file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay %202%20-%20Sei ze%20The%20Night.txt
Sei ze The Night [067-011-066-5. 0]
By: Dean R Koontz
Synopsi s:

Chris Snow, the |ight-phobic, oddball hero of Dean Koontz's Fear
Not hing, is once again caught in the middle of something ugly.

The children (and pets) of Monlight Bay, California, are disappearing.

The first to gois Jimy Wng, the son of Show s forner girlfriend,
Lilly. Then Snow s own hyper-intelligent dog goes m ssing. Snow deci des
that he will find them but what he uncovers is nore than just a sinple
ki dnappi ng, before he can turn back, he's up against an age-old
vendetta, an active tinme nmachine, and a genetic experinment gone awy.

Seize the Night offers up the same eclectic mx of characters that
appeared in Fear Nothing, board head Bobby, disc jockey Sasha, Snhow, and
all of their friends band together to find the missing kids and figure
out why the people of Monlight Bay are norphing into denonic versions
of their former selves. They outsmart corrupt cops, outrun genetically
enhanced nonkeys, and outlive a time warp with a vengeance--all between
nightfall and sunrise, the only tine that Snow can be outsi de.

Though the premise is a little bit hard to believe, and the surf lingo
occasionally irritating, Seize the Night is ultimately fun to read.

Koontz successfully draws you in and keeps you entertai ned through an
unexpected climx and an enlightening resolution

ALSO BY DEAN KOONTZ Fear Nothing M. Mirder Dragon Tears Hi deaway Col d
Fire The Bad Place M dnight Lightning Watchers Strangers Twi |l ight Eyes
Dark fall Phantons Wi spers The Mask The Vision The Face of Fear N ght
Chills Shattered The Voice of the N ght The Servants of Twilight The
House of Thunder The Key to M dni ght The Eyes of Darkness Shadowfi eres
Wnter Mon The Door to Decenber Dark Rivers of the Heart |cebound
Strange H ghways Intensity Sole Survivor Ticktock The Fun house Denon
Seed DEON SOONTI BANTAM BOCKS new york toronto | ondon sydney auckl and
Thi s second Chri stopher Snow adventure is dedicated to Richard
Aprahani an and to Richard Heller, who bring honor to the | aw and who so
far have kept me out of jail!

This is a work of fiction. The characters, nanmes, incidents, places, and
pl ot are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously.

Any resenbl ance to actual persons, conpanies, or events is purely
coi nci dent al

SElI ZE THE NI GHT A Bantam Book All rights reserved.

Copyright i) 1999 by Dean Koontz Book design by James Sinclair No part
of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any formor by any
means, el ectronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or
by any information storage and retrieval system w thout perm ssion in
witing fromthe publisher. For information address, Bantam Books.

| SBN 0-553-10665-1

Publ i shed sinmultaneously in the United States and Canada Bant am Books
are published by Bantam Books, a division of Random House, Inc. Its
trademark, consisting of the words "Bantam Books" and the portrayal of a
rooster, is Registered in U S. Patent and Trademark Office and in other
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countries. Marca registration. Bantam Books, 1540 Broadway, New York,
New York 10036

PRI NTED I N THE UNI TED STATES OF AMERI CA Friendship is precious, not only
in the shade, but in the sunshine of life. And thanks to a benevol ent
arrangement of things, the greater part of life is sunshine.

Thomas Jefferson First My name is Christopher Snow. The follow ng
account is an installnment in ny personal journal. If you are reading it,
I am probably dead.

If I am not dead, then because of the reportage herein, | am now or soon
will be one of the nobst fanous people on the planet. If no one ever
reads this, it will be because the world as we know it has ceased to

exi st and human civilization is gone forever. | amno nore vain than the
average person, and instead of universal recognition, | prefer the peace
of anonynity. Nevertheless, if the choice is between Armageddon and
fame, 1'd prefer to be fanous.

El sewhere, night falls, but in Monlight Bay it steals upon us with
barely a whisper, like a gentle dark-sapphire surf l|icking a beach. At
dawn, when the night retreats across the Pacific toward distant Asia, it
is reluctant to go, |eaving deep black pools in alleyways, under parked
cars, in culverts, and beneath the | eafy canopies of ancient oaks.

According to Tibetan folklore, a secret sanctuary in the sacred

H mal ayas is the home of all wind, fromwhich every breeze and raging
storm throughout the world is born. If the night, too, has a specia
hone, our town is no doubt the place.

On the eleventh of April, as the night passed through Monlight Bay on
its way westward, it took with it a five-year-old boy naned Ji my W ng.

Near m dnight, | was on my bicycle, cruising the residential streets in
the lower hills not far from Ashdon Col | ege, where my nurdered parents
had once been professors. Earlier, | had been to the beach, but although

there was no wind, the surf was nushy, the sloppy waves didn't nake it
worthwhile to suit up and float a board. Orson, a black Labrador mx,
trotted at ny side.

Fur face and | were not | ooking for adventure, nerely getting sone fresh
air and satisfying our nmutual need to be on the nove. A restlessness of
the soul plagues both of us nore nights than not.

Anyway, only a fool or a madnman goes | ooking for adventure in

pi cturesque Monlight Bay, which is sinultaneously one of the quietest
and nost dangerous comunities on the planet. Here, if you stand in one
pl ace |l ong enough, a lifetinme's worth of adventure will find you

Lilly Wng lives on a street shaded and scented by stone pines.

In the absence of | anpposts, the trunks and tw sted branches were as
bl ack as char, except where noonlight pierced the feathery boughs and
silvered the rough bark

| becanme aware of her when the beam of a flashlight swept back and forth
bet ween the pine trunks. A quick pendulum of |ight arced across the
pavenent ahead of me, and tree shadows junped. She called her son's
nane, trying to shout but defeated by breathl essness and by a quiver of
panic that transformed Jimry into a six-syllable word.

Because no traffic was in sight ahead of or behind us, Orson and | were
traveling the center of the pavenent, kings of the road. W swung to the
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curb.

As Lilly hurried between two pines and into the street, | said, "Wat's
wr ong, Badger? " For twelve years, since we were sixteen, "Badger" has
been nmy affectionate nickname for her. In those days, her nanme was Lilly
Travis, and we were in |love and believed that a future together was our
desti ny.

Anmong our long list of shared enthusiasns and passions was a specia
fondness for Kenneth G ahame's The Wnd in the WIllows, in which the

wi se and courageous Badger was the stalwart defender of all the good
animals in the Wld Wod. "Any friend of m ne wal ks where he likes in
this country, " Badger had prom sed Mle, "or |I'Il know the reason why!

Li kewi se, those who shunned ne because of ny rare disability, those
who called ne vanpire because of ny inherited |lack of tol erance for nore
than the dinmest |ight, those teenage psychopaths who plotted to torture
me with fists and flashlights, those who spoke maliciously of ne behind
my back, as if 1'd chosen to be born with xeroderna pignmentosunall had
found thensel ves answering to Lilly, whose face flushed and whose heart
raced with righteous anger at any exhibition of intolerance. As a young
boy, out of urgent necessity, | learned to fight, and by the time | net
Lilly, I was confident of ny ability to defend nyself, neverthel ess, she
had insisted on coming to ny aid as fiercely as the nobl e Badger ever
fought with claw and cudgel for his friend Ml e.

Al t hough sl ender, she is mighty. Only five feet four, she appears to
tower over any adversary. She is as form dable, fearless, and fierce as
she is graceful and good- heart ed.

Thi s night, however, her usual grace had deserted her, and fright had
tortured her bones into unnatural angles. Wen | spoke, she tw tched
around to face me, and in her jeans and untucked flannel shirt, she
seened to be a bristling scarecrow now nagi cally ani mated, confused and
terrified to find itself suddenly alive, jerking at its supporting
Cross.

The beam of her flashlight bathe nmy face, but she considerately directed
it toward the ground the instant she realized who | was.

"Chris.

Ch, God."

"What's wong? " | asked again as | got off ny bike.

"Jimy's gone."

"Run away? "

"No." She turned fromne and hurried toward the house.

"This way, here, look." Lilly's property is ringed by a white picket
fence that she herself built. The entrance is flanked not by gate posts

but by matched bougainvillea that she has pruned into trees and trained
into a canopy.

Her nodest Cape Cod bungalow lies at the end of an intricately patterned
brick wal kway that she designed and laid after teaching herself masonry
from books.

The front door stood open. Enticing roons of deadly brightness |ay
beyond.
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Instead of taking ne and Orson inside, Lilly quickly led us off the
bricks and across the lawn. In the still night, as | pushed ny bike
through the closely cropped grass, the tick of wheel bearings was the
| oudest sound. W& went to the north side of the house.

A bedroom wi ndow had been raised. Inside, a single |lanmp glowed, and the
wal |s were striped with anber |ight and faint honey-brown shadows from
the folded cloth of the pleated shade. To the left of the bed, Star Wars
action figures stood on a set of bookshelves. As the cool night air
sucked warnth fromthe house, one panel of the curtains was drawn across
the sill, pale and fluttering like a troubled spirit reluctant to | eave
this world for the next.

"I thought the wi ndow was | ocked, but it nustn't have been, Lilly said
frantically. "Soneone opened it, sone sonofabitch, and he took Ji my
away. "

"Maybe it's not that bad."

"Sonme sick bastard, she insisted

The flashlight jiggled, and Lilly struggled to still her trenbling hand
as she directed the beamat the planting bed al ongsi de the house.

"l don't have any noney, she sai d.

"Money? "

"To pay ransom |'mnot rich. So no one would take Jimy for ransom

It's worse than that." False Sol onon's seal, |aden with feathery sprays
of white flowers that glittered like ice, had been tranpled by the
intruder. Footprints were inpressed in trodden | eaves and soft damp
soil. They were not the prints of a runaway child but those of an adult
in athletic shoes with bold tread, and judging by the depth of the

i mpressi ons, the kidnapper was a | arge person, nost likely male.

| saw that Lilly was barefoot.

"I couldn't sleep, | was watching TV, sone stupid show on the TV, she
said with a note of self-flagellation, as if she should have antici pated
thi s abduction and been at Jinmmy's bedside, ever vigilant.

Orson pushed between us to sniff the inprinted earth.

"l didn't hear anything, Lilly said. "Jimry never cried out, but | got
this feeling " Her usual beauty, as clear and deep as a reflection
of eternity, was now shattered by terror, crazed by sharp lines of an
angui sh that was close to grief. She was held together only by desperate
hope.

Even in the di m backwash of the flashlight, |I could hardly bear the
sight of her in such pain.

"I't'Il be all right, " | said, ashaned of this facile lie

"l called the police, she said. "They should be here any second.

Were are they? " Personal experience had taught nme to distrust the
authorities in Monlight Bay. They are corrupt. And the corruption is
not nerely noral, not sinply a matter of bribe-taking and a taste for
power, it has deeper and nore disturbing origins.

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R....ght%20Bay%202%20-%20Seize%20The%20Night.txt (4 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:08:39 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay %202%20-%20Sei ze%20The%20Night.txt

No siren shrieked in the distance, and | didn't expect to hear one. In
our special town, the police answer calls with utnost discretion,

wi t hout even the quiet fanfare of flashing enmergency |lights, because as
often as not, their purpose is to conceal a crinme and silence the

conpl ainant rather than to bring the perpetrator to justice.

"He's only five, only five,
is that guy on the news? "

Lilly said mserably. "Chris, what if this

"The news? "
"The serial killer. The one who ... burns kids."
"That's not around here."

"Al'l over the country. Every few nonths. Goups of little kids burned
alive. Wiy not here? "

"Because it isn't, " | said. "It's sonething else.”" She swng away from
the wi ndow and raked the yard with the flashlight beam as though she
hoped to di scover her tousle-haired, pajam-clad son anmong the fallen

| eaves and the curled strips of papery bark that littered the grass
under a row of tall eucal yptus trees.

Catching a troubling scent, Orson issued a | ow grow and backed away
fromthe planting bed. He peered up at the windowsill, sniffed the air,
put his nose to the ground again, and headed tentatively toward the rear
of the house.

"He's got sonething, " | said.
Lilly turned. "Cot what? "
"Atrail." When he reached the backyard, Orson broke into a trot.

"Badger, " | said, "don't tell them Oson and | were here." A weight of
fear pressed her voice thinner than a whisper, "Don't tell who? "

"The police."
n W]y? n

"I''"ll be back. 1'lIl explain. | swear I'Il find Jimry. | swear | will." |
could keep the first two proni ses.

The third, however, was sonething | ess meani ngful than w shful thinking
and was intended only to provide a little hope with which she m ght keep
hersel f gl ued toget her

In fact, as | hurried after ny strange dog, pushing the bicycle at ny
side, | already believed that Jimry Wng was | ost forever. The nost |
expected to find at the end of the trail was the boy's dead body and,
with luck, the man who had nurdered him

When | reached the rear of Lilly's house, | couldn't see Orson

He was so coaly black that even the light of a full npbon was not
sufficient to reveal him

Fromoff to the right came a soft woof then another, and |I followed his
call.

At the end of the backyard was a freestanding garage that could be
entered by car only fromthe alley beyond. A brick wal kway | ed al ongsi de
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the garage to a wooden gate, where Orson stood on his hind | egs, paw ng
at the latch.

For a fact, this dog is radically smarter than ordinary mutts
Sonetinmes | suspect that he is also considerably smarter than I am

If I didn't have the advantage of hands, no doubt | would be the one
eating froma dish on the floor. He woul d have control of the nobst
confortabl e easy chair and the renote control for the tel evision

Denonstrating my single claimto superiority, | disengaged the bolt
latch with a flourish and pushed open the creaking gate.

A series of garages, storage sheds, and backyard fences lay along this
flank of the alley. On the farther side, the cracked and runnel ed

bl ackt op gave way to a narrow dirt shoulder, which in turn led to a line
of massive eucal yptuses and a weedy verge that sloped into a canyon

Lilly's house is on the edge of town, and no one lives in the canyon
behi nd her place. The wild grass and scattered scrub oaks on the
descendi ng sl opes provide honmes for hawks, coyotes, rabbits, squirrels,
field mce, and snakes.

Fol Il owi ng his form dabl e nose, Orson urgently investigated the weeds
al ong the edge of the canyon, padding north and then south, softly
whi ni ng and grunbling to hinself.

| stood at the brink, between two trees, peering down into a darkness
that not even the fat noon could dispel. No flashlight noved in those
depths. If Jimy had been carried into that gl oom the kidnapper nust
have uncanny ni ght vision

Wth a yelp, Orson abruptly abandoned his search along the canyon rim
and returned to the center of the alleyway. He noved in a circle, as

t hough he might start chasing his tail, but his head was rai sed and he
was excitedly sniffing spoor

To him the air is a rich stew of scents. Every dog has a sense of snel
thousands of times nore powerful than yours or m ne.

The nedi ci nal pungency of the eucal yptus trees was the only aroma that |
could detect. Drawn by another and nobre suspicious scent, as if he were
but a bit of iron pulled inexorably toward a powerful nagnet, O son
raced north along the alley.

Maybe Jinmy Wng was still alive.
It's ny nature to believe in nmracles. So why not believe in this one?

I clinbed on ny bike and pedal ed after the dog. He was swi ft and
certain, and to match his pace, | really had to nake the drive chain
hum

In block after block, only a few wi dely spaced security |anps gl owed at
the back of the residential properties that we passed. By habit |
steered away from those radi ant pools, along the darker side of the

al | eyway, even though | could have sailed through each patch of
lamplight in less than a second or two, wthout significant risk to ny
heal t h.

Xer oder ma pi gment osunxp for those who aren't able to tie their tongues
in knots is an inherited genetic disorder that | share with an exclusive
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club of only one thousand other Americans. One of us per 250, 000
citizens. XP renders nme highly vulnerable to skin and eye cancers caused
by exposure to any ultraviolet radiation. Sunshine.

I ncandescent or fluorescent bul bs. The shining, idiot face of a
tel evi si on screen.

If | dared to spend just half an hour in sumer sun, | would burn
severely, though a single searing wouldn't kill ne. The true horror of
XP, however, is that even minor exposure to ultraviolet radiation
shortens ny life, because the effect is cunulative. Years of

i mperceptible injuries accurmul ate until they mani fest as visible |esions,
mal i gnanci es. Six hundred m nutes of exposure, spread one by one over an
entire year, will have the sanme ultimate effect as ten continuous hours
on a beach in brightest July. The lumnosity of a streetlanp is |ess
dangerous to nme than the full ferocity of the sun, but it's not entirely
saf e.

Not hi ng i s.

You, with your properly functioning genes, are able routinely to repair
the injury to your skin and eyes that you unknow ngly suffer every day.

Your body, unlike mine, continuously produces enzynes that strip out the
damaged segnents of nucl eotide strands in your cells, replacing them
wi t h undamaged DNA

I nmust exist in shadows, while you live under exquisitely blue skies,
and yet | don't hate you. | don't resent you for the freedomthat you
take for granted although | do envy you

I don't hate you because, after all, you are human, too, and therefore
have |limtations of your own. Perhaps you are homely, sloww tted or too
smart for your own good, deaf or mute or blind, by nature given to
despair or to self-hatred, or perhaps you are unusually fearful of Death
hinsel f. We all have burdens. On the other hand, if you are better

| ooking and smarter than | am blessed with five sharp senses, even nore
optimstic than | am wth plenty of self-esteem and if you al so share
my refusal to be hunbled by the Reaper ... well, then |I could al nost
hate you if | didn't know that, like all of us in this inmperfect world,
you al so have a haunted heart and a mind troubled by grief, by loss, by
| ongi ng.

Rat her than rage against XP, | regard it as a blessing. My passage
through life is unique.

For one thing, | have a singular familiarity with the night. | know the
wor |l d between dusk and dawn as no one else can knowit, for I ama
brother to the oW and the bat and the badger. | amat hone in the

darkness. This can be a greater advantage than you night think

O course, no nunmber of advantages can conpensate for the fact that
death before the age of consent is not unconmon for those with XP

Survival far into adulthood isn't a reasonable expectation at |east not
wi t hout progressive neurol ogical disorders such as trenors of the head
and hands, hearing |oss, slurred speech, even nental inpairnent.

Thus far | have tweaked Death's cold nose without retribution

I'"ve al so been spared all the physical infirmties that nmy physicians
have | ong predi ct ed.
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| amtwenty-eight years old.

To say that | amliving on borrowed tinme would be not merely a cliche
but also an understatement. My entire |life has been a heavily nortgaged
enterprise.

But so is yours. Eventual foreclosure awaits all of us. Mre likely than
not, I'll receive ny notice before you do, though yours, too, is in the
mai | .

Nevert hel ess, until the postman cones, be happy. There is no other
rati onal response but happi ness. Despair is a foolish squandering of
precious tinme.

Now, here, on this cool spring night, past the w tching hour but with
dawn still far away, chasing nmy sherl ock hound, believing in the mracle
of Jimmy Wng's survival, | cycled along enpty alleys and deserted
avenues, through a park where Orson did not pause to sniff a single
tree, past the high school, onto |lower streets. He led ne eventually to
the Santa Rosita River, which bisects our town fromthe heights to the
bay.

In this part of California, where annual rainfall averages a nere
fourteen inches, rivers and streans are parched nost of the year. The
recent rainy season had been no wetter than usual, and this riverbed was
entirely exposed, a broad expanse of powdery silt, pale and slightly
lustrous in the lunar light. It was as snmooth as a bedsheet except for
scattered knots of dark driftwood |ike sl eeping honel ess nmen whose |inbs
were tw sted by ni ght mares.

In fact, though it was sixty to seventy feet wide, the Santa Rosita

| ooked less like a real river than |like a man-made drai nage channel or
canal. As part of an el aborate federal project to control the flash
floods that could swell suddenly out of the steep hills and narrow
canyons at the back door of Moonlight Bay, these riverbanks had been
rai sed and stabilized with wi de concrete | evees fromone end of town to
t he ot her.

Orson trotted off the street, across a barren strip of land, to the
| evee.

Following him | coasted between two signs, sets of which alternated
with each other for the entire length of the watercourse. The first
decl ared that public access to the river was restricted and that
anti-trespassi ng ordi nances woul d be enforced. The second, directed at
those | awl ess citizens who were undeterred by the first sign, warned
that high water at a stornis peak could be so powerful and fast-noving
that it woul d overwhel m anyone who dared to venture into it.

In spite of all the warnings, in spite of the obvious turbul ence of the
treacherous currents and the well-known tragic history of the Santa
Rosita, a thrill seeker with a honenade raft or a kayak or even just a
pair of water wings is swept to his death every few years. In a single
wi nter, not |ong ago, three drowned.

Human bei ngs can al ways be relied upon to assert, with vigor, their
CGod-given right to be stupid.

Orson stood on the levee, burly head raised, gazing east toward the
Paci fic Coast Hi ghway and the serried hills beyond. He was stiff with
tension, and a thin whine escaped him

Thi s night, neither water nor anything el se noved al ong the nmoonlit
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channel . Not enough of a breeze slipped off the Pacific even to stir a
dust ghost fromthe silt.

I checked the radiant dial of nmy wistwatch. Wrried that every minute
m ght be Jimmy Wng's last if, indeed, he was still alive i nudged
Orson, "What is it? " He didn't acknow edge my question. Instead, he
pricked his ears, sniffed the becal med night al nost daintily, and seened
to be transfixed by enmanati ons of one kind or another from some quarry
farther up the arid river.

As usual, | was uncannily attuned to Orson's nood. Although I possessed
only an ordinary nose and mere human senses but, to be fair to nyself, a
superi or wardrobe and bank account i could al nost detect those same
emanati ons.

Orson and | are closer than dog and nan. | amnot his master. | amhis
friend, his brother.

Wien | said earlier that | ambrother to the oW, to the bat, and to the
badger, | was speaking figuratively. Wien | say I'mthe brother of this
dog, however, | nean to be taken nore literally.

Studying the riverbed as it clinbed and dwindled into the hills,
asked, " Something spooking you? " Orson glanced up. In his ebony eyes
floated twin reflections of the noon, which at first | mistook for ne,
but ny face is neither that round nor that nysterious.

Nor that pale. | amnot an albino. My skin is pignmented, and ny
conpl exi on sonmewhat dusky even though the sun has rarely touched ne.

Orson snorted, and | didn't need to understand the | anguage of dogs to
interpret his precise neaning. The pooch was telling me that he was
i nsulted by ny suggestion that he could be so easily spooked.

I ndeed, Orson is even nore courageous than nost of his kind.

During the nore than two and a half years that 1've known him from

puppyhood to the present, | have seen himfrightened of only one thing,
nmonkeys.
"Monkeys? " | asked.

He chuffed, which | interpreted as no.
Not nonkeys this tine.
Not yet.

Oson trotted to a wide concrete access ranp that descended al ong the

|l evee wall to the Santa Rosita. In June and July, dunp trucks and
excavators woul d use this route when mai ntenance crews rempoved a year's
worth of accunul ated sedi ment and debris frombelow, restoring a flood
preventing depth to the dry watercourse before the next rainy season

| followed the dog down to the riverbed. On the darkly nottled concrete
sl ope, his black formwas no nore substantial than a shadow.

On the faintly lum nous silt, however, he appeared to be stone solid
even as he drifted eastward |i ke a honeward-bound spirit crossing a
wat erl ess Styx.

Because the nost recent rainfall had occurred three weeks in the past,
the floor of the channel wasn't danp. It was still well conpacted,

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R....ght%20Bay%202%20-%20Seize%20The%20Night.txt (9 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:08:39 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay %202%20-%20Sei ze%20The%20Night.txt
however, and | was able to ride the bicycle w thout struggle.

At |east as far as the pearly moonlight reveal ed, the bike tires made
few di scernible marks in the hard-packed silt, but a heavier vehicle had
passed this way earlier, |eaving clear tracks. Judging by the w dth and
depth of the tread inpressions, the tires were those of a van, a light
truck, or a sports utility vehicle.

Fl anked by twenty-foot-high concrete ranparts, | had no view of any of
the town i mediately around us. | could see only the faint angular |ines
of the houses on higher hills, huddl ed under trees or partially reveal ed
by streetlanps. As we ascended the watercourse, the townscape ahead al so
fell away from sight beyond the | evees, as though the night were a
powerful solvent in which all the structures and citizens of Moonli ght
Bay were dissol ving.

At irregular intervals, drainage culverts yawned in the | evee walls,
sonme only two or three feet in dianeter, a few so large that a truck
coul d have been driven into them The tire tracks |ed past all those
tributaries and continued up the riverbed, as straight as typed
sentences on a sheet of paper, except where they curved around a
punctuati on of driftwood.

Al t hough Orson's attention renai ned focused ahead, | regarded the
culverts with suspicion. During a cloudburst, torrents gushed out of
them carried fromthe streets and fromthe natural drainage swal es high
in the grassy eastern hills above town. Now, in fair weather, these
stormdrains were the subterranean | anes of a secret world, in which one
m ght encounter exceptionally strange travelers. | half expected soneone
to rush at nme fromone of them

| admit to having an inmgination feverish enough to nelt good judgnent.

Qccasionally it has gotten nme into trouble, but nore than once it has
saved ny life.

Besi des, having roamed all the stormdrains | arge enough to accommodat e
a man ny size, |'ve encountered a few peculiar tableaux. Qddities and
enigmas. Sights to wing fright fromeven the driest rag of inagination

Because the sun rises inevitably every day, ny night |ife nust be
conducted within the towmn limts, to ensure that |I'malways close to the
saf el y darkened roons of ny house when dawn draws near

Consi dering that our conmunity has a popul ati on of twelve thousand and a
student popul ati on, at Ashdon Col | ege, of an additional three thousand,
it offers a reasonably large board for a gane of life, it can't fairly
be called a jerkwater burg. Nevertheless, by the tine | was sixteen, |
knew every inch of Monlight Bay better than | knew the territory inside
my own head. Consequently, to fend off boredom | am al ways seeki ng new
perspectives on the slice of the world to which XP confines nme, for a
while | was intrigued by the view frombelow, touring the stormdrains
as if | were the Phantom prowing the real ms beneath the Paris Opera

House, though | |acked his cape, cloche hat, scars, and insanity.
Recently, I've preferred to keep to the surface. Like everyone born into
this world, 1'Il take up permanent residence underground soon enough.

Now, after we passed another culvert w thout being assaulted, O son
suddenly picked up his pace. The trail had gotten hot.

As the riverbed rose toward the east, it gradually grew narrower, unti
it was only forty feet wide where it passed under H ghway 1. This tunne
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was nore than a hundred feet |ong, and although faint silvery noonlight
glimered at the farther end, the way ahead was dauntingly dark

Apparently, Oson's reliable nose didn't detect any danger. He wasn't
grow i ng.

On the other hand, he didn't sprint confidently into the gloom either.
He stood at the entrance, his tail still, his ears pricked, alert.

For years | have traveled the night with only a nodest anount of cash
for the infrequent purchases | nmake, a snall flashlight for those rare
i nstances when darkness night be nore of an eneny than a friend, and a
conmpact cell phone clipped to ny belt. Recently, |'d added one ot her
itemto nmy standard kit, a 9-millinmeter d ock pistol

Under my jacket, the @ ock hung in a supple shoulder holster. | didn't
need to touch the gun to know that it was there, the weight of it was
like a tunmor growing on ny ribs. Nevertheless, | slipped one hand under

the coat and pressed ny fingertips against the grip of the pistol as a
superstitious person mght touch a talisnman

In addition to the black |eather jacket, | was dressed in black
Rockports, black socks, black jeans, and a bl ack | ong-sleeve cotton
pul I over. The bl ack-on-black is not because | style nyself after
vanpires, priests, ninja assassins, or Hollywood celebrities.

In this town, at night, wisdomrequires you to be well arnmed but also to
blend with the shadows, calling as little attention to yourself as

possi bl e.

Leaving the A ock in the holster, still straddling nmy bike but with both
feet on the ground, | unclipped the snmall flashlight fromthe

handl ebars. My bicycle doesn't have a headlanp. | have lived so many

years in the night and in roons lit nostly by candl es that mny
dar k- adapt ed eyes don't often need assi stance.

The beam penetrated perhaps thirty feet into the concrete tunnel, which
had straight walls but an arched ceiling. No threat lurked in the first
section of that passage.

Orson ventured inside.

Before following the dog, | listened to the traffic roaring south and
north on Hi ghway 1, far above. To me, as always, this sound was

simul taneously thrilling and nel ancholy.

I'"ve never driven a car and probably never will. Even if | protected ny
hands with gloves and ny face with a mask, the ceasel ess onconi ng
headl i ghts woul d pose a danger to ny eyes. Besides, | couldn't go any
significant distance north or south along the coast and still return

home before sunrise

Rel i shing the drone of the traffic, | peered up the broad concrete
buttress in which the river tunnel was set. At the top of this long
incline, headlights flared off the steel guardrails that defined the
shoul der of the highway, but | couldn't see the passing vehicl es.

VWhat | did seeor thought | saw fromthe corner of ny eye, was sonmeone
crouched up there, to the south of ne, a figure not quite as bl ack as
the night around him fitfully backlit by the passing traffic. He was on
the buttress cap just this side of the guardrails, barely visible yet
with an aura as nenacing as a gargoyle at the corner of a cathedra
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par apet .

VWhen | turned ny head for a better | ook, the lights froma dense cluster
of speeding cars and trucks caused shadows to leap |ike an i mense fl ock
of ravens taking flight in a lightning storm Anong those swoopi ng

phant oms, an apparently nore solid figure raced diagonally downward,
movi ng away fromnme and fromthe buttress, south along the grassy
enmbanknent .

In but a flicker of tinme, he was beyond the reach of the strobing
headl i ghts, lost in the deeper darkness and al so bl ocked from view by
the levee walls that towered twenty feet above ne. He might be circling

back to the edge of the channel, intending to enter the riverbed behind
ne.

O he might not be interested in nme at all. Though it would be
conforting to think that gal axies revolve around nme, | am not the center

of the universe.

In fact, this mysterious figure mght not even exist. I'd gotten such a
brief glinpse of it that | couldn't be absolutely certain it was nore
than an ill usion.

Again | reached under nmy coat and touched the d ock

Orson had padded so far into the passageway beneath H ghway 1 that he
was al nost beyond the reach of my flashlight.

After glancing at the channel behind ne and seeing no stal ker,
foll owed the dog. Instead of riding ny bike, | wal ked beside it, guiding
it with my left hand.

I didn't like having ny right hand nmy gun hand occupied with the
flashlight. Besides, the light made nme easy to follow and easy to
target.

Al t hough the riverbed was dry, the walls of the tunnel gave off a not
unpl easant danp odor, and the cool air was scented with a trace of |ine
fromthe concrete.

From t he roadbed hi gh above, the runbl e-hum of passing cars and trucks
translated all the way down through |ayers of steel, concrete, and
earth, echoing across the vault overhead. Repeatedly, in spite of the
screening thrumof the traffic, |I thought | heard someone stealthily
approaching. Each time | swung toward the sound, the flashlight reveal ed
only the smooth concrete walls and the deserted river behind ne.

The tire tracks continued through the tunnel into another open stretch
of the Santa Rosita, where | switched off the flashlight, relieved to
rely on anbient light. The channel curved to the right, out of sight,

| eadi ng east-southeast away from H ghway 1, rising at a steeper grade
t han bef ore.

Al t hough houses still stippled the surrounding hills, we were nearing
the edge of town.

I knew where we were going. | had known for sone time but was disturbed
by the prospect. If Orson was on the right trail and if Jimy Wng's
abductor was driving the vehicle that had | eft these tracks, then the

ki dnapper had fled with the boy into Fort Wvern, the abandoned military
base that was the source of nmany of Myonlight Bay's current problens.

Wvern, which covers 134, 456 acres far nore territory than our town is
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surrounded by a high chain-link fence supported by steel posts sunk in
concrete cai ssons, topped with helixes of razor wire. This barrier

bi sected the river, and as | rounded the curve in the channel, | saw a
dar k-col ored Chevrol et Suburban parked in front of it, at the end of the
tracks we had been foll ow ng.

The truck was about sixty feet away, but | was reasonably sure no one
was in it. Nevertheless, | intended to approach it with caution

Orson's low growl indicated a wariness of his own.

Turning to the terrain we had crossed, | could see no sign of the
creeping gargoyle that | had glinpsed on the east side of H ghway 1.

Nonet hel ess, | felt as though | were being watched.

I conceal ed ny bi ke on the ground, behind a snarl of driftwood that had
gotten its teeth into a few dead tunbl eneeds

After tucking the flashlight under nmy belt, at the small of ny back,

drew the dock fromny holster. It is a safe-action pistol with only

internal safety devices, no little levers that need thunbing to ready
the gun for use.

Thi s weapon has saved ny life nore than once, yet although it's a
reassurance to ne, | amnot entirely confortable with it. | suspect |'II
never be able to handle it with conplete ease. The wei ght and design of
the piece have nothing to do with ny aversion to the feel of it, this is
a superb handgun. As a boy roanming the town at night, however, | was
subj ected to some nenorabl e verbal and physical abuse frombullies
mostly kids but al so sone adults ol d enough to know better and alt hough
their harassment motivated nme to |l earn how to defend nysel f and taught
me never to let an injustice pass without a firmresponse, these
experiences also instilled in ne a | oathing of violence as an easy
solution. To protect nyself and those | love, | will use lethal force
when | rnust, but 1'Il never enjoy it.

Wth Orson at ny side, | approached the Suburban. No driver or passenger
wai ted inside. The hood was still warmwi th engine heat, the truck had
been parked here only m nutes.

Footprints led fromthe driver's door around to the front door on the
passenger's side. Fromthere, they continued toward the nearby fence.

They appeared to be simlar if not identical to the prints in the
pl anti ng bed under Jimy Wng's bedroom wi ndow.

The silver-coin moon was rolling slowy toward the dark purse of the
western horizon, but its glow renained bright enough to allow ne to read
the license plate on the back of the vehicle. | quickly menorized the
number .

| found where a bolt cutter had been used to breach the chain-1ink
fence. Evidently, this was acconplished sone tine ago, before the npst
recent rain, because the water-snmoothed silt was not heavily disturbed,
as it would have been by soneone doing all that work.

Several culverts also link Monlight Bay to Wvern. Usual |y, when
explore the former arnmy base, | enter by one of those nore discreet
passages, where | have used ny own bolt cutter.

On this river-spanning fence as el sewhere along the entire perinmeter and
t hroughout the sprawling grounds of Wverna sign with red and bl ack
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lettering warned that although this facility had been shut down at the
recomrendati on of the Defense Base O osure and Real i gnnent Commi ssion,
as a consequence of the end of the Cold War, trespassers would
nevert hel ess be prosecuted, fined, and possibly inprisoned under a |ist
of relevant federal statutes so long that it occupied the bottomthird
of . the notice. The tone of the warning was stern, unconpronising, but I
wasn't deterred by it. Politicians also promnm se us peace, perpetua
prosperity, neaning, and justice. If their prom ses are ever fulfilled,
perhaps then |I'll have nore respect for their threats.

Here, at the fence, the kidnapper's tracks were not the only marks in
the riverbed. The gl oom prevented ne from positively identifying the new
i mpr essi ons.

I risked using the flashlight. Hooding it with one hand, |I flicked it on
for only a second or two, which was |ong enough for ne to figure out
what had happened here.

Al t hough the breach in the fence apparently had been nade wel |l ahead of
time, in preparation for the crine, the kidnapper had not left a gaping
hole. He'd created a | ess obvi ous pass-through, and toni ght he had
needed only to pull the | oosely hanging flap of chain-link out of his
way. To free both hands for this task, he had put down his captive,
ensuring agai nst an escape attenpt either by paralyzing Jimy with
vicious threats or by tethering the boy.

The second set of tracks was considerably snaller than the first.

And shoel ess. These were the prints of a child who had been snatched
barefoot from his bed

In nmy nmind s eye, | saw Lilly's anguished face. Her husband, Benjanin

W ng, a power-conpany |ineman, had been el ectrocuted al nost three years
ago in a work-related accident. He'd been a big, nmerry-eyed guy, half
Cherokee, so full of life that it had seened as if he would never run
short of it, and his death had stunned everyone. As strong as Lilly was,
she night be broken if she had to suffer this second and even nore
terrible | oss so soon after the first.

Al t hough she and | had | ong ago ceased to be lovers, | still |oved her
as a friend. | prayed that |I'd be able to bring her son back to her,
smling and unharned, and see the anguish vani sh from her face.

Orson's whine was filled with worry. He was quivering, eager to give

pursuit.
After tucking the small flashlight under ny belt once nore, | peeled up
the flap of fence. A soft twang of protest sang through the steel Iinks.

| prom sed, "Frankfurters for the brave of heart, and Orson shot

t hrough the gap.

As | followed the dog into the forbidden zone, the ragged edge of one of
the cut fence links snared ny cap and pulled it fromny head. | snatched
it off the ground, dusted it against ny jeans, and put it on again.

Thi s navy-blue, billed cap has been in ny possessi on about eight nonths.

I found it in a strange concrete chanber, three stories underground,
deep in the abandoned warrens of Fort Wvern.

Above the visor, enbroidered in red, were the words Mystery Train. | had
no idea to whomthe cap once belonged, and | didn't know t he neani ng of
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the ruby-red needl ework.

This sinmple headgear had little intrinsic value, but of all my material
possessions, it was in sone ways the nost precious. | had no proof that
it was related to nmy mother's work as a scientist, to any project of
whi ch she was a par tat Fort Wvern or el sewhere but | remained
convinced that it was. Though | already knew sonme of Wvern's terrible
secrets, | also believed that if | were able to discover the neani ng of
the enbroi dered words, nore astonishing truths would be reveal ed.

I had vested a lot of faith in this cap. Wen | wasn't wearing it, |
kept it close, because it rem nded nme of ny nother and, therefore,
conforted ne.

Except for the cleared area i nmedi ately beyond the breach in the
chain-link, driftwod and tunbl eweed and trash were pil ed agai nst the
sifting fence. Otherw se, the bed of the Santa Rosita was as wel|l nade
on the Wvern side as it was on the other

Again the only footprints were those of the kidnapper. He had resuned
carrying the boy fromthis point.

Orson raced along the trail, and I ran close behind him Soon we cane to
anot her access road that sloped up the north wall of the river, and
Orson ascended wi thout hesitation.

I was breathing harder than the dog when |I reached the top of the |evee,
even though, in canine years, fur face was pretty nuch ny age

How fortunate |'ve been to live | ong enough to recogni ze the subtle but
undeni abl e fading of my youthful stami na and spryness. To hell with
those poets who cel ebrate the beauty and the purity of dying young, al
powers intact. In spite of xeroderma pigmentosum |'d be grateful to
survive to relish the sweet decrepitude of ny eightieth year, or even
the delicious weakness of one whose birthday cake is ablaze with a
hundred dangerous candles. We are the nost alive and the closest to the
meani ng of our existence when we are nost vul nerabl e, when experience
has humbl ed us and has cured the arrogance which, |ike a form of

deaf ness, prevents us fromhearing the |lessons that this world teaches.

As the noon hid its face behind a veil of clouds, | |ooked both
directions along the north bank of the Santa Rosita. Jimy and his
abductor were not in sight.

Nor did | see a hunched gargoyle noving on the riverbed bel ow or al ong
either side of the channel. Watever it had been, the figure fromthe
hi ghway enmbanknment was not interested in ne.

Wthout hesitation, Orson trotted toward a group of massive warehouses
fifty yards fromthe | evee. These dark structures appeared mysterious in
spite of their mundane purpose and in spite of the fact that | was
sonewhat famliar with them

Al t hough enornous, these are not the only warehouses on the base, and
al t hough they would cover a few square blocks in any city, they
represent an insignificant percentage of the buildings within these
fenced grounds. At its peak of activity, Fort Wvern was staffed by 36,
400 active duty personnel. Nearly thirteen thousand dependents and nore
than four thousand civilian personnel were al so associated with the
facility. On-base housing al one consisted of three thousand
single-fam |y cottages and bungal ows, all of which remain standing
though in disrepair.
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In a noment we were anong the warehouses, and Orson's nose gui ded him
swiftly through a maze of service ways to the | argest structure in the
cluster. Like nost of the surrounding buil dings, this one was
rectangular, with thirty-foot-high corrugated-steel walls rising froma
concrete foundation to a curved netal roof. At one end was a roll-up
door big enough to admit cargo-laden trucks, it was closed, but beside
it, a man-size door stood w de open

Previously bold, Oson becane hesitant as he approached this entrance.

The room past the threshold was even darker than the servi ceway around
us, which itself was illum nated only by starlight. The dog seened not
entirely to trust his nose to detect a threat in the warehouse, as if
the scents on which he relied were filtered beyond detection by the very
thi ckness of the murk inside the place.

Keeping ny back to the wall, | sidled along the building to the doorway.

| stopped just short of the janb, with ny pistol raised and the nuzzle
poi nted at the sky.

I listened, holding ny breath, nearly as silent as the dead except for
the faint gurgle of nmy stonach, which continued to work on a
pre-m dni ght snack of jack cheese, onion bread, and jal apeno peppers.

If anyone waited to anbush me just inside the entrance, he nust actually
have been dead, because he was even quieter than | was.

Whet her he was dead or not, his breath was no doubt sweeter than m ne.

Though Orson was as difficult to see as a flow of ink across wet bl ack

silk, I watched as he stopped short of the entrance. After a hesitation
that struck nme as being full of puzzlenent, he turned away from the door
and ventured a few steps across the serviceway toward the next buil ding.

He, too, was silent no tick of claws on paving, no panting, not even any
di gesti ve noi ses as though he were only the ghost of a dog. He peered
intently back the way we'd come, his eyes dinly revealed by a reflection
of star shine, the faint white points of his bared teeth were |like the
unsettling phosphorescent grin of an apparition

| didn't feel that his hesitancy was caused by fear of what |ay ahead of
us. Instead, he no longer seened to be certain where the trail |ed.

I consulted ny wistwatch. Each faintly blinking second marked not only
the passage of tinme but the fading of Jimmy Wng's life force.

Al nmost certainly not taken for ransom he had been seized to satisfy
dark needs, perhaps including savageries that didn't bear consideration

I waited, struggling to suppress ny vivid inmagination, but when O son
finally turned again to the open door of the warehouse without

i ndicating any greater confidence that our quarry was inside, | decided
to act. Fortune favors the bold. O course, so does Death.

Wth ny left hand, | reached for the flashlight tucked against the small
of nmy back. Crouching, | entered the doorway, crossed the threshold, and
scuttled quickly to the left. Even as | switched on the flash, | rolled
it across the floor, a sinple and perhaps foolish ruse to draw gunfire
away from ne.

No gunfire erupted, and when the flashlight rolled to a stop, the
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stillness in the warehouse was as deep as the silence of a dead pl anet
with no atnosphere. Somewhat to ny surprise, when | tried to breathe, |
coul d.

I retrieved the flashlight. Mst of the warehouse was given over to a
singl e room of such length that the beamdidn't penetrate from one end
to the other, it even failed to reach hal fway across the rmuch narrower
width of the building to illum nate either side wall.

As | scythe away the shadows, they regrew i medi ately after the beam
passed, lusher and bl acker than ever. At |east no | oom ng adversary was
reveal ed.

Looki ng nore doubtful than suspicious, Orson padded into the |ight and,
after a hesitation, seened to dism ss the warehouse with a sneeze.

He headed toward the door.

A muffled clang broke the silence el sewhere in the building. The cold
acoustics caused the sound to resonate along the walls of this cavernous
chanber, lingering until the initial hard nmetallic quality softened into
an eerie, whispery ringing |like the voices of sunmer insects.

I switched off the flashlight.

In the blinding dark, | felt O'son return to my side, his flank brushing
agai nst ny | eg.

| wanted to nove
| didn't know where to npbve

Jimy nust be near and still alive, because the kidnapper hadn't yet
reached the dark altar where he would play his ritualistic games and
sacrifice the lamb. Jimry, who was small and frightened and al one.

Whose dad was dead |i ke mne. Wiose nother would be forever withered by
grief if | failed her.

Pati ence. That is one of the great virtues CGod tries to teach us by
refusing to show Hinself in this world. Patience.

Orson and | stood still and vigilant until well after the final echo of
the noi se faded. Just as the subsequent silence grew | ong enough to nake
me wonder if what we'd heard had any significance, a voice arose, deep
toned and angry, as nmuffled as the clang had been. One voi ce.

Not a conversation. A nonol ogue. Soneone talking to hinmself or to a
smal |, frightened captive who dared not reply. | couldn't nake out the
meani ng, but the voice was as hollow and grunbly as that of a troll in a
fairy tale.

The speaker was neither approaching nor retreating, and clearly he was
not in this chanber with Orson and ne. Before | was able to determ ne
the direction fromwhich the grow ed words cane, the troll fell silent.

Fort Wvern has been closed only nineteen nonths, so | haven't had tinme
to learn each niche of it as thoroughly as |'ve acquainted nyself wth
every cranny of Moonlight Bay. Thus far, |'ve confined nost of ny

expl orations to the nmore nysterious precincts of the base, where |'m
most likely to encounter strange and intriguing sights. O this

war ehouse, | knew only that it was like the others in this cluster,
three stories high, with an open-beam ceiling, and conposed of four
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spaces the main rooms in which we stood, one office in the far right
corner, a matching roomin the far left corner, and an open |oft above
t hose offices.

