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Fear Nothing [039 5.0]
By Dean R Koontz
Synopsi s:

Christopher Snow is different fromall the other residents of Mbonlight
Bay, different from anyone You' ve ever met. For Christopher Snow has
made his peace with a very rare genetic disorder shared by only one

t housand ot her Americans, a disorder that |eaves hi mdangerously

vul nerable to light. His life is filled with the fascinationg rituals
of one who nust enbrace the dark. He knows the night as no one el se
ever will, ever can-the nystery, the beauty, the many terrors, and the
eerie, silken rhythms of the night-for it is only at night that he is
free. Until the night he witnesses a series of disturbing incidents
that sweep himinto a violent mystery only he can solve, a nystery that
will force himto rise above all fears and confront the nmany-I|ayered
strangeness of Moonlight Bay and its residents.

We have a weight to carry, a destination we can't know.
We have a weight to carry and can put it down nowhere
We are the weight we carry fromthere to here to there.
- The Book of Counted Sorrows

On the desk in ny candlelit study, the tel ephone rang, and |I knew t hat
a terrible change was com ng.

I amnot psychic. | do not see signs and portents in the sky. To ny
eye, the lines in ny pal mreveal nothing about my future, and | don't
have a Gypsy's ability to discern the patterns of fate in wet tea

| eaves.

My father had been dying for days, however, and after spending the
previous night at his bedside, blotting the sweat from his brow and
listening to his | abored breathing, |I knew that he couldn't hold on
much longer. | dreaded |osing himand being, for the first tine in mny
twenty-ei ght years, al one.

I aman only son, an only child, and ny nother passed away two years
ago. Her death had been a shock, but at |east she had not been forced
to endure a lingering illness.

Last night just before dawn, exhausted, | had returned home to sleep
But | had not slept much or well.

Now | | eaned forward in nmy chair and willed the phone to fall silent,
but it would not.

The dog al so knew what the ringing neant. He padded out of the shadows
into the candl egl ow, and stared sorrowful |y at ne.

Unli ke others of his kind, he will hold any man's or wonan's gaze as
long as he is interested. Animals usually stare directly at us only
briefly-then | ook away as though unnerved by something they see in
human eyes. Perhaps O son sees what other dogs see, and perhaps he,
too, is disturbed by it, but he is not intimdated.

He is a strange dog. But he is ny dog, ny steadfast friend, and | |ove
hi m
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On the seventh ring, | surrendered to the inevitable and answered the
phone.
The caller was a nurse at Mercy Hospital. | spoke to her without

| ooki ng away from O son.

My father was quickly fading. The nurse suggested that | cone to his
bedsi de wi t hout del ay.

As | put down the phone, Orson approached ny chair and rested his burly
bl ack head in nmy lap. He whinpered softly and nuzzled my hand. He did
not wag his tail

For a nmonent | was numb, unable to think or act. The silence of the
house, as deep as water in an oceani ¢ abyss, was a crushing,

i mobi li zing pressure. Then | phoned Sasha Goodall to ask her to drive
me to the hospital

Usual |y she slept fromnoon until eight o' clock. She spun nmusic in the
dark, frommdnight until six o'clock in the norning, on KBAY, the only
radio station in Monlight Bay. At a few nminutes past five on this
March evening, she was nost likely sleeping, and | regretted the need
to wake her.

Li ke sad-eyed Orson, however, Sasha was my friend, to whom | could
al ways turn. And she was a far better driver than the dog.

She answered on the second ring, with no trace of sleepiness in her
voice. Before | could tell her what had happened, she said, "Chris,
I"mso sorry," as though she had been waiting for this call and as if
in the ringing of her phone she had heard the sanme om nous note that
Oson and | had heard in mne.

I bit nmy lip and refused to consider what was com ng. As |ong as Dad
was alive, hope remained that his doctors were wong. Even at the
el eventh hour, the cancer might go into rem ssion

| believe in the possibility of mracles.

After all, in spite of nmy condition, | have lived nore than
twenty-eight years, which is a mracle of sorts-although sone other
people, seeing ny life fromoutside, mght think it a curse.

| believe in the possibility of mracles, but nore to the point, |
believe in our need for them

"I''"ll be there in five mnutes," Sasha prom sed

At night | could walk to the hospital, but at this hour | would be too
much of a spectacle and in too great a danger if | tried to nake the
trip on foot.

"No," | said. "Drive carefully. |'Il probably take ten mi nutes or
more to get ready."

"Love You, Snowman."
"Love You," | replied.

| replaced the cap on the pen with which | had been writing when the
call had cone fromthe hospital, and | put it aside with the yellow
| egal -size tablet.
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Using a | ong-handl ed brass snuffer, | extinguished the three fat
candl es. Thin, sinuous ghosts of smoke withed in the shadows.

Now, an hour before twilight, the sun was low in the sky but stil
dangerous. It glimered threateningly at the edges of the pleated
shades that covered all the w ndows.

Anticipating ny intentions, as usual, Oson was already out of the
room padding across the upstairs hall.

He is a ninety-pound Labrador nix, as black as a witch's cat.

Thr ough the | ayered shadows of our house, he roans all but invisibly,
his presence betrayed only by the thunp of his big paws on the area
rugs and by the click of his claws on the hardwood fl oors.

In my bedroom across the hall fromthe study, | didn't bother to
switch on the dimer-controlled, frosted-glass ceiling fixture.

The indirect, sour-yellow light of the westering sun, pressing at the
edges of the w ndow shades, was sufficient for ne.

My eyes are better adapted to gloomthan are those of nost people.

Al though | am figuratively speaking, a brother to the oW, | don't
have a special gift of nocturnal sight, nothing as romantic or as
thrilling as a paranormal talent. Sinply this: Lifelong habituation to

dar kness has sharpened ny night vision

Orson | eaped onto the footstool and then curled on the arnthair to
watch ne as | girded nyself for the sunlit world.

From a pull man drawer in the adjoining bathroom | wthdrew a squeeze
bottle of lotion that included a sunscreen with a rating of fifty. |
applied it generously to ny face, ears, and neck.

The lotion had a faint coconut scent, an aroma that | associate with
pal mtrees in sunshine, tropical skies, ocean vistas spangled with
noontinme light, and other things that will be forever beyond ny
experience. This, for ne, is the fragrance of desire and denial and
hopel ess yearni ng, the succul ent perfunme of the unattainable.

Sonetinmes | dreamthat | amwal king on a Cari bbean beach in a rain of
sunshine, and the white sand under ny feet seens to be a cushion of
pure radi ance. The warnth of the sun on ny skin is nore erotic than a
lover's touch. 1In the dream | amnot nerely bathed in the |ight but
pierced by it. Wen | wake, | am bereft.

Now the I otion, although snelling of the tropical sun, was cool on ny
face and neck. | also worked it into my hands and wi sts.

The bat hroom featured a single wi ndow at which the shade was currently

rai sed, but the space renmi ned neagerly illunm nated because the gl ass
was frosted and because the incom ng sunlight was filtered through the
graceful linbs of a nmetrosideros. The silhouettes of |eaves fluttered

on the pane.

In the mirror above the sink, nmy reflection was little nore than a
shadow. Even if | switched on the light, | would not have had a cl ear
| ook at mnyself, because the single bulb in the overhead fixture was of
| ow watt age and had a peach tint.

Only rarely have | seen ny face in full light.
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Sasha says that | rem nd her of James Dean, nore as he was in East of
Eden than in Rebel Wthout a Cause.

I nyself don't perceive the resenblance. The hair is the sane, yes,
and the pale blue eyes. But he | ooked so wounded, and | do not see
mysel f that way.

I am not James Dean. | amno one but ne, Christopher Snhow, and | can
live with that.

Finished with the lotion, | returned to the bedroom O son raised his
head fromthe arnthair to savor the coconut scent.

I was already wearing athletic socks, N kes, blue 'cans, and a bl ack
T-shirt. | quickly pulled on a black denimshirt with |ong sl eeves and
buttoned it at the neck

Orson trailed me downstairs to the foyer. Because the porch was deep
with a low ceiling, and because two nassive California |live oaks stood
in the yard, no direct sun could reach the sidelights flanking the
front door; consequently, they were not covered with curtains or
blinds. The | eaded panes-geonetric nosaics of clear, green, red, and
anber gl ass-glowed softly like jewels.

| took a zippered, black |eather jacket fromthe coat closet. | would
be out after dark, and even following a mld March day, the centra
coast of California can turn chilly when the sun goes down.

Fromthe closet shelf, | snatched a navy-blue, billed cap and pulled it
on, tugging it low on ny head. Across the front, above the visor, in
ruby-red enbroidered letters, were the words Mystery Train.

One night during the previous autum, | had found the cap in Fort
Wvern, the abandoned nilitary base inland from Monlight Bay. It had
been the only object in a cool, dry, concrete-walled roomthree stories
under gr ound.

Al though | had no idea to what the enbroidered words nmight refer, | had
kept the cap because it intrigued ne.

As | turned toward the front door, O son whined beseechingly.

| stooped and petted him "I'msure Dad would |like to see You one | ast
time, fella. | know he would. But there's no place for You in a
hospital ."

Hi s direct, coal-black eyes glimrered. | could have sworn that his

gaze brimed with grief and synpathy. Maybe that was because | was
| ooki ng at himthrough repressed tears of my own.

My friend Bobby Hall oway says that | tend to anthroponorphi ze ani mal s,
ascribing to them human attributes and attitudes which they do not, in
fact, possess.

Perhaps this is because aninmals, unlike sonme people, have al ways
accepted me for what | am The four-legged citizens of Moonlight Bay
seemto possess a nore conpl ex understanding of life-as well as nore
ki ndness-than at | east sone of ny nei ghbors.

Bobby tells me that anthroponorphizing animals, regardl ess of ny
experiences with them is a sign of immturity. | tell Bobby to go
copul ate with hinself.
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I conforted Orson, stroking his glossy coat and scratching behind his
ears. He was curiously tense. Tw ce he cocked his head to listen
intently to sounds | could not hear-as if he sensed a threat |oom ng,
somet hing even worse than the | oss of mny father.

At that time, | had not yet seen anything suspicious about Dad's
i npendi ng death. Cancer was only fate, not nurder-unless You wanted to
try bringing crimnal charges agai nst God.

That | had |l ost both parents within two years, that ny nother had died
when she was only fifty-two, that ny father was only fifty-six as he

lay on his deathbed . . . well, all this just seenmed to be ny poor
| uck-whi ch had been with nme, literally, since nmy conception
Later, | would have reason to recall O'son's tension-and good reason to

wonder if he had sensed the tidal wave of trouble washing toward us.

Bobby Hal |l oway woul d surely sneer at this and say that | am doi ng worse
t han ant hr oponor phi zing the nutt, that now | am ascribi ng superhuman
attributes to him | would have to agree-and then tell Bobby to go
copul ate vigorously with hinself.

Anyway, | petted and scratched and generally conforted Orson until a
horn sounded in the street and then, alnobst at once, sounded again in
the driveway.

Sasha had arrived

In spite of the sunscreen on ny neck, | turned up the collar of ny
jacket for additional protection.

Fromthe Stickley-style foyer table under a print of Maxfield Parrish's
Daybreak, | grabbed a pair of waparound sungl asses.

Wth ny hand on the hamrer ed- copper doorknob, | turned to Orson once
more. "We'll be all right.”

In fact, | didn't know quite how we could go on without ny father. He
was our link to the world of |ight and to the people of the day.

More than that, he loved nme as no one left on earth could | ove ne, as
only a parent could | ove a damaged child. He understood nme as perhaps
no one woul d ever understand nme agai n.

"We'll be all right," | repeated.

The dog regarded ne solemly and chuffed once, alnpbst pityingly, as if
he knew that | was |vying.

| opened the front door, and as | went outside, | put on the waparound
sungl asses. The special |lenses were totally UV-proof.

My eyes are ny point of greatest vulnerability. | can take no risk
what soever with them

Sasha's green Ford Explorer was in the driveway, with the engi ne
runni ng, and she was behi nd t he wheel

I closed the house door and locked it. Oson had nmade no attenpt to
slip out at my heels.

A breeze had sprung up fromthe west: an onshore flow with the faint,
astringent scent of the sea. The |eaves of the oaks whispered as if
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transmtting secrets branch to branch

My chest grew so tight that nmy lungs felt constricted, as was al ways
the case when | was required to venture outside in daylight.

This synptomwas entirely psychol ogi cal but nonethel ess affecting.

CGoi ng down the porch steps and along the flagstone walk to the
driveway, | felt weighed down. Perhaps this was how a deep-sea diver
m ght feel in a pressure suit with a ki ngdom of water overhead.

When | got into the Explorer, Sasha Goodall said quietly, "Hey,
Snowman. "

"Hey. "
I buckled ny safety harness as Sasha shifted into reverse

From under the bill of ny cap, | peered at the house as we backed away
fromit, wondering how it would appear to ne when next | sawit. |
felt that when ny father left this world, all of the things that had
bel onged to hi mwoul d | ook shabbi er and di m ni shed because they woul d
no | onger be touched by his spirit.

It is a Craftsman-period structure, in the Greene and Greene tradition
| edger stone set with a mninumof nortar, cedar siding silvered by
weat her and tinme, entirely nodern in its lines but not in the |east
artificial or insubstantial, fully of the earth and form dable.

After the recent winter rains, the crisp lines of the slate roof were
softened by a green coverlet of lichen.

As we reversed into the street, | thought that | saw the shade nudged
asi de at one of the living-roomw ndows, at the back of the deep porch,
and Orson's face at the pane, his paws on the sill

"How | ong since You' ve been out in this?"
"Daylight? A little over nine years."

"What happened ni ne years ago?"

"Appendicitis."

Li ke That time when You al nost died."

"Only death brings ne out in daylight."

She said, "At least You got a sexy scar fromit."

"You think so?"

"l like to kiss it, don't I" "I've wondered about that."
"Actually, it scares nme, that scar," she said. "You m ght have
died."

"Didn't."

"I kiss it like I"'msaying a little prayer of thanks. That You're here
with ne.”

"Or maybe You're sexually aroused by deformty."

"Asshol e."
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"Your nother never taught You | anguage like that."

"It was the nuns in parochial school."” | said, "You know what |

i ke?"

"We' ve been together alnpbst two years. Yeah, | think | know what You
like."

"I like that You never cut ne any slack."

"Why should 1?" she asked.

"Exactly."

Even in ny arnmor of cloth and |otion, behind the shades that shiel ded
my sensitive eyes fromultraviolet rays, | was unnerved by the day
around and above nme. | felt eggshell-fragile in its vise grip.

Sasha was aware of mnmy uneasi ness but pretended not to notice.

To take my mind off both the threat and the boundl ess beauty of the
sunlit world, she did what she does so well-which is be Sasha.

"Where will You be |ater" she asked. "When it's over."

"If it's over. They could be wong."

"Where will You be when |'mon the air?"

"After mdnight . . . probably Bobby's place."

"Make sure he turns on his radio.”

"Are You taking requests tonight?" | asked.

"You don't have to call in. [I'll know what You need."

At the next corner, she swng the Explorer right, onto Ccean Avenue.
She drove uphill, away fromthe sea.

Fronting the shops and restaurants beyond the deep sidewal ks,
ei ghty-foot stone pines spread wi ngs of branches across the street.

The pavenent was feathered with shadow and sunshi ne.

Moonl i ght Bay, honme to twelve thousand people, rises fromthe harbor
and flatlands into gentle serried hills. In nost California travel
gui des, our town is called the Jewel of the Central Coast, partly
because the chanber of commerce schenes relentlessly to have this
sobri quet w dely used.

The town has earned the nanme, however, for nany reasons, not |east of
which is our wealth of trees. Mjestic oaks with hundredyear crowns.

Pi nes, cedars, phoenix palns. Deep eucal yptus groves.

My favorites are the clusters of lacy nelaleuca lumnaria draped with
stol es of erm ne blossons in the spring.

As a result of our relationship, Sasha had applied protective filmto

the Explorer wi ndows. Nevertheless, the view was shockingly brighter
than that to which | was accustoned.
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I slid ny glasses down ny nose and peered over the franes.

The pine needles stitched an el aborate dark enbroi dery on a wondrous
purpl e-blue, | ate-afternoon sky bright with nystery, and a reflection
of this pattern flickered across the wi ndshi el d.

I quickly pushed ny gl asses back in place, not nerely to protect ny
eyes but because suddenly | was ashamed for taking such delight in this
rare daytinme journey even as ny father |ay dying.

Judi ci ously speedi ng, never braking to a full stop at those
intersections without traffic, Sasha said, "I'll go in with You."

"That's not necessary."

Sasha's intense dislike of doctors and nurses and all things nedica
bordered on a phobia. Mst of the tinme she was convinced that she
woul d live forever; she had great faith in the power of vitam ns,

m neral s, antioxidants, positive thinking, and m nd-body healing
techniques. A visit to any hospital, however, tenporarily shook her vi
conviction that she would avoid the fate of all flesh

"Really," she said, "I should be with You. | love your dad."

Her outer calmwas belied by a quiver in her voice, and | was touched

by her willingness to go, just for me, where she nost |oathed to go.
| said, "I want to be alone with him this little tine we have."
"Truly? " "Truly. Listen, | forgot to |eave dinner out for O son

Coul d You go back to the house and take care of that?"

"Yeah," she said, relieved to have a task. "Poor Orson. He and your
dad were real buddies."

"I swear he knows."
"Sure. Animals know things."
"Especially Oson."

From Ccean Avenue, she turned left onto Pacific View Mercy Hospita
was two bl ocks away.

She said, "He'll be okay."

"He doesn't show it much, but he's already grieving in his way."
"I''l'l give himlots of hugs and cuddl es."

"Dad was his link to the day."

"I''"l'l be his link now," she proni sed.

"He can't live exclusively in the dark."

"He's got me, and |'m never goi ng anywhere."

"Aren't You?" | asked.

"He'll be okay."

We weren't really tal king about the dog anynore.

file:/l/G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%...00nlight%20Bay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt (8 of 271) [2/9/2004 10:04:50 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt

The hospital is a three-story California Mediterranean structure built
i n anot her age when that termdid not bring to mnd uninspired
tract-house architecture and cheap construction. The deeply set

wi ndows feature patinaed bronze frames. Gound-floor roons are shaded
by |l oggias with arches and |inestone col ums.

Sone of the columms are entw ned by the woody vines of ancient

bougai nvill ea that bl anket the loggia roofs. This day, even with
spring a couple of weeks away, cascades of crimnmson and radi ant purple
fl owers overhung the eaves.

For a daring few seconds, | pulled ny sungl asses down ny nose and
marvel ed at the sun-spl ashed cel ebration of color

Sasha stopped at a side entrance.

As | freed nyself fromthe safety harness, she put one hand on ny arm

and squeezed lightly. "Call ny cellular nunber when You want nme to
come back."
"I't'Il be after sunset by the tine | leave. I'Ill walk."

"If that's what You want."
"1 do."

Again | drew the glasses down nmy nose, this tine to see Sasha Goodal |
as | had never seen her. |In candlelight, her gray eyes are deep but
clear-as they are here in the day world, too. Her thick nmahogany hair,
in candlelight, is as lustrous as wine in crystal-but markedly nore

| ustrous under the stroking hand of the sun. Her creany, rose-peta
skin is flecked with faint freckles, the patterns of which I know as
well as | know the constellations in every quadrant of the night sky,
season by season.

Wth one finger, Sasha pushed my sungl asses back into place.
"Don't be foolish."
I'"'m hurman. Foolish is what we are.

If I were to go blind, however, her face would be a sight to sustain me
in the lasting bl ackness.

| | eaned across the consol e and ki ssed her.

"You snell |ike coconut," she said.
"I otry. "
I ki ssed her again.

"You shouldn't be out in this any longer," she said firmy.

The sun, half an hour above the sea, was orange and intense, a
per petual thernmonucl ear hol ocaust ninety-three mllion nmles renoved.

In places, the Pacific was molten copper.
"Go, coconut boy. Away with You."

Shrouded |i ke the El ephant Man, | got out of the Explorer and hurried
to the hospital, tucking my hands in the pockets of ny | eather
j acket .
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I glanced back once. Sasha was watching. She gave ne a thunbs-up
si gn.

When | stepped into the hospital, Angela Ferryman was waiting in the
corridor. She was a third-floor nurse on the evening shift, and she
had cone downstairs to greet ne.

Angel a was a sweet-tenpered, pretty wonman in her late forties:

pai nfully thin and curiously pal e-eyed, as though her dedication to
nursing was so ferocious that, by the harsh ternms of a devilish
bargai n, she must give the very substance of herself to ensure her
patients' recoveries. Her wists seemed too fragile for the work she
did, and she noved so lightly and quickly that it was possible to
bel i eve that her bones were as holl ow as those of birds.

She switched of f the overhead fluorescent panels in the corridor
ceiling. Then she hugged ne.

When | had suffered the illnesses of childhood and adol escence- nunps,
flu, chicken pox-but couldn't be safely treated outside our house,
Angel a had been the visiting nurse who stopped in daily to check on
ne.

Her fierce, bony hugs were as essential to the conduct of her work as
wer e tongue depressors, thernometers, and syringes.

Nevert hel ess, this hug frightened nore than conforted me, and | said,
"lI's he?"

"It's all right, Chris. He's still holding on. Holding on just for
You, | think."

I went to the energency stairs nearby. As the stairwell door eased
shut behind ne, | was aware of Angela switching on the ground-fl oor
corridor lights once nore

The stairwell was not dangerously well-lighted. Even so, | clinbed
qui ckly and didn't renmove ny sungl asses.

At the head of the stairs, in the third-floor corridor, Seth d evel and
was waiting. He is ny father's doctor, and one of mine.

Al'though tall, wth shoulders that seemround and nmassive enough to
wedge in one of the hospital |oggia arches, he nanages never to be

| oom ng over You. He noves with the grace of a much snaller man, and
his voice is that of a gentle fairy-tale bear

"We're medicating himfor pain,” Dr. Ceveland said, turning off the
fluorescent panels overhead, "so he's drifting in and out.

But each tinme he cones around, he asks for You."

Renoving ny gl asses at |ast and tucking themin my shirt pocket,
hurried along the wi de corridor, past roons where patients with al
manner of nmaladies, in all stages of illness, either lay insensate or
sat before bed trays that held their dinners. Those who saw the
corridor lights go off were aware of the reason, and they paused in
their eating to stare at ne as | passed their open doors.

In Moonlight Bay, | ama reluctant celebrity. O the twelve thousand
full-time residents and the nearly three thousand students at Ashdon
College, a private liberal-arts institution that sits on the highest
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land in town, | am perhaps the only one whose nanme is known to all

Because of my nocturnal |ife, however, not every one of ny fell ow
t ownspeopl e has seen ne.

As | nmoved along the hall, nobst of the nurses and nurses' aides spoke
my name or reached out to touch ne.

I think they felt close to nme not because there was anything especially
Wi nni ng about ny personality, not because they |oved ny father-as,

i ndeed, everyone who knew him | oved hi mbut because they were devoted
heal ers and because | was the ultimate oh'ect of their heartfelt desire
to nurture and nmake well. | have been in need of healing all mny life,
but I am beyond their-or anyone's-power to cure.

My father was in a seniprivate room At the nmonent no patient occupied
t he second bed.

| hesitated on the threshold. Then with a deep breath that did not
fortify nme, I went inside, closing the door behind ne.

The slats of the venetian blinds were tightly shut. At the periphery
of each blind, the glossy white w ndow casings gl owed orange with the
distilled sunlight of the day's last half hour

On the bed nearest the entrance, ny father was a shadowy shape. |
heard his shall ow breathing. Wen | spoke, he didn't answer.

He was nonitored solely by an el ectrocardiograph. In order not to
disturb him the audi o signal had been silenced; his heartbeat was
traced only by a spiking green line of light on a cathode-ray tube.

H s pul se was rapid and weak. As | watched, it went through a bri ef
period of arrhythm a, alarm ng nme, before stabilizing again.

In the lower of the two drawers in his nightstand were a butane |ighter
and a pair of three-inch-di ameter bayberry candles in glass cups. The
medi cal staff pretended to be unaware of the presence of these itens.

I put the candl es on the nightstand.

Because of ny limtations, | amgranted this dispensation fromhospita
rules. Oherwise, | would have to sit in utter darkness
In violation of fire laws, | thunbed the lighter and touched the flane

to one wick. Then to the other.

Per haps ny strange celebrity wins ne |icense also. You cannot
overestimate the power of celebrity in nodern Anmerica

In the flutter of soothing light, ny father's face resolved out of the
darkness. His eyes were closed. He was breathing through his open
nmout h.

At his direction, no heroic efforts were being taken to sustain his
life. Hi s breathing was not even assisted by an inhal ator.

I took off my jacket and the Mystery Train cap, putting themon a chair
provi ded for visitors.

Standing at his bed, on the side nore distant fromthe candles, | took
one of his hands in one of mne. H s skin was cool, as thin as
parchment. Bony hands. His fingernails were yellow, cracked, as they
had never been before.
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Hi s name was Steven Snow, and he was a great man. He had never won a
war, never nade a | aw, never conposed a synphony, never witten a
famous novel as in his youth he had hoped to do, but he was greater
than any general, politic' lan, conposer, or prizeiv w nning noveli st
who had ever |ived.

He was great because he was kind. He was great because he was hunbl e,
gentle, full of laughter. He had been married to nmy nother for thirty
years, and during that |long span of tenptation, he had remai ned
faithful to her. H's love for her had been so |um nous that our house,
by necessity dinmy lighted in nost roons, was bright in all the ways
that mattered. A professor of literature at Ashdon-where Mom had been
a professor in the science departnent-Dad was so bel oved by his
students that nmany remained in touch with himdecades after |eaving his
cl assroom

Al though nmy affliction had severely circunscribed himsocially fromthe
day that | was born, when he hinself was twenty-ei ght, he had never
once nade ne feel that he regretted fathering me or that | was anything
| ess than an unnitigated joy and a source of undiluted pride to him

He lived with dignity and w thout conplaint, and he never failed to
cel ebrate what was right with the world.

Once he had been robust and handsome. Now his body was shrunken and
his face was haggard, gray. He |ooked nuch older than his fifty-six
years.

The cancer had spread fromhis liver to his |lynphatic system then to
other organs, until he was riddled with it.

In the struggle to survive, he had | ost much of his thick white hair.

On the cardiac nonitor, the green |ine began to spi ke and through
erratically. | watched it with dread.

Dad' s hand cl osed weakly on m ne.

When | | ooked at hi magain, his sapphire-blue eyes were open and
focused on ne, as riveting as ever.

"Water?" | asked, because he was always thirsty | ately, parched.

"No, I'mall right," he replied, although he sounded dry. His voice
was barely | ouder than a whisper

I could think of nothing to say.

Al my life, our house was filled with conversation. M dad and nom
and | tal ked about novels, old novies, the follies of politicians,
poetry, music, history, science, religion, art, and about ow s and deer
m ce and raccoons and bats and fiddler crabs and other creatures that
shared the night with ne. CQur discourse ranged from serious colloquies
about the human condition to frothy gossip about neighbors. In the
Snow fami |y, no program of physical exercise, regardl ess of how
strenuous, was considered to be adequate if it didn't include a daily
wor kout of the tongue.

Yet now, when | npbst desperately needed to open ny heart to ny father,
I was speechl ess.

He smiled as if he understood ny plight and appreciated the irony of
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it.

Then his smle faded. H's drawn and sall ow face grew even nore
gaunt .

He was worn so thin, in fact, that when a draft guttered the candle
flanes, his face appeared to be hardly nore substantial than a
reflection floating on the surface of a pond.

As the flickery light stabilized, | thought that Dad seened to be in
agony, but when he spoke, his voice reveal ed sorrow and regret rather
than pain: "lI'msorry, Chris. So dam sorry."

"You've nothing to be sorry about,"” | assured him wondering if he was
lucid or speaking through a haze of fever and drugs.

"Sorry about the inheritance, son

"I''l'l be okay. | can take care of nyself."

"Not nmoney. There'll be enough of that," he said, his whispery voice
fading further. H's words slipped fromhis pale |lips al nost as
silently as the liquid of an egg froma cracked shell. "The other

i nheritance .

fromyour nother and ne. The XP."
"Dad, no. You couldn't have known."

Hi s eyes closed again. Wrds as thin and transparent as raw egg white:
"I"'mso sorry...."

"You gave ne life," | said.
H s hand had gone linp in mne.

For an instant | thought that he was dead. M heart fell stone
t hrough-water in my chest.

But the beat traced in green light by the el ectrocardi ograph showed
that he had nerely | ost consciousness again.

"Dad, You gave nme life," | repeated, distraught that he couldn't hear
ne.

My dad and nmom had each unknowi ngly carried a recessive gene that
appears in only one in two hundred thousand people. The odds agai nst
two such people neeting, falling in love, and having children are
mllions to one. Even then, both must pass the gene to their offspring
for calamty to strike, and there is only one chance in four that they
will do so.

Wth nme, nmy folks hit the jackpot. | have xeroderna pignentosum XP for
short-a rare and frequently fatal genetic disorder

XP victinms are acutely vul nerable to cancers of the skin and eyes.

Even brief exposure to sun-indeed, to any ultraviolet rays, including
those fromincandescent and fluorescent |ights-could be disastrous for
ne.

Al'l human beings incur sunlight danmage to the DNA-t he genetic
material-in their cells, inviting nel anoma and ot her mali gnanci es.
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Heal t hy peopl e possess a natural repair system enzynes that strip out
t he danaged segnents of the nucleotide strands and replace themwith
undanmaged DNA.

In those with XP, however, the enzymes don't function; the repair is
not made. U traviolet-induced cancers devel op easily, quickly-and
met ast asi ze unchecked.

The United States, with a popul ati on exceedi ng two hundred and seventy
mllion, is home to nore than eighty thousand dwarfs.

Ni nety thousand of our countrynmen stand over seven feet tall. CQur
nati on boasts four million mllionaires, and ten thousand nore wl|l
achi eve that happy status during the current year. |n any twelve
mont hs, perhaps a thousand of our citizens will be struck by

I'i ght ni ng.

Fewer than a thousand Anericans have XP, and fewer than a hundred are
born with it each year.

The nunber is small in part because the affliction is so rare.

The size of this XP population is also limted by the fact that nany of
us do not live |ong.

Most physicians famliar with xerodernia pignentosum woul d have
expected ne to die in childhood. Few would have bet that | could
survive adol escence. None woul d have risked serious noney on the
proposition that | would still be thriving at twenty-eight.

A handful of XPers (my word for us) are older than | am a few
significantly ol der, though nost if not all of them have suffered
progressi ve neurol ogi cal problens associated with their disorder

Tremors of the head or the hands. Hearing loss. Slurred speech
Even nental inpairnent.

Except for my need to guard against the light, | amas normal and whol e
as anyone. | amnot an albino. M/ eyes have color. M skinis
pignented. Although certainly I amfar paler than a California beach
boy, I'mnot ghost-white. |In the candlelit roons and the night world
that | inhabit, | can even appear, curiously, to have a dusky
conpl exi on.

Every day that | remain in nmy current condition is a precious gift, and
| believe that | use ny tine as well and as fully as it can be used.
relish life. | find delight where anyone woul d expect it-but also
where few would think to | ook

In 23 B.C., the poet Horace said, "Seize the day, put no trust in the
nmor r ot "

| seize the night and ride it as though it were a great bl ack
stal lion.

Most of ny friends say that | amthe happi est person they know.

Happi ness was mine to choose or reject, and | enbraced it.

Wthout ny particular parents, however, | mght not have been granted
this choice. M nother and father radically altered their lives to
shield me aggressively fromdanmaging light, and until | was old enough
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to understand ny predicanent, they were required to be relentlessly,
exhaustingly vigilant. Their selfless diligence contributed
incalculably to nmy survival. Furthernore, they gave ne the | ove-and
the love of life-that nmade it inpossible for ne to choose depression,
despair, and a reclusive existence.

My not her di ed suddenly. Although | know that she understood the
prof ound depth of my feeling for her, I wish that | had been able to
express it to her adequately on that |ast day of her life.

Sonetinmes, out in the night, on the dark beach, when the sky is clear
and the vault of stars nmkes ne feel simultaneously nortal and

i nvinci ble, when the wind is still and even the sea is hushed as it
breaks upon the shore, | tell ny nother what she neant to ne.

But | don't know that she hears.

Now ny father-still with me, if only tenuouslydid not hear me when
said, "You gave ne life." And | was afraid that he would take his
| eave before | could tell himall the things that |1'd been given no
| ast chance to tell ny nother.

Hi s hand remained cool and linp. | held it anyway, as if to anchor him
to this world until | could say good-bye properly.

At the edges of the venetian blinds, the wi ndow frames and casi ngs
snol dered fromorange to fiery red as the sun net the sea

There is only one circunmstance under which I will ever sunset
directly.

If | should devel op cancer of the eyes, then before | succunb to it or
go blind, I will one late afternoon go down to the sea and stand facing
those distant Asian enpires where | will never walk. On the brink of
dusk, I'Il renmove ny sungl asses and watch the dying of the |ight.

I"lIl have to squint. Bright light pains nmy eyes. |Its effect is so
total and swift that | can virtually feel the devel opi ng burn.

As the blood-red light at the periphery of the blinds deepened to
purple, my father's hand tightened on m ne.

I | ooked down, saw that his eyes were open, and tried to tell himal
that was in ny heart.

"I know, " he whi spered.

When | was unable to stop saying what didn't need to be said, Dad found
an unexpected reserve of strength and squeezed ny hand so hard that |
halted in ny speech.

Into ny shaky silence, he said, "Renenber | could barely hear him |
| eaned over the bed railing to put nmy left ear close to his I|ips.

Faintly, yet projecting a resolve that resonated with anger and
defiance, he gave ne his final words of guidance: "Fear nothing,
chri s.

Fear nothing."

Then he was gone. The luninous tracery of the el ectrocardi ogram
ski pped, skipped again, and went flatline.

The only nmoving lights were the candl e flanes, dancing on the bl ack
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wi cks.

I could not inmediately let go of his slack hand. | kissed his
forehead, his rough cheek.

No I'ight any | onger |eaked past the edges of the blinds. The world had
rotated into the darkness that wel coned ne.

The door opened. Again, they had extingui shed the nearest banks of
fluorescent panels, and the only light canme fromthe corridor from
other roons along its |ength.

Nearly as tall as the doorway, Dr. Cevel and entered the room and cane
gravely to the foot of the bed.

W th sandpi per-qui cksteps, Angela Ferryman foll owed him one
shar p- knuckl ed fist held to her breast. Her shoul ders were hunched,
her posture defensive, as if her patient's death were a physica

bl ow.

The EKG machi ne beside the bed was equi pped with a telenetry device
that sent Dad's heartbeat to a nonitor at the nurses' station down the
hal | .

They had known the nonment that he slipped away.

They didn't cone with syringes full of epinephrine or with a portable
defibrillator to shock his heart back into action. As Dad had want ed,
there woul d be no heroi c nmeasures.

Dr. Ceveland' s features were not designed for solem occasions. He
resenbl ed a beardl ess Santa Claus with merry eyes and plunp rosy
cheeks.

He strove for a dour expression of grief and synpathy, but he managed
only to | ook puzzl ed.

Hi s feelings were evident, however, in his soft voice. "Are You okay,
chris?"
"Hanging in there," | said.

Fromthe hospital room | telephoned Sandy Kirk at Kirk's Funeral Hone,
with whom ny father hinself had nade arrangenents weeks ago. In
accordance with Dad's wi shes, he was to be crenated.

Two orderlies, young nmen with chopped hair and feebl e mustaches,
arrived to nove the body to a cold-holding roomin the basenent.

They asked if | wanted to wait down there with it until the nortician's
van arrived. | said that | didn't.

This was not ny father, only his body. M father had gone el sewhere.

| opted not to pull the sheet back for one last | ook at Dad' s sall ow
face. This wasn't how | wanted to renenber him

The orderlies noved the body onto a gurney. They seened awkward in the
conduct of their business, at which they ought to have been practiced,
and they glanced at nme surreptitiously while they worked, as if they
felt inexplicably guilty about what they were doing.

Maybe those who transport the dead never become entirely easy with
their work. How reassuring it would be to believe as nmuch, for such
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awkwar dness m ght nean that people are not as indifferent to the fate
of others as they sonetinmes seemto be.

More |ikely, these two were nerely curious, sneaking glances at ne. |
am after all, the only citizen of Monlight Bay to have been featured
inamjor article in Time nagazine.

And | amthe one who lives by night and shrinks fromthe sight of the
sun. Vanpire! CGhoul! Filthy wacko pervert! Hi de your children

To be fair, the vast majority of people are understanding and kind. A
poi sonous mnority, however, are runornongers who believe anything
about ne that they hear-and who enbellish all gossip with the

sel f-righteousness of spectators at a Salemw tch trial

If these two young nmen were of the latter type, they nust have been
di sappointed to see that | |ooked remarkably normal. No grave-pal e
face. No blood-red eyes. No fangs. | wasn't even having a snack of
spiders and worms. How boring of ne.

The wheel s on the gurney creaked as the orderlies departed with the
body. Even after the door swung shut, | could hear the receding
squeak- squeak- squeak.

Alone in the room by candlelight, | took Dad's overnight bag fromthe
narrow closet. It held only the clothes that he had been wearing when
he'd checked into the hospital for the last tine.

The top nightstand drawer contained his watch, his wallet, and four
paper back books. | put themin the suitcase.

| pocketed the butane lighter but left the candles behind. | never
wanted to snell bayberry again. The scent now had intol erable
associ ations for ne.

Because | gathered up Dad's few belongings with such efficiency, | felt
that | was admirably in control of nyself.

In fact, the loss of himhad left ne nunb. Snuffing the candl es by
pi nching the flames between thunb and forefinger, |I didn't feel the
heat or smell the charred w cks

When | stepped into the corridor with the suitcase, a nurse sw tched
of f the overhead fluorescents once nore. | walked directly to the
stairs that | had clinbed earlier.

El evators were of no use to ne because their ceiling lights couldn't be
turned of f independently of their lift nechanisns. During the brief
ride down fromthe third floor, nmy sunscreen |lotion would be sufficient
protection; however, | wasn't prepared to risk getting stuck between
floors for an extended period.

Wthout renmenbering to put on my sungl asses, | quickly descended the
dimy lighted concrete stairs-and to ny surprise, | didn't stop at the
ground floor. Driven by a conpulsion that | didn't imediately

under stand, noving faster than before, the suitcase thunping agai nst ny
leg, | continued to the basenent, where they had taken ny father

The nunbness in ny heart became a chill. Spiraling outward fromt hat
icy throb, a series of shudders worked through ne.

Abruptly | was overcone by the conviction that I'd relinquished ny
father's body without fulfilling some sol emm duty, although |I was not
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able to think what it was that | ought to have done.

My heart was pounding so hard that | could hear it-like the drumbeat of
an approaching funeral cortege but in double tine.

My throat swelled half shut, and | could swall ow ny suddenly sour
saliva only with effort.

At the bottomof the stairwell was a steel fire door under a red
energency-exit sign. In sone confusion, | halted and hesitated with
one hand on the push bar

Then | remenbered the obli ation that | had alnost failed to neet.

Ever the romantic, Dad had wanted to be cremated with his favorite
phot ograph of nmy nother, and he had charged ne with nmaking sure that it
was sent with himto the nortuary.

The photo was in his wallet. The wallet was in the suitcase that |
carri ed.

I mpul sively | pushed open the door and stepped into a basenent
hal | way.

The concrete walls were painted gl ossy white. Fromilvery parabolic
di ffusers overhead, torrents of fluorescent |ight splashed the
corridor.

I shoul d have reel ed backward across the threshold or, at |east,
searched for the light switch. Instead, | hurried recklessly forward,
letting the heavy door sigh shut behind me, keeping nmy head down,
counting on the sunscreen and ny cap visor to protect my face.

my left hand into a jacket pocket. M right hand was cl enched around
the handl e of the suitcase, exposed.

The anount of |ight bonbarding ne during a race al ong a hundred-foot
corridor would not be sufficient, initself, to trigger a raging skin
cancer or tunors of the eyes. | was acutely aware, however, that the
damage sustained by the DNA in ny skin cells was cunul ative because ny
body could not repair it. A neasured m nute of exposure each day for
two nonths woul d have the sanme catastrophic effect as a one-hour burn
sustained in a suicidal session of sun worship.

My parents had i npressed upon ne, froma young age, that the
consequences of a single irresponsible act m ght appear negligible or
even nonexi stent but that inevitable horrors would ensue from habitua
irresponsibility.

Even with ny head tucked down and ny cap visor blocking a direct view
of the egg-crate fluorescent panels, | had to squint against the glare
that ricocheted off the white walls. | should have put on mny

sungl asses, but | was only seconds fromthe end of the hallway.

The gray-and-red-nmarbled vinyl flooring | ooked |ike day-old raw neat.

A mld dizziness overcane ne, inspired by the vileness of the pattern
inthe tile and by the fearsonme gl are.

| passed storage and machi nery roons.
The basenent appeared to be deserted.

The door at the farther end of the corridor becane the door at the
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nearer end. | stepped into a small subterranean garage.
This was not the public parking |ot, which | ay above ground.

Near by were only a panel truck with the hospital name on the side and a
par anedi cs' van.

More distant was a black Cadillac hearse fromKirk's Funeral Hone.

was relieved that Sandy Kirk had not already collected the body and
departed. | still had tine to put the photo of ny nother between Dad's
f ol ded hands.

Par ked besi de the gl eaning hearse was a Ford van simlar to the

par anedi cs' vehicle except that it was not fitted with the standard
emer gency beacons. Both the hearse and the van were facing away from
me, just inside the big roll-up door, which was open to the night.

O herwi se, the space was enpty, so delivery trucks could pull inside to
of f-load food, linens, and nedical supplies to the freight el evator.

At the nonment, no deliveries were being nade.

The concrete walls were not painted here, and the fluorescent fixtures
overhead were fewer and farther apart than in the corridor that | had
just left. Nevertheless, this was still not a safe place for nme, and
moved qui ckly toward the hearse and the white van

The corner of the basenent imrediately to the left of the rollup garage
door and past those two waiting vehicles was occupied by a roomthat |
knew well. It was the col d-hol di ng chanber, where the dead were kept
until they could be transported to nortuaries.

One terrible January night two years ago, by candlelight, ny father and
I had waited miserably in cold-holding nore than half an hour with the
body of nmy nother. W could not bear to | eave her there al one.

Dad woul d have foll owed her fromthe hospital to the nortuary and into
the crematorium furnace that night-if not for his inability to abandon
me. A poet and a scientist, but such simlar souls.

She had been brought fromthe scene of the accident by anbul ance and
rushed fromthe energency roomto surgery. She died three m nutes
after reaching the operating table, w thout regaining consciousness,
even before the full extent of her injuries could be determ ned.

Now t he insul ated door to the col d-hol di ng chanber stood open, and as |
approached it, | heard nen arguing inside. |In spite of their anger
they kept their voices |low, an enotional note of strenuous di sagreenent
was mat ched by a tone of urgency and secrecy.

Their circunspection rather than their anger brought ne to a stop 'just
before | reached the doorway. 1In spite of the deadly fluorescent
light, | stood for a nonent in indecision

From beyond the door cane a voice | recognized. Sandy Kirk said, "So
who is this guy I'll be cremating?”

Anot her man said, "Nobody. Just a vagrant."

"You shoul d have brought himto ny place, not here," Sandy
conpl ai ned.

"And what happens when he's m ssed?"
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A third man spoke, and | recognized his voice as that of one of the two
orderlies who had collected my father's body fromthe room upstairs:
"Can we for God's sake 'just nmove this al ong?”

Suddenly certain that it was dangerous to be encunbered, | set the
sui tcase against the wall, freeing both hands.

A man appeared in the doorway, but he didn't see ne because he was
backi ng across the threshold, pulling a gurney.

The hearse was eight feet away. Before | was spotted, | slipped to it,
crouching by the rear door through which cadavers were | oaded.

Peering around the fender, | could still see the entrance to the

col d- hol di ng chanber. The nman backing out of that roomwas a stranger
|ate twenties, six feet, massively built, with a thick neck and a
shaved head. He was wearing work shoes, blue jeans, a redplaid flanne
shirt-and one pearl earring.

After he drew the gurney conpletely across the threshold, he swing it
around toward the hearse, ready to push instead of pull

On the gurney was a corpse in an opaque, zippered vinyl bag.

In the col d-hol ding chanber two years ago, ny nother was transferred
into a simlar bag before being released to the nortician

Fol | owi ng the stone-bald stranger into the garage, Sandy Kirk gripped
the gurney with one hand. Blocking a wheel with his left foot, he
asked again, "Wat happens when he's m ssed?"

The bald nman frowned and cocked his head. The pearl his earl obe was
lumi nous. "I told You, he was a vagrant. Everything he owned is in
hi s backpack. "

"so?"
"He di sappears-who's to notice or care?"

Sandy was thirty-two and so good-|ooking that even his grisly
occupati on gave no pause to the wonmen who pursued him Al though he was
charnming and | ess self-consciously dignified than many in his

prof essi on, he nade ne uneasy. Hi s handsome features seened to be a
mask behi nd whi ch was not another face but an enptiness-not as though
he were a different and |l ess norally notivated nan than he pretended to
be, but as though he were no man at all

Sandy said, "Wat about his hospital records?"

I "He didn't die here," the bald man said. "I picked himup earlier,
out on the state highway. He was hitchhiking."

I had never voiced my troubling perception of Sandy Kirk to anyone: not
to ny parents, not to Bobby Halloway, not to Sasha, not even to
O son.

So many thoughtl| ess peopl e have made unki nd assunpti ons about ne, based
on ny appearance and ny affinity for the night, that I amreluctant to
don the club of cruelty and speak ill of anyone wi thout anple reason

Sandy's father, Frank, had been a fine and well-liked nman, and Sandy
had never done anything to indicate that he was | ess adnirable than his
dad.
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Until now.

To the man with the gurney, Sandy said, "lI'mtaking a big risk."
"You're untouchable.”

"l wonder."

"Wbnder on your own tine," said the bald man, and he rolled the gurney
over Sandy's bl ocking foot.

Sandy cursed and scuttled out of the way, and the man with the gurney
canme directly toward me. The wheels squeaked-as had the wheels of the
gurney on which they had taken away ny father

Still crouching, | slipped around the back of the hearse, between it
and the white Ford van. A quick glance reveal ed that no conpany or
institution name adorned the side of the van

The squeaki ng gurney was rapi dly draw ng nearer.

Instinctively, | knew | was in considerable jeopardy. | had caught
themin sonme schene that | didn't understand but that clearly involved
illegalities. They would especially want to keep it secret fromne, of
al | people.

| dropped facedown on the floor and slid under the hearse, out of sight
and al so out of the fluorescent glare, into shadows as cool and snooth
as silk. M hiding place was barely spaci ous enough to accomvdate ne,
and when | hunched ny back, it pressed against the drive train.

I was facing the rear of the vehicle. | watched the gurney roll past
the hearse and continue to the van

When | turned ny head to the right, | saw the threshold of the

col d- hol di ng chanber only eight feet beyond the Cadillac. | had an
even cl oser view of Sandy's highly polished black shoes and the cuffs
of his navy-blue suit pants as he stood | ooking after the bald man with
t he gurney.

Behi nd Sandy, against the wall, was ny father's small suitcase.

There had been nowhere nearby to conceal It, and if | had kept it with
me, | wouldn't have been able to nove quickly enough or slip
noi sel essly under the hearse.

Apparently no one had noticed the suitcase yet. Mybe they would
continue to overlook it.

The two orderlies-whom | could identify by their white shoes and white
pants-rolled a second gurney out of the hol ding room

The wheels on this one did not squeak

The first gurney, pushed by the bald man, reached the back of the white

van. | heard himopen the rear cargo doors on that vehicle.
One of the orderlies said to the other, "I better get upstairs before
sonmeone starts wondering what's taking me so long." He wal ked away,

toward the far end of the garage.

The col | apsible legs on the first gurney folded up with a hard clatter
as the bald man shoved it into the back of his van
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Sandy opened the rear door on the hearse as the remining orderly
arrived with the second gurney. On this one, evidently, was another
opaque vinyl bag containing the body of the namel ess vagrant.

A sense of unreality overcanme nme-that | should find nyself in these
strange circunstances. | could al nost believe that | had sonehow
fallen into a dreamw thout first falling into sleep

The cargo-hold doors on the van slanmed shut. Turning ny head to the
left, | watched the bald nman's shoes as he approached the driver's
door.

The orderly would wait here to close the big roll-up after the two
vehicl es departed. |If | stayed under the hearse, | woul d be di scovered
when Sandy drove away.

I didn't know which of the two orderlies had remi ned behind, but it

didn't matter. | was relatively confident that | could get the better
of either of the young nen who had wheeled ny father away fromhis
deat hbed.

If Sandy Kirk glanced at his rear-view nmirror as he drove out of the
garage, however, he mght see ne. Then | would have to contend with
both himand the orderly.

The engi ne of the van turned over.

As Sandy and the orderly shoved the gurney into the back of the hearse,
I slid out fromunder that vehicle. M cap was knocked of f. |
snatched it up and, without daring to glance toward the rear of the
hearse, crabbed eight feet to the open door of the col d-hol ding
chamber.

Inside this bleak room | scranbled to ny feet and hid behind the door,
pressing ny back to the concrete wall

No one in the garage cried out in alarm Evidently | had not been
seen.

I realized that I was holding nmy breath. | let it out with a long hiss
bet ween cl enched teet h.

My light-stung eyes were watering. | blotted themon the backs of ny
hands.

Two wal s were occupi ed by over-and-under rows of stainless stee
nmorgue drawers in which the air was even colder than in the hol ding
chamber itself, where the tenmperature was | ow enough to nake ne

shi ver.

Two cushi onl ess wooden chairs stood to one side.

The flooring was white porcelain tile with tight grout joints for easy
cleaning if a body bag sprang a | eak

Again, there were overhead fluorescent tubes, too nmany of them and
tugged ny Mystery Train cap far down on ny brow.

Surprisingly, the sunglasses in ny shirt pocket had not been broken. |
shi el ded ny eyes.

A percentage of ultraviolet radiation penetrates even a highly rated
sunscreen. | had sustai ned nore exposure to hard light in the past
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hour than during the entire previous year. Like the hoofbeats of a
fearsone bl ack horse, the perils of cunulative exposure thundered
t hrough ny m nd.

From beyond the open door, the van's engine roared. The roar swiftly
receded, fading to a grunble, and the grunbl e becane a dyi ng rurnur.

The Cadillac hearse followed the van into the night. The big nmotorized
garage door rolled down and nmet the sill with a solid blow that echoed
through the hospital's subterranean realns, and in its wake, the echo
shook a trenbling silence out of the concrete walls.

| tensed, balling ny hands into fists.

Al t hough he was surely still in the garage, the orderly nade no
sound.

I imagi ned him head cocked with curiosity, staring at ny father's
Sui t case.

A mnute ago | had been sure that | could overpower this man.

Now ny confi dence ebbed. Physically, | was nore than his equal but he
m ght possess a ruthlessness that | did not.

I didn't hear himapproaching. He was on the other side of the open
door, inches fromnme, and | becane aware of himonly because the rubber
sol es of his shoes squeaked on the porcelain tile when he crossed the

t hr eshol d.

If he cane all the way inside, a confrontation was inevitable.
My nerves were coiled as tight as cl ockwork mainsprings.

After a disconcertingly long hesitation, the orderly switched off the
lights. He pulled the door shut as he backed out of the room

I heard himinsert a key in the lock. The dead bolt snapped into place
with a sound |ike the hanmer of a heavy-caliber revol ver driving the
firing pin into an enpty chanber.

| doubted that any corpses occupied the chilled norgue drawers. Mercy
Hospital -in qui et Monlight Baydoesn't crank out the dead at the
frenetic pace with which the big institutions process themin the

vi ol ence-ridden cities.

Even if breathless sleepers were nestled in all these stainless steel
bunks, however, | wasn't nervous about being with them | will one day
be as dead as any resident of a graveyard-no doubt sooner than wl|l
other nen of ny age. The dead are nerely the countrynen of ny

future

I did dread the Iight, and now the perfect darkness of this coo

wi ndowl ess roomwas, to ne, |ike quenching water to a man dyi ng of
thirst. For a minute or longer | relished the absol ute bl ackness that
bat hed ny skin, mnmy eyes.

Reluctant to nmove, | remai ned beside the door, nmy back against the
wal |

I half expected the orderly to return at any nonent.

Finally I took off my sunglasses and slipped theminto nmy shirt pocket
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agai n.

Al though | stood in blackness, through ny m nd spun bright pinwheels of
anxi ous specul ati on.

My father's body was in the white van. Bound for a destination that |
could not guess. |In the custody of people whose notivations were
utterly inconprehensible to ne.

I couldn't inmagine any |ogical reason for this bizarre corpse
swap-except that the cause of Dad's death nmust not have been as
straightforward as cancer. Yet if ny father's poor dead bones could
sonehow i ncrimnate soneone, why wouldn't the guilty party |et Sandy
Kirk's crematorium destroy the evi dence?

Apparently they needed his body.
For what ?

A cold dew had formed inside ny clenched fists, and the back of ny neck
was danp.

The nore | thought about the scene that | had w tnessed in the garage,
the less confortable I felt in this lightless way station for the
dead.

These peculiar events stirred primtive fears so deep in nmy mnd that |
could not even discern their shape as they swamand circled in the
mur K.

A murdered hitchhi ker woul d be cremated in ny father's place.

But why kill a harm ess vagrant for this purpose? Sandy could have
filled the bronze menorial urn with ordi nary wood ashes, and | would
have been convinced that they were human. Besides, it was unlikely in
the extreme that | would ever pry open the sealed urn once | received
it-unlikelier still that |I would subnit the powdery contents for

| aboratory testing to determne their conposition and true source.

My thoughts seened tangled in a tightly woven nmesh. | couldn't thrash
| oose.
Shakily, | withdrew the lighter fromny pocket. | hesitated, |istening

for furtive sounds on the far side of the | ocked door, and then
struck a fl ane.

I woul d not have been surprised to see an al abaster corpse silently
risen fromits steel sarcophagus, standing before me, face greasy with
death and glimering in the butane | anbency, eyes wi de but blind, nouth
working to inpart secrets but producing not even a whisper. No cadaver
confronted ne, but serpents of |ight and shadow slipped fromthe
fluttering flame and purled across the steel panels, inparting an
illusion of novement to the drawers, so that each receptacle appeared
to be inching outward.

Turning to the door, | discovered that to prevent anyone from bei ng

accidentally |l ocked in the cold-holding room the dead bolt could be
di sengaged fromwithin. On this side, no key was required; the |ock
could be operated with a sinple thunbturn

| eased the dead bolt out of the striker plate as quietly as
possi bl e.
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The door knob creaked softly.
The silent garage was apparently deserted, but | remained alert.

Soneone coul d be conceal ed behind one of the supporting columms, the
par anedi cs' van, or the panel truck

Squinting against the dry rain of fluorescent light, | saw to ny di smay
that ny father's suitcase was gone. The orderly nust have taken it

I did not want to cross the hospital basenment to the stairs by which
had descended. The risk of encountering one or both of the orderlies
was too great.

Until they opened the suitcase and exam ned the contents, they m ght
not realize whose property it was. Wen they found ny father's wall et
with his ID, they would know | had been here, and they woul d be
concerned about what, if anything, | mght have heard and seen.

A hitchhi ker had been killed not because he had known anyt hi ng about
their activities, not because he could incrimnate them but nerely
because they needed a body to cremate for reasons that still escaped
ne.

Wth those who posed a genuine threat to them they would be
merci | ess.

| pressed the button that operated the wide roll-up. The notor humred,
the chain drive jerked taut overhead, and that big segnmented door
ascended with a frightful clatter. | glanced nervously around the
garage, expecting to see an assailant break fromcover and rush toward
ne.

When the door was nore than hal fway open, | stopped it with a second
tap of the button and then brought it down again with a third. As it
descended, | slipped under the door and into the night.

Tall pole lanmps shed a brass-cold, nuddy yellow |ight on the driveway
that sloped up fromthe subterranean garage. At the top of the drive,
the parking |l ot was also cast in this sullen radiance, which was like
the frigid glowthat mght illum nate an anteroomto sone precinct of
Hel I where puni shrment involved an eternity of ice rather than fire.

As much as possible, | noved through | andscape zones, in the nightshade
of canphor trees and pi nes.

| fled across the narrow street into a residential nei ghborhood of
quai nt Spani sh bungal ows. Into an alleyway w t hout streetl anps.

Past the backs of houses bright with windows. Beyond the w ndows were
roons where strange lives, full of infinite possibility and blissfu
ordi nari ness, were |ived beyond ny reach and al nost beyond mny

conpr ehensi on.

Frequently, | feel weightless in the night, and this was one of those
times. | ran as silently as the ow flies, gliding on shadows.

This sunl ess world had wel comed and nurtured ne for twenty-eight years,
had been al ways a pl ace of peace and confort to ne.

But now for the first time inny life, | was plagued by the feeling
that some predatory creature was pursuing ne through the darkness.
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Resi sting the urge to | ook over my shoul der, | picked up ny pace and
sprinted-raced-streaked-fl ew through the narrow backstreets and
dar k-ways of Mboonlight Bay.

I have seen photographs of California pepper trees in sunlight.
When brightly Iinnmed, they are |lacy, graceful, green dreans of trees.

At night, the pepper acquires a different character fromthe one that
it reveals in daylight. It appears to hang its head, letting its |ong
branches droop to conceal a face drawn with care or grief These trees
flanked the long driveway to Kirk's Funeral Home, which stood on a
three-acre knoll at the northeast edge of town, inland of H ghway | and
reached by an overpass. They waited like |lines of nourners, paying
their respects.

Yi As | clinbed the private | ane, on which | ow nmushroom shaped
| andscape | anps cast rings of light, the trees stirred in a breeze.

The friction between wind and | eaves was a whi spery |anmentation

No cars were parked along the nortuary approach, which neant that no
Vi ewi ngs were in progress.

I nyself travel through Monlight Bay only on foot or on ny bicycle.

There is no point inlearning to drive a car. | couldn't use it by
day, and by night | would have to wear sungl asses to spare nyself the
sting of oncom ng headlights. Cops tend to frown on night driving with
shades, no matter how cool You | ook

The full npon had ri sen.

I like the moon. It illum nates without scorching. |t burnishes what
is beautiful and grans conceal nent to what is not.

At the broad crown of the hill, the blacktop | ooped back on itself to
forma spacious turnaround with a small grassy circle at its center

In the circle was a cast-concrete reproduction of Mchelangelo's
Madona.

The body of the dead Christ, cradled on his mother's |ap, was | um nous
with reflected nmoonlight. The Virgin also glowed faintly.

In sunshine, this crude replica nmust surely | ook unspeakably tacky.

Faced with terrible | oss, however, nost nourners find confort in
assurances of universal design and neaning, even when as clunsily
expressed as in this reproduction. One thing | |ove about people is
their ability to be lifted so high by the smallest drafts of hope.

| stopped under the portico of the funeral home, hesitating because
couldn't assess the danger into which |I was about to | eap

The nmassive two-story Georgi an house-red brick with white wood

tri mwoul d have been the |oveliest house in town, were the town not
Moonl i ght Bay. A spaceship from another gal axy, perched here, would
have | ooked no nore alien to our coastline than did Kirk's handsome
pile. This house needed el ms, not pepper trees, drear heavens rather
than the clear skies of California, and periodic |lashings with rains
far col der than those that woul d drench it here.

The second floor, where Sandy |ived, was dark
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The viewi ng roons were on the ground floor. Through bevel ed, |eaded
panes that flanked the front door, | saw a weak |ight at the back of
t he house.

I rang the bell.
A man entered the far end of the hallway and approached the door

Al t hough he was only a silhouette, | recogni zed Sandy Kirk by his easy
wal k. He nmoved with a grace that enhanced his good | ooks.

He reached the foyer and switched on both the interior lights and the
porch lights. Wen he opened the door, he seened surprised to see ne
squinting at himfromunder the bill of ny cap

" Chri st opher?"
"Evening, M. Kirk."
"I'"'mso very sorry about your father. He was a wonderful nman."

"Yes. Yes, he was."

"We've already collected himfromthe hospital. W're treating him
just like famly, Christopher, with the utnobst respect-You can be sure
of that. | took his course in twentieth-century poetry at Ashdon. Did

You know t hat ?"
"Yes, of course."

"Fromhim!l learned to | ove Eliot and Pound. Auden and Pl ath. Beckett
and Ashbery. Robert Bly. Yeats. Al of them

Couldn't tolerate poetry when | started the course-couldn't live
without it by the end."

"Wal | ace Stevens. Donald justice. Louise Ghick. They were his
personal favorites."

Sandy sm | ed and nodded. Then: "Ch, excuse ne, | forgot."

Qut of consideration for ny condition, he extinguished both the foyer
and porch |ights.

Standi ng on the dark threshold, he said, "This nust be terrible for
You, but at least he isn't suffering anynore.”

Sandy's eyes were green, but in the pale | andscape |lighting, they
| ooked as snoot h-bl ack as certain beetles' shells.

Studying his eyes, | said, "Could | see hin®"
"\What - your father?"

"I didn't turn the sheet back fromhis face before they took hi mout of
his room Didn't have the heart for it, didn't think | needed to. Now
I"d really like just one last |ook."

Sandy Kirk's eyes were like a placid night sea. Below the unrenarkable
surface were great teening depths.

Hi s voice remai ned that of a conpassionate courtier to the bereaved.
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"Ch, Christopher I'"'msorry, but the process has begun."
"You've already put himin the furnace?"

Havi ng grown up in a business conducted with a richness of eupheni sms,
Sandy wi nced at nmy bluntness. "The deceased is in the crenator,
yes."

"Wasn't that terribly quick?"

"In our work, there's no wisdomin delay. If only I'd known You were
com ng .

I wondered if his beetle-shell eyes would be able to neet nine so
boldly if there had been enough light for ne to see their true green
col or.

Into ny silence, he said, "Christopher, |I'mso distressed by this,
seeing You in this pain, knowing | could have hel ped."

In my odd life, | have had much experience of some things and little of
others. Although | ama foreigner to the day, | know the night as no
one else can know it. Although |I have been the object on which

i gnorant fools have sonetimes spent their cruelty, nost of ny
under st andi ng of the human heart conmes fromnmny relationships with ny
parents and with those good friends who, like ne, live primarily

bet ween sunset and dawn; consequently, | have sel dom encountered
hurtful deception.

I was enbarrassed by Sandy's deceit, as though it shamed not nerely him
but also ne, and |I couldn't neet his obsidian stare any |onger. |
| onered nmy head and gazed at the porch floor

M st aki ng ny enbarrassnment for tongue-binding grief, he stepped onto
the porch and put one hand on my shoul der

I managed not to recoil

"My business is conforting fol ks, Christopher, and I'mgood at it. But
truthfully! | have no words that nake sense of death or nake it easier
to bear."

| wanted to kick his ass.

"I'"l'l be okay," | said, realizing that | had to get away from hi m
before | did sonething rash.

"What | hear nyself saying to nost folks is all the platitudes You'd
never find in the poetry your dad | oved, so |I'mnot going to repeat
themto You, not to You of all people.”

Keepi ng ny head down, nodding, | eased backward, out from under his
hand. "Thanks, M. Kirk. I'msorry to've bothered You."

"You didn't bother ne. O course You didn't. | only wish You'd called
ahead. |'d have been able to . . . delay."

"Not your fault. It's all right. Really."

Havi ng backed of f the stepless brick porch onto the bl acktop under the
portico, | turned away from Sandy.

Retreating once nore to that doorway between two darknesses, he said,
"Have You given any thought to the service-when You want to hold it,
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how You want it conducted?"

"No. No, not yet. 1'll let You know tonorrow "

As | wal ked away, Sandy said, "Christopher, are You all right'," FAcing
himfroma little distance this tine, | spoke in a nunb, inflectionless
voice that was only half calculated: "Yeah. I'mall right. 1'Il be
okay. Thanks, M. Kirk."

"I wish You had called ahead."

Shrugging, | janmed ny hands in ny jacket pockets, turned fromthe

house once nmore, and wal ked past the Madona.

Fl ecks of mca were in the mx fromwhich the replica had been poured,
and the big noon glimrered in those tiny chips, so that tears appeared
to shinmmer on the cheeks of Qur Lady of Cast Concrete.

| resisted the urge to glance back at the undertaker. | was certain he
was still watching ne.

I continued down the | ane between the forlorn, whispering trees. The
tenperature had fallen only into the | ow sixties. The onshore breeze
was pure after its journey across thousands of mles of ocean, bearing
not hing but the faintest whiff of brine.

Long after the slope of the driveway had taken ne out of Sandy's line
of sight, | |ooked back. | could see just the steeply pitched roof and
chi meys, sonber forns against the star-salted sky.

I noved off the blacktop onto grass, and | headed uphill again, this
time in the sheltering shadows of foliage. The pepper trees braided
the nmoon in their long tresses.

The funeral -hone turnaround cane into sight again. The Pietd.
The porti co.
Sandy had gone inside. The front door was cl osed.

Staying on the lawn, using trees and shrubs for cover, | circled to the
back of the house. A deep porch stepped down to a seventyfoot |ap
pool, an enormous brick patio, and formal rose gardensnone of which
could be seen fromthe public roonms of the funeral hone.

A town the size of ours welcones nearly two hundred newborns each year
while losing a hundred citizens to death. There were only two funera
hones, and Kirk's probably received over 70 percent of this

busi ness-plus half that fromthe smaller towns in the county. Death
was a good living for Sandy.

The view fromthe patio nust have been breathtaking in daylight:
unpopul ated hills rising in gentle folds as far to the east as the eye
could see, graced by scattered oaks with gnarled black trunks.

Now t he shrouded hills lay like sleeping giants under pale sheets.

When | saw no one at the lighted rear windows, | quickly crossed the
patio. The noon, white as a rose petal, floated on the inky waters of
the swi nm ng pool

The house adjoi ned a spaci ous L-shaped garage, which enbraced a notor
court that could be entered only fromthe front.
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The garage accommpdat ed two hearses and Sandy's personal vehicl es-but
al so, at the end of the wing farthest fromthe residence, the
cremat ori um

| slipped around the corner of the garage, along the back of the second
arm of the L, where i mense eucal yptus trees bl ocked nost of the
moonlight. The air was redolent of their medicinal fragrance, and a
carpet of dead | eaves crunched underf oot.

No corner of Monlight Bay is unknown to ne-especially not this one.

Most of ny nights have been spent in the exploration of our special
town, which has resulted in sonme nmacabre discoveri es.

Ahead, on ny left, frosty light marked the crematori um w ndow.
approached it with the conviction-correct, as it turned out-that | was
about to see something stranger and far worse than what Bobby Hal | oway
and | had seen on an Cctober night when we were thirteen

A decade and a half ago, |I'd had as norbid a streak as any boy ny age,
was as fascinated as all boys are by the nystery and lurid gl amour of
death. Bobby Halloway and I, friends even then, thought it was daring
to prowl the undertaker's property in search of the repul sive, the
ghoul i sh, the shocking.

I can't recall what we expected-or hoped-to find. A collection of
human skulls? A porch swing nade of bones? A secret |aboratory where
the deceptively nornal -1o00king Frank Kirk and his deceptively

nor mal - | ooki ng son Sandy called down |ightning bolts from storm cl ouds
to reanini ate our dead nei ghbors and use themas slaves to do the
cooki ng and housecl eani ng?

Per haps we expected to stunble upon a shrine to the evil gods C hul hu
and Yog- Sothoth in some sinister bramble-festooned end of the rose
garden. Bobby and | were reading a lot of H P.

Lovecraft in those days.

Bobby says we were a couple of weird kids. | say we were weird, for
sure, but neither nore nor |ess weird than other boys.

Bobby says maybe so, but the other boys gradually grew out of their
wei rdness while we've grown further into ours.

| don't agree with Bobby on ' this one. | don't believe that |'m any
nmore weird than anyone else |I've ever net. 1In fact, |'ma dam sight
| ess weird than sone.

Which is true of Bobby, too. But because he treasures his weirdness,
he wants nme to believe in and treasure nine.

He insists on his weirdness. He says that by acknow edgi ng and
enbraci ng our weirdness, we are in greater harnmony with nature because
nature is deeply weird

Anyway, one Cctober night, behind the funeral - home garage, Bobby
Hal | oway and | found the crematorium w ndow. W were attracted to it
by an eldritch Iight that throbbed agai nst the gl ass.

Because t he wi ndow was set high, we were not tall enough to peer
i nsi de.

Wth the stealth of commandos scouting an eneny encanpnent, we snatched
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a teak bench fromthe patio and carried it behind the garage, where we
positioned it under the glinmrering w ndow.

Si de by side on the bench, we were able to reconnoiter the scene
together. The interior of the wi ndow was covered by a Levol or blind;
but someone had forgotten to close the slats, giving us a clear view of
Frank Kirk and an assistant at work.

One renove fromthe room the |ight was not bright enough to cause ne
harm At least that was what | told nyself as | pressed ny nose to the
pane.

Even though | had | earned to be a singularly cautious boy, | was
nonet hel ess a boy and, therefore, love with adventure and camaraderi e,
so | mght knowi ngly have risked blindness to share that nonment with
Bobby Hal | oway.

On a stainless-steel gurney near the wi ndow was the body of an elderly
man. It was cloaked in a sheet, with only the ravaged face exposed.

H's yellowwhite hair, matted and tangl ed, nmade hi m| ook as though he
had died in a high wind. judging by his waxy gray skin, sunken cheeks,
and severely cracked |ips, however, he had succunbed not to a storm but
to a prolonged ill ness.

I f Bobby and | had been acquainted with the man in life, we didn't
recognize himin this ashen and enaciated condition. |If he'd been
soneone we knew even casually, he would have been no |less grisly but
per haps | ess an object of boyish fascination and dark delight.

To us, because we were just thirteen and proud of it, the nost
compel I i ng and remarkabl e and wonderful thing about the cadaver was

al so, of course, the grossest thing about it. One eye was closed, but
the other was w de open and staring, occluded by a bright red starburst
henor r hage

How t hat eye nesnerized us.

As death-blind as the painted eye of a doll, it neverthel ess saw
through us to the core

Sonetimes in a silent rapture of dread and soneti nes whi spering
urgently to each other like a pair of deranged sportscasters doing
color cormentary, we watched as Frank and his assistant readied the
creniator in one corner of the chanber. The room nust have been warm
for the nen slipped off their ties and rolled up their shirtsleeves,
and tiny drops of perspiration wove beaded veils on their faces.

Qut si de, the COctober night was mld. Yet Bobby and | shivered and
conpar ed goosefl esh and wondered that our breath didn't plume from us
in white wintry cl ouds.

The norticians folded the sheet back fromthe cadaver, and we boys
gasped at the horrors of advanced age and nurderous disease.

But we gasped with the same sweet thrill of terror that we had felt
whil e gleefully watching videos Iike Night of the Living Dead.

As the corpse was noved into a cardboard case and eased into the blue
flanmes of the cremator, | clutched Bobby's arm and he cl anped one danp
hand to the back of nmy neck, and we held fast to each other, as though
a supernatural magnetic power night pull us inexorably forward,
shattering the window, and sweep us into the room into the fire with
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the dead nman.
Frank Kirk shut the crenator.

Even through the cl osed wi ndow, the clank of the door was | oud enough,
final enough, to echo in the holl ows of our bones.

Later, after we had returned the teak bench to the patio and had fl ed
the undertaker's property, we repaired to the bl eachers at the footbal
field behind the high school. Wth no gane in progress, that place was
unlighted and safe for ne. W guzzled Cokes and nunched potato chips
that Bobby had gotten enroute at a 7-El even

"That was cool, that was so cool," Bobby declared excitedly.

"It was the cool est thing ever," | agreed.
"Cool er than Ned's cards."

Ned was a friend who had noved to San Francisco with his parents just
that previous August. He had obtained a deck of playing cards-how, he
woul d never reveal -that featured col or photographs of really

hot - | ooki ng nude worren, fifty-two different beauties.

"Definitely cooler than the cards," | agreed. "Cooler than when that
hunongous tanker truck overturned and bl ew up out on the highway."

"Jeez, yeah, negadegrees cooler than that. Cooler than when Zach
Bl enhei m got chewed up by that pit bull and had to have twenty-eight
stitches in his arm™"

"Unquestionably quantum arctics cooler than that,"” | confirned.
"H's eye!" Bobby said, renenbering the starburst henorrhage.
"Ch, CGod, his eye!"

"Gag-o-rama!"

We swilled down Cokes and tal ked and | aughed nore than we had ever
| aughed before in one night.

What anmmazing creatures we are when we're thirteen

There on the athletic-field bleachers, | knew that this macabre
adventure had tied a knot in our friendship that nothing and no one
woul d ever | oosen By then we had been friends for two years; but during
this night, our friendship becanme stronger, nore conmplex than it had
been at the start of the evening. W had shared a powerfully formative
experience-and we sensed that this event was nore profound than it
seenmed to be on the surface, nore profound than boys our age could
grasp. In ny eyes, Bobby had acquired a new nystique, as | had
acquired in his eyes, because we had done this daring thing.

Subsequently, | would discover that this nonent was nerely prel ude.

Qur real bonding cane the second week of Decenberwhen we saw sonet hi ng
infinitely nore disturbing than the corpse with the bl ood-red eye.

Now, fifteen years later, | would have thought that | was too old for
these adventures and too ridden by conscience to prow other people's
property as casually as thirteen-year-old boys seemable to do.

Yet here | was, treading cautiously on |layers of dead eucal yptus
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| eaves, putting nmy face to the fateful w ndow one nore tine.

The Levol or blind, though yellowed with age, appeared to be the sane
one t hrough which Bobby and | had peered so long ago. The slats were
adjusted at an angle, but the gaps between them were wi de enough to
allow a view of the entire crematoriuminto which | was tall enough to
see without the aid of a patio bench.

Sandy Kirk and an assistant were at work near the Power Pak Crenmtion
System They wore surgeons' nmsks, |atex gloves, and di sposabl e
pl asti c aprons.

On the gurney near the wi ndow was one of the opaque vinyl body bags,
unzi pped, split like a ripe pod, with a dead man nestled inside.

Evidently this was the hitchhi ker who would be cremated in ny father's
nane.

He was about five ten, a hundred sixty pounds. Because of the beating
that he had taken, | could not estimate his age. His face was
grotesquely battered.

At first | thought that his eyes were hidden by black crusts of
bl ood.

Then | realized that both eyes were gone. | was staring into enpty
socket s.

I thought of the old nan with the starburst henorrhage and how fearsone
he had seened to Bobby and ne. That was nothing conpared to this.

That had been only nature's inmpersonal work, while this was human
Vi ci ousness.

During that |ong-ago Cctober and Novenber, Bobby Hal | oway and
periodically returned to the crematori umw ndow. Creeping through the
darkness, trying not to trip in the ground ivy, we saturated our |ungs
with air redolent of the surroundi ng eucal yptuses, a scent that to this
day | identify with death.

During those two nonths, Frank Kirk conducted fourteen funerals, but
only three of those deceased were cremated. The others were enbal ned
for traditional burials.

Bobby and | |anmented that the enbal ming roomoffered no w ndows for our
use. That sanctum sanctorum "where they do the wet work," as Bobby put
it-was in the basenment, secure agai nst ghoulish spies |ike us.

Secretly, | was relieved that our snooping would be restricted to Frank
Kirk's dry work. | believe that Bobby was relieved as well, although
he pretended to be sorely di sappoi nt ed.

On the positive side, | suppose, Frank perforned nost enbal m ngs during
the day while restricting cremations to the night hours. This nade it
possible for me to be in attendance.

Al 't hough the hul king cremator-cruder than the Power Pak that Sandy uses
t hese days-di sposed of human remains at a very high tenperature and
featured emni ssion-control devices, thin snoke escaped the chi mey.

Frank conducted only nocturnal cremations out of respect for bereaved
famly menbers or friends who might, in daylight, glance at the hilltop
mortuary fromlower in town and see the last of their |oved ones
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slipping skyward in w spy gray curls.

Conveniently for us, Bobby's father, Anson, was the editor in chief of
the Moonlight Bay Gazette. Bobby used his connections and his
famliarity with the newspaper offices to get us the nbst current

i nformati on about deaths by accident and by natural causes.

We al ways knew when Frank Kirk had a fresh one, but we couldn't be sure
whet her he was going to enbalmit or crenate it.

I medi ately after sunset, we would ride our bikes to the vicinity of
the nortuary and then creep onto the property, waiting at the

cremat ori um wi ndow either until the action began or until we had to
admt at last that this one was not going to be a burning.

M. Garth, the sixty-year-old president of the First National Bank,
died of a heart attack in late October. W watched himgo into the
fire.

In Novenber, a carpenter naned Henry Aines fell off a roof and broke
his neck. Although Aines was cremated, Bobby and | saw nothing of the
process, because Frank Kirk or his assistant renenbered to cl ose the
slats on the Levol or blind.

The blinds were open the second week in Decenber, however, when we
returned for the cremation of Rebecca Acquilain. She was married to
Tom Acquilain, a math teacher at the junior high school where Bobby
attended classes but | did not. Ms. Acquilain, the town I|ibrarian,
was only thirty, the nother of a five-year-old boy naned Devli n.

Lyi ng on the gurney, swathed in a sheet fromthe neck down, Ms.
Acqui l ain was so beautiful that her face was not merely a vision upon
our eyes but a weight upon our chests. W could not breathe.

We had realized, | suppose, that she was a pretty worman, but we had
never nmooned over her. She was the librarian, after all, and soneone's
nmot her, while we were thirteen and inclined not to notice beauty that
was as quiet as starlight dropping fromthe sky and as clear as

rai nwater. The kind of woman who appeared nude on playi ng cards had
the flash that drew our eyes. Until now, we had often | ooked at Ms.
Acqui | ai n but had never seen her

Death had not ravaged her, for she had died quickly. Aflawin a

cerebral artery wall, no doubt with her frombirth but never suspected,
swel led and burst in the course of one afternoon. She was gone in
hour s.

As she lay on the nortuary gurney, her eyes were closed. Her features
were rel axed. She seemed to be sleeping; in fact her nmouth was curved
slightly, as though she were having a pl easant dream

When the two norticians renoved the sheet to convey Ms. Acquilain
into the cardboard case and then into the cremator, Bobby and | saw
that she was slim exquisitely proportioned, |ovely beyond the power of
words to describe. This was a beauty exceeding nere eroticism and we
didn't ook at her with norbid desire but with awe.

She | ooked so young.
She | ooked inmort al

The norticians conveyed her to the furnace with what seened to be
unusual gentl eness and respect. Wen the door was cl osed behind the
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dead woman, Frank Kirk stripped off his latex gloves and blotted the
back of one hand against his left eye and then his right. It was not
perspiration that he w ped away.

During other cremations, Frank and his assistant had chatted al npst
conti nuously, though we could not quite hear what they said. This
ni ght, they spoke hardly at all

Bobby and | were silent, too.

W returned the bench to the patio. W crept off Frank Kirk's
property.

After retrieving our bicycles, we rode through Monlight Bay by way of
its darkest streets.
W went to the beach

At this hour, in this season, the broad strand was deserted.

Behi nd us, as gorgeous as phoeni x feathers, nesting on the hills and
fluttering through a wealth of trees, were the town lights. 1In front
of us lay the inky wash of the vast Pacific.

