconscious far below, at the point where the jungle trail

  emerged into the road. Her flimsy dress was ripped and torn, her little white satin bride-slippers were scuffed and stained, one of the high heels ripped off where she had caught it in a vine and

  fallen.




  They bathed her face to revive her, bundled her on a pack-donkey, walking beside her, holding her. She was only half-conscious, incoherent, and they began disputing among themselves as peasants

  do. Some thought she was a French lady who had been thrown or fallen from a motor car; others thought she was a Dominicaine, which has been synonymous in Creole from earliest colonial days

  with “fancy prostitute.” None recognised her as Madame Toussel; perhaps none of them had ever seen her. They were discussing and disputing whether to leave her at a hospital of Catholic

  sisters on the outskirts of the city, which they were approaching, or whether it would be safer—for them—to take her directly to police headquarters and tell their story. Their loud

  disputing seemed to rouse her; she seemed partially to recover her senses and understand what they were saying. She told them her name, her maiden family name, and begged them to take her to her

  father’s house.




  There, put to bed and with doctors summoned, the family were able to gather from the girl’s hysterical utterances a partial comprehension of what had happened. They sent up that same day

  to confront Toussel if they could—to search his habitation. But Toussel was gone, and all the servants were gone except one old man, who said that Toussel was in Santo Domingo. They broke

  into the so-called office, and found there the table still set for six people, wine spilled on the table-cloth, a bottle overturned, chairs knocked over, the platters of food still untouched on the

  sideboard, but beyond that they found nothing.




  Toussel never returned to Haiti. It is said that he is living now in Cuba. Criminal pursuit was useless. What reasonable hope could they have had of convicting him on the unsupported evidence of

  a wife of unsound mind?




  And there, as it was related to me, the story trailed off to a shrugging of the shoulders, to mysterious inconclusion.




  What had this Toussel been planning—what sinister, perhaps criminal necromancy in which his bride was to be the victim or the instrument? What would have happened if she had not

  escaped?




  I asked these questions, but got no convincing explanation or even theory in reply. There are tales of rather ghastly abominations, unprintable, practised by certain sorcerers who claim to raise

  the dead, but so far as I know they are only tales. And as for what actually did happen that night, credibility depends on the evidence of a demented girl.




  So what is left?




  What is left may be stated in a single sentence:




  Matthieu Toussel arranged a wedding anniversary supper for his bride at which six plates were laid, and when she looked into the faces of his four other guests, she went mad.
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  IN ADDITION TO writing fantasy, horror, and science fiction, David A. Riley (1951– ) works for a law firm as a legal cashier and runs a charming

  bookshop in Lancashire, England, the eponymous Riley’s Books, which specializes in the genres in which he writes, but also carries first editions and out-of-print books in numerous other

  fields, as well as folio art and photographic books.




  He is currently the editor of Prism, the magazine of the British Fantasy Society. In 1995, he coedited, with his wife, Linden, the fantasy and science fiction magazine Beyond. His

  first novel, Goblin Mire, was published as an original electronic book by Renaissance. Riley has also written under the pseudonym Allan Redfern (a story titled “Gwargens”). His

  first short-story collection, The Lurkers in the Abyss (2010), includes the title story and such other frequently anthologized tales as “The Farmhouse,” “The

  Urn,” “The Satyr’s Head,” “Out of Corruption,” and “After Nightfall,” of which Hugh Lamb, in The Penguin Encyclopedia of Horror and the

  Supernatural, wrote, “. . . the nearest literature has yet come to creating George Romero’s cinematic effects in words.”




  “After Nightfall” was first published in Weird Window (1970), then in The Year’s Best Horror Stories, edited by Richard Davis (London: Sphere, 1971).
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  I




  ELIOT WILDERMAN NEVER struck anyone as a person possessing that necessary instability of character which makes men in a sudden fit of despair commit

  suicide. Even Mrs. Jowitt, his landlady, never had even the vaguest suspicions that he would ever do anything like this. Why should she? Indeed, Wilderman was certainly not poor, he was in good

  health, was amiable and well liked in the old-fashioned village of Heron. And in such an isolated hamlet as this it took a singularly easygoing and pleasant type of person to be able to get on with

  its definitely backward, and in many cases decadent, population.




  Civilisation had barely made an impression here for the past two hundred years. Elsewhere such houses as were common here and lived in by those not fully sunken into depraved bestiality were

  thought of as the slums, ancient edifices supporting overhangs, gables, high peaked roofs, bizarrely raised pavements three feet above the streets and tottering chimneys that towered like warped

  fingers into the eternally bleak sky.




  Despite the repellant aspect of the village Wilderman had been enthusiastic enough when he arrived early in September. Taking a previously reserved room on the third floor of the solitary inn he

  soon settled down and became a familiar sight wandering about the wind-ravaged hills which emerged from the woods in barren immensities of bracken and hardy grass, or visiting various people,

  asking them in his tactful and unobtrusive manner about their local folklore. In no way was he disappointed and the volume he was writing on anthropology soon had an abundance of facts and

  information. And yet in some strangely elusive way he felt the shadow of dissatisfaction. It was not severe enough to worry him or even impede his creative abilities and cheerfulness, but all the

  same it was there. Like some “imp of the perverse” it nagged at him, hinting that something was wrong.




  After having been here a month his steadily growing hoard of data had almost achieved saturation point and little more was really needed. Having done far better than he had expected prior to his

  arrival he decided that he could now afford to relax more, investigating the harsh but strangely attractive countryside and the curious dwellings about it, something he had only been able to do on

  a few brief occasions before.




  As he had heard from many of his antiquarian friends Heron itself was a veritable store of seventeenth and early eighteenth century buildings, with only a few from later periods. Except for the

  ramshackle huts. Even these, though, were perversely fascinating. None exhibited any features suggesting comfort; sanitation and ventilation were blatantly disregarded and hampered to an

  unbelievable extent. Roughly constructed from wood veneered with mould, with murky insides infested with the humid and sickening stench of sweat, they were merely dwellings to sleep and shelter in,

  nothing more.




  In fact the only feature which he noticed in common with the other buildings was that each had heavy wooden doors reinforced from outside with rusted strips of iron, barred by bolts or fastened

  with old Yale locks from within. Apart from the plainly obvious fact that there was nothing inside them to steal Wilderman was puzzled at such troublesome if not expensive precautions against

  intruders.




  Finally when an opportunity presented itself Wilderman asked Abel Wilton, one of the degenerates inhabiting these huts, a thick set man with a matted beard and cunningly suspicious eyes, why

  such precautions were taken. But, despite his fairly close acquaintance with this man, for whom he had previously bought liquor and shared tobacco with for information about local legends, all the

  response he got was a flustered reply that they were to keep out the wild animals that “run ’n’ ’ide in th’ ’ills where none but those pohzessed go, where they

  wait for us, comin’ down ’ere at night, a ’untin’ ”; or so Wilton claimed. But his suddenly narrowed eyes and obvious dislike of the subject belied him, though

  Wilderman tactfully decided to accept this explanation for the moment. After all it would do him no good, he reasoned, to go around accusing people of being liars. It could only result in his

  drawing onto himself the animosity of Wilton’s kinfolk who, ignorant though they were, were extremely susceptible to insult.




  However, after having noticed this point about the clustered huts on the outskirts of Heron, Wilderman realised that all the other houses that he had entered also had unusually sturdy locks. Not

  only on their doors; most had padlocks or bolts across the shutters on their windows, too, though they were already protected by bars. But, when he questioned someone about this, he again received

  a muttered reply about wild beasts, as well as the danger of thieves, and again he did not believe it. He could have been convinced of the possibility of thieves, even in the worthless huts, but

  how could he accept the wild animals, when he had never seen a sign of them during his now frequent rambles across the hills? Certainly none that were of any danger at all to man. And so, realising

  then that any further approaches on this subject would probably only bring similar results he did not pursue it any further, though he fully intended to keep it in mind. Perhaps, he thought, this

  was what had been troubling him all along.




  It was at this time in late October, when he was beginning to pay closer attention to his surroundings, that he first realised that no one ever left their houses after dusk. Even he himself had

  never gone out after nightfall since he had first arrived. He had not been particularly conscious of this before since it had kept light until late, but as the nights became longer, creeping

  remorselessly into the dwindling days, this universal peculiarity in Heron became apparent to him, adding yet another mystery to be solved.




  The first time he had this brought to his attention was one evening when he tried to leave the inn and failed, both the front and back doors being locked. Irritably he strode up to Mrs. Jowitt,

  an elderly woman, grey of face and hair with needle-like fingers and brown teeth that seemed to blend in with the gloom of the sitting-room where she sat knitting a shawl. Without preamble he asked

  why the inn had been locked at so early an hour.




  For a moment she seemed to have been stunned into silence by his outburst and immediately stopped her work to turn towards him. In that brief instant her face had paled into a waxen mask, her

  eyes, like Wilton’s, narrowing menacingly—or were they, Wilderman conjectured in surprise, hooded to hide the barely concealed fear he felt he could glimpse between the quivering

  lids?




  “We always lock up at night, Mr. Wilderman,” she drawled at length. “Always ’ave an’ always will do. It’s one of our ways. P’raps it’s

  foolish—you might think so—but that’s our custom. Any’ow, there’s no reason to go out when it’s dark, is there? There’s nowt ’ere i’ the way of

  entertainment. Besides, can’t be too careful. More goes on than you’d suspect, or want to. Not only is there animals that’d kill us in our sleep, but some o’ them in the

  ’uts—I’m not sayin’ who, mind you—wouldn’t think twice o’ breakin’ in an’ takin’ all I’ve got if I didn’t lock ’em

  out.”




  Her reply left little with which Wilderman could legitimately argue, without seeming to do so solely for the sake of argument: and he was loath to antagonise her. Always he was aware that he was

  here only on the townspeople’s toleration; they could very easily snub him or even do him physical damage and get away with it. Justice, a dubious word here, was at best rudimentary,

  depending for a large part on family connections and as good as open bribery; or at its worst and most frequent on personal revenge, reminding Wilderman distastefully of the outdated duelling

  system of latter day Europe, though with less notice here taken of honour.




  Convinced that fear of wild animals was not the reason for Mrs. Jowitt’s locking of the doors after dusk Wilderman became determined to delve further into this aggravating mystery.




  The next morning, rising deliberately at dawn, he hurried noiselessly down the staircase to find his landlady busy unlocking the front door. So engrossed was she in the seemingly arduous task

  that she did not notice his presence.




  Finally succeeding in turning the last of the keys she cautiously prised the door open and peered uneasily outside. Evidently seeing nothing to alarm her she threw the door open and knelt down

  to pick up an enamel dish from the worn doorstep outside. Filled with curiosity Wilderman tried to see what was on it but could only glimpse a faint red smear that might have been a reflection of

  the sun now rising liquescently above the hills.




  Before Mrs. Jowitt could turn and see him he retraced his steps to the second floor, walking back down again loudly and calling a greeting to her. After a few brief but necessary comments about

  the weather he left, stepping out into the cold but refreshing early morning air to see the narrow streets still half obscured by mists through which beams of sunlight shone against the newly

  unshuttered windows like drops of molten gold.




  As he slowly made his way down the winding street he could not help but notice the plates and dishes left on many of the doorsteps. Some others had been shattered and left on the stagnant gutter

  that ran down the centre of the street to a mud-clogged grate at the end.




  It was immediately obvious to Wilderman that these dishes had contained meat, raw meat, as shown by the watery stains of blood still on them. But why should the villagers leave food out like

  this, he asked himself, every one of them, including those in the fetid huts, though they themselves had little enough to eat at the best of times? Such behaviour as was evident here seemed

  ludicrous to him. Why, indeed, should they have left food out like this, presumably for animals, when they dared not go out after nightfall for fear of those very creatures which the meat would

  only attract? It didn’t make sense! That people in Heron were not exceptionally kind and generous to animals he knew; quite the opposite, in fact. Already he had seen what remained of one

  dog—a wolf hound with Alsatian blood in its savage veins—that made a nuisance of itself one Saturday on Market Street. Its mangled carcass, gory and flayed to the bone, had almost

  defied description after some ten or so heavy boots backed by resentful legs had crushed it writhing into the cobbles. Then why, if they had no other feelings but contempt for their own animals,

  should they be so unnaturally benevolent to dangerous and anonymous beasts?




  Obviously, though, no one would tell him why they did this. Already he had tried questioning them about their heavily locked doors with only the barest of results. There was, he knew, only one

  way in which he would have the slightest chance of finding out anything more, and that was to see for himself what came for the food.




  Preparing himself for the nocturnal vigil he returned to his room and spent the rest of the day re-reading several of his notes and continuing his treatise from where he had left off the

  previous day.




  Nightfall soon came, and with it an all-penetrating fog that tainted even the inside of his room with an obscuring mist. Sitting on a high backed chair by the window he cursed it, but was

  adamant that the fulfilment of his malign curiosity would not be foiled by a mist.




  Almost as soon as the sun had disappeared beneath the fog-hidden mountains Wilderman heard several doors nearby being opened, though no one called out. The only sound was the indistinct clatter

  of plates being placed on the pavements, before the doors were hastily slammed shut and locked. Following this came an absolute silence in which nothing stirred on the fog-shrouded street. It was

  as though all life and movement had come to an end, disturbed only by the clock atop the hearth within his room as it slowly ticked out the laboured seconds and minutes. Then something caught his

  attention.




  Looking out over the worn windowsill he stared down at the street, trying to penetrate the myopic mist. Some thing or things were coming down the street. But the noises were strange and

  disturbing, not the anticipated padded footfalls of wild cats or dogs gone ferile from neglect or cruelty. No, the sounds that reached his ears were far from expected, like a sibilant slithering

  sound, as of something possessed by an iron determination dragging itself sluggishly across the cobbles.




  A tin plate was noisily up-ended and went clattering down the street, coming to a halt at the raised pavement beneath his window. As he leaned out further to look he saw a darkish, shadowy

  thing, a hulking shape, appear. For several moments following this intrusion he heard no more until the creature found its food and began to devour it.




  Pulling himself together Wilderman shouted to scare whatever was beneath him away; but as his cry echoed dismally down the street to the clock tower in the square at the end, sounding even more

  hysterical at each dinning repetition, more forlorn and pathetic, there was only an instant’s pause before he heard the other milling creatures on the street begin to drag themselves across

  and along it, deserting their food to make their way to the inn.




  And with them came a fiendish tittering, ghoulish in its overtly inhuman form, devoid of all but the foulest of feelings: hatred, lust, and surprising Wilderman in his interpretation of it, an

  almost insatiable greed. So clear was it in the vague sounds shuddering below that he felt the tremors of panic growing inside him, sweat streaming down his face. Again, after an inner struggle, he

  called out, his voice rasping with fear.




  In answer came a scratching at the base of the inn beneath his window as though something sought to surmount the decaying barrier.




  More shapes were gathering on the street, slithering towards the inn and scratching at it. Trembling fiercely he realised why the villagers took such precautions as they did, and why none spoke

  or left their houses at night, leaving the village as though deserted. But the facade had been broken. They knew he was here, they had heard him!




  Picking up a heavy fore-edged book he hurled it down at the creatures below. As it struck them there was the sound as of a large stone falling into mud, and then a series of cracks like breaking

  bones, thin, brittle ones shattered by the copper-bound book. At this the horrid sounds increased into a crescendo of fiendish glee. A shriek as inhuman as the others, yet still possessing the

  wretched qualities of agony and terror, echoed down the street. But loud and terrible though this was no one in any of the neighbouring houses appeared to see what was happening. All shutters and

  doors remained closed.




  As a sudden breeze that died almost as soon as it came sent the fog floundering from the street in scattering wisps Wilderman saw the shapes more clearly though blurred even now by the gloom.

  For a time he had thought them to be animals, hybrids of some sort, but what he now saw was neither wholly bestial nor human, but possessed, or seemed to be possessed, in the shadow world they

  inhabited, of the worst features of each. Hunched, with massive backs above stunted heads that hung low upon their chests, they dragged themselves along with skeletal arms which, when outstretched

  above their shoulders into the diffused light from his room, proved white and leprous, crumbling as though riddled with decay. Tapering to gangrenous stumps their fingers opened slowly, painfully,

  and closed again before the mist returned and resealed them in a spectral haze.




  When once more half hidden in the fog Wilderman saw that the shadows were converging upon one spot which then became progressively clearer, more distinct. And suddenly with the self-consuming

  quick-lime of fear he realised why; slowly, inevitably they were climbing upon each to form a hillock, a living hillock to his window.




  Again he threw a book at them, and then another and another, each one more savagely than the last, but though they seemed to crash into and through the skulking bodies, the mound still continued

  to grow. And from the nethermost extremes of the mist-filled street he could make out others slithering and shuffling towards the inn.




  In alarm Wilderman threw himself back from the window, slamming and fastening its shutters as he did so. Then in a fit of nausea he staggered to a basin on his dresser and was violently sick.

  Outside the tittering was continuing to grow louder, nearer. Awful in its surfeit of abhorrence it filled Wilderman with increasingly more dread at every passing instant. With movements strained

  from forcing himself to resist the panic he felt growing in him, he crept behind the writing desk in the centre of the room until, with his hand clenched tightly on it, he faced the shuttered

  window, his face shivering uncontrollably as his eyes stared harder and harder at the window . . . waiting, dreading the end of his wait, fearing the expected arrival.




  And still from outside, the gibbering, the hellish inhuman giggling increased in volume until suddenly it ended and a scratching of claws on wood took its place. The shutters shook and rattled

  on their creaking hinges so violently that they threatened to give way at any moment. And then they did.




  A myriad shrieks of fiendish glee flooded Wilderman’s room, shrieks that mingled with and then utterly overpowered and drowned the tortured screams of anguish, terror and then agony that

  were human, and which ended as the slobbering tearing sounds of eating took their place.




  II




  The next day as a reluctant sun reared itself in a blood-red crescent above the pale pine forests to the east the locked door to Wilderman’s room was forced open by two of

  Mrs. Jowitt’s permanent guests after her unsuccessful attempt to rouse him earlier. As the men pushed and beat at the old oak panels she waited behind them, shivering as she remembered the

  cries of the night when she lay locked in her room down the passageway, wide eyed in fear and dread. So had, as she could tell by their red-rimmed eyes and fearful expressions, the two men.




  With a mournful rending of wood the door fell inwards. As the men were contorted with disgust and nausea she looked into the room, and screamed. Inside, the room was cluttered with shattered and

  overturned furniture, scratched till the wood was bare, sheets torn into shreds, and a skeletal thing that lay amidst a bloody upheaval of tattered books, manuscripts, pens and cloth, bones

  scattered to every corner of the room.




  III




  Though the circumstances surrounding Wilderman’s death did not show even the vaguest trace of suicide this was the verdict solemnly reached by the coroner, a native of

  Heron, four days later in the poorly lit village hall.




  All through the hastily completed inquest Wilderman’s various relatives from Pire were refused permission to view his remains before they were interred in the cemetery on the outskirts of

  the village, the coroner saying that his mode of self destruction—drowning himself in a nearby river—and the fact that it had taken nearly a week to find him, had left him in a state

  that was most definitely not wise to be seen.




  “It would be better to remember him as he was,” said the wrinkled old man, nervously cleaning his wire-framed bifocals, “than like he is now.”




  While outside, unnoticed by the visitors, the church warden completed his daily task of beating down the disrupted earth on the graves in the wild and tawny burial ground, whispering a useless

  prayer to himself before returning to his home for supper.
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  I




  “OH-OH .” KAY GILBERT jabbed her foot at the jeep’s brake pedal. “Now what have we got, ti-fi?” She spoke in Creole,

  the language of the Haitian peasant.




  In the middle of the road stood a man with his arms outthrust to stop them. Beyond him, at the road’s edge, was one of the big, gaudy buses the Haitians called camions. Crudely

  painted orange and red and resembling an outsized roller-coaster car, it was pointed north in the direction they were going. Disembarked passengers stood watching two men at work under it.




  The man who had stopped them strode forward as the jeep came to a halt. He was huge. “Bon soir, madame,” he said with a slight bow. “May I ask if you going to Cap

  Haïtien?”




  “Well . . .” The hesitation was caused by his ugliness. And, being responsible for the child, she must be extra careful.




  “I beg you a lift,” the fellow said, one heavy hand gripping the edge of the windshield as though by sheer force he would prevent her from driving on without him. “I absolutely

  must get to Le Cap today!”




  She was afraid to say no. “Well . . . all right. Get in.”




  Stepping to the rear, he climbed in over the tailgate and turned to the metal bench-seat on her side of the vehicle. “May I move this, madame?” He held up a brown leather

  shoulder-bag that she had put there.




  “Give it to me!” Turning quickly, Kay snatched it from his hand and placed it on the floor in front, at little Tina’s feet.




  “Merci, madame.” The man sat down.




  When the jeep had finished descending through hairpin turns to the Plaisance River valley, Kay was able to relax a little. Presently she heard their passenger saying, “And what is your

  name, little girl?”




  Evidently the child did not find him intimidating. Without hesitation she replied brightly, “My name is Tina, m’sieu.”




  “Tina what, if I may ask?”




  “Anglade.”




  A stretch of rough road demanded Kay’s full attention again. When that ended, the child at her side was saying, “So you see, I have been at the hospital a long time because I

  couldn’t remember anything. Not my name or where I lived or anything. But I’m all right now, so Miss Kay is taking me home.”




  “I am glad for you, ti-fi.”




  “Now tell me your name and where you live.”




  “Well, little one, my name is Emile Polinard and I live in Cap Haïtien, where I have a shop and make furniture. I was on my way back from Port-au-Prince when the camion broke

  down. And I’m certainly grateful to le Bon Dieu for causing you to come along when you did.”




  Darkness had fallen. Kay cut her speed again so as not to be booby-trapped by potholes. Lamps began to glow in scattered peasant cailles. Now and then they passed a pedestrian holding a

  lantern or a bottle-torch to light his way. As the jeep entered the north coast city of Cap Haïtien, rain began to fall.




  In the wet darkness, Kay was unsure of herself. “I have to go to the Catholic church,” she said to their passenger. “Can you direct me?”




  He did so, remarking that he lived near there, himself. She stopped under a street lamp near the church entrance, the rain a silvery curtain now in the glare of the jeep’s headlights.

  “For us, this is the end of the road, M’sieu Polinard. Tina and I will be staying here tonight with the sisters.”




  Their passenger thanked her and got out. To the child Kay said, frowning, “Where do the sisters live, Tina?”




  “I don’t know.”




  “But you stayed here almost a month before you came to the hospital!”




  “I didn’t know what was happening then.”




  Kay gazed helplessly at the church, a massive dark pile in the rain, then saw that Emile Polinard had stopped and was looking back at them. He returned to the jeep.




  “Something is wrong, madame?”




  “Well, I—I thought Tina would know where to find the sisters, but she doesn’t seem to.”




  “Let me help. Is there a particular sister you wish to see?”




  She felt guilty, keeping him standing there in the downpour. But if she did not accept his help, what would she do? “It was a Sister Simone who brought Tina to the hospital. But if she

  isn’t there, someone else will do, I suppose.”




  “I know her. She should be here.”




  He was back in five minutes holding aloft a large black umbrella under which moved a black-robed woman not much taller than Tina. Saying cheerfully, “Hello, you two! Tina, move

  over!” she climbed into the jeep. Polinard handed her the umbrella and she thanked him. “Just drive on,” she instructed Kay. “I’ll show you where to go.”




  Kay, too, thanked “ugly man” Polinard, who bowed in reply. Driving on, she turned a corner at the sister’s direction, turned again between the back of the church and another

  stone building.




  “Come,” the sister commanded, and they hurried into the building. But once inside, the sister was less brisk. Giving the umbrella a shake, she closed it and placed it in a stand near

  the door, then hunkered down in front of Tina and put out her arms. “And how are you, little one?” She was Haitian, Kay noticed for the first time. And remarkably pretty.




  “It’s a good thing I phoned you yesterday,” Kay said. Actually, she had phoned only to say that she and Tina would be passing through Le Cap on their way to the town of Trou

  and would stop for a few minutes. “I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you to put us up for the night. Can you?”




  “Of course, Miss Gilbert. What happened? Did you have car trouble?”




  “We got off to a late start. Tina had one of her headaches.”




  “Ah, those headaches.” The sister reached for Tina’s hand. “Come upstairs, both of you. First your room, then we’ll see about something to eat.”




  She put them both in the same room, one overlooking the yard where the jeep was, then disappeared. “We’ll need our gear,” Kay told the child. “I’ll go for it while

  you wash up.” The brown leather shoulder-bag she had brought with her, and before leaving the room she carefully slid it out of sight under a bed. Then on the stairs she met Sister Simone and

  a second nun coming up, each with a backpack from the jeep.