I was sure that neither the sudden noi se nor the voice had conme from any
of those pl aces.

| turned in a circle, frustrated by the inpenetrabl e darkness.

It was as pitiless and unrenmitting as the black pall that will fall over
me if, one day, cunul ative |ight damage plants the seeds of tunors in ny
eyes.

A |l ouder noise than the first, a resounding crash of netal against

met al , booned through the building, giving rise to echoes that rolled
like a distant cannonade. This time | felt vibrations in the concrete
floor, suggesting that the source of the disturbance m ght be bel ow the
mai n | evel of the warehouse.

Under certain buildings on the base |lie secret realns that were
apparently unknown to the vast majority of the soldiers who conducted
the ordinary, reputable arny business of Wvern. Doors, once cunningly
di sgui sed, |led from basenents down to subbasenents, to deeper cellars,
to vaults far below the cellars. Many of these subterranean structures
are linked to others throughout the base by staircases, elevators, and
tunnel s that woul d have been far | ess easy to detect before the
facility, prior to abandonnent, was stripped of all supplies and

equi pnent .

I ndeed, even with sone of Wvern's secrets |left exposed by its departing
stewards, my best discoveries would not have been possible without the
aid of my clever canine conpanion. Hs ability to detect even the
faintest fragrant drafts wafting through cracks from hi dden roons is as
i npressive as his talent for riding a surfboard, though perhaps not as

i mpressive as his knack for occasionally wheedling a second beer from
his friends, like ne, who know full well that he is incapable of
handl i ng nmore than one.

W thout question, this sprawling base harbors nore installations that
remain well hidden, waiting to be reveal ed, nevertheless, as interesting
as ny explorations have been, |'ve periodically refrained fromthem

When | spend too nuch tine in the shadow | and under Fort Wvern, its

di sturbi ng at nosphere grows oppressive. | have seen enough to know t hat
this netherworld was the site of w de-ranging cl andesti ne operations of
dubi ous wi sdom that nunmerous and diverse "bl ack-budget" research
projects were surely conducted here, and that sonme of those projects
were so anbitious and exotic as to defy understandi ng based on the few
enigmatic clues that were |eft behind.

Thi s know edge al one, however, isn't what makes ne unconfortable in
Wvern's underworl d. Mre distressing is a perception little nore than
an intuition but nonethel ess powerful that sone of what happened here
was not nmerely well-intentioned foolishness of a high order, not nerely
science in the service of mad politics, but pure w ckedness. Wen |
spend nore than a couple of nights in a row under Wvern, |'m overcone
by the conviction that unknown evils were | oosed in its buried warrens
and that sone still roamthose byways, waiting to be encountered.

Then it isn't fear that drives me to the surface. Rather, it's a sense
of moral and spiritual suffocation as though, by remaining too long in
those realms, | will acquire an ineradicable stain on ny soul
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I hadn't expected these ordi nary warehouses to be so directly linked to
t he hobgobl i n nei ghborhoods bel ow ground. In Fort Wvern, however,
nothing is as sinple as it first appears to be.

Now | switched on the flashlight, reasonably confident that the
ki dnapper if that's who | was following was not on this |evel of the
bui | di ng.

It seenmed odd that a psychopath would bring his small victimhere rather
than to a nore personal and private place, where he would be entirely
confortable while he fulfilled whatever perverse needs notivated him On
the ot her hand, Wvern had a nysterious allure akin to that of

St onehenge, to that of the great pyranmid at Gza, to that of the Mayan
ruins at Chichen Itza. Its mal evol ent nagneti smwould surely appeal to a
deranged nan who, as was frequently true in these cases, got his purest
thrill not from nol esting the innocent but fromtorturing and then
brutally nmurdering them These strange grounds woul d draw himas surely
as woul d a deconsecrated church or a crunbling old house on the
outskirts of town where, fifty years ago, a madman had chopped up his
famly with an ax.

O course, there was always the possibility that this ki dnapper was not
insane at all, not a pervert, but a man working in a bizarre but
nonet hel ess official capacity in regions of Wvern that perhaps remai ned
secretly active. This base, even shuttered, is a breeding ground of

par anoi a.

Wth Orson remaining close at nmy side, | hurried toward the offices at
the far end of the main room

The first of them proved to be what | expected. A barren space.

Four plain walls. A hole in the ceiling where the fluorescent lighting
fixture had once been nounted.

In the second, the infanobus Darth Vader lay on the floor, a nolded
plastic action figure about three inches tall, black and silver

I recalled the collection of simlar Star Wars toys that |'d glinpsed on
t he bookshel ves in Jimry's bedroom

Orson sniffed at Vader.
"Cone to the Dark Side, Luke, " | murmnured.

A large rectangul ar opening gaped in the back wall, fromwhich a pair of
el evat or doors had been stripped by an arny sal vage crew. As a half
baked safety nmeasure, a single two-by-six was bolted across the gap at
wai st height. Several elaborate steel fittings, still dangling fromthe
wal |, suggested that in the days when Fort Wvern had served the
national defense the el evator had been conceal ed behi nd sonet hi ng
perhaps a slide-aside or sw ng-away bookcase or cabinet.

The el evator cab and lift mechani smwere gone, too, and a quick use of
the flashlight revealed a three-story drop. Sole access was by a
mai nt enance | adder fixed to the shaft wall.

My quarry was probably too busy el sewhere to see the ghostly glowin the
shaft. The beam soaked into the gray concrete until it was barely
brighter than a seance-summoned cloud of spirit matter hovering above a
knocki ng tabl e.
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Nevertheless, | switched off the light and jamred the flashlight under
my belt once nore. Reluctantly, | returned the G ock to the hol ster
under ny coat.

Dropping to one knee, | reached tentatively into the inkiness that
surrounded nme, which seenmed as though it could be either the dinmensions
of the warehouse office or billions of |ight-years deep, a black hole

i nki ng our odd universe to one even stranger. For a noment my heart
rattl ed against ny ribs, but then my hand found good Orson, and by
snoot hing his fur, | was cal ned.

He put his blocky head on ny raised knee, encouraging ne to stroke him
and to scratch his ears, one of which was pricked, the other |inp.

We have been through a | ot together. W have |ost too many people we

| oved. Wth equal enotion, we dread being left to face life alone. W
have our friends bobby Hall oway, Sasha Good all, a few others and we
cherish them but the two of us share sonething beyond the deepest
friendship, a unique relationship w thout which neither of us would be
qui te whol e.

"Bro, " | whispered
He |icked ny hand.

"CGotta go, " | whispered, and | didn't need to say that where | had to
go was down.

Neither did | have to note that Orson's myriad abilities didn't include
the extraordi nary balance required to descend a perfectly vertica

| adder, paw over paw. He has a talent for tracking, a great good heart,
unlimted courage, loyalty as reliable as the departure of the sun at
dusk, a bottom ess capacity for love, a cold nose, a tail that can wag
energetically enough to produce nore electricity than a small nucl ear
reactor but |ike every one of us, he has his limtations.

In the blackness, | noved to the hole in the wall. Blindly gripping one
of the steel fittings that had secured the m ssing bookcase to a

wal | -mounted track, | pulled nyself up until | was crouching with both
feet on the sturdy two-by-six bolted across the opening. | reached into
the shaft, funbled for a steel rung, snared one, and swung off the
two-by-six onto the service | adder

Admittedly, | amless quiet than a cat, but by a degree that only a
mouse woul d appreciate. | don't nmean to inply that | have a paranornal
ability to race across a carpet of crisp autum | eaves without raising a
crackle. My stealth is largely a consequence of three things, first, the
prof ound patience that XP has taught ne, second, the confidence with
which | have | earned to nove through the bl eakest night, third, and not

| east inportant, decades spent observing the nocturnal aninmals and birds
and other creatures with whom| share ny world. Every one of themis a
mast er of silence when it needs to be, and nore often than not it
desperately needs to be, because the night is a kingdom of predators, in
whi ch every hunter is also the hunted.

| descended from darkness into darkness distilled, wishing that | didn't
need both hands for the |adder and could, instead, swi ng downward |ike
an ape, swift and ninble, gripping with ny left hand and both feet,

hol ding the pistol ready. But then if | were an ape, | would have been
too wise to put nyself in this precarious position

Before | reached the first basenent, | began to wonder how ny quarry had
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gone down the | adder while encunbered with the boy. Across his shoul der
inafireman's carry? Jimy would have to have been bound at ankles and
wists to prevent himfromnmaki ng a novenent, either intentionally or
out of panic, that m ght dislodge his abductor. Even then, although the
boy was small, he'd have been a considerable burden and a relentless
backward drag that had to be diligently resisted every tine the

ki dnapper noved a hand fromone rung to the next.

| decided that the man | was pursuing nust be as strong, agile, and
confident as he was psychotic. So much for ny fond hope that | was
chasing a soft-bellied |ibrarian who, dazed and confused, had been
driven to this insane act by the stress of converting fromthe Dewey
deci mal systemto a new conputerized inventory.

Even in the lightless nmurk, | knew when | had reached the gap in the
shaft where the basenent el evator doors had once been, one floor bel ow
the warehouse office. | can't explain how | could know, any nore than

can explain the plot line of the average Jacki e Chan novi e, though
| ove Jacki e Chan novies. Perhaps there was a draft or a scent or a
resonance so subtle that | was only subconsciously aware of it.

| couldn't be sure this was the level to which the kidnapper had taken
the boy. He might have gone farther down.

Listening intently, hoping to hear again the troll-deep voice or another
sound that would guide me, | hung like a spider on an obsessively well
organi zed web. | had no intention of gobbling up unwary flies and noths,
but the longer | remai ned suspended in the gloom the nore | felt that I
was not the spider, after all, not the diner but the dinner, and that a
mut ant tarantula as big as an el evator cab was ascending fromthe pit
below, its sharp nmandi bles silently scissoring.

My dad was a professor of poetry, and throughout ny childhood, he read
to nme fromthe entire history of verse, Honer to Dr. Seuss, Donal d
Justice to Ogden Nash, which makes himpartly responsible for my baroque
i magi nati on. Blane the rest of it on that aforenentioned snack of

cheese, onion bread, and jal apefi os.

O blanme it on the eerie atnosphere and the realities of Fort Wvern,
for here even a rational man m ght have legitinmate reasons to entertain
t hought s of giant ravenous spiders. The inpossible was once nade
possible in this place. If the hideous arachnid in ny nind s eye was the
fault of just my dad and ny diet, then ny inmaginati on woul d have
conjured not a sinple spider but an inage of the grinning Ginch
clinmbing toward rne.

As | hung notionless on the ladder, the grinning Ginch rapidly becane
an inexpressibly nore terrifying i mage than any spider could have been,
until another hard crash booned through the buil ding, shaking ne back to
reality. It was identical to the first crash, which had drawn ne this
far, a steel door slamming in a steel frane.

The sound had cone fromone of the two | evels bel ow ne.

Daring the maw of spider or Ginch, | went down one nore story, to the
next opening in the shaft.

Even as | arrived at this second subterranean floor, | heard the
grunmbling voice, less distinct and even | ess conprehensible than it had
been before. Unquestionably, however, it issued fromthis |evel rather
than fromthe final floor, at the base of the pit.

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R....ght%20Bay%202%20-%20Seize%20The%20Night.txt (21 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:08:39 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay %202%20-%20Sei ze%20The%20Night.txt

| peered toward the top of the | adder. Orson nust be gazi ng down, as
blinded to the sight of me as | was to the sight of him sniffing ny
reassuring scent. Reassuring and soon ripe, | was sweating, partly from
exertion and partly from anticipation of the pending confrontation

dinging to the ladder with one hand, |I felt for the shaft opening,
found it, reached around the corner, and discovered a nmetal handgrip on
the face of the janmb, which facilitated the transition fromthe | adder
to the threshold. No two-by-six safety barricade had been bolted across
the gap at this level, and | passed easily out of the el evator shaft
into the subbasemnent.

Qut of a distillate of darkness into a reduction of darkness.

Drawing the dock, | sidled away fromthe open shaft, keeping ny back
against the wall. The concrete felt cold even through the insulating
| ayers of ny coat and cotton pullover.

I was overcome by a prideful little flush of acconplishnment, a curious
if short-lived pleasure to have made it this far w thout detection

The flush al nbst at once gave way to a chill as a nore rational part of
me demanded to know what the hell | was doing here

| seened insanely conpelled, driven, to travel into ever darker

i npossi bly bl eak conditions, to the heart of all blackness, where the
darkness was as condensed as matter had been the instant before the Big
Bang spewed forth the universe, and once there, beyond all hope of
light, to be crushed until ny shrieking spirit was pressed fromny m nd
and fromny nortal flesh like juice froma grape

Man, | needed a beer.
Hadn't brought one. Couldn't get one.

I tried taking slow deep breaths instead. Through ny nmouth, to ninimze
the noise. Just in case the hateful troll, arned with a chain saw, was
creeping closer, one gnharled finger poised over the starter button

I amny own worst eneny. This, nore than any other trait, proves ny
fundamental humanity.

The air didn't taste renptely as good as a cool Corona or a Hei neken
It had a faintly bitter tang.

Next time | went chasing after bad guys, |I'd have to bring a cooler ful
of ice and a six-pack.

For a while | conned nyself with thoughts of all the eight-foot gl assy
waves waiting to be surfed, all the icy beers and the tacos and the

| ovemaki ng with Sasha that |ay ahead of nme, until the feeling of
oppression and the cl austrophobic panic gradually lifted.

I didn't fully cal mdown until | was able to summon a nmental picture of
Sasha's face. Her gray eyes as clear as rainwater. Her |ush mahogany
hair. The shape of her nouth curved by | aughter. Her radi ance.

Because |'d been cautious, the ki dnapper was surely unaware that | was
present, which neant he woul d have no reason to conduct his business

wi t hout benefit of a |anp. Being unable to see his victims terror would
dimnish his twi sted pleasure. The absol ute darkness seened proof to ne
that he was not dangerously close but in another room shut off from
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here but near by.

The absence of screams must mean that the child had not yet been
touched. To this predator, the pleasure of hearing would be equal to the
pl easure of seeing, in the cries of his victins, he would perceive

nmusi c.

If | couldn't detect the dimmest trace of the lanp by which he worked,
he woul dn't be able to see mne. | fished the flashlight fromunder ny
belt and switched it on

I was in an ordinary elevator alcove. To the right and around a corner,
I found a corridor that was quite | ong and perhaps eight feet wide, with

an ash-gray ceramc-tile floor and poured-in-place concrete walls
pai nted pale, glossy blue. It led in one direction, under the | ength of
the warehouse that | had recently traversed at ground | evel

Not much dust had filtered down to this depth, where the air was as
still and as cool as that in a norgue. The fl oor was too clean to revea
footprints.

The fluorescent bul bs and diffusion panels hadn't been pulled out of the
ceiling. They didn't pose any danger to ne, because power was no | onger
supplied to any of these buil dings.

On other nights, | had found that the governnent's sal vage operation had
stripped away itens of value fromonly limted areas of the base.

Perhaps, in the mddle of the process, the Departnent of Defense
accountants had decided that the effort was nore expensive than the
|'iquidation value of the sal vaged goods.

To ny left, the corridor wall was unbroken. Al ong the right side |ay
roons waiting behind a series of unpainted, stainless-steel doors
wi t hout mar ki ngs of any ki nd.

Even though | was currently unable to consult with nmy clever canine
brother, | was capabl e of deducing on ny own that the slamming of two of
these doors must have produced the crashes that had drawn ne down here

The corridor was so long that ny flashlight couldn't reveal the end of
it. | wasn't able to see how nmany roons it served, whether fewer than
six or nore than sixty, but | suspected that the boy and his abductor
were in one of them

The flashlight was beginning to feel hot in ny hand, but | knew the heat
wasn't real. The beam was not intense, and it was directed away from ne,
I was keeping nmy fingers well back fromthe bright |ens.

Neverthel ess, | was so accustonmed to avoiding light that, by hol ding
this source of it too long, | began to feel sonething of what hapl ess
I carus nmust have felt when, flying too near the sun, he'd detected the
stink of burning feathers.

Instead of a knob, the first door featured a |lever, and instead of a
keyhole, there was a slot for the insertion of a nagnetic card.

Ei ther the electronic | ocks woul d have been di sabl ed when the base was
abandoned or they woul d have di sengaged automatically when the power was
shut of f.
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I put one ear to the door. There was no sound what soever from within.

G ngerly, | pressed down on the lever. At best | expected a thin,
betrayi ng skreek and at worst the "Hallelujah Chorus" from Handel's
Messi ah. I nstead, the |l ever worked as noiselessly as if it had been
installed and oiled only yesterday.

Wth ny body, | pushed open the door, holding the dock in one hand and
the flashlight in the other

The room was | arge, about forty feet wi de by eighty feet |ong.

I could only guess at the precise dinensions, because ny snal
flashlight barely reached the width of the space and coul d not penetrate
the entire depth.

As far as | could see, no machinery or furniture or supplies had been
| eft behind. Most |ikely, everything had been hauled off to the fog
wr eat he nountains of Transylvania to re-equip Victor Frankenstein's

| aboratory.

Strewn across the vast gray tile floor were hundreds of small skel et ons.

For an instant, perhaps because of the frail-Ilooking rib cages,

t hought these were the remmins of birds which made no sense, as there is
no feathered species with a preference for subterranean flight. As |

pl ayed the flashlight over a few calcimne skulls and as | registered
both the size of themand then the lack of wing structures, | realized
that these nust be the skel etons of rats. Hundreds of rats.

The majority of the skeletons |ay al one, each separate fromall the
others, but in places there were also piles of bones, as though a score
of hallucinating rodents had suffocated one another while conpeting for
the sane i magi nary hunk of cheese.

Strangest of all were the patterns of skulls and bones that | noted here
and there. These renmains appeared to be curiously arranged not as though
the rats had perished at random droppi ng points, but as though they had

pai nst aki ngly positioned themselves with an intricacy simlar to the

el aborate lines in a Haitian priest's voodoo veves.

I know all about veves because ny friend Bobby Hal |l oway once dated an
awesonel y beautiful surfer, Holly Keene, who was into voodoo.

The relationship didn't |ast.

A ve ve is a design that represents the figure and power of an astra
force. The voodoo priest prepares five |arge copper bow s, each
containing a different substance, white flour, cornneal, red brick
powder, powdered charcoal, and powdered tannis root. He nmakes the sacred
designs on the floor with these substances, allowi ng each to dribble in
a nmeasured flow from his cupped hand. He must be able to draw hundreds
of conpl ex veves freehand, from nmenory. For even the | east anbitious
ritual, several veves are needed to force the attention of the gods to
the Qunphor, the tenple, where the rites are conduct ed.

Hol Iy Keene was a practitioner of good magic, a self-proclai mred Hougnon,
rat her than a bl ack-nmagi c Bocor. She said it was nmaxi mum uncool to
create zonbies by reanimating the dead, cast curses that transformed her
enem es' beating hearts into rotting chicken heads, and stuff |ike that
even though, as she made clear, she could do those things by renouncing
her Hougnon oath and getting a Bocor union card.
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She was basically a sweet person, if alittle odd, and the only tinme she
made me uneasy was when, with passionate advocacy, she declared that the
greatest rock-'n'-roll band of all tine was the Partridge Famly.

Anyway, the rat bones. They rmust have been here a long tinme, because no
flesh adhered to themas far as | could see or cared to | ook. Some were
white, others were stained yellow or rust red, or even bl ack

Except for a few scattered gray puffballs of hair, the rats' pelts
surprisingly had not survived deconposition. This led nme to wonder
briefly if the creatures' bodi es had been rendered el sewhere, their
boi |l ed bones | ater arranged here by soneone with nore sinister notives
than those of Holly Keene, bikinied Bocor

Then, under many of the skeletons, | sawthat the tile floor was
stained. This vile-looking residue appeared to be gumy but nust have
been brittle with age, because otherwise it would have I ent an appalling
odor to the cool dry air.

In a deeply hidden facility on these grounds, experinents in genetic
engi neeri ng had been conducted perhaps were still being conducted with
catastrophic results. Rats are widely used in nedical research.

I had no proof but plenty of reason to suppose that these rodents had
been the subjects of one of those experinents, though |I couldn't inagine
how t hey had wound up here, like this.

The nystery of the ve ve rats was only one nmore of Fort Wvern's
virtually infinite supply of enignmas, and it had nothing to do with the
nmore urgent nystery of Jimry Wng's di sappearance. At |east | hoped it
didn't. God forbid that |I should open another door, farther along the
hal I, and di scover the ritualistically arranged skel et ons of
five-year-old boys

| stepped backward, out of the rodents' equivalent of the |egendary
el ephants' graveyard, easing the door shut with a click so
preternaturally soft that it could have been heard only by a cat on
met hanphet ami nes.

A quick arc of the flashlight, hotter than ever in nmy hand, reveal ed
that the corridor was still deserted

| moved to the next door. Stainless steel. Unnmarked. Lever handl e.
Identical to the previous one.

Beyond was a roomthe size of the first, sans rat skeletons. The tile
floor and painted walls gleaned as if they had been spit-polished.

I was relieved by the sight of the bare floor

As | backed out of the second roomand silently eased the door shut, the
troll voice rose once nore, nearer than before but still too muffled to
be understood. The corridor renmni ned deserted both ahead and behi nd ne.

For a nonent the voice grew | ouder and seenmed to draw cl oser, as though
t he speaker was approaching a door, about to step into the hallway.

I thumbed off the flashlight.

The cl aust rophobi ¢ darkness cl osed around nme again, as soft as Death's
hooded robe and with pockets al nost as deep
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The voice continued grunbling for several seconds but then abruptly broke
of f, seenmingly in md-sentence

| didn't hear a door open or any sound to indicate that the ki dnapper
had entered the hallway. Besides, |ight would betray hi mwhen at |ast he
came. | was still the sole presence he rebut instinct warned ne that |
woul d soon have conpany.

I was close to the wall, facing away fromthe direction |I'd cone, toward
unexpl ored real ns.

The extingui shed flashlight was now cool in ny hand, but the pistol felt
hot .

The | onger the quiet lasted, the nore it seemed bottom ess. Soon it was
an abyss into which | imagined nyself drifting down, down, like a
deep-sea diver festooned with | ead wei ghts.

I listened so hard that | was half convinced | could feel the fine hairs
vibrating in ny ear canals. Yet | could hear only one sound, and it was
strictly internal, the thick, liquid thud of ny own heartbeat, faster
than normal but not racing.

As tinme passed without a noise or a sudden wedge of light from an
openi ng door farther along the corridor, the likelihood grew that in
spite of what instinct told me, the troll voice had been receding rather
t han approaching. |If the kidnapper and the boy were on the nove and
headi ng away fromnme, | mght lose their trail if | didn't stay close
behi nd t hem

I was about to switch on the flashlight again, when a shiver of
superstitious dread passed through ne. If | had been in a cenetery, |
woul d have seen a ghost skating on the noon-iced grass between
tonmbstones. If | had been in the Northwest woods, | woul d have seen Big
Foot shaggi ng anong the trees. If | had been in front of any garage
door, | would have seen the face of Jesus or the Holy Virginin a

weat her stain, warning of the Apocal ypse. | was in the bowels of Wvern,
however, and unable to see any dam thing at all, so | could only feel,
and what | felt was a presence, an aura, |ike a pressure, hovering,

| oom ng, what a medium or a psychic would call an entity, a spiritua
force that could not be denied, chilling nmy blood and marrow.

I was in face-to-face confrontation with it. My nose was only inches
fromits nose, assuning it had a nose. | couldn't snell its breath,
whi ch was a good thing, as its breath nust snell like rotting neat,
burning sul fur, and sw ne nmanure.

Qovi ously, my nucl ear inagination was nearing neltdown.

I told nyself that this was no nore real than ny feverish vision of a
gigantic spider in the elevator shaft.

Bobby Hal | oway says ny imagination is a three-hundred-ring circus.

Currently, | was in ring two hundred and ninety-nine, with el ephants
danci ng and cl owns cartwheeling and tigers |eaping through rings of
fire. The tinme had cone to step back, |eave the nain tent, go buy sone
popcorn and a Coke, bliss out, cool down.

I was ashaned to realize that | didn't have the guts to switch on the
flashlight. I was constrained by a fear of what mght be eye-to-eye with
ne.
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Though part of nme wanted to believe | was suffering a runaway chain
reaction of inmagination, and though | probably was just jerking ny own
chain, there was good reason to be afraid. Those aforenentioned
experinents in genetic engineering sone designed by ny nother, who had
been a theoretical geneticist had ultimately not been controllable. In
spite of a high degree of biological security, a designer strain of
retrovirus had gotten out of the |ab. Thanks to the renmarkable talents
of this new bug, the residents of Monlight Bay and, to a | esser extent,
people and animals in the wider world beyond have been ... changing.

So far, the changes have been disturbing, sometines terrifying, but,
with a few notabl e exceptions, they have been subtle enough that
authorities have successfully conceal ed the truth about the catastrophe.

Even in Monlight Bay, at nbst a few hundred people know what is
happeni ng.

I nyself learned only a nonth before this April night, upon the death of
nmy father, who knew all the dreadful details, and who revealed things to
me that | nowwish | didn't know The rest of the townspeople live in
happy i gnorance, but they nay not be out of the | oop much I onger,
because the nutations may not renmin subtle.

This was the thought that had paral yzed ne when, if instinct could be
trusted, | found myself facing some presence in the blind-dark
passageway.

Now nmy heart was racing.

I was disgusted. If | didn't get control of nyself, | would have to
spend the rest of nmy life sleeping under ny bed, just to be sure the
boogeyman coul dn't slip beneath the box springs while | was dream ng.

Hol ding the unlit flashlight in a tight circlet of thunb and forefinger,
with my other three fingers extended, intending to prove to nyself that
this superstitious dread enjoyed no basis in fact, | reached into the
tomb perfect darkness. And touched a face.

The side of a nose. The corner of a mouth. My little finger slid across
a rubbery lip, wet teeth.

| cried out and recoiled. As | stunbled backward, | nmanaged to click on
the flashlight.

Al t hough the beam was pointed at the floor, the backsplash of |ight
revealed the entity before me. It had no fangs, no eyes full of
crackling hellfire, but it was conposed of a substance nore solid than
ectoplasm It wore chinos, what appeared to be a yell ow pol o-style
shirt, and a pecan brown sports jacket. Indeed, it wasn't something from
beyond the grave but sonething fromthe Sears nen's departnent.

He was about thirty years old, maybe five feet eight, as stocky as a
bull standing on its hind feet in a pair of Nikes. Wth cl ose-cropped

bl ack hair, eyes as nad-yellow as those of a hyena, and thick red |ips,
he seened too form dable to have glided soundl essly through the seanl ess
dark. H s teeth were as small as kernels of white corn, and his snmile
was a cold side dish, which he served in a generous portion as he swing
the club that he was hol di ng.

Fortunately, it was a length of two-by-four rather than an iron pipe,
and he was too close to execute a bone-shattering arc. |nstead of
recoiling farther at the sight of the club, | stepped into the guy in an
attenpt to minimze the inpact, simultaneously trying to bring the d ock
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to bear on him figuring that the very sight of it would cause himto
retreat.

He swung the two-by-four not from overhead, not |ike a woodsnan wi el di ng
an ax, but lowfromhis side, like a golfer teeing off.

It grazed ny left flank and caught me under the arm The bl ow wasn't
devastating, but it was unquestionably nore painful than
Japanese- massage t her apy.

The flashlight flew out of ny hand, tunbling end over end.

H s yellow eyes flared. | knew that he had registered the pistol in ny
right hand and that it was an unpl easant surprise for him

The tunbling flashlight struck the farther wall, bounced to the fl oor
wi t hout shattering the lens, and revolved |like the pointer in a gane of
spin the bottle, casting | um nous spirals over the glossy blue walls.

Even as the flashlight clattered to the floor, ny smling assail ant was
wi nding up to take another swi ng, handling the two-by-four like a
basebal | bat this tine.

Rocked by the first blow, | warned him "Don't." H's yellow eyes
reveal ed no fear of the gun, and the expression on his broad blunt face
was pitiless fury.

| squeezed off a shot as | twi sted out of his way. The club cut the air
with sufficient force to have driven shards of bone and splinters of
wood into nmy left tenporal Iobe if 1'd not been able to dodge it, while
the 9-millineter slug ricocheted noisily but harmessly fromwall to
wal | of the concrete passage.

Instead of pulling the blow, he followed all the way through, allow ng
the monmentum of the club to swivel himthree hundred and sixty degrees.

As the spinning flashlight slowed, the attacker's distorted silhouette
punped around the corridor, around and around, punped |ike a carouse
horse, and out of his own gall opi ng shadow, he rushed at ne when
stunbl ed backward agai nst the featurel ess wall opposite the doors.

He was as condensed as a cube of squashed autonobiles froma

sal vage-yard compactor, eyes bright but w thout depth, face knotted and
florid with rage, snile fixed and hunorl ess. He appeared to have been
born, raised, educated, and groomed for one purpose, hamering nme to

pul p.
| did not like this man.
Yet | didn't want to kill him As | said before, I'"'mnot big on killing.

I surf, | read poetry, | do some witing of ny own, and | like to think
of nyself as a sort of Renai ssance nan. W Renai ssance nmen generally
don't resort to bl oodshed as the first and easiest solution to a
problem We think. W ponder. W brood. W weigh the possible effects
and anal yze the conpl ex noral consequences of our actions, preferring to
use persuasi on and negotiation instead of violence, hopeful that each
confrontation will culmnate in handshakes and rmutual respect if not

al ways in hugs and di nner dates.

He swung the two-by-four

| ducked, slipped sideways.
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The club cracked so hard against the wall that | could al nost hear the
| ow vibrations traveling the Il ength of the wood. The two-by-four dropped
from his nunbed hands, and he cursed vehemently.

Too bad it hadn't been an iron pipe. The recoil m ght have been nasty
enough to | ocosen sone of his mlk-white baby teeth and make himecry for
nana.

"Al'l right, that's enough, " | said.

He made an obscene suggestion and, flexing his powerful hands, snatched
the club off the floor, rounding on ne.

He seened to have little or no fear of the gun, probably because ny
reluctance to fire it, other than to squeeze off a warni ng shot, had
convinced himthat | was too chickenshit to blow himaway. He didn't
inpress nme as a particularly bright individual, and stupid people are
of ten dangerously sure of thensel ves.

H s body | anguage, a sly look in his eyes, and a sudden sneer told ne
that he was going to feint, fake another swing with the club but not
foll ow through. He woul d cone at ne some other way when | reacted to the
fal se nove. Perhaps he'd drive the two-by-four |ike a pike straight at
nmy chest, hoping to knock nme down and then smash ny face.

VWiile | like to think of myself as a Renai ssance man, persuasion and
negoti ation were unlikely to bear fruit in this situation, and
mani festly do not like to think of nyself as a dead Renai ssance nan

When he feinted, | didn't wait to see what the bastard's real plan of
attack m ght be. Wth apol ogies to poets and diplomats and gentle
persons everywhere, | pulled the trigger.

I was hoping to hit himin the shoulder or arm though |I suspect it's
only in novies that you can confidently calculate to wound a nan rat her
than kill him In real life, panic and physics and fate screw things up

Most likely, nore often than not, in spite of the best intentions, the
polite wounding shot drills through the guy's brain or bounces anong his
ribs, off his sternum and ends up dead-center in his heart or kills a
ki ndl y grandnot her baki ng cooki es six bl ocks away.

This time, though I wasn't firing another warning shot, | mssed his
shoul der, arm heart, brain, and everything el se that woul d have bl ed.

Pani ¢, physics, fate. The bullet tore into the club, spraying his face
with splinters and | arger fragnents of wood

Suddenl y convinced of his own nortality and perhaps recogni zing the
i nconpar abl e danger of confronting a marksman as poor as | am the
weasel pitched his makeshift cudgel, turned, and ran back toward the
el evator al cove.

I juked when | saw he was going to throw the club, but ny Big Bag of
Real | y Snpboth Moves was enpty. Instead of ducking away fromthe club, |
cunni ngly dodged straight into it, got rapped across the chest, and
fell

| was getting up even as | was goi ng down, but by the tine | made it to
nmy feet again, ny assailant was nearing the end of the hall. M/ |egs
were |longer than his, but | wasn't going to be able to catch up with him
easily.
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If you're | ooking for someone to shoot a man in the back, |I'm not your
guy, regardl ess of the circunstances. My attacker safely turned the
corner into the elevator alcove where he switched on a flashlight of his
own.

Al though | needed to nail this creep, finding Jinmy Wng was an even
hi gher priority. The boy m ght have been hurt and left to die.

Besi des, when the ki dnapper arrived at the top of the | adder, a toothy
surprise would be waiting for him O'son wouldn't let the guy get out of
the el evator shaft.

| scooped up the flashlight and hurried to the third in the |line of
doors along the hall. It was ajar, and | pushed it all the way open

O the three chanbers I'd thus far explored, this was the snallest, |ess
than half the size of the other two, so the light swept fromwall to
wal | . Jimry was not here.

The only itemof interest was a balled-up yellow cloth about ten feet
beyond the threshold. | alnpst ignored it, eager to try the next door
along the corridor, but then | ventured inside and, with the same hand
that held the gun, | plucked the rag off the fl oor

It wasn't a rag, after all, but the soft cotton top froma pair of
paj amas. A crew neck pullover. About the right size for a five-year-old.

Across the chest, in red and black letters, were the words Jedi Knight.

A sudden foreboding made ny nmouth go dry.

VWhen |'d followed Orson away fromLilly Wng's house, | had al ready
reluctantly decided that her little boy was beyond savi ng, but
subsequently, against ny better judgment, | had allowed nyself to hope

too much. In this uncertain space between birth and death, especially
here at the end of the world in Monlight Bay, we need hope as surely as
we need food and water, |ove and friendship. The trick, however, is to
renmenber that hope is a perilous thing, that it's not a steel and
concrete bridge across the void between this noment and a brighter
future

Hope is no stronger than trenul ous beads of dew strung on a filanment of
spi der web, and it alone can't long support the terrible weight of an
angui shed nmind and a tortured heart. Because | had loved Lilly for so
many years now as a friend, in other days, nore deeply than one | oves
even the dearest friend i had wanted to spare her fromthis worst of all
calamties, fromthe loss of a child. | had wanted this nore desperately
than I'd realized and consequently |I'd been running across a bridge of
hope, a high arched span, which now dissol ved |ike gossanmer and directed
my attention to the chasm beneath ne.

Clutching the pajama top, | returned to the corridor

| heard the boy's nanme, "Jimmy, before | realized that I was the one

who had softly spoken it.

| called to himagain, not sotto voce this tinme but at the top of ny
Voi ce.

I mght as well have spoken in a murnur, because ny shout drew no nore
response than nmy whisper. No surprise. | hadn't expected a reply.
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Angrily, | wadded the thin pajama top and stuffed it in a coat pocket.
Wth the illusion of hope dispelled, | could nore clearly see the truth.

The boy wasn't here, not in any of the roonms along this hallway, not on
the level below this one or on the | evel above. 1'd thought it nust have
been difficult for the ki dnapper to descend the mai ntenance | adder with
Jimy, but Jimy hadn't been with him The yell ow eyed bastard had at
sonme point realized he was being followed by a na nand a dog. He had put
Jimmy el sewhere before carrying the pajama top which was saturated with
the boy's scentinto the rat cataconbs under the warehouse, hoping to

m sl ead us.

I remenbered how uncertain Orson had becone after |eading nme so
confidently to the warehouse entrance. He had wandered nervously back
and forth in the serviceway, sniffing the air, as though puzzled by
contradi ctory spoor.

After 1'd entered the warehouse, Oson had renained loyally at ny side
as we had been drawn by the noises rising fromdeeper in the building.

By the tinme I'd found the Darth Vader action figure, |1'd forgotten
Orson' s hesitancy and had becone convinced that | was close to finding

Ji mmy.

Now | ran toward the el evator al cove, wondering why | hadn't heard a
bark or a snarl. |'d expected the kidnapper to be surprised when he
found a dog waiting for himon the main level. But if he'd known that he
was being tracked and had taken the trouble to use the pajama top to
establish a false trail, perhaps he was prepared to deal with O son

When | reached the alcove, it was deserted. The shaft wasn't aglow with
the ki dnapper's light, which I had glinpsed just before I'd gone into
the third roomand found the pajama top

I directed nmy flashlight up toward the warehouse, then down at the
bottom of the shaft, one floor below There was no sign of ny quarry in
either direction.

He m ght have descended. Maybe he was nore familiar with this section of
the Wvern nmaze than | was. If he knew of a passage connecting

the | owest |evel of the warehouse with another facility, elsewhere on
the mlitary base, he could have left by that back door.

Nevertheless, | intended to go upstairs and find O son, whose continued
silence worried ne.

I could risk clinbing with one hand partly encunbered, but | couldn't
hol d both the flashlight and the pistol and still keep ny bal ance.

The d ock wouldn't be helpful if I wasn't able to see trouble coning, so
| holstered it and kept the light.

As | ascended fromthe second subterranean |evel toward the first,
becane convinced that the kidnapper had not gone all the way up to the
ground floor of the warehouse. He had clinbed just one |evel, halfway.

He was waiting there. | was certain of it. He was waiting there like a
troll with a | enmon-sour gaze. Going to anbush nme as | cl anbered past the
next entrance to the shaft. Lean out, smile to reveal all his neat
dol | -size teeth, and take a whack at ny head with another club
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Maybe he'd even di scovered a better weapon this time. An iron pipe.

An ax. A scuba diver's spear gun | oaded with a barbed, explosive-tipped,
shark-killing bolt. A tactical nuclear weapon.

I slowed and finally stopped before | reached the rectangul ar bl ack hol e
in the shaft wall. Froma few rungs below, | played the flashlight beam
into the alcove, but I was at an angle that allowed nme to see little
nmore than the ceiling of that space.

I ndeci sive, | hung on the |adder, I|istening.

Finally | overcanme my trepidation by rem nding nyself that any del ay
could be deadly. After all, a hunongous nutant tarantula was craw ing
toward me fromthe pit bel ow, poison dripping off its serrated

mandi bl es, fiercely angry because it hadn't gotten ne on ny way down.

Not hi ng gives us courage nore readily than the desire to avoid | ooking
Iike a damm f ool

Enbol dened, | quickly clinmbed past the first basenent, to the nmain
level, into the office where | had left Orson. | was neither hamered
into mush by a blunt instrument nor shredded by giant arachnid jaws.

My dog was gone.

Drawi ng the pistol once nore, | hurried fromthe office into the huge
mai n room of the warehouse.

Fl ocks of shadows flew away fromnme, then circled to roost in even
greater profusion at ny back.

"Orson! When circunstances left himno alternative, he was a
first-rate fighter ny brother the dog and al ways reliable. He woul dn't
have all owed t he ki dnapper to pass, at |east not wi thout extracting a
pai nful toll.

I'd seen no blood in the office, and there was none here, either

"Orson! Echoes of his name rippled across the corrugated steel walls.

The repetition of those two holl ow syll ables was reni ni scent of a church
bell tolling in the distance, which nade ne think of funerals, and in ny
mnd rose a vivid image of good Orson |ying battered and broken, a gl aze
of death in his eyes.

My tongue grew so thick and ny throat so tight with fear that | could
barely swal | ow.

The door by which we'd entered was wi de open, just as we had left it.

Qut si de, the sl eeping noon remai ned bedded down in mattresses of clouds
to the west. Only stars it the sky.

The cool clear air hung notionless, as sharp with dire prom se as the
suspended bl ade of a guillotine.

The flashlight beamreveal ed a di scarded socket wench that had been

| eft behind so long ago it was orange with rust, fromits ratchet handle
to its business end. An enpty oil can waited for wi nd strong enough to
roll it elsewhere. A weed bristled out of a crack in the blacktop, tiny
yellow flowers rising defiantly fromthis inhospitable conpost.

O herwi se, the serviceway was enpty. No man, no dog.
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VWhat ever might lie ahead, |'d deal with it nmore effectively if |
recovered ny night vision. | switched off the |ight and tucked it under
my belt. "Orson! " | risked nothing by calling out at the top of ny
voice. The man |'d encountered under the warehouse al ready knew where
was.

"Orson! " Possibly the dog had split shortly after 1'd left him He

m ght have becone convinced we'd followed the wong trail. Maybe he had
caught a fresh scent of Jimy, weighing the risks of disregarding ny
instructions against the need to |ocate the mssing child as quickly as
possi bl e, perhaps he had | eft the warehouse and returned to the hunt. He
m ght be with the boy now, ready to confront the ki dnapper when the
creep showed up to collect his captive.

For a two-bit philosopher full of snug homilies about the danger of
i nvesting too nmuch enotional capital in mere hope, | was |aboring
mghtily to build another of those gossaner bridges.

| drew a deep breath, but before |I could shout again, O son barked

tw ce.
At least | assuned it was Orson. For all | knew, it could have been the
Hound of the Baskervilles. | wasn't able to determine the direction from

whi ch the sound had cone.

| called to himonce nore

No response.

"Patience, " | counseled nyself.

I waited. Sonetimes there is nothing to be done but wait. Mst tines, in
fact. We like to think we operate the | oomthat weaves the future, but
the only foot on that treadle is the foot of fate

In the distance, the dog barked again, ferociously this tinmne.

I got a fix on the sound and ran toward it, from serviceway to

servi ceway, from shadow to shadow, anpbng abandoned warehouses t hat

| ooned as massive and black and cold as tenples to the cruel gods of
|l ost religions, then into a broad paved area that nmight have been a
parking lot or a staging area for trucks delivering freight.

I had run a considerabl e distance, |eaving the pavement and pl ungi ng

t hr ough knee-hi gh grass lush fromthe recent rains, when the noon rolled
over inits bed. By the light that cane through the disarranged covers,

| saw ranks of |ow structures less than half a nile away.

These were the small houses once occupied by the married mlitary
personnel and their famlies who preferred on-base living.

Al t hough the barking had stopped, | kept noving, certain that Orson and
per haps Ji mmy could be found ahead. The grass ended at a cracked
sidewal k. | |eaped across a gutter choked with dead | eaves, scraps of
paper, and other debris, into a street |lined on both sides w th enornous
old Indian laurels. Half the trees were flourishing, and the noonlit
pavenent under them was dappled with | eaf shadows, but an equal nunber
were dead, clawing at the sky with gnarled black branches.

The barking rose once nore, closer but still not near enough to be
precisely located. This time it was punctuated by yawps, yelp sand then a
squeal of pain.
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My heart knocked against nmy ribs harder than it had when |I'd been
dodgi ng the two-by-four, and | was gasping for breath.

The avenue | followed | ed anong the dreary rows of decaying,
singl e-story houses. Branching fromit was a large but orderly grid of
ot her streets.

More barki ng, another squeal, then silence.

| stopped in the mddle of the street, turning ny head left and right,
listening intently, trying to control ny |abored wheezing. | waited for
nmore battle sounds.

The living trees were as still as those that were | eafl ess and rotting.

The breath |'d outrun caught up with ne quickly. But as | grew quiet,
the night grew even quieter.

Inits current condition, Fort Wvern is nost conprehensible to me if |
think of it as a theme park, a twi sted Di sneyland created by \Valt
Disney's evil twin. Here the guiding themes are not nagi ¢ and wonder but
wei rdness and nmenace, a celebration not of life but of death.

As Disneyland is divided into territories main Street USA, Tonorrow | and,
Adventure | and, Fantasy |andwyvern is conposed of many attractions.

These three thousand small houses and associ ated buil di ngs, anong whi ch
I now stood, constitute the "land" that | call Dead Town. If ghosts

wal ked in any nei ghborhood of Fort Wvern, this would be the place where
they woul d choose to do their haunting.

No sound was | ouder than the noon pulling the clouds around itself once
nor e.

As though | had crossed into the land of the dead wi thout having the

good manners to die first, | slowy drifted spirit-silent along the
starlit street, seeking sonme sign of Orson. So profoundly hushed and
|l onely was the night, so preternaturally still, | could easily believe

that mine was the only heart beating within a thousand m | es.

Washed by the faint radiance of far nebul ae, Dead Town appears to be
merely sl eeping, an ordinary suburb dreaming its way toward breakfast.

The single-story cottages, bungal ows, and dupl exes are revealed in no
detail, and the bare geonetry of walls and roofs presents a deceptive
i mge of solidity, order, and purpose.

Not hing nore than the pale light of a full npon, however, is required to
expose the ghost-town reality. |Indeed, on sone streets, a half-nmoon is
sufficient. Rain gutters droop fromrusted fasteners.

Cl apboard walls, once pristine white and naintained with nmlitary

di scipline, are piebald and peeling. Many of the w ndows are broken,
yawni ng |i ke hungry nouths, and the lunar light Iicks the jagged edges
of the glass teeth.

Because the | andscape sprinkler systens no |onger function, the only
trees surviving are those with taproots that have found sone deep store
of water that sustains themthrough California' s |ong rainless sumrer
and autumm. The shrubbery is withered beyond recovery, reduced to w cker
webs and stubble. The grass grows green only during the wet winter, and
by June it is as golden and crisp as wheat waiting for the thresher.
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The Department of Defense doesn't have sufficient funds either to raze
these buildings or to keep themin good repair against the possibility
of future need, and no buyers exist for Wvern. O the numerous mlitary
bases closed follow ng the coll apse of the Soviet Union, sone were sold
off to civilian interests, transformed into tracts of houses and
shoppi ng centers. But here along California' s central coast, vast
reaches of open land, sonme farned and some not, remain in the event that
Los Angeles, like a creeping fungus, should eventually cast spoors this
far north or the suburban circuitry of Silicon Valley should encroach on
us fromthe opposite direction. Currently, Wvern has nore value to

m ce, lizards, and coyotes than to people.

