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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







BOOK ONE


It’s gonna come now.
—Jeffery Collinson
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ER


The sound began as a muffled gurgle, rising slowly to the surface of his sleep until it finally broke through, ringing shrilly, jarring him awake.


Dr. Martin Hunt sat upright on the bed, the covers of which he had not pulled back, opened his eyes wide, blinked a few times, then reached around and picked up the phone.


“Hunt,” he said. He swung his legs over the side of the bed as he listened, scratching his reddish-brown beard with his free hand. “Okay, be right there.” He hung up the phone, stood, grabbed his white coat, which he’d tossed onto the foot of the bed earlier, and slipped it on over the wrinkled, comfortable surgical greens he always wore while on duty. He grabbed his cigarettes from the nightstand, lit one, then slipped them into his coat pocket as he glanced at his reflection in the full-length mirror by the door. His eyes twinkled in the dark, the tiny lines around them seeming to smile even though he didn’t. He smoothed his hair and beard with one hand, then went out the door of the little yellow house that served as quarters for the ER doctor working on call. Glancing at his watch, he saw by its luminous dial that it was just a few minutes past three in the morning.


A chilling fog had settled over the valley and a soft glow rose from the lampposts in the parking lot on the other side of the hospital building. Hunt hurried down the short walkway from the house, his shoulders hunched against the cold air, then clanked down the metal staircase that led to the side door of the emergency room. As he went inside, the sudden alertness that always overcame him when he was awakened by the ringing of the telephone began to wear off. Weariness began to ache in his knees and elbows.


Julie Calahan sat at the small, semicircular desk sipping a cup of coffee; she looked up and smiled warmly at Hunt as he walked in. Along with sunsets and nice views of the ocean, Julie’s smile was one of Hunt’s favorite sights. It was not conventionally attractive, perhaps; it was a bit crooked, and her teeth were not the straight, perfectly shaped teeth one might expect to see in toothpaste commercials. But it was so like a pair of open arms waiting for a hug, so filled with genuine warmth, that it always made him smile, too.


“Good morning,” she said.


He stepped around behind her, bent down, and kissed her gently on the neck, taking in the fresh smell of her short, honey-colored hair. “Hi,” he said quietly. “What’s happening?”


Julie backed her chair away from the desk a bit, its little wheels squeaking, then turned to face Hunt. “Couple guys in an accident over by Pope Creek. One who got hit by a car, and the drunk who was driving it.”


“How bad?” He took one more long drag on his cigarette, then put it out in a small ashtray on the edge of the desk.


“The driver has some minor lacerations, probably a broken leg, but the other guy is worse. Broken arm, lacerations, possible head injuries.”


Hunt sighed and scrubbed his face with his palms. “Is there any more of that coffee?”


“Sure,” Julie replied, standing. She walked over to a little table in the corner and poured some coffee into a Styrofoam cup, then handed it to Hunt. “You look tired.”


“I feel like I’m a hundred years old.”


“Don’t be silly. You don’t look a day over forty.”


“I’m thirty-eight, for Christ’s sake!” He sipped his coffee.


“Forty is a very distinguished age, though.”


“Not if you’re thirty-eight. Where’s Carl?”


“He’s in back getting ready for the patient. It’s been a slow night.”


Pushing himself away from the desk, Hunt leaned over, kissed her on the lips, and said, “Thanks, Julie.” Then he left the office and walked into the dimly lighted emergency room, where he could hear Carl preparing for the incoming patient: metallic objects clanging together and a curtain partition hissing as it was pulled back.


As he ran his fingers through his thick, dark, rust-colored hair, Hunt realized that it had been a very slow night, a pleasant rest after the previous night’s horrendous three-car accident on Howell Mountain Road, quickly followed by a coronary and a little boy who had swallowed some Drano. Hunt had gotten little sleep, which was why he’d so warmly welcomed the little bit he’d been able to sneak in tonight. He wondered if the patient being brought in by the ambulance was going to be the beginning of another rush. He hoped not. He hoped this one would be easily taken care of with no complications. He was stiff and tired and didn’t want to have to deal with anything out of the ordinary.


Of course, Hunt thought, we don’t always get what we want, do we?


“Dr. Hunt?”


Hunt looked up to see Officer Birney crossing the emergency room toward him from the direction of the entrance. He was holding a piece of creased paper in his right hand.


“Hi, Birney.”


“Show you something?”


“Sure.” Hunt sipped his coffee.


Hooking one thumb into his pants pocket and leaning to his right a little, Birney gestured with the piece of paper as he said, “You got a guy coming in from Pope Creek. Got hit by a car.”


“Uh-huh.”


“Name is Jeffery Collinson.”


Hunt nodded, wishing the balding policeman before him would not ignore the first word of each sentence as he so often did. Hunt had worked with him before and the man’s habit annoyed him.


“Found this on him.” He handed the letter to Hunt.


Hunt quickly read over it, the tip of his tongue running back and forth along the lower lip. “Holy God,” he sighed.


“Cops all over California have been getting letters like that for the last two and half years or so. And there’s always a murder to go with each one.” He shifted his weight from right to left. “This guy may be the killer of twenty-two people. Maybe more.”


The emergency room was silent as Hunt stared at the letter. Then they heard the ambulance arrive outside the entrance.


“’Morning, Tom.”