  They supped on soup and fish in a small dining room: Kay and Tina, Sister Simone, Sister Anne who had helped with the backpacks, and Sister Ginette who at sixty or so was the oldest. What little

  conversation there was concerned only the journey. “That road is not easy, is it? . . . It so badly needs repairing . . . And the Limbé bridge is closed, so you had to come through the

  river . . .”




  Why don’t they ask about Tina—what we’ve been doing with her all this time at the hospital, and how she’s coming along? They did talk to the

  youngster, but asked no personal questions. It almost seemed a conspiracy of silence.




  But when the meal ended and Kay took Tina by the hand to walk her back upstairs, little Sister Simone said quietly, “Do come down again when she is in bed, Miss Gilbert. We’ll be in

  the front room.”




  She found the three of them waiting there on uncomfortable-looking wooden chairs. It occurred to her that perhaps Polinard had built them. An empty chair was in place for her. On a small table

  in the centre of the circle lay a wooden tray on which were mugs, spoons, a pitcher of milk, a bowl of sugar. A battered coffee pot that might have been silver was being kept warm over an alcohol

  flame.




  The nuns rose and waited for Kay to sit, managing somehow—all but Simone—to sit again precisely when she did. “Coffee, Miss Gilbert?” Simone asked.




  “Please.”




  “Milk and sugar?”




  “Black, please.” It was a crime to tamper with Haiti’s marvellous coffee.




  Simone served the others as well—perhaps this was an aftersupper ritual—then seated herself. “Now, Miss Gilbert, please tell us how Tina regained her memory. If it won’t

  tire you too much.”




  She told them how Dr. Robek had hit on the idea of reading map names to Tina and how, on hearing the name Bois Sauvage, the child had snapped out of her long lethargy. “Like Snow White

  waking up when the prince kissed her.”




  They smiled.




  “Then she remembered her own name. If, of course, Tina Louise Christine Anglade really is her name. We can’t be sure until I get her to Bois Sauvage, can we? Or even if that’s

  really where she came from.”




  The oldest sister, frowning deeply, said, “Bois Sauvage. Isn’t that up in the mountains near the Dominican border?”




  “According to the map, yes.”




  “How in the world will you get there?”




  “I’ve been promised a guide at Trou.”




  “But you can’t drive to such a place! There aren’t any roads.”




  “I suppose we’ll walk, or ride mules. I really won’t know until tomorrow.” Kay waited for them to sip their coffee. “Now will you tell me something, please?

  How did Tina come into your care in the first place? All we’ve ever heard is that she was brought to you by a priest.”




  “By Father Turnier,” Simone said, nodding. “Father Louis Turnier. He was stationed at Vallière then and had a number of chapels even farther back in the mountains. We

  have a picture of him.” She put her coffee mug down and went briskly, with robe swishing, to a glass-doored bookcase. Returning with a large photo album that smelled of mildew, she turned its

  pages, then reversed the book and held it out to Kay. “That’s Father on the right, in front of the Vallière chapel. Those big cracks in the chapel were caused by an earthquake

  just a few days before this picture was taken. Can you imagine?”




  Kay saw a husky-looking white man with a cigarette dangling from his lips. French, she guessed. Most of the white priests in the remote areas were French. He wore no clerical garment; in fact,

  his shirt was neither buttoned nor tucked into his pants. The way he grinned at the camera made her instantly fond of him.




  “He was coming back from some far-off chapel one day,” Simone said, “and stopped at this isolated native caille beside a little stream. He had never passed that way

  before, he said, but a landslide had carried away part of the usual trail and forced him to detour. He was on a mule, of course. And the animal was weary, so he thought he would just stop and talk

  with these people a while.”




  Kay gazed at the photo while she listened.




  “Well, there was the child lying on a mat inside the caille, and the people asked Father to talk to her. She had wandered into their clearing a few days before and couldn’t

  remember who she was or where she had come from.”




  “I see.”




  “That photo shows you the kind of man Father Turnier is. He ended up staying the night there and deciding the child must have been through some really traumatic experience and ought to

  have help. In any case, she couldn’t remain there with those people. They didn’t want her. So at daybreak he lifted her up on his mule and carried her out to Vallière, still not

  knowing her name or where she came from.”




  “Then what happened?”




  “Well, he kept her there for about three weeks—he and young Father Duval who was stationed there with him—but she didn’t respond as they hoped, so he brought her here to

  us.” Sister Simone paused to finish her coffee, then leaned toward Kay with a frown puckering her pretty face. “You haven’t found any reason for her lapse of

  memory?”




  “None.”




  “On hearing the name of her village she just suddenly snapped out of it?”




  “That’s what happened. We’ve always thought there was nothing much wrong with her physically. Of course, when you brought her to us she was underweight and

  malnourished—not your fault; you didn’t have her long enough to change that,” Kay hurriedly added. “But she seemed all right otherwise.”




  “How strange.”




  “I wonder if her people in Bois Sauvage have been looking for her all this time,” Ginette said. “It’s been how long? Father Turnier had her for three weeks. We had her a

  month. You’ve had her for nearly six months.”




  Simone said, “It could be longer. We don’t know that she went straight from her village to that caille where Father found her. Maybe that journey covered a long

  time.” Life was full of puzzles, her shake of the head said. “Miss Gilbert, we can only bless you for taking her home. None of us here would be able to do it, I’m sure. But have

  you thought of leaving her here and having us send for the father in that district to come for her?”




  “Father Turnier, you mean?”




  “Well, no, it wouldn’t be Father Turnier now. He’s no longer there.”




  “It would be someone Tina doesn’t know, then?”




  “I’m afraid so. Yes.”




  Kay shook her head. “I’d better take her myself.”




  All the sisters nodded and looked at her expectantly. It was close to their bedtime, Kay guessed. She rose.




  “I’d better make sure Tina is all right, don’t you think? She has nightmares sometimes.”




  “And the headaches, poor thing,” Simone said.




  “Like this morning. Well then—until tomorrow?”




  “Tomorrow,” they responded in chorus, and little Simone added, “Sleep well, both of you.”




  Kay climbed the stairs. As she went along the corridor to their room, she heard a drumming sound overhead that told her the rain was still falling. Please, God, let it stop soon or those

  mountain trails will be hell. The room itself was a steam bath. Tina slept with her face to the wall and her arms loosely clasping an extra pillow.




  In no time at all, Kay was asleep beside her.




  WEARING A MUCH-PATCHED carpenter’s apron this morning, Emile Polinard stepped back to look at a table he was working on. It was a large one of

  Haitian mahogany, crafted to order for a wealthy Cap Haitian merchant. The time, Emile noted, was twenty past eight. The rain had stopped just before daybreak and now the sun shone brightly on the

  street outside the open door of his shop.




  His helper, 17-year-old Armand Cator, came from the back room and said, “I’ve finished the staining, M’sieu Polinard. Should I start on Madame Jourdan’s chairs

  now?” Armand was a good boy, always respectful.




  “Do that, please.”




  Glancing out the door at the welcome sunshine, Polinard saw a familiar vehicle coming down the street and voiced a small “Ha!” of satisfaction. He had been expecting it. To get from

  the church to the main north-coast highway, it would have to pass his shop. Hurrying out onto the cracked sidewalk, he waited.




  Just before the jeep reached him, he waved both arms vigorously and called out, “Bonjour, good friends! Be safe on your journey!”




  “Why, that must be Mr. Polinard,” said little Tina Anglade to Kay Gilbert. “That must be the furniture shop he told us about.” She returned Polinard’s wave.




  Kay waved, too, but did not stop. They had got off to a late start again. She had overslept, and then the sisters had insisted on giving them a big breakfast.




  The jeep sped on. Polinard stood on the sidewalk, hands on hips, smiling after it.




  “You know those people, sir?” Armand asked from the doorway.




  “Indeed, I do. They gave me a lift yesterday when the camion broke down. She’s a charming woman. And the little girl . . . well, Armand, there’s a curious story. You

  know what it means to lose your memory?”




  “Huh?”




  The jeep had disappeared from sight. Polinard re-entered the shop. “The little girl you just saw has been at that hospital in the Artibonite for a long time—months—because she

  could not remember her name or where she came from. She is such a bright child, too. But she has at last remembered and is going home.”




  “That’s good.”




  “Yes. Provided, of course, that what she told them is not just her mind playing tricks again. By the way, don’t you have a pal who came from a place called Bois Sauvage not long

  ago?”




  “Yes, sir, I do. Luc Etienne.”




  “You see him often?”




  “Two or three times a week.”




  “Ask him, then—because I am curious—if he knows of a girl about eight or nine years old who used to live there until, say, six or seven months ago. Her name is Tina

  Anglade.”




  “I’d better write it down.” Armand stepped to a bench and reached for paper and a carpenter’s pencil. “I may see Luc tomorrow at the cockfights.”




  “You spend your Saturdays at the fights, risking your hard-earned wages on chickens?”




  “Only a few cobs now and then. But Luc—now there’s a fellow who bets big and almost never loses. Everybody wonders how he does it.”




  “I don’t approve of cockfights and wagering,” Polinard said sternly. “But ask him about the little girl, please.”




  THE COCKFIGHTS ARMAND attended were held near the coastal village of Petite Anse, just east of the city. A fight was in progress as Armand approached. A

  white bird and a black-and-red one made the grey sand of the enclosure fly like rain as they tried to kill each other. Spectators leaned over the wall of knee-high bamboo stakes, yelling

  encouragement.




  The white was getting the worst of it. Even as Armand located his friend across the pit, the battle suddenly ended in a spurt of blood. There was a rush to collect bets.




  Armand worked his way around to his friend and was not surprised to find Luc Etienne clutching a fistful of gourde notes. Luc must have a sixth sense, he so seldom lost a wager!

  “Hi,” said Armand, grinning. “You’ve done it again, hey?”




  Chuckling, the tall young man stuffed the notes into a pocket of his expensive, multicoloured shirt. He offered Armand a cigarette—another expensive item these days—and the two

  stayed together through the remainder of the morning. With his friend’s help, Armand tripled the money he had brought.




  When at last they boarded a tap-tap to the city, Armand remembered to inquire about the little girl and consulted the paper on which he had written her name. “Did you know her when you

  lived in Bois Sauvage?” he asked.




  The little bus clattered along the highway through shimmering waves of heat that rose from the blacktop. Luc gazed at Armand with an expression of incredulity.




  Puzzled, Armand said, “What’s the matter? All I asked was if you knew—”




  “I didn’t know her! No!”




  “Well, don’t get sore with me. What’s wrong with you, anyway? I only asked because my boss told me to.”




  The look of incredulity faded. What took its place was the shrewd one that appeared on Luc’s face when he was about to make a wager at the cockfights. “You say this girl is on her

  way to Bois Sauvage now?”




  “That’s right. With a nurse from the hospital where her memory came back. That is, if it really did come back. You say you never knew her, so I guess it didn’t.”




  “When do they expect to get there?”




  “How would I know? They left here yesterday morning. All I want to know for M’sieu Polinard is, was there really a Tina Anglade in your village or is she going there for

  nothing?”




  “She is going there for nothing,” Luc said, and then was silent.




  Luc was the first to get off. For a moment he stood frowning after the bus as it went on down the street. Then he turned and walked slowly up a cobbled lane to a small house he shared with his

  latest girlfriend. The girl was not at home. Going into their bedroom, Luc climbed onto the bed and assumed a sitting position there with his back against the headboard and his arms looped about

  his knees. Then he closed his eyes and fixed his thoughts on a face.




  Only twice before had he attempted this, and on both occasions he had only partially succeeded. The second time had been better than the first, though, so maybe he was learning, as Margal had

  predicted. Aware that he was sweating, he peeled off his expensive shirt and tossed it to the foot of the bed, then resumed the position and closed his eyes again. After a while the sweat ran down

  his chest in rivers.




  The face was beginning to come, though, and there was a difference.




  Before, the image had appeared only inside his head, in his mind. But not this time. This time the face of the bocor was floating over the lower part of the bed, out of reach.




  “Margal, you’ve come!” Luc whispered.




  The eyes stared back at him. No one but Margal had eyes as terribly piercing as those.




  “I am not asking for your help at the fights,” Luc said then. “This time I have something important to tell you.”




  The head slowly moved up and down.




  “You remember that little girl, Tina Louise Anglade?”




  The reply—“Of course!”—seemed to come from a great distance.




  “Well, she is on her way back to Bois Sauvage right now. After she disappeared from Dijo Qualon’s house she could not remember her name or where she came from, but now she has

  remembered. A nurse from the Schweitzer hospital is bringing her home!”




  The eyes returned his stare with such force that he felt they would stop his breathing. He heard a question and replied, “Yes, I am sure.” Then another question and he said, wagging

  his head, “No, there is nothing I can do. It’s too late. They left here yesterday morning.”




  The floating image slowly faded and was gone. After a while Luc sank down on the bed and lay there shivering in his own sweat until he fell asleep.




  II




  Standing alone in a clearing, the house was a small one of wattle and clay, roofed with banana-leaf thatch. Only moments before, Kay Gilbert had wondered if her guide, Joseph,

  really had a stopping place in mind or was merely hoping to chance on one. Glad to have reached any kind of destination after so many hours of sitting on a mule, she gratefully swung an aching leg

  over the saddle and dropped to the ground.




  And stumbled. And sat down hard on her bottom. And then just sat there with her arms looped about her knees, embarrassed at having made herself look foolish in the eyes of the man and woman who

  had just emerged from the house.




  Joseph leaned from his mule to lower Tina to the ground, then leaped down himself and ran to help.




  Joseph. Thank God for Joseph. She had encountered enough Haitian young men at the hospital to know the good ones. Clean, intelligent, mild of speech and manner, he was exactly the sort of guide

  she had hoped for. The corporal at the police post in Trou had produced him.




  She had hoped to sleep in Vallière tonight. There was a church and the priest would put them up. The late start from Cap Haïtien had put that village out of reach, though. And the

  trail. The trail had been a roller-coaster that made every mile a misery.




  Steady climbing was not so bad; you got used to leaning forward and more or less wrapping your arms around your mule’s neck. Descending was all right, too, after you accustomed yourself to

  leaning back, clinging for dear life to the pommel, and hoping to heaven the leather stirrups would not snap under the strain. But the constant shift from one to the other was pure hell, scaring

  the wits out of you while subjecting your poor tired body to torment. More than once she had envied little Tina, so confidently perched there in the crescent of Joseph’s sturdy arms without a

  care in the world.




  As she sat on the ground now, gazing up at the man and woman from the house, Joseph reached her and began helping her to her feet. “M’selle, I know these people,” he said.

  “They will put us up for the night.”




  He introduced the couple as Edita and Antoine, no last names. She shook their hands. They were in their late sixties, she guessed. Both were barefoot and nearly toothless; both wore slight

  facial disfigurements indicating long-ago bouts with yaws.




  That curse was pretty well wiped out in Haiti now, thank God.




  “Please go into the house,” Antoine said. “I will attend to your animals.”




  “Wait.” No stranger must handle the brown leather bag! Lifting it from a saddle-bag, she slung it over her shoulder.




  There were two small rooms. The front one contained four homemade chairs and a table; the other, a homemade bed. No connecting door. No kitchen. Cooking was done under a thatch-roofed shelter

  outside.




  “You and the child will use the bed,” Edita said in a manner that forbade any protest. “My man and I will sleep here in the front room, as will Joseph. Joseph is my

  sister’s son.”




  “Thank you.” It would not be the first time she had slept in a peasant caille. Nurses at the Schweitzer often did things their sisters in more advanced countries might think

  extraordinary. The bed could harbour bedbugs, of course. More likely, the swept-earth floor was a breeding ground for the little beasties called chigres, which got under your toenails and

  laid eggs there.




  “Tina should rest before supper,” she said. “I’ll help you with the cooking, Edita.”




  The woman seemed pleased. The child fell asleep as soon as she climbed onto the bed.




  Supper was to be a chicken stew, Kay saw when she joined the woman in the kitchen. First, kill the chicken. Edita attended to that with a machete, then cleaned the severed head and put it into

  the pot along with the rest of the bird. Kay prepared malangas, leeks, and carrots. While working, they talked.




  “Where are you going, M’selle, if I may ask?”




  “Bois Sauvage. Tina lives there.”




  “Oh?”




  Kay explained, stressing the child’s loss of memory.




  “Stranger things than that happen around Bois Sauvage,” Edita said with a shake of her head. “Do you know the place?”




  “No. I don’t know these mountains at all. What do you mean by ‘stranger things’?”




  “Well . . . unnatural things.”




  “Voodoo?” Any time a country person talked this way, the underlying theme was likely to be voodoo. Or associated mysteries.




  “I think not voodoo, M’selle. Rather, sorcery or witchcraft. Do you know about a man named Margal in that district?” More than yaws were responsible for the depth of

  Edita’s frown.




  “Margal? No. Who is he?”




  “A bocor. You know what a bocor is?”




  “A witch doctor?” Admit you know something and you may learn more.




  Edita nodded. “Margal is a powerful one, it is said. Perhaps the most powerful one in all Haiti. Much to be feared.”




  “And he lives in Bois Sauvage?” Kay was not happy at the prospect of taking Tina to a village dominated by such a man.




  “In Legrun, a few miles from there.” The frown persisted. “Perhaps you will not encounter him. I hope not.”




  “I hope not, too.”




  Night fell while the stew was cooking. The woman used a bottle lamp in the outdoor kitchen but called on her man to bring a lantern when the food was ready to be carried to the house. Kay woke

  Tina and the five of them sat at the table in the front room where, with the door shut, there was a strong smell of kerosene from the lantern now hanging from a soot-blackened wall peg.




  After a few moments of eating in silence, Edita looked across the table at her man and said, “These people are going near to where the crippled bocor is, Antoine.” The frown

  was back on her pocked face.




  “So Joseph has been telling me.”




  The nurse in Kay was curious. “Crippled, you say?”




  They nodded. “He cannot walk,” Antoine supplied. “Different tales are told about the cause of it. One is that he was hurt when a camion he was riding in overturned and

  crushed him. Another is that he became involved in politics and had his legs broken by enemies from the capital. Still another tale is that his mule fell from the cliff at Saut Diable.”




  “You will be seeing Saut Diable tomorrow,” Edita interjected, “and can judge for yourself whether one could survive a fall from there. At any rate, Margal cannot walk but is

  very much alive.”




  “And very much to be feared,” Antoine said.




  SLEEP FOLLOWED THE supper. In these remote mountain districts no one stayed up much after nightfall. For one thing, kerosene for illumination had to be

  transported long distances and was expensive.




  But falling asleep on that peasant bed was not going to be easy, Kay discovered. At least, not with all her aches. The mattress was stuffed with some kind of coarse grass that had packed itself

  into humps and hollows. Each time she sought a more comfortable position, the stuff crackled as though on fire. Tina slept, thank heaven, but in the end Kay could only lie there.




  The caille was far from quiet, too. One of the three sleepers in the front room snored loudly. In the thatch overhead, geckos croaked and clicked and made rustling sounds. Outside, other

  lizards sounded like people with sore throats trying to cough, and tree frogs whistled like toy trains. But the outside noises were muffled; the room had no windows. At this altitude, the problem

  at night was to keep warm, not cool.




  A roachlike fire beetle, the kind the peasants called a coucouyé, came winging in from the front room, pulsing with green light as it flew. Landing on the wall, it climbed to the

  thatch and pulsed there like an advertising sign that kept winking on and off.




  In spite of it, Kay felt herself dozing off.




  Suddenly Tina, beside her, began to tremble.




  Was the child dreaming? If so, it must be another of her bad ones. She had been sleeping with her hands pressed palm to palm under one cheek, and now turned convulsively on her back and began

  moaning.




  Damn! I don’t want to wake her but I’ll have to if she doesn’t stop. Propping herself on one elbow, Kay peered at the twitching face, glad now for the pulsing light of

  the beetle above them.




  Something dropped with a dull plop from the thatch onto the foot of the bed. A gecko, of course, but she glanced down to make sure. The gecko lizards were small and harmless. Kind of cute, in

  fact.




  The nightmare was causing Tina to thrash about in a frenzy that made the whole bed shake. Kay reached for her to wake her. There was a second plop at the foot of the bed. Kay turned her head

  again.




  The fire beetle had fallen from the thatch. Still glowing, it struggled on its back with its legs frantically beating the air, six inches from the gecko.




  The lizard’s head swivelled in the bug’s direction and its beady eyes contemplated the struggle. Its front feet, looking like tiny hands, gripped the blanket. Its slender brown body

  moved up and down as though doing pushups.




  Mouth agape, it suddenly lunged.




  Crunch!




  With the light gone, the room was suddenly dark as a pit. The child at Kay’s side sat bolt upright and began screaming in a voice to shake the mountains.




  The rest of what happened was so terrifying that Kay felt a massive urge to scream along with the child.




  At the foot of the bed the beetle-devouring gecko had become larger. Was now, in fact, a great black shape half as big as the bed itself. Its feet spread out to grip the blanket, and its huge

  reptilian head turned toward Kay and the screaming child. Its enormous dragon body began to do pushups again.




  It was about to leap, to open its awful jaws and crunch again!




  Scarcely aware of what she was doing, Kay grabbed the child and rolled with her off the bed, onto the swept-earth floor near the doorless doorway. Not a second too soon. As she scrabbled for the

  doorway, pulling the shrieking youngster along with her, she heard the creature’s awful jaws snap together. Then, still on hands and knees, still pulling the child after her, she reached the

  front room.




  The screaming had aroused the sleepers there. Antoine was lighting the lantern. His woman caught hold of Tina and hugged her, telling her to stop screaming, she would be all right. Joseph,

  helping Kay to her feet, peered strangely at her, then turned to look into the back room as Antoine stepped to the doorway and held the lantern high to put some light in there.




  Tina stopped screaming.




  Kay stepped to the doorway to look into the room she had just frantically crawled out of.




  Nothing.




  But I saw it! It was there! It was huge and leaped at us!




  After a while Antoine said, “M’selle, what frightened you?”




  “I don’t know.”




  There was nothing on the bed. Not even the small lizard that had eaten the fire beetle.




  You imagined it, Gilbert. But Tina had become frightened first. Tina, not she, had done the screaming.




  She looked at her watch. In an hour or so, daylight would replace the frightening dark. Backing away from the bed, she returned to the front room where Edita was now seated on a chair with Tina

  on her lap.




  “Are you all right, M’selle?”




  “I guess so. But I know I can’t sleep anymore. Just let me sit here and wait for morning.”




  The woman nodded.




  Kay sat. She had gone to bed in her clothes, expecting the night to be cold. She looked at Tina, then up at the woman’s disfigured face. “Is she asleep?”




  “I believe so, yes.”




  The silence returned.




  Joseph and Antoine came back into the room. Both glanced at the child first, then focused on Kay, no doubt awaiting an explanation.




  Don’t, she warned herself. If you even try, Joseph might decide to go back.




  But they were not willing just to stand there staring at her. “M’selle, what happened, please?” Joseph said.




  He had to be answered somehow. “Well . . . I’m ashamed, but I believe I just had a bad dream and woke Tina up, poor thing, and she began screaming.”




  “That is all?”




  “I’m afraid so.”




  By the way they looked at her, she knew they had not bought it.




  III




  In the village of Vallière the expedition was stalled for a time while Joseph talked with people he knew. But not for long. Beyond, the trail continued its slow, twisting

  climb and the stillness returned.




  The mountain stillness. No bird cry or leaf rustle could have much effect on a silence so profound, nor could the muffled thumping of the mules’ hoofs over the layers of leaf mold. She

  felt as though she were riding through another world.




  Now at last the trail was levelling off and she saw Joseph ten yards ahead, looking back and waiting for her. As usual, Tina sat snugly in front of him, fenced in by his arms. Kay pulled up

  alongside.




  “For a little while it will be hard now, M’selle,” Joseph said. “Should we stop a while?”




  “I’m not tired.”




  “Well, all right. Perhaps we should get this place behind us, anyway.”




  Remembering something the woman had said last night, Kay frowned. “Is this the place they call Saut Diable?” It meant, she knew, Devil’s Leap.




  He nodded.




  She strained to see ahead. The track, mottled with tree shadows, sloped down into a kind of trench where seasonal rains had scored it to a depth of eight or ten feet. Riding through such a

  place, you had to remove your feet from the stirrups and lift them high. Otherwise, if the mule lurched sideways, you could end up with a crushed leg.




  “You must make your animal descend very slowly, M’selle,” Joseph solemnly warned.




  She nodded, feeling apprehensive.




  “But don’t even start to go down,” he said, “until I call to you from below.”




  “Until you call to me?”




  “At the bottom, the trail turns sharply to the right, like this.” Dramatically he drew a right angle in the air. “I will be waiting there to help you.”




  She was not sure she understood, but watched him ride on and noticed how carefully he put his mule to the trench. Waiting at the top, she saw him disappear around a curve. It seemed a long time

  before she heard him calling her, from below.




