PHANTOMS [ 065- 5. 0]
BY DEAN R KOONTZ
Synopsi s:

When Jenny returns to her nedical practice in Snowfield after attending
the death of her nother, she finds the shock of her young life. Everyone
inthe town is either horribly dead or nissing.

She does not know what or who has killed everyone or whether it wll
al l ow her and her fourteen-year-old sister to either |eave safely or
call for help. Extremely riveting supernatural thriller

Chapter 1

The Town Jai

The scream was distant and brief. A woman's scream
Deputy Paul Henderson | ooked up fromhis copy of Tine.
He cocked his head, |istening.

Mot es of dust drifted lazily in a bright shaft of sunlight that pierced
one of the nullioned windows. The thin, red second hand of the wal
cl ock swept soundl essly around the dial

The only noi se was the creak of Henderson's office chair as he shifted
his weight init.

Through the | arge front wi ndows, he could see a portion of Snowfield' s
mai n street, Skyline Road, which was perfectly still and peaceful in the
gol den afternoon sunshine. Only the trees noved, |eaves aflutter in a
sof t wi nd.

After listening intently for several seconds, Henderson was not sure he
had actual |y heard anyt hi ng.

| magi nation, he told hinmself. Just wi shful thinking.
He al nost woul d have preferred that someone had seen He was restless.

During the of f season, from April through Septenber, he was the only
full-time sheriff's deputy assigned to the Snowfield substation, and the
duty was dull. In the winter, when the town was host to severa

t housand skiers, there were drunks to be dealt with, fistfights to be
broken up, and room burglaries to be investigated at the inns, |odges,
and notels where the skiers stayed. But now, in early Septenber, only
the Candle gl ow Inn, one | odge, and two small notels were open, and the
natives were quiet, and Henderson-who was just twenty-four years old and
concluding his first year as a deputy-was bored.

He sighed, |ooked down at the magazine that |ay on his desk-and heard
anot her scream As before, it was distant and brief, but this time it
sounded like a man's voice. It wasn't nmerely a shriek of excitement or
even a cry of alarm it was the sound of terror



Frowni ng, Henderson got up and headed toward the door, adjusting the
hol stered revolver on his right hip. He stepped through the swi nging
gate in the railing that separated the public area fromthe bull pen,
and he was hal fway to the door when he heard nmovenment in the office
behi nd him

That was inmpossible. He had been alone in the office all day, and there
hadn't been any prisoners in the three holding cells since early |ast

week. The rear door was | ocked, and that was the only other way into
the jail.

VWen he turned, however, he discovered that he wasn't al one any nore.
And suddenly he wasn't the |east bit bored.

Chapter 2
Conmi ng Hone

During the twilight hour of that Sunday in early Septenber, the
nountai ns were painted in only two colors: green and bl ue.

The &m pine, fir, space-looked as if they had been fashioned fromthe
same felt covered billiard tables. Cool, blue shadows |ay everywhere,
growi ng | arger and deeper and darker by the m nute.

Behi nd the wheel of her Pontiac TrAns Am Jennifer Paige snmiled, buoyed
by the beauty of the mountains and by a sense of homecoming. This was
wher e she bel onged.

She maneuvered the Trans Am of f the doubl e-1ane state road, onto the
county-nai ntai ned, two-lane blacktop that twi sted and clinbed four niles
t hrough the pass to Snowfi el d.

In the passenger seat, her fourteen-year-old sister, Lisa, said, "I |ove
it up here.™

"So do I."
"When will we get sone snow?"
January, naybe sooner."

The Trans Am nmoved into a |long tunnel by overhangi ng boughs, and Jenny
swi tched on the headlights.

"I've never seen snow, except in pictures," Lisa said.

"By next spring, you'd be sick of it."

"Never. Not nme. |'ve always dreaned about living in snow country, I|ike
you."

Jenny gl anced at the girl. Even for sisters, they |ooked remarkably

ali ke: the sanme green eyes, the sane auburn hair, the sane high
cheekbones.



" WIIl you teach ne to ski?" Lisa asked.

"Well, honey, once the skiers come to town, there'll be the usual broken
bones, sprained ankles, wenched backs, torn liganents... ['ll be
pretty busy then."

"Ch," Lisa said, unable to conceal her disappointnent.

"Besi des, why learn fromne when you can take | essons froma real pro?"
"A pro?" Lisa asked, brightening sonewhat.

"Sure. Hank Sanderson will give you lessons if | ask him"

“Who's he?"

"He owns Pine Knoll LODge, and he gives skiing | essons, but only to a
handful of favored students.”

I's he your boyfriend?"
Jenny smled, renmenbering what it was like to be fourteen years old. At

that age, nost girls were obsessively concerned about boys, boys above
all else.” No, Hank isn't my boyfriend.

I'"ve known himfor two years, ever since | canme to Snowfield, but we're
just good friends."

They passed a green sign with white lettering: SNOAFI ELD3 M LES

“I'"ll bet there'll be lots of really neat guys ny age."

"Snowfield s not a very big town," Jenny cautioned."” But | suppose
you'll find a couple of guys whore neat enough.”

"Ch, but during the ski season, there'll be dozens!"

"Whoa, kid! You won't be dating out-of-towners-at |east not for a few
years."

"Why won't | ?"
"Because | said so."
"But why not?"

"Before you date a boy, you should know where he cones from what he's
like, what his famly is like."

"Ch, I'ma terrific judge of character,"” Lisa said." My first

i npressions are conpletely reliable. You don't have to worry about ne.
I"mnot going to hook up with an ax murderer or a nad rapist."
“I"msure you won't," Jenny said, slowing the Trans Am as the road
curved sharply, "because you're only going to date |ocal boys."

Li sa sighed and shook her head in a theatrical display of frustration."



In case you haven't noticed, Jenny, | passed through puberty while
you' ve been gone."

"Ch, that hasn't escaped ny attention.”

They rounded the curve. Another straightaway | ay ahead, and Jenny
accel erat ed agai n.

Lisa said, "I've even got boobs now "

"I"ve noticed that, too," Jenny said, refusing to be rattled by the
girl's blunt approach

“"I"'mnot a child any nore."
"But you're not an adult, either. You're an adol escent."”

"I'"'ma young woman."

"Young? Yes. Woman? Not yet."

"Jeez."
"Listen, I"'myour |egal guardian. |'mresponsible for you.
Besi des, |'myour sister, and | love you. |I'mgoing to do what |

t hi nk-what | know -is best for you."
Li sa sighed noisily.

"Because | |ove you," Jenny stressed.

Scow i ng, Lisa said, "You're going to be just as strict as Momwas."
Jenny nodded." Maybe worse."

"Jeez."

Jenny gl anced at Lisa. The girl was staring out the passenger-side

wi ndow. Her face was only partly visible, but she didn't appear to be
angry; she wasn't pouting. 1In fact, her |ips seened to be gently curved
in a vague smle.

VWet her they realize it or not, Jenny thought, all kids want to have
rules put down for them Discipline is an expression of concern and
love. The trick is not to be too heavy-handed about it.

Looki ng at the road again, flexing her hands on the steering wheel
Jenny said, "I'Il tell you what | will let you do."

"What ?"
“I"1l let you tie your own shoes."
Li sa blinked." Huh?"

"And 1'Il let you go to the bathroom whenever you want."



Unable to naintain a pose of injured dignity any |longer, Lisa giggled."
WIIl you let ne eat when |'m hungry?"

"Ch, absolutely."
every norning."

Jenny grinned." I'Il even let. you nmake your own bed

Positively perm ssive!" Lisa said.
At that nonment the girl seenmed even younger than she was.

In tennis shoes, jeans, and a Western-style bl ouse, unable to stifle her
gi ggl es, Lisa | ooked sweet, tender, and terribly vul nerable.

"Friends?" Jenny asked.

Fri ends.

Jenny was surprised and pl eased by the ease with which she and Lisa had
been relating to each other during the long drive north from Newport
Beach. After all, in spite of their blood tie, they were virtually
strangers. At thirty-one, Jenny was seventeen years ol der than Lisa.
She had | eft hone before Lisa's second birthday, six nmonths before their
father had died.

Thr oughout her years in nedical school and during her internship at

Col unbi a Preshyterian Hospital in New York, Jenny had been too
over-worked and too far fromhonme to see either her nother or Lisa with
any regularity. Then, after conpleting her residency, she returned to
California to open an office in Shnowfield. For the past two years, she
had worked extremely hard to establish a viable nedical practice that
served Snowfield and a few other small towns in the nountains. Recently,
her nmother had died, and only then had Jenny begun to m ss not having
had a closer relationship with Lisa. Perhaps they could begin to make
up for all the lost years-now that there were only the two of themleft.

The county | ane rose steadily, and the twilight tenmporarily grew
brighter as the Trans Am ascended out of the shadowed mountain vall ey.
"My ears feel like they're stuffed full of cotton,"
to equalize the pressure.

Li sa said, yawning

They rounded a sharp bend, and Jenny sl owed the car

Ahead lay a |long, up-sloping straightaway, and the county | ane becane
Skyline Road, the mmin street of Snowfield.

Li sa peered intently through the streaked w ndshield, studying the town
with obvious delight.” It's not at all what | thought it would be!"

What did you expect?"

"Ch, you know, lots of ugly little notels with neon signs, too many gas
stations, that sort of thing. But this place is really, really neat!"
"W have strict building codes,"” Jenny said." Neon isn't acceptable.
Plastic signs aren't allowed. No garish colors, no coffee shops shaped



like coffee pots."

"It's super," Lisa said, gawking as they drove slowy into town.
Exterior advertising was restricted to rustic wooden signs bearing each
store's nane and |ine of business. The architecture was somewhat

ecl ecti c- Norwegi an, Swi ss, Bavarian, Al pine French, Al pine-Italian-but
every buil di ng was designed in one nountain-country style or another
maki ng |iberal use of stone, slate, bricks, wood, exposed beans and
timbers, nullioned wi ndows, stained and | eaded gl ass. The private hones
al ong the upper end of Skyline Road were also graced by flower-filled

wi ndow boxes, bal conies, and front porches with ornate railings.

"Really pretty," Lisa said as they drove up the long hill toward the sk
lifts at the high end of the town." But is it always this quiet?"

"Ch, no," Jenny said." During the winter, the place really cones alive
and..."

She | eft the sentence unfinished as she realized that the town was not
nerely quiet. It |ooked dead.

On any other mild Sunday afternoon in Septenber, at |least a few

resi dents woul d have been strolling al ong the cobbl estone sidewal ks and
sitting on the porches and bal coni es that overl ooked Skyline Road.
Wnter was com ng, and these |ast days of good weat her were to be
treasured. But today, as afternoon faded into evening, the sidewal ks,
bal coni es, and porches were deserted. Even in those shops and houses
where there were lights burning, there was no sign of life. Jenny's
Trans Am was the only noving car on the |long street.

She braked for a stop sign at the first intersection. St. Mritz Wy
crossed Skyline Road, extending three bl ocks east and four bl ocks west.
She | ooked in both directions, but she could see no one.

The next bl ock of Skyline Road was deserted, too. So was the block
after that.

"Qdd, " Jenny said.
"There nmust be a terrific show on TV," Lisa said.
"I guess there nust be."

They passed the Muntainvi ew Restaurant at the corner of Vail Lane and
Skyline. The lights were on inside and nost of the interior was visible
t hrough the big corner wi ndows, but there was no one to be seen
Mount ai nvi ew was a popul ar gat hering place for locals both in the winter
and during the off season, and it was unusual for the restaurant to be
conpletely deserted at this tine of day. There weren't even any

wai tresses in there.

Li sa already seenmed to have lost interest in the uncanny stillness, even
t hough she had noticed it first. She was again gawki ng at and
delighting in the quaint architecture.

But Jenny couldn't believe that everyone was huddled in front of TV



sets, as Lisa had suggested. Frowning, perplexed, she | ooked at every
wi ndow as she drove farther up the hill.

She didn't see a single indication of life.

Snowfi el d was six blocks long fromtop to bottomof its sloping main
street, and Jenny's house was in the mddl e of the uppernost bl ock, on
the west side of the street, near the foot of the ski lifts. It was a
two-story, stone and tinmber chalet with three dormer wi ndows al ong the
street side of the attic.

The many-angl ed, slate roof was a nottled gray-bl ue-bl ack

The house was set back twenty feet fromthe cobbl estone sidewal k, behind
a wai st-high evergreen hedge. By one corner of the porch stood a sign
that read JENNIFER PAIGE, MD.; it also listed her office hours.

Jenny parked the Trans Amin the short driveway.
"What a pretty house!" Lisa said.

It was the first house Jenny had ever owned; she loved it and was proud
of it. The nere sight of the house warnmed and rel axed her, and for a
nonent she forgot about the strange qui etude that blanketed Snowfield."
Well, it's sonewhat snall, especially since half of the downstairs is
given over to ny office and waiting room And the bank owns nore of it
than | do. But it sure does have character, doesn't it?"

Tons, " Lisa said.

They got out of the car, and Jenny discovered that the setting sun had
given rise to a chilly wind. She was wearing a |ongsl eeved, green
sweater with her jeans, but she shivered anyway.

Autumm in the Sierras was a succession of n-did days and contrastingly
crisp nights.

She stretched, uncranping nmuscles that had knotted up during the |ong
drive, then pushed the door shut. The sound echoed off the mountain
above and through the town below. It was the only sound in the twlight
still ness.

At the rear of the Trans Am she paused for a nonment, staring down
Skyline Road, into the center of Snowfield. Nothing noved.

"I could stay here forever," Lisa declared, hugging herself as she
happi | y surveyed the town bel ow.

Jenny |istened. The echo of the slamed car door faded away-and was
repl aced by no other sound except the soft soughing of the wi nd.

There are silences and silences. No one of themis |ike another. There
is the silence of grief in velvet-draped roons of a plushly carpeted
funeral parlor, which is far different fromthe bl eak and terrible
silence of grief in a widower's |onely bedroom To Jenny, it seened
curiously as if there were cause for grieving in Snowfield s silence;
however, she didn't know why she felt that way or even why such a



pecul i ar thought had occurred to her in the first place. She thought of
the silence of a gentle sumer night, too, which isn't actually a
silence at all, but a subtle chorus of nmoth wi ngs tapping on w ndows,
crickets noving in the grass, and porch sw ngs ever-so-faintly sighing
and creaking. Snowfield s soundless slunber was inmbued with sonme of
that quality, too, a hint of fevered activity voices, npbvenent,

struggl e-just beyond the reach of the senses. But it was nore than
that. There is also the silence of a winter night, deep and cold and
heartl ess, but containing an expectation of the bustling, grow ng noises
of spring. This silence was filled with expectation, too, and it made
Jenny nervous.

She wanted to call out, ask if anyone was here. But she didn't because
her nei ghbors mi ght come out, startled by her cry, all of them safe and
sound and bew | dered by her apprehension, and then she woul d | ook
foolish. A doctor who behaved foolishly in public on Monday was a
doctor without patients on Tuesday.

stay here forever and ever and ever," Lisa was saying, stil
swooni ng over the beauty of the nountain village.

"It doesn't nake you... uneasy?" Jenny asked.
"\hat ?"

'-The silence.”

"Ch, | love it. |It's so peaceful."

It was peaceful. There was no sign of trouble.
So why am | so damed junpy? Jenny wondered

She opened the trunk of the car and lifted out one of Lisa's suitcases,
t hen anot her.

Li sa took the second suitcase and reached into the trunk for a book bag.

"Don't overload yourself,
nore trips, anyway."

Jenny said." W've got to make a coupl e of

They crossed the awn to a stone wal kway and followed that to the front
porch, where, in response to the anber-purple sunset, shadows were

ri sing and opening petals as if they were night-bloom ng fl owers.

Jenny opened the front door, and stepped into the dark foyer.

"Hilda, we're home!"

There was no answer.

The only light in the house was at the far end of the hall, beyond the
open kitchen door.

Jenny put down the suitcase and switched on the hall |ight.

“Hil da?"



"Who's Hil da?" Lisa asked, dropping her suitcase and the book bag.

"My housekeeper. She knew what time we expected to arrive. | thought
she'd be starting dinner about now. "

Ww, a housekeeper! You nean, a live-in?"

"She has the apartment above the garage," Jenny said, putting her purse
and car keys on the snmall foyer table that stood beneath a | arge,
brass-framed mrror.

Li sa was inpressed." Hey, are you rich or sonething?"

Jenny | aughed." Hardly. | can't really afford Hilda-but | can't afford
to be without her, either."

Wondering why the kitchen light was on if Hlda wasn't here, Jenny
headed down the hall, with Lisa follow ng cl ose behind.

"What with keeping regular office hours and maki ng energency house calls
to three other towns in these nountains, |I'd never eat nore than cheese
sandwi ches and doughnuts if it wasn't for Hilda."

"I's she a good cook?" Lisa asked.

Marvel ous. Too good when it cones to desserts.”

The kitchen was a large, high-ceilinged room Pots, pans, |adles, and
other utensils hung froma gleam ng, stainless-steel utility rack above
a central cooking island with four electric burners, a grill, and a work
area. The countertops were ceramc

tile, and the cabinets were dark oak. On the far side of the roomwere
doubl e si nks, doubl e ovens, a m crowave oven, and the refrigerator

Jenny turned |l eft as soon as she stepped through the door, and she went
to the built-in secretary where Hi|lda planned nmenus and conposed
shopping lists. It was there she would have left a note. But there was
no note, and Jenny was turning away fromthe small desk when she heard
Li sa gasp.

The girl had wal ked around to the far side of the central cooking

i sland. She was standing by the refrigerator, staring down at sonething
on the floor in front of the sinks. Her face was flour-white, and she
was trenbling.

Filled with sudden dread, Jenny stepped quickly around the island.

Hi | da Beck was |ying on the floor, on her back, dead. She stared at the
ceiling with sightless eyes, and her discolored tongue thrust stiffly
bet ween swol |l en |ips.

Li sa | ooked up fromthe dead wonan, stared at Jenny, tried to speak
coul d not make a sound.

Jenny took her sister by the armand | ed her around the island to the



ot her side of the kitchen, where she couldn't see the corpse. She
hugged Li sa.

The girl hugged back. Tightly. Fiercely.
"Are you okay, honey?"
Li sa said nothing. She shook uncontroll ably.

Just six weeks ago, coning home froman afternoon at the novies, Lisa
had found her nother Iying on the kitchen floor of the house in Newport
Beach, dead of a massive cerebral henorrhage. The girl had been
devastated. Never having known her father, who had di ed when she was
only two years old, Lisa had been especially close to her nmother. For a
while, that loss had | eft her deeply shaken, bew | dered, depressed.
Gradual |y, she had accepted her nmother's death, had di scovered how to
smle and laugh again. During the past few days, she had seened |ike
her old self. And now this.

Jenny took the girl to the secretary, urged her to sit down, then
squatted in front of her. She pulled a tissue fromthe box of Kleenex
on the desk and blotted Lisa's danp forehead. The girl's flesh was not
only as pale as ice; it was ice-cold as well.

"What can | do for you, Sis?"

“I'"l'l b-be okay," Lisa said shakily.

They held hands. The girl's grip was al nost painfully tight.
Eventual |y, she said, "I thought... Wen | first saw her there... on
the floor like that... | thought... «crazy, but | thought... that it
was Mom" Tears shinmrered in her eyes, but she held them back." |

kn- know Momi s gone. And this woman here doesn't even | ook |ike her. But
it was... a surprise... such a shock... and so confusing."

They continued to hold hands, and slowy Lisa's grip rel axed.

After a while, Jenny said, "Feeling better?"

"Yeah. Alittle."

"Want to lie down?"

"No." She let go of Jenny's hand in order to pluck a tissue fromthe box
of Kl eenex. She wi ped at her nose. She |ooked at the cooking island,
beyond which lay the body." Is it Hilda?"

"Yes," Jenny said.

,.I'"'msorry."

Jenny had liked Hilda Beck enornmously. She felt sick at heart about the
worman' s deat h, but right now she was nore concerned about Lisa about
anything else.” Sis, | think it would be better if we got you out of

here. How about waiting in ny office while | take a closer |ook at the
body. Then I've got to call the sheriff's office and the county



coroner."
"Il wait here with you."
"It would be better if"

"No!" Lisa said, suddenly breaking into shivers again." | don't want to
be al one."

"Al'l right," Jenny said soothingly." You can sit right here.”

"Ch, Jeez," Lisa said mserably. The way she |ooked... all swollen ..
all black and b-blue. And the expression on her face' She w ped at her
eyes with the back of one hand.

"Way's she all dark and puffed up |ike that?"

"Well, she's obviously been dead for a few days," Jenny said." But
listen, you've got to try not to think about things |ike-"
"I'f she's been dead for a few days," Lisa said quaveringly,.,why doesn't
it stink in here? Wuldn't it stink?"

Jenny frowned. O course, it should stink in here if H I da Beck had
been dead | ong enough for her flesh to grow dark and for her body
tissues to bloat as much as they had. It should shift. But it didn't.
"Jenny, what happened to her?"

| don't know yet."

“I' mscared."

"Don't be scared. There's no reason to be scared."

"that expression on her face," Lisa said." It's awful."

"However she died, it nust have been quick. She doesn't seemto have
been sick or to have struggled. She couldn't have suffered nuch pain."

"But... it looks like she died in the mddle of a scream™
Chapter 3
The Dead Wnan

Jenny Pai ge had never seen a corpse like this one. Nothing in nedica
school or in her own practice of medicine had prepared her for the
peculiar condition of the body. She crouched beside the corpse and
examned it with sadness and distaste but also with considerable
curiosity and with steadily increasing bew | dernent.

The dead wonman's face was swollen; it was now a round, snooth, and
somewhat shiny caricature of the countenance she had worn in life. Her
body was bl oated, too, and in sone places it strained against the seans
of her gray and yell ow housedress. Were flesh was visible-the neck

| ower wai st, hands, calves, ankles-it had a soft, overripe | ook



However, this did not appear to be the gaseous bl oat that was the
consequence of deconposition. For one thing, the stomach shoul d have
been grossly distended with gas, far nore bl oated than any other part of
the body, but it was only noderately expanded. Besides, there was no
odor of decay.

On close inspection, the dark, nottled skin did not appear to be the
result of tissue deterioration. Jenny couldn't |ocate any certain,

vi si bl e signs of ongoing deconposition: no | esions, no blistering, no
weepi ng pustul es. Because they were conposed of conparatively soft
tissue, a corpse's eyes usually bore evidence of physical degeneration
bef ore nost other parts of the body. But Hilda Beck's eyes-w de open
staring-were perfect specimens. The whites of her eyes were clear
neither yell ow sh nor discolored by burst blood vessels. The irises
were clear as well; there were not even nm|ky, postnortem cataracts to
obscure the warm bl ue col or.

In life, there had usually been nerrinent and kindness in Hilda' s eyes.
She had been sixty-two, a gray-haired woman with a sweet face and a
grandnot herly way about herself. She spoke with a slight German accent
and had a surprisingly lovely singing voice. She had often sung while
cl eani ng house or cooking, and she had found ' joy in the nost sinple

t hi ngs.

Jenny was stricken by a sharp pang of grief as she realized how very
much she would mss Hilda. She closed her eyes for a nmonent, unable to
| ook at the corpse. She collected herself, suppressed her tears.

Final ly, when she had reestablished her professional detachnment, she
opened her eyes and went on with the exam nation.

The | onger she | ooked at the body, the nore the skin seened bruised. The
coloration was indicative of severe bruising: black, blue, and a deep
sour yellow, the colors blending in and out of one another. But this
was unlike any contusion Jenny had ever seen. As far as she could tell
it was universal; not even one square inch of visible skin was free of
it. She carefully took hold of one sleeve of the dead wonman's
housedress and pulled it up the swollen armas far as it would easily
sl i de.

Under the sl eeve, the skin was al so dark, and Jenny suspected that -the
entire body was covered with an incredible series of contiguous bruises.

She | ooked again at Ms. Beck's face. Every last centineter of skin
was contusive. Sonetimes, a victimof a serious auto acci dent sustained
injuries that left himwth bruises over nost of his face, but such a
severe condition was always acconpani ed by worse trauna, such as a
broken nose, split lips, a broken jaw... How could Ms. Beck have
acqui red bruises as grotesque as these wthout also suffering other

nore serious injuries?

"Jenny?" Lisa said." Wiy're you taking so |ong?"
“I'"ll only be a minute. You stay there."
So... perhaps the contusions that covered Ms. Beck's body were not

the result of externally adm nistered blows. Ws it possible that the
di scol orati on of the skin was caused, instead, by internal pressure, by



the swelling of subcutaneous tissue?

That swelling was, after all, vividly present. But surely, in order to
have caused such thorough bruising, the swelling would have had to have
taken pl ace suddenly, with incredible violence. Wich didn't nake
sense, damm it. Living tissue couldn't swell that fast. Abrupt

swel ling was synptomatic of certain allergies, of course; one of the
wor st was severe allergic reaction to penicillin. But Jenny was not
aware of anything that could cause critical swelling with such
suddenness that hideously ugly, universal bruising resulted.

And even if the swelling wasn't sinply classic postnortem bl oat-which
she was sure it wasn't-and even if it was the cause of the bruising,

what in the name of God had caused the swelling in the first place? She
had rul ed out allergic reaction

If a poison was responsible, it was an extrenely exotic variety. But
where woul d Hil da have come into contact with an exotic poison? She had
no enemes. The very idea of murder was absurd. And whereas a child

m ght be expected to put a strange substance into his nouth to see if it
tasted good, Hilda wouldn't do anything so foolish. No, not poison

Di sease?

If it was disease, bacterial or viral, it was not |ike anything that
Jenny had been taught to recognize. And what if it proved to be
cont agi ous?

"Jenny?" Lisa called.

Rel i eved that she hadn't touched the body directly, w shing that she
hadn't even touched the sl eeve of the housedress, Jenny lurched to her
feet, swayed, and stepped back fromthe corpse.

A chill rippled through her.

For the first time, she noticed what lay on the cutting board beside the
sink. There were four |arge potatoes, a head of cabbage, a bag of
carrots, a long knife, and a vegetabl e peeler

Hi | da had been preparing a neal when she had dropped dead.

Just like that. Bang. Apparently, she hadn't been ill, hadn't had any
war ni ng. Such a sudden death sure as hell wasn't indicative of disease.

What disease resulted in death without first progressing through ever
nore debilitating stages of illness, disconfort, and physica
deterioration? None. None that was known to nodern nedicine.

"Jenny, can we get out of here?" Lisa asked.

"Ssssshhh! In a mnute. Let ne think," Jenny said, |eaning against the
i sl and, | ooking down at the dead woman.

In the back of her mind, a vague and frightening thought had been
stirring: plague. The plague-bubonic and other forns-was not a stranger
to parts of California and the Southwest. 1In recent years, a couple of



dozen cases had been reported; however, it was rare that anyone died of
t he plague these days, for it could be cured by the admi nistration of
streptomyci n, chl orai nphenicol, or any of the tetracyclines. Sone
strains of the plague were characterized by the appearance of petebhiae;
these were small, purplish, henorrhagic spots on the skin. In extrene
cases, the petechiae becane al nost black and spread until |arge areas of
the body were afflicted by them in the Mddle Ages, it had been known,
simply, as the Black Death. But could petechiae arise in such abundance
that the victims body would turn as conpletely dark as Hilda's?

Besi des, Hil da had di ed suddenly, while cooking, without first suffering
fever, encontinence-which ruled out the plagt!e. And which, in fact,
rul ed out every other known infectious disease, too.

Yet there were no blatant signs of violence. No bleeding gunshot
wounds. No stab wounds. No indications that the housekeeper had been
beaten or strangl ed.

Jenny stepped around the body and went to the counter by the sink. She
touched the head of cabbage and was startled to find that it was stil
chilled. It hadn't been here on the cutting board any | onger than an
hour or so.

She turned away fromthe counter and | ooked down at Hilda again, but
with even greater dread than before.

The wonman had died within the past hour. The body m ght even still be
warmto the touch

But what had killed her?

Jenny was no closer to an answer now than she had been before she'd
exam ned the body. And although disease didn't seemto be the culprit
here, she couldn't rule it out. The possibility of contagi on, though
renote, was frightening

Hi di ng her concern from Liza, Jenny said, "Come on, honey.
| can use the phone in ny office."

"I"'mfeeling better now," Lisa said, but she got up at once, obviously
eager to go.

Jenny put an armaround the girl, and they left the kitchen.

An unearthly quiet filled the house. The silence was so deep that the
whi sper of their footsteps on the hall carpet was thunderous by
contrast.

Despite overhead fluorescent lights, Jenny's office wasn't a stark

i npersonal room|like those that many physicians preferred these days.
Instead, it was an ol d-fashioned, country doctor's office, rather like a
Nor man Rockwel | painting in the Saturday Evening Post. Bookshelves were
overflowing with books and nedical journals. There were six antique
wooden filing cabinets that Jenny had gotten for a good price at an
auction. The walls were hung with diploms, anatonmy charts, and two

| arge wat ercol or studies of Snowfield. Beside the |ocked drug cabinet,



there was a scale, and beside the scale, on a small table, was a box of

i nexpensive toys-little plastic cars, tiny soldiers, mniature dolls-and
packs of sugarless chewi ng gumthat were di spensed as rewards-or
bribes-to children who didn't cry during exam nations.

A large, scarred, dark pine desk was the centerpi ece of the room and
Jenny guided Lisa into the big |leather chair behind it.

,,I'"msorry," the girl said.

"Sorry?- Jenny said, sitting on the edge of the desk and pulling the
t el ephone toward her.

"I"'msorry | flaked out on you. Wwen | saw... the body... 1I...
well... | got hysterical."
"You weren't hysterical at all. Just shocked and frightened, which is

under st andabl e. "

"But you weren't shocked or frightened."

"Ch, yes," Jenny said." Not just shocked; stunned."

"But you weren't scared, like I was."

"I was scared, and | still am" Jenny hesitated, then decided that,
after all, she shouldn't hide the truth fromthe girl. She told her
about the disturbing possibility of contagion." | don't think it is a

di sease that we're dealing with here, but | could be wong. And if |I'm
wrong..."

The girl stared at Jenny with wi de-eyed amazenent." You were scared,
like ne, but you still spent all that time exam ning the body. Jeez, |
couldn't do that. Not ne. Not ever."

"Well, honey, I"'ma doctor. |'mtrained for it."

"Still..."

"You didn't flake out on ne," Jenny assured her

Li sa nodded, apparently unconvi nced.

Jenny lifted the tel ephone receiver, intending to call the sheriff's
Snowfi el d substation before contacting the coroner over in Santa hfira,
the county seat. There was no dial tone, just a soft hissing sound. She
jiggled the disconnect buttons on & he phones cradle, but the |ine

remai ned dead.

There was sonet hing sinister about the phone being out of order when a
dead wonan lay in the kitchen. Ms. Beck had been nurdered. |f soneone
cut the tel ephone Iine and crept into the house, and if he sneaked up on
Hilda with care and cunning... well... he could have stabbed her in
the back with a | ong-bl aded knife that had sunk deep enough to pierce
her heart, killing her instantly. |In that case, the wound woul d have
been where Jenny coul dn't have seen it-unless she had rolled the corpse
conpletely over, onto its stomach



That didn't explain why there wasn't any blood. And it didn't explain
t he universal bruising, the swelling. Nevertheless, the wound coul d be
in the housekeeper's back, and since she had died within the past hour
it was also conceivable that the killer- if there was a killer-m ght
still be here, in the house.

I"'mletting my inmagination run away with me, Jenny thought.

But she decided it would be wise for her and Lisa to get out of the
house ri ght away.

We' Il have to go next door and ask Vince or Angie Santini to nmake the
calls for us," Jenny said quietly, getting up fromthe edge of the desk
." Qur phone is out of order."

Li sa blinked." Does that have anything to do with... what happened?"
" 1 don't know, " Jenny said.

Her heart was poundi ng as she crossed the office toward the hal f-cl osed
door. She wondered if soneone was waiting on the other side.

Fol | owi ng Jenny, Lisa said, "But the phone being out of order now...
it's kind of strange, isn't it?"

"Alittle "

Jenny hal f-expected to encounter a huge, grinning stranger with a knife.
One of those sociopaths who seemed to be in such abundant supply these
days. One of those Jack the Ripper imtators whose bl oody handi work
kept the TV reporters supplied with grisly filmfor the six o'clock
news.

She | ooked into the hall before venturing out there, prepared to junp
back and slamthe door if she saw anyone. It was deserted.

d ancing at Lisa, Jenny saw the girl had quickly grasped the situation
They hurried along the hall toward the front of the house,

and as they approached the stairs to the second floor, which lay just
this side of the foyer, Jenny's nerves were wound tighter than ever. The
killer-if there is a killer, she rem nded hersel f exasperatedl y-mni ght be
on the stairs, listening to themas they noved toward the front door. He
m ght |unge down the steps as they passed him a knife raised high in
-his hand. ..

But no one waited on the stairs.

O inthe foyer. O on the front porch

Qutside, the twilight was fading rapidly into night. The remaining
[ight was purplish, and shadows-a zonbie army of themwere rising out of

tens of thousands of places in which they had hidden fromthe sunlight.
In ten minutes, it would be dark



Chapter 4

The House Next Door

The Santinis' stone and redwood house was of nobre nodern design than
Jenny's place, all rounded corners and gentle angles. It thrust up from
the stony soil, confornming to the contours of the slope, set against a
backdrop of massive pines; it al nost appeared to be a natural formation.
Lights were on in a couple of the downstairs roomns.

The front door was ajar. Cassical nusic was playing inside.

Jenny rang the bell and stepped back a few paces, where Lisa was
waiting. She believed that the two of them ought to keep sone distance
bet ween thensel ves and the Santinis; it was possible they had been
contam nated nerely by being in the kitchen with Ms. Beck's corpse.

"Coul dn't ask for better neighbors,"” she told Lisa, w shing the hard,
cold lunp in her stomach would nmelt." Nice people."

No one responded to the doorbell

Jenny stepped forward, pressed the button again, and returned to Lisa's
side." They own a ski shop and a gift store in town."

The nusic swelled, faded, swelled. Beethoven.

"Maybe no one's hone," Lisa said.

"Must be someone here. The nusic, the lights..."

A sudden, sharp whirlw nd churned under the porch roof,

bl ades of air chopping up the strains of Beethoven, briefly transform ng
that sweet nusic into irritating, discordant sound.

Jenny pushed the door all the way open. A light was on in the study, to
the left of the foyer. MIKky [um nescence spilled out of the open study
doors, across the oak-floored foyer, to the brink of the dark living
room

"Angi e? Vince?" Jenny call ed.

No answer.

Just Beet hoven. The wind abated, and the torn rmusic was knitted
together again in the windless calm The Third Synphony, Eroica.

" Hello? Anybody hone?"

The synphony reached its stirring conclusion, and when the [ ast note
faded, no new nusic began. Apparently, the stereo had shut itself off.

"Hel | o?"

Not hi ng. The ni ght behind Jenny was silent, and the house before her
was now silent, too.



"You aren't going in there?" Lisa asked anxiously.

Jenny glanced at the girl." Wat's the matter?"

Lisa bit her lip." Something's wong. You feel it, too, don't you?"

Jenny hesitated. Reluctantly, she said, "Yes. | feel it, too."
"It's asif... as if we're alone here... just you and ne... and then
again... not alone."

Jenny did have the strangest feeling that they were being watched. She
turned and studied the |awn and the shrubs, which had been al npst

conpl etely swal | owed by the darkness. She | ooked at each of the blank
wi ndows that faced onto the porch

There was light in the study, but the other w ndows were flat, black
and shiny. Someone could be standing just beyond any of those panes of
gl ass, cloaked in shadow, seeing but unseen

"Let's go, please,"
go now. Please."

Lisa said." Let's get the police or sonebody. Let's

Jenny shook her head." We're overwought. Qur inagination is getting
the best of us. Anyway, | should take a look in there, just in case
soneone's hurt-Angie, Vince, maybe one of the kids..."

"Don't." Lisa grabbed Jenny's arm restraining her

“I"'ma doctor. |I'mobligated to help."

"But if you picked up a germor sonmething from Ms. Beck, you mi ght
infect the Santinis. You said so yourself."

"Yes, but maybe they're already dying of the sane thing

that killed Hlda. Wat then? They m ght need nedical attention.”

"I don't think it's a disease," Lisa said bleakly, echoing Jenny's own
t houghts." It's sonething worse."

"What coul d be worse?"
"I don't know. But I... | feel it. Sonething worse."
The wind rose up again and rustled the shrubs al ong the porch.

"Ckay," Jenny said." You wait here while | go have a | ook

"No," Lisa said quickly." If you're going in there, so aml."

"Honey, you wouldn't be flaking out on me if you' "I'm going,"'
insisted, letting go of Jenny's arm

the girl

"Let's get it over with."



They went into the house.
Standing in the foyer, Jenny | ooked through the open door on the left.
“Vi nce?"

Two | anps cast warm golden |ight into every corner of Vince Santini's
study, but the room was deserted.

" Angi e? Vince? |s anyone here?"

No sound disturbed the preternatural silence, although the darkness
itself seened sonehow alert, watchful-as if it were a crouching animal.

To Jenny's right, the living roomwas draped with shadows as thick as
densely woven black hunting. At the far end, a few splinters of I|ight

gl eaned at the edges and at the bottomof a set of doors that closed off
the dining room but that meager glow did nothing to dispel the gl oomon
this side.

She found a wall switch that turned on a | anp, revealing the unoccupied
living room

"See," Lisa said, "no one's hone."

Let's have a look in the dining room™

They crossed the living room which was furnished with confortable beige
sof as and el egant, eneral d-green Queen Anne wi ng chairs. The stereo
phonograph and tape deck were nestled inconspicuously in a corner wal
unit. That's where the nusic had been coming from the Santinis had
gone out and left it playing.

At the end of the room Jenny opened the doubl e doors, which squeaked
slightly.

No one was in the dining room either, but the chandelier shed Iight on
a curious scene. The table was set for an early Sunday supper: four

pl acemats; four clean dinner plates; four matching salad plates, three
of them shiny-clean, the fourth holding a serving of salad; four sets of
stai nl ess-steel flatware; four glasses-two filled with mlk, one with
water, and one with an anber liquid that mght be apple juice. Ice
cubes, only partly nmelted, floated in both the juice and the water. In
the center of the table were serving dishes: a bow of salad, a platter
of ham a potato casserole, and a |large dish of peas and carrots. Except
for the salad, fromwhich one serving had been taken, all of the food
was unt ouched. The ham had grown col d.

However, the cheesy crust on top of the potatoes was unbroken, and when
Jenny put one hand agai nst the casserole, she found that the di sh was
still quite warm The food had been put on the table within the past
hour, perhaps only thirty m nutes ago.

"Looks like they had to go somewhere in an awful hurry," Lisa said.

Frowni ng, Jenny said, "It alnpst |ooks as if they were taken away
against their will."



There were a few unsettling details. Like the overturned chair. It was
lying on one side, a few feet fromthe table. The other chairs were
upri ght, but on the floor beside one of themlay a serving spoon and a
two- pronged nmeat fork. A balled-up napkin was on the floor, too, in a
corner of the room as if it had not nmerely been dropped but flung
aside. On the table itself, a salt shaker was overturned.

Small things. Nothing dramatic. Nothing concl usive.

Nevert hel ess, Jenny worri ed.

:"Taken away against their will?" Lisa asked, astonished.

"Maybe." Jenny continued to speak softly, as did her sister

She still had the disquieting feeling that someone was | urking nearby,
hi di ng, watching themor at |east |istening.

Par anoi a, she warned hersel f.

"I"ve never heard of anyone kidnapping an entire famly," Lisa said.
"Well... maybe |I'mwong. Wat probably happened was that one of the
kids took ill suddenly, and they had to rush to the hospital over in

Santa Mra. Sonething like that."

Li sa surveyed the room again, cocked her head to listen to the tonblike
silence in the house.” No. | don't think so."

"Neither do I," Jenny admitted.

Wal king slowy around the table, studying it as if expecting to discover
a secret nessage |left behind by the Santinis, her fear giving way to
curiosity, Lisa said, "It sort of renminds ne of sonething | read about
once in a book of strange facts. You know -The Bernuda Triangle or a
book like that. There was this big sailing ship, the Mary Cel esta..
this is back in 1870 or around then... Anyway, the Mary Cel esta was
found adrift in the mddle of the Atlantic, with the table set for

di nner, but the entire crew was mssing. The ship hadn't been damaged
inastorm and it wasn't |eaking or anything like that. There wasn't
any reason for the crew to abandon her. Besides, the |ifeboats were al

still there. The lanmps were lit, and the sails were properly rigged,
and the food was on the table like | said; everything was exactly as it
shoul d have been, except that every |last man aboard had vanished. It's

one of the great nysteries of the sea."

"But I'msure there's no great mystery about this,
" I"msure the Santinis haven't vani shed forever."

Jenny said uneasily

Hal fway around the table, Lisa stopped, raised her eyes, blinked at
Jenny." |If they were taken against their will, does that have sonething
to do with your housekeeper's death?"

"Maybe. We just don't know enough to say for sure."

Speaki ng even nore quietly than before, Lisa said, "Do you think we



ought to have a gun or sonethi ng?"

"No, no." She | ooked at the untouched food congealing in the serving
di shes. The spilled salt. The overturned chair. She turned away from
the table." Cone on, honey."

“Where now?"
"Let's see if the phone works."

They went through the door that connected the dining roomto the
ki tchen, and Jenny turned on the |ight.

The phone was on the wall by the sink. Jenny lifted the receiver,
i stened, tapped the disconnect buttons, but could get no dial tone.

This time, however, the line wasn't actually dead, as it had been at her
own house. It was an open line, filled with the soft hiss of electronic
static. The nunber of the fire departnent and the sheriff's substation
were on a sticker on the base-.4o0f the phone. In spite of having no
di al tone, Jenny punched out the seven digits for the sheriff's office,
but she couldn't make a connection

Then, even as Jenny put her fingers on the disconnect buttons to jiggle
t hem agai n, she began to suspect that soneone was on the line, listening
to her.

Into the receiver, she said, "Hello?"

Far -away hissing. Like eggs on a griddle.

"Hel | 0?" she repeat ed.

Just distant static. What they called "white noise."

She told herself there was nothing except the ordinary sounds of an open
phone line. But what she thought she could hear was soneone |istening
intently to her while she listened to him

Nonsense.

A chill prickled the back of her neck, and, nonsense or not, she quickly
put down the receiver.

"The sheriff's office can't be far in a town this small," Lisa said.

"A coupl e of blocks."

"Why don't we wal k there?"

Jenny had intended to search the rest of the house, in case the Santinis
were lying sick or injured sonewhere. Now she wondered if sonmeone had
been on the tel ephone line with her, listening on an extension phone in

anot her part of the house.

That possibility changed everything. She didn't take her nedical vows
lightly; actually, she enjoyed the special responsibilities that cane



with her job, for she was the kind of person who needed to have her
judgrment, wits, and stamina put to the test on a regular basis; she
thrived on challenge. But right now, her first responsibility was to
Lisa and to herself. Perhaps the wisest thing to do was to get the
deputy, Paul Henderson, return here with him and then search the rest
of the house.

Al t hough she wanted to believe it was only her inmagination, she stil
sensed inquisitive eyes; soneone watching... waiting.

"Let's go," she said to Lisa." Cone on."
Clearly relieved, the girl hurried ahead, |eading the way through the
dining roomand living roomto the front door

Qutside, night had fallen. The air was cooler than it had been at dusk,
and soon it would get downright cold-forty-five or forty degrees, maybe
even a bit colder-a rem nder that autumm's tenancy in the Sierras was

al ways brief and that winter was eager to nove in and take up residency.

Al ong Skyline Road, the streetlanps had cone on automatically with the
night's descent. 1In several store wi ndows, after-hours lights also had
cone on, activated by |ight-sensing diodes that had responded to the
dar keni ng worl d out si de.

On the sidewalk in front of the Santinis' house, Jenny and Lisa stopped,
struck by the sight bel ow t hem

Shel vi ng down the mountainside, its peaked and gabl ed roofs thrusting
into the night sky, the town was even nore beautiful now than it had
been at twilight. A few chimeys issued ghostly plunes of wood snoke.
Sone wi ndows glowed with light fromw thin, but nost, |ike dark mrrors,
cast back the beans of the streetlanps. The mild wind made the trees
sway gently, in a lullaby rhythm and the resultant susurration was like
the soft sighs and dreany murnurs of a thousand peaceful Iy sl unbering
chil dren.

However, it wasn't just the beauty that was arresting. The perfect
stillness, the silence was what nade Jenny pause.

On their arrival, she had found it strange. Now she found it om nous.

"The sheriff's substation is on the main street,” she told Lisa." Just
two and a half blocks fromhere."

They hurried into the unbeating heart of town.

Chapter 5

Three Bullets

A single fluorescent |anmp shone in the gloomof the town jail, but the

flexible neck of it was bent sharply, focusing the light on the top of a
desk, revealing little else of the big main room

An open nagazine lay on the desk blotter, directly in the bar of hard,
white light. Oherw se, the place was dark except for the pale



| um nescence that filtered through the nullioned wi ndows fromthe
streetlights.

Jenny opened the door and stepped inside, and Lisa foll owed cl ose behind
her .

" Hello? Paul? Are you here?"

She |l ocated a wall switch, snapped on the overhead |ights and physically
recoi |l ed when she saw what was on the floor in front of her

Paul Henderson. Dark, bruised flesh. Swollen. Dead.

"Ch, Jesus!" Lisa said, quickly turning away. She stunbled to the open
door, | eaned agai nst the jamb, and sucked in great shuddering breaths of
the cool night air.

Wth considerable effort, Jenny quelled the priml fear that began to
rise within her, and she went to Lisa. Putting a hand on the girl's
sl ender shoul der, she said, "Are you okay? Are you going to be sick?"

Li sa seened to be trying hard not to gag. Finally she shook her head."
No. | wwon't be sick. ['Il be all right. L-let's get out of here."

"In a mnute," Jenny said." First | want to take a | ook at the body."
"You can't want to look at that."

"You're right. | don't want to, but maybe |I can get sone idea what
we're up against. You can wait here in the doorway."

The girl sighed with resignation.

Jenny went to the corpse that was sprawl ed on the floor, knelt beside
it.

Paul Henderson was in the sanme condition as Hil da Beck

Every visible inch of the deputy's flesh was bruised. The body was
swol I en: a puffy, distorted face; the neck alnbst as |arge as the head;
fingers that resenbl ed knotted |inks of sausage; a di stended abdonen.
Yet Jenny couldn't detect even the vaguest odor of decomnposition

Unseei ng eyes bulged fromthe nottled, stormcolored face.

Those eyes, together with the gaping and twi sted nouth, conveyed an
unm st akabl e enotion: fear. Like Hilda, Paul Henderson appeared to have
di ed suddenly-and in the powerful, icy grip of terror

Jenny hadn't been a close friend of the dead nan's. She had known him
of course, because everyone knew everyone else in a town as small as
Snowfi eld. He had seened pl easant enough, a good |law officer. She felt
wr et ched about what had happened to him As she stared at his contorted
face, a rope of nausea tied itself into a knot of dull pain in her
stomach, and she had to | ook away.

The deputy's sidearmwasn't in his holster. It was on the floor, near



t he body. A 45-caliber revol ver.

She stared at the gun, considering the inplications. Perhaps it had
slipped out of the |eather holster as the deputy had fallen to the
floor. Perhaps. But she doubted it. The nbst obvi ous concl usi on was
t hat Henderson had drawn the revolver to defend hinmsel f agai nst an
attacker.

If that were the case, then he hadn't been felled by a poison or a
di sease.

Jenny gl anced behind her. Lisa was still standing at the open door
| eani ng agai nst the janmb, staring out at Skyline Road.

Getting off her knees, turning away fromthe corpse, Jenny crouched over
the revol ver for long seconds, studying it, trying to deci de whether or
not to touch it. She -was not as worried about contagi on as she had
been earlier after finding Ms. Beck's body. This was |ooking |ess and
less |ike a case of sonic bizarre plague. Besides, if an exotic plague
was in Snowfield, it was frightening and Jenny surely was contani nated
by now. She had nothing to | ose by picking UP the revol ver and studyi ng
it closely. What concerned her was that she night obliterate
incrimnating fingerprints or other inportant evidence.

But even if Henderson had been nurdered, it wasn't likely dun his killer
had used the victinmls own gun, conveniently |eaving fingerprints on it.
Furthernore, Paul didn't appear to have been shot; if any shooting had
been done, he was probably the one who had pulled the trigger

She picked up the pistol and examined it. The cylinder had a six-round
capacity, but three of the chanbers were enpty.

The sharp odor of burnt gunpowder told her that the weapon had been
fired someti me today; naybe even within the past hour

Carrying the. 45, scanning the blue tile floor, she rose and wal ked to
one end of the reception area, then to the other end.

Her eye caught a glint of brass, another, then another: three expended
cartridges.

None of the shots had been fired downward, into the floor
The highly polished blue tiles were unmarred.

Jenny pushed through the swinging gate in the wooden railing, noving
into the area that TV cops always called the "bull pen." She wal ked down
an ai sl e between facing pairs of desks, filing cabinets, and work
tables. 1In the center of the room she stopped and |l et her gaze trave
slowy over the pale green walls and the white acoustic-tile ceiling,

| ooking for bullet holes.

She couldn't find any.
That surprised her. [|f the gun hadn't been discharged into the fl oor

and if it hadn't been ainmed at the front windows which it hadn't; no
broken glass-then it had to have been fired with the nuzzle pointing



into the room waist-high or higher. So where had the slugs gone? She
couldn't see any ruined furniture, no splintered wood or torn
sheet-netal or shattered plastic, although she knew that a.45-caliber
bul I et woul d do consi derabl e danage at the point of inpact.

If the expended rounds weren't in this room there was only one ot her
pl ace they could be: in the man or nmen at whom Paul Henderson had taken
aim

But if the deputy had wounded an assailant-or two or three
assailants-with three shots froma. 45 police revolver, three shots so
squarely placed in the assailant's body trunk that the bullets had been
st opped and had not passed through, then there would have been bl ood
everywhere. But there wasn't a drop

Baffl ed, she turned to the desk where the gooseneck fluorescent |anp
cast light on an open issue of Tine. A brass naneplate read SERGEANT
PAUL J. HENDERsoN. This was where he had been sitting, passing an
apparently dull afternoon, when whatever happened had... happened.

Al ready sure of what she would hear, Jenny lifted the receiver from
that stood on Henderson's desk. No dial tone. Just the
el ectronic, insect-wi ng hiss of an open line.

As before, when she had attenpted to use the tel ephone in the Santinis"
ki tchen, she had the feeling that she wasn't the only one on the |ine.

She put the receiver down-too abruptly, too hard.
Her hands were trenbling.

Al ong the back wall of the room there were two bulletin boards, a

phot ocopi er, a | ocked gun cabinet, a police radio (a borne base set),
and a teletype link. Jenny didn't know how to operate the tel etype.
Anyway, it was silent and appeared to be out of order. She couldn't
nmake the radio come to life. Although the power switch was in the
on-position, the indicator lanp didn't light. The m crophone renai ned
dead. Woever had done in the deputy had al so done in the tel etype and
t he radi o.

Headi ng back to the reception area at the front of the room Jenny saw
that Lisa was no | onger standing in the doorway, and for an instant her
heart froze. Then she saw the girl hunkered down besi de Pau
Henderson's body, peering intently at it.

Li sa | ooked up as Jenny cane through the gate in the railing.

Indicating the badly swollen corpse, the girl said, "I didn't realize
skin could stretch as nuch as this without splitting.”

Her pose-scientific inquisitiveness, detachnent, studied indifference to
the horror of the scene-was as transparent as a wi ndow. Her darting
eyes betrayed her. Pretending she didn't find it stressful, Lisa |ooked
away fromthe deputy and stood UP

"Honey, why didn't you stay by the doors"



"I was disgusted with nyself for being such a coward."

"Listen, Sis, | told you"

"I mean, |I'mafraid sonething's going to happen to us, sonething bad,
right here in Snowfield, tonight, any mnute maybe, sonething really
awful. But I'mnot ashanmed of that fear because it's only combn sense

to be afraid after what we've seen. But | was even afraid of the
deputy's body, and that was just plain childish."

When Lisa paused, Jenny said nothing. The girl had nore to say, and she
needed to get it off her mnd

"He's dead. He can't hurt me. There's no reason to be so scared of
him |It's wong to give into irrational fears. It's wong and weak
and stupid. A person should face up to fears |like that," Lisa insisted
" Facing up to themis the only way to get over them Right? So |
decided to face up to this.”" Wth a tilt of her head, she indicated the
dead nan at her feet.

There's such anguish in her eyes, Jenny thought.

It wasn't merely the situation in Snowfield that was wei ghing heavily on
the girl. It was the nenory of finding her nother dead of a stroke on a
hot, clear afternoon in July. Suddenly, because of all of this, all of
that was com ng back to her, comi ng back hard.

..1"mokay now," Lisa said." I"'mstill afraid of what might happen to
us, but I'mnot afraid of him" She gl anced down at the corpse to prove
her point, then | ooked up and nmet Jenny's eyes." See? You can count on
me now. | won't flake out on YOQU again."

For the first time, Jenny realized that she was Lisa's role nodel. Wth
her eyes and face and voi ce and hands, Lisa revealed, in countless
subtl e ways, a respect and an admiration for Jenny that was far greater
than Jenny had i magi ned. Wthout resorting to words, the girl was

sayi ng sonething that deeply nmoved Jenny: | |ove you, but even nore than
that, | like you; |I'mproud of you; | think you're terrific, and if
you're patient with me, 1'll nake you proud and happy to have me for a
kid sister.

The realization that she occupied such a lofty position in Lisa's
personal pantheon was a surprise to Jenny. Because of the difference in
their ages and because Jenny had been away from hone al nost constantly
since Lisa was two, she had thought that she was virtually a stranger to
the girl. She was both flattered and hunbl ed by this new insight into
their relationship.

"I know | can count on you," she assured the girl." | never thought
couldn't."

Lisa snmiled self-consciously.
Jenny hugged her.

For a nonment, Lisa clung to her fiercely, and when they pulled apart,
she said, "So... did you find any clue to what happened here?"



"Not hi ng that makes sense.™

"The phone doesn't work, huh?"

"No. "

"So they're out of order all over town."
"Probably."

They wal ked to the door and stepped outside, onto the cobbl estone
si dewal k.

Surveyi ng the hushed street, Lisa said, "Everyone's dead."
"We can't be sure."

"Everyone," the girl insisted softly, bleakly." The whole town. Al of
them You can feel it."

"The Santinis were mssing, not dead," Jenny reni nded her

A three-quarter noon had risen above the nmountains while she and Lisa
had been in the sheriff's substation. 1In those nightclad places where
the streetlanps and shop lights did not reach, the silvery light of the
noon |imed the edges of shadowed forns. But the npongl ow reveal ed
nothing. Instead, it fell like a veil, clinging to sone objects nore
than to others, providing only vague hints of their shapes, and, like
all veils, sonehow managing to nmake all things beneath it nore

nysteri ous and obscure than they would have been in total darkness.

"A graveyard," Lisa said." The whole town's a graveyard

Can't we just get in the car and go for hel p?"

"You know we can't. |If a disease has-"

"I't's not disease."

"W can't be absolutely sure."

"I am |I'msure. Anyway, you said you'd alnmpst ruled it out, too.

"But as long as there's the slightest chance, however renpote, we've got
to consi der ourselves quarantined."

Li sa seened to notice the gun for the first time." Did that belong to
t he deputy?”

"Yes."
"I's it | oaded?"

"He fired it three tinmes, but that | eaves three bullets in the
cylinder."



"Fired at what?"

-"l wish I knew. "

"Are you keeping it?" Lisa asked, shivering.

Jenny stared at the revolver in her right hand and nodded.

"I guess maybe | should."

"Yeah. Then again... it didn't save him did it?"

Chapter 6

Novel ti es and Noti ons

They proceeded al ong Skyline Road, noving alternately through shadows,
yel I owi sh sodi um gl ow fromthe streetlanps, darkness, and phosphoric
nmoonl i ght. Regul arly spaced trees grew from curbsi de planters on the
left. On the right, they passed a gift shop, a snmall cafe, and the
Santinis' ski shop. At each establishnent, they paused to peer through
t he wi ndows, searching for signs of life, finding none.

They al so passed townhouses that faced directly onto the sidewal k. Jenny
clinmbed the steps at each house and rang the bell. No one answered, not
even at those houses where |ight shone beyond the w ndows. She
considered trying a few doors and, if they were unl ocked, going inside.
But she didn't do it because she suspected, just as Lisa did, that the
occupants (if they could be found at all) would be in the same grotesque
condition as Hilda Beck and Paul Henderson. She needed to |locate living
peopl e, survivors, wtnesses. She couldn't |earn anything nore from

cor pses.

"I's there a nuclear power plant around here?" Lisa asked.

“No. \Why?"

"A big nlitary base?"

"No. "

"I thought maybe... radiation."

"Radi ation doesn't kill this suddenly."

"Areally strong blast of radiation?"

"Wl dn't | eave victinms who | ook |ike these.™

n l\b?ll

"There'd be burns, blisters, lesions."

They came to the Lovely Lady Sal on, where Jenny always had her hair cut.
The shop was deserted, as it would have been on any ordi nary Sunday.

Jenny wonder ed what had happened to Madge and Dana, the beauticians who
owned the place. She |liked Madge and Dana. She hoped to God they'd



been out of town all day, visiting their boyfrien& over in Munt Larson
"Poi son?" Lisa asked as they turned away fromthe beauty shop

"How could the entire town be poi soned si nultaneously?"

“Bad food of sone kind."

"Ch, maybe if everyone had been at the town picnic, eating the same
tainted potato salad or infected pork or sonething like that. But they
weren't. There's only one town picnic, and that's on the Fourth of
July."

Poi soned wat er supply?"

"Not unl ess everyone just happened to take a drink at precisely the sane
nonent, so that no one had a chance to warn anyone el se."

:"Which is just about inmpossible."

"Besides, this doesn't | ook nuch |ike any kind of poison reaction |'ve
ever heard about."

Li eber Tnann's Bakery. It was a clean, white building with a

bl ue- and-white-striped awning. During the skiing season, tourists |ined
up hal fway down the bl ock, all day |ong, seven days a week, just to buy
the big flaky ci nnanon wheels, the sticky buns, chocol ate-chi p cooki es,
al nrond cupcakes with gooey mandarin-chocol ate centers, and other goodies
t hat Jakob and Ai da Liebermann produced with trenendous pride and
delicious artistry. The Li ebermanns enjoyed their work so nmuch that
they even chose to live near it, in an apartnment above the bakery (no
light visible up there now), and although there wasn't nearly as nuch
profit in the April-to-Cctober trade as there was the rest of the year

t hey remmi ned open Monday through Saturday in the off season. People
drove over fromall the outlying nountain towns-Munt Larson, Shady
Roost, and Pineville-to purchase bags and boxes full of the Li ebermanns”
treats.

Jenny | eaned close to the big wi ndow, and Lisa put her forehead agai nst

the glass. 1In the rear of the budding, back in the part where the ovens
were, light poured brightly through an open door, splashing one end of
the sales roomand indirectly illuminating the rest of the place. Snal

cafe tables stood to the left, each with a pair of chairs. white enanel
di splay cases with glass fronts were enpty.

Jenny prayed that Jakob and Ai da had escaped the fate that appeared to
have befallen the rest of Snowfield. They were two of the gentlest,

ki ndest peopl e she had ever net. People |ike the Liebermanns nade
Snowfield a good place to live, a haven fromthe rude world where

vi ol ence and unki ndness were di sconcertingly conmmon.

Turning away fromthe bakery wi ndow, Lisa said, "How about toxic waste?
A chemical spill. Sonething that would' ve sent up a cloud of deadly
gas."

"Not here," Jenny said. ' aren't any toxic waste dunps in these
nountains. No factories. Nothing like that."



"Sonetines it happens whenever a train derails and a tank car full of
chemicals splits open.”

"Nearest railroad tracks are twenty mles away."

Her brow creasing with thought, Lisa started wal king away fromthe
bakery.

"Wait. | want to take a look in here,"
front door of the shop.

Jenny said, stepping to the

" Why? No one's there."
"W can't be sure." She pushed the door but couldn't open it. "The lights
are on in the back room the kitchen. They could be back there, getting
thi ngs ready for the nmorning' s baking, unaware of what's happened in the
rest of the towmn. This door's locked. Let's go around back."

Behi nd a solid wood gate, a narrow covered servi ceway | ed between

Li ebermann's Bakery and the Lovely Lady Salon. The gate was hel d shut
by a single sliding bolt, which yielded to Jenny's funbling fingers. It
shuddered open with a squeal and a rasp of unoiled hinges. The tunne
bet ween the buil di ngs was forbiddingly dark; the only light lay at the
far end, a dimgray patch in the shape of an arch, where the passageway
ended at the alley.

"I don't like this," Lisa said.

"I't's okay, honey. Just follow nme and stay close. |If you get
di soriented, trail your hand along the wall."

Al t hough Jenny didn't want to contribute to her sister's fear by
reveal i ng her own doubts, the unlighted wal kway made her nervous, too.
Wth each step, the passage seened to grow narrower, crowding her.

A quarter of the way into the tunnel, she was stricken by the uncanny
feeling that she and Lisa weren't alone. An instant |ater, she becane
aware of something nmoving in the darkest space, under the roof, eight or
ten feet overhead. She couldn't say exactly how she becane aware of it.
She coul dn't hear anything other than her own and Lisa's echoing
footsteps; she couldn't see nmuch of anything, either. She just suddenly
sensed a hostile presence, and as she squinted ahead at the coal -bl ack
ceiling of the passageway, she was sure the darkness was... changing.

Shifting. Mving. Mving up there in the rafters.

She told herself she was imagining things, but by the tine she was

hal fway al ong the tunnel, her animal instincts were screaming at her to
get out, to run. Doctors weren't supposed to panic; equaninity was part
of the training. She did pick up her pace a bit, but only a little, not
much, not in panic; then after a few steps, she picked up the pace a bit
nore, and a bit nmore, until she was running in spite of herself.

She burst into the alley. It was gloony there, too, but not as dark as
the tunnel had been.



Li sa cane out of the passageway in a stunbling run, slipped on a wet
patch of blacktop, and nearly fell

Jenny grabbed her and prevented her from goi ng down.

They backed up, watching the exit fromthe Iightless, covered passage.
Jenny raised the revolver that she'd taken fromthe sheriff's
subst ati on.

"Did you feel it?" Lisa asked breathlessly.

"Sonet hi ng up under the roof. Probably just birds or naybe, at worst,
several bats."

Li sa shook her head." No, no. N-not under the roof. It was c-crouched
up against the wwall."

They kept wat ching the mouth of the tunnel

"I saw sonething in the rafters,” Jenny said
"No," the girl insisted, shaking her head vigorously.
"What did you see then?"

"It was against the wall. On the left. About hal fway through the
tunnel. | alnost stunbled into it."

"What was it?"

“I... 1 don't know exactly. | couldn't actually see it."
"Did you hear anythi ng?"

"No," Lisa said, eyes riveted on the passageway.

"Snel | sonet hi ng?"

"No. But... the darkness was... Well, at one place there, the
darkness was... different. | could sense sonething noving... or sort
of nmoving... shifting..."

"That's like what | thought | sawbut up in the rafters.”
They waited. Nothing cane out of the passageway.

Gradual 'y, Jenny's heartbeat slowed froma wild gallop to a fast trot.
She | owered the gun.

Their breathing grew quiet. The night silence poured back.

in like heavy oil

Doubts surfaced. Jenny began to suspect that she and Lisa sinmply had
succunbed to hysteria. She didn't |ike that explanation one dam bit,

for it didn't fit the image she had of herself. But she was
sufficiently honest with herself to face the unpleasant fact that, just



this one tine, she m ght have pani cked.

"We're just junpy," she told Lisa." If there were anything or anyone
dangerous in there, they'd have conme out after us by nowdon't you
t hi nk?"

" Maybe. "

"Hey, you know what it night have been?"

“What ?" Li sa asked.

The cold wind stirred up again and soughed softly through the alleyway.

"I't could have been cats," she said." A few cats. They |like to hang
out in those covered wal kways. "

"1 don't think it was cats."”

"Could be. A couple of cats up there in the rafters. And one or two
down on the floor, along the wall, where you saw sonething."

"It seened bigger than a cat. It seemed a |ot bigger than a cat," Lisa

sai d nervously.

"Ckay, so maybe it wasn't cats. Mst likely, it wasn't anything at all
We're keyed up. Qur nerves are wound tight." She sighed." Let's go see
if the rear door of the bakery is open.

That's what we cane back here to check out-renmenber?"

They headed toward the rear of Lieberman's Bakery, but they gl anced
repeatedly behind them at the nouth of the covered passage.

The service door at the bakery was unl ocked, and there was |ight and
warnth beyond it. Jenny and Lisa stepped into a |ong, narrow storage
room

The inner door led fromthe storage roomto the huge kitchen, which
snel |l ed pleasantly of cinnanon, flour, black wal nuts, and orange
extract. Jenny inhaled deeply. The appetizing fragrances that waited
t hrough the kitchen were so honey, so natural, so pungently and

soot hingly rem ni scent of normal tines and normal places that she felt
some of her tension fading.

The bakery was wel | -equi pped with doubl e sinks, a walk-in refrigerator
several ovens, several imense white enanel storage cabinets, a

dough- kneadi ng machi ne, and a |arge array of other appliances. The

m ddl e of the roomwas occupied by a | ong, wi de counter, the primry

work area; one end of it had a shiny stainless-steel top, and the other
end had a butcher's bl ock surface. The stainless-steel portion-which was
nearest the store-room door, where Jenny and Lisa had entered-was

stacked high with pots, cupcake and cookie trays, baking racks, bundt
pans, regul ar cake pans, and pie tins, all clean and bright.

The entire kitchen gl eaned.



"Nobody's here," Lisa said.

"Looks that way,'
into the room

Jenny said, her spirits rising as she wal ked fart her

If the Santini fam |y had escaped, and if Jakob and Ai da had been
spared, perhaps nobst of the town wasn't dead. Perhaps Ch, God.

On the other side of the piled cookware, in the mddle of the

but cher' s-bl ock counter, lay a |arge di sk of pie dough. A wooden
rolling pin rested on the dough. Two hands gripped the ends of the
rolling pin. Two severed, human hands.

Li sa backed up against a metal cabinet with such force that the stuff
inside rattled noisily." What the hell is going on?

What the hel | ?"

Drawn by norbid fascination and by an urgent need to understand what was
happeni ng here, Jenny noved closer to the counter and stared down at the
di senbodi ed hands, regarding themw th equal measures of disgust and

di sbelief and with fear as sharp as razor blades. The hands were not
brui sed or swollen; they were pretty much fl esh-col ored, though
gray-pale. Blood-the first bl ood she had seen so far-trailed wetly from
the raggedly torn wists and glistened in streaks

and drops, mdst a fine filmof flour dust. The hands were strong; nore
preci sel y-they had once been strong. Blunt fingers. Large knuckles.
Unquestionably a man's hands, with white hair curled crisply on the
backs of them Jakob Liebermann's hands.

"Jenny!"

Jenny | ooked up, startled.

Lisa's armwas rai sed, extended; she was pointing across the kitchen
Beyond the butcher's-block counter, set in the long wall on the far side
of the room were three ovens. One of themwas huge, with a pair of
solid, over-and-under, stainless-steel doors.

The other two ovens were smaller than the first, though still |arger
than the conventional nobdels used in nost honmes; there was one door in
each of these two, and each door had a glass portal in the center of it.
None of the ovens was turned on at the noment, which was fortunate, for
if the smaller ones had been in operation, the kitchen would have been
filled with a sickening stench.

Each one contai ned a severed head.

Jesus.

Ghastly, dead faces gazed out into the room noses pressed to the inside
of the oven gl ass.

Jakob Li ebermann. Wite hair spattered with bl ood. One eye hal f shut,
the other glaring. Lips pressed together in a grinmace of pain



Ai da Li ebermann. Both eyes open. Mouth gaping as if her jaws had cone
unhi nged.

For a nonent Jenny couldn't believe the heads were real

Too much. Too shocking. She thought of expensive, lifelike Hall oween
masks peering out of the cell ophane wi ndows in costune boxes, and she

t hought of the grisly novelties sold in joke shops-those wax heads with
nylon hair and gl ass eyes, those gruesone things that young boys
sonetines found wildly anusing (and surely that's what these were-and,
crazily, she thought of a line froma TV comercial for cake

m xes. Nothin' says lovin' like sonethin'fromthe oven!

Her heart thudded.

She was feverish, dizzy.

On the butcher's-block counter, the severed hands were still poised on
the rolling pin. She hal f-expected themto skitter suddenly across the
counter as if they were two crabs.

VWere were the Liebermanns' decapitated bodies? Stuffed in the big
oven, behind steel doors that had no wi ndows? Lying stiff and frosted
in the walk-in refrigerator?

Bitterness rose in her throat, but she choked it back

The. 45 revol ver now seermed an ineffectual defense against this
i ncredi bly violent, unknown eneny.

Agai n, Jenny had the feeling of being watched, and the drunbeat of her
heart was no | onger snare but tinpani.

She turned to Lisa." Let's get out of here."

The girl headed for the storeroom door.

"Not that way!" Jenny said sharply.

Li sa turned, blinking, confused.

"Not the alley," Jenny said." And not that dark passage again."

" God, no," Lisa agreed.

They hurried across the kitchen and through the other door, into the

sales room Past the enpty pastry cases. Past the cafe tables and
chairs.

Jenny had sonme trouble with the deadbolt | ock on the front door. It was
stiff. She thought they m ght have to | eave by way of the alley, after
all. Then she realized she was trying to turn the thunb-latch the w ong

way. Twisted the proper direction, the bolt slipped back with a clack
and Jenny yanked the door open.

They rushed out into the cool, night air.



Lisa crossed the sidewalk to a tall pine tree. She seened to need to
| ean agai nst sonet hi ng.

Jenny joined her sister, glancing back apprehensively at the bakery. She
woul dn't have been surprised to see two decapitated bodi es shanbling
toward her with denonic intent. But nothing noved back there except the
scal | oped edge of the blue-and-white-striped awning, which undulated in
t he i nconstant breeze.

The ni ght remained silent.

The nmoon had risen somewhat higher in the sky since Jenny and Lisa had
entered the covered passageway.

After a while the girl said, "Radiation, disease, poison, toxic gas-boy,
we sure were on the wong walk. Only other people, sick people, do that
kind of weird stuff. Right? Some weird psycho did all of this."

Jenny shook her head." One nan can't have done it all. To

overwhel ma town of nearly five hundred people, it would take an arny of
psychopathic killers."

"Then that's what it was," Lisa said, shivering.

Jenny | ooked nervously up and down the deserted street. It seened
i mprudent, even reckless, to be standing here, in plain sight, but she
couldn't think of anywhere else that woul d be safer

She said, "Psychopaths don't join clubs and plan nass nurders as if they
were Rotarians planning a charity dance. They al nost always act al one.™

Fl i cki ng her eyes from shadow to shadow as if she expected one of them
to have substance and nal evol ent intentions, Lisa said, "Wat about the
Char | es Manson commune, back in the sixties, those people who killed the
novi e star-what was her nanme?"

Sharon Tate."
"Yeah. Couldn't this be a group of nuts |ike that?"

"At nost, there were half a dozen people in the core of the Manson
fam ly, and that was a very rare deviation fromthe |one-wolf pattern.
Anyway, half a dozen couldn't do this to Shnowfield. It would take
fifty, a hundred, nmaybe nore. That nmany psychopaths just couldn't act
t oget her. "

They were both silent for a while. Then Jenny said, "there's another
thing that doesn't figure. Wy wasn't there nore blood in the kitchen?"

There was sone."

"Hardly any. Just a few smears on the counter. There should ve been
bl ood all over the place."

Li sa rubbed her hands briskly up and down her arns, trying to generate



sone heat. Her face was waxen in the yell ow sh gl ow of the nearest
streetlanp. She seened years older than fourteen. Terror had matured
her.

The girl said, "No signs of a struggle, either."
Jenny frowned." That's right; there weren't."

“I noticed it right away," Lisa said." It seemed so odd. They don't
seem to' ve fought back. Nothing thrown. Nothing broken. The rolling
pin woul d' ve nade a pretty good weapon, wouldn't it? But he didn't use
it. Nothing was knocked over, either."

"It's as if they didn't resist at all. As if they... wllingly put
their heads on the choppi ng bl ock."

"But why would they do that?"
Wy woul d they do that?

Jenny stared up Skyline Road toward her house, which was | ess than three
bl ocks away, then | ooked down toward Ye O de Towne Tavern, Big Nickle
Variety Shop, Patterson's Ice Cream Parlor, and Mario's Pizza.

There are silences and silences. No one of themis quite |ike another
There is the silence of death, found in tonbs and deserted graveyards
and in the cold-storage roomin a city norgue and in hospital roons on
occasion; it is a flawess silence, not nerely a hush but a void. As a
physi ci an who had treated her share of terminally ill patients, Jenny
was famliar with that special, grimsilence.

This was it. This was the silence of death.
She hadn't wanted to admit it. That was why she had not yet shouted
"hell o?" into the funereal streets. She had been afraid no one would

answer .

Now she didn't shout because she was afrai d soneone woul d answer.
Soneone or somnething. Soneone or sonethi ng dangerous.

At | ast she had no choice but to accept the facts. Snowfield was

i ndi sputably dead. It wasn't really a town any nore; it was a cenetery,
an el aborate collection of stone-tinber-shingle-brick-gabl ed-bal coni ed
tombs, a graveyard fashioned in the inmage of a quaint al pine village.

The wi nd pi cked up again, whistling under the caves of the buildings. It
sounded like eternity.

Chapter 7
The County Sheriff

county authorities, headquartered in Santa Mra, were not yet aware of
the Snowfield crisis. They had their own probl ens.

Li eutenant Tal bert Wiitnman entered the interrogation roomjust as
Sheriff Bryce Hammond switched on the tape recorder and started



i nform ng the suspect of his constitutional rights.

Tal closed the door without making a sound. Not wanting to interrupt
just as the questioning was about to get underway, he didn't take a
chair at the big table, where the other three nen were seated. |Instead,
he went to the big wi ndow, the only wi ndow, in the oblong room

The Santa Mra County Sheriff's Departnent occupied a Spani sh-style
structure that had been erected in the late 1930s.

The doors were all solid and solid-soundi ng when you cl osed them and
the walls were thick enough to provide eighteen-inch-deep wi ndowsills
like the one on which Tal Wiitnman settled hinself.

Beyond the wi ndow |ay Santa Mra, the county seat, with a popul ation of
ei ghteen thousand. In the nornings, when the sun at |ast topped the

Si erras and burned away the nountain shadows, Tal found

hi nsel f | ooki ng around in amazenent and delight at the gentle,
foothills on which Santa Mra rose, for it was an exceptionally neat,
clean city

that had put down its concrete and iron roots with sone respect for the
natural beauty in which it had grown. Now night was settled in.
Thousands of lights sparkled on the rolling hills bel ow the mountains,
and it |ooked as if the stars had fallen here.

For a child of Harlem black as a sharp-edged wi nter shadow, born in
poverty and ignorance, Tal Witnman had wound up at the age of nine, in a
nost unexpected place. Unexpected but wonderf ul

On this side of the wi ndow, however, the scene was not so special. The
i nterrogation roomresenbl ed countless others in police precinct houses
and sheriffs' stations all over the country.

A cheap linoleumtile floor. Battered filing cabinets. A round
conference table and five chairs. Institutional-green walls. Bare
fl uorescent bul bs.

At the conference table in the center of the room the current occupant
of the suspect's chair was a tall, good-looking, twenty-six-year-old rea
estate agent naned Fletcher Kale. He was working hinself into an

i npressive state of righteous indignation

"Listen, Sheriff," Kale said, "can we just cut this crap? You don't
have to read ne ny rights again, for Christ's sake.

Haven't we been through this a dozen tines in the past three days?"

Bob Robine, Kale's attorney, quickly patted his client's armto make him
be quiet. Robine was pudgy, round-faced, with a sweet snmile but with
the hard eyes of a casino pit boss.

"Fl etch," Robine said, "Sheriff Hammond knows he's held you on suspicion
just about as long as the law all ows, and he knows that | knowit, too.
So what he's going to do-he's going to settle this one way or the other
within the next hour."



Kal e blinked, nodded, and changed his tactics. He slunped in his chair
as if a great weight of grief lay on his shoul ders.

VWen he spoke, there was a-flint tremor in his voice." I"'msorry if |

sort of lost my head there for a mnute, Sheriff. | shouldn't have
snapped at you like that. But it's so hard... so very, very hard for
ne." His face appeared to cave in, and the trenmor in his voice becane
nore pronounced."” | nean, for God's sake, |I've lost ny fanmly. MW
wife..". nmy son... both gone.

Bryce Hannnond said, "lI'msorry if you think I've treated you unfairly,
M. Kale. | only try to do what | think is best.

Sonetimes, |'mright. Maybe |'mwong this tine."

Apparently deciding that he wasn't in too nuch trouble after all, and

that he could afford to be nagnani mous now, Fletcher Kal e dabbed at the
tears on his face, sat up straighter in his chair, and said, "Yeah..
well, uh... | guess | can see your position, Sheriff."

Kal e was underestinati ng Bryce Hammond.

Bob Robi ne knew the sheriff better than his client did. He frowned,
gl anced at Tal, then stared hard at Bryce.

In Tal Whitnan's experience, nost people who dealt with the sheriff
underestimated him just as Fletcher Kale had done.

It was an easy thing to do. Bryce didn't |ook inpressive. He was
thirty-nine, but he seened a | ot younger than that. His thick sandy
hair fell across his forehead, giving hima nussed, boyish appearance.
He had a pug nose with a spatter of freckles across the bridge of it and
across both cheeks. H s blue eyes were clear and sharp, but they were
hooded with heavy lids that nade himseem bored, sleepy, naybe even a
little bit dullwitted. H's voice was msleading, too. It was soft,

nel odic, gentle. Furthernore, he spoke slowy at tines, and always wth
neasured del i beration, and sone people took his careful speech to nean
that he had difficulty formng his thoughts. Nothing could have been
further fromthe truth. Bryce Hammond was acutely aware of how ot hers
perceived him and when it was to his advantage, he reinforced their

nm sconceptions with an ingratiating nmanner, with an al nost witless
smle, and with a further softening of speech that nmade him seemlike

t he cl assic hayseed cop

Only one thing kept Tal fromfully enjoying this confrontation: He knew
the Kal e investigation had affected Bryce Hammond on a deep, persona

| evel. Bryce was hurting, sick at heart about the pointless deaths of
Joanna and Danny Kal e, because in a curious way this case echoed events
in his owmn life. Like Fletcher Kale, the sheriff had lost a wife and a
son, although the circunstances of his |oss were considerably different
from Kal e' s.

A year ago, Ellen Hammond had died instantly' in a car crash.
Seven-year-old Timry, sitting on the front seat beside his nother, had
suffered serious head injuries and had been in a cona for the past
twel ve nmonths. The doctors didn't give Timy much chance of regaining
consci ousness.



Bryce had nearly been destroyed by the tragedy. Only recently had Ta
despair.

The Kal e case had opened Bryce Hanmmond's wounds agai n, but he hadn't
allowed grief to dull his senses; it hadn't caused himto overl ook
anything. Tal Witman had known the precise nmonent, |ast Thursday
eveni ng, when Bryce had begun to suspect that Fletcher Kale was guilty
of two preneditated nurders, for suddenly sonething cold and inplacable
had cone into Bryce's heavy-|idded eyes.

Now, doodling on a yellow note pad as if only half his mnd was on the
interrogation, the sheriff said, "M. Kale, rather than ask you a | ot
of questions that you've already answered a dozen tinmes, why don't |
sunmari ze what you' ve told us?

If ny sunmary sounds pretty much right to you, then we can get on wth
these newitems I'd |like to ask you about."

"Sure. Let's get it over with and get out of here," Kale said.

"Ckay then," Bryce said." M. Kale, according to your testinony, your
wi fe, Joanna, felt she was trapped by marriage and not herhood, that she
was too young to have so rmuch responsibility. She felt she had nmade a
terrible mstake and was going to have to pay for it for the rest of her
life. She wanted sone kicks, a way to escape, so she turned to dope.

Woul d you say that's how you' ve described her state of m nd?"

Yes," Kale said." Exactly."

"Good," Bryce said." So she started snoking pot. Before |ong, she was
stoned al npst continuously. For two and a half years, you lived with a
pot head, all the while hoping you could change her. Then a week ago she
went berserk, broke a |lot of dishes and threw sone food around the
kitchen, and you had hell's own tine cal ming her dowmm. That was when
you di scovered she'd recently begun using PCP-what's sonetinmes called
"angel dust' on the street. You were shocked. You knew that sone
peopl e became mani acally violent while under the influence of PCP, so
you nmade her show you where she kept her stash, and you destroyed it.
Then you told her that if she ever used drugs around little Danny again
you' d beat her within an inch of her life."

Kale cleared his throat.." But she just laughed at ne. She said
wasn't a wonan-beater and | shouldn't pretend to be M. Macho. She
said, "Hell, Fletch, if |I kicked you in the balls, you'd thank nme for
livening up your day.""

"And that was when you broke down and cried?" Bryce asked.

Kale said, "I just... well, | realized | didn't have any influence with
her. "

From his wi ndow seat, Tal Wiitnman watched Kale's face twist with
grief-or with a reasonable facsimle. The bastard was good.

"And when she saw you cry," Bryce said, "that sort of brought her to her



senses.”

"Right," Kale said." | guess it... affected her... a big ox like ne
bawling Iike a baby. She cried, too, and she prom sed not to take any
nore PCP. We tal ked about the past, about what we had expected from
marriage, said a |lot of things naybe we should have said before, and we
felt closer than we had in a couple of years. At least | felt closer.

t hought she did, too.

She swore she'd start cutting down on the pot."

Still doodling, Bryce said, "Then |ast Thursday you cane hone early from
work and found your little boy, Danny, dead in the master bedroom You
heard sonet hi ng behind you. It was Joanna, holding a nmeat cleaver, the
one she'd used to kill Danny."

"She was stoned,"” Kale said." PCP. | could see it right away. That
wi I dness in her eyes, that animl |ook."

"She screamed at you, a lot of irrational stuff about snakes that |ived
i nsi de peopl e's heads, about people being controlled by evil snakes. You
circled away from her, and she foll owed.

You didn't try to take the cleaver away fromher' "I figured I'd be
killed. | tried to talk her down."

"So you kept circling until you reached the ni ghtstand where you kept a
.38 automatic."

"I warned her to drop the cleaver. | warned her."

"I nstead, she rushed at you with the cleaver raised. So you shot her
Once. In the chest.”

Kal e was | eaning forward now, his face in his hands.

The sheriff put down his pen. He folded his hands on his stonach and
laced his fingers." Now, M. Kale, |I hope you can bear with me a little
bit longer. Just a few nmore questions, and then we can all get out of
here and get on with our lives."

Kal e | owered his hands fromhis face. It was clear toTal Witman that
Kale figured "getting on with our lives" neant he would be rel eased at
last." I"'mall right, Sheriff. Go ahead."

Bob Robine didn't say a word.

Sl ouched in his chair, |ooking | oose and bonel ess, Bryce Hanmond sai d,
"Whil e we've been hol ding you on suspicion, M. Kale, we've come up
with a few questions we need to have answered, so we can set our m nds
to rest about this whole terrible thing. Now, sone of these things may
seemawful trivial to you, hardly worth ny tine or yours. They are
little things.

| adnmit that. The reason |'mputting you through nore trouble... well
it's because | want to get reelected next year, M. Kale. |If ny
opponents catch nme out on one technicality, on even one tiny little



dammed thing, they'll huff and puff and blow it into a scandal; they'l
say |'mslipping or |lazy or sonething." Bryce grinned at Kal e-actually
grinned at him Tal couldn't believe it.

"1 understand, Sheriff," Kale said.
On his wi ndow seat, Tal VWhitman tensed and | eaned forward.

And Bryce Hammond said, "First thing is-1 was wondering why you shot
your wife and then did a |load of |laundry before calling us to report
what had happened.

Chapter 8
Barri cades
Severed hands. Severed heads.

Jenny couldn't get those gruesone inages out of her mind as she hurried
al ong the sidewal k with Lisa.

Two bl ocks east of Skyline Road, on Vail Lane, the night was as stil
and as quietly threatening as it was everywhere else in Snowfield. The
trees here were bigger than those on the main street; they bl ocked out
nost of the moonlight. The streetlanps were nore w dely spaced, too,
and the small pools of anmber |ight were separated by oni nous | akes of
dar kness.

Jenny stepped between two gateposts, onto a brick walk that led to a
one-story English cottage set on a deep lot. Warmlight radiated
t hrough | eaded gl ass wi ndows with di anbndshaped panes.

Tom and Karen Oxley lived in the deceptively small-Iooking cottage,
whi ch actually had seven rooms and two baths. Tom was the account ant
for nost of the |odges and notels in town.

Karen ran a charm ng French cafe during the season. Both were amateur
radi o operators, and they owned a shortwave set, which was why Jenny had
cone here

"I f someone sabotaged the radio at the sheriff's office,' Lisa said,
"what makes you think they didn't get this one, too?" "Maybe they didn't
know about it. It's worth taking a |ook."

She rang the bell, and when them was no response, she tried the door. It
was | ocked.

They went around to the rear of the property, where brandy-hued Iight
fl owed out through the wi ndows. Jenny |ooked warily at the rear |awn,
whi ch was | eft moonl ess by the shadows.

"Their footsteps echoed hollowy on the wooden floor of the back porch
She tried the kitchen door and found it was | ocked, too.

At the nearest window, the curtains were drawn aside. Jenny | ooked in
and saw only an ordinary kitchen: green counters, creanmcolored walls,
oak cabinets, gleam ng appliances, no signs of violence.



O her casenment wi ndows faced onto the porch, and one of these, Jenny
knew, was a den wi ndow. Lights were on, but the curtains were drawn.
Jenny rapped on the glass, but no one responded. She tested the w ndow,
found that it was | atched.

Gripping the revolver by the barrel, she smashed a di anobndshaped pane
adj acent to the center post. The sound of shattering gl ass was
jarringly loud. Although this was an energency, she felt like a thief.
She reached t hrough the broken pane, threw open the latch, pulled the
hal ves of the w ndow apart, and went over the sill, into the house. She
funbl ed through the drapes, then drew them aside, so that Lisa could
enter nore easily.

Two bodies were in the snall den. Tom and Karen Oxl ey.
Karen was |ying on the floor, on her side, |legs drawn up toward her
belly, shoulders curled forward, arms crossed over her breasts-a feta

position. She was bruised and swol |l en.

Her bul ging eyes stared in horror. Her nouth hung open, frozen forever
in a scream

'-Their faces are the worst thing," Lisa said.

"I can't understand why the facial nuscles didn't rel ax upon death. |
don't see how they can remain taut |ike that."

" What did they see?" Lisa wondered.

Tom Oxl ey was sitting in front of the shortwave radio. He was sl unped
over the radio, his head turned to one side. He was sheathed in bruises
and swol |l en hi deously, just as Karen was. His right hand was cl enched
around a tabl e-nodel mnicrophone, as if he had perished while refusing to
relinquish it.

Evi dently, however, he had not nanaged a call for help. |If he had
gotten a nessage out of Snowfield, the police would have arrived by now

The radi o was dead.

Jenny had figured as much as soon as she had seen the bodies.

However, neither the condition of the radio nor the condition of the
corpses was as interesting as the barricade. The den door was cl osed
and, presumably, |ocked. Karen and Tom had dragged a heavy cabinet in
front of it. They had pushed a pair of easy chairs hard agai nst the
cabi net, then had wedged a tel evision set against the chairs.

"They were determined to keep sonmething fromgetting in here," Lisa
sai d.

"But it got in anyway."
n |_b\N?II

They both | ooked at the wi ndow through which they'd cone.



"It was | ocked fromthe inside," Jenny said.

The room had only one other w ndow.
They went to it and pulled back the drapes.
It was al so | atched securely on the inside.

Jenny stared out at the night, until she felt that sonething hidden in
t he darkness was staring back at her, getting a good | ook at her as she
stood unprotected in the Iighted w ndow.

She quickly cl osed the drapes.
" A locked room" Lisa said.

Jenny turned slowy around and studied the den. There was a small
outlet froma heating duct, covered with a netal vent plate full of
narrow slots, and there was perhaps a half-inch of air space under the
barri caded door. But there was no way anyone coul d have gai ned access
to the room

She said, "As far as | can see, only bacteria or toxic gas or sone kind
of radiation could ve gotten in here to kill them"

"But none of those things killed the Liebernmanns."

Jenny nodded." Besides, you wouldn't build a barricade to keep out
radi ati on, gas, or germs."

How many of Snowfiel d' s people had | ocked thensel ves in, thinking they
had found defensible havens-only to die as suddenly and mnysteriously as
t hose who'd had no tinme to run?

And what was it that could enter |ocked roons w thout opening doors or
wi ndows? What had passed through this barricade without disturbing it?

The Oxl eys' house was as silent as the surface of the noon.
Finally, Lisa said, "Now what?"

"I guess maybe we have to risk spreading a contagion. We'Ill drive out
of town only as far as the nearest pay phone, call the sheriff in Santa
Mra, tell himthe situation, and let himdecide howto handle it. Then
we' |l cone back here to wait. W won't have any direct contact with
anyone, and they can sterilize the tel ephone booth if they think that's
necessary."

