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      ‘Beware of false prophets which come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ravening wolves.’
      

      Matthew 7:15

      ‘Oh no, it wasn’t the airplanes. It was Beauty killed the Beast!’

     Carl Denham, King Kong

   
      
      
PART ONE


      

   
      
      Prologue

      
      Welcome to Leonard’s room.
      

      
      It is an upstairs bedroom in an old brownstone in Dennings, Pennsylvania. This is where Leonard reads his books and watches
         his videos. It is here that he thinks his thoughts and dreams his dreams. Sometimes, when the need for solitude is especially
         strong, he will even take his meals up here. Leonard is fond of his own company.
      

      
      It is not a particularly big room, but there is a lot packed into it. It would look impossibly cluttered if all the items
         were not so rigidly organized and arranged. A place for everything, and everything in its place. This is one of Leonard’s favourite sayings, and one that he adheres to religiously.
      

      
      The room is a shrine to horror, and the creation of horror. It is Leonard’s unashamed obsession. Along the entire length of
         one wall, galvanized steel shelves hold his collection of books: hardback and softback. Horror fiction, horror textbooks,
         encyclopaedias and anthologies, magazines and fanzines; they rise from floor to ceiling, a multitude of brightly-coloured
         spines, each book encased in a clear plastic envelope to keep it in mint condition. The books are filed in strict alphabetical and chronological order.
         To Leonard it would be unthinkable to put a book back in the wrong place.
      

      
      The rows of shelving along the next wall, which frame the room’s one small window, contain Leonard’s extensive collection
         of memorabilia. Here are bubblegum cards and ghoulish construction kits, featuring glow-in-the-dark characters from classic
         horror films. Frankenstein’s Monster, Dracula, the Mummy, the Phantom of the Opera – Leonard has them all. Here, too, are
         cardboard promotional displays for books and films; there are scores of gruesome toys, still neatly packaged in their original
         boxes. Here’s the face-hugging beastie from Alien; there’s a professional make-up kit for creating realistic flesh wounds and scars. But pride of place goes to Leonard’s latest
         acquisition: a dummy severed hand, almost too realistic, the stump thick with congealed blood. Go on touch it! You see, it’s
         only latex!
      

      
      By the next wall, almost as an afterthought, there’s Leonard’s neatly-made single bed. A mobile hangs above it, depicting
         a flight of rubbery black bats; and the lamp beside the bed is a grinning translucent skull. At the foot of the bed are a
         television and a video-recorder set up so that Leonard can watch them in absolute comfort. The rest of the wall is taken up
         by Leonard’s video collection, all horror films, many of them bootlegs of titles once condemned as ‘video nasties’.
      

      
      Against the last wall, bordered by inflatable dinosaurs and childish-seeming rubber masks of demons, werewolves and vampires, stands Leonard’s writing desk, a huge construction of antique scrolled mahogany, which the salesman
         assured him once belonged to Bela Lugosi. Leonard has a signed document to that effect in one of the drawers of the desk,
         and has no misgivings about having handed over virtually his entire life savings to buy it. He knows that there are some opportunities
         in this world that cannot be ignored – no matter what the price.
      

      
      On the wall above the desk, in a strategic place of honour, is Leonard’s ‘Rogues’ Gallery’, a collection of framed, signed
         photographs of horror authors. Look, here’s Stephen King and James Herbert, there’s Clive Barker, Dean Koontz, Ramsey Campbell
         and Peter Straub . . . But there’s an empty space in the arrangement: a blank frame hanging there, a blank nameplate waiting to
         be filled in . . . as though Leonard is intending to make a new addition to his collection.
      

      
      Perhaps the book on the desktop is a clue. It’s a hardback novel called Black Wolf, and its author is a man called Mark Tyler. The pages of the book look well-thumbed, and you can see that slips of paper have
         been placed between some pages, as if Leonard intends to return to certain passages and read them again. There’s also a brown
         manila folder lying on the desk. It’s open and the contents are trailing out, as though Leonard was looking at them and was
         then interrupted by something. You can see the headlines quite clearly. MYSTERY BEAST STRIKES AGAIN and CAT FOUND SLAUGHTERED.
         If you examine the clippings more carefully, you discover that they all tell a similar story. Some animal has been preying on local pets. Cats and dogs have
         been found with their throats ripped out, their bodies horribly mangled. In one incident, a hen coop has been invaded and
         dozens of birds ripped to shreds. Even more bizarre is the testimony of one Earl Cooper, the owner of those chickens, a middle-aged
         bachelor with a smallholding out on the Four Mile Road, just north of Dennings. Look, here’s the story in his own words, cut
         from an edition of the Dennings Courier.

      
      
         ‘I was woke in the night by noises from the hen coop, sounded like they was coming from the depths of hell. I figured there
            was a fox in the henhouse; it’s happened before. I got up out of bed, put on my dressing-gown and boots, and grabbed my twelve-bore
            from the rack. It’s kind of remote out here on the Four Mile Road, so I always keep it loaded. I ran out into the yard and
            saw the door of the coop was open. The henhouse door was open, too, and there was a terrible commotion in there: chickens
            flapping and squawking as they tried to escape. I yelled something and ran straight into the henhouse. It was pitch dark in
            there. As I came through the doorway, something sprang on me, something mean and wild, snapping and slavering at my throat.
            I went down on my back, and the gun slipped out of my hands. After that I just had to concentrate on covering my face. My
            hands and shoulders was all bit, and there was a chunk taken out of my right shoulder. Then whatever it was took off through the doorway, and I was too scared to go after it. The doctor said afterwards that the bites looked like those which
            would be made by a dog. Of course, I didn’t catch so much as a glimpse of it, but it seemed to me to be bigger and stronger
            than any dog I’ve ever heard of. The other thing I can’t figure out is how it got in there in the first place. After the last
            trouble, I had the fence extended to fifteen feet all round; but this thing managed to burst a padlock and walk right in through
            the door. Now what kind of an animal can do something like that?’
         

      

      
      What indeed? Maybe the same animal that attacked local teenager Candy Winningham, ten days later as she walked home from her
         boyfriend’s house in Calder Street, Dennings. Candy was walking along a deserted street, deep in thought, when something ‘big
         and heavy’ jumped her from behind, pushing her forwards on to her face and knocking her temporarily unconscious. When she
         came to, mere seconds later, she was aware of a terrible pain in her left thigh. Putting her fingers to the wound, she was
         horrified to discover that she had suffered a jagged bite that later required thirty stitches. Her mysterious assailant had
         vanished.
      

      
      Now, look, here’s an interesting article! Local businessman Ray Teale was driving along Highway 12 three weeks later, when
         . . .
      

      
      Listen! Hear that? You can hear voices in the room next-door. One speaks in low, subdued tones. Then, every so often, there’s
         another voice, a woman’s voice rising in a shrill manic shriek and, my goodness, the language she’s using! That will be Leonard’s mother. We’ll have to make
         allowances for her; she’s not been well. Now a man’s voice is shouting back at her. He hates it when she swears like this.
         It makes him so angry. And when Leonard gets angry . . .
      