  Scared, she urged her own mule forward.




  It was the worst stretch they had encountered, not only steep but slippery. The red-earth walls were barely far enough apart to permit passage. Her mule took short, mincing steps, stumbling at

  times. At one twist of the trail he went to his knees, all but pitching her over his head, then was barely able to struggle up again. With her feet out of the stirrups, she marvelled that she was

  able to stay on the animal’s back.




  Luckily, the walls were a little farther apart at the bottom of the trench, and her feet were back in place. Joseph waited for her with feet apart and hands upraised, clutching a dead stick as

  long as his arm. Behind him was only empty blue sky.




  “Come slowly and hang on!” he shouted at her.




  As she reached him, he swung the stick. Whap! It caught her mule across the left side of the neck and caused the animal to wheel abruptly to the right. As she clung to the pommel to keep

  from falling, she got the full picture and promptly wet herself.




  Joseph had been standing on the edge of a sheer drop, to make sure her mule didn’t take one step too many before turning. Had the animal done so, both she and it—and Joseph, too, no

  doubt—would have gone hurtling down into a valley hundreds of feet below!




  Her mule stopped. A little distance ahead, Joseph’s animal was waiting, with Tina aboard and looking back. The trail was a ribbon of rock no more than six feet wide, winding along a cliff

  face for a hundred yards or more with awesome heights above and those terrifying depths below. Joseph, still clutching his stick, caught up with her and gave her mule a pat on the shoulder, as if

  to apologize for clubbing it.




  “You are all right, M’selle?”




  “I’ll never be all right again.”




  He chuckled. “Actually, I was not worried. This grey beast of yours has been here before and is not stupid. I only wanted to be sure he would remember that place. Just give him his head

  now and let him follow my animal along here. Okay?”




  “Okay,” she said, hoping he would not notice her wet pants.




  He walked on ahead and swung himself into the saddle, saying something to Tina that made the child look at him with adoring eyes. His mule started forward, and Kay’s clop-clopped along

  behind it.




  Then the trail began to go dark.




  Kay looked up to see what had happened to the sun. It was there but fading, and the sky began to look like a thick sheet of overexposed photographic film, becoming blacker every second.




  She looked down. A dark mist rose from the valley which only a moment ago had been green. But was it a mist? Distinctly, she smelled smoke and saw flames. Then, like an exhalation from

  the earth itself, the darkness swirled up to engulf her.




  Suddenly she could see nothing in front of her, nothing above or below, nothing behind. All creation was black and boiling.




  Her mule stopped. Why? Because in her sudden terror she had jerked the reins, or because he, too, was now blind? What was happening was unreal. It was no more real than the harmless gecko that

  had become a ravenous dragon last night.




  Margal, she thought. The bocor who can’t walk. We’re getting closer and he doesn’t want us to.




  The sky, the valley, the trail snaking along the cliffside—all had disappeared now. The darkness had engulfed them and was furiously alive, shot through with flames and reeking of smoke.

  The smoke made her cough and she had to cling to the saddle as she struggled to breathe.




  And now the thunder. Peal upon peal of thunder, filling the fiery darkness in the valley and bouncing off the cliff in front of and behind her. Only it wasn’t thunder she was hearing, was

  it? It was a booming of drums, ever so many drums. The sound assaulted her head and she wanted to scream but knew she must not. A scream might frighten the grey mule.




  The animal wasn’t easily frightened. More than once he had proved that. But he was still standing motionless, waiting for her to urge him forward again.




  Should she do that? Had his world, too, gone mad? Or did he still see the trail in front of him, Joseph and Tina on the mule ahead, and the green valley below?




  I can’t stay here. Can’t risk it. But there is no way to turn and go back.




  Should she try to dismount and walk back? No, no! The world was so dark, she might as well be blind. If she tried to slide from the saddle on the cliff side, the mule might step away to make

  room for her. Might take a step too many and go plunging over the edge. And if she tried to dismount on that side without knowing where the edge was, she might drop straight into space.




  She clucked to the grey as Joseph had taught her. Touched him, oh so gently, with her heels. “Go on, fella. But slow, go slow.”




  He gave his head a shake and moved forward through the smoke and drum-thunder, while she prayed he could see the trail and would not walk off the edge or grind her into the wall.




  If he does grind me into the wall, I’ll know he can’t see any better than I. Then I can pull him up and at least wait. But if he goes wrong on the outside, God help me.




  The mule plodded on through the unreal darkness. The drums thundered. Tongues of scarlet leaped high from the valley—high enough to curl in over the trail and stab at her feet, as if to

  force her to lift them from the stirrups and lose her balance. Fighting back the panic, she clutched the saddle with both hands and ground her knees into the mule’s sides for an added

  grip.




  What—oh God!—was happening to Joseph and Tina? She could not even see them now.




  Saut Diable. The Devil’s Leap. Had the man named Margal been crippled in a fall from here? She didn’t believe it. No one could survive such a fall.




  Dear God, how much longer?




  But the grey could see! She was convinced of it now. He trudged along as though this journey through the nightmare were all in the day’s work. Not once did he brush her leg against the

  cliff, so she had to assume that not once did he venture too close to the drop on the other side. Was the darkness only in her mind, then? Was Margal responsible for it?




  Never mind that now, Gilbert. Just hang on. Pray.




  It almost seemed that the one creating the illusion knew his grisly scheme was not working. Knew she had not panicked and spooked the mule into plunging over the edge with her. The thunder of

  the drums grew louder. She thought her skull would crack under the pounding. The darkness became a gigantic whirlpool that seemed certain to suck her into its vortex. She tried shutting her eyes.

  It didn’t help.




  I’m not seeing these things. I’m thinking them.




  The big grey walked on.




  The whirlpool slowed and paled. The flames diminished to flickerings. The sky lightened and let the sun blur through again. Slowly the image of the other mule took shape ahead, with Joseph and

  Tina on its back.




  She looked down and saw darkness leaving the valley, the smoke drifting away in wisps, the green returning. It was like the end of a storm.




  Ahead, Joseph had stopped where the cliff passage ended and the trail entered a forest again. Dismounting, he swung Tina down beside him. The child clung to his legs. On reaching them, Kay slid

  from the saddle, too.




  She and Joseph gazed at each other, the Haitian’s handsome face the hue of wood ash, drained of all sparkle, all life. Trembling against him, the child, too, stared at Kay, with eyes that

  revealed the same kind of terror.




  The nightmare wasn’t just for me. They rode through it, too.




  Kay felt she had to say something calming. “Well . . . we’re here, aren’t we? Saut Diable is behind us.” Brilliant, she thought. Just what we didn’t

  need.




  “M’selle . . . what happened?”




  “What do you think happened?” Get him talking. Get that ghastly look off his face. Off Tina’s, too.




  “Everything went dark, M’selle. The valley was on fire. The flames reached all the way up to the trail and the smoke made me cough.”




  She only looked at him.




  “Drumming,” he continued hoarsely. “I heard all three drums—the manman, the seconde, the bula. And I think even a fourth. Even the giant assotor.”




  “It was all in our minds,” Kay said. “It wasn’t real.”




  “M’selle, it happened.” He turned his ashen face to look at Tina. “Didn’t it, ti-fi?”




  Still too frightened to speak, the child could only nod.




  “No.” Kay shook her head. “The drumming was only thunder, and there was no real fire. Walk back and look.”




  He refused to budge. When she took him by the hand to lead him back, he froze.




  “Just to the cliff,” she said. “So we can see.”




  “No, M’selle!”




  “It didn’t happen, Joseph. I’m telling you, it did not happen. We only imagined it. Now come.”




  His head jerked again from side to side, and she could not budge him.




  At the hospital she was known to have a temper when one was called for. “Damn it, Joseph, don’t be so stubborn! Come and see!” Her yank on his wrist all but pulled him off his

  feet.




  He allowed himself to be hauled far enough back along the trail so that he could peer into the valley. It was frighteningly far down but in no way marked by fire.




  “You see? If there had really been a fire raging down there, you would still see and smell smoke. Now will you believe me?”




  “I know what I saw!”




  “You know what you think you saw, that’s all.” Oh God, if only there were words in Creole for this kind of discussion, but there were not. It was a bare-bones language,

  scarcely adequate even for dealing with basics. So few words to think with.




  Well, then, stick to basics. Stop trying to explain things.




  “All right, Joseph. There was a fire, but it’s out now. Let’s go, hey?”




  He shook his head. “No, M’selle. Not me. I am turning back.”




  “What?”




  “These things that have happened are a warning. Worse will happen if we go on.”




  Guessing her face was telltale white, she confronted him with her hands on her hips. “You can’t do this to me, Joseph. You agreed to guide me to Bois Sauvage. I’ve already paid

  you half the money!”




  “I will give it back. Every cob.”




  “Joseph, stop this. Stop it right now! I have to take Tina home, and you have to help me. These crazy things that have happened don’t concern us. They were meant for someone else.

  Who would want to stop Tina from returning home?”




  “I am going back, M’selle. I am afraid.”




  “You can’t be such a coward!”




  He only shrugged.




  She worked on him. For twenty minutes she pleaded, cajoled, begged him to consider Tina, threatened him with the wrath of the police who had hired him out to her. Long before she desisted, she

  knew it was hopeless. He liked her, he was fond of the child, but he was terrified.




  “All right. If you won’t go any farther, you can at least tell me how to get there. Because I’m going on without you.”




  “M’selle, you must not!”




  “Does this trail lead to Bois Sauvage, or can I get lost?”




  In a pathetic whisper, with his gaze downcast, he said, “It is the only road. You will not get lost.”




  “Please rearrange our gear then, so Tina and I will have what we need.” Extracting the brown leather shoulder-bag from her mule’s saddlebag, she stepped aside with it.




  He obeyed in silence, while she and Tina watched him. The child’s eyes were enormous.




  “Now lift Tina onto my mule, please. I know I’ll have to do it myself from now on because of your cowardice, but you can do it one more time.”




  He picked the child up. Before placing her on the grey mule, he brushed his lips against her cheek. His own cheeks were wet.




  Kay carefully swung herself into the saddle, then turned and looked down at him. “You won’t change your mind?”




  “M’selle, I will wait for you at my aunt’s house, where we stayed last night.”




  “Don’t bother,” she retorted bitterly. “A lizard might eat you.”




  Tight-lipped and full of anger, she rode on.




  AFTER THE FIRST hour, her fear began to subside. It had been real enough earlier, despite the bravado she had feigned for Joseph’s benefit. But

  the trail was not so formidable now. At least, they had not encountered any more Devil’s Leaps.




  Mile after mile produced only bird-song and leaf-rustle. She and the child talked to push back the stillness.




  “Will you be glad to see your mother and father, baby?”




  “Oh, yes!”




  “What are they like? Tell me about them.”




  “Maman’s pretty, like you.”




  “Bless you. And your father?”




  “He works all the time.”




  “Doing what?”




  “Growing things. Yams, mostly. We have goats and chickens, too.”




  “What’s his name?”




  “Metellus Anglade.”




  “And your mother’s?”




  “Fifine Bonhomme.”




  Not married, of course. Few peasants married. But many living in plaçagé were more faithful than “civilized” people in other countries who were

  married.




  “Will you be glad to see your sister and two brothers too?”




  “Yes, Miss Kay.”




  “Are they older than you?”




  “Only Rosemarie. The twins are younger.”




  “Your brothers are twins? I didn’t know that. It must make your family very special.” In voodoo, twins played important roles. There were even special services for the spirits

  of marassas.




  “Would you like to know about my village, Miss Kay?” Tina asked.




  “I certainly would. Tell me about it.”




  “Well, it’s not as big as the one we rode through this morning. Vallière, I mean. But it has a nice marketplace, and a spring for water . . .”




  Just talk, to pass the time. Then, as the afternoon neared its end, the trail ascended to a high plateau, levelled off, and began to widen. Wattle and mud cailles appeared on either side,

  and people stood behind bamboo fences gazing curiously at the strangers. Had they ever seen a white woman before?




  But she was not the main object of their attention, Kay presently realized. They were staring mostly at the child who sat in front of her.




  Tina stared back at them. This was her village.




  THE ROAD DIVIDED, and Kay reined the grey mule to a halt. “Which way, Tina?”




  “That way!” The child’s voice was shrill with excitement.




  Kay reined the mule to the left, looked back, and saw the trailing crowd of villagers turn with her.




  What did they want? And if they recognized the child, why in heaven’s name weren’t they calling her name and waving to her? Could the hunch that had prompted her to bring along the

  brown shoulder-bag be valid, after all?




  The trail they followed now was only a downhill path through a lush but unkempt jungle of broad-leafed plantains and wild mangoes. More cailles lined its sides. More people stared from

  yards and doorways, then trooped out to join the silent and somehow sinister procession.




  Oh God, don’t tell me things are going to go wrong now that I’ve finally got here! What’s the matter with these people?




  “There it is!” Bouncing up and down on the mule, Tina raised a trembling right arm to point.




  Standing by itself near a curve of the path, behind a respectable fence of hand-hewn pickets, the caille was a little larger than most of the others, with a roof of bright new zinc.

  “We’re home! That’s my house!” the child shrilled, all but out of her mind with excitement.




  End of the line, Kay thought with relief. We made it. Be proud, gal.




  She turned to look at the crowd behind them and was not proud. Only apprehensive. Worse than apprehensive. Downright scared.




  At the gate in the fence she reined in the mule, slid wearily from the saddle, and reached up for Tina. Out of the house came a slender, good-looking woman of thirty or so, wearing a dress made

  of feed bags. Staring at Kay, she walked to the gate. Then her gaze shifted from Kay to Tina, and she stopped as though she had walked into a stone wall. And began screaming.




  The sound tore the stillness to shreds and brought a man from the house, stumbling as he ran. He reached the woman in time to catch her under the arms as she sank to her knees. Standing there

  holding her, he too looked at the strangers and began to make noises. Nothing as loud as the woman’s screaming but a guttural “huh huh huh huh” that seemed to burble, not from his

  mouth alone, but from his whole convulsed face.




  From the crowd came a response like a storm roar, with words flashing in and out like jabs of lightning. “Mort! Mort! Li Mort!”




  Clasping the youngster’s hand, Kay pushed the gate open and walked to the kneeling woman. There was nothing she could do to stop the nightmare sounds. Don’t listen to it, Gilbert.

  Just do what you have to.




  “Is this your mother, Tina?”




  For answer, the child threw her arms around the kneeling woman’s neck and began sobbing, “Maman! Maman!”




  The woman wrenched herself free and staggered erect. She looked at her daughter in horror, then turned and ran like a blinded, wild animal across the bare-earth yard, past a cluster of graves at

  its edge, into a field where tall stalks of piti mi swallowed her from sight.




  The man continued to stand there, gazing at Tina as though his eyes would explode.




  The child looked up at him imploringly. “Papa . . .”




  “Huh huh huh . . .”




  “It’s me, Papa. Tina!”




  He lurched backward, throwing up his arms. “You’re dead!”




  “No, Papa!”




  “Yes you are! You’re dead!”




  “Papa, please . . .” Reaching for him, the child began to cry. And Kay’s reliable temper surged up to take over.




  She strode to the man and confronted him, hands on hips and eyes blazing. “This is nonsense, M’sieu Anglade! Because the child has been missing for a while doesn’t mean

  she’s dead. You can see she isn’t!”


  

  As he stared back at her, his heavy-lipped mouth kept working, though soundlessly now. His contorted face oozed sweat.




  “Do you hear what I’m saying, M’sieu? Your daughter is all right! I’m a nurse, and I know.”




  “You—don’t—understand.”




  “What don’t I understand?”




  As though his feet were deep in the red-brown earth and he could move them only with great difficulty, he turned in the direction the child’s mother had fled. Lifting his right arm as

  though it weighed a ton, he pointed.




  “What do you mean?” Kay demanded, then looked down at the weeping child and said, “Don’t cry, baby. I’ll get to the bottom of this.”




  Metellus Anglade reached out and touched her on the arm. “Come.” He began walking slowly across the yard, his bare feet scraping the earth. Beyond the cluster of graves toward which

  he walked was the field of kaffir corn. What could there be in such a field that would make him afraid of his own daughter?




  Kay followed him, but looked back. Tina gazed after them with her hands at her face, obviously all but destroyed by what had happened. The crowd in the road was silent again. The whole length of

  the fence was lined with starers, the road packed solid, but no one had come into the yard even though the gate hung open. She had neglected to tie the grey mule, she realized. Should she go back

  and do so, to make sure the crowd wouldn’t spook him? No. It could wait.




  Metellus Anglade reached the edge of the yard and trudged on through the gravestones—not stones, really, but crudely crafted concrete forms resembling small houses resting on coffin-shaped

  slabs of the same material. Nothing special. You saw such grave markers all over Haiti. Kay looked beyond to the corn field.




  Where was the woman?




  Suddenly the leaden feet of her guide stopped and, preoccupied as she was, Kay bumped into him. He caught her by the arm to steady her. With his other hand he pointed to the last of the graves,

  one that was either new or had been newly whitewashed.




  “Look.”




  The name was not properly carved. Like those on the other markers, it had merely been scratched in with a sharpened stick before the concrete hardened. It was big and bold, though. Kay had no

  difficulty reading it.




  TINA LOUISE CHRISTINE ANGLADE.




  1984–1992.




  Kay’s temper boiled to the surface again as she turned on him. “You shouldn’t have done this! Graves are for people you’ve buried, not for someone you only think might be

  dead!”




  He looked at her now without flinching, and she saw how much he resembled Tina. About thirty, he was taller than most mountain peasants and had good, clean features. “M’selle, you

  don’t understand. My daughter is buried here.”




  “What?”




  “She died. I myself made the coffin. Her own mother prepared her for burial. I put her into the coffin and nailed it shut, and when we put it into this grave and shovelled the earth over

  her, this yard was full of witnesses. All those people you see standing in the road were here. The whole village.”




  Kay got a grip on herself. Watch it, Gilbert. Don’t, for God’s sake, say the wrong thing now. “M’sieu, I can only say you must have made a mistake.”




  With dignity he moved his head slowly from side to side. “There was no mistake, M’selle. From the time she was placed in the coffin until the earth covered her, the coffin was never

  for one moment unguarded. Either my wife or I was with her every moment.”




  We can’t stand here talking, Kay thought desperately. Not with that mob in the road watching us. “M’sieu, can we go into the house?”




  He nodded.




  “And Tina? She is not dead, I assure you. All that happened was that she lost her memory for a time and could not recall who she was.”




  He hesitated, but nodded again.




  They walked back across the yard to Tina, and Kay put a hand on the child’s shoulder. “Come, baby. It’s going to be all right.” Metellus Anglade led the way to the house.

  Kay followed with Tina. The villagers by the fence still stared.




  If they actually think they buried this child, I don’t blame them. I’d probably do the same.




  The house seemed larger than the one Tina and she had slept in the night before. But before attempting an appraisal or even sitting down, she said, “M’sieu Anglade, will you please

  see about my mule? He should be unsaddled and given some water, and tied where he can eat something.”




  He did not seem eager to comply.




  “You’ll have to put me up for the night or find someone nearby who will,” she went on firmly. “So please bring in the saddle-bags, too.” Especially the one with my

  shoulder-bag in it, she added mentally.




  He frowned at her. “You wish to spend the night here?”




  Kay made a production of peering at her watch, though she knew the time well enough. “I can’t be expected to start back to Trou at this hour, can I? That’s where my jeep is.

  I’ve brought your daughter all the way from the Schweitzer Hospital, M’sieu Anglade. Do you know how far that is?”




  “All that way?” He peered at her with new respect, then looked again at Tina. What was he thinking? That if the child had been at the Schweitzer, she must not be a ghost, after

  all?




  “The mule, please,” Kay repeated. “Tina and I will just sit here until you return. Believe me, we’re tired.” As he turned to the door, she spoke again. “And

  try to find her mother, will you? I must talk to you both.”




  While he was gone, she asked Tina to show her around. In addition to the big front room, which was crowded with crude but heavily varnished homemade furniture, there were three bedrooms. But

  despite the zinc roof, which indicated a measure of wealth in such a village, the floors were of earth, hard-packed and shiny from years of being rubbed by bare feet. At least there would be no

  lizards dropping from the thatch.




  As they waited for Metellus to return, Tina began to cry again. “Come here, baby,” Kay said quietly.




  The child stepped into the waiting circle of her arm.




  “Listen to me, love. We don’t know what’s going on here, but we’re not going to be afraid of it. You hear?”




  “I hear, Miss Kay.”




  “You just concentrate on being brave and let me do the talking. For a while, at least. Can you do that?”




  Tina nodded.




  Kay patted her on the bottom. “Good girl. Now go sit down and try to relax. The big thing is, you’re home.”




  It took Metellus Anglade a long time to attend to the mule. Or perhaps he spent much of that time trying to locate his woman. Daylight was about finished when at last he came through the door,

  lugging the saddle-bags and followed by Tina’s mother.




  Having already decided how to handle the situation, Kay promptly rose and offered her hand. “Hello, Fifine Bonhomme, how are you? I’m Nurse Gilbert from the Schweitzer

  Hospital.”




  Tina had said her mother was pretty, hadn’t she? Well, she was, or might be if she could get over being terrified. A certain firmness was called for at this point, Kay decided.




  “Sit down, Fifine. I must talk to you.”




  The woman looked fearfully at her daughter. She had not spoken to the girl, and obviously had no intention of embracing her. But then, she actually thought she was staring at a child who was

  buried in that grave outside, didn’t she?




  Suddenly the door burst open and three children stormed into the room: a girl who resembled Tina but was a little older, and two peas-in-a-pod boys a year or so younger. Rosemarie and the twins,

  Kay thought. All three were out of breath but remarkably clean for country kids. Barefoot, of course, but decently dressed. And handsome.




  At sight of Tina, they stopped as though they had been clubbed. Their eyes grew bigger and bigger. The girl backed up a step. The twins, as if they were one person, took two steps forward and

  whispered Tina’s name in unison.




  Tina lurched from her chair and stumbled to her knees in front of them. Wrapping her arms around their legs, she cried so hard she must have been blinded by her own tears.




  Reassured, Rosemarie dared to advance again. Dared to sink to her knees and press her face against her sister’s.




  “Let the children go into another room,” Kay said to their mother. “I would like to talk to you and Metellus alone.”




  Fifine Bonhomme only gazed at her brood in a silence of apprehension. It was their father who told them what to do.




  “Now listen, both of you,” Kay said. “I’m going to tell you what I know about your daughter, how she was found by Father Turnier and—” She paused. “Do

  you know Father Turnier?”




  “The priest who used to be in Vallière?” Metellus said. “We know of him.”




  “All right. I’m going to tell you how he found her and what happened afterward. Then you are going to tell me why her name is on that grave out there. You

  understand?”




  They nodded.




  “After that,” Kay said, “we’ll decide what’s to be done here.”




  She took her time telling it. Had to, because her Creole was not that good. She even included a brief lecture on amnesia, because it was so terribly important for them to understand that the

  youngster was perfectly normal.




  In telling of her journey with Tina from the hospital to Bois Sauvage, though, she was very, very careful not to mention the dragon lizard or the strange occurrence at Devil’s Leap.




  “Now then,” she said firmly in conclusion, “you do the talking, please. Explain that grave to me.”




  “Tina became ill and died,” said Metellus.




  “What made her ill?”




  “We don’t know. We asked her if she had eaten anything the rest of us had not. Only a mango, she said. A boy named Luc Etienne gave her two of them when she was passing his yard on

  her way home from a friend’s house. One was for her, one for the twins. But nobody was at home when she got here, so she ate hers and when we returned an hour or so later, she was not

  well.”




  “How do you mean, not well?”




  “Her stomach hurt and she had la fièv. A really high fever. I went at once for the houngan. He is a good man. He came and did things. Brewed a tea for her and used his

  hands on her—things like that. He stayed the whole night trying to make her well. But in the morning she died.”




  “Who said she was dead? This houngan?”




  “All of us.” Metellus returned her gaze without flinching. “It is not in dispute that she was dead when we buried her. When someone dies, the people we call in may not be as

  learned as your doctors at the hospital, but they know how to determine if life has ended. Tina was dead.”




  “And you think this mango that was given her by—by whom?—”




  “Luc Etienne.”




  “—might have caused her death? Poisoned her, you mean?”




  “Something made her ill. She had not been sick before.”




  “There were two mangoes, you said.”




  “Yes.”




  “Did anyone eat the other?”




  He shook his head.




  “What became of it?”




  “After the funeral we opened it up, I and some others, to see if it had been tampered with. It seemed to be all right, but, of course, you can’t always be sure. Some people are

  wickedly clever with poisons. Anyway, we buried it.”




  “Did you talk to this Luc Etienne?”




  “Yes, M’selle.”




  “What did he say?”




