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In loving memory of Mairi Edwards and Rocky Wood.

For all you’ve done for others.


FOREWORD FROM THE EDITOR/PUBLISHER

In the words of the late Rocky Wood, if you came here to read about tranquil lakes, run to the nearest exit (referring to Rocky’s Tales from The Lake Vol.1 introduction).

Welcome to the second of what I’m certain will be many installments in the Tales from The Lake anthologies.

What follows are nineteen tales of mystery and suspense, horror and dread. Tales to share around the campfire or living room floor. It includes an array of international voices and locations.

This volume also includes the three winners from Crystal Lake Publishing’s Tales from The Lake Horror Writing Competition:

3rd: Ripperscape by Vincenzo Bilof

2nd: Forever Dark by Jonathan Winn

1st: Descending by John Whalen

Before I leave you in the capable hands of these authors, I’d like to take a moment to remember Rocky Wood and Mairi Angus—two authors who in their own ways inspired many authors, myself included. I can proudly say that both would’ve enjoyed this book tremendously.

Dive on in . . .

Joe Mynhardt

Bloemfontein, South Africa

29 February 2016
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LAGO DE LOS PERDIDOS

Jim Goforth

Moonlight spread across the unbroken surface of the lake, so damn perfectly it created a mirror image, its radiance splayed all out over the smooth waters.

The night was so still, so bereft of even the smallest gust of breeze or gentle wafts of wind through the surrounding trees, that the whole surface of the lake remained wholly flat, undisturbed and completely motionless. No tiny flickers of motion shifted eddies or miniscule waves along the lake surface, no swimming water creatures were in evidence, drifting up to break that flat reflective shimmer.

It could have been some bizarre wilderness ice skating rink or an extraordinarily large plane of glass out here among trees, such was the total lack of disturbance to its waters, and the proliferation of moonlight captured not just the reflection of the moon’s own gleaming face, but all of those towering stationary trees encircling it.

This should have made for a picture of utter tranquillity, a beautiful panorama that most would find an appreciation for, but Booker Marsh considered himself incapable of no longer finding the beauty within anything.

Compelled by inexplicable reasons to be out here on this serene quiet night, far from the nearest port of civilization, he stumbled and shambled on wobbly legs. Down the gently sloping gradient of earth which would carry him right to the soft muddy edges of the still lake itself, he lurched. His shoes, partially sinking into sodden ground were splattered with wet flecks of mud and picked up fallen leaf debris and grass matter, so too the bottom of his trouser legs, but he paid that no mind.

Instead, he continued on his uneven, yet unerring path, towards that giant rough circle of water, spanned out like a black mirror bouncing back the benign gaze of the moon. Only then did he cease his movement, standing still right at the edge of the waters, his feet mired in a clog of murky sludge. With the moonlight spilling over his shoulders, his reflection looked more like a dark silhouette, a black cardboard cut-out of himself. When he dropped down onto his knees at the lake’s edge, he saw himself in harrowing detail. A gaunt unshaven face populated by haunted eyes, underneath which black circles hung making him look like the recipient of a heavyweight boxer’s double knockout blow.

He didn’t see anything he hadn’t seen in his bathroom mirror at home; there was the same defeated expression, the same desolation and brutally cold resignation, the air of a man who’d comprehensively given up and abdicated to downfall, and with the utter stillness of the lake, it showed in the very same clarity as any mirror.

Booker stared and stared into the depths, into his own reflection for what seemed to be an eternity, but nothing changed. Nothing altered or shifted, no revelations or answers swam up from below to break the still waters and materialise in front of him. He was on the verge of dashing his hand into the lake to destroy that terrible desolate face gazing back at him when another reflection appeared alongside it. Behind him. A pale woman with midnight waves of hair cascading down over slim shoulders, her eyes penetrating and dark.

“Lost somebody, too, have you?” she asked in a quiet but conversational tone.

“Everybody,” Booker said simply, not even questioning the appearance of another soul, a stranger at his side next to this remote body of water. “Just . . . everybody.”

“Tell me about it,” she said, and Booker wasn’t entirely sure whether she meant quite literally, or just in a simple colloquial sense—as if stating that she too, was well aware of the crushing feeling of losing everybody. So he told her about it.

“My wife . . . my family . . . my children. I’ve lost them all. And it is through my own doing. She left me, took away the kids, for good. I didn’t see the signs, or at least if I did, I paid them no mind. I was too wrapped up in my own world, what I needed to be doing, what I wanted to be doing. I hated my stupid dead end mundane job, so I drank to be in a better place about it. Then I hit on the genius idea to win my way to freedom and financial success, so I did that. Fell in love with the idea that I could make enough money to drag us all out of a great big hole and make things right. Gambling what money I could and drinking the rest, marrying the two. I successfully managed to make a fucking vicious cycle out of it, by drinking the money I won or pouring it back in to double it, triple it, maximise it. That one big score, just that one; that was all I needed. What I was winning wasn’t enough to take home, to worry about, not enough to consider any type of success, so I drank some, played double or nothing with the rest. Over and over and over again.”