"I hate the idea of comi ng back here once we've gotten out," Lisa said

anxi ously.

"So do |I. But we've got to act responsibly. Let's go," Jenny said,
turning toward the open wi ndow t hrough whi ch they had entered.

The phone rang.



Startled, Jenny turned toward the strident sound.
The phone was on the same table as the radio.

It rang again.

She snatched up the receiver." Hell o?"

The caller didn't respond.

"Hel |l o""

Icy silence.

Jenny's hand tightened on the receiver.

Soneone was |istening intently, remaining utterly silent, waiting for
her to speak. She was determ ned not to give himthat satisfaction. She
just pressed the receiver to her ear and strained to hear sonething,
anything, if even nothing nore than the faint sealike ebb and fl ow of
his breathing. He didn't nake the slightest sound, but still she could
feel, at the other end of the Iine, the presence that she had felt when
she' d picked up the phone in the Santinis' house and in the sheriff's
subst ati on.

Standing in the barricaded room in that silent house where Death had
crept in with inpossible stealth, Jenny Paige felt an odd transfornation
formher. She was well-educated, a woman of reason and | ogic, not even
mldly superstitious. Thus far, she had attenpted to solve the nystery
of Snowfield by applying the tools of logic and reason. But for the
first time in her life, they had utterly failed her. Now deep in her

m nd, sonmething... shifted, as if an enornously heavy iron cover were
being slid off a dark pit in her subconscious. |In that pit, within
anci ent chanbers of the mind, there lay a host of primitive sensations
and perceptions, a superstitious awe that was newto her. Virtually on
the I evel of racial nmenory stored in the genes, she sensed what was
happening in Snowfield. The know edge was within her; however, it was
so alien, so fundanmentally illogical, that she resisted it, fighting
hard to suppress the superstitious terror that boiled up within her

Clutching the tel ephone receiver, she listened to the silent presence on
the Iine, and she argued with herself-It isn't a man; it's a thing.

- Nonsense.

-It's not human, but it's aware.

-You' re hysteri cal

-Unspeakabl y nml evol ent; perfectly, purely evil.

Stop it, stop it, stop it!

She wanted to sl am down the phone. She couldn't do it.

The thing on the other end of the line had her mesnerized.



Li sa stepped close."” Wat's wong? Wat's happeni ng?"

Shaki ng, drenched with sweat, feeling tainted nerely by listening to the
despi cabl e presence, Jenny was about to tear the receiver away from her
ear when she heard a hiss, a click and then a dial tone.

For a monent, stunned, she couldn't react.

Then, with a whinper, she jabbed at the 0 button on the phone.

There was a ringing-on the line. It was a wonderful, sweet, reassuring
sound.

"Operator."

"Operator, this is an emergency," Jenny said." |'ve got to reach the
county sheriff's office in Santa Nora."

Chapter 9
A Call for Help
"Laundry?" Kal e asked." What |aundry?"

Bryce could see that Kale was jolted by the question and was only
pretendi ng not to understand.

"Sheriff, where is this supposed to | ead' ?" Bob Robi ne asked.

Bryce's hooded eyes renmmi ned hooded, and he kept his voice calm slow"

Cee, Bob, I'mjust trying to get to the bottomof things, so we can al
get out of here. | swear, | don't |ike working on Sundays, and here
this one is alnpst shot to hell already. | have these questions, and
M. Kale doesn't have to answer a one of them but | will ask, so that

I can go hone and put nmy feet up and have a beer."

Robi ne sighed. He |ooked at Kale." Don't answer unless | say it's
okay. "

Hol d on now, Kal e nodded.
Frowni ng at Bryce, Robine said, "Go ahead."

Bryce said, "Wen we arrived at M. Kale's house |ast Thursday, after
he phoned in to report the deaths, | noticed that one cuff of his slacks
and the thick bottom edge of his sweater both | ooked slightly danp, so
as you'd hardly notice.

| got the notion he'd | aundered everything he was wearing and j ust
hadn't left his clothes in the dryer quite long enough. So | had a | ook
in the laundry room and | found something in interesting. 1In the
cupboard right there beside the washer, where Ms. Kale kept all of her
soaps and detergents and fabric softeners, there were two bl oody
fingerprints on the big box of Cheer. One was sneared, but the other
was clear. The lab says it's M. Kale's print."

"Whose bl ood was on the box?" Robine asked sharply.



"Both Ms. Kale and Danny were type 0. So is M. Kale.
That makes it a little nore difficult for us to-"

"The bl ood on the box of detergent?" Robine interrupted.

Type O "

"Then it could have been ny client's own blood! He could have gotten it
on the box on a previous occasion, maybe after he cut hinself gardening
 ast week."

Bryce shook his head." As you know, Bob, this whole bl ood-typing
busi ness is getting highly sophisticated these days.

Wiy, they can break down a sanple into so nany enzynes and protein
signatures that a person's blood is al most as unique as his
fingerprints. So they could tell us unequivocally that the blood on the
box of Cheer-the blood on M. Kale's hand when he nade those two
prints-was little Danny Kal e's bl ood."

Fl etcher Kale's gray eyes renained flat and unexpressive, but he turned
quite pale." | can explain," he said.

"Hold it!" Robine said." Explain it to me first-in private."
The attorney led his client to the farthest corner of the room

Bryce slouched in his chair. He felt gray. Wshed out. He'd been that
way since Thursday, since seeing Danny Kale's pathetic, crunpled body.

He had expected to take considerable pleasure in watching Kale squirm
But there was no pleasure in it.

Robi ne and Kal e returned." Sheriff, I'mafraid ny client did a stupid
thing."

Kale tried to | ook properly abashed.

"He did sonmething that could be msinterpreted-just as you have
msinterpreted it. M. Kale was frightened, confused, and
grief-stricken. He wasn't thinking clearly. |1'msure any jury would
synmpat hi ze with him, You see, when he found the body of his little boy
he picked it up"

He told us he never touched it."

Kal e net Bryce's gaze forthrightly and said, "Wien | first saw Danny

lying on the floor... | couldn't really believe that he was... dead.
pi cked himup... thinking | should rush himto the hospital... Later
after I'd shot Joanna, | |ooked down and saw that | was covered wth..
with Danny's blood. | had shot ny wife, but suddenly | realized it

mght look as if I'd killed ny own son, too."

"There was still the neat cleaver in your wife's hand," Bryce said." And
Danny's bl ood was all over her, too. And you could ve figured the



coroner would find PCP in her bl oodstream"”

"I realize that now," Kale said, pulling a handkerchief from his pocket
and wi ping his eyes." But at the tine, | was afraid |I'd be accused of
sonething |I'd never done."

The word "psychopath" wasn't exactly right for Fletcher Kale, Bryce
decided. He wasn't crazy. No r was he a sociopath, exactly. There
wasn't a word that described himproperly.

However, a good cop woul d recogni ze the type and see the potential for
crimnal activity and, perhaps, the talent for violence, as well. There
is a certain kind of man who has a lot of vitality and Iikes plenty of
action, a man who has nore than his share of shall ow charm whose

cl othes are nore expensive than he can afford, who owns not a single
book (as Kale did not), who seens to have no well-thought-out opinions
about politics or art or econom cs or any issue of real substance, who
is not religious except when nmisfortune befalls himor when he w shes to
i mpress soneone with his piety (as Kale, nmenber of no church, now read
the Bible in his cell for at |east four hours every day), who has an
athletic build but who seens to |oathe any pursuit as healthy as

physi cal exercise, who spends his leisure tine in bars and cockt ai

| ounges, who cheats on his wife as a matter of habit (as did Kale, by
all reports), who is inpulsive, who is unreliable and always |late for
appoi ntnents (as was Kal e), whose goals are either vague or unrealistic
("Fl etcher Kale? He's a dreamer."), who frequently overdraws his
checki ng account and |ies about nmoney, who is quick to borrow and sl ow
to pay back, who exaggerates, who knows he's going to be rich one day
but who has no specific plan for acquiring that wealth, who never doubts
or thinks about next year, who worries only about hinself and only when
it's too late. There was such a man, such a type, and Fletcher Kal e was
a prinme exanple of the aninmal in question.

Bryce had seen others like him Their eyes were always flat; you
couldn't see into their eyes at all. Their faces expressed Watever
enotion seenmed required, although every expression was a shade too
right. Wen they expressed concern for anyone but thenselves, you could
detect a bell-clear ring of insincerity.

They were not burdened by renorse, norality, love, or enpathy. Oten
they led Iives of acceptable destruction, ruining and enbittering those
who | oved them shattering the lives of friends who believed them and
relied on them betraying trusts, but never quite crossing the line into
outright crimnal behavior

Now and then, however, such a man went too far. And because he was the
type who never did things by halves, he always went much, nuch too far

Danny Kale's small, torn, bloody body lying in a heap

The grayness envel oping Bryce's mnd grew thicker, until it seened |ike
a cold, oily snoke. To Kale, he said, "You' ve told us that your wfe
was a heavy marijuana smoker for two and a half years."

" That's right."

"At ny direction, the coroner |ooked for a few things that woul dn't



ordinarily have interested him Like the' condition of Joanna's |ungs.
She wasn't a snoker at all, let alone a pothead.

Lungs were clean."
" | said she snoked pot, not tobacco," Kale said.

“Marijuana snoke and ordi nary tobacco snoke both damage the |ungs,"
Bryce said." In Joanna's case, there was no damage what soever."

" But I-"
"Quiet," Bob Robine advised his client. He pointed a long, slimfinger

at Bryce, waggled it, and said, "The inportant thing is-was there PCP in
her bl ood or wasn't there?"

"There was," Bryce said." It was in her blood, but she didn't snoke it.
Joanna took the PCP orally. There was still a lot of it in her

st omach. "

Robi ne blinked in surprise but recovered quickly. "There you go," he

said." She took it. Wo cares how?"
“In fact," Bryce said, "there was nore of it in her stomach than in her
bl oodstream "

Kale tried to | ook curious, concerned, and innocent-all at the sane
time; even his elastic features were strained by that expression.

Scowl i ng, Bob Robine said, "So there was nore in her stomach than in her
bl oodstream So what ?"

"Angel dust is highly absorbable. Taken orally, it doesn't remain in
the stomach for very long. Now, while Joanna had swal | owed enough dope
to freak out, there hadn't been time for it to affect her. You see, she
took the PCP with ice cream Wich coated her stomach and retarded the
absorption of the drug. During the autopsy, the coroner found partially
di gested chocol ate fudge ice cream So there hadn't been time for the
PCP to cause hallucinations or to send her into a berserk rage."

Bryce paused, took a deep breath." There was chocol ate fudge ice cream
in Danny's stonmach, too, but no PCP. Wen M. Kale told us he cane hone
fromwork early on Thursday, he didn't mention bringing an afternoon
treat for the famly. A half-gallon of chocol ate fudge ice cream”

Fl etcher Kal e's face had gone blank. At last, he seenmed to have used up
his collection of human expressions.

Bryce said, "W found a partly enpty container of ice creamin Kale's
freezer. Chocolate fudge. Wat | think happened, M. Kale, is that
you di shed out sone ice creamfor everyone.

I think you secretly |aced your wife's serving with PCP, so you could
later claimshe was in a drug-induced frenzy. You didn't figure the
coroner would catch you out."

Wait just one goddammed nminute!" Robi ne shouted.



" Then, while you washed your bl oody clothes,"” Bryce said to Kale, "you
cl eaned up the ice-cream sneared di shes and put them away because your
story was that you had cone hone fromwork to find little Danny already
dead and his nother already freaked out on PCP."

Robi ne said, "That's only supposition. Have you forgotten notive? Wy
in God's name would ny client do such a hideous thing?"

Wat ching Kal e's eyes, Bryce said, "H gh Country Investnments."
Kal e's face renmi ned i npassive, but his eyes flickered.
"Hi gh Country Investnents?" Robine asked." Wat's that?"

Bryce stared at Kale." Did you buy ice cream before you went hone | ast
Thur sday?"

"No," Kale said flatly.

"The manager of the 7-El even store over on Calder Street says you did."
The nmuscles in Kale's jaws bul ged as he clenched his teeth in anger
"What about Hi gh Country Investnents?" Robi ne asked.

Bryce fired another question at Kale." Do you know a nman naned Gene
Teer ?"

Kal e only stared.

"Peopl e sonetinmes just call him"Jeeter

Robi ne said, "Wo is he?"

"Leader of the Denobn Chrone," Bryce said, watching Kale.

"It's a notorcycle gang. Jeeter deals drugs. Actually, we've never
been able to catch himat it hinself, we've only been able to jail sone
of his people. W |eaned on Jeeter about this, and he steered us to
soneone who adnmitted supplying M. Kale with grass on a random basi s.
Not Ms. Kale. She never bought."

"Who says?" Robi ne demanded." This notorcycle creep?

This social reject? This drug pusher? He's not a reliable witness!"
"According to our source, M. Kale didn't just buy grass |ast Tuesday.
M. Kal e bought angel dust, too. The nan who sold the drugs will
testify inreturn for imunity."

Wth ani mal cunning and suddenness, Kale bolted up, seized the enpty
chair beside him threw it across the table at Bryce Hammond, and ran

for the door of the interrogation room

By the time the chair had left Kale's hands and was in the air, Bryce
was al ready up and noving, and it sailed harmessly past his head. He



was around the table when the chair crashed to the floor behind him
Kal e pull ed open the door and plunged into the corridor
Bryce was four steps behind him

Tal Wiitman had cone off the window |l edge as if he'd been bl own off by
an expl osi ve charge, and he was one step behind Bryce, shouting.

Reaching the corridor, Bryce saw Fl etcher Kale heading for a yellow exit
door about twenty feet away. He went after the son of a bitch

Kale hit the crashbar and flung the netal door open.

Bryce reached hima fraction of a second |ater, as Kale was setting foot
onto the nmacadaned parking |ot.

Sensing Bryce close -behind him Kale turned with catlike fluidity and
swung one huge fist.

Bryce ducked the blow, threw a punch of his own, connecting with Kale's
hard, flat belly. Then he swung again, hitting himin the neck

Kal e stunbl ed back, putting his hands to his throat, gaggi ng and
choki ng.

Bryce noved in.

But Kale wasn't as badly stunned as he pretended to be. He |eaped
forward as Bryce approached and grabbed himin a bear hug.

"Bastard," Kale said, spraying spittle.

His gray eyes were wide. His lips were skinned back fromhis teeth in a
fierce snarl. He |ooked | upine.

Bryce's arns were pinned, and although he was a strong nan hinsel f, he
couldn't break Kale's iron hold on him They staggered a few steps
backwar ds, stunbl ed, and went down, with Kale on top. Bryce's head

t hunped hard agai nst the pavenent, and he thought he was going to bl ack
out .

Kal e punched hi monce, ineffectively, then rolled off himand craw ed
away fast.

Wardi ng off the darkness that rose behind his eyes, surprised that Kale
had surrendered the advantage, Bryce pushed up onto his hands and knees.
He shook his head-and then saw what the other man had gone after

A revol ver.

It lay on the macadam a few yards away, gleam ng darkly in the gl ow of
the yell owi sh sodi um vapor |ights.

Bryce felt his holster. Enpty. The revolver on the ground was his own.
Apparently, it had slipped out of his holster and had spun across the
pavermrent when he'd fallen



The killer's hand cl osed on the weapon.

Tal Witman stepped in and swng a nightstick, striking Kale across the
back of the neck. The big man collapsed on top of the gun, unconscious.

Crouching, Tal rolled Kale over and checked his pul se.

Hol di ng t he back of his own throbbing skull, Bryce hobbled over to them
" lIs he all right, Tal?"

"Yeah. He'll be coming around in a few mnutes." He picked up Bryce's
gun and got to his feet.

Accepting the revol ver, Bryce said, "I owe you one."
"Not at all. How s your head?"

"I should be so lucky to own an aspirin conmpany."”
"1 didn't expect himto run."

"Neither did I," Bryce said." \Wen things get worse and worse for a man
like that, he usually just gets cal mer, cooler, nore careful."

"Well, | guess this one sawthe walls closing in."

Bob Robi ne was standing in the open doorway, staring out at them
shaki ng his head in consternation.

A few mnutes later, as Bryce Hanmond sat at his desk, filling out the
fornms charging Fletcher Kale with two homi ci des, Bob Robi ne rapped on
t he open door.

Bryce | ooked up." Well, counselor, how s your client?"

"He's okay. But he's not ny client any nore."

"Ch? His decision or yours?"

"Mne. | can't handle a client who lies to me about everything.
don't like being nade a fool of."

"So does he want to call another-attorney tonight?"

"No. When he's arraigned, he's going to ask the judge for a public
def ender. "

"That'll be the Just thing in the norning."

"Not wasting any tinme, huh?"

"Not with-this one," Bryce said.

Robi ne nodded." Good. Re's a very bad apple, Bryce. You know, |'ve

been a | apsed Catholic for fifteen years," Robine said softly." | nmde
up nmy mind | ong ago that themweren't such things as angels, denons,



mracles. | thought I was too well educated to believe that Evil-with a
capital E-stalks the world on cloven hooves. But back there in the

cell, Kale suddenly whirled on me and said, "They won't get me. They
won't destroy me. Nobody can. 1'll walk away fromthis." Wen | warned
hi m agai nst excessive optinism he said, "I'mnot afraid of your Kkind.
Besides, | didn't commt murder; | just disposed of sonme garbage that

was stinking up ny life.

"Jesus," Bryce said.

They were both silent. Then Robine sighed." Wat about Hi gh Country
I nvestments? How s it provide a notive?"

Bef ore Bryce coul d explain, Tal Witman rushed in fromthe hall." Bryce,
could I have a word with you?" He glanced at Robine." Uh, this better be
in private."

"Sure," Robine said.

Tal closed the door behind the |lawer." Bryce, do you know Dr. Jennifer
Pai ge?" "She set up practice in Snowfield sonetine back."

"Yeah. But what kind of person would you say she is?"
"I"ve never net her. | heard she's a fine doctor, though

And folks up in those little nountain towns are glad they don't have to
drive all the way in to Santa Mra for a doctor any nore."

"I"ve never net her either. | was just wondering if maybe you'd heard
anyt hing about... about whether she drinks. | nean... booze."

"No, | haven't heard any such thing. Wwy? Wat's going on?"

"She called a couple of mnutes ago. She says there's been a disaster
up in Snowfield."

"Di saster? What's she nmean?"
"Well, she says she doesn't know. "
Bryce blinked." Did she sound hysterical ?"

"Frightened, yeah. But not hysterical. She doesn't want to say nuch of
anything to anyone but you. She's on line three right now "

Bryce reached for the phone.
"One nmore thing," Tal said, worry lines creasing his forehead.
Bryce paused, hand on the receiver.

Tal said: "She did tell ne one thing, but it doesn't nake sense. She
sai d. .

n YeS?"



., She said that everyone's dead up there. Everyone in Snowfield. She
sai d she and her sister are the only ones alive."

Chapter 10
Si sters and Cops

Jenny and Lisa left the Oxl ey house the same way they had entered:
t hrough t he w ndow.

The night was growing colder. The wind had risen once nore.

They wal ked back to Jenny's house at the top of Skyline Road and got
jackets to ward off the chill

Then they went downhill again to the sheriff's substation

A wooden bench was bolted to the cobbl estones by the curb in front of

the town jail, and they sat waiting for help from Santa Mra

" How long will it take themto get here?" Lisa asked.

"Well, Santa Mra is nore than thirty niles away, over some pretty

twi sty roads. And they've got to take some unusual precautions." Jenny
| ooked at her wistwatch." | guess they'll be here in another forty-five
m nutes. An hour at nost.- "Jeez.

"It's not so | ong, honey."

The girl pulled up the collar of her fleece-lined, dinimjacket." Jenny,
when the phone rang at the Oxley place and you picked it up..."

:"Yes?"

"Who was cal |l i ng?"

"No one."

::What did you hear?"

Not hi ng, " Jenny |ied.

"Fromthe | ook on your face, | thought soneone was threatening you or
somet hing. "

"Well, | was upset, of course. Wen it rang, | thought the phones were
wor ki ng agai n, but when | picked it up and it was only anot her dead
line, | felt... finished. That was all."

:"Then you got a dial tone?"
"Yes."

She probably doesn't believe me, Jenny thought. She thinks I'mtrying
to protect her fromsonething. And, of course, | am How can | explain
the feeling that sonething evil was on that phone with me? | can't even
begin to understand it nyself.



Who or what was on that tel ephone? Wy did he-or it finally |Iet ne have
a dial tone?

A scrap of paper blew along the street. Nothing el se noved.
A thin rag of cloud passed over one corner of the noon.

After a while, Lisa said, "Jenny, in case sonething happens to ne
toni ght™"

Not hi ng's going to happen to you, honey."
"But in case sonething does happen to ne tonight," Lisa insisted, "I
want you to know that I... well... | really am.. proud of you."

Jenny put an arm around her sister's shoul ders, and they noved even
closer together." Sis, I'msorry that we never had nuch time together
over the years."

"You got home as often as you could,"” Lisa said.”" | knowit wasn't easy.
I must've read a couple of dozen books about what a person has to go
t hrough to become a doctor. | always knew there was a | ot on your

shoul ders, a lot you had to worry about."

Surprised, Jenny said, "Well, | still could ve gotten hone nore often.”

She had stayed away from home on some occasi ons because she had not been
able to cope with the accusation in her nother's sad eyes, an accusation
whi ch was even nmore powerful and affecting because it was never bluntly

put into words: You killed your father, Jenny; you broke his heart, and
that killed him

Li sa said, "And Mom was al ways so proud of you, too."
That statenent not only surprised Jenny: It rocked her

"Mom was al ways telling people about her daughter the doctor." Lisa
smled, remenbering." | think there were tines her friends were ready to
throw her out of her bridge club if she said just one nore word about
your schol arshi ps or your good grades."

Jenny blinked." Are you serious?"

"Of course, |'mserious."

"But didn't Mom.."

"Didn't she what?" Lisa asked.

"Well... didn't she ever say anything about... about Dad?

He di ed twel ve years ago."

"Jeez, | know that. He died when | was two and a Lisa frowned." But
what're you aski ng about?" "You nean you never heard Mom bl ane, ne?"



"Bl anes you for what?"

Bef ore Jenny coul d respond, Snowfield' s graveyard tranquillity was
snuffed out. Al the Iights went off.

Three patrol cars set out fromSanta Mra, beaded into the
ni ght -enshrouded hills, toward the high, noon-bathed sl opes of the
Snowfield, their red energency |lights flashing.

Tal Wiitman drove the car at the head of the speeding procession, and
Sheri ff Hammond sat beside him Gordy Brogan was in the back seat with
anot her deputy, Jake Johnson.

CGordy was scar ed.

He knew his fear wasn't visible, and he was thankful for that. |In fact,
he | ooked as if he didn't know how to be afraid.

He was tall, large-boned, slab-nuscled. H s hands were strong and as
| arge as the hands of a professional basketball player; he | ooked
capabl e of sl am dunki ng anyone who gave himtrouble. He knew that his
face was handsone enough; wonen had told himso. But it was also a
rat her rough-Iooking face, dark.

His lips were thin, giving his nouth a cruel aspect. Jake Johnson had
said it best: Gordy, when you frown, you |l ook |ike a nman who eats |ive
chi ckens for breakfast.

But in spite of his fierce appearance, Gordy Brogan was scared. It
wasn't the prospect of disease or poison that occasioned fear in Gordy.
The sheriff had said that there were indications that the people in
Snowfi el d had been killed not by gerns or by toxic substances but by

ot her people. Gordy was afraid that he would have to use his gun for
the first time since he had becone a deputy, eighteen nonths ago; he was
afraid he would be forced to shoot soneone-either to save his own life,
the Iife of another deputy, or that of a victim

He didn't think he could do it.

Fi ve nonths ago, he had di scovered a dangerous weakness in hinmsel f when
he had answered an energency call from Donner's Sports Shop. A

di sgruntl ed forner enployee, a burly man naned Leo Sipes, had returned
to the store two weeks after being fired, had beaten up the manager, and
had broken the armof the clerk who had been hired to replace him By
the tine Gordy arrived on the scene, Leo Sipes-big and dunb and
drunk-was using a woodsman's hatchet to snash and splinter all of the
nmer chandi se. Gordy was unable to talk himinto surrendering. Wen
Sipes started after him brandi shing the hatchet, Gordy had pulled his
revolver. And then found he couldn't use it. His trigger finger becane
as brinle and inflexible as ice. He'd had to put the gun away and ri sk
a physical confrontation with Sipes. Sonmehow, he'd gotten the hatchet
away from him

Now, five nonths later, as he sat in the rear of the patrol car and
listened to Jake Johnson tal king to Sheriff Hamobnd, CGordy's stomach
cl enched and turned sour at the thought of what a.45-caliber holl ow nose
bull et would do to a man. It would literally take off his head. It



woul d smash a man's shoul der into rags of flesh and broken needl es of
bone. It would rip open a man's chest, shattering the heart and
everything else inits path. It would blow off a leg if it struck a
kneecap, would turn a face to bloody slush. And Gordy Brogan, God help
him was just not capable of doing such a thing to anyone.

That was his terrible weakness. He knew there were people who woul d say
that his inability to shoot another being was not a weakness but a sign
of noral superiority. However, he knew that was not always true. There
were times when shooting was a noral act. An officer of the | aw was
sworn to protect the public. For a cop, the inability to shoot (when
shooting was clearly justified) was not only weakness but nmadness,

per haps even si nful

During the past five nonths, follow ng the unnerving epi sode at Donner's
Sport Shop, Gordy had been lucky. He'd drawn only a few calls involving
vi ol ent suspects. And fortunately, he had been able to bring his
adversaries to heel by using his fists or his nightstick or threats-or
by firing warning shots into the air. Once, when it had seened that
shooti ng soneone was unavoi dable, the other officer, Frank Autry, had
fired first, wi nging the gunman, before Gordy had been confronted with
the inpossible task of pulling the trigger

But now sonet hi ng uni magi nably violent had transpired up in Snowfi el d.
And CGordy knew all too well that violence frequently had to be net with
vi ol ence.

The gun on his hip seened to wei gh a thousand pounds.

He wondered if the time was approachi ng when his weakness woul d be
reveal ed. He wondered if he would die tonightor if he would cause, by
hi s weakness, the unnecessary death of another

He ardently prayed that he could beat this thing. Surely, it was

possi ble for a man to be peaceful by nature and still possess the nerve
to save hinself, his friends, his kind.

Red energency beacons flashing on their roofs, the three white and green
squad cars followed the wi nding highway into the night-cl oaked
nount ai ns, up toward the peaks where the noonlight created the illusion
that the first snow of the season had already fallen

CGordy Brogan was scared.

The streetlanps and all other |ights went out, casting the town into
dar kness.

Jenny and Lisa bolted up fromthe wooden bench
"What happened?"

"Ssshh!" Jenny said." Listen!"

But there was only continued sil ence.

The wi nd had stopped blowing, as if startled by the town's abrupt
bl ackout. The trees waited, boughs hanging as still as old clothes in a



cl oset.
Thank God for the nmoon, Jenny thought.

Heart thuddi ng, Jenny turned and studi ed the buildings behind them The
town jail. A small cafe. The shops. The townhouses.

Al the doorways were so clotted with shadows that it was difficult to
tell if the doors were open or closed-or if, just now, they were slowy,
slowly coning open to rel ease the hideous, swollen, denonically
reani nat ed dead into the night streets.

Stop it! Jenny thought. The dead don't conme back to life.

Her eyes canme to rest on the gate in front of the covered servi ceway
between the sheriff's substation and the gift shop next door. It was
exactly like the cranped, gloony passageway besi de Liebertnann's Bakery.
Was sonething hiding in this tunnel, too? And, with the lights out, was
it creeping inexorably toward the far side of the gate, eager to cone
out onto the dark sidewal k?

That primtive fear again.

That sense of evil.

That superstitious terror.

"Come on," she said to Lisa

"Wher e?"

"In the street. Nothing can get us out there" 'w thout our seeing it
conmi ng," Lisa finished, understanding.

They went into the mddle of the noonlit roadway.
"How |l ong until the sheriff gets here?" Lisa asked.
"At least fifteen or twenty mnutes yet."

The town's lights all cane on at once. A brilliant shower of electric
radi ance stung their eyes with surprise-then darkness again.

Jenny raised the revol ver, not knowi ng where to point it.
Her throat was fear-parched, her mouth dry.
A bl ast of sound-an ungodly wall-slamed through Snowfi el d.

Jenny and Lisa both cried out in shock and turned, bunping agai nst each
other, squinting at the noon-tinted darkness.

Then sil ence.

Then anot her shri ek.



Si | ence.
"What ?" Li sa asked.
"The firehouse!"

It cane again: a short burst of the piercing siren fromthe east side of
St. Mritz Way, fromthe Snowfield Vol unteer Fire Company stationhouse.

Bong!

Jenny junped again, tw sted around.

Bong! Bong!

“A church bell," Lisa said.

"The Catholic church, west on Vail."

The bell tolled once nore-a | oud, deep, nournful sound

that reverberated in the blank wi ndows along the dark | ength of Skyline
Road and in other, unseen wi ndows throughout the dead town.

"Sonmeone has to pull a rope toring a bell,"” Lisa said." O push a
button to set off a siren. So there nmust be soneone el se here beside
us."

Jenny sai d not hi ng.

The siren sounded agai n, whooped and then di ed, whooped and died, and
the church bell began to toll again, and the bell and the siren cried
out at the same time, again and again, as if announcing the advent of
someone of trenendous importance.

In the nmountains, a mle fromthe turnoff to Snowfield, the night
| andscape was rendered solely in black and nmoon-silver.

The I ooming trees were not green at all; they were sonber shapes, nostly
shadows, with al bescent fringes of vaguely defined needl es and | eaves.

In contrast, the shoulders of the hi ghway were bl ood-col ored by the
light that splashed fromthe revol ving beacons atop the three Ford
sedans which all bore the insignia of the Santa Mra County Sheriff's
Departnment on their front doors.

Deputy Frank Autry was driving the second car, and Deputy Stu Wargle was
sl ouched down on the passenger's seat.

Frank Autry was | ean, sinewy, with neatly trinmed salt and-pepper hair
His features were sharp and economical, as if God hadn't been in the
nood to waste anything the day that He had edited Frank's genetic file:
hazel eyes under a finely chiseled brow, a narrow, patrician nose; a
nmout h that was neither too parsinmonious nor too generous; small, nearly
| obel ess ears tucked flat against the head. H's nustache was nost
careful |y grooned.



He wore his uniformprecisely the way the service nmanual said he shoul d:
bl ack boots polished to a mrrored shine, brown slacks with a knife-edge
crease, leather belt and hoi ster kept bright and supple with |anolin,
brown shirt crisp and fresh.

"It isn't fucking fair," Stu Wargle said.

"Commandi ng officers don't always have to be fair-just right," Frank
sai d.

What commandi ng of ficer?" Wargl e asked querul ously.
"Sheriff Hamond. Isn't that who you nean?"

"I don't think of himas no conmanding officer."

“Well, that's what he is,"” Frank said.

"He'd like to break ny ass," Wargle said." The bastard."
Frank sai d not hing.

Before signing up with the county constabul ary, Frank Autly had been a
career nmilitary officer. He had retired fromthe United States Armny at
the age of forty-four, after twenty-five years of distinguished service,
and had nmoved back to Santa Mra, the town in which he'd been born and
rai sed. He had intended to open a snall business of sone kind in order
to suppl enent his pension and to keep hinself occupied, but he hadn't
been able to find anything that |ooked interesting. Gadually, he had
cone to realize that, for himat least, a job w thout a uniform and

wi t hout a chain of conmmand and wi thout an el enent of physical risk and
wi t hout a sense of public service was just not a job worth having. Three
years ago, at the age of forty-six, he had signed up with the sheriff's
department, and in spite of the demption from najor, which was the rank
he'd held in the service, he had been happy ever since.

That is, he had been happy except for those occasions, usually one week
a nonth, when he'd been partnered with Stu Wargle. Wargle was

i nsufferable. Frank tolerated the man only as a test of his own

sel f-discipline.

Wargle was a slob. His hair often needed washing. He always mssed a
patch of bristles when he shaved. Hi s uniformwas winkled, and his
boots were never shined. He was too big in the gut, too big in the
hips, too big in the butt.

Wargle was a bore. He had absolutely no sense of hunor.

He read not hi ng, knew not hi ng-yet he had strong opi ni ons about every
current social and political issue.

Wargle was a creep. He was forty-five years old, and he still picked
His nose in public. He belched and farted with apl onb.

Still slunped against the passenger-side door, Wargle said, "I'm
supposed to go off duty at ten o' clock. Ten goddamed o' clock! It's
not fair for Hanmond to pull me for this Snowfield crap. And ne with a



hot nunber all lined up."

Frank didn't take the bait. He didn't ask who Wargle had a date with.
He just drove the car and kept his eyes on the road and hoped that
Wargle wouldn't tell himwho this "hot number" was.

"She's a waitress over at Spanky's Diner," Wargle said.

"Maybe you seen her. Blond broad. Nane's Beatrice; they call her Bea."

" | seldomstop at Spanky's," Frank said.

"Ch. Well, she don't have a half-bad face, see. One hell of a set of
knockers. She's got a few extra pounds on her, not nuch, but she thinks
she | ooks worse than she does. |Insecurity, see? So if you play her

right, if you kind of work on her doubts about herself, see, and then if
you say you want her, anyway, in spite of the fact that she's |let
herself get a little pudgy why, hell, she'll do any damed thing you
want. Anything."

The sl ob laughed as if he had said sonething unbearably funny.
Frank wanted to punch himin the face. Didn't.

Wargl e was a worman-hater. He spoke of wonen as if they were nmenbers of
anot her, |esser species. The idea of a man happily sharing his life and
i nnernost thoughts with a wonan, the idea that a worman coul d be | oved,
cherished, admired, respected, valued for her wi sdom and insight and
hunor-that was an utterly alien concept to Stu Wargl e.

Frank Autry, on the other hand, had been married to his lovely Ruth for
twenty-six years. He adored her. Although he knew it was a selfish

t hought, he sonetinmes prayed that he would be the first to die, so that
he woul dn't have to handle life w thout Ruth.

"That fuckin' Hammond wants ny ass nailed to a wall. He's always
needl i ng nme."

" About what ?"

"Everything. He don't like the way | keep ny uniform He don't I|ike
the way | wite up ny reports. He told ne | should try to inprove ny
attitude. Christ, nmy attitude! He wants nmy ass, but he won't get it.
"Il hang in five nore years, see, so | can get my thirty-year pension
That bastard won't squeeze ne out of ny pension.”

Al nmost two years ago, voters in the city of Santa Mra approved a ball ot
initiative that dissolved the metropolitan police, putting |aw
enforcenent for the city into the hands of the county sheriff's
departnment. It was a vote of confidence in Bryce Hanmond, who had built
the county departnent, but one provision of the initiative required that
no city officers lose their jobs or pensions because of the transfer of
power. Thus, Bryce Hammond was stuck with Stewart Wargle.

They reached the Snowfield turnoff.

Frank glanced in the mrror mrror and saw the third patrol car pull out



of the three-car train. As planned, it swng across the entrance to
Snowfi el d road, setting up a bl ockade.

Sheri ff Hammond's car conti nued on toward Snowfi el d, and Frank foll owed
it.

"Way the hell did we have to bring water?" Wargl e asked.

Three five-gallon bottles of water stood on the floor in the back of the
car.

Frank said, "The water in Snowfield m ght be contam nated."

"And all that food we | oaded into the trunk?"

"We can't trust the food up there, either."

"I don't believe they're all dead."

"The sheriff couldn't raise Paul Henderson at the substation."

"So what? Henderson's a jerk-off."

"The doctor up there said Henderson's dead, along with-"

"Christ, the doctor's off her nut or drunk. Who the hell would go to a
worman doctor, anyway? She probably screwed her way through nedica
school . "

.. What ?"

"No broad has what it takes to earn a degree like that!"

"Wargl e, you never cease to amaze ne."

"What's eating you?" Wargle asked.

"Not hi ng. Forget it."

Wargle belched." Well, | don't believe they're all dead."

Anot her problemw th Stu Wargle was that he didn't have any inmagi nation
"What a lot of crap. And nme lined up with a hot nunber.”

Frank Autry, on the other hand, had a very good inagination. Perhaps
too good. As he drove higher into the nmountains, as he passed a sign
that read SNO 3 MLES, his imagination was humming |ike a

wel | -1 ubricated nmachine. He had the disturbing feeling-Prenonition?
Hunch?-that they were driving straight into Hell

The firehouse siren screaned.

The church bell tolled faster, faster.

A deaf eni ng cacophony cl attered t hrough the town.



"Jenny!" Lisa shout ed.

Keep your eyes open! Look for novement!"

The street was a patchwork of ten thousand shadows; there were too many
dark places to watch.

The siren wailed, and the bell rang, and now the |ights began to flash
agai n-hid,)use lights, shop lights, streetlights on and off, on and off
so rapidly that they created a strobelike effect. Skyline Road
flickered; the buildings seened to junp toward the street, then fal
back, then junp forward; the shadows danced jerkily.

Jenny turned in a complete circle, the revolver thrust out in front of
her .

I f sonething was approachi ng under cover of the stroboscopic |ight show,
she couldn't see it.

She thought: What if, when the sheriff arrives, he finds two severed
heads in the mddle of the street? Mne and Lisa's.

The church bell was |ouder than ever, and it banged away continuously,
madl y.

The siren swelled into a teeth-jarring, bone-piercing screech
It seened a miracle that windows didn't shatter

Li sa had her hands over her ears.

Jenny's gun hand was shaking. She couldn't keep it steady.
Then, as abruptly as the pandenoni um had begun, it ceased.

The siren died. The church bell stopped. The lights stayed on

Jenny scanned the street, waiting for sonething nore to happen
somet hi ng wor se

But not hi ng happened.
Again, the town was as tranquil as a graveyard.

A wi nd sprang out of nowhere and caused the trees to sway, as if
responding to ethereal nusic beyond the range of human heari ng.

Li sa shook herself out of a daze and said, "It was alnost as if... as
if they were trying to scare us... teasing us."
"Teasing," Jenny said." Yes, that's exactly what it was |ike."

"Playing with us."

"Like a cat with mce," Jenny said softly.

They stood in the mddle of the silent street, afraid to go back to the



bench in front of the town jail, lest their novenent should start the
siren and the bell again

Suddenly, they heard a | ow grunbling. For an instant, Jenny's stomach
ti ghtened. She raised the gun once nore, although she could see nothing
at which to shoot. Then she recogni zed the sound: autonopbile engines

| aboring up the steep nountain road.

She turned and | ooked down the street. The ganble of engines grew
| ouder. A car appeared around the curve, at the bottom of town.

Fl ashing red roof lights. A police car. Two police cars.
"My God," Lisa said.

Jenny quickly led her sister to the cobblestone sidewalk in front of the
subst ati on.

The two white and green patrol cars cane slowy up the deserted street
and angled to the curb in front of the wooden bench. The two engi nes
were cut off simultaneously. Snowfield' s deathlike hush took possession
of the night once nore.

A rather handsome black man in a deputy's uniformgot out of the first
car, letting his door stand open. He |ooked at Jenny and Lisa but
didn't immediately speak. His attention was captured by the
preternaturally silent, unpeopled street.

A second man got out of the front seat of the same vehicle.

He had unruly, sandy hair. Hs eyelids were so heavy that he | ooked as
if he were about to fall asleep. He was dressed in civilian

cl ot hi ng-gray slacks, a pale blue shirt, a dark blue nylon jacket-but
there was a badge pinned to the jacket.

Four other nmen got out of the cruisers. Al six newconers stood there
for a |long noment w thout speaking, eyes nobving over the quiet stores
and houses.

In that strange, suspended bubble of tine, Jenny had an icy prenonition
that she didn't want to believe. She was certain she knewthat not al
of themwould | eave this place alive.

Chapter 11

Expl ori ng

Bryce knelt on one knee beside the body of Paul Henderson.

The ot her seven-his own nen, Dr. Paige, and Lisacrowded into the
reception area, outside the wooden railing, in the Snowfield substation
They were quiet in the presence of Death.

Paul Henderson had been a good nman with decent instincts.

H s death was a terrible waste.



Bryce said, "Dr. Paige?"

She crouched down at the other side of the corpse." Yes?"

"You didn't nove the body?"

“l didn't even touch it, Sheriff."

"There was no bl ood?"

"Just as you see it now. No blood."

"The wound might be in his back," Bryce said.

"Even if it was, there'd still be sonme blood on the floor."

"Maybe." He stared into her striking eyes-green flecked with gold."
Odinarily, | wouldn't disturb a body until the coroner had seen it. But
this is an extraordinary situation. |[|'ll have to turn this man over."
"l don't knowif it's safe to touch him"

"Someone has to do it," Bryce said.
Dr. Paige stood up, and everyone noved back a couple of steps.

Bryce put a hand to Henderson's purple-black, distorted face." The skin
is still slightly warm" he said in surprise.

Dr. Paige said, "I don't think they've been dead very |ong."

"But a body doesn't discolor and bloat in just a couple of hours," Ta
Whi t man sai d.

"These bodies did," the doctor said.

Bryce rolled the corpse over, exposing the back. No wound.

Hoping to find an unnatural depression in the skull, Bryce thrust his
fingers into the dead nan's thick hair, testing the bone. |If the deputy
had been struck hard on the back of the head... But that wasn't the

case, either. The skull was intact.

Bryce got to his feet." Doctor, these two decapitations you nentioned
| guess we'd better have a | ook at those."

"Do you think one of your nen could stay here with ny sister?"

"I understand your feelings," Bryce said.” But | don't really think it
woul d be wise for ne to split up my nmen. Maybe there isn't any safety
i n nunbers; then on the other hand, maybe there is."

"It's okay," Lisa assured Jenny." | don't want to be |left behind,
anyway. "

She was a spunky kid. Both she and her ol der sister intrigued Bryce
Hamond. They were pale, and their eyes were alive with dervish shadows



of shock and honor-but they were coping a great deal better than nost
peopl e woul d have in this bizarre, waking ni ghtnmare.

The Paiges led the entire group out of the substation and down the
street to the bakery.

Bryce found it difficult to believe that Snowfield had been a nornal
bustling village only a short while ago. The town felt as dry and
burnt-out and dead as an ancient lost city in a far desert, off in a
corner of the world where even the wind often forgot to go. The hush
that cl oaked the town seenmed a silence of countless years, of decades,
of centuries, a silence of uninaginably |ong epochs piled on epochs.

Shortly after arriving in Snowfield, Bryce had used an electric bullhorn
to call for a response fromthe silent houses. Now it seened foolish
ever to have expected an answer.

They entered Liebernmann's Bakery through the front door and went into
the kitchen at the rear of the building.

On the butcher's-block table, two severed hands gripped the handles of a
rolling pin.

Two severed heads peered through two oven doors.
"Ch, nmy CGod," Tal said quietly.
Bryce shuddered.

Clearly in need of support, Jake Johnson | eaned against a tall white
cabi net .

Wargle said, "Christ, they were butchered |like a couple of goddamed
cows, " and then everyone was tal king at once.

'.-why the hell anyone woul d"
"sick, twi sted"

, SO where are the bodi es?"
"Yes," Bryce said, raising his voice to override the babble, "where are
the bodies? Let's find them"

For a couple of seconds, no one noved, frozen by the thought of what
t hey mght find.

"Dr. Paige, Lisa-there's no need for you to help us," Bryce said." Just
stand aside." ,

The doctor nodded. The girl smled in gratitude.

Wth trepidation, they searched all the cupboards, opened all the
drawers and doors. Gordy Brogan | ooked inside the big oven that wasn't
equi pped with a porthole, and Frank Autry went into the walk-in
refrigerator. Bryce inspected the snall, spotless |lavatory off one end
of the kitchen. But they couldn't find the bodi es-or any other pieces



of the bodies-of the two elderly people.
"Why woul d the killers cart away the bodi es?" Frank asked.

"Maybe we're dealing with sone sort of cultists,” Jake Johnson said."
Maybe they wanted the bodies for sone weird ritual."

"I'f there was any ritual," Frank said, "it looks to me like it was

conducted right here."

CGordy Brogan bolted for the lavatory, stunmbling and weaving, a big
gangling kid who seened to be conposed solely of long | egs and | ong arns
and el bows and knees. Retching sounds cane through the door that he had
sl amed behi nd hi nsel f.

Stu Wargl e | aughed and said, "Jesus, what a ninny."

Bryce turned on himand scow ed.” Wat in God' s name do you find so
funny, Wargle? People are dead here. Seens to ne that Gordy's reaction
is alot nmore natural than any of ours.™

Wargl e's pig-eyed, heavy-jow ed face cl ouded w th anger

He didn't have the wit to be enbarrassed.

CGod, | despise that nan, Bryce thought.

VWhen Gordy cane back fromthe bat hroom he | ooked sheepish." Sorry,
Sheriff."

"No reason to be, Gordy."

They trooped through the kitchen, across the sales room out onto the
si dewal k.

Bryce went i mediately to the wooden gate between the bakery and the
shop next door. He stared over the top of the gate, into the |lightless,
covered passageway. Dr. Paige noved to his side, and he said, "Is this
where you thought something was in the rafters?”

:"Well, Lisa thought it was crouched along the wall."

"But it was this serviceway?"

"Yes."

The tunnel was utterly bl ack.

He took Tal's |ong-handl ed flashlight, opened the creaking gate, drew
his revolver, and stepped into the passage. A vague, dank odor clung to
the place. The squeal of the rusty gate hinges and then the sound of
his own footsteps echoed down the tunnel ahead of him

The beam of the flash was powerful; it carried over half the | ength of

t he passageway. However, he focused it close at hand, swept it back and

forth over the i medi ate area, studying the concrete walls, then | ooking
up at the ceiling, which was eight or ten feet overhead. |In this part



of the serviceway, at |east, the rafters were deserted.

Wth each step, Bryce grew increasingly certain that drawing his
revol ver had been unnecessary-until he was al nost hal fway through the
tunnel. Then he suddenly felt... an odd... atingle, a cold

qui ver along the spine. He sensed that he wasn't al one any | onger

He was a man who trusted his hunches, and he didn't discount this one.
He stopped advanci ng, brought the revol ver up, listened nore closely
than before to the silence, noved the flashlight rapidly over the walls
and ceiling, squinted with special care at the rafters, |ooked ahead
into the gloomal nost as far as the nouth of the alleyway, and even

gl anced back to see if sonething had crept nmagically around behind him
Not hi ng waited in the darkness. Yet he continued to feel that he was
bei ng wat ched by unfriendly eyes.

He started forward again, and his |ight caught sonething.

Covered by a nmetal grille, a foot-square drain opening was set in the
floor of the serviceway. |Inside the drain, sonething indefinable
glistened, reflecting the flashlight beam it noved.

Cautiously, Bryce stepped closer and directed the light straight down
into the drain. Whatever had glistened was gone now.

He squatted beside the drain and peered between the ribs of the grille.
The light revealed only the walls of a pipe. It was a stormdrain
about eighteen inches in dianeter, and it was dry, which neant he had
not nerely seen water.

Arat? Snowfield was a resort that catered to a relatively affluent
crowmd; therefore, the town took unusually stringent neasures to keep
itself free of all manner of pests. O course, in spite of Snowfield' s
diligence in such matters, the existence of a rat or two certainly
wasn't inpossible. It could have been a rat. But Bryce didn't believe
that it had been.

He wal ked all the way to the alley, then retraced his steps to the gate
where Tal and the others waited.

. "See anything?" Tal asked.

"Not much," Bryce said, stepping onto the sidewal k and cl osing the gate
behind him He told them about his feeling of being watched and about
the novenent in the drain

"The Liebermanns were killed by people,"” Frank Autry said.

"Not by sonething small enough to craw through a drain.”

:'"that certainly would seemto be the case," Bryce agreed.

"But you did feel it in there?" Lisa asked anxiously.

"I felt sonething," Bryce told the girl." It apparently didn't affect
nme as strongly as you said it did you. But it was definitely...
strange."



"Good," Lisa said.”" I"'mglad you don't think we're just hysterica
women. "

"Consi dering what you've been through, you two are about as unhysterica
as you could get."

"Well," the girl said, "Jenny's a doctor, and | think naybe 1'd like to
be a doctor someday, and doctors sinply can't afford to get hysterical."

She was a cute kid-although Bryce couldn't help noticing that her ol der
sister was even better |looking. Both the girl and the doctor had the
same | ovely shade of auburn hair; it was the dark red-brown of

wel | - pol i shed cherry wood, thick and lustrous. Both of them had the
sanme gol den skin, too. But because Dr. Paige's features were nore
mature than Lisa's, they were also nore interesting and appealing to
Bryce. Her eyes were a shade greener than her sister's, too.

Bryce said, "Dr. Paige, I'd like to see that house where the bodies
were barricaded in the den."

"Yeah," Tal said." The | ocked room nurders."

"That's the Oxl ey place over on Vail." She |led them down the street
toward the corner of Vail Lane and Skyline Road.

The dry shuffle of their footsteps was the only sound, and it nmde Bryce
t hi nk of desert places again, of scarabs swarm ng busily across stacks
of ancient, papyrus scrolls in desert tonbs.

Roundi ng the corner onto Vail Lane, Dr. Paige halted and said, "Tom and
Karen Oxley live... wuh... lived two blocks farther along here."

Bryce studied the street. He said, "lInstead of wal king straight to the

xleys', let's have a look in all the houses and shops between here and
there-at least on this side of the street. | think it's safe to split
up into two squads, four to a group. W won't be going off entirely in
different directions. W'Il be close enough to help each other if

there's trouble. Dr. Paige, Lisa-you stay with Tal and me. Frank,
you're in charge of the second team"

Frank nodded.

Me four of you stick together," Bryce warned them" And | nean
together. Each of you remain within sight of the other three at al
times. Understood?"

:"Yes, Sheriff," Frank Autry said.

"Ckay, you four have a look in the first building past the restaurant
here, and we'll take the place next door to that.

We' Il hopscotch our way along the street and conpare notes at the end of
the block. |If you come across sonmething really interesting, sonething
nore than just additional bodies, cone get nme. |f you need help, fire
two or three rounds. W'Il hear the gunshots even if we're inside
another building. And you listen for gunfire fromus."



"May | nake a suggestion?" Dr. Paige asked

"Sure," Bryce said.

To Frank Autry, she said, "If you conme across any bodi es that show signs
of henorrhaging fromthe eyes, ears, nose, or nouth, let ne know at once.
O any indications of vomiting or diarrhea.”

Because those things nmight indicate disease?" Bryce asked.

"Yes," she said." O poisoning."

"But we've ruled that out, haven't we?" Cordy Brogan asked.

Jake Johnson, |ooking older than his fifty-seven years, said, "It wasn't
a disease that cut off those people's heads."

"“I'"ve been thinking about that," Dr. Paige said." Wat if thisis a

di sease or a chem cal toxin that we've never encountered before-a nutant
strain of rabies, say-that kills sone people but nerely drives others
stark raving mad? Wat if the mutilati ons were done by those who were
driven into a savage madness?"

" Is such a thing likely?" Tal Witman asked.

"No. But then again, maybe not inpossible. Besides, who's to say
what's likely or unlikely any more? 1Is it likely that this would have
happened to Snowfield in the first place?"

Frank Autry tugged at his nustache and said, "But if there are packs of
rabi d mani acs roam ng around out there... where are they?"

Everyone | ooked at the quiet street. At the deepest pools of shadow
spilling over |awns and sidewal ks and parked cars. At unlighted attic
wi ndows. At dark basement wi ndows.

"Hi di ng," Wargle said.

"Waiting," CGordy Brogan said.

"No, that doesn't make sense,"” Bryce said." Rabid nmaniacs just woul dn't
hi de and wait and plan. They'd charge us."

"Anyway," Lisa said quietly, "it isn't rabid people. It's sonmething a
| ot stranger."

"She's probably right,"” Dr. Paige said.
"Whi ch sonehow doesn't nake ne feel any better,"” Tal said.

"Well, if we find any indications of vomting, diarrhea, or
henorrhagi ng," Bryce said, "then we'll know. And if we don't..."

“I'"l'l have to conme up with a new hypothesis," Dr. Paige said.

They were silent, not eager to begin the search because they didn't know



what they might find-or what nmight find them

Ti me seenmed to have stopped.

Dawn, Bryce Hammond thought, will never come unl ess we nove.
"Let's go," he said.

The Just buil ding was narrow and deep, with a conbination art gallery
and crafts shop on the first floor. Frank Autry broke a pane of gl ass
in the front door, reached inside, and rel eased the lock. He entered
and switched on the |ights.

Motioning the others to follow, he said, "Spread out. Don't stay too
cl ose together. W don't want to offer an easy target."

As Frank spoke, he was remi nded of the two tours of duty he served in
Vi et nam al nost twenty years ago. This operation had the nerve-tw sting
quality of a search-and-destroy mssion in guerrilla territory.

They prowl ed cautiously through the gallery's display but found no one.
Li kewi se, there was no one in the snall office at the rear of the

show oom However, a door in that office opened onto stairs that led to
t he second fl oor.

They took the stairs in mlitary fashion. Frank clinbed to the top

al one, gun drawn, while the others waited. He |located the |ight switch
at the head of the stairs, snapped it on, and saw that he was in one
corner of the living roomof the gallery owner's apartnent. Wen he was
certain the roomwas deserted, he notioned for his nen to come up. As
the others clinbed the stairs, Frank noved into the living room staying
close to the wall, watchful

They searched the rest of the apartnent, treating every doorway as a
potential point of ambush. The den and di ning roomwere both deserted.
No one was hiding in the closets.

On the kitchen floor, however, they found a dead man. He was wearing
only bl ue pajama bottonms, propping the refrigerator door open with his
brui sed and swol |l en body. There were no visible wounds. There was no

| ook of horror on his face. Apparently, he had died too suddenly to
have gotten a glinpse of his assailant-and without the slightest warning
that death was near. The maki ngs of a sandwich were scattered on the
floor around him a broken jar of nustard, a package of salam, a
partially squashed tomato, a package of Swi ss cheese.

"I't sure wasn't no illness killed him" Jake Johnson sai d enphatically
" How sick could he have been if he was gonna eat sal am ?"

"And it happened real fast," CGordy said." H's hands were full of the
stuff he got out of the refrigerator, and as he turned around... it
j ust happened. Bang: just like that."

In the bedroomthey discovered another corpse. She was in bed, naked.
She was no younger than about twenty, no older than forty; it was
difficult to guess her age because of the universal bruising and

swel ling. Her face was contorted in terror, precisely as Pau



Hender son's had been. She had died in the mddle of a scream

Jake Johnson took a pen It-fromhis shirt pocket and slipped it through
the trigger of a.22 automatic that was lying on the runpled sheets
besi de the body.

"l don't think we have to be careful with that," Frank said

"She wasn't shot. There aren't any wounds; no blood. |f anybody used
the gun, it was her. Let nme see it."

He took the automatic from Jake and ejected the clip. It was enpty. He
wor ked the slide, pointed the nmuzzle at the bedside | amp, and squinted
into the barrel; there was no bullet in the chanber. He put the nuzzle
to his nose, sniffed, snelled gunpowder.

"Fired recently?" Jake asked.

“"Very recently. Assuming the clip was full when she used it, that neans
she fired off ten rounds."

Look here," Wargle said.

Frank turned and saw Wargle pointing to a bullet hole in the wall
opposite the foot of the bed. It was at about the seven foot |evel.

"And here," Gordy Brogan said, drawing their attention to another bull et
| odged in the splintered wood of the dark pine highboy.

They found all ten of the brass shell casings in or around the bed, but
they couldn't find where the other eight bullets were | odged.

"You don't think she scored eight hits?" Gordy asked Frank

“"Christ, she can't have!" Wargle said, hitching his gun belt up on his
fat hips." If she'd hit sonmebody eight tinmes, she wouldn't be the only
dammed corpse in the room™

"Right," Frank said, though he disliked having to agree with Stu Wargle
about anything." Besides, thems no blood. Eight hits would nmean a | ot
of bl ood."

Wargle went to the foot of the bed and stared at the dead woman. She
was propped up by a couple of plunmp pillows, and her legs were spread in
a grotesque parody of desire." The guy in the kitchen nust've been in
here, screwing this broad,"

Wargle said." Wen he was finished with her, he went into the kitchen to
get them somethin' to eat. Wile they was separated, soneone cane in
and killed her."

"They killed the man in the kitchen first," Frank said." He couldn't have
been taken by surprise if he'd been attacked after she fired ten shots."

Wargle said, "Man, | sure wish I'd spent all day in the sack with a
broad like that."



Frank gaped at him" Wargle, you're disgusting. Are you even turned on
by a bl oated corpse-just because it's naked?"

Wargl e's face reddened, and he | ooked away fromthe corpse.

"What the hell's the matter with you, Frank? Wat d'ya think I am sone

kind of pervert? Huh? Hell, no. | seen that picture over on the
ni ghtstand." He pointed to a silver-franed photograph beside the |anmp."
See, she's wearin' a bikini. You can see she was a hell of a

ni ce-lookin' broad. Big jugs on her
Great legs, too. That's what turned nme on, pal."

Frank shook his head." |'mjust amazed that anything could turn you on
in the mdst of this, in the mdst of so nuch death."”

Wargl e thought it was a conplinent. He w nked.

If | get out of this business alive, Frank thought, | won't ever |et
Bryce Hanmmond partner me with Wargle. 1'll quit first.

CGordy Brogan said, "How could she have nmde eight hits and not have
st opped sonet hing? How come there's not one drop of bl ood?"

Jake Johnson pushed a hand t hrough his white hair again

"I don't know, Gordy. But one thing | do know -1 sure w sh Bryce'd never
pi cked ne to cone up here."

Next to the art gallery, the sign on the front of the quaint, two-story
bui | di ng read:

Arts
Books

The lights were on, and the door was unlocked. Brookhart's stayed open
until nine even on Sunday evenings during the off season

Bryce went in first, followed by Jennifer and Lisa Paige.

Tal entered |l ast. Wen choosing a nan to protect his back in a
dangerous situation, Bryce always preferred Tal Whitman.

He trusted no one el se as nuch as he trusted Tal, not even Frank Autry.

Brookhart's was a cluttered place, but curiously warm and pl easi ng.
There were tall glass-doored coolers filled with cans and bottles of
beer, shelves and racks and bins |laden with bottles of w ne and |iquor
and other racks briming with paperbacks, nmagazi nes, and newspapers.
Cigars and cigarettes were stacked in boxes and cartons, and tins of
pi pe tobacco were displayed i n haphazard nounds on several countertops.
A variety of goodies were tucked in wherever there was space: candy
bars, LifeSavers, chewi ng gum peanuts, popcorn, pretzels, potato chips,
corn twisties, tortilla chips.

Bryce |l ed the way through the deserted store, |ooking for bodies in the



aisles. But there were none.

There was, however, an enornous puddl e of water, about an inch deep
that covered half the floor. They stepped gingerly around it.

"Where'd all this water cone fron®?" Lisa wondered.

"Must be a leak in the condensation pan under one of the beer coolers,"
Tal Wi tman said.

They came around the end of a wine bin and got a good | ook at all of the
coolers. There was no water anywhere near those softly humm ng
appl i ances.

"Maybe there's a leak in the plunbing,” Jennifer Paige said.

They continued their exploration, descending into the cellar, which was
used for the storage of w ne and booze in cardboard cases, then going up
to the top floor, above the store, where there was an office. They
found not hi ng out of the ordinary.

In the store again, heading toward the front door, Bryce stopped and
hunkered down for a closer |ook at the puddle on the floor. He

noi stened one fingertip in the stuff, it felt like water, and it was
odor | ess.

"What's wrong?" Tal asked.
St andi ng again, Bryce said, "lIt's odd-all this water here."

Tal said, "Most likely, it's what Dr. Paige said-only a leak in the
pl unmbi ng. "

Bryce nodded. However, although he couldn't say why, the big puddle
seened significant to him

Tayton's Pharmacy was a small place that served Snowfield and all of the
outlying nountain towns. An apartment occupied two floors above the
pharmacy; it was decorated in shades of cream and peach, with

eneral d-green accent pieces, and with a nunber of fine antiques.

Frank Autry led his nen through the entire building, and they found
not hi ng renmar kabl e-except for the sodden carpet in the living room It
was literally soaking wet; it squished beneath their shoes.

The Candl e glow Inn positively radiated charmand gentility: the deep
caves and el aborately carved cornices, the nmullioned wi ndows flanked by
carved white shutters. Two carriage |lanmps were fixed atop stone

pil asters, bracketing the short stone wal kway. Three small spotlights
spread dramatic fans of |ight across the face of the inn

Jenny, Lisa, the sheriff, and Li eutenant Wi tnman paused on the sidewal k
in front of the Candl e gl ow, and Hammond said, "Are they open this tinme
of year?"

"Yes," Jenny said." They nanage to stay about half full during the off
season. But then they have a nmarvel ous reputation with discrimnnating



travel ers-and they only have sixteen roons."

" wWell... let's have a | ook."
The front doors opened onto a snmall, confortably appointed | obby: an oak
floor, a dark oriental carpet, light beige sofas, a pair of Queen Anne

chairs uphol stered in a rose-colored fabric, cherry wood end tables,
brass | anps.

The registration desk was off to the right. A bell rested on the wooden
counter, and Jenny struck it several tinmes, rapidly, expecting no
response and getting none.

"Dan and Syl via keep an apartnment behind this office area," she said,
i ndi cating the cranped busi ness quarters beyond the counter

"They own the place?" the sheriff asked.
"Yes. Dan and Syl via Kanarsky."
The sheriff stared at her for a nmonent." Friends?"

"Yes. Close friends."

"Then maybe we'd better not look in their apartnent,"” he said.

War m synpat hy and under st andi ng shone in his heavy-1lidded bl ue eyes.
Jenny was surprised by a sudden awareness of the kindness and
intelligence that inforned his face. During the past hour, watching him
operate, she had gradually realized that he was considerably nore alert
and efficient than he had at first appeared to be. Now, |ooking into
his sensitive, conpassionate eyes, she realized he was perceptive,

i nteresting, formnidable.

"We can't just walk away," she said." This place has to be searched
sooner or later. The whole town has to be searched.

We nmight as well get this part of it out of the way."

She lifted a hinged section of the wooden countertop and started to push
through a gate into the office space beyond.

"Pl ease, Doctor," the sheriff said, "always let me or Lieutenant Wit man
go first."

She backed out obediently, and he preceded her into Dan's and Sylvia's
apartnment, but they didn't find anyone. No dead bodi es.

Thank God.

Back at the registration desk, Lieutenant Witnman paged through the
guest log." Only six roons are being rented right now, and they're al
on the second floor."

The sheriff | ocated a passkey on a pegboard beside the mail boxes.

Wth al nost nonot onous caution, they went upstairs and searched the six



roons. In the first five, they found | uggage and caneras and
hal f-written postcards and other indications that there actually were
guests at the inn, but they didn't find the guests thensel ves.

In the sixth room when Lieutenant Wiitnan tried the door to the
adj oining bath, he found it | ocked. He hamered on it and shouted,
"Police! 1|s anyone there?"

No one answer ed.

Whi t man | ooked at the doorknob, then at the sheriff." No | ock button on
this side, so someone nmust be in there. Break it down?"

"Looks |like a solid-core door,"
shoul der. Shoot the |ock."

Hammond said." No use dislocating your
Jenny took Lisa's armand drew the girl aside, out of the path of any
debris that m ght bl ow back

Li eutenant Whitnman called a warning to anyone who might be in the

bat hroom then fired one shot. He kicked the door open and went inside
fast." Nobody's here."

"Maybe they clinbed out a wi ndow," the sheriff said.

"There aren't any wi ndows in here,"” Witman said, frowning.

"You're sure the door was | ocked?"

"Positive. And it could only be done fromthe inside."

"But howif no one was in there?"

VWi t man shrugged. " Besides that, there's something you ought to have a
| ook at."

They all had a look at it, in fact, for the bathroomwas |arge enough to
accommodat e four people. On the mirror above the sink, a message had
been hastily printed in bold, greasy, black letters:

Ti mot hy Fl yte.

I n anot her apartnent above another shop, Frank Autry and his men found
anot her wat er-soaked carpet that squi shed under their feet. 1In the
living room dining room and bedroons, the carpet was dry, but in the
hal lway | eading to the kitchen, it was saturated. And in the kitchen
itself, three-quarters of the vinyl-tile floor was covered with water up
to a depth of one inch in places.

Standing in the hallway, staring into the kitchen, Jake Johnson said,
"Must be a plunmbing | eak."

"That's what you said at the other place," Frank rem nded him" Seens
coi nci dental, don't you think?"

CGordy Brogan said, "It is just water. | don't see what it could have to
do with... all the murders."



"Shit," Stu Wargle said, "we're wastin' tinme. There's nothin' here.
Let's go."

I gnoring them Frank stepped into the kitchen, am ng carefully through
one end of the small |ake, heading for a dry area by a row of cupboards.
He opened several cupboard doors before he found a snall plastic tub
used for storing leftovers.

It was clean and dry, and it had a snap-on lid that made an airtight
seal. In a drawer he found a neasuring spoon, and he used it to scoop
water into the plastic container.

"What're you doi ng?" Jake asked fromthe doorway.
"Col l ecting a sample."

"Sanmple? Why? It's only water."

"Yeah," Frank said, "but there's sonething funny about it.
The bathroom The mrror. The bold, greasy, black letters.
Jenny stared at the five printed words.

Lisa said, "Who's Tinothy Flyte?"

"Coul d be the guy who wote this," Lieutenant \Witman said.

Is the roomrented to Flyte?" the sheriff asked.

"I"'msure | didn't see that nane on the registry," the |lieutenant said
" We can check it out when we go downstairs, but I"'mreally sure.”

"Maybe Tinothy Flyte is one of the killers," Lisa said.

"Maybe the guy renting this roomrecogni zed himand | eft this nessage."

The sheriff shook his head." No. |If Flyte's got sonething to do with
what's happened to this town, he wouldn't |eave his nane on the mrror
like that. He would ve wiped it off."

" Unless he didn't know it was there," Jenny said.

The lieutenant said, "Or maybe he knew it was there, but he's one of the

rabi d mani acs you tal ked about, so he doesn't care whether we catch him
or not."

Bryce Hanmond | ooked at Jenny." Anyone in town seen Flyte?"
“Never heard of him"
"Do you know everyone in Snowfiel d?"

"Yeah."

"All five hundred?"



"Nearly everyone," she said.
"Nearly everyone, huh? Then there could be a Tinmothy Flyte here?"

"BEven if 1'd never net him 1'd still have heard someone nmention him
It's a snmall town, Sheriff, at |east during the off season."

"Coul d be soneone from over in Munt Larson, Shady Roost, or Pineville,"
the Iieutenant suggested.

She wi shed they could go sonmewhere el se to discuss the nessage on the
mrror. OQutside. |In the open. Were nothing could creep close to them
wi thout revealing itself. She had the uncanny, unsupported, but
undeni abl e feeling that sonething-sonethi ng dammed strange-was novi ng
about in another part of the inn right this mnute, stealthily carrying
out sone dreadful task of which she and the sheriff and Lisa and the
deputy were dangerously unaware.

"What about the second part of it?" Lisa asked, indicating THE ANCI ENT
ENEMY.

Jenny finally said, "Well, we're back to what Lisa first said.

It looks as if the man who wote this was telling us that Tinothy Flyte
was his eneny. CQur eneny, too, | guess."

"Maybe, " Bryce Hamond said dubiously.” But it seenms |ike an unusual way
to put it-'the ancient eneny." Kind of awkward. Al nost archaic. |If he
| ocked hinmself in the bathroomto escape Flyte and then wote a hasty
war ni ng, why wouldn't he say, "Tinothy Flyte, nmy old eneny,' or
sonet hi ng straightforward?"

Li eutenant Whitnman agreed." In fact, if he wanted to | eave a nessage
accusing Flyte, he'd have witten, "Tinothy Flyte did it,' or maybe
"Flyte killed themall." The last thing he'd want is to be obscure."

The sheriff began sorting through the articles on the deep shelf that
was above the sink, just under the mirror: a bottle of Mennen's Skin
Condi tioner, |ine-scented aftershave, a man's el ectric razor, a pair of
t oot hbrushes, toothpaste, conbs, hairbrushes, a woman's nakeup kit."
Fromthe | ooks of it, there were two people in this room So naybe they
both | ocked thensel ves in the bath-which means two of them vanished into
thin air. But what did they wite on the floor wth?"

"It looks as if it nmust've been an eyebrow pencil," Lisa said.

Jenny nodded." | think so, too.
They searched the bathroom for a bl ack eyebrow pencil

They couldn't find it.

"Terrific," the sheriff said exasperatedly." So the eyebrow penci
di sappeared al ong with nmaybe two people who | ocked thenselves in here.
Two peopl e ki dnapped out of a | ocked room"



They went downstairs to the front desk. According to the guest
register, the roomin which the nessage had been found was occupi ed by a
M. and Ms. Harold Ordnay of San Franci sco.

"None of the other guests was named Tinothy Flyte," Sheriff Hanmond
said, closing the register

"Well," Lieutenant Whitman said, "l guess that's about all we can do
here right now "

Jenny was relieved to hear himsay that.

"Ckay," Bryce HaFnnmond said." Let's catch up with Frank and the others.
Maybe they' ve found somet hing we haven't."

They started across the | obby. After only a couple of steps, Lisa
stopped themwi th a scream

They all saw it a second after it caught the girl's attention

It was on an end table, directly in the fall of light froma rose shaded
| anp, so prettily lit that it seemed alnbst |ike a piece of artwork on
di splay. A man's hand. A severed hand.

Lisa turned away fromthe nacabre sight.

Jenny held her sister, |ooking over Lisa's shoulder with ghastly
fascination. The hand. The damed, nocking, inpossible hand.

It was hol ding an eyebrow pencil firmy between its thunb and first two
fingers. The eyebrow pencil. The sane one. It had to be.

Jenny's horror was as great as Lisa's, but she bit her lip and
suppressed a scream It wasn't nerely the sight of the hand that
repelled and terrified her. The thing that nade the breath catch and
burn in her chest was the fact that this hand hadn't been on this end
table a short while ago. Soneone had placed it here while they were
upstairs, knowing that they would find it; someone was nocking them
someone with an extrenmely tw sted sense of hunor.

Bryce Hammond's hooded eyes were open farther than Jenny had yet seen
them" Damm it, this thing wasn't here before was it?"

"No, " Jenny said.

The sheriff and deputy had been carrying their revolvers with the
nuzzl es pointed at the floor. Now they raised their weapons as if they
t hought the severed hand might drop the eyebrow pencil, launch itself
off the table toward soneone's face, and gouge out someone's eyes.

They were speechl ess.

The spiral patterns in the oriental carpet seemed to have becone
refrigeration coils, casting off waves of icy air

Overhead, in a distant room a floorboard or an unoil ed door creaked,
groaned, creaked.



Bryce Hammond | ooked up at the ceiling of the | obby.
Cr eeeeecaaak.

It could have been only a natural settling noise. O it could have been
sonet hing el se

:"There's no doubt now," the sheriff said.

"No doubt about what?" Lieutenant Wiitnan asked, | ooking not at the
sheriff but at other areas to the | obby.

The sheriff turned to Jenny." Wen you heard the siren and the church
bell just before we arrived, you said you realized that whatever had
happened to Snowfield mght still be happening."

"Yes.

"And now we know you're right."
Chapter 12

Battl eground

Jake Johnson waited with Frank, Gordy, and Stu Wargle at the end of the
bl ock, on a brightly lighted stretch of sidewalk in front of G| Mrtin's
Mar ket, a grocery store.

He wat ched Bryce Hammond coming out of the Candle glow I nn, and he

wi shed to god the sheriff would nove faster. He didn't |ike standing
here in all this light. Hell, it was |like being on stage. Jake felt
vul nerabl e.

O course, a few mi nutes ago, while conducting a search of sone of the
buil dings al ong the street, they'd had to pass through dark areas where
t he shadows had seened to pulse and nove like living creatures, and Jake
had | ooked with fierce longing toward this very sane stretch of brightly
lighted paverment. He had feared the darkness as nmuch as he now feared
the Iight.

He nervously conbed one hand through his thick white hair
He kept his other hand on the butt of his hol stered revol ver.

| ake Johnson not only believed in caution: He worshiped it; caution was
his god. Better safe than sorry; a bird in the hand is worth two in the
bush; fools rush in where angels fear to tread... He had a nillion

maxi ms. They were, to him

i ght posts marking the one safe route, and beyond those lights lay only
a cold void of risk, chance, and chaos.

Jake had never married. Marriage meant taking on a |lot of new
responsibilities. It wasn't worth risking your enotions and your noney and your
entire future



Where finances were concerned, he had also |lived a cautious, fruga
exi stence. He had put away a rather substantial nest egg, spreading his
funds over a wide variety of investnents.

Jake, now fifty-eight, had worked for the Santa Mra County Sheriff's
Departmt for over thirty-seven years. He could have retired and
clainmed a pension a long time ago. But he had worried about inflation
so he had stayed on, building his pension, putting away nore and nore
noney.

Becom ng an officer of the |law was perhaps the only incautious thing

t hat Jake Johnson had ever done. He hadn't wanted to be a cop. Cod,
no! But his father, Big Ral ph Johnson, had been county sheriff in the
1940S and 50s, and he had expected his son to follow in his footsteps.
Bi g Ral ph never took no for an answer. Jake had been pretty sure that
Bi g Ral ph would disinherit himif he didn't go into police work. Not that
there was a vast fortune in the famly; there wasn't. But there had
been a nice house and respectabl e bank accounts. And behind the famly
garage, buried three feet below the | awn, there had been several big
mason jars filled with tightly rolled wads of twenty- and fifty- and
hundred-dollar bills, noney that Big Ral ph had taken in bribes and had
set aside against bad tines. So Jake had beconme a cop |ike his daddy,
who had finally died at the age of eighty-two, when Jake was fifty-one.

By then Jake was stuck with being a cop for the rest of his working life
because it was the only thing he knew.

He was a cautious cop. For instance, he avoided taking domestic

di sturbance calls because policemen sonetinmes got killed by stepping

bet ween hot -t enpered husbands and w ves; passions ran too high in
confrontations of that sort. Just look at this real estate agent,

Fl etcher Kale. A year ago, Jake had bought a piece of nmountain property
t hrough Kal e, and the nman had seemed as normal as anyone. Now he had
killed his wife and son. |If a cop had stepped into that scene, Kale
woul d have killed him too. And when a dispatcher alerted Jake to a
robbery-in-progress, he usually lied about his |ocation, putting hinself
so far fromthe scene of the crime that other officers would be closer
toit; then he showed up | ater, when the action was over.

He wasn't a coward. There had been tinmes when he'd found hinself in the
line of fire, and on those occasions he'd been a tiger, a lion, a raging
bear. He was just cautious.

There was sone police work he actually enjoyed. The traffic detail was
okay. And he positively delighted in paperwork

The only pleasure he took in making an arrest was the subsequent filling
out of nunerous forms that kept himsafely, tied up at headquarters for
a coupl e of hours.

Unfortunately, this time, the trick of dawdling over paperwork had
backfired on him He'd been at the office, filling out forms, when Dr.
Pai ge's call had come in. |If he'd been out on the street, driving
patrol, he could have avoi ded the assignment.

But now here he was. Standing in bright |ight making a perfect target
of hinself. Dam.



To make matters worse, it was obvious that sonething extrenely violent
had transpired inside G| Martin's Market. Two of the five | arge panes
of glass along the front of the market had been broken from i nside;
glass lay all over the sidewal k

Cases of canned dog food and si x-packs of Dr Pepper had crashed through
the wi ndows and now | ay scattered across the pavenment. Jake was afraid
the sheriff was going to make themgo into the market to see what had
happened, and he was afraid that soneone dangerous was still in there,
wai ti ng.

The sheriff, Tal Witman, and the two wonen finally reached the market,
and Frank Autry showed themthe plastic container that held the sanple

of water. The sheriff said he'd found another enornous puddl e back at

Brookhart's, and they agreed it m ght nean sonething. Tal Wiitnman told
t hem about the nessage on the nmirror-and about the severed hand; sweet

Jesus!-at the Candle glow I nn, and no one knew what to make of that,

ei t her.

Sheriff Hammond turned toward the shattered front of the market and said
what Jake was afraid he would say: "Let's have a | ook."

Jake didn't want to be one of the first through the doors.

O one of the last either. He slipped into the mddle of the
processi on.

The grocery store was a ness. Around the three cash registers, black
netal display stands had been toppl ed, Chewi ng gum candy, razor bl ades,
paper back books, and other snall itens spilled over the floor

They wal ked across the front of the store, [ooking into each aisle as
they passed it. Goods had been pulled off the shelves and thrown to the
floor. Boxes of cereal were smashed, torn open, the bright cardboard
poki ng up through drifts of cornflakes and Cheerios. Smashed bottles of
vi negar produced a pungent stench. Jars of jam pickles, nustard,
mayonnai se, and relish were tunbled in a jagged, glutinous heap

At the head of the last aisle, Bryce Hanmond turned to Dr. Paige." Wuld
the store have been open this eveni ng?"

"No," the doctor said, "but | think sonetimes they stock the shelves on
Sunday evenings. Not often, but sonetinmes.”

"Let's have a look in the back," the sheriff said.”" Mght find sonething
interesting."

That's what |'mafraid of, Jake thought.

They foll owed Bryce Hanmond down the |ast aisle, stepping over and
around five-pound bags of sugar and flour, a few of which had split
open.

Wi st-high coolers for neat, cheese, eggs, and mlk were |lined up al ong
the rear of the store. Beyond the coolers lay the sparkling-clean work
area where the neat was cut, wei ghed, and wapped for -sale.



Jake's eyes nervously flicked over the porcelain and butcher's-bl ock
tables. He sighed with relief when he saw that nothing lay on any of
them He wouldn't have been surprised to see the store nanager's body
neatly chopped into steaks, roasts, and cutlets.

Bryce Hanmmond said, "Let's have a look in the storeroom"”

Let's not, Jake thought.

Hammond said, "Maybe we-" The |ights went out.

The only wi ndows were at the front of the store, but even up there it
was dark; the streetlights had gone out, too. Here, the darkness was
conpl ete, blinding.

Several voices spoke at once: "Flashlights!"

"Jenny!"

"Fl ashl i ghts!"

Then a | ot happened very fast.

Tal Whitman switched on a flashlight, and the bl ade-1i ke beam st abbed
down at the floor. In the sane instant, sonmething struck himfrom
behi nd, sonethi ng unseen that had approached with incredible speed and
stealth under the cover of darkness.

Whitman was flung forward. He crashed into Stu Wargle.

Autry was pulling the other long -handled flashlight fromthe utility
| oop on his gun belt. Before he could switch it on, however, both
Wargle and Tal Whitman fell against him and all three went down.

As Tal fell, the flashlight flew out of his hand.

Bryce Hammond, briefly illuminated by the airborne light, grabbed for
it; mssed.

The flashlight struck the floor and spun away, casting wild and | eaping
shadows with each revolution, illumnating nothing.

And sonet hing cold touched the back of Jake's neck. Cold and slightly
noi st-yet sonething that was alive

He flinched at the touch, tried to pull away and turn
Sonet hing encircled his throat with the suddenness of a whip.
Jake gasped for breath.

Even before he could raise his hands to grapple with his assailant, his
arnms were seized and pinned.

He was being lifted off his feet as if he were a child.



He tried to scream but a frigid hand clanped over his nouth. At |east
he thought it was a hand. But it felt |ike the flesh of an eel, cold
and danp.

It stank, too. Not much. It didn't send out clouds of stink

But the odor was so different fromanything Jake had ever snelled
before, so bitter and sharp and uncl assifiable that even in small whiffs
it was nearly intol erable.

Waves of revulsion and terror broke and foamed within him and he sensed
he was in the presence of sonething uninagi nably strange and
unquesti onably evil.

The flashlight was still spinning across the floor. Only a couple of
seconds had passed since Tal had dropped it, although to Jake it seened
much | onger than that. Now it spun one last tine and cl anged agai nst
the base of the mlk cooler; the |l ens burst into countless pieces, and
they were denied even that neager, erratic light. although it had
illum nated nothing, it had been better than total darkness. Wthout it,
hope was extingui shed, too.

Jake strained, twi sted, flexed, jerked, and withed in an epileptic
dance of panic, a spasnodic fandango of escape. But he couldn't free
even one hand. Hi s unseen adversary nmerely tightened its grip

Jake heard the others calling to one another; they sounded far away.
Chapter 13

Suddenl y

Jake Johnson had di sappear ed.

Before Tal could | ocate the unbroken flashlight, the one that ,Frank
Autry had dropped, the market's lights flickered and then cane on bright
and steady. The darkness had | asted no |longer than fifteen or twenty
seconds.

But Jake was gone.

They searched for him He wasn't in the aisles, the neat |ocker, the
storeroom the office, or the enpl oyees' bathroom

They left the narket-only seven of them nowfollow ng Bryce, noving with
extreme caution, hoping to find Jake outside, in the street. But he
wasn't there, either.

Snowfield s silence was a mute, nocking shout of ridicule.

Tal Wi tman thought the night seemed infinitely darker now than it had
been a few minutes ago. It was an enornous nmaw i nt o whi ch they had
st epped, unaware. This deep and watchful night was hungry.

"Where coul d he have gone?" Gordy asked, looking a little savage, as he
al ways di d when he frowned, even though, right now, he was actually just
scared.



"He didn't go anywhere," Stu Wargle said." He was taken."
"He didn't call for help."

"Never had a chance."

"You think he's alive... or dead?" the young Paige girl asked.
"Little doll," Wargle said, rubbing the beard stubble on his chin, "I
woul dn't get ny hopes up if | was you. [1'll bet my last buck we'll find

Jake somewheres, stiff as a board, all swelled up and purple like the
rest of "em"

The girl winced and sidled closer to her sister

Bryce Hanmmond said, "Hey, let's not wite Jake off that quickly."
"I agree," Tal said." There are a |lot of dead people in this town. But
it seens to ne that nost of themaren't dead. Just nissing.”

"They're all deader than napal ned babies. 1Isn't that right, Frank?"
Wargl e said, never missing a chance to needle Autry about his service in
Vietnam" We just haven't found 'emyet."

Frank didn't rise to the bait. He was too smart and too selfcontrolled
for that. |Instead, he said, "Wat | don't understand is why it didn't
take all of us when it had the chance? Wy did it just knock Tal down?"

"I was switching on the flashlight," Tal said." It didn't want ne to do
that."
"Yes," Frank said, "but why was Jake the only one of us it grabbed, and

why did it do a fast fade right after?"

"his teasing us," Dr. Paige said. The streetlanp nade her eyes flash
with green fire." It's like | said about the church bell and the fire
siren. It's like a cat playing with mce."

"But why?" Cordy asked exasperatedly.
What's it want?"

" What's it get out of all this?

"Hold on a minute," Bryce said." How come everyone's all of a sudden
saying 'it'? Last time | took an informal survey, seenms to me the
general consensus was that only a pack of psychopathic killers could' ve
done this. Maniacs. People."

They regarded one another with uneasi ness. No one was eager to say what
was on his mind. Unthinkable things were now thinkable. They were
t hi ngs that reasonabl e people could not easily put into words.

The wi nd gusted out of the darkness, and the obeisant trees bent
reverently.

The streetlamps flickerd.

Everyone junped, startled by the lights' inconstancy. Tal put his hand



on the butt of his holstered revolver. But the lights did not go out.

They listened to the cenmeterial town. The only sound was the whisper of
the wind-stirred trees, which was like the last |ong exhal ati on of
breath before the grave, an extended dyi ng sigh

Jake is dead, Tal thought. Wargle is right for once. Jake is dead and
maybe the rest of us are, too, only we don't know it yet.

To Frank Autry, Bryce said, "Frank, why'd you say 'it' instead of 'they"
or sonet hing el se?"

Frank gl anced at Tal, seeking support, but Tal wasn't sure why he,
hinsel f, had said "it." Frank cleared his throat. He shifted his wei ght
fromone foot to the other and | ooked at Bryce. He shrugged." Well

sir, | guess maybe | said 'it' because... well... a soldier, a human
adversary, would have bl own us away right there in the nmarket when he
had the opportunity, all of us at once, in the darkness."

"So you think-what?-that this adversary isn't human?"
"Maybe it could be sone kind of... animal."
"Animal ? |Is that really what you think?"

Frank | ooked exceedi ngly unconfortable.” No, sir."

"What do you think?" Bryce asked.

"Hell, 1 don't know what to think," Frank said in frustration
"I"'mmlitary-trained, as you know. A nmilitary nan doesn't like to
plunge blindly into any situation. He likes to plan his strategy
carefully. But good, sound strategic planning depends on a reliable
body of experience. Wat happened in conparable battles in other wars?
What have ot her nen done in simlar circumstances? Did they succeed or
fail? But this tinme there just aren't any conparable battles; there's
no experience to draw upon. This is so strange, |I'mgoing to go right
on thinking of the eneny as a facel ess, neutral 'it.""

Turning to Dr. Paige, Bryce said, "Wat about you? Wy did you use the
word "it'?"

" 1"mnot sure. Mybe because Oficer Autry used it."

"But you were the one who advanced the theory about a nutant strain of
rabi es that could create a pack of hom cidal maniacs. Are you ruling
t hat out now?"

She frowned." No. W can't rule out anything at this point.

But, Sheriff, | never nmeant that that was the only possible theory."

"Do you have any others?"



Bryce | ooked at Tal." Wat about you?"

Tal felt every bit as unconfortable as Frank had | ooked.

"Well, | guess | used '"it' because | can't accept the hom cidal naniac
theory any nore."

Bryce's heavy eyelids lifted higher than usual." Ch? Wy not?"

"Because of what happened at the Candle glow Inn," Tal said." Wen we
cane downstairs and found that hand on the table in the | obby, holding
the eyebrow pencil we'd been looking for... well... that just didn't
seem | i ke sonet hing a hom cidal nut case would do. W' ve all been cops
| ong enough to've dealt with our share of unbal anced people. Have any
of you ever encountered one of those types who had a sense of hunor?
Even an ugly, twi sted sense of hunmobr? They're hunorl ess people.

They've lost the ability to |augh at anything, which is probably part of
the reason they're crazy. So when | saw that hand on the | obby table it
just didn't seemto fit. | agree with Frank; for now I'm going to think
of our eneny as a faceless "it.""

"Way won't any of you admit what you're feeling?" Lisa Paige said
softly. She was fourteen, an adol escent, on her way to being a lovely
young | ady, but she gazed at each of themw th the unsel fconsci ous
directness of a child." Somehow, deep down inside where it really
counts, we all know it wasn't people who did these things. It's
sonething really awful -Jeez, just feel it out there-sonething strange
and di sgusting. \Whatever it is, we all feel it. W're all scared of
it. So we're all trying hard not to adnit it's there."

Only Bryce returned the girl's stare; he studied her thoughtfully. The
others | ooked away from Lisa. They didn't want to neet one another's
eyes, either.

We don't want to | ook inside ourselves, Tal thought, and that's exactly
what the girl's telling us to do. W don't want to |look inward and find
primtive superstition. W're all civilized, reasonably well-educated
adults, and adults aren't supposed to believe in the boogeynan.

"Lisa's right," Bryce said." The only way we're going to solve this
one-maybe the only way we're going to avoid becom ng victinms
ourselves-is to keep our mnds open and | et our inaginations have free
rein."

"I agree," Dr. Paige said.

CGordy Brogan shook his head." But what are we supposed to think, then?
Anyt hing? | nean, aren't there any linmts? Are we supposed to start

wor ryi ng about ghosts and ghoul s and werewol ves and... and vanpires?

There's got to be some things we can rule out."

'.OF course," Bryce said patiently." Gordy, no one's saying we're
dealing with ghosts and werewol ves. But we've got to realize that we're
dealing with the unknown. That's all. The unknown."

"I don't buy it," Stu Wargle said sullenly.” The unknown, ny ass. Wen
it's all said and done, what we'll find is that it's the work of sone



pervert, some stinkin' scunbag pretty much like all the stinkin"
scunbags we've dealt with before.™

Frank said, "Wargle, your kind of thinking is exactly what'll cause us
to overl ook important evidence. And it's also the kind of thinking
that' Il get us killed."

"You just wait," Wargle told them" You'll find out I"'mright." He spat
on the sidewal k, hooked his thunmbs in his gun belt, and tried to give
the inpression that he was the only | evel headed nan in the group

. Tal Whitnman saw t hrough the macho posturing; he saw terror in Wargle,
too. Though he was one of the nost insensitive nenTal had ever known,
Stu was not unaware of the primtive response of which Lisa Paige had
spoken. Whether he adnitted it or not, he clearly felt the sane
bone-deep chill that shivered through all of them

Frank Autry also saw that Wargle's inperturbability was a pose. 1In, a
tone of exaggerated, insincere admration, Frank said, "Stu, by your
fine exanple, you fortify us. You inspire us. Wuat would we do wi thout
you?"

"Wthout ne," Wargle said sourly, "you'd go right down the old toilet,
Frank. "

Wth nock dismay, Frank | ooked around at Tal, Gordy, and Bryce." Does
that sound |ike a swelled head?"

"Sure does. But don't blane Stu. In his case," Tal said, "a swelled
head is just a result of Nature's frenzied efforts to fill a vacuum™
It was a small joke, but the laugh it elicited was |arge.

Al t hough Stu enjoyed wi el ding the needl e, he despised being on the
pricking end of it; yet even he nanaged to dredge up a smle.

Tal knew they were not |aughing at the joke as much as they were
| aughi ng at Death, laughing in its skeletal face.

But when the | aughter faded, the night was still dark.
The town was still unnaturally silent.