  “Only that the mangoes were from a tree in his yard, perfectly innocent, and he gave them to Tina for herself and the twins because he was fond of children. Especially of them.”




  Speaking for the first time, Tina’s mother said, “Our children liked him. He was a nice young man.”




  “What do you mean, was?”




  “He is not here now.”




  “Oh? When did he leave?”




  “Soon after the funeral, didn’t he, Metellus?”




  Metellus nodded.




  “Where did he go?” Kay asked.




  Metellus shrugged. “We heard to Cap Haïtien, where he makes a lot of money betting on cockfights.”




  Feeling she had sat long enough, Kay rose stiffly and walked to the door. It was open, but would soon have to be closed because the yard was turning dark. There were still people at the fence.

  Turning back into the room, she frowned at Tina’s father. “And there is no doubt in your mind that Tina was in the coffin when you buried it?”




  “None at all. No.”




  “Are you saying, then, that the child I’ve brought back to you is not your daughter but someone else?”




  He looked at his woman and she at him. Turning to meet Kay’s demanding gaze again, he shrugged. “M’selle, what can we say?”




  With her fists against her hips for perhaps the fourth time that day, Kay faced them in a resurgence of anger. “You can admit there’s been a mistake, that’s what you can say!

  Because, look. When the name Bois Sauvage was read to this child by a doctor reading a map, she clapped her hands and cried out, “That’s where I live!” And then she remembered her

  name—her full name, just as you’ve got it inscribed on that grave out there. Tina Louise Christine Anglade. And she remembered your names and her sister’s and the

  twins’. So if she isn’t your Tina, who in the world do you think she is?”




  The woman whispered something.




  “What?” Kay said.




  “She is a zombie.”




  “What did you say?”




  “Li sé zombie,” the woman stubbornly repeated, then rose and turned away, muttering that she had to begin preparing supper.




  ONLY BECAUSE KAY insisted did the woman allow her “zombie” daughter to sit at the supper table with her other children. After the meal, Kay

  stubbornly tried again to break down her resistance, and again failed.




  She probably could have convinced Metellus had the child’s mother been less afraid, she told herself. The father was strong and intelligent but unwilling, obviously, to make trouble for

  himself by challenging this woman he slept with. It was a tragic situation, with no solution in sight.




  Go to bed, Gilbert. Maybe during the night Metellus will find himself some guts.




  She lay with her right arm around Tina, the child’s head on her breast. A lamp burned low on a chest of drawers made mostly of woven sisal.




  “Miss Kay?” Tina whispered.




  “What, baby?”




  “They think I’m dead. Did I die, Miss Kay?”




  “Of course not.”




  “Why do they say I did, then? Even Rosemarie and the twins.”




  “Because they . . .” Oh, Christ, baby, I don’t know why! I’m way out of my depth here and don’t know what to do about it.




  She was so tired, so very tired. All day long on a mule, most of the time scared because Joseph had left her alone with the child in an unknown wilderness. Her knees ached, her thighs burned,

  her arches must be permanently warped from the stupid stirrups, even her fingers were cramped from holding the reins. And now this impasse with the child’s mother.




  She listened to Tina’s breathing and it calmed her a little. After a while she dozed off.




  THERE WAS A tapping sound at the room’s only window. The window had no glass in it, and she had decided not to close the shutters lest the smell

  of the kerosene lamp give her more of a headache than she already had. The tapping was on one of the open shutters, and she sat up in bed and turned her head in that direction, still half asleep.

  The voice of Metellus Anglade whispered to her from the opening.




  “M’selle . . . M’selle . . . I have to show you something!”




  She looked at the watch on her wrist. Why, on this crazy pilgrimage, was she always trying to find out the time in the middle of the night?




  Three-ten. Well, at least she’d been asleep for a while and would be rested tomorrow for whatever might happen.




  “What do you want?”




  “Come out here, please. Be careful not to wake anyone!”




  “All right. Just give me a minute.”




  She had worn pyjamas to bed and was damned if she would get dressed at this idiot hour just to go into the yard to see what the man wanted. Pulling on her sneaks, she left the bedroom, walked

  silently across the dim front room with its clutter of chairs, stepped outside, and found him waiting.




  “Come!” he whispered, taking her by the arm.




  He led her across the yard, through moonlight bright enough to paint the ground with dark shadows of house, fence, trees, and graves. He walked her to the graves. Next to the one with

  Tina’s name on it was a hole now, with a spade thrust upright in the excavated dirt piled at its edge.




  “Look, M’selle!”




  Peering into the hole, she saw what he had done. Unable to move the concrete slab that covered the grave, he had dug down beside it, then tunnelled under. Far enough under, at least, to find out

  what he wanted to know.




  “You see? The coffin is gone!”




  She nodded. There was nothing to argue about. He hadn’t dug enough dirt out to risk having the slab sag into the excavation, but had certainly proved there was no wooden box under it. She

  stood there hearing all the usual night sounds in the silence.




  “How could anyone have stolen it without moving the slab?” she asked, but knew the answer before finishing the question. Let him say it anyway.




  “M’selle, we don’t do the tombing right away. Not until the earth has settled. In this case, more than six weeks passed before I could go to Trou for the cement.”




  Which you brought back on a mule, she thought, walking the whole way back yourself so the mule could carry it. And then you built this elaborate concrete thing over the grave to show your love

  for a daughter whose body had already been stolen.




  “Metellus, I don’t understand.” Let him explain the whole thing, though she guessed how he would do that, too.




  “There can be only one answer, M’selle. I know I put my daughter into a coffin and buried her here. The coffin is not here now. So . . . she was stolen and made into a

  zombie.”




  “Meaning she was not really dead.”




  “Well, there are two kinds of zombies, as perhaps you know. Those who truly die and are restored to life by sorcery; that is one kind. Others are poisoned in various ways so they only seem

  to die, then are taken from their graves and restored.”




  “You think Tina was poisoned?”




  “Now I do. Yes.”




  “With the mango you told me about?”




  He reached for the spade and, holding it in both hands, turned to frown at her. “Luc Etienne gave her two mangoes, one for herself and one for the twins to share. Do you know what I think?

  I think that on the way home she got them mixed up, and when she found no one at home and ate her mango, the one she ate was the one she had been told to give to the twins.”




  “I don’t know what you mean.” This time she really did not.




  “Twins are different from ordinary people,” Metellus said. “He wanted them for some special purpose.”




  “Who? This fellow Etienne?”




  “No, not Etienne.” With a glance toward the house, he began quietly putting the earth back into the hole. “At least, not for himself. Luc was friendly with a much more

  important person at that time. With a bocor named Margal, who lives in Legrun. There are people here who say Luc Etienne was Margal’s pupil.”




  “The one who can’t walk,” Kay said.




  He stopped the spade in mid stroke. “You know of him?”




  “I think he tried to stop me from coming here.”




  “Very likely. Because do you know what I believe happened after he stole the coffin from this grave? I think he brought Tina back to life the way they do—with leaves or herbs or

  whatever—and then sold her to someone in some distant place where she would not be known. He had hoped for the twins, but even Tina was worth something as a servant.”




  “And she wandered away from whoever bought her.”




  “Yes. And the priest found her.”




  “How could Margal have known I was bringing her back here?”




  “Who can say, M’selle? But he probably knows we are standing here this very minute, discussing him.” Metellus plied the spade faster now, obviously anxious to get the job

  finished. But again he stopped and faced her. “M’selle, Tina must not stay here. Margal will surely kill her!”




  “You think so?”




  “Yes, yes! To protect himself. To save his reputation!”




  She thought about it, and nodded.




  The hole refilled at last, he turned to her. “M’selle, I love my daughter. You must know that by now.”




  “I’m sure you do.”




  “Fifine, too, loves her. But things can never be the same here now.”




  Kay gazed at him in silence.




  Thoughtfully he said, “I have a brother in Port-au-Prince, M’selle, who is two years younger than I and has only one child. He would give Tina a good home, even send her to school

  there. She must not stay here. Everyone here in Bois Sauvage knows she died and was buried in this yard and must now be a zombie. Even if Margal did not destroy her, she would forever be

  shunned.”




  “You want me to take her to your brother? Is that what you’re saying?”




  “Will you? I will ride out with you to where your jeep is.”




  Kay thought about it while he stood before her, desperately awaiting her reply. A white owl flew across the yard from the road to the field of kaffir corn. Time passed.




  “I will do it on one condition,” Kay said at last.


  

  On the verge of tears, he seemed to hold his breath. “And—that is?




  “That before we leave here you take me to Legrun, to visit this bocor who can’t walk, this Margal. Will you do that?”




  Trembling, he stared at her with bulging eyes. But at last he nodded.




  IV




  The grey mule carried no saddle-bags this time, but Kay had slung the brown leather bag over her shoulder before leaving the Anglade house in Bois Sauvage. As her animal plodded

  along after the one ridden by Tina’s father, she realized she would have had a difficult time attempting the trip by herself.




  It was only four miles to Legrun, Metellus had said, but the road was difficult. That had been his word: difficult. Just beyond the Bois Sauvage marketplace, which was deserted because today was

  not the weekly market day, a path to the right had been marked by a cross to Baron Samedi. When asked why he had stopped and dismounted there for a moment, her guide had replied with a shrug,

  “It is sometimes well to ask the baron for protection, M’selle.”




  “You think this Margal is into voodoo, then?”




  “No, no, M’selle. He is an evil man, a bocor!”




  Not the same thing at all, of course. Voodoo was a religion. A bocor was a sorcerer, a witch doctor, a loner. And the one they were about to confront was also a monster.




  For an eternity the mules toiled up a ladder of boulders, with the high-mountain forest walling them in on both sides. At times even the sky was hidden by massed tree limbs. Then the path

  straggled over a rocky plateau painted gold by the sun, and plunged down through a trench.




  The trench gradually widened into a grassy clearing dotted with thatch-roofed huts. Kay counted five of them. From a vertical cliff on the right tumbled a forty-foot waterfall that filled the

  vale with sound. Beyond the peasant huts stood a substantial, metal-roofed house painted bright red.




  Margal’s, she supposed. And she was looking at the first painted house she had seen since leaving Vallière. Margal the Sorcerer apparently believed in being different, and was

  wealthy enough to indulge his whims.




  Red houses were not common in Haiti. This one brought to mind a poem, or part of a poem, she had read in a volume of verse by a Haitian writer known to be deeply interested in the occult.




  

    

		

  

    

      

        High in a mountain clearing




        In a red, red house




        In the wilds of Haiti,




        Black candles burn




        In a room of many colors.


		  


    


      


    


  




  Had the poet visited this place? If so, he must be a brave man to have dared write about it. But the book was in French, and Margal, being a peasant, could probably not read French. Or even any

  of the versions of written Creole.




  In front of her, Metellus had reined his mule to a halt. As she caught up to him, he lifted an arm to point. “Margal lives there in the red house, M’selle,” he said without

  looking at her. “I will take the mules and wait for you by the waterfall.”




  She drew in a breath to slow the beating of her heart. “You mean you’re not going to confront him with me?”




  “M’selle, no.” He shook his head. “I do not have your courage.”




  “Very well.” Disappointed but not angry, she dismounted and walked her mule the few steps to where Metellus could lean from the saddle and grasp its reins. Then, with her head high,

  she strode the last hundred yards alone.




  On reaching the door, she lifted a hand to the brown leather bag to make sure it was still in place. Throughout the journey it had been a nuisance; now it was a comfort. She knocked. In a moment

  the door swung open. A boy about twelve years old, wearing only ragged khaki pants, stood gazing up at her.




  She went through the usual peasant formalities. “Honneur, ti-moun.”




  “Respect, M’selle.”




  “I would like to speak with M’sieu Margal, if you please. I have come a long way to see him.”




  Motioning her to enter, the boy silently stepped back from the doorway.




  The room in which she found herself surprised her, and not only for its large size. Its floor was of tavernon, the close-grained cabinet wood that was now even rarer and more expensive than

  Haitian mahogany. Tables and chairs, one of the latter strangely shaped, were of the same wood. Did it grow here? Probably, but Margal must have paid a small fortune to have the trees felled and

  cut up. The walls of the room were of clay, but each was a different colour—aquamarine, rose, black, green—and intricately decorated. The effect was startling.




  “Please be seated,” the boy said. “I will ask my master if he wishes to see you. Not there!” he added quickly when Kay, out of curiosity, moved toward the oddly shaped

  chair. “That is my master’s!”




  “Sorry.” She veered away, but not before noticing what a really remarkable chair it was. Its back was vertical, its extra-wide seat littered with varicoloured cushions. It had wide,

  flat, slotted arms. Fit a board across those arms, using the slots to anchor it, and the chair could be a desk, a work table, even a dining table.




  She remained standing. The boy disappeared into a connecting room, leaving the door open.




  In a moment the youth reappeared pushing a kind of wheeled platform on which was seated a man. Wearing a bright red nightshirt—if that was the word for it—the man weighed perhaps a

  hundred and fifty pounds, and would have been about five foot six had he been able to stand erect.




  Apparently he could not do that. His legs, crossed in front of him, looked to Kay as though they had been broken and allowed to heal without benefit of medical attention.




  The boy pushed the wheeled platform to the odd-shaped chair. Reaching behind him, the man placed both hands on the chair’s arms, hoisted himself up, and worked his crippled body backward

  into position. After squirming to make himself as comfortable as possible, he lifted his head. It was awrithe with a thick, stringy mass that resembled the dreadlocks of Jamaican Rastafarians.




  His stare was totally innocent. “I bid you welcome, M’selle. My name is Margal. Please tell me who you are and why you have come here.”




  It was the moment of truth. Kay took in a breath to steady herself.




  “M’sieu Margal, my name is Kay Gilbert, and I am a nurse. A hospital nurse. I came here—as I think you already know—to return a lost child to her home in Bois Sauvage. A

  child whom you, M’sieu, turned into a zombie but whom we at the hospital were able to restore to health. And I have a proposition for you.”




  The man who could not walk only stared at her with unblinking eyes, saying nothing.




  “I know what you are,” Kay continued, using words she had silently rehearsed on the way to this place. “I also know you cannot walk. So I have come to make you an

  offer.”




  Those eyes! She could not even decide what colour they were, they were so frightening. And they were doing things to her mind. She was losing her power of concentration.




  “As I say—M’sieu Margal—I am from the hospital. That hospital—in the Artibonite—which everyone in Haiti, including you, I am sure—knows about and

  respects. And I promise you this—that if you—if you will stop doing to people what you—what you did to Tina Anglade—if you will give me your word of honor never

  to—never to do such a thing again—we at the hospital will do our best to—to repair your legs so that you will be able to—to walk again.”




  She paused, struggling desperately to maintain control. Dear God, those eyes were making it so hard for her to think straight! Then when he did not answer her, except for a downward, ugly twist

  of his mouth, she added weakly, “I—I am not fluent in your—your language, M’sieu. Do you understand what—what—I—just—said?”




  Something like a laugh issued from that ugly mouth, and the stare intensified. Suddenly Kay was back in the caille where the harmless gecko had become a giant dragon intent on devouring

  her and the child. And then she was sitting on a grey mule, clutching its saddle, while an unreal darkness full of smoke and flames swirled up from a far-below valley to engulf her. And she knew

  what Margal was doing.




  Her offer of help meant nothing to him. He was bent on controlling her, perhaps destroying her. Perhaps the prospect of creating a white female zombie intrigued him. With only one move left to

  her, she grabbed at the brown leather bag dangling from her shoulder.




  Tearing it open, she thrust her hand in and snatched out the one thing it contained—the shiny black automatic her boyfriend, a doctor at the hospital, had insisted she keep with her for

  safety’s sake on this mad mission to the realm of Margal.




  But before she could even level the weapon, that room with its multicoloured walls became something else. No longer was she standing there in a house, struggling to point a deadly weapon at

  another human being. All at once she was in an outdoor place of idyllic beauty where any thought of killing seemed a kind of blasphemy.




  There were no weirdly painted walls here. No man with twisted legs sat on a chair in front of her, gazing at her with hypnotic eyes that merely mirrored the awful powers of his incredible

  mind.




  What she saw was a broad valley shimmering in sunlight—a lovely, dreamlike valley carpeted with green grass and colourful wild flowers. And where Margal’s chair had been was a young

  tulip tree with a soft, wide-eyed dove perched on one of its branches, gazing at her with pretty head atilt.




  But this isn’t Eden and that isn’t a dove, Gilbert! You know it isn’t! For God’s sake, don’t let him do this to you!




  She still had the gun in her hand. With every ounce of will power she possessed, she forced the hand to lift it, made her eyes and mind take aim, and commanded her finger to squeeze the

  trigger.




  In that idyllic setting there was but one living thing to aim at. The dove.




  The sound of the shot shattered the illusion and jolted her out of the hypnotic spell the man on the chair had not quite finished weaving about her. She came out of it just in time to see the

  bullet pierce his forehead and slam his head against the back of the chair. Still in a partial daze, she pushed herself erect and stumbled forward to look at him.




  He was dead. Not even Margal the Sorcerer could still be alive with such a hole in his head and most of his brains splattered over the back of the chair. Never again would he do what he had done

  to little Tina Anglade—and probably more than a few others.




  Probably it had been a foolish notion, anyway, to think he might change his ways if given the ability to walk again.




  Her trembling had subsided. In full control of herself again, she looked for the boy, who perhaps, like Luc Etienne, had hoped by serving the master to absorb some of Margal’s evil

  knowledge. When she called to him, there was no answer. Apparently he had fled.




  With a last glance at the dead man on the chair, she put the gun back into the brown leather bag and walked out of the house. At the waterfall, the father of little Tina Anglade was waiting for

  her, as promised. He stepped forward, frowning.




  “I heard a noise like a gunshot,” he said, his frown asking the unspoken question.




  She shrugged. “That man made a noise to frighten me, the way he made the thunder at Saut Diable that I told you about.” With his help, she climbed onto the grey mule.

  “I’m finished,” she added. “I’ve done what I was sent here for. Now we can go home.”
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  “A MONSTER, DO you suppose? A genetic freak that’s remained alive for centuries?”




  “Undoubtedly, Michael. With two heads, three sets of genitals, and a curse for those who mock.” George McCormack, sole heir to Cairnwell Castle, raised a three-by-five-inch card on

  which lay a line of cocaine. “I propose a toast—of sorts—to it then. Old beast, old troll, nemesis of my old great-however-many-times-granddad, whom I shall finally meet next

  week.” A quick snort, and the powder was gone.




  George smiled, relishing the rush, the coziness of his den, the company, and found himself thinking about asking Michael to spend the night. He was about to make the suggestion when Michael

  asked, “Why twenty-one, do you suppose? If it’s all that important, why not earlier?”




  “Coming of age, Michael. As you well know, all males are virgins until that age, and no base liquors or, ahem, controlled substances have passed their pristine lips or nostrils. Other than

  that, I can’t bloody well tell you until after next week, and even then, according to that same stifling and weary tradition, I must keep the deep, dark family secret all to my

  lonesome.”




  “Yes, but if you don’t pay any more attention to that tradition than you do to the others, well . . .”




  “Ah, will I tell, you’re thinking? In all likelihood, if there’s a pound to be made on it, yes, I damned well will. I’ve thought the whole thing was asinine ever since I

  was a kid. And the five thousand pounds your little rag offers can pay for an awful lot of raped tradition.”




  “So when’ll you be leaving London for the bogs?”




  “The bogs?” George snorted. “Careful, mate. That’s my castle you’re speaking of.”




  “I thought it was your father’s.”




  “Yes, well.” George frowned. “It doesn’t appear he’ll be around much longer to take care of things.”




  “You’ve asked him what the secret is, I suppose.”




  “Christ, dozens of times. Always the same answer: ‘You’re better off not knowing until the time comes.’ Yeah. Pardon me while I tremble with fear. Bunch of shit anyway.

  When I was a kid, I spent hours looking for secret panels, hidden crypts, all that rubbish, and not a thing did I find. After a while, I just got bored with it.”




  “Ever see any ghosts?”




  George gave Michael a withering glare. “No,” he said flatly. “Whatever plagues the McCormacks, it’s not ghosts.” He hurled a soft pillow at his friend.

  “Jesus, will you stop jotting down those notes—it’s driving me mad!”




  “George, this is an interview, and you are being paid.”




  “I’m just not used to being grilled.”




  “You knew I was a journalist when we became . . . friends.”




  “You were about to say lovers.” George smiled cheekily. “And why not?”




  “We haven’t been lovers for months.”




  “No fault of mine.”




  Michael shook his head. “I’m here to do a job, not . . . rekindle memories. I didn’t suggest your bogey story to David because I wanted to start things up again.”




  “And I didn’t agree to talk to you because I wanted to start things up either,” George lied. “I agreed to it because of the money. We’re having a lovely little

  hundred-pound chat. And if I decide to spill the beans after next week, we’ll have an even lovelier five-thousand-pound chat.” George stood and stretched, bending his neck back and

  around in a gesture that he hoped Michael would find erotic.




  “And I’m happy to keep it on those terms,” Michael said.




  George stopped twisting his neck. “Bully for you. Do you want to go up to Cairnwell with me next week?”




  “I didn’t know I was invited.”




  “Of course you are.” George grinned. “And I’ll tell them exactly what you’re there for—to expose the secret of Cairnwell Castle, should I care to reveal it to

  the whole drooling world. That should make old Maxwell shit his britches. You’ll come?” “ Wouldn’t miss it. Thank you.”




  “I assume then you’ll foot my traveling expenses? My taste for the finer things has laid me low financially once again, and that damned Maxwell won’t send a penny. Once

  I’m laird of the manor, let me tell you the first thing I’m doing is finding a new solicitor.”




  CAIRNWELL CASTLE WAS as ungainly a pile of stones as was ever raised. Even though George had grown up there, he always felt intimidated by the

  formidable gray block that heaved itself out of the low Scottish landscape like a megalithic frowning head. Often when he was a child, he awoke in the middle of the night and, realizing what it was

  that he was within, would cry until his mother came and held him and sang to him until he fell asleep. His father had not approved of his behavior, but his mother always came when he cried, right

  up until the week that she died, and was no longer able. From then on, he cried himself back to sleep.




  “Dear God, that’s an ugly building,” Michael remarked.




  “Isn’t it. You see why I came down to London as quickly as my little adolescent legs would carry me.”




  As they drove into the massive court, charmlessly formed by two blocky wings of dirty stone, they saw an older man dressed in tweeds standing at the front door. “Maxwell,” George

  said. “Richard Maxwell.”




  The man looked every day of his sixty-odd years, and wore the constant look of mild disapproval with which George had always associated him. His eyebrows raised as he observed George’s

  spiky blond hair and the small diamond twinkling in his left ear. They raised even higher when he learned Michael Spencer’s profession, and he asked to speak to George alone.




  Leaving Michael in the entryway, Maxwell led George into a huge, starkly furnished antechamber, and closed the massive door behind them. “What do you think you’re doing bringing a

  journalist with you?” he said.




  “I think I’m doing the world a favor by sharing the secret of the lairds of Cairnwell, so we can stop living in some Gothic storybook, Maxwell, that’s what I’m

  doing.”




  Maxwell’s ruddy complexion turned pale. “You’d expose the secret?”




  “If it turns out to be as absurd as I think it will.”




  “You cannot. You dare not.”




  “Spare me the histrionics, Maxwell. I’m sure you’ve been practicing your lines for months now, looking forward to my birthday tomorrow, but it’s really getting a bit

  thick.”




  “You don’t understand, George. It’s not the nature of the secret itself that will keep you from exposing it—though I daresay you’ll want to keep it as quiet as all

  your ancestors have. Rather, it’s the terms of the inheritance that will ensure your silence.” Maxwell smiled smugly. “If you ever reveal what you see tomorrow, you lose Cairnwell

  and all your family’s holdings. All told, it comes to half a million.”




  “Lose it! How the hell can I lose it? I’m sole heir.”




  “You can lose it to charity, as stipulated in the document written and signed by the seventeenth laird of Cairnwell and extending into perpetuity. I’ve made you a copy, which

  you’ll receive tomorrow. It further states that you’re to spend nine months out of every year at Cairnwell, and, if you have a male heir”—here Maxwell curled his

  lip—“the secret’s to be revealed to him on his twenty-first birthday. Any departure from these stipulations means that you forfeit the castle. Understood?”




  George smiled grimly. “Thought of everything, haven’t you?”




  “Not me. Your four-times great-grandfather.”




  “Sly old bastard.”




  “Now,” Maxwell went on, ignoring the comment, “I would like you to dismiss that journalist and come see your father. He’s been waiting for you.”




  George walked slowly out to the entryway, where Michael was waiting. “I’m afraid I’ve rather bad news,” he said, and watched Michael’s lips tighten. “You

  can’t stay. I’m sorry.”




  “I can’t stay?” The last word leapt, George thought, at least an octave.