Tom Conrad, slumped on the sofa in the laboratory’s lounge, a Ken Follet paperback laying open on his lap, started from his light sleep at the sound of his name. The book slid down his legs and dropped to the floor. “Huh?” he blurted, sitting up. He panicked for a moment and checked his watch; he was supposed to get a patient’s blood sugar at four o’clock. Seeing it was only a little after three, he relaxed. Smacking his lips, he looked over at the short, stocky man who was sweeping the floor. “Hi, Sherman. How goes it?”


“Slow, Thomas. Same as always. How’s your wife and kids?”


“Just fine,” Tom answered mechanically, bending over to pick up his book, then standing and stretching his arms out before him. Tom was rather tall, anyway, but when his lanky frame stood next to Sherman, he looked even taller than usual. Darker, too. He walked over to the “kitchen” (a small sink, a counter, and a few cupboards in the corner of the lounge) and took a Coke from the small green fridge. Slipping his paperback into the fat pocket of his lab coat, he snapped the Coke open and drank some, then went back to the sofa and plopped down onto it again.


“You oughta get a normal job,” Sherman muttered. He kept pushing the broom ahead of him, making his fleshy jowls jiggle, as he made his way back over to the door. “’Specially with a family at home like you got.”


“Oh, it’s not so bad,” Tom said with a soft smirk. This was the same conversation—almost word for word—that they had twice a week when Sherman swept his way through the lab. “I get paid for reading and watching TV or sleeping, and most of the patients I draw are too sleepy to complain when I miss their veins, I don’t mind.”


“Whatever. Now, me … If I had two fine boys and a wife—a pregnant wife, yet—at home, I wouldn’t be working no crazy hours like this. Oh, well. Not my place to tell you.” He swept his way out the door. “Have a good one, Tom.”


“’Bye, Sherman.” Tom took another drink of Coke, then looked around him for the television control. He picked it up off the end table and turned on the television that rested on a card table a few feet away.


“You can’t come in,” Shirley Jones was saying on the screen. “I’ve taken a tranquilizer.”


Tom changed the channels until he came across a giant spider crawling down a desert highway. He chuckled. It was even a slow night for TV. Yawning, he thought to himself that at least there was Mrs. Plitkin’s blood sugar at four. That was something to look forward to.


They heard him before they saw him.


“Giui cahisa lusada oreri od—Second Key, the Second Key—it’s gonna come—lape noanu torafe—gonna come, gonna happen!”


The ragged, frantic cries grew louder as the paramedics pulled the patient from the ambulance.


“Sounds like the guests have arrived,” Hunt muttered to himself as he crossed the emergency room with long, smooth strides, sniffing once.


The gurney was pushed in by a large man wearing a yellow jumpsuit with red and white ambulance patches on the shoulders. He tossed a glance at Hunt and said, “Gonna need some help moving him. Guy’s wild.”


They removed the restraints and Hunt helped move the patient from the gurney to the neatly prepared bed as a second paramedic brought in the other accident victim. As Hunt helped restrain the first patient on the bed, the young man kicked and thrashed, his shouts occasionally breaking into high-pitched cackling, then low, throaty sobs.


“C’mon, c’mon,” Hunt urged firmly, “stop it, now, you’re only hurting yourself, fella.”


Carl stepped over and tried to help soothe the young man, but without success.


Julie, in the meantime, tried to settle the other patient—a short, potbellied Mexican man in his fifties who reeked of alcohol—who was much less violent, but almost just as loud.


“I didn’t meana hit him!” the man shouted. “I didn’t. Miss … really, I swear! I was—”


“Just calm down now,” Julie said softly, patting the man’s hand gently as she glanced over at the paramedic on the other side of the bed. “You wanna cut his clothes off while I get his vitals?” Swiping a nearby IVAC thermometer up in her hand, she said to the patient, “Can you slip this under your tongue, please?”


“Is he gonna be awright?”


“Let’s not worry about him right now, okay? We’ll just—are you in pain? Where do you hurt?”


“I wanna know if he’s okay! Am I gonna go t’ jail?”


“He’s gonna be fine. Let’s just work on you now, okay?”


While Julie struggled to avert the older man’s attention from the other patient, Hunt leaned over the young man, Jeffery Collinson. Carl was trying to cut off his clothes—a grimy plaid shirt with one sleeve already torn off for the splint that held his broken arm rigid, dirty blue jeans with a little blood splashed on them, and heavy old hiking boots—while the paramedic tried to hold Collinson still.


His face was puffy and his head was swollen, looking as though it didn’t belong on his scrawny neck. His bulging eyes floated disjointedly in his sockets and a thick, clear substance seeped around the edges. His red hair was greasy and matted; it clung together in spikes that flared from his head and added to his crazed look. He reeked of sweat and a clinging, bloody odor. His clothes, moving stiffly as Carl tried to cut them away, had obviously not been washed, or even taken off, in weeks. Perhaps months. His thin lips, chapped and cracking, pulled back often, revealing yellow teeth that had gone unbrushed far too long.


“It’s gonna come, now,” he hissed at Hunt. “It’s gonna come and dying won’t matter, won’t make a difference.” A laugh like sandpaper tore from his throat.


Placing his fingers on Collinson’s restrained wrist for a pulse, Hunt said, “Can you move your toes, Mr. Collinson?”


“It’s gonna come, now,” he rasped again.


“Carl, get his vitals when you’re done there.”


“Yeah.”


“Julie?” Hunt called.


“Busy!”