He paused briefly, still staring at his own visage in the water and hers, standing behind him. When she merely nodded once and didn’t elect to add any words, he continued talking, the words spilling out like alphabet vomit.

“You ever hear that song by Cinderella? ‘Don’t Know What You’ve Got Until It’s Gone’? Well, that’s me, that’s the story of my life, the summary of my life right there. I was ignoring my kids, neglecting my duties, completely drifting through everything in a haze, desperate to be free of mediocrity and stress and goddamn everything! And I didn’t even see what I was doing to myself, to us. To them. So, she up and left me. Took the kids away. Only then did I get smacked in the face by it and I tried to win them all back. Tried to show I could change, that I had changed. It was going to be different. Then finally, when all the restraining orders, and police involvement, and branding me a stalker failed to stop me trying to repair what I’d broken, Erica swore to me that she was going to take the lot of them far away, somewhere I would never ever be able to find them, no matter how hard I tried. And she was right. They’re gone. I’ve looked and looked and searched this whole goddamn country over. I’ve looked every possible place, every . . . impossible . . . place. But they’re all gone. I’ll never see them again.”

With that, he lapsed into forlorn hopeless silence, his voice cracking as he renewed his fervent staring at a reflection which never changed.

“And that’s why you came to Lago de los Perdidos? You came here to end your search. Because of course, it isn’t just known as the lake of the lost, it’s the Final Swim. The Suicide Waters. Japan has Aokigahara, or the Sea of Trees, and we have the lake of the lost. Lost souls, lost hopes, lost lives. All come here.”

“I didn’t . . . ” Booker hesitated, finally breaking his transfixed stare from his own countenance, turning around to stare in perplexity at her, oblivious to the wash of mud soaking through his pants legs. “I’ve never been here before, I don’t even know where I am or what this place is. I just . . . came here. I came here . . . to think about things. I certainly didn’t come here . . . to kill myself.”

He faltered, finishing the originally adamant statement weakly, wilting under her searching gaze.

“Oh, really? Is that so?”

The woman stooped swiftly, one long slender arm reaching out and lifting up the hem of his hanging shirt, plucking the gun out of the waistband of his trousers. She held it up, highlighting it in the moon glow.

“This is pretty damning evidence that you did, but even more than that is the fact that you claim to have come here not of your own volition, instead obligated to travel here. That is proof that yes, you do belong here, Booker Marsh. Nobody ever comes out to Lago de los Perdidos just to think, or to have a family picnic or a secret lovers getaway. Nobody comes here to fish, or to swim, or to sunbake by the shores. They don’t journey here to enjoy the scenery, to fornicate lakeside beneath the stars, or to whisper sweet nothings into the ears of their loved ones. They only ever come here for one purpose. There is no other reason to be here, and all those who have ever come here have come strictly for that reason.”

Booker couldn’t quite recall having introduced himself to her, but then again, maybe he had. After all, he couldn’t remember why he’d been so fucking positive he had to be here, on the muddy shores of a lake he’d never heard of, much less visited before. There was a good chance he’d spaced out into a haze where a whole lot of things might have happened and he’d vagued his way through everything as if he was sleepwalking. Why not? It was perfectly feasible; he’d virtually done that with his marriage, his life, the lives of his children, and failed to realise until it crumbled around him, and left him kneeling in muddy debris while a complete stranger dissected his motivations more concisely than he could grasp.

Yes, the gun stashed in his belt was to turn on himself, though why he couldn’t have just swallowed a dose of lead in his own home, or some dark lonely alley was a little beyond his comprehension at this point in time. What he hoped to discover in the depths of some expanse of water, he had no idea. Yet he’d been pulled here as surely as if some tether attached to him dragged him into the radius of it, pulled by whatever force suggested merely jamming the barrel of the pistol in his mouth and riding his brains on a bullet out the top of his skull wasn’t significant enough.

“You are no exception to the rule, Booker Marsh. You came here with the same intention as all those who’ve come before you. Here, let me show you.”

She moved up alongside him now, and stooped down next to him, directing her attention into the still Suicide Waters. Booker didn’t quite follow, and for an illogical moment he thought she was about to throw herself in. Instead she placed a hand on his unshaven cheek and gently but firmly commanded his attention back to the reflective mirror of the water.

Temporarily he saw his gaunt haggard visage once more, then he was seeing different things. Scenes as though he were sitting back watching some form of film unfold.

A young woman, dishevelled and blonde in a short dress of indeterminable colour, rips and tears all through the fabric, her face a mass of lacerations and bloody contusions, was traipsing down the same slope towards the lake he himself had taken. In her arms she carried a small pile of house bricks with chain affixed to them. Calmly she sat herself down on the banks and proceeded to wrap the chains around her ankles, then shimmied on her backside right down to the very edge of the lake. When she was so close to the edge that she was fundamentally standing in water, she hoisted her armload of bricks, clinging to them tightly, and flung herself into the lake. Rather than a gradual slope into deeper water, there must have been a sudden drop into depths much closer to the edge than Booker would have anticipated. Weighted down by her bricks and her chained ankles, the young female dropped down into the waters and vanished from sight. She never reappeared.