Jake Johnson was still m ssing.

And it was still out there.

Dr. Paige turned to Bryce Hammond and said, "Are you ready to take a
| ook at the Oxl ey house?"

Bryce shook his head." Not right now. | don't think it's wise for us to
do any nore exploring until we get sone reinforcenents. |'mnot going
to lose another man. Not if | can help it."

Tal saw angui sh pass through Bryce's eyes at the nention of Jake.

He thought: Bryce, ny friend, you always take too nmuch of the



responsi bility when sonething goes wong, just like you' re always too
qui ck to share the credit for successes that have been entirely yours.
"Let's go back to the substation," Bryce said." W' ve got to plan our
noves carefully, and |I've got calls to nake."

They returned al ong the route by which they had come. Stu Wargle, stil
determ ned to prove his fearl essness, insisted on being the rear guard
this time, and he swaggered al ong behind them

As they reached Skyline Road, a church bell tolled, startling them It
tolled again, slowy, again, slowy, again..

Tal felt the metallic sound reverberating in his teeth.

They all stopped at the corner, listening to the bell and staring west,
toward the other end of Vail Lane. Only a little nore than one bl ock
away, a brick church tower rose above the other buildings; there was one
small |ight at each corner of the peaked, slate belfry roof.

"The Catholic church,” Dr. Paige infornmed them raising her voice to
conpete with the bell." It serves all the towns around here. Qur Lady
of the Mountains."

The pealing of a church bell could be a joyous music. But there was
not hi ng j oyous about this one, Tal decided.

"Who's ringing it?" Gordy wondered al oud.

"Maybe nobody's ringing it," Frank said." Maybe it's hooked up to a
nechani cal device of sone kind; nmaybe it's on a tiner."

In the lighted belfry, the bell swing, casting off a glint of brass
along with its one clear note.

"Does it usually ring this time on a Sunday ni ght?" Bryce asked Dr.
Pai ge.

"No. "
"Then it's not on a tiner."

A bl ock away, high above the ground, the bell w nk-flashed and rang
agai n.

" So who's pulling the rope?" Gordy Brogan asked.

A macabre inmage crept into Tal Whitman's mind: Jake Johnson, bruised and
bl oat ed and stone-cold dead, standing in the bell-ringer's chanber at
the bottom of the church tower, the rope gripped in his bl oodl ess hands,
dead but dernonically ani mated, dead but nevertheless pulling on the
rope, pulling and pulling, dead face turned up, grinning the w de
mrthless grin of a corpse, protuberant eyes staring at the bell that
swung and cl anged under the peaked roof.

Tal shudder ed.



"Maybe we should go over to the church and see who's there," Frank said.

"No," Bryce said instantly." That's what it wants us to do.

It wants us to cone have a look. It wants us to go inside the church
and then it'll turn out the lights again..."

Tal noticed that Bryce, too, was now using the pronoun "it.

"Yeah," Lisa Paige said." It's over there right this mnute, waiting for
us."

Even Stu Wargle wasn't prepared to encourage themto visit the church
t oni ght .

In the open belfry, the visible bell swing, splintering off another
shard of brassy light, swing, gleamed, swng, winked, as if it were
flashing out a semaphoric nmessage of hypnotic power at the sane tine
that it issued its nonotonous clang: You are growi ng drowsy, even
drowsi er, sleepy, sleepy... vyou are deep asleep, in a trance... you
are under my power... you will conme to the church... vyou will cone
now, cone, cone, cone to the church and see the wonder that awaits you
here... come... cone...

Bryce shook hinself as if casting off a dream He said, "If it wants us
to come to the church, that's a good reason not to go. No nore
exploring until daylight."

They all turned away from Vail Lane and went north on Skyline Road, past
t he Mount ai nvi ew Restaurant, toward the substation

They had gone perhaps twenty feet when the church bell stopped tolling.

Once nore, the uncanny silence poured |ike viscous fluid through the
town, coating everything.

When they reached the substation, they discovered that Paul Henderson's
corpse was gone. It seemed as if the dead deputy had sinply gotten up
and wal ked away. Like Lazarus.

Chapter 14
Cont ai nnent

Bryce was sitting at the desk that had bel onged to Paul Henderson. He
had pushed aside the open issue of Time that Paul apparently had been
readi ng when Snowfield had been w ped out. A yellow sheet of note paper
lay on the blotter, filled with Bryce's economni cal handwriting.

Around him the six others were busily carrying out tasks that he had
assigned to them A wartinme atnosphere prevailed in the stationhouse.
Their grimdeterm nation to survive had caused a fragile but steadily
strengt heni ng camaraderie to spring up anong them There was even
guarded optim sm perhaps based on the observation that they were stil
alive while so nany others were dead.

Bryce qui ckly scanned the Iist he had made, trying to determine if he



had overl ooked anything. Finally, he pulled the tel ephone to him He
got a dial tone inmmediately, and he was grateful for it, considering
Jennifer Paige's difficulties in that regard.

He hesitated before placing the first call. A sense of the i mense
i nportance of the nonent wei ghed heavily on him

The savage obliteration of Snowfield s entire population was |ike
not hi ng that had ever happened before. Wthin hours, journalists would
be coning to Santa Mra County by the scores,

by the hundreds, fromall over the world. By norning, the Snowfield
story woul d have pushed all other news off the front pages. CBS, ABC,
and NBC would all be interrupting regularly schedul ed broadcasts for
updates and bul |l etins throughout the duration of the crisis. The nedia
coverage woul d be intense.

Until the world knew whether or not some nmutated germhad a role in the
events here, hundreds of nmillions of people would wait breathlessly,
wondering if their own death notices had been issued in Snowfield. Even
if disease were ruled out, the world's attention wouldn't be diverted
fromSnowfield until the mystery had been explained. The pressure to
find a solution was going to be unbearabl e.

On a personal level, Bryce's own |ife would be forever changed. He was
in charge of the police contingent; therefore, he would be featured in
all the news stories. That prospect appalled him He wasn't the kind
of sheriff who Iiked to grandstand. He preferred to keep a | ow profile.

But he couldn't just walk away from Snowfield now.

He di al ed the energency nunber at his own offices in Santa Mra,

by- passing the switchboard operator. The desk sergeant on duty was
Charlie Mercer, a good man who coul d be counted on to do precisely what
he was told to do.

Charlie answered the phone hal fway through the second ring." Sheriff's
Department." He had a flat, nasal voice.

“"Charlie, this is Bryce Hanuriond."

"Yes, sir. W've been wondering what's happening up there."

Bryce succinctly outlined the situation in Snowfield.

"Good CGod!" Charlie said." Jake's dead, too?"

'.We don't know for sure that he's dead. W can hope not.

Now | isten, Charlie, there are a |lot of things we've got to do in the
next couple of hours, and it would be easier for all of us if we could
mai ntain secrecy until we've established our base here and secured the
perimeters. Containnent, Charlie.

That's the key word. Snowfield has to be sealed off tight, and that'|

be a ot easier to acconplish if we can do it before the newsnmen start
tranping through the mountains. | know | can count on you to keep your



mout h shut, but there are a few of the nen..."

"Don't worry," Charlie said.”" We can hold it close to the vest for a
couple of hours. "All right. First thing | want is twelve nore men.
Two nore on the roadbl ock at the Snowfield turnoff. Ten here with me.
Wherever you can, select single nen without famlies."

"It really | ooks that bad?"

"It really does. And better select men who don't have relatives in
Snowfield. Another thing: They'll have to bring, a couple of days"
worth of drinking water and food. | don't want them consuni ng anyt hi ng
in Snowfield until we know for sure that the stuff is safe here.
"Right."

"Every man should bring his sidearm a riot gun, and tear gas."

" Got it."
"This'l|l |eave you short handed, and it'll get worse when the nedia
peopl e start pouring in. You'll have to call in some of the auxiliary

deputies for directing traffic and crowd control.
Now, Charlie, you know this part of the county pretty well don't you?"
" 1 was born and raised in Pineville."

"That's what | thought. |'ve been |ooking at the county map, and so far
as | can see, there are only two passable routes into Snowfield. First,
there's the highway, which we've already bl ockaded." He sw vel ed on his
chair and stared at the huge, franed map on the wall.

"Then there's an old fire trail that |eads about two-thirds of the way
up the other side of the nmountain. Were the fire trail |eaves off, an
established wilderness trail seems to pick up

It's just a footpath fromthat point, but fromthe way it | ooks on the
map, it cones out snmack-dab at the top of the |ongest ski-run on this
side of the mountain, up here above Snowfield."

"Yeah," Charlie said." |'ve backpacked through that neck of the woods.
It's officially the Od Muunt Geentree Wlderness Trail. O as we
locals used to call it-the Muscle Lininment H ghway."

"We' || have to station a couple of nmen at the bottomof the fire trai

and turn back anyone who tries to cone in that way."
“I't would take one hell of a determined reporter to try it."

"W can't take chances. Are you aware of any other route that isn't on
t he map?"

"Nope," Charlie said." Oherwi se, you' d have to come into Snowfield
strai ght overland, naking your own trail every dammed step of the way.
That is wilderness out there; it's not just a playground for weekend



canpers, by God. No experienced backpacker would try to cone overl and.
That'd be plain stupid."

"Al'l right. Sonething else | need is a phone nunber fromthe files.
Renenmber that |aw enforcenment seminar | went to in Chicago... oh..
about sixteen nmonths ago. One of the speakers was an arny nan.
Copperfield, | think. General Copperfield."

'.Sure," Charlie said. The Arny Medical Corps' CBWD vision."

“That's it."

"I think they call Copperfield s office the Civilian Defense Unit. Hold
on." Charlie was off the line less than a minute.

He cane back with the nunber, read it to Bryce." That's out in Dugway,
Utah. Jesus, do you think this could be sonmething that'd bring those
boys running? that's scary."

"Real scary," Bryce agreed." A couple of other things. | want you to
put a name on the teletype. Tinothy Flyte." Bryce spelled it." No
description. No known address. Find out if he's wanted anywhere. Check
with the FBI, too. Then find out all you can about a M. and Ms.
Harol d Ordnay of San Francisco." He gave Charlie the address that had
been in the Candle glow Inn's guest register.” One nore thing. Wen

t hose new nen cone up here, have them bring some plastic body bags from
t he county norgue."

"How many?"
"To start with... two hundred."
"Uh... two... hundred?"

"W m ght need a great many nore than that before we're through. W
nm ght have to borrow fromother counties. Better check into that. A
| ot of people seemjust to've disappeared, but their bodies nay stil
turn up. There were about five hundred people living here. W could
possi bly need that many body bags."

And nmaybe even nmore than five hundred, Bryce thought.

Because we might need a few bags for ourselves, too.

Al t hough Charlie had |istened attentively when Bryce told himthat the
entire town had been w ped out, and although there was no doubt that he
bel i eved Bryce, he obviously hadn't frilly, enptionally conprehended the
awf ul di mensions of the disaster until he'd heard the request for two
hundred body bags.

An inmage of all those corpses, sealed in opaque plastic, stacked atop
one another in Snowfield s streets-that was what had finally pierced
hi m

"Holy Mother of God,- Charlie Mercer said.

Wi | e Bryce Hammond was on the tel ephone with Charlie Mercer, Frank and



Stu started to dismantle the hul king, police-band radio that stood
agai nst the back wall of the room Bryce had told themto find out what
was wong with the set, for there weren't any visible signs of danage.

The front plate was fastened down by ten tightened screws. Frank worked
them | oose one at a tine.

As usual, Stu wasn't nuch help. He kept glancing around at Dr. Paige,
who was at the other end of the room working with Tal Witman on
anot her project.

"She's sure a sweet piece of neat," Stu said, casing a covetous | ook at
t he doctor and picking his nose at the same tinme.

Frank sai d not hing.

Stu | ooked at what he'd pried out of his nose, inspecting it as if it
were a pearl found in an oyster. He glanced back at the doctor again.”
Look at the way she fills out themjeans. Christ, I'd love to dip ny
wick in that."

Frank stared at the three screws he'd renpved fromthe radi o and counted
to ten, resisting the urge to drive one of the screws straight into
Stu's thick skull." You aren't stupid enough to make a pass at her, |
hope. "

"Way not? That's a hot nunber if ever | did see one."

"You try it, and the sheriff'll kick your ass.”

“Then don't tell him"

"You amaze me, Stu. How can you be thinking about sex right now? Hasn't
it occurred to you that we all mght die here, tonight, maybe even in
the next minute or two?"

"Al'l the nore reason to make a play for her if | get a chance," Wargle
said." | nean, shit, if we're livin" on borrowed tinme, who cares? Wo
wants to die limp? Right? Even the other one's nice."

"The ot her what ?"

"The girl. The kid." Stu said.

"She's only fourteen."

"Sweet stuff.”

"She's a child, Wargle."

"She's plenty old enough.”

"That's sick."

"Wiuldn't you like to have her firmlittle | egs wapped around you,
Frank?"



The screwdriver slipped out of the notch on the head of the screw and
ski dded across the netal cover plate with a stuttering screech

In a voice which was nearly inaudi ble but which neverthel ess froze
Wargle's grin, Frank said, "If | ever hear of you laying one filthy
finger on that girl or on any other young girl,, anywhere, any tinme, |
won't just help press charges against you; |I'Il cone after you. | know
how to go after a man, Wargle. | wasn't just a desk jockey in Nam |
was in the field. And | still know how to handle nyself. | know how to
handl e you.

You hear nme? You believe ne?"

For a nmonment Wargle was unable to speak. He just stared into Frank's
eyes.

Conversations drifted over fromother parts of the big room but none of
the words were clear. Still, it was obvious that no one realized what
was happeni ng at the radio.

wargle finally blinked and |icked his |lips and | ooked down at his shoes
and then | ooked up and put on an aw shucks grin

"Hey, gee, Frank, don't get sore. Don't get so riled up. | didn't nean
it."

"You believe nme?" Frank insisted.

:,Sure, sure. But | tell youl didn't nean nothin'. | was just
shootin' off at the nmouth. Locker roomtalk. You know howit is. You
know | didn't nmean it. Am| sone kind of pervert, for God' s sake? Hey,
cone on, Frank, lighten up. Okay?" Frank stared at hima nmonent | onger
then said, "Let's get this radio dismantled."

Tal Wi tman opened the tall netal gun | ocker.
Jenny Pai ge said, "Good heavens, it's a regular arsenal."

He passed the weapons to her, and she lined themup on a nearby work
tabl e.

The | ocker seened to contain an excessive anount of firepower for a town
like Snowfield. Two high-powered rifles with sniper scopes. Two

sem automati ¢ shotguns. Two nonlethal riot guns, which were specially
nodi fi ed shotguns that fired only soft plastic pellets. Two flare guns.
Two rifles that fired tear gas grenades. Three handguns: a pair of.38s
and a big Smth & Wesson. 357 Maghum

As the lieutenant piled boxes of anmunition on the table, Jenny gave the
Magnum a cl ose inspection." This is a real nmonster, isn't it?"

"Yeah. You could stop a Brahnman bull with that one."
"Looks as if Paul kept everything in first-rate condition."

"You handl e guns |ike you know all about them" the |lieutenant said,
putting nore ammunition on the table.



"Always hated guns. Never thought I'd own one," she said.

"But after |I'd been living up here three nonths, we started having
trouble with a notorcycle gang that decided to set up a sort of sunmer
retreat on sone |and out along the Mount n Road."

"The deanons."
"That's them" Jenny said." Rough-Iooking crowd."
"That's putting it kindly."

"A couple of tinmes, when | was making a house call at night, over to
Mount Lamm or Pineville, | got an unwanted notorcycle escort. They rode
on each side of the car, too close for safety, grinning in the side

wi ndows at ne, shouting at me, waving, being foolish. They didn't
actually try anything, but it sure was..." "Maddening."

"You said it. So | bought a gun, |earned how to shoot it, and got a
permt to carry.”

The |ieutenant began to open the boxes of anmunition.
"Ever have occasion to use it?"
"Well," she said, "I never had to shoot anyone, thank God.

But | did have to showit once. It was just after dark. | was on ny
way to Mount Larson, and the Denpbns gave nme anot her escort, but this
time it was different. Four of them boxed ne in, and they all started
sl owi ng down, forcing ne to slow down, too. Finally, they brought nme to
a conplete stop in the mddle of the road."

"That must've given your heart a good workout."

"Did it ever! One of the Denpbns got off his bike. He was big, nmaybe
six feet three or four, with long curly hair and a beard. He wore a
bandanna around his head. And one gold earring. He |ooked |ike a
pirate."

"Did he have a red and yell ow eye tattooed on the pal mof each hand?"

"Yes! Well, at least on the pal mhe put against the car wi ndow when he
was | ooking in at ne."

The |ieutenant | eaned against the table on which they had placed the
guns." His name's Gene Teer. He's the |eader of the Denmon Chrome. They
don't come much nmeaner. He's been in the slamer two or three tinmes but
never for anything serious and never for long. Wenever it |ooks as if
Jester's going to have to do hard tinme, one of his people takes the
blame for all the charges. He has an incredible hold on his followers.
They' Il do anything he wants; it's alnost as if they worship him Even
after they're in jail, Jeeter takes care of them snuggling noney and
drugs in to them and they stay faithful to him He knows we can't
touch him so he's always infuriatingly polite and hel pful to us,
pretending to be an upstanding citizen; it's a big joke to him Anyway,



Jeeter cane over to your car and | ooked in at you?"

"Yes. He wanted ne to get out, and | wouldn't. He said | should at
| east roll down the wi ndow, so we wouldn't have to shout to hear each

other. | said | didn't mnd shouting a little.

He threatened to smash the window if | didn't roll it down. | knew if |
did, he'd reach right inside and unlock the door, so | figured it was
better to get out of the car willingly. | told himl'd come out if he'd

back off a little. He stepped away fromthe door, and | snatched the
gun fromunder the seat. As soon as | opened the door and got out, he
tried to nove in on ne.

| jamed the nuzzle into his belly. The hamer was pull ed back, fully
cocked; he saw that right away."

"God, | wish I'd seen the | ook on his face!" Lieutenant Witmn said,
gri nni ng.

"I was scared to death," Jenny said, remenbering." | mean, | was scared
of him of course, but, | was also scared | mght have to pull the
trigger. | wasn't even sure | could pull the trigger. But | knew I
couldn't let Jeeter see | had any doubts."

If he'd seen, he'd have eaten you alive."

"That's what | thought. So | was very cold, very firm | told himthat
| was a doctor, that | was on my way to see a very sick patient, and
that | didn't intend to be detained. | kept ny voice low The other
three nen were still on their bikes, and fromwhere they were, they
couldn't see the gun or hear exactly what | was saying. This Jeeter

| ooked like the type who'd rather die than | et anyone see himtake any
orders froma worman, so | didn't want to enbarrass himand naybe make
hi m do somet hing foolish."

The |ieutenant shook his head." You sure had hi m pegged right."
"I also rem nded himthat he mi ght need a doctor sone day.

VWhat if he took a spill off that bike of his and was |ying on the road,
critically injured, and | was the doctor who showed up-after he'd hurt

me and given ne good reason to hurt himin return? | told himthere are
things a doctor can do to conmplicate injuries, to make sure the patient
has a | ong and painful recovery. | asked himto think about that."

Wi t man gaped at her.

She said, "I don't know if that unsettled himor whether it was sinmply
the gun, but he hesitated, then nade a big scene for the benefit of his
three buddies. He told them| was a friend of a friend. He said he'd
net me once, years ago, but hadn't recognized nme at first. | was to be
gi ven every courtesy the Denmon Chrone could extend. No one would ever
bot her ne, he said. Then he clinbed back on his Harley and rode away,
and the other three followed him"

"And you just went on to Munt Larson?"



"What else? | still had a patient to see."
"Incredible.”

"I will admt, though, | had the sweats and the shakes all the way to
Mount Larson."

"And no bi ker has ever bothered you since?"

“I'n fact, when they pass ne on the roads around here, they all smle and
wave. "

VWi t man | aughed.

Jenny said, "So there's the answer to your question: Yes, | know howto
use a gun, but | hope | never have to shoot anyone."

She | ooked at the.357 Magnumin her hand, scow ed, opened a box of
amruni ti on, and began to |oad the revol ver.

The lieutenant took a couple of shells fromanother carton and | oaded a
shot gun.

They were silent for a noment, and then he said, "Wuld you have done
what you told Gene Teer?"

" What ? Shoot hi n®"

"No. | mean, if he'd hurt you, maybe raped you, and then if you'd |ater
had a chance to treat himas a patient... would you have... ?"

Jenny finished | oading the Magnum clicked the cylinder into place, and

put the gun down." Well, I'd be tenpted. But
on the other hand, | have enornous respect for the Hi ppocratic Cath. So
well... | suppose this neans |I'mjust a winp at heart-but |1'd give

Jeeter the best nmedical care | could.”
"I knew you'd say that."

"I talk tough, but I'mjust a nmarshnall ow inside."

"Li ke hell," he said." Me way you stood up to himtook about as nuch
t oughness as anybody has. But if he'd hurt you, and if you'd |later
abused your trust as a doctor just to get even with him.. well, that

woul d be different."”

Jenny | ooked up fromthe.38 that she'd just taken fromthe array of
weapons on the table, and she nmet the black man's eyes. They were
cl ear, probing eyes.

"Dr. Paige, you have what we call 'the right stuff." If you want, you
can call neTal Most people do. It's short for Talbert.",
"Al'l right, Tal. And you can call nme Jenny."

"Well, | don't know about that."



"Ch? Wy not?"

"You're a doctor and all. M Aunt Becky-she's the one who raised
nme- al ways had great respect for doctors. It just seens funny to be
calling a doctor by his... by her first nane."

"Doctors are people too, you know. And considering that we're all in

sort of a pressure cooker here-"

"Just the sane," he said, shaking his head.

“If it bothers you, then call ne what nobst of ny patients call nme."
"What's that?"

"Just plain Doc."

"Doc?" He thought about it, and a slow smile spread over his face." Doc.
It nakes you think of one of those grizzled, cantankerous old coots that
Barry Fitzgerald used to play in the novies, way back in the thirties
and forties."

"Sorry I'"mnot grizzled."

"That's okay. You're not an old coot, either."

She | aughed softly.

" like the irony of it," Witnman said." Doc. Yeah, and when | think of
you janming that revolver in Gene Teer's belly, it fits."

They | oaded two nore guns.

"Tal, why all these weapons for a little substation in a town |ike
Snowfi el d?"

"I'f you want to get state and federal matching funds for the county |aw
enf orcenent budget, you've got to neet their requirements for all sorts
of ridiculous things. One of the specifications is for mninmal arsenals
in substations like this.

Now... well... maybe we should be glad we've got all this hardware."
"Except so far we haven't seen anything to shoot at."

"I suspect we will," Tal said.” And I'll tell you sonething."

"What' s that?"

Hi s broad, dark, handsone face could | ook unsettlingly."” | don't

think you'll have to worry about having to shoot other people. Sonehow,
| don't believe it's people we have to worry about."

Bryce dialed the private, unlisted nunber at the governor's residence in

Sacranmento. He talked to a naid who insisted the governor couldn't cone
to the phone, not even to take a |life and-death call froman old friend.



She wanted Bryce to | eave a nessage. Then he talked to the chief of the
househol d staff, who also wanted himto | eave a nessage. Then, after
bei ng put on hold, he talked to Gary Poe, Governor Jack Retlock's chi ef
political aide and advisor

"Bryce," Gary said." Jack just can't conme to the phone right now.
There's an inportant dinner underway here. The Japanese trade m nister
and the consul general from San Francisco."

" ary_ 1y

"We're trying dammed hard to get that new Japanese- Anerican el ectronics
plant for California, and we're afraid it's going to go to Texas or
Arizona or maybe even New York. Jesus, New York!"

n &r yll

"Why woul d they even consider New York, with all the |abor problens and
the tax rates what they are back there?

Sormeti nes | think"
"Gary, shut up."
" Huh?"

Bryce never snapped at anyone. Even Gary Poe-who could talk faster and
| ouder than a carnival barker- was shocked into silence.

"Gary, this is an emergency. Get Jack for ne."
Soundi ng hurt, Poe said, "Bryce, |'mauthorized to"

"I"'ve got a hell of alot to do in the next hour or two, Gary.

If I live long enough to do it, that is. | can't spend fifteen mnutes
laying this whole thing out for you and then another fifteen laying it
out again for Jack. Listen, I'min Snowfield.

It appears as if everyone who lived here is dead, Gary."
"VWhat ?"

"Five hundred people."

:"Bryce, if this is sonme sort of joke or"

"Five hundred dead. And that's the least of it. NowwlIl you for
Christ's sake get Jack?"

" But Bryce, five hundred"
"Get Jack, damm it!"

Poe hesitated, then said, "Od buddy, this better be the straight shit
" He dropped the phone and went for the governor



Bryce had known Jack Retl ock for seventeen years. Wen he joined the
Los Angel es police, he had been assigned to lack for his rookie year. At
that time, Jack was a seven-year veteran of the force, a seasoned hand.
I ndeed, Jack had seenmed so streetw se that Bryce had despaired

of ever being even half as good at the job. In a year, however, he was
better.

They voted to stay together, partners. But eighteen nonths later, fed
up with a legal systemthat regularly turned | oose the punks he worked
so hard to inprison, Jack quit police work and went into politics. As a
cop, he'd collected a fistful of citations for bravery. He parlayed his
hero inmage into a seat on the L AL city council, then ran for mayor,
winning in a landslide. Fromthere, he'd junped into the governor's
chair.

It was a far nore inpressive career than Bryce's own halting progress to
the sheriff's post in Santa Mra, but Jack always was the nore
aggressive of the two.

"Doody? |Is that you?" Jack asked, picking up the phone in Sacranento.
Doody was his nicknanme for Bryce. He'd always said that Bryce's sandy
hair, freckles, whol esone face, and narionette eyes nade himl ook |ike
Howdy Doody.

“It's ne, Jack."

"Gary's raving sone |lunatic nonsense"

"I't's true," Bryce said.
He told Jack all about Snowfi el d.

After listening to the entire story, Jack took a deep breath and said,
"I wish you were a drinking nan, Doody."

"This isn't booze tal king, Jack. Listen, the first thing | want
is
"Nat i onal Cuard?"

"No!" Bryce said." That's exactly what | want to avoid as long as we
have any choice."

"I'f I don't use the Guard and every agency at ny disposal, and then if

it later turns out | should' ve sent themin first thing, ny ass will be
grass, and there'll be a herd of hungry cows all around ne."
"Jack, |I'mcounting on you to nake the right decisions, not just the

right political decisions. Until we know nore about the situation, we
don't want hordes of Guardsmen tranping around up here. They're great
for helping out in a flood, a postal strike, that sort of thing. But
they're not full-tine nilitary men. They're salesnen and attorneys and
carpenters and schoolteachers. This calls for a tightly controlled,
efficient little police action, and that sort of thing can be conducted
only by real cops, full-tinme cops."



"And if your nmen can't handle it?"
"Then I'Il be the first to yell for the Guard."
Finally Retlock said, "Ckay. No Guardsnen. For now. "

Bryce sighed." And | want to keep the State Health Departnent out of
here, too."

"Doody, be reasonable. How can | do that? |If there's any chance that a
cont agi ous di sease has w ped out Snowfiel dor some kind of environnenta
poi soni ng-"

"Listen, Jack, Health does a fine job when it comes to tracking down and
controlling vectors for outbreaks of plague or nmass food poisoning or
wat er contani nation. But essentially, they're bureaucrats; they nove

slowy. W can't afford to move slowy on this. | have the gut feeling
that we're living strictly on borrowed time. Al hell could break | oose
at any tine; in fact, I'll be surprised if it doesn't. Besides, the

Heal t h Departnent doesn't have the equipnent to handle it, and they
don't have a contingency plan to cover the death of an entire town. But
t here's someone who does, Jack. The Arnmy Medical Corps' CBWDi vision
has a relatively new programthey call the Cvilian Defense Unit."

"CBWDi vi sion?" Retlock asked. There was a new tension in his voice."
You don't nean the chenical and bi ol ogi cal warfare boys?"

"Yes.

“Christ, you don't think it has anything to do with nerve gas or germ
war "

"Probably not," Bryce said, thinking of the Liebermanns' severed heads,
of the creepy feeling that had overcone himinside the covered
passageway, of the incredi ble suddenness with which Jake Johnson had
vani shed." But | don't know enough about it to rule out CBWor anything
el se. ™

A hard edge of anger had crystallized in the governor's voice." If the
dammed arny has been careless with one of its fucking doonsday viruses,
' mgoing to have their heads!"

"Easy, Jack. Maybe it's not an accident. Maybe it's the work of
terrorists who got their hands on a supply of sone CBWagent. O naybe
it's the Russians running a little test of our CBWanal ysis and defense
system It was to handle those kinds of situations that the Arny

Medi cal Corps instructed its CBWDivision to create Genera
Copperfield s office."

" Who's Copperfield?"

"Ceneral Galen Copperfield. He's the Commandi ng officer of the Gvilian
Def ense Unit of the CBWDivision. This is precisely the kind of
situation they want to be notified about.

Wthin hours, Copperfield can put a teamof well-&" scientists into



Snowfield. First-rate biologists, virologists, bacteriol ogists,

pat hol ogists with training in the very | atest forensic nedicine, at
| east one i mmunol ogi st and bi ochem st, a neurol ogi st-and even a
neur opsychol ogi st. Copperfield s departnment has desi gned el aborate
nobile field | aboratories.

They' ve got them garaged at depots all over the country, so there nust
be one relatively close to us. Hold off the State Health gang, Jack
They don't have people of the caliber that Copperfield can provide, and
they don't have state-of-the-art diagnostic equi pnent as nobile as
Copperfield's. | want to call the general; | amgoing to call him in
fact, but 1'd prefer to have your agreement and your guarantee that
state bureaucrats won't be tranping around here, interfering.”

After a brief hesitation, Jack Redock said, "Doody, what kind of world
have we let it becone when things |ike Copperfield s departnent are even
necessary?"

"You'll hold off Health?"

Yes. \What el se do you need?"

Bryce gl anced down at the list in front of him" You could approach the
t el ephone conpany about pulling the Snowfield circuits off automatic
switching. Wen the world finds out what's happened up here, every
phone in town will be ringing off the hook, and we won't be able to

mai ntai n essential communications. |If they could route all calls to and
from Snowfield through a few special operators and weed out the crank
stuff and"

"Il handle it," Jack said.

"Of course, we could | ose the phones at any tine. Dr. Paige had
trouble getting a call out when she first tried, so I'll need a
shortwave set. The one here at the substation seenms to've been
sabot aged. "

"I can get you a nobile shortwave unit, a van that has its own gasoline
generator. The O fice of Earthquake Preparedness has a couple. Anything
el se?"

"Speaki ng of generators, it'd be nice if we didn't have to depend on the
public power supply. Evidently, our enemy here can tanper with it at
will. Could you get two big generators for us?"

"Can do. Anything el se?"

“I'f I think of anything, | won't hesitate to ask."

"Let me tell you, Bryce, as a friend, | hate like hell to see you in the
mddle of this one. But as a governor, |I'mdamed glad it fell in your
jurisdiction, whatever the hell it is. There are sone prize asshol es

out there who'd already have screwed it up if it'd fallen in their |aps.
By now, if it was a disease, they'd have spread it to half the state. W
sure can use you up there." "Thanks, Jack

They were both silent for a nonment.



Then Retl ock said, "Doody?"
"Yeah, Jack?"
"Watch out for yourself."

"I will, Jack," Bryce said." Well, I've got to get on to Copperfield.
"1l call you later."

The governor said, "Please do that, Bryce. Call ne later

Don't you vani sh, old buddy."

Bryce put down the phone and | ooked around the substation.

Stu Wargle and Frank were renoving the front access plate fromthe
radio. Tal and Dr. Paige were |oading guns. Gordy Brogan and young
Li sa Pai ge, the biggest and the smallest of the group, were nmaking

coffee and putting food on one of the worktables.

Even in the mdst of disaster, Bryce thought, even here in the Twilight
Zone, we have to have our coffee and supper.

Li fe goes on.

He picked up the receiver to call Copperfield s nunmber out at Dugway,
Ut ah.

There was no dial tone. He jiggled the disconnect button
"Hell o," he said.
Not hi ng.

Bryce sensed soneone or sonething listening. He could feel the
presence, just as Dr. Paige had described it.

" Who is this?" he asked.
He didn't really expect an answer, but he got one. It wasn't a voice.
It was a peculiar yet fanmliar sound: the cry of birds, perhaps gulls;

yes, sea gulls shrieking high above a w ndswept shoreline.

It changed. It becane a clattering sound. A rattle. Like beans in a
hol | ow gourd. The wanting sound of a rattl esnake.

Yes, no doubt about it. The very distinct sound of a rattl esnake.

And then it changed again. Electronic buzzing. No, not electronic.
Bees. Bees buzzing, swarm

And now the cry of gulls once nore.
And the call of another bird, a trilling nusical voice.

And panting. Like a tired dog.



And snarling. Not a dog. Sonething |arger
And the hissing and spitting of fighting cats.

Al t hough there was not hing especially nenaci ng about the sounds
t hensel ves- except, perhaps, for the rattlesnake and the snarling-Bryce
was chilled by them

The ani mal noi ses ceased.
Bryce waited, listened, said, "W is this?"

No answer.

What do you want ?"

Anot her sound cane over the wire, and it pierced Bryce as if it were a
dagger of ice. Screanms. Men and wonen and children. NMre than a few
of them Dozens, scores. Not stage screans; not make-believe terror
They were the stark, shocking cries of the dammed: of agony, fear and
soul -scaring despair.

Bryce felt sick
Hi s heart raced.
It seened to himthat he had an open line to the bowels of Hell

Were these the cries of Snowfield s dead, captured on a recording tape? By
whon? Why? Is it live or is it Menorex?

One final scream A child. Alittle girl. She cried out in terror
then in pain, then in unimgi nable suffering, as if she were being torn
apart. Her voice rose, spiraled up and up. Silence.

The silence was even worse than the scream ng because the unnaneabl e
presence was still on the Iine, and Bryce could feel it nore strongly
now. He was stricken by an awareness of pure, unrelenting evil.

It was there.

He quickly put down the phone.

He was shaki ng. He had not been in any danger-yet he was shaki ng.

He | ooked around the bull pen. The others were still busy with the
tasks he had assigned to them Apparently, no one had noticed that his
nost recent session on the phone had been far different fromthose that
had gone before it.

Sweat trickled down the back of his neck

Eventual ly, he would have to tell the others what had happened. But not
right now. Because right now he couldn't trust his voice. They would

surely hear the nervous flutter, and they would know that this strange
experi ence had badly shaken him



Until reinforcements arrived, until their foothold in Snowfield was nore
firmy established, until they all felt less afraid, it wasn't wise to
et the others see him shaking w th dread.

They | ooked to himfor |eadership, after all; he didn't intend to
di sappoi nt them

He took a deep, cleansing breath.
He picked up the receiver and inmediately got a dial tone.

I mrensely relieved, he called the CBWCivilian Defense Unit in Dugway,
Ut ah.

Lisa |i ked Gordy Brogan

At first he had seened nmenaci ng and sullen. He was such a big nan, and
hi s hands were so enornous they made you think of the Frankenstein
nonster. His face was rather handsone, actually, but when he frowned,
even if he wasn't angry, even if he was just worrying about sonething or
t hi nking especially hard, his brows knitted together in a fierce way,
and his bl ack-bl ack eyes grew even bl acker than usual, and he | ooked

i ke doomitself.

A snile transforned him It was the npbst astonishing thing.

VWhen Gordy smiled, you knew right away that you were seeing the "al

CGordy Brogan. You knew that the other Gordy-the one you thought you saw
when he frowned or when his face was in repose- was purely a fignment of
your imagination. His warm w de snmle drew your attention to the

ki ndness shining in his eyes, the gentleness in his broad brow.

VWen you got to know him he was like a big puppy, eager to be liked. He
was one of those rare adults who could talk to a kid w thout being

sel f-consci ous or condescendi ng or patronizing. He was even better in
that regard than Jenny. And even under the current circunstances, he
coul d | augh.

As they put the food on the table-lunch neat, bread, cheese, fresh
fruit, doughnuts-and brewed coffee, Lisa said, "You just don't seemlike
a coptone."

:"Ch?" Cordy said.” What's a cop supposed to seem like?" "Wwoops. Did
say the wong thing? 1Is 'cop' an offensive word?"

“In some quarters, it is. Like in prisons, for instance."

She was amazed that she still could | augh after everything that had
happened this evening. She said, "Seriously. Wat do officers of the
| aw prefer to be called? Policenmen?"

"It doesn't matter. |'ma deputy, policeman, cop-whatever you like.
Except you think | don't really |look the part."

"Ch, you look the part all right," Lisa said." Especially when you
scow . But you don't seemlike a cop."



:"What do | seemlike to you?"

"Let me think." She took an immediate interest in this game, for it
diverted her mind fromthe nightmare around her." Maybe you seem | i ke
a young minister."

" VB2
"Well, in the pulpit, you' d be just fantastic delivering a

fire and-brinstone sernobn. And | can see you sitting in a parsonage, an
encouraging smle on your face, listening to people's problens."

"Me, a mnister," he said, clearly astonished.” Wth that inagination of
yours, you should be a witer when you grow up."

.1 think I should be a doctor |ike Jenny. A doctor can do so much
good. " She paused." You know why you don't seemlike a cop? It's
because | can't picture you using that." She pointed at his revolver." |
can't picture you shooting soneone.

Not even if he deserved it."

She was startled by the expression that came over CGordy Brogan's face.
He was vi si bly shocked.

Bef ore she could ask what was wong, the lights flickered.
She | ooked up.
The lights flickered again. And again.

She gl anced at the front wi ndows. Qutside, the streetlights were
bl i nki ng, too.

No, she thought. No, please, God, not again. Don't throw us into
dar kness again; pl ease, please!

The lights went out.
Chapter 15
The Thing at the W ndow

Bryce Hammond had spoken to the night-duty officer manning the energency
line at the CBWCivilian Defense Unit at Dugway, Utah. He hadn't needed
to say much before he'd been patched through to General Gal en
Copperfield s home numnber.

Copperfield had listened, but he hadn't said much. Bryce wanted to know
whet her it seenmed at all likely that a chemical or biological agent had
caused Snowfield' s agony and obliteration

Copperfield said, "Yes." But that was all he would say. He warned Bryce
that they were speaking on an unsecured tel ephone |ine, and he made
vague but stern references to classified information and security

cl earances. Wen he'd heard all of the essentials but only a few



details, he cut Bryce off rather curtly and suggested they discuss the
rest of it when they net face to face." |'ve heard enough to be

convi nced that ny organi zati on should be involved." He promised to send
a field lab and a team of investigators into Snowfield by dawn or
shortly thereafter.

Bryce was putting down the receiver when the lights flickered, dinmed,
flickered, wavered-and went out.

He funbled for the flashlight on the desk in front of him found it, and
switched it on.

Upon returning to the substation a while ago, they had | ocated two
addi ti onal, |ong-handled police flashlights. Gordy had taken one; Dr.
Pai ge had taken the other. Now, both of those lights flicked on

si mul taneously, carving long bright wounds in the darkness.

They had di scussed a plan of action, a routine to followif the lights
went off again. Now, as planned, everyone nmoved to the center of the
room away fromthe doors and wi ndows, and clustered together in a
circle, facing outward, their backs turned to one another, reducing
their vulnerability.

No one said much of anything. They were all listening intently.

Li sa Paige stood to the |l eft of Bryce, her slender shoul ders hunched,
her head tucked down.

Tal Whitman stood at Bryce's right. Hi s teeth were bared in a silent
snarl as he studi ed the darkness beyond the sweepi ng scythe of the
flashlight beam

Tal and Bryce were hol di ng revol vers.

The three of them faced the rear half of the room while the other
four-Dr. Paige, Gordy, Frank, and Stu-faced the front.

Bryce played the beam of his flashlight over everything, for even the
shadowy outlines of the nobst mundane objects suddenly seemned
threatening. But nothing hid or noved anpbng the faniliar pieces of
furniture and equi pnent.

Si | ence.

Set in the back wall, toward the right-hand corner of the room were two
doors. One led to the corridor that served the three holding cells.
They had searched that part of the building earlier; the cells, the
interrogation room and the two bat hroons that occupied that half of the
ground fl oor were all deserted.

The other door led to stairs that went up to the deputy's apartnment;
t hose roons, too, were unoccupied. Nevertheless, Bryce repeatedly
brought the beam of |ight back to the half-open doors; he was uneasy
about them

In the darkness, sonething thunped softly.



"What was that?" Wargl e asked.

"It came fromover this way," Gordy said.
"No, fromover this way," Lisa Paige said.
"Quiet!" Bryce said sharply.

Thunp. .. thunmp-thunp.

It was the sound of a padded bl ow. Like a dropped pillow striking the
floor.

Bryce swept his light rapidly back and forth.

Tal tracked the beamwi th his revol ver.

Bryce thought: What do we do if the lights are out for the rest of the
ni ght? Wat do we do when the flashlight batteries finally go dead?
What happens then?

He had not been afraid of darkness since he'd been a small child. Now
he remenbered what it was |ike.

Thunp-thunp... thuntp... thunp-thunp.

Louder. But not closer

Thunp!

"The wi ndows!" Frank said.

Bryce swung around, probing with his flashlight.

Three bright beans found the front wi ndows at the sane tine,
transformng the nullioned squares of glass into mrrors that hid
what ever | ay beyond them

"Turn your lights toward the floor or ceiling," Bryce said.

One beam swung up, two down.

The backspl ash of light reveal ed the wi ndows, but it didn't turn them
into reflective silver surfaces.

Thunp!

Sonet hi ng struck a window, rattled a | oose pane, and rebounded into the
night. Bryce had an inpression of w ngs.

"What was it?"
" -bird"
"not a bird of any kind | ever"

' sonet hi ng"



"awful "

It returned, battering itself against the glass with greater
determ nati on than before: Thunp-thunp-thunp-thunp-thunp!

Li sa screaned.
Frank Autry gasped, and Stu Wargle said, "Holy shit!"
Cordy made a strangl ed, wordl ess sound.

Staring at the wi ndow, Bryce felt as if he had |urched through the
curtain of reality, into a place of nightmare and ill usion

Wth the streetlanps extingui shed, Skyline Road was dark except for the

| um nous noonfall; however, the thing at the wi ndow was vaguely
i llum nated.
Even vague illum nation of that fluttering nmonstrosity was too much.

What Bryce saw on the other side of the glass what he thought he saw in
t he kal ei doscopic multiplicity of light, shadow, and shinmering

nmoonl i ght - was somet hing out of a fever dream It had a three- or
four-foot w ngspan. An insectoid head. Short, quivering antennae.
Smal |, pointed, and ceasel essly working mandi bl es. A segnmented body.

The body was suspended between the pale gray wi ngs and was approxi mately
the size and shape of two footballs placed end to end; it, too, was
gray, the sane shade as the wi ngs-a noldy, sickly gray-and fuzzy and

noi st -1 ooki ng. Bryce glinpsed eyes, as well: huge, ink-Dblack

nmul ti faceted, protuberant |enses that caught the light, refracting and
reflecting it, gleam ng darkly and hungrily.

I f he was seeing what he thought he was seeing, the thing at the w ndow
was about as |arge as an eagle. Which was madness.

It bashed itself against the windows with new fury, in a frenzy now, its
pal e wi ngs beating so fast that it becane a blur

It noved al ong the dark panes, repeatedly rebounding into the night,
then returning, trying feverishly to crash through the w ndow.
Thunpt huni pt hunpt hunp. But it didn't have the strength to smash its way
inside. Furthernmore, it didn't have a carapace; its body was entirely
soft, and in spite of its incredible size and forni dabl e appearance, it
was i ncapabl e of cracking the gl ass.

Thunpt hunpt hunp.

Then it was gone.

The Iights canme on.

It's like a dammed stage play, Bryce thought.

VWhen they realized that the thing at the wi ndow wasn't going to return,
they all noved, by unspoken consent, to the front of the room They

went through the gate in the railing, into the public area, to the
wi ndows, gazing out in stunned silence.



Skyl i ne Road was unchanged.
The ni ght was enpty.
Not hi ng noved.

Bryce sat down in the caging chair at Paul Henderson's desk. The others
gat hered ar ound.

"So," Bryce said.

"So," Tal said.

guy | ooked at one another. They fidgeted.
"Any ideas?" Bryce asked.

No one said anyt hing.

"Any theories about what it night have been?"

"Gross," Lisa said, and shuddered.
"It was that, all right," Dr. Paige said, putting a conforting hand on
her younger sister's shoul der

Bryce was i nmpressed with the doctor's enotional strength and resiliency.
She seened to be taking every shock that Snowfield threw at her. |ndeed,
she seenmed to be holding up better than his own nen. Hers were the only
eyes that didn't slide away when he nmet themy she returned his stare
forthrightly.

This, he thought, is a special woman.

"I npossible," Frank Autry said." That's what it was. Just plain
i mpossi ble."

"Hell, what's the matter with you peopl e?" Wargl e asked.

He screwed up his neaty face." It was only a bird. That's all it was
out there. Just a goddamed bird."

" Like hell it was," Frank said.

"Just a lousy bird," Wargle insisted. Wen the others disagreed, he
said, "The bad light and all them shadows out there sort of give you a
fal se impression. You didn't see what you all think you seen."

"And what do you think we saw?" Tal asked him

Wargl e's face becane fl ushed.

"Did we see the same thing you saw, the thing you don't want to

bel i eve?" Tal pressed.”" A noth? Did you see one goddamed big, ugly
i mpossi bl e not h?"



Wargl e | ooked down at his shoes." | seen a bird. Just a bird."

Bryce realized that Wargle was so utterly lacking in imagination that
the man coul dn't enconpass the possibility of the inpossible, not even
when he had witnessed it with his own eyes.

"Where did it cone fronP" Bryce asked

No one had any i deas.

"What did it want?" he asked.

"It wanted us," Lisa said.
Everyone seened to agree with that assessnent.

"But the thing at the wi ndow wasn't what got Jake," Frank said." It was
weak, lightweight. It couldn't carry off a grown nan."

"Then what got Jake?" Gordy asked.

"Sonet hi ng bigger," Frank said." Sonething a whole |ot stronger and
nmeaner . "

Bryce decided that, after all, the time had conme to tell them about the
t hi ngs he had heard-and sensed-on the tel ephone, between his calls to
CGovernor Reflock and General Copperfield: the silent presence; the
forlorn cries of sea gulls; the warning sound of a rattl esnake; worst of
all, the agonizing and despairing screans of men, wonen, and children
He hadn't intended to mention any of that until nmorning, until the
arrival of daylight and reinforcenents. But they might spot sonething

i nportant that he had m ssed, sone scrap, sone clue that would be of
hel p. Besides, now that they had all seen the thing at the w ndow, the
phone incident was, by conparison, no | onger very shocki ng.

The others listened to Bryce, and this new infornmati on had a negative
effect on their deneanor.

"What kind of degenerate would tape-record the screanms of his victins?"
Cordy asked.

Tal Wi tman shook his head." It could be sonething el se.

It could be that..

"Yes?"

"Well, maybe none of you wants to hear this right now. "
"Since you've started it, finish it," Bryce insisted
"Well," Tal said, "what if it wasn't a recordi ng you heard?

I mean, we know peopl e have di sappeared from Snowfield. |In fact as far
as we've seen, nore have vani shed than di ed.

So... what if the missing are being held somewhere? As hostages? Maybe



the screans were com ng from people who were still alive, who were being
tortured and maybe killed right then, right then while you were on the
phone, listening."

Renenbering those terrible screans, Bryce felt his marrow sl owy
freezing.

"Whether it was tape-recorded or not," Frank Autry said, "it's probably
a mstake to think in terns of hostages."”

"Yes," Dr. Paige said." If M. Autry neans that we've got to be
careful not to narrow our thinking to conventional situations, then |
whol eheartedly agree. This just doesn't feel like a hostage drams.

Sonet hi ng dammed peculiar i s happening here, something that no one's
ever encountered before, so let's not start backsliding just because
we'd be nore confortable with cozy, famliar explanations. Besides, if
we're dealing with terrorists, how does that fit with the thing we saw
at the window? It doesn't."

Bryce nodded." You're right. But | don't believe Tal neant

t hat people were being held for conventional notives."

"No, no," Tal said." It doesn't have to be terrorists or kidnappers.
Even if people are being held hostage, that doesn't necessarily mean
ot her people are holding them [|I'meven willing to consider that

they're being held by sonething that isn't hunan. How s that for
remai ni ng open-m nded? Maybe it is holding them the it that none of us
can define. Maybe it's holding themjust to prolong the pleasure it
takes fromsnuffing the life out of them Maybe it's holding themjust
to tease us with their screans, the way it teased Bryce on the phone.
Hell, if we're dealing with sonmething truly extraordinary, truly
unhuman, its reasons for holding hostages-if it is holding any-are bound
to be inconprehensible."

"Christ, you're talking like lunatics," Wargle said.
Everyone ignored him

They had stepped through the | ooking glass. The inpossible was
possi bl e. The eneny was the unknown.

Li sa Paige cleared her throat. Her face was pasty. |In a barely audible
voi ce, she said, "Maybe it spun a web somewhere, down in a dark place,
inacellar or a cave, and maybe it tied all the m ssing people into its
web, sealed themup in cocoons, alive. Maybe it's just saving them
until it gets hungry again."

I f absolutely nothing | ay beyond the real mof possibility, if even the
nost outrageous theories could be true, then perhaps the girl was right,
Bryce thought. Perhaps there was an enornous web vibrating softly in
sone dark place, hung with a hundred or two hundred or even nore man-
and worman- and chil d-size tidbits, wapped in individual packages for
freshness and conveni ence. Sonewhere in Snowfield, were there |iving
human bei ngs who had been reduced to the awful equival ent of

foil -wapped Pop Tarts, waiting only to provide nourishment for sone
brutal, uninmaginably evil, darkly intelligent, other dinensional horror



No. R dicul ous.
On the other hand: maybe.
Jesus.

Bryce crouched in front of the shortwave radio and squinted at its
mangl ed guts. Circuit boards had been snapped. Several parts appeared
to have been crushed in a vice or hamered flat.

Frank said, "They had to take off the cover plate to get at all this
stuff, just the way we did."

"So after they smashed the crap out of it," Wargle said, "why'd they
bother to put the plate back on?"

"And why go to all that trouble to begin w th?" Frank wondered." They
coul d've put the radio out of comm ssion just by ripping the cord
| oose. "

Li sa and Gordy appeared as Bryce was turning away fromthe radio. The
girl said, "Food and coffee's ready if anyone wants anything."

"I"'mstarved," Wargle said, licking his lips.

"We should all eat sonething, even if we don't feel like it," Bryce
sai d.

"Sheriff," CGordy said, "Lisa and | have been wondering about the
animal s, the pets. Wat nade us think about it was when you said you
heard dog and cat sounds over the phone.

Sir, what's happened to all the pets?"

"Nobody' s seen a dog or cat," Lisa said." O heard barking."
Thi nking of the silent streets, Bryce frowned and said, "You're right.
It's strange."

"Jenny says there were sone pretty big dogs in town. A few German
shepherds. One Doberman that she knows of. Even a Great Dane. Wul dn't
you think they'd have fought back?

Woul dn't you think sone of the dogs woul d' ve gotten away?"
the girl asked.

"Ckay," Cordy said quickly, anticipating Bryce's response,."so maybe it
was bi g enough to overwhel man ordinary, angry dog. GCkay, so we al so
know that bullets didn't stop it, which says that maybe-nothing can
It's apparently big, and it's strong.

But, sir, big and strong don't necessarily count for much with a cat.
Cats are greased lightning. |It'd take sonething real damed sneaky to
slip up on every cat in town."



"Real sneaky and real fast," Lisa said.

"Yeah," Bryce said uneasily." Real fast."

Jenny had just begun eating a sandwi ch when Sheriff Hammond sat down in
a chair beside the desk, balancing his plate on his lap." Mnd sone
company?"

“"Not at all."

"Tal Whitman's been telling ne you're the scourge of our |oca
not orcycl e gang. "

She smiled." Tal's exaggerating."

"That man doesn't know how to exaggerate," the sheriff said." Let ne

tell you sonething about him Sixteen nmonths ago, | was away for three
days at a |l aw enforcenment conference in Chicago, and when | got back
Tal was the first person | saw. | asked himif anything special had

happened while |I'd been gone, and he said it was just the usual business
with drunk drivers, bar fights, a couple of burglaries, various CITS"

"What's a ClI T?", Jenny asked.

"Ch, it's just a cat-in-tree report."

"Policenen don't really rescue cats, do they?"

"Do you think we're heartless?" he asked, feigning shock
"Cl Ts? Conme on now."

He grinned. He had a marvel ous grin." Once every couple of nobnths, we
do have to get a cat out of a tree. But a CIT doesn't mean just cats in
trees. It's our shorthand for any kind of nuisance call that takes us
away from nore inportant work."

n Ah. n

"So anyway, when | cane back from Chicago that tine, Tal told ne it'd
been a pretty ordinary three days. And then, alnost as an afterthought,
he said there'd been an attenpted robbery at a 7-El even. Tal had been a
customer, out of uniform when it went down. But even off duty, a cop's
required to carry his gun, and Tal had a revolver in an ankle hol ster

He told nme one of the punks had been arned; he said he'd been forced to
kill him and he said | wasn't to worry about whether it was a justified
shooting or not. He said it was as justified as they cone. Wen | got
concerned about him he said, "Bryce. It was really just a cakewal k."
Later, | found out the two punks had intended to shoot everyone.

I nstead, Tal shot the gunman al though not before he was shot hinself.
The punk put a bullet through Tal's left arm and just about a split
second after that, Tal killed him Tal's wound wasn't serious, but it
bled Iike hell, and it nust've hurt something awful. O course,

hadn't seen the bandage because it was under the shirt-sleeve, and Ta
hadn't bothered to nention it. So anyway, there's Tal in the 7-El even
bl eeding all over the place, and he discovers he's out of amb. The
second punk, who grabbed the gun the first one dropped, is also out of



amo, and he decides to run. Tal goes after him and they have
t hensel ves a knock-down-drag out fight fromone end of that little
grocery store to the other

The guy was two inches taller and twenty pounds heavier than Tal, and he
wasn't wounded. But you know what the backup officer told ne they found
when they arrived? They said Tal was sitting up on the counter by the
cash register, his shirt off, sipping a conplinentary cup of coffee,
while the clerk tried to stanch the flow of blood. One suspect was
dead. The other one was unconscious, sprawed in a sticky ness of

Host ess Twi nkl es and Fudge Fantasi es and coconut cupcakes. Seens they'd
knocked over a rack of |unchbox cakes right in the mddle of the fight.
About a hundred packages of snack stuff spilled onto the floor, and Ta
and this other guy stepped all over themwhile they were grappling. Most
of the packages broke open. There was icing and crunbl ed cookies and
smashed Twi nkles all over one aisle. Staggered footprints were pressed
right into the garbage, so that you could follow the progress of the
battle just by looking at the sticky trail."

The sheriff finished his story and | ooked at Jenny expectantly.
"Ch! Yes, he told you it'd been an easy arrest-just a cakewal k."
"Yeah. A cakewal k." The sheriff | aughed.

Jenny gl anced at Tal Whitman, who was across the room eating a
sandwi ch, talking to Oficer Brogan and to Lisa.

"So you see," the sheriff said, "when Tal tells me you' re the scourge of
the Denon Chrone, | know he's not exaggerating. Exaggeration just isn't
his style."

Jenny shook her head, inpressed.” When | told Tal about ny little
encounter with this man he calls Gene Teer, he acted as if he thought it
was one of the bravest things anyone had ever done. Conpared to that

' cakewal k' of his, my story nust've seenmed |like a dispute on a

ki ndergarten playground. "

"No, no," Hanmmond said." Tal wasn't just hunoring you.

He really does think you did a damed brave thing. So do |

Jeeter's a snake, Dr. Paige. Poisonous variety."

:"You can call me Jenny if you like."

"Well, Jenny-if-you-like, you can call ne Bryce."

He had the bluest eyes she had ever seen. His smile was defined as much
by those |umi nous eyes as it was by the curve of his nouth.

As they ate, they tal ked about inconsequential things, as if this were
an ordi nary evening. He possessed an inpressive ability to put people
at ease regardl ess of the circunstances.

He brought with himan aura of tranquillity. She was grateful for the
cal minterl ude.



When they finished eating, however, he guided the conversation back to
the crisis at hand." You know Snowfield better than | do. W' ve got to
find a suitable headquarters for this operation. This place is too
small. Soon, 1'll have ten nore nmen here. And Copperfield' s teamin

t he norning."

How many is he bringi ng?"

"At | east a dozen people. Maybe as nany as twenty. | need an HQ from
whi ch every aspect of the operation can be coordinated. W m ght be
here for days, so there'll have to be a roomwhere of f-duty people can
sleep, and we'll need a cafeteria arrangenment to feed everyone."

One of the inns might be just the place," Jenny said.

"Maybe. But | don't want people sleeping two by two in a |ot of

di fferent rooms. They'd be too vulnerable. W' ve got to set up a
single dormitory."

"Then the Hilltop Inn is your best bet. 1t's about a block from here,
on the other side of the street."

"Ch, yeah, of course. Biggest hotel in town, isn't it?"

"Yeah. The Hilltop has a | arge | obby because it doubles as the hote
bar. "

"I"ve had a drink there once or twice. |If we change the | obby
furniture, it could be set up as a work area to accomvpdate everyone."

"There's also a large restaurant divided into two roons. One part could
be a cafeteria, and we could carry mattresses down fromthe roons and
use the other half of the restaurant as a dorm"™

Bryce said, "Let's have a look at it.
He put his enpty paper plate on the desk and got to his feet.

Jenny gl anced at the front wi ndows. She thought of the strange creature
that had flown into the glass, and in her mnd she heard the soft yet
frenzi ed thuni pt hunpt hunpt huni p

She said, "You nean... have a look at it now?"

"Why not ?"

"Wuldn't it be wise to wait for the reinforcenents?" she asked.

"They probably won't arrive for a while yet. There's no point in just
sitting around, twiddling our thunbs. W'IIl all feel better if we're
doi ng sonething constructive; it'll take our mnds off... the worst

t hi ngs we've seen."

Jenny couldn't free herself fromthe nenory of those black insect eyes,

so mal evol ent, so hungry. She stared at the wi ndows, at the night
beyond. The town no | onger seened famliar



It was utterly alien now, a hostile place in which she was an unwel cone
stranger.

"We're not one bit safer in here than we would be out there," Bryce said
gently.

Jenny nodded, renenbering the Oxleys in their barricaded room As she
got up fromthe desk, she said, "There's no safety anywhere."

Chapter 16

Qut of the Dark

Bryce Hammond | ed the way out of the stationhouse. They crossed the
noonl i ght-nottl ed cobbl estones, stepped through a fall of amber |ight
froma streetlanp, and headed into Skyline Road. Bryce carried a
shotgun as did Tal Whitman.

The town was breathless. The trees stood unaspiring, and the buil dings
were |ike vapor-thin mrages hanging on walls of air

Bryce nmoved out of the |ight, wal ked on noon-dappl ed pavenent, crossing
the street, finding shadows scattered in the nmiddle of it. Al ways
shadows.

The others cane silently behind him

Sonet hi ng crunched under Bryce's foot, startling him It was a withered
| eaf .
He could see the Hilltop Inn farther up Skyline Road. It was a

four-story, gray stone building al nost a block away, and it was very
dark. A few of the fourth-floor wi ndows reflected the nearly full noon,
but within the hotel not a single |ight burned.

They had all reached or passed the niddle of the street when sonething
cane out of the dark. Bryce was aware, first, of a moon shadow that
fluttered across the pavenment, like a ripple

passi ng through a pool of water. Instinctively, he ducked. He heard
wings. He felt sonething brush lightly over his head.

Stu Wargl e screaned.
Bryce shot up fromhis crouch and whirled around.
The not h.

It was fixed firmy to Wargle's face, holding on by sone nmeans not
visible to Bryce. Wargle's entire head was hi dden by the thing.

Wargle wasn't the only one screanming. The others cried out and fel
back in surprise. The noth was squealing, too, making a high-pitched,
keeni ng sound.

In the nmoon's silvery beans, the inpossible insect's huge pale velvety



wi ngs flapped and fol ded and spread with horrible grace and beauty,
buf feting Wargl e' s head and shoul ders.

War gl e staggered away, veering downhill, moving blindly, clawing at the
outrageous thing that clung to his face. H's screans quickly grew
nmuf fled; within a couple of seconds, they were silenced altogether

Bryce, like the others, was paral yzed by disgust and di sbelief.

Wargl e began to run, but he only went a few yards before coming to an
abrupt halt. His hands dropped away fromthe thing on his face. His
knees were buckl i ng.

Snappi ng out of his brief trance, Bryce dropped his usel ess shotgun and
ran toward Stu

Wargle didn't crunple to the ground, after all. Instead, his shaky
knees | ocked, and he snapped erect. H s shoulders jerked back. His
body tw tched and shuddered as if an electric current had fl ashed

t hrough him

Bryce tried to grab the nmoth and tear it away from Wargl e.

But the deputy began to weave and thrash in a St. Virus dance of pain
and suffocation, and Bryce's hands closed on enpty air. Wargle noved
erratically across the cenent, jerked this way and that, heaved and
withed and spun, as if he were attached to strings that were being
mani pul ated by a drunken puppet eer

Hi s hands hung sl ackly at his sides, which nmade his frantic and
spasnodi ¢ capering seemespecially eerie. Hi's hands fl opped and
floundered weakly, but they did not rise to tear at his assail ant.

It was alnmpbst as if, now, he were in the grip of ecstasy rather than the
clutch of pain. Bryce followed him tried to nove in on him but
couldn't get close.

Then Wargl e col |l apsed.

In that same instant, the noth rose and turned, suspended in the air
hovering on rapidly beating wi ngs, night-black and hateful. It swooped
at Bryce.

He stumnbl ed backwards and threw his arms across his face.

He fell

The noth sail ed over his head.

Bryce twi sted around, | ooked up.

The kite-size insect glided soundl essly across the street, toward the
bui | di ngs on the other side.

Tal Whitman raised his shotgun. The blast was |like cannon fire in the
silent town.



The noth pitched sideways in mdair. It tunbled in a |oop, dropped
al nost to the ground, then it swooped up again and flew on, disappearing
over a rooftop.

Stu Wargle was sprawl ed on the pavenent, flat on his back
Unnovi ng.

Bryce scranbled to his feet and went to Wargle. The deputy lay in the
nm ddl e of the street, where there was just enough light to see that his
face was gone. Jesus. Gone. As if it had been torn off. H's hair and
ragged ri bbons of his scalp bristled over the white bone of his
forehead. A skull peered up at Bryce.

Chapter 17
The Hour Before M dni ght

Tal, CGordy, Frank, and Lisa sat in red |leatherette arncthairs in a corner
of the |obby of the Hlltop Inn. The inn had been cl osed since the end
of the past skiing season, and they had renoved the dusty white drop
cloths fromthe chairs before collapsing into them nunb with shock. The
oval coffee table was still covered by a dropcloth; they stared at that
shrouded object, unable to | ook at one anot her

At the far end of the room Bryce and Jenny were standing over the body
of Stu Wargle, which lay on a long, |ow sideboard against the wall. No
one in the arnchairs could bring hinself to | ook over that way.

Staring at the covered coffee table, Tal said, "I shot the damed thing.
I hit it. | knowl!l did."

" W all saw it take the buckshot," Frank agreed.

"So why wasn't it blown apart?" Tal denanded." Hit dead on by a bl ast

froma 20-gauge. It should' ve been torn to pieces, damm it."

"Quns aren't going to save us," Lisa said.

In a distant, haunted voice, Gordy said, "It could ve been any of us.
That thing could ve gotten ne. | was right behind Stu. |If he had

ducked or junped out of the way..."

"No," Lisa said.”" No. It wanted O ficer Wargle. Nobody else. Just
Oficer Wargle. ™

Tal stared at the girl." Wat do you nean?"

Her flesh had taken pal eness from her bones." O ficer Wargle refused to
admt he'd seen it when it was battering agai nst the wi ndow. He

insisted it was just a bird."
.. So?"

"So it wanted him Himespecially," she said." To teach hima | esson
But nostly to teach us a | esson.”



"It couldn't have heard what Stu said."

"It did. It heard."

"But it couldn't have understood."

"It did."

"I think you're crediting it with too nuch intelligence," Tal said." It
was big, yes, and like nothing any of us has ever seen before. But it
was still only an insect. A noth. Right?"

The girl said nothing.

"I't's not omiscient , Tal said, trying to convince hinself nore than
anyone else." It's not all-seeing, all-hearing, all know ng."

The girl stared silently at the covered coffee table.

Suppressi ng nausea, Jenny exam ned Wargl e's hi deous wound. The | obby
lights were not quite bright enough, so she used a flashlight to inspect
the edges of the injury and to peer into the skull. The center of the
dead man's demplished face was eaten away clear to the bone; all the
skin, flesh, and cartilage were gone. Even the bone itself appeared to
be partially dissolved in places, pitted, as if it had been spl ashed
with acid. The eyes were gone. There was, however, normal flesh on al
sides of the wound; smooth untouched flesh Iay al ong both sides of the
face, fromthe outer points of the jawbones to the cheekbones, and there
was unmarked skin fromthe mdpoint of the chin on down, and fromthe

m dpoi nt of the forehead on up. It was as if sone torture artist had
designed a franme of healthy skin to set off the gruesone exhibition of
bone on display in the center of the face.

Havi ng seen enough, Jenny switched off the flashlight. Earlier, they
had covered the body with a dropcloth fromone of the chairs. Now Jenny
drew the sheet over the dead nman's face, relieved to be covering that
skel etal grin.

"Wel | ?" Bryce asked.

"No teeth marks," she said.

"Wuld a thing Iike that have teeth?"

"I know it had a nouth, a small chitinous beak. | saw its nandi bl es
wor ki ng when it bashed itself against the substation w ndows."

"Yeah. | saw them too."
"A nmouth )ike that would nmark the flesh. There'd be sl ashes.
Bite narks. Indications of chewing and tearing."

"But there were none?"

"No. The flesh doesn't look as if it was ripped off. It seens to've
been... dissolved. Along the edges of the wound, the renmaining flesh



is even sort of cauterized, as if it has been scared by sonething."
"You think that... that insect... secreted an acid?"

She nodded.

"And di ssolved Stu Wargle's face?"

"And sucked up the liquefied flesh," she said.

"Oh, Jesus."

"Yes."

Bryce was as pale as an untinted deat hmask, and his freckles seened, by
contrast, to burn and shimrer on his face." That explains howit

coul d've done so nuch damage in only a few seconds."

Jenny tried not to think of the bony face peering out of the flesh-1ike
a nonstrous visage that had renoved a nmask of normality.

"I think the blood is gone," she said." Al of it."
"What ?"

"Was the body lying in a pool of bl ood?"

"No. "

"There's no blood on the uniform either."”

"l noticed that."

"There should be bl ood. He should' ve spouted |ike a fountain. The eye
sockets should be pooled with it. But there's not a drop."

Bryce wi ped one hand across his face. He w ped so hard, in fact, that
sone col or rose in his cheeks.

"Take a | ook at his neck," she said. The jugul ar.™"
He didn't nove toward the corpse.

She said, "And | ook at the insides of his arns and the backs of his
hands. There's no bl ueness of veins anywhere, no tracery."

"Col | apsed bl ood vessel s?"

"Yeah. | think all the blood is drained out of him"

Bryce took a deep breath. He said, "I killed him I'mresponsible. W
shoul d have waited for reinforcenents before | eaving the substation-just
like you said."

"No, no. You were right. It was no safer there than in the street."

" But he died in the sum"



"Rei nforcenents wouldn't have made a bit of difference.

The way that dammed thing dropped out of the sky... hell, not even an
arny could've stopped it. Too quick. Too surprising."

Bl eakness had taken up tenancy in his eyes. He felt his responsibility
far too keenly. He was going to insist on blamng hinself for his
officer's death.

Rel uctantly, she said, "There's worse."

"\hat ?"

"H's brain..."

Bryce waited. Then he said, "Wiat? Wat about his brain?"

" Cone.

" CGone?"

"His craniumis enpty. Uterly enpty."

"How can you possi bly know that without opening"

She held out the flashlight, interrupting him "Take this and shine it
into the eye sockets.™

He made no nove to act upon her suggestion. H's eyes were not hooded
now. They were wi de, startl ed.

She noticed that she couldn't hold the flashlight steady. Her hand was
shaki ng violently.

He noticed, too. He took the flash away fromher and put it down on the
si deboard, next to the shrouded corpse. He took both of her hands and
held themin his own large, |eathery, cupped hands; he warned them

She said, "There's nothing beyond the eye sockets, nothing at all
not hi ng, nothi ng what soever, except the back of his skull."

Bryce rubbed her hands soot hingly.

"Just a danp, reaned-out cavity," she said. As she spoke, her voice
rose and cracked: "It ate through his face, right through his eyes,
probably about as fast as he could blink, for

Cod' s sake, ate into his nouth and took his tongue out by the roots,
stripped the guns away fromhis teeth, then ate up through the roof of
his mouth, Jesus, just consuned his brain, consumed all of the blood in
his body, too, probably just sucked it up and out of him and"

"Easy, easy," Bryce said.

But the words rattle-clanked out of her as if they were links in a chain
t hat bound her to an al batross: 'consuned all of that in no nore than



ten or twelve seconds, which is inpossible, damm it to hell, plain

i npossi ble! 1t devoured-do you understand?-devoured pounds and pounds
and pounds of tissue-the brain alone weighs six or seven pounds-devoured
all of that in ten or twelve seconds!"

She stood gaspi ng, hands trapped in his.

He led her to a sofa that [ay under a dusty white drape.

They sat side by side.

Across the room none of the others was | ooking this way.

Jenny was glad for that. She didn't want Lisa to see her in this
condi ti on.

Bryce put a hand on her shoulder. He spoke to her in a |low, reassuring
Voi ce.

She gradually grew calmer. Not |less disturbed. Not |less afraid. Just
cal ner.

"Better?" Bryce asked.

"As ny sister says-l guess | flaked out on you, huh?"

"Not at all. Are you kidding or what? | couldn't even take the
flashlight fromyou and | ook in those eyes |ike you wanted ne to. You're

t he one who had the nerve to exanine him"

"Well, thanks for getting nme back together. You sure know how to knit
up ravel ed nerves."

"Me? | didn't do anything."

"You sure have a conforting way of doing nothing."

They sat in silence, thinking of things they didn't want to think about.
Then he said, "That thing..."

She wai t ed.

He said, "Wiere'd it cone fron? "Hell?"

"Any ot her suggestions?"

Jenny shrugged." M Mesozoic era?" she saW hal f-jokingly.

"When was that?"

"M age of dinosaurs."

His blue eyes flickered with interest.”" Did noths |ike that exist back
t hen?"

"l don't know," she adnmitted.



"I can sort of picture it soaring around prehistoric swanps."

"Yeah. Preying on small aninmals, bothering a Tyrannosaurus rex about
the sane way our own tiny summer noths bother US."

"But if it's fromthe Mesozoic, where's it been hiding for the |ast
hundred million years?" he asked.

More seconds, ticking.

"Could it be... sonmething froma genetic engineering | ab?" she
wondered. " An experiment in reconbinant DNA?"

"Have they gone that far? Can they produce whol e new species? | only
know what | read in the papers, but | thought they were years away from
that sort of thing. They're still working with bacteria."

“"You're probably right," she said." But still..."

"Yeah. Nothing's inpossible because the noth is here.™

After another silence, she said, "And what else is crawing or flying
around out there?"

"You' re thinking about what happened to Jake Johnson?"

"Yeah. What took hin? Not the moth. Even as deadly as it is, it
couldn't kill himsilently, and it couldn't carry himaway." She sighed

" You know, at first | wouldn't try to | eave town because | was afraid
we'd spread an epidemic. Now | wouldn't try to | eave because | know we
woul dn't nmake it out alive. W'd be stopped.™

"No, no. |'msure we could get you out," Bryce said." |If we can prove
there's no disease-related aspect to this, if General Copperfield's
peopl e can rule that out, then, of course, you and Lisa will be taken to

safety right away."

She shook her head." No. There's sonething out there, Bryce, sonething
nore cunning and a whole |lot nore form dable than the noth, and it
doesn't want us to leave. It wants to play with us before it kills us.
It won't let any of us go, so we'd dammed well better find it and figure
out howto deal with it before it gets tired of the gane."

In both roons of the Hilltop Inn's |arge restaurant, chairs were stacked
upsi de-down atop the tables, all covered with green plastic dropcloths.
In the first room Bryce and the others

renoved the plastic sheeting, took the chairs off the tables, and began
to prepare the place to serve as a cafeteria.

In the second room the furniture had to be noved out to make way for
the mattresses that would | ater be brought down fromupstairs. They had
only just begun enptying that part of the restaurant when they heard the
faint but unm stakabl e sound of autonobile engines.

Bryce went to the French wi ndows. He |ooked |left, down the hill, toward



the foot of Skyline Road. Three county squad cars were com ng up the
street, red beacons fl ashing.

They're here," Bryce told the others.

He had been thinking of the reinforcements as a reassuringly formdable
repl eni shment of their own deci nated contingent.

Now he realized that ten nmore men were hardly better than one nore.
Jenny Pai ge had been right when she'd said that Stu Wargle's life
probably woul dn't have been saved by waiting for reinforcenments before
| eavi ng the substation.

Al the lights inthe Hilltop Inn and all the lights along the nmain
street flickered. D med. Went out. But they cane back on after only
a second of darkness.

It was 11: 15, Sunday ni ght, counting down toward the witching hour
Chapter 18

London, Engl and

When m dni ght cane to California, it was eight o' clock Monday nmorning in
London.

The day was dreary. Gay clouds nelted across the city. A steady,

di smal drizzle had been falling since before dawn. The drowned trees
hung Iinply, and the streets glistened darkly, and everyone on the

si dewal ks seened to have bl ack unbrell as.

At the Churchill Hotel in Portman Square, rain beat against the w ndows
and streaned down the glass, distorting the view fromthe dining room
Cccasionally, brilliant flashes of |ightning, passing through the

wat er - beaded wi ndowpanes, briefly cast shadowy inmages of raindrops onto
the clean white tabl ecl ot hs.

Burt Sandier, in London on business from New York, sat at one of the

wi ndow t abl es, wondering how in God's nane he was going to justify the
size of this breakfast bill on his expense account. Hi s guest had begun
by ordering a bottle of good chanpagne: Mumm s Extra Dry, which didn't
cone cheap.

Wth the chanpagne, his guest wanted cavi ar-chanpagne and cavi ar for
breakfast!-and two kinds of fresh fruit. And the old fellow clearly was
not finished ordering.

Across the table, Dr. Tinothy Flyte, the object of Sandler's amazenent,
studied the menu with childlike delight. To the waiter, he said, "And
shoul d |i ke an order of your croissants.

Yes, sir," the waiter said.
"Are they very flaky?"

"Yes, sir. \Very."



"Ch, good. And eggs," Flyte said.”" Two |ovely eggs, of course, rather
soft, with buttered toast."

"Toast?" the waiter asked." Is that in addition to the two croi ssants,
sir?"
"Yes, yes," Flyte said, fingering the slightly frayed collar of his

white shirt." And a rasher of bacon with the eggs."
The waiter blinked." Yes, sir."

At last Flyte | ooked up at Burt Sandler." \Wat's breakfast w thout
bacon? Am|1 right?"

"“I'"'man eggs-and-bacon man nysel f,"
smile.

Burt Sandl er agreed, forcing a

"Wse of you," Flyte said sagely. Hi s wire-rinmred spectacl es had
sl i pped down his nose and were now perched on the round, red tip of it.
Wth a long, thin finger, he pushed them back into place.

Sandl er noticed that the bridge of the eyegl asses had been broken and
sol dered. The repair job was so distinctly amateurish that he
suspected Flyte had soldered the franes hinself, to save noney.

"Do you have good pork sausages?" Flyte asked the waiter

"Be truthful with me. 1'll send them back straightaway if they aren't
of the highest quality."

"We've quite good sausages,
nysel f."

the waiter assured him" |I'mpartial to them

"Sausages, then."
"I's that in place of the bacon, sir?"

"No, no, no. |In addition," Flyte said, as if the waiter's question was
not only curious but a sign of thick-headedness.

Flyte was fifty-eight but |ooked at |east a decade older. His bristly
white hair curled thinly across the top of his head and thrust out
around his large ears as if crackling with static electricity. Hi s neck
was scrawny and wrinkl ed; his shoulders were slight; his body favored
bone and cartilage over flesh. There was sone |egitinmate doubt whether
he could actually eat all that he had ordered.

Pot at oes, " Flyte said.

"Very well, sir," the waiter said, scribbling it down on his order pad,
on whi ch he had very nearly run out of roomto wite.

Do you have suitable pastries?" Flyte inquired.

The waiter, a nobdel of deportnent under the circunstances, having nade
not the slightest allusion to Flyte's amazing gluttony, |ooked at Burt



Sandier as if to say: Is your grandfather hopelessly senile, sir, or is
he, at his age, a nmarathon runner who needs the cal ories?

Sandi er merely sml ed.
To Flyte, the waiter said, "Yes, sir, we have several pastries.

There's a delicious,

"Bring an assortnent,"” Flyte said.” At the end of the neal,

"Of course." "Leave it to nme, sir.
"Good. Very good. Excellent!" Flyte said, beaming. Finally, with a
trace of reluctance, he relinquished his nmenu.

Sandi er al nost sighed with relief. He asked for orange juice, eggs,
bacon, and toast, while Professor Flyte adjusted the day old carnation
pinned to the lapel of his somewhat shiny blue suit.

As Sandl er finished ordering, Flyte |l eaned toward himconspiratorially
." WII you be having sone of the chanpagne, M. Sandl er?"

"I believe | mght have a glass or two," Sandler said, hoping the bubbly
woul d liberate his mnd and help himformul ate a believabl e expl anati on
for this extravagance, a likely tale that would convince even the

par si noni ous cl erks in accounting who woul d be poring over this bil
with an el ectron microscope.
Flyte | ooked at the waiter."
bottles."

Then perhaps you'd better bring two

Sandl er, who was sipping ice-water, nearly choked.

The waiter left, and Flyte | ooked out fromthe rain-streaked w ndow
beside their table." Nasty weather. 1Is it like this in New York in
aut um?"

"W have our share of rainy days. But autum can be beautiful in New
York. "

"Here, too," Flyte said." Though | rather inmagine we have nore days |ike
this than you. London's reputation for soggy weather isn't entirely
undeserved. "

The professor insisted on snall talk until the chanpagne and caviar were
served, as if he feared that, once business had been discussed, Sandier
woul d qui ckly cancel the rest of the breakfast order.

He's a character out of Dickens, Sandier thought.

As soon as they had proposed a toast, w shing each other good fortune,
and had sipped the Mumm's, Flyte said, "So you' ve conme all the way from
New York to see me, have you?"

H s eyes were merry.



"To see a nunber of witers, actually," Sandler said." | make the trip
once a year. | scout out books in progress. British authors are
popul ar in the States, especially thriller witers."

"MacLean, Follett, Forsythe, Bagley, that crowd?"
"Yes, very popular, sonme of them"

The cavi ar was superb. At the professor's urging, Sandier tried some of
it with chopped onions. Flyte piled gobs on small wedges of dry toast
and ate it w thout benefit of condinents.

"But 1'mnot only scouting for thrillers,” Sandier said.”" |I'mafter a
vari ety of books. Unknown authors, too. And | suggest projects on
occasi on, when | have a subject for a particular author."

"Apparently, you have something in mnd for ne.

"First, let ne say | read The Ancient Eneny when it was first published,
and | found it fascinating."

"A nunber of people found it fascinating," Flyte said." But npbst found
it infuriating.”

"I hear the book created problens for you."
"Virtually nothing but problens."
"Such as?"

"I lost my university position fifteen years ago, at the age of
forty-three, when nost acadenics are achieving job security."”

"You | ost your position because of The Anci ent Enemy?"

"They didn't put it quite that bluntly," Flyte said, popping a norsel of
caviar into his nmouth. "That would have made them seemtoo cl ose m nded.
The adm nistrators of ny college, the head of my department, and nost of
nmy di stingui shed col |l eagues chose to attack indirectly. M dear M.
Sandl er, the conpetition anong power-nmad politicians and the
Machi avel | i an backst abbi ng of junior executives in a mmjor corporation
are as nothing, in ternms of ruthlessness and spiteful ness, when conpared
to the behavi or of academ c types who suddenly see an opportunity to
climb the university |adder at the expense of one of their own. They
spread runors wi thout foundation, scandal ous tripe about my sexua
preferences, suggestions of intimate fraternization with ny fenale
students. And with my nale students, for that matter. None of those

sl anders was openly discussed in a forumwhere | could refute them Just
runors. \Whi spered behind the back. Poisonous. Mre openly, they made
polite suggestions of inconpetence, overwork, nmental fatigue. | was
eased out, you see; that's how they thought of it, though there was
not hi ng easy about it fromny point of view Eighteen nonths after the
publication of The Ancient Enemny, | was gone. And no other university
woul d have ne, ostensibly because of ny unsavory reputation. The true
reason, of course, was that ny theories were too bizarre for academnc
tastes. | stood accused of attenpting to make a fortune by pandering to
the common nman's taste for pseudosci ence and sensationalism of selling



ny credibility.”
Fl yte paused to take sone chanpagne, savoring it.
Sandi er was genui nely appalled by what Flyte had told him

"But that's outrageous! Your book was a scholarly treatise. It was
never ainmed at the best-seller lists. The common man woul d' ve had
enornous difficulty wadi ng through The Anci ent Eneny. Making a fortune
fromthat kind of work is virtually inpossible."
"A fact to which ny royalty statenents can attest,"
finished the last of the caviar

Flyte said. He

"You were a respected archaeol ogi st," Sandl er said.

"Ch, well, never really all that respected," Flyte said

sel fdeprecatingly." Though | was certainly never an enbarrassnent to ny
prof ession, as was so often suggested later on. |If ny coll eagues”
conduct seens incredible to you, M. Sandler, that's because you don't
understand the nature of the aninal. | nean, the scientist animal.
Scientists are educated to believe that all new know edge comes in tiny
i ncrenents, grains of sand piled one on another. |ndeed, that is how

nost know edge i s gained.

Therefore, they are never prepared for those visionaries who arrive at
new i nsi ghts which, overnight, utterly transforman entire field of
inquiry. Copernicus was ridiculed by his contenporaries for believing
that the planets revol ved around the sun. O course, Copernicus was
proved right. There are countless exanples in the history of science."
Flyte blushed and drank sone nore chanpagne." Not that | conpare nyself
to Copernicus or any of those other great men. I'msinply trying to
expl ain why ny col |l eagues were conditioned to turn against ne. | should
have seen it com ng."

The waiter came to take away the caviar dish. He also served Sandler's
orange juice and Flyte's fresh fruit.

VWhen he was alone with Flyte again, Sandler said, "Do you still believe
your theory had validity?"

"Absolutely!" Flyte said." | amright; or at least there's an awmfully
good chance | am History is filled with nmysterious mass di sappearances
for which historians and archaeol ogi sts can provide no viable

expl anation."

The professor's dream ng eyes becanme sharp and probi ng beneath his bushy
white eyebrows. He |eaned over the table, fixing Burt Sandier with a
hypnotic stare.

"On Decenber 10, 1939," Flyte said, "outside the hills of Nanking, an
arny of three thousand Chinese soldiers, onits way to the front |ines
to fight the Japanese, sinply vani shed without a trace before it got
anywhere near the battle. Not a single body was ever found. Not one
grave. Not one w tness.

The Japanese military historians have never found any record of having



dealt with that particular Chinese force. In the countryside through
whi ch the mssing soldiers passed, no peasants heard gunfire or other

i ndi cations of conflict. An arny evaporated into thin air. And in 171
I, during the Spanish War of Succession, four thousand troops set out on
an expedition into the Pyreness. Every |last man di sappeared on famliar
and friendly ground, before the first night's canp was established!"

Flyte was still as gripped by his subject as he had been when he had
witten the book, seventeen years ago. His fruit and chanmpagne were
forgotten. He stared at Sandler as if daring himto chall enge the

i nfamous Fl yte theories.

"On a grander scale," the professor continued, "consider the great Myan
cities of Copin, Piedras Negras, Pal enque, Mencht, Seibal, and severa

ot hers whi ch were abandoned overnight. Tens of thousands, hundreds of

t housands of Mayans | eft their homes, approximately in A D. 610,
perhaps within a single week, even within one day. Sone appear to have
fled northward, to establish newcities, but there is evidence that
countl ess thousands just disappeared. Al within a shockingly brief
span of tinme. They didn't bother to take many of their pots, tools,
cooking utensils... M learned coll eagues say the |and around those
Mayan cities became infertile, thus nmaking it essential that the people
nove north, where the land would be nore productive. But if this great
exodus was planned, why were bel ongi ngs | eft behind? Wy was precious
seed corn left behind? Wy didn't a single survivor ever return to | oot
those cities of their abandoned treasures?" Flyte softly struck the
table with one fist." It's irrational! Emgrants don't set out on |ong,
arduous journeys w thout preparation, w thout taking every tool that

m ght assist them Besides, in some of the homes in Piedras Negras and
Seibal, there is evidence that fam lies departed after preparing

el aborat e di nners-but before eating them This would surely seemto

i ndicate that their |eaving was sudden. No current theories adequately
answer these questions-except mne, bizarre as it is, odd as it is,

i mpossible as it is.”

Frightening as it is," Sandl er added.

"Exactly," Flyte said.

The professor sank back in his chair, breathless. He noticed his
chanpagne gl ass, seized it, enptied it, and licked his lips.

The waiter appeared and refilled their gl asses.

Flyte quickly consuned his fruit, as if afraid the waiter mght spirit
it away while the hothouse strawberries remmi ned untouched.

Sandler felt sorry for the old bird. Evidently, it had been quite sone
time since the professor had been treated to an expensive neal served in
an el egant at nosphere.

"I was accused of trying to explain every nysterious disappearance from
the Mayans to Judge Crater and Anelia Earhart, all with a single theory.
That was nost unfair. | never mentioned the judge or the |uckless
aviatrix. | aminterested only in unexplai ned nass di sappearances of
bot h humanki nd and ani mal s, of which there have been literally hundreds
t hr oughout history."



The waiter brought croissants.

Qut side, lightning stepped quickly down the sonber sky and put its

spi ked foot to the earth in another part of the city; its blazing
descent was acconpanied by a terrible crash and roar that echoed across
the entire firmanment.

Sandi er said, "If subsequent to the publication of your book, there had
been a new, startling mass di sappearance, it would have |ent
considerable credibility"

"Ah," Flyte interrupted, tapping the table enmphatically with one stiff
finger, "but there have been such di sappearances!"

"But surely they would have been splashed all over the front page-"
"I am aware of two instances. There may be others," Flyte insisted."
One of theminvol ved the di sappearance of masses of | ower
lifeforns-specifically, fish. 1t was remarked on in the press, but not
with any great interest. Politics, nmurder, sex, and two-headed goats
are the only things newspapers care to report about. You have to read
scientific journals to know what's really happening. That's how | know
that, eight years ago, marine biologists noted a dramati c decrease in
fish population in one region of the Pacific. Indeed, the nunbers of
sone species had been cut in half. Wthin certain scientific circles,
there was panic at first, sonme fear that ocean tenperatures m ght be
under goi ng a sudden change that woul d depopul ate the seas of all but the
har di est species. But that proved not to be the case. Gadually, sea
life in that area-which covered hundreds of square mles-repl enished
itself. In the end no one could explain what had happened to the
mllions upon mllions of creatures that had vani shed."

"Pol lution," Sandl er suggested, between alternating sips of orange juice
and chanpagne.

Dabbi ng mar mal ade on a pi ece of croissant, Flyte said, "No, no, no. No,
sir. It would have required the nost nassive case of water pollution in
history to cause such a devastating depopul ati on over that w de an area.
An accident on that scale could not go unnoticed. But there were no
accidents, no oil spills-nothing. Indeed, a nmere oil spill could not
have accounted for it; the affected region and the volunme of water was
too vast for that. And dead fish did not wash up on the beaches.

They nerely vani shed without a trace."

Burt Sandler was excited. He could snell noney. He had hunches about
some books, and none of his hunches had ever been wong. (Well, except
for that diet book by the novie star who, a week before publication day,
died of malnutrition after subsisting for six nonths on little nore than
grapefruit, papaya, raisin toast, and carrots.) There was a surefire
best-seller in this: two or three hundred t housand copi es in hardcover,
per haps even nore; two mllion in paperback. |If he could persuade Flyte
to popul ari ze and update the dry acadenic material in The Ancient Eneny,
the professor would be able to afford his own chanpagne for many years
to cone.



"You said you were aware of two mass di sappearances since the
publication of your book," Sandier said, encouraging himto continue.

“"Mother was in Africa in 1980. Between three and four thousand
primtive tribesmen, wonen, and children vanished froma relatively
renote area of central Africa. Their villages were found enmpty; they
had abandoned all their possessions, including | arge stores of food.
They seemed to have just run off into the bush. The only signs of

vi ol ence were a few broken pieces of pottery. O course, nass

di sappearances in that part of the world are dismayingly nore frequent
than they once were, primarily due to political violence. Cuban
nercenaries, operating with Soviet weaponry, have been assisting in the
[iquidation of whole tribes that are unwilling to put their ethnic
identities second to the revol uti onary purpose.