As if he hadn’t heard her, he went on. “I want someone from respiratory therapy down here yesterday, and someone from X ray for a C-spine. I want a CBC, a chem panel with blood sugar and electrolytes run and reported stat—”


“Am I gonna go t’ jail?” the other patient whined, craning his head around to look over at Collinson. “I ain’t had much to drink, really, and I got a wife—”


Hunt reached up, wrapped his fingers around the hem of the beige curtain between the two beds, and pulled it across so the older man wouldn’t be quite so distracted. “Quiet him down if you can. I want PSCE, comprehensive drug screen, BAL, ABG, U/A, type and cross, four units. And osmo. Stat. And Carl, two peripheral lines running lactated Ringer’s, hundred and fifty cc’s per hour.”


“Right away.”


“Whatta you want me to do with him?” Julie snapped, sticking her head around the edge of the curtain, sticking a stiff thumb over her shoulder.


Hunt was at the older man’s side in two quick steps.


“What’s your name, friend?”


“Huh-Hernandez.”


Hunt took the chart from Julie and scanned her assessment of the patient’s condition. “Okay, let’s get a lactated Ringer’s going, hundred cc’s per hour, C-spine, BAL, ABG, CBC, BL, and an X ray of the affected leg.”


Julie turned immediately to go to the phone in the office.


Hunt looked over at the paramedic. “Keep an eye on him. I’m gonna be busy with this guy over here.” He returned to Collinson, removing his stethoscope from his coat pocket.


“It’s all starting,” Collinson croaked. “This … this is just the beginning.” His breath made Hunt think of something dead and bloated.


“You wanna hold still so I can take a look at you, here?” Hunt asked. “What were you doing in the road, anyway?”


Carl came over and hung the IV bottle above the bed, then prepared to inject the needle.


Hanging the scope around his neck, Hunt picked up the chart on Collinson and glanced over it. “Huh?” he asked again. “What were you doing in the road, fella?”


“I am the Dark Christ! Holder of the Second Key!” He began to jerk and writhe on the bed, pulling against the straps again, clenching his teeth and jutting his chin, making the muscles in his neck stand out like steel cables. “‘O you, the great spawn of the worms of the Earth, whom the Hell fire frames in the depths of my jaw, whom I have prepared as cups for a wedding—’”


Hunt gently probed Collinson’s ribs, then placed the end of the stethoscope over his heart and listened.


“‘—for you are become as a building such as is not, save in the mind of all the All-Powerful manifestation of Satan! Arise! saith the first. Move, therefore—’”


Hunt jerked the stethoscope away and winced when Collinson’s string of words disappeared in a sudden spasm of wracking coughs. He lifted his oversized head and his whole body convulsed with each cough. Red-black blood sprayed from his mouth, speckling his lips and stubbly chin. He suddenly dropped his head back and seemed to relax a little, his chest rising and falling with each wheezy breath. He moaned quietly and the tip of his tongue slipped out to lick his lips; it was red with blood. He turned his head and looked up into Hunt’s eyes, his own bulbous brown eyes cloudy and unsteady. And he smiled. Chuckled slowly. He said, “I. Am. The Dark. Christ.”


Tom wrapped his long fingers around the empty Coke can and crunched it together in his hand. In his other hand he held his book open, reading it leisurely, checking the time now and then.


The phone in the office bleeped and Tom stood, tossed his crushed can into a wastebasket, and went out to the phone, putting his book down on the desk. It was always a temptation, at such a deserted hour of the morning, to answer the phone with something like, “Ajax Umbrella Factory and Opium Den, may I help you?” But he never did.


“Laboratory, Tom speaking.”


“This is Julie, Tom.” Her words came through the phone rapidly, frantically.


“Hi, there.” He smiled and sat back in the chair, happy to hear his friend’s voice, however harried it sounded. “So how are things in ER?” He had a pretty good idea what the answer would be, judging from the voices in the background.


“Well, it was fine, five minutes ago. Now all hell’s breaking loose. We’ve got a car accident. A couple—”


Julie stopped talking and Tom could hear Dr. Hunt’s voice in the background, shouting at her, mixed with loud shrieks and coughs.


“Okay, okay,” Julie said. Then she repeated the list of tests Hunt had ordered and Tom jotted them down on the pad by the phone as he listened.


“Sounds like you’re having fun,” Tom muttered as he wrote.


“This one guy’s a wild man.”


“Okay, I’ll be there in just a sec, Julie. Chin up.” He replaced the receiver and rubbed his palms together rapidly as he stood. He went to the back of the lab with a little spring in his step. “Whatta you know? Something to do.”


Collinson was screaming now, not words, just long, tattered screams, tensing his whole body.


“Jesus Christ on a pogo stick, Julie, where the hell is respiratory and X ray?” Hunt snapped, ripping the curtain back and looking across the room at Julie.


She was just coming out of the office, but immediately spun around on her heel. “I just called’em, but I’ll call’em again,” she sang out.


Hunt grumbled quietly as he turned around, reached up, and switched off the light that was shining over the bed, taking his penlight out of his pocket with his other hand, flicking it on with his thumb. He held the little light over Collinson’s face, pointing it into his right eye.


“Could you hold still, please?” Hunt asked, leaning forward to see the eye’s reaction to the light.


Collinson was beginning to shiver uncontrollably; his jaw jerked up and down and his teeth clacked together loudly.


“Carl, you wanna get this guy a blanket?”


“Sure.” Carl stepped away from the bed.


Hernandez began to shout in the next bed and the paramedic who was with him called, “Can somebody give me a hand with this guy?”