In her place came another scenario, another vision of folks beside this very lake. This time a couple, possibly not too much older than the female bricks and chains wielder. They screamed at each other, furious and frantic words, spit flying in one another’s faces, hair gusting around their heads as if they were in the centre of not just some argument storm, but a billowing windstorm, as well. Slaps were exchanged in the heat of the fiery exchange, the screaming and shouting escalating, before the man produced a thin knife, blade catching a spark of moonlight and briefly glinting in it. Then he stabbed the woman mid-scream, right in the throat, receiving a drenching torrent of blood in a shower all over his face. She slumped forward, collapsing and he caught her in his arms, then gently lowered her to the slippery mud-covered lakeside, before drawing the bloodied knife blade across his own throat. His figure tumbled in an awkward fall to recline in a bloodied repose of death alongside the slain woman.

A young boy, his face a miserable screwed up vision of despair, pedalled a bicycle at a rapid pace, racing through the woods, ducking under trees. He was on a different slope to this one, possibly situated around the other side, but it was unmistakably the same lake. Lago de los Perdidos. Only, the incline he came barrelling down at a breakneck speed, was far more angled than this side of the lake, a sharper and more abrupt one. One which pitched him straight down and way out into the water. The weight of his bicycle broke the lake’s surface and hurled water up in a deluge before he came free of it, dropping with a splash of his own, independent of his machine.

Quite some distance from any particular side of the lake, the boy’s head broke the surface and he spluttered, floundering somewhat. It became painfully evident that the kid could not swim, and didn’t have the first idea where to begin. Yet, nor was he trying to, and nor did he cry out for help. His face was desolate and heart wrenching, with a grim expression of determination plastered upon it. The boy merely bobbed for a little while there in the ripples and eddies created by the bike crashing in, and then his head submerged. Unlike the previous girl, deliberately weighing herself down with heavy implements to nullify flotation, the small shape of the boy eventually did resurface. Motionless and still, drifting in a lazy float until the ripples all finally died away and the water resumed its completely still façade once again.

There were more, too, so many more. Some just pitifully sad and yet horrific in their own bleakness, while others were awash with brutal finality, grisly and gruesome with inundations of blood and a violence that kicked the breath right out of Booker, left him hopelessly terrified. They splashed blood against his eyeballs, thrust abhorrent scenes of self-harm and murder/suicides into his brain with the savagery of knife blades skewering him. They lanced his psyche, they scorched themselves into his memories with visceral horror in a relentless stream, seeming to speed up as the torment in each one escalated, building on the foundations of each preceding one until he thought his mind was about to crack like an eggshell dashed against a rock.

It was akin to being strapped into somebody else’s nightmare, or forcibly injected into a horror movie, a series of self snuff films, made to endure the endless parade of misery, despair and ultimately death.

“No!” Booker screamed, yearning to force his voice into as loud a volume as he could muster, as if by puncturing the fabric of the night with a stentorian wail he could break whatever cursed conjuration this was, spilling grotesque and tragic scenes of death across the waters of the lake. “No, no, no! Make it stop! Make it stop now! I don’t want to see any more. I want to live! Goddamn it, I want to live. I want to fucking live!”

Abruptly, the grisly torrent of images and people taking their lives in macabre and tragic ways dissipated, vanishing as if they’d never been rolling across the screen of the lake in lurid technicolour at all, supplanted by the all too familiar sight of still water and his shocked face staring back at him, the quiet woman’s alongside it.

“I. Want. To. Fucking. Live,” Booker reiterated, forcing the words out between gritted teeth, his jaw clenched so tight it felt like bone would break in his cranium.

“No you don’t, Booker Marsh.” His strange companion shook her head, a sad smile flitting across her lips. “You didn’t come to Lago de los Perdidos to live. Which is fine, because nobody ever does. Nobody comes here expecting to walk away, or indeed, wanting to walk away. They come here to end it. Say their final goodbye. And, as I said, you are no exception. I didn’t show you that to dissuade you from your plan, for nothing I do can alter that from happening. Those are just some of those who have come before you, that’s just a little history of the place you’ve found yourself attached to.”

“Attached to? No, no, there is nothing here I’m attached to. Thanks for the cold hard dose of reality lady, whoever you are and whatever the fuck you are doing out here, but listen.. That just reinforced my opinion that I’m a fool to consider taking my own life. I can pull myself out of this hole, I can start afresh. Things can never be so bad that thinking about taking a gun and blowing an exit wound in my head is a good idea. So, thanks for showing me the light—however the fuck you did that—but I’m good with things now. I will be walking out of here.”