  “No. It’s part of the . . . tradition, you see.”




  “Oh, for Christ’s sake, George, you mean I motored all the way up to this godforsaken pile for nothing?”




  “I’ll be in touch as soon as it’s over,” George said quietly, fearing that Maxwell would overhear.




  “Christ . . .”




  “I didn’t know. But I’ll call you, I swear. I said I was sorry.”




  Michael gave him the same look as when he had told George that he didn’t think they should see each other anymore. “All right then. Come and get your bloody bags.”




  Michael opened the boot, roughly handed George his luggage, and drove away with no words of farewell. George watched the car disappear over the fields, then went to visit his father in the

  largest bedchamber of the castle.




  The twenty-second laird of Cairnwell was propped up on an overstuffed chaise, and George was shocked at the change in his father since his last visit over six months before.




  The cancer had been progressing merrily along. At least another thirty pounds had been sucked off the old man’s frame. What was left of the muscles hung like doughy pouches on the massive

  skeleton. The skin was a wrapping of faded parchment, a lesion all of its own. There was no hope in the eyes, and the smell of death—of sour vomit and diseased bowels, of bloody mucus coughed

  from riddled lungs—was everywhere.




  His father was the castle. What the man had become was nothing less than Cairnwell itself, a massive tumor of the soul that grew and festered like the lichen on the gray stone.




  Then, just for a moment, trapped within the rotting hulk, George glimpsed his father as he had been when George was a boy and his father was young. But the moment passed, and, expressionless, he

  walked to his father’s side, leaned over, and kissed the leathery cheek, nearly choking at the smell that rose from the fresh stains on the velvet dressing gown.




  They talked, shortly and uncomfortably, saying nothing of the revelation of the secret the next day except for setting the time when the three of them should meet in the morning. Eight

  thirty-five was the appointed hour, the time of George’s birth.




  That night, George could not sleep, so he sat by the fireplace long past midnight, thinking about Cairnwell and its hold on his father, its unhealthy, even cancerous hold on all the McCormacks.

  He thought about the way the castle had sapped his father’s strength, and, years before, his mother’s. Although she had never known the secret, she nonetheless had shared the burden of

  it with her husband, and, being far weaker than he, she had been quickly consumed by it, just after George’s eighth birthday.




  Then he thought about his debts, about nine months of every year spent at Cairnwell, about the horror that he was to see tomorrow.




  When sleep finally came, it was dreamless.




  The next morning dawned gray and misty, with no sunlight to banish the shadows that hung in every cold, high-ceilinged room. George rose, showered, and put on a jacket and tie rather than one of

  the sweaters he usually wore. In spite of his anger over the hereditary charade, he felt the situation demanded a touch of formality. He even removed the diamond from his ear.




  His father and Maxwell were already breakfasting when George arrived in the dining hall: Maxwell on rashers and eggs, his father on weak tea and toast cubes. George took the vacant chair.




  “Good morning, George,” his father said in a thin, reedy tone. The old man wore a black suit that hung on him like a blanket on a scarecrow. The white shirtfront was already stained

  in several places. “Have some breakfast?”




  George shook his head. “A cup of coffee, that’s all,” he said, and poured himself some from a silver teapot.




  Maxwell smiled. “Off your feed today? Can’t say I blame you. It’s a difficult thing.”




  “Enough, Richard,” said George’s father. “No need to upset him. He’ll see soon enough.”




  “I’m not upset, Father,” said George, with a cool glance at Maxwell. “I’ll wait to hear Mr. Maxwell’s bogey story. I hope he won’t disappoint

  me.”




  Maxwell flushed, and George hoped he was about to choke on a rasher, but he cleared his throat and smiled again. “I don’t think you’ll be disappointed, Master

  George.”




  “I said enough—both of you.” The elder McCormack looked at the pair with disapproval. “This is not to be treated lightly. Indeed, Richard, this may be the most serious

  moment of George’s life, so please conduct yourself as befits your position. You also, George. You shall soon be laird of Cairnwell, so start behaving as such.” The voice was pale and

  weak, but the underlying tone held a rigid intensity that wiped the sardonic smiles from the other two faces.




  “Now,” McCormack went on, “I think it’s time.”




  Maxwell rose. “Are you sure you don’t want the wheelchair?”




  “What’ll you do, carry it down the stairs? No, I’ll walk today as my father walked in front of me nearly forty years ago.”




  “But your health . . .”




  “Life holds nothing more for me, Richard. If death comes as a result of what happens today, so much the better. I’m very tired. It’s made me very tired.”




  At first George thought that his father was referring to the cancer, but something told him this was not the case, and the implications made him shiver.




  He rose and followed his father and Maxwell as they left the room, passed down the hall, through a small alcove, and into a little-used study. Maxwell drew back the curtains of the room,

  allowing a sickly light to enter through grimy beveled panes. Then he dragged a wooden chair over to a high bookcase, stepped up on it, removed several volumes from the top shelf, and turned what

  George assumed was a hidden knob. Then he descended, flipped back a corner of a faded Oriental rug, and scrabbled with his fingers for a near-invisible handhold. Finding it, he pulled the trap door

  up so easily that George assumed it must be counterweighted.




  “Good Christ,” said George with a touch of awe. “It’s just like a thirties horror film. No wonder I never found it.”




  “Don’t feel stupid,” said Maxwell, not unkindly. “No one has ever discovered it on their own.” He then opened a closet, inside which were three kerosene lamps.




  “No flashlights?” asked George.




  “Tradition,” said Maxwell, lighting the lamps with his Dunhill and handing one each to George and his father, keeping the third for himself. Looking at McCormack, he said in a voice

  that held just the hint of a tremor, “Shall I lead the way?”




  McCormack nodded. “Please. I’ll follow, and George, stay behind me.” There was no trembling in McCormack’s voice, only a rugged tenacity.




  Maxwell stepped gently into the abyss, as if fearing the steps would collapse beneath him, but George saw that they were stone, and realized that Maxwell, for all his previous bravado, was

  actually quite hesitant to confront whatever lay below.




  They descended for a long time, and, although he did not count them, George guessed that the steps numbered well over two hundred. The walls of the stairway were stone, and appeared to be quite

  as old as the castle itself.




  Halfway down, Maxwell explained briefly: “This was built during the border wars. If the castle was stormed, the laird and retainers could hide down here with provisions to last six months.

  It was never used for that purpose, however.”




  He said no more. By the time they reached the bottom of the stairs, the temperature had fallen ten degrees. The walls were green with damp mold, and George started as he heard a scuffling

  somewhere ahead of them.




  “Rats,” his father said. “Just rats.”




  For another thirty meters they walked down a long passage that gradually grew in width from two meters to nearly five. George struggled to peer past Maxwell and his father, trying to make forms

  out of the shadows their lanterns cast. Then he saw the door.




  It appeared to be made of one piece of massive oak, crisscrossed with wide iron bands like a giant’s chessboard. Directly in the center of its vast expanse was a black-brown blotch of

  irregular shape, looking, in the dim light, like a huge squashed spider. Maxwell and McCormack stopped five meters away, and turned toward George.




  “Now it begins,” said McCormack, and his eyes were sad. “Go with your lantern to the door, George, and look at what is mounted there.”




  George obeyed, walking slowly toward the door, the lantern held high in front of him protectively, almost ceremonially. For a moment he wished he had a crucifix.




  At first he could not identify the thing that was nailed to the oaken door. But he suddenly realized that it was a skin of some kind, a deerskin perhaps, that centuries of dampness and decay had

  darkened to this dried and blackened parody before him.




  But deer, he told himself, do not have pairs of breasts that sag like large, decayed mushrooms, or fingers that hang like rotted willow leaves. Or a face with a round, thick-lipped gap for a

  mouth, a broad flap of bulbous skin for a nose, twin pits of deep midnight in shriveled pouches for eyes. And he knew beyond doubt that mounted on that door with weary, rusting nails was the flayed

  skin of a woman.




  He struggled to hold it back, but the bile came up instantly, and he bent over, closed his eyes, and let it rain down upon the stone floor. When it was over, he spit several times and blew his

  nose into a handkerchief, then looked at the two older men. “I’m sorry.”




  “Don’t be,” his father said. “I did the same thing the first time.” He looked at the skin. “Now it’s just like a wall-hanging.”




  “What the hell is it?” asked George, repelled yet fascinated, hardly daring to look at the thing again.




  “The mortal remains,” said Maxwell, “of the first wife of the sixteenth laird of Cairnwell.” The words were mechanical, as if he had been practicing them for a long

  time.




  “The wife . . .” George looked at the skin on the door. “Was she a black? Or did the tanning—”




  Maxwell interrupted. “Yes, she was an African native the laird met as a young man on a trading voyage, the daughter of a priest of one of the tribes of Gambia. The ship traded with the

  tribe, and the laird, Brian McCormack, saw the woman dance. Apparently she was a great beauty as blacks go, and he became infatuated with her. Later he claimed she had put a spell on

  him.”




  George was shaking his head in disbelief. “A spell?” he asked, a confused and erratic half-smile on his lips. “Are you serious, Maxwell? Father, is this for real?”




  McCormack nodded. “It’s real. And under the circumstances, I believe that she did bewitch him. Let Maxwell continue.”




  “Spell or no,” Maxwell went on smoothly, “he brought her back with him, she posing as a servant he’d taken on. The captain of the ship—and Brian’s

  employee—had secretly married them on board, and by the time they docked in Leith, she was, technically, Lady Cairnwell.”




  A low, rich laugh of relief started to bubble out of George. “My God,” he said, while his father and Maxwell stared at him like priests at a defiler of the Host. “That’s

  the secret then? That’s what kept this family shamed for over three hundred years, that we’ve some black blood in the line?” His laughter slowly faded. “Back then I can

  understand. But now? This is the 1990s—no one cares about that anymore. Besides, whatever genetic effect she would have had is long gone, and this ‘Cairnwell Horror’ isn’t

  anything more than racial paranoia.”




  “You’re wrong, George,” said Maxwell. “I’ve not yet told you of the horror. That was still to come. Will you simply listen while I finish?” His voice was

  angry, yet controlled, and George, taken aback, nodded acquiescence.




  “Brian McCormack,” Maxwell went on, “once back in Scotland, quickly realized his mistake. Whether through diminished lust or the failure of the spell, we can’t know. At

  any rate, he wanted a quiet divorce, and the woman returned to Gambia. She refused to be divorced, but he made arrangements to have her transported back to Africa anyway. She overheard his plan and

  told him that if she was forced to leave him, she would expose their marriage to the world. Why he didn’t have her killed immediately is a mystery, as it was well within his power. Perhaps he

  still felt a warped affection for her.




  “So he locked her away down here, entrusting her secret to only one servant. The others, who had thought her Brian’s mistress, were told she had been sent away, and were greatly

  relieved by the fact.




  “Brian then wooed and married an earl’s daughter, Fiona McTavish, and the world had no reason to suspect that it was his second wedding. There was a problem with the match, however.

  Fiona was barren, and no doctor could rectify the situation. After several years of trying to sire a son, Brian asked his first wife to help with her magic. She offered to do so with an eagerness

  that made him suspicious, and he warned her that if Fiona should suffer any ill consequences from the magic, he would not hesitate to painfully kill the woman. Then he brought her the things she

  asked for, and secretly gave Fiona the resulting potion.




  “Within two months she was pregnant, and the laird was delirious with joy. But his happiness soured when Fiona became deathly ill in her fifth month. It was only then he realized that the

  black woman had increased his hopes so that they should be dashed all the harder by losing both mother and child.




  “In a fury he beat the woman, demanding that she use her powers to reverse the magic and bring Fiona back to health. She told him that the magic had gone too far to save both—that he

  could have either the mother or the child. Brian continued to beat her, but she was adamant—one or the other.




  “It must have been a hard choice, but he finally chose to let the child live.” Maxwell cleared his throat. “There was a great deal of pressure on him, as on any nobleman, to

  leave an heir, so we can’t criticize him too harshly for his decision. At any rate, the witch was true to her word. The child was born, but under rather . . . bizarre

  circumstances.”




  Maxwell paused and looked at McCormack, as if for permission to proceed.




  “Well?” said George, angry with himself for the way his voice shook in the sudden silence. “Don’t stop now, Maxwell, you’re coming to the exciting part.” He

  had wanted the forced levity to relax him, but instead it made him feel impatient and foolish. He tried in vain to keep his gaze from the pelt fixed to the door. It had been difficult enough when

  it was simply the skin of a nonentity. But now that it had an identity, it was twice as horrifying, twice as fascinating. He wondered what her name was.




  Maxwell went on, ignoring George’s comment. “Fiona McCormack died in her seventh month of pregnancy. But the child lived.”




  “Born prematurely then? Convenient.”




  “No,” answered the solicitor quietly. “The child came to term. He was born in the ninth month.”




  “But . . .” George felt disoriented, as if all the world was a step ahead of him. “How?”




  “The black woman. She kept Fiona alive.”




  “I thought you said she was dead.”




  “She was. It was an artificial life, preserved by sorcery, or, as we would think today, by some primitive form of science civilization has not yet discovered. Call it what you will, no

  heart beat, no breath stirred, but Fiona McCormack lived, and was somehow able to nourish her child in utero.”




  “But that’s absurd! A fetus needs . . . life, its respiratory and circulatory system depends on its mother’s!” He laughed, a sharp, quick bark.

  “You’re having me on.”




  “God damn you, George, shut up!” The old man’s words exploded like a shell, and sent him into a fit of coughing blood-black phlegm, which he spit on the floor. He rested

  for a moment, breathing heavily, then raised his massive head to look into George’s eyes. “You be silent. And at the end of the story, at the end, then you laugh if you

  wish.”




  “I don’t know how it occurred, George,” said Maxwell, “but it has been sworn to by the sixteenth laird and his servant, as has everything I’ve told you. You shall

  see further evidence later.” He took a deep breath and plunged on.




  “She gave birth to the child, and it suckled at his dead mother’s breast for nearly a year, drawing sustenance from a cup that was never filled. A short time after the birth, Brian

  McCormack, with his own hands, flayed his first wife alive, and tanned the hide himself. He must have been quite mad by then. As you can see, he worked with extreme care.”




  He was right, George thought. For all of the abomination’s hideousness, it was extraordinarily done, as if a surgeon had cut the body from head to toe in a neat cross section, like a

  plastic anatomical kit he had once seen. George looked at Maxwell and his father, who were both staring quietly at the mortal tapestry on the door. It seemed that the story was ended.




  “That’s it, then,” George said, with only a trace of mockery. “That’s the legend.” He turned to his father with pleading eyes. “Is that all that’s

  kept us in a state of fear from cradle to grave? That’s become as legendary as the silkie or the banshee? Dear God, is the Cairnwell Horror only a black skin nailed to a cellar

  door?”




  The expressions of the two men in the lantern light added years to their faces. For a second George thought his father was already dead, a living corpse like the sixteenth Lady Cairnwell, doomed

  to an eternity of haunting the dreams of McCormack children.




  “There’s more,” said Maxwell, in such a way that George knew immediately that they had not been looking at the door as much as what was behind it.




  Maxwell fumbled in the pocket of his suit coat and withdrew a large iron key, which he handed to McCormack. The old man hobbled to the massive door and fitted the key into a keyhole barely

  visible in the dim light. It rattled, then turned slowly, and McCormack pressed against the iron-and-oak panel. The door did not move, and the dying man leaned tiredly against it. Maxwell added his

  weight to the task. Though George knew he should have helped, he could not bring himself to touch the tarry carcass the older men seemed to be obscenely caressing. The door began to move with a

  shriek of angry hinges, and George thought of a wide and hungry mouth with teeth of iron straps, and wondered what it had eaten and how long ago. Then the smell hit him, and he reeled back.




  It was the worst smell he had ever known, worse than the sour tang of open sewers, the sulfur-rich fumes of rotten eggs, worse even than when he had been a boy and found that long-dead stag,

  swarming with maggots. He would have vomited, but there was nothing left in his stomach to bring up.




  His father and Maxwell picked up their lanterns. “Do you want to come with us,” Maxwell asked, “or would you rather watch from here at first?”




  George was impressed by Maxwell’s objectivity. It was as if the man were viewing the situation far outside, watching a shocker on the telly. George wished he could have felt the same way.

  “I’ll come,” he said, and jutted his weak chin forth like a brittle lance.




  Holding the lanterns high, the three entered the chamber. It was a small room six meters square. A rough-hewn round table with a single straight-backed chair was to their right as they entered,

  another chair, less stern in design, to their left. It was the bed, however, that dominated the room, a massive oaken piece with a huge carved headboard and high footboard, over which George could

  not see from the door. Maxwell and McCormack moved to either side of the bed, and the old man beckoned for his son to join him.




  The woman in the bed reminded George of the mummies he had seen in the British Museum. The skin was the yellow of dirty chalk, furrowed with wrinkles so deep they would always remain in

  darkness. The same sickly shade sullied the hair, which spread over the pillow fanlike, a faded invitation to a lover now dust. She wore a night-gown of white lace, and her clawed fingers

  interlocked over her flattened breasts, bony pencils clad in gloves of the sheerest silk. She had been dead a long, long time.




  “The Lady Fiona,” whispered McCormack huskily. “Your five-times great-grandmother, George.”




  Again George felt relief. If this was the ultimate, if this dried and preserved corpse was the final horror, then he could still laugh and walk in the world without bearing the invisible curse

  all McCormacks before him bore. He held his lantern higher to study the centuries-old face more closely. Then he saw the eyes.




  He had expected to see either wrinkled flaps of skin that had once been eyelids, or shriveled gray raisins nesting loosely in open sockets. What he had not expected was two blue eyes that gazed

  at the smoke-blackened ceiling, insentient but alive.




  “She’s . . . alive,” he said half-wittedly, so overcome by horror that he no longer cared what impression he gave.




  “Yes,” said his father. “So she has been since the spell was put on her.” George felt the old man’s arm drape itself around his shoulder. “The sixteenth laird

  wanted her undead misery ended when the son was weaned, but the witch said it could not be done. He tortured her—in this very room—but she would not, possibly could not, relent. It was

  then that he killed her by skinning. He kept his wife upstairs as long as he could, but the . . . odor grew too strong, and the servants started to whisper. So he brought her down here, and here

  she has been ever since, caught in a prison between life and death.




  “She neither speaks nor moves, nor has she since she died. Giving birth and feeding her child were her only acts, and even then, records the document, she was like an automaton.”




  George’s head felt stuffed with water, and his words came out as thick as a midnight dream. “What . . . document?”




  “The record Brian McCormack left,” answered his father, “and that the servant signed as witness. The history of the event and the charge put on every laird of Cairnwell

  since—to preserve the tale from outside ears and to care for his poor wife ‘until such time as God sees fit to take her unto Him.’ It is the duty of the eldest son, such as I was,

  and such as you are, George.”




  The liquid in his brain was nearly at a boil. “Me?” He lurched away from his father’s cloying embrace. “You want me to mind that the rest of my life?”




  “There is little to care for,” Maxwell said soothingly. “She requires no food, only . . .”




  “What? What does she require?”




  “Care. A wash now and again . . .”




  George laughed desperately, and knew he was approaching hysterics. “A wash! Good Christ, and perhaps a permanent, and some nail clipping . . . !”




  “Care!” bellowed McCormack. “What you would do for anyone like this!”




  “There is no one like this! She is . . . she is dead.” The word had stuck in his throat. “I’m not going to have any part of this, nor of Cairnwell.

  You chose this, not me! I won’t rot here like the rest of you did. Keep Cairnwell—give it away, burn it, bury it, for Christ’s sake—that’s what

  suits the dead!”




  “No! She is not dead! She is alive, and she needs us! She needs . . .” McCormack paused, as if something had stolen his words. A pained look grasped his features, and

  before George or Maxwell could leap to his side, he toppled like a tree, and his head struck the stone floor with a leaden thud.




  Maxwell swept around the bed, pushed George aside, and knelt by McCormack. “The lantern!” he said, and George moved the flickering light so that he and Maxwell could see that his

  father’s face wore the gray softness of death.




  MUCH LATER, in the study, Maxwell poured George another glass of sherry. “I shouldn’t have let him go down there,” the older man

  said, almost to himself. He turned back to the cold fireplace. “After the last operation . . . it left his heart so weak . . .”




  “It was better,” George said quietly. “Better that way than for the cancer to finish him.”




  “I suppose.”




  They sat, sipping sherry and saying nothing. George rose and walked to the window. The sun, setting over the ridge of the western fields, slashed a thin blade of orange-red through the beveled

  panes. He looked at a flock of blackbirds pecking in the damp earth for grain.




  “I shouldn’t have upset him,” said George.




  “He hadn’t been down there for quite a while,” Maxwell said. “I shouldn’t have let him go.”




  “You couldn’t have stopped him,” George said, still gazing out of the window.




  “I suppose not. He felt it . . .”




  “His duty,” said George.




  “Yes.” Maxwell turned from the dead fire toward George’s tall figure, outlined in the sun’s flame. “Will you go then? Leave Cairnwell?”




  George kept watching the birds.




  “It’s not . . . there’s really very little to it,” said Maxwell, with the slightest trace of urgency. “You don’t have to see her at all, you know, not ever,

  if you wish it. Just so long as you stay here.”




  In the field, the blackbirds rose in formation, turned in the wind like leaves, and settled once more. George looked at Maxwell. “May I have the key?”




  THE DOOR OPENED more easily this time, and George walked into the room, holding the lantern at his side without fear. He knew there were no ghosts.

  There was no need for ghosts.




  His earlier exposure to the smell made it much more palatable, and he thought about fumigants and disinfectants. He pulled the straight-backed chair over to the bedside and looked at the

  woman’s face.




  Strange he hadn’t noticed before. The resemblance to his father was so strong, particularly about the eyes. They were so sad, so sad and tired, open all these years, staring into

  darkness.




  “Sleep,” he whispered. “Sleep for a bit.” He hesitated only a moment, then pressed with his index finger upon the cool parchment of the eyelids, first one, then the

  other, drawing them down like tattered shades over twilight windows.




  “There,” he said gently, “that’s better now, isn’t it? Sleep a bit.” He started to hum a tune he had not thought of for years, an old cradle song his mother

  had crooned to him on the nights when the terrors of Cairnwell made sleep come hard. When the last notes died away, caught by the smooth fissures of the chamber walls, he rose, laid a hand of

  benediction on the wizened forehead, and started upstairs where his brandy waited.




  The twenty-third laird of Cairnwell had come home.
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  ONE OF THE most common adjectives that sits next to the name of a pulp writer is “prolific,” and few have earned the sobriquet more richly

  than Arthur Leo Zagat (1895–1949). Born in New York City, he went to Europe to serve in the signal corps in World War I, staying on in Paris to study after his discharge. He returned to New

  York and received a law degree from Fordham University in 1929 but began writing for the pulps instead of going into legal practice. His first story sold and he quickly established himself as a

  force in various literary genres, but most successfully as a master of weird menace. His specialty was the long story, approximately twenty thousand words, which magazines described on their covers

  as “feature-length novels.” Zagat was one of the first of “the electric typewriter boys” whose “novels” often appeared on three or four magazine covers a month,

  with a few short stories thrown in, written under his own name or pseudonyms (he wrote as Grandon Alzee, among others). He became a popular regular contributor to The Spider magazine with

  his series about Doc Turner, and enjoyed success with his Red Finger spy series in the pages of Operator #5. For the new magazine Bizarre Detective Mysteries, he appeared in the debut

  issue with the warm hearted Dr. John Bain, who bears a striking resemblance to his Doc Turner character, always ready to help those in need. All contributed to making him one of the highest-paid

  pulp writers of all time until his sudden death of a heart attack at the age of fifty-three.




  “Crawling Madness” was first published in the March 1935 issue of Terror Tales.
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  THE MEN WHO WERE TO HAVE HELPED ANN TRAVERS AND HER INJURED, HELPLESS HUSBAND HAD DRIVEN MADLY AWAY, FEAR’S CLUTCHING FINGERS AT THEIR THROATS. NOW

  ANN WAS ALONE IN THE DESERT—ALONE WITH HIM OF THE GAUNT, SATANIC FEATURES, AND WITH THE CRAWLING HORRORS THAT SLITHERED UP FROM THE GREY MOONLIGHT TO FEED ON HUMAN FLESH! . . .




  ANN TRAVERS AWOKE with a start. She lifted her head from the rough tweed of Bob’s overcoat shoulder and looked dazedly around. The

  roadster’s motor still thrummed the monotonous song that seldom had been out of her ears in the long week since they had left New York. Her husband’s blunt-fingered, capable hands still

  gripped the steering wheel. The desert still spread—bare, utterly lifeless—from horizon to horizon; and running interminably under the hood there were still the two faint ruts in the

  sand which the thin-lipped filling-station attendant in Axton had pointed out as the road to Deadhope. Yet Ann was uneasy, oppressed, aware of a creeping chill in her bones that matched the

  anomalous chill of the desert night.
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  “Awake, hon?” Bob broke the silence. “We’re almost there. Not much over a mile more.”




