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They’re out there.  Lurking.  Waiting.  Feeding on human suffering, fiendishly plotting their ultimate triumph.


Slim MacKenzie knows what they are, what they do – and how they hide in human form.  He is blessed – or cursed – by twilight eyes.  He can see the diabolical others through their innocent human disguise.  He’s already killed one of them.  And he’ll kill again.


But even the grave won’t hold them. . .
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I had thought some of nature’s journeymen
had made men and not made them well, for
they imitated humanity so abominably

      Shakespeare

      Hope is the pillar

      that holds up the world.

      Hope is the dream

      of a waking man

      Pliny the Elder

      I am on the side of the unregenerate who
affirm the worth of life as an end in itself

      Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr.
      

   



      PART ONE

      Twilight Eyes

     ‘. . . the still sad music of humanity . . .’

     William Wordsworth

     Humanity ain’t always what’s pretty. Some of the worst killers are pretty. Humanity ain’t always what sounds nice and falls
         smooth on the ear, ’cause any pitchman can charm a snake, but some pitchmen ain’t too humane. A person shows humanity when
         he’s there if you need him, when he takes you in, when he has a genuine kind word, when he makes you feel not alone, when
         he makes your fight his fight. That’s what humanity is, if you want to know. And if we had a little more of it in this world,
         maybe we could get ourselves out of the hand-basket we’re in . . . or at least stop carrying that handbasket straight to Hell,
         the way we have been for so long.
      

     an anonymous carnival pitchman
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     The Carnival

     That was the year they murdered our president in Dallas. It was the end of innocence, the end of a certain way of thinking
         and being, and some were despondent and said it was the death of hope, as well. But though falling autumn leaves may reveal
         skeletal branches, spring reclothes the wood; a beloved grandmother dies, but as compensation for the loss, her grandchild
         enters the world strong and curious; when one day ends the next begins, for in this infinite universe there is no final conclusion
         to anything, definitely not to hope. From the ashes of the old age, another age is born, and birth is hope. The year that followed the assassination would bring us the Beatles, new directions in modern art that would alter
         the way we viewed our environment, and the beginning of a refreshing distrust of government. If it also contained the germinating
         seeds of war, this should only serve to teach us that – like hope – terror and pain and despair are constant companions in
         this life, a lesson that is never without value.
      

     I came to the carnival in the sixth month of my seventeenth year, in the darkest hours of the night, on a Thursday in August,
         more than three months before that death in Dallas. During the following week, what happened to me would change my life as
         profoundly as assassination could transform the future of a nation, though upon my arrival the shuttered and deserted midway seemed an unlikely place for destiny to be waiting.
      

     At four o’clock in the morning, the county fairgrounds had been closed for almost four hours. The carnies had shut down the
         Ferris wheel, Dive Bomber, Tilt-a-Whirl, and other rides. They had closed up their hanky-panks, grab-joints, pitch-and-dunks,
         pokerino parlours, had turned off the lights and killed the music and folded up the gaudy glamour. With the departure of the
         marks, the carnies had gone to their travel trailers, which were parked in a large meadow south of the midway. Now the tattooed
         man, the midgets, dwarves, hustlers, the women from the girly shows, the pitchmen, the bottle-pitch and ring-toss operators,
         the man who made cotton candy for a living, the woman who dipped apples in caramel sauce, the bearded lady, the three-eyed
         man and all the others were asleep or fighting insomnia or making love as if they were ordinary citizens – which, in this
         world, they were.
      

     A three-quarter moon, sliding down one side of the sky, was still high enough to shed a pale wintry glow that seemed anachronistic
         in the hot, humid, graveyard hours of an August night in Pennsylvania. As I strolled through the lot, getting a feel for the
         place, I noticed how strangely white my own hands looked in that frosty luminescence, like the hands of a dead man or ghost.
         That was when I first perceived the lurking presence of Death among the rides and hanky-panks, and sensed dimly that the carnival
         would be the site of murder and much blood.
      

     Overhead, lines of plastic pennants hung limp in the muggy air; they were bright triangles when touched by sunshine or splashed
         in the dazzling glow of ten thousand carnival lights, but were bled of colour now, so they seemed like scores of sleeping
         bats suspended above the sawdust-carpeted concourse. As I passed by the silent carousel, a frozen stampede was halted in mid-gallop
         – black stallions, white mares, pintos, palominos, mustangs – charging forward without proceeding, as if the river of time had
         parted around them. Like a thin spray of metallic paint, traces of moonlight adhered to the brass poles that transfixed the
         horses, but in that eerie radiance the brass was silver, and cold.
      

     I had jumped the high fence that ringed the county fair-grounds, for the gates had been closed when I arrived. Now I felt
         vaguely guilty, a thief in search of booty, which was odd, for I was no thief and harboured no criminal intentions towards
         anyone in the carnival.
      

     I was a murderer, wanted by the police in Oregon, but I felt no guilt about the blood I had spilled out there at the other end
         of the continent. I killed my Uncle Denton with an axe because I wasn’t strong enough to finish him with my bare hands. Neither
         remorse nor guilt pursued me, for Uncle Denton had been one of them.
      

     The police, however, did pursue me, and I couldn’t be sure that even three thousand miles of flight had won me any safety. I no longer used my real
         name, Carl Stanfeuss. At first I had called myself Dan Jones, then Joe Dann, then Harry Murphy. Now I was Slim MacKenzie,
         and I figured I would stay Slim for a while; I liked the sound of it. Slim MacKenzie. It was the kind of name a guy might
         have if he were John Wayne’s best buddy in one of the Duke’s Westerns. I had let my hair grow longer, though it was still
         brown. There was not much else I could do to alter my appearance, other than stay free long enough for time to make a different
         man of me.
      

     What I hoped to get from the carnival was sanctuary, anonymity, a place to sleep, three square meals a day, and pocket money,
         all of which I intended to earn. In spite of being a murderer, I was the least dangerous desperado ever to ride out of the
         West.
      

     Nevertheless, I felt like a thief that first night, and I expected someone to raise an alarm, to come running at me through
         the maze of rides, hamburger stands, and cotton candy kiosks. A couple of security guards must have been cruising the fairgrounds, but when I made my entrance they
         were nowhere in sight. Listening for the sound of their car, I continued my nocturnal tour of the famous midway of the Sombra
         Brothers Carnival, the second largest roadshow in the country.
      

     At last I stopped by the giant Ferris wheel, to which darkness brought a chilling transformation: in the glow of the moon,
         at this dead hour, it did not resemble a machine, especially not a machine designed for amusement, but gave the impression
         of being the skeleton of a huge prehistoric beast. The girders and beams and cross-supports might not have been wood and metal,
         but bony accretions of calcium and other minerals, the last remains of a decomposed leviathan washed up on the lonely beach
         of an ancient sea.
      

     Standing in the complex pattern of moon-shadows cast by that imagined paleolithic fossil, I peered up at the black two-seat
         baskets all hanging motionless, and I knew this wheel would play a role in a pivotal event in my life. I did not know how
         or why or when, but I knew without doubt that something momentous and terrible would happen here. I knew.
      

     Reliable premonitions are part of my gift. Not the most important part. Not the most useful, startling, or frightening part,
         either. I possess other special talents that I use but do not understand. They are talents which have shaped my life but which
         I cannot control or employ at will. I have Twilight Eyes.
      

     Looking up at the Ferris wheel, I did not actually see details of the dreadful event that lay in the future, but I was drenched
         in a wave of morbid sensations, flooding impressions of terror, pain, and death. I swayed and nearly fell to my knees. I could
         not breathe, and my heart hammered wildly, and my testicles drew tight, and for an instant I felt as if lightning had struck
         me.
      

     Then the squall passed, and the last of the psychic energies sluiced through me, and there remained nothing but the low, barely detectable vibrations that could have been sensed
         only by someone like me, ominous vibrations emanating from the wheel, as if it were radiating scattered particles of the death-energy
         stored within it, much the way a storm sky charges the day with uneasy expectation even before the first bolt of lightning
         or clap of thunder.
      

     I could breathe again. My heart slowed. The hot, thick August night had raised a greasy film of perspiration on my face long
         before I had entered the midway, but now sweat poured from me. I pulled up the T-shirt I was wearing and blotted my face.
      

     Partly in the hope that I could somehow clarify those foggy clairvoyant perceptions of danger and see exactly what violence
         lay ahead, and partly because I was determined not to be intimidated by the aura of evil that clung to the big machine, I
         shrugged off the backpack I had been carrying, unrolled my sleeping bag, and made ready to pass the last hours of the night
         right there in the faint patchwork of purple-black shadows and ash-grey moonlight, with the wheel looming over me. The air
         was so heavy and warm that I used the sleeping bag only as a mattress. I lay on my back, staring up at the towering amusement
         ride, then at the stars visible beyond the curve of it and between its beams. Although I tried, I sensed nothing more of the
         future, but I did see a humbling plenitude of stars and thought about the immensity of space and felt lonelier than ever.
      

     Less than a quarter of an hour passed before I grew drowsy, and just as my eyes were about to flutter shut, I heard movement
         on the abandoned midway, not far from me. It was a crisp, crackling sound, as of someone stepping on discarded candy wrappers.
         I raised up and listened, and the crackling stopped, but it was followed by the thump of heavy footsteps on hard-packed earth.
      

     A moment later a gloom-shrouded figure moved out from beside a tent that housed one of the kootch shows, hurried across the concourse, slipped into the darkness on the far
         side of the Ferris wheel, no more than twenty feet away from me, reappeared in the moonlight by the Caterpillar. It was a
         man, quite big – unless the shadows, like voluminous cloaks, gave him a deceptively large appearance. He hurried away, unaware
         of me. I had only a glimpse of him, saw nothing of his face, but I shot to my feet, shaking, suddenly cold in spite of the
         August heat, for what little I had seen of him was enough to generate a current of fear that sizzled the length of my spine.
      