      
      Oh, oh! Now listen! The sound of Mother’s door opening. Slow heavy footsteps on the landing. He’s coming back. Leonard’s coming back.
         We’d better go now. He wouldn’t like it if he found us here . . .
      

   
      
      Chapter One

      
      
      
      When Mark Tyler collected the mail from the doormat that morning, inevitably one letter stood out from the rest. It was a
         white airmail envelope bearing an American stamp and postmark, and he quickly realized that it was from his US publishers.
         Opening it, he found that it contained only another, smaller envelope and a compliments slip. Mark examined the inner envelope.
         In the left-hand corner a small gold sticker, printed in an ornate Old English text, announced its sender. Mr Leonard J. Goldman
         of Dennings, Pennsylvania. Mark frowned. He knew few people in America other than his publishers, and so far his only personal
         contact with them had been regular letters from his editor, a lady with the unlikely name of Brook Dellon. She had told him
         how much they had enjoyed Black Wolf and how they were sure it was going to do great business over there and, oh, would Mark mind if they substituted the word terrified for the word horrified on page 253, since she felt it had been rather overused already in that chapter.
      

      
      Mark left the bills and circulars on the hall table, and strolled through into the kitchen to complete making the two cups of coffee and toast he had been preparing when the letterbox had rattled. He put the letter on to the round wicker
         tray with the mugs and plates, resolving to read it in the comfort of bed. He gazed thoughtfully through the kitchen window
         at the bedraggled garden that backed his house, and resolved once again to get it mowed and weeded as soon as the weather
         improved. This morning was grey and overcast, and there was no sign of spring on the way, even though it was late April. If
         the second Black Wolf saga showed signs of emulating the success of the first, he might move away to the country, leaving
         London far behind. He had a vague idea about going to Ireland; Brendan had once told him that writers didn’t have to pay tax
         there. He’d have to look into that sometime.
      

      
      The kettle came to the boil. He poured hot water into the mugs, reflecting as he did so that he had a meeting later that day
         with Peter Maughan, his literary agent. He knew what it would be about, and part of him sagged. Since he was a school kid,
         Mark had nurtured dreams of becoming a published writer. And after many years of fervent hopes, false starts and cruel rejections,
         at the comparatively young age of twenty-eight, he had finally achieved that ambition. His first novel, a Celtic ghost story
         called The Haunting had been released to modest sales in Britain and considerable indifference elsewhere, which had not prompted him to give
         up his day job as a freelance copywriter. A year later, his vampire story, Night Kiss had done considerably better for him. This time round there had been translation sales to some European countries, and a bookclub deal had helped boost his royalties. But he seemed unable to crack America and it was probably
         with this thought in mind that he sat down to create Black Wolf. This story of a Sioux shaman, who possessed extraordinary occult powers, incorporated elements of Red Indian folklore and
         was unashamedly pitched at the American market. Part fantasy, part horror story – amongst Black Wolf’s chief powers was the
         ability to transmogrify himself into a powerful wolflike beast – the gamble proved more successful than he could ever have
         anticipated. Bored by the predictability of their current programmes and excited by the freshness and authenticity of this
         unusual new product, several American publishers had expressed a fervent interest in adding it to their lists. Peter Maughan
         was able to play them off against each other, coaxing a sizable advance from the eventual victors. When it became apparent
         that Black Wolf was going to be a big seller just about everywhere, Peter suggested that Mark sign up a sequel while enthusiasm was high.
         At that time, Mark had been happy to ink his signature to a contract that offered him an even more lucrative advance. But
         now, having just finished the typescript of Black Wolf 2, he knew only too well why Maughan had asked to see him. Mark Tyler was going to be asked to perform the hat-trick.
      

      
      The idea didn’t exactly drive him wild with enthusiasm. Nobody had warned him it would be like this: married to the concept
         of Black Wolf and seemingly doomed to go on spinning out more tales about him ad infinitum. Mark told himself he ought to be happy. There were many other people who were obliged to stand beside a conveyer belt for the rest of their lives; their dreams would never come
         near to being fulfilled. And yet . . .
      

      
      Mark sighed, berating himself for being ungrateful. He picked up the tray and carried it up the staircase and into the bedroom.
         Sarah lay in that transient state between sleep and wakefulness, and he stood for a moment, looking down at her fondly, and
         thinking how he would describe this scene if he was writing about it.
      

      
      The woman was in her late twenties, slim, graceful, not conventionally pretty, but striking, with her large grey eyes and
            her full, generous mouth . . .
      

      
      Mark grinned ruefully. He had actually used some of Sarah’s characteristics for Connie, one of the protagonists in Black Wolf, and had then felt vaguely guilty when he’d written her death scene. Not that there had been anything personal in it.
      

      
      ‘Come on, sleepyhead,’ he shouted. ‘Breakfast is served!’

      
      She opened her eyes and stared at him, disorientated for an instant. Perhaps he’d interrupted a dream. Then she registered
         the breakfast tray and smiled. She yawned, stretched, sat up, and reached out her hands to take the tray.
      

      
      ‘Hey, this is all right,’ she observed. ‘I’ll have to sleep over more often.’ She steadied the tray while Mark cast off his
         towelling robe and slipped into bed beside her. ‘Oof!’ she complained. ‘Your feet are freezing!’ She handed him a mug of coffee
         and then sipped gratefully at her own. ‘Oh, yes,’ she sighed. ‘That’s better. We must have really tied one on last night.’
      

      
      ‘I lost count after eight gins,’ he admitted. ‘Say what you like about Brendan, but he knows how to throw a party.’

      
      Sarah looked dubious. ‘Most people provide some food to go with the drinks,’ she said.
      

      
      ‘Question of priorities,’ he told her. He knew that Sarah wasn’t fond of Brendan, who had somehow fallen into the role of
         being Mark’s closest friend for many years. Sarah regarded him as an upper-class layabout who’d never done an honest day’s
         work in his life. This probably wasn’t so far removed from the truth, but Mark had a forgiving nature.
      

      
      ‘What’s this?’ inquired Sarah, picking up the letter. She eyed its address sticker with interest. ‘Didn’t know you had friends
         in the States.’
      

      
      He shrugged. ‘Neither did I. It was sent to my publishers in New York, and forwarded on.’

      
      ‘Really?’ She smiled. ‘Hey, you know, I bet it’s a fan letter.’

      
      ‘If it is, it’s the first from that neck of the woods.’

      
      ‘First of many, probably. The Americans are big on that kind of thing. I remember when Mr Batty’s Birthday was published over there, I got dozens of letters.’
      

      
      Mark tried not to smile. Sarah had a way of speaking quite seriously about the most outlandish titles. She was an illustrator
         of children’s books and Mr Batty’s Birthday had been one of her biggest successes. So far it was her only work to appear in the USA where it had achieved modest sales.
         Mark thought that Sarah secretly harboured some resentment about his own meteoric success over there, and that he was therefore treading on eggshells whenever the subject
         came under discussion.
      

      
      He took the envelope from her and studied it for a moment.

      
      ‘Well, aren’t you going to open it?’ she prompted.

      
      ‘I suppose so.’

      
      He ripped open the envelope and took out a single sheet of writing paper. He scanned the contents quickly.