“That isn’t how it works,” she said, that sad smile now back on her face and firmly fixed in place, not a mere flicker of an expression, but an unyielding one, one which didn’t look to be vacating any time soon. “You came here because you belong here. You didn’t travel out here on a whim. You did so because you know and accept where your place is.”

“No lady, not so. Whatever fancy trickery you just used now to screw with my head, actually just screwed my head on straight. Don’t I have a choice? I’ll tell you. Yes, I do have a choice and I choose to live, I choose to walk away with my head held high and to live.”

“Of course you have a choice,” she said softly. “There is always a choice. However, you have already made your choice and it is the last choice you are able to make. You chose to come to Lago de los Perdidos. That’s the ultimate choice, and it is one which cannot be undone. All those who have gone down that path have remained here. They are all still here. Look around you, Booker Marsh. Look closely. At everything. What do you see?”

He’d come to the conclusion that this crazy woman was just some desperately lonely freak, who must have either followed him here, or perhaps had already been here, living nearby maybe. Either that or she was on the knife edge of suicide herself, and was fervently trying to keep him here in her presence, clinging on the thread of companionship he presented. Nonetheless, Booker humoured her by looking.

By her asking him to ‘look around’ at his surroundings, Booker made the assumption she was referring to the trees and things, the landscape and so forth. So, he gazed first at the trees, scrutinising them, for whatever mindless reason she wanted him to.

What he gazed upon turned his blood to ice water, blasted an explosion of shock and sheer dread throughout every fibre of his being.

Every single tree surrounding the spread of the lake, those on the far side and all of those circled out around behind him, were comprised not of wood, bark and leaves. Instead, their twisted gnarled trunks were constructed entirely of human bodies, knotted together in a hideous tapestry, a giant amalgamation of flesh with torsos, legs, and arms all intricately bound together to create the mass of the tree trunk. They spanned up even farther to compose stretching branches, whole bodies held impossibly in gruesome thrall out at irregular angles from the solid flesh trunk. Wide open, eternally reaching hands becoming twigs and smaller sticks growing off the ends of these branch entities. The skin of many of these ghastly tree components was so scarred and burned in places, evidently from whatever trauma suffered prior to their death, or during, that it actually resembled a hideous form of bark, making their tree-like resemblance even more uncanny. Still others were formed from collages of human bone, stark white femurs or fibulas, flesh stripped fingers, the curved blades of ribcages.

While many of these human choked tree creations were devoid of foliage, and stabbed stark spikes of branches and limbs—human limbs and reaching extremities—into the night sky, still others did feature their ghastly interpretation of leaves, and this came in the form of human hair.

The stillness of the night was no longer in occurrence, breezes were beginning to infiltrate, and as they did, blowing through these abhorrent trees of human flesh and bone, they buffeted the hair foliage around, spreading longer scalps out in billowy curtains whilst ruffling other shorter ones into freakish motion. Follicles captured by the gusting winds created an unearthly sound, not unlike that of leaves rustling in any ordinary tree caught amidst an upsurge in wind activity.

As Booker gaped in soundless horror, blinking, then blinking again, even temporarily squeezing his eyes as tight as he possibly could before snapping them open again to see if the visual atrocity remained, he found it wasn’t just the trees which were not as they’d originally seemed. It was absolutely everything about and around the lake itself. Perverted, twisted, and morphed into something that must have been dredged from the deepest pits of the darkest nightmares.

The lake itself, now alive with churning currents, ripples and waves being generated by the increase in winds, starting to howl and whistle with a frenetic intensity around the vicinity, played host to images again as well, or were these terrible phantasmagorias actually part of the water, like the trees? They seemed to be. The choppy surfaces, the oscillating waves, they all appeared to be faces, spanning out all over the lake in its entirety, from shore to shore. So many faces complete with tragic eyes, filled with unimaginable suffering, all of them piercing into Booker’s soul. And these waters of the lake, they weren’t clear, nor did they generate the illusion of being blue, or here at night, even black. They ran red as though the body of water was completely composed of blood, the blood of all those whose faces merged in a miasma of grief and desolation. Faces in Lago de los Perdidos. The faces of the lost.

The muddy ground he knelt in wasn’t merely sodden earth; it was as red with thick blood as the waters, coagulating around his saturated legs, seeping from the banks down into a merge with the lake, and faces stared at him from there, too. Bodies, side by side, or knotted inexorably around one another in bizarre entanglements one couldn’t possibly hope to achieve in life, like some abnormally large mass grave, were the ground. The thin reedy grass lining the shores and marching back up the incline to the top of the embankment overlooking the lake was the human hair of many, waving and moving consistently in the bluster of the mounting winds. So too were the weeds, choking shallow sections of the lake near the bank.

Even those pale rounded rocks visible just under the surface of the water, and others partially submerged, looking as though they’ve been washed smooth by constant interaction with the water, were not rocks at all. They were human skulls, some adult sized, some horrifyingly tiny. Children’s, even those of mere infants.