The surf was gentle. Wdely spaced, |ow breakers slid to shore, lazily
spilling their phosphorescent crests, which peeled fromright to left
like a white rind off the dark neat of the sea

Sitting in the sand, watching the surf, | kept thinking how near we
were to Christmas. Two weeks away. | didn't want to think about
Christmas, but it twi nkled and jingled through ny mnd.

I don't know what Bobby was thinking. | didn't ask. | didn't want to
tal k. Neither did he.

| brooded about what Christnmas would be like for little Devlin
Acqui l ain without his nother. Maybe he was too young to understand
what death neant.

Tom Acqui |l ai n, her husband, knew what death neant, sure enough
Nevert hel ess, he woul d probably put up a Christnmas tree for Devlin.
How woul d he find the strength to hang the tinsel on the boughs?

Speaking for the first tine since we had seen the sheet unfol ded from
the wonan's body, Bobby said sinply, "Let's go sw nmng."

Al t hough the day had been mld, this was Decenber, and it wasn't a year
when El Nifio-the warm current out of the southern hem sphere-ran cl ose
to shore. The water tenperature was inhospitable, and the air was
slightly chilly.

As Bobby undressed, he folded his clothes and, to keep the sand out of
them neatly piled themon a tangl ed bl anket of kelp that had washed
ashore earlier in the day and been dried by the sun. | folded ny

cl ot hes beside his.

Naked, we waded into the black water and then swam out against the
tide.

W went too far from shore

We turned north and swam parallel to the coast. Easy strokes.
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M ni mal kicking. Expertly riding the ebb and flow of the waves.
We swam a dangerous di st ance.
We were both superb swi mers-though reckl ess now.

Usual ly a swinmer finds cold water |less disconfiting after being in it
awhi |l e; as the body tenperature drops, the difference between skin and
wat er tenperatures becomes nuch | ess perceptible. Furthernore,
exertion creates the inpression of heat. A reassuring but false sense
of warnth can arise, which is perilous.

This water, however, grew colder as fast as our body tenperatures
dropped. W reached no confort point, false or otherwi se.

Havi ng swumtoo far north, we should have nmade for shore. If we'd had
any common sense, we woul d have wal ked back to the nound of dry kelp
where we'd | eft our clothes.

Instead, we nerely paused, treading water, sucking in deep shuddery
breaths col d enough to sluice the precious heat out of our throats.

Then as one, without a word, we turned south to swimback the way we
had cone, still too far from shore

My |inbs grew heavy. Faint but frightening cranps twi sted through ny
stomach. The pounding of ny riptide heart seemed hard enough to push
me deep under the surface.

al t hough the inconming swells were as gentle as they had been when we
first entered the water, they felt nmeaner. They bit with teeth of cold
white foam

We swam si de by side, careful not to | ose sight of each other

The winter sky offered no confort, the lights of town were as distant
as stars, and the sea was hostile. Al we had was our friendship, but
we knew that in a crisis, either of us would die trying to save the

ot her.

When we returned to our starting point, we barely had the strength to
wal k out of the surf. Exhausted, nauseated, paler than the sand,
shivering violently, we spat out the astringent taste of the sea.

We were so bitterly cold that we could no | onger inagine the heat of
the crematorium furnace. Even after we had dressed, we were stil
freezing, and that was good.

W wal ked our bicycles off the sand, across the grassy park that
bordered the beach, to the nearest street.

As he clinbed on his bike, Bobby said, "Shit.

"Yeah," | said.

We cycled to our separate hones.

We went straight to bed as though ill. W slept. W dreaned.
Life went on.

We never returned to the crenatori um w ndow.
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We never spoke again of Ms. Acquilain.

Al'l these years |later, either Bobby or I would still give his life to
save the other-and wi thout hesitation.

How strange this world is: Those things that we can so readily touch,
those things so real to the senses-the sweet architecture of a wonman's
body, one's own flesh and bone, the cold sea and the gl eam of stars-are
far less real than things we cannot touch or taste or snell or see.

Bi cycl es and the boys who ride themare | ess real than what we feel in
our nminds and hearts, |ess substantial than friendship and | ove and
| onel i ness, all of which |ong outlast the world.

On this March night far down the tinme streamfrom boyhood, the
cremat ori um wi ndow and the scene beyond it were nore real than | woul d
have wi shed. Soneone had brutally beaten the hitchhiker to death-and
then had cut out his eyes.

Even if the nmurder and the substitution of this corpse for the body of
my father nade sense when all the facts were known, why take the
eyes?

Coul d there possibly be a | ogical reason for sending this pitiable nman
eyeless into the all-consunming fire of the cremator?

O had soneone disfigured the hitchhiker sheerly for the deep, dirty
thrill of it? wth the shaved head and the | thought of the hul king
man single pearl earring. H s broad blunt face. H s huntsnman's eyes,
bl ack and steady. His cold-iron voice with its rusty rasp

It was possible to i magi ne such a man taking pleasure fromthe pain of
anot her, carving flesh the carefree manner of any country gentleman
lazily whittling a twg.

I ndeed, in the strange new world that had cone into existence during ny
experience in the hospital basenent, it was easy to inagine that Sandy
Kirk hinmself had disfigured the body: Sandy, as good-I|ooking and slick
as any GQ nodel ; Sandy, whose dear father had wept at the burning of
Rebecca Acquilain. Perhaps the eyes had been offered up at the base of
the shrine in the far and thorny corner of the rose garden that Bobby
and | had never been able to find.

In the crematorium as Sandy and his assistant rolled the gurney toward
the furnace, the tel ephone rang.

GQuiltily, I flinched fromthe wi ndow as though | had triggered an
al arm

Wien | | eaned close to the glass again, | saw Sandy pull down the wal
phone. The his surgical mask and lift the handset fromtone of his
voi ce indicated confusion, then alarm then anger, but through the
dual - pane wi ndow, | was not able to hear what he was sayi ng.

Sandy sl amed down the tel ephone handset al nost hard enough to knock
the box off the wall. Woever had been on the other end of the line
had gotten a good ear cl eaning.

As he stripped out of his |atex gloves, Sandy spoke urgently to his
assistant. | thought | heard hi mspeak ny nane-and not with either
admration or affection.

an The assistant, Jesse Pinn, was a | ean-faced whippet of a in with red
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hair and russet eyes and a thin nouth that seenmed pinched in
anticipation of the taste of a chased-down rabbit. Pinn started to zip
the body bag shut over the corpse of the hitchhiker

Sandy's suit jacket was hung on one of a series of wall pegs to the
right of the door. Wen he lifted it off the peg, | was astonished to
see that under the coat hung a shoul der hol ster sagging with the wei ght
of a handgun.

Seeing Pinn funbling with the body bag, Sandy spoke sharply to hi mand
gestured at the w ndow.

As Pinn hurried directly toward ne, | jerked back fromthe pane. He
cl osed the hal f-open slats on the blind.

| doubted that | had been seen.

On the other hand, keeping in mind that | aman optim st on such a deep

| evel that a subatomi c condition with ne, | decided that on this one
occasion, | would be wise to listen to a nore pessinistic instinct and
not linger. | hurried between the garage wall and the eucal yptus

grove, through the death-scented air, toward the backyard.
The drifted | eaves crunched as hard as snail shells underfoot.

Fortunately, | was given cover by the soughing of the breeze through
t he branches overhead.

The wind was full of the holl ow susurrant sound of the sea over which
it had so long traveled, and it masked nmy novenents.

It would also cloak the footsteps of anyone stal ki ng ne.

I was certain that the tel ephone call had been from one of the
orderlies at the hospital. They had exam ned the contents of the
suitcase, found ny father's wallet, and deduced that | nust have been
in the garage to witness the body swap.

Wth this information, Sandy had realized that ny appearance at his
front door had not been as innocent as it had seemed. He and Jesse
Pi nn woul d cone outside to see if | was still lurking on the

property.

| reached the backyard. The mani cured | awn | ooked broader and nore
open than | renenbered it.

The full nobon was no brighter than it had been mnutes earlier, but
every hard surface that had previously absorbed this languid |ight now
reflected and anplified it. An eerie silver radiance suffused the

ni ght, denying ne conceal nent.

| dared not attenpt to cross the broad brick patio. 1In fact | decided
to stay well clear of the house and the driveway. Leaving via the sane
route by which | had arrived would be too risky.

I raced across the lawn to the acre of rose gardens at the back of the
property. Before me |lay descending terraces with extensive rows of
trellises standing at angles to one another, nunerous tunnel-Ilike
arbors, and a naze of neandering pat hways.

Spring along our nellow coast doesn't delay its debut to match the date
celebrating it on the cal endar, and already the roses were bl oom ng.
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The red and other darkly colored flowers appeared to be black in the
nmoonl i ght, roses for a sinister altar, but there were enornous white
bl oons, too, as big as babi es' heads, nodding to the lullaby of the
breeze.

Men's voi ces arose behind ne. They were worn thin and tattered by the
wor ryi ng w nd.

Crouching behind a tall trellis, | |ooked back through the open squares
between the white lattice crossings. Gngerly | pushed aside | ooping
trailers with w cked thorns.

Near the garage, two flashlight beans chased shadows out of shrubbery,
sent phantons | eaping up through tree |linbs, dazzled across w ndows.

Sandy Kirk was behind one of the flashlights and was no doubt toting
the handgun that | had glinpsed. Jesse Pinn night also have a
weapon.

There was once a tine when norticians and their assistants didn't pack
heat. Until this evening | had assuned | was still living in that
era.

I was startled to see a third flashlight beam appear at the far corner
of the house. Then a fourth. Then a fifth.

A si xt h.

I had no clue as to who these new searchers m ght be or where they
could have conme fromso quickly. They spread out to forma line and
advanced purposefully across the yard, across the patio, past the
swi mmi ng pool, toward the rose garden, probing with the flashlights,
menaci ng figures as featureless as denons in a dream

The facel ess pursuers and the thwarting nazes that trouble us in sleep
were now reality.

The gardens stepped in five broad terraces down a hillside. 1In spite
of these plateaus and the gentl eness of the slopes between them | was
gathering too nuch speed as | descended, and | was afraid that | would
stunmble, fall, and break a | eg.

Rising on all sides, the arbors and fanciful trellises began to

resenble gutted ruins. In the lower levels, they were overgrown wth
thorny trailers that clawed the lattice and seened to withe with
animal life as | fled past them

The night had fallen into a waki ng ni ghtnare.
My heart pounded so fiercely that the stars reel ed.

I felt as though the vault of the sky were sliding toward me, gaining
momrentum | i ke an aval anche.

Plunging to the end of the gardens, | sensed as much as saw t he | oom ng
wrought-iron fence: seven feet high, its glossy black paint glimering
with moonlight. | dug ny heels into the soft earth and braked, jarring

agai nst the sturdy pickets but not hard enough to hurt nyself.

I hadn't made much noise, either. The spear-point verticals were
solidly welded to the horizontal rails; instead of clattering frommy
i mpact, the fence briefly thrumred.
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| sagged agai nst the ironwork.

A bitter taste plagued me. M nmouth was so dry that | couldn't spit.

My right tenple stung. | raised a hand to ny face. Three thorns
prickled ny skin. | plucked them out.
During ny flight downhill, | must have been | ashed by a trailing rose

brier, although | didn't recall encountering it.

Maybe because | was breathing harder and faster, the sweet fragrance of
roses becane too sweet, sharpened into a half-rotten stench. | could
snmel |l ny sunscreen again, too, alnpbst as strongly as when it had been
freshly applied-but with a sour taint nowbecause ny perspiration had
revitalized the scent of the l|otion

I was overcone by the absurd yet unshakabl e conviction that the six
searchers could sniff ne out, as though they were hounds. | was safe
for the noment only because | was downw nd of them

Clutching the fence, out of which the thrumm ng had passed into ny
hands and bones, | glanced uphill. The search party was moving from
the highest terrace to the second.

Si x scythes of |ight slashed through the roses. Portions of the
lattice structures, when briefly backlit and distorted by those bright
sweepi ng swords, |oomed |ike the bones of slain dragons.

The gardens presented the searchers with nore possible hiding places to
probe than did the open | awn above. Yet they were noving faster than
bef ore.

| scaled the fence and swung over the top, wary of snaring ny jacket or
a leg of ny jeans on the spear-point pickets. Beyond |ay open |and:
shadowed val es, steadily rising ranks of moonlit hills, wdely
scattered and barely discernible black oaks.

The wild grass, lush fromthe recent winter rains, was knee-hi gh when
dropped into it fromthe fence. | could snmell the green juice bursting
fromthe bl ades crushed beneath ny shoes.

Certain that Sandy and his associates would survey the entire perineter
of the property, | bounded downhill, away fromthe funeral hone. | was
eager to get beyond the reach of their flashlights before they arrived
at the fence

| was heading farther fromtown, which wasn't good. | wouldn't find
help in the wilderness. Every step eastward was a step into isolation,
and in isolation | was as vul nerable as anyone, nore vul nerabl e than
nost .

Sone luck was with me because of the season. |If the searing heat of
sumrer had al ready been upon us, the high grass woul d have been as
gol den as wheat and as dry as paper. M progress woul d have been
mar ked by a swath of tranpled stalks.

I was hopeful that the still-verdant meadow woul d be resilient enough
to spring shut behind me, for the nost part concealing the fact that |
had passed this way. Nevertheless, an observant searcher woul d nost
likely be able to track ne.

Approxi mately two hundred feet beyond the fence, at the bottom of the
sl ope, the neadow gave way to denser brush. A barrier of tough,
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five-foot-high prairie cordgrass was m xed with what m ght have been
goat sheard and massi ve cl unps of aureol a.

I hurriedly pushed through this gromh into a ten-foot-w de natura
drai nage swale. Little grew here because an epoch of stormrunoff had
exposed a spine of bedrock under the hills. Wth no rain in over two
weeks, this rocky course was dry.

| paused to catch ny breath. Leaning back into the brush, | parted the
tall cordgrass to see how far down into the rose gardens the searchers
had descended.

Four of them were already clinbing the fence. Their flashlight beans
sl ashed at the sky, stuttered across the pickets, and stabbed randomy
at the ground as they clanbered up and over the iron.

They were unnervingly quick and agil e.
Were all of them like Sandy Kirk, carrying weapons?

Consi dering their aninmal-keen instinct, speed, and persistence, perhaps
they woul dn't need weapons. |If they caught nme, nmaybe they would tear
me apart with their hands.

I wondered if they would take ny eyes.

The drai nage channel -and the wider declivity in which it |ay-ran uphil

to the northeast and downhill to the southwest. As | was already at
the extreme northeast end of town, | could find no help if | went
uphil | .

| headed sout hwest, followi ng the brush-flanked swale, intending to
return to well-populated territory as quickly as possible.

In the shall owly cupped channel ahead of me, the nmoonburni shed bedrock
gl owed softly like the mlky ice on a winter pond, dwindling into
obscurity. The enbracing curtains of high, silvery cordgrass appeared
to be stiff with frost.

Suppressing all fear of falling on | oose stones or of snapping an ankle
in a natural borehole, | gave nyself to the night, allow ng the
darkness to push ne as wi nd pushes a sailing ship. | sprinted down the
gradual slope with no sensation of feet striking ground, as though
actually were skating across the frozen rock.

Wthin two hundred yards, | canme to a place where hills folded into one
another, resulting in a branching of the hollow Wth barely any
decrease speed, | chose the right-hand course because it would | ead

nmore directly back into Monlight Bay.

I had gone only a short distance past that when | saw lights
approaching. A hundred yards ahead, the hollow turned out of sight to
the left, around a sweeping curve of grassy hillside.

The source of the questing beans | ay beyond that bend, but | could see
that they nmust be flashlights.

None of the nmen fromthe funeral home could have gotten out of the rose
gardens and ahead of nme so quickly. These were additional searchers.

They were attenpting to trap me in a pincer maneuver. | felt as though
I were being pursued by an arny, by platoons that had sprung
sorcerously fromthe ground itself.
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| came to a conplete halt.

I considered stepping off the bare rock, into conceal nent behind the
man- hi gh prairie grass and ot her dense brush that still bracketed the
drainage swale. No matter how little | disturbed this vegetati on,
however, | was nearly certain to | eave signs of ny passage that woul d
be obvious to these trackers. They would burst through the brush and
capture me or gun ne down as | scranbled up the open hillside.

At the bend ahead, the flashlight beans swelled brighter

Sprays of tall prairie grass flared |ike beautifully chased forms on a
sterling platter.

| retreated to the Y in the hollow and took the | eft-hand branch that
I'"d forgone a minute earlier. Wthin six or seven hundred feet, | cane
to another Y, wanted to go to the right-toward town-was afraid |'d be
playing into their assunptions, and took the |eft-hand branch instead,
although it would | ead ne deeper into the unpopul ated hills.

From somewhere above and off to the west arose the grunble of an

engi ne, distant at first but then suddenly nearer. The engi ne noise
was so powerful that | thought it came froman aircraft making a | ow
pass. This wasn't the stuttering clatter of a helicopter, but nore
like the roar of a fixed-w ng plane.

Then a dazzling light swept the hilltops to the left and right of ne,
passing directly across the hollow, sixty to eighty feet over ny

head.

The beam was so bright, so intense, that it seenmed to have wei ght and
texture, like a white-hot gush of sonme nolten substance.

A hi gh-powered searchlight. 1t arced away and reflected off distant

ridges to the east and north.
Where did they get this sophisticated ordnance on such short notice?

Was Sandy Kirk the grand kleagle of an antigovernment mlitia
headquartered in secret bunkers jamed wi th weapons and anmp, deep
under the funeral hone? No, that didn't ring true. Such things were
merely the stuff of real life these days, the current events of a
society in freefall-while this felt uncanny. This was territory
through which the wild rushing river of the evening news had not yet
swept .

I had to know what was happeni ng up there on hi gher ground.

If | didn't reconnoiter, | would be no better than a dunb rat in a
| aboratory maze.

I thrashed through the brush to the right of the swale, crossed the
sloping floor of the hollow, and then clinbed the long hillside,
because the searchlight seened to have originated in that direction

As | ascended, the beam scared the | and above agai n-indeed, blazing in

fromthe northwest as |I'd thought-and then scorched past a third tine,

brightly illum nating the brow of the hill toward which | was naking ny
way.

After crawing the penultimate ten yards on ny hands and knees,
wiggled the final ten on ny belly. At the crest, | coiled into an
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out croppi ng of weat her-scored rocks that provided a neasure of cover,
and | cautiously raised ny head.

A bl ack Humer-or maybe a Hunvee, the original mlitary version of the
vehicle before it had been gentrified for sale to civilians-stood one
hilltop away from m ne, imediately | eeward of a giant oak. Even
poorly reveal ed by the backwash of its own lights, n unm stakable
profile: a boxy, hulking, the Hummer presented a four-wheel -drive wagon
perched on giant tires, capable of crossing virtually any terrain.

I now saw two searchlights: Both were hand-held, one by the driver and
one by his front-seat passenger, and each had a | ens the size of a

sal ad plate. Considering their candl epower, they could have been
operated only off the Hummer engine.

The driver extinguished his Iight and put the Humrer in gear

The bi g wagon sped out fromunder the spreading |inbs of the oak and
shot across the high meadow as though it were cruising a freeway,
putting its tailgate toward ne. It vanished over the far edge, soon
reappeared out of a hollow, and rapidly ascended a nore distant sl ope,
effortl essly conquering these coastal hills.

The nen on foot, with flashlights and perhaps handguns, were keeping to
the hollows. 1In an attenpt to prevent nme fromusing the high ground,
to force me down where the searchers mght find ne, the Humrer was
patrolling the hilltops.

"Who are You people?" | mnuttered.

Searchl i ghts sl ashed out fromthe Hunmer, raking farther hills, a sea
of grass in an indecisive breeze that ebbed and fl owed. Wave after
wave broke across the rising | and and | apped agai nst the trunks of the
i sl and oaks.

Then the big wagon was on the nove again, rollicking over |ess
hospitable terrain. Headlights bobbling, one searchlight sw nging
wildly, along a crest, into a hollow and out again, notored east and
south to anot her vantage point.

I wondered how visible this activity mght be fromthe streets of
Moonl i ght Bay on the lower hills and the flatlands, closer to the
ocean.

Possibly only a few townspeopl e happened to be outside and | ooking up
at an angle that reveal ed enough conmotion to engage their curiosity.

Those who glinpsed the searchlights m ght assume that teenagers or
coll ege boys in an ordinary four-by-four were spotting coastal elk or

deer: an illegal but bloodl ess sport of which nost people are

tol erant.

Soon the Hummer would arc back toward ne. judging by the pattern of
its search, it mght arrive on this very hill in two nore noves.

| retreated down the slope, into the hollow fromwhich | had clinbed:
exactly where they wanted nme. | had no better choice.

Heretofore, | had been confident that | would escape. Now ny
confidence was ebbi ng.

| pushed through the prairie grass into the drainage swal e and
continued in the direction that | had been headed before the
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searchlights had drawn nme uphill. After only a few steps, | halted,
startled by sonething with radiant green eyes that waited on the trai
in front of ne.

Coyot e.

Wol flike but smaller, with a narrower nmuzzle than that of a wolf, these
rangy creatures could nonethel ess be dangerous. As civilization
encroached on them they were quite literally nmurder on famly pets
even in the supposedly safe backyards of residential nei ghborhoods near
the open hills. In fact, fromtine to tinme You heard of a coyote
savagi ng and dragging off a child if the prey was young and snal |
enough.

Al 't hough they attacked adult humans only rarely, | wouldn't care to
rely on their restraint or on ny superior size if | was to encounter a
pack-or even a pair-of themon their home ground.

My night vision was still recovering fromthe dazzle of the
searchlights, and a tense noment passed before | perceived that these
hot green eyes were too closely set to be those of a coyote.

Furthernore, unless this beast was in a full pounce posture with its
chest pressed to the ground, its baleful stare was directed at ne from
too low a position to be that of a coyote.

As ny vision readjusted to nightshade and noonlight, | saw that nothing
nmore threatening than a cat stood before ne. Not a cougar, which would
have been far worse than a coyote and reason for genuine terror, but a
mere house cat: pale gray or light beige, inpossible to tell which in
this gl oom

Most cats are not stupid. Even in the obsessive pursuit of field mce
or little desert lizards, they will not venture deeply into coyote
country.

Indeed, as | got a clearer viewof it, the particular creature before
me seened nore than usually quick and alert. It sat erect, head cocked
qui zzically, ears pricked, studying ne intensely.

As | took a step toward it, the cat rose onto all fours. Wen
advanced anot her step, the cat spun away from me and dashed al ong the
nmoon-si | vered path, vanishing into the darkness.

El sewhere in the night, the Hutmmer was on the nove again.
Its shriek and snarl rapidly grew | ouder.
| picked up ny pace.

By the time | had gone a hundred yards, the Hummer was no | onger
roaring but idling somewhere nearby, its engine noise |like a slow deep
panti ng.

Overhead, the predatory gaze of the lights swept the night for prey.

Upon reaching the next branching of the hollow, | discovered the cat
waiting for me. It sat at the point of division, conmitted to neither
trail

When | noved toward the | eft-hand path, the cat scurried to the
right.
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It halted after several steps-and turned its lantern eyes on ne.

The cat nmust have been acutely aware of the searchers all around us,
not just of the noisy Humer but of the nmen on foot.

Wth its sharp senses, it mght even perceive pheronones of aggression
streaming fromthem violence pending. It would want to avoid these
people as nmuch as | did. G ven the chance, | would be better off
choosi ng an escape route according to the animal's instincts rather
than according to ny own.

The idling engine of the Hummer suddenly thundered. The hard peals
echoed back and forth through the hollows, so that the vehicle seened
to be sinultaneously approaching and raci ng away.

Wth this stormof sound, indecision flooded ne, and for a nonent |
floundered in it.

Then | decided to go the way of the cat.

As | turned fromthe |eft-hand trail, the Hummer roared over the
hilltop on the eastern flank of the hollow into which | had al nost
pr oceeded.

For an instant it hung, suspended, as though weightless in a

cl ock-stopped gap in time, headlights like twin wires |eading a circus
tightrope wal ker into mdair, one searchlight stabbing straight up at

the black tent of the sky. Time snapped across that enpty synapse and
fl owed again: The Hummer tipped forward, and the front wheels crashed

onto the hillside, and the rear wheels crossed the crest, and gouts of
earth and grass spewed out fromunder its tires as it charged

downhi | |

A man whooped with delight, and another |aughed. They were reveling in
the hunt.

As the big wagon descended only fifty yards ahead of nme, the hand-held
searchlight swept the holl ow

I threw nyself to the ground and rolled for cover. The rocky swal e was
hell on bones, and | felt ny sungl asses crack apart in ny shirt
pocket .

As | scranbled to ny feet, a beam as bright as an oak-cl eaving
t hunderbolt sizzled across the ground on which | had been standing.

Wncing at the glare, squinting, | saw the searchlight quiver and then
sweep away to the south. The Hummer was not coming up the hol | ow
toward ne.

I mght have stayed where | was, at the intersection of the trails,
with the narrower point of the hill at ny back, until the Humrer noved
out of the vicinity, rather than risk encountering it in the next

hol  ow. When four flashlights wi nked far back on the trail that | had
followed to this point, however, | ceased to have the |uxury of
hesitation. | was beyond the reach of these men's lights, but they
were approaching at a trot, and | was in inmmnent danger of

di scovery.

When | rounded the point of the hill and ente red the hollow to the
west of it, the cat was still there, as though waiting for ne.

Presenting its tail to ne, it scanpered away, though not so fast that |
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| ost sight of it.

I was grateful for the stone under me, in which | could not |eave
betraying footprints-and then |I realized that only fragnments of ny
broken sungl asses remained in ny shirt pocket. As | ran, | fingered ny
pocket and felt one bent stem and a jagged piece of one lens. The rest
must have scattered on the ground where | had fallen, at the fork in
the trail

The four searchers were sure to spot the broken frames. They woul d
divide their forces, two nmen to each hollow, and they would cone after
me harder and faster than ever, energized by this evidence that they
were closing on their quarry.

On the far side of this hill, out of the vale where | had barely
escaped the searchlight, the Hurmer be an to clinb again. The shriek
of its engine rose in pitch, swelled in vol une.

If the driver paused on this grassy hilltop to survey the night once
more, | would run undetected beneath himand away. |If instead he raced
across the hill and into this new hollow, | mght be caught in his
headl i ghts or pinned by a searchlight beam

The cat ran, and | ran.

As it sloped down between dark hills, the hollow grew w der than any
that | had travel ed previously, and the rocky swale in the center

wi dened, too. Along the verge of the stone path, the tall cordgrass
and the other brush bristled thicker than el sewhere, evidently watered
by a greater volunme of stormrunoff, but the vegetation was too far to
either side to cast even a faint dappling of nbonshadows over ne, and
felt dangerously exposed. Furthermore, this broad declivity, unlike
those before it, ran as straight as a city street, with no bends to
shield me fromthose who night enter it in ny wake.

On the highlands, the Humrmer seenmed to have cone to a halt once nore

Its grunble drained away in the sluicing breeze, and the only engine
sounds were mine: the rasp and wheeze of breathing, heartbeat like a
poundi ng pi ston

The cat was potentially fleeter than I-wind on four feet; it could have
vani shed in seconds. For a couple of mnutes, however, it paced ne,
staying a constant fifteen feet ahead, pale gray or pale beige, a nere
ghost of a cat in the noongl ow, occasionally glancin back with eyes as
eerie as seance candl es.

Just when | began to think that this creature was purposefully |eading
me out of harms way, just as | began to indulge in one of those orgies
of ant hr opoi nor phi zi ng that make Bobby Halloway's brain itch, the cat
sped away fromme. |If that dry rocky wash had been filled with a storm
gush, the tunmbling water could not have outrun this feline, and in two
seconds, three at nost, it disappeared into the night ahead.

A mnute later, | found the cat at the term nus of the channel

W were in the dead end of a blind hollow, with exposed grassy hills
rising steeply on three sides. They were so steep, in fact, that |
could not scale them quickly enough to elude the two searchers who were
surely pursuing on foot. Boxed in. Trapped.

Driftwood, tangled balls of dead weeds and grass, and silt were nmounded
at the end of the wash. | half expected the cat to give nme an evi
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Cheshire grin, white teeth gleaning in the gloom Instead, it
scanmpered to the pile of debris and slinked-wiggled into one of many
smal | gaps, di sappearing again.

This was a wash. Therefore the runoff had to go sonewhere when it
reached this point.

Hastily | clinbed the nine-foot-long, three-foot-high slope of packed
debris, which sagged and rattled and crunched but held beneath nme. It
was all drifted against a grid of steel bars, which served as a
vertical grate across the nmouth of a culvert set into the side of the
hill.

Beyond the grate was a six-foot-diameter concrete drain between
anchoring concrete buttresses. It was apparently part of a

fl ood-control project that carried stormwater out of the hills, under
the Pacific Coast Hi ghway, into drains beneath the streets of Moonlight
Bay, and finally to the sea.

A couple of times each winter, maintenance crews would clear the trash
away fromthe grate to prevent water flow from being conpletely
i mpeded.

Clearly, they had not been here recently.

Inside the culvert, the cat neowed. Magnified, its voice echoed with a
new sepul chral tone along the concrete tunnel

The openings in the steel-bar grid were four-inch squares, w de enough
to admt the supple cat but not w de enough for me. The grate extended
the width of the opening, frombuttress to buttress, but it didn't
reach all the way to the top.

I swung legs-first and back-ward through the two-foot-high gap between
the top of the grate and the curved ceiling of the drain. | was
grateful that the grid had a headrail, for otherwi se | would have been
poked and gouged painfully by the exposed tops of the vertical bars.

Leaving the stars and the noon behind, | stood with ny back to the
grate, peering into absolute blackness. | had to hunch only slightly
to keep from bunpi ng ny head agai nst the ceiling.

The snell of damp concrete and mol dering grass, not entirely
unpl easant, wafted from bel ow.

| eased forward, sliding nmy feet. The snmooth floor of the culvert had

only a slight pitch. After just a few yards, | stopped, afraid | would
bl under into a sudden drop-off and wind up dead or broken-backed at the
bottom

I withdrew the butane lighter froma pocket of ny jeans, but | was
reluctant to strike a flame. The light flickering along the curved
wal | s of the culvert would be visible from outside.

The cat called again, and its radiant eyes were all that | could see
ahead. CGuessing at the distance between us, judging by the angle at
which | | ooked down upon the animal, | deduced that the floor of the
huge cul vert continued at an increased-but not drastic-slope.

| proceeded cautiously toward the | anbent eyes. Wien | drew close to
the creature, it turned away, and | halted at the loss of its twin
beacons.
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Seconds later it spoke again. |Its green gaze reappeared and fixed
unbl i nki ng on ne.

Edgi ng forward once nore, | marveled at this odd experience.

Al that | had w tnessed since sundown-the theft of nmy father's body,
the battered and eyel ess corpse in the crematorium the pursuit from
the nortuary-was incredible, to say the |east, but for sheer
strangeness, nothing equal ed the behavior of this small descendant of
figers.

O maybe | was naking a lot nore of the nonment than it deserved,
attributing to this sinple house cat an awareness of nmy plight that it
didn't actually possess.

Maybe.
Blindly, I cane to another nound of debris smaller than the first.

Unli ke the previous heap, this one was danp. The fl otsam squi shed
beneath nmy shoes, and a sharper stench rose fromit.

| clanbered forward, cautiously groping at the darkness in front of ne,
and | discovered that the debris was packed agai nst anot her steel -bar
grate. \Whatever trash managed to wash over the top of the first grate
was caught here

After clinbing this barrier and crossing safely to the other side,
risked using the lighter. | cupped ny hand around the flane to contain
and direct the glow as nuch as possi bl e.

The cat's eyes blazed bright: gold now, flecked with green. W stared
at each other for a long noment, and then ny guide-if that's what it
was- whi pped around and sprinted out of sight, down into the drain.

Using the lighter to find ny way, keeping the flane |ow to conserve

but ane, | descended through the heart of the coastal hills, passing
smal ler tributary culverts that opened into this main line. | arrived
at a spillway of wi de concrete steps on which were puddl es of stagnant
wat er and a thin carpet of hardy gray-black fungus that probably
thrived only during the four-nonth rainy season. The scumy steps were
treacherous, but for the safety of maintenance crews, a steel handrai
was bolted to one wall, hung now with a drab tinsel of dead grass
deposited by the npst recent fl ood.

As | descended, | listened for the sounds of pursuit, voices in the
tunnel behind me, but all | heard were ny own stealthy noises.

Ei ther the searchers had decided that | hadn't escaped by way of the
cul vert-or they had hesitated so | ong before following nme into the
drain that | had otten well ahead of them

At the bottom of the spillway, on the last two broad steps, | al nost
pl unged into what | thought at first were the pale, rounded caps of
| arge mushrooms, clusters of vile-1ooking fungi growing here in the
Iightl ess danp, no doubt poisonous in the extrene.

lutching the railing, | eased past sprouting forns on the slippery
concrete, reluctant to touch them even with one of ny shoes.

Standing in the next length of sloping tunnel, |I turned to examine this
pecul i ar find.
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When | cranked up the flane on the lighter, | discovered that before ne
I ay not mushroons but a collection of skulls. The fragile skulls of
birds. The elongated skulls of lizards. The larger skulls of what

m ght have been cats, dogs, raccoons, porcupines, rabbits, squirrels.

Not a scrap of flesh adhered to any of these death's-heads, as if they
had been boiled clean: white and yellowwhite in the butane |ight,
scores of them perhaps a hundred. No |eg bones, no rib cages, just
skull's. They were arranged neatly side by side in three rows-two on
the bottom step and one on the second fromthe bottomfacing out, as
though, even with their enpty eye sockets, they were here to bear

wi tness to sonet hi ng.

I had no idea what to nmake of this. | saw no satanic markings on the
culvert walls, no indications of nmacabre cerenonies of any kind, yet
the di splay had an undeni ably synbolic purpose. The extent of the
coll ection indicated obsession, and the cruelty inplicit in so nuch
killing and decapitation was chilling.

Recalling the fascination with death that had gri pped ne and Bobby
Hal | oway when we were thirteen, | wondered if some kid, far weirder
than we ever were, had done this grisly work. Crimnologists claim
that by the age of three or four, nost serial killers begin torturing
and killing insects, progressing to small animals during chil dhood and
adol escence, and finally graduating to people. Maybe in these
cataconbs, a particularly vicious young nurderer was practicing for his
life's work.

In the mddle of the third and hi ghest row of these bony visages rested
a gleam ng skull that was markedly different fromall the others. It
appeared to be human. Small but hunman. Like the skull of an infant.

"Dear Cod."
My voi ce whi spered back to me along the concrete walls.

More than ever, | felt as though | were in a dreani scape, where even
such things as concrete and bone were no nore solid than snoke.

Nevertheless, | did not reach out to touch the small human skull-or any
of the others, for that matter. However unreal they mi ght seem | knew
that they would be cold, slick, and too solid to the touch

Anxi ous to avoid encountering whoever had acquired this grim
collection, I continued downward through the drain.

| expected the cat with the enigmatic eyes to reappear, pale paws
meeting concrete with feather-on-feather silence, but either it

remai ned out of sight ahead of me or it had detoured into one of the
tributary lines.

Sections of sloped concrete pipe alternated with nore spillways, and
just as | was beginning to worry that the lighter didn't contain enough
fuel to see me to safety, a circle of dimgray |ight appeared and
gradual Iy brightened ahead. | hurried toward it and found that no
grate barred the | ower end of the tunnel, which led into an open

drai nage channel of nortar-set river rock

| was in famliar territory at last, the northern flats of towmn. A
couple of blocks fromthe sea. Half a block fromthe high school
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After the dank culvert, the night air snelled not nerely fresh but
sweet. The high points of the polished sky glittered di anondwhite.

According to the digital l|ight board on the Wells Fargo Bank buil di ng,
the tinme was 7:56 P.m, which meant that ny father had been dead | ess
than three hours, though days seemed to have passed since |'d |ost
hi m

The sane sign set the tenperature at sixty degrees, but the night
seenmed col der to ne.

Around the corner fromthe bank and down the bl ock, the Tidy Tine
Laundromat was fl ooded with fluorescent light. Currently no custoners
were doing their |aundry.

Wth the dollar bill ready in my hand, with ny eyes squinted to slits,
I went inside, into the flowery fragrance of soap powders and the
chem cal keenness of bleach, nmy head | owered to naxim ze the protection

provided by the bill of nmy cap. | ran straight to the change machi ne,
fed it, snatched up the four quarters that it spat into the tray, and
fled.

Two bl ocks away, outside the post office, stood a pay phone with
wi ngli ke sound shields. Above the phone, nounted on the wall of the
buil ding, was a security |light behind a wire cage.

When | hung my hat on the cage, shadows fell

I figured that Manuel Ramirez would still be at home. Wen | phoned
him his nother, Rosalina, said that he had been gone for hours. He
was wor ki ng a doubl e shift because another officer had called in

si ck.

Thi s evening he was on desk duty; later, after mdnight, he would be on
pat r ol

I punched in the main nunber of the Myonlight Bay Police and asked the
operator if | could speak to Officer Ranmirez.

Manuel , in my judgnent the best cop in town, is three inches shorter
than | am thirty pounds heavier, twelve years older, and a Mexican
American. He | oves baseball; | never follow sports because | have an

acute sense of tine slipping away and a rel uctance to use ny precious
hours in too many passive activities. Mnuel prefers country nusic;
like rock. He is a staunch Republican; | have no interest in
politics.

In novies, his guilty pleasure is Abbott and Costello; mne is the
imortal Jackie Chan. W are friends.

"Chris, | heard about your dad," Manuel said when he canme on the
I'i ne.

"I don't know what to say.
"Neither do I, really."

"No, there never is anything to say, is there?"
"Not that matters."

"You going to be okay?"

To ny surprise, | couldn't speak. M terrible |oss seened suddenly to
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be a surgeon's needle that stitched shut ny throat and sewed ny tongue
to the roof of mny nouth.

Curiously, imrediately after Dad's death, |1'd been able to answer this
same question fromDr. Ceveland without hesitation

I felt closer to Manuel than to the physician. Friendship thaws the
nerves, making it possible for pain to be felt.

"You conme over sone evening when |'moff duty,” Manuel said. "Wl
drink sonme beer, eat sone tammles, watch a couple of Jacki e Chan
nmovi es. "

In spite of baseball and country music, we have nuch in comon, Mnue
Ranmirez and |I. He works the graveyard shift, frommidnight until eight
in the norning, sonetimes doubling on the swing shift when, as on this
March evening, there is a personnel shortage. He likes the night as
do, but he also works it by necessity. Because the graveyard shift is
| ess desirable than daytine duty, the pay is higher. Mre inportant,
he is able to spend afternoons and evenings with his son, Toby, whom he
cherishes. Sixteen years ago, Manuel's wife, Carnelita, died mnutes
after bringing Toby into the world. The boy is gentle, charning-and a
victimof Down's syndrome. Manuel's nother noved into his house
imedi ately after Carnelita' s death and still helps to | ook after

Toby.

Manuel Ramirez knows about linmitations. He feels the hand of fate
every day of his life, in an age when nost people no | onger believe in
pur pose or destiny. W have much in common, Manuel Ramirez and |

"Beer and Jacki e Chan sound great," | agreed. "But who nakes the
tamal es- You or your nother?"

"Ch, not mi madre, | promse."

Manuel is an exceptional cook, and his nother thinks that she is an
exceptional cook. A comparison of their cooking provides a fearsonely
illum nating exanple of the difference between a good deed and a good
i ntention.

A car passed in the street behind ne, and when | | ooked down, | saw ny
shadow pull at my unnoving feet, stretching fromny left side around to
my right, growing not nerely |longer but blacker on the concrete
sidewal k, straining to tear | oose of nme and fl ee-but then snappi ng back
to the left when the car passed.

"Manuel, there's something You can do for ne, something nore than
tamal es. "

"You nanme it, Chris."

After a long hesitation, | said, "It involves ny dad . . . his
body. "

Manuel matched ny hesitation. His thoughtful silence was the
equi valent of a cat's ears pricking with interest.

He heard nmore in ny words than they appeared to convey. Hi s tone was
di fferent when he spoke this time, still the voice of a friend but al so
the harder voice of a cop. "What's happened, Chris?

"It's pretty weird."
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"Weird?" he said, savoring the word as though it were an unexpected
taste.

"I'd really rather not talk about it on the phone. |If | come over to
the station, can You neet nme in the parking |ot?"

I couldn't expect the police to switch off all their office |lights and
take ny statenent by the gl ow of candl es.

Manuel said, "We're tal king sonething crimnal?"

"Deeply. And weird."

"Chi ef Stevenson's been working late today. He's still here but not
for much | onger You think maybe | should ask himto wait'," "Yeah," |
said. "Yeah, Stevenson should hear this."

"Can You be here in ten m nutes?"
"See You then."

I racked the tel ephone handset, snatched ny cap off the |ight cage,
turned to the street, and shielded ny eyes with one hand as two nore
cars drove past. One was a |l ate-npbdel Saturn. The other was a Chevy
pi ckup.

No white van. No hearse. No black Hummer.

| didn't actually fear that the search for me was still on. By now the
hi t chhi ker woul d be charring in the furnace. Wth the evidence reduced
to ashes, no obvious proof existed to support ny bizarre story. Sandy

Kirk, the orderlies, and all the nanel ess others would feel safe.

I ndeed, any attenpt to kill or abduct nme would risk witnesses to that
crime, who would then have to be dealt with, increasing the |likelihood
of still nore witnesses. These nysterious conspirators were best

served now by discretion rather than aggressi on-especially when their
sol e accuser was the town freak, who cane out of his heavily curtained
house only between dusk and dawn, who feared the sun, who lived by the
grace of cloaks and veils and hoods and nasks of |otion, who craw ed
even the night town under a carapace of cloth and chem cals.

Consi deri ng the outrageous nature of mnmy accusations, few would find mny
story credible, but | was sure that Manuel would know | was telling the
truth. | hoped the chief would believe ne, too.

| stepped away fromthe tel ephone outside the post office and headed

for the police station. It was only a couple of blocks away.

As | hurried through the night, | rehearsed what | would tell Manue
and his boss, Lewis Stevenson, who was a formidable figure for whom I
wanted to be well prepared. Tall, broad-shoul dered, athletic,

St evenson had a face noble enough to be stanped in profile on ancient
Roman coi ns.

Sonetinmes he seened to be but an actor playing the role of dedicated
police chief, although if it was a performance, then it was of award
caliber. At fifty-two, he gave the inpression-w thout appearing to
try-that he was far w ser than his years, easily commandi ng respect and
trust. There was sonething of the psychol ogi st and sonething of the
priest in himqualities everyone in his position needed but few
possessed. He was that rare person who enjoyed having power but did
not abuse it, who exercised authority with good judgnment and
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conpassi on, and he'd been chief of police for fourteen years without a
hi nt of scandal, ineptitude, or inefficiency in his departnent.

Thus | cane through | anpless alleys lit by a noon riding higher in the
sky than it had been earlier, canme past fences and footpaths, past
gardens and garbage cans, came nmentally nurnuring the words with which
I hoped to tell a convincing story, came in two mnutes instead of the
ten that Manuel had suggested, canme to the parking | ot behind the
muni ci pal buil di ng and saw Chi ef Stevenson in a conspiratorial mnmonent
that stripped away all the fine qualities I'd projected onto him

Reveal ed now was a man who, regardless of his noble face, did not
deserve to be honored by coins or by nonuments or even by having his
phot ograph hung in the station house next to those of the mayor, the
governor, and the President of the United States.

St evenson stood at the far end of the municipal building, near the back
entrance to the police station, in a cascade of bluish light froma
hooded security | anp above the door. The nan with whom he conferred
stood a few feet away, only half revealed in blue shadows.

I crossed the parking lot, heading toward them They didn't see ne
com ng because they were deeply engrossed in conversation

Furthernore, | was nostly screened fromthemas | passed anong the
street-departnent trucks and squad cars and water-de apartnent trucks
and personal vehicles, while also staying as nuch as possi bl e out of
the direct light fromthe three tall pole |anps.

just before | would have stepped into the open, Stevenson's visitor
moved cl oser to the chief, shedding the shadows, and | halted in
shock.

I saw his shaved head, his hard face. Red-plaid flannel shirt, blue
j eans, work shoes.

At this distance, | wasn't able to see his pearl earring.

I was flanked by two large vehicles, and | quickly retreated a few
steps to shelter nore conpletely in the oily darkness between them

One of the engines was still hot; it pinged and ticked as it cool ed.
Al though | could hear the voices of the two nen, | could not nmake out
their words. An onshore breeze still romanced the trees and quarrel ed

against all the works of nman, and this ceasel ess whi sper and hiss
screened the conversation from ne.

| realized that the vehicle to ny right, the one with the hot engine,
was the white Ford van in which the bald man had driven away from Mercy
Hospital earlier in the night. Wth my father's nortal renains.

I wondered if the keys mght be in the ignition. | pressed ny face to
the window in the driver's door, but I couldn't see rmuch of the
interior.

If I could steal the van, | would nost |ikely have possessi on of

crucial proof that ny story was true. Even if ny father's body had
been taken el sewhere and was no longer in this van, forensic evidence
m ght remmi n-not | east, some of the hitchhiker's bl ood.

I had no idea how to hot-wire an engine.
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Hell, | didn't know how to drive.

And even if | discovered that | possessed a natural talent for the
operation of notor vehicles that was the equival ent of Mzart's
brilliance at musical conposition, | wouldn't be able to drive twenty
mles south along the coast or thirty mles north to another police
jurisdiction. Not in the glare of onconing headlights. Not wthout ny
preci ous sungl asses, which |lay broken far away in the hills to the
east .

Besides, if | opened the van door, the cab |lights would w nk on.
The two nmen woul d noti ce.

They woul d cone for ne.

They would kill re.

The back door of the police station opened. Mnuel Ranirez stepped
out si de.

Lewi s Stevenson and his conspirator broke off their urgent conversation
at once. Fromthis distance, | wasn't able to discern whether Mnue
knew t he bald man, but he appeared to address only the chief.

I couldn't believe that Manuel -good son of Rosalina, nourning w dower
of Carnelita, loving father of Tbbywould be a part of any business that
i nvol ved nurder and grave-robbing. W can never know nmany of the
people in our lives, not truly know them regardl ess of how deeply we
believe that we see into them Mst of themare nurky ponds,
containing infinite |l ayers of suspended particles, stirred by strange
currents in their greatest depths. But | was willing to bet ny life
that Manuel's clear-water heart conceal ed no capacity for treachery.

I wasn't willing to bet his life, however, and if | called out to him
to search the back of the white van with ne, to inpound the vehicle for
an exhaustive forensics workup, | might be signing his death warrant as
well as mne. |In fact, | was sure of it.

Abruptly Stevenson and the bald man turned from Manuel to survey the
parking lot. | knew then that he had told them about ny tel ephone
call.

| dropped into a crouch and shrank deeper into the gl oom between the
van and the water-departnent truck

At the back of the van, | tried to read the license plate. Al though
usual ly I am plagued by too nuch light, this time | was hanpered by too
little.

Frantically, | traced the seven nunbers and letters with ny
fingertips.

I wasn't able to nenorize themby braille reading, however, at |east
not quickly enough to avoid discovery.

I knew that the bald nan, if not Stevenson, was coming to the van. Was
al ready on the nmove. The bald man, the butcher, the trader in bodies,
the thief of eyes.

Staying low, | retraced the route by which I had cone through the ranks

of parked trucks and cars, returning to the alley and then scurrying
onward, using rows of trash cans as cover, all but craming to a
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Dunpster and past it, to a corner and around, into the other alleyway,
out of sight of the nunicipal building, rising to ny full height now,
runni ng once nore, as fleet as the cat, gliding like an oW, a creature
of the night, wondering if | would find safe shelter before dawn or
woul d still be afoot in the open to curl and bl acken under the hot
rising sun.

| assumed that | could safely go home but that | mght be foolish to
linger there too long. | wouldn't be overdue at the police station for
another two minutes, and they would wait for ne at [east ten m nutes
past the appointed time before Chief Stevenson realized that | nust
have seen himwi th the nman who had stolen ny father's body.

Even then, they mght not cone to the house in search of ne. | was
still not a serious threat to themand not |ikely to becone one. | had
no proof of anything |I'd seen

Nevert hel ess, they seened inclined to take extrene neasures to prevent
the exposure of their inscrutable conspiracy. They might be loath to
| eave even the small est of |oose ends-which nmeant a knot in nmy neck

| expected to find Oson in the foyer when | unlocked the front door
and stepped inside, but he was not waiting for me. | called his name,
but he didn't appear; and if he had been approaching through the gl oom
I woul d have heard his big paws thunping on the floor.

He was probably in one of his dour nbods. For the nost part, he is
good- hunored, playful, and conpani onable, with enough energy in his
tail to sweep all the streets in Monlight Bay. Fromtinme to tineg,
however, the world weighs heavily on him and then he lies as linp as a
rug, sad eyes open but fixed on sone doggy nenory or on sonme doggy

vi sion beyond this world, making no sound other than an occasiona
attenuat ed si gh.

More rarely, | have found Orson in a state of what seens to be bl eakest
dej ection. This ought to be a condition too profound for any dog to
wear, although it fits himwell.

He once sat before a mirrored closet door in my bedroom staring at his
reflection for nearly half an hour-an eternity to the dog mnd, which
general ly experiences the world as a series of two nminute wonders and
three-mnute enthusiasnms. | hadn't been able to tell what fascinated
himin his imge, although | ruled out both canine vanity and sinple
puzzl errent; he seemed full of sorrow, all drooping ears and sl unped
shoul ders and wagless tail. | swear, at tines his eyes brimred with
tears that he was barely able to hold back

"Orson?" | called

The switch operating the staircase chandelier was fitted with a
rheostat, as were nost of the switches throughout the house. | dialed
up the minimumlight that | needed to clinb the stairs.

Orson wasn't on the landing. He wasn't waiting in the secondfl oor
hal | .

In my room | dialed a wan glow. O son wasn't here, either

I went directly to the nearest nightstand. Fromthe top drawer |
wi t hdrew an envel ope in which | kept a supply of knocking-around
noney.

It contained only a hundred and eighty dollars, but this was better
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than nothing. Though | didn't know why | might need the cash, |
intended to be prepared, so | transferred the entire sumto one of the
pockets of ny jeans.

As | slid shut the nightstand drawer, | noticed a dark object on the
bedspread. When | picked it up, | was surprised that it was actually
what it had appeared to be in the shadows: a pistol

I had never seen this weapon before.
My father had never owned a gun

Acting on instinct, | put down the pistol and used a corner of the
bedspread to wipe nmy prints off it. | suspected that | was being set
up to take a fall for something | had not done.

Al t hough any television enmits ultraviolet radiation, |I've seen a | ot of
nmovi es over the years, because I'msafe if | sit far enough fromthe
screen. | know all the great stories of innocent inenfromCary G ant

and Janes Stewart to Harrison Ford-relentlessly hounded for crinmes they
never committed and incarcerated on trunped-up evidence.

Stepping quickly into the adjacent bathroom | switched on the | owwatt
bul b. No dead blonde in the bathtub

No Orson, either.

In the bedroomonce nore, | stood very still and listened to the
house.

I f other people were present, they were only ghosts drifting in
ectopl asmic sil ence.

I returned to the bed, hesitated, picked up the pistol, and funbled
with it until | ejected the magazine. It was fully |loaded. | slamred
the magazi ne back into the butt. Being inexperienced with handguns,
found the piece heavier than | had expected: It weighed at |east a
pound and a half Next to where |I'd found the gun, a white envel ope | ay
on the creamcol ored bedspread. | hadn't noticed it until now.

I withdrew a penlight froma nightstand drawer and focused the |ight
beam on the envel ope. 1t was blank except for a professionally printed
return address in the upper left corner: Thor's Gun Shop here in
Moonl i ght Bay. The unseal ed envel ope, which bore neither a stanp nora
postmark, was slightly crunpled and stippled with curious

i ndent ati ons.

When | picked up the envel ope, it was faintly danp in spots.
The fol ded papers inside were dry.

I exam ned these docunents in the beamof the penlight. | recognized
my father's careful printing on the carbon copy of the standard
application, on which he had attested to the local police that he had
no crimnal record or history of nental illness that would be grounds
to deny himthe right to own this firearm Also included was a carbon
copy of the original invoice for the weapon, indicating that it was a
9-mllineter Aock 17 and that nmy father had purchased it with a
check.

The date on the invoice gave nme a chill: January 18, two years ago. M
father had bought the G ock just three days after ny nother had been
killed in the car crash on Highway 1. As though he thought he needed
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protection.

In the study across the hallway fromthe bedroom mny conpact cellul ar
phone was recharging. | unplugged it and clipped it to nmy belt, at my
hi p.

Orson was not in the study.

Earlier, Sasha had stopped by the house to feed him Mybe she had
taken himw th her when she'd gone. |If Orson had been as sonber as
he' d been when I'd left for the hospital-and especially if he had
settled into an even bl acker npod- Sasha m ght not have been able to
| eave the poor beast here al one, because as much conpassi on as bl ood
flows through her veins.

Even if Orson had gone with Sasha, who had transferred the 9-millinmeter
G ock fromny father's roomto ny bed? Not Sasha.

She woul dn't have known the gun existed, and she woul dn't have prow ed
t hrough ny dad's bel ongi ngs.

The desk phone was connected to an answering nachine. Next to the
bl i nki ng nmessage light, the counter w ndow showed two calls.

According to the machine's automatic time-and-date voice, the first
call had cone in only half an hour ago. It lasted nearly two m nutes,
al t hough the caller spoke not a word.

Initially, he drew sl ow deep breaths and |l et themout al nost as slowy,
as though he possessed the nmagical power to inhale the nyriad scents of
my rooms even across a tel ephone |ine, and thereby discover if | was
honme or out. After a while, he began to hum as though he had forgotten
that he was being recorded and was nerely huming to hinself in the
manner of a daydreaner lost in thought, humming a tune that seened to
be inprovised, with no coherent nel ody, spiraling and | ow, eerie and
repetitive, like the song a nadman m ght hear when he believes that
angel s of destruction, in choirs, are singing to him

I was sure he was a stranger. | believed that | would have been able
to recognize the voice of a friend even fromnothing nore than the
hunmi ng.

I was al so sure that he had not reached a wong nunber; somehow he was
involved with the events followi ng MY father's death.

By the tinme the first caller disconnected, | discovered that | had
tightened ny hands into fists. | was holding useless air in ny
| ungs.

| exhal ed a hot dry gust, inhaled a cool sweet draft, but could not yet
uncl ench ny hands.

The second call, which had come in only m nutes before | had returned
hone, was from Angel a Ferryman, the nurse who had been at my father's
bedside. She didn't identify herself, but | recognized her thin yet
musi cal voice: Through her message, it quickened |ike an increasingly
restless bird hopping from picket point to picket point along a
fence.

"Chris, I'dlike totalk to You. Have to talk. As soon as it's

convenient. Tonight. |If You can, tonight. [I'min the car, on ny way
home now. You know where | live. Come see ne. Don't call. | don't
trust phones. Don't even like making this call. But |I've got to see
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You. Cone to the back door. No matter how | ate You get this, cone
anyway. | won't be asleep. Can't sleep."

I put a new nmessage tape on the machine. | hid the original cassette
under the crumpled sheets of witing paper at the bottom of the
wast ebasket besi de ny desk

These two brief tape recordings wouldn't convince a cop or a judge of
anything. Nevertheless, they were the only scraps of evidence
possessed to indicate that sonething extraordi nary was happening to
me- sonet hi ng even nore extraordinary than nmy birth into this tiny
sunl ess caste. Mbdre extraordinary than surviving twenty-eight years
unscat hed by xeroderna pi gnment osum

I had been home less than ten nminutes. Nevertheless, | was lingering
too | ong.
As | searched for Orson, | nore than half expected to hear a door being

forced or glass breaking on the |ower floor and then footsteps on the
stairs. The house remruai ned quiet, but this was a trenul ous sil ence
Ii ke the surface tension on a pond.

The dog wasn't nmoping in Dad's bedroomor bathroom Not in the walk-in
cl oset, either.

Second by second, | grew nore worried about the nmutt. Woever had put
the 9-nillineter @ ock pistol on ny bed night also have taken or harned
O son.

In my roomagain, | located a spare pair of sunglasses in a bureau
drawer. They were in a soft case with a Velcro seal, and | clipped the
case in ny shirt pocket.

I glanced at ny wistwatch, on which the tine was displayed by
light-emtting diodes.

Quickly, | returned the invoice and the police questionnaire to the
envel ope from Thor's Gun Shop. Whether it was nore evidence or nerely
trash, | hid it between the mattress and box springs of mny bed.

The date of purchase seened significant. Suddenly everything seened
significant.

| kept the pistol. Maybe this was a setup, just like in the novies,
but I felt safer with a weapon. | wished that | knew how to use it.

The pockets of mny |eather jacket were deep enough to conceal the gun

It hung in the right pocket not like a weight of dead steel but like a
thing alive, like a torpid but not entirely dormant snake.

When | noved, it seenmed to withe slowy: fat and sluggi sh, an oozing
tangl e of thick coils.

As | was about to go downstairs to search for Orson, | recalled a July
ni ght when | had watched himfrom ny bedroom w ndow as he sat in the
backyard, his head tilted to lift his snout to the breeze, transfixed
by sonmething in the heavens, deep in one of his nobst puzzling noods.

He had not been howling, and in any event the sumer sky had been
moonl ess; the sound he nmade was neither a whine nora whinper but a
mew i ng of singular and disturbing character.
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Now | raised the blind at that same w ndow and saw himin the yard
bel ow. He was busily digging a black hole in the noonsilvered | awn.

Thi s was peculiar, because he was a wel |l -behaved dog and never a
di gger.

As | | ooked on, Orson abandoned the patch of earth at which he had been
furiously clawi ng, noved a few feet to the right, and began to dig a
new hole. A quality of frenzy marked his behavi or

"What ' s happened, boy?" | wondered, and in the yard bel ow, the dog
dug, dug, dug.

On ny way downstairs, with the G ock coiling heavily in ny jacket
pocket, | renenbered that July night when | had gone into the backyard
to sit beside the mew ing dog.

His cries grew as thin as the whistle-hiss of a glasshl ower shaping a
vase over a flame, so soft that they did not even disturb the nearest
of our neighbors, yet there was such wetchedness in the sound that |
was shaken by it. Wth those cries he shaped a nisery darker than the
darkest glass and stranger in formthan anything a bl ower could bl ow

He was uninjured and did not appear to be ill. For all | could tell,
the sight of the stars thenmselves was the thing that filled himwth
torment. Yet if the vision of dogs is as poor as we are taught, they
can't see the stars well or at all. And why should stars cause O son
such angui sh, anyway, or the night that was no deeper than other nights
before it? Neverthel ess, he gazed skyward and nmade tortured sounds and
didn't respond to ny reassuring voice

When | put a hand on his head and stroked his back, | felt hard
shudders passing through him He sprang to his feet and padded away,
only to turn and stare at me froma distance, and | swear that for a

while he hated me. He loved ne as always; he was still ny dog, after
all, and could not escape loving nme; but at the sane tinme, he hated ne
i ntensel y.

In the warmJuly air, | could virtually feel the cold hatred radiating

off him He paced the yard, alternately staring at ne-holding ny gaze
as only he anong all dogs is able to hold it-and | ooking at the sky,
now stiff and shaking with rage, now weak and nmewl i ng with what seened
despair.

When |'d told Bobby Hall oway about this, he'd said that dogs are

i ncapabl e of hating anyone or of feeling anything as conpl ex as genui ne
despair, that their enotional lives are as sinple as their intellectua
lives. Wuen | insisted on ny interpretation, Bobby had said, "Listen,
Snow, if You're going to keep coming here to bore nmy ass off with this
New Age crap, why don't You just buy a shotgun and bl ow ny brains

out ?

That would be in ore merciful than the excruciatingly slow death You're
deal i ng out now, bludgeoning me with your tedious little stories and
your mnoroni ¢ phil osophi es.

There are limts to human endurance, Saint Francis-even to mne."

I know what | know, however, and | know Orson hated ne that July night,
hated me and |oved nme. And | know that sonething in the sky tornented
himand filled himw th despair: the stars, the blackness, or perhaps
sonet hi ng he i magi ned.
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Can dogs imagi ne? Wy not?

I know they dream |'ve watched them sl eep, seen their |egs kick as
they chase dreamrabbits, heard them si gh and whi nper, heard them gr ow
at dream adversari es.

Orson's hatred that night did not nake nme fear him but | feared for

him | knew his problemwas not distenper or any physical ailnent that
m ght have made hi m dangerous to ne, but was instead a nal ady of the
soul

Bobby raves brilliantly at the nention of souls in animls and

splutters ultimately into a tremendously entertaining incoherence.

I could sell tickets. | prefer to open a bottle of beer, |ean back,
and have the whol e show to nyself Anyway, throughout that |ong night, |
sat in the yard, keeping O son conpany even though he night not have
wanted it. He glowered at nme, remarked upon the vaulted sky with
razor-thin cries, shuddered uncontrollably, circled the yard, circled
and circled until near dawn, when at |ast he came to ne, exhausted, and
put his head in my lap and did not hate nme anynore.

Just before sunrise, | went upstairs to ny room ready for bed hours
earlier than usual, and Orson canme with nme. Mst of the time, when he
chooses to sleep to ny schedule, he curls near ny feet, but on this
occasion he lay on his side with his back to ne, and until he slept, |
stroked his burly head and snoothed his fine black coat.

I nyself slept not at all that day. | lay thinking about the hot
sunmmer norni ng beyond the blinded wi ndows. The sky like an inverted
bl ue porcelain bow with birds in flight around its rim

Birds of the day, which | had seen only in pictures. And bees and
butterflies. And shadows ink-pure and knife-sharp at the edges as they
never can be in the night. Sweet sleep couldn't pour into ne because
was filled to the brimwith bitter yearning.

Now, nearly three years later, as | opened the kitchen door and stepped
onto the back porch, | hoped that Orson wasn't in a despondent nood.

This night, we had no tine for therapy either for himor for ne.

My bicycle was on the porch. | walked it down the steps and rolled it
toward the busy dog.

In the southwest corner of the yard, he had dug half a dozen hol es of
various dianeters and depths, and | had to be careful not to twi st an
ankle in one of them Across that quadrant of the |awn were scattered
ragged clunps of uprooted grass and clods of earth torn | oose by his
cl aws.

"Orson?"
He did not respond. He didn't even pause in his frenzied digging.

Gving hima wide berth to avoid the spray of dirt that fanned out

behi nd his excavating forepaws, | went around the current hole to face
hi m
"Hey, pal," | said.

The dog kept his head down, his snout in the ground, sniffing
inquisitively as he dug
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The breeze had died, and the full nmoon hung like a child s |ost balloon
in the highest branches of the nel al eucas.

Over head, ni ght hawks di ved and soared and barrel -1 ooped, crying
peent - peent - peent as they harvested flying ants and earl yspring noths
fromthe air.

Wat ching Orson at work, | said, "Found any good bones lately? " He
stopped digging but still didn't acknow edge ne. Urgently he sniffed
the raw earth, the scent of which rose even to ne.

"Who | et You out here?"

Sasha m ght have brought himoutside to toilet, but I was sure that she
woul d have returned himto the house afterward.

"Sasha?" | asked neverthel ess.

If Sasha were the one who had |l eft himloose to weak havoc on the
| andscapi ng, Orson was not going to rat on her. He wouldn't neet ny
eyes lest | read the truth in them

Abandoni ng the hol e he had just dug, he returned to a previous one.

I wanted to talk to Angela Ferryman, because her nessage on ny
answering nmachine had seenmed to promise revelations. | was in the nmood
for revel ations.

First, however, | had to call Sasha, who was waiting to hear about ny
fat her.

| stopped in St. Bernadette's cenmetery, one of ny favorite places, a
har bor of darkness in one of the nore brightly |ighted precincts of
town. The trunks of six giant oaks rise |like columms, supporting a
ceiling fornmed by their interlocking crows, and the quiet space bel ow
is laid out in aisles simlar to those in any library; the gravestones
are |ike rows of books bearing the nanes of those who have been blotted
fromthe pages of life, who may be forgotten el sewhere but are

remenber ed here.

O son wandered, though not far fromme, sniffing the spoor of the
squirrels that, by day, gathered acorns off the graves. He was not a
hunter tracking prey but a scholar satisfying his curiosity.

Fromny belt, | unclipped ny cellular phone, switched it on, and keyed
in Sasha Goodall's nobile nunber. She answered on the second ring.

"Dad's gone," | said, neaning nore than she could know.

Earlier, in anticipation of Dad' s death, Sasha had expressed her
sSOorrow.

Now her voice tightened slightly with grief so well controlled that

only I could have heard it: "Did he . . . did he go easy at the
end?"
"No pain."

"Was he consci ous?"
"Yeah. W had a chance to say good-bye."

Fear not hi ng.

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R....onlight%20Bay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt (61 of 271) [2/9/2004 10:04:51 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt

Sasha said, "Life stinks."

"It's just the rules,” | said. "To get in the gane, we have to agree
to stop playi ng soneday."

"It still stinks. Are You at the hospital ?"
"No. Qut and about. Ranbling. Wbrking off some energy.
Where' re You?"

"In the Explorer. Going to Pinkie's Diner to grab breakfast and work

on ny notes for the show." She would be on the air in three and a hal f
hours. "O | could get takeout, and we could go eat sonewhere

t oget her. "

"I'"'mnot really hungry,"” | said truthfully. "I'll see You later

t hough. "

"When?

"You go honme fromwork in the norning, I'Il be there. | nean, if
that's okay."

"That's perfect. Love You, Snowran."

"Love You," | replied.

"That's our little mantra.
"I't's our truth."

I pushed end on the keypad, swi tched off the phone, and clipped it to
my belt again.

When | cycled out of the cenetery, ny four-Iegged conpanion foll owed
but somewhat reluctantly at first. H's head was full of squirre
mysteries.

I made ny way to Angela Ferryman's house as far as possible by

al | eyways where | was not likely to encounter nmuch traffic and on
streets with widely spaced | anmpposts. Wen | had no choice but to pass
under clusters of streetlanps, | pedal ed hard.

Faithfully, Orson matched his pace to mine. He seened happier than he
had been earlier, now that he could trot at ny side, blacker than any
ni ght shadow that | could cast.

W encountered only four vehicles. Each time, | squinted and | ooked
away fromthe headlights.

Angel a lived on a high street in a charm ng Spani sh bungal ow t hat
shel tered under magnolia trees not yet in bloom No lights were on in
the front roons.

An unl ocked side gate adnmitted nme to an arbor-covered passage. The
wal | s and arched ceiling of the arbor were entwined with star
j asm ne.

In sumer, sprays of the tiny five-petaled white flowers would be
clustered so abundantly that the lattice would seemto be draped with
multiple layers of lace. Even this early in the year, the hunter-green
foliage was enlivened by those pinwheel -1ike bl oons.
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VWhile | breathed deeply of the jasm ne fragrance, savoring it, Orson
sneezed twice

I wheel ed ny bi ke out of the arbor and around to the back of the
bungal ow, where | |eaned it agai nst one of the redwood posts that
supported the patio cover.

"Be vigilant," | told Orson. "Be big. Be bad."

He chuffed as though he understood his assignment. Maybe he did
under stand, no matter what Bobby Hall oway and the Rationality Police
woul d say.

Beyond the kitchen wi ndows and the translucent curtains was a slow
pul se of candl elight.

The door featured four small panes of glass. | rapped softly on one of
t hem

Angel a Ferryman drew aside the curtain. Her quick nervous eyes pecked
at me-and then at the patio beyond ne to confirmthat | had come
al one.

Wth a conspiratorial deneanor, she ushered ne inside, |ocking the door
behind us. She adjusted the curtain until she was convinced that no
gap existed through which anyone coul d peer in at us.

Though the kitchen was pleasantly warm Angela was wearing not only a
gray sweat suit but also a navy-blue wool cardi gan over the sweats.

The cabl e-knit cardi gan m ght have bel onged to her | ate husband; it
hung to her knees, and the shoul der seans were hal fway to her el bows.

The sl eeves had been rolled so often that the resultant cuffs were as
thick as great iron manacles

In this bulk of clothing, Angela appeared thinner and nore dimnutive
than ever. Evidently she renained chilly; she was virtually col orl ess,
shi veri ng.

She hugged me. As always it was a fierce, sharp-boned, strong hug,
though | sensed in her an uncharacteristic fatigue.

She sat at the polished-pine table and invited me to take the chair
opposi te hers.

I took off my cap and considered renoving ny jacket as well.

The kitchen was too warm The pistol was in ny pocket, however, and
was afraid it might fall out on the floor or knock against the chair as
I pulled nmy arms fromthe coat sleeves. | didn't want to al arm Angel a,
and she was sure to be frightened by the gun.

In the center of the table were three votive candles in little ruby-red
gl ass containers. Arteries of shimering red |ight crawl ed across the
pol i shed pi ne.

A bottle of apricot brandy al so stood on the table. Angela had
provided me with a cordial glass, and I half filled it.

Her glass was full to the brim This wasn't her first serving,
ei ther.
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She held the glass in both hands, as if taking warmh fromit, and when
she raised it with both hands to her lips, she | ooked nore waiflike
than ever. 1|In spite of her gauntness, she could have passed for
thirty-five, nearly fifteen years younger than her true age. At this
monent, in fact, she seened al nost childlike.

"Fromthe time | was a little girl, all | ever really wanted to be was
a nurse."

"And You're the best," | said sincerely.

She |icked apricot brandy fromher lips and stared into her glass. "M
nmot her had rheumatoid arthritis. It progressed nore quickly than
usual .

So fast. By the time | was six, she was in | eg braces and using
crutches. Shortly after nmy twelfth birthday, she was bedridden. She
di ed when | was sixteen."

I could say nothing neaningful or hel pful about that. No one could
have. Any words, no matter how sincerely nmeant, would have tasted as
false as vinegar is bhitter.

Sure enough, she had sonething inportant to tell ne, but she needed
time to marshal all the words into orderly ranks and nmarch them across
the table at ne. Because whatever she had to tell neit scared her

Her fear was visible: brittle in her bones and waxy in her skin.

Slowy working her way to her true subject, she said, "I liked to bring
my not her things when she couldn't get themeasily herself.

A glass of iced tea. A sandwich. Her nmedicine. A pillow for her
chair. Anything. Later, it was a bedpan. And toward the end, fresh

sheets when she was incontinent. | never minded that, either. She
al ways smiled at ne when | brought her things, snobothed ny hair with
her poor swollen hands. | couldn't heal her, or make it possible for

her to run again or dance, couldn't relieve her pain or her fear, but |
could attend her, nake her confortable, nonitor her condition-and doing
those things was nore inportant to me than . . . than anything."

The apricot brandy was too sweet to be called brandy but not as sweet
as | had expected. Indeed, it was potent. No anpbunt of it could nake
me forget ny parents, however, or Angel a her nother.

"All | ever wanted to be was a nurse," she repeated. "And for a long
time it was satisfying work. Scary and sad, too, when we lost a
patient, but nostly rewarding."” Wen she | ooked up fromthe brandy,
her eyes were pried wide open by a nenory. "God, | was so scared when
You had appendicitis. | thought | was going to lose ny little

Chris."

"I was nineteen. Not too little."

"Honey, |'ve been your visiting nurse since You were diagnosed when You
were a toddler. You'll always be a little boy to ne."
| smled. "I love You, too, Angela."

Sonmetimes | forget that the directness with which | express ny best
enotions is unusual, that it can startle people and-as in this
case-nove them nore deeply than | expect.

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R....onlight%20Bay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt (64 of 271) [2/9/2004 10:04:51 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt

Her eyes clouded with tears. To repress them she bit her lip, but
then she resorted to the apricot brandy.

Ni ne years ago |'d had one of those cases of appendicitis in which the
synmptons do not manifest until the condition is acute.

After breakfast, | suffered mld indigestion. Before lunch, | was
vomting, red-faced, and gushing sweat. Stomach pain twisted ne into
the curled posture of a shrinp in the boiling oil of a deep fryer

My life was put at risk because of the delay caused by the need for
extraordi nary preparations at Mercy Hospital. The surgeon was not, of
course, anenable to the idea of cutting open ny abdonmen and conducti ng
the procedure in a dark-or even dimy |ightedoperating room Yet
protracted exposure to the bright lights of the surgery was certain to
result in a severe burn to any skin not protected fromthe glare,

ri sking nmel anoma but al so inhibiting the healing of the incision

Covering everything bel ow the point of incision-frommy groin to ny
toes-was easy: a triple layer of cotton sheeting pinned to prevent it
fromslipping aside. Additional sheeting was used to inprovise conpl ex
tenting over ny head and upper body, designed to protect me fromthe
light but also to allow the anesthesiologist to slip under fromtinme to
time, with a penlight, to take ny bl ood pressure and ny tenperature, to
adj ust the gas mask, and to ensure that the el ectrodes fromthe

el ectrocardi ograph remai ned securely in place on my chest and wists to
permit continued nonitoring of ny heart. Their standard procedure
required that nmy abdomen be draped except for a wi ndow of exposed skin
at the site of the surgery, but in ny case this rectangul ar w ndow had
to be reduced to the narrowest possible slit. Wth selfretaining
refractors to keep the incision open and judicial use of tape to shield
the skin to the very lip of the cut, they dared to slice me. M qguts
could take all the light that ny doctors wanted to pour into them but
by the time they got that far, ny appendi x had burst. 1In spite of a
meti cul ous cl eanup, peritonitis ensued; an abscess devel oped and was
swiftly foll owed by septic shock, requiring a second surgical procedure
two days | ater.

After | recovered fromseptic shock and was no | onger in danger of
i mmnent death, | lived for nonths with the expectation that what | had
endured mght trigger one of the neurological problens related to XP

General ly these conditions develop after a burn or following |long-term
cumul ati ve exposure to light-or for reasons not understood-but
sonetines they apparently can be engendered by severe physical trauma
or shock.

Trenmors of the head or the hands. Hearing loss. Slurred speech. Even
ment al i nmpai r ment .

I waited for the first signs of a progressive, irreversible
neur ol ogi cal di sorder-but they never cane.

Wl liam Dean Howells, the great poet, wote that death is at the bottom
of everyone's cup. But there is still some sweet tea in mine.

And apricot brandy.

After taking another thick sip fromher cordial glass, Angela said,
"All | ever wanted was to be a nurse, but |ook at ne now. "

She wanted ne to ask, and so | did: "What do You nean?"
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Gazing at captive flames through a curve of ruby glass, she said,
"Nursing is about life. 1'm about death now "

| didn't know what she neant, but | waited.
"I've done terrible things," she said.
"I'"'msure You haven't."

"I'"ve seen others do terrible things, and | haven't tried to stop
t hem

The guilt's the sanme."
"Coul d You have stopped themif You'd tried?"

She thought about that awhile. "No," she said, but she | ooked no |ess
troubl ed.

"No one can carry the whole world on her shoul ders."
"Some of us better try," she said.

I gave her tine. The brandy was fine.

She said, "If I"'mgoing to tell You, it has to be now. | don't have
much tine. |'mbecomng.”

" Beconi ng?"

"l feel it. | don't know who I'l|l be a nmonth from now, or six

nmont hs.

Someone | won't like to be. Soneone who terrifies mne.
"l don't understand."

"1 know. "

"How can | hel p?" | asked.

"No one can help. Not You. Not ne. Not God." Having shifted her
gaze fromthe votive candles to the golden liquid in her glass, she
spoke quietly but fiercely: "W're screwing it up, Chris, like we
al ways do, but this is bigger than we've ever screwed up before.

Because of pride, arrogance, envy . . . we're losing it, all of it.

Oh, God, we're losing it, and already there's no way to turn back, to
undo what's been done."

Al 't hough her voice was not slurred, | suspected that she had drunk nore
than one previous glass of apricot brandy. | tried to take confort in

the thought that drink had | ed her to exaggerate, that whatever | oom ng
cat astrophe she perceived was not a hurricane but only a squal

magni fied by nild inebriation.

Nevert hel ess, she had succeeded in countering the warnth of the kitchen
and the cordial. | no |longer considered renoving ny jacket.

"I can't stop them" she said. "But | can stop keeping secrets for
them You deserve to know what happened to your nom and dad,
Chris-even if pain cones with the know edge. Your life's been hard
enough, plenty hard, without this, too."
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Truth is, | don't believe ny life has been especially hard. It has
been different. |If | were to rage against this difference and spend ny
ni ghts yearning for so-called normalcy, then | would surely make life
as hard as granite and break nyself on it. By enbracing difference, by
choosing to thrive on it, | lead a |ife no harder than nost others and
easi er than sone.

| didn't say a word of this to Angela. |If she was notivated by pity to
make these pending revelations, then | would conpose ny features into a
mask of suffering and present nyself as a figure of purest tragedy. |
woul d be Macheth. | would be mad Lear. | would be Schwarzenegger in
Term nator 2, doonmed to the vat of nolten steel

"You' ve got so many friends . . . but there're enenies You don't know
about," Angela continued. "Dangerous bastards. And sone of themare
strange. . . . They're beconing."

That word again. Beconing.

When | rubbed the back of ny neck, | discovered that the spiders | felt
were i magi nary.

She said, "If You're going to have a chance . . . any chance at all

You need to know the truth. |[|'ve been wondering where to begin,
how to tell You. | think |I should start with the nonkey."

"The nonkey?" | echoed, certain | had not heard her correctly.
"The nonkey," she confirned.

In this context, the word had an inescapable comc quality, and
wonder ed agai n about Angel a's sobriety.

When at | ast she | ooked up from her gl ass, her eyes were desol ate pools
in which lay drowed sone vital part of the Angela Ferryman whom | had
known since childhood. Meeting her stareits bleak gray sheen-1 felt
the nape of ny neck shrink, and | no |onger found any comi c potentia
what soever in the word nonkey.

"I't was Christnmas Eve four years ago," she said. "About an hour after
sunset. | was here in the kitchen, baking cookies. Using both
ovens.

Chocol ate-chip in one. Wl nut-oatmeal in the other. The radio was
on.

Sonebody |ike Johnny Mathis singing 'Silver Bells."

" 1 closed ny eyes to try to picture the kitchen on that Christnas
Eve-but also to have an excuse to shut out Angela's haunted stare.

She said, "Rod was due hone any mnute, and we both were off work the
entire holiday weekend."

Rod Ferryman had been her husband.

Over three and a half years ago, six nonths after the Christmas Eve of
whi ch Angel a was speaki ng, Rod had conmitted suicide with a shotgun in
the garage of this house. Friends and nei ghbors had been stunned, and
Angel a had been devastated. He was an outgoing nan with a good sense
of hunor, easy to like, not depressive, with no apparent problens that
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could have driven himto take his own |ife.

"I'"d decorated the Christmas tree earlier in the day," Angela said.

"W were going to have a candl elight dinner, open some w ne, then watch
It's a Winderful Life. W loved that novie. W had gifts to exchange,
lots of little gifts. Christmas was our favorite time of year, and we
were |ike kids about the gifts.

She fell silent.
When | dared to |l ook, | saw that she had cl osed her eyes.

judgi ng by her wenched expression, her quicksilver nenory had slipped
fromthat Christnas night to the evening in the follow ng June when she
found her husband's body in the garage.

Candl el i ght flickered across her eyelids.

In tine, she opened her eyes, but for a while they renmained fixed on a
faraway sight. She sipped her brandy.

"I was happy," she said. "The cookie snells. The Christmas nusic.

And the florist had delivered a huge poinsettia fromny sister,

Bonni e.