Besi des, if a woul d-be devel oper had placed an offer for these 134, 456
acres, he would nost |ikely have been rebuffed. There is reason to
bel i eve that Wvern was never entirely vacated, that secret facilities,
far beneath its increasingly weathered surface, continue to be nanned
and to carry out clandestine projects worthy of such fictional lunatics
as Doctors Mdreau and Jekyll. No press rel ease was ever issued
expressi ng conpassi onate concern for the unenpl oyed nmad scientists of
Wvern or announcing a retraining program and since nmany of them

resi ded on base and had little community involvenent, no |ocals wondered
where they had gone. Abandonnent, here, is but a refinenent of the
sophi sti cated canmoufl age under which this work has | ong been perforned.

I reached an intersection, where | stopped to listen. Wen the restless
moon rolled out of its covers yet again, | turned in a full circle,
studyi ng the ranks of houses, the lunar-resistant darkness between them
and the conpartnentalized gl oom beyond their w ndows.

Sonetimes, prow ing Wvern, | become convinced that | am being
wat ched not necessarily stalked in a predatory way, but shadowed by
someone with a keen interest in ny every nove. |'ve learned to trust ny

intuition. This time | felt that | was al one, unobserved.

I returned the Aock to nmy holster. The pattern of the grip was
i mpressed into ny danp palm

I consulted ny wistwatch. N ne m nutes past one o' clock

Movi ng out of the street to a leafy Indian laurel, | unclipped the phone
fromny belt and switched it on. | squatted with nmy back agai nst the
tree.

Bobby Hal | oway, ny best friend for nore than seventeen years, has
several phone nunbers. He has given the nost private of these to no nore
than five friends, and he answers that line at any hour. | keyed in the
nunber and pressed send.

Bobby picked up on the third ring, "This better be inportant." Although
| believed that | was alone in this part of Dead Town, | spoke softly,
"Were you sl eeping? "

"Eating kibby." Kibby is Mediterranean cuisine, ground beef, onion, pine
nuts, and herbs wapped in a noist ball of bulgur and quickly
deep-fri ed.

"Eating it with what? "
"Cucunbers, tonmatoes, sone pickled turnip."”

"At least | didn't call when you were having sex."
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"This is worse."
"You're way serious about your kibby."
"So entirely serious."

"I'"ve just been radically clanmshelled, " | said, which is surfer lingo
for being enfolded by a | arge coll apsi ng wave and wi ped of f your board.

Bobby said, "You at the beach? "
"I'"mspeaking figuratively."
"Don't do that."

"Sometimes it's best, " | said, neaning that someone m ght be tapping
hi s phone.

"I hate this crap."
"Cet used to it, bro."
"Ki bby spoiler."

"I"'mlooking for a mssing weed." A weed is a small person, and the term
is usually but not always used as a synonym for gromet, which nmeans a
pr eadol escent surfer.

Jimy Wng was too young to be a surfer, but he was indeed a snall
person.

"Weed? " Bobby asked.

"Atotally small weed."

"You playing at being Nancy Drew again? "
"I'n Nancy work up to nmy neck, " | confirned.

"Kak, " he said, which along this stretch of coast is not a nice thing
for one surfer to call another, though | believed | detected a note of
affection in his voice that was al nost equal to the disgust.

A sudden flapping caused nme to leap to ny feet before | realized that
the source of the sound was just a night bird settling into the branches
overhead. A nighthawk or an oilbird, a | one nightingale or chimey swft
out of its elenent, nothing as large as an ow .

"This is stone-dead serious, Bobby. | need your help."

"You see what you get for ever going inland? " Bobby |lives far out on
the southern horn of the bay, and surfing is his vocation and avocati on,
his life's purpose, the foundation of his philosophy, not nerely his
favorite sport but a true spiritual enterprise. The ocean is his
cathedral, and he hears the voice of God only in the runble of the
waves. As far as Bobby is concerned, little of real consequence ever
occurs farther than half a mle fromthe beach

Peering into the branches overhead, | was unable to spot the now quiet
bird, even though the noonlight was bright and though the struggling
laurel was not richly clothe in | eaves. To Bobby, | said again, "I need
your help."

"You can do it yourself. Just stand on a chair, tie a noose around your
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neck, and junp."
"Don't have a chair."

"Pull the shotgun trigger with your toe." In any circunstance, he can
make me | augh, and | aughter keeps ne sane.

An awareness that life is a cosmic joke is close to the core of the

phi | osophy by whi ch Bobby, Sasha, and | live. Qur guiding principles are
sinmple, Do as little harmto others as you can, nake any sacrifice for
your true friends, be responsible for yourself and ask nothi ng of

others, and grab all the fun you can. Don't give nmuch thought to
yesterday, don't worry about tonorrow, live in the noment, and trust
that your existence has nmeani ng even when the world seens to be all

bli nd chance and chaos. Wen life | ands a hamrer blow in your face, do
your best to respond to the hamrer as if it had been a cream pie.

Sonetimes black humor is the only kind we can summon, but even dark
| aught er can sustai n.

| said, "Bobby, if you knew the name of the weed, you'd al ready be
here." He sighed. "Bro, how am| ever going to be a fully realized,
super maxi num jerk-off slacker if you keep insisting | have a
consci ence? "

"You' re dooned to be responsible."
"That's what |'mafraid of."
"The furry dude is mssing, too, " | said, neaning O son

"Citizen Kane? " Orson was naned after Orson Welles, the director of
Citizen Kane, for whose filns he has a strange fascination

| made an admission that | found difficult to voice, "I'mscared for
him"

"I''"l'l be there, " Bobby said at once.

"Cool . "

"Where's there? " Wngs thrumred, and another bird or possibly two
joined the one already roosting in the |aurel

"Dead Town, " | told him

"Ch, man. You never listen."

"I'"'ma bad boy. Conme in by the river."
"The river? "

"There's a Suburban parked there. Belongs to a nondo psycho, so be
careful. The fence is cut."

"Do | have to creep or can | strut? "
"Sneaky doesn't matter anynore.
Just watch your ass."

"Dead Town, " he said disgustedly. "What am | going to do with you
young man? "
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"No TV for a nonth? "
"Kak, " he called nme again.

"Where in D Town?"

"Meet ne at the novies." He didn't know Wvern a fraction as well as
did, but he would be able to find the novie theater in the comercia
area adj acent to the abandoned houses. As a teenager, not yet so
religiously devoted to the seashore that it had become his nonastery, he
had for a while dated a mlitary brat who |ived on-base with her

parents.

Bobby said, "We'lIl find them bro." | was on a perilous enotional |edge.

The threat of ny own death troubles ne far | ess than you m ght expect,
because fromthe earliest days of childhood, I've lived with an
awareness of ny nortality that is both nore acute and nore chronic than
what nost peopl e experience, but I'mcrushed flat by the | oss of soneone
I love. Gief is sharper than the tools of any torturer, and even the
prospect of such a | oss now seened to have severed ny vocal cords

"Hang | oose, " Bobby sai d.
"I"mjust about untied, " | said thinly.

"That's too | oose." He hung up and so did |I. Mre wings beat a tattoo
through the dark air, and feathers rattled | eaves as another bird
settled with the growing flock in the upper branches of the |aurel

None of them had yet raised a voice. The cry of the nighthawk, as it
jinks through the air, snapping insects in its sharp beak, is a

di stinctive peent-peent-peent. The nightingale sings in |engthy
performances, weavi ng harsh and sweet piping notes into enchanting
phrases. Even an oW, nostly taciturn lest it alarmthe rodents on which
it feeds, hoots now and then to please itself or to assert its continued
citizenship in the community of ow s.

The qui et of these birds was eerie and disturbing, not because

believed they were gathering to peck me to pieces in an homage to the

H tchcock film but because this sounded too nmuch like the brief but
deep stillness that often settles upon the natural world in the wake of
sudden vi ol ence. When a coyote catches a rabbit and snaps its spine or
when a fox bites into a nouse and shakes it to death, the dying cry of
the prey, even if nearly inaudible, brings a hush to the inmedi ate area.

Though Mot her Nature is beautiful, generous, and conforting, she is also
bl oodt hirsty. The never-endi ng hol ocaust over which she presides is one
aspect of her that isn't photographed for wall cal endars or dwelt upon
at loving length in Sierra Cub publications. Every field in her domain
is akilling field, so in the i nmedi ate wake of viol ence, her

mul titudi nous children often fall silent, either because they have an
instinctive reverence for the natural |aw under which they existor
because they're rem nded of the old girl's nurderous personality and
hope to avoi d becom ng the next object of her attention

Consequently, the nmute birds worried nme. | wondered if their silence was
in witness to slaughter and if the shed bl ood had been that of a snall
boy and a dog.

Not a peep.

I left the night shade of the Indian | aurel and sought a | ess disturbing
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pl ace, from which to nmake another tel ephone call

Except for the birds, | continued to feel that | was unobserved, yet |
was suddenly uneasy about remaining in the open

The feathered sentinels didn't |eave their perches to pursue ne.
They didn't even rustle the | eaves around them

I was being truthful when | said that | didn't believe they were going
to pull a Hitchcock, but | had not ruled out the possibility altogether.

After all, in Wvernin all of Monlight Bay, in fact even a creature as
unintimdating as a nightingale can be nore than it seens and nore
dangerous than a tiger. The end of the world as we knowit may lie in
the breast of a chimmey swift or in the blood of the tiniest nobuse.

As | continued along the street, the |ight of the awakened nobon was so
bright that | cast a faint shadow, which wal ked neither ahead of nor
behi nd ne, but renmained close by ny side, as though to renmind ne that ny
four-1egged brother, who usually occupi ed that spot, was m ssing.

Hal f the cottages and bungal ows in Dead Town have only stoops.

This was one of the other half, a bungal ow enhanced by a set of brick
steps leading up to a front porch

A spider had built a web between the pilasters flanking the top of the
steps. | couldn't see this construction in the dark, but it rust not
have been the honme of a giant nutant species, because the silk-thread
spokes and spirals were so fragile they dissolved around nme without

resi stance. Sonme of those fine-spun filaments clung to ny face, but |

wi ped them away with one hand as | crossed the porch, no nore concerned
about the destruction that | had wought than Godzilla is concerned
about the denolished skyscrapers he | eaves in his wake.

Al t hough events of recent weeks had given ne a new and profound respect
for many of the animals with which we share this world, 1'd never be
abl e to enbrace pantheism Pantheists regard all fornms of life, even
spiders and flies, with reverence, but | can't ignore the fact that
spiders and flies bugs and worns and wiggly things in general will feed
on me when I'mdead. | don't feel compelled to treat any creature as a
fellow citizen of the planet, with rights equal to m ne and deserving of
all courtesies, if it regards ne as dinner. |I'm confident that Mbdther
Nat ure understands my attitude and is not offended.

The front door, its peeling paint sonmewhat phosphorescent in the
nmoonl i ght, was ajar. The corroded hinges didn't creak but rasped |ike
the dry knuckl e bones of a skeleton making a fist.

| stepped inside.

Because | had come in here for the express reason that | felt safer
under a roof than in the open, | considered closing the door.

Maybe the birds woul d suddenly shake off their eerie stupor and cone
shrieking after ne.

On the other hand, an open door is an avenue of escape. | left it open

Al t hough | was w apped by sil ky blackness as effective as a blindfold,
knew | was in the living room because the hundreds of bungal ows that do
have porches al so share exactly the same floor plan, with nothing as
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grand as a foyer or front hall. Living room dining room Kkitchen, and
two bedrooms.

Even when wel |l nmintai ned, these hunbl e hones had offered the m ni mum
conforts to the nostly young mlitary famlies who occupied them each
famly residing here for only a couple of years between transfers.

Now they snell of dust, mldew, dry rot, and m ce.

The floors are tongue-and-groove wood covered with nany coats of paint,
except for linoleumin the conpact kitchen. Even under a self proclained
master of stealth like yours truly, they squeak

The | oose boards didn't concern ne. They ensured that no one could enter
fromthe back of the bungal ow and easily sneak up on ne.

My eyes adapted to the gl oom enough to allow ne to see the front

wi ndows. Al t hough these panes were set under the porch roof, they were
visible even in the indirect noonlight, ash-gray rectangles in the

ot herw se pervasi ve bl ackness.

| went to the nearest of the two wi ndows, neither of which was broken

The glass was dirty, and with a Kleenex |I polished a cleaner circle in
the center of it.

The front yards of these properties are not deep, between the Indian

laurels, | had a view of the nearby street. | didn't expect to see a
parade go past, but since | find nmajorettes in short skirts to be as
much of a turn-on as anybody does, | thought it wise to be prepared.

I switched on ny cell phone again and keyed in the nunber for the
unlisted back line that went directly to the broadcasting booth at KBAY,
the biggest radio station in Santa Rosita County, where Sasha Good all
was currently the disc jockey on the nmidnight-to-six air shift.

She was al so the general nmnager, but since the station had |ost the
mlitary audi ence and thus a portion of its ad revenue with the closing of
Fort Wvern, she was not the only one of the surviving enpl oyees to have
assuned doubl e duty.

The back line doesn't ring in the booth but activates a flashing blue
light on the wall opposite Sasha's m crophone. Evidently, she wasn't
doing on-air patter at the nonment, because instead of |eaving the cal
to the engi neer, she herself picked it up, "Hey, Snowran." | don't have
sol e possession of the back-1ine nunber, and |ike many privacy-m nded
people, | directed the phone conpany to prevent ny nunber from
registering on caller ID yet even when the call doesn't cone through
her engi neer, Sasha always knows if it's ne.

"Are you spinning a tune? " | asked.
" A Mess of Blues."

"Elvis."

"Less than a nminute to go."

"l know how you do that, " | said.
"Do what? "

"Say, Hey, Snowran, before | speak a word."
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"So howdo | do it? "

"Probably half the calls you ever answer directly on the back line are
fromme, so you al ways answer Hey, Snowran."

"\W ong. "
"Right, " | insisted.
"l never lie." That was true.

"Stay with ne, baby, she said, putting ne on hold.

Wiile | waited for her to conme back, | could hear her program over the
phone line. She did a live public-service spot foll owed by a doughnut

spot recorded material at the front and back, with a live plug in the

center for a local car deal ership.

Her voice is husky yet silky, soft and smpoth and inviting. She could
sell me a tinme-share condominiumin Hell, as long as it came with
ai r-condi ti oni ng.

| tried not to be entirely distracted by that voice as | listened with
one ear for a creaking floorboard. Qutside, the street renmined
desert ed.

To give herself a full five minutes with ne, she set up back-to-back
tracks. Sinatra's "It Was a Very Good Year, " followed by Patsy Cine's
"I Fall to Pieces." Wen she returned to nme, | said, "Never heard such
an eclectic programformat before. Sinatra, Elvis, and Patsy? "

"I't's a theme show tonight, she sai d.

"Thenme? "

"Haven't you been |istening? "

"Busy. What theme? "

" Night of the Living Dead, " she said.
"Stylin'."

"Thanks. \Wat's happeni ng? "

"Who's your engineer this shift? "

"Doogi e." Doogie Sassman is a panoramically tattooed Harl ey-Davi dson
fanati c who wei ghs nore than three hundred pounds, twenty-five of which
are accounted for by his untaned blond hair and lush silky beard. In
spite of having a neck as wide as a pier caisson and a belly on which an
entire fanmly of sea gulls could gather to groomthensel ves, Doogie is a
babe magnet who has dated sone of the npbst beautiful wonmen ever to wal k
t he beaches between San Francisco and San Di ego. Although he's a good
guy, with enough bearish charmto star in a Disney cartoon, Doogie's
solid success with stunningly gorgeous wahi neswho are not nornally won
over by personality alone is, Bobby says, one of the greatest mnysteries
of all time, right up there with what wi ped out the dinosaurs and why
tor nadoes always zero in on trailer parks.

| said, "Can you go canned for a couple of hours and | et Doogie run the
show from his control panel? "

"You want a quickie? "
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"Wth you, | want a forever."

"M . Romance, she said sarcastically but with secret delight.

"We've got a friend needs hand-holding big tine." Sasha's tone grew
sonber. "What now? " | couldn't lay out the situation in plain words,
because of the possibility that the call was being nonitored. In

Moonl ight Bay we live in a police state so artfully inposed that it is
virtually invisible. If they were listening, | didn't want to tip them
to the fact that Sasha would be going to Lilly Wng's house, because
they m ght decide to stop her before she got there. Lilly desperately
needed support. |If Sasha dropped in by surprise, naybe by the back door,
the cops woul d di scover that she could stick Iike a five-barbed

fi shhook.
"Do you know ..." | thought | saw novenent in the street, but when
squi nted through the bungal ow wi ndow, | decided |I'd seen only a noon

shadow, perhaps caused by the tail of a cloud brushing across one cheek
of the lunar face. "Do you know thirteen ways? "

"Thirteen ways? "

"The bl ackbird thing, " | said, wiping at the glass again with the
Kl eenex. My breath had left a faint condensation

"Bl ackbird. Sure." We were tal king about Wallace Stevens's poem
"Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird." My father worried about how
I, limted by XP, would make it in the world without famly, so he
bequeathe to me a house wi thout a nmortgage and the proceeds of a huge
life insurance policy. But he had given me another conforting |egacy,
too, a love of nodern poetry. Because Sasha had acquired this passion
fromme, we could confound eavesdroppers as Bobby and | had done by
usi ng surfer 1ingo.

"There's a word you expect himto use, " | said, referring to Stevens,
"but it never appears.”

"Ah, " she said, and | knew she was follow ng ne.

A lesser poet witing thirteen stanzas relating to a bl ackbird would
surely use the word wi ng, but Stevens never resorts to it.

"You realize who | nean? " | asked.

"Yes." She knew that Lilly Wng once Lilly Travis had been the first woman
I had I oved and the first to break ny heart.

Sasha is the second womman | have | oved in the nost profound sense of the
word, and she swears that she will never break ny heart. | believe her.

She never |ies.

Sasha has al so assured ne that if | ever cheat on her, she'll use her
Bl ack & Decker power drill to put a half-inch bit through ny heart.

I have seen the drill. The bitsan extensive set that go with it are kept
in a plastic case. On the steel shank of the half-inch auger bit, using
red nail polish, she has painted ny nane, Chris. |'mpretty sure this is
a j oke.

She doesn't have to worry. If | ever broke her heart, | would drill ny
own chest and save her the trouble of having to wash her hands
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af t erwar d.
Call me M. Romance.
"What's the hand-hol ding about? " Sasha asked.
"You'll find out when you get there."

"Any nmessage? " she asked.

"Hope. That's the nessage. There's still hope." | wasn't as confident as
I sounded. There might be no truth in the message |I'd just sent to
Lilly. I"mnot proud of the fact that, unlike Sasha, | sonetines lie.

"Where are you? " Sasha asked
"Dead Town."

"Damm. "

"Wl I, you asked."

"Always in trouble.”

"My notto." | didn't dare tell her about Oson, not even indirectly,
usi ng poetry code. My voice mght crack, revealing the intensity of ny
angui sh, which | was striving mghtily to contain. If she thought he was
in serious jeopardy, she would insist on comng to Wvern to search for
hi m

She woul d have been a big help. |I'd recently been surprised to discover
Sasha possessed sel f-defense skills and weapons expertise that weren't
taught in any disc jockey school. Though she didn't |ook |ike an Anazon,
she could do battle |ike one. She was, however, an even better friend
than fighter, and Lilly Wng needed Sasha's synpathy and conpassi on nore
than | needed backup.

"Chris, you know what your problemis? "

"Too good-1 ooki ng? "

"Yeah, right, " she said sarcastically.

"Too smart? "

"Your problemis reckless caring."

"Then | better ask ny doctor for sone who-gives-a-dam pills."

"I love you for it, Snowran, but it's going to get you killed."

"This is for a friend, " | rem nded her, neaning Lilly Wng.
"Anyway, |1'll be all right. Bobby's comng."
"Ah. Then I'Il start working on your eul ogy."

"Il tell himyou said that."
"The Two St ooges."
"Let me guess we're Curly and Larry."

"Right. Neither of you is smart enough to be Me."
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"Love you, Good all."

"Love you, Snowman." | switched off the phone and was about to turn away
fromthe wi ndow, when | saw novenent in the street again. This tine it
wasn't merely the shadow of a cloud gliding across a corner of the noon

This time | saw nonkeys.
I clipped the phone to ny belt, freeing both hands.

The nonkeys were not in a barrel and not in a pack. The correct word for
monkeys traveling in a group is not pack or herd, not pride or flock but
troop.

Recently, | have learned a great deal about nobnkeys, not only the term
troop. For the sane reason, if | were living in the Florida Evergl ades,
I woul d becone an expert on alligators.

Here, now, deep in Dead Town, a troop of nonkeys passed the bungal ow,
moving in the direction |I'd been headed. In the nmoonlight, their coats
| ooked silvery rather than brown.

In spite of this luster, which nade them nore visible than they woul d
have been otherwi se, | had difficulty taking an accurate count.

Five, six, eight ... Sone traveled on all fours, sonme were half erect, a
few stood up al nost as straight as a human. Ten, el even, twelve

They were not noving fast, and they repeatedly raised their heads,
scanni ng the night ahead and on both sides, sonetines peering

suspi ciously back the way they had cone. Although their pace and al ert
denmeanor might signify caution or even fear, | suspected that they were
not afraid of anything and that instead they were searching for
sonet hi ng, hunting sonet hi ng.

Maybe me.
Fi fteen, si xteen

In a circus ring, costuned in sequined vests and red fezzes, a troop of
nmonkeys might inspire snmles, |laughter, delight. These speci nens didn't
dance, caper, tunble, twirl, jig, or play mniature accordions

Not one seened interested in a career in entertai nnment.
Ei ght een.

They were rhesus nonkeys, the species nost often used in nedica
research, and all were at the upper end of the size range for their

kind, nore than two feet tall, twenty-five or even thirty pounds of bone
and nuscle. | knew from hard experience that these particul ar rhesuses
were quick, agile, strong, uncannily smart, and dangerous.

Twenty.

Thr oughout much of the world, nonkeys live everywhere in the wild, from
jungl es to open grasslands to nountains. They are not found on the North
Anmeri can continent except for these that skul k through the night in
Moonl i ght Bay, unknown to all but a handful of the popul ace.

I now understood why, earlier, the birds had fallen silent in the tree
above ne. They had sensed the approach of this unnatural parade.

Twenty-one. Twenty-two.
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The troop was becoming a battalion

Did | mention teeth? Monkeys are omnivorous, never having been persuaded
by the argunments of vegetarians. Primarily they eat fruit, nuts, seeds,

| eaves, flowers, and birds' eggs, but when they feel the need for neat,
they munch on such savory fare as insects, spiders, and small mamml s
like mce, rats, and moles. Absolutely never accept a dinner invitation
froma nonkey unl ess you know precisely what's on the nmenu. Anyway,
because they are ommivorous, they have strong incisors and pointy
eyeteeth, the better to rip and tear.

Ordi nary nonkeys don't attack human bei ngs. Likew se, ordinary nonkeys
are active in daylight and rest during the night except for the softly
furred douroucouli, an owl -eyed South Anerican species that is
noct ur nal

Those who roamthe darkness in Fort Wvern and Monlight Bay aren't
ordinary. They're hateful, vicious, psychotic little geeks. If given the
choice of a plunp tasty nouse sauteed in butter sauce or the chance to
tear your face off for the sheer fun of it, they wouldn't even |ick
their lips with regret at passing up the snack

| had tallied twenty-two individuals when the passing tide of nmonkey fur

in the street abruptly turned, whereupon |I |lost count. The troop doubled
back on itself and halted, its nenbers huddling and nmilling together in
such a conspiratorial manner that you could easily believe . one of them
had been the nysterious figure on the grassy knoll in Dallas the day

Kennedy was shot.

Al t hough they showed no nore interest in this bungal ow than in any
other, they were directly in front of it and close enough to give ne a
maj or case of the heebiej eebies. Snoothing the bristling hair on the
nape of my neck with one hand, | considered creeping out the back of the
house before they cane knocking on the front door with their damm
nmonkey- magazi ne subscription cards.

If | slipped away, however, | wouldn't know in which direction they had
gone after breaking out of their huddle. I'd be as likely to bl under
into themas to avoid themwith nortal consequences.

I had counted twenty-two, and | had m ssed sone, There m ght have been
as many as thirty. My 9-millimeter d ock held ten rounds, two of which
I'"d al ready expended, and a spare nmagazi ne was nestled in a pouch on ny
hol ster. Even if | were suddenly possessed by the sharpshooting spirit
of Anni e GCakley and mracul ously made every shot count, | would still be
overwhel med by twelve of the beasts.

Hand-t o- hand conbat with three hundred pounds of scream ng nonkey nenace
is not ny idea of a fair fight. My idea of a fair fight is one unarned,
toot hl ess, nearsighted old nonkey versus ne with a Bl ackhawk attack

hel i copter.

In the street, the primates were still loitering. They were clustered so
tightly that they al nost appeared, in the noonlight, to be one |arge
organismwi th nultiple heads and tails.

I couldn't figure out what they were doing. Probably because |I'm not a
monkey.

I leaned closer to the wi ndow, squinting at the noon-washed scene,
trying to see nore clearly and to put nyself in a nonkey franme of m nd.

Anong the hey-let's-play-God crowd that worked in the deepest bunkers of
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Wvern, the nost exciting and nost generously funded research had incl uded
a project intended to enhance both human and aninal intelligence, as

wel |l as human agility, speed, sight, hearing, sense of snell, and

| ongevity. This was to be acconplished by transferring sel ected genetic
material not just from one person to another but from species to

speci es.

Al't hough ny nother was brilliant, a genius, she was not trust me on this a
mad scientist. As a theoretical geneticist, she didn't spend nmuch tine

in |laboratories. Her workplace was inside her skull, and her m nd was as

el aborately equi pped as the conbined research facilities of all the
universities in the country. She kept to her office at Ashdon Coll ege,
only occasionally venturing into a | ab, supported by governnent grants,
doi ng the heavy thinking while other scientists did the heavy lifting.

She set out not to destroy humanity but to save it, and | am convi nced
that for a long time she didn't know the reckl ess and mal evol ent
pur poses to which those at Wvern were applying her theories.

Transferring genetic material fromone species into another. In the hope
of creating a super race. In an insane quest for the perfect,

unst oppabl e soldier. Smart beasts of nyriad design bred for future
battlefields. Wird biological weapons as tiny as a virus or as |large as
a grizzly bear.

Dear God.

Personally, all this nakes me nostalgic for the good old days when the
nmost anbi tious big-brain types were content with dreamning up
city-busting nucl ear bonbs, satellite-nmounted particle-beam death rays,
and nerve gas that causes its victins to turn inside out the way
caterpillars do when cruel little boys sprinkle salt on them

For these experinments, aninals were easily obtained, because they
generally can't afford to hire first-rate attorneys to prevent

t hensel ves from bei ng expl oited, but, surprisingly, human subjects were
readily available, as well. Soldiers courts-martialed for particularly
savage nmurders and condemed to |ife sentences were offered the choice
of rotting in maxi numsecurity mlitary prisons or earning a neasure of
freedom by participating in this secret enterprise.

Then sonmet hi ng went w ong.
Big time.
In all human endeavors, sonething inevitably goes woefully wong.

Sone say this is because the universe is inherently chaotic. Ot hers say
this is because we are a species that has fallen fromthe grace of Cod.

What ever the reason, anmong humanki nd, for every Mde there are thousands
of Curlys and Larrys.

The delivery systemused to ferry new genetic material into the cells of
research subjects to insert it in their DNA chains was a retrovirus
brilliantly conceived by ny nom Wsteria Jane Snow, who sonehow stil
had tinme to make terrific chocol ate-chip cookies. This engi neered
retrovirus was designed to be fragile, crippled that is, sterileand
benign, nerely a living tool that would do exactly what was wanted of
it.

Once having done its job, it was supposed to die. But it soon nutated
into a hardy, rapidly reproducing, infectious bug that could be passed
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in bodily fluids through sinple skin contact, causing genetic change

i nstead of di sease. These m croorgani sns captured random sequences of
DNA from nunmerous species in the lab, transporting theminto the bodies
of the project scientists, who for a while remai ned unaware that they
were being slowy but profoundly altered. Physically, nentally,
enotionally altered. Before they understood what was happening to them
and why, sone Wvern scientists began to change ... to have a lot in
common with the research animals in their cages.

A coupl e years ago, this process suddenly becane obvi ous when a vi ol ent
epi sode occurred in the |l abs. No one has explained to me exactly what
happened. People killed one another in a bizarre, savage confrontation

The experimental animals either escaped or were purposefully rel eased by
peopl e who felt a strange kinship with them

Anong t hose aninmal s were rhesus nonkeys whose intelligence had been
substantially enhanced. Although I'd thought intelligence was related to
brain size and to the number of folds in the surface of the brain, these
rhesuses didn't have enlarged craniuns, except for a fewtelltale
characteristics, they resenbled ordinary nmenbers of their species.

The nonkeys have been on the run ever since. They are hiding fromthe
federal and nmilitary authorities who are quietly trying to eradicate
them and all other evidence of what happened at Wvern before the public
learns that its elected officials have ensured the end of the world as
we know it. Other than those involved in the conspiracy, only a handfu
of us know anyt hi ng about these events, and if we attenpt to go public,
even though we possess no hard proof, they will kill us as righteously
as they woul d waste the rhesuses.

They killed my mom They claimthat she was despondent over the way in
whi ch her work was nisused, that she commtted suicide by driving her
car at high speed into a bridge abutment just south of town. But ny

mot her was not a quitter. And she woul d never have abandoned nme to face
al one the nightmare world that may be coming. | believe she intended to
go public, spill the truth to the nmedia, in hope of building a consensus
for a crash research program bigger than what's buried under Wvern

bi gger than the Manhattan Project, comuandeering the best genetic
scientists in the world. So they pushed her through the big door and
slamed it behind her. This is what | believe. | have no proof.

She was nmy nom however, and about sone of these issues, |I'll believe
what | want, what | nust.

Meanwhi | e, the contagion is spreading faster than the nonkeys, and it's
unl i kely that the damage can be undone or even contained. Infected
Wvern personnel relocated all over the country, carrying the retrovirus
with them before anyone knew there was a probl em before a quarantine
coul d have been effectively inposed. Genetic nutation will probably
occur in all species. Perhaps the only thing in doubt is whether this
will be a slow process that requires decades or centuries to unfol dor
whether the terror will rapidly escalate. Thus far, the effects have
been, with rare exception, subtle and not w despread, but this nmay be
the cal m before the hol ocaust. Those responsible are, | believe,
frantically seeking a renedy but they are al so expending a | ot of energy
in an effort to conceal the source of the oncom ng catastrophe, so no
one will know who's to bl ane.

No one at the top of the governnent wants to face the public's wath.

They' re not afraid of being booted out of office. Far worse than job
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loss nmight await themif the truth gets out. They nmight be tried for
crimes agai nst hunanity. They probably justify the ongoing cover-up as
necessary to avoid panic in the streets, civil disorder, and perhaps
even an international quarantine of the entire North Anerican continent,
but what really concerns themis the possibility that they will be torn
to pi eces by angry nobs.

Perhaps a few of the creatures now nmilling in the street outside the
bungal ow were anong the twel ve who had escaped fromthe | abs on that
hi stori c and nacabre ni ght of violence. Mdst were descendants of the
escapees, bred in freedombut as intelligent as their parents.

Ordi nary nonkeys are chatterboxes, but | heard no sound fromthese
thirty. They roiled together with what seened to be increasing
agitation, arns flailing, tails lashing, but if they raised their
voi ces, the gabble wasn't audible either through the w ndow gl ass or
through the open front door, only a few feet away.

They were plotting sonething worse than nonkeyshi nes.

Al t hough the rhesuses are not as smart as human bei ngs, the advantage we
have isn't great enough to make me feel confortable about playing a

hi gh- st akes ganme of poker with any three of them Unless | could first
get them drunk.

These precocious primates aren't the primary threat born in the

| aboratories at Wvern. That honor nust go, of course, to the
gene-swappi ng retrovirus that mght renmake every living thing. But as
vill ains go, the nonkeys constitute a damm fine backup team

To fully appreciate the long-termthreat of these redesigned rhesuses,
consider that rats are dreadful pests even though they are a tiny
fraction as intelligent as we are. Scientists estimate that rodents
destroy twenty percent of the food supply worldwi de, in spite of the
fact that we are relatively effective at externinating colonies of them
and keeping their nunbers nmanageabl e. | nmagi ne what m ght happen if rats
were even half as snart as we are, and were able to conpete on fairer
footing than they now enjoy. W'd be engaged in a desperate war with
themto prevent nassive starvation

Wat chi ng the nonkeys in the street, | wondered if | was seeing our
adversaries in sone future Armageddon

Aside fromtheir high level of intelligence, they have another quality
that makes them nore form dabl e enem es than any rodents coul d be.

Though rats operate entirely on instinct and have insufficient brain
power to take anything personally, these nbnkeys hate us with a bl ack,
bitter passion.

| believe they are hostile toward humanity because we created them but
did a half-assed job. W robbed them of their sinple animl innocence,

in which they were content. W raised their intelligence until they
becane aware of the wider world and of their true place in it, but we
didn't give themenough intelligence to make it possible for themto
improve their lot. W made themjust smart enough to be dissatisfied
with the Iife of a nonkey, we gave themthe capacity to dream but didn't
give themthe neans to fulfill their dreams. They have been evicted from
their niche in the animal kingdom and cannot find a new place to fit in.

Cut loose fromthe fabric of creation, they are unraveling, wandering,
|l ost, full of a yearning that can never be nended.
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I don't blame themfor hating us. If | were one of them I|'d hate us,
t 0o.

My synpat hy woul dn't save ne, however, if | wal ked out of the bungal ow
and into the street, tenderly grasped a nonkey paw i n each of my hands,
decl ared ny outrage at the arrogance of the human species, and sang a
rousing rendition of "Yes, W Have No Bananas." In mnutes, | would be
reduced to kibble.

My nmother's work led to the creation of this troop, which they appear to
under stand, They have stalked ne in the past. She is dead, so they can't
take vengeance on her for the anguished, outcast |ives they |ead.

Because |I'm her only child, the nmonkeys nurture a special aninosity
toward me. Perhaps they should. Perhaps their hatred of every Snhow is
justified. O all people, | have no right to debate the nmerit of their
gri evance, though this doesn't mean | feel obliged to pay a price for
what, with the best of notivations, nmy nother did.

Remai ni ng safely unki bbl ed at the bungal ow wi ndow, | heard what seened
to be the single reverberant toll of a large bell, followed by a
clatter. | watched as the churning troop parted around an object |
couldn't see. A scraping of iron on stone followed, and severa

i ndividual s conspired to raise the weighty thing onto its side.

Busy nonkeys prevented ne frominmrediately getting a clear view of the
item although it appeared to be round. They began to roll it in a
circle, fromcurb to curb and back again, some watching while others
scanpered beside the object, keeping it balanced on edge. In the

burni shing noonlight, it initially resenbled a coin so enornous that it
must have fallen out of the giant's pocket fromthe top of Jack's
beanstal k. Then | realized it was a manhol e cover they had pried from
t he pavenent.

Suddenly they were chattering and shrieking as though they were a group
exuberant children who had nade a toy out of an old tire. In ny
experience such playful ness was conpletely out of character for them

O ny previous encounters with the troop, only one had been
face-to-face, and throughout that confrontation, they had acted |ess
like children than |like a pack of homi cidal skinheads wi red on

PCP- and- cocai ne cocktail s.

They quickly tired of rolling the nanhol e cover. Then three individuals
wor ked together to spinit, as if in fact it were a coin, and with
consi derabl e coordinated effort they eventually set it in a blur of
not i on.

The troop fell silent again. They gathered in a wide circle around the
whirling disc, giving it space to nove but watching it with great
i nterest.

Periodically, the three who had spun the cover darted to it, one by one,
judi ciously applying enough force to keep it bal anced and in steady
nmotion. Their timng revealed at | east a rudinentary understandi ng of
the laws of physics and a nechanical skill that belied their ordinary
appear ance.

The tightly rotating disc sang roughly, its iron edge grindi ng agai nst

the concrete pavenent. This low netallic song had becone the sol e sound
in the night, nearly a one-note drone, oscillating only faintly over a
hal f-tone range.
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The spinning manhol e cover didn't seemto provide sufficient spectacle
to explain the intensity of the troop's attention. They were rapt.

Almost in a trance. | found it difficult to believe that the disc,
merely by chance, coul d have achieved the precise rotational velocity
that, conbined with exactly these oscillating tones, was hypnotic to
monkeys.

Perhaps this wasn't a ganme that | was witnessing, not play but ritual, a
cerenony with a synbolic significance that was clear to these rhesuses
but was an inpenetrable nystery to nme. Ritual and synbol not only

i nplied abstract thinking but raised the possibility that these nobnkeys
lives had a spiritual dinension, that they were not just smart but
capabl e of broodi ng about the origin of all things and the purpose of
their existence.

This idea disconcerted me so much that | alnpbst turned away fromthe
wi ndow.

In spite of their hostility toward humanity and their enthusiasm for
viol ence, | already had synpathy for these pathetic creatures, was noved
by their status as outcasts with no rightful place in nature. If they

i ndeed possess the capacity to wonder about God and about the design of
the cosnos, then they may know the exquisite pain that humanity .

knows too well, the yearning to understand why our Creator allows us to
suffer so nmuch, the terrible unfulfilled longing to find Hm to see Hs
face, to touch Hm and to knowthat He is real. If they share this

qui et but profound agony with us, then | synpathize with their plight,
but |I also pity them

And while pitying them how can | kill themw thout hesitation if

anot her confrontation requires nme to do so in order to save ny life or
that of a friend? In one previous encounter, |'ve had to neet their
ferocious assault with gunfire. Lethal force is easy to use when your
adversary is as mindless as a shark. And you can pull the trigger

wi t hout renorse when you are able to natch your eneny's hatred with pure
hatred of your own. Pity engenders second thoughts, hesitation

Pity may be the key to the door of Heaven, if Heaven exists, but it is
not an advant age when you are fighting for your life against a pitiless
opponent .

Fromthe street cane a change in the sound of the spinning iron, a
greater oscillation between tones. The manhol e cover had begun to | ose
rotational velocity.

None in the troop rushed forward to stabilize the whirligig. They
wat ched with curious fascination as it wobbled, as its song changed to a
steadi |l y sl owi ng wah-waah-waaah- waaaah.

The disc clattered to a halt, flat on the pavenent, and at the same
instant the nonkeys froze. A final note rang across the night, followed
by silence and stillness so absolute that Dead Town mi ght have been

seal ed inside a gigantic Lucite paperweight. As far as | could tell
every nenber of the troop gazed with magnetized eyes at the iron manhol e
cover.

After a while, as though waking froma deep sleep, they drifted dreamly
toward the disc. They slowy circled it, hunched |low with the knuckl es
of their forepaws grazing the pavenent, examning the iron with the
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pensive attitude of Gypsies analyzing wet tea | eaves to read the future.

A few hung back, either because sonething about the disc made them
uneasy or because they were waiting their turn. These hesitant

i ndi vi dual s conspi cuously directed their attention toward anythi ng but
the manhol e cover, on the pavenment, on the trees that lined the street,
on the star-stippled sky.

One of the beasts glanced at the bungalow in which | had taken refuge.

I didn't hold nmy breath or tense up, because | was confident that

not hing about this structure lent it a character different fromthe
shabby and desol at e appearance of hundreds of others throughout the

nei ghbor hood. Even the open front door was not remrarkable, npst of these
bui | di ngs were exposed to the el enents.

After dwelling on the house for only a few seconds, the nmonkey raised
its face toward the gi bbous noon. Either its posture conveyed a deep
mel anchol yor | was overcone by sentinentality, attributing nore human
qualities to these rhesuses than nmade sense.

Then, although | hadn't noved or nmade a sound, the wiry beast twitched
sprang erect, lost interest in the sky, and | ooked again at the
bungal ow.

"Don't nmonkey with ne, " | nmurnured.

In aslowrolling gait, it moved out of the street, over the curb, and
onto a sidewal k dappled with the moon shadows of |aurel branches, where
it halted.

| resisted the urge to back away fromthe wi ndow. The darkness around ne
was as perfect as that in Dracula's coffin with the lid closed, and

felt invisible. The overhangi ng porch roof prevented noonlight from
directly touching ny face.

The nmiserable little geek appeared to be studying not just the w ndow at
which | stood but every aspect of the small house, as though it intended
to locate a Realtor and nmake an offer for the property.

I am excruciatingly aware of the interplay of |ight and shadow, which,

for me, is nore sensuous than any worman's body. | am not forbidden to
know the confort of a woman, but | am denied all but the nobst neager
light. Therefore, every formof illum nation is inbued with a shinmering

erotic quality, and |I'macutely aware of the caress of every beam

Here in the bungalow, | was confident that | was untouched, beyond
anyone's ken, as nuch a part of the blackness as the wing is part of the
bat .

The nonkey advanced a few steps, onto the wal kway that bisected the
front yard and led to the porch steps. It was no nore than twenty feet
from ne.

As it turned its head, | caught a glinpse of its gl eam ng eyes.

Usual | y nuddy yell ow and as bal eful as the eyes of a tax collector, they
were now fiery orange and even nore nenacing in this poor |ight.

They were filled with that |um nosity exhibited by the eyes of nost
noct ur nal ani nal s.

I could barely see the creature in the |aurel shadows, but the restless
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movement of its jack-o'-lantern eyes indicated that it was curious about
sonething and that it still hadn't fixated specifically on nmy w ndow.

Maybe it had heard the peep or rustle of a nouse in the grass or one of
the tarantulas native to this regi onand was hoping only to snare a tasty
treat.

In the street, the other nmenbers of the troop were still engaged by the
manhol e cover.

O dinary rhesuses, which live primarily by day, do not exhibit eye shine
i n darkness. Menbers of the Wvern troop have better night vision than
ot her nonkeys, but in ny experience they aren't renptely as gifted as
ow s or cats. Their visual acuity is only fractionally not geonetrically
better than that of the comon primates from which they were engi neered.

In an utterly lightless place, they are nearly as helpless as | am

The inquisitive nmonkeyny own Curious CGeorge scanpered three steps closer,
out of the tree shadow and into noonlight again. Wien it halted, it was
less than fifteen feet away, within five feet of the porch

The margi nal inprovenent in their nocturnal sight is probably an
unexpect ed side effect of the intelligence-enhancenent experinment that
spawned them but as far as | have been able to discern, it isn't

mat ched by inprovenent in their other senses. O dinary nonkeys aren't
spoortracking aninmals with keen ol factory powers, |ike dogs, and neither
are these. They would be able to sniff me out fromno greater distance
than | would be able to snell them which meant fromno farther than a
foot or two, even though they were unquestionably a fragrant bunch

Li kewi se, these long-tailed terrorists don't benefit from paranornma
hearing, and they are not able to fly like their screeching brethren who
do dirty work for the Wcked Wtch of the West. Although they are
fearsone, especially when encountered in significant nunbers, they
aren't so formdable that only silver bullets or kryptonite will kil

t hem

On the sidewal k, Curious George sat on his haunches, wapped his |ong
arns around his torso as if conforting hinself, and peered up at the
nmoon once nore. He gazed heavenward so |ong that he seenmed to have
forgotten the bungal ow.

After a while, | consulted my wistwatch. | was worried that | would be
trapped here, unable to neet Bobby at the novie theater

He was al so in danger of blundering into the troop. Even a man as

resourceful as Bobby Hall oway would not prevail if he had to face them
al one.
If the nonkeys didn't nove on soon, I'd have to risk a call to Bobby's

nmobi | e nunber to warn him | wasn't happy about the electronic tone that
woul d sound when | switched on ny cell phone. In the hush of Dead Town,
that pure note would resonate |like a nonk breaking wind in a nonastery
where everyone had taken a vow of silence.

Finally, Curious George finished contenplating the nedallion noon,
| owered his face, and rose to his feet. He stretched his shaggy arms,
shook his head, and scanpered back toward the street.

Just as | let out a sigh of relief, the little freak squeal ed, and his
shrill cry could have been interpreted only as a shriek of alarm
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As one, the troop responded, raising their heads, springing away from
the iron disc that had preoccupi ed them craning their necks to see what
was happeni ng.

Bl eati ng, shrieking, scolding, gibbering, Curious George |eaped into the
air, leaped and | eaped, tunbled and flipped and twirled and capered,

beat upon the sidewalk with his fists, hissed and screeched, clawed at
the air as if it were cloth that could be rended, contorted hinself

until he seened to be | ooking up his own butt, rolled, sprang to his
feet, slapped his chest with his hands, hissed and spat and sputtered,
rocked and jigged, raced toward the bungal ow, but exploded away fromit
and scurried back toward the street, keening at a pitch that ought to
have cracked the concrete under him

Regardl ess of how primtive their |anguage mght be, | was pretty sure
got the nessage.