Hunt looked up at the yellow-suited man beside him. “I’m okay here. Go take care of Hernandez.” Then he turned back to the patient and shined the light in his eye again as Collinson let out a long, heavy moan from deep inside. And then Hunt saw it. It was long and thin and black, like the earthworms he used to collect before going fishing with his grandfather. It squirmed its way smoothly out of the man’s left nostril, a total of about one foot long, then slid over his cheek and onto the bed.


“What the hell?” Hunt breathed heavily as he leaned away from the tiling, almost dropping his penlight. His jaw fell open and his eyes widened.


The thing dropped from the bed to the floor with a soft splat! by Hunt’s foot, then disappeared under the bed. Hunt swallowed hard and his throat clicked dryly as he looked around his feet. “God … damn.”


He squatted down and looked under the bed. He could see it, a small black mass on the floor. It had flattened out and was no longer thin and long. His mouth still open, he reached his left hand under the bed to grasp the thing and heard a quick but soft whissshhh sound and felt an icy sting before he could jerk his hand back protectively. A cut had been slashed across the back of his hand and was starting to bleed moderately. Hunt massaged the wrist with the fingers of his other hand as he swore again quietly, the penlight clicking to the floor. Clenching his teeth, he got on his knees and swiped a hand under the bed quickly but cautiously, making a little grunting sound as he did so.


The black thing shot like lightning from under the bed, fluttering across the hard, cold floor, Hunt trying to follow it with his eyes through the foot or so of space between the bottom of the curtains and the floor, just as the door leading to the hospital corridor opened and two feet appeared. Its speed making it little more than a blur, the thing darted between the feet and disappeared out the door.


Hunt gut on his hands and knees at the foot of the bed, his mouth gaping, and he reached up to jerk the curtain all the way back. Tom Conrad was standing in the doorway, his phlebotomist’s tray at his side.


“Did you see that?” the doctor hissed.


Tom looked down at the floor, looked behind him, then back down at Hunt, shrugging his shoulders.


“Goddammit! Did you see that?” Hunt repeated, louder this time.


Tom began to shake his head. “I … no, I … uh … no.”


Hunt stumbled to his feet, snapping, “Look out in the corridor!”


Tom stuck his head out the door and Hunt was immediately beside him, his eyes scanning the long floor that led to the main lobby, the snack bar, and the main bank of elevators. One of the elevators opened and an X-ray tech noisily wheeled the portable X-ray machine into the corridor.


Hunt stepped back into the emergency room, sweeping his right hand back over his hair, holding his other hand out before him to look at the cut on the back of it. It wasn’t bleeding badly, but it stung like hell. He looked over at Carl, who was standing beside Collinson’s bed. The curtain was pulled all the way back and Hunt noticed for the first time that the patient was now still and silent.


He noticed it just before Carl snapped, “Dr. Hunt! He’s fibrillating!”


Thirty-five minutes later, Jeffery Collinson was dead.
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Hunt


Hunt lowered himself with a sigh into the vinyl-covered chair in front of Rudy Pazulo’s desk. The chair’s cushion hissed quietly beneath Hunt’s weight and the vinyl made soft crinkling sounds.


Pazulo, the hospital administrator, was on the phone. When Hunt walked in, Pazulo had looked up at him, held up one finger, and mouthed, “Be right with you.” Then he turned his attention back to the telephone conversation, nodding and saying things like “Sure” and “Oh, of course” as he quickly jotted down notes.


Hunt reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a cigarette, lit it, then leaned forward wearily, pulling the ashtray on Pazulo’s desk closer to him. It wasn’t even eight o’clock yet and Pazulo was already in his office and had asked to see Hunt. He hadn’t said why, but Hunt knew the reason for the little meeting, for Pazulo’s earlier-than-usual presence at the hospital. He took a long drag on the cigarette, his eyes closing to little slits as he did so, enjoying the feeling of the smoke. Nearly every part of his body ached and he wanted badly to sleep. His cut hand still stung, but not as sharply as before. A small white bandage covered the laceration.


“Okay,” Pazulo was saying into the phone, “that sounds fine to me. Right, three-thirty. See you then.” He hung up, turned back to his pad, and continued writing something, his concentration looking a bit too intense for Hunt’s tastes. Hunt thought that the little shows Pazulo put on for those around him—trying to act and look busier than he really was—were laughable. He’d probably just been talking to his wife or his sister-in-law (with whom, word had it, he was having an affair), but would rather have Hunt think he was talking to someone very important, like the goddamned governor. Pazulo continued writing for a few seconds, then looked up and smiled, reaching up to brush back a few strands of his salt-and-pepper hair that had fallen down onto his forehead. He had a thin face with sharp cheekbones and a hawklike nose with a pronounced bump near the top of the bridge. He clicked his tongue pitifully and shook his head. “Still smoking,” he said. “You’re a doctor. You should know better.”


“Filthy habit,” Hunt said, putting on a disgusted expression. He held the cigarette up between the first two fingers of his bandaged hand. “This is my last.”


Pazulo leaned back in his chair and crossed his legs. “Heard you had a rough night in ER.”


“I’m sure you did,” Hunt said quietly, nodding.


“This place is swarming with reporters. You really made the news.”


“I didn’t make the news. Jeffery Collinson did.”


“Yes, but he was in your care. You were the last one to see him alive.”