It was there on the end of the counter, so red and cheerful. | felt
wonderful, really wonderful. It was the last time | ever felt
wonderful -and the last tine | ever will. So . . . | was spooning

cooki e batter onto a baking sheet when | heard this sound behind ne, an
odd little chirrup, and then sonething like a sigh, and when | turned,
there was a nonkey sitting right on this table."

"CGood heavens."

"A rhesus nonkey with these awful dark-yellow eyes. Not like their
nornmal eyes. Strange."

"Rhesus? You recogni zed t he speci es?"

"l paid for nursing school by working as a |ab assistant for a
scientist at UCLA. The rhesus is one of the nost commonly used ani mal s
in experinments. | sawa lot of them"

"And suddenly one of themis sitting right here."
"There was a bow of fruit on the tabl e-apples and tangerines.

The nonkey was peeling and eating one of the tangerines. Neat as You
pl ease, this big nonkey placing the peelings in a tidy pile."

"Bi g?" | asked.

"You' re probably thinking of an organ grinder's nonkey, one of those
tiny cute little things. Rhesuses aren't |ike that."

" How bi g?"
"Probably two feet tall. Maybe twenty-five pounds."

Such a nonkey woul d seem enor nous when encount ered, unexpected, in the
m ddl e of a kitchen table.
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| said, "You nust have been pretty surprised."

"More than surprised. | was a little scared. | know how strong those
buggers are for their size. Mostly they' re peaceable, but once in a
while You get one with a mean streak, and he's a real handful ."

"Not the kind of nonkey anyone woul d keep as a pet."

"God, no. Not anyone nornal-at |least not in ny book. Well, I'll admt
that rhesuses can be cute sonetines, with their pale little faces and
that ruff of fur. But this one wasn't cute." Cdearly, she could see
it in her mind s eye. "No, not this one."

"So where did it come fronP"

I nstead of answering, Angela stiffened in her chair and cocked her
head, listening intently to the house.

I couldn't hear anything out of the ordinary.

Apparently, neither did she. Yet when she spoke again, she did not
relax. Her thin hands were | ocked claw ike on the cordial glass.

"I couldn't figure how the thing got inside, into the house. Decenber
wasn't overly warmthat year. No wi ndows or doors were open."

"You didn't hear it enter the roonP"
"No. | was making noise with the cookie sheets, the m xing bow s.

Musi ¢ on the radio. But the damm thing nust've been sitting on the
table a mnute or two, anyway, because by the time | realized it was
there, it had eaten half the tangerine."

Her gaze swept the kitchen, as though fromthe corner of her eye she
had seen purposeffil movement in the shadows at the periphery.

After steadying her nerves with brandy once nore, she said, "D sgusting
a monkey right on the kitchen table, of all places."

Gi maci ng, she brushed one trenbling hand across the polished pine, as
though a few of the creature's hairs mght still be clinging to the
table four years after the incident.

"What did You do?" | pressed.

"l edged around the kitchen to the back door, opened it, hoping the
monkey woul d run out."

"But it was enjoying the tangerine, feeling pretty confortable where it
was," | guessed.

"Yeah. It |ooked at the open door, then at ne-and it actually seened
to laugh. This little tittering noise."

"I swear |'ve seen dogs |augh now and then. Mnkeys probably do,
too."

Angel a shook her head. "Can't renenber any of themlaughing in the
| ab.

O course, considering what their lives were like

they didn't have much reason to be in high spirits.”
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She | ooked up uneasily at the ceiling, on which three small overl appi ng
rings of light quivered like the snoldering eyes of an apparition
i mges of the trio of ruby-red glasses on the table.

Encouragi ng her to continue, | said, "It wouldn't go outside."

I nstead of responding, she rose fromher chair, stepped to the back
door, and tested the dead bolt to be sure it was still engaged.

" Angel a?

Hushing ne, she pulled aside the curtain to peer at the patio and the
moonlit yard, pulled it aside with trenbling caution and only an inch,
as if she expected to discover a hideous face pressed to the far side
of the pane, gazing in at her

MY cordial glass was enpty. | picked up the bottle, hesitated, and
then put it down wi thout pouring nore.

When Angel a turned away fromthe door, she said, "It wasn't just a

| augh, Chris. It was this frightening sound | could never adequately
describe to You. It was an evil . . . an evil little cackle, a
vicious edge to it. Oh, yes, | know what You're thinking-this was just
an animal, just a nonkey, so it couldn't be either good or evil

Maybe mean but not vicious, because aninmals can be bad-tenpered, sure,
but not consciously nalevolent. That's what You're thinking.

Well, I"'mtelling You, this one was nore than just nmean. This |augh
was the col dest sound |'ve ever heard, the col dest and the ugliestand
evil."

"I"'mstill with You," | assured her.

Instead of returning to her chair fromthe door, she noved to the
kitchen sink. Every square inch of glass in the wi ndows above the sink
was covered by the curtains, but she plucked at those panels of yellow
fabric to make doubly sure we were fully screened from spying eyes.

Turning to stare at the table as though the nonkey sat there even now,
Angel a said, "I got the broom figuring I'd shoo the thing onto the
floor and then toward the door. | mean, | didn't take a whack at it or
anything, just brushed at it. You know?"

"Sure."
"But it wasn't intimdated," she said. "It exploded with rage.

Threw down the hal f-eaten tangerine and grabbed the broomand tried to
pull it away fromme. Wen | wouldn't let go, it started to clinb the
broom straight toward ny hands."

Jesus.

"N nmble as anything. Sofast. Teeth bared and screeching, spitting,
comng straight at ne, so | let go of the broom and the nonkey fell to
the floor with it, and | backed up until | bunped into the
refrigerator.”

She bunped into the refrigerator again. The nuffled clink of bottles
cane fromthe shelves within.

"It was on the floor, right in front of ne. It knocked the broom
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asi de.

Chris, it was so furious. Fury out of proportion to anything that had
happened. | hadn't hurt it, hadn't even touched it with the broom but
it wasn't going to take any crap fromne."

"You sai d rhesuses are basically peaceable."

"Not this one. Lips skinned back fromits teeth, screeching, running
at me and then back and then at ne again, hopping up and down, tearing
at the air, glaring at nme so hatefully, pounding the floor with its
fists .

Bot h of her sweater sleeves had partly unrolled, and she drew her hands
into them out of sight. This nmenory nonkey was so vivid that
apparently she half expected it to fling itself at her right here,

right now, and bite off the tips of her fingers.

"It was like a troll," she said, "a grenmlin, sone w cked thing out of a
storybook. Those dark-yel |l ow eyes."

I could al nost see them nysel f Snol deri ng.

"And then suddenly, it |leaps up the cabinets, onto the counter near ne,
all awink. 1It's right there"-she pointed-"beside the refrigerator,
inches fromne, at eye level when | turn ny head. It hisses at ne, a
mean hiss, and its breath snells |ike tangerines. That's how cl ose we
are. | knew" She herself to listen to the house again. She turned
her head to the left to | ook toward the open door to the unlighted
di ni ng room

Her paranoi a was contagi ous. And because of what had happened to ne

si nce sundown, | was vulnerable to the infection
Tensing in ny chair, | cocked ny head to allow any sinister sound to
fall into the upturned cup of my ear.

The three rings of reflected light shimrered soundl essly on the
ceiling.

The curtains hung silently at the w ndows.

After a while Angela said, "lIts breath snelled |like tangerines. It
hi ssed and hissed. | knewit could kill me if it wanted, kill ne
somehow, even though it was only a nonkey and hardly a fourth my
wei ght .

When it had been on the floor, maybe | coul d have drop-kicked the
little son of a bitch, but nowit was right in ny face."

I had no difficulty inmagining how frightened she had been. A seagull
protecting its nest on a seaside bluff, diving repeatedly out of the
night sky with angry shrieks and a hard burrrr of w ngs, pecking at
your head and snaring strands of hair, is a fraction the weight of the
nmonkey that she'd described but nonethel ess terrifying.

"l considered running for the open door," she said, "but | was afraid
woul d make it angrier. So | froze here. M back against the
refrigerator. wth the hateful thing. After a while, when it was sure
I was intimdated, it junped off the counter, shot across the kitchen,
pushed the back door shut, clinbed quick onto the table again, and
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pi cked up the unfinished tangerine."
| poured anot her shot of apricot brandy for nyself after all

"So | reached for the handle of this drawer here beside the fridge,"
she continued. "There's a tray of knives init."

Keeping her attention on the table, as she had that Christmas Eve,
Angel a ski nned back the cardi gan sl eeve and reached blindly for the
drawer again, to show ne which one contained the knives.

Wthout taking a step to the side, she had to | ean and stretch.

"I wasn't going to attack it, just get something | could defend nyself
with. But before |I could put nmy hand on anything, the nonkey |eaped to
its feet on the table, screaming at ne again."

She groped for the drawer handl e.

"I't snatches an apple out of the bowl and throws it at nme," she said,
"really whales it at me. Hits me on the mouth. Splits ny lip."

She crossed her arns over her face as if she were even now under
assault. "I try to protect nyself The nonkey throws another apple,
then a third, and it's shrieking hard enough to crack crystal if there
were any around."

"Are You saying it knew what was in that drawer?"

Lowering her arns fromthe defensive posture, she said, "It had some
intuitive sense what was in there, yeah."

"And You didn't try for the knife again?"
She shook her head. "The nonkey noved |ike |ightning.

Seened like it could be off that table and all over ne even as | was
pul ling the drawer open, biting nmy hand before | could get a good grip
on the handle of a knife. | didn't want to be bitten."

"BEven if it wasn't foaming at the nmouth, it might have been rabid," |
agr eed.

"Worse," she said cryptically, rolling up the cuffs of the cardigan
sl eeves agai n.

"Whrse than rabies?" | asked.

"So |'mstanding at the refrigerator, bleeding fromthe |ip, scared,
trying to figure what to do next, and Rod cones hone from work, cones
through the back door there, whistling, and wal ks right into the mddle
of this weirdness. But he doesn't do anything You might expect. He's
surprised-but not surprised. He's surprised to see the nonkey here,
yeah, but not surprised by the nonkey itself. Seeing it here, that's
what rattles him Do You understand what |'m sayi ng?"

"l think so."

"Rod-damm hi mhe knows this nmonkey. He doesn't say, A nonkey? He
doesn't say, "Were the hell did a nonkey come fron? He says, Oh,
Jesus.

Just, Ch, Jesus. It's cool that night, there's a threat of rain, he's
wearing a trench coat, and he takes a pistol out of one of his coat
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pockets-as if he was expecting sonething like this. | nmean, yeah, he's
com ng hone fromwork, and he's in uniform but he doesn't wear a
sidearmat the office. This is peacetine. He's not in a war zone, for
Cod's sake. He's stationed right outside Monlight Bay, at a desk job,
pushi ng papers and clainng he's bored, just putting on weight and
waiting for retirement, but suddenly he's got this pistol on himthat I
don't even know he's been carrying until | see it now "

Col onel Roderick Ferryman, an officer in the United States Arny, had
been stationed at Fort Wvern, which had | ong been one of the big
econom ¢ engi nes that powered the entire county.

The base had been cl osed ei ghteen nonths ago and now st ood abandoned,
one of the many military facilities that, deened superfluous, had been
deconmi ssioned following the end of the Cold War

Al't hough | had known Angel a-and to a far |esser extent, her
husband- si nce chil dhood, | had never known what, exactly, Colone
Ferryman did in the Arny.

Maybe Angel a hadn't really known, either. Until he canme hone that
Christmas Eve.

"Rod-he's holding the gun in his right hand, armout strai ght and
stiff, the nuzzle trained square on the nonkey, and he | ooks nore
scared than | am He looks grim Lips tight. Al the color is gone
fromhis face, just gone, he |ooks |ike bone. He glances at ne, sees
my lip starting to swell and blood all over nmy chin, and he doesn't
even ask about that, |ooks right back at the nonkey, afraid to take his
eyes off it. The nonkey's holding the |ast piece of tangerine but not
eating now It's staring very hard at the gun. Rod says, Angie, go to

the phone. 1'mgoing to give You a nunber to call."
"Do You renenber the number?" | asked.
"Doesn't matter. |It's not in service these days. | recognized the

exchange, 'cause it was the sane first three digits as his office
nunber on the base.™

"He had You call Fort Wvern."

"Yes. But the guy who answers-he doesn't identify hinself or say which
office he's in. He just says hello, and | tell him Colonel Ferryman is
calling. Then Rod reaches for the phone with his left hand, the pisto

still in his right. He tells the guy, ljustfound the rhesus here at ny
house, in ny kitchen. He listens, keeping his eyes on the nonkey, and

then he says, Hell if | know, but it's here, all right, and | need help
to bag it.

"And the nonkey's just watching all this?"

"When Rod hangs up the phone, the nonkey raises its ugly little eyes
fromthe gun, |ooks straight at him a challenging and angry | ook, and
then coughs out that damm sound, that awful little laugh that nmakes
your skin crawl. Then it seens to lose interest in Rod and nme, in the
gun.

It eats the last segnent of the tangerine and starts to peel another
one."

As | lifted the apricot brandy that | had poured but not yet touched,
Angel a returned to the table and picked up her half-enpty glass. She
surprised me by clinking her glass against nine.
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"VWhat're we toasting?' | asked
"The end of the world."

"By fire or ice?"

"Not hi ng that easy," she said.
She was as serious as stone.

Her eyes seened to be the color of the brushed stainl ess-steel drawer
fronts in the cold-holding roomat Mercy Hospital, and her stare was
too direct until, mercifully, she shifted it fromne to the cordia

gl ass in her hand.

"When Rod hangs up the phone, he wants nme to tell himwhat happened, so
I do. He has a hundred questions, and he keeps asking about mny

bl eeding lip, about whether the nonkey touched me, bit nme, as if he
can't quite believe the business with the apple. But he won't answer
any of my questions. He just says, Angie, You don't want to know. Of
course | want to know, but | understand what he's telling nme."

"Privileged information, mlitary secrets."

"My husband had been involved in sensitive projects before,

national -security matters, but | thought that was behind him He said
he couldn't talk about this. Not to me. Not to anyone outside the
office. Not a word."

Angel a continued to stare at her brandy, but | sipped mne. It didn't
taste as pleasing as it had before. 1In fact, this time | detected an
underlying bitterness, which rem nded ne that apricot pits were a
source of cyanide

Toasting the end of the world tends to focus the mnd on the dark
potential in all things, even in a hunble fruit.

Asserting nmy incorrigible optinmism | took another |ong sip and
concentrated on tasting only the flavor that had pl eased ne
previously.

Angel a said, "Not fifteen m nutes pass before three guys respond to
Rod' s phone call. They nustve driven in from Wvern using an anbul ance
or something for cover, though there wasn't any siren. None of them
are wearing uniforms, either. Two of them conme around to the back,
open the door, and step into the kitchen w thout knocking. The third
guy nust have picked the I ock on the front door and come in that way,
qui et as a ghost, because he steps into the dini ng-room doorway the
same time as the other two come in the back. Rod's still got the

pi stol trained on the nmonkeyhis arms shaking with fatigue-and all three
of the others have tranquilizer-dart guns.”

I thought of the quiet lanplit street out front, the charmng
architecture of this house, the pair of matched nagnolia trees, the
arbor hung with star jasmine. No one passing the place that night
woul d have guessed at the strange dranma playing out within these
ordi nary stucco walls.

"The nonkey seens |ike he's expecting them" Angela said, "isn't
concerned, doesn't try to get away. One of themshoots himwith a
dart.
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He bares his teeth and hisses but doesn't even try to pluck the needle
out. He drops what's left of the second tangerine, struggles hard to
swal low the bite he has in his nouth, then just curls up on the table,
sighs, goes to sleep. They |leave with the nonkey, and Rod goes with
them and | never see the nobnkey again. Rod doesn't cone back unti
three o' clock in the norning, until Christnas Eve is over, and we never
do exchange gifts until late Christmas Day, and by then we're in Hel
and nothing's ever going to be the same. No way out, and | know it."

Finally she tossed back her remaining brandy and put the glass down on
the table so hard that it sounded |ike a gunshot.

Until this nmonent she had exhibited only fear and nel ancholy, both as
deep as cancer in the bone. Now cane anger froma still deeper
source.

"I had to let themtake their goddamm bl ood sanpl es the day after
Christrmas. "

"Who?
"The project at Wvern."
" Proj ect ?"

"And once a nonth ever since-their sanple. Like nmy body isn't mne,
like 1've got to pay a rent in blood just to be allowed to go on living
init.”

"Wvern has been closed a year and a half" "Not all of it. Some things
don't die. Can't die. No matter how nuch we wi sh them dead."

Al t hough she was thin alnbst to the point of gauntness, Angela had

al ways been pretty in her way. Porcelain skin, a graceful brow, high
cheekbones, scul pted nose, a generous nouth that bal anced the ot herw se
vertical lines of her face and paid out a wealth of smles-these
qualities, conmbined with her selfless heart, nade her lovely in spite
of the fact that her skull was too near the skin, her skeleton too
ill-conceal ed beneath the illusion of immortality that the flesh

provi des. Now, however, her face was hard and cold and ugly, fiercely
sharpened at every edge by the grindi ng wheel of anger

"If 1 ever refuse to give themthe nonthly sanple, they' Il kill me.

I"msure of that. O lock ne away in sone secret hospital out there
where they can keep a closer watch on ne."

"What's the sanple for? What're they afraid of ?"
She seened about to tell ne, but then she pressed her |ips together.
" Angel a?"

| gave a sanmple every nonth nyself, for Dr. Cevel and, and often
Angela drewit. In ny case it was for an experimental procedure that
m ght detect early indications of skin and eye cancers from subtle
changes in blood chemi stry. Although giving the sanpl es was painl ess
and for nmy own good, | resented the invasion, and | could inagi ne how
deeply | would resent it if it were conpul sory rather than voluntary.

She said, "Maybe | shouldn't tell You. Even though You need to know to
to defend yourself. Telling You all of it is like lighting a
fuse. Sooner or later, your whole world blows up."
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"Was the nonkey carrying a di sease?"

"I wish it were a disease. Wuldn't that be nice? Maybe |I'd be cured
by now. O dead. Dead would be better than what's coni ng.

She snatched up her enpty cordial glass, nade a fist around it, and for
a nmonent | thought she would hurl it across the room

"The nonkey never bit ne," she insisted, "never clawed me, never even
touched ne, for God's sake. But they won't believe ne.

I"mnot sure even Rod believed ne. They won't take any chances.
They nmade ne . . . Rod nade ne subnit to sterilization."

Tears stood in her eyes, unshed but shimering like the votive light in
the red gl ass candl ehol ders.

"I was forty-five years old then," she said, "and |I'd never had a
child, because | was already sterile. W'd tried so hard to have a
baby fertility doctors, hornone therapy, everything, everything and
not hi ng wor ked. "

Qppressed by the suffering in Angela's voice, | was barely able to
remain in nmy chair, |ooking passively up at her. | had the urge to
stand, to put ny arns around her. To be the nurse this tine.

Wth a trenmor of rage in her voice, she said, "And still the bastards
made nme have the surgery, permanent surgery, didn't just tie ny tubes
but renoved ny ovaries, cut ne, cut out all hope."

Her voice al nost broke, but she was strong. "I was forty-five, and 1'd
gi ven up hope anyway, or pretended to give it up. But to have it cut
out of me. . . The humliation of it, the hopel essness. They

woul dn't even tell ne why. Rod took ne out to the base the day after
Chri stmas, supposedly for an interview about the nonkey, about its
behavior. He wouldn't elaborate. Very nysterious. He took ne into
this place . . . this place out there that even nost people on the
base didn't know existed. They sedated nme against ny will, perforned
the surgery without ny permission. And when it was all over, the sons
of bitches wouldn't even tell ne why!"

I pushed ny chair away fromthe table and got to ny feet. M shoul ders
ached, and ny legs felt weak. | hadn't been expecting to hear a story
of this weight.

Al though | wanted to confort her, | didn't attenpt to approach
Angel a.
The cordial glass was still sealed in the hard shell of her fist.

Gindi ng anger had sharpened her once-pretty face into a collection of
knives. | didn't think she would want nme to touch her just then

Instead, after standing awkwardly at the table for seconds that were
interm nable, not sure what to do, | went at last to the back door and
doubl e-checked the dead bolt to confirmthat it was engaged.

"I know Rod | oved ne," she said, although the anger in her voice didn't
soften. "It broke his heart, just broke himentirely, to do what he
had to do. Broke his heart to cooperate with them tricking ne into
surgery. He was never the sane after that."
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| turned and saw that her fist was cocked. The bl ades of her face were
pol i shed by candl el i ght.

"And if his superiors had understood how cl ose Rod and | had al ways
been, they woul d have known he coul dn't go on keeping secrets from ne,
not when |'d suffered so nuch for them™

"Eventually he told You all of it," | guessed

"Yes. And | forgave him truly forgave himfor what had been done to

me, but he was still in despair. There was nothing | could do to nurse
himout of it. So deep in despair . . . and so scared."”
Now her anger was veined with pity and with sorrow. "So scared he had

no joy in anything anynore. Finally he killed hinself
and when he was dead, there was nothing left to cut out of nme."

She | owered her fist. She opened it. She stared at the cordia
gl ass-and then carefully set it on the table.

"Angel a, what was wong with the nonkey?" | asked.
She didn't reply.

I mges of candle flames danced in her eyes. Her solemn face was |ike a
stone shrine to a dead goddess.

| repeated the question: "Wiat was wong with the nonkey?"

When at | ast Angel a spoke, her voice was hardly |ouder than a whisper
"I't wasn't a nonkey."

I knew that | had heard her correctly, yet her words made no sense.
"Not a nonkey? But You said-" "It appeared to be a nonkey."

" Appear ed?

"And it was a nonkey, of course.”

Lost, | said nothing.

"Was and wasn't," she whispered. "And that's what was wrong with
it."

She did not seementirely rational. | began to wonder if her fantastic
story had been nmore fantasy than truth-and if she knew t he
di fference.

Turning away fromthe votive candles, she net ny eyes. She was not
ugly anynore, but she wasn't pretty again, either. Hers was a face of

ashes and shadows. "Maybe |I shouldn't have called You. | was
enotional about your dad dying. | wasn't thinking clearly."

"You said | need to know. . - to defend nyself She nodded. "You
do.

That's right. You need to know. You're hanging by such a thin
t hr ead.

You need to know who hates You."

I held out ny hand to her, but she didn't take it.
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"Angela," | pleaded, "I want to know what really happened to ny
parents."
"They're dead. They're gone. | loved them Chris, |oved them as

friends, but they're gone.”
"I still need to know. "
"If You're thinking that sonebody has to pay for their deaths

then You have to realize that nobody ever will. Not in your
lifetine.

Not in anyone's. No matter how nuch of the truth You | earn, no one
will be nmade to pay. No nmatter what You try to do.

I found that | had drawn ny hand back and had curled it into a fist on
the table. After a silence, | said, "W'Ill|l see."

"I'"ve quit ny job at Mercy this evening." Revealing this sad news, she
appeared to shrink, until she resenbled a child in adult clothing, once
more the girl who had brought iced tea, nmedicine, and pillows to her

di sabled nother. "I'mnot a nurse anynore."

"What will You do?"
She didn't answer.
"I't was all You ever wanted to be," | rem nded her.

"Doesn't seemany point to it now Bandaging wounds in a war is vita
wor k. Bandagi ng wounds in the mddl e of Armageddon is foolish.

Besi des, |'mbeconing. |'mbeconming. Don't You see?"
In fact, | didn't see

"I'"'m becoming. Another ne. Another Angela. Soneone | don't want to
be. Sonething | don't dare think about."

I still didn't know what to make of her apocalyptic talk. Was it a
rational response to the secrets of Wvern or the result of the
personal despair arising fromthe | oss of her husband?

She said, "If You insist on knowi ng about this, then once You know,
there's nothing to do but sit back, drink what pleases You nmpost, and
watch it all end.”

"l insist anyway."

"Then | guess it's time for showand-tell," Angela said with evident
mbi val ence. "But . . . oh, Chris, it's going to break your heart."

Sadness el ongated her features. "I think You need to know. . . but
it's going to break your heart."

When she turned fromne and crossed the kitchen, | began to foll ow
her .

She stopped me. "I'll have to turn sone lights on to get what
need.

You better wait here, and I'Il bring everything back."
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I watched her navigate the dark dining room |In the living room she
switched on a single lamp, and fromthere she noved out of sight.

Restlessly, | circled this roomto which | had been confined, ny mnd
spinning as | prow ed. The nonkey was and was not a nonkey, and its
wrongness lay in this sinultaneous wasness and notness. This would
seemto make sense only in a Lewis Carroll world, with Alice at the
bottom of a nmgical rabbit hole.

At the back door, | tried the dead bolt again. Locked.

| drew the curtain aside and surveyed the night. | could not see
O son.

Trees were stirring. The wi nd had returned.

Moonl i ght was on the nove. Apparently, new weather was coning in from
the Pacific. As the wind flung tattered clouds across the face of the

moon, a silvery radi ance appeared to ripple across the nightscape. In
fact, what travel ed were the dappling shadows of the clouds, and the
movenent of the light was but an illusion

Nevert hel ess, the backyard was transforned into a winter stream and
the light purled |ike water noving under ice.

From el sewhere in the house cane a brief wordless cry. It was as thin
and forlorn as Angel a hersel f.

The cry was so short-lived and so hollow that it nmight have been no
nmore real than the novenent of the noonlight across the backyard,
merely a ghost of sound haunting a roomin ny mnd. Like the nonkey,
it possessed both a quality of wasness and notness.

As the door curtain slipped through ny fingers and fell silently across
the gl ass, however, a muffled thunp sounded el sewhere in the house and
shuddered through the walls.

The second cry was briefer and thinner than the first-but it was
unnm stakably a bleat of pain and terror

Maybe she had nerely fallen off a step stool and sprained her ankle.

Maybe 1'd heard only wind and birds in the eaves. Maybe the moon is
made of cheese and the sky is a chocol ate nonpareil wth sugar stars.

| called loudly to Angel a.
She didn't answer.

The house was not so large that she could have failed to hear me. Her
sil ence was omi nous.

Cursing under ny breath, | drew the dock fromny jacket pocket. |
held it in the candlelight, searching desperately for safeties.

I found only one switch that mght be what | wanted. Wen | pressed it
down, an intense beamof red light shot out of a smaller hole belowthe
muzzl e and painted a bright dot on the refrigerator door

My dad, wanting a weapon that was user-friendly even to gentle
professors of literature, had paid extra for |aser sighting. Good
man.
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I didn't know nmuch about handguns, but | knew sonme nodels of pistols
featured "safe action" systenms with only internal safety devices that
di sengaged as the trigger was pulled and, after firing, engaged
agai n.

Maybe this was one of those weapons. |If not, then | would either find
mysel f unable to get off a shot when confronted by an assail ant-or,
fumbling in panic, would shoot nyself in the foot.

Al though | wasn't trained for this work, there was no one but ne to do
the job. Admittedly, | thought about getting out of there, clinbing on
my bike, riding to safety, and placi ng an anonynous energency call to
the police. Thereafter, however, | would never be able to | ook at
myself in a mrror-or even neet Orson's eyes

I didn't like the way ny hands were shaking, but |I sure as hel
coul dn't pause for deep-breathing exercises or neditation

As | crossed the kitchen to the open door at the dining room
considered returning the pistol to ny pocket and taking a knife from
the cutlery drawer. Telling the story of the nonkey, Angela had shown
me where the bl ades were kept.

Reason prevailed. | was no nore practiced with knives than | was
expert with firearns.

Besi des, using a knife, slashing and gougi ng at another human being,
seenmed to require a ruthlessness greater than that needed to pull a
trigger. | figured | could do whatever was necessary if nmy life-or
Angel a' s-was on the line, but | couldn't rule out the possibility that
I was better suited to the conparatively dry business of shooting than
to the up-cl ose-and-personal wet work of evisceration. 1n a desperate
confrontation, a flinch mght be fatal

As a thirteen-year-old boy, | had been able to look into the
crematorium Yet all these years later, | still wasn't ready to watch
the gri mer show in an enbal m ng chanber.

Swiftly crossing the dining room | called out to Angela once nore.
Again, she failed to respond.

I wouldn't call her a third time. |If indeed an intruder was in the
house, | would only be revealing ny position each tine | shouted
Angel a' s nane.

Inthe living room | didn't pause to switch off the lanp, but I
stepped wide of it and averted ny face.

Squinting in the stinging rain of foyer light, | glanced through the
open door to the study. No one was in there.

The powder-room door was ajar. | pushed it all the way open. | didn't
need to turn on a light to see that no one was in there, either.

Feel ing naked without nmy cap, which | had left on the kitchen table, |
switched off the ceiling fixture in the foyer. Blessed gloomfell

| peered up at the | anding where the shadowy stairs turned back and
di sappeared overhead. As far as | could tell, no lights were lit on
the upper floor-which was fine with me. M dark-adapted eyes were ny
bi ggest advant age.
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The cel lul ar phone was clipped to ny belt. As | started up the stairs,
| considered calling the police.

After nmy failure to keep our appointment earlier in the evening,
however, Lewi s Stevenson might be looking for ne. |If so, then the
chief hinmself would answer this call. Mybe the bald man with the
earring would conme along for the ride

Manuel Ramirez couldn't assist ne hinself, because he was the duty
officer this evening, restricted to the station. | didn't feel safe
asking for any other officer. As far as | knew, Chief Stevenson mi ght
not be the only conpromi sed cop in Monlight Bay; perhaps every nenber
of the force, except Manuel, was involved in this conspiracy. In fact,
in spite of our friendship, | couldn't trust Manuel, either, not unti

I knew a |l ot nmore about this situation

Clinmbing the stairs, | gripped the dock with both hands, ready to
press the laser-sighting switch if someone noved. | kept reni nding
mysel f that playing hero neant trying not to shoot Angel a by mi stake.

I turned at the landing and saw that the upper flight was darker than
the lower. No anbient light fromthe living roomreached this high. I
ascended quickly and silently.

My heart was doing nore than idling; it was revving nicely, but | was

surprised that it wasn't racing. Only yesterday, | could not have
i magi ned that | would be able to adapt so rapidly to the prospect of
i mm nent violence. | was even beginning to recognize within nyself a

di sconcerting enthusiasm for danger
Four doors opened off the upstairs hall. Three were cl osed.

The fourth-the door farthest fromthe stairs-was ajar, and fromthe
room beyond canme a soft |ight.

I disliked passing the three closed roons w thout confirmng that they
were deserted. | would be | eaving ny back vul nerabl e.

Gven ny XP, however, and especially considering how quickly ny eyes
woul d sting and water when exposed to very bright light, I'd be able to
search those spaces only with the pistol in my right hand and the
penlight in my left. This would be awkward, tine-consum ng, and
dangerous. Each tine | stepped into a room no natter how | ow |
crouched and how fast | noved, the penlight would instantly pinpoint ny
| ocation for any woul d-be assail ant before I found himw th the narrow
beam

My best hope was to play to ny strengths, which meant using the
darkness, blending with the shadows. Moving sideways al ong the hall,
keeping a watch in both directions, | nmade no sound, and neither did
anyone el se in the house.

The second door on the left was open only a crack, and the narrow wedge
of light revealed little of the roombeyond. Using the gun barrel, |
pushed the door i nward.

The naster bedroom Cozy. The bed was neatly nmade. A gaily colored
af ghan draped one arm of an easy chair, and on the footstool waited a
fol ded newspaper. On the bureau, a collection of antique perfune
bottl es sparkl ed.

One of the nightstand | anps was agl ow. The bulb was not strong, and
the pl eated-fabric shade screened nost of the rays.
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Angel a was nowhere to be seen

A cl oset door stood open. Perhaps Angel a had cone upstairs to fetch
sonething fromthere. | couldn't see anything but hanging clothes and
shoe boxes.

The door to the adjacent bathroomwas ajar, and the bat hroom was
dar k.

To anyone in there, looking out, I was a well-lit target.

| approached the bathroom as obliquely as possible, aimng the G ock at
the bl ack gap between the door and the janb. Wen | pushed on the
door, it opened without resistance.

The snell stopped ne fromcrossing the threshol d.

Because the glow of the nightstand lanmp didn't illum nate much of the
space before me, | fished the penlight fromny pocket.

The beam glistered across a red pool on a white tile floor. The walls
were sprayed with arterial gouts.

Angel a Ferryman was slunped on the floor, head bent backward over the
rimof the toilet bowl. Her eyes were as wide, pale, and flat as those
of a dead seagull that | had once found on the beach

At a glance, | thought her throat appeared to have been sl ashed
repeatedly with a half-sharp knife. | couldn't bear to | ook at her too
closely or for too |ong.

The snell was not nerely blood. Dying, she had foul ed herself.
A draft bathed nme in the stench.

A casenent wi ndow was cranked all the way open. It wasn't a typically
smal | bat hroom wi ndow but | arge enough to have provi ded escape for the
killer, who nust have been liberally splashed with his victinms

bl ood.

Per haps Angel a had | eft the wi ndow open. If there was a firststory
porch roof under it, the killer could have entered as well as exited by
this route.

Orson had not barked-but then this wi ndow was toward the front of the
house, and the dog was at the back

Angel a' s hands were at her sides, alnost lost in the sleeves of the
cardigan. She | ooked so innocent. She | ooked twelve.

Al'l her life, she had given of herself to others. Now soneone,
uni npressed by her selfless giving, had cruelly taken all that was

left.
Angui shed, shaking uncontrollably, | turned away fromthe bat hroom
I hadn't approached Angela with questions. | hadn't brought her to

this hideous end. She had called ne, and al though she had used her car
phone, sonmeone had known that she needed to be silenced permanently and
qui ckly. Maybe these facel ess conspirators decided that her despair
made her dangerous. She had quit her job at the hospital. She felt
that she had no reason to live. And she was terrified of becom ng,
what ever that nmeant. She was a woman with nothing to | ose, beyond
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their control. They would have killed her even if | had not responded
to her call.
Neverthel ess, | was awash in guilt, drowning in cold currents, robbed

of breath, and | stood gasping.

Nausea foll owed those currents, rippling like a fat slippery ee
through ny gut, swinming up ny throat and al nost surging into ny
nmout h.

| choked it down.

I needed to get out of here, yet | couldn't nove. | was half crushed
under a weight of terror and guilt.

My right armhung at ny side, pulled as straight as a plunb line by the
wei ght of the gun. The penlight, clutched in nmy left hand, stitched
j agged patterns on the wall.

I could not think clearly. M thoughts rolled thickly, like tangled
masses of seaweed in a sludge tide.

On the nearer nightstand, the tel ephone rang.

I kept ny distance fromit. | had the queer feeling that this caller
was the deep-breather who had | eft the nessage on ny answering nachine,
that he would try to steal sone vital aspect of me with his bl oodhound
i nhalations, as if nmy very soul could be vacuuned out of ne and drawn
away across the open tel ephone line. | didn't want to hear his | ow,
eerie, tunel ess hunm ng.

When at |ast the phone fell silent, ny head had been sonmewhat cleared
by the strident ringing. | clicked off the penlight, returned it to ny
pocket, raised the big pistol fromny side-and realized that soneone
had switched on the light in the upstairs hall

Because of the open wi ndow and the bl ood sneared on the frame, | had
assuned | was alone in the house with Angela's body. | was wong. An
intruder was still present-waiting between ne and the stairs.

The killer couldn't have slipped out of the master bath by way of the
bedroom a nessy trail of blood would have marked his passage across
the creamcol ored carpet. Yet why would he have escaped fromthe
upstairs only to return i mmedi ately through a ground-floor door or

wi ndow?

If, after fleeing, he had changed his mind about |eaving a potentia

wi tness and had decided to cone back to get nme, he wouldn't have turned
on the light to announce his presence. He would have preferred to take
me by surprise

Cautiously, squinting against the glare, | stepped into the hallway.
It was deserted.

The three doors that had been closed when | had first cone upstairs
wer e now standi ng wi de open. The roons beyond them were forbiddingly
bright.

Li ke bl ood out of a wound, silence welled fromthe bottom of the house

into this upstairs hall. Then a sound rose, but it cane from outside:
the keening of the wi nd under the eaves.

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R....onlight%20Bay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt (83 of 271) [2/9/2004 10:04:51 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt

A strange ganme seened to be under way. | didn't know the rules.
didn't know the identity of my adversary. | was screwed.

Flicking a wall switch, | brought forth a soothing flow of shadows to
the hall, which nade the lights in the three open roons seem brighter
by compari son.

I wanted to run for the stairs. Get down, out, away. But | didn't
dare | eave unexplored roons at nmy back this time. 1'd end up |like
Angel a, throat slashed from behind.

My best chance of staying alive was to remain calm Think
Approach each door with caution. Inch ny way out of the house.
Make sure ny back was protected every step of the way.

I squinted | ess, listened nore, heard nothing, and noved to the doorway
opposite the master bedroom | didn't cross the threshold but renained
in the shadows, using ny left hand as a visor to shade My eyes fromthe
harsh overhead |ight before ne.

Thi s m ght have been a son's or daughter's roomif Angela had been able
to have children. |Instead, it contained a tool cabinet wth many
drawers, a bar stool with a back, and two hi gh worktables placed to
forman L. Here she spent time at her hobby: doll naking.

A qui ck glance along the hallway. Still alone.
Keep noving. Don't be an easy target.

| pushed the hobby-room door all the way open. No one was hiding
behind it.

| stepped briefly into the brightly lighted room staying sideways to
the hall to cover both spaces

Angel a was a fine dollmaker, as proved by the thirty dolls on the
shel ves of an open display cabinet at the far end of the hobby room

Her creations were attired in richly imagi ned, painstakingly realized
costunes that Angela herself had sewn: cowboy and cowgirl outfits,
sailor suits, party dresses with petticoats. . . . The wonder of the
doll's, however, was their faces. She scul pted each head with patience
and real talent, and she fired it in a kiln in the garage. Sonme were
matt-finish bisque. Ohers were glazed. Al were hand-painted with
such attention to detail that their faces | ooked real

Over the years, Angela had sold sonme of her dolls and had gi ven many
away. These remmining were evidently her favorites, with which she had
been nost reluctant to part. Even under the circunstances, alert for
the approach of a psychopath with a halfsharp knife, | saw that each
face was uni que-as though Angela wasn't nerely nmaking dolls but was

I ovingly imagining the possible faces of the children whom she had
never carried in her wonb.

I switched off the ceiling fixture, |leaving only a worktable |Ianp.

In the sudden swelling of shadows, the dolls appeared to shift on the
shelves, as if preparing to leap to the floor. Their painted eyes-sone
bright with points of reflected light and sone with a fixed inky

gl are-seened wat chful and intent.
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| had the heebie-jeebies. Big tine.
The dolls were only dolls. They were no threat to ne.

Back into the corridor, sweeping the Aock left, right, left again. No
one.

Next along this side of the hall was a bathroom Even with ny eyes
narrowed to slits to filter out the dazzle of porcelain and glass and
mrrors and yellow ceranmic tile, | could see into every corner

No one was waiting there.

As | reached inside to switch off the bathroomlights, a noise rose
behind ne. Back toward the naster bedroom A quick rapping like
knuckl es on wood. Fromthe corner of ny eye, | saw novenent.

| spun toward the sound, bringing up the dock in a two-hand grip
again, as if | knew what the hell | was doing, inmtating WIlis and
Stal |l one and Schwar zenegger and Eastwood and Cage from a hundred

j unp-run-shoot - chase novies, as if | actually believed that they knew
what the hell they were doing. | expected to see a hulking figure,
denmented eyes, an upraised arm an arcing knife, but | was still alone
in the hallway.

The novenent |'d seen was the master-bedroom door being pushed shut
fromthe inside. |In the dimnishing wedge of |ight between the noving
door and the jamb, a tw sted shadow | oomed, withed, shrank. The door
fell shut with a solid sound |like the closing of a bank vault.

That room had been deserted when | left it, and no one had cone past ne
since |I'd stepped into the hallway. Only the nurderer could be in
there-and only if he'd returned through the bathroom w ndow from a
porch roof where he'd been when |'d di scovered Angel a's body.

If the killer was already in the master bedroom agai n, however, he
couldn't also have slipped behind nme, nonents earlier, to turn on the
second-floor lights. So there were two intruders. | was caught

bet ween t hem

Go forward or back? Lousy choice. Deep shit either way, and ne
wi t hout rubber boots.

They woul d expect nme to run for the stairs. But it was safer to do the
unexpected, so without hesitation | rushed to the nmaster bedroom
door.

I didn't bother with the knob, kicked hard, sprung the latch, and
pushed inside with the Aock in front of ne, ready to squeeze off four
or five shots at anything that noved.

I was al one.
The nightstand lanp was still [|it.

No bl oody footprints stained the carpet, so no one could have reentered
the splattered bat hroom from outside and then returned here by that
route to close the hall door

I checked the bathroomanyway. | left the penlight in my pocket this
time, relying on an influx of faint light fromthe bedroom | amp,
because | didn't need-or want-to see all the vivid details again. The
casenent wi ndow remnai ned open. The snell was as repulsive as it had
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been two minutes ago. The shape sl unped against the toilet was
Angel a.

Al t hough she was mercifully veiled in gloom | could see her nouth
gapi ng as though in amazenent, her w de eyes unbl i nki ng.

I turned away and gl anced nervously at the open door to the hall. No
one had followed ne in here.

Baffled, | retreated to the m ddle of the bedroom

The draft fromthe bathroom w ndow was not strong enough to have bl own
the bedroom door shut. Besides, no draft had cast the tw sted shadow
that | had glinpsed.

Al t hough the space under the bed m ght have been | arge enough to hide a
man, he woul d have been unconfortably conpressed between the floor and
the box springs, with frame slats banding his back. Anyway, no one
could have squirnmed into that hiding place before I'd kicked ny way
into the room

I could see through the open door to the walk-in closet, which
obviously did not harbor an intruder. | took a closer |ook anyway.

The penlight revealed an attic access in the closet ceiling. Even if a
fol d-down | adder was fitted to the back of that trap door, no one could
have been spider-qui ck enough to clinb into the attic and pull the

| adder after hinself in the two or three seconds that | had taken to
burst in fromthe hallway.

Two draped wi ndows flanked the bed. Both proved to be |ocked fromthe
i nsi de.

He hadn't gone out that way, but maybe | could. | wanted to avoid
returning to the hall

Keepi ng the bedroom door in view, | tried to open a wi ndow. It was
pai nted shut. These were French wi ndows with thick mullions, so
couldn't just break a pane and clinmb out.

My back was to the bathroom Suddenly |I felt as though spiders were

twi tching through the hollows of nmy spine. In ny nind s eye, | saw
Angel a behind nme, not lying by the toilet any |longer but risen, red and
dripping, eyes as bright and flat as silver coins. | expected to hear

the wound bubbling in her throat as she tried to speak

When | turned, tingling with dread, she was not behind nme, but the hot
breath of relief that erupted fromne proved how seriously |I'd been
gripped by this fantastic expectation.

I was still gripped by it: | expected to hear her thrash to her feet in
the bat hroom Already, ny angui sh over her death had been suppl ant ed
by fear for ny omn life. Angela was no |longer a person to ne. She was
a thing, death itself, a nonster, a fist-in-the-face rem nder that we
all perish and rot and turn to dust. |'mashanmed to say that | hated
her a little because 1'd felt obliged to come upstairs to hel p her,
hated her for having put me in this vise, hated elf for hating her, ny
I oving nurse, hated her for nmaking me Mys hate myself.

Sonetinmes there is no darker place than our own thoughts: the noonl ess
m dni ght of the mnd.

My hands were clamy. The butt of the pistol was slick with cold

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R....onlight%20Bay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt (86 of 271) [2/9/2004 10:04:51 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt
perspiration.

| stopped chasing ghosts and reluctantly returned to the upstairs
hal way. A doll was waiting for ne.

This was one of the | argest from Angel a's hobby-room shel ves, nearly

two feet high. It sat on the floor, |egs splayed, facing ne in the
|ight that came through the open door fromthe only roomthat | hadn't
yet explored, the one opposite the hall bath. Its arns were

out stretched, and sonet hing hung across both its hands.
Thi s was not good.

I know not good when | see it, and this was fully, totally, radically
not good.

In the novies, a developnent |ike the appearance of this doll was
inevitably followed by the dramatic entrance of a really big guy with a
bad attitude. A really big guy wearing a cool hockey nask.

O a hood. He'd be carrying an even cool er chain saw or a
conpressed-air nail gun or, in an unplugged nood, an ax big enough to
decapitate a T- Rex.

I glanced into the hobby room which was still half illum nated by the
wor kt abl e lanp. No intruder |urked there.

Move. To the hall bathroom It was still deserted. | needed to use
the facilities. Not a convenient tine. NMove.

Now to the doll, which was dressed in black sneakers, black jeans, and
a black T-shirt. The object in its hands was a navy-blue cap with two
wor ds enbroidered in ruby-red thread above the bill: Mystery Train.

For a monent | thought it was a cap like mne. Then | saw that it was
my own, which I'd left downstairs on the kitchen table.

Bet ween gl ances at the head of the stairs and at the open door to the
only roomthat | hadn't searched, expecting trouble fromone source or
the other, | plucked the cap fromthe small china hands. | pulled it

on ny head.

In the right Iight and circunstances, any doll can have an eerie or
evil aspect. This was different, because not a single feature in this
bi sque face struck nme as nal evolent, yet the skin on the back of ny
neck creped |ike Hall oween-party bunting.

What spooked ne was not any strangeness about the doll but an uncanny
famliarity: It had nmy face. It had been nodeled after nme. | was

si mul t aneously touched and creeped out. Angela had cared for me enough
to sculpt nmy features neticulously, to nmenorialize me lovingly in one
of her creations and keep it upon her shelves of favorites. Yet
unexpect edly com ng upon such an image of oneself wakes primtive
fears-as if | might touch this fetish and instantly find nmy mnd and
soul trapped within it, while sone nmalignhant spirit, previously
imobilized in the doll, came forth to establish itself in ny flesh

G eeful at its release, it would lurch into the night to crack virgins
skull's and eat the hearts of babies in ny nane.

In ordinary tinmes-if such tines exist-l amentertai ned by an unusually
vivid inmagi nati on. Bobby Halloway calls it, with some nockery, "the
three-hundred-ring circus of your mind." This is no doubt a quality |
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inherited fromny nother and father, who were intelligent enough to
know that little could be known, inquisitive enough never to stop

| earni ng, and perceptive enough to understand that all things and all
events contain infinite possibilities.

VWen | was a child, they read to nme the verses of A A Mlne and
Beatrix Potter but also, certain that | was precocious, Donald Justice
and Wl | ace Stevens. Thereafter, mny imagination has al ways churned
with images fromlines of verse: fromTinothy Tims ten pink toes to
fireflies twitching in the blood. 1In extraordinary times-such as this
ni ght of stolen cadavers-I amtoo imginative for my own good, and in
the three-hundred-ring circus of nmy mind, all the tigers wait to kil
their trainers and all the clowns hide butcher knives and evil hearts
under their baggy cl othes.

Move.

One nore room Check it out, protect ny back, then straight down the
stairs.

Superstitiously avoiding contact with the doppel gdnger doll, stepping
wide of it, | went to the open door of the room opposite the hal
bat h.

A guest bedroom sinply furnished.

Tucki ng nmy capped head down and squinting against the glare fromthe
ceiling fixture, | saw no intruder. The bed had side rails and a

f oot board behi nd which the spread was tucked, so the space under it was
reveal ed.

Instead of a closet, there were a | ong wal nut bureau w th banks of
drawers and a nassive armoire with a pair of side-by-side drawers bel ow
and two tall doors above. The space behind the arnoire doors was | arge
enough to conceal a grown man with or w thout a chain saw

Anot her doll awaited ne. This one was sitting in the center of the
bed, arns outstretched |ike the arns of the Christopher Snow dol
behind ne, but in the shrouding brightness, | couldn't tell what it
held in its pink hands.

I switched off the ceiling light. One nightstand lanp remained lit to
gui de ne.

| backed into the guest room prepared to respond with gunfire to
anyone who appeared in the hall.

The arnoire hul ked at the edge of ny vision. |If the doors began to
swi ng open, | wouldn't even need the laser sighting to chop holes in
themwith a few 9-m | linmeter rounds.

| bunped into the bed and turned fromboth the hall door and the
armoi re |l ong enough to check out the doll. |In each upturned hand was
an eye.

Not a hand-painted eye. Not a gl ass-button eye taken fromthe
dol | maker's supply cabinet. A human eye.

The arnoire doors hung unnovi ng on pi ano hi nges.
Not hi ng but tinme noved in the hall

I was as still as ashes in an urn, but life continued within me: M
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heart raced as it had never raced before, no | onger nerely revving
nicely, but spinning with panic inits squirrel cage of ribs.

Once nore | | ooked at the offering of eyes that filled those snal
chi na hands- bl oodshot brown eyes, mlky and noist, startling and
startled in their lidless nakedness. | knew that one of the |ast

thi ngs ever seen through themwas a white van pulling to a stop in
response to an upturned thumb. And then a man with a shaven head and
one pear!l earring.

Yet | was sure that | wasn't dealing with that sane bal d man here, now,
in Angel a's house. This gane-playing wasn't his style, this taunting,
this hide-and-seek. Quick, vicious, violent action was nore to his

taste.

Instead, | felt as though | had stunbled into a sanitarium for

soci opat hic youth, where psychotic children had savagely overt hrown
their keepers and, giddy with freedom were now at play. | could

al rost hear their hidden |aughter in other roons: macabre silvery
giggles stifled behind small col d hands.

I refused to open the arnoire.

I had cone up here to help Angela, but there was no hel ping her now or
ever. Al | wanted was to get downstairs, outside, onto nmy bicycle,
and away.

As | started toward the door, the lights went out. Soneone had thrown
a breaker in a junction box.

Thi s darkness was so bottom ess that it didn't wel come even nme. The
wi ndows were heavily draped, and the m | k-pitcher noon couldn't find
gaps through which to pour itself. Al was bl ackness on bl ackness.

Blindly, | rushed toward the door. Then | angled to one side of it
when | was overcone by the conviction that soneone was in the hall and
that | would encounter the thrust of a sharp bl ade at the threshol d.

| stood with ny back to the bedroomwall, listening. | held my breath
but was unable to quiet nmy heart, which clattered |ike horses' hooves
on cobbl estones, a runaway parade of horses, and | felt betrayed by ny
own body.

Nevert hel ess, over the thundering stampede of ny heart, | heard the
creak of the piano hinges. The arnoire doors were com ng open.

Jesus.
It was a prayer, not a curse. O naybe both.

Hol ding the A ock in a two-hand grip again, | aimed toward where
thought the big armpbire stood. Then | reconsidered and swung the
muzzl e three inches to the left. Only to swing it imrediately back to
the right.

I was disoriented in the absolute blackness. Although | was certain
that | would hit the arnmoire, | couldn t be sure that | would put the
round straight through the center of the space above the two drawers.

The first shot had to count, because the muzzle flash would give away
my position.

I couldn't risk punping out rounds indiscrimnately. Although a spray
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of bullets would probably waste the bastard, whoever he night be, there
was a chance that | would only wound himand a smaller but still very
real chance that | would nerely piss himoff

When the pistol nagazi ne was enpty-then what?
Then what ?

| sidled to the hallway, risking an encounter there, but it didn't
happen. As | crossed the threshold, | pulled the guest-room door shut
behind ne, putting it between ne and whoever had cone out of the
arnoire-assuning | hadn't imagined the creaking of the piano hinges.

The ground-floor lights were evidently on their own circuit. A glow
rose through the stair-well at the end of the black hall.

Instead of waiting to see who, if anyone, would burst out of the guest
room | ran to the stairs.

| heard a door open behind ne.

Gaspi ng, descending two stairs at atine, | was alnost to the | anding
when ny head in mniature sailed past. It shattered agai nst the wall
in front of ne.

Startled, | brought an armup to shield ny eyes. China shrapne
tattooed ny face and chest.

My right heel |anded on the bull nose edge of a step and skidded off. |
nearly fell, pitched forward, slamed into the [anding wall, but kept
my bal ance.

On the | anding, crunching shards of ny glazed face underfoot, | whipped
around to confront ny assail ant.

The decapitated body of the doll, appropriately attired in basic bl ack,
hurtl ed down. | ducked, and it passed over ny head, thunping agai nst
the wal | behind ne.

When | | ooked up and covered the dark top of the stairs with the gun,
there was no one to shoot-as if the doll had torn off its own head to
throw at ne and then had hurled itself into the stairwell.

The downstairs |lights went out.
Thr ough the forbidding bl ackness cane the snell of sonething burning.

Groping in the inpenetrable gloom | finally found the handrail. |
clutched at the snboth wood with one sweaty hand and started down the
| ower flight of stairs toward the foyer

Thi s darkness had a strange sinuosity, seemed to coil and withe around
me as | descended through it. Then | realized that it was the air, not
the darkness, that | was feeling: serpentine currents of hot air
swarnming up the stair-well.

An instant later, tendrils and then tentacles and then a great pul sing
mass of foul -snmelling snoke poured into the stairwell from bel ow,

i nvisible but pal pable, envel oping nme as sone gi ant sea anenone m ght
envel op a diver. Coughing, choking, struggling to breathe, | reversed
directions, hoping to escape through a second floor w ndow, although
not through the nmaster bat hroom where Angel a waited.

I returned to the |anding and cl anbered up three or four steps of the
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second flight before halting. Through snpbke-stung eyes flooded wth
tears-and through the pall of snoke itself-1 saw a throbbing Iight
above.

Fire.

Two fires had been set, one above and one bel ow. Those unseen
psychotic children were busy in their nmad play, and there seenmed to be
so many of them | was reminded of the veritable platoon of searchers
that appeared to spring fromthe ground outside the nortuary, as though
Sandy Kirk possessed the power to sunmon the dead fromtheir graves.

Downwar d, once nore and quickly, | plunged toward the only hope of
nourishing air. | would find it, if anywhere, at the | owest point of
the structure, because snpoke and funes rise while the blaze sucks in
cooler air at its base in order to feed itself.

Each inhal ation caused a spasm of coughing, increased ny feeling of

suffocation, and fed ny panic, so | held my breath until | reached the
foyer. There, | dropped to ny knees, stretched out on the floor, and
di scovered that | could breathe. The air was hot and snelled sour, but
all things being relative, | was nore thrilled by it than |I had ever

been by the crisp air conming off the washboard of the Pacific.

| didn't lie there and surrender to an orgy of respiration. |
hesitated just |ong enough to draw several deep breaths to clear ny
soiled lungs, and to work up enough saliva to spit sone of the soot out
of my nout h.

Then | raised ny head to test the air and to | earn how deep the
preci ous safe zone mght be. Not deep. Four to six inches.

Nevert hel ess, this shallow pool ought to be enough to sustain nme while
I found ny way out of the house.

Werever the carpet was afire, of course, there would be no safe-air
zone what soever.

The lights were still out, the snoke was blindingly thick, and
squirnmed on ny stomach, frantically heading toward where | believed
would find the front door, the nearest exit. The first thing
encountered in the murk was a sofa, judging by the feel of it, which
meant that | had passed through the archway and into the Iiving room
at |l east ninety degrees off the course | imagined |I'd been foll ow ng.

Now | um nous orange pul ses passed t hrough the conparatively clear air
near the floor, underlighting the curdl ed masses of snoke as if they
wer e t hunder heads | oomi ng over a plain. Fromny eyeto-the-carpet
perspective, the beige nylon fibers stretched away |ike a vast flat
field of dry grass, fitfully brightened by an electrical storm This
narrow, |ife-sustaining real munder the snoke seenmed to be an alternate
world into which | had fallen after stepping through a door between

di mensi ons.

The omi nous throbs of light were reflections of fire el sewhere in the
room but they didn't relieve the gl oomenough to help me find the way
out. The stroboscopic flickering only contributed to my confusion and
scared the hell out of ne.

As long as | couldn't see the blaze, | could pretend that it was in a
di stant corner of the house. Now | no |longer had the refuge of
pretense. Yet there was no advantage to glinpsing the reflected fire,
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because | wasn't able to tell if the flames were inches or feet from
me, whet her they were burning toward or away fromnme, so the |ight
i ncreased ny anxi ety w thout providi ng guidance.

Either | was suffering worse effects of snoke inhalation than
realized, including a distorted perception of time, or the fire was
spreading with unusual swi ftness. The arsonists had probably used an
accel erant, maybe gasoli ne.

Determ ned to get back into the foyer and then to the front door,
sucked desperately at the increasingly acrid air near the fl oor and
squi rmed across the room digging nmy el bows into the carpet to pul
mysel f along, ricocheting off furniture, until | cracked ny forehead
solidly against the raised brick hearth of the fireplace. 1 was
farther than ever fromthe foyer, and yet | couldn't picture nyself
crawing into the fireplace and up the chimey like Santa Caus on his
way back to the sleigh.

I was dizzy. A headache split ny skull on a diagonal fromny |eft
eyebrow to the part in nmy hair on the right. M eyes stung fromthe
snoke and the salty sweat that poured into them | wasn't choking
again, but | was gagging on the pungent funes that flavored even the
clearer air near the floor, and | was beginning to think I mght not
survive.

Trying hard to renenber where the fireplace was situated in
relationship to the foyer arch, | squirmed along the rai sed hearth and
then angled off into the room again.

It seened absurd to nme that | couldn't find ny way out of this place.

This wasn't a nmansion, for God's sake, not a castle, nerely a nodest
house with seven roons, none of themlarge, and 2.5 baths, and not even
the cleverest Realtor in the country could have described in such a way
as to give the that had enough rattling-around space to satisfy the
Prince of Wales and his retinue.

on the evening news, fromtime to time, You see stories about people
dying in house fires, and You can never quite understand why they
couldn't nake it to a door or wi ndow, when one or the other was surely
within a dozen steps. Unless they were, of course, drunk. O wasted
on drugs. O foolish enough to rush back into the flanmes to rescue
Fluffy, the kitten. Wich may sound ungrateful of me after | nyself
was this sane night rescued, in a sense, by a cat. But now I
under st ood how people died in these circunstances: The snoke and the
churni ng darkness were nore di sorienting than drugs or booze, and the
| onger You breathed the tainted air, the | ess ninble your mnd becane,
until your thoughts ranbled and even panic couldn't focus them

When | had first clinbed the stairs to see what had happened to An el a,
I had been amazed at how cal mand collected | was in spite of the
threat of inmnent violence. Wth a fat dollop of nmale pride as
cloying as a cupful of mayonnaise, | had even sensed in ny heart a

di sconcerting enthusiasm for danger

What a difference ten minutes can make. Now that it was brutally
apparent to nme that | was never going to acquit nyself in these
situations with even half the aplonb of Batnan, the romance of danger
failed to stir ne.

Suddenl y, creeping out of the disnmal blear, sonething brushed agai nst
me and nuzzled ny neck, ny chin: something alive. 1In the
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three-hundred-ring circus of ny mind, | pictured Angela Ferryman on her
belly, reanimted by sone evil voodoo, slithering across the floor to
meet me, and planting a cold-1ipped, bloody kiss on nmy throat. The

ef fects of oxygen deprivation were becoming so severe that even this

hi deous i mage was not sufficient to shock me into a clearer state of
mnd, and | reflexively squeezed off a shot.

Thank God, | fired entirely in the wong direction, because even as the
crack of the shot echoed through the living room | recognized the cold
nose at my throat and the warmtongue in ny ear as those of my one and

only dog, ny faithful conpanion, my O son

"Hey, pal," | said, but it came out as a neani ngl ess croak

He Iicked ny face. He had dog's breath, but | couldn't really blane
himfor that.

| blinked furiously to clear ny vision, and red |ight pul sed through
the room brighter than ever. Still, | got no better than a sneary
i mpression of his furry face pressed to the floor in front of nine.

Then | realized that if he could get into the house and find ne, he
could show ne the way out before we caught fire with a stink of burning
deni m and fur.

| gathered sufficient strength to rise shakily to nmy feet. That
stubborn eel of nausea swamup ny throat again, but as before | choked
it down.

Squeezing ny eyes shut, trying not to think about the wave of intense
heat that abruptly broke over nme, | reached down and gri pped Orson's
thick leather collar, which was easy to find because he was pressed
agai nst ny | egs.

Orson kept his snout close to the floor, where he could breathe, but I
had to hold nmy breath and ignore the nostril-tickling snoke as the dog
|l ed nme through the house. He walked ne into as few pieces of furniture
as he could manage, and | have no suspicion whatever that he was
amusing hinself in the mdst of such tragedy and terror. \When |
smacked nmy face into a door franme, | didn't knock out any teeth.

Nevert hel ess, during that short journey, | thanked God repeatedly for
testing ne with XP rather than with blindness

Just when | thought | mght pass out if | didn't drop to the floor to

get sone air, | felt a cold draft on ny face, and when | opened ny
eyes, | could see. W were in the kitchen, into which the fire had not
yet reached. There was no snoke, either, because the breeze conming in
the open back door drove it all into the dining room

On the table were the votive candles in ruby-red holders, the cordia
gl asses, and the open bottle of apricot brandy. Blinking at this cozy
tableau, | could half believe that the events of the past severa

m nutes had been only a nonstrous dream and that Angela, still lost in
her dead husband's cardigan, would sit here with ne once nore, refil
her gl ass, and finish her strange story.

My mouth was so dry and foul that | alnost took the bottle of brandy
with ne. Bobby Hall oway woul d have beer, however, and that woul d be
better.

The dead bolt on the kitchen door was di sengaged now. As clever as
Orson mght be, | doubted that he could have opened a | ocked door to
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reach me; for one thing, he didn't have a key.
Evidently the killers had fled by this route.

Qut si de, wheezing to expel a few final traces of snoke fromny |ungs,
shoved the dock in nmy jacket pocket. | nervously surveyed the
backyard for assailants as | blotted ny danp hands on ny jeans.

Li ke fishes schooling below the silvered surface of a pond, cloud
shadows swam across the noonlit |awn.

Not hi ng el se noved except the w nd-shaken vegetation

Grabbing ny bicycle and wheeling it across the patio toward the
arbor-covered passageway, | | ooked up at the house in astonishnment,
amazed that it was not entirely engulfed in flames. Instead, fromthe
exterior, there were as yet only mnor indications of the blaze grow ng
fromroomto roominside: bright vines of flanes twi ning up the
draperies at two upstairs w ndows, white petals of snoke flowering from
attic vent holes in the eaves.

Except for the bluster and grunble of the inconstant w nd, the night
was preternaturally silent. Monlight Bay is no city, but it usually
has a distinct night voice nonetheless: a few cars on the nove, distant
musi ¢ froma cocktail |lounge or a kid practicing guitar on a back
porch, a barking dog, the whisking sound of the big brushes on the
street-cl eani ng machi ne, voices of strollers, laughter fromthe

hi gh- school ki ds gathered outside the MIIennium Arcade down on

Enbar cader o WAy, now and then a nelancholy whistle as an Antrak
passenger train or a chain of freight cars approaches the Ocean Avenue
crossing. . . . Not at this noment, however, and not on this night.

We m ght as well have been in the deadest nei ghborhood of a ghost town
deep in the Mdjave Desert.

Apparently, the crack of the single gunshot that | had fired in the
living roomhad not been | oud enough out here to draw anyone's
attention.

Under the lattice arch, through the sweet fragrance of jasm ne, walking
the bicycle, its wheel bearings clicking softly, ny heart thudding not
softly at all, | hurried after Orson to the front gate.

He | eaped up and pawed open the latch, a trick of his that |I'd seen
before. Together we followed the wal kway to the street, noving quickly
but not running.

We were in luck: no witnesses. No traffic was either approaching or
receding along the street. No one was on foot, either

If a nei ghbor saw ne running fromthe house just as it went up in
flanmes, Chief Stevenson m ght decide to use that as an excuse to cone
| ooking for me. To shoot nme down when | resisted arrest.

Whet her | resisted or not.

I swung onto ny bike, balancing it by keeping one foot on the pavenent,
and | ooked back at the house. The wind trenbled the | eaves of the huge
magnol i a trees, and through the branches, | could see fire | apping at
several of the downstairs and upstairs w ndows.

Full of grief and excitenent, curiosity and dread, sorrow and dark
wonder, | raced al ong the pavenent, heading for a street with fewer
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|l anps. Panting loudly, Oson sprinted at my side.

We had gone nearly a bl ock when | heard the wi ndows begin to expl ode at
the Ferryman house, blown out by the fierce heat.

Stars between branches, leaf-filtered noonlight, giant oaks, a
nurturing darkness, the peace of gravestones-and, for one of us, the
eternally intriguing scent of hidden squirrels: W were back in the
cenetery adjacent to St. Bernadette's Catholic Church

My bi ke was propped against a granite marker topped by the hal oed head
of a granite angel. | was sitting-sans halo-with nmy back agai nst
anot her stone that featured a cross at its sumnmt.

Bl ocks away, sirens shrieked into sudden silence as firedepartnent
vehicles arrived at the Ferrynman residence.

I hadn't cycled all the way to Bobby Hall oway's house, because |'d been
hit by a persistent fit of coughing that hanpered ny ability to
st eer.

Orson's gait had grown wobbly, too, as he expelled the stubborn scent
of the fire with a series of violent sneezes.

Now, in the conmpany of a crowd too dead to be offended, | hawked up
thick soot-flavored phl egm and spat it anpbng the gnarled surface roots
of the nearest oak, with the hope that | wasn't killing this mghty
tree that had survived two centuries of earthquakes, storms, fires,

i nsects, disease, and-nore recently-nodern Anerica's passion for
erecting a mnimall w th doughnut shop on every street corner. The
taste in my mouth could not have been much different if | had been
eating charcoal briquettes in a broth of starter fluid.

Havi ng been in the burning house a shorter tinme than his nore reckl ess
master, Orson recovered faster than |I. Before | was half done hawking
and spitting, he was paddi ng back and forth anobng the nearest
tonbstones, diligently sniffing out arboreal bushytailed rodents.

Bet ween spells of hacking and expectorating, | talked to Orson if he
was in sight, and sonetines he lifted his noble black head and
pretended to listen, occasionally wagging his tail to encourage ne,

t hough often he was unable to tear his attention away fromsquirre
spoor.

"VWhat the hell happened in that house?" | asked. "Wo killed her, why
were they playing games with ne, what was the point of all that
business with the dolls, why didn't they just slit ny throat and burn
me with her?"

Orson shook his head, and | nade a gane of interpreting his response.
He didn't know. Shook his head in bafflenent. dueless
He was clueless. He didn't know why they hadn't slit ny throat.

"I don't think it was the G ock. | mean, there were nore than one of
them at |east two, probably three, so they could easily have
overpowered me if they'd wanted. And though they slashed her throat,
they nust have been carrying guns of their own. | nean, these are
serious bastards, vicious killers. They cut people's eyes out for the
fun of it. They wouldn't be squeam sh about carrying guns, so they
woul dn't be intimdated by the d ock."
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O son cocked his head, considering the issue. Mybe it was the

d ock

Maybe it wasn't. Then again, maybe it was. Wo knew? Wat's a d ock,
anyway? And what's that snell? Such an amazing snmell. Such a

| uxurious fragrance. |Is that squirrel piss? Excuse nme, Master Snow.

Busi ness. Business to attend to here.

"I don't think they set the house afire to kill ne. They didn't really
care whether they killed ne or not. |If they cared, they would have
made a nore direct effort to get ne. They set the fire to cover up
Angel a's nurder. That was the reason, nothing nore."

Sniff, sniff sniff-sniff-sniff. out with the remaining bad air of the
burning house, in with the revitalizing scent of squirrel, out with the
bad, in with the good.

"God, she was such a good person, so giving," | said bitterly.
"She didn't deserve to die like that, to die at all."
Orson paused in his sniffing but only briefly. Human suffering.

Terrible. Terrible thing. Msery, death, despair. But nothing to be
done.

Not hing to be done about it. Just the way of the world, the nature of
human exi stence. Terrible. Cone snell the squirrels with nme, Master
Snow. You'll feel better.

A lump rose in ny throat, not poignant grief but something nore
prosaic, so | hacked with tubercul ar violence and finally planted a
bl ack oyster anmong the tree roots.

"If Sasha were here," | said, "I wonder if right nowl'd rem nd her so
much of Janes Dean?"

My face felt greasy and tender. | wiped at it with a hand that also
felt greasy.

Across the thin grass on the graves and across the polished surfaces of
the granite markers, the noonshadows of w ndtrenbl ed | eaves danced |ike
cemetery fairies.

Even in this peculiar light, | could see that the pal mof the hand
had put to nmy face was snmeared with soot. "I nust stink to high
heaven. "

I medi ately, Orson lost interest in the squirrel spoor and cane eagerly
to ne. He sniffed vigorously at ny shoes, along ny |egs, across ny
chest, finally sticking his snout under ny jacket and into my arnpit.

Sonetimes | suspect that Orson not only understands nore than we expect
a dog to understand, but that he has a sense of hunor and a talent for
sarcasm

Forcibly withdrawing his snout fromny arnpit, holding his head in both
hands, | said, "You're no rose yourself, pal. And what kind of guard
dog are You, anyway? Maybe they were already in the house with Angel a
when | arrived, and she didn't knowit. But how conme You didn't bite
themin the ass when they left the place? |f they escaped by the

ki tchen door, they went right past You. Wiy didn't | find a bunch of
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bad guys rolling around on the backyard, clutching their butts and
how i ng in pain?"

Orson's gaze held steady, his eyes deep. He was shocked by the
question, the inplied accusation. Shocked. He was a peaceful dog.

A dog of peace, he was. A chaser of rubber balls, a licker of faces, a
phi | osopher and boon conpani on. Besides, Master Snow, the job was to
prevent villains fromentering the house, not to prevent them from

| eaving. Good riddance to villains. Wwo wants them around, anyway?

Villains and fleas. Good riddance.

As | sat nose-to-nose with Orson, staring into his eyes, a sense of the
uncanny cane over ne-or perhaps it was a transient madness-and for a
monent | imagined that | could read his true thoughts, which were

mar kedly different fromthe dialogue that | invented for him

D fferent and unsettling.

| dropped ny bracketing hands from his head, but he chose not to turn
away fromne or to | ower his gaze.

| was unable to | ower m ne.

To express a word of this to Bobby Hall oway woul d have been to elicit a
recomendat i on of | obotomy: Nevertheless, | sensed that the dog feared
for me. Pitied ne because | was struggling so hard not to admt the
true depth of nmy pain. Pitied nme because |I could not acknow edge how
profoundly the prospect of being al one scared ne. Mre than anything,
however, he feared for ne, as though he saw an onconi ng juggernaut of
which | was oblivious: a great white blazing wheel, as big as a
mountain, that would grind nme to dust and | eave the dust burning inits
wake.

"What, when, where?" | wondered.

Orson's stare was intense. Anubis, the dog-headed Egyptian god of
tonmbs, wei gher of the hearts of the dead, could not have stared nore
piercingly. This dog of m ne was no Lassie, no carefree Disney pooch
with strictly cute noves and an unlimted capacity for m schi evous
fun.

"Sonmetinmes," | told him "You spook ne."

He blinked, shook his head, |eaped away from nme, and padded in circles
anong the tonbstones, busily sniffing the grass and the fallen oak
| eaves, pretending to be just a dog again.

Maybe it wasn't O son who had spooked me. Maybe | had spooked
mysel f.

Maybe his |ustrous eyes had been mirrors in which I'd seen ny own eyes;
and in the reflections of ny eyes, perhaps | had seen truths in ny own
heart that | was unwilling to | ook upon directly.

"That would be the Halloway interpretation," | said.

Wth sudden excitenment, Orson pawed through a drift of fragrant |eaves

still danmp froman afternoon watering by the sprinkler system burrowed
hi s snout among them as though engaged in a truffle hunt, chuffed, and

beat the ground with his tail.
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Squirrels. Squirrels had sex. Squirrels had sex, had sex right
her e.

Squirrels. Right here. Squirrel-heat-musk snmell here, right here,
Mast er Snow, here, cone snell here, come snell, quick quick quick
qui ck, cone snell squirrel sex.

"You confound ne," | told him
MY mouth still tasted like the bottomof an ashtray, but | was no
| onger hacking up the phlegmof Satan. | should be able to steer to

Bobby' s pl ace now.

Before fetching nmy bike, | rose onto nmy knees and turned to face the
headst one agai nst which | had been |l eaning. "How re things with You,
Noah? Still resting in peace?"

I didn't have to use the penlight to read the engraving on the stone.

I'"d read it a thousand times before, and |I'd spent hours pondering the
name and the dates under it.

NCAH JOSEPH JAMES

June 5, 1888-july 2, 1984 Noah Joseph Janes, the man with three first
nanes. It's not your nane that amazes ne; it's your singular
| ongevity.

Ni nety-six years of life.
Ni nety-six springs, summers, autums, w nters.
Agai nst daunting odds, | have thus far lived twenty-eight years.

If Lady Fortune conmes to me with both hands full, | m ght make
thirty-eight. [|f the physicians prove to be bad prognosticators, if
the laws of probability are suspended, if fate takes a holiday, perhaps
I"Il live to be forty-eight. Then | would have enjoyed one half the
span of life granted to Noah Joseph Janes.

I don't know who he was, what he did with the better part of a century
here on earth, whether he had one wife with whomto share his days or
outlived three, whether the children whom he fathered becane priests or
serial killers, and | don't want to know.

I've fantasized a rich and wondrous life for this man. | believe him
to have been well traveled, to have been to Borneo and Brazil, to
Mobi | e Bay duringJubilee and to New Ol eans during Mardi Gras, to the
sun-washed isles of Geece and to the secret |land of Shangrila high in
the fastness of Tibet. | believe that he loved truly and was deeply
loved in return, that he was a warrior and a poet, an adventurer and a
scholar, a musician and an artist and a sailor who sailed all the seven
seas, who boldly cast off what limtations-if any-were placed upon

hi m

As long as he remains only a nanme to ne and is otherwi se a nystery, he
can be whatever | want himto be, and | can vicariously experience his
long, long life in the sun

Softly | said, "Hey, Noah, I'Il bet when You died back there in 1984,
undertakers didn't carry guns.”

| rose to ny feet and stepped to the adjacent tonbstone, where ny

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R....onlight%20Bay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt (98 of 271) [2/9/2004 10:04:51 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt
bi cycl e was propped under the guardi an gaze of the granite angel

Orson let out a lowgrow. Abruptly he was tense, alert. H s head was
rai sed high, ears pricked. Although the Iight was poor, his tai
seenmed to be tucked between his |egs.

| followed the direction of his coaly gaze and saw a tall, stoop
shoul dered man stal ki ng anong the tonbstones. Even in the softening
shadows, he was a collection of angles and sharp edges, |ike a skeleton

in a black suit, as if one of Noah's neighbors had clinbed out of his
casket to go visiting.

The man stopped in the very row of graves in which Oson and | stood,
and he consulted a curious object in his left hand. It appeared to be
the size of a cellular tel ephone, with an illum nated display screen

He tapped on the instrunent's keypad. The eerie nusic of electronic
notes carried briefly through the cenetery, but these were different
fromtel ephone tones.

just as a scarf of cloud blew off the nmoon, the stranger brought the
sour - appl e-green screen closer to his face for a better | ook at
what ever data it provided, and those two soft |ights reveal ed enough

for me to make an identification. | couldn't see the red of his hair
or his russet eyes, but even in profile the whippet-lean face and thin
lips were chillingly famliar: Jesse Pinn, assistant nortician

He was not aware of Orson and ne, though we stood only thirty or forty
feet to his left.

We played at being granite. Orson wasn't grow ing anynore, even though
the soughi ng of the breeze through the oaks woul d easily have masked
his grunbl e.

Pinn raised his face fromthe hand-held device, glanced to his right,
at St. Bernadette's, and then consulted the screen again. Finally he
headed toward the church

He renmai ned unaware of us, although we were little nore than thirty
feet fromhim

| | ooked at Orson.
He | ooked at ne.
Squirrels forgotten, we followed Pinn.

The nortician hurried to the back of the church, never gl ancing over
his shoul der. He descended a broad set of stone stairs that led to a
basenent door.

I followed closely to keep himin sight. Halting only ten feet from
the head of the stairs and at an angle to them | peered down at him

If he turned and | ooked up, he would see ne before | could nove out of
sight, but | was not overly concerned. He seened so involved in the
task at hand that the sunmons of celestial trunpets and the racket of
the dead rising fromtheir graves m ght not have drawn his attention

He studi ed the nysterious device in his hand, switched it off, and
tucked it into an inside coat pocket. From another pocket he extracted
a second instrument, but the light was too poor to allow me to see what
he held; unlike the first item this one incorporated no | um nous
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parts.

Even above the susurration of wind and oak | eaves, | heard a series of
clicks and rasping noises. These were followed by a hard snap, another
shap, and then a third.

On the fourth snap, | thought | recognized the distinctive sound. A
Lockai d | ock-rel ease gun. The device had a thin pick that You slipped
into the key channel, under the pin tunblers. Wen You pulled the
trigger, a flat steel spring junped upward and | odged sonme of the pins
at the sheer line.

A few years ago, Manuel Ramirez gave ne a Lockaid denonstration

Lock-rel ease guns were sold only to | aw enforcenent agencies, and the
possession of one by a civilian was illegal

Al t hough Jesse Pinn could hang a consoling expression on his nug as
convincingly as could Sandy Kirk, he incinerated nmurder victins in a
crematorium furnace to assist in the cover-up of capital crinmes, so he
was not likely to be fazed by | aws restricting Lockaid ownership.

Maybe he had limts. Maybe, for instance, he wouldn't push a nun off a
cliff for no reason whatsoever. Nevertheless, recalling Pinn's sharp
face and the stiletto flicker of his red-brown eyes as he had
approached the crenmatori umw ndow earlier this evening, | wouldn't have
put noney on the nun at any odds.

The undertaker needed to fire the | ock-rel ease gun five tines to clear
all the pins and di sengage the dead bolt. After cautiously trying the
door, he returned the Lockaid to his pocket.

When he pushed the door inward, the wi ndow ess basenment proved to be
lighted. Silhouetted, he stood listening on the threshold for perhaps
half a minute, his bony shoulders canted to the left and his half-hung
head cocked to the right, wi nd-spiked hair bristling |ike straw,
abruptly he jerked hinself into a better posture, like a suddenly

ani mat ed scarecrow pulling | oose of its supporting cross, and he went

i nside, pushing the door only half shut behind him

"Stay," | whispered to Orson
I went down the stairs, and ny ever-obedi ent dog foll owed ne.

When | put one ear to the hal f-open door, | heard nothing fromthe
basement .

O son stuck his snout through the eighteen-inch gap, sniffing, and
al though | rapped himlightly on the top of the head, he didn't

wi t hdr aw.

Leani ng over the dog, | put nmy snout through the gap, too, not for a
sniff but far enough inside to see what |ay beyond. Squinting against
the fluorescent glare, | saw a twenty-by-forty-foot roomw th concrete
wal |l s and ceiling, lined with equi pnent that served the church and the

attached wi ng of Sunday-school roons: five gas-fired furnaces, a big
wat er heater, electric-service panels, and machinery that | didn't
recogni ze

Jesse Pinn was three-quarters of the way across this first room
approaching a closed door in the far wall, his back to ne.

St eppi ng away fromthe door, | unclipped the glasses case frommy shirt
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pocket. The Velcro cl osure peeled open with a sound that nmade ne think
of a snake breaking wind, though |I don't know why, as |I'd never in ny
life heard a snake breaking wind. M aforenentioned flanboyant

i magi nati on had taken a scatol ogical turn.

By the time | put on the gl asses and peered inside again, Pinn had
di sappeared into the second basenent room That farther door stood
hal f open as well, and |ight blazed beyond.

"It's a concrete floor in there," | whispered. "My N kes won't nake a
sound, but your claws will tick. Stay."

| pressed open the door before ne and eased into the basement.