      
      ‘Well, fuck me,’ he said. ‘It is a fan letter!’
      

      
      ‘Told you.’ She studied him for a moment. ‘Well, you’ve had them before?’

      
      ‘One or two, I suppose. But this one’s from America!’
      

      
      She laughed. ‘My God, it’s still one big Disneyland to you, isn’t it? Go on, let’s hear it!’

      
      He tried to hand her the sheet of paper, but she pushed it back.

      
      ‘My eyes haven’t focused yet. You read it out to me.’

      
      He shrugged. ‘All right, then.’ He leaned back against his pillows.

      
      
         Dear Mr Tyler,

         I trust you will forgive the presumptuousness of me writing to you via your publisher, but I recently read your excellent
            horror novel Black Wolf in hardback and I feel I must comment.
         

         Firstly let me explain that I have also read your two previous novels, which I managed to obtain through an import bookstore
            in New York. While they were enjoyable enough, they only hinted at your potential as a writer. Black Wolf however is in an entirely different league! This was a first-rate story, full of suspense and drama, and streets ahead of
            most other exercises in this genre. I don’t mind telling you that I am a horror fanatic of the first order and this spellbinding
            tale had me enthralled from page one to the very end. Forgive me for not knowing if you have a fan club, but if there is one,
            I would be very proud to add my name to it. I have written to just about all the “masters” of the genre, and I realize that
            you are probably too busy to reply in person; but if I could beg from you a signed photograph to add to my “Rogues’ Gallery”,
            then I would indeed be a happy man! I already have signed photographs of all the accepted “masters” of horror fiction, and
            can assure you that you would be in august company.
         

         If I may presume upon your valuable time a moment longer, may I inquire if there are to be more Black Wolf novels? I certainly
            hope so, because you have created an intriguing and multi-faceted horror hero who I am sure has the necessary depth to sustain
            many more exciting tales of dark fantasy. Thank you for sharing your wonderful talents, and let me assure you that I am only
            one of a legion of devoted fans.
         

         Your servant (and Black Wolf’s),

         Leonard J. Goldman

      

      
      Sarah brought her hands together in a burst of applause. ‘Hey,’ she said. ‘Now that’s what I call fan mail!’

      
      Mark grinned sheepishly. ‘Not bad,’ he admitted.
      

      
      ‘Not bad! God, if only the reviews had been that good. What was that bit about “sharing your wonderful talents”?’
      

      
      ‘Leave it out,’ he said fondly.

      
      She chewed thoughtfully on the corner of a piece of toast.

      
      ‘I wonder where this puts our little project?’ she mused. ‘Perhaps you’ll be too busy now to spare any of your valuable time
         for a mere children’s book.’ She was referring to The Jumblies, her long cherished project about items of clothing in a jumble sale. Already in her mind, every item had been assigned a
         name and a character, and the various chapters would follow each garment to its new home. As a freelance illustrator she had
         usually worked to a writer’s brief, but this concept was all her own. Sarah had already produced many of the pictures, but
         still needed somebody with the skill to put her vision into words. Mark had been her obvious choice.
      

      
      ‘Don’t be silly!’ He put an arm around her and kissed her fondly on the forehead. ‘Soon as I sort out this third manuscript,
         we’ll get down to it.’
      

      
      ‘You said that about the second one,’ she reminded him.

      
      ‘I know. It’s just that the publishers are putting on a lot of pressure for me to . . .’

      
      ‘Oh God, the pressure, the pressure!’ Sarah put a hand to her forehead in a theatrical gesture.

      
      ‘Well, I mean, it’s crazy to pass up the opportunity. For years, nobody wanted to give me the time of day, and now they’re actually begging for more.’
      

      
      She patted his hand reassuringly. ‘I know, love. You’ve worked hard for this, and you deserve it. I suppose there’s no great
         hurry. The Jumblies can wait a while longer.’ She tapped the sheet of paper in Mark’s hand. ‘I hope you’re going to reply to this.’
      

      
      He frowned. ‘Think I should?’

      
      ‘The guy’s taken the trouble to write to you, so I think it’s only polite. You’ve still got some of those black-and-white
         photos left from the book shoot, haven’t you?’
      

      
      He nodded. ‘Don’t know why I bothered,’ he complained. ‘Nobody ever used them.’

      
      ‘It’s because you don’t look sinister enough. You’ve got the face of the boy next-door.’

      
      ‘Have you seen the boy next-door? He looks like Freddy Kruger!’
      

      
      ‘That’s cruel. He has acne, that’s all.’ Sarah glanced at the bedside clock and suddenly became all businesslike. ‘Jesus,
         it’s nearly ten o’clock! I’d better get home and finish up those sketches for Mortimer Rabbit. I’m showing them to the publishers tomorrow.’
      

      
      ‘Mortimer can wait another hour, surely? You could look at this as research . . .’ His lecherous advance was neatly thwarted when
         she thrust the breakfast tray into his hands.
      

      
      Sarah threw aside the duvet and made for the bathroom.

      
      ‘Actually, I thought you might give me a lift into town,’ he called after her.

      
      She paused at the door and glared at him. ‘Did you now? Listen, mate, now that you’re pulling in a good whack from this writing lark, isn’t it time you booked yourself some driving lessons?’
      

      
      He grimaced.

      
      ‘Yeah, well I keep meaning to, but . . .’

      
      ‘But it’s easier if I drive you around? Listen, I sometimes like to have a drink myself, when we go out. Look at the hassle
         we had finding a cab at three o’clock this morning. If you could drive, we could take turns.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not really convinced I want to learn.’

      
      ‘It’s sheer laziness, that’s all. I can’t believe you’ve reached the grand old age of thirty-one without even taking a driving
         test. Suppose one day you’re in some kind of emergency? Suppose I was taken ill and you had to get me to hospital . . .’
      

      
      ‘All right, all right, I get the message. I’ll organize it. But in the meantime, are you sure you don’t want to come back to bed?’
      

      
      ‘Just hit the brakes, sunshine. Duty calls!’

      
      Mark sighed, dropped back against his pillow. ‘Great,’ he said. ‘Now I’ve got a couple of hours to fill and nothing to fill
         it with.’
      

      
      ‘It will give you time to write back to your number-one fan, won’t it?’ She moved on along the hallway, smiling to herself.

      
      Mark sighed and regarded the uneaten breakfast on the tray. ‘At least it’s one person who appreciates me,’ he muttered to
         himself.
      

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      
      
      After writing back to Leonard Goldman, and enclosing the signed photograph, Mark let himself out of the house and walked down
         to the nearest tube station. He called at the post office on route and mailed his brief reply. Then he rode in to the city,
         sandwiched between ranks of faceless commuters. Once upon a time, he reflected, there had been quiet periods on the tube trains,
         but these days there seemed to be only two modes of travel: overcrowded and just plain frantic. The sliding doors disgorged
         him at Warren Street and he let the crowds push him along the echoey windswept corridors and up the packed escalators on to
         the crowded streets. The weather had not improved. The air was icy and filled with pockets of drizzle that spat at him as
         he strolled along Tottenham Court Road. Cars moved fitfully along the street, horns blaring as motorists vented their frustration
         on the vehicle in front, and he began to wonder if learning to drive was really such a great idea. The people he saw behind
         the wheel all looked grey, stressed and very bad-tempered. Now if he lived in the country, that would be different, driving
         might actually be a pleasant experience – but in London . . .
      