“Look, we busted our butts trying to revive him—”


“Oh, I’m sure you did everything you could,” Pazulo said sincerely, leaning forward and folding his hands on his desk. “Even if you hadn’t, I don’t think anyone would mind. The guy was a mass murderer.”


“Death sentences aren’t my line of work, Rudy.” Hunt reached forward and tapped his cigarette over the ashtray.


“Have you talked to any of the press people yet?”


“I’ve avoided them like the syph.”


“You going to talk to them?”


“Oh, I suppose I’ll have to eventually.”


“What are you going to tell them?”


Hunt chuckled darkly, breathing smoke. “Isn’t that why I’m here, Rudy? So you can tell me what to tell them?”


Pazulo sighed, fidgeting in his chair. He twisted his thin, immaculately manicured hands and his knuckles cracked loudly. Hunt winced at the sound and shook his head, annoyed. Pazulo smirked. “You smoke, I crack my knuckles.”


“Smoking’s a lot quieter.”


Pazulo stood and stepped out from behind the desk, perching himself on its corner. “Tell me about what you saw in ER last night, Martin—when you were treating Collinson.” He positioned his hands comfortably in his lap, absently fingering his wedding ring.


“I’m sure you’ve heard the whole story by now, haven’t you?”


“You know how things get twisted. I’d like to hear it from you.”


Hunt sighed, putting his elbow on the armrest of the chair and leaning his head on his palm. “Well, I was standing over him and this … thing, about a foot long, black, thin, crawled … no, it squirmed out of Collinson’s left nostril. It dropped to the floor and went under the bed. I tried to get it and it cut my hand.” He held up his bandaged hand. “I don’t know how, but it did. Then it shot across the room, out the door, and disappeared.”


“Did anyone else see it?”


“Well, it went right between Tom Conrad’s legs, but it was moving so fast that he didn’t really see it. No, I guess I’m the only one.”


Pazulo reached up and tugged on his earlobe, pursing his lips and breathing in deeply through his nose. “Are you planning on telling the press that story?”


“That thing is loose in the hospital, Rudy. It could—”


“But you don’t need to tell the world about it, do you?” His words were spoken calmly and levelly.


“Okay, so I don’t need to tell the press. But it cut my hand. It might hurt some—”


“You might’ve cut it on the bed, a jagged piece of metal sticking down from—”


“Dammit, Rudy!” Hunt exclaimed, shooting to his feet and circling the chair. “I heard it! It made a … a whipping sound. And I saw it there under the bed.”


“Martin, there’s already been quite a stir over Collinson. I’d rather not make things any worse.”


“You’d rather not,” Hunt repeated icily.


“Look, if there was some kind of bug on Collinson’s body—”


Hunt sighed and dropped back into the chair, rubbing a palm over his face.


“—in his hair, or something, I’m sure it’s gotten outside by now, out of the building. I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about.”


“Rudy. It wasn’t a bug.” Hunt spat the word disdainfully. He held up one hand, his fingers splayed. “The damned thing was as big as my hand once it hit the floor and spread out. And it wasn’t in his hair, either. It came out of his nose.”


Pazulo stood and walked around behind the desk again, sitting down. “You have to admit, Martin, that is a bit hard to swallow.”


Hunt nodded slightly. “I know, I know, it sounds crazy. But that makes it all the more disturbing.”


Pazulo’s hand flattened out on the desktop and his slender fingers drummed quietly. “Look at it from my position. If you tell this story to the press, not only will it look bad for you, but it’ll play havoc with the hospital’s reputation, which has suffered enough in the last year, I’d say. And I don’t need to remind you that you were rather outspoken during the last … scandal, if you will.”


“C’mon, Rudy, that’s old news.”


“We learn from our mistakes.”


“It wasn’t a mistake,” Hunt replied quickly, leaning forward in his chair. “I don’t regret standing up for Sam Porter. It wouldn’t have hurt any if you’d done the same.”


“There was nothing I could do about that.”


“Bullshit! You just didn’t try.”


“Martin, when a doctor is accused of molesting a patient—”


“Accused is exactly right!”


Pazulo held up a quieting palm. “The evidence was irrefutable. There was too much going against him. It would’ve been better for everyone concerned if you and Porter had been quiet about it. Especially you.”


“Sam was my best friend. I know he was innocent. He was set up.”


“Unfortunately for Dr. Porter, friendship does not stand up in court. But that’s not what we’re here to discuss right now, is it.” It wasn’t a question. Pazulo leaned back in, his chair and tugged on his earlobe again, silent for a few seconds. “You’re long overdue for a vacation, Martin. You’ve been working very hard, long hours. I think you should take some time off. Go someplace. Take a nice long trip somewhere. Enjoy yourself. Forget about all this for a while. While you’re gone, I’ll keep my eyes and ears open, and if anything comes of the … the thing you saw, I’ll do what I can.”


Hunt took one last drag on his cigarette and punched it out in the ashtray. He leaned forward with his elbows on the armrests and said quietly, “Come on, Rudy, show some sense.” He started to continue, but Rudy interrupted.


“No, no, Martin. You’re the one not showing any sense. Because if you don’t leave this alone …” He shifted his position in his chair, curled his fingers over, and examined his nails, avoiding Hunt’s eyes. “Well, I don’t want to sound threatening, but if you don’t leave this alone, you’re going to find yourself in a rather uncomfortable position.” He looked across the desk at Hunt again and coughed softly. “I’ve tolerated your outspokenness for some time now, Martin. Bitching about hospital conditions, crusading for the nurses, the techs. Jumping on nearly every conceivable bandwagon concerning hospital policy. Stirring things up in general. That business with Sam Porter was the last straw. You’re a doctor of emergency medicine, not Martin Luther King, Junior. Don’t get yourself into any unnecessary trouble.”