Orson remai ned outside, at the foot of the stairs. Perhaps he was
obedient this time because |I'd given hima |ogical reason to be.

O perhaps, because of sonething he had snelled, he knew that
proceeding farther was ill-advised. Dogs have an ol factory sense
thousands of tinmes sharper than ours, bringing themnore data than all
human senses conbi ned

Wth the sunglasses, | was safe fromthe light, yet | could see nore
than well enough to navigate the room | avoided the open center,
staying close to the furnaces and the other equipnent, where | could
duck into a niche and hope to hide if | heard Jesse Pinn returning.

Ti me and sweat had by now di m ni shed the effectiveness of the sunscreen
on ny face and hands, but | was counting on my |ayer of soot to protect
me. My hands appeared to be sheathed in black silk gloves, and

assuned that ny face was equal |y masked.

When | reached the inner door, | heard two distant voices, both male,
one belonging to Pinn. They were muffled, and | couldn't understand
what was being said.

| glanced at the outside door, where Orson peered in at ne, one ear at
attention and the other at ease.

Beyond the inner door was a long, narrow, largely enpty room

Only a few of the overhead |ights were agl ow, suspended on chains
bet ween exposed wat er pipes and heating ducts, but | didn't renbve ny
sungl asses.

At the end, this chanber proved to be part of an L-shaped and the next

| ength, which opened to the right, was | onger space, and wi der than the
first, although still dimy lighted. This second section was used as a
storeroom and seeking the voices, | crept past boxes of supplies,
decorations for various holidays and cel ebrations, and file cabinets
full of church records. Everywhere shadows gathered |ike convocations
of robed and cow ed nonks, and | renoved mnmy sungl asses.

The voices grew | ouder as | proceeded, but the acoustics were terrible,
and | still couldn't discern any words. Although he was not shouting,
Pinn was angry, which | deduced froma | ow nmenace in his voice. The
ot her man sounded as though he was trying to placate the undertaker.

A conplete life-size creche was arrayed across half the width of the
room not nerely Joseph and the Holy Virgin at a cradle with the Chri st
child, but also the entire nmanger scene with wi se nen, canels, donkeys,
| anbs, and heral ding angels. The stable was made of |unber, and the
bal es of hay were real; the people and aninals were plaster over
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chicken wire and lath, their clothes and features painted by a gifted
artist, protected by a waterproof |acquer that gave them a supernatura
glow even in this poor light. judging by the tools, paint, and other
supplies at the periphery of the collection, repairs were bei ng nade,
after which the creche would be put under drop cloths until next
Chri st mas.

Begi nning to nake out scattered words of Pinn's conversation with the
unknown man, | noved anong the figures, some of which were taller than
I am The scene was disorienting because none of the el enents was
staged for display; none was in its proper relationship to the

ot hers.

One of the wise nen stood with his face in the bell of an angel's

rai sed trunpet, and Joseph appeared to be engaged in a conversation
with a canmel. Baby Jesus lay unattended in His cradle, which stood on
a bale of hay to one side. Mary sat with a beatific smle and an
adori ng gaze, but the object of her attention, rather than being her
holy child, was a gal vani zed bucket. Another wi se man seened to be

| ooking up a canel's butt.

I wended through this disorganized creche, and near the end of it, |
used a lute-playing angel for cover. | was in shadows, but peering
past the curve of a half-furled wing, | saw Jesse Pinn in the |ight
about twenty feet away, hectoring another man near the stairs that |ed
up to the main floor of the church

"You' ve been warned," Pinn said, raising his voice until it was al nost
a snarl. "How many tines have You been warned?"

At first | could not see the other man, who was bl ocked by Pinn. He
spoke quietly, evenly, and | could not hear what he said.

The undertaker reacted in disgust and began to pace agitatedly, conbing
one hand through his disarranged hair.

Now | saw that the second man was Father Tom Eliot, rector of St
Ber nadette's.

"You fool, You stupid shit,” Pinn said furiously, bitterly. "You
prattling, God-gushing noron."

Fat her Tomwas five feet eight, plunp, with the expressive and rubbery
face of a natural -born conmedian. Although |I wasn't a nmenber of his-or
any-church, |'d spoken with himon several occasions, and he seened to
be a singularly good-natured man with a sel f-deprecating sense of hunor
and an alnost childlike enthusiasmfor life. | had no trouble
under st andi ng why hi s parishioners adored him

Pinn did not adore him He raised one skeletal hand and pointed a bony
finger at the priest: "You make ne sick, You selfrighteous son of a
bitch."

Evidently Father Tom had deci ded to weat her this outrageous verba
assault without response.

As he paced, Pinn chopped at the air with the sharp edge of one hand,
as though struggling-with considerable frustration-to scul pt his words
into a truth that the priest could understand.

"We're not taking any nore of your crap, no nore of your
i nterference.
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I"mnot going to threaten to kick your teeth out nyself, though |I'd
sure as hell enjoy doing it. Never liked to dance, You know, but I'd
sure like to dance on your stupid face. But no threats |ike before,

no, not this tine, not ever again. |'mnot even going to threaten to
send them after You, because | think that would actually appeal to
You.

Father Eliot the martyr, suffering for God. Onh, You'd |ike
that -woul dn't You?-being a martyr, suffering such a rotten death
wi t hout conplaint.”

Fat her Tom stood with his head bowed, his eyes downcast, his arns
straight at his sides, as though waiting patiently for this stormto
pass.

The priest's passivity inflamed Pinn. The nortician made a
shar p- knuckl ed fist of his right hand and pounded it into the pal m of
his left, as if he needed to hear the hard snap of flesh on flesh, and
now his voice was as rich with scorn as with fury. "You'd wake up sone
night, and they'd be all over You, or naybe they'd take You by surprise
in the bell tower or in the sacristy when You' re kneeling at the
priedi eu, and You'd surrender yourself to themin ecstasy, in a sick
ecstasy, reveling in the pain, suffering for your God-that's the way
You' d see it-suffering for your dead God, suffering your way straight
into Heaven. You dunb bastard. You hopel ess retard.

You' d even pray for them pray your heart out for themas they tore You
to pieces. Wuldn't You, priest?"

To all of this, the chubby priest responded with | owered eyes and nmute
endur ance.

Keeping ny own silence required effort. | had questions for Jesse
Pi nn.

Lots of questions.

Here, however, there was no crematory fire to which I could hold his
feet to force answers out of him

Pi nn stopped pacing and | oomed over Father Tom "No nore threats
agai nst You, priest. No point to it. Just gives You a thrill to think

of suffering for the Lord. So this is what'll happen if You don't stay
out of our way-we'll waste your sister. Pretty Laura."

Father Tomraised his head and net Pinn's eyes, but still he said
not hi ng.

"Il kill her nmyself," Pinn promsed. "Wth this gun.”

He withdrew a pistol frominside his suit coat, evidently froma
shoul der hol ster. Even at a distance and in this poor light, |I could
see that the barrel was unusually |ong.

Defensively, | put my hand into my jacket pocket, on the butt of the
Aa ock

"Let her go," said the priest.
"We'll never let her go. She's too . . . interesting. Fact is," Pinn

said, "before | kill Laura, I'lIl rape her. She's still a good-I|ooking
woman, even if she's getting strange."
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Laura Eliot, who had been a friend and col | eague of ny nother's, was

i ndeed a lovely woman. Although | hadn't seen her in a year, her face
canme readily to mind. Supposedly, she had obtai ned enpl oynent in San
Di ego when Ashdon elininated her position. Dad and | had received a
letter fromLaura, and we'd been di sappointed that she hadn't cone
around to say good-bye in person Evidently that was a cover story and
she was still in the area, being held against her wll.

Finding his voice at last, Father Tom said, "God help You."

"l don't need help," Pinn said. "Wen | jamthe gun in her nouth, just
before |I pull the trigger, I'Il tell her that her brother says he'l

see her soon, see her soon in Hell, and then I'Il bl ow her brains

out."

"God help nme."

"What did You say, priest?" Pinn inquired nockingly.

Fat her Tom didn't answer.

"Did You say, 'God help ne'?" Pinn taunted. "'God help nme'?
Not very damm likely. After all, You aren't one of H's anynore, are
You?"

This curious statenent caused Father Tomto | ean back agai nst the wall
and cover his face with his hands. He m ght have been weepi ng;
couldn't be sure.

"Picture your lovely sister's face," said Pinn. "Now picture her bone
structure twisting, distorting, and the top of her skull blow ng
out."

He fired the pistol at the ceiling. The barrel was | ong because it was
fitted with a sound suppressor, and instead of a |loud report, there was
not hing but a noise like a fist hitting a pillow.

In the sane instant and with a hard clang, the bullet struck the
rectangul ar netal shade of the | anp suspended directly above the
nmortician . The fluorescent tube didn't shatter, but the |anp swung
wildly on its long chains; an icy blade of light |like a harvesting
scythe cut bright arcs through the room

In the rhythm c sweep of light, though Pinn hinmself did not at first
nmove, his scarecrow shadow | eaped at ot her shadows that flapped Iike
bl ackbirds. Then he hol stered the pistol under his coat.

As the chains of the swinging light fixture torqued, the links tw sted
agai nst one another with enough friction to cause an eerie grining, as
if lizard-eyed altar boys in bl ood-soaked cassocks and surplices were
ringi ng the unmel odi ous bells of a satanic nmass.

The shrill nusic and the capering shadows seened to excite Jesse
Pi nn.

An inhuman cry issued fromhim primtive and psychotic, a caterwaul of
the sort that sonetines wakes You in the night and | eaves You wonderi ng
about the species of origin. As that spittle-rich sound sprayed from
his lips, he hammered his fists into the priest's midsection, tw hard
punches.

Qui ckly stepping out frombehind the |lute-playing angel, | tried to
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draw the d ock, but it caught on the lining of my jacket pocket.

As Fat her Tom doubl ed over fromthe two blows, Pinn | ocked his hands
and cl ubbed t hem agai nst the back of the priest's neck.

Fat her Tom dropped to the floor, and | finally ripped the pistol out of
my pocket.

Pinn kicked the priest in the ribs.

I raised the dock, aimed at Pinn's back, and engaged the | aser
sighting. As the nortal red dot appeared between his shoul der bl ades,
I was about to say enough, but the nortician relented and stepped away
fromthe priest.

I kept ny silence, but to Father Tom Pinn said, "If You re not part of
the solution, You're part of the problem |If You can't be part of the
future, then get the hell out of the way."

That sounded like a parting line. | switched off the laser sighting
and retreated behind the angel 'just as the undertaker turned away from
Father Tom He didn't see ne.

To the singing of the chains, Jesse Pinn wal ked back the way he had
come, and the jittery sound seened to issue not from overhead but from
within him as though | ocusts were swarm ng in his bl ood.

Hi s shadow repeatedly darted ahead of himand then | eaped behind unti

he passed beyond the arcing sword of Iight fromthe swi nging fixture,
became one with the darkness, and rounded the corner into the other arm
of the L-shaped room

I returned the dock to nmy jacket pocket.

From the cover of the dysfunctional creche, | watched Father Tom
Eliot.

He was lying at the foot of the stairs, in the fetal position, curled
around his pain.

| considered going to himto deternine if he was seriously hurt, and to
| earn what | could about the circunstances that |ay behind the
confrontation | had just witnessed, but | was reluctant to revea
myself. | stayed where | was.

Any eneny of Jesse Pinn's should be an ally of mine-but | could not be
certain of Father Tomls goodwill. Although adversaries, the priest and
the nmortician were players in sone mnysterious underworld of which | had
been utterly unaware until this very night, so each of themhad nore in
commn with the other than with ne. | could easily inmagine that, at
the sight of nme, Father Tom would scream for Jesse Pinn, and that the
undertaker would fly back, black suit flapping, with the inhuman
caterwaul vibrating between his thin |ips.

Besi des, Pinn and his crew evidently were holding the priest's sister
somewhere. Possession of her gave thema lever and ful crumw th which
to nove Father Tom while | had no | everage what soever

The chilling rmusic of the torquing chains gradually faded, and the
sword of |ight described a steadily dinmnishing arc.

Wthout a protest, wi thout even an involuntary groan, the priest drew
hinself to his knees, gathered hinmself to his feet. He was not able to
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stand fully erect. Hunched like an ape and no | onger conic in any
aspect of face or body, with one hand on the railing, he began to pul
hi nsel f | aboriously up the steep, creaking steps toward the church
above.

When at | ast he reached the top, he would switch off the lights, and
woul d be left here below in a darkness that even St. Bernadette
hersel f, miracle worker of Lourdes, would find daunting.

Time to go.

Before retracing nmy path through the life-size figures of the creche,
raised ny eyes for the first tine to the painted eyes of the
| ute-playing angel in front of ne-and thought | saw a blue to match ny

own. | studied the rest of the | acquered-plaster features and,
al though the light was weak, | was sure that this angel and | shared a
face.

Thi s resenbl ance paral yzed ne with confusion, and | struggled to

under stand how t his Christopher Snow angel could have been here waiting
for me. | have rarely seen ny own face in brightness, but | knowits
reflection fromthe mrrors of my dimy lit rooms, and this was a
simlar light. This was unquestionably ne: beatific as | am not,

i deal i zed, but ne.

Since ny experience in the hospital garage, every incident and object
seened to have significance. No longer could | entertain the
possibility of coincidence. Everywhere | |ooked, the world oozed
uncanni ness.

This was, of course, the route to madness: viewing all of |life as one
el aborate conspiracy conducted by elite nanipul ators who see all and
know all. The sane understand that hunan bei ngs are incapabl e of
sustai ni ng conspiracies on a grand scal e, because sonme of our npst
defining qualities as a species are inattention to detail, a tendency
to panic, and an inability to keep our nouths shut. Cosnically
speaking, we are barely able to tie our shoes. |If there is, indeed,
sonme secret order to the universe, it is not of our doing, and we are
probably not even capabl e of apprehending it.

The priest was a third of the way up the stairs.
Stupefied, | studied the angel

Many ni ghts during the Christnas season, year after year, | had cycled
along the street on which St. Bernadette's stood. The creche had been
arranged on the front |awn of the church, each figure in its proper

pl ace, none of the gift-bearing nmagi posing as a proctol ogist to

camel s-and this angel had not been there. O | hadn't realized that it
was there. The |ikely explanation, of course, was that the display was
too brightly lighted for me to risk adnmiring it; the Christopher Snow
angel had been part of the scene, but | had always turned ny face from
it, squinted my eyes.

The priest was halfway up the stairs and clinbing faster.

Then | renenbered that Angela Ferrynman had attended Mass at St
Bernadette's. Undoubtedly, considering her doll nmaki ng, she had been
prevail ed upon to I end her talent to the naking of the creche.

End of nystery.

I still couldn't understand why she woul d have assigned nmy face to an
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angel. |If ny features bel onged anywhere in the nanger scene, they
shoul d have been on the donkey. Cearly, her opinion of nme had been
hi gher than | warrant ed.

Unwant ed, an image of Angela rose in nmy mind s eye: Angela as | had

| ast seen her on the bathroomfloor, her eyes fixed on sone |ast sight
farther away than Andromeda, head tilted backward into the toilet bow,
t hroat sl ashed.

Suddenly | was certain that | had m ssed an inportant detail when |I'd
found her poor torn body. Repulsed by the gouts of blood, gripped by

grief, in a state of shock and fear, | had avoided | ooking |ong at
her-just as, for years, | had avoided |ooking at the figures in the
brightly lighted creche outside the church. | had seen a vital clue,
but it had not registered consciously. Now ny subconsci ous taunted ne
withit.

As Father Tomreached the top of the steps, he broke into sobs.
He sat on the landing and wept inconsol ably.

I could not hold fast to a nental inmage of Angela's face. Later there
would be tine to confront and, reluctantly, explore that Grand QGuigno
nenory.

From angel to canel to nagi to Joseph to donkey to Holy Virgin to | anb
to Lanb, | wove silently through the creche, then past file cabinets
and boxes of supplies, into the shorter and narrower space where little
was stored, and onward toward the door of the utilities room

The sounds of the priest's angui sh resonated off the concrete walls,

fading until they were like the cries of some haunting entity barely

able to make itself heard through the cold barrier between this world
and the next.

Gimy, | recalled ny father's wenching grief in the col dhol ding room
at Mercy Hospital, on the night of ny nother's death.

For reasons | don't entirely understand, | keep ny own angui sh
private.
When one of those wild cries threatens to arise, | bite hard ntil |

chew the energy out of it and swallow it unspoken

In nmy sleep | grind ny teeth-no surprise-until | wake sone nights with
aching jaws. Perhaps | amfearful of giving voice in dreans to
sentinments | choose not to express when awake.

On the way out of the church basenent, | expected the undertaker-waxy
and pale, with eyes |ike day-old blood blisters-to drop on ne from
above or to soar out of the shadows around ny feet or to spring like an
evil jack-in-the-box froma furnace door

He was not waiting anywhere al ong ny route.

Qut side, Orson cane to ne from anong the tonbstones, where he had
hi dden from Pinn. Judging by the dog's deneanor, the nortician was

gone.
He stared at ne with great curiosity-or | inmagined that he did-and
said, "I don't really know what happened in there. | don't know what
it neant."
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He appeared dubious. He has a gift for |ooking dubious: the blunt
face, the unwavering eyes.

"Truly," 1 insisted.

Wth Orson padding at nmy side, | returned to ny bicycle. The granite
angel guarding nmy transportation did not resenble nme in the |east.

The fretful wind had again subsided into a caressing breeze, and the
oaks stood silent. = shifting filigree of clouds was silver across the
silver noon.

A large flock of chimey swi fts swooped down fromthe church roof and
alighted in the trees, and a few ni ghtingal es returned, too, as though
the cenetery had not been sanctified until Pinn had departed it.

Hol di ng ny bi ke by the handl ebars, | pondered the ranks of tonbstones
and said: the dark grew solid around them finally changing to
earth."”

That's Loui se Ghick, a great poet."
Orson chuffed as if in agreenent.

"I don't know what's happening here, but | think a | ot of people are
going to die before this is over-and sone of themare likely to be
people we | ove. Maybe even me. O You."

Orson's gaze was sol emn.

I 1 ooked past the cenetery at the streets of my hometown, which were
suddenly a |l ot scarier than any boneyard.

"Let's get a beer," | said.

I clinbed on ny bike, and Orson danced a dog dance across the graveyard
grass, and for the tinme being, we |left the dead behi nd.

The cottage is the ideal residence for a boardhead |ike Bobby. It
stands on the southern horn of the bay, far out on the point, the sole
structure within three-quarters of a mle. Point-break surf surrounds
it.

Fromtown, the |lights of Bobby Hall oway's house appear to be so far
fromthe lights along the inner curve of the bay that tourists assune
they are seeing a boat anchored in the channel beyond our sheltered
wat er s.

To longtine residents, the cottage is a | andnarKk.

The place was constructed forty-five years ago, before many
restrictions were placed on coastal building, and it never acquired

nei ghbors because, in those days, there was an abundance of cheap | and
al ong the shore, where the wind and the weat her were nore accomodati ng
than on the point, and where there were streets and convenient utility
hookups.

By the tinme the shore lots-then the hills behind themfilled up,
regul ations issued by the California Coastal Comm ssion had nmade
buil ding on the bay horns inpossible.

Long before the house canme into Bobby's possession, a grandfather
clause in the law preserved its existence. Bobby intended to die in
this singular place, he said, shrouded in the sound of breaking
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surf-but not until well past the mddle of the first century of the new
m | | enni um

No paved or graveled road | eads along the horn, only a wi de rock track
flanked by | ow dunes precariously held in place by tall, sparse shore
gr ass.

The horns that enbrace the bay are natural formations, curving

peni nsul as: They are the remants of the rimof a massive extinct

vol cano. The bay itself is a volcanic crater |ayered with sand by
thousands of years of tides. Near shore, the southern horn is three to
four hundred feet wide, but it narrows to a hundred at the point.

When | was two-thirds of the way to Bobby's house, | had to get off ny
bi ke and walk it. Soft drifts of sand, |less than a foot deep, sloped
across the rock trail. They would pose no obstacle to Bobby's
four-wheel -drive Jeep wagon, but they nade pedaling difficult.

This wal k was usual | y peaceful, encouraging nmeditation. Tonight the
horn was serene, but it seenmed as alien as a spine of rock on the noon,
and | kept glancing back, expecting to see soneone pursuing me.

The one-story cottage is of teak, with a cedar-shingle roof.

Weat hered to a lustrous silver-gray, the wood takes the caress of
nmoonl i ght as a woman's body receives a lover's touch. Encircling three
sides of the house is a deep porch furnished with rocking chairs and
gliders

There are no trees. The | andscapi ng consists only of sand and wild
shore grass. Anyway, the eye is inpatient with the nearer view and
favors the sky, the sea, and the shimering lights of Myonlight Bay,
whi ch | ook nore distant than three-quarters of a nile.

Buying time to settle ny nerves, | |eaned ny bi ke against the front
porch railing and wal ked past the cottage, to the end of the point.

There, | stood with Orson at the top of a slope that dropped thirty
feet to the beach.

The surf was so slow that You would have to work hard to catch a wave,
and the ride wouldn't last long. It was alnmost a neap tide, though
this was the fourth quarter of the noon. The surf was a little sloppy,
too, because of the onshore wind, which was blustery enough to cause
sonme chop out here, even though it was all but dead in town.

O fshore wind is best, snoothing the ocean surface. It blows spray
fromthe crest of the waves, nakes them hold up | onger, and causes them
to holl ow out before they break

Bobby and | have been surfing since we were el even: himby day, both of
us by night. Lots of surfers hit the waves by noonlight, fewer when
the nmoon is down, but Bobby and | like it best in stormwaves wi thout
even stars.

We were gronmets together, totally annoying surf nongrels, but we
graduated to surf nazis before we were fourteen, and we were nmature
boar dheads by the tine Bobby graduated high school and | took ny
equi val ency degree for home education. Bobby is nore than just a
boar dhead now, he's a surf nmensch, and people all over the world turn
to himto find out where the big waves will be breaki ng next.

CGod, | love the sea at night. It is darkness distilled into a liquid,
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and nowhere in this world do | feel nore at hone than in these bl ack
swells. The only light that ever arises in the ocean is from

bi ol unm nescent pl ankton, which becone radi ant when di sturbed, and

al t hough they can neke an entire wave glow an intense |line green, their
brightness is friendly to nmy eyes. The night sea contains nothing from
which | must hide or fromwhich | nmust even | ook away.

By the time | wal ked back to the cottage, Bobby was standing in the
open front door. Because of our friendship, all the lights in his
house are on rheostats; now he had dimed themto the |evel of
candl el i ght.

| haven't a clue as to how he knew that | had arrived. Neither | nor
Orson had nmade a sound. Bobby just always knows.

He was barefoot, even in March, but he was wearing jeans instead of
swimtrunks or shorts. His shirt was Hawaii an-he owns no ot her

styl e-but he had nade a concession to the season by wearing a

| ong- sl eeve, crewneck, white cotton sweater under the short-sleeve
shirt, which featured bright quizzical parrots and |ush pal mfronds.

As | clinbed the steps to the porch, Bobby gave ne a shaka, the surfer
hand signal that's easier to make than the sign they exchange on Star
Trek, which is probably based on the shaka. Fold your middle three
fingers to your palm extend your thunb and little finger, and lazily
waggl e your hand. 1t nmeans a |lot of things-hello, what's up, hang

| oose, great ride-all friendly, and it will never be taken as an insult
unl ess You wave it at someone who isn't a surfer, such as an L. A gang
menber, in which case it m ght get You shot dead.

I was eager to tell himabout everything that had transpired since

sundown, but Bobby val ues a | ai d-back approach to life. |If he were any
nore | aid back, he'd be dead. Except when riding a wave, he val ues
tranquility. Treasures it. |If You're going to be a friend of Bobby

Hal | oway's, You have to learn to accept his view of life: Nothing that
happens farther than half a mle fromthe beach is of sufficient

i mportance to worry about, and no event is solemn enough or stylish
enough to justify the wearing of a necktie. He responds to languid
conversation better than to chatter, to indirection better than to
direct statenments.

"Flow ne a beer?" | asked.

Bobby sai d, "Corona, Heineken, "Corona for nme.

Leadi ng the way across the living room Bobby said, "lIs the one with
the tail drinking tonight?"

"He'll have a Heinie."

"Li ght or dark?"

"Dark," | said.

"Must' ve been a rough night for dogs."
"Full-on gnarly."

The cottage consists of a large living room an office where Bobby
tracks waves worl dwi de, a bedroom a kitchen, and one bath.

The walls are well-oiled teak, dark and rich, the windows are big, the
floors are slate, and the furniture is confortable.
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O nanent ati on-other than the natural setting-is limted to eight

astoni shing watercolors by Pia Mck, a woman whom Bobby still | oves,
though she left himto spend time in Wai nea Bay, on the north shore of
Gahu. He wanted to go with her, but she said she needed to be alone in
Wai nea, which she calls her spiritual home; the harnmony and beauty of
the place are supposed to give her the peace of nind she requires in
order to decide whether or not to live with her fate. | don't know
what that means. Neither does Bobby.

Pia said she'd be gone a nonth or two. That was al nost three years
ago.

The swel |l at Wi nmea cones out of extrenmely deep water. The waves are
high, wall-like. Pia says they are the green of translucent jade.

Sone days | dream of wal king that shore and hearing the thunder of
those breakers. Once a nonth, Bobby calls Pia or she calls him

Sonetinmes they talk for a few minutes, sonetines for hours. She isn't
wi th another man, and she does | ove Bobby. Pia is one of the kindest,
gentlest, smartest people | have ever known. | don't understand why
she's doing this. Neither does Bobby. The days go by. He waits.

In the kitchen, Bobby plucked a bottle of Corona fromthe refrigerator
and handed it to ne.

I twisted off the cap and took a swallow. No lime, no salt, no
pr et ensi on.

He opened a Hei neken for Orson. "Half or all?" | said, "lIt's a
radical night." In spite of nmy dire news, | was deep in the tropica
rhyt hns of Bobbyl and.

He enptied the bottle into a deep, enanel ed-netal bowl on the floor,
whi ch he keeps for Orson. On the bow he has painted ROSEBUD i n bl ock
letters, a reference to the child' s sled in Oson Wlles's Citizen
Kane.

I have no intention of inducing my cani ne conpanion to becone an

al coholic. He doesn't get beer every day, and usually he splits a
bottle with ne. Nevertheless, he has his pleasures, and | don't intend
to deny himwhat he enjoys. Considering his form dabl e body weight, he
doesn't becone inebriated on a single beer.

Dare to give himtwo, however, and he redefines the termparty
ani mal .

As Orson noisily | apped up the Hei neken, Bobby opened a Corona for
hi nsel f and | eaned agai nst the refrigerator.

| | eaned agai nst the counter near the sink. There was a table with
chairs, but in the kitchen, Bobby and | tend to be | eaners.

We are alike in many ways. W' re the sane height, virtually the sane
wei ght, and the sane body type. Although he has very dark brown hair
and eyes so raven-black that they seemto have blue highlights, we have
been mi staken for brothers.

We both have a collection of surf bunps, too, and as he | eaned agai nst
the refrigerator, Bobby was absentm ndedly using the bottom of one bare
foot to rub the bunps on the top of the other
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These are knotty cal ci um deposits that devel op from constant pressure
agai nst a surfboard; You get themon your toes and the tops of your
feet frompaddling while in a prone position. W have them on our
knees, as well, and Bobby has themon his bottomribs.

I am not tanned, of course, as Bobby is. He's beyond tanned.

He's a maxi mum brown sun god, year round, and in summer he's
wel | -buttered toast. He does the manbo wi th nel anoma, and nmaybe one
day we'll die of the same sun that he courts and | reject.

"There were sone unreal zippers out there today," he said.
"Si x-footers, perfect shape."

"Looks way sl ow now. "

"Yeah. Mellowed out around sunset.”

We sucked at our beers. Oson happily licked his chops.
"so, Bobby said, "your dad died."

| nodded. Sasha nust have called him
"Cood, " he said.

"Yeah. "

Bobby is not cruel or insensitive. He neant it was good that the
suf fering was over for mny father.

Bet ween us, we often say a lot with a few words. People have m staken
us for brothers not nerely because we are the same height, weight, and
body type.

"You got to the hospital intine. So it was cool."
"It was."
He didn't ask me how | was handling it. He knew.

"So after the hospital," he said, "You sang a couple nunbers in a
m nstrel show "

| touched one sooty hand to ny sooty face. "Soneone killed Angel a
Ferryman, set her house on fire to cover it. | alnost caught the great
onaul a-1oa in the sky."

"Who' s the someone?”
"Wsh I knew. Sane people stole Dad's body."
Bobby drank some beer and sai d not hing.

"They killed a drifter, swapped his body for Dad's. You m ght not want
to know about this."

For a while, he weighed the wi sdom of ignorance against the pull of
curiosity. "I can always forget | heard it, if that seens smart."

O son bel ched. Beer makes hi m gaseous.

When the dog wagged his tail and | ooked up beseechingly, Bobby said,
"No nore for You, fur face."
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"I'"'m hungry," | said.

"You're filthy, too. Catch a shower, take sone of ny clothes.
I"lI'l throw together some clucking tacos."

"Thought 1'd clean up with a swm?"

"It's nippie out there."

"Feel s about sixty degrees."

"I"'mtal king water tenp. Believe me, the nip factor is high.
Shower's better."

"Orson needs a nmake over, too.

"Take himin the shower with You. There're plenty of towels."

"Very broly of You," | said. Broly neaning "brotherly."

"Yeah, I'mso Christian, | don't ride the waves anynore-| just wal k on
t hem "

After a few minutes in Bobbyland, | was relaxed and willing to ease

into my news. Bobby's nore than a beloved friend. He's a
tranquilizer.

Suddenly he stood away fromthe refrigerator and cocked his head,
| i stening.

"Sonet hi ng?" | asked.
"Soneone. "

I hadn't heard anything but the steadily dimnishing voice of the
wi nd.

Wth the wi ndows cl osed and the surf so slow, | couldn't even hear the
sea, but | noticed that Orson was alert, too.

Bobby headed out of the kitchen to see who the visitor night be, and
said, "Bro," and offered himthe d ock

He stared dubiously at the pistol, then at ne. "Stay casual."
"That drifter. They cut out his eyes." why?
| shrugged. "Because they coul d?"

For a nonent Bobby considered what |1'd said. Then he took a key froma
pocket of his jeans and unl ocked a broom cl oset, which to the best of
my recollection had never featured a | ock before.

Fromthe narrow cl oset, he took a pistol-grip, punp-action shotgun
"That's new," | said.
"Goon repellent.”

This was not life as usual in Bobbyland. | couldn't resist: "Stay
casual .)?

file:/l/G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%?20R....onlight%20Bay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt (113 of 271) [2/9/2004 10:04:51 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt

Orson and | foll owed Bobby across the living roomand onto the front
porch. The onshore flow snelled faintly of kelp.

The cottage faced north. No boats were on the bay-or at |east none
with running lights. To the east, the town tw nkled al ong the shore
and up the hills.

Surroundi ng the cottage, the end of the horn featured | ow dunes and
shore grass frosted with noonlight. No one was in sight.

Orson noved to the top of the steps and stood rigid, his head raised
and thrust forward, sniffing the air and catching a scent nore
i nteresting than kel p.

Rel yi ng perhaps on a sixth sense, Bobby didn't even | ook at the dog to
confirmhis own suspicion. "Stay here. |If | flush anyone out, tel
himhe can't leave till we validate his parking ticket."

Bar ef oot, he descended the steps and crossed the dunes to | ook down the
steep incline to the beach. Soneone could have been |lying on that
sl ope, watching the cottage from conceal nent.

Bobby wal ked al ong the crest of the enmbanknment, heading toward the
poi nt, studying the sl ope and the beach bel ow, turning every few steps
to survey the territory between himand the house.

He hel d the shotgun ready in both hands and conducted the search with
mlitary methodical ness.

Qovi ously, he had been through this routine nore than once before. He
hadn't told me that he was bei ng harassed by anyone or troubled by
intruders. Odinarily, if he was having a serious problem he would
have shared it with ne.

| wondered what secret he was keepi ng.

Havi ng turned away fromthe steps and pushed his snout between a pair
of balusters at the east end of the porch, O son was | ooking not west
towar d Bobby but back along the horn toward town. He grow ed deep in
hi s throat.

| followed the direction of his gaze. Even in the fullness of the noon
which the snarled rags of cloud didn't currently obscure, | was unable
to see anyone.

Wth the steadiness of a grunbling nmotor, the dog's | ow grow continued
uni nt errupt ed.

To the west, Bobby had reached the point, still noving along the crest
of the embankment. Although | could see him he was little nore than a
gray shape agai nst the stark-black backdrop of sea and sky.

Wil e | had been | ooking the other way, soneone coul d have cut Bobby
down so suddenly and violently that he had been unable to cry out, and
I woul dn't have known. Now, rounding the point and beginning to
approach the house al ong the southern flank of the horn, this blurry
gray figure could have been anyone.

To the growing dog, | said, "You' re spooking nme."

Al though | strained ny eyes, | still couldn't discern anyone or any
threat to the east, where Orson's attention remnained fixed. The only
movenent was the flutter of the tall, sparse grass. The fading w nd
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wasn't even strong enough to bl ow sand off the well conpacted dunes.

Orson stopped grunbling and t hunped down the porch steps, as though in

pursuit of quarry. Instead, he scanpered into the sand only a few feet
to the left of the steps, where he raised one hind | eg and enptied his
bl adder .

When he returned to the porch, visible trenors were passing through his
flanks. Looking eastward again, he didn't resune his growing;
i nstead, he whi ned nervously.

This change in himdisturbed me nore than if he had begun to bark
furiously.

| sidled across the porch to the western corner of the cottage, trying
to watch the sandy front yard but al so wanting to keep Bobby-if,
i ndeed, it was Bobby-in sight as |ong as possible.

Soon, however, still edging along the southern enbanknent, he
di sappeared behi nd the house.

When | realized that Orson had stopped whining, | turned toward hi mand
di scovered he was gone.

I thought he nust have chased after something in the night, though it
was remarkabl e that he had sprinted off so soundl essly.

Anxi ously noving back the way | had come, across the porch toward the
steps, | couldn't see the dog anywhere out there anong the noonlit
dunes.

Then | found himat the open front door, peering out warily.
He had retreated into the living room just inside the threshold.

H s ears were flattened against his skull. H's head was |owered. His
hackl es bristled as if he had sustained an el ectrical shock. He was
nei ther grow i ng nor whining, but trenors passed through his flanks.

Orson is many things-not |east of all, strange-but he is not cowardly
or stupid. Watever he was retreating from nust have been worthy of
his fear.

"What's the problem pal ?"

Failing to acknowl edge ne with even as little as a quick glance, the
dog continued to obsess on the barren | andscape beyond the porch

Al t hough he drew his black Iips anmay fromhis teeth, no snarl canme from
hi m
Clearly he no longer harbored any aggressive intent; rather, his bared

teeth appeared to express extrenme distaste, repul sion

As | turned to scan the night, | glinpsed novenent fromthe corner of
my eye: the fuzzy inpression of a man running in a half crouch, passing
the cottage fromeast to west, progressing swiftly with long fluid
strides through the | ast rank of dunes that nmarked the to of the sl ope
to the beach, about forty feet away from ne.

I swung around, bringing up the dock. The running nan had either gone
to ground or had been a phantom

Briefly I wondered if it was Pinn. No. Orson would not have been
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fearful of Jesse Pinn or of any man like him

I crossed the porch, descended the three wooden steps, and stood in the
sand, taking a closer |ook at the surroundi ng dunes.

Scattered sprays of tall grass undulated in the breeze. Sone of the
shore |ights shimered across the |apping waters of the bay. Nothing
el se noved

Li ke a tattered bandage unraveling fromthe dry white face of a
munmi fi ed pharaoh, a | ong narrow cl oud wound away fromthe chin of the
noon.

Per haps the running man was nerely a cloud shadow. Perhaps.
But | didn't think so

I glanced back toward the open door of the cottage. O son had
retreated farther fromthe threshold, deeper into the front room

For once, he was not at hone in the night.
| didn't feel entirely at hone, either
Stars. Mwon. Sand. Gass. And a feeling of being watched.

Fromthe sl ope that dropped to the beach or froma shall ow swal e

bet ween dunes, through a screen of grass, soneone was watching me. A
gaze can have weight, and this one was coming at me like a series of
waves, not like slow surf but like fully macking doubl e over heads,
hamreri ng at ne.

Now t he dog wasn't the only one whose hackl es rose.

just when |I began to worry that Bobby was taking a nortally |long tine,
he appeared around the east end of the cottage. As he approached, sand
plum ng around his bare feet, he never looked at me but let his gaze
travel ceaselessly fromdune to dune.

| said, "Orson haired out."
"Don't believe it," Bobby said.

"Totally haired out. He's never done that before. He's pure guts,
t hat dog."

"Well, if he did," Bobby said, "I don't blane him Al nost haired out
mysel f."

"Sonmeone's out there."
"More than one."
" W]O?"

Bobby didn't reply. He adjusted his grip on the shotgun but continued
to hold it at the ready while he studied the surroundi ng night.

"They' ve been here before," | guessed.
" Yeah.
"Why? What do they want ?"

"l don't know. "
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"Who are they?" | asked again.
As before, he didn't answer.
"Bobby?" | pressed.

A great pale nmass, a few hundred feet high, gradually resolved out of
t he darkness over the ocean to the west: A fog bank, revealed in |unar
whi t ewash, extended far to the north and the south.

VWhether it cane to land or hung offshore all night, the fog pushed a
qui eting pressure ahead of it. On silent wi ngs, a formation of
pelicans flew | ow over the peninsula and vani shed across the bl ack
waters of the bay. As the renaining onshore breeze faded, the |ong
grass drooped and was still, and | could better hear the slow surf
breaki ng al ong the bay shore, although the sound was | ess a runble than
a lulling hushaby.

Fromout at the point, a cry as eerie as the call of a loon carved this
deepening silence. An answering cry, equally sharp and chilling, arose
fromthe dunes nearer the house.

I was reninded of those old Wstern novies in which the Indians call to
one another in the night, imtating birds and coyotes, to coordinate
their noves i medi ately before attacking the circled wagons of the
honest eader s.

Bobby fired the shotgun into a nearby nmound of sand, startling nme so
much that | nearly blew an aortic val ve

When echoes of the crash rebounded fromthe bay and receded again, when
the | ast reverberations were absorbed by the vast pillow of fog in the
west, | said, "Wiy'd You do that?"

I nstead of answering ne at once, Bobby chanbered anot her shell and
listened to the night.

I remenbered Pinn firing the handgun into the ceiling of the church
basenent to punctuate the threat that he had | evel ed agai nst Father Tom
Eliot.

Finally, when no nore loonlike cries arose, Bobby said, alnost as if
talking to hinself, "Probably isn't necessary, but once in a while it
doesn't hurt to float the idea of buckshot past them"

"Who? Who are You warning off?"

I had known himto be nysterious in the past, but never quite so
enigmatic as this.

The dunes continued to command his attention, and another m nute of
mental hang tinme passed before Bobby suddenly | ooked at nme as if he had
forgotten that | was standing beside him "Let's go inside. You scrub
of f the bad Denzel Washington disguise, and |I'lIl slamtogether sone
killer tacos."

I knew better than to press the issue any further. He was being
mysterious either to stoke nmy curiosity and enhance his treasured
reputation for weirdness or because he had good reason to keep this

secret even fromme. |In either case, he was in that special Bobby
pl ace, where he's as inaccessible as if he were on his board, halfway
through a tube radical, in an insanely holl ow wave.
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As | followed himinto the house, | was still aware of being watched.
The attention of the unknown observer prickled nmy back, |ike
hermt-crab tracks on a surf-snoothed beach. Before closing the front
door, | scanned the night once nore, but our visitors renained well

hi dden.

The bathroomis large and |uxurious: an absol ute-black granite floor,
mat chi ng count ertops, handsone teak cabinetry, and acres of

bevel ed-edge mirrors. The huge shower stall can accomopdate four
peopl e, which nakes it ideal for dog groom ng.

Corky Colli ns-who built Bobby's fine house | ong before Bobby's

birt h-was an unpretentious guy, but he indulged in anmenities. Like the
four-person, marble-lined spa in the corner diagonally across the room
fromthe shower. WMaybe Corky-whose name had been Toshiro Tagawa before
he changed it-fantasized about orgies with three beach girls or maybe
he just liked to be totally, awesonely clean

As a young nan-a prodigy fresh out of |aw school in 1941, at the age of
only twenty-one-Toshiro had been interred in Manzanar, the canp where
| oyal Japanese Anericans remmi ned inprisoned throughout World War |1

Foll owi ng the war, angered and huniliated, he becanme an activist,
conmmitted to securing justice for the oppressed. After five years, he
lost faith in the possibility of equal justice and also cane to believe
that nost of the oppressed, given a chance, woul d becone enthusiastic
oppressors in their own right.

He switched to personal-injury |aw. Because his |earning curve was as
steep as the huge nonoliths macking in froma South Pacific typhoon, he
rapi dly becane the nost successful personal-injury attorney in the San
Franci sco area.

I n another four years, having banked sone serious cash, he wal ked away
fromhis |law practice. In 1956, at the age of thirty-six, he built
this house on the southern horn of Mdyonlight Bay, bringing in

under ground power, water, and phone |ines at considerabl e expense.

Wth a dry sense of humor that prevented his cynicismfrom becom ng
bitterness, Toshiro Tagawa | egally changed his nane to Corky Collins on
the day he noved into the cottage, and he dedicated every day of the
rest of his life to the beach and the ocean

He grew surf bunps on the tops of his toes and feet, below his
kneecaps, and on his bottomribs. CQut of a desire to hear the
unobstructed thunder of the waves, Corky didn't always use earplugs
when he surfed, so he devel oped an exostosis; the channel to the inner
ear constricts when filled with cold water, and because of repeated
abuse, a benign bony tumor narrows the ear canal. By the time he was
fifty, Corky was intermttently deaf in his left ear.

Every surfer experiences faucet nose after a thrashing skim session,
when your sinuses enpty explosively, pouring forth all the seawater
forced up your nostrils during w peouts; this grossness usually happens
when You're talking to an outrageously fine girl who's wearing a
bun-floss bikini. After twenty years of epic hamering and subsequent
nostril N agaras, Corky devel oped an exostosis in his sinus passages,
requiring surgery to alleviate headaches and to restore proper

dr ai nage

On every anniversary of this operation, he had thrown a Proper Drainage
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Party. Fromyears of exposure to the laring sun and the salt water,
Corky was also afflicted with surfer's eye-pterygi uma w nglike
thi ckening of the conjunctiva over the white of the eye, eventually
extendi ng across the cornea. His vision gradually deteriorated.

Ni ne years ago, he was spared ophthal nol ogi cal surgery when he was
killed-not by nelanona, not by a shark, but by Big Mama hersel f, the
ocean. Though Corky was sixty-nine at the tine, he went out in nonster
storm waves, twenty-foot behenoths, quakers, rolling thunder that nost
surfers a third his age wouldn't have tried, and according to

wi t nesses, he was a party of one, hooting with joy, repeatedly al nost
airborne, racing the lip, carving truly sacred rail slashes, repeatedly
getting barreled-until he wi ped out big tinme and was held down by a
breaki ng wave. Monsters that size can weigh thousands of tons, which
is alot of water, too nmuch to struggle against, and even a strong

swi mmer can be held on the bottomhalf a mnute or |onger, nmaybe a | ot
| onger, before he can get air. W rse, Corky surfaced at the wong
monent, just in time to be hammered deep by the next wave in the set,
and he drowned in a two-wave hol d-down.

Surfers fromone end of California to the other shared the opinion that
Corky Collins had led the perfect |ife and had died the perfect
deat h.

Exostosis of the ear, exostosis of the sinuses, Pterygiumin both
eyes-none of that neant shit to Corky, and all of it was better than
boredom or heart disease, better than a fat pension check that had to
be earned by spending a lifetine in an office. Life was surf, death
was surf, the power of nature vast and enfol ding, and the heart stirred
at the thought of Corky's enviably sweet passage through a world that
was so nmuch trouble for so many others.

Bobby inherited the cottage.

Thi s devel opnent astoni shed Bobby. W had both known Corky Collins
since we were eleven and first ventured to the end of the horn with
board racks on our bikes. He was mentor to every surf rat who was
ravenous for experience and eager to master the point break. He didn't
act like the point was his, but everyone respected Corky as nmuch as if
he actually owned the beach from Santa Barbara all the way to Santa
Cruz. He was inpatient with any gyrospaz who ripped and slashed up a
good wave, ruining it for everyone, and he had only disdain for freeway
surfers and wi shwases of all types, but he was a friend and an
inspiration to all of us who were in love with the sea and in sync with
its rhythms. Corky had | egions of friends and adnirers, sone of whom
he had known for nore than three decades, so we were baffled as to why
he had bequeat hed all his worldly possessions to Bobby, whom he had
known only eight years.

As expl anation, the executor of the estate presented to Bobby a letter
from Corky that was a masterpiece of succinctness:

Bobby, "at nost people find inportant, You do not. This is w sdom

To what You believe is inportant, You are ready to give your m nd,
hart, and soul. This is grace.

We have only the sea, love, and tine. God gave You the sea. By your
own actions You will find love always. So | give You tine.

Corky saw i n Bobby someone who had an innate understandi ng, from
boyhood, of those truths that Corky hinself had not |earned until he
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was thirty-seven. He wanted to honor and encourage that
under st andi ng.

CGod bless himfor it.

The sumrer follow ng his freshman year at Ashdon Col | ege, when Bobby
inherited, after taxes, the house and a nodest sum of cash, he dropped

out of school. This infuriated his parents. He was able to shrug off
their fury, however, because the beach and the sea and the future were
hi s.

Besi des, his fol ks have been furious about one thing or another al
their lives, and Bobby is inured to it. They own and edit the town
newspaper, and they fancy thenselves tirel ess crusaders for enlightened
public policy, which nmeans they think nost citizens are either too
selfish to do the right thing or too stupid to know what is best for
them They expected Bobby to share what they called great issues their
"passion for and of our tine," but Bobby wanted to escape fromhis
famly's influence and fromall the poorly conceal ed envy, rancor, and
egotismthat was a part of it. Al Bobby wanted was peace. Hi s folks
want ed peace, too, for the entire planet, peace in every corner of
Spaceship Earth, but they weren't capable of providing it within the
wal | s of their own hone.

Wth the cottage and the seed nmoney to | aunch the business that now
supported him Bobby found peace.

The hands of every clock are shears, trinmmng us away scrap by scrap,
and every tinepiece with a digital readout blinks us toward
i mpl osi on.

Time is so precious that it can't be purchased. Wat Corky had given
Bobby was not tine, really, but the chance to live wi thout clocks,

wi t hout an awar eness of cl ocks, which seens to nake tinme pass nore
gently, with | ess shearing fury.

MY parents tried to give the sane thing to me. Because of ny XP,
however, | occasionally hear ticking. Maybe Bobby occasionally hears
it, too. Maybe there's no way any of us can entirely escape an

awar eness of cl ocks.

In fact, Oson's night of despair, when he had regarded the stars with
such despondency and had refused all ny efforts to confort him night
have been caused by an awareness of his own days ticking away. W are
told that the sinple m nds of aninmals are not capable of enconpassing
the concept of their own nortality. Yet every animal possesses a
survival instinct and recogni zes danger. |If it struggles to survive,
it understands death, no matter what the scientists and the

phi | osophers m ght say.

This is not New Age sentinentalism This is sinply common sense.

Now, in Bobby's shower, as | scrubbed the soot off Orson, he continued
to shiver. The water was warm The shivers had nothing to do with the
bat h.

By the tine | blotted the dog with several towels and fluffed himwth
a hair dryer that Pia Klick had | eft behind, his shakes had passed.

Wiile | dressed in a pair of Bobby's blue jeans and a | ongsl eeve, bl ue
cotton sweater, Orson glanced at the frosted window a few tines, as if
| eery of whoever mght be out there in the night, but his confidence
appeared to be returning.
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Wth paper towels, | wiped off ny |eather jacket and ny cap.

They still snelled of smoke, the cap nore than the jacket.
In the dimlight, | could barely read the words above the bill: Mstery
Train. | rubbed the ball of ny thunb across the enbroidered letters,

recalling the wi ndow ess concrete roomwhere |'d found the cap, in one
of the nore peculiar abandoned precincts of Fort Wvern

Angel a Ferryman's words canme back to ne, her response to ny statenent
that Wvern had been closed for a year and a half Sonme things don't
di e.

Can't die. No matter how nmuch we w sh t hem dead.

I had another flashback to the bathroom at Angela's house: a nenta

i mge of her death-startled eyes and the silent surprised oh of her
mouth. Again, | was gripped by the conviction that | had overl ooked an
important detail regarding the condition of her body, and as before,
when | tried to summon a nore vivid nmenory of her bl ood-spattered face,
it grew not clearer in ny mnd but fuzzier

We're screwing it up, Chri's . . . bigger than we've ever screwed up
before . . . and already there's no way . . . to undo what's been
done.

The tacos-packed with shredded chicken, |ettuce, cheese, and sal sa-were
delicious. W sat at the kitchen table to eat, instead of |eaning over
the sink, and we washed down the food w th beer.

Al t hough Sasha had fed himearlier, Orson cadged a few bits of chicken
but he couldn't charmnme into giving himanother Hei neken

Bobby had turned on the radio, and it was tuned to Sasha's show, which
had just come on the air. Mdnight had arrived. She didn't nmention nme
or introduce the song with a dedication, but she played "Heart Shaped
Worl d" by Chris |Isaak, because it's a favorite of nine.

Enor mously condensing the events of the evening, | told Bobby about the
incident in the hospital garage, the scene in Kirk's crematorium and
the pl atoon of facel ess nen who pursued nme through the hills behind the
funeral hone.

Thr oughout all of this, he only said, "Tabasco?"
"What ?"
"To hotten up the salsa.”

"No," | said. "This is killer just the way it is.

He got a bottle of Tabasco sauce fromthe refrigerator and sprinkled it
into his half-eaten first taco

Now Sasha was playing "Two Hearts" by Chris |saak

For a while | repeatedly glanced through the wi ndow beside the tabl e,
wonder i ng whet her anyone outside was watching us. At first | didn't
t hi nk Bobby shared ny concern, but then | realized that fromtine to
time, he glanced intently, though with seem ng casual ness, at the

bl ackness out there.

"Lower the blind?" | suggested.
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"No. They might think | cared."
We were pretending not to be intimdated.
"Who are they?"

He was silent, but | outwaited him and at |last he said, "I'm not
sure."

That wasn't an honest answer, but | rel ented.

When | continued nmy story, rather than risk Bobby's scorn, | didn't
mention the cat that led me to the culvert in the hills, but I
described the skull collection arranged on the final two steps of the
spillway. | told himabout Chief Stevenson talking to the bald guy
with the earring and about finding the pistol on ny bed.

"Bitchin' gun," he said, admring the d ock
"Dad opted for |aser sighting."
" Sweet . "

Soneti mes Bobby is as self-possessed as a rock, so calmthat You have
to wonder if he is actually listening to You. As a boy, he was
occasionally like this, but the older he has gotten, the nore that this
uncanny conposure has settled over him | had just brought him

astoni shing news of bizarre adventures, and he reacted as if he were
listening to basketball scores.

@ ancing at the darkness beyond the wi ndow, | wondered if anyone out
there had me in a gun sight, naybe in the cross hairs of a night
scope.

Then | figured that if they had neant to shoot us, they would have cut
us down when we were out in the dunes.

| told Bobby everything that had happened at Angel a Ferryman's house.
He grimaced. "Apricot brandy."
"I didn't drink nuch."

He said, "Two gl asses of that crap, You'll be talking to the seals,"
whi ch was surfer lingo for voniting.

By the time | had told himabout Jesse Pinn terrorizing Father Tom at
the church, we had gone through three tacos each. He built another
pai r and brought themto the table.

Sasha was playing "G aduati on Day."
Bobby said, "It's a regular Chris |Isaak festival."

"She's playing it for ne.

"Yeah, | didn't figure Chris Isaak was at the station holding a gun to
her head."

Nei t her of us said anything nore until we finished the final round of
tacos.

When at | ast Bobby asked a question, the only thing he wanted to know
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about was sonething that Angela had said: "So she told You it was a
monkey and it wasn't."

"Her exact words, as | recall, were 'It appeared to be a nonkey. And
it was a nonkey. Was and wasn't. And that's what was wong with it."'
"She seemtotally zipped up to You?"

"She was in distress, scared, way scared, but she wasn't kooked out.

Besi des, sonebody killed her to shut her up, so there nust have been
sonmet hing to what she said."

He nodded and drank sone beer.

He was silent for so long that |I finally said, "Now what?"
"You' re asking me?"

"I wasn't talking to the dog," | said.

"Drop it," he said.

"What ?

"Forget about it, get on with life."

"I knew You'd say that,"” | admitted.

"Then why ask ne?"

"Bobby, maybe ny nom s death wasn't an accident."”

"Sounds like nore than a maybe."

"And rmaybe there was nore to ny dad's cancer than just cancer."
"So You're gonna hit the vengeance trail ?"

"These people can't get away with nurder."

"Sure they can. People get away with nurder all the tinme."
"Wl l, they shouldn't."

"I didn't say they should. | only said they do."

"You know, Bobby, maybe life isn't just surf, sex, food, and beer."
"I never said it was. | only said it should be."

"Well," | said, studying the darkness beyond the w ndow, "I'm not
hairing out."

Bobby sighed and | eaned back in his chair. "If You're waiting to catch
a wave, and conditions are epic, really big snokers honing up the
coast, and along comes a set of twenty-footers, and they're pushing
your linmit but You know You can stretch to handle them yet You sit in
the lineup, just being a buoy through the whole set, then You're
hairing out. But say, instead, what cones along all of a sudden is a

Il ong set of thirty-footers, nassive punping nackers; that are going to
totally prosecute You, that are going to blast You off the board and
hol d You down and nake You suck kel p and pray to Jesus. |f your choice
is to be snuffed or be a buoy, then You're not hairing out if You sit
in the lineup and soak through the whole set. You're exhibiting mature
judgrment. Even a total surf rebel needs a little of that. And the
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dude who tries the wave even though he knows he's going over the falls,
knows he's going to be totally quashed-well, he's an asshole.”

I was touched by the I ength of his speech, because it neant that he was
deeply worried about ne.

"So," | said, "You're calling ne an asshole."

"Not yet. Depends on what You do about this."

"So |I'man asshole waiting to happen.”

Let's just say that your asshole potential is off the Richter.”

I shook ny head. "Well, fromwhere | sit, this doesn't look like a
thirty-footer."

"Maybe a forty."
"It looks like a twenty max."

He rolled his eyes up into his head, as if to say that the only place
he was going to see any commopn sense was inside his own skull. "From
what Angela said, this all goes back to sone project at Fort Wvem"

"She went upstairs to get sonmething she wanted to show ne sonme sort of
proof, | guess, sonething her husband nust have squirrel ed away.

VWhat ever it was, it was destroyed in the fire."

"Fort Wvern. The Arnmy. The mlitary." giso?"

"We're tal ki ng about the governnent here," Bobby said. "Bro' the
governnent isn't even a thirty-footer. |It's a hundred. It's a
tsunam . "

"This is America."
"It used to be."

"I have a duty here."
"WWhat duty?”

"A nmoral duty."

Beetling his brow, pinching the bridge of his nose with thunb and
forefinger, as though listening to me had given him a headache, he
said, "l guess if You turn on the evening news and hear there's a conet
going to destroy the earth, You pull on your tights and cape and fly
into outer space to deflect that sucker toward the other end of the

gal axy. "

"Unl ess the cape is at the dry cl eaner."
"Asshol e."
"Asshol e."

"Look here," Bobby said. "Data coming down right now This is froma
British government weather satellite. Process it, and You can neasure
the hei ght of any wave, anywhere in the world, to within a few
centinmeters.”
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He had not turned on any lights in his office. The oversize video

di splays at the various conmputer workstations provided enough
illumnation for himand nore than enough for ne. Colorful bar graphs,
maps, enhanced satellite photos, and flow charts of dynam c weat her
situations noved on the screens.

I have not enbraced the conputer age and never will. Wth UV-proof
sungl asses, | can't easily read what's on a video display, and | can't
ri sk spending hours in front of even a filtered screen with all those
W rays punping out at ne. They are |lowlevel em ssions to You, but
consi dering cunul ati ve damage, a few hours at a conputer would be a
lightstormto me. | do ny witing by hand in | egal tablets: the
occasional article, the best-selling book that resulted in the |ong

Ti me magazi ne article about me and XP

Thi s conput er-packed roomis the heart of Surfcast, Bobby's
surf-forecasting service, which provides daily predictions by fax to
subscribers all over the world, maintains a Wb site, and has a 900
nunber for surf information. Four enployees work out of offices in
Moonl i ght Bay, networked with this room but Bobby hinself does the
final data analysis and surf predictions.

Al ong the shores of the world's oceans, approximately six million
surfers regularly ride the waves, and about five and a half mllion of
these are content with waves that have faces-neasured fromthrough to
crest-of six or eight feet. Ccean swells hide their power bel ow the
surface, extendi ng down as nmuch as one thousand feet, and they are not
waves until they shoal up and break to the shore; consequently, there
was no way, until the late 1980s, to -foot hunpers predict with any
reliability even where and when six could be found. Surf junkies could
spend days at the beach, waiting through surf that was nmushy or soft or
even flat, while a few hundred nmiles up or down the coast, plunging
breakers were macking to shore, corduroy to the horizon. A significant
percentage of those five and a half nillion boardheads woul d rather pay
Bobby a few bucks to | earn where the action will or won't be than rely
strictly on the goodwi || of Kahuna, the god of all surf.

A few bucks. The 900 nunber al one draws ei ght hundred thousand calls
each year, at two dollars a pop. Ironically, Bobby the slacker and
surf rebel has probably become the wealthiest person in Monlight
Bay- al t hough no one realizes this and although he ives away nobst of
it.

"Here," he said, dropping into a chair in front of one of the
conmput ers

"Before You rush off to save the world and get your brains bl own out,
think about this." As Orson cocked his head to watch the screen, Bobby
hamrered the keyboard, calling up new data.

Most of the remaining half mllion of those six mllion surfers sit out
waves above, say, fifteen feet, and probably fewer than ten thousand
can ride twenty-footers, but although these nore awesonely skilled and
bal | sy types are fewer in nunber, a higher percentage of them want
Bobby's forecasts. They live and die for the ride; to nmss a session
of epic nonsters, especially in their nei ghborhood, woul d be nothing

| ess than Shakespearean tragedy w th sand.

"Sunday, " Bobby said, still tapping the keyboard.

"Thi s Sunday?"
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"Two nights fromnow, You'll want to be here. Rather than be dead,
mean. "

"Big surf com ng?"
"It's gonna be sacred."

Per haps three hundred or four hundred surfers on the planet have the
experience, talent, and c(jones to nount waves above twenty feet, and a
handful of them pay Bobby well to track truly giant surf, even though
it is treacherous and likely to kill them A few of these naniacs are
weal thy men who will fly anywhere in the world to chall enge storm
waves, thirty- and even forty-foot belie noths, into which they are
frequently towed by a hel per on a jet Ski, because catching such huge
monoliths in the usual fashion is ssible. Wrldw de, You can find well
difficult and often inpo formed, ride-worthy waves thirty feet and

hi gher no nore than and often they come to shore in exotic places.

thirty days a year, Using maps, satellite photos, and weather data from
nuner ous sources, Bobby can provide two- or three-day warnings, and his
predictions are so trustworthy that these nost demanding of all clients
have never conpl ai ned.

"There." Bobby pointed to a wave profile on the conputer. O son took
a closer look at the screen as Bobby said, "Moonlight Bay, point-break
surf. It's going to be classic Sunday afternoon, evening, all the way

until Monday dawn-fully punping mackers."
I blinked at the video display. "Am| seeing twelve-footers?"

"Ten to twelve feet, with a possibility of sonme sets as high as
fourteen. They're hitting Hawaii soon . . . then us."

“"That'Il be live."
"Entirely live. Coming off a big, slownoving stormnorth of Tahiti.

There's going to be an of fshore wind, too, so these nonsters are going
to give You nore dry, insanely hollow barrels than You' ve seen in your
dreans. "

" Cool . "

He swiveled in his chair to look up at ne. "So what do You want to
ri de-the Sunday-ni ght surf rolling out of Tahiti or the tsunami
pi peline of death rolling out of Wvern?"

"Both."

"Kam kaze," he said scornfully.

"Duck," | called him with a snmle-which is the same as sayi ng buoy,
meani ng one who sits in the |ineup and never has the guts to take a
wave.

Orson turned his head fromone of us to the other, back and forth, as
if watching a tennis match.

"CGeek, " Bobby said.
"Decoy," | said, which is the same as sayi ng duck
"Asshol e," he said, which has identical definitions in surfer lingo and

standard Engli sh.
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"l take it You're not with nme on this."
Getting up fromthe chair, he said, "You can't go to the cops.

You can't go to the FBI. They're all paid by the other side. What can
You possibly hope to | earn about sone way-secret project at Wvern?"

"I've already uncovered a little."

"Yeah, and the next thing You learn is the thing that'l|l get You
killed.

Listen, Chris, You aren't Sherlock Hol mes or Janes Bond.
At best, You're Nancy Drew. "

"Nancy Drew had an unreal rate of case closure,” | rem nded him "She
nai |l ed one hundred percent of the bastards she went after. 1'd be
honored to be considered the equal of a kick-ass crine fighter |ike Ms.
Nancy Drew. "

" Kam kaze. "
" Duck.

" Geek.
"Decoy. "

Laughi ng softly, shaking his head, scratching his beard stubble, Bobby
said, "You make nme sick."

"Li kewi se. "

The tel ephone rang, and Bobby answered it. "Hey, gorgeous, | totally
get off on the new format-all Chris |Isaak, all the tine. Play 'Dancin"
for me, okay?" He passed the handset to ne. "It's for You, Nancy."

I like Sasha's disc-jockey voice. It's only subtly different from her
real -worl d voice, marginally deeper and softer and silkier, but the
effect is profound. When | hear Sasha the deejay, | want to curl up in
bed with her. | want to curl up in bed with her anyway, as often as
possi bl e, but when she's using her radio voice, | want to curl up in

bed with her urgently. The voice cones over her fromthe nmoment she
enters the studio, and it's with her even when she is off-mke, unti
she | eaves worKk.

"This tune ends in about a mnute, |I've got to do sone patter between
cuts," she told nme, "so I'l|l be quick. Sonebody canme around here at
the station a little while ago, trying to get in touch with You. Says
it's life or death."

"NA/ ho?"
"l can't use the nane on the phone. Promsed | wouldn't.

When | said You were probably at Bobby's . . . this person didn't want
to call You there or cone there to see You."

n \My?ll
"l don't know why exactly. But . . . this person was really nervous,
Chris. 'l have been one acquainted with the night." Do You know who |
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mean?"
I have been one acquainted with the night.

It was a line froma poem by Robert Frost.

My dad had instilled in nme his passion for poetry. | had infected
Sasha.
"Yes," | said. "I think | know who You nean."

"WAnts to see You as soon as possible. Says it's life or death.
What's going on, Chris?"

"Big surf conming in Sunday afternoon,” | said.
"That's not what | nean."

"I know. Tell You the rest later."

"Big surf. Can | handle it?"

"Twel ve-footers."

"I think I"lIl just G dget-out and beach party."
"Love your voice," | said.

"Snmooth as the bay."

She hung up, and so did |

Al t hough he had only heard nmy half of the conversation, Bobby relied on
his uncanny intuition to figure out the tone and intent of Sasha's
call.

"What ' re You wal ki ng into?"
"Just Nancy stuff,” | said. "You wouldn't be interested."

As Bobby and | led a still-uneasy Orson onto the front porch, the radio
in the kitchen began to swing with "Dancin' " by Chris |saak

"Sasha is an awesone wonan," Bobby sai d.

"Unreal ," | agreed

"You can't be with her if You re dead. She's not that kinky."
"Poi nt taken."

"You have your sungl asses?"

| patted ny shirt pocket. "Yeah."

"Did You use sonme of mny sunscreen?"

"Yes, Mother."

"CGeek." | said, "I've been thinking.

“It's about tine You started.”

I've been working on the new book."
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"Finally got your |azy ass in gear."
"I't's about friendship."
"Am Il in it?"
"Amazingly, yes."
"You're not using nmy real name, are You?"

"I'mcalling You Igor. The thingis . . . I'mafraid readers m ght
not relate to what | have to say, because You and I-all ny friends-we
live such different lives."

St oppi ng at the head of the porch steps, regarding ne with his patented
| ook of scorn, Bobby said, "I thought You had to be smart to wite
books. "

"I't's not a federal | aw

"Cbviously not. Even the literary equival ent of a gyrospaz ought to
know that every last one of us leads a different life."

"Yeah? Maria Cortez |leads a different |ife?"

Maria is Manuel Ramrez's younger sister, twenty-eight |ike Bobby and
me. She is a beautician, and her husband works as a car nechani c.

They have two children, one cat, and a snall tract house with a big
nor t gage

Bobby said, "She doesn't live her life in the beauty shop, doing
soneone's hair-or in her house, vacuuming the carpet. She lives her

life between her ears. There's a world inside her skull, and probably
way stranger and nore bitchin' than You or I, with our shall ow brain
pans, can imagine. Six billion of us wal king the planet, six billion

smal | er worlds on the bigger one. Shoe sal esnen and short-order cooks
who | ook boring fromthe outside-some have weirder lives than You. Six
billion stories, every one an epic, full of tragedy and triunph, good
and evil, despair and hope. You and ne-we aren't so special, bro."

I was briefly speechless. Then | fingered the sleeve of his
parrot-and-pal mfrond shirt and said, "I didn't realize You were such a
phi | osopher. "

He shrugged. "That little gemof wi sdon? Hell, that was just
sonething | got in a fortune cookie."

"Must' ve been a big honker of a cookie."
"Hey, it was a huge monolith, dude," he said, giving ne a sly smle.

The great wall of noonlit fog |oonmed half a mle fromthe shore, no
closer or farther away than it had been earlier. The night air was as
still as that in the cold-holding roomat Mercy Hospital

As we descended the porch steps, no one shot at us. No one issued that
| oonlike cry, either.

They were still out there, however, hiding in the dunes or bel ow the
crest of the slope that fell to the beach. | could feel their
attention |like the dangerous energy pending release in the coils of a
mot i onl ess, strike-poised rattl esnake.
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Al't hough Bobby had left his shotgun inside, he was vigilant.

Surveying the night as he acconpanied ne to ny bi ke, he began to revea
more interest in ny story than he had admitted earlier: "This nonkey
Angel a nmenti oned "What about it?"

"What was it |ike?"
"Monkeyl i ke. "
"Li ke a chi npanzee, an orangutan, or what?"

Gi ppi ng the handl ebars of nmy bicycle and turning it around to walk it
through the soft sand, | said, "It was a rhesus nonkey.

Didn't | say?"

" How bi g?"

"She said two feet high, maybe twenty-five pounds.”

Gazing across the dunes, he said, "lI've seen a couple nyself."

Surprised, |eaning the bike against the porch railing again, | said,
"Rhesus nonkeys? Qut here?"

"Sonme ki nd of nobnkeys, about that size."

There is, of course, no species of nobnkey native to California.
The only primates in its wiods and fields are human bei ngs.
Bobby said, "Caught one | ooking in a window at ne one night.
Went outside, and it was gone."

"When was this?"

"Maybe three nonths ago."

Orson noved between us, as if for confort.

| said, "You ve seen them since?"

"Six or seven tinmes. Always at night. They're secretive. But they're
al so bolder lately. They travel in a troop."

"Troop?"

"Wl ves travel in a pack. Horses in a herd. Wth nonkeys, it's called
a troop."

"You' ve been doing research. How conme You haven't told ne about
t hi s?"

He was silent, watching the dunes.

I was watching them too. "Is that what's out there now?"
" Maybe. "

"How many in this troop?"

"Don't know. Maybe six or eight. just a guess.”
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"You bought a shotgun. You think they're dangerous?"
" Maybe. "
"Have You reported themto anyone? Like aninmal control ?"
" No.
"Wy not ?"

I nstead of answering ne, he hesitated and then said, "Pia's driving ne
nuts."

Pia Klick. Qut there in Wainea for a nonth or two, going on three
years.

I didn't understand how Pia related to Bobby's failure to report the
monkeys to animal -control officers, but | sensed that he woul d make the
connection for ne.

"She says she's discovered that she's the reincarnati on of KahaHuna,"
Bobby sai d.

Kaha Huna is the nythical Hawaiian goddess of surfing, who was never
actually incarnate in the first place and, therefore, incapable of
being re.

Consi dering that Pia was not a kanmaina, a native of Hawaii, but a haok
who had been born in Gskal oosa, Kansas, and raised there until she left
hone at seventeen, she seened an unlikely candidate to be a

myt hol ogi cal uber wahi ne.

| said, "She | acks sone credentials."
"She's dead-solid serious about this."

"Wl l, she's way pretty enough to be Kaha Huna. O any other goddess,
for that matter.”

St andi ng besi de Bobby, | couldn't see his eyes too well, but his face
was bl eak. | had never seen himbleak before. | hadn't even realized
that bl eakness was an option for him

Bobby said, "She's trying to deci de whet her being Kaha Huna requires
her to be celibate."

"Quch. "

"She thinks she probably shouldn't ever live with an ordinary dude,
meaning a nortal man. Sonehow t hat woul d be a bl asphenous rejection of
her fate."

"Brutal," | said synpathetically.

"But it would be cool for her to shack up with the current
rei ncarnation of Kahuna."

Kahuna is the nythical god of surfing. He is largely a creation of
nmodern surfers who extrapolate his legend fromthe life of an ancient
Hawai i an wi tch doct or

| said, "And You aren't the reincarnation of Kahuna."

"l refuse to be."
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Fromthat response, | inferred that Pia was trying to convince himthat
he was, indeed, the god of surfing.

Wth audible msery and confusion, Bobby said, "She's 'so snmart, so
tal ented. "

Pi a had graduated suma cum | aude from UCLA. She had paid her way
t hrough school by painting portraits; now her hyperrealist works sold
for inpressive prices, as quickly as she cared to produce them

"How can she be so smart and tal ented," Bobby demanded, "and then .

this? " "Maybe You are Kahuna," | said.

"This isn't funny," he said, which was a striking statenment, because to
one degree or another, everything was funny to Bobby.

In the noonlight, the dune grass drooped, no blade so nuch as trenbling
in the now wi ndl ess night. The soft rhythmof the surf, rising from
the beach below, was |ike the nmurnmured chanting of a distant, prayerfu
crowd.

Thi s Pia business-was fascinating, but understandably, | was nore
interested in the nonkeys.

"These | ast few years," Bobby said, "with this New Age stuff fromPia

well, sonetines it's okay, but sonetines it's |like spending days in
radi cal churly-churly.”

Churly-churly is badly churned-up surf heavy with sand and pea gravel,
whi ch smacks You in the face when You walk into it.

This is not a pleasant surf condition.

Sonetinmes," Bobby said, "when | get off the phone with her, |I'mso
messed up, missing her, wanting to be with her . . . | could al nost
convi nce nyself she is Kaha Huna. She's so sincere. And she doesn't
rave on about it, You know. It's this quiet thing with her, which
makes it even nore disturbing.”

"I didn't know You got disturbed."

"I didn'"t know it, either." Sighing, scuffing at the sand with one
bare foot, he began to nake the connection between Pia and the monkeys:
"When | saw the nmonkey at the window the first time, it was cool, nade

me laugh. | figured it was soneone's pet that got loose . . . but the
second time | saw nore than one. And it was as weird as all this Kaha
Huna shit, because they weren't behaving at all |ike nmonkeys."

"What do You nean?"

"Monkeys are playful, goofing around. These guys . . . they weren't
pl ayful . Purposeful, solem, creepy little geeks. Watching ne and
studying the house, not out of curiosity but with some agenda."

What agenda?"

Bobby shrugged. "They were so strange.........
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Wrds seenmed to fail him so | borrowed one fromH P

Lovecraft, for whose stories we'd had such ent husi asm when we were
thirteen: "Eldritch."

"Yeah. They were eldritch to the max. | knew no one was going to
believe me. | alnost felt | was hallucinating. | grabbed a camera but
couldn't get a picture. You know why?"

"Thunb over the | ens?"

"They didn't want to be photographed. First sight of the canera, they
ran for cover, and they're insanely fast." He glanced at ne, reading
my reaction, then | ooked to the dunes again. "They knew what the
canmera was."

I couldn't resist: "Hey, You're not anthropoinorphizing them are
You?

You know ascribing human attributes and attitudes to ani mal s?"

Ignoring ne, he said, "After that night, | didn't put the canera away
inthe closet. | kept it on a kitchen counter, close at hand. |[|f they
showed up again, | figured I mght get a snapshot before they realized

what was happening. One night about six weeks ago, it was punping
eight-footers with a good offshore, barrel after barrel, so even though
it was way nippie out there, | put on ny wet suit and spent a couple of
hours totally tucked away. | didn't take the canmera down to the beach
with ne."

"Why not ?"

"l hadn't seen the damm nonkeys in a week. | figured maybe |I'd never
see them agai n. Anyway, when | canme back to the house, | stripped out
of the neoprene, went into the kitchen, and got a beer.

When | turned away fromthe fridge, there were nonkeys at two w ndows,
hangi ng on the franes outside, looking in at me. So | reached for ny
canera-and it was gone."

"You misplaced it."

"No. It's gone for good. | left the door unlocked when | went to the
beach that night. | don't leave it unlocked anynore."

"You're telling me the nonkeys took it?"

He said, "The next day | bought a disposable canera. Put it on the
counter by the oven again. That night | left the Iights on, |ocked up,
and took ny stick down to the beach."

"Good surf?"
"Slow. But | wanted to give thema chance. And they took it.

Wiile | was gone, they broke a pane, unlocked the wi ndow, and stole the
di sposabl e canmera. Nothing else. just the canera."

Now | knew why the shotgun was kept in a | ocked broom cl oset.

This cottage on the horn, w thout neighbors, had al ways appealed to ne
as a fine retreat. At night, when the surfers left, the A sky and the
sea formed a sphere in which the house stood |like a diorama in one of
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those gl ass paperweights that fills with whirling snow when You shake
it, though instead of a blizzard there were deep peace and a gl orious
solitude. Now, however, the nurturing solitude had become an unnerving
i solation. Rather than offering a sense of peace, the night was thick
and still with expectation.

"And they left me a warning," Bobby said.

| pictured a threatening note |aboriously printed in crude bl ock
| etters-WATCH YOUR ASS. Signed, THE MONKEYS

They were too clever to | eave a paper trail, however, and even nore
direct. Bobby said, "One of them crapped on ny bed."

"Ch, nice."
"They're secretive, like | said. |'ve decided not even to try to

phot ograph them If | nanaged to get a flash shot of them sone night

I think they'd be way pissed."

"You're afraid of them | didn't know You got disturbed, and | didn't
know You were ever afraid. I'mlearning a |lot about You tonight,
bro."

He didn't admt to feeling fear
"You bought the shotgun,” | pressed.

"Because | think it's good to challenge themfromtinme to time, good to
show the little bastards that |'mterritorial, and that this is, by
CGod, ny territory. But I'mnot afraid, really. They're just

monkeys. "

",And then again-they're not."

Bobby said, "Sone days | wonder if |'ve picked up sone New Age virus
over the tel ephone line fromPia, all the way from Wi nea-and now whil e
she's obsessed with being Kaha Huna, |'m obsessed with the nonkeys of
the new mllennium | suspect that's what the tabl oids woul d cal

them don't You?"

"The m |l ennium nmonkeys. Has aring toit."

"That's why | haven't reported them |'mnot going to make nyself a
target of the press or anyone. |1'mnot going to be the geek who saw
Bi gf oot or extraterrestrials in a spaceship shaped like a four-slice
toaster. Life wouldn't ever be the same for ne after that, would

it
"You'd be a freak like nme."

"Exactly."

MY awar eness of being watched becane nore intense. | alnost borrowed a
trick from Orson, alnost growed lowin ny throat.

The dog, still standi ng between Bobby and nme, renained alert and quiet,
his head rai sed and one ear pricked. He was no |onger shaking, but he
was clearly respectful of whatever was observing us fromthe
surroundi ng ni ght.

"Now that |'ve told You about Angela, You know the nonkeys have
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sonmething to do with what was going on out at Fort Wvern," | said.

"This isn't just a tabloid fantasy anynore. This is real, this is
totally live, and we can do something about it."

"Still going on," he said.
"What ?"
"From what Angela told You, Wvern's not entirely shut down."

"But it was abandoned ei ghteen nonths ago. |If there were stil
personnel staffing any operations at all out there, we'd know about
it.

Even if they lived on base, they'd come into town to shop, to go to a
nmovi e. "

"You said Angel a called this Armageddon. 1It's the end of the world,
she said."

Yeah. So?"

"So maybe if You're busily working on a project to destroy the world,
You don't have time to come into town for a novie. Anyway, |ike
said, this is a tsunam, Chris. This is the governnent. There's no
way to surf these waters and survive."

I gripped the handl ebars of ny bi ke and stood it upright again.

"In spite of these nonkeys and what You' ve seen, You're going to just
| ay back?"

He nodded. "If | stay cool, it's possible they'll eventually go
awnay.

They' re not here every night, anyway. Once or twi ce a week.
If I wait themout . . . | mght get ny life back like it was."
"Yeah, but maybe Angel a wasn't just snoking sonet hing.

Maybe there's no chance, ever again, that anything will be like it
was. "

Then why put on your tights and cape if it's a | ost cause?"

"To XP-Man," | said with nock solemity, "there are no | ost causes.,)
" Kam kaze. "

"Duck. "

" Geek.

"Decoy," | said affectionately and wal ked the bicycle away fromthe

house, through the soft sand.

Orson let out a thin whine of protest as we left the comparative safety
of the cottage behind us, but he didn't try to hold back. He stayed
close to ne, sniffing the night air as we headed i nl and.

We' d gone about thirty feet when Bobby, kicking up small clouds of
sand, sprinted in front of us and bl ocked the way. "You know what your
problemis?" | said, "My choice of friends?"
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"Your problemis You want to make a mark on the world. You want to
| eave somet hing behind that says, | was here."
| don't care about that."
"Bul I shit."
"WAat ch your | anguage. There's a dog present.”

"That's why You wite the articles, the books," he said. "To |eave a
mark. "

"I wite because | enjoy witing."
"You' re al ways bitching about it."

"Because it's the hardest thing |I've ever done, but it's also
rewardi ng. "

"You know why it's so hard? Because it's unnatural."
"Maybe to people who can't read and wite."

"We're not here to | eave a mark, bro. Monunents, |egacies,
mar ks-that's where we always go wong. We're here to revel in the
world, to soak in the awesoneness of it, to enjoy the ride."

"Orson, look, it's Philosopher Bob again."

"The world's maxi num perfect as it is, beauty from horizon to
hori zon.

Any mark any of us tries to leave-hell, it's only graffiti.

Not hi ng can inprove on the world we've been given. Any nmark anyone
| eaves is no better than vandalism" | said, "The nusic of Myzart."

"Vandal i sm" Bobby said.
"The art of M chel angelo."
"Graffiti."

"Renoir," 1 said.
"Graffiti."

Bach, the Beatles."

T "Aural graffiti," he said fiercely.
As he foll owed our conversation, Oson was getting whiplash.
"Matisse, Beethoven, Wallace Stevens, Shakespeare."

