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M dni ght
Dean R Koontz

The citizens of Monlight Cove, California, are changing. Sone are

|l osing touch with their deepest enptions. Ohers are surrendering to
their wildest urges. And the few who remain unchanged are absolutely
terrified - if not brutally nmurdered in the dead of night.

Dean Koontz, the bestselling nmaster of suspense, invites you into the
shocki ng world of Monlight Cove - where four unlikely survivors
confront the darkest realns of human nature.

Here is the ultimte nmasterpi ece of fear by the one and only Dean Koontz
"BLOOD- CHI LLING . . KOONTZ PLOAS NEW EVEN MORE CHI LLI NG GROUND. "
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G P. Putnams Son,; edition / January 1989 Berkley edition / Novemnber
1989 All rights reserved.

Copyright (C 1989 by Nkui, Inc.
| SBN 0-425-11870-3
PRI NTED I N THE UNI TED STATES OF AMERI CA

"To Ed and Pat ' Thomas of the Book Carnival, who are such nice people
that sonetines | suspect they're not really human but aliens from
anot her, better world

Part One

ALONG THE NI GHT COAST Where eerie figures caper to sone mdnight nusic
that only they can hear.

- The Book of Counted Sorrows
Jani ce Capshaw liked to run at night.

Nearly every eveni ng between ten and el even o' cl ock, Janice put on her
gray sweats with the reflective blue stripes across the back and chest,
tucked her hair under a headband, |aced up her New Bal ance shoes, and
ran six mles. She was thirty-five but could have passed for
twenty-five, and she attributed her gl ow of youth to her
twenty-year-1ong conmitment to running.

Sunday ni ght, Septenber 21, she left her house at ten o'clock and ran
four blocks north to Ccean Avenue, the main street through Moonli ght
Cove, where she turned | eft and headed downhill toward the public beach.
The shops were closed and dark. Aside fromthe faded-brass gl ow of the
sodi um vapor streetlanps, the only lights were in sone apartnments above
the stores, at Knight's Bridge Tavern, and at Qur Lady of Mercy Catholic
Church, which was open twenty-four hours a day. No cars were on the
street, and not another person was in sight. Monlight Cove al ways had
been a quiet little town, shunning the tourist trade that other coasta
comunities so avidly pursued. Janice liked the slow, neasured pace of
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life there, though sonetines lately the town seenmed not nerely sl eepy
but dead.

As she ran down the sloping main street, through pools of anber |ight,
through | ayered ni ght shadows cast by w nd-scul pted cypresses and pines,
she saw no novement other than her own and the sluggi sh, serpentine
advance of the thin fog through the windless air. The only sounds were
the soft slap-slap of her rubber-soled running shoes on the sidewal k and
her | abored breathing. Fromall avail abl e evidence, she m ght have been
the | ast person on earth, engaged upon a solitary post-Armgeddon
mar at hon.

She disliked getting up at dawn to run before work, and in the summer it
was nore pleasant to put in her six mles when the heat of the day had
passed, though neither an abhorrence of early hours nor the heat was the
real reason for her nocternal preference; she ran on the sane schedul e
in the winter. She exercised at that hour sinply because she |iked the
ni ght.

Even as a child, she had preferred night to day, had enjoyed sitting out
in the yard after sunset, under the star-speckled sky, listening to
frogs and crickets. Darkness soothed. It softened the sharp edges of
the world, toned down the too-harsh colors. Wth the comni ng of
twilight, the sky seened to recede; the universe expanded. The ni ght was
bi gger than the day, and in its realm life seened to have nore
possibilities.

Now she reached the Ccean Avenue |loop at the foot of the hill, sprinted
across the parking area and onto the beach. Above the thin fog, the sky
held only scattered clouds, and the full moon's silver-yell ow radi ance
penetrated the mist, providing sufficient illum nation for her to see
where she was going. Sone nights the fog was too thick and the sky too
overcast to permt running on the shore. But now the white foam of the

i ncom ng breakers surged out of the black sea in ghostly phosphorescent
ranks, and the wi de crescent of sand gl eaned pal ely between the | apping
tide and the coastal hills, and the mst itself was softly aglow with
reflections of the autumn noonlight.

As she ran across the beach to the firner, danp sand at the water's edge
and turned south, intending to run a mle out to the point of the cove,
Janice felt wonderfully alive.

Ri chard- her |ate husband, who had succunbed to cancer three years
ago- had said that her circadian rhythns were so post-m dni ght focused
that she was nore than just a night person

"You' d probably |l ove being a vanpire, living between sunset and dawn, "
he'd said, and she'd said, "I vant to suck your blood." God, she had
loved him Initially she worried that the life of a Lutheran ninister's
wi fe woul d be boring, but it never was, not for a nonent. Three years
after his death, she still m ssed himevery day-and even nmore at night.

He had been suddenly, as she was passing a pair of forty-foot, tw sted
cypresses that had grown in the mddl e of the beach, hal fway between the
hills and the waterline, Janice was sure that she was not alone in the
night and fog. She saw no novenent, and she was unaware of any sound

ot her than her own footsteps, raspy - 5 breathing, and thudding
heartbeat; only instinct told her that she had conpany.

She was not alarned at first, for she thought another runner was sharing
the beach. A few local fitness fanatics occasionally ran at night, not
by choice, as was the case with her, but of necessity. Two or three
times a nonth she encountered them al ong her route.
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But when she stopped and turned and | ooked back the way she had conme,
she saw only a deserted expanse of noonlit sand, a curved ribbon of

| um nously foamng surf, and the dimbut famliar shapes of rock
formati ons and scattered trees that thrust up here and there along the
strand. The only sound was the | ow runbl e of the breakers.

Figuring that her instinct was unreliable and that she was al one, she
headed south again, along the beach, quickly finding her rhythm She
went only fifty yards, however, before she saw novenent fromthe corner
of her eye, thirty feet to her left a swift shape, cloaked by night and
m st, darting from behind a sandbound cypress to a weat her-polished rock
formation, where it slipped out of sight again.

Jani ce halted and, squinting toward the rock, wondered what she had
glinpsed. It had seened |arger than a dog, perhaps as big as a nan, but
havi ng seen it only peripherally, she had absorbed no details. The
formati on-twenty feet long, as low as four feet in sone places and as
high as ten feet in others-had been shaped by wind and rain until it
resenbl ed a nound of half-nelted wax, nore than | arge enough to concea
what ever she had seen

"Sonmeone there?" she asked.
She expected no answer and got none.

She was uneasy but not afraid. |f she had seen sonething nore than a
trick of fog and noonlight, it surely had been an ani nal -and not a dog
because a dog woul d have cone straight to her and woul d not have been so
secretive. As there were no natural predators along the coast worthy of
her fear, she was curious rather than frightened.

Standing still, sheathed in a filmof sweat, she began to feel the chil
inthe air. To maintain high body heat, she ran in place, watching the
rocks, expecting to see an aninmal break fromthat cover and sprint
either north or south al ong the beach.

Sone people in the area kept horses, and the Fosters even ran a breeding
and boarding facility near the sea about two and a half mles from
there, beyond the northern flank of the cove. Perhaps one of their
charges had gotten | oose. The thing she'd seen fromthe corner of her
eye had not been as big as a horse, though it night have been a pony. On
the ot her hand, wouldn't she have heard a pony's thuddi ng hoof beats even
in the soft sand? O course, if it was one of the Fosters' horses-or
sonmeone el se' s-she ought to attenpt to recover it or at least let them
know where it could be found.

At | ast, when nothing noved, she ran to the rocks and circled them

Agai nst the base of the formation and within the clefts in the stone
were a few vel vet-snooth shadows, but for the nost part all was reveal ed
in the mlky, shimrering, |lunar glow, and no ani mal was conceal ed t here.

She never gave serious thought to the possibility that she had seen
soneone ot her than another runner or an animal, that she was in rea
danger. Aside from an occasional act of vandalism or burglary-which was
al ways the work of one of a handful of disaffected teenagers-and traffic
accidents, local police had little to occupy them Crines against
person-rape, assault, nurder-were rare in a town as small and tightly
knit as Moonlight Cove; it was alnost as if, in this pocket of the
coast, they were living in a different and nore benign age fromthat in
which the rest of California dwelt.
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Roundi ng the formation and returning to the firnmer sand near the roiling
surf, Janice decided that she had been snookered by noonlight and m st,

two adept deceivers. The novement had been inmagi nary; she was al one on

t he shore.

She noted that the fog was rapidly thickening, but she continued al ong
the crescent beach toward the cove's southern point. She was certain
that she woul d get there and be able to return to the foot of Ocean
Avenue before visibility declined too drastically.

A breeze sprang up fromthe sea and churned the incom ng fog, which
seened to solidify froma gauzy vapor into a white sludge, as if it were
mlk being transforned into butter. By the tine Janice reached the

sout hern end of the dwindling strand, the breeze was stiffening and the
surf was nore agitated as well, casting up sheets of spray as each wave
hit the piled rocks of - 7 the nan-nade breakwater that had been added
to the natural point of the cove

Soneone stood on that twenty-foot-high wall of boul ders, |ooking down at
her. Janice glanced up just as a cloak of m st shifted and as noonli ght
sil houetted him

Now f ear seized her

Though the stranger was directly in front of her, she could not see his
face in the gloom He seemed tall, well over six feet, though that
coul d have been a trick of perspective.

O her than his outline, only his eyes were visible, and they were what
ignited her fear. They were a softly radiant anber |ike the eyes of an
ani mal reveal ed i n headlight beans.

For a nonent, peering directly up at him she was transfixed by his
gaze. Backlit by the noon, |ooning above her, standing tall and
nmoti onl ess upon ranparts of rock, with sea spray exploding to the right
of him he mght have been a carved stone idol with |lum nous jewel eyes,
erected by sonme denon-worshiping cult in a dark age |ong passed. Janice
wanted( to turn and run, but she could not nove, was rooted to the sand,
inthe grip of that paralytic terror she had previously felt only in

ni ght mar es.

She wondered if she were awake. Perhaps her late-night run was indeed
part of a nightnmare, and perhaps she was actually asleep in bed, safe
beneat h war m bl anket s.

Then the nman nmade a queer low grow, partly a snarl of anger but also a
hiss, partly a hot and urgent cry of need but also cold, cold.

And he noved.

He dropped to all fours and began to descend the high breakwater, not as
an ordinary man would clinb down those Junbled rocks but with catlike
swi ftness and grace. In seconds he woul d be upon her

Jani ce broke her paralysis, turned back on her own tracks, and ran
toward the entrance to the public beach-a full mle away. Houses with
Iighted wi ndows stood atop the steep-walled bluff that overl ooked the
cove, and sone of them had steps |eading down to the beach, but she was
not confident of finding those stairs in the darkness. She did not
wast e any energy on a scream for she doubted anyone woul d hear her.
Besi des, if scream ng sl owed her down, even only slightly, she night be
overtaken and sil enced before anyone fromtown could respond to her
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cries.

Her twenty-year conmitment to running had never been nore inportant than
it was now, the issue was no | onger good health but, she sensed, her
very survival. She tucked her arnms close to her sides, |owered her

head, and sprinted, going for speed rather than endurance, because she
felt that she only needed to get to the | ower block of Ccean Avenue to
be safe. She did not believe the man-or whatever the hell he was-woul d
continue to pursue her into that lanplit and popul ated street.

Hi gh-altitude, striated clouds rushed across a portion of the |unar
face. The noonlight di med, brightened, di med, and brightened in an
irregular rhythm pulsing through the rapidly clotting fog in such a way
as to create a host of phantons that repeatedly startled her and
appeared to be keeping pace with her on all sides. The eerie, palpitant
light contributed to the dreanmlike quality of the chase, and she was
hal f convinced that she was really in bed, fast asleep, but she did not
halt or | ook over her shoul der because, dreamor not, the man with the
anber eyes was still behind her.

She had covered half the strand between the point of the cove and Ccean
Avenue, her confidence growing with each step, when she realized that
two of the phantons in the fog were not phantons after all. One was
about twenty feet to her right and ran erect |like a man; the other was
on her left, less than fifteen feet away, splashing through the edge of
the foam| aced sea, loping on all fours, the size of a nman but certainly
not a man, for no man could be so fleet and graceful in the posture of a
dog. She had only a general inpression of their shape and size, and she
coul d not see their faces or any details of themother than their oddly
| um nous eyes.

Sonehow she knew that neither of these pursuers was the man whom she had
seen on the breakwater. He was behind her, either running erect or
Il oping on all fours. She was nearly encircled.

Jani ce made no attenpt to inmagine who or what they m ght be. Anal ysis of
this weird experience would have to wait for later; now she sinply
accepted the existence of the inpossible, for as the wi dow of a preacher
and a deeply spiritual woman, she had the flexibility to bend with the
unknown and unearthly when confronted by it.

- 9 Powered by the fear that had fornmerly paral yzed her, she picked up
her pace. But so did her pursuers.

She heard a peculiar whinpering and only slowy realized that she was
listening to her own tortured voi ce.

Evidently excited by her terror, the phantom forns around her began to

keen. Their voices rose and fell, fluctuating between a shrill,
protracted bleat and a guttural gnarl. Wrst of all, punctuating those
ululant cries were bursts of words, too, spoken raspily, urgently "Get
the bitch, get the bitch, get the bitch - - - " Wat in God' s nane were

they? Not nen, surely, yet they could stand |ike nen and speak |ike
men, so what else could they be but nen?

Janice felt her heart swelling in her breast, pounding hard.
"Get the bitch

The nysterious figures flanking her began to draw cl oser, and she
tried to put on nore speed to pull ahead of them but they could not be
shaken. They continued to narrow the gap. She could see them
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peripherally but did not dare |ook at themdirectly because she was
afraid that the sight of them would be so shocking that she woul d be
paral yzed agai n and, frozen by horror, would be brought down.

She was brought down anyway. Sonething | eaped upon her from behi nd. She
fell, a great weight pinning her, and all three creatures swarmed over
her, touching her, plucking and tuggi ng at her cl ot hes.

Cl ouds slipped across nost of the noon this tine, and shadows fell in as
if they were swatches of a black cloth sky.

Janice's face was pressed hard into the danp sand, but her head was
turned to one side, so her nouth was free, and she screanmed at |ast,
though it was not nmuch of a scream because she was breathl ess. She

t hrashed, kicked, flailed with her hands, desperately trying to strike
them but hitting nostly air and sand She coul d see nothing now, for the
moon was conpl etely | ost.

She heard fabric tearing. The man astride her tore off her N ke jacket,
ripped it to pieces, gouging her flesh in the process. She felt the hot
touch of a hand, which seened rough but hunman

H's weight briefly lifted fromher, and she wiggled forward, trying to
get away, but they pounced and crushed her into the sand. This tinme she
was at the surf line, her face in the water.

alternately keening, panting |like dogs, hissing and snarling, her
attackers | oosed frantic bursts of words as they grabbed at heru .
get her, get her, get, get, get

u. . want, want, want it, want it

now, now, quick, now, quick, quick, quick .

They were pulling at her sweat pants, trying to strip her, but she
wasn't sure if they wanted to rape or devour her; perhaps neither; what
they wanted was, in fact, beyond her conprehension. She just knew they
were overcone by sone trenmendously powerful urge, for the chilly air was
as thick with their need as with fog and darkness.

One of them pushed her face deeper into the wet sand, and the water was
all around her now, only inches deep but enough to drown her, and they
woul dn't | et her breathe. She knew she was going to die, she was pinned
now and hel pl ess, going to die, and all because she liked to run at

ni ght .

On Monday, October 13, twenty-two days after the death of Janice
Capshaw, Sam Booker drove his rental car fromthe San Francisco
International Airport to Monlight Cove. During the trip, he played a
grimyet darkly anusing gane with hinself, nmaking a nental |ist of
reasons to go on living. Al though he was on the road for nore than an
hour and a half, he could think of only four things Guinness Stout,
really good Mexican food, Goldie Hawn, and fear of death.

That thick, dark, Irish brew never failed to please himand to provide a
brief surcease fromthe sorrows of the world. Restaurants consistently
serving first-rate Mexican food were nore difficult to | ocate than

Qui nness; its solace was therefore nore elusive. Samhad |ong been in

| ove with Gol die Hawn-or the screen inmage she projected-because she was
beautiful and cute, - 1 1 earthy and intelligent, and seened to find
life so much danmm fun. Hi s chances of neeting CGol die Hawn were about a
mllion times worse than finding a great Mexican restaurant in a
northern California coastal town |ike Monlight Cove, so he was gl ad
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that she was not the only reason he had for living.

As he drew near his destination, tall pines and cypresses crowded

H ghway 1, forming a gray-green tunnel, casting |long shadows in the

| ate-afternoon light. The day was cloudl ess yet strangely forbidding;
the sky was pale blue, bleak in spite of its crystalline clarity, unlike
the tropical blue to which he was accustoned in Los Angel es. Though the
temperature was in the fifties, hard sunshine, like glare bouncing off a
field of ice, seenmed to freeze the colors of the |andscape and dull them
with a haze of imitation frost.

Fear of death. That was the best reason on his list. Though he was
just forty-two years old-five feet el even, a hundred and seventy pounds,
and currently heal t hy- Sam Booker had skated al ong the edge of death six
times, had peered into the waters bel ow, and had not found the plunge

i nviting.

A road sign appeared on the right side of the highway OCEAN AVENUE
MOONLI GHT COVE, 2 M LES

Sam was not afraid of the pain of dying, for that would pass in a
flicker. Neither was he afraid of leaving his life unfinished; for
several years he had harbored no goals or hopes or dreans, so there was
nothing to finish, no purpose or neaning. But he was afraid of what |ay
beyond Iife.

Five years ago, nore dead than alive on an operating-roomtable, he had
under gone a near-death experience. Wile surgeons worked frantically to
save him he had risen out of his body and, fromthe ceiling, |ooked
down on his carcass and the medical team surrounding it. Then suddenly
he' d found hinself rushing through a tunnel, toward dazzling light,
toward the Gther Side the entire near-death cliche that was a staple of
sensationalistic supermarket tabloids. At the penultimate nmonent, the
skil I ful physicians had pulled himback into the I and of the living, but
not before he had been afforded a glinpse of what |ay beyond the nouth
of that tunnel. What he'd seen had scared the crap out of him Life,
though often cruel, was preferable to confronting what he now suspected
| ay beyond it.

He reached the Ccean Avenue exit. At the bottom of the ranp, as Ccean
Avenue turned west, under Pacific Coast Hi ghway, another sign read
MOONLI GHT COVE '/2 M LE.

A few houses were tucked in the purple gl oomanong the trees on both
sides of the two-lane bl acktop; their wi ndows glowed with soft yell ow
Iight even an hour before nightfall. Some were of that hal f-tinbered,
deep-eaved, Bavarian architecture that a few builders, in the 1940s and
'50s, had mistakenly believed was in harnony with the northern
California coast. QOhers were Minterey-style bungal ows with white

cl apboard or shingle-covered walls, cedar-shingled roofs, and rich-if
fairy-tale rococo-architectural details. Since Monlight Cove had

enj oyed much of its gromh in the past ten years, a |arge nunmber of
houses were sl eek, nodern, many-w ndowed structures that |ooked like
shi ps tossed up on some uni nmagi nably high tide, stranded now on these
hi |l si des above the sea.

When Sam fol |l owed Ccean Avenue into the six-block-1ong comercia
district, a peculiar sense of wongness i medi ately overcane him Shops,
restaurants, taverns, a market, two churches, the town library, a novie
theater, and ot her unremarkabl e establishments lined the main drag,

whi ch sl oped down toward the ocean, but to Samis eyes there was an

i ndefi nabl e though powerful strangeness about the comrunity that gave
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hima chill.

He could not identify the reasons for his instant negative reaction to
the place, though perhaps it was related to the sonber interplay of
Iight and shadow. At this dying end of the autum day, in the cheerless
sunlight, the gray stone Catholic church | ooked like an alien edifice of
steel, erected for no human purpose. A white stucco |iquor store
gleaned as if built fromtine-bleached bones. Many shop w ndows were
cataracted with ice-white reflections of the sun as it sought the

hori zon, as if painted to conceal the activities of those who worked
beyond them The shadows cast by the buil dings, by the pines and
cypress, were stark, spiky, razor-edged.

Sam braked at a stoplight at the third intersection, halfway through the
commercial district. Wth no traffic behind him he paused to study the
peopl e on the sidewal ks. Not many were in sight, eight or ten, and they
al so struck himas wong, though his reasons for thinking ill of them
were | ess definable than those that fanned his inpression of the town
itself. They wal ked - 13 briskly, purposefully, heads up, with a
peculiar air of urgency that seenmed unsuited to a |azy, seaside
community of only three thousand soul s.

He sighed and continued down Ocean Avenue, telling hinmself that his

i magi nati on was running wild. Monlight Cove and the people in it
probably woul d not have seenmed the | east unusual if he had just been
passing by on a long trip and turned off the coast highway only to have
dinner at a local restaurant. Instead, he had arrived with the

know edge that sonething was rotten there, so of course he saw om nous
signs in a perfectly innocent scene.

At |l east that was what he told hinself. But he knew better.

He had cone to Monlight Cove because people had died there, because the
official explanations for their deaths were suspicious, and he had a
hunch that the truth, once uncovered, woul d be unusually disturbing.

Over the years he had learned to trust his hunches; that trust had kept
himalive.

He parked the rented Ford in front of a gift shop

To the west, at the far end of a slate-gray sea, the anenic sun sank
through a sky that was slowy turning muddy red. Serpentine tendrils of
fog began to rise off the choppy water.

In the pantry off the kitchen, sitting on the floor with her back

agai nst a shelf of canned goods, Chrissie Foster |ooked at her watch. In
the harsh light of the single bare bulb in the ceiling socket, she saw
that she had been locked in that small, w ndow ess chanber for nearly
nine hours. She had received the wistwatch on her el eventh birthday,
nore than four nonths ago, and she had been thrilled by it because it
was not a kid's watch with cartoon characters on the face; it was
delicate, ladylike, goldplated, with roman nunerals instead of digits, a
real Tinmex like her nother wore. Studying it, Chrissie was overcone by
sadness. The watch represented a tine of happiness and famly

t oget herness that was | ost forever

Besi des feeling sad, lonely, and a little restless from hours of
captivity, she was scared. O course, she was not as scared as she had
been that norning, when her father had carried her through the house and
thrown her into the pantry. Then, kicking and screaning, she had been
terrified because of what she had seen. Because of what her parents had
become. But that whitehot terror could not be sustained; gradually it
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subsided to a | owgrade fever of fear that made her feel flushed and
chilled at the sane tine, queasy, headachy, alnobst as if she were in the
early stages of flu.

She wondered what they were going to do to her when they finally let her
out of the pantry. Well, no, she didn't worry about what they were
going to do, for she was pretty sure she already knew t he answer to that
one They were going to change her into one of them \What she wondered
about, actually, was how t he change woul d be effected-and what, exactly,
she woul d becone. She knew that her nother and father were no | onger
ordi nary people, that they were sonething else, but she had no words to
descri be what they had becone.

Her fear was sharpened by the fact that she | acked the words to explain
to herself what was happening in her own hone, for she had al ways been
in love with words and had faith in their power. She liked to read just
about anything poetry, short stories, novels, the daily newspaper,
magazi nes, the backs of cereal boxes if nothing else was at hand. She
was in sixth grade at school, but her teacher, Ms. Tokawa, said she
read at a tenthgrade |level. Wen she was not readi ng, she was often
witing stories of her own. Wthin the past year she had decided she
was going to grow up to wite novels |ike those of M. Paul Z ndel or
the sublinmely silly M. Daniel Pinkwater or, best of all, those of M.
Andre Norton.

But now words failed; her life was going to be far different from what
she had inagi ned. She was frightened as much by the | oss of the
confortabl e, bookish future she had foreseen as she was by the changes
that had taken place in her parents. Eight nonths shy of her twelfth
bi rt hday, Chrissie had becone acutely - 15 aware of life's uncertainty,
grimknow edge for which she was ill prepared.

Not that she had al ready given up. She intended to fight. She was not
going to |l et them change her without resistance. Soon after she had
been thrown into the pantry, once her tears had dried, she had | ooked
over the contents of the shelves, searching for a weapon. The pantry
contai ned nostly canned, bottled, and packaged food, but there were al so
laundry and first-aid and handyman supplies. She had found the perfect
thing a small aerosol -spray can of WD-40, an oil-based lubricant. It
was a third the size of an ordinary spray can, easily concealed. If she
could surprise them spray it in their eyes and tenporarily blind them
she coul d nake a break for freedom

As though readi ng a newspaper headline, she said, "lngenious Young Grl
Saves Self with Odinary Househol d Lubricant.

" She held the WD-40 in both hands, taking confort fromit.

Now and then a vivid and unsettling nenory recurred her father's face as
it had | ooked when he had thrown her into the pantry-red and swol | en
with anger, his eyes darkly ringed, nostrils flared, |ips drawn back
fromhis teeth in a feral snarl, every feature contorted with rage

"I'"l'l be back for you," he had said, spraying spittle as he spoke.
"Il be back."

He sl ammred the door and braced it shut with a straight-backed kitchen
chair that he wedged under the knob. Later, when the house fell silent
and her parents seened to have gone away, Chrissie had tried the door,
pushing on it with all her might, but the tilted chair was an i movabl e
barri cade.
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I 71 be back for you. [1'Il be back

Hs twi sted face and bl oodshot eyes had nmade her think of M. Robert
Loui s Stevenson's description of the nmurderous Hyde in the story of Dr.
Jekyll, which she had read a few nonths ago. There was nadness in her
father; he was not the sane man that he once had been

More unsettling was the nmenory of what she had seen in the upstairs hal
when she had returned hone after missing the school bus and had
surprised her parents. No. They were not really her parents any nore.
They were . . . sonething el se.

She shudder ed.
She cl utched the can of WD 40.
Suddenly, for the first time in hours, she heard noise in the kitchen

The back door of the house opened. Footsteps. At |least two, naybe three
or four people.

"She's in there,"” her father said.
Chrissie's heart stuttered, then found a new and faster beat.

"This isn't going to be quick," said another man. Chrissie did not
recogni ze his deep, slightly raspy voice

"You see, it's nore conplicated with a child. Shaddack's not sure we're

even ready for the children yet. |It's risky. She's got to be
converted, Tucker." That was Chrissie's nother, Sharon, though she did
not sound like herself. It was her voice, all right, but without its

usual softness, without the natural, nusical quality that had nade it
such a perfect voice for reading fairy tales.

"Of course, yes, she's got to be done," said the stranger, whose nane
was evidently Tucker

"I know that. Shaddack knows it too. He sent me here, didn't he? I'm
just saying it mght take nore time than usual. W need a place where
we can restrain her and watch over her during the conversion."

"Ri ght here. Her bedroomupstairs."
Conversion ?
Trenbling, Chrissie got to her feet and stood facing the door.

Wth a scrape and clatter, the tilted chair was renoved from under the
knob.

She held the spray can in her right hand, down at her side and half
behind her, with her forefinger on top of the nozzle.

The door opened, and her father |ooked in at her.

Al ex Foster. Chrissie tried to think of himas Al ex Foster, not as her

father, just Alex Foster, but it was difficult to deny that in sonme ways
he was still her dad. Besides, "A ex Foster" was no nore accurate than

"father" because he was soneone al toget her new.

Hi s face was no | onger warped with rage. He appeared nore |ike hinself
thick blond hair; a broad, pleasant face with bold features; a
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smattering of freckles across his cheeks and nose. Neverthel ess, she
could see a terrible difference in his eyes. He seened to be filled
with a strange urgency, an edgy tension. Hungry. Yes, that was it
Daddy seenmed hungry . . . consuned by hunger, frantic wi th hunger,
starving . . . but for sonmething other than food. She did not

under stand his hunger but she sensed - 17 it, a fierce need that
engendered a constant tension in his nuscles, a need of such trenmendous
power, so hot, that waves of it seenmed to rise fromhimlike steam from
boi l i ng wat er.

He said, "Cone out of there, Christine."

Chrissie let her shoulders sag, blinked as if repressing tears,
exaggerated the shivers that swept through her, and tried to | ook small,
frightened, defeated. Reluctantly she edged forward.

Cone on, cone on," he said inpatiently, notioning her out of the
pantry.

Chrissie stepped through the doorway and saw her nother, who was besi de
and slightly behind Alex. Sharon was pretty auburn hair, green eyes-but
there was no softness or notherliness about her any nore. She was hard
| ooki ng and changed and full of the sane barely contai ned nervous energy
that filled her husband.

By the kitchen table stood a stranger in jeans and plaid hunting jacket
he was evidently the Tucker to whom her nother had spoken tall, |ean,
all sharp edges and angles. His closecropped black hair bristled. His
dark eyes were set under a deep, bony brow, his sharply ridged nose was
like a stone wedge driven into the center of his face; his nouth was a
thin slash, and his jaws were as prom nent as those of a predator that
preyed on small animals and snapped themin half with one bite. He was
hol di ng a physician's bl ack | eather bag.

Her father reached for Chrissie as she canme out of the pantry' and she
whi pped up the can of WD-40, spraying himin the eyes froma distance of
|l ess than two feet. Even as her father how ed in pain and surprise,
Chrissie turned and sprayed her nother too, straight in the face.

Hal f - bl i nded, they funbled for her, but she slipped away fromthem and
dashed across the kitchen

Tucker was startled but managed to grab her by the arm
She spun toward himand kicked himin the crotch

He did not let go of her, but the strength went out of his big hands.
She tore herself away fromhimand sprinted into the downstairs hallway.

Fromthe east, twilight drifted down on Moonlight Cove, as if it were a
m st not of water but of snmoky purple light. Wen Sam Booker got out of
his car, the air was chilly; he was glad that he was wearing a wool
sweat er under his corduroy sportcoat. As a photocell activated all the
streetl anps sinmultaneously, he strolled al ong Ocean Avenue, |ooking in
shop wi ndows, getting a feel for the town.

He knew t hat Moonlight Cove was prosperous, that unenpl oynent was
virtual ly nonexistent-thanks to New Wave M crot echnol ogy, which had
headquartered there ten years ago-yet he saw signs of a faltering
econony. Taylor's Fine Gfts and Saenger's Jewelry had vacated their
shops; through their dusty, plate-glass wi ndows, he saw bare shel ves and
enpty display cases and deep, still shadows. New Attitudes, a trendy
clothing store, was having a goi ng-out-of - busi ness sal e, and judgi ng by
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the dearth of shoppers, their merchandi se was novi ng sluggishly even at
fifty to seventy per,cent off the original prices.

By the time he had wal ked two bl ocks west, to the beach end of town,
crossed the street, and returned three bl ocks al ong the other side of
Ccean Avenue to Knight's Bridge tavern, twilight was swiftly waning. A
nacreous fog was noving in fromthe sea, and the air itself seened
iridescent, shinmering delicately; a plumcol ored haze |ay over
everyt hi ng, except where the streetlanps cast showers of mst-softened
yellow light, and above it all was a heavy darkness comi ng down.

A single moving car was in sight, three bl ocks away, and at the nmonent
Sam was the only pedestrian. The solitude conbined with the queer I|ight
of the dying day to give himthe feeling that this was a ghost town,

i nhabited only by the dead. As the gradually thickening fog seeped up
the hill fromthe Pacific - 19, it contributed to the illusion that al
of the surroundi ng shops were vacant, that they offered no wares other
than spider webs, silence, and dust.

You're a dour bastard, he told hinself. Too grimby half.

Experience had made a pessinist of him The traumatic course of his
life to date precluded grinning optimnsm

Tendrils of fog slipped around his legs. At the far edge of the
darkening sea, the pallid sun was half extingui shed. Sam shivered and
went into the tavern to get a drink

of the three other custoners, none was in a noticeably upbeat nobod. |In
one of the black vinyl booths off to the left, a middl eaged man and
worman were | eaning toward each ot her, speaking in | ow voices. A
gray-faced guy at the bar was hunched over his glass of draft beer,
holding it in both hands, scowing as if he had just seen a bug sw nmm ng
in the brew

In keeping with its name, Knight's Bridge reeked ersatz British

at nosphere. A different coat of arms, each no doubt copied from some
of ficial heraldic reference book, had been carved from wood and
hand-pai nted and inset in the back of every barstool. A suit of arnor
stood in one corner. Fox-hunting scenes hung on the walls.

Samslid onto a stool eight down fromthe gray-faced man. The bartender
hurried to him w ping a clean cotton rag over the already inmmacul ate,
hi ghly polished oak counter.

"Yes, sir, what'll it be?" He was a round man fromevery aspect a snmall
round potbelly; neaty forearns with a thick thatching of black hair; a
chubby face; a nmouth too snmall to be in harnony with his other features;
a puggi sh nose that ended in a round little ball; eyes round enough to
give hima perpetual |ook of surprise.

"You have QGui nness?" Sam asked.

"It's a fundanmental of a real pub, I'd say. |If we didn't have Quinness
why, we m ght as well convert to a tea shop.”

H's was a nellifluous voice; every word he spoke sounded as snmpboth and
round as he | ooked. He seened unusually eager to pl ease.

"Whuld you like it cold or just slightly chilled? 1| keep it both ways."

"Very slightly chilled."
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"CGood man!" When he returned with a Quinness and a gl ass, the bartender
said, "Name's Burt Peckham | own the joint."

Carefully pouring the stout down the side of the glass to ensure the
smal | est possi bl e head, Sam said, "Sam Booker. N ce place, Burt. Thanks.
Maybe you could spread the word. | try to keep it cozy and wel |l
stocked, and we used to have quite a crowd, but lately it seens |ike
nost of the town either joined a tenperance novenent or started brew ng
their owmn in their basenents, one or the other."

"Well, it's a Monday night."

"These | ast couple nonths, it's not been unusual to be half enpty even
on a Saturday night, which never used to happen.”

Burt Peckham's round face dinpled with worry. He slowy polished the
bar while he tal ked.

"What it is-1 think maybe this health kick Californians have been on for
so long has finally just gone too far. They're all staying home, doing
aerobics in front of the VCR eating wheat germ and egg whites or

what ever the hell it is they eat, drinking nothing but bottled water and
fruit juice and titnouse nmilk. Listen, a tipple or two a day is good
for you.

Sam drank sone of the CGuinness, sighed with satisfaction, and said,
"This sure tastes as if it ought to be good for you."

"It is. Helps your circulation. Keeps your bowels in shape. Mnisters
ought to be touting its virtues each Sunday, not preaching against it.
Al'l things in noderation-and that includes a couple of brews a day."
Perhaps realizing that he was polishing the bar a bit obsessively, he
hung the rag on a hook and stood with his arns fol ded across his chest.

"You just passing through, San? Actually," Samlied, "lI'mtaking a |ong
trip up the coast fromL.A to the Oregon line, |oafing along, |ooking
for a quiet place to sem-retire.

"Retire? You kidding?"
"Sem-retire. But you're only, what, forty, forty-one?
"Forty-two. What are you-a bank robber?”

" St ockbroker. Made sone good investnments over the years. Now | think I
can drop out of the rat race and get by well enough just managi ng ny own
portfolio. | want to settle down where it's quiet, no snpbg, no crine.
I've had it with L. A

- 21 "People really nmake noney in stocks?" Peckham asked.

"I thought it was about as good an investnment as a craps table in Reno.
Wasn't everybody w ped out when the market blew up a couple years ago?"

"It's a mug's gane for the little guy, but you can do all right if
you're a broker and if you don't get swept up in the euphoria of a bul
mar ket. No market goes up forever or down forever; you just have to
guess right about when to start sw nming against the current.
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"Retiring at forty-two," Peckham sai d wonderingly- "And when | got into

the bar business, | thought | was set for life. Told ny wife-in good
times, people drink to celebrate, in bad tinmes they drink to forget, so
there's no better business than a tavern. Now |ook." He indicated the

nearly enpty roomw th a sweeping gesture of his right hand.
"I'"d have done better selling condons in a nonastery."

"Get nme another Quinness?' Sam asked.

"Hey, maybe this place will turn around yet!"

When Peckhamreturned with the second bottle of stout, Sam said,
"Moonl i ght Cove mi ght be what |'ve been |ooking for. | guess I'll stay
a few days, get the feel of it. Can you recomend a notel ?"

"There's only one left. Never been nuch of a tourist town. No one here

really wanted that, | guess. Up until this sumrer, we had four notels.
Now three are out of business. | don't know. . . even as pretty as
it is, maybe this burg is dying. As far as | can see, we aren't |osing
population but . . . dammt, we're |osing sonmething." He snatched up

the bar rag again and began to polish the oak

"Anyway, try Cove Lodge on Cypress Lane. That's the |ast cross street

on ocean Avenue; it runs along the bluff, so you'll probably have a room
with an ocean view. Cean, quiet place At the end of the downstairs
hal |, Chrissie Foster threw open the front door. She raced across the

wi de porch and down the steps, stunbled, regai ned her bal ance, turned
right, and fled across the yard, past a blue Honda that evidently

bel onged to Tucker, heading for the stables. The hard slap of her
tennis shoes seened to boom like cannon fire through the swiftly fading
twilight. She wished that she could run silently-and faster. Even if
her parents and Tucker didn't reach the front porch until she was
swal | owed by shadows, they would still be able to hear where she was

goi ng.

Most of the sky was a burnt-out black, though a deep red gl ow marked the
western horizon, as if all the light of the Cctober day had been boil ed
down to that intense crinmson essence, which had settled at the bottom of
the celestial cauldron. Wspy fog crept in fromthe nearby sea, and
Chrissie hoped it would swiftly thicken, dense as puddi ng, because she
was going to need nore cover.

She reached the first of the two |ong stables and rolled aside the big
door. The famliar and not unpl easant aroma-straw, hay, feed grain,
horsefl esh, liniment, saddle |eather, and dry manure-wafted over her

She snapped the night-light switch, and three | owwattage bul bs wi nked
on, bright enough to dimy illunminate the building wthout disturbing
the occupants. Ten generously proportioned stalls flanked each side of
the dirt-floored main aisle, and curious horses peered out at her above
several of the half-size doors. A few belonged to Chrissie's parents,
but nost were being boarded for people who lived in and around Moonli ght
Cove. The horses snuffled and snorted, and one whinnied softly, as - 23
Chrissie ran past themto the |ast box on the |eft, where a dappl e-gray
mar e naned CGodi va was in residence

Access to the stalls also could he had from outside the building,

al though in this cool season the exterior Dutch-style doors were kept
bolted both top and bottomto prevent heat escaping fromthe barn
CGodiva was a gentle mare and particularly am cable with Chrissie, but
she was skittish about being approached in the dark; she mght rear or
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bolt if surprised by the opening of her exterior stall door at this
hour. Because Chrissie could not afford to | ose even a few seconds in
cal ming her nmount, she had to reach the nmare frominside the stable.

Codi va was ready for her. The mare shook her head, tossing the thick
and lustrous white mane for which she had been named, and blew air
through her nostrils in greeting.

d anci ng back toward the stable entrance, expecting to see Tucker and
her parents stormin at any nonent, Chrissie unlatched the half-door
Godi va canme out into the aisle between the rows of stalls.

"Be a lady, Godiva. ©Oh, please be sweet for ne.

She could not take time to saddle the nare or slip a bit between her
teeth. Wth a hand agai nst CGodiva's flank, she guided her nount past
the tack room and feed shed that occupied the |ast quarter of the barn,
startling a nmouse that scurried across her path into a shadowy corner.
She rol |l ed open the door at that end, and cool air swept in.

Wthout a stirrup to give her a leg up, Chrissie was too snall to nount
Godi va.

A bl acksmth's shoeing stool stood in the corner by the tack room
Keepi ng a hand agai nst CGodiva to gentle her, Chrissie hooked the stoo
with one foot and pulled it to the horse's side.

Behi nd her, fromthe other end of the barn, Tucker shouted, "Here she
is! The stable!" He ran toward her.

The stool did not give her much height and was no substitute for a
stirrup.

She coul d hear Tucker's poundi ng footsteps, close, closer, but she
didn't ook at him

He cried, "I got her!™

Chrissie grabbed Godiva's magnificent white nane, threw herself against
the big horse and up, up, swi nging her |eg high, scrabbling desperately
against the mare's side, pulling hard on the mane. it nust have hurt
Godiva, but the old girl was stoic. She didn't rear or whinny in pain,
as if some equine instinct told her that this little girl's life
depended on equaninmty. Then Chrissie was on Godiva's back, tilting
precariously but aboard, holding tight with her knees, one hand full of
mane, and she sl apped the horse's side.

"(b! "

Tucker reached her as she shouted that single word, grabbed at her | eg,
snared her jeans. Hi s deep-set eyes were wild with anger; his nostrils
flared, and his thin lips pulled back fromhis teeth. She kicked him
under the chin, and he lost his grip on her.

Si nul t aneousl y Godi va | eaped forward, through the open door, into the
ni ght.

"She's got a horse!" Tucker shouted
"She's on a horse!"

The dappl e-gray sprinted straight toward the neadowed slope that led to
the sea a couple of hundred yards away, where the |ast nuddy-red |ight
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of the sunset painted faint, speckled patterns on the black water. But
Chrissie didn't want to go down to the shore because she was not sure
how hi ghh the tide was. At sone places along the coast, the beach was
not broad even at lowtide; if the tide were high now, deep water would
meet rocks and bluffs at sonme points, naking passage inpossible. She
could not risk riding into a dead end with her parents and Tucker in
pursuit.

Even wi thout the benefit of a saddle and at a full gallop, Chrissie
managed to pull herself into a better position astride the nare, and as
soon as she was no | onger leaning to one side like a stunt rider, she
buried both hands in the thick white mane, gripped fistfuls of that
coarse hair, and tried to use it as a substitute for reins. She urged
CGodiva to turn left, away fromthe sea, away fromthe house as well,
back along the stables, and out toward the half-mle driveway that |ed
to the county road, where they were nore likely to find help.

Instead of rebelling at this crude nethod of guidance, patient Godiva
responded i mediately, turning to the left as prettily as if she had a
bit in her teeth and had felt the tug of a rein. The thunder of her
hooves echoed off the barn walls as they raced past that structure.

- 25 "You're a great old girl!" Chrissie shouted to the horse
"I love you, girl."

They passed safely wi de of the east end of the stable, where she had
first entered to get the mare, and she spotted Tucker comi ng out of the
door. He was clearly surprised to see her heading that way instead of
down to the ocean. He sprinted toward her, and he was startlingly

qui ck, but he was no match for Godiva They cane to the driveway, and
Chrissie kept Godiva on the soft verge, parallel to that hard-surfaced

| ane. She |eaned forward, as tight against the horse as she could get,
terrified of falling off, and every hard thud of hooves jarred through
her bones. Her head was turned to the side, so she saw the house off to
the left, the windows full of light but not welcoming. It was no |onger
her hone; it was hell between four walls, so the light at the w ndows
seenmed, to her, to be denonic fires in the roons of Hades

Suddenly she saw sonething racing across the front lawn toward the
driveway, toward her. It was low and fast, the size of a man but
running on all fours-or nearly so-loping, about twenty yards away and
closing. She saw another equally bizarre figure, alnost the size of the
first, running behind it. Though both creatures were backlit by the
house lights, Chrissie could discern little nore than their shapes, yet
she knew what they were. No, correct that She knew who they probably
were, but she still didn't know what they were, though she had seen them
in the upstairs hall this norning; she knew what they had been people

|'i ke her-but not what they were now.

"Go, Codiva, go!"

Even without the flap of reins to signal the need for greater speed, the
mare increased the length of her stride, as if she shared a psychic |ink
with Chrissie.

Then they were past the house, tearing flat-out across a grassy fields,
paral l eli ng the macadam dri veway, whizzing toward the county road |ess
than half a nmile to the east. The ninble-footed mare worked her great
haunch nuscl es, and her powerful stride was so lullingly rhythmc and
exhilarating that Chrissie soon was hardly aware of the rocking-jolting
aspect of the ride; it seemed as if they were skimmng across the earth,
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nearly flying.

She | ooked over her shoul der and did not see the two |oping figures,

al t hough they were no doubt still pursuing her through the nultil ayered
shadows. Wth the nuddy-red candescence al ong the western horizon
fading to deep purple, with the lights of the house rapidly dw ndling,
and with a crescent nmoon beginning to thrust one silver-bright point
above the line of hills in the east, visibility was poor.

Though she coul d not see those pursuers who were on foot, she had no
difficulty spotting the headlights of Tucker's blue Honda. |In front of
the house, a coupl e of hundred yards behind her now, Tucker swung the
car.around in the driveway and joi ned the chase.

Chrissie was fairly confident that Godiva could outrun any man or beast
other than a better horse, but she knew that the nmare was no nmatch for a
car. Tucker would catch themin seconds. The man's face was clear in
her nmenory the bony brow, sharp-ridged nose, deeply set eyes like a pair
of hard, black marbles. He'd had about himthat aura of unnatura
vitality that Chrissie sonetines had seen in her parents-abundant
nervous energy coupled with a queer |ook of hunger. She knew he woul d do
anything to stop her, that he m ght even attenpt to ram Godiva with the
Honda.

He could not, of course, use the car to follow Godiva overland

Rel uctantly Chrissie enployed her knees and the mane in her right hand
to turn the mare away fromthe driveway and the county road, where they
were nost likely to reach help quickly. Godiva responded wi thout
hesitation, and they headed toward the woods that lay at the far side of
the meadow, five hundred yards to the south.

Chrissie could see the forest only as a black, bristly nmass vaguely
sil houetted against the marginally | ess dark sky. The details of the
terrain she nust cross appeared to her nore in nenory than in reality.
She prayed that the horse's night vision was keener than hers.

"That's nmy girl, go, go, you good old girl, go!" she shouted
encouragingly to the nare.

They made their own wind in the crisp, still air. Chrissie was aware of
CGodiva's hot breath stream ng past her in crystallized plumes, and her
own breath snoked from her open nouth. Her heart pounded in time with
the frantic thunping of hooves, and - 27 she felt alnost as if she and
CGodi va were not rider and horse but one being, sharing the sanme heart
and bl ood and breat h.

Though fleeing for her life, she was as pleasantly thrilled as she was
terrified, and that realization startled her. Facing death or in this
case sonet hi ng perhaps worse than death-was peculiarly exciting, darkly
attractive in a way and to an extent that she coul d never have inagi ned.
She was al nost as frightened of the unexpected thrill as of the people
who were chasi ng her.

She clung tightly to the dappl e-gray, sonetinmes bouncing on the horse's
bare back, lifting dangerously high, but holding fast, flexing and
contracting her own muscles in synpathy with those of the horse. Wth
every ground-punmeling stride, Chrissie grew nore confident that they
woul d escape. The mare had heart and endurance. Wen they had
traversed three-quarters of the field, with the woods | oonmi ng, Chrissie
decided to turn east again when they reached the trees, not straight
toward the county road but in that general direction, and Godiva fell
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The nmare had put a foot in sonme depression-a ground squirrel's burrow,
the entrance to a rabbit's warren, perhaps a natural drainage
ditch-stunbl ed, and | ost her balance. She tried to recover, failed, and
fell, bleating in terror.

Chrissie was afraid that her nount would crash down on her, that she
woul d be crushed, or at |least break a leg. But there were no stirrups
to ensnare her feet, no saddle horn to snag her clothes, and because she
instinctively let go of the dapple-gray's mane, she was thrown free at
once, straight over the horse's head and high into the air. Though the
ground was soft and further cushioned by a thick growmh of wild grass,
she net it with nunmbing inpact, driving the air fromher |ungs and
bangi ng her teeth together so hard that her tongue woul d have been
bitten off if it had been between them But she was three yards away
fromthe horse and safe in that regard

Godiva was the first to rise, scranbling up an instant after crashing
down. Eyes wide with fright, she cantered past Chrissie, favoring her
right foreleg, which evidently was only sprained; if it had been broken,
the horse woul d not have gotten up

Chrissie called to the nmare, afraid the horse woul d wander off. But her
breath was coming in ragged gasps, and the nane issued fromher in a
whi sper " Godival!"

The horse kept going west, back toward the sea and the stabl es.

By the tinme Chrissie got up on her hands and knees, she realized that a
| ame horse was of no use to her, so she made no further effort to recal
the mare. She was gasping for breath and mldly dizzy, but she knew she
had to get novi ng because she was no doubt still being stal ked. She
coul d see the Honda, headlights on, parked along the | ane nore than
three hundred yards to the north. Wth all the bloody gl ow of sunset
havi ng seeped out of the horizon, the nmeadow was bl ack. She coul d not
determne if low, swift-noving figures were out there, though she knew
they nust be approaching and that she would surely fall into their hands
within a mnute or two.

She got to her feet, turned south toward the woods, staggered ten or
fifteen yards until her |legs recovered fromthe shock of her fall, and
finally broke into a run.