Hunt looked over Pazulo’s shoulder and out the window behind him. Steel-gray fog shrouded the view of the valley usually afforded by the window. Hunt clenched his teeth a few times, flexing his jaw. Why couldn’t this have happened to someone else? he wondered. Someone who hasn’t already had more than his share of trouble with this pencil-pushing prick and his envelope-licking, ass-kissing friends.


Hunt began to nod slowly, then turned his gaze back to Pazulo. “Okay, Rudy. I don’t like it, but, okay.”


Pazulo smiled thinly with obvious relief. “Good,” he said. “Take Julie on a cruise, or something. Maybe Greece.”


Hunt blinked. There was something very discomforting hearing his relationship with Julie spoken of by Rudy Pazulo. Sort of like Julio Iglesias singing an Elton John song.


“If she can get some time off,” Hunt said pointedly. “This place is so incredibly understaffed now …”


Pazulo’s lids closed slowly, heavily, over his eyes and his lips tightened together slightly. “You’re doing it again, Martin,” he said quietly.


There were a few seconds of stony silence between them. Words were unnecessary to confirm their dislike of one another; the silence did nicely.


Pazulo opened his eyes again and a smile twitched over his mouth. “God, do something relaxing. You deserve it.”


“Sure, Rudy. I just might do that. I can rest easy knowing this place is in your competent, concerned hands.” Hunt stood and walked to the door; Pazulo stood up behind his desk. With one hand on the doorknob, Hunt turned to him again. “But,” he said just a bit coldly, “be careful those hands don’t get bitten.” He held up his bandaged hand, a warning disguised as a wave, and left, closing the door softly behind him.


Hunt passed through the empty outer office and stepped out into the corridor. “Christ,” he muttered, stopping.


He was met by a wave of questioning voices coming from sharply dressed men and women with microphones, tape recorders, Hasselblad and Contax cameras around their necks, television cameras mounted on their shoulders. They all stepped forward and spoke at once.


“Please,” Hunt said, his eyes crinkling with annoyance, holding up one hand. “I don’t have time to talk with you right now, but I promise that, when it’s available, the coroner’s report will be passed on to you.” He turned and shouldered his way through a few of the reporters and started down the corridor. Most of them followed him.


“Did he confess before he died?”


“What were his last words?”


“Did he show any remorse?”


“How did you feel when you found out who he was, Dr. Hunt?”


Hunt’s strides became longer as he walked, slowing to a stop only when he came to the door with the word STAIRS on it. As he stepped through the doorway, he realized that they were going to follow him, so he turned to them and smiled slightly, just enough to give his bearded face a warm but weary look. They were suddenly quiet.


“Look,” Hunt said to them, “I’ve had a very long night and I’m very tired right now. So tired, in fact, that I don’t think I would be able to answer your questions the way they should be answered. I’d be happy to talk with you later, though. Maybe this afternoon.”


Some of the reporters smiled at him, and a few even took a step back away from the door.


Hunt nodded pleasantly at them, then went into the stairwell, letting the door swing slowly shut on its own. His feet made little chitch sounds on each step as he went down to the basement. Goddamned reporters, he thought. They use the First Amendment as an excuse to gather like vultures and circle their prey—


He sighed and shook his head as he neared the cafeteria, thinking, Calm down, Hunt, they’re just doing their job. Like you.


From the kitchen in back of the cafeteria came the sounds of clattering dishes and clanging pots and pans. The usual early morning mixed crowd was seated at the tables and standing at the vending machines: doctors and nurses, white and fresh, all ready for another day of work; other doctors and nurses looking tired and haggard, ready to end another night of work; friends and relatives of patients, their clothes wrinkled and then eyes sagging, hoping for the best, but expecting the worst.


Julie was seated at a table by the door, sipping a cup of coffee. Hunt noticed that she wasn’t wearing her red sweater; she didn’t look ready to go home. She’d taken out her contacts, as she usually did after a night of work to give her tired eyes a rest, and her large tortoiseshell glasses were perched on her pixie nose. She smiled when she saw him, and her smile, though weary, made him feel better.


Hunt sat down and they joined hands on the table. “Ready to take off?” he asked.


“Can’t. Shirley Hogan called in sick, so I’m working a double.”


“But you’re exhausted,” he protested quietly.


She shrugged. “Oh, it won’t kill me. But I was looking forward to catching up on my sleep with you.”


The two of them had been able to spend very little time together outside of ER, and they’d planned to spend the day together. Ever since they’d met and started seeing one another, they’d tried to arrange their schedules so they could be together. More often than not, however, they were unsuccessful.


“What did Rudy want?” she asked him, a bit apprehensively.


Hunt chuckled and picked up her coffee, taking a drink. “He wanted me to come in so he could give me a vacation”—he replaced the cup—“whether I wanted one or not.”


“I was afraid of that.”


“He wants me quiet and out of the way until this business about Collinson is over.”


“Did you tell him about what you saw?”


“That’s why he wants to get rid of me. So I won’t start spreading stories about—”


“Mind if I join you?”


Hunt and Julie turned to see Tom standing by their table, bending toward them a bit. His lab coat was gone and he wore a rust-colored sport coat over a maroon sweater. He looked like a writer, not a lab tech.