     It was one of them.
      

     I withdrew the knife hidden in my boot. As I turned the blade in my hand, lambent moonbeams licked along the cutting edge.

     I hesitated. I told myself to pack up and leave, get out, seek shelter elsewhere.

     Oh, but I was weary of running and needed a place to call home. Weary and disoriented by too many highways, too many towns,
         too many strangers, too many changes. During the past few months I had worked in half a dozen gillys and ragbags, the bottom
         of the carnival business, and I had heard how much better the life was when you were hooked up with an organization like E.
         James Strates, the Vivona Brothers, Royal American, or the Sombra Brothers Shows. And now that I had walked this midway in
         the dark, soaking up both physical and psychic impressions, I wanted to stay. In spite of the bad aura around the Ferris wheel,
         in spite of the premonition that murder would be done and blood spilled in the days to come, the Sombra outfit gave off other,
         better emanations, and I sensed I could find happiness here, too. I wanted to stay more than I had ever wanted anything else.
      

     I needed a home and friends.

     I was only seventeen.

     But if I were to stay, he must die. I didn’t think I could live in the carnival knowing that one of them nested in it, too.
      

     I held the knife at my side.

     I went after him, past the Caterpillar, around the back of the Tilt-a-Whirl, stepping over thick power cables, trying to avoid
         putting a foot down on any litter that would reveal my presence to him as it had revealed him to me. We moved towards the
         dark, quiet centre of the carnival.
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     The Goblin

     He was up to no good, but his kind always are. He scurried through the archipelago of night, rushing across the islands of
         moonlight, much preferring the deep pools of darkness and hesitating only there when he needed to reconnoitre, dodging from
         one bit of cover to the next, repeatedly glancing behind but never glimpsing or sensing me.
      

     I followed noiselessly through the centre of the midway, not on either of the parallel concourses but through the rides and
         past the backs of game stands and refreshment shacks, past the Whip, between the Tip Top and the Whirlwind, observing him
         from concealment provided by now-dormant gasoline-powered generators, trucks, and other equipment scattered the length of
         the grounds. His destination proved to be the open-air Dodgem Cars pavilion, where he paused for one last look around, then
         climbed the two steps, unhitched the gate, and stepped under the electrical-grid ceiling, moving among the small cars that
         were parked wherever their last paying drivers had left them, from one end of the wooden floor to the other.
      

     Perhaps I could have hidden in the nearby shadows, there to observe him for a while, until I had some idea of his intentions.
         Perhaps that would have been the wisest course, for I knew less of the enemy in those days than I know now and might have
         benefited by even the most trivial addition to my meagre store of knowledge. However, my hatred of the goblins – which was the only name that I could
         think to give them – was exceeded only by my fear, and I worried that delaying the confrontation would erode my courage. With
         perfect stealth that was not one of my special gifts but, rather, a consequence of being seventeen and lithe and in excellent
         physical condition, I approached the Dodgem Car pavilion and followed the goblin inside.
      

     The two-seat cars were small, only slightly higher than my knees. A pole rose from the rear of each car to the ceiling grid,
         from which power was drawn down to allow the driver to collide violently with the other maniacally piloted vehicles. When
         the marks crowded the midway, the area around the Dodgem Cars was usually one of the noisiest places in the carnival, the
         air rent with screams and cries of attack, but now it was as preternaturally silent as the petrified stampede of the carousel
         horses. Because the cars were low and offered virtually no concealment, and because the raised floor was wood with a crawl-space
         underneath that encouraged every footstep to echo in the still night air, an undetected advance was not easy.
      

     My enemy unwittingly assisted me by concentrating intently upon whatever task had brought him out into the moon-ruled carnival,
         most of his caution having been expended on the journey here. He was on his knees at the rear of a car halfway across the
         long rectangular pavilion, his head bowed over the focus of a flashlight beam.
      

     As I edged closer, the amber backsplash of the light confirmed that he was, indeed, a large specimen, with a thick neck and
         broad shoulders. His wide back was visibly well-muscled under the tightly stretched material of his yellow- and brown-checked
         shirt.
      

     In addition to the flashlight, he had brought a cloth tool pouch, which he had unrolled and placed on the floor beside him.
         The tools nestled in an array of pockets and glinted as errant rays from the flashlight found them and bounced off their smoothly machined surfaces. He worked quickly,
         with only a little noise, but the soft scrape and tick and squeak of metal against metal was sufficient to mask my steady
         advance.
      

     I intended to steal within six feet of him, then launch myself on him and ram my blade into his neck, seek and sever the jugular,
         before he realized that he was not alone. However, in spite of the noises he made and in spite of my cat-soft approach, when
         I was still twelve or fifteen feet from him, he suddenly became aware that he was being watched, and he half turned from his
         mysterious task, looking back and up at me, astonished, owl-eyed.
      

     From the Ever Ready pocket flash, which he had propped on the fat rubber bumper of the car, light streamed across his face,
         diminishing in intensity from chin to hairline, distorting his features, creating queer shadows above his prominent cheekbones,
         and making his bright eyes seem fantastically sunken. Without the grotesque effect of the light, he still would have had a
         hard cruel look, thanks to a bony forehead, eyebrows grown together over a wide nose, a prognathous jaw, and a thin slash
         of a mouth that, because of the overly generous features that surmounted it, seemed even more a slit than it really was.
      

     Because I held the knife at my side, shielded from him by the position of my body, he still did not realize the degree of
         his danger. With a boldness born of the smug superiority that is characteristic of all the goblins I have ever encountered,
         he tried to bluff me.
      

     ‘Here, what’s this?’ he asked gruffly. ‘What’re you doing here? Are you with the show? Never seen you around. What’re you
         up to?’
      

     Looking down at him, heart pounding, sick with terror, I could see what others could not. I saw the goblin within, beyond
         his masquerade.
      

      
     And this is the most difficult thing of all to explain, this ability to perceive the beast within, for it is not as if my
         psychic sight peels back the human countenance and reveals the lurking horror underneath, nor is it that I can discard the
         illusion of humanity and obtain an unobstructed view of the malignant illusionist who thinks he deceives me. Instead, I see
         both at once, the human and the monstrous, the former superimposed upon the latter. Maybe I can best explain by way of an
         analogy drawn from the art of pottery. At a gallery in Carmel, California, I once saw a vase with a gloriously transparent
         red glaze, luminescent as air at the open door of some mighty furnace; it gave the impression of fantastic depth, magical
         three-dimensional realms and vast realities, within the flat surface of the clay. I see something much like that when I look at a goblin. The human form is solid and real in its own way, but through the glaze I see the other reality within.
      

     There in the Dodgem Car pavilion, I saw through the midnight mechanic’s human glaze to the demonic masquerader within.

     ‘Well, speak up,’ the goblin said impatiently, not even bothering to rise from his knees. He had no fear of ordinary human
         beings, for in his experience they could not harm him. He did not know that I was not ordinary. ‘Are you part of the show?
         Do the Sombra Brothers employ you? Or are you just a stupid, nosy kid poking into other people’s business?’
      

     The creature within the human hulk was both porcine and canine, with thick, dark, mottled skin the shade and character of
         aged brass. Its skull was shaped like that of a German shepherd, the mouth filled with wickedly pointed teeth and hooked fangs
         that seemed neither canine nor porcine but reptilian. The snout more closely resembled that of pig than dog, with quivering
         fleshy nostrils. It had the beady, red, malevolent eyes of a mean hog, around which the pebbled amber skin shaded darker until it was the green of beetle’s wings. When it spoke, I saw a coiled tongue unfold part way inside its mouth. Its
         five-fingered hands were humanlike, although with an extra joint in each, and the knuckles were larger, bonier. Worse, it
         had claws, black and gnarled, pointed and well-honed. The body was like that of a dog that had evolved to such an extent that
         nature meant for it to stand upright in imitation of a man, and for the most part there was an appearance of grace in its
         form, except in its shoulders and knotted arms, which seemed to contain too much malformed bone to allow fluid movement.
      

     A second or two passed in silence, a silence occasioned by my fear and by a distaste for the bloody task confronting me. My
         hesitancy probably seemed like guilty confusion, for he started to bluster at me some more and was surprised when, instead
         of running away or making a flimsy excuse, I flung myself upon him.
      

     ‘Monster. Demon. I know what you are,’ I said through clenched teeth as I rammed the knife deep.

     I struck at his neck, at the throbbing artery, missed. Instead, the blade plunged into the top of his shoulder, slipping through
         muscle and cartilage, between bones.
      

     He grunted with pain but did not howl or scream. My declaration stunned him. He wanted interruption no more than I did.

     I tore the knife out of him as he fell back against the Dodgem Car, and taking advantage of his momentary shock I stabbed
         again.
      

     If he had been an ordinary man, he would have been lost, defeated as much by the temporary paralysis of terror and surprise
         as by the ferocity of my attack. However, he was a goblin, and although he was encumbered by his disguise of human flesh and
         bone, he was not limited to human reaction. With inhumanly quick reflexes, he brought up one beefy arm to shield himself and
         hunched his shoulders and drew his head in as if he were a turtle, the net effect of which was to deflect my second blow. The blade sliced lightly across his arm and skipped over the top of his skull, gouging his scalp but doing
         no serious damage.
      

     Even as my knife ripped up a small patch of skin and hair, he was shifting from a defensive to an offensive posture, and I
         knew I was in trouble. I was atop him, shoving him against the car, and I tried driving a knee into his crotch to give myself
         time to wield the knife again, but he blocked the knee and grabbed a handful of my T-shirt. I knew that his other hand was coming for my eyes, so I threw myself backwards, pushing off him with one foot on his chest. My T-shirt
         tore from collar to hem, but I was free, tumbling across the floor, between two cars.
      