Even though nost of the troop was forty feet fromthe bungalow, | could
see their beady shining eyes like a swarmof fat fireflies.

A few of them began to croon and hoot. Their voices were | ower and
softer than Curious George's caterwauling, but they didn't sound like a
hospitality commttee welcomng a visitor.

I drew the @ ock fromny shoul der hol ster

Ei ght rounds remained in the gun

I had the spare ten-round nagazine in the hol ster.
Ei ghteen bullets. Thirty nonkeys.

I had done the cal cul ations before. | did them again. Poetry, after all
is of nore interest to nme than math, so there was reason to doubl e-check
my figures. They still sucked.

Curious George raced toward the house again. This tinme he kept coning.

Behind him the entire troop erupted out of the street, across the | awn,
straight at the bungal ow. Sinultaneously, as they cane, they all fel
into a silence that inplied organization, discipline, and deadly

pur pose.

| still didn't believe the troop could have seen ne, heard ne, or

smel led me, but they nmust have detected nme sonmehow, because obviously
they were not nerely expressing their distaste for the undistingui shed
architecture of the bungal ow. They were in a rage of a kind that | had
seen before, a fury they reserved for hunanity.

Furthernmore, by their schedule, dinnertime had probably arrived.

In lieu of a nouse or juicy spider, | was the neat dish, a refreshing
change fromtheir usual fare of fruits, nuts, seeds, |eaves, flowers,
and birds' eggs.

I turned a hundred eighty degrees fromthe w ndow and headed across the
living room hands out in front of me. I was noving fast, blindly
trusting in nmy famliarity with these houses. My shoul der clipped the
casing on a doorway, and | pushed through a hal f-open door into the

di ni ng room

Al t hough the nonkeys continued to restrain themsel ves, operating in
attack-status silence, | heard the hollow thunping of their paws on the
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wooden floor of the porch. | hoped they would hesitate at the front
entrance, tenpering their rancor with caution | ong enough for me to put
alittle ground between us.

A tattered blind, though askew, covered nost of the single wi ndowin the
small dining room Too little |ight penetrated to bring neani ngfu
relief fromthe gl oom

| kept noving, because | knew that the door to the kitchen was directly
inline with the living-roomdoor through which | had just entered.

This time, passing fromroomto room | didn't even knock ny shoul der
agai nst the janb.

No blinds or curtains covered the pair of wi ndows over the sink in the
kitchen. Painted with a thin wash of noonlight, they had that ghostly
phosphorous gl ow of television screens just after you switch them off.

Under ny feet, the aging linoleum popped and cracked. If any nenbers of
the troop had entered the house behind nme, | couldn't hear them above
the noise that | was naking.

The air was thick with a foul masma that made ne want to retch

Arat or sone wild animal nmust have died in a corner of the kitchen or
in one of the cabinets, where it was now deconposi ng.

Hol ding ny breath, | hurried to the back door, which featured a | arge
pane of glass in the upper half. It was | ocked.

When this was a mlitary base, personal security had been assured, and
no one who lived inside the fence had reason to fear crine.

Consequently, the | ocks were sinple, keyed only fromthe outside.

| felt for the doorknob, which would have a | ock-rel ease button in the
center. Found it. | would have turned it and torn open the door except
that the shadow of a | eapi ng nonkey flew up across the glass and fel
away just as ny hand closed on the cold brass.

I quietly released the knob and retreated two steps, considering ny
options. | could open the door and, pistol blazing, stride boldly

t hrough the nurderous nonkey nultitudes as though | were |ndiana Jones
m nus bul | whip and fedora, relying on sheer panache to survive.

The only alternative was to remain in the kitchen and wait to see what
happened next.

A nmonkey | eaped onto the sill of one of the wi ndows above the sink

Gipping the casing to keep its balance, it pressed agai nst the gl ass,
peering into the kitchen.

Because this mangy gremin was sil houetted agai nst noonlight, | could
see no details of its face. Just its hot-enber eyes. The faint white
crescent of its hunorless grin.

Turning its head left and right and left again, it rolled its eyes,

squi nted, then went wi de-eyed once nore. By following its questing gaze,
whi ch roaned the kitchen, | deduced that it couldn't see ne in the

dar kness.

Options. Stay here and be trapped. Plunge into the night only to be
dragged down and savaged under the nad noon.
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These weren't options, because either choice guaranteed an identica
Qut come. The worst kook surfer knows that whether you get sucked over
the falls on a fully nmacking shore break or just get pitched off the
board and do a face plant in sone seaweed soup, the result is the saneg,
Wi peout .

Anot her nonkey | eaped onto the sill at the second w ndow.

Li ke nost of us in this novie-besotted, Hollywood-corrupted world, if |
succunbed to the narcissist in ne and listened to ny mnd's ear, | could
probably hear a filmscore underlying ny every waki ng nonent, gl uey
sentinental string-section indulgences when | am stricken by sadness or
sorrow, tear-evoking, heart-stirring full-orchestra rhapsodi es when |
enjoy a triunph, droll piano riffs during nmy not infrequent spells of
foolishness. Sasha insists that | ook like the |ate Janmes Dean, and
even though | don't see the resenblance, | am appalled and ashaned to
say that at tines | take pleasure in this supposed resenblance to such a
celebrated figure, indeed, it would require little effort for me to
conduct periods of ny life with the edgy score of Rebel Wthout a Cause
swelling in ny mnd. At the door a nonent earlier, when the nonkey
shadow swooped up the wi ndow, Hear the violins shriek fromthe shower
scene in Psycho. Now, as | considered ny next nove, wth nonkeys cl osing
in all around nme, Imagine | ow, om nous, pulsing tones plucked froma
bass fiddle, threaded through by a single attenuated but nuted high note
froma clarinet.

Al though | am as capabl e of self-delusion as the next guy, | decided
agai nst the nost cinematic of ny options, electing not to swashbuckl e
into the night. After all, though charismatic, James Dean is no Harrison

Ford. In the najority of his handful of novies, sooner or |ater he got
the crap beaten out of him

I quickly sidled across the floor, away fromthe w ndows, but al so away
fromthe entrance to the dining room Wthin a few feet, | bunped into
cabi netry.

These cabinets would match those in every house in Dead Town, plain but
sturdy, with birch franes, their shiplap doors painted so often that the
shal | ow grooves created by the overlapping joints had all but

di sappeared under the nany coats. The work counters woul d be | am nated
with one color or another of speckled Fornica.

Before any of the troop entered the kitchen fromthe front of the house,
I needed to get off the floor. If | stood with ny back to a wall

pressed into a corner, dead notionl ess, breathing as noiselessly as a
fish passing water through its gills, | was still certain to give nyself
away. The linoleumwas so curled and so undernined by tiny pockets of
air that it would crackle and pop from any unintentional shift of

wei ght, fromno nore than a heavy thought. The betrayi ng sound was sure
to cone precisely when the nonkeys were stone still and ready to hear
it.

In spite of darkness so thick that it seened viscous, and in spite of a
stench of deconposition strong enough to mask any scent of ne that they
m ght otherw se detect, | didn't think I'd have much chance of escaping
the troop's notice during a search of the kitchen, even if they
conducted it strictly by touch. Nevertheless, | had to give it a try.

If I clinbed onto the countertop, | would be restricted by the narrow
space between the Form ca and the upper cabinets. |'d have to lie on ny
|l eft side, facing out toward the room After drawi ng ny knees toward ny
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chest, curling conpactly into the fetal position, so as to occupy as
smal | a space as possible and to nake nyself nore difficult to |locate, |
woul dn't be in an ideal posture to fight back if | was found by one of

t hose wal ki ng condoni niuns for |ice.

By body contact alone, |I followed the cabinetry to the corner, where the
kitchen in every one of these bungal ows features a broomcloset with a
tall lower conpartment and a single shelf at the top. If | was able to

squeeze into that narrow space and cl ose the door after ne, at |east |
woul d be off the treacherous |inol eum and beyond easy reach if the troop
pr obed- poked- groped-tapped its way around the room

At the end of the cabinet row, | discovered the broomcloset where |'d
expected it to be but the door was mssing. Wth dismay, | felt one bent
and broken hinge, then the other, and patted air where the door should
have been, as though just the right series of magical gestures would
charm the door into existence again.

Unl ess the horde of nonkeys that had foll owed Curious George onto the
front porch was still huddl ed there, devising strategy or discussing the
price of coconuts, | was nearly out of tine.

My hi dey-hol e was suddenly nmore hol e than hi dey.
Unfortunately, no alternative presented itself.

| fished the spare magazine of ammunition fromits pocket in mnmy holster
and clutched it in nmy left hand.

Hol ding the A ock ready in front of nme, | eased backward into the broom

cl oset and wondered if the reek of death that saturated the kitchen m ght
have its maggoty source in this cramped space. My stomach slithered |ike
a ball of copulating eels, but nothing squished under my shoes.

The cl oset was just w de enough to admit me. To fit, | had to scrunch ny
shoul ders only slightly. Although | amnearly six feet tall, | didn't
have to hunch down, however, the underside of the storage shelf pressed
hard enough against ny Mystery Train cap to inpress the shape of the
crown button through ny hair and into ny scal p.

To avoid second thoughts and an attack of claustrophobia, | decided not
to pass the tine by listing the ways in which nmy hiding place was |ike a
coffin.

As it turned out, | didn't have any time to pass. No sooner had
stashed nyself in the broomcl oset than nonkeys entered the kitchen from
the di ni ng room

I heard them just beyond the threshold, revealed only by a barely
audi bl e conspiratorial hissing and nuttering. They hesitated, apparently
scoping the situation, then entered at a rush, lantern eyes agl ow as
they fanned out to both sides of the door, |ike SWAT-teamcops in a TV
dr ama.

The crackling linoleumstartled them One squeaked in surprise, and they
all froze.

As far as | could determine, this first squad consisted of three
menbers. | couldn't see anything but their shining eyes, which were
reveal ed only during the noments when they were facing in ny direction

Because they were standing still, swiveling just their heads as they
surveyed the black room | could be sure that | wasn't seeing the sane
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pair of eyes as a single individual progressed fromplace to place.

I was breathing shallowy through ny nouth, not solely because this

met hod was comparatively quiet. Using ny nose would result in a nore

si ckeni ng exposure to the vile stink. Already, a sludge of nausea oozed
back and forth in nmy belly. Now | was beginning to be able to taste the
foul air, which left a nmusty-bitter flavor on ny tongue and i nduced a
flux of sour saliva that threatened to make me gag.

After a pause to analyze the situation, the bravest of the three nonkeys
nmoved and then went rigid when the |inol eum protested noisily again.

One of its pals took a step with the same result, and it, too, halted
warily.

A nerve began to twitch in ny left calf. | hoped to God it wouldn't
develop into a painful cranp.

Following a lengthy silence, the nost timd nenber of the squad issued a
thin whine. It sounded fearful

Call me insensitive, call me cruel, call ne a nutant-nonkey hater, but
under the circunstances, | was pleased by the anxiety in its voice.

Thei r apprehensi on was so pal pable that if | said "Boo, they woul d
| eap, screaming, straight to the ceiling and hang there by their
fingernails. Mnkey stal actites.

O course, totally pissed by that little trick, they would eventually
come down again and, with the rest of the troop, tear ny guts out.

Whi ch woul d spoil the joke.

If they were as spooked as | believed they were, they m ght conduct only
a token search and retreat fromthe house, whereafter Curious George
woul d be the troop's equival ent of the boy who cried wolf.

The increased intelligence conferred on these rhesuses is as nuch a
curse as a blessing to them Wth higher intelligence cones an awareness
of the conplexity of the world, and fromthis awareness arises a sense
of nystery, wonder. Superstition is the dark side of wonder.

Creatures with sinple animal intelligence fear only real things, such as
their natural predators. But those of us who have higher cognitive
abilities are able to torture ourselves with an infinite nenagerie of

i mgi nary threats, ghosts and goblins and vanpires and brain-eating
extraterrestrials. Wrse, we find it difficult not to dwell on the nost
terrifying two words in any |anguage, even in nonkey talk, what if

I was counting on these creatures' being, right now, nearly paral yzed by
a daunting list of what-ifs.

One of the squad snorted as though trying to clear the stench out of its
nostrils, then spat with distaste.

The wi npy one whi ned agai n.

It was answered by one of its brethren, not with another whine, but with
a fierce grow that dispelled ny cozy notion that all the nonkeys were
too spooked to linger here. The grower, at |least, was not intimdated,
and it sounded tough enough to ensure the discipline of the other two.
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The three proceeded deeper into the kitchen, past the broom cl oset, and
out of my line of sight. They seened to be full of trepidation, but they
were no | onger inhibited by the noisy flooring.

A second squad, al so conmposed of three nenbers and al so reveal ed only by
their eye shine, entered the room They paused to survey the unpierceabl e
darkness, and one by one they |looked in ny direction wthout any
indication that they detected ne.

From el sewhere in the kitchen arose the continuous crackle of the
brittle linoleum | heard a scrabbling and a thunp, noises no doubt made
by one of the first three nonkeys as it clinbed onto a counter

The button on ny cap was pressed so firmy between the crown of ny head
and the shelf above me that | felt as though God's thunmb was thrust
against ny scalp in a not so subtle announcenment that my nunber was up,
my ticket punched, ny dinme dropped, ny license to |live revoked.

If I could have hunched down an inch or two, the pressure would have
been relieved, but | was afraid that even with the nonkeys naking a
racket, | would still be heard as nmy back and shoulders slid along the
wal | s of the narrow cl oset. Besides, the twitching nerve in ny |eg had
qui ckly evolved into a mld cranp, as | had feared that it would, even a
m nor change in ny position mght contract the calf nuscle and cause the
pain to flare into intol erabl e agony.

A nmenber of the second squad began to nove slowy toward nme, its bright
eyes sliding nervously fromside to side while it felt its way through

the cloying murk. As the clever little beast approached, | could hear it
rhythmcally slapping its right hand against the wall to keep itself
ori ent ed.

I n another corner of the room rusted hinges squeaked. One of the
shi pl ap doors banged shut, its | oose joints rattling.

Evidently, they were opening the cabinets and funbling blindly inside.

I had hoped that they would not be intelligent enough to conduct a

t horough search or, conversely, that they would be too intelligent to
endanger thensel ves by poking blindly into places where an arned man

m ght be waiting to blast themto nonkey hell. They were smart enough to
be thorough, all right, but too reckless to be as cautious as the
situation required. From past encounters, | had already known all this
about them but having janmed nyself into the broom coffin, having
regretted doing so al nbst as soon as | was encased, |'d been in denial

The wal | sl apper was still coming toward me, no nore than three feet
away. Its eyes continued to blaze at the gloomon all sides of it, not
just at ne.

More hi nges squeaked. A warped cabi net door stuttered open with sone
resi stance, and anot her door banged shut.

The cramp in ny calf abruptly becanme nore severe. Hot. Sharp.

I clenched my teeth to keep fromgroaning. | had a headache, too, The
cap button felt as if it had been pressed all the way through nmy skull
into nmy brain, and had begun working its way out through ny right eye.

My neck ached. My scrunched shoul ders didn't feel too good, either

I had a nagging pain in the snmall of ny back, a spot of tenderness in

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R....ght%20Bay%202%20-%20Seize%20The%20Night.txt (58 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:08:40 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay %202%20-%20Sei ze%20The%20Night.txt

the gum at an upper right nolar, a queasy feeling that | was devel opi ng
serious henorrhoids at the tender age of twenty-eight, and was in
general feeling pretty much, you know, bl ah

The wal | sl apper stopped slapping the wall when it reached the corner
and di scovered the cabinetry. It was directly in front of ne now.

I was al nost four feet taller than this nonkey, and a hundred twenty
pounds heavi er. Though it was unnervingly intelligent, | was a |ot
smarter than it. Nevertheless, | gazed down at it with dread and

| oathing, cringing inwardly, with no |l ess repulsion and fear for ny life
than | would have felt if this had been a denon risen straight from
Hel | .

It is easy to nmake jokes about the troop when you are at a confortable
di stance fromthem Yet a close encounter reduces you to primal fear,
fills you with a heart-chilling sense of the alien, and infuses the
waking world with that acutely real yet sinultaneously surrea

at nrosphere of your nost horrific nightnares.

The synpathy |1'd had for themearlier was still with ne, markedly
di m ni shed, but | couldn't feel the pity at all. Good.

Judgi ng by where its bright eyes were focused and by the funbling sounds
its hands made, the nbnkey was exploring the face frame to which the
broom cl oset door shoul d have been attached.

The d ock wei ghed |l ess than three pounds, but it felt as heavy as a
granite gravestone. | tightened ny finger on the trigger.

Ei ght een rounds.
Sevent een, really.

I would have to count the shots as | squeezed them off and save the | ast
round for nyself.

Above the other sounds in the kitchen, | heard the nonkey pluck at one
of the | oose and broken hinges from which the broomcl oset door had once
hung.

The total depth of ny pathetic hiding place was only two feet, which
meant | was standing nere inches fromthe inquisitive primate. If it
reached inside, there was no chance whatsoever that it would fail to

di scover ne. Only the terrible stench in the kitchen prevented it from
snel ling ne.

The cramp in ny left calf twisted |ike barbed wire through the nuscle.
I was afraid that ny foot was going to start twitching involuntarily.
El sewhere in the room a cabinet door banged shut.

Then anot her opened with a squeak of hinges.

Li nol eum crackl ed under small, quick feet.

A nonkey spat, as though trying to rid itself of the air's foul taste.

I had the curious feeling that | was about to wake up and find nyself
safe in bed, beside Sasha.

My heart was racing, and now it hanmered even faster when Sasha's face
bl ooned in ny mind. The possibility that | would never hear her voice
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agai n, never hold her again, never look again into her kind eyes, This
was as frightening as the likelihood that | would be torn apart by the
troop. And nore terrifying, still, was the thought of not being at her
side to help her cope with this strange and violent new world, of

| eavi ng her al one when, at the next day's end, night returned hone to
Moonl i ght Bay once nore.

Bef ore me, the nonkey remained invisible except for its |um nous eyes,
whi ch seemed to grow brighter as it peered suspiciously into the broom
closet. Its attention travel ed upward fromny feet, across nmy body, to
my face.

Its night vision mght be better than mine, but in this pure liquid
bl ackness, which was as unrelieved as that four mles down at the bottom
of the sea, | was sure that we were equally blind.

Yet our eyes | ocked.

We seened to be in a staring contest, and |I didn't believe that mny
i magi nati on was boiling over. The creature wasn't |ooking at my brow or
at the bridge of ny nose, it was | ooking directly into both ny eyes.

And it didn't | ook away.

Al though | wasn't betrayed by eye shine, as the nonkey was, ny eyes m ght
be serving as mirrors in which its radiant glare was dinmy reflected.

Perhaps it detected the merest pinpoint glimers of its own fiery
scrutiny returned to it, wasn't sure that it saw anything at all, but
remai ned transfixed by the nystery.

I considered closing ny eyes, letting the nonkey's bright stare fal

upon ny unreflective lids. But | was afraid that | would mss its sudden
bli nk of conprehension and would fail to shoot it before it |aunched
itself in at me and, perhaps, bit my gun hand or clinbed ny body to claw
and chew ny face

Meeting its gaze at this close range, with such intensity, | was
surprised that my fear and thick revul sion could coexist with a ness of
ot her powerful enotions, anger at those who had brought this new species
into existence, sorrow over the hideous onconing corruption of this
beautiful world that God has given us, wonder at the inhunan but
undeni abl e intelligence in these strange eyes. Bl eak despair, too.

And |l oneliness. And yet ... an irrational wld hope.

Standing in ny line of fire, unaware that it was vul nerably exposed to
an enotional basket case with a handgun, the creature burbled softly,
nmore |ike a pigeon than a rhesus. The sound had an inquisitive quality.

One of the other nonkeys shrieked.
I alnmost fired the G ock reflexively.
Two additional voices scolded the first.

In front of me, the nonkey spun away fromthe broomcloset. It scanpered
deeper into the kitchen, drawn by the commopti on.

In fact, the uproar indicated that all six were now gathered at the
farther end of the room | saw no shining eyes turned in ny direction

They had found sonething of interest. | could inmagine only that it was
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the source of the putrid odor

As | eased up on the trigger, | realized that a glutinous nass had risen
into nmy throat maybe nmy heart, maybe ny lunch and | had to swallow hard to
get it down and to be able to breathe again.

Wil e ny eyes and the nonkey's had been locked, 1'd fallen into a
curious physical detachnent so conplete that | had ceased to feel the
spasns of pain in ny cranping calf. Now the agony returned, worse than
bef or e.

Because all the nenbers of the search party were distracted and maki ng
noi se, | exercised the cranped nuscle as best | could by shifting ny
wei ght firmy back and forth fromheel to toe of ny left foot.

Thi s maneuver relieved the pain somewhat, although not enough to ensure
that | would be able to nove gracefully if one of the nonkeys invited me
to waltz.

The conferring nmenbers of the search party began to jabber in | ouder

voi ces. They were excited. Although | don't believe they have a | anguage
in renotely the sense that we do, their bleats and hisses and growl s and
war bl es were obviously argunmentative. They appeared to have forgotten
what they had cone looking for in the first place. Easily distracted,
quick to fall into disorganization, prone to put aside nmutual interests
in favor of quarreling anong thenselves for the first tinme, these guys
seened an awful lot |ike human bei ngs.

The longer | listened to them the nmore | dared to believe that | would
get out of this bungal ow alive.

I was still rocking nmy foot, flexing and contracting my calf, when one
of the quarrelers broke away fromthe rest of the search party and
crossed the kitchen to the dining-roomdoorway. The instant | sawits
eye shine, | stopped nmoving and pretended to be a broom

The nonkey halted at the dining-roomthreshold and shrieked. It seened
to be calling to other nmenbers of the troop, who were, presunably,
wai ting outside on the front porch or searching the bedroons.

Answering voi ces rose at once. They grew nearer

The prospect of sharing this small kitchen with even nore nonkeys
possibly with the entire trooppunctured ny half-inflated hope of
survival. As ny shaky confidence rapidly gave way to confident
desperation, | exam ned ny options and found no new ones.

The depth of ny desperation was so abyssal that | actually asked nyself
what the imuortal Jackie Chan would do in a situation like this.

The answer was sinple, Jackie would erupt out of the broomcloset with
an athletic leap that |anded himin the very mdst of the search party,
drop kick one of them between the |egs, karate-chop two of themin their
necks as he sonersaulted to his feet, get off a cool one-liner, break
the arms and legs of nultiple adversaries during an astonishing
pirouette of flashing fists and feet, execute a series of charm ng and
hi |l ari ous rubber-faced expressions the |likes of which no one has seen
since the days of Buster Keaton and Charlie Chaplin, tap-dance across
the heads of the renmaining nenbers of the troop, crash through the

wi ndow above the sink, and flee to safety. Jackie Chan never gets calf
cranps.

Meanwhil e, my calf cranp had become so painful that ny eyes were
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wat eri ng.

More nonkeys entered the kitchen. They were chattering as they cane, as
if the discovery of any deconposing critter was the ideal occasion to
call in all the relatives, open a keg of beer, and have a hootenanny .

I couldn't discern how many joined the original six searchers.
Maybe two. Maybe four. Not nore than five or six.
Too many.

None of the newconers showed the least interest in nmy corner of the
room They joined the others around whatever fascinating nound of
rotting flesh they had di scovered, and the lively argunent conti nued.

My luck wouldn't hold. At any nonent they might decide to finish their
i nspection of the cabinets. The individual that had nearly di scovered ne
m ght remenber it had sensed sonmething odd in this vicinity.

I considered slipping out of the broomcloset, creeping along the wall,
easi ng through the doorway, and taking refuge in a corner of the dining
room as far away fromthe main traffic pattern as | could get.

Bef ore they had entered the kitchen, the first squad of searchers nust
have satisfied thenselves that no one was lurking in that chanber, they
woul dn't thoroughly inspect the sane territory again.

Wth ny cranp, | couldn't nove fast, but | could still rely on the cover
of darkness, ny old friend. Besides, if | had to stay where | was nuch
| onger, my nerves were going to wind so tight that |I'd inplode.

Just as | convinced nyself that | had to nove, one of the nonkeys
sprinted away from whatever reeking pile they had gathered to di scuss,
returning to the dining-roomdoorway. It shrieked, perhaps calling for
yet additional members of the troop to conme here and sniff the vile
remai ns.

Even above the chattering and nuttering of the crowd clustered around
the dead thing, | could hear an answering cry fromel sewhere in the
bungal ow.

The kitchen was only marginally | ess noisy than a nonkey house at a zoo.

Maybe the lights would come on and |1'd discover nmyself in a Tw light
Zone noment. Maybe Chri stopher Snow wasn't ny current identity but
merely the name under which | had lived in a previous life, and now
was one of them reincarnated as a rhesus. Maybe we weren't in a Dead
Town bungal ow but were in a giant cage, surrounded by peopl e pointing
and | aughing as we swung fromropes and scratched our bald butts.

As though | had tenpted fate nerely by thinking about the Iights com ng
on, a glow arose toward the front of the house. | was aware of it, at
first, solely because the nonkey at the threshold of the dining room
began to resolve out of the bl ackness, the way an i mage gradually
solidifies on Polaroid film

Thi s devel opnent didn't alarmor even surprise the beast, so | assuned
that it had called for the |light.

I wasn't as sangui ne about these changing circunstances as the nonkey
appeared to be. The shroud of darkness in which I'd been hiding was
going to be stripped away.
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Because the approaching luminosity was frost white rather than yell ow
and because it didn't throb Iike an open flame, it was nost likely
produced by a flashlight. The beam wasn't focused on the doorway,

i nstead, the monkey standing there was illum nated by the indirect
radi ance, indicating that the source was a two- or three-battery nodel
not just a penlight.

Evidently, to the extent that their small hands could serve them the
menbers of the troop were tool users. They had either found the
flashlight or stolen it probably the latter, because these nonkeys have
no nore respect for the law and property rights than they have for Mss
Manners' rules of etiquette.

The individual at the doorway faced the steadily brightening dining room
with a peculiar air of expectation, perhaps even with a degree of
wonder .

At the farther end of the kitchen, out of ny line of sight, the rest of

the searchers had fallen silent. | suspected that their posture matched
that of the rhesus | could see, that they were equally fascinated or
even awed.

Since the source of the glow was surely nothing nore exotic than a
flashlight, | assunmed that sonething about the bearer of the |ight
elicited these nonkeys' reverence. | was curious about that individual,
but reluctant to die for the satisfaction of nmy curiosity.

Al ready, a dangerous ampunt of |ight was passing through the doorway.

Absol ut e darkness no | onger reigned. | could nake out the general shapes
of the cabinets across the kitchen

When | gl anced down, | was still in shadow, but | could see ny hands and
the pistol. Wrse, | could see ny clothes and shoes, which were all
bl ack.

The cranmp burned in my leg. | tried not to think about it. That was like
trying not to think about a grizzly bear while it gnawed off your foot.

To clear ny vision, | was now blinking away both involuntary tears of
pain and a flood of cold sweat. Forget about the danger posed by the

rapi dly recedi ng darkness, Soon the troop was going to be able to snel
eau de Snow even over the mal odor of decomposition

The nonkey at the dining-roomthreshold took two steps backward as the
|ight advanced. If the beast |ooked in nmy direction, it could not fai
to see ne.

| was al nost reduced to the childhood gane of pretending with all ny
m ght to be invisible.

Then, in the dining room the bearer of the flashlight evidently halted
and turned toward sonmething el se of interest. A nurnur swept through the
searchers in the kitchen as the gl ow di m ni shed.

Oly gloomwelled out of the corners, and now | heard the sound that had
captured the nonkeys' attention. The drone of an engine.

Perhaps a truck. It was grow ng | ouder.

Fromthe front of the house canme a cry of alarm
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In the dining room the bearer of the light switched it off.

The search party fled the kitchen. The linol eum crackl ed under their
feet, but they made no ot her sound.

Fromthe dining roomonward, they retreated with the stealth they had
exhi bited when originally charging the bungal ow fromthe street.

They were so silent that | wasn't convinced they had entirely w thdrawn.

I hal f suspected they were toying with ne, waiting just inside the

di ni ng-room doorway. When | |inped out of the kitchen, they would swarm
over me, gleefully yelling "Surprise, " gouge out ny eyes, bite off ny
lips, and conduct a fortune-telling session with ny entrails.

The grow of the engine grew steadily |ouder, although the vehicle that
produced it was still sone distance away.

During all the nights | had explored Fort Wvern's desol ate precincts, |
had never until now heard an engi ne or other mechani cal sound.

CGenerally this place was so quiet that it mght have been an outpost at
the end of tine, when the sun no | onger rose and the stars remained
fixed in the heavens and the only sound was the occasional |ow noan of a
wi nd from nowhere.

As | tentatively eased out of the broomcloset, | renenbered sonething
Bobby had asked when 1'd told himto cone in by the river, Do | have to
creep or can | strut?

I had said that sneaky didn't nmatter anynore. By that, | hadn't neant
that he should arrive with drumand LIFE. | had also told himto watch
hi s ass.

Al t hough | had never imagi ned that Bobby would drive into Wvern, | was

more than half convinced that the approaching vehicle was his Jeep
I shoul d have anticipated this. Bobby was Bobby, after all

I'"d first thought that the troop had reacted with fright to the engi ne
noi se, that they had fled in fear of being spotted, pursued.

They spend nost of their tine in the hills, in the wild, conming into
Moonl i ght Bay on what mnysterious mssions | do not knowonly after
sundown, preferring to limt their visits to nights when they have the
doubl e cover of darkness and fog. Even then, they travel as much as
possi bl e by stormdrains, parks, arroyos, dry riverbeds, vacant |ots,
and perhaps fromtree to tree. Wth rare exception, they do not show
thensel ves, and they are masters of secrecy, nobving anbng us as covertly
as termtes nove through the walls of our houses, as unnoticed as
earthworms tunneling the ground under our feet.

Here on turf nore congenial to them however, their reaction to the
sound of an engine m ght be bolder and nore aggressive than it would
have been in town. They m ght not flee fromit. They m ght be drawn to
it. If they followed it w thout show ng thensel ves and waited for the
driver to park and get out ... The engine roar grew steadily | ouder
The vehicle was in the nei ghborhood, probably only a few bl ocks away.

Abandoni ng caution, trying to shake the pain out of ny |leg as though it

were a biting nongrel that could be kicked | oose, | hobbled out of the
kitchen and hurried blindly through the nonkeyl ess dining room As far
as | could tell, none of the flea farns lingered in the living room
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ei t her.

At the wi ndow from which | had watched themearlier, | put my browto
the gl ass and saw eight or ten menbers of the troop in the street.

They were droppi ng, one by one, through the open nmanhol e, into which
their conrades had apparently already vani shed.

Happi | y, Bobby wasn't in jeopardy of having his brain scooped out and
his skull turned into a flowerpot to beautify sonme nonkey den. Not
i medi at e j eopardy, anyway.

As fast as flow ng water, the nmonkeys poured into the manhol e, gone in a
qui cksilver ripple. In their wake, the tree-lined street appeared to be
no nore substantial than a dreanscape, a nere illusion of tw sted
shadows and secondhand light, and it was al nbst possible to believe that
the troop had been as imaginary as the cast of a nightmare.

Heading for the front door, | returned the spare nagazine to the pocket
in nmy shoulder holster. | held on to the d ock

When | reached the porch, | heard the manhol e cover being slid into

pl ace. | was surprised that the nonkeys were strong enough to naneuver
that heavy object fromthe stormdrain below, a tricky task even for a
grown man.

The engi ne noi se reverberated t hrough the bungal ows and trees.
The vehicle was close, yet | saw no headlights.

As | reached the street, still working the last of the cramp out of ny

| eg, the manhol e cover clanked into its niche. | arrived in tine to see
the curved point of a steel grappling hook wiggle out of a slot in the
iron, extracted frombelow City street-departnent crews carry such
implements to snare and |ift these covers without having to pry them

| oose fromthe edge. The nobnkeys nust have found or stolen the hook,
hanging fromthe service |l adder in the drain, a couple of themwere able
to | everage the disc into place, covering their trail

Their use of tools had om nous inplications that | was loath to
consi der.

Headl i ght beans fl ashed through the spaces between bungal ows. The truck

It was passing on the next street parallel to this one, behind the snall
houses.

Al though | hadn't seen any details of the vehicle, | was sure Bobby had
arrived. The pitch of the engine was simlar to that of his Jeep, and it
was speeding toward the comrercial district of Dead Town, where we were
supposed to neet.

I headed in that direction as the roar of the truck rapidly di m nished.

The pain was gone fromnmny calf, but the nerve continued to flutter,
|l eaving my left |leg weaker than ny right. Wth the cranp threatening to
recur, | didn't even try to run

From above cane the shearing sound of wings, cutting the air into
scimtar shapes. | |ooked up, ducking defensively, as a flock of birds
made a | ow pass, in tight formation, and vanished into the night ahead.

Their speed and the darkness prevented nme fromidentifying their
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species. This m ght have been the nysterious crew that had roosted in
the tree under which I'd placed nmy call to Bobby.

When | reached the end of the block, the birds were flying in a circle
over the intersection, as if marking time until | caught up with them

I counted ten or twelve, nore than had kept watch over nme fromthe
Indian |aurel.

Thei r behavi or was peculiar, but | didn't feel that they intended any
har m

Even if | was wong and they posed a danger to ne, there was no way to
avoid them If | changed ny route, they could easily foll ow

As they passed across the face of the descendent noon, traveling nore
slowy than before, | saw themclearly enough to identify them
tentatively as night hawks. Because they live by ny schedule, | am
famliar with this species, also known as night jars, which enconpasses
seventy varieties, including the whippoorwll.

Ni ght hawks feed on insects nmoths, flying ants, nobsquitoes, beetles and
dine while on the wing. Snatching tidbits fromthe air, they jink this
way and that, exhibiting a singular swooping-darting-tw sting pattern of
flight that, as nuch as anything, identifies them

The full noon provides themw th the ideal circunstances for a banquet,
because in its radiance, flying insects are nore visible.

O dinarily, nighthawks are ceaselessly active in these conditions, their
harsh churring calls cutting the air as they feast.

The lunar |anp above, currently unobstructed by cl ouds, ensured good
hunting, yet these birds were not inclined to take advantage of the

i deal conditions. Acting counter to instinct, they squandered the
nmoonl i ght, flying nmonotonously in a circle that was approximately forty
feet in dianmeter, around and around over the intersection. For the nost
part, they proceeded in single file, though three pairs flew side by
side, none feeding or issuing a single cry.

I crossed the intersection and kept going.

In the distance, the sound of the engine abruptly cut off. If it was
Bobby's Jeep, he nmust have arrived at our rendezvous point.

I was a third of the way into the subsequent bl ock when the flock
foll owed. They passed overhead at a higher altitude than previously but
| ow enough to cause ne to tuck ny head down.

When | arrived at another intersection, they had again forned a bird
carousel, mnus calliope, circling thirty feet overhead.

Al t hough any attenpt to take a count would have resulted in nore vertigo

than waits in a bottle of tequila, | was sure the nunber of nighthawks
had gr own.
Over the next two blocks, the size of the flock swelled until it wasn't

necessary to take a count to verify the increase. By the tine | reached
the three-way intersection in which this street ended, at |east a
hundred birds were circling quietly above. For the nost part, they were
now grouped in pairs, and there were two layers to this flying feathered
ring, one about five to ten feet higher than the other

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R....ght%20Bay%202%20-%20Seize%20The%20Night.txt (66 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:08:40 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay %202%20-%20Sei ze%20The%20Night.txt

| stopped, gazing up, transfixed.

Thanks to the circus between ny ears, | can seize upon the small est
di squi eting observation and fromit extrapolate a terror of cataclysmc
proportions. Yet, though the birds unnerved nme, | still didn't believe

they were a threat.
Their unnatural behavi or was om nous without inplying aggression

This aerial ballet, hundrumin its pattern yet inexpressibly graceful,
conveyed a nood as clear and unni stakable as any ballet ever perforned
by dancers on a stage, as affecting as any piece of nusic ever neant to
touch the heart and the npod here was sorrow. Sorrow so poighant that it
pi nched nmy breath and made ne feel as though sonething nore bitter than
bl ood were punping through ny veins.

To poets but also to those whose stomachs curdle at the nention of
poetry, birds in flight usually evoke thoughts of freedom hope, faith,
joy. The thrum of these pinions, however, was as bl eak as the keeni ng of
an arctic wind conming across a thousand mles of barren ice, it was a
forlorn sound, and in my heart it coalesced into an icy weight.

Wth the exquisite timng and choreography that suggests psychic
connections anong the nenbers of a flock, the double ring of birds
fluidly conmbined into a single ascending spiral. They rose like a coi

of dark snpke, around and up and up through the flue of the night,
across the pocked noon, becom ng steadily |ess visible against the
stars, until at last they dissipated like nmere funmes and soot across the
rooftop of the world.

Al was silent. Wndl ess. Dead.

Thi s behavi or of the nighthawks had been unnatural, certainly, but not a
meani ngl ess aberration, not a nere curiosity. There was cal cul ati on
therefore meaningin their air show.

The puzzle resisted an easy sol ution.
Actually, | wasn't sure | wanted to fit all the pieces together

The resultant picture was not likely to be conforting. The birds
t hensel ves posed no threat, but their bizarre performance couldn't be
construed as a good t hing.

A sign. An onen.

Not the kind of onmen that nakes you want to buy a lottery ticket or take
a quick trip to Vegas. Certainly not an omen that woul d nake you deci de
to commit nore of your net worth to the stock market. No, this was an
onen that might inspire you to nove to rural New Mexico, up into the
fastness of the Sangre de Cristo nountains, as far fromcivilization as
you could get, with a hoard of food, twenty thousand rounds of

amuni tion and a prayer book.

I returned the pistol to the hol ster under ny jacket.
Suddenly | was tired, drained.

| took a few deep breaths, but each inhalation was as stale as the air
exhal ed.

When | wi ped a hand across ny face, hoping to slough off ny weariness,
expected ny skin to be greasy. Instead, it was dry and hot.
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I found a penny-size tender spot just below ny |eft cheekbone.

Gently nmassaging it with a fingertip, | tried to renenber whether | had
knocked agai nst anything during the night's adventures.

Any pain wthout apparent cause is a possible early signal of a formng
| esion, of the cancer that | have thus far remarkably escaped. If the
suspect bl em sh or tenderness occurs on ny face or hands, which are
exposed to |light even though sheathe in sunscreen, the chances of

mal i gnancy are greater

Lowering nmy hand fromny face, | remnded nyself to live in the nmonment.

Because of XP, | was born with no future, and in spite of ny
limtations, | live a full life perhaps a better oneby concerning nyself
as little as possible with what tonorrow may bring. The present is nore
vivid, nore precious, nore fulfilling, if you understand that it is al
you have

Carpe them said the poet Horace, nore than two thousand years ago.
Sei ze the day. And trust not in tonorrow.

Carpe noctemworks as well for ne. | seize the night, winging fromit
all that it has to offer, and | refuse to dwell on the fact that
eventual |y the darkness of all darknesses will wing the same from ne.

The sol em birds had cast down a dreary nood, |ike feathers nolting from
their wings. | wal ked determ nedly out of that fallen plumge, heading
toward the novie theater where Bobby Hall oway was waiti ng.

The sore spot on ny cheek m ght never develop into a lesion or a
blister. Its value, as a source of worry, had been solely to distract ne
fromthe nore terrible fear that | was reluctant to face, The |onger
Jimmy Wng and Orson were mssing, the greater the |ikelihood they were
dead.

Bordering the northern edge of Dead Town's residential district is a
park with handball courts at one end and tennis courts at the other

In the mddle are acres of picnic grounds shaded by California |ive oaks
that have fared well since the base closure, a playground with sw ngs
and jungle gyns, an open-air pavilion, and an enornmous sw nmi ng pool

The | arge oval pavilion, where bands once played on sumrer nights, is
the only ornate structure in Wvern, Victorian, with an encircling

bal ustrade, fluted columms, a deep cornice enhanced by el aborate

m | lwrk, and a fanciful roof that drops fromfinial to eaves in
shingl ed scallops rem ni scent of the swags of a circus tent. Here, under
strings of colored Christnmas |ights, young nen had danced with their

wi ve sand then gone off to bloody deaths in Wrld War |1, the Korean Var,
Vi etnam and | esser skirm shes. The lights still dangle fromrafter to
rafter, unplugged and sheathe in dust, and often it seens that if you
squint your eyes just slightly on noonlit nights like this, you can see
the ghosts of martyrs to denocracy dancing with the spirits of their

wi dows.

As | strode through the tall grass, past the conmmunity sw ming pool,
where the chain-link fence sagged around the entire perineter and was
conpl etely broken down in a few spots, | increased nmy pace, not solely
because | was anxious to get to the movie house. Nothing has happened
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here to nake ne fearful of the place, but instinct tells ne not to
linger near this concrete-walled swanp. The pool is nearly two hundred
feet long and eighty feet wide, with a lifeguard platformin the center

Currently, it was two-thirds full of collected rain. The bl ack water
woul d be black in daylight, too, because it was thickened with rotting
oak | eaves and other debris. In this fetid sludge, even the noon | ost
its silver purity, leaving a distorted, bile-yellow reflection like the
face of a goblin in a dream

Al though | remained at a distance, | could snell the reeking sl ough.

The stench wasn't as bad as that in the bungal ow kitchen, but it was
pretty close.

Wirse than the odor was the aura of the pool, which could not be
perceived by the usual five senses but which was readily apparent to an
i ndescri babl e sixth. No, ny overactive inmaginati on wasn't overacti ng.

This is, at all tinmes, an undeniably real quality of the pool, a subtle
but cold squirm ng energy fromwhich your mind shrinks, an evil npjo
that slithers across the surface of your soul with all the tactility of
a ball of wornms withing in your hand.

I thought | heard a splash, sonething breaking the surface of the
sludge, followed by an oily churning, as if a swi nmrer were doing |aps.

I assumed these noi ses were the products of ny imagination, but
nevert hel ess, as the swi mer stroked closer to ny end of the pool,
broke into a run.

Beyond the park |ies Comm ssary Way, along the north side of which stand
the enterprises and institutions that, in addition to those in Monlight
Bay, once served Wvern's thirty-six thousand active-duty personnel and
thirteen thousand of their dependents. The conmissary and the novie

t heat er anchor opposite ends of the long street. Between themare a

bar bershop, a dry cleaner, a florist, a bakery, a bank, the enlisted
men's club, the officers' club, a library, a gane arcade, a

ki ndergarten, an elenentary school, a fitness center, and additiona
shops all enpty, their painted signs faded and weat hered.

These one- and two-story buildings are plain but, precisely because of
their sinplicity, pleasing to the eye, white clapboard, painted concrete
bl ocks, stucco. The utilitarian nature of military construction conbi ned
with Depression-era frugality which gui ded every project in 1939, when
t he base was conmi ssioned could have resulted in an ugly industrial |ook

But the arny architects and construction crews had made an effort to
create buildings with some grace, relying on only such fundanental s as
har moni ous |ines and angl es, rhythnic w ndow pl acement, and varyi ng but
compl enentary roof |ines.

The novie theater is as hunble as the other buildings, and its marquee
rests flat against the front wall, above the entrance. | don't know what
filmlast played here or the names of the actors who appeared in it.

Only three black plastic letters remain in the tracks where titles and
cast were announced, forming a single word, WHO

In spite of the absence of concluding punctuation, | read this enigmatic
message as a desperate question referring to the genetic terror spawned
i n hidden | aboratories sonewhere on these grounds. Who am|? Wo are
you? Who are we becoming? Who did this to us? Wio can save us?
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Who? Who?

Bobby's bl ack Jeep was parked in front of the theater. The vinyl roof
and walls were not attached to the frame and roll bars, so the vehicle
was open to the night.

As | approached the Jeep, the noon sank behind the clouds in the west,
so close to the horizon now that it was unlikely to reappear, but even
froma block away, | could clearly see Bobby sitting behind the steering
wheel

We are the sane height and weight. Although nmy hair is blond and his is
dark brown, although ny eyes are pale blue and his are so raven bl ack
they have blue highlights, we can pass for brothers. W have been each
other's closest friends since we were el even, and so perhaps we have
grown alike in many ways. W stand, sit, and nove with the sane posture
and at the same pace, | think this is because we have spent so rmuch tinme
surfing, in sync with the sea. Sasha insists we have "catlike grace, "
which | think flatters us too much, but however catlike we may or may
not be, neither of us drinks mlk froma saucer or prefers a litter box
to a bathroom

I went to the passenger side, grabbed the roll bar, and swung into the
Jeep without opening the low door. | had to work nmy feet around a snall
Styrof oam cooler on the floor in front of the seat.

Bobby was wearing khakis, a |ong-sleeve white cotton pullover, and a
Hawai i an shirt he owns no other styleover the thin sweater.

He was drinking a Hei neken

Al t hough | had never seen Bobby drunk, | said, "Hope you're not too

mel low. " Wthout |ooking away fromthe street, he said, "Mellowisn't

li ke dunb or ugly, " meaning the word too should never be used to nodify
it.