Over the years Sam Booker had di scovered that the length of the
California coast was graced by charming inns that featured
master-qual ity stonework, weathered wood, cove ceilings, beveled glass,

and lushly planted courtyards with used-brick wal kways. 1In spite of the
confortable images its name evoked and the singularly scenic setting
that it enjoyed, Cove Lodge was not one of those California jewels. It

was just an ordinary stucco, two-story, forty-room rectangul ar box,
with a drab coffee shop at one end, no swinmng pool. Anenities were
limted to ice and soda machines on both floors. The sign above the
motel office was neither garish nor in the artistic node of sone nodern
neon, just small and sinpl e-and cheap

- 29 The evening desk clerk gave hima second-floor roomw th an ocean
view, though location didn't matter to Sam Judging by the dearth of
cars in the lot, however, roonms with a view were not in short supply.
Each | evel of the notel had twenty units in banks of ten, serviced by an
interior hall carpeted in short-nap orange nylon that seared his eyes.
Roons on the east overl ooked Cypress Lane; those on the west faced the
Pacific. H's quarters were at the northwest corner a queen-size bed
with a sagging mattress and worn bl ue-green spread, cigarette-scarred
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ni ghtstands, a television bolted to a stand, table, two straight-back
chairs, cigarette-scarred bureau, phone, bathroom and one big w ndow
fram ng the night-bl anketed sea.

When di sheartened sal esmen, down on their luck and teetering on the edge
of economic ruin, comrmitted suicide on the road, they did the deed in
roons like this.

He unpacked his two suitcases, putting his clothes in the closet and
bureau drawers. Then he sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the
t el ephone on the nightstand.

He should call Scott, his son, who was back honme in Los Angel es, but he
couldn't do it fromthis phone. Later, if the local police becane
interested in him they would visit Cove Lodge, exam ne his

| ong-di stance charges, investigate the nunbers he had dialed, and try to
pi ece together his real identity fromthe identities of those with whom
he had spoken. To mmintain his cover, he nust use his room phone only
to call his contact number at the Bureau office in L. A a secure line
that would be answered with "Birchfield Securities, may | help yol-19 "
Furt hernore, in phone-conpany records that it was registered to
Birchfield, the nonexistent firmw th which Sam was supposedly a
stockbroker; it could not be traced ultimtely to the FBI. He had
nothing to report yet, so he did not lift the receiver. Wen he went
out to dinner, he could call Scott froma pay phone.

He did not want to talk to the boy. It would be purely a duty call. Sam
dreaded it. Conversation with his son had ceased to be pl easurabl e at

| east three years ago, when Scott had been thirteen and, at that tine,

al ready notherless for a year. Samwondered if the boy woul d have gone
wong quite as rapidly or so conpletely if Karen had lived. That avenue
of thought led him of course, to the contenplation of his own role in
Scott's decline Wwuld the boy have turned bad regardless of the quality
of the parental guidance that he received; was his fall inevitable, the
weakness in himor in his stars? O was Scott's descent a direct result
of his father's failure to find a way to steer himto a better, brighter
pat h?

If he kept brooding about it, he was going to pull a WIlly Loman right
there in Cove Lodge, even though he was not a sal esman.

Gui nness stout.
Good Mexi can food.
Gol di e Hawn.

Fear of death.

As a list of reasons for living, it was dammed short and too pathetic to
contenpl ate, but perhaps it was just |ong enough.

After he used the bathroom he washed his hands and face in cold water.
He still felt tired, not the |east refreshed.

He took off his corduroy jacket and put on a thin, supple |eather

shoul der hol ster that he retrieved froma suitcase. He'd also packed a
Smith & Wesson .38 Chief's Special, which he now | oaded. He tucked it
into the holster before slipping into his jacket again. His coats were
tailored to conceal the weapon; it made no bulge, and the holster fit so
far back against his side that the gun could not be seen easily even if
he I eft the jacket unbuttoned.
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For undercover assignnents, Sam s body and face were as well tailored as
his jackets. He was five eleven, neither tall nor short. He wei ghed one
hundred and seventy pounds, nostly bone and nuscle, little fat, yet he
was not a thick-necked weightlifter type in such superb condition that
he woul d draw attention. H's face was nothing special neither ugly nor
handsone, neither too broad nor too narrow, nmarked neither by unusually
sharp nor blunt features, unblenished and unscarred. Hi s sandy-brown
hair was barbered in a tinelessly nbderate length and style that would
be unremarkable in an age of brush cuts or in an era of shoul der-1ength
| ocks.

O all the aspects of his appearance, only his eyes were truly
arresting. They were gray-blue with darker blue striations. Wnen had
often told himthat his were the nost beautiful eyes they had ever seen
At one tine he had cared what wonen said of him

- 31 He shrugged, neking sure the hol ster was hangi ng properly.

He did not expect to need the gun that evening. He had not begun to
nose around and draw attention to hinself; and since he had not yet
pushed anyone, no one was ready to push back

Nevert hel ess, fromnow on he would carry the revolver. He could not
leave it in the motel roomor lock it in his rental car; if soneone
conducted a deternmi ned search, the gun would be found, and his cover
woul d be blown. No m ddl e-aged stockbroker, searching for a coasta
haven in which to take early retirement, would go arned with a
snub-nosed .38 of that make and nodel. It was a cop's piece.

Pocketing his roomkey, he went out to dinner.

After she checked in, Tessa Jane Lockland stood for a long tine at the
big window in her roomat the Cove Lodge, with no lights on. She stared
out at the vast, dark Pacific and down at the beach from which her
sister, Janice, supposedly had ventured forth on a grimy determ ned

m ssion of self-destruction

The official story was that Janice had gone to the shore al one at night,
in a state of acute depression. She had taken a nassive overdose of
Valium swallow ng the capsules with several swigs froma can of Diet
Coke. Then she had stripped off her clothes and had swum out toward far
Japan. Losing consci ousness because of the drugs, she soon slipped into
the col d enbrace of the sea, and drowned

"Bul I shit," Tessa said softly, as if speaking to her own vague
reflection in the cool glass.

Jani ce Lockl and Capshaw had been a hopeful person, unfailingly
optinmistic-a trait so comon in nenbers of the Lockland clan as to be
genetic. Not once in her life had Janice sat in a corner feeling sorry
for herself; if she had tried it, within seconds she woul d have begun

| aughi ng at the foolishness of selfpity and woul d have gotten up and
gone to a novie, or for a psychologically therapeutic run. Even when
Ri chard di ed, Janice had not allowed grief to netastasize into
depressi on, though she I oved himgreatly.

So what woul d have sent her into such a steep emptional spiral?

Contenpl ating the story the police wanted her to believe, Tessa was
driven to sarcasm Maybe Jani ce had gone out to a restaurant, been
served a bad dinner, and been so crushed by the "experience that suicide
had been her only possible response. Yeah. O maybe her tel evision
went on the blink, and she nmissed her favorite soap opera, which plunged
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her into irreversible despair. Sure. Those scenarios were about as
pl ausi bl e as the nonsense that the Monlight Cove police and coroner had
put in their reports.

Sui ci de.
"bul I shit," Tessa repeat ed.

From t he wi ndow of her notel room she could see only a narrow band of
the beach bel ow, where it nmet the churning surf. The sand was dimy
revealed in the wintry light of a newly risen quarter noon, a pale

ri bbon curving sout hwest and northwest around the cove.

Tessa was overconme by the desire to stand on the beach from which her

si ster had supposedly set out on that mdnight swmto the graveyard,
the sane beach to which the tide had returned her bl oated, ravaged
corpse days later. She turned fromthe wi ndow and swi tched on a bedside
| anp. She rempved a brown | eatherjacket froma hanger in the closet,
pulled it on, slung her purse over her shoul der, and left the room

| ocki ng the door behind her. She was certain-irrationally so-that
merely by going to the beach and standi ng where Jani ce supposedly had
stood, she would uncover a clue to the true story, through an amazing
insight or flicker of intuition

As the hammrered-silver noon rose above the dark eastern hills,

Chrissie raced along the tree line, looking for a way into the woods

bef ore her strange pursuers found her. She quickly arrived at Pyram d
Rock, thus named because the formation, twice as tall as she was, had
three sides and cane to a weat her-rounded poi nt; when younger, she had
fantasized that it had been constructed ages ago by a geographically

di spl aced tribe of inchhigh Egyptians. Having played in this nmeadow and
forest for years, she was as familiar with the terrain as with the roons
of her own house, certainly nore at hone there than her parents or
Tucker woul d be, which gave her an advantage. She slipped past Pyramd
Rock, into the gl oom beneath the trees, onto a narrow deer trail that

| ed sout h.

She heard no one behind her and did not waste time squinting back into
the darkness. But she suspected that, as predators, her parents and
Tucker woul d be silent stal kers, revealing thensel ves only when they
pounced.

The coastal woodl ands were conprised nostly of a wide variety of pines,
al though a few sweet gums flourished, too, their |eaves a scarlet blaze
of autumm color in daylight but now as black as bits of funeral shrouds.
Chrissie followed the winding trail as the land began to slope into a
canyon. In nore than half the forest, the trees grew far enough apart
to allow the cold glow of the partial moon to penetrate to the

under brush and lay an icy crust of light upon the trail. The incom ng
fog was still too thin to filter out nuch of that wan radi ance, but at
other places the interlacing branches bl ocked the lunar |ight.

Even where noonlight reveal ed the way, Chrissie dared not run, for she
woul d surely be tripped by the surface roots of the trees, which spread
across the deer-beaten path. Here and there | ow hangi ng branches
present ed another danger to a runner, but she hurried al ong.

As if reading froma book of her own adventures, a book Iike one of
those she so nuch liked, she thought, Young Chrissie was as surefooted
as she was resourceful and quick-thinking, no nore intimdated by the
darkness than by the thought of her nonstrous pursuers. Wat a girl she
was!
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Soon she woul d reach the bottom of the slope, where she could turn west
toward the sea or east toward the county rout, which bridged the canyon
Few people lived in that area, nore than two mles fromthe outskirts of
Moonl i ght Cove; fewer still lived by the sea, since portions of the
coastline were protected by state | aw and were closed to construction
Though she had little chance of finding help toward the Pacific, her
prospects to the east were not noticeably better, because the county
road was lightly travel ed and few houses were built along it; besides,
Tucker mght be patrolling that route in his Honda, expecting her to
head that way and flag down the first passing car she saw.

Frantically wondering where to go, she descended the |last hundred feet.
The trees flanking the trail gave way to | ow, inpenetrable tangles of
bristly scrub oaks called chaparral. A few imense ferns, ideally
suited to the frequent coastal fogs, overgrew the path, and Chrissie
shivered as she pushed through them for she felt as if scores of snall
hands were grabbing at her.

A broad but shall ow stream cut a course through the bottom of the
canyon, and she paused by its bank to catch her breath. Most of the
stream bed was dry. At this time of year, only a couple of inches of
wat er nmoved |azily through the center of the channel, glinmering darkly
in the noonlight.

The ni ght was wi ndl ess.
Sound| ess.

Huggi ng herself, she realized howcold it was. |n jeans and a
bl ue-plaid flannel shirt, she was adequately dressed for a crisp October
day, but not for the cold, danp air of an autumm night.

She was chilled, breathless, scared, and unsure of what her next nove
ought to be, but nobst of all she was angry with herself for those
weaknesses of nmind and body. M. Andre Norton's wonderful adventure
stories were filled with dauntless young heroi nes who could endure far
| onger chases-and far greater - 35 cold and other hardshi ps-than this,
and always with wits intact, able to make qui ck decisions and, usually,
ri ght ones.

Spurred by conparing herself to a Norton girl, Chrissie stepped off the
bank of the stream She crossed ten feet of |oany soil eroded fromthe
hills by |last season's heavy rains and tried to junp across the shall ow,
purling band of water. She splashed down a few inches short of the

ot her side, soaking her tennis shoes. Nevertheless she went on through
nmore | oam which clunped to her wet shoes, ascended the far bank, and
headed neither east nor west but south, up the other canyon wall toward
the next armof the forest.

Though she was entering new territory now, at the extremty of the
section of the woods that had been her playground for years, she was not
afraid of getting lost. She could tell east fromwest by the novenent
of the thin, inconming fog and by the position of the noon, and from
those signs she could stay on a reliably southward course. She believed
that within a mle she would cone to a score of houses and to the
spraw i ng grounds of New Wave M crotechnol ogy, which | ay between Foster
Stabl es and the town of Moonlight Cove. There she would be able to find
hel p.

Then, of course, her real problens would begin. She would have to
convi nce soneone that her parents were no |onger her parents, that they

file://IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Midnight.txt (22 of 317) [2/9/2004 10:03:06 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Midnight.txt

had changed or been possessed or been sonehow taken over by sone spirit
or . . . force. And that they wanted to turn her into one of them

Yeah, she thought, good | uck

She was bright, articulate, responsible, but she was al so just an

el even-year-old kid. She would have a hard time nmaki ng anyone believe
her. She had no illusions about that. They would | |listen and nod
their heads and smle, and then they would call her parents, and her
parents woul d sound nore pl ausi bl e than she did.

But |'ve got to try, she told herself, as she began to ascend the sl oped
southern wall of the canyon. |If | don't try to convince soneone, what
el se can | do? Just surrender? No chance

Behi nd her, a couple of hundred yards away, from high on the far canyon
wal | down whi ch she had recently descended, sonething shrieked. It was
not an entirely human cry-not that of any animal, either. The first
shrill call was answered by a second a third, and each shriek was
clearly that of a different creature, for each was in a noticeably
variant voi ce.

Chrissie halted on the steep trail, one hand agai nst the deeply fissured
bark of a pine, under a canopy of sweet-scented boughs. She |ooked back
and |istened as her pursuers sinultaneously began to wail, an ul ul ant
cry rem niscent of the baying of a pack of coyotes . . . but stranger

nmore frightening. The sound was so cold, it penetrated her flesh and
pierced like a needle to her marrow.

Thei r bayi ng was probably a sign of their confidence They were certain
they woul d catch her, so they no | onger needed to be quiet.

"VWhat are you?" she whi spered.

She suspected they could see as well as cats in the dark
Could they smell her, as if they were dogs?

Her heart began to slam alnpbst painfully within her breast.

Feel ing vul nerabl e and al one, she turned fromthe pulling hunters and
scranbled up the trail toward the southern rimof the canyon

At the foot of Ocean Avenue, Tessa Lockl and wal ked through the enpty
parking |l ot and onto the public beach. The night breeze off the Pacific
was just cranking up, faint but chilly enough that she was glad to be
weari ng sl acks, a wool sweater, and her |eather jacket.

She crossed the soft sand, toward the seasi de shadows that |ay beyond
the radius of the glow fromthe last streetlanp, past a tall cypress
growi ng on the beach and so radically shaped by ocean winds that it

rem nded her of an erte scul pture, all curved lines and nolten for7n. On
the danp sand at the surf's edge, with the tide | apping at the strand
inches fromher shoes, Tessa - 37 stared westward. The partial noon was
insufficient to light the vast, rolling main; all she could see were the
nearest three lines of |Iow, foamcrested breakers surging toward her
fromout of the foam She tried to picture her sister standing on this
deserted beach, washing down thirty or forty Valiumcapsules with a Di et
Coke, then stripping naked and plunging into the cold sea. No. Not

Jani ce.

Wth growi ng conviction that the authorities in Monlight Cove were
i nconpetent fools or liars, Tessa wal ked slowy south al ong the curving
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shoreline. |In the pearly luninescence of the imrmature nmoon, she studied
the sand, the widely separated cypresses farther back on the beach, and
the time-worn formations of rock. She was not |ooking for physica

clues that mght tell her what had happened to Janice; those had been
erased by wind and tide during the past three weeks. instead, she was
hopi ng that the very | andscape itself and the el ements of

ni ght - darkness, cool w nd, and arabesques of pale but slowy thickening
fog-would inspire her to develop a theory about what had really happened
to Janice and an approach she mght use to prove that theory.

She was a fil mmaker specializing in industrials and docunentaries of
various kinds. Wen in doubt about the neani ng and purpose of a
project, she often found that imrersion in a particul ar geographica

| ocale could inspire narrative and thematic approaches to making a film
about it. In the devel opnental stages of a newtravel film for

i nstance, she often spent a couple O days casually strolling around a
city like Singapore or Hong Kong or Ri o, just absorbing details, which
was nore productive than thousands of hours of background readi ng and
brai nstorm ng, though of course the reading and brainstorning had to be
a part of it too.

She had wal ked | ess than two hundred feet south al ong the beach, when
she heard a shrill, haunting cry that halted her. The sound was
distant, rising and falling, rising and falling, then fading.

Chilled nore by that strange call than by the brisk October air, she
wonder ed what she had heard. Although it had been partly a canine how,
she was certain it was not the voice of a dog. Though it was al so

mar ked by a feline whine and wail, she was equally certain it had not

i ssued froma cat; no donestic cat could produce such volune, and to the
best of her know edge, no cougars roaned the coastal hills, certainly
not in or near a town the size of Monlight Cove.

Just as she was about to nove on, the same uncanny cry cut the night
again, and she was fairly sure it was com ng fromatop the bluff that
overl ooked the beach, farther south, where the lights of sea-facing
houses were fewer than along the mddle of the cove. This tinme the how
ended on a protracted and nore guttural note, which m ght have been
produced by a |l arge dog, though she still felt it had to have cone from
some other creature. Soneone living along the bluff nust be keeping an
exotic pet in a cage a wolf, perhaps, or sone big nountain cat not

i ndi genous to the northern coast.

That expl anation did not satisfy her, either, for there was sone
peculiarly famliar quality to the cry that she could not place, a
quality not related to a wolf or nmountain cat. She waited for another
shriek, but it did not cone.

Around her the darkness had deepened. The fog was clotting, and a
| umpi sh cloud slid across half of the two-pointed noon.

She deci ded she could better absorb the details of the scene in the
mor ni ng, and she turned back toward the m st-shrouded streetlanps it the
bott om of Ocean Avenue. She didn't realize she was wal ki ng so

fast-al nost running-until she had | eft the shore, crossed the beach
parking lot, and clinbed half the first steep bl ock of Ocean Avenue, at
whi ch point she becanme aware of her pace only because she suddenly heard
her own | abored breat hi ng.

Thomas Shaddack drifted in a perfect blackness that was neither warm
nor cool, where he seened wei ghtless, where he had - 39 ceased to fee
any sensation against his skin, where he seened |inbless and without
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muscul ature or bones, where he seened to have no physical substance

what soever. A tenuous thread of thought linked himto his corporea
self, and in the di mest reaches of his nmind, he was still aware that he
was a man-an | chabod Crane of a man, six feet two, one hundred and
sixty-five pounds, |ean and bony, with a too-narrow face, a high brow,
and brown eyes so light they were al nost yel |l ow

He was al so vaguely aware that he was nude and afloat in a
state-of-the-art sensory-deprivation chanber, which | ooked sonewhat |ike
an ol d-fashioned iron lung but was four times larger. The single

| ow-wattage bulb was not lit, and no light penetrated the shell of the
tank. The pool in which Shaddack floated was a few feet deep, a
ten-percent solution of nagnesiumsulfate in water for maxi mum buoyancy.
Moni tored by a computer-as was every el ement of that environnent-the

wat er cycl ed between ninety-three degrees Fahrenheit, the tenperature at
which a floating body was | east affected by gravity, and ninety eight
degrees, at which the heat differential between human body tenperature
and surroundi ng fluid was marginal

t He suffered fromno claustrophobia. A minute or two after he stepped
into the tank and cl osed the hatch behind him his sense of confinenent
entirely faded.

Deprived of sensory input-no sight, no sound, little or no taste, no
ol factory stimulation, no sense of touch or weight or place or

ti me- Shaddack I et his mnd break free of the dreary restraints of the
flesh, soaring to previously unattainable heights of insight and
exploring ideas of a conplexity otherw se beyond his reach

Even wi thout the assistance of sensory deprivation, he was a geni us.
Ti me magazi ne had said he was, so it nmust be true. He had built New
Wave M crotechnology froma struggling firmwith initial capital of
twenty thousand dollars to a three-hundred-mllion-a-year operation that
concei ved, researched, and devel oped cutti ng-edge m crotechnol ogy.
maki ng no effort to At the noment, however, Shaddack was focus his m nd
on current research problens. He was using the tank strictly for
recreational purposes, for the inducenment of a specific vision that
never failed to enthrall and excite him

Hi s vision Except for that thin thread of thought that tethered himto
reality, he believed hinself to be within a great, |aboring machine, so
i Mense that its dinmensions could be ascertained no nore easily than
could those of the universe itself. It was the | andscape of a dream but
infinitely nore textured and intense than a dream Like an airborne
mote within the eerily Iit bowels of that col ossal inmagi nary mechani sm
he drifted past massive walls and interconnected colums of whirling
drive shafts, rattling drive chains, nyriad thrusting piston rods joined
by sliding blocks to connecting rods that were in turn joined by crank
wists to well-greased cranks that turned flywheels of all dinensions.
Servonot ors humed, conpressors huffed, distributors sparked as

el ectrical current flashed through mllions of tangled wires to far
reaches of the construct.

For Shaddack, the npbst exciting thing about this visionary world was the
manner in which steel drive shafts and alloy pistons and hard rubber
gaskets and al um num cow i ngs were joined with organic parts to forma
revol utionary entity possessed of two types of life efficient nmechanica
animation and the throb of organic tissue. For punps, the designer had
enpl oyed glistening human hearts that pulsated tirelessly in that

anci ent | ubdub rhythm joined by thick arteries to rubber tubing that
shaked into the walls; sone of them punped blood to parts of the system
that required organic |lubrication, while others punped high-viscosity
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oil. Incorporated into other sections of the infinite nmachine were tens
of thousands of lung sacs functioning as bellows and filters; tendons
and tunor-1ike excrescences of flesh were enployed to join | engths of
pi pe and rubber hoses with nore flexibility and surety of seal than
coul d have been attained with ordinary nonorgani c couplings.

Here was the best of organic and machi ne systens wedded in one perfect
structure. As Thonmas Shaddack inmagi ned his way through the endl ess
avenues of this dream place, he was enraptured even though he did not
under st and-or care-what ultinmate function any of it had, what product or
service it labored to bring forth. He was excited by the entity because
it was clearly efficient at whatever it was doing, because its organic
and inorganic parts were brilliantly integrated.

Al of his life, for as many of his forty-one years as he could recall
Shaddack had struggl ed against the limtations of the - 41 human
condition, striving with all his will and heart to rise above the
destiny of his species. He wanted to be nore than nerely a man. He
wanted to have the power of a god and to shape not only his own future
but that of all mankind. 1In his private sensory-deprivation chanber,
transported by this vision of a cybernetic organism he was closer to
that | onged-for netanorphosis than he could be in the real world, and
that was what invigorated him

For himthe vision was not sinply intellectually stinulating and
enotional ly noving, but powerfully erotic too. As he floated through
that inmagi nary sem organic nmachine, watching it throb and pul sate, he
surrendered to an orgasmthat he felt not nmerely in his genitals but in
every fiber; indeed he was unaware of his fierce erection, unaware of
the forceful ejaculations around which his entire body contracted, for
he perceived the pleasure to be diffused throughout himrather than
focused in his penis. MIKky threads of senen spread through the dark
pool of magnesi umsul fate sol ution

A few nminutes |ater the sensory-deprivation chanber's a matic tiner
activated the interior light and sounded a soft alarm Shaddack was
call ed back fromhis dreamto the real world of Monlight Cove.

Chrissie Foster's eyes adjusted to the darkness, and she was able to
find her way swiftly through even unfamliar territory.

When she reached the rimof the canyon, she passed between a pair of

Mont erey cypresses and onto anot her nul e-deer trail |eading south
through the forest. Protected fromthe wind by the surrounding trees,
those enornmous cypresses were lush and full, neither badly tw sted nor

mar ked by antler-1like branches as they were along the w ndswept shore.
For a nonent she considered clinbing high into those | eafy reaches, wth
the hope that her pursuers woul d pass beneath, unaware of her. But she
dared not take that chance; if they snelled her or divined her presence
by some ot her neans, they woul d ascend, and she woul d be unable to
retreat.

She hurried on and quickly reached a break in the trees. Beyond lay a
meadow t hat sl oped fromeast to west, as did nost of the | and

t hereabout. The breeze picked up and was strong enough to ruffle her
bl ond hair continuously. The fog was not as thin as it had been when
she'd left Foster Stables on horseback, but the noonlight was stil
unfiltered enough to frost the knee-high, dry grass that rippled when
the wind bl ew.

As she ran across the field toward the next stand of woods, she saw a
large truck, strung with lights as if it were a Christnmas tree, heading
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south on the interstate, nearly a mle east of her, along the crest of
the second tier of coastal hills. She ruled out seeking help from
anyone on the distant freeway, for they were all strangers headed to
faraway pl aces, therefore even less likely than locals to believe her
Besi des, she read newspapers and watched TV, so she had heard all about
the serial killers that roaned the interstates, and she had no trouble
i magi ni ng tabl oid headlines sunm ng up her fate YOUNG G RL KI LLED AND
EATEN BY ROVI NG CANNI BALS | N DODGE VAN, SERVED W TH A SI DE OF BROCCOL
AND PARSLEY FOR GARNI SH, BONES USED FOR SOUP.

The county road lay half a mle closer, along the tops of the first
hills, but no traffic noved on it. |In any case she already had rejected
the i dea of seeking help there, for fear of encountering Tucker in his
Honda.

O course she believed that she had heard three distinct voices anobng
the eerie pulings of those who stal ked her, which had to nean that
Tucker had abandoned his car and was with her parents now. WMaybe she
could safely head toward the county hi ghway, after all

She thought about that as she sprinted across the neadow. But before
she had made up her nmind to change course, those dreadful cries rose
behind her again, still in the woods but closer than before. T\,vo or
three voices yow ed simultaneously, as if a pack of baying hounds was at
her heel s, though stranger and nore savage than ordi nhary dogs.

Abruptly Chrissie stepped into thin air and found herself falling into
what, for an instant, seemed to be a terrible chasm But it was only an
ei ght -f oot -wi de, six-foot-deep drai nage channel that cleaved the nmeadow,
and she rolled to the bottom of it unharned.

The angry shrieking of her pursuers grew | ouder, nearer, and now their
voices had a nore frenetic quality . . . a note of need, of hunger

She scranbled to her feet and started to clanber up the six-foot wall of
the channel, when she realized that to her left, upslope, the ditch
termnated in a large culvert that bored away into the earth. She froze
hal fway up the arroyo and considered this new option

The pal e concrete pipe offered the | anbent noonlight just enough of a
reflective surface to be visible. Wen she saw it, she knew i mredi atel y
that it was the nmain drainage line that carried rainwater off the
interstate and county road far above and east of her. Judging by the
shrill cries of the hunters, her |ead was dwi ndling. She was
increasingly afraid that she would not make the trees at the far side of
t he meadow before being brought down. Perhaps the culvert was a dead
end and woul d provide her with a haven no nore secure than the cypress
that she had considered clinbing, but she decided to risk it.

She slid to the floor of the arroyo again and scurried to the conduit.
The pipe was four feet in dianmeter. By stooping slightly she was able
towalk intoit. She went only a few steps, however, before she was
halted by a stench so foul that she gagged

Sonet hing was dead and rotting in that |ightless passage. She could not
see what it was. But naybe she was better off not seeing; the carcass
m ght | ook worse than it snmelled. A wild aninmal, sick and dying, nust
have crawl ed into the pipe for shelter, where it perished fromits

di sease

She backed hastily out of the drain, draw ng deep breaths of the fresh
ni ght air.
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Fromthe north came intermngled, ululant walls that literally put the
hair up on the back of her neck

They were closing fast, alnost on top of her

She had no choice but to hide deep in the culvert and hope they could
not catch her scent. She suddenly realized that the decayi ng ani nal

m ght be to her benefit, for if those stalking her were able to snell
her as though they were hounds, the stench of deconposition m ght nmask
her own odor.

Entering the pitch-black cul vert again, she foll owed the convex fl oor
whi ch sl oped gradually upward beneath the neadow. Wthin ten yards she
put her foot in sonmething soft and slippery. The horrid odor of decay
burst upon her with even greater strength, and she knew she had stepped
in the dead thing.

"Ch, vyuck.

" She gagged and felt her gorge rise, but she gritted her teeth and
refused to throw up. When she was past the putrid nass, she paused to
scrape her shoes on the concrete floor of the pipe.

Then she hurried farther into the drain. Scurrying with her knees bent,
shoul ders hunched, and head tucked down, she realized she nust have
| ooked like a troll scuttling into its secret burrow.

Fifty or sixty feet past the unidentified dead thing, Chrissie stopped,
crouched, and turned to | ook back toward the nmouth of the culvert.
Through that circular aperture she had a view of the ditch in noonlight,
and she could see nore than she had expected because, by contrast with
the darkness of the drain, the night beyond seened brighter than when
she had been out there.

Al was silent.

A gentle breeze fl owed down the pipe fromdrainage grilles in the

hi ghways above and to the east, pushing the odor of the deconposing
ani mal away from her, so she could not detect even a trace of it. The
air was tainted only by a mld dankness, a whiff of ml dew.

Sil ence gripped the night.

She held her breath for a monment and listened intently.
Not hi ng.

Still crouching, she shifted her weight fromfoot to foot.
Si |l ence.

She wondered if she should head deeper into the culvert. Then she
wonder ed whet her snakes were in the pipe. Wuldn't that be a perfect
pl ace for snakes to nest when the oncom ng night's cool air drove them
to shelter?

Si | ence.

Where were her parents? 'and Tuckerr? A minute ago they had been cl ose
behind her, within striking distance.

- 45 Sil ence.
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Ratt| esnakes were common in the coastal hills, though not active at this
time of year. |If a nest of rattlers She was so unnerved by the
continui ng, unnatural silence that she had the urge to scream just to
break that eerie spell.

A shrill cry shattered the quietude outside. |1t echoed through the
concrete tunnel, past Chrissie, and bounced fromwall to wall along the
passage behind her, as if the hunters were approachi ng her not only from
outside but fromthe depths of the earth behind her.

Shadowy figures |leaped into the arroyo beyond the cul vert.

Sam found a Mexican restaurant on Serra Street, two bl ocks fromhis

motel. One sniff of the air inside the place was enough to assure him
the food woul d be good. That nel ange was the odiferous equivalent of a
Jose Feliciano albumchili powder, bubbling hot chorizo, the sweet

fragrance of tortillas made with nmasa harina, cilantro, bell peppers,
the astringent tang of jal apenio chiles, onions.

The Perez Fanmily Restaurant was as unpretentious as its nane, a single
rectangul ar roomw th blue vinyl booths along the side walls, tables in
the mddle, kitchen at the rear. Unlike Burt Peckham at Knight's Bridge
tavern, the Perez family had as nuch business as they could handl e.
Except for a two-chair table at the back, to which Samwas |ed by the
teenage hostess, the restaurant was filled to capacity.

The waiters and waitresses were dressed casually in jeans and sweaters,
the only nod to a uniformbeing white half-aprons tied around their

wai sts. Samdidn't even ask for Guinness, which he had never found in a
Mexi can restaurant, but they had Corona, which would be fine if the food
was good

The food was very good. Not truly, unequivocably great, but better than
he had a right to expect in a northern coastal town of just three

t housand people. The corn chips were honenmade, the sal sa thick and
chunky, the al bondigas soup rich and sufficiently peppery to break him
out in alight sweat.. By the time he received an order of crab
enchiladas in tomatillo sauce, he was half convinced that he should nove
to Moonlight Cove as soon as possible, even if it neant robbing a bank
to finance early retirenent.

When he got over his surprise at the food's quality, he began to pay as
much attention to his fellow diners as to the contents of his plate.
Gradual | y he noted several odd things about them

The room was unusual |y quiet, considering that it was occupied by eighty
or ninety people. High-quality Mexican restaurants with fine food, good
beer, and potent nargaritas-were festive places. At Perezs, however,
diners were talking animatedly at only about a third of the tables. The
other two-thirds of the custoners ate in silence.

After he tilted his glass and poured fromthe fresh bottle of Corona
that had just been served to him Sam studied sonme of the silent eaters.
Three m ddl e-aged nmen sat in a booth on the right side of the room
scarfing up tacos and enchil adas and chi m changas, staring at their food
or at the air in front of them occasionally |ooking at each other but
exchanging not a word. On the other side of the room in another booth,
two teenage couples industriously devoured a double platter of m xed
appetizers, never punctuating the meal with the chatter and |aughter one
expected of kids their age. Their concentration was so intense that the
| onger Sam wat ched them the odder they seened.
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Thr oughout the room people of all ages, in groups of all kinds, were
fixated on their food. Hearty eaters, they had appetizers, soup,

sal ads, and side dishes as well as entrees; on finishing, some ordered
"a couple nore tacos" or "another burrito, " before also asking for ice
creamor flan. Their jaw nmuscles bul ged as they chewed, and as soon as
they swal | owed, they quickly shoveled nore into their nmouths. A few ate
with their nouths open. Sonme swallowed with such force that Sam coul d
actually hear them They were red-faced and perspiring, no doubt from
j al apeni o- spi ced sauces, but not one offered a coment - 47 |ike, "Boy,
this is hot," or "Pretty good grub,"” or even the nost el enmentary
conversational ganbit to his conpanions.

To the third of the custoners who were happily jabbering away at one
anot her and progressing through their neals at an ordi nary pace, the

al nost fevered eating of the majority apparently went unnoticed. Bad
tabl e manners were not rare, of course; at |least a quarter of the diners
in any town would give Mss Manners a stroke if she dared to eat with
them Nevertheless, the gluttony of nmany of the custoners in the Perez
Fam |y Restaurant seened astonishing to Sam He supposed that the
polite diners were inured to the behavior of the other patrons because
they had witnessed it so many tines before.

Coul d the cool sea air of the northern coast be that appetite enhancing?
Did sonme peculiar ethnic background or fractured social history in
Moonl i ght Cove mitigate agai nst the universal devel opment of conmonly
accepted Western tabl e manners?

VWhat he saw in the Perez Fanmil|ly Restaurant seemed a puzzle for which any
soci ol ogi st, desperately seeking a doctoral thesis subject, would be
eager to find a solution. After a while, however, Samhad to turn his
attention away fromthe nore ravenous patrons because their behavi or was
killing his own appetite.

Later, when he was figuring the tip and putting noney on the table to
cover his bill, he surveyed the crowd again, and this tine realized that
none of the heavy eaters was drinking beer, margaritas, or anything

al coholic. They had ice water or Cokes, and some were drinking mlk,

gl ass after glass, but every last man and wonan of these gournands
seened to be a teetotaler. He might not have noticed their tenperance
if he had not been a cop-and a good one-trained not only to observe but
to think about what he observed.

He remenbered the scarcity of drinkers at Knight's Bridge tavern

VWhat ethnic culture or religious group inculcated a disdain for alcoho
whi | e encouragi ng manner| essness and gl uttony?

He coul d think of none.

By the time Sam finished his beer and got up to | eave, he was telling
hinsel f that he'd overreacted to a few crude people, that this queer
fixation on food was limted to a handful of patrons and not as

wi despread as it seened. After all, fromhis table in the back, he had
not been able to see the entire roomand every | ast one of the
custonmers. But on his way out, he passed a table where three attractive
and wel | -dressed young wonen were eating hungrily, none of them
speaking, their eyes glazed; two of themhad flecks of food on their
chins, of which they seenmed oblivious, and the third had so many
comchip crunbs sprinkled across the front of her royal -bl ue sweater
that she appeared to be breading herself with the intention of going
into the kitchen, clinbing into an oven, and beconi ng food.
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He was glad to get out in the clean night air.

Sweating both fromthe chili-spiced dishes and the heat in the
restaurant, he had wanted to take his jacket off, but he had not been
abl e to do so because of the gun he was packing in a shoul der hol ster.
Now he relished the chilling fog that was being harried eastward by a
gentl e but steady breeze.

Chrissie saw them enter the drai nage channel, and for a nmonment she

t hought they were all going to clanber up the far side of it and off
across the meadow in the direction she had been heading. Then one of
themturned toward the mouth of the culvert. The figure approached the
drain on all fours, in a few stealthy and sinuous strides. Though
Chrissie could see nothing nore of it than a shadowy shape, she had
trouble believing that this thing was either one of her parents or the
man cal | ed Tucker. But who else could it be?

Entering the concrete tunnel, the predator peered forward into the
gloom Its eyes shone softly anber-green, not as bright here as in
moonl i ght, dimrer than gl owin-the-dark paint, but vaguely radiant.

Chrissie wondered how well it could see in absolute darkness. Surely its
gaze could not penetrate eighty or a hundred feet of - 49 lightless pipe
to the place where she crouched. Vision of that caliber would be
SUPERNATURAL.

it stared straight at her.

Then again, who was to say that what she was dealing with here was not
SUPERNATURAL? Per haps her parents had becone .

wer ewol ves

She was soaked in sour sweat. She hoped the stench of the dead ani nal
woul d screen her body odor

Rising fromall fours into a crouch, blocking nost of the silvery
moonl i ght at the drain entrance, the stalker slowy cane forward.

Its heavy breathing was anplified by the curved concrete walls of the
culvert. Chrissie breathed shallowy through her open nouth | est she
reveal her presence.

Suddenly, only ten feet into the tunnel, the stal ker spoke in a raspy,
whi spery voi ce and with such urgency that the words were al nost run
together in a single long string of syllables "Chrissie, you there, you,
you? Cone ne, Chrissie, conme nme, come, want you, want, want, need, ny
Chrissie, ny Chrissie.

That bizarre, frantic voice gave rise in Chrissie's mnd to a
terrifying i mage of a creature that was part lizard, part wolf, part
human, part something unidentifiable. Yet she suspected that its actua
appearance was even worse than anything she coul d i nagi ne.

"Hel p you, want help you, help, now, cone ne, cone, cone. You there,
there, you there?"

The worst thing about the voice was that, in spite of its cold hoarse
note and whi spery tone, in spite of its alienness, it was faniliar.
Chrissie recognized it as her nother's. Changed, yes, but her nother's
voi ce just the sane.
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Chrissie's stomach was cranped with fear, but she was filled with

anot her pain, too, that for a nonment she could not identify. Then she
realized that she ached with | oss; she nmissed her nother, wanted her

nmot her back, her real nother. |f she'd had one of those ornate silver
crucifixes like they always used in the fright filns, she probably would
have reveal ed hersel f, advanced on this hateful thing, and denmanded t hat
it surrender possession of her nother. A crucifix probably woul d not

wor k because nothing in real life was as easy as in the novies; besides,
what ever had happened to her parents was far stranger than vanpires and
wer ewol ves and denons junped up fromhell. But if she'd had a crucifix,

she woul d have tried it anyway.

"Deat h, death, snell death, stink, death

The nother-thing quickly advanced into the tunnel until it cane to the
pl ace where Chrissie had stepped in a slippery, putrefying mass. The
bri ghtness of the shining eyes was directly related to the nearness of
nmoonl i ght, for now they dimred. Then the creature lowered its gaze to
the dead animal on the culvert floor

From beyond the nouth of the drain came the sound of sonething
descending into the ditch. Footfalls and the clatter of stones were
fol |l owed by another voice, equally as fearsone as that of the others the
stal ker now hunched over the dead animal. Calling into the pipe, it
said, "She there, there, she? Whatfound, what, what?"

raccoon .

"What, what it, what?

"Dead raccoon, rotten, mmggots, maggots, the first one said.

Chrissie was stricken by the macabre fear that she had left a
tenni s-shoe inprint in the rotting nmuck of the dead raccoon

"Chrissie ?

" the second asked as it ventured into the culvert Tucker's voice.
Evidently her father was searching for her across the meadow or in the
next section of the forest Both stal kers were fidgeting constantly.
Chrissie could hear them scrapi ng-cl ans?-agai nst the concrete fl oor of
the pipe. Both sounded pani cky, too. No, not panicky, really, because
no fear was audible in their voices. Frantic. Frenzied. It was as if
an engine in each of themwas racing faster, faster, al npbst out of
control

"Chrissie there, she there, she?

Tucker asked.

The nother-thing raised its gaze fromthe dead raccoon and peered
straight at Chrissie through the Iightless tunnel

You can't see ne, Chrissie thought-prayed. |'minvisible.

The radi ance of the stalker's eyes had faded to twin spots of finished
silver.

Chrissie held her breath.
"Tucker said, "CGot to eat, eat, want eat.

The creature that had been her nother said, "Find girl, girl, find her
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first, then eat, then.

They sounded as if they were wild animals magically gifted with crude
speech.

- 51 "Now, now, burning it up, eat now, now, burning, Tucker said

urgently, insistently.

Chrissie was shaking so badly that she was half afraid they would hear
the shudders that rattled her

Tucker said, "Burning it up, little animals in nmeadow, hear them snel
them track, eat, eat, now

Chrissie held her breath.
, Not hi ng here, " the mother-thing said.

"Only maggots, stink, go, eat, then find her, eat, eat, then find her,
go.

Both stalkers retreated fromthe cul vert and vani shed.
Chrissie dared to breathe.

After waiting a mnute to be sure they were really gone, she turned and
troll-wal ked deeper into the upsloping culvert, blindly feeling the
wal | s as she went, hunting a side passage. She must have gone two
hundred yards before she found what she wanted a tributary drain, half
the size of the main line. She slid into it, feetfirst and on her back,
then squirmed onto her belly and faced out toward the bigger tunnel

That was where she would spend the night. |If they returned to the
culvert to see if they could detect her scent in the cleaner air beyond
the deconposi ng raccoon, she would be out of the downdraught that swept
the main line, and they m ght not snell her. into She was heartened
because their failure to probe deeper the culvert was proof that they
were not possessed of SUPERNATURAL powers, neither all-seeing nor

all -knowi ng. They were abnormally strong and qui ck, strange and
terrifying, but they could make nistakes too. She began to think that
when dayl i ght cane she had a fifty-fifty chance of getting out of the
woods and finding help before she was caught.

In the lights outside of the Perez Fam |y Restaurant, Sam Booker checked
his watch. Only 7 10.

He went for a wal k al ong Ccean Avenue, building up the courage to cal
Scott in Los Angeles. The prospect of that conversation with his son
soon preoccupi ed himand drove all thoughts of the mannerless,

gl uttonous diners out of his mnd.

At 730, he stopped at a tel ephone booth near a Shell service station at
the corner of Juni per Lane and Ccean Avenue. He used his credit card to
make a | ong-di stance call to his house in Sherman Oaks.

At sixteen Scott thought he was nature enough to be hone al one when his
father was away on an assignnment. Samdid not entirely agree and
preferred that the boy stay with his Aunt Edna. But Scott won his way
by making life pure hell for Edna, so Samwas reluctant to put her

t hrough that ordeal

He had repeatedly drilled the boy in safety procedures-keep all doors
and wi ndows | ocked; know where the fire extinguishers are; know how to
get out of the house fromany roomin an earthquake or other
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emer gency- and had taught himhow to use a handgun. |In Sam s judgnent
Scott was still too immture to be hone alone for days at a tinme; but at
| east the boy was well prepared for every contingency.

The nunber rang nine times. Sam was about to hang up, guiltily relieved
that he'd failed to get through, when Scott finally answered.

"Hello. It's nme, Scott. Dad."
" Y?Il

Heavy-metal rock was playing at high volune in the background. He was
probably in his room his stereo cranked up so |oud that the w ndows
shook.

- 53 Samsaid, "Could you turn the nusic down?"

"l can hear you," Scott nunbl ed

"Maybe so, but I'm having trouble hearing you."

" 1 don't have anything to say, anyway."

"Please turn it down," Sam said, with enphasis on the "Please."

Scott dropped the receiver, which clattered on his nightstand. The sharp
sound hurt Samis ear. The boy | owered the volume on the stereo but only
slightly. He picked up the phone and said, " Yeah?

How re you doi ng?"

"Ckay. "

"Everything all right there?"
"Way shouldn't it be?"

"l just asked.”

Sullenly "If you called to see if I'"'mhaving a party, don't worry. |I'm
not."

Sam counted to three, giving hinself time to keep his voi ce under
control. Thickening fog swirled past the gl ass-wall ed phone booth. "How
was school today?"

"You think I didn't go?"

"l know you went."

"You don't trust ne."

"I trust you," Samli ed.

"You think I didn't go."

"Did you?"

, Yeah. So how was it?"

"Ri di cul ous. The sanme old shit."

"Scott, please, you know |I've asked you not to use that kind of |anguage
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when you're talking to me," Samsaid, realizing that he was being forced
into a confrontation against his will.

"So sorry. Sane old poop," Scott said in such a way that he m ght have
been referring either to the day at school or to Sam

"It's pretty country up here," Sam sai d.

The boy did not reply.

"Wboded hill sides slope right down to the ocean.”
" Goo"

Fol l owi ng the advice of the fanily counsel or whom he and Scott had been
seei ng both together and separately, Samclenched his teeth, counted to
three again, and tried another approach. "D d you have di nner yet?"

" Yeah.

"Do your honmewor k?"

"Don't have any."

Sam hesitated, then decided to let it pass. The counselor, Dr.
Adanski, woul d have been proud of such tol erance and cool self-control

Beyond t he phone booth, the Shell station's |lights acquired nultiple
hal os, and the town faded into the slowy congealing mst. At |ast Sam
said, "What're you doing this evening?"

"I was listening to nusic."

Sonetinmes it seened to Samthat the nusic was part of what had turned
the boy sour. That pounding, frenetic, unnelodic heavy-nmetal rock was a
coll ection of nonotonous chords and even nore nonotonous atonal rins, so
soul -1 ess and m nd-nunbing that it m ght have been the nusic produced by
a civilization of intelligent nachines long after man had passed from
the face of the earth. After a while Scott had |lost interest in nost
heavy-netal bands and switched allegiance to U2, but their sinplistic
soci al consciousness was no match for nihilism Soon he grew interested
in heavy-netal again, but the second tinme around he focused on bl ack
met al , those bands espousing-or using dramatic trappings of-satanism he
becane increasingly selfinvolved, antisocial, and sonber. On nore than
one occasi on, Sam had consi dered confiscating the kid's record
collection, smashing it to bits, and disposing of it, but that seened an
absurd overreaction. After all, Sam hinself had been sixteen when the
Beatl es and Rolling Stones were coning on the scene, and his parents had
rail ed against that nusic and predicted it would | ead Sam and his entire
generation into perdition. He'd turned out all right in spite of John,
Paul , George, Ringo, and the Stones. He was the product of an
unparal | el ed age of tolerance, and he did not want his mnd to close up
as tight as his parents' mnds had been.

"Well, | guess | better go," Sam said.
The boy was silent.
"If any unexpected problens cone up, you call your Aunt Edna.

- 55 "There's nothing she could do for me that | couldn't do nyself. She
| oves you, Scott."
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"Yeah, sure."

"She's your mother's sister; she'd like to love you as if you were her
own. Al you have to do is give her the chance." After nore silence,
Sam took a deep breath and said, "I love you, too, Scott'' "Yeah? What's
that supposed to do-turn nme all gooey inside? No."

"Cause it doesn't."
"I was just stating a fact."
Apparently quoting fromone of his favorite songs, the boy said

"Nothing |asts forever; even love's a lie, a toolfor nmanipul ation;
there's no God beyond the sky.

Click. the dial tone.

"Per Sam stood for a nmoment, listening to the effect.

He returned the receiver to its cradle H's frustrati on was exceeded
only by his fury. He wanted to kick the shit out of sonething,

anyt hing, and pretend that he was savagi ng whoever or whatever had
stolen his son fromhim

He al so had an enpty, achy feeling in the pit of his stonmach, because he
did love Scott. The boy's alienation was devastati ng.

He knew he could not go back to the notel yet. He was not ready to
sl eep, and the prospect of spending a couple of hours in front of the
i di ot box, watching m ndless sitconms and dranmas, was intol erable.

When he opened the phone-booth door, tendrils of fog slipped inside and
seened to pull himout into the night. For an hour he wal ked the
streets of Monlight Cove, deep into the residential neighborhoods,
where there were no streetlanps and where trees and houses seened to
float within the mst, as if they were not rooted to the earth but
tenuously tethered and in danger of breaking | oose.

Four bl ocks north of Ocean Avenue, on |ceberry Wiy, as Sam wal ked
briskly, letting the exertion and the chilly night air |eech the anger
fromhim he heard hurried footsteps. Soneone running. Three people,
maybe four. |t was an unnistakabl e sound, though curiously stealthy,
not the straightforward sl ap-slap-slap of joggers' approach

He turned and | ooked back al ong the gl oom enfol ded street.
The footsteps ceased.

Because the partial noon had been engul fed by clouds, gu the scene was
bri ghtened nostly by light fanning fromthe w ndows of Bavarian-,

Mont erey-, English-, and Spanish-style houses nestled anbng pi nes and
junipers on both sides of the street. The nei ghborhood was

| ong-established, with great character, but the |lack of big-w ndowed
nmodern honmes contributed to the nurkiness. Two properties in that block
had hooded, downcast Malibu | andscape lighting, and a few had carri age

| anps at the ends of front wal ks, but the fog danped those pockets of
illumnation. As far as Samcould see, he was al one on |ceberry Vay.