     In the great genetic lottery that is God’s idea of efficient management, I had won not only my psychic gifts but a natural
         athletic ability, and I had always been quick and agile. If I had not been thus blessed, I would never have survived my first
         fight with a goblin (my Uncle Denton), let alone that nightmare battle among the Dodgem Cars.
      

     Our struggles had dislodged the Ever Ready propped on the rubber bumper, which fell to the floor and went out, leaving us
         to war in shadows, able to see each other only by the indirect, milky radiance of the waning moon. Even as I tumbled away
         and came to my feet in a crouch, he was launching up from the car, rushing towards me, his face a black blank except for a
         pale disc of cataractic light shimmering in one eye.
      

     As he descended on me, I swung the knife up from the floor in a skyward arc, but he jerked back. As the blade swept by a quarter
         of an inch from the tip of his nose, he seized the wrist of my knife hand. With his greater size came superior strength, and
         he was able to hold my right arm rigidly above my head.
      

     He pulled back his right arm and drove his fist into my throat, a terrible blow that would have crushed my windpipe if it had landed squarely. But I lowered my head and twisted away from him, taking the impact half in the throat
         and half in the neck. Nevertheless, the punch was devastating. I gagged, couldn’t draw breath. Behind my watering eyes I saw
         a rising darkness much deeper than the night around us.
      

     Desperate, with an adrenaline-stoked strength born of panic, I saw his fist drawing back to take another whack at me, and
         I abruptly stopped struggling. Instead, I embraced him, clung to him, so he would not be able to put power behind his punches,
         and in frustrating his counter-attack I found both my breath and hope.
      

     We stumbled several steps across the floor, turning, dipping, breathing hard, his left hand still locked around my right wrist,
         our two arms raised. We must have looked like a bizarre pair of clumsy apache dancers performing without benefit of music.
      

     When we drew close to the scalloped wooden railing that ringed the pavilion, where the ash-silver moonlight was brightest,
         I saw through my adversary’s human glaze with unusual and startling clarity, not because of the moon but because my psychic
         power seemed to surge for a moment. His counterfeit features faded until they were like the barely visible lines and planes
         of a crystal mask. Beyond the now perfectly transparent costume, the hellish details and nauseating textures of the dog-pig
         thing were more vivid and real than I had ever perceived before – or wished to perceive. Its long tongue, as forked as that of a serpent, pebbled and wart-covered,
         oily and dark, flickered out of its ragged-toothed mouth. Between its upper lip and its snout, there was a band of what at
         first appeared to be crusted mucus but was evidently an agglomeration of scaly moles, small cysts, and bristling warts. The
         thick-rimmed nostrils were dilated, quivering. The mottled flesh of the face looked unhealthy – worse, putrescent.
      

     And the eyes.

      
     The eyes.
      

     Red, with fractured black irises like broken glass, they fixed on mine, and for a moment, as we struggled there by the pavilion
         railing, I seemed to fall away within those eyes, as if they were bottomless wells filled with fire. I was aware of hatred
         so intense that it almost seared me, but the eyes gave a view of more than mere loathing and rage. They also revealed an evil
         far more ancient than the human race and as pure as a gas flame, so malignant that it could have withered a man the way the
         gaze of the Medusa turned the most courageous warriors to stone. Yet, worse than the evil was the palpable sense of madness,
         an insanity beyond human comprehension or description, though not beyond human apprehension. For those eyes somehow conveyed
         to me the knowledge that the creature’s hatred of humankind was not just one facet of its sickness, but was at the very core
         of its madness, and that all the perverse invention and fevered plotting of its insane mind was directed solely towards the
         suffering and destruction of as many men, women, and children as it was able to touch.
      

     I was sickened and repelled by what I saw in those eyes and by this intimate physical contact with the creature, but I dared
         not break my embrace of it, for that would have been the death of me. Therefore, I clung even tighter, closer, and we bumped
         against the railing, then staggered a few steps away from it.
      

     He had made a vice of his left hand and was determinedly grinding the bones in my right wrist, trying to reduce them to splinters
         and calcium dust – or at least force me to release the knife. The pain was excruciating, but I held on to the weapon and,
         with more than a small measure of revulsion, I bit his face, his cheek, then found his ear and bit it off.
      

     He gasped but did not shriek, indicating a desire for privacy even greater than mine and a stoic resolve that I could never
         hope to match. However, though he stifled a cry as I spat out his ruined ear, he was not so inured to pain and fear that he could continue the battle without flinching.
         He faltered, reeled backward, smashed into a roof post, brought one hand to his bleeding cheek, then to his head in a frantic
         search for the ear that was no longer attached. He was still holding my right arm above my head, but he was not as powerful
         as he had been, and I twisted free of him.
      

     That might have been the moment to thrust the knife into his guts, but restricted circulation numbed my hand, and I could
         barely maintain a grip on the weapon. An attack would have been foolhardy; my senseless fingers might have dropped the knife
         at the crucial moment.
      

     Gagging on the taste of blood, resisting the urge to vomit, I backed rapidly away from him, transferring the weapon to my
         left hand, working my right hand vigorously, opening and closing it, with the hope of exercising the numbness out of those
         fingers. That hand began to tingle, and I knew it would be back to normal in a few minutes.
      

     Of course, he didn’t willingly give me the minutes I required. With a fury so bright it should have lit the night, he charged
         towards me, forcing me to dodge between two of the miniature cars and vault over another. We circled the pavilion for a while,
         our roles somewhat reversed from what they had been when I’d first crept in through the gate. Now he was the cat, one-eared
         but undeterred, and I the mouse with one numb paw. And although I scurried about with a quickness and limberness and cunning
         born of a renewed and acute sense of mortality, he did what cats always do with mice: he inevitably closed the gap in spite
         of all my manoeuvres and stratagems.
      

     The slow pursuit was eerily quiet, marked only by the thump of footfalls on the hollow floor, the bone-dry scrape of shoes
         on wood, the creak-rattle of the Dodgem Cars as we occasionally put a hand out to steady ourselves in the process of slipping over or around them, and heavy breathing. No words of anger, no threats, no pleas for
         mercy or reason, no cries for help. Neither of us would give the other the satisfaction of a whimper of pain.
      

     Gradually, circulation returned to my right hand, and although my tortured wrist was swollen and throbbing, I thought I had
         recovered sufficiently to employ a skill that I had learned from a man named Nerves MacPhearson in another, less fancy carnival
         where I had passed a few weeks in Michigan, earlier in the summer, after fleeing the police in Oregon. Nerves MacPhearson,
         sage and mentor and much-missed, was a knife-thrower extraordinary.
      

     Wishing Nerves was with me now, I slipped the knife – which had a weighted handle and overall balance designed for throwing
         – from left hand to right. I hadn’t thrown it at the goblin when he’d been kneeling at the Dodgem Car, for his position had
         not allowed a clear and mortal hit. And I hadn’t thrown it the first time that I had broken free of him because, in truth,
         I didn’t trust my skill.
      

     Nerves had taught me a lot about the theory and practice of knife-throwing. And even after saying goodbye to him and moving
         on from the show in which we had travelled together for a while, I continued to study the weapon, expending hundreds of additional
         hours refining my skill. However, I was most definitely not good enough to throw the knife at the goblin as a first resort. Considering my enemy’s advantages of size and strength, if I only slightly wounded him or missed altogether, I would
         be virtually defenceless.
      

     Now, however, having tangled with him in hand-to-hand combat, I knew that I was no match for him and that a well-calculated
         toss of the knife was my only chance of survival. He didn’t seem to notice that, in transferring the knife to my left hand,
         I had gripped it by the blade instead of the handle, and when I turned and ran into a long stretch of pavilion where there were no obstructing cars,
         he assumed that fear had got the better of me and that I was running from the fight. He came after me, heedless of his own
         safety now, triumphant. When I heard his heavy footfalls on the boards behind me, I stopped, whirled, judged position-angle-velocity
         in a wink, and let the blade fly.
      

     Ivanhoe himself, letting loose with his best-placed arrow, could have done no better than I did with my tumbling knife. It
         tumbled exactly the right number of times and struck at precisely the right whirling moment, taking him in the throat and
         burying itself to the hilt. The point must have been sticking out of the back of his neck, for the blade was six inches long.
         He came to an abrupt, swaying halt, and his mouth popped open. The light where he stood was meagre but sufficient to show
         the surprise in both the human eyes and in the fiery demon eyes beyond. A single jet of blood, like a gush of ebony oil in
         the gloom, spouted from his mouth, and he made croaking noises.
      

     He drew breath with a futile hiss and rattle.

     He looked astonished.

     He put his hands to the knife.

     He fell to his knees.

     But he did not die.
      

     With what appeared to be monumental effort, the goblin began to shuck out of its human shell. More accurately, nothing was
         sloughed off; rather, the human form began to lose definition. Facial features melted together, and the body began to change
         as well. The transformation from one state to the other seemed agonizing, exhausting. As the creature dropped forward on its
         hands and knees, the human masquerade kept reasserting itself, and that horrid pig-snout appeared, receded, and reappeared
         several times. Likewise, the skull flowed into a canine shape, held for a moment, began to revert to human proportions, then reasserted itself with new vigour, sprouting murderous teeth.
      

     I backed away, reached the railing, and paused there, prepared to vault across and onto the midway if the goblin should magically
         acquire new strength and immunity from the knife wound merely by virtue of its hideous metamorphosis. Perhaps, in its goblin
         form, it was capable of healing itself in a way it could not while trapped in the human condition. That seemed unlikely, fantastic
         – though no more fantastic than the very fact of its existence.
      

     At last, having metamorphosed almost completely, working its huge jaws and gnashing its teeth, clothes hanging absurdly on
         its altered frame, claws having punched out through the leather of its shoes, it dragged itself across the pavilion floor
         in my direction. Its malformed shoulders, arms, and hips, all burdened with strange excrescences of useless bone, worked laboriously,
         although I had the feeling that they would have driven the beast forward with inexplicable grace and speed if it had not been
         wounded and weakened. Unfiltered by the costume of humanity, its eyes were not not simply red but luminous as well; they did
         not shine with refracted light like the eyes of a cat, but poured forth a bloody radiance that shimmered in the air before
         them and laid a red swath on the otherwise dark floor.
      