      
      His thoughts were interrupted by the relentless yammer of pneumatic drills. Workmen were digging up the road opposite the
         tube station and the noise was a violent assault on the eardrums.
      

      
      He cut down a side street and arrived at the shabby, three-storey building where Peter Maughan’s literary agency had its home.
         He buzzed the intercom, identified himself, and received a curt invitation to come on up to the first floor. Pushing open
         the front door he threaded his way past cartons of paperbacks piled up in the hallway. On the linoleum-covered staircase he
         was surprised to encounter a framed enlargement of the original cover for Black Wolf – a new addition since his last visit. He paused to look at it for a moment. It was a stark graphic image, a close-up of an
         open mouth, framed by a dark blue background. The mouth was not quite human, not quite lupine, but somehow a mixture of both.
         It was an image that managed to be both startling and intriguing, and Mark reckoned it had probably played a significant part
         in the success of his book. What was that old adage about not judging a book by its cover? The simple truth was that everyone
         did.
      

      
      He moved on up to the first floor, and halted at the open doorway of Meg’s office. She sat at a computer screen, ranks of
         green digits reflecting in her wire-rimmed glasses. Then she glanced up, feigning surprise though she had just invited him
         up.
      

      
      ‘Oh, hey, Mark, hi!’ Meg seemed a blatant Sloane Ranger, and was perhaps the only person he knew who actually said ‘OK yah’ without meaning it to be ironic. She was only in her early twenties, but her air of rosy-cheeked innocence
         masked a very astute grasp of the book business. Mark knew that she did ninety per cent of Maughan’s work, without ever receiving
         due credit for it. Indeed, it was she who had read Black Wolf first and heartily recommended it to her employer. For that much at least Mark would always be grateful to her.
      

      
      ‘How’s our best-selling author today?’ she asked.

      
      ‘He’s OK. In fact, he received his first American fan letter this morning.’

      
      ‘Wow, fantastic! Who from?’

      
      ‘Some guy in America.’

      
      ‘First of many, I’m sure.’

      
      ‘That’s what Sarah said. Is his nibs at home?’

      
      ‘Yah. You can go right up. By the way, I think the new manuscript’s just fine. Just a couple of details to sort out. Nothing
         serious.’
      

      
      ‘Peter read it?’

      
      ‘Not yet. You know how it is; we’ve been snowed under.’

      
      ‘Hmm.’ Mark turned and went up the next flight of steps to his agent’s office. He opened the door and found Peter Maughan
         at his desk, virtually hidden behind mounds of correspondence, typescripts, boxes of paperback and hardback novels, and cardboard
         displays for past successes and glorious failures. He beamed myopically up at Mark from behind glasses that magnified his
         pale blue eyes to twice their normal size.
      

      
      ‘Ah, how’s our best-selling author today?’

      
      Mark smiled. ‘I think I’ve already had this conversation with Meg,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘Well, sit down, sit down.’ Maughan got up and came around the desk to move a pile of paperbacks off the only vacant chair.
         He was somewhere in his middle years, thin and rather dishevelled. His skin had already acquired the mottled tones of the
         habitual drinker, a legacy of too many lunchtimes spent ‘entertaining’ authors. Mark knew with a dread certainty that after
         half an hour’s chat the two of them would almost certainly retire to the pub next-door for some serious drinking, an unwise
         move given Mark’s excesses of the previous night, though he also knew that he would do nothing to discourage the idea. Besides,
         Peter only really got himself into gear after his second drink of the day.
      

      
      Mark dropped into the chair and waited for Maughan to resume his seat. They smiled at each other across the cluttered desk.

      
      ‘Well,’ said Peter at last. ‘It’s all going rather well, isn’t it? You must be very pleased.’

      
      ‘I’m over the moon,’ said Mark unconvincingly.

      
      ‘And I’m glad to say that I love the new manuscript. A bit of fine tuning is all that’s needed.’

      
      ‘Meg told me you hadn’t read it yet.’

      
      ‘Not all of it. Of course, I’ve, er . . . I’ve skimmed it.’
      

      
      ‘Skimmed it?’

      
      ‘Yes . . . and Meg’s read it from beginning to end. As you know, I trust her judgement implicitly. We may ask you for a few minor
         alterations, and then it should be all plain sailing. Meanwhile, you can be thinking about the next novel in the series . . .’
      

      
      Mark grimaced.

      
      ‘I wanted to talk to you about that.’

      
      ‘Mmmm?’ Peter made a spire out of his hands and rested his chin on the peak. His huge, watery eyes regarded Mark blankly.
         ‘Is there a problem?’
      

      
      ‘Well, yes. You see, I’m not sure . . . not one hundred per cent sure, anyway . . . that I want to write another one.’

      
      Peter frowned. ‘I see.’

      
      ‘It’s just that I’ve got lots of other ideas in mind. And to tell you the truth, I never envisaged being tied to the same
         set of characters over and over . . .’
      

      
      ‘Hardly “over and over”,’ Maughan reminded him. ‘Black Wolf was an outstanding success. It reached a much wider readership than your earlier novels – so naturally, everyone wants more.
         Your publishers are confident that the second in the series will do even better, and then a third . . .’
      

      
      ‘Yes, but everybody seems to assume that I’ll be happy to go along with it. I mean, I’d like to think I’m capable of a bit more versatility than that.’
      

      
      ‘Versatility is a curse, Mark. Remember what old Oscar said!’

      
      ‘Yes, but then, Oscar Wilde never had to write The Importance of Being Earnest 2, did he?’
      

      
      Peter grinned.

      
      ‘Joking aside,’ Mark continued, ‘you know that Sarah and I have been planning this joint children’s book. I’ve already had
         to shelve it once, when we had that panic about a second Black Wolf.’

      
      Maughan made sympathetic noises.

      
      ‘I can see that must be frustrating. But, you know, you’ve been incredibly lucky. There aren’t many writers who score a direct
         hit with only their third novel . . .’
      

      
      ‘My third published novel, you mean. Don’t forget the four other manuscripts which we never sold!’
      

      
      ‘Finding your feet, that’s what they amounted to. But listen, I’m confident that we can get the publishers to improve dramatically
         on their last advance.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not just the money!’

      
      ‘Of course not, of course not. You must admit though, it’s rather nice to have it. Still, I dare say you could always go back
         to copywriting to make ends meet. You still doing any?’
      

      
      Mark shrugged. ‘The odd bit of freelance for my old firm. Tell you the truth, I’ve been turning down a lot of offers now that
         the financial pressure’s off . . .’
      

      
      ‘Best not burn your bridges entirely, if you’re going to have to live on the earnings from a children’s book.’ He pronounced the last two words with evident distaste, as though describing some repulsive lower life form. Mark noted that
         Maughan always employed a similar tone when using the word poetry.

      
      ‘I know what you’re trying to do, Peter.’