But when entire villages are slaughtered for political purposes, they
are always | ooted, then burned, and the bodies are always interred in
mass graves. There was no looting in this instance, no burning, no
bodies to be found. So ten weeks | ater, game wardens in that district
reported an inexplicable decrease in the wildlife population. No one
connected it to the nissing villagers; it was reported as a separate
phenonenon. "

"But you know differently."

"Well, | suspect differently,
| ast bit of croissant.

Flyte said, putting strawberry jamon a

"Mbst of these di sappearances seemto occur in renote areas,"” Sandl er
said." Wiich makes verification difficult. "Yes. That was thrown in ny
face as well. Actually, npst incidents probably occur at sea, for the
sea covers the largest part of the earth. The sea can be as renpte as
t he nmoon, and nuch of what takes place beneath the waves is beyond our
notice. Yet don't forget the two stories | nentioned-the Chinese and
Spani sh. Those took place within the context of nodern civilization
And if tens of thousands of Mayans fell victimto the ancient eneny
whose exi stence |'ve theorized, then that was a case in which entire
cities, hearts of civilization, were attacked with frightening

bol dness. "

"You think it could happen now, today"
"No question about it!"
'"I-in a place |like New York or even here in London?"

"Certainly! It could happen virtually anywhere that has the geol ogica
underpinnings | outlined in ny book."

They both si pped chanpagne, thinking.

The rain hamrered on the windows with greater fury than before.

Sandi er was not certain he believed in the theories Flyte had preported
in The Ancient Eneny. He knew they could formthe basis for a wildly

successful book witten in a popular vein, but that didn't nmean he had
to believe in them He didn't really want to believe. Believing was



i ke opening the door to Hell

He | ooked at Flyte, who was straightening his wilted carnation again,
and he said, "It gives ne the chills."

" It should," Flyte said, nodding." It should."

The waiter came with the eggs, bacon, sausages, and toast.
Chapter 19

The Dead of Ni ght

The inn was a fortress.

Bryce was satisfied with the preparations that had been made.

At last, after two hours of arduous |abor, he sat down at a table in the
cafeteria, sipping decaffeinated coffee froma white ceram c nug on
whi ch was enbl azoned the blue crest of the hotel

By one in the norning, with the help of the ten deputies who had arrived
from Santa Mra, nmuch had been acconplished. One of the, two roons had
been converted into a dormtory; twenty mattresses were lined up on the
floor, enough to accomobdate any single shift of the investigative team
even after General Copperfield s people arrived. |In the other half of
the restaurant, a couple of buffet tables had been set up at one end,
where a cafeteria line could be formed at nealtines. The kitchen had
been cl eaned and put in order. The |large |obby had been converted into
an enornous operations center, wth desks, makeshift desks, typewiters,
filing cabinets, bulletin boards, and a big map of Snowfi el d.

Furthernore, the inn had been given a thorough security inspection, and
steps had been taken to prevent a break-in by the eneny. The two rear
doors -through the kitchen

one through the | obby-were | ocked, and additionally secured with slanted
two- by-fours, which were wedged under the crashbars and nailed to the
frames; Bryce had ordered that extra precaution to avoid wasting guards
at those entrances. The door to the energency stairs was sinmlarly

seal ed of f-, nothing could enter the higher floors of the hotel and cone
down upon them by surprise. Now, only a pair of small elevators
connected the | obby level to the three upper floors, and two guards were
stationed there. Another guard stood at the front entrance. A detai

of four nmen had ascertained that all upstairs roons were enpty. Another
detail had determined that all of the ground floor wi ndows were | ocked;
nost of them were painted shut, as well. Nevertheless, the wi ndows were
poi nts of weakness in their fortifications.

At |east, Bryce thought, if anything tries to get inside the w ndow,
we' Il have the sound of breaking glass to warn us.

A host of other details had been attended to. Stu Wargle's nutilated
corpse had been tenmporarily stored in a utility roomthat adjoined the

| obby. Bryce had drawn up a duty roster, and had structured twel ve-hour
work shifts for the next three days, should the crisis last that |ong.
Finally, he couldn't think of anything nore that could be done unti



first light.

Now he sat al one at one of the round tables in the dining room sipping
Sanka, trying to nake sense of the night's events.

His mind kept circling back to one unwanted t hought:
His brain was gone. His blood was sucked out of himevery damed drop

He shook off the sickening i mage of Wargle's mned face, got up, went
for nore coffee, then returned to the table.

The inn was very quiet.

At another table, three of the night shift nmen-M guel Hernandez, Sam
Potter, and Henry Wng-were playing cards, but they weren't talking
much. When they did speak, it was al nbst in whispers.

The inn was very quiet.

The inn was a fortress.

The inn was a fortress, dam it.

But was it safe?

Li sa chose a mattress in a corner of the dornmitory, where her back would
be up agai nst a blank wall.

Jenny unfol ded one of the two bl ankets stacked at the foot of the
mattress, and draped it over the girl.

"Want the other one?"

"No," Lisa said." This'll be enough. It feels funny, though, going to
bed with all ny clothes on."

"Things'll get back to normal pretty soon," she said, but even as she
spoke she realized how stupid that statenent was.

"Are you going to sleep now?"
"Not quite yet."

"I wish you would," Lisa said." | wish you'd lay down right there on the
next mattress."

"You' re not al one, honey." Jenny smoothed the girl's hair

A few deputies-including Tal Witnman, Gordy Brogan, and Frank Autrey -had
bedded down on other nmattresses. There were also three heavily arned
guards who woul d watch over everyone throughout the night.

"WIl they turn the |ights down any farther?" Lisa asked.

"No. We can't risk darkness."



"Good. They're dimenough. WIIl you stay with me until | fall asleep?”
Li sa asked, seem ng nuch younger than fourteen

"Sure."
"And talk to ne."
"Sure. But we'll talk softly, so we don't disturb anyone."

Jenny | ay down beside her sister, her head propped up on one hand." What
do you want to tal k about?"

"I don't care. Anything. Anything except... tonight."

"Well, there is something | want to ask you," Jenny said.

"I't's not about tonight, but it's about something you said tonight.

Renember when we were sitting on the bench in front of the jail, waiting
for the sheriff? Remenber how we were tal king about Mom and you said
Mom used to... wused to brag about ne?"

Lisa smled." Her daughter, the doctor. ©h, she was so proud of you,
Jenny."

As it had done before, that statenent unsettled Jenny.
"And Mom never blamed me for Dad's stroke?" she asked.
Li sa frowned." Wiy woul d she bl ame you?"

"Well... because | guess | caused himsone heartache there for a while
Heartache and a | ot of worry."

"You?" Lisa asked, astonished.

"And when Dad's doctor couldn't control his high bl ood pressure and then
he had a stroke"

"According to Mom the only thing you ever did bad in your entire life
was when you decided to give the calico cat a black dye job for
Hal | owneen and you got Clairol all over the sun porch furniture."

Jenny | aughed with surprise.” 1'd forgotten that. | was only eight
years ol d."

They smiled at each other, and in that nmonent they felt nore than ever
i ke sisters.

Then Lisa said, "Wiy'd you think Mom bl aned you for Daddy's dying? It
was natural causes, wasn't it? A stroke. How could it possibly have
been your fault?"

Jenny hesitated, thinking back thirteen years to the start of it. That
her mother had never blamed her for her father's death was a profoundly
liberating realization. She felt free for the first tine since she'd
been ni net een.



"Jenny?"
" Mmm?"

"Are you crying?"
"No, |I'm okay," she said, fighting back tears." If Momdidn't hold it
against me, | guess |'ve been wong to hold it against myself |'mjust
happy, honey. Happy about what you've told ne."

"But what was it you thought you did? If we're going to be good
sisters, we shouldn't keep secrets. Tell nme, Jenny."

"It's a long story, Sis. 1'Il tell you about it eventually, but not
now. Now | want to hear all about you."

They tal ked about trivialities for a few m nutes, and Lisa's eyes grew
steadily heavier.

Jenny was rem nded of Bryce Hanmmond's gentle, hooded eyes.

And of Jakob and Aida Liebermann's eyes, glaring out of their severed
heads.

And Deputy Wargle's eyes. Gone. Those burnt-out, enpty sockets in that
hol | ow skul | .

She tried to force her thoughts away. when that gruesoneness, fromthat
too-wel | -renenbered, grimreaper's gaze. But her mnd kept circling back
to that inage of nobnstrous viol ence and death.

She wi shed there were soneone to talk her to sleep as she was doing for
Lisa. It was going to be a restless night.

In the utility roomthat adjoined the | obby and backed up agai nst the
el evator shaft, the |ight was off. There were no w ndows.

A faint odor of cleaning fluids clung to the place. Pinesol

Lysol. Furniture polish. Floor wax. Janitorial supplies were stored
on shel ves al ong one wal |

In the right-hand corner, farthest fromthe door, was a | arge netal
sink. Water dripped froma |eaky faucet-one drop every ten or twelve
seconds. Each pellet of water struck the nmetal basin with a soft,

hol | ow pi ng.

In the center of the room as shrouded in utter blackness as was
everything el se, the facel ess body of Stu Wargle lay on a table, covered
by a dropcloth. Al was still. Except for the nonotonous ping of the
dri ppi ng water.

A breathless anticipation hung in the air

Frank Autry huddl ed under the blanket, his eyes closed, and he thought
about Ruth. Tall, willow, sweet-faced Ruthie.



Ruthie with the quiet yet crisp voice, Ruthie with the throaty | augh
t hat nost people found infectious, his wife of twenty-six years: She was
the only woman he had ever |oved; he still [oved her

He had spoken with her by tel ephone for a few mnutes, just before
turning in for the night. He had not been able to tell her much about
what was happening-just that there was a siege situation underway in
Snowfield, that it was being kept quiet as |long as possible, and that by
the ook of it he wouldn't be hone tonight. Ruthie hadn't pressed him
for details. She had been a good arnmy wife through all his years in the
servi ce.

She still was.

Thi nking of Ruth was his prinmary psychol ogi cal defense nechanism In
tinmes of stress, in tines of fear and pain and depression, he sinply

t hought of Ruth, concentrated solely on her, and the strife-filled world
faded. For a man who had spent so nuch of his |life engaged in dangerous
wor k- for a man whose occupations had sel domallowed himto forget that
death was an intimate part of life, a woman |i ke Ruth was indi spensabl e
nmedi ci ne, an inocul ati on agai nst despair

CGordy Brogan was afraid to close his eyes again. Each tine that he had
cl osed them he had been pl agued by bl oody visions that had rolled up
out of his own private darkness. Now he lay under his bl anket, eyes
open, staring at Frank Autry's back.

In his mind, he conposed his letter of resignation to Bryce Hammond. He
woul dn't be able to type and subnit that letter until after this
Snowfi el d business was settled. He didn't want to | eave his buddies in
the mddle of a battle; that didn't seemright. He might actually be of
sone help to them considering that it didn't appear as if he would be
required to shoot at people. However, as soon as this thing was
settled, as soon as they were back in Santa Mra, he would wite the
letter and hand-deliver it to the sheriff.

He had no doubt about it now police work was not-and never had been-for
hi m

He was still a young man; there was tine to change careers.

He had becone a cop partly as an act of rebellion against his parents,
for it had been the last thing they had wanted. They'd noted his
uncanny way with animals, his ability to win the trust and friendship of
any creature on four legs within about half a mnute flat, and they had
hoped he woul d becone a veterinarian. Gordy had always felt snothered
by his nother's and father's unflagging affection, and when they had
nudged himtoward a career in veterinary nedicine, he had rejected the
possibility. Now he saw that they were right and that they only wanted
what was best for him |Indeed, deep down, he had al ways known they were
right. He was a heal er, not a peacekeeper

He had al so been drawn to the uniform and the badge because being a cop
had seened a good way of proving his masculinity. |In spite of his

form dabl e size and nmuscles, in spite of his acute interest in wonen, he
had al ways believed that others thought of him as androgynous. As a
boy, he had never been interested in sports, which had obsessed all of



his mal e contenporaries. And endl ess talk about hotrods had sinply
bored him His interests lay el sewhere and, to some,, seened effete.
Al t hough his talent was only average, he enjoyed painting. He played
the French horn. Nature fascinated him and he was an avid
bird-watcher. Hi s abhorrence of violence had not been acquired as an
adult; even as a child, he had avoi ded confrontations. His pacifism
when considered with his reticence in the conmpany of girls, had nmade,
hi m appear, at least to hinself, somewhat |ess than manly. But now, at
long last, he saw that he did not need to prove anything.

He woul d go to school, becone a vet. He would be content.

Hi s fol ks woul d be happy, too. H s life would be on the right track
agai n.

He cl osed his eyes, sighing, seeking sleep. But out of darkness cane

ni ght mari sh i nages of the severed heads of cats and dogs, flesh-craw ing
i mges of di snenbered and tortured ani mals.

He snapped his eyes open, gasping.

What had happened to all the pets in Snowfield?

The utility room off the |obby.

W ndowl ess, |ightless.

The nonot onous ping of water dropping into the metal sink had stopped.

But there wasn't silence now. Sonething noved in the darkness. It nade
a soft, wet, stealthy sound as it crept around the pitch-black room

Not yet ready to sleep, Jenny went into the cafeteria, poured a cup of
coffee, and joined the sheriff at a corner table.

"Li sa sl eeping?" he asked.

Li ke a rock."

"How re you hol ding up? This nust be hard on you. Al your neighbors,
friends..."

"It's hard to grieve properly,” she said." I"'mjust sort of nunmb. If |
l et nmyself react to every death that's had an effect on nme, 1'd be a
bl ubbering nmess. So I've just let my enotions go nunb.”

"I't's a normal, healthy response. That's how we're all dealing with
it."

They drank sonme coffee, chatted a bit. Then
“Married?" he asked.
"No. You?"

was. "



"Di vor ced?"
"She died."

"Ch, Christ, of course. | read about it. I'msorry. A year ago
wasn't it? A traffic accident?"

" A runaway truck."

She was | ooking into his eyes, and she thought they cl ouded and becane
| ess blue than they had been."” How s your son doi ng?"

"He's still in acom. | don't think he'll ever come out of it."
,,I'"msorry, Bryce. | really am"

He folded his hands around his nug and stared down at the coffee." Wth

Timy like he is, it'll be a blessing, really, when he just finally lets
go. | was nunmb about it for a while. | couldn't feel anything, not
just enotionally but physically, as well. At one point | cut ny finger

while | was slicing an orange, and | bled all over the damed kitchen
and even ate a few bl oody sections of the orange before |I noticed that
somet hing was wong. Even then |I never felt any pain. Lately, 1've
been com ng around to an understanding, to an acceptance." He | ooked up
and net Jenny's eyes." Strangely enough, since |'ve been here in
Snowfi el d, the grayness has gone away."

Grayness?"

"For a long tinme, the color has been | eeched out of everything. It's
all been gray. But tonight-just the opposite. Tonight, there's been so
much excitenment, so nuch tension, so much fear, that everything has
seened extraordinarily vivid."

Then Jenny spoke of her nother's death, of the surprisingly powerfu
effect it had had on her, despite the twelve years of partia
estrangenent that shoul d have softened the bl ow.

Agai n, Jenny was inpressed by Bryce Hammond's ability to make her fee
at ease. They seenmed to have known each other for years.

She even found herself telling himabout the m stakes she had nade in
her eighteenth and ni neteenth years, about her naive and stubbornly

wr ongheaded behavi or that had grievously hurt her parents. Toward the
end of her first year in college, she had net a man who had capti vat ed
her. He was a graduate student-Canpbell Hudson; she called himCamfive
years her senior. H's attentiveness, charm and passionate pursuit of
her had swept her away. Until then, she had led a sheltered life; she
had never tied herself down to one steady boyfriend, had never really
dated heavily at all. She was an easy target.

Having fallen for Cam Hudson, she then became not only his |lover but his
rapt student and disciple and, very nearly, his devoted sl ave.

"I can't see you subjugating yourself to anyone," Bryce said.

"l was young."



"Always an acceptabl e excuse."

She had nmoved in with Cam taking insufficient measures to conceal her
sinning fromher nother and father; and sinning was how they saw it.
Later, she decided-rather, she allowed Camto decide for her-that she
woul d drop out of college and work-as a waitress, helping pay his bills
until he was finished with his master's and doctoral work.

Once trapped in Cam Hudson's sel f-serving scenario, she gradually found
himless attentive and | ess charmi ng than he had once been. She | earned
he had a violent tenper. Then her father died while she was still with
Cam and at the funeral she sensed that her nother blamed her for his
untimely passing.

Wthin a nonth of the day that her father was consigned to the grave,
she | earned she was pregnant. She had been pregnant when he'd died. Cam
was furious and insisted on a quick abortion. She asked for a day to
consi der, but he becanme enraged at even a twenty-four-hour delay. He
beat her so severely that she had a mscarriage. It was over then. The
fool i shness was over. She grew up suddenly-al though her abrupt com ng
of age was too late to please her father

"Since then," she told Bryce, "I've spent my life working hard-maybe too
hard-to prove to ny nother that | was sorry and that | was, after all
wort hy of her love. |'ve worked weekends, turned down countless party

i nvitations, skipped nost vacations for the past twelve years, all in

t he nane of bettering nyself. | didn't go hone as often as | should
have done. | couldn't face ny nother. | could see the accusation in
her eyes. And then tonight, fromLisa, | |earned the npost amazing
thing.""

"Your mother never blaned you," Bryce said, displaying that uncanny
sensitivity and perception that she had seen in himbefore.

:"Yes!" Jenny said." She never held anything agai nst ne.
"She was probably even proud of you."

"Yes, again! She never blamed ne for Dad's death. It was ne doing al
the blam ng. The accusation | thought | saw in her eyes was only a
reflection of my own guilty feelings."

Jenny | aughed softly and sourly, shaking her head." It'd be funny if it
wasn't so dammed sad. "

In Bryce Hanmonofs eyes, she saw the synpathy and understanding for
whi ch she had been searching ever since her father's funeral

He said, "W're a lot alike in some ways, you and |I. | think we both
have nartyr conpl exes."

"No nore," she said." Life's too short. That's sonmething that's been
brought hone to me tonight. Fromnow on I'mgoing to live, really
live-if Snowfield will let me."

"We' || get through this," he said.



"I wish | could feel sure of that."

Bryce said, "You know, having something to look forward to will help us
make it. So how about giving me sonething to | ook forward to?"

" Huh?"
"A date." He leaned forward. Hi s thick, sandy hair fell into his eyes

" Gervasio's Restaurant in Santa Mra. M nestrone. Scanpi in garlic
butter. Some good veal or nmaybe a steak. A side dish of pasta. They

make a wonderful vermicelli all pesto.
Good wi ne. "
She grinned." I'd love it."

"I forgot to mention the garlic bread.”
"Ch, | love garlic bread."

"Zabagl i one for dessert."

"They'll have to carry us out," she said.
"We' || arrange for wheel barrows."

They chatted for a couple of mnutes, relieving tension, and then both
of themwere finally ready to sleep

Pi ng.

In the dark utility roomwhere Stu Wargle's body lay on a table, water
had begun to drop into the nmetal sink again.

Pi ng.

Sonet hi ng continued to nmove stealthily in the darkness, around and
around the table. It made a slick, wet, slithering through-the-nud
noi se.

That wasn't the only sound in the room there were many other noises,
all soft and low. The panting of a weary dog.

The hiss of an angry cat. Quiet, silvery, haunting |aughter; the
| aughter of a small child. Then a woman's pai ned whi nperi ng.

A moan. A sigh. The chirruping of a swallow, rendered clearly but
softly, so as not to draw the attention of any of the guards

posted out in the |obby. The warning of a rattlesnake. The hunmi ng of
bunbl ebees. The hi gher-pitched, sinister buzzing of wasps. A dog
grow i ng.

The noi ses ceased as abruptly as they had begun

Si | ence returned.



Pi ng.

The qui et |asted, unbroken except for the regularly spaced notes of the
failing water, for perhaps a mnute.

Pi ng.

There was a rustle of cloth in the Iightless room The shroud over
Wargle's corpse. The shroud had slipped off the dead man and had fallen
to the floor.

Slithering again.

And a dry-wood splintering sound. A brittle, nmuffled but violent sound.
A hard, sharp bone crack.

Si | ence agai n.

Pi ng.

Si | ence.

Ping. Ping. Ping.

Wil e Tal Whitman waited for sleep, he thought about fear

That was the key word; it was the foundry enotion that had forged him
Fear. His |life was one |ong vigorous denial of fear, a refutation of
its very existence. He refused to be affected by-hunbled by, driven
by-fear. He would not admit that anything could scare him Early in
his life, hard experience had taught himthat even acknow edgnent of
fear could expose himto its voraci ous appetite.

He had been born and raised in Harlem where fear was everywhere: fear
of street gangs, fear of junkies, fear of random viol ence, fear of
econom ¢ privation, fear of being excluded fromthe mainstreamof life.
In those tenenents, along those gray streets, fear waited to gobble you
up the instant you gave it the slightest nod of recognition

In childhood, he had not been safe even in the apartnment that he had
shared with his nother, one brother, and three sisters. Tal's father
had been a sociopath, a w fe-beater, who had shown up once or twice a
month merely for the pleasure of slapping his woman sensel ess and
terrorizing his children.

O course, Manmm had been no better than the old man. She drank too nuch
wi ne, tooted too much dope, and was nearly as ruthless with her children
as their father was.

When Tal was nine, on one of the rare nights when his father was hone, a
fire swept the tenenent house. Tal was his famly's sole survivor. Mama
and the old nan had died in bed, overcome by snobke in their sleep. Tal's
brother, Aiver, and his sisters-Heddy, Louisa, and baby Francesca-were
lost, and now all these years later it was sonmetines difficult to

beli eve that they had ever really existed.



After the fire, he was taken in by his nother's sister, Aunt Rebecca.
She lived in Harlem too. Becky didn't drink. She didn't use dope. She
had no children of her own, but she did have a job, and she went to

ni ght school, and she believed in self-sufficiency, and she had high
hopes. She often told Tal that there was nothing to fear but Fear
Itself and that Fear Itself was |ike the boogeyman, just a shadow, not
worth fearing at all." God nmade you healthy, Talbert, and he gave you a
good brain. Now if you mess up, it's nobody's fault but your own."

Wth Aunty Becky's love, discipline, and gui dance, young Tal bert had
eventually cone to think of hinself as virtually invincible. He was not
scared of anything in life; he was not scared of dying, either

That was why, years later, after surviving the shoot-out in the 7-El even
store over in Santa Mra, he was able to tell Bryce Hammond that it had
been a nere cakewal k

Now, for the first tinme in a long, long string of years, he had cone
across a knot of fear.

Tal thought of Stu Wargle, and the knot of fear pulled tighter
squeezing his guts.

The eyes were eaten right out of his skull
Fear Itself.
But this boogeyman was real

Hal f a year fromhis thirty-first birthday, Tal Whitnman was di scovering
that he could still be afraid, regardl ess of how strenuously he denied
it. Hi s fearlessness had brought hima long way in life. But, in
opposition to all that he had believed before, he realized that there
were al so times when being afraid was nmerely being snart.

Shortly before dawn, Lisa woke froma nightmare she couldn't recall

She | ooked at Jenny and the others who were sleeping, then turned toward
the wi ndows. CQutside, Skyline Road was deceptively peaceful as the end
of night drew near.

Lisa had to pee., She got up and wal ked quietly between two rows of
mattresses. At the archway, she sniled at the guard, and he w nked.

One nman was in the dining room He was pagi ng through a nagazine.

In the | obby, two guards were stationed by the el evator doors. The two
pol i shed oak front doors of the inn, each with an oval of bevel ed gl ass
in the center of it, were locked, but a third guard was positioned by
that entrance. He was hol ding a shotgun and staring out through one of
the oval s, watching the main approach to the buil ding.

A fourth man was in the |obby. Lisa had met himearlier bald,
florid-faced deputy naned Fred Turner. He was sitting at the |argest
desk, monitoring the tel ephone. It nust have rung frequently during the
night, for a couple of |egal-size sheets of paper were filled with
nessages. As Lisa passed by, the phone rang again. Fred raised one



hand in greeting, then snatched up the receiver.

Lisa went directly to the restroons, which were tucked into one corner
of the | obby:

SNOW BUNNI ES  SNOW BUCKS
That cuteness was out of sinc with the rest of the Hilltop Inn.

She pushed through the door narked SNOWBUNNI ES. The restroons had been
judged safe territory because they had no wi ndows and could be entered
only through the | obby, where there were always guards. The wonen's
roomwas |arge and clean, with four stalls and sinks. The floor and
wal s were covered with white ceramic tile bordered by dark blue tile
around the edge of the floor and around the top of the walls.

Lisa used the first stall and then the nearest sink. As she finished
washi ng her hands and | ooked up at the mrror above the sink, she saw
him Hm The dead deputy. Wargle.

He was standi ng behind her, eight or ten feet away, in the mddle of the
room Ginning.

She swung around, sure that sonehow it was a flawin the nminor, a trick
of the looking glass. Surely he wasn't really there.

But he was there. Naked. Ginning obscenely.

Hi s face had been restored: the heavy jow s, the thick-Iipped and
greasy-| ooki ng nouth, the piggish nose, the little quick eyes. The
fl esh was nmmgical ly whol e again

| mpossi bl e.

Before Lisa could react, Wargle stepped between her and the door. His
bare feet nade a flat, slapping sound against the tile floor

Soneone was poundi ng on the door

Wargl e seemed not to hear it.

Poundi ng and poundi ng and poundi ng. .

VWhy didn't they just open the door and come in?

Wargl e extended his arns and nade come-to-ne notions with his hands.
Gri nni ng.

Fromthe nmoment Lisa had met him she hadn't |iked Wargle. She had
caught hi m 1 ooking at her when he thought her attention was el sewhere,
and the expression in his eyes had been unsettling.

"Cone here, sweet stuff," he said.

She | ooked at the door and realized no one was pounding on it. She was
only hearing the frantic thunp of her own heart.



Wargle licked his |ips.

Li sa suddenly gasped, surprising herself. She had been so totally
paral yzed by the man's return fromthe dead that she had forgotten to
br eat he.

"Conme here, you little bitch."

She tried to scream Couldn't.

War gl e touched hinsel f obscenely.

"Bet you'd like a taste of this, huh?" he said, grinning, his |ips noist
fromhis hungrily licking tongue.

Again, she tried to scream Again, she couldn't. She could barely
wrench each badly needed breath into her burning |ungs.

He's not real, she told herself.

If she closed her eyes for a few seconds, squeezed themtightly shut and
counted to ten, he wouldn't be there when she | ooked again

" Little bitch."

He was an illusion. Maybe even part of a dream Maybe her coming to
the bathroomwas really just another part of her nightmare.

But she didn't test her theory. She didn't close her eyes and count to
ten. She didn't dare.

Wargle took a step toward her, still fondling hinself.

He isn't real. He's an illusion.

Anot her st ep.

He isn't real, he's an illusion.

"Come on, sweet stuff, let nme nibble on themtitties of yours."

He isn't real he's an illusion he isn't real he's."You' re gonna love it,
sweet stuff.”

She backed away from him
" Cute little body you got, sweet stuff. Real cute.”

He continued to advance.

The Iight was behind himnow H's shadow fell on her.

Ghosts didn't throw shadows.

In spite of his laugh and in spite of his fixed grin, his voice becane

steadily harsher, nastier." You stupid little slut. |'mgonna use you
real good. Real dammed good. Better than any of them high school boys



ever used you. You aren't gonna be able to walk right for a week when |'m
through with you, sweet stuff.”

Hi s shadow had conpletely engul fed her.
Her heart slamred so hard that it seemed about to tear |oose, Lisa
backed up farther, farther-but soon collided with the wall. She was in

a corner.

She | ooked around for a weapon, sonething she could at |east throw at
him There was not hing.

Each breath was harder to draw than the one before it. She was dizzy
and weak.

He isn't real. He's an illusion

But she coul dn't del ude herself any |onger, she couldn't believe in the
dream any nore.

Wargl e stopped just an armis length fromher. He glared at her. He
swayed fromside to side, and he rocked back and forth on the balls of
his bare feet, as if sone nad4M private nmusic swell ed and ebbed and
swelled within him

He closed his hateful eyes, swaying dreamly.

A second passed.

What' s he doi ng?

Two seconds, four, six, ten.

Still, his eyes remined cl osed.

She felt herself carried away in a whirl pool of hysteria.

Could she slip past hin? Wile his eyes were closed? Jesus.

No. He was too close. To get away, she would have to brush agai nst
him Jesus. Brush against hin? No. God, that would snap hi mout of
his trance or whatever this was, and he woul d seize her, and his hands
woul d be cold, dead-cold. She could not bring herself to touch him No.

Then she noticed sonething odd happeni ng behind his eyes.

Wiggling movement. The lids thenselves no |onger conformed to the
curvature of his eyeballs.

He opened his eyes.
They were gone.
the lids lay only enpty black sockets.

She finally screaned, but the cry she brought forth was beyond human
hearing. Breath passed out of her in an express train rush, and she felt



her throat working convul sively, but there was absolutely no sound that
woul d bring hel p.

H s eyes.
Hi s enpty eyes.

She was certain that those holl ow sockets could still see her. They
sucked at her with their enptiness.

His grin had not faded.

"Little pussy,” he said.

She screamed her silent scream

"Little pussy. Kiss ne, little pussy."”

Sonehow, dark as m dni ght, those bone-ri med sockets still held a
gli mer of nmal evol ent awar eness.

"Kiss ne."
No!
Let me die, she prayed. God, please let ne die first.

"I want to suck on your juicy tongue,’
into a giggle.

Wargle said urgently, bursting

He reached for her

She pressed hard agai nst the unyielding wall.
War gl e touched her cheek

She flinched and tried to pull away.

His fingertips trailed lightly down her cheek
Hi s hand was icy and slick

She heard a thin, dry, eerie groan-"Uh-uh-uh-uhuhhhhhhh"-and realized
that she was listening to herself.

She snell ed sonething strange, acrid. H's breath? The stale breath of
a dead nan, expelled fromrotting lungs? Did the wal king dead breat he?
The stench was faint but unbearable.

She gagged.

He | owered his face toward hers.

She stared into his eaten-away eyes, into the swarm ng bl ackness beyond,

and It was |ike peering through two peepholes into the deepest chanbers
of Hell



Hi s hand tightened on her throat.
He said, "G ve us"

She heaved in a hot breath.
‘alittle kiss."

She heaved out another scream

This time the screamwasn't silent. This tinme she pealed forth a sound
t hat seenmed | oud enough to shatter the mirrors and to crack the ceramc
tile.

As Wargle's dead, eyeless face slowy, slowy descended toward her, as
she heard her echoing off the walls, the whirlpool of hysteria in which
she' d been spinning becane, now, a whirlpool of darkness, and she was
drawn down into oblivion.

Chapter 20
Body snatchers

in the |obby of the Hilltop Inn, on a rust-col ored sofa, against that
wal I which was farthest fromthe restroons, Jennifer Paige sat beside her
sister, holding the girl.

Bryce squatted in front of the sofa, holding Lisa's hand, which he

couldn't seemto nake warm again no matter how firmy he pressed and
held it.

Except for the guards on duty, everyone had gathered behind Bryce, in a
semcircle around the front of the sofa.

Lisa | ooked terrible. Her eyes were guarded, haunted.

Her face was as white as the tile floor in the |adies' room where they
had found her unconsci ous.

.,Stu Wargle is dead," Bryce assured her yet again

"He wanted me t-t-to... Kkiss him" the girl repeated, clinging
resolutely to her bizarre story.

There was no one in the roombut you," Bryce said.

"Just you, Lisa."

"He was there,"” the girl insisted.

"W cam running as soon as you screaned. W found you al one"

"He was there."

"on the floor, in the corner, out cold.

He was there."



"His body is in the utility room" Bryce said, gently squeezing her hand
." W& put it there earlier. You remenber. don't you?"

"Is it still there?" the girl asked." Maybe you'd better |ook."

Bryce net Jenny's eyes. She nodded. Renenbering that anything was
possi bl e tonight, Bryce got to his feet, letting go of the girl's hand.
He turned toward the utility room

. " Tal 2"
"Yeah?"
"Come with neTal drew his revol ver.

Pulling his own sidearmfromhis holster, Bryce said, "The rest of you
stay back."

Wth Tal at his side, Bryce crossed the |obby to the utility room door
and paused in front of it.

"I don't think she's the kind of kid who nakes up wild stories," Ta
sai d.

" | know she's not."

Bryce thought about how Paul Henderson's corpse had vani shed fromthe
substation. Damm it, though, that had been very different fromthis.
Paul ' s body had been accessi bl e, unguarded. But no one could have
gotten to Wargle's corpse and it couldn't have gotten up and wal ked away
of its own accord-w thout being seen by one of the three deputies posted
in the | obby. Yet no one and nothing had been seen

Bryce noved to the left of the door and notioned Tal over to the right
of it.

They listened for several seconds. The inn was silent. There was no
sound fromwithin the utility room

Keepi ng his body out of the doorway, Bryce |eaned forward and reached
across the door, took hold of the knob, turned it slowy and silently
until it had gone as far as it would go. He hesitated. He glanced over
at Tal, who indicated his own readi ness. Bryce took a deep breath,
threw the door inward, and junped back, out of the way.

Not hi ng rushed fromthe unlighted room

Tal inched to the edge of the janb, reached around with one arm funbl ed
for the light switch, and found it.

Bryce was crouched down, waiting. The instant the |light cane on, he
| aunched hi msel f through the doorway, his revol ver poked out in front of
hi m

Stark fluorescent light spilled dowmn fromthe twin ceiling panels and
glinted off the edges of the netal sink and off the bottles and cans of



cl eaning material s.

The shroud, in which they had wrapped the body, lay in a pile on the
floor, beside the table.

Wargl e's corpse was mi ssing.

Deke Coover had been the guard stationed at the front doors of the inn
He wasn't nuch help to Bryce. He had spent a lot of tinme |ooking out at
Skyline Road, with his back to the | obby.

Soneone coul dd have carted Wargl e's body away wi t hout Coover being the
W ser.

,.You told ne to watch the front approach, Sheriff," Deke Said

"As long as he didn't acconpany hinself with a song, Wargle

coul d've come out of there all by his |onesonme, doing an old soft-shoe
routi ne and waving a flag in each hand, and he nmightn't have attracted ny
noti ce.

The two nmen stationed by the elevators, near the utility room were
Kelly MacHeath and Donny Jessup. They were two of Bryce's younger men,
intheir md-twenties, but they were both able, trustworthy, and
reasonabl y experienced.

Macbeath, a blond and beefy fellowwith a bull's neck and heavy
shoul ders, shook his head and said, "Nobody went in or out of the
utility roomall night."

"Nobody, " Jessup agreed. He was a wiry, curly-haired nan with eyes the
color of tea." W would've seen them"

"The door's right there." MacBeath observed.
"And we were here all night."
::You know us, Sheriff," MacBeath said.

You know we aren't slackers," Jessup said.
"When we're supposed to be on duty, we are on duty,' Jessup finished.

Damm it,- Bryce said. -Wargle's body is gone. It didn't just clinb off
that table and wal k through a wall!"

"It didn'"t just clinmb off that table and wal k t hrough that door
either," MacBeath insisted.

,.Sir", Jessup said, "Wargle was dead. | didn't see the body nyself,
but fromwhat | bear, he was very dead. Dead nmen stay where you put
t hem

"Not necessarily," Bryce said.” Not in this town. Not tonight."

In the utility roomwith Tal, Bryce said, "There's just not another way
out of here but the door."



They wal ked slowy around the room studying it.

The | eaky faucet drooled out a drop of water that struck the pan of the
netal sink with a soft ping.

"The heating vent," Tal said, pointing to a grille in one wall, directly
under the ceiling." What about that?"

"Are you serious?"

"Better have a |ook."

"I't's not big enough for a man to pass through."
"Renmenber the burglary at Krybinsky's Jewelry Store?"

"How could | forget? It's still unsolved, as Al ex Krybinsky so
pointedly rem nds ne every time we nmeet."

"That guy entered Krybinsky's basenent through an unl ocked wi ndow al nost
as snmall as that grille."

Bryce knew, as did any cop who handl ed burglaries, that a man of
ordinary build required a surprisingly small opening to gain entrance to
a building. Any hole |arge enough to accept a man's head was al so | arge
enough to provide an entrance for his entire body. The shoul ders were
wi der than the head, of course, but they could be collapsed forward or
ot herwi se contorted enough to be squeezed through; |ikew se, the breadth
of the hips was nearly always sufficiently alterable to foll ow where the
shoul ders had gone. But Stu Wargle hadn't been a man of ordinary build.
"Stu's belly would've stuck in there like a cork in a bottle,"
sai d.

Bryce

Nevert hel ess, he pulled up a stepstool that had been standing in one
corner, clinmbed onto it, and took a closer |ook at the vent.

"The grille's not held in place by screws," he told Tal." It's a
spring-clip nodel, so it could conceivably have been snapped into place
frominside the duct, once Wargle went through, so long as he wiggl ed
in feet-first."

He pulled the grille off the wall.

Tal handed hima flashlight.

Bryce directed the hewn into the dark heating duct and frowned. The
narrow, netal passageway ran only a short distance before taking a
ni nety-degree upward turn

Switching off the flashlight and passing it down toTal Bryce said,

"I npossible. To get through there, Wargle would have to've been no
bi gger than Sammy Davis, Jr., and as flexible as the rubber nman in a
carnival sideshow "

Frank Autry approached Bryce Hanmmond at the operations desk in



the mddl e of the | obby, where the sheriff was seated, reading over the
nessages that had cone in during the night.

"Sir, there's sonething you ought to know about Wargle."

Bryce | ooked up." What's that?"

"Well... | don't like to have to speak ill of the dead.

"None of us cared much for him" Bryce said flatly." Any attenpt to
honor his nenory woul d be hypocritical. So if you know sonething
that'Il help me, spill it, Frank."

Frank smled." You' d have done real well for yourself in the arny." He
sat on the edge of the desk." Last night, when Wargle and |I were
dismantling the radio over at the substation, he nade several disgusting
remar ks about Dr. Paige and Lisa."

"Sex stuff?"

"Yeah."

Frank recounted the conversation that he'd had with \Wargle.

"Christ," Bryce said, shaking his head.

Frank said, "The thing about the girl was what bothered ne nost. Wargle
was hal f serious when he tal ked about maybe making a nmove on her if the

opportunity arose. | don't think he'd have gone as far as rape, but he
was capabl e of making a very heavy pass and using his authority, his
badge, to coerce her. | don't think that kid could be coerced; she's

t oo spunky.
But | think Wargle might've tried it."

The sheriff tapped a pencil on the desk, staring thoughtfully into the
air.

"But Lisa couldn't have known," Frank sai d.
"She couldn't have overheard any of your conversation?"
"Not a word."

"She m ght have suspected what kind of man Wargle was fromthe way he
| ooked at her."

"But she couldn't have known,"
at ?"

Frank said." Do you see what |'mdriving

"Yes."

"Most kids," Frank said, "if they were going to nake up a tall tale,
they woul d be satisfied just to say they'd been chased by a dead man.
They woul dn't ordinarily embellish it by saying the dead man wanted to
nol est them"



Bryce tended to agree." Kids' minds aren't that baroque.
Their lies are usually sinple, not elaborate.”

"Exactly," Frank said." The fact that she said Wargle was naked and
wanted to nolest her... well... to ne, that seens to add credibility
to her story. Now, we'd all like to believe that someone sneaked into
the utility roomand stole Wargle's body. And we'd like to believe they
put the body in the |ladies' room that Lisa saw it, that she panicked,
and that she imagined all the rest. And we'd |ike to believe that after
she fainted, soneone got the corpse out of there by sone incredibly
clever neans. But that explanation is full of holes. Wat happened was
a lot stranger than that."

Bryce dropped his pencil and | eaned back in his chair." Shit.
You believe in ghosts, Frank? The |iving dead?"

"No. There's a real explanation for this," Frank said." Not a bunch of
superstitious nmunmbo-junbo. A real explanation."

"I agree," Bryce said." But Wargle's face was..."
"I know. | sawit."

"How coul d his face have been put back together?"
"I don't know. "

"And Lisa said his eyes..

"Yeah. | heard what she said."

Bryce sighed." You ever worked Rubik's Cube?"
Frank blinked." No. | never did."

"Well, | did," the sheriff said." The damed thing al nost drove ne
crazy, but | stuck with it, and eventually | solved it.

Everybody thinks that's a hard puzzle, but conpared to this case,
Rubi k' s Cube is a kindergarten gane."

"There's another difference," Frank said.

"What's that?"

"I'f you fail to solve Rubik's Cube, the punishnent isn't death."

In Santa Mra, in his cell in the county jail, Fletcher Kale, slayer of
wi fe and son, woke before dawn. He lay notionless on the thin foam
mattress and stared at the w ndow, which presented a rectangul ar slab of
t he predawn sky for his inspection.

He woul d not spend his life in prison. Wuld not.

He had a magnificent destiny. That was the thing no one understood.



They saw the Fl etcher Kale who existed now, w thout being able to see
what he woul d becone. He was destined to have it all: npbney beyond
counting, power beyond imagining, fame, respect.

Kal e knew he was different fromthe rest of nmankind, and it was this
know edge that kept himgoing in the face of all adversity. The seeds
of greatness within himwere already sprouting. In tine, he would nake
them all see how wrong they had been about him

Perception, he thought as he stared up at the barred w ndow, perception
is my greatest gift. [|'mextraordinarily perceptive.

He saw that, wi thout exception, human bei ngs were driven by
self-interest. Nothing wong with that. It was the nature of the

speci es. That was how humanki nd was neant to be. But npbst people could
not bear to face the truth. The up so-called inspiring concepts |ike

| ove, friendship, honor, truthfulness, faith, trust, and individua
dignity. They claimed to believe in all those things and nore; however,
at heart, they knew it was all bullshit. They just couldn't admit it.
And so, they stupidly hobbled thensel ves with a smarny,

sel f-congratul atory code of conduct, with noble but hollow sentinents,
thus frustrating their true desires, doom ng thenselves to failure and
unhappi ness.

Fools. God, he despised them

From hi s uni que perspective, Kale saw that mankind was, in reality, the
nost ruthl ess, dangerous, unforgiving species on earth. And he revel ed
in that know edge. He was proud to be a nenmber of such a race.

I'm ahead of ny own tinme, Kale thought as he sat up on the edge of his
bunk and put his bare feet on the cold floor of his cell. | amthe next
step of evolution. 1've evolved beyond the need to believe in norality.
That's why they look at ne with such loathing. Not because | killed
Joanna and Danny.

They hate ne because |'m better than they are, nmore conpletely in touch
with ny true human nature.

He'd had no choice but to kill Joanna. She had refused to give himthe
noney, after all. She had been prepared to hunmiliate him
professionally, ruin himfinancially, and weck his entire future.

He'd had to kill her. She was in his way.

It was too bad about Danny. Kale sort of regretted that part.

Not al ways. Just now and then. Too bad. Necessary, but too bad.
Anyway, Danny had al ways been a regular mana's boy. |In fact, he was
actual ly downright distant toward his father. That was Joanna's

handi wor k. She had probably been brai nwashing the kid, turning him
against his old man. In the end, Danny really hadn't been Kale's son at

all. He'd becone a stranger

Kal e got down on the floor of, his cell and began to do pushups.



One-two, one-two, one-two.

He intended to keep hinmself in shape for that noment when an opportunity
for escape presented itself. He knew exactly where he would go when he
escaped. Not west, not out of the country, not over toward Sacranento.

That's what they woul d expect himto do.

One-two, one-two.

He knew of a perfect hideout. It was right here in the county.

They woul dn't be | ooking for himunder their noses. Wen they couldn't
find himin a day or so, they' d decide he had already split, and they'd
stop actively looking in this neighborhood. Wen several nore weeks
passed, when they weren't thinking about himany |onger, then he would
| eave the hideout, double back through town, and head west.

One-two.

But first, he would go up into the mountains. That's where the hideout
was. The mountains offered himthe best chance of eluding the cops once
he'd escaped. He had a hunch about it. The nountains. Yeah. He felt
drawn to the mountains.

Dawn cane to the mountains, spreading like a bright stain across the
sky, soaking into the darkness and discoloring it.

The forest above Snowfield was quiet. Very quiet.

In the underbrush, the | eaves were beaded with norning dew. The
pl easant odor of rich hunmus rose up fromthe spongy forest floor

The air was chilly, as if the last exhalation of the night still |ay
upon the | and.

The fox stood notionless on a |inestone fornation that thrust up froman
open slope, just belowthe treeline. The wind gently ruffled his gray
fur.

His breath made a snmal| phosphoric plume in the crisp air

The fox was not a night hunter, yet he had been on the prow since an
hour before dawn. He had not eaten in al nost two days.

He had been unable to find ganme. The woods had been unnaturally silent
and devoid of the scent of prey.

In all his seasons as a hunter, the fox had never encountered such
barren qui etude as this. The nost bitter days of midwi nter were filled
with nore promise than this. Even in the w ndwhi pped snows of January,
there was al ways the bl ood scent, the gane scent.

Not now.

Now t here was not hi ng.

Death seenmed to have clained all the creatures in this part of the



forest-except for one snmall, hungry fox. Yet there was not even the
scent of death, not even the ripe stench of a carcass noldering in the
under br ush.

But at |ast, as he had scanpered across the |ow |linestone fornmation,
being careful not to set foot in one of the crevices or flute hol es that
dropped down into the caves beneath, the fox had seen sonething nove on
t he sl ope ahead of him something that had not nmerely been stirred by
the wind. He had frozen on the |ow rocks, staring uphill at the shadowy
perimeter of this new armof the forest.

A squirrel. Two squirrels. No, there were even nore of themthan
that-five, ten, twenty. They were lined up side by side in the di mess
al ong the treeline.

At first there had been no gane whatsoever. Now there was an equally
st range abundance of it.

The fox sniffed.

Al t hough the squirrels were only five or six yards away, he could not
get their scent.

The squirrels were looking directly at him but they didn't seem
frightened.

The fox cocked his head, suspicion tenpering his hunger

The squirrels noved to their left, all at once, in a tight little group
and then canme out of the shadows of the trees, away fromthe protection
of the forest, onto open ground, straight toward the fox. They roiled
over and under and around one another, a frantic confusion of brown
pelts, a blur of nmotion in the brown grass. Wen they cane to an abrupt
halt, all at the same instant, they were only three or four yards from
the fox. And they were no |onger squirrels.

The fox twi tched and made a hi ssing sound.

The twenty small squirrels were now four |arge raccoons.

The fox grow ed softly.

I gnoring him one of the raccoons stood on its hind feet and began
washing its paws.

The fur along the fox's back bristled.

He sniffed the air.

No scent.

He put his head | ow and wat ched the raccoons closely. His sleek nuscles
grew even nore tense than they had been, not because he intended to

spring, but because he intended to fl ee.

Sonet hi ng was very w ong.



Al'l four raccoons were sitting up now, forepaws tucked against their
chests, tender bellies exposed.

They were wat chi ng the fox.

The raccoon was not usually prey for the fox. It was too aggressive,

too sharp of tooth, too quick with its claws. But though it was safe
from foxes, the raccoon never enjoyed confrontation; it never flaunted
itself as these four were doing.

The fox licked the cold air with his tongue.

He sniffed again and finally did pick up a scent.

Hi s ears snapped back flat against his skull, and he snarl ed.
It wasn't the scent of raccoons. It wasn't the scent of any denizen of
the forest that he had ever encountered before. It was an unfamliar

sharp, unpleasant odor. Faint. But repellent.

This vile odor wasn't coming fromany of the four raccoons that posed in
front of the fox. He wasn't quite able to nake out where it was com ng
from

Sensi ng grave danger, the fox whi pped around on the |inestone, turning
away fromthe raccoons, although he was reluctant to put his back to
t hem

Hi s paws scraped and his claws clicked on the hard surface as he

| aunched hinsel f down the slope, across the flat weatherworn rock, his
tail streaming out behind him He | eaped over a foot-w de crevice in
the stone -and in mdleap he was snatched fromthe air by sonething dark
and col d and pul sing.

The thing burst up out of the crevice with brutal, shocking force and
speed.

The agoni zed squeal of the fox was sharp and brief.

As quickly as the fox was seized, it was drawn down into the crevice.
Five feet below, at the bottom of the miniature chasm there was a smal
hole that led into the caves beneath the |imestone outcropping. The
hole was too small to admit the fox, but the struggling creature was
dragged through anyway, its bones snapping as it went.

CGone.

Al in the blink of an eye. Half a blink.

I ndeed, the fox had been sucked into the earth before the echo of its
dyi ng cry had even peal ed back froma distant hill side.

The raccoons were gone.

Now, a flood of field mice poured onto the snooth slabs of |inestone.
Scores of them At |east a hundred.



They went to the edge of the crevice.
They stared down into it.

One by one, the mice slipped over the edge, dropped to the bottom and
then went through the snmall natural opening into the cavern bel ow.

Soon, all the m ce were gone, too.

Once again, the forest above Snowfield was quiet.

PART 2
Evil is not an abstract concept. It lives.
It has a form It stalks. It is too real

- Dr. Tom Dool ey

Phant ons! Wenever | think I fully understand nanki nd's purpose on
earth, just when | foolishly imagine that | have seized upon the neaning

of life... suddenly |I see phantons dancing in the shadows, mysterious
phantoms perform ng a gavotte that says, as pointedly as words, "Wat
you know is nothing, little man; what you have to learn, is inmense."

Charl es Di ckens
Chapter 21

The Big Story
Santa Mra.
Monday-1: 02 A M
"Hel | 0?"

"I's this the Santa Mra Daily News?"

"Yeah." "The newspaper ?"
"Lady, the paper's closed. It's after one in the norning."
"Closed? | didn't know a newspaper ever closed."

"This isn't the New York Tinmes."

"But aren't you printing tomorrow s edition now?" "The printing s not
done here. These are the business and editorial offices. Did you want
the printer or what?"

"Well... | have a story." "If it's an obituary or a church bake sale or
somet hi ng, what you do is you call back in the norning, after nine
o' clock, and you' "No, no. This is a big story."

"Ch, a garage sale, huh?"



"t hat ?"

“"Never mind. You'll just have to call back in the norning."
"Wait, listen, | work for the phone conpany."

"That's not such a big story."

"No, see, it's because | work for the phone conpany that | found out
about this thing. Are you the editor?"

"No. I'min charge of selling ad pace."

:"Well... maybe you can still help nme."

"Lady. |I'msitting here on a Sunday night-no, a Monday norni ng now al
alone in a dreary little office, trying to figure out how the devil to
drum up enough business to keep this paper afloat. | amtired. | am

irritable" "How awful."

-and | amafraid you'll have to call back in the norning."

"But sonething terrible has happened in Showfield. | don't know exactly
what, but | know people are dead. There might even be a | ot of people

dead or at l|east in danger of dying."

“"Christ, | must be tireder than | thought. |'mgetting interested in
spite of nyself. Tell me."

"We've rerouted Snowfield s phone service, pulled it off the automatic
dialing system and restricted all ingoing calls.

You can only reach two nunbers up there now, and both of them are being
answered by the sheriff's men. The reason they've set it up that way is
to seal the place off before the reporters find out something's up."
"Lady, what've you been drinki ng?"

"I don't drink."

:"Then what've you been snoki ng?"

"Listen, | know a little bit nore. They're getting calls fromthe Santa
Mra sheriff's office all the time, and fromthe governor's office, and
fromsonme nmilitary base out in Uah, and they -"

San Franci sco.

Monday-1:40 A M

:"This is Sid Sandowicz. Can | help you?"

"I keep tellin' theml| want to talk to a San Franci sco Chronicle
reporter, man."

"That's ne."



"Man, you guys have hung up on nme three tinmes! What the fuck's the
matter with you guys?"

"Wat ch your | anguage."
, 2 Shit. "

Li sten, do you have any idea how many kids like you call up newspapers,
wasting our tinme with silly-ass gags and hot tip hoaxes?"

"Huh? How d you even know | was a ki d?"

Cause you sound twel ve."
“I"'mfifteen!"

"Congratul ations."

"“Shit!"

"Listen, son, |'ve got a boy your age, which is why I'm bothering to
listen to you when the other guys wouldn't. So if you've really got
sonmet hing of interest, spill it."

"Well, ny old man's a professor at Stanford. He's a virologist and an
epi dem ol ogi st. You know what that neans, nan?"

"He studies viruses, disease, something like that."
"Yeah. And he's let hinself be corrupted.”
"How s that?"

"He accepted a grant fromthe fuckin' mlitary. Man, he's involved wth
sone biological warfare outfit. |It's supposed to be a peacefu
application of his research, but you know that's a | ot of horseshit. He
sold his soul, and now they're finally claimn' it. The shit's hit the
fan."

"The fact that your father sold out-if he did sell out might be big news
in your famly, son, but I'"'mafraid it wouldn't be of nmuch interest to
our readers."

"Hey, man, | didn't call up just to jerk you off. 1've got a rea
story. Tonight they cane for him There's a crisis of sone kind. [|'m
supposed to think he had to fly back East on business.

| snuck upstairs and |listened at their bedroom door while he was |ayin'
it all out for the old lady. There's been some kind of contamination in
Snowfield. A big emergency. Everyone's tryin' to keep it secret."

" Snowfield, California?"

"Yeah, yeah. What | figure, man, is that they were secretly runnin' a
test of sonme germ weapon on our own people and it got out of hand. O
maybe it was an accidental spill. Somethin' real heavy's going' down,
for sure."



"What's your nane, son?"

"Ricky Bettenby. M/ old nan's nane is WIson Bettenby."
"Stanford, you said?"

"Yeah. You gonna follow up on this, man?"

"Maybe there's sonething to it. But before | start calling people at

Stanford, | need to ask you a | ot nore questions.™
"Fire away. |1'Il tell you whatever | can. | want to blast this w de
open, man. | want himto pay for sellin' out."

Thr oughout the night, the | eaks sprung one by one. At Dugway, Utah, an
arny officer, who should have known better, used a pay phone off the
base to call New York and spill the story to a nuch-loved younger

brot her who was a cub reporter for the Tines. In bed, after sex, an
aide to the governor told his lover, a wonan reporter. Those and ot her
holes in the dam caused the flow of information to grow froma trickle
to a flood.

By three o' clock in the nmorning, the switchboard at the Santa Mra
County Sheriff's Ofice was overl oaded. By dawn, the newspaper
television, and radio reporters were swarnmng into Santa Mra. Wthin a
few hours of first light, the street in front of the sheriff's offices
was crowded with press cars, canmera vans bearing the [ ogos of TV
stations in Sacranento and San Franci sco, reporters, and curiosity
seekers of all ages.

The deputies gave up trying to keep people fromcongregating in the

m ddl e of the street, for there were too many of themto be herded onto
the sidewal ks. They sealed off the block with sawhorses and turned it
into a big open-air press conpound. A couple of enterprising kids from
a nearby apartnment building starting selling Tang, cookies, and-with the
aid of the longest series of extension cords anyone coul d renenber

seei ng-hot coffee. Their refreshment stand becane the runor center
where reporters gathered to share theories and hearsay while they waited
for the latest official information handouts.

QO her newsnmen spread out through Santa Mra, seeking people who had
friends or relatives living up in Showfield, or who were in sonme way
related to the deputies now stationed there. Qut at the junction of the
state route and Snowfield Road, still other reporters were canping at

t he police roadbl ock.

In spite of all this hurly-burly, fully half of the press had not yet
arrived. Many representatives of the Eastern nedia and the foreign
press were still in transit. For the authorities who were trying hard
to deal with the ness, the worst was yet to conme. By Monday afternoon
it would be a circus.

Chapter 22

Morning in Snowfield



Not long after dawn, the shortwave radio and the two gasoline powered
el ectric generators arrived at the roadbl ock that marked the perineter
of the quarantine zone. The two small vans which bore them were driven
by California H ghway Patrolnen. They were pernitted to pass through

t he bl ockade, to a point mdway along the four-mle Snowfield Road,
where they were parked and abandoned.

VWhen the CHI P officers returned to the roadbl ock, county deputies

radi oed a situation report to headquarters in Santa Mra. In turn,
headquarters put through a go-ahead call to Bryce Hanmond at the Hilltop
I nn.

Tal Witman, Frank Autry, and two other nen took a squad car to the
m dpoi nt of the Snowfield Road and picked up the abandoned vans.
Cont ai nnent of any possi bl e di sease vectors was thus maintai ned.

The shortwave was set up in one corner of the Hilltop | obby.

A message sent to headquarters in Santa Mra was received and answered.
Now, if sonething happened to the tel ephones, they wouldn't be entirely
i sol at ed.

Wthin an hour, one of the generators had been wired into the circuitry
of the streetlanps on the west side of the Skyline Road. The other was
spliced into the hotel's electrical system

Tonight, if the main power supply was mysteriously cut off, the
generators would kick in automatically. Darkness would |ast only one or
two seconds.

Bryce was confident that not even their unknown eneny coul d snatch away
a victimthat fast.

Jenny Pai ge began the norning with an unsatisfactory sponge bath,
followed by a conpletely satisfactory breakfast of eggs, sliced ham
t oast, and coffee.

Then, acconpanied by three heavily arned nmen, she went up the street to
her house, where she got some fresh clothes for herself and for Lisa.
She al so stopped in her office, where she gathered up a stethoscope, a
sphygnmonmanonet er, tongue depressors, cotton pads, gauze, splints,
bandages, tourniquets, antiseptics, disposable hypoderm c syringes,

pai nkillers, antibiotics, and other instrunments and supplies that she
woul d need in order to establish an energency infirmary in one corner of
the Hilltop Inn's | obby.

The house was qui et.

The deputies kept |ooking around nervously, entering each new roomas if
t hey suspected a guillotine was rigged above the door

As Jenny was finishing packing up supplies in -her office, the tel ephone
rang. They all stared at it.

They knew only two phones in town were working, and both were at the
Hilltop Inn.



The phone rang again

Jenny lifted the receiver. She didn't say hello.
Si | ence.

She wai t ed.

After a second, she heard the distant cries of sea gulls. The buzzing
of bees. The mewling of a kitten. A weeping child.

Anot her child: laughing. A panting dog. The chicka-chickachi cka-chicka
sound of a rattl esnake.

Bryce had heard sinmilar things on the phone last night, in the
substation, just before the noth had conme tapping at the w ndows. He
had sai d that the sounds had been perfectly ordinary, famliar aninma
noi ses. They had nonet hel ess, unsettled him He hadn't been able to
expl ai n why.

Now Jenny knew exactly what he neant.

Bi rds singing.

Frogs croaki ng.

A cat purring.

The puff became a hiss. The hiss becane a cat-shriek of anger. The
shriek becane a brief but terrible squeal of pain

Then a voice: "lI'mgonna shove nmy big prick into your succulent little
sister."

Jenny recogni zed the voice. Wargle. The dead man

“You hear me, Doc?"

She sai d not hi ng.

"And | don't give a rat's ass which end of her | stick it in."
He giggl ed.

She sl anmed t he phone down.

The deputies | ooked at her expectantly.

"Uh... no one on the line," she said, deciding not to tell them what
she had heard. They were al ready too junpy.

From Jenny's office, they went to Tayton's Pharnacy on Vail Lane, where
she stocked up on nore drugs: additional painkillers, a w de spectrum of
antibiotics, coagul ant, anticoagul ants, and anything el se she night
concei vabl y need.

As they were finishing in the pharmacy, the phone rang.



Jenny was closest to it. She didn't want to answer, but she couldn't
resist.

And it was there again.
Jenny waited a nonent, then said, "Hello?"

Wargle said, "lI'mgonna use your little sister so hard she won't be able
to walk for a week."

Jenny hung up.
"Dead line," she told the deputi es.
She didn't think they believed her. They stared at her trenbling hands.

Bryce sat at the central operations desk, talking by tel ephone to
headquarters in Santa Mra

The APB on Tinmothy Flyte had turned up nothing whatsoever. Flyte wasn't
want ed by any police agency in the United States or Canada. The FBI had
never heard of him The name on the bathroommrror at the Candl e gl ow
Inn was still a nystery.

The San Franci sco police had been able to supply background on the

m ssing Harold Ordnay and wife, in whose roomTinothy Flyte's nane had
been found. The Ordnays owned two bookstores in San Franci sco. One was
an ordinary retail outlet. The other was an antiquarian and rare book
deal ershi p; apparently, it was by far the nore profitable of the two.
The Ordnays were well known and respected in collecting circles.

According to their fanmly, Harold and Bl anche had gone to Snowfield for
a four-day weekend to celebrate their thirty-first anniversary. The
fam |y had never heard of Tinothy Flyte.

When police were granted permssion to | ook through the O dnays"
personal address book, they found no listing for anyone named Flyte.

The police had not yet been able to | ocate any of the bookstores"

enpl oyees; however, they expected to do so as soon as both shops opened
at ten o'clock this norning. It was hoped that Flyte was a business
acquai ntance of the Ordnays' and would be familiar to the enpl oyees.

"Keep nme posted," Bryce told the norning desk man in Santa Mra." How re
t hi ngs there?"

" Pandenoni um "
" 1t'll get worse."

As Bryce was putting down the receiver, Jenny Paige returned from her
safari in search of drugs and nedical equipnent.

"Where's Lisa?"

"Wth the kitchen detail," Bryce said.



"She's all right?"

"Sure. There are three big, strong, well-arnmed men with her. Remenber?
I s sonething wong?"

" Tell you later."

Bryce assigned Jenny's three arned guards to new duties, then hel ped her
establish an infirmary in one corner of the | obby.

"This is probably wasted effort," she said.

" \Why 2"

"So far no one's been injured. Just killed."
"Well, that could change."

"I think it only strikes when it intends to kill. It doesn't take
hal fway neasures."

“Maybe. But with all these nen toting guns, and with everyone so damed
junpy, | wouldn't be half surprised if soneone accidentally w nged
someone el se or even shot hinself in the foot."

Arranging bottles in a desk drawer, Jenny said, "The tel ephone rang at
ny place and again over at the pharmacy. It was Wargle." She told him
about both calls.

"You're sure it was really hinP"

"I remenber his voice clearly. An unpl easant voice."

"But, Jenny, he was-"

"I know, | know. H's face was eaten away, and his brain was gone, and
all the blood was sucked out of him | know.

And it's driving nme crazy trying to figure it out."
"Soneone doi ng an inmpersonation?"”

"I'f it was, then there's soneone out there who nakes Rich Little | ook
li ke an amateur."

"Did he sound as if he,

Bryce broke off in mid-sentence, and both he and Jenny turned as Lisa
ran through the archway.

The girl notioned to them" Cone on! Quick! Sonething weird is
happening in the kitchen."

Before Bryce could stop her, she ran back the way she had cone.

Several nen started after her, drawing their guns as they went, and



Bryce ordered themto halt." Stay here. Stay on the job."

Jenny had already sprinted after the girl.

Bryce hurried into the dining room caught up with Jenny, noved ahead of
her, drew his revolver, and followed Lisa through the sw nging doors
into the hotel Kkitchen

The three men assigned to this shift of kitchen duty-Gordy Brogan, Henry
Wong, and Max Dunbar-had put down their can openers and cooking utensils
in favor of their service revolvers, but they didn't know what to ai m
at. They glanced up at Bryce, |ooking disconcerted and baffl ed.

"Here we go 'round the mul berry bush,

the mul berry bush, the mul berry bush."

The air was filled with a child's singing. Alittle boy. H s voice was
clear and fragile and sweet.

" Here we go 'round the mul berry bush,

so early in the moooorrrni nnnggg!"

"The sink," Lisa said, pointing.

Puzzl ed, Bryce went to the nearest of three double sinks.
Jenny came cl ose behind him

The song had changed. The voice was the sane:

" This old man, he plays one;
he pl ays nicknack on my drum
Wth a nicknack, paddywack

gi ve a dog a bone-"

The child's voice was coming out of the drain in the sink, as if he were
trapped far down in the pipes.

"-this old man goes rolling hone."

For metronomi c seconds, Bryce listened with spellbound intensity. He
was speechl ess.

He gl anced at Jenny. She gave himthe sane astonished stare that he had
seen on his men's faces when he had first. pushed through the sw nging
doors.

"It just started all of a sudden," Lisa said, raising her voice above
t he singing.

"When?" Bryce asked.



"A couple of mnutes ago," Gordy Brogan said.

"I was standing at the sink," Max Dunbar said. He was a burly, hairy,
rough-1ooking man with warm shy brown eyes.

"When the singing started up... Jesus, | nust've junped two feet!

The song changed again. The sweetness was replaced by a cloying, al nost
nocki ng piety:

"Jesus loves nme, this | know,

for the Bible tells nme so."

"I don't like this," Henry Wong said." How can it be?"
" Little ones to H mare drawn.

They are weak, but He is strong.

Not hi ng about the singing was overtly threatening; yet, like the noises
Bryce and Jenny had heard on the tel ephone, the child' s tender voice,

i ssuing fromsuch an unlikely source, was unnerving. Creepy.

"Yes, Jesus |oves ne.

Yes, Jesus |oves ne.

Yes, Jesus-"

The singing abruptly ceased.

"Thank God!" Max Dunbar said with a shudder of relief, as if the child's
nmel odi ¢ crooni ng had been unbearably harsh, grating, off-key." That
voice was drilling right through to the roots of ny teeth!"

After several seconds had passed in silence, Bryce began to | ean toward
the drain, to peer into it -and Jenny said naybe he shouldn't -and
somet hi ng expl oded out of that dark, round hol e.

Everyone cried out, and Lisa screaned, and Bryce staggered back in fear
and surprise, cursing hinself for not being nore careful, jerking his
revol ver up, bringing the nuzzle to bear on the thing that came out of
t he drain.

But it was only water

A long, high-pressure stream of exceptionally filthy, greasy water shot
alnost to the ceiling and rained down over everything. It was a short

burst, only a second or two, spraying in every direction

Sone of the foul droplets struck Bryce's face. Dark blotches appeared
on the front of his shirt. The stuff stank.

It was exactly what you woul d expect to gush out of a backed-up drain
dirty brown water, threads of gumy sludge, bits of this norning's
br eakfast scraps which had been run through the garbage disposal



Cordy got a roll of paper towels, and they all scrubbed at their faces
and blotted at the stains on their clothes.

They were still wiping at thenselves, still waiting to see if the

si ngi ng woul d begi n agai n, when Tal Wi tnman pushed open one of the

swi ngi ng doors." Bryce, we just got a call. General Copperfield and his
team reached the roadbl ock and were passed through a couple of mnutes
ago."

Waiting in the |l enon sunshine, Tal wondered if Boaz's Newsstand was
still doing business at its old |location. Mst likely, it was now just
anot her enpty store, filthy and vandalized. O maybe it was selling
magazi nes, tobacco, and candy only as a front for pushing dope.

As he grew ol der, he becane ever nore acutely aware of a tendency toward
degeneration in all things. N ce neighborhoods sonehow becane shabby
nei ghbor hoods; shabby nei ghbor hoods became seedy nei ghborhoods; seedy
nei ghbor hoods becane slums. Order giving way to chaos. You saw it
everywhere these days. More homcides this year than last. Geater and
greater abuse of drugs. Spiraling rates of assault, rape, burglary.

What saved Tal from being a pessim st about mankind's future was his
fervent conviction that good people people Iike Bryce, Frank, and Doc
Pai ge; people like his Aunt Becky-could stern the tide of devolution and
maybe even turn it back now and then.

But his faith in the power of good people and responsibl e actions was
facing a severe test here in Snowfield. This evil seemed unbeatabl e.

"Listen!" Gordy Brogan said." | hear engines."

Tal | ooked at Bryce." | thought they weren't expected until around noon
They're three hours early."

"Noon was the | atest possible arrival tinme," Bryce said.

"Copperfield wanted to make it sooner if he could. Judging fromthe
conversation | had with him he's a tough tasknmaster, the kind of guy
who usual ly gets exactly what he wants out of his people.”

"Just like you, huh?" Tal asked.

Bryce regarded himfrom under sl eepy, drooping eyelids.

"Me? Tough? Wy, |'ma pussycat."

Tal grinned." So's a panther."

"Here they come!"

At the bottom of Skyline Road, a |large vehicle drove into view, and the
sound of its laboring engine grew | ouder.

There were three large vehicles in the CBWCivilian Defense Unit. Jenny
wat ched them as they crawmled slowmy up the |long, sloped street toward
the Hilltop Inn.



Leadi ng the processi on was a gl eam ng, white notor hone,

a lunbering thirty-six foot behemoth that had been sonmewhat nodified. It
had no doors or windows along its flank. The only entrance evidently
was at the back. The curved, w aparound w ndshield of the cab was
tinted very dark, so you couldn't see inside, and it appeared to be made
of much thicker glass than that used in ordinary notor honmes. There was
no identification on the vehicle, no project nane, no indication that it
was arny property. The license plate was standard California issue.
Anonym ty during transport was clearly part of Copperfield s program

Behind the first nmotor honme came a second. Bringing up the rear was an
unmarked truck pulling a thirty-foot, plain gray trailer. Even the
truck's wi ndows were tinted, arnor-thick glass.

Not certain that the driver of the |lead vehicle had seen their group
standing in front of the Hlltop, Bryce stepped into the street and
waved his arns over his head.

The payl oads in the nmotor hones and in the truck were obviously quite
heavy. Their engines strained hard, and they ground their way up the
street, moving slower than ten mles an hour, then slower than five,

i nchi ng, groaning, grinding.

When at |ast they reached the Hlltop, they kept on going, nmde a
right-hand turn at the corner, and swung into the cross street that
fl anked the inn.

Jenny, Bryce, and the others went around to the side of the inn as the
not orcade pulled up to the curb and parked. Al of the east-west
streets in Snowfield ran across the broad face of the nobuntain, so that
nost of themwere level. 1t was nuch easier to park and secure the
three vehicles there than on the steeply sloped Skyline Road.

Jenny stood on the sidewal k, watching the rear door of the first notor
hone, waiting for sonmeone to cone out.

The three overheated engi nes were switched off, one after the other, and
silence fell in with a weight of its own.

Jenny's spirits were higher than they had been since she'd driven into
Snowfield |ast night. The specialists had arrived.

Li ke nost Americans, she had enormous faith in specialists, in

technol ogy, and in science. |In fact, she probably had nore faith than
nost, for she was a specialist herself, a wonan of science. Soon, they
woul d under stand what had killed H | da Beck and the Liebermanns and al
the others. The specialists had arrived. The cavalry had ridden in at
| ast.

The back door of the truck opened first, and nen junped down. They were
dressed for operations in a biologically contam nated atnosphere. They
were wearing the white, airtight vinyl suits of the type devel oped for
NASA, with |arge helnets that had oversize, plexiglass faceplates. Each
man carried his own air supply tank on his back, as well as a

bri ef case-si ze waste purification and reclamati on system



Curiously, Jenny did not, at first, think of the men as resenbling
astronauts. They seened |ike followers of some strange religion
resplendent in their priestly rainents.

Hal f a dozen agile nen had scranbl ed out of the truck

More were still coming when Jenny realized that they were heavily arned.
They spread out around both sides of their caravan and took up positions
between their transport and the people on the sidewal k, facing away from
the vehicles. These men weren't scientists. They were support troops.
Their names were stenciled on their helnets, just above their

facepl ates: sGI. Harker, PW PODOR, PvT. PAscAM LT. undLI. They
brought up their guns and ai ned outward, securing a perinmeter in a

det erm ned fashion that brooked no interference.

To her shock and confusion, Jenny found herself staring into the nmuzzle
of a submachi ne gun

Taking a step toward the troops, Bryce said, "Wat the hell is the
nmeani ng of this?"

Sergeant Harker, nearest to Bryce, swung his gun toward the sky and
fired a short burst of warning shots.

Bryce stopped abruptly.
Tal and Frank reached automatically for their own sidearns.

"No!" Bryce shouted."” No shooting, for Christ's sake! W' re on the sane
si de. "

One of the soldiers spoke. Lieutenant Underhill. His voice issued
tinnily froma small radio amplifier in a six-inch-square box on his
chest." Please stay back fromthe vehicles. Qur first duty is to guard
the integrity of the labs, and we will do so at all costs."

"Dam it," Bryce said, "we're not going to cause any trouble. [|'mthe
one who called for you in the first place."

" Stay back," Underhill insisted.

The rear door of the first notor hone finally opened. The four
i ndi vi dual s who cane out were also dressed in airtight suits, but they
were not soldiers. They noved unhurriedly.

They were unarned. One of themwas a wonan; Jenny caught a glinpse of a
strikingly lovely, female, oriental face. The nanes on their helnets
weren't preceded by designation of rank: BET-RENBY, VALDEZ, N VEN
YAMAGUCHI . These were the c ilian physicians and scientists who, in an
extreme chemcal biological warfare emergency, wal ked away fromtheir
private lives in Los Angel es, San Francisco, Seattle, and other Wstern
cities, putting thenselves at Copperfield s disposal. According to
Bryce, there was one such teamin the Wst, one in the East, and one in
t he Sout hern-CGul f states.

Six nen cane out of the second nptor home. GOLDSTEIN, ROBERTS,
COPPERFI ELD, HOUK. The last two were in unmarked suits, no nanes above



their faceplates. They noved up the |line, staying behind the arned
soldiers, and joined up with Bettenby, Valdez, N ven, and Yamaguchi

Those ten conducted a brief conversation anong thensel ves, by way of
intersuit radio. Jenny could see their |ips noving behind their

pl exi gl ass visors, but the squawk boxes on their chests did not transmt
a word, which neant they had the capability to conduct both public and
strictly private discussions. For the time being, they were opting for
privacy.

But why? Jenny wondered. They don't have anything to hide fromus. Do
t hey?

CGeneral Copperfield, the tallest of the twenty, turned away fromthe
group at the rear of the first notor honme, stepped onto the sidewal k
and approached Bryce.

Bef ore Copperfield took the initiative, Bryce stepped up to him"
CGeneral, | demand to know why we're being held at gunpoint.”
"Sorry," Copperfield said. He turned to the stone-faced troopers and
said, "Okay, men. It's a no-sweat situation. Parade rest."

Because of the air tanks they were carrying, the soldiers couldn't
confortably assune a classic parade rest position. But, noving with the
fluid harnony of a precision drill team they imediately slung their
submachi ne guns fromtheir shoulders, spread their feet precisely twelve
i nches apart, put their arns straight down at their sides, and stood
noti onl ess, facing forward.

Bryce had been correct when he'd told Tal that Copperfield sounded |ike
a tough tasknaster. |t was obvious to Jenny that there was no
di scipline problemin the general's unit.

Turning to Bryce again, smling through his faceplate, Copperfield said,
"That better?"

:"Better," Bryce said." But | still want an expl anation."

"Just SOP," Copperfield said." Standard Operating Procedure. |It's part
of the normal drill. W don't have anything agai nst you or your peopl e,
Sheriff. You are Sheriff Hanmond, aren't you? | remenber you fromthe
conference in Chicago | ast year."

"Yes, sir, |I'mHamond. But you still haven't given nme a suitable
explanation. SOP just isn't good enough.™

"No need to raise your voice, Sheriff." Wth one gl oved hand,
Copperfield tapped the squawk box on his chest." This thing's not just a
speaker. It's also equipped with an extrenely sensitive nicrophone. You
see, going into a place where there nmight be serious biological or

chem cal contam nation, we've got to consider the possibility that we

m ght be overwhel med by a lot of sick and dying people. Now, we simply
aren't equipped to administer cures or even anelioratives. W're a
research team Strictly pathology, not treatnent. It's our job to find
out all we can about the nature of the contam nant, so that properly
equi pped nedical teans can cone in right behind us and deal with the



survivors. But dying and desperate people m ght not understand that we
can't treat them They might attack the nobile | abs out of anger and
frustration."

:"And fear,"” Tal Whitnman said.

"Exactly," the general said, mssing the irony." Qur psychol ogi ca
stress sinulations indicate that it's a very real possibility."

"And if sick and dying people did try to disrupt your work," Jenny said,
"woul d you kill thenP"

Copperfield turned to her. The sun flashed off his facepl ate,
transforming it into a mrror, and for a nmonent she could not see him
Then he shifted slightly, and his face energed into view again, but not
enough of it for her to see what he really |looked like. It was a face
out of context, framed in the transparent portion of his hel net.

He said, "Dr. Paige, | presume?"
" Yes."

"Well, Doctor, if terrorists or agents of a foreign government conmitted
an act of biological warfare against an Anerican commnity, it would be
up to ne and ny people to isolate the microbe, identify it, and suggest

neasures to contain it. That is a sobering responsibility. If we

al | owed anyone, even the suffering victinms, to deter us, the danger of

t he pl ague spreadi ng would increase dramatically."

"So," Jenny said, still pressing him "if sick and dying people did try
to disrupt your work, you'd kill them"™
"Yes," he said flatly." Even decent people nust occasionally choose

bet ween the | esser of two evils."

Jenny | ooked around at Snowfield, which was as much of a graveyard in
the norning sun as it had been in the gloomof night. GCenera
Copperfield was right. Anything he night have to do to protect his team
would only be a little evil. The big evil was what had been done-what
was still being done-to this town.

She wasn't quite sure why she had been so testy with him
Maybe it was because she had t hought of himand his people as the

cavalry, riding in to save the day. She had wanted all the problens to
be solved, all the anbiguities cleared up instantly upon Copperfield's

arrival. Wen she'd realized that it wasn't- going to work out that
way, when they had actually pulled guns on her, the dream had faded
fast. Irrationally, she had bl aned the general

That wasn't |ike her. Her nerves must be nore badly frayed than she had
t hought .

Bryce began to introduce his men to the general, but Copperfield
interrupted.” | don't nmean to be rude, Sheriff, but we don't have tine
for introductions. Later. R ght now, | want to nove. | want to see
all those things you told nme about on the phone |ast night, and then



want to get an autopsy started.”

He wants to skip introductions because it doesn't make sense to be
chumy wi th peopl e who may be dooned, Jenny thought.

If we devel op di sease synptonms in the next few hours, if it turns out to
be a brain disease, and if we go berserk and try to rush the nobile
labs, it'll be easier for himto have us shot if he doesn't know us very
wel | .

Stop it! she told herself angrily.

She | ooked at Lisa and thought: Good heavens, kid, if I"'mthis frazzl ed,
what a state you nmust be in. Yet You' ve kept as stiff an upper lip as
anyone. What a dammed fine kid to have for a sister

"Before we show you around,” Bryce told Copperfield, "you ought to know
about the thing we saw | ast night and what happened to"

"No, no," Copperfield said inpatiently.” | want to go through it step by
step. Just the way you found things. There'll be plenty of time to
tell me what happened last night. Let's get noving."

"But, you see, it's beginning to look as if it can't possibly be a
di sease that's wi ped out this town," Bryce protested.

The general said, "My people have cone here to investigate possible CBW
connections. W'Il do that first. Then we can consider other
possibilities. SOP, Sheriff."

Bryce sent nobst of his nen back into the Hlltop Inn, keeping only Ta
and Frank with him

Jenny took Lisa's hand, and they, too, headed back to the inn.

Copperfield called out to her." Doctor! Wit a monent. | want you with
us. You were the first physician on the scene.

If the condition of the corpses has changed, you're the one nost likely
to notice."

Jenny | ooked at Lisa." Want to cone al ong?"

"Back to the bakery? No, thanks." The girl shuddered.

Thi nking of the eerily sweet, childlike voice that had come fromthe
sink drain, Jenny said, "Don't go in the kitchen. And if you have to go
to the bat hroom ask someone to go along with you."

"Jenny, they're all guys!"

"I don't care. Ask Gordy. He can stand outside the stall with his back
turned. "

"Jeez, that'd be enbarrassing.”

"You want to go into that bathroom by yourself agai n?"



The color drained out of the girl's face.” No way.

"Good. Keep close to the others. And | nean close. Not just in the
sanme room Stay in the same part of the room

Prom se?"

Prom se. "

Jenny thought about the two tel ephone calls fromWargle this norning.
She thought of the gross threats he'd nade.

Al t hough they had been the threats of a dead man and shoul d have been
neani ngl ess, Jenny was fri ghtened.

"You be careful, too," Lisa said.

She kissed the girl on the cheek.” Now hurry and catch up with CGordy
before he turns the corner."”

Lisa ran, calling ahead: "Gordy! Wit up!"
The tall young deputy stopped at the corner and | ooked back

Wat ching Lisa sprint along the cobbl estone sidewal k, Jenny felt her
heart ti ghtening.

She thought: What if, when | conme back, she's gone? What if | never see
her alive again?

Chapter 23

Col d Terror

Li ebermann' s Bakery.

Bryce, Tal, Frank, and Jenny entered the kitchen. General Copperfield
and the nine scientists on his teamfoll owed closely, and four soldiers,

toti ng submachi ne guns, brought up the rear

The kitchen was crowded. Bryce felt unconfortable. Wat if they were
attacked while they were all jamred together?

What if they had to get out in a hurry?

The two heads were exactly where they had been last night: in the ovens,
peering through the glass. On the worktable the severed hands stil
clutched the rolling pin.

Ni ven, one of the general's people, took several photographs of the
kitchen from vari ous angl es, then about a dozen cl oseups of the heads
and hands.

The others kept edging around the roomto get out of Niven's way. The
phot ographic record had to be conpl eted before the forensic work could
begi n, which was not unlike the routine policenen followed at the scene



of a crine.

As the spacesuited scientists noved, their rubberized clothing squeaked.
Their heavy boots scraped noisily on the tile floor

"You still think it |ooks Iike a sinple incident of CBW" Bryce asked
Copperfi el d.

"Coul d be."

"Real | y?"

Copperfield said, "Phil, you're the resident nerve gas specialist. Are

you thinking what |'mthinking?"

The question was answered by the man whose hel net bore the nane HOUK. "
It's MJhch too early to tell anything for certain, but it seens as if we
could be dealing with a neuroleptic toxin.

And there are sone things about this-nbst notably, the extrene
psychopat hic viol ence-that lead ne to wonder if we've got a case of
T-139."

"Definitely a possibility," Copperfield said." Just what | thought when
we wal ked in."

Ni ven continued to snap photographs, and Bryce said, "So what's this
T-139?"

"One of the prinmary nerve gases in the Russian arsenal," the genera
said." The full noniker is Tinoshenko-139. [It's nanmed after Ilya
Ti noshenko, the scientist who devel oped it."

:"What a |l ovely nonunment,"” Tal said sarcastically.

"Most nerve gases cause death within thirty seconds to five mnutes
after skin contact," Houk said." But T-139 isn't that nerciful."

:"Merciful!" Frank Autry said, appalled.

"T- I 39 isn't just a killer," Houk said." That would be merciful by
conparison. T-139 is what military strategists call a denoralizer."

Copperfield said, "It passes through the skin and enters the bl oodstream
in ten seconds or less, then mgrates to the brain and al nbst instantly
causes irreparabl e damage to cerebral tissues.”

Houk said, "For a period of about four to six hours, the victimretains
full use of his linbs and a hundred percent of his normal strength. At
first, it's only his mind that suffers."”

"Denentia paranoi des," Copperfield said." Intellectual confusion, fear
rage, |oss of enotional control, and a very strongly held feeling that
everyone is plotting against him This is conmbined with a fierce
conpul sion to commt violent acts. |In essence, Sheriff, T-139 turns
people into mndless killing machines for four to six hours. They prey
on one another and on unaffected people outside the area of the gas



attack. You can see what an extrenely denoralizing effect it would have
on an eneny."

"Extremely," Bryce said." And Dr. Paige theorized just such a disease
last night, a nutant rabies that would kill some people while turning
others into denented nmurderers."”

"T-139 isn't a disease," Houk said quickly.” It's a nerve gas. And if |
had my choice, I'd rather this was a nerve gas attack. Once gas has

di ssipated, the threat is over. A biological threat is considerably
harder to contain."”

"If it was gas," Copperfield said, "it'll have dissipated | ong ago, but
there'll be traces of it on al nbst everything. Condensative residue.
We'll be able to identify it in no tine at all."

They backed against a wall to nake way for Niven and his camnera.

Jenny said, "Dr. Houk, in regards to this T-139, you mentioned that the
anbul atory stage lasts four to six hours. Then what?"

"Well," Houk said, "the second stage is the term nal stage, too. It

| asts anywhere fromsix to twelve hours. It begins with the
deterioration of the efferent nerves and escal ates to paral ysis of the
cardi ac, vasonotor, and respiratory reflex centers in the brain."

"Good CGod," Jenny said.
Frank said, "Once nore for us laymen."

Jenny said, "It neans that during the second stage of the illness, over
a period of six to twelve hours, T-139 gradually reduces the brain's
ability to regulate the automatic functions of the body-such as
breat hi ng, heartbeat, blood vessel dilation, organ function... The
victimstarts experiencing an irregular heartbeat, extreme difficulty in
breat hi ng, and the gradual collapse of every gland and organ. Twelve
hours mi ght not seemgradual to you, but it would seemlike an eternity
to the victim There would be vomiting, diarrhea, uncontrollable
urination, continuous and violent nmuscle spasms... And if only the

ef ferent nerves were danaged, if the rest of the nervous system renmi ned
intact, there would be excruciating, unrelenting pain."

"Six to twelve hours of hell,"” Copperfield confirned.
"Until the heart stops," Houk said, "or until the victimsinply stops
breat hi ng and suffocates."

For long seconds, as Niven clicked the | ast of his photographs, no one
spoke.

Finally, Jenny said, "I still don't think a nerve gas could' ve played
any part in this, not even sonething like T-139 that woul d explain these
beheadi ngs. For one thing, none of the victim we found showed any
signs of vomting or incontinence."

"Well," Copperfield said, "we could be dealing with a derivative of
T-139 that doesn't produce those synptoms. O sone other gas."



"No gas can explain the moth," Tal Whitnman said.
"Or what happened to Stu Wargle," Frank said.
Copperfield said, "Mth?"

"You didn't want to hear about that until you' d seen these other
t hi ngs," Bryce reninded Copperfield.” But now !l think it's tine you"

Ni ven said, "Finished."

"Al'l right," Copperfield said." Sheriff, Dr. Paige, deputies, if you
will please maintain silence until we've conpleted the rest of our tasks
here, your cooperation will be nuch appreciated."

The others imrediately set to work. Yamaguchi and Bettenby transferred
the severed heads into a pair of porcelainlined speci nen buckets with
locking, airtight lids. Valdez carefully pried the hands away fromthe
rolling pin and put themin a third speci men bucket. Houk scraped sone
flour off the table and into a snall plastic jar, evidently because dry
flour woul d have absorbed-and would still contain-traces of the nerve
gas-if, in fact, there had been any nerve gas. Houk also took a sanple
of the pie crust dough that lay under the rolling pin. Goldstein and
Roberts inspected the two ovens from which the heads had been renoved,
and then Goldstein used a small, battery-powered vacuum cl eaner to sweep
out the first oven. Wen that was done, Roberts took the bag of

sweepi ngs, sealed it, and labeled it, while CGol dstein used the vacuumto
collect minute and even microscopic evidence fromthe second oven.

Al of the scientists were busy except for the two nmen who were wearing
the suits that had no nanes on the helnets. They stood to one side,
nmer el y wat chi ng.

Bryce wat ched the watchers, wondering who they were and what function
t hey preforned.

As the others worked, they described what. they were doing and made
comment s about what they found, always speaking in a jargon that Bryce
couldn't follow. No two of them spoke at once; that fact-when coupl ed
wi th Copperfield s request

for silence fromthose who were not team menbers-made it seemas if they
wer e speaking for the record.

Anmong the itens that hung fromthe utility belt around Copperfield's
wai st there was a tape recorder wired directly into the conmunications
system of the general's suit. Bryce saw that the reels of tape were
novi ng.

When the scientists had gotten everything they wanted fromthe bakery
ki tchen, Copperfield said, "Al right, Sheriff. Were now?"

Bryce indicated the tape recorder.” Aren't you going to switch that off
until we get there?"

"Nope. We started recording fromthe nonment we were all owed past the



roadbl ock, and we'll keep recording until we've found out what's
happened to this town. That way, if sonething goes wong, if we all die
before we find the solution, the newteamw ||l know every step we took.
They won't have to start from scratch, and they night even have a
detail ed record of the fatal m stake that got us killed."

The second stop was the arts and crafts gallery into which Frank Autry
had led the three other men last night. Again, he led the way through
the showoom into the rear office, and up the stairs to the
second-fl oor apartnment.

It seenmed to Frank that there was al nbst sonet hing com c about the
scene: all these spacenen lunbering up the narrow stairs, their faces
theatrically grimbehind plexiglass faceplates, the sound of their
breathing anplified by the closed spaces of their helnets and projected
out of the speakers on their chests at an exaggerated vol une, and

om nous sound. It was |ike one of those 1950s science fiction
novi es- Attack of the Alien Astronauts or something equally corny-and
Frank couldn't help snmiling.

But his vague smle vani shed when he entered the apartnment kitchen and
saw t he dead man again. The corpse was where it had been | ast night,
lying at the foot of the refrigerator, wearing only blue pajama bottomns.
Still swollen, bruised, staring at nothing.

Frank noved out of the way of Copperfield s people and joined Bryce
besi de the counter where the toaster oven stood.

As Copperfield again requested silence fromthe uninitiated,

the scientists stepped carefully around the sandw ch fixings that were
scattered across the floor. They crowded around the corpse.

In a few mnutes they were finished with a prelininary exam nation of
t he body.

Copperfield turned to Bryce and said, "W're going to take this one for
an autopsy."

"You still think it looks as if we're dealing with just a sinple
i nci dent of CBWP" Bryce asked, as he had asked before.

"It's entirely possible, yes," the general said.

"But the bruising and swelling," Tal said.

"Could be allergic reactions to a nerve gas," Houk said.

"I'f you'll slide up the leg of the pajamas,"” Jenny said, "I believe
you'll find that the reaction extends even to unexposed skin."