He began to wal k again but went |ess than half a block before he heard
the hurried footfalls. He swung around, but as before saw no one. This
time the sound faded, as though the runners had noved off a paved
surface onto soft earth, then between two of the houses.
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Per haps they were on another street. Cold air and fog could play tricks
with sound.

He was cautious and intrigued, however, and he quietly stepped off the
cracked and root-canted sidewal k, onto soneone's front lawn, into the
snoot h bl ackness beneath an i mense cypress. He studied the

nei ghborhood, and within half a mnute he saw furtive novenent on the
west side of the street. Four shadowy figures appeared at the corner of
a house, running low, in a crouch. Wen they crossed a | awn that was
patchily illum nated by a pair of hurricane | anps on iron poles, their
freakishly distorted shadows | eaped wildly over the front of a white
stucco house. They went to ground again in dense shrubbery before he
could ascertain their size or anything el se about them

Ki ds, Sam thought, and they're up to no good.

He didn't know why he was so sure they were kids, perhaps because
neither their quickness nor behavior was that of adults. They were
ei ther engaged on some prank against a disliked nei ghbor-or they were
after Sam Instinct told himthat he was being stal ked.

Perhaps they - 57 Wre juvenile delinquents a problemin a community as
small and closely knit as Moonlight Cove?

Every town had a few bad kids. But in the senmirural atnosphere of a
place like this, juvenile crime rarely included gang activities |like
assault and battery, armed robbery, nugging, or thrill killing.

in the country, kids got into trouble with fast cars, booze, girls, and
alittle unsophisticated theft, but they did not prow the streets in
packs the way their counterparts did in the inner cities.

Nevert hel ess, Sam was suspici ous of the quartet that crouched,

i nvisible, anong shadow draped ferns and azal eas, across the street and
three houses west of him After all, something was wong in Monlight
Cove, and conceivably the trouble was related to juvenile delinquents.
The police were concealing the truth about several deaths in the past
coupl e of nonths, and perhaps they were protecting soneone; as unlikely
as it seened, nmaybe they were covering for a few kids from proni nent
famlies, kids who had taken the privileges of class too far and had
gone beyond permi ssible, civilized behavior

Sam was not afraid of them He knew how to handl e hinsel f, and he was
carrying a .38. Actually he would have enjoyed teaching the brats a

|l esson. But a confrontation with a group of teenage hoods woul d nean a
subsequent scene with the local police, and he preferred not to bring
hinself to the attention of the authorities, for fear of jeopardizing
his investigation.

He thought it peculiar that they would consider assaulting himin a
residential neighborhood like this. One shout of alarmfrom himwould
bring people to their front porches to see what was happeni ng. O
course, because he wanted to avoid calling even that nuch notice to

hi nsel f, he would not cry out.

The ol d adage about discretion being the better part of valor was in no
circunstance nore applicable than in his. He noved back fromthe
cypress under which he had taken shelter, away fromthe street and
toward the |ightless house behind him Confident that those kids were
not sure where he had gone, he planned to slip out of the nei ghborhood
and | ose themaltogether. and entered a rear He reached the house,
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hurried alongside it, yard, where a | oom ng swing set was so distorted
by shadows and nmist that it |ooked like a giant spider stilting toward
hi m t hrough the gloom At the end of the yard he vaulted a rail fence,

beyond which was a narrow all ey that serviced the bl ock's detached
garages. He intended to go south, back toward Ocean Avenue and the
heart of town, but a shiver of prescience shook himtoward anot her
route. Stepping straight across the narrow back street, past a row of
met al garbage cans, he vaulted another |ow fence, |anding on the back

| awn of another house that faced out on the street parallel to Iceberry
Vy.

No sooner had he left the alley than he heard soft, running footsteps on
that hard surface. The juvies-if that's what they were sounded as swift
but not quite as stealthy as they had been

They were coning in Sami's direction fromthe end of the block. He had
the odd feeling that with some sixth sense they would be able to
determi ne which yard he had gone into and that they would be on him
before he could reach the next street. Instinct told himto stop
running and go to ground. He was in good shape, yes, but he was
forty-two, and they were no doubt seventeen or younger, and any

m ddl e- aged nman who believed he could outrun kids was a fool

I nstead of sprinting across the new yard, he moved swiftly to a side
door on the nearby clapboard garage, hoping it would be unl ocked. It

was. He stepped into total darkness and pulled the door shut, just as
he heard four pursuers halt in the alleyway in front of the big roll-up
door at the other end of the building. They had stopped there not
because they knew where he was, but probably because they were trying to
deci de which way he m ght have gone.

In tonbli ke bl ackness Sam funbl ed for a | ock button or dead-bolt |atch
to secure the door by which he had entered. He found not hing.

He heard the four kids nurnuring to one another, but he could not nake
out what they were saying. Their voices sounded strange whispery and
urgent.

Sam remai ned at the smaller door. He gripped the knob with both hands
to keep it fromturning, in case the kids searched around the garage and
gave it a try.

They fell silent.
He listened intently.
Not hi ng.

The cold air snelled of grease and dust. He could see nothing, but he
assuned a car or two occupied that space

Al 't hough he was not afraid, he was beginning to feel foolish.

- 59 How had he gotten hinself into this predicanent? He was a grown
man, an FBI agent trained in a variety of self-defense techniques,
carrying a revolver with which he possessed consi derabl e expertise, yet
he was hiding in a garage fromfour kids. He had gotten there because
he had acted instinctively, and he usually trusted instinct inmplicitly
but this was He heard furtive novenment along the outer wall of the
garage. He tensed. Scraping footsteps. Approaching the small door at
whi ch he stood. As far as Samcould tell, he was hearing only one of

t he ki ds.
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Leani ng back, holding the knob in both hands, Sam pulled the door tight
agai nst the janb.

The footsteps stopped in front of him

He hel d his breath.

A second ticked by, two seconds, three.

Try the damm | ock and nove on, Sam thought irritably.

He was feeling nore foolish by the second and was on the verge of
confronting the kid. He could pop out of the garage as if he were a
jack-in-the-box, probably scare the hell out of the punk, and send him
screaming into the night.

Then he heard a voice on the other side of the door, inches from him
and al though he did not know what in God's name he was hearing, he knew
at once that he had been wise to trust to instinct, wise to go to ground
and hide. The voice was thin, raspy, utterly chilling, and the urgent
cadences of the speech were those of a frenzied psychotic or a junkie

| ong over-due for a fix "Burning, need, need.

He seened to be talking to hinself and was perhaps unconsci ous of
speaking, as a man in a fever night babble deliriously.

A hard object scraped down the outside of the wooden door. Samtried to
i magi ne what it was.

"Feed the fire, fire, feed it, feed, " the kid said in a thin, frantic
voi ce that was partly a whisper and partly a whine and partly a | ow and
menacing grow. It was not nuch |like the voice of any teenager Sam had
ever heard-or any adult, for that matter.

In spite of the cold air, his brow was covered with sweat.
The unknown obj ect scraped down the door again.

Was the kid armed? Was it a gun barrel being drawn al ong the wood? The
bl ade of a knife? Just a stick?

bur ni ng, burning

A cl aw?

That was a crazy idea. Yet he could not shake it. In his mnd was the
clear image of a sharp and hornlike clawa tal on-gouging splinters from
the door as it carved a line in the wood.

Sam held tightly to the knob. Sweat trickled down his tenples.

At last the kid tried the door. The knob twisted in Sami's grip, but he
woul d not let it nove much.

". . . oh, God, it burns, hurts, oh God

Samwas finally afraid. The kid sounded so damed weird. Like a PCP
junkie flying out past the orbit of Mars sonmewhere, only worse than
that, far stranger and nore dangerous than any angel -dust freak. Sam
was scared because he didn't know what the hell he was up against.

The kid tried to pull the door open.
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Sam held it tight against the janb.

Quick, frenetic words feed the fire, feed the fire

I wonder if he can snell nme in here? Samthought, and under the
circunmstances that bizarre idea seemed no crazier than the image of the
kid with cl aws.

Sam s heart was hamrering. Stinging perspiration seeped into the
corners of his eyes. The nuscles in his neck, shoulders, and arns ached
fiercely; he was straining nuch harder than necessary to keep the door
shut .

After a nonment, apparently deciding that his quarry was not in the

garage after all, the kid gave up. He ran along the side of the
buil di ng, back toward the alley. As he hurried away, a barely audible
keening issued fromhim it was a sound of pain, need . . . and

ani mal excitenment. He was struggling to contain that low cry, but it
escaped hi m anyway.

Sam heard cat-soft footsteps approaching from several directions. The
other three woul d-be rmuggers rejoined the kid in the alley, and their
whi spery voices were filled with the same frenzy that had marked his,
though they were too far away now for Samto hear what they were saying.
Abruptly, they fell silent and, a nonent later, as if they were nmenbers
of a wol fpack responding instinctively to the scent of ganme or danger,
they ran as one along the alleyway, heading north. Soon their sly
footsteps faded, and again the night was grave-still.

For several minutes after the pack left, Sam stood in the dark garage,
hol ding fast to the doorknob

The dead boy was sprawl ed in an open drainage ditch along the county
road on the sout heast side of Monlight Cove. H's frostwhite face was
spotted with blood. In the glare of the two tripodnounted police |anps
flanking the ditch, his w de eyes stared unblinkingly at a shore

i measurably nore distant than the nearby Pacific.

St andi ng by one of the hooded | anps, Loman WAt ki ns | ooked down at the
smal | corpse, forcing hinmself to bear witness to the death of Eddie

Val doski because Eddie, only eight years old, was his godson. Loman had
gone to high school with Eddie's father, George, and in a strictly

pl atoni c sense he had been in love with Eddie's nother, Nella, for

al rost twenty years. Eddie had been a great kid, bright and inquisitive
and wel | behaved. Had been. But now. . . Hideously bruised,
savagely bitten, scratched and torn, neck broken, the boy was little
more than a pile of deconposing trash, his prom sing potentia

destroyed, his flane snuffed, deprived of life-and life of him

O the innunmerable terrible things Loman had encountered in twenty-one
years of police work, this was perhaps the worst. And because of his
personal relationship with the victim he should have been deeply shaken
if not devastated. Yet he was barely affected by the sight of the
smal |, battered body. Sadness, regret, anger, and a flurry of other
enotions touched him but only lightly and briefly, the way unseen fish
m ght brush past a swmer in a dark sea. O grief, which should have
pierced himlike nails, he felt nothing.

Barry Shol nick, one of the new officers on the recently expanded
Moonl i ght Cove police force, straddled the ditch, one foot on each bank,
and took a photograph of Eddi e Val doski For an instant the boy's gl azed
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eyes were silvery with a reflection of the flash

Loman's growing inability to feel was, strangely, the one thing that
evoked strong feelings It scared the shit out of him Lately he was
increasingly frightened by his enotional detachment, an unwanted but
apparently irreversi bl e hardening of the heart that would soon | eave him
with auricles of nmarble and ventricles of commopn stone.

He was one of the New People now, different in many ways fromthe man he
had once been. He still |ooked the sane five-ten, squarely built, with
a broad and remarkably i nnocent face for a nan in his |ine of work-but
he wasn't only what he appeared to be. Perhaps a greater control of
enotions, a nore stable and anal ytical outl ook, was an unantici pated
benefit of the Change. But was that really beneficial? Not to feel ? Not
to grieve?

Though the night was chilly, sour sweat broke out on his face, the back
of his neck, and under his arns.

Dr. lan Fitzgerald, the coroner, was busy el sewhere, but Victor Call an,
owner of Callan's Funeral Home and the assistant coroner, was hel ping
anot her officer, Jules Tinmerman, scour the ground between the ditch and
the nearby woods. They were | ooking for clues that the killer night
have | eft behi nd.

Actually they were just putting on a show for the benefit of the score
of area residents who had gathered on the far side of the road. Even if
clues were found, no one would be arrested for the crine. No trial
woul d ever take place. |If they found Eddie's killer, they would cover
for himand deal with himin their own way, in order to conceal the

exi stence of the New People fromthose who had not yet undergone the
Change. Because without doubt the killer was what Thonmas Shaddack
called a "regressive," one of the New People gone bad. Very bad

Loman turned away fromthe dead boy. He wal ked back al ong the county
road, toward the Val doski house, which was a few hundred yards north and
veiled in mst.

He ignored the onl ookers, although one of themcalled to him"Chief?
VWhat the hell's going on, Chief'.?"

This was a semrural area barely within the town limts. The houses
were widely separated, and their scattered lights did little to hold
back the night. Before he was hal fway to the Vai doski place, though he
was within hailing distance of the men at the - 63 crine scene, he felt
isolated. Trees, tortured by ages of sea wind on nights far less calm
than this one, bent toward the two-lane road, their scraggly branches
over hangi ng the gravel shoul der on which he wal ked. He kept inmagining
nmovenent in the dark boughs above him and in the bl ackness and fog
between the tw sted trunks of the trees.

He put his hand on the butt of the revolver that was holstered at his
si de.

Loman Wat ki ns had been the chief of police in Monlight Cove for nine
years, and in the past nmonth nore bl ood had been spilled in his
jurisdiction than in the entire preceding eight years and el even nont hs.
He was convinced that worse was conming. He had a hunch that the
regressives were nore nunmerous and nore of a problemthat Shaddack
realized-or was willing to admt.

He feared the regressives alnost as nmuch as he feared his own new, cool,
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di spassi onat e perspective.

Unl i ke happi ness and grief and joy and sorrow, stark fear was a surviva
mechani sm so perhaps he would not lose touch with it as thoroughly as
he was | osing touch with other emptions. That thought nade him as
uneasy as did the phantom novenent in the trees.

Is fear, he wondered, the only enmption that will thrive in this brave
new worl d we're naking?

After a greasy cheeseburger, soggy fries, and an icy bottle of Dos

Equis in the deserted coffee shop at Cove Lodge, Tessa Lockl and returned
to her room propped herself up in bed with pillows, and called her

nmot her in San Diego. Marion answered the phone on the first ring, and
Tessa said, "H, Mom"

"\Where are you, Teejay?

As a kid, Tessa could never deci de whether she wanted to be called by
her first name or her middle, Jane, so her nother always called her by
her initials, as if that were a nanme in itself.

"Cove Lodge," Tessa said.
"Is it nice?"

"I't's the best | could find. This isn't a town that worries about
having first-rate tourist facilities. If it didn't have such a
spectacul ar view, Cove Lodge is one of those places that would be able
to survive only by showi ng closed-circuit porn novies on the TV and
renting roons by the hour

"I's it clean?"

Reasonably. If it wasn't clean, I'd insist you nove out right now "

"Mom when |I'mon location, shooting a film | don't always have | uxury
acconmodati ons, you know. Wen |I did that docunmentary on the Mskito
Indians in Central America, | went on hunts with themand slept in the
mud. "

"Teejay, dear, you nust never tell people that you slept in the nud.
Pigs sleep in the nud. You nust say you roughed it or canped out, but
never that you slept in the mud. Even unpl easant experiences can be
worthwhile if one keeps one's sense of dignity and style.”

"Yes, Mom | know. M point was that Cove Lodge isn't great, but it's
better than sleeping in the nud."

"Canpi ng out."

"Better than camping out," Tessa said.

Both were silent a noment. Then Marion said, "Dammt, | should be there
with you."

"Mom you've got a broken leg."

"l shoul d have gone to Moonlight Cove as soon as | heard they'd found
poor Janice. |If I'd been there, they wouldn't have cremated the body.
By God, they wouldn't! 1'd have stopped that, and |'d have arranged
anot her autopsy by trustworthy authorities, and now there'd be no need
for you to get involved. |'mso angry with nyself.
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Tessa sl unped back in the pillows and si ghed.

"Mom don't do this to yourself. You broke your |leg three days before
Jani ce's body was even found. You can't travel easily now, and you
couldn't travel easily then, either. 1t's not your fault. There was a
time when a broken | eg couldn't have stopped ne.

- 65 "You're not twenty any nore, Mom"
"Yes, | know, I'mold," Mrion said mserably.
"Sometimes | think about howold | am and it's scary."

"You're only sixty-four, you |l ook not a day past fifty, and you broke
your | eg skydiving, for God' s sake, so you're not going to get any pity
fromne."

"Confort and pity is what an elderly parent expects froma good
daughter. |If you caught nme calling you elderly or treating you with
pity, you'd kick ny ass halfway to China."

"The chance to kick a daughter's ass now and then is one of the

pl easures of a nother's later life, Teejay. Damm, where did that tree
come from anyway? |'ve been skydiving for thirty years, and |'ve never
| anded in a tree before, and | swear it wasn't there when | | ooked down
on the final approach to pick ny drop spot."

Though a certain anount of the Lockland famly's unshakabl e optim sm and
spirited approach to life came from Tessa's late father, Bernard, a

| arge nmeasure of it-with a full neasure of indomtability as well-fl owed
from Marion's gene pool

Tessa said, "Tonight, just after | got here, | went down to the beach
where they found her."

"This nust be awful for you, Teejay.
"I can handle it."

When Jani ce died, Tessa had been traveling in rural regions of

Af ghani stan, researching the effects of genocidal war on the Afghan
peopl e and culture, intending to script a docunentary on that subject.
Her nother had been unable to get word of Janice's death to Tessa unti
two weeks after the body washed upon the shore of Monlight Cove. Five
days ago, on Cctober 8, she had flown out of Afghanistan with a sense of
having failed her sister somehow. Her load of guilt was at |east as
heavy as her nother's, but what she said was true She could handle it.

"You were right, Mom The official version stinks."
"What' ve you | earned?"

"Nothing yet. But | stood right there on the sand, where she was
supposed to have taken the Valium where she set out on her last swim
where they found her two days later, and | knew their whole story was
garbage. | feel it in my guts, Mom And one way or another, |'m going
to find out what really happened."”

"You've got to be careful, dear."

“Iowill."

"If Janice was . . . nmurdered "I'Il be okay."
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"And if, as we suspect, the police up there can't be trusted . . . Mm
I"'mfive feet four, blond, blue-eyed, perky, and about as

danger ous-1 ooking as a Disney chiprmunk. Al ny life |I've had to work
against ny |looks to be taken seriously. Wnen all want to nother ne or
be nmy big sister, and nmen either want to be ny father or get me in the
sack, but dammed few can see inmediately through the exterior and

realize I've got a brain that is, | strongly believe, bigger than that
of a gnat; usually they have to know ne a while. So I'll just use ny
appearance instead of struggling against it. No one here will see ne as
a threat.”

"You'll stay in touch?"

"Of course.”

"If you feel you're in danger, just |eave, get out."

"I''"ll be all right."

"Pronise you won't stay if it's dangerous," Marion persisted.

"l prom se. But you have to prom se ne that you won't jump out of any
more airplanes for a while."

"I'mtoo old for that, dear. |1'melderly now. Ancient. I'mgoing to
have to pursue interests suitable to nmy age. |'ve always wanted to
learn to water-ski, for instance, and that documentary you did on
dirt-bike racing nade those little notorcycles |look |like so much fun."

"I love you to pieces, Mm"
"I love you, Teejay. Mre than life itself."
"I''"l'l make them pay for Janice."

"If there's anyone who deserves to pay. Just renenber, Teejay, that our
Janice is gone, but you're still here, and your first allegiance shoul d
never be to the dead."

George Val doski sat at the form ca-topped kitchen table. Though his

wor k- scarred hands were clasped tightly around a gl ass of whi skey, he
could not prevent themfromtrenbling; the surface of the anber bourbon
shivered constantly.

When Loman Watkins entered and cl osed the door behind him George didn't
even | ook up. Eddie had been his only child.

George was tall, solid in the chest and shoul ders. Thanks to deeply and
closely set eyes, a thin-lipped nouth, and sharp features, he had a
hard, mean | ook in spite of his general handsoneness. His forbidding
appearance was deceptive, however, for he was a sensitive nan,

sof t - spoken and ki nd.

"How you doi ng'?" Loman asked.

George bit his lower lip and nodded as if to say that he woul d get
through this nightmare, but he did not neet Loman's eyes.

"Il Took in on Nella," Loman said.
This time George didn't even nod.

As Loman crossed the too-bright kitchen, his hard-sol ed shoes squeaked
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on the linoleumfloor. He paused at the doorway to the snmall dining
room and | ooked back at his friend.

"We'll find the bastard, George. | swear we will."

At | ast George | ooked up fromthe whiskey. Tears shimrered in his eyes,
but he would not let themflow. He was a proud, hardheaded Pol e,
determned to be strong. He said, "Eddie was playin' in the backyard
toward dusk, just right out there in the backyard, where you could see
himif you | ooked out any wi ndow, right in his owm yard. Wen Nelia
called himfor supper just after dark, when he didn't cone or answer, we
t hought he'd gone to one of the neighbors' to play with sone other kids,
wi t hout asking like he should ve." He had related all of this before,
nore than once, but he seenmed to need to go over it again and again, as
if repetition would wear down the ugly reality and thereby change it as
surely as ten thousand playings of a tape cassette would eventually
scrape away the nusic and | eave a hiss of white noise.

"We started looking' for him couldn't find him wasn't scared at first;
in fact we were a little angry with him but then we got worried and
then scared, and | was just about to call you for help when we found him
there in the ditch, sweet Jesus, all torn up in the ditch

He took a deep breath and another, and the pent-up tears glistened
brightly in his eyes.

"What kind of nonster would do that to a child, take himaway sonewhere
and do that, and then be cruel enough to bring himback here and drop
hi mwhere we'd find hin? Had to've been that way, 'cause we'd have
heard . . . heard the screaning if the bastard had done all that to
Eddi e right here somewheres. Had to've taken himaway, done all that,
then brought himback so we'd find him Wat kind of nman, Lonan? For
God' s sake, what kind of man?"

"Psychotic," Loman said, as he had said before, and that nmuch was true.
The regressives were psychotic. Shaddack had coined a termfor their
condi ti on met anorphic-rel ated psychosi s.

"Probably on drugs," he added, and he was |ying now Drugs-at |east the
conventional illegal pharnmacopoei a-had nothing to do with Eddi e's death.
Loman was still surprised at how easy it was for himto lie to a cl ose
friend, something that he had once been unable to do. The immorality of
lying was a concept nore suited to the Od People and their turbulently
enotional world. A d-fashioned concepts of what was inmoral m ght
ultimately have no nmeaning to the New People, for if they changed as
Shaddack believed they woul d, efficiency and expedi ency and maxi num
performance woul d be the only noral absol utes.

"The country's rotten with drug freaks these days. Burnt-out brains. No
nmoral s, no goals but cheap thrills. They're our inheritance fromthe
recent Age of Do Your Omn Thing. This guy was a drug-disoriented freak,
George, and | swear we'll get him"

George | ooked down at his whiskey again. He drank sone.

Then to hinmself nmore than to Loman, he said, "Eddie was playin' in the
backyard toward dusk, just right out there in the backyard, where you

could see himif you | ooked out any wi ndow......... His voice trailed
awnay.

- 69 Reluctantly Loman went upstairs to the nmaster bedroomto see how
Nel | a was copi ng.

file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Midnight.txt (45 of 317) [2/9/2004 10:03:06 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Midnight.txt

She was lying on the bed, propped up a bit with pillows, and Dr. Jim
Wrthy was sitting in a chair that he had noved to her side, He was the
youngest of Moonlight Cove's three doctors, thirty-eight, an earnest man
with a neatly trimed mustache, wire-rimred gl asses, and a proclivity
for bow ties.

The physician's bag was on the floor at his feet. A stethoscope hung
around his neck. He was filling an unusually |arge syringe froma
si x-ounce bottle of golden fluid.

Worthy turned to | ook at Loman, and their eyes net, and they did not
need to say anything.

Ei t her having heard Loman's soft footsteps or having sensed him by some
subtl er means, Nella Val doski opened her eyes, which were red and

swol len fromcrying. She was still a lovely woman with fl axen hair and
features that seened too delicate to be the work of nature, nore |ike
the finely honed art of a master sculptor. Her mouth softened and
trenbl ed when she spoke his name "Ch, Loman."

He went around the bed, to the side opposite Dr. Wrthy, and took hold
of the hand that Nella held out to him It was clanmy, cold, and
trenbling.

"I"'mgiving her a tranquilizer," Wrthy said.
"She needs to relax, even sleep if she can."
"I don't want to sleep,” Nella said.

"I can't sleep. Not after . . . not after this . . . not ever
again after this."

"Easy," Loman said, gently rubbing her hand. He sat on the edge of the
bed.

"Just let Dr. Worthy take care of you. This is for the best, Nella."

For half his life, Loman had | oved this wonman, his best friend' s wfe,

t hough he had never acted upon his feelings. He had always told hinself
that it was a strictly platonic attraction. Looking at her now,
however, he knew passion had been a part of it.

The disturbing thing was . . . well, though he knew what he had felt
for her all these years, though he renenbered it, he could not feel it
any longer. Hi s love, his passion, his pleasant yet nelancholy | onging
had faded as had nost of his other enotional responses; he was stil
aware of his previous feelings for her, but they were |ike another
aspect of himthat had split off and drifted away |ike a ghost departing
a corpse

Worthy set the filled syringe on the nightstand. He unbuttoned and
pushed up the | oose sleeve on Nelia's blouse, then tied a | ength of
rubber tubing around her arm tight enough to nake a vein nore evident.

As the physician swabbed Nella's armwi th an al cohol - soaked cottonbal |
she said, "Loman, what are we going to do?"

"Bverything will be fine," he said, stroking her hand.

"No. How can you say that? Eddie's dead. He was so sweet, so snal
and sweet, and now he's gone. Nothing will be fine again.”
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"Very soon you'll feel better," Loman assured her.
"Before you know it the hurt will be gone. It won't matter as much as
it does now. | promse it won't."

She blinked and stared at himas if he were tal ki ng nonsense, but then
she did not know what was about to happen to her. Worthy slipped the
needl e into her arm

She twit ched.
The golden fluid flowed out of the syringe, into her bl oodstream

She cl osed her eyes and began to cry softly again, not at the pain of
the needl e but at the | oss of her son

Maybe it is better not to care so nuch, not to |l ove so nuch, Loman
t hought .

The syringe was enpty.

Wirthy withdrew the needl e from her vein.
Again Loman met the doctor's gaze

Nel I a shudder ed.

The Change would require two nore injections, and sonmeone woul d have to
stay with Nella for the next four or five hours, not only to adm nister
the drugs but to nake sure that she did not hurt herself during the
conversion. Beconing a New Person was not a painl ess process.

Nel I a shuddered agai n.

Wrthy tilted his head, and the | anplight struck his wirerimed gl asses
at a new angle, transformng the lenses into mrrors that for a nonent
hid his eyes, giving himan uncharacteristically nenaci ng appearance.

Shudders, nore violent and protracted this tinme, swept through Nella.

From t he doorway Ceorge Vai doski said, "Wat's going on here?

- 71 Loman had been so focused on Nella that he had not heard George
comng. He got up at once and let go of Nella's hand. "The doctor

t hought she needed-" ,What's that horse needle for?" George said,
referring to the huge syringe. The needle itself was no | arger than an
ordi nary hypoderm c

"Tranquilizer," Dr. Wrthy said.
"She needs to-Tranquilizer?" CGeorge interrupted.
"Looks |ike you gave her enough to knock down a bull."

Loman said, "Now, George, the doctor knows what he's-" On the bed Nella
fell under the thrall of the injection. Her body suddenly stiffened,
her hands curled into tight fists, her teeth clenched, and her jaw
muscl es bulged. |In her throat and tenples, the arteries swelled and
throbbed visibly as her heartbeat drastically accel erated. Her eyes

gl azed over, and she passed into the peculiar twilight that was the
Change, neither consci ous nor unconsci ous.

"What's wong with her?" George denanded.

file://IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Midnight.txt (47 of 317) [2/9/2004 10:03:06 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Midnight.txt

Bet ween cl enched teeth, |ips peeled back in a grinmace of pain, Nella |et
out a strange, |ow groan. She arched her back until only her shoul ders
and heels were in contact with the bed. She appeared to be full of
violent energy, as if she were a boiler straining with excess steam
pressure, and for a noment she seemed about to explode. Then she
col | apsed back onto the mattress, shuddered nore violently than ever,
and broke out in a copious sweat.

George | ooked at Worthy, at Loman. He clearly realized that sonething
was very wong, though he could not begin to understand the nature of
t hat wrongness.

"Stop." Loman drew his revol ver as George stepped backward toward the
second-fl oor hall.

"Come all the way in here, George, and lie down on the bed beside
Nella."

In the doorway George Val doski froze, staring in disbelief and di smay at
the revol ver.

"I'f you try to leave," Loman said, "I'll have to shoot you, and | don't
really want to do that."

"You wouldn't,"’
protect him

George said, counting on decades of friendship to

"Yes, | would," Loman said coldly.

"I'"d kill youif | had to, and we'd cover it with a story you woul dn't
like. W'd say that we caught you in a contradiction, that we found
sone evi dence that you were the one who killed Eddie, killed your own
boy, sone tw sted sex thing, and that when we confronted you with the
proof, you grabbed ny revol ver out of ny holster. There was a struggle.
You were shot. Case closed."

Conmi ng from someone who was supposed to be a close and treasured friend,
Loman's threat was so nonstrous that at first CGeorge was speechl ess.
Then, as he stepped back into the room he said, "You' d | et everyone
think . . . think I did those terrible things to Eddie? Wiwy? Wat're
you doi ng, Loman? What the hell are you doing? Wwo . . . who are you
protecting?"

"Lie down on the bed," Loman said.
Dr. Wrthy was preparing anot her syringe for Ceorge.

On the bed Nella was shivering ceaselessly, twitching, withing. Sweat
trickled down her face; her hair was danp and tangled. Her eyes were
open, but she seened unaware that others were in the room Maybe she
was not even consci ous of her whereabouts. She was seeing a place
beyond this roomor |ooking within herself; Loman didn't know which and
coul d rermenmber not hing of his own conversion except that the pain had
been excruci ati ng.

Rel uctantly approachi ng the bed, George Val doski said, "Wat's
happeni ng, Lonan? Christ, what is this? Wat's wong?

"Bverything' Il be fine," Loman assured him
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"It's for the best, George. |It's really for the best."

"What's for the best? Wat in God' s nane-Lie down, GCeorge
Everything' Il be fine."

"What's happening to Nella?"
"Lie down, Ceorge. It's for the best," Loman said.

"It's for the best,” Dr. Wrthy agreed as he finished filling the
syringe froma new bottle of the golden fl uid.

"It's really for the best," Lonman said.

"Trust me." Wth the revolver he waved George toward the bed and snil ed
reassuringly.

Harry Tal bot's house was Bauhaus-inspired redwood, with a wealth of

big windows. It was three blocks south of the heart of Mbonlight Cove,
on the east side of Conquistador Avenue, a street named for the fact
that Spani sh conquerors had bi vouacked in that area centuries earlier,
when acconpanying the Catholic clergy along the California coast to
establish mssions. On rare occasions Harry dreamed of being one of
those ancient soldiers, marching northward i nto unexplored territory,
and it was always a nice dream because, in that adventure fantasy, he
was never wheel chair-bound.

Most of Moonlight Cove was built on wooded hillsides facing the sea, and
Harry's |l ot sloped down to Conqui stador, providing a perfect perch for a
man whose main activity in life was spying on his fellow townsnen. From
his third-fl oor bedroomat the northwest corner of the house, he could
see at | east portions of all the streets between Conqui stador and the
cove-Juni per Lane, Serra Street, Roshnore Way, and Cypress Lane-as wel |l
as the intersecting streets which ran east-west. To the north, he could
gli npse pieces of Ocean Avenue and even beyond. O course the breadth
and depth of his field of vision would have been drastically limted if
hi s house hadn't been one story higher than nbst of those around it and
if he hadn't been equipped with a 60nmf/8 refractor tel escope and a
good pair of binoculars.

At 930 Monday night, Cctober 13, Harry was in his custommuade stool,

bet ween the enormous west and north w ndows, bent to the eyepi ece of the
tel escope. The high stool had arns and a backrest |ike a chair, four

wi de-spread sturdy | egs for maxi num bal ance, and a wei ghted base to
prevent it fromtipping over easily when he was |levering hinself into it
fromthe wheelchair. It also had a harness, sonething |ike that in an
autonobile, allowing himto lean forward to the tel escope w thout
slipping off the stool and falling to the floor.

Because he had no use whatsoever of his left leg and | eft arm because
his right leg was too weak to support him because he could rely only on
his right armwhich, thank God, the Viet Cong had spared-even
transferring fromthe battery-powered wheelchair to a custom nade stoo
was a torturous undertaking. But the effort was worthwhil e because
every year Harry Tal bot lived nore through his binoculars and tel escope
than he had the year before. Perched on his special stool, he sonetines
al most forgot his handicaps, for in his own way he was participating in
life.

Hs favorite novie was Rear Wndow with Jinmy Stewart. He had watched
it probably a hundred tines.

At the nonment the tel escope was focused on the back of Callan's Funera
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Hone, the only nortuary in Monlight Cove, on the cast side of Juniper
Lane, which ran parallel to Conqui stador but was one block closer to the
sea. He was able to see the place by focusing between two houses on the
opposite side of his own street, past the thick trunk of a Big Cone

pi ne, and across the service alley that ran between Juni per and
Conqui st ador. The funeral hone backed up to that alley, and Harry had a
view that included a corner of the garage in which the hearse was
parked, the rear entrance to the house itself, and the entrance to the
new wi ng in which the corpses were enbal med and prepared for view ng, or
cremat ed.

During the past two nonths he had seen sone strange things at Callan's.
Toni ght, however, no unusual activity enlivened Harry's patient watch
over the place.

"Moose?"

The dog rose fromhis resting place in the corner and padded across the
unlighted bedroomto Harry's side. He was a fullgrown black Labrador,
virtually invisible in the darkness. He nuzzled Harry's leg the right
one, in which Harry still had sone feeling.

Reachi ng down, Harry petted Mose.
"Get nme a beer, old fella.

Mbose was a service dog raised and trai ned by Cani ne Conpani ons for

I ndependence, and he was al ways happy to be needed. He hurried to the
smal|l refrigerator in the corner, which - 75 was desi gned for
under-the-counter use in restaurants and could be opened with a foot
pedal .

"None there," Harry said.
"I forgot to bring a six-pack up fromthe kitchen this afternoon

" The dog had al ready di scovered that the bedroom fridge contai ned no
Coors. He padded into the hallway, his claws clicking softly on the
pol i shed wood floor. No room had carpets, for the wheelchair rolled
nmore efficiently on hard surfaces. 1In the hall the dog | eaped and hit
the elevator button with one paw, and i medi ately the purr and whi ne of
the lift machinery filled the house.

Harry returned his attention to the telescope and to the rear of
Callan's Funeral Honme. Fog drifted through town in waves, sone thick
and blinding, some wispy. But lights brightened the rear of the
mortuary, giving hima clear view, through the tel escope, he seened to
be standi ng between the twin brick pilasters flanking the driveway that
served the back of the property. |If the night had been fogless, he
woul d have been able to count the rivets in the nmetal door of the

enbal nmery-cremat ori um

Behi nd himthe el evator doors rolled open. He heard Mose enter the
lift. Then it started down to the first floor.

Bored with Callan's, Harry slowy sw veled the scope to the left, noving
the field of vision southward to the |arge vacant | ot adjacent to the
funeral honme. Adjusting the focus, he | ooked across that enpty property
and across the street to the Gosdal e house on the west side of Juniper,
drawing in on the dining roomw ndow.

Wth his good hand, he unscrewed the eyepiece and put it on a high netal
tabl e beside his stool, quickly and deftly replacing it with one of
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several other eyepieces, thus allowing a clearer focus on the Gosdal es.
Because the fog was at that nonment in a thinning phase, he could see
into the Gosdal e dining roomal nost as well as if he had been crouched
on their porch with his face to the window. Hernan and Loui se Gosdal e
were playing pinochle with their neighbors, Dan and Vera Kai ser, as they
did every Monday night and on sone Fridays.

The el evator reached the ground floor; the notor stopped whining, and
silence returned to the house. Mose was now two floors bel ow, hurrying
along the hallway to the kitchen

On an unusual ly cl ear night, when Dan Kaiser was sitting with his back
to the window and at the correct angle, Harry occasionally could see the
man' s pinochle hand. A few tines he had been tenpted to call Herman
Cosdal e and describe his adversary's cards to him with some advice on
how to play out the trick.

But he dared not |et people know he spent much of his day in his

bedr oom dar kened at night to avoid being silhouetted at the

wi ndow-vi cariously participating in their lives. They would not
understand. Those whole of |inb were uneasy about a handi capped person
fromthe start, for they found it too easy to believe that the crippling
twist of legs and arns extended to the mind. They would think he was
nosy; worse, they mght mark himas a Peeping Tom a degenerate voyeur

That was not the case. Harry Tal bot had set down strict rules governing
his use of the tel escope and binocul ars, and he faithfully abided by
them For one thing, he would never try to get a glinpse of a worman
undr essed.

Anelia Scarlatti lived across the street fromhimand three doors north,
and he once discovered, by accident, that she spent some evenings in her
bedroom listening to nusic or reading in the nude. She turned on only a
smal | bedsi de | anp, and gauzy sheers hung between the drapes, and she

al ways stayed away fromthe wi ndows, so she saw no need to draw the
drapes on every occasion. In fact she could not be seen by anyone | ess
prepared to see her than Harry was. Anelia was lovely. Even through
the sheers and in the dimlanplight, her exquisite body had been
revealed to Harry in detail. Astonished by her nakedness, riveted by
surprise and by the sensuous concavities and convexities of her

full -breasted, |ong-legged body, he had stared for perhaps a m nute.
Then, as hot with enbarrassnent as with desire, he had turned the scope
fromher. Though Harry had not been with a worman in nore than twenty
years, he never invaded Anella's bedroom again. On many nornings he

| ooked at an angle into the side wi ndow of her tidy first-floor kitchen
and wat ched her at breakfast, studying her perfect face as she had her
juice and muffin or toast and eggs. She was beautiful beyond his
abilities of description, and fromwhat he knew of her life, she seened
to be a nice person, as well. In a way he supposed he was in love with
her, as a boy could |l ove a teacher who was forever beyond his reach, but
he never used unrequited | ove as an excuse to caress her unclothed body
with his gaze.

Li kewi se, if he caught one of his neighbors in another kind - 77 of
enbarrassing situation, he | ooked away. He watched themfight with one
anot her, yes, and he watched them | augh together, eat, play cards, cheat
on their diets, wash dishes, and performthe countl ess other acts of
daily life, but not because he wanted to get any dirt on themor find
reason to feel superior to them He got no cheap thrill fromhis
observations of them Wat he wanted was to be a part of their |ives,
to reach out to themeven if one-sidedly-and nake of them an extended
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famly; he wanted to have reason to care about them and, through that
caring, to experience a fuller enotional life.

The el evator notor humed again. Mdose evidently had gone into the
kit chen, opened one of the four doors of the under-the-counter
refrigerator, and fetched a cold can of Coors. Now he was returning
with the brew

Harry Tal bot was a gregarious man, and on com ng honme fromthe war with
only one useful linb, he was advised to nove into a group honme for the
di sabl ed, where he m ght have a social life in a caring atnosphere. The
counsel ors warned himthat he would not be accepted if he tried to live
in the world of the whole and healthy; they said he woul d encounter
unconsci ous yet hurtful cruelty from nost people he nmet, especially the
cruelty of thoughtless exclusion, and would finally fall into the grip
of a deep and terrible loneliness. But Harry was as stubbornly

i ndependent as he was gregarious, and the prospect of living in a group
honme, with only the conpani onshi p of disabled people and caretakers,
seened worse than no conpanionship at all. Now he lived alone, but for
Mbose, with few visitors other than his once-a-week housekeeper, Ms.
Hunsbok (from whom he hid the tel escope and binoculars in a bedroom
closet). Mich of what the counsel ors warned hi m about was proved true
dai ly; however, they had not inagined Harry's ability to find solace and
a sufficient sense of famly through surreptitious but benign
observation of his neighbors.

The el evator reached the third floor. The door slid open, and Mose
padded into the bedroom straight to Harry's high stool

The tel escope was on a wheel ed platform and Harry pushed it aside. He
reached down and patted the dog's head. He took the cold can fromthe
Labrador's mouth. Moose had held it by the bottom for maxi mum
cleanliness. Harry put the can between his linp | egs, plucked a
penlight off the table on the other side of his stool, and directed the
beam on the can to be sure it was Coors and not Diet Coke.

Those were the two beverages that the dog had been taught to fetch, and
for the nost part the good pooch recognized the difference between the
words "beer" and "Coke," and was able to keep the command in mnd all
the way to the kitchen. On rare occasions he forgot along the way and
returned with the wong drink. Rarer still, he brought odd itens that
had nothing to do with the command he'd been given a slipper; a
newspaper; tw ce, an unopened bag of dog biscuits; once, a hardboiled
egg, carried so gently that the shell was not cracked between his teeth;
strangest of all, a toilet-bow brush fromthe housekeeper's supplies.
When he brought the wong item Mose al ways proved successful on second

try.

Long ago Harry had decided that the pooch often was not m staken but
only having fun with him His close association with Mose had
convi nced himthat dogs were gifted with a sense of hunor.

This time, neither m staken nor joking, Mwose had brought what he'd been
asked to bring. Harry grewthirstier at the sight of the can of Coors.

Switching off the penlight, he said, "Good boy. Good, good, gooood
dog. "

Moose whined happily. He sat at attention in the darkness at the foot
of the stool, waiting to be sent on another errand.

"Go, Mbose. Lie down. That's a good dog."
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Di sappoi nted, the Lab noseyed into the corner and curled up on the
floor, while his roaster popped the tab on the beer and took a | ong
swal | ow.

Harry set the Coors aside and pulled the telescope in front of him He
returned to his scrutiny of the night, the nei ghborhood, and his
extended famly.

The Gosdal es and Kai sers were still playing cards.
Not hi ng but eddyi ng fog noved at Callan's Funeral Hone.

One bl ock south on Conqui stador, at the nmonment illum nated by the

wal kway | anps at the Stenback house, Ray Chang, the owner of the town's
only television and el ectronics store, was comng this way. He was
wal ki ng his dog, Jack, a golden retriever. They noved at a |eisurely
pace, as Jack sniffed each tree ' 79 al ong the sidewal k, searching for
just the right one on which to relieve hinself.

The tranquillity and famliarity of those scenes pleased Harry, but the
mood was shattered abruptly when he shifted his attention through his
north window to the Sinpson place. Ella and Denver Sinpson lived in a
cream col ored, tile-roofed Spanish house on the other side of
Conqui st ador and two bl ocks north, just beyond the old Catholic cenetery
and one block this side of Ocean Avenue. Because nothing in the
graveyar d-except part of one tree-obstructed Harry's view of the

Si npsons' property, he was able to get an angled but tight focus on al
the wi ndows on two sides of the house. He drewin on the |ighted
kitchen. Just as the inage in the eyepiece resolved froma blur to a
sharp-lined picture, he saw Ella Si npson struggling with her husband,
who was pressing her against the refrigerator; she was twisting in his
grasp, clawing at his face, screaning.

A shiver sputtered the length of Harry's shrapnel -damged spi ne.

He knew at once that what was happening at the Sinpsons' house was
connected with other disturbing things he had seen lately. Denver was
Moonl i ght Cove's postnaster, and Ella operated a successful beauty
parlor. They were in their mdthirties, one of the few |ocal black
couples, and as far as Harry knew, they were happily married. Their
physical conflict was so out of character that it had to be related to
the recent inexplicable and om nous events that Harry had wi tnessed.

Ell a wenched free of Denver. She took only one twi sting step away from
hi m before he swung a fist at her. The bl ow caught her on the side of
the neck. She went down. Hard.

In the corner of Harry's bedroom Mdose detected the new tension in his
master. The dog d his head and chuted once, twice.

Bent forward on his stool, riveted to the eyepiece, Harry saw two nen
step forward froma part of the Sinpson kitchen that was out of |ine
with the window. Though they were not in uniform he recognized them as
Moonl i ght Cove police officers Paul Hawt horne and Reese Dorn. Their
presence confirned Harry's intuitive sense that this incident was part
of the bizarre pattern of violence and conspiracy of which he had becone
increasingly aware during the past several weeks. Not for the first
time, he wished to God he could figure out what was going on in his once
serene little town. Hawt horne and Dorn plucked Ella off the fl oor and
held her firmy between them She appeared to be only half conscious,
dazed by the punch her husband had thrown.
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Denver was speaking to Hawt horne, Dorn, or his wife. |Inpossible to tel
which. H's face was contorted with rage of such intensity that Harry
was chilled by it.

A third man stepped into sight, noving straight to the windows to close
the Levolor blinds. A thicker vein of fog flowed eastward fromthe sea,
clouding the view, but Harry recognized this man too Dr. lan
Fitzgerald, the ol dest of Monlight Cove's three physicians. He had

mai ntained a famly practice in town for alnost thirty years and had

| ong been known affectionately as Doc Fitz. He was Harry's own doctor,
an unfailingly warm and concerned nman, but at the nonent he | ooked

col der than an ice berg. As the slats of the Levolor blind cane
together, Harry stared into Doc Fitzs face and saw a hardness of
features and a fierceness in the eyes that weren't characteristic of the
man; thanks to the tel escope, Harry seenmed to be only a foot fromthe
ol d physician, and what he saw was a familiar face but, sinultaneously,
that of a total stranger.

Unabl e to peer into the kitchen any |onger, he pulled back for a wi der
vi ew of the house. He was pressing too hard agai nst the eyepi ece; dul
pai n radi ated outward fromthe socket, across his face. He cursed the
curdling fog but tried to rel ax.

Moose whi ned inquisitively.

After a mnute, a light cane on in the roomat the southeast corner of
the second fl oor of the Sinpson house. Harry i mediately zooned in on a
wi ndow. The master bedroom |In spite of the occluding fog, e saw

Hawt horne and Dorn bring Ella in fromthe upstairs hall. They threw her
onto the quilted blue spread on the queen-size bed.

Denver and Doc Fitz entered the room behind them The doctor put his

bl ack | eather bag on a nightstand. Denver drew the drapes at the front
wi ndow t hat | ooked out on Conqui stador Avenue, then canme to the

graveyar d-si de wi ndow on which Harry was focused. For a nonment Denver
stared out into the night, and Harry had the eerie feeling that the man
saw him though they were two bl ocks away, as if Denver had the vision
of Superman, a built-in biological telescope of his own. The sane - 81
sensation had gripped Harry on other occasions, when he was "eye-to-eye"
with people this way, |ong before odd things had begun to happen in
Moonl i ght Cove, so he knew that Denver was not actually aware of him He
was spooked nonet hel ess. Then the postnaster pulled those curtains
shut, as well, though not as tightly as he should have done, |eaving a
two-i nch gap between the panels.

Trenbling now, danp with cold perspiration, Harry worked with a series
of eyepi eces, adjusting the power on the scope and trying to sharpen the
focus, until he had pulled in so close to the window that the |ens was
filled by the narrow sl ot between the drapes. He seened to be not
merely at the wi ndow but beyond it, standing in that master bedroom

behi nd the drapes.

The denser scarves of fog slipped eastward, and a thinner veil floated
in fromthe sea, further inproving Harry's view. Hawt horne and Dorn
were holding Ella Sinpson on the bed. She was thrashing, but they had
her by the I egs and arns, and she was no match for them

Denver held his wife's face by the chin and stuffed a wadded
handker chi ef or piece of white clothing into her nouth, gagging her.

Harry had a brief glinpse of the woman's face as she struggled with her
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assailants. Her eyes were wide with terror
"Ch, shit."
Mbose got up and came to him

In the Sinpsons' house, Ella's valiant struggle had caused her skirt to
ride up. Her pale yellow panties were exposed. Buttons had popped open
on her green blouse. In spite of that, the scene conveyed no feeling
that rape was inminent, not even a hint of sexual tension. Watever they
were doing to her was perhaps even nore nenacing and cruel -and certainly
stranger-than rape.

Doc Fitz stepped to the foot of the bed, blocking Harry's view of Ella
and her oppressors. The physician held a bottle of anber fluid, from
which he was filling a hypoderm c syringe.

The were giving Ella an injection.
But of what?

And why?

After talking with her nother in San D ego, Tessa Lockland sat on her
nmot el bed and watched a nature docunentary on PBS. Al oud, she critiqued
the canera work, the conposition of shots, lighting, editing techniques,
scripted narration, and other aspects of the production, until she
abruptly realized she sounded foolish talking to herself. Then she
nmocked herself by imtating various television novie critics, comenting
on the docunentary in each of their styles, which turned out to be dul
because nobst TV critics were ponpous in one way or another, with the
exception of Roger Ebert. Nevertheless, although having fun, Tessa was
tal king to herself, which was too eccentric even for a nonconform st who
had reached the age of thirty-three without ever having to take a
nine-to-five job. Visiting the scene of her sister's "suicide" had made
her edgy. She was seeking comic relief fromthat grimpilgrinmge. But
at certain tinmes, in certain places, even the irrepressible Lockl and
buoyancy was i nappropri ate.

