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A horror from beneath the earth reaches out to claim minds in Ramsey Campbell’s swashbuckling fantasy ‘The Sustenance of Hoak’.
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He discovered something in the old shanty that went beyond the imagination. . . in Stephen Gresham’s nightmarish story ‘The One Left Behind’.
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THE SUSTENANCE OF HOAK


(Ramsey Campbell will need no introduction to readers of horror fiction. In his twenty-five years of producing tales of terror he has become Britain’s premier practitioner in the field. His stories have been described as “adult, bold and provocative” and with some ten novels and innumerable short stories to his credit, any attempt to do justice to his achievements in this brief introduction would be impossible. Newer readers will certainly be interested to hear that publishers Macdonald/Futura are issuing uniform editions of all his books, starting this year with Scared Stiff in hardcover (a collection of the author’s more erotic short stories, which will include the J. K. Potter illustrations from the original Scream/Press edition) and the novel The Face That Must Die in paperback. All the books in the series will contain new Afterwords. Other recent titles to search out include his latest novel Ancient Images (Legend/Century Hutchinson) and Dark Feasts, thirty previously uncollected stories in one volume, from Robinson Publishing. His new novel, Midnight Sun, is due to appear next year. Having described Ramsey Campbell as a leading exponent of horror fiction, the following story may come as a surprise. It is in fact a tale of sword & sorcery, which originally appeared in Andrew J. Offutt’s anthology Swords Against Darkness (Zebra, 1977). The first in a series of heroic fantasy adventures, each linked by the character of Ryre, this is its first publication in the UK. Don’t worry though, those customary touches of Campbell horror are still there . . .)


“If we ever reach the treasure,” Ryre said with bitter humour, “we’ll have earned it and twice again.”


Glode’s mouth opened, but nothing emerged except a thread of blood. He was trying to raise himself against the tree where Ryre had propped him; his fists crushed the earth, his arms trembled like trees, their thick veins swelled. “Keep down,” Ryre said as a flight of arrows tore through the leaves overhead. “I’ll get you in there if I have to stick the lot of them on their own arrows,” he said, gazing narrow-eyed though the trees at the gate of the town of Hoak.


And it might come to that, he thought, crawling through the undergrowth. Heat throbbed through the forest like blood, slow and viscous. He remembered how they’d decided to come to Hoak.


Like most of the mercenaries who’d helped win the war against the pirates on the Sea of Shouting Islands, they had been drinking their pay and complaining of its meagreness when talk had turned to the treasure of Hoak. The treasure was buried beneath the town; a now long-lost map showing its location had been found attached to the leg of a migrating bird; the people of Hoak (someone had said, trying to out-shout jeers) were willing to give the treasure to whoever found it; nobody who had sought it had returned. Silence followed that, quickly broken by bantering. Ryre and Glode had jeered with the rest, but later they’d agreed that the rumours felt more like the truth than did most tales of treasure. And they knew that unless they moved on they would have to vow allegiance to the local lords, or fight those of their companions who had done so. As for the vanished seekers—they must have failed and been too ashamed to return empty-handed. Ryre and Glode had smashed their wine-mugs in the street below the inn, splashing the boots of a cursing sailor, and had made their way to the wharves. Next day they had left the continent of Drobond for Thabbe.


Ryre was at the edge of the forest now, two hundred yards from the gate of Hoak. The trees around him were scraggy; the forest must once have been cut further back from the town. Peering across the parched grass, he saw that the gate beneath the archers had been patched with planks, leaving gaps. The town wall was of growing trees, the gaps plugged with logs. His lips pulled back thinly. It would be enough.


Once on Thabbe they’d bought steeds at the port of Zizir. The trader had smiled sadly on hearing where they were bound, but had told them the route readily enough. They had been six days into the forest that covers half of Thabbe, and less than a day from Hoak, when in a long avenue bandits had dropped like ripe fruit from the trees. Ryre and Glode had swerved between them, slashing them as they fell. The bandits must have been used to slower and meeker prey. But some had had blowpipes as well as knives; one dart had spilled the last of the water while another, finding a chink in the leaves of Glode’s armour, had lodged deep in his guts. Since then he had ridden doubled over, his silence like a cry in Ryre’s ears.


He was still propped against the tree, sitting bent low over his stomach, his fist clenched white around a fistful of earth. “I can break the gate,” Ryre said, collecting dry twigs and grass and tying them in a bun at the head of a lopped-off branch. He untied their steeds and brought Glode’s to him. “Bid him farewell,” Ryre said. “He will help save you.”