     For a moment I was certain that the metamorphosis did, in fact, renew the enemy, and I am sure that is why it changed. In
         its human form it was trapped and rapidly dying, but in its goblin identity it could call upon an alien strength that might
         not save it but might, at least, give it enough additional resources to pursue and kill me as a last defiant act. Because
         we were alone here, because there was no one else to see what it became, it risked this revelation. I had witnessed such a
         thing once before in similar circumstances, with another goblin, in a small town south of Milwaukee. It was no less terrifying
         the second time. The creature swelled with a new vitality. It seized the handle of the knife in one clawed hand, tore the blade
         out of its throat, and threw it aside. Slavering, drooling blood, but grinning like a fiend risen from the Pit, it scuttled
         towards me on all fours.
      

     I leapt up onto the railing and was about to go over when I heard a car approaching along the wide concourse that passed beside
         the pavilion. I figured it must be the long-anticipated security guards making their rounds.
      

     Hissing, thumping its short thick tail against the floorboards, the beast had nearly reached the railing. It glared up at
         me, eyes lit with murderous intention.
      

     The engine of the approaching car grew louder, but I did not rush to the security men for help. I knew the goblin would not
         obligingly maintain its true form for their inspection; instead, it would reclothe itself in its disguise, and I would be
         leading the guards to what would appear to be a dead or dying man, my victim. Therefore, as the headlights became visible,
         but before the car pulled into view, I leapt off the railing, back into the pavilion, jumping over the beast, which reared
         up and tried to grab me but missed.
      

     I landed on both feet, skidded to my hands and knees, rolled, came onto hands and knees again, and crawled most of the way
         across the pavilion before turning and looking back. The twin ruby gleams of the goblin’s hot gaze were fixed on me. The shattered
         throat, broken windpipe, and spurting arteries had weakened it, and it was reduced to slithering on its belly. It came slowly
         like a tropical lizard suffering from cold-thickened blood, closing the gap between us with evident agony but equal determination.
         It was twenty feet away.
      

     Beyond the goblin, beyond the pavilion, the headlights of the oncoming car grew brighter still; then the Ford sedan itself
         appeared, cruising slowly, engine purring, tyres making an odd soft sound in the sawdust and litter. The lights fell on the concourse, not on the Dodgem Car structure, but one of the security men in the sedan was operating
         a spotlight, which he now swept along the side of the pavilion.
      

     I pressed flat to the floor.

     The goblin was fifteen feet away from me and inching nearer.

     The waist-high railing that encircled the Dodgem Car field of battle was so heavy and solid that the spaces between the thick
         and closely set balusters were narrower than the balusters themselves. That design was fortunate: although the spotlight flickered
         through the gaps, there was no place where the guards could get a good look into the pavilion, certainly not as long as they
         continued to move.
      

     The dying goblin flopped forward with another spasmodic flexing of its powerful legs, heaving into a patch of moonglow, where
         I could see blood oozing from its piggish snout and dripping from its mouth. Twelve feet away. It snapped its jaws and shuddered
         and heaved again, its head moving out of the light, into shadow. Ten feet.
      

     I slid backward, staying flat on my belly, eager to get farther from this living gargoyle – but I froze after moving only
         a couple of feet, for the cruising security car had come to a full stop on the concourse, directly beside the Dodgem Car attraction.
         I told myself that it must be part of the guards’ routine to stop every so often along their patrol route, that they had not
         halted in response to anything they had seen in the pavilion, and I prayed fervently that such would prove to be the case.
         Nevertheless, on a night as warm and sticky as this one, they would be riding with their windows open, and once stopped they
         were more likely to hear any sound that I or the goblin made. With that in mind, I ceased retreating from my enemy, skinned
         myself to the floor, and silently cursed this nasty bit of luck.
      

      
     With a grunt and a lurch and a hard-drawn breath, the wounded beast dragged itself closer to me, reclosing the gap I had begun
         to widen, once more only ten feet away. Its vermilion eyes were not as clear or bright as they had been, muddy now, their
         strange depths clouded, as mysterious and foreboding as the lanterns of a distant ghost ship seen at night on a dark and fogbound
         sea.
      

     From the car, the guards played the spotlight over the shuttered hanky-panks on the far side of the concourse, then slowly
         moved it around until it was stabbing brightly at the flank of the pavilion, spearing between the wide supports of the balustrade.
         Though it was unlikely they would spot either me or the goblin past the screen of balusters and among the score of miniature
         cars, it was not unlikely that, above the noise of the Ford’s idling engine, they might hear the monster’s wheezing inhalations or the thump
         of its tail upon the hollow floor.
      

     I nearly shrieked out loud: Die, damn you!

     It heaved itself forward more energetically than before, covering a full five feet, and thudded down on its belly with little
         more than one yard separating us.
      

     The spotlight stopped moving.

     The security men had heard something.

     A dazzling lance of light cut between two balusters, its point embedding in the pavilion floor eight or ten feet to my left.
         In the beam’s narrow revelatory width, the wood planks – the grain, nicks, scrapes, gouges, and stains – were, at least from
         my deck-level point of view, preternaturally revealed in the most amazing and intricate detail. A tiny up-thrusting splinter
         seemed like a towering tree – as if the spotlight not only illuminated but magnified what it touched.
      

     With a soft sputter, the goblin’s breath passed out of its ruined throat – and no new breath was drawn in. To my great relief,
         the glow faded from its hateful eyes: blazing fire subsiding to flickering flame, flame to hot coals, hot coals to dull embers.
      

      
     The beam of the spotlight moved in this direction, paused again, no more than six feet from the dying goblin.

     And now the creature underwent another remarkable transformation, like a movie werewolf’s final reaction to a silver bullet,
         relinquishing its phantasmic form and once more dressing itself in the comparatively mundane face and limbs and skin of a
         human being. Its last energies were committed to maintaining the secrecy of its race’s presence in the midst of ordinary men.
         The gargoyle was gone. A dead man lay in the gloom before me. A dead man whom I had killed.
      

     I could no longer see the goblin within.

     The transparent human glaze was not a glaze any more, but a convincing paint job, beyond which there seemed no mysteries whatsoever.

     On the concourse, the Ford eased forward a bit, stopped again, and the guards’ spotlight slid across a few more balusters,
         then found another gap through which to pry. It probed the floor of the pavilion and touched the heel of one of the dead man’s
         shoes.
      

     I held my breath.

     I could see the dust on that portion of his shoe, the pattern of wear along the rubber edge, and a tiny bit of paper stuck
         to the place where the heel joined the sole. Of course, I was considerably closer than the guard in the Ford, who was probably
         squinting along the track of his light, but if I could see so much, so clearly, surely he could see a little, enough to damn
         me.
      

     Two or three seconds ticked by.

     Two or three more.

     The light glided to another gap. This time it was to my right, several inches beyond the other foot of the corpse.

     A shiver of relief passed through me, and I took a breath – but held it unreleased when the light moved back a few balusters,
         seeking its previous point of interest.
      

      
     Panicked, I slid forward as silently as possible, seized the corpse by the arms, and jerked it towards me, though only a couple
         of inches, not far enough to cause a lot of noise.
      

     Again the beam bored through the railings towards the heel of the dead man’s shoe. I had acted quickly enough, however. The
         heel was now just one safe inch beyond the spotlight’s inquisitive reach.
      

     My heart ticked far faster than a clock, two beats to every second, for the events of the past quarter of an hour had wound
         me much too tight. After eight beats, four seconds, the light moved away, and the Ford drove off slowly along the concourse,
         towards the back end of the lot, and I was safe.
      

     No, not safe. Safer.

     I still had to dispose of the corpse and clean up the blood before daylight made things more difficult for me and before morning
         brought the carnies back onto their midway. When I stood up, a pinwheel of pain whirled in each knee, for when I had jumped
         off the balustrade and over the crawling goblin, I had stumbled and fallen to my hands and knees with little of that grace
         about which I was boasting earlier. The palms of my hands were mildly abraded, as well, but neither that discomfort nor the
         other – nor the pain in my right wrist where the goblin had squeezed so hard, nor the ache in my neck and throat where I had
         been punched – could be allowed to hinder me.
      

     Staring down at the night-clad remains of my enemy, trying to arrive at the easiest plan for moving his heavy corpse, I suddenly
         remembered my backpack and sleeping bag, which I had left by the Ferris wheel. They were small objects, half in shadow and
         half in vague pearly moonlight, not likely to be noticed by the patrol. On the other hand, the carnival’s security men had
         made their circuit of this midway so many times that they knew exactly what they should see at any given place along the route, and it was easy to imagine their eyes floating past the backpack, past the sleeping bag – only to return abruptly,
         the way the spotlight beam had returned unexpectedly to probe towards the corpse again. If they saw my gear, if they found
         proof that some drifter had come over the fence during the night and had bedded down on the midway, they would swiftly return
         to the Dodgem Car pavilion to double-check it. And find the blood. And the body.
      

     Jesus.

     I had to get to the Ferris wheel before they did.

     I hurried to the railing, vaulted over it, and ran back through the heart of the midway, legs pumping and arms cutting the
         thick moist air away from me and hair flying wildly, as if there were a demon behind me, which there was, though it was dead.
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     The Wandering Dead

     Sometimes I feel that all things in this life are subjective, that nothing in the universe can be objectively quantified-qualified-defined, that physicists
         and carpenters alike are made fools by the assumption that they can weigh and measure the tools and materials with which they
         work and can arrive at real figures that mean something. Granted, when that philosophy possesses me, I’m usually in a bleak mood that precludes rational
         thought, fit for nothing but getting drunk or going to bed. Still, as shaky proof of the concept, I offer my perceptions of
         the carnival that night, as I ran from the Dodgem Car pavilion, through the equipment-strewn and cable-tangled centre of the
         midway, trying to beat the Sombra Brothers’ security men to the Ferris wheel.
      