She clicked off the television and retrieved the enpty plastic ice
bucket fromthe bureau. Leaving the door to her roomajar, taking only
sone coins, she headed toward the south end of the second floor to the
i ce-maker and soda-vendi ng machi ne.

Tessa had al ways prided herself on avoiding the nine-to-five grind.
Absurdly proud, actually, considering that she often put in twelve and
fourteen hours a day instead of eight, and was a tougher boss than any
she coul d have worked for in a routine job. Her incone was nothing to
preen about, either. She had enjoyed a few flush years, when she could
not have stopped nmaking noney if she'd tried, but they were far

out nunbered by the years in which she had earned little nore than a
subsi stence living. Averaging her incone for the twelve years since she
had - 83 finished filmschool, she'd recently cal culated that her annua
earni ngs were around twenty-one thousand, though that figure would be
drastically readjusted downward if she did not have another boom year
soon.

Though she was not rich, though free-lance docunentary fil nmaking

of fered no security to speak of, she felt like a success, and not just
because her work generally had been well received by the critics and not
only because she was bl essed with the Lockl and di sposition toward
optinmism She felt successful because she had al ways been resistant to
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authority and had found, in her work, a way to be the master of her own
desti ny.

At the end of the long corridor, she pushed through a heavy fire door
and stepped onto a | anding, where the ice-naker and soda cooler stood to
the left of the head of the stairs. WI| stocked with cola, root beer,
Orange Crush, and 7-Up, the tall vending nachi ne was humm ng softly, but
the ice-nmaker was broken and enpty. She would have to fill up her
bucket at the machine on the ground floor. She descended the stairs,

her footsteps echoing off the concrete-block walls. The sound was so
hol I ow and col d that she might have been in a vast pyranid or sone other
anci ent structure, alone but for the compani onship of unseen spirits.

At the foot of the stairs, she found no soda or ice machines, but a sign
on the wall indicated that the ground-floor refreshnent center was at
the north end of the notel. By the time she got her ice and Coke, she
woul d have wal ked of f enough calories to deserve a regul ar, sugar-packed
cola instead of a diet drink.

As she reached for the handle of the fire door that led to the
ground-floor corridor, she thought she heard the upper door open at the
head of the stairs. |If so, it was the first indication she'd had, since
checking in, that she was not the only guest in the notel. The place
had an abandoned air.

She went through the fire door and found that the | ower corridor was
carpeted in the same hideous orange nylon as was the upper hall. The
decorator had a clown's taste for bright colors. 1t nade her squint.

She woul d have preferred to be a nore successful filmrmaker, if only
because she coul d have afforded | odgings that did not assault the
senses. O course, this was the only notel in Monlight Cove, so even
weal th coul d not have saved her fromthat eye-blistering orange gl are.
By the time she wal ked to the end of the hall, pushed through anot her
fire door, and stepped into the bottomof the north stairwell, the sight
of gray concrete block walls and concrete steps was positively restfu
and appeal i ng.

There, the ice-maker was working. She slid open the top of the chest
and di pped the plastic bucket into the deep bin, filling it with

hal f-nobon pi eces of ice. She set the full bucket atop the machine. As
she cl osed the chest, she heard the door at the head of the stairs open
with a faint but protracted squeak of hinges.

She stepped to the soda vendor to get her Coke, expecting someone to
descend fromthe second floor. Only as she dropped a third quarter into
the slot did she realize sonething was sneaky about the way the overhead
door opened the long, slowsqueak . . . as if soneone knew t he hinges
were unoil ed, and was trying to ninimze the noise.

Wth one finger poised over the D et Coke sel ection button, Tessa
hesitated, |istening.

Not hi ng.
Cool concrete silence.

She felt exactly as she had felt on the beach earlier in the evening,
when she had heard that strange and distant cry. Now, as then, her
flesh prickl ed.

She had the crazy notion that soneone was on the | andi ng above, hol ding
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the fire door open now that he had cone through it. He was waiting for
her to push the button, so the squeak of the upper door's hinges would
be covered by the clatter-thunp of the can rolling into the dispensing
trough.

Many nodern women, conscious of the need to be tough in a tough world,
woul d have been embarrassed by such apprehensi on and woul d have shrugged
off the intuitive chill. But Tessa knew herself well. She was not
given to hysteria or paranoia, so she did not wonder for a nmonent if
Janice's death had left her overly sensitive, did not doubt her menta

i mage of a hostile presence at the upper |anding, out of sight around
the turn.

Three doors led fromthe bottom of that concrete shaft. The first was
in the south wall, through which she had cone and through which she
could return to the ground-fl oor corridor. The second was in the west
wal | , which opened to the back of the notel, where a narrow wal k or
service passage evidently lay - 85 between the building and the edge of
the sea-facing bluff, and the third was in the east wall, through which
she probably could reach the parking lot in front of the notel. Instead
of pushing the vendor button to get her Coke, |eaving her full ice
bucket as well, she stepped quickly and quietly to the south door and
pulled it open.

She gl inpsed novenent at the distant end of the ground-floor hall.
Soneone ducked back through that other fire door into the south
stairwell. She didn't see much of him only his shadow form for he
had not been on the orange carpet in the corridor itself but at the far
threshol d, and therefore able to slip out of sight in a second. The
door eased shut in his wake.

At | east two nen-she presunmed they were nen, not wonmen were stalking
her .

overhead, in her own stairwell, the unoiled hinges of that door produced
a barely audible, protracted rasp and squeal. The other nman evidently
had tired of waiting for her to make a covering noi se.

She could not go into the hallway. They'd trap her between them

Though she could screamin the hope of calling forth other guests and
frightening these men away, she hesitated because she was afraid the
mot el mght be as deserted as it seenmed. Her screammight elicit no
hel p, while letting the stal kers know that she was aware of them and
that they no | onger had to be cautious.

Soneone was stealthily descending the stairs above her

Tessa turned away fromthe corridor, stepped to the east door, and ran
out into the foggy night, along the side of the building, into the
parking | ot beyond which |ay Cypress Lane. Gasping, she sprinted past
the front of Cove Lodge to the notel office, which was adjacent to the
now cl osed coffee shop

The office was open, the doorstep was bathed in a mst-diffused gl ow of
pi nk and yel |l ow neon, and the man behind the counter was the sanme one
who had registered her hours ago. He was tall and slightly plunp, in
his fifties, clean-shaven and neatly barbered if a little runpled

| ooking in brown corduroy slacks and a green and red flannel shirt. He
put down a rmagazi ne, |owered the volunme of the country nmusic on the
radi o, got up fromhis spring-backed desk chair, and stood at the
counter, frowning at her while she told him a bit too breathlessly,
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what had happened.
"Well, this isn't the big city, ma'am" he said when she had fi ni shed.

"It's a peaceful place, Monlight Cove. You don't have to worry about
that sort of thing here."

"But it happened," she insisted, nervously glancing out at the
neon-pai nted m st that drifted through the darkness beyond the office
door and wi ndow.

"Ch, |'msure you saw and heard soneone, but you put the wong spin on
it. We do have a couple other guests. That's who you saw and heard,
and they were probably just getting a Coke or sone ice, |ike you.

" He had a warm grandfatherly demeanor when he smled. "This place can

seema little spooky when there aren't many guests. "Listen, mster

"Quinn. Gordon Quinn."

"Listen, M. Qinn, it wasn't that way at all." She felt like a
skittish and foolish femal e, though she knew she was no such thing.

"I didn't mstake innocent guests for nuggers and rapists. |'mnot an
hysteri cal wonan. These guys were up to no dam good. Well . . . all
right. | think you're wong, but let's have a | ook." Quinn cane

through the gate in the counter, to her side of the office.
"Are you just going like that?" she asked.

"Li ke what ?"

" Unar ned?"

He smiled again. As before, she felt foolish

"Ma'am " he said, "in twenty-five years of notel managenent, | haven't
yet met a guest | couldn't handle.”

Though Quinn's snmug, patronizing tone angered Tessa, she did not argue
with himbut followed himout of the office and through the eddyi ng fog
to the far end of the building. He was big, and she was petite, so she
felt somewhat like a little kid being escorted back to her roomby a
father determined to show her that no nonster was hiding either under
the bed or in the closet.

He opened the netal door through which she had fled the north service
stairs, and they went inside. No one waited there.

The soda-vendi ng machi ne purred, and a faint clinking arose - 87 from
the ice-nmaker's | aboring mechanism Her plastic bucket still stood atop
the chest, filled with hal f-nmoon chi ps.

Qui nn crossed the small space to the door that led to the ground-fl oor
hall, pulled it open.

"Nobody there," he said, nodding toward the silent corridor. He opened
the door in the west wall, as well, and | ooked outside, left and right.
He notioned her to the threshold and insisted that she | ook too.

She saw a narrow, railing-flanked serviceway that paralleled the back of
the | odge, between the building and the edge of the bluff, illum nated
by a yellow sh night-light at each end. Deserted "You said you'd
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al ready put your noney in the vendor but hadn't got your soda?" Quinn
asked, as he let the door sw ng shut.

"That's right.
"What did you want ?"
"Well . . . Diet Coke.

" At the vendi ng machi ne, he pushed the correct button, and a can rolled
into the trough. He handed it to her, pointed at the plastic container
that she had brought from her room and said, "Don't forget your ice."

Carrying the ice bucket and Coke, a hot blush on her cheeks and cold
anger in her heart, Tessa followed himup the north stairs. No one
lurked there. The unoiled hinges of the upper door squeaked as they
went into the second-floor hallway, which was al so deserted.

The door to her roomwas ajar, which was how she left it. She was
hesitant to enter

"Let's check it out," Quinn said.
The snmall room closet, and adjoi ning bath were unt enant ed.
"Feel better?" he asked.

"l wasn't imagining things."

"I"'msure you weren't," he said, still patronizing her

As Quinn returned to the hallway, Tessa said, "They were there, and they
were real, but | guess they've gone now. Probably ran away when they
realized | was aware of themand that | went for help - "

"Well, all's well then," he said - "You're safe. |If they're gone,
that's al nmost as good as if they'd never existed in the first place.

Tessa required all of her restraint to avoid saying nore than, "Thank
you," then she closed the door. On the knob was a | ock button, which
she depressed. Above the knob was a dead-bolt |ock, which she engaged.
A brass security chain was al so provided; she used it.

She went to the wi ndow and examined it to satisfy herself that it
couldn't be opened easily by a woul d-be assailant. Half of it slid to
the left when she applied pressure to a latch and pulled, but it could
not be opened from outside unl ess soneone broke it and reached through
to di sengage the | ock. Besides, as she was on the second fl oor, an

i ntruder woul d need a | adder

For a while she sat in bed, listening to distant noises in the notel
Now every sound seemed strange and nenaci ng. She wondered what, if any,
connection her unsettling experience had with Janice's death nore than

t hree weeks ago.

After a couple of hours in the stormdrain under the sl oping neadow,
Chrissie Foster was troubled by claustrophobia. She had been | ocked in
the kitchen pantry a great deal |onger than she had been in the drain,
and the pantry had been smaller, yet the grave-black concrete cul vert
was by far the worse of the two. Maybe she began to feel caged and
snot hered because of the cunul ative effect of spending all day and nost
of the evening in cranped pl aces.

From t he superhi ghway far above, where the drai nage system began, the
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heavy roar of trucks echoed down through the tunnels, giving rise in her
mnd to i mages of grow ing dragons. She put her hands over her ears to
bl ock out the noise. Sonetines the trucks were wi dely spaced, but on
occasion they cane in trains of six or eight or a dozen, and the

conti nuous runbl e becane oppressive, nmaddeni ng.

O maybe her desire to get out of the culvert had sonmething - 89 to do
with the fact that she was underground. Lying in the dark, listening to
the trucks, searching the intervening silences for the return of her
parents and Tucker, Chrissie began to feel she was in a concrete coffin,
a victimof premature burial.

Readi ng al oud fromthe imagi nary book of her own adventures, she said,
"Little did young Chrissie know that the culvert was about to collapse

and fill with earth, squishing her as if she were a bug and trappi ng her
forever.”
She knew she should stay where she was. They mght still be prow ing

t he nmeadow and woods in search of her. She was safer in the cul vert
than out of it.

But she was cursed with a vivid i mgination. Al though she was no doubt
the only occupant of the lightless passageway in which she sprawl ed, she
envi si oned unwant ed conpany in countless grisly forns slithering snakes;
spi ders by the hundreds; cockroaches; rats; colonies of bl ood-drinking
bats. eventual she began to wonder if over the years a child m ght have
crawed into the tunnels to play and, getting |l ost in the branching

cul verts, might have died there, undiscovered. Hs soul, of course,
woul d have renni ned restless and earthbound, for his death had been
unjustly premature and there had been no proper burial service to free
his spirit. Now perhaps that ghost, sensing her presence, was ani mating
those hi deous skel etal renmins, dragging the deconposed and age-dried
corpse toward her, scraping off pieces of |leathery and half-petrified
flesh as it came. Chrissie was eleven years old and | evel headed for her
age, and she repeatedly told herself that there were no such things as
ghosts, but then she thought of her parents and Tucker, who seened to be
sonme kind of werewol ves, for CGod's sake, and when the big trucks passed
on the interstate, she was afraid to cover her ears with her hands for
fear that the dead child was using the cover of that noise to creep

cl oser, closer.

She had to get out.

Wien he left the dark garage where he had taken refuge fromthe pack of
drugged- out delinquents (which is what he had to believe they were; he
knew no other way to explain them, Sam Booker went straight to Qcean
Avenue and stopped in Knight's Bridge Tavern just |ong enough to buy a
si x- pack of Cuinness Stout to go.

Later, in his roomat Cove Lodge, he sat at the small table and drank
beer while he pored over the facts of the case. On Septenber 5, three
Nati onal Far mworkers Union organi zers Julio Bustamante, his sister Maria
Bust anante, and Maria's fiance, Ranbn Sanchez-were driving south from
the wi ne country, where they had been conducting discussions wth

vi neyard owners about the upcom ng harvest. They were in a
four-year-old, tan Chevy van. They stopped for dinner in Monlight
Cove. They'd eaten at the Perez Fami |y Restaurant and had drunk too
many margaritas (according to witnesses anong the waiters and custoners
at Perezs that night), and on their way back to the interstate, they'd
taken a dangerous curve too fast; their van had rolled and caught fire.
None of the three had survived.
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That story m ght have held up and the FBI mi ght never have been drawn
into the case, but for a few inconsistencies. For one thing, according
to the Moonlight Cove police department's official report, Julio

Bust anant e had been driving. But Julio had never driven a car in his
life; furthernmore, he was unlikely to do so after dark, for he suffered
froma formof night blindness. Furthernore, according to w tnesses
quoted in the police report, Julio and Maria and Ranon were al

i ntoxi cated, but no one who knew Julio or Ramon had ever seen them drunk
before; Maria was a lifelong teetotal er.

The Sanchez and Bustamante families, of San Francisco, also - 91 were
made suspici ous by the behavior of the Monlight Cove authorities. None
of themwere told of the three deaths until Septenber 10, five days
after the accident. Police chief Loman Watki ns had expl ai ned that
Julio's, Maria's, and Ranon's paper |Ds had been destroyed in the
intense fire and that their bodi es had been too conpletely burned to
allow swift identification by fingerprints. Wat of the van's license
pl ates? Curiously, Loman had not found any on the vehicle or torn | oose
and lying in the vicinity of the crash. Therefore, with three badly
mangl ed and burned bodies to deal with and no way to | ocate next of kin

on a tinmely basis, he had authorized the coroner, Dr. lan Fitzgerald,
to fill out death certificates and thereafter dispose of the bodies by
cremati on.

"W don't have the facilities of a big-city norgue, you understand,"
Wat ki ns had expl ai ned.

"W just can't keep cadavers long tenn, and we had no way of knowi ng g
how much time we'd need to identify these people. W thought they m ght
be itinerants or even illegals, in which case we night never be able to
ID them™

Neat, Sam thought grinmy, as he | eaned back in his chair and took a | ong
swal | ow of QGui nness.

Three peopl e had died violent deaths, been certified victinms of an
accident, and cremated before their relatives were notified, before any
other authorities could step in to verify, through the application of
nmodern forensic medicine, whether the death certificates and police
report in fact contai ned the whole story.

The Bust anmantes and Sanchezes were suspicious of foul play, but the

Nati onal Farmwrkers Union was convinced of it. On Septenber 12, the
uni on's president sought the intervention of the Federal Bureau of

I nvestigation on the grounds that antiunion forces were responsible for
the deat hs of Bustamante, Bustamante, and Sanchez. Cenerally, the crinme
of murder fell into the FBI's jurisdiction only if the suspected killer
had crossed state borders either to cormit the act, or during its

comm ssion, or to escape retribution subsequent to the act; or, as in
this case, if federal authorities had reason to believe that nurder had
been conmitted as a consequence of the willful violation of the victins'
civil rights.

On Septenber 26, after the absurd if standard del ays associated with
gover nnment bureaucracy and the federal judiciary, a teamof six FB
agents-including three men fromthe Scientific Investigation

Di vi sion-noved into picturesque Moonlight Cove for ten days. They
interviewed police officers, exam ned police and coroner files, took
statenents fromw tnesses who were at the Perez Family Restaurant on the
ni ght of Septenber 5, sifted through the weckage of the Chevy van at
the junkyard, and sought whatever neager clues mght remain at the
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accident site itself. Because Monlight Cove had no agricultura

i ndustry, they could find no one interested in the farmunion issue |et
al one angered by it, which left themshort of people notivated to kil
uni on organi zers.

Thr oughout their investigation, they received the full and cordia
cooperation of the |local police and coroner. Lonman Watkins and his nen
went so far as to volunteer to submit to lie-detector tests, which
subsequently were admi ni stered, and all of them passed w thout a hint of
deception. The coroner also took the tests and proved to be a man of
unf ail i ng honesty.

Nevert hel ess, sonething about it reeked.

The local officials were alnbst too eager to cooperate. And all six of
the FBI agents canme to feel that they were objects of scorn and derision
when their backs were turned-though they never saw any of the police so
much as raise an eyebrow or smirk or share a knowi ng | ook with anot her
local. Call it Bureau Instinct, which Sam knew was at | east as reliable
as that of any creature in the wld.

Then the other deat had to be consi dered.

Wil e investigating the Sanchez-Bustanante case, the agents had revi ewed
police and coroner records for the past couple of years to ascertain the
usual routine with which sudden deat hs acci dental and ot herw se-were
handl ed in Moonlight Cove, in order to determine if local authorities
had dealt with this recent case differently from previ ous ones, which
woul d be an indication of police complicity in a cover-up. Wat they

di scovered was puzzling and di sturbing-but not |ike anything they had
expected to find. Except for one spectacular car crash involving a
teenage boy in an extensively souped-up Dodge, Monlight Cove had been a
singularly safe place to live. During that tine, its residents were
untroubl ed by violent death-until August 28, eight days before the
deat hs of Sanchez and the Bustamantes, when an unusual series of
nortalities began to show up on the public records.

- 93 In the pre-dawn hours of August 28, the four nenbers of the Mayser
famly were the first victins Melinda, John, and their two children,
Carrie and Billy. They had perished in a house fire, which the
authorities later attributed to Billy playing with natches. The four
bodi es were so badly burned that identification could be nmade only from
dental records

Havi ng finished his first bottle of Guinness, Samreached for a second
but hesitated. He had work to do yet tonight. Sometines, when he was
in a particularly dour nobod and started drinking stout, he had trouble
stoppi ng short of unconsci ousness.

Hol ding the enpty bottle for confort, Sam wondered why a boy, having
started a fire, would not cry out for help and wake his parents when he
saw t he bl aze was beyond control. Wy would the boy not run before
bei ng overcone with snoke9 And just what kind of fire, except one fueled
by gasoline or another volatile fluid (of which there was no indication
in official reports), would spread so fast that none of the famly could
escape and woul d reduce the house-and the bodies therein-to heaps of
ashes before firenen could arrive and quench it?

Neat again. The bodies were so consunmed by flanmes that autopsies would
be of little use in deternining if the blaze had been started not by
Billy but by soneone who wanted to conceal the true causes of death. At
the suggestion of the funeral director-who was the owner of Callan's
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Funeral Home and al so the assistant coroner, therefore a suspect in any
official cover-up the Maysers' next of kin, Melinda Mayser's nother,

aut hori zed cremation of the remains. Potential evidence not destroyed
by the original fire was thus obliterated.

"How tidy," Sam said aloud, putting his feet up on the other
strai ght - backed chair.

"How splendidly clean and tidy."
Body count four.

Then the Bustanantes and Sanchez on Septenber 5. Another fire. Foll owed
by nore speedy cremations.

Body count seven.

On Septenber 7, while trace vapors of the Bustamante and Sanchez renains
m ght still have lingered in the air above Myonlight Cove, a twenty-year
resident of the town, JimArmesput to sea in his thirty-foot boat, the
Mary Leandra, for an early norning sail-and was never seen again. Though
he was an experienced seaman, though the day was clear and the ocean
calm he'd apparently gone down in an outbound tide, for no identifiable
wr eckage had washed up on | ocal beaches.

Body count eight.

On Septenber 9, while fish presumably were nibbling on Arnes’'s drowned
body, Paula Parkins was torn apart by five Dobermans. She was a
twenty-ni ne-year-old worman |iving alone, raising and training guard
dogs, on a two-acre property near the edge of town. Evidently one of
her Dobermans turned agai nst her, and the others flewinto a frenzy at
the scent of her blood. Paula's savaged remmins, unfit for view ng, had
been sent in a sealed casket to her famly in Denver. The dogs were
shot, tested for rabies, and cremated.

Body count ni ne.

Si x days after entering the Bustanante-Sanchez case, on Cctober 2, the
FBI had exhumed Paul a Parkins's body froma grave in Denver. An autopsy
reveal ed that the wonan i ndeed had been bitten and clawed to death by
mul tiple ani mal assail ants.

Sam renenbered the nost interesting part of that autopsy report word for
word . . . however, bite marks, lacerations, tears in the body
cavity, and specific danage to breasts and sex organs are not entirely
consistent with canine attack. The teeth pattern and size of hite do
not fit the dental profile of the average Doberman or other aninals
known to be aggressive and capabl e of successfully attacking an adult.
And later in the sane report, when referring to the specific nature of
Par ki ns's assail ants Speci es unknown.

How had Paul a Parkins really died?
What terror and agony had she known?
Who was trying to blane it on the Dobermans?

And in fact what evidence m ght the Dobernmans' bodi es have provided
about the nature of their own deaths and, therefore, the truthful ness of
the police story?

Sam t hought of the strange, distant cry he had heard tonight-1like that
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of a coyote but not a coyote, like that of a cat but not a cat. And he
t hought al so of the eerie, frantic voices of the kids who had pursued
him Sonehow it all fit. Bureau Instinct.

Speci es unknown.

Unsettled, Samtried to soothe his nerves with Guinness. The bottle was
still enmpty. He clinked it thoughtfully against his teeth.

Si x days after Parkins's death and |on before the exhunmation 9 of her
body in Denver, two nore people nmet untinmely ends in Monlight Cove.
Steve Heinz and Laura Dal coe, unmarried but living together, were found
dead in their house on lceberry Wy. Heinz left a typed, incoherent,
unsi gned suicide note, then killed Laura with a shotgun while she slept,
and took his own life. Dr.

lan Fitzgerald' s report was nurder-suicide, case closed. At the
coroner's suggestion, the Dal coe and Heinz fam lies authorized cremation
of the grisly remains.

Body count el even.

"There's an ungodly anmount of cremation going on in this town," Sam said
al oud, and turned the enpty beer bottle around in his hands.

Most people still preferred to have thenselves and their | oved ones
enbal med and buried in a casket, regardless of the condition of the
body. In npbst towns cremations accounted for perhaps one in four or one
in five dispositions of cadavers.

Finally, while investigating the Bustamante-Sanchez case, the FBlI team
from San Francisco found that Jani ce Capshaw was |isted as a Valium

sui cide. Her sea-ravaged body had washed up on the beach two days after
she di sappeared, three days before the agents arrived to | aunch their
investigation into the deaths of the union organizers.

Julio Bustamante, Maria Bustanmante, Ranobn Sanchez, the four Mysers, Jim
Arnmes, Paul a Parkins, Steven Heinz, Laura Dal coe, Janice Capshaw a body
count of twelve in |less than a nonth-exactly twelve tinmes the nunber of
vi ol ent deaths that had occurred in Monlight Cove during the previous
twenty-.three nonths. CQut of a population of just three thousand,

twel ve violent deaths in little nore than three weeks was one hell of a
mortality rate.

Queried about his reaction to this astonishing chain of deadly events,
Chi ef Loman Watkins had said, "It's horrible, yes. And it's sort of
frightening. Things were so calmfor so long that | guess,
statistically, we were just overdue."

But in a town that size, even spread over two years, twelve such violent
deaths went off the top of the statisticians' charts.

The six-man Bureau team was unable to find one shred of evidence of any
| ocal authorities' conplicity in those cases. And al t hough a pol ygraph
was not an entirely dependabl e determiner of truth, the technol ogy was
not so unreliable that Loman Watkins, his officers, the coroner, and the
coroner's assistant could all pass the exam nation w thout a single

i ndi cation of deception if in fact they were guilty.

Yet

Twel ve deaths. Four cremated in a house fire. Three cremated in a
denol i shed Chevy van. Three suicides, two by shotgun and one by Valium
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all subsequently cremated at Callan's Funeral Honme. One |ost at sea-no
body at all. And the only victimavailable for autopsy appeared not to
have been killed by dogs, as the coroner's report clainmed, though she
had been bitten and clawed by sonething, dammt.

It was enough to keep the Bureau's file open. By the ninth of Cctober,
four days after the San Franci sco team departed Monlight Cove, a

deci sion was made to send in an undercover operative to have a | ook at
certain aspects of the case that might be nore fruitfully explored by a
man who was not bei ng wat ched.

One day after that decision, on October 10, a letter arrived in the San
Franci sco office at clinched the Bureau's determnation to maintain

i nvol venent. Sam had that note committed to nenory as well Gentlenen |
have information pertinent to a recent series of deaths in the town of
Moonl i ght Cove. | have reason to believe local authorities are involved
in a conspiracy to conceal nurder

I would prefer you contact me in person, as | do not trust the privacy
of our telephone here. | nust insist on absolute discretion because
am a di sabl ed Vietnam veteran with severe physical limtations, and | am
natural ly concerned about my ability to protect nyself.

It was signed, Harold G Tal bot.

United States Arny records confirmed that Tal bot was indeed - 97 a
di sabl ed Vietnamvet. He had been repeatedly cited for bravery in
conbat. Tonorrow, Sam would discreetly visit him

Meanwhi | e, considering the work he had to do tonight, he wondered if he
could risk a second bottle of stout on top of what he'd drunk at dinner
The six-pack was on the table in front of him He stared at it for a
long tine. @uinness, good Mexican food, Goldie Hawn, and fear of death.
The Mexican food was in his belly, but the taste of it was forgotten
Gol di e Hawn was living on a ranch somewhere with Burt Russell, whom she
had the bad sense to prefer to one ordi nary-|ooking, scarred, and

hope- deserted federal agent. He thought of twelve dead nmen and wonen,
of bodies roasting in a crematoriumuntil they were reduced to bone
splinters and ashes, and he thought of shotgun nurder and shotgun
sui ci de and fish-gnawed corpses and a badly bitten wonan, and all those
thoughts I ed himto norbid phil osophizing about the way of all flesh. He
thought of his wife, lost to cancer, and he thought of Scott and their

| ong-di stance tel ephone conversation, too, and that was when he finally
opened a second beer

Chased by imagi nary spiders, snakes, beetles, rats, bats, and by the
possi bly i magi nary reani mated body of a dead child, and by the real if
dragon-1like roar of distant trucks, Chrissie crawl ed out of the
tributary drain in which she had taken refuge, troll-wal ked down the
mai n cul vert, stepped again in the slippery remains of the decomnposing
raccoon, and plunged out into the silt-floored drai nage channel. The
air was clean and sweet. |In spite of the eight-foot-high walls of the
ditch, fog-filtered nmoonlight, and fog-hidden stars, Chrissie's

cl austrophobi a abated. She drew deep | ungsful of cool, noist air, but
tried to breathe with as little noise as possible.

She listened to the night, and before | ong she was rewarded by those
alien cries, echoing faintly across the nmeadow fromthe woods to the
south. As before, she was sure that she heard three distinct voices. If
her nother, father, and Tucker were off to the south, |ooking for her in
the forest that eventually led to the edge of New Wave M crotech's
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property, she might be able to head back the way she had cone, through
the northern woods, into the neadow where Godiva had thrown her, then
east toward the county road and into Monlight Cove by that route,

| eaving them searching fruitlessly in the wong pl ace.

For sure, she could not stay where she was.
And she coul d not head south, straight toward them

She cl anbered out of the ditch and ran north across the neadow,
retracing the route she had taken earlier in the evening, and as she
went she counted her mseries. She was hungry because she'd had no

di nner, and she was tired. The nuscles in her shoul ders and back were
cranped fromthe tine she had spent in the tight, cold concrete
tributary drain. Her |egs ached.

So what's your problen? she asked herself as she reached the trees at
the edge of the neadow. Would you rather have been dragged down by
Tucker and "converted" into one of then?

Loman Watkins |eft the Val doski house, where Dr. Worthy was
overseei ng the conversion of Ella and George. Farther down the county
road, his officers and the coroner were |oading the dead boy into the
hearse. The crowd of onl ookers was entranced by the scene.

Loman got into his cruiser and switched on the engine. The conpact
video-display lit at once, a soft green. The conputer |ink was nounted
on the console between the front seats. It began to flash, indicating
that HQ had a nmessage for himone that they chose not to broadcast on
the nore easily intercepted police-band radio.

Though he had been working with m crowave-linked nobile computers for a
few years, he was still sonetimes surprised upon first getting into a
crui ser and seeing the VDT light up. 1In mgjor cities |ike Los Angel es,
for the better part of the past decade, nobst patrol cars had been

equi pped with conputer links to central police data banks, but such

el ectronic wonders were still rare in smaller cities and unheard of in
jurisdictions as comparatively m nuscule as Monlight Cove. H's
departnent boasted state-of-the-art technol ogy not because the town's
treasury was overfl ow ng but because New Wave-a | eader in nobile

m crowave- | i nked data systems, anong other things-had equi pped his
office and cars with their in-devel opnent hardware and software,
updati ng the system constantly, using the Monlight Cove police force as
somet hing of a proving ground for every advancenent that they hoped
ultimately to integrate into their line of products.

That was one of the many ways Thomas Shaddack had i nsinuated hinsel f
into the power structure of the community even before he had reached for
total power through the Moonhawk Project. At the tine Loman had been
thi ck headed enough to think New Wave's | argesse was a bl essing. Now he
knew better

From hi s nobil e VDT, Lonman could access the central conputer in the
departnent's headquarters on Jacobi Street, one bl ock south of Ccean
Avenue, to obtain any information in the data banks or to "speak" with
the on-duty di spatcher who coul d comrunicate with himal nost as easily
by computer as by police-band radio. Furthernore, he could sit
confortably in his car and, through the HQ conputer, reach out to the
Department of Modtor Vehicles conputer in Sacranento to get a neke on a
|icense plate, or the Departnent of Prisons data banks in the sanme city
to call up information on a particular felon, or any other conputer tied
in to the nationw de | aw enforcenent el ectronic network.
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He adjusted his hol ster because he was sitting on his revol ver.

Usi ng the keyboard under the display termnal, he entered his |ID nunber,
accessing the system

The days when all fact-gathering required police | egwork had begun to
pass in the md-eighties. Now only TV cops |ike Hunter were forced to
rush hither and yon to turn up the snallest details because that was
nmore dramatic than a depiction of the high-tech reality. |In ting,
Wat ki ns thought, the gumshoe m ght be in danger of becom ng the gunbutt,
with his ass parked for hours in front of either a nobile VDT or one on
a desk at HQ

The conputer accepted his nunmber. The VDT stopped fl ashing.

O course, if all the people of the world were New People, and if the
probl em of the regressives were solved, ultimately there would be no
nmore crinme and no need of policenmen. Sone crimnals were spawned by
social injustice, but all nmen would be equal in the new world that was
com ng, as equal as one nmachine to another, with the sane goals and
desires, with no conpetitive or conflicting needs. Most crimnals were
genetic detectives, their sociopathic behavior virtually encoded in
their chronosones; however, except for the regressive el ement anong
them the New People would be in perfect genetic repair. That was
Shaddack' s vi si on, anyway.

Sonmetimes Loman Wt ki ns wondered where free will fit into the plan.
Maybe it didn't. Sonetimes he didn't seemto care if it fit in or not.
At other tines his inability tocare. . . well, it scared the hel
out of him

Li nes of words began to appear fromleft to right on the screen, one
line at atine, in soft green letters on the dark background FOR LOVAN
WATKI NS SOURCE Shaddack JACK TUCKER HAS NOT REPORTED | N FROM THE FOSTER
pl ace. NO ONE ANSVEERS RHONE THERE. URGENT THAT SI TUATI ON E3E

CLARI FIED. AWAIT YOUR report.

Shaddack had direct entry to the police-departnent conputer fromhis own
conputer in his house out on the north point of the cove. He could

| eave nmessages for Watkins or any of the other nmen, and no one could
call themup except the intended recipient.

The screen went bl ank.

Loman Wt ki ns popped the hand brake, put the patrol car in gear, and set
out for Foster Stables, though the place was actually 101 outside the
city limts and beyond his bailiwi ck. He no |onger cared about such
things as jurisdictional boundaries and | egal procedures. He was stil

a cop only because it was the role he had to play until all of the town
had undergone the Change. None of the old rules applied to himany nore
because he was a New Man. Such disregard for the | aw woul d have
appalled himonly a few nmonths ago, but now his arrogance and his
disdain for the rules of the AOd People's society did not nove himin
the | east.

Most of the tinme nothing noved himany nore. Day by day, hour by hour,
he was | ess enoti onal

Except for fear, which his new el evated state of consciousness stil

al | owed fear because it was a survival nmechanism useful in a way that
| ove and joy and hope and affection were not. He was afraid right now,
in fact. Afraid of the regressives. Afraid that the Monhawk Project
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woul d sonehow be reveal ed to the outside world and be crushed-and him
with it. Afraid of his only naster, Shaddack. Sonetinmes, in fleeting
bl eak nmonments, he was afraid of hinself, too, and of the new world
comi ng.

Moose dozed in a corner of the unlighted bedroom He chuted in his

sl eep, perhaps chasing bushy-tailed rabbits in a dream al though, being
the good service dog that he was, even in his dreans he probably ran
errands for his naster.

Belted in his stool at the window, Harry |l eaned to the eyepi ece of the
tel escope and studi ed the back of Callan's Funeral Home over on Juni per
Lane, where the hearse had just pulled into the service drive. He

wat ched Victor Callan and the nortician's assistant, Ned Ryedock, as
they used a wheel ed gurney to transfer a body fromthe black Cadillac
hearse into the enbal ning and cremati on wing. Zippered inside a

hal f - col | apsed, bl ack plastic body bag, the corpse was so small that it
must have been that of a child. Then they closed the door behind them
and Harry could see no nore.

Sonetinmes they left the blinds raised at the two high, narrow w ndows,
and fromhis el evated position Harry was able to peer down into that
room to the tilted and guttered table on which the dead were enbal ned
and prepared for viewing. On those occasions he could see nuch nore
than he wanted to see. Tonight, however, the blinds were | owered al
the way to the w ndowsills.

He gradually shifted his field of vision southward al ong the
fog-swaddl ed all ey that served Callan's and ran between Conqui st ador and
Juni per. He was not |ooking for anything in particular, just slowy
scanni ng, when he saw a pair of grotesque figures. They were swift and
dark, sprinting along the alley and into the |arge vacant |ot adjacent
to the funeral hone, running neither on all fours nor erect, though
closer to the former than the latter

Boogeynen.
Harry's heart began to race.

He' d seen their like before, three tinmes in the past four weeks, though
the first time he had not believed what he had seen. They had been so
shadowy and strange, so briefly glinpsed, that they seened |i ke phantons
of the inmagination; therefore he nanmed them Boogeynen.

They were quicker than cats. They slipped through his field of vision
and vani shed into the dark, vacant |ot before he could overcone his
surprise and foll ow t hem

Now he searched that property end to end, back to front, seeking themin
the three- to four-foot grass. Bushes offered conceal nent too. WIld
holly and a couple of clunps of chaparral snagged and held the fog as if
it were cotton.

He found them Two hunched forms. Man-size. Only slightly Iess black
than the night. Featureless. They crouched together in the dry grass
inthe mddle of the lot, just to the north of the imense fir that
spread its branches (all high ones) like a canopy over half the

property.

Trenbling, Harry pulled in even tighter on that section of the |ot and
adjusted the focus. The Boogeymen's outlines sharpened. Their bodies
grew paler in contrast to the night around - 103 them He still could
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not see any details of them because of the darkness and eddyi ng mst.

Al though it was quite expensive and tricky to obtain, he w shed that
through his mlitary contacts he had acquired a Tel eTron, which was a
new versi on of the Star Tron ni ght-vision device that had been used by
nmost arned services for years. A Star Tron took avail able
Iight-moonlight, starlight, neager electric light if any, the vague
natural radiance of certain mnerals in soil and rocks-and anplified it
eighty-five thousand times. Wth that single-Iens gadget, an

i npenetrabl e ni ghtscape was transfornmed into a dimtw light or even

| at e-af t ernoon grayness. The Tel e-Tron enpl oyed the sanme technol ogy as
the Star Tron, but it was designed to be fitted to a tel escope.
Odinarily, available light was sufficient to Harry's purposes, and nost
of the tine he was | ooking through wi ndows into well-lighted roons; but
to study the quick and furtive Boogeynen, he needed sone high-tech
assi st ance.

The shadowy figures | ooked west toward Juni per Lane, then north toward
Callan's, then south toward the house that, with the funeral hone,

fl anked that open piece of land. Their heads turned with a quick, fluid
nmovenent that made Harry think of cats, although they were definitely
not feline.

One of them gl anced back to the east. Because the telescope put Harry
right in the ot with the Boogeynen, he saw the thing' s eyes-soft gold,
palely radiant. He had never seen their eyes before. He shivered, but
not just because they were so uncanny. Sonething was famliar about
those eyes, sonething that reached deeper than Harry's conscious or
subconscious mind to stir dimrecognition, activating prinmtive racia
menories carried in his genes.

He was suddenly cold to the marrow and overcome by fear nore intense
than anyt hi ng he had known since Nam

Dozi ng, Mbose was attuned nonetheless to his master's nmood. The
Labrador got up, shook hinself as if to cast off sleep, and cane to the
stool. He made a low, nmew ing, inquisitive sound.

Through the tel escope Harry glinpsed the nightmare face of one of the
Boogeynen. He had no nore than the briefest flash of it, at nmpst two
seconds, and the nal fornmed vi sage was limed only by an ethereal spray
of moonlight, so he saw little; in fact the i nadequate |lunar gl ow did
less to reveal the thing than to deepen the nystery of it.

But he was gripped by it, stunned, frozen.
Moose issued an interrogatory "Wof?"

For an instant, unable to |l ook up fromthe eyepiece if his life had
depended on it, Harry stared at an apelike countenance, though it was

| eaner and uglier and nore fierce and infinitely stranger than the face
of an ape. He was reminded, as well, of wolves, and in the gloomthe
thing even seened to have sonmething of a reptilian aspect. He thought
he saw t he enanel ed gl eam of wi ckedly sharp teeth, gaping jaws. But the
I'ight was poor, and he could not be certain how nmuch of what he saw was
a trick of shadow or a distortion of fog. Part of this hideous vision
had to be attributed to his fevered imagination. A nan with a pair of
usel ess |l egs and one dead armhad to have a vivid inmagination if he was
to make the nost of life.

As suddenly as the Boogeyman | ooked toward him it | ooked away. At the
same time both creatures noved with an animal fluidity and qui ckness
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that startled Harry. They were nearly the size of big jungle cats and
as fast. He turned the scope to follow them and they virtually flew

t hrough the darkness, south across the vacant |ot, disappearing over a
split-rail fence into the backyard of the O aynore house, up and gone

with such alacrity that he could not hold themin his field of view

He continued to search for them as far as the junior-senior high schoo
on Roshnmore, but he found only night and fog and the famliar buil dings
of his nei ghborhood. The Boogeynen had vani shed as abruptly as they
always did in a small boy's bedroomthe noment the lights were turned
on.

At last he lifted his head fromthe eyepi ece and sl unped back in his
st ool

Moose i medi ately stood up with his forepaws on the edge of the stool,
begging to be petted, as if he had seen what his naster had seen and
needed to be reassured that nalign spirits did not actually run |loose in
the worl d.

Wth his good right hand, which at first trenbled violently, Harry
stroked the Labrador's head. 1In a while the petting cal ned hi m al nost
as much as it cal ned the dog.

If the FBI eventually responded to the letter he had sent over a week
ago, he did not know if he would tell them about the - 105 Boogeynen. He
woul d tell themeverything else he had seen, and a lot of it mght be
useful to them But this . . . On the one hand, he was sure that the
beasts he had glinpsed so fleetingly on three occasions-four now were
sonmehow related to all the other curious events of recent weeks. They
were a different nmamgnitude of strangeness, however, and in speaking of
them he m ght appear addl ed, even crazed, causing the Bureau agents to
di scount everything el se he said.

Am | addl ed? he wondered as he petted Mbose. Am| crazed?

After twenty years of confinenent to a wheel chair, housebound, |iving
vicariously through his tel escope and bi nocul ars, perhaps he had becomne
so desperate to be nore involved with the world and so starved for
excitenent that he had evol ved an el aborate fantasy of conspiracy and
the uncanny, putting hinmself at the center of it as The One Man Wo
Knew, convinced that his delusions were real. But that was highly
unlikely. The war had left his body pathetically damaged and weak, but
his mnd was as strong and clear as it had ever been, perhaps even
tenpered and made stronger by adversity. That, not nmadness, was his
curse.

"Boogeynen," he said to Mbose. The dog chut ed.
"What next? WII | look up at the moon sone night and see the
sil houette of a witch on a broomnstick?"

Chrissie came out of the woods by Pyram d Rock, which once had

inspired her fantasies of inch-high Egyptians. She | ooked west toward
the house and Foster Stables, where |ights now wore rai nbow hued hal os
in the fog. For a noment she entertained the idea of going back for
CGodi va or another horse. Maybe she could even slip into the house to
grab a jacket. But she decided that she would be | ess conspi cuous and
safer on foot. Besides, she was not as dunb as novi e heroines who
repeatedly returned to the Bad House, knowi ng the Bad Thing was likely
to find themthere. She turned east-northeast and headed up through the
meadow toward the county road.
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Exhi biti ng her usual cleverness (she thought, as if reading a line from
an adventure novel), Chrissie wisely turned away fromthe cursed house
and set off into the night, wondering if she would ever again see that
pl ace of her youth or find solace in the arns of her now alienated
famly.

Tall, autumm-dry grass |lashed at her |egs, as she angled out toward the
m ddle of the field. Instead of staying near the tree |line, she wanted
to be in the open in case sonething |l eaped at her fromthe forest. She
didn't think she could outrun them once they spotted her, not even if
she had a mnute's head start, but at |east she intended to give herself
a chance to try.

The night chill had deepened during the tine she'd taken refuge in the
culvert. Her flannel shirt seemed hardly nore warning than a

short-sl eeved sumer blouse. |If she were an adventurer-heroine of the
breed that Ms. Andre Norton created, she would know how to weave a coat
out of available grass and other plants, with a high insulation factor
O she would know how to trap, painlessly kill, and skin fur-bearing
animals, howto tan their hides and stitch themtogether, clothing
herself in garnments as astonishingly stylish as they were practical

She sinply had to stop thinking about the heroines of those books. Her
comparative ineptitude depressed her.

She al ready had enough to be depressed about. She'd been driven from
her honme. She was al one, hungry, cold, confused, afraid-and stal ked by
wei rd and dangerous creatures. But nore to the point . . . though her
nmot her and father always had been a bit distant, not given to easy

di spl ays of affection, Chrissie had | oved them and now t hey were gone,
per haps gone forever, changed in sonme way she did not understand, alive
but soulless and, therefore, as good as dead.

When she was less than a hundred feet fromthe two-1ane county route,
paralleling the long driveway at about the sane distance, she heard a
car engine. She saw headlights on the road, conming fromthe south. Then
she saw the car itself, for the fog was thinner in that direction than
toward the sea, and visibility - 107 was reasonably good. Even at that
di stance she identified it as a police cruiser; though no siren wail ed,
blue and red lights were revolving on its roof. The patrol car slowed
and turned in the driveway by the sign for Foster Stabl es.

Chrissie al nost shouted, alnost ran toward the car, because she al ways
had been taught that policemen were her friends. She actually raised
one hand and waved, but then realized that in a world where she could
not trust her own parents, she certainly could not expect all policenen
to have her best interests in mnd.

Spooked by the thought that the cops might have been "converted" the way
Tucker had intended to convert her, the way her parents had been
converted, she dropped down, crouching in the tall grass. The
headl i ghts had not cone anywhere near her when the car had turned into
the driveway. The darkness on the nmeadow and the fog no doubt nade her
invisible to the occupants of the cruiser, and she was not exactly so
trenendously tall that she stood out on the flat land. But she did not
want to take any chances.

She watched the car dwi ndle down the long driveway. |t paused briefly
besi de Tucker's car, which was abandoned hal fway al ong the | ane, then
drove on. The thicker fog in the west swallowed it.
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She rose fromthe grass and hurried eastward again, toward the county
route. She intended to follow that road south, all the way into
Moonl i ght Cove. |f she remmined watchful and alert, she could scranble
of f the pavenent into a ditch or behind a patch of weeds each tinme she
heard approaching traffic.

She woul d not reveal herself to anyone she did not know. Once she
reached town, she could go to Qur Lady of Mercy and seek help from
Fat her Castelli. (He said he was a nodern priest and preferred to be
call ed Father Jim but Chrissie had never been able to address him so
casual ly.) Chrissie had been an indefatigable worker at the church's
sumrer festival and had expressed a desire to be an altar girl next

year, much to Father Castelli's delight. She was sure he |iked her and
woul d believe her story, no matter howw ld it was. |If he didn't
believe her . . . well, then she would try Ms. Tokawa, her

si xt h-grade teacher.

She reached the county road, paused, and | ooked back toward the distant
house, which was only a collection of glowing points in the fog.
Shivering, she turned south toward Moonlight Cove.

The front door of the Foster house stood open to the night.

Loman Wat ki ns went through the place frombottomto top and down agai n.
The only odd things he found were an overturned chair in the kitchen and
Jack Tucker's abandoned bl ack bag filled with syringes and doses of the
drug with which the Change was effected-and a spray-can of WD-40 on the
floor of the downstairs hall.

Closing the front door behind him he went out onto the porch, stood at
the steps that led down to the front yard, and listened to the

ethereally still night. A sluggish breeze had risen and fallen fitfully
during the evening, but nowit had abated entirely. The air was
uncannily still. The fog seened to danpen all sounds, |eaving a world

as silent as if it had been one vast graveyard.

Looki ng toward the stables, Loman called out "Tucker! Foster! Is anyone
her e?"

An echo of his voice rolled back to him It was a cold and |onely
sound.

No one answered him
"Tucker? Foster?"

Lights were on at one of the Iong stables, and a door was open at the
nearest end. He supposed he should go have a | ook

Loman was hal fway to that building when an ululant cry, like the
wavering note of a distant horn, came fromfar to the south, faint but
unm stakable. 1t was shrill yet guttural, filled with anger, |onging,

excitenent, and need. The shriek of a regressive in md-hunt.
He stopped and |istened, hoping that he had m sheard.

- 109 The.sound came again. This time he could discern at |east two
voi ces, perhaps three. They were a long way off, nore than a mle, so
their eerie keening could not be in reply to Loman's shouts.

Their cries chilled him

And filled himw th a strange yearning.
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No.

He made such tight fists of his hands that his fingernails dug into his
pal ns, and he fought back the darkness that threatened to well up within
him He tried to concentrate on police work, the problem at hand.

If those cries came from Al ex Foster, Sharon Foster, and Jack Tucker-as
was nost |ikely the case-where was the girl, Christine?

Maybe she escaped as they were preparing her for conversion. The
overturned kitchen chair, Tucker's abandoned bl ack bag, and the open
front door seenmed to support that unsettling explanation. |In pursuit of
the girl, caught up in the excitement of the chase, the Fosters and
Tucker m ght have surrendered to a |latent urge to regress. Perhaps not
so latent. They night have regressed on other occasions, so this tinme
they had slipped quickly and eagerly into that altered state. And now
they were stalking her in the wildlands to the south-or had | ong ago run
her down, torn her to pieces, and were still regressed because they got
a dark thrill frombeing in that debased condition

The ni ght was cool, but suddenly Loman was sweati ng.
He wanted . . . needed.
No!