"Vandal s, hooligans."

"Dick Dale," | said, dropping the sacred nane of the King of the Surf
GQuitar, the father of all surf nusic.

Bobby blinked but said, "Gaffiti."

"You are a sick man."
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"I'"'mthe healthi est person You know. Drop this insanely useless
crusade, Chris."

"I must really be swiming in a school of slackers when a little
curiosity is seen as a crusade."

"Live life. Soak it up. Enjoy. That's what You're here to do."

"I'"'mhaving fun in ny owmn way," | assured him "Don't worry-I'mjust
as big a bumand jerk-off as You are.”

"You wi sh."

When | tried to wal k the bike around him he sidestepped into ny path
agai n.

"Ckay," he said resignedly. "All right. But walk the bike with one
hand and keep the G ock in the other until You' re back on hard ground
and can ride again. Then ride fast."

| patted ny jacket pocket, which sagged with the weight of the
pi st ol

One round fired accidentally at Angela's. N ne left in the nmagazine.

"But they're just nonkeys," | said, echoing Bobby hinmself "And they're
not."
Searching his dark eyes, | said, "You have sonething el se that | should
know?"

He chewed on his lower lip. Finally: "Maybe I am Kahuna."
"That's not what You were about to tell ne.

"No, but it's not as fully nutball as what | was going to say."
Hi s gaze travel ed over the dunes. "The |eader of the troop .

I"ve only glinpsed himat a distance, in the darkness, hardly nore than
a shadow. He's bigger than the rest.”

" How bi g?"
H's eyes net mine. "l think he's a dude about ny size."

Earlier, as | had stood on the porch waiting for Bobby to return from
his search of the beach scarp, | had glinpsed novenent fromthe corner
of my eye: the fuzzy inpression of a man |oping through the dunes with
long fluid strides. Wen I'd swng around with the G ock, no one had
been there.

"A man?" | said. "Running with the mllennium nonkeys, |eading the
troop? Qur own Monlight Bay Tarzan?"

"Well, | hope it's a man."
And what's that supposed to nean?"

Breaki ng eye contact, Bobby shrugged. "I'mjust saying there aren't
only the nonkeys |'ve seen. There's sonmeone or sonething big out there
with them™

I looked toward the lights of Mowonlight Bay. "Feels like there's a
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cl ock ticking somewhere, a bonb clock, and the whole town's sitting on
expl osi ves. "

"That's nmy point, bro. Stay out of the blast zone."

Hol ding the bike with one hand, | drew the @ ock fromny jacket
pocket .

"As You go about your perilous and foolish adventures, XPMan," Bobby
said, "here's sonething to keep in nmind."

"NMor e boar dhead wi sdom "

"What ever was goi ng on out there at Wvern-and mght still be going
on-a hig troop of scientists nmust have been invol ved.

Hugel y educat ed dudes with foreheads hi gher than your whol e face.

CGovernment and nmilitary types, too, and lots of them The elite of the
system Myvers and shakers. You know why they were part of this
before it all went wong?"

"Bills to pay, famlies to support?"

"Every last one of themwanted to |leave his mark." | said, "This isn't
about ambition. | just want to know why nmy nom and dad had to die."

"Your head's as hard as an oyster shell."
"Yeah, but there's a pearl inside."

"It's not a pearl,'
dr oppi ng. "

he assured me. "It's a fossilized seagul

"You've got a way with words. You should wite a book."

He squeezed out a sneer as thin as a shaving of |lenon peel. "I'd
rat her screw a cactus."

"That's pretty much what it's like. But rewarding."

"This wave is going to put You through the rinse cycle and then down
the drain."

"Maybe. But it'll be atotally cool ride. And aren't You the one who
said we're here to enjoy the ride?"

Final |y defeated, he stepped out of ny way, raised his right hand, and
made the shaka sign.

I held the bike with ny gun hand | ong enough to nmake the Star Trek
si gn.

In response, he gave ne the finger

Wth Orson at ny side, | wal ked the bike eastward through the sand,
headi ng toward the rockier part of the peninsula. Before |I'd gone far,
| heard Bobby say sonething behind nme, but | couldn't catch his

wor ds.

| stopped, turned, and saw hi m headi ng back toward the cottage.
"What' d You say?"

"Here cones the fog," he repeated.
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Looki ng beyond him | saw towering white masses descendi ng out of the
west, an aval anche of churning vapor patinaed with nmoonlight. Like
sonme silently toppling wall of doomin a dream

The lights of town seened to be a continent away.

By the tinme Orson and | wal ked out of the dunes and reached the
sandstone portion of the peninsula, thick clouds swaddl ed us. The fog
bank was hundreds of feet deep, and though a pal e dusting of noonlight
sifted through the mst all the way to the ground, we were in a gray
murk nmore blinding than a starl ess, noonl ess night woul d have been

The lights of town were no | onger visible.

The fog played tricks with sound. | could still hear the rough nurmur
of breaking surf, but it seemed to conme fromall four sides, as though
I were on an island instead of a peninsul a.

I wasn't confident about being able to ride ny bicycle in that cloying
gloom Visibility continuously shifted between zero and a nmaxi mum of
six feet. Although no trees or other obstacles lay along the curved

horn, | could easily becone disoriented and ride off the edge of the
beach scarp; the bike would pitch forward, and when the front tire
pl owed into the soft sand of the sl ope below the scarp, | would cone to

a sudden halt and take a header off the bike to the beach, possibly
breaking a linb or even ny neck

Besi des, to build speed and to keep ny bal ance, | would have to steer
the bike with two hands, which nmeant pocketing the pistol

After ny conversation with Bobby, | was loath to let go of the d ock

In the fog, sonething could close to within a few feet of nme before
becane aware of it, which wouldn't |leave ne tine enough to tear the gun
out of ny jacket pocket and get off a shot.

I wal ked at a relatively brisk pace, wheeling the bicycle with ny |eft
hand, pretending | was carefree and confident, and Orson trotted
slightly ahead of nme. The dog was wary, no good at whistling in the
graveyard either literally or figuratively. He turned his head
ceaselessly fromside to side

The click of the wheel bearings and the tick of the drive chain
betrayed ny position. There was no way to quiet the bicycle short of
picking it up and carrying it, which | could do with one armbut only
for short distances.

The noi se might not matter, anyway. The nonkeys probably had acute
ani mal senses that detected the nost neager stimuli; in fact, they were
no doubt able to track ne by scent.

O'son would be able to snmell them too. |In this nebulous night, his
bl ack formwas barely visible, and | couldn't see if his hackles were
rai sed, which would be a sure sign that the nonkeys were nearby.

As | wal ked, | wondered what it was about these creatures that nade
themdifferent froman ordi nary rhesus.

I n appearance, at |east, the beast in Angela's kitchen had been a
typical exanple of its species, even if it had been at the upper end of
the size range for a rhesus. She'd said only that it had "awful dark
yel | ow eyes,"” but as far as | knew, that was well within the spectrum
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of eye colors for this group of prinmates. Bobby hadn't nentioned
anyt hi ng strange about the troop that was bedeviling him other than
their peculiar behavior and the unusual size of their shadowy | eader
no mi sshapen craniunms, no third eyes in their foreheads, no bolts in
their necks to indicate that they had been stitched and stapl ed
together in the secret laboratory of Dr. Victor Frankenstein's

megal omani acal great-great-great-great-granddaught er, Heat her

Fr ankenst ei n.

The project |eaders at Fort Wvern had been worried that the nonkey in
Angel a' s kitchen had either scratched or bitten her.

Consi dering the scientists' fear, it was logical to infer that the
beast had carried an infectious disease transmtted by blood, saliva,
or other bodily fluids. This inference was supported by the physica
exam nation to which she'd been subjected. For four years, they had

al so taken nonthly bl ood sanples from her, which neant that the di sease
had a potentially |ong incubation period.

Bi ol ogi cal warfare. The |eaders of every country on Earth denied
maki ng preparations for such a hateful conflict. Evoking the name of
God, warning of the judgnment of history, they solemly signed fat
treaties guaranteeing never to engage in this nonstrous research and
devel opment .

Meanwhi | e, each nation was busily brew ng anthrax cocktails, packaging
buboni c- pl ague aerosol s, and engi neering such a spl endiferous

coll ection of exotic new viruses and bacteria that no |ine at any
unenpl oyment of fi ce anywhere on the planet would ever contain a single
out -of -work mad scienti st.

Neverthel ess, | couldn't understand why they woul d have forcibly
subj ected Angela to sterilization. No doubt certain diseases increase
the chances that one's offspring will suffer birth defects.

judgi ng by what Angela had told nme, however, | didn't think that the
people at Wvern sterilized her out of a concern either for her or for
any children that she m ght conceive. They appeared to have been
nmot i vated not by conpassion but by fear swollen nearly to panic.

I had asked Angela if the nonkey was carrying a di sease. She had as
much as denied it: | wish it were a disease. Wuldn't that be nice?

Maybe 1'd be cured by now O dead. Dead would be better than what's
com ng.

But if not a di sease, what?

Suddenly the |l oonlike cry that we had heard earlier now pierced the
ni ght and fog again, jolting me out of my rum nations.

Orson twitched to a full stop. | halted, too, and the click-tick of
the bicycle fell silent.

The cry seemed to issue fromthe west and south, and after only a brief
monent, an answering call cane, as best | could tell, fromthe north
and east. W were being stal ked.

Because sound travel ed so deceptively through the nmist, | was not able
to judge how far fromus the cries arose. | would have bet one |ung
that they were cl ose.

The rhythmic, heartlike pulse of the surf throbbed through the night.
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I wondered which Chris |Isaak song Sasha was spinning across the
ai rwaves at that noment.

Orson began to nove again, and so did I, alittle faster than before.

We had nothing to gain by hesitating. W wouldn't be safe until we
were off the lonely peninsula and back in town-and perhaps not even
t hen.

VWhen we had gone no nore than thirty or forty feet, that eerie ululant
cry rose again. It was answered, as before.

This time we kept noving.

My heart was racing, and it didn't slow when | rem nded nyself that
these were only nonkeys. Not predators. Eaters of fruits, berries,
nuts. Menbers of a peaceabl e ki ngdom

Suddenl y, perversely, Angela's dead face flashed onto ny nenory
screen.

| realized what | had msinterpreted, in ny shock and angui sh, when |'d
first found her body. Her throat appeared to have been sl ashed
repeatedly with a half-sharp knife, because the wound was ragged. In
fact, it hadn't been slashed: It had been bitten, torn, chewed. |
could see the terrible wound nore clearly nowthan |I'd been willing to
see it when standing on the threshold of the bathroom

Furthernpore, | half recall ed other nmarks on her, wounds that |'d not
had the stomach to consider at the time. Livid bite marks on her
hands.

Per haps even one on her face.
Monkeys. But not ordinary nonkeys.

The killers' actions in Angela' s house-the business with the dolls, the
ganme of hide-and-seek-had seened |ike the play of denmented children

More than one of these nonkeys nust have been in those roonms: snal
enough to hide in places where a man coul d not have been conceal ed, so
i nhumanly quick as to have seened |ike ghosts.

Anot her cry arose in the nmurk and was answered by a | ow hooting from
two other |ocations.

Orson and | kept noving briskly, but | resisted the urge to bolt.

If | broke into a run, ny haste might be interpreted-and rightly as a
sign of fear. To a predator, fear indicates weakness. |If they
percei ved any weakness, they m ght attack

I had the d ock, on which ny grip was so tight that the weapon seened
to be welded to ny hand. But | didn't know how many of these creatures
m ght be in this troop: perhaps only three or four, perhaps ten, maybe
even nore. Considering that | had never fired a gun before-except
once, earlier this evening, entirely by accident-1 was not going to be
able to cut down all of these beasts before they overwhel ned ne.

Al'though | didn't want to give ny fevered inmagi nati on such dark
material with which to work, | couldn't hel p wondering what a rhesus
nmonkey's teeth were like. Al blunt bicuspids? No. Even

her bi vores-assum ng that the rhesus was i ndeed herbi vorousneeded to
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tear at the peel of a fruit, at husks, at shells. They were sure to
have incisors, maybe even pointy eyeteeth, as did human bei ngs.

Al t hough these particul ar specinmens mght have stal ked Angel a, the
rhesus itself hadn't evolved as a predator; therefore, they wouldn't be
equi pped with fangs. Certain apes had fangs, though. Baboons had
enornous, w cked teeth. Anyway, the biting power of the rhesus was
nmoot, because regardl ess of the nature of their dental arnmanents, these
particul ar specimens had been well enough equi pped to kill Angel a
Ferryman savagel y and qui ckly.

At first | heard or sensed, rather than saw, novenment in the fog a few
feet to ny right. Then | glinpsed a dark, undefined shape close to the
ground, coming at nme swiftly and silently.

| twisted toward the novenent. The creature brushed against ny |eg and
vani shed into the fog before I could see it clearly.

Orson grow ed but with restraint, as though to warn off sonething
without quite challenging it to fight. He was facing the billow wal

of gray mist that scudded through the darkness on the other side of the
bicycle, and | suspected that with light | would see not nerely that
hi s hackl es were raised but that every hair on his back was standing
stiffly on end.

I was | ooking |ow, toward the ground, half expecting to see the
shi ni ng, dark-yell ow gaze of which Angel a had spoken. The shape that
suddenly loonmed in the fog was, instead, nearly as big as |I am

Maybe bi gger. Shadowy, anorphous, |ike a swoopi ng angel of death
hovering in a dream it was nore suggestion than substance, fearsone
preci sely because it remained nysterious. No baleful yellow eyes. No
clear features. No distinct form Man or ape, or neither: the |eader
of the troop, there and gone.

Oson and | had cone to a halt again.

I turned ny head slowy to survey the stream ng nmurk around us, intent
on picking up any hel pful sound. But the troop noved as silently as
the fog.

| felt as though | were a diver far beneath the sea, trapped in
blinding currents rich with plankton and al gae, having glinpsed a
circling shark, waiting for it to reappear out of the gloomand bite ne
in half Sonmething brushed agai nst the back of ny |egs, plucked at ny
jeans, and it wasn't O son because it nmade a w cked hissing sound. |
kicked at it but didn't connect, and it vanished into the m st before
could get a look at it.

Orson yel ped in surprise, as though he'd had an encounter of his own.
"Here, boy," | said urgently, and he came at once to ny side.

I let go of the bicycle, which clattered to the sand. Gipping the
pistol in both hands, | began to turn in a full circle, searching for
sonethin to shoot at.

Shrill, angry chattering arose. These seened recogni zably to be the
voi ces of nonkeys. At least half a dozen of them

If I killed one, the others mght flee in fear. O they m ght react as
the tangerine-eating nonkey had reacted to the broomthat Angela had
brandi shed in her kitchen: with furious aggressiveness.
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In any event, visibility was virtually zero, and | couldn't see their
eyeshine or their shadows, so | dared not waste amunition by firing
blindly into the fog. Wen the G ock was enpty, | would be easy

prey.
As one, the chattering voices fell silent.

The dense, ceasel essly seething clouds now danped even the sound of the
surf. | could hear Orson's panting and ny own toorapid breathing,
not hi ng el se.

The great black formof the troop | eader swell ed again through the

vaporous gray shrouds. It swooped as if it were w nged, although this
appearance of flight was surely illusory.
Orson snarled, and | juked back, triggering the |aser-sighting

mechanism A red dot rippled across the norphing face of the fog.

The troop | eader, no nore defined than a fleeting shadow on a
frost-crusted wi ndow, was swall owed entirely by the mst before | could
pin the laser to its mercurial shape.

I recalled the collection of skulls on the concrete stairs of the
spillway in the stormculvert. Mybe the collector wasn't sone teenage
sociopath in practice for his adult career. Maybe the skulls were
trophi es that had been gathered and arranged by the nonkeys-which was a
pecul i ar and di sturbing notion.

An even nore disturbing thought occurred to nme: Maybe ny skull and
Orson' s-stripped of all flesh, holl oweyed and gl eam ng-woul d be added
to the display.

Orson how ed as a screeching nonkey burst through the veils of mist and
| eaped onto his back. The dog twi sted his head, snapping his teeth,
trying to bite his unwanted rider, sinultaneously trying to thrash it
of f.

We were so close that even in the neager |ight and churning mst, |
could see the yell ow eyes. Radiant, cold, and fierce. daring up at
me. | couldn't squeeze off a shot at the attacker wi thout hitting

O son.

The nonkey had hardly | anded on Orson's back when it sprang off the
dog.

It slammed hard into ne, twenty-five pounds of wiry nuscle and bone,
staggeri ng ne backward, clanbering up ny chest, using ny |eather jacket
for purchase, and in the chaos | was unable to shoot w thout a high

ri sk of woundi ng nyself For an instant, we were face-to-face, eye to
mur der ous eye.

The creature's teeth were bared, and it was hissing ferociously, iv
breath pungent and repuls' e. It was a nonkey yet not a nonkey, and the
profoundly alien quality of its bold stare was terrifying.

It snatched ny cap off ny head, and | swatted at it with the barrel of
the Aock. dutching the hat, the nonkey dropped to the ground.
ki cked, and the kick connected, knocking the cap out of its hand.

Squeal i ng, the rhesus tunbl ed-scanpered into the fog, out of sight.

Orson started after the beast, barking, all his fear forgotten.
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When | called himback, he did not obey.

Then the larger formof the troop | eader appeared again, nore
fleetingly than before, a sinuous shape billowing like a flung cape,
gone al nbost as soon as it appeared but lingering | ong enough to nake
Orson reconsi der the wi sdom of pursuing the rhesus that had tried to
steal ny cap.

Orson, " | said explosively as the dog whined and backed away fromthe
chase.

I snatched the cap off the ground but didn't return it to my head.

Instead, | folded it and jammed it into an inside pocket of ny
j acket .

Shakily, | assured nyself that | was okay, that | hadn't been bitten

If 1'd been scratched, | didn't feel the sting of it, not on ny hands
or face. No, | hadn't been scratched. Thank God. |f the nonkey was
carrying an infectious di sease comruni cabl e only by contact with bodily
fluids, | couldn't have caught it.

On the other hand, 1'd snmelled its fetid breath when we were
face-to-face, breathed the very air that it exhaled. |If this was an
ai rborne contagion, | was already in possession of a one-way ticket to

the col d- hol di ng room

In response to a tinny clatter behind me, | swung around and di scovered
that ny fallen bicycle was being dragged into the fog by sonething
couldn't see. Flat on its side, conbing sand with its spokes, the rear

wheel was the only part of the bike still in sight, and it al nost
di sappeared into the murk before | reached down with one hand and
grabbed it.

The hi dden bicycle thief and | engaged in a brief tug of war, which I
handi | y won, suggesting that | was pitted agai nst one or two rhesus
monkeys and not agai nst the nuch | arger troop | eader. | stood the bike
on its wheels, leaned it against my body to keep it upright, and once
nore raised the G ock

Orson returned to ny side

Nervously, he relieved hinmself again, shedding the last of his beer. |
was half surprised that | hadn't wet ny pants.

For a while | gasped noisily for breath, shaking so badly that even a
two-hand grip on the pistol couldn't keep it fromjigging up and
down.

Gradually | grew calner. M heart worked less diligently to crack ny
ribs.

Li ke the hulls of ghost ships, gray walls of nist sailed past, an
infinite flotilla, tow ng behind theman unnatural stillness. No
chittering. No squeals or shrieks. No |oonlike cries. No sigh of

wi nd or sough of surf. | felt alnost as though, without realizing it,

I had been killed in the recent confrontation, as though | now stood in
a chilly antechanber outside the corridor of life, waiting for a door
to open into Judgnent.

Finally it becane apparent that the ganmes were over for awhile.
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Hol ding the A ock with only one hand, | began to wal k the bicycl e east
al ong the horn. Oson padded at my side.

I was sure that the troop was still nonitoring us, although froma
greater distance than before. | saw no stal king shapes in the fog, but
they were out there, all right.

Monkeys. But not nobnkeys. Apparently escaped froma |aboratory at

Wvem
The end of the world, Angela had said.

Not by fire.

Not by ice.

Sonet hi ng wor se.

Monkeys. The end of the world by nobnkeys.
Apocal ypse with prinates.

Armageddon. The end, finding, onega, doonsday, close the door and turn
out the lights forever.

This was totally, fully, way crazy. Every tine | tried to get ny mnd
around the facts and pull theminto sonme intelligible order, | wiped
out big tinme, got radically clanshell ed by a huge wave of

i mponder abl es.

Bobby's attitude, his relentless determnation to distance hinself from
the insoluble troubles of the nmodern world and be a chanpi on sl acker,
had al ways struck ne as a legitimate lifestyle choice. Nowit seened
to be not nerely legitimte but reasoned, |ogical, and wi se.

Because | was not expected to survive to adulthood, ny parents raised
me to play, to have fun, to indulge ny sense of wonder, to live as nuch
as possible without worry and without fear, to live in the nmonent with
little concern for the future: in short, to trust in God and to believe
that I, like everyone, amhere for a purpose; to be as grateful for ny
limtations as for ny talents and bl essings, because both are part of a
desi gn beyond ny conprehension. They recogni zed the need for nme to

| earn sel f-discipline, of course, and respect for others. But, in
fact, those things cone naturally when You truly believe that your life
has a spiritual dinension and that You are a carefully designed el enent
in the nysterious nmosaic of life. Although there had appeared to be
little chance that | would outlive both parents, Mom and Dad prepared
for this eventuality when | was first diagnosed: They purchased a | arge
second-to-die life-insurance policy, which would now provi de handsonel y
for me even if | never earned another cent from ny books and

articl es.

Born for play and fun and wonder, destined never to have to hold a job,
destined never to be burdened by the responsibilities that wei gh down
nost people, | could give up ny witing and becone such a total surf
bum t hat Bobby Hal | oway, by conpari son, woul d appear to be a conpul sive
wor kaholic with no nore capacity for fun than a cabbage. Furthernore,

I could enbrace absolute slack erhood with no guilt whatsoever, with no
qual n8 or doubts, because | was raised to be what all hunmanity m ght
have been if we hadn't violated the terms of the | ease and been evicted
from Eden.

file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%?20R....onlight%20Bay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt (145 of 271) [2/9/2004 10:04:52 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt

Li ke all who are born of man and worman, | live by the whins of fate:
Because of my XP, I'mjust nore acutely aware of the machinations of
fate than nost people are, and this awareness is liberating.

Yet, as | wal ked ny bicycle eastward al ong the peninsula, | persevered
in nmy search for neaning in all that 1'd seen and heard since sunset.

Before the troop had arrived to tornent Orson and ne, |'d been trying
to pin down exactly what was different about these nonkeys; now I
returned to that riddle. Unlike ordinary rhesuses, these were bold
rat her than shy, brooding rather than |ighthearted.

The nost obvious difference was that these nonkeys were hot tenpered,
vicious. Their potential for violence was not, however, the primary
quality that separated them from other rhesuses; it was only a
consequence of another, nore profound difference that | recogni zed but
that | was inexplicably reluctant to consider

The curdl ed fog was as thick as ever, but gradually it began to
brighten. Snears of blurry |ight appeared in the nmurk: buil dings and
streetl anps al ong the shore.

Orson whined with delight-or just relief-at these signs of
civilization, but we weren't any safer in town than out of it.

Wien we | eft the southern horn entirely and entered Enbar cadero Wy, |
paused to take ny cap fromthe jacket pocket in which | had tucked
it.

I put it on and gave the visor a tug. The El ephant Man adjusts his
cost une.

Orson peered up at nme, cocked his head consideringly, and then chuffed
as though in approval. He was the El ephant Man's dog, after all, and
as such, a neasure of his own self-inmage was dependent upon the style
and grace with which | conported nyself.

Because of the streetlanps, visibility had increased to perhaps a
hundred feet. Like the ghost tides of an ancient and | ong-dead sea,
fog surged off the bay and into the streets; each fine drop of nmist
refracted the gol den sodi um vapor light and translated it to the next
dr op.

if menbers of the troop still accompani ed us, they would be forced to
lurk at a greater distance here than they had on the barren peninsul a,
to avoid being seen. Like players in a recasting of Poe's "The Mirders
in the Rue Morgue," they would have to confine their skul king to parks,
uni |l um nat ed al | eyways, bal conies, high | edges, parapets, and

r oof t ops.

At this late hour, no pedestrians or notorists were in sight. The town
appeared to have been abandoned.

I was overcone by the disturbing notion that these silent and enpty
streets foreshadowed a real, frightening desolation that woul d befal
Moonlight Bay in the not-too-distant future. Qur little burg was
preparing to be a ghost town.

I clinbed onto ny bi ke and headed north on Enbarcadero Way. The nan
who had contacted nme through Sasha, at the radio station, was waiting
on his boat at the marina.

As | pedal ed al ong the deserted avenue, ny mnd returned to the
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m || enni um nonkeys. | was sure that | had identified the nost
fundanental difference between ordinary rhesuses and this extraordinary
troop that secretly roanmed the night, but | was reluctant to accept ny
own concl usion, inevitable though it seened: These nobnkeys were smarter
than ordi nary nonkeys.

Way smarter, radically smarter.

They had understood the purpose of Bobby's canera, and they had stol en
it. They filched his new canera, too.

They recogni zed ny face anong the faces of the thirty dolls in Angela's
wor kroom and they used that one to taunt ne. Later, they set a fire
to conceal Angela's nurder.

The big brows at Fort Wvern m ght have been engaged in secret
bacteriol ogi cal -warfare research, but that didn't explain why their
| aborat ory nonkeys were markedly smarter than any nonkeys that had
previ ously wal ked the earth.

just how smart was "markedly smarter"? Maybe not smart enough to win a
bundl e on Jeopardy! Maybe not smart enough to teach poetry at the
university level or to successfully nanage a radio station or to track
the patterns of surf worldw de, naybe not even smart enough to wite a
New York Times best-seller-but perhaps smart enough to be the nost
danger ous, uncontroll abl e pest humanity had ever known. | nmagi ne what
damage rats could do, how rapidly their nunbers would grow, if they
were even half as smart as human beings and could | earn how to avoid
all traps and poi sons.

Were these nonkeys truly escapees froma |aboratory, |Ioose in the world
and cleverly eluding capture? |If so, how did they get to be so
intelligent in the first place? Wat did they want? Wat was their
agenda? Wy hadn't a nassive effort been | aunched to track them down,
round them up, and return themto better cages fromwhich they could
never break free?

O were they tools being used by someone at Wvern? The way the cops
use trained police dogs. The way the Navy uses dol phins to search for
eneny subnmarines and, in wartine-it is runored-even to plant nagnetic
packages of explosives on the hulls of targeted boats.

A thousand ot her questions swarmed through nmy mind. Al of themwere
equal Iy crazy.

Dependi ng on the answers, the ramfications of these nonkeys

hei ghtened intelligence could be earth-shattering. The possible
consequences to human civilization were especially alarm ng when You
consi dered the viciousness of these aninmals and their apparently innate
hostility.

Angel a' s prediction of doom m ght not have been farfetched, m ght
actual |y have been | ess pessimstic than my assessment of the situation
woul d be when-if ever-1 knew all the facts. Certainly, doom had come
to Angel a hersel f.

| also intuited that the nonkeys were not the entire story. They were
but one chapter of an epic. Qher astonishnents were awaiting
di scovery.

Conpared to the project at Wvem Pandora's fabl ed box, from which had
been unl eashed all the evils that plague human -wars, pestilence,
di seases, famni nes, floods-night prove to have held only a collection of
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petty nui sances.

In my haste to get to the marina, | was cycling too fast to allow Oson
to keep pace with me. He was sprinting full throttle, ears flapping,
panting hard, but falling steadily behind.

In truth, I was cranking the bike to the max not because | was in a
hurry to reach the mari na but because, unconsciously, | wanted to
outrace the tidal wave of terror sweeping toward us. There was no
escaping it, however, and no matter how furiously |I pedaled, | could
outrun not hi ng but ny dog.

Recalling Dad's final words, | stopped pedaling and coasted until Oson
was able to stay at ny side without heroic effort.

Never |eave a friend behind. Friends are all we have to get us through
this life-and they are the only things fromthis world that we could
hope to see in the next.

Besi des, the best way to deal with a rising sea of trouble is to catch
the wave at the zero break and ride it out, slide along the face
straight into the cathedral, get totally Z plocked in the green room
wal k the board all the way through the barrel, hooting, show ng no

fear.

That's not only cool: It's classic.

Wth a gentle and even tender sound, like flesh on flesh in a honeynoon
bed, | ow waves slipped between the pilings and sl apped agai nst the sea
wall. The danp air offered a faint and pl easant aronmatic nel ange of

brine, fresh kelp, creosote, rusting iron, and other fragrances
couldn't quite identify.

The marina, tucked into the sheltered northeast corner of the bay,

of fers docking for fewer than three hundred vessels, only six of which
are full-tinme residences for their owners. Al though social life in
Moonl i ght Bay does not center around boating, there is a |long waiting
list for any slip that becomes avail abl e.

I wal ked nmy bike toward the west end of the nain pier, which ran
parallel to shore. The tires sw shed and bunped softly across the
dew wet, uneven planks. Only one boat in the marina had lights inits
wi ndows at that hour. Dock |anps, though dim showed ne the way

t hrough the fog

Because the fishing fleet ties up farther out along the northern horn
of the bay, the conparatively sheltered marina is reserved for pleasure
craft. There are sloops and ketches and yawl s rangi ng from nodest to

i npressi ve-al though nore of the forner than the latter-notor yachts
nmostly of nmanageabl e | ength and price, a few Boston Wal ers, and even
two houseboats. The largest sailing yacht-in fact, the | argest
boat - docked here is currently Sunset Dancer, a sixty-foot Wndship
cutter. O the nmotor yachts, the largest is Nostronp, a fifty-six-foot
Bl uewat er coastal cruiser; and it was to this boat that | was headed

At the west end of the pier, | took a ninety-degree turn onto a
subsidiary pier that featured docking slips on both sides. The
Nostromp was in the last berth on the right.

I have been one acquainted with the night.

That was the code Sasha had used to identify the man who had cone to
the radi o station seeking ne, who hadn't wanted his nanme used on the
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phone, and who had been reluctant to come to Bobby's house to talk with
me. It was a line froma poemby Robert Frost, one that nobst
eavesdroppers would be unlikely to recognize, and | had assuned that it
referred to Roosevelt Frost, who owned the Nostrono.

As | |l eaned ny bicycle against the dock railing near the gangway to
Roosevelt's slip, tidal action caused the boats to wallow in their

berths. They creaked and groaned like arthritic old men murnmnuring

feeble conplaints in their sleep.

I had never bothered to chain ny bike when | left it unattended,
because until this night Monlight Bay had been a refuge fromthe crine
that infected the nodern world. By the tine this weekend passed, our

pi cturesque town mght lead the country in nurders, mutilations, and
priest beatings, per capita, but we probably didn't have to worry about
a dramatic increase in bicycle theft.

The gangway was steep because the tide was not high, and it was
slippery with condensation. O son descended as carefully as | did.

W were two-thirds of the way down to the port-side finger of the slip
when a | ow voice, hardly nore than a gruff whisper, seeming to
originate magically fromthe fog directly over ny head, denanded, "Wo
goes there?"

Startled, | alnmost fell, but | clutched the dripping gangway handr ai
and kept ny feet under ne.

The Bluewater 563 is a sleek, white, |lowprofile, double-deck cruiser
with an upper helmstation that is enclosed by a hard top and canvas
walls. The only light aboard cane from behind the curtai ned wi ndows of
the aft stateroom and the main cabin am dships, on the | ower deck. The
open upper deck and the helmstation were dark and fog-w apped, and
couldn't see who had spoken

the man whi spered again, |ouder but with a harder edge in his voice,
"Who goes there?"

I recogni zed the voi ce now as that of Roosevelt Frost.
Taking my cue fromhim | whispered: "It's ne, Chris Snow. "

"Shield your eyes, son

I made a visor of ny hand and squinted as a flashlight blazed, pinning

me where | stood on the gangway. It switched off al nost at once, and
Roosevelt said, still in a whisper, "ls that your dog with You? "
"Yes, sir."

"And not hing el se?"

"I"'msorry?"

"Not hing el se with You, no one el se?"
"No, sir."

"Come aboard, then."

I could see himnow, because he had noved closer to the railing on the
open upper deck, aft of the helmstation. | couldn't identify himeven
fromthis relatively short distance, however, because he was screened
by the pea-soup fog, the night, and his own darkness.
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Urging Orson to precede me, | boarded the boat through the gap in the
port railing, and we quickly clinmbed the open steps to the upper
deck.

When we got to the top, | saw that Roosevelt Frost was holding a
shotgun. Pretty soon the National Rifle Association would nove its
headquarters to Monlight Bay. He wasn't aimng the gun at ne, but |
was sure he'd been covering me with it until he had been able to
identify nme in the beamof the flashlight.

Even wi thout the shotgun, he was a fornidable figure. Six feet four.
Neck |ike a dock piling. Shoulders as wi de as a staysail boom

Deep chest. Wth a two-hand spread way bigger than the dianeter of the
average hel mwheel. This was the guy who Ahab should have called to
col d-cock Moby Dick. He had been a football star in the sixties and
early seventies, when sportswiters referred to himas the

Sl edgehammer. Though he was now sixty-three, a successful businessman
who owned a nen's clothing store, a mininall, and half-interest in the
Moonl i ght Bay I nn and Country C ub, he appeared capabl e of pul verizing
any of the genetic-nutant, steroidpunped behenoths who played sone of
the power positions on contenporary teans.

"Hel | o, dog," he nurnured.
Orson chuffed.
"Hold this, son," Frost whispered, handing the shotgun to ne.

A pair of curious-1ooking, high-tech binoculars hung on a strap around
his neck. He brought themto his eyes and, fromthis topdeck vantage
poi nt overl ooki ng surrounding craft, surveyed the pier along which

had recently approached the Nostrono.

"How can You see anything?" | wondered.

"Ni ght-vision binoculars. They magnify avail able |ight eighteen
t housand tines."

"But the fog He pressed a button on the glasses, and as a mechani sm
purred inside them he said, "They also have an infrared node, shows
You only heat sources."

"Must be |ots of heat sources around the nmarina."

"Not with boat engines off. Besides, |I"'minterested only in heat
sources on the nove."

"People."
" Maybe. "
o?

"Whoever might've been followi ng You. Now hush, son

I hushed. As Roosevelt patiently scanned the marina, | passed the next
m nut e wondering about this fornmer football star and |ocal businessnan
who was not, after all, quite what he seened

I wasn't surprised, exactly. Since sundown, the people |I'd encountered
had reveal ed dinensions to their lives of which | had previously been
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unaware. Even Bobby had been keepi ng secrets: the shotgun in the broom
closet, the troop of nonkeys. Wen | considered Pia Mck's conviction
that she was the reincarnation of Kaha Huna, which Bobby had been
keeping to hinself, | better understood his bitter, disputatious
response to any view that he felt snmacked of New Age thinking,

i ncludi ng ny occasi onal innocent coments about ny strange dog. At

| east Orson, if no one else, had remained in character throughout the

ni ght - al t hough, considering the way things were going, | wouldn't have
been bow ed over if suddenly he revealed an ability to stand on his
hi nd paws and tap dance with nmesmnerizi ng showranshi p.

"No one's trailing after You," said Roosevelt as he | owered the night
gl asses and took back his shotgun. "This way, son."

I followed himaft across the sun deck to an open hatch on the
starboard side

Roosevelt paused and | ooked back, over the top of my head, to the port
railing where Orson still lingered. "Here now. Cone al ong, dog."

The mutt hung behind, but not because he sensed anything |urking on the
dock. As usual, he was curiously and uncharacteristically shy around
Roosevel t.

Qur host's hobby was "ani mal conmuni cati ons qui ntessential New Age
concept that had been fodder for nobst daytine television talk shows,

al t hough Roosevelt was di screet about his talent and enployed it only
at the request of neighbors and friends. The nmere nention of aninal
conmuni cati on had been able to start Bobby foam ng at the nouth even

| ong before Pia Mck had decided that she was the goddess of surfing in
search of her Kahuna.

Roosevelt clainmed to be able to discern the anxieties and desires of
troubl ed pets that were brought to him He didn't charge for this
service, but his lack of interest in noney didn't convince Bobby: Hell,

Snow, | never said he was a charlatan trying to make a buck. He's
wel | -neaning. But he just ran headfirst into a goal post once too
of t en.

According to Roosevelt, the only animal with which he had never been
abl e to comuni cate was ny dog. He considered Orson a chall enge, and
he never missed an opportunity to try to chat himup. "Conme here now,
old pup.”

Wth apparent reluctance, Orson finally accepted the invitation. His
claws clicked on the deck.

Carrying the shotgun, Roosevelt Frost went through the open hatch and
down a set of nolded fiberglass stairs Iit only by a faint pearly gl ow
at the bottom He ducked his head, hunched his huge shoul ders, pulled
his arnms against his sides to nmake hinself snaller, but neverthel ess
appeared at risk of becom ng wedged in the tight stairway.

Orson hesitated, tucked his tail between his legs, but finally
descended behi nd Roosevelt, and | went last. The steps led to a
porch-styl e afterdeck overhung by the cantil evered sun deck

Orson was reluctant to go into the stateroom which | ooked cozy and

wel coming in the low light of a nightstand | anp. After Roosevelt and
st epped inside, however, O son vigorously shook IT the condensed fog
off his coat, spraying the entire afterdeck, and then followed us. |
could al nost believe that he'd hung back out of consideration, to avoid
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splattering us.

Whien Orson was inside, Roosevelt |ocked the door. He tested it to be
sure it was secure. Then tested it again.

Beyond the aft stateroom the nmain cabin included a galley with

bl eached- mahogany cabi nets and matchi ng faux-mahogany fl oor, a dining
area, and a salon in one open and spacious floor plan. Qut of respect
for me, it was illum nated only by one downlight in a |iving-room

di splay case full of football trophies and by two fat green candl es
standing in saucers on the dinette table.

The air was redol ent of fresh-brewed coffee, and when Roosevelt offered
a cup, | accepted.

"Sorry to hear about your dad," he said.

"Well, at least it's over."

He raised his eyebrows. "lIs it really?"

"I mean, for him"

"But not for You. Not after what You' ve seen."”
I frowned. "How do You know what |'ve seen?"
"The word's around," he said cryptically.

"What do You-,, He held up one hubcap-size hand. "We'Il talk about it
in amnute. That's why | asked You to cone here. But |I'mstil
trying to think through what | need to tell You. Let ne get around to
it in my own way, son."

Cof fee served, the big nan took off his nylon wi ndbreaker, hung it on
the back of one of the oversized chairs, and sat at the table. He
indicated that | should sit catercorner to him and with his foot, he
pushed out another chair. "Here You go, dog," he said, offering the
third seat to Orson.

Al t hough this was standard procedure when we visited Roosevelt, O son
pret ended i nconprehension. He settled onto the floor in front of the
refrigerator.

"That is unacceptable," Roosevelt quietly informed him
Orson yawned.

Wth one foot, Roosevelt gently rattled the chair that he had pushed
away fromthe table for the dog. "Be a good puppy."

Orson yawned nore el aborately than before. He was overplaying his
di sinterest.

"If 1 have to, pup, I'll cone over there, pick You up, and put You in
this chair," Roosevelt said, "which will be an enbarrassnment to your
master, who would Iike You to be a courteous guest."

He was sniling good-naturedly, and no slightest threatening tone
darkened his voice. Hi s broad face was that of a black Buddha, and his
eyes were full of kindness and anusenent.

"Be a good puppy," Roosevelt repeated.
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O son swept the floor with his tail, caught hinself, and stopped
waggi ng. He shyly shifted his stare from Roosevelt to ne and cocked
hi s head.

I shrugged.

Once nore Roosevelt lightly rattled the offered chair with his foot.

Al t hough Orson got up fromthe floor, he didn't inmmediately approach
the table.

From a pocket of the nyl on w ndbreaker that hung on his chair,
Roosevelt extracted a dog biscuit shaped like a bone. He held it in
the candl elight so that Orson could see it clearly. Between his big
thunb and forefinger, the biscuit appeared to be alnost as tiny as a
trinket froma charmbracelet, but it was in fact a large treat. Wth
cerenoni al solemity, Roosevelt placed it on the table in front of the
seat that was reserved for the dog.

Wth wanting eyes, Oson followed the biscuit hand. He padded toward
the table but stopped short of it. He was being nore than usually
st andof fi sh.

From t he wi ndbreaker, Roosevelt extracted a second biscuit.

He held it close to the candles, turning it as if it were an exquisite
jewel shining in the flame, and then he put it on the table beside the
first biscuit.

Al t hough he whined with desire, Orson didn't cone to the chair. He
ducked his head shyly and then | ooked up fromunder his brow at our
host. This was the only man into whose eyes Orson was soneti nes
reluctant to stare.

Roosevelt took a third biscuit fromthe w ndbreaker pocket.

Hol ding it under his broad and oft-broken nose, he inhal ed deeply,
lavishly, as if savoring the inconparable aroma of the bone-shaped
treat.

Rai sing his head, O son sniffed, too.

Roosevelt smiled slyly, wi nked at the dog-and then popped the biscuit
into his mouth. He crunched it with enornous delight, rinsed it down
with a swig of coffee, and I et out a sigh of pleasure.

I was inpressed. | had never seen himdo this before. "Wat did that
taste |ike?"

“"Not bad. Sort of |ike shredded wheat. Want one?"
"No, sir. No, thank You," | said, content to sip ny coffee.
Orson's ears were pricked; Roosevelt now had his undivided attention.

If this towering, gentle-voiced, giant black human truly enjoyed the
bi scuits, there might be fewer for any cani ne who played too hard to
get.

From t he wi ndbreaker draped on the back of his chair, Roosevelt

wi t hdrew anot her biscuit. He held this one under his nose, too, and

i nhal ed so expansively that he was putting nme in danger of oxygen
deprivation. Hi s eyelids drooped sensuously. A shiver of pretended

pl easure swept him alnost swelled into a swoon, and he seened about to
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fall into a biscuit-devouring frenzy.

Orson's anxi ety was pal pable. He sprang off the floor, into the chair
across the table fromnm ne, where Roosevelt wanted him sat on his

hi ndquarters, and craned his neck forward until his snout was only two
i nches from Roosevelt's nose. Together, they sniffed the endangered
bi scuit.

I nstead of popping this one into his nmouth, Roosevelt carefully placed
it on the table beside the two that were already arranged in front of
Orson's seat. "Good old pup.”

I wasn't sure that | believed in Roosevelt Frost's supposed ability to
conmuni cate with animals, but in my opinion, he was indisputably a
first-rate dog psychol ogi st.

Orson sniffed the biscuits on the table.

"Ah, ah, ah," Roosevelt warned.

The dog | ooked up at his host.

"You nmustn't eat themuntil | say You may," Roosevelt told him
The dog |icked his chops.

"So help ne, pup, if You eat themw thout ny permssion," said
Roosevelt, "there will never, ever, ever again be biscuits for You."

O son issued a thin, pleading whine.

"I mean it, dog," Roosevelt said quietly but firmy. "I can't make You
talk to ne if You don't want to. But | can insist that You display a
m ni mum of manners aboard my boat. You can't just come in here and
wol f down the canapes as if You were sone wild beast."

Orson gazed into Roosevelt's eyes as though trying to judge his
conmmitnent to this no-wol fing rule.

Roosevelt didn't blink

Apparently convinced that this was no enpty threat, the dog |l owered his
attention to the three biscuits. He gazed at themw th such desperate
longing that | thought | ought to try one of the damm things, after
all.

"Good pup," said Roosevelt.

He picked up a renote-control device fromthe table and jabbed one of
the buttons on it, although the tip of his finger seened too large to
press fewer than three buttons at once. Behind Orson, notorized
tanmbour doors rolled up and out of sight on the top half of a built-in
hutch, revealing two stacks of tightly packed el ectronic gear glean ng
with light-emitting diodes.

Orson was interested enough to turn his head for a nonment before
resum ng worship of the forbidden biscuits.

In the hutch, a large video nonitor clicked on. The quartered screen
showed murky views of the fog-shrouded nmarina and the bay on all four
si des of the Nos-trono.

"What's this?" | wondered.
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"Security." Roosevelt put down the renote control. "Modtion detectors
and infrared sensors will pick up anyone approaching the boat and alert
us at once. Then a telescopic lens automatically isolates and zoons in
on the intruder before he gets here, so we'll know what we're dealing
with. "

"VWhat are we dealing with" The man nountain took two slow, dainty sips
of his coffee before he said, "You m ght already know too nuch about
that."

"What do You nean? Wwo are You?"

"I''m nobody but who | am" he said. "Just old Rosie Frost. |If You're
t hi nking that maybe |'m one of the people behind all this, You're
wrong. "

"WWhat peopl e? Behi nd what ?"

Looking at the four security-canera views on the quartered video
monitor, he said, "Wth any luck, they're not even aware that | know
about them™

"Who? People at Wvern?"

He turned to ne again. "They're not just at Wvern anynore.

Townspeople are in it now | don't know how many. Maybe a coupl e of
hundred, maybe five hundred, but probably not nore than that, at |east
not yet. No doubt it's gradually spreading to others . . . and it's

al ready beyond Moonlight Bay."
Frustrated, | said, "Are You trying to be inscrutable?"
"As much as | can, yes."

He got up, fetched the coffeepot, and without further comment freshened
our cups. Evidently he intended to nmake me wait for norsels of
information in nuch the way that poor Orson was being nade to wait
patiently for his snack.

The dog licked the tabletop around the three biscuits, but his tongue
never touched the treats.

When Roosevelt returned to his chair, | said, "If You're not involved
with these people, how do You know so much about thenf"

"I don't know all that much."
"Apparently a lot nore than | do."

"I know only what the animals tell ne."
"What ani nal s?"

"Wl I, not your dog, for sure."

Orson | ooked up fromthe biscuits.

"He's a regul ar sphinx," Roosevelt said.

Al'though | hadn't been aware of doing so, sonetine soon after sunset, |
had evi dently wal ked t hrough a nagi ¢ | ooki ng-gl ass.

Deciding to play by the lunatic rules of this new kingdom | said, "So

file:/l/G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%?20R....onlight%20Bay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt (155 of 271) [2/9/2004 10:04:52 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt

asi de fromny phlegmati c dog, what do these animals tell You?"

"You shouldn't know all of it. just enough so You realize it's best
that You forget what You saw in the hospital garage and up at the
funeral honme." in ny chair, as though pulled erect by ny | sat up
straighter tightening scalp. "You are one of them"

"No. Relax, son. You're safe with nme. How |ong have we been
friends?

More than two years now since You first cane here with your dog. And
thi nk You know You can trust ne."

In fact, | was at |east half convinced that | could still trust
Roosevelt Frost, even though |I was no |longer as sure of ny character
judgrment as | had once been

"But if You don't forget what You saw," he continued, "if You try to
contact authorities outside town, You'll endanger lives."

As ny chest tightened around ny heart, | said, "You just told ne |
could trust You, and now You're threatening me."

He | ooked wounded. "I'myour friend, son. | wouldn't threaten on
You.

I"'monly telling you.."
"Yeah. Wat the aninmals said.”

"It's the people from Wvern who want to keep a lid on this at any
cost, not nme. Anyway, You aren't personally in any danger even if You
try to go to outside authorities, at least not at first. They won't
touch You.

Not You. You're revered."

This was one of the nost baffling things that he had said yet, and
bl i nked in confusion. "Revered?"

"Yes. They're in awe of You."

| realized that Orson was staring at me intently, tenporarily having
forgotten the three prom sed biscuits.

Roosevelt's statenment was not nerely baffling: It was downri ght
wacky.

"Why woul d anyone be in awe of ne?" | denanded.

"Because of who You are."

My mnd | ooped and spun and tunbled |ike a capering seagull.

"Who am | ?"

Roosevelt frowned and pulled thoughtfully at his face with one hand
before finally saying, "Damed if | know I1'monly repeating what |1've

been told."

"What the animals told you. The black Dr. Doolittle
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Sone of Bobby's scorn was creeping into ne.

"The point is," he said, "the Wvern crowd won't kill You unless You
give themno choice, unless it's absolutely the only way to shut You

up. "

"When You tal ked to Sasha earlier tonight, You told her this was a
matter of life and death."

Roosevelt nodded solemmly. "And it is. For her and ot hers.

From what | hear, these bastards will try to control You by killing
peopl e You love until You agree to cease and desist, until You forget
what You saw and just get on with your life."

"People | |ove?"
"Sasha. Bobby. Even Orson."
"They' Il kill ny friends to shut me up?")

"Until You shut up. ©One by one, they'Il kill themone by one until You
shut up to save those who are left."

I was willing to risk my own life to find out what had happened to ny
nmot her and father-and why-but | couldn't put the lives of ny friends on
the line. "This is nonstrous. Killing innocent-" "That's who You're
dealing with."

My skull felt as though it would crack to relieve the pressure of ny
frustration: "Who am| dealing with? | need sonething nore specific
than just the people at Wvern.l Roosevelt sipped his coffee and didn't
answer .

Maybe he was ny friend, and maybe the warning he'd given ne would, if |
heeded it, save Sasha's life or Bobby's, but I wanted to punch him |
m ght have done it, too, m ght have hamered himwith a nercil ess
series of blows if there had been any chance whatsoever that | wouldn't
have broken ny hands.

O son had put one paw on the table, not with the intention of sweeping
his biscuits to the floor and absconding with them but to bal ance
hi nsel f as he | eaned sideways in his chair to | ook past ne.

Sonething in the salon, beyond the galley and dining area, had drawn
his attention.

When | turned in nmy chair to follow Orson's gaze, | saw a cat sitting
on the armof the sofa, backlit by the display case full O footbal
trophies. It appeared to be pale gray. |In the shadows that masked its

face, its eyes glowed green and were flecked w th gold.

It could have been the same cat that | had encountered in the hills
behind Kirk's Funeral Home earlier in the night.

Li ke an Egyptian scul pture in a pharaoh's sepul cher, the cat sat
mot i onl ess and seened prepared to spend eternity on the armof the

sof a.
Although it was only a cat, | was unconfortable with ny back to the
animal. | noved to the chair opposite Roosevelt Frost, from which

could see, to ny right, the entire salon and the sofa at the far end of
it.

file:/l/G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%?20R....onlight%20Bay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt (157 of 271) [2/9/2004 10:04:52 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt

"When did You get a cat?" | asked.

"It's not mine," Roosevelt said. "It's just visiting."
"I think | saw this cat earlier tonight."

"Yes, You did."

"That's what it told You, huh?" | said with a touch of Bobby's
scorn.

"Mungoierrie and | had a talk, Yes," Roosevelt confirned.
"Who?"

Roosevelt gestured toward the cat on the sofa. "Mngoierrie."
He spelled it for ne.

The nane was exotic yet curiously famliar. Being ny father's son in
nmore than bl ood and name, | needed only a monent to recognize the
source. "lIt's one of the cats in Ad Possumis Book of practical Cats,
the T. S. Eliot collection.”

"Most of these cats |ike those names fromEliot's book."
"These cats?"

"These new cats |ike Miungojerrie here."

"New cats?" | asked, struggling to follow him

Rat her than explain what he neant by that term Roosevelt said, "They
prefer those nanes. Couldn't tell You why-or how they came by them |
know one named Rum Turn Tugger. Another is Runpelteazer. Coricopat
and Grow tiger."

"Prefer? You nake it sound alnobst as if they choose their own

nanes. "
"Al nmost," Roosevelt said.
I shook ny head. "This is radically bizarre."

"After all these years of animal conmunication," Roosevelt said, "I
sometines still find it bizarre nyself " "Bobby Hall oway thinks You
were hit in the head once too often.

Roosevelt smled. "He's not alone in that opinion. But | was a
football player, You know, not a boxer. Wat do You think, Chris?

Has half my brain turned to gristle?"
"No, sir," | admtted. "You're as sharp as anyone |'ve ever known."

"On the other hand, intelligence and flakiness aren't nutually
excl usive, are they?"

"I"ve net too many of ny parents' fellow acadenics to argue that one
with You."

Fromthe living room Mingojerrie continued to watch us, and from his
chair, O'son continued to nonitor the cat not with typical canine
ant agoni sm but with consi derable interest.
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"I ever tell You how !l got into this animal-comrunication thing?"
Roosevel t wonder ed.

"No, sir. | never asked." Calling attention to such an eccentricity
had seemed as inpolite as nmentioning a physical defornity, so | had
al ways pretended to accept this aspect of Roosevelt as though it were
not in the | east renarkable.

"Wl l," he said, "about nine years ago | had this really great dog
naned Sl oopy, black and tan, about half the size of your Orson. He was
just a nmutt, but he was special."

Orson had shifted his attention fromthe cat to Roosevelt.

"Sloopy had a terrific disposition. He was always a playful,
good-tenpered dog, not one bad day in him Then his nood changed.

Suddenly he becanme withdrawn, nervous, even depressed.

He was ten years old, not nearly a pup anynore, so | took himto a vet,
afraid I was going to hear the worst kind of diagnosis. But the vet
couldn't find anything nmuch wong with him Sloopy had a little
arthritis, sonmething an aging ex-linebacker with football knees can
identify with, but he didn't have it bad enough to inhibit himnuch,
and that was the only thing wong. Yet week after week, he wallowed in
his funk."

Mungoj errie was on the nove. The cat had clinmbed fromthe armto the
back of the sofa and was stealthily approaching us.

"So one day," Roosevelt continued, "I read this human interest story in
the paper about this worman in Los Angel es who called herself a pet
conmuni cator. Nanme was Goria Chan. She'd been on a lot of TV talk
shows, counseled a | ot of novie people on their pets' problenms, and
she'd witten a book. The reporter's tone was snart-ass, made doria
sound |i ke your typical Hollywod flake. For all | knew, he probably
had her pegged. You renenber, after the football career was over,

did a few novies. Mt a lot of celebrities, actors and rock stars and
conedi ans. Producers and directors, too. Sonme of them were nice folks
and sone were even smart, but frankly a lot of themand a |ot of the
peopl e who hung out with themwere so bugshit crazy You woul dn't want
to be around them unl ess You were carrying a najor conceal ed weapon."

After creeping the length of the sofa, the cat descended to the nearer
arm It shrank into a crouch, nuscles taut, head | owered and thrust
forward, ears flattened against its skull, as if it was going to spring
at us across the six feet between the sofa and the table.

Orson was alert, focused again on Mungojerrie, both Roosevelt and the
bi scuits forgotten.

"l had sone business in L. A ," Roosevelt said, "so | took Sloopy with
me. We went down by boat, cruised the coast. | didn't have the
Nos-tromo then. | was driving this really sweet sixty-foot Chris-Craft
Roanmer. | docked her at Marina Del Rey, rented a car, took care of
busi ness for two days. | got doria' s nunber through sone friends in
the fil mbusiness, and she agreed to see nme. She lived in the
Pal i sades, and | drove out there with Sl oopy | ate one norning."

On the sofa arm the cat was still crouched to spring. |Its nuscles
were coiled even tighter than before. Little gray panther.
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Orson was rigid, as still as the cat. He made a hi gh-pitched thin,
anxi ous sound and then was sil ent again.

Roosevelt said, "G oria was fourth-generation Chinese Anerican. A
petite, doll-like person. Beautiful, really beautiful. Delicate
features, huge eyes. Like sonething a Chinese M chel angel o m ght have
carved out of |um nous anber jade. You expected her to have a
little-girl voice, but she sounded like Lauren Bacall, this deep snoky
voice comng fromthis tiny woman. Sloopy instantly |iked her. Before
I knewit, she's sitting with himin her lap, face-to-face with him and
talking to him petting him and telling me what he's so Mody

about . "

Mungoj errie | eaped off the sofa arm not to the dinette but to the
deck, and then instantly sprang fromthe deck to the seat of the chair
that | had abandoned when | had noved one place around the table to
keep an eye on him

Si nul t aneously, as the spry cat |anded on the chair, Orson and |
twi t ched.

Mungoj errie stood with his hind paws on the chair, forepaws on the
table, staring intently at ny dog.

O'son issued that brief, thin, anxious sound again-and didn't take his
eyes off the cat.

Unconcer ned about Mingojerrie, Roosevelt said, "Goria told ne that
Sl oopy was depressed nostly because | wasn't spending any time with him
anynmore. 'You're always out with Helen," she said.

"And Sl oopy knows Hel en doesn't like him He thinks You're going to
have to choose between him and Hel en, and he knows You'll have to
choose her." Now, son, |'mstunned to be hearing all this, because |
was, in fact, dating a woman narmed Hel en here in Moonlight Bay, but no
way could doria Chan have known about her.

And | was obsessed with Hel en, spending nost of my free tinme with her,
and she didn't |ike dogs, which neant Sl oopy al ways got left behind. |
figured she would conme around to liking Sloopy, cause even Hitler

coul dn't have hel ped having a soft spot in his heart for that nutt.

But as it turned out, Helen was already turning as sour on me as she
was on dogs, though | didn't knowit yet."

Staring intently at Orson, Mingojerrie bared his fangs.

Orson pulled back in his chair, as if afraid the cat was going to
launch itself at him

"Then Goria tells ne a few other things bothering Sloopy, one of which
was this Ford pickup I'd bought. His arthritis was mld, but the poor
dog couldn't get in and out of the truck as easy as he could a car, and
he was scared of breaking a bone.”

Still baring his fangs, the cat hissed.

O'son flinched, and a brief keening sound of anxiety escaped him like
a burst of steamwhistling out of a teakettle.

Evidently oblivious to this feline-canine drama, Roosevelt said,
"Aoria and I had lunch and spent the whol e afternoon tal king about her
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work as an animal comuni cator. She told nme she didn't have any
special talent, that it wasn't any paranornial psychic nonsense, just a
sensitivity to other species that we all have but that we've

repr essed.

She said anyone could do it, that | could do it nyself if | |earned the
techni ques and spent enough time at it, which sounded preposterous to
me. "

Mungoj erri e hissed again, sonewhat nore ferociously, and again O son
flinched, and then | swear the cat smiled or cane as close to sniling
as any cat can.

Stranger yet, Orson appeared to break into a wide grin-which requires
no imagination to picture because all dogs are able to grin.

He was panting happily, grinning at the smling cat, as though their
confrontati on had been an anusing j oke.

"l ask You, son, who wouldn't want to learn such a thing?" said
Roosevel t.

"Who indeed?" | replied nunbly.

"So Aoria taught me, and it took a frustratingly long time, nonths and
mont hs, but | eventually got as good at it as she was.

The first big hurdle is believing You can actually do it. Putting

asi de your doubt, your cynicism all your preconceived notions about
what's possible and what isn't. Most of all, hardest of all, You have
to stop worrying about |ooking foolish, 'cause fear of being humliated
really limts You. Lots of folks could never get past all that, and
I"msort of surprised that | got past it nyself " Shifting forward in
his chair, Orson | eaned over the table and bared his teeth at

Mungoj erri e.

The cat's eyes wi dened with fear.
Silently but threateningly, O son gnashed his teeth.

Wstfulness filled Roosevelt's deep voice: "Sloopy died three years
|later. God, how | grieved for him But what a fascinating and
wonderful three years they were, being so in tune with him"

Teeth still bared, Orson grow ed softly at Mungojerrie, and the cat
whi npered. O son growl ed again, the cat bawed a pitiful neow of
purest fear-and then both grinned.

"What the hell is going on here?" | wondered.

Orson and Mungojerrie seened to be perplexed by the nervous trenor in
my Vvoi ce.

"They're just having fun," Roosevelt said.
I blinked at him

In the candlelight, his face shone like darkly stained and highly
pol i shed teak.

"Havi ng fun nocking their stereotypes," he expl ai ned.

I couldn't believe | was hearing himcorrectly. Considering how
completely | rmust be msperceiving his words, | was going to need a
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hi gh-pressure hose and a plunber's drain snake to clean out ny ears.
"Mocki ng their stereotypes?”

"Yes, that's right." He bobbed his head in confirmation. "O course
they wouldn't put it in those terns, but that's what they're doing.

Dogs and cats are supposed to be mindlessly hostile. These guys are
havi ng fun nocki ng that expectation.”

Now Roosevelt was grinning at me as stupidly as the dog and the cat
were grinning at me. His lips were so dark red that they were
virtually black, and his teeth were as big and white as sugar cubes.

"Sir," | told him "I take back what | said earlier. After carefu
reconsideration, |'ve decided You're totally awesonely crazy,
whacked-out to the max." |ike the darkling beans of a black noon,

lunacy rose in his face. He said, "You wouldn't have any damm troubl e
believing me if | were white," and as he snarled the final word, he

sl ammed one massive fist into the table so hard that our coffee cups
rattled in their saucers and nearly tipped over.

If I could have reel ed backward while in a chair, | would have done so,
because his accusation stunned ne. | had never heard either of ny
parents use an ethnic slur or nake a raci st statenent;

I'"d been raised without prejudice. Indeed, if there was an ultimate
outcast in this world, it was ne. | was a mnority all to nyself, a
mnority of one: the Nightcraw er, as certain bullies had called me
when | was a little kid, before I'd ever nmet Bobby and had soneone who
woul d stand beside ne. Though not an al bi no, though ny skin was
pigmented, | was stranger, in many people's eyes, than Bo Bo the

Dog- Faced Boy. To sone | was merely unclean, tainted, as if nmy genetic
vul nerability to ultraviolet light could be passed to others with a
sneeze, but sone people feared and despised nme nore than they woul d
fear or despise a three-eyed Toad Man in any carnival freak show from
sea to shining sea, if only because | |ived next door.

Hal f rising out of his chair, |eaning across the table, shaking a fist
as big as a cantal oupe, Roosevelt Frost spoke with a hatred that
astoni shed and sickened ne: "Racist! You nealy racist bastard!"

I could barely find ny voice. "Wwhen did race ever matter to nme? How
could it ever nmatter to nme?"

He | ooked as if he would reach across the table, tear ne out of ny
chair, and strangle me until nmy tongue unraveled to ny shoes.

He bared his teeth and growed at ne, growed |like a dog, very nuch
like a dog, suspiciously |ike a dog.

"What the hell is going on here?" | asked again, but this tine | found
mysel f asking the dog and cat.

Roosevelt growl ed at ne again, and when | only gaped stupidly at him
he said, "Come on, son, if You can't call nme a nane, at |least give ne a
little growl. Gve ne alittle grow. Conme on, son, You can do it."

Orson and Mungojerrie watched ne expectantly.

Roosevelt growl ed once nore, giving his snarl an interrogatory
inflection at the end, and finally | grow ed back at him He grow ed
| ouder than before, and | grow ed | ouder, too.
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Smiling broadly, he said, "Hostility. Dog and cat. Black and white.
just having a little fun nocking stereotypes."”

As Roosevelt settled into his chair again, my bew | dernment began to
give way to a tremul ous sense of the miraculous. | was aware | L of a
| ooming revelation that would rock nmy life forever, expose dinensions
of the world that | could not now i nagi ne; but although | strained to
grasp it, this understanding remai ned elusive, tantalizingly just
beyond the linmits of ny reach

I looked at Orson. Those inky, liquid eyes.
I | ooked at Mungojerrie.

The cat bared his teeth at me.

O son bared his, too

A faint cold fear thrilled through nmy veins, as the Bard of Avon would
put it, not because | thought the dog and cat m ght bite ne but because

of what this anused baring of teeth inplied. Not ' just fear shivered
through ne, either, but also a delicious chill of wonder and gi ddy
exci tenent.

Al t hough such an act woul d have been out of character for him |
actually wondered if Roosevelt Frost had spiked the coffee. Not with
brandy. Wth hallucinogenics. | was sinmultaneously disoriented and
clearer of mind than |'d ever been, as if | were in a heightened state
of consci ousness.

The cat hissed at ne, and | hissed at the cat.
Orson growed at ne, and | growed at him

In the nost astonishing nonent of ny life to this point, we sat around
the dinette table, grinning men and beasts, and | was remi nded of those
cute but corny paintings that were popular for a few years: scenes of
dogs pl ayi ng poker. Only one of us was a dog, of course, and none of
us had cards, so the painting in ny nind's eye didn't seemto apply to
this situation, and yet the longer | dwelled on it, the closer |I cane
to revelation, to epiphany, to understanding all of the ranifications
of what had happened at this table in the past few ninutes -and then ny
train of thought was derailed by a beeping that arose fromthe

el ectronic security equi prment in the hutch beside the table.

As Roosevelt and | turned to | ook at the video nonitor, the four views
on the screen resolved into one. The automated system zooned in on the
intruder and revealed it in the eerie, enhanced |light of a night-vision
| ens.

The visitor stood in the eddying fog at the aft end of the port
finger

of the boat slip in which the Nostrono was berthed. It |ooked

as though it had stepped directly out of the Jurassic Period into our
time: perhaps four feet tall, pterodactyl-like, with a | ong w cked
beak.

My mind was so full of feverish speculations related to the cat and the
dog-and | was so unnerved by the other events of the night-that | was
prepared to see the uncanny in the ordinary, where it did not in fact
exist. M heart raced. M nouth soured and went dry. If | hadn't
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been frozen by shock, | would have bolted to ny feet, knocking ny chair
over.
G ven another five seconds, | still might have managed to make a foo

of nyself, but | was saved fromnortification by Roosevelt. He was
either by nature nore deliberative than | was or he had lived so | ong
with the uncanny that he was quick to differentiate genuine eldritch
fromfaux eldritch.

"Blue heron," he said. "Doing a little night fishing."

I was as famliar with the great blue heron as with any bird that
thrived in and around Monlight Bay. Now that Roosevelt had named our
visitor, | recognized it for what it was.

Cancel the call to M. Spielherg. There is no novie here

In nmy defense, | would note that for all its elegant physiology and its
undeni abl e grace, this heron has a fierce predatory aura and a cold
reptilian gaze that identify it as a survivor of the age of

di nosaurs.

The bird was poised at the very edge of the slip finger, peering
intently into the water. Suddenly it bent forward, its head darted
down, its beak stabbed into the bay, it snatched up a small fish, and
it threwits head back, swallowi ng the catch. Sone die that others may
l'ive.

Consi dering how hastily | had ascribed preternatural qualities to this

ordi nary heron, | began to wonder if | was attributing nore
significance to the recent episode with the cat and the dog than it
deserved

Certainty gave way to doubt. The onrushing, macking wave of epi phany
abruptly receded without breaking, and a churlychurly tide of confusion
sl opped over ne again.

Drawing ny attention fromthe video display, Roosevelt said, "In the
years since @ oria Chan taught nme interspecies comunication, which is
basically just being a cosmcally good listener, ny |ife has been

i measurably enriched. "

"Cosnically good listener," | repeated, wondering if Bobby would stil
be able to execute one of his wonderfully entertaining riffs on a

nut bal |l phrase like that. Maybe his experiences with the nonkeys had
left himwith a permanent deficit of both sarcasm and skepticism
hoped not. Although change m ght be a fundanental principle of the
uni verse, sone things were nmeant to be tineless, including Bobby's
insistence on a life that allowed only for things as basic as sand,
surf, and sun.

"I'"ve greatly enjoyed all the aninmals that have conme to ne over the
years," Roosevelt said as drily as if he were a veterinarian
rem ni scing about a career in aninmal nedicine. He reached out to
Mungoj errie and stroked his head, scratched behind his ears. The cat

| eaned into the big nan's hand and purred. "But these new cats |'ve
been encountering the last two years or so . . . they open a far nore
exciting dinension of communication.” He turned to Orson: "And I'm

sure that You are every bit as interesting as the cats."

Panting, tongue lolling, Orson assunmed an expression of perfect doggy
vacuousness.
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"Listen, dog, You have never fooled nme," Roosevelt assured him "And
after your little game with the cat a nonent ago, You mght as well
give up the act."

I gnoring Miungojerrie, Orson | ooked down at the three biscuits in front
of him on the table.

"You can pretend to be all dog appetite, pretend nothing' s nore
important to You than those tasty treats, but | know differently."

Gaze | ocked on the biscuits, Oson whined | ongingly.

Roosevelt said, "It was You who brought Chris here the first tine, old
pup, so why did You cone if not to tal k?"

On Christmas Eve, nore than two years ago, not a nonth before ny nother
died, Orson and | had been roaning the night, according to our usua
habits. He had been only a year old then. As a puppy, he had been
frisky and playful, but he had never been as hyper as npbst very young
dogs. Neverthel ess, at the age of one, he was not always able to
control his curiosity and not always as wel | behaved as he ultinmately
becane. W were on the outdoor basketball court behind the high
school, nmy dog and I, and | was shooting baskets. | was telling Oson
that M chael Jordan should be damm glad that 1'd been born with XP and
was unabl e to conpete under lights, when the nutt abruptly sprinted
away fromne. Repeatedly | called to him but he only paused to gl ance
back at nme, then trotted away again. By the tine | realized that he

was not going to return, | didn't even have tinme to snug the ball into
the net bag that was tied to the handl ebars of ny bicycle. | pedal ed
after the fugitive fur ball, and he led ne on a wild chase: street to

alley to street, through Quester Park, down to the marina, and
ultimately along the docks to the Nostrono. Although he rarely barked,
that night Oson flewinto a barking frenzy as he | eaped off the dock
directly onto the porchlike afterdeck of the cruiser, and by the time |
braked to a skidding halt on the danp dock planks, Roosevelt had cone
out of the boat to cuddl e and cal mthe dog.

"You want to talk," Roosevelt told Orson now. "You originally cane
here wanting to talk, but | suspect You just don't trust ne."

Orson kept his head down, his eyes on the biscuits.

"Even after two years, You half suspect maybe |'m hooked up with the
peopl e at Wvern, and You're not going to be anything but the nost
doggi e of dogs until You're sure of ne."

Sniffing the biscuits, once nmore licking the table around them O son
seemed not even to be aware that anyone was speaking to him

Turning his attention to ne, Roosevelt said, "These new cats, they cone
fromWvem Sonme are first-generation, the original escapees, and some
are second-generati on who were born in freedom"

"Lab ani mal s?" | asked.

"The first generation were, yes. They and their offspring are
different fromother cats. Different in |ots of ways."

"Smarter," | said, remenbering the behavior of the nonkeys.
"You know nore than | thought."

"I't's been a busy night. How smart are they?"
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"l don't know how to calibrate that," he said, and | could see that he
was being evasive. "But they're smarter and different in other ways,
too."

"Why? What was done to them out there?"
"I don't know, " he said.

"How d they get |oose?"

"Your guess is as good as mne."

"Way haven't they been rounded up?"
"Beats me."

"No offense, sir, but You're a bad liar."

"Al ways have been," Roosevelt said with a snmile. "Listen, son, | don't
know everything, either. Only what the aninmals tell nme. But it's not
good for You to know even that much. The nore You know, the nore

You'll want to know and You've got your dog and those friends to worry
about . "
"Sounds like a threat," | said wthout aninosity.

When he shrugged his i mrense shoul ders, there should have been a | ow

thunder of displaced air. "If You think |'ve been coopted by them at
Wvem then it's a threat. |If You believe |"'myour friend, thenit's
advi ce. "

Al'though | wanted to trust Roosevelt, | shared Orson's doubt. | found
it hard to believe that this man was capabl e of treachery. But here on
the weird side of the mmgi cal |ooking-glass, | had to assune that every

face was a fal se face

Edgy fromthe caffeine but with a craving for nore, | took my cup to
the coffeemaker and refilled it.

"What | can tell You," Roosevelt said, "is there were supposed to be
dogs out at Fort Wvern as well as cats."

"Orson didn't come from Wvern."
"Where did he cone fron®"

I stood with ny back against the refrigerator, sipping the hot
cof f ee.

"One of nmy nom s coll eagues gave himto us. Their dog had a | ot of
puppi es, and they needed to find hones for them"

"One of your noms coll eagues at the university?"
"Yeah. A professor at Ashdon.™

Roosevelt Frost stared, unspeaking, and a terrible cloud of pity
crossed his face.

"What ?" | asked, and heard a quavery note in nmy voice that | did not
l'ike.

He opened his nouth to speak, thought better of it, and kept his
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silence. Suddenly he seened to want to avoid ny eyes. Now both he and
Orson were studying the damm dog bi scuits.

The cat had no interest in the biscuits. | nstead, he watched ne.

I f another cat made of pure gold with eyes of jewels, standing silent
guard for mllennia in the nost sacred roomof a pyramd far beneath a
sea of sand, had suddenly conme to life before ny eyes, it would not
have seened nore nysterious than this cat with his steady, sonehow
anci ent gaze.

To Roosevelt, | said, "You don't think that's where O son canme fronf
Not Wvern? Wy would ny nother's colleague lie to her?
He shook his head, as if he didn't know, but he knew all right.

I was frustrated by the way he fluctuated between naki ng discl osures
and guarding his secrets. | didn't understand his gane, couldn't grasp
why he was alternately forthcom ng and cl osenout hed

Under the gray cat's hieroglyphic gaze, in the draft-trenbl ed
candlelight, with the hum d air thickened by nystery as manifest as
incense, | said, "All You need to conplete your act is a crystal ball
silver hoop earrings, a Gypsy headband, and a Ronmani an accent."

I couldn't get a rise out of him

Returning to ny chair at the table, |I tried to use what little | knew
to encourage himto believe that | knew even nore. Mybe he woul d open
up further if he thought sone of his secrets weren't so secret, after
all.

"There weren't only cats and dogs in the I abs at Wvern. There were

monkeys. "
Roosevelt didn't reply, and he still avoi ded nmy eyes.
"You do know about the nonkeys?" | asked.

"No," he said, but he glanced fromthe biscuits to the security canera
monitor in the hutch.

"l suspect it's because of the nonkeys that You got a nporing outside
the marina three nonths ago."

Real i zi ng that he had betrayed his know edge by | ooking at the nonitor
when | nentioned the nonkeys, he returned his attention to the dog
bi scui ts.

Only a hundred noorings were available in the bay waters beyond the
marina, and they were nearly as prized as the dock slips, though it was
a necessary inconvenience to travel to and from your noored boat in
anot her craft. Roosevelt had subl eased a space fromDi eter Gessel, a
fi sherman whose trawl er was docked farther out along the northern horn
with the rest of the fishing fleet but who had kept a junk dinghy at
the mooring agai nst the day when he retired and acquired a pl easure
boat .

Runor was that Roosevelt was paying five tinmes what the | ease was
costing Dieter

I had never before asked hi mabout because wasn't any of ny business
unl ess he brought it up first.
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Now | said, "Every night, You nove the Nostromo fromthis slip out to
the nmooring, and You sleep there. Every night without fail-except
tonight, while You're waiting here for me. Fol ks thought You were
going to buy a second boat, sonething smaller and fun, just to play
with. Wen You didn't, when You just went out there every night to
bunk down, they figured-'WlIl, okay, he's a little eccentric anyway,
ol d Roosevelt, talking to people's pets and whatnot."

He renmmi ned silent.

He and Orson appeared to be so intensely and equally fascinated by
those three dog biscuits that | could al nost believe either of them
m ght abruptly break discipline and gobble up the treats.

"After tonight," | said, "I think | know why You go out there to
sl eep.

You figure it's safer. Because maybe nonkeys don't swimwell-or at
| east they don't enjoy it."

As if he hadn't heard nme, he said, "Ckay, dog, even if You won't talk
to ne, You can have your nibbles."

O'son risked eye-to-eye contact with his inquisitor, seeking
confirmation.

"Go ahead," Roosevelt urged.

Orson | ooked dubiously at me, as if asking whether | thought
Roosevelt's perm ssion was a trick

"He's the host," | said.

The dog snatched up the first biscuit and happily crunched it.

Finally turning his attention to me, with that unnerving pity still in
his face and eyes, Roosevelt said, "The people behind the project at
Wvern . . . they mght have had good intentions.

Some of them anyway. And | think some good things night' ve cone from
their work." He reached out to pet the cat again, which rel axed under
hi s hand, though he never shifted his piercing eyes fromne. "But
there was also a dark side to this business. A very dark side. From
what |'ve been told, the nonkeys are only one nmanifestation of it."

"Only one?"

Roosevelt held ny stare in silence for a long tine, |ong enough for
Orson to eat the second biscuit, and when at |ast he spoke, his voice
was softer than ever: "There were nore than 'just cats and dogs and
nmonkeys in those | abs."

| didn't know what he neant, but | said, "I suspect You aren't talKking
about guinea pigs or white mce."

H s eyes shifted away from me, and he appeared to be staring at
somet hing far beyond the cabin of this boat. "Lot of change com ng."

"They say change is good."
"Sonme is."

As Orson ate the third biscuit, Roosevelt rose fromhis chair.
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Pi cking up the cat, holding himagainst his chest, stroking him he
seenmed to be considering whether | needed to-or shoul d- know nore.

When he finally spoke, he slid once again froma revelatory nood into a
secretive one. "lI'mtired, son. | should have been in bed hours
ago.

I was asked to warn You that your friends are in danger if You don't
wal k away fromthis, if You keep probing."

"The cat asked You to warn ne."
"That's right."

As | got to ny feet, | became nore aware of the wallow ng notion of the
boat. For a nonent | was stricken by a spell of vertigo, and | gripped
the back of the chair to steady nyself.

Thi s physical synptom was matched by nental turnmoil, as well, and ny
grip on reality seened increasingly tenuous. | felt as if | were

spi nning along the upper rimof a whirlpool that would suck me down
faster, faster, faster, until | went through the bottom of the

funnel -nmy own version of Dorothy's tornado-and found nyself not in Oz
but in Wai nea Bay, Hawaii, solemly discussing the fine points of

reincarnation with Pia Klick

Awar e of the extrene flakiness of the question, | neverthel ess asked,
"And the cat, Mungojerrie . . . heisn't in |eague with these people
at Wvern?"

"He escaped fromthem™"

Li cking his chops to be sure that no precious biscuit crunbs adhered to
his lips or to the fur around his nuzzle, O'son got off the dinette
chair and cane to ny side

To Roosevelt, | said, "Earlier tonight, | heard the Wvern project
described in apocalyptic terms . . . the end of the world."

"The world as we know it."
"You actually believe that?"

"I't could play out that way, yes. But maybe when it all shakes down,
there'll be nore good changes than bad. The end of the world as we
know it isn't necessarily the sane as the end of the world."

"Tell that to the dinosaurs after the conet inpact."
"l have ny junpy nonents," he admitted.

"If You're frightened enough to go to the nmooring to sleep every night
and if You really believe that what they were doing at Wvern was so
dangerous, why don't You get out of Moonlight Bay?

"I'"ve considered it. But ny businesses are here. MW life's here.
Besides, | wouldn't be escaping. 1'd only be buying a little tinme.
Utimtely, nowhere is safe.”

"That's a bl eak assessnent.”
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"l guess so."
"Yet You don't seem depressed.”

Carrying the cat, Roosevelt |led us out of the main cabin and through

the aft stateroom "I've always been able to handl e whatever the world
threw at me, son, both the ups and the downs, as long as it was at
| east interesting. 1've had the blessing of a full and varied life,

and the only thing | really dread is boredom" W stepped out of the
boat onto the afterdeck, into the clamy enbrace of the fog. "Things
are liable to get downright hairy here in the jewel of the Centra
Coast, but whichever way it goes, for dam sure it won't be boring."

Roosevelt had nore in conmon with Bobby Halloway than | would have
t hought .

"Well, sir . . . thank You for the advice. | guess.” | sat on the
coam ng and swung off the boat to the dock a couple of feet bel ow, and
Orson | eaped down to ny side

The big blue heron had departed earlier. The fog eddied around ne, the
bl ack water purled under the boat slip, and all else was as still as a
dream of death.