     Before that race began, the night had seemed only dimly illuminated by the moon. Now the lunar light was not soft but harsh,
         not ash-pearl but white, intense. Minutes ago the deserted midway was shadow-swathed and mostly undivulged, but now it was
         like a prison yard bathed in the merciless glare of a dozen giant arc lamps that melted all the shadows and evaporated every
         sheltering pocket of darkness. With each panicked stride, I was sure I would be spotted, and I cursed the moon. Likewise,
         although the wide centre of the midway had been crammed with trucks and equipment that had provided hundreds of points of cover when I’d followed the goblin to the Dodgem Car pavilion, it was now as open and inhospitable
         as the aforementioned prison yard. I felt unmasked, uncloaked, conspicuous, naked. Between the trucks and generators and amusement rides and hanky-panks, I caught glimpses of the patrol car as it moved slowly
         towards the back end of the lot, and I was sure the guards must be getting glimpses of me, too, even though my position was
         not revealed by a labouring engine and blazing headlights.
      

     Amazingly, I reached the Ferris wheel ahead of the security men. They had driven the length of the first long concourse and
         had turned right, into the shorter curved promenade along the rear of the midway, where all the kootch shows were set up.
         They were rolling towards the next turn, where they would swing right again and enter the second of the two long concourses.
         The Ferris wheel was only ten yards from that second turn, and I would be spotted the moment they rounded the bend. I clambered
         over the pipe fence that encircled the giant wheel, tripped on a cable, went down in the dust hard enough to knock the wind
         out of me, and crawled frantically towards the backpack and sleeping bag with all the grace of a crippled crab.
      

     I scooped up my gear in two seconds flat and took three steps towards the low fence, but a couple of items fell out of my
         open backpack, and I had to return for them. I saw the Ford beginning its turn into the second concourse, and as it swung
         around the bend, its headlights swept towards me, dispelling any thought of retreating into the centre of the midway. They
         would spot me as I went over the pipe fence, and the chase would be on. Indecisive, I stood there like the biggest dope ever
         born, immobilized by chains of guilt.
      

     Then I scrambled-leaped-dived for the Ferris wheel’s ticket booth. It was closer than the fence, much closer than the dubious cover that lay beyond the fence, but, sweet Jesus, it was tiny. Just a one-person cubicle, hardly more than four-foot on a side, with a pagoda-style roof. I crouched
         against one wall of that ticket booth, my backpack and bunched-up sleeping bag clutched against me, pinned by the searchlight
         moon, convinced that a foot or knee or hip was exposed.
      

     As the Ford cruised past the Ferris wheel, I moved around the booth, always keeping it between me and the guards. Their spotlight
         probed around me, past me . . . then they departed without raising an alarm. I hunkered in the moon-shadow cast by one edge of
         the pagoda-style roof, and I watched them drive all the way down the concourse. They continued at a sedate pace and stopped
         three times to shine the spotlight over one thing or another, taking five minutes to reach the end of the promenade. I was
         afraid they would turn right at the front end of the midway, which would mean they were heading back towards the first concourse
         and were going to make another circuit. But they went left, instead, off towards the grandstand and the mile-long racetrack,
         ultimately to the barns and stables where the livestock shows and competitions were held.
      

     In spite of the August heat, my teeth were chattering. My heart hammered so hard and loud that I was surprised they hadn’t
         heard it above the rumble of their sedan’s engine. My breathing was as noisy as a bellows. I was a regular one-man band, specializing
         in rhythm unsullied by melody.
      

     I slumped back against the booth, until the shakes passed, until I trusted myself to deal with the corpse I had left in the
         Dodgem Car pavilion. Disposing of the body would require steady nerves, calm, and the caution of a mouse at a cat show.
      

     Eventually, when in control of myself once more, I rolled up my sleeping bag, cinched it into a tight bundle, and carried
         both it and the backpack into the deep shadows by the Tilt-a-Whirl. I left everything where I could find it again but where it could not be seen from the concourse.
      

     I returned to the Dodgem Cars.

     All was still.

     The gate creaked slightly when I pushed it open.

     Each step I took echoed under the wooden floor.

     I didn’t care. This time, I was not sneaking up on anyone.

     Moonlight shimmered beyond the open sides of the pavilion.

     The glossy paint on the balustrade seemed to glow.

     Here under the roof, thick shadows clustered.

     Shadows and moist heat.

     The miniature cars huddled like sheep in a dark pasture.

     The body was gone.

     My first thought was that I had forgotten exactly where I had left the corpse: perhaps it was beyond that other pair of Dodgem Cars, or over there in that other sable pool beyond the moonlight’s reach. Then it occurred to me that the goblin might not have been dead when I left it.
         Dying, yes, it had definitely been mortally injured, but perhaps not actually dead, and maybe it had managed to drag itself
         to another corner of the building before expiring. I began searching back and forth, through and between the cars, gingerly
         poking into every lake and puddle of blackness, with no success but with increasing agitation.
      

     I stopped. I listened.

     Silence.

     I made myself receptive to psychic vibrations.

     Nothing.

     I thought I remembered under which car the flashlight had rolled when it had been knocked off the bumper. I looked and found
         it – and was reassured that I had not dreamed the entire battle with the goblin. When I clicked the switch, the Ever Ready
         came on. Hooding the beam with one hand, I swept the floor with light and saw other proof that the violent encounter I remembered had not been
         the events of a nightmare. Blood. Plenty of blood. It was thickening and soaking into the wood, deepening to a shade between
         crimson and maroon, with a look of rust around the edges, drying up, but it was undeniably blood, and from the sprays and
         streaks and pools of gore, I could recreate the fight as I recalled it.
      

     I found my knife, too, and it was spotted with dried blood. I started to return it to the sheath inside my boot, then looked
         warily at the night around me and decided to keep the weapon ready.
      

     The blood, the knife . . . But the body was gone.

     And the tool pouch was missing, as well.

     I wanted to run, get the hell out of there, without even delaying long enough to return to the Tilt-a-Whirl for my gear, just
         bolt down the concourse, kicking up clouds of sawdust, to the front gate of the county fairgrounds, climb over that, and run
         some more, Jesus, run without stopping for hours and hours, on into the morning, on through the Pennsylvania mountains, into
         the wilderness, until I found a stream where I could wash off the blood and the stink of my enemy, where I could find a mossy
         bed and lie down in the concealment of ferns, where I could sleep in peace without fear of being seen by anyone – or any thing.
      

     I was only a seventeen-year-old boy.

     But, during the past few months, my fantastic and terrifying experiences had hardened me and forced me to grow up fast. Survival
         demanded that this boy conduct himself like a man, and not just any man, but one with nerves of steel and a will of iron.
      

     Instead of running, I went outside and walked around the building, studying the dusty earth in the flashlight beam. I could
         find no trail of blood, which there would surely have been if the goblin had retained enough strength to crawl away. I knew
         from experience that these creatures were no more immune to death than I was; they could not miraculously heal themselves, rise up, and come back from
         the grave. Uncle Denton had not been invincible; once dead, he stayed dead. This one, too: he had been dead on the pavilion
         floor, indisputably dead; he still was dead; somewhere, dead. Which left only one other explanation for his disappearance: someone had found his body and had carried
         it away.
      

     Why? Why not call the police? Whoever found the corpse could not know that it had once been animated by a demonic creature
         with a face suitable for the galleries of Hell. My unknown conspirator would have seen a dead man, nothing more. Why would
         he help a stranger conceal a murder?
      

     I suspected that I was being watched.

     The shakes came back. With an effort, I got rid of them.

     I had work to do.

     Inside the pavilion again, I returned to the Dodgem Car on which the goblin had been working when I surprised him. At the
         rear of it, the lid was raised, exposing the motor and the power connection between the terminus of the grid-tapping pole
         and the alternator. I peered at those mechanical guts for a minute or so, but I could not see what he had been doing, could
         not even tell whether he had tinkered with anything before I had interrupted him.
      

     The ticket booth for the Dodgem Cars was not locked, and in one corner of that tiny enclosure I found a broom, a dustpan,
         and a bucket containing a few soiled rags. With the rags, I wiped up what blood had not already dried on the wooden floor.
         I brought handfuls of powdery, summer-bleached dirt into the building, sifted it over the moist reddish splotches wherever
         I found them, ground it in with my boots, then swept up. The blood stains remained, but the character of them was changed,
         so they looked no more recent than – or different from – the countless grease and oil spots that overlaid one another along the entire length of the platform. I replaced
         the broom and dustpan in the booth but threw the bloody rags into a trash barrel along the concourse, burying them under empty
         popcorn boxes and crumpled snowcone papers and other garbage, where I also deposited the dead man’s flashlight.
      

     I still sensed that I was being watched. It gave me the creeps.

     Standing in the centre of the concourse, I slowly turned in a circle, surveying the carnival around me, where the pennants
         still hung like sleeping bats, where the shuttered hanky-panks and grab-joints were tomb-black, tomb-silent, and I perceived
         no sign of life. The setting moon, now balanced on the mountainous skyline, silhouetted the far-off Ferris wheel and the Dive
         Bomber and the Tip Top, which somehow brought to mind the colossal futuristic Martian fighting machines in H.G. Wells’s The War of the Worlds.
      

     I was not alone. No doubt of it now. I sensed someone out there, but I could not perceive his identity, understand his intentions, or pinpoint his location.
      

     Unknown eyes watched.

     Unknown ears listened.