"Yes, it does," Copperfield said." W've already | ooked."

"But how could the skin react even where no nerve gas came into contact
with it?"

"Such gases usually have a high penetration factor," Houk said." They'l



pass right through nost clothes. 1In fact, about the only thing that'l
stop many of themis vinyl or rubber garnents.”

Just what you're wearing, Frank thought, and just what we're not.

"There's anot her body here," Bryce told the general." Do you want to
have a | ook at that one, too?"

"Absol utely."

"It's this way, sir," Frank said.

He |l ed them out of the kitchen and down the hall, his gun drawn.

Frank dreaded entering the bedroom where the dead wonan |ay naked in the
runpl ed sheets. He renmenbered the crude things that Stu Wargle had said
about her, and he had the terrible feeling that Stu was going to be
there now, coupled with the blonde, their dead bodies | ocked in cold and
ti mel ess passion.

But only the woman was there. Sprawl ed on the bed. Legs still spread
wi de. Mouth open in an eternal scream

VWhen Copperfield and his people had finished a prelimnary exam nation
of the corpse and were ready to go, Frank nade sure they had seen the
.22 autonmatic which she had apparently enptied at her killer." Do you
t hi nk she woul d have shot at just a cloud of nerve gas, General ?"

"Of course not," Copperfield said." But perhaps she was al ready affected
by the gas, already brain damaged. She could have been shooting at

hal | uci nati ons, at phantons."

"Phant ons, " Frank said." Yes, sir, that's just about what they woul d' ve

had to've been. Because, see, she fired all ten shots in the clip, yet

we found only two expended sl ugs-one in that highboy over there, one in

the wall where you see the hole. That nmeans she nostly hit whatever she
was shooting at."

"I knew these people,"” Doc Paige said, stepping forward.

"Gary and Sandy Wechlas. She was sonething of a narkswoman. Al ways
target shooting. She won several conpetitions at the county fair | ast
year."

"So she had the skill to nake eight hits out of ten," Frank said." And
even eight hits didn't stop the thing she was trying to stop. Eight
hits didn't even make it bleed. O course, phantons don't bleed. But,
sir, would a phantom be able to wal k out of here and take those eight
slugs with it?"

Copperfield stared at him frowning.

Al the scientists were frowning, too.

The soldiers weren't only frowning, they were | ooking around uneasily.

Frank could see that the condition of the two bodies especially the



worman' s ni ght mari sh expressi on-had had an effect on the general and his
people. The fear in everyone's eyes was sharper now. Al though they
didn't want to admit it, they had encountered sonethi ng beyond their
experi ence. They were still clinging to explanations that nade sense to
t hem nerve gas, virus, poison-but they were begi nning to have doubts.

Copperfield' s people had brought a zippered plastic body bag with them
In the kitchen, they slipped the pajama-clad corpse into the bag, then
carried it out of the building and left it on the sidewal k, intending to
pick it up again on the way back to the nobile | abs.

Bryce led themto G| Martin's Market. |Inside, back by the nmlk coolers
where it had happened, he told them about Jake Johnson's di sappearance
" No screams. No sound at all. Just a few seconds of darkness. A few

seconds. But when the lights cane on again, Jake was gone."
Copperfield said, "You | ooked"

"Everywhere."

"He could have run away," Roberts said.

"Yes," Dr. Yamaguchi said." Maybe he deserted. Considering the things
he'd seen..."

"My God," Goldstein said, "what if he left Snowfield? He might be
beyond the quarantine line, carrying the infection"

"No, no, no. Jake wouldn't desert,"” Bryce said.”" He wasn't exactly the
nost aggressive officer on the force, but he wouldn't run out on ne. He
wasn't irresponsible.”

"Definitely not," Tal agreed." Besides, Jake's old nan was once county
sheriff, so there's a lot of famly pride involved."

"And Jake was a cautious nman," Frank said." He didn't do anything on
i mpul se. "

Bryce nodded." Anyway, even if he was spooked enough to run, he'd have
taken a squad car. He sure wouldn't have wal ked out of town."

"Look," Copperfield said, "he'd have known they wouldn't |et him past
t he roadbl ock, so he'd have avoi ded the hi ghway altogether. He night
have gone off through the woods."

Jenny shook her head." No, General. The land is wild out there. Deputy
Johnson woul d' ve known he'd get |lost and die."

"And," Bryce said, "would a frightened man plunge pellnell into a
strange forest at night? | don't think so, General

But | do think it's tinme you heard about what happened to ny ot her
deputy. "

| eani ng agai nst a cooler full of cheese and |unchneat, Bryce told them
about the noth, about the attack on Wargle and the bl oodcurdling
condition of the corpse. He told them about Lisa's encounter with a



resurrected Wargl e and about the subsequent discovery that the body was
m ssi ng.

Copperfield and his people expressed astoni shment at first, then
confusion, then fear. But during nost of Bryce's tale, they stared at
himin wary silence and gl anced at one anot her know ngly.

He finished by telling them about the child s voice that had cone from
the kitchen drain just nmonments before their arrival.

Then, for the third tine, he said, "Well, General, do you still think it
| ooks like a sinple incident of CBW"

Copperfield hesitated, |ooked around at the littered market, finally net
Bryce's eyes, and said, "Sheriff, I want Dr. Roberts and Dr. Goldstein
to give conpl ete physical exam nations to you and to everyone who saw
this... uh... nmoth."

"You don't believe ne."

"Ch, | believe that you genuinely, sincerely think you saw all of those
t hi ngs. "

" Damm, " Tal said.

Copperfield said, "Surely, you can understand that, to us, it sounds as
if you've all been contaminated, as if you're suffering from
hal | uci nati ons. "

Bryce was weary of their disbelief and frustrated by their intellectua
rigidity. As scientists, they were supposed to be receptive to new

i deas and unexpected possibilities. Instead, they appeared determ ned
to force the evidence to conformto their preconceived notions of what
they would find in Snowfield.

"You think we all could've had the same hal |l uci nati on?" Bryce asked.

"Mass hal lucinations aren't unknown," Copperfield said.

"Ceneral," Jenny said, "there was absol utely nothing hallucinatory about
what we saw. It had the gritty texture of reality."

"Doctor Paige, | would ordinarily accord considerabl e weight to any
observation you cared to nake. But as one of those who claimto have
seen this noth, your nedical judgment in the matter sinply isn't

obj ective."

Scow i ng at Copperfield, Frank Autry said, "But, sir, if it was all just
somet hi ng we hal | uci nat ed-then where is Stu Wargl e?"

"Maybe both he and this Jake Johnson ran out on you," Roberts said." And
maybe you' ve nerely incorporated their di sappearances into your
del usi ons. "

From | ong experience, Bryce knew that a debate was always | ost the
nonent you becane enptional. He forced hinself to remain in a rel axed
position, |eaning against the cooler. Keeping his voice soft and sl ow,



he said, "General, fromthe things you and your people have said,
soneone could get the idea that the Santa Mra County Sheriff's
Department is staffed exclusively by cowards, fools, and gol dbrickers."

Copperfield nade placating gestures with his rubber-sheathed hands." No,
no, no. W' re not saying anything of the kind.

Pl ease, Sheriff, try to understand. W' re only being straight forward
with you. W're telling you how the situation | ooks to us-how it would
| ook to anyone with any specialized know edge of chenical and bi ol ogi ca
warfare. Hallucination is one of the things we expect to find in

survivors. |It's one of the things we have to | ook for. Now, if you
could offer us a logical explanation for the existence of this
eagl e-size moth... well, maybe then we could cone to believe in it

ourselves. But you can't. Wich | eaves our suggestion-that you nerely
hal | uci nated it-as the only explanation that nmakes sense."

Bryce noticed the four soldiers staring at himin a nuch different way
now t hat he was thought to be a victimof nerve gas. After all, a man
suffering frombi zarre hall uci nati ons was obvi ously unstabl e, dangerous,
per haps even vi ol ent enough to cut off people's heads and pop theminto
bakery ovens. The soldiers raised their subnachi ne guns an inch or two,
al t hough they didn't actually aimat Bryce. They regarded hi mand Jenny
and Tal and Frank-with a new and unm stakabl e air of suspicion.

Bef ore Bryce could respond to Copperfield, he was startled by a | oud

noi se at the back of the market, beyond the butcher'sblock tables. He
st epped away fromthe cooler, turned toward the source of the conmotion,
and put his right hand on his hol stered revol ver.

Qut of the corner of his eye, he saw two soldiers reacting to himrather
than to the noise. Wen he had put his hand on his revolver, they had
instantly raised their submachi ne guns.

It was a hanmering sound that had drawn his attention. And a voice.
Both were coming fromw thin the wal k-in neat |ocker, on the other side
of the butcher's work area, no nore than fifteen feet away, al nost
directly opposite the point at which Bryce and the others were gathered.
The thick, insulated door of the | ocker nuffled the blows that were
being rained on it, but they were still loud. The voice was nuffl ed,
too, the words unclear, but Bryce thought he could hear soneone shouting
for help.

"Somebody's trapped in there," Copperfield said.

"Can't be," Bryce said.

Frank said, "Can't be |locked in because the door opens from both sides."
The hanmmering and shouting ceased abruptly.

A clatter.

Arattle of netal on netal.

The handl e on the large, burnished-steel door noved up, down, up, down,
up. ..



The latch clicked. The door swung open. But only a couple of inches.
Then it stopped.

The refrigerated air inside the | ocker rushed out, mxing with the
warner air in the market. Tendrils of frosty vapor rose along the
| ength of the open door.

Al t hough the light was on in the room beyond the door, Bryce couldn't
see anything through the narrow gap. Neverthel ess, he knew what the
refrigerated neat | ocker |ooked |ike.

During last night's search for Jake Johnson, Bryce had been in there,
poki ng around. It was a frigid, w ndow ess, claustrophobic place, about
twelve by fifteen feet. There was one other door-equipped with two
deadbol t | ocks-that opened onto the alley for the easy receival of neat
deliveries. A painted concrete floor. Sealed concrete walls.

Fl uorescent lights. Vents in three of the walls circulated cold air
around t he sides of beef, veal, and slabs of pork that hung fromthe
ceiling racks.

Bryce could hear nothing except the anplified breathing of the
scientists and soldiers in the decontanination suits, and even that was
subdued; sone of them seenmed to be hol ding their breath.

Then fromw thin the | ocker came a groan of pain. A pitifully weak
voice cried out for help. Rebounding fromthe cold concrete walls,
carried on the spiraling thermals of air that escaped through the
narrowl y opened door, the voice was shaky, echodistorted, yet
recogni zabl e.

"Bryce... Tal... ? \Who's out there? Frank? Gordy? is sonebody out
there? Can... sonebody... help me?"

It was Jake Johnson.

Bryce, Jenny, Tal, and Frank stood very still, |istening
Copperfield said, "Woever it is, he needs help badly."
"Bryce... please... sonebody..."

"You know hi n?" Copperfield asked." He's calling your nane-isn't he,
Sheri ff?"

Wthout waiting for an answer, the general ordered two of his
nen- Sergeant Harker and Private Pascalli-to ook in the nmeat |ocker

"Wait!" Bryce said." Nobody goes back there. W' re keeping these
cool ers between us and that | ocker until we know nore.

"Sheriff, while | fully intend to cooperate with you as far as possibl e,
you have no authority over my men or ne."

"Bryce... it's nme... Jake... For God's sake, help nme. | broke ny
dammed | eg."



"Jake?" Copperfield asked, squinting curiously at Bryce.

"You mean that man in there is the same one you said was snatched away
from here |ast night?"

"Sonebody... help... Jesus, it's c-cold... so c-c-cold.
"It sounds like him" Bryce admtted.

"Well, there you are!" Copperfield said." Nothing mysterious about it,
after all. He's been right here all this tine."

Bryce glared at the general." | told you we searched everywhere | ast
night. Even in the goddamed meat |ocker. He wasn't there."

"Well, he is now," the general said.
"Hey, out there! 1'mc-cold. Can't take nore this... damed leg!"
Jenny touched Bryce's arm" It's wong. It's all wong."

Copperfield said, "Sheriff, we can't just stand here and all ow an
injured man to suffer."

"If Jake had really been in there all night,"” Frank Autry said, "he
woul d' ve frozen to death by now. "

"Well, if it's a neat |ocker," Copperfield said, "then the air inside
isn'"t freezing. It's just cold. If the man was warnly dressed he m ght
easily have survived this long."

"But how d he get in there in the first place?" Frank asked.

"What the devil's he been doing in there?"

"And he wasn't in there last night," Tal said inpatiently.

Jake Johnson called for hel p again.

"There's danger here," Bryce told Copperfield." | sense it.
My men sense it. Dr. Paige senses it."
"I don't," Copperfield said.

"CGeneral, you just haven't been in Snowfield | ong enough to understand
that you've got to expect the utterly unexpected."

Li ke noths the size of eagles?"

Biting back his anger, Bryce said, "You haven't been here | ong enough to
understand that... well... nothing's quite what it seens."

Copperfield studied himskeptically." Don't get nystical on ne,
Sheriff."

In the nmeat | ocker, Jake Johnson began to cry. H's whim paring pleas



were awful to hear. He sounded |ike a pain-racked, terrified old man
He didn't sound the | east bit dangerous.

"W've got to help that man now, " Copperfield said.
"I"'mnot risking ny nen," Bryce said." Not yet."

Copperfield agai n ordered Sergeant Harker and Private Pascalli to | ook
in the neat |ocker. Although it was obvious fromhis denmeanor that he
didn't think there was much danger for nmen armed w th submachi ne guns,
he told themto proceed with caution. The general still believed the
enenmy was sonething as small as a bacteriumor nol ecul e of nerve gas.

The two soldiers hurried along the rows of coolers toward the gate that
led into the butcher's work area.

Frank said, "If Jake coul d open the door, why couldn't he push it
conpl etely open and | et us see hin®"

"He probably used up the last of his strength just getting the door

unl atched, " Copperfield said."” You can hear it in his voice, for God's
sake. Uter exhaustion."

Har ker and Pascalli went through the gate, behind the cool ers.

Bryce's hand tightened on the butt of his holstered revol ver.

Tal Witman said, "There's too much wong with this setup, dam it. |If
it's really Jake, if he needs help, why did he wait until now to open

t he door ?"

"The only way we'll find out is to ask him" the general said.

"No, | nean, there's an outside entrance to that |ocker,"” Tal said." He
coul d' ve opened the door earlier and shouted out into the alley. As
quiet as this towmn is, we'd have heard himall the way over at the
Hilltop."

"Maybe he's been unconscious until now, " Copperfield said.

Har ker and Pascalli were nmoving past the worktables and the electric
neat saw.
Jake Johnson called out again: "Is soneone... coming? 1|s soneone...

conmi ng now?"

Jenny began to raise another objection, but Bryce said, "Save your
breath."

"Doctor," Copperfield said, "can you actually expect us to just ignore
the man's cries for hel p?"

"Of course not," she said." But we ought to take tine to think of a safe
way of having a ook in there."

Shaki ng his head, Copperfield interrupted her: "W've got to attend to
hi mwi thout delay. Listen to him Doctor. He's hurt bad."



Jake was npaning in pain again
Har ker npved toward the neat | ocker door

Pascal Ii dropped back a couple of paces and over to one side, covering
his sergeant as best he coul d.

Bryce felt the nuscles bunching with tension in his back, across his
shoul ders, and in his neck.

Harker was at the door

"No," Jenny said softly.

The | ocker door was hinged to swing i nward. Harker reached out with the
barrel of his submachi ne gun and shoved the door all the way open. The
col d hinges rasped and squeal ed.

That sound sent a shiver through Bryce.

Jake wasn't sprawled in the doorway. He wasn't anywhere in sight.

Past the sergeant, nothing could be seen except the hanging sides of
beef: dark, fat-nottled, bl oody.

Har ker hesitated (Don't do it! Bryce thought.)

-and then plunged through the doorway. He crossed the threshold in a
crouch, |l ooking left and swinging the gun that way, then al nost
instantly | ooking right and bringing the-nuzzle around.

To his right, Harker saw sonething. He jerked upright in surprise and
fear. Stunbling hastily backwards, he collided with a side of beef."
Holy shit!"

Har ker punctuated his cry with a short burst of fire fromhis subnachi ne
gun.

Bryce winced. The boomrattle of the weapon was thunderous.

Sonet hi ng pushed against the far side of the neat |ocker door and
slammed it shut.

Har ker was trapped in there with it. It.

“"Christ!" Bryce said.

Not wasting the tine it would have taken to run to the gate, Bryce
cl anmbered up onto the waist-high cooler in front of him stepping on
packets of Kraft Swi ss cheese and wax-encased gouda. He scranbl ed
across and dropped off the other side, into the butcher's area.

Anot her burst of gunfire. Longer this time. Maybe even |ong enough to
enpty the gun's nmgazi ne.

Pascal li was at the | ocker door, struggling frantically with the handl e.



Bryce rounded the worktables." Wat's wong?"

Private Pascalli |ooked too young to be in the arny-and very scared.
"Let's get himthe hell out of there!" Bryce said.

"Can't! This fucker won't open!"

Inside the neat |ocker, the gunfire stopped.

The screanm ng began

Pascal i wenched desperately at the unrel enting handl e.

Al t hough the thick, insulated door muffled Harker's screanms, they were
nevert hel ess loud, and they swiftly grew even | ouder

Comi ng t hrough the wal kie-talkie built into Pascalli's suit, the
agoni zed wai | i ng nust have been deafening, for the private suddenly put
a hand to his helneted head as if trying to block out the sound.

Bryce pushed the soldier aside. He gripped the long, |everaction door
handl e with both hands. It wouldn't budge up or down.

In the locker, the piercing screans rose and fell and rose, getting
| ouder and shriller and nore horrifying.

VWhat in the hell is it doing to Harker? Bryce wondered.

Ski nni ng the poor bastard alive?

He | ooked toward the coolers. Tal had scranbled over the display case
and was coming on the double. The general and another soldier, Private
Fodor, were rushing through the gate.

Frank had junped onto one of the coolers but was facing out toward the
mai n part of the store, guarding against the possibility that the
conmotion at the neat |ocker was just a diversion. Everyone else was
still standing in a group, in the aisle beyond the cool ers.

Bryce shouted, "Jenny!"

"Yeah?"

"Does this store have a hardware section?"

"Odds and ends."

"I need a screwdriver."

"Can do." She was al ready running.

Har ker screaned.

Jesus, what a terrible cry it was. Qut of a nightnmare. Qut of a
lunatic asylum Qut of Hell



Just listening to it caused Bryce to break out in a cold sweat.
Copperfield reached the |l ocker." Let me at that handle."

"I't's no use."

"Let me at it!"

Bryce got out of the way.

The general was a big braw |y nan-the biggest man here, in fact. He
| ooked strong enough to uproot century-old oaks.

Straining, cursing, he noved the door handle no farther than Bryce had
done.

"The goddammed | atch nmust be broken or bent," Copperfield said, panting.
Har ker screamed and screaned.

Bryce thought of Liebermann's Bakery. The rolling pin on the table. The
hands. The severed hands. This was the way a nman might scream while he
wat ched hi s hands being cut off at the wists.

Copperfield pounded on the door in rage and frustration

Bryce glanced at Tal. This was a first: Talbert Witman visibly
frightened.

Calling to Bryce, Jenny cane through the gate. She had three
screwdrivers, each of themsealed in a brightly col ored cardboard and
pl astic package.

"Didn't know which size you needed," she said.

"Ckay," Bryce said, reaching for the tools, "now get out of here fast.
Go back with the others.”

I gnoring his comand, she gave himtwo of the screwdrivers, but she held
on to the third.

Harker's screans had become so shrill, so awful, that they no | onger
sounded hunan.

As Bryce ripped open one package, Jenny tore the third bright yell ow
contai ner to shreds and extracted the screwdriver fromit.

"“I"'ma doctor. | stay."

"He's beyond any doctor's help
t he second package.

Bryce said, frantically tearing open

"Maybe not. If you thought there wasn't a chance, you wouldn't be
trying to get himout of there."

" Dam it, Jenny!"



He was worried about her, but he knew he wouldn't be able to persuade
her to |l eave if she had already made up her mnd to stay.

He took the third screwdriver It-fromher, shoul dered past Cenera
Copperfield, and returned to the door.

He couldn't renove the door's hinge pins. It swng into the | ocker, so
t he hinges were on the inside.

But the lever-action handle fitted through a | arge cover plate behind
which lay the | ock mechanism The plate was fastened to the face of the
door by four screws. Bryce hunkered down in front of it, selected the
nost suitable screwdriver, and renmoved the first screw, letting it drop
to the floor.

Har ker's scream ng stopped.

The ensuing silence was al nost worse than the screans.
Bryce renoved the second, third, and fourth screws.
There was still no sound from Sergeant Harker

When the cover plate was | oose, Bryce slid it along the handle, pulled
it free, and discarded it. He squinted at the guts of the |ock, probed
at the nechanismw th the screwdriver. |n response, ragged bits of torn
nmet al popped out of the | ock; other pieces rattled down through a holl ow
space in the interior of the door. The |ock had been thoroughly mangl ed
fromwi thin. He found the nanual release slot in the shaft of the latch
bolt, slid the screwdriver through it, pulled to the right.

The spring seened to have been badly bent or sprung, for there was very
little play left init. Nevertheless, he drew the bolt back far enough
to bring it out of the hole in the lanb, then pushed inward. Sonething
clicked; the door started to swi ng open

Everyone, including Bryce, backed out of the way.

The door's own weight contributed sufficiently to its nmonentum so that
it continued to swing slowy, slowy inward.

Private Pascalli was covering it with his submachi ne gun, and Bryce drew
hi s own handgun, as did Copperfield, although Sergeant Harker had

concl usively proved that such weapons were usel ess.

The door swung all the way open.

Bryce expected something to rush out at them Nothing did.

Looki ng through the doorway and across the | ocker, he could see that the
outer door was open, too, which it definitely hadn't been when Harker
had gone inside a couple of mnutes ago. Beyond it lay the sun-splashed
al | eyway.

Copperfield ordered Pascalli and Fodor to secure the | ocker



They went through the door fast, one turning to the left, the other to
the right, out of sight.

In a few seconds, Pascalli returned.” It's all clear, sir

Copperfield went into the | ocker, and Bryce foll owed.

Har ker' s submachi ne gun was |lying on the floor

Sergeant Harker was hanging fromthe ceiling meat rack, next to a side
of beef-hangi ng on an enornous, w ckedly pointed, two-pronged neat hook
t hat had been driven through his chest.

Bryce's stomach heaved. He started to turn away from the hanging
man-and then realized it wasn't really Harker. It was only the
sergeant's decontam nation suit and hel met, hanging slack, enmpty. The
tough vinyl fabric was slashed. The plexiglass faceplate was broken and
torn half out of the rubber gasket into which it had been firnmy set.

Har ker had been pulled fromthe suit before it had been inpal ed.

But where was Harker?
Gone.
Anot her one. Just gone.

Pascal Ii and Fodor were out on the |oading platform | ooking up and down
t he all eyway.

"Al'l that scream ng," Jenny said, stepping up beside Bryce, yet there's
no blood on the floor or on the suit."

Tal Wi tman scooped up several expended shell casings that had been spat
out by the submachi ne gun; scores of themlittered the floor. The brass
casings gleaned in his open palm

"Lots of these, but | don't see many slugs. Looks |ike the sergeant hit
what he was shooting at. Mist've scored at |east a hundred hits. Maybe
two hundred. How many rounds are in one of those big magazines,
General ?"

Copperfield stared at the shiny casings but didn't answer.

Pascal Ii and Fodor canme back in fromthe |oading platform and Pascall
said, "There's no sign of himout there, sir. You want us to search
farther along the alley?"

Bef ore Copperfield could respond, Bryce said, "General, you' ve got to
wite off Sergeant Harker, painful as that might be. He's dead. Don't
hol d out any hope for him Death is what this is all about. Death. Not
hostage-taking. Not terrorism Not nerve gas. There's nothing hal fway
about this. W're playing for all the marbles. | don't know exactly
what the hell's out there or where it cane from but | do knowthat it's
Death personified. Death is out there in sone formwe can't even

i magi ne yet, driven by sonme purpose we night never understand. The noth
that killed Stu Wargle-that wasn't even the true appearance of this
thing. | feel it. The noth was |ike the reincarnation of Wargle's



body, when he went after Lisa in the restroom It was a bit of
m sdirection... slight-of-hand."

"A phantom " Tal said, using the word that Copperfield had introduced
wi th somewhat different neaning.

"A phantom yes," Bryce said. we haven't yet encountered the rea

enemy. |It's sonething that just plain likes to kill. It can kil

qui ckly and silently, the way it took Jake Johnson. But it killed
Harker nore slowy, hurting himreal bad, making himscream Because it
wanted us to hear those screans. Harker's nmurder was sort of |ike what
you sai d about T-139: It was a denoralizer. This thing didn't carry
Sergeant Harker away., It got him GCeneral. It got him Don't risk the
lives of nmore men searching for a corpse.”

Copperfield was silent for a nonment. Then he said, "But the voice we
heard. It was your man, Jake Johnson."

"No," Bryce said." | don't think it really was Jake. It sounded |ike
him but now |I'm begi nning to suspect we're up agai nst sonething that's
aterrific mmec."

"M mc?" Copperfield said.

Jenny | ooked at Bryce." Those ani mal sounds on the tel ephone.”

"Yeah. The cats, dogs, birds, rattlesnakes, the crying child..

It was alnmost like a performance. As if it were bragging: "Hey, |ook
what | can do; | ook how clever I am" Jake Johnson's voice was just one
nore inpersonation in its repertoire.”

"What are you proposing?" Copperfield asked." Sonething supernatural ?"
“"No. This is real."

"Then what? Put a nane to it," Copperfield demanded.
"I can't, damm it," Bryce said." Maybe it's a natural nutation or even
sonet hing that canme out of a genetic engineering |ab sonewhere. You
know anyt hi ng about that, General? Maybe the army's got an entire
goddammed di vi sion of geneticists creating biological fighting nachines,
man- made nonsters designed to slaughter and terrorize, creatures
stitched together fromthe DNA of half a dozen aninmals. Take sonme of
the genetic structure of the tarantula and conbine it with sone of the
genetic structure of the crocodile, the cobra, the wasp, maybe even the
grizzly bear, and then insert the genes for hunman intelligence just for
the hell of it. Put it all in a test tube; incubate it; nurture it.
VWhat woul d you get? What would it ook like? Do | sound Iike a raving
lunatic for even proposing

such a thing? Frankenstein with a nodern twist? Have they actually
gone that far with reconmbi nant DNA research? Maybe | shouldn't even
have rul ed out the supernatural. Wat |I'mtrying to say, Ceneral, is
that it could be anything. That's why | can't put a nanme to it. Let
your imagination run wild, General



No matter what hideous thing you conjure up, we can't rule it out. W're
dealing with the unknown, and the unknown enconpasses all our
ni ght mares. "

Copperfield stared at him then | ooked up at Sergeant Harper's suit and
hel met which hung fromthe neat hook. He turned to Pascalli and Fodor
" W won't search the alley. The sheriff is probably right. Sergeant
Harker is lost, and- there's nothing we can do for him"

For the fourth time since Copperfield had arrived in town, Bryce said,
"Do you still think it |looks as if we're dealing with just a sinmple
i nci dent of CBWP"

"Chem cal or biological agents might be involved," Copperfield said." As
you observed, we can't rule out anything.

But it's not a sinmple case. You're right about that, Sheriff. [|I'm
sorry for suggesting you were only hallucinating and" "Apol ogy
accepted," Bryce said.

:"Any theories?" Jenny asked.

"Well," Copperfield said, "I want to start the first autopsy and
pat hol ogy tests right away. Maybe we won't find a disease or a nerve
gas, but we still mght find something that'll give us a clue."

"You'd better do that, sir," Tal said." Because | have a hunch that tine
is running out."

Chapter 24

Questions

Corporal Billy Vel azquez, one of General Copperfield' s support troops,
climbed down through the nanhole, into the stormdrain. Although he
hadn't exerted hinmsel f, he was breathing hard. Because he was scar ed.
VWhat had happened to Sergeant Harker?

The others had cone back, |ooking stunned. O d nan Copperfield said

Har ker was dead. He said they weren't quite sure what had killed Sarge,
but they intended to find out. Man, that was bullshit. They nust know
what killed him They just didn't want to say. That was typical of the
brass, making secrets of everything.

The | adder descended through a short section of vertical pipe, then into
the main horizontal drain. Billy reached the bottom His booted feet
made hard, flat sounds when they struck the concrete floor

The tunnel wasn't high enough to allow himto stand erect.

He crouched slightly and swept his flashlight around.

Gray concrete walls. Tel ephone and power comnpany pi pes.

Alittle nmoisture. Some fungus here and there. Nothing el se.



Billy stepped away fromthe | adder as Ron Peake, another nenmber of the
support squad, cane down into the drain

VWhy hadn't they at |east brought Harker's body back with them when
they'd returned fromG | Martin's Market?

Billy kept shining his flashlight around and gl anci ng nervously behind
hi m

Way had old Iron Ass Copperfield kept stressing the need to be watchfu
and careful down here?

Sir, what're we supposed to be on the |ookout for? Billy had asked.

Copperfield had said, Anything. Everything. | don't knowif there's
any danger or not. And even if there is, | don't know exactly what to
tell you to look for. Just be dammed cauti ous.

And i f anything noves down there, no matter how i nnocent it |ooks, even
if it's just a nouse, get your asses out of there fast.

Now what the hell kind of answer was that?

Jesus.

It gave himthe creeps.

Billy wished he'd had a chance to talk to Pascalli or Fodor

They weren't the dammed brass. They would give himthe whole story
about Harker- if he ever got a chance to ask them about it.

Ron Peake reached the bottom of the |adder. He |ooked anxiously at
Billy.

Vel azquez directed the flashlight all the way around themin order to
show the other nman there was nothing to worry about.

Ron swi tched on his own flash and sniled self-consciously, enbarrassed
by his junpiness.

The nmen above began to feed a power cable through the open manhole. It
| ed back to the two nobile |aboratories, which were parked a few yards
fromthe entrance to the drain.

Ron took the end of the cable, and Billy, shuffling forward in a crouch
led the way Cast. On the street above, the other nmen paid out nore
cable into the drain.

This tunnel should intersect an equally |arge hol e perhaps |arger
conduit under the main street, Skyline Road. At that point there ought
to be a power conpany junction box where several strands of the town's
el ectrical web were joined together. As Billy proceeded with all the
caution that Copperfield had suggested, he played the beam of his
flashlight over the walls of the tunnel, |ooking for the power conpany's
i nsigni a.



The junction box was on the left, five or six feet this side of the
intersection of the two conduits. Billy walked past it, to the Skyline
Road drain, |eaned out into the passageway, and pointed his light to the
right and to the left, nmaking sure there was nothing |urking around. The
Skyl i ne Road pi pe was the sane size as the one in which he now stood,

but it followed the slope of the street above it, plunging down the
nount ai nsi de. There was nothing in sight.

Looki ng downhill, into the dwi ndling gray bore of the tunnel, Billy

Vel azquez was reninded of a story he'd read years ago in a horror comc
He'd forgotten the title of it. The tale was about a bank robber who
killed two people during a holdup and then, fleeing police, slipped into
the city's stormdrain system The villain had taken a downwar d-sl opi ng
tunnel, figuring it would lead to the river, but where it had | ed,
instead, was to Hell. That was what the Skyline Road drain | ooked |ike
as it fell down, down, down: a road to Hell

Billy turned to peer uphill again, wondering if it would look like a
road to Heaven. But it |ooked the same both ways. Up or down, it
| ooked like a road to Hell

What had happened to Sergeant Harker?
Woul d the same thing happen to everyone, sooner or |ater?

Even to WIIiam Vel azquez Vel azquez, who had al ways been so sure (unti
now) that he would |live forever?

Hi s mouth was suddenly dry.

He turned his head inside his helnmet and put his parched |ips on the

ni pple of the nutrient tube. He sucked on it, drawing a sweet, cool

car bohydr at e- packed, vitam n-and-nineral-rich fluid into his nouth. What
he wanted was a beer. But until he could get out of this suit, the
nutrient solution was the only thing available. He carried a

forty-ei ght-hour supply-if he didn't take nore than two ounces an hour

Turning away fromthe road to Hell, he went to the junction box. Ron
Peake was at work already. Myving efficiently despite their bul ky decon
suits and the cranped quarters, they tapped into the power supply.

The unit had brought its own generator, but it would be used only if the
nore conveni ent muni ci pal power were |ost.

In a few m nutes, Velazquez and Peake were finished. Billy used his
suit-to-suit radio to call up to the surface." Ceneral, we've nade the
tap. You should have power now, sir."

The response came at once: "W do. Now get your asses out of there on
t he doubl e!™

"Yes, sir," Billy said.
Then he heard... sonething.

Rustli ng.



Panti ng.
And Ron Peake grabbed Billy's shoulder. Pointed. Past him
Back toward the Skyline drain

Billy whirled around, crouched down even farther, and shone his
flashlight out into the intersection, where Peake's flash was focused.

Ani nal s were stream ng down the Skyline Road tunnel. Dozens upon
dozens. Dogs. Wiite and gray and bl ack and brown and rust-red and

gol den, dogs of all sizes and descriptions: nostly nutts but also

beagl es, toy poodles, full-size poodles, Gernman shepherds, spaniels, two
Great Danes, a couple of Airedal es, a schnauzer, a pair of coal-bl ack
Dobernmans with brown-trimred nuzzles. And there were cats, too. Big
and small. Lean cats and fat cats. Black and calico and white and
yellow and ring-tailed and brown and spotted and striped and gray cats.
None of the dogs barked or-grow ed. None of the cats meowed or hissed.
The only sounds were their panting and the soft padding and scrapi ng of
their paws on the concrete. The aninmals poured down through the drain
with a curious intensity, all of them |l ooking straight ahead, none of
them even glancing into the intersecting drain, where Billy and Peake
st ood.

"What're they doing down here?" Billy wanted to know.
"How d t hey get here?"

Fromthe street above, Copperfield radioed down: "Wat's w ong,
Vel azquez?"

Billy was so anmazed by the procession of aninmals that he didn't
i medi ately respond.

Q her animals began to appear, mxed in anbng the cats and dogs.
Squirrels. Rabbits. A gray fox. Raccoons. Mre foxes and nore
squirrels. Skunks. Al of themwere staring strai ght ahead, oblivious
of everything except the need to keep noving. Possunms and badgers. M ce
and chi pmunks. Coyotes.

Al'l rushing down the road to Hell, swamg over and around and under one
anot her, yet never once stunbling or hesitating or snapping at one
another. This strange parade was as swi ft, continuous, and harnoni ous
as flow ng water.

"Vel azquez! Peake! Report in!"

"Animals," Billy told the general." Dogs, cats, raccoons, all kinds of
things. Ariver of "em"
"Sir, they're running down the Skyline tunnel, just beyond the nouth of

t he pipe," Ron Peake said.
"Underground,” Billy said, baffled. "it's crazy

"Retreat, goddammit!" Copperfield said urgently." Get out of there now.
Now! "



Billy remenbered the general's warning, issued just before they had
descended t hrough the manhole: If anything noves down there... even if
it's just a nouse, get your asses out of there fast.

Initially, the subterranean parade of animals had been startling but not
particularly frightening. Now, the bizarre procession was suddenly
eerie, even threatening.

And now t here were snakes anong the animals. Scores of them Long

bl acksnakes, slithering fast, with their heads raised a foot or two
above the floor of the stormdrain. And there were rattlers, their flat
and evil heads held [ ower than those of the |onger blacksnakes, but
nmovi ng just as fast and just as sinuously, swarnming with nysterious
purpose toward a dark and equal |y nysterious destination

Al t hough the snakes paid no nore attention to Vel azquez and Peake than
the dogs and cats did, their slithering arrival was enough to snap Billy
out of his trance. He hated snakes.

He turned back the way he had cone, prodded Peake." Go.

Go on. Get out of here. Run!"

Sonet hi ng shri eked- screaned-roared

Billy's heart pounded with jackhamrer ferocity.

The sound came fromthe Skyline drain, fromback there on the road to
Hell. Billy didn't dare | ook back

It was neither a hunan screamnor |ike any animal sound, yet it was
unquestionably the cry of a living thing. There was no m staking the
raw enotions of that alien, blood-freezing bleat. It wasn't a scream of
fear or pain. It was a blast of rage, hatred, and feverish

bl ood- hunger.

Fortunately, that nal evolent roar didn't come from nearby, but from
farther up the mountain, toward the uppernpst end of the Skyline
conduit. The beast-whatever in God's nane it was-was at, |east not
al ready upon them But it was coning fast.

Ron Peake hurried back toward the | adder, and Billy foll owed. Encunbered
by the curved floor Although they hadn sl ow

The thing in the tunnel cried out again.

d oser.

It was a whine and a snarl and a how and a roar and a petul ant squea
all tangled together, a barbed-wire sound that punctured Billy's ears
and raked cold netal spikes across his heart.

Cl oser.

If Billy Vel azquez had been a God-fearing Nazarene or a Bi bl e-thunping,
fire-and-brinstone, fundamentalist Christian, he would have known what



beast m ght make such a cry. |f he had been taught that the Dark One
and H's wicked nminions stalked the earth in fleshy forns, seeking unwary
soul s to devour, he would have identified this beast at once. He would
have said, "It's Satan." The roar echoing through the concrete tunnels
was truly that terrible.

And cl oser.
Getting closer.
Coni ng fast.

But Billy was a Catholic. Mbdern Catholicismtended to downplay the

sul phurous-pits-of-Hell stories in favor of enphasizing God' s great
nercy and infinite conpassion. Extrem st Protestant fundanmentalists saw
the hand of the Devil in everything fromtelevision progranming to the
novel s of Judy Blune to the invention of the push-up bra. But

Cat holicismstruck a quieter, nore light-hearted note than that. The
Church of Rone now gave the world such things as singing nuns, \Wednesday
Ni ght Bingo, and priests |like Andrew G eel ey.

Therefore, Billy Vel azquez, raised a Catholic, did not inmediately

associ ate supernatural Satanic forces with the chilling cry of this
unknown beast-not even though he so vividly remenbered that old
road-to-Hell com c book story. Billy just knew that the bell ow ng
creature approaching through the bowels of the earth was a bad thing. A
very bad thing.

And it was getting closer. Mich closer

Ron Peake reached the | adder, started up, dropped his flashlight, didn't
bother to return for it.

Peake was too slow, and Billy shouted at him "Myve your ass!"

The scream of the unknown beast had becone an eerie ululation that
filled the subterranean stormdrains as conpletely as

floodwater. Billy couldn't even hear hinself shouting.

Peake was hal fway up the | adder

There was al nost enough roomfor Billy to slip in under himand start
up. He put one hand on the | adder

Peake's foot slipped. He dropped down a rung.

Billy cursed and snatched his hand out of the way.

The banshee keeni ng grew | ouder.

Cl oser, closer.

Peake's fallen flashlight was pointing off toward the Skyline drain, but
Billy didn't | ook back that way. He stared only up toward the sunlight.
I f he glanced behi nd and saw sonet hi ng hi deous, his strength would flee

him and he would be unable to nove, and it would get him by God, it
woul d get him



Peake scranbl ed upwards again. H's feet stayed on the rungs this tine.
The concrete drain was transmitting vibrations that Billy could fee

t hrough the soles of his boots. The vibrations were |ike heavy,

| unbering, yet |ightning-quick footsteps.

Don't | ook, don't | ook

Billy grabbed the sides of the | adder and clawed his way up as rapidly
as Peake's progress would allow. One rung. Two.

Thr ee.

Above, Peake passed through the nanhole and into the street.

Wth Peake out of the way, a fall of autumm sunlight splashed down over
Billy Vel azquez, and there was something about it that was like |ight
pi ercing a church wi ndow maybe because it represented hope.

He was hal fway up the | adder

Going to make it, going to make it, definitely going to make it, he told
hi nsel f breathl essly.

But the shrieking and howing, Jesus, like being in the center of a
cycl one!

Anot her rung.
And anot her one.

The decontam nation suit felt heavier than it had ever felt before. A
ton. A suit of arnmor. Weighing himdown.

He was in the vertical pipe now, noving out of the horizontal drain that
ran beneath the street. He |ooked up longingly at the Iight and the
faces peering down at him and he kept noving.

Going to nake it.

Hi s head rose through the nanhol e.

Soneone reached out, offering a hand. It was Copperfield hinself.
Behind Billy, the shrieking stopped.

He clinmbed another rung, let go of the | adder with one hand, and reached
for the general -but something seized his |egs from bel ow before he
could grasp Copperfield' s hand.

"Nol

Sonet hi ng grabbed him wenched his feet off the | adder, and yanked him
away. strangely, he heard hinself screaming for his nmother-Billy went

down, cracking his helnmet against the wall of the pipe and then against
a rung of the |ladder, , scratching his el bows and knees, trying



desperately to catch hold of a rung but failing, finally collapsing into
t he powerful enbrace of an unspeakabl e sonet hing that began to drag him
backwards toward the Skyline conduit.

He twi sted, kicked, struck out with his fists, to no effect.

He was held tightly and dragged deeper into the drains.

In the backsplash of |ight com ng through the manhole, then in the

rapi dly di nmi ng beam of Peake's discarded flashlight, Billy saw a bit of
the thing had himin its grasp. Not nuch.

Fragments | ooni ng out of the shadows, then vani shing into darkness

again. He saw just enough to nmake his bowel s and bl adder |oosen. It
was |izardlike. But not a lizard. Insect.

But not an insect. It whaled and newl ed and snarled. It snapped and
tore at his suit as it pulled himalong. It had cavernous jaws and

teeth. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph-the teeth! A double row of razor-edge

spi kes. It had claws, and it was huge, and its eyes were snoky red with
el ongated pupils as black as the bottomof a grave. hid had scales W

of skin, and two horns, thrusting fromits brow above its bal eful eyes,
curving out and up, as sharply pointed as daggers. A snout redder than

a nose, a snout that oozed snot. A forked tongue that flickered in and
out and in and out across all dimdeadly fangs, and sonething that | ooked
like the stinger on a wasp or maybe a pincer

It dragged Billy Velazquez into the Skyline conduit. He clawed at the
concrete, desperately seeking something to hold on to, but he only
succeeded in abrading away the fingers and palns of his gloves. He felt
t he cool underground air on his hands, and he realized he m ght now be
cont am nated, but that wasn't the end of his worries.

It dragged himinto the tunnel of darkness. Then stopped, and held him
tightly. Then tore at his suit. It cracked his helnmet. It pried at
his plexiglass faceplate. It was after himas if he were a delicious
norsel of nut nmeat in a hard shell

Hi s hold on sanity was tenuous at best, but he struggled to keep his
wits about him tried to understand. At first, it seemed to himthat
this was a prehistoric creature, sonething nmllions of years old that
had sonehow dropped through a tine warp into the stormdrains. But that
was crazy. He felt a silvery, high-pitched, lunatic giggle com ng over
him and he knew he would be lost if he gave voice to it. The beast
tore away nost of his decontami nation suit. It was on himnow, pressing
hard, a cold and disgustingly slick thing that seenmed to pul se and
sonehow to change when it touched him Billy, gasping and weepi ng,
suddenly renenbered an illustration in an old catechismtext. A draw ng
of a denbn. That was what this was.

Li ke the drawing. Yes, exactly like it. The horns. The dark, forked

tongue. The red eyes. A denon risen fromHell. And then he thought:

No, no; that's crazy, too! And all the while that those thoughts raced
t hrough his mind, the ravenous creature stripped himand pulled his

hel met al nost conpletely apart.

In the unrelieved darkness, he sensed its snout pressing through the



hal ves of the broken helnmet, toward his face, sniffing. He felt its
tongue fluttering against his nouth and nose. He snelled a vague but
repel | ent-odor, |ike nothing he had ever snelled before. The beast
gouged at his belly and thighs, and then he felt a strange and brutally
painful fire eating into him acid fire.

He writhed, tw sted, bucked, strained-all to no avail. Billy heard
hinmself cry out in terror and pain and confusion: "It's the Devil, it's
the Devil!" He realized he had been shouting and scream ng things al nost

continuously, fromthe nonent he had been dragged off the |adder. Now,
unabl e to speak as the flaneless fire burned his lungs to ash and
churned into his throat, he prayed in a silent singsong chant, warding
of f fear and death and the terrible feeling of smallness and
wort hl essness that had come over him Mary, Mther of God, Mary, hear ny
plea... hear ny plea, Mary, pray for nme... pray, pray for ne, Mry,

Mot her of God, Mary, intercede for nme and Hi s question had been

answer ed.

He knew what had happened to Sergeant Harker

Gal en Copperfield was an outdoorsnman, and he knew a great deal about the
wildlife of North Arerica. One of the creatures he found nost
interesting was the trap-door spider. It was a clever engi neer who
created a deep, tubular nest in the ground with a hinged Iid at the top
The Iid blended so perfectly with the soil in which it was set that

what ever wandered across it, unaware of the danger below, were instantly
dropped into the openi ng, dragged down, and devoured. it was horrifying
and fascinating. One instant, the prey was dying, and the next instant
it was gone, as if it had never been.

Cor poral Vel azquez was gone as sudden as if he had stepped upon the lid
of a spider's lair.

CGone.

Copperfield' s nmen were al ready edgy about Harker's di sappearance and
were frightened by the howing that ceased just before Ve was dragged
down. When the corporal was taken, they all spread back across the
street, afraid that sonething was about to launch itself out of the
manhol e.

Copperfield, in the act of grieving for Vel azquez when he was snat ched,
junped back. Then froze. That was not like him He had never before
been indecisive in a crisis.

Vel azquez was screaning through the suit-to-suit radio.

Breaking the ice that |ocked his joints, Copperfield went to the nanhol e
and | ooked down. PUM s flashlight lay on the floor of the drain. But
there was nothing else. No sign of Vel azquez.

Copperfield hesitated.

The Corporal continued to scream

Send ot her nmen down after the poor bastard?



No. It would be a suicide mssion. Renenber Harker. Cut the | osses
here, now.

But, good God, the screami ng was horrible. Not as awful as Harker's.
Those had been screans born of excruciating pain

These were screans of torment . Not as bad, but bad enough. As bad as
anyt hi ng Copperfield had seen on the battlefield.

There were words anong the screans, spat out in explosive gasps. The
cry was neking a , begging plea.

.bug... -...dragon...... prehistoric..

And finally, with both physical pain and angui sh of the soul in his
voi ce, the corporal cried out, "It's the Devil, it's the Devil!"

After that, the were every bit as bad as Harker's.
At least he didn't |ast as |ong.

When there was only silence, Copperfield slid the nmanhol e cover back
into place. Because of the power cable, the nmetal plate didn't fit
tightly and was tilted up at one end, but it covered nost of the hole.

He stationed two men on the sidewal k, ten feet fromthe rim and ordered
themto shoot anything that canme out.

Because a gun had been of no help to Harker, Copperfield and a few ot her
nmen col | ected everything needed to manufacture Ml otovcocktails. They
got a couple of dozen bottles of wine fromBrookhart's |iquor store on
Vai |l Lane, enptied them put an inch of soap powder in the bottom of
each, filled themw th gasoline, and twi sted rag fuses into the necks of
themuntil they were snug.

What had happened to Harker?
VWhat had happened to Vel azquez?
VWhat will happen to nme? Copperfield wondered.

The two nmobile field units cost nore than twenty nmillion dollars, and
t he Def ense Departnment had gotten its nobney's worth.

One | ab was a marvel of technol ogical mcromniaturization

For one. thing, its conputer-based on a trio of intel 432

nm cr omai nfranes; 690, 000 ani stors squeezed onto only nine silicon

chi ps-took up no nore roomthan a couple of suitcases, yet it was a

hi ghl y sophi sticated systemthat was capabl e of conpl ex nedica
analyses. in fact, it was a nore systemw th general |ogic and nenory
capacity than could be found in nost nmmjor university hospitals

pat hol ogy | abs.

was a great deal of It stacked up into the notor hone, all of it
desi gned and positioned for naximumutility of the limted space. 1In
addition to a pair of computer access terninals along one wall, there



were a nunber of devices and

machi nes: a centrifuge that would be used to separate the mgjor
conponents of biM wurine, and other fluid sanples; a spectrophotoneter;
a spectrograph; an el mcroscope with an i nmage

i nterpretati on-enhancenent nad-out link to one of the conputer screens;
a conpact appliance that would quick-freeze blood and tissue sanples for
storage and for use in tests in which el ement extractions were nmom
easily performed on frozen materials; and rmuch, much nore.

Toward the front of the vehicle, behind the drivers' conmpartnment, was an
aut opsy table that collapsed into the wall when not in use. At the
nonent, the table was down, and the body of Gary Wechl as-

thirty-seven, Caucasian-lay on the stainless-steel surface. The blue
paj ama bottonms had been scissored away fromthe corpse and set aside for
| at er exam nati on.

Dr. Seth Goldstein, one of the three |eading forensic nedicine
speci alists on the Wst Coast, would performthe autopsy.

He stood at one side of the table with Dr. Daryl Roberts, and Genera
Copperfield stood at the other side, facing them across the dead body.

Col dstein pressed a button on a control panel that was set in the wal

to his right. A recording would be nade of every word spoken during the
aut opsy; this was conmon procedure in even ordinary postnortens. A
visual record was al so being nade: two ceiling-nounted vi deotape caneras
were focused on the corpse; they, too, were activated when Dr. Goldstein
pressed the button on the wall panel

Col dstei n began by closely exam ning and describing the corpse: the
unusual facial expression, the universal bruising, the curious swelling.
He was especially searching for punctures, abrasions, |ocalized
contusions, cuts, lesions, blisters, fractures, and other indications of
specific points of injury. He could not find any.

Wth his gloved hand poi sed over the instrunent tray, Coldstein
hesitated, not quite sure where to start. Usually, at the begi nning of
an autopsy, he already had a pretty good idea of the cause of death,
When the deceased had been wasted by a di sease, Goldstein usually had
seen the hospital report. |If death had resulted froman accident, there
were visible traunma. If it was death at the hand of another, there were
si gns of viol ence.

But in this case, the conditions of the corpse raised nore questions
than it answered, strange questions unlike any he had ever faced before.

As if sensing CGoldstein's thoughts, Copperfield said, "You ve got to
find some answers for us, Doctor. Qur lives very probably depend on
it."

The second notor hone had many of the sane di agnostic machi nes and
instruments that were in the | ead vehicle-a test tube centrifuge, an
el ectron m croscope, and so forth-in addition to several pieces of

equi prent that were not duplicated in the other vehicle. |t contained
no autopsy table, however, and only one vi deotape system There were
three conmputer terminals instead of two.



Dr. Enrico Valdez was sitting at one of the programm ng boards, in a
deep-seated chair designed to accommpdate a man in a decontamni nation
suit complete with air tank. He was working with Houk and N ven on
chem cal anal ysis of sanples of various substances collected from
several business places and dwel lings al ong Skyline Road and Vai
Lane-such as the flour and dough taken fromthe table in Liebernmann's
Bakery. They were seeking traces of nerve gas condensate or other
chemical substances. Thus far, they had found nothing out of the
ordi nary.

Dr. Valdez didn't believe that nerve gas or disease would turn out to
be the culprit.

He was beginning to wonder if this whole thing mght actually be in
Isley's and Arkhamis territory. |Isley and Arkham the two nmen without
names on their decontam nation suits, were not even nenbers of the
Civilian Defense Unit. they were froma different project altogether
Just this norning, before dawn, when Dr. Valdez had been introduced to
them at the team rendezvous point in Sacranmento, when he had heard what
ki nd of research they were doing, he had al nost | aughed.

He had thought their project was a waste of taxpayers' npney.
Now he wasn't so sure. Now he wondered..

He wondered... and he worried.

Dr. Sara Yamaguchi was also in the second notor horme.

She was preparing bacteria cultures. Using a sanple of blood taken from
the body of Gary Wechl as, she was nmethodically contaminating a series of
grom h nedia, jellied compounds filled with nutrients on which bacteria

generally thrived: horse bl ood agar, sheep bl ood agar, sinplex,

chocol at e agar, and nany others.

Sara Yanaguchi was a geneticist who had spent el even years in

recombi nant DNA research. |If it devel oped that Snowfield had been
stricken by a man-made mi croorgani sm Sara's work woul d becorme centra
to the investigation. She would direct the study of the mcrobe's

nor phol ogy, and when that was conpl eted, she would have a major role in
attenpting to determ ne the function of the bug.

Li ke Dr. Valdez, Sara Yamaguchi had begun to wonder if Isley and Arkham
nm ght becone nore essential to the investigation than she had thought.
This nmorning, their area of expertise had seened as exotic as voodoo.

But now, in light of what had taken place since the teanis arrival in
Snowfi el d, she was forced to adnmit that Isley's and Arkham s specially
seened increasingly pertinent.

And |ike Dr. Valdez, she was worried.
Dr. WIson Bettenby, chief of the civilian scientific armof the CBW
Civilian Defense Unit's West Coast team sat at a conmputer terninal, two

seats away fromDr. Val dez.

Bett enby was runni ng an autonated anal ysis program on several water



sanples. The sanples were inserted into a processor that distilled the

water, stored the distillate, and subjected the filtered-out substances

to spectrographi c anal ysis and other tests. Bettenby was not searching

for mcroorganisnms; that would require different procedures than these.

This machine only identified and quantified all nmineral and chem ca

el ements present in the water; the data was di splayed on the cathode ray
t ube.

Al'l but one of the water samples had been taken fromtaps in the
ki tchens and bat hroons of houses and busi nesses al ong Vail Lane. They
proved to be free of dangerous chenical inpurities.

The ot her water sanple was the one that Deputy Autry had collected from
the kitchen floor of the apartnment on Vail Lane, sonetine |ast night.
According to Sheriff Hamobnd, puddl es

of water and saturated carpets had been discovered in several buildings.
By this norning, however, the water had pretty much evaporated, except
for a couple of danp carpets fromwhich Bettenby woul dn't have been able
to obtain a clean sanple

He put the deputy's sanple into the processor

In a few m nutes, the conputer flashed up the conplete chenical -mi nera
anal ysis of the water and of the residue that remained after all of the
liquid in the sanple had been distilled:

PERCENT OF PERCENT PERCENT OF PERCENT SOLUTI ON OF SOLUTI ONOF RESI DUE
RESI DUE

H 11.188 00-00 HE 00.00 00.00 Li 00.00 00.00 BE 00.00 00.00 B0O.00 00.00
c00. 00 00. 00 NOO.00 00.00 O 88.812 00.00 NA 00.00 00.00 Ms 00.00 00.00
AL 00.00 00.00 sip 00.0000.00$00. 0000. 00 CL 00.0000. 00 KOO.0000. 00

The conputer went on at considerably greater length, flashing up the
findings for every substance that might ordinarily be detected. The
results were the sane. In its undistilled state, the water contained
absolutely no traces of any elements other than its two conponents,
hydrogen and oxygen. And conplete distillation and filtration had |eft
behi nd no residue what soever, not even any trace elenents. Autry's
sanpl e couldn't have cone fromthe town's water supply, for it was

nei ther chlorinated nor fluoridated. It wasn't bottled water, either
Bottl ed water would have had a nom nal nineral content. Perhaps there was
a filtration system underneath the kitchen sink in that apartment-a
Culligan unit-but even if there was, the water that passed through it
woul d still possess nore mineral content than this. Wat Autry had
coll ected was the purest |aboratory grade of distilled and nultiply
filtered water.

So... what was it doing all over that kitchen floor?
Bettenby stared at the conmputer screen, frowning.

Was the small | ake at Brookhart's |liquor store al so composed of this
ul trapure water?

Wiy woul d anyone go around town enptying out gallons and gall ons of



distilled water?
And where would they find it in such quantity to begin w th?
St range.

Jenny, Bryce, and Lisa were at a table in one corner of the dining room
at the Hlltop Inn.

Maj or |sley and Captain Arkham who wore the decontanination suits that
had no names on the helnets, were sitting on two stools, across the
table. They had brought the news about Corporal Vel azquez. They had
al so brought a tape recorder, which was now in the center of the table.

"I still don't see why this can't wait," Bryce said.

"W won't take long," Major Isley said.

"I'"ve got a search teamready to go," Bryce said." W' ve got to go

t hrough every building in this town, take a body count, find out how
many are dead and how many are nmissing, and | ook for some clue as to
what the hell killed all these people. There's several days of work
ahead of us, especially since we can't continue with the search past
sundown. | won't let ny men go prowling around at night, when the power
m ght go off at any second. Dammed if | wll."

Jenny thought of Wargle's eaten face. The holl ow eye sockets.

Maj or Isley said, "Just a few questions."

Arkham swi tched on the tape recorder

Li sa was staring hard at the major and at the captain.

Jenny wondered what was on the girl's mnd

"We'l | start with you, Sheriff," Major Isley said." In the forty-eight
hours prior to these events, did your office receive any reports of

power failures or tel ephone service interruptions?"

"I'f there were problens of that nature,” Bryce said, "people would
generally call the utility conpanies, not the sheriff."

"Yes, but wouldn't the utilities notify you? Aren't power and tel ephone
outages contributory to crimnal activity?" Bryce nodded." O course.
And to the best of ny know edge, we didn't receive any such alerts."

Captai n Arkham | eaned forward." What about difficulties with television
and radio reception in this area?"

"Not that |I'maware of," Bryce said.

"Any reports of unexpl ai nabl e expl osi ons?"
"Expl osi ons?"

"Yes," Isley said." Explosions or sonic boons or any unusually |oud and



untraceabl e noi ses."
“"No. Nothing like that."
Jenny wondered what in the devil they were driving at.

Isley hesitated and said, "Any reports of unusual aircraft in the
vicinity?"

Lisa said, "You guys aren't part of General Copperfield s team are you?
That's why you don't have names on your helnets."

Bryce said, "And your decontam nation suits don't fit as well as
everyone else's. Theirs are customtailored. Yours are strictly off
the rack."

"Very observant," Isley said.

"I'f you aren't with the CBW project,
her e?"

Jenny said, "what are you doing

"We didn't want to bring it up at the start,"” Isley said." W thought we
m ght get straighter answers fromyou if you weren't i medi ately aware
of what we were | ooking for."

Arkham said, "We're not Arny Medical Corps. W're Air Force."

"Project Skywatch," Isley said.”" W're not exactly a secret

organi zation, but... well... let's just say we discourage publicity ."
"Skywat ch?" Lisa said, brightening.
that it? Flying saucers?"

' Are you tal king about UFGs? Is

Jenny saw I sl ey wince at the words "flying saucers."

Isley said, "We don't go around checking out every crackpot report of
little green nmen from Mars. For one thing, we don't have the funds to
do that. Qur job is planning for the scientific, social, and nilitary
aspects of mankind's Just encounter with an alien intelligence. W're
really nore of a think tank than anything el se.™

Bryce shook his head." No one around here's been reporting flying
saucers. "

"But that's just what Mjor Isley neans," Arkham said.

"You see, our studies indicate the Just encounter mght start out in

such a bizarre way that we wouldn't even recognize it as a first

encounter. The popul ar concept of spaceshi ps descending fromthe sky
well, it mght not be like that. If we

find ourselves dealing with truly alien intelligences, their ships night
be so different fromour concept of a ship that we wouldn't even be
aware they'd | anded."



"Which is why we check into strange phenonena that don't seemto be UFO
related at first glance,' Arkhamsaid." Like last spring, up in Vernont,
there was a house in which an extrenely active poltergei st was at work.
Furniture was levitated. Dishes flew across the kitchen and smashed
against the wall. Streans of water burst fromwalls in which there were
no water pipes. Balls of flame erupted out of enpty air-"

"Isn't a poltergeist supposed to be a ghost?" Bryce asked.

"What coul d ghosts have to do with your area of interest?"

"Nothing," Isley said.” W don't believe in ghosts. But we wondered if
per haps poltergei st phenomena mght result froman attenpt at
i nterspeci es conmmuni cati on gone awy. If we were to encounter an alien

race that comunicated only by telepathy, and if we were unable to
recei ve those tel epathic thoughts, maybe the unreceived psychic energy
woul d produce destructive phenonena of the sort sonetinmes attributed to
malign spirits.”

"And what did you finally decide about the poltergeist up there in
Ver nont ?" Jenny asked.

"Decide? Nothing," Isley said.
" Just that it was... interesting," Arkham said.

Jenny gl anced at Lisa and saw that the girl's eyes were very wide. This
was sonet hing Lisa could grasp, accept, and cling to. This was a fear
she had been thoroughly prepared for, thanks to novies and books and

tel evision. Monsters from outer space.

I nvaders fromother worlds. It didn't nake the Snowfield killings any
| ess gruesonme. But it was a known threat, and that nade it infinitely
preferable to the unknown. Jenny strongly doubted this was mankind' s

Just encounter with creatures It-fromthe stars, but Lisa seened eager
to believe.

"What about Snowfield?" the girl asked." Is that what's going on? Has
somet hing landed from.. out there?"

Arkham | ooked uneasily at Mjor Isley.

Isley cleared his throat: As translated by the squawk box on his chest,
it was a racheting, machinelike sound." It's much too soon to nmake any
j udgrment about that. W do believe there's a snall chance the first
contact between man and alien m ght involve the danger of biol ogica
contam nation. That's why we've got an infornmation-sharing arrangenent
with Copperfield s project. An inexplicable outbreak of an unknown

di sease might indicate an unrecogni zed contact with an extraterrestria
presence. "

"But if it is an extraterrestrial creature we're dealing with," Bryce
sai d, obviously doubtful, "it seems dammed savage for a being of
"superior' intelligence."

" The sane thought occurred to ne," Jenny said.



Isley raised his eyebrows." There's no guarantee that a creature with
greater intelligence would be pacifistic and benevolent."

"Yeah," Arkham said." That's a conmon conceit: the notion that aliens
woul d' ve | earned how to live in conplete harnony anong thensel ves and
with other species. As that old song says... it ain't necessarily so.
After all, mankind is considerably further along the road of evolution
than gorillas are, but as a species we're definitely nore warlike than
gorillas at their npst aggressive."

"Maybe one day we will encounter a benevolent alien race that'll teach
us howto live in peace," Isley said." Maybe they'll give us the

know edge and technol ogy to solve all our earthly problens and even to
reach the stars. Maybe."

"But we can't nile out the alternative," Arkhamsaid grinmy.

Chapter 25
London, Engl and

El even o' cl ock Monday norning in Snowfield was seven o' cl ock Monday
evening in London.

A mserably wet day had flowed into a miserably wet night.

Rai ndrops drunmed on the wi ndow i n the cubbyhol e kitchen of Tinothy
Flyte's two-room attic apartmnent.

The professor was standing in front of a cutting board, naking a
sandw ch.

After partaking of that magnificent chanpagne breakfast at Burt
Sandl er's expense, Tinothy hadn't felt up to lunch. He had fore one
afternoon tea, as well

He'd net with two students today. He was tutoring one of themin
hi er ogl yphi cs analysis and the other in Latin. Surfeited with
breakfast, he had nearly fallen asleep during both sessions.

Enbarrassing. But, as little as his pupils were paying him they could
hardly conplain too strenuously if, just once, he dozed off in the
m ddl e of a | esson.

As he put a thin slice of boiled hamand a slice of Swiss cheese on
nmust ard- sl at hered bread, he heard the tel ephone ringing down in the
front hall of the room ng house. He didn't think it was for him He
received few calls.

But seconds later, there was a knock at the door. It was the young
Indian fellow who rented a roomon the first floor. 1In heavily accented
English, he told Tinmothy the call was for him

And urgent.

"Ugent? Wwo is it?" Tinothy asked as he followed the young man down
the stairs.” Did he give his nane?"



"Sand-1leer," the Indian said.

Sandi er? Burt Sandier?

Over breakfast, they had agreed on terns for a new edition of The

Anci ent Eneny, one that was conpletely rewitten to appeal to the
average reader. Followi ng the original publication of the book, alnost
sevent een years ago, he had received several offers to popul arize his

t heori es about historical mass di sappearances, but he had resisted the
i dea; he had felt that the issuance of a popularized version of The
Anci ent Eneny woul d be playing into the hands of all those who had so
unfairly accused himof sensationalism hunbug, and nobney grubbi ng.

Now, however, years of want had nmade hi m nore anenable to the idea
Sandl er' s appearance on the scene and his offer of a contract had cone
at a tine when Tinothy's ever-worsening poverty had reached a critica
stage; it was truly a niracle.

This nmorning, they had settled on an advance (agai nst royalties) of
fifteen thousand dollars. At the current rate of exchange, that
amounted to a little nore than ei ght thousand pounds sterling. It
wasn't a fortune, but it was nore noney than Tinothy had seen in a |ong,
long tine, and at the nmoment it seemed |ike wealth beyond counti ng.

As he went down the narrow stairs, toward the front hall, where the
t el ephone stood on a snall table beneath a cheap print of a bad

pai nting, Tinmthy wondered if Sandier was calling to back out of the
agr eenent .

The professor's heart began to pound with al nost painful force.

The young | ndi an gentleman said, "I hope is no trouble, sir."
Then he returned to his own room and cl osed the door

Flyte picked up the phone." Hell o?"

"My God, do you get an eveni ng newspaper?" Sandl er asked.

Hi s voice was shrill, alnobst hysterical

Ti mot hy wondered if Sandier was drunk. Was this what he consi dered
urgent business?

Before Tinmothy could respond, Sandier said, "I think it's happened! By
God, Dr. Flyte" |I think it's actually happened

It's in the newspaper tonight. And on the radio. Not nany details yet.
But it sure looks as if it's happened.”

The professor's worry about the book contract was now conpounded by
exasperation." Could you pl ease be nore specific, M. Sandler?"

"The ancient enenmy, Dr. Flyte. One of those creatures has struck
again. Just yesterday. A town in California. Sone are dead. Mst are
m ssing. Hundreds. An entire town. Cone."



" God help them" Flyte said.

"I"'ve got a friend in the London office of the Associated Press, and
he's read ne the latest wire service reports,"” Sandier said." | know
things that aren't in the papers yet. For one thing, the police out
there in California have put out an all-points bulletin for you.
Apparently, one of the victinms had read your book. When the attack
cane, he | ocked hinmself in a bathroom

It got himanyway. But he gained enough tinme to scrawl your nane and
the title of your book on the mrror!"

Ti mot hy was speechl ess. There was a chair beside the tel ephone. He
suddenly needed it.

"The authorities in California don't understand what's happened. They
don't even realize The Ancient Enemy is the title of a book, and they
don't know what part you play in all this.

They think it was a nerve gas attack or an act of biological warfare or
even extraterrestrial contact. But the man who wote your name on that
mrror knew better. And so do we. |I'Il tell you nore in the car."
"Car?" Tinothy said.

"My God, | hope you have a passport!"

"Uh... yes.

"I"'mconing by with a car to take you to the airport. | want you to go
to California, Dr. Flyte."

" But-"

"Tonight. There's an available seat on a flight fromHeathrow. |'ve
reserved it in your nane."

" But I can't afford-"

“Your publisher is paying all expenses. Don't worry. You nust go to
Snowfield. You won't be witing just a popul arization of The Anci ent
Enemy. Not any nore. Now, you're going to wite a well-rounded human
story about Snowfield, and all of your material on historical mass

di sappearances and your theories about the ancient eneny wll be
supportive of

that narrative. Do you see? Wn't it be great?"

"But would it be right for me to rush in there now?"

"What do you nean?" Sandl er asked.

"Wuld it be proper?" Tinothy asked worriedly." Wuldn't it appear as if
| were attenpting to cash in on a terrible tragedy?"

"Listen, Dr. Flyte, there are going to be a hundred hustlers in



Snowfield, all with book contracts in their back pockets.

They' Il rip off your material. |If you don't wite the book on the
subj ect, one of themwill wite it at your expense."

"But hundreds are dead," Timothy said. He felt ill.
"Hundreds. The pain, the tragedy..."
Sandier was clearly inpatient with the professor's hesitancy.

"Well... okay, okay. Maybe you're right. Maybe | haven't really
stopped to think about the horror of it. But don't you see-that's why
you must be the one to wite the ultinate book on the subject. No one
el se can bring your erudition or conpassion to the project.”

"Well..."
e fast. I'll be there in half an hour."

Sandi er hung up, and Tinmothy sat for a nonent, hol ding the receiver,
listening to the dead line. Stunned.

In the taxi's headlights, the rain was silvery. It slanted on the wi nd,
(i ke thousands of thin streaners of glittering Christmas tinsel. On the
paverment, it puddled in quicksilver pools.

The cabdriver was reckless. The car careened along the slick streets.
Wth one hand, Tinmothy held tightly to the safety bar on the door
Evidently Burt Sandler had promsed a very large tip as a reward for
speed.

Sitting next to the professor, Sandier said, "There'll be a |layover in
New York, but not too long. One of our people will neet you and
shepherd you through. W won't alert the nmedia in New York. We'Ill save
the press conference for San Francisco. So be prepared to face an arny
of eager reporters when you get off the plane there."

"Couldn't | just go quietly to Santa Mra and present nyself to the
authorities there?" Tinothy asked unhappily.

"No, no, no!" Sandier said, clearly horrified by the very thought."

W' ve got to have a press conference. You're the only one with the
answer, Dr. Flyte. W've got to |let everyone know that you're the one
We've got to start beating the drumfor your next book before Norman
Mai |l er puts aside his latest study of Marilyn Monroe and junps into this
thing with both feet!"

"I haven't even begun to wite the book yet."

"God, | know. And by the tinme we publish, the demand will be
phenonenal !I'"

The cab turned a corner. Tires squealed. Tinothy was thrown agai nst
t he door.

"A publicist will nmeet you at the plane in San Franci sco.



He'll guide you through the press conference,"” Sandl er said.
"One way or another he'll get you to Santa Mra. |It's a fairly long
drive, so maybe it can be done by helicopter.”

"Hel i copter?" Tinothy said, astonished.
The taxi sped through a deep puddl e, casting up plunes of silvery water.
The airport was within sight.

Burt Sandl er had been tal king nonstop since Tinmothy had gotten into the
cab. Now he said, "One nore thing. At your press conference, tell them
the stories you told nme this norning.

About the disappearing Mayans. And three thousand Chinese infantrymen
who vani shed. And be sumto nake any references you possibly can to
mass di sappearances that took place in the U S.-even before there was a
United States, even in previous geological eras. That'll appeal to the
American press. Local ties. That always helps. Didn't the Just
British colony in Anerica vanish without a trace?"

"Yes. The Roanoke I|sland col ony."
“"Be sure to nmention it."

"But | can't say conclusively that the di sappearance of the Roanoke
colony is connected with the ancient eneny."

"I's there any chance whatsoever that it mght've been?"

Fasci nated, as always, by this subject, Tinmpthy was able, for the first
time, to wench his mnd away fromthe suicidal behavior of the
cabdriver." Wen a British expedition, funded by Sir Walter Raleigh
returned to the Roanoke colony in March of 1590, they found everyone
gone. One hundred and twenty peopl e had vani shed without a trace.
Count | ess theories have been advanced regarding their fate. For

exanpl e, the nost popul ar theory holds that the people at Roanoke Island
fell victimto the Croatonn |Indians, who |ived nearby. The only nessage
left by the colonists, slashed into the bark of a tree. But the

Croat oans professed to know not hing about the di sappearance. And they
were peaceful Indians. Not the least bit warlike. Indeed, they had
initially hel ped the colonists settle in. Further , there were no signs of
violence at the settlement. No bodies were ever found. No bones. No
graves. So you see, even the nobst wi dely accepted theory raises a
greater nunber of questions than it answers."

The taxi swept around anot her curve, braked abruptly to avoid colliding
with a truck.

But now Tinothy was only passingly aware of the driver's daredevi
conduct. He continued:

"It occurred to me that the word the colonists had carved into that
tree- Cr-oat oan-nm ght not have been intended to point an accusing finger
It might have neant that the Croatoans woul d know what had happened. |



read the journals of several British explorers who later talked with the
Croat oans about the col ony's di sappearance, and there's evidence the

I ndi ans di d, indeed, have some idea of what had happened. O thought
they knew. But they were not taken seriously when they tried to explain
to the white man. The Croatoans reported that, Sinultaneously with the
di sappearance of the colonists, there was a great depletion of game in
the forests and fields in which the tribe hunted. Virtually all species
of wildlife had abruptly dw ndl ed drastically in nunbers. A couple of
the nore perceptive explorers noted in their journals that the Indians
regarded the subject with superstitious dread. They seened to have a
religious explanation for the disappearance. But unfortunately, the
white nmen who tal ked with them about the m ssing col onists were not
interested in Indian superstitions and did not pursue that avenue of
enquiry."

"I gather you've researched Croatoan religious beliefs,"” Burt Sandl er
sai d.
"Yes," Tinothy said." Not an easy subject, for the tribe has been
extinct itself for many, nmany years. Wat |'ve found is that the
Croatoans were spiritualists. They believed that the spirit endured and
wal ked the earth even after the death of the body, and they believed
there were 'greater spirits' that manifested thenselves in the

el ements-wind, earth, fire, water, and so forth. Most inportant of
all-as far as we're concerned-they also believed in an evil spirit, a
source of all evil, an equivalent to the Christians' Sam | forget the
exact Indian word for it, but it translates roughly as He Wo Can Be
Anyt hing "Yet is Nothing."

"My God," Sandier said. -That's not a bad description of the ancient
eneny."

"Sometines there are truths hidden in superstitions. The Croatoans
bel i eved that both the wildlife and the col oni sts had been taken away by
He Who Can Be Anything Yet is Nothing.

So... while | cannot say conclusively that the anci ent eneny had
something to do with the di sappearance of the Roanoke Islanders, it
seens to ne sufficient reason to consider the possibility."

"Fantastic!" Sandier said." Tell themall of that at the press
conference in San Francisco. Just the way you've told ne."

The taxi squealed to a stop in front of the term nal

Burt Sandi er shoved a few five-pound notes into the driver's hand. He
gl anced at his watch." Dr. Flyte, let's get you on that plane."

From hi s wi ndow seat, Timothy Flyte watched the city lights di sappearing
beneath the stormclouds. TV jet speared upward through the thin rain
Soon, they rose above the overcast; the stormwas bel ow them clear sky
overhead. The rays of the noon bounced off the churning tops of the

cl ouds, and the night beyond the plane was filled with soft, eerie
light.

The seatbelt sign w nked off.



He unbuckl ed but couldn't relax. H's mind was churning just as the
storm cl ouds were.

The stewardess cane around, offering drinks. He asked for Scotch
He felt like a coiled spring. Overnight, his |life had changed.

There had been nore excitement in this one day than in the entire past
year.

The tension that gripped himwas not unpleasant. He was nore than happy
to slough off his dreary existence; he was putting on a new and better
life as quickly as he might have put on a new suit of clothes. He was
risking ridicule and al

the old famliar accusations by going public with his again. But there
was al so a chance that he would at |ast be able to prove hinself

The Scotch came, and he drank it. He ordered anot her
Slow y, he rel axed

Beyond the pl ane, the night was vast.

Chapter 26
Escape
Fromthe barred wi ndow of the tenmporary holding cell, Fletcher Kale had

a good view of the street. Al nmorning he watched the reporters
congregating. Sonething really big had happened.

Sone of the other inmates were sharing news cell to cell, but none of
t hem woul d share anything with Kal e.

They hated him Frequently, they taunted him called hima baby killer
Even in jail, there were social classes, and no one was farther down the
| adder than child killers.

It was al nost funny. Even car thieves, nuggers; burglars, holdup nen,
and enbezzl ers needed to feel norally superior to sonmeone. So they
reviled and persecuted anyone who had harned a child, and sonmehow t hat
made them feel |ike priests and bi shops by comnparison

Fools. Kal e despi sed them

He didn't ask anyone to share information with him He wouldn't give
them the satisfaction of freezing himout.

He stretched out on his bunk and daydreaned about his nmagnificent
destiny: fame, power, wealth..

At eleven-thirty, he was still lying on his bunk when they came to take
himto the courthouse for arraignnent on two counts of murder. The
cel I bl ock guard unl ocked the door. An

other man a gray-haired, pot-bellied deputy-cane in and put handcuffs on



Kal e.

"We're shorthanded today," he told Kale." I'mthe only one detailed for
this. But don't you get sone damm-fool idea that you'd have a chance to
nmake a break for it. You're cuffed, and I've got the gun, and nothing
woul d pl ease ne as nuch as shooting your ass off."

In both the guard's and the deputy's eyes, there was | oathing.

At last, the possibility of spending the rest of his Iife in prison
becarme real to Kale. To his surprise, he began to cry as they led him
out of the cell

ot her prisoners hooted and | aughed and cal |l ed hi m names.

The potbellied man prodded Kale in the ribs." Get a nove on."

Kal e stunbl ed al ong the corridor on weak | egs, through a security gate
that rolled open for them out of the cellblock, into another hall. The
guard renmi ned behind, but the deputy prodded Kale toward the el evators,
prodded himtoo often and too hard, even when it wasn't necessary. Kale
felt his self-pity giving way to anger

In the small, slowy descending elevator, he realized that the deputy
no | onger saw any threat in his prisoner. He was disgusted, inpatient,
enbarrassed by Kale's enpotional coll apse.

By the time the doors opened, a change had occurred in Kale, as well. He
was sill weeping quietly, but the tears were no | onger genuine, and he
was shaking with excitenment rather than with despair

They went through anot her checkpoint. The deputy presented a set of
papers to anot her guard who called him Joe.

The guard glared at Kale with undi sguised disdain. Kale averted his
face as if he were ashaned of hinself. And continued to cry.

Then he and Joe were outside, crossing a |large parking lot toward a row
of green and white police cruisers that were lined up in front of a
cyclone fence. The day was warm and sunny.

Kal e continued to cry and to pretend that his | egs were wobbly. He kept
hi s shoul ders hunched and his head low. He shuffled along listlessly,
as if he were a broken, beaten man.

Except for himand the deputy, the parking |lot was deserted.
Just the two of them Perfect.

Al the way to the car, Kale |ooked for the right nonent in which to
make his nmove. For a while he thought it wouldn't cone.

Then Joe shoved hi m agai nst a car and hal f-turned away to unl ock the
door-and Kale struck. He threw hinmself at the deputy as the man bent to
insert a key into the lock. The deputy gasped and swung a fist at him
Too late. Kale ducked under the blow and cane up fast and sl ammed hi m
against the car, pinning him Joe's face went white with pain as the



door handl e rammed hard agai nst the base of his spine. The ring of keys
flew out of his hand, and even as they were falling, he was using the
same hand to grab for his hol stered revol ver.

Kal e knew, with his hands cuffed, he couldn't westle the gun away. As
soon as the revol ver was drawn, the fight was finished.

So Kale went for the other man's throat. Went for it with his teeth. He
bit deep, felt bl ood gushing, bit again, pushed his nouth into the
wound, |ike an attack dog, and bit again, and the deputy screaned, but

it was only a yelp-rattle-sigh that no one could have heard, and the gun
fell out of the holster and out of the deputy's spasm ng hand, and both
men went down hard, with Kale on top, and the deputy tried to scream
again, so Kale ranmmed a knee into his crotch, and bl ood was

punp- punp- punpi ng out of the man's throat.

"Bastard," Kale said.

The deputy's eyes froze. The bl ood stopped spurting fromthe wound. It
was over.

Kal e had never felt so powerful, so alive
He | ooked around the parking lot. Still no one in sight.

He scranbled to the ring of keys, tried themone by one until he
unl ocked his handcuffs. He threw the cuffs under the car

He rolled the dead deputy under the cruiser, too, out of sight.

He wi ped his face on his sleeve. His shirt was spotted and stained with
bl ood. There was nothing he could do about that.

Nor coul d he change the fact that he was weari ng baggy, blue, woven
institutional clothing and a pair of canvas and rubber slip-on shoes.

Feel i ng conspi cuous, he hurried along the fence, through the open gate.
He crossed the alley and went into another parking |ot behind a |arge,
two-story apartment conplex. He glanced up at all the wi ndows and hoped
no one was | ooki ng.

There were perhaps twenty cars in the lot. A yellow Datsun had keys in
the ignition. He got behind the wheel, closed the door, and sighed with
relief. He was out of sight, and he had transportation

A box of Kl eenex stood on the console. Using paper tissues and spit, he
cleaned his face. Wth the bl ood renmoved, he | ooked at hinself in the
rearview mrror-and grinned.

Chapter 27
Body Count
VWi | e General Copperfield s unit was conducting the autopsy and tests in
the nobile field | ab, Bryce Hanmond forned two search teans and began a

bui | di ng-by-buil ding inspection of the town. Frank Autry led the first
group, and Major Isley went along as an observer for Project Skywatch



Li kewi se, Captain Arkhamjoined Bryce's group. Block by block and
street by street, the two teans were never nore than one building apart,
remai ning in close touch with wal ki e-tal kies.

Jenny acconpani ed Bryce. Mre than anyone else, she was famliar with
Snowfield' s residents, and she was the one nost likely to identify any
bodi es that were found. |In nost cases, she could also tell them who had
lived in each house and how many peopl e had been in each

fam ly-informati on they needed to conpile a list of the nissing.

She was troubl ed about exposing Lisa to nore gruesone scenes, but she
couldn't refuse to assist the search team She couldn't |eave her
sister behind at the Hilltop Inn, either. Not after what had happened
to Harker. And to Velazquez. But the girl coped well with the tension
of the house-to-house search

She was still proving herself to Jenny, and Jenny was increasingly proud
of her.

They didn't find any bodies for a while. The first businesses and

houses they entered were deserted. In several houses, tables were set
for Sunday dinner. |In others, tubs were filled wi th bathwater that had
grown cold. In a nunber of places, television sets were still playing,

but there was no one to watch them

In one kitchen they discovered Sunday dinner on the electric stove. The
food in the three pots had cooked for so many hours that all of the

wat er content had evaporated. The remains were dry, hard, burnt,
blistered, and unidentifiable. The stainlesssteel pots were ruined;

they had turned bl ui sh-black both inside and out. The plastic handles of
the pots had softened and partially nelted. The entire house reeked
with the nost acrid, nauseating stench Jenny had ever encountered.

Bryce switched off the burners.”
set on fire."

It's a miracle the whol e place wasn't

"“I't probably would' ve been if that were a gas stove," Jenny said.

Above the three pots, there was a stainless-steel range hood with an
exhaust fan. When the food had burned, the hood had contained the
short-lived flash of flanes and had prevented the fire fromspreading to
t he surroundi ng cabinetry.

Qut si de agai n, everyone (except Mjor Arkhamin his decontani nation
suit) took deep breaths of the clean nountain air. They needed a couple
of minutes to purge their lungs of the vile stuff they had breathed

i nsi de that house.

Then, next door, they found the first body of the day. It was John

Farl ey, who owned the Mountain Tavern, which was open only during the
ski season. He was in his forties. He had been a striking man, with
salt-and pepper hair, a large nose, and a wide nmouth that had frequently
curved into an i mensely engaging smle. Now he was bl oated and

brui sed, his eyes bulging out of his skull, his clothes bursting at the
seans as his body swell ed.

Farl ey was sitting at the breakfast table, at one end of his big



kitchen. On a plate before himwas a neal of cheese-filled ravioli and
neatballs. There was also a glass of red wine. On the table, beside
the plate, there was an open magazine. Farley was sitting up straight
in his chair. One hand lay palmup in his lap. H's other armwas on
the table, and in that hand was cl enched a crust of bread. Farley's
nouth was partly open, and there was a bite of bread trapped between his
teeth. He had perished in the act of chew ng; his jaw nuscl es had never
even rel axed.

"Good God," Tal said, "he didn't have time to spit the stuff out or
swal low it. Death nust've been instantaneous."”

"And he didn't see it coming, either," Bryce said." Look at his face.
There's no expression of honor or surprise or shock as there is with
nost of the others.”

Staring at the dead nan's cl enched jaws, Jenny said, "Wat | don't
understand i s why death doesn't bring any rel axation of the nuscles
what soever. It's weird."

In Qur Lady of the Muntains Church, sunlight streaned through the

st ai ned- gl ass wi ndows, which were conposed predoninantly of blues and
greens. Hundreds of irregularly shaped patches of royal blue, sky bl ue,
turquoi se, aquamarine, enerald green, and many ot her shades dri pped
across the polished wooden pews, puddled in the aisles, and shinmered on
the walls.

It's like being underwater, CGordy Brogan thought as he foll owed Frank
Autry into the strangely and beautifully illum nated nave.

Just beyond the narthex, a stream of crinson |ight splashed across the
white marble font that contained the holy water. It was the crinson of
Christ's blood. The sun pierced a stained glass imge of Christ's

bl eedi ng heart and sprayed sangui neness rays upon the water that
glistened in the pale narble bow .

O the five nen in the search team only Gordy was a Catholic. He

noi stened two fingers in the holy water, crossed hinmsel f, and
genuf | ect ed.

The church was solem, silent, still.

The air was softened by a pleasant trace of incense.

In the pews, there were no worshipers. At first it appeared as if the
church was deserted.

Then CGordy | ooked nore closely at the altar and gasped.

Frank sawit, too." Ch, ny God."

The chancel was cl oaked in nore shadows than was the rest of the church
whi ch was why the nen hadn't imediately noticed the hideous-and

sacril egi ous-thi ng above the altar

The altar candies had burned down all the way and had gone out.



However, as the men in the search team progressed hesitantly down the
center aisle, they got a clearer and clearer view of the life-size
crucifix that rose up fromthe center of the altar

along the rear wall of the chancel. It was a wooden cross, with an
exqui sitely detail ed, hand-painted, glazed plaster figure of Christ
fixed toit. At the monent, nuch of the godly inage was obscured by
anot her body that hung in front of it. A real body, not another plaster
corpus. It was the priest in his robes; he was nailed to the cross.

Two altar boys knelt on the floor in front of the altar. They were
dead, bruised, bl oated.

The flesh of the priest had begun to darken and to show ot her signs of

i mm nent deconposition. His body was not in the sane bizarre condition
as all the others that had been found thus far. |In his case, the

di scol orati on was what you woul d expect of a day-old corpse.

Frank Autry, Mijor Isley, and the other two deputies continued through
the gate in the altar railing and stepped up into the chancel

CGordy wasn't able to go with them He was too badly shaken and had to
sit in the front pew to keep from coll apsi ng.

After inspecting the chancel and gl ancing through the sacristy door
Frank used his wal kie-talkie to call Bryce Hammond in the buil di ng next
door." Sheriff, we've found three here in the church. W need Doc Pai ge
for positive IDs. But it's especially grisly, so better leave Lisa in
the vestibule with a couple of the guys."

" W'll be there in two mnutes," the sheriff said.

Frank canme down fromthe chancel, through the gate in the railing, and
sat down beside Gordy. He was holding the walkie talkie in one hand and
a gun in the other." You're a Catholic."

"Yeah."

"Sorry you had to see this."

“I'"ll be okay," CGordy said." It's no easier for you just because you're
not a Catholic."

"You know the priest?"

"I think his nane's Father Callahan. | didn't go to this church
though. | attended St. Andrew s, down in Santa Mra."

Frank put the wal kie-tal kie down and scratched his chin.

"Fromall the other indications we've had, it |ooked |like the attack
cane yesterday evening, not |ong before Doc and Lisa cane back to town.
But nowthis... |If these three died in the norning, during Mass"

"I't was probably during Benediction," Gordy said." Not Mass."

:"Benedi ction?"



The Benediction of the Bl essed Sacranent. The Sunday evening service."
"Ah. Then it fits right in with the timng of the others." He | ooked
around at the enpty pews." What happened to the parishioners? Wy are
only the altarboys and the priest here?"

"Well, not an awful ot of people come to Benediction," Gordy said.
"There were probably at |least two or three others.

But it took them"™

"Way didn't it just take everyone?"

CGordy didn't answer.

"Way did it have to do sonething |ike this?" Frank pressed.

"To ridicule us. To nmock us. To steal our hope," Gordy sighed
nm serably.

Frank stared at him

Cordy said, "Maybe some of us have been counting on God to get us

through this alive. Probably nost of us have. | know |I've sure been
praying a |ot since we've been here. Probably you have, too. It knew
we would do that. It knew we would ask God for help. So this is its

way of letting us know that God can't help us. O at least that's what
it would Ilike us to believe.

Because that's its way. To instill doubt about God. That's always been
its way."

Frank said, "You sound as if you know exactly what we're up agai nst
here."

"Maybe," Gordy said. He stared at the crucified priest, then turned to
Frank again." Don't you know? Don't you really, Frank?"

After they left the church and went around the corner onto the cross
street, they found two wecked cars.

A Cadillac Seville had run across the front |lawn of the church rectory,
nmowi ng down the shrubbery in its path, and had collided with a porch
post at one corner of the house. The post was nearly splintered in two.
The porch roof was saggi ng.

Tal squinted through the side wi ndow of the Caddy.

"There's a worman behind t he wheel . "

: "Dead?" Bryce asked.

"Yeah. But not fromthe accident."

At the other side of the car, Jenny tried to open the driver's door. It
was | ocked. Al of the doors were | ocked, and all of the wi ndows were



rolled up tight.

Nevert hel ess, the woman behi nd t he wheel - Edna Gower; jenny knew her-was
like the other corpses. Darkly bruised.

Swollen. A screamof terror frozen on her tw sted face.
"How could it get in there and kill her?" Tal wondered al oud.

"Renmenber the | ocked bathroomat the Candle glow Inn," Bryce said.

"And the barricaded roomat the Oxleys'," Jenny said.
Captain Arkham said, "It's alnost an argunent for the general's nerve
gas theory."

Then Arkham unclipped a mniaturized geiger counter fromhis utility
belt and carefully examined the car. But it wasn't radiation that had
killed the wonman inside.