The ni ght was pl easantly cool but not crisp, so | said, "Flow ne a
Hei ni e? "

"CGo for it." | fished a bottle out of the ice in the cooler and tw sted
of f the cap.

I hadn't realized howthirsty | was. The beer washed the |ingering
bitterness out of nmy nouth.

Bobby gl anced at the rearview mirror for a nonment, then returned his
attention to the street in front of us.

Braced between the seats, ainmed toward the rear of the Jeep, was a
pi stol -grip, punp-action shotgun.

"Beer and guns, " | said, shaking ny head.
"W're obviously not Am sh."

"You come in by the river like | said?"
"Yeah. "

"How d you drive through the fence? "

"Cut the hol e bigger."
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"l expected you to walk in."
"Too hard to carry the cooler."

"l guess we nmight need the speed, " | conceded, considering the size of
the area to be searched

He said, "You snell maximumreal, bro

"Worked at it." Fromthe rearview mrror dangled a bright-yellow air
freshener shaped |i ke a banana. Bobby slipped it off the mrror and hung
it frommy left ear.

Sonetinmes he is too funny for his own good. | wouldn't reward himwith a
| augh.
"It's a banana, " | said, "but it snells like a pine tree."

"That old Anerican ingenuity."

"Nothing like it."

"W put rmen on the noon."

"W invented chocol ate-fl avored breakfast cereal.”
"Don't forget plastic vomt."

"Funni est gag ever, " | said.

Bobby and I solemmly clinked bottles in a patriotic toast and took | ong
swal | ows of beer.

Al though | was, on one level, frantic to find Orson and Jimmy, on the
surface | fell into the languid tenpo by which Bobby lives. He is so

| aid back that if he visited someone in a hospital, the nurses m ght

m stake himfor a patient in a conma, shuck himout of his Hawaiian
shirt, and slide himinto a backl ess bed gown before he could correct
their m sapprehensi on. Except when he's rocking through epic surf,
getting totally barreled in an insanely holl ow wave, Bobby val ues
tranquility. He responds better to easy and indirect conversation than

to any expression of urgency. During our seventeen-year friendship, |I've
| earned to value this |i relaxed approach, even if it doesn't come
naturally to me. Calmis essential to prudent action. Because Bobby acts
only after contenplation, |'ve never known himto be blind sided by

anyone or anything. He may | ook rel axed, even sleepy at tines, but |ike
a Zen master, he is able to make the flow of tine slow down while he
consi ders how best to deal with the |atest crisis.

"Bitchin' shirt, " | said.

He was wearing one of his favorite antique shirts, a brown Asian
| andscape design. He has a couple hundred in his collection, and he
knows every detail of their histories.

Before he could reply, | said, "Made by Kahal a about 1950. Silk with
coconut-shell buttons. Same shirt John Wayne wore in Big JimMlain.

He was silent |ong enough for me to have repeated all the shirt data,
but | knew he'd heard ne.

He took another pull at his bottle of beer. Finally, "Have you really
devel oped an interest in aloha threads, or are you just nocking ne? "
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"Just nocking you."

"Enj oy yourself." As he studied the rearview mrror again, | said,
"VWhat's that in your lap? "

"I"mjust way happy to see you, he sai d.
Then he held up a serious handgun

"Smith & Wesson Mbdel 29."

"This is definitely not a barn raising."

"Exactly what is it? "

"Somebody took Lilly Wng's boy."

"Who? "

"Some abb, " | said, meaning an abnornal type, a sleazeball

"Whofy, " he said, which is Australian surfer lingo for waves

contam nated by a sewage spill, but which has evol ved other, related

meani ngs, none positive.
| said, "Boosted Jimmy right out of his bedroom through a w ndow. "
"So Lilly called you? "

"I was just in the wong place at the wong tinme, biking by right after
the abb did the deed."

"How d you get fromthere to here? "

"Orson's nose." | told himabout the abb, the kidnapper, whoml|'d
encount ered under the warehouse.

He frowned. "You said yell ow eyes? "

"Yel | ow-brown, | guess."

" Shi ne-in-the-dark yell ow? "

"No. Browni sh yellow, burnt anmber, but the natural color."

Recently, we'd encountered a couple of nen in whomradical genetic
changes had occurred, guys in the process of beconi ng sonething nore or

| ess than human, who appeared for the nobst part normal but whose

ot herness was betrayed by brief but detectable flashes of aninal

eye shine. These people are driven by strange, hateful needs, and they
are capable of extreme violence. If Jimy was in the hands of one of
these, then the |list of outrages to which he night be subjected was even
| onger than the savageries that a standard-issue sociopath m ght have in
m nd.

"You recogni ze this abb? " | asked Bobby.

"You say about thirty, black hair, yellow eyes, built like a fireplug?"
"Neat little baby teeth.”

"Not ny type."

"l never saw him before, either, " | said.
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"Twel ve thousand people in town."

"And this isn't a dude who's a beachhead, " | said, meaning we woul dn't
have seen him hanging out with surfers. "So he could still be |ocal and
we woul dn't know." For the first time all night, a breeze sprang up, a
gentl e onshore flow that brought to us a faint but bracing scent of the
sea. In the park across the street, the oaks became conspiratorial,

pl otti ng together in whispers.

Bobby said, "Why did this abb bring Jimy here of all places? "
"Maybe privacy. To do his thing."

"I"'d like to do nmy thing, Cuisinart the creep."

"Plus the weirdness of this place probably feeds his denentia."
"Unless it's nore directly connected to Wvern."

"Unless. And Lilly's worried about the guy on the news."

"What guy?"

"Ki dnaps kids, |ocks them away. Wen he gets three or five or whatever
fromone conmunity, then he burns themall at once."

"Stuff like this is why | don't listen to news these days."
"You' ve never |istened to news."

"l know. But | used to have different reasons.
ni ght, Bobby said, "So where would they be now?"

Looki ng around at the

" Anywhere. "

"Maybe this is nore anywhere' than we can handle.” He hadn't | ooked at
the rearview mrror recently, so | turned in ny seat to check things out
behi nd us.

Bobby said casually, "Saw a nonkey on the way in." Taking the air
freshener off my ear and |l ooping its string over the nmirror again,
said, "Just one? | didn't know they travel ed al one."

"Me neither. | turned a corner in Dead Town, and there it was, run rung
across the street, caught in the headlights. This little freakin' dude.

Not your ordinary evolutionary link, mssing or otherw se."
"Different? "

"Maybe four feet tall." Apparently, there were refrigeration coils in mny
spi ne.

Al the rhesuses we had seen thus far had been about two feet tall

They were troubl e enough. At four feet, they would constitute a
di fferent magnitude of threat.

"Maj or head, " Bobby said.
"What ? "
"Four feet tall, big head."

" How bi g? "
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"I didn't try to neasure it for a hat."
"G ve ne a guess."

"Maybe as big as yours or mne."

"On a four-foot body."

"Top- heavy. And m sshapen.”

"Grisly, " | said.

"Hard-core grisly." Bobby |eaned forward over the steering wheel,
squi nting through the w ndshi el d.

About a bl ock away, sonething was noving. About the size of a nonkey.
Slowy and fitfully approaching.

Putting one hand on the shotgun, | said, "Wat else? "

"That's all | saw, bro. It was way fast."

" Somet hi ng new. "

"Maybe soon there's gonna be a bunch of that."

"Tunmbl eweed, " | said, identifying the approachi ng object.

Nei t her of us rel axed.

Wth the moon down, it was easy to imagine that the park across the
street was swarm ng wth phantasmagorical figures underand high in the
massi ve oaks.

When | described my encounter with the gang that had al nost caught ne in
t he bungal ow, Bobby said, "Thirty? Man, they're busy breeders.” | told
hi m about their use of the flashlight and the manhol e hook

"Next, " he said, "they'll be driving cars, trying to date our wonen.

He finished his beer and handed the enpty bottle to ne, which I
pl anted upside down in the ice chest.

From sonmewhere along the street cane a soft, rhythm c creaking.

It was probably just one of the shop signs swinging on its nmountings,
di sturbed by the breeze.

"So Jimry could be anywhere in Wvern, " Bobby said. "Wat about O son?"

"The last | heard himbarking, | think it was com ng fromhere in Dead
Town sonmewhere. "

"Here on Commi ssary Way or over in the houses? "
"l don't know. Just this direction.”

"Lot of houses over there." Bobby |ooked toward the residential streets
on the far side of the park.

"Three thousand."

"Say like four mnutes a house ... Take us nine or ten days, searching
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around the clock, to go through all of em And you don't do day work."

"Orson's probably not in any of the houses."

"But we have to start somewhere. So where? " | didn't have an answer.
Besides, | didn't trust nyself to speak wi thout ny voice cracking.

"You think Orson is with Jimmy? W find one, we find both? " | shrugged.
"Maybe this is one time we should tell Ramirez what we know, " Bobby
suggest ed.

Manuel Ramirez was the current chief of police in Monlight Bay.

He had once been a good man, but like all the cops in town, he had been
coopted by higher authorities.

"Maybe, " Bobby said, "in this case, Manuel's interests are the sane as
ours. He's got the manpower for a search.”

"He's not just corrupted by the feds, " |I said. "He's becom ng.

Becomi ng. That's the word sone of the genetically afflicted use to
descri be the physical, mental, and enotional changes that are taking
pl ace in them but only once those changes have passed the subtle stage
and reached a crisis.

Bobby was surprised. "He tell you he's becom ng? "
"He says he isn't.
But there's something wong with him | don't trust Manuel."

"Hell, | don't entirely trust ne, " Bobby said, which put into words our
greatest fear that we might not nerely becone infected with the
retrovirus but that we mght start becom ng sonething | ess than human

wi t hout being aware of the changes taking place.

| sucked down the |ast of the Heineken, jamed the enpty bottle into the
i ce chest.

"W gotta find Orson, " | said.

"W will."

"Crucial, bro.

"W will." Orson is no ordinary dog. My nother brought himhone fromthe
Wvern | ab when he was a puppy. Until recently, | didn't realize where
fur face had come fromor how special he was, because ny nomdidn't tel
me and because Orson was good at keeping his secrets. The

i ntelligence-enhancenent experinments were conducted on nmonkeys and on
hard case lifers transferred fromnilitary prisons, but also on dogs,
cats, and other animals. |'ve never given Orson an IQtest, pencils
aren't designed for paws, and because he | acks the conplex larynx of a
human bei ng, he isn't capabl e of speech.

He understands everything, however, and in his own way he nmkes hinself
understood. He is smarter than the nonkeys.

| suspect he possesses human-level intelligence. At |east.

Earlier, | suggested that the nonkeys hate us because we gave themthe
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ability to dreambut not the means to fulfill their dreanms, |eaving them
| ost outside the natural order. But if this explains their hostility and
thirst for violence, why should Orson, who is also outside the natura
order, be so affectionate and good- hearted?

He is trapped in a body that serves his enhanced intelligence | ess well
than the nmonkeys' bodies serve them He has no hands, as they have, and
his vision is conparatively weak, as is that of any domesticated breed
of cani ne.

The nonkeys have the communal confort of the troop, but Orson endures in
a terrible solitude. Though nore dogs as smart as Orson m ght have been
created, |'ve yet to encounter another. Sasha, Bobby, and | |ove him

but we are too little confort, because we can never truly share his
poi nt of view, his experience. Because he is, at least for now, a
singularity Oson lives with a profound |oneliness that | can perceive
but never fully conmprehend, loneliness that is with himeven when he is
anong his friends.

Maybe hi s basic doggi e nature explains why he doesn't share the nonkeys

hatred and rage. | think dogs were put in this world to renmind hunanity

that |love, loyalty, devotion, courage, patience, and good hunor are the

qualities that, with honesty, are the essence of adnirable character and
the very definition of alife well Iived

In good Oson | see the hopeful side of my nother's work, the rea
potential of science to bring light into an often dark world, to lift us
up, to stir the spirit and to remnd us that the universe is a place of
wonder and infinite potenti al

She did, in fact, hope to acconplish great things. She aligned herself

wi th a biol ogi cal -weapons project solely because this was the only way

to obtain the high Ievel of funding needed to realize her design for a
gene splicing retrovirus, which she believed could be used to cure many
illnesses and inherited disorder snot |least of all, ny XP.

You see, ny nomdidn't destroy the world w thout good reason

She did it trying to help nme. Because of ne, all of nature is now poised
on the brink. Maternal |ove becane the wellspring of ultimate terror.

So ... you want to tal k about your conflicted feelings for your nother?
Orson and | are her sons. | amthe fruit of her heart and wonb.

Oson is the fruit of her mnd, but she created himas surely as she
created me. We are brothers. Not just figuratively. W are bound not by
bl ood but by our nother's passions, and in that sense we share one
heart .

If anything were to happen to Orson, a part of ne would die the purer
part, the better part and die forever.

"Cotta find him " | repeated.
"Faith, bro, " Bobby said.

He reached for the key in the ignition, but before he could switch on
the engine, a sound arose, |louder than the soft mllion-tongue flutter
of leaves in the breeze, swelling by the second.

Bobby put one hand on the Smith & Wesson in his |ap
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| didn't draw ny pistol because | knew what | was hearing. The beating
of wings. Many w ngs.

Li ke wi nd-torn shingles from Heaven's roof, the voicel ess flock came out
of the night, tunbling down in a clatter and whirl of w ngs nore than
hal f a block away, then flying parallel to the pavenent, follow ng the
street, streaking in our direction. The hundred birds |1'd seen earlier
were surely part of this apparition, but another hundred had joi ned
them perhaps two hundred.

Bobby deci ded agai nst the revol ver and snatched the shotgun from between
the seats.

"lce it down, " | told him
He gave ne an odd | ook. Usually, he's the one advising nme to stay cool

Sevent een years of friendship ensure that he takes ne seriously, but he
chanbered a round in the shotgun nevert hel ess.

Spread the width of the street, the flock swept over us, no nore than
six feet above our heads. | had the sense that they were flying with
astoni shing precision, arranged in fornmations so orderly as to be
uncanny. An aerial view of the entire swarm m ght reveal patterns

i ntriguing because of their unnatural degree of conplex order but also
di sturbi ng because they woul d seem si nul t aneously neani ngful and

i ndeci pherabl e .

Bobby ducked, but | gazed up into the dark churning cloud of w ngs and
feathered breasts, trying to determne if there were species other than
ni ght hawks in these nultitudes. The poor |ight and the blur of movenent
made it difficult to conduct even a cursory census.

By the tine the | ast of the enornpous flock soared past, not a single
bird had dived at us or shrieked. Their passing had such an otherworldly
quality that | alnost felt as though | had been hallucinating, but a
sprinkling of feathers in the Jeep and al ong the bl acktop confirned the
reality of the experience.

Even as the last snmall bits of fluffy down descended on the breeze,
Bobby threw open the driver's door and scranbled fromthe Jeep. He was
still gripping the shotgun when he turned to stare after the departing
flock, although he was hol ding the weapon in one hand now, nuzzle

poi nted at the pavenent, with no intention of using it.

I got out of the Jeep, too, and watched as the birds swooped up fromthe
end of the street, arcing high across a sea of stars, disappearing into
t he bl ackness between those distant suns.

"Total |y awesone, " Bobby said.

"Yeah. "

"But ..."

"Yeah. "

"Feels a little sharky, too." | knew what he meant. This time the birds

radi ated nore than the sorrow that | had felt before. Although the
flock's choreography had been breathtaki ng, even exhilarating, and
al t hough their amazing conspiracy of silence seened to express and to
inspire an odd sort of reverence, sonething dangerous |ay under their
performance, the sanme way that a sun-spangl ed blue sea could | ook so
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totally sacred even while great whites churned in a feeding frenzy just
under the surface. This felt a little sharky.

Al t hough t he ni ght hawks had clinmbed out of sight, Bobby and | stood
staring at the constellation into which they had vani shed, as if we were
in full-on early Spielberg, waiting for the nother ship to appear and
bathe us in white light only slightly less intense than God sheds.

"Saw it before, " | told him
" Bogus. "
"True."
"I nsane. "
" Maxi mum "

"When? "

"On ny way here, " | said. "Just the other side of the park.
But the flock was smaller."

"VWhat're they doing? "

"I don't know. But here they cone again."

"l don't hear them"

"Me neither. Or see em But they're conming." He hesitated, then slowy
nodded and said, "Yeah, " when he felt it, too.

Stars over stars under stars. A larger light that m ght have been Venus.

One, two, three closely grouped flares as snall neteors hit the

at nosphere and were incinerated. A small winking red dot noving east to
west, perhaps an airliner sailing along the interface between our sea of
air and the airless sea between worl ds.

I was al nbost prepared to question ny instinct, when, at last, the flock
returned fromthe sane part of the sky into which it had risen out of
sight. Incredibly, the birds swept down into the street and past us in a
hel i x, corkscrew ng al ong Conmm ssary Way, boring through the night in a
whirr of w ngs.

This exhibition, this incredible stunt, was so thrilling that inevitably
it inspired wonder, and in wonder is the seed of joy.

| felt ny heart Iift at this amazing sight, but my exhilaration was
constrai ned by the continuing perception of a wongness in the birds
behavi or that was separate fromthe charning novelty of it.

Bobby must have felt the same way, because he couldn't sustain the brief
| augh of delight with which he first greeted the sight of the spiraling
flock. His smle dried out as his |laugh withered, and he turned to stare
after the departing nighthawks with a cracking expression that was
becom ng less grin than grimace.

Two bl ocks away, the birds twisted up into the sky, like the wi thdraw ng
funnel of a fading tornado.

Their aerobatics had required strenuous effort, the beating of their
wi ngs had been so furious that even as the drumlike pounding
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di m ni shed, | could feel the reverberations of it in ny ears, in ny
heart, in ny bones.

The birds soared out of sight once nore, leaving us with just the
whi sper of the onshore breeze.

"It's not over, " Bobby said.

"No." Quicker than before, the birds returned. They didn't reappear from
the point at which they had vani shed, instead, they canme from hi gh over
the park. We heard them before we saw them and the sound that heral ded
their approach was not the drumm ng of wings but an unearthly shri eking.

They had broken their vow of silence, exploded it. Screeching, chur
ring, whistling, screaking, shrilling, cricking, they hurtled down out
of the stars. Their tuneless skirling was sharp enough to make ny ears
sting as though |l anced, and the note of m sery was so piercing that ny
soul seened to shrivel around the cold shank of this woundi ng sound.

Bobby didn't even begin to raise the shotgun.
I didn't reach for my pistol, either

We both knew the birds weren't attacking. No anger resonated in their
cries, only a wetchedness, a desolation so deep and bleak that it was
beyond despair.

Pl umreti ng behind this blood-freezing wail, the birds appeared.

They engaged in none of their previous aerobatics, forsaking even a
sinple formation, swarm ng gracelessly. Only speed nattered to them now,
because speed al one served their purpose, and they dived, w ngs back,
using gravity like a slingshot.

Wth a purpose that neither Bobby nor | foresaw, they shrieked across
the park, across the street, and rocketed unchecked into the face of a
two-story building three doors fromthe novie theater in front of which
we stood. They hit the structure with such brutal force that the

pock- pock- pock of their bodi es smashing agai nst the stucco sounded |ike
rel entl ess automati c-weapons fire, conbined with their shrill cries,
this barrage nearly drowned out the brittle ringing of the shattered

wi ndow gl ass.

Horrified, sickened, | turned away fromthe carnage and | eaned agai nst
the Jeep.

Consi dering the speed of the flock's kam kaze descent, the hard rattle
of death could not have continued for nore than seconds, but minutes
seenmed to pass before the terrible noise ceased. The quiet that foll owed
was heavy with catastrophic inport, like the hush in the wake of a bonb
bl ast .

I closed ny eyes but opened them again when a replay of the flocks
sui ci dal plunge was projected vividly onto the backs of ny eyelids.

Al'l of nature was on the brink. | had known that nmuch for the past
month, since |I'd | earned what had happened in the hidden | abs of Wvern

Now t he perilous | edge on which the future stood seened narrower than |
had thought, the height of the cliff far greater than it had seened a
monent ago, and the rocks bel ow nore jagged than ny worst inaginings.

Wth nmy eyes open, into ny mnd cane a photographic nenory of ny
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mot her's face. So w se. So Kkind.

The i mage of her blurred. Everything around me blurred for a nonment, the
street and the novie theater.

I took a shallow breath, which entered ny chest with an ache, then a
deeper breath that hurt less, and | w ped ny eyes with the back of one
j acket sl eeve.

My heritage requires ne to bear witness, and | can't shirk that
responsibility. The light of the sun is denied to ne, but | must not
avoid the light of truth, which also burns but anneals rather than
destroys.

| turned to | ook at the silenced fl ock

Hundreds of snall birds littered the sidewalk. Only a few w ngs
shuddered feebly with rapidly fading life. Mdst of themhad hit so hard
that their fragile skulls had shattered and their necks had broken on

i mpact.

Because t hey appeared to be ordinary ni ght hawks, | wondered what

i nternal change had swept through these birds. Although invisible to the
unassi sted eye, the difference was evidently so substantive that they
bel i eved continued existence to be intol erable.

O perhaps their kam kaze flight had not been a conscious act.

Perhaps it had resulted froma deterioration of their directiona
instincts or mass blindness, or denenti a.

No. Renenbering their el aborate aerobatics, | had to assume that the
change was nore profound, nore nysterious, and nore disturbing than nere
physi cal dysfunction

Besi de nme, the engine of the Jeep turned over, caught, roared, and then
i dl ed as Bobby let up on the accel erator.

I hadn't been aware of himgetting behind the steering wheel

"Bro, he said

Al t hough not directly related to the di sappearance of Orson or to the
ki dnapping of Jimmy Wng, the flock's self-destruction added urgency to
the already pressing need to find the dog and the boy.

For once in his |ife, Bobby appeared to feel the solvent of tine passing
through himand swirling away, carrying with it sone di ssol ved essence,
like water into a drain.

He said, "Let's cruise, with a solemn expression in his eyes that
belied the | aid-back tone of his voice and the casual ness of his
| anguage.

I clinbed into the Jeep and yanked the door shut.
The shotgun was propped between the seats again.
Bobby switched on the headlights and pulled away fromthe curb

As we approached the nounded birds, | saw that no wing fluttered any
| onger, except fromthe ruffling touch of the gentle breeze.

Nei t her Bobby nor | had spoken of what we'd witnessed. No words seened
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adequat e.

Passing the site of the carnage, he kept his eyes on the street ahead,
not gl anci ng even once at the dead fl ock

I, on the other hand, couldn't | ook away and turned to stare back after
we had passed.

In my mind s ear, the nusic came froma piano with only bl ack keys,
jangling and di scordant.

Finally | turned to face forward. W drove into the fearsome brightness
of the Jeep headl anps, but regardl ess of our speed, we remmined al ways
in the dark, hopel essly chasing the light.

Dead Town coul d have passed for a nei ghborhood in Hell, where the
condemmed were subjected not to fire and boiling oil but to the nore
significant punishnent of solitude and an eternity of quiet in which to
contenpl ate what night have been. As if we were engaged in a
supernatural rescue mssion to extract two wongfully dammed souls from
Hades, Bobby and | searched the streets for any sign of nmy furry brother
or Lilly's son.

Wth a powerful handhel d spotlight that Bobby plugged into the cigarette
lighter, | probed between houses lined up |ike tonbstones.

Thr ough cracked or partially broken-out w ndows, where the reflection of
the light glowed like a spirit face. Along bristling brown hedgerows.

Anmong dead shrubs from which | eaped bony shadows.

Though the light was directed away from me, the backwash was great
enough to be troubl esone. My eyes quickly grew tired, they felt
strained, grainy. | would have put on ny sungl asses, which on sone
occasions | wear even at night, but a pair of Ray-Bans sure as hel
woul dn't facilitate the search

Cruising slowy, surveying the night, Bobby said, "Wat's wong with
your face? "

"Sasha says nothing."

"She needs an energency transfusion of good taste. Wat're you picking?"
"I'"'mnot picking."

"Didn't your nom ever teach you not to pick at yourself? "

"I'"'mpoking." While with ny right hand | held the pistol-grip spotlight,
with ny left I'd been unconsciously fingering the sore spot on ny face,

which | had first discovered a little earlier in the night.

"You see a bruise here? " | asked, indicating the penny-size tenderness
on ny |eft cheek.

"Not in this light."

"Sore."

"Wl l, you've been knocking around."
"This is the way it'll start.”
"What ? "
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"Cancer."
"Probably a pinple."

"First a soreness, then a lesion, and then, because ny skin has no
defense against it ... rapid netastasis."

"You're a one-nman party, " Bobby said.

"Just being realistic.” Turning right into a new street, Bobby said,
"What good did being realistic ever do anyone? " More shabby bungal ows.

More dead hedger ows.
"CGot a headache, too, " | said.
"You're giving ne a full-on skull-splitter."

"One day nmaybe 1'Il get a headache that never goes away, from
neur ol ogi cal danage caused by XP."

"Dude, you've got nore psychosomatic synptons than Scrooge Mduck has
nmoney. "

"Thanks for the anal ysis, Doctor Bob. You know, you've never cut ne any
sl ack in seventeen years."

"You never need any."
"Sonetinmes, " | said.

He drove in silence for half a block and then said, "You never bring ne
fl owers anynore."

"What ? "

"You never tell me I'mpretty." | laughed in spite of myself. "Asshole."

"See? You're way cruel .’
street.

Bobby stopped the Jeep in the mddle of the

I | ooked around alertly. "Sonething? "

"If 1 was wapped in neoprene, man, | wouldn't have to stop, he said,
neoprene neaning the wet suit that a surfer wears when the water tenp is
too nipple for himto hit the waves in only a pair of sw mrng trunks.

During a long session in cold water, while sitting in the line waiting
for a set of glassy, punping nonoliths, surfers fromtine to tine
relieve thenselves right in their wet suits. The word for it is
urinophoria, that lovely warm sensation that lasts until the constant
but gradual flush of seawater rinses it away.

If surfing isn't the nobst ronmantic, glanorous sport ever, then | don't
know what is. Certainly not golf.

Bobby got out of the Jeep and stepped to the curb, with his back to ne.

"l hope this bl adder pressure doesn't nean |'ve got cancer."

"You al ready nmade your point, " | said.
"This bizarre urge to relieve nyself. Man, it's ... it's nondo
mal i gnant . "
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"Just hurry up."

"I probably held it too insanely long, and now |'ve got uric-acid
poisoning." | had switched off the spotlight. I put it down and picked
up the shot gun.

Bobby said, "My kidneys will probably inplode, ny hair'll fall out, ny
nose'll drop off. |I'm dooned."

"You are if you don't shut up."

"Even if | don't die, what wahine is going to want to date a bal d,
nosel ess guy with inploded kidneys? " The engi ne noi se, the headlights,
and the spotlight mght have brought us unwanted attention if anyone or
anything hostile was in the neighborhood. The troop had hidden at the
sound of the Jeep when Bobby had first driven into Wvern, but perhaps
they had done sone reconnai ssance since then, in which case they were
aware that we were only two and that even with guns we were not
necessarily a match for a horde of peevish prinates.

Worse, maybe they realized that one of us was Christopher Snow, son of
Wsteria Snow, who perhaps was known to themas Wsteria von
Fr ankenst ei n.

Bobby zi pped up and returned safely to the Jeep. "That's the first time
anyone's been prepared to |lay down covering fire for ne while | peed."

"De nada."

"You feeling better, bro? " He knew nme well enough to understand that mny
apparent attack of hypochondria was actually unexpressed anxiety for
O son.

| said, "Sorry for acting |ike a wanker." Rel easing the hand brake,
shifting the Jeep into drive, he said, "To wank is human, to forgive is
the essence of Bobbyness."” As we rolled slowy forward, | put down the
shot gun and picked up the spotlight again. "We're not going to find them
like this."

"Better idea? " not entirely alien, worse, it was a disturbing hybrid of
the famliar and the unknown It seenmed to be the wail of an aninmal, yet
it had a too-human quality, a forlorn note full of |oss and yearning.

Bobby braked again. "Were? " | had already switched on the spotlight
and ained it across the street, toward where | thought the scream had
ori gi nat ed.

The shadows of balusters and roof posts stretched to follow the beam of
light, creating the illusion of novenent across the front porch of a
bungal ow. The shadows of bare tree linbs crawl ed up a cl apboard wal | .

"Geek alert, " Bobby said, and pointed.

I swung the spotlight where he indicated, just in tine to catch sone
thing racing through tall grass and di sappearing behind a | ong,
four-foot high boxwood hedge that separated the front |awns of four
bungal ows fromthe street.

"What is it? " | asked.
"Maybe what | told you about."

"Big Head? "
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"Big Head." During long hot nonths without water, the hedge had died,
and the quenching rains of the recent winter had not been able to revive
it.

Al t hough not a lick of green could be seen, a dense snarl of brittle
branchi ng remai ned, with wads of brown | eaves | odged here and there |ike
bits of half-nasticated neat.

Bobby kept the Jeep in the nmiddle of the street but drove slowy
forward, parallel to the hedge

Even stripped of new growth, the dead boxwood was so mature that its
spiny skeleton effectively screened the creature crouched beyond it.

I didn't think I was going to be able to pick out the beast at all, but
then | spotted it because, although it was a shade of brown simlar to

the woody veil in front of it, the softer lines of its body contrasted
with the jagged patterns of the bare hedge. Through the interstices in
he many | ayers of boxwood bones, | fixed the beam on our quarry,

revealing no details but getting a glinpse of eye shine as green as that
of certain cats.

This thing was too big to be any cat other than a nountain |ion
It was no nountain |lion.

Found, the creature bleated again and raced al ong the shiel ding dead
wood with such speed that | couldn't keep the light trained on it.

A break in the hedgerow all owed a wal kway to connect a bungalow with the
street, but Big Heador Big Foot, or the wolf man, or the Loch Ness
monster in drag, or whatever the hell this was crossed the gap fast, an
Before | could respond, sonething screaned. The cry was eerie but
instant ahead of the light. | didn't get a look at anything but its
shaggy ass, and not even a clear view of that, though a clear view of
its ass might not have been either informative or gratifying.

Al'l I had were vague inpressions. The inpression that it ran half erect
| i ke a nonkey, shoulders sloped forward and head | ow, the knuckl es of
its hands al nost dragging the ground. That it was a | ot bigger than a
rhesus. That it might have been even taller than Bobby had guessed, and
that if it rose to its full height, it would be able to peer at us over
the top of the four-foot hedge and stick its tongue out at us.

I swept the spotlight back and forth but couldn't |ocate the critter
al ong the next section of boxwood.

"Running for it, Bobby said, braking to a full stop, rising half out
of his seat, pointing.

When | shifted nmy focus beyond the hedgerow, | saw a shapel ess figure
| opi ng across the yard, away fromthe street, toward the corner of the
bungal ow.

Even when | held the spotlight high, | couldn't get an angle on the
fast-nmovi ng beast, whose di sappearing act was abetted by the intervening
branches of a laurel and by tall grass.

Bobby dropped back into his seat, swing toward the hedgerow, threw the
Jeep into four-wheel drive, and tranped on the accel erator

"Ceek chase, " he said.

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R....ght%20Bay%202%20-%20Seize%20The%20Night.txt (84 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:08:40 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay %202%20-%20Sei ze%20The%20Night.txt

Because Bobby lives for the nmonment and because he expects ultimately to
be mul ched by somet hing nore i medi ate than nel anoma, he maintains the
deepest tan this side of a skin-cancer ward. By contrast, his teeth and
his eyes glow as white as the plutoni umsoaked bones of Chernobyl

wi ldlife, which usually nmake hi m| ook dashing and exotic and full of
Gypsy spirit, but which now nade himlook nmore than a little like a

gri nni ng nadman.

"Way stupid, " | protested.

"CGeek, geek, geek chase, he insisted, leaning into the steering wheel

The Jeep junped the curb, flashed under the | ow hangi ng branches of two
flanking | aurels, and crashed through the boxwood hard enough to rattle
the bottles of beer in the slush-filled cooler, spitting broken hedge
branches behind it. As we crossed the |awn, a raw, sweet, green odor
rose fromthe crushed grass under the tires, which was lush fromthe

wi nter rains.

The creature had di sappeared around the side of the bungal ow even as we
were bl asting through the hedge.

Bobby went after it.

"This has nothing to do with Orson or Jimry, " | shouted over the engine
roar.

"How do you know? " He was right. | didn't know. Maybe there was a
connecti on.

Anyway, we didn't have any better leads to foll ow

As he swung the Jeep between two bungal ows, he said, "Carpe noctem

remenber? " | had recently told himny new notto. Already, | regretted
having revealed it. | had the feeling that it was going to be quoted to
me, at opportune nonments, until it had | ess appeal than a nutton

m | kshake.

About fifteen feet separated the bungal ows, and there were no shrubs in
this narrow sward. The headlights would have revealed the critter if it
was here, but it was gone.

Thi s vani shnent didn't give Bobby second thoughts. |nstead, he pressed
harder on the accel erator.

We rocketed into the backyard in time to see our own private Sasquatch
as it sprang across a picket fence and di sappeared into the next
property, once nore revealing no nore of itself than a fleeting glinpse
of its hirsute buttocks.

Bobby wasn't any nore intinmdated by the line of spindly wooden pickets
than he had been by the hedgerow. Speeding toward it, he |aughed and
said, "Skeggin', " neaning having big-tinme fun, which nost |ikely cones
fromskeg, the name for the rudder like fin on the underside of a
surfboard, which allows you to steer and do cool maneuvers.

Al 't hough Bobby is laid back and tranquility-loving, ranking as high in
the annal s of sl ackerhood as Saddam Hussein ranks in the Insane Dictator
Hal | of Fane, he's another dude altogether, a huge nmacking tsunami, once
he's committed hinself to a line of action. He will sit on a beach for
hours, studying wave conditions, |ooking for sets that will push himto
and naybe past his personal threshold, oblivious even to the passing
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contents of bun-floss bikinis, so focused and patient that he nmakes one
of those Easter |sland stone heads seem positively jittery, but when he
sees what he needs and paddl es his board out to the lineup, he doesn't
wal | ow there |i ke a buoy, he becones a true raging slash master, ripping
the waves, donesticating even the hugest thunder crushers, going for it
so totally that if any shark mistook himfor chum he'd flip it upside
down and ride it like a | ongboard.

"Skeggin', ny ass, " | said as we hit the fence.

Weat hered white pickets expl oded over the hood of the Jeep, rattled
across the windshield, clattered against the roll bar, and | was sure
that one of themwould ricochet at precisely the right angle to skewer
one of ny eyes and nake brain shish kebab, but that didn't happen

Then we were crossing the rear lawn of the house that faced out on the
next street in the grid.

The yard we had | eft behind was snooth, but this one was full of troughs
and nounds and chuckhol es, over which we rollicked with such exuberance
that | had to clamp one hand on ny cap to keep it fromflying off.

In spite of the serious risk of biting all the way through ny tongue if
we suddenly bottonmed out too hard, | said, in a stutter worthy of Porky
Pig, "You see it? "

"On it! " he assured nme, though the headlights were arcing up and down
so radically with the wildly bucking Jeep that | didn't believe he could
see anything snaller than the house around which he was steering us.

I'"d switched off the spotlight, because | wasn't illum nating anything
except my knees and various galactic nebulae, and if | threwup in mny
lap, | didn't care to scrutinize the mess under a hi gh beam

The terrain between bungal ows was as rugged as the backyard, and the
ground in front of the house proved to be no better. If soneone hadn't
been burying dead cows on this property, then the gophers nust be as big
as Hol st ei ns.

We rocked to a halt before reaching the street. There were no hedgerows
to hide behind, and the trunks of the Indian laurels weren't thick
enough to entirely conceal a bulimc super nodel, |et alone Sasquatch

I switched on the spotlight and swept it left and right along the
street. Deserted.

"l thought you were on it, " | said
"Was. "
"Now? "
"Not . "
"gpo

"New pl an, he sai d.

"I"mwaiting."

"You' re the planning dude, " Bobby said, shifting the Jeep into park.
Anot her weird screanlike fingernails scraping on a chal kboard, the dying
wai |l of a cat, and the sob of a terrified child all woven together and
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re-created on a nal functioni ng synthesizer by a nusician whacked on
crystal methbrought us out of our seats, not nerely because it was eerie
enough to snap our veins |ike rubber bands, but because it cane from
behi nd us.

I was not aware of pulling nmy |legs up, swiveling, gripping the roll bar,
and standing on ny seat. | nust have done so, and with the swift grace
of an A ynpic gymast, because that was where | found nyself as the
scream reached a crescendo and abruptly cut off.

Li kewi se, | wasn't consciously aware of Bobby grabbing the shotgun,
flinging open his door, and | eaping out of the Jeep, but there he was,
hol di ng t he 12-gauge Msshberg, facing back the way we had cone.

"Light, " he said.

The spotlight was still in ny hand. | clicked it on even as he spoke
No missing |ink | oomed behind the Jeep

The knee-deep grass swooned as a bare whi sper of wind ronmanced it.

If any predator had been trying to squirmtoward us, using the grass as
cover, it would have disturbed the courtly patterns drawn by the gentle
caress of the breeze, and it woul d have been easy to spot.

The bungal ow was one of those that |acked a porch, fronted only by two
steps and a stoop, and the door was closed. The three w ndows were
intact, and no boogeyman gl owered at us from behind any of those dusty
panes.

Bobby said, "It sounded right here."

"Li ke right under ny butt." He had a solid grip on the shotgun

Looki ng around at the night, as creeped out as | was by the deceptive
peaceful ness of it, he said, "This sucks."

"I't sucketh, " | agreed.

A |l ook of high suspicion crinped his face, and he backed sl owy away
fromthe Jeep.

I didn't know if he had glinpsed sonething under the vehicle or if he
was just operating on a hunch.

Dead Town was even nore silent than its name inplied. The faint breeze
was expressive but nute.

Still standing on the passenger seat, | glanced down al ong the side of
the Jeep, at the lazily undul ating bl ades of grass. If sone

foul -tenpered freak erupted from beneath the vehicle, it could clinb the
door and be at my neck before | would be able to | ocate either a
crucifix or an even hal fway attractive neckl ace of garlic.

I needed only one hand for the spotlight. | slipped the dock out of ny
shoul der hol ster.

When Bobby had backed off three or four steps fromthe Jeep, he knelt on
one knee.

To throwa little light where he needed to peek, | held the spotlight
out of the Jeep and directed the beamtoward the undercarriage on ny
si de, hoping to backlight whatever m ght be hiding there.

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R....ght%20Bay%202%20-%20Seize%20The%20Night.txt (87 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:08:40 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay %202%20-%20Sei ze%20The%20Night.txt

In the classic, wary hal f-kneel of the experienced nonster hunter, Bobby
tilted his head and slowy lowered it to peer under the Jeep

"Nada, " he said.

"Zip? "

"Zero."

"I was stoked, " | said.

"l was punped."

"Ready to kick ass." W were Lying.

As Bobby rose to his feet, another screamtore the night, the sane
scrapi ng-fingernail s-dyi ng-cat - sobbi ng-chi | d-mal f uncti oni ng- synt hesi zer
wai | that had made us junp like lightning-struck cats only nonments ago.

This time | had a better fix on the source of the scream and | shifted
my attention to the bungal ow roof, where the spotlight reveal ed Big
Head. There was no question now, This was the creature that Bobby had
call ed Big Head, because its head was undeni ably bi g.

It was crouched at one end of the roof, right on the peak, maybe sixteen
feet above us, like Kong on the Enpire State Building but recreated in a
direct-to-video flick that | acked the budget for a larger set, fighter

pl anes, or even a dansel in peril. Wth its arns covering its face as
though the sight of us hideous human beings frightened and di sgusted it,
Bi g Head studi ed Bobby and me with radi ant green eyes, which we could
see through the gap between its crossed arnms.

Even though the beast's face was covered, | could discern that the head
was di sproportionately large for the body. | also suspected that it was
mal formed. Mal forned not just by human standards but surely by the

st andards of nonkey beauty, as well.

I couldn't determi ne whether it had been spawned prinmarily froma rhesus
or fromanother primate. It was covered in matted fur not unlike that of
a rhesus, with long arns and hunched shoul ders that were definitely

sim an, although it appeared to be stronger than any nere nonkey, as
form dable as a gorilla though otherw se nothing |ike one.

You woul dn't have required ny hyperactive inmagination to wonder if, in
certain aspects of the creature, you were glinpsing a spectrum of
species so broad that the genetic sampling had extended beyond the

war m bl ooded cl asses of vertebrates to include reptilian trait sand
Wor se.

"Extrene geek-a-no, Bobby said as he edged back to the Jeep

"Maj or geekster, " | agreed.

On the roof, Big Head turned its face skyward, as if studying the stars,
still concealing its features behind the mask of its arms.

Suddenly | found nyself identifying with this creature. Its posture, its
very attitude, told ne that it was covering its face out of
enbarrassnment or shanme, that it didn't want us to see what it |ooked

| i ke because it knew we would find it repul sive, which neant that it
must feel repulsive. Perhaps | was able to interpret its behavior and
intuit its feelings because 1'd lived twenty-ei ght years as an outsider
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I'"d never felt the need to hide my face, but as a small child I'd known
the pain of being an outcast when cruel kids called me N ghtcraw er,
Dracul a, Ghoul Boy, and worse.

Echoing in my mnd was ny own voice froma nonent ago nmmj or geeksterand
wi nced. Qur pursuit of this creature rem nded ne of the way bullies had
chased me when |I'd been a boy. Even when | had |learned to defend nysel f
and fight back, they were sonmetines not dissuaded, willing to risk a
drubbing nerely for the chance to harass and tornment ne. O course, with
Orson and Jimry in peril, Bobby and | had good reason to foll ow any

| ead. W hadn't been notivated by neanness, but what troubled ne, in
retrospect, was the strange dark wild delight with which we had nounted
t he chase.

The stargazer shifted its attention fromthe heavens and peered down at
us again, still hiding its face.

I directed the spotlight onto the asphalt shingles near the creature's
feet, letting the backwash illuminate it rather than directly assaulting
it with the beam

My discretion didn't encourage Big Head to lower its arns. It did,
however, issue a sound unlike the previous screans, one at odds with its
fierce appearance, a cross between the cooing of pigeons and the nore
guttural purr of a cat.

Bobby tore his attention away fromthe beast |ong enough to conduct a
t hr ee- hundr ed- si xty-degree sweep of the nei ghborhood around us.

I, too, had been stricken by the nape-crinkling feeling that Bi g Head
m ght be distracting us froma nore i medi ate threat.

"Super placid, " Bobby reported.

"For now." Big Head's cooing-purring grew | ouder and then becane a
fluent series of exotic sounds, sinple and rhythm c and patterned, but
not |ike nmere ani mal noises. These were nodul ated groups of syllables,
full of inflection, delivered with urgency and enotion, and it was no
stretch to think of themas words. If this speech wasn't conpl ex enough
to be defined as a | anguage in the sense that English, French, or
Spani sh is a |l anguage, it was at |least a prinmtive attenpt to convey
meani ng, a | anguage in the naking.

"What's it want? " Bobby asked.

Hi s question, whether he realized it or not, arose fromthe perception
that the creature was not just chattering at us but speaking to us.

"No clue, " | said.

Bi g Head' s voice was neither deep nor nenacing. Although as strange as a
bagpi pe enpl oyed by a reggae band, it was pitched like that of a child
of nine or ten, not entirely human but hal fway there, edgy, eerily
lilting without being nusical, with a pleading note that aroused
synmpathy in spite of the source.

"Poor sonofabitch, " | said, as it fell silent again.
"You serious? "

"Sorrowful damm thing." Bobby studied this Quasinodo in search of a bel
tower and finally allowed, "Mybe."
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"Certified sorrowful.”
"You want to go up on the roof, give it a big hug? "
"Later."

"Il turn on the Jeep's radio. You can go up there and ask it to dance,
make it feel attractive."”

"Il pity it fromafar."

"Typical nman. You tal k a good gane of conpassion, but you can't play
it."

"I"'mafraid of rejection.”

"You're afraid of commtnent."’
its arms fromits face.

Turning away fromus, Big Head dropped

On all fours, straddling the ridgeline, it raced across the bungal ow
r oof .

"Keep the light on it! " Bobby said
| tried, but the creature noved quicker than a striking snake.

| expected it to launch itself off the roof and straight at us or

di sappear across the peak and down the far slope, but it traveled the

I ength of the ridgeline and sprang without hesitation into the
fifteen-foot gap between this bungal ow and the next. Wth catlike poi se,
it landed atop the nei ghboring house, where it reared onto its hind

| egs, cast a green-eyed gl ance back at us, then dropped | ow, sprinted
fromgable to gable, |leaped to a third roof, crossed over that
ridgeline, and di sappeared onto the back of the house.

During its swift flight, captured repeatedly by the spotlight beam but
for only an instant at a time, the creature's face had been | ess than

hal f reveal ed in kal ei doscopic glinpses. | was left with inpressions
rat her than clear images. The back of its skull seened to be el ongated,
and like a cow, its forehead appeared to overhang its |arge sunken

eyes. The lunpish face m ght have been distorted by excrescences of
bone. To an even greater degree than the head was di sproportionate to
the body, the nmouth appeared too large for the head. Cracking its

st eam shovel jaws, the creature reveal ed an abundance of sharp curved
teeth nore wi cked | ooking than Jack the Ripper's cutlery collection

Bobby gave nme a chance to reconsider ny assessnent of Bi g Head.
"Sorrowful ? "

"I still think so."