Earlier in the day, Shaddack had told Loman that the Foster girl had

m ssed her school bus and, returning home fromthe bus stop at the
county road, had wal ked in on her parents as they were experinenting
with their new abilities. So the girl had to be conducted through the
Change slightly sooner than planned, the first child to be el evated. But
maybe "experimenting" was a lie that the Fosters had used to cover their
asses. Maybe they had been in deep regression when the girl had cone
upon them which they could not reveal to Shaddack wi thout narking

t hensel ves as degenerates anong the New Peopl e

The Change was nmeant to elevate mankind; it was forced evol ution
Wl ful regression, however, was a sick perversion of the power bestowed
by the Change. Those who regressed were outcasts. And those

regressives who killed for the primal thrill of blood sport were the
worst of all psychotics who had chosen devol uti on over evol ution.

The distant cries canme again.

A shiver crackled the Iength of Loman's spine. It was a pl easant
shiver. He was seized by a powerful longing to shed his clothes, drop
closer to the ground, and race nude and unrestrained through the night
in long, graceful strides, across the broad neadow and into the woods,
where all was wild and beautiful, where prey waited to be found and run
down and broken and torn .

No.

Cont r ol

Sel f-control

The faraway cries pierced him

He nust exhibit self-control
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Hi s heart pounded.
The cries. The sweet, eager, wild cries

Loman began to trenble, then to shake violently, as in his mnd s eye he
saw hinself freed fromthe rigid posture of Hono erectus freed fromthe
constraints of civilized formand behavior. |[If the primal man within

hi m could be set |loose at long last and allowed to live in a natura
state No. Unthi nkabl e.

Hi s | egs becane weak, and he fell to the ground, though not onto al
fours, no, because that posture would encourage himto surrender to

t hese unspeakabl e urges; instead he curled into the fetal position, on
his side, knees drawn up to his chest, and struggl ed agai nst the
swelling desire to regress. His flesh grew as hot as if he had been
lying for hours in mdday summer sun, but he realized that the heat was
com ng not fromany external source but fromdeep within him the fire
arose not nmerely fromvital organs or the marrow of his bones, but from
the material within the walls of his cells, fromthe billions of nuclei
that harbored the genetic material that nade hi mwhat he was. Alone in
the dark and fog in front of the Foster house, seduced by the echoey cry
of the regressives, he longed to exercise the control of his physica
bei ng that the Change had granted him But he ' - knew if once he
succunbed to that tenptation, he would never be Lonman WAt Kkins agai n; he
woul d be a degenerate masqueradi ng as Lonman WAatkins, M. Hyde in a body
from whi ch he had banished Dr. Jekyll forever.

Wth his head tucked down, he was |ooking at his hands, which were
curled against his chest, and in the dimlight fromthe wi ndows of the
Foster house, he thought he saw several of his fingers begin to change.
Pain flashed through his right hand. He felt the bones crunchi ng and
re-formng, knuckles swelling, digits | engthening, the pads of his
fingers growi ng broader, sinews and tendons thickening, nails hardening
and sharpening into talonlike points.

He screaned in stark terror and denial, and he willed hinself to hold
fast to his born identity to what remai ned of his humanity. He resisted
the lava-like y novenent of his living tissue. Through clenched teeth
he repeated his nane-"Loman Watkins, Lonan WAtkins, Loman Watkins"-as if
that were a spell that would prevent this evil transformation

Ti me passed. Perhaps a nminute. Perhaps ten. An hour. He didn't know.
His struggle to retain his identity had conveyed himinto a state of
consci ousness beyond tine.

Slowmy, he returned to awareness. Wth relief he found hinmself still on
the ground in front of the house, unchanged. He was drenched in sweat.
But the white-hot fire in his flesh had subsided. H s hands were as
they'd al ways been, with no freakish elongation of the fingers.

For a while he listened to the night. He heard no nore of the distant
cries, and he was grateful for that silence.

Fear, the only enpotion that had not daily |ost vividness and power since
he had becone one of the New People, was now as sharp as knives within
him causing himto cry out. For sone tinme he had been afraid that he
was one of those with the potential to beconme a regressive, and now t hat
dark specul ation was proven true. But if he had surrendered to the
yearni ng, he would have | ost both the old world he had known before he'd
been converted and the brave new worl d Shaddack was maki ng; he woul d

bel ong in neither
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Wrse He was begi nning to suspect that he was not unique, that in fact
all of the New People had within themthe seeds of devolution. N ght by
ni ght, the regressives seened to be increasing in nunber.

Shakily, he got to his feet.

The filmof sweat was like a crust of ice on his skin now that his inner
fires had been banked.

Movi ng dazedly toward his patrol car, Loman WAtki ns wondered if
Shaddack' s research-and the technol ogi cal application of it-was so
fundanental ly flawed that there was no benefit whatsoever in the Change.
Maybe it was an unaligned- curse. |f the regressives were not a
statistically insignificant percentage of the New People, if instead
they were all doomed to drift toward regression sooner or |ater

He t hought of Thomas Shaddack out there in the big house on the north
poi nt of the cove, overlooking the town where beasts of his creation
roaned the shadows, and a terrible bl eakness overcane him Because
readi ng for pleasure had been his favorite pastime since he was a boy,
he thought of H G Wells's Dr.

Moreau, and he wondered if that was who Shaddack had beconme. Mreau

rei ncarnate. Shaddack nmight be a Moreau for the age of m crotechnol ogy,
obsessed with an insane vision of transcendence through the forced
mel di ng of man and machine. Certainly he suffered from del usi ons of
grandeur, and had the hubris to believe that he could Iift nankind to a
hi gher state, just as the original Mreau had believed he could make nen
from savage aninmals and beat God at His gane. |[|f Shaddack was not the
genius of his century, if he was an overreacher |ike Mreau, then they
were all damed

Loman got in the car and pulled the door shut. He started the engine
and turned on the heater to warm his sweat-chilled body.

The conputer screen lit, awaiting use.

For the sake of protecting the Mbonhawk Project-which, flawed or not,
represented the only future open to himhe had to assune the girl,
Christine, had escaped, and that the Fosters and Tucker hadn't caught
her. He nust arrange for nen to stand watch surreptitiously along the
county road and on the streets entering the north end of Moonlight Cove.
If the girl canme into town seeking help, they could intercept her. More
Iikely than not, she would unknow ngly approach one of the New Peopl e
with her tale of possessed parents, and that would be the end of - 113
her. Even if she got to people not yet converted, they weren't likely
to believe her wild story. But he could take no chances.

He had to tal k to Shaddack about a number of things, and attend to
several pieces of police business.

He al so had to get sonething to eat.
He was i nhumanly hungry.
Sonet hi ng was wong, sonething was wong, sonething, sonething.

M ke Peyser had slipped through the dark woods to his house on the

sout heast edge of town, down through the wild hills and trees, stealthy
and alert, slinking and quick, naked and quick, returning froma hunt,
blood in his mouth, still excited but tired after two hours of playing
games with his prey, cautiously bypassing the hones of his neighbors,
sone of whomwere his kind and sone of whomwere not. The houses in
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that area were widely separated, so he found it relatively easy to creep
from shadow to shadow, tree to tree, through tall grass, lowto the
ground, cloaked in the night, swift and sleek, silent and sw ft, naked
and silent, powerful and sw ft, straight to the porch of the

singl e-story house where he lived al one, through the unl ocked door, into
the kitchen, still tasting the blood in his nouth, blood, the Iovely

bl ood, exhilarated by the hunt though also glad to be hone, but then
Somet hi ng was w ong.

Wong, wong, God, he was burning up, full of fire, hot, burning up, in
need of food, nourishnent, fuel, fuel, and that was nornmal, that was to
be expected-the demands on his netabolismwere tremendous when he was in
his altered state-but the fire was not wong, not the inner fire, not
the frantic and consum ng need for nourishnent. What was w ong was that
he coul d not, he could not, he could not He could not change back

Thrilled by the exquisitely fluid novenent of his body, by the way his
muscl es flexed and stretched, flexed and stretched, he canme into the
dar kened house, seeing well enough without |ights, not as well as a cat
m ght but better than a man, because he was nore than just a man now,
and he roaned for a couple of mnutes through the roons, silent and

swi ft, alnpbst hoping he would find an intruder, sonmeone to savage,
sonmeone to savage, savage, someone to savage, bite and tear, but the
house was deserted. In his bedroom he settled to the floor, curled on
his side, and called his body back to the formthat had been his
birthright, to the famliar formof Mke Peyser, to the shape of a man
who wal ked erect and | ooked like a man, and within hinself he felt a
surge toward normalcy, a shift in the tissues, but not enough of a

shift, and then a sliding away, away, |ike an outgoing tide pulling back
froma beach, away, away fromnornalcy, so he tried again, but this tine
there was no shift at all, not even a partial return to what he had

been. He was stuck, trapped, |locked in, |ocked, locked in a formthat
earlier had seenmed the essence of freedom and i nexpressibly desirable,
but now it was not a desirable format all because he coul d not forsake
it at will, was trapped in it, trapped, and he pani cked.

He sprang up and hurried out of the room Al though he could see fairly
well in the darkness, he brushed a floor lanp, and it fell with a crash,
the brittle sound of shattering glass, but he kept going into the short
hall, the living room A rag rug spun out fromunder him He felt that
he was in a prison; his body, his own transfornmed body, had becone his
prison, prison, metanorphosed bones serving as the bars of a cell, bars
hol di ng hi m captive fromw thin; he was restrained by his own
reconfigured flesh. He circled the room scranbled this way and that,
circled, circled, frenzied, frantic. The curtains fluttered in the w nd
of his passage. He weaved anmpong the furniture. An end table toppled
over in his wake. He could run but not escape. He carried his prison
with him No escape. No escape. Never. That realization nade his
heart thunmp nore wildly. Terrified, frustrated, he knocked over a
magazi ne rack, spilling its contents, swept a heavy glass ashtray and
two pieces of decorative pottery - 115 off the cocktail table, tore at
the sofa cushions until he had shredded both the fabric and the foam
paddi ng within, whereupon a terrible pressure filled his skull, pain,
such pain, and he wanted to scream but he was afraid to scream afraid
that he would not be able to stop

Food.
Fuel

Feed the fire, feed the fire.

file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Midnight.txt (76 of 317) [2/9/2004 10:03:06 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Midnight.txt

He suddenly realized that his inability to return to his natural form
m ght be related to a severe shortage of energy reserves needed to fue
the trenmendous accel eration of his metabolismassociated with a
transformation. To do what he was denandi ng, his body nust produce
enornous quantities of enzynes, hornones, and conpl ex biol ogically
active chenmicals; in nmere mnutes the body nust undergo a forced
degeneration and rebuilding of tissues equal in energy requirenments to
years of ordinary growh, and for that it needed fuel, nmaterial to
convert, proteins and mnerals, carbohydrates in quantity.

Hungry, starving, starving, Peyser hurried into the |lightless kitchen,
clutched the handle on the refrigerator door, pulled hinself up, tore

the door open, hissed as the |light stung his eyes, saw two-thirds of a
t hree- pound canned ham solid ham good ham sealed in Saran Wap on a
blue plate, so he seized it, ripped away the plastic, threw the plate

asi de, where it smashed agai nst a cabi net door, and he dropped back to
the floor, bit into the hunk of neat, bit and bit into it, bit deep,

ri pped, chewed feverishly, bit deep

He loved to strip out of his clothes and seek another formas soon after
nightfall as possible, sprinting into the woods behind his house, up
into the hills, where he chased down rabbits and raccoons, foxes and
ground squirrels, tore themapart in his hands, with his teeth, fed the
fire, the deep inner burning, and he loved it, loved it, not nerely
because he felt such freedomin that incarnation but because it gave him
an overwhel m ng sense of power, godlike power, nore intensely erotic
than sex, nore satisfying than anything he had experienced before,
power, savage power, raw power, the power of a man who had tamed nature,
transcended his genetic limts, the power of the wind and the storm
freed of all human limtations, set |oose, liberated. He had fed

toni ght, sweeping through the woods with the confidence of an

i nescapabl e predator, as irresistible as the darkness itself, but

what ever he had consuned nust have been insufficient to enpower his
return to the formof Mchael Peyser, software designer, bachelor,

Por sche- owner, ardent collector of novies on video disk, marathon
runner, Perrier-drinker

So now he ate the ham all two pounds of it, and he snatched other itens

out of the refrigerator and ate themas well, stuffing theminto his
mouth with both tine-fingered hands a bow ful of cold, |eftover rigaton
and one neatball; half of an apple pie that he'd bought yesterday at the

bakery in town; a stick of butter, an entire quarter of a pound, greasy
and cl oying but good food, good fuel, just the thing to feed the fire;
four raw eggs; and nore, nore. This was a fire that, when fed, did not
burn brighter but cool ed, subsided, for it was not a real fire at al

but a physical synptom of the desperate need for fuel to keep the

met abol i ¢ processes running snoothly. Now the fire began to | ose sone
of its heat, shrinking froma roaring blaze to sputtering flanes to
little nore than the gl ow of hot coals.

Sated, M ke Peyser collapsed to the floor in front of the open
refrigerator, in a litter of broken dishes and food and Saran Wap and
eggshel I s and Tupperware containers. He culled up again and wlled
hinsel f toward that formin which the word woul d recogni ze him and once
more he felt a shift taking place in his marrow and bones, in his bl ood
and organs, in sinews and cartilage and nuscles and skin, as tides of
hor rones and enzymes and ot her bi ol ogi cal chem cals were produced by his
body and washed through it, but as before the change was arrested with
transformati on woefully inconplete, and his body eased toward its nore
savage state, inevitably regressing though he strained with all his
will, all his will, strained and struggled to seek the higher form
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The refrigerator door had swung shut. The kitchen was in the grasp of
shadows again, and M ke Peyser felt as if that darkness was not nerely
all around himbut also within him

At | ast he screaned. As he had feared, once he began to scream he
coul d not stop.

Shortly before m dni ght Sam Booker |eft Cove Lodge. He wore a brown

| eat her jacket, blue sweater, jeans, and blue running shoes-an outfit
that allowed himto blend effectively with the night but that didn't

| ook suspicious, though perhaps slightly too youthful for a man of his
relentl essly nel ancholy deneanor. Odinary as it |ooked, the jacket had
several unusually deep and capaci ous inner pockets, in which he was
carrying a few basic burglary and auto-theft tools. He descended the
south stairs, went out the rear door at the bottom and stood for a
nmoment on the wal kway behind the | odge.

Thi ck fog poured up the face of the bluff and through the open railing,
driven by a sudden sea breeze that finally had disturbed the night's
calm In a few hours the breeze would harry the fog inland and | eave
the coast in relative clarity. By then Sam woul d have finished the task
ahead of himand, no | onger needing the cover that the m st provided,
woul d be at |ast asleep-or nore likely fighting insomia-in his

nmot el -room bed

He was uneasy. He had not forgotten the pack of kids fromwhomhe'd run
on lceberry Way, earlier in the evening. Because their true nature
remai ned a nystery, he continued to think of them as punks, but he knew
they were nore than just juvenile delinquents. Strangely, he had the
feeling that he did know what they were, but the know edge stirred in
hi m far bel ow even a subconscious plain, inrealns of primtive

consci ousness.

He rounded the south end of the building, wal ked past the back of the
cof fee shop, which was now cl osed, and ten ninutes later, by a
roundabout route, he arrived at the Monlight Cove Minicipal Building on
Jacobi Street. It was exactly as the Bureau's San Franci sco agents had
described it a two-story structure-weathered brick on the |ower floor,
white siding on the upper-with a slate roof, forest-green stormshutters
flanking the wi ndows, and large iron carriage |lanps at the nain
entrance. The nunicipal building and the property on which it stood
occupied half a block on the north side of the street, but its
anti-institutional architecture was in harnmony with the otherw se
residential neighborhood. Exterior and interior ground-floor |ights
were on even at that hour because in addition to the city-governnent

of fices and water authority, the municipal building housed the police
departnent, which of course never closed.

From across the street, pretending to be out for a |ate-night
constitutional, Sam studied the place as he passed it. He saw no
unusual activity. The sidewalk in front of the main entrance was
deserted. Through the gl ass doors he saw a brightly lighted foyer.

At the next corner he went north and into the alley in the nmiddle of the
bl ock. That unlighted serviceway was bracketed by trees and shrubbery
and fences that marked the rear property lines of the houses on Jacobi
Street and Pacific Drive, by some garages and outbuil di ngs, by groups of
garbage cans, and by the | arge unfenced parking area behind the
muni ci pal buil di ng.

Sam stepped into a niche in an eight-foot-tall evergreen hedge at the
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corner of the yard that adjoined the public property. Though the alley
was very dark, two sodi umvapor |anps cast a jaundiced gl ow over the
city lot, revealing twelve vehicles four |ate-nodel Fords of the

stri pped-down, puke-green variety that was produced for federal, state,
and | ocal government purchase; a pickup and van both beefing the seal of
the city and the | egend WATER Aut hority; a hul ki ng street-sweeping
machine; a large truck with wooden sides and tailgate; and four police
cars, all Chevy sedans.

The quartet of bl ack-and-whites were what interested Sam because they
were equi pped with VDTs |inking themto the police departnment's centra
computer. Moonlight Cove owned eight patrol cars, a |large nunber for a
sl eepy coastal town, five nore than other comunities of simlar size
could afford and surely in excess of need.

But everything about this police departnent was bigger and better than
necessary, which was one of the things that had triggered silent alarns
in the m nds of the Bureau agents who'd conme to investigate the deaths
of Sanchez and the Bustanantes.

- 119 Moonlight Cove had twelve full-time and three part-time officers,
plus four full-tinme office support personnel. A |lot of manpower.
Furthernore, they were all receiving salaries conpetitive with

| aw enf orcenent pay scales in major West Coast cities, therefore
excessive for a town as small as this. They had the finest uniforns,
the finest office furniture, a small arnory o' handguns and riot guns
and tear gas, and-nobst astonishing of all-they were conputerized to an
extent that woul d have been the envy of the boys manni ng the

end- of -t he-worl d bunkers at the Strategic Air Comrand in Col orado.

Fromhis bristly nook in the fragrant evergreen hedge, Sam studied the
lot for a couple of mnutes to be sure no one was sitting in any of the
vehi cl es or standing in deep shadows al ong the back of the building.
Levol or blinds were closed at the |ighted wi ndows on the ground fl oor,
so no one inside had a view of the parking area

He took a pair of soft, supple goatskin gloves froma jacket pocket and
pul I ed them on.

He was ready to nove when he heard sonmething in the alley behind him A
scrapi ng noi se. Back the way he'd cone.

Pressing deeper into the hedge, he turned his head to search for the
source of the sound. A pale, crunpled cardboard box, tw ce the size of
a shoebox, slid along the bl acktop, propelled by the breeze that was
increasingly rustling the | eaves of the shrubs and trees. The carton
met a garbage can, wedged against it, and fell silent.

Stream ng across the alley, flowing eastward on the breeze, the fog now
| ooked |i ke snmoke, as if the whole town were afire. Squinting back
through that churning vapor, he satisfied hinmself that he was al one,
then turned and sprinted to the nearest of the four patrol cars in the
unfenced | ot.

It was | ocked.

From an inner jacket pocket, he withdrew a Police autonobile |ock

Rel ease Gun, which could instantly open any | ock wi thout damaging the
mechanism He cracked the car, slipped in behind the steering wheel,
and cl osed the door as quickly and quietly as possible.

Enough light fromthe sodi umvapor |anps penetrated the car for himto
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see what he was doi ng, though he was experienced enough to work
virtually in the dark. He put the I ock gun away and took an

i gnition-socket wench from anot her pocket. |In seconds he popped the
ignition-switch cylinder fromthe steering columm, exposing the wires.

He hated this part. To click on the video-display nmounted on the car's
console, he had to start the engine; the conputer was nore powerful than
a |l ap-top nodel and conmunicated with its base data center by
energy-intensive nicrowave transm ssions, drawi ng too much power to run
off the battery. The fog would cover the exhaust fumes but not the
sound of the engine. The black-and-white was parked eighty feet from
the building, so no one inside was likely to hear it. But if someone
st epped out of the back door for sone fresh air or to take one of the
of f-duty cruisers out on a call, the idling engine would not escape
notice. Then Samwould be in a confrontation that-given the frequency
of violent death in this town-he m ght not survive

Si ghing softly, lightly depressing the accelerator with his right foot,
he separated the ignition wires with one gloved hand and tw sted the
bare contact points together. The engine turned over inmediately,

wi t hout any harsh gri ndi ng.

The conputer screen blinked on.

The police departnent's el aborate computerizati on was provi ded free by
New Wave M crot echnol ogy because they were supposedly using Monlight
Cove as a sort of testing ground for their own systens and software. The
source of the excess friends so evident in every other aspect of the
departnent was not easy to pin down, but the suspicion was that it cane
from New Wave or from New Wave's majority stockhol der and chi ef
executive officer, Thomas Shaddack. Any citizen was free to support his
| ocal police or other arnms of governnent in excess of his taxes, of
course, but if that was what Shaddack was doing, why wasn't it a matter
of public record? No innocent man gives |arge suns of noney to a civic
cause with conplete self-effacement. |f Shaddack was being secretive
about supporting the local authorities with private funds, then the
possibility of bought cops and in-the-pocket officials could not be

di scounted. And if the Monlight Cove police were virtually soldiers in
Thomas Shaddack's private army, it followed that the suspicious nunber
of violent deaths in recent weeks could be related to that unholy

al I'i ance.

Now the VDT in the car displayed the New Wave logo in the ' - 121 bottom
right hand corner, just as the IBMI|ogo would have been featured if this
had been one of their machi nes.

During the San Francisco office's investigation of the Sanchez

Bust anant e case, one of the Bureau's better agents, Mrrie Stein, had
been in a patrol car with one of Watkins's officers, Reese Dorn, when
Dorn accessed the central conputer for information in departnental
files. By then Mrrie had suspected that the conputer was even nore
sophi sticated than Watkins or his nen had reveal ed, serving themin sone
way that exceeded the legal limts of police authority and that they
were not willing to discuss, so he had nenorized the code nunber with
whi ch Reese had tapped into the system \Wen he had flown to the Los
Angel es office to brief Sam Mrrie had said, "I think every cop in that
twisted little town has his own computer-access nunber, but Dorn's ought
to work as well as any. Sam you've got to get into their conputer and
let it throw sone nenus at you, see what it offers, play around with it
when Watkins and his nen aren't |ooking over your shoul der. Yeabh,

sound paranoid, but there's too nuch high-tech for their size and needs,
unl ess they're up to sonething dirty. At first it seens |ike any town,
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even nore pleasant than nost, rather pretty . . . but, dammit, after
a while you get the feeling the whole burg is wired, that you're watched
everywhere you go, that Big Brother is |ooking over your shoul der every
damm minute. Honest to God, after a few days you're gut-sure you're in
a mniature police state, where the control is so subtle you can hardly
see it but still conplete, iron-fisted. Those cops are bent, Sam
they're deep into sonething-maybe drug traffic, who knows-and the
conputer is part of it."

Reese Dorn,s nunber was 262699, and Samtapped it out on the VDT
keyboard. The New Wave | ogo di sappeared. The screen was blank for a
second. Then a nmenu appear ed.

CHOCSE ONE A. DI SPATCHER B. CENTRAL FILES C. BULLETIN board O.
OQUTSYSTEM MODEM To Sam the first itemon the nmenu indicated that a
cruising officer could conmunicate with the di spatcher at headquarters

not only by neans of the police-band radio with which the car was

equi pped but al so through the conputer link. But why would he want to
go to all the trouble of typing in questions to the dispatcher and
reading the transmtted replies off the VDT when the information could
be gotten so much easier and quicker on the radio? Unless . . . there
were sone things that these cops did not want to tal k about on radio
frequencies that could be nonitored by anyone with a police-band
receiver.

He did not open the link to the dispatcher because then he woul d have to
begin a di al ogue, posing as Reese Dorn, and that would be |ike shouting,
Hey, |'mout here in one of your cruisers, poking ny nose in just where
you don't want, so why don't you cone and chop it off.

I nstead, he tapped B and entered it. Another menu appear ed.

CHOCSE ONE A.  STATUS - CURRENT ARRESTEES B. STATUS - CURRENT COURT
CASES C. STATUS - RENDI NG COURT CASES D. PAST ARREST RECORDS - COUNTY
E. raspite ARREST RECORDS - CITY F. CONVICTED CRIM NALS LIVING IN
COUNTY G CONVICTED CRIM NALS LIVING IN CITY Just to satisfy hinself
that the offerings on the nenu were what they appeared to be and not
code for other information, he punched in selection F, to obtain data on
convicted crimnals living in the county. Another nenu appeared,

of fering hi mten choi ces MJRDER, MANSLAUGHTER, RARE, SEX OFFENSES
ASSAULT AND BATTERY, ARMED ROBBERY, BURGLARY, BREAKI NG AND ENTERI NG
OTHER THEFT, M SCELLANEOUS LESSER OFFENSES

He called forth the file on nurder and di scovered three convicted
killers-all guilty of murder in either the first or second degree-were
now living as free nmen in the county after having served anywhere from
twelve to forty years for their crimes before being rel eased on parole.
Thei r nanmes, addresses, and tel ephone nunbers appeared on the screen
with the nanes of their victins, economcally sunmarized details of
their crines, and - 123 the dates of their inprisonment; none lived in
the city linmts of Monlight Cove.

Sam | ooked up fromthe screen and scanned the parking lot. It remined
deserted. The omipresent mst was filled with thicker veins of fog
that rippled banner-like as they fl owed past the car, and he felt al nost
as if he were under the sea in a bathyscaphe, peering out at |ong

ri bbons of kelp fluttering in marine currents.

He returned to the main nenu and asked for item C, BULLETI N BOARD. That
proved to be a collection of nessages that Watkins and his officers had
| eft for one another regarding matters that seemed sonetines related to
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police work and sonetinmes private. Mst were in such cryptic shorthand
that Samdidn't feel he could puzzle themout or that they would be
worth the effort to decipher

He tried itemO on the main nenu, OUTSYSTEM MODEM and was shown a |i st
of conputers nationwi de with which he could link through the tel ephone
nmodern in the nearby municipal building. The department's possible
connecti ons were astoni shing LOS ANGELES PD (for police department), SAN
FRANCI SCO PD, SAN Di ego PD, Denver PD, HOUSTON PD, Dallas PD, PHCEN X
PD, CHI CAGO PD, M AM PD, NEWYORK CITY PD, and a score of other nmjor
cities; CALI FORNI A DEPARTMENT OF MOTOR VEHI CLES, DEPARTMENT OF PRI SONS,
H GHWAY PATROL, and many ot her state agencies with | ess obvious
connections to police work; U S. ARMY personnel FILES, NAVY personne
FILES, AIR FORCE; FBI CRI M NAL RECORDS, FBI FILES (Local Law Enforcenent
Assi stance System a relatively new Bureau program; even |NTERPOL's New
York office, through which the international organization could access
its central files in Europe.

What in the hell would a small police force in rural California need
with all those sources of information?

And there was nore data to which even fully conputerized police agencies
incities |ike Los Angel es woul d not have easy access. By |law, sone of
it was stuff that police could not obtain w thout a court order, such as
the files at TRW the nation's premer credit-reporting firm The
Moonl i ght Cove Police departnent's ability to access TRWs data base at
will had to be a secret kept from T TRWitself, for the conmpany woul d not
have cooperated in a whol esal e di sgorgenent of its files without a
subpoena. The system al so offered entrance to Cl A data bases in
Virginia, which were supposedly secured agai nst access from any conputer
beyond the Agency's walls, and to certain FBI files which were |ikew se
believed to be inviolate.

Shaken, Samretreated fromthe OUTSYSTEM MODEM options and returned to
the mai n nenu.

He stared out at the parking |ot, thinking.

When briefing Sam a few days ago, Mrrie Stein had suggested that
Moonl i ght Cove's police m ght sonehow be trafficking in drugs, and that
New WAve's generosity with conputer systens m ght indicate conplicity on
the part of certain unidentified officers of that firm But the Bureau
was al so interested in the possibility that New Wave was illegally
selling sensitive high technology to the Soviets and that it had bought
the Moonlight Cove police because, through these | aw enforcenent
contacts, the conpany would be alerted at the earliest possible nonent
to a nascent federal probe into its activities. They had no expl anation
of how either of those crines accounted for all the recent deaths, but
they had to start with sone theory.

Now Sam was ready to discount both the idea that New Wave was selling to
the Soviets and that some executives of the firmwere in the drug trade.
The far-reaching web of data bases that the police had made available to
t hensel ves t hrough their nodern-one hundred and twelve were |listed on
that menu!-was greatly in excess of anything they would require for
either drug trafficking or sniffing out federal suspicions of possible
Sovi et connections at New Wave.

They had created an informati onal network nore suitable to the
operational necessities of an entire state government-or, even nore
accurately, a small nation. A small, hostile nation. This data web was
designed to provide its owner with enornous power. It was as if this
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picturesque little town suffered under the governing hand of a
megalLomani ac whose central delusion was that he could create a tiny
ki ngdom from whi ch he woul d eventual | y conquer vast territory.

Today, Moonlight Cove; tonmorrow, the word
"What the fuck are they doing?" Sam wondered al oud.

Safely | ocked in her roomat Cove Lodge-dressed for bed in pale
yell ow panties and a white T-shirt enbl azoned with Kernmit the Frog's
smiling face-Tessa drank Diet Coke and tried to watch a repeat of the
Toni ght show, but she couldn't get interested in the conversations that
Johnny Carson conducted with a witless actress, a witless singer, and a
witless conedian. Diet thought to acconpany Diet Coke.

The nore tinme that passed after her unsettling experience in the motel's
halls and stairwells, the nore she wondered if indeed she had i nagi ned
bei ng stal ked. She was di straught about Janice's death, after all
preoccupi ed by the thought that it was murder rather than suicide. And

she was still dyspeptic fromthe cheeseburger she'd eaten for dinner,
whi ch had been so greasy that it mght have been deep-fried, bun and
all, ininpure yak lard. as Scrooge had first believed of Marley's

ghost, so Tessa now began to view the phantons that had frightened her
earlier Perhaps they'd been nothing nmore than an undi gested bit of beef,
a blot of mustard, a crumb of cheese, a fragment of an underdone pot ato.

As Carson's current guest tal ked about a weekend he'd spent at an arts
festival in Havana with Fidel Castro-"a great guy, a funny guy, a
conpassi onate guy"-Tessa got up fromthe bed and went to the bathroomto
wash her face and brush her teeth. As she was squeezing Crest onto the
brush, she heard soneone try the door to her room

The snmall bath was off the smaller foyer. Wen she stepped to the
threshol d, she was within a couple of feet of the door to the hall

cl ose enough to see the knob twi sting back and forth as soneone tested
the lock. They weren't even being subtle about it. The knob clicked
and rattled, and the door clattered against the frane.

She dropped her toothbrush and hurried to the tel ephone that stood on
t he ni ght st and.

No di al tone.

She jiggled the cutoff buttons, pressed 0 for operator, but nothing
wor ked. The notel sw tchboard was shut down. The phone was dead.

Several times Chrissie had to scurry off the road, taking cover in

the brush along the verge, until an approaching car or truck went past.
One of themwas a Moonlight Cove police car, heading toward town, and
she was pretty sure it was the one that had conme out to the house. She
hunkered down in tall grass and m | kweed stal ks, and remai ned there
until the black-and-white's taillights dwindled to tiny red dots and
finally vani shed around a turn.

A few houses were built along the first mle and a half of that two-Iane
bl ackt op. Chrissie knew sonme of the people who lived in themthe
Thomases, the Stones, the El swicks. She was tenpted to go to one of
those places, knock on the door, and ask for help. But she couldn't be
sure that those people were still the nice fol ks they had once been

They m ght have changed, too, |ike her parents. Either sonething
SUPERNATURAL or from outer space was taking possession of people in and
around Moonl i ght Cove, and she had seen enough scary novies and read
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enough scary books to know that when those kind of forces were at work,
you could no | onger trust anyone.

She was betting nearly everything on Father Castelli at Qur Lady of
Mercy because he was a holy man, and no denons from hell would be able
to get a grip on him O course, if the problem7 - 127 | was aliens
fromanother world, Father Castelli would not be protected just because
he was a man of God.

In that case, if the priest had been taken over, and if Chrissie nanaged
to get away fromhimafter she discovered he was one of the eneny, she'd
go straight to Ms. Irene Tokawa, her teacher. Ms. Tokawa was the
smart est person Chrissie knew. |If aliens were taking over Moonlight
Cove, Ms. Tokawa woul d have realized sonething was wong before it was
too late. She would have taken steps to protect herself, and she woul d
be one of the last that the nonsters would get their hooks into. Hooks
or tentacles or claws or pincers or whatever

So Chrissie hid frompassing traffic, sneaked past the houses scattered
al ong the county road, and proceeded haltingly but steadily toward town.
The horned noon, sonetines reveal ed above the fog, had traversed nobst of
the sky; it would soon be gone. A stiff breeze had swept in fromthe
west, nmarked by periodic gusts strong enough to whip her hair straight
up in the air as if it were a blond flane | eaping from her head.

Al t hough the tenperature had fallen to only about fifty degrees, the
night felt nuch col der during those turbul ent nmonents when the breeze
tenporarily becane a blustering wind. The positive side was that the
nmore mniserable the cold and wind nmade her, the | ess aware she was of
that ot her disconfort-hunger

"Wai f Found Wandering Hungry and Dazed After Encounter with Space
Aliens," she said, reading that imagi ned headline froman issue of The
Nati onal Enquirer that existed only in her mnd.

She was approaching the intersection of the county route and Hol liwell
Road, feeling good about the progress she was maki ng, when she nearly
wal ked into the arms of those she was trying to avoid.

To the east of the county route, Holliwell was a dirt road | eading up
into the hills, under the interstate, and all the way to the old,
abandoned | carus Col ony-a dil api dated twel ve-room house, barn, and

col I apsi ng outbuil dings where a group of artists had tried to establish
an ideal communal society back in the 1950s. Since then it had been a
horse-breeding facility (failed), the site of a weekly flea market and
auction (failed), a natural food restaurant (failed), and had | ong ago
settled into ruin. Kids knew all about it because it was a spooky place
and thus the site of many tests of courage. To the west, Holliwell Road
was paved and | ed along the edge of the town limts, past sonme of the
newer homes in the area, past New Wave M crotech, and eventually out to
the north point of the cove, where Thomas Shaddack, the conputer genius,
lived in a huge, weird-Iooking house. Chrissie didn't intend to go
either east or west on Holliwell; it was just a nilestone on her trek,
and when she crossed it she woul d be at the northeast corner of the
Moonl i ght Cove city limts.

She was within a hundred feet of Holliwell when she heard the | ow but
swiftly swelling sound of a racing engine. She stepped away fromthe
road, over a narrow ditch at the verge, waded through weeds, and took
cover against the thick trunk of an ancient pine. Even as she hunkered
down by the tree, she got a fix on the direction fromwhich the vehicle
was approachi ng-west-and then she saw its headlights spearing into the
intersection just south of her. A truck pulled into view on Holliwell,
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ignoring the stop sign, and braked in the middle of the intersection
Fog whirled and plunmed around it.

Chrissie could see that heavy-duty, black, extended-bed pickup fairly
wel | because, as the junction of Holliwell and the county road was the
site of frequent accidents, a single streetlight had been installed on
the northeast corner for better visibility and as a warning to drivers.
The truck bore the distinctive New Wave insignia on the door, which she
coul d recogni ze even at a di stance because she had seen it maybe a
thousand tinmes before a white and blue circle the size of a dinner

pl ate, the bottom half of which was a cresting blue wave. The truck had
a large bed, and at the nmonment its cargo was nen; six or eight were
sitting in the back.

The instant that the pickup halted in the intersection, two nen vaulted
over the tailgate. One of themwent to the wooded point at the

nort hwest corner of the intersection and slipped into the trees, no nore
than a hundred feet south of the pine fromwhich Chrissie was watching
him The other crossed to the southeast corner of the junction and took
up a position in weeds and chaporral

The pickup turned south on the county road and sped away.

Chrissie suspected that the remaining nen in the truck would be let off
at other points along the eastern perineter of Monlight Cove, where
they woul d take up watch positions. Further - 129 nore, the truck had
been big enough to carry at |east twenty nen, and no doubt others had
been dropped off as it had come eastward along Holliwell fromthe New
Wave building in the west. They were surroundi ng Monlight Cove with
sentries. She was quite sure they were |ooking for her. She had seen
somet hi ng she had not been neant to see-her parents in the act of a

hi deous transformati on, shucking off their human di sgui se-and now she
had to be found and "converted"-as Tucker had put it-before she had a
chance to warn the worl d.

The sound of the black truck receded.
Silence settled in |ike a danp bl anket.

Fog swirled and churned and eddied in countless currents, but the
overriding tidal forces in the air pushed it relentlessly toward the
dark and serried hills.

Then the breeze abruptly ratcheted up until it becane a real wi nd again,
whi spering in the tall weeds, soughing through the evergreens. It
produced a soft and strangely forlorn thrumming froma nearby road sign

Though Chri ssie knew where the two nen had gone to ground, she could not
see them They were well hidden

Fog flew past the patrol car and eastward through the night, driven
by a breeze that was swiftly becomng a full wind, and ideas flew
through Samis mind with the same fluidity. H s thoughts were so

di sturbi ng that he woul d have preferred to have sat in mndless

st upef acti on.

From consi derabl e prior conputer experience, he knew that part of a
systenis capabilities could be hidden if the program desi gner sinply

del eted sone choices fromthe task nenus that appeared on the screen. He
stared at the primary nenu on the car's display-A D SPATCHER, B

CENTRAL FILES; BULLETIN BOARD; 0. QUTSYSTEM MODEM and he pressed E
though no E task was offered.
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Words appeared on the term nal HELLO OFFI CER DORN

There was an E. He'd entered either a secret data base requiring ritua
responses for access or an interactive informati on systemthat would
respond to questions he typed on the keyboard. |If the former was the
case, if passwords or phrases were required, and if he typed the wong
response, he was in trouble; the conputer would shut himout and sound
an alarmin police headquarters to warn themthat an inpersonator was
usi ng Dorn's nunber.

Proceeding with caution, he typed HELLO
MAY | BE OF ASSI STANCE?

Sam decided to proceed as if this was just what it seened to be-a
strai ghtforward, question-and-answer program He tapped the keyboard
MENU.

The screen bl anked for a nmoment, then the sanme words reappeared MAY | BE
OF ASSI STANCE?

He tried again PRI MARY MENU
MAY | BE OF ASSI STANCE?

MAI N MENU.

MAY | BE OF ASSI STANCE?

Using a system accessed by question and response, w th which one was
unfam liar, neant finding the proper comrands nore or |ess by trial and
error. Samtried again FI RST MENU.

At | ast he was rewarded

CHOOSE ONE A.  NEW WAVE personnel B. PRQIECT MOONHAWK C. Shaddack He had
found a secret connection between New Wave, its founder Thomas Shaddack,
and the Moonlight Cove police. But he didn't know yet what the
connection was or what it neant.

He suspected that choice C might link himto Shaddack's persona

conputer termnal, allowing himto have a dial ogue with Shaddack t hat
woul d be nore private than a conversation conducted on police-band
radio. |If that was the case, then Shaddack - 131 and the | ocal cops
were indeed involved in a conspiracy so crimnal that it required a very
hi gh degree of security. He did not punch C because, if he called up
Shaddack's conmputer and got M. Big hinself on the other end, there was
no way he coul d successfully pretend to be Reese Dorn.

Choi ce A probably would provide himwith a roster of New Wave's
executives and departnent heads, and maybe with codes that would all ow
himto link up with their personal ternminals as well. He didn't want to
talk with any of them either.

Besi des, he felt that he was on borrowed time. He surveyed the parking
| ot again and peered especially hard at the deeper pools of shadow
beyond the reach of the sodiumvapor |lanps. He'd been in the patrol car
for fifteen mnutes, and no one had come or gone fromthe

muni ci pal -building lot in that tine. He doubted his |uck would hold
much | onger, and he wanted to | earn as nmuch as possible in whatever

m nutes remai ned before he was interrupted.
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PROJECT MOONHAVWK was t he nost nysterious and interesting of the three
choi ces, so he pushed B, and another nmenu appear ed.

CHOCSE ONE A.  CONVERTED B. PENDI NG CONVERSI ON C, SCHEDULE OF
CONVERSI ON - LOCAL 0. SCHEDULE OF CONVERSI ON - SECOND STAGE He punched
choice A and a colum of names and addresses appeared on the screen
They were people in Monlight Cove, and at the head of the colum was
the notation 1967 NOW CONVERTED

Converted? Fromwhat? To what? Was there sonething religious about
this conspiracy? Sone strange cult? O maybe "converted" was used in
sonme eupheni stic sense or as a code

The word gave hi mthe creeps.

Sam di scovered that he could either scroll through the list or access it
i n al phabetized chunks. He | ooked up the names of residents whom he

ei ther knew of or had net. Loman Watkins was on the converted list. So
was Reese Dorn. Burt Peckham the owner of Knight's Bridge Tavern, was
not among the converted, but the entire Perez famly, surely the sane
that operated the restaurant, was on that roster.

He checked Harol d Tal bot, the disabled vet with whom he intended to nake
contact in the norning. Talbot was not on the converted list.

Puzzled as to the neaning of it all, Samclosed out that file, returned
to the main menu, and punched B, PENDI NG CONVERSI ON. Thi s brought

anot her list of nanmes and addresses to the VDT, and the colum was
headed by the words "04 PENDI NG CONVERSION. On this roster he found
Burt Peckham and Harol d Tal bot.

He tried C, SCHEDULE OF CONVERSI ON- LOCAL, and a subnenu of three
headi ngs appeared A. MONDAY, OCTOBER 13, 600 P.M

THROUGH TUESDAY, OCTOBER 14, 600 A M
B. TUESDAY, OCTOBER 14, 600 A M
THROUGH TUESDAY, OCTOBER 14, 600 P. M
C. TUESDAY, OCTCBER 14, 600 P.M

THROUGH It was now 1239 A. M Wednesday, about hal fway tines noted in
choice A, so he punched that one another |ist of names headed by the
not ati on 380 CONVERSI ONS SCHEDULED

The fine hairs were bristling on the back of Sam s neck, and he didn't
know why except that the word "conversions" unsettled him It made him
think of that old nmovie with Kevin MCarthy, |nvasion of the Body

Snat chers.

He al so thought of the pack that had pursued himearlier in the night.
Had they been . . . converted?

When he | ooked up Burt Peckham he found the tavern owner on the
schedul e for conversion before 600 A M However, Harry Tal bot was not
Iisted.

The car shook.

between the first. It was - 133 Sam snapped his head up and reached for
the revol ver hol stered under his jacket.

Wnd. It was only wind. A series of hard gusts shredded holes in the
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fog and lightly rocked the car. After a nonent the wind died to a
strong breeze again, and the torn fabric of fog nended itself, but Sam s
heart was still thudding painfully.

As Tessa put down the usel ess tel ephone, the doorknob stopped
rattling. She stood by the bed for a while, listening, then ventured
warily into the foyer to press her ear against the door

She heard voices but not imrediately beyond that portal. They were
farther down the hallway, peculiar voices that spoke in urgent, raspy
whi spers. She coul d not make out anything they said.

She was sure they were the sane ones who had stal ked her, unseen, when
she had gone for ice and a Diet Coke. Now they were back. And sonehow
they had knocked out the phones, so she couldn't call for help. It was
crazy, but it was happening that they Such persistence on their part
indicated to Tessa were not ordinary rapists or ruggers, that they had
focused on her because she was Janice's sister, because she was there to
| ook into Janice's death. However, she wondered how t hey had becone
aware of her arrival in town and why they had chosen to nobve agai nst her
so precipitously, wthout even waiting to see if she was just going to
settle Janice's affairs and | eave. Only she and her nother knew t hat
she intended to attenpt a nurder investigation of her own.

Goosefl esh prickled her bare |l egs, and she felt vulnerable in just a
T-shirt and panties. She went quickly to the closet, pulled on jeans
and a sweater.

She wasn't alone in the notel. There were other guests. M.

Qui nn had said so. Mybe not many, perhaps only another two or three.
But if worse cane to worst, she could scream and the other guests would
hear her, and her woul d-be assailants would have to fl ee.

She picked up her Rockports, in which she had stuffed the white athletic
socks she'd been wearing, and returned to the door.

Low, hoarse voices hissed and nuttered at the far end of the hall-then a
bone-jarring crash sl ammed through the | odge, naking her cry out and
twitch in surprise. Another crash followed at once. She heard a door
give way at another room

A woman screaned, and a nan shouted, but the oilier voices were what
brought a chill of horror to Tessa. There were several of them three
or even four, and they were eerie and shockingly savage. The public
corridor beyond her door was filled with harsh wolflike grow s,
murderous snarls, shrill and excited squeals, an icy keening that was
the essence of bl ood hunger, and other |ess describabl e sounds, but
worst of all was that those same i nhuman voices, clearly belonging to
beasts not nen, neverthel ess al so spat out a few recogni zabl e words "

. need, need . . . get her, get . . . get, get . . . Dblood,
bitch, bl ood.

Leani ng agai nst the door, holding on to it for support, Tessa tried to
tell herself that the words she heard were fromthe man and woman whose
room had been broken into, but she knew that was not true, because she

al so heard both a man and woman scream ng. Their screanms were horrible,
al most unbearable, full of terror and agony, as if they were being
beaten to death or worse, much worse, being torn apart, ripped linb from
linmb and gutted.
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A coupl e of years ago Tessa had been in Northern Ireland, naking a
docunent ary about the pointlessness of the needl ess violence there, and
she'd been unfortunate enough to be at a cenetery, at the funeral of one
of the endless series of "martyrs"-Catholic or Protestant, it didn't
matter any nore, both had a surfeit of themwhen the crowd of nourners
had net anor phosed into a pack of savages. They had streaned fromthe
churchyard into nearby streets, |looking for those of a different faith,
and soon they'd cone across two British plain clothes arny officers
patrolling the area in an unmarked car. By its sheer size, the nob

bl ocked the car's advance, encircled it, smashed in the w ndows, and
dragged the woul d-be peacekeepers out onto the pavenent. Tessa's two
techni cal assistants had fled, but she had T - 135 waded into the nel ee
wi th her shoul der-nmounted vi deot ape canera, and through the | ens she had
seened to be | ooking beyond the reality of this world into hell itself.
Eyes wild, faces distorted with hatred and rage, grief forgotten and

bl oodl ust enbraced, the mourners had tirelessly kicked the fallen
Britons, then pulled themto their feet only to pummel and stab them

sl ammed them repeatedly against the car until their spines broke and
their skulls cracked, then dropped them and stonped them and tore at
them and stabbed them agai n, though by that tinme- they were both dead.
How i ng and shrieking, cursing, chanting slogans that degenerated into
meani ngl ess chains of sounds, mindless rhythnms, like a flock of
carrion-eating birds, they plucked at the shattered bodi es, though they
weren't |like earthly birds, neither buzzards nor vultures, but |ike
denons that had flown up fromthe pit, tearing at the dead men not only
with the intention of consuning their flesh but with the hot desire to
rip out and steal their souls. Two of those frenzied nen had noticed
Tessa, had seized her canera and smashed it, and had thrown her to the
ground. For one terrible nmoment she was sure that they woul d di snmenber
her in their frenzy. Two of them | eaned down, grabbing at her clothes.
Their faces were so wenched with hatred that they no | onger | ooked
human, but |ike gargoyles that had come to |life and had clinbed down
fromthe roofs of cathedrals. They had surrendered all that was human
in thensel ves and | et | oose the gene-encoded ghosts of the primtives
fromwhom they were descended. "For God's sake, no!" she had cried.

"For God's sake, please!" Perhaps it was the nention of God or just the
sound of a human voi ce that had not devolved into the hoarse gnarl of a
beast, but for sone reason they let go and hesitated. She seized that
reprieve to scranble away fromthem through the churning, blood-crazed
mob to safety.

What she heard now, at the other end of the notel corridor, was just
like that. O worse.

Begi nning to sweat even though the patrol car's heater was not on, stil
spooked by every sudden gust of wind, Sam called up subrmenu item B

whi ch showed the conversions schedul ed from 600 this com ng norning
until 600 P.m that evening. Those nanmes were preceded by the heading
450 CONVERSI ONS SCHEDULED. Harry Tal bot's nane was not on that |ist

ei ther.

Choice C, six o'clock Thursday eveni ng through m dni ght the sane day,
i ndi cated that 274 conversions were schedul ed. Harry Tal bot's nane and
address were on that third and final list.

Sam nmental | y added the nunbers nentioned in each of the three conversion
peri ods-380, 450, and 274-and realized they totaled 1104, which was the
same nunber that headed the |ist of pending conversions. Add that nunber
to 1967, the total listed as already converted, and the grand total,
3071, was probably the popul ati on of Monlight Cove. By the next tine
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he clock struck mdnight, alittle less than twenty-three hours from
now, the entire town woul d be converted-whatever the hell that neant.