  Ann’s lips smiled, but her weary eyes were humorless. “I don’t believe it. This trip is never going to end. We’re going on and on . . .”




  “Wrong again. A mere five thousand feet from here, the gang I sent ahead to get things ready is waiting to greet their boss—Mrs. Travers.”




  How Bob loved to mouth that title. She hadn’t gotten used to it yet—one doesn’t identify a new name with oneself in a week. . . .




  All at once now, Ann realized what change had occurred to weigh her down with vague fear since she had drifted off to sleep. The stars that had been close and friendly, their myriads a vast,

  coruscating splendor in the velvety black bowl of the heavens, now were pale, infinitely distant in a sky suffused with heatless, silvery radiance, forerunner of a not-yet-risen moon. The spectral

  luminance silted down to paint the undulating, gaunt plain with weird mystery, and long flat shadows of mesquite bush and cactus barred the vibrant glow with a network strangely ominous.




  Bob leaned forward, flicked a switch on the dashboard. The headlights boring the night dimmed. “Save battery,” he muttered, in explanation. Then, grinning, “Show my employer

  how economical her mine-superintendent can be.”




  Ann twisted to him. “Bob! I don’t want to hear that sort of talk any longer. The silver mine Uncle Horvay left is as much yours as mine. More, because it’s just so much dirt

  except for your wonderful process. There hasn’t been anything taken out of it for years.”




  The man threw an arm up in mock defense against her vehemence. “All right. All right. I’ll be good. Give me a kiss.”




  Even while Bob’s lips clung warmly to hers, Ann’s eyes strayed past him. Ahead, the horizon was close, much too close, as if the road ended abruptly in a vast uncanny nothingness. It

  was just the crest of a rise, she told herself fiercely; but she could not rid herself of the eerie sensation that they were plunging on to a jumping-off place, a Land’s End over which the

  car would hurtle to fall eternally into some abysmal chasm.




  Under the steady thrum of the roadster and the sough of its tires there was a hissing sound, like the breathing of some unseen monster. It was the whispering of countless grains of sand sifted

  along the desert by the wind, but it added to the spine-prickling certainty of impending disaster in Ann’s mind. This strange, grim land resented their intrusion, their intention to reopen

  the old wounds in its bosom that long ago had healed. Once before it had lured men with false promise into its deadly gullet, had spewed them out broken in pocket and health, grey with the patina

  of defeat. Now it was warning them to turn back—before it was too late.




  Ann started at a new sound that filled her ears. It was a roaring from ahead from the secret region beyond the ridgecrest. It was the thunder of an approaching engine, a ponderous engine

  plunging through moon-hazed night at breakneck speed.




  The tremendous apparition on that too-close skyline was startling despite the trumpeted warning of its approach. The huge truck lurched over the ridge, careened down the road, hurtled straight

  at them. Bob’s horn blared raucous warning. Ann glimpsed his pallid, lined face, his blanched hands fighting the wheel. The truck blasted down upon them like a juggernaut, an avalanche of

  destruction. Ann screamed. . . .




  THE GIGANTIC FRONT of the bellowing projectile loomed right above her. In that age-long, frozen instant of imminent demolition Ann saw the utterly white

  countenance of its high-perched driver his eyes that bulged with a terror blinding him to the presence of the other car, of anything but some stark inner vision from which he fled; his twitching,

  bitten lips. She screamed again, more in horror at that which she read in the contorted visage than from her own peril.




  Her shrill keening penetrated the brain of the truck driver. His big-thewed arms jerked, the careening vehicle swerved, scraped past the edge of the roadster’s fender. The swaying body of

  the dirt-truck, altitudinous above her, was crowded with husky, brute-jawed men. They were rigid in the grip of the same terror that invested their chauffeur. Their livid faces were color-drained

  masks straining through the dust-cloud that swirled after them. Their eyes were deep-pitted coals ablaze with black flame. The truck skidded. . . .




  The picture of soul-shattering, fearful flight flashing on Ann’s vision exploded in a grinding crash, a thunderous detonation of metal on metal, of bursting tires and smashing glass. She

  hurtled, asprawl, through a whirling world, thudded down on stinging, breath-expelling grit.




  She looked up through dazed eyes. The truck was already yards away, its breathless haste not slackened at all, the red eye of its tail-light penduluming in short arcs as panic speed magnified

  the slight inequalities of the desert road. The sideward, yellow spray of the tiny lamp spattered, not on a license plate, but on an incredible figure hanging by clenched, bony fingers from a

  bracing truss under the truck’s tailboard and hidden by it from the terror-stiffened men above.




  Ann saw the man clearly. The grisly fingers by which the rag-garmented, dust-greyed apparition was suspended from the catapulting vehicle seemed to probe her brain with horror. Skeleton-thin, he

  streamed out behind the hurtling lorry like a bedraggled pennant; whatever of clothing had covered his pipe-stem, bounding legs was torn away and they were greyed to the hue of putrescent bone. His

  feet, flesh-stripped as they dragged through the dirt of the turnpike, trailed two lines of scarlet blood.




  Then the truck was gone. Only a low-lying band of drifting dust-cloud and two scars on the desert’s silvered surface showed that it had even been. Two scars between which thirsty sand

  drank red moisture, till no trace remained to testify that the grisly figure she had seen, or thought she had seen, was real.




  The truck was gone! The meaning of that impacted on Ann’s bewildered mind. As on the trackless sea, so in the desert waste the unwritten law of Man’s obligation to his fellow in

  distress is stringent, inflexible. To have ignored it as the occupants of the lorry had, in rushing heedless from the wreck they had caused, stamped them as utterly vile—or inflamed by such

  devastating panic as had stripped humanity from them. . . .




  The sound of a groan cut into Ann’s consciousness. She rolled toward it.




  THE ROADSTER WAS on its side, smashed to a jumble of twisted metal, burst rubber. Ann realized that only by the miracle of a lowered top had she been

  thrown free. Threshing arms, a body twisting up from chaos, falling back into it, showed her that Bob had not been so fortunate.




  A sob tightened her throat. She pawed sand, pushed herself to her knees, heaved erect. The ground rolled like a tidal swell, staggered her, reeled her to a grip on the crumpled car-side. Bob

  groaned again, and she saw his twisted torso, the pale, tortured oval of his face.




  “Ann!” His voice was a husked, hoarse whisper, pain-edged. “Ann! You’re—you’re all right?”




  “Yes,” the monosyllable squeezed from between her icy lips. “But you—you’re hurt, darling. You’re terribly hurt.”




  “A—little.” Bob gasped and collapsed to the sickening sound of grating bone. “I—can’t—get free.”




  His eyes sought Ann’s face. Agony flared in them, was obscured by drooping, bloodless lids. Suddenly he was so motionless, so filmed over by the spectral moonlight with the very hue of

  death, that Ann’s heart stood still and her skin was an icy sheath constricting her trembling body. But his cheek was warm to her darting palm; his nostrils quivered with pain, and a muscle

  twitched across the taut cords of his stretched-back neck.




  Ann’s teeth gritted. Her lips tightened to a grim, thin line. Her husband’s right leg was strangely askew. Its ankle, making a nauseatingly awkward angle with its calf, already was

  swollen to twice normal size and the foot was caught between gear-lever and emergency brake. No wonder he had groaned in anguish, no wonder he had fainted!




  The next few minutes greyed to a blur of feverish activity, of muscle-tearing effort. How Ann accomplished it she never knew, but somehow she extricated Bob, somehow she lifted his

  hundred-eighty pounds free of the wreck. At last he was stretched out on the sand. Ann loosened his shoe, got it off. Then, staggering back to the car to pull seat-cushions out, she improvised a

  bed for him. She tugged and pushed at his inert frame till he was as comfortable as she could make him. She paused then, stared down at his big-boned face, appallingly white against the black

  leather.




  Bob’s eyelids flickered open, revealing hot torment. “My boy,” Ann sobbed. “My poor boy.”




  There was something besides pain in those queerly glittering eyes—an appeal, an urgent demand. “What is it, dear?” the girl gasped. “What do you want?”




  The croak that came from him was unintelligible. But his arm lifted, motioned waveringly to the breast pocket of his coat.




  Ann realized what worried him. She slipped a hand between the warm roughness of the fabric and his pounding heart. Paper crackled at the tips of her searching fingers. She pulled it out, the

  envelope containing the essential formulae for the process that would make profitable the working of low-grade ore from the abandoned mine at Deadhope. She pulled it out and held it up for Bob to

  see.




  His mouth twisted, and his eyes signaled imperatively. Ann slid the envelope into her bosom, felt it crackle against her breast. After he had proved the worth of his process, Bob had told her he

  could sell it for vast sums. Until then he must keep it secret. There were interests. . . .




  But her husband was once more unconscious. Her own limbs were water weak. She sank down beside him, squatted there, holding his hand in hers. Exhaustion welled up in her like a dark sea.




  CHAPTER TWO




  THE CRAWLERS




  

    The moon was risen now over the ridge whence had catapulted the juggernaut of terror and destruction. It hung low in the sky, a great orange globe. It was so close, yet so

    infinitely far. It watched Ann’s distress with an impersonal stolidity and she was small, terribly small, in the unpeopled immensity of the desert, in the hush weirdly emphasized by the

    whispering of the restless sand. What else did the moon watch, there on the hill, there where the ghost town of Deadhope had spawned horror which had sent hard-faced, stolid men careening through

    the night in a paroxysm of terror?


  




  Ann tried to wrench her mind away from fear, tried to tell herself that she ought to see what she could do for Bob’s broken ankle; that she ought to bathe his face, pimply with the cold

  sweat of pain even in his coma. In a minute she would—in a minute, but just now she must rest. She was so tired, so tired, and her body was one gigantic ache. And she was terribly afraid. Not

  only because of the breath of death’s wings that had brushed so close. Not only because of Bob’s hurt, his helplessness. But because of that which she had read in the faces of the men

  on that truck—because of that which had trailed behind the vehicle as it rushed away!




  Recalling these, a pall of dread closed down, somehow visible in the sheeted moonlight lying spectrally on the limitless, lifeless waste around her. Lifeless? Was it some trick of the

  half-light, of her tired eyes, or was that shadow, that one way off there on the horizon, moving? . . .




  It was moving. It was something gruesomely alive, undiscernible, flat against the sand, something that slithered slowly, that slithered over that ridge to the east, that vanished over the

  earthfold beyond which was—what?




  Ann’s scalp was a tight cap on her throbbing skull. That which had crawled along the desert surface, how long had it lain there? How long had its shadow lain immobile like the other

  shadows, shorter now, of the water-starved, grotesque foliage of the barrens? How long had it watched there, buzzard-like? Had it now gone to call its fellows, certain that there would soon be

  carrion here for them to feed upon?




  “Ten thousand men laboring an hour apiece! That slide rule’s warped. . . .” Gibberish in a hoarse, parched voice pulled her head around to Bob’s sweat-wet face, to

  his open, staring eyes. “DX over DY multiplied by cosine thirty degrees and you get two kilograms of Ag O Cl.” His hand was a burning coal in hers, his lips were black, cracked.

  He jerked up to a sitting posture, his other arm flung up over his head, and he screamed: “Ann! I’ve got it! I’ve got it, Ann! We’re rich. We’re

  rich!”




  “Bob. Bob, dear. Lie down. Be quiet.” The young wife had both hands on the delirious man, was trying to wrestle him down. But fever-madness contorted his face, and with the strength

  of madness he tossed her about, fighting her.




  “You can’t have it!” he screeched, in that awful voice that was not Bob’s voice. “You can’t have my secret. It’s for Ann. For Ann, I

  tell you. I won’t give it to you!”




  The desert silence took his shrill cries and quenched them, but they rang on in Ann’s ears, and in her veins the blood ran cold with fear for her husband, her lover. Even as she fought to

  save him from his fever-demented self, tears streamed down her face, and sobs racked her. Oh, God! What was she to do? What could she do for him? If he got away from her . . .




  As suddenly as it had come, the paroxysm of delirium passed. Bob slumped down. One word, one word more rasped from him. “Water . . .”




  Water! He was burning with fever. Water would relieve him, water for his dry throat, water to bathe his torrid brow. Ann clawed to her feet, fought weakness, fought exhaustion to get to the

  car.




  Water! The cans had torn loose from their straps on the crumpled running-board, the cans all travelers in the desert must carry. Here they were. Here in the sand was the red-painted one for gas,

  there the blue one for oil. The white one! Good Lord! Where was the white can, the water can? Breath sobbed from between Ann’s lips as she spied it, flung farther than the others, blending

  with the silver of the sands.




  She tottered to it, bent to it, got hands on it and lifted it. It was light! Too light! Oh, God! Oh, merciless God! The depression it left in the sand was wet, though rapidly drying, and

  a gash in the white side of the round can showed where the water, more precious than a thousand times its weight of silver or platinum, had run out. There was no water!




  THERE WAS NO water, and on the pallet she had improvised for him Bob, her Bob, tossed and rasped out his agonized demand for—water.

  “Ann,” he husked. “Ann. I’m burning. Water. Ann, give me water.”




  The distracted girl licked her own dry lips, let the mocking canteen slip from her powerless fingers, stood statuesque, rigid, numbed by a disaster more overwhelming than all the intangible

  fears crowing around her had foreshadowed. To be waterless in the desert! Even now the fever-racked, thirst-tormented man was thrashing on his bed of pain, was crying for cooling liquid to assuage

  the fire within him. What would it be when the sun came blazing up over the horizon to pour down its torrid beams on the shadeless, waterless waste? What would it be when the air, so chill now,

  quivered with insupportable heat and the sands became a fiery furnace, a searing hell?




  Water! Old tales crawled out of the past to trail their awful warning through her anguish. Tales leathery-visaged Uncle Horvay had told, come from the Purgatory of his depleted mine to find a

  year or two of brooding sanctuary in her home. They had haunted her dreams, those stories of men creeping, creeping through the thirsty, interminable miles of the desert, black tongues hanging from

  blackened mouths—stark, staring mad after hopeless struggle and ripping their own veins to drink relieving death at last. One gibbering, skull-like visage seemed to form in the ambient sheen

  of the vacant night as it had gibbered at her in nightmares then. It changed to Bob’s square-jawed, bronzed countenance, changed back again to a mask of horror. Her larynx constricted to a

  soundless scream.




  “Ann!” Bob’s cry came like the cry of a frightened child, through the shell of despair encompassing her. “Ann! Where are you? Ann!” He was sitting up, was

  staring about him with glittering, frightened eyes. He stared right at her and did not see her.




  She got to him, knelt to him. Her arms were around him. “Bob!” she sobbed. “Bob, dear. Here I am. Right here.”




  “Ann,” he whimpered, clinging to her. “Ann. Why don’t you give me some water? I’m so thirsty. So terribly thirsty. And my foot hurts so.”




  Fever and pain had made of her strong, brawny husband a little, frightened child. Agony tore at her heart, clawed her brain. “Help me, Ann. Help me.”




  “Of course I’ll help you.” The girl got steadiness into her voice. “But you will have to be brave.” She loved him. Only now did she know how love strained in her

  every nerve, in her every sinew, how it yearned to him. She got his head down to her palpitant breast, held it there. He was quieter, his upturned eyes more reasonable. She would have to chance

  telling him. “Listen, dear. Our water is spilt. I’ll have to go and get some more. I’ll have to go and get help. I’ll have to leave you, but it will be only for a little

  while.”




  “Leave me! Alone?” Fear flared in the pain-filled orbs that were fastened on her face. Then it died away. The lines of Bob’s face hardened, the lines of his mouth firmed.

  “Of course. Deadhope is only over the hill.” He lay more heavily against her breast. The fever was sapping what little strength he had left. “Kane . . . foreman. Tell him . . .

  hurry. I’ll be—all right—till he—comes.” Bob’s voice trailed into silence. His eyes were closed. He was asleep.




  Ann slid him gently off her lap, onto the seat cushions, pulled his overcoat together, buttoned it with shaking fingers. She stood up and slipped out of her own warm garment to roll it and push

  it under his head for a pillow. Her lips brushed his and he smiled in his sleep. Muttered, “Ann. Darling.”




  Then she was erect, was walking away from him, the desert sands clogging her footsteps. Walking toward the crest of the road-rise that now was silver-edged, shimmering as though it were the

  crest of a long sea-swell. Deadhope was over the hill. Deadhope from which two-fisted, hard-faced brawlers had fled in an extremity of blood-curdling terror. Deadhope where some awful menace

  lurked, more fearful because she could not know, could not guess its nature.




  Deadhope where water must be, water and some conveyance, perhaps, that would enable her to carry Bob to shelter.




  Behind lay mile upon mile of unpopulated, barren country. Only in the mystery ahead was there any reachable possibility of help for Bob. And so, although apprehension lay a leaden weight within

  her, and fear clawed her with gelid talons, and her veins were a network lacing her shuddering form with icy dread, Ann Travers stalked like a lonely specter through the ghost-grey moonlight. And

  far out on the desert another shadow that had lain motionless and watching, moved imperceptibly and slithered over the edge of the ground-swell to carry ahead word of her coming. . . .




  ANN CLIMBED THE ground-swell as though she were moving through some transparent, thick liquid. Though quite invisible, it resisted her slow advance so

  that she had to force through it, fighting for every inch of progress. It was barely a hundred yards to the summit of the rise, yet it was an endless journey as within her fear shrieked,

  “Look out! Danger ahead! If those men could not fight it, how can you hope to? Turn back. Turn back before it is too late!” Thus fear. And love answered, “Go on! Go on! At

  whatever peril to yourself, you must go on. Bob will die if you do not. Bob will die.” Love, conquering fear. “Go on before it is too late.”




  She reached the last tiny rise at last, hesitated a moment, shuddering with cold dread, took the final step that brought her up and over the summit. Stopped again.




  The desert pitched more steeply than it had climbed, so that it descended into a vast hollow filled with moonglow, ghostly, evanescent. It seemed brighter here, and momentarily Ann could see

  nothing but that all-pervading, silver-grey radiance investing sky and earth alike with brooding mystery. Then she made out the grey bowl of sand merging with the grey bowl of the heavens so that

  their joining was indiscernible. Far at the other side of the hollow, a maze of darker lines resolved themselves into gaunt, shattered timbers hazily outlining what once had been houses,

  dwellings.




  Like silhouetted skeletons they rose, those ghastly beams, like stripped skeletons of a dead town. Here a tall chimney leaned askew, still faithful to a hearth that never again would gather

  about itself laughter and merriment. There the collapsed roof-poles of a more ambitious structure stabbed through a space that must have been a dance-hall, perhaps the very dance-hall Dan Horvay

  had cleaned out one mad and brawling night. . . .




  Ann’s gaze pulled away from the ghostly town, pulled nearer. Midway across the lower plain an angular-edged black blot lay athwart the shifting, luminous sands, somehow incongruous to the

  color-drained, incorporeal, dreamlike scene. This was the long barracks, Ann guessed, erected by the men Bob had sent to prepare the mine for its reopening, the men who had been driven away from

  here by some supernal terror. And her heart leaped as she saw, in the ebony side of it facing her, a yellow oblong flash out, an oblong of light, and across it shadow move.




  Someone had been left behind! Someone alive! Someone who could help her! The girl forgot her dread in exultation, sprang into motion. She was running down the side of the hill, her lips formed

  to a call. . . .




  The call was never uttered. Ann’s heels dug into the sand, braked her to a halt. Her hand came up to her frozen lips, stifling that cry. A nightmare paralysis held her rigid on the

  hillside, and the affrighted blood fled the surfaces of her body, sought the warmth of her pounding heart. Only her eyes were alive, only her fear-widened, aching eyes that were focused on

  something that moved, there ahead of her in the phantasmal sand, something that crawled slowly toward her with loathsome life.




  It was movement only, at first, and the lengthening shadow of a mesquite bush. Then an arm writhed into the lunar luminance, a long, shudderingly emaciated arm, livid and ghastly. It lifted

  inches from the ground, dropped, and the tentacular, fleshless fingers of its hand hooked into the dirt, dug deep, pulled, pulled head and body after it, out of the shadow.




  A head! But it was a gargoylesque mask, livid, hatchet-edged, sunken-socketed. The head of a thing long dead, of a woman long dead, crawling out from the shadow on her belly, crawling with slow

  malevolence toward the staring, motionless Ann.




  Bedraggled, grey hair was stringy about that dreadful countenance. Clearly in the moonglow Ann saw saliva drool from between lips drawn back to reveal blued and toothless gums. In the awful

  visage there was no expression, no sign of human intelligence, so that that which slithered toward her seemed a soulless imbecile thing, utterly brainless. But then the dragging, prostrate body

  came fully out into such light as there was, and a vagrant beam struck deep into the abysmal pits under the livid brow, and red hate stared out at Ann.




  Power over her limbs came back to the girl in that moment, power to whirl, to run from the inexorable advance of that crawling, hateful, mindless thing. Sand spurted from beneath her feet. She

  plunged back up the slope down which she had come with hope and relief flaring within her. A queer low wail rose from behind her. . . .




  Abruptly the hillcrest before her changed form, took on an outline that halted her in her tracks and wrenched a groan of ineffable fear from her parched throat. For another crawling creature

  seethed over the ridge, rustled slowly through the sand! Another gargoyle face peered at her with mad hate, the face of a man this time, pitted and scarred and with its flesh sloughed away as

  though the owner had been rejected from a nameless grave! . . .




  CHAPTER THREE




  THE WHIP




  

    The horror slithered fearsomely down with a dread leisureliness that told how sure it was of its prey, how certain it was that it had cut her off. The woman behind, the man

    ahead—and Ann knew, knew without looking, without daring to look, that more of the crawling things were closing in on her from all sides, that they had enclosed her in a ring from which

    there was no escape!


  




  Terror was a living thing in her breast, a thing that tore upward to her throat and burst from her mouth, in a piercing, shrill shriek she had not willed. Again she screamed. . . .




  A shout from below whirled her around, a deep-throated shout that somehow she knew had responded to her outcry. The woman who crawled was nearer, fearfully nearer, though Ann had been certain

  she had outsped the creature’s slow advance. But beyond her, whence the resonant shout came again, a second oblong of light broke the black expanse of the barracks, an opened door—and

  in it was framed a tall thin figure that stood there peering out.




  That stood! The girl’s whirling brain seized on that fact to distinguish the newcomer from the ringing grey creepers who closed about to capture her for an unguessable fate. He

  was erect!




  “Help!” she shrieked. “Help!”




  The man’s head jerked to her. Though he was only a slim black silhouette against the saffron luminance, Ann knew he must see her plainly. “Help!” she cried again.




  He was motionless, and the woman was crawling always closer, and behind her Ann could hear the approach of the snaking man as sand sifted away from beneath his crawling advance. Oh, Mother of

  Mercy! “Help! Save me!”




  An ululation of sound burst over the desert, a long-drawn crescendo filled with threat, with unspeakable menace. It stabbed the girl’s brain with new terror, chilled her, rocked her with a

  veritable apotheosis of fear. It rose to an apex of quivering sound, cut short—and the silence that followed it was aquake with the awful recollection. . . .




  Good Lord! Ann came up out of the bottomless sea of horror into which that cry had plunged her and was startlingly aware that the desert crawlers no longer advanced upon her, that they were

  gone, completely gone as though they had been figments of her own distorted imaginings! Oh, Mother of Mercy! Was that truly what they had been? She shuddered at the appalling thought. They had

  seemed real, so real, and now they were vanished. Was she . . . ?




  No! She would not even phrase that question to herself. They had been real, too real. And there was covert enough for them to have hidden now, covert enough in the black pools of shadow cast by

  mesquite and cactus, in the rolling, uneven terrain. That’s what it was, of course. They were hiding. . . .




  Let it be enough that they no longer slid toward her, that their dreadful bodies writhed no longer toward her, that their skinny arms no longer reached for her with soul-shattering menace.




  The man in the doorway beckoned to her. Had the strange outcry that had banished the grey creepers come from him? Ann started to him—froze once more. Who was he? What was he? Why was he

  here in this camp from which terror had driven all others? What mastery did he hold over the crawling people? Was he one of them? Fear flamed within her. She whipped around to run away, to run back

  to Bob. . . .




  But slowly she turned back. Bob was injured, dying perhaps. Down there was water for Bob, help for him. She must go down there, whatever the peril, to get it for him. She had promised him to

  return with help.




  She drew a long breath into her tortured, aching lungs, and willed herself to move. Then she was running down the hill, through the sand, running the gauntlet of the weird creatures she knew

  must be all about her, though she could see no trace of them. She was running interminably while the very soul within her cringed with fear that this instant, or this, would bring the clutch

  of bony fingers at her ankle, would see a crawling, slimy creature spring up at her out of the very ground.