At the edge of the forest he lit the tip of the firebrand with a flint from the pouch at his belt, then slapped Glode’s steed out into the open. At once the arrows responded. The few he had time to watch looked too high for an attack, more like a warning. Certainly he thought it was an inexpert bowshot that spiked the animal’s neck.


But he was riding, lying low behind his own steed’s broad head. Air streamed smarting over his eyes; the brand dwindled into roaring fire at his shoulder. He was squeezing more speed from his mount with his thighs, urging the implacably distant gate closer as the archers swung toward him; he felt the grass beneath his steed’s pads hindering him like water. He was there, and the song of the bowstrings had failed. He plunged his blazing club into the gate.


Here his plan was weakest. His steed was rearing now that the fire which had driven it had sprung before its face, dilating furiously. Above him he heard moving stone, grunts of exertion. During the war against the pirates he’d learned how to coax his steed through fire, but this was another steed, Hakkthu, he swore between defiant blasphemy and plea, and covered the beast’s eyes with his hands, its ears with his forearms.


It quieted uneasily. Overhead he heard the unmistakable sound of heavy stone poised on wood. Then, as a wave of heat surged out from the collapsing gate, Ryre’s steed flinched back stumbling, yards clear of the protection of the wall.


He heard the first stones fall. It took him a moment to realize they had fallen within the gate. The defenders didn’t want to kill him, only to keep him out. Why? He grinned and shrugged, snarling.


The gate sagged on the dropped stones with a shout of flame. The defenders were scrambling down from scorching branches. One of them was shouting, directing the others to fetch water from a well, to throw earth on the fire, to bring axes; now he was monkey-climbing down a trunk.


He saw Ryre coming at him through the frame of fire: all six and a half feet of him, reflected fire streaming over the predator’s mane that widened in a V from his shaved crown to his shoulders, fire pouring down his long grimly grinning face and over his flexed muscles, tensed for an easy spring. The man twisted; his feet found a branch from which to launch him upward again. Ryre chopped the branch from beneath him and catching him as he fell, stunned him with his sword-hilt.


“Move again, any of you,” Ryre shouted, “and I’ll knock you down with his head.” They were a sorry-looking lot, even the hostage: grimy, dull-faced, ragged. Their shuffling approach had been disordered, tentative. Behind him another tree snatched the fire, cackling. Their faces flickered like embers as they watched him, their gazes plucked fretfully at the fire; shovelfuls of earth drooped from their hands, narrow-necked vessels of water drained.


“My friend is injured,” he shouted above the chorus of fire. “Have your best healer ready for him. I shall bring him in now. This man stays with me until my friend is healed. If I’ve reason even to suspect any of you, we’ll see if this man can walk while he’s holding his guts from tripping him up.”


The growing crowd, fifty or so of them, now, was milling as if turned up from beneath a stone. “We’ll help,” a voice said just audibly within the mass; then, as if drawing strength from its concealment, more loudly: “We promise. Don’t take him out.”


“He stays with me until my friend is well,” Ryre shouted.


They were turning uneasily toward someone in the narrow dry earth street between the low square houses: their leader, Ryre thought—then saw that it wasn’t a man at all. It was a stump of wood planted in the street, shaped near the top into a fat mouthless face; instead of ears, limp-looking branches hung. The black wood looked wet and was patched with white, as if stretched pale; specks of reflected fire burned in the wide whitish stare. Their god, no doubt.


“Please, not out,” someone was muttering; others joined in. “Please.”


Ryre had never seen such insularity, not even on the Sea of Shouting Islands. “I will protect him from anything out there,” he shouted, riding toward the leap through the blazing gap, “keep you word and he is safe. If I think you haven’t,” (their paling faces showed he had found the words to command them) “I’ll leave him out there.”


Glode was lying beside the tree. His lips were so pale that Ryre couldn’t distinguish the slit between them from their trailing threads of blood. He didn’t move when Ryre supported his head. Ryre frowned; he had counted on Glode’s being conscious and able to hold onto the hostage before him on Ryre’s steed. He pondered, stroking the beast’s neck. Heat sank thickly through the branches.


As he pondered, his hostage began to move. The man pushed at the beast’s ribcage to raise himself. When he saw where he was, he started to flail his limbs and scream incoherently. He lay draped over the animal’s spine, screaming and wriggling wildly, then he fell to the ground.


“Be quiet and listen.” Ryre had to push the sword’s point into the man’s neck before he would stop thrashing about. “We are going back to Hoak now. You will ride this steed. You will carry my friend, who is injured. If you loosen your grip on him, or try to ride faster than I walk, I shall cut you down and leave you outside the wall.”