      
      ‘What, moi?’ Maughan looked vaguely insulted. ‘My dear chap, I’m merely trying to look after your interests. We’re living in the age
         of the sequel. And now that some powerful new players have entered our arena . . .’
      

      
      Mark studied him suspiciously. ‘Come again?’ he murmured.
      

      
      ‘Well, I wasn’t going to mention this until it was more definite . . . but I took a call this morning from Tom McBride of Ventona
         Productions.’
      

      
      Mark held up a hand to interrupt. ‘Ventona Productions? Who are they – the manufacturers of some powerful new decongestant?’

      
      Peter chuckled. ‘No. Ventona Productions of Hollywood is an independent film production company with considerable success
         in the horror genre.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah?’ Mark was doubtful. ‘Name one.’

      
      ‘I’ll do better than that. I’ll name three.’ He referred to a sheet of paper in his intray. ‘Ah, yes, The Thirst, then Grind House . . . and a charmingly titled item called Bug Hutch.’

      
      Mark was somewhat taken aback by the information.

      
      ‘Christ,’ he said. ‘I’ve actually heard of those. In fact, I’ve seen Grind House on video. It was pretty good.’
      

      
      ‘Well, Ventona are now interested in acquiring film rights to the Black Wolf series. Even if it’s just an option, we’re talking
         considerable spondulicks. But McBride pointed out that they see this as a project with legs. In other words, they’re thinking in terms of sequels. So I mentioned that there was a third book in the pipeline. Think about
         it, Mark. Movies. That’s a whole new ball game. You’d have money coming out of your ears. And then you’d be able to pursue
         any project you like.’
      

      
      ‘Would I get the chance to write the screenplays?’

      
      Maughan considered for a moment. ‘That’s not totally out of the question . . . and I’d do my damnedest to get you the opportunity. But let’s face it, if they talk the required number
         of digits, you’ll probably be happy to hand it to the studio janitor for adaptation.’
      

      
      Mark scowled. ‘I already told you, it’s—’

      
      ‘“Not just the money.” I know, I know.’ Maughan sighed, and leaned back in his leather chair. ‘Mind you, it beats the shit
         out of whatever’s second best.’ He lifted an arm and glanced at his wristwatch. ‘I don’t know about you, but all this talking’s
         given me a thirst. Perhaps we should nip over to The Crown and discuss this further over a few snifters.’
      

      
      Mark looked doubtful. ‘I know exactly what will happen. You’ll get me shit-faced, and then I’ll agree to write that sodding
         third book for you.’
      

      
      Peter spread his hands in an expansive gesture.

      
      ‘Mark, really! Remember, I’m just Mr Ten Per Cent. Whatever’s good for me is ninety per cent better for you.’ He got up from
         his seat and moved towards the door.
      

      
      They went down the stairs to the next landing and paused at the door of Meg’s office.

      
      ‘Meg, love, we’re just popping out for lunch. Hold the fort, will you?’

      
      Meg smiled knowingly. ‘I’ll make sure there’s plenty of black coffee on the boil.’

      
      ‘Can’t imagine what she meant by that,’ muttered Maughan, heading down the next flight of stairs. He paused under the framed Black Wolf poster. ‘How’s about this, then? That’s the first thing anybody sees when they enter these hallowed portals.’
      

      
      Mark studied the poster again, the distended sub-human jaws bristling with teeth. He was seized by an abrupt sense of foreboding,
         a chill that tickled along the length of his spine. Something bad was coming. His luck had been too exceptional lately. Something
         had to go wrong, spoil things for him . . .
      

      
      He shrugged off the sensation and almost laughed out loud at his uncharacteristic fears. He had never believed in premonitions.

      
      Maughan opened the front door and they stepped out on to the street. They turned right and strolled along to the pub.

      
      Before, heading home that night, Mark had predictably agreed to write the third instalment of Black Wolf, and had drunk six pints of Belgian lager; though these events did not, of course, happen strictly in that order.
      

   
      
      Chapter Three

      
      
      
      Leonard started downstairs in his silk dressing-gown when he heard the mailman’s heavy tread on the front porch. He hadn’t
         fallen off to sleep until four a.m., and had woken again at seven on the dot. These days he didn’t seem to need much sleep,
         and when he did close his eyes, he was bothered by the bad dreams.
      

      
      A bundle of letters lay on the doormat, and he moved quickly and quietly down the last few steps, hoping not to wake Mother,
         who was also a light sleeper. He bent to pick up the mail and as he straightened, he caught sight of himself in the hall mirror.
         He examined his reflection, trying to see himself as others saw him, looking perhaps for a reason why most people chose to
         shun him. His wasn’t a handsome face by any stretch of the imagination, but neither was it particularly ugly. It was squarish
         and uninteresting: a block of impassive tanned flesh with little to distinguish it other than the small, tawny-brown eyes
         which peered suspiciously out at a world with which he had little in common. Leonard didn’t much care for the face, and had
         done his best to obscure it beneath layers of wiry black beard and thick centre-parted hair that hung to his collar. He smiled at his reflection, and revealed his one saving grace: two rows of even, white teeth – a
         movie star’s grin. Leonard’s father had been a dentist, so, throughout his childhood and teens, treatment had been regular
         and free, had only stopped with his father’s unfortunate death when Leonard was fourteen. A new piece of equipment his father
         had been testing out had been incorrectly wired at the plug. The resulting shock had stopped his heart, killing him as effectively
         as if he had been hit by a runaway truck. Nobody could understand how Mr Goldman, a precise and meticulous sort, could have
         made such a careless mistake.
      

      
      Leonard flicked through the pile of mail and came to the one he’d been anticipating for over a week. He studied the British
         stamp and postmark and suddenly, he wished he had dressed before coming downstairs. He felt as though the author of the letter
         could somehow see him standing there half clothed in the gloomy hallway of that Victorian brownstone in Dennings, Pennsylvania.
         Instinctively, he pulled his Father’s old dressing-gown tighter around him. Dad had been a smaller, more slender man and on
         Leonard the garment was barely decent. But Brenda, the home help wasn’t due till eight-thirty. Mother seemed to be asleep
         still, so there was nobody else to see him. He was glad of that.
      

      
      He moved slowly back up the big, ornate staircase, placing his bare feet carefully, because he had learned over the years
         where the worst creaks were situated. If he woke Mother up, she would start to pester him. It wasn’t that he minded, not really.
         He loved his Mother and wanted only to please her. But now this special letter had come and he needed a little time to enjoy it, undisturbed. He gained
         the landing and paused for a moment at Mother’s open door. He listened carefully, and after a few moments he could hear her
         regular breathing, a slight snore mingled with each intake of breath. Smiling, he slipped along to his own room, right beside
         Mother’s. He went in and closed the door gently behind him, feeling safe and secure now in his sanctuary of horrors.
      