The second car, half a block away, was a pearl-white Lynx.

On the paverent behind it were black skid marks. The Lynx was angl ed
across the street, blocking it. The front end was punched into the side
of a yellow Chevy van. There wasn't a | ot of damage because the Lynx
had al nost braked to a stop before hitting the parked vehicle.

The driver was a niddl e-aged man with a bushy mnustache.

He was wearing cut-off jeans and a Dodgers T-shirt. Jenny knew him
too, Marty Sussnman. He had been Snowfield's city manager for the past
six years. Affable, earnest Marty Sussman.

Dead. Again, the cause of death was clearly not related to the
col l'i sion.

The doors of the Lynx were |ocked. The wi ndows were rolled up tight,
just as, they had been on the Cadill ac.

"Looks like they both were trying to escape from sonething," Jenny said.
"Maybe," Tal said." O they nmight just have been out for a drive or
goi ng somewhere on an errand when the attack cane.

If they were trying to escape, sonething sure stopped themcold, forced
themright off the street."

"Sunday was a warm day. Warm but not too warm" Bryce said." Not hot
enough to ride around with the wi ndows cl osed and the air conditioner
on. It was the kind of day when nobst people keep the w ndows down,

t aki ng advantage of the fresh air. So it looks to ne as if, after they
were forced to stop, they put up the windows and | ocked thenselves in
trying to keep sonething out."

"But it got them anyway," Jenny said.

it.



Ned and Sue Marie Bischoff owned a | ovely Tudor-style hone set on a
doubl e lot, nestled anmong huge pine trees. They lived there with their
two boys. Eight-year-old Lee Bischoff could already play the piano
surprisingly well, in spite of the smallness of his hands, and once told
Jenny he was going to be the next Stevie Wonder "only not blind."

Si x-year-old Terry | ooked exactly |ike a bl ack-skinned Dennis the
Menace, but he had a sweet tenper.

Ned was a successful artist. His oil paintings sold for as much as six
and seven thousand dollars, and his limted edition prints went for four
or five hundred dollars apiece.

He was a patient of Jenny's. Although he was only thirty-tw and was
al ready a success in life, she had treated himfor an ul cer

The ul cer wouldn't be bothering himany nore. He was in his studio,
lying on the floor in front of an easel, dead.

Sue Marie was in the kitchen. Like Hilda Beck, Jenny's housekeeper, and
i ke nmany other people all over town, Sue Marie had died while preparing
di nner. She had been a pretty wonan. Not any nore.

They found the two boys in one of the bedroons.

It was a wonderful room for kids, large and airy, with bunk beds. There
were built-in bookshelves full of children's books.

On the walls were paintings that Ned had done just for his kids,

whi nsi cal fantasy scenes quite unlike the pieces for which he was wel
known: a pig in a tuxedo, dancing with a cow in an evening gown; the
interior of a spaceship conmand chanber, where all the astronauts were
toads; an eerie yet charm ng scene of a school playground at night,
bathed in the light of a full moon, no kids around, but with a huge and
nonst r ousl ooki ng werewol f having a grand and giddy tinme on a set of

SWi ngs.

The boys were in one corner, beyond an array of overturned Tonka Toys.
The younger boy, Terry, was behind Lee, who seened to have nmade a
valiant effort to protect his snmaller brother. The boys were staring
out into the room eyes bulging, their dead gazes still fixed upon

what ever had descended upon them yesterday. Lee's nuscles had | ocked,
so that his thin arns were in the same position now as they had been in
the [ ast seconds

of his life: raised in front of him shielding him palns spread, as if
war di ng of f bl ows.

Bryce knelt in front of the kids. He put one trenbling hand agai nst
Lee's face, as if unwilling to believe that the child was actually dead.

Jenny knelt beside him

"Those are the Bischoffs' two boys," she said, unable to keep her voice
frombreaking." So now the whole fanily's accounted for."

Tears were stream ng down Bryce's face



Jenny tried to renenber how old his own son was. Seven or eight? About
the sane age as Lee Bischoff. Little Timry Hanmond was lying in the
hospital in Santa Mra this very mnute, comatose, just as he had been
for the past year. He was pretty much a vegetable. Yes, but even that
was better than this. Anything was better than this.

Eventual ly, Bryce's tears dried up. There was rage in himnow " |"'l]
get themfor this," he said." \Wwoever did this... [I'lIl make them pay."

Jenny had never net a nan quite like him He had consi derabl e masculine
strength and purpose, but he was al so capabl e of tenderness.

She wanted to hold him And be held.

But, as always, she was far too guarded about expressing her own
enotional state. |f she had possessed his openness, she would never
have become estranged from her nother. But she wasn't that way, not
yet, although she wanted to be. So, in response to his vowto get the
killers of the Bischoffs' children, she said, "But what if it isn't
anything human that killed then? Not all evil is in men. There's evi
in nature. The blind maliciousness of earthquakes. The uncaring evi

of cancer. This thing here could be like that-renpte and unaccount abl e.
There'll be no taking it to court if it isn't even hunman. Wat then?"

"Whoever or whatever the hell it is, I'Il get it. I'Il stopit.
"1l make it pay for what's been done here,"” he said stubbornly.

Frank Autry's search team prow ed through three deserted houses after

| eaving the Catholic church. The fourth house wasn't enpty. They found
Wendel ! Hul bertson, a high school teacher who worked in Santa Mra but
who chose to live here in the nmountains, in a house that had once

bel onged to his mother. Gordy had been in Hul bertson's English class
only five years ago. The teacher was not swollen or bruised |like the

ot her corpses; he had taken his own Iife. Backed into a corner of his
bedroom he had put the barrel of a .32 automatic in his nouth and had
pulled the trigger. Evidently, death by his own hand had been
preferable to whatever it had been about to do to him

After |l eaving the Bischoff residence, Bryce led his group through a few
houses wi thout finding any bodies. Then, in the fifth house, they

di scovered an elderly husband and wi fe | ocked in a bathroom where they
had tried to hide fromtheir killer

She was sprawled in the tub. He was in a heap on the fl oor

"They were patients of mne," Jenny said." N ck and Melina Papandrakis."

Tal wote their nanes down on a |list of the dead.

Li ke Harold Ordnay and his wife in the Candle glow I nn, N ck Papandrakis
had attenpted to | eave a message that would point a finger at the
killer. He had taken some iodine fromthe medici ne cabinet and had used
it to paint on the wall. He hadn't had a chance to finish even one
word. There were only two letters and part of a third:



"Can anyone figure out what he intended to wite?" Bryce asked.

They all took turns squeezing into the bathroom and stepped over Nick
Papandrakis's corpse to have a | ook at the orange brown letters on the
wal |, but none of them had any flashes of inspiration

Bul | ets.

In the house next to the Ps s, the kitchen floor was littered with
expended bullets. Not entire cartridges. Just dozens of |ead sl ugs,
and

their brass casings.

The fact that there were no ejected casings anywhere in the room
i ndicated that no gunfire had taken place here. There was no odor of
gunpowder. No bullet holes in the walls or cabinets.

There were just bullets all over the floor, as if they had rained
magi cal ly out of thin air.

Frank Autry scooped up a handful of the gray lunps of netal. He wasn't
a ballistics expert, but, oddly, none of the bullets was fragnented or
badly deformed, and that enabled himto see that they had cone froma
variety of weapons. Mst of them scores of themwth

cal i ber of ammunition that was spat out by the submachi ne guns with

whi ch General Copperfield' s support units were arnmed.

Are these slugs from Sergeant Harker's gun? Frank wondered. Are these
the rounds Harker fired at his killer in the nmeat locker at G| Martin's
Mar ket ?

He frowned, perpl exed.

He dropped the bullets, and they clattered on the floor. He plucked
several other slugs off the tiles. There were a .22 and a. 32 and
another. 22 and a.38. There were even a | ot of shotgun pellets.

He picked up a single.45-caliber bullet and exanmined it with specia
interest. It was exactly the anmunition that his own revol ver handl ed.

Gordy Brogan hunkered down beside him

Frank didn't ook at Gordy. He continued to stare intently at the sl ug.
He was westling with an eerie thought.

CGordy scooped a few bullets off the kitchen tiles. '-They aren't
deformed at all."

Frank nodded.
"They had to've hit sonething," CGordy said." So they should be deforned.
Sone of them should be, anyway." He paused, then said." Hey, you're a

mllion nmles away. What're--you thinking about?"

"Paul Henderson." Frank held the.45 slug in front of Gordy's face." Pau
fired three like this last night, over at the substation



"At his killer."
"Yeah. "
" So?"

"So | have this crazy hunch that if we asked the lab to run ballistics
tests on it, they'd find residue fromPaul's revol ver."

CGordy blinked at him

"And," Frank said." | also think that if we searched through all of the
slugs on the floor here, we'd find exactly two nore like this one. Not
just one nmore, mnd you. And not three nore. Just two nore with

preci sely the same nmarkings as this one."

"You nean... the sane three Paul fired last night."

"Yeah."

"But how d they get fromthere to here?"

Frank didn't answer. | nstead, he stood and thumbed the send button on
the wal kie-talkie." Sheriff ?"

Bryce Hannnond's voice issued crisply fromthe small speaker." Wat is
it, Frank?"

"We're still here at the Sheffield house. | think you'd better cone
over. There's sonething you ought to see."

“More bodi es?"

"No, sir. Uh... sonething sort of weird."

“We'll be there," the sheriff said.

Then, to Gordy, Frank said, "What | think is... sonetime within the
past couple of hours, sometine after Sergeant Harker was taken from
G| Mrtin's Market, it was here, right inthis room It got rid of al
the bullets it'd taken last night and this norning."

"To see how nmany hits it took?"

"Yes.

"Got rid of thenP Just |ike that?"

"Just like that," Frank said.

"But how?"

"Looks like it just sort of... expelled them Looks like it shed those
bull ets the way a dog shakes off |oose hairs."

Chapter 28



On the Run

Driving through Santa Mra in the stol en Datsun, Fletcher Kale heard
about Snowfield on the radio.

Al though it had captured the rest of the country's attention, Kale
wasn't very interested. He was never particularly conpassi onate about
ot her people's tragedi es.

He reached out to switch off the radio, already weary of hearing about

Snowfi el d when he had so nany probl ens of his own-and then he caught a
nane that did nean sonething to him Jake Johnson. Johnson was one of
t he deputies who had gone up to Snowfield last night. Now he was

m ssing and m ght even be dead.

Jake Johnson..

A year ago, Kale had sold Johnson a solidly built |og cabin on five
acres in the nountains.

Johnson had professed to be an avid hunter and had pretended to want the
cabin for that purpose. However, froma nunber of things the deputy |et
slip, Kate decided dud Johnson was actually a survivalist, one of those
doonsayers who believed the woul d was rushing toward Arrmageddon and t hat
soci ety was going to collapse either because of runaway inflation or
nucl ear war or some other Kal e becane increasingly convinced that
Johnson wanted the cabin for a hiding place that could be stocked with
food and amunition then easily defended in times of social upheaval.
The cabin was certainly renote enough for that purpose. it was on
Snowt op Mountain, all the way around the other side fromthe town of
Snowfield. To get to the place, you had to go up a county fire road, a
narrow dirt track that was passable virtually only to a four-whee
vehicle, then switch to another, even tougher track. The fina
quarter-mle had to be covered on foot.

Two nonths after Johnson purchased the nmountain property, Kale sneaked
up there on a warm June norni ng when he knew the deputy was on duty in
Santa Mra. He wanted to see if Johnson was turning the place into a
wi | derness fortress, as he suspected.

He found the cabin untouched, but he discovered that Johnson was doi ng
extensi ve work in sonme of the |linmestone caves to which there was an
entrance on his land. CQutside the caves, there were sacks of cenent and
sand, a wheel barrow, and a pile of stones.

Just inside the mouth of the first cave, there had been two Col enan gas
| anterns standing on the stone floor, by the wall

Kal e had picked up one of the lanterns and had gone deeper into the
subt erranean chanbers.

The first cave was long and narrow, little nore than a tunnel
At the end of it, he followed a series of doglegs, tw sting through

irregular |inmestone antechanbers, before he came into the first roomike
cave.



St acked agai nst one wall were cases of five-pound, vacuum seal ed cans of
ni trogen-preserved mlk powder, freeze-dried fruits and veget abl es,
freeze-dried soup, powdered eggs, cans of honey, drums of whole grain.
An air mattress. And much nore. Jake had been busy.

The first underground roomled to another. |In this one, there was a
naturally forned hole in the floor, about ten inches in dianmeter, and
odd noi ses were rising out of it. \Whispering voices. Menacing

| aughter. Kale alnpst turned and ran, but then he realized that he was
hearing nothing nore sinister than the chuckling of running water. An
underground stream Jake Johnson had | owered one-inch rubber tubing
into the natural well and had rigged a hand punp beside it.

All the conforts of hone.

Kal e deci ded that Johnson was not nerely cautious. The man was
obsessed.

On anot her day at the end of that same summer, late in August, Kale
returned to the nmountain property. To his surprise, the cave

nout h-whi ch was about four feet high and five feet wi de-was no | onger
visible. Johnson had created an effective barrier of vegetation to
conceal the entrance to his hi deaway.

Kal e pushed through the brush, careful not to harmit.

He had brought his own flashlight this tine. He crawl ed through the
mout h of the cave, stood up once he was inside, followed the tunne
down t hree dogl egs-and suddenly came up agai nst an unexpected dead
end. He knew there should be one nore short dogl egged passageway and
then the first of the large caves. |Instead, there was only a wall of
limestone, a flat face of it that sealed off the rest of the caverns.

For a monent Kale was at the barrier, confused. Then he exami ned it
closely, and in a few m nutes he found the hidden rel ease. The rock was
actually a thin facade that had been bonded with epoxy to a door that
Johnson had cleverly mounted in the natural franme between the fina
dogleg and the first of the roomsize caves.

That day in August, marveling over the hidden door, Kale decided that he
woul d take the retreat for his own if the need ever arose. After all
maybe these survivalists were on to sonmething. Maybe they were right.
Maybe the fools out there would try to blow up the world some day. |If
so, Kale would get to this retreat first, and when Johnson cane through
his cleverly hidden door, Kale would sinply bl ow himaway.

That thought pleased him
It nmade himfeel shrewd. Superior

Thirteen nonths later, he had, much to his surprise and horror, seen the
end of the world coming. The end of his world.

Locked up in the county jail, charged with rmurder, he knew where he
could go if he could only manage to escape: into the mountains, to the
caves. He could stay up there for several weeks, until the cops finally
st opped | ooking for himin and around Santa M ra County.



Thank you, Jake Johnson.
Jake Johnson. .

Now, in the stolen yellow Datsun, with the county jail only a few
m nut es behind him Kale heard about Johnson on the radio. As he
listened, he began to smle. Fate was on his side.

After escaping, his biggest problemwas disposing of his jail clothes
and getting properly outfitted for the nountains.

He hadn't been quite sure how he would do that.

As soon as he heard the radio reporter say that Jake Johnson was dead- or
at least out of the way, up there in Snowfield Kal e knew he woul d go
strai ght to Johnson's house, here in Santa Mra. Johnson had no famly.
It was a safe, tenmporary hiding place. Johnson wasn't exactly Kale's
size, but they were close enough so that Kale could swap his jai
uniformfor the nost suitable itens in the deputy's closet.

And guns. Jake Johnson, survivalist that he was, would surely have a
gun col l ection sonewhere in the house.

The deputy lived in the same one-story, three-bedroom house that he had
inherited fromhis father, Big Ral ph Johnson. It wasn't what you would
call a showplace. Big Ralph hadn't spent his bribe and graft noney with
reckl ess abandon; he had known how to keep a low profile when it came to
anything that mght draw the attention of a passing IRS agent. Not that
t he Johnson place was a shack. It was in the center bl ock of Pine
Shadow Lane, a wel | -established nei ghborhood of nostly |arger hones,
oversized lots, and mature trees. The Johnson house, one of the snaller
ones, had a large Jacuzzi sunk in the tile floor of its rear sun porch
an enornous game roomw th an antique pool table, and a number of other
creature conforts not visible from outside.

Kal e had been there twi ce during the course of selling Johnson the
mountai n property. He had no difficulty finding the house again.

He pulled the Datsun into the driveway, cut the engine, and got out. He
hoped no nei ghbors were wat chi ng.

He went around toward the back of the house, broke a kitchen w ndow, and
cl anber ed i nsi de.

He went directly to the garage. It was big enough for two cars, but
only a four-wheel -drive Jeep station wagon was there.

He had known Johnson owned the Jeep, and he had hoped to find it here.
He opened the garage door and drove the stolen Datsun inside. Wen the
door was cl osed again and the Datsun could not be seen fromthe sum, he
felt safer.

In the master bedroom he went through Johnson's closet and found a pair
of sturdy hiking boots only half a size larger than he required. Johnson
was a couple of inches shorter than Kale, so the pants weren't the right
| ength, but tucked into the boots, they |ooked good enough. The wai st



was too large for Kale, but he cinched it in with a belt. He selected a
sports shirt and tried it on. Good enough

Once dressed, he studied himself in the full-length mrror
"Looki ng good," he told his reflection
Then he went through the house, |ooking for guns. He couldn't find any.

Al right, then they were hidden somewhere. He'd tear the joint to
pieces to find them if it came to that.

He started in the naster bedroom He enptied out the contents of the
bureau and dresser drawers. No guns. He went through both nightstands.
No guns. He took everything out of the walk-in closet: clothes, shoes,
sui tcases, boxes, a steaner trunk. No guns. He pulled up the edges of
the carpet and searched under it for a hidden storage area. He found
not hi ng.

Hal f an hour later, he was sweating but not tired. Indeed, he was
exhilarated. He | ooked around at the destruction he had wought, and he
was strangely pleased. The room appeared to have been bomnbed.

He went into the next room probing, ripping, overturning, and smashing
everything in his path.

He wanted very nmuch to find those guns.
But he was al so having fun.

Chapter 29

Some Answers

More Questions

The house was exceptionally neat and clean, but the col or schene and the
unrelenting frilliness nade Bryce Hanmond nervous. Everything was
ei ther green or yellow. Everything.

The carpets were green, and the walls were pale yellow. |In the living
room the sofas were done in a yellow and green floral print that was
bri ght enough to send you running for an ophthal nol ogist. The two
arnchairs were enerald green, and the two side chairs were canary
yellow. The ceranmic |anps were yellow with green swirls, and the shades
were chartreuse with tassels.

On the walls were two big prints-yellow daisies in a verdant field. The
mast er bedroom was worse: floral wallpaper brighter than the fabric on
the Iiving roomsofas, scaringly yellow drapes with a scall oped val ance.
A dozen accent pillows were scattered across the upper end of the bed;
sone of themwere green with yellow lace trim and sone were yellow with
green lace trim

According to Jenny, the house was occupi ed by Ed and Theresa Lange,
their three teenagers, and Theresa's seventy-year-old nother.



None of the occupants could be found. There were no bodies, and Bryce
was thankful for that. Sonehow, a bruised and swollen corpse woul d have
| ooked especially terrible here, in the mdst of this al most maniacally
cheerful decor.

The kitchen was green and yel |l ow, too.

At the sink, Tal Witnman said, "Here's something. Better have a | ook at
this, Chief."

Bryce, Jenny, and Captain Arkhain went toTal but the other two deputies
remai ned back by the doorway with Lisa between them It was hard to
tell what might turn up in a kitchen sink in this town, in the mddle of
this Love craft nightmare. Soneone's head, maybe. O another pair of
severed hands. O worse But it wasn't worse. It was nerely odd.

" Aregular jewelry store," Tal said.

The double sink was filled with jewelry. Mostly rings and wat ches.
There were both nmen's and wonmen's watches: Tinex, Seiko, Bulova, even a
Rol ex; some of themwere attached to flexible bands; sone with no bands
at all; none of themwas attached to a | eather or plastic band. Bryce
saw scores of weddi ng and engagenent rings; the dianpbnds glittered
brilliantly.

Birthstone rings, too: garnet, amethyst, bloodstone, topaz, tournaline;
rings with ruby and enmerald chips. Hi gh school and college rings. Junk
jewelry was all mxed up with the high priced pieces. Bryce dug his
hands into one of the piles of valuables the way a pirate, in the

novi es, always drenched his hands in the contents of a treasure chest.
He stirred up the shining baubles and saw other kinds of jewelry:
earrings, charmbracelets, |oose pearls froma broken necklace or two,
gold chains, a lovely canmeo pendant. .

"This stuff can't all belong to the Langes," Tal said.

"Wait," Jenny said. She snatched a watch fromthe pile and exanmined it
cl osel y.

Recogni ze that one?" Bryce asked.

"Yes. Earlier. A tank watch. Not the classic tank with Roman
nunerals. This has no numerals and a black face. Sylvia Kanarsky gave
it to her husband, Dan, for their fifth weddi ng anni versary."

Bryce frowned." Were do | know that nane fron®"

"They own the Candle glow Inn," Jenny said.

"Ch, yes. Your friends."

" Anmong the missing," Tal said.

"Dan | oved this watch,” Jenny said.” Wen Sylvia bought it for him it
was a terrible extravagance. The inn was still on rather shaky

financial footing, and the watch cost three hundred and fifty dollars.
Now of course, it's worth considerably nore.



Dan used to joke that it was the best investnent they'd ever made."
She held the watch up, so Tal and Bryce coul d see the back

At the top of the gold case, above the Carner |ogo, was engraved: TO W
DAN. At the bottom under the serial nunber, was LOVE, SYL.

Bryce | ooked down at the sinkful of jewelry."
bel ongs to people fromall over Snowfield. "

So the stuff probably
"Well, 1'd say it belongs to those whore m ssing, anyway," Tal said."
The victins we've found so far were still wearing their jewelry."
Bryce nodded." You're right. So those whore m ssing were stripped of

all their valuables before they were taken to... to... well, to
wherever the hell they were taken."

"Thi eves wouldn't let the loot lie around like this," Jenny said." They
woul dn't collect it and then just dump it in soneone's kitchen sink
They'd pack it up and take it with them"

"Then what's all this stuff doing here?" Bryce said.

"Beats ne," Jenny said.

Tal shrugged.

In the two sinks, the jewelry gl eaned and fl ashed.

The cries of sea gulls.

Dogs bar ki ng.

Gal en Copperfield | ooked up fromthe conputer term nal, where he had
been reading data. He was sweaty inside his decon suit, tired and achy.
For a nonment, he wasn't sure he was really hearing the birds and dogs.
Then a cat squeal ed.

A horse whinni ed.

The general gl anced around the nobile I ab, frowning.

Rattl esnakes. A lot of them The famliar, deadly sound:
chi cka- chi cka- chi cka- chi cka.

Buzzi ng bees.
The others heard it, too. They |ooked at one another uneasily.
Roberts said, "It's coming through the suit-to-suit radio."

"Affirmative," Dr. Bettenby said fromover in the second notor hone."
We hear it here, too."

"COkay," Copperfield said, "let's give it a chance to perform



If you want to speak to one another, use your external com systens."
The bees stopped buzzing.

A child-the sex indeterm nate; androgynous-began to sing very softly,
far away:

"Jesus loves nme, this I know,

for the Bible tells me so.

Little ones to H mare drawn.

They are weak, but He is strong."

The voice was sweet. Melodic.

Yet it was al so bl ood-freezing.

Copperfield had never heard anything quite like it. Although it was a
child's voice, tender and fragile, it neverthel ess contained..

somet hing that shouldn't be in a child s voice. A profound |ack of

i nnocence. Know edge, perhaps. Yes. Too much know edge of too nany

terrible things. Menace. Hatred.

Scorn. It wasn't audible on the surface of the lilting song, but it was
t here beneath the surface, pulsing and dark and i mreasurably di sturbing.

"Yes, Jesus |oves me.

Yes, Jesus | oves ne.

Yes, Jesus loves ne. the Bible tells ne so."

"They told us about this," CGoldstein said." Dr. Paige and the sheriff.
They heard it on the phone and comi ng out of the kitchen drains at the
inn. We didn't believe them it sounded so ridicul ous."”

"Doesn't sound ridicul ous now," Roberts said.

"No," Coldstein said. Even inside his bulky suit, his shivering was
vi si bl e.

"I't's broadcasting on the sane wavel ength as our suit radios," Roberts
sai d.

"But how?" Copperfield wondered.

"Vel azquez," Col dstein said suddenly.
"OfF course," Roberts said." Velazquez's suit had a radio.
It's broadcasting through Vel azquez's radio."

The child stopped singing. |In a whispery voice, it said,



"Better say your prayers. Everyone say your prayers. Don't forget to
say your prayers." Then it giggled.

They waited for something nore.
There was only sil ence.

"I think it was threatening us," Roberts said.

"Dam it, put a lid on that kind of talk right now " Copperfield said."
Let's not panic ourselves."

"Have you noticed we're saying it now?" Col dstein asked.

Copperfield and Roberts | ooked at himand then at each other, but they
sai d not hi ng.

"We're saying it the same way that Dr. Paige and the sheriff and the

deputies do. So... have we come conpletely around to their way of
t hi nki ng?"
In his mnd, Copperfield could still hear the child's haunting,

human-yet - not - human voi ce.
It.
"Conme on," he said gruffly.”" We've still got a lot of work to get done."

He turned his attention back to the conputer termnal, but he had
difficulty concentrating.

It.

By 4:30 Monday afternoon, Bryce called off the house-to house search. A
coupl e of hours of daylight remained, but everyone was bone weary. Wary
fromclinmbing up and down stairs. Wary of grotesque corpses. Wary of
nasty surprises.

Weary of the extent of the human tragedy, of horror that nunbed the
senses. Wary of the fear knotted in their chests. Constant tension
was as tiring as heavy manual | abor.

Besi des, it had becone apparent to Bryce that the job was sinply too big
for them |In five and a half hours, they had covered only a small
portion of the town. At that rate, confined to a daylight schedule, and
with their [imted nunbers, they would need at |east two weeks to give
Snowfi eld a thorough inspection. Furthernore, if the m ssing people
didn't turn up by the time the | ast building was explored, and if a clue
to their whereabouts could not be found, then an even nore difficult
search of the surrounding forest would have to be undertaken

Last night, Bryce hadn't wanted the National Guard tranping through
town. But now he and his people had had the town to thenselves for the
better part of a day, and Copperfield' s specialists had collected their
sanpl es and had begun their work. As soon as Copperfield could certify
that the town had not been stricken by a bacteriol ogi cal agent, the
Guard could be brought in to assist Bryce's own nen.



Initially, knowing little about the situation here, he had been
reluctant to relinquish any of his authority over a town in his
jurisdiction. But now, although not willing to surrender authority, he
was certainly willing to share it. He needed nmore nmen. Hour by hour,
the responsibility was becom ng a crushing weight, and he was ready to
shift some of it to other shoul ders.

Therefore, at 4:30 Monday afternoon, he took his two search teans back
to the Hlltop Inn, placed a call to the governor's office, and spoke
with Jack Retiock. It was agreed that the Guard woul d be placed on
standby for a call-up, pending an all-clear signal from Copperfield.

He had no sooner hung up the phone than Charlie Mercer, the
desk-sergeant at HQ in Santa Mra, rang through. He had news. Fletcher
Kal e had escaped while being taken to the county courthouse for

arrai gnnent on two charges of nurder in the first degree.

Bryce was furious.

Charlie let himrage on for a while, and when Bryce qui eted down,
Charlie said, "There's worse. He killed Joe Freenont."

"Aw, shit," Bryce said." Has Mary been tol d?"
"Yeah. | went over there nyself."

"How s she taking it?"

"Bad. They were narried twenty-six years."
More deat h.

Deat h everywhere.

Christ.

"What about Kal e?" Bryce asked Charlie.

"We think he took a car fromthe apartnent conplex across the alley.
One's been stolen fromthat lot. So we put up the roadbl ocks as soon as
we knew Kal e slipped, but |I figure he had al nbst an hour's lead on us."

Long gone."

"Probably. If we don't nab the son of a bitch by seven o' clock, | want
to call the blocks off. W' re so shorthanded what with everything that's
goi ng on-we can't keep tying men up on roadbl ocks."

"What ever you think's best," Bryce said wearily." What about the San
Franci sco police? You know -about that nessage Harold Ordnay |eft on
the mrror up here?"

"That was the other thing | called about. They finally got back to us."

" Anything liseful ?"



"Well, they talked to the enpl oyees at Ordnay's bookst ores.

You remenber, | told you one of the shops deals strictly in out-of-print
and rare books. The assistant manager at that store, nane of Celia
Meddock, recognized the Tinothy Flyte noniker."

"He's a custoner?" Bryce asked.

"No. An author."

“Author? O what?"

"One book. Guess the title."

"How the devil could I... ©Ch. O course. The Ancient Eneny."

"You got it," Charlie Mercer said.

"What's the book about ?"

"That's the best part. Celia Meddock says she thinks it's about nass
di sappear ances throughout history."

For a monent, Bryce was speechless. Then: "Are you serious? You nean
there've been a | ot of others?"

"I guess so. At |east a bookful of 'em
"Where? When? How cone |'ve never heard about thenP"

"Meddock said sonething about the di sappearance of ancient Myan
popul ati ons-"

(Something stirred in Bryce's mind. An article he had read in an old
sci ence magazi ne. Myan civilizations. Abandoned cities.)

-and the Roanoke Col ony, which was the first British settlenent in North
Arerica," Charlie finished.

"That |'ve heard about. It's in the school books."

"I guess maybe a | ot of the other di sappearances go back to ancient
times," Charlie said.

"Christ!"

"Yeah. Flyte apparently has sonme theory to account for such things,"
Charlie said." The book explains it."

"What's the theory?"
"The Meddock wonman didn't know. She hasn't read the book."
"But Harold Ordnay nmust've read it. And what he saw

happeni ng here in Snowfield nust've been exactly what Flyte wote about.
So Ordnay printed the title on the bathroommrror."



"So it seens."

Wth a rush of excitenent, Bryce said, "Did the San Francisco P D. get
a copy of the book?"

"Nope. Meddock didn't have one. The only reason she knew about it was
because Ordnay recently sold a copy-two, three weeks ago."

Can we get a copy?”
"It's out of print. In fact, it never was in print in this country.

The copy they sold was British, which is evidently the only edition
there ever was-and a small one. |It's a rare book."

"What about the person Ordnay sold it to? The collector
What's his name and address?"

"Meddock doesn't renmenber. She says the guy's not a heavy custoner of
theirs. She says Ordnay woul d probably know. "

"Whi ch doesn't do us one damed bit of good. Listen, Charlie, |'ve got
to get a copy of that book."

"I"'mworking on it," Charlie said." But maybe you won't need it. You'l
be able to get the whole story fromthe horse's mouth. Flyte's on his
way here from London right now "

Jenny was sitting on the edge of the central operations desk in the

nm ddl e of the | obby, gaping at Bryce as he | eaned back in his chair; she
was amazed by what he had told her." He's on his way here from London?
Now? Already? You nmean he knew this was going to happen?"

"Probably not," Bryce said." But | guess the mnute he heard the news,
he knew it was a case that fit his theory."

"Whatever it is."
"What ever . "

Tal was standing in front of the desk." Wen's he due in?"

"He'll be in San Francisco shortly after midnight. H's US. publisher
has arranged a news conference for himat the airport.

Then he'll come straight to Santa Mra."

"US. publisher?" Frank Autry said."thought you told us his book was
never in print over here."

"I't wasn't," Bryce said." Evidently, he's witing a new one."
"About Snowfiel d?" Jenny asked.

"I don't know. Maybe. Probably."



"He sure works fast," Jenny said, frowing." Less than a day after it
happens, he's got a contract to wite a book about it."

"I wish he worked even faster. | wish to God he was here right now."

Tal said, "I think what Doc neans is that this Flyte character m ght
just be another sharp hustler out to make a fast buck."

Exactly," Jenny said.

"Could be," Bryce adnitted." But don't forget Ordnay wote Flyte's nane
on that mirror. In a way, Ordnay's the only witness we have. And from
hi s message, we have to deduce that what happened was very much like the
thing Timthy Flyte wote about."

,Damm, " Frank said." If Flyte's really got sonme information that could
hel p us, he should've called. He shouldn't have nade us wait."

"Yeah," Tal said." W could all be dead by m dnight. He should have
called to tell us what we can do."

"There's the rub,"” Bryce said.

What do you nean?" Jenny asked.

Bryce sighed." Well, | have a hunch that Flyte would have called if he
could' ve told us how to protect ourselves. Yeah, | think maybe he knows
exactly what sort of creature or force we're dealing with, but I
strongly suspect he doesn't have the faintest idea what to do about it.
Regardl ess of how nuch he can tell us, | suspect he won't be able to
tell us the one thing we need to know the nbst to save our asses."

Jenny and Bryce were having coffee at the operations desk.

They were tal king about what they had di scovered during today's search
trying to nmake sense of sensel ess things: the nocking crucifixion of the
priest; the bullets all over the kitchen floor of the Sheffield house;
the bodies in the | ocked cars..

Lisa was sitting nearby. She appeared to be totally involved in a
crossword puzzl e nagazi ne, which she had picked up somewhere al ong the
search route. Suddenly she | ooked up and said, "I know why the jewelry
was piled in those two sinks."

Jenny and Bryce | ooked at her expectantly.

"First," the girl said, bending forward on her chair, "you' ve got to
accept that all the people whore nmissing are really dead.

And they are. Dead. No question about that."
"But there is some question about that, honey," he said.
"They're dead," Lisa said softly." I knowit. So do you."

Her vivid green eyes were alnost feverish." It took them and it ate



t hem "

Jenny recalled Lisa's response last night, at the substation, after
Bryce had told them about hearing tortured screanms on the phone, when it
had been in control of the line. Lisa had said, Mybe it spun a web
sonewhere, down in a dark place, in a cellar or a cave, and maybe it
tied all the mssing people into its web, sealed themup in cocoons,
alive. Maybe it's just saving themuntil it gets hungry again.

Last night, everyone had stared at the girl, wanting to |augh, but
realizing there could be a crazy sort of truth to what she said. Not
necessarily a web or cocoons or a giant spider. But sonmething. None of
them had wanted to admit it, but the possibility was there. The
unknown. The unknown thing. The unknown thing that ate people.

And now Lisa returned to the same thene." It ate them™
"But how does that explain the jewel ry?" Bryce asked.

"Well," Lisa said, "after it ate the people, maybe it... nmaybe it just
spit out all that jewelry... the sane way you would spit out cherry
pits.”

Dr. Sara Yamaguchi wal ked into the Hilltop Inn, paused to answer a
qguestion fromone of the guards at the front door, and came across the

| obby toward Jenny and Bryce. She was still dressed in her

decontani nation suit, but she was no | onger wearing the helnet, the tank
of compressed air, or the waste recycling unit. She was carrying some
fol ded clothes and a thick sheaf of pale green papers.

Jenny and Bryce rose to neet her, and Jenny said, "Doctor, has the
guarantine been lifted already?"

"Already? Seens like |'ve been trapped inside this suit for years." Dr.
Yanmaguchi's voice was different fromwhat it had sounded |ike through
the squawk box. It was fragile and sweet.

Her voice was even nore di minutive than she was."
breathe air again.”

It feels good to

"You've run bacteria cultures, haven't you?" Jenny asked.
"Started-to."

"Well, then... doesn't it take twenty-four to forty-eight hours to get
results?"

"Yes. But we've decided it's pointless to wait for the cultures. W're
not going to grow any bacteria on themneither benign bacteria nor
ot herwi se. "

Nei t her beni gn bacteria nor otherwi se. That peculiar statenent
intrigued Jenny, but before she could ask about it, the geneticist said:

"Besides, Meddy told us it was safe.”

" Meddy?"



"That's shorthand for Medanaconp,” Dr. Yanmmguchi said.

"Which is itself short for Medical Analysis and Conputation Systems. CQur
conputer. After Meddy assimlated all the data fromthe autopsies and
tests, she gave us a probability figure for biological causation. Meddy
says there's a zero point zero chance that a biological agent is

i nvol ved here."

"And you trust a computer's analysis enough to breathe air,"
clearly surprised.

Bryce said,

"I'n over eight hundred trial runs, Meddy's never been wong."

But this isn't just a trial run," Jenny said.

"Yes. But after what we found in the autopsies and in all pathol ogy
tests..." The geneticist shrugged and handed the sheaf of green papers
to Jenny." Here. |It's all in the consults.

General Copperfield thought you'd like to see them |[|f you have any
questions, |I'Il explain. Meanwhile, all the men are up at the field

| ab, changing out of their decon suits, and I'mitching to do the sane.
And | do mean itching." She sniled and scratched her neck. Her gl oved
fingers left faint red marks on her porcelain-snmooth skin." |Is there
someway | could wash?"

Jenny said, "W've got soap, towels, and a washbasin set up in one
corner of the kitchen. It doesn't offer nuch privacy, but we're willing
to sacrifice a little privacy rather than be al one.™

Dr. Yamaguchi nodded." Understandable. How do | get to this
washbasi n?"

Lisa junped up fromher chair, casting aside the crossword puzzle." |']|
show you. And I'Il make sure the guys whore working in the kitchen keep
their backs turned and their eyes to thenselves."

The pal e green papers were conputer print-outs that had been cut into
el even-inch pages, nunbered, and clipped together along the |eft-hand
margin with plastic pressure binding.

Wth Bryce | ooking over her shoul der, Jenny |eafed through the first
section of the report, which was a conputer transcription of Seth

Col dstein's autopsy notes. Goldstein noted indications of possible
suffocation, as well as even nore evident signs of severe allergic
reaction to an unidentified substance, but he could not fix a cause of
deat h.

Then her attention came to rest on one of the first pathology tests. It
was a |ight mcroscopy exam nation of unstained bacteria in a |ong
series of hanging-drop preparations that had been contam nated by tissue
and fluid sanples from Gary Wechl as's body; darkfield illumnation had
been used to identify even the smallest microorgani sns. They had been
searching for bacteria that were still thriving in the cadaver. What

t hey found was startling.



HANG NG DROP PREPARATI ONS

AUTO SCAN - MEDANACOWP

EYE VERI FI CATI ON - BETTENBY

FREQUENCY OF EYE VERI FI CATI ON - 200/0 OF
SAMPLES PRI NT

SAMPLEL

ESCHERI CHI A GENUS

FORMS PRESENT:

NO FORMS PRESENT NOTE: ABNORVAL DATA.
NOTE: | MPOSSI BLE VARI ANT - NO ANI MATE E.
CCOLI I N BOAEL - CONTAM NATE SAMPLE.
CLOSTRI DI UM GENUS FORMS PRESENT: NO FORMS PRESENT NOTE: ABNORMAL DATA.
NOTE: | MPROBABLE VARI ANT - NO ANl MATE C.
VWELCHI | | N BOAEL - CONTAM NATE SAMPLE.
PROTEUS GENUS

FORMS PRESENT:

NO FORMS PRESENT NOTE: ABNORMAL DATA.
NOTE: | MPROBABLE VARI ANT- - NO AN LAATE.
VULGARI S | N BONEL - CONTAM NATE SAMPLE.

The print-out continued to |ist bacteria for which the conputer and Dr.
Bettenby had searched, all with the same results.

Jenny renmenbered what Dr. Yamapchi had said, the statement that she had
wonder ed about and about which she had wanted to inquire: neither benign
bacteria nor otherw se.

And here was the data, every bit as abnormal as the conputer said it
was.

"Strange," Jenny said.
Bryce said, "It doesn't nmean a thing to ne. Translation?"
"Well, you see, a cadaver is an excellent breeding ground for all sorts

of bacteria-at least for the short run. This many hours after death,
Gary Wechl as's corpse ought to be teeming with Costridiumwelch, which
is associated with gas gangrene."



" And it isn't?"

"They couldn't find even one lonely, living C welch in the water
dropl et that had been contami nated with bowel nmaterial. And that is
precisely the sanple that ought to be swimmng with it. It should be

teeming with Proteus vulgaris, too, which is a saprophytic bacterium™
"Transl ati on?" he asked patiently.

"Sorry. Saprophytic neans it flourishes in dead or decaying matter."

And Wechl as is unquestionably dead."

"Unquestionably. Yet there's no P. wvulgaris. There should be other
bacteria, too. Maybe M crococcus al bus and Bacillus nesentericus.
Anyway, there aren't any of the m croorganisns that're associated with
deconposition, not any of the forns you' d expect to find. Even
stranger, there's no living Escherichia coli in the body. Now, damm it,
t hat woul d' ve been there, thriving, even before Wechlas was killed. And
it should be

there now, still thriving. E-. coli inhabits the colon. Yours, mne
Gary Wechl as's, everyone's. As long as it's contained within the bowel,
it's generally a benign organism"” She paged through the report." Now,
here. Here, look at this. Wen they used general and differentia
stains to search for dead mcroorgani sns, they found plenty of E. coli
But all the specinmens were dead. There are no living bacteria in

Wechl as' s body.

"What's that supposed to tell us?" Bryce asked." That the corpse isn't
deconposing as it should be?"

"It isn't deconposing at all. Not only that. Sonething a whole |ot
stranger. The reason it isn't deconposing is because it's apparently
been injected with a massive dose of a sterilizing and stabilizing
agent. A preservative, Bryce. The corpse seens to have been injected
with an extrenely effective preservative."

Li sa brought a tray to the table. There were four nugs of coffee,
spoons, napkins. The girl passed coffee to Dr. Yamaguchi, Jenny, and
Bryce; she took the fourth nug for herself.

They were sitting in the dining roomat the Hilltop, near the w ndows.
Qut side, the street was bathed in the orange-gold sunlight of late
af t er noon.

In an hour, Jenny thought, it'll be dark again. And then we'll have to
wai t through anot her |ong night.

She shivered. She sure needed the hot coffee.

Sara Yanaguchi was now wearing tan corduroy jeans and a yel |l ow bl ouse.
Her long, silky, black hair spilled over her shoulders." Well," she was
saying, "l guess everyone's seen enough of those old Walt Di sney

wi I dlife docunentaries to know that sone spiders and nud wasps-and
certain other insects-inject a preservative into their victins and put
them asi de for consunption later or to feed their unhatched young.



The preservative distributed through M. Wchlas's tissues is vaguely
simlar to those substances but far nore potent and sophisticated.”

Jenny thought of the inpossibly large noth that had attacked and killed
Stewart Wargle. But that wasn't the creature that had depopul at ed
Snowfield. Definitely not. Even if there were hundreds of those things
[ urki ng sonewhere in town, they couldn't have gotten at everyone. No
nmoth that size could have found its way into | ocked cars, |ocked houses,
and barricaded roons. Sonething el se was out there.

"Are you saying it was an insect that killed these peopl e?"
Bryce asked Sara Yamaguchi .

"Actual ly, the evidence doesn't point that way. An insect would enpl oy
a stinger to kill and to inject the preservative.

There woul d be a puncture wound, however m nuscule. But Seth Goldstein
went over the Wechlas corpse with a magnifying glass. Literally. Over
every square inch of skin. Tw ce. He even used a depilatory creamto
renove all the body hair in order to exam ne the skin nore closely. Yet
he couldn't find a puncture or any other break in the skin through which
an injection mght have been administered. W were afraid we had
atypical or inaccurate data. So a second postnortem was perfornmed. "
On Karen Oxl ey, " Jenny said.

"Yes." Sara Yamaguchi | eaned toward the wi ndows and peered up the
street, looking for General Copperfield and the others. Wen she turned
back to the table, she said, "However, everything tested out the sane.
No ani mate bacteria in the corpse. Deconposition unnaturally arrested.
Ti ssues saturated with preservative. It was bizarre data again. But we
were satisfied that it wasn't atypical or inaccurate data."

Bryce said, "If the preservative wasn't injected, how was it
admi ni st ered?"

"Qur best guess is that it's highly absorbable and enters the body by
skin contact, then circul ates through the tissues within seconds."

Jenny said, "Could it be a nerve gas, after all? WMaybe the preservative
aspect is only a side effect."”

"No," Sara Yamapchi said. '"There aren't any traces on the victinms"
clothes, as there would absolutely have to be if we're dealing here with
gas saturation. And although the substance has a toxic effect, chenica
anal ysis shows it isn't primarily a toxin, which a nerve gas woul d be;
primarily, it's a pnmservative."

"But was it the cause of death?" Bryce asked

"I't contributed. But we can't pinpoint the cause. It was panly the
toxicity of the preservative, but other factors |lead us to believe death
al so resulted from oxygen deprivation. The victins suffered either a
prol onged constriction or a conplete bl ockage of the trachea."

Bryce | eaned forward." Strangul ation? Suffocation?"



"Yes. But we don't know precisely which."

"But how can it be either one?" Lisa asked." You're talking about things
that took a mnute or two to happen. But these people died fast. In
just a second or two."

"Besi des," Jenny said, "as | remenber the scene in the Oxl eys' den
there weren't any signs of struggle. People being snmothered to death
will generally thrash |ike hell, knock things over' "Yes," the
geneticist said, nodding." It doesn't nake sense."

"Why are all the bodies swollen?" Bryce asked.

"We think it's a toxic reaction to the preservative."

"The bruising, too?"

"No. That's... different.”

n |_b\,\/?ll

Sara didn't answer right away. Frowning, she stared down at the coffee

in her nug. Finally: "Skin and subcutaneous tissue from both corpses
clearly indicate that the bruising was caused by conpression from an

external source; they were classic contusions. In other words, the
brui sing wasn't due to the swelling, and it wasn't a separate allergic
reaction to the preservative. It seenms as if something struck the

victins. Hard.

Repeatedly. Wich is just crazy. Because to cause that nuch bruising,
there would have to be at least a fracture, one fracture, somewhere
Anot her crazy thing: The degree of bruising is the sane all over the
body. The tissues are damaged to precisely the same degree on the

t hi ghs, on the hands, on the chest, everywhere. Wich is inpossible."

" Why?" Bryce asked

Jenny answered him" If you were to beat soneone with a heavy weapon,
sone areas of the body would be nore severely bruised than others. You
woul dn't be able to deliver every blowwith precisely the sane force and
at precisely the same angle as all the other blows, which is what you
woul d' ve had to've done to create the kind of contusions on these

bodi es. "

"Besi des"' Sara Yammguchi said, "they're bruised even in places where a
club wouldn't land. |In their arnmpits. Between the cheeks of the
buttocks. And on the soles of their feet! Even though, in the case of
Ms. Oxley, she had her shoes on."

"Cbviously," Jenny said, "the tissue conpression that resulted in
brui si ng was caused by sonething other than blows to the body."

:"Such as?" Bryce asked.

"I've no idea."



"And they died fast," Lisa rem nded everyone.

Sara | eaned back in her chair, tilting it onto its rear |legs, and | ooked
out the wi ndow again. Up the hill. Toward the |abs.

Bryce said, "Dr. Yamaguchi, what's your opinion? Not your professiona
opi nion. Personally, informally, what do you think's going on here? Any
t heori es?"

She turned to him shook her head. Her black hair tossed, and the beans

of the late-afternoon sunlight played upon it,. ending brief ripples of
red and green and blue through it the sane way that |ight, shinmrering on
t he bl ack surface of oil, creates short-lived, wiggling rai nbows." No.
No theories, I'mafraid. No coherent thought. Just that..

" What ?"

"Well... nowl believe Isley and Arkham were wi se to cone al ong."

Jenny was still skeptical about extraterrestrial connections, but Lisa

continued to be intrigued. The girl said, "You really think it's froma
di fferent world?"

"There may be other possibilities," Sara said, "but at the nonent, it's
difficult to see what they are."” She glanced at her wistwatch and
scowl ed and fidgeted and said, "Wuat's taking them so | ong?" She turned
her attention to the w ndow agai n.

Qutsi de, the trees were notionless.

The awnings in front of the stores hung |inp.

The town was dead-still.

"You said they were packing away the decon suits."

Sara said, "Yes, but that just wouldn't take this long."
:,If there'd been any trouble, we'd have heard gunfire."

"Or explosions," Jenny said." Those firebonbs they nade."
"They shoul d' ve been here at least five... maybe ten nminutes ago," the
geneticist insisted." And still no sign of them"

Jenny renmenbered the incredible stealth with which it had taken Jake
Johnson.

Bryce hesitated, then pushed his chair back." | suppose it won't hurt if
| take a few men to have a | ook."

Sara Yanaguchi swung away fromthe wi ndow. The front |egs of her chair
cane down hard against the floor, making a sharp, startling sound. She
said, "Sonething's wong."

"No, no. Probably not," Bryce said.



"You feel it, too," Sara said." | can tell you do. Jesus."

"Don't worry," Bryce said calmy

However, his eyes were not as calmas his voice. During the past
twenty-sone hours, Jenny had |learned to read those hooded eyes quite
wel . Now they were expressing tension and icy, needle-sharp dread.
"It's much too soon to be worried," he said.

But they all knew.

They didn't want to believe it, but they knew.

The terror had begun again.

Bryce chose Tal, Frank, and Gordy to acconpany himto the | ab

Jenny said, "I'm going, too.

Bryce didn't want her to cone. He was nore afraid for her than he was
for Lisa or for his own nen or even for hinself.

An unexpected and rare connecti on had taken place between them He felt
right with her, and he believed she felt the sane.

He didn't want to | ose her
And so he said, "lI'd rather you didn't go."

“I"'ma doctor," Jenny said, as if that were not only a calling but an
arnmor that would shield her fromall harm

"It's a regular fortress here," he said." It's safer here."
"I't's not safe anywhere."

"I didn't say safe. | said safer."

"They m ght need a doctor."

"I'f they've been attacked, they're either dead or mi ssing.
We haven't found anyone just wounded, have we?"

"There's always a first tine.
nmedi cal bag, honey."

Jenny turned to Lisa and said, "Get ny

The girl ran toward the nmakeshift infirmary.

"She stays here for sure," Bryce said.
"No," Jenny said." She stays with nme."

Exasperated, Bryce said, "Listen, Jenny, this is virtually a martial |aw
situation. | can order you to stay here."



"And enforce the order-how? At gunpoint?" she asked, but with no
ant agoni sm

Lisa returned with the bl ack | eather bag.

Standi ng by the front doors of the inn, Sara Yamaguchi called to Bryce:
"Hurry. Please hurry."

If it had struck at the field | ab, there was probably no use hurrying.
Looki ng at Jenny, Bryce thought: | can't protect you, Doc.

Don't you see? Stay here where the wi ndows are | ocked and the doors are
guarded. Don't rely on me to protect you because, sure as hell, 1"l
fail. Like |l failed Ellen... and Timy.

Let's go," Jenny said.

Agoni zingly aware of his limtations, Bryce |led themout of the inn and
up the street toward the corner-beyond which it mght very well be
waiting for them Tal wal ked at the head of the procession, beside
Bryce. Frank and Gordy brought up the rear. Lisa, Sara Yarnaguchi, and
Jenny were in the mddle.

The warm day was begi nning to turn cool

In the valley below Snowfield, a mst had begun to form

Less than three-quarters of an hour remained before nightfall. The sun
spilled a final flood of bloody |ight through the town. Shadows were
extrenmely long, distorted. Wndows blazed with reflected solar fire,
rem ndi ng Bryce of eyeholes in Hall oween jack-o0'-1Iantens.

The street seened even nore omnously silent than it had been | ast
night. Their footsteps echoed as if they were crossing the floor of a
vast, abandoned cat hedr al

They rounded the corner cautiously.

Three decontamination suits |lay tangled and untenanted in the niddle of
the street. Another enpty suit lay half in the gutter and half on the
sidewal k. Two of the helnets were cracked.

Subrmachi ne guns were scattered around, and unused Ml otov cocktails were
lined up along the curb

The back of the truck was open. More enpty decontam nation suits and
submachi ne guns were piled in there. No people.

Bryce shouted: "General? General Copperfield?"
Graveyard sil ence.
Sur f ace- of -t he- nobon si | ence.

"Seth!" Sara Yarnaguchi cried." WII? WII Bettenby? Galen?



Sonebody, pl ease answer ne.
Not hi ng. No one.
Jenny said, "They didn't even nanage to fire one shot."

Tal said, "Or scream The guards at the front door of the inn would' ve
heard them even if they'd just screaned."

Cordy said, "Ch, shit."
The rear doors on both |abs were ajar.
Bryce had the feeling that sonething was waiting for theminside.

He wanted to turn and wal k -away. Couldn't. He was the |eader here. If
he pani cked, they would all panic. Panic was an invitation to death.

Sara started toward the rear of the first |ab
Bryce stopped her.

"They're ny friends, damm it," she said.

"l know. But let me |look first,"-he said.

For a monent, however, he couldn't nove.

He was immobilized by fear

Coul dn't move an inch

But then at last, of course, he did.

Chapter 30

Conmput er Games

Bryce's service revol ver was drawn and cocked. He seized the door with
his other hand and threw it wi de open. At the sane tine, he junped

back, pointing his gun into the |ab

It was deserted. Two runpled decon suits lay on the floor, and another
was draped over a swivel chair in front of a conputer term nal

He went to the rear of the second | ab

Tal said, "Let me do this one."

Bryce shook his head." You stay back there. Protect the wonen; they

don't have guns. |f anything conmes out of here when | open the door

run like hell."

Heart poundi ng, Bryce hesitated behind the second field lab. Put his

hand on the door. Hesitated again. Then pulled it open even nore
carefully than he had opened the first.



It was deserted, too. Two decontam nation suits. Nothing else.

As Bryce peered into the lab, all the ceiling lights w nked out, and he

jerked in surprise at the sudden darkness. 1In a second, however, |ight
sprang up once nore, although not fromthe ceiling bulbs; this was an
unusual light, a green flash that startled him Then he saw it was only

the three video display termnals, which had all cone on at once. Now
t hey went off.

And canme on. Of, on, off, on, off... At first they flashed
si mul taneously, then in sequence, around and around. Finally they al
cane on and stayed on, filling the otherw se unlighted work area with an

eerie gl ow

"I"'mgoing in," Bryce said.

The others protested, but he was already up the step and through the
door. He went to the first term nal screen, where six words burned in
pal e green letters across a dark green background.

JESUS LOVES ME - THI S | KNOW

Bryce gl anced at the other two screens. They bore the sane words.

Bl ink. Now there were new words:

FOR THE BI BLE TELLS ME SO

Bryce frowned.

What sort of programwas this? These were the words to one of the songs
that had come out of the kitchen drain at the inn

THE BIBLE IS FULL OF SHIT, the conputer told him

Bl i nk.

JESUS FUCKS DOGS.

The latest three words remai ned on the screen for several seconds. It
seened to Bryce as if the green light fromthe display term nals was
cold. As fireplace light carries a dry heat with it, so this radi ance
carried a chill that pierced him

This was no ordi nary program being run on these displays.

Thi s was not hi ng General Copperfield s people had put into the conputer,
no form of code, no exercise of logic, no systens test of any Kkind.

Bl i nk.
JESUS IS DEAD. GOD | S DEAD.
Bl i nk.

| AM ALI VE.



Bl i nk.

DO YOU WANT TO PLAY 20 QUESTI ONS?

Gazing at the screen, Bryce felt a primtive, superstitious terror

rising within him terror and awe, twisting his gut and clutching his

throat. But he didn't know why. On a deep, al nbst subconscious |evel,

he sensed that he was in the presence of something evil, ancient, and
famliar. But how could it be famliar? He didn't even know what

it was. And yet... And

yet perhaps he did know. Deep down. Instinctively. |If only he could

dig inside hinmself, down past his civilized veneer which enbodied so

much skepticism if he could reach into his racial menory, he mght find

the truth about the thing that had seized and sl aughtered the peopl e of

Snowf i el d.

Bl i nk.

SHERI FF  HAMMOND?

Bl i nk.

DO YOU WANT TO PLAY 20 QUESTI ONS W TH ME?

The use of his nanme jolted him And then a far bigger and nore
di sturbing surprise foll owed.

ELLEN

The nane burned on the screen, the nane of his dead wife, and every
nuscle in his body grew tense, and he waited for sonething nore to flash
up, but for long seconds, there was only the precious name, and he could
not take his eyes away fromit, and then ELLEN ROTS.

He coul dn't breathe.

How could it know about ElIlen?

Bl i nk.

ELLEN FEEDS THE WORMS

VWhat kind of shit was this? Wat was the point of this?

TIMW WLL DIE

The prophecy gl owed, green on green.

He gasped." No," he said softly. For the past year, he had thought it
woul d be better if Timry succunbed. Better than a slow wasting away.
Only yesterday, he would have said that his son's swift death would be a
bl essing. But not any | onger

Snowfi el d had taught himthat nothing was worse than deat h.

In the arns of death, there was no hope. But as long as Timmy |ived,



there was a possibility of recovery. After all, the doctors said the
boy hadn't suffered massive brain damage. Therefore, if Timy ever woke
from his unnatural sleep, he had a good chance of retaining his normnal
faculties and functions. Chance, prom se, hope. So Bryce said, "No,"
to the conputer.” No."

Bl i nk.
TIMW WLL ROT. ELLEN ROTS. ELLEN ROTS IN HELL
"Who are you?" Bryce demanded

The nonent he spoke, he felt foolish. He couldn't just talk to a
conputer as if it were another human being. |If he wanted to ask a
question, he would have to type it out.

SHALL WE HAVE A LI TTLE CHAT?

Bryce turned away fromthe termnal. He went to the door and | eaned
out si de.

The others | ooked relieved to see him

Clearing his throat, trying to conceal the fact that he was badly
shaken, he said, "Dr. Yamaguchi, | need your help here."

Tal, Jenny, Lisa, and Sara Yamaguchi stepped into the field lab. Frank
and Gordy renai ned outside, by the door, nervously surveying the street,
where the daylight was fading fast.

Bryce showed Sara the conputer screens.
SHALL WE HAVE A LI TTLE CHAT?

He told them what had flashed onto the video displays, and before he was
finished, Sara interrupted himto say, "But that's not possible. This
conputer has no program no vocabulary that would enable it to-"

"Somet hi ng has control of your conputer," he said.

Sara scow ed." Control? How?"

"l don't know. "

who?"

"Not who," Jenny said, putting an arm around her sister.

""More like what."

"Yeah," Tal said." This thing, this killer, whatever the hell it is, it
has control of your conputer, Dr. Yamaguchi."

Qovi ously doubtful, the geneticist sat down at one of the display
termnals and threw a switch on an automatic typewiter." Mght as wel
have a print-out just in case we actually get sonething fromthis." She
hesitated with her delicate, alnbst childlike hands poi sed above the



keyboard. Bryce watched over her shoulder. Tal, Jenny, and Lisa turned
to the other two screens-just as all the displays went blank. Sara
stared at the smooth field of green light in front of her, and then
finally keyed in the access code and typed a question.

| S SOVEONE THERE?

The automatic typewiter chattered, beginning the print-out, and the
answer canme at once. YES.

WHO ARE YQU?

COUNTLESS.

"What's it nmean?" Tal asked.

"I don't know," the geneticist said.

Sara tapped out the question again and received the sane obscure
response: COUNTLESS.

"Ask it for a nane," Bryce said.

The words she conposed appeared instantly on all three of the display
screens: DO YOU HAVE A NAME?

YES.

WHAT |'S YOUR NAME?

MANY.

YOU HAVE MANY NAMES?

YES.

VWHAT IS ONE OF YOUR NAMES?

CHACS.

WHAT OTHER NAMES DO YOU HAVE?

YOU ARE A BORING STUPID CUNT. ASK ANOTHER QUESTI ON

Vi sibly shocked, the geneticist glanced up at Bryce." That is definitely
not a word you're going to find in any conputer |anguage."

Lisa said, "Don't ask it who it is. Ask it what it is."

"Yeah," Tal said." See if it'll give you a physical description."
“I't'"ll think we're asking it to run diagnostic tests on itself," Sara
said." It'Il start flashing up circuitry diagrams.”

"No, it won't," Bryce said." Renmenber, it's not the conputer you're
having a dialogue with. [It's sonmething else. The conputer is only the
nmeans of communication.”



"Ch. O course," Sara said." In spite of the word it just used, | still
want to think of it as good old Meddy."

After a nonment's thought, she typed: PROVIDE A PHYSI CAL DESCRI PTI ON OF
YOURSELF.

| AM ALI VE.

BE MORE SPECI FI C, Sara directed.
| AM BY NATURE UNSPECI FI C.

ARE YOU HUNAN?

THAT is a POSSIBILITY ALSO

"I't's just playing with us," Jenny said." Anusing itself."

Bryce wi ped a hand over his face, "Ask it what happened to Copperfield. "
WHERE | S GALEN COPPERFI ELD?

DEAD.

WHERE 1S H S BODY?

GONE.

WHERE HAS | T GONE?

BORI NG BI TCH.

WHERE ARE THE OTHERS WHO WERE W TH GALEN COPPERFI ELD?
DEAD.

DID YOU KILL THEM?

YES.

VWHY DI D YOU KI LL THEM?

YOU

Sara tapped the keyboard: CLARI FY.

YOU ARE

CLARI FY.

YOU ARE ALL DEAD.

Bryce saw that the woman's hands were shaking. Yet they nobved across
the keys with skill and accuracy: WHY DO YOU WANT TO KI LL US?

THAT IS WHAT YOU ARE FOR.



ARE YOU SAYI NG WE EXI ST ONLY TO BE KI LLED?

YES. YQU ARE CATTLE. YQU ARE PIGS. YOU ARE WORTHLESS.
WHAT |'S YOUR NAME?

VO D.

CLARI FY.

NOTHI NGNESS.

WHAT | S YOUR NAME?

LEGQ ON.

CLARI FY.

CLARI FY My COCK, YOU BORI NG BI TCH

Sara blushed and said, "This is madness."

"You can alnost feel it in here with us now, " Lisa said.

Jenny squeezed her sister's shoul der encouragi ngly and said, "Honey?
What do you nean by that?"

The girl's voice was strained, tremulous.” You can alnpst feel its
presence." Her gaze roaned over the lab." The air seens thicker' don't
you think? And colder. |It's as if sonething's going to... naterialize
right here in front of us."

Bryce knew what she neant.

Tal caught Bryce's eye and nodded. He felt it, too.

However, Bryce was certain that what they felt was entirely a subjective
sensation. Nothing was really going to materialize.

The air wasn't actually thicker than it had been a mnute ago; it just
seened thicker because they were all tense, and when you were rigid with
tension, it was just naturally somewhat nore difficult to draw your
breath. And if the air was colder... well, that was only because the

ni ght was com ng

The conputer screens went blank. Then: WHEN I S HE COM NG?

Sara typed, CLARIFY.

WHEN | S THE EXORCI ST COM NG?

"Christ," Tal said." Wien is this ' com ng? CLARIFY, Sara typed.

TI MOTHY FLYTE.

“I'"l'l be damed," Jenny said.



"It knows this Flyte character,” Tal said." But how? And is it after
hi mor what?" ARE YOU AFRAI D OF FLYTE?

STUPI D BI TCH.

ARE YOU AFRAI D OF FLYTe? she persisted, undeterred.
I AM AFRAI D OF NOTHI NG

VWHY ARE YQU | NTERESTED I N FLYTE?

| HAVE DI SCOVERED THAT HE KNOWS.

WHAT DOES HE KNOWP

ABOUT ME.

"Evidently," Bryce said,..we can rule out the possibility that Flyte is
just another hustler."

Sara tapped the keys: DOES FLYTE KNOW WHAT YOU ARE?
YES. | WANT H M HERE.

VHY DO YOU WANT HI M HERE?

HE I S MY MATTHEW

CLARI FY.

HE IS MYy MATTHEW MARK, LUKE AND JOHN.

Frowni ng, Sara paused, glanced at Bryce. Then her fingers flew over the
keys agai n: DO YOU MEAN THAT FLYTE | S YOUR APOSTLE?

NO HE IS MY BI OGRAPHER. HE CHRONI CLES MY WORK. | WANT HI M TO COME
HERE.

DO YOU WANT TO KILL H M TOO?
NO | WLL GRANT H M SAFE PASSAGE.
CLARI FY.

YOU WLL ALL DIE. BUT FLYTE WLL BE ALLOAED TO LIVE. YOU MJST TELL
HM | F HE DOES NOT KNOW THAT HE HAS SAFE PASSAGE, HE W LL NOT COME.

Sara's hands were shaking worse than ever. She mssed a key, hit a
wong letter, had to cancel out and start over again.

She asked: |F WE BRING FLYTE TO SNOWFI ELD, W LL YQU LET US LI VE?
YOU ARE M NE.

WLL YOU LET US LI VE?



NO.

Thus far, Lisa had been braver than her years. However, seeing her fate
spell ed out so bluntly on a conputer display was too nuch for her. She
began to cry softly.

Jenny conforted the girl as best she coul d.

"Whatever it is," Tal said, "it sure is arrogant."Well, we're not dead
yet," Bryce told them '"There's hope.
There's always hope as long as we're still alive."

Sara used the keyboard again-. WHERE ARE YOU FROW?
TI ME | MVEMORI AL.

CLARI FY.

BORI NG BI TCH

ARE YOU EXTRATERRESTRI AL?

NO.

"So much for Isley and Arkhm," Bryce said, before realizing that Isley
and Arkham were al ready dead and gone.

"Unless it's lying," Jenny said.

Sara retyped a question she had posed earlier. WHAT ARE YOU?

YOU BORE ME

VWHAT ARE YOU?

STUPI D SLUT.

VWHAT ARE YOU?

FUCK COFF.

WHAT ARE YOU? She typed again, pounding at the keys so hard that Bryce
t hought she might break them Her anger appeared to have outgrown her

fear.

| AM GLASYALABOLAS

CLARI FY.
THAT IS MY NAME. | AM A WNGED MAN WTH THE TEETH OF A DOG. | FOAM AT
THE MOUTH. | have BEEN CONDEMNED TO FOAM AT THE MOUTH FOR ALL ETERNITY.

Bryce stared at the display, unconprehending. Was it serious? A w nged
man with the teeth of a dog? Surely not. It nust be playing with them
anusing itself again. But what was so anusing about this?



The screen went bl ank.
A pause.
New wor ds appeared, even though Sara had asked no question

| AM HABORYM | AM A MAN W TH THREE HEADS ONE HUMAN, ONE CAT, ONE
SERPENT.

"What's this crap all about?" Tal asked, frustrated.
The air in the roomwas definitely col der.

Only the wind, Bryce told hinself. The wind at the door, bringing the
cool ness of the oncom ng night.

| AM RANTAN

Bl i nk.

| AM PALLANTRE
Bl i nk.

| AM AMLUTI AS, ALFI NA, EPYN, FUARD, BELIAL, OMGEORVA, NEBI ROS, BAAL
ELI GOR, AND MANY OTHERS

The strange nanes glowed on all three screens for a noment, then w nked
of f.

| AM ALL AND NONE. | AM NOTHING | AM EVERYTH NG
Bl i nk.

The trio of video displays shone brightly, greenly, blankly for a
second, two, three. Then went dark

The overhead |ights cane on.

"End of interview " Jenny said.

Belial. That was one of the nanes it had given itself.

Bryce was not an ardently religious man, but he was sufficiently
well-read to know that Belial was either another name for Satan or the
nane of one of the other fallen angels. He wasn't sure which it was.
Cordy Brogan was the nost religious one anong them a devout Roman
Catholic. When Bryce canme out of the field lab, the last to leave it,
he asked Gordy to | ook at the nanes toward the end of the print-out.
They stood on the sidewal k by the lab, in the dwindling Iight of day,
while Gordy read the pertinent lines. In twenty mnutes, perhaps |ess,

it would be dark.

"Here," CGordy said." This nane. Baal." He pointed to it on the
accordi on-folded | ength of conputer paper." | don't know exactly where



|'ve seen it before. Not in church or catechism Maybe | read it in a
book sonewhere."

Bryce detected an odd tone and rhythmin Gordy's speech

it was nore than just nervousness. He spoke too slowy for a few words,
then much to fast, then slowy again, then alnost frenetically.

" A bookt' Bryce asked. "M Bibk?"
"No, | don't think so. [|I'mnot nmuch of a Bible mller.

Shoul d be. Should read it regular. But where | saw this nanme was in an
ordi nary book. A novel. | can't quite renmenber."

" So who is this Baal ?" Bryce asked.

"I think he's supposed to be a very powerful denmon," CGordy said. And
somet hing was definitely wong with his voice; with him

"What about the other names?" Bryce asked.
"They don't nean anything to nme."
"t hought they m ght be the nanes of other denons.™

"Well, you know, the Catholic Church doesn't go in nuch for
fire-and-brimstone preaching," CGordy said, still speaking oddly." Maybe
it should. Yeah. Maybe it should. "Cause | think you're right. |
think those are the nanmes of denons.”

Jenny sighed wearily."
with us.”

So it was just playing another one of its games

CGordy shook his head vigorously.”" No. Not a gane. Not at all. It was
telling the truth."

Bryce frowned." Gordy, you don't actually think it's a denpn or Satan
hi nsel f or anything like that-do you?"

"That's all nonsense,"” Sara Yunaguchi said.

"Yes," Jenny said. 'The entire perfornmance on the conputer, this
denponic image it wants to project-all of that's only nore misdirection
It's never going to tell us the truth about itself because if we knew

the truth, then we mght be able to think of a way to beat it."

"How do you explain the priest who was crucified above the altar at Qur
Lady of the Muntains?" Gordy asked.

"But that was just one nore part of the charade," Tal said.

Cordy's eyes were strange. It wasn't just fear. They were the eyes of
a man who was in spiritual disom even agony.

| shoul d've noticed this com ng sooner, Bryce berated hinself.



Speaki ng softly but with spellbinding intensity, Gordy said, "I think
maybe the tinme has cone. The end. The fun of the ending. At |ast.
Just like the Bible says. That was sonething | never believed. |
believed in everything el se the Church taught.

But not that. Not judgnent day. | just sort of thought everything woul d
go on like this forever. But nowit's here, isn't it? Yes.

The judgment. Not just for the people who live in Snowfield.

For all of us. The end. So |'ve been asking nyself how I'l|l be judged.
And |'mscared. | nean, | was given a gift, a very special gift, and
threwit away. | was given the gift of St. Francis. 1've always had a
way with animals. It's true. No dog ever barks at ne. Did you know
that? No cat has ever scratched me. Animals respond to nme. They trust
ne. Maybe they even love ne. Never nmet one that didn't. |'ve coaxed
sonme wild squirrels to eat right out of ny hand. It's a gift. So ny
folks wanted me to be a veterinarian. But | turned nmy back on them and
on nmy gift. Becane a cop instead. Picked up a gun. A gun. | wasn't
neant to pick up a gun. Not me. Not ever. | did it partly 'cause
knew it woul d bother ny folks. | was expressing ny independence, see?
But | forgot. | forgot about where it tells you in the Bible to honor

thy father and thy nother. What | did instead was hurt them And
turned my back on God's gift to ne. Mre than that. Wrse than that.

What | did was to spit on the gift. Last night | nade up ny mnd to
quit the force, put away the gun, and becone a vet.

But | think I was too late. Judgnent was al ready underway, and | didn't
realize it. 1've spit on the gift God gave ne, and now... I'mafraid."

Bryce didn't know what to say to Gordy. His imagined sins were so far
renoved from genuine evil that it was al nost |aughable. |If there was
anyone here who was destined for Heaven, it was Gordy. Not that Bryce
bel i eved the judgment day had come. He didn't. But he couldn't think
of athing to say to Gordy, for the big, rawboned kid was too far gone
to be tal ked out of his delusion

"Timothy Flyte is a scientist, not a theologian," Jenny said firmy." If
Flyte's got an explanation for what's happening here, it's strictly
scientific, not religious."

CGordy wasn't listening to her. Tears were stream ng down his face. His
eyes | ooked gl azed. Wen he tilted his head and stared up at the sky,
he was not seeing the sunset; he was apparently seeing, instead, sone
grand cel estial highway on which the archangels and hosts of Heaven
woul d soon descend in their chariots of fire.

He was in no condition to be entrusted with a | oaded gun.

Bryce slipped the revol ver out of Gordy's holster and took possession of
it. The deputy didn't even seemto notice.

Bryce saw that Gordy's bizarre soliloquy had had a serious effect on
Lisa. She | ooked as if she had been hit very hard, stunned.

"I't's all right," Bryce told her." It's not really the end of the world.



It's not judgnent day. Gordy's just... disturbed.

We're going to come through this just fine. Do you believe ne, Lisa?
Can you keep that pretty chin of yours lifted? Can you be brave for
just alittle while |onger?"

She didn't inmediately respond. Then she reached into herself and found
yet another reserve of strength and nerve. She nodded. She even
managed a weak, uncertain smle.

"You're a hell of a kid," he said.”" Alot like your big sister."

Li sa gl anced at Jenny, then brought her eyes back to Bryce again."
You're a hell of a sheriff," she said.

He wondered if his own smle was as shaky as hers.
He was enbarrassed by her trust, for he wasn't worthy of it.

| lied to you, girl, he thought. Death is still with us. [It'll strike
again. Maybe not for an hour. Maybe not even for a whole day. But
sooner or later, it will strike again.

In fact, although he couldn't possibly have known it, one of them would
die in the next mnute.

Chapter 31
Desti ny

In Santa Mra, Fletcher Kale spent the greatest part of Monday afternoon
tearing apart Jake Johnson's house, room by room

He thoroughly enjoyed hinself.

In the wal k-in pantry, off the kitchen, he at |ast |ocated Johnson's
cache. It wasn't on the shelves, which were crammed full of at |east a
year's supply of canned and bottled food, or on the floor with stacks of
other supplies. No, the real treasure was under the pantry floor: under
the | oose linoleum under the subflooring, in a secret conpartnent.

A snall, carefully selected, form dable collection of guns was hi dden

t here; each of the weapons was individually wapped in watertight
plastic. Feeling as if it were Christmas norning, Kale unwapped all of
them There were a pair of Smth & Wesson Conbat Magnuns, perhaps the
best and nost powerful handgun in the world. Loaded with .357s, it was
t he deadliest piece a nan could carry, with enough punch to stop a
grizzly bear; and with light-1oaded.38s, it was an equally useful and
extremely accurate gun for small gane. One shotgun: a Remi ngton 870
Brushnaster 12-puge with adjustable rifle sights, a folding stock, a

pi stol grip, nagazine extension, and sling.

Two rifles. An M| semautomatic. But far better than that,
there was a Heckler & Koch HK91l, a superb assault rifle, conplete with

eight thirty-round magazi nes, already | oaded, and a couple of thousand
rounds of additional anmmunition



For al nost an hour, Kale sat exam ning and playing with the rifles.
Fondling them |If the cops happened to spot himon Is way to the
nmount ai ns, they woul d wi sh they had | ooked the other way.

The hol e beneath the pantry al so contained noney. A lot of it. The
bills were tightly rolled wads, encircled by rubber bands, and then
stuffed into five large, well-sealed mason jars; there were anywhere
fromthree to five rolls in each container.

He took the jars out to the kitchen and stood themon the table. He
| ooked in the refrigerator for a beer, had to settle for a can of Pepsi,
sat down at the table, and began to count his treasure.

$63, 440.

One of the nobst enduring nodern | egends of Santa Mra County was the one
t hat concerned Bi g Ral ph Johnson's secret fortune, amassed (so it was
runored) through graft and bribe-taking. Obviously, this was what

remai ned of Big Ralph's ill-gotten stash. Just the kind of grubstake
Kal e needed to start on a new life.

The ironic thing about finding the stash was that he wouldn't have had
to kill Joanna and Danny if only he'd had this nmoney in his hands | ast
week. This was nmore than he had needed to bail hinself out of his
difficulties with H gh Country Investnents.

A year and a hal f ago, when he had becone a partner in H gh Country, he
couldn't have foreseen that it would lead to disaster. Back then, it
had seened |i ke the gol den opportunity that he knew was destined to cone
his way sooner or |ater

Each of the partners in H gh Country Investments had put up one-seventh
of the necessary funds to acquire, subdivide, and develop a thirty-acre
parcel over at the eastern edge of Santa Mra, on top of Highline Ridge.
To get in on the ground fl oor, Kale had been forced to comit every
avai | abl e dollar he could |lay his hands on, but the potential return had
seemed well worth the risk

However, the Highline Ridge project turned out to be a noney-eating
nonster with a voraci ous appetite.

The way the deal was set up, each partner was |liable for additiona
assessments if the initial pool of capital proved i nadequate to the
task. |If Kale (or any other partner) failed to neet an assessnent, he
was out of High Country Investnents, inmmediately, w thout any
conpensation for what he had already paid in, thank you very nmuch and
goodbye. Then the remmining partners becanme liable for equal portions
of his assessment-and acquired equal fractions of his share of the
project. It was the sort of arrangenent that facilitated the financing
of the project by enticing (usually) only those investors who had a | ot
of liquidity-but it also required an iron stomach and steel nerves.

Kal e hadn't thought there would be any assessments. The origina
capital pool had | ooked nmore than adequate to him

But he was wrong.



When the first of the special assessments was levied for thirty-five

t housand dol | ars, he had been shocked but not defeated. He figured they
could borrow ten thousand from Joanna's parents, and there was
sufficient equity in their house to arrange refinancing to free another
twenty. The last five thousand coul d be pieced together

The only probl em was Joanna.

Right fromthe start, she hadn't wanted himto becone involved in H gh
Country Investnments. She had said the deal was too rich for him that
he should stop trying to play the big-shot wheel er-deal er

He had gone ahead anyway, and then the assessment had come, and she
reveled in his desperation. Not openly, of course.

She was too clever for that. She knew she could play the martyr nore
effectively than she could play the harpy. She never said

| -tol d-you-so, not directly, but that smug accusation was in her eyes,
hum liatingly evident in the way she treated him

Finally he tal ked her into refinancing the house and taking a | oan from
her parents. |t had not been easy.

He had sm | ed and nodded and taken all their smarny advice and snide
criticism but he had pronm sed hinself he would eventually rub their
faces in all the crap they'd thrown at him

VWhen he hit it big with H gh Country, he'd make themcrawl , Joanna nost
of all.

Then, to his consternation, the second special assessnent
had been levied on the seven partners. It was forty thousand doll ars.

He coul d have net that obligation, too, if Joanna had sincerely wanted
himto succeed. She could have tapped the trust fund for it. Wen
Joanna' s grandnot her had died, five nmonths after Danny was born, the old
hag had left alnpst half her estate-fifty thousand dollars-in trust for
her only great grandson. Joanna was appointed the chi ef adm nistrator of
the fund. So when the second assessnent cane from Hi gh Country, she
could have taken forty thousand of the trust fund noney and paid the
bill. But Joanna had refused. She had said, "Wuat if there's another
assessment? You | ose everything, Fletch, everything, and Danny | oses
nost of his trust fund, too." He had tried to make her see that there
woul dn't be a third assessment. But, of course, she would not listen to
hi m because she didn't really want himto succeed, because she wanted to
see himlose everything and be humiliated, because she wanted to ruin
him break him

He'd had no choice but to kill her and Danny. The way the trust was set
up, if Danny were to die before his twenty-first birthday, the fund
woul d be di ssolved. The noney, after taxes, would becone Joanna's
property. And if Joanna died, all of her estate went to her husband,
that's what her will said. So if he got rid of both of them the
proceeds of the trust fund plus a twenty-thousand-dollar bonus in the
formof Joanna's life insurance policy-wound up in his hands.



The bitch had [ eft himno choice.
It wasn't his fault she was dead.

She had done it to herself, really. She had arranged things so that
there wasn't any other way out for him

He smiled, renenbering her expression when she had seen the boy's
body-and when she'd seen himpoint the gun at her

Now, sitting at Jake Johnson's kitchen table, Kale |ooked at all the
noney, and his smile grew even broader

$63, 440.

A few hours ago, he had been in jail, virtually penniless, facing a
trial that could result in a death penalty. Mst nen woul d have been
i mobilized by despair. But Fletcher Kale had not been beaten. He knew
he was destined for great things.

And here was proof. In an incredibly short tinme, he had gone fromjai
to freedom from penury to $63,440. He now had nmoney, guns,
transportation, and a safe hideout in the nearby nountains.

It had begun at | ast.

Hi s special destiny had begun to unfold.

Chapter 32

Phant orrs

Bryce said, "W'd better get back to the inn."

Wthin the next quarter of an hour, night would take possession of the
t own.

Shadows were growi ng with cancerous speed, oozing out of hiding places,
where they had slept the day away. They spread toward one anot her
form ng pool s of darkness.

The sky was painted in carnival colors-orange, red, yellow, purple-but
it cast only neager |ight upon Snowfi el d.

They turned away fromthe field |ab, where they'd recently had a
conversation with it, by way of conputer, and they headed toward the
corner as the streetlanps cane on.

At the same nonment, Bryce heard sonething. A whinmper.

A mewing. And then a bark.

The whol e group turned as one and | ooked back

Behi nd them a dog was |inping along the sidewal k, past the field | ab
trying hard to catch up with them It was an Airedale. Its |eft



forel eg appeared to be broken. |Its tongue was lolling. |Its hair was
| ank and knotted; it |ooked dishevel ed, whipped. It took another
[ urching step, paused to lick its wounded | eg, and whined pitifully.

Bryce was riveted by the sudden appearance of the dog.

This was the first survivor they had found, not in very good shape, but
alive.

But why was it alive? Wat was different about himthat had saved him
when everything el se had perished?

If they could discover the answer, it might help them save thensel ves.
CGordy was the first to act.

The sight of the injured Airedale affected himnmore strongly than it

af fected any of the others. He couldn't bear to see an aninal in pain.
He woul d rather suffer himself. H's heart started beating faster. This
time, the reaction was even stronger than usual, for he knew that this
was no ordi nary dog needing help and confort. This Airedale was a sign
fromGod. Yes. A sign that God was giving Gordon Brogan one nore
chance to accept His gift. He had the sane way with animals that St

Francis of Assisi had, and he rmust not spurn it or take it lightly. If
he turned his back on God's gift, as he had done before, he would be
dammed for sure this tine. But if he chose to help this dog... Tears

burned in the corners of Gordy's eyes; they trickled down his cheeks.
Tears of relief and happiness. He was overwhel med by the nercy of GCod.
There was no doubt what he nust do. He hurried toward the Airedale,
whi ch was about twenty feet away.

At first, Jenny was dunbstruck by the dog. She gaped at it. And then a
fierce joy began to swell within her. Life had sonehow triunphed over
death. It hadn't gotten every living thing in Snowfield, after all

This dog (which sat down wearily when Gordy started toward it) had
survived, which nmeant naybe they, thenselves, would nanage to | eave this
town alive-and then she thought of the noth.

The noth had been a living thing. But it hadn't been friendly.

And Stu Wargl e's reani mated corpse.

Back there on the sidewal k, at the edge of shadows, the dog put its head
down on the pavenment and whi npered, begging to be conforted.

CGordy approached it, crouching, speaking in encouraging, |oving tones:
"Don't be afraid, boy. Easy, boy. Easy now.

VWhat a nice dog you are. Everything' Il be okay. Everything' Il be al
right, boy. Easy..."

Horror rose in Jenny. She opened her nouth to scream but others beat
her to it.

"CGordy, no!" Lisa cried.

"CGet back!" Bryce shouted, as did Frank Autry.



Tal shouted: "Get away fromit, Gordy!"

But CGordy didn't seemto hear them

As Gordy drew near the Airedale, it lifted its chin off the sidewalk
raised its square head, and nade soft, ingratiating noises. It was a
fine specimen. Wth its leg nended, with its coat washed and brushed
and shining, it would be beautiful

He put a hand out to the dog.

It nuzzled himbut didn't |ick.

He stroked it. The poor thing was cold, incredibly cold, and slightly
danp.

"Poor baby," Cordy said.
The dog had an odd snell, too. Acrid. Nauseating, really.
CGordy had never snelled anything quite like it.

"Where on earth have you been?" he asked the dog." Wat kind of nuck
have you been rolling around i n?"

The pooch whi ned and shivered.

Behi nd him Gordy heard the others shouting, but he was rmuch too
involved with the Airedale to listen. He got both hands around the dog,
lifted it off the pavenent, stood up, and held it close to his chest,
with its injured | eg dangling.

He had never felt an animal this cold. It wasn't just that its coat was
wet, and therefore, cold; there didn't seemto be any heat rising from
beneath the coat, either

It I'icked his hand.

Its tongue was col d.

Frank stopped shouting. He just stared., Gordy had picked up the nutt,
had begun cuddling it and fussing over it, and nothing terrible had

happened. So maybe it was just a dog, after all. Maybe it Then

The dog licked Gordy's hand, and a strange expression crossed Gordy's
face, and the dog began to... change.

Chri st.

It was like a lunp of putty being reshaped under an invisible sculptor's
swi ftly working hands. The nmatted hair appeared to change

color, then the texture changed, too, until it |ooked nore |ike scales
than anything el se, greenish scales, and the head began to sink back
into the body, which wasn't really a body any nore, just a shapel ess
thing, a lunp of withing tissue, and the | egs shortened and grew
thicker, and all this happened in just five or six seconds, and then



CGordy stared in shock at the thing in his hands.

A lizard head with w cked yell ow eyes began to take formin the enornous
mass i nto which the dog had degenerat ed.

The lizard's mouth appeared in the puddinglike tissue, and a forked
tongue flickered, and their were lots of pointy little teeth.

Cordy tried to throw the thing down, but it clung to him Jesus, clung
tight to him as if it had reshaped itself around his hands and arns, as
if his hands were actually inside of it now

Then it ceased to be cold. Suddenly it was warm And then hot.
Pai nful ly hot .

Before the lizard had conpletely risen out of the throbbing nmass of
tissue, it began to dissolve, and a new aninal started to take shape, a
fox, but the fox quickly degenerated before it was entirely formed, and
it becane squirrels, a pair of them their bodies joined |ike Sianese
twins but swiftly separating, and Gordy began to scream He shook his
arns up and down, trying to throw the thing off.

The heat was like a fire now The pain was unbearabl e.
Jesus, please
Pain ate its way up his arns, across his shoul ders.

He screanmed and sobbed and staggered forward one step, shook his arns
again, tried to pull his hands apart, but the thing clung to him

The hal f-formed squirrels nelted away, and a cat began to appear in the
anor phous tissue that he held and that held him and then the cat
swiftly faded, and something el se arose Jesus, no, no, Jesus,
no-sonething insectile, big as an Airedale but with six or eight eyes
across the top of its hateful head and a | ot of spiky Iegs and Pain
roared through him He stunbled sideways, fell to his knees, then onto
his side. He kicked and twisted in agony, withed and heaved on the

si dewal k.

Sara Yanaguchi stared in disbelief. The beast attacking Gordy seened to
have total control of its DNA. It could change its shape at will and
wi t h astoni shing speed.

No such creature could exist. She should know, she was a biologist, a
geneticist. Inpossible. Yet here it was.

The spider form degenerated, and no new phant om shape took its place. In
a natural state, the creature seened to be sinply a mass of jellied

ti ssue, gray-maroonered, a cross between an enl arged anpeba and

sone di sgusting fungus.

It oozed up over CGordy's arnms -and suddenly, one of Gordy's hands poked
through the slime that had sheathed it. But it wasn't a hand any nore.
God, no. It was only bones. Skeletal fingers, stiff and white, picked
clean. The flesh had been eaten away.



She gagged, stunbled backwards, turned to the gutter, vomted.

Jenny pulled Lisa two steps back, farther away fromthe thing with which
CGordy was grappling.

The girl was scream ng

The slime oozed around the bony hand, reclainmed those denuded fingers,
enfol ded them sheathed themin a glove of pulsing tissue. 1In a couple
of seconds, the bones were gone as well, dissolved, and the glove fol ded
up into a ball and nelted back into the nmain body of the organism The
thing withed obscenely, churned within itself, swelled, bulged here,
formed a concavity there, now a concavity where the bul ge had been, now
a swel ling nodul e where the concavity had been, feverishly changing, as
if even a nonent's stillness nmeant death, It pulled itself up Gordy's
arns, and he struggl ed desperately to rid hinself of it, and as it
progressed toward his shoulders, it left nothing behind it, nothing, no
stunps, no bones; it devoured everything. It began to spread across his
chest, too, and wherever it went, CGordy sinply disappeared into it and
did not come out, as if he were sinking into a vat of fiercely corrosive
aci d.

Li sa | ooked away fromthe dying man and clung to Jenny, sobbing.
Cordy's screans were unbearabl e.
Tal's revolver was already in his hand. He hurried toward Gordy.

Bryce stopped him" Are you crazy? Tal, dam it, there's nothing we can
do."

"We can put himout of his msery."
"Don't get too close to that damed thing!"

."We don't have to get too close to get a good shot.- CGordy's eyes
becanme nore tortured by the second, and now he began to scream for
Jesus's help, and he drumed his heels on the pavenent, arched his back
vibrated with the strain, trying to push up fromunder the grow ng

wei ght of the nightnarish assail ant.

Bryce winced." Al right. Quickly."

They both edged nearer to the thrashing, dying deputy and opened fire.
Several shots struck him His scream ng stopped

They qui ckly backed of f.
They didn't try to kill the thing that was feeding on Gordy.

They knew bullets had no effect on it, and they were beginning to
understand why. Bullets killed by destroying vital organs and essentia
bl ood vessels. But fromthe Iook of it, this thing had no organs and no
conventional circulatory system No skeleton, either. It seened to be
a mass of undifferentiated highly sophisticated-protoplasm A bullet
woul d pierce it, but the amazingly malleable flesh would flow into the
channel carved by the bullet, and the wound woul d heal in an instant.



The beast fed nore frantically than before, in a silent frenzy, and in
seconds there was no sign of Gordy at all. He had ceased to exist.
There was only the shape-changer, grown |arger, nuch bigger than the dog
that it had been, even bigger than Gordy, whose substance it now

i ncor por at ed.