"You' re nothing but cardi ac nuscle, dude."

"Lub-dub. "

"Anyt hi ng moves that fast, teeth that bigits diet isn't just fruits,
veget abl es, and whole grains.” | switched off the handhel d spot.

Al t hough the beam had been directed away fromne, | was groggy froma
surfeit of light. I had not seen much, yet 1'd seen too nuch.

Nei t her of us suggested going on another Big Head hunt. Surfers don't
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trade bite for bite with sharks, when we see enough fins, we get out of
the water. Considering this creature's speed and agility, we wouldn't
have a chance of catching it, anyway, not on foot or in the Jeep, and
even if we did find and corner it, we weren't prepared to capture or
kill it.

"Supposi ng we don't just want to sit here sucking down beer and trying
to forget we saw anything, " Bobby wondered as he got behind the wheel

" Suppose. "

"Then what was that thing? " Settling into the passenger seat again,
wor king nmy feet around the beer cooler, | said, "Could be an offspring
of the original troop that escaped fromthe |ab. There m ght be bigger,
stranger nutations occurring in the new generation."

"We' ve seen beaucoup of fspring before. And you saw a bunch earlier
tonight, right? "

"Yeah. "
"They | ook Iike normal nonkeys."
"Yeah. "

"This was awesonely not normal." | knew now what Bi g Head was, where it
had cone from but | wasn't ready to tell Bobby quite yet.

Instead, | said, "This is the street where they trapped ne in the
bungal ow. " Assessing the saneness of the houses around us, he said, "You
can tell one of these streets fromanother? "

"Mostly."

"Then you're spending a seriously psychotic anount of tine here, bro."
"Not hi ng hot on TV."

"Try stanmp collecting."

"Couldn't handle the excitenent." As Bobby drove off the rutted | awn and
over the curb, into the street, | holstered the 9-millinmeter d ock and
told himto turn right.

Two bl ocks later, | said, "Stop. Here. This is where they were spinning
t he manhol e cover."

"If they take over the world, they' |l probably make that an A ynpic
event."

"At least it's nore exciting than synchronized swiming." As | got out
of the Jeep, he said, "Were you going? "

"Pull forward and park with one wheel on the manhole. | don't think
they're still here.
They' ve noved on. But just in case, | don't want them com ng up behind

us while we're inside."

"Inside what? " | walked in front of the vehicle and directed Bobby
until he stopped with the right front tire squarely atop the manhol e
cover.

He switched off the engine and, with the shotgun, got out of the Jeep

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R....ght%20Bay%202%20-%20Seize%20The%20Night.txt (91 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:08:40 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay %202%20-%20Sei ze%20The%20Night.txt

The weak onshore breeze grew a little stronger, and the clouds in the
west, which had swal |l owed the nmoon, were gradually expandi ng eastward,
devouring the stars.

"Inside what? " Bobby repeated.

| pointed to the bungal ow where |'d squeezed into the broomcloset to

hide fromthe troop. "I want to see what was rotting in the kitchen."
"Want to? "

"Need to, " | said, heading toward the bungal ow.

"Perverse, " he said, falling in beside ne.

"The troop was fascinated."

"W want to | ower ourselves to nonkey |evel? "

"Maybe this is inportant." He said, "My belly's full of kibby and beer."
"gpo "

"Just a friendly warning, bro. Right nowl've got a | ow puke threshold."
The front door of the bungal ow was open, as | had left it.

The living roomstill smelled of dust, mldew, dry rot, and mice, in
addition, there was now a lingering odor of mangy nonkey.

My flashlight, which I'd not dared to use here before, reveal ed a series
of three-inch-long, yellow sh-white cocoons fixed in the angle where the
back wall met the ceiling, hone to devel oping noths or butterflies, or
per haps egg cases spun by an exceptionally fertile spider. Lighter
rectangl es on the discolored walls marked where pictures had once hung.

The plaster wasn't as fissured as you woul d expect in a house that was
nmore than six decades old and that had been abandoned for nearly two
years, but a web of fine cracks gave the walls the appearance of
eggshel I's beginning to give way to hatching entities.

On the floor, in a corner, was a child' s red sock. It couldn't have
anything to do with Jinmmy, because it was caked wi th dust and had been
here for a long tine.

As we crossed to the dining-roomdoor, Bobby said, "Got a new board
yest erday. "

"The worl d's ending, you go shopping."

"Friends at Hobie made it for ne.

"Hot? " | asked as | led himinto the dining room

"Haven't ridden it yet." In one corner, at the ceiling, was a cluster of
cocoons simlar to those in the previous room They were al so big, each
three to four inches long and, at the w dest point, approximately the

di anmeter of plunmp frankfurters.

Qut side of this bungal ow, I had never seen anything quite like these
sil ken constructs. | noved directly under them fixing themwth the
I'i ght.
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"Not uncreepy, " Bobby said.

Wthin a couple of the cocoons were dark shapes, curled |like question
mar ks, but they were so heavily swaddled in flossy filaments that |
coul d make out no details of them

"See anything noving? " | asked.
"No. "
"Me neither."

"M ght be dead."

"Yeah, " | said, though | wasn't convinced. "Just sone big, dead, half
made not hs. "

" Mot hs? "

"What el se? " | asked.

"Huge. "

"Maybe new noths. A new, bigger species. Becom ng."

" Bugs?

Becom ng? "

"If people, dogs, birds, nonkeys ... why not bugs? " Frowning, Bobby

t hought about that. "Probably wouldn't be smart to buy any nore wool
sweaters." A cold quiver of nausea wound through me as | realized that

I'd been in these roons in absol ute darkness, unaware of the fat cocoons
over head.

I"mnot entirely sure why | found this thought so deeply disturbing.

After all, it wasn't likely that |1'd been in danger of being pinned to
the wall by some bug and inprisoned in a suffocating cocoon of ny own.

On the other hand, this was Wvern, so perhaps |'d been in precisely
such danger.

Partly, the nausea was caused by the stench wafting fromthe kitchen.
I'"d forgotten how fiercely ripe it was.

Hol di ng the shotgun in his right hand, covering his nose and nmouth with
his left, Bobby said, "Tell ne the stink doesn't get worse than this."

"It doesn't get worse than this."
"But it does."
"Ch, yeah."

"Let's be quick." Just as | noved the flashlight away fromthe cocoons,
I thought | saw one of the dark, curled forns withe inside its silken
sac.

| focused the beam on the cluster again.
None of the nystery bugs noved.

Bobby said, "Junpy? "
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"Aren't you? "

"As a toad." W ventured into the kitchen, where the |inoleum cracked
and popped underfoot and where the reek of deconposition was as thick in
the air as a cloud of vaporized, rancid cooking oil in the kitchen of a
greasy-spoon restaurant.

Bef ore searching for the source of the stench, |I directed the |ight

over head. The upper cabi nets hung under a soffit, and in the angle where
the soffit net the ceiling, there were nore cocoons than in the previous
two roons conbined. Thirty or forty. Most were in the three-to-four-inch
range, though a few were half again as |arge

Anot her twenty were nestled around the boxy fluorescent fixture in the
center of the ceiling.

"Not good, " Bobby said.

I lowered the flashlight and at once di scovered the source of the
putrescent snell. A dead nman was spraw ed on the floor in front of the
si nk.

At first | thought he must have been killed by whatever made the
cocoons. | expected to see a wad of spun silk in his open nouth,

yel | owi sh-white sacs bulging fromhis ears, wispy filaments trailing
from his nose

The cocoons, however, had nothing to do with it. This was a suicide.

The revolver lay on his abdonen, where recoil and death spasm had tossed
it, and the swollen index finger of his right hand was still hooked
through the trigger guard. Judging by the wound in his throat, he'd put
the muzzl e under his chin and fired one round straight up into his

br ai n.

Entering the lightless kitchen earlier in the night, | had gone directly
to the back door, where I'd halted with ny hand on the knob when a
monkey shadow | eaped up the gl ass. Approaching the door and backi ng away
fromit, | nust have come within inches of stepping on this corpse.

"This what you expected? " Bobby asked, voice nmuffled by the hand with
which he was trying to filter the sickening odor

"No." | didn't know what |'d expected, but | was sure this wasn't the
worst thing that had been lurking in the deepest cellars of ny
i magi nation. When I'd first seen the cadaver, |'d been relieved as though

subconsciously | had envisioned a specific and far worse di scovery than
this, an ultimte horror that now | would not have to confront.

Dressed in generic white athletic shoes, chinos, and a red-and-green
plaid shirt, the dead man was flat on his back, his left armat his
side, the pal mturned up as though seeking al ms. He appeared to have
been fat, because his clothes were stretched taut over parts of his
body, but this was the result of swelling frombacterial-gas formation

Hi s face was bl oated, opaque eyes bulging fromthe sockets, swollen
tongue protrudi ng between grinacing lips and bared teeth. Purge fluid
produced by deconposition and often m staken for blood by the

i nexperienced was draining fromthe nouth and nostrils. Pale green with
areas of greenish black, the flesh was al so nmarbl ei zed by henol ysis of
veins and arteries.
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Bobby said, "Mist've been here what? a week, two weeks? "

"Not that |ong. Maybe three or four days." The weather had been nild for
the past week, neither warmnor chilly, which would have all owed
deconposition to proceed at a predictable pace.

If the man had been dead much | onger than four days, the flesh would
have been not pale green but green-black, with patches that were
entirely black. Vesicle formation, skin slippage, and hair slippage had
occurred but were not yet extrene, enabling me to make an educated guess
as to the date of the suicide

"Still wal king around with Forensic Pathol ogy in your head, " Bobby
sai d.
"Still." My education in death dated to the year | was fourteen. By the

time they enter their teens, nost boys have a norbid fascination with
gruesone com ¢ books, horror novels, and nmonster mnovies.

Adol escent nal es neasure progress toward nanhood by their ability to
tolerate the worst gross-outs, those sights and ideas that test courage,
the bal ance of the mnd, and the gag reflex. In those days, Bobby and
were fans of H P. Love craft, of the biologically noist art of H R

G ger, and of | ow budget Mexican horror novies full of gore.

We outgrew this fascination to an extent that we didn't outgrow other
aspects of our adol escence, but in those days | explored death further
than di d Bobby, progressing frombad novies to the study of increasingly
clinical texts. | learned the history and techni ques of nunmm fication
and enbalmng, the lurid details of epidemcs |ike the Black Death that
killed half of Europe between 1348 and 1350.

I realize now that by imrersing myself in the study of death, | had
hoped to accept nmy nortality. Long before adol escence, | knew that each
of us is sand in an hourglass, steadily running out of the upper gl obe
into the stillness of the globe below, and that in ny particul ar
hour gl ass, the neck between these spheres is wider than in nost, the
fall of sand faster. This was a heavy truth to have been carried by one
so young, but by becomi ng a graveyard scholar, | meant to rob death of
its terror.

In recognition of the steep nortality rate of people with XP, ny specia
parents had raised nme to play rather than work, to have fun, to regard
the future not with anxiety but with a sense of nystery.

Fromthem | learned to trust God, to believe | was born for a purpose,
to be joyful. Consequently, Mdm and Dad were di sturbed by ny obsession
with death, but because they were acadenmics with a belief in the

|'i berating power of know edge, they didn't hanmper ny pursuit of the
subj ect .

Indeed, | relied on Dad to acquire the book that conpleted nmy death
studi es, Forensic Pathol ogy, published by Elsevier in a series of thick
volumes witten for |aw enforcenment professionals involved in crimna
investigations- This grisly tone, generously illustrated with victim
phot ographs that will chill the hottest heart and instill pity in al

but the coldest, is not on the shelves of nost |libraries and is not
knowi ngly provided to children. At fourteen, with a |ife expectancy
thought to be at that tine no greater than twenty, | could have argued
that I was not a child but already past niddl e age.

Forensi ¢ Pat hol ogy covers the nyriad ways we perish, disease, death by
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fire, death by freezing, by drowning, by electrocution, by poisoning, by
starvation, by suffocation, by strangul ati on, death from gunshot wounds,
from bl unt-instrunent trauma, from pointed and sharp-edged weapons. By
the tinme | finished this book, |'d outgrown ny fascination with death

and ny fear of it. The photos depicting the indignity of
deconposition proved that the qualities |I cherish in the people
|l ove their wit, humor, courage, loyalty, faith, conpassion, mercyare not
ultimately the work of the flesh. These things outlast the body, they
live on in the nenories of famly and friends, Iive on forever by
inspiring others to be kind and | oving. Hunmor, faith, courage,
compassi on these don't rot and vanish, they are inpervious to bacteria,
stronger than time or gravity, they have their genesis in something |ess
fragile than bl ood and bone, in a soul that endures.

Though | believe that 1'lIl live beyond this life and that those |I |ove
will be where | go next, | do still fear that they will depart ahead of
me, leaving ne alone. Sonetines | wake froma nightmare in which I'mthe
sole living person on earth, | lie in bed, trenbling, afraid to call out
for Sasha or to use the tel ephone, fearful that no one will answer and
that the dreamw || have becone reality.

Now, here, in the bungal ow kitchen, Bobby said, "Hard to believe he
could be this far gone in three or four days."

"Exposed to the el enents, conpl ete skel etonization can occur in two
weeks. El even or twelve days under the right circunstances."”

"So at any tinme ... I'mtwo weeks from being bones."
"I't's a quashing thought, isn't it?"

"Maj or quash." Having seen nore than enough of the dead nman, | directed
the flashlight at the itens that he evidently had arranged on the floor
around hinself before pulling the trigger. A California driver's license
with photo identification. A paperback Bible. An ordinary white business
envel ope on which nothing was witten or typed.

Four snapshots in a neatly ordered row. A small ruby-red gl ass of the
type that usually contains votive candles, though no candle was in this
one.

Learning to live with nausea, trying to will myself to recall the scent
of roses, | crouched for a closer ook at the driver's-license photo.

In spite of the deconposition, the cadaver's face had sufficient points
of simlarity to the face on the license to convince ne that they were
t he sane.

"Lel and Anthony Delacroix, " | said.

"Don't know him?"

"Thirty-five years old."

"Not anynore."

"Address in Mnterey."

"Why' d he cone here to die? " Bobby wondered.

In hope of finding an answer, | turned the light on the four snapshots.

The first showed a pretty bl onde of about thirty, wearing white shorts

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R....ght%20Bay%202%20-%20Seize%20The%20Night.txt (96 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:08:40 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay %202%20-%20Sei ze%20The%20Night.txt

and a bright yellow bl ouse, standing on a marina dock agai nst a backdrop
of blue sky, blue water, and sail boats. Her gami ne snile was appealing.

The second evidently had been taken on a different day, in a different
pl ace. This same worman, now in a pol ka-dot bl ouse, and Lel and Del acroi x
were sitting side by side at a redwood pichic table. His armwas around
her shoul ders, and she was snmiling at himas he faced the canera.

Del acroi x appeared to be happy, and the bl onde | ooked like a woman in
| ove.

"Hs wife, " Bobby said.

"Maybe." Ir | Precisely because the subjects were so visibly happy in
these shots, the effect of the photos was inexpressibly sad.

"They're standing in front of one of these bungal ows, " Bobby noted,
i ndi cating the background of the fourth snapshot.

“"Not one of them This one."
"How can you tell? "

"Qut feeling."

"So they lived here once? "
"And he came back to die."
"y ? "

"Maybe ... this was the last place he was ever happy." Bobby said,
"Wich al so neans this was where it all started going wong."

"Not just for them For all of us."

"Where do you think the wife and kids are? "

"Dead. "

"cut feeling again? "

"Yeah. "

"Me too." Sonmething glittered inside the small red votive-candl e gl ass

| prodded it with the flashlight, tipping it over. A wonman's weddi ng and
engagenent rings spilled out onto the Iinoleum

These itens were all Delacroix had left of his beloved wife, other than
a few phot ographs. Perhaps | was reaching too far for meaning, but I

t hought he had chosen the votive-candl e holder to contain the rings
"She's wearing a wedding ring in the picture." because this was a way of
saying that the woman and the nmarriage were The third snapshot featured
two children, a boy of about six and an sacred to him

elfin girl who could have been no older than four. In swinsuits, they
| ooked agai n at the photograph that had been taken in front of the stood
besi de an infl atabl e wadi ng pool, mugging for the canera.

bungal ow The elfin girl's wide snile, with one mssing tooth, was a
heart breaker.

"Jesus, " | said softly.
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"Let's split, bro." | didn't want to touch these objects the deceased
had arranged around hinsel f, but the contents of the envel ope m ght be
i mportant.

As far as | could see, it wasn't contam nated wi th bl ood or other
tissue.

When | picked it up, | could discern by touch that it didn't hold any
paper docu "Wanted to die surrounded by nenories of his fanmily, " Bobby
suggest ed.

The fourth snapshot seemed to support that interpretation. The bl onde,
the children, and Del acroi x stood on a green lawn, the kids in front of
their parents, posed for a portrait. The occasi on nust have been
special. Even nore radiant here than in the other photos, the wonman wore
a summery dress and high heels. The little girl flashed a gaptoot hed
smle, clearly delighted by her outfit of white shoes, white socks, and
a frilly pink dress flaring over petticoats. So freshly scrubbed and
combed that you could al nost snell the soap, the boy wore a blue suit,
white shirt, and red bow tie. In an army uniformand an officer's caphis
rank not easy to determ ne, perhaps a captain delacroix was the
definition of pride.

ment s.
"Audi ot ape cassette, " | told Bobby.
"Alittle death nusic? "

"Probably his last testanent.” In ordinary tines, before a slow notion
Armageddon was unl eashed in Wvern's |abs, | would have called the cops
to report finding a dead body. | would not have renoved anything from
the scene, even though the death had every appearance of being a suicide
rather than a honi ci de.

These are not ordinary tines.

As | rose to ny feet, | slipped the envel ope and tapeinto an inside
j acket pocket.

Bobby's attention snapped to the ceiling, and he took a two-hand grip on
t he shot gun.

| followed his gaze with the flashlight.

The cocoons appeared unchanged, so | said, "Wat? "

"Did you hear sonething? "

"Like? " He listened. Finally he said, "Mist've been in ny head."
"What did you hear? "

"Me, " he said cryptically, and without further explanation, he noved
toward the dining-room door

| felt bad about |eaving the |ate Lel and Del acroix here, especially as
wasn't sure that | would report his suicide to the authorities even
anonymously. On the other hand, this was where he had wanted to be.

On the way across the dining room Bobby said, "This baby's el even feet
I ong." Overhead, the clustered cocoons renai ned qui escent.
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"What baby? " | asked.
"My new surfboard."” Even a |longboard is rarely nore than nine feet.

An el even-foot nonster with cool airbrush art was usually a wall hanger,
produced to | end atnosphere to a thene restaurant.

"Decor? " | asked. | "No. It's a tandemboard." In the living room the
cocoons were as we had | ast seen them

Bobby cast wary gl ances upward as he went to the front door.

"Twenty-five inches w de, five inches thick, he sai d.

Maneuvering a surfboard that size, even with two hundred fifty or three
hundred pounds aboard, required talent, coordination, and belief in a
beni gn, ordered universe

"Tanden? " | said, switching off the flashlight as we crossed the front
porch. "Since when have you traded wave thrashing for cab driving?"

"Since never. But alittle tandem m ght be sweet."” If he was going to do
sonme tandemriding, he nust have a partner in nmnd, a particular wahine.

Yet the only woman he loves is a surfer and painter naned Pia Klick, who
has been meditating in Wai nmea Bay, Hawaii, trying to find herself, for

al nrost three years, since |eaving Bobby's bed one night for a wal k on
the beach. Bobby didn't know she was |ost until she called from an
airliner on her way to Wainea to say the search for herself had begun

She is as kind, gentle, and intelligent as anyone | have ever known, a
tal ented and successful artist. Yet she believes that Wainea Bay is her
spiritual honme not Oskal oosa, Kansas, where she was born and rai sed, not
Moonl i ght Bay, where she fell in love with Bobbyand lately she clains
that she is the incarnation of Kaha Huna, the goddess of surfing.

These were strange tinmes even before the catastrophe in the Wvern | abs.

We stopped at the foot of the porch steps and took sl ow deep breaths to
purge ourselves of the reek of death, which seened to have perneated us
as though it were a marinade in which we had been steeping. W also took
advant age of the nonent to survey the night before venturing farther
intoit, looking for Big Head, the troop, or a new threat that even |

in full hyperdrive of the inmagination, could not envision

Rolling off the | oomof the Pacific, two strata of cross-woven cl ouds,
as twilled as gabardi ne, now dressed nore than half the sky.

"Coul d get a boat, " Bobby said.
"What kind of boat? "

"W could afford whatever."
"And? "

"Stay at sea."

"Extrene solution, bro."

"Sail by day, party by night. Drop anchor off deserted beaches, catch
sonme tasty tropical waves."

"You, ne, Sasha, and Orson? "
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"Pick up Pia at Wainea Bay."
"Kaha Huna."

"Wn't hurt to have a sea goddess aboard, he sai d.
"Fuel 2 "

"Sail."

"Food? "

"Fish."

"Fish can carry the retrovirus, too."
"Then find a renote island."

"How remote? "

"The sphincter of nowhere."

"And? "

"Grow our own food."

" Farner Bob."

"Mnus the bib overalls."

"Shit kicker chic."

"Sel f-sufficiency. It's possible, he i nsi st ed.

"So is killing a grizzly bear with a spear. But you get in a pit with a
spear, put the bear in there with sonme tortillas, and that bear is going
to have Bobby tacos for dinner."

"Not if | take a class in bear killing."

"So before you set sail, you're going to spend four years at a good
coll ege of agriculture? " Bobby sucked in a breath deep enough to
ventilate his upper intestine, and blewit out. "All | knowis, | don't
want to end up like Del acroix."

"Every one ever born into this world ends up like Delacroix, " | said.
"But it's not an end. It's just an exit. To what cones next." He was
silent a nonment. Then, "I'mnot sure | believe in that |ike you do,

Chris."

"So you believe you can ride through the end of the world by grow ng
pot at oes and broccoli on an uncharted tropical island somewhere east of
Bora Bora, where there's both insanely fertile soil and nondo gl assy
surf but you find it hard to believe in an afterlife?

" He shrugged. "Mdst days, it's easier to believe in broccoli than in
God. "

"Not for ne. | hate broccoli." Bobby turned toward the bungal ow. Hs
face crinkled as if he could still detect a trace of deconposing
Del acroi x. "This here is one evil piece of real estate, bro."

Imaginary mtes craw ed between the layers of nmy skin as | renenbered
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t he pendul ant cocoons, and | had to agree with him "Bad nojo."
"Looks super-burnable."
"What ever they are, | doubt the cocoons are only in this one bungal ow. "

In their sameness and orderly placenent, the houses of Dead Town
suddenly seened less |ike man-nade structures and nore |ike the nounds
of termte colonies or hives

"Burn this one for starters, Bobby i nsi st ed.

Hi ssing in the knee-high grass, ticking-clicking in the dead tw gs of
the withered shrubbery, buzzing and rasping in the | eaves of the Indian
laurels, the breeze mimcked a nmultitude of insect sounds, as though
nmocki ng us, as though predicting the inevitability of a future inhabited
solely by six-, eight-, and hundred-1| egged beings.

"Ckay, " | said. "We'll burn the place."
"Too bad we don't have a nuke."

"But not now. It'll draw cops and firenen-fromtown, and we don't want
themin our way. Besides, there's not a ot of the night l|eft.

We've got to get noving." As we followed the wal kway toward the street,
he said, "Were? " | had no idea how to search nore effectively for
Jimy Wng and Orson in the vastness of Fort Wvern, so | didn't respond
to his question.

The answer was tucked under the passenger-side w ndshield w per on the
Jeep. | saw it as | was rounding the front of the vehicle. It |ooked
like a parking ticket.

I plucked the itemfromunder the rubber blade and switched on the
flashlight to examne it.

When | got into the passenger seat, Bobby |eaned over to study ny
di scovery. "Wo put it there? "

"Not Delacroix, " | said, surveying the night, once nore overcone by the
feeling that | was bei ng watched.

I was holding a four-inch-square, |am nated security badge designed to
be pinned to a shirt or to a coat |apel. The photograph on the right
hal f was of Del acroix, although this was a different picture fromthe
one on the driver's license we had found beside his body. He was

wi de-eyed in this shot, startled, as though he had foreseen his suicide
in the flash of the canera. Under the photo was the nane Lel and Ant hony
Del acroi x. Listed on the left of the badge were his age, height, weight,
eye color, hair color, and social security nunber. At the top were the
words initialize on entry. Printed across the entire face of the badge,
in a three dinmensional hologramthat did not obscure the photograph or
the informati on under it, were three transparent, pale-blue capita
letters, DOD.

"Department of Defense, " | said, because ny nom had possessed a DOD
security clearance, although |I'd never seen a badge like this in her
possessi on.

Initialize on entry, " Bobby said thoughtfully. "Bet there's a
m crochip inplanted in this." He's conmputer literate, but | never wll
be. I have no need for a conmputer, and with ny biol ogical clock ticking
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faster than yours, | have no tinme for one. Besides, while wearing
heavy-duty sungl asses, | can't easily read a nonitor. Sitting for |ong
sessions in front of a screen, you are bathe in |owlevel UV radiation
no nore dangerous to you than a spring rain, because of ny
susceptibility to cumul ati ve damage, however, exposure to those
emissions is liable to transformnme into one giant |unpy nel anoma of
such peculiar squishy dinmensions that I'll never be able to find clothes
that are both confortable and stylish

Bobby said, "Wen he enters the facility, they initialize the mcrochip
in the badge, you know? "

"Initialize clear the nenory on the mcrochip. Then every tinme he passes
through a doorway, naybe the chip in the badge responds to nicrowave
transmtters in the threshold, recording where he went and how | ong he
stayed in each place. Then when he | eaves, the data is downl oaded into
his file."

"You creep nme out when you talk conputer.”
"I'mstill the same full-on jerk-off, bro."
"I get evil-twin vibes."

"There's just one Bobby, he assured ne.

I glanced at the bungal ow where we had found Del acroi x, half expecting
to see eerie lights beyond the wi ndows, frenzied bug-w ng shadows
flitting up the walls, and a shanbling cadaver crossing the porch

Snappi ng a finger against the badge, | said, "Tracking every step he
makes even after they let himthrough the front doorthat's maxi mum
paranoi d security."

"This nust've been on the floor beside the corpse with the other stuff.
Sonebody went in the bungal ow ahead of us, took it, and put it here.

Why? " The answer was to be found in the line at the bottom of the
badge.

Project C earance, M

Bobby said, "You think this ID got himinto the | abs where they were
doi ng these genetic experinents, the very place where the shit hit the
fan? "

"Maybe. MI. Mystery Train? " Bobby glanced at the words enbroi dered on
my cap, then at the badge again. "Nancy Drew would be proud." | switched
off the flashlight. "I think I know where he wants us to go."

"Where who wants us to go? "
"Whoever left this under the wper."
"Which is who? "

"l don't have "U the answers, bro."

"Yet you're positive there's an afterlife, he said as he started the

engi ne.
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"The big answers | have. It's just some of the little ones that elude
ne. "

"Ckay, where are we going? "

"The egg room"

"So now we're in a Batnan novie, and you're the Riddler? "
"I't's not in Dead Town.

It's in a hangar on the north side of the base."

"Egg room"

"You'll see."

"He's not our friend, " Bobby said.

"He who? "

"Whoever |eft that badge, bro, he's no friend of ours. W don't have
friends in this place."

"I"'mnot so sure of that." As he rel eased the hand brake and shifted
into drive, he said, "Could be a trap."

"Probably not. He coul d' ve disabled the Jeep and been | aying for us
ri ght here when we cane out of the bungalow, if all he wanted was to

waste us." Driving out of Dead Town, Bobby said, "Still could be a
trap. "
"Ckay, maybe."

"That doesn't bother you like it does ne, cause you've got God and an
afterlife and choirs of angels and pal aces of gold in the sky, but all
I"ve got is broccoli."

"Better think about that, " | agreed.
I consulted nmy watch. Dawn was no nore than two hours away.

As dark and nottled as a strange fungus, spongy nasses of clouds had
spread far into the east, leaving only a narrow band of clean sky in
which the bright stars | ooked cold and even farther away than they
actual ly were.

For nore than two years, Wsteria Jane Snow s gene-swappi ng retrovirus
had been | oose in the wider world beyond the | aboratory. During that
time, the destruction of the natural order had progressed al nbst as
lazily as big fluffy snowfl akes drifting out of a w ndless w nter sky,
but | suspected that at last the blizzard was at hand, the aval anche.

The hangar rises like a tenple to some alien god with a w at hful

di sposition, surrounded on three sides by snaller service buildings that
coul d pass for the hunble dwellings of nonks and novitiates. It is as
long and wide as a football field, seven stories high, with no w ndows
other than a line of narrow clerestory panes just below the spring |line
of the arched Quonset-style roof.

Bobby parked in front of a pair of doors at one end of the building,
switching off the engi ne and headli ghts.

Each door is twenty feet wide and forty high. Set in upper and | ower
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tracks, they were notor-driven, but the power to operate them was
di sconnected | ong ago.

The daunting mass of the building and the enornous steel doors make the
pl ace as forbidding as the fortress that m ght stand at the gap between
this world and Hell to keep the denons fromgetting out.

Taking a flashlight fromunder his seat, Bobby said, "This place is the
egg roonf "

"Under this place."
"l don't like the look of it."

"I"mnot asking you to nove in and set up housekeeping." Getting out of
the Jeep, he said, "Are we near the airfield? " Fort Wvern, which was
established as both a training and a support facility, boasts runways
that can accommodate |arge jets and those giant C- 13 transports that are
capabl e of carrying trucks, assault vehicles, and tanks.

"Airfield s half a mle that way, " | said, pointing. "They didn't
service aircraft here. Unless naybe choppers, but | don't think that's
what this place was about, either."

"What was it about? "

"Don't know. "

"Maybe it's where they held bingo ganmes." In spite of the negative aura
around the building, in spite of the fact that we had perhaps been

i nduced here by persons unknown and possibly hostile, | didn't feel as

t hough we were in inminent danger

Anyway, Bobby's shotgun would stop any assailant a |lot faster than ny
9-mllineter. Leaving the G ock hol stered, carrying only the flashlight,
I led the way to a man-si ze door set in one of the larger portals.

"Big surf conming, " Bobby said.
"Quess or fact? "

"Fact." Bobby earns a living by anal yzing weather-satellite data and
other information to predict surf conditions worldw de, with a high
degree of accuracy. His enterprise, Surf cast, provides information daily
to tens of thousands of surfers through subscriptions to a bulletin sent
by fax or E-mail, and through a 900 nunber that draws nore than ei ght
hundred t housand calls a year.

Because his lifestyle is sinple and his corporate offices are funky, no
one in Monlight Bay realizes that he is a nultimllionaire and the
richest man in town. If they knew, it would natter nore to themthan it
does to Bobby. To him wealth is having every day free to surf,
everything el se that noney can buy is no nore than an extra spoon of

sal sa on the enchil ada.

"CGonna be mninumten-foot corduroy to the horizon, " Bobby proni sed.

"Some sets of twelve, punping all day and night, every board head's
dream "

"Don't like this onshore flow, " | said, raising a hand in the breeze.

"I"'mtal king the day after tonmorrow. Strictly offshore by then
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Gonna be waves so scooped out, you'll feel like the last pickle in the
barrel." The holl ow channel in a breaking wave, scooped to the max by a
perfect offshore wind, is called a barrel, and surfers live to ride
these tubes all the way through and out the collapsing end before being
cl amshel | ed.

You don't get themevery day. They are a gift, sacred, and when they
come, you ride themuntil you're surfed out, until your |egs are rubber
and you can't stop the muscles in your stomach fromfluttering, and then
you flop on the sand and wait to see if you'll expire |like a beached
fish or, instead, go scarf down two burritos and a bowl of corn chips.

"Twel ve-footers, " | said wistfully as | opened the nman-size entrance in
the forty-foot-high door. "Double overhead corduroy."

"Churning out of a stormnorth of the Marques as |slands."

"Something to live for, " | said as | crossed the threshold into the
hangar .

"That's why | nention it, bro. Boardhead notivation to get out of here
alive." Even two flashlights could not illumnate this cavernous space
on the main floor of the hangar, but we could see the overhead tracks on
whi ch a nobile crane |ong since dismantled and haul ed away had travel ed
fromone end of the building to the other. The massiveness of the stee
supports under these rails indicated that the crane had |ifted objects
of trenendous wei ght.

We stepped over inch-thick steel angle plates, still anchored to the oi
and chemni cal - stai ned concrete, upon which heavy machi nery had once been
mount ed. Deep and curiously shaped wells in the floor, which nust have
housed hydraul i ¢ mechani sms, forced us to follow an indirect path to the
far end of the hangar.

Bobby cautiously checked out each hol e as though he expected sonething
to be crouching init, waiting to spring up and bite off our heads.

As our flashlight beans swept over the crane tracks and their supporting
structures, conplex shadows and flares of |light were flung off stee
rails and beans, thrown to the walls and to the high curved ceiling,
where they formed faint, constantly changi ng hieroglyphics that
flickered ahead of us but quickly vanished, unreadable, into the
darkness that crept at our heels.

"Shar ky, " Bobby said softly.

"Just wait." Like him | spoke only slightly above a whisper, not so
much for fear of being overheard as because this place has the same
subdui ng effect as do churches, hospitals, and funeral parlors.

"You been here al one? "
"No. Always with Orson."

"I'd expect himto have nore sense.”" | led himto an enpty el evator
shaft and a wide set of stairs in the southwest corner of the hangar.

As in the warehouse where |'d encountered the ve ve rats and the thug
with the two-by-four, access to the floors bel ow had surely been
conceal ed. The vast mpjority of the personnel who had worked in the
hangar good nmen and wonen who had served their country well and with
pride rmust have been oblivious of the infernal regions under their feet.
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The false walls or the devices that had conceal ed entrance to the | ower
fl oors had been stripped away during deconstruction. Although the

stai rhead door was renoved, a steel janb was |eft untouched at the upper
| andi ng.

Past the threshold, our flashlights reveal ed dead pill bugs on the
concrete steps, some crushed and sone as whol e and round as buckshot.

There were al so the inpressions of shoes and paws in the dust.

These overlaid tracks were both ascendi ng and descendi ng.

"Me and Orson, " | said, identifying the prints. "From previous visits."
"What ' s bel ow? "

"Three subterranean | evels, each bigger than the hangar itself."
"Massive. "

“Mucho. "

"What did they do down there? "

"Bad stuff."

"Don't get so technical on ne." The maze of corridors and roons under
the hangar has been stripped to the bare concrete. Even the
air-filtration, plunbing, and el ectrical systens have been torn out,
every length of duct, every pipe, every wire and switch. Many structures
in Wvern remai n untouched by sal vagers.

Usual | y, wherever sal vage was pursued, the operation was conducted with
an eye for the nost valuable itens that could be removed with the | east
effort. The hal |l ways and roons under this hangar, however, were scraped
out so thoroughly that you m ght suspect this was a crine scene from
which the guilty nade a Herculean effort to eradicate every possible

cl ue.

As we descended the stairs side by side, a flat netallic echo of ny

voi ce bounced i medi ately back to ne at sone points, while at other

pl aces the walls absorbed my words as effectively as the acoustica
material that lines the broadcasting booth fromwhi ch Sasha spins night
nmusi ¢ at KBAY

| said, "They scoured away virtually every trace of what they were doing
here every trace but one and | don't think they were just concerned about

protecting national security. |I think ... it's just a feeling, but
judging by the way they totally gutted these three floors, | sense they
were afraid of what happened here ... but not just afraid. Ashaned of
it, too."

"Were these sone of the genetic | abs? "
"Can't have been. That requires absolute biological isolation."
"go? "

"There woul d be decontami nati on chanbers everywhere between suites of
| abs, at every elevator entrance, at every exit fromthe stairwell.

Those spaces would still be identifiable for what they were, even after
everything was torn out of them?"”
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"You have a knack for this detective crap, Bobby said as we reached
the bottom of the second flight of steps and kept going.

, "Awesonely smooth deductive reasoning, " | admtted.
"Maybe | could be your Watson."

"Nancy Drew didn't work with WAtson.

That was Hol mes. "

"Who was Nancy's right-hand dude? " Bobby wonder ed.
"Don't think she had one. Nancy was a |one wol fette."

"One tough bitch, huh? "

"That's me, " | said. "There's only one room down here that m ght have
been a decon chanber ... and it's full-on weird.
You'll see.

We didn't speak further as we proceeded to the deepest of the three
subt erranean |l evels. The only sounds were the soft scrape of our rubber
shoe soles on the concrete and the crunch of dead pill bugs.

In spite of the pistol-grip shotgun he carried, Bobby's rel axed demeanor
and the easy grace with which he descended the stairs would have

convi nced anyone el se that he was carefree. To sone degree, he was

enj oying hinsel f. Bobby pretty nuch al ways enjoys hinself, in all but

the nobst extrenme situations. But 1'd known himso |long that | and perhaps
only | could tell that he was not, at this nonent, free of care.

If he was humming a song in his nmind, it was noodier than a Ji mry
Buf fett tune.

Until a nonth ago, | hadn't been aware that Bobby Hal |l owayhuck Finn

wi t hout the angst could be either rattled or spooked. Recent events had
reveal ed that even this natural -born Zen master's heart rate could
occasional ly exceed fifty-eight beats per mnute.

I wasn't surprised by his edgi ness, because the stairwell was
sufficiently cheerless and oppressive to give the heebiejeebies to a
Prozac-popping nun with an attitude as sweet as marzi pan. Concrete
ceiling, concrete walls, concrete steps. An iron pipe, painted black and
fixed to one wall, served as a handrail. The dense air itself seened to
be turning to concrete, for it was cold, thick, and dry with the scent
of linme that |eached fromthe walls. Every surface absorbed nore |ight
than it reflected, and so in spite of our two flashlights, we wound
downward in gloom |ike nedieval nonks on our way to say prayers for the
soul s of dead brethren in the cataconbs under a nonastery.

The at nosphere woul d have been inproved even by a single sign featuring
a skull and crossbones above huge red letters warning of deadly |evels
of radioactivity. O at |east sone gaily arranged rat bones.

The final basenent in this facility where no dust has yet settled and no
pill bugs have ventured has a peculiar floor plan, beginning with a w de
corridor, in the formof an elongated oval, that extends around the
entire perineter, rather like a racetrack. A series of roomns, of
different widths but identical depths, open off one side of this
corridor occupying the infield of the track and through some of them you
can reach a second oval corridor, which is concentric with the first,

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R...ht%20Bay%202%20-%20Seize%20The%20Night.txt (107 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:08:40 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay %202%20-%20Sei ze%20The%20Night.txt

not as wide or as long as the first, it is nonethel ess enornous. This
smal l er racetrack rings a single central chanber, the egg room

you can enter the innernost sanctum This transitional space is a
ten-f oot -square chanber accessed through a circular portal five feet in
diameter. Inside this cubicle, to the left, another circular portal of
the sane size leads into the egg room | believe these two openings were
once fitted with formidable steel hatches, |ike those in the bul kheads
bet ween wat ertight compartments in a submarine or |ike bank-vault doors,
and that this connecting nodule was, in fact, an airlock.

Al though | amcertain that these were not biol ogical -research | abs, one
of the functions of the airlock m ght have been to prevent bacteria,
spores, dust, and other contam nants frombeing carried into or out of
the chanber that | call the egg room Perhaps those personnel going to
and fromthat inner sanctum were subjected to powerful sprays of
sterilizing solution as well as to mcrobe-killing spectruns of
ultraviol et radiation.

My hunch, however, is that the egg roomwas pressurized and that this
airlock served the sanme purpose as one aboard a spaceship. O perhaps it
functioned as a deconpressi on chanber of the type deep-sea divers resort
to when at risk of the bends.

In any event, this transitional chanber was designed either to prevent
somet hing fromgetting into the egg roomor to prevent sonething from
getting out.

Standing in the airlock with Bobby, | trained ny flashlight on the
rai sed, curved threshold of the inner portal and swept it around the
entire rimof this aperture to reveal the thickness of the egg-room
wal |, five feet of poured-in-place, steel-reinforced concrete.

The entryway is so deep, in fact, that it is essentially a
five-foot-1ong tunnel

Bobby whistled softly. "Bunker architecture.”

"No question, it's a containment vessel. Meant to restrain sonething."
"Like what? " | shrugged. "Sonetinmes gifts are left for ne here."

"G fts? You found that cap here, right? Mystery Train? "

"Yeah. It was on the floor, dead center of the egg room | don't think
found it, exactly. | think it was left there to be found, which is
different. And on another night, while | was in the next room soneone
| eft a photograph of my nother here in the airlock."

"Airlock? "
"Doesn't it seemlike one? " He nodded. "So who |eft the photo? "

"l don't know. But Orson was with ne at the tinme, and he didn't realize
sonmeone had entered this space behind us."

"And he's got the nose of noses." Warily, Bobby directed his flashlight
through the first circular hatchway, into the corridor along which we
had just come. It was still deserted.

I went through the inner portal, the short tunnel, crouching because
only someone under five feet could pass this way w thout stooping.
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Bobby followed ne into the egg room and for the first tinme in our
seventeen years of friendship, | saw himstricken with awe. He turned
slowy in a circle, sweeping his flashlight across the walls, and though
he tried to speak, he couldn't initially produce a sound.

This ovoid chanber is a hundred twenty feet |long and slightly | ess than
sixty feet in dianeter at its w dest point, tapering toward each end.

The walls, ceiling, and floor are curved to forma single continuous
pl ane, so you seemto be standing in the enpty shell of an enornous egg.

Al surfaces are coated in a mlKky, vaguely gol den, translucent
substance that, judging by the profile around the entry hatchway, is
nearly three inches thick and is bonded so securely to the concrete that
the two appear to be fused.

The beams of our flashlights shimered over this highly polished
coating, but they also penetrated the exotic material, quivering and
flickering to the depths of it, flaring off whorls of glittering gol den
dust that were suspended |ike niniature galaxies within. The substance
was highly refractive, but light did not shatter through it in hard
prismatic lines as it mght through crystal, rather, buttery bright
currents, as warm and sinuous as candl e fl anes seduced by a draft,
flowed and rippled through the thick, glossy surface plating, inparting
to it the appearance of a liquid, purling away fromus into the farther,
darker corners of the room there to dissipate |like pulses of heat

I'i ghtni ng behind sutmmer t hunder heads. Gazing down at the floor, | could
al most believe that | was standing on a pool of pale-anber oil

Marveling at the unearthly beauty of this spectacle, Bobby wal ked
farther into the room

Al though this lustrous material appears to be as slick as wet porcelain,
it is not at all slippery. In fact, at times but not always the floor
seenms to grip at your feet, as if it is gluey or exerts a mld magnetic
attracti on even on objects that contain no iron.

"Strike it, " | said softly.

My words spiraled along the walls and ceiling and floor, and a cascade
of whispery echoes returned to ny ears fromnore than one direction

Bobby bl inked at ne.

| "Go ahead. Go on. Wth the barrel of the shotgun, " | pronpted.
"Strike it."
"I't's glass, " Bobby protested.

The extended sibilant at the end of his second word returned to us in a
wash of echoes as susurrant as gently foam ng surf.

"If it's glass, it's not breakable." Hesitantly, he gave the floor near
his feet a gentle tap with the nuzzle of the shotgun

A quiet ringing, like chines, seened to arise sinultaneously fromevery
corner of the huge chanber, then faded into a silence that was curiously
preghant with suspense, as if the bells had announced the approach of
some power or person of great inport.

"Harder, " | said

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R...ht%20Bay%202%20-%20Seize%20The%20Night.txt (109 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:08:41 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay %202%20-%20Sei ze%20The%20Night.txt

When he rapped the steel barrel harder against the floor, the ringing
was | ouder and of a different character, like that of tubular bells,
euphoni ous, charm ng, yet as strange as any nusic that m ght be
performed on a world at sonme far end of the universe.

As the sound drained into another suspenseful silence, Bobby squatted in
order to smooth one hand across the floor where he had rapped the
shot gun barrel

"Not chipped." | said, "You can bang on it with a hammer, scrape at it
with a file, chop at it with an ice pick, and you won't | eave the
slightest scratch."

"You tried all that? "
"And a hand drill."
"You're a destructive inp."

"I't runs inny famly." Pressing his hand to the floor at a few
different points around him Bobby said, "It's slightly warm" Even on
hot summer nights, the deep concrete structures of Fort Wvern are as
cool as caverns, cool enough to serve as wine cellars, and the chil

si nks deeper into your bones the |onger you haunt these places.

All other surfaces within these warrens, other than those in this ovoid
room are cold to the touch.

"The stuff is always warm " | said, "yet the roomitself isn't warm as
if the heat doesn't translate to the air. And | don't see how this
material could retain heat nore than ei ghteen nonths after they
abandoned this place."

"You can alnost feel ... an energy init."

"There's no electrical power here, no gas. No furnaces, no boilers, no
generators, no machinery. Al stripped away."

Bobby rose froma squat and wal ked deeper into the chanber, playing his
flashlight over the floor, walls, and ceiling.