“Please do,” Hunt said, with a bit more enthusiasm than he wanted to show. He’d been thinking a lot about Tom just before going in to see Pazulo. Tom was the only other person to have seen the black thing dart out of the emergency room, however vague his glimpse of the creature might have been. He’d had only a few seconds to speak with Tom in all the confusion; Hunt thought the man might be able to give him a little support.


Tom pulled a chair over from the closest empty table and sat down with them. He primped his hair and jutted his jaw—a parody of a star—as he said, “I’m going to be on the news tonight. Channel 50. I figure it’ll only be a matter of days before I start hearing from major Hollywood agents and movie producers.”


Julie giggled and Hunt grinned tiredly.


“Sorry I wasn’t able to stick around a little longer this morning,” he said, a little more seriously. He turned to Hunt. “I understand Lord Rudy called you on the carpet.”


Hunt ran a hand over his beard. “Word travels fast.”


“Faster than wildfire in this place.”


Hunt gave Tom a brief synopsis of his meeting with Pazulo. “I think you might be able to help me, Tom—if you would.”


Tom sniffed, reached around, and scratched the back of his neck. “Yeah?”


“You saw it. It went right between your feet and out the door.”


Tom inhaled deeply and glanced at Julie. His face was uncertain, a little timid. “Look, Dr. Hunt, what I saw … it could’ve been a shadow. I … I just don’t know.”


Hunt had known Tom for a few years. Not really on a social basis, although they’d talked over a few beers a time or two. They weren’t the closest of friends—not close enough for Tom to stop calling him “Dr. Hunt,” anyway—but Hunt could tell from the expression on his face what he was afraid of. He didn’t want to make any waves. Tom didn’t like Rudy Pazulo any more than anyone else Hunt knew, he was sure, but he didn’t want to rub the administrator the wrong way. Feeling the ache in his lower back that came with exhaustion, Hunt knew he was too tired to lay successfully to rest any apprehension Tom might have about lending his support.


“Tell you what,” Hunt said, breaking the uncomfortable silence that had descended over the table, “I’m too tired to hold a coherent conversation right now. Why don’t we get together later.” He waited for a reply, but Tom simply turned his eyes down to Julie’s cup of coffee, twisting his mouth nervously. “I’d really appreciate it if we could just talk about it.”


One shoulder twitched with unconvincing nonchalance as Tom said, “Sure. Just … give me a call, I guess.”


Half of Hunt’s mouth turned up in a smile and he nodded. “Good. What I’m going to do now is go home to bed.” He stood, pushing his chair back. He gave Julie a kiss on the forehead, told her not to work too hard, and whispered in her ear that he loved her. Then he patted Tom on the shoulder. “I’ll talk to you later, Tom.” Then he turned and left.


As he walked down the corridors of the hospital, three nurses—all young and very attractive—smiled brightly at him. One winked and one said, “Good morning, Dr. Hunt,” in a voice coated with honey. He smiled and nodded at each of them as he continued walking.


“You know,” his old friend Sam Porter used to say, “most nurses hold doctors in disdain, but they all love you. What the hell do you have that we don’t?”


Hunt usually replied, “A pretty face.” He always said it jokingly, but, without conceit, he supposed there was some truth to that. He wasn’t sure what it was, exactly, but he was frequently being told that he had a “pretty face.” Maybe it was his eyes. They were sort of squinty sometimes, sad, but with a sort of purposeful look to them, a determination. Who cared, as long as it looked good, right?


It was cold outside and the wet pavement of the parking lot dully reflected the sky’s mournful gray light. He lit a cigarette, and smoking it felt good in the icy morning air. When he got in the car he started it up and switched on the radio. He turned the volume up a bit so the music’s heavy beat would keep him awake until he got home. He glanced at his reflection in the mirror, then looked again, longer. Yeah, he thought, maybe it is the eyes.


“You spend any more time in front of the mirror flirting with your reflection,” his father had once said to him, “and you’re going to get yourself pregnant.”


That had been just before Hunt had left for California. He’d just started growing his beard and was styling his hair differently; he was very concerned about the image he would project.


“Your image isn’t going to save anyone in the emergency room, son,” his father had assured him.


Hunt backed the car out of the parking slot, then drove onto the road, smiling at the thought of his father. He expected to hear from his father sometime in the near future, probably a letter, maybe a phone call if the old man was in a good mood. He’d want to comment on hearing his son’s name in the news, as he most assuredly would once the Collinson story started to get around, which it was doing even as Hunt drove home.


When, at the age of twenty-nine, after getting out of medical school, Hunt had decided to move to California and escape the torturous winters of the East Coast, his father had accepted it well. He had not protested, not like most staunch New Yorker fathers might. He’d sat on his overstuffed easy chair, silently lighting his pipe. (Whenever Hunt’s father picked up his pipe and began the slow, comfortable process of filling and lighting it, it usually meant he was going to render an opinion.)


“Awfully nice in California,” his father had said, puffing smoke. “Spent some time there with your mother before she died. Before you were born. It’s very pretty. Friendly people, too. Of course, it’s all going to fall into the ocean someday soon, so I guess all that makes very little difference, hmm?”


It was his father, also a doctor, who had brought out Hunt’s interest in medicine. Wallace Hunt always spoke very candidly, and fondly, of his specialty, gynecology.


“There’s nothing more intricate and mysterious than the female body,” he’d once told his son, “except maybe outer space. Only real difference, I guess, is that in space the black holes are bigger.” Then he’d chuckled, clamping his teeth onto his pipe.