  INCREDULOUSLY, Ann reached the open door, plunged through. She whipped around as it banged shut behind her, as the tall man rattled a bolt into its

  socket. She stood gasping, shuddering, as he turned to her—and smiled.




  “Hello,” the man said. “You’re Mrs. Travers, I know. I’m Haldon Kane, your foreman. Where is Mr. Travers?”




  Ann gasped, catching her breath. “He’s out on the desert, hurt. We’ve got to get help to him, quickly. A truck came over the hill, driven by a maniac, and wrecked us, broke

  Bob’s ankle. He’s—”




  “A truck. That must have been ours. Damn those fellows!” The oath ripped from between thin lips in a long, horse face. “When they’ve got their skins full of white mule

  they are a bunch of raving maniacs. I sent them down to Axton to get them away from here so you wouldn’t have to hear their caterwauls your first night in camp, and that’s what

  they’ve done.”




  “They—they looked scared to me.” The explanation had been too pat. “As if they were running away from something.”




  “Sure they were,” Kane responded smoothly. “Running away from the beatings I’d promised them if they were here when you and Mr. Travers arrived.”




  A dark suit, complete with coat and vest and white collar, clothed his slender frame. Ann could not quite picture him victorious in a hand-to-hand tussle with the stalwarts of the truck.

  “But we oughtn’t to leave Mr. Travers alone any longer than necessary,” he said. “I’ll jump in the flivver and fetch him.”




  “You have a car! How lucky! Come on.” Ann started to the door. “He was delirious when I left him. We’ve got to get to him quickly.”




  Kane was somehow in her way, though he had not seemed to move. “It won’t take the two of us, Mrs. Travers. Hadn’t you better stay here and get things ready? Put up water to

  heat on the range?” He gestured vaguely toward the end of a long door-walled corridor that appeared to bisect the barracks. “Tear up some sheets into bandages and so on? From what you

  tell me he’s going to need plenty of attention, and we ought to be ready to act quickly.”




  “But I can’t stay here alone.” Panic flared up in Ann once more. “Those awful creatures—”




  “Won’t bother you here!” The smile was wiped from the foreman’s face, and momentarily a grim ferocity came into it that made the narrow countenance with its pointed chin

  somehow Satanic. “Not here . . .”




  His insistence seemed somehow sinister. “I’m going with you,” the girl gulped. “I won’t stay away from Bob that long.”




  She tried to shove past him. But his hand was on her arm, his long-fingered bony hand. It stopped her. His black glittering eyes took hers, were gimlets of black flame boring into her brain.




  “I said you are safe in here. I’ll go bond for that. But if you put one foot over this threshold—” Kane’s voice dropped to an ominous, fearful

  whisper—“I could not protect you if I were the devil himself. The moon and the desert have spawned evil, prowling things out there, and they have scented you, and they are waiting for

  you.




  “It will do your Bob no good if I save him and he wakes up to find you—what you will be when they get through with you.”




  Shudders of icy dread shook Ann’s slender frame. Kane whipped around, was through the door. Momentarily Ann was rigid, incapable of movement, and in that moment the door slammed behind

  him, footsteps pounded on hard sand, a motor roared. The girl fought her hand to the doorknob. The car she heard roared away. . . .




  It was too late. He was gone, Kane was gone. And she was alone, alone in the hollow with—the foul spawn of the desert! Surging terror jerked her hand to the bolt, rattled it home. . .

  .




  FOR A LONG time Ann remained in the grip of a nightmare paralysis, staring unseeingly at the rough-planed panels of the door. What was Kane? What was

  his power over the crawling horrors of the sands . . . ?




  Or had he any such power? Was she sure, dead sure, that the eerie cry that had cleared them from her path had come from him? It had seemed sourceless, had seemed to invest the atmosphere from

  all directions at once. . . .




  But when he returned—if he returned—he would bring Bob with him. She must get ready. . . .




  The light here came from a lantern hanging on a hook beside the entrance. Ann lifted it off, turned to locate herself. The structure was hastily thrown together; the walls and partitions were of

  rough, unpainted lumber, joists and studding not covered. Angular shadows moved as she moved the lantern, slithered menacingly. The sharp odor of new-sawed wood stung her nostrils, mingled with the

  stench of man-sweat, the rubbery aroma of boots, the stench of machine-grease, of strong soap, of stale tobacco. The place was alive with the aura of occupancy, yet it was deathly silent.




  Had Kane pointed to left or right when he spoke of heating water on the range? Ann could not remember. She would have to look. A curious reluctance slowed her movements as she reached for the

  driven nail serving as knob to the nearest door. What was behind it? What would she find behind it? She pulled it open.




  Light struck into a big room, showed an overturned table, cards strewn over the floor, a lumberjacket in a heap in the corner, a smashed chair. Chaos. Had a drink-maddened brawl done this,

  bearing out Kane’s glib explanation of the flying truck? It might have, except for one thing. There was no smell of alcohol here, there were no flasks emptied or full, no glasses of any kind.

  . . .




  The nape of Ann’s neck prickled. Something had happened here. Something that had disrupted an orderly gathering into hasty, disorganized flight. Something about which Haldon Kane

  had lied.




  But Bob would soon be here. Time later to investigate; now she must get a bed ready for him, hot water, bandages. A bed! Sheets to rip for bandages! None here. Maybe in this next room.




  No. This was an office, the foreman’s office. A rude desk told her that, a small safe with its door open. Here too were signs of panicky departure. Blueprints spilling from a rude cupboard

  in the corner, a pen stuck point down in the floor, ink blotching the place where it had stabbed. Papers disorderly on the desk, held down by— What was it?




  Ann took a step nearer, lifting her lantern to throw a stronger light. The black, slender thing coiled ominously on the table-top, ended in a thicker, wire-wound handle. It was a whip, a

  short-handled, cruel whip. A bull-whip such as she had seen mule-freighters use, in the borax mines on the journey here. But they had no mules here, no oxen. . . . The end of the lash trailed over

  the further edge of the desk, was hidden by it. Oddly fascinated, the girl circled till she could see it.




  The long lash ended in a snapper, a barbed thing such as she had seen raise weals on the tough skin of a mule. This one glistened in the light. A drop formed, dripped off, splashed on the floor.

  It was a frayed disk of red on the planed board. It was a splotch of blood!




  An iron band constricted Ann’s temples, and the floor heaved under her feet.




  CHAPTER FOUR




  WHERE HORROR FED




  

    From somewhere came a muffled roar. Ann’s head jerked up. It was the sound of a motor laboring, pounding against the clogging desert sand. Kane was coming back. Had he

    found Bob? Was he bringing Bob back with him?


  




  The girl whirled, her feet pounded wood. She reached the outer door, rattled the bolt free, grabbed for the knob, twisted it and pushed. . . .




  The door would not open. Somehow it had jammed. The car sound was louder now, was right outside. Ann pushed again, threw her weight against the portal. It was immovable.




  Good God! It hadn’t jammed. It was locked! Locked from the outside!




  The car didn’t stop! Mother of Mercy, it hadn’t stopped! It had passed; its noise was growing fainter, was dying down. Was it some other car than Kane’s, perhaps? Or . . .

  ?




  Ann beat small fists on the wood, pounded till her hands were bruised and bleeding. “Bob!” she screamed. “Bob!”




  Something like a laugh answered her, a mocking laugh, muffled by wall and by distance. There was a window somewhere on this side of the structure, a window from which light had glowed. The

  frantic girl twisted away from the locked door, toward it.




  Then she was at it, was peering out through glass. Her own face stared back at her from blackness. The lantern glared behind it. The lantern! Of course! Its light was stronger than that outside,

  was making a mirror of the pane.




  Whimpering, Ann smashed the lamp to the floor, reckless of fire. She could see through now, could see the desert spectral in the moonlight, could just see a dilapidated, open flivver plowing

  toward the gaunt timbers of the ghost town. Someone was hunched over the wheel, and beside him a body folded limp over the car side, its arms hanging down, its hands just touching the

  running-board. Bob!




  The window was framed glass; its sash did not lift. The girl flailed at it with her bare hands. Glass splintered, crashed. Her fingers were bloody, her knuckles gashed. She plucked shards from

  their hold in the frame, uncaring. She lifted to the high sill, squirmed through. Jagged edges of broken glass caught at her, tore her frock. She dropped to the sand outside, sprawled. Then she

  exploded to her feet and was running toward the ruins of Deadhope.




  Down there, where those skeleton timbers affronted the sky, nothing stirred. Nothing at all. While she had battered at the window the laboring car had vanished into nothingness as the crawlers

  had vanished. She could see it no longer, could no longer hear it. But she could see the tracks it had left in the desert, long tracks reaching clear into the mazed shadows of the skeleton village.

  She could follow them. Staggering, stumbling, reeling, she could follow them to where Bob had been taken.




  The soft sand sifted from beneath her flying feet, gave no footing. Even through her desperation, her frenzy of anxiety for her husband, her soul-sapping fear for him and for herself, the

  feeling of eerie unreality flooded back on her that first had manifested itself when she awoke in the car to see a world flooded by ghostly moonlight. The naked timbers ahead seemed to retreat as

  she ran, as if she were spinning a treadmill beneath her, an eternally wheeling treadmill on which she would run forever and make no headway. Pain strapped her leg muscles, stabbed her bursting

  lungs. Yet somehow she seemed no nearer her goal. No nearer . . .




  THE PALLID DESERT all about her was blotched by shadows that weirdly were other than shadows. The sands shimmered like water under the moonlight, like

  water furrowed by the wind, swirling into a whirlpool. Ann gasped, halted her headlong rush, her heels digging into the silt, her eyes staring. There was a circular, wide wallow here where the

  desert had been plowed up, torn, trampled by some terrific struggle. As though some great beast—or some man—had fought here long and unavailingly against a ravening something that had

  dragged him down at last.




  Yes, here was the mark of shod feet and here—blood-darkened—the depression his body had made when it had come down. The shifting sand had kept the shape of the impact because it had

  been wetted—wetted red by life-fluid spurting from severed veins. And from this spot a long furrow started to run along with the tire-tracks Ann followed! Vividly, as if the tragedy were

  being reënacted before her pulsing eyes, the girl could see what had made it: the gore-bathed corpse pouring blood; the slimy, crawling things dragging their victim to their lair. . . .




  The record was plainly written—too plainly—in the sand. No wonder they had fled in crazed terror from this dire hollow, the half-mad men in the truck. No wonder they had not dared to

  stop when Bob—




  Bob! Oh, God! He was somewhere in there, somewhere in the ruined town ahead to which the crawlers had dragged their prey! Ann’s larynx clamped on a scream, and she was running once

  more, was following the twin tracks of the flivver in which Bob’s limp body had been, was following the blood-darkened furrow that gibbered at her an awful promise of what it was to which her

  lover had been taken.




  On and on, endlessly, she ran, till—suddenly—barred shadows fell across her and she leapt aside, panting. . . .




  It was only the shadow of a tumbledown house, stripped of its siding. Others clustered around, the rotted skeletons of a vanished town, the fleshless bones of Deadhope! But where was the

  flivver? Where was Bob?




  The girl reeled, paused, gasping for breath. She staggered against a rotting beam, clung to it, gagging, retching. Her heart pounded against her heaving ribs as though it would break through the

  thin confining wall of her chest. She lifted a hand to her breast to still it, felt paper rustle under her hand. Paper! The formulae of Bob’s process. Bob’s secret.




  Bob’s secret! Dizzy, nauseated, afraid, the thought pounded into Ann’s brain. BOB’S SECRET. She must keep it safe. She glanced around with eyes crafty, not wholly

  sane. No one was in sight. The jumbled beams against which she leaned screened her from observation. Here were two that made a cross, an inverted cross, and beneath them was another that lay

  close to the ground so that there was only a slit beneath it. Ann clawed at her bosom, clawed out the precious envelope, shoved it under that beam. There was no sign of digging to betray that

  cache, but the envelope was out of sight and it was marked by a sign she would not forget. The sign of the inverted cross. The sign of Satan.




  The momentary rest somewhat restored her. She could breathe again and her vision had cleared. There were the tracks, the rutted tracks of the car that had carried her Bob, winding among the

  strewn timbers of the ghost town. And there, still marching with them, was the grim furrow dug by that which had been dragged here. Ann’s eyes followed that grisly spoor, probed a pool of

  shadow, some fifty feet ahead, to which it led.




  It wasn’t a shadow! It was a grey-black shapeless mound in the barred moonglow, a mound that heaved restlessly, a mound that was animate with gruesome life. Through the desert hush

  sounds came clearly to Ann, smacking sounds, low whimperings, the scrape of a gnawing tooth on bone. That gruesome shape was feeding! On what?




  A hand squeezed Ann’s heart, and an awful fear sheathed her with quivering cold. The furrow of the dragged corpse led straight to that squirming pile, and the tracks of the car in which

  Bob had been brought here! What was it that composed that grisly meal?




  Sound rasped through the girl’s cramped larynx. A whine, a whimper—it was not a word. It was not anything one could have recognized as human speech. But perhaps He understood

  it, He to whom that prayer of a woman’s tortured soul was spoken. Perhaps He knew that the racked brain of the devoted wife was saying, over and over: “God! Dear God! It isn’t

  Bob. It isn’t. It can’t be. Please, God, don’t let it be Bob.”




  PERHAPS HE HEARD and touched that loathly tumulus with His finger. Perhaps Ann’s sob of agony and dread reached the ghastly feeders. At any rate,

  the heaving mass split apart. Grey, earth-hugging forms slithered away from it, like satiated vermin from their putrid feast, slithered through the sand, out of range of Ann’s vision. She did

  not see where they went, saw nothing but the motionless something to which her burning gaze clung, that which they had left behind. A nausea retched her stomach, but she could not see—she

  could not be certain what it was at which she stared.




  She could not be certain, and she had to be. She pushed herself away from the beam against which she leaned, took a reeling step toward—toward the motionless, awfully motionless

  debris ahead. Her legs, water-weak, buckled, and she tumbled headlong into the sand.




  She moaned, and then was crawling toward it, was shoving palms down into gritty, cutting sand, was lifting herself on breaking arms, dragging herself onward little by little. And all the

  while the dread question grew in her shaken mind like a bubble blown in acid, burst so that she did not know why she crawled, and grew again.




  Time was a grey nothingness that flowed over her. The anguish of her ripped hands, of her torn knees, was a pulsing torment she did not feel. She was mumbling, “Not Bob. God. Not

  Bob,” and she did not know what it was she said nor why she said it. But she kept going, eternally, hitching through the sand, dragging the agony of her body and her soul to a destination she

  had forgotten but that she knew she must reach.




  The pallid desert must have pitied her then, the desert and the shadows that moved on its spectral breast and were not shadows. Even They must have pitied her, the leprous-faced horrors that

  crawled—or did They think her one of them, this tatter-clothed, crawling woman with the contorted features of dementia and the eyes glowing red with madness? At any rate they let her pass

  unscathed until her outreaching hand fell upon something that was not sand, something that rolled and left a red, wet stain on the sand where it had lain.




  The clammy, shuddersome feel of the thing upon which Ann’s hand had fallen shocked her back to reason. To reason and the flooding horror of her search. She shoved up on extended arms,

  arching her back; she looked dazedly about her.




  Madness pulsed in her once more as she stared at that which the crawlers had left—at tattered, gnawed flesh; at a torso from whose ribs meat hung in frayed strips, at a skull that had been

  scraped quite clean so that the grinning bone glowed whitely in the lunar rays. And everywhere on the pitiful remnants that once had been human were the marks of teeth, of human teeth!




  But even through the swirling blackness that mounted in her brain, the gibbering question still screamed its query. Who was it? Bob? Was it Bob? How could she tell? How could she tell

  when there was no face left on this, no skin?




  Whimpering, Ann looked hopelessly down at that upon which her hand still rested. It was a bone that had been torn loose, a thigh-bone. Hanging to it by a shred of ligament was the long

  calf-bone, bits of flesh still adhering, and the foot was quite untouched. The foot! The right foot!




  Ann remembered. It was Bob’s right ankle that had been broken!




  And this—right ankle was—whole!




  Oh, God! Oh, thank God!




  Something gave way within Ann and she slid down and down into weltering, merciful blackness.




  SOMEONE WAS SHAKING her. Someone was whispering, “Mrs. Travers. Mrs. Travers. Wake up.”




  Someone was bending over her. Ann’s eyes came open, and she saw Kane’s narrow face in the moonlight, its lips writhing. Somehow she was on her feet. Bone crunched under her heel, but

  she did not notice it. Her hands shot out, gripped the lapels of Kane’s coat.




  “Where is Bob?” she shrilled. “What have you done with him?”




  Strong fingers clutched her wrists, tore them away. “Come out of here,” Kane said. “Quickly.”




  A howl sliced across the words, a howl of animal threat. Arms went around her and lifted her, cradled her. The man was running, breathing hard, was plunging through the vague moonlight that

  glowed around them. Ann twisted around in the arms that carried her, saw Kane’s face above her, sharper, more Satanic than ever as its eyes slitted dangerously, as lips curled away from

  dull-white, huge teeth in a narrow mouth.




  She beat at his breast with futile thrusts. “Where’s Bob?”




  He carried her across the silvered desert, carried her toward the black bulk of the barracks. “I don’t—know,” he gritted. “I don’t know.”




  Ann squirmed, fighting to get free. The grip of his arms was unrelenting, inescapable. “You lie,” she spat at him. “What have you done with him?”




  “I’m not lying,” the man grunted. “He wasn’t there when I found the wreck. He was gone.”




  Fury was a red flame swirling in Ann’s brain. “You lie,” she screeched again. “You’ve got him somewhere in there, somewhere in Deadhope. I saw your flivver pass the

  house and I saw him in it.”




  “My—flivver?” The nostrils of his tremendous hooked nose flared, and white spots showed in the thin-drawn skin on either side of it. “Not mine. I have no flivver. Look,

  this is my car.”




  They had reached the entrance to the barracks. A car puffed before it, the engine running. It was an old Dodge sedan! A Dodge! A sedan! But the car Ann had seen dart past and vanish into the

  barred shadows of the ghost town had been a Model T. It had been a touring car in which Kane had brought back Bob’s horribly limp body. . . .




  Wait! She had not seen the driver clearly. Was it Kane? She could not be certain. Oh, God! She was not certain it had been Kane.




  “He was gone when I got there,” Haldon Kane said again. Ann had ceased struggling. He set her down. But he had to support her as they took the few further steps to the barracks door,

  so weak she was from exhaustion, from terror and wild anxiety. “I found the overturned roadster, the cushions by its side on which he had lain. But no one. No one living . . .”




  There was a curious emphasis on the last word. Ann twisted to him. “Living! Then there was . . .”




  A veil dropped across the glitter of his eyes. His free hand made a curious gesture, as if he were pushing something away from him, something revolting. “Never mind that.” His lips

  seemed to move not at all. “It isn’t—important.” Then, “Mr. Travers was not there. But I don’t understand—you said you saw him in a flivver, saw someone

  taking him down to the old town?”




  “Yes.” The monosyllable hissed from between Ann’s compressed lips, as she fought to expel a grisly speculation from the maelstrom of her mind. “I heard it, saw it. But it

  disappeared down there—as though it were—something unreal.” They had reached the barracks door. She twisted to Kane, fear of the crawlers forgotten in a greater fear. “But

  you must have seen it, too! It had to pass you.




  “No.” A muscle twitched in his hollow cheek. “No. I saw nothing. Nothing passed me.” The response dripped dully into a crystal sphere of heatlessness that seemed suddenly

  to enclose the girl. “Nothing. No one.”




  A shadow moved out in the desert, sand slithered. Kane’s pupils flickered to it. His hand darted to the doorknob—and the portal swung open effortlessly. But it had been

  locked—locked—minutes before!




  He shouldered Ann through, came into the dark hallway himself and had the barrier shut in one smooth flow of movement. Red worms of fear crawled in his eyes.




  “That’s better,” he breathed. A pale, eerie luminance sifted in through the window Ann had smashed, flowed over him, showed a toothy smile that was palpably forced on his

  narrow face. “Better. But where’s the lantern?”




  Ann jerked a pointing hand to it, where it had guttered out. “I—dropped it.”




  Kane flashed a curious glance at her, then at the lantern. From that to the smashed window. “Have to get that fixed,” he snapped. “At once.”




  Then he was gone!




  THE GIRL WAS startled. Then she realized that as she automatically had followed the direction of his glance he had soundlessly taken the one necessary

  step into the foreman’s office, had closed its door. She heard his footsteps moving about, heard the rasp of a pulled-out drawer, heard a dull thud as if something heavy had dropped. Then

  there was no sound in there, no sound at all. . . .




  Minutes dragged past as Ann stared with widened eyes at the blank wood. Coils seemed to tighten about her, gelid coils of nameless dread. Certainty grew upon her that something had happened to

  Kane in there—something that all the time he had feared. It was her fault. Hers! In breaking the window to gain exit she had breached his defenses, had made a way for something to

  enter—something that had lurked in the darkness of that room. . . .




  She backed, inch by slow inch, till she felt the outer door pressing against her. Her hand lifted behind her, her fingers found and closed about the knob. She turned it, pushed, her apprehensive

  gaze still fixed ahead.




  A faint breath of air stirred in through the slitted opening she had made, and with it came a vague, hissing sound. The whispering voice of the desert? Or the sound of the crawlers, closing

  in? Panic scorched her breast, was a living flame in her brain. She pulled to the door, shot its bolt with shaking, bloodless fingers. Fearful, horribly fearful as she was of what might

  lie in the secret silence of the room from whose entrance her gaze had never wavered, she was more terrified still of the creeping things she knew prowled the sands. She dared not go out

  there again. She dared not stay here, not knowing with what peril she was housed.




  Ann whimpered, far back in her throat. She could not remain forever rigid in the grip of an icy fear. She must—do something—or in minutes she would—go mad.




  There was no sound in the darkly brooding barracks. No movement. There couldn’t be anything, living, in there. She must know what had happened to Kane. At all costs she must know.

  Or—give herself over to gibbering madness.




  She forced unwilling limbs across the narrow corridor. Its nail-handle was hot to her frigid clutch. The door came creakingly open. Her body blocked light from the obscurity within, but

  something lumped on the floor ahead, a shapeless something that was fearfully still. Ann fought herself over that dread threshold, into the gloom. . . .




  A shadow came alive, swooped down on her, engulfed her! Not a shadow, but cloth, black cloth enveloping her, smothering her, clamping her threshing arms, her flailing legs, clamping tight and

  holding her immobile. She was being lifted from her feet, was being carried off. And through the thick, blinding folds of the shrouding fabric a laugh sounded, a hollow mocking laugh, the laugh

  that she had heard while a battered flivver had chugged past with Bob, with her limp and broken husband.




  CHAPTER FIVE




  DESPAIR UNDERGROUND




  

    Ann could fight no longer. Bruised, battered, her soft flesh torn, her brain a whirl of agony and terror, she sagged, strengthless, flaccid. Consciousness shrank to a minute

    spark in the vast, dark limbo of her fear. Terror piled on terror, fear on fear, had brought her at last to that ultimate point where her distracted mind must find refuge within an enclave of

    numbed, despairing acceptance of horror or be wholly shattered.


  




  She was only dimly aware that the arms encircling the bundle they had made of her were so powerful that they handled her weight with utter ease. Only vaguely did she feel shambling, level

  progress. It did not matter now what became of her, now that Bob was dead. . . .




  But she did not know that Bob was dead. Perhaps he was still alive. Perhaps she was being taken to him now, to the place where he had been taken. Hope stirred within her—a faint

  thread of pitiful hope that again she might be near him, might see his face, might for an instant press her lips to his dear mouth before she died. But was it to death she was being borne?

  To merciful death?




  And once more she was awake to ineffable fear, to grueling terror. If that which was carrying her off, human or ghoul, desired only death of her, he could easily have killed her in the same

  unguarded moment that he had overcome her. He had not. Why?




  Neither this searing, dreadful query nor the faint hope that preceded it was destined yet to be answered. Quite suddenly Ann felt herself deposited on some soft, high pallet. A slow chuckle came

  muted to her ears, and the shambling footfalls faded away. Then silence enfolded her once more, and helpless dread.




  The girl lay lax, straining to catch some murmur of sound. She heard only the pud, pud of her own pulse. Had her captor gone off? Was whatever doom that lay in store for her

  postponed?




  Ann chanced tentative movement, held her breath as she waited for its effect. Nothing happened. Strangely, this was more frightening than a heavy-handed rebuke, a threatening voice, would have

  been. She was alone. He had left her alone. How sure he must be of his power to have done that, of the impossibility of her rescue!




  Rescue! Who was there to rescue her? Kane? Haldon Kane lay dead on the office floor. She had seen him, had seen in the gloom a mound of blacker black that must have been he, lying lifeless.