I had taken only two steps toward the gangway when Roosevelt said,
" Son?"

| stopped and | ooked back

"The safety of your friends really is at stake here. But your
happiness is on the line, too. Believe nme, You don't want to know nore

about this. You've got enough problenms . . . the way You have to
live."
"I don't have any problens,” | assured him "Just different advantages

and di sadvant ages from nost people."

Hi s skin was so black that he m ght have been a mirage in the fog, a
trick of shadow. The cat, which he held, was invisible but for his
eyes, which appeared to be di senbodi ed, nysterious-bright green orbs
floating in mdair. "Just different advantages do You really believe
that ?" he asked.

"Yes, sir," | said, although | wasn't sure whether | believed it
because it was, in fact, the truth or because | had spent nost of ny
life convincing nyself that it was true. A lot of the tinme, reality is
what You nake it.

"Il tell You one more thing," he said. "One nmore thing because it
m ght convince You to let this go and get on with life."

I waited.

At last, with sorrowin his voice, he said, "The reason nost of them
don't want to harm You, the reason they'd rather try to control You by
killing your friends, the reason nost of themrevere You is because of
who your nother was."

Fear, as death-white and cold as a Jerusalemcricket, craw ed up the
smal | of ny back, and for a nmonent ny lungs constricted so that |
couldn't draw a breath-although | didn't know why Roosevelt's enignmatic
statement should affect me so instantly and profoundly. Mybe
understood nore than | thought | did. Maybe the truth was already
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waiting to be acknow edged in the canyons of the subconscious-or in the
abyss of the heart.

Wien | could breathe, | said, "What do You nean?"

"If You think about it for a while," he said, "really think about it,
maybe You'll realize that You have nothing to gain by pursuing this
thing-and so nuch to | ose. Know edge sel dom brings us peace, son. A
hundred years ago, we didn't know about atomic structure or DNA or

bl ack hol es-but are we any happier and nore fulfilled now than people
wer e then?"

As he spoke that final word, fog filled the space where he had stood on
the afterdeck. A cabin door closed softly; with a | ouder sound, a dead
bolt was engaged.

Around the creaking Nostronmp, the fog seethed in slow notion

Ni ght mare creatures appeared to formout of the mist, loom and then
di ssol ve.

Inspired by Roosevelt Frost's final revelation, nore fearful things
than fog nonsters took shape fromthe mists in ny mnd, but | was
reluctant to concentrate on them and thereby inpart to thema greater
solidity.

Maybe he was right. |If | learned everything | wanted to know, | night
wi sh | had remai ned ignorant of the truth.

Bobby says that truth is sweet but dangerous. He says people couldn't
bear to go on living if they faced every cold truth about thensel ves.

In that case, | tell him he'll never be suicidal

As Orson preceded me up the gangway fromthe slip, | considered mny
options, trying to decide where to go and what to do next.

There was a siren singing, and only | could hear her dangerous song;
though I was afraid of wecking on the rocks of truth, this hypnotic
mel ody was one | couldn't resist.

When we reached the top of the gangway, | said to ny dog, "So

anytime You want to start explaining all this to me, I'mready to
listen."”

Even if Orson could have answered ne, he didn't seemto be in a
communi cati ve npod

My bicycle was still |eaning against the dock railing. The rubber
handl ebar grips were cold and slick, wet w th condensation

Behi nd us, the Nostronp's en ines turned over. Wen | glanced back,
saw the running lights of the boat diffused and ringed by halos in the
f og.

I couldn't make out Roosevelt at the upper helmstation, but | knew he
was there. Though only a few hours of darkness renai ned, he was noving
his boat out to his nmooring even in this low visibility.

As | wal ked ny bi ke shoreward through the marina, anong the gently

rocki ng boats, | |ooked back a couple of tinmes, to see if | could spot
Mungojerrie in the dimwash of the dock lights. |If he was follow ng
us, he was being discreet. | suspected that the cat was still aboard
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t he Nostrono.

the reason nost of themrevere You is because of who your nother
was.

When we turned right onto the main dock pier and headed toward the
entrance to the marina, a foul odor rose off the water.

Evidently the tide had washed a dead squid or a man-of-war or a fish in
anong the pilings. The rotting corpse nust have gotten caught above
the water line on one of the jagged masses of barnacles that encrusted
the concrete caissons. The stench becane so ripe that the humd air
seened to be not nerely scented but flavored with it, as repulsive as a
broth fromthe devil's dinner table. | held ny breath and kept ny
mouth tightly closed against the disgusting taste that had been
inparted to the fog.

The grumbl e of the Nostromp's engines had faded as it cruised out to
the mooring. Now the muffled rhythm c thunping that cane across the
wat er sounded not |ike engine noise at all but |ike the om nous beat of
a leviathan's heart, as though a nonster of the deep m ght surface in
the marina, sinking all the boats, battering apart the dock, and
plunging us into a cold wet grave.

VWhen we reached the midpoint of the main pier, | |ooked back and saw
neither the cat nora nore fearsome pursuer.

Nevertheless, | said to Orson, "Danm, but it's starting to feel like
the end of the world."

He chuffed in agreement as we left the stench of death behind us and
wal ked toward the gl ow of the quaint ship | anterns that were nounted on
massi ve teak pilasters at the nain pier entrance

Movi ng out of an alnmost |iquid gl oombeside the marina office, Lew s

St evenson, the chief of police, still in uniformas | had seen him
earlier in the night, crossed into the light. He said, "I'min a nood
here. ™"

For an instant, as he stepped fromthe shadows, sonething about hi mwas
so peculiar that a chill bored like a corkscrew in ny spine. Watever

I had seen-or thought |I'd seen-passed in a blink, however, and | found
nmysel f shivering and keenly di sturbed, overconme by an extraordinary
perception of being in the presence of sonething unearthly and

mal evol ent, without being able to identify the precise cause of this
feel i ng.

Chi ef Stevenson was hol ding a fornidabl e-10ooking pistol in his right
hand. Al though he was not in a shooting stance, his grip on the weapon
wasn't casual. The nmuzzle was trained on Orson, who was two steps
ahead of me, standing in the outer arc of the lantern [ight, while |
remai ned in shadows.

"You want to guess what mood |'min?" Stevenson asked, stopping no
nmore than ten feet fromus

"Not good," | ventured.
"I'"'min a nobod not to be screwed with."

The chief didn't sound like hinself. H's voice was famliar, the
tinmbre and the accent unchanged, but there was a hard note when before
there had been quiet authority. Usually his speech flowed like a
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stream and You found yourself alnpbst floating on it, calmand warm and
assured; but now the flow was fast and turbulent, cold and stinging.

"l don't feel good," he said. "I don't feel good at all. 1In fact, I
feel like shit, and I don't have nuch patience for anything that makes
me feel even worse. You understand me?"

Al though | didn't understand himentirely, | nodded and said, "Yes.
Yes, sir, | understand."

Orson was as still as cast iron, and his eyes never left the nuzzle of
the chief's pistol.

I was acutely aware that the marina was a desolate place at this
hour .

The office and the fueling station were not staffed after six
o' cl ock.

Only five boat owners, other than Roosevelt Frost, |ived aboard their
vessel s, and they were no doubt sound asleep. The docks were no | ess
lonely than the granite rows of eternal berths in St. Bernadette's
cemetery.

The fog muffled our voices. No one was |ikely to hear our conversation
and be drawn to it.

Keeping his attention on Orson but addressing nme, Stevenson said, "I
can't get what | need, because | don't even know what it is | need.

Isn't that a bitch?"

| sensed that this was a man at risk of com ng apart, perilously
hol ding hinself together. He had |ost his noble aspect. Even his
handsoneness was sliding away as the planes of his face were pulled
toward a new configuration by what seenmed to be rage and an equally
power ful anxiety.

"You ever feel this enptiness, Snow? You ever feel an enptiness so

bad, You've got to fill it or You'll die, but You don't know where the
enptiness is or what in the nane of God You're supposed to fill it
wi t h?"

Now | didn't understand himat all, but | didn't think that he was in a
mood to explain hinmself, so | |ooked sol enm and nodded
sympat hetical | y.

"Yes, sir. | know the feeling."

Hi s brow and cheeks were noist but not fromthe clamy air; he
glistened with greasy sweat. Hi s face was so supernaturally white that
the m st seenmed to pour fromhim boiling coldly off his skin, as

though he were the father of all fog. "Cones on You bad at night," he
sai d.

"Yes, sir."

"Conmes on You anytine, but worse at night." Hs face twi sted with what
m ght have been disgust. "Wat kind of damm dog is this, anyway?"

H's gun armstiffened, and | thought | saw his finger tighten on the
trigger.
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Orson bared his teeth but neither nbved nor nmade a sound.

I quickly said, "He's just a Labrador mix. He's a good dog, wouldn't
harma cat."

Hi s anger swelling for no apparent reason, Stevenson said, "Just a
Labrador m x, huh? The hell he is. Nothing' sjust anything.

Not here. Not now. Not anynore."

I considered reaching for the Gock in ny jacket. | was hol ding ny
bike with ny left hand. M right hand wa was in ny right-hand
pocket .

Even as di straught as Stevenson was, however, he was nonet hel ess a cop,
and he was sure to respond with deadly professionalismto any
threatening nove | nade. | didn't put nuch faith in Roosevelt's
strange assurance that | was revered. Even if | let the bicycle fal
over to distract him Stevenson woul d shoot nme dead before the G ock

cl eared ny pocket.

Besides, | wasn't going to pull a gun on the chief of police unless
had no choice but to use it. And if | shot him that would be the end
of ny life, a thwarting of the sun

Abruptly Stevenson snapped his head up, |ooking away from Orson. He
drew a deep breath, then several that were as quick and shall ow as
those of a hound follow ng the spoor of its quarry.

"What's that?"

He had a keener sense of snell than | did, because |I only now realized
that an al nost inperceptible breeze had brought us a faint hint of the
stench fromthe deconposi ng sea creature back under the nain pier

Al t hough Stevenson was al ready acting strangely enough to nmake ny scal p
crinkle into faux corduroy, he grew markedly stranger. He tensed,
hunched hi s shoul ders, stretched his neck, and raised his face to the
fog, as though savoring the putrescent scent.

Hi s eyes were feverish in his pale face, and he spoke not with the
measured i nquisitiveness of a cop but with an eager, nervous curiat is
that? You snell that? Soneosity that seened perverse: "Wat thing
dead, isn't it?"

"Sonet hi ng back under the pier," | confirmed. "Some kind of fish,
guess. "

"Dead. Dead and rotting. Something . . . It's got an edge to it,
doesn't it?" He seenmed about to lick his lips. "Yeah. Yeah. Sure

does have an interesting edge to it."

Ei ther he heard the eerie current crackling through his voice or he
sensed ny alarm because he glanced worriedly at me and struggled to
conpose hinself. it was a struggle. He was teetering on a crunbling
| edge of enotion.

Finally the chief found his nornal voice-or sonmething that's free, and
the pistol approximated it. "I need to talk to You, reach an
under st andi ng.

Now. Tonight. Wy don't You come with me, Snow "
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"Conme where?"

"My patrol car's out front."

"But nmy bicycle-" "I'mnot arresting You. Just a quick chat. Let's
make sure we understand each other."

The last thing | wanted to do was get in a patrol car with Stevenson

If | refused, however, he might make his invitation nore formal by
taking me into custody.

Then, if | tried to resist arrest, if | clinbed on ny bicycle and
punped the pedals hard enough to nmake the crank axl e snokewhere woul d |
go?

Wth dawmn only a few hours away, | had no tinme to flee as far as the
next town on this lonely stretch of coast. Even if | had anple tine,
XP limted ny world to the boundaries of Monlight Bay, where | could
return home by sunrise or find an under standing friend to take me in
and gi ve ne darkness.

"I'min a nmood here," Lewis Stevenson said again, through half-clenched
teeth, the hardness returning to his voice. "lI'min a real nood. You
coming with me?"

"Yes, sir. I|I'mcool with that."

Motioning with his pistol, he indicated that O son and | were to
precede him

I wal ked nmy bike toward the end of the entrance pier, loath to have the
chief behind me with the gun. | didn't need to be an anima
conmuni cator to know that O son was nervous, too.

The pier planks ended in a concrete sidewal k fl anked by fl ower beds
full of ice plant, the bloons of which open wide in sunshine and cl ose
at night. In the low | andscape lighting, snails were crossing the

wal kway, antennae glistening, leaving silvery trails of sline, sone
creeping fromthe right-hand bed of ice plant to the identical bed on
the left, others | aboriously nmaking their way in the opposite
direction, as if these hunble nollusks shared humanity's restl essness
and dissatisfaction with the terns of existence.

I weaved with the bike to avoid the snails, and although Oson sniffed
themin passing, he stepped over them

From behi nd us rose the crunching of crushed shells, the squish of
jellied bodies tranped underfoot. Stevenson was stepping on not only
those snails directly in his path but on every hapl ess gastropod in
sight. Some were dispatched with a quick snap, but he stonped on
others, came down on themw th such force that the slap of shoe sole
agai nst concrete rang |ike a hamer strike.

| didn't turn to | ook

I was afraid of seeing the cruel glee that | renenbered too well from
the faces of the young bullies who had tornented nme throughout
chil dhood, before |I'd been wi se enough and big enough to fight back

Al t hough that expression was unnerving when a child wore it, the same
| ook-the beady eyes that seened perfectly reptilian even w thout
elliptical pupils, the hate-reddened cheeks, the bloodl ess Iips drawn
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back in a sneer fromspittle-shined teeth-would be i measurably nore
di sturbing on the face of an adult, especially when the adult had a gun
in his hand and wore a badge.

St evenson' s bl ack-and-white was parked at a red curb thirty feet to the
left of the marina entrance, beyond the reach of the | andscape lights,
in deep night shade under the spreading |linbs of an enornous I|ndian

| aurel.

I leaned ny bike against the trunk of the tree, on which the fog hung
i ke Spanish nbss. At last | turned warily to the chief as he opened
the back door on the passenger side of the patrol car

Even in the nurk, | recognized the expression on his face that | had
dreaded seeing: the hatred, the irrational but unassuageabl e anger that
makes some human bei ngs nore deadly than any other beast on the

pl anet .

Never before had Stevenson di scl osed this nmal evol ent aspect of

hi nsel f.

He hadn't seened capabl e of unkindness | et al one senseless hatred. |If
suddenly he had reveal ed that he wasn't the real Lewis Stevenson but an
alien life-formmmcking the chief, | would have believed him

Gesturing with the gun, Stevenson spoke to Orson: "Get in the car,
fella."

"He'll be all right out here , | said.
"Get in," he urged the dog.

Orson peered suspiciously at the open car door and whined with

di strust.

"He'll wait here," | said. "He never runs off."

"I want himin the car," Stevenson said icily. "There's a leash lawin
this town, Snow. W never enforce it with You. W always turn our
heads, pretend not to see, because of . . . because a dog is exenpted

if he belongs to a disabled person
I didn't antagoni ze Stevenson by rejecting the term di sabl ed.

Anyway, | was interested less in that one word than in the six words |
was sure he had al nost said before catching hinmself. because of who
your not her was.

"But this time," he said, "I'mnot going to sit here while the damm dog
trots around | oose, crapping on the sidewal k, flaunting that he isn't
on a | eash."

Al'though | could have noted the contradiction between the fact that the
dog of a disabled person was exenpt fromthe | eash | aw and the
assertion that Orson was flaunting his |eashl essness, | renmained
silent. | couldn't win any argunent with Stevenson while he was in
this hostile state.

"If he won't get in the car when | tell himto," Stevenson said, "You

make himget in."

| hesitated, searching for a credible alternative to neek
cooper ati on.

file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%?20R....onlight%20Bay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt (176 of 271) [2/9/2004 10:04:52 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt

Second by second, our situation seened nmore perilous. 1'd felt safer
than this when we had been in the blinding fog on the peninsul a,
stal ked by the troop.

"Get the goddamm dog in the goddamm car now " Stevenson ordered, and
the venomin this command was so potent that he could have killed
snails w thout stepping on them sheerly with his voice.

Because his gun was in his hand, | remained at a di sadvantage, but |
took sonme thin confort fromthe fact that he apparently didn't know
that | was arned. For the tine being, | had no choice but to
cooperat e.

"In the car, pal," I told Orson, trying not to sound fearful, trying

not to let nmy hammering heart pound a trenor into nmy voice.
Rel uctantly the dog obeyed.

Lewi s Stevenson slammed the rear door and then opened the front. "Now
You, Snow."

| settled into the passenger seat while Stevenson wal ked around the
bl ack-and-white to the driver's side and got in behind the wheel. He
pull ed his door shut and told ne to close mine, which | had hoped to
avoi d doi ng.

Usually | don't suffer from claustrophobia in tight spaces, but no
coffin could have been nore cranped than this patrol car. The fog
pressing at the wi ndows was as psychol ogically suffocating as a dream
about prenmature burial

The interior of the car seemed chillier and danper than the night
outside. Stevenson started the engine in order to be able to switch on
the heater.

The police radio crackled, and a dispatcher's static-filled voice
croaked like frog song. Stevenson clicked it off.

Orson stood on the floor in front of the backseat, forepaws on the
steel grid that separated himfromus, peering worriedly through that
security barrier. Wen the chief pressed a console button with the
barrel of his gun, the power |ocks on the rear doors engaged with a
hard sound no less final than the thunk of a guillotine bl ade.

| had hoped that Stevenson would holster his pistol when he got into
the car, but he kept a grip onit. He rested the weapon on his | eg,
the nmuzzl e pointed at the dashboard. 1In the dimgreen light fromthe
i nstrument panel, | thought | saw that his forefinger was now curl ed
around the trigger guard rather than around the trigger itself, but
this didn't |Iessen his advantage to any appreci abl e degree.

For a monent he | owered his head and cl osed his eyes, as though praying
or gathering his thoughts.

Fog condensed on the Indian laurel, and drops of water dripped fromthe
poi nts of the | eaves, snapping with an unrhythnm cal ponk-pank-ping
agai nst the roof and hood of the car

Casual ly, quietly, | tucked both hands into ny jacket pockets.
closed nmy right hand around the d ock

I told nyself that, because of ny overripe imagination, | was
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exaggerating the threat. Stevenson was in a foul nood, yes, and from
what | had seen behind the police station, | knew that he was not the
ri ghteous armof justice that he had | ong pretended to be.

But this didn't nmean that he had any violent intentions. He might,
i ndeed, want only to talk, and having said his piece, he mght turn us
| oose unhar ned.

When at | ast Stevenson raised his head, his eyes were servings of
bitter brewin cups of bone. As his gaze flowed to nme, | was again
chilled by an inpression of inhuman nal evol ence, as | had been when
he'd first stepped out of the gl oombeside the marina office, but this
time | knew why ny harp-string nerves thrumed with fear. Briefly, at
a certain angle, his liquid stare rippled with a yellow | um nance
simlar to the eyeshine that many animals exhibit at night, a cold and
mysterious inner light Iike nothing | had ever seen before in the eyes
of man or woman.

The electric and el ectrifying radi ance passed t hrough Chief Stevenson's
eyes so fleetingly, as he turned to face ne, that on any night before
this one, | might have dism ssed the phenonenon as nerely a queer
reflection of the instrunent-panel lights. But since sundown, | had
seen nonkeys that were not nerely nonkeys, a cat that was sonmehow nore
than a cat, and | had waded through nysteries that flowed like rivers
along the streets of Monlight Bay, and | had | earned to expect
significance in the seem ngly insignificant.

H s eyes were inky again, glimrerless. The anger in his voice was now
an undertow, while the surface current was gray despair and grief.

"It's all changed now, all changed, and no goi ng back."
"What' s changed?"

"I"'mnot who | used to be. | can hardly renenber what | used to be
like, the kind of man I was. |It's lost."

| felt he was talking as much to hinself as to ne, grieving aloud for
this loss of self that he inmagi ned.

"I don't have anything to lose. Everything that nmatters has been taken
fromne. |'ma dead nan wal king, Snow. That's all | am Can You
i magi ne how that feels?"

"Because even You, with your shitty life, hiding fromthe day, com ng
out only at night like some slug crawing out fromunder a rock-even
You have reasons to live."

Al 't hough the chief of police was an elected official in our town, Lews
St evenson didn't seemto be concerned about w nning ny vote.

I wanted to tell himto go copulate with hinself. But there is a
di fference between showi ng no fear and begging for a bullet in the
head.

As he turned his face away fromne to gaze at the white sludge of fog
sliding thickly across the windshield, that cold fire throbbed in his
eyes again, a briefer and fainter flicker than before yet nore

di sturbing because it could no | onger be disnissed as imaginary.

Lowering his voice as though afraid of being overheard, he said, "I
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have terrible nightmares, terrible, full of sex and bl ood."

I had not known exactly what to expect fromthis conversation; but
revel ati ons of personal torment woul d not have been high on nmy list of
pr obabl e subj ect s.

"They started well over a year ago," he continued. "At first they cane
only once a week, but then with increasing frequency.

And at the start, for a while, the wonen in the nightnares were no one
I'"d ever seen in life, just pure fantasy figures. They were |like those
dreans You have during puberty, silken girls so ripe and eager to
surrender . . . except that in these dreans, | didn't just have sex
with them

Hi s thoughts seenmed to drift with the bilious fog into darker
territory.

Only his profile was presented to ne, dimy lit and glistening with
sour sweat, yet | glinpsed a savagery that nade ne hope that he woul d
not favor me with a full-face view.

Lowering his voice further still, he said, "In these dreans, | beat
them too, punch themin the face, punch and punch and punch them unti
there's nothing left of their faces, choke themuntil their tongues
swel | out of their nouths. "

As he had begun to describe his nightmares, his voice had been marked
by dread. Now, in addition to this fear, an unm stakabl e perverse
excitenent rose in him evident not only in his husky voice but also in
the new tension that gripped his body.

hungry whi sper that woul d haunt

"Lately," he continued in a hungry whi sper that would haunt mny sl eep
for the rest of ny life, "these dreans all focus on ny granddaughter

Brandy. She's ten. A pretty girl. A very pretty girl.

So slimand pretty. The things | do to her in dreans. All the things
I do. You can't inmmagine such nerciless brutality. Such exquisitely
vi cious inventiveness. And when | wake up, |'m beyond exhilaration

Transcendent. In a rapture. | lie in bed, beside ny wife, who sleeps
on without guessing what strange thoughts obsess nme, who can't possibly
ever know, and | thrumw th power, with the awareness that absol ute
freedomis available to ne any tine | want to seize it.

Any tinme. Next week. Tonmorrow. Now. "

Overhead, the silent |aurel spoke as, in quick succession, at |east a
doubl e score of its pointed green tongues trenbled with too great a
wei ght of condensed fog. Each loosed its single watery note, and
twitched at the sudden rataplan of fat droplets beating on the car,
hal f surprised that what streaned down the w ndshield and across the
hood was not bl ood.

In my jacket pocket, | closed ny right hand nore tightly around the
G ock
After what Stevenson had told me, | couldn't imagi ne any circunstances

in which he could allowne to | eave this car alive
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| shifted slightly in nmy seat, the first of several small npves that
shoul dn't make hi m suspi ci ous but would put me in a position to shoot
hi m t hrough ny jacket, without having to draw the pistol fromthe
pocket .

"Last week," the chief whispered, "Kyra and Brandy cane over for dinner
with us, and |I had trouble taking ny eyes off the girl.

When | | ooked at her, in ny mnd s eye she was naked, as she is in used
by the dreans. So slim So fragile. Vulnerable. | becane aro her
vul nerability, by her tenderness, her weakness, and had to hide ny
condition fromKyra and Brandy. From Louisa. | wanted

wanted to . . . needed to Hi s sudden sobbing startled ne: Waves of
grief and despair swept through himonce nore, as they had washed

t hrough hi mwhen first he had begun to speak. H s eerie needful ness,
hi s obscene hunger, was drowned in this tide of nisery and

sel f-hatred

"A part of me wants to kill myself," Stevenson said, "but only the
smal l er part, the smaller and weaker part, the fragnent that's left of
the man | used to be. This predator |'ve beconme will never Kil

hi nsel f. Never . He's too alive."

H's left hand, clutched into a fist, rose to his open nouth, and he
crammed it between his teeth, biting so fiercely on his clenched
fingers that | wouldn't have been surprised if he had drawn his own
bl ood; he was biting and choki ng back the nost wetched sobs that |I'd
ever heard.

In this new person that Lewis Stevenson seened to have becone, there
was none of the calmand steady bearing that had al ways nmade hi m such a
credible figure of authority and justice. At least not tonight, not in
this bleak npbod that plagued him Raw enotion appeared al ways to be
flowi ng through him one current or another, without any intervals of
tranquil water, the tide always running, battering.

My fear of him subsided to make roomfor pity. | alnost reached out to
put a conforting hand on his shoul der, but | restrained nyself because
| sensed that the nonster |I'd been listening to a nonent ago had not
been vanqui shed or even chai ned.

Lowering his fist fromhis nouth, turning his head toward ne, Stevenson
reveal ed a face wenched by such abysnmal torment, by such agony of the
heart and mnd, that | had to | ook away.

He | ooked away, too, facing the windshield again, and as the | aurel
shed the scattershot distillate of fog, his sobs faded until he could

speak.

"Since | ast week, |'ve been making excuses to visit Kyra, to be around
Brandy." A trenor distorted his words at first, but it quickly faded,
repl aced by the hungry voice of the soulless troll. "And sometines,

| ate at night, when this dam nood hits me, when | get to feeling so
cold and hollow inside that | want to scream and never stop scream ng,

I think the way to fill the enptiness, the only way to stop this aw ul
ghawing in ny gut . . . is to do what rmakes ne happy in the dreans.
And I'mgoing to do it, too. Sooner or later, I'"'mgoing to do it.
Sooner than later.” The tide of enotion had now turned entirely from
guilt and anguish to a quiet but demonic glee. "I'mgoing to do it and
doit. |'ve been looking for girls Brandy's age, just nine or ten
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years old, as slimas she is, as pretty as sheis. [It'll be safer to
start with sonmeone who has no connection to ne. Safer but no |ess

sati sfying.

It's going to feel good. It's going to feel so good, the power, the
destruction, throwing off all the shackles they nake You live with,
tearing down the walls, being totally free, totally free at last. [|I'm
going to bite her, this girl, when | get her alone, I'mgoing to bite
her and bite her. 1In the dreans | lick their skin, and it's got a

salty taste, and then | bite them and | can feel their screans
vibrating in ny teeth."”

Even in the dimlight, |I could see the nmanic pulse throbbing in his
tenples. His jaw nuscles bulged, and the corner of his mouth tw tched
with excitenent. He seened to be nore aninal than human-or somet hing
| ess than bot h.

My hand clutched the @ ock so ferociously that nmy armached all the way
to ny shoulder. Abruptly | realized that ny finger had tightened on
the trigger and that | was in danger of unintentionally squeezing off a
shot, though |I had not yet fully adjusted nmy position to bring the
muzzl e toward Stevenson. Wth considerable effort, | nanaged to ease
off the trigger.

"What nmade You like this?" | asked.

As he turned his head to nme, the transient |uninosity shimered through
his eyes again. Hi s gaze, when the eyeshi ne passed, was dark and
murderous. "Alittle delivery boy," he said cryptically.

"Just a little delivery boy that wouldn't die."

"Why tell nme about these dreanms, about what You're going to do to sone

girl?"

"Because, You dam freak, |'ve got to give You an ultimatum and | want
You to understand how serious it is, how dangerous | am how little |
have to | ose and how nuch I'll enjoy gutting You if it cones to that.

There's others who won't touch You-" "Because of who ny nother was."
"So You know that nuch al ready?"
"But | don't know what it means. Who was ny nother in all this?

I nstead of answering, Stevenson said, "There's others who won't touch
You and who don't want me to touch You, either. But if | have to,
will. You keep pushing your nose into this, and I'Il smash your skul
open, scoop your brain out, and toss it in the bay for fish food.

Think I won't?"
"l believe You," | said sincerely.

"Wth the book You wote being a best-seller, You can maybe get certain
media types to listen to You. If You nmake any calls trying to stir up
trouble, 1'll get ny hands on that deejay bitch first. [1'll turn her
inside out in nore ways than one."

H s reference to Sasha infuriated ne, but it also scared ne so
effectively that | held ny silence.

Now it was clear that Roosevelt Frost's warning had i ndeed been only
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advice. This was the threat that Roosevelt, clainming to speak for the
cat, had warned nme to expect.

The pal |l or was gone from Stevenson's face, and he was flushed with

col or-as though, the nmoment that he had decided to surrender to his
psychotic desires, the cold and enpty spaces w thin himhad been filled
with fire.

He reached to the dashboard controls and he switched off the car
heat er.

Not hi ng was surer than that he woul d abduct a little girl before the
next sunset.

I found the confidence to push for answers only because | had shifted
sufficiently in my seat to bring the pocketed pistol to bear on him

"Where's ny father's body?"

"At Fort Wvern. There has to be an autopsy."

n W]y?ll

"You don't need to know. But to put an end to this stupid little
crusade of yours, I'Il at least tell You it was cancer that killed
hi m

Cancer of a kind. There's no one for You to get even with, the way You
were talking to Angel a Ferrynman."

"Why should | believe You?"

"Because | could kill You as easily as give You an answer-so why woul d
I lie?"

"What' s happening in Monlight Bay?"

The chief cracked a grin the likes of which had sel dom been seen beyond
the walls of an asylum As if the prospect of catastrophe were

nouri shnment to him he sat up straighter and appeared to fatten as he
said, "This whole town's on a roller coaster straight to Hell, and it's
going to be an incredible ride."

"That's no answer."

"It's all You'll get."

"Who killed my nother?"

"It was an accident."

"l thought so until tonight."

H s wicked grin, thin as a razor slash, becane a w der wound.

"All right. One nore thing if You insist. Your nother was killed,
i ke You suspect."”

MY heart rolled , as heavy as a stone wheel. "Wo killed her?"

"She did. She killed herself. Suicide. Cranked that Saturn of hers
all the way up to a hundred and ran it head-on into the bridge
abut nent .
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There wasn't any nechanical failure. The accelerator didn't stick
That was all a cover story we concocted.”
"You lying son of a bitch."

Slowy, slowy, Stevenson licked his lips, as if he found his smle to

be sweet. "No lie, Snow. And You know what? If |I'd known two years
ago what was going to happen to ne, how nuch everything was going to
change, |1'd have killed your old |ady nyself. Killed her because of
the part she played in this. 1'd have taken her somewhere, cut her

heart out, filled the hole in her chest with salt, burned her at a

st ake-what ever You do to make sure a witch is dead. Because what
difference is there between what she did and a witch's curse? Science
or magic? What's it matter when the result is the sane? But | didn't
know what was coning then, and she did, so she saved ne the trouble and
took a hi gh-speed header into eighteen-inch-thick concrete.”

O ly nausea welled in nme, because | could hear the truth in his voice
as clearly as | had ever heard it spoken. | understood only a fraction
of what he was saying, yet | understood too mnuch.

He said, "You' ve got nothing to avenge, freak. No one killed your
folks. In fact, one way You look at it, your old lady did them
bot h-hersel f and your old man."

I closed nmy eyes. | couldn't bear to |look at him not nerely because
he took pleasure in the fact of ny nother's death but because he
clearly believed-with reason?-that there had been justice in it.

"Now what | want You to do is crawl back under your rock and stay

there, live the rest of your days there. W won't allow You to bl ow
this wide open. |If the world finds out what's happened here, if the
know edge goes beyond those at Wvern and us, outsiders will in& L
quaranti ne the whole county. They'll seal it off, kill every |last one

of us, burn every building to the ground, poison every bird and every
coyote and every house cat-and then probably nuke the place a few tines
for good measure. And that would all be for nothing, anyway, because
the pl ague has al ready spread far beyond this place, to the other end
of the continent and beyond. W're the original source, and the
effects are nore obvi ous here and compoundi ng faster, but nowit'll go
on spreading without us. So none of us are ready to die just so the
scum sucking politicians can claimto have taken action."

When | opened ny eyes, | discovered that he'd raised his pistol and was
covering ne with it. The nuzzle was less than two feet fromny face.

Now ny only advantage was that he didn't know | was arnmed, and it was a
useful advantage only if | was the first to pull the trigger

Although | knew it was fruitless, | tried to argue w th hinperhaps
because arguing was the only way that | could distract myself from what
he had reveal ed about ny nmother. "Listen, for God's sake, only a few

m nutes ago, You said You had nothing to live for, anyway. Whatever's
happened here, maybe if we get help-" "I was in a mood," he interrupted
sharply. "Weren't You listening to me, freak? | told Youl was in a
mood. A seriously ugly nood.

But now|l'ma different nbod. A better nbod. |I'min the nood to be
all that | can be, to enbrace what |I'm becom ng instead of trying to
resist it. Change little buddy. That's what it's all about, You
know.
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Change
, glorious change, everything changing, always and forever, change.
This new world coning--it's going to be dazzling.

"But we can't-" "If You did solve your nystery and tell the world,
You' d just be signing your death warrant. You'd be killin' your sexy
deejay bitch and all your friends. Now get out of the car, get on your
bi ke, and haul your skinny ass hone. Bury whatever ashes Sandy Kirk
chooses to give You.

Then if You can't live with not knowi ng nore, if You maybe picked up
too nmuch curiosity froma cat bite, go down to the beach for a few days
and catch some sun, work up a really bitchin' tan."

I couldn't believe he was going to let ne go.
Then he said, "The dog stays with nme."

' No.

He gestured with his pistol. "CQut."

"He's ny dog."

"He's nobody's dog. And this isn't a debate.”
"What do You want with hinP"

"An object |esson."

"Wat ?"

"CGonna take himdown to the nunicipal garage. There's a wood-chi pping
machi ne parked there, to grind up tree linbs."

"No way.

"I''"ll put a bullet in the mutts head-"

" No.

toss himin the chipper-" "Let himout of the car now" -bag the slush
that comes out the other end, and drop it by your house as a

rem nder."

Staring at Stevenson, | knew that he was not nerely a changed nan. He
was not the same nan at all. He was soneone new. Soneone who had been
born out of the old Lewis Stevenson, like a butterfly froma chrysalis,

except that this tine the process was hideously reversed: the butterfly
had gone into the chrysalis, and a worm had enmerged. This nightnarish
met anor phosi s had been underway for sone tine but had cul mi nated before
my eyes. The last of the fornmer chief was gone forever, and the person
whom | now chal | enged eye to eye was driven entirely by need and
desire, uninhibited by a conscience, no | onger capable of sobbing as he
had sobbed only m nutes ago, and as deadly as anyone or anything on the
face of the earth.

If he carried a | aboratory-engineered infection that could i nduce such
a change, would it pass now to ne?

My heart fought itself, throwi ng hard punch after hard punch.
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Al t hough | had never imagi ned mysel f capabl e of killing another human
bei ng, | thought | was capable of wasting this man, because |I'd be
saving not only Orson but also untold girls and women whom he i nt ended
to wel cone into his nightmare

Wth nore steel in ny voice than | had expected, | said, "Let the dog
out of the car now. "

I ncredul ous, his face splitting with that famliar rattlesnake snile,
he said, "Are You forgetting who's the cop? Huh, freak? You
forgetting who's got the gun?”

If I fired the Aock, I mght not kill the bastard instantly, even at
such close range. Even if the first round stopped his heart in an
instant, he m ght reflexively squeeze off a round that, froma distance
of less than two feet, couldn't mniss ne.

He broke the inpasse: "All right, okay, You want to watch while | do
it?"

Incredibly, he half turned in his seat, thrust the barrel of his pisto
t hrough one of the inch-square gaps in the steel security grille, and
fired at the dog

The bl ast rocked the car, and O son squeal ed.

"No!" | shout ed.

As Stevenson jerked his gun out of the grille, | shot him The slug
punched a hol e through ny | eather jacket and tore open his chest. He
fired wildly into the ceiling. | shot himagain, in the throat this

time, and the w ndow behind him shattered when the bullet passed out of
the back of his neck

| sat stunned, as if spellbound by a sorcerer, unable to nove, unable
even to blink, my heart hanging like an iron plunb bob in ny chest,
nunb to enotion, unable to feel the pistol in ny hand, unable to see
anyt hi ng what soever, not even the dead man whom | knew to be at the
other end of the car seat, briefly blinded by shock, baffled and bound
by bl ackness, tenporarily deafened either by the gunfire or perhaps by
a desperate desire not to hear even the inner voice of ny conscience
chattering about consequences.

The only sense that | still possessed was the sense of snell. The

sul furous-carbon stink of gunfire, the netallic arona of blood, the
acidic fumes of urine because Stevenson had foul ed hinself in his death
throes, and the fragrance of ny nother's rose-scented shanpoo whirl ed
over ne at once, a stormof odor and malodor. All were real except the
attar of roses, which was |long forgotten but now sunmoned from nenory
with all its delicate nuances. Extrene terror gives us back the
gestures of our childhood, said Chazal. The snell of that shanpoo was
my way, in nmy terror, of reaching out to ny lost nother with the hope
that her hand woul d cl ose reassuringly around mnine.

In a rush, sight, sound, and all sensation returned to ne, jolting ne
al nost as hard as the pair of 9-nillimeter bullets had jolted Lew s
Stevenson. | cried out and gasped for breath.

Shaki ng uncontrollably, | pressed the console button that the chief had
pressed earlier. The electric | ocks on the back doors clicked when
t hey di sengaged.
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I shoved open the door at ny side, clanbered out of the patrol car, and
yanked open the rear door, frantically calling Orson's nanme, wondering

how | could carry himto the veterinarian's office in tinme to save him
if he was wounded, wondering how | was going to cope if he was dead.

He couldn't be dead. He was no ordinary dog: He was Orson, ny dog,
strange and special, companion and friend, only with ne for three years
but now as essential a part of my dark world as was anyone else in

it.

And he wasn't dead. He bounded out of the car with such relief that he
nearly knocked ne off ny feet. H s piercing squeal, in the wake of the
gunshot, had been an expression of terror, not pain.

| dropped to ny knees on the sidewal k, let the dock slip out of ny

hand, and pulled the dog into nmy arns. | held himfiercely, stroking
hi s head, smoothing his black coat, reveling in his panting, in the
fast thudding of his heart, in the swish of his tail, reveling even in

the danpish reek of himand in the stale-cereal snell of his
bi scui t-scented breath.

I didn't trust nyself to speak. M voice was a keystone nortared in ny
throat. If | managed to break it |oose, an entire dam m ght coll apse,
a babbl e of Ioss and | onging m ght pour out of me, and all the unshed
tears for ny father and for Angela Ferryman might conme in a flood

I do not allow nyself to cry. | would rather be a bone worn to dry
splinters by the teeth of sorrow than a sponge wung ceaselessly inits
hands.

Besi des, even if | could have trusted nyself to speak, words weren't

i mportant here. Though he was certainly a special dog, Orson wasn't
going to join ne in spirited conversation-at least not if and until |
shed enough of my encunbering reason to ask Roosevelt Frost to teach ne
ani mal conmuni cati on.

VWen | was able to et go of Orson, | retrieved the dock and rose to
my feet to survey the marina parking lot. The fog conceal ed nost of
the few cars and recreational vehicles owned by the handful of people
who lived on their boats. No one was in sight, and the night remained
silent except for the idling car engine.

Apparently the sound of gunfire had been largely contained in the
patrol car and suppressed by the fog. The nearest houses were outside
the commercial marina district, two blocks away. |f anyone aboard the
boats had been awakened, they'd evidently assuned that those four
muf f| ed expl osi ons had been nothing nore than an engi ne backfiring or
dream doors sl amm ng between the sl eeping and t he waki ng worl ds.

I wasn't in inmedi ate danger of being caught, but | couldn't cycle away
and expect to escape blane and punishnent. | had killed the chief of
police, and though he had no | onger been the nman whom Moonli ght Bay had
| ong known and admi red, though he had netanorphosed froma

consci entious servant of the people into soneone |acking all the
essential elenments of humanity, | couldn't prove that this hero had
becone the very nonster that he was sworn to oppose.

Forensi c evidence would convict me. Because of the identity of the
victim first-rate police-lab technicians fromboth county and state
of fices woul d becone involved, and when they processed the patrol car,
they woul dn't m ss anyt hi ng.
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I could never tolerate inprisonnent in sone narrow candlelit cell

Though nmy life is limted by the presence of light, no walls nust
encl ose ne between the sunset and the dawn. None ever wll.

The darkness of closed spaces is profoundly different fromthe darkness
of the night; the night has no boundaries, and it offers endl ess
nmysteries, discoveries, wonders, opportunities for joy.

Night is the flag of freedomunder which | live, and | will live free
or die.

I was sickened by the prospect of getting back into the patrol car with
the dead man | ong enough to w pe down everything on which I mght have
left a fingerprint. It would be a futile exercise, anyway, because |'d
surely overl ook one critical surface.

Besides, a fingerprint wasn't likely to be the only evidence that 1'd
| eft behind. Hairs. A thread fromny jeans. A fewtiny fibers from
my Mystery Train cap. Oson's hairs in the backseat, the marks of his
claws on the upholstery. And no doubt other things equally or nore

i ncrimnating.

"d been damm | ucky. No one had heard the shots. But by their nature,
both luck and tinme run out, and although ny watch contained a microchip
rather than a mainspring, | swore that | could hear it ticking.

Orson was nervous, too, vigorously sniffing the air for nonkeys or
anot her menace.

I hurried to the back of the patrol car and thunbed the button to
release the trunk Iid. It was |ocked, as |I'd feared

Tick, tick, tick.

Steeling nyself, | returned to the open front door. | inhaled deeply,
hel d ny breath, and | eaned i nside.

Stevenson sat twisted in his seat, head tipped back agai nst the
doorpost. His nmouth shaped a silent gasp of ecstasy, and his teeth
were bl oody, as though he had fulfilled his dreans, had been biting
young girls.

Drawn by a neager cross-draft, entering through the shattered wi ndow, a
scrimof fog floated toward nme, as if it were steamrising off the
still-warm bl ood that stained the front of the dead man's uniform

I had to lean in farther than | hoped, one knee on the passenger seat,
to switch off the engine.

St evenson's bl ack-olive eyes were open. No life or unnatural I|ight
glimered in them yet | half expected to see themblink, swminto
focus, and fix on ne.

Before the chief's clammy gray hand could reach out to clutch at ne, |
pl ucked the keys fromthe ignition, backed out of the car, and finally
exhal ed expl osi vel y.

In the trunk | found the large first-aid kit that | expected. Fromit,
I extracted only a thick roll of gauze bandage and a pair of
sci ssors.

While Orson patrolled the entire perineter of the squad car, diligently
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sniffing the air, | unrolled the gauze, doubling it again and again
into a collection of five-foot |oops before snipping it with the
scissors. | twisted the strands tightly together, then tied a knot at

the upper end, another in the mddle, and a third at the | ower end.

After repeating this exercise, | joined the two nultiple-strand | engths
together with a final knot-and had a fuse approximately ten feet
| ong.

Tick, tick, tick

I coiled the fuse on the sidewal k, opened the fuel port on the side of
the car, and renoved the tank cap. Gasoline funes wafted out of the
neck of the tank

At the trunk again, | replaced the scissors and what renmai ned of the
roll of gauze in the first-aid kit. | closed the kit and then the
trunk.

The parking | ot renmi ned deserted. The only sounds were the drops of
condensation plopping fromthe Indian laurel onto the squad car and the
soft ceasel ess padding of nmy worried dog's paws.

Al'though it meant another visit with Lewis Stevenson's corpse, |
returned the keys to the ignition. 1'd seen a few episodes fromthe
nmost popul ar crinme series on television, and | knew how easily even
fiendishly clever crimnals could be tripped up by an ingenious
honi ci de detective. O by a best-selling fenale mystery novelist who
solves real nmurders as a hobby. O a retired spinster schoolteacher.

Al this between the opening credits and the final comrercial for a
vagi nal deodorant. | intended to give themboth the professionals and
the meddl esome hobbyi sts-dammed little with which to work.

The dead nan croaked at ne as a bubbl e of gas broke deep in his
esophagus.

"Rolaids," | advised him trying unsuccessfully to cheer nyself.

I didn't see any of the four expended brass cartridges on the front

seat. In spite of the platoons of amateur sleuths waiting to pounce,
and regardl ess of whether having the brass nmight help themidentify the
mur der weapon, | didn't have the nerve to search the floor, especially

under Stevenson's | egs.

Anyway, even if | found all the cartridges, there was still a bullet
buried in his chest. |If it wasn't too grossly distorted, this wad of

| ead woul d feature score marks that could be matched to the
singularities of the bore of ny pistol, but even the prospect of prison
wasn't sufficient to nake ne take out nmy penknife and perform

expl oratory surgery to retrieve the incrimnating slug.

If I'd been a different man than | am with the stomach for such an

i npronptu autopsy, | wouldn't have risked it, anyway. Assum ng that
St evenson's radical personality change-his newfound thirst for

vi ol ence-was but one synptom of the weird di sease he carried, and
assuning that this illness could be spread by contact with infected
tissues and bodily fluids, this type of grisly wet work was out of the
question, which is also why | had been careful not to get any of his
bl ood on ne.

When the chief had been telling ne about his dreanms of rape and
mutilation, |I'd been sickened by the thought that | was breathing the
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sane air that he'd used and exhal ed. | doubted, however, that the

m crobe he carried was airborne. |If it were that highly contagious,
Moonl i ght Bay woul dn't be on a roller-coaster ride to Hell, as he had
clained the town was: It would | ong ago have arrived in the sulfurous
Pit.

Tick, tick, tick.

According to the gauge on the instrunment panel, the fuel tank was

nearly full. Good. Perfect. Earlier in the night, at Angela's, the
troop had taught me how to destroy evidence and possi bly conceal a
mur der .

The fire should be so intense that the four brass cartridges, the
sheet-netal body of the car, and even portions of the heavier frane
would melt. O the late Lewis Stevenson, little nore than charred
bones woul d remain, and the soft |lead slug would effectively vani sh

Certainly, none of ny fingerprints, hairs, or clothes fibers would
survive.

Anot her slug had passed through the chief's neck, pulverizing the
wi ndow in the driver's door. It was now |lying somewhere out in the
parking lot or, with luck, was at rest deep in the ivycovered sl ope
that rose fromthe far end of the lot to the higher | situated
Enbar cadero Way, where it would be all but inpossible to find.

Incrimnating powder burns marred ny jacket. | should have destroyed
it. 1 couldn't. | loved that jacket. It was cool. The bullet hole
in the pocket made it even cool er

"Cotta give the spinster schoolteachers some chance,” | inuttered as
closed the front and back doors of the car.

The brief laugh that escaped was so hunorl ess and bleak that it scared
me al nost as inuch as the possibility of inprisonnent.

| ejected the nmagazine fromthe d ock, took one cartridge fromit,
which left six, and then slapped it back into the pistol

Orson whined fuse in his nouth.
and pi cked up one end of the gauze

"Yeah, yeah, yeah," | said-and then gave himthe double take that he
deserved

The nmutt m ght have picked it up solely because he was curious about
it, as dogs tend to be curious about everything.

Funny white coil. Like a snake, snake, snake . . . hut not a snake.
Interesting. Interesting. Mster Snow s scent on it. M ght be good
to eat.

Al nost anyt hing m ght be good to eat.

j ust because Orson picked up the fuse and whined inpatiently didn't
necessarily nmean that he understood the purpose of it or the nature of
the entire schenme |'d concocted. His interest-and uncanny tim ng-ni ght
be purely coincidental

Yeah. Sure. Like the purely coincidental eruption of fireworks every
I ndependence Day.
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Heart poundi ng, expecting to be discovered at any nonent, | took the
twi sted gauze fuse from Orson and carefully knotted the cartridge to
one end of it.

He watched intently.

"Do You approve of the knot," | asked, "or would You like to tie one of
your own?"
At the open fuel port, | lowered the cartridge into the tank

The weight of it pulled the fuse all the way down into the reservoir.

Li ke a wick, the highly absorbent gauze would i nmedi ately begin to soak
up the gasoline.

Orson ran nervously in a circle: Hurry, hurry. Hurry quick
Qui ck, quick, quick, Master Snow.

I left alnost five feet of fuse out of the tank. It hung along the
side of the patrol car and trailed onto the sidewal k.

After fetching nmy bicycle fromwhere |I'd |leaned it against the trunk of
the laurel, | stooped and ignited the end of the fuse with my butane
lighter. Although the exposed | ength of gauze was not gasoli ne-soaked,
it burned faster than | expected. Too fast.

I clinbed onto ny bike and pedaled as if all of Hell's | awers and a
few denons of this earth were baying at nmy heels, which they probably
wer e.

Wth Orson sprinting at ny side, | shot across the parking lot to the
ranped exit drive, onto Enbarcadero Way, which was deserted, and then
south past the shuttered restaurants and shops that |ined the bay
front.

The expl osion canme too soon, a solid whunp that wasn't half as |oud as
I'"d anticipated. Around and even ahead of ne, orange |ight bl ooned;
the initial flare of the blast was refracted a consi derabl e di stance by
t he fog.

Reckl essly, | squeezed the hand brake, slid through a
hundr edand- ei ghty-degree turn, cane to a halt with one foot on the
bl ackt op, and | ooked back

Little could be seen, no details: a core of hard yellowwhite |ight
surrounded by orange plunes, all softened by the deep, eddying mst.

The worst thing | saw wasn't in the night but inside ny head: Lew s
St evenson's face bubbling, snoking, streaning hot clear grease like
bacon in a frying pan.

"Dear God," | said in a voice that was so raspy and tremul ous that |
didn't recognize it.

Nevert hel ess, | could have done nothing el se but |ight that fuse.

Al t hough the cops woul d know St evenson had been killed, evidence of how
it was done-and by whom woul d now be obliterated.

I made the drive chain sing, |eading nmy acconplice dog away fromthe
harbor, through a spiraling maze of streets and all eyways, deeper into
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the murky, nautilus heart of Monlight Bay. Even with the heavy d ock
i n one pocket, ny unzipped | eather jacket flapped as though it were a
cape, and | fled unseen, avoiding light for nore than one reason now, a
shadow flowi ng liquidly through shadows, as though | were the fabled
Phant om escaped fromthe |abyrinth underneath the opera house, now on
wheel s and hell-bent on terror! the world above ground.

Being able to entertain such a flanboyantly romantic image of nyself in
the i mmedi ate aftermath of nurder doesn't speak well of me. 1In ny
defense, | can only say that by recasting these events as a grand
adventure, with me in a dashing role, | was desperately trying to quel
my fear and, nore desperately still, struggling to suppress the
menori es of the shooting. | also needed to suppress the ghastly images
of the burning body that ny active imagination generated |ike an

endl ess series of pop-up spooks |eaping fromthe black walls of a
funhouse.

Anyway, this shaky effort to romanticize the event lasted only until |
reached the all eyway behind the Grand Theater, half a bl ock south of
Ccean Avenue, where a grine-encrusted security | anp nmade the fog appear
to be brown and polluted. There, | swung off nmy bike, let it clatter
to the pavenent, |eaned into a Dunpster, and brought up what little
had not digested of ny m dni ght dinner with Bobby Hall oway.

| had nmurdered a man.

Unquestionably, the victimhad deserved to die. And sooner or |ater,
relying on one excuse or another, Lewis Stevenson would have killed me,
regardl ess of his coconspirators' inclination to grant specia

di spensation to me; arguably, | acted in self-defense. And to save
Oson's life.

Nevertheless, 1'd killed a human bei ng; even these qualifying
circunmstances didn't alter the noral essence of the act. H s vacant
eyes, black with death, haunted ne. Hi s nouth, open in a silent

scream his bloodied teeth. Sights are readily recalled from nenory;
recol | ections of sounds and tastes and tactile sensations are far |ess
easily evoked; and it is virtually inpossible to experience a scent
merely by willing it to rise fromnmenory. Yet earlier 1'd recalled the
fragrance of ny nother's shanpoo, and now the netallic odor of
Stevenson's fresh blood lingered so pungently that it kept ne hanging
on to the Dunpster as if | were at the railing of a yaw ng ship.

In fact, | was shaken not solely by having killed himbut by having
destroyed the corpse and all evidence with brisk efficiency and
sel f-possession. Apparently | had a talent for the crimnal life. |

felt as though sone of the darkness in which I1'd lived for twenty-eight
years had seeped into me and had coal esced in a previously unknown
chamber of mny heart.

Purged but feeling no better for it, | boarded the bicycle again and

Il ed Orson through a series of byways to Cal decott's Shell at the corner
of San Rafael Avenue and Palm Street. The service station was

cl osed.

The only light inside cane froma blue-neon wall clock in the sales
office, and the only light outside was at the soft-drink vending
machi ne.

I bought a can of Pepsi to cleanse the sour taste fromny nouth. At
the punp island, | opened the water faucet partway and waited while
Orson drank his fill.
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"VWhat an awesonely |ucky dog You are to have such a thoughtful master,"”
I said. "Always tending to your thirst, your hunger, your grooning.

Al ways ready to kill anyone who lifts a finger against You."

The searching | ook that he turned on me was di sconcerting even in the
gloom Then he licked ny hand.

"Gratitude acknow edged, " | said.

He | apped at the running water again, finished, and shook his dripping
snout .

Shutting off the faucet, | said, "Were did Mom get You?"
He nmet ny eyes again.
"What secret was ny not her keeping?"

H s gaze was unwavering. He knew the answers to ny questions. He just
wasn't tal ki ng.

Carl, | suppose CGod really mght be loafing around in St. Bernadette's
Church, playing air guitar with a conpani on band of angels, or ganes of
mental chess. He might be there in a dinmension that we can't quite
see, drawi ng blueprints for new universes in which such problens as
hatred and i gnorance and cancer and athlete' s-foot fungus will have
been elimnated in the planning stage. He might be drifting high above
the polished-oak pews, as if in a swinmng pool filled with clouds of
spi cy incense and hunbl e prayer instead of water, silently bunping into
the colums and the corners of the cathedral ceiling as He dream |y
medi tates, waiting for parishioners in need to cone to Hmw th

probl emrs to be sol ved

Thi s night, however, | felt sure God was keeping H s distance fromthe
rectory adjoining the church, which gave ne the creeps when | cycl ed
past it. The architecture of the two-story stone house-like that of
the church itself-was nodified Norman, with enough of the French edge
abraded to nmake it fit nore confortably in the softer climate of
California. The overlapping black-slate tiles of the steep roof, wet
with fog, were as arnor-thick as the scales on the beetled brow of a
dragon, and beyond the bl ank bl ack eyes of w ndow gl ass-i ncl udi ng an
ocul us on each side of the front doorlay a soulless realm The rectory
had never appeared forbidding to nme before, and | knew that | now
viewed it with uneasiness only because of the scene | had wi tnessed
bet ween Jesse Pinn and Father Tomin the church basement.

| pedal ed past both the rectory and the church, into the cenetery,
under the oaks, and anpong the graves. Noah Joseph Janes, who'd had
ninety-six years frombirthday to deathbed, was just as silent as ever
when | greeted himand parked my bi ke agai nst his headstone.

I unclipped the cell phone frommy belt and keyed in the nunber for the
unlisted back line that went directly to the broadcasting booth at
KBAY.

I heard four rings before Sasha picked up, although no tone would have
sounded in the booth; she would have been alerted to the i ncom ng cal
solely by a flashing blue light on the wall that she faced when at her
m crophone. She answered it by pushing a hold button, and while

wai ted, | could hear her program over the phone |ine.
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O son began to sniff out squirrels again.
Shapes of fog drifted like lost spirits anbng the gravestones.

I listened to Sasha run a pair of twenty-second "doughnut" spots-which
are not ads for doughnuts but comrercials with recorded begi nnings and
endings that leave a hole for live nmaterial in the center. She

foll owed these with some way snooth historical patter about Elton John
and t hen brought up "Japanese Hands" with a silky six-bar talk-over

Evidently the Chris |Isaak festival had ended.

Taking me of f hold, she said , |I'mdoing back -to-back tracks, so
You' ve got just over five minutes, baby."

"How d You know it was ne?" ny a handful of people have this nunber,
and nost of themare asleep at this hour. Besides, when it conmes to
You, |'ve got great intuition. The nonent | saw the phone |ight flash,
my nether parts started to tingle."

Your nether parts?"
"My femal e nether parts. Can't wait to see You, Snowran."

"Seeing would be a good start. Listen, who else is working tonight? "

"Doogi e Sassman."” He was her production engi neer, operating the
board
"Just the two of You there alone?" | worried.

"You're jealous all of a sudden? How sweet. But You don't have to
worry. | don't neasure up to Doogie's standards."

When Doogi e wasn't parked in a command chair at an audi o control panel,
he spent nost of his tinme with his nassive | egs wapped around a

Har| ey- Davi dson. He was five feet el even and wei ghed three hundred
pounds. Hi s wealth of untamed blond hair and his naturally wavy beard
were so lush and silky that You had to resist the urge to pet him and
the colorful nural that covered virtually every inch of his arns and
torso had put sone tattooist's child through college. Yet Sasha wasn't
entirely joking when she said that she didn't measure up to Doogie's
standards. Wth the opposite sex, he had nore bearish charmthan Pooh
to the tenth power. Since I'd met himsix years ago, each of the four
worren wi th whom he'd enjoyed a rel ationship had been stunning enough to
attend the Acadeny Awards in blue jeans and a flannel shirt, sans
makeup, and outshine every dazzling starlet at the cerenony.

Bobby says that Doogi e Sassman (pick one) has sold his soul to the
devil, is the secret master of the universe, has the nost astonishingly
proportioned genitalia in the history of the planet, or produces sexua
pheronones that are nore powerful than Earth's gravity.

I was gl ad Doogi e was wor ki ng the night, because | had no doubt that he
was a | ot tougher than any of the other engineers at KBAY

"But | thought there'd be sonmeone besides the two of You," | said.

Sasha knew | wasn't jeal ous of Doogie, and now she heard the concern in
my voice. "You know how things have tightened up here since Fort
Wvern closed and we lost the military audience at night. W're barely
maki ng noney on this airshift even with a skeleton staff. Wat's
wrong, Chris?"
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"You keep the station doors |ocked, don't You?"

"Yeah. Al us late-night jocks and jockettes are required to watch
Play Msty for Me and take it to heart."

"Even though it'll be after dawn when You | eave, promise ne You'll have
Doogi e or soneone fromthe norning shift wal k You out to your
Expl orer."

"What's on the | oose-Dracul a?"
"Prom se ne."

"Chris, what the hell-" "I'"Il tell You later. Just promise ne,"
i nsi st ed.

She sighed. "AIl right. But are You in sone kind of trouble? Are

"I"'mall right, Sasha. Really. Don't worry. Just, dam it, prom se
me. "

"I did promise-" "You didn't use the word."
"Jesus. Ckay, okay. | promse. Cross ny heart and hope to die.

But now |I' m expecting a great story later, at |east as spooky as the
ones | used to hear around G rl Scout canpfires. You'll be waiting for
me at home?"

"WIIl You wear your old Grl Scout unifornP"

"The only part of it | could duplicate are the kneesocks."

"That's enough."

"You're stirred by that picture, huh?"

"Vi brating."

"You're a bad man, Christopher Snhow. "

"Yeah, I'ma killer."

"See You in alittle while, killer."

We di sconnected, and | clipped the cell phone to ny belt once nore.

For a monent | listened to the silent cenetery. Not a single

ni ghtingal e performed, and even the chimey sw fts had gone to bed. No
doubt the wornms were awake and | aboring, but they always conduct their
sol emn work in a respectful hush

To Oson, | said, "I find nyself in need of sone spiritual guidance
Let's pay a visit to Father Tom

As | crossed the cenetery on foot and went behind the church, | drew
the @ ock fromny jacket pocket. In a town where the chief of police
dreaned of beating and torturing little girls and where undertakers
carried handguns, | could not assune that the priest would be arned
solely with the word of God.

The rectory had appeared dark fromthe street, but fromthe backyard
saw two |lighted windows in a rear roomon the second floor. A
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After the scene that I'd witnessed in the basenent of the church, from
the cover of the creche, | wasn't surprised that the rector of St
Bernadette's was unable to sleep. Although it was nearly three o' clock
in the norning, four hours since Jesse Pinn's visit, Father Tom was
still reluctant to turn out the |light.

"Make like a cat," | whispered to Orson.

We crept up a set of stone steps and then, as silently as possible,
across the wooden floor of the back porch.

| tried the door, but it was |ocked. | had been hoping that a man of
God woul d consider it a point of faith to trust in his Maker rather
than in a dead bolt.

I didn't intend to knock or to go around to the front and ring the

bel | .

Wth nurder already under ny belt, it seenmed foolish to have qual ns
about engaging in crimnal trespass. | hoped to avoid breaking and
entering, however, because the sound of shattering glass would alert
the priest.

Four doubl e- hung wi ndows faced onto the porch. | tried them one by
one, and the third was unlocked. | had to tuck the G ock in ny jacket
pocket again, because the wood of the wi ndow was swollen with noisture
and noved stiffly in the frame; | needed both hands to raise the | ower
sash, pressing first on the horizontal nmuntin and then hooking ny
fingers under the bottomrail. It slid upward with sufficient rasping

and squeaking to | end atnosphere to an entire Wes Craven film
Orson chuffed as though scornful of ny skills as a | awbreaker.
Everyone's a critic.

I waited until | was confident that the noise had not been heard
upstairs, and | slipped through the open window into a roomas black as
the interior of a witch's purse.

"Come on, pal," | whispered, for | didn't intend to | eave hi m outside
al one, without a gun of his own.

Orson sprang inside, and |I slid the window shut as quietly as
possi bl e.

I locked it, too. Although | didn't believe that we were currently

bei ng wat ched by nenbers of the troop or by anyone else, | didn't want
to nake it easy for someone or sonething to follow us into the
rectory.

A quick sweep with ny penlight reveal ed a dining roohne. Two doors |ed
fromthe roomone to ny right, the other in the wall opposite.

Switching off the penlight, drawing the dock again, | tried the nearer
door, to the right. Beyond lay the kitchen. The radiant nunerals of
digital clocks on the two ovens and the m crowave cast just enough
light to enable ne to cross to the pivot-hinged hall door without

wal king into the refrigerator or the cooking island. single sm-noon
tabl e agai nst one wall The hal fway | ed past dark roons to a foyer |it
only by a all candle. On a three-legged, half was a shrine to the Holy
Mother. A votive candle in a ruby-red glass fluttered fitfully in the
hal f-i nch of wax that renmained
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In this inconstant pulse of light, the face on the porcelain figure of
Mary was a portrait |less of beatific grace than of sorrow. She
appeared to know that the resident of the rectory was, these days, nore
a captive of fear than a captain of faith.

Wth Orson at nmy side, | clinbed the two broad flights of stairs to the
second floor. The felon freak and his four-legged fanmliar.

The upstairs hall was in the shape of an L, with the stairhead at the
junction. The length to the left was dark. At the end of the hal
directly ahead of ne, a | adder had been unfol ded froma ceiling
trapdoor; a lanp nust have been Iit in a far corner of the attic, but
only a ghostly gl ow stepped down the | adder treads.

Stronger light cane froman open door on the right. | eased along the
hall to the threshold, cautiously |ooked inside, and found Father Tom s
starkly furni shed bedroom where a crucifix hung above the sinple
dark-pine bed. The priest was not here; he was evidently in the

attic.

The bedspread had been renpved and the covers neatly fol ded back, but
the sheets had not been disturbed.

Both nightstand | anps were lit, which nmade that area too bright for ne,
but I was nore interested in the other end of the room where a witing
desk stood against the wall. Under a bronze desk lanmp with a green

gl ass shade | ay an open book and a pen

The book appeared to be a journal or diary.
Behi nd me, Orson grow ed softly.

I turned and saw that he was at the bottom of the | adder, gazing up
suspiciously at the dimy lighted attic beyond the open trapdoor

When he | ooked at me, | raised a finger to ny lips, softly hushed him
and then notioned himto ny side.

Instead of clinmbing like a circus dog to the top of the | adder, he came
to ne. For the time being, anyway, he still seened to be enjoying the
novel ty of routine obedience.

I was certain that Father Tom woul d nmake enough noi se descendi ng from
the attic to alert ne long before his arrival. Nevertheless

stationed Oson inmedi ately inside the bedroomdoor, with a clear view
of the | adder.

Averting ny face fromthe |ight around the bed, crossing the room
toward the witing desk, | glanced through the open door of the
adj oi ning bathroom No one was in there.

On the desk, in addition to the journal, was a decanter of what
appeared to be Scotch. Beside the decanter was a doubl e-shot gl ass
more than half full of the golden liquid. The priest had been sipping
it neat, no ice. O maybe not just sipping.

| picked up the journal. Father Tonis handwiting was as tight and
preci se as nmachi ne-generated script. | stepped into the deepest
shadows in the room because ny dark-adapted eyes needed little arned
the | ast paragraph on the light by which to read, and | scanned the
page, which referred to his sister. He had broken off in md

sent ence:
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"en the end cones, | might not be able to save nyself | know that |

will not be able to save Laura, because already she is not
fundanental |y who she was. She is already gone. Little nore than her
physi cal shell renains-and perhaps even that is changed. Either God
has sonmehow taken her soul honme to Hi s bosom while | eaving her body

i nhabited by the entity into which she has evol ved--or He has abandoned
her. And will therefore abandon us all. | believe in the nmercy of
Christ. | believe in the nercy of Christ. | believe because | have
nothing else to live for. And if | believe, then | must live by ny
faith and save whom | can.

If I can't save nyself-or even Laura, | can at |east rescue these
pitiful creatures who conme to ne to be freed fromtornment and

control

Jesse Pinn or those who give himorders may kill Laura, but she is not
Laura anynore, Laura is long lost, and | can't let their threats stop
my wor k.

They may kill ne, but until they do Orson stood alertly at the open
door, watching the hall.

I turned to the first page of the journal and saw that the initia
entry was dated January 1 of this year:

Laura has been held for nore than nine nonths now, and |'ve given up

all hope that | will ever see her again. And if | were given the
chance to see her again, | mght refuse, God forgive ne, because

woul d be too afraid of facing what she m ght have becone. Every night,
| petition the Holy Mother to intercede with her Son to take Laura from
the suffering of this world.

For a full understanding of his sister's situation and condition, |
woul d have to find the previous volume or volumes of this journal, but
I had no time to search for them

Sonething thumped in the attic. | froze, staring at the ceiling,
listening. At the doorway, Orson pricked one ear.

When half a minute passed wi thout another sound, | turned ny attention
once nore to the journal. Wth a sense of tine running out, | searched

hurriedly through the book, reading at random

Much of the contents concerned the priest's theol ogi cal doubts and
agonies. He struggled daily to remind hinself-to convince hinself, to
plead with hinself to remenber-that his faith had | ong sustai ned him
and that he would be utterly lost if he could not hold fast to his
faith in this crisis. These sections were grimand m ght have been
fascinating reading for the portrait of a tortured psyche that they
provi ded, but they reveal ed nothing about the facts of the Wvern
conspiracy that had infected Monlight Bay. Consequently, | skimred

t hrough t hem

I found one page and then a few nore on which Father Toml s neat
handwiting deteriorated into a | oose scrawl. These passages were

i ncoherent, ranting and paranoid, and | assumed that they had been
composed after he'd poured down enough Scotch to start speaking with a
burr.

More disturbing was an entry dated February 5-three pages on which the
el egant penmanshi p was obsessively precise:

| believe in the mercy of Christ. | believe in the nercy of Christ. |
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believe in the nercy of Christ. | believe in the nercy of Christ. |
believe in the nercy of Christ.

Those seven words were repeated line after line, nearly two hundred
times. Not a single one appeared to have been hastily penned; each
sentence was so neticulously inscribed on the page that a rubber stanp
and an ink pad could hardly have produced nore uniformresults.

Scanning this entry, | could feel the desperation and terror that the
priest had felt when he'd witten it, as if his turbulent enotions had
been infused into the paper with the ink, to radiate fromit

ever nore.

| believe in the nmercy of Christ.

I wondered what incident on the fifth of February had brought Father
Tomto the edge of an enotional and spiritual abyss. Wat had he
seen?

I wondered if perhaps he had witten this inpassioned but despairing
incantation after experiencing a nightnmare simlar to the dreans of
rape and nmutilation that had troubl ed-and ultimately delighted-Lew s

St evenson.
Continuing to page through the entries, | found an interesting
observation dated the el eventh of February. It was buried in a |ong,

tortured passage in which the priest argued with hinself over the
exi stence and nature of God, playing both skeptic and believer, and
woul d have skinmed over it if nmy eye had not been caught by the word
troop.

This new troop, to whose freedom | have comitted nyself, gives ne hope
precisely because it is the antithesis of the original troop. There is
no evil in these newest creatures, no thurst for violence, no rage A
forlorn cry fromthe attic called nmy attention away fromthe journal

This was a wordl ess wail of fear and pain, so eerie and so pathetic
that dread reverberated |i ke a gong note through nmy m nd sinultaneously
with a chord of synpathy. The voice sounded |ike that of a child,
perhaps three or four years old, lost and afraid and in extrene

di stress.

Orson was so affected by the cry that he quickly padded out of the
bedroom into the hallway.

The priest's journal was slightly too large to fit into one of ny
j acket pockets. | tucked it under the wai stband of ny jeans, against
the small of ny back.

Then | followed the dog into the hall, | found himat the foot of the
fol ding | adder again, gazing up at the pleated shadows and soft 1ight
that hung in the rectory attic. He turned his expressive eyes on ne,
and | knew that if he could speak, he would say, W' ve got to do
somet hi ng.

This peculiar dog not only harbors a fleet of nysteries, n of only
exhi bits greater cleverness than any dog shoul d possess, but often
seens to have a well-defined sense of noral responsibility.

Before the events of which | wite herein, | had sonetines
hal f seriously wondered if reincarnation nmight be nore than
superstition, because | could envision Orson as a comitted teacher or
dedi cated policeman or even as a wise little nun in a former life, now
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reborn in a downsi zed body, furry, with tail

O course, ponderings of this nature have long qualified ne as a
candidate for the Pia Klick Award for exceptional achievenment in the
field of airheaded speculation. Ironically, Orson's true origins as
woul d soon cone to understand them although not supernatural, would
prove to be nore astoni shing than any scenario that | and Pia Klick, in
fevered col | aboration, could have inagi ned.

Now the cry issued from above a second time, and Orson was so affected
that he let out a whine of distress too thin to carry into the attic.

Even nore than the first tine, the wailing voice seened to be that of a
smal | child.

It was foll owed by another voice, too |low for the words to be

di stinct.

Though | was sure that this must be Father Tom | couldn't hear his
tone well enough to tell if it was consoling or threatening.

If 1'd trusted to instinct, | would have fled the rectory right then,

gone directly hone, brewed a pot of tea, spread | enon marnal ade on a
scone, popped a Jackie Chan novie on the TV, and spent the next couple
of hours on the sofa, with an afghan over ny lap and with ny curiosity
on hol d.

I nst ead, because pride prevented nme fromadnitting that | had a sense
of nmoral responsibility |ess well-devel oped than that of my dog, |
signaled Orson to stand aside and wait. Then | went up the |adder with
the 9-nmillineter Gock in ny right hand and Father Tomis stol en journa
riding unconfortably against the small of my back.

Like a raven frantically beating its wi ngs agai nst a cage, dark inages
fromLew s Stevenson's descriptions of his sick dreans flapped through
my mind. The chief had fantasized about girls as young as his
granddaughter, but the cry that I'd just heard sounded as though it had

come froma child rmuch younger than ten. |If the rector of St
Bernadette's was in the grip of the same denentia that had afflicted
St evenson, however, | had no reason to expect himto limt his prey to

those ten or ol der.

Near the top of the | adder, one hand on the flinsy, collapsible

railing, | turned nmy head to peer down along ny flank and saw O son
staring up fromthe hallway. As instructed, he had not tried to clinb
after ne.

He' d been sol ermly obedient for the better part of an hour, having
commented on nmy commands with not a single sarcastic chuff or rolling
of the eyes. This restraint marked a personal best for him |In fact,
it was a personal best by a nmargin of at |east half an hour, an

A ynpi c-cal i ber performance.

Expecting to take a kick in the head from an eccl esi astical boot, |
climbed higher nonetheless, into the attic. Evidently |I'd been
sufficiently stealthy to avoid drawi ng Father Toml s attention, because
he wasn't waiting to kick ny sinus bones deep into ny frontal |obe.

The trapdoor lay at the center of a small clear space that was
surrounded, as far as | could discern, by a nmaze of cardboard cartons
of various sizes, old furniture, and other objects that |I couldn't
identify-all stacked to a height of about six feet. The bare bulb
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directly over the trap was not lit, and the only light came fromoff to
the left, in the southeast corner, toward the front of the house.

| eased into the vast attic in a crouch, though | could have stood
erect. The steeply pitched Norman roof provided plenty of clearance
between my head and the rafters. Although | wasn't concerned about
wal ki ng face-first into a roof beam | still believed there was a risk
of being clubbed on the skull or shot between the eyes or stabbed in
the heart by a crazed cleric, and | was intent on keeping as |ow a
profile as possible. |If I could have slithered on ny belly like a
snake, | wouldn't have been all the way up in a crouch.

The hum d air smelled like tine itself distilled and bottled: dust, the
stal eness of old cardboard, a |ingering woody fragrance fromthe
rough-sawn rafters, mldew spooring, and the faint stink of sone snall
dead creature, perhaps a bird or nouse, festering in a lightless
corner.

To the left of the trapdoor were two entrances into the naze, one
approximately five feet wide, and the other no wider than three feet.

Assum ng that the room er passage provi ded the nost direct route across
the cluttered attic and, therefore, was the one that the priest
regularly used to go to and fromhis captive-if indeed there was a
captive-1 slipped quietly into the narrower aisle. | preferred to take
Fat her Tom by surprise rather than encounter him accidentally at sone
turning in this |abyrinth.

To both sides of nme were boxes, sone tied with twine, others festooned
with peeling | engths of shipping tape that brushed like insectile
feelers against ny face. | noved slowy, feeling ny way with one hand,
because the shadows were confounding, and | dared not bunp into
anything and set off a clatter.

| reached a T intersection but didn't imediately step into it. |
stood at the brink, listening for a nmonent, holding nmy breath, but
heard not hi ng.

Cautiously | leaned out of the first passageway, |ooking right and |eft
along this new corridor in the maze, which was also only three feet
wide. To the left, the lanplight in the southeast corner was slightly
brighter than before. To the right lay deep sable gl oomthat woul dn't
yield its secrets even to ny night-loving eyes, and | had the

i mpression that a hostile inhabitant of this darkness was within arm s
| ength, watching and set to spring.

Assuring nmyself that all trolls |ived under bridges, that w cked gnones
lived in caves, that grenlins established housekeeping only in

machi nery, and that goblins-being denons-wouldn't dare to take up
residence in a rectory, | stepped into the new passageway and turned
left, putting ny back to the inpenetrabl e dark

At once a squeal arose, so chilling that I swung around and thrust the
pi stol toward the bl ackness, certain that trolls, w cked gnomes,

grem ins, goblins, ghosts, zonbies, and several psychotic nutant altar
boys were descending on ne. Fortunately | didn't squeeze the trigger,
because this transi ent nadness passed, and | realized that the cry had
arisen fromthe sane direction as before: fromthe lighted area in the
sout heast corner.

This third wail, which had covered the noise that |'d nmade when turning
to confront the imagi nary horde, was fromthe same source as the first
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two, but here in the attic, it sounded different fromhow it had
sounded when |'d been down in the second-floor hallway. For one thing,
it didn't seemas nmuch like the voice of a suffering child as it had
earlier. Mre disconcerting: The weirdness factor was a | ot higher,
way off the top of the chart, as if several bars of therem n music had
i ssued froma human throat.

I considered retracing ny path to the ladder, but I was in too deep to
turn back now. There was still a chance, however slim that | was
hearing a child in jeopardy.

Besides, if | retreated, nmy dog would know that | had haired out. He

was one of ny three closest friends in a world where only friends and

famly matter, and as | no longer had any famly, | put enornous val ue
on his high opinion of ne.

The boxes on ny left gave way to stacked w cker |awn chairs, a junbled
coll ection of thatched and | acquered baskets made of wi cker and reed, a
battered dresser with an oval mirror so griny that | cast not even a
shadowy reflection in it, unguessable itens conceal ed by drop cloths,
and t hen nore boxes.

| turned a corner, and now | could hear Father Toms voice. He was
speaking softly, soothingly, but | couldn't make out a word of what he
sai d.

I wal ked into a cobweb barrier, flinching as it clung to ny face and
brushed |i ke phantom|ips against my nouth. Wth ny left hand | w ped
the tattered strands fromny cheeks and fromthe bill of nmy cap. The
gossaner had a bitter-nushroomtaste; grimacing, | tried to spit it out
wi t hout naki ng a sound.

Because | was hoping again for revelations, | was conpelled to foll ow
the priest's voice as irresistibly as | mght have followed the nusic
of a piper in Hanelin. Al the while, | was struggling to repress the

desire to sneeze, which was spawned by dust with a scent so nusty that
it nust have cone fromthe previous century.

After one nmore turn, | was in a last short | ength of passageway.

About six feet beyond the end of this narrow corridor of boxes was the
steeply pitched underside of the roof at the east flank-the front-of
the building. The rafters, braces, collar beans, and the underside of
the roof sheathing, to which the slate was attached, were reveal ed by
muddy-yel l ow | i ght issuing froma source out of sight to the right.

Creeping to the end of the passage, | was acutely aware of the faint
creaking of the floorboards under nme. It was no | ouder or nore

suspi cious than the ordinary settling noises in this high redoubt, but
it was nonethel ess potentially betraying.

Fat her Tom s voice grew clearer, although | could catch only one word
in five or six.

Anot her voice rose, higher-pitched and tremulous. It resenbled the
voi ce of a very young child-and yet was nothing as ordinary as that.

Not as nusical as the speech of a child. Not half as innocent. |
couldn't make out what, if anything, it was saying. The |onger
listened, the eerier it became, until it rmade ne pause though | didn't
dare pause for |ong.

My aisle termnated in a perineter passage that extended al ong the
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eastern flank of the attic maze. | risked a peek into this |ong
straight run

To the left was darkness, but to the right was the southeast corner of

the building, where | had expected to find the source of the Iight and

the priest with his wailing captive. Instead, the | anp remai ned out of
sight to the right of the corner, around one nore turn, along the south
wal | .

I followed this six-foot-wi de perineter passage, half crouched by
necessity now, for the wall to ny left was actually the steeply sl oped
underside of the roof. To ny right, | passed the dark nouth of another
passageway between piles of boxes and old furniture and then halted
within two steps of the corner, with only the last wall of stored goods
bet ween nme and the | anp.

Abruptly a squirm ng shadow | eaped across the rafters and roof
sheathing that forned the wall ahead of nme: a fierce spiky thrashing of
jagged linbs with a bul bous swelling at the center, so alien that |
nearly shouted in alarm | found nyself holding the dock in both
hands.

Then | realized that the apparition before ne was the distorted shadow
of a spider suspended on a single silken thread. It nust have been
dangling so close to the source of the light that its imge was
projected, greatly enlarged, across the surfaces in front of nme.

For a ruthless killer, | was far too junpy. Maybe the caffeine |aden
Pepsi, which I'd drunk to sweeten ny vomt-soured breath, was to

bl ane.

Next time | killed soneone and threw up, |'d have to use a

caf fei ne-free beverage and lace it with Valium in order to avoid
tarni shing ny image as an enotionl ess, efficient hom ci de nachi ne.

Cool with the spider now, | also realized that | could at |ast hear the
priest's voice clearly enough to understand his every word:

hurts, yes, of course, it hurts very nmuch. But now |'ve cut the
transponder out of You, cut it out and crushed it, and they can't
foll ow You anynore.'