Blackened clouds, bruised and swollen, scudded across the skies, chasing the moon and the prior stillness of the night into first, retreat, and then complete surrender. Booker screamed himself ragged in equal measures horrified shock and complete disbelief. Though she hadn’t touched him, bar that simple firm graze of her hand against his face to turn his attention to the visual horror soon to be exposed on the screen of the lake’s waters, he was certain she must have done something to him. Perhaps she’d drugged him, hypnotised him. Somehow she’d insinuated her way into his mind with a hideous influence that led him to conjure up this panorama of impossibility.

“What have you done to me? What did you do to me? Did you drug me? What have you done?”

“I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do to you, Booker Marsh. I can only show you the real face of Lago de los Perdidos, and this is it. This is what you see before you now. The rest, you have done yourself. You came here because you belong here, one with the rest of the lost. You know that.”

“No, I don’t!”

“If it is any consolation, and I’m sure it must be,” she said, and predictably, that same sad smile adorned her pale features, swimming in her eyes as well with a forlorn resigned sympathy, an expression of the inevitable. “You will soon be with your family once more.”

“What?” Booker stared at her with his eyes wide and wild, his hands curled into fists of shock at his sides so tightly that the nails sliced deep lacerations into his palms, leaking further blood out between fingers, to mingle with that of the ground and the waters. “That doesn’t even make any sense! No fucking sense at all! My wife took herself and my kids away from me, somewhere where I would never find them. Ever. She’s hiding somewhere and I won’t ever be with them again because I can’t find them, no matter how hard I try.”

“She did, Booker Marsh, she did exactly that. She found somewhere where you wouldn’t be able to find any of them. Until now.”

“How do you . . . ? I don’t understand . . . ”

The woman didn’t speak again, instead she repeated her gesture of putting a hand to his face and turning it back out towards the lake, as much as he had no desire to look that way. He had no desire to look anywhere at all; all around him was a grisly montage of death, of human suffering, misery knotted together in eternal bonds of hopelessness and finality in this terrible place where all who journeyed here, did so to die.

Nonetheless, Booker did shift his path of vision back out there, and once more the screen of images played, rolling on wretchedness over the skittering waves of faces. He recognised what was being depicted now as a closer view of a scene emerging in the barrage of torment which played out earlier, part of the mind numbing display of tragedies merging together once the images began to speed up and pound at his sight with jackhammer intensity.

It showed a nondescript car parked atop a cliff, not unlike the highest point on the far side of the Final Swim. In comparison to much of the bloody horror, violence and gut-wrenching atrocity many of those ridden into suicide inflicted upon themselves in the previous visual headfuck, this scene was almost one of serenity and peaceful tranquillity. As if somebody merely travelled up to a nice vantage point overlooking the lake to drink in the view and enjoy the solitude.

Though of course, as Booker’s abnormally adamant female companion here stated so firmly, nobody would ever come to Lago de los Perdidos for that purpose.

He hadn’t witnessed the vehicle up this close before in the torrent of terror, and nor had he given it much consideration, merely filing that away with the rest of the terrible things, just another lost soul seeking the coup de grace on their meaningless existence in the presence of the Suicide Waters. This time though, there was more to see, more to take in. More horrific shock to shrink the power of rational thought down into nothingness.

Behind the wheel of the stationary automobile was Booker’s own wife Erica, and strapped in by their seatbelts in the backseats, his children. The people he’d not seen since she vowed so comprehensively to keep their whereabouts from him eternally secret. Her expression was grim and resolute, and yet horribly melancholy, while those of the kids were just placid, filled with simple innocence and the lack of true acknowledgement of why they were where they were.

As if he were witnessing something happening right now, as if the terrified ragged pitch of his voice could even reach her, Booker screamed as the engine suddenly roared.

The car lurched into life and pitched forward, gaining speed as the accelerator was stamped on with a fierce determination, and as Booker’s shrieks rose and echoed into the night in a hellish duet with the storming winds, the vehicle plunged over the edge of the cliff. It descended down into the waters. As the shockwave ripples of its impact eventually ebbed away, back to the perpetual stillness, nothing broke the waters. Nothing, and nobody surfaced.

Booker felt the last vestiges of his sanity draining, felt as though his mind was breaking up completely, and when the woman took him by the hand, still dripping rivulets of blood, lifting him up to his feet, he acquiesced with simple compliance. He followed her lead as she stepped on the bodies and faces of souls interred within the ground, wading out into the waters, pained faces swimming around their waists.

All around them the storm was a tempest of sheer ferocity and intensity, such that it blasted the fronds of human hair comprising the grass flat to the corpse ground, kicked up enormous waves of blood water and even bent the trees—Humanitrees, Booker giggled inanely inside his head, swirling down into a deep chasm of madness—literally in half.