He keyed out of the submenu and was about to switch off the car's engine
and get out of there when the word ALERT appeared on the VDT and began
to flash. Fear thrilled through hi mbecause he was sure they had

di scovered an intruder poking around in their systenm he nust have
tripped sonme subtle alarmin the program

I nstead of opening the door and making a run for it, however, he watched
the screen for a few nore seconds, held by curiosity.

TELEPHONE sweep | NDI CATES FBI AGENT | N MOONLI GHT COVE.
- 137 PO NT OF CALL PAY PHONE. SHELL STATI ON, OCEAN AVENUE.

The alert was related to him though not because they knew he was
currently sitting in one of their patrol cars and probing the New

Wave/ Mbonhawk conspiracy. Evidently the bastards were tied into the
phone company's data banks and periodically swept those records to see
who had made calls fromwhat nunbers to what nunbers-even fromall of
the town's pay tel ephones, which in ordinary circunstances could have
been counted on to provide secure conmunications for a field agent. They
wer e paranoid and security conscious and el ectronically connected to an
extent and degree that proved increasingly astounding with each
revel ati on.

TIME OF CALL 731 P. M Monday, OCTOBER13.

At |east they didn't keep a mnute-by-ninute or even hour-by-hour Iink
with the tel ephone conpany. Their conputer obviously swept those
records on a programed schedul e, perhaps every four or six or eight
hours. (O herwi se they woul d have been on the | ookout for himshortly
after he had made the call to Scott earlier in the evening.

After the legend CALL PLACED TO his hone phone nunber appeared, then
his name and his address in Sherman Oaks. Followed by CALL placed BY
SAMJEL H. BOCKER

MEANS OF PAYMENT t el ephone CREDI T CARD.

TYPE OF CARD EMPLOYER- bi | | ed.

Bl LLI NG ADDRESS FEDERAL BUREAU OF | NVESTI GATI ON, WASHI NGTON, D. C

They woul d start checking notels in the entire county, but as he was
staying in Monlight Cove's only | odgings, the search woul d be a short
one. He wondered if he had tine to sprint back to Cove Lodge, get his
car, and drive to the next town, Aberdeen Wells, where he could call the
Bureau office in San Francisco from an unnonitored phone. He had

| earned enough to know that sonethi ng dammed strange was going on in
this town, enough to justify an inposition of federal authority and a
far-reaching investigation.

But the very next words that appeared on the VDT convinced himthat if
he went back to Cove Lodge to get his car, he would be caught before he
could get out of town. And if they got their hands on him he m ght be
just one nore nasty accidental -death statistic.

They knew hi s hone address, so Scott might be in danger too-not right
now, not down there in Los Angeles, but maybe by tonorrow.
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DI ALOGUE | NVOKED WATKI NS SHOLNI CK, ARE YQU LINKED Iii SHOLN CK HERE.
WATKI NS TRY COVE LODGE. SHOLNI CK ON My WAY.

Al ready an officer, Shoinick, was on his way to see if Samwas a

regi stered guest at Cove Lodge. And the cover story that Sam had
established with the desk clerk-that he was a successful stockbroker
from Los Angel es, contenplating early retirenent in one coastal town or
anot her -was bl own.

WATKI NS Pet er son?
Pet er son HERE

They probably didn't have to type in their nanes. Each man's |ink would
identify himto the main conmputer, and his nane would be automatically
printed in front of the brief input that he typed. Cean, swift, easy to
use.

- 139 WATKI NS BACK UR SHCOLNI CK
PETERSON DONE.
WATKINS DON' T KILL H M UNTIL WE CAN QUESTI ON

Al'l over Monlight Cove, cops in patrol cars were talking to one another
by computer, off the public airwaves, where they could not be easily
overheard. Even though Sam was eavesdroppi ng on them w thout their
know edge, he felt that he was up agai nst a form dable eneny nearly as
omi sci ent as God.

WATKI NS DANBERRY?

DANBERRY HERE. HQ

WATKI NS BLOCK OCEAN AVENUE TO I N interstate.
DANBERRY DONE

SHADDACK WHAT ABCQUT THE FOSTER G RL?

Sam was startled to see Shaddack's nane appear on the screen. The alert
apparently had flashed on his conputer at home, perhaps al so soundi ng an
audi bl e al arm and waki ng him

WATKI NS STILL LOGCSE

SHADDACK CAN T RI SK BOOKER st unbl i ng ACROSS HER

WATKINS TOW S ringed WTH SENTRIES. THEY' LL CATCH HER COM NG | N.
Shaddack SHE'S SEEN TOO MJCH

Sam had read about Thomas Shaddack in nmagazi nes, newspapers. The guy
was a celebrity of sorts, the conputer genius of the age, and sonewhat
geeky | ooki ng besi des.

Fascinated by this revealing dial ogue, which incrimnated the fanmous man
and his bought police force, Sam had not inmediately picked up on the
meani ng of the exchanges between Chief Watkins and Danberry Danberry ..
Here. HQ ... Block Ocean Avenue to interstate ... Done. He realized
that O ficer Danberry was at headquarters, HQ which was the mnunicipa
bui I di ng, and that any nonent he was going to come out the back door and
rush to one of the four patrol cars in the parking |ot.
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"Ch, shit." Samgrabbed the ignition wires, tearing themapart. The
engi ne coughed and di ed, and the video-display went dark. A fraction of
a second | ater, Danberry threw open the rear door of the runicipa

buil ding and ran into the parking | ot.

When the scream ng stopped, Tessa broke out of a trance of terror and
went straight to the phone again. The line was still dead.

Where was Quinn? The notel office was closed at this hour, but didn't
t he manager have an adjacent apartnent? He would respond to the ruckus.
O was he one of the savage pack in the corridor?

They had broken down one door. They could break down hers too.

She grabbed one of the straight-backed chairs fromthe table by the
wi ndow, hurried to the door with it, tilted it back, and wedged it under
t he knob.

She no | onger thought they were after her just because she was Janice's
sister and bent on uncovering the truth. That explanation didn't
account for their attack on the other guests, who had nothing to do with
Janice. It was nuts. She didn't understand what was happeni ng, but she
clearly understood the inplications of what she had heard a psychotic
killer-no, several psychotics, judging by the noise they had nmade, sone
bi zarre cult |ike the Manson fam |y nmaybe, or worse-were | oose in the
motel. They had already killed two people, and they could kill her,

too, evidently for the sheer pleasure of it. She felt as if she were in
a bad dream

She expected the walls to bulge and flow in that amorphous - 141 fashion
of nightmare places, but they remained solid, fixed, and the col ors of
things were too sharp and clear for this to be a dreanscape.

Frantically she pulled on her socks and shoes, unnerved bei ng barefoot,
as earlier her near nakedness had made her feel vulnerable-as if death
could be foiled by an adequate war drobe.

She heard those voices again. Not at the end of the hallway any nore.
Near her own door. Approaching. She w shed the door featured one of
those one-way, fisheye lenses that allowed a w de-angled view, but there
was none.

At the sill was a half-inch crack, however, so Tessa dropped to the
floor, pressed one side of her face against the carpet, and squinted out
at the corridor. Fromthat |inited perspective, she saw sonethi ng nove
past her room so quickly that her eyes could not quite track it, though
she caught a glinpse of its feet, which was enough to alter dramatically
her perception of what was happening. This was not an incidence of
human savagery akin to the bl oodbath she had w tnessed-and to which she
nearly had succunmbed-in Northern Ireland. This was, instead, an
encounter with the unknown, a breach of reality, a sudden sideslip out
of the normal world into the uncanny. They were | eathery, hairy,

dar k- ski nned feet, broad and flat and surprisingly long, with toes so
extrusile and nultiple jointed that they al nbst seened to have the
function of fingers.

Sonething hit the door. Hard.
Tessa scranbled to her feet and out of the foyer
Crazed voices filled the hall that sane weird mx of harsh ani mal sounds

punctuat ed by bursts of breathlessly spoken but for the nost part
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di sconnect ed words.

She went around the bed to the w ndow, di sengaged the pressure |atch,
and slid the novabl e pane asi de.

Agai n the door shook. The boomwas so loud that Tessa felt as if she
were inside a drum It would not collapse as easily as the other

guests' door, thanks to the chair, but it would not hold for nore than a
few addi tional bl ows.

She sat on the sill, swung her |egs out, |ooked dowmn. The fog-danpened
wal k glistened in the dimyellow gl ow of the serviceway | anps about
twel ve feet bel ow the window. An easy junp.

They hit the door again, harder. Wod splintered.

Tessa pushed of f the windowsill. She | anded on the wet wal kway and,
because of her rubber-sol ed shoes, skidded but did not fall

Overhead, in the roomshe had left, wood splintered nore noisily than
before, and tortured metal screeched as the | ock on the door began to
disintigrate.

She was near the north end of the building. She thought she saw

sonet hing noving in the darkness in that direction. It m ght have been
not hing nore than a clotting of fog churning eastward on the w nd, but
she didn't want to take a chance, so she ran south, with the vast bl ack
sea beyond the railing at her right side. By the tinme she reached the
end of the building, a crash echoed through the night-the sound of the
door to her room goi ng down-which was foll owed by the howing of the
pack as it entered that place in search of her

Sam coul d not have slipped out of the patrol car w thout draw ng
Danberry's attention. Four cruisers awaited the cop's use, so there was
a seventy-five-percent chance that Sam woul d be undetected if he stayed
inthe car. He slid down in the driver's seat as far as he could and

| eaned to his right, across the conputer keyboard on the consol e.

Danberry went to the next car in line.

Wth his head on the console, his neck twisted so he could | ook up
through the wi ndow on the passenger's side, Sam watched as Danberry
unl ocked the door of that other cruiser. He prayed that the cop woul d
keep his back turned, because the interior of the car in which Sam

sl ouched was reveal ed by the sul furous gl ow of the parking-lot lights.
I f Danberry even gl anced his way, Sam woul d be seen

The cop got into the other black-and-white and sl ammed the door, and Sam
sighed with relief. The engine turned over. - 143 Danberry pulled out
of the municipal lot. Wen he hit the alley he gunned the engine, and
his tires spun and squeal ed for a nonent before they bit in, and then he
was gone

Though Sam wanted to hot-wire the car and switch on the conputer again
to find out whether Watkins and Shaddack were still conversing, he knew
he dared not stay any longer. As the manhunt escal ated, the police
departnent's offices in the municipal building were sure to becone busy.

Because he didn't want themto know that he had been probing in their
conmputer or that he had eavesdropped on their VDT conversation-the
greater they assuned his ignorance to be, the | ess effective they would
be in their search for him Samused his tools to replace the ignition
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core in the steering colum. He got out, pushed the | ock button down,
and cl osed the door.

He didn't want to | eave the area by the alleyway because a patrol car
m ght turn in fromone end or the other, capturing himin its
headl i ghts. Instead he dashed straight across that narrow back street
fromthe parking | ot and opened a gate in a sinple wought-iron fence.
He entered the rear yard of a slightly decrepit Victorian-style house
whose owners had | et the shrubbery run so wild that it |ooked as if a
macabre cartoon famly fromthe pen of Gahan Wl son mght live in the
pl ace. He wal ked quietly past the side of the house, across the front
lawn, to Pacific Drive, one block south of Ccean Avenue.

The night cal mwas not split by sirens. He heard no shouts, no running
footsteps, no cries of alarm But he knew he had awakened a many- headed
beast and that this singularly dangerous Hydra was | ooking for himal
over town.

M ke Peyser didn't know what to do, didn't know, he was scared,
confused and scared, so he could not think clearly, though he needed

to think sharp and clear like a man, except the wild part of himkept
intruding; his mnd worked quickly, and it was sharp, but he could not
hold to a single train of thought for nore than a couple of m nutes.
Qui ck thinking, rapid-fire thinking, was not good enough to solve a
problemlike this; he had to think quick and deep. But his attention
span was not what it should have been

When he finally was able to stop screanming and get up fromthe kitchen
floor, he hurried into the dark dining room through the unlighted
living room down the short hall to the bedroom then into the naster
bath, going on all fours part of the way, rising onto his hind feet as
he crossed the bedroomthreshold, unable to rise all the way up and
stand entirely straight, but flexible enough to get nore than hal fway

erect. In the bathroom which was |it only by the vague and sonewhat
scintillant noongl ow that penetrated the small w ndow above the shower
stall, he gripped the edge of the sink and stared into the mrrored

front of the nedicine cabinet, where he could see only a shadowy
reflection of hinmself, w thout detail

He wanted to believe that in fact he had returned to his natural form
that his feeling of being trapped in the altered state was pure

hal | uci nati on, yes, yes, he wanted to believe that, badly needed to
bel i eve, believe, even though he could not stand fully erect, even
though he could feel the difference in his inpossibly |Iong-fingered
hands and in the queer set of his head on his shoulders and in the way
his back joined his hips. He needed to believe.

Turn on the light, he told himself. He could not do it.
Turn on the light.

He was afraid.

He had to turn on the light and | ook at hinself.

But he gripped the sink and could not nove.

Turn on the light.

Instead he | eaned toward the tenebrous mrror, peering intently at the
indistinct reflection, seeing little nore than the pal e anber radi ance
of strange eyes.
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turn on the light.
He et out a thin nmew of anguish and terror

Shaddack, he thought suddenly. Shaddack, he rust tell Shaddack, Tom
Shaddack woul d know what to do, Shaddack was his best hope, maybe his
only hope, Shaddack

- 145 He let go of the sink, dropped to the floor, hurried out of the
t)bathroom into the bedroom toward the tel ephone on the nightstand. As
he went, in a voice alternately shrill and guttural, piercing and

whi spery, he repeated the nanme as if it were a word with magi ¢ power
"Shaddack, Shaddack, Shaddack, Shaddack .

Tessa Lockl and took refuge in a twenty-four-hour coin-operated

| aundry four blocks east of Cove Lodge and half a block off Ccean
Avenue. She wanted to be sonepl ace bright, and the banks of overhead
fluorescents allowed no shadows. Alone in the laundry, she sat in a
badly scarred, yellow plastic chair, staring at rows of clothes-dryer
portals, as if understanding would be visited upon her from some cosnic
source conmuni cating on those circles of glass.

As a docunentarist, she had to have a keen eye for the patterns in life
that would give coherence to a filmnarratively and visually, so she had
no troubl e seeing patterns of darkness, death, and unknown forces in
this deeply troubled town. The fantastic creatures in the notel surely
had been the source of the cries she'd heard on the beach earlier that

ni ght, and her sister had no doubt been killed by those sane beings,

what ever the hell they were. Wich sort of explained why the
authorities had been so insistent that Marion okay the cremation of

Jani ce' s body-not because the renains were corroded by seawater and

hal f - devoured by fish, but because cremati on woul d cover wounds t hat
woul d rai se unanswerabl e questions in an unbi ased autopsy. She also saw
reflections of the corruption of |ocal authorities in the physica
appearance of Ccean Avenue, where too nmany storefronts were enpty and
too many busi nesses were suffering, which was inexplicable for a town in
whi ch unenpl oynment was virtually nil. She had noted an air of solemity
about the people she had seen on the streets, as well as a briskness and
pur posef ul ness that seened odd in a |aid-back northern coastal town
where the hurly-burly of nodern life hardly intruded

However, her awareness of the patterns included no explanation of why
the police would want to conceal the true nature of Janice's killing. O
why the town seened in an econom ¢ depression in spite of its
prosperity. O what in the nane of God those nightmare things in the
mot el had been. patterns were clues to underlying truths, but her
ability to recognize themdid not mean she could find the answers and
reveal the truths at which the patterns hinted.

She sat, shivering, in the fluorescent glare and breathed trace funes of
detergents, bleaches, fabric softeners, and the |ingering stal eness of
the cigarette butts in the two free-standing sandfilled ashtrays, while
she tried to figure what to do next. She had not |ost her determ nation
to probe into Janice's death. But she no |onger had the audacity to
think she could play detective all by herself. She was going to need
hel p and woul d probably have to obtain it fromcounty or state

aut horities.

The first thing she had to do was get out of Myonlight Cove in one
pi ece.
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Her car was at Cove Lodge, but she did not want to go back there for it
Those . . . creatures might still be in the notel or watching it from
the dense shrubs and trees and omi present shadows that were an integra
part of the town. Like Cannel, California, elsewhere along the coast,
Moonl i ght Cove was a town virtually built in a seaside forest. Tessa

| oved Cannel for its splendid integration of the works of nman and

nat ure, where geography and architecture often appeared to be the
product of the sane scul ptor's hand. Right now, however, Moonlight Cove
did not draw style and grace fromits verdant |ushness and artful night
shadows, as did Carmel; rather, this town seemed to be dressed in the
thi nnest veneer of civilization, beneath which sonething savage-even
primal -wat ched and waited. Every grove of trees and every dark street
was not the home of beauty but of the uncanny and of death. She would
have found Moonlight Cove far nore attractive if every street and alley
and | awn and park had been lit with the sane plenitude of fluorescent

bul bs as the Laundromat in which she had taken refuge - 147 Maybe the
police had shown up at Cove Lodge by now in response to the screans and
commotion. But she would not feel any safer returning there just
because cops were around. Cops were part of the problem They would
want to question her about the nurders of the other guests. They would
find out that Jani ce had been her sister, and though she m ght not tel
them she was in town to poke into the circunstances of Janice's death,
they woul d suspect as much. |If they had participated in a conspiracy to
conceal the true nature of Janice's death, they E)probably woul dn't
hesitate to deal with Tessa in a firmand final way.

She had to abandon the car.

But dammed if she was going to wal k out of town at night. She mght be
able to hitch a ride on the interstate-perhaps even from an honest
trucker instead of a nobile psychopat h-but between Moonlight Cove and
the freeway, she would have to wal k through a dark and semrura

| andscape, where surely she would be at even greater risk of
encountering nore of those nysterious beasts that had broken down her
nmot el - room door .

O course, they had cone after her in a relatively public and

wel | -l1ighted place. She had no real reason to assunme that she was safer
in this coin-operated |aundry than in the middle of the woods. Wen the
menbrane of civilization ruptured and the prinordial terror burst
through, you weren't safe anywhere, not even on the steps of a church,
as she had learned in Northern Ireland and el sewhere.

Nevert hel ess, she would cling to the Iight and shun the darkness. She
had stepped through an invisible wall between the reality she had al ways
known and a different, nore hostile world. As long as she remained in
that Twilight Zone, it seened wise to assune that shadows offered even

|l ess confort and security than did bright places.

Which left her with no plan of action. Except to sit in the Laundronat
and wait for norning. |In daylight she might risk a long walk to the
freeway.

The bl ank gl ass of the dryer wi ndows returned her stare.
An autumm noth thunped softly against the frosted plastic panels that

wer e suspended under the fluorescent bul bs.

Unable to wal k boldly into Monlight Cove as she had pl anned, Chrissie
retreated fromHolliwell Road, heading back the way she had conme. She
stayed in the woods, noving ,-, slowmy and cautiously fromtree to tree,
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trying to avoid naking a sound that might carry to the nearer of the
sentries who had been posted at the intersection

In a couple of hundred yards, when she was beyond those nmen's sight and
heari ng, she noved nore aggressively. Eventually she came to one of the
houses that lay along the county route. The single-story ranch home was
set behind a large front [ awn and sheltered by several pines and firs,
barely visible now that the nbon was waning. No lights were on inside
or out, and all was silent.

She needed time to think, and she wanted to get out of the cold, danpish
night. Hoping there were no dogs at the house, she hurried to the
garage, staying off the gravel driveway to keep fromnaking a | ot of

noi se. As she expected, in addition to the large front door through

whi ch the cars entered and exited, there was a snaller side entrance. It
was unl ocked. She stepped into the garage and cl osed the door behind
her .

"Chrissie Foster, secret agent, penetrated the eneny facility by the
bold and cl ever use of a side door," she said softly.

The secondhand radi ance of the sinking noon penetrated the panes in the
door and two hi gh, narrow wi ndows on the west wall, but it was
insufficient to reveal anything. She could see only a few darkly

gl eanmi ng curves of chrome and wi ndshield glass, just enough to suggest
the presence of two cars.

She edged toward the first of those vehicles with the caution of a blind
girl, hands out in front of her, afraid of knocking sonmething over. The
car was unl ocked. She slipped inside be - 149 hind the wheel, |eaving
the door open for the welcone glow of the interior |anp. She supposed a
trace of that light mght be visible at the garage wi ndows if anyone in
the house woke up and | ooked out, but she had to risk it.

She searched the gl ove conpartnent, the map-storage panels on the doors,
and under the seats, hoping to find food, because nost people kept candy
bars or bags of nuts or crackers or sonething to snack on in their cars.
Though she had eaten mdafternoon, while | ocked in the pantry, she'd had
nothing for ten hours. Her stomach grow ed. She wasn't expecting to
find a hot fudge sundae or the fixings for a jelly sandw ch, but she
certainly hoped to do better than a single stick of chewi ng gum and one
green Lifesaver that, retrieved frombeneath the seat, was furry with
dirt, lint, and carpet fuzz.

As if reading tabl oid headlines, she said, "Starvation in the Land of
Plenty, A Mddern Tragedy, Young Grl Found Dead in Garage, 'I Only
Wanted a Few Peanuts' Witten in Her Owmn Blood."

In the other car she found two Hershey's bars with al nonds.
"Thank you, God. Your friend, Chrissie."

She hogged down the first bar but savored the second one in small bites,
letting it nmelt on her tongue.

Wil e she ate, she thought about ways to get into Monlight Cove. By the
time she finished the chocol ate CHOCOHOLI C YOUNG G RL FOUND DEAD | N
GARAGE FROM term nal CASE OF G ANT ZI TS -she had devised a pl an.

Her usual bedtine had passed hours ago, and she was exhausted from al
the physical activity with which the night had been filled, so she just
wanted to stay there in the car, her belly full of nmilk chocol ate and
al nonds, and sleep for a couple of hours before putting her plan into
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effect. She yawned and sl unped down in the seat. She ached all over,
and her eyes were as heavy as if sone overanxi ous nortician had wei ghted
them wi th coins.

That inmage of herself as a corpse was so unsettling that she imediately

got out of the car and closed the door. |f she dozed off in the car,
she nost likely woul dn't wake until soneone found her in the norning.
Maybe the people who kept their cars in this garage were converted, |ike

her own parents, in which case she'd be dooned.

Qut si de, shivering as the wind nipped at her, She headed back to the
county road and turned north. She passed two nore dark and silent
houses, another stretch of woods, and cane to a fourth house, another
single-story ranch-style place with shake-shingle roof and redwood

si di ng.

She knew the people who lived there, M. and Ms. Eulane. Ms. Eulane
managed the cafeteria at school. M. Eulane was a gardener w th many
accounts in Monlight Cove. Early every norning, M. Eulane drove into
town in his white truck, the back of which was | oaded with | awnnmowers
and hedge clippers and rakes and shovel s and bags of nulch and
fertilizer and everything el se a gardener m ght need; only a few
students had arrived by the tine he dropped Ms. Eulane off at school,
then went about his own work. Chrissie figured she could find a place
to hide in the back of the truck-which had board sides-anmong M.

Eul ane' s gardeni ng supplies and equi pnent.

The truck was in the Eul anes' garage, which was unl ocked, just as the

other one had been. But this was the country, after all, where people
still trusted one anot her-whi ch was good except that it gave invading

aliens an extra edge.

The only wi ndow was small and in the wall that could not be seen from
the house, so Chrissie risked turning on the overhead |ight when she
stepped inside. She quietly scaled the side of the truck and nade her
way i n anong the gardeni ng equi pnent, which was stored in the rear
two-thirds of the cargo bed, nearest the tailgate. Toward the front,
agai nst the back wall of the truck cab, flanked by fifty-pound bags of
fertilizer, snail bait, and potting soil, was a three-foot-high stack of
folded burlap tarps in which M. Eulane bundled grass clippings that
had to be hauled to the dunp. She could use sone tarps as a nattress,
others as bl ankets, and bed down until norning, renmaining hidden in the
burlap and between the piles of fifty-pound bags all the way to

Moonl i ght Cove.

She clinbed out of the truck, switched off the garage lights, then
returned in the dark and carefully clinbed aboard once nore. She nmade a
nest for herself in the tarps. The burlap was a little scratchy. After
years of use it was perneated with the scent of new nown grass, which
was nice at first but quickly palled. At |least a few |layers of tarps
trapped her body heat, and in mnutes she was warmfor the first tine
all night.

- 151 And as the night deepened (she thought), young Chrissie, masking
her telltale human odors in the scent of grass that saturated the
burlap, cleverly conceal ed herself fromthe pursuing aliens-or maybe
wer ewol ves- whose sense of snell was al nost as good as that of hounds.

Sam t ook tenporary refuge on the unlighted playground of Thomas
Jefferson El enmentary School on Palonmino Street on the south side of
town. He sat on one of the swi ngs, holding the suspension chains with
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bot h hands, actually swinging a bit, while he considered his options.

He coul d not | eave Moonlight Cove by car. H s rental was back at the
mot el , where he'd be apprehended if he showed his face. He could stea
a car, but he renmenbered the exchange on the conputer when Loman Wt ki ns
had ordered Danberry to establish a bl ockade on Ccean Avenue, between
town and the interstate. They'd have sealed off every exit.

He coul d go overland, sneaking fromstreet to street, to the edge of the
town limts, then through the woods and fields to the freeway. But
Wat ki ns had al so said sonething about having ringed the entire comunity
with sentries, to intercept the "Foster girl." Al though Sam was
confident of his instincts and survival abilities, he had not had
experience in taking evasive action over open territory since his
service in the war nore than twenty years ago. |If nen were stationed
around the town, waiting to intercept the girl, Samwas |likely to wal k
straight into one or nore of them

Though he was willing to risk getting caught, he nust not fall into
their hands until he had placed a call to the Bureau to report and to
ask for energency backup. |If he becane a statistic in this

acci dental -death capital of the world, the Bureau would send new nmen in
his place, and ultimately the truth could cone out-but perhaps too |ate.

As he swung gently back and forth through the rapidly thinning fog,
pushed nostly by the wi nd, he thought about those schedul es he had seen
on the VDT. Everyone in town would be "converted" in the next
twenty-three hours. Although he had no idea what the hell people were
bei ng converted to, he didn't like the sound of it. And he sensed that
once those schedul es had been net, once everyone in town was converted,
getting to the truth in Monlight Cove woul d be no easier than cracking
open an infinite series of |aser-welded, titanium boxes nested in

Chi nese-puzzl e fashion

kay, so the first thing he had to do was get to a phone and call the
Bureau. The phones in Monlight Cove were conprom sed, but he did not
care if the call was noted in a conmputer sweep or even recorded word for
word. He just needed thirty seconds or a mnute on the line with the

of fice, and massive reinforcenments would be on the way. Then he'd have
to keep noving around, dodgi ng cops for a couple of hours, until other
agents arrived.

He couldn't just walk up to a house and ask to use their phone because
he didn't know whom he could trust. Morrie Stein had said that after
being in town a day or two, you were overconme with the paranoid feeling
that eyes were on you wherever you went and that Big Brother was al ways
just an arnmis reach away. Sam had attained that stage of paranoia in
only a few hours and was rapidly noving beyond it to a state of constant
tensi on and suspicion unlike anything he'd known since those jungle
battl| egrounds two decades ago.

A pay phone. But not the one at the Shell station that he had used
earlier. A wanted man was foolish to return to a place he was known to
have frequented before.

From his wal ks around town, he renenbered one or maybe two ot her pay
phones. He got up fromthe swing, slipped his hands in his jacket
pockets, hunched his shoul ders against the chilling wind, and started
across the schoolyard toward the street beyond.

He wondered about the Foster girl to whom Shaddack and Watkins referred
on the conmputer link. Wo was she? What had she seen? He suspected
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she was a key to understanding this - 153 conspiracy. Watever she had
wi t nessed m ght explain what they neant by "conversion."

The wal I s appeared to be bleeding. Red ooze, as if seeping fromthe
Sheetrock, tracked down the pale yellow paint in nmany rivulets.

Standing in that second-floor roomat Cove Lodge, Loman Watkins was
repelled by the carnage . . . but also strangely excited

The nmal e guest's body was sprawl ed near the disarranged bed, hideously
bitten and torn. In worse condition, the dead wonan | ay outside the
room in the second-floor hall, a scarlet heap on the orange carpet.

The air reeked of blood, bile, feces, urine-a melange of odors with

whi ch Loman was becoming increasingly famliar, as the victims of the
regressives turned up nore frequently week by week and day by day. This
time, however, as never before, an alluring sweetness |lay under the
acrid surface of the stench. He drew deep breaths, unsure why that
terrible redol ence should have any appeal whatsoever. But he was unable
to deny-or resist-its attraction any nore than a hound could resist the
fox's scent. Though he could not withstand the tenpting fragrance, he
was frightened by his response to it, and the blood in his veins seened
to grow colder as his pleasure in the biological stirring grew nore

i ntense.

Barry Shol nick, the officer Loman had di spatched to Cove Lodge via
conputer link to apprehend Sarmuel Booker, and who had found this death
and destruction instead of the Bureau agent, now stood in the corner by
the wi ndow, staring intently at the dead nman. He had been at the notel
| onger than anyone, alnost half an hour, |ong enough to have begun to
regard the victins with the detachnent that police had to cultivate, as
if dead and ravaged bodies were no nore renmarkable a part of the scene
than the furniture. Yet Sholnick could not shift his gaze fromthe

evi scerated corpse, the gore-spattered weckage, and the bl ood-streaked
walls. He was clearly electrified by that horrendous detritus and the
viol ence of which it was a renenbrance

W hate what the regressives have becone and what they do, Lonan
t hought, but in sonme sick way we're also envious of them of their
ultimate freedom

Sonet hing within himand, he suspected, in all of the New People-cried
out to join the regressives. As at the Foster place, Lonman felt the
urge to enploy his newfound bodily control not to el evate hinself, as
Shaddack had intended, but to devolve into a wild state. He yearned to
descend to a |l evel of consciousness in which thoughts of the purpose and
meani ng of life would not trouble him in which intellectual challenge
woul d be nonexistent, in which he would be a creature whose existence
was defined al nost entirely by sensation, in which every decision was
made solely on the basis of what would give himpleasure, a condition
unt roubl ed by conpl ex thought. ©Ch, God, to be freed fromthe burdens of
civilization and higher intelligence!

Shol ni ck made a | ow sound in the back of his throat.

Loman | ooked up fromthe dead man.

I n Shoinick's brown eyes a wild |ight burned.

Am | as pale as he? Loman wondered. As sunken-eyed and strange?

For a nmonent Shol nick nmet the chiefs gaze, then | ooked away as if he had
been caught in a shaneful act.
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Loman's heart was poundi ng.

Shol ni ck went to the window. He stared out at the lightless sea. H's
hands were fisted at his sides.

Loman was trenbling.
The snell, darkly sweet. The snell of the hunt, the kill.

He turned away fromthe corpse and wal ked out of the room into the
hal | way, where the sight of the dead wonan-hal f naked, gouged,

| acerated-was no relief. Bob Trott, one of several recent additions to
the force when it expanded to twelve nen | ast week, stood over the
battered body. He was a big man, four inches taller and thirty pounds
heavi er than Loman, with a face - 155 of hard planes and chi sel ed edges.
He | ooked down at the cadaver with a faint, unholy snile.

Fl ushed, his vision beginning to blur, his eyes smarting in the harsh
fluorescent glare, Loman spoke sharply "Trott, conme with nme." He set off
along the hall to the other roomthat had been broken into. Wth evident
reluctance, Trott finally followed him

By the time Loman reached the shattered door of that unit, Paul
Anber |l ay, another of his officers, appeared at the head of the north
stairs, returning fromthe notel office where Lonman had sent himto
check the register.

"The couple in roomtwenty-four were named Jenks, Sarah and Charles,"
Anberl ay reported. He was twenty-five, |ean and sinewy, intelligent.
Per haps because the young officer's face was slightly pointed, with
deep-set eyes, he had al ways rem nded Loman of a fox.

"They're from Portland."

"And in thirty-six here?"

"Tessa Lockl and from San Di ego. "

Loman bl i nked.

"Lockl and?"

Anberlay spelled it.

"When did she check in?"

"Just tonight."

"The mnister's widow, Jani ce Capshaw, " Loman sai d.

"Her nmmi den nane was Lockland. | had to deal with her nother by phone,
and she was in San Diego. Persistent old broad. A million questions.
Had sone trouble getting her to consent to cremation. She said her

ot her daughter was out of the country, somewhere really renote, couldn't
be reached qui ckly, but would come around within a nonth to enpty the
house and settle Ms.

Capshaw s affairs. So this is her, | guess."”

Loman |l ed theminto Tessa Lockland's room two doors down from unit
forty, in which Booker was registered. Wnd huffed at the open w ndow.
The place was littered with broken furniture, torn bedding, and the
glass froma shattered TV set, but unmarked by blood. Earlier they had
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checked the room for a body and found none; the open wi ndow i ndi cated
that the occupant fled before the regressives had nanaged to smash
t hrough the door.

"So Booker's out there," Lonman said, "and we've got to assune he saw the
regressives or heard the killing. He knows sonething's wong here. He
doesn't understand it, but he knows enough . . . too nuch.”

"You can bet he's busting his ass to get a call out to the damm Bureau,"
Trott said.

Loman agr eed.

"And now we've al so got this Lockland bitch, and she's got to be
t hi nki ng her sister never commtted suicide, that she was killed by the
same things that killed the couple from Portl and-"

"Most logical thing for her to do," Anberlay said, "is cone straight to
us-to the police. She'll walk right into our arns. Maybe," Lonan said,
unconvi nced. He began to pick through the rubble.

"Help ne find her purse. Wth them bashing down the door, she'd have
gone out the w ndow without pausing to grab her purse."

Trott found it wedged between the bed and one of the nightstands.

Loman enptied the contents onto the mattress. He snatched up the
wal | et, flipped through the plastic windows full of credit cards and
phot ographs, until he found her driver's license. According to the
|icense data, she was five-four, one hundred and four pounds, blond,
bl ue-eyed. Loman held up the ID so Trott and Anberlay could see the
phot ogr aph.

"She's a | ooker," Amberlay said.
"I"d like to get a bite of that,"” Trott said.

His officer's choice of words gave Loman a chill. He couldn't help
wonderi ng whether Trott neant "bite" as a euphem smfor sex or whether
he was expressing a very real subconscious desire to savage the wonman as
the regressives had torn apart the couple from Portl and.

"We know what she | ooks |ike," Loman said.
"That hel ps."

Trott's hard, sharp features were inadequate for the expression of
gentler enptions |ike affection and delight, but they perfectly conveyed
the ani mal hunger and urge to violence that seethed deep within him

"You want us to bring her in?"

"Yes. She doesn't know anything, really, but on the other hand she
knows too much. She knows the couple down the hall were killed, and she
probably saw a regressive."

"Maybe the regressives followed her through the wi ndow and got her,"
Anmber | ay suggest ed.

"W night find her body sonmewhere outside, on the grounds of the |odge."
- 157 "Coul d be," Lonman sai d.

"But if not, we have to find her and bring her in. You called Callan?"
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"Yeah," Anberlay said.
"We've got to get this place cleaned up,"” Loman said.

"We've got to keep a lid on until mdnight, until everyone in town's
been put through the Change. Then, when Monlight Cove's secure, we can
concentrate on finding the regressives and elininating them"

Trott and Anberlay net Loman's eyes, then | ooked at each other. In the
gl ances they exchanged, Loman saw the dark know edge that they all were
potential regressives, that they, too, felt the call toward that
unburdened, prinmtive state. It was an awareness of which none of them
dared speak, for to give it voice was to adnit that Mbonhawk was a
deeply flawed project and that they might all be dammed.

M ke Peyser heard the dial tone and funbled with the buttons, which

were too small and closely set for his long, tine-like fingers. Abruptly
he realized that he could not call Shaddack, dared not call Shaddack,

t hough they had known each other for nore than twenty years, since their
days together at Stanford, could not call Shaddack even though it was
Shaddack who had nmade hi m what he was, because Shaddack woul d consi der

hi man outlaw now, a regressive, and Shaddack woul d have hi mrestrained
in a laboratory and either treat himwth all the tenderness that a

Vi vi sectioni st bestowed upon a white rat or destroy hi mbecause of the
threat he posed to the ongoi ng conversi on of Monlight Cove. Peyser
shrieked in frustration. He tore the tel ephone out of the wall and
threw it across the bedroom where it hit the dresser mrror, shattering
the gl ass.

Hi s sudden perception of Shaddack as a powerful eneny rather than a
friend and nentor was the last entirely clear-land rational thought that
Peyser had for a while. His fear was a trapdoor that opened under him
casting himdown into the darkness of the prineval mind that he had

unl eashed for the pleasure of a night hunt. He noved back and forth
through the house, sonetines in a frenzy, sonetinmes in a sullen slouch
not sure why he was alternately excited, depressed, or snoldering with
savage needs, driven nore by feelings than intellect.

He relieved hinmself in a corner of the living room sniffed his own
urine, then went into the kitchen in search of nore food. Now and then
his mnd cleared, and he tried to call his body back to its nore
civilized form but when his tissues would not respond to his will, he
cycl ed down into the darkness of animal thought again. Several tines he
was cl ear headed enough to appreciate the irony of having been reduced to
savagery by a process-the Change-meant to elevate himto superhuman
status, but that |ine of thought was too bleak to be endured, and a new
descent into the savage m nd was al nbst wel cone.

Repeat edly, both when in the grip of a primtive consciousness and when
the clouds lifted fromhis mnd, he thought of the boy, Eddie Val doski
the boy, the tender boy, and he thrilled to the nmenory of bl ood, sweet
bl ood, fresh blood steaning in the cold night air.

Physically and nentally exhausted, Chrissie nevertheless was not able
to sleep. In the burlap tarps in the back of M. Eulane's truck, she
hung fromthe thin Iine of wakeful ness, wanting nothing nore than to |et
go and fall into unconsciousness.

She felt incomplete, as though sonething had been | eft undone-and
suddenly she was crying. Burying her face in the fragrant and slightly
scratchy burlap, she baw ed as she'd not done in years, wi th the abandon
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of a baby. She wept for her nother and father, perhaps |ost forever,

not taken cleanly by death but by sonething foul, dirty, inhuman,
satanic. She wept for the adol escence that woul d have been hers-horses
and seasi de pastures and books read on the beach-but that had been
shattered beyond repair. She wept, as well, over sone |oss she felt but
could not quite identify, though she suspected it was innocence or maybe
faith in the triunph of good over evil.

None of the fictional heroines she admred woul d have indul ged in
uncontrol | ed weepi ng, and Chrissie was enbarrassed by her torrent of
tears. But to weep was as human as to err, and perhaps she needed to
cry, in part, to prove to herself that no nonstrous seed had been

pl anted in her of the sort that had germ nated and spread tendrils
through her parents. Crying, she was still Chrissie. Crying was proof
that no one had stol en her soul

She sl ept.

Sam had seen anot her pay phone at a Union 76 service station one

bl ock north of Ccean. The station was out of business. The w ndows
were filmed with gray dust, and a hastily lettered FOR SALE sign hung in
one of them as if the owner actually didn't care whether the place was
sold or not and had nmade the sign only because it was expected of him
Crisp, dead | eaves and dry pine needles fromsurrounding trees had bl own
agai nst the gasoline punps and lay in snowlike drifts.

The phone booth was agai nst the south wall of the buil ding and visible
fromthe street. Sam stepped through the open door but did not pull it
shut, for fear of conpleting a circuit that would turn on the overhead
bul b and draw himto the attention of any cops who happened by.

The Iine was dead. He deposited a coin, hoping that would activate the
dial tone. The line was still dead.

He jiggled the hook fromwhich the handset hung. H's coin was returned.
He tried again but to no avail.

He believed that pay phones in or adjacent to a service station or
privately owned store were sonetines joint operations, the income shared
bet ween the tel ephone conpany and the busi nessnman who al |l owed t he phone
to be installed. Perhaps they had turned off the phone when the Union
76 had cl osed up

However, he suspected the police had used their access to the

t el ephone- conmpany's conputer to disable all coin-operated phones in
Moonl i ght Cove. The nonent they had | earned an undercover federal agent
was in town, they could have taken extrene measures to prevent himfrom
contacting the world outside.

O course he mght be overestimating their capabilities. He had to try
anot her phone before giving up hope of contacting the Bureau

On his wal k after dinner, he had passed a coin laundry half a bl ock
north of Ccean Avenue and two bl ocks west of this Union 76. He was
pretty sure that when glancing through the plate glass w ndow, he had
seen a tel ephone on the rear wall, at the end of a row of

i ndustrial-size dryers with stainless-steel fronts.

He left the Union 76. As nuch as possible staying away fromthe
streetl anps-which illum nated side streets only in the first block north
and south of COcean-using all eyways where he could, he slipped through
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the silent town, toward where he renenbered having seen the |laundry. He
wi shed the wind would die and | eave some of the rapidly dissipating fog.

At an intersection one block north of Ocean and half a block fromthe

| aundry, he al nost wal ked into plain sight of a cop driving south toward
the center of town. The patrolman was half a block fromthe

i ntersection, comng slowy, surveying both sides of the street.
Fortunately he was | ooking the other way when Sam hurried into the
unavoi dable fall of |anplight at the corner.

Sam scranbl ed backward and pressed into a deep entrance way on the side
of a three-story brick building that housed some of the town's
professionals A plaque in the recess, to the left of - 161 the door,
listed a dentist, two |lawers, a doctor, and a chiropractor. If the
patrol turned left at the corner and came past him he'd probably be
spotted. But if it either went straight on toward Ccean or turned right
and headed west, he woul d not be seen

Leani ng agai nst the | ocked door and as far back in the shadows as he
could go, waiting for the infuriatingly slow car to reach the

i ntersection, Samhad a nonment for reflection and realized that even for
one-thirty in the norning, Monlight Cove was peculiarly quiet and the
streets unusually deserted. Shall towns had night ows as surely as did
cities; there should have been a pedestrian or two, a car now and then,
some signs of life other than police patrols.

The bl ack-and-white turned right at the corner, headi ng west and away
fromhim

Al t hough the danger had passed, Samremmined in the unlighted entrance
way, nentally retracing his journey from Cove Lodge to the mnunicipa
building, fromthere to the Union 76, and finally to his current
position. He could not recall passing a house where nusic was playing,
where a television blared, or where the laughter of late revelers
indicated a party in progress. He had seen no young couples sharing a

| ast kiss in parked cars. The few restaurants and taverns were
apparently closed, and the novie theater was out of business, and except
for his novenents and those of the police, Monlight Cove m ght have
been a ghost town. |Its living roons, bedroons, and kitchens m ght have
been peopl ed only by nol dering corpses-or by robots that posed as people
during the day and were turned off at night to save energy when it was
not as essential to maintain the illusion of life.

Increasingly worried by the word "conversion" and its nysterious neaning
in the context of this thing they called the Monhawk Project, he left
the entrance way, turned the corner, and ran along the brightly Iighted
street to the laundry. He saw the phone as he was pushing open the

gl ass door.

He hurried hal fway through the |ong roomdryers on the right, a double
row of washers back-to-back in the mddle, sonme chairs at the end of the
washers, more chairs along the left wall with the candy and detergent
machi nes and the | aundry-fol din2 counter-before he realized the place
was not deserted. A petite blonde in faded jeans and a bl ue pull over
sweat er sat on one of the yellow plastic chairs. None of the washers or
dryers was running, and the wonan did not seemto have a basket of
clothes with her.

He was so startled by her-a live person, a live civilian, in this
sepul chral night-that he stopped and bl i nked.

She was perched on the edge of the chair, visibly tense. Her eyes were
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wi de. Her hands were clenched in her lap. She seened to be hol ding her
br eat h.

Real i zi ng that he had frightened her, Samsaid, "Sorry."

She stared at himas if she were a rabbit facing down a fox. Aware that
he must | ook wild-eyed, even frantic, he added, "I'm not dangerous."

"They all say that."
"They do?"
"But I am"”

Confused, he said, "You are what?"
"Danger ous. "

"Real | y?"

She st ood up.

"I"'ma black belt."

For the first time in days, a genuine smle pulled at Sanis face. "Can
you kill with your hands?"

She stared at himfor a nmoment, pale and shaking. Wen she spoke, her
def ensi ve anger was excessive.

"Hey, don't laugh at me, asshole, or I'Il bust you up so bad that when
you wal k, you'll clink like a bag of broken glass."

At | ast, astonished by her vehenency, Sam began to assimlate the
observations he'd nade on entering. No washers or dryers in operation
No cl othes basket. No box of detergent or bottle of fabric softener

"What's wong?" he asked, suddenly suspi cious.
"Not hing, if you keep your distance."

He wondered if she knew sonehow that the | ocal cops were eager to get
hold of him But that seenmed nuts. How could she know?

"What're you doing here if you don't have clothes to wash? What's it
your business? You own this dunp?" she denmanded.

"No. And don't tell me you own it, either."
She glared at him
He studi ed her, gradually absorbing how attractive she was.

She had eyes as piercingly blue as a June sky and skin as clear - 163 as
sumrer air, and she seemed radically out of place along this dark,

Cct ober coast, let alone in a grungy Laundromat at one-thirty in the
mor ni ng. \When her beauty finally, fully registered with him so did

ot her things about her, including the intensity of her fear, which was
revealed in her eyes and in the lines around themand in the set of her
mouth. it was fear far out of proportion to any threat he coul d pose.
If he had been a six-foot-six, three-hundred-pound, tattooed biker with
a revolver in one hand and a ten-inch knife in the other, and if he had
burst into the laundry chanting paeans to Satan, the utterly bl oodl ess
pal eness of her face and the hard edge of terror in her eyes would have
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been understandabl e. But he was only Sam Booker, whose great est
attribute as an agent was his guy-next-door ordinariness and an aura of
har m essness.

Unsettl ed by her unsettl edness, he said, "The phone."
"What ?"
He pointed at the pay phone.

"Yes," she said, as if confirmng it was i ndeed a phone.

"Just cane in to nake a call."

" Oh.

Keepi ng one eye on her, he went to the phone, fed it his quarter, but
got no dial tone. He retrieved his coin, tried again. No luck

"Dam!" he said.

The bl onde had edged toward the door. She halted, as though she thought
he m ght rush at her and drag her down if she attenpted to | eave the
Laundr omat .

The Cove engendered in Sam a powerful paranoia. |Increasingly over the
past few hours he had conme to think of everyone in town as a potenti al
eneny. And suddenly he perceived that this woman's pecul i ar behavi or
resulted froma state of mnd precisely like his.

"Yes, of course-you're not fromhere, are you, from Moonlight Cove?"
" goo"

"Neither am|1 "So?"

"And you' ve seen sonething."

She stared at him

He said, "Something' s happened, you've seen somnething, and you're
scared, and I'll bet you' ve got damed good reason to be.

She | ooked as if she'd sprint for the door
"Wait," he said quickly.

"I'mwith the FBI." His voice cracked slightly.
"I really am"

Because he was a night person who had al ways preferred to sleep

during the day, Thomas Shaddack was in his teak-paneled study, dressed
in a gray sweat suit, working on an aspect of Mwonhawk at a conputer
ternminal, when Evan, his night servant, rang through to tell himthat
Loman Watkins was at the front door

"Send himto the tower," Shaddack sai d.

"I''"ll join himshortly. He sel dom wore anything but sweat suits these
days. He had nore than twenty in the closet-ten black, ten gray, and a
coupl e navy blue. They were nore confortable than other clothes, and by
limting his choices, he saved tine that otherw se would be wasted
coordi nating each day's wardrobe, a task at which he was not skill ed.
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Fashion was of no interest to him Besides, he was gawky-big feet,

| anky | egs, knobby knees, long arns, bony shoul ders-and too thin to | ook
good even in finely tailored suits. Cothes either hung strangely on
hi m or enphasi zed his thinness to such a degree that he appeared to be
Deat h personified, an unfortunate inmage reinforced by his flour-white
skin, nearly black hair, sharp features, and yell ow sh eyes.

He even wore sweat suits to New Wave board neetings. |If you were a
genius in your field, people expected you to be eccentric. And if your
personal fortune was in the hundreds of mllions, they accepted all

eccentricities w thout coment.

Hi s ul tranodern, reinforced-concrete house at cliff's edge near the
north point of the cove was anot her expression of his - 165 cal cul ated
nonconformty. The three stories were like three |ayers of a cake,

t hough each layer was of a different size than the others-the |argest on
top, the smallest in the middle-and they were not concentric but

m sal i gned, creating a profile that in daylight tent the house the
appearance of an enornous piece of avant-garde scul pture. At night, its
myriad wi ndows aglow, it |ooked less like sculpture than |like the
star-travel i ng nothership of an invading alien force.

The tower was eccentricity piled on eccentricity, rising offcenter from
the third level, soaring an additional forty feet into the air. It was
not round but oval, not anything like a tower in which a princess night
pi ne for a crusade-bound prince or in which a king m ght have his

eneni es inprisoned and tortured, but rem niscent of the conning tower of
a subrmarine. The large, glass-walled roomat the top could be reached
by elevator or by stairs that spiraled around the inside of the tower
wall, circling the nmetal core in which the el evator was housed.