Ryre had once seen one of the steeds set ablaze by the warriors of Gurj and sent screaming into enemy camps to cause injury and demoralization: he had seen its staring eyes, piteously rolling. He had hoped never to see such terror again, but it was here, in the eyes of the hostage. The man’s arms gripped Glode and his entire body shook as if caked with ice; he gazed in supplication at the distant wall pacing closer, at the gap where men were chopping away the charred section of the wall. Glode’s inert body trembled with him.


Ryre felt himself to be a stretched rein, holding the man back from utter reckless panic. His sword was out and ready; its point winked a warning beside his hostage. He curbed his mind from pondering the source of the man’s terror. Hakkthu, he thought, if I’m going to know I’ll know without tempting it nearer. Behind him he felt the hot bright forest and plain, silently poised.


The healer was waiting in the street. He’d brushed away dust from a space and laid planks there. He was an old nearly bald man, scrawny as if he’d melted himself down in losing a long fight; grey hair made a tidemark around his skull. “Put him there,” he told Ryre indifferently.


“Haven’t you a house of healing?” Ryre demanded.


“Outside is better.” Townspeople were clambering exhausted down the singed trunks. Ryre prodded his panting hostage into lowering Glode from the steed.


“Help him, some of you. Now you get down, slowly. And you, hold my steed.” As the hostage dismounted the others were still holding Glode’s unconscious body. “Give him to your healer,” Ryre said with tight control. Hakkthu, he thought, one day they’ll forget how to dung until someone tells them.


“What’s wrong with him?” the healer asked.


“A dart in the gut. Bandits attacked us, half a day from here.”


Dust eddied around the restless crowd and crept toward Glode. “Keep still,” the healer shouted. Ryre felt the beginnings of trust. What he’d taken for indifference in the healer wasn’t the apathy that weighed down the watching faces, but harassed weariness. In the man’s eyes alertness still glinted faintly.


Someone was murmuring at Ryre, as if in sleep: a large-boned man with a face like a square slab of rock that might once have looked chiselled but now was less weathered than moss-smoothed by beard, and slackly bland. “That’s who we thought you were,” he was saying. “The bandits. They want our treasure. But you can’t get at it from inside the town. We wish they’d take it. It’s only trouble for us. We’re happy without it. We try to keep the bandits out so they’ll search outside and take it.”


“What is this treasure?”


“Jewels,” another voice said. “A cave full of jewels.”


“And how is it reached?”


“There are tunnels,” the slab-faced man said. “They’re easy to find. We can tell you where.”


“You’re so anxious to keep people out you’ve convinced me there’s something in here worth defending.”


Ryre turned his back, dismissing them all. The healer had parted the hard yet flexible leaves of Glode’s armour, had lifted the shirt beneath and was probing Glode’s stomach.


The crowd was fraying, wandering away; people plodded into the low houses. Ryre disliked the way windows were blocked with old wood. The kneeling hostage shifted gingerly beneath his sword. Ryre prodded him toward a house. “Knock the wood out of that window,” he said.


The wood scattered clattering, and Ryre laughed grimly. The scene within seemed so typical of Hoak: a man lying on a plank bed in a bare room, drinking from a long-necked vessel, blinking timidly at the intrusion. Apart from the bed, and dust and tracked-in mud, there was nothing in the low-ceilinged room but a replica of the stumpy god from the street. About two feet high, it stood in a corner as if growing through the floorboards, its eyes closed in sleep. Ryre knew instinctively that nothing more sinister was happening behind the masked windows of the other houses.


A woman was carrying a vessel to the healer. Glode’s head turned tottering toward the vessel. “Give me drink,” he said, his tongue protruding weakly, dry as a sand-burrower’s tail. The healer shruged sadly, and rose.


Glode took one gulp, Ryre’s hand behind his head. Then he coughed the liquor into the dust, mixed with what might have been a stomachful of blood. He fell back, unconscious.


For a moment Ryre dreaded that the healer had never intended to drink. He sniffed at the mouth of the vessel: a sharp vinous smell. The healer and the remnants of the crowd were watching him. He put the mouth to his lips.


He was tipping the vessel against his tongue-stopped lips, watching for their reaction, when the hostage knocked the vessel from his hands. He scrabbled after it on all fours, seized it and began to gulp, his throat working like a climber’s hand on a parting rope. By the time Ryre had bullied it from him he knew it couldn’t be poisoned. His own throat was chafing and pleading, but he pointed his sword to Glode.
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