Then one of those congested tangles of bodies, morphed and fashioned by whatever bizarre power shaped every inch of this lake and its freakish surroundings, one of those tree entities was buffeted by a surge of wind which whipped it right over into an arc that carried out right across the lake to where he and his silent companion stood, now up to their necks in water and bloody face shapes.

The branches swinging human finger twigs and hairy leaf matter out towards him were those of his wife, the bodies of his children inextricably entwined with her body lower down the tree. They snagged him and plucked him up from the choppy frothing waters, and as the wind snapped the tree upwards again, Booker Marsh was taken with it, enveloped within it. Branches encircled him, trapped him and embraced him with inexorable force, clinging tight to him with twig fingers until his corpse, too, was one with them.

The blustering squalls of wind died away, the humanitrees stilled their motion, the woman immersed in blood waters slipped beneath the surface. The smooth flat plane of Lago de los Perdidos once more stretched from shore to shore, completely still beneath a moon in a sky no longer blackened by clouds.
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OUT OF THE WOODS

Ramsey Campbell

The glass of Scotch gnashed its ice cubes as Thirsk set it down on his desk. “I don’t care where it comes from, I just want the best price. Are you certain you won’t have a drink?”

The visitor shook his head once while the rest of him stayed unmoved. “Not unless you have natural water.”

“Been treated, I’m afraid. One of the many prices of civilisation. You won’t object if I have another, will you? I don’t work or see people this late as a rule.”

When the other shook his head again, agitating his hair, which climbed the back of his neck and was entangled like a bristling brownish nest above his skull, Thirsk crossed to the mahogany cabinet to pour himself what he hoped might prove to be some peace of mind. While he served himself he peered at his visitor, little of whom was to be seen outside the heavy brown ankle-length overcoat except a wrinkled knotted face and gnarled hands, which ornamented the ends of the arms of the chair. Thirsk could think of no reason why any of this should bother him, but—together with the smell of the office, which was no longer quite or only that of new books—it did, so that he fed himself a harsh gulp of Scotch before marching around his desk to plant himself in his extravagant leather chair. It wasn’t too late for him to declare that he didn’t see salesmen without an appointment, but instead he heard himself demanding “So tell me why we should do business.”

“For you to say, Mr Thirsk.”

“No reason unless you’re offering me a better deal than the bunch who printed all these books.”

That was intended to make the other at least glance at the shelves which occupied most of the wall space, but his gaze didn’t waver; he seemed not to have blinked since Thirsk had opened the door to his knock. “Do you know where they get their paper?” he said, more softly than ever.

“I already told you that’s immaterial. All I know is it’s better and cheaper than that recycled stuff.”

“Perhaps your readers would care if they knew.”

“I doubt it. They’re children.” The insinuating softness of the other’s speech, together with the dark wistful depths of his eyes, seemed to represent an insubstantial adversary with which Thirsk had to struggle, and he raised his voice. “They won’t care unless they’re put up to it. If you ask me there’s a movement not to let children be children any more, but plenty of them still want fairy tales or they wouldn’t buy the books I publish.”

The ice scraped the glass as he drained his Scotch and stood up, steadying himself with one hand on the desk. “Anyway, I’m not arguing with you. If you want to send me samples of your work and a breakdown of the costs then maybe we can talk.”

His tone was meant to make it clear that would never happen, but the other remained seated, pointing at his own torso with one stiff hand. “This is for you to consider.”

He wasn’t pointing at himself but rather at a book which was propped like a rectangular stone in his lap. He must have been carrying it all the time, its binding camouflaged against his overcoat. He reared up from the chair as if the coat had stiffened and was raising him, and Thirsk couldn’t help recoiling from the small gargoyle face immobile as a growth on a tree, the blackened slit of a mouth like a fissure in old bark. When the hands lowered the volume towards him he accepted it, but as soon as he felt the weight he said “You’re joking.”

“We seldom do that, Mr Thirsk.”

“I couldn’t afford this kind of production even if I wanted to. I publish fairy tales, I don’t live in them. The public don’t care if books fall to bits so long as they’re cheap, and that goes double for children.”

“Perhaps you should help them to care.”

“Here, take your book back.”

The other held up his hands, displaying knobbly palms. “It is our gift to you,” he said in a voice which, soft as it was, seemed to penetrate every corner of the room.

“Then don’t look so glum about it.” As Thirsk planted the book on his desk he glimpsed a word embossed on the heavy wooden binding. “Tapioca, is that some kind of pudding cookbook?”

Whatever filled his visitor’s eyes grew deeper. They struck Thirsk as being altogether too large and dark, and for a moment he had the impression of gazing into the gloomy depths of something quite unlike a face. He strode to the door, more quickly than steadily, and threw it open.