Even with two flashlights and the unusually high refractivity of the
mysterious material, shadows ruled the room Tracers, bl oons,

gi randol es, pinwheels, lady ferns, and fireflies of |ight swarned across
the curving surfaces, nostly in shades of gold and yell ow but sone red
and others sapphire, fading to oblivion in far dark corners, |ike
fireworks licked up and swal |l owed by a ni ght sky, dazzling but
illumnating little.

Bobby said wonderingly, "It's as big as a concert hall."
"Not really.

But it seens even bigger than it is because of how every surface curves
away fromyou." As | spoke, a change occurred in the acoustics of the
chanber .

The whi spery echoes of nmy words faded away, swiftly becane inaudible,
and then ny words thensel ves dimnished in volunme. The air felt as if it
had thi ckened, transmitting sound |l ess efficiently than before.

"What ' s happeni ng? " Bobby asked, and his voice, too, sounded
suppressed, nuffled, as though he were speaking fromthe other end of a
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bad tel ephone connecti on.

"I don't know. " Although | raised ny voice alnost to a shout, it
remai ned nmuffl ed, precisely as |Ioud as when |I'd spoken in a normal tone.

I woul d have thought | was inmagining the increased density of the air if
I hadn't suddenly begun experiencing difficulty breathing.

Al t hough not suffocating, | was afflicted severely enough to have to
concentrate to draw and expel breath. | was swallowi ng reflexively with
each inhalation, the air was virtually a liquid that | had to force
down.

Indeed, | could feel it sliding along ny throat like a drink of cold

wat er. Each shallow breath felt heavy in ny chest, as if it had nore
substance than ordinary air, as though ny lungs were filling with fluid,
and the nmoment | conpleted each inhalation, | was overwhel ned by a
frantic urge to get this stuff out, to eject it, convinced that | was
drowning in it, but each exhalation had to be forced, alnost as if |
were regurgitating

Pressure

In spite of ny rising panic, | remained cl earheaded enough to figure out
that the air was not being alchenized into a liquid but that, instead,
the air pressure was drastically increasing, as if the depth of the
earth's atnosphere above us were doubling, tripling, and pushing down on
us with crushing force. My eardruns fluttered, my sinuses began to
throb, | felt phantom fingertips pressing hard against ny eyeballs, and
at the end of each inhalation, my nostrils pinched shut.

My knees began to quiver and then buckle. My shoul ders bent under an
invisible weight. Straight as plunb bobs, nmy arms were hanging at ny
sides. My hands could no longer grip the flashlight, and it clattered to
the floor at ny feet. It bounced silently on the glassy surface, for now
there was no sound what soever, not even the flutter of ny eardrunms or
the thud of my own heart.

Abruptly, all returned to normal.
The pressure lifted in an instant.
I heard nyself gasping for air. Bobby was gasping, too.

He had dropped his flashlight but had managed to hold tight to the
shot gun.

"Shit! " he said explosively.
"Yeah. "

"Shit."

"Yeah. "

"What was that? "

"Don't know. "

"Ever happen before? "

"No. "

“Shit."
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"Yeah, " | said, reveling in the ease with which | could draw cool, deep
br eat hs.

Though our flashlights were at rest on the floor, an increasing nunber
of Roman candl es and pi nwheel s and serpents and sparklers and spirals of
|ight spread across the floor and up the walls.

"This place isn't shut down, " Bobby said.

"But it is. You saw."

"Nothing's what it seens in Wvern, he said, quoting ne.

"Every room we passed, every hallway stripped, abandoned."
"What about the two floors above this? "

"Just bare roons."

"And there's nothing bel ow? "

"No. "

"There's sonething."

"Not that |'ve found

We picked up our flashlights, and as the beams noved across the floors
and wall's, the flanboyant eruptions of light in the deep gl assy surface
multiplied threefold, fourfold, a dazzling profusion of fiery bl oons. W
m ght have been in a Fourth of July extravaganza, suspended from a hot
air balloon, with barrages of rockets bursting around us, whiz-bangs and
cracker bonbons and fountains and fizgigs, but all silent, all marvel ous
glistering light and no bang, yet so rem niscent of |ndependence Day

di splays that you could al nost snell the saltpeter and the sul fur and
the charcoal, alnobst hear a stirring John Philip Sousa march, al nost
taste hot dogs with nmustard and chopped oni ons.

Bobby said, "Sonething's still happening."”
"Split? "

"WAit." He studied the ceasel essly changing and increasingly colorfu
patterns of light as though they held a meaning as explicit as that in a
par agr aph of prose on a printed page, if only he could learn to read

t hem

Al t hough | doubted that the astonishingly |um nous refractive bursts
were casting off any nore W rays than the flashlight beans that
produced them | was not accustoned to such brightness. Radiant whorls
and drizzles and rivulets streaned across ny exposed face and hands, a
stormof scintillant tattoos, and even if this rain of |ight was washing
alittle death into me, the spectacle was irresistible, exhilarating. My
heart was racing, powered partly by fear but nostly by wonder.

Then | saw t he door.

I was turning, so enthralled by the carnival of light around nme that ny
gaze travel ed past the door, distracted by the pyrotechnics, before
realized what | had seen. Massive, five feet in dianeter, of
matte-fini sh steel surrounded by a polished-steel architrave, It was
simlar to what you woul d expect to see at the entrance to a bank vault,
and no doubt it established an airtight seal
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Startled, | swng back toward the door but it was gone. Through a
pandenoni um of gazell e-quick lights and pursui ng shadows, | saw that the
circular hole in the wall was as it had been when we entered through it,
open, with a dark concrete tunnel beyond, |eading to what had once been
an airl ock.

I took a couple of steps toward the opening before | realized that Bobby
was speaking to ne. As | turned toward him | glinpsed the door again,
this tinme fromthe corner of ny eye. But when | |ooked directly at the
damm thing, it wasn't there.

"What' s happening? " | asked nervously.
Bobby had extinguished his flashlight. He pointed at mine.
"Douse it." | did as he asked.

The fireworks in the glassy surface of the room shoul d have at once
vani shed i nto absol ute darkness. |Instead, colorful star shells and
chrysanthenmuns and glittering pi nwheels continued to arise within this
magi cal material, swarmed around the chanber, casting off a farrago of
|ights and shadows, and then faded away as new eruptions replaced them

"It's running by itself, " Bobby said.
"Runni ng? "

"The process."

"\What process? "

"The room the machine, the process, whatever it is.

"It can't be running by itself, " | insisted, in full-on denial of what
was happeni ng around ne.

"The beam energy? " he wonder ed.

"What ? "

"The flashlight beans? "

"Can you be any nore obscure? "

"Way nore, bro. But | nean, that's what nust've powered it up

The energy in the flashlight beans." | shook ny head. "Doesn't make
sense. That's al nost no energy at all."

"This stuff soaked in the light, " he insisted, sliding one foot back
and forth on the radiant floor, "spun it into nore power, used what it
absorbed to generate nore energy."

" How? "
" Somehow. "

"That's not science."

"I've heard worse on Star Trek."
"It's sorcery."

"Science or sorcery, it's real." Even if what Bobby said was trueand
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obviously there was at |east some truth in it the phenomenon was not
per petual | y sel f-sustai ni ng.

The nunber of bright eruptions began to decline, as did both the
ri chness of the colors and the intensity of the lights.

My nouth had gone so dry that | needed to work up sone saliva before
could say, "Wy didn't this happen before? "

"Were you ever here with two flashlights? "
"I'"'ma one-flashlight guy."

"So maybe there's a critical mass, a critical amunt of energy input,
needed to start it."

"Critical mass is two lousy flashlights? "
" Maybe. "

"Bobby Einstein." Wth my concern not in the |east allayed by the
subsi dence of the light show, | |ooked toward the exit. "Did you see
t hat door?"

"What door? "

"Totally nmassive vault, like a blast door in a nuclear-mssile silo."
"Are you feeling that beer? "

"I't was there and not there."

"The door? "

"Yeah. "

"This isn't a haunted house, bro."

"Maybe it's a haunted | aboratory."

I was surprised that the word haunted felt so right and true, resonating
loudly in the tuning fork of instinct. This wasn't the requisite
decayi ng house of many gabl es and creaking fl oorboards and inexplicable
cold drafts, but | sensed unseen presences nonethel ess, nal evol ent
spirits pressing against an invisible menbrane between ny world and
theirs, the air of expectancy preceding the inmnent materialization of
a hateful and violent entity.

"The door was there and not there, " | insisted.
"It's alnmost a Zen koan. What's the sound of one hand cl appi ng?
Where does a door lead if it's there and not there? "

"I don't think we have tinme for neditation just now " I|ndeed, | was
overcone by the feeling that time was running out for us, that a cosmic
clock was rapidly ticking toward the stop point.

This prenmonition was so powerful that | alnost bolted for the exit.

Al that kept me in the egg roomwas the certainty that Bobby woul d not
followne if | left. He was not interested in politics or the great

cul tural and social issues of our tines, and nothing could rouse him
fromhis pleasant life of sun and surf except a friend in need. He
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didn't trust those he called people with a plan, those who believed they
knew how to make a better world, which seemed always to involve telling
ot her peopl e what they should do and how they shoul d think

But the cry of a friend would bring himinstantly to the barricades, and
once comritted to the cause in this case, to finding Jimy Wng and good
O sonhe woul d neither surrender nor retreat.

Li kewi se, | could never |eave a friend behind. Qur convictions and our
friends are all we have to get us through tinmes of trouble.

Friends are the only things fromthis damaged world that we can hope to
see in the next, friends and | oved ones are the very |ight that
bri ghtens the Hereafter

"Idiot, " | said.

"Asshol e, " Bobby said.

"I wasn't talking to you."

"I"'mthe only one here."

"I was calling nmyself an idiot. For not getting out of here."

"Ch. Then | retract the asshole remark." Bobby switched on his
flashlight, and i nmediately the silent fireworks dazzl ed across the
lining of the egg room They didn't well up slowy but began at the peak
of intensity that they had previously achi eved by degrees.

"Turn on your light, " Bobby said.

"Are we really dunb enough to do this? "
"Way nore than dumb enough. "

"This place has nothing to do with Jimry and Orson, " | said.
"How do you know? "

"They're not here."

"But something here may help us find them"”
"W can't help themif we're dead."

"Be a good idiot and turn on your light."
"This is nuts."

"Fear nothing, bro.

Car pe noctem™

"Dam, " | said, hung with ny own noose.

I switched on ny flashlight.

Ariot of fiery lights erupted within the translucent walls around us,
and it was easy to inmagine that we were in the canyons of a great city
stricken by insurrection, bonb throwers and arsonists on every side,
blazing rioters ignited by their own torches and now running in terror

t hrough the night, cyclones of tenpestuous fire whirling al ong avenues
where the pavenment was as nmolten as lava, tall buildings with orange

fl anes seething fromthe high wi ndows, snol dering chunks of parapets and
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cornices and ledges trailing conet tails of sparks as they crashed into
the streets.

Yet at the sanme tinme, with the slightest shift of perspective, it was

al so possible to see this panorami c cataclysmnot primarily as a series
of bright eruptions but as a shadow show, because for every

Mol ot ov- cocktail flash, for every roiling mass of hot napalm for every
lum nous trail that rem nded nme of tracer bullets, there was a dark
shape in notion, begging interpretation as do the faces and figures in
cl ouds. Ebony capes bill owed, black robes swirled, sable serpents coiled
and struck, shadows swooped |ike angry ravens, flocks of crows dived and
soared overhead and underfoot, arm es of charred skel etons nmarched with
a relentless scissoring of sharp black bones, nidnight cats crouched and
pounced, sinuous whi ps of darkness |ashed through the bale fires, and

i ron-bl ack bl ades sl ashed.

In this pandenoni um of |ight and darkness, wholly encapsul ated by a

chaos of spinning flames and tunbling shadows, | was becomn ng
increasingly disoriented. Though |I stood still, with nmy feet widely
pl anted for balance, | felt as if | were noving, twirling |ike poor

Dor ot hy aboard the Kansas-to-o0z Express. Forward, behind, right, left,
up, downall rapidly becanme nmore difficult to define.

Again, fromthe corner of ny eye, | glinpsed the door. Wien | | ooked
nmore directly, it was still there, form dable and gl ean ng.

" Bobby. "
"l see it."

"Not good."

"Not a real door, he concl uded.

"You said the place wasn't haunted."

"Mrage." The stormof |ight and shadow gai ned velocity. It seened to be
escal ating toward an om nous crescendo.

| was afraid that the furious notion, the increasingly spiky and

di sturbing patterns in the walls, foretold an onrushing event that would
translate all this energy into sudden violence. This ovoid roomwas so
strange that | was unable to inagine the nature of the threat rushing at
us, couldn't guess even the direction fromwhich it night cone.

For once, ny three-hundred-ring imgination failed me.

The vault door was hinged on this side, therefore, it would sw ng
inward. There was no | ock wheel to disengage the ring of thick bolts
that were currently seated in holes around the janb, so the door could
be opened only fromthe short tunnel between this roomand the airlock,
fromthe other side, which neant we were trapped here.

No. Not trapped.

Striving to resist a surging claustrophobia, | assured myself that the
door wasn't real. Bobby was right, It was a hallucination, an illusion,
a mrage

An apparition

I My perception of the egg roomas a haunted place grew harder to shake
of f. The lum nous forms raging through the walls suddenly seened to be
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tortured spirits in a dervish dance of anguish, frantic to escape
dammation, as though all around ne were wi ndows with views of Hell.

As ny heart punped nearly hard enough to blow out ny carotid arteries,
told nyself that | was seeing the egg roomnot as it was at this nonent
but as it had been before the industrious gnones of Wvern had stripped
it and the entire facility around it to the bare concrete.

The massive vault door had been here then, but it was not here now, even
though | could see it. The door had been di smantl ed, haul ed away,

sal vaged, nelted down, and recast into soup |ladles, pinballs, and
orthodontic braces. Now it was purely apparitional, and | could wal k
through it as easily as | had wal ked through the spiderweb at the top of
the porch steps of the bungal ow in Dead Town.

Not intending to | eave, wishing nerely to test the nirage hypothesis,
headed toward the exit. In tw steps, | was reeling. | alnopst coll apsed,
facedown, in a free fall that woul d have broken ny nose and cracked
enough teeth to nmake a dentist snile. Regaining ny balance at the

penul timate nonment, | spread ny |legs wide and planted ny feet hard

agai nst the floor, as though trying to nmake the rubber soles of ny shoes
grip as firmy as a squid' s suckers.

The room was not noving, even if it felt Iike a ship wallow ng in rough
seas. The novenent was a subjective perception, a synptom of ny
i ncreasing disorientation.

Staring at the vault door in a futile attenpt to will it out of

exi stence, trying to decide whether | should drop to ny knees and craw ,
| registered an odd detail of its design. The door was suspended on one
| ong barrel hinge that nust have been eight or ten inches in dianeter.

The knuckl es of the barrel, which would nove around the center pinthe

pi nt| ewhen the door was pushed open or drawn shut, were exposed in nost
hi nges, but not in this one. The knuckl es were covered by a solid length
of arnoring steel, and the head of the pintle was recessed in this

shi el d, as though to hanper anyone who might try to get through the

| ocked door fromthis side by prying or hammering at the el enments of the
hi nge. |f the door could have swung outward, they would not have put the
hi nge inside the egg room but because the walls were five feet thick,
the door at this end of the entry tunnel could only sw ng inward.

Thi s ovoid chanber and the adjoining airlock m ght have been designed to
contain a greater nunmber of atnospheres of pressure and possible

bi ol ogi cal contam nants, but all evidence supported the concl usion that
it had al so been constructed with the intention, at |east under certain
ci rcunst ances, of inprisoning soneone.

Thus far, the kal ei doscopic displays in the walls had not been
acconpani ed by sound. Now, though the air remmi ned dead calm there
arose a holl ow and nournful npaning of wind, as it mght strike the ear
when bl owi ng off barren al kaline flats.

I 1 ooked at Bobby. Even through the tattoos of |ight and shadow t hat
mel ted across his face, | could see that he was worri ed.

"You hear that? " | asked.
"Treacherous. "
"Fully, " | agreed, not liking the sound any nore than he did.

If this noise was a hallucination, as the door apparently was, at |east
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we shared it. We could enjoy the confort cold as it mght be of going
i nsane together.

The unfelt wind grew | ouder, speaking with nore than one voi ce.

The holl ow wai |l continued, but with it came a rushing sound as of a
nort hwester bl owi ng through a grove of trees in advance of rain, fierce
and full of warnings. G oaning, gibbering, soughing, keening. And the

| onely tunel ess whistling of a blustery winter stormplaying rain
gutters and down spouts as though they were icy flutes.

When | heard the first words in the choir of winds, |I thought that |
must be imagining them but they swiftly grew | ouder, clearer

Men's voices, half a dozen, maybe nore. Tinny, hollow, as if spoken from
the far end of a |long steel pipe. The words canme in clusters separated
by bursts of static, issuing fromwalkie-tal kies or perhaps a radio.

here sonewhere, right here

hurry, for Christ's sake!

give ... don't

G mre cover.

Jackson.

gi mre cover The rising cacophony of wi nd was al nost as
disorienting as the stroboscopic lights and the shadows that kited |ike
| egions of bats in a feeding - frenzy. | couldn't discern from which
direction the voices cane.

group ... here ... group and defend."

position to transl ate

group, hell ... nmove, haul ass."

transl ate now

cycle, cycle it ..." Chosts. | was listening to ghosts. They
were dead men now, had been dead since before this facility had been
abandoned, and these were the last words they had spoken inmediately
bef ore they perished.

I didn't know exactly what was about to happen to these doonmed men, but
as | listened, | had no doubt that sone terrible fate had overconme them
whi ch was now being replayed on sone spiritual plane.

Their voices grew nore urgent, and they began to speak over one another,
" cycle it!

hear enf? Hear em coning? "

" ... hurry ... what the hell ..."

" wong ... Jesus ... what's wong? " They were shouting now, sone
hoarse and others shrill, every voice raw with panic, "Cycle it open
Cycle it! ™

"CGet us out!"

"Ch, Cod, God, oh, God! "
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"CET US QUT OF HERE! " Instead of words in the wind, there were screans
such as | had never heard before and hoped never to hear again, the
cries of nmen dying but not dying quickly or mercifully, shrieks that
conveyed the intensity of their prolonged agony but that al so expressed
a chilling depth of despair, as though their angui sh was as mnuch
spiritual as physical

Judgi ng by their screans, they weren't just being killed, they were
bei ng butchered, torn apart by sonething that knew where the sou

i nhabits the body. | could hear or, nore likely, imagined | could hear a
mysterious predator clawing the spirit out of the flesh and greedily
devouring this delicacy before feeding on the nortal renmains.

My heart was pounding so fiercely that ny vision throbbed when | | ooked
at the door again. Fromthe design of that arnored hinge, a frightening
truth coul d be deduced, but because of the distracting bedl am of sound
and light, it remained frustratingly just beyond my grasp.

If the barrel of the hinge had been | eft unshiel ded, you would stil
have needed an array of heavy-duty power tools, dianond-tipped dril
bits, and a lot of time to fracture those knuckles and jack out the
pintle In every surface of the room the war between |ight and darkness
raged nore furiously, battalions of shadows clashing with arm es of
light in ever nore frenzied assaults, to the harrow ng

shriek-hi ss-whistle of the unfelt wi nds and the ceasel ess, ghastly
scream ng.

and even if the hinge could be broken, the vault door would be held in
pl ace, because the bolts that secured it were surely snugged into evenly
spaced hol es around the entire circunference of the steel janb rather
than along one arc of it The scream ng. The scream ng seened to have
subst ance, pouring into ne through ny ears until | was filled to
bursting with it and could contain no nore. | opened ny nouth as if to

| et the dark energy of those ghostly cries pass out of ne.

Struggling to concentrate, squinting to focus nore clearly on the door,
I realized that a team of professional safe crackers would probably
never get through that barrier w thout explosives. For the purpose of
containing nere nmen, therefore, this door was absurdly over designed.

At last the fearsonme truth cane within ny grasp. The purpose of the
redundantly arnmored door was to contain something in addition to nmen or
at mosphere. Sonet hi ng bi gger, stronger, nore cunning than a virus.

Sone damm thing around which nmy usually vivid i magi nati on was unable to
wap itself.

Switching off nmy flashlight, turning away fromthe vault door, | called
t o Bobby.

Mesneri zed by the fireworks and the shadow show, buffeted by the w nd
noi ses and the screans, he didn't hear me, although he was only ten feet
awnay.

"Bobby! " | shouted.

As he turned his head to | ook at nme, the wind abruptly matched sound
with force, gusting through the egg room whipping our hair, flapping ny
j acket and Bobby's Hawaiian shirt. It was hot, hum d, redolent of tar
fumes and rotting vegetation

I couldn't identify the source of the gale, because this chanber had no
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ventilation ducts in its walls, no breaches whatsoever in its seanl ess
gl assy surface, except for the circular exit. If the steel cork plugging
that hole were, in fact, nothing but a mrage, perhaps these gusts could
have been com ng through the tunnel linking the egg roomto the airlock,
bl owi ng through the nonexistent door, however, the wi nd blustered from
all sides, rather than fromone direction

"Your light! " | shouted. "Shut it off! " Before Bobby could do as
want ed, the reeking wind brought with it another manifestation. A figure
came through the curved wall, as if five feet of steel-reinforced

concrete were no nore substantial than a veil of mst.

Bobby cl utched the pistol-grip shotgun with both hands, dropping his
flashlight without switching it off.

The spectral visitor was startlingly close, less than twenty feet from
us. Because of the swarning |ights and shadows, which served as

continually changi ng camoufl age, | couldn't at first see the intruder
clearly. dinpsed in flickering fragnents, it |ooked nanlike, then nore
Iike a machine, and then, crazily, like nothing else but a |lunbering rag
dol I.

Bobby held his fire, perhaps because he still believed that what we were
seeing was illusionary, either ghost or hallucination, or some strange
combi nation of the two. | suppose | was clinging desperately to the same
belief, because | didn't back away fromit when it staggered closer to
us.

By the tinme it had taken three uncertain steps, | could see clearly

enough to identify it as a man in a white vinyl, airtight spacesuit.

More likely, the outfit was an adapted version of the standard gear that
NASA had devel oped for astronauts, intended prinmarily not to shield the
wearer fromthe icy vacuum of interplanetary space but rather to protect
himfromdeadly infection in a biologically contam nated environnent.

The | arge helmet featured an oversize faceplate, but | wasn't able to
see the person beyond, because reflections of the whirling Iight-and
shadow show streaned across the Plexiglas. On the brow of the hel met was
stencil ed a nane, HODGSON

Per haps because of the fireworks, nore |ikely because he was blinded by
terror, Hodgson didn't react as if he saw Bobby and ne. He entered
scream ng and his voice was by far the | oudest of those still borne on
the foul wind. After staggering a few steps away fromthe wall, he
turned to face it, holding up both hands to ward off an attack by

sonet hing that was invisible to ne.

He jerked as if hit by nultiple rounds of high-caliber gunfire.
Though 1'd heard no shots, | ducked reflexively.

When he fell to the floor, Hodgson | anded on his back. He was propped
hal fway between a prone and a sitting position by the air tank and by
the briefcase-size, waste-purification-and-reclamation system strapped
to his back. His arns fell linp at his sides.

I didn't need to examine himto know he was dead. | had no i dea what
m ght have killed him and | didn't have enough curiosity to risk
i nvestigati ng.

If he'd already been a ghost, how coul d he die again?

file:/l/G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R...ht%20Bay%202%20-%20Seize%20The%20Night.txt (120 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:08:41 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay %202%20-%20Sei ze%20The%20Night.txt

Some questions are better |left unanswered. Curiosity is one of the

engi nes of human achi evenent, but it's not much of a survival nechani sm
if it notivates you to see what the back side of alion's teeth | ook
l'ike.

Crouching, | scooped up Bobby's flashlight and clicked it off.

An inmmediate drop in the ferocity of the wind seemed to support the
theory that even the mninmal energy input fromthe beans of our
flashlights had triggered all this bizarre activity.

The stench of steaming tar and rotting vegetation was al so fading.
Rising to ny feet again, | glanced at the door. It was still there.
uge and shiny. Too real.

I wanted to get out, but | didn't head for the exit. | was afraid it
woul d actually be there when | reached it, whereupon this waking dream
nm ght beconme a waki ng ni ght mare.

In every surface, the pyrotechnics continued undi m ni shed.

Previ ously, when we'd doused the flashlights, this extraordinary
spect acl e had been sel f-perpetuating for a short while, and it would
probably power itself even longer this tine.

| regarded the walls, the floor, and the ceiling with suspicion

| expected another figure to coal esce out of the bright, ceaselessly
changi ng cycl orama, sonething nore threatening than the nan in the
bi 0- secure gear.

Bobby was approachi ng Hodgson. Apparently, the disorienting effect of
the light show did not affect his equilibriumas it did mne.

"Bro, " | warned.
" Cool . "
"Not." He had the shotgun. He believed it was protection

I, on the other hand, figured that the weapon was potentially as
dangerous as the flashlights. Any |lead pellets not stopped by the target
woul d nmost likely ricochet fromwall to ceiling to floor to wall with
deadly velocity. And every tinme a bit of |ead shot struck any surface in
the chanber, the kinetic energy of the inpact night be absorbed by that
gl assy material, further powering these weird phenonena.

The wi nd subsided to a breeze.

Carnival s and catastrophes still glittered and bl azed t hrough every
curving surface of the room Ferris wheels of rotating blue |lights and
orange-red spouts like volcanic eruptions.

The vault door appeared dauntingly solid.
No ghost had ever | ooked as real as the body in the spacesuit.

Not Jacob Marley rattling his chains at Scrooge, not the Ghost of
Christmas Future, not the Wite Lady of Avenel, not Haml et's dad,
certainly not Casper.

I was surprised to find my bal ance restored. Maybe the brief disruption
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of equilibriumhadn't been a reaction to the spinning Iights and
shadows, but had been nerely another transient effect simlar to the
pressure that, earlier, had nmuffled our voices and nade breat hing
difficult.

The hot breeze and the stink it carried di sappeared. The air was cool and
cal monce nore. The sound of the wi nds began to fade, as well.

Next, perhaps, the space suited man on the floor would dissolve into a
twist of icy vapor that would rise and vanish like a waith returning to
the spirit world where it bel onged. Soon. Before we had to take a cl ose
|l ook at it. Please.

Certain that Bobby couldn't be persuaded to retreat, | followed him
toward Hodgson's body. He was deep into the sane stoked, gonzo m nd set
with which he surfed twenty-foot, fully nmacki ng behenoths, a naxi mum
kam kaze comm tnent as total as his nore characteristic slacker

i ndi fference. When he was on this board, he would ride it all the way to
the end of the barreland one day straight out of this life.

Because the lights in the walls were contained within the surface | ayer
of glassy material and shed only a small fraction of their illumnating
power into the egg roomitself, Hodgson wasn't well reveal ed.

"Fl ashlight, " Bobby said.

"Not snmart."

"That's me." Reluctantly, steeling nyself to take a close |ook at the
back side of the aforenmentioned lion's teeth, | stepped cautiously to
the right of the body as Bobby noved | ess cautiously to the left. |

swi tched on one flashlight and played it over the far too solid ghost.

Initially the beamjiggled because ny hand was shaking, but | quickly
steadied it.

The Plexiglas in the helnet was tinted. The single flashlight was not
powerful enough to let us see either Hodgson's face or his condition

Heor possibly she was as still and silent as a headstone, and whether a
ghost or not, he seened indisputably dead.

On the breast of his pressure suit was an Anerican-flag patch, and

i medi ately below the flag was a second patch, featuring a speeding

| oconotive, an image clearly fromthe Art Deco period of design, which
evidently had been adapted to serve as the logo for this research

proj ect Although the i mge was bold and dynanic, w thout any el ement of
mystery, | was willing to bet ny left lung that this identified Hodgson
as a menber of the Mystery Train team

The only other distinguishing features on the front of the suit were six
or eight holes across the abdonen and chest. Recalling how Hodgson had
turned to face the wall out of which he had appeared, how he had held
hi s hands up defensively, and how he had jerked as if hit by

aut omati c-weapons fire, | at first assuned that these punctures were
bul I et hol es.

On cl oser inspection, however, | realized that they were too neat to be
gunshot wounds. High-velocity |ead slugs would have torn the material,
| eaving rips or starburst punctures rather than these round hol es, each
as large as a quarter, which | ooked as though they had been die cut or
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even bored with a laser. Aside fromthe fact that we had heard no
gunfire, these were far too large to be entry wounds, any caliber of
ammuni ti on capabl e of punching holes that big woul d have passed directly
t hrough Hodgson, killing Bobby or ne, or both of us.

I could see no bl ood.
"Use the other flash, " Bobby said.
Silence had replaced the last murnuring voi ces of the w nd.

Expl osi ve scripts of bright, neaningless calligraphy continued to scrol
through the walls, perhaps marginally | ess dazzling than they had been a
m nute ago. Experience suggested that this phenonmenon, too, was about to
wi nd down, and | was reluctant to stinulate it again.

"Just once, quick, for a clearer |ook, he urged.

Against all instincts, | did as Bobby wanted, crouching over the
cunbersonely attired figure for a better view.

The tinted Plexiglas still partially obscured what |[ay beyond, but at
once | understood why, with the single flashlight, we hadn't been able
to see poor Hodgson's face, Hodgson no | onger had a face. Inside the

hel met was a wet churning nass that seened to be feeding voraciously on
the remai ni ng substance of the dead man, a sickening pale tangle of
seething, squirmng, slithering, jittering things that | ooked sonewhat
soft-bodied |ike wornms but were not worms, that al so | ooked sonewhat
chitinous like beetles but were not beetles, a greasy white col ony of
somet hi ng unnaneabl e that had invaded his suit and overwhelmed hima r
with such rapidity that he had died no | ess abruptly than if he had been
shot straight through the heart. And now these twi tching things
responded to the flashlight beam by surgi ng agai nst the inner surface of
the Pl exiglas faceplate, teemng with obscene excitenent.

Bolting to nmy feet, reeling backward, | thought | saw novenent in sone
of the holes in the abdonen and chest of Hodgson's viol ated pressure
suit, as though the things that had killed himwere going to boil out of
t hose punct ures.

Bobby split without firing the shotgun, which he m ght easily have done,
out of shock and terror. Thank God he didn't pull the trigger

A shotgun bl ast or twoor tenwoul dn't wi pe out even half the hell acious
swarm in Hodgson's pressure suit, but it would probably punp theminto
an even greater killing frenzy.

As | ran, | switched off the flashlights, because the fireworks in the
wal | s were gai ning speed and power once nore.

Al t hough Bobby had been farther fromthe exit than | was, he got there
ahead of ne.

The vault door was as solid as a damm vault door.

What |'d seen froma distance was confirmed close up, There was no whee
or other release nechanismto di sengage the | ock bolts.

Back toward the center of the room about forty feet away fromthe vault
door, Hodgson's pressure suit was where we had left it. Because it
hadn't col | apsed upon itself like a deflated balloon, | assuned that it
was still filled out by the nightrmare col ony and by the renaini ng odds
and ends of Hodgson on which those squirming things were feeding.
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Bobby tapped the barrel of the shotgun agai nst the door. The sound was
as real as steel striking steel

"Mrage? " | suggested, tossing his deficient explanation back at him as
I shoved one flashlight under ny belt and jamred the other into a jacket
pocket .

"I't's bogus." In reply, | slapped ny hand agai nst the door

" Bogus, he insisted. "Check your watch." | was less interested in the
time than in whether anything mght be com ng out of Hodgson's pressure
Sui t.

Wth a shudder, | realized that | was brushing at the sleeves of ny
jacket, wiping at the back of nmy neck, scrubbing the side of ny face,
trying torid nyself of crawming things that weren't really there.

Motivated by a vivid nenory of the squirming horde inside the hel net, |
hooked ny fingers in a groove along the edge of the door and pull ed.

I grunted, cursed, and pulled harder, as though | night actually be able
to nove a few tons of steel by tapping the store of energy 1'd laid up
froma breakfast of crumb cake and hot chocol at e.

"Check your watch, Bobby repeat ed.

He had shucked back the sleeve of his cotton pullover to | ook at his own
wat ch. This surprised me. He had never before worn a tinepiece, and now
he had one just |ike nine.

When | consulted the |um nous digital readout on the oversize face of ny
wistwatch, | saw 4,08 P. M The correct tinme, of course, was short of
four o' clock in the norning.

"M ne, too, he said, showi ng nme that our watches agreed.

"Both wrong? "
"No. That's what tine it is. Here. Now In this place."
"Wtchy."

"Pure Salem" Then | registered the date in a separate w ndow bel ow t he
digital tine display. This was the twelfth of April. My watch clained it
was Mon Feb 19. So did Bobby's.

I wondered what year the watch would reveal if its date w ndow had been
four digits wider. Sonewhere in the past. A nmenorably catastrophic
afternoon for the big-brow scientists on the Mystery Train team an
afternoon when the feces hit the flabellum

The speed and brightness of the spiraling-bursting-streanming lights in
the walls were slowly but noticeably di m nishing.

| 1 ooked toward the bio-secure suit, which had proved no nore secure
agai nst hostile organisns than a porkpie hat and a fig leaf, and | saw
that whatever inhabited it was noving, churning restlessly. The arns
flopped linply against the floor, and one leg twitched, and the entire
body qui vered as though a powerful electric current was passing through
it.

"Not good, " | decided.
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"It fade."
"Ch, yeah? "
"The screans did, the voices, the w nd.
" 1 rapped ny knuckl es against the vault door
"It'Il fade, " Bobby insisted.

Though the |ight show was di m ni shing, Hodgsonrather, the Hodgson
suit was becomng nore active. It drummed the heels of its boots against
the floor. It bucked and thrashed its arns.

"Trying to get up, " | said.
"Can't hurt us."

"You serious? " My |logic seenmed unassailable, "If the vault door is rea
enough to keep us in here, then that thing's real enough to cause us
maj or grief.”

"It'1l fade." Apparently not having been inforned that all its efforts
were pointless, due to its inpending fade, the Hodgson suit thrashed and
bucked and rocked until it rolled off its air tank and onto its side. |

was | ooking at the dark faceplate again, and | could feel sonething
staring back at me fromthe other side of that tinted Plexiglas, not
simply a nass of worns or beetles, stupidly churning, but a cohesive and
form dable entity, a nal evol ent consciousness, as curious about nme as |
was terrified of it.

This was not ny feverish inmaginati on at work.

This was a perception as unanbi guous and valid as the chill | would have
felt if I'd held an ice cube to the nape of ny neck

"It'Il fade, " Bobby repeated, and the thin note of dread in his voice
reveal ed that he, too, was aware of bei ng observed.

I was not conforted by the fact that the Hodgson thing was forty feet

away fromus. | wouldn't have felt safe if the distance had been forty
mles and if 1'd been studying this spastic apparition through a
t el escope.

The pyrotechnics had | ost perhaps a third of their power.
The door was still cold and hard under ny hand.

As the light show proceeded toward a final flourish, visibility
declined, but even in the slowy deepening gloom | could see the
Hodgson thing rolling off its side, lying facedowmn on the floor, and
then struggling to get to its hands and knees.

If 1'd correctly interpreted the gruesone sight 1'd glinpsed through the
facepl ate, hundreds or even thousands of individual creatures infested
the pressure suit, flesh-eating nultitudes that constituted a nest or

hi ve. A colony of beetles m ght operate under a sophisticated structure
of divisional |abor, maintain a high degree of social order, and work
together to survive and prosper, but even if Hodgson's skel eton renai ned
to provide an armature, | couldn't believe that the colony would be able
to formitself into a manli ke shape and function with such superb
coordination, interlocked form and strength that it could wal k around
in a spacesuit, clinb steps, and drive heavy nachinery.
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The Hodgson thing rose to its feet.
"Nasty, " Bobby rmurnured.

Under the flat of ny danp palm | felt a short-lived vibration pass
through the vault door. Mre peculiar than a vibration. Mre pronounced

It was a faint, undulant ... trenmor. The door didn't sinmply humwith it,
the steel quivered briefly, for a second or twd, as though it were not
steel at all, as though it were gelatin, and then it becane solid and

seem ngly inpregnabl e once nore

The thing in the pressure suit swayed |ike a toddler unsure of its

bal ance. It slidits left foot forward, hesitated, and dragged its right
foot after the left. The scraping of its boots against the glassy floor
produced only a whispery sound.

Left foot, right foot.
Comi ng toward us.

Per haps nore of Hodgson survived than just his skel eton. Maybe the

col ony had not conpletely devoured the man, had not even killed him but
had bored into him nestling deep into his flesh and bones, into his
heart and liver and brain, establishing a hideous synbiotic relationship
with his body, while taking firmcontrol of his nervous systemfromthe
brain to the thinnest efferent fiber

As the fireworks in the walls darkened into anber and unber and bl ood
red, the Hodgson thing slid its left foot forward, hesitated, then
dragged its right. The old Inmhotep two-step, invented by Boris Karl of f
in 1932.

Under my hand, the vault door quivered again and suddenly turned nushy.

| gasped when a pai nful col dness, sharper than needles, pierced ny right
hand, as if | had plunged it into sonething considerably nore frigid

than ice water. Fromwist to fingertips, | appeared to be one with the
vault door. Although the egg-roomlight was rapidly fading, |I could see
that the steel had becone semtransparent, like a |azy whirl pool,

circular currents were turning withinit. And in the gray substance of
the vault door were the paler gray shapes of ny fingers.

Startled, | yanked ny hand out of the door and had no sooner extracted it
than the steel regained its solidity.

I remenbered how the door had first been visible only out of the corner
of nmy eye, not when | |ooked directly. It had acquired substance by
degrees, and it was likely to dematerialize not in a wink but in

i nstall nents.

Bobby nust have seen what had happened, because he took a step backward,
as though the steel mght suddenly becone a whirling vortex and suck him
out of this place into oblivion.

If I hadn't extracted nmy hand in time, would it have broken off at the
joining point, leaving ne with a neatly severed but spurting stunp?

I didn't need to know the answer. Let it be a question for the ages.

The chill had left ny hand the instant that I'd withdrawn it fromthe
door, but | was still gasping, and between each convul sive breath,
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heard mysel f repeating the same four-letter word, as if | had been
stricken by a terninal case of Tourette's syndrone and woul d spend the
rest of my life unable to stop shouting this single obscenity.

Advanci ng t hrough di m bl oody |ight and | egi ons of |eaping shadows, |ike
an astronaut returned froma mssion to Planet Hell, the Hodgson thing
had crossed half the original distance between us. It was twenty feet
away, relentlessly dragging itself forward, obviously not offended by mny
| anguage, driven by a hunger al nbst as pal pable as the stench of hot tar
and rotting vegetation that earlier had been borne on the wind from
nowher e.

In frustration, Bobby struck the door with the shotgun barrel
That steel plug tolled like a bell.
He didn't even bother to point the weapon at the Hodgson thing.

Evidently, he, too, had reached the conclusion that the inpact of stray
buckshot against the walls of the chanber m ght energize the place and
| eave us trapped here | onger.

The light show ended, and over us fell absolute darkness.

If I could have stilled nmy storm ng heart and held ny breath, | mght
have been able to hear the whispery slippage of rubber boot sol es over
the glassy floor, but I was a one-man percussion section. | probably
couldn't have detected the sound of the Hodgson thing's approach if it
had been beating a bass drum

When the | um nous phenonenon in the walls had been extinguished, surely
t he phantasnagori c engi ne had shut down altogether, surely we had cone
all the way back to reality, surely the Hodgson thing had ceased to

exi st as abruptly as it had appeared, surely Again, Bobby struck the
vault door with the shotgun. It didn't toll this tinme. The tone was
flat, |ess reverberant than before, as if he had slamed a hanmer into a
bl ock of wood.

Maybe the door was changing, in the process of dematerializing, but it
was still blocking the exit. We couldn't risk trying to | eave until we
were certain we wouldn't be passing through it while it was in a state
of flux and possibly capable of taking sone nol ecul es fromour bodies

with it when it vanished for good.

I wondered what woul d happen if the Hodgson thing had a firmgrip on me
when its very substance began to transform If, for even a noment, ny
hand had becone one with the steel of the vault door, perhaps part of ne
woul d becorme one with the pressure suit and with the squirnmng entity
inside the suit, a close, too-personal encounter that m ght destroy mny
sanity even if, mraculously, | survived with no physical danmage.

Bl ackness pressed |iquidly against ny open eyes, as if | were deep
underwater. Although | strained to catch the slightest sign of the
approaching figure, I was as sightless here as |I'd been in the corridor
outside the roomwhere |I'd found the ve ve rats.

Inevitably, | recalled the kidnapper with the white-corn teeth, whose
face 1'd touched in the blinding dark

As then, | now sensed a presence |oomng before me, and with nore reason
than I'd had previously.

After all that had happened in this Mystery Train termnal, this
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ant echanber to Hell, | was no longer inclined to discount ny fears as

the product of a hyperactive imagination. This tine | didn't reach out
to prove to nyself that ny darkest suspicions were groundl ess, because
knew that ny fingertips would slide down the snoboth curve of the

Pl exi gl as facepl at e.

"Chris! " | jerked in surprise before | conprehended that the voice was
Bobby' s.

"Your wat ch, he said.

The radi ant readouts were visible even in this soot-thick nurk.

The green nunbers in those di splays were changi ng, counting forward so
rapidly that many hours were falling behind us in a fraction of a
second.

The letters in the day and nonth wi ndows were passing in a blur of
conti nuously changi ng abbrevi ati ons.

Time past was giving way to tine present.
Hell, in truth I didn't know exactly what was happeni ng here.

Maybe | didn't understand this situation at all, and maybe a bend in the
fabric of tinme had nothing to do with what we'd w tnessed. Maybe we were
entirely del usional because soneone had spi ked our beer with LSD.

Maybe | was at hone, snug in bed, asleep and dream ng. Maybe up was
down, in was out, black was white. | knew only that whatever was
happening now felt right, felt a lot better than would a sudden enbrace
fromthe thing in Hodgson's suit.

If, in fact, we had been nore than two years in the past, if we were now
racing forward to the April night on which we had begun this bizarre
adventure, | thought | ought to have felt some change within nyselfa
singing in ny bones, a fever fromthe friction of the frantically
passi ng hours, a sense of growi ng back to my real age, sonething.

But a descent on a slow el evator would have had a greater physical
effect than this express ride along the rails of tine.

On ny wistwatch, the nonth suddenly stopped at Apr. A second |ater, the
day and date froze, and imedi ately thereafter, the tine display
registered a clear, steady 3,58 A M W were hone, ninus Toto.

"Cool, " Bobby said.
"Sweet, " | agreed.

The big question was whether we had a fellow traveler with us, a
wor ny-faced conpanion in a pressure suit, |ike nothing Auntie Em or
anyone el se in Kansas had ever seen

Logi ¢ argued that the Hodgson thing was |lost in the past.

It mght be delusional, however, to assune that logic applied within
this singular situation.

I withdrew the flashlight fromunder my belt.

Didn't want to switch it on
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Switched it on
The Hodgson thing wasn't face-to-face with ne, as | had feared.

A quick sweep of the light reveal ed that Bobby and | were al one at |east
in that portion of the egg roominto which the flashlight beam woul d
reach.

The vault door was gone. | couldn't see it either when | |ooked directly
at the exit tunnel or when |I relied on ny peripheral vision.

Apparently, the room had becone so sensitized to |light that once again,
generated by the single beam faint |um nous whorls began to pul se and
wheel in the floor, walls, and ceiling.

I imrediately switched off the flashlight and jamred it under ny belt.
"Go, " | urged.

"Goi ng." As darkness descended once nore, | heard Bobby scranbling over
the raised threshold, feeling his way forward through the short,
five-foot-high tunnel

"d ear, he sai d.

Crouching, | followed himinto what had once been the airl ock.

I didn't turn on the flashlight again until we were out of the airlock
and in the corridor, where not one stray beamcould find its way back to
the glassy naterial that lined the egg room

"Told you it would fade, " Bobby sai d.

"Why do | ever doubt you? " Neither of us spoke another word all the way
up through the three stripped subterranean floors of the facility,
through the hangar, to the Jeep, which stood under a sky from which
clotting clouds had purged all stars.

We drove sout hwest across Fort Wvern, through Dead Town, past the
war ehouses where | had confronted the ki dnapper, switching off the
headl i ghts as we reached the Santa Rosita, down the access ranp al ong
the levee wall, onto the dry riverbed, obeying not a single stop sign
al ong the way, ignoring every posted speed limt, with a | oaded shot gun
in a noving vehicle, a conceal ed weapon in ny shoul der hol ster even
though | possessed no license to carry, a cooler of beer between ny
feet, trespassing in flagrant violation of the federal governnment's
Def ense Base C osure and Real i gnnment Act, while hol di ng numnerous
politically incorrect attitudes, of which a few m ght well be against
the law. W were two O ydes w thout a Bonni e.

Bobby had so expanded the gap in the river-spanning fence that we drove
through with roomto spare. He parked i medi ately outside the grounds of
the mlitary base, and together we got out of the Jeep and | owered the
flaps of chain-link, which he had rolled up and hooked to the top of the
fence.