      
      Sitting down at Bela Lugosi’s desk, he extracted the envelope from his pocket. First he examined the outside carefully, looking
         for clues. Mark Tyler’s handwriting – if indeed it was his and not that of some secretary or press agent – was neat and precise,
         and sloped gently to the right, which suggested a hint of ambition. Leonard lifted the envelope to his nose and sniffed it
         gently. No traces of perfume or aftershave, but he did detect the faintest odour of tobacco. That told him that his hero had
         probably been smoking a cigarette when he wrote this letter. Leonard’s sense of smell seemed to have become highly sensitive
         lately, a development he perceived as inevitable. Next he inspected the postmark and noted, with a twinge of satisfaction,
         that his own letter must have been answered almost immediately. In the past, with other heroes, he’d been obliged to wait
         months for a reply.
      

      
      Now Leonard picked up a decorative silver knife, its handle worked into a representation of a demon’s head. He slit the envelope
         open carefully, wanting to preserve it precisely in its original form to store the precious contents. At last he withdrew the single sheet of notepaper, and felt a jolt of disappointment when he saw how brief the reply
         was. But then he located the enclosed photograph, and found himself looking at a handsome young man, probably in his late
         twenties or early thirties, with exquisitely groomed dark hair, soulful eyes – what a pity this was only black and white,
         he’d love to know what colour those eyes were – a nicely proportioned face, the nose proud, the mouth authoritative. The photograph
         had been signed, ‘To Leonard, my first and foremost American fan. Best wishes, Mark Tyler.’

      
      Leonard felt a glow of pleasure spread through him. ‘First and foremost!’ He’d never hoped for such an honour.
      

      
      Now he turned his attention to the letter itself, written in that same neat hand.

      
       
       
         Dear Leonard,

         (Leonard, mark you! Not Mr Goldman or L. Goldman, but Leonard!)
         

      Thanks very much for your warm and appreciative remarks concerning Black Wolf. I have to admit that yours is my very first American fan letter and I feel honoured that you have lavished my novel with
         such generous praise.
      

      
      In answer to your question, yes, there is another novel, Black Wolf 2: Night Feast, already written, which will be released in Britain in September. (I apologise for not knowing the American release date, but I’m sure my publishers there can advise you.)
      

      
      There is currently some talk of a Black Wolf 3, but at this early stage, I have not decided whether I want to undertake it. I wouldn’t want my lycanthropic hero to outstay
         his welcome!
      

      
      Well, I guess that about answers your question. Thanks once again for your kind remarks about my book. I really do appreciate
         it. If you’re ever in London, look me up, and I’ll buy you a drink. I’ve enclosed the photo you asked for, and I apologise
         in advance for any nightmares it might cause!
      

      
      All for now,

      
      Best wishes,

      
      Mark Tyler

      
     
      

      Leonard read the letter through several times, feeling his sense of elation mounting by the moment. This was more than he
         could have hoped for, such an agreeable and personal letter, far better than the stereotyped, standard printout that he usually
         received. And it said that Leonard’s was the first American fan letter that his new hero had received! Well, he really shouldn’t be surprised about that. After all, he’d bought
         a copy on the day of its first release in the States; he’d even put in an advance order for it. It had been exciting following
         Mark Tyler’s developing career from the beginning, seeing his writing mature, noting the increasing inventiveness of his ideas,
         the added depth of his characterisations. A soul-mate in the making. And then, like a bolt from the blue, there had been Black Wolf and Leonard knew that Mark had finally earned his place in the ‘Rogues’ Gallery’.
      

      
      Black Wolf had become a very special book for Leonard. The moment he’d seen that cover he’d known it would be special. For Mark Tyler
         had somehow seen into his mind; read his thoughts, registered the unstoppable power of his emotions – because Leonard and
         Black Wolf were the same. How he had trembled and sweated when he read that amazing book for the first time! He had since read it a dozen times over.
         He, too, knew the fears and terrors that the Red Indian lycanthrope had suffered; for just like Black Wolf, Leonard was afraid to give
         rein to the sexual side of his nature, knowing that he also could so easily lose control – turn into a raging, blood-lusting
         animal. Too many times now he had been close to abandoning himself outright to the beast that sheltered within him. It was
         clear that Mark Tyler understood his situation perfectly. He must do, for, after all, Black Wolf was Tyler’s creation. His child. If anybody in the world really understood Leonard, Mark Tyler was that man. The two of them were truly kindred spirits now
         . . .
      

      
      Leonard slipped suddenly into a favourite infantile fantasy. He pictured himself in the front row of a prestigious Hollywood
         theatre. Veronica from Checkout 4 was sitting beside him, her arm linked with his. Mark Tyler was up on stage, dressed in
         a tuxedo, giving an address at the microphone, as he clutched a glittering golden trophy.
      

      
      His voice echoed around the auditorium. ‘I, er, just want to say that there’s somebody out there in the audience tonight – someone without whom this book would not have been possible.’
      

      
      Bursts of applause, heads turning to stare enviously. Veronica squeezing his hand excitedly, gazing lovingly up at him.

      
      ‘He’ll hate me for mentioning this, because he’s a very modest guy; but it was his phenomenal vision and insight that guided
         and instructed me in fulfilling this project. Ladies and Gentlemen, I give you my very good friend . . . my brother . . . Leonard Goldman!’
      

      
      And Leonard was standing now, bowing to the crowd, his eyes filling with tears. Flashbulbs crackled as the press scrambled
         for their shots. The applause rang in his ears. Now he was stumbling towards the stage, where Mark Tyler waited, open-armed
         to embrace him . . .
      

      
      Unconsciously, he had slipped a hand beneath the folds of the silk robe, his fingertips brushing against the shaft of his
         erect penis. He could feel Black Wolf rising within him like a cloud of warm energy, filling him with unnatural power, making him feel potent, confident, articulate,
         alive. He tilted back his head to stare at the ceiling and felt the howl begin to build from somewhere deep inside him. He squeezed
         his eyes shut . . . opened his mouth to shape the sound . . .
      

      
      The front door opened and closed. He snapped upright in his seat, his face reddening with shame. He could hear Brenda’s heavy
         footfalls on the stairs, climbing slowly towards his room. He waited in silence. Knuckles rapped the ancient wood of the door.
      

      
      ‘Leonard? You ’wake?’
      

      
      He said nothing. He sat there, glaring at the door, waiting for her to go.

      
      She knocked again a couple of times. Then the sound of her footsteps padding slowly towards Mother’s room. Leonard breathed
         a sigh of relief.
      

      
      She had killed his sense of excitement as effectively as if she had doused him with a bucket of cold water. His penis was
         flaccid now and the fantasy had slipped beyond his reach. He needed something to occupy himself. He opened a drawer of the
         desk and took out a stack of high-quality writing paper, He would waste no time in developing this new friendship. Now he
         had assured himself that Mark Tyler really was his soul-mate, he would show the man the full extent of his talents. Theirs
         would be an intellectual friendship, an open exchange of ideas, a partnership of equals – not, as he had expected, a relationship of master and servant. Leonard had plenty of ideas for stories, he’d
         tried to write them himself many times, but somehow they never turned out quite as he intended. Mark could write beautifully
         though, and he would recognise the vital essence of those ideas, would utilise them. Working together they could take Black Wolf in exciting new directions . . .
      

      
      ‘So you are awake! I thought I heard somethin’!’
      