  Even in her extremity of dread, Ann found time to regret her suspicions of the man, her certainty that it had been he who had vanished with Bob into the ghost town, that he was the master of the

  creepers. She realized now that the crawling fear she had felt in his presence had been the contagion of his fear. The man had been afraid, had been as terror-stricken as those who had

  careened in mad flight from this doomed hollow in the desert. But he had remained, faithful to his charge—had remained here to guard the mine for herself and Bob and had met the death he

  feared in doing so.




  WHAT WAS THAT sound? During interminable minutes Ann had tossed, had struggled unavailingly to free herself of the muffling fabric which held her rigid,

  had twisted, jerked, fought until sheer exhaustion had forced her to quit. Then for an endless time she had lain quiescent, gathering strength to struggle again. . . .




  It was close at hand—the slow slither of a heavy body through sand, the almost imperceptible hiss of labored breathing. It came closer, and Ann was quivering, the cold sweat of terror

  dewing her forehead, her breasts aching with its agony. They had her at last, the crawlers, the belly-creeping, snaking Things with the form of humans and the dead eyes of the damned. At last they

  had come for her, and she was helpless to escape them.




  A hand prodded her, fumbled along the fabric within which she was muffled. Ann drew in breath through the constricted cords of her throat. The sound it made was a screeching, sharp-edged

  squeal.




  “Hush,” a muted voice hissed warningly. “Hush.”




  Fever ran hotly through Ann’s veins, exploded within her skull. Good—Lord! Who was it that warned her to silence? Whose hands were they that groped down her flanks, that pulled,

  tugged at the lashings about her ankles? Bob’s? Oh, Merciful God! Could it be Bob, escaped somehow, come somehow to find her, to release her from terror? . . .




  The bag pulled up over her ankles, her knees, stripped up over her torso, caught momentarily under her chin and then was entirely gone. Ann squirmed, twisted about, gasped. Closed her lips on

  the glad “Bob!” that had almost escaped them.




  This wasn’t Bob’s face, this gaunt, long countenance silhouetted against dim moonglow in a broken-arched aperture across which a shattered beam sprawled.

  It—wasn’t—Bob’s. Hope seeped out of her, almost life itself.




  “Oh!” she gulped. “I thought it was my husband.”




  “Quiet,” Kane breathed. “Quiet, Mrs. Travers, or we may be heard.” His lips were paler, tighter, his eyes more narrowly slitted, more piercing. A curious excitement

  danced in them. “I’ve taken an awful chance tracing you here. We’re both in terrible danger and you must not make it worse.”




  “What is it? Who is it that’s doing all this? What terrible things are happening here?” Pushing herself up, Ann whispered the questions. “I won’t move till I

  know.”




  “For God’s sake!” he groaned, his pupils flicking into the darkness beyond her. “If it is known that I am still alive, that I have freed you . . .” His gesture

  finished the sentence. “We’ve got to get out of here.” His skin was fish-belly grey with—was it fear . . . ? “Come. Hurry.”




  The urgency of his speech, his evident terror, got through to Ann. Once more he had risked his life to save her. She had no right to impede him now. And yet . . .




  “Can you walk?” His left arm reached for her. Odd how long and slender his hand was, how it clawed vulture-like. Odd that his right should be concealed behind his back. What was

  it he hid from her?




  Ann avoided his grasp. He had fought for her, sided with her. He was her only hope for safety. She must be mad indeed to shudder with revulsion from his touch as though he were something

  unclean.




  “I can walk,” she muttered. “You needn’t help me.”




  “Go ahead, then.” He turned toward the radiance-silvered opening, pointed with a preternaturally long, straight finger: “I’ll follow.”




  A tocsin of alarm sounded deep within Ann at the thought of letting him get behind her. But she could not refuse. She slid by him, shrinking; she almost reached the light.




  “Wait!” Kane spat. “Wait.”




  Ann twisted. “What . . . ?” she gasped. “What is it?”




  He was startlingly close, towered gauntly gigantic above her. “We may not get through.” His voice was a husked whisper. “If you have anything you wouldn’t want found,

  any—papers, for instance, give them to me. I’ll hide them here.”




  “Papers!” the girl blurted. “I—” She bit off the words. Good Lord! Why should he ask that now? Her mouth was suddenly dry. “I—I don’t know what

  you’re talking about.” How would he know that she carried any papers unless he had wrung the information from Bob? “What do you mean?”




  THERE WAS A subtle change in Kane’s face. Through their slits his eyes were ablaze with a strange eagerness; the long lines from their corners to

  his strangely pointed chin had deepened. “Travers was bringing out the formulae for his new process. They weren’t in the luggage in your car, and—” He checked himself, tried

  again. “And . . .”




  “And he didn’t have them on him!” Ann almost shrieked the accusation. “You’ve searched him! It was you that brought him in.” She leaped at him, her

  hooked fingers clawing at his saturnine eyes. “What have you done with him?”




  Kane’s hidden hand leaped into view. In midspring Ann saw the whip in it, butt reversed. The wire-wound handle crashed across the side of her head, sent her down.




  She sprawled, half-stunned, and Kane bent to her. His whip hand pinned her to the ground; the other was on her thighs, was scrabbling frantically over her body, was violating the privacy of her

  breasts. “Where are they?” he snarled. “Where are they?”




  “Where you can’t get them,” Ann mouthed. “Murderer!”




  His countenance now was utterly Satanic. “You’ve hidden them, damn you,” he spat. “You’ve hidden them.”




  “Yes.” There was nothing left to her now but defiance. “Yes. I’ve hidden them where you’ll never find them.”




  His hands gripped her shoulders, shook her, worried her as a terrier a rat. “Tell me where they are,” he snarled. “Where are they?”




  “I’ll—never—tell,” Ann said as he shook her. “You can—kill me—and I won’t—tell.”




  “You’ll tell!” Kane surged erect. The whip in his hand lashed up, swished above his head. “You’ll tell.” It whistled down, coiling, writhing like a thing

  alive.




  Screaming, Ann rolled from under just as it pounded down on the spot where she had been. Dust spurted as the snapper at the lash’s end dug dirt. Kane snarled once more and jerked his

  terrible weapon up again.




  Terror exploded in Ann, blasted her to her feet in a lightning-swift splurge of effort that had its impetus from something other than her will. The snakelike lash whipped around her legs, seared

  from her a shriek of purest agony. It jerked, swept her footing from under her. The girl crashed down. The whip jerked free and curled above Kane’s head for another blow. Savagely his arm

  arced down.




  But the lash did not descend. It tautened, jerked the whip butt from Kane’s hand. The button-like snapper had caught in some inequality of the dark roof. A bestial snarl spat from

  Kane’s twisted mouth; he whirled savagely and snatched at the thong as it swung from some hidden fastening. It pendulumed, avoided his first rage-blinded grab. Ann writhed away into the

  darkness, pitched over the edge of a steep incline.




  Somehow she was on her feet. An animal bellow from behind catapulted her into hurtling speed. Footsteps pounded behind her. The descent pitched steeply and now she was more falling than running.

  Her footing was no longer sliding sand. It was a flooring of small stones that rolled beneath her, that threw her suddenly sidewise.




  One flailing arm struck a wall; she gathered herself for the crash of her body against it. That crash never came and she was really falling now. She pounded down on—on something alive that

  squealed, that slid out from under her and scuttered away in the darkness.




  The rattling thump of pursuit pounded above her. Passed. Ann lay in pitch darkness, dazed by the shock of her fall, quivering from the stinging torment of the whip blows, shuddering with

  revulsion at the cold and clammy feel of that upon which she had thumped down, retching with terror at the prospect of Kane’s return. He must soon realize that she had avoided him by tumbling

  into some side passage off the lightless tunnel. He would come back to seek her. And he would find her there helpless to escape his fury. She was done, completely exhausted. She could flee no

  further.




  But his pounding footsteps kept on, faded into distance, into silence. Slow, timorous hope began to grow in the dizzy turmoil of the girl’s mind, matured into certainty. Her blood ran a

  little more warmly; strength commenced to seep back, and the ability to think.




  But thought brought despair blacker than the Stygian gloom in which she lay. Bob was dead, undoubtedly he was dead. Kane had only half lied when he had said he had found nothing alive at the

  wreck. He had left nothing alive! It was Bob’s corpse that had slumped over the side of his flivver, Bob’s corpse he had hidden somewhere here. Somewhere in this underground maze

  that must be the workings of the old mine. Somewhere . . .




  A noise cut off thought. A tiny noise, sourceless, almost inaudible. A sensation of movement rather than of sound, of furtive movement paralyzingly near. There it was again! The flicker of a

  breath. A moan so low that only in the breathless hush of the underground could it have been heard.




  The knowledge that she was not alone, that something alive was here in the dark with her, brought no fear to Ann. She was beyond fear. She was beyond emotion. With the conviction that her

  husband, her lover, was dead, she too seemed to have died. Only her body was left—her aching, torn body—and her senses. But something like a dull, dazed curiosity made her strain to

  locate that sound, made her wonder what it was that produced it.




  The low moan came again, firmed into a word. A name! Her name! “Ann.” And then, “Oh, Ann. I’m so sick. So sick.”




  “Bob!” The girl screamed into reverberating darkness. “Bob! Where are you? Oh, God! Where are you?”




  CHAPTER SIX




  THE CRAWLERS CLOSE IN




  

    “Ann!” The voice was so weak, so terribly weak. “I thought—you would never—come back.” There was no longer delirium in Bob’s voice,

    but evidently he was unaware he was no longer beside the wreck in the desert.


  




  Ann managed speech. “Where are you, Bob? It’s so dark I can’t see you.” Then he didn’t know what was happening. He didn’t know that anything was happening.

  “Keep on calling.”




  Pangs of excruciating agony rewarded the girl’s effort to turn, to get going toward him.




  “Ann. Here I am.” It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except that Bob was alive, that Bob was restored to her. “I’m here, Ann.” She gritted her teeth, choked

  to silence a scream of anguish, twisted over on hands and knees. “Come to me, Ann.”




  “I’m coming, dear. I’m coming as fast as I can.” There was nothing in her tone to betray the network of fiery pain that meshed her body. “But it’s so dark I

  can’t see you. Keep calling, Bob. . . .”




  There was torture in Bob’s accents, torment to match her own. “I’ve been calling for hours, Ann. Hours.” Sharp stones across which she crept cut her knees. Her hands were

  sticky with the blood oozing from their gashed palms. “Why is it so dark, darling? Where are the stars?”




  Ann’s arm reached out for another torturous advance, rasped against vertical stone. An iron band constricted about her temples, and a sudden fear tightened her scalp. Her other hand found

  the rock-face. She squatted, felt wildly to left and right, groped above her head. Apprehension firmed to certainty. This was a wall, a wall of stone right across her path. But Bob’s voice

  came from right ahead, from beyond that wall!




  “Are you coming, Ann?” It sounded clearly, apparently unmuffled by anything intervening!




  “Just a minute, dear. I’m resting.” Bob was hurt, weakened by the awful fever that had swamped his mind in delirium. On no account must he be frightened. “I must rest,

  I’m awfully tired.” It took indomitable courage, steel-nerved grit to keep out of her call the despair that knotted her stomach, the panic that twisted her breast.




  Ann found projections in the rock-face before her, gripped them and dragged herself erect while all her maltreated body screamed protest. Leaning against the stone, she groped above her head,

  high as she could reach. The barrier was still there, the barrier from beyond which Bob’s voice still sounded with uncanny clearness. “Ann!”




  From the unholy dark that clamped almost tangible oppression around her, madness once more gibbered its mopping threat at the tormented girl. This wasn’t real! It couldn’t be real!

  Her ears told her that Bob was right here, right in front of her, so near that she had only to reach out a hand to touch him—but that reaching hand found only cold, damp, immovable stone.




  But what was this? Her fingers, clawing sidewise, touched something cylindrical, greasy. A candle! Great God! A candle stuck in a niche. And a match next to it. A single match! Light!




  Ann clutched the candle, the match. She was shaking, trembling as with an ague. By striking this match, by touching its flame to the wick of this candle, she would be able to see again. To see

  what it was that barred her way to Bob! But there was only one match. One only. And her hands were ripped, bleeding, numb with cold and weakness. . . .




  THE UNIVERSE ITSELF stood by with bated breath as Ann licked a finger and held it up to discover if any draft wandered here to blow out the precious

  flame in the moment of its birth, as she felt with a quivering hand for a dry spot on the rock before her, as she placed the head of the match against one that she found and rubbed it slowly across

  the rough surface.




  Phosphorus spluttered, flared. The girl’s whole soul was in her eyes as she watched that tiny flare, as she watched the blue spark ignite the splinter of wood. Her heart missed a beat as

  the glow flickered, pounded wildly when it grew stronger again and became a robust flame she dared move the all-important inch to the charred fiber of the wick. And no detonation that meant the

  collapse of a city’s wall ever fired a besieger’s heart with greater exultation than the ignition of that candle-end did hers.




  Light guttered, steadied, drove back darkness. It revealed a chamber hollowed out of rock by human hands, human tools. It showed, some ten feet high in the farther wall, the aperture through

  which she had tumbled into this artificial cavern. Below this, and to one side, the growing illumination fell across a great mound of burlap bags, some of which had burst to spill forth jagged

  fragments of ore. The burlap of which the bags were fashioned was new and fresh! How could that be when the mine had not been worked for decades?




  “Ann! I can see your light.” Bob’s cry struck across the wild surmise springing to the girl’s consciousness. “Ann!”




  She turned. There was the rocky wall touch had told her about, unbroken. And always, as though he were right here in front of her, she could hear Bob. “Ann! You’re almost here. What

  are you waiting for?”




  It was nightmarish, fantastic. “Ann!” Then she saw where the voice was coming from. Above her, right above her, there was another break in the surface of the rock, an arched opening

  like the one through which she had so fortuitously entered, except that it was barely two feet high and not much more across. It gaped blackly at her, and the stone that edged it was slightly

  blacker for inches than the rest of the wall, and from it Bob’s whimper came as though out of an old-fashioned speaking tube. “Please come to me, dear. Please hurry.”




  A speaking tube. That’s what it was! A tube, the orifice of a small tunnel boring into rock! And somewhere within it, not far away, Bob lay, weak and sick, and in need of her! The thought

  sloughed exhaustion and pain from Ann like a discarded garment. She got a foot on an out-jutting knob of rock, lifted, slid her candle into the hole she could just reach, got her fingers onto its

  edge and was scrambling, was lifting herself up that sheer rock-face. She had one knee up, another, was squirming into the narrow tunnel.




  “Coming, Bob,” she said. “I’m coming now.” She had to snake through here on her stomach, for the roof of the passage was not high enough even for her to lift to

  hands and knees. But Bob was somewhere in there, and even had the tunnel been narrower still she would somehow have squeezed through.




  The flickering luminance of the candle Ann pushed ahead of her showed damp-blackened stone, slimy, scummed over by the blanched small fungi of the regions where the sun never reaches.

  Stalactites ripped long gashes in her clothing, tore her skin. Ahead there was the scutter of the eyeless creatures of the dark. But here and there Ann saw the mark of a pickaxe, a tooled groove,

  and knew she was not the first human to crawl through this tight gallery, knew that it was man-formed, man-driven through the bowels of the earth, knew that it was the old mine through which she

  crept. But . . .




  The ground slanted upward, beneath her, the tunnel opened out. “Ann!” Bob’s face was suddenly before her, pallid, bloodless, Bob’s body recumbent on the same auto

  cushions that so long ago—years, it seemed—she had dragged from the crumpled remains of their car.




  “Bob! My dear! My dearest!” She had her arms around him, was kissing him. “My sweet.”




  His hand came up, feebly, stroked her face. “Ann! I’ve been dreaming—the most horrible . . . Good Lord! . . . Where is this? What place is this. I thought . . .”




  “Don’t think, Bob. Don’t think. Things have happened, all kinds of things. But everything’s all right now. I have you back and everything must be all right.”




  “But, Ann—Holy Jumping Jehosaphat—what’s that?”




  ANN TWISTED IN the direction of his startled gaze, saw across the low, irregularly circular chamber where they were the orifices of a number of such

  tunnels as that through which she had come, saw a clawed, skeleton hand writhe from one of them, an emaciated arm. And it was followed by a face!




  The face looked at her, broke into a loathsome grin. That is, the livid gash that was its mouth widened to expose rotted, black teeth in a grimace that might have been intended for a grin. But

  there was no humor in the concave, grey countenance above it, no humor in the blank, imbecile eyes. There was only menace, lewd menace that brought back all the horror of that dreadful night and

  multiplied it a thousand-fold.




  Breath hissed from Bob’s lips, close against her face, and Ann felt his body stiffen to the rigidity of terror. That same terror ran molten through her own frame. . . .




  The Thing moved gruesomely, and a sound came from it, a chattering, mindless howl, hollow and horrible. It echoed— No! It was being repeated from the other openings into this low, flat

  chamber, and from them came the rustling dry rasp of fabric dragged along stone. Skeleton fingers clutched the edge of a second hole. . . .




  Realization burst like black flame in Ann’s skull. They were closing in! The loathsome crawlers were closing in on her and on Bob! On Bob!




  Breath gusted from her throat in a shriek the more poignant because it was soundless. Ann threw herself over the prostrate form of her husband to blanket him, to shield him from the obscene

  menace closing inexorably in. Her hand struck the candle, struck the light from it. Blackness swept down, blanking out the monstrous faces peering in, blanking out the grotesque half-human masks

  and the reptilian, snaking arms that writhed out of the rock in a constricting circle of doom. But it did not quench the slithering noises of the crawlers’ coming, their voiceless husked

  cries, the pungent, fetid odor of their foul bodies.




  Bob’s cheek against hers was icy cold. Ann hitched to cover him more completely, to cover him with her own quivering flesh from the Things that came slowly nearer, nearer. . . . Perhaps

  they would be satisfied with her. Perhaps possession of her would sate them. Perhaps she yet might save him from them.




  It was feeling, not thought, that curdled in her brain with this last thread of hope, and reason gibbered to her how futile it was. They would take her, and they would take him, and there was

  utterly no hope for either.




  Something touched her outstretched, bare arm, slithered gruesomely down its length. Ann’s skin crawled to the bloodless, lusting touch. A fleshless hand fastened about her ankle. . . .




  Rock grated, thunderously. The darkness paled suddenly to the color-drained spectral luminance of moonlight. For one reason-devastating moment Ann was aware of a grotesque, leprous mask thrust

  close against her face, of lecherous eyes in which hell-fire glowed. Then an enormous, batlike shadow fell across the twisted, prone form behind it, fell across her. Shrill, horrible sound burst

  like a tornado in the confined space—the piercing, weird ululation that had answered her cry for help and banished the crawlers when first she had glimpsed them. It crescendoed to its

  blasphemous apex of soul-shattering threat, held that topmost note till Ann knew that in another instant it would blast reason from her brain and leave her forever mad. . . .




  Abruptly it ended. The nerve-racked girl was aware that the crawlers had pulled away, that they were writhing on ground-scraping bellies to their holes, that they were sliding into them like so

  many rats. Above her, someone chuckled.




  Ann rolled, thanksgiving bursting in her heart, trembling on her lips, rolled over to see who it was that twice had saved her from the fearful threat of the crawlers. Who was this unknown unseen

  friend that alone in the weltering horror of Deadhope had aided her?




  Gaunt, black and gigantic in the silting moonglow, Haldon Kane loomed above her. In his Luciferean countenance huge teeth showed, grinning with demonic triumph, and about that head of Satan his

  black whip whistled and writhed!




  “You,” Ann sobbed. “You!”




  THE WHIP-LASH WRITHED down, flicked her chin, lifted again. The dextrous play of Kane’s thin wrist kept it in hissing, ominous motion. “Of

  course,” he snarled. “You didn’t think you could get away from me, in this place whose every nook and cranny I know? After ten years one should be more familiar with even a maze

  like this than another who had known it for ten minutes.”




  “Ten years! But you haven’t been here that long! Bob hired you only last week.” Clutching at straws, Ann was trying to keep him in play, was desperately trying to stave off the

  final moment.




  A mocking hideous laugh mingled with the whir of the whip. “Travers didn’t lure me, I was here long ago, ever since it was deserted by fools who thought they must pay for labor to

  work it, who thought they must dig five times as much dirt as the thin vein occupied so that that labor might have a place to stand at its work . . . Who do you think I am?”




  “You said—Haldon Kane, the—”




  The circling whip-lash rippled in time to the chuckle that dripped from its wielder’s mouth. “Kane is miles away from here, still running from the one sight I allowed him and his men

  of my pets. How do you like them?”




  Ann shuddered, could not keep her eyes from the menace of the black thong snaking above her. “They—they’re horrible . . .” she whimpered. “They—”




  “They’re not pretty, but useful. I don’t have to pay them, you know, and their food costs little. They find it themselves. . . .”




  “They find food—in this desert? How . . .” A gruesome speculation formed in Ann’s mind, added a new horror to that which encompassed her, was answered by the grinning

  fiend.




  “There were more of them when I brought them here. Many more. And it was not disease that killed them. Do you understand?” Hell itself quivered in his sardonic smile.

  “Queer,” he mused. “How simply this State can be persuaded to farm out its convicts to anyone who will engage to board and clothe them. It saves the taxpayers money, you see,

  especially if the contractor engages also to guard them himself. And then—even guards are not necessary when a simple inoculation will make the prisoners amenable, very amenable to orders

  from one who has a brain. . . .”




  His voice trailed away, leaving behind it a slimy smear of horror, then came again. “But they’re hungry. My pets are hungry now.” Again that slow, Satanic smile and the

  whip’s hissing. “Shall I let them feed?” His slitted eyes flickered to Bob’s pallid figure, came back to her and seemed to strip the clothes from her in one lewd glance.

  “In the presence of such juicy morsels I have already had quite a little difficulty restraining them.”




  Nausea retched bitterness into Ann’s throat at the ultimate horror he implied. “No. Oh God, no!” she whimpered. “Kill us but don’t let—” Terror choked

  her.




  “Perhaps I may. Perhaps I may even let you—and Travers—live. . . . Your husband’s formulae—what did you do with them?”




  The man was no longer smiling, but his whip seemed to chuckle as somehow he managed to evoke a rattling sound from the snapper at its end. The choice he offered was clear.




  Ann’s lips twitched. Gelid fingers clutched her throat. She contrived to squeeze out speech. “I’ll show you. Promise to let us go and I’ll show you.”




  “Get up, and take me to where you have hidden them.” The whip stopped its eternal whir, floated down to his side, hung there, tense and ready. “Then, if you will sign this mine

  over to me I will—let you live.”




  “And Bob?”




  “And your husband. I swear it.”




  Ann had to drag herself up by his leg, had to hold onto his arm, while the nausea of repugnance retched her, or she could not have remained standing. Her head came above the roof of the chamber,

  and she saw that the desert stretched, away from it, shimmering in the moonlight. Something like a trapdoor fashioned of rock lay to one side. When that was in place there would be no sign of what

  lay below.




  “Come,” the man who was not Kane said. “I don’t know how long my pets can restrain themselves.”




  The skeleton town was to one side, silhouetted against a moon across whose face luminous clouds drifted. “Over there,” Ann husked.




  ANN STUMBLED OVER to the spot, with the man close behind her. Here were the beams in the form of an inverted cross, below them the other beneath which

  she had slid the envelope. Ann managed to stoop over, to slide her hand into the recess. . . .




  A cold chill took her. There was nothing there! Oh God! The envelope was not there, the envelope that was to ransom Bob from horror!




  “Well?”




  She turned haunted, lifeless eyes to her tormentor. Her lips moved soundlessly.




  He needed no words to understand. Livid fury leaped into his eyes. His lash surged up. Ann shrank against the stripped framework of timber, horror staring from her twisted face.




  “You’ve tricked me!” the man screamed. “You’ve dared to trick me!” The black thong spat at her, spat across her face. “I’ll flay you

  alive.”




  Agony seared through to Ann’s brain. Her body was a shell of ice enclosing agony, seething with terror. The whip hissed up, stopped.




  “No. That’s too good for you,” the man squealed. “They shall have you!” His chest swelled, and an ululation burst from between his colorless, writhing

  lips—a sound somehow like the warning cry she had heard twice before, but somehow different, somehow more horrible.




  They were coming! Past the quivering passion-shaken figure of the fiend she could see them squirming up out of the hole where Bob still was. Verminous grey shadows in the silver of the

  moon-bathed desert, spectral shadows of uttermost horror from a living grave, they were crawling loathesomely toward her.




  “Take her!” their master shrieked. His long left hand jerked a pointing finger across his quivering body, his whip curled above his head, lashing air, hissing a song of doom.

  “Take her! Her flesh is sweet, her blood is warm.”
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