The avenue of pines interspersed with rhododendrons stretched a hundred yards to the deserted road into town. For once the sight didn’t appeal to him as peaceful. Surely it would when he’d rid himself of his visitor, who he was beginning to suspect was mad; a leaf and maybe other vegetation was tangled in his hair, and wasn’t there a mossy tinge to his cracked cheeks? Thirsk stood aside as the other stalked out of the door, overcoat creaking. Too much to drink or not enough, he thought, because as the figure passed along the avenue, beneath clouds which were helping the twilight gather, it appeared to grow taller. A sound behind him—paper rustling—made him glance around the room. The next second he turned back to the avenue, which was as deserted as the road.

Had his visitor dodged into the bushes? They and the trees were as still as fossils. “Get off my property,” Thirsk warned, and cleared his throat so as to shout, “or I’ll call the police.”

By now it was apparent to him that the man hadn’t been a printer. Thirsk was tempted to hurl the book after him, except that might bring him back. As he stared at the avenue until the trees seemed to inch in unison towards him, he found he was unwilling to search the grounds when it was growing so rapidly dark. “Go back where you came from,” he yelled, and slammed the door so hard the floorboards shook.

A chill had accompanied his visitor into the office, and now it felt even colder. Had one of Thirsk’s assistants left a window open in the warehouse? Thirsk hurried to the stout door in the back wall of the room. The door opened with an unexpected creak which lingered in his ears as he reached a hand into the dark. The fluorescent tubes stuttered into life, except for one which left the far end of the central aisle unlit. Though all the windows crammed into the space above the shelves were closed tight, the fifty-yard-long room was certainly colder than usual, and there was more of a smell of old paper than he remembered. In the morning he would have to fix the lights: not now, when at least two of the tubes were growing fitful, so that the flickering contents of the shelves kept resembling supine logs multicoloured with lichen, the spines of the dust jackets. He thumbed the light-switch, a block of plastic so cold it felt moist, and as the dark lurched forward, shut it in. For the first time ever he was wishing he could go home from work.

He was already home. The third door of the office led to the rest of his bungalow. When he opened the door, the cold was waiting for him. The heating hadn’t failed; he had to snatch his hand away as soon as he touched the nearest radiator. He poured himself an even larger Scotch, and once he’d fired up his throat and his stomach, dumped himself in the chair behind the desk. The unwelcome visit had left him so on edge that all he could do was work.

The late afternoon mail had brought him an armful of packages which he hadn’t had time to open. The topmost padded envelope proved to contain the typescript of a children’s book by Huntley Dunkley, who sounded familiar. In his present mood, just the title—The Smog Goblin and the Last Forest—was enough to put him off. “Send your bloody propaganda somewhere it’s wanted,” he snarled, grabbing a copy of the Hamelin Books rejection letter. “Fit only for recycling,” he pronounced, and scrawled that as a postscript.

Usually one of his assistants would see to the outgoing mail, but he couldn’t stand the sight of the typescript a moment longer. Having clipped the letter to it, he stuffed it into a padded envelope and slung it on the desk next to his, and glared at the discarded packing as it tried to climb out of the waste-bin. Presumably the silence of the room emphasised its movements, though he could have imagined it wasn’t alone in making a slow deliberate papery sound, an impression sufficiently persuasive that he glanced out of the window.

The light from the office lay on the strip of grass outside but fell short of the trees, which were embedded in a darkness that had sneaked up on him. He knuckled the switch for the security light. The fierce illumination caught hold of the trees and bushes, and he felt an irrational desire to see them shrink back from the blaze which he could summon at the touch of a finger. Instead they stepped almost imperceptibly forward as though urged by their shadows, a mass of secret blackness interrupted by the drive. Just now the bright bare gravel looked as though it was inviting someone or something to emerge onto it, and he turned away so furiously that he almost tripped over an object on the floor.

It was the discarded envelope, writhing slowly on the carpet and extending a torn brown strip of itself like the remains of a finger towards him. He closed one fist on it, squeezing its pulpy innards, and punched it into the bin before grinding it down with his heel. “That’s enough,” he shouted, not knowing what he was addressing until his gaze fell on the book his visitor had brought him. “Let’s see what you are,” he said through his teeth, and flung the book open, wood striking wood. Then he let out a gasp that would have been a word if he’d known how he was feeling.

The thick untrimmed pages weren’t composed of paper; each was a single almost rectangular dead leaf. For a moment he thought words were printed on the uppermost, and then he saw the marks were scattered twigs, formed into patterns which he could imagine someone more susceptible than himself assuming to be words in a forgotten language. “If this is a joke,” he yelled, ignoring how small his voice sounded in the empty room, “you can take it back,” and hoisting the book off the desk, ran to the door.

As the cover banged shut like a coffin lid, the tilting of the book rearranged the twigs into a different pattern—into words he was able to read. He fumbled the door open and raised the volume in both hands. By the glare of the security light he saw the title wasn’t Tapioca but Tapiola. What difference did one letter make? “Come and get it,” he roared, hurling the book from him.