     And abruptly the midway was once more different from what it had been, no longer like a barren prison yard where I stood helplessly
         and hopelessly exposed in the accusatory glare of arc lamps. In fact, the night was suddenly not bright enough to suit me, not by half, rapidly growing darker, bringing gloom of a depth and menace never before seen or imagined. I cursed
         the betrayal represented by the setting moon. The feeling of exposure did not recede with the moon, and now it was aggravated
         by a growing claustrophobia. The midway became a place of unlit and alien forms, as profoundly disturbing as a collection
         of weirdly shaped gravestones carved and erected by an inscrutable race on another world. All familiarity fled; every structure, every machine, every article was strange. I felt crowded, closed in, trapped,
         and for a moment I was afraid to move, certain that, no matter where I turned, I would be walking into open jaws, into the
         grip of something hostile.
      

     ‘Who’s there?’ I asked.

     No answer.

     ‘Where have you taken the body?’

     The dark carnival was a perfect acoustic sponge; it absorbed my voice, and the silence was undisturbed, as if I had never
         spoken.
      

     ‘What do you want from me?’ I demanded of the unknown watcher. ‘Are you friend or enemy?’

     Perhaps he did not know which he was, for he did not answer, though I sensed that a time would come when he would reveal himself
         and make his intentions clear.
      

     That was the moment when I knew, with clairvoyant certainty, that I couldn’t have run away from the Sombra Brothers’ midway
         even if I had tried. It was neither whim nor a fugitive’s desperation that had brought me there. Something important was meant
         to happen to me in that carnival. Destiny had been my guide, and when I had enacted the role required of me, then and only
         then would destiny release me to a future of my own choosing.
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     Goblin Dreams

     Most county fairs feature horse races in addition to livestock shows, carnivals, and kootch dancers, so most fairgrounds have
         locker rooms and showers under their grandstands, for the convenience of jockeys and sulky drivers. This place was no exception.
         The door was locked, but that could not stop me. I was no longer just an Oregon farm boy, no matter how devoutly I might have
         wished to regain that lost innocence: I was, instead, a young man with knowledge of the road. I carried a thin stiff strip
         of plastic in my wallet, and I used it now to loid the flimsy lock in less than a minute. I went inside, switched on the lights,
         and relocked the door behind me.
      

     Green metal toilet stalls were lined up on the left, chipped sinks and age-yellowed mirrors on the right, showers at the far
         end. A double row of scratched and dented lockers, back to back, ran through the centre of the big room, with scarred benches
         in front of them. Bare cement floor. Concrete block walls. Exposed fluorescent ceiling lights. Vaguely foul odours – sweat,
         urine, stale liniment, fungus – and a pungent, overriding scent of pine disinfectant gave the air an unsavoury richness that
         made me grimace but was not quite – though almost – disgusting enough to trigger the gag reflex. Not a swell place. Not a place you were likely to meet any of the Kennedys,
         for instance, or Cary Grant. But there were no windows here, which meant I could safely leave the lights on, and it was much cooler – though no less humid – than the dusty fairgrounds outside.
      

     First thing, I rinsed the metallic taste of blood out of my mouth and brushed my teeth. In the cloudy mirror above the sink,
         my eyes were so wild and haunted that I quickly looked away from them.
      

     My T-shirt was torn. Both my shirt and jeans were bloody. After I showered, washing the stink of the goblin out of my hair,
         and dried off with a bunch of paper towels, I dressed in another T-shirt and a pair of jeans that I took out of my backpack.
         At one of the sinks, I washed some of the blood out of the ruined T-shirt, soaked the jeans as well, wrung them, then buried
         them in a nearly full trash barrel by the door, unwilling to risk being caught with incriminating, blood-stained clothing
         in my pack. My remaining wardrobe consisted entirely of the new jeans I had put on, the T-shirt I wore, one other T-shirt,
         three pair of briefs, socks, and a thin corduroy jacket.
      

     You travel light when you’re wanted for murder. The only heavy things you carry are memories, fear, and loneliness.

     I decided the safest place to spend the last hour of the night was there in the locker room beneath the grandstand. I unrolled
         my sleeping bag on the floor, in front of the door, and stretched out on it. No one could get inside without alerting me the
         moment he began to work the lock, and my body would serve as a doorstop to keep intruders out.
      

     I left the lights on.

     I was not afraid of the dark. I simply preferred not to subject myself to it.

     Closing my eyes, I thought of Oregon . . .

     I was homesick for the farm, for the verdant meadows where I had played as a child, in the shadow of the mighty Siskiyou mountains,
         which made the mountains of the East seem ancient, worn, and tarnished. In memories that now unfolded like incredibly elaborate origami sculptures, I saw the rising ramparts of the Siskiyous, forested
         with tier on tier of enormous Sitka spruce, with scattered Brewer’s spruce (the most beautiful of all the conifers), Lawson
         cypress, Douglas fir, tangerine-scented white fir that was rivalled in aromatic influence only by the tufted incense cedar,
         dogwood with no scent but with brilliant leaves, bigleaf maple, pendulous western maple, neat ranks of dark-green Sadler oak,
         and even in the faded light of memory that scene took my breath away.
      

     My cousin Kerry Harkenfield, Uncle Denton’s stepson, met a particularly ugly death midst all that beauty. He was murdered.
         He had been my favourite cousin and best friend. Even months after his death, even by the time I found myself in the Sombra
         Brothers Carnival, I still felt the loss of him. Acutely.
      

     Opening my eyes, staring up at the water-stained and dust-filmed acoustic tiles of the locker room ceiling, I forced myself
         to block out the chilling recollection of Kerry’s shattered body. There were better memories of Oregon . . .
      

     In the yard in front of our house, there had been a large Brewer’s spruce, usually called a weeping spruce, arching branches
         draped with elegant shawls of green-black lace. In summer, the shiny foliage was a display field for sunlight in much the
         same way that a jeweller’s velvet pad shows gems to their best advantage; the boughs were often draped with insubstantial
         but dazzling chains and linked beads and flashing necklaces and shimmering jewelled arcs composed purely of sunshine. In winter,
         snow encrusted the weeping spruce, conforming to its peculiar shape; if the day was bright, the tree seemed like a Christmas
         celebrant – but if the day was grey, the tree was a mourner in a graveyard, the very embodiment of misery and gloom.
      

     That spruce had been in its mourning clothes the day I killed my Uncle Denton. I had an axe. He had only his bare hands. Nevertheless, disposing of him was not easy.
      

     Another bad memory. I shifted, closed my eyes again. If there was any hope of getting to sleep, I would have to think only
         of the good times, of Mom and Dad and my sisters.
      

     I was born in the white farmhouse that stood behind the Brewer’s spruce, a much-wanted baby and much-loved child, first and
         only son of Cynthia and Kurt Stanfeuss. My two sisters had just enough tomboy in them to make good playmates for an only brother,
         just enough feminine grace and sensibility to instil in me some manners, sophistication, and refinement that I might not otherwise
         have acquired in the rustic world of the rural Siskiyou valleys.
      

     Sarah Louise, blonde and fair like our father, was two years older than me. From a young age she could draw and paint with
         such skill that you would have thought she had been a famous artist in a prior life, and it was her dream to earn her living
         with brushes and palette. She had a special empathy with animals. She could handle any horse well and effortlessly, charm
         a pouting cat, calm a chickenyard full of nervous hens just by walking among them, and quickly coax a sheepish grin and a
         wag of the tail from even the meanest dog.
      

     Jennifer Ruth, brunette and almond-skinned like our mother, was three years older than me. She was a voracious reader of fantasies
         and adventure stories, as was Sarah, but Jenny had no artistic talent to speak of, although she made an artform of her way
         with figures. Her affinity for numbers, for all forms and disciplines of mathematics, was a constant astonishment to everyone else in the Stanfeuss household, for the rest
         of us, given a choice between adding a long column of sums and putting a collar on a porcupine, would have opted for the porcupine
         every time. Jenny also had a photographic memory. She could quote word-for-word from books she had read years ago, and both Sarah and I were deeply envious of the ease with which Jenny compiled report card after report
         card of straight A grades.
      

     Biological magic and the rarest serendipity were evident in the blending of my mother and father’s genes, for none of their
         children escaped the burden of extraordinary talent. Not that it was difficult to understand how they could have produced
         us. They were gifted, too, in their own ways.
      

     My father was a musical genius, and I use the word ‘genius’ in its original meaning, not as an indication of IQ but to express
         the fact that he had an exceptional natural capacity, in this case a capacity for music. There was no instrument that he could
         not play well within a day of picking it up, and within a week he could perform the most complex and demanding numbers with
         a facility that others laboured years to acquire. A piano stood in our parlour, and Dad would often play, from memory, tunes
         he had heard only that morning, on the radio, while driving the pickup into town.
      

     For a few months after he was killed, all the music went out of our house, both literally and figuratively.

     I was fifteen when my father died, and at the time I believed his death was an accident, which was what everyone else thought,
         too. Most of them still think so. Now I know that Uncle Denton killed him.
      

     But I had killed Denton, so why couldn’t I sleep? Revenge had been taken, rough justice done, so why couldn’t I find at least
         an hour or two of peace? Why was each night an ordeal? I could sleep only when insomnia led to a state of exhaustion so complete
         that the choice was reduced to sleep or madness.
      

     I tossed. I turned.

     I thought of my mother, who was as special as my father had been. Mom had a way with green, growing things; plants thrived
         for her as animals obeyed her younger daughter, the way mathematical problems resolved themselves for her elder daughter. One quick look at any plant, a brief touch of leaf or stem, and Mom knew precisely
         what nutrients or special care her green friend required. Her vegetable garden always produced the biggest and best-tasting
         tomatoes anyone had ever eaten, the juiciest corn, the sweetest onions. Mom was a healer, too. Oh, not a faith healer, mind
         you, not a quack of any kind; she made no claim of psychic power, and she did not heal by a laying-on of hands. She was a
         herbalist, mixing her own poultices, salves, and ointments, blending delicious medicinal teas. No one in the Stanfeuss family
         ever contracted a bad cold, never anything worse than one-day sniffles. We suffered neither cold sores, influenza, bronchitis,
         pinkeye, nor the other ills that children bring home from school and pass on to their parents. Neighbours and relatives often
         came by for my mother’s herbal concoctions, and, though she was frequently offered money, she never accepted a penny in return;
         she felt that it would be blasphemous to receive any compensation for her gift other than the joy of employing it for the
         benefit of her family and others.
      