      
      Leonard turned to find Brenda peering in the doorway, her lank, greasy hair hanging in her eyes. She was a woman in her mid-forties
         but looked much older. She was stout and shapeless, given to wearing thrift-store clothing mottled with foodstains. When she
         grinned, it was to reveal teeth stained with nicotine. She was holding Mother’s bedpan, and the room was already rapidly filling up with
         the stink of it.
      

      
      ‘I just got up to take a pill,’ muttered Leonard. ‘I’m going straight back to bed.’

      
      ‘Oh, yeah?’ She fluttered her eyelids at him, a ghastly parody of a femme fatale. ‘Want some company?’
      

      
      He didn’t even bother to mask the repugnance that came to his face.

      
      ‘No, thank you,’ he said coldly.

      
      She shrugged. ‘Suit yourself, sugar. I’ll keep it hot for you.’ She closed the door behind her and he heard her cackling laughter
         as she moved off in the direction of the bathroom. The smell of the bedpan lingered in the room, and Leonard felt nauseous.
         He got up and opened a window. The filthy old scut! He’d have to be desperate to envisage laying so much as a finger on her
         stinking body.
      

      
      Returning to his desk, he made a mental effort to dismiss the interruption and directed his attention back to the letter.
         He picked up his favourite fountain pen, uncapped it with a flourish, and began to write, making himself take his own good
         time – because if he didn’t, he knew his handwriting would quickly become illegible. He wrote for the best part of an hour,
         and when he felt he had said enough for one letter, he found he had four pages. He read them through, correcting the odd word
         here and there with typing fluid, striking out any spelling mistakes and going painstakingly over them, until he was sure
         it was all word-perfect. Then he decided that, to sound really smart, the letter needed a postscript. An idea came to him, so he wrote:
      

      
      
         Thought you would like to know what your number-one fan looks like. I enclose a recent signed photograph of myself. Now we’re even!
         

      

      

      
      Instantly, he regretted the decision. He imagined handsome Mark Tyler looking at Leonard Goldman’s homely, bearded face and
         recoiling in disgust – worse still, laughing at him! This was simply not the face he wanted to show to his hero. He required one that went with the superior impressions
         conveyed by his writing. He considered painting the PS out, but realized that Tyler would then be curious about what had been
         there before. Perhaps he should write out the last page all over again? Then he had a better idea. He went to one of his shelves
         and rooted out an old cigar box containing a series of pictures taken at high-school. He found a portrait of George Stevens,
         a former teacher of Leonard’s, and a conventionally handsome guy. The picture had been taken at one of the school functions.
         George wore a plain red T-shirt, and he had one arm flung around Laura Bishop, one of Leonard’s old classmates. George was
         grinning knowingly at the camera, and was in the act of raising a can of Shlitz in a mock toast. Leonard had often wondered
         if old Georgie boy had been poking Laura all those years ago; the covetous, sidelong glance that Laura was giving George suggested
         it was a distinct possibility. More importantly, though, in the photo, George had then been around the same age that Leonard was now, somewhere in his early-thirties; and he looked like everybody’s favourite pal, the
         kind of guy who always had a girl on his arm and a beer in his hand. Judging from the letter he’d just written, this was probably
         the kind of person that Tyler would expect to see.
      

      
      Leonard went back to the desk, raised his pen and wrote across the base of the photo, To Mark, with all best wishes. Leonard. Then another thought occurred to him, and he added a P.P.S. He smiled, gave a nod of satisfaction. He felt the letter was
         now complete. He folded it neatly and slid it into an envelope, together with the photograph. Brenda could post it for him
         on her way home. And, look, even to Mark’s personal address, as displayed right at the top of his letter. A rare show of trust,
         thought Leonard. Most writers were cagey about releasing that kind of information, preferring to correspond care of their
         agent or publisher. But here was a man who went beyond such petty considerations. A soul-mate indeed!
      

      
      Oh and what else was that he’d said in his letter? If you’re ever in London, look me up. Leonard smiled. Maybe one day he’d take Mark Tyler up on that offer. Yes, maybe he would, at that.
      

   
      
      Chapter Four

      
      
      
      Late that afternoon, Leonard got the dun-coloured Camaro out of the garage and drove slowly to work. He had dressed himself
         in the regulation white shirt, black bow-tie and black slacks that were the required wear for all male employees of Olsen’s.
      

      
      Olsen’s was a twenty-four-hour shopping mart on the outskirts of Dennings, and Leonard had now been working there for around
         eight months. Mother had been insistent that he take a job, something to get him out of the house – to give him an interest.
      

      
      He had spent too many years in isolation with his books and his videos, she told him. He needed to get out more, meet people,
         start making some friends; why, did he realize that apart from Brenda and the occasional tradesman, nobody else ever came
         to the house? It wasn’t good for a body to spend so much time alone. It wasn’t natural! He had argued that he didn’t like the idea of leaving her alone for so long, especially at night, but they’d come up with
         a workable solution. Leonard had bought a radio alarm system. Mother would keep a pager right beside her bed, which would
         send a signal to a small bleeper that Leonard wore on his belt. Though she’d never yet had the occasion to use it, this gave Leonard peace of
         mind, especially now that he always seemed to be working the. graveyard shift.
      

      
      When he had first started at Olsen’s, he had been expected to take the late shift only on rotation, like everyone else, every
         fourth week. But, as time passed, he found people asking him if he’d mind exchanging with them, and he never refused such
         a request because really he preferred working at night. It was quieter then, and there was less pressure. So, pretty soon,
         he found the 6 p.m.-till-2 a.m. shift had become his regular fixture. That had suited him fine until three months ago, when
         old Mr Baxter had retired and Olsen’s had acquired a new night manager.
      

      
      Leonard pulled into a vacant slot in the car park immediately outside the large, squat brick-and-glass building. A few shoppers
         drifted in and out of the entrance doors, pushing their battered trolleys in front of them, some of the older shoppers clearly
         using them to support their infirm bodies rather than carry purchases. Beyond the mart, the rooftops of Dennings’ houses appeared
         a uniform grey, rising in steep ranks to the distant outline of the steel-processing mill, once the very lifeblood of the
         town but now rapidly winding down its production. Beyond that, hills dotted with sorry-looking cottonwoods threatened to merge
         with an overcast sky. The air was hazy, and shot through with an acrid, metallic smell that was always present in this dingy
         little town. The sunlight barely made it through the intervening screen of pollution, so it seemed somehow much later in the day than it really was.
      

      
      Leonard stepped out of the vehicle, reached in for the Tupperware container that housed his lunch, and locked the car securely
         after him. There’d been a recent surge in car thefts in the area, and many blamed redundancies at the steel mill for the problem.
         Leonard figured it was more probably a result of boredom. There wasn’t much for young people to do around here. Most of them
         soon took the hint and headed for Pittsburgh. There’d even been a time when Leonard had nurtured the same aspiration, but
         when his Mother had fallen sick, he had never found the heart to leave her alone in that big empty house. She was his focus.
      

      
      He strolled across the parking lot, ignoring the shoppers who occasionally moved around him, as insubstantial as grey phantoms.
         The sliding doors parted in front of him with a hiss of warm, stale air. The fluorescent ceiling lights gave the interior
         of the mart a clinical, soulless ambience. Muzak pulsed from hidden speakers, like warm oil.
      