It struck the grass with a thud which seemed to crush his shout. The cover raised itself an inch and fell shut, and then the book was as still as the trees and their shadows. Beyond the unlit road, and around his property, the forest stretched for miles. The words he’d glimpsed were growing dearer, embedding themselves in his mind. YOU TURNED AWAY ONE MESSENGER. The night sky seemed to lean towards the patch of light which contained him and the book, as though the sky was the forehead of the blackness behind the mass of trees, in which he heard a sudden gust of wind. Its chill found him while he waited to see the trees move, and he was continuing to wait when it subsided. It might have been a huge icy breath.

“Not likely,” he said in a voice which the darkness shrank almost to nothing. He backed away and closed the door. The breath of the night had smelled of decaying vegetation, and now the room did. He thought he saw a trace of his own breath in the air. Hugging himself and rubbing his upper arms, he went to his desk for a mouthful of Scotch. As the ice cubes clashed against his teeth, he almost bit through the glass. Beyond the window the lawn was bare. The book had gone, and there wasn’t so much as a hint of a footmark on the grass.

“I bet you think that’s clever. Let me introduce you to someone who’s cleverer.” He was speaking aloud so that his voice would keep him company, he realised, but he wouldn’t have to feel alone for long. Without glancing away from the window he groped for the phone on his desk, detached the receiver from its housing and jabbed the talk button. He was already keying the number for the police as he brought the receiver to his face.

A sound came to find him. Though the earpiece was emitting it, it wasn’t the dialling tone. It could have been a gale passing through a forest, but it seemed close to articulate. He clawed at the button to clear the line, and listened to the welcome silence; then he poked the talk button again, and again. The phone was dead.

And there was movement among the trees. High on the trunks, branches sprang up and waved at him, a series of them rapidly approaching the house. A branch of a tree at the edge of the grass drooped before gesturing triumphantly at him, and then a severed length of the telephone cable which they had all been supporting plummeted onto the grass.

“Having fun, are you?” Thirsk demanded, though his throat was so constricted he barely heard himself. “Time I joined in.” He dropped the useless receiver on top of a pile of typescripts and dashed kitchenwards, switching on lights as he went. His bedroom lit up, the bathroom and toilet next to it, the large room in which he dined and watched television and listened to music, and finally the kitchen, where he lifted the largest and sharpest knife from the rack on the wall. Outside the window he saw an image of himself almost erased by the forest—an image which grew fainter, then was wiped out entirely as his breath appeared in front of him and condensed on the window.

He saw himself being engulfed by fog in the reflection of a room which had been invaded by trees. The glint of the knife looked feeble as a lantern lost in a forest. “I’m still here,” he snarled. Driven by a defiance which he felt more than understood, he stormed back into his office.

He was still there, and for a while, since he couldn’t call a taxi. He laid the knife within reach on the desk and drafted a letter to his printer. . . looking forward to the Christmas consignment . . . any way you keep costs down is fine . . . His words seemed insufficiently defiant until he scribbled It’s only paper, only pulp. Of course he would never send such a letter, and he was about to tear off the page and bin it when he realised how like taking back a challenge that would seem. He drove the knife through the pad, pinning the letter to the desk like a declaration nailed to a door.

At first there was no apparent response. The only visible movement in the room was of his breath. It took him some minutes to be certain that the smell of decaying vegetation had intensified—that the source was in the room with him. Did the colours on the jackets of the new books resemble stains more than they should? His chair trundled backwards and collided with the wall as he reached the shelves, where he dug a finger into the top of the spine of the nearest book.

It came off the shelf at once—the spine did. The cheap glue had failed, exposing bunches of pages which looked aged or worse. His hand swung wildly, hooking another spine at random. That fell away, bearing a patch of its rotten jacket, and his finger poked deep into the pages, which were a solid lump of pulp. He dragged his finger out of it, dislodging both adjacent spines. Their undersides were crawling with insects. He staggered backwards just as sounds began in the warehouse: a ponderous creaking followed by a crash that shook the office.

“Leave my property alone,” Thirsk screamed. He ripped the knife out of the pad and pounding across the office, hauled open the door to the warehouse. The bookcases that weren’t attached to the walls had fallen together, forming an arched passage, in the darkness of which piles of books were strewn like jagged chunks of chopped timber. Not only books were in that darkness, and his hand clutched at the light switch before he knew he didn’t want to see.

As soon as his hand found the switch, the block came away like a rotten fungus from the wall. The surviving fluorescents lit for an instant before failing in unison with a loud sharp glassy ping, and he glimpsed a shape stalking up the passage of the bookcases towards him. It resembled a totem, carved or rather shaped out of a tree, walking stiffly as a puppet, though it was considerably taller than any puppet had a right to be. It grew as it advanced on him, as if whatever feet it had were picking up or absorbing the books on which they trod. Its disproportionately large head was featureless and unstable as a mass of foliage, and its arms, which were reaching for him, were at least half the length of the warehouse. So much he distinguished before he threw the door in its face. Twisting the key, he wrenched it out of the lock and shied it across the room.
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