     And, of course, I am also gifted, though my special abilities are far different from the more rational talents of my siblings
         and parents. In me, the genetic serendipity of Cynthia and Kurt Stanfeuss was not mere magic but almost sorcery.
      

     According to my grandmother Stanfeuss, who possesses a treasure of arcane folk wisdom, I have Twilight Eyes. They are the
         very colour of twilight, an odd shade that is more purple than blue, with a particular clarity and a trick of refracting light
         in such a way that they appear slightly luminous and strange and (I am told) unusually beautiful. Grandma says that not even
         one in half a million people have such eyes, and I must admit I have never seen others like mine. Upon first seeing me, blanket-wrapped
         in my mother’s arms, Grandma told my folks that Twilight Eyes in a newborn baby were a harbinger of psychic ability; if they did not change colour by the child’s second birthday (as mine did not),
         then – according to Grandma – folk tales have it that the psychic ability will be unusually strong and manifested in a variety
         of ways.
      

     Grandma was right.

     And, as I thought of Grandma’s softly seamed and gentle face, as I pictured her own warm and loving eyes (sea-green), I found
         not peace but at least a state of truce. Sleep stole to me in the armistice like an army nurse bringing anaesthetics across
         a temporarily silenced battleground.
      

     My dreams were of goblins. They frequently are.

     In the last dream of several, my Uncle Denton screamed at me as I wielded the axe: No! I’m not a goblin! I’m just like you, Carl. What are you talking about? Are you mad? There aren’t goblins. No such thing.
            You’re crazy, Carl. Oh, my God! Oh, my God! Insane! You’re insane! INSANE! In real life, he had not screamed, had not denied my accusations. In real life, our battle had been grim and bitterly waged.
         But three hours after sleep claimed me, I woke with Denton’s voice still echoing at me from out of the dream – Insane! You’re insane, Carl! Oh, my God, you’re insane! – and I was shaking, sweat-drenched, disoriented, and feverish with doubt.
      

     Gasping, whimpering, I stumbled to the nearest sink, turned on the cold water, and splashed my face. The lingering images
         of the dream receded, faded, vanished.
      

     Reluctantly, I raised my head and looked in the mirror. Sometimes I have difficulty confronting the reflection of my own strange
         eyes because I am afraid I will see madness in them. This was one of those times.
      

     I could not rule out the possibility, however remote, that the goblins were nothing more than phantoms of my tortured imagination.
         God knows, I wanted to rule it out, to be unshaken in my convictions, but the possibility of delusion and insanity remained, periodically draining
         me of will and purpose as surely as a leech steals vital blood.
      

     Now, I stared into my own anguished eyes, and they were so unusual that the reflection of them was not flat and two-dimensional,
         as it would have been with any other man’s eyes; the mirror-image seemed to have as much depth and reality and power as the
         real eyes. I probed my own gaze honestly and relentlessly, but I could see no trace of lunacy.
      

     I told myself that my ability to see through the goblins’ disguises was as unquestionable as my other psychic talents. I knew my other powers were real and reliable, for numerous people had benefited from my clairvoyance and had been astonished by
         it. My grandmother Stanfeuss called me ‘the little seer’, because I could sometimes see the future and sometimes see moments
         in other people’s pasts. And, damn it, I could see goblins, too, and the fact that I was the only one who saw them was no reason to distrust my vision.
      

     But doubt remained.

     ‘Someday,’ I said to my sombre reflection in the yellowed mirror, ‘that doubt will surface at the wrong moment. It’ll overwhelm
         you when you’re fighting for your life with a goblin. Then it will be the death of you.’
      

   



      
     5

     Freaks

     Three hours of sleep, a few minutes to wash, a few minutes more to roll up my sleeping bag and harness myself to the backpack,
         made it nine-thirty by the time I opened the locker room door and went outside. The day was hot and cloudless. The air was
         not as moist as it had been last night. A refreshing breeze made me feel rested and clean, and it blew the doubts into deeper
         reaches of my mind, in much the same way as it gathered up litter and old leaves, packing them into corners formed by the
         fairground buildings and shrubbery, not disposing of the trash altogether but at least keeping it out from underfoot. I was
         glad to be alive.
      

     I returned to the midway and was surprised by what I found. My last impression of the carnival, before I deserted it last
         night, was one of looming danger, bleakness, and oppression, but in daylight the place seemed harmless, even cheerful. The
         hundreds of pennants, all colourless in the moon-bleached hours of the night, were now crimson like Christmas bows, yellow
         as marigolds, emerald-green, white, electric-blue, and orange-orange; they rippled-fluttered-snapped in the wind. The amusement
         rides gleamed and sparkled so brightly in the sharp August sun that from even a short distance they appeared not merely newer
         and fancier than they were, but seemed to be plated with silver and finest gold, like elf-made machines in a fairytale.
      

      
     At nine-thirty, the fairground gates had not yet opened to the public. Only a few carnies had ventured back to the midway.

     On the concourse, two men were picking up litter with spike-tipped poles and stuffing it into large bags slung from their
         shoulders. We said ‘Hi’ and ‘’lo’ to one another.
      

     A burly man with dark hair and a handlebar moustache was standing on the barker’s platform at the funhouse, five feet above
         the ground, his hands on his hips, staring back and up at the giant clown’s face that formed the entire front of the attraction.
         He must have seen me from the corner of his eye, for he turned and looked down and asked my opinion as to whether the clown’s
         nose needed painting. I said, ‘Well, it looks fine to me. Looks like it was painted just last week. A nice bright red.’ And
         he said, ‘Was painted just last week. Used to be yellow, been yellow fourteen years, and then a month ago I got myself married for the
         first time, and my wife, Giselle, says a clown’s nose should be red, and since I’m damned sweet on Giselle I decided to paint
         it, see, which I did, but now I’ll be God-croaked if I don’t think it was a mistake, because when it was yellow it was a nose
         with character, you know, and now it’s just like every clown’s nose you’ve ever seen in your whole God-blasted life, and what’s the good
         of that?’ He did not seem to want an answer, for he jumped off the platform and, grumbling, stalked around the side of the
         funhouse, out of sight.
      

     I ambled along the concourse until I came to the Whip, where a wiry little man was repairing the generator. His hair was that
         shade of orange which isn’t auburn and isn’t red but which everyone calls red, anyway, and his freckles were so numerous and bright that they appeared unreal, as if they had been carefully painted
         on his cheeks and nose. I told him I was Slim MacKenzie, and he didn’t tell me who he was. I sensed that clannish, secretive mind-set of a lifelong carny, so I talked for a bit about the gillies and ragbags I’d worked in the
         Midwest, all the way through Ohio, while he continued to tinker with the generator and remained mute. At last I must have
         convinced him that I was on the level, for he wiped his greasy hands on a rag, told me his name was Rudy Morton but everyone
         called him Red, nodded at me, and said, ‘You lookin’ for work?’ I replied that I was, and he said, ‘Jelly Jordan does all
         the hiring. He’s our patch, and he’s Arturo Sombra’s righthand man. You’ll probably find him at the headquarters compound.’
         He told me where that was, out near the front of the midway, and I thanked him, and I know he watched for some time as I walked
         away, although I didn’t once glance back at him.
      

     I cut across the sunny midway rather than walk around the entire concourse, and the next carny I met was a big man coming
         towards me with his head down, hands in his pockets, shoulders slumped, altogether too defeated-looking for a day as golden
         as this one. He must have been six-four, with massive shoulders and huge arms, two hundred and seventy pounds of muscle, a
         striking figure even when he slouched. His head was held so low between those Herculean shoulders that I could see nothing
         of his face, and I knew he did not see me. He walked between the hulking equipment, stepping on cables, ploughing through
         accumulations of litter, self-absorbed. I was afraid that I would startle him, so before I was atop him I called out, ‘Lovely
         morning, isn’t it?’ He took two more steps, as if he required that long to register that my greeting was aimed at him. We
         were only eight feet apart when he looked up at me, revealing a face that froze my marrow.
      

     Goblin! I thought.
      

     I almost reached for the knife within my boot.

     Oh, Jesus, God, no, another goblin!

     ‘You said something?’ he asked.

      
     When the wave of shock had passed through me, I saw that he was not a goblin, after all – or at least not a goblin like the
         others. He had a nightmare face, but there was nothing of pig or dog in it. No fleshy snout, no fangs, no flickering serpentine
         tongue. He was human, but a freak, his skull so malformed that it proved God had strange, macabre moments. In fact . . .
      