I flashed back to the nmenory of Jesse Pinn stal king through the cenetery
earlier in the night, holding the peculiar instrunment in his hand,
listening to faint electronic tones and reading data on a snall,

gl owi ng green screen. He'd evidently been tracking the signal froma
surgically inplanted transponder in this creature. A nonkey, was it?

Yet not a nonkey?

"The incision wasn't very deep,"” the priest continued. "The
transponder was just under the subcutaneous fat. |'ve sterilized the
wound and sewn it up." He sighed. "I wish | knew how nuch You

understand nme, if at all

In Father Tomlis journal, he had referred to the nenbers of a new troop
that was |l ess hostile and | ess violent than the first, and he had
witten that he was committed to their liberation. Wy there should be
a new troop, as opposed to an old one, or why they shoul d be set |oose
in the world with transponders under their skin-even how these smarter
nmonkeys of either troop could have come into existence in the first

pl ace-1 couldn't fathom But it was clear that the priest styled

hi nsel f as a nobdern-day abolitionist fighting for the rights of the
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oppressed and that this rectory was a key stop on an under ground
railroad to freedom

When he had confronted Father Tomin the church basenent, Pinn nust
have believed that this current fugitive had al ready received
superficial surgery and noved on, and that his hand-held tracker was
pi cking up the signal fromthe transponder no | onger enbedded in the
creature it was neant to identify. Instead, the fugitive was
recuperating here in the attic.

The priest's nysterious visitor new ed softly, as if in pain, and the
cleric replied with a synpathetic patter perilously close to baby
tal k.

Taki ng courage fromthe nenory of how neekly the priest had responded
to the undertaker, | crossed the remaining couple of feet to the fina
wal | of boxes. | stood with ny back to the end of the row, knees bent
only slightly to accombdate the sl ope of the roof.

From here, to see the priest and the creature with him | needed only
to lean to ny right, turn ny head, and look into the perineter aisle
along the south flank of the attic where the |light and the voices

ori gi nat ed.

| hesitated to reveal ny presence only because | recalled sone of the
odder entries in the priest's diary: the ranting and paranoi d passages
that bordered on incoherence, the two hundred repetitions of | believe
in the nercy of Christ. Perhaps he wasn't always as nmeek as he had
been with Jesse Pinn.

Overl aying the odors of mildew and dust and ol d cardboard was a new
medi ci nal scent conposed of rubbing al cohol, iodine, and an astringent
anti septic cl eanser.

Sonewhere in the next aisle, the fat spider reeled itself up its
filament, away fromthe |amplight, and the magnified arachnid shadow
rapi dly dwi ndl ed across the slanted ceiling, shrinking into a bl ack dot
and finally vani shing.

Fat her Tom spoke reassuringly to his patient: "I have antibiotic
powder, capsul es of various penicillin derivatives, but no effective
pai nki | | er.

I wish | did. But this world is about suffering, isn't it?

This vale of tears. You'll be all right. You'll be just fine.

promi se.

God will look after You through ne."

Wiet her the rector of St. Bernadette's was a saint or villain, one of
the few rational people left in Monlight Bay or way insane, | couldn't
judge. 1 didn't have enough facts, didn't understand the context of

hi s acti ons.

I was certain of only one thing: Even if Father Tom mi ght be rationa
and doing the right thing, his head neverthel ess contained enough | oose
wiring to make it unwise to let himhold the baby during a baptism

"I'"ve had sone very basic nedical training," the priest told his
patient, "because for three years after seminary, | was called to a
m ssion in Uganda."
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I thought | heard the patient: a muttering that reni nded mebut not
qui te-of the | ow cooing of pigeons blended with the nore guttural purr
of a cat.

"I"'msure You'll be all right," Father Tom continued. "But You really
must stay here a few days so | can administer the antibiotics and
moni tor the healing of the wound. Do You understand me?"

Wth a note of frustration and despair: "Do You understand ne at
all?"

As | was about to lean to the right and peer around the wall of boxes,
the O her replied to the priest. The Oher. That was how | thought of
the fugitive when | heard it speaking fromsuch cl ose range, because
this was a voice that | was not able to inmagine as being either that of
a child or a nonkey, or of anything else in God's Bi g Book of

Creation.

| froze. M finger tightened on the trigger.

Certainly it sounded partly like a young child, a little girl, and
partly like a nonkey. 1t sounded partly like a lot of things, in fact,
as though a highly creative Hollywod sound technician had been playing
with a library of human and ani mal voices, mxing themthrough an audio
console until he'd created the ultimate voice for an

extraterrestrial

The nost affecting thing about the Gther's speech was not the tona
range of it, not the pattern of inflections, and not even the
earnestness and the enotion that clearly shaped it. Instead, what npst
jolted me was the perception that it had nmeaning. | was not |istening
merely to a babble of aninmal noises. This was not English, of course,
not a word of it; and although I"'mnot nultilingual, |I'mcertain it
wasn't any foreign tongue, either, for it was not conplex enough to be
a true | anguage. It was, however, a fluent series of exotic sounds
crudely conposed |ike words, a powerful but prinmtive attenpt at

| anguage, with a small polysyllabic vocabul ary, marked by urgent

rhyt his.

The O her seemed pathetically desperate to comrunicate. As | |istened,
I was surprised to find myself emptionally affected by the | onging,

| onel i ness, and anguish in its voice. These were not qualities that I

i magi ned. They were as real as the boards beneath ny feet, the stacked
boxes agai nst ny back, and the heavy beating of MY heart.

When the O her and the priest both fell silent, | wasn't able to | ook
around the corner. | suspected that whatever the priest's visitor

m ght look like, it would not pass for a real nonkey, as did those
menbers of the original troop that had been tornmenti ng Bobby and that
Orson and | had encountered on the southern horn of the bay. If it
resenbled a rhesus at all, the differences would be greater and surely
nmore nunerous than the bal eful dark-yell ow col or of the other nbnkeys
eyes.

If I was afraid of what | mght see, ny fear had nothi ng what soever to
do with the possible hideousness of this |aboratory-born Gher. MW
chest was so tight with enmotion that | couldn't draw deep breaths, and
my throat was so thick that | could swallow only with effort. Wat |
feared was neeting the gaze of this entity and seeing nmy own isolation
inits eyes, my own yearning to be normal, which I'd spent twenty-eight
years denying with enough success to be happy with my fate. But ny
happi ness, |ike everyone's, is fragile.
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I had heard a terrible longing in this creature's voice, and | felt
that it was akin to the sharp | onging around which | had ages ago
forned a pearl of indifference and quiet resignation; | was afraid that
if I met the Oher's eyes, some resonance between us woul d shatter that
pearl and | eave nme vul nerabl e once nore.

I was shaki ng.

This is also why | cannot, dare not, will not express nmy pain or ny
grief when Iife wounds nme or takes from me someone | |ove.

Gief too easily leads to despair. 1In the fertile ground of despair,
self-pity can sprout and thrive. | can't begin to indulge in
self-pity, because by enunerating and dwelling upon ny limtations, I
will be digging a hole so deep that I'Il never again be able to craw
out of it.

I"ve got to be sonmething of a cold bastard to survive, live with a

chi nkl ess shell around ny heart at |east when it comes to grieving for
the dead. |1'mable to express ny love for the living, to enbrace ny
friends without reservation, to give ny heart w thout concern for how
it mght be abused. But on the day that ny father dies, | nust nake

j okes about death, about crematoriuns, about |ife, about every damm
thing, because | can't risk-won't risk-descending fromgrief to despair
to self-pity and, finally, to the pit of inescapable rage and

| oneliness and self-hatred that is freakdom | can't |ove the dead too
much. No matter how desperately | want to renenber them and hold them
dear, | have to let themgo-and quickly. | have to push themout of ny
heart even as they are cooling in their deathbeds. Likew se, | have to

make j okes about being a killer, because if | think too |ong and too
hard about what it really neans to have nurdered a man, even a nonster
like Lewis Stevenson, then | will begin to wonder if | am in fact, the
freak that those nasty little shitheads of my chil dhood insisted that I
was: the Nightcraw er, Vanpire Boy, Creepy Chris. | nust not care too
much about the dead, either those whom | |oved or those whom I

despised. | nust not care too nuch about being alone. | nust not care
too nmuch about what | cannot change. Like all of us in this storm
between birth and death, | can weak no great changes on the world,
only small changes for the better, | hope, in the lives of those

| ove, which means that to live | nust care not about what | am but
about what | can becone, not about the past but about the future, not
even so much about nyself as about the bright circle of friends who
provide the only light in which | amable to flourish

I was shaking as | contenplated turning the corner and facing the

Q her, in whose eyes | night see far too nuch of nyself. | was
clutching the Gock as if it were a talisnman rather than a weapon, as
though it were a crucifix with which | could ward off all that m ght
destroy nme, but | forced nyself into action. | |leaned to the right,
turned ny head-and saw no one.

This perineter passage along the south side of the attic was w der than
the one along the east flank, perhaps eight feet across; and on the

pl ywood fl oor, tucked in against the eaves, was a narrow mattress and a
tangl e of blankets. The light came from a coneshaped brass desk | amp
pl ugged into a G-l receptacle that was nounted on an eave brace.

Beside the mattress were a thernos, a plate of sliced fruit and
buttered bread, a pail of water, bottles of medication and rubbing

al cohol, the makings for bandages, a folded towel, and a danp washcl oth
spotted with bl ood.
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The priest and his guest seemed to have vanished as if they had
whi spered an incantati on.

Al t hough i mobilized by the enotional inpact of the longing in the

O her's voice, | could not have been standing at the end of the box row
for nore than a mnute, probably half a mnute, after the creature had
fallen silent. Yet neither Father Tomnor his visitor was in sight in
t he passageway ahead.

Silence ruled. | heard not a single footfall. Not any creak or POP or
tick of wood that sounded nore significant than the usual faint
settling noises.

I actually | ooked up into the rafters toward the center of the space,
overcone by the bizarre conviction that the mssing pair had | earned a
trick fromthe clever spider and had drawn thensel ves up gossamer
filaments, curling into tight black balls in the shadows overhead.

As long as | stayed close to the wall of boxes on ny right side, | had
sufficient headroomto stand erect. Soaring fromthe eaves to ny |eft,
the sharply pitched rafters cleared ny head by six or eight inches.

Nevert hel ess, | noved defensively in a nodified crouch

The | anp was not dangerously bright, and the brass cone focused the
light away fromme, so | noved to the mattress for a closer | ook at the
itenms arrayed beside it. Wth the toe of one shoe, | disturbed the
tangl ed bl ankets; although |I'm not sure what | expected to find under
them what | did find was a | ot of not hing.

I wasn't concerned that Father Tom would go downstairs and find
O son.

For one thing, | didn't think he was finished with his work up here in
the attic. Besides, ny crimnally experienced nutt woul d have the
street savvy to duck for cover and lie low until escape was nore

f easi bl e.
Suddenly, however, | realized that if the priest went bel ow, he m ght
fold away the | adder and close the trapdoor. | could force it open and

rel ease the | adder from above, but not w thout making al nost as nuch
racket as Satan and his conspirators had nade when cast out of
Heaven.

Rat her than follow this passage to the next entrance to the naze and

ri sk encountering the priest and the O her on the route they m ght have
taken, | turned back the way I'd come, rem nding nyself to be light on
my feet. The high-quality plyboard had few voids, and it was screwed
rather than nailed to the floor joists, so | was virtually silent even
in nmy haste.

When | turned the corner at the end of the row of boxes, plunp Father
Tom | oomed fromthe shadows where | had stood listenin only a minute or
two ago. He was dressed neither for Mass nor bed, but was wearing a
gray sweat suit and a sheen of sweat, as if he'd been fending off

gl uttonous urges by working out to an exercise video.

"You!" he said bitterly when he recognized nme, as though I were not
merely Christopher Snow but were the devil Baal and had stepped out of
a conjurer's chal k pentagramwi thout first asking perm ssion or
obtaining a | avatory pass.
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The sweet-tenpered, jovial, good-natured padre that | had known was
evidently vacationing in Pal m Springs, having given the keys of his
parish to his evil twin. He poked nme in the chest with the blunt end
of a baseball bat, hard enough to hurt.

Because even XP-Man is subject to the laws of physics, | was rocked
backward by the blow, stunbled into the eaves, and cracked the back of
my head against a rafter. | didn't see stars, not even a great
character actor like M Enmmet Walsh or Rip Tom but if not for the
cushion provided by nmy Janes Dean thatch of hair, | mght have gone out
col d.

Poking me in the chest again with the baseball bat, Father Tom said,
"You! You!"

Indeed, | was nme, and | had never tried to claimotherwise, so | didn't
know why he shoul d be so incensed.

"You!" he said with a new rush of anger.

This time he rammed the damm bat into ny stomach, which w nded ne but
not as badly as it mght have if | hadn't seen it com ng. Just before
the blow | anded, | sucked in ny stomach and tightened ny abdoni na
nmuscl es, and because |1'd already thrown up what was | eft of Bobby's
chi cken tacos, the only consequence was a hot flash of pain fromny
groin to ny breastbone, which | would have | aughed off if |I'd been
wearing ny arnored spandex superhero uniformunder ny street clothes.

| pointed the G ock at himand wheezed threateningly, but he was either
a man of God with no fear of death-or he was nuts.

Gipping the bat with both hands to put even nore power behind it, he
poked it savagely at my stomach again, but | twisted to the side and
dodged the bl ow, although unfortunately |I rmussed my hair on a
rough-sawn rafter.

I was nonplussed to be in a fight with a priest. The encounter seened

nmore absurd than frightening-though it was plenty frightening enough to
make nmy heart race and to make me worry that |I'd have to return Bobby's
jeans with urine stains.

"You! You!" he said nore angrily than ever and seenmingly with nore
surprise, too, as though ny appearance in his dusty attic were so
out rageous and i nprobabl e that his astoni shnent would grow at an
ever-accelerating rate until his brain went nova.

He swung at me again. He would have missed this time even if | hadn't
w enched mysel f away fromthe bat. He was a priest, after all, not a
imja assassin. He was middle-a,ed and overwei ght, too.

The basebal |l bat smashed into one of the cardboard boxes w th enough
force to tear a hole in it and knock it out of the stack into the enpty
ai sl e beyond. Although woefully ignorant of even the basic principles
of the martial arts and not gifted with the physique of a mighty
warrior, the good father could not be faulted for a |l ack of

ent husi asm

I couldn't imagine shooting him but | couldn't very well allow himto
club me to death. | backed away fromhim toward the [anp and the
mattress in the wider aisle along the south side of the attic, hoping
that he woul d recover his senses.

I nstead, he canme after ne, swinging the bat fromleft to right, cutting
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the air with a whoosh, then inmediately swinging it right to left,
chanting "You!" between each sw ng.

Hi s hair was di sarranged and hangi ng over his brow, and his face
appeared to be contorted as much by terror as by rage. His nostrils

dil ated and quivered with each stentorian breath, and spittle flew from
his mouth with each expl osive repetition of the pronoun that seened to
constitute his entire vocabul ary.

I was going to end up radically dead if | waited for Father Tomto
recover his senses. |f he even had senses left, the priest wasn't
carrying themwith him They were put away sonmewhere, perhaps over in
the church, locked up with a splinter of a saint's shinbone in the
reliquary on the altar.

As he swung at nme again, | searched for that animal eyeshine |'d seen
in Lewis Stevenson, because a glinpse of that uncanny gl ow m ght
justify neeting violence with violence. It would nean | was battling

not a priest or an ordinary nan, but sonmething with one foot in the
Twi | ight Zone. But | couldn't see a glimrer. Perhaps Father Tom was
infected with the sane di sease that had corrupted the police chief's
mnd, but if so, he didn't seemas far gone. as the cop

Movi ng backward, attention on the baseball bat, | hooked the | anp cord
with nmy foot. Proving nyself a worthy victimfor an aging, overwei ght
priest, | fell flat on ny back, drumm ng a nice paradiddle on the floor

with the back of my skull.

The lanp fell over. Fortunately, it neither went out nor flung its
light directly into ny sensitive eyes.

I shook ny foot out of the entangling cord and scooted backward on ny
butt as Father Tom rushed in and hamered the floor with the bat.

He mi ssed ny | egs by inches, punctuating the assault with that
now fam liar accusation in the second-person singular: "You!"

"You!" | said sonewhat hysterically, casting it right back at himas
continued to scoot out of his way.

I wondered where all these people were who supposedly revered ne. |
was nore than ready to be revered a little, but Stevenson and Father
Tom Eliot certainly didn't qualify for the Christopher Snow Adm ration
Soci ety.

Al t hough the priest was stream ng sweat and panting, he was out to
prove he had stamina. He approached in the stooped, hunch-shoul dered,
rolling lurch of a troll, as if he were on a workrel ease program from
under the bridge to which he was usually committed. This cranped
posture allowed himto raise the bat high over his head without
cracking it against an overhanging rafter. He wanted to keep it high
over his head because he clearly intended to play Babe Ruth with ny
skul |l and make my brains squirt out my ears.

Eyeshine or no eyeshine, | was going to have to blast the chubby little
guy without delay. | couldn't scoot backward as fast as he could
troll-walk toward nme, and although | was a little hysterical-okay, way
hysterical-1 could figure the odds well enough to know that even the
greedi est bookie in Vegas wouldn't cover a bet on ny survival. 1In ny
pani ¢, hamered by terror and by a dangerously giddy sense of the
absurd, | thought that the nobst humane course of action would be to

shoot himin the gonads because he had taken a vow of celibacy,
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anyway.
Fortunately, | never had the opportunity to prove myself to be the
expert marksman that such a perfectly placed shot woul d have
required.

| aimed in the general direction of his crotch, and ny finger tightened
on the trigger. No tine to use the |aser sighting.

Before | could squeeze off a round, sonething nonstrous grow ed in the
passageway behind the priest, and a great dark snarling predator |eaped
on his back, causing himto scream and drop the baseball bat as he was
driven to the attic floor

For an instant, | was stunned that the G her should be so utterly
unlike a rhesus and that it should attack Father Tom its nurse and
chanpion, rather than tear out ny throat. But, of course, the great
dark snarling predator was not the Gther: It was Orson

Standing on the priest's back, the dog bit at the sweat-suit collar.

Fabric tore. He was snarling so viciously that | was afraid he'd
actual |y maul Father Tom

I called himoff as | scranbled to ny feet. The nutt obeyed at once,
without inflicting a wound, not a fraction as bloodthirsty as he'd
pretended to be.

The priest made no effort to get up. He lay with his head turned to
one side, his face half covered with tousled, sweat-soaked hair. He
was breathing hard and sobbing, and after every third or fourth breath,
he said bitterly, "You.........

Obvi ously he knew enough about what was happening at Fort Wvern and in
Moonl i ght Bay to answer many if not all of my npbst pressing

questi ons.
Yet | didn't want to talk to him | couldn't talk to him
The Other might not have left the rectory, mght still be here in the

shadowy cloisters of the attic. Although | didn't believe that it
posed a serious danger to me and Orson, especially not when | had the
G ock, | had not seen it and, therefore, couldn't dismss it as a
threat. | didn't want to stalk it-or be stalked by it -in this

cl aust rophobi ¢ space.

O course, the Gther was nerely an excuse to flee.

Those things that | truly feared were the answers Father Tom m ght give
to ny questions. | thought | was eager to hear them but was not yet
prepared for certain truths.

"You.

He' d spoken that one word with seething hatred, with uncommonly dark
emotion for a man of God but also for a man who was usual |y kind and
gentle. He transformed the sinple pronoun into a denunciation and a

curse.
You.

Yet 1'd done nothing to earn his enmty. | hadn't given life to the
pitiable creatures that he had commtted hinself to freeing. | hadn't
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been a part of the programat Wvern that had infected his sister and
possibly him as well. Wich neant that he hated not ne, as a person,
but hated ne because of who | was.

And who was 17?
Wo was | if not nmy nother's son?

According to Roosevelt Frost-and even Chief Stevensonthere were,
i ndeed, those who revered nme because | was ny nother's son, though I'd
yet to neet them For the sane |ineage, | was hated

hri st opher Ni cholas Snow, only child of Wsteria Jane
(M1 bury) Snow, whose own nother named her after a flower.

Chri stopher born of Wsteria, come into this too-bright world near the
begi nning of the Disco Decade. Born in a tine of tacky fashion trends
and frivolous pursuits, when the country was eagerly wi ndiving down a
war, and when the worst fear was nere nucl ear hol ocaust.

VWhat could ny brilliant and | oving nother possibly have done that woul d
make me either revered or reviled?

Sprawl ed on the attic floor, racked by enotion, Father Tom Eliot knew
the answer to that nystery and would al nost certainly reveal it when he
had regai ned his conposure.

I nstead of asking the question at the heart of all that had happened
this night, | shakily apologized to the sobbing priest. "lI'msorry. |
I shouldn't have come here. God. Listen. I|I'mso sorry. Please
forgive ne. Please."

VWhat had my not her done?
Don't ask.
Don't ask.

If he had started to answer ny unspoken question, | would have cl anped
my hands to ny ears.

I called Orson to ny side and led himaway fromthe priest, into the
maze, proceeding as fast as | dared. The narrow passages tw sted and
branched until it seenmed as though we were not in an attic at all but
in a network of cataconbs. In places the darkness was nearly blinding;
but I"'mthe child of darkness, never thwarted by it.

I brought us quickly to the open trapdoor

Though Orson had clinbed the | adder, he peered at the descending treads
with trepidation and hesitated to find his way into the hall bel ow

Even for a four-footed acrobat, going down a steep |adder was
i measurably nore difficult than going up

Because nany of the boxes in the attic were |arge and because bul ky
furniture was al so stored there, | knew that a second trap nust exi st,
and that it nmust be larger than the first, with an associ ated
sling-and-pulley systemfor raising and | owering heavy objects to and
fromthe second floor. | didn't want to search for it, but | wasn't
sure how | could safely clinb backward down an attic | adder while
carrying a ninety-pound dog.
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Fromthe farthest end of the vast room the priest called out to
me-"Chri stopher"-in a voice heavy with renorse. "Christopher, |I'm
| ost. "

He didn't nean that he was lost in his owm maze. Nothing as sinple as
that, nothing as hopeful as that.

"Christopher, I"'mlost. Forgive ne. |'mso lost."

From el sewhere in the gl oom cane the chil d-nonkey-not-ofthis-world

voi ce that belonged to the Other: struggling toward | anguage, desperate
to be understood, charged with |l onging and | oneliness, as bleak as any
arctic ice field but also, worse, filled with a reckl ess hope that
woul d surely never be rewarded

This plaintive bleat was so unbearable that it drove Orson to try the
| adder and may even have given himthe bal ance to succeed.

When he was only halfway to the bottom he | eaped over the renaining
treads to the hallway floor.

The priest's journal had al nost slipped out fromunder ny belt and into
the seat of ny pants. As | descended the | adder, the book rubbed

pai nful | y agai nst the base of nmy spine, and when | reached the bottom I
clawed it fromunder ny belt and held it in ny left hand, as the d ock

was still clanped fiercely in my right.

Toget her, Orson and | raced down through the rectory, past the shrine
to the Blessed Virgin, where the guttering candl e was extingui shed by
the draft of our passing. W fled along the |lower hall, through the
kitchen with its three green digital clocks, out the back door, across
the porch, into the night and the fog, as if we were escaping fromthe
House of Usher nonments before it coll apsed and sank into the deep dank
tarn.

We passed the back of the church. Its form dable nass was a tsunanm of
stone, and while we were in its nightshadow, it seened about to crest
and crash and crush us.

I glanced back twice. The priest was not behind us. Neither was
anyt hi ng el se.

Al though | hal f expected my bicycle to be gone or damaged, it was
propped agai nst the headstone, where | had left it. No nonkey
busi ness.

I didn't pause to say a word to Noah Joseph Janmes. In a world crewed
up as ours, ninety-six years of life didn't seemas desirable as it had
only hours ago.

After pocketing the pistol and tucking the journal inside ny shirt, |
ran beside ny bike along an aisle between rows of graves, sw nging
aboard it while on the nove. Bouncing off the curb into the street,

| eaning forward over the handl ebars, pedaling furiously, | bored Iike
an auger through the fog, leaving a tenporary tunnel in the churning
nm st behi nd ne.

Orson had no interest in the spoor of squirrels. He was as eager as
was to put distance between us and St. Bernadette's.

We had gone several blocks before | began to realize that escape wasn't
possible. The inevitable dawn restricted ne to the boundaries of
Moonl i ght Bay, and the nmadness in St. Bernadette's rectory was to be

file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%?20R....onlight%20Bay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt (211 of 271) [2/9/2004 10:04:53 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt

found in every corner of the town.

More to the point, | was trying to run away froma threat that could
never be escaped even if | could fly to the npbst renote island or
mountaintop in the world. \Wherever | went, | would carry with nme the
thing that | feared: the need to know. | wasn't frightened nerely of
the answers that | night receive when | asked questions about ny

not her .

More fundanentally | was afraid of the questions thensel ves, because
the very nature of them whether they were eventually answered or not,
woul d change ny life forever.

From a bench in the park at the corner of Palm Street and Grace Drive,
Orson and | studied a scul pture of a steel scimtar balanced on a pair
of tunbling dice carved fromwhite marble, which were in turn bal anced
on a highly polished representation of Earth hewn from bl ue marbl e,
which itself was perched upon a | arge nmound of bronze cast to resenble
a pile of dog poop.

This work of art has stood at the center of the park, surrounded by a
gently bubbling fountain, for about three years.

W' ve sat here many nights, pondering the neaning of this creation,
intrigued and edified and chal |l enged-but not particularly
enlightened-by it.

Initially we believed that the meaning was clear. The scinitar
represents war or death. The tunbling dice represent fate. The bl ue
mar bl e sphere, which is Earth, is a synbol of our lives. Put it all
together, and You have a statenment about the human condition: W live
or die according to the whinms of fate, our lives on this world ruled by
col d chance. The bronze dog poop at the bottomis a mninalist
repetition of the sane theme: Life is shit.

Many | earned anal yses have followed the first. The scimtar, for
exanple, mght not be a scimtar at all; it mght be a crescent noon

The dice-like forns m ght be sugar cubes. The blue sphere m ght not be
our nurturing planet-nmerely a bowing ball. Wat the various forns
synbolize can be interpreted in a virtually infinite nunber of ways,
although it is inpossible to conceive of the bronze casting as anything
but dog poop.

Seen as a noon, sugar cubes, and a bowing ball, this nasterwork nmay be
war ni ng that our highest aspirations (reaching for the noon) cannot be
achieved if we punish our bodies and agitate our minds by eating too
many sweets or if we sustain |lower-back injury by trying too hard to
torque the ball when we're desperate to pick up a seven-ten split. The
bronze dog poop, therefore, reveals to us the ultinmate consequences of
a bad di et conbined with obsessive bowing: Life is shit.

Four benches are placed around the broad wal kway that encircles the
fountain in which the scul pture stands. W have viewed the piece from
every perspective.

The park | anps are on a tiner, and they are all extinguished at
m dni ght to conserve city funds. The fountain stops bubbling as
wel | .

The gently splashing water is conducive to nmeditation, and we w sh that

it spritzed all night; although even if | were not an XPer, we would
prefer no lanplight. Anbient light is not only sufficient but idea
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for the study of this sculpture, and a good thick fog can add
i measurably to your appreciation of the artist's vision.

Prior to the erection of this nonunent, a sinple bronze statue of

Juni pero Serra stood on the plinth at the center of the fountain for
over a hundred years. He was a Spanish m ssionary to the Indians of
California, two and a half centuries ago: the nan who established the
networ k of missions that are now | andrmark buil di ngs, public treasures,
and nagnets for history-mnded tourists.

Bobby' s parents and a group of |ike-m nded citizens had formed a
committee to press for the banishment of the Junipero Serra statue on
the grounds that a nonument to a religious figure did not belong in a
park created and maintai ned with public funds.

Separation of Church and State. The United States Constitution, they
said, was clear on this issue.

Wsteria Jane (M I bury) Snow"Wssy" to her friends, "M to nme-in
spite of being a scientist and rationalist, |led the opposing comittee
that wished to preserve the statue of Serra

"When a society erases its past, for whatever reason," she said, "it
cannot have a future.”

Mom | ost the debate. Bobby's fol ks won.

The night the decision cane down, Bobby and | net in the nost sol emm
circunstances of our long friendship, to deternmine if fanmly honor and
the sacred obligations of bloodline required us to conduct a vicious,
unrel enting feud-in the manner of the | egendary Hatfields and
McCoys-until even the nost distant cousins had been sent to sleep with
the worns and until one or both of us was dead. After consunm ng enough
beer to clear our heads, we decided that it was inpossible to conduct a
proper feud and still find the tine to ride every set of glassy,
punpi ng nmonoliths that the good sea sent to shore. To say nothing of
all the time spent on nurder and nmayhem that m ght have been spent
ogling girls in bun-floss bikinis.

Now | entered Bobby's number in the keypad on ny phone and pressed
send.

I turned the volunme up a little so Orson might be able to hear both

sides of the conversation. Wen | realized what | had done, | knew
that unconsciously | had accepted the nost fantastic possibility of the
Wvern project as proven fact-even though | was still pretending to

have ny doubts.

Bobby answered on the second ring: "Go away."

"You asl eep?"

"Yeah. "

"I"'msitting here in Life Is Shit Park."

"Do | care?"

"Sonme really bad stuff has gone down since | saw You."

"It's the sal sa on those chicken tacos," he said.

"I can't talk about it on the phone."
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" Good.

“I"mworried about You," | said.

"That's sweet."

"You're in real danger, Bobby."

"l swear | flossed, Mom"

O'son chuffed with amusement. The hell he didn't.
"Are You awake now?" | asked Bobby.

"No. "

"I don't think You were asleep in the first place."

He was silent. Then: "Well, there's been a way spooky novie on all
ni ght since You left."

"Pl anet of the Apes?" | guessed.

"On a three-hundred-sixty-degree, waparound screen."
"VWhat ' re they doi ng?"

"Ch, You know, the usual nonkeyshines."

"Not hi ng nore threatening?"

"They think they're cute. One of them s at the wi ndow right now,
nmooni ng me. "

"Yeah, but did You start it?"

"I get the feeling they're trying to irritate ne until | come outside
again."

Al armed, | said, "Don't go."

"I"'mnot a noron," he said sourly.

"Sorry.

"I'"man asshole.”

"That's right."

"There's a critical difference between a noron and an asshole."
"I"'mclear on that."

"l wonder."

"Do You have the shotgun with You?"

"Jesus, Snhow, didn't | just say |'mnot a noron?"

"I'f we can ride this barrel until dawn, then | think we're safe until
sundown t onorrow. "

"They're on the roof now "

"Doi ng what ?"
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"Don't know." He paused, listening. "At |least two of them
Runni ng back and forth. WMaybe |ooking for a way in."

Orson junped of f the bench and stood tensely, one ear pricked toward
the phone, a worried air about him He seenmed to be willing to shed
sonme doggy pretenses if that didn't disturb ne.

"Is there a way in fromthe roof?" | asked Bobby.

"The bat hroom and kitchen vent ducts aren't |arge enough for these
bastards."

Surprisingly, considering all its other anenities, the cottage had no
fireplace. Corky Collins-fornerly Toshiro Tagawa- had nost |ikely
deci ded against a fireplace because, unlike the warm cl osest to You

Forget about |eaving a mark on the world. Ilgnore the great issues of
your time and thereby inprove your digestion

Don't dwell in the past. Don't worry about the future. Live in the
monent. Trust in the purpose of your existence and | et neaning cone to
You instead of straining to discover it. Wen life throws a hard
punch, roll with it-but roll with |aughter. Catch the wave, dude

This is how Bobby lives, and he is the happiest and nost wel | bal anced
person | have ever known.

I try to live as Bobby Hal | oway does, but |'mnot as successful at it
as he is. Sometines | thrash when | should float. | spend too nuch
time anticipating and too little time letting life surprise ne.

Maybe | don't try hard enough to live like Bobby. O maybe | try too
har d.

Orson went to the pool that surrounded the scul pture. He |apped
noisily at the clear water, obviously savoring the taste and the
cool ness of it.

I remenbered that July night in our backyard when he had stared at the
stars and fallen into bl ackest despair. | had no accurate way to
determ ne how nuch smarter Orson was than an ordinary dog. Because his
intelligence had sonmehow been enhanced by the project at Wvern,
however, he understood vastly nore than nature ever intended a dog to
understand. That July night, recognizing his revolutionary potential
yet-perhaps for the first time-grasping the terrible Iimtations placed
on himby his physical nature, he'd sunk into a slough of despondency
that al nost cl ained himpermanently. To be intelligent but w thout the
compl ex larynx and ot her physical equi prment to make speech possible, to
be intelligent but without the hands to wite or nake tools, to be
intelligent but trapped in a physical package that will forever prevent
the full expression of your intelligence: This would be akin to a
person bei ng born deaf, nmute, and |inbless.

I watched Orson now with astoni shnent, with a new appreciation for his
courage, and with a tenderness | had never felt before for anyone on
this earth.

He turned fromthe pool, licking at the water that dripped fromhis
chops, grinning with pleasure. Wen he saw nme | ooking at him he
wagged his tail, happy to have ny attention or 'just happy to be with
me on this strange night.
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For all his limtations and in spite of all the good reasons why he
shoul d be perpetually angui shed, ny dog, for God's sake, was better at
bei ng Bobby Hal |l oway than | was.

Does Bobby have a wise strategy for living? Does Orson? | hope one
day to have matured enough to live as well by their philosophy as they
do.

Getting up fromthe bench, | pointed to the sculpture. "Not a
scimtar.

Not a moon. |It's the snile of the invisible Cheshire cat fromAlice in
Wonder | and. "

Orson turned to gaze up at the masterwork.

"Not dice. Not sugar cubes," | continued. "A pair of either the
growsnmall or growbig pills that Alice took in the story."

Orson considered this with interest. On video, he had seen Disney's
ani mated version of this classic tale.

"Not a synbol of the earth. Not a blue bowing ball. A big blue
eye.

Put it all together and what does it nean?"
Orson | ooked at ne for elucidation.

"The Cheshire smle is the artist laughing at the gullible people who
paid himso handsonmely. The pair of pills represent the drugs he was
hi gh on when he created this junk. The blue eye is his eye, and the
reason You can't see his other eye is because he's winking it.

The bronze pile at the bottomis, of course, dog poop, which is
i ntended to be a pungent critical coment on the work-because, as
everyone knows, dogs are the nost perceptive of all critics."

If the vigor with which Orson wagged his tail was a reliable
i ndi cation, he enjoyed this interpretati on enornously.

He trotted around the entire fountain pool, review ng the scul pture
fromall sides

Per haps t he purpose for which | was bornis not to wite about ny life
in search of sone universal neaning that nay help others to better
understand their own lives-which, in My nore egomani acal nonents, is a
m ssion | have enbraced. Instead of striving to nake even the tiniest
mark on the world, perhaps | should consider that, possibly, the sole
purpose for which I was born is to anmuse Orson, to be not his master
but his loving brother, to make his strange, difficult life, as easy,
rewarding and full of delight as it can be.

This woul d constitute a purpose as neani ngful as nost and nore noble
t han sone.

Pl eased by Orson's wagging tail at |least as nmuch as he seened Ited ny |
had two places | wanted to go before the sun chased ne into hidin The
first was Fort Wvern.

Fromthe park at Palm Street and Gace Drive in the southeast quadrant
of Moonlight Bay, the trip to Fort Wvern takes |less than lowing for a
paten mnutes by bicycle, even all ce that will not tire your canine
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brother. | know a shortcut through a stormculvert that ten-footruns
under Hi ghway 1. Beyond the culvert is an open, w de, concrete drai nage
channel that continues deep into the grounds of the mlitary base after
bei ng bisected by the chain-linker of the fence-crowned with razor
wire-that defines the perinet facility.

ghout the grounds of Everywhere along the fence-and throu

Fort Wvern-large signs in red and bl ack warn that trespassers will be
prosecut ed under federal statutes and that the m ni num sentence upon
conviction involves a fine of no | ess than ten thousand dollars and a

prison sentence of no |l ess than one year. | have always ignored these
threats, largely because | know that because of ny condition, no judge
will sentence ne to prison for this mnor offense. And | can afford

the ten thousand bucks if it cones to that.

One night, eighteen nonths ago, shortly after Wvern officially closed
forever, | used a bolt cutter to breach the chain-1ink where it
descended into the drainage channel. The opportunity to explore this
vast new realmwas too enticing to resist.

considering that | was If ny excitenent seens strange to Yout a
twenty-si x-year-old not an adventuresonme boy at the tinme bu man-then
You are probably soneone who can catch a plane to London if You wi sh,
sail off to Puerto Vallarta on a whim or take the Oient Express from
Paris to Istanbul. You probably have a to be pleased by ny latest riff
on the scul pture, | consu wistwatch. Less than two hours renai ned
until dawn.

driver's license and a car. You probably have not spent your entire
life within the confines of a town of twelve thousand peopl e,
ceaselessly traveling it by night until You know its every byway as
intimately as You know your own bedroom and You are probably,
therefore, not just a little crazy for new pl aces, new experiences. So
cut me sone sl ack.

Fort Wvern, naned for General Harrison Blair Wvern, a highly
decorated hero of the First Wrld War, was conmi ssioned in 1939, as a
training and support facility. 1t covers 134,456 acres, which nakes it
neither the largest nor by far not the smallest mlitary base in the
state of California.

During the Second World War, Fort Wvern established a school for tank
warfare, offering training in the operation and mai ntenance of every
tread-driven vehicle in use in the battlefields of Europe and in the
Asi an theater. Qher schools under the Wvern unbrella provided
first-rate education in denolitions and bonb di sposal, sabotage, field
artillery, field nedical service, mlitary policing, and cryptography,
as well as basic training to tens of thousands of infantrynen. Wthin
its boundari tillery les were an arrange, a huge network of bunkers
serving as an ammunition dunp, an airfield, and nore buildings than
exist within the city limts of Monlight Bay.

At the height of the Cold War, active -duty personnel assigned to Fort
Wvern nunbered-officially-36,400. There were also 12,904 dependents
and over four thousand civilian personnel associated with the base.

The military payroll was well over seven hundred mllion dollars
annual |y, and the contract expenditures exceeded one hundred and fifty
mllion per annum

When Wvern was shut down at the recommendati on of the Defense Base
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Cl osure and Real i gnment Commi ssion, the sound of nobney being sucked out
of the county econony was so |loud that |ocal nerchants were unable to
sl eep because of the noise and their babies cried in the night for fear
of having no college tuition when eventually they would need it. KBAY
which lost nearly a third of its potential county-w de audi ence and
fully half of its late-night |isteners, was forced to trimstaff, which
was why Sasha found herself serving as both the post-m dnight jock and
the general manager and why Doogi e Sassman wor ked ei ght hours of
overtinme per week for regular wage and never flexed his tattooed biceps
in protest.

By no means continuous but neverthel ess frequent major buil ding
projects of a high-security nature were undertaken on the grounds of
Fort Wvern by mlitary contractors whose | aborers were reportedly
sworn to secrecy and remmined, for life, at risk of being charged with
treason for a slip of the tongue. According to runor, because of its
proud history as a center of mlitary training and educati on, Wvern
was chosen as the site of a major chenical bi ol ogi cal warfare research
facility constructed as a huge sel fcontained, biologically secure,

subt erranean conpl ex.

G ven the events of the past twelve hours, | felt confident in assum ng
that nore than a scrap of truth underlay these runors, although I have
never seen a single thread of evidence that such a stronghold exists.

The abandoned base offers sights that are, however, as likely to anmaze
You, give You the creeps, and nake You ponder the extent of human folly
as anything You will see in a cryobiological warfare | aboratory. |
think of Fort Wvern, in its present state, as a nmacabre thene park,
divided into various |ands nmuch the sane as Disneyland is divided, with
the difference that only one patron, along with his faithful dog, is
admitted at any one tine.

Dead Town is one of ny favorites.

Dead Town is ny nane for it, not what it was called when Fort Wvern
thrived. It consists of nore than three thousand singlefanm |y cottages
and dupl ex bungal ows in which narried active-duty personnel and their
dependents were housed if they chose to |live on base. Architecturally,
t hese hunbl e structures have little to recommend them and each is
virtually identical to the one next door;

they provided the mnimum of conforts to the nostly young famlies who
occupi ed them each for only a couple of years at a tinme, over the
war-filled decades. But in spite of their saneness, these are pl easant
houses, and when You wal k through their enpty roons, You can feel that
life was lived well in them wth | ovenaking and | aughter and

gat herings of friends.

These days the streets of Dead Town, laid out in a nlitary grid,
feature drifts of dust against the curbs and dry tunbl eweeds waiting
for wwnd. After the rainy season, the grass quickly turns brown and
stays that shade nobst of the year. The shrubs are all withered, and
many of the trees are dead, their |eafless branches bl acker than the
bl ack sky at which they seemto claw. M ce have the houses to
thensel ves, and birds build nests on the front-door lintels, painting
the stoops with their droppings.

You nmight expect that the structures would either be maintained agai nst
the real possibility of future need or efficiently razed, but there is
no noney for either solution. The materials and the fixtures of the
bui I di ngs have | ess value than the cost of salvaging them so no

file://IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%?20R....onlight%20Bay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt (218 of 271) [2/9/2004 10:04:53 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt

contract can be negotiated to dispose of themin that manner. For the
time being, they are left to deteriorate in the elements nmuch as the
ghost towns of the gol d-mning era were abandoned.

Wandering through Dead Town, You feel as though everyone in the world
has vani shed or died of a plague and that You are al one on the face of
the earth. O that You have gone mad and exist nowin a grimsolipsist
fantasy, surrounded by people You refuse to see.

O that You have died and gone to Hell, where your particul ar damation
consists of eternal isolation. Wen You see a scruffy coyote or two
prow i ng between the houses, |lean of flank, with long teeth and fiery
eyes, they appear to be denons, and the Hades fantasy is the easiest
one to believe. If your father was a professor of poetry, however, and
if You are blessed or cursed with a threehundred-ring circus of a mnd,
You can inmagi ne countless scenarios to explain the place.

This night in March, | cycled through a couple of streets in Dead Town,
but I didn't stop to visit. The fog had not reached this far inland,
and the dry air was warnmer than the hunmid nmurk al ong the coast; though
the nmoon had set, the stars were bright, and the night was ideal for
sightseeing. To thoroughly explore even this one land in the thene
park that is Wvern, however, You need to devote a week to the task

I was not aware of being watched. After what |'d learned in the past
few hours, | knew that | nust have been nonitored at |east
intermttently on ny previous visits.

Beyond the borders of Dead Town |ie numerous barracks and ot her

buil dings. A once-fine comm ssary, a barber shop, a dry cleaner, a
florist, a bakery, a bank: their signs peeling and caked with dust. A
day-care center. High-school-age mlitary brats attended cl asses in
Moonl i ght Bay; but there are a kindergarten and an el enentary schoo
here. In the base library, the cobwebbed shelves are stripped of books
except for one overl ooked copy of The Catcher in the Rye. Dental and
medi cal clinics. A novie theater with nothing on its flat marquee
except a single enigmatic word: wHo. A bowling alley. An A ynpic-size
pool now drained and cracked and bl own full of debris. A fitness
center. In the rows of stables, which no |longer shelter horses, the
unl atched stall doors swing with an omi nous chorus of rasping and
creaking each tinme the wind stiffens. The softball field is choked
with weeds, and the rotting carcass of a nountain lion that lay for
nore than a year in the batter's cage is at last only a skel eton

I was not interested in any of these destinations, either. | cycled
past themto the hangarlike building that stands over the warren of
subt erranean chanbers in which | found the Mystery Train cap | ast
aut um.

Clipped to the back rack of ny bicycle is a police flashlight with a
switch that allows the beamto be adjusted to three degrees of
brightness. | parked at the hangar and unsnapped the flashlight from
t he rack.

Orson finds Fort Wvern alternately frightening and fascinating, but
regardl ess of his reaction on any particular night, he stays at ny
side, unconplaining. This time, he was clearly spooked, but he didn't
hesitate or whine.

The snal |l er nman-size door in one of the |arger hangar doors was
unl ocked. Switching on the flashlight, | went inside with Orson at ny
heel s.
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This hangar isn't adjacent to the airfield, and it's unlikely that
aircraft were stored or serviced here. Overhead are the tracks on
whi ch a nobil e crane, now gone, once noved fromend to end of the
structure.

judging by the sheer mass and conplexity of the steel supports for
these el aborate rails, the crane lifted objects of great weight. Stee
bracing plates, still bolted to the concrete, once nust have been
surmount ed by substantial nachinery. Elsewhere, curiously shaped wells
in the floor, now enpty, appear to have housed hydraulic nechani sns of
unknowabl e pur pose.

In the passing beam of ny flashlight, geometric patterns of shadow and
light |eaped off the crane tracks. Like the ideograms of an unknown

| anguage, they stenciled the walls and the Quonsetcurve of the ceiling,
revealing that half the panes the high clerestory w ndows were

br oken.

Unnervin ly, the inpression wasn't of a vacated machi ne shop or

mai nt enance center, but of an abandoned church. The oil and chenica
stains on the fl oor gave forth an incenselike aroma. The penetrating
cold was not solely a physical sensation but affected the spirit as
well, as if this were a deconsecrated pl ace.

A vestibule in one corner of the hangar houses a set of stairs and a

| arge el evator shaft fromwhich the Iift mechani smand the cab have
been renpved. | can't be sure, but judging fromthe aftermath left by
those who had gutted the building, access to the vestibule once nust
have been through anot her chanber; and | suspect that the existence of
the stairs and el evator were kept secret from nost of the personnel who
had worked in the hangar or who'd had occasion to pass through it.

A form dable steel frame and threshold remain at the top of the
stairwell, but the door is gone. Wth the flashlight beam | chased
spiders and pill bugs fromthe steps and | ed Orson downward through a
filmof dust that bore no footprints except those that we had |eft
during other visits.

The steps serve three subterranean fl oors, each with a footprint

consi derably larger than the hangar above. This webwork of corridors
and wi ndowl ess roons has been assiduously stripped of every itemthat
m ght provide a clue to the nature of the enterprise conducted
here-stripped all the way to the bare concrete. Even the small est

el ements of the air-filtration and pl unbi ng systens have been torn
out.

| have a sense that this nmeticulous eradication is only partly

expl ained by their desire to prevent anyone from ascertaining the
pur pose of the place. Although |'moperating strictly on intuition,
believe that as they scrubbed away every trace of the work done here,
they were notivated in part by shane.

I don't believe, however, that this is the chemical-biol ogical warfare
facility that | nentioned earlier. Considering the high degree of

bi ol ogi cal isolation required, that subterranean conplex is surely in a
nmore renote corner of Fort Wvern, dramatically larger than these three
i mmense floors, nore el aborately hidden, and buried far deeper beneath
the earth.

Besides, that facility apparently still operative.
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Nevert hel ess, | am convinced that dangerous and extraordi nary
activities of one kind or another were conducted beneath this hangar.

Many of the chanbers, reduced only to their basic concrete forms, have
features that are at once baffling and-because of their sheer
st rangeness- prof oundl y di squi eti ng.

One of these puzzling chanbers is on the deepest |evel, down where no
dust has yet drifted, at the center of the floor plan, ringed us ovoid,
a hundred by corridors and smaller roons. It is an enornbp and twenty
feet long, not quite sixty feet in dianeter at its w dest point,
tapering toward the ends. The walls, ceiling, and floor are curved, so
that when You stand here, You feet as if You are within the enpty shel
of a giant egg.

Entrance is through a snall adjacent space that mnight have been fitted
out as an airlock. Rather than a door, there must have been a hatch;
the only opening in the walls of this ovoid chanber is a circle five
feet in dianeter.

Movi ng across the raised, curved threshold and passing through this
aperture with Orson, | swept the Iight over the width of the
surrounding wall, marveling at it as always: five feet of

pour ed-in-pl ace, steel-reinforced concrete.

I nside the giant egg, the continuous snooth curve that fornms the walls,
the floor, and the ceiling is sheathed in what appears to be m|ky,
vaguel y gol den, translucent glass at |east two or three inches thick

It's not glass, however, because it's shatterproof and because, when
tapped hard, it rings like tubular bells. Furthernore, no seans are
evi dent anywhere.

This exotic material is highly polished and appears as slick as wet
porcel ain. The flashlight beam penetrates this coating, quivers and
flickers through it, flares off the faint golden whorls wthin, and
shimrers across its surface. Yet the stuff was not in the |east
slippery as we crossed to the center of the chanber.

My rubber-sol ed shoes barely squeaked. Oson's claws made faint elfin
music, ringing off the floor with a tink-ting like finger bells.

On this night of ny father's death, on this night of nights, | ted to
return to this place where 1'd found ny Mystery Train in cap the past
autumm. It had been lying in the center of the egg room the only
object left behind in the entire three floors bel ow the hangar

I had thought that the cap had nerely been forgotten by the | ast worker
or inspector to leave. Now | suspected that on a certain Cctober

ni ght, persons unknown had been aware of ne exploring this facility,
that they had been following ne floor to floor w thout ny know edge,
and that they had eventually slipped ahead of me to place the cap where
| would be sure to find it.

If this was the case, it seened to be not a nean or taunting act but
nmore of a greeting, perhaps even a kindness. Intuition told nme that
the words Mystery Train had something to do with ny nother's work.

Twenty-one nonths after her death, soneone had given ne the cap because
it was a link to her, and whoever had nade the gift was sonmeone who
admired nmy nother and respected ne if only because | was her son

This is what | wanted to believe: that there were, indeed, those
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involved in this seenm ngly inpenetrable conspiracy who did not see W
mother as a villain and who felt friendly toward nme, even if they did

not revere nme, as Roosevelt insisted. | wanted to believe that there
were good guys in this, not nerely bad, because when | | earned what ny
nmot her had done to destroy the world as we know it, | preferred to

receive that information from people who were convinced, at |east, that
her intentions had been good.

I didn't want to learn the truth from people who | ooked at me, saw ny
mot her, and bitterly spat out that curse and accusation: You

"I's anyone here?" | asked.

My question spiraled in both directions along the walls of the egg room
and returned to me as two separate echoes, one to each ear.

Orson chuffed inquiringly. This soft sound lingered along the | curved
pl anes of the chanber, |ike a breeze whi spering across water.

Nei t her of us received an answer.

"I'"'mnot out for vengeance," | declared. "That's behind nme."
Not hi ng.

"I don't even intend to go to outside authorities anynore. It's too
| ate to undo whatever's been done. | accept that."

The echo of ny voice gradually faded. As it sonetinmes did, the egg
roomfilled with an uncanny silence that felt as dense as water

I waited a mnute before breaking that silence again: "l don't want
Moonl i ght Bay wi ped fromthe map-and nme and ny friends with it-for no
good reason. Al | want now is to understand."

No one cared to enlighten ne.
Wel |, com ng here had been a | ong shot anyway.

I wasn't disappointed. | have rarely allowed nyself to fee
di sappoi nt ment about anything. The lesson of ny life is patience.

Above t hese man-nade cavens, dawn was rapidly approaching, and
couldn't spare nore tine for Fort Wvern. | had one nore essenti al
stop to make before retreating to Sasha's house to wait out the reign
of the murderous sun

Oson and | crossed the dazzling floor, in which the flashlight beam
was refracted along glimering golden whorls |ike gal axies of stars
under f oot .

Beyond the entry portal, in the drab concrete vault that m ght have
once been an airlock, we found ny father's suitcase. The one that |
had put down in the hospital garage before hiding under the hearse,
that had been gone when I'd come out of the col d-hol ding room

It had not, of course, been here when we had passed through five
m nut es ago.

| stepped around the suitcase, into the roombeyond the vault, and
swept that space with the light. No one was there.

Orson waited diligently at the suitcase, and | returned to his side.

file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%?20R....onlight%20Bay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt (222 of 271) [2/9/2004 10:04:53 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt

Wen | lifted the bag, it was so light that | thought it nust be
enpty.

Then | heard somet hing tunble softly inside.

As | was releasing the latches, ny heart clutched at the thought that I
m ght find another pair of eyeballs the bag. To counter this hideous

i mge, | conjured Sasha's |lovely face in ny mnd, which started ny
heart beating again.

When | opened the lid, the suitcase appeared to contain only air.

Dad's clothes, toiletries, paperback books, and other effects were
gone.

Then | saw the photograph in one corner of the bag. It was the
snapshot of nmy nother that | had proni sed would be cremated with ny
father's body.

I held the picture under the flashlight. She was |ovely. And such
fierce intelligence shone from her eyes.

In her face, | saw certain aspects of nmy own countenance that nmade ne
under st and why Sasha could, after all, |ook favorably on ne. M nother
was smiling in this picture, and her smle was so |ike mne.

Orson seened to want to | ook at the photograph, so | turned it toward
him For |ong seconds his gaze traveled the image. H s thin whine,
when he | ooked away from her face, was the essence of sadness.

We are brothers, Oson and I. | amthe fruit of Wsteria's heart and
wonb. Orson is the fruit of her mind. He and | share no bl ood, but we
share things nore inportant than bl ood.

VWhen Orson whined again, | firmy said, "Dead and gone," with that
ruthl ess focus on the future that gets ne through the day.

Forgoi ng one nore | ook at the photograph, | tucked it into ny shirt
pocket .

No grief. No despair. No self-pity.

Anyway, ny nother is not entirely dead. She lives in me and in Orson
and perhaps in others |like O son

Regardl ess of any crines agai nst humanity of which nmy nother night
stand accused by others, she is alive in us, alive in the El ephant Man
and his freak dog. And with all due humlity, | think the world is
better for us being init. W are not the bad guys.

As we left the vault, | said "Thank You" to whoever had left the
phot ograph for ne, though | didn't know if they could hear and though
was only assuming that their intentions had been kind.

Above ground, outside the hangar, ny bicycle was where |'d left it.
The stars were where |1'd left them too.

I cycled back through the edge of Dead Town and toward Moonlight Bay,
where the fog-and nore-waited for ne.

The Nantucket-style house, with dark wood-shingle siding and deep white
porches, seens to have slid three thousand mles during an unnoticed
ti pping of the continent, coming to rest here in the California hills
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above the Pacific. Looking nore suitable to the |andscape than |ogic
says it should, sitting toward the front of the one-acre |ot, shaded by
stone pines, the residence exudes the charm grace, and warnth of the
loving fanmily that lives within its walls.

Al the wi ndows were dark, but before long, |light would appear in a few
of them Rosalina Ramirez would rise early to prepare a |avish
breakfast for her son, Manuel, who would soon return froma doubl e
shift of police work-assunmi ng he woul dn't be del ayed by the extensive
paperwor k associated with Chief Stevenson's ininiolation. As he was a
better cook than his mother, Manuel would prefer to make his own
breakfast, but he woul d eat what she gave himand praise it. Rosalina

was still sleeping; she had the | arge bedroomthat had once bel onged to
her son, a roomhe'd not used since his wife died giving birth to
Toby.

Beyond a deep backyard, shingled to match the house and with w ndows
flanked by white shutters, stands a small barn with a ganbrel roof
Because the property is at the extrene southern end of town it offers
access to riding trails and the open hills; the original owner had
stabl ed horses in the barn. Now the structure is a studio, where Toby
Ram rez builds his life from gl assing.

Approaching through the fog, | saw the wi ndows gl ow
Toby often wakes | ong before dawn and cones out to the studio.

| propped the bike against the barn wall and went to the nearest

wi ndow.

O son put his forepaws on the windowsill and stood beside ne, peering
i nsi de.

VWen | pay a visit to watch Toby create, | usually don't go into

I'i ght.

And the studio. The fluorescent ceiling panels are far too bright
because borosilicate glass is worked at tenperatures exceeding
twenty-two hundred degrees Fahrenheit, it emts significant anmounts of

intense light that can danage anyone's eyes, not just mne. |If Toby is
bet ween tasks, he may turn the lights off, and then we talk for a
whi | e.

Now, wearing a pair of goggles with didym um Il enses, Toby was in his
work chair at the glassblowing table, in front of the Fisher

Mul ti-Flame burner. He had just finished fornmng a gracefu
pear - shaped vase with a | ong neck, which was still so hot that it was
gl owi ng gold and red; now he was annealing it.

When a piece of glassware is renmoved suddenly froma hot flanme, it wll
usual Iy cool too quickly, develop stresses-and crack

To preserve the item it nust be annealed-that is, cooled in carefu
st ages.

The flame was fed by natural gas mixed with pure oxygen froma
pressurized tank that was chained to the gl assblowi ng table. During
t he anneal i ng process, Toby woul d feather out the oxygen, gradually
reduci ng the tenperature, giving the glass nolecules tinme to shift to
nmore stabl e positions.

Because of the numerous dangers involved in gl assbl owi ng, sone people
in Monlight Bay thought it was irresponsible of Manuel to allow his
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Down' s-afflicted son to practice this technically denmanding art and
craft. Fiery catastrophes were envisioned, predicted, and awaited with
i npatience in some quarters.

Initially, no one was nore opposed to Toby's dream than Manuel For
fifteen years, the barn had served as a studio for Car nelita's ol der
brot her, Salvador, a first-rank glass artist. As a child, Toby had
spent uncounted hours with his uncle Sal vador, wearing goggl es,

wat chi ng the master at work, on rare occasion donning f I Al Kevlar
mttens to transfer a vase or bow to or fromthe annealing oven.

Wil e he'd appeared to many to be passing those hours in stupefaction,
with a dull gaze and a witless snile, he had.actually been | earning

wi thout being directly taught. To cope, the ntellectually

di sadvant aged often must have superhuman patience. Toby sat day after
day, year after year, in his uncle's studio, watching and slowy

| earning. Wen Sal vador died two years ago, Tobythen only
fourteen-asked his father if he mght continue his uncle's work.

Manuel had not taken the request seriously, and he'd gently di scouraged
his son fromdwelling on this inpossible dream

One norni ng before dawn, he found Toby in the studio. At the end of
the worktable, standing on the fire-resistant Ceranifab top, was a
famly of sinple blown-glass swans. Beside the swans stood a newy
formed and anneal ed vase into which had been introduced a cal cul ated

m xture of compatible inpurities that inparted to the gl ass nysterious
m dni ght-blue swirls with a silvery glitter like stars. Mnuel knew at
once that this piece was equal to the finest vases that Sal vador had
ever produced; and Toby was at that very nonent flane-annealing an
equal ly striking piece of work.

The boy had absorbed the technical aspects of glass craft fromhis
uncle, and in spite of his mld retardation, he obviously knew the
proper procedures for avoiding injury. The magic of genetics was

i nvol ved, too, for he possessed a striking talent that could not have
been | earned. He wasnyt nerely a craftsman but an artist, and not
merely an artist but perhaps an idiot savant to whomthe inspiration of
the artist and the techniques of the craftsman cane with the ease of
waves to the shore.

G ft shops in Monlight Bay, Canbria, and as far north as Carnel sold
all the glass Toby produced. In a few years, he m ght becone
sel f-supporting.

Sonetimes, nature throws a bone to those she mains. Wtness ny own
ability to conpose sentences and paragraphs with some skill.

Now, in the studio, orange light flared and billowed fromthe |arge,
bushy annealing flame. Toby took care to turn the pearshaped vase so
that it was bathed uniformy by the fire.

Wth a thick neck, rounded shoul ders, and proportionately short arns
and stocky | egs, he mght have been a storybook gnonme before a watch
fire deep in the earth. Brow sloped and heavy.

Bri dge of the nose flat. Ears set too |low on a head slightly too snal
for his body. H s soft features and the inner epicanthic folds of his
eyes give hima perpetual dreany expression

Yet on his high work chair, turning the glass in the flane, adjusting
the oxygen flowwith intuitive precision, face shinmering with
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reflected Iight, eyes conceal ed behi nd di dym um goggl es, Toby did not
in any way seem bel ow average, did not in any way inpress nme as being
di m ni shed by his condition. To the contrary, observed in his el enent,
in the act of creation, he appeared exalted.

Orson snorted with alarm He dropped his forepaws fromthe w ndow,
turned away fromthe studio, and tightened into a wary crouch.

Turning as well, | saw a shadowy figure crossing the backyard, com ng
toward us. |In spite of the darkness and fog, | recogni zed himat once
because of the easy way that he carried hinself. |t was Mnuel

Ram rez: Toby's dad, nunber two in the Monlight Bay Police Depart nent
but now at |east tenporarily risen by succession to the top post, due
to the fiery death of his boss.

I put both hands in ny jacket pockets. | closed ny right hand around
the d ock.

Manuel and | were friends. | wouldn't feel confortable pointing a gun
at him and | certainly couldn't shoot him Unless he was not Manuel
anynmore. Unless, like Stevenson, he had becone soneone el se.

He stopped eight or ten feet fromus. 1In the annealing flane's
coruscating orange gl ow, which pierced the nearby wi ndow, | could see
that Manuel was wearing his khaki uniform Hs service pistol was
hol stered on his right hip. Although he stood with his thunbs hooked
in his gun belt, he would be able to draw his weapon at | east as
quickly as | could pull the @ock fromny jacket.

"Your shift over already?" | asked, although | knew it wasn't.

I nstead of answering ne, he said, "I hope You're not expecting beer,
tamal es, and Jacki e Chan novies at this hour."

"l just stopped by to say hello to Toby if he happened to be between
j obs. ™

Manuel 's face, too worn with care for his forty years, had a naturally
friendly aspect. Even in this Halloween light, his smle was still
engagi ng, reassuring. As far as | could see, the only lunminosity in
his eyes was the reflected light fromthe studi o wi ndow.

O course, that reflection mght nask the sane transient flickers of
ani mal eyeshine that I'd seen in Lewis Stevenson.

Orson was reassured enough to ease out of his crouch. But he renai ned
wary.

Manuel exhi bited none of Stevenson's sinmering rage or electric
ener gy.

As always, his voice was soft and al nost nusical. "You never did cone
around to the station after You called."”

| considered ny answer and decided to go with the truth. "Yes, |
did"

"So when You phoned me, You were already close," he guessed.
"Ri ght around the corner. Who's the bald guy with the earring?”

Manuel mulled over his answer and followed ny lead with sonme truth of
his own. "His name's Carl Scorso."
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"But who is he?"

"Atotal dirtbag. How far are You going to carry this?"
"Nowhere."

He was silent, disbelieving.

"It started out a crusade,” | admtted. "But | know when |'m
beaten. ™

"That sure would be a new Chris Snow. "

"Bven if | could contact an outside authority or the nedia, | don't
understand the situation well enough to convince them of anything."

"And You have no proof."

"Not hi ng substantive. Anyway, | don't think I'd be allowed to nmake
that contact. |If | could get someone to cone investigate, | don't
think I or any of ny friends would be alive to greet them when they got
here. "

Manuel didn't reply, but his silence was all the answer | needed.

He m ght still be a baseball fan. He might still Iike country nusic,
Abbott and Costello. He still understood as nuch as | did about
limtations and still felt the hand of fate as | did. He mght even
still like nme-but he was no longer ny friend. |If he wouldn't be

sufficiently treacherous to pull the trigger on ne hinself, he would
wat ch as soneone el se did.

Sadness pooled in nmy heart, a greasy despondency that |'d never felt
before, akin to nausea. "The entire police departnment has been
coopted, hasn't it?"

H s sml|e had faded. He | ooked tired.

When | saw weariness in himrather than anger, | knew that he was going
to tell nme nore than he should. Riven by guilt, he would not be able
to keep all his secrets.

| already suspected that | knew one of the revel ati ons he woul d rmake

about ny nother. | was so |loath to hear it that | al nost wal ked
awnay.

Al nost .

"Yes," he said. "The entire departnent.”

"Even You."

"Ch, m anmigo, especially nme."

"Are You infected by whatever bug came out of Wvern?"
"Infection' isn't quite the word."

"But cl ose enough."

"Everyone else in the departnment has it. But not me. Not that |
know.

Not yet."
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"So maybe they had no choice. You did."

"l decided to cooperate because there might be a | ot nore good that
cones fromthis than bad."

"Fromthe end of the worl &' "They're working to undo what's
happened. "

"Working out there at Wvern, underground somewhere?"

"There and ot her places, yeah. And if they find a way to conmbat it

then wonderful things could come fromthis."
As he spoke, his gaze noved fromme to the studi o wi ndow.
"Toby," | said.
Manuel 's eyes shifted to me again.

| said, "This thing, this plague, whatever it is-You' re hoping that if
they can bring it under control, they'll be able to use it to help Toby
sonehow. "

Fromthe barn roof, an oW asked its single question of identity "You
have a selfish interest here, too, Chris." five tines in quick
succession, as if suspicious of everyone in Monlight Bay.

| took a deep breath and said, "That's the only reason ny nother would
wor k on biol ogi cal research for military purposes

The only reason. Because there was a very good chance that somet hing
woul d cone of it that mght cure ny XP."

"And sonmething may still cone of it."
"I't was a weapons project?"

"Don't blame her, Chris. Only a weapons project would have tens of
billions of dollars behind it. She'd never have had a chance to do
this work for the right reasons. It was just too expensive."

This was no doubt true. Nothing but a weapons project would have the
bottom ess resources needed to fund the conpl ex research that ny
nmot her' s nost profound concepts necessitated.

Wsteria Jane (M I bury) Snow was a theoretical geneticist. This neans
that she did the heavy thinking while other scientists did the heavy
lifting. She didn't spend nuch of her time in |aboratories or even
working in the virtual lab of a computer. Her lab was her nind, and it
was extravagantly equi pped. She theorized, and with guidance from her,
ot hers sought to prove her theories.

| have said that she was brilliant but perhaps not that she was
extraordinarily brilliant. Wich she was. She could have chosen any
university affiliation in the world. They all sought her.

My father |oved Ashdon, but he would have foll owed her where she w shed
to go. He would have thrived in any academ ¢ environnent.

She restricted herself to Ashdon because of me. Most of the truly

file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%?20R....onlight%20Bay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt (228 of 271) [2/9/2004 10:04:53 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt

great universities are in either mgjor or midsize cities, where |I'd be
no nore linted by day than | amin Monlight Bay, but where |'d have
no hope of arich life by night. Cities are bright even after

sunset .

And the few dark precincts of a city are not places where a young boy
on a bicycle could safely go adventuring between dusk and dawn.

She made |l ess of her life in order to nake nore of mne. She confined
herself to a small town, willing to | eave her full potentia
unrealized, to give ne a chance at realizing mne.

Tests to determ ne genetic damage in a fetus were rudi mentary when |
was born. If the analytic tools had been sufficiently advanced for ny
XP to have been detected in the weeks following nmy conception, perhaps
she woul d have chosen not to bring ne into the world.

How | love the world in all its beauty and strangeness.

Because of me, however, the world will grow ever stranger in the years
to cone-and perhaps | ess beautiful

If not for me, she would have refused to put her mnd to work for the
project at Wvern, would never have | ed them on new roads of inquiry.

And we woul d not have foll owed one of those roads to the precipice on
whi ch we now st and.

As Orson noved to make room for him Mnuel came to the window. He
stared in at his son, and with his face nore brightly lit, | could see
not awild light in his eyes but only overwhel mi ng | ove.

"Enhancing the intelligence of animals,” | said. "How would that have
mlitary applications?"

"For one thing, what better spy than a dog as smart as a human bei ng,
sent behind enemy lines? An inpenetrable disguise. And they don't
check dogs' passports. \What better scout on a battlefield?"

Maybe You engi neer an exceptionally powerful dog that's smart but al so
savagely vicious when it needs to be. You have a new kind of soldier:
a biologically designed killing machine ith the capacity for
strat egi zi ng.

"I thought intelligence depended on brain size."
He shrugged. "I'mjust a cop."
"Or on the nunber of folds in the brain surface."

"Evidently they discovered different. Anyway," Mnuel said, "there was
a previous success. Sonething called the Francis Project, severa

years ago. An anmzingly smart golden retriever. The Wvern operation
was | aunched to capitalize on what they learned fromthat. And at
Wvern it wasn't just about aninmal intelligence.

It was about enhancing human intelligence, about |ots of things, nmany
things."

In the studio, hands covered with Kevlar gloves, Toby placed the hot
vase into a bucket half filled with vermculite. This was the next
stage of the annealing process.

Standi ng at Manuel's side, | said, "Many things? What else?"
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"They wanted to enhance human agility, speed, |ongevity-by finding ways
not just to transfer genetic material fromone person to another but
fromspecies to species.”

Speci es to speci es.
| heard nyself say, "Ch, ny God."

Toby poured nore of the granular vermiculite over the vase, until it
was covered. Vermiculite is a superb insulator that allows the gl ass
to continue cooling very slowy and at a constant rate.

I remenbered sonet hing Roosevelt Frost had said: that the dogs, cats,
and nonkeys were not the only experimental subjects in the |abs at
Wvern, that there was somethi ng worse.

"People," | said nunbly. "They experinmented on peopl e?"

"Sol diers court-martialed and found guilty of murder, condemmed to life
sentences in mlitary prisons. They could rot there . . . or take
part in the project and maybe win their freedomas a reward.

"But experinmenting on people

"l doubt your nother knew anything about that. They didn't always
share with her all the ways they applied her ideas."

Toby nust have heard our voices at the w ndow, because he took off the
i nsul ated gl oves and raised the big goggles fromhis eyes to squint at
us. He waved.

"It all went wong," Manuel said. "lI'mno scientist. Don't ask me
how.
But it went wong not just in one way. Many ways. It blewup in their

faces. Suddenly things happened they weren't expecting.

Changes they didn't contemlate. The experinental aninmals and the
prisoners-their genetic makeup underwent changes that weren't desired
and couldn't be controll ed.

I waited a nmonent, but he apparently wasn't prepared to tell me nore.

I pressed him "A nonkey escaped. A rhesus. They found it in Angela
Ferryman's kitchen." he searching | ook that Manuel turned on nme was so
T penetrating that | was sure he had seen ny heart, knew the contents
of ny every pocket, and had an accurate count of the nunber of bullets
left in the G ock

"They recaptured the rhesus," he said, "but nmade the m stake ttributing
its escape to human error. They didn't realize it had been let go,

rel eased. They didn't realize there were a few scientists in the
project who were . . . beconing.

"Becom ng what ?"
Just . . . becoming. Sonething new. Changing."

Toby switched off the natural gas. The Fisher burner swallowed its own
fl anes.

"Changi ng how?" | asked Manuel
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"What ever delivery systemthey devel oped to insert new genetic materia
in a research animal or prisoner . . . that systemjust took on alife
of its own."

Toby turned off all but one panel of fluorescents, so | could go inside
for a visit.

Manuel said, "Genetic nmaterial fromother species was being carried
into the bodies of the project scientists without their being aware of
it.

Eventual | y, sonme of them began to have a ot in common with the
animal s."

"Jesus. "
"Too nmuch in common maybe. There was sone kind of

epi sode. | don't know the details. It was extrenely violent. People
died. And all the aninals either escaped or were let out."

"The troop."

"About a dozen smart, vicious nonkeys, yes. But also dogs and cats

and nine of the prisoners."”
"And they're still |oose?"
"Three of the prisoners were killed in the attenpt to recapture them

The nmilitary police enlisted our help. That's when nost of the cops in
the department were contaminated. But the other six and all the
animals . . . they were never found."

The man-size barn door opened, and Toby stepped into the threshold.

"Daddy?" Shuffling as much as wal king, he cane to his father and
hugged himfiercely. He grinned at ne. "Hello, Christopher."

"Hi, Toby."

"H, Oson," the boy said, letting go of his father and dropping to his
knees to greet the dog.

Oson liked Toby. He allowed hinself to be petted.

"Come visit," Toby said.
To Manuel, | said, "There's a whole new troop now. Not violent |ike
the first. O at least . . . not violent yet. Al tagged with

transponders, which neans they were set | oose on purpose. Wy?"

"To find the first troop and report their whereabouts. They're so

elusive that all other attenpts to |ocate them have failed. It's a
desperation plan, an attenpt to do sonmething before the first troop
breeds too large. But this isn't working, either. 1It's just creating

anot her problem"”
"And not only because of Father Eliot."

Manuel stared at me for a long nonent. "You've learned a |lot, haven't
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You?"
"Not enough. And too nuch.”

"You're right-Father Tomisn't the problem Sone have sought him
out .

O hers chew the transponders out of each other

This newtroop . . . they're not violent but they're plenty smart and
they' ve beconme di sobedient. They want their freedom At any cost."

Huggi ng Orson, Toby repeated his invitation to ne: "Cone visit,
Chri st opher. "

Before | could respond, Manuel said, "It's al nbost dawn, Toby.
Chris has to be going hone."

I looked toward the eastern horizon, but if the night sky was begi nning
to turn gray in that direction, the fog prevented ne from seeing the
change.

"We've been friends for quite a few years," Mnuel said.

"Seens |ike | owed You sone pieces of the explanation. You've always
been good to Toby. But You know enough now. |'ve done what's right
for an old friend. Maybe |I've done too nuch. You go on home now. "

W thout ny noticing, he had noved his right hand to the gun in his
hol ster. He patted the weapon. "W won't be watching any Jacki e Chan
novi es anynore, You and ne."

He was telling ne not to come back. | wouldn't have tried to maintain
our friendship, but I mght have returned to see Toby fromtine to
tinme.

Not now.

I called Orson to ny side, and Toby reluctantly let himgo.

"Maybe one nore thing," Manuel said as | gripped the handl ebars of ny

bi ke. "The benign animal s who' ve been enhanced-the cats, the dogs, the
new nmonkeys-they know their origins. Your nother..... wel |, maybe You
could say she's a legend to them.... their maker . . . alnobst |ike

their god. They know who You are, and they revere You. None of them
woul d ever hurt You. But the original troop and nost of the people
who' ve been altered . . . even if on some level they like what they're
becom "Go home," Manuel said. "It'll be light soon."

"Who ordered Angela Ferryman kill ed?"

"Go hone."

"Who?"

"No one."

"I think she was nurdered because she was going to try to go public.

She had nothing to lose, she told ne. She was afraid of what she was
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becom ng. "

"The troop killed her."

"Who controls the troop?"

"No one. We can't evenfind the fuckers."

I thought | knew one place where they hung out: the drainage culvert in
the hills, where I'd found the collection of skulls. But | wasn't
going to share this information with Manuel, because at this point |
couldn't be sure who were ny nost dangerous enem es: the troop-or

Manuel and the other cops.

"If no one sent themafter her, why'd they do it?"

"They have their own agenda. Maybe sonetinmes it matches ours. They
don't want the world to know about this, either. Their future isn't in
undoi ng what's been done. Their future is the newworld comng. So if
somehow they | earned Angela's plans, they'd deal with her. There's no
masterm nd behind this, Chris. There're all these factions-the benign
ani mals, the mal evol ent ones, the scientists at Wvern, people who've
been changed for the worse, people who' ve been changed for the

better.

Lots of conpeting factions. Chaos. And the chaos will get worse
before it gets better.

Now go honme. Drop this. Drop it before soneone targets You |like they
targeted Angela."

"Is that a threat?"
He didn't reply.

As | started away, wal king the bicycle across the backyard, Toby said,
"Christopher Snow. Snow for Christmas. Christmas and Santa. Santa
and sleigh. Sleigh on snow. Snow for Chri stnas.

Chri stopher Snow." He laughed with innocent delight, entertained by
this awkward word ganme, and he was clearly pleased by ny surprise

The Toby Ramirez | had known woul d not have been capabl e of even such a
si npl e word-associ ati on gane as this one.

To Manuel, | said, "They've begun to pay for your cooperation, haven't

t hey?"

Hs fierce pride in Toby's exhibition of this new verbal skill was
ching and so deeply sad that | could not | ook at hi so toll im

"In spite of all that he didn't have, he was always happy," | said of
Toby. "He found a purpose, fulfillnent. Now what if they can take him
far enough that he's dissatisfied with what he is . . . but then they
can't take himall the way to normal ?"

"They will," Munuel said with a nmeasure of conviction for which there
could be no justification. "They will."

"The same peopl e who've created this nightmare?"

"It's not got only a dark side."
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I thought of the pitiful wails of the visitor in the rectory attic, the
mel ancholy quality of its changeling voice, the terrible yearning in
its desperate attenpts to convey neaning in a caterwaul. | thought of
Orson on that summer night, despairing under the stars.

"God help You, Toby," | said, because he was ny friend, too.
"God bl ess You."

"CGod had H s chance," Manuel said. "Fromnow on, we'll nmake our own
| uck."

| had to get away fromthere, and not sol ely because dawn was soon to
arrive. | started wal king the bi ke across the backyard agai n-and
didn't realize that 1'd broken into a run until | was past the house
and in the street.

When | gl anced back at the Nantucket-style residence, it |ooked
different fromthe way that it had al ways been before.

Smal l er than | renmenbered. Huddl ed. Forbiddi ng.

In the east, a silver-gray pal eness was form ng high above the world,
ei ther sunrise seeping in or judgnent com ng.

In twelve hours | had lost ny father, the friendship of Manuel and
Toby, many illusions, and much was overconme by the terrifying feeling
that nore and perhaps worse | osses | ay ahead.

Orson and | fled to Sasha's house.

Sasha's house is owned by KBAY and is a perk of her position as genera
manager of the station. It's a small two-story Victorian with

el aborate m |l work enhancing the faces of the dornmers, all the

gabl eboards, the eaves, the w ndow and door surrounds, and the porch
railings.

The house would be a jewel box if it weren't painted the station
colors. The walls are canary yellow. The shutters and porch railings
are coral pink. Al the other mllwrk is the precise shade of
Key-lime pie. The result is as though a flock of Jimmy Buffett fans,
hi gh on Margaritas and pifia col adas, painted the place during a |ong
party weekend.

Sasha doesn't mind the flanboyant exterior. As she notes, she lives
wi thin the house, not outside where she can see it.

The deep back porch is enclosed with glass; and with the help of an

el ectric space heater in cooler nonths, Sasha has transforned it into
an herb greenhouse. On tables and benches and sturdy netal racks stand
hundreds of terra-cotta pots and plastic trays in which she cultivates
tarragon and thyne, angelica and arrow oot, chervil and cardanom and
coriander and chicory, spearm nt and sweet cicely, ginseng, hyssop,
bal m and basil, marjoramand mnt and nullein, dill, fennel, rosemary,
chamomil e, tansy. She uses these in her cooking, to make wonderful,
subtly scented potpourris, and to brew health teas that challenge the
gag reflex far less than You woul d expect.

| don't bother to carry a key of nmy owmn. A spare is tucked into a
terra-cotta pot shaped like a toad, under the yellow sh | eaves of a rue
plant. As the deadly dawn brightened to a paler gray in the east and
the world prepared to nmurder dreans, | let nyself into the shelter of
Sasha' s hone.
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In the kitchen, | imediately switched on the radio. Sasha was wi nding
through the last half hour of her show, giving a weather report. W
were still in the wet season, and a stormwas coming in fromthe

northwest. W would have rain shortly after nightfall.

If she had predicted that we were due for a hundred-foot tidal wave and
vol canic eruptions with major rivers of lava, | would have |istened
with pleasure. Wen | heard her snooth, slightly throaty radi o voi ce,
a big stupid smle came over ny face, and even on this norning near the
end of the world, | couldn't help but be sinultaneously soothed and
aroused.

As the day brightened beyond the wi ndows, Orson padded directly to the
pair of hard-plastic bows that stood on a rubber mat in one corner

H s name is painted on each: Werever he goes, whether to Bobby's
cottage or to Sasha's, he is famly

As a puppy, nmy dog was given a series of names, but he didn't care to
respond to any of themon a regular basis. After noticing howintently
the mutt focused on old Orson Welles novies when we ran them on

vi deo-and especially on the appearance of Wlles hinself in any
scene-we jokingly renaned himafter the actordirector. He has ever
since answered to this noniker.