Gynecology was not for Hunt, though. He needed something that could properly handle his level of energy, something that would allow him a certain amount of pressure. So he had taken up emergency medicine. Although he felt that gynecology would have been a far wiser decision (“Women are always falling apart,” he’d said with a wave of his hand), Wallace had been happy that his son was at least carrying on in the field of his father, his father’s father, and so on: medicine.


Hunt wondered what his father would say if he’d heard the story Julie and Tom had heard from him earlier.


“Well, now,” he might say, lighting his pipe and puffing, “that’s a pretty disturbing thing, I’d say.’Course, it’ll also have you stuffing burritos down at the Taco Bell within a week and paying regular visits to your local shrink if you tell anyone else. So shut your trap.”


But Hunt couldn’t do that. He couldn’t shut up entirely, anyway.


Thank god he had Julie. She might have a hard time swallowing the story, but at least she was there for him. As much as he hated to admit it, he sometimes needed someone he could lean on, and Julie was a pillar. She didn’t really look as strong as she was. She looked rather bookish, actually, as if she might even be a bit boring. That had been his very first impression of her, at least.


He’d first seen her about three years ago when she’d begun working in ER. He worked the day shift then and they’d met for the first time during the change of shifts. They saw each other occasionally after that and would exchange greetings. It wasn’t until about a year and a half ago, when he’d started working nights, that they got to know one another. And they’d clicked together like two pieces of clockwork. For a few years before he met Julie, Hunt had been very cautious with women. He’d been engaged once to a veterinarian. They’d met at some local benefit and had become too serious too fast. She’d left him, four months before they were to be married, for another doctor. A surgeon at the medical center. They’d married and left California, perhaps to freeze to death in one of those torturous East Coast winters. One could only hope.


You’re vicious, Hunt, he thought.


During the ride home, the radio playing, the heater warming his legs with a whisper, it occurred to Hunt that, over the years, he’d forced himself to be open-minded, and his willingness to accept the unusual had served him well; it allowed him to treat his patients more efficiently, it afforded him more success in discovering and diagnosing ailments that were a little better hidden than others. His perspective had suddenly changed, however, and he began to think that perhaps his open-mindedness had turned on him.


Whatever it was that crawled out of Collinson’s nose, Hunt thought with a frown, was long, too long to have been hiding in his sinuses. Then it had spread out like a little pancake on the floor. At least, I thought it did.


Aha! A ripple of doubt disturbs the surface of what had been, a little while ago, a perfectly smooth pond of certainty. Maybe it’ll all be better after a long, hard sleep.


Maybe it’s a lack of sleep that’s brought all of this on in the first place.


Hunt’s mind turned back to Tom. He had seen something, too, even if what he thought he’d seen was only a shadow. Glancing at his bandaged hand, Hunt chuckled softly, thinking, Now, there’s a shadow I wouldn’t want to box with.


“It’s gonna come now,” Collinson had spat in ER, his wrists and ankles strapped to the bed. “It’s gonna come, and dying won’t matter, won’t make a difference.”


Oh, it came, all right. Right out of his fucking nose, it came!


He pulled his silver BMW 2002 into his driveway just as a Beatles tune came on the radio. Hunt turned the ignition off and sat behind the wheel, smoking his cigarette, paying little attention to the song. Just before he switched the radio off, however, the last line of the song Come Together made Jeffery Collinson appear in his mind just as clearly as if Hunt were standing at his bedside again, the man’s rancid breath seeping between teeth caked with old food, his liquidy brown eyes bulging so severely that they seemed ready to shoot from their sockets like bullets.


Hunt turned the radio off and got out of the car, throwing his cigarette down to the ground hard, as if to kill it.


(dying won’t matter)


He walked into the house and went to bed.
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Tom


When Tom got home, his oldest boy, Bobby, was seated at the breakfast table in his Chewbacca pajamas eating a Hostess Twinkie. With cream filling spotting his lips, his hair tangled and mussed from sleep, the boy looked up at his father and smiled.


“Hi, Dad,” he said, his mouth smacking on the cake.


“Bobby, you shouldn’t be eating that for breakfast,” Tom protested, opening the refrigerator and taking out a pitcher of orange juice. “That’s not breakfast food. Where’s your mom?”


“Think she’s in the shower.” He licked his sticky fingers. “How come, Dad?”


“Huh?” Tom was pouring himself a glass of juice.


“How come Twinkies aren’t breakfast food? I mean, if I can eat them the rest of the day …”


“You shouldn’t eat them then, either. They’re not good for you. Junk food. How come you’re not ready for school?”


“Because Mom’s in the shower. She’s taking a long time.”


Tom was drinking his juice, but he took the glass from his lips and put it down on the counter, a small tingle of fear—one that was becoming all too familiar these days—passing through him. “How long?” he asked.


Bobby shrugged, walking over to the trash can with the Twinkie wrapper. “I dunno.”


Tom left the kitchen, chiding himself all the while. He was too paranoid with this one, this pregnancy. It was their third. With the other two, he’d been the picture of calm. No sit-com daddy here. No comedic prancing around to dust the furniture and wash the dishes to protect the fragile mother-to-be from the rigors of domestic labors. No stuttering or stammering or putting pants on backward when the moment finally came, no fainting in the delivery room. It had all gone as smooth as silk with both the boys. This one was different, though. This one had been different from the very beginning.
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