Shaddack kept Watkins waiting for ten mnutes, just for the hell of it,
then chose to take the lift to nmeet him The interior of the cab was
panel ed with burni shed brass, so although the nechani smwas sl ow, he
seenmed to be ascending inside a rifle cartridge.

He had added the tower to the architect's designs al nbst as an
afterthought, but it had becone his favorite part of the huge house.
That high place offered endl ess vistas of calm (or w nd-chopped),
sun-spangl ed (or ni ght-shrouded) sea to the west. To the east and
south, he | ooked out and down on the whol e town of Myonlight Cove; his
sense of superiority was confortably reinforced by that lofty
perspective on the only other visible works of man. Fromthat room
only four nonths ago, he had seen the nbonhawk for the third tinme in his
life, a sight that few nen were privileged to see even once-which he
took to be a sign that he was destined to becone the nost influentia
man ever to wal k the earth.

The el evator stopped. The doors opened.

When Shaddack entered the dimy lighted roomthat encircled the
el evator, Loman WAtkins rose quickly froman arnchair and respectfully
said, "Good evening, sir."

"Pl ease be seated, chief," he said graciously, even affably, but with a
subtle note in his voice that reinforced their nutual understanding that
it was Shaddack, not Watkins, who deci ded how formal or casual the
meeting woul d be.

Shaddack was the only child of Janes Randol ph Shaddack, a fornmer
circuit-court judge in Phoenix, now deceased. The family had not been
weal thy, though solidly upper mddle-class, and that position on the
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economni ¢ | adder, conbined with the prestige of a judgeship, gave Janes
consi derable stature in his community. And power. Throughout his
chi | dhood and adol escence, Tom had been fasci nated by how his father, a
political activist as well as a judge, had used that power not only to
acquire material benefits but to control others. The control-the
exerci se of power for power's sake-was what had nopst appeal ed to Janes,
and that was what had deeply excited his son, too, froman early age.

Now Tom Shaddack hel d power over Loman WAt ki ns and Moonlight Cove by
reason of his wealth, because he was the primary enployer in town,
because he gripped the reins of the political system and because of the
Moonhawk Project, named after the thrice-received vision. But his
ability to mani pul ate them was nore extensive than anything old Janes
had enjoyed as a judge and canny politico. He possessed the power of
life and death over themliterally. |If an hour from now he deci ded they
all nust die, they would be dead before m dnight. Furthernore he could
condermm themto the grave with no nore chance of being punished than a
god risked when raining fire on his creations.

The only lights in the tower roomwere concealed in a recess under the

i mmense wi ndows, which extended fromthe ceiling to within ten inches of
the floor. The hidden | anps ringed the chanber, subtly illum nating the
pl ush carpet but casting no glare on the huge panes. Nevertheless, if
the night had been clear, Shaddack woul d have flicked the switch next to
the el evator button, plunging the roominto near darkness, so his
ghostly reflection and those of the starkly nodern furnishings would not
fall on the glass between himand his view of the world over which he
hel d dominion. He left the lights on, however, because sone mlky fog
still churned past glass walls, and little could be seen now that the
horned nmoon had found the horizon

Bar ef oot, Shaddack crossed the charcoal -gray carpet. He set 7 - 167
settled into a second arnthair, facing Loman Watki ns across a | ow,
white-marbl e cocktail table.

The policeman was forty-four, less than three years ol der than Shaddack,
but he was Shaddack's conpl ete physical opposite five-ten, a hundred and
ei ghty pounds, | arge-boned, broad in the shoul ders and chest,

thi ck-necked. Hi s face was broad, too, as open and guil el ess as
Shaddack's was cl osed and cunning. His blue eyes met Shaddack's

yel | ow- brown gaze, held it only for a nmonent, then |lowered to stare at
his strong hands, which were clasped so rigidly in his lap that the
sharp knuckl es seenmed in danger of piercing the taut skin. H's darkly
tanned scal p showed through brush-cut brown hair.

Wat ki ns' s obvi ous subservi ence pl eased Shaddack, but he was even nore
gratified by the chief's fear, which was evident in the trenors that the
man was struggling-with some success-to repress and in the haunted
expression that deepened the color of his eyes. Because of the Monhawk
Proj ect, because of what had been done to him Lonman Watkins was in nmany
ways superior to nost men, but he was al so now and forever in Shaddack's
thrall as surely as a | aboratory nouse, clanped down and attached to

el ectrodes, was at the nmercy of the scientist who conducted experinents
on him In a manner of speaking, Shaddack was Watkins's naker, and he
possessed, in Watkins's eyes, the position and power of a god.

Leani ng back in his chair, folding his pale, |ong-fingered hands on his
chest, Shaddack felt his nmanhood swel |l ing, hardening. He was not
aroused by Loman Wat ki ns, because he had no tendency what soever toward
honosexual ity; he was aroused not by anything in Watkins's physica
appearance but by the awareness of the tremendous authority he wi el ded
over the man. Power aroused Shaddack nore fully and easily than sexua
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stimuli. Even as an adol escent, when he saw pictures of naked wonen in
erotic magazi nes, he was turned on not by the sight of bared breasts,
not by the curve of a fermale bottomor the elegant |ine of |ong |egs,
but by the thought of dominating such wonen, totally controlling them
holding their very lives in his hands. |If a wonan |ooked at himwith
undi sgui sed fear, he found her infinitely nore appealing than if she
regarded himwith desire. And since he reacted nore strongly to terror
than to lust, his arousal was not dependent upon the sex or age or
physical attractiveness of the person who trenbled in his presence.

Enj oyi ng the policeman' s subm ssiveness, Shaddack said, "You've got
Booker ?"

"No, sir."

"Way not ?"

"He wasn't at Cove Lodge when Shol nick got there.”
"He's got to be found."

"We'll find him"

"And converted. Not just to prevent himfromtelling anyone what he's
seen . . . but to give us one of our own inside the Bureau. That'd be
a coup. His being here could turn out to be an incredible plus for the
project."

"Wl |, whether Booker's a plus or not, there's worse than him
Regressi ves attacked sone of the guests at the lodge. Quinn hinself was
either carried off, killed, and |l eft where we haven't found himyet

or he was one of the regressives hinself and is off now. . . doing
what ever they do after a kill, maybe baying at the goddamm noon."

Wth growi ng dismay and agitation, Shaddack |istened to the report.

Perched on the edge of his chair, Watkins finished, blinked, and said,
"These regressives scare the hell out of me."

"They' re disturbing," Shaddack agreed.

On the night of Septenber fourth, they had cornered a regressive, Jordan
Coonbs, in the novie theater on main street. Coonbs had been a

mai nt enance man at New Wave. That night, however, he had been nore ape
than man, although actually neither, but sonmething so strange and savage
that no single word could describe him The term "regressive" was only
adequat e, Shaddack had di scovered, if you never cane face to face with
one of the beasts. Because once you'd seen one close up, "regressive"
insufficiently conveyed the horror of the thing, and in fact all words
failed. Their attenpt to take Coonbs alive had failed, too, for he had
proved too aggressive and powerful to be subdued; to save thensel ves,
they'd had to blow his head off.

Now WAt ki ns said, "They're nore than disturbing. Mich nore than just
that. They're .. . . psychotic."

"I know they're psychotic," Shaddack said inpatiently.
"I'"ve named their condition nmyself netanorphic-rel ated psychosis."”
- 169 "They enjoy killing."

Thomas Shaddack frowned. He had not foreseen the problem of the
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regressives, and he refused to believe that they constituted nore than a
m nor anonmaly in the otherw se beneficial conversion of the people of
Moonl i ght Cove.

"Yes, all right, they enjoy killing, and in their regressed state
they're designed for it, but we've only a few of themto identify and
elimnate. Statistically, they're an insignificant percentage of those
we' ve put through the Change."

"Maybe not so insignificant,” Watkins said hesitantly, unable to neet
Shaddack's eyes, a reluctant bearer of bad tidings.

"Judging by all the bloody weckage lately, |I'd guess that anong those
ni net een hundred converted as of this norning, there were fifty or sixty
of these regressives out there."

"Ri di cul ous!"

To admt regressives existed in | arge nunbers, Shaddack woul d have to
consider the possibility that his research was fl awed, that he had
rushed his discoveries out of the |aboratory and into the field with too
little consideration of the potential for disaster, and that his

ent husi astic application of the Mbonhawk Project's revol utionary

di scoveries to the people of Monlight Cove was a tragic m stake. He
could admt nothing of the sort.

He had yearned all his life for the nth degree of power that was now
nearly within his reach, and he was psychol ogi cal |l y i ncapabl e of
retreating fromthe course he had set. Since puberty he had denied

hi nsel f certain pleasures because, had he acted upon those needs, he
woul d have been hunted down by the |law and made to pay a heavy price.

Al'l those years of denial had created a trenmendous internal pressure
that he desperately needed to relieve. He had sublimted his antisoci al
desires in his work, focused his energies into socially acceptable
endeavors-which had, ironically, resulted in discoveries that woul d nmake
himinmmune to authority and therefore free to indul ge his | ongsuppressed
urges without fear of censure or punishnent.

Besi des, not just psychologically but also in practical terms, he had
gone too far to turn back. He had brought sonething revolutionary into
the world. Because of him nineteen hundred New Peopl e wal ked t he
earth, as different fromother nmen and women as Cro-Magnons had been
different fromtheir nore primtive Neanderthal ancestors. He did not
have the ability to undo what he had done any nore than other scientists
and technicians could uninvent the wheel or atom c bonb.

Wat ki ns shook hi s head.

"I'msorry . . . but | don't think it's ridiculous ;, at all. Fifty
or sixty regressives. O nore. Maybe a |ot nore.

"You'll need proof to convince me of that. You'll have to nane them for
me. Are you any closer to identifying even one of them other than

Qi nn?"
"Al ex and Sharon Foster, | think. And nmaybe even your own man, Tucker."
"I nmpossi bl e. "

Wat ki ns descri bed what he had found at the Foster place-and the cries he
had heard in the distant woods.

Rel uct antly Shaddack considered the possibility that Tucker was one of
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those degenerates. He was disturbed by the likelihood that his contro
anong his inner circle was not as absolute as he had thought. If he
could not be sure of those nen closest to him how could he be certain
of his ability to control the nasses?

"Maybe the Fosters are regressives, though | doubt it's true of Tucker.
But even if Tucker's one of them that neans you've found four. Not
fifty or sixty. Just four. Wore all these others you imagi ne are out
t here?"

Loman Watkins stared at the fog, which pressed in ever-changing patterns
agai nst the glass walls of the tower room

"Sir, I"'mafraid it isn't easy. | nean . . . think about it...If the
state or federal authorities |earned what you' ve done, if they could
under st and what you' ve done and really believe it, and if then they
wanted to prevent us frombringing the Change to everyone beyond
Moonl i ght Cove, they'd have one hell of a tine stopping us, wouldn't
they? After all, those of us who've been converted . . . we walk
undet ect ed anong ordinary people. W seemlike them no different,
unchanged. "

" ggo"

"Well . . . that's the same problemwe have with the regressives
They' re New People |ike us, but the thing that makes themdifferent from
us, the rottenness in them is inpossible to see; they're as

i ndi stinguishable fromus as we are fromthe unchanged popul ation of Ad
Peopl e. "

Shaddack's iron erection had softened. Inpatient with Watkins's
negativism he rose fromhis arnchair and noved to the - 171 nearest of
the big windows. Standing with his hands fisted in the pockets of his
sweat-suit jacket, he stared at the vague reflection of his own | ong,

| upi ne face, which was ghostlike in its transparency. He net his own
gaze, as well, then quickly | ooked through the reflection of his eye
sockets and past the glass into the darkness beyond, where vagrant sea
breezes worked the loomof night to bring forth a fragile fabric of fog.
He kept his back to Watkins, for he did not want the man to see that he
was concerned, and he avoi ded the gl ass-caught inmage of his own eyes
because he did not want to adnit to hinself that his concern m ght be
mar bl ed with veins of fear.

He insisted on noving to the chairs, so they could not be seen as

easily fromthe street. Tessa was |eery about sitting beside him He
said that he was operating undercover and therefore carried no Bureau

I D, but he showed her everything else in his wallet driver's license,
credit cards, library card, video rental card, photos of his son and his
late wife, a coupon for a free chocol ate-chip cookie at any Ms. Fields
store, a picture of Goldie Hawn torn froma magazi ne. Wuld a hom ci da
mani ac carry a cookie coupon? 1In a while, as he took her back through
her story of the massacre at Cove Lodge and picked relentlessly at the
details, nmaking sure that she told himeverything and that he understood
all of it, she began to trust him |If he was only pretending to be an
agent, his pretense woul d not have been so el aborate or sustai ned.

"You didn't actually see anybody nurdered?”
"They were killed," she insisted.

"You woul dn't have any doubt if you'd heard their screams. |'ve stood
in a nob of hunan nonsters in Northern Ireland and seen them beat nmen to
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death. | was filnmng an industrial in a steel mll once, when there was
a spill of nolten netal that splattered all over workers' bodies, their
faces. |1've been with Mskito Indians in the Central Anerican jungles

when they were hit with antipersonnel bonbs-millions of little bits of
sharp steel, bodies pierced by a thousand needl es-and |'ve heard their
screans. | know what death sounds like. And this was the worst [|'ve
ever heard."

He stared at her for a long time. Then he said, "You | ook deceptively
" Cut e?"

"Yes.
"Therefore i nnocent? Therefore naive?"
"Yes. My curse.

"And an advant age sonetinmes?"

"Sometimes," she acknow edged.

"Li sten, you know something, so tell ne What's going on in this town?"
"Sonet hi ng' s happening to the people here."
"What ?

"I don't know. They're not interested in novies, for one thing. The
theater closed. And they're not interested in |uxury goods, fine gifts,
that sort of thing, because those stores have all closed too. They no

| onger get a kick from chanpagne

" He smled thinly. "The barroons are all going out of business. The
only thing they seemto be interested inis food. And killing."

Still standing at a tower-room w ndow, Tom Shaddack said, "All right,
Loman, here's what we'll do. Everyone at New WAve has been convert ed,
so |'Il assign a hundred of themto you, to augnent the police force.
You can use themto help in your investigation in any way you see
fit-starting now Wth that nany at your comand, you'll catch one of
the regressives in - 173 the act, surely . . . and you'll be nore
likely to find this nan Booker too - " The New People did not require
sl eep. The additional deputies could be brought into the field

i mredi atel y.

Shaddack said, "They can patrol the streets on foot and in their
cars-quietly, without drawing attention. And with that assistance,

you'll grab at |east one of the regressives, maybe all of them If we
can catch one in a devolved state, if |1've a chance to exani ne one of
them 1 mght be able to develop a test-physical or psychological-wth

whi ch we can screen the New People for degenerates."”
"l don't feel adequate to deal with this."

"It's a police matter."

"No, it isn't, really."

"It's no different than if you were tracking down an ordinary killer,"
Shaddack said irritably.

"You'll apply the same techni ques.

"But "What is it?"
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"Regressives could be anong the nen you assign ne."
"There won't be any.
"But . . . how can you be sure?"

"l told you there won't be,’
wi ndow, the fog, the night.

Shaddack said sharply, still facing the

They were both silent a nonent.

Then Shaddack said, "You' ve got to put everything into finding these
dammed devi ants. Everything, you hear ne? | want at |east one of them
to examine by the time we've taken all of Myonlight Cove through the
Change. "

" 1 thought "Yes? Well, | thought "Cone on, come on. You thought
what ?"

"Well . . . just that maybe you'd suspend the conversions until we
under stand what's happening here. Hell, no!" Shaddack turned fromthe

wi ndow and glared at the police chief, who flinched satisfactorily.

"These regressives are a ninor problem very minor. Wiat the shit do you
know about it? You're not the one who designed a new race, a new worl d.
I am The dreamwas nine, the vision mne. | had the brains and nerve
to make the dreamreal. And | know this is an anonaly indicative of

not hing. So the Change will take place according to schedule."

Wat ki ns | ooked down at his white-knuckl ed hands.

As he spoke, Shaddack paced barefoot along the curved glass wall, then
back agai n.

"W now have nore than enough doses to deal with the remaining

townspeople. In fact, we've initiated a new round of conversions this
evening. Hundreds will be brought into the fold by dawn, the rest by
m dnight. Until everyone in town is with us, there's a chance we'll be

found out, a risk of someone carrying a warning to the outside world.
Now t hat we've overcone the problens with the production of the

bi ochi ps, we've got to take Monlight Cove quickly, so we can proceed
with the confidence that comes from having a secure hone base.
Under st and?"

Wat ki ns nodded.
"Under stand?" Shaddack repeat ed.
"Yes. Yes, sir."

Shaddack returned to his chair and sat down.

"Now what's this other thing you called ne about earlier, this Vaidosk
busi ness?

"Eddi e Val doski, eight years old," Watkins said, |ooking at his hands,
whi ch he was now virtually winging, as if trying to squeeze sonething
fromthemin the way he m ght have squeezed water froma rag.

"He was found dead a few nminutes past eight.
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in aditch along the country road. He'd been. . . tortured
bitten, gutted. "You think one of the regressives did it?"
"Definitely. Wo found the body?"

"Eddie's folks. Hi s dad. The boy had been playing in the backyard, and

then he . . . disappeared near sunset. They started searching,
couldn't find him got scared, called us, continued to search while we
were on our way . . . and found the body just before nmy nmen got
there. "

"Bvidently the Val doskis aren't converted?"
"They weren't. But they are now. "
Shaddack si ghed.

"There won't be any trouble about the boy if they've been brought into
the fold.

The police chief raised his head and found the courage to | ook
directly at Shaddack again.

"But the boy's still dead." His voice was rough

Shaddack said, "That's a tragedy, of course. This regressive el enent
anong the New Peopl e could not have been foreseen. But no great
advancenent in human history has been without its victinms."

"He was a fine boy," the policeman said.
"You knew hi n®"

Wat ki ns bl i nked.

"I went to high school with his father, George Valdoski. | was Eddie's
godf at her. "
Consi dering his words carefully, Shaddack said, "It's a terrible thing.

And we'll find the regressive who did it. W'Il find all of them and
elimnate them Meanwhile, we can take sonme confort in the fact that
Eddie died in a great cause."

Wat ki ns regarded Shaddack with unconceal ed astoni shrent .

"Great cause? Wiat did Eddie know of a great cause? He was eight years
old."

"Neverthel ess," Shaddack said, hardening his voice, "Eddie was caught up
in an unexpected side effect of the conversion of Monlight Cove, which

makes himpart of this wonderful, historical event." He knew that
Wat ki ns had been a patriot, absurdly proud of his flag and country, and
he supposed that some of that sentinment still reposed in the man, even

subsequent to conversion, so he said "Listen to nme, Loman. During the
Revol uti onary War, when the colonists were fighting for independence,
sonme i nnocent bystanders died, wonmen and children, not just conbatants,
and those people did not die in vain. They were martyrs every bit as
much as the soldiers who perished in the field. It's the sane in any
revolution. The inportant thing is that justice prevail and that those
who die can be said to have given their lives for a noble purpose.™

Wat ki ns | ooked away from hi m
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Ri sing fromhis arnchair again, Shaddack rounded the | ow cocktail table
to stand beside the policeman. Looking down at Watkins's bowed head, he
put one hand on the nman's shoul der

Wat ki ns cringed fromthe touch.

Shaddack did not nove his hand, and he spoke with the fervor of an
evangelist. He was a cool evangelist, however, whose nmessage did not
i nvol ve the hot passion of religious conviction but the icy power of
| ogi c, reason.

"You're one of the New People now, and that does not just nean that

you' re stronger and qui cker than ordinary nen, and it doesn't just nean
you're virtually invul nerable to di sease and have a greater power to
mend your injuries than anything any faith heal er ever dreaned of. It
al so nmeans you're clearer of mind, nmore rational than the A d Peopl e-so
if you consider Eddie's death carefully and in the context of the
mracle we're working here, you'll see that the price he paid was not
too great. Don't deal with this situation enotionally, Lonman; that's
definitely not the way of New People. W' re nmaking a world that'll be
more efficient, nmore ordered, and infinitely nore stable precisely
because nmen and wonen will have the power to control their emptions, to
view every problemand event with the analytical cool ness of a conputer.
Look at Eddi e Vai doski's death as but another datumin the great flow of
data that is the birth of the New People. You've got the power in you

now to transcend human enotional limtations, and when you do transcend
them you'll know true peace and happiness for the first tinme in your
life."

After a while Loman Watkins raised his head. He turned to | ook up at
Shaddack.

"WIIl this really lead to peace?"

"Yes. When there's no one | eft unconverted, will there be brotherhood at
| ast ?"

"Yes. Tranquil lity?
"Eternal ."

The Tal bot house on Conqui stador was a three-story redwood with lots
of big windows. The property was sloped, and steep stone steps led up
fromthe sidewalk to a shallow porch. No - 177 streetlanps |it that

bl ock, and there were no wal kway or | andscape |ights at Tal bot's, for
whi ch Sam was grateful .

Tessa Lockl and stood close to himon the porch as he pressed the buzzer,
just as she had stayed close all the way fromthe | aundry. Above the

noi sy rustle of the wind in the trees, he could hear the doorbell ring

i nsi de.

Looki ng back toward Conqui stador, Tessa said, "Sonetinmes it seens nore
like a norgue than a town, peopled by the dead, but then . . . Then?"

"“. . . in spite of the silence and the stillness, you can feel the
energy of the place, trenmendous pent-up energy, as if there's a huge

hi dden machi ne just beneath the streets, beneath the ground . . . and
as if the houses are filled with machinery, too, all of it powered up
and straining at cogs and gears, just waiting for sonmeone to engage a
clutch and set it all in notion."

That was exactly Monlight Cove, but Sam had not been able to put the
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feeling of the place into words. He rang the bell again and said, "I
t hought filnmakers were required to be borderline illiterates.

"Most Hol | ywood fil mmakers are, but |I'man outcast docunentarian, so |I'm
permtted to think-as long as | don't do too much of it."

"Who's there?" said a tinny voice, startling Sam |t cane from an
i nt ercom speaker that he'd not noticed.

"Who's there, please?
" Sam | eaned close to the intercom
"M. Talbot? Harold Tal bot?

"Yes. Wore you?"

"Sam Booker," he said quietly, so his voice would not carry past the
perimeter of Tal bot's porch.

"Sorry to wake you, but I've conme in response to your letter of October
ei ght h.

Tal bot was silent. Then the intercomclicked, and he said, "I'mon the
third floor. 1'll need tinme to get down there. Meanwhile I'll send
Mbose. Please give himyour ID so he can bring it to ne. | have no

Bureau I D," Sam whi spered
"1''mundercover here. Driver's |icense?" Talbot asked.

"Yes.

"That's enough." He clicked off.
"Mbose?" Tessa asked.
"Damed if | know," Sam sai d.

They waited al nbst a minute, feeling vulnerable on the exposed porch,

and they were both startled again when a dog pushed out through a pet
door they had not seen, brushing between their legs. For an instant Sam
didn't realize what it was, and he stunbl ed backward in surprise, nearly
| osi ng hi s bal ance.

St oopi ng to pet the dog, Tessa whi spered, "Mose?"

A flicker of light had cone through the small swi nging door with the
dog; but that was gone now that the door was closed. The dog was bl ack
and hardly visible in the night.

Squatting beside it, letting it lick his hand, Samsaid, "I'm supposed
to give ny IDto you?"

The dog wffed softly, as if answering in the affirmative.
"You'll eat it," Sam said.
Tessa said, "He won't."

"How do you know?"
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"He's a good dog."

"l don't trust him"

"l guess that's your job."
" Huh?"

"Not to trust anyone.”
"And ny nature."

"Trust him" she insisted.

He offered his wallet. The dog plucked it from Sams hand, held it in
his teeth, and went back into the house through the pet door

They stood on the dark porch for another few minutes, while Samtried to
stifle his yawns. It was after two in the norning, and he was
considering adding a fifth itemto his list of reasons for |iving good
Mexi can food, CQuinness Stout, Coldie Haw n, fear of death, and sleep

Bl i ssful sleep. Then he heard the clack and rattle of |ocks being

| abori ously di sengaged, and the door finally opened inward on a dimy

i ghted hal | way.

Harry Tal bot waited in his notorized wheel chair, dressed in blue pajanas
and a green robe. His head was tilted slightly to the left in a
permanently qui zzical angle that was part of his Vietnamlegacy. He was
a handsorme man, though his face was prematurely aged, too deeply lined
for that of a forty-year-old.

- 179 Hs thick hair was half white, and his eyes were ancient. Sam
could see that Tal bot had once been a strappi ng young nan, though he was
now soft fromyears of paralysis. One hand lay in his |ap, the pal mup,
fingers half curled, useless. He was a |iving nonunent to what mi ght
have been, to hopes destroyed, to dreans incinerated, a grimrenenbrance
of war pressed between the pages of tine.

As Tessa and Sam entered and cl osed the door behind them Harry Tal bot
extended his good hand and said, "God, am| glad to see you!" H's snile
transforned himastonishingly. It was the bright, broad, warm and
genuine smile of a man who believed he was perched in the lap of the
gods, with too many bl essings to count.

Moose returned Sanmis wal | et, uneaten.

After |eaving Shaddack's house on the north point, but before
returning to headquarters to coordi nate the assignnents of the hundred
men who were being sent to himfrom New Wave, Loman Wat ki ns stopped at
his home on Iceberry Way, on the north side of town. It was a nodest,
two-story, three-bedroom Mbonterey-style house, white with pal e-bl ue
trim nestled anong conifers.

He stood for a nmoment in the driveway beside his patrol car, studying
the place. He had loved it as if it were a castle, but he could not
find that love in hinself now. He renenbered nmuch happiness related to
the house, to his family, but he could not feel the menory of that

happi ness. A lot of laughter had graced life in that dwelling, but now
the laughter had faded until recollection of it was too faint even to
induce a snile in renenbrance. Besides, these days, his smiles were al
counterfeit, with no humor behind them
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The odd thing was that |aughter and joy had been a part of his life as
late as this past August. It had all seeped away only within the past
couple of nmonths, after the Change. Yet it seemed an anci ent menory.

Funny.
Actually, not so funny at all

VWhen he went inside he found the first floor dark and silent. A vague,
stale odor lingered in the deserted roons.

He clinbed the stairs. 1In the unlighted, second-floor hallway he saw a
soft glow al ong the bottom of the closed door to Denny's bedroom He
went in and found the boy sitting at his desk, in front of the conputer
The PC had an oversize screen, and currently that was the only light in
the room

Denny did not | ook up fromthe terninal

The boy was eighteen years old, no |longer a child; therefore, he had
been converted with his nother, shortly after Loman hinself had been put
through the Change. He was two inches taller than his dad and better

| ooki ng. He'd always done well in school, and on 1Q tests he'd scored
so high it spooked Loman a bit to think his kid was that smart. He had
al ways been proud of Denny. Now, at his son's side, staring down at
him Loman tried to resurrect that pride but could not find it. Denny
had not fallen fromfavor; he had done nothing to earn his father's

di sapproval. But pride, like so many other enotions, seemed an
encunbrance to the higher consci ousness of the New People and interfered
with their nore efficient thought patterns.

Even before the Change, Denny had been a conputer fanatic, one of those
ki ds who cal |l ed thensel ves hackers, to whom conputers were not only
tools, not only fun and ganes, but a way of life. After the conversion,
his intelligence and hi gh-tech experience were put to use by New Wave.
He was provided with a nore powerful hone termnal and a nodern link to
the superconputer at New Wave headquarters-a behenoth that, according to
Denny's description, incorporated four thousand nmles of wiring and
thirty-three thousand hi gh-speed processing units which, for reasons
Loman didn't understand, they called Sun, though perhaps that was its
nane because all research at New Wave nade heavy use of the machi ne and
therefore revolved around it. As Lonman stood beside his son, vol um nous
data flickered - 181 across the term nal screen. Wrds, nunbers,

graphs, and charts appeared and di sappeared at such speed that only one
of the New People, with sonewhat hei ghtened senses and powerfully
hei ght ened concentration, could extract meaning fromthem

in fact Loman could not read them because he had not undergone the
training that Denny had received from New Wave. Besides, he'd had
neither the time nor the need to learn to fully focus his new powers of
concentration.

But Denny absorbed the rushi ng waves of data, staring blankly at the
screen, no frown lines in his brow, his face conpletely rel axed. Since
bei ng converted, the boy was as nmuch a solidstate electronic entity as
he was flesh and bl ood, and that new part of himrelated to the conputer
with an intimacy that exceeded any man-machi ne rel ationship any of the
A d Peopl e had ever known.

Loman knew that his son was | earni ng about the Monhawk Project.
Utimately he would join the task group at New Wave that was endl essly
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refining the software and hardware related to the project, working to
make each generation of New Peopl e superior to-and nore efficient
than-the one before it.

An endl ess river of data washed across the screen

Denny stared unblinkingly for so long that tears would have forned in
his eyes if he had been one of the O d People.

The light of the ever-noving data danced on the walls and sent a
conti nuous blur of shadows chasing around the room

Loman put one hand on the boy's shoul der.

Denny did not |ook up or in any way respond. His |ips began to nove, as
if he were tal king, but he made no sound. He was speaking to hinself,
oblivious of his father.

In a garrul ous, evangelistic nmoment, Thomas Shaddack had spoken of one
day developing a link that would connect a conputer directly to a
surgically inplanted socket in the base of the human spi ne, thereby
merging real and artificial intelligence. Loman had not understood why
such a thing was either wise or desirable, and Shaddack had said, "The
New Peopl e are a bridge between man and machi ne, Loman. But one day our
species will entirely cross that bridge, becone one with the nachines,
because only then will nankind be completely efficient, conpletely in
control ."

"Denny," Loman said softly.

The boy did not respond.
At |ast Loman left the room

Across the hall and at the end of it was the naster bedroom G ace was
lying on the bed, in the dark

O course, since the Change, she could never be entirely blinded by a
mere insufficiency of light, for her eyesight had inproved. Even in
this lightless room she could see-as Loman coul d-the shapes of the
furniture and sonme textures, though few details. For them the night
worl d was no | onger black but darkish gray.

He sat on the edge of the nmattress.
"Hello."
She sai d not hi ng.

He put one hand on her head and stroked her |ong auburn hair. He
touched her face and found her cheeks wet with tears, a detail that even
his inproved eyes could not discern

Crying. She was crying, and that jolted hi mbecause he had never seen
one of the New People cry.

H s heartbeat accelerated, and a brief but wonderful thrill of hope
t hrobbed through him Perhaps the deadeni ng of enotions was a transient
condi ti on.

"What is it?" he asked.

"What ' re you crying about?"
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"I"' mafraid."

The pul se of hope swiftly faded. Fear had brought her to tears, fear
and the desol ation associated with it, and he already knew t hose
feelings were a part of this brave new world, those and no ot her

"Afraid of what?"

"l can't sleep," Gace said.
"But you don't need to sleep.”
"Don't 17?

"None of us needs to sleep any nore."

Prior to the Change, nen and wonen had needed to sl eep because the human
body, being strictly a biological mechanism was terribly inefficient.
Downtinme was required to rest and repair the danage of the day, to dea
with the toxic substances absorbed fromthe external world and the
toxics created internally. But in the New People, every bodily process
and function was superbly regulated. Nature's work had been highly
refined. Every organ, every system every cell operated at a far higher
efficiency, producing | ess waste, casting off waste faster than - 183
before, cleansing and rejuvenating itself every hour of the day. Cirace
knew that as well as he did.

"I long for sleep," she said.

"All you're feeling is the pull of habit."

"Too many hours in the day now. "

"We'll fill up the time. The new world will be a busy one."
"VWhat're we going to do in this new world when it comes?"
"Shaddack will tell us."

"Meanwhile . . "

"Patience," he said.

“I"'mafraid."

"Patience. | yearn for sleep, hunger for it.

"W don't need to sleep,” he said, exhibiting the patience that he had
encouraged in her.

"W don't need sleep," she said cryptically, "but we need to sleep."
They were both silent a while.

Then she took his hand in hers, and noved it to her breasts. She was
nude.

He tried to pull away fromher, for he was afraid of what m ght happen,
of what had happened before, since the Change, when they had nade | ove.
No. Not love. They didn't nmake | ove any nore. They had sex. There
was no feeling beyond physical sensation, no tenderness or affection
They thrust hard and fast at each other, pushed and pulled, flexed and
writhed agai nst each other, striving to nmaxim ze the excitation of nerve
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endings. Neither of themcared for or about the other, only about
himsel f, his own satisfaction. Now that their enotional life was no
| onger rich, they tried to conpensate for that loss with pl easures of
the senses, primarily food and sex. However, without the enotiona
factor, every experience was . . . hollow, and they tried to fil
that enptiness by overindul gence A sinple neal becanme a feast;

i ndul gence in gluttony. And sex a feast becane an unrestrained ind
degenerated into a frenzied, bestial coupling.

Grace pulled himonto the bed.

He did not want to go. He could not refuse. Literally could not
ref use.

Breat hi ng hard, shuddering with excitement, she tore at his clothes and
mounted him  She was nmaki ng strange wordl ess sounds.

Loman' s excitenment matched hers and swell ed, and he thrust at her, into
her, into, losing all sense of time and place, existing only to stoke
the fire in his loins, stoke it relentlessly until it was an unbearabl e
heat, heat, friction and heat, wet and hot, heat, stoking the heat to a
flashpoint at which his entire body would be consuned in the flames. He
shifted positions, pinning her down, hamering hinmself into her, into
her, into, into, pulling her against himso roughly that he nust be

brui sing her, but he didn't care. She reached back and clawed at him
her fingernails digging into his arm draw ng blood, and he tore at her,
too, because the bl ood was exciting, the snell of the blood, the sweet
snell, so exciting, blood, and it didn't matter that they wounded each
other, for these were superficial wounds and woul d heal w thin seconds,
because they were New People; their bodies were efficient; blood flowed
briefly, and then the wounds cl osed, and they clawed again, again. What
he really want ed-what they both wanted-was to let go, indulge the wild
spirit within, cast off all the inhibitions of civilization, including
the inhibition of higher human form go wild, go savage, regress,

surrender, because then sex would have an even greater thrill, a purer
thrill; surrender, and the enptiness would be filled; they would be
fulfilled, and when the sex was done the could hunt y together, hunt and
kill, swift and silent, sleek and swift, bite and tear, bite deep and
hard, hunt and kill, spermand then bl ood, sweet fragrant bl ood.

For a while Loman was di sori ented.

When a sense of tinme and place returned to him he first glanced at the
door, realizing that it was ajar. Denny could have seen themif he'd
come down the hall-surely had heard them but Loman coul dn't mnake hinsel f
care whet her they had been seen or heard. Shame and nopdesty were two
nmore casual ties of the Change

As he becane fully oriented to the world around him fear slipped into
his heart, and he quickly touched hinself-his face, arms, chest, legs-to
be sure that he was in no way | ess than he ought to be. 1In the m dst of
sex, the wildness in himgrew, and sometinmes he thought that approaching
orgasm he did change, - 185 regress, if only slightly. But upon
regai ni ng awar eness, he never found evi dence of backsli ding.

He was, however, sticky w th bl ood.
He switched on the bedside | anp.
"Turn it off," Grace said at once.

But he was not satisfied with even his enhanced night vision. He wanted
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to look at her closely to deternmine if she was in any way .
di fferent.

She had not regressed. O, if she had regressed, she had al ready
returned to the higher form Her body was snmeared with bl ood, and a few
welts showed on her flesh, where he had gouged her and where she had not
fini shed healing.

He turned the light off and sat on the edge of the bed.

Because the recuperative powers of their bodies had been vastly inproved
by the Change, superficial cuts and scrapes healed in only mnutes; you
could actually watch your flesh knit its wounds. They were inpervious
to di sease now, their i mune systens too aggressive for the nost
infectious virus or bacteriumto survive |ong enough to replicate.
Shaddack believed that their life spans would prove to be of great
duration, as well, perhaps hundreds of years.

They could be killed, of course, but only by a wound that tore and
stopped the heart or shattered the brain or destroyed their |ungs and

prevented a fl ow of oxygen to the blood. |If a vein or artery was
severed, the blood supply was drastically reduced to that vessel for the
few minutes required to heal it. |If a vital organ other than the heart

or lungs or brain was damaged, the body could Iinp along for hours while
accel erated repairs were under way. They were not yet as fully reliable
as machi nes, for machines could not die; with the right spare parts, a
machi ne could be rebuilt even fromrubble and coul d work agai n; but they
were closer to that degree of corporeal endurance than anyone outside
Moonl i ght Cove woul d have believed.

To live for hundreds of years

Someti nmes Loman brooded about that.

To live for hundreds of years, knowi ng only fear and physical sensation
He rose fromthe bed, went into the adjacent bathroom and took a quick
shower to sluice off the bl ood.

He coul d not neet his eyes in the bathroom mrror

In the bedroom again, without turning on a light, he pulled on a fresh
uni formthat he took from his closet.

G ace was still lying on the bed.
She said, "I wish | could sleep."
He sensed that she was still crying silently.

When he left the room he closed the door behind him

They gathered in the kitchen, which Tessa |iked because sonme of her
happi est menories of chil dhood and adol escence involved fanmly
conferences and inpronptu chats in the kitchen of their house in San

Di ego. The kitchen was the heart of a hone and in a way the heart of a
famly. Sonehow the worst problens becane insignificant when you

di scussed themin a warmkitchen redol ent of coffee and hot cocoa,

ni bbl i ng on home- baked cake or pastry. |In a kitchen she felt secure.

Harry Tal bot's kitchen was large, for it had been renbdeled to suit a
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man in a wheelchair, with lots of clearance around the central cooking

i sland, which was built |lowas were the counters along the walls-to be
accessible froma sitting position. Qherwise it was a kitchen |ike
many ot hers cabi nets painted a pl easant creany shade; pale yellow
ceranmic tile; a quietly purring refrigerator. The Levolor blinds at the
wi ndows were electrically operated by a button on one of the counters,
and Harry put them down.

After trying the phone and di scovering that the Iine was dead, that not
just the pay phones but the town's entire phone system had been
interdicted, Sam and Tessa sat at a round table in one corner, at
Harry's insistence, while he made a pot of good Col onbian in a M.
Cof f ee machi ne.

"You |l ook cold,"” he said. "This'll do you good.

Chilled and tired, in need of the caffeine, Tessa did not - 187 decline
the offer. |Indeed, she was fascinated that Harry, with such severe
disabilities, could function well enough to play the gracious host to
unexpect ed visitors.

Wth his one good hand and sone tricky noves, he got a package of

appl e-ci nnamon muffins fromthe bread box, part of a chocol ate cake from
the refrigerator, plates and forks, and paper napkins. Wen Sam and
Tessa offered to help, he gently declined their assistance with a snile.

She sensed that he was not trying to prove anything either to themor to
hinsel f. He was sinply enjoying having conpany, even at this hour and
under these bizarre circunstances. Perhaps it was a rare pl easure.

"No cream" he said
"Just a carton of mlk."
"That's fine," Sam sai d.

"And no el egant porcelain creampitcher, I'mafraid," said Harry,
putting the mlk carton on the table.

Tessa began to consi der shooting a docunentary about Harry, about the
courage required to remain i ndependent in his circunstances She was
drawn by the siren call of her art in spite of what had transpired in
the past few hours. Long ago, however, she had | earned that an artist's
creativity could not be turned off; the eye of a fil muaker could not be
capped as easily as the lens of her canera. |In the mdst of grief over
her sister's death, ideas for projects had continued to come to her,
narrative concepts, interesting shots, angles. Even in the terror of
war, running with Afghan rebels as Soviet planes strafed the ground at
their heels, she'd been excited by what she was getting on film and by
what she would be able to make of it when she got into an editing

room and her three-man crew had reacted rmuch the sane. So she no | onger
felt awkward or guilty about being an artist on the make, even in tines
of tragedy; for her, that was just natural, a part of being creative and
alive.

Custom zed to his needs, Harry's wheel chair included a hydraulic lift
that raised the seat a few inches, bringing himnearly to nornal chair
hei ght, so he could sit at an ordinary table or witing desk. He took a
pl ace besi de Tessa and across from Sam

Moose was lying in the corner, watching, occasionally raising his head
as if interested in their conversation-though nore likely drawn by the
smel | of chocol ate cake. The Labrador did not cone sniffing and paw ng
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around, whining for handouts, and Tessa was i npressed by his discipline.

As they passed the coffee pot and carved up the cake and muffins, Harry
said, "You've told ne what brings you here, Samnot just nmy letter but
all these so-called accidents.

He | ooked at Tessa, and because she was on his right side, the
per manent cock of his head to the left nmade it seemas if he were
| eani ng back from her, regarding her with suspicion or at |east
skepticism though his true attitude was belied by his warmsm|e.

"But just where do you fit in, Mss Lockland? Call ne Tessa, please
well . . . ny sister was Jani ce Capshaw Ri chard Capshaw s wife, the
Lutheran minister's wife?" he said, surprised.

"That's right.

"Why, they used to come to visit me. | wasn't a menber of their
congregation, but that's how they were. W becane friends. And after
he died, she still stopped by now and then. Your sister was a dear and

wonder ful person, Tessa.

He put down his coffee cup and reached out to her with his good hand.
"She was ny friend."

Tessa held his hand. It was |eathery and call oused fromuse, and very
strong, as if all the frustrated power of his paralyzed body found
expression through that single extremty.

"l watched themtake her into the crematorium at Callan's Funeral Hone,"
Harry said.

"Through ny telescope. |'ma watcher. That's what | do with nmy life,
for the nost part. | watch." He blushed slightly. He held Tessa's hand
a bit tighter.

"It's not just snooping. |In fact it isn't snooping at all. It's

participating. Oh, | like to read, too, and |I've got a |ot of books,
and | do a heavy load of thinking, for sure, but it's watching, nmainly,
that gets me through. We'Ill go upstairs later. [1'Il show you the
tel escope, the whole setup. | think maybe you'll understand. | hope
you will. Anyway, | saw themtake Janice into Callan's that night
though | didn't know who it was until two days later, when the story
of her death was in the county paper. | couldn't believe she died the
way they said she did. Still don't believe it."

"Neither do I," Tessa said.
"And that's why |'m here."
Reluctantly, with a final squeeze, Harry let go of Tessa's hand.

T - 189 "So many bodies lately, nost of themhauled into Callan's at
night, and nore than a few tinmes with cops hangi ng around, overseeing
things-it's strange as hell for a quiet little town like this.

From across the table, Sam said, "Twel ve accidental deaths or suicides
in less than two nonths."

"Twel ve?" Harry said

"Didn't you realize it was that many?" Sam asked.
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"Ch, it's nore than that."
Sam bl i nked.
Harry said, "T\, Twenty, by ny count."

After Watkins left, Shaddack returned to the conputer terminal in his
study, reopened his link to Sun, the superconputer at New Wave, and set
to work again on a problematic aspect of the current project. Though it
was two-thirty in the norning, he would put in a few nore hours, for the
earliest he went to bed was dawn.

He had been at the terminal a few nminutes when his nost private phone
i ne rang.

Until| Booker was apprehended, the tel ephone conpany conputer was

all owi ng service only anong those who had been converted, from one of
their nunbers to one of their nunbers. QOher lines were cut off, and
calls to the outside world were interrupted before being conpl et ed.
Incomng calls to Monlight Cove were answered by a recording that

pl eaded equi prent failure, promsed a return to full service within
twenty-four hours, and expressed regret at the inconvenience.

Theref ore, Shaddack knew the caller must be anobng the converted and,
because it was his nost private line, nust also be one of his closest
associ ates at New Wave. A LED readout on the base of the phone

di spl ayed the nunber from which the call was being placed, which he
recogni zed as that of M ke Peyser. He picked up the receiver and said,
" Shaddack here."

The call er breathed heavily, raggedly into the phone but said not hing.
Fr owni ng, Shaddack said, "Hell o?"

Just the breathing.

Shaddack said, "Mke, is that you?"

The voice that finally responded to himwas hoarse, guttural, but with a
shriII edge, whispery yet forceful, Peyser's voice yet not his, strange

sonet hi ng wong, wong, soneth|ng Shaddack was reluctant to
adn1t that he recogni zed M ke Peyser's voice in those queer inflections
and eerie cadences. He said, "W is this?"

need, need . . . need, want, | need.

"Who is this?" Shaddack denanded angrily, but in his mnd was another
question Wat is this?

The call er issued a sound that was a groan of pain, a mewl of deepest
anguish, a thin cry of frustration, and a snarl, all twi sted into one
rolling bleat. The receiver dropped fromhis hand with a hard clatter

Shaddack put his own phone down, turned back to the VDT, tapped into the
police data system and sent an urgent nessage to Lonman WatKi ns.

w ong, can't change, can't . . . wong. . . wong . . . the
ni ght of August twenty-eighth,” Harry said.

"TWenty mn 51 Sitting on the stool in the dark third-floor bedroom
bent to the eyepi ece, Sam Booker studied the rear of Callan's Funera
Honme. Al but scattered scrins of fog had bl own away on the w nd, which
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still blustered at the wi ndow and shook the trees all along the

hi Il si des on which nost of Monlight Cove was built. The 191 servi ceway
| anps were extingui shed now, and the rear of Callan's lay in darkness
but for the thin light radiating fromthe blind-covered wi ndows of the
crematoriumwi ng. No doubt they were busily feeding the flames with the
bodi es of the couple who had been murdered at Cove Lodge.

Tessa sat on the edge of the bed behind Sam petting Myose, who was
lying with his head in her lap

Harry was in his wheelchair nearby. He used a penlight to study a
spi ral -bound not ebook in which he had kept a record of the unusua
activities at the nortuary.

"First one-at least the first unusual one | noticed-was on minutes to
m dni ght. They brought four bodies at once, using the hearse and the
city anbul ance. Police acconpanied them The corpses were in body
bags, so | couldn't see anything about them but the cops and the

anbul ance attendants and the people at Callan's were visibly .

well . . . upset. | sawit in their faces. Fear. They kept | ooking
around at the nei ghboring houses and the alleyway, as if they were

af rai d soneone was going to see what they were up to, which seened
pecul i ar because they were only doing their jobs. Right? Anyway,
|later, in the county paper, | read about the Mayser famly dying in a
fire, and I knew that was who'd been brought to Callan's that night. |
supposed they didn't die in a fire any nore than your sister killed

her sel f.

"Probably not," Tessa said.

Still watching the back of the funeral hone, Samsaid, "I have the
Maysers on my list. They were turned up in the investigation of the
Sanchez- Bust anmant e case."

Harry cleared his throat and said, "Six days later, Septenber third, two
bodi es were brought to Callan's shortly after mdnight. And this was
even wei rder because they didn't cone in a hearse or an anbul ance. Two
police cars pulled in at the back of Callan's, and they unl oaded a body
fromthe rear seat of each of them wapped in blood-streaked sheets."

"Septenber third?" Sam said

"There's no one on ny list for that date. Sanchez and the Bustanantes
were on the fifth. No death certificates were issued on the third. They
kept those two off the official records.”

"Nothing in the county paper about anyone dying then, either," Harry
sai d.

Tessa said, "So who were those two peopl e?"

"Maybe they were out-of-towners who were unlucky enough to stop in
Moonl i ght Cove and stunbl e into sonething dangerous," Sam said. "People
whose deaths could be conpletely covered up, so no one would know where
they'd died. As far as anyone knows, they just vani shed on the road
somewhere. "

"Sanchez and the Bustanmantes were on the night of the fifth," Harry
said, "and then Jim Arnes on the night of the seventh."

"Armes di sappeared at sea," Samsaid, |ooking up fromthe tel escope and
frowning at the man in the wheel chair.
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"They brought the body to Callan's at eleven o' clock at night," Harry
said, consulting his notebook for details.

"The blinds weren't drawn at the crematorium w ndows, so | could see
straight in there, alnost as good as if I'd been right there in that
room | sawthe body . the ness it was in. And the face. Couple of
days later, when the paper ran a story about Arnes's disappearance,
recogni zed himas the guy they'd fed to the furnace.

The | arge bedroom was dressed in cl oaks of shadow except for the
narrow beam of the penlight, which was half shielded by Harry's hand and
confined to the open notebook. Those white pages seened to glow with
light of their ow, as if they were the | eaves of a magic or holy-or
unhol y- book.

Harry Tal bot's careworn countenance was nore dinmy illum ned by the
backwash from those pages, and the peculiar |ight enphasized the |ines
in his face, maki ng hi mappear older than he was. Each |line, Sam knew,
had its provenance in tragic experience and pain. Profound synpathy
stirred in him Not pity. He could never pity anyone as determ ned as
Tal bot. But Sam appreciated the sorrow and | oneliness of Harry's
restricted life. Watching the wheel chair-bound man, Sam grew angry with
the nei ghbors. Wy hadn't they done nore to bring Harry into their
lives? Wy hadn't they invited himto dinner nore often, drawn himinto
their holiday cel ebrations? Wy had they left himso rmuch on his own
that his primary means of participating in the life of his conmunity was
through a tel escope and bi nocul ars?