Tal and Bryce rejoined the others, but they didn't run for the inn. As
the twilight was slowy squeezed out of the sky in a vise of darkness,
t hey wat ched the thing on the sidewal k

It began to take a new shape. In only seconds, all of the free-form
prot opl asm had been nolded into a huge, menacing tinmber wolf, and the
creature threw its head back and how ed at the sky.

Then its face rippled, and el enents of its ferocious countenance
shifted, and Tal could see human features trying to rise up through the
i mmge of a wolf Human eyes replaced the animal's eyes, and there was
part of a human chin. Gordy's eyes? Cordy's chin? The |ycandiropic
net anmor phosi s | asted only seconds, and then the thing's features fl owed
back into the wolf form

Werewol f, Tal thought.
But he knew it wasn't anything like that. It wasn't anything.

The wol f identity, as real and frightening as it | ooked, was as fal se as
all the other identities.

For a nonent it stood there, confronting them baring its enornmous and
wi ckedly sharp teeth, far greater in size than any wolf that had ever
stal ked the plains and forests of this world. |Its eyes blazed with the
muddy- bl oody col or of the sunset.

It's going to attack, Tal thought.

He fired at it. The bullets penetrated but left no visible wound, drew
no bl ood, caused no apparent pain.

The wol f turned away fromTal, with a sort of cool indifference to the
gunfire, and trotted toward the open manhole, into which the field lab's
el ectric power cabl es di sappeared.

Abruptly, something rose out of that hole, cane fromthe stormdrain

bel ow the street, rose and rose into the twlight, shuddering, smashing
up into the air with tremendous power, a dark and pulsating nass, like a
flood of sewage, except that it was not a fluid but a jellied substance
that formed itself into a columm al nbst as wi de as the hole from which
it continued to extrude itself in an obscene, rhythmc gush. It grew
and grew. four feet high, six feet, eight..

Sonet hing struck Tal in the back. He junmped, tried to turn, and
realized that he had only collided with the wall of the inn. He hadn't
been aware he'd been backing away fromthe towering thing that had
soared out of the manhol e.

He saw now that the pulsing, rippling columm was another body of



freeformprotoplasmlike the animal that had becone a tinber wol f;
however, this thing was considerably |arger than the first creature.

| mense. Tal wondered how nuch of it was still hidden below the street,
and he had a hunch that the stormdrain was filled with it, that what
they were seeing here was only a small portion of the beast.

When it reached a height of ten feet, it stopped rising and began to
change. The upper half of the colum broadened into a hood, a mantle,
so that the thing now resenbled the head of a cobra. Then nore of the
anor phous flesh flowed out of the oozing, glistening, shifting colum
and poured into the hood, so that the hood rapidly grew w der, wi der,

until it was not a hood at all any nore; nowit was a pair of gigantic
wi ngs, dark ' and nmenbranous, like a bat's w ngs, sprouting out of the
central (and still shapeless) trunk. And then the body segnent between
the wings began to acquire a texture-coarse, overlapping scal es-and
snmall |l egs and clawed feet began to form It was becom ng a w nged

ser pent.

The wi ngs fl apped.

The sound was |ike a whip cracking.

Tal pressed back against the wall.

The wi ngs fl apped.

Lisa's grip on Jenny tightened.

Jenny held the girl close, but her eyes, mind, and inmagi nati on were
fixed upon the nonstrous thing that had risen out of the stormdrain. It
fl exed and throbbed and withed in the twilight and seermed |ike nothing
so much as a shadow that had come to life.

The wi ngs fl apped agai n.

Jenny felt a cold, wing-stirred breeze.

Thi s new phantom | ooked as if it would detach * itself from whatever
additional protoplasmlay within the stormdrain.

Jenny expected it to leap into the darkening air and soar away or cone
strai ght at them

Her heart thunped; slammed.

She knew escape was i npossible. Any nmovenent she made would only draw
unwanted attention fromit. There was no point wasting energy in
flight. There was nowhere to hide froma thing like this.

More streetlanps cane on, and shadows slunk in with ghostly stealth.

Jenny watched in awe as a serpent's head took shape at the top of the
ten-foot-high colum of nottled tissue. A pair of hate-filled green
eyes swell ed out of the shapeless flesh; it was |like view ng tinme-Iapse
phot ography of the growh of two malignant tunors. C oudy eyes,
obviously blind, mlky green ovals; they quickly cleared, and the

el ongat ed bl ack pupils becane visible, and the eyes glared down at Jenny



and the nmen with nalevolent intent. A foot-wide, slitted nmouth sprang
open; a row of sharp white fangs grew fromthe black guns.

Jenny thought of the denmonic names that had gl owed on the video display
termnals, the Hell-born nanes the thing had given itself. The mass of
anor phous flesh, foaling itself into a winged serpent, was |ike a denpn
sunmoned from beyond.

The phantom wol f, which incorporated the substance of Gordy Brogan,
approached the base of the towering serpent.

It brushed against the colum of pulsing flesh-and sinply nelted into
it. Inless than a blink of an eye, the two creatures became as one.

Evidently, the Just shape-changer wasn't a separate individual. It was
now, and perhaps always had been, part of the gargantuan creature that
noved within the stormdrains, under the streets. Apparently, that
massi ve not her-body coul d detach pieces of itself and dispatch them on
tasks of their own-such as the attack on Gordy Brogan-and then recal
themat wll.

The wings flapped, and the whole town reverberated with the sound. Then
they began to nelt back into the central columm, and the colum grew
thicker as it absorbed that tissue.

The serpent's face dissolved, too. It had grown tired of this
performance. The | egs and three-toed feet and vicious talons wthdrew
into the columm, until there was nothing left but a churning, oozing
mass of darkly nottled tissue, as before. For several seconds, it posed
in the gloony dusk, a vision of evil, then began to shrink down into the
drai ns under it, down through the nmanhol e.

Soon it was gone.

Li sa had stopped screanming. She was gasping for air and crying.

Sone of the others were nearly as shaken as the girl. They | ooked at
one anot her, but none of them spoke.

Bryce | ooked as if he had been cl ubbed.

At last he said, "Come on. Let's get back to the inn before it gets any
dar ker. "

There was no guard at the front entrance of the inn
“"Trouble," Tal said

Bryce nodded. He stepped through the double doors with caution and
al nost put his foot on a gun. It was lying on the fl oor

The | obby was deserted.
"Damm, " Frank Autry said.

They searched the place, roomby room No one in the cafeteria. No one
in the makeshift dormtory. The kitchen was deserted, too.



Not a shot had been fired.
No one had cried out.

No one had escaped, either.
Ten nore deputies were gone.
Qut side, night had fallen
Chapter 33

Sayi ng Goodbye

The six survivors-Bryce, Tal, Frank, Jenny, Lisa, and Sara stood at the
wi ndows in the lobby of the Hilltop Inn. Qutside, Skyline Road was
still and silent, rendered in stark patterns of night-shadow and
streetlanmp-glow. The night seemed to tick softly, |ike a bomb cl ock

Jenny was renenbering the covered passageway beside Liebernmann's Bakery.
Last ni ght, she had thought something was in the rafters of the service
tunnel, and Lisa had believed sonething was crouching al ong the wall;
very likely they had both been right. The shape-changer-or at |east a
part of it-had been there, slithering soundlessly through the rafters
and down the wall. Later, when Bryce had caught a glinpse of sonething
in the drain inside that passage, he had surely seen a dark gl ob of

pr ot opl asm creepi ng through the pipe, either keeping tabs on them or
engaged upon sone alien and unfathomabl e task.

Thi nking, also, of the Oxleys in their barricaded den, Jenny said, "The
| ocked-room nysteries suddenly aren't very nysterious any nore. That
thing coul d ooze under the door or through a heating duct. The small est
hol e or crack would be big enough. As for Harold Ordnay... after he

| ocked hinmself in the bathroomat the Candle glow Inn, the thing
probably got at himthrough the sink and bathtub drains."

The sane for the | ocked cars with victims in them" Frank said." It
could surround a car, envelope it, and squeeze in through the vents."

"I'f it wanted toTal said, "it could nove real quietly.
That's why so nany people were caught by surprise. It was behind them
oozi ng under a door or out of a heating vent, getting bigger and bigger
but they didn't know it was there until it attacked."

Qutside, a thin fog was com ng up the street, rising out of the valley
below. M sty auras began to form around the streetlights.

"How big do you think it is?" Lisa asked.
No one responded for a nonment. Then Bryce said, "Big.
"Maybe the size of a house," Frank said.

"Or as big as this entire inn," Sara said.



"Or even bigger," Tal said." After all, it struck in every part of town,
apparently sinmultaneously. It could be like... |Iike an underground
| ake, a lake of living tissue, beneath nost of Snowfield."

"Li ke God," Lisa said
"Huh?"

"It's everywhere," Lisa said." It sees all and knows all. Just I|ike
God. "

"We've got five patrol cars," Frank said." If we split up, take all five
cars, and drive out of here at exactly the sanme tinme"

"I't would stop us," Bryce said.

"Maybe it wouldn't be able to stop all of us. Maybe one car woul d get
t hr ough. "

"It stopped a whole town."
"Well... yeah," Frank said reluctantly.

Jenny said, "Anyway, it's probably listening to us right this mnute. It
woul d stop us before we even reached the cars."

They all |ooked at the heating ducts near the ceiling. There was
nothing to be seen beyond the metal grilles. Nothing but darkness.

They gathered around a table in the dining roomof the fortress that was
no |l onger a fortress. They pretended to want coffee because, sonehow,
sharing coffee gave them a sense of conmunity and nornality.

Bryce didn't bother putting a guard on the front doors.

Guards were useless. If it wanted them it would surely get them
Beyond the wi ndows, the fog was getting thicker. It pressed against the
gl ass.

They were conpelled to tal k about what they had seen

They were all aware that death was comi ng for them and they needed to
under stand why and how they were neant to die.

Death was terrifying, yes; however, senseless death was the worst of
all.

Bryce knew about sensel ess death. A year ago, a runaway truck had
taught hi meverything he needed to know about that subject.

"The noth," Lisa said.”" Was that |ike the Airedale, Iike the thing that
t hat got Gordy?"

"Yes," Jenny said." The nmoth was just a phantom a small piece of the
shape- changer."



To Lisa, Tal said, "Wen Stu Wargle cane after you last night, it wasn't
actually him The shape-changer probably absorbed Wargle's body after
we left it inthe utility room Then, later, when it wanted to
terrorize you, it assuned his appearance."

"Apparently," Bryce said, "the dammed thing can inpersonate anyone or
any aninal that it's previously fed upon.™

Li sa frowned." But what about the mbth? How could it have fed on
anything like the moth? Nothing |ike that exists."

"Well," Bryce said, "maybe insects that size thrived a long tine ago,
tens of mllions of years ago, back in the age of dinosaurs. Maybe
that's when the shape-changer fed on them?"

Lisa's eyes widened." You nean the thing that cane out of the nmanhol e
m ght' ve been millions of years ol d?"

"Well," Bryce said, "it certainly doesn't conformto the rules of
bi ol ogy as we know themdoes it, Dr. Yanmaguchi ?"

"No," the geneticist said.

"So why shouldn't it also be imortal ?"
Jenny | ooked dubi ous.

Bryce said, "You have an objection?"

"To the possibility that it's imortal" O the next thing to i mortal ?

No. 1'Ill accept that. It might be sonething out of the Mesozoic, al
right, something so self-renewing that it's virtually inmortal. But how
does the winged serpent fit? | find it dammed hard to believe that
anything like that has ever existed. |If the shape-changer becones only

those things it has previously ingested, then how could it becone
sonet hing |i ke the wi nged serpent?"

"There' ve been aninals like that,"
reptiles.”

Frank said." Pterodactyls were w nged

"Reptiles, yes," Jenny said." But not serpents. Pterodactyls were the
ancestors of birds. But that thing was clearly a serpent, which is very
different. It |ooked |like something out of a fairy tale."

"No," Tal said." It was straight out of voodoo."

Bryce turned toTal surprised." Voodoo? Wat would you know about
voodoo?"

Tal didn't seemto be able to ook at Bryce, and he spoke with evident
reluctance.”" In Harlem when | was a kid, there was this enornous fat

| ady, Agatha Peabody, in our apartnent building, and she was a boko.
That's a sort of witch who uses voodoo for immoral or evil purposes. She
sold charns and , spells, hel ped people strike back at their enem es,

that sort of thing. Al nonsense. But to a kid, it seened exciting and
spooky.



M's. Peabody ran an open apartnent, with clients and hangers-on going in
and out all day and night. For a few nonths | spent a |lot of tine

there, listening and watching. And there were quite a few books on the
bl ack arts, In a couple of them | saw drawi ngs of Haitian and African
versi ons of Satan, voodoo and juju devils. One of themwas a giant,

wi nged serpent. Black, with bat wings. And terrible green eyes. It

was exactly like the thing we saw tonight."

In the street, beyond the wi ndows, the fog was very thick now It
churned sl uggi shly through the diffused gl ow of the streetlanps.

Lisa said, "Is it really the Devil? A denon? Sonething from Hell?"
"No," Jenny said." That's just a... pose."

"But then why does it take the shape of the Devil?" Lisa asked." And why
does it call itself the nanes of denobns?"

"I figure the Satanic nmumbo-junbo is just something that amuses it,"
Frank said.” One nore way to tease us and denoralize us."

Jenny nodded. "suspect it isn't limted to the forns of its victins. It
can assume the shape of anything it has absorbed and anything it can
imagine. So if one of the victinms was sonebody familiar with voodoo,
then that's where it got the idea of becom ng a wi nged serpent.”

That thought startled Bryce." Do you nean it not only absorbs and
i ncorporates the flesh of its victinms but their know edge and nenories
as wel | ?"

It sure |ooks that way," Jenny said.

"Biologically, that's not unheard of," Sara Yanmaguchi said, conbing her
l ong black hair with both hands and nervously tucking it behind her
delicate ears." For instance... |If you put a certain kind of flatworm

t hrough a nmaze often enough, with food at one end, eventually it'l|
learn to negotiate the naze nore quickly than it did at first. Then, if
you grind it up and feed it to another flatworm the new worm w ||

negoti ate the maze quickly, too, even though it's never been put through
the test before. Sonmehow, it ate the know edge and experience of its
cousin when it ate the flesh."

"Whi ch is how t he shape-changer knows about Tinothy Flyte," Jenny said
." Harold Ordnay knew about Flyte, so now it knows about him too."

"But how in the name of God did Flyte know about it?"
Tal asked.
Bryce shrugged." That's a question only Flyte can answer."

"Way didn't it take Lisa last night in the restroon? For that matter,
why hasn't it taken all of us?"

.,It"s just toying with us."

"Having fun. A sick kind of fun."



"There's that. But | think it's also kept us alive so we could tel
Flyte what we've seen and lure himhere."

"It wants us to pass along the offer of safe conduct to Flyte.
"W're just bait."

"Yes."

"And when we've served our purpose.

"Yes.

Sonet hi ng thunped solidly agai nst the outside of the inn

The wi ndows rattled, and the buil ding seemed to shake.

Bryce stood so fast that he knocked over his chair

Anot her crash. Harder, louder. Then a scraping noise.

Bryce listened intently, trying to get a fix on the sound. It seened to
be comng fromthe north wall of the building. It started at ground

| evel but swiftly began to nove up, away fromthem

A clattering-rattling sound. A bony sound. Like the skeletons of
| ong-dead nen clawi ng their way out of a sepul cher

"Sonmething big," Frank said." Pulling itself up the side of the inn."

ti me shape-changer," Lisa said.

"But not inits jellied form" Sara said." In its natural state, it
woul d just flow up the wall silently."

They all stared at the ceiling, |istening, waiting.

VWhat phantom formhas it assuned this tinme? Bryce wonder ed.
Scrape. Tick. datter

The sound of death.

Bryce's hand was col der than the butt of his revol ver.

The six of themwent to the wi ndow and | ooked out. The fog swirled
ever ywher e.

Then, down the street, alnobst a block away, at the penunbra of a
sodi um vapor | anp, sonething noved. Half-seen. A nenacing shadow,
distorted by the fog. Bryce got an inpression of a crab as large as a
car. He glinpsed arachnid |l egs. A nonstrous claw wi th sawt oot hed
edges flashed into the light, imrediately into darkness again. And
there: the febrile, qulyering, seeking length of antennae. Then the
thing scuttled off into the night again



"That's what's clinbing the building," Tal said." Another damed crab
thing |i ke that one. Sonething straight out of an alky's DTs."

They heard it reach the roof. |Its chitinous |inbs tapped and scraped
across the slate shingles.

"What's it up to?" Lisa asked worriedly.” Wiy's it pretending to be what
it isnt?"

"Maybe it just enjoys mimcry," Bryce said." You know... the sane way
sone tropical birds like to imtate sounds just for the pleasure of it,
just to hear thenselves."

The noi ses on the roof stopped.
The six waited.

The night seemed to be crouched like a wild thing, studying its prey,
timng its attack

They were too restless to sit down. They continued to stand by the
wi ndows.

Qutside, only the fog noved.

Sara Yanaguchi said, "The universal bruising is understandabl e now. The
shape- changer enfolded its victins, squeezed them So the bruising cane
froma brutal, sustained, universally applied pressure. That's how t hey
suf focat ed, too-w apped up inside the shape-changer, totally

encapsul ated in it."

"I wonder," Jenny said, "if nmaybe it produces its preservative while
squeezing its victins."

"Yes, probably," Sara said." That's why there's no visible point of
injection in either body we studied. The preservative is nost likely
applied to every square inch of the body, squeezed into every pore. Sort
of an osmotic application.”

Jenny thought of Hilda Beck, her housekeeper, the first victimshe and
Li sa had found.

She shudder ed.

"The water," Jenny said.

"What ?" Bryce said.

"Those pools of distilled water we found. The shape-changer expelled
that water."

"How do you figure?"

"The human body is nostly water. So after the thing absorbed its
victins, after it used every nilligramof mneral content, every
vitam n, every usable calorie, it expelled what it didn't need: excess
amounts of absolutely pure water. Those pools and puddl es we found were



all the remains we'll ever have of the hundreds whore mssing. No
bodi es. No bones.

Just water... which has already evaporated."

The noises on the roof did not resune; silence reigned. The phantom
crab was gone.

In the dark, in the fog, in the sodiumyellow light of the streetlanps,
not hi ng noved.

They noved away fromthe windows at |ast and went back to the table.
"Can the damed thing be killed?" Frank wondered.

"We know for sure that bullets won't do the job," Tal said.

"Fire?" Lisa said.

"The soldiers had firebonbs they'd made," Sara remi nded them" But the
shape- changer evidently struck so suddenly, so unexpectedly, that no one
had tinme to grab the bottles and |light the fuses."

"Besides," Bryce said, "fire nost likely won't do the trick

I f the shape-changer caught fire, it could just... well... detach
itself fromthat part of it that was aflame and nove the bul k of itself
to a safe place.”

"Expl osi ves are probably useless, too," Jenny said." | have a hunch
that, if you blew the thing into a thousand pieces, you'd wind up with a
t housand snml | er shape-changers, and they'd all flow together again,
unhar ned. "

"So can the thing be killed or not?" Frank asked again

They were silent, considering.

Then Bryce said, "No. Not so far as | can see."

"But then what can we do?"

"I don't know," Bryce said.” | just don't know. "

Frank Autry phoned his wife, Ruth, and spoke with her for nearly half an
hour. Tal called a few friends on the other tel ephone. Later, Sara

Yat naguchi tied up one of the Iines for alnost an hour. Jenny called
several people, including her aunt in Newport Beach, to whom Lisa

tal ked, as well. Bryce spoke with several nen at headquarters in Santa
Mra, deputies with whom he had worked for years and with whom he shared
a bond of brotherhood; he spoke with his parents in Gendale and with
Ell en's father in Spokane.

Al six survivors were upbeat in their conversations. They tal ked about
whi ppi ng this thing, about |eaving Snowfield soon

However, Bryce knew that they were all just putting the best possible



face on a bad situation. He knew these weren't ordinary phone calls; in
spite of their optimstic tone, these calls had only one gri m purpose;
the six survivors were sayi ng goodbye.

Chapter 34
Pandenoni um

Sal Corello, the publicity agent who had been hired to neet Ti nothy
Flyte at San Francisco International Airport, was a small yet

hard- nuscl ed man with corn-yell ow hair and purpl e-blue eyes. He | ooked
like a leading man. |If he had been six foot two instead of just five
foot one, his face m ght have been as fanbus as Robert Redford's.
However, his intelligence, wit, and aggressive charm conpensated for his
| ack of height. He knew how to get what he wanted for hinself and for
his Cients.

Usual Iy, Corello could even nake newsmen behave so well that you night

m stake them for civilized people; but not tonight. This story was too
bi g and much too hot. Corello had never seen anything like it: Hundreds
of reporters and curious civilians rushed at Flyte the instant they saw
him pulling and tugging at the professor, shoving m crophones in his
face, blinding himw th batteries of camera lights, and frantically
shouting questions.” Dr. Flyte...'

"Professor Flyte..."

“... Flyte!" Flyte, Flyte, Flyte-Flyte-Flyte, FlyteFlyteFl yteFlyte ...
The questions were reduced to neani ngl ess gabbl e by the roar of
conpeling voices. Sal Corello's cars hurt. | M professor |ooked
bewi | dered, then scared. Corello took the old man's armand held it
tightly and | ed himthrough the surging flock, turning hinself into a
smal | but highly effective battering ram By the time they reached the
small platformthat Corello and airport security officers had set up at
one end of the passengers" |ounge, Professor Flyte |ooked as if he m ght
expire of fright.

Corell o took the m crophone and quickly silenced the throng.

He urged themto let Flyte deliver a brief statement, pronised that a
few questions would be permitted |ater, and introduced the speaker, and
st epped out of the way.

VWhen everyone got a good, clear |ook at Tinothy Flyte, they couldn't
conceal a sudden attack of skepticism It swept the crowd; Corello saw
it intheir faces: a very visible apprehension that Flyte was hoaxing
them |Indeed, Flyte appeared to be a tad maniacal. H's white hair was
frizzed out fromhis head, as if he had just stuck a finger in an
electric socket. H's eyes were wide, both with fear and with an effort
to stave off fatigue, and his face had the dissipated | ook of a wino's
grizzled visage. He needed a shave. His clothes were runpled,

wri nkl ed; they hung |ike shapel ess bags. He rem nded Corello of one of
those street corner fanatics declaring the i mmnence of Armageddon.

Earlier in the day, on the tel ephone from London, Burt Sandl er, the
editor fromWntergreen and Wl e, had prepared Corello for the
possibility that Flyte would nake a negative inpression on the newsnen,



but Sandl er needn't have worri ed.

The newsmen grew restless as Flyte cleared his throat half a dozen
times, loudly, into the m crophone, but when he began to speak at | ast,
they were end"led within a mnute. He told them about the Roanoke

I sl and col ony, about vani shing Mayan civilizations, about nysterious
depl etions of marine popul ati ons, about an armnmy that disappeared in 171
I. The crowd grew hushed. Corello rel axed.

Flyte told them about the Eskinmo village of Anjikuni, five hundred mles
nort hwest of the Royal Canadi an Mounted Police outpost at Churchill. On
a snowy afternoon in Novenber of 1930, a French an It"r and &m Joe
LaBel | e, stopped at Anjikuni-only to discover that everyone who lived

t here had di sappeared. Al bel ongings, including precious hunting
rifles, had been left behind. Meals had been left half-eaten

The dogsl eds (but no dogs) were still there, which nmeant there was no
way the enrimvillage could have noved overland to another |ocation. The
settlenent was, as LaBelle put it later,

..as eerie as a graveyard in the very dead of night.- LaBelle hastened
to the Mounted Police Station at Churchill, and a major investigation
was | aunched, but nothing was ever found of the Anjikunians.

As the reporters took notes and ai ned tape recorder m crophones at
Flyte, he told them about his much-naligned theory: the ancient eneny.
There were gasps of surprise, incredul ous expressions, but no noisy
guestioning or blatantly expressed disbelief.

The instant Flyte finished naking his prepared statement, Sal Corello
reneged on his prom se of a question-and-answer session. He took Flyte
by the arm and hustl ed himthrough a door behind the makeshift platform
on whi ch the m crophones stood.

Newsmen howl ed with indignation at this betrayal. They rushed the
platform trying to follow Flyte.

Corell o and the professor entered a service corridor where severa
airport security nen were waiting. One of the guards slanmed and | ocked
t he door behind them cutting off the reporters, who how ed even | ouder
t han before.

:"This way,". a security man said.

The chopper's here," another said.

They hurried along a maze of hallways, down a flight of concrete stairs,
through a nmetal fire door, and outside, onto a w ndswept expanse of
tarmac, where a sleek, blue helicopter waited. It was a plush,

wel | - appoi nted, executive craft, a Bell JetRanger 11

:"It's the governor's chopper,"” Corello told Flyte.

The governor?" Flyte said." He's here?"

"No. But he's put his helicopter at your disposal."



As they clinbed through the door, into the confortabl e passengers”
conpartnent, the rotors began to churn over head.

Forehead pressed to the cool wi ndow, Tinothy Flyte watched San Francisco
fall away into the night.

He was excited. Before the plane had | anded, he had felt dopey and
bedraggl ed; not any nore. He was alert and eager to | earn nore about
what was happening in Snowfi el d.

The Jet Ranger had a high cruising speed for a helicopter, and the trip
to Santa Mra took | ess than two hours. Corello a clever, fast-talking,
amusi ng man- hel ped Ti not hy prepare anot her statenent for the nedia
peopl e who were waiting for them The journey passed quickly.

They touched down with a thunp in the mddle of the fenced parking | ot
behi nd the county sheriff's headquarters. Corello opened the door of

t he passengers' conpartment even before the chopper's rotors had stopped
whirling; he plunged out of the craft, turned to the door again,
buffeted by the wind fromthe blades, and I ent a hand to Ti not hy.

An aggressi ve contingent of newsnen-even nore of themthan in San
Francisco-filled the alleyway. They were pressed agai nst the chain-Ilink
fence, shouting questions, aimng mcrophones and camer as.

"W'||l give thema statenment later, at our convenience," Corello told
him shouting in order to be heard above the din

"Ri ght now, the police here are waiting to put you on the phone to the
sheriff up in Snowfield."

A coupl e of deputies hustled Tinmpthy and Corello into the building,

al ong the hallway, and into an office where another uniformed nan was
waiting for them H's name was Charlie Mercer. He was husky, with the
bushi est eyebrows that Tinothy had ever seen-and the briskly efficient
manner of a first-rate executive secretary.

Ti mot hy was escorted to the chair behind the desk.

Mercer dialed a nunber in Snowfield, making the connection with Sheriff
Hammond. The call was put on a conference speaker, so that Tinothy
didn't have to hold a receiver, and so that everyone in the room could
hear both sides of the conversation.

Hammond del i vered the first shocker as soon as he and Ti nothy had
exchanged greetings: "Dr. Flyte , we've seen the ,yte ancient eneny.
O at least | guess it's the thing you had in mnd. A nmssive..

Anot her thing. A shape-changer that can mimnic anything."

Ti mot hy' s hands were shaking; he gripped the arns of his chair." My
God. "

"I's that your ancient eneny?" Hamond asked.
"Yes. A survivor fromanother era. MIllions of years old."

"You can tell us nore when you get here," Hammond sai d.



"I'f I can persuade you to cone."

Timot hy only heard hal f of what the sheriff was saying. He was thinking
of the ancient enemy. He had witten about it; he had truly believed in
it; yet, sonmehow, he had not been prepared to actually have his theory
confirmed. It rocked him

Hammond tol d hi m about the hideous death of a deputy named Gordy Brogan
Besi des Tinx hinself, only Sal Corello | ooked stunned and horrified by

Hammond's story. Mercer and the others had evidently heard all about it
hour s ago.

You' ve seen it and lived?" Tinmothy said, amazed.

"It had to | eave sonme of us alive," Hammond said, "so that we'd try to
convince you to conme. It has guaranteed your safe conduct."

Ti not hy chewed thoughtfully on his [ower |ip.
Hammond said, "Dr. Flyte? Are you still there?"

"What? Oh... yes. Yes, I'mstill here. What do you nmean by saying it
guaranteed ny safe passage?”

Hammond told himan astoni shing story about comrunication with the
anci ent eneny by way of a conputer.

As the sheriff talked, Tinothy broke into a sweat. He saw a box of

Kl eenex on one corner of the desk in front of him he grabbed a handfu
of tissues and nopped his face.

VWen the sheriff finished, the professor drew a deep breath and spoke in
a strained voice." | never anticipated... | nmean... well, it never
occurred to me that..

"What's wrong?" Hammond asked.

Tinmothy cleared his throat." It never occurred to ne that the ancient
enenmy woul d possess human-1evel intelligence."

"I suspect it may even be a superior intelligence," Hanmond sai d.

"But | always thought of it as just a dumb aninmal, of distinctly
il-fated sel f-awareness."

"It's not."
"That makes it a |ot nore dangerous. M God. A lot nore, dangerous."
" WII you cone up here?" Hamond asked.

"I hadn't intended to come any closer than | am now, " Tinothy said." But
if it'sintelligent... and if it's offering me safe passage..."

On the tel ephone, a child's voice piped up, the sweet voice of a young



boy, perhaps five or six years old: "PI", please, please cone play with
nme, Dr. Flyte. Please. W'Il have lots of fun. Please?"

And then, before Tinmpothy could respond, there came a wonan's soft and
nusi cal voice: "Yes, dear Dr. Flyte, by all means, do cone pay us a
visit. You're nore than wel cone.

No one will harmyou."

Finally, the voice of an old man called over the |line, warm and tender
"You have so nuch to learn about ne, Dr. Flyte.

So much wi sdomto acquire. Please come and begin your studies. The
of fer of safe passage is sincere.”

Si | ence.

Confused, Tinothy said, "Hello? Hello? Who's this?"

“I"mstill here," Hammond answer ed.

The ot her voices did not return.

"Just me now," Hanmond sai d.

Ti mot hy said, "But who were those peopl e?"

"They're not actually people. They're just phantoms. Mmnicry. Don't
you get it? In three different voices, it just offered you safe passage
again. The ancient eneny, Doctor."

Ti mot hy | ooked at the other four men in the room They were all staring
intently at the black conference box from which Hanmond's voi ce-and the

voi ces of the creature-had issued.

Clutching a wad of al ready sodden paper tissues in one hand, Tinothy
wi ped his sweat-slick face again." I'Il cone."

Now, everyone in the room | ooked at him
On the tel ephone, Sheriff Hanmond said, "Doctor, there's no good reason
to believe that it'll keep its promise. Once you're here, you may very

wel |l be a dead man, too."

" But if it's intelligent..."

"That doesn't nean it plays fair," Hammond said.” In fact, all of us up
here are certain of one thing: This creature is the very essence of
evil. Bvil, Dr,. Flyte. Wuld you trust in the Devil's prom se?"

The child's voice canme on the Iine again, still lilting and sweet: "If
you conme, Dr. Flyte, I'll not only spare you, but these six people
whore trapped here. 1'Il let themgo if you cone play with ne. But if
you don't come, 1'll take these pigs.

"Il crush them [|'Il squeeze the blood and shit out of them squeeze

theminto pulp, and use themup."



Those words were spoken in |ight, innocent, childlike tones which sonehow
made them far nore frightening than if they had been shouted in a basso
prof undo rage.

Ti not hy' s heart was poundi ng.

"That settles it," he said." |I'll cone. | have no choice."

"Don't cone on our account," Hammond said." It might spare you because
it calls you its Saint Matthew, its Mark, its Luke and John. But it

sure as hell won't spare us, no nmatter what it says."

“1'"ll cone," Tinothy insisted.
Hammond hesitated. Then: "Very well. 1'll have one of my nen drive you
to the Snowfield roadblock. Fromthere, you'll have to cone al one.

can't risk another man. Do you drive?"

"Yes, sir," Timobthy said." You provide the car, and |I'll get there by
nysel f."

The line went dead.

"Hel | o?" Tinmothy said." Sheriff?"
No answer.

"Are you there? Sheriff Hammond?"
Not hi ng.

It had cut them off.

Ti mot hy | ooked up at Sal Corello, Charlie Mercer, and the two nen whose
nanmes he didn't know.

They were all staring at himas if he were already dead and lying in a
casket .

But if | die in Snowfield, if the shape-changer takes ne, he thought,
there' |l be no casket. No grave. No everlasting peace.

“I'"ll drive you as far as the roadbl ock," Charlie Mercer said.
“I'"ll drive you nyself."

Ti mot hy nodded.

It was tinme to go.

Chapter 35

Face to Face

At 3:12 AM, Snowfield s church bells began to clang.



In the | obby of the Hilltop Inn, Bryce got up fromhis chair
The ot hers rose, too.

The firehouse siren wail ed.

Jenny said, "Flyte nust be here."

The six of them went outside.

The streetlights were flashing off and on, casting | eaping nmarionette
shadows through the shifting banks of fog.

At the foot of Skyline Road, a car turned the corner. |Its headlights
speared upward, inparting a silvery sheen to the m st.

The streetl anps stopped blinking, and Bryce stepped into the soft
cascade of yellow |ight beneath one of them hoping that Flyte would be
able to see himthrough the veils of fog.

The bells continued to peal, and the siren shrieked, and the car craw ed
slowly up the long hill. It was a green and white sheriff's departnment
cruiser. It pulled to the curb and stopped ten feet fromwhere Bryce
stood; the driver extinguished the headlights.

The driver's door opened, and Flyte got out. He wasn't what Bryce had
expected. He was wearing thick glasses that made his eyes appear
abnormally large. His fine, white, tangled hair bristled in a halo
around his head. Soneone at headquarters had | ent himan insul ated
jacket with the Santa Mra County Sheriff's Departnent seal on the |eft
br east.

The bells stopped ringing.

The siren groaned to a throaty finish.

The subsequent silence was profound.

Flyte gazed around the fog-shrouded silence, |istening and waiting.

At |ast Bryce said, "Apparently, it's not ready to showitself."

Flyte turned to him" Sheriff Hamond?"

"Yes. Let's go inside and be confortable while we wait."

The inn's dining room Hot coffee.

Shaky hands clattered chi na nugs agai nst the tabletop. Nervous hands
curled and cl anped around the warm nugs in order to nmake thensel ves be
still.

The six survivors | eaned forward, hunched over the table, the better to
listen to Tinmothy Flyte.

Lisa was clearly enthralled by the British scientist, but at first Jenny
had serious doubts. He seened to be an outright caricature of the



absent - m nded professor. But when he began to speak about his theories,
Jenny was forced to discard her initial, unfavorable opinion, and soon
she was as fascinated as Lisa.

He told them about vani shing amies in Spain and China, about abandoned
Mayan cities, the Roanoke Island col ony.

And he told them of Joya Verde, a South American jungle settlement that
had met a fate simlar to Snowfield s. Joya Verde, which nmeans G een
Jewel, was a trading post on the Amazon River, far fromcivilization. In
1923, six hundred and five people-every man, woman, and child who |ived
t here vani shed from Joya Verde in a single afternoon, sonetinme between
the norning and evening visits of regularly schedul ed riverboats. At
first it was thought that nearby Indians, who were normally peacef ul

had beconme i nexplicably hostile and had | aunched a surprise attack
However, there were no bodies found, no indications of fighting, and no
evi dence of |ooting.

A message was di scovered on the bl ackboard at the mi ssion school: It has
no shape, yet it has every shape. Many who investigated the Joya Verde
nystery were quick to dismss those

ni ne chal k-scrawl ed words as havi ng no connection with the
di sappearances. Flyte believed otherwi se, and after listening to him
so did Jenny.

"A nessage of sorts was also left in one of those ancient Mayan cities,"
Flyte said." Archaeol ogi sts have unearthed a portion of a prayer,
witten in hieroglyphics, dating fromthe time of the great

di sappearance." He quoted frommenory: ""Evil gods live in the earth,
their power asleep in rock. Wen they awake, they rise up as |ava
rises, but cold lava, flow ng, and they assune many shapes. Then proud
men know that we are only voices in the thunder, faces on the wind, to
be di spersed as if we never lived."' Flyte's glasses had slid down his
nose.

He pushed them back into place." Now, sone say that particular part of
the prayer refers to the power of earthquakes and vol canoes. | think
it's about the ancient eneny."

"W found a nessage here, too," Bryce said." Part of a word."

"We can't make anything of it," Sara Yamaguchi said

Jenny told Flyte about the two letters-P and R that N ck Papandraki s had

pai nted on his bathroomwall, using a bottle of iodine." There was a
portion of a third letter, too. It mght have been the beginning of a U
or an O."

"Papandrakis," Flyte said, nodding vigorously." Geek. Yes, yes,
yes-here's confirmation of what I"'mtelling you. Was this fellow
Papandraki s proud of his heritage?"

Yes," Jenny said." Extrenely proud of it. Wy?"

"Well, if he was proud of being Geek," Flyte said, "he mght well have
known Greek nythol ogy. You see, in ancient Greek myth, there was a god



naned Proteus. | suspect that was the word your M. Papandrakis was
trying to wite on the wall. Proteus. A god who lived in the earth,
craw ed through its bowels. A god who was without any shape of his own.
A god who could take any form he w shed-and who fed upon everything and
everyone that he desired."

Wth frustration in his voice, Tal Witman said, "Wat is all this
supernatural stuff? Wen we comunicated with it through the conputer,
it insisted on giving itself the names of denons.”

Flyte said, "The anorphous denon, the shapel ess and usually evil god
that can assume any formit w shes-those are relatively comon figures
in nmost ancient myth systens and in nost if not all of the world's
religions. Such a mythol ogi cal creature appears under scores of nanes,
inall of the world's cultures. Consider the Od Testanment of the Bible,
for exanple.

Satan first appears as a serpent, later as a goat, a ram a stag, a
beetle, a spider, a child, a beggar, and nany other things.

He is called, anbng other nanes: Mster of Chaos and Form essness,

Mast er of Deceit, the Beast of Many Faces. The Bible tells us that
Satan is 'as changeabl e as shadows' and 'as clever as water, for as

wat er can beconme steamor ice, so Satan can becone that which he wi shes
to become." "

Lisa said, "Are you saying the shape-changer here in Snowfield is
Sat an?"

"Well... in a way, yes."

Frank Autry shook his head.” No. |'mnot a nman who believes in spooks,
Dr. Flyte."

"Nor am|," Flyte assured him" |I'mnot arguing that this thing is a
supernatural being. It isn't. |It's real, a creature of flesh-although
not flesh like ours. |It's not a spirit or a devil.

Yet... inaway... | believe it is Satan. Because, you see, | believe
it was this creature-or another like it, another nmonstrous survivor from
the Mesozoic Era-that inspired the nyth of Satan. |In prehistoric tines,

nmen rmust have encountered one of these things, and sone of them nust
have lived to tell about it. They naturally described their experiences
in the term nology of nmyth and superstition. | suspect nost of the
denonic figures in the world's various religions are actually reports of
t hese shape-changers, reports passed down through countl ess generations
before they were at last conmitted to hieroglyphics, scrolls, and then
print. They were reports of a very rare, very real, very dangerous
beast... but described in the | anguage of religious myth."

Jenny found this part of Flyte's thesis to be both crazy and brilliant,
unl i kely yet convincing." The dna sonehow absorbs the know edge and
menories of those on whomit feeds," she said, "so it knows that many of
its victims see it as the Devil, and it gets some sort of perverse

pl easure out of playing that role."

Bryce said, "It seens to enjoy nocking us."



Sara Yanaguchi tucked her |ong hair behind her ears and said, "Dr.
Flyte, how about explaining this in scientific termns.

How can such a creature exist? How can it function biologically? Wat's
your scientific rationalization, your theory?"

Before Flyte could answer her, it cane.

Hi gh on one wall, near the ceiling, a metal grille covering a heating
duct suddenly popped fromits screws. It flewinto the room crashed
into an enpty table, slid off the table, clattered-rattl ed-banged onto
the fl oor.

Jenny and the others leapt up fromtheir chairs.
Li sa screaned, pointed

The shape-changer bul ged out of the duct. It hung there on the wall.
Dark. Wet. Pulsing. Like a mass of glistening, bloody snot suspended
fromthe edge of a nostril.

Bryce and Tal reached for their revolvers, then hesitated.
There was not hi ng what soever that they could do.

The thing continued to surge out of the duct, swelling, rippling,
growi ng i nto an obscene, gnarled, shifting-lunp the size of a nman. Then
still flowing out of the wall, it began to slide dowmn. It formed into a
nound on the floor. Mich bigger than a man now, still oozing out of the
duct. Grow ng, grow ng.

Jenny | ooked at Flyte.
The professor's face could not settle on a single expression

It tried wonder, then terror, then awe, then disgust, then awe and
terror and wonder again.

The viscous, ever-churning nmass of dark protoplasmwas now as | arge as
three or four nen, and still nmore of the vile stuff gushed fromthe
heating duct in a revolting, vomtous flow.

Li sa gagged and averted her face.

But Jenny couldn't take her eyes fromthe thing. There was a grotesque
fascination that couldn't be denied.

In the al ready enornous aggl onerati on of shapel ess tissue that had
extruded itself into the room |inbs began to form although none of
them mai ntained its shape for nore than a few seconds. Human arns, both
mal e and femal e, reached out as if seeking help. The thin, flailing
arms of children were forned fromthe jellied tissue, some of themwth
their small hands open in a silent, pathetic plea. It was difficult to
keep in mnd that these were not the arns of children trapped within the
shape-changer; they were imtation, phantomarns, a part of it, not a
part of any child. And claws. A startling, frightening variety of



claws and animal |inmbs appeared out of the protoplasmc soup. There
were insect parts, too, enornmous, hugely exaggerated, terrifyingly
frenetic and grasping. But all of these swiftly nelted back into the
form ess protoplasm al nbst as soon as they took shape.

The shape-changer bul ged across the width of the room It was now
| arger than an el ephant.

As the thing engaged upon a continuous, relentless, nysterious pattern
of apparently purposel ess change, Jenny and the others edged back toward
t he wi ndows.

Qutside, in the street, the fog roiled in its own form ess dance, as if
it were a ghostly reflection of the shape-changer

Flyte spoke with a sudden urgency, answering the questions that Sara
Yamaguchi had posed, as if he felt he didn't have rmuch tine left to
explain." About twenty years ago, it occurred to ne that there m ght be
a connection between mass di sappearances and the unexpl ai ned extinction
of certain species in prehuman geol ogi cal eras. Like the dinosaurs, for
i nstance. "

The shape-changer pul sed and throbbed, towering alnost to the ceiling,
filling the entire far end of the room

Lisa clung to Jenny.
A vague but repellent odor laced the air. Slightly sul phurous.
Li ke a draft from Hell

"There are a host of theories purporting to explain the dem se of the

di nosaurs," Flyte said." But no single theory answers all the questions.
So | wondered... what if the dinosaurs were exterm nated by anot her
creature, a natural eneny, that was a superior hunter and fighter? It
woul d have to have been sonething large. And it would have been
sonething with a very frail skeleton or perhaps with no skel eton

what soever, for we've never found a fossil record of any species that
woul d have given those great saurians a real battle.”

A shudder passed through the entire bul k of tenebrous, churning sline.
Across the oozing mass, dozens of faces began to appear

"And what if," Flyte said, "several of those creatures had
survived through mllions of years..."

Human and ani nal faces arose fromthe anorphous flesh, shimrered in it.

l[iving in subterranean rivers or | akes..
There were faces that had no eyes. Qhers had no nouths.

But then the eyes appeared, blinked open. They were achingly real
penetrating eyes, filled with pain and fear and misery.

or in deep ocean trenches..."



And nout hs cracked into existence on those previously seanl ess
count enances.

t housands of feet below the surface of the sea.
Li ps formed around the gapi ng nout hs.

" preying on marine life..."

The phantom faces were screaning, yet they nade no sounds.

infrequently rising to feed..."

Cat faces. Dog faces. Prehistoric reptile visages. Ballooning up from
the slinme.

" and even | ess frequently feeding on hunman beings. .

To Jenny, the human faces | ooked as if they were peering out fromthe
far side of a snoky mirror. None of themever quite finished taking
shape. They had to nmelt away, for there were countless new faces
surgi ng and coal esci ng beneath them

It was an endl essly flickering shadow show of the |ost and the damed.
Then the faces stopped formng

The huge nass was qui escent for a nmoment, slowly and al nost
i mperceptibly pul sing, but otherw se still.

Sara Yanaguchi was groaning softly.

Jenny held Lisa close.

No one spoke. For several seconds, no one even dared breathe.

Then, in a new denonstration of its plasticity, the ancient eneny
abruptly sprouted a score of tentacles. Sone of themwere thick, with
the suction pads of a squid or an octopus.

QO hers were thin and ropey; sone of these were snooth, and sone were
segnent ed; they were even nore obscene than the fat, noist-Iooking
tentacles. Sone of the appendages slid back and forth across the fl oor
knocki ng over chairs and pushing tables aside, while others wiggled in
the air, like cobras swaying to the nmusic of a snake charner.

Then it struck. It noved fast, gushed forward.

Jenny stunbl ed back one step. She was at the end of the room

The many tentacl es snapped toward them whiplike, cutting the air with a
hi ss.

Li sa could no |l onger keep from |l ooking. She gasped at what she saw.

In just a fraction of a second, the tentacles grew dramatically.



A rope of cold, slick, utterly alien flesh fell across the back of

Jenny's hand. It curled around her wi st.
No!
Wth a shudder of relief, she pulled loose. It hadn't taken much effort

to free herself. Evidently, the thing wasn't interested in her; not
now, not yet.

She crouched as tentacles | ashed the air above her head, and Lisa
huddl ed wi th her.

In his haste to get out of the creature's way, Flyte tripped and fell
A tentacle noved toward him
Fl yte scooted backwards across the floor, cane to the wall

The tentacle foll owed, hovered over him as if it would smash him Then
it moved away. It wasn't interested in Flyte, either

Al t hough the gesture was pointless, Bryce fired his revol ver.

Tal shouted sonething Jenny couldn't understand. He noved in front of
her and Lisa, between them and t he shape-changer

After passing over Sara, the thing seized Frank Autry. That was whomit
wanted. Two thick tentacles snapped around Frank's torso and dragged
hi m away fromthe others.

Kicking, flailing with his fists, clawing at the thing that held him
Frank cried out wordl essly, face contorted with horror

Everyone was scream ng now even Bryce, even Tal

Bryce went after Frank. Cdutched his right arm Tried to pull him away
fromthe beast, which was relentlessly reeling himin.

"Get it off me! Get it off ne!" Frank shout ed.
Bryce tried peeling one of the tentacles away fromthe deputy.

Anot her of the thick, slimnmy appendages swept up fromthe floor, whirled,
whi pped, struck Bryce with tremendous force, sent him sprawing.

Frank was |ifted off the floor and held in mdair. His eyes bulged as
he | ooked down at the dark, oozing, changing bul k of the ancient eneny.
He ki cked and fought to no avail

Yet anot her pseudopod erupted fromthe central mass of the shape-changer
and rose into the air, trenbling with savage eagerness. Along part of
the tentacle's repul sive length, the nottled gray-maroon-red-brown skin
seened to dissolve. Raw, weeping tissue appeared.

Li sa gagged.

It wasn't just the sight of the suppunting flesh that was | oathsone and



si ckening. The foul odor had gotten stronger, too.

A yellowi sh fluid began to drip fromthe open wound in the tentacle.
VWere the drops struck the floor, they sizzled and foamed and ate into
the tile.

Jenny heard soneone say, "Acid!"

Frank's screani ng becanme a desperate, piercing shriek of terror and
despair.

The aci d-dripping tentacle slipped sinuously around the deputy's neck
and drew as tight as a garrote.

"Ch, Jesus, no!"
"Don't |ook," Jenny told Lisa.

The shape-changer was showi ng them how it had beheaded Jakob and Ai da
Li ebermann. Like a child show ng off.

Frank Autry's screamdied in a bubbling, nucous-thick, blood-choked
gurgle. The flesh-eating tentacle cut through his neck with startling
qui ckness. Only a second or two after Frank was silenced, his head
popped | oose and fell to the floor, smashed into the tiles.

Jenny tasted bile in the back of her throat, choked it down.

Sara Yamaguchi was sobbi ng.

The thing still held Frank's headl ess body in mdair. Now, in the nmass
of shapel ess tissue fromwhich the tentacles sprouted, a huge toothless
nmout h opened hungrily. It was nore than |arge enough to swallow a man

whol e. The tentacles drew the deputy's decapitated corpse into the
gapi ng, ragged nouth. The dark flesh oozed around the body. Then the
nouth cl osed up tight and ceased to exist.

Frank Autry had ceased to exist, too.

Bryce stared in shock at Frank's severed head. The sightless eyes gazed
at him through him

Frank was gone. Frank, who had survived several wars, who had survived
a life of dangerous work, had not survived this.

Bryce thought of Ruth Autry. His heart, already jackhamrering, tw sted
with grief as he pictured Ruth alone. She and Frank had been
exceptionally close. Breaking the news to her woul d be pai nful

The tentacl es shrank back into the pul sing gl ob of shapeless tissue; in
a second or two, they were gone.

The formess, rippling hulk filled a third of the room
Bryce could inagine it oozing swiftly through prehistoric swanps,

bl ending with the nuck, creeping up on its prey. Yes, it would have
been nore than a match for the di nosaurs.



Earlier, he had believed that the shape-changer had spared himand a few
of the others so that they could entice Flyte to Snowfield. Now he
realized that wasn't the case. It could have consumed t hem and t hen
imtated their voices on the tel ephone, and Flyte woul d have been coaxed
to Snowfield just as easily.

It had saved them for sone other reason. Perhaps it had spared them
only in order to kill them one at a time, in front of Flyte, so that
Flyte would be able to see precisely how it functioned.

Chri st.

The shape-changer towered over them quivering gelatinously, its entire
grotesque bul k pulsating as if with the unsynchroni zed beats of a dozen
hearts.

In a voice even shakier than Bryce felt, Sara Yamaguchi said, "I w sh
there was sone way we could get a tissue sanple.

I'd give anything to be able to study it under a mcroscope... get sone
i dea of the cell structure. Maybe we could find a weakness... a way to
deal with it, maybe even a way to defeat it."

Flyte said, "I'd like to study it... just to be able to understand..
just to know. "

An extrusion of tissue oozed out fromthe center of the shapel ess mmss.
It began to acquire a human form Bryce was shocked to see Gordy Brogan
coal escing in front of him Before the phantomwas entirely realized

whil e the body was still lunmpy and half detail ed, and al though the face
wasn't finished, the nouth neverthel ess opened and the replica of Gordy
spoke, though not with Gordy's voice. It was Stu Wargle's voice,

i nstead, a suprenely disconcerting touch

"Go to the lab," it said, its nouth only half forned, yet speaking with
perfect clarity.” | will show you everything you want to see, Dr. Flyte
You are nmy Matthew. M Luke. Go to the lab. Go to the lab."

The unfini shed i mage of Gordy Brogan dissolved alnpst as if it had been
conposed of snoke

The extruded man-size [unp of gnarled tissue flowed back into the |arger
bul k behind it.

The entire pul sating, heaving nass began to surge back through the
unbilical that led up the wall and into the heating duct.

How much nore of it lies there within the walls of the inn?

Bryce wondered uneasily. How much nore of it waits down in the storm
drains? How large is the god Proteus?

As the thing oozed away fromthem oddly shaped orifices opened all over
it, none bigger than a human nouth, a dozen of them two dozen, and
noi ses issued forth: the chinping of birds, the cries of sea gulls, the
buzzi ng of beeing, snarling, hissing, child-sweet |aughter, distant



singing, the hooting of an ow, the naracalike warning of a rattl esnake.
Those noi ses, all ringing out sinultaneously, blended into an

unpl easant, irritating, decidedly omi nous chorus.

Then the shape-changer was gone back through the wall vent. Only
Frank's severed head and the bent grille fromthe heating duct renained
as proof that sonething Hell-born had been here.

According to the electric wall clock, the time was 3:44.

The ni ght was nearly gone.

How |l ong until dawn? Bryce wondered. An hour and a half?

An hour and forty mnutes or nore?

He supposed it didn't matter.

He didn't expect to live to see the sunrise, anyway.

Chapter 36

Ego

The door of the second |ab stood wi de open. The lights were on. The
conputer screens glowed. Everything was ready for them

Jenny had been trying to hold to the belief that they could stil
somehow resist, that they still had a chance, however small, of

i nfluencing the course of events. Now that fragile, cherished belief
was bl owmn away. They were powerless. They would do only what it
want ed, go only where it all owed.

The six of them crowded inside the |ab.

"Now what ?" Lisa asked.

"W wait," Jenny said.

Flyte, Sara, and Lisa sat down at the three bright video display
termnals. Jenny and Bryce | eaned agai nst a counter, and Tal stood by
t he open door, | ooking out.

Fog foaned past the door.

W wait, Jenny had told Lisa. But waiting wasn't easy.

Each second was an ordeal of tense and norbid expectations.

Where woul d death cone from next?

And in what fantastic forn®

And to whomwould it cone this tine?

At last Bryce said, "Dr. Flyte, if these prehistoric creatures have
survived for mllions of years in underground | akes and fivers, irk the



deepest sea trenches... or wherever... and if they surface to feed..
then why aren't mass di sappearances nore conmmopn?"

Flyte pulled at his chin with one thin, |ong-fingered hand and said,
"Because it sel dom encounters human beings."

" But why sel don®?"

"l doubt that nore than a handful of these beasts have survived. There
may have been a clinmatic change that killed off nobst and-drove the few
remai ning into a subterranean and suboceani ¢ exi stence."

"Nevert hel ess, even a few of thent
"Arare few," Flyte stressed, "scattered over the earth. And perhaps
they feed only infrequently. Consider the boa constrictor, for exanple.
That snake takes nourishnment only once every few weeks. So perhaps this
thing feeds irregularly, as sel domas once every several nonths or even
once every couple of years. |Its netabolismis so utterly different from
ours that al nbst anything nmay be possible."

"Could its life cycle include periods of hibernation," Sara asked,
"l asting not just a season or two, but years at a time?"

"Yes, yes," Flyte said, nodding." Very good. Very good, indeed. That
woul d al so hel p explain why the thing only infrequently encounters men.
And let ne rem nd you that manki nd i nhabits | ess than one percent of the
pl anet's surface. Even if the ancient eneny did feed with some
frequency, it would hardly ever run up agai nst us."

"And when it did," Bryce said, "it would very |likely encounter us at sea
because the largest part of the earth is covered with water."

"Exactly," Flyte said.” And if it seized everyone aboard a ship, there
woul dn't be witnesses, we'd never know about those contacts. The
history of the sea is replete with stories of vanished ships and ghost
ships fromwhich the crews di sappeared.”

" The Mary Celesta." Lisa said, glancing at Jenny.

Jenny renmenbered when her sister had first nentioned the Mary Cel esta.
It had been early Sunday evening, when they had gone next door to the
Santinis' house and had found the table set for dinner

"The Mary Celesta is a fanous case," Flyte agreed."” But it's not unique.
Literally hundreds upon hundreds of ships have vani shed under nysterious
ci rcunst ances ever since reliable nautical records have been kept. In
good weat her, in peaceti e,

with no 'logical' explanation. |In aggregate, the m ssing crews mnust
surely nunber in the tens of thousands."

From hi s post by the open door of the lab, Tal said, "That area of the
Cari bbean where so many shi ps have di sappeared..

"The Bernuda Triangle," Lisa said quickly.



"Yeah," Tal said." Could that be... ?"

"The work of a shape-changer?" Flyte said." Yes. Possibly.

Over the years, there have been a few nysterious depletions of fish
popul ations in that area, too, so the ancient eneny theory is
applicable."

Data flashed up on the video displays: | SEND YOU A SPI DER

"What's that supposed to nean?" Flyte asked.

Sara tapped the keys: CLARIFY.

The sane nessage repeated: | SEND YOU A SPI DER

CLARI FY.

LOOK AROUND YQU

Jenny saw it first. It was poised on the work surface to the left of
the VDT that Sara was using. A black spider. Not as big as a
tarantul a, but much bigger than an ordi nary spider

It curled into a lunp, retracting its long legs. It changed.

First, it shimered dully. The black coloration was replaced by the
fam | iar gray-nmaroon-red of the shape-changer. The spider formnelted
away. The lunmp of anorphous flesh assunmed anot her, |onger shape: It
became a cockroach, a hideously ugly, unrealistically |arge cockroach
And then a snmall npuse, with tw tching whiskers.

New wor ds appeared on the video displays.

HERE | S THE Tl SSUE SAMPLE THAT YOU REQUESTED, DR. FLYTE.

"It's so damed cooperative all of a sudden,"” Tal said.

"Because it knows that nothing we find out about it will help us destroy
it," Bryce said norosely.

"There nust be a way," Lisa insisted." W can't |ose hope.
We just can't."

Jenny stared in wonder as the nouse dissolved into a wad of shapel ess
tissue.

THIS IS MY SACRED BODY, WHICH | G VE UNTO THEE, it told them continuing
to nock themwith religious references.

The lunp rippled and churned within itself, formed mnute
concavities and convexities, nodules and holes. |t was unable to remain

entirely still, just as the larger mass, which had killed Frank Autry,
had seened unable or unwilling to remain notionless for even a second.



BEHOLD THE LI RACLE OF My FLESH, FOR IT IS ONLY IN ME THAT THOU CANST
ACH EVE | MMORTALITY. NOT IN GOD. NOT IN CHRIST. ONLY IN ME

"I see what you nmean about it taking pleasure in nockery and ridicule,"
Fl yte said.

The screen blinked. A new nessage flashed up: YOU MAY TOUCH I T.
Bl i nk.

YOU WLL NOT BE HARVED | F YOU TOUCH I T.

No one noved toward the quivering wad of singe flesh.

TAKE SAMPLES FOR YOUR TESTS. DO WTH I T WHAT YOU W SH.

Bl i nk.

I WANT YOU TO UNDERSTAND ME

Bl i nk.

I WANT YOU TO KNOW THE WONDERS OF ME.

"It isn't only self-aware; it appears to possess a well-devel oped ego,
too," Flyte said.

Finally, hesitantly, Sara Yamaguchi reached out, put the tip of one
finger against the small gl ob of protoplasm

"I't's not warmlike our flesh. Cool. Cool and a little... greasy."
The smal | piece of the shape-changer quivered agitatedly.
Sara quickly pulled her hand away." 1'll need to section it."

"Yeah," Jenny said." We'Ill need one or two thin crosssections for |ight
nm cr oscopy. "

"And another one for the el ectron microscope," Sara said.

"And a |l arger piece for analysis of the chem cal and mnera
conposition.”

Through the conputer, the ancient eneny encouraged t hem
PROCEED, PROCEED, PROCEED, PROCEED PROCEED PROCEED PRCCEED
Chapter 37

A Fighting Chance

Tendrils of fog slipped through the open door, into the lab

Sara was seated at a work counter, hunched over a mcroscope.”
Incredible," she said softly.



Jenny was seated at another mnicroscope, beside Sara, exam ning anot her

slide of the shape-changer's tissue." |'ve never seen cellular structure
like this."
" It's inpossible... yet here it is," Sara said.

Bryce, stood behind Jenny. He was eager for her to I et himhave a | ook
at the slide. It wouldn't nean nuch to him of course. He wouldn't
know the di fference between normal and abnormal cellul ar structure.
Nevert hel ess, he had to have a |ook at it.

Al though Dr. Flyte- was a scientist, he wasn't a bi ol ogist; cel
structure would nmean little nmore to himthan it would to Bryce. Yet he,
too, was eager to take a peek. He hung over Sara's shoul der, waiting.
Tal and Lisa renmmi ned nearby, equally anxious to get a | ook at the Devi
on a gl ass slide.

Still peering intently into the mcroscope, Sara said, "Mst of the
tissue is without cell structure.”

"The sane with this sanple,"” Jenny said.

"But all organic matter must have cell structure," Sara said.

"Cell structure is virtually a definition of organic matter, a requisite
of all living tissue, plant or aninmal."
"Most of this stuff [ooks inorganic to nme,"
it can't be."

Jenny said, "but of course

Bryce said, "Yeah. W know all too well how alive it is.

"I do see cells here and there," Jenny said."” Not many; a few."

"Afewin this sanple, too,
i ndependently of the others."

Sara said." But each cell appears to exi st

"They're widely separated, all right," Jenny said." They're just sort of
swiming in a sea of undifferentiated matter."

"Very flexible cell walls,"” Sara said." A trifurcated nucl eus.

That's odd. And it occupies about half the interior cell space."

" What's that nmean?" Bryce asked." Is it inportant?"

"I don't knowif it's inportant or not," Sara said, |eaning away from
the microscope and scowing."” | just don't know what to nake of it."

On all three conputer screens, a question flashed up: DI D YOU NOT EXPECT
THE FLESH OF SATAN TO BE MYSTERI QUS?

The shape-changer had sent them a nmouse-size sanmple of its flesh, but
thus far not all of it had been needed for the various tests. Half
remained in a petri dish on the counter

It quivered gel atinously.



It becanme a spider again and circled the dish restlessly.

It became a cockroach and darted back and forth for a while.
It became a sl ug.

A cricket.

A green beetle with a lacy red pattern on its shell

Bryce and Dr. Flyte were seated in front of the m croscopes now, while
Lisa and Tal waited their turn.

Jenny and Sara stood in front of a VDT, where a conputerenhanced
representati on of an electron mcroscope autoscan was underway. Sara
had directed the systemto zero in and fix upon the nucleus in one of
t he shape-changer's wi dely scattered cells.

Any ideas?" Jenny asked.

Sara nodded but didn't | ook away fromthe screen.” At this point, | can
only make an educated guess. But |1'd say the undifferentiated matter,
which is clearly the bulk of the creature, is the stuff that can inprint
any cell structure it wants; it's the tissue that mmcs. It can form
itself into dog cells, rabbit cells, human cells... But when the
creature is at rest, that tissue has no cellular structure of its own.
As for the few scattered cells we see... well, they nust sonehow
control the amorphous tissue. The cells give the orders; they produce
enzynes or chemcal signals which tell the unstructured tissue what it
shoul d becone. "

"So those scattered cells would remai n unchanged at all tinmes,
regardl ess of what formthe creature took."

"Yes. So it would seem |f the shape-changer becane a dog, for
instance, and if we took a sanple of the dog's tissue, we'd see dog
cells. But here and there, spread throughout the sanple, we'd cone
across these flexible cells with their trifurcated nuclei, and we'd have
proof that it wasn't really a dog at all."

"So does this tell us anything that'll help us save ourselves?" Jenny
asked.

"Not that | can see."

In the petri dish, the scrap of anorphous flesh had assuned the identity
of a spider once again. Then the spider dissolved, and there were
dozens of tiny ants, swarm ng across the floor of the dish and across
one another. The ants rejoined to forma single creature-a worm The
worm wiggled for a nonment and becanme a very | arge sow bug. The sow bug
became a beetle. The pace of the changes seened to be speeding up

"What about a brain?" Jenny wondered al oud.

Sara said, "Wat do you nmean?"



"The thing must have a center of intellect. Surely, its nenory,

know edge, duplicating abilities aren't stored in those sane- tered cells."
"You're probably right," Sara said." Somewhere in the creature, there's
nost |ikely an organ that's anal ogous to the hunan brain. Not the sane
as our brain, of course. Very, very different. But with simlar
functions. It probably controls the cells we've seen, and they in turn
control the fornl ess protoplasm"

Wth growi ng excitenent, Jenny said, The brain cells would have at |east
one inportant thing in conmon with the scattered cells in the anorphous
ti ssue: They woul d never change formthensel ves."

"That's nost likely true. |It's hard to inmagi ne how nmenory, |ogica
function, and intelligence could be stored in any tissue that didn't
have a relatively rigid, permanent cell structure."

"So the brain would be vul nerable,"” Jenny said.

Hope crept into Sara's eyes.

Jenny said, "If the brain's not anorphous tissue, then it can't repair
itself when it's damaged. Punch a hole in it, and the hole will stay
there. The brain will be permanently danaged. |If it's danaged

ext ensi vely enough, it won't be able to control the anorphous tissue
that forms its body, and the body will die, too."

Sara stared at her." Jenny, | think nmaybe you' ve got something."
Bryce said, "If we could locate the brain and fire a few shots into it
we'd stop the thing. But how do we |ocate it?

Sonething tells me the shape-changer keeps its brain well protected,
hi dden far away from us, underground."

Jenny's excitenent faded. Bryce was right. the brain mght be its weak
spot, but they'd have no opportunity to test that ,theory.

Sara pored over the results of the mineral and chenical anal yses of the
ti ssue sanple

"An extrenely varied |list of hydrocarbons,"” she said." And sonme of them
are nore than trace elenents. A very high hydrocarbon content."
"Carbons are a basic elenment of all living tissue,"
di fferent about this?"

Jenny said." What's
"Degree," Sara said." There's such an abundance of carbon in such
various forns..."

"Does that help us sonehow?"

"I don't know," Sara said thoughtfully. She riffled through the
print-out, |ooking at the rest of the data.

Sow bug.



Grasshopper.

Caterpillar.

Beetle. Ants. Caterpillar. Sow bug.

Spi der, earw g, cockroach, centipede, spider
Beet | e-wor m spi der - sna-earw g.

Lisa stared at the lunp of tissue in the petri dish. It was going
through a rapid series of changes, nuch faster than before, faster and
faster by the m nute.

Sonet hi ng was w ong.
"Petrolatum" Sara said.

Bryce said, "Wuat's that?"

"Petroleumjelly," Jenny said.

Tal said, "You nean... |ike Vaseline?"

And Flyte said to Sara, "But surely you're not saying the anorphous
tissue is anything as sinple as petrolatum™

"No, no, no," Sara said quickly." O course not. This is living tissue.
But there are simlarities in the ratio of hydrocarbons. The
conposition of the tissue is far nore conplex than the conposition of
petrolatum of course. An even longer list of mnerals and chenicals
than you'd find in the human body. An array of acids and al kalines... |
can't begin to figure out how it nakes use of nourishnent, how it
respires, how it functions without a circulatory system w thout any
apparent nervous system or how it builds new tissue without using a
cellular format. But these extrenely high hydrocarbon val ues..."

Her voice trailed away. Her eyes appeared to swimout of focus, so that
she was no | onger actually |ooking at the test results.

Wat ching the geneticist, Tal had the feeling that she was suddenly
excited about sonething. It didn't showin her face or in any aspect of
her body or posture. Nevertheless, there was definitely a new air about
her that told himshe was onto something inportant.

Tal glanced at Bryce. Their eyes nmet. He saw that Bryce, too, was
aware of the change in Sara.

Al most unconsci ously, Tal crossed his fingers.

"Better come |look at this," Lisa said urgently.

She was standing by the petri dish that contained the portion of the
ti ssue sanple they hadn't yet used.

"Hurry, come here!" Lisa said when they didn't inmrediately respond.



Jenny and the others gathered around and stared at the thing in the
petri dish.

Grasshopper -wor m cent i pede-snai |l -earw g.

"It just goes faster and faster and faster," Lisa said.
Spi der - wor m cent i pede- spi der-snai | - spi der -wor m spi derworm . .
And then even faster.
spi derwonnspi der wor nspi der wor nspi der. .
"I't's only half-changed into a worm before it starts changi ng back into
a spider again," Lisa said." Frantic like. See? Sonething s happening
toit."
"Looks as if it's lost control, gone crazy," Tal said.
"Havi ng sonme sort of breakdown," Flyte said.
Abruptly, the conposition of the snmall wad of anobrphous tissue changed.
A mlky fluid seeped fromit; the wad collapsed into a runny pile of
lifeless mnush.
It didn't nove.
It didn't take on another form
Jenny wanted to touch it; didn't dare.
Sara picked up a small | ab spoon, poked at the stuff in the dish.
It still didn't nove.
She stirred it.
The tissue liquefied even further, but otherw se did not respond.

" It's dead," Flyte said softly.

Bryce seened electrified by this devel opnent. He turned to Sara." Wat
was in the petri dish before you put the tissue sanple there?"

"Not hi ng. "

“There nust've been a residue.”

"No. "

"Think, damm it. Qur lives depend on this."

"There was nothing in the dish. | took it fromthe sterilizer."
"A trace of sone chemi cal

It was perfectly clean."



"Wait, wait, wait. Sonething in the dish nust've reacted with the
shape-changer's tissue," Bryce said." Right? Isn't that clear?"

"And whatever was in the dish," Tal said, "that's our weapon

"It's the stuff that'll kill the shape-changer," Lisa said.

"Not necessarily," Jenny said, hating to shatter the girl's hopes.

"Sounds too easy," Flyte agreed, conbing his wild white hair with a
trenmbling hand."” Let's not |eap to conclusions."”

"Especially when there're other possibilities," Jenny said.

"Such as?" Bryce asked.

"Well... we know that the main mass of the creature can shed pieces of
itself in about any formit chooses, can direct the activities of those
det ached parts, and can summon them back the way it summopned the part of
itself that it sent to kill Gordy. But now suppose that a detached
portion of the shape changer can only survive for a relatively short
period of time on its own, away fromthe nother-body. Suppose the

anmor phous tissue needs a steady supply of a particular enzyne in order
to maintain its cohesiveness, an enzyne that isn't manufactured in those
i ndependently situated control cells that're scattered throughout the
tissue-"

"an enzyme that's produced only by the shape-changer's brain," Sara
sai d, picking up on Jenny's train of thought.
"Exactly," Jenny said." So... any detached portion would have to

reintegrate itself with the main mass in order to replenish its supply
of that vital enzyme, or whatever the substance may be."

that's not unlikely," Sara said." After all, the human brain produces
enzynes and hornones w t hout which our own bodies wouldn't be able to
survive. Wy shouldn't the shape-changer's brain fulfill a sinilar

functi on?"

"Al'l right," Bryce said." What does this discovery nean to us?"

"If it is a discovery and not just a wongheaded guess," Jenny said,
"then it neans we could definitely destroy the entire shape-changer if
we coul d destroy the brain. The creature wouldn't be able to separate
into several parts and crawl away and go on living in other

i ncarnations. Wthout the essential brain-manufactured enzynes-or

hor mones or whatever-the separate parts would all eventually dissolve
into lifeless mush, the way the thing in the petree dish has done."

Bryce sagged with di sappointnent.” We're back at square one. W have to
locate its brain before we have any chance of striking a death blow, but
the thing's never going to let us do that."

"We're not back to square one," Sara said. Pointing to the lifeless
slime in the petri dish: "This tells us sonething else that's
i mportant."



"What ?" Bryce asked, his voice heavy with frustration." Is it sonething
useful, sonething that could save us-or is it just another item of
bi zarre i nformati on?"

Sara said, "W now know the anorphous tissue exists in a delicate
chem cal bal ance that can be disrupted.™

She let that sink in.

The deep worry lines in Bryce's face softened a bit.

Sara said, "The flesh of the shape-changer can be damaged.
It can be killed. Here's proof in the petri dish."

"How do we use that know edge?" Tal asked." How do we disrupt the
cheni cal bal ance?"

"That's what we've got to find out," Sara said.

"Do you have any ideas?" Lisa asked the geneticist.
“No," Sara said." None."
But Jenny suddenly had the feeling that Sara Yanmaguchi was |ying.

Sara wanted to tell them about the plan that had occurred to her, but
she couldn't say a word. For one thing, her strategy offered only a
fragile thread of hope. She didn't want to raise their hopes
unrealistically and then see them dashed again

More inmportantly, if she told them what was on her mind, and if by some
mracle she actually had found a way to destroy the shape-changer, it
woul d hear what she said, and it would know her plans, and it would stop
her. There was no place where she could safely discuss her thoughts
with Jenny and Bryce and the others. Their best hope was to keep the
anci ent eneny smug and conpl acent .

But she had tine, buy sone tinme, several hours, in which to set her plan
in nmotion. The shape-changer was nillions and nillions of years old,
virtually inmmortal. Wat were a few hours to this creature? Surely, it
woul d conply with her request.

Surely.

She sat down at one of the conputer terminals, her eyes burning with
weari ness. She needed sleep. They all needed sl eep. The night was
nearly gone. She wi ped one hand across her face, as if she coul d sl ough
of f her weariness. Then she typed: ARE YOU THERE?

YES.

WE HAVE COVPLETED A NUMBER OF TESTS, she typed as the others crowded
around her.

I KNOW it replied.



WE ARE FASCI NATED. THERE IS MORE WE W SH TO KNOW
CF COURSE.

THERE ARE OTHER TESTS WE WANT TO CONDUCT.

VWHY?

I N ORDER THAT WE CAN KNOW MORE ABCQUT YOU.

CLARI FY, it answered teasingly.

Sara thought for a moment, then typed: DR FLYTE NEEDS ADDI TI ONAL DATA
IF HE IS TO WVRI TE ABOUT YOU W TH AUTHORI TY.

HE IS My MATTHEW
HE NEEDS MORE DATA TO TELL YOUR STORY AS I T SHOULD BE TOLD.

It flashed back a three-line response in the center of the video
di spl ay:

A FLOURI SH OF TRUMPETS THE GREATEST STORY EVER TOLD - A FLOURI SH OF
TRUVMPETS Sara couldn't be sure if it was nerely nocking them or whether
its ego was actually so large that it could seriously equate its own
story with the story of Christ.

The screen blinked. New words appeared: PROCEED W TH YOUR TESTS.

WE WLL NEED TO SEND FOR MORE LAB EQUI PMENT.

VWHY? YOU HAVE A FULLY EQUI PPED LAB.

Sara's hands were nmoist. She blotted them on her jeans before tapping
out her answer.

THI'S LAB IS FULLY EQUI PPED ONLY FOR A NARROW AREA OF SCI ENTI FI C | NQUI RY:
THE ANALYSI S OF CHEM CAL AND Bl OLOd CAL WARFARE AGENTS. WE DI D NOT
ANTI Cl PATE ENCOUNTERI NG A BEI NG OF YOUR NATURE. WE MJUST HAVE OTHER LAB
EQUI PMENT I N ORDER TO DO A PROPER JOB.

PROCEED.

IT WLL TAKE SEVERAL HOURS TO HAVE THE EQUI PMENT SENT HERE, she told it.
PRCCEED.

She stared at the word, green on green, hardly daring to believe that
gaining nore tine would be this easy.

She tapped the keys: WE WLL NEED TO RETURN TO THE | NN AND USE THE
TELEPHONE THERE.

PRCCEED, YQU BCRI NG BI TCH. PROCEED, PROCEED PROCEED PROCEED.

Her hands were damp again. She w ped them on her jeans and stood up.



Fromthe way the others were | ooking at her, she realized that they knew
she was hiding sonet hing, and they understood why she was remaini ng
silent about it.

But how did they know? Was she that obvious? And if they knew, did it
know, too?

She cleared her throat." Let's go," she said shakily.

"Let's go," Sara Yamaguchi said shakily, but Tinmpthy said, "Wit. Just
a mnute or two, please. There's sonething |I've got to try."

He sat down at a computer terminal. Although he had gotten sone sleep
on the airliners, his mind was not as sharp as it ought to be. He shook
his head and took several deep breaths, then typed: TH S IS TI MOTHY
FLYTE.

| KNOW

WE MUST HAVE A DI ALOGUE.

PRCCEED.

MUST VW DO I T THROUGH THE COWPUTER?

IT 1S BETTER THAN A BURNI NG BUSH.

For a second or two, Tinothy didn't understand what it neant. Wen he
got the joke, he al nmost |aughed aloud. The dammed thing had its own
perverse sense of hunor. He typed: YOUR SPECIES AND M NE SHOULD LIVE IN
PEACE.

VWHY?

BECAUSE WE SHARE THE EARTH.

AS THE FARMER SHARES THE FARM W TH H S CATTLE. YOU ARE My CATTLE.

WE ARE THE ONLY TWO | NTELLI GENT SPECI ES ON EARTH.

YOU THI NK YOU KNOW SO MUCH. I N FACT YOU KNOW SO LI TTLE.

WE SHOULD COOPERATE, Flyte persisted doggedly.

YOU ARE | NFERI OR TO ME.

WE HAVE MJUCH TO LEARN FROM EACH OTHER.

| HAVE NOTHI NG TO LEARN FROM YOUR KI ND.

WE MAY BE MORE CLEVER THAN YOU BELI EVE.

YOU ARE MORTAL. IS THAT NOT TRUE?

YES.



TO ME, YCOUR LI VES ARE AS BRI EF AND UNI MPORTANT AS THE LI VES OF MAYFLI ES
SEEM TO YQU.

| F THAT IS THE WAY YOU FEEL, WHY DO YOU CARE WHETHER OR NOT | WRI TE
ABQUT YOU?

I T AMUSES ME THAT ONE OF YOUR SPECI ES HAS THEORI ZED MY EXISTENCE. IT IS
LI KE A PET MONKEY LEARNI NG A DI FFI CULT TRI CK.

| DO NOT BELIEVE WE ARE YOUR | NFERI ORS, Flyte typed ganely.
CATTLE.

| BELI EVE YOU WANT TO BE WRI TTEN ABOUT BECAUSE YOU HAVE ACQUI RED A VERY
HUVAN EGO.

YOU ARE WWRONG

| BELI EVE THAT YOU WERE NOT AN | NTELLI GENT CREATURE UNTI L YOU BEGAN
FEEDI NG UPON | NTELLI GENT CREATURES, UPON MEN.

YCOUR | GNORANCE DI SAPPO NTS ME.

Ti mot hy continued to challenge it. | BELI EVE THAT ALONG W TH KNOW.EDGE
AND MEMORY THAT WAS ABSORBED FROM YOUR HUMAN VI CTI MS, YOU ALSO ACQUI RED
| NTELLI GENCE. YOU OAE US FOR YOUR OMN EVOLUTI ON.

It did not reply.

Timothy cleared the screen and typed nore: YOUR M ND SEEMS TO HAVE A
VERY HUMAN STRUCTURE - EGO, SUPEREGO, AND SO FORTH.

CATTLE, it replied.

Bl i nk.

PIGS, it said.

Bl i nk.

GROVELI NG ANI MALS, it said.

Bl i nk.

YQU BORE ME, it said.

And then all the screens went dark.

Ti mot hy | eaned back in his chair and sighed.
Sheri ff Hammond said, "Nice try, Dr. Flyte."

"Such arrogance,"” Tinothy said.

"Befitting a god," Dr. Paige said." And that's nore or less how it
thinks of itself."



" In a way," Lisa Paige said, "that's what it really is."

"Yeah," Tal Whitman said, "for all intents and purposes, it might as
well be a god. It has all the powers of a god, doesn't it?"

"Or a devil," Lisa said.

Beyond the streetl anps and above the fog, the night was gray now. The
first vague gl ow of dawn had sparked the far end of the sky.

Sara wi shed Dr. Flyte hadn't chall enged t he shape-changer so boldly.
She was worried that he had antagonized it, and that now it would renege
on its pronmise to give themnore tine.

During the short walk fromthe field lab to the Hilltop Inn, she kept
expecting a grotesque phantomto |ope or scuttle at them fromout of the
fog. It nust not take themnow. Not now.

Not when there was, at long last, a glare of hope.

El sewhere in town, off in the fog and shadows, there were strange ani ma
sounds, eerie alienating cries like nothing that Sara had ever heard
before. It was still engaged upon its ceaseless mmcry. A hellish
shri ek, unconfortably close at hand, caused the survivors to bunch

t oget her.

But they were not attacked.

The streets, although not silent, were still. was not even a breeze;
the m st hung notionless in the air

Not hing waited for theminside the inn, either

At the central operations desk, Sara sat down and dial ed the nunber of
the CBWCivilian Defense Unit's honme base in Dugway, Utah

Jenny, Bryce, and the others gathered around to listen

Because of the ongoing crisis in Snowfield, there was not just the usua
ni ght -duty sergeant at the Dugway headquarters.

Captain Daniel Tersch, a physician in the Arny Medical Corps, a

speci ali st in containing contagi ous di sease, third in charge of the
unit, was standing by to direct any support operations that m ght becone
necessary.

Sara told himabout their |atest discoveries-the neroscopic exam nations
of the shape-changer's tissue, the results of the various mneral and
chemni cal anal yses-and Tersch was fascinated, though this was well beyond
his field of expertise.

"Petrol atunmil" he asked at one point, surprised by what she had told him
"The anorphous tissue resenbles petrolatumonly in that it has a

sonmewhat simlar nmix of hydrocarbons that register very high val ues. But
of course it's nuch nore conplex, nmuch nore sophisticated."



She stressed this particular discovery, for she wanted to be certain
that Tersch passed it along to other scientists on the CBWteam at

Dugway. |f another geneticist or a biochenist were to consider this
data and then look at the list of materials she was going to ask for, he
woul d al nost certainly know what her plan was. |f soneone in the CBW

unit did get her nmessage, he woul d assenbl e the weapon for her before it
was sent into Snowfield, sparing her the tinme-consum ng and dangerous
job of assenmbling it with the shape-changer | ooking over her shoul der

She couldn't just tell Tersch what she had in mnd, for she was certain
the ancient enenmy was listening in. There was an odd, faint hissing on
the line..

Finally she spoke of her need for additional |aboratory equiprment." Most
of this stuff can be borrowed fromuniversity and industry |abs right
here in Northern California," she told Tersch

"I just need you to use the arny's manpower, transportation, and
authority to put together the package and get it to me as quickly as
possi bl e."

"What do you need?" Tersch asked." Just tell me, and you'll have it in
five or six hours."

She recited a list of equipnment in which she actually had no rea

i nterest, and then she finished by saying, "I will also need as nuch of
the fourth generation of Dr. Chakrabarty's little mracle as it's
feasible to send. And I'Il need two or three conpressed-air dispersa

units, too."
"Who's Chakrabarty?" Tersch asked, puzzl ed.
:"You woul dn't know him"?"

"What's his little mracle? Wat do you nean

"Just wite down fourdi gefteration." She spelled the nane for him

"I haven't the vaguest idea what this is," he said.
Good, Sam thought with considerable relief. Perfect.

I f Tersch had known what Dr. Ananda Chakrabarty's little mracle was,
he mi ght have blurted somet hing before she could stop him And the
anci ent eneny woul d have been forewarned.

"I't's outside your area of specialization," she said." There's no reason
you shoul d recogni ze the nane or know the device."

She spoke hurriedly now, trying to nove away fromthe subject as
snoothly and as rapidly as possible."don't have tine to explain it, Dr.
Tersch. Qher people in the CBWprogramw || definitely know what it is
| need. Let's get noving on this.

Dr. Flyte very much wants to continue his studies of the cream and he
needs all the items on ny list just as soon as he can get them Five or
si x hours, you said?"



"That should do it," Tersch said." How should we deliver?"

Sara gl anced at Bryce. He wouldn't want to risk yet another of his men
in order to have the cargo driven into tow. To Captain Tersch, she
said, "Can it be brought in by arnmy helicopter?"

" WIIl do."

"Better tell the pilot not to try landing. The shape-changer m ght
think we were attenpting to escape. It would alnbst certainly attack
the crew and kill all of us the noment the chopper touched down. Just

have t hem hover and | ower the package on a cable.”

'-This could be quite a large bundle," Tersch said.

"I"'msure they can lower it," she said.

"Well... all right. [I'Il get on it right away. And good |luck to you.
'-Thanks," Sara said." W'll need it."

She hung up.

"Al'l of a sudden, five or six hours seens like a long tinme," Jenny said.

"An eternity," Sara said.

They were all clearly eager to hear about her scheme but knew it
couldn't be discussed. However, even in their silence, Sara detected a
new note of optimsm

Don't get your hopes too high, she thought anxiously.

There was a chance that her plan had no nerit. 1In fact, the odds were
stacked against them And if the plan failed, the shape-changer woul d
know what they had intended to do, and it would wi pe themout in sone
especi ally malicious fashion.

Qut si de, dawn had cone.

The fog had lost its pale glow. Now the m st was dazzling, white-white,
shining with refracti ons of the norning sunlight.

Chapter 38

The Apparition

Fl etcher Kale woke in time to see the first |light of dawn.

The forest was still nmostly dark. M ky daylight speared down in
shafts, through scattered holes in the green canopy that was forned by
the densely interlaced branches of the mammoth trees. The sunshine was

di ffused by the fog, nmuted, revealing little.

He had passed the night in the Jeep station wagon that bel onged to Jake
Johnson. Now he got out and stood beside the Jeep, listening to the



woods, alert for the sounds of pursuit.

Last night, a few m nutes after eleven o' clock, headed for Jake
Johnson's secret retreat, Kale had driven up the Munt Larson Road, had
swung the Jeep onto the unpaved fire lane that led up the wild north

sl opes of Snowtop-and had run smack into trouble. Wthin twenty feet,
hi s headlights picked up signs posted on both sides of the roadway;
large red letters on a white background read QUARANTI NE. (oing too
fast, he swung around a bend, and directly ahead of himwas a police

bl ockade, one county cruiser angled across the road. Two deputies
started getting out of the car

He renenbered hearing about a quarantine zone encircling Snowfield, but

he'd thought it was in effect only on the other side of the nountain. He
hit the brakes, wi shing that, for once, he'd paid nore attention to the

news.

These nen woul d recognize him and within an hour he'd be back in jail

Surprise was his only hope. They wouldn't be expecting trouble.
Mai nt ai ni ng a quarantine checkpoint would be easy, lulling duty.

The rifle was on the seat beside Kale, covered with a bl anket. He
grabbed the gun, got out of the Jeep, and opened fire on the cops. The
sem aut omati ¢ weapon and the deputies did a dance of death, spectra
figures in the fog.

He rolled the bodies into a ditch, pulled the patrol car out of the way,
and drove the Jeep past the checkpoint. Then he went back and
repositioned the car, so that it would appear that the deputies' killer
hadn't continued up the nountain

He drove three mles up the rugged fire lane, until he cane to an even
nore rugged, overgrown trail. A mle later, at the end of that trail, he
parked the Jeep in a tunnel of brush and clinbed out.

In addition to the HK91, he had a sackful of other guns from Johnson's
cl oset, plus the $63,440, which was distributed through the seven

zi ppered pockets mthe hunting jacket he wore. The only other thing he
carried was a flashlight, and that was really all he needed because the
i mest one caves woul d be well stocked with other supplies.

The last quarter of a nile had to be covered on foot, and he had
intended to finish the journey right away, but he had quickly found that
even with the flashlight the forest was confusing at night, in the fog.
Getting |l ost was al nbst a certainty.

Once lost in this wlderness, you could wander in circles, within yards
of your destination, never discovering how close you were to sal vation
After only a few paces, Kale had m' back to the Jeep to wait for
dayl i ght.

Even if the two dead deputies at the bl ockade were discovered before
norni ng, and even if the cops figured the killer had come onto the
nountai n, they wouldn't |aunch a manhunt until first light. By the tine
the police reached here tonorrow, Kale would be snug in the caves.



He had slept on the front seat of the Jeep. It wasn't the Plaza Hotel
but it was nore confortable than jail

Now, standing beside the Jeep in the wan tight of early norning, he
listened for the sounds of a search party. He heard nothing. He hadn't
really expected to hear anything. It wasn't his destiny to rot in
prison. His future was golden. He was sure of that.

He yawned, stretched, then pissed against the trunk of a big pine.

Thirty mnutes |later, when there was nore light, he followed the
foot-path he hadn't been able to find last night. And he, saw sonething
that hadn't been obvious in the dark: The brush was extensively
tranpl ed. People had been through here recently.

He proceeded with caution, cradling the HK91 in his right arm ready to
bl ow away anyone who nmight try to anbush him

In less than half an hour, he cane out of the trees, into the clearing
around the | og cabin.-and saw why the footpath had been tranpled. Eight
notorcycles were lined up al ongside the cabin, big Harleys, al

enbl azoned wi th the nanme DEMON CHROVE

Gene Teer's bunch of misfits. Not all of them About half the gang, by
the | ooks of it.

Kal e crouched agai nst an outcropping of |inestone and studied the
m st -wrapped cabin. No one was in sight. He quietly fished in the
| aundry bag, located a fresh magazine for the HK91l, rannned it in place.

How had Teer and his vicious playmates gotten here? A two-wheel trip up
t he nountain woul d have been difficult, wldly dangerous, a

nerve-twi sting bit of nmotocross. O course, those crazy bastards
thrived on danger.

But what the devil were the doing here? How had they found the cabin
and why had they cone?

As he listened for a voice, for sone indication of where the cyclists
were and what they were up to, Kale realized there weren't even any
ani mal or insect sounds. No birds. Absolutely nothing. Spooky.

Then, behind him a rustle in the brush. A soft sound. |In the
pretematural silence, it mght as well have been a cannon shot.

Kal e had been kneeling on the ground. Wth catlike quickness, he fel
on his side, rolled onto his back, brought up the HK91.

He was prepared to kill, but he wasn't prepared for what he saw. It was
Jake Johnson, about twenty-five feet away,

com ng out of the trees and fog, grinning. Naked. Uterly bareassed.
O her movenent. To the left of Johnson. Farther along the treeline.

Kal e caught it fromthe corner of his eye and whi pped his head around,
swung the rifle in that direction



Anot her man came out of the woods, through the mist, with the tall grass
fluttering around his bare legs. He was al so naked.

And grinning broadly.

But that wasn't the worst of it. The worst part was that the second man
was al so Jake Johnson.

Kal e | ooked fromone to the other, startled and baffl ed.
They were as perfectly alike as a set of identical twns.

But Jake was an only child-wasn't he? Kale had never heard anyt hing
about a twn.

A third figure advanced fromthe shadows beneath the spreadi ng boughs of
a huge spruce. This one, too, was Jake Johnson.

Kal e coul dn't breathe.

Maybe there was an outside chance that Johnson had a twin, but he damed
wel | wasn't one of triplets.

Sonet hing was horribly wong. Suddenly, it wasn't just the inpossible
triplets that frightened Kale. Suddenly, everything seemed nenaci ng:
the forest, the mst, the stony contours of the nountainside..