     Imagine yourself a divine sculptor, working in the medium of flesh-blood-bone, with a bad hangover and a despicable sense
         of humour. Now, start sculpting with a huge brutal jaw that does not recede as it approaches your creation’s ears (the way
         the jawline does in normal faces) but terminates abruptly in ugly knotted lumps of bone reminiscent of the neck bolts featured
         in the movie version of the Frankenstein monster. Now, just above those unsightly lumps, give your hapless creation a pair
         of ears like wads of crumpled cabbage leaves. A mouth inspired by the scoop of a steam shovel. Throw in some big square teeth,
         too many of them, crowding one another and overlapping at several points, and all a permanent shade of yellow so gross that
         your creation will be ashamed to open his mouth in polite company. Sound like enough cruelty to vent any godly anger that
         you may have been feeling? Wrong. You are apparently in a truly cosmic rage, a deific lather sufficient to make the universe quake from one end to the other, for you also sculpt a forehead thick enough to act as armour-plating,
         build it up until it overhangs the eyes and transforms the underlying sockets into caves. Now, in a fever of malignant creation,
         you carve a hole in that forehead, above the right eye but closer to the temple than the socket below, and plug in a third
         eye that is without iris or pupil, just an oval of undifferentiated burnt-orange tissue. That done, you add two final touches
         that are unquestionably the mark of malevolent genius: you pop a noble and perfectly made nose into the centre of that grisly
         mug, to taunt your creation with ideas of what might have been; within the two lower sockets, you embed a pair of clear, brown, warm, intelligent, beautiful, normal eyes, exquisitely expressive, so that anyone who sees them must quickly look away or weep uncontrollably with pity for the
         sensitive soul trapped within this hulk. Are you still with me? You probably don’t want to play God any more. What gets into
         Him sometimes? Don’t you wonder? If a creation like this can result merely from His moodiness or pique, just imagine what
         state of mind He must have been in when He was seriously upset, when He made Hell and cast the rebel angels into it.
      

     This prank of God spoke again, and his voice was soft and kind: ‘I’m sorry. Did you say something? I was woolgathering.’

     ‘Um . . . uh . . . I said . . . lovely morning.’

     ‘Yes. I guess it is. You’re new, aren’t you?’

     ‘Uh . . . I’m Carl . . . Slim.’

     ‘Carl Slim?’

     ‘No . . . uh . . . Slim MacKenzie,’ I said, head tilted back to stare up at him.

     ‘Joel Tuck,’ he said.

     I could not adjust to the rich timbre and soft tone of his voice. From the look of him, I expected a broken-glass, shattered-rock
         voice full of cold hostility.
      

     He offered a hand. I shook it. It was like anybody else’s hand, though bigger.

     ‘I own the ten-in-one,’ he said.

     ‘Ah,’ I said, trying not to look at the blank orange eye, but staring anyway.

     A ten-in-one was a sideshow, usually a freak show, with at least ten attractions – or freaks – under the same tent.

     ‘Not just the owner,’ Joel Tuck said. ‘I’m the star attraction, too.’

     ‘No doubt,’ I said.

     He burst out laughing, and I flushed with embarrassment, but he would not permit me to sputter through an apology. He shook his deformed head and put one massive hand
         on my shoulder and, grinning, assured me that no offence had been taken.
      

     ‘In fact,’ he said, surprisingly garrulous, ‘it’s refreshing to meet a carny for the first time and have him show his shock. You know, most of the marks who pay to get in the ten-in-one, they point and gasp and talk about me right in front
         of my face. Very few of them have the wit or grace to leave the sideshow a better person, with gratitude for their own good
         fortune. A bunch of crass, small-minded . . . well, you know what marks are like. But carnies . . . sometimes, in their own way, they
         can be just as bad.’
      

     I nodded, as if I knew what he was talking about. I had managed to look away from his third eye, but now I couldn’t seem to
         take my eyes off his steam-shovel mouth. It clapped open and shut, and his knotted jaws creaked and bulged, and I thought
         of Disneyland. The year before my father died, he took us down to California, to Disneyland, which was new then, but even
         in those days they had what they called the ‘audio-animatronic’ robots with lifelike faces and movements, convincing in every
         detail except for their mouths, which clapped open and shut with none of the intricate and subtle movements of real mouths.
         Joel Tuck seemed like a macabre audio-animatronic robot that the Disneyland guys had built as a joke, intending to put a good
         scare into Uncle Walt.
      

     God pity me for having been so insensitive, but I expected that grotesque man to be equally grotesque in thought and word.

     Instead, he said, ‘Carnies are all so painfully aware of their tradition of tolerance and brotherhood. Sometimes their diplomacy
         is irritating. But you! Ah, now, you have struck just the right note. Not morbidly curious or smugly superior or full of effusive declarations of
         false pity like the marks. Not unstintingly diplomatic, not given to studied indifference like most carnies. Understandably shocked,
         not ashamed of your instinctive reactions, a boy who knows his manners but still has a wholesome curiosity and a welcome frankness
         – that’s you, Slim MacKenzie, and I’m pleased to make your acquaintance.’
      

     ‘Likewise.’

     His generosity in analyzing my reactions and motivations made me blush even brighter, but he pretended not to notice. He said,
         ‘Well, I must be going. There’s an eleven o’clock show call, and I’ve got to get the ten-in-one ready to open. Besides, when
         there are marks on the midway, I don’t go outside the tent with my face uncovered. Wouldn’t be right if someone who didn’t
         want to see this mug got exposed to it. Besides, I don’t believe in giving the bastards a free show!’
      

     ‘See you later then,’ I said, my gaze drifting back to his third eye, which blinked once, almost as if winking at me.

     He took two steps, his size fourteen shoes raising small clouds of white dust from the August-parched earth. Then he turned
         to me again, hesitated, and at last said, ‘What do you want from the carnival, Slim MacKenzie?’
      

     ‘What . . . you mean . . . from this carnival in particular?’
      

     ‘From the life in general.’

     ‘Well . . . a place to sleep.’

     His jaws bunched and shifted: ‘You’ll get that.’

     ‘Three square meals a day.’

     ‘That too.’

     ‘Pocket money.’

     ‘You’ll do better than that. You’re young, bright, quick. I can see all that. You’ll do well. What else?’

     ‘You mean . . . what else do I want?’

     ‘Yes. What else?’

     I sighed. ‘Anonymity.’

      
     ‘Ah.’ His expression might have been a conspiratorial smile or a grimace; it was not always easy to tell what that twisted
         face meant to convey. His mouth was slightly open, his teeth like the stained and weathered pickets of an ancient fence, as
         he contemplated me and what I’d said, as if he might inquire further or offer advice, but he was too good a carny to pry.
         He merely said, ‘Ah,’ again.
      

     ‘Sanctuary,’ I said, almost wishing he would pry, suddenly struck by the crazy urge to take him into my confidence and tell him about the goblins, Uncle Denton. For months,
         since the first time I had killed a goblin, I had required unfaltering strength of purpose and character in order to survive,
         and in that time and through all my travels I had not encountered anyone who seemed to have been tempered by a fire as hot
         as that which had tempered me. Now, in Joel Tuck, I sensed that I had found a man whose suffering, anguish, and loneliness
         had been far greater than mine, endured far longer; he was a man who had accepted the unacceptable with uncommon strength
         and grace. Here was someone who might understand what it was like to live always in a nightmare, without a moment’s respite.
         In spite of his monstrous face, there was something fatherly about him, and I had the extraordinary urge to lean on him and
         let the tears flow at last, at long last, and tell him about the demonic creatures that stalked the earth unseen. But self-control
         was my most precious possession, and suspicion was the asset that had proven most valuable for survival, and I could not easily
         put aside either attitude. I merely repeated: ‘Sanctuary.’
      

     ‘Sanctuary,’ he said. ‘I believe you’ll find that, too. I surely hope you do because . . . I think you need it, Slim MacKenzie.
         I think you need it desperately.’
      

     That comment was so out of character with the rest of our brief conversation that it jolted me.

     We stared at each other for a moment.

      
     This time I looked not at the blind, orange orb in his forehead but at his other eyes. In them I thought I saw compassion.

     Psychically, I sensed in him a reaching-out, a warmth. However, I also perceived a secretiveness that was not apparent in
         his manner, a discomfiting indication that he was more than he seemed to be – that he was, in some vague way, perhaps even
         dangerous.
      

     A shudder of dread passed through me, but I didn’t know if I should be afraid of him or of something that would happen to
         him.
      

     The moment broke like a fragile thread – abruptly but with no great drama.

     ‘See you around,’ he said.

     ‘Yeah,’ I replied, my mouth so dry and my throat so constricted that I couldn’t have said more.

     He turned and walked away.

     I watched him until he was out of sight – the same way that the mechanic, Red Morton, had watched me when I walked away from
         the Whip.
      

     Again, I thought of leaving the carnival and finding a place where the omens and portents were less disturbing. But I was
         down to my last few pennies, and I was tired of being on the road alone, and I needed to belong somewhere – and I was enough
         of a seer to know that you can’t walk away from destiny no matter how ardently you might wish to do so.
      

     Besides, the Sombra Brothers Carnival was obviously a good and companionable place for a freak to settle down. Joel Tuck and
         me. Freaks.
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     Daughter of the Sun

     The carnival headquarters was lodged in three brightly painted trailers – each white with a brilliant rainbow design sweeping
         across it. They were arranged in an incomplete square, the front side missing. A portable picket fence surrounded the enclosure.
         Mr Timothy ‘Jelly’ Jordan had an office in the long trailer on the left, which also housed the accountant and the woman who
         dispensed rolls of tickets every morning.
      

     I waited for half an hour in the plain, linoleum-floored room where the bald accountant, Mr Dooley, was poring through piles
         of papers. As he worked, he nibbled steadily from a dish of radishes and pepperoncinis and black olives, and his spicy breath
         permeated the room, though none of the people who came in seemed bothered by it – or even aware of it.
      

     I half expected one of the visitors to rush in with word that a carny was missing or even that one had been found dead in
         the vicinity of the Dodgem Car pavilion, and then they would all look at me because I was an outsider, the newcomer, a likely
         suspect, and they would see guilt in my face, and . . . But no alarm was raised.
      

     At last I was told that Mr Jordan was ready to see me, and when I entered his office at the back of the trailer, I saw at
         once why he had been given his nickname. He was a good two or three inches shy of six feet, six or seven inches shorter than
         Joel Tuck, but he weighed about as much as Tuck, at least two hundred and seventy pounds. He had a face like a pudding, a round nose that might have been a pale
         plum, and a chin as shapeless as a dumpling.
      

     When I walked through his door, a toy car was running in circles on the top of his desk. It was a little convertible, with
         four tiny clowns sitting in it, and as it moved the clowns took turns popping up and then sitting down again.
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