      
      He moved along the rows of checkouts, only some of which were currently in use. Eventually he raised his eyes from the tiled
         floor and gazed hopefully towards Checkout 4. Sure enough, Veronica was there. He halted beside her till and stood absolutely
         still, waiting for her to notice him.
      

      
      Veronica was about the most beautiful girl he had ever seen. She was slim, rather frail-looking, with straight blonde hair
         that would have hung to her shoulders if regulations did not insist that she wear it tied back in a pony-tail. Leonard had never yet seen her with her hair loose,
         but he figured she would look like the painting of Shakespeare’s Ophelia he had once seen in an art magazine. She had beautiful
         hazel eyes and the prettiest smile, her teeth white and even. Whenever she turned her gaze in his direction, Leonard felt
         hot and dizzy and tongue-tied. And yet, despite his confusion, he lived for those special nights every few weeks when it was
         her turn to work this shift. He had her rota marked down in his calendar at home – the one that hung beside the Dawn Of The Dead poster. Leonard stood there, savouring the smell of her. She used an apple-scented soap and a spray cologne that had the
         unmistakable aroma of dewberries. To him, she smelled good enough to eat.
      

      
      Veronica eventually became aware of his presence, at her side. She had no customers at her till, and was surreptitiously glancing
         through a copy of National Enquirer. She glanced up in alarm, then relaxed when she saw it was only Leonard. She smiled dazzlingly.
      

      
      ‘Hi, Leonard. How’s it going?’

      
      He felt his cheeks burning, but struggled to make a reply, terrified of the occasional stutter that lurked somewhere at the
         back of his head, waiting to trip him up, make him look stupid. The stutter that had once bedeviled his adolescence.
      

      
      ‘I’m . . . I’m fine, thank you. And yourself?’

      
      ‘Oh, I’m OK, I guess. Little tired though, and this is my first night on lates. I was out partying last night. I’ll be bushed by tomorrow. What’s your secret, Len?’
      

      
      He was startled by the question. ‘My . . . my secret?’

      
      ‘Yeah, y’know, always looking so wide awake.’

      
      ‘Oh, you get used to it.’

      
      ‘But you do this shift full-time, don’t you? Don’t you miss out on a lot of fun? You know, going out with friends and stuff?
         Concerts, parties . . .’
      

      
      Leonard shrugged. He was about to say that he didn’t have any friends, in fact didn’t need any, but realized that sounded pathetic, even though it was true. He cast around for something else to say and a sudden inspiration
         struck him.
      

      
      ‘Well, I like to keep the days free to work on my writing.’

      
      Her eyes widened slightly.

      
      ‘You’re a writer?’ she asked him.

      
      He nodded.

      
      ‘Cool. What kind of stuff do you write?’

      
      ‘H . . . H . . . H . . .’ The word somehow stuck in his throat, and it took an effort to spit it out. ‘Horror stories!’

      
      ‘Hey, that’s really neat. Maybe you’ll get famous one day and I’ll be able to say, “I used to know that guy when we worked
         together at Olsen’s!”’
      

      
      Leonard smiled, encouraged. He was warming to his theme. He was even beginning to picture it, another little movie unfolding
         in his mind’s eye: him driving up to Olsen’s in a big, expensive foreign car, but no longer working there – he’d just dropped
         by to pick up a few things. Naturally he would stop at Veronica’s checkout, and she’d ask him how he was getting on. He’d
         tell her fine, he’d been busy just at the moment, he’d been on the set at Universal helping Clive Barker with a few problems on the
         script of his latest movie. And then he’d ask her, just kind of casual, if maybe she’d like to stop by his place later on
         and have dinner with him . . .
      

      
      ‘So, what are you working on at the moment?’

      
      ‘Huh?’ He stared at her a moment, his fantasy rudely disrupted by the necessity of creating a convincing lie. ‘Er, actually,
         I’m working with a successful writer at the moment. Guy called Mark Tyler. Don’t know if you’ve heard of him. He’s English
         . . .’
      

      
      Veronica shook her head.

      
      ‘The Black Wolf stories?’

      
      She was looking up at him blankly, but he pushed on anyway. ‘I’m kind of helping him with his books. We work through our ideas
         together, and sometimes, when he’s stuck, he phones me and the two of us—’
      

      
      ‘Hey, Goldman! You on vacation today?’

      
      Leonard broke off as the night manager, Rick Devereaux came swaggering along the line of checkouts. Rick was tall and wiry,
         and the proud possessor of more than his fair share of arrogance. He sported an aggressive-looking crewcut and a discreet
         smattering of acne pits on his sallow cheeks. He habitually kept a sharpened pencil behind one ear, and a large bunch of keys
         hung ostentatiously from his metal-studded leather belt. Rick was barely out of his teens and there were many people at Olsen’s
         who thought him insufficiently mature to handle a position of authority; but since he was the managing director’s nephew,
         nobody had been too surprised by his appointment three months back. One thing was certain. He didn’t like Leonard Goldman one little bit, and
         seemed to take every opportunity to bait him. Perhaps something about the big man’s impenetrability rankled him. Or maybe
         he just didn’t like his face.
      

      
      Rick strolled over to Veronica’s checkout and lolled against the counter, his arms crossed as he stared intently at Leonard.

      
      ‘You bothering Miss Nelson?’ he asked.

      
      ‘We were just chatting,’ murmured Leonard, staring back.

      
      Rick grinned, nodded. ‘Just chatting, huh? And do we pay you to stand around, passing the time of day with people? Was that
         mentioned in the contract?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, come on, Rick,’ interrupted Veronica. ‘It’s not exactly busy, is it? And Leonard doesn’t officially start work for another
         ten minutes . . .’
      

      
      ‘Leonard?’ Rick feigned a puzzled expression. ‘Leonard? I don’t know any . . .’ Then exaggerated enlightenment spread across his
         thin face. ‘Oh, you mean Creepy here!’
      

      
      ‘Don’t call him that,’ protested Veronica; but she could not help grinning as she said it, her hazel eyes glinting with devilment
         as they flicked between the two men, enjoying the spectacle. Suddenly Leonard felt a terrible sense of betrayal. He had thought
         she was different to the others, that he was beginning to communicate with her. He had thought she understood him. He struggled to find a suitable reply.
      

      
      ‘Mr Devereaux, I don’t think that’s very respectful!’
      

      
      ‘Oh, no?’ Rick was still grinning at him, contempt flickering spitefully in his snakelike eyes. ‘What would you like me to
         call you, then? What’s a good name for a guy who’s thirty-five years old and still lives with his mom? Guy who’s never had
         a girlfriend and spends all his money on horror comics and kids’ toys? You don’t think that’s kind of creepy? Shit, I think
         it’s weird.’

      
      ‘Rick, you shouldn’t!’ Veronica was desperately trying not to laugh out loud, and her outraged expression was a poor disguise.
      

      
      ‘I know,’ purred Rick, turning now and leaning across the counter towards her. ‘But that’s not what you said last night, remember?’
         He ostentatiously slipped an arm around her waist.
      

      
      Veronica’s face suddenly became a mask of indignation.
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