When he found both bowl s enpty, O son picked up one of themin his
mout h and brought it tonme. | filled it with water and returned it to
the rubber mat, which prevented it fromsliding on the white
ceranmic-tile floor.

He snatched up the second bow and | ooked beseechingly at me. As is
true of virtually any dog, Orson's eyes and face are better designed
for a beseeching | ook than are the expressive features of the nost
tal ented actor who ever trod the boards.

At the dining table with Roosevelt and Orson and Mingojerrie aboard the
Nostronp, | had recalled those well-executed but jokey paintings of
dogs pl ayi ng poker and it had occurred to nme that ny subconsci ous had
been trying to tell ne sonething inportant by so vividly resurrecting
this image fromny nenory. Now | understood. Each of the dogs in
those paintings represents a famliar human type, and each is obviously
as smart as any human bei ng.

On the Nostronmp, because of the game that Orson and the cat had played
with each other, "nocking their stereotypes,” | had realized that sone
of these animals out of Wvern nmight be far smarter than | had
previously thought-so snart that | wasn't yet ready to face the awesone
truth. |If they could hold cards and talk, they night win their share
of poker hands; they might even take ne to the cl eaners.

"It's alittle early,"” | said, taking the food dish from O son
"But You did have a very active night."

After shaking a serving of his favorite dry dog food fromthe box into
his bow, | circled the kitchen, closing the Levol or blinds against the
growi ng threat of the day. As | was shutting the |last of them

thought | heard a door close softly el sewhere in the house.

I froze, listening.

"Sonet hi ng?" | whi spered
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Orson | ooked up fromhis bow, sniffed the air, cocked his head, then
chuffed and once nore turned his attention to his food.

The t hree-hundred-ring circus of my mnd.

At the sink | washed ny hands and spl ashed sone cold water on ny
face.

Sasha keeps an i mmacul ate kitchen, gleam ng and sweet-snelling, but
it's cluttered. She's a superb cook, and clusters of exotic appliances
take up at least half the counter space. So nmany pots, pans, |adles,
and utensils dangle from overhead racks that You feel as if You're

spel unki ng through a cavern where every inch of the ceiling is hung
with stal actites.

I noved t hroughout her house, closing blinds, feeling the vibrant
spirit of her in every corner. She is so alive that she | eaves an aura
behind her that lingers long after she has gone.

Her home has no interior-design theme, no harnony in the flow of
furniture and artwork. Rather, each roomis a testanent to one of her
consumi ng passions. She is a worman of many passions.

Al meals are taken at a large kitchen table, because the dining room
is dedicated to her nusic. Along one wall is an electronic keyboard, a
full-scal e synthesizer with which she could conpose for an orchestra if
she wi shed, and adjacent to this is her conposition table with nusic
stand and a stack of pages with blank nusical staffs awaiting her

pencil. In the center of the roomis a drumset. In a corner stands a
high-quality cello with a low, cellist's stool. In another corner,

besi de a nusic stand, a saxophone hangs on a brass sax rack. There are
two guitars as well, one acoustic and one el ectric.

The living roomisn't about appearances but about books-another of her
passions. The walls are |lined with bookshel ves, which overflow with
hardcovers and paperbacks. The furniture is not trendy, neither
stylish nor styleless: neutral-tone chairs and sofas selected for the
confort they provide, for the fact that they're perfect for sitting and
tal king or for spending |ong hours with a book

On the second floor, the first roomfromthe head of the stairs
features an exercise bicycle, a rowi ng machi ne, a set of hand wei ghts
fromtwo to twenty pounds, calibrated in two-pound increnments, and
exerci se nats.

This is her honeopathic-nmedicine room as well, where she keeps scores
of bottles of vitami ns and m nerals, and where she practices yoga.

When she uses the Exercycle, she won't get off until she's stream ng
sweat and has churned up at least thirty mles on the odoneter. She
stays on the rowi ng machine until she's crossed Lake Tahoe in her m nd,
keeping a steady rhythm by singing tunes by Sarah MLachl an or Juliana
Hatfield or Meredith Brooks or Sasha Goodall, and when she does stomach
crunches and leg lifts, the padded mats under her seemas if they wll
start snoking before she's half done. Wen she's finished exercising,
she's always nore energetic than when she began, flushed and buoyant.

And when she concludes a session of neditation in various yoga
positions, the intensity of her relaxati on seens powerful enough to
bl ow out the walls of the room

CGod, | |ove her.
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As | stepped fromthe exercise roominto the upstairs hall, | was
stricken once nore by that prenonition of inpending loss. | began to
shake so badly that | had to | ean against the wall until the episode
passed.

Not hi ng coul d happen to her in daylight, not on the ten mnute drive
fromthe broadcast studios on Signal H Il through the heart of town.

The night is when the troop seens to roam By day they go to ground
somewhere, perhaps in the stormdrains under the town or even in the
hills where |'d found the collection of skulls. And the people who can
no |l onger be trusted, the changelings |ike Lewis Stevenson, seem nore
in control of thenselves under the sun than under the nbon. As with
the aninmal nen in The Island of Dr. Mreau, the wildness in themwill
not be as easily suppressed at night. Wth the dusk, they |lose a
measure of self-control; a sense of adventure springs up in them and
they dare things that they never dream about by day. Surely nothing
coul d happen to Sasha now that dawn was upon us; for perhaps the first
time inny life, | felt relief at the rising of the sun

Finally | came to her bedroom Here You will find no nusica
instruments, not a single book, no pots or trays of herbs, no bottles
of vitam ns, no exercise equipnent. The bed is sinple, with a plain
headboard, no footboard, and it is covered with a thin white chenille
spread. There's nothi ng whatsoever remarkabl e about the dresser, the
ni ght stands, or the lanps. The walls are pale yellow, the very shade
of morning sunlight in a cloud; no artwork interrupts their snooth

pl anes.

The room mi ght seem stark to sone, but when Sasha's present, this space
is as el aborately decorated as any baroque drawi ng roomin a French
castle, as nurturingly serene as any neditation point in a Zen

gar den.

She never sleeps fitfully but always as deep and still as a stone at
the bottom of the sea, so You find yourself reaching out to touch her,
to feel the warnth of her skin or the throb of her pulse, to quiet the
sudden fear for her that grips You fromtinme to time. As with so nany
things, she has a passion for sleep. She has a passion for passion,
too, and when she makes |ove to You, the room ceases to exist, and
You're in a tineless tinme and a pl acel ess place, where there's only
Sasha, only the light and the heat of her, the glorious Iight of her
that bl azes but doesn't burn

As | passed the foot of the bed, heading toward the first of three
wi ndows to close the blinds, | saw an object on the chenille spread.

It was small, irregular, and highly polished: a fragnent of

handpai nted, glazed china. Half a smling nouth, a curve of cheek, one
blue eye. A shard fromthe face of the Christopher Snow doll that had
shattered against the wall in Angela Ferryman's house just before the
I'ights had gone out and the snoke had poured into the stairwell from
above and bel ow.

At | east one of the troop had been here during the night.

Shaki ng again but with fury rather than fear this time, | ripped the
pi stol out of ny jacket and set out to search the house, fromthe attic
down, every room every closet, every cupboard, every smallest space in
whi ch one of these hateful creatures nmight be able to conceal itself.
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I wasn't stealthy or cautious. Cursing, nmaking threats that | had
every intention of fulfilling, | tore open doors, slamed drawers shut,
poked under furniture with a broomhandle. 1In general |I created such a
racket that Orson sprinted to ny side with the expectation of finding
me in a battle for ny life-then followed nme at a cautious distance, as
if he feared that, in ny current state of agitation, | night shoot
myself in the foot and himin the paw if he stayed too cl ose.

None of the troop was in the house.

When | concluded the search, | had the urge to fill a pail with strong
ammoni a wat er and sponge off every surface that the intruder-or

i ntruders-m ght have touched: walls, floor, stair treads and railings,
furniture. Not because | believed that they'd | eft behind any

m croorgani sns that could infect us. Rather, because | found themto
be unclean in a profoundly spiritual sense, as though they had cone not
out of | aboratories at Wvern but out of a vent in the earth from which
al so rose sulfur funes, a terrible light, and the distant cries of the
damed.

I nstead of going for the anmonia, | used the kitchen phone to call the
direct booth line at KBAY. Before | entered the |ast nunber, |
realized that Sasha was off the air and already on her way home. |
hung up and keyed in her nobile nunber.

"Hey, Snowman," she said.

"Where are You?"

"Five m nutes away."

"Are your doors | ocked?"

"Wat ?"

"For Christ's sake, are your doors |ocked?"
She hesitated. Then: "They are now. "

"Don't stop for anyone. Not anyone. Not for a friend, not even for a
cop. Especially not for a cop."

"What if | accidentally run down a little old | ady?"
"She won't be a little old lady. She'll only look like one."
"You' ve suddenly gotten spooky, Snowran."

"Not me. The rest of the world. Listen, | want You to stay on the
phone until You're in the driveway."

"Explorer to control tower: The fog's pulling back already. You don't
need to talk me in."

"I"'mnot talking You in. You're talking me down. |1'min a state
her e.

sorta noticed."

"l need to hear your voice. Al the way. Al the way home, your
voi ce. "

Smooth as the bay," she said, trying to get ne to lighten up
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| kept her on the phone until she drove her truck into the carport and
switched of f the engine.

Sun or no sun, | wanted to go outside and neet her as she opened the
driver's door. | wanted to be at her side with the Gock in ny hand as
she wal ked across the house to the rear porch, which was the entrance
that she al ways used.

An hour seened to pass before | heard her footsteps on the back porch,
as she wal ked between the tables of potted herbs.

When she swung open the door, | was standing in the w de bl ade of
nmorning light that slashed into the kitchen. | pulled her into ny
arnms, slammed the door behind her, and held her so tightly that for a
monent neither of us could breathe. | kissed her then, and she was
warm and real, real and glorious, glorious and alive.

No matter how tightly I held her, however, no matter how sweet her
kisses, | was still hatinted by that presentinment of worse |osses to
corre.

Wth all that had happened during the previous night and with all that
| ooned in the night to cone, | didn't imagine that we woul d nmake
| ove.

Sasha coul dn't inmagi ne not making | ove. Even though she didn't know
the reason for ny terror, the sight of ne so fearful and so shaken by
the thought of |osing her was an aphrodisiac that put her in a nood not
to be refused.

Orson, ever a gentlenman, remai ned downstairs in the kitchen.

We went upstairs to the bedroomand fromthere into the tineless tine
and pl acel ess pl ace where Sasha is the only energy, the only form of
matter, the only force in the universe. So bright.

Afterward, in a nood that nmade even the npbst apocal yptic news seem
tolerable, | told her about ny night from sundown until dawn, about the
m | | enni um nonkeys and Stevenson, about how Moonlight Bay was now a
Pandora's box swarnming with nyriad evils.

If she thought | was insane, she hid her judgment well. Wen | told
her of the taunting by the troop, which O son and | had endured after

| eavi ng Bobby's house, she broke out in gooseflesh and had to pull on a
robe. As she gradually realized fully how dire our situation was, that
we had no one to whomwe could turn and nowhere to run even if we were
allowed to | eave town, that we might already be tainted by this Wvern
pl ague, with effects to come that we could not even inmagi ne, she pulled
the collar of the robe tighter around her neck

If she was repul sed by what |'d done to Stevenson, she nanaged to
suppress her enotions with remarkabl e success, because when | was
finished, when | had told her about even the fragnment of the doll's
face that I'd found on her bed, she slipped out of her robe and,

al though still stippled with goosefl esh, brought me into her |ight
agai n.

This time, when we nade | ove, we were quieter than before, noved nore
slowy, nore gently than we had the first time. Although tender
before, the notion and the act were nore tender now. W clung to each
other with love and need but also with desperation, because a new and
poi gnant appreciation of our isolation was upon us. Strangely, though
we shared a sense of being two condemed people with an executioner's
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clock ticking relentlessly, our fusion was sweeter than it had been
previously.

O maybe that isn't strange at all. Perhaps extrenme danger strips us
of all pretenses, all ambitions, all confusions, focusing us nore
intensely than we are otherw se ever focused, so that we renenber what
we ot herwi se spend nost of our lives forgetting: that our nature and
purpose is, nore than anything else, to love and to nmake | ove, to take
joy fromthe beauty of the world, to live with an awareness that the
future is not as real a place for any one of us as are the present and
t he past.

If the world as we knew it was this mnute being flushed away, then ny
witing and Sasha's songwiting didn't matter. To paraphrase Bogart to
Bergman: In this crazy future tunmbling |ike an aval anche strai ght at

us, the anbitions of two people didn't amount to a hill of beans. Al
that mattered was friendship, |ove, and surf.

The wi zards of Wvern had gi ven ne and Sasha an exi stence as reduced to
the essentials as was Bobby Hal | oway's.

Fri endship, love, and surf Get themwhile they' re hot. Get them before
they're gone. Get themwhile You're still human enough to know how
preci ous they are.

For a while we lay in silence, holding each other, waiting for tine to
start flowing again. O maybe hoping that it never woul d.

Then Sasha said, "Let's cook."
"I think we just did."
"l mean onel ets."

"Mrmi nnum. Al those delicious egg whites," | said, ridiculing her
tendency to carry the concept of a healthy diet to extrenes.

"I'"l'l use the whol e eggs today."

"Now | knowit's the end of the world."

"Cooked in butter."

"Wth cheese?"

"Somebody's got to keep the cows in business.”

"Butter, cheese, egg yolks. So You've decided on suicide."
W were doing cool, but we weren't being cool

W both knew it, too.

We kept at it anyway, because to do otherwi se would be to admt how
scared we were.

The onel ets were exceptionally good. So were the fried potatoes and
the heavily buttered English nuffins.

As Sasha and | ate by candlelight, Oson circled the kitchen table,
niewing plaintively and naking starving-child-of-the-ghetto eyes at us
when we | ooked down at him

"You already ate everything | put in your bow," | told him
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He chuffed as if astonished that | would make such a claim and he
resuned mewing pitiably at Sasha as though trying to assure her that |
was |ying, that no food what soever had yet been provided him He
rolled onto his back, wiggled, and pawed at the air in an all-out
assault of nerciless cuteness, trying to earn a nibble. He stood on
his hind feet and turned in a circle. He was shanel ess.

Wth one foot, | pushed a third chair away fromthe table and said,
"Ckay, sit up here."

I mmedi ately he | eaped onto the chair and sat at eager attention,
regarding ne intently.

| said, "Ms. Goodall here has bought a fully radical, way insane story
fromme, wthout any proof except a few nonths of diary entries by an
obvi ously di sturbed priest. She probably did this because she is

critically sex crazy and needs a man, and |'mthe only one that'll have
her."
Sasha threw a corner of buttered toast at me. It |landed on the table

in front of Orson.
He darted for it.
"No way, bro!" | said

He stopped with his nmouth open and his teeth bared, an inch fromthe
scrap of toast. |Instead of eating the norsel, he sniffed it with
obvi ous pl easure.

"I'f You help me prove to Ms. Goodall that what |'ve told her about the
Wvern project is true, 1'll share sone of nmy onelet and potatoes with
You. "

"Chris, his heart," Sasha worried, backsliding into her Gace G anol a
per sona.

"He doesn't have a heart,” | said. "He's all stomach.”

Orson | ooked at nme reproachfully, as if to say that it wasn't fair to
engage in put-down hunmor when he was unable to participate.

To the dog | said, "Wen soneone nods his head, that neans yes. When
he shakes his head side to side, that nmeans no. You understand that,
don't You?"

Orson stared at ne, panting and grinning stupidly.

"Maybe You don't trust Roosevelt Frost," | said, "but You have to trust
this lady here. You don't have a choice, because she and | are going
to be together from now on, under the sane roof, for the rest of our
lives."

Orson turned his attention to Sasha.

"Aren't we?" | asked her. "The rest of our lives?"
She sniled. "I love You, Snownan."

"I love You, Ms. Coodall."

Looking at Orson, she said, "Fromnow on, pooch, it's not the two of
You anynore. |It's the three of us."
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Orson blinked at ne, blinked at Sasha, stared with unblinking desire at
the bite of toast on the table in front of him

“Now, " | said, "do You understand about nods and shakes?"
After a hesitation, O son nodded.

Sasha gasped

"Do You think she's nice?" | asked.

Orson nodded.

"Do You like her?"

Anot her nod.

A giddy delight swept through me. Sasha's face was shining with the
sane el ation.

MY not her, who destroyed the world, had al so hel ped to bring marvels
and wonders into it.

I had wanted Orson's cooperation not only to confirmmny story but to
lift our spirits and give us reason to hope that there might be life
after Wvern. Even if humanity was now faced wi th dangerous new
adversaries |like the nmenbers of the original troop that escaped the

| abs, even if we were swept by a nysterious plague of genejunping from
species to species, even if few of us survived the com ng years without
fundanental changes of an intellectual, enotional, and even physica
nat ur e- per haps there was neverthel ess sone chance that when we, the
current chanpions of the evolutionary gane, stunbled and fell out of
the race and passed away, there would be worthy heirs who nmight do
better with the world than we did.

Cold confort is better than none.
"Do You think Sasha's pretty?" | asked the dog.

Orson studied her thoughtfully for long seconds. Then he turned to ne
and nodded.

"That could have been a little quicker," Sasha conpl ai ned.

"Because he took his time, checked You out good, You know he's being
sincere," | assured her.

"I think You're pretty, too," Sasha told him

Orson wagged his tail across the back of his chair.
"I"'ma lucky guy, aren't 1, bro?" | asked him

He nodded vi gorously.

"And I'ma lucky girl," she said.
Orson turned to her and shook his head: No.
"Hey," | said.

The dog actually winked at me, grinning and making that soft wheezing
sound that | swear is laughter
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"He can't even talk," | said, "but he can do put-down hunor."

We weren't just doing cool now. W were being cool

If You're genuinely cool, You'll get through anything. That's one of
the primary tenets of Bobby Hall oway's phil osophy, and fromny current
vant age point, post-Wvern, | have to say that Phil osopher Bob offers a

nore effective guide to a happy life than all of his big-browed
conpetitors fromAristotle to Kierkegaard to Thomas Mire to

Schel ling-to Jacopo Zabarella, who believed in the prinacy of |ogic,
order, nethod.

Logic, order, nethod. All inportant, sure. But can all of life be
anal yzed and understood with only those tools? Not that |'m about to
claimto have net Bigfoot or to be able to channel dead spirits or to
be the reincarnation of Kahuna, but when | see where diligent attention
to logic, order, and nethod have at |ast brought us, to this genetic
storm.

well, I think I'd be happier catching sone epic waves.

For Sasha, apocal ypse was no cause for insomia. As always, she slept
deeply.

Al t hough exhausted, | dozed fitfully. The bedroom door was | ocked, and
a chair was wedged under the knob. Oson was sleeping on the floor,

but he would be a good early-warning systemif anyone entered the
house. The d ock was on ny nightstand, and Sasha's Snmith & Wesson

. 38

Chi ef s Special was on her nightstand.

Yet | repeatedly woke with a start, sure that soneone had crashed into
the bedroom and | didn't feel safe.

My dreanms didn't soothe ne. 1In one of them | was a drifter, walking
al ongsi de a desert hi ghway under a full noon, thunbing a ride w thout
success. In ny right hand was a suitcase exactly like nmy father's. It

couldn't have been heavier if it had been filled with bricks. Finally,
I put it down, opened it, and recoiled as Lewis Stevenson rose out of
it like a cobra froma basket, golden light shinmrering in his eyes, and
I knew that if something as strange as the dead chief could be in ny
sui tcase, sonething even stranger could be in me, whereupon | felt the
top of nmy head unzi pping A and woke up

An hour before sundown, | tel ephoned Bobby from Sasha's kitchen
"How s the weather out there at nonkey central ?" | asked.
"Stormconing in later. Big thunderheads far out to sea."

"Did You get some sl eep?”

"After the jokesters left."

"When was that ?"

"After | turned the tables and started nooning them?"

"They were intimdated," | said.

"Dam right. |'ve got the bigger ass, and they knowit."

"You have a lot of ammunition for that shotgun?"
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"A few boxes."

"We'll bring nore."

"Sasha's not on the air tonight?"

"Not Saturdays,"” | said. "Mybe not weekni ghts anynore, either."
"Sounds |ike news."

"W're an item Listen, do You have a fire extinguisher out there?"

"Now You're bragging, bro. The two of You aren't that hot together."

"We'l'l bring a couple of extinguishers. These dudes have a thing for
fire."

"You really think it'll get that real ?"

"Total ly."

I medi ately after sunset, while | waited in the Explorer, Sasha went
into Thor's GQun Shop to buy ammunition for the shotgun, the d ock, and
her Chiefs Special. The order was so |l arge and heavy that Thor Hei ssen
hinmself carried it out to the truck for her and loaded it in back

He cane to the passenger windowto say hello. He is a tall, fat nman
with a face pitted by acne scars, and his left eye is glass. He's not
one of the world's best-1ooking guys, but he's a former L. A cop who
quit on principle, not because of scandal, an active deacon at his
church and founder of-and |argest contributor to-the orphanage
associated with it.

"Heard about your dad, Chris."

"At least he's not suffering anynore,” | said-and wondered just what
had been different about his cancer that nade the people at Wtvern want
to do an autopsy on him

Sonmetimes, it's a blessing," Thor said. "Just being allowed to slip
away when it's your tine. Lots of folks will mss him though

He was a fine man."
"Thanks, M. Heissen."
What're You kids up to, anyway? Gonna start a war?"

"Exactly," | said as Sasha twi sted her key in the ignition and raced
t he engi ne.

"Sasha says You're gonna go shoot clans."
"That's not environnentally correct, is it?"
He | aughed as we pull ed away.

In the backyard of my house, Sasha swept a flashlight beam across the
craters that had been clawed out of the grass by Orson the previous
night, before I'd taken himwith ne to Angela Ferryman's.

"What's he have buried here?" she asked. "The whole skeleton of a
T- Rex?"
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"Last night," | said, "I thought all the digging was just a gri ef
reaction to Dad's death, a way for Orson to work of f negative
energy."

"Grief reaction?" she said, frowning

She' d seen how smart Orson was, but she still didn't have a full grasp
on the conplexity of his inner life or onits simlarity to our own.

What ever techni ques were used to enhance the intelligence of these
animals, it had involved the insertion of some human genetic nmaterial
into their DNA. Wen Sasha finally got a handle on that, she would
have to sit down for a while; maybe for a week

"Since then," | said, "it's occurred to ne that he was searching for
somet hing that he knew | needed to have."

I knelt on the grass beside Orson. "Now, bro, | know You were in a |ot
of distress last night, grieving over Dad. You were rattled, couldn't
qui te remenber where to dig. He's been gone a day now, and it's a
little easier to accept, isn't it?"

O son whined thinly.
o give it another try," | said.

He didn't hesitate, didn't debate where to start, but went to one hole
and worked to enlarge it. In five mnutes, his claws clinked agai nst
sonet hi ng.

Sasha directed the flashlight on a dirt-caked Mason jar, and | worked
it the rest of the way out of the ground.

Inside was a roll of yellow pages froma |egal tablet, held together by
a rubber band.

I unrolled them held the first page to the light, and at once
recogni zed ny father's handwiting. | read only the first paragraph
if Youre reading this, Chris, | amdead and Orson has |led You to the
jar in the yard, because only he knows of its existence. And that's
where we should begin. Let nme tell You about your dog.

"Bi ngo," | said.

Rolling up the papers and returning themto the jar, | glanced at the
sky. No nobon. No stars. The scudding clouds were | ow and bl ack,
touched here and there by a sour-yellow glow fromthe rising |Iights of
Moonl i ght Bay.

"W can read these later," | said. "Let's nove. Bobby's al one out
there." side, not out of fear that the nmurderous troop m ght be anbng
the dunes even now but, in his role as food cop, to guard agai nst the
unfair distribution of the pizza.

Sasha renpoved two plastic shopping bags fromthe Explorer

They contained the fire extinguishers that she'd purchased at Crown
Har dwar e.

She closed the tailgate and used the renpte on her key chain to | ock
the doors. Since Bobby's Jeep occupied his one-car garage, we were
| eaving the Explorer in front of the cottage.

When Sasha turned to ne, the wind made a gl ori ous banner of her
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| ustrous mahogany hair, and her skin glowed softly, as if the npbon had
managed to press one exquisite beamthrough the clot ted clouds to
caress her face.

She seened larger than life, an elenental spirit.
"What ?" she said, unable to interpret ny stare.
"You're so beautiful. Like a wind goddess drawing the stormto You."

As Sasha opened the tailgate of the Explorer, shrieking gulls wheel ed

| ow overhead, tunbling inland toward safer roosts, frightened by a w nd
that shattered the sea and flung the wet fragnents across the point of
the horn.

"You're so full of shit," she said, but she sm |l ed
"It's one of ny nost charnming qualities.”

A sand devil did a dervish dance around us, spitting grit in our faces,
and we hurried into the house.

the Wth the box from Thor's Gun Shop in ny arms, | watched white w ngs
dwi ndl e across the turbul ent black sky. Bobby was waiting inside,
where the lights were dialed down to a confortable murk. The fog was

| ong gone.

Under the | owering clouds, the night was crystaline. He |ocked the
front door behind us.

Around us on the peninsula, the sparse shore grass thrashed. Looking
around at the | arge panes of glass, Sasha said, "I sure wish we could
nail sone plywood over these."

Tall sand devils whirled off the tops of the dunes, like pale spirits
spun up from graves.

"This is ny house," Bobby said. "I'mnot going to board up the
wi ndows, hunker down, and live like a prisoner just because of sone
damed nonkeys."

I wondered if nore than the wind had harried the seagulls fromtheir
shelter. To Sasha, | said, "As long as |'ve known him this amazing
dude hasn't been intimdated by nonkeys."

"Never," Bobby agreed. "And |I'mnot starting now "

"They're not here yet," Bobby assured nme as he took the two pizza-shop
boxes fromthe back of the Explorer

"It's early for them"

"Monkeys are usually eating at this hour," |I said. "I had alittle
"Let's at least draw the blinds," Sasha said.

I shook ny head. "Bad idea. That'll just make them suspi ci ous.
dancing."

If they can watch us, and if we don't appear to be lying in wait for
them they'll be |less cautious.”

"Maybe they won't even cone at all tonight," Sasha hoped.
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"They' Il come," | said. Sasha took the two fire extinguishers from
their boxes and "Yeah. They'Il come," Bobby agreed.

clipped the plastic presale guards fromthe triggers. They were ten
Bobby went inside with our dinner. O son stayed close by his pound,
mari ne-type nodels, easy to handle. She put one in a corner of the
kitchen where it couldn't be seen fromthe wi ndows, and tucked the
second besi de one of the sofas in the living room

Wi | e Sasha dealt with the extinguishers, Bobby and | sat in the
candlelit kitchen, boxes of amunition in our |aps, working bel ow table
| evel in case the nonkey mafia showed up while we were at work. Sasha
had purchased three extra nagazines for the @ ock and three

speedl oaders for her revolver, and we snapped cartridges into them

"After | left here last night," | said, "I visited Roosevelt Frost."
Bobby | ooked at me from under his eyebrows. "He and Orson have a broly
chat ?"

"Roosevelt tried. Orson wasn't having any of it. But there was this
cat naned Miungojerrie."

"Of course," he said drily.

"The cat said the people at Wvern wanted nme to wal k away fromthis,
just nove on."

"You talk to the cat personally?"

"No. Roosevelt passed the nessage to ne."

"Of course."

"According to the cat, | was going to get a warning. |If | didn't stop
Nancying this, they'd kill my friends one by one until | did." tv
"They' || blow ne away to warn you off!" V, "Their idea, not mne."

"They can't just kill You? They think they need kryptonite?"
"They revere nme, Roosevelt says."

"Wel |, who doesn't?" Even after the nonkeys, he renai ned dubi ous about
this issue of anthroponorphizing ani mal behavi or.

But he sure had cranked down the volune of his sarcasm

"Right after | left the Nostronp," | said, "I was warned, just like the
cat said | would be."

| told Bobby about Lewis Stevenson, and he said, "He was going to kill
O son?"

From hi s guard post where he stared up at the pizza boxes on the
counter, Orson whined as if to confirmny account.

"so," Bobby said, "You shot the sheriff."
"He was the chief of police."
"You shot the sheriff," Bobby insisted.

A lot of years ago, he had been a radical Eric dapton junkie, so |
knew why he liked it better this way. "All right. | shot the
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sheriff-but | did not shoot the deputy."
"I can't let You out of ny sight."

He finished with the speedl oaders and tucked theminto the dunp pouch
that Sasha had al so purchased

"Bitchin' shirt,"” | said.

Bobby was wearing a rare |ong-sleeve Hawaiian shirt featuring a
spectacul ar, colorful nural of a tropical festival: oranges, reds, and
gr eens.

He said, "Kanehanmeha Garnent Conpany, from about 1950."

Havi ng dealt with the fire extinguishers, Sasha cane into the kitchen
and switched on one of the two ovens to warmup the pizza.

To Bobby, | said, "Then | set the patrol car on fire to destroy the
evi dence. "

"What's on the pizza?'" he asked Sasha.
"Pepperoni on one, sausage and oni ons on the other."
"Bobby's wearing a used shirt," | told her.

"Antique," Bobby anended.

"Anyway, after | blew up the patrol car, | went over to St
Bernadette's and let nyself in."

"Breaki ng and entering?"
"Unl ocked wi ndow. "

"So it's just crininal trespass," he said.

As | finished | oading the spare nmagazines for the dock, | said, "Used
shirt, antique shirt-seens |ike the sane thing to nme."

"One's cheap," Sasha explained, "and the other isn't."

"One's art," Bobby said. He held out the |eather holder with the
speedl oaders. "Here's your dunp pouch."

Sasha took it fromhimand snapped it onto her belt.

| said, "Father Tonmls sister was an associate of ny nother's."
Bobby said, "Md-scientist-blowup-the-world type?"

"No expl osives are involved. But, yeah, and now she's infected."
"Infected." He grimaced. "Do we really have to get into this?"
"Yeah. But it's way conplex. Genetics."

"Big-brain stuff. Boring."

“Not this tine."

Far out to sea, bright arteries of lightning pulsed in the sky and a
| ow throb of thunder foll owed.
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Sasha had al so purchased a cartridge belt designed for duck hunters and
skeet shooters, and Bobby began to stuff shotgun shells into the
| eat her 1 oops.

"Father Tomi s infected, too," | said, putting one of the spare
9-m|lineter magazines in my shirt pocket.

"Are You infected?" Bobby asked.
"Maybe. MWy nom had to be. And Dad was."

"How s it passed?"

"Bodily fluids,"” | said, standing the other two nagazi nes behind a fat
red candl e on the table, where they could not be seen fromthe
wi ndows.

"And rmaybe ot her ways."

Bobby | ooked at Sasha, who was transferring the pizzas to baking
sheets.

She shrugged and said, "If Chris is, then | am"

"We've been hol ding hands for over a year," | told Bobby.
"You want to heat your own pizza?" Sasha asked him
“Nah. Too much trouble. Go ahead and infect ne."

I closed the box of ammp and put it on the floor. M pistol was stil
in my jacket, which hung on the back of ny chair.

As Sasha continued preparing the pizzas, | said, "Orson nmight not be
infected, exactly. | nean, he mght be nore like a carrier or
somet hi ng. "

Passi ng a shotgun shell between his fingers and across his knuckl es,
like a magician rolling a coin, Bobby said, "So when does the pus and
puki ng start?"

"It's not a disease in that sense. It's nore a process."

Lightning flared again. Beautiful. And too brief to do any damage to

ne.
"Process," Bobby nused.
"You're not actually sick. just . . . changed."

Sliding the pizzas into the oven to reheat them Sasha said, "So who
owned the shirt before You did?"

Bobby said, "Back in the fifties? Wuo knows?"
"Were dinosaurs alive then?" | wondered.

"Not many," Bobby said.

Sasha said, "Wat's it nade of ?"

"Rayon. "

"Looks in perfect condition."
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"You don't abuse a shirt like this," Bobby said solemly, "You treasure
it."

At the refrigerator, | plucked out bottles of Corona for every one but
Orson. Because of his body weight, the mutt can usually handl e one
beer without getting sloppy, but this night he needed to keep a totally
clear head. The rest of us actually needed the brew,

calmng our nerves a little would increase our effectiveness.

As | stood beside the sink, popping the caps off the beers, |ightning
tore at the sky again, unsuccessfully trying to rip rain in out of the
clouds, and in the flash | saw three hunched figures racing from one
dune to anot her.

"They're here," | said, bringing the beers to the table.
"They always need a while to get up their nerve," Bobby said.
"l hope they give us tinme for dinner."

"I'"mstarved," Sasha agreed.

"Ckay, so what're the basic synptons of this not-disease, this

process?"
Bobby asked. "Do we end up |ooking |ike we have gnarly oak fungus?"
"Some may degenerate psychologically like Stevenson," | said.

"Sonme may change physically, too, mnor ways. Maybe in najor ways, for

all 1 know But it sounds as if each case is different. Maybe sone
people aren't affected, or not so You'd notice, and then others really
change. "

As Sasha fingered the sleeve of Bobby's shirt, admiring it, he said,
"The pattern's a Eugene Savage mural called |sland Feast.

"The buttons are fully stylin'," she said, in the nood now.

"Totally stylin'," Bobby agreed, rubbing his thunb over one of the
yel | ow-brown, striated buttons, smling with the pride of a passionate
collector and with pleasure at the sensuous texture.

"Pol i shed coconut shell."

Sasha got a stack of paper napkins froma drawer and brought themto
the table.

The air was thick and danp. You could feel the skin of the storm
swelling like a balloon. It would burst soon

After taking a swallow of the icy Corona, | said to Bobby, "Ckay, bro,
before | tell You the rest of it, Oson has a little denpnstration for
You. "

"I'"ve got all the Tupperware | need."

I called Orson to ny side. "There are sone throw pillows on the
living-roomsofas. One was a gift fromnme to Bobby. Wuld You go get
it for him please?"

Orson padded out of the room
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"What' s goi ng on?" Bobby wonder ed.

Sitting down with her beer, Sasha grinned and said, "Just wait." Her
. 38

Chiefs Special was on the table. She unfol ded a paper napkin and
covered the weapon with it. "Just wait."

Every year, Bobby and | exchange gifts at Christnmas. One gift each

Because we both have everythi ng we need, val ue and useful ness are not
criteria when we shop. The idea is to give the tackiest itens that can
be found for sale. This has been a hallowed tradition since we were
twel ve. I n Bobby's bedroom are shel ves on which he keeps the
collection of tasteless gifts that 1've given to him the only one he
finds insufficiently tacky to warrant space on those shelves is the
pillow

Orson returned to the kitchen with this inadequately tacky itemin his
nmout h, and Bobby accepted it, trying to | ook uninpressed with the dog's
feat.

The twel ve-by-ei ght-inch pillow featured a needl epoi nt sanpier on the
front. It was anobng itens that had been manufactured byand sold to
rai se funds for-a popul ar tel evision evangeli st.

I nside an el aborate border were eight words in scrollwork stitching:
JESUS EATS SINNERS AND SPI TS QUT SAVED SOULS

"You didn't find this tacky?" Sasha asked disbelievingly.

"Tacky, yes," Bobby said, strapping the | oaded anmp belt around his

wai st without getting up fromhis chair. "But not tacky enough."
"W have awesonely high standards,"” | said.
The year after | gave Bobby the pillow, | presented himwith a ceramc

scul pture of Elvis Presley. Elvis is depicted in one of his glitziest
whi t e-si | k- and-sequi ns Vegas stage ouffits while sitting on the toilet
where he died; his hands are clasped in prayer, his eyes are raised to
Heaven, and there's a halo around his head.

In this yuletide conpetition, Bobby is at a di sadvant age because he on
actually going into gift shops in search of the perfect sh. Because of
my XP, | amrestricted to mail order, where one tra can find enough
catal ogs of exquisitely tacky nerchandise to fill all the shelves in
the Library of Congress.

Turning the pillow over in his hands, frowning at Orson, Bobby said,
"Neat trick."

"No trick," | said. "There were evidently a |lot of different
experinments going on at Wvern. One of themdealt with enhancing the
intelligence of both humans and aninmals."

" Bogus. "
"Truth."
"l nsane."
"Entirely."

| instructed Orson to take the pillow back where he'd found it, then to

file:/l/G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%?20R....onlight%20Bay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt (251 of 271) [2/9/2004 10:04:53 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt

go to the bedroom nudge open the sliding door, and return with one of
the black dress | oafers that Bobby had bought when he'd di scovered that
he had only thongs, sandals, and athletic shoes to wear to ny nother's
menorial service

The kitchen was redolent with the aroma of pizza, and the dog gazed
Il ongingly at the oven

"You'll get your share,” | assured him "Now scoot."
As Orson started out of the kitchen, Bobby said, "Vait."
Orson regarded hi mexpectantly.

"Not just a shoe. And not just a loafer. The loafer for ny |eft
f oot .

Chuffing as if to say that this conplication was insignificant, Oson
proceeded on his errand.

Qut over the Pacific, a blazing staircase of |ightning connected the
heavens to the sea, as if signaling the descent of archangels.

The subsequent crash of thunder rattled the wi ndows and reverberated in
the cottage walls.

Along this tenperate coast, our stornms are rarely acconpani ed by
pyrotechnics of this kind. Apparently we were schedul ed for a nmmjor
hanmer i ng.

I put a can of red-pepper flakes on the table, then paper plates and
the insul ated serving pads on which Sasha pl aced the pizzas.

"Mungoj errie," said Bobby.
"It's a name from a book of poens about cats."

"Seens pretentious.”

"It's cute," Sasha di sagreed

"Fluffy," Bobby said. "Nowthat's a name for a cat."

The wind rose, rattling a vent cap on the roof and whistling in the
eaves. | couldn't be sure, but |I thought that | heard, in the
di stance, the loonlike cries of the troop

Bobby reached down with one hand to reposition the shotgun, which was
on the floor beside his chair.

"Fluffy or Boots," he said. "Those are solid cat nanes."

Wth a knife and fork, Sasha cut a slice of pepperoni pizza into
bite-size pieces and set it aside to cool for Orson

The dog returned fromthe bedroomwi th one |oafer in his nmouth. He
presented it to Bobby. It was for the left foot.

Bobby carried the shoe to the flip-top trash can and di sposed of it.

"It's not the tooth marks or the dog drool," he assured Orson. "I
don't plan ever to wear dress shoes again, anyway."

I renmenbered the envel ope from Thor's Gun Shop that had been on ny bed
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when |'d found the d ock there the night before.
It had been slightly danp and stippled with curious indentations.

Saliva. Tooth narks. O son was the person who had put ny father's
pi stol where | would be sure to find it.

Bobby returned to the table and sat staring at the dog.

"So?" | asked.

"Wat ?

"You know what. "I need to say it?"

" Yeah.

Bobby sighed. "I feel as if one honking huge niondo crashed through ny

head and just about sucked my brain out in the backwash."
"You're a hit," | told Orson

Sasha had been fanni ng one hand over the dog's share of pizza to ensure
that the cheese wouldn't be hot enough to stick to the roof of his
mout h and burn him Now she put the plate on the floor.

Orson banged his tail against table and chair | egs as he set about
proving that high intelligence does not necessarily correlate with good
tabl e manners.

"Silky," Bobby said. "Sinple nane. A cat nane. Silky."

As we ate pizza and drank beer, the three flickering candl es provided
barely enough light for me to scan the pages of yellow |lined tabl et
paper on which ny father had witten a conci se account of the
activities at Wvern, the unanticipated devel opments that had spiral ed
into catastrophe, and the extent of ny mother's involvenment. Although
Dad wasn't a scientist and could only recount-largely in |ayman's
terns-what ny nother had told him there was a wealth of information in
the docunent he had left for ne." "Alittle delivery boy,"" | said.

"That's what Lewis Stevenson said to ne |ast night when | asked what

had changed himfromthe man he'd once been. 'Alittle delivery boy
that wouldn't die." He was talking about a retrovirus. Apparently, ny
not her theorized a new kind of retrovirus . . . with the selectivity

of a retrotransposon.”

When | | ooked up from Dad's pages, Sasha and Bobby were staring at ne
bl ank- eyed.

He said, "Orson probably knows what You're tal king about, bro, but I
dropped out of college."

"I'"'ma deejay," Sasha said.

"And a good one," Bobby said.

"Thank You."

"Though You play too much Chris Isaak," he added.

This time lightning didn't step down the sky but dropped straight and
fast, like a blazing express elevator carrying a | oad of high
expl osi ves, which detonated when it slamed into the earth.
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The entire peninsula seened to | eap, and the house shook, and rain |ike
a shower of blast debris rattled across the roof.

d ancing at the wi ndows, Sasha said, "Maybe they won't |like the rain.
Maybe they' || stay away."

I reached into the pocket of the hanging on ny chair and drew t he
Aa ock

| placed it on the table where |I could get at it nore quickly, and
used Sasha's trick with the paper napkin to conceal it

"Mostly in clinical trials, scientists have been treating lots of
illnesses -AIDS, cancer, inherited diseases-with various gene
t her api es.

The idea is, if the patient has certain defective genes or maybe |acks
certain genes altogether, You replace the bad genes with working copies
or add the m ssing genes that will nake his cells better at fighting

di sease. There've been encouraging results.

A growi ng nunber of nodest successes. And failures, too, unpleasant
surprises.”

Bobby said, "There's always a Godzilla. Tokyo's humm ng al ong, all
happy and prosperous one minute-and the next minute, You' ve got giant
lizard feet stanping everything flat."

"The problemis getting the healthy genes into the patient.

Mostly they use crippled viruses to carry the genes into the cells
Mbst of these are retroviruses."

"Crippl ed?" Bobby asked.

"It neans they can't reproduce. That way they're no threat to the
body.

Once they carry the human gene into the cell, they have the ability to
neatly splice it into the cell's chronobsones."

"Delivery boys," Bobby said.
"And once they do their job," Sasha said, "they're supposed to die?"

"Sonmetinmes they don't go easily," | said. "They can cause inflanmation
or serious inmmune responses that destroy the viruses and the cells into
whi ch they delivered genes. So some researchers have been studying
ways to nodify retroviruses by making them nore |ike retrotransposons,
which are bits of the body's own DNA that can already copy and sl ot

t hensel ves into chronosones.”

"Here comes Godzilla," Bobby told Sasha.

She said, "Snownan, how do You know all this crap? You didn't get it
by | ooking at those pages for two minutes."”

"You tend to find the driest research papers interesting when You know
they could save your life," |I said. "If anyone can find a way to
repl ace nmy defective genes with working copies, nmy body will be able to
produce the enzynmes that repair the ultraviolet damage to my DNA. "
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Bobby said, "Then You woul dn't be the N ghtcraw er anynore.”
" Goodbye freakhood," | agreed.

Above the noisy drunming of the rain on the roof came the patter of
somet hi ng runni ng across the back porch

We | ooked toward the sound in tine to see a |large rhesus leap up from
the porch floor onto the wi ndowsill over the kitchen sink

Its fur was wet and matted, which nmade it | ook scrawnier than it would
have appeared when dry. It balanced adroitly on that narrow | edge and
pi nched a vertical mullion in one small hand.

Peering at us with what appeared to be only ordinary nonkey curiosity,
the creature | ooked quite benign-except for its bal eful eyes.

"They' ||l probably get annoyed quicker if we pretty nuch ignore them?"

Bobby sai d.

"The nore annoyed they are," Sasha added, "the nore carel ess they m ght
get."

Biting into another slice of the sausage-and-onion pizza, tapping one
finger against the stack of yellow pages on the table, | said, "Just
scanning, | see this paragraph where ny dad explains as nuch as he

under st ood about this new theory of ny nother's. For the project at
Wvern, she devel oped this revolutionary new approach to engi neering
retroviruses so they could nore safely be used to ferry genes into the
patient's cells."

"I definitely hear giant lizard feet," Bobby said. "Boom boom boom
boom "

At the wi ndow, the nonkey shrieked at us.

I glanced at the nearer wi ndow, beside the table, but nothing was
peering in there.

Orson stood on his hind legs with his forepaws on the table and in nore
pi zza, lavishing all his

"You know how kids try to play one parent against the other," | warned
her .

"I"'mmore like his sister-in-law," she said. "Anyway, this could be
his last meal. Qurs, too."

| sighed. "AIl right. But if we aren't killed, then we're setting a

| ousy precedent."”

A second nonkey | eaped onto the windowsill. They were both shrieking
and baring their teeth at us.

Sasha sel ected the narrowest of the renmmining slices of pizza, cut it
into pieces, and placed it on the dog's plate on the floor

theatrically expressed an charm on Sasha.

Orson glanced worriedly at the goblins at the wi ndow, but even the
pri mates of doom couldn't spoil his appetite. He turned his attention
to his dinner.

file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%?20R....onlight%20Bay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt (255 of 271) [2/9/2004 10:04:53 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt

One of the nonkeys began to slap a hand rhythmically agai nst the
wi ndowpane, shrieking | ouder than ever.

Its teeth | ooked | arger and sharper than those of a rhesus ought to

have been, plenty | arge enough and sharp enough to help it fulfill the
demanding role of a predator. Maybe this was a physical trait
engineered into it by the playful weapons-research boys at Wvern. In
my mind s eye, | saw Angela's torn throat.

"This m ght be neant to distract us," Sasha suggested.

"They can't get into the house anywhere el se without breaking glass,"
Bobby said. "We'Ill hear them"

"Over this racket and the rain?" she wonder ed.
"We'll hear them™

"I don't think we should split up in different roonms unless we're
absolutely driven to it," | said. "They're smart enough to know about
di viding to conquer."

Again, | squinted through the wi ndow near which the table was pl aced,
but no nonkeys were on that section of porch, and nothing but the rain
and the wi nd noved through the dark dunes beyond the railing.

Over the sink, one of the nonkeys had nmanaged to turn its back and
still cling to the window. It was squealing as if with |aughter as it
nmooned us, pressing its bare, furless, ugly butt to the gl ass.

"So," Bobby asked nme, "what happened after You let yourself into the
rectory?"

Sensing tinme running out, | swiftly summarized the events in the attic,
at Wvern, and at the Ram rez house.

Manuel , a pod person," Bobby said, shaking his head sadly.
"Ugh," Sasha said, but she wasn't commenting on Manuel

At the wi ndow, the male nonkey facing us was urinating copiously on the
gl ass.

"Well, this is new," Bobby observed.

On the porch beyond the sink wi ndows, nore nonkeys started popping into
the air like kernels of corn bursting off a hot oiled pan, tunbling up
into sight and then dropping away. They were all squealing and
shrieking, and there seened to be scores of them though it was surely
the same half dozen springi ng-spi hni ngpoppi ng repeatedly into view.

I finished the | ast of ny beer.

Bei ng cool was getting harder mnute by mnute. Perhaps even doing
cool required energy and nore concentration than | possessed.

"Orson," | said, it wouldn't be a bad idea if You sauntered around the
house. "

He understood and set out imediately to police the perineter.

Bef ore he was out of the kitchen, | said, "No heroics. |If You see
anyt hi ng wrong, bark your head of f and come running strai ght back
here. "
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He padded out of sight.

I medi ately, | regretted having sent him even though | knew it was the
right thing to do

The first nonkey had enptied its bl adder, and now t he second one had
turned to face the kitchen and had begun to | oose his own stream

O hers were scanpering along the handrail outside and swi nging fromthe
porch-roof rafters.

Bobby was sitting directly opposite the wi ndow that was adjacent to the
table. He searched that conparatively calmpart of the night with
suspi cion equal to mne.

The lightning seened to have passed, but volleys of thunder stil
booned across the sea. This cannonade excited the troop

"I hear the new Brad Pitt novie is really hot," Bobby said.
Sasha said, "Haven't seen it."
"I always wait for video," | reninded him

Sonething tried the door to the back porch. The knob rattled and
squeaked, but the | ock was securely engaged.

The two nonkeys at the sink wi ndows dropped away. Two nopre sprang up
fromthe porch to take their places, and both began to urinate on the

gl ass.

Bobby said, "I'mnot cleaning this up."

"Wll, I'"'mnot cleaning it up," Sasha decl ar ed.

"Maybe they' Il get their aggression and anger out this way and then
just leave," | said.

Bobby and Sasha appeared to have studied withering sarcastic
expressions at the sanme school

"Or maybe not," | reconsidered.

From out of the night, a stone about the size of a cherry pit struck
one of the windows, and the peeing nonkeys dropped away to escape from
the line of fire. Mre snmall stones quickly followed the first,
rattling like hail.

No stones were flung at the nearest w ndow.

Bobby pl ucked the shotgun fromthe floor and placed it across his
| ap.

When the barrage was at its peak, it abruptly ended.
The frenzi ed nonkeys were screaning nore fiercely now.

Their escalating cries were shrill, eerie, and seenmed to have
supernatural effect, feeding back into the night with such denonic
energy that rain pounded the cottage harder than ever. Merciless
hamrers of thunder cracked the shell of the night, and once again
bright tines of lightning dug at the nmeat of the sky.
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A stone, larger than any in the previous assault, rebounded off one of
the sink windows: map. A second of approximately the sane size
i medi ately followed, thrown with greater force than the first.

Fortunately their hands were too small to allow themto hold and
properly operate pistols or revolvers; and with their relatively | ow
body wei ght, they woul d be kicked head over heels by the recoil. These
creatures were surely smart enough to understand the purpose and
operation of handguns, but at |east the horde of geniuses in the Wvern
| abs hadn't chosen to work with gorillas.

Al though, if the idea occurred to them they would no doubt inmediately
seek funding for that enterprise and would not only provide the
gorillas with firearns training but instruct them as well, in the fine
poi nts of nucl ear-weapons design

Two nore stones snapped agai nst the targeted wi ndow gl ass.

| touched the cell phone clipped to ny belt. There ought to be sonmeone
we could call for help. Not the police, not the FBI. |If the former
responded, the friendly officers on the Monlight Bay force would
probably provide cover fire for the nonkeys. Even if we could get
through to the nearest office of the FBI and could sound nore credible
than all the callers reporting abduction by flying saucers, we would be
talking to the eneny; Manuel Ramirez said the decision to let this
nightmare play itself out had been made at "very high levels,"” and
believed him

Wth a concession of responsibility unmatched by generating ions before
ours, we have entrusted our lives and futures to professionals and
experts who convince us that we have too little knowl edge or wit to
make any deci sions of inportance about the managenent of society. This
is the consequence of our gullibility and | azi ness.

Apocal ypse with prinates.

A still larger stone struck the window. The pane cracked but didn't
shatter.

| picked up the two spare 9-mllineter nagazines on the table and
tucked one into each of ny jean pockets.

Sasha slipped one hand under the runpl ed napkin that conceal ed the
Chi ef s Speci al .

| followed her lead and got a grip on the hidden d ock

We | ooked at each other. A tide of fear washed through her eyes, and
was sure that she saw the sane dark currents in nne.

| tried to smile reassuringly, but ny face felt as though it would
crack li ke hard plaster. "Gonna be fine. A deejay, a surf rebel, and
the El ephant Man-the perfect teamto save the world."

"If possible," Bobby said, "don't inmrediately waste the first one or
two that cone in. Let a fewinside. Delay as |long as You can.

Let themfeel confident. Sucker the little geeks. Then |et nme open on

themfirst, teach themrespect. Wth the shotgun, | don't even have to
aim"
"Yes, sir, Ceneral Bob," | said.
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Two, three, four stones-about as hefty as peach pits-struck the
Wi ndows.

The second | arge pane cracked, and a subsidiary fisl sure opened off
that line, like lightning branching.

I was experiencing a physiol ogical rearrangenent that woul d have

fasci nated any physician. M stonmach had squeezed up through ny chest
and was pressing insistently at the base of ny throat, while ny
poundi ng heart had dropped down into the space fornerly occupied by ny
st omach.

Hal f a dozen nore substantial stones, whal ed harder than before,
battered the two | arge wi ndows, and both panes shattered inward. Wth
a burst of brittle nusic, glass rained into the stainl ess-steel sink,
across the granite counters, onto the floor. A few shards sprayed as
far as the dinette, and | shut ny eyes briefly as sharp fragnents
clinked onto the tabletop and pl opped into the remaining slices of cold
pi zza.

VWhen | opened ny eyes an instant later, two shrieking nonkeys, each as
| arge as the one that Angel a had described, were already at the w ndow
again. Wary of the broken glass and of us, the pair swung inside, onto
the granite counter. Wnd churned in around them plucking at their
rain-matted fur.

One of them | ooked toward the broom cl oset, where the shotgun was
usual ly | ocked away. Since their arrival, they hadn't seen any of us
approach that cupboard, and they couldn't possibly spot the 12-gauge
bal anced on Bobby's knees, under the table.

Bobby gl anced at them but was nore interested in the wi ndow opposite
him across the table.

Hunched and agile, the two creatures already in the room noved al ong
the counter in opposite directions fromthe sink. In the dimy |lighted
kitchen, their mal evol ent yell ow eyes were as bright as the flanes

| eapi ng on the points of the candl e w cks.

The intruder to the left encountered a toaster and angrily swept it to
the floor. Sparks spurted fromthe wall receptacle when the plug tore
out of the socket.

I renenbered Angel a's account of the rhesus bonbarding her with apples
hard enough to split her lip. Bobby naintained an uncluttered kitchen,
but if these beasts opened cabi net doors and started firing glasses and
di shes at us, they could do serious danage even if we did enjoy an
advantage in firepower. A dinner plate, spinning |ike a Frisbee,
catching You across the bridge of the nose, might be nearly as
effective as a bullet.

Two nore dire-eyed creatures sprang up fromthe porch floor into the
franme of the shattered wi ndow. They bared their teeth at us and
hi ssed.

The paper napkin over Sasha's gun hand trenbl ed visibly-and not because
it was caught by a draft fromthe w ndow.

In spite of the shrieking-chattering-hissing of the intruders, in spite
of the bluster of the March wind at the broken wi ndows and the rolling
thunder and the drunming rain, | thought | heard Bobby singing under
his breath. He was largely ignoring the nonkeys on the far side of the
kitchen, focusing intently on the wi ndow that remained intact, across
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the table fromhimand his |ips were noving.

Per haps enbol dened by our | ack of response, perhaps believing us to be
i mobi lized by fear, the two increasingly agitated crealures in the

br oken- out wi ndows now swung inside and noved in opposite directions
al ong the counter, formng pairs with each of the first two

i ntruders.

Ei t her Bobby began to sing | ouder or stark terror sharpened ny hearing,
because suddenly | could recognize the song that he was singing.

"Daydream Believer." It was golden-oldie teen pop, first recorded by
t he Monkees.

Sasha nmust have heard it, too, because she said, "A blast fromthe
past."

Two nore nenbers of the troop clinbed into the wi ndows above the sink,
clinging to the franes, hellfire in their eyes, squealing nonkey-hate
at us.

The four already in the roomwere shrieking | ouder than ever, bouncing
up and down on the counters, shaking their fists in the air, baring
their teeth and spitting at us.

They were smart but not smart enough. Their rage was rapidly clouding
their judgment.

"W peout," Bobby sai d.
Here we go.

I nstead of scooting backward swung sideways in it, rose fluidly to his
feet, and brought up the shotgun as if he'd had both military training
and ball et |essons.

Fl ame spouted fromthe nuzzle, and the first deafening blast caught the
two latest arrivals at the wi ndows, blow ng them backward onto the
porch, as though they were only a child' s stuffed toys, and the second
round chopped down the pair on the counter to the left of the sink

My ears were ringing as though | were inside a tolling cathedral bell
and al though the roar of the gunfire in this confined space was | oud
enough to be disorienting, | was on ny feet before the his chair to
clear the table, he

12- gauge booned the second time, as was Sasha, who turned away fromthe
tabl e and squeezed off a round toward the remaining pair of intruders
just as Bobby dealt with nunbers three and four

As they fired and the kitchen shook with the blasts, the nearest w ndow
expl oded at nme. Air-surfing on a cascade of glass, a screaning rhesus

| anded on the table in our mdst, knocking over two of the three
candl es and exti ngui shing one of them spraying rain off its coat,
sendi ng a pan of pizza spinning to the floor.

I brought up the G ock, but the latest arrival flung itself onto
Sasha's back. If | shot it, the slug would pass straight through the
damm thing and probably kill her, too.

By the tinme | kicked a chair out of the way and got around the table,
Sasha was screaning, and the squealing nonkey on her back was trying to
tear out handfuls of her hair. Reflexively, she'd dropped her .38 to
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reach blindly behind herself for the rhesus. It snapped at her hands,
teeth audi bly cracking together on enpty air.

Her body was bent back-ward over the table, and her assail ant was
trying to pull her head back farther still, to expose her throat.

| dropped the @ ock on the table and seized the creature from behind,
getting nmy right hand around its neck, using ny left to clutch the fur
and skin between its shoul der blades. | twi sted that handful of fur
and skin so fiercely that the beast screanmed in pain.

It wouldn't let go of Sasha, however, and as | struggled to tear it
away fromher, it tried to pull her hair out by the roots.

Bobby punped anot her round into the chanber and squeezed off a third
shot, the cottage walls seened to shake as if an earthquake had runbl ed
under us, and | figured that was the end of the final pair of

intruders, but | heard Bobby cursing and knew nore trouble had come our
way.

Reveal ed nore by their blazing yellow eyes than by the guttering flanmes
of the renmaining two candl es, another pair of nobnkeys, total kam kazes,
had sprung into the wi ndows above the sink.

And Bobby was rel oadi ng.

In another part of the cottage, O son barked loudly. | didn't know if
he was racing toward us to join the fray or whether he was calling for
hel p.

I heard nyself cursing with uncharacteristic vividness and snarling
with animal ferocity as | shifted ny grip on the rhesus, Al getting
bot h hands around its neck. | choked it, choked it until finally it
had no choice but to Il et go of Sasha

The nonkey wei ghed only about twenty-five pounds, |ess than one-sixth
of nmy weight, but it was all bone and nuscle and seething hatred.

Scream ng thinly and spitting even as it struggled for breath, the
thing tried to tuck its head down to bite at the hands encircling its
throat. it wenched, wiggled, kicked, flailed, and | can't inmagine
that an eel could have been harder to hold on to, but ny fury at what
the little fucker had tried to do to Sasha was so great that my hands
were like iron, and at last | felt its neck snap

Then it was just a linp, dead thing, and | dropped it on the fl oor
Gaggi ng with disgust, gasping for breath, | picked up ny dock as
Sasha, having recovered her Chiefs Special, stepped to the broken
wi ndow near the table and opened fire at the ni ght beyond.

Wi | e rel oadi ng, apparently having | ost track of the last two nonkeys
in spite of their glow ng eyes, Bobby had gone to the light switch by
the door. Now he cranked up the rheostat far enough to nmake ne
squi nt .

One of the little bastards was standing on a counter beside the
cookt op.

It had extracted the snallest of the knives fromthe wall rack, and
before any of us could open fire, it threw the bl ade at Bobby.

en busy learning sinple | don't know whether the troop had be mlitary
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arts or whether the nonkey was |ucky. The knife tunbled through the
air and sank into Bobby's right shoul der

He dropped the shotgun

I fired two rounds at the knife thrower, and it pitched backward onto
t he cooktop burners, dead.

The remai ni ng nonkey mi ght have once heard that ol d saw about

di scretion being the better part of valor, because he curled his tai
up agai nst his back and fled over the sink and out the window. | got
two shots off, but both missed.

At the other window, with surprisingly steady nerves and ninbl e
fingers, Sasha fumbl ed a speedl oader fromthe dunp pouch on the . 38.

She twi sted the speedl oader, her belt and slipped it into neatly
filling all chanbers at once, dropped it on the floor, and snapped the
cylinder shut.

I wondered what school of broadcasting offered woul d-be disc jockeys
courses on weaponry and grace under fire. O all the people in
Moonl i ght Bay, Sasha had been the sol e one remai ni ng who seened
genuinely to be only what she appeared to be. Now | suspected that she
had a secret or two of her own.

She began squeezing off shots into the night once more. | don't know
if she had any targets in view or whether she was just |aying down a
suppressing fire to di scourage whatever remnai ned of the troop

Ej ecting the hal f-enpty magazine fromthe dock, slamrng in a ful

one, | went to Bobby as he pulled the knife out of his shoulder. The
bl ade appeared to have penetrated only an inch or two, but there was a
spreadi ng bl oodstain on his shirt.

"How bad?" | asked.

"Damm! "

“Can You hold on?"

"This was nmy best shirt!"
Maybe he woul d be all right.

I Toward the front of the house, Orson's barking continued-but it was
punctuat ed now with squeals of terror

| tucked the G ock under my belt, against the small of ny back, picked
up Bobby's shotgun, which was fully | oaded, and ran toward the
bar ki ng.

The lights were on but dinmred down in the living room as we had |eft
them | dialed themup alittle.

One of the big windows had been shattered. Hooting wind drove rain
under the porch roof and into the living room

Four scream n nonkeys were perched on the backs of chairs and on the
arnms of sofas. When the lights brightened, they turned their heads
toward nme and hi ssed as one.

Bobby had estimated that the troop was conmposed of eight or ten
i ndividuals, but it was obviously a lot larger than that. |'d already
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seen twelve or fourteen, and in spite of the fact that they were nore
than half crazed with rage and hatred, | didn't think they were so
reckl ess-or stupid-that they would sacrifice nost of their comunity in
a single assault like this.

They' d been | oose for two to three years. Plenty of tinme to breed.
A

Orson was on the floor, surrounded by this quartet of goblins, which
now began to shriek at himagain. He was turning worriedly in a
circle, trying to watch all of themat once

One of the troop was at such a distance and angle that | didn't have to
worry that any stray buckshot would catch the dog. Wthout hesitation,
| blew away the creature on which | had a clear line of fire, and the
resulting spray of buckshot and nonkey guts woul d cost Bobby maybe five
t housand bucks in redecorating costs.

Squeal ing, the remaining three intruders bounded from one piece of
furniture to another, heading toward the wi ndows. | brought down
anot her one, but the third round in the shotgun only peppered a

t eak- panel ed wall and cost Bobby another five or ten grand.

| pitched the shotgun aside, reached to the small of my back, drew the
A ock fromunder ny belt, started after the two nonkeys that were

fl eeing through the broken wi ndow onto the front porch-and was nearly
lifted off nmy feet when sonmeone grabbed nme from behind. A beefy arm
swung around ny throat, instantly choking off nmy air supply, and a hand
seized the Gock, tearing it away from ne.

The next thing | knew, | was off nmy feet, lifted and tossed as though I
were a child. | crashed into a coffee table, which coll apsed under

ne.

Flat on ny back in the ruins of the ffirniture, | |ooked up and saw

Carl Scorso | oonming over ne, even nore gigantic fromthing is angle
than he actually was. The bald head. The earring. Though I'd dialed
up the lights, the roomwas still sufficiently shadow that | could see
the aninmal shine in his eyes.

He was the troop | eader. | had no doubt about that. He was wearing
athletic shoes and jeans and a flannel shirt, and there was a watch on
his wist, and if he were put in a police lineup with four gorillas, no
one woul d have the least difficulty identifying himas the sole human
being. Yet in spite of the clothes and the human form he radiated the
savage aura of sonething subhunman, not nerely because of the eyeshine
but because his features were twisted into an expression that mrrored
no human enotion | could identify. Though clothed, he mght as well
have been naked; though cl ean-shaven fromhis neck to the crowm of his
head, he might as well have been as hairy as an ape. |If he lived two
lives, it was clear that he was nmore attuned to the one that he lived
at night, with the troop, than to the one that he lived by day, anong
those who were not changelings like him

He held the dock at armis length, executioner style, aimng it at ny
face.

Orson flew at him snarling, but Scorso was the quicker of the two. He
| anded a solid kick against the dog's head, and Orson went down and
stayed down, without even a yelp or a twitch of his |egs.

My heart dropped like a stone in a well.
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Scorso swng the dock toward ne again and fired a round into ny
face.

O that was how it seemed for an instant. But a split second before he
pulled the trigger, Sasha shot himin the back fromthe far end of the
room and the crack | heard was the report of her Chiefs Special

Scorso jerked fromthe inpact of the slug, pulling the d ock
ff-target.

The teak fl oor beside ny head splintered as the bullet tore through
it.

Wounded but | ess fazed than npbst of us woul d have been once shot in the
back, Scorso swung around, pumnping out rounds fromthe G ock as he
t ur ned.

Sasha dropped and roll ed backward out of the room and Scorso enptied
the pistol at the place where she had stood. He kept trying to pul
the trigger even after the nagazine was enpty.

I could see rich, dark bl ood spreadi ng across the back of his flanne
shirt.

Finally he threw down the d ock, turned toward ne, and appeared to
contenpl ate whether to stonp ny face or to tear ny eyes fromny head,
| eaving me blinded and dying. Opting for neither pleasure, he headed
toward the broken-out w ndow through which the |ast two nonkeys had
escaped.

He was just stepping out of the house onto the porch when Sasha
reappeared and, incredibly, pursued him

| shouted at her to stop, but she |ooked so wild that | wouldn't have
been surprised to see that dreadful light in her eyes, too. She was
across the living roomand onto the front porch while | was stil
getting up fromthe splintered remains of the coffee table.

Qut si de, the Chiefs Special cracked, cracked again, and then a third
time.

Al though it seened clear now that Sasha coul d take care of herself, |
wanted to go after her and drag her back. Even if she finished Scorso,
the ni ght was probably hone to nore nonkeys than even a first-rate disc
jockey coul d handl e-and the night was their domain, not hers.

A fourth shot booned. A fifth.

| hesitated because Orson lay linp, so still that | couldn't see his
black flank rising and falling with his breathing. He was either dead
or unconscious. |f unconscious, he mght need help quickly.

He had been kicked in the head. Even if he was alive, there was the
danger of brain damage

|l realized | was crying. | bit back nmy grief, blinked back ny tears.
As | always do.

Bobby was crossing the living roomtoward ne, one hand clanped to the
stab wound in his shoul der

"Help Orson," | said.
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I refused to believe that nothing could hel p himnow, because even to
think such a terrible thing mght ensure that it be true.

Pia Klick woul d understand that concept.

Maybe Bobby woul d understand it now, too.

Dodgi ng furniture and dead nonkeys, crunching glass underfoot, | ran to
the window. Silvery whips of cold, windblown rain |ashed past the
jagged fragments of glass still prickling fromthe frame. | crossed

the porch, |eaped down the steps, and raced into the heart of the
downpour, toward Sasha, where she stood thirty feet away in the
dunes.

Carl Scorso |ay facedown in the sand.

Soaked and shivering, she stood over him twi sting her third and | ast
speedl oader into the revolver. | suspected that she had hit himwth
most if not all the rounds that |'d heard, but she seenmed to feel she
m ght need a few nore

I ndeed, Scorso twitched and worked both outflung hands in the sand, as
if he were burrowing into cover, like a crab.

Wth a shudder of horror, she | eaned down and fired one | ast round,
this tinme into the back of his skull.

When she turned to ne, she was crying. Making no attenpt to repress

her tears

| was tearless now | told nyself that one of us had to hold it
t oget her.

"Hey," | said gently.

She canme into ny arns.
"Hey," she whi spered against ny throat.
I held her.

The rain was com ng down in such torrents that | couldn't see the
lights of town, three-quarters of a mle to the east. Moonlight Bay
m ght have been dissolved by this flood out of Heaven, washed away as
if it had been only an el aborate sand scul pture of a town.

But it was back there, all right. MWaiting for this stormto pass, and
for another stormafter this one, and others until the end of al
days.

There was no escapi ng Moonlight Bay. Not for us. Not ever.

It was, quite literally, in our blood.

"What happens to us now?" she asked, still holding fast to ne.
"Life."

"It's all screwed up."

"I't always was."

"They're still out there."

file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%?20R....onlight%20Bay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt (265 of 271) [2/9/2004 10:04:53 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt

"Maybe they' Il |eave us alone-for a while."
"Where do we go from here, Snowran?"
"Back to the house. GCet a beer."

She was still shivering, and not because of the rain. "And after
t hat ?

W can't drink beer forever."
"Big surf comng in tonorrow "
"It's going to be that easy?"
"Got to catch those epic waves while You can get them™

W wal ked back to the cottage, where we found O son and Bobby sitting
on the wide front-porch steps. There was just enough roomfor us to
sit down beside them

Neit her of my brothers was in the best nood of his life.

Bobby felt that he needed only Neosporin and a bandage. "It's a
shal | ow wound, thin as a paper cut, and hardly nore than half an inch
fromtop to bottom™

"Sorry about the shirt," Sasha said

"Thanks. "

Whi npering, Orson got up, wobbled down the steps into the rain, and
puked in the sand. It was a night for regurgitation

| couldn't take ny eyes off him | was trenbling with dread.

"Maybe we should take himto a vet," Sasha sai d.
I shook ny head. No vet.

I would not cry. | do not cry. How bitter do You risk beconi ng by
swal | owi ng too many tears?

When | could speak, | said, "I wouldn't trust any vet in town.

They' re probably part of it, coopted. |If they realize what he is, that
he's one of the animals from Wvern, they nmight take himaway from ne,
back to the labs."

Orson stood with his face turned up to the rain, as if he found it
r ef reshi ng.

"They' || be back," Bobby said, meaning the troop
"Not tonight," | said. "And maybe not for a way long tine."

"But sooner or |ater."

"Yeah.
"And who el se?" Sasha wondered. "Wat el se?"
"I't's chaos out there," | said, renmenbering what Manuel had told ne.
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"A radical new world. Wo the hell knows what's in it-or what's being
born right now?"

In spite of all that we had seen and all that we had | earned about the
Wvern project, perhaps it was not until this nmonment on the porch steps
that we believed in our bones that we were |living near the end of
civilization, on the brink of Armageddon. Like the drums of Judgnent,
the hard and ceasel ess rain beat on the world.

This night was |ike no other night on earth, and it couldn't have felt
nore alien if the clouds had parted to reveal three noons instead of
one and a sky full of unfamliar stars.

Orson | apped puddl ed rai nwater off the | owest porch step

Then he clinbed to ny side with nore confidence than he had shown when
he had descended.

Hesitantly, using the nod-for-yes-shake-for-no code, | tested himfor
concussi on or worse. He was okay.

"Jesus,
this.

Bobby said with relief. [|'d never heard himas shaken as

I went inside and got four beers and the bow on which Bobby had
pai nted the word Rosebud. | returned to the porch.

"A couple of Pia's paintings took sone buckshot," | said.
"We'll blane it on O'son," Bobby said.
"Not hi ng," Sasha said, "is nore dangerous than a dog with a shotgun."

We sat in silence awhile, listening to the rain and breathing the
deli ci ous, fresh-scrubbed air.

I could see Scorso's body out there in the sand. Now Sasha was a
killer just like mne.

Bobby said, "This sure is live."
"Totally," | said.

"Way radical."

"Insanely," Sasha said.

Orson chuff ed.

That ni ght we w apped the dead nonkeys in sheets. W wapped Scorso's

body in a sheet, too. | kept expecting himto sit up and reach out for
me, trailing his cotton w ndings, as though he were a numy from one of
those long-ago novies filnmed in an era when people were nore spooked by
the supernatural than the real world allows themto be these days.

Then we | oaded theminto the back of the Explorer.

Bobby had a stack of plastic drop cloths in the garage, left over from
the nost recent visit by the painters, who periodically hand oiled the
teak paneling. W used themand a staple gun to seal the broken

wi ndows as best we coul d.

At two o' clock in the norning, Sasha drove all four of us to the
nort heast end of town and up the long dried past the graceful iveway,
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California pepper trees that waited like a line of nourners weeping in
the storm past the concrete Pietd. W stopped under the portico
bef ore the massive CGeorgi an house.

No lights were on. | don't know if Sandy Kirk was sl eeping or not
home.

We unl oaded the sheet-w apped corpses and piled themat his front
door.

As we drove away, Bobby said, "Renenber when we cane up here as kids-to
wat ch Sandy's dad at work?"

"Yeah."

"I'magine if one night we'd found sonething Iike that on his
doorstep. "

' Cool . "

There were days of cleanup and repairs to be undertaken at Bobby's

pl ace, but we weren't ready to bend to that task. W went to Sasha's
house and passed the rest of the night in her kitchen, clearing our
heads with nore beer and going through ny father's account of the
origins of our new world, our new life.

My not her had dreaned up a revol utionary new approach to the

engi neering of retroviru. ses for the purpose of ferrying genes into
the cells of patients-or experinental sub'ects. |In the secret facility
at Wvern, a world-class teamof big brows had realized her vision.

These new nicrobe delivery boys were nore spectacul arly successful and
sel ective than anyone had hoped.

"Then comes Godzilla," as Bobby said.

The new retroviruses, though crippled, proved to be so clever that they
were able not nmerely to deliver their package of genetic material but
to select a package fromthe patient's-or lab aninal's-DNA to replace
what they had delivered. Thus they becane a two-way nessenger,
carrying genetic material in and out of the body.

They al so proved capabl e of capturing other viruses naturally present
in a subject's body, selecting fromthose organisns' traits, and
remaki ng thenselves. They nmutated nore radically and faster than any
m crobe had ever nutated before. WIdly they nutated, becom ng

sonet hing new within hours. They had al so becone able to reproduce in
spite of having been crippl ed.

Bef ore anyone at Wvern grasped what was happeni ng, Mom s new bugs were
ferrying as much genetic material out of the experimental animals as
into themand transferring that material not only anong the different
ani mal s but anong the scientists and other workers in the | abs.

Contam nation is not solely by contact with bodily fluids. Skin
contact alone is sufficient to effect the transfer of these bugs if You
have even the tiniest wound or sore: a paper cut, a nick from

shavi ng.

aid In the years ahead, as each of us is contaninated, he or she wll
take on a load of new DNA different fromthe one that anybody el se
receives. The effect will be singular in every case. Sonme of us wll
not change appreciably at all, because we will receive so many bits and
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pi eces fromso nany sources that there will be nofocused cunul ative
effect. As our cells die, the inserted material mght or m ght not
appear in the new cells that replace them But sone of us may becone
psychol ogi cal or even physical nonsters.

To paraphrase James Joyce: It will darkle, tinct-tint, all this our
funani mal world. Darkle with strange variety.

We know not if the change will accelerate, the effects becone e w dely
visible, the secret be exposed by the sheer nmonentum of the
retrovirus's work-or whether it will be a process that remains subtle
for decades or centuries. W can only wait. And see.

Dad seened to think the problemdidn't arise entirely because of a flaw
in the theory. He believed the people at Wvern-who tested nmy nother's
theori es and devel oped themuntil actual organisnis could be
produced-were nmore at fault than she, because they deviated from her
vision in ways that nmay have seened subtle at the tinme but proved
calanmitous in the end.

However You look at it, my mom destroyed the world as we know it-but,
for all that, she's still ny nom On one |evel, she did what she did
for love, out of the hope that ny life could be saved. | love her as
much as ever-and marvel that she was able to hide her terror and
angui sh fromme during the |ast years of her life, after she realized
what ki nd of new world was com ng.

My father was | ess than hal f-convinced that she killed herself, but in
his notes, he admts the possibility. He felt that nurder was nore
likely. Although the plague had spread too far-too fast-to be
contained, Momfinally had wanted to go public with the story.

Maybe she was silenced. Whether she killed herself or tried to stand
up to the nmilitary and governnment doesn't matter; she's gone in either

case.
Now that | understand ny nother better, | know where | get the
strength-or the obsessive will-to repress nmy own enotions when | find
themtoo hard to deal with. I'mgoing to try to change that about
myself. | don't see why | shouldn't be able to do it. After all
that's what the world is now about: change. Relentless change.

Al t hough sone hate ne for being ny nother's son, |'mpermtted to
l'ive.

Even ny father wasn't sure why | should be granted this dispensation,
consi dering the savage nature of sone of ny enenies

ected, however, that ny nother used fragnents of my He susp genetic
material to en ineer this apocal yptic retrovirus; perhaps, therefore,
the key to undoing or at least limting the scope of the calamty wll
eventually be found in my genes. M blood is drawn each month not, as
I'"ve been told, for reasons related to ny XP but for study at Wvern

Perhaps | am a wal ki ng | aboratory: containing the potential for
imunity to this plague-or containing a clue as to the ultimate
destruction and terror it will cause. As long as | keep the secret of

Moonl i ght Bay and |ive by the rules of the infected, | will nost likely
remain alive and free. On the other hand, if | attenpt to tell the
world, I will no doubt live out ny days in a dark roomin sone

subt erranean chanber under the fields and hills of Fort Wvern

I ndeed, Dad was afraid that they would take ne anyway, sooner or |ater,
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to inprison nme and thus ensure a continuing supply of blood sanpl es.
I"l'l have to deal with that threat if and when it cones.

Sunday norning and early afternoon, as the storm passed over Mbonli ght
Bay, we slept-and of the four of us, only Sasha didn't wake froma

ni ght mar e

After four hours in the sack, | went down to Sasha's kitchen and sat
with the blinds drawn. For a while, in the dimlight, | studied MI
the words Mystery Train on ny cap, wondering how they related to ny
nmot her's work. Although |I couldn't guess their significance, | felt
that Moonlight Bay isn't nerely on a roller-coaster ride to Hell, as

Stevenson had claimed. We're on a journey to a nysterious destination
that we can't entirely envision: nmaybe sonething wondrous-or maybe
sonet hing far worse than the tortures of Hell.

Later, using a pen and tablet, | wote by candlelight. | intend to
record all that happens in the days that remain to ne.

I don't expect ever to see this work published. Those who wi sh the
truth of Wvern to remain unrevealed will never permit ne to Spread the
word. Anyway, Stevenson was right: It's too |late to save the world.

In fact, that's the sane nessage Bobby's been giving ne throughout nost
of our long friendship.

Al though | don't wite for publication anynore, it's inportant to have
a record of this catastrophe. The world as we know it should not pass
away w thout the explanation of its passing preserved for the future.

We are an arrogant species, full of terrible potential, but we also
have a great capacity for |love, friendship, generosity, kindness,

faith, hope, and joy. How we perished by our own hand nay be nore

i mportant than how we canme into existence in the first place-which is a
mystery that we will now never sol ve.

I mght diligently record all that happens in Monlight Bay and, by
extension, in the rest of the world as the contam nation spreads- but
record it to no avail, because there m ght one day be no one left to
read my words or no one capable of reading them 1'Il take ny
chances.

If I were a betting man, |'d bet that some species will arise fromthe
chaos to replace us, to be nasters of the earth as we were. |Indeed, if
I were a betting man, |'d put nmy noney on the dogs.

Sunday ni ght, the sky was as deep as the face of God, and the stars
were as pure as tears. The four of us went to the beach. Fourteen
foot, fully macking, glassy nonoliths punped ceasel essly out of far
Tahiti. It was epic. It was so live.

Moonl i ght Bay's radio station, KBAY, is entirely a fictional enter
prise. The real KBAY is located in Santa Cruz, California, and none of
the enpl oyees of the Monlight Bay station is based on any past or
present enployee of the Santa Cruz station. These call letters were
borrowed here for one reason: They're cool

In chapter seventeen, Christopher Snow quotes a line froma poem by
Louise CGhick. The title of the poemis "Lullaby," and it appears in
Ms. Ghick's wonderful and noving Ararat.

Chri st opher Snow, Bobby Hal | oway, Sasha Goodall, and Orson are real. |

file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%?20R....onlight%20Bay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt (270 of 271) [2/9/2004 10:04:53 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay%2001%20-%20Fear%20Nothing.txt

have spent many nonths with them | like their conpany, and | intend
to spend a lot nore time with themin the years to cone. -DK
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