Sam was cut by a pang of despair at people's reluctance to reach out to
one another, at the way they isolated thensel ves and one another. Wth
a jolt, he thought of his inability to communicate with his own son,
which only left himfeeling bl eaker still.

- 193 To Harry, he said, "Wat do you nean when you say Arnes's body was
a mess?"

"Cut. Slashed."”

"He didn't drown?"

"Didn't look it."

"Slashed . . . Exactly what do you nean?" Tessa asked

Sam knew t hat she was thinking about the people whose screans she had
heard at the notel -and about her own sister

Harry hesitated, then said "Wll, | saw himon the table in the
crematorium just before they slipped himinto the furnace. He'd been
di senbowel ed. Nearly decapitated. Horribly

torn. He |looked as bad as if he'd been standing on an anti personne
m ne when it went off and been riddl ed by shrapnel.”

They sat in nmutual silence, considering that description

Only Moose seened unperturbed. He made a soft, contented sound as Tessa
gently scratched behind his ears.

Sam t hought it might not be so bad to be one of the | ower beasts, a
creature nostly of feelings, untroubled by a conplex intellect. O at
the other extreme . . . a genuinely intelligent conputer, al
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intellect and no feelings whatsoever. The great dual burden of enotion
and high intelligence was singular to humankind, and it was what nmade
life so hard; you were always thinking about what you were feeling

i nstead of just going with the nonent, or you were always trying to fee
what you thought you should feel in a given situation. Thoughts and
judgnent were inevitably colored by enmotions-sone of themon a
subconsci ous level, so you didn't even entirely understand why you nmade
certain decisions, acted in certain ways. Enotions clouded your

t hi nki ng; but thinking too hard about your feelings took the edge off
them Trying to feel deeply and think perfectly clearly at the sane
time was |like sinultaneously juggling six Indian clubs while riding a
uni cycl e backward al ong a high wre.

"After the story in the paper about Artnes disappearing,"” Harry said, "I
kept waiting for a correction, but none was printed, and that's when
began to realize that the odd goingson at Callan's weren't just odd but
probably crimnal, as well and that the cops were part of it."

"Paul a Parkins was torn apart too," Sam said.
Harry nodded.
" Supposedl y by her Dobernmans."

"Dober mans?" Tessa asked.

At the laundry Sam had told her that her sister was one of many curious
sui ci des and acci dental deaths, but he had not gone into any details
about the others. Now he quickly told her about Parkins.

"Not her own dogs," Tessa agreed.

"She was savaged by whatever killed Arnes. And the people tonight at
Cove Lodge."

This was the first that Harry Tal bot had heard about the murders at Cove
Lodge. Sam had to explain about that and about how he and Tessa had net
at the laundry.

A strange expression settled on Harry's prematurely aged face. To
Tessa, he said, "Uh . . . vyou didn't see these things at the notel ?
Not even a glinpse?"

"Only the foot of one of them through the crack under the door. " Harry
started to speak, stopped, and sat in thoughtful silence.

He knows sonet hi ng, Sam thought. Mre than we do.

For some reason Harry was not ready to share what he knew, for he
returned his scrutiny to the notebook on his lap and said, "Two days
after Paula Parkins died, there was one body taken to Callan's, around
nine-thirty at night."

"That woul d be Septenber el eventh?" Sam asked.

"Yes. There's no record of a death certificate issued that day."
"Not hing about it in the paper, either."

"CGo on."

Harry said, "Septenber fifteenth-Steve Heinz, Laura Dal coe. He

supposedly killed her, then took his own life," Sam said.
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"Lovers' quarrel, we're to believe. Another quick cremation," Harry
noted. "And three nights later, on the eighteenth, two nore bodies
delivered to Callan's shortly after one in the norning, just as | was
about to go to bed.

"No public record of those, either," Sam said.

"Two nore out-of-towners who drove off the interstate for a visit or
just dinner?" Tessa wondered.

"Or maybe soneone from another part of the county, passing on the county
road al ong the edge of town?"

"Coul d even have been locals," Harry said.

"I mean, there're always a few people around who haven't lived here a
long tine, - 195 newconers who rent instead of own their houses, don't
have nmany ties to the community, so if you wanted to cover their
murders, you coul d maybe concoct an acceptable story about them noving
away suddenly, for a new job, whatever, and their neighbors m ght buy
it."

if their neighbors weren't already "converted" and participating in the
cover-up, Sam thought.

"Then Septenber twenty-third," Harry said.

"That woul d have been your sister's body, Tessa."

Yes. By then | knew | had to tell soneone what |'d seen. Someone in
authority. But who? | didn't trust anyone |ocal because |I'd watched
the cops bring in some of those bodies that were never reported in the
newspaper. County Sheriff. He'd believe Watkins before he'd believe
me, wouldn't he? Hell, everyone thinks a cripple is a little strange
anyway-strange in the head, | nean-they equate physical disabilities
with mental disabilities at least a little, at |east subconsciously. So
they'd be predi sposed not to believe ne. And admittedly it is awld
story, all these bodies, secret crenations. " He paused. His
face cl ouded.

"The fact that |I'ma decorated veteran woul dn't have nade ne any nore
believable. That was a long tinme ago, ancient history for sonme of them
In fact . . . no doubt they'd hold the war against ne in a way.

Post - Vi et nam stress syndrone, they'd call it. Poor old Harry finally
went crackers-don't you see?-fromthe war."

Thus far Harry had been speaking matter-of-factly, w thout nuch enotion.
But the words he had just spoken were like a piece of glass held agai nst
the surface of a rippled pool, revealing realns belowin his case,
real ns of pain, |oneliness, and alienation

Now enotion not only entered his voice but, a fewtines, made it crack
"And |'ve got to say, part of the reason | didn't try to tell anyone
what |'d seen was because . . . | was afraid. | didn't know what the
hell was going on. | couldn't be sure how big the stakes were. |

didn't know if they'd silence ne, feed ne to the furnace at Callan's one
night. You' d think that having lost so much |I'd be reckl ess now,
unconcer ned about | osing nore, about dying, but that's not the way it

is, not at all. Life's probably nore precious to me than to men whore
whol e and heal t hy.
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Thi s broken body sl owed ne down so nuch that |'ve spent the last twenty
years out of the whirl of activity in which nost of you exist, and |'ve

had time to really see the world, the beauty and intricacy of it. In
the end ny disabilities have led nme to appreciate and love life nore. So
| was afraid they'd conme for me, kill me, and | hesitated to tell anyone

what |'d seen. God help ne, if 1'd spoken out, if I'd gotten in touch
with the Bureau sooner, naybe sone people m ght have been saved. Maybe

your sister woul d've been saved."
"Don't even think of that," Tessa said at once.

"If you'd done anything differently, no doubt you'd be ashes now,
scraped out of the bottomof Callan's furnace and thrown in the sea. M
sister's fate was sealed. You couldn't unseal it."

Harry nodded, then switched off the penlight, plunging the roominto
deeper darkness, though he had not yet finished going through the
information in his notebook. Sam suspected that Tessa's unhesitating
generosity of spirit had brought tears to Harry's eyes and that he did
not want themto see.

"On the twenty-fifth," he continued, not needing to consult the notebook
for details, "one body was brought to Callan's at ten-fifteen at night.
Weird, too, because it didn't cone in either an anbul ance or hearse or
police car. It was brought by Loman Watkins-Chief of police," Samsaid
for Tessa's benefit.

"-but he was in his private car, out of uniform" Harry said. "They took

the body out of his trunk. It was wapped in a blanket. The blinds
weren't shut at their windows that night, either, and | was able to get
intight with the scope. | didn't recognize the body, but | did

recogni ze the condition of it-the sanme as Arnes."
"Ton?" Sam asked.

"Yes. Then the Bureau did conme to town on the Sanchez Bustamante thing,
and when | read about it in the newspaper, | was so relieved because
thought it was all going to cone out in the open at last, that we'd have
revel ations, explanations. But then there were two nore bodies disposed
of at Callan's on the night of Cctober fourth-Qur teamwas in town
then," Samsaid, "in the mddle of their investigation. They didn't
realize any death certificates were - 197 filed during that tine. You're
sayi ng this happened under their noses?

" ,Yeah. | don't have to look in the notebook; | renmenber it clearly.
The bodi es were brought around in Reese Dorn's canper truck. He's a

| ocal cop, but he was out of uniformthat night. They hauled the stiffs
into Callan's, and the blind at one wi ndow was open, so | saw t hem shove
both bodies into the crematoriumtogether, as if they were in a rea
sweat to dispose of them And there was nore activity at Callan's late
on the night of the seventh, but the fog was so thick, | can't swear
that it was nore bodies being taken in. And finally . . . earlier
tonight. A child s body. A small child."

"Plus the two who were killed at Cove Lodge," Tessa said.

"That nmakes twenty-two victins, not the twelve that brought Sam here.
This town's becone a sl aughterhouse.”

"Coul d be even nore than we think," Harry said.
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"How so?"

"Well, after all, | don't watch the place every evening, all evening
long. And | go to bed by one-thirty, no later than two. Wo's to say
there weren't visits | mssed, that nore bodies weren't brought in
during the dead hours of the night?

Br oodi ng about that, Sam | ooked through the eyepi ece again. The rear
of Callan's remained dark and still. He slowy noved the scope to the
right, shifting the field of vision northward through the nei ghborhood.

"But why were they killed?" Tessa said, No one had an answer.
"And by what?" she asked.

Sam studi ed a cenetery farther north on conqui stador, then sighed and
| ooked up and told them about his experience earlier in the night, on
| ceberry Way.

"I thought they were kids, delinquents, but now what | think is that
they were the sane things that killed the people at Cove Lodge, the sane
as the one whose foot you saw t hrough the crack under the door."

He coul d al nost feel Tessa frowning with frustration in the darkness
when she said, "But what are they?"

Harry Tal bot hesitated. Then "Boogeynen."

Not daring to use sirens, dousing headlights on the last quarter mle of
the approach, Lonman came down on M ke Peyser's place at three-ten in the
morning, with two cars, five deputies, and shotguns. Loman hoped t hey
did not have to use the guns for nore than intimdation. |In their only
previ ous encounter with a regressive-Jordan Coombs on the fourth of

Sept enber -t hey had not been prepared for its ferocity and had been
forced to blowits head off to save their own lives. Shaddack had been
left with only a carcass to exam ne. He'd been furious at the |ost
chance to delve into the psychol ogy-and the functioni ng physi ol ogy- of
one of these metanorphic psychopaths. A tranquilizer gun woul d be of
little use, unfortunately, because regressives were New Peopl e gone bad,
and all New People, regressive or not, had radically altered netabolisns
that not only allowed for magically fast healing but for the rapid
absor pti on, breakdown, and rejection of toxic substances |ike poison or
tranquilizers. The only way to sedate a regressive would be to get him
to agree to be put on a continuous IV drip, which wasn't very damm
I'ikely.

M ke Peyser's house was a one-story bungalow with front and rear porches
on the west and east sides respectively, nicely naintained, on an acre
and a half, sheltered by a few huge sweet guns that had not yet | ost
their leaves. No lights shone at the w ndows.

Loman sent one man to watch the north side, another the south, to
prevent Peyser from escaping through a window. He stationed a third man
at the foot of the front porch to cover that door. Wth the other two
men- Shol ni ck and Penniworth-he circled to the rear of the place and
quietly clinbed the steps to the back porch

- Now that the fog had been bl own away, visibility was good. But the
huffing and swirreling wind was a white noise that bl ocked out other
sounds they night need to hear while stal king Peyser.

Penni wort h stood against the wall of the house to the left of the door,
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and Shol nick stood to the right. Both carried seniautomatic 20-gauge
shot guns.

Loman tried the door. It was unlocked. He pushed it open and stepped
back.

Hi s deputies entered the dark kitchen, one after the other, their
shotguns | owered and ready to fire, though they were aware that the
obj ective was to take Peyser alive if at all possible. But they were
not going to sacrifice thenselves just to bring the living beast to
Shaddack. A nonent |ater one of themfound a |ight switch

Carrying a 12-gauge of his own, Loman went into the house after them
Enpty bowl's, broken dishes, and dirty Tupperware contai ners were
scattered on the floor, as were a fewrigatoni red with tomato sauce,
half of a neatball, eggshells, a chunk of pie crust, and other bits of
food. One of the four wooden chairs fromthe breakfast set was |ying on
its side; another had been hammered to pi eces agai nst a counter top,
cracking sone of the ceranmic tiles

Strai ght ahead, an archway led into a dining room Sone of the
spill-through light fromthe kitchen vaguely illum nated the table and
chairs in there

To the left, beside the refrigerator, was a door. Barry Shoini ck opened
it defensively. Shelves of canned goods flanked a landing. Stairs |ed
down to the basenent.

"We'll check that later,"” Loman said softly.
"After we've gone through the house."

Shol ni ck soundl essly snatched a chair fromthe breakfast set and braced
the door shut so nothing could cone up fromthe cellar and creep in
behind them after they went into other roons.

They stood for a noment, |istening.

GQusting wi nd sl acmmed agai nst the house. A window rattled. Fromthe
attic above cane the creaking of rafters, and from higher still the
muffled clatter of a | oose cedar shingle on the roof.

Hi s deputies | ooked at Loman for gui dance. Penniworth was only
twenty-five, could pass for eighteen, and had a face so fresh and
guil el ess that he | ooked nore |ike a door-to-door peddler of religious
tracts than a cop. Shoinick was ten years ol der and had a harder edge
to him

Loman notioned themtoward the dining room

They entered, turning the lights on as they went. The dining room was
deserted, so they noved cautiously into the living room

Penniworth clicked a wall switch that turned on a chrone and brass | anp,
whi ch was one of the few itens not broken or torn apart. The cushions
on the sofa and chairs had been sl ashed; wads of foam padding, |ike
clunps of a poisonous fungus, |ay everywhere. Books had been pulled
fromshelves and ripped to pieces. A ceramc |anp, a couple of vases,
and the glass top of a coffee table were shattered. The doors had been
torn off the cabinet-style television set, and the screen had been
smashed. Blind rage and savage strength had been at work here.

The roomsnelled strongly of urine . . . and of sonmething el se | ess
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pungent and less famliar. It was, perhaps, the scent of the creature
responsi ble for the weckage. Part of that subtler stink was the sour
odor of perspiration, but something stranger was in it, too, sonething
that sinmultaneously turned Lonman's stomach and tightened it with fear

To the left, a hallway | ed back to the bedroons and baths. Loman kept
it covered with his shotgun.

The deputies went into the foyer, which was connected to the |iving room
by a wide archway. A closet was on the right, just inside the front
door. Sholnick stood in front of it, his 20-gauge |owered. Fromthe
side Penniworth jerked open the door. The closet contained only coats.

The easy part of the search was behind them Ahead |lay the narrow hall
with three doors off it, one half open and two ajar, dark roons beyond.
There was | ess space in which to naneuver, nore places from which an
assai l ant night attack.

Ni ght wi nd soughed in the eaves. It fluted across a rain gutter,
produci ng a | ow, mournful note.

Loman had never been the kind of |eader who sent his men ahead into
danger while he stayed back in a position of safety. Although he had
shed pride and self-respect and a sense of duty along with nobst other

O d People attitudes and enptions, duty was still a habit with himin
fact, |ess conscious than a habit, - 201 nore |like a reflex-and he
operated as he woul d have done before the Change. He entered the hal
first, where two doors waited on the |eft and one on the right. He
moved swiftly to the end, to the second door on the left, which was half
open; he kicked it inward, and in the light fromthe hall he saw a
smal |, deserted bathroom before the door bounced off the wall and swung
shut agai n.

Penniworth took the first roomon the left. He went in and found the
light switch by the tine Lonan reached that threshold.

it was a study with a desk, worktable, two chairs, cabinets, tal
bookshel ves cranmed full of volumes with brightly col ored spines, two
computers. Lonman noved in and covered the closet, where Penniworth
warily rolled aside first one and then the other of two mrrored doors.

Not hi ng.

Barry Shol nick rermai ned in the hallway, his 20-gauge |eveled at the room
they hadn't investigated. Wen Lonman and Penniworth rejoined him
Shol ni ck shoved that door all the way open with the barrel of his
shotgun. As it swung wi de, he jerked back, certain that sonething woul d
fly at himfromthe darkness, though nothing did. He hesitated, then
stepped into the doorway, funmbled with one hand for the Iight switch,
found it, said, "Oh, ny God," and stepped quickly back into the hall.

Looki ng past his deputy into a | arge bedroom Loman saw a hellish thing
crouched on the floor and huddl ed against the far wall. it was a
regressive, no doubt Peyser, but it did not |ook as nmuch like the
regressed Jordan Coonbs as Loman expected. There were simlarities,
yes, but not many.

Easi ng by Shoinick, Loman crossed the threshol d.

Peys---9 The thing at the other end of the roomblinked at him noved
its twisted nouth. In a voice that was whispery yet guttural, savage
yet tortured as only the voice of an at |east halfway intelligent
creature could be, it said, Peyser, Peyser, Peyser, ne, Peyser, ne, ne.
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The odor of urine was here, too, but that other scent was now t he
dom nant one-sharp, mnusky.

Loman noved farther into the room Penniworth followed. Shol nick
stayed at the doorway. Loman stopped twelve feet from Peyser, and
Penni worth nmoved off to one side, his 20-gauge held ready.

When they'd cornered Jordan Coonbs in the shuttered novie theater back
on Septenber fourth, he had been in an altered state somewhat resenbling
a gorilla with a squat and powerful body. M ke Peyser, however, had a
far | eaner appearance, and as he crouched agai nst the bedroomwall, his
body | ooked nore |upine than apelike. H's hips were set at an angle to
his spine, preventing himfromstanding or sitting conpletely erect, and
his | egs seenmed too short in the thighs, too long in the calves. He was
covered in thick hair but not so thick that it could be called a pelt.

"Peyser, me, nme, nme .

Coonbs's face had been partly human, though nostly that of a higher
primate, with a bony brow, flattened nose, and thrusting jaw to
acconmodat e | arge, wi ckedly sharp teeth |ike those of a baboon. M ke
Peyser's hideously transfornmed countenance had, instead, a hint of the
wolf init, or dog; his nouth and nose were drawn forward into a
deforned snout. His massive brow was |ike that of an ape, though
exaggerated, and in his bloodshot eyes, set in shadowy sockets deep
beneath that bony ridge, was a | ook of anguish and terror that was
entirely human.

Rai si ng one hand and pointing at Loman, Peyser said, help nme, now, help,
sonet hi ng wong, wong, wong, help.

Loman stared at that nmutated hand with both fear and amazenent,
renmenberi ng how his own hand had begun to change when he had felt the
call of regression at the Fosters' place earlier in the night. El ongated
fingers. Large, rough knuckles. Fierce claws instead of fingernails.
Human hands in shape and degree of dexterity, they were otherw se
utterly alien.

Shit, Loman thought, those hands, those hands. |[|'ve seen themin the
nmovi es, or at least on the TV, when we rented the cassette of The

Howl ing. Rob Bottin. That was the nane of the special effects artist
who created the werewol f. He renenbered it because Denny had been a nut
about special effects before the Change. Mre than anything el se these
| ooked |i ke the goddamm hands of the werewol f in The How i ng!

Wi ch was too crazy to contenplate. Life initating fantasy. The
fantastic made flesh. As the twentieth century rushed into its |ast
decade, scientific and technol ogi cal progress had reached sone divide,
where mankind's dream of a better life often could be fulfilled but also
where nightnmares could be nade real. Peyser - 203 was a bad, bad dream
that had crawl ed out of the subconscious and becone flesh, and now there
was no escapi ng hi mby waki ng up; he would not disappear as did the
nmonsters that haunted sl eep.

"How can | help you?" Loman asked warily.
“Shoot him" Penniworth said.

Loman responded sharply "Not" Peyser raised both of his tine-fingered
hands and | ooked at themfor a nonent, as if seeing themfor the first
time. A groan issued fromhim then a thin and m serable wail
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. change, can't change, can't, tried, want, need, want, want,
can't, tried, can't

" Fromthe doorway Sholnick said, "My God, he's stuck like that-he's
trapped. | thought the regressives could change back at will - They
can," Loman sai d.

"He can't," Shol nick said
"That's what he said," Penniworth agreed, his voice quick and nervous.
"He said he can't change."

Loman said, "Maybe, maybe not. But the other regressives can change,
because if they couldn't, then we'd have found all of them by now. They
retreat fromtheir altered state and then wal k anong us."

Peyser seened oblivious of them He was staring at his hands, newing
in the back of his throat as if what he saw terrified him Then the
hands began to change.

"You see," Loman sai d.

Loman had never wi tnessed such a transformation; he was gripped by
curiosity, wonder, and terror. The claws receded. The flesh was
suddenly as nall eable as soft wax It bulged, blistered, pulsed not with
the rhythmc flow of blood in arteries but strangely, obscenely; it
assuned new form as if an invisible SCU ptor were at work on it. Loman
heard bones crunching, splintering, as they, were broken down and
renade; the flesh nelted and resolidified with a sickening, wet sound.
The hands becane nearly human. Then the wists and forearns began to

| ose sone of their rawboned |upine quality. |In Peyser's face were

i ndi cations that the human spirit was struggling to bani sh the savage
that was now in control; the features of a predator began to give way to
a gentler and nore civilized man. It was as if the nonstrous Peyser was
only a beast's reflection in a pool of water out of which the real and
human Peyser was now ri si ng.

Though he was no scientist, no genius of mcrotechnol ogy, only a
pol i ceman with a high-school education, Lonan knew that this profound
and rapid transformation could not be attributed solely to the New
People's drastically inproved netabolic .processes and ability to hea
thensel ves. No matter what great 'tides of hornones, enzymes, and ot her
bi ol ogi cal chemicals Peyser's body could now produce at will, there was
no way that bone and flesh could before-forned so dramatically in such a
brief period of time. Over days or weeks, yes, but not in seconds.
Surely it was physically inpossible. Yet it was happeni ng. Wich neant
that another force was at work in M ke Peyser, sonething nore than

bi ol ogi cal processes, sonething nysterious and fri ghtening.

Suddenly the transformation halted. Loman could see that Peyser was
straining toward full humanity, clenching his hal fhuman yet stil

wol flike jaws together and grinding his teeth, a | ook of desperation and
iron deternmination in his strange eyes, but to no avail. For a nonent
he trenmbl ed on the edge of human form It seenmed that if he could just
push the transformati on one step farther, just one small step, then he
woul d cross a watershed after which the rest of the netanorphosis woul d
take place al nost automatically, w thout the strenuous exertion of wll,
as easily as a streamflowi ng downhill. But he could not reach that

di vi de.
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Penniworth made a | ow, strangled sound, as if he were sharing Peyser's
angui sh.

Loman gl anced at his deputy. Penniworth's face glistened with a thin
filmof perspiration

Loman realized he was perspiring too; he felt a bead trickle down his

| eft tenple. The bungal ow was warman oil furnace kept clicking on and
of f-but not warm enough to wing noisture fromthem This was a cold
sweat of fear, but nore than that. He also felt a tightness in his
chest, a thickening in his throat that made it hard to swall ow, and he
was breathing fast, as if he'd sprinted up a hundred steps Letting out a
thin, agonized cry, Peyser began to regress again with the brittle
splintering noise of bones being renade, the oily-wet sound of flesh
being rent and re-knit, the savage creature - 205 reasserted itself, and
in noments Peyser was as he had been when they had first seen hima
hel | i sh beast.

Hel i sh, yes, and a beast, but enviably powerful and with an odd,
terrible beauty of its own. The forward carriage of the |arge head was
awkward by conparison to the set of the human head, and the thing | acked
the sinuous inward curve of the human spine, yet it had a dark grace of
its own.

They stood in silence for a nmonent.

Peyser huddl ed on the floor, head bowed.

From t he doorway, Sholnick finally said, "My God, he is trapped.
Al t hough M ke Peyser's problem could have been related to sone glitch in
the technol ogy on which conversion fromdd to New Person was based,
Loman suspected that Peyser still possessed the power to reshape

hi nsel f, that he could beconme a man if he wanted to badly enough, but
that he | acked the desire to be fully human again. He had becone a
regressi ve because he found that altered state appealing, so maybe he
found it so much nore exciting and satisfying than the human condition
that now he did not truly want to return to a higher state.

Peyser raised his head and | ooked at Loman, then at Penniworth, then at
Shol nick, and finally at Loman again. His horror at his condition was
no | onger apparent. The anguish and terror were gone fromhis eyes.
Wth his twisted nuzzle he seenmed to snmile at them and a new

wi | dness-bot h di sturbing and appeal i ng-appeared in his eyes. He raised
hi s hands before his face again and flexed the long fingers, clicked the
cl aws together, studying hinself with what m ght have been wonder.

.. hunt, hunt, chase, hunt, kill, blood, blood, need, need "How
the hell can we take himalive if he doesn't want to be taken?"
Penniworth's voice was peculiar, thick and slightly slurred.

Peyser dropped one hand to his genitals and scratched lightly,
absentm ndedly . He |ooked at Loman again, then at the night pressing
agai nst the w ndows.

"I feel . Sholnick left the sentence unfinished.

Penniworth was no nore articulate "If we . . . well, we could
The pressure in Loman's chest had grown greater. Hi s throat was
tighter, too, and he was still sweating.

Peyser let out a soft, ululant cry as eerie as any sound Loman had ever
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heard, an expression of |onging, yet also an aninmal challenge to the
night, a statement of his power and his confidence in his own strength
and cunning. The wail shoul d have been harsh and unpl easant in the
confines of that bedroom but instead it stirred in Lonan the sane
unspeakabl e yearning that had gri pped hi moutside of the Fosters' house
when he had heard the trio of regressives calling to one another far
away in the darkness.

Clenching his teeth so hard that his jaws ached, Loman strove to resist
that unholy urge.

Peyser | oosed another cry, then said, "Run, hunt, free, free, need,
free, need, come with nme, cone, cone, need, need.

" Loman realized that he was relaxing his grip on the 12-gauge. The
barrel was tilting dowmn. The nuzzle was pointing at the floor instead
of at Peyser.

run, free, free, need
From behi nd Loman cane an unnerving, orgasmc cry of rel ease

He gl anced back at the bedroom doorway in tine to see Sholnick drop his
shotgun. Subtle transformati ons had occurred in the deputy's hands and
face. He pulled off his quilted, black uniformjacket, cast it aside,

and tore open his shirt. H s cheekbones and jaws dissolved and fl owed
forward, and his brow retreated as he sought an altered state.

When Harry Tal bot finished telling them about the Boogeymen, Sam

| eaned forward on the high stool to the tel escope eyepiece. He swung
the instrument to the left, until he focused on the - 207 vacant | ot
beside Callan's, where the creatures had nost recently put in an
appear ance.

He was not sure what he was looking for. He didn't believe that the
Boogeynmen woul d have returned to, that sanme place at precisely this tine
to give hima convenient | ook at them And there were no clues in the
shadows and tranpl ed grass and shrubs, where they had crouched only a
few hours ago, to tell himwhat they m ght have been or on what mni ssion
they had been enbarked. Maybe he was just trying to anchor the
fantastic inage of ape-dog-reptilian Boogeynmen in the real world, tie
themin his mnd to that vacant |ot, and thereby nake them nore
concrete, so he could deal with them

In any event Harry had another story besides that one. As they sat in
the darkened room as if listening to ghost stories around a burnt-out
campfire, he told them how he'd seen Denver Sinpson, Doc Fitz, Reese
Dorn, and Paul Hawt horne overpower Ella Sinpson, take her upstairs to
the bedroom and prepare to inject her with an enornous syringeful of
some gol den fl uid.

Operating the tel escope at Harry's direction, Samwas able to find and
draw in tight on the Sinmpsons' house, on the other side of Conquistador
and just north of the Catholic cenmetery. Al was dark and notionl ess.

From the bed where she still had the dog's head in her |ap, Tessa said,
"All of it's got to be connected sonehow these 'accidental' deaths,
what ever those nmen were doing to Ella Sinpson, and these

Boogeynen.

"Yes, it's tied together," Sam agreed.

"And the knot is new Wave M crotechnol ogy."
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He told them what he had uncovered while working with the VDT in the
patrol car behind the nunicipal building.

"Moonhawk?" Tessa wonder ed.

"Conversions? What on earth are they converting people into? | don't
know. "

"Surely not into. . . these Boogeynmen?

"No, | don't see the purpose of that, and besides, fromwhat | turned
up, | gather alnpbst two thousand people in town have been . . . given
this treatment, put through this change, whatever the hell it is. If

there were that many of Harry's Boogeynen running | oose, they'd be
everywhere; the town would be craming with them like a zoo in the
Twi | i ght Zone."

"TWo thousand," Harry said.

"That's two-thirds of the towmn. And the rest by midnight," Sam said.
"Just under twenty-one hours from now. "

"Me, too, | guess?" Harry asked.

"Yeah. | |ooked you up on their lists. You're schedul ed for conversion
in the final stage, between six o'clock this com ng eveni ng and

m dnight. So we've got about fourteen and a half hours before they cone
| ooking for you."

"This is nuts," Tessa said.

"Yeah," Sam agreed.

"Totally nuts."

"It can't be happening," Harry said.

"But if it isn't happening, then why's the hair standing up on the back
of my neck?"

"Shol ni ck!"

Throwi ng aside his uniformshirt, kicking off his shoes, frantic to
strip out of all his clothes and conmplete his regression, Barry Shol nick
i gnored Lonan.

"Barry, stop, for God's sake, don't let this happen,” Penniworth said
urgently. He was pal e and shaking. He glanced from Shol nick to Peyser
and back again, and Lonman suspected that Penniworth felt the same
degenerate urge to which Shol nick had surrendered hinsel f.

run free, hunt, blood, blood, need

Peyser's insidious chant was |ike a spike through Loman's head, and he
wanted it to stop. No, truthfully, it wasn't like a spike splitting his
skul |, because it wasn't at all painful and was, in fact, thrilling and
strangely nelodic, reaching deep into him piercing himnot |ike a shaft
of steel but like nusic. That was why he wanted it to stop because it
appealed to him enticed him it nade himwant to shed his
responsibilities and concerns, - 209 retreat fromthe too-complex life
of the intellect to an existence based strictly on feelings, on physica

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Midnight.txt (139 of 317) [2/9/2004 10:03:07 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Midnight.txt

pl easures, a world whose boundaries were defined by sex and food and the
thrill of the hunt, a world where disputes were settled and needs were
met strictly by the application of nuscle, where he'd never have to
think again or worry or care

need, need, need, need, need, kil

Shol ni ck's body bent forward as his spine re-formed. Hi s back |ost the
concave curvature distinctive of the human form Hi s skin appeared to
be giving way to scal es "conme, quick, quick, the hunt, blood, blood.

-and as Shol nick's face was reshaped, his nouth split inpossibly wide,
opening nearly to each ear, like the mouth of sone ever-grinning
reptile.

The pressure in Loman's chest was grow ng greater by the second. He was
hot, sweltering, but the heat came fromw thin him as if his netabolism
was racing at a thousand tines ordi nary speed, readying himfor
transformation.

"No." Sweat streaned fromhim "No!" He felt as if the roomwere a
caul dron in which he would be reduced to his essence; he could al nbst
feel his flesh beginning to nelt.

Penniworth was saying, "I want, | want, | want, want," but he was
vi gorously shaking his head, trying to deny what he wanted. He was
crying and trenbling and sheet-white.

Peyser rose fromhis crouch and stepped away fromthe wall. He noved
sinuously, swiftly, and although he could not stand entirely erect in
his altered state, he was taller than Loman, sinultaneously a
frightening and seductive figure.

Shol ni ck shri eked.

Peyser bared his fierce teeth and hissed at Loman as if to say, Either
join us or die.

Wth a cry conposed partly of despair and partly of joy, Neil Penniworth
dropped his 20-gauge and put his hands to his face. As if that contact
had exerted an al chemi cal reaction, both his hands and face began to
change.

Heat exploded in Loman, and he shouted wordl essly, but without the joy
that Penniworth had expressed and wi thout Shol nick's orgasnmic cry. Wile
he still had control of hinself, he raised the shotgun and squeezed off
a round point-blank at Peyser.

The bl ast took the regressive in the chest, blow ng hi mbackward agai nst
the bedroomwall in a tremendous spray of blood. Peyser went down,
squeal i ng, gasping for breath, wiggling on the floor like a

hal f - st onped bug, but he was not dead. Maybe his heart and |ungs had
not sustained sufficient damage. |f oxygen was still being conveyed to
his blood and if blood was still being punped throughout his body, he
was al ready repairing the damage; his invulnerability was in sone ways
even greater than the SUPERNATURAL i mpervi ousness of a werewol f, for he
could not be easily killed even with a silver bullet; in a nonent he
woul d be up, strong as ever.

Wave after wave of heat, each markedly hotter than the one before it
washed through Loman. He felt pressure fromwthin, not only in his
chest but in every part of his body now He had only seconds left in
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which his mind would be clear enough for himto act and his will strong
enough to resist. He scuttled to Peyser, shoved the nuzzle of the

shot gun agai nst the withing regressive's chest, and punped anot her
round into him

The heart had to have been pul verized by that round. The body | eaped
off the floor as the load tore through it. Peyser's nonstrous face
contorted, then froze with his eyes open and sightless, his |lips peeled
back from his inhumanly |arge, sharp, hooked teeth.

Soneone screaned behi nd Loman.

turni ng, he saw the Shol nick-thing comng for him He fired a third
round, then a fourth, hitting Sholnick in the chest and stonach.

The deputy went down hard, and began to crawl toward the hall, away from
Loman.

Nei |l Penniworth was curled in the fetal position on the floor by the
foot of the bed. He was chanting but not about blood and needs and
being free; he was chanting his nother's nane, over and over, as if it
were a verbal talisman to protect himfromthe evil that wanted to claim
hi m

Loman's heart was pounding so hard that the sound of it seenmed to have
an external source, as if someone were thunping tinpani in another room
of the house. He was hal f-convinced that he could feel his entire body
throbbing with his pulse, and that with each throb he was changing in
sonme subtle yet hideous way.

- 211 Stepping in behind Shol nick, standing over him Loman ramed the
muzzl e of the shotgun against the regressive's back, about where he

t hought the heart would be, and pulled the trigger. Sholnick let out a
shrill scream when he felt the muzzle touch him but he was too weak to
roll over and grab the gun away from Loman. The scream was cut off
forever by the bl ast.

The room steaned with bl ood. That conplex scent was so sweet and
conpelling that it took the place of Peyser's seductive chanting,
i nduci ng Loman to regress.

He | eaned agai nst the dresser and squeezed his eyes shut, trying to
establish a firmer grip on himself. He clung to the shotgun with both
hands, clasping it tightly, not for its defensive value-it held no nore
rounds- but because it was an expertly crafted weapon, which was to say
that it was a tool, an artifact of civilization, a rem nder that he was
a man, at the pinnacle of evolution, and that he must not succunb to the
tenmptation to cast away all his tools and know edge in exchange for the
nmore primal pleasures and satisfactions of a beast.

But the blood snell was strong and so alluring.

Desperately trying to inpress hinself with all that would be lost in
this surrender, he thought of Grace, his wife, and renmenbered how nuch
he once had | oved her. But he was beyond | ove now, as were all of the
New Peopl e. Thoughts of Grace could not save him Indeed, inmages of
their recent, bestial rutting flashed through his mnd, and she was not
Grace to himany nore; she was sinply fermal e, and the recoll ection of
their savage coupling excited himand drew himcloser to the vortex of
regr essi on.

The intense desire to degenerate nmade himfeel as though he were in a
whi rl pool , being sucked down, down, and he thought that this was how the
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nascent werewol f was supposed to feel when he | ooked up into the night
sky and saw, ascending at the horizon, a full nmoon. The conflict raged
within himo . . blood.....

freedom. ...
-no. Mnd, knowedge . . .  hunt.....
Kill.....
-no. Explore, learn. . . eat
run. ..
hunt.....
tick.....
Kill.....

-no, no! Misic, art, language H's turnoil grew.

He was trying to resist the siren call of savagery with reason, but that
did not seemto be working, so he thought of Denny, his son. He nust
hold fast to his humanity if only for Denny's sake. He tried to sunmon
the | ove he had once known for his boy, tried to let that [ove rebuild
in himuntil he could shout of it, but there was only a whisper of
renenbered enotion deep in the darkness of his mind. His ability to

| ove had receded fromhimin much the way that matter had receded from
the center of existence followi ng the Big Bang that created the

uni verse; his love for Denny was now so far away and |long ago that it
was |ike a star at the outer edge of the universe, its light only dimy
perceived, with little power to illunmi nate and no power to warm Yet
even that glimer of feeling was sonething around which to build an

i mage of hinself as human, human, first and always a man, not some thing
that ran on all fours or with its knuckl es draggi ng on the ground, but a
man, a nman.

His stentorian breathing slowed a little. H's heartbeat fell froman

i mpossi bly rapid dubdubdubdubdubdubdub to perhaps a hundred or a hundred
and twenty beats a mnute, still fast, as if he were running, but

better. H s head cleared, too, though not entirely, because the scent
of bl ood was an i nescapabl e perfune.

He pushed away fromthe dresser and staggered to Penniworth.

The deputy was still curled in the tightest fetal position that a grown
man coul d achieve. Traces of the beast were in his hands and face, but
he was consi derably nore human than not. The chanting of his nother's

nane seemed to be working nearly as well as the thread-thin lifeline of
| ove had worked for Loman

Letting go of his shotgun with one cranped hand, Loman reached down to
Penni wort h and took him by the hand.

"Conme on, let's get out of here, boy, let's get anay fromthis snell."

Penni wort h under stood and got |aboriously to his feet. He |eaned
agai nst Loman and all owed hinself to be led out of the T - 213 room
away fromthe two dead regressives, along the hallway into the living
room
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Here, the stink of urine conpletely snothered what trace of the bl ood
scent m ght have ridden the currents of air outward fromthe bedroom
That was better. It was not a foul odor at all, as it had seened
previously, but acidic and cl eansing.

Loman settled Penniworth in an arnchair, the only upholstered itemin
the roomthat had not been torn to pieces.

"You going to be okay?"

Penniworth | ooked up at him hesitated, then nodded. Al signs of the
beast had vani shed from his hands and countenance, though his flesh was
strangely lunpy, still in transition. H s face appeared to be swollen
with a disabling case of the hives, large round |unps fromforehead to
chin and ear to ear, and there were |ong, diagonal welts, too, that
burned an angry red against his pale skin. However, even as Loman

wat ched, those phenonena faded, and Neil Penniworth laid full claimto
his humanity.

To his physical humanity, at |east.
"You sure?" Loman asked.

"Yes.

"Stay right there."

"Yes.

Loman went into the foyer and opened the front door. The deputy
standi ng guard outside was so tense because of all the shooting and
screanming in the house that he alnost fired on his chief before he
realized who it was

"VWhat the hell?" the deputy said.
"Get on the conputer link to Shaddack," Loman sai d.

"He has to conme out here now. Right now | have to see himnow "

Sam drew t he heavy bl ue drapes, and Harry turned on one bedsi de | anp.
Soft as it was, too dimto chase away nore than half the shadows, the
i ght neverthel ess stung Tessa's eyes, which were already tired and
bl oodshot .

For the first tine she actually saw the room It was sparely furnished
the stool; the tall table beside the stool; the tel escope; a long,
nmodern-oriental, black |acquered dresser; a pair of matching

ni ghtstands; a small refrigerator in one corner; and an adjustable
hospital -type bed, queen-size, without a spread but with plenty of
pillows and brightly colored sheets patterned with splashes and streaks
and spots of red, orange, purple, green, yellow, blue, and black, |ike a
gi ant canvas painted by a denmented and col or-blind abstract artist.

Harry saw her and Sam s reaction to the sheets and said, "Now, that's a
story, but first you' ve got to know the background. M housekeeper,
M's. Hunsbok, comes in once a week, and she does nobst of mny shopping
for me. But | send Mbose on errands every day, if only to pick up a

newspaper. He wears this set of . . . well, sort of saddl ebags
strapped around him one hanging on each side. | put a note and some
money in the bags, and he goes to the |ocal convenience store-it's the
only place he'll go when he's wearing the bags, unless I'mwith him The
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clerk at the little grocery, Jimy Ram s, knows ne real well. Jimy
reads the note, puts a quart of milk or some candy bars or whatever

want in the saddl ebags, puts the change in there, too, and Mdbose brings
it all back to ne. He's a good, reliable service dog, the best. They
train themreal well at Canine Conpanions for |ndependence. Mose never
chases after a cat with ny newspaper and fresh milk in his backpack."

- 215 The dog raised his head off Tessa's |lap, panted and grinned, as if
acknow edgi ng the praise.

"One day he cane hone with a fewitens I'd sent himfor, and he al so had
a set of these sheets and pillow cases. | call up jimy Ranms, see, and
ask himwhat's the idea, and Jimy says he doesn't know what |'mtal king
about, says he never saw any such sheets. Now, Jimy's dad owns the
conveni ence store, and he also owns Surplus Qutlet, out on the county
road. He gets all kinds of discontinued nerchandise and stuff that
didn't sell as well as the manufacturers expected, picks it up at ten
cents on the dollar sonetines, and | figure these sheets were sonething2
he was havi ng troubl e unl oadi ng even at Surplus Qutlet. Jimy no doubt
saw t hem thought they were pretty silly, and decided to have sone fun
with nme. But on the phone Jimmy says, 'Harry, if | knew anythi ng about
the sheets, 1'd tell you, but | don't." And | says, 'You trying to make
me believe Mose went and bought themall on his own, with his own
moneys' And Jimy says, 'Well, no, |I'd guess he shoplifted them
somewhere,' and | says, 'And just how did he manage to stuff themin his
own backpack so neat,' and Jimy says, '|I don't know, Harry, but that
there is one hell of a clever dog-though it sounds |ike he doesn't have
good taste."

Tessa saw how Harry relished the story, and she al so saw why he was so
pl eased by it. For one thing the dog was child and brother and friend,
all rolled into one, and Harry was proud that people thought of Mose as
clever. Mre inportant, Jimry's little joke made Harry a part of his
community, not just a honebound invalid but a participant in the life of
his towmn. H's lonely days were marked by too few such incidents.

"And you are a clever dog," Tessa told Mose

Harry said, "Anyway, | decided to have Ms. Hunsbok put themon the bed
next tine she cane, as a joke, but then | sort of liked them"

After drawi ng the drapes at the second wi ndow, Samreturned to the
stool, sat down, swiveled to face Harry, and said, "They're the |oudest
sheets |'ve ever seen. Don't they keep you awake at night?

Harry sm | ed.

"Not hi ng can keep ne awake. | sleep like a baby. What keeps people
awake is worry about the future, about what might happen to them But
the worst has already happened to ne. O they |lie awake thinking about
the past, about what m ght have been, but | don't do that because | just
don't dare."

H's smle faded as he spoke.

"So now what? Wat do we do next? " Gently renmoving Mbose's head from
her |ap, standing and brushing a few dog hairs from her jeans, Tessa
said, "Well, the phones aren't working, so Samcan't call the Bureau,
and if we wal k out of town we risk an encounter with Watkins's patrols
or these Boogeymen. Unless you know a hamradi o enthusiast who' d |let us
use his set to get a message relayed, then so as far as | can see, we've
got to drive out."
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"Roadbl ocks, remenber," Harry said

She said, "Well, | figure we'll have to drive out in a truck, sonething
bi g and nean, ram strai ght through the danm roadbl ock, nake it to the
hi ghway, then out of their jurisdiction. Even if we do get chased down
by county cops, that's fine, because Sam can get themto call the
Bureau, verify his assignnment, then they'|l be on our side."

"Who's the federal agent here, anyway?" Sam asked.
Tessa felt herself blush.

"Sorry. See, a docunmentary filmmuaker is al nbost always her own producer
sonetimes producer and director and witer too. That nmeans if the art
part of it is going to work, the business part of it has to work first,
so |"'mused to doing a lot of planning, logistics. Didn't nmean to step
on your toes.

"Step on themany tinme."

Sam sni | ed, and she |iked himwhen he smled. She realized she was even
attracted to hima little. He was neither handsome nor ugly, and not
what nost people meant by "plain,"” either. He was rather

nondescri pt but pl easant-|ooking. She sensed a darkness in him
somet hi ng deeper than his current worries about events in Monlight
Cove- maybe sadness at sone | oss, naybe | ong-repressed anger related to
some injustice he had suffered, maybe a general pessim smarising from
too much contact in his work with the worst elenents of society. But
when he smled he was transforned.

"You really going to snmash out in a truck?" Harry asked.
"Maybe as a last resort," Sam said.

"But we'd have to find a rig big enough and then steal it, and that's an
operation in itself. Besides, they nmight have riot guns at the

roadbl ock, |oaded - 217 with magnum rounds, maybe automatic weapons. |
woul dn't want to run that kind of flak even in a Mack truck. You can
ride into hell in a tank, but the devil will get his hands on you
anyway, so it's best not to go there in the first place."

"So where do we go?" Tessa asked.

"To sleep," Sam said.

"There's a way out of this, a way to get through to the Bureau. | can
sort of see it out of the corner of my eye, but when | try to | ook
directly at it, it goes away, and that's because I'mtired. | need a

couple of hours in the sack to get fresh and think straight."

Tessa was exhausted, too, though after what had happened at Cove Lodge,
she was sonewhat surprised that she not only could sleep but wanted to.
As she'd stood in her notel room listening to the screans of the dying
and t he savage shrieks of the killers, she wouldn't have thought she'd
ever sl eep again.

Shaddack arrived at Peyser's at five minutes till four in the

nmorning. He drove his charcoal -gray van with heavily tinted w ndows,

rat her than his Mercedes, because a conputer term nal was nounted on the
consol e of the van, between the seats, where the manufacturer had
originally intended to provide a built-in cooler. As eventful as the

ni ght had been thus far, it seened a good idea to stay within reach of
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the data Iink that, like a spider, spun a silken web enneshing all of
Moonl i ght Cove. He parked on the w de shoul der of the two-lane rura
bl acktop, directly in front of the house.

As Shaddack wal ked across the yard to the front porch, distant runbling
rolled along the Pacific horizon. The hard wind that had harried the
fog eastward had al so brought a stormin fromthe west. During the past
coupl e of hours, churning clouds had clothed the heavens, shrouding the
naked stars that had burned briefly between the passing of the m st and
the conming of the thunderheads. Now the night was very dark and deep
He shivered inside his cashmere topcoat, under which he still wore a
sweat suit.

A coupl e of deputies were sitting in black-and-whites in the driveway.
They wat ched him pal e faces beyond dusty car w ndows, and he liked to
think they regarded himw th fear and reverence, for he was in a sense
their maker.

Loman Watkins was waiting for himin the front room The place had been
w ecked. Neil Penniworth sat on the only undanmaged piece of furniture;
he | ooked badly shaken and coul d not nmeet Shaddack's gaze. WAtkins was
pacing. A few spatters of blood marked his uniform but he | ooked
unhurt; if he'd sustained injuries, they had been nminor and had al ready
heal ed. More likely, the blood bel onged to soneone el se.

"What happened here?" Shaddack asked.

I gnoring the question, Watkins spoke to his officer "Go out to the car,
Neil. Stay close to the other nen."

"Yes, sir," Penniworth said. He was huddled in his chair, bent forward,
| ooki ng down at his shoes.

"You'll be okay, Neil."
"l think so."

"I't wasn't a question. It was a statenent You'll be okay. You have
enough strength to resist. You' ve proven that already.

Penni wort h nodded, got up, and headed for the door.
Shaddack said, "What's this all about?"

Turning toward the hallway at the other end of the room Watkins said,
"Come with me." His voice was as cold and hard as ice, informed by fear
and anger, but noticeably devoid of the grudging respect with which he
had spoken to Shaddack ever since he had been converted in August.

Di spl eased by that change in Watkins, uneasy, Shaddack frowned and
fol |l owed hi m back down the hall

The cop stopped at a closed door, turned to Shaddack.

"You told nme that what you've done to us is inprove our biologica
efficiency by injecting us with these . . . these biochips. A
m snomer, really. They're not chips at all, but incredibly small
m cr ospheres.

In spite of the regressives and a few other problens that had

devel oped with the Mbonhawk Project, Shaddack's pride of achi evenent was
undi m ni shed. ditches could be fixed. Bugs could be worked out of the
system He was still the genius of his age; he not only felt this to be
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true, but knewit as well as he knew in which direction to | ook for the
rising sun each norning.

CGeni us

The ordinary silicon mcrochip that nmade possi ble the conputer

revol ution had been the size of a fingernail, and had contai ned one
mllion circuits etched onto it by photo |ithography. The small est
circuit on the chip had been one-hundredth as wide as a human hair.

Br eakt hroughs in X-ray |ithography, using giant particle accelerators
call ed synchrotrons, eventually nmade possible the inprinting of one
billion circuits on a chip, with features as small as one-thousandth the
wi dth of a human hair. Shrinking 