The three | ookalikes wal ked slowmy up the slope on which Kal e was
spram ed, closing in fromdifferent angles. Their eyes were strange,
and their nouths were cruel

Kal e scranbled to his feet, heart lurching." Stop right there!"

But they didn't stop, even though he brandi shed the assault rifle.
"Who are you? What are you? What is this?" Kale demanded.

They didn't answer. Kept coming. Like zonbies.

He grabbed the bag that was filled with guns, and he backed rapidly and
clunmsily away fromthe nightnarish show.

No. Not a trio any nore. A quartet. Downslope, a fourth Jake Johnson
came out of the trees, stark naked like the rest.

Kale's fear trenbled on the edge of panic.

The four noved toward Kale with hardly a sound; dried | eaves underfoot;
not hi ng el se. They nmade no conpl ai nt about the stones and sharp weeds

and prickly burrs that nmust have hurt their feet. One of them began to
lick his lips hungrily.

The others imredi ately began to lick their |ips, too.

A quiver of icy dread went through Kale's bowels, and he wondered if he
had lost his nind. But that thought was shortlived. Unfamliar with



sel f-doubt, he didn't know how to entertain it for |ong.

He dropped the | aundry bag, clutched the HK91 in both hands, and opened
fire, describing an are with the spurting muzzle of the gun. The
bullets hit. He sawthemtear into the four men, saw the wounds bur st
open. But there was no bl ood.

And as soon as the wounds bl ossoned, they wi thered; they heal ed,
vani shed wi t hin seconds.

The nen kept com ng
No. Not men. Something el se.

Hal | uci nations? Years ago, in high school, Kale had dropped a | ot of
acid. Now he renenbered that flashbacks coul d plague you nont hs-even
years-after you stopped using LSD. He'd never had acid flashbacks
before, but he'd heard about them

Was that what was happeni ng here? Hallucinations?
Per haps.

On the other hand... all four of the nen were glistening, as if the
norning msts were condensing on their bare skin, and that wasn't the
sort of detail you usually noticed in a hallucination. And this entire
situation was very different fromany drug experience he'd ever known.

Still grinning, the nearest Doppel ganger raised one arm pointed at

Kale. Incredibly, the flesh of that hand split and peeled away fromthe
fingers, fromthe palm The flesh actually appeared to ooze bl oodl essly
back into the arm as if it were wax nmelting and running froma fl ane;
the wrist becane thicker with this tissue, and then the hand was not hi ng
but bones, white bones. One skeletal finger pointed at Kale.

Poi nted with anger, scorn, and accusation
Kal e's m nd reel ed.

The other three | ookalikes had undergone even nore nmacabre changes. One
had lost the flesh frompart of his face: A cheekbone shone through, a
row of teeth; the right eye, deprived of a lid and of all surrounding
tissue, gleamed wetly in the calcimned socket. The third man was

m ssing a chunk of flesh fromhis torso; you could see his sharp ribs
and slick wet organs

pul sing darkly inside. The fourth wal ked on one nornal |eg and one |eg
t hat was only bones and tendons.

As they closed on Kale, one of them spoke: "Baby killer."

Kal e screaned, dropped the HK91, and ran. Stopped short when he saw two
nor e Johnson | ookal i kes approachi ng from behind, fromthe cabin. Nowhere
to run. Except up toward the high |inmestone outcroppings above the
cabin. He bolted that way, gasping and wheezing, reached the door

whi npering, waded through it to the nmouth of the cave, glanced behind,
saw that the six were still comng after him and he plunged into the



cave, into darkness, w shing he'd held onto his flashlight, and he put
one hand against the wall, shuffled along, feeling his way, trying to
recall the layout, renmenbering it was nore or less a long tunnel ending
in a series of doglegs-and suddenly he realized this mght not be a safe
place; it mght be a trap, instead; yes, he was sure of it; they wanted
himto come here-and he | ooked back, saw two deconposing nen at the
entrance, heard hinself wall, and hurried faster, faster, into the deep
bl ackness because there, was nowhere else to go, even if it was a trap
and he scraped his hand on a sharp projection of rock, stunbled,
flailed, charged on, reached the dogl egs, one after the other, and then
t he door, and he went through, slamed it behind him but he knew it
woul dn't keep them out, and then he was aware of light, in the next
chanmber, toward whi ch he now began to nove in a dreanlike haze of
terror, passing stacks of supplies and equi prent.

The light came froma Col eman | antern
Kal e stepped into the third chanber.

In the frost-pale glow, he saw sonething that made himfreeze. It had
risen fromthe subterranean river, up through the cave floor, out of the
hol e in which Jake Johnson had rigged a water punp. It withed. It
churned, pulsated, rippled. Dark, blood-nottled flesh. Shapel ess.

W ngs began to form Then nelted away.
A sul phurous odor, not strong yet nauseating.

Eyes opened all over the seven-foot colum of sline. They focused on
Kal e.

He shrank fromthem backed into a wall, held on to the stone as if it
were reality, a last place to grip on the precipice of madness.

Sone of the eyes were human. Some were not. They fixed on himthen
cl osed and di sappeared.

Mout hs opened where no nout hs had b-been. Teeth. Fangs.

Forked tongues lolled over black lips. Fromother mouths, wormike
tentacles erupted, wiggled in the air, withdrew. Like the wi ngs and
eyes, the mouths eventually vanished into the form ess flesh.

A man sat on the floor. He was a few feet fromthe pul sing thing that
had cone up from beneath the cave, and he was seated in the penunbra of
the lantern's glow, his face in shadow.

Awar e that Kale had noticed him the man | eaned forward slightly,
putting his face in the light. He was six feet four or taller, with
long curly hair and a beard. He wore a rolled bandanna around hi s head.
One gold earring dangled. He smled the nbst peculiar smle Kale had
ever seen, and he raised one hand in greeting, and on the pal mof the
hand was a red and yellow tattoo of an eyeball

It was CGene Tell.

Chapter 39



Bi ol ogi cal Warfare

The arny helicopter arrived three and a half hours after Sara spoke to
Dani el Tersch in Dugway, two hours earlier than promised. Evidently, it
had been dispatched froma base in California, and evidently her

col l eagues in the CBWprogram had figured out her war plan. They had
realized she didn't actually need npst of the equi pment she had asked
for, and they had collected only what she required for the attack on the
shape-changer. Oherwi se, they wouldn't have been so quick

Pl ease, God, let it be true, Sara thought. They nust have brought the
right stuff. They must have.

It was a | arge, canoufl age-pai nted chopper with two full sets of
whirling blades. Hovering sixty to seventy feet above Skyline Road, it
stiffed the norning air, created a turbulent downdraft, and sliced up
what little mist remined. It sent waves of hard sound crashi ng through
t he t own.

A door slid open on the side of the helicopter, and a man | eaned out of
the cargo hold, |ooked down. He nmade no attenpt to call to them for
the chattering rotors and roaring engi nes woul d have scattered his
words. Instead, he used a series of inconprehensible hand signals.

Finally Sara realized that the crew was waiting for sone indication that
this was the drop spot. Wth hand signals of her own, she urged
everyone to forma circle with her, in the mddle of the street. They
didn't join hands, but stood with a couple of yards between each of
them The circle had a dianmeter of twelve to fifteen feet.

A canvas-w apped bundl e, somewhat |arger than a nman, was pushed out of

the chopper. It was attached to a cable, which was reel ed out by an
electric winch. Initially, the bundl e descended slowy, then slower
still, at last settling to the pavenent in the center of the circle, so

gently that it seemed the chopper cre*-nmen thought they were delivering
raw eggs.

Bryce broke out of the formation before the package touched down and was
the first to reach it. He located the snaplink and rel eased the cable
by the time Sara and the others joined him

As the chopper reeled in the line, it swng toward the valley bel ow,
noved of f, out of the danger zone, gaining altitude as it went.

Sara crouched beside the bundle and started | oosening the nylon rope
that was threaded through the eyelets in the canvas.

She worked feverishly and, in a few seconds, unpacked the contents.

There were two bl ue cannisters bearing white stenciled words and
nunbers. She sighed with relief when she saw them Her nessage had
been properly interpreted. There were also three aerosol tank sprayers
simlar in size and appearance to those used to spread weed killer and

i nsecticide on a |l awn, except that these were not powered by a hand punp
but by cylinders of conpressed air. Each tank was equi pped with a
harness that nade it easy to carry on the back. A flexible rubber hose,



ending in a four-foot netal extension with a high-pressure nozzle, nade
it possible to stand twelve to fourteen feet fromthe target that you
wi shed to spray.

Sara |lifted one of the pressurized tanks. It was heavy, already filled
with the sane fluid that was in the two spare, blue cannisters.

The helicopter dwindled into the Western sky, and Lisa said, "Sara, this
isn't everything you asked for-is it?"

"This is everything we need," Sara said evasively.

She | ooked around nervously, expecting to see the shape changer rushing
toward them But there was no sign of it.

She said, "Bryce, Tal, if you'd take two of these tanks..."

The sheriff and his deputy grabbed two of the units, slipped their arns
t hrough t he harness | oops, buckled the chest straps,

shrugged their shoulders to settle the tanks as confortably as possible.

W t hout having been told, both nmen clearly realized the tanks contai ned
a weapon that m ght destroy the shape-changer

Sara knew they nust be eaten by curiosity, and she was inpressed that
t hey asked no questi ons.

She had intended to handle the third sprayer herself, but it was

consi derably heavier than she'd expected. Straining, she would be able
to carry it, but she wouldn't be able to maneuver quickly. And during
t he next hour or so, survival woul d depend on speed and agility.

Soneone el se would have to use the third unit. Not Lisa; she was no

bi gger than Sara. Not Flyte; he had sone arthritis in his hand, of

whi ch he'd conpl ai ned | ast night, and he seened frail. That |eft Jenny.
She was only three or four inches taller than Sara, only fifteen or
twenty pounds heavier, but she appeared to be in excellent physica
condition. She alnpst certainly would be able to handle the sprayer.

Flyte protested but then relented after trying to heft the tank
"I must be older than I think," he said wearily.

Jenny agreed that she was the one best suited, and Sara hel ped her get
into the harness, and they were ready for the battle.

Still no sign of the shape-changer
Sara wi ped sweat fromher brow " Al right. The instant it shows

itself, spray it. Don't waste a second. Spray it, saturate it, keep
backing away if possible, try to draw nmore of it out of hiding, and

spray, spray, spray."
"I's this some sort of acid-or what?" Bryce asked.

"Not acid," Sara said." Although the effect will be sonething very |ike



acid-if it works at all."

" Soif it's not an acid," Tal said, "what is it?"

A uni que, highly specialized mcroorganism" Sara said.
"CGerns?" Jenny asked, eyes widening in surprise.

"Yes. They're suspended in a liquid growth culture."
"We're gonna neke the shape-changer sick?" Lisa asked,

f rowni ng.

" | sure to God hope so," Sara said.

Not hi ng noved. Nothing. But sonething was out there, and it was
probably listening. Wth the ears of the cat. Wth the ears of the
fox. Wth highly sensitive ears of its own special design.

"Very, very sick, if we're lucky," Sara said." Because di sease woul d
seemto be the only way to kill it."

Now their lives were at risk because it knew they had tricked it.

Fl yte shook- his head." But the ancient enemy's so utterly alien, so
different fromnan and aninmals... diseases dangerous to other species
woul d have no effect whatsoever on it."

"Right," Sara said." But this mcrobe isn't an ordinary disease. In
fact, it isn't a disease-causing organismat all."

Snowfi el d shel ved down the mountain, still as a postcard painting.

Looki ng around uneasily, alert for nmovenent in and around the buil dings,
Sara told them about Ananda Chakrabarty and his discovery.

In 1972, on behalf of Dr. Chakrabarty, his enployer-the Cenera

El ectric Corporation-applied for the first-ever patent on a man-made
bacterium Using sophisticated cell fusion techniques, Chakrabiny had
created a mcroorganismthat could feed upon, digest, and thereby
transform the hydrocarbon conpounds of crude oil

Chakrabarty's bug had at | east one obvious comercial application: It
could be used to clean up oil spills at sea. The bacteria literally ate
an oil slick, rendering it harmless to the environment.

After a series of vigorous |egal challenges frommany sources, Genera
Electric won the right to patent Chakrabarty's discovery. In June,
1980, the Suprene Court handed down a | andmark deci sion, ruling that
Chakrabarty's discovery was "not nature's handiwork, but his own;
accordingly, it's patentable subject matter."

"Of course," Jenny said, "l read about the case. It was a big story
t hat Junc-nman conpeting with God and all that."

Sara said, "Originally, GE didn't intend to nmarket the bug.



It was a fragile organismthat couldn't survive outside of strictly
controlled lab conditions. They applied for a patent to test the |ega
guestion, to settle the matter before other experiments in genetic

engi neeri ng produced nore usabl e and nore val uabl e di scoveries. But
after the court's decision, other scientists spent a few years worKking
with the organism and now they have a hardier strain that'll stand up
outside the lab for twelve to eighteen hours. |In fact it's been on the
mar ket under the trade name Biosan-4, and it's been used successfully to
clean up oil slicks all over the world."

"And that's what's in these tanks?" Bryce asked.

"Yes. Biosan-4. In a sprayable solution."
The town was funereal. The sun beat down from an azure sky, but the air
remained chilly. 1In spite of the uncanny silence, Sara had the

unshakabl e feeling that it was com ng, that it had heard and was com ng
and was very, very near, indeed.

The others felt it, too. They | ooked around uneasily.

Sara said, "Do you remenber what we di scovered when we studied the
shape-changer's tissue?"

"You nean the high hydrocarbon val ues," Jenny said.

"Yes. But not just hydrocarbons. Al forms of carbon. Very high
val ues all across the board."

Tal said, "You told us sonmething about it being |ike petrolatum™

"Not the same. But rem niscent of petrolatumin sone respects,"” Sara
said." What we have here is living tissue, very alien but conplex and
alive. And with such extraordinarily high carbon content... Well, what
| mean is, this thing's tissue seens |ike an organic, netabolically
active cousin of petrolatum So |I'm hopi ng Chakrabarty's bug will..."

Sonet hing is com ng.

Jenny said, "You're hoping it'll eat into the shape-changer the sane way
it would eat into an oil slick."

Sonet hi ng. .. sonet hing..

"Yes," Sara said nervously." I'mhoping it'll attack the carbon and
break down the tissue. O at least interfere with the delicate chem ca
bal ance enough to"

Com ng, com ng. .

"“... uh, enough to destabilize the entire organism" Sara finished,
wei ghed down by a sense of inmpending doom

Flyte said, "ls that the best chance we have? Is it really?"

"I think it is."



VWhere is it? Were's it comng fron? Sara wondered, |ooking at the
deserted buildings, the enpty street, the notionless this.

"Sounds awfully thin to nme," Flyte said doubtfully.

"It is amully thin," Sara said." It's not nuch of a chance, but it's
the only one we've got."

A noise. A chittering, hissing, hair-raising sound.
They froze. Wiited.
But, again, the town pulled a cloak of silence around itself.

The norning sun cast its fiery reflection in some wi ndows and glinted
of f the curved glass of the streetlanps. The black slate roofs | ooked
as if they had been polished during the night; the last of the mi st had
condensed on those snooth surfaces, |eaving a noist sheen

Not hi ng nmoved. Not hi ng happened. The noise did not resune.

Bryce Hanunond's face clouded with worry.
isn't harnful to us."

This Biosan... | gather it

"Uterly harm ess,"” Sara assured him

The noi se again. A short burst. Then silence.

"Sonething's conmng," Lisa said softly.

God hel p us, Sara thought.

"Somet hing's conming," Lisa said softly, and Bryce felt it, too. A sense
of on rushing horror. A thickening and cooling of the air. A new
predatory quality to the stillness. Reality? Inmgination? He could
not be certain. He only knew that he felt it.

The noi se burst forth again, a sustained squeal, not just a short bl ast.
Bryce winced. It was piercingly shrill. Buzzing

Whining. Like a power drill. But he knew it wasn't anything as
harm ess and ordinary as that.

Insects. The coldness of the sound, the nmetallic quality nade himthink
of insects. Bees. Yes. It was the greatly anplified
buzzi ng- screechi ng of hornets.

He said, "The three of you who aren't armed with spray guns, get in the
m ddl e here."

"Yeah," Tal said." W'll circle around, give you a little protection."
Very dammed little if this Biosan doesn't work, Bryce thought.

The strange noi se grew | ouder.



Sara, Lisa, and Dr. Flyte stood together, while Bryce and Jenny and Tal
ringed them facing outward.

Then, down the street, near the bakery, something nonstrous appeared in
t he sky, skimmng over the tops of the buildings, hovering for a few
seconds above Skyline Road. A wasp. A phantomthe size of a German
shepherd. Nothing remptely like this insect had ever existed during the
tens of mllions of years that the shape-changer had been alive. This
was surely sonething that had sprung. fromits vicious imgination, a
horrible invention. Six-foot, opal escent wi ngs beat furiously upon the
air, glimered with rainbow color. The nultifaceted bl ack eyes were
slant-set in the nan-ow, pointed, wi cked head. There were four
twitching legs with pineered feet. The curled, segmented, mold-white
body ternminated in a foot-long stinger with a needl e-sharp point.

Bryce felt as if his intestines were turning to ice water.

The wasp stopped hovering. It sank.

Jenny screaned as the wasp streaked toward them but she didn't run. She
ai nred the nozzle of the sprayer and squeezed the pressure-rel ease |ever.
A cone-shaped, mlky mst erupted for a distance of about six feet.

The wasp was twenty feet away and cl osing fast.

Jenny squeezed the |lever all the way down. The m st becane a stream
arcing fifteen or sixteen feet out fromthe nozzle.

Bryce | oosed a streamfromhis sprayer. The two trails of Biosan played
agai nst each other, steadied, took the sane aim flowed together in
m dair.

The wasp cane within range. The high-pressure streans sprayed, dulled
t he rai nbow col or of the w ngs, soaked the segmented body.

The insect stopped abruptly, hesitated, dipped lower, as if unable to
maintain altitude. Hovered. |Its attack had been arrested, although it
still regarded themwith hate-filled eyes.

Jenny felt a surge of relief and hope.

"It works!" Lisa cried.

Then the wasp canme at them again.

Just when Tal thought they were safe, the wasp cane at them again
t hrough the m st of Biosan-4, flying slow but still flying.

" Down!" Bryce shouted.

They crouched, and the wasp swept over them dripping mlIky fluid from
its grotesque legs and fromthe tip of its stinger

Tal stood again, so that he could give the thing a I ong squirt now that
it was within range.

It swng toward him but before he could give it a shot, the wasp



faltered, fluttered wildly, then plumeted to the pavenent. It fl opped
and buzzed angrily. It tried to rise up. Couldn't.

Then it changed.
It changed.

Wth the others, Tinmbthy Flyte edged closer to the wasp and watched as
it melted into a shapel ess mass of protoplasm

The hind | egs of a dog began to form And the snout. It was going to

be a Dobernman, judging by that snout. One eye began to open. But the

shape- changer couldn't conplete the transformation; the dog's features

vani shed. The anorphous tissue shuddered and pul sed in a manner unlike
anything that Tinothy had seen it do before.

It's dying," Lisa said.

Timothy stared in awe as the strange fl esh convul sed. This heretofore
i mortal being now knew the neani ng and the fear of death.

The unforned mass broke out in pustulelike sores, leaking a thin yellow
fluid. The thing spasned violently. Additional sores opened in hideous
profusion, |esions of all shapes and sizes that split and cracked and
popped across the pul sating surface. Then, just as the tiny wad of
tissue in the petri dish had done, this phantom degenerated into a

lifel ess pool of stinking, watery mnush.

"By God, you've done it!" Timpothy said, turning toward Sara.

Tentacles. Three of them Behind her

They rose out of a drain grating in the gutter, fifteen feet away. Each
was as big around as Timothy's wist. Already, the questing tips of
them had slithered across the pavenent, within a yard of Sara.

Ti not hy shouted a warning, but he was too |ate.

Flyte shouted, and Jenny whirled. It was anong them

Three tentacl es whi pped up fromthe pavenent with shocki ng speed, surged
forward with sinuous mal evol ence, and dropped onto Sara. In an instant,
one | ashed around the geneticist's |egs, one around her waist, and the
third around her slender neck

Christ, it's too fast, too fast for us! Jenny thought.

She pointed the nozzle of her sprayer even as she turned, cursing,
squeezing the | ever, spew ng Biosan-4 over Sara and the tentacles.

Bryce and Tal stepped in, using their sprayers, but they were all too
slow, too late.

Sara's eyes wi dened; her nouth opened in a silent scream

She was lifted into the air and No! Jenny prayed.



- flung back and forth as if she were a doll No!

-and then her head fell from her shoul ders and struck the street with a
hard, sickening crack

Gaggi ng, Jenny stunbl ed back

The tentacles rose twelve feet into the air. They withed and tw sted
and foaned, broke open in sores as the bacteria destroyed the binding
structure of the anorphous tissue. As Sara had hoped, Biosan affected
t he shape-changer al nbost the way sul phuric acid affected human tissue.

Tal darted past Jenny, heading straight toward the three tentacles, and
she screaned at himto stop.

What in God's nane was he doi ng?

Tal ran through the weavi ng shadows cast by the noving tentacles and
prayed that none of themwould fall on him

When he reached the drain fromwhich the things were extruded, he could
see that the three appendages were separating fromthe main body of
dar k, throbbing protoplasmin the drainpi pe below The shape-changer
was sheddi ng the infected tissue before the bacteria could reach into
the main body nass. Tal poked the nozzle of the sprayer through the
grate and rel eased Biosan-4 into the drain bel ow.

The tentacles tore |oose fromthe rest of the creature. They fl opped
and wiggled in the street. Down in the drain, oozing slime retreated
fromthe spray, sheddi ng another piece of itself, which began to foam
and spasm and di e.

Even the Devil could be wounded. Even Satan was vul nerabl e.
Exhil arated, Tal shot nore of the fluid into the drain.

The anor phous tissue withdrew, out of sight, creeping deeper into the
subt erranean passageways, no doubt sheddi ng nore pieces of itself.

Tal turned away fromthe drain and saw the severed tentacl es had | ost
their definition; they were now just |ong, tangled ropes of suppurating
tissue. They |ashed thensel ves and one anot her in apparent agony and
rapi dly degenerated into stinking, lifeless slop

He | ooked at another drain, at the silent buildings, at the sky,
wondering fromwhere the next attack would cone.

Suddenly the pavenent runbl ed and heaved under his feet.

In front of him Flyte was thrown to the ground; his glasses shattered.
Tal staggered sideways, nearly tranpling Flyte.

The street | eaped and shuddered again, harder than before, as if

eart hquake shockwaves had passed beneath it. But this was not a quake.
It was coming-not just a fragnent, not just another phantom but the

| argest part of it, perhaps the entire great bulk, surging toward the
surface with uni magi nabl e destructive power, rising like a god betrayed,



bringing its unholy wath and vengeance to the nen and wonen who had
dared to strike at it, turning itself into an enornmous nmass of mnuscle
fi ber and pushing, pushing, until the macadam bul ged and cracked.

Tal was thrown to the ground. His chin snapped hard agai nst the street;
he was dazed. He tried to get up, so that he could use the sprayer when
the creature appeared. He got as far as his hands and knees. The
street was still rocking too nuch. He lay down again to wait it out.

We're going to die, he thought.
Bryce was flat on his face, huggi ng the pavenent.

Li sa was beside him She night have been crying or screanming. He
couldn't hear her; there was too much noi se.

Along this entire block of Skyline Road, an atonal synphony of
destruction reached an ear-shattering crescendo: squealing, grinding,
cracking, splitting sounds; the world itself coming asunder. The air
was filled with dust that spurted up fromw dening fissures in the
pavemnent .

The roadbed tilted with trenendous force. Chunks of it spewed into the
air. Mst were the size of gravel, but some were as large as a fist. A
few were even larger than that, fifty and hundred- and two-hundred-pound
bl ocks of concrete, leaping five or ten feet into the air as the protean
creature below fornmed relentlessly toward the surface.

Bryce pulled Lisa against himand tried to shield her. He could fee
the violent trenors passing through her

The earth under themlifted. Fell with a crash. Lifted and fell again
Gravel -si ze debris rai ned down, clanked off the tank sprayer strapped to
Bryce's back, thunmped off his |egs, snapped agai nst his head, naking him
wi nce.

VWhere was Jenny?
He | ooked around m sudden desperati on.

The street had hoved up; a ridge had forned down the m ddle of Skyline.
Apparently, Jenny was on the other side of the hump, clinging to the
street over there.

She's alive, he thought. She's alive. Damit, she has to be!

A huge sl ab of concrete erupted fromthe to left and was flung ei ght or
ten feet into the air. He was sure it was going to crash down on them
and he hugged Lisa as tight as he could, although nothing he could do
woul d save themif the slab struck. But it hit Tinothy Flyte instead.

It slanmmed across the scientist's |egs, breaking them pinning Flyte,
who how ed in pain, howed so |loudly that Bryce could hear himabove the
roar of the disintegrating pavenent.

Still, the shaking continued. The street heaved up tardier

Ragged teeth of macadami'M concrete bit at the norning air



In seconds, it would break through and be upon them before they had a
chance to stand and fight back

A basebal | -size mssile of concrete, spat into the air by the
shape-changer's vol canic snmell fromthe stormdrain, now sl amed back
to the pavenent, inpacting two or three inches fromJenny's head. A
splinter of concrete pierced her cheek, drew a trickle of bl ood.

The the ridge-forning pressure from bel ow was suddenly wi dened. The
street ceased shaking. Ceased rising.

The sounds of destruction faded. Jenny could hear her own raspy, harried
br eat hi ng.

A few feet away, Tal Whitnman started getting to his feet.

On the far side of the hoved-up pavenent, soneone wailed in agony. Jenny
couldn't see who it was.

She tried to stand, but the street shuddered once nore, and she was
pitched flat on her face again

Tal went down again, too, cursing |oudly.

Abruptly, the street began caving in. It nade a tearing sound, and
pi eces broke | oose along the fracture lines. Slabs tunbled into the
enptiness below. Too much enptiness: it sounded as if things were
falling into a chasm not just a drain.

Then the entire hoved-up section colUMw th a thunderous roar, and Jenny
found herself at the brink.

She lay belly-down, head lifted, waiting for something to rise up from
t he depths, dreading to see what formthe shape changer woul d assune
this tinme.

But it didn't come. Nothing rose out of the hole.

The pit was ten feet across, at least fifty feet long. On the far side,
Bryce and Lisa were trying to get to their feet. Jenny alnpbst cried out
i n happi ness at the sight of them They were alive!

Then she saw Timothy. H s |egs were pinned under a massive hunk of
concrete. Worse than that-he was trapped on a precarious piece of
roadbed that thrust over the rimof the hole, with no support beneath
it. At any nmonent, it mght crack loose and fall into the pit, taking
himwth it.

Jenny edged forward a few inches and stared into the hole.

It was at least thirty feet deep, probably a | ot deeper in places; she
couldn't gauge it accurately because there were many shadows along its
fifty-foot length. Apparently, the ancient eneny hadn't merely surged
up fromthe stormdrains; it had risen from sone previously stable,

I i mest one caves far below the solid ground on which the street was
built.



But what degree of phenonenal strength, what unthinkably huge size nust
it possess in order to shift not only the street but the natural rock
formati ons bel ow? And where had it gone?

The pit appeared untenanted, but Jenny knew it must be down there
sonewhere, in the deeper regions, in the subterranean warrens, hiding
fromthe Biosan spray, waiting, |istening.

She | ooked up and saw Bryce naking his way toward Flyte

A crisp, cracking noise split the air. Flyte's concrete perch shifted.
It was going to break | oose and tunble into the chasm

Bryce saw the danger. He clanbered over a tilted slab of pavenent,
trying to reach Flyte in tine.

Jenny didn't think he'd make it.

Then the pavenment under her groaned, trenbled, and she realized that

she, too, was on treacherous territory. She started to get up. Beneath
her, the concrete snapped with a bormb bl ast of sound.

Chapter 40

Luci fer

The shadows on the cave walls were ever-changing; so was the

shadow maker. I n the noon-strange gl ow of the gas lantern, the creature
was |ike a colum of dense snmoke, withing, form ess, blood-dark

Al t hough Kale wanted to believe it was only snoke, he knew better.
Ectoplasm That's what it rmust be. The otherworldly stuff of which

denons, ghosts, and spirits were said to be conposed.

Kal e had never believed in ghosts. The concept of life after death was
a crutch for weaker nen, not for Fletcher Kale. But now...

Gene Tell sat on the floor, staring at the apparition. H's one gold
earring glittered.

Kal e stood with his back pressed to a cool |inestone wall

He felt as if he were fused to the rock

The repel |l ent, sul phurous odor still hung on the dank air

To Kale's left, a man cane through the opening fromthe first room of

t he underground retreat. No; not a man. It was one of the Jake Johnson
| ookal i kes The one that had called hima baby killer

Kal e nade a snall, desperate sound.

This was the demoni c version of Johnson whose skull was hal f-stripped of
flesh. One wet, lidless eye peered out of a bony socket, glaring

mal evol ently at Kale. Then the denon turned toward the o0o0zing
nonstrosity in the center of the chanber. It walked to the colum of



roiling slinme, spread its anus, enbraced the gel atinous flesh-and sinply
nelted into it.

Kal e stared unconprehendi ngly.

Anot her Jake Johnson entered. The one that |acked flesh along his
flank. Beyond the exposed rib cage, the bloody heart throbbed; the

| ungs expanded; yet, sonehow, the organs didn't spill through the gaps
between the fibs. Such a thing was inpossible. Except that this was an
apparition, a Hell-born presence that had swarned up fromthe Pit-just
snel | the sul phur, the scent of Satan!-and therefore anythi ng was
possi bl e.

Kal e bel i eved now.
The only alternative to belief was nadness.

One by one, the remining four Johnson | ookalikes entered, glanced at
Kal e, then were absorbed by the oozing, rippling sline.

The Col eman | antern nmade a :oft, continuous hissing.

The jellied flesh of the netherworld visitor began to sprout bl ack
terrible w ngs.

The hissing of the |antern echoed sibilantly off the stone walls.

The hal f-formed wi ngs degenerated into the colum of sline from which
they had sprung. Insecticide |inbs started to take shape.

Finally, Gene Teer spoke. He might have been in a trance except that
there was a lively sparkle in his eyes." W conme up here, ne and sonme of
ny guys, two or maybe three times a year. You know? What it is... this
here's a perfect place for a fuck an' waste party. Nobody to hear
nothin'. Nobody to see. You know?"

At |ast Jeeter |ooked away fromthe creature and net Kale's eyes.
Kal e said, "What the hell's a... a fuck and waste party?"

"Ch, every couple nonths, sonetinmes nore often, a chick shows up and
wants to join the Chronme, wants to be sonmebody's old | ady, you know,
doesn't care whose, or maybe she'll settle for bein' an all-purpose
bitch that all the guys can hack at when they want a little variety in
their pussy. You know?" Jeeter sat with his |legs crossed in a yoga
position. H's hands lay unnoving in his lap. He |ooked |like an evi
Buddha.

"Someti nes, one of us happens to be I ookin' for a new main squeeze, or
maybe the chick is really foxy, so we make roomfor her. But it don't
happen |i ke that very often. Most of the tine we tell themto beat it."

In the center of the cave, the insecticide |legs nelted back into the
oozi ng colum of nuck. Dozens of hands began to form the fingers
opening like petals of strange bl ossons.

Jeeter said, "But then once in a while, a chick shows up, and she's



dammed good-|ookin', but we don't happen to need or want her with us,
and what we want instead is to have fun with her. O naybe we see a kid
who's run away from home, you know, sweet sixteen, sone hitchhi ker, and
we pick her up, no matter whether she wants to come along or not. W
gi ve her some nose candy or hash, get her feelin' good, then we bring
her up here where it's real renmote, and what we do is we fuck her brains
out for a couple days, turn her inside out, and then when none of us can
get it up any nore, we waste her in really interestin' ways."

The denonic presence in the center of the room changed yet again. The
nmul titude of hands nelted away. A score of nobuths opened al ong the dark
length of it, every one filled with razor-edged fangs.

Gene Teer glanced at this |latest nmanifestation but didn't seem
frightened. |In fact, Jeeter smled at it.

" Waste then?" Kale said." You kill thenf"

"Yeah," Jeeter said." In interestin' ways. W bury 'em around here,

too. Who's ever gonna find the bodies in the mddle of nowhere I|ike
this? 1It's always a kick. Thrills. Until Sunday. Sunday afternoon
late, we was out there in the grass by the cabin, drinkin' and gangin' a
chick, and all of a sudden Jake Johnson comes out of the woods,
bare-assed, like he figured on fuckin' the bitch, too. At first |

t hought we'd have sonme fun with him | figured, well, we'll waste him
when we waste the girl, get rid of the witness, you know, but before we
can grab him another Jake cones out of the woods, then a third"

Just like what happened to ne," Kal e said.

"-and another one and another. W shot 'em hit 'emsquare in the
chest, in the face, but they didn't go down, didn't even pause, just

kept comin'. So Little WIlie, one of ny main nmen, rushes the nearest
one and uses a knife, but it doesn't do no good. |Instead, that Johnson
grabs Wllie, and he can't break | oose, and then all of a sudden I|ike..
well... Johnson isn't Johnson any nore. He's just this thing, this

bl oody-thing thing without no shape at all. The thing eats Wllie...
eats into himlike... well, hell, it just sort of dissolves Wllie,
man.

And the thing gets bigger, and then it turns into the craziest dam big
wol f"

"Jesus, " Kal e said.

"I-biggest wolf you ever saw, and then the other Jakes turn into other
things, like big lizards with the nastiest jaws, but one of themwasn't
alizard or a wolf but sonethin' | just can't describe, and they al

cone after us. W can't get to our bikes, man, 'cause these things are
bet ween us and them and so they kill a couple nore of my guys, and then
they start to herd us up the hill."

'-toward the caves," Kale said." "That's what they did to nme."

"W never even knew about these caves," Teer said." So we get in here,
way in here in the dark, and the things start killin' nmore of us, man
killin'" us in the dark' The fang-filled nouths vani shed.



"I-and there's all this screamn', you know, and | couldn't see where
was, so | crawed into a corner to hide, hoped they wouldn't snell me
out, though |I figured for sure they would."

The bl ood-streaked tissue pul sed, rippl ed.

"-and after a while the screamn' stops. Everyone's dead.

It's real quiet... and then | hear sonethin' novin' around.”

Kale was listening to Teer but staring at the columm of sline.

A different kind of mouth appeared, a sucker, like you nmight see on an
exotic fish. It sucked greedily at the air, as if seeking flesh.

Kal e shuddered. Teer sm |l ed.

O her sucker-muths began to formall over the creature.

Still smling, Jeeter said, "So I'mthere in the dark, and | hear
noverment, but nothin cones at me. Instead, a |light cones on. Faint at
first, then brighter. 1It's one of the Jakes, lighten' a Coleman. He
tells ne to cone with him | don't want to go.

He grabs my arm and his hand's cold, man. Strong. He won't |et go,
nmakes nme cone here, where that thing's pushing up out of the floor, and
| never seen anythin' |ike that before; never, nowhere. | alnpst shit.
He makes me sit down, lets the lantern with ne, then just walks into the
oozin' crud over there,

nelts intoit, and I'mleft alone with the thing, which starts right
away goi ng' through all kinds of changes."

It was still going through changes, Kale saw. The suckerlike nouths
vani shed. Viciously pointed horns forned al ong the churning flanks of
the creature; dozens of horns, barbed and unbarbed, in a variety of
textures and colors, rising fromthe gel ati nous nass.

"So for about a day and a half now," Teer said, "l've been sittin' here,
watchin' it, except when | doze off or go into the other roomfor
sonethin' to eat. Now and then it talks to nme, you know. It seenms to
know al nost everythin' there is to know about me, things that only ny

cl osest brother bikers ever knew

It knows all about the bodies buried up here, and it knows about the Mex
bastards we wasted when we took the drug business away fromthem and it
knows about the cop we chopped to pieces two years ago, and |iKke,, see,
not even the other cops suspect we had anythin' to do with that one.
This thing here, this beautiful strange thing, it knows all ny little
secrets, man. And what it doesn't know about, it asks to hear, and it
listens real good. It approves of me, man. | never thought |'d

really neet up with it. | always hoped, but | never thought | would. I
been worshipin' it for years, man, and the whol e gang used to hold these
bl ack masses once a week, but | never thought it would ever really
appear to me. W've given it sacrifices, even human sacrifices, and
chanted all the right chants, but we never were able to conjure up



anythin'. So this here's a mracle." Jeeter laughed." | been doin' its
work all my life, man. Prayin' to it all ny Iife, preyin' to the Beast.

Now here it is. It's a fuckin' mracle."

Kale didn't want to understand." You've |ost ne.

Teer stared at him" No, | haven't. You know what |'mtal kin' about,
man. You know. "

Kal e sai d not hi ng.

"You' ve been thinkin' this nust be a denon, sonethin' It-fromHell. And
it is fromHell, man. But it's no denon. Ilt's Hm Hm Lucifer."

Among the dozens of sharply pointed horns, small red eyes opened in the
tenebrous flesh. A multitude of piercing little eyes glowed crinson
with hatred and evil know edge.

Tell notioned for Kale to cone closer."
because He knows I'mH's true disciple.”

He's allowin' ne to go on livin"

Kale didn't nove. Hi s heart booned. It wasn't fear that
| oosed the adrenalin in him Not fear alone. There was another enption

t hat shook him overwhel ned him an enotion he couldn't quite identify

"He let me live," Jeeter repeated, "because He knows | always do H s
work. Sonme of the others... nmmybe they weren't as purely devoted to
H's work as | am so He destroyed t hem

But me... I'mdifferent. He's lettin me live to do H s work.

Maybe He'll let me |live forever, man."

Kal e blinked.

"And he's lettin' you live for the same reason, you know," Jeeter said
" Sure. Miust be. Sure. Because you do His work."

Kal e shook his head." |'ve never been a... a Devil worshiper. | never
bel i eved. "
"Don't natter. You still do Hi s work, and you enjoy it."

The red eyes wat ched Kal e.

"You killed your wife," Jeeter said.
Kal e nodded dumnbly.

"Man, you even killed your own little baby boy. If that isn't H s work,
then what is?"

None of the shining eyes blinked, and Kale began to identify the enotion
surging within him Elation, awe... religious rapture.



"Who knows what el se you' ve done over the years," Jeeter said." Mist've
done lots of stuff that was His work. Maybe al nost everthin' you ever
done was His work. You're like me, man. You were born to foll ow
Lucifer. You and ne... it's in our genes. |n our genes, man."

At | ast Kale noved away fromthe wall

"That's it," Jeeter said." Come here. Cone close to Hm"

Kal e was overwhel med with enotion. He had al ways known he was different
fromother nen. Better. Special. He had always known, but he had
never expected this. Yet here it was, undeniable proof that he was
chosen. A fierce, heart-swelling joy suffused him

He knelt beside Jeeter, near the mracul ous presence.

He had arrived at |ast.

H s noment had cone.

Here, Kale thought, is ny destiny.

Chapter 41

The Ot her Side of Hel

Beneat h Jenny, the concrete roadbed snapped with a sound |ike a cannon
shot .

Wham

She scranbl ed back but wasn't fast enough. The pavenent shifted and
began to drop out from under her

She was going into the pit, Christ, no, if she wasn't killed by the fal
then it would conme out of hiding and get her, drag her down, out of
sight; it would devour her before anyone could attenpt to save her Ta
VWi t man grabbed her ankles and held on. She was dangling in the pit,
head down. The concrete tunbled into the hole and | anded with a crash.
The pavenent under Tal's feet shook, started to give way, and he al nost
lost his grip on Jenny.

Then he moved back, hauling her with him away fromthe crunbling brink.
When she was on solid ground once nore, he hel ped her stand.

Even t hough she knew it wasn't biologically possible for her heart to
rise into her throat, she swallowed it anyway.

"My God," she said breathlessly, "thank you! Tal, if you hadn't"

"All in a day's work," he said, although he had nearly followed her into
the spider's trap.

Just a cakewal k, Jenny thought, renmenbering the story about Tal that she
had heard from Bryce



She saw that Tinothy Flyte, on the far side of the pit, wasn't going to
be as fortunate as she had been. Bryce wasn't going to reach himin
tinme.

The pavenent beneath Flyte gave way. An eight-foot-1long, four-foot-wde

sl ab descended into the pit, carrying the archaeologist with it. It
didn't crash to the bottomas the concrete had done on Jenny's side.
Over there, the pit had a sloped wall, and the slab scooted down, slid

thirty feet to the base, and came to rest against other rubble.

Flyte was still alive. He was screaming in pain

"We've got to get himout of there fast," Jenny said.

"No use even trying," Tal said.
" But-"

It cane for Flyte. It exploded out of one of the tunnels that pecked
the floor of the pit and apparently led down into deep caverns. A
nmassi ve pseudopod of anorphous protoplasmrose ten feet into the air
qui vered, dropped to the ground, broke ire of the nother-body hiding
bel ow, and formed itself into an obscenely fat black spider the size of
a pony. It was only ten or twelve feet fromTinothy Flyte, and it

cl anmbered through the shattered bl ocks of pavenent, heading toward him
with nurderous intent.

Sprawl ed hel pl essly on the concrete sled that had brought himinto the
pit, Tinmothy saw the spider coming. H's pain was washed away by a wave
of terror.

The bl ack spindly |Iegs found easy purchase in the angled ruins, and the
thing progressed far nmore swiftly than a man woul d have done. There
were thousands of bristling, wire like black hairs on those brittle

| egs. The bul bous belly was snpoth, gl ossy, pale.

Ten feet away. Eight feet.

It was maki ng a bl ood-freezing sound, hal f-squeal, half hiss.

Six feet. Four.

It stood in front of Timothy. He found hinself |ooking up into a pair of
huge nmandi bl es, sharp-edged chitinous jaws.

The door between nmadness and sanity began to open in his mnd
Suddenly, a mlky rain fell across Tinothy. For an instant he thought
the spider was squirting venomat him Then he realized it was

Bi osan-4. They were standi ng above, on the rimof the pit, pointing
their sprayers down.

The fluid spattered over the spider, too. Wite spots began to speckle
its black body.

Bryce's sprayer had been damaged by a chunk of debris.



He couldn't get a drop of fluid fromit.

Cursing, he unbuckl ed the harness and shrugged out of it, dropping the
tank on the street. While Tal and Jenny shot Bi osan down fromthe ot her
side of the pit, Bryce hurried to the gutter and collected the two spare
canni sters of bacteria rich solution. They had rolled across the
paverent, away fromthe erupting concrete, and had cone to rest against
t he curb.

Each canni ster had a handl e, and Bryce clutched both of them

-They were heavy. He rushed back to the brink of the pit, hesitated,

t hen plunged over the side, down the slope, all the way to the bottom
Sonehow, he nanaged to stay on his feet, and he kept a firmgrip on both
canni sters.

He didn't go to Flyte. Jenny and Tal were doing all that could be done
to destroy the spider. Instead, Bryce wound through and cl anmbered over
t he rubbl e, heading toward the hole out of which the shape-changer had

di spatched this | atest phantom

Tinmothy Flyte watched in horror as the spider, |oom ng over him

nmet anmor phosed into an enornobus hound. It wasn't nerely a dog; it was a
Hel | hound with a face that was partly canine and partly human. |Its coat
(where it wasn't spattered with Biosan) was far blacker than the spider
and its big paws had barbed claws, and its teeth were as | arge as

Ti mot hy' s fingers.

Its breath stank of sul phur and of sonething worse.

Lesi ons began to appear on the hound as the bacteria ate into the
anor phous fl esh, and hope sparked i n Tinothy.

Looki ng down at him the hound spoke in a voice like gravel rolling on a
tin chute: "I thought you were nmy Matthew, but you were ny Judas."

The mammot h j aws opened.
Ti mot hy screamed.

Even as the thing succunbed to the degenerative effects of the bacteria,
it snapped its teeth together and savagely bit his face.

As he stood at the edge of the pit, |ooking down, Tal Whitman's
attention was torn between the gruesone spectacle of Flyte's murder and
Bryce's suicidal mssion with the cannisters.

Flyte. Although the phantom dog was di ssolving as the bacteria had its
acidlike effect, it was not dying fast enough.

It bit Flyte in the face, then in the neck
Bryce. Twenty feet fromthe Hell hound, Bryce had reached the hol e out
of which the protoplasm had enapted a couple of mnutes ago. He started

unscrewing the lid of one of the cannisters.

Flyte. The hound tore viciously at Flyte's head. The hindquarters of



the beast had |ost their shape and were turning as they deconposed, but
t he phantom struggled hard to retain its shape, so that it could slash
and chew at Flyte as |ong as possible.

Bryce. He got the lid off the first cannister. Tal heard it ring off a
pi ece of concrete as Bryce tossed it aside. Tal was sure sonething was
going to leap out of the hole, up fromthe caverns bel ow, and seize
Bryce in a deadly enbrace.

Flyte. He had stopped scream ng

Bryce. He tipped the canister and poured the bacterial solution into
t he subterranean warren under the floor of the pit.

Flyte was dead.

The only thing that renained of the hound was its |arge head. Although
it was disenbodied, although it was blistering and suppurating, it
continued to snap at the dead archaeol ogi st.

Bel ow, Tinmothy Flyte lay in bl oody ruins.
He had seemed |ike a nice old nan.

Shuddering with revul sion, Lisa, who was al one on her side of the pit,
backed away fromthe edge. She reached the gutter, sidled along it,
finally stopped, stood there, shaking -until she realized she was
standing on a drain grate. She remenbered the tentacles that had
slithered out of the drain, snaring and killing Sara Yamaguchi. She
qui ckl'y hopped up onto the sidewal k

She gl anced at the buildings behind her. She was near one of the
covered serviceways between two stores. She stared at the cl osed gate
wi t h apprehensi on.

Was sonething lurking in this passageway? Watching her?

Lisa started to step into the street again, saw the drain grate, and
stayed on the sidewal k.

She took a tentative step to the left, hesitated, noved to the right,
hesitated again. Doorways and serviceway gates lay in both directions.
There was no sense in noving. No other place was any safer

Just as he began to pour the Biosan-4 out of the blue canister, into
the hole in the floor of the pit, Bryce thought he saw novenent in the
gl oom bel ow. He expected a phantomto |aunch itself up and drag him
down into its subterranean lair. But he enptied the entire contents of
the cylinder into the hole, and nothing came after him

Luggi ng the second cani ster, pouring sweat, he nade his way through the
angl ed sl abs and spires of concrete and broken pipe. He stepped
gingerly around a torn and sputtering electric power line, |eaped across
a small puddl e that had tunnel beside a |eaking water nmain. He passed
Flyte's mangl ed body and the stinking remains of the deconposed phant om
that had killed him



When Bryce reached the next hole in the pit floor, he crouched,
unscrewed the lid fromthe second canister, and dunped the contents
into the chamber below. Enpty. He discarded it, turned away fromthe
hol e, and ran. He was anxious to get out of the pit before a phantom
cane after himthe way one had gone after Flyte.

He was a third of the way up the sloped wall of the pit, finding the
clinmb considerably nmore difficult than he had antici pated, when he heard
somet hing terrible behind him

Jenny was wat ching Bryce claw his way up toward the street.

She held her breath, afraid that he wasn't going to make it.

Suddenly her eyes were drawn to the first hole into which he had dunped
Bi osan. The shape-changer surged up from underground, gushed out onto

the floor of the pit. It looked like a tide of thick, congeal ed sewage;
except for where it was stained by the bacterial solution, it was now
darker than it had been before. It rippled, withed, and churned nore

agitatedly than ever, which was perhaps a sign of degeneration. The
m | ky stain of infection was spreading visibly through the creature:
Blisters formed, swelled, popped; ugly sores broke open and wept a
watery yellow fluid. Wthin only a few seconds, at |east

a ton of the anorphous flesh had spewed out of the hole. Al of it was
apparently afflicted with disease, and still it canme, ever faster, a

| ava-li ke outpouring, a wild spouting of living, gelatinous tissue. Even
nore of the beast began to issue from another hole. The great o00zing
mass | apped across the rubble, fornmed pseudopods-shapel ess, flailing
arns-that rose into the air but quickly fell back in foam ng, spasm ng
sei zures.

And then, fromstill other holes, there cane a ghastly sound: the voices
of a thousand men, wonen, children, and animals, all crying out in pain,
horror, and bl eak despair. It was an agoni zed wall of such heartbreak
that Jenny could not bear it especially when a few voi ces sounded
uncannily famliar, like old friends and good nei ghbors. She put her
hands to her ears, but to no avail; the roar of the suffering multitude
still penetrated. It was, of course, the death-cry of only one

creature, the shape-changer, but since it had no voice of its own, it
was forced to enploy the voices of its victins, expressing its inhuman
enotions and unhuman terror in intensely human terns.

It surged across the rubble. Toward Bryce.

Hal fway up the sl ope, Bryce heard the noi se behind himchange fromthe
wai | i ng of a thousand | onely voices to a roar of rage.

He dared to | ook back. He saw that three or four tons of anorphous
tissue had fountained into the pit, and nore was still gushing forth, as
if the bowels of the earth were enptying.

The anci ent enemy's flesh was shuddering, |eaping, bursting with |eprous
lesions. It tried to create wi nged phantonms, but it was too weak or
unstable to conpetently mnic anything; the half-realized birds and
enornous insects either deconposed into a sludge that resenbl ed pus or
col | apsed back into the pool of tissue beneath them The ancient eneny



was com ng toward Bryce nonethel ess, coming in a quivering-churning
frenzy; it had flowed al nbst to the base of the slope, and now it was
sendi ng degenerating yet still powerful tentacles toward his heels.

He turned away fromit and redoubled his efforts to reach the rimof the
pit.

The two big wi ndows of the Towne Bar and Gille, in front of which Lisa
was standi ng, exploded out onto the sidewal k.

A shard nicked her forehead, but she was ot herw se unhurt,

for nobst of the fragments |anded on the sidewal k between her and the
bui | di ng.

An obscene, shadowy mass bul ged t hrough the broken w ndows.
Li sa stunmbl ed backwards and nearly fell off the curb

The foul, oozing flesh appeared to fill the entire building out of which
it extruded itself.

Sonet hi ng snaked around Lisa's ankle.

Tendrils of anmorphous flesh had slithered out of the drain grate in the
gutter behind her. They had taken hold of her

Scream ng, she tried to pull free of themand found that it was
surprisingly easy to do so. The thin, wormike tentacles fell away.
Lesi ons broke out along the length of them they split open, and in
seconds they were reduced to inanimte sline.

The di sgusting mass that burgeoned out of the barroomwas al so
succunmbi ng to the bacteria. Gobs of foaming tissue fell away and
splattered the sidewal k. Still, it continued to gush forth, turning
tentacles, and the tentacles weaved through the air, seeking Lisa, but
with the tentative groping of sonething sick and blind.

Tal saw the Towne Bar and Gille's wi ndows expl ode on the other side of
the street, but before he could take one step to help Lisa, w ndows
shattered behind him too, in the |obby and dining roomof the Hlltop
Inn, and he turned in surprise, and the front doors of the inn flew
open, and from both the doors and the wi ndows cane tons of protoplasm
t hat pul sated (On, Jesus, how big was the goddamed thing? As big as
the whole town? As big as the nmountain out of which it had cone?

Infinite?) and roiled, sprouting a score of lashing tentacles as it
surged forth, marked by di sease but noticeably nore active than the
extension of itself that it had sent after Bryce in the pit, and before
Tal could raise the nozzle of his sprayer and depress the
pressure-rel ease lever, the cold tentacles found him gripped himwth
di smayi ng strength, and then he was being dragged across the pavenent,
toward the inn, toward the oozing wall of sline that was still rapturing
t hrough the shattered wi ndows, and the tentacles began to burn through
his clothing, he felt his skin burning, blistering, he how ed, the

di gestive acids were eating into his flesh, he felt brands of fire
across and arns, he felt one fiery line along his left thigh, he



renmenmbered how a tentacl e had beheaded Frank Autry by eating
swiftly through the man's neck, he thought of his Aunt Becky,
Jenny dodged a tentacle that took a swi pe at her

She sprayed Tal and all the snaky appendages-none of themthat had hold
of him

Decomnposi ng tissue sloughed off the tentacles, but they didn't
degenerate entirely.

Even where she hadn't sprayed, the creature's flesh broke out in new

sores. The entire beast was contaminated; it was being eaten up from
within. It couldn't last nuch |longer. Maybe just |ong enough to kil

Tal Wit man

He was scream ng, thrashing.

Frantic, Jenny let go of the sprayer's hose and noved in closer toTa
She grabbed one of the tentacles that gripped him and she tried to pry
it |oose.

Anot her tentacle clutched at her.

She twi sted out of its funbling grip and realized that, if she could
evade it so easily, it nmust be swiftly losing its battle with the
bacteri a.

In her hands, pieces of the tentacle cane away, chunks of dead tissue
that stank horribly.

Gaggi ng, she clawed harder than ever, and the tentacle finally dropped
away from Tal, and then so did the other two, and he collapsed in a heap
on the pavenent, gaspi ng and bl eedi ng.

The blind, groping tentacles never touched Lisa. They receded into the
vom tous rhass that had poured out of the front of the Towne Bar and
Gille. Now, that heaving nonstrosity spasned and flung off foam ng

i nf ect ed-gobbers of itself.

"It's dying," Lisa said aloud, although no one was cl ose enough to hear
her." The Devil is dying."

Bryce craw ed on his belly for the last few, alnbst vertical feet of the
pit wall. He reached the rimat |ast and pulled hinmself out.

He | ooked down the way he had come. The shape-changer hadn't gotten
close to him An incredibly large, gelatinous |ake of anorphous tissue
lay at the bottomof the pit, pooling over and around the debris, but it
was virtually inactive. A few human and animal forns still tried to
rise up, but the ancient

enenmy was losing its talent for mimericry. The phantons were inperfect and
sl uggi sh. The shape-changer was sl ow y di sappearing under a | ayer of
its own dead and deconposing tissue.



Jenny knelt beside Tal

His arms and chest were marked by livid wounds. A raw, weeping wound
extended the length of his left thigh, as well.

"Pai n?" she asked.

"When it had me, yeah, a lot. Not so nuch now," he said, although his
expression left no doubt that he was still suffering.

The enormous bul k of sline that had erupted fromthe Hlltop Inn now
began to withdraw, retreating into the plunbing fromwhich it had risen
| eavi ng behind the steam ng residue of its deconposing flesh.

A Mephi stophelian retreat. Back to the netherworld. Back to the other
side of Hell

Satisfied that they weren't in any inmedi ate danger, Jenny | ooked nore
closely at Tal's wounds.

" Bad?" he asked.

"Not as bad as | would' ve thought." She forced himto Iie back." The
skin's eaten away, in places. And sone of the fatty tissue underneath.”

:"Veins? Arteries?”

"No. It was weak when it took hold of you, too weak to burn that deep
A lot of ruined capillaries in the surface tissue.

That's the cause of the bleeding. But there's not even as nuch bl ood as
you'd expect. |'Il get ny bag as soon as it seens safe to go inside

and I'Il treat you for infection. | think mybe you ought to be in the
hospital for a couple of days, for observation, just to be sure there's
no del ayed allergic reaction to the acid or any toxins. But | really
think you'll be just fine."

"You know what ?" he sai d.

"t hat ?"

"You're talking like it's all over."

Jenny bl i nked.

She | ooked up at the inn. She could see through the snashed wi ndows,
into the dining room There was no sign of the ancient eneny.

She turned and | ooked across the street. Lisa and Bryce were nmaking
their way around to this side of the pit.

"I think it is," she said toTal" | think it's all over."
Chapter 42

Apost | es



Fl etcher Kal e was no | onger afraid. He sat beside Jeeter and watched
the Satanic flesh netanorphose into ever nore bizarre forns.

Gradual Iy, he became aware that the calf of his right leg itched. He
scrat ched continuously, absentnindedly, while he watched the truly
m racul ous transformation of the denopnic visitor.

Restricted to the caves since Sunday, Jeeter knew nothing about what had
happened in Snowfield. Kale recounted what little he knew, and Jeeter

was thrilled." You know, what it is, it's a sign. Wuat He did in Snowfield

is like a signtellin" the world His tine is conin'. Hs reign is gonna
begin soon. He'll rule the earth for a thousand years. That's what the
Bible itself says, man a thousand years of Hell on earth. Everyone'l

suf fer-except you and ne and others like us. "Cause we're the chosen
ones, man. W're H's apostles. W'IIl rule the world with Lucifer, and
it'll belong to us, and we'll be able to do any fuckin' outrageous thing
to anybody we happen to want to do it to. Anybody. And no one'll touch

us, no one, ever.

You understand?" Teer denmanded, gripping Kale's arm voice rising with
excitement, trenbling with evangelical passion, a passion that was
easily communi cated to Kale and stiffed in hima dizzying, unholy
rapture

Wth Jeeter's hand on his arm Kale inagined he could feel the hot gaze
of the red and yell ow eye tattoo. It was a magi cal eye that peered into
his soul and recogni zed a certain dark kinship

Kal e cleared his throat, scratched his ankle, scratched his calf. He
said, "Yeah. Yeah, | understand. | really do."

The colum of slinme in the center of the roombegan to forma whiplike
tail. Wngs energed, spread, flapped once.

Arms grew, large and sinewy. The hands were enornmous, with powerfu
fingers that tapered into talons. At the top of the colum, a face took
shape in the oozing mass: chin and jaws |i ke chiseled granite; a gash of
a mouth with thin Iips, crooked yellow teeth, viperous fangs; a nose
like the snout of a pig; mad, crimson eyes, not renotely human, like the
presuned eyes of a fly. Horns sprouted on the forehead, a concession to
Christian myth-conceptions. The hair appeared to be worns; they
glistened, fat and green-bl ack, weathing continuously in tangled knots.

The eel mouth opened. The Devil said, "Do you believe?"

"Yes," Tell said in adoration." You are ny lord."

"Yes," Kale said shakily." | believe." He scratched at his right calf
| do believe."

"Are you mne?" the apparition asked.

"Yes, always," Teer said, and Kal e agreed.
"WIl you ever forsake ne?" it asked.



"Never .
"Do you wi sh to pl ease ne?"

"Yes"' Tell said, and Kale said, "Watever you want."
“I will be leaving soon," the manifestation said." It is not yet nmy tine
to rule. That day is comng. Soon. But there are conditions that mnust
be met, prophesies to be fulfilled. Then | will cone again, not nerely

to deliver a sign to all mankind, but to stay for a thousand years.

Until then, | will |leave you with the protection of ny power, which is
vast; no one will be able to harmor thwart you. | grant you life
everlasting. | promise that, for you, Hell will be a place of great

pl easure and i mense rewards. In return, you nmust conplete five tasks."

He told them what He woul d have them do to prove thensel ves and pl ease
Hm As He spoke, He broke out in pustules, hives, and |esions that
wept a thin yellow fluid.

Kal e wondered what significance these sores m ght have,

then realized Lucifer was the father of all disease. Perhaps this was a
not - so-subtl e rem nder of the terrible plagues He could visit upon them
if they were unwilling to undertake the five tasks.

The flesh foanmed, dissolved. Gobs of it dropped to the floor; a few
were flung against the walls as the figure heaved and withed. The
Devil's tail dropped fromthe main body and wiggled on the floor; in
seconds, it was reduced to inani mate nuck that stank of death.

When he finished telling them what He wanted of them He said, "Do we
have a bargai n?"

Yes," Tell said, and Kale said, "Yes, a bargain."

The face of Lucifer, covered with running sores, nelted away. The horns
and wi ngs nelted, too. Churning, seeping a puslike paste, the thing
sank down into the floor, disappeared into the river bel ow.

Strangely, the odorous dead tissue did not vanish. Ectoplasm was
supposed to di sappear when the supernatural presence had departed, but
this stuff remai ned: foul, nauseating, glistening in the gaslight.

Gradual ly, Kale's rapture faded. He began to feel the cold radiating
fromthe |inestone, through the seat of his pants.

Gene Teer coughed." Well... well now .. wasn't that sonethin'?"

Kal e scratched his itchy calf. Beneath the itchiness, there was now a
dull little spot of pain, throbbing.

It had reached the end of its feeding period. |In fact, it had overfed.
It had intended to nove toward The sea | ater today, through a series of
caverns, subterranean channels, and underground watercourses. |t had

wanted to travel out beyond the edge of the continent, into the ocean
trenches. Countless tines before, it had passed its lethargic



peri ods-sonetinmes |asting nany years-in the cool, dark depths of the
sea. Down there where the pressure was so enormous that few forns of
life could survive, down there where absolute |ightlessness and sil ence
provided little stimulation, the ancient eneny was able to slow down its
net abol i ¢ processes; doubt? there, it could enter a nuch-desired
dream i ke state, in which it could rumnate in perfect solitude.

But it would never reach the sea. Never again. It was dying.

The concept of its own death was so new that it had not yet adjusted to
the grimreality. In the geol ogical substructure of Snowtop Muntain

t he shape-changer continued to slough off diseased portions of itself.
It crept deeper, deeper, across the underworld river that flowed in
Stygi an dar kness, deeper still, farther down into the infernal regions
of the earth, into the chanbers of O cus, Hades, Gsiris, Erebus, M nos,
Loki, Satan. Each tine that it believed itselffree of the devouring

nm croorganism a peculiar tingling sensation arose at sone point in the
anor phous tissue, a wongness, and then there cane a pain quite unlike
human pain, and it was forced to rid itself of even nore infected flesh.
It went deeper, down into jahanna, into Gehenna, into Sheol, Abbadon
into the Pit. Over the centuries it had eagerly assuned the role

of satan and other evil figures, which nmen had attributed to it, had
amused itself by catering to their superstitions. Now, it was condemed

to a fate consistent with the nythology it had hel ped create. it was
bitterly aware of the irony. It had been cast down. It had been
dammed. It would dwell in darkness and despair for the rest of its

i fe-which could be nmeasured in hours.

At least it had left behind two apostles. Kale and Tell. They would do
its work even after it had ceased to exist. They would spread terror
and take revenge. They were perfectly suited to the job.

Now, reduced to only a brain and m nimal supporting tissue, the
shape- changer cowered in a chthonian niche of densely packed rock and
waited for the end. It spent its last mnutes seething with hatred,
raging at all nmankind.

Kale rolled up his trousers and | ooked at the calf of his right leg. In
the lantern light, he saw two small red spots; they were swollen, itchy,
and very tender.

I nsect bites," he said.

Gene Teer |ooked." Ticks. They burrow under the skin. The itchin"
won't stop until you get "emout. Burn 'emout with a cigarette.”

"Got any?"

Teer grinned." Couple joints of grass. They'll work just as well, man.
And the ticks'll die happy."

They snoked the joints, and Kale used the glowing tip of his to burn out
the ticks. It didn't hurt nmuch.

"I'n the woods," Teer said, "keep your pants tucked in your boots."

"They were tucked into ny boots."



., Yeah? Then how d themticks get underneath?"
"I don't know. "

After they had snoked nore grass, Kale frowned and said, "He prom sed us
no one could hurt or stop us. He said we'd be under H's protection.”

:"That's right, man. Invincible."

"So how come |'ve got to put up with tick bites?" Kal e asked.
:"Hey, man, it's no big thing."

"But if we're really protected-"

"Listen, maybe the tick bites are sort of like H's way of sealing the
bargain you made with Hm Wth a little bl ood.

Get it?"

"Then why don't you have tick bites?"

Jeeter shrugged.” Ain't inportant, nman. Besides, the fuckin' ticks bit
you before you struck your bargain-didn't they?" "Ch." Kale nodded,
fuzzy- headed from dope." Yeah. That's right."

They were silent for a while.

Then Kal e said, "Wen do you think we can | eave here?"

:"They're probably still lookin' for you pretty hard."

"But if they can't hurt me

"No sense makin' the job harder for ourselves," Teer said.
"l guess so."
"W'll lay low for like a few days. Wrst of the heat will be off by
t hen."

"Then we do the five |like he wants. And after that?"

"Head on out, man. Mbve on. Make tracks."

:"VWhere?"
"Somewhere. He'll show us the way." Teer was silent for a while. Then
he said, "Tell ne about it. About killin'" your wife and kid."

:"What do you want to know?"
"Everythin' there is to know, man. Tell ne what it felt |ike.

VWhat was it like to off your old lady. Mostly, tell me about the kid.
What'd it feel like, wastin' a kid? Huh? | never did one that young,



man. You kill himfast or drag it out? Did it feel different than
killin'" her? What exactly did you do to the kid?"

"Only what | had to do. They were in ny way."

"Draggin' you down, huh?"

"Both of them?"

"Sure. | see how it was. But what did you do?"

"Shot her."

"Shoot the kid, too?"

"No. | chopped him Wth a neat cleaver."

"No shit?"

They snoked nore joints, and the | antern hissed, and the whisper-chuckle
of the underground river came up through the hole in the floor, and Kal e
tal ked about killing Joanna, Danny, and the county deputies.

Every once in a while, punctuating his words with a little marijuana
giggle, Jeeter said, "Hey, man, are we gonna have sone fun? Are we
gonna have sone fun together, you and ne?

Tell me more. Tell me. Man, are we gonna have sone fun?"

Chapter 43

Victory?

Bryce stood on the sidewal k, studying the town. Listening.

Waiting. There was no sign of the shape-changer, but he was rel uctant
to believe it was dead. He was afraid it would spring at himthe nonent
he rel axed his guard.

Tal Wiitman was stretched out on the pavenent. Jenny and Lisa cl eaned
the acid burns, dusted themw th antibiotic powder, and applied

t enpor ary bandages.

And Snowfield remained as silent as if it were at the bottom of the sea.
Fi ni shed ministering toTal Jenny said, "W should get himto the
hospital right away. The wounds aren't deep, but there mght be a

del ayed allergic reaction to one of the shape changer's toxins. He

m ght suddenly start having respiratory difficulties or blood pressure
probl ens. The hospital is equipped for the worst possibilities; |I'm

not . "

Sweeping the length of the street with his eyes, Bryce said, "Wuat if we
get in the car, trap ourselves in a noving car, and then it cones back?"

" We'll take a couple of sprayers with us."



"There nmight not be tine to use them It could come up out of a
manhol e, overturn the car, and kill us that way, w thout ever touching
us, without giving us a chance to use the sprayers.”

They listened to the town. Nothing. Just the breeze.
Lisa finally said, "It's dead."
:"We can't be sure," Bryce said.

"Don't you feel it?" Lisa insisted." Feel the difference. 1t's gone!
It's dead. You can feel the change in the air."

Bryce realized the girl was right. The shape-changer had not been
nerely a physical presence, but a spiritual one as well; he had been
able to sense the evil of it, an alnpbst tangi bl e mal evol ence.
Apparently, the ancient eneny had emtted subtle enanations-Vibrations?
Psychi ¢ waves?-that couldn't be seen or heard but which were registered
on an instinctual |evel.

They left a stain on the soul. And now those vibrations were gone.
There was no nenace in the air.

Bryce took a deep breath. The air was clean, fresh, sweet.

Tal said, "If you don't want to get in a car just yet, don't worry about
it. W can wait awhile. 1'mokay. 1'll be fine."

"I"ve changed ny mnd," Bryce said.”" W can go. Nothing's going to stop
us. Lisa'sright. It's dead."

In the patrol car, as Bryce started the engine, Jenny said, "You
renmenmber what Fyte said about the creature's intelligence? Wen he was
speaking to it, through the conputer, he told it that it had probably
acquired its intelligence and sel fawareness only after it had begun
consum ng intelligent creatures."

"I renmenber,"” Tal said fromthe back seat, where, he sat with Lisa." It
didn't |ike hearing that."

:"And so?" Bryce asked." Wat's your point, Doc?"

"Well, if it acquired its intelligence by absorbing our know edge and
cognitive nmechanisnms... then did it also acquire its cruelty and

vi ci ousness fromus, from manki nd?" She saw that the question made Bryce
uneasy, but she plunged on." Wen you cone right down to it, nmaybe the
only real devils are human beings; not all of us; not the species as a
whol e; just the ones whore tw sted, the ones who somehow never acquire
enpat hy or compassion. |f the shape-changer was the Satan of nythol ogy,

perhaps the evil in human beings isn't a reflection of the Devil;
perhaps the Devil is only a reflection of the savagery and brutality of
our own kind. Maybe what we've done is... «create the Devil in our own
i mge. "

Bryce was silent. Then: "You may be right. | suspect you

are. There's no use wasting energy being afraid -of devils, denpns, and



things that go bunp in the night... because, ultimately, we'll never
encounter anything nore terrifying than the nonsters anong us. Hell is
where we make it."

They drove down Skyli ne Road.

Snowfi el d | ooked serene and beauti f ul

Nothing tried to stop them

Chapter 44

Good and Evi l

On Sunday eveni ng, one week after Jenny and Lisa found Snowfield inits
graveyard silence, five days after the death of the shape-changer, they
were at the hospital in Santa Mra, visiting Tal Wiitman. He had, after
all, suffered a toxin reaction to sone fluid secreted by the

shape- changer and had al so devel oped a mild infection, but he had never
been in serious danger. Now he was al nost as good as new and eager to
go hone.

VWhen Lisa and Jenny stepped into Tal's room he was seated in a chair by
the wi ndow, reading a nagazine. He was dressed in his uniform H s gun
and hol ster were lying on a snmall table beside the chair

Li sa hugged hi m before he could get up, and Tal hugged her back
"Looki ng" good," she told him

"Looking' fine," he told her

"Like a million bucks."

"Like two million."

“You'll turn the |adies' heads."

"And you'll nake the boys do back-flips."

It was a ritual they went through every day, a small cerenony of
affection that always elicited a smle fromlLisa. Jenny

loved to see it; Lisa didn't smile often these days. In the past week,
she hadn't | aughed not once.

Tal stood up, and Jenny hugged him too. She said, "Bryce is with
Timy. He'll be upinalittle while."

"You know," Tal "he seens to be handling that situation a whole | ot
better. Al this past year, you could see how Timy's condition was
killing him Now he seens able to cope with it."

Jenny nodded." He'd gotten it in his head that Timy would be better
of f dead. But up in Snowfield, he had a change of heart. | think he
decided that, after all, there wasn't a fate worse than death. Were
there life, there's hope."



"That's what they say."

“I'n anot her year, if Timmy's still in a coma, Bryce might change his
m nd again. But for the nmonent, he seens grateful just to be able to
sit down there for a while each day, holding his little boy's warm
hand." She | ooked Tal over and demanded: "Wat's with the street

cl ot hes?"

"“I'"m bei ng discharged."
"Fantastic!" Lisa said.

Timy's roommat e these days was an ei ghty-two-year-old i nn who was
hooked up to an 1V, a beeping cardiac nmonitor, and a wheezing
respirator.

Al t hough Tinmy was attached only to an IV, he was in the enbrace of an
oblivion as conplete as the octogenarian's coma.

Once or twice an hour, never nore often, never for |longer than a mnute
at atim the boy's eyelids fluttered or his lips twitched or a nuscle
ticked in his cheek. That was all.

Bryce sat beside the bed, his hand through the railing, gently gripping
his son's hand. Since Snowfield, just this neager contact was enough to
satisfy him Each day he left the roomfeeling better

There wasn't much fight now that evening had come. On the wall at the
head of the bed, there was a dimlanp that cast a soft glowonly as far
as Timmy's shoul ders, |eaving his sheetcovered body in shadow. In that
wan illum nation, Bryce could see how his boy had wi thered, |osing
weight in spite of the IV solution. The cheekbones were too promi nent.
There were dark circles around his eyes. Hi s chin and jaw ine | ooked
pathetically fragile. H's son had always been small for his age. But

now t he hand Bryce held seened to belong to a much younger child than
Timy; it seemed |like the hand of an infant.

But it was warm It was warm

After a while, Bryce reluctantly let go. He snoothed the boy's hair
strai ghtened the sheet, fluffed the pillow

It was tinme to | eave, but he couldn't go; not yet. He was crying. He
didn't want to step into the hall with tears on his face.

He pulled a few Kl eenex fromthe box on the nightstand, got up, went to
the wi ndow, and | ooked out at Santa Mra

Al t hough he wept every day when he cane here, these were different tears
fromthose he had cried before. These scal ded, washed away the n sery,
and healed. Bit by bit, slowy, they healed him

"Di scharged?" Jenny said, scowing." Says who?"

Tal grinned." Says ne."



:"Since when have you becone your own doctor?"

"I just thought a second opinion seened called for, so | asked myself in
for consultation, and | recommended to me that | go hone."

"Tal "

"Really, Doc, | feel great. The swelling's gone. Haven't run a
tenperature in two days. |'ma prine candidate for release. |If you try
to make me stay here any |l onger, nmy death will be on your hands."

., Deat h?"

"The hospital food is sure to kill ne."

:"He | ooks ready to go dancing," Lisa said.
"And when'd you get your nedical degree?" Jenny asked.
ToTal she said, "Well... let ne have a |ook. Take off your shirt."

He slipped out of it quickly and easily, not nearly as stiff as he'd
been yesterday. Jenny carefully untaped the bandages and found that he
was right: no swelling, no breaks in the scabs.

:"We've beaten it," he assured her
"Usual ly, we don't discharge a patient in the evening. Oders are
witten in the norning; release cones between ten o' clock and noon."

"Rul es are nmade to be broken."

"What an awful thing for a policeman to say," she teased.

"Look, Tal. 1'd prefer you stayed here one nore night, just in case
"And 1'd prefer | didn't, just in case | go stir crazy."

"You're really determ ned?"

"He's really determ ned," Lisa said.

Tal said, "Doc, they had my gun in a safe, along with their drug supply.
| had to wheedl e, beg, plead, and tease a sweet nurse named Paul a, so
she'd get it for ne this afternoon. | told her you' d |let nme out tonight
for sure. Now, see, Paula's a soul sister, a very attractive |ady,
single, eligible, delicious-"

"Don't get too steany," Lisa said." There's a mnor present.”

"I"'d like to have a date with Paula," Tal said." 1'd like to spend
eternity with Paula. But now, Doc, if you say | can't go home, then
"Il have to put my revolver back in the safe, and maybe Paul a's
supervisor'll find out she et ne have it before ny discharge was final
and then Paula might |ose her job, and if she |oses it because of neg,
I"lI'l never get a date with her. |If | don't get a date with her, |'mnot



going to be able to narry her, and if |I don't nmarry her, there won't be
any little Tal Witmans running around, not ever, because |'l|l go away

to a nonastery and becone celibate, seeing as how |'ve made up ny m nd

that Paula's the only woman for ne. So if you won't discharge nme, then
you'll not only be ruining ny life but depriving the world of a little

bl ack Einstein or naybe a little black Beethoven."

Jenny | aughed and shook her head." Ckay, okay. 1'll wite a discharge
order, and you can | eave tonight."

He hugged her and qui ckly began putting on his shirt.

"Paul a better watch out," Lisa said." You're too snooth to be left | oose
among worren wi t hout a bell around your neck."

"Me? Smpot h?" He buckled his hol ster around his wai st.

“I"mjust good old Tal Witman, sort of bashful. Been shy all my life."
"Oh, sure,," Lisa said
Jenny said, "If you"

And suddenly Tal went berserk. He shoved Jenny aside, knocked her down.
She struck the footboard of the bed with her shoul der and hit the floor
hard. She heard gunfire and saw Lisa falling and didn't knowif the
girl had been hit or was just diving for cover; and for an instant she

t hought Tal was shooting

at them Then she saw he was still pulling his revolver out of his
hol ster.

Even as the sound of the shot slamed through the room gl ass
shattered. It was the w ndow behind Tal

" Drop it!" Tal shouted.

Jenny turned her head, saw Gene Teer standing in the doorway,
sil houetted by the brighter light in the hospital corridor behind him

Standing in the deep shadows by the wi ndow, Bryce finished drying his
tears and wadded up the danp Kl eenex. He heard a soft noise in the room
behi nd him thought it was a nurse, turned-and saw Fl etcher Kale. For a
nmonent Bryce was frozen by disbelief.

Kal e was standing at the foot of Timy's bed, barely identifiable in the
weak light. He hadn't seen Bryce. He was watching the boy-and
grinning. Madness knotted his face. He was hol ding a gun

Bryce stepped away fromthe wi ndow, reaching for his own revolver. Too
|ate, he realized he wasn't in uniform wasn't wearing a sidearm He
had an off-duty snubnose. 38 in an ankle holster; he stooped to get it.

But Kal e had seen him The gun in Kale's hand snapped up, barked once,
twice, three tinmes in rapid succession

Bryce felt a sledgehanmer hit himhigh and on the left side, and pain



flashed across his entire chest. As he crunpled to the floor, he heard
the killer's gun roar three nore tines.

"Drop it!" Tal shouted, and Jenny saw Jeeter, and anot her shot
ricocheted off the bed rail and nust have gone through the ceiling
because a couple of squares of acoustic tile fell down.

Crouching, Tal fired two rounds. The first shot took Jeeter in the |left
thigh. The second struck himin the gut, lifted him and threw him
backwards, into the corner, where he |landed in a spray of blood. He
didn't nove.

Tal said, "Wiat the hel |l ?"

Jenny cried for Lisa and scranbled on all fours around the bed,
wondering if her sister was alive.

Kal e had been sick for a couple of hours. He was running a fever. His
eyes burned and felt grainy. It had come on himsuddenly. He had a
headache, too, and standing there at the foot of the boy's bed, he began
to feel nauseated. H's |egs became weak. He didn't understand; he was
supposed to be protected, invincible. O course, maybe Lucifer was
impatient with himfor waiting five days before |eaving the caves. Maybe
this illness was a warning to get on with His work. The synptonms woul d
probably vani sh the nmonent the boy was dead.

Yeah. That was probably what woul d happen. Kale grinned at the
comat ose child, began to raise his revolver, and wi nced as a cranp
twi sted his guts.

Then he saw novenent in the shadows. Swung away fromthe bed. A nan
Coming at him Hammond. Kale opened fire, squeezing off six rounds,
taki ng no chances. He was dizzy, and his vision was blurry, and his arm
felt weak, and he could hardly keep a grip on the gun; even in those
close quarters, he couldn't trust his aim

Hammond went down hard. and lay very still.

Al though the light was dim and although Kale's eyes wouldn't focus
properly, he could see spots of blood on the wall and fl oor

Laughi ng happily, wondering when the illness would | eave hi m now t hat
he'd conpl eted one of the tasks Lucifer had given him Kale weaved
toward the body, intending to deliver the coup de grace. Even if
Hammond was stone-col d dead, Kale wanted to put a bullet in that snide,
snmug face, wanted to ness it up real good.

Then he woul d deal with the boy.

That was what Lucifer wanted. Five deaths. Hamobnd, the boy, Whitnman,
Dr. Paige, and the girl.

He reached Hanmond, started to bend down to himand the sheriff noved.
Hi s hand was |ightning quick. He snatched a gun from an ankle hol ster
and before Kale could respond, there was a nuzzle flash.

Kale was hit. He stunbled, fell. H's revolver flew out of his hand. He



heard it clang against the | eg of one of the beds.

This can't be happening, he told hinself. |'mprotected. No one can
harm ne.

Lisa was alive. When she'd fallen behind the bed, she hadn't been shot;
she'd just been diving for cover. Jenny held her tightly.

Tal was crouched over Gene Teer. The gang | eader was dead, a gaping
hole in his chest.

A crowd had gathered: nurses, nurses' aides, a couple of doctors, a
patient or two in bathrobe and slippers.

A red-haired orderly hurried up. He |ooked shell-shocked.
"There's been a shooting on the second floor, too!"

"Bryce," Jenny said, and a cold blade of fear pierced her

"What's goi ng on here?" Tal said.

Jenny ran for the exit door at the end of the hall, slamed through it,
went down the stairs two at a tinme. Tal caught up with her by the tinme
she reached the bottom of the second flight. He pulled open the door
and they rushed out into the second-floor corridor

Anot her crowd had gathered outside Tinmy's room Her heart beating
twenty to the dozen, Jenny rammed through the onl ookers.

A body was on the floor. A nurse stooped beside it.

Jenny thought it was Bryce. Then she saw himin a chair
Anot her nurse was cutting the shirt away from his shoul der
He was just wounded.

Bryce forced a snmile." Better be careful, Doc. |If you always arrive on
the scene this soon, they'll start calling you an anbul ance chaser."

She wept. She couldn't help it. She had never been so glad to hear
anyt hing as she was to hear his voice.

"Just a scratch," he said.

"Now you sound |ike Tal," she said, |aughing through her tears." Is
Ti my okay?"
"Kale was going to kill him If | hadn't been here..."

"This is Kal e?"
"Yeah. "

Jenny wi ped her eyes with her sleeves and exam ned Bryce's shoul der. The
bul | et had passed through, in the front and out the back. There was no



reason to think it had fragnented, but she intended to order X-rays
anyway. The wound was bl eeding freely, although it wasn't spurting, and
she directed the nurse to stanch the flow with gauze pads soaked in
boric acid.

He was going to be all right.

Sure of Bryce's condition, Jenny turned to the man on the floor. He was
in nmore serious condition. The nurse had torn open his jacket and
shirt; he'd been shot in the chest. He coughed, and bright bl ood
sputtered over his |ips.

Jenny sent the nurse for a stretcher and put in an emergency call for a
surgeon. Then she noticed Kale was running a fever.

H s forehead was hot, face flushed. Wen she took his wist to check
his pul se, she saw it was covered with firy red spots.

She pushed up his sleeve and found the spots extended hal fway up his
arm They were on his other wist, too. None on his face or neck. She
had noticed pale red marks on his chest but had m staken them for bl ood.
Looki ng again, nore closely than before, she saw they were |ike the
spots on his wists.

Measl es? No. Sonething else. Sonething worse than neasl es.

The nurse returned with two orderlies and a wheel ed stretcher, and Jenny
said, "We'll have to quarantine this floor. And the one above. W' ve
got some disease here, and |'mnot entirely sure what it is."

After X-rays and after his wound had been dressed, Bryce was put in a
room down the hall from Tinmy. The ache in his shoul der got worse, not
better, as the shocked nerves began to regain their function. He
refused painkillers, intending to keep a clear head until he knew what
had happened and why.

Jenny canme to see himhalf an hour after he was put to bed.

She | ooked exhausted, yet her weariness didn't dininish her beauty. The
sight of her was all the medicine he needed.

" How s Kal e?" he asked.

"The bullet didn't damage his heart. It collapsed one |ung, nicked an
artery. Odinarily, the prognosis would be fair. But he's not only got
surgery to recuperate from he's also got to deal with a case of Rocky
Mount ai n spotted fever."

Bryce blinked." Spotted fever?"

"There're two cigarette burns on his right calf, or rather the scars of
two burns, where he got rid of the ticks. Wod ticks transmt the

di sease. Judging fromthe |ook of the scars, |I'd say he was bitten five
or six days ago, which is just about the incubation period for spotted
fever. The synptons nmust've hit himw thin the past several hours. He
nmust' ve been dizzy,



chilled, weak in the joints..

"That's why his aimwas so bad!" Bryce said." He fired five tines at
cl ose range and only w nged ne once."

"You'd better thank God for sending that tick up his pants leg."

He thought about that and said, "It al nbst does seemlike an act of GCod,
doesn't it? But what were he and Teer up to?

Why' d they risk coming here with guns? | can understand Kal e m ght want
to kill me and even Tinmy. But why Tal and you and Lisa?"

"You're not going to believe this," she said." Since |ast Tuesday
norni ng, Kal e's been keeping a witten record of what he calls "The
Events After the Epi phany." It seens that Kale and Teer nade a bargain
with the Devil."

Four o' clock Monday nmorning, only six days after the epi phany of which
Kal e had witten, he died in the county hospital

Bef ore he passed out of this |life, he opened his eyes, stared wildly at
a nurse, then | ooked past her, saw something that terrified him

somet hing the nurse couldn't see. He sonehow found the strength to
raise his hands, as if trying to protect hinmself, and he cried out; it
was a thin, death-rattle scream

VWen the nurse tried to calmhim he said, "But this isn't nmy destiny."
And then he was gone.

On Cctober 31, nore than six weeks after the events in Snowfield, Ta
Wi t ran and Paul a Thone (the nurse he'd been dating) held a Hall oween
costume party at Tal's house in Santa Mra. Bryce went as a cowboy.
Jenny was a cowgirl. Lisa was dressed as a witch, with a tall pointed
hat and lots of black mascara

Tal opened the door and said, "Cuck, cluck." He was wearing a chicken
suit.

Jenny had never seen a nore ridiculous costune. She |aughed so hard
that, for a while, she didn't realize Lisa was |aughing, too.

It was the first laugh the girl had given voice to in the past six
weeks. Previously, she'd managed only a smle. Now she

| aughed until tears ran down her face.

"Well, hey, just a minute here," Tal said, pretending to be offended."
You make a pretty silly-looking witch, too."

He wi nked at Jenny, and she knew he'd chosen the chicken suit for the
effect it would have on Lisa.

"For CGod's sake," Bryce said, "get out of the doorway and let us inside,
Tal. |If the public sees you in that getup, they'll lose what little
respect they have left for the sheriff's departnment.”



That night, Lisa joined in the conversation and the ganmes, and she
| aughed a great deal. It was a new begi nning.

In August of the follow ng year, on the first day of their honeynoon,
Jenny found Bryce on the balcony of their hotel room overl ooking
Wai ki ki Beach. He was frowning.

"You aren't worried about being so far away from Ti nmy, are you?" she
asked.

"No. But it's Timmy |'mthinking about, Lately... 1've had this
feeling everything's going to be all right, after all. It's strange.
Like a prenonition. | had a dreamlast night. Timy woke up fromhis
coma, said hello to ne, and asked for a Big Mac. Only... it wasn't

like any dream|'ve ever had before.

It was so real."

"Well, you've never |ost hope."

"Yes. For a while |l lost it. But I've got it back again."

They stood in silence for a while, letting the warm sea wi nd wash over
them listening to the waves breaki ng on the beach

Then they nmde | ove agai n.

That night they had di nner at a good Chi nese restaurant in Honol ul u.
They drank chanpagne all evening, even though the waiter politely
suggested they switch to tea with the neal, so their pal ates would not
be "stained."

Over dessert, Bryce said, "There was sonmething else Tinmy said in that
dream Wen | was surprised he'd awakened from his coma, he said, "But,
Daddy, if there's a Devil, then there's got to be a God, too. Didn't
you al ready figure that out when you net the Devil? God wouldn't let ne
sleep ny whole life away." "

Jenny stared at hi muncertainly.

He smiled." Don't worry. 1'mnot flaking out on you. |'mnot going to
start sending noney to those charl atan preachers on TV, asking themto
pray for Timry. Hell, I'mnot even going to start attending church

Sunday's the only day |I can sleep in! Wat |I'mtalking about isn't your
standard, garden variety religion..."

"Yes, but it wasn't really the Devil," she said.
"Wasn't it?"

"It was a prehistoric creature that-"
"Couldn't it be both?"

"What're we getting into here?"

"“A phil osophi cal discussion."”



:"On our honeynoon?"

“I married you partly for your mnd."

Later, in bed, just before sleep took them he said, "Wll, all | know
is that the shape-changer nade ne realize there's a ot nmore nmystery in
this world than I once thought. | just won't rule anything out. And

| ooki ng back on it, considering what we survived in Snowfi el d,

consi deri ng how Tal had just strapped on his gun when Jeeter wal ked in,
consi dering how the spotted fever screwed up Kale's aim.. well, it
seenms to ne like we were neant to survive."

They slept, woke toward dawn, nade |ove, -again.
In the norning, she said, "I know one thing for sure."

"What's that?"

W were neant to be married.”
"Definitely."

"No matter what, fate would ve run us headl ong i nto each other sooner or
later."

That afternoon, as they strolled along the beach, Jenny thought the
waves sounded |i ke huge, rumbling wheels. The sound called to nind an
ol d saying about the mill wheels of Heaven grinding slowmy. The runble
of the waves enforced that inage, and in her mnd she could see i mense
stone m |l wheels turning agai nst each ot her

She said, "You think it has a neaning, then? A purpose?”

He didn't have to ask what she neant." Yes. Everything, every tw st and
turn of life. A nmeaning, a purpose.”

The sea foaned on the sand.

Jenny listened to the nill wheels and wondered what nysteries and
mracles, what horrors and joys were being ground out at this very
nonent, to be served up in tinmes to cone.

**A Note to the Reader**

Like all the characters in this novel, Tinothy Flyte is a fictiona
person, but many of the nmmss di sappearances to which he refers are not
nmerely fignents of the author's imagination. They really happened. The
di sappearance of the Roanoke |sland colony, the nysteriously deserted
Eskimo village of Anjikuni, the vani shed Mayan popul ati ons, the
unexpl ai ned | oss of thousands of Spanish soldiers in 171 |, the equally
nystifying | oss of the Chinese battalions in 1939, and certain ot her
cases mentioned in Phantons are actually well-docunmented, historica
events.

Li kewise, there is a real Dr. Ananda Chakrabarty. |In Phantons, the
details of his devel opnent of the first patented mi croorgani smare drawn



frompublic record. Dr. Chakrabarty's bacteriumwas, as stated in the
book, too fragile to survive outside of the |aboratory. Biosan-4, the
trade name of a supposedly hardier strain of Chakrabarty's bug, is a
fictional device; to the best of my know edge, no effort has been nade
to refine and inprove Dr. Chakrabarty's discovery, and it renains a

| aboratory oddity of note, primarily, because of its role in the
precedent -setting Suprene Court decision.

And of course the ancient eneny is a product of the author's
i magi nati on. But what if...