A close inspection would reveal the breach. From a di stance greater than
fifteen feet, however, the violation of the fence could not be seen

We didn't want to announce that we had trespassed. Wthout doubt we
woul d soon be returning by this sane route, and we woul d need easy
access.
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The tire tracks | eading through the fence betrayed us, but there wasn't
a way to erase them quickly and effectively. W had to hope that the
breeze woul d becone a wind and obliterate our trail

In a few hours, we had seen nore than we coul d process, analyze, and
apply to our problemthings that we ardently wi shed we'd never seen.

We woul d have preferred to avoid another sortie onto the base, but unti
we found Jinmy Wng and Orson, duty required us to revisit this nest of
ni ght mar es.

We were | eaving now because we were tenporarily at a dead end, not sure
where to continue the search, and we had to strategi ze. Besides, nore
than two of us woul d be needed to conb even the known warrens of wern.

In addition, dawn was little nore than an hour away, and | had not worn
my El ephant Man cl oak, with hood and veil

The Suburban, which the ki dnapper had parked at the fence, was gone.
was not surprised to see that it was nmissing. Fortunately, | had
menori zed the license-plate nunber.

Bobby drove to the snarl of driftwod and tunbl eweed that |ay sixty feet
fromthe fence. | retrieved ny bicycle from conceal ment and | oaded it
into the back of the Jeep

Passing through the dark tunnel under Hi ghway 1, without headlights,
Bobby accel erated. Engi ne noi se, |ike barrages from ack-ack guns,
rattl ed back to us fromthe concrete walls.

I remenbered the nysterious figure that | had seen earlier on the
sl opi ng buttress at the west end of this passage, and ny tension grew
rat her than di mnished as the farther end becane the nearer end.

VWhen we raced into the open, | tensed, half expecting an assault, but
not hi ng was waiting for us.

A hundred yards west of the highway, Bobby braked to a halt and switched
of f the engine.

We had not spoken since the corridor outside the egg room Now he said,
"Mystery Train."

"All aboard."
"Nanme of a research project, huh? "

"According to Leland Del acroi x's security badge." | fished that object
froma jacket pocket, fingering it in the dark, thinking about the dead
man surrounded by photographs of his famly, the wedding ring in a

voti ve-candl e hol der.

"So the Mystery Train project was what gave us the troop, the
retrovirus, all these nutations. Your noms little tea-and-doonsday
society."

" Maybe. "
"l don't think so."
"Then what? "

"She was a theoretical geneticist, right? "
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"My nom apprentice god."

"Virus designer, creature creator." | "Medically valuable little
creatures, benign viruses, " | said.

"Except for one."
"Your folks are no prize, " | rem nded him

Wth a note of insincere pride, he said, "Hey, they woul d' ve destroyed
the world |l ong before your nomever did, if they'd just been given a
fair chance." They owned the only newspaper in the county, the Monlight
Bay Gazette, and their religion was politics, their god was power.

They were people with a plan, with an unlinmited faith in the

ri ght eousness of their beliefs. Bobby didn't share their spooky vision
of utopia, so they had witten himoff ten years ago. Apparently, utopia
requires the absolute unifornmity of thought and purpose exhibited by
bees in a hive.

"The point is, he said, "that wacko pal ace of the weird back there.
They weren't doi ng biol ogical research, bro."
"Hodgson was in an airtight suit, not tennis shorts, " | rem nded him

"He was in typical bio-secure gear. To protect him from being infected
by sonet hi ng."

"Total |l y obvious, yeah. But you said yourself, the place wasn't built
for mucking around with gerns."

"Not laid out for essential sterilization procedures, " | agreed.
"No decontam nation nodul es, except maybe for that one airl ock
And the floor plan is too open for high-security bio | abs."

"That nadhouse, that hyped-up | ava | anp, wasn't a lab."

"The egg room"

"Call it what you want. It was never a lab with Bunsen burners, petri
di shes, and cages full of cute little white mce with scalp scars from
brain surgery. You know what that was, bro. W both know. "

"1'"ve been broodi ng about it.
"That was transport, " Bobby said.
"Transport."

"They punped nondo energy into that room nmaybe a nuke's worth of
energy, maybe nore, and when it was fully powered, really revving, it
t ook Hodgson sonmewhere. Hodgson and a few others. W heard them
screamng for help."

"Took them where? " Instead of answering me, he said, "Carpe cerevisi."
"Meani ng? "
"Seize the beer." | took an icy bottle fromthe cooler and passed it to

him hesitated, and then opened a beer for nyself.

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R...ht%20Bay%202%20-%20Seize%20The%20Night.txt (131 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:08:41 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay %202%20-%20Sei ze%20The%20Night.txt

"Not wise to drink and drive, " | rem nded him

After taking a long swallow, | said, "I bet God |ikes beer. O course,
He' d have a chauffeur." The twenty-foot-high | evee walls rose on both
sides of us. The low and starl ess sky appeared to be as hard as iron,
pressing down like a kettle Iid.

"Transport where? " | asked.
"Rermenber your wristwatch."
"Maybe it needs repair."

"M ne went nuts, too, he rem nded ne.

"Since when do you wear a watch, anyway? "

"Since, for the first time inny life, | started feeling time running
out, " he said, referring not solely to his own nortality but to the
fact that time was running out for all of us, for the entire world as we
knew it. "Watches, man, | hate them hate everything they stand for

Evil nechanisns. But lately | start wondering what tinme it is, though

never used to care, and if | can't find a clock, | get way itchy. So now
I wear a watch, and I'mlike the rest of the world, and doesn't that
suck? "

"I't sucketh."

"Like a tornado." | said, "Time was screwed up in the egg room"

"The roomwas a tine nmachine."

"W can't make that assunption."

"l can, he said. "I'm an assunption-nmaking fool ."

"Time travel is inpossible.”

"Medi eval attitude, bro. Inpossible is what they once said about
ai rpl anes, going to the noon, nucl ear bonbs, television, and chol estero
free egg substitutes.”

"For the sake of argument, let's suppose it's possible.”
"It is possible.”

"If it's just time travel, why the pressurized suit? Wuldn't tine
travel ers want to be discreet? They'd be super-conspi cuous unl ess they
travel ed back to a Star Trek convention in 1980."

"Protection agai nst unknown di sease, " Bobby said. "Muybe an at nosphere
with | ess oxygen or full of poisonous pollutants.”

"At a Star Trek convention in 1980? "
"You know they were going to the future."
"l don't know, and neither do you."

"The future, Bobby i nsisted, the beer having given himabsolute
confidence in his powers of deduction. "They figured they needed the
protection of the spacesuits because ... the future mght be radically
different.
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VWhich it evidently is." Even without the kiss of the noon, a faint
silvery blush lent visibility to the riverbed silt. Neverthel ess, the
April night was deep

Way back in the seventeenth century, Thonmas Fuller said that it is
al ways darkest just before the dawn. Mre than three hundred years
|ater, he was still right, though still dead.

"How far in the future? " | wondered, alnpbst able to snell the hot,
rancid air that had bl own through the egg room

"Ten years, a century, a nillennium Who cares? No matter how far they
went, sonething totally quashed them" | recalled the ghostly,

radi o-rel ayed voices in the egg room the panic, the cries for help, the
sScreans.

| shuddered. After another pull at ny beer, | said, "The thing .

or things in Hodgson's suit."

"That's part of our future.”

"Nothing |ike that exists on this world."
"Not yet."

"But those things were so strange ... The entire ecol ogical system
woul d have to change

Change drastically."

"If you can find one, ask a dinosaur whether it's possible." | had | ost
my taste for the beer. | held the bottle out of the Jeep, turned it
upsi de down, and let it drain.

"Even if it was a tinme nmachine, " | argued, "it was di smantl ed.

So Hodgson showi ng up the way he did, out of nowhere, and the vault door
reappearing ... everything that happened to us ... How could it have
happened? "

"There's a residual effect."
"Resi dual effect."
"Full-on, totally macking residual effect."

"You take the engine out of a Ford, tear apart the drive train, throw
away the battery no residual effect can cause the damm car to just drive
itself off to Vegas one day." Gazing at the dw ndling, vaguely | um nous
riverbed as if it were the course of time winding into our infinitely
strange future, Bobby said, "They tore a hole in reality.

Maybe a hole |ike that doesn't nend itself."

"What does that nean? "

"What it means, " he said.
"Cryptic."
"Styptic." Perhaps his point was that his explanation mght be cryptic,
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yes, but at least it was a concept we could grasp and to which we could

cling, a famliar idea that kept our sanity fromdraining away, just as

the alumin a styptic pencil could stop the blood flowing froma shaving
cut.

O perhaps he was nocking nmy tendency acquired fromthe poetry in which
my father had steeped ne to assune that everyone spoke in netaphor and
that the world was always nore conplex than it appeared to be, in which
case he had chosen the word solely for the rhyne.

I didn't give himthe satisfaction of asking himto elucidate styptic
"They didn't know about this residual effect? "

"You nean the big-brain wi zards running the project? "

"Yeah. The people who built it, then tore it down. If there was a
residual effect, they'd blowin the walls, fill the ruins with a few
thousand tons of concrete. They wouldn't just wal k away and | eave it for
assholes like us to find." He shrugged. "So nmaybe the effect didn't

mani fest until they were |ong gone."

"Or maybe we were hallucinating everything, " | suggested.

"Both of us? "

"Coul d be."

"I dentical hallucinations? " | had no adequate answer, so | said,
"Styptic."

"Elliptic." | refused to think about that one. "If the Mystery Train was
atine travel project, it didn't have anything to do with ny nother's
wor k. "

n So? n

"So if it didn't have anything to do with Mom why di d someone | eave
this cap for ne in the egg roon? Wiy did they | eave her photo in the
airlock on a different night? Wiy did soneone put Leland Del acroix's
security badge under the wi ndshield wi per and send us there tonight? "

"You're a regul ar question machine." He finished his Hei neken, and
shoved our enpty bottles into the cool er

"Could be that we don't know half of what we think we know, " Bobby
sai d.

"Li ke? "

"Maybe everything that went wong at Wvern went wong in the
genetic-engi neering | abs, and naybe your nonmis theories were entirely
what led to the ness we're in now, just |ike we've been thinking.

O maybe not."
"You mean my nother didn't destroy the world? "

"Well, we can be pretty sure she hel ped, bro. |I'mnot saying your nom
was a nobody."

"Gracias."
"On the other hand, maybe she was only part of it, and maybe even the

| esser part." . s After ny father's death fromcancer a nonth earlier a
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cancer | now suspect didn't have a natural causei had found his
handwitten account of Orson's origins, the intelligence-enhancenent
experinents, and ny nother's slippery retrovirus. "You read what ny dad
wrote."

"Possibly he wasn't clued in to the whole story."
"He and Mom didn't keep secrets fromeach other."
"Yeah, sure, one soul in two bodies."

"That's right, " | said, prickling at his sarcasm

He gl anced at ne, winced, and returned his attention to the riverbed
ahead. "Sorry, Chris. You're totally right. Your nom and dad weren't
like mne. They were way ... special. Wen we were kids, | used to wi sh
we weren't just best friends. Used to wish we were brothers so | could
live with your folks."

"W are brothers, Bobby." He nodded.
"In nore inmportant ways than blood, " | said.
"Don't set off the maudlin alarm"

"Sorry. Been eating too nuch sugar lately." There are truths about which
Bobby and | never speak, because all words are inadequate to describe
them and to speak of them would be to dimnish their power.

One of these truths is the profound depth and sacred nature of our
friendship.

Bobby noved on, "What |'msaying is, maybe your nomdidn't know the full
story, either. Didn't know about the Mystery Train project, which mght
be as much or nore at fault than she was."

"Cozy idea. But how? "

"I"'mnot Einstein, bro. | just drained ny brain." He started the engine
and drove down river, still leaving the headlights off.
I said, "I think | know what Big Head m ght be."

"Enlighten ne."

"It's one of the second troop." The first troop had escaped the Wvern
lab on that violent night well over two years ago, and they had proved
so elusive that every effort to | ocate and eradicate them had failed

Desperate to find the nonkeys before their nunbers drastically
increased, the project scientists had rel eased a second troop to search
for the first, figuring that it wuld take a nonkey to find a nonkey.

Each of these new individuals carried a surgically inplanted
transponder, so it could be tracked and ultinately destroyed along with
what ever menbers of the first troop it found. Al though these new nonkeys
wer e supposedly unaware that they had been put through this surgery,
once set | oose they had chewed the transponders out of one another,
setting thensel ves free.

"You think Big Head was a nonkey? " he asked with disbelief. "A
radi cal | y redesi gned nmonkey. Maybe not entirely a rhesus.

Maybe sone baboon in there.”
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"Maybe sone crocodil e, Bobby said sourly. He frowned. "I thought the
second troop was supposed to be a |l ot better engineered than the first.

Less violent."
" So? "

"Big Head didn't look |ike a pussycat. That thing was designed for the
battlefield."

"It didn't attack us."

"Only because it was snmart enough to know what the shotgun could do to
it." Ahead was the access ranp down which | had travel ed on ny bike
earlier in the night, with O son padding at ny side. Bobby angled the
Jeep toward it

Recal ling the sorry beast on the bungal ow roof and the way it had hi dden
its face behind its crossed arns, | said, "I don't think it's a killer."

"Yeah, all those teeth are just for opening canned hans."
"Orson has wicked teeth, and he's no killer."

"Ch, you've convinced ne, you absolutely have. Let's invite Big Head for
a pajanma party.

We' || make huge bowl s of popcorn, order in a pizza, put one another's
hair up in curlers, and tal k about boys."

"Asshol e."

"A mnute ago, we were brothers.”

"That was then." Bobby drove up the ranp to the top of the |evee,

bet ween the signs warni ng about the dangers of the river during storns,
across the barren strip of land to the street, where at |ast he sw tched
on the headlights. He headed toward Lilly Wng's house.

"I think Pia and | are going to be together again, " Bobby said,
referring to Pia Klick, the artist and love of his life, who believes
that she is the reincarnation of Kaha Huna, the goddess of surf.

"She says Wainea is hone, " | rem nded him

"I"'mgoing to work sone maj or npjo." Mdther Earth was busily rotating us
toward dawn, but the streets of Monlight Bay were so deserted and
silent it was easy to inmagine that it was, |ike Dead Town, inhabited
only by ghosts and cadavers.

"Mdj0o? You're into voodoo now? " | asked Bobby.
"Freudi an nojo."
"Pia's way too smart to fall for it, " | predicted.

Al t hough she had been acting flaky for the past three years, ever since
she had gone to Hawaii to find herself, Pia was no dumry. Before Bobby
ever nmet her, she had graduated suma cum | aude from UCLA. These days,
her hyper realist paintings sold for big bucks, and the pieces she wote
for various art nmgazi nes were perceptive and brilliantly conposed.

"I'"'mgoing to tell her about ny new tandem board, he sai d.
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"Ah. The inplication being there's sone wahine you're riding it with."

"You need a reality transfusion, bro. Pia can't be nanipul ated |ike
that. What | tell her isi got the tandem board, and |'mready whenever
she is." Since Pia's neditations had | ed her to the revelation that she
was the reincarnation of Kaha Huna, she had decided that it would be

bl asphenbus to have carnal relations with a mere nortal man, which neant
that she would have to live the rest of her life in celibacy. This had
denoral i zed Bobby.

An el usive squiggle of hope appeared with Pia's subsequent realization

t hat Bobby was the reincarnation of Kahuna, the Hawaiian god of the

surf. A creation of nodern surfers, the Kahuna | egend is based on the
life of an ancient witch doctor no nore divine than your |oca
chiropractor. Neverthel ess, Pia says that Bobby, being Kahuna, is the

one man on earth with whom she could make | ove although in order for them
to pick up where they left off, he must acknow edge his true i mort al
nature and enbrace his fate.

A new probl em arose when, either out of pride in being just nortal Bobby
Hal | oway or out of pure stubbornness, of which he has sonme, Bobby
refused to agree that he was the one and true god of the surf.

Conpared to the difficulties of nodern ronance, the problens of Roneo
and Juliet were piffling.

"So you're finally going to adnit you're Kahuna, " | said, as we drove
t hrough pine-flanked streets into the higher hills of town.

"No. I'Il play it mysterious. | won't say |'m not Kahuna. Be cool

Wap nyself in enigna when she raises the subject, and | et her nake what
she wants of that."

"Not good enough."

"There's nore. 1'll also tell her about this dreamwhere | saw her in an
awesonel y beautiful gol d-and-blue silk holoku, levitating over these
tasty, eight-foot, glassy waves, and in the dream she says to nme, Papa
he' e nal uhawaiian for surfboard.” W were in a residential neighborhood
two bl ocks south of Ocean Avenue, the mmin east-west street in Monlight
Bay, when a car turned the corner at the intersection ahead, approaching
us. It was a basic, |late nodel, Chevrolet sedan, beige or white, with
standard California |icense plates.

I closed ny eyes to protect themfromthe oncom ng headlights. | wanted
to duck or slide down in the seat to shield ny face fromthe Iight, but
I could have done nothing nore calculated to call attention to nyself
ot her than, perhaps, whipping out a paper bag and pulling it over ny
head.

As the Chevy was passing us, its headlights no | onger a danger, | opened
my eyes and saw two nen in the front, one in the backseat.

They were big guys, dressed in dark clothes, as expressionless as
turnips, all interested in us. Their night-of-the-Iliving-dead eyes were
flat, cold, and disturbingly direct.

For sonme reason, | thought of the shadowy figure | had seen on the
sl opi ng buttress, above the tunnel that |ed under H ghway 1.

After we were past the Chevy, Bobby said, "Legal nuscle."
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"Professional trouble, " | agreed.

"They mght as well have had it stenciled on their foreheads." Watching
their taillights in the side mrror, | said, "They don't seemto be
after us, anyway. Wonder what they're |ooking for."

"Maybe Elvis." Wen the Chevy didn't doubl e back and follow us, | said,
"So you're gonna tell Pia that in this dream of yours, she's levitating
over sonme waves, and she says, Papa he'e nalu."

"Right. In the dream she tells nme to get a tandem board we can ride

together. | figured that was prophetic, so | got the board, and now |I'm
ready. "

"What a crock, " | said, by way of friendly criticism

"I't"s true. | had the dream"

"No way."

"Way. In fact, | had it three nights in a row, which weirded ne out a
little. 1'Il tell her all that, and let her interpret it any way she
wants. "

"While you play nysterious, not admitting to being Kahuna but exhibiting
godl i ke charisma.” He | ooked worried. Braking at a stop sign after
havi ng ignored all those before it, he said, "Truth. You don't think I
can pull it off? " Wen it cones to charisma, | have never known anyone
| i ke Bobby, The stuff pours off himin such copious quantity that he
positively wades in it.

"Bro, " | said, "you have so much charisma that if you wanted to forma
suicide cult, you'd have people signhing up by the thousands to junmp off
acliff with you." He was pl eased. "Yeah? You're not spinning me?"

"No spin, " | assured him
"Mahal 0. "

"You're wel come. But one question.'
sign, he said, "Ask."

As he accelerated away fromthe stop

"Way not just tell Pia that you' ve decided you' re Kahuna? "

"I can't lie to her. | love her."

"It's a harmess lie."

"Do you lie to Sasha? "

"No. "

"Does she lie to you? "

"She doesn't lie to anyone, " | said.

"Between a man and wonan in love, no lie is small or harmess."
"You keep surprising nme."

"My w sdon? "

"Your nushy little teddy-bear heart."
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"Squeeze ne, and | sing Feelings."

"Il take your word for it.
W ng's house.

We were only a few blocks fromLilly

"Go in by the back, through the alley, " | directed.

I wouldn't have been surprised to find a police patrol car or another
unmar ked sedan full of granite-eyed nen waiting for us, but the alleyway
was deserted. Sasha Good all's Ford Explorer stood in front of Lilly's
garage door, and Bobby parked behind it.

Beyond t he wi ndbreak of giant eucal yptuses, the wild canyon to the east
lay in unrelieved bl ackness. Wthout the | anp of the nmoon, anything

m ght have been out there, a bottom ess abyss rather than a nere canyon,
a great dark sea, the end of the earth and a yawning infinity.

As | got out of the Jeep, | remenbered good Orson investigating the
weeds al ong the verge of the canyon, urgently seeking Jimry. His yelp of
exci tenment when he caught the scent. His swift and sel fl ess comm t nent
to the chase.

Only hours ago. Yet ages ago.

Ti me seemed out of joint even here, far beyond the walls of the egg
room

At the thought of Orson, a coldness closed around ny heart, and for a
moment | coul dn't breat he.

I recalled waiting by candl elight beside nmy father in the col d-hol di ng
roomat Mercy Hospital, two years ago this past January, waiting with ny
nmot her's body for the hearse that would take her to Kirk's Funeral Hone,
feeling as though ny own body had been broken beyond repair by the |oss
of her, alnost afraid to nove or even to speak, as though |I might fly
apart |like a hollow ceramic figurine struck with a hamrer.

And mmy father's hospital roomonly a nonth ago. The terrible night he
di ed Holding his hand in nine, |eaning over the bed railing to hear his
final whispered words fear nothing, Chris. Fear nothing and then his hand

going slack in mne. | had kissed his forehead, his rough cheek

Because | nyself ama walking mracle, still healthy and whole with XP
at the age of twenty-eight, | believe in mracles, in the reality of
themand in our need for them and so | held fast to ny dead father's
hand, ki ssed his beard-stubbled cheek, still hot with fever, and waited
for a mracle, all but demanded one. God help ne, | expected Dad to pul

a Lazarus on ne, because the pain of losing himwas too fierce to bear,
the world unthinkably hard and cold without him and | could not be
expected to endure it, nust be granted nercy, so although I have been
bl essed with nunerous miracles in nmy life, | was greedy for one nore,
one nore. | prayed to God, begged Hm bargained with Hm but there is
a grace in the natural order of things that is nore inportant than our
desires, and at last I'd had to accept that grace, as bitter as it
seened at the tinme, and reluctantly 1'd released nmy father's |ifeless
hand.

Now | stood breathless in the alley, pierced again by the fear that |
woul d be required to outlive Orson, ny brother, that special and
preci ous soul, who was even nore an outsider in this world than | was.

If he should die alone, without the hand of a friend to confort him
wi t hout a soothing voice telling himthat he was |oved, | would be
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forever haunted byruined by the thought of his solitary suffering and
despair.

"Bro, Bobby said, putting one hand on ny shoul der and squeezi ng
gently. "Gonna be all right." | hadn't spoken a word, but Bobby seened
to know what fears had rooted me to the alleyway blacktop as | stared
into the forbidding bl ackness of the canyon beyond the eucal yptus trees.

Breath returned to me in a rush, and with it cane a dangerously fierce
hope, one of those seizures of hope so intense it can break your heart
if it goes unfulfilled, a hope that was really a nmad and unreasonabl e
conviction, which | had no right to indulge here at the end of the
world, We would find Jimy Wng, and we would find Orson, untouched and
alive, and those who had nmeant to harmthemwould rot in Hell.

Through the wooden gate, along the narrow brick wal kway, into the
backyard where the aroma of jasnine was as thick as incense, | worried
about how | was going to convey to Lilly Wng even a snmall neasure of ny
newf ound faith that her son would be discovered alive and unhar ned.

| had little to tell her that woul d support such an optimstic
concl usi on.

In fact, if | recounted a fraction of what Bobby and | had seen in Fort
Wvern, Lilly would | ose hope altogether

Bright lights were on toward the front of the Cape Cod bungal ow.

I n expectation of ny return, only faint candlelight flickered beyond the
ki tchen wi ndows at the rear.

Sasha was waiting for us at the top of the back-porch steps. She nust
have been in the kitchen when she heard the Jeep pulling behind the
gar age.

The nental inage of Sasha that | carry with me is idealized yet each tine
| see her, after an absence, she is lovelier than ny nost flattering
recol | ection. Although ny vision had adapted to the dark, the Iight was
so poor that | could not see the arrestingly clear gray of her eyes, the
mahogany shade of her hair, or the faintly freckled gl ow of her skin.

Nevert hel ess, she shone.

We enbraced, and she whi spered, "Hey, Snowran."

"Hey. "

"Ji mmy? "

"Not yet, " | said, matching her whisper. "Now Orson's m ssing.
" Her enmbrace tightened. "In Wvern? "

"Yeah."

She kissed nmy cheek. "He's not just all heart and wagging tail.
He's tough. He can take care of hinself."

"We're going back for them"

"Dam right, and ne with you." Sasha's beauty is not just or even
primarily physical. In her face, | also see her wisdom her conpassion,
her courage, her eternal glory.
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This other beauty, this spiritual beauty which is the deepest truth of
her sustains ne in tines of fear and despair, as other truths m ght
sustain a priest enduring martyrdom under the hand of a tyrant. | see
not hi ng bl asphenpus in equating Sasha's grace with the mercy of God, for
the one is a reflection of the other. The selfless |ove that we give to
others, to the point of being willing to sacrifice our lives for them as
Sasha woul d give hers for me, as | would give mine for her is all the
proof | need that human beings are not nmere animals of self-interest, we
carry within us a divine spark, and if we choose to recognize it, our
lives have dignity, neaning, hope. In Sasha, this spark is bright, a
l'ight that heal s rather than wounds ne.

When she hugged Bobby, who was carrying the shotgun, Sasha whispered,
"Better |leave that out here. Lilly's shaky."

"Me too, " Bobby nurnured.

He put the shotgun on the porch swing. The Smith & Wsson revol ver was
tucked under his belt, conceal ed by his Hawaiian shirt.

Sasha was wearing blue jeans, a sweater, and a roony denimjacket.

When we enbraced, |'d felt the conceal ed handgun in her shoul der
hol ster.

| had the 9-m | linmeter d ock

If my nother's gene-swapping retrovirus had been vulnerable to gunfire,
it would have nmet its match in us, the end of the world would have been
cancel ed, and we woul d have been at a beach party.

"Cops? " | asked Sasha.
"They were here. Gone now. "

"Manuel ? " | asked, neani ng Manuel Ramirez, the acting chief of police,
who had been ny friend before he had been co-opted by the Wvern crowd.

"Yeah. When he saw ne wal k through the door, he | ooked |ike he was
passi ng a kidney stone." Sasha led us into the kitchen, where such a
hush prevail ed that our soft footsteps were, conparatively, as |oud and
as rude as clog dancing in a chapel. Lilly's angui sh cast a shroud over
this hunbl e house, no | ess tangi ble than a velvet pall on a casket, as
t hough Ji mmy had al ready been found dead.

Qut of respect for ny condition, the only light came fromthe digita
clock on the oven, fromthe blue gas flane under the teakettle on one of
the cook top burners, and froma pair of fat, yellow candl es. The

candl es, which were set in white saucers on the dinette table, enmitted a
vanilla fragrance that was inappropriately festive for this dark pl ace
and t hese sol emm circunstances One side of the table was adjacent to a
wi ndow, allow ng space for three chairs. In the sane jeans and fl annel
shirt she'd been wearing earlier, Lilly sat in the chair facing ne.

Bobby renmai ned by the door, watching the backyard, and Sasha went to the
stove to check the teakettle.

I pulled out a chair and sat directly across the table fromLilly.

The candles in the saucers were between us, and | pushed themto one
si de.
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Lilly was sitting forward on her chair, her arnms on the pine table.
"Badger, " | said.

Brow furrowed, eyes narrowed, |ips pressed tightly together, she gazed
at her clasped hands with such fierce attention that she seened to be
trying to read the fate of her child in the sharp points of her

knuckl es, in the patterns of bones and veins and freckles, as if her
hands were tarot cards or | Ching sticks.

"I''"l'l never stop, " | pronised her

From t he subdued nature of ny entrance, she already knew that | hadn't
found her son, and she didn't acknow edge ne.

Reckl essly, | prom sed her, "W're going to regroup, get nore help, go
back out there and find him" At |ast she raised her head and net ny
eyes. The night had aged her nercilessly. Even by the flattering |light
of candl es, she | ooked gaunt, worn, as if she'd been beaten by nmany
cruel years rather than by a few dark hours. Through a trick of I|ight,
her blond hair seened white. Her blue eyes, once so radiant and lively,
were dark now with sorrow, fear, and rage

"My phone doesn't work, Lilly said in an enotionless and quiet voice,
her cal m denmeanor belied by the powerful enobtions in her eyes.

"Your phone? " At first | assuned that her m nd had broken under the
wei ght of her fear.

"After the cops were gone, | called ny nom She remarried after Dad
died. Three years after. Lives in San Diego. My call couldn't be
conpl eted. An operator broke in. Said | ong-distance service was

di srupt ed.

Tenporarily. Equipnent failure. She was lying." | was struck by the odd
and utterly uncharacteristic patterns of her speech, the clipped
sentences, staccato cadences. She seened to be able to speak only by
concentrating on small groups of words, succinct bits of information, as
if afraid that while delivering a | onger sentence, her voice woul d break
and, in breaking, would set |oose her pent-up feelings, reducing her to
uncontrol | abl e tears and i ncoherence.

"How do you know t he operator was Lying? " | prodded when Lilly fel
silent.
"Wasn't even a real operator. You could tell. Didn't have the lingo

right. Didn't have the voice. Tone of voice. Didn't have the attitude.

They sound alike. They're trained. This one was jive." The novenent of
her eyes matched the rhythns of her speech. She | ooked at nme repeatedly
but each tinme quickly | ooked away, |laden with guilt and a sense of

i nadequacy, | assunmed that she couldn't bear the sight of ne because |'d
failed her. Once she'd shifted her attention from her clasped hands, she
was unable to focus on anything for nore than a second or two, perhaps
because every object and surface in the kitchen summoned nenories of
Jimy, nmenories that would shatter her selfcontrol if she dared to dwell
on them

"So | tried a local call. To Ben's nother. My | ate husband's not her.
Jimy's grandma. She lives across town. Couldn't get a dial tone.

Now t he phone is dead. No phone at all." Fromthe far end of the kitchen
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came the clink of china, then the rattle of spoons as Sasha searched
through the flatware in a drawer.

Lilly said, "The cops weren't cops, either. Looked |ike cops.
Uni f or ms.

Badges. @uns. Men |'ve known all ny life. Manuel. He | ooks |ike Manuel
Doesn't act |ike Manuel anynore."

"What was different? "

"They asked a few questions. Scribbled some notes. Made a pl aster
i npression of the footprint. Qutside Jinmmy's wi ndow Dusted for
fingerprints, but not everywhere they shoul d have.

It wasn't real
Wasn't thorough at all. They didn't even find the crow "
"Crow? "

"They didn't ... care sonehow, she continued, as if she hadn't heard
my question, was struggling to understand their indifference.

"Lou, ny father-in-law, used to be a cop. He was thorough. And he cared.
What's he have to do with this, anyway? He was a good cop. A kind man.

You al ways knew he cared. Not like ... them" | turned to Sasha for some
illum nation about the crow and Louis W ng.

She nodded, which | took to nean that she understood and woul d clue ne
inlater if Lilly, in her distress, didn't make the connections for ne.

Pl ayi ng devil's advocate, | said to Lilly, "The police have to be
det ached, inpersonal, to do their job right."

"I't wasn't that.

They' Il look for Jimry. They'll investigate.
They' Il try. | think they will. But they were also ... nmanaging ne."
"Managi ng? "

"They said not to talk. Not to anyone. For twenty-four hours.

Tal ki ng j eopardi zes the investigation. Child abductions scare the
public, see? Cause panic. Police phones ring off the hook. They spend
all their time calnming people. Can't put full resources into finding
Jimy. Bullshit. I'"'mnot stupid. |'mcomng apart here, coning apart

but not stupid." She al nbst | ost her composure, took a deep breath,
and finished in the sane controlled, flat voice, "They just want to shut
me up. Shut ne up for twenty-four hours. And | don't know why."
under st ood Manuel's notivation for seeking her silence.

He needed to buy tinme until he could determ ne whether this was a
conventional crime or one connected to events at Wvern, because he was
diligent about concealing the latter. Ri ght now he was hoping that the
ki dnapper was a common vari ety of sociopath, a pedophile or satanic
cultist, or soneone with a grudge against Lilly. But the perpetrator
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m ght be one of those who were becomi ng, a nman whose DNA was so

di sturbed by an aggressive infection of the retrovirus that his
psychol ogy was deteriorating, his sense of humanity dissolving in an
acid of utterly alien urges and needs, conpul sions darker and stranger
than even the worst of bestial desires. O maybe there was anot her
connection to Wvern, because these days so nmuch that went wong in
Moonl i ght Bay could be traced to those haunted grounds beyond the
chain-link and razor wre.

If Jimmy's kidnapper was one of the becom ng, he'd never stand trial

If captured, he would be taken to the deeply hidden genetics labs in
Fort Wvern if they were, as we suspected, still operating, or he would
be transported to a simlar and equally secret facility el sewhere, to be
studied and tested, as part of the desperate search for a cure. In that
event, Lilly would be pressured to accept an officially concocted story
of what had happened to her son. If she couldn't be persuaded, if she
couldn't be threatened, then she would be killed or railroaded into the
psychiatric ward at Mercy Hospital, in the nane of national security and
the public welfare, though in truth she would be sacrificed for no
reason other than to protect the political em nences who had brought us
to this brink.

Sasha came to the table with a cup of tea, which she placed in front of
Lilly. On the saucer was a wedge of |enon. Beside the cup, she put a
cream and- Sugar set on a matching china tray, with a small silver spoon
for the sugar.

Instead of grounding us in reality, these donestic details gave a
dreanli ke quality to the proceedings. If Alice, the Wite Rabbit, and
the Mad Hatter had joined us at the table, | would not have been
surprised.

Apparently, Lilly had asked for tea, but now she seened barely aware
that it had been put before her. The power of her repressed enpotions ,
was growi ng so visible that she wouldn't be able to maintain her
conposure nuch | onger, yet for the nonent she continued to speak in an
uni nfl ected drone, "Phone's dead. Ckay. What if | drive to ny

nmot her-in-law s? To tell her about Jimmy. WII | be stopped? Stopped on
the way? Advised to be silent? For Jimmy's sake? And if | won't stop? If
I won't be silent? "

"How rmuch has Sasha told you? " | asked.

Lilly's eyes fixed on mine, then noved at once away. " Somethi ng happened
at Wvern. Something strange. Bad. In sone way it affects us.

Every one in Monlight Bay. They're trying to keep it quiet. It mght
explain Jimy's disappearance. Sonehow." | turned to | ook at Sasha, who
had retreated to the farther side of the kitchen. "That's all? "

"Isn't she in greater danger if she knows nore? " Sasha asked
"Definitely, " Bobby said fromhis watch position at the rear door.

Considering the depth of Lilly's distress, | agreed that it was not w se
to tell her every detail of what we knew. |f she understood the

apocal yptic threat |oom ng over us, over all humanity, she m ght |ose
her | ast desperate faith that she woul d see her little boy alive again.

I woul d never be the one who robbed her of that remaining hope.

Besi des, | detected a dusting of gray in the night beyond the kitchen
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wi ndows, a precursor of dawn so subtle that anyone w t hout mny hei ght ened
appreci ation for shades of darkness was not likely to notice. W were
running out of tine. Soon | would have to hide fromthe sun, which
preferred to do in the well-prepared sanctuary of my own hone.

Lilly said, "I deserve to know. To know everything."
"Yes, " | agreed.

"Everything."

"But there's not enough time now. We"

"I'"m scared, she whi sper ed.

| pushed aside her cup of tea and reached across the table with both
hands. "You aren't alone." She | ooked at ny hands but didn't take them
per haps because she was afraid that by putting her hands in mine, she
woul d | ose her grip on her enotions.

Keepi ng ny hands on the table, palns up, | said, "Know ng nmore now won't
hel p you. Later, I'll tell you everything. Everything.
But now .

I f whoever took Jimrmy has nothing to do with ... the nmess at Wvern,
Manuel will try hard to bring himback to you. | know he will.

But if it is related to Wvern, then none of the police, Mnue
i ncluded, can be trusted. Then it's up to us. And we've got to assune it
will be up to us."

"This is so wong."
"Yes."

"Crazy."

"Yes."

"So wrong, she repeated, and her flat voice was increasingly eerie.

Her effort to maintain her conposure left her face clenched as tight as
a fist.

I couldn't bear the sight of her in such acute pain, but |I did not avert
my gaze. \When she was able to look at ne, | wanted her to see the
conmmitnent in ny eyes, perhaps she could take sone confort fromit.

"You've got to stay here, " | said, "so we'll know where to get hold of
you if ... when we find Jinmy."

"VWhat hope do you have? " she said, and though her voice remained fl at,
a flutter passed through it.

"You against ... who? The police? The arny? The governnment? You agai nst
all of thenf "

"I't isn'"t hopeless. Nothing's hopeless in this worldunless we want it to
be. But, Lilly ... you' ve got to stay here. Because if this isn't about
Wvern, isn't connected, then the police mght need your help. O night
bring you good news. Even the police."

"But you shouldn't be alone, " Sasha said.
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"When we | eave, " Bobby said, "I'Il bring Jenna here." Jenna Wng was
Lilly's nother-in-law. "Wuld that be okay? " Lilly nodded.

She was not going to take nmy hands, so | folded themon the table, as
hers were fol ded.

| said, "You asked what they could do if you decided not to be silent,
not to play this their way. Anything. That's what they can do." |
hesitated. Then, "I don't know where ny nother was going on the day she
di ed. She was driving out of town. Maybe to break this conspiracy wi de
open. Because she knew, Lilly. She knew what had happened at Wvern. She
never got where she was going. Neither would you." Her eyes w dened.

"The accident, the car crash."

"No accident."” For the first time since |'d sat across the table from
her, Lilly met ny eyes and held nmy gaze for |onger than two or three
wor ds, "Your nother.

Genetics. Her work. That's how you know so nuch about this." | didn't
take the opportunity to explain nore to Lilly, for fear she m ght reach
the correct conclusion that nmy nother was not nerely a righteous

whi st e-bl ower, that she was anpong those fundanmental ly responsible for
what had gone wrong at Wvern. And if what happened to Jimy was rel ated
to the Wvern cover-up, Lilly might take the next step in logic,
concluding that her son was in jeopardy as a direct result of ny

mot her's work. Wiile this was probably true, she night |eap thereafter
into the realmof the illogical, assunme that | was one of the
conspirators, one of the eneny, and withdraw from ne.

Regar dl ess of what my nother could have done, | was Lilly's friend and
her best hope of finding her child.

"Your best chance, Jimy's best chance, is to trust us. M, Bobby,
Sasha. Trust us, Lilly."

"There's nothing I can do. Nothing, she said bitterly.

Her cl enched face changed, though it didn't relax with relief at being
able to share this burden with friends. Instead, the wetched tw st of
pain that distorted her features drew tighter, into a hard knot of
anger, as she was overcone by a simultaneously dispiriting and
infuriating recognition of her hel pl essness.

When her husband, Ben, died three years ago, Lilly had left her job as a
teacher's aide, because she couldn't support Jimry on that incone, and
she had risked the life-insurance noney to open a gift shop in an area
of the harbor popular with tourists. Wth hard work, she nmde the

busi ness viabl e. To overconme | oneliness and grief at the | oss of Ben,
she filled her spare hours with Jimy and with sel f-education, She

| earned to lay bricks, installing the wal kways around her bungal ow, she
built a fine picket fence, stripped and refinished the cabinets in her
kitchen, and becane a first-class gardener, with the best |andscaping in
her nei ghborhood. She was accustoned to taking care of herself, to
coping. Even in adversity, she had al ways before remained an optim st,
she was a doer, a fighter, all but incapable of thinking of herself as a
victim

Perhaps for the first tine in her life, Lilly felt entirely hel pless,
pitted against forces she could neither fully understand nor
successfully defy. This tinme self-reliance was not enough, worse, there
seened to be no positive action that she could take. Because it was not
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in her nature to enbrace victinmhood, she could not find solace in
self-pity, either. She could only wait. Wait for Jinmmy to be found
alive. Wit for himto be found dead. O, perhaps worst of all, wait al
her life w thout knowi ng what had happened to him Because of this

i ntol erabl e hel pl essness, she was racked equal |y by anger, terror, and a
portentous grief.

At | ast she uncl asped her hands.
Her eyes blurred with tears that she struggled not to shed.

Because | thought she was going to reach out to ne, | reached toward her
agai n.

I nstead, she covered her face with her hands and, sobbing, said, "Onh,

Chris, I'mso ashaned.” | didn't know whether she neant that her
hel pl essness shaned her or that she was ashaned of |osing control, of
weepi ng.

I went around the table and tried to pull her into ny arnms.
She resisted for a nmonent, then rose from her chair and hugged ne.

Burying her face against ny shoul der, voice raw with angui sh, she said,
"I was so ... oh, God ... | was so cruel to you." Stunned, confused, |
said, "No, no. Lilly, Badger, no, not you, not ever."

"I didn't have ... the guts." She was shaking as if in the thrall of a
fever, words stuttering out of her, teeth chattering, clutching at me
with the desperation of a lost and terrified child.

I held her tight, unable to speak because her pain tore at ne.

I remmi ned baffled by her declaration of shane, yet, in retrospect, |
bel i eve an understandi ng was beginning to conme to ne.

"All nmy big talk, " she said, her voice becom ng even | ess clear,
di storted by a choking renorse. "Just talk. But | wasn't ... couldn't
when it counted ... couldn't." She gasped for breath and held ne

tighter than ever. "I told you the difference didn't matter to ne, but
inthe end it did."

"Stop, " | whispered. "It's all right, all right."

"Your difference, she said, but by now | knew what she neant.

"Your difference. Inthe end it mattered. And | turned away from you

But here you are. Here you are when | need you." Bobby noved fromthe
kitchen onto the back porch. He wasn't investigating a suspicious noise,
and he wasn't stepping outside to give us privacy. H s sl acker

i ndi fference was a shell inside which was conceal ed a snail -soft
sentinmental Bobby Hall oway that he thought was unknown to everyone, even
to ne.

Sasha started to foll ow Bobby. Wen she gl anced at ne, | shook my head,
encouragi ng her to stay.

Visibly disconfited, she busied herself by brew ng another serving of
tea to replace the one that had cool ed, untouched, in the cup on the
tabl e.

"You never turned away from me, never, never, " | told Lilly, holding
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her, snmpothing her hair with one hand, and w shing that |ife had never
brought us to a nonent where she felt conpelled to speak of this.

For four years, beginning when we were sixteen, we hoped to build a life
together, but we grew up. For one thing, we realized that any children
we concei ved would be at too high a risk of XP. I've nade peace with ny
limtations, but | couldn't justify creating a child who woul d be
burdened with them And if the child was born wi thout XP, heor she would
be fatherless at a young age, for | wasn't likely to survive far into
his teenage years. Though | woul d have been content to live childless
with Lilly, she longed to have a fanmily, which was natural and right.

She struggled, too, with the certainty of being a young wi dow and with
the awful prospect of the increasing physical and neurol ogical disorders
that were likely to plague nme during ny final few years, slurred speech,
hearing | oss, uncontrollable tremors of the head and the hands, perhaps
even nental inpairnment.

"We both knew it had to end, both of us, " | told Lilly, which was true,
because belatedly I'd recogni zed the horrendous obligation that | would
eventual ly become to her, all in the nane of |ove.

To be honest, | might selfishly have seduced her into nmarriage and

all owed her to suffer with ne during ny eventual descent into infirmty
and disability, because the confort and conpani onship she coul d have
provi ded woul d have nade ny decline | ess frightening and nore tol erable.

I mght have closed ny mind to the realization that | was ruining her

life in order to inprove mne. | amnot adequate material for sainthood,
I amnot selfless. She had voiced the first doubts, tentative and
apol ogetic, listening to her, over a period of weeks, 1'd reluctantly

arrived at the realization that although she woul d make any sacrifice
for meand though I wanted to | et her nake those sacrifices what |ove she
still had for ne after my death would inevitably be corroded with
resentment and with a justified bitterness.

Because | amnot going to have a long life, | have a deep and thoroughly
sel fish need to want those who have known ne to keep ne alive in nenory.

And | am vain enough to want those nmenories to be cherished, to be ful
of affection and | aughter.

Finally | had understood that, for my sake as much as Lilly's, we had to
forgo our dreamof a life together or risk watching the dream devol ve
into a ni ghtnmare.

Now, with Lilly in my arns, | realized that because she had been the
first to express doubts about our relationship, she felt the ful
responsibility for its coll apse. Wien we'd ceased to be |overs and
decided to settle for friendship, my continued |onging for her and ny
mel ancholy about the end of our dream nust have been disnmally apparent,
because |1'd been neither kind enough nor nan enough to spare her from
them Unwittingly, | had sharpened the thorn of guilt in her heart, and
eight years too late, | needed to heal the wound that | had caused.

When | began to tell her all this, Lilly attenpted to protest.

By habit, she blamed herself, and over the years she had | earned to take
a masochi stic solace in her imagined cul pability, which she was now

reluctant to do without. Earlier, 1'd incorrectly believed that her
inability to meet ny eyes resulted fromny failure to find Jimy, like
her, 1'd been quick to torture nyself with blame. This side of Eden,

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R...ht%20Bay%202%20-%20Seize%20The%20Night.txt (148 of 298) [2/9/2004 10:08:41 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%20-%20M oonli ght%20B ay %202%20-%20Sei ze%20The%20Night.txt

whet her we realize it or not, we feel the stain on our souls, and at
every opportunity, we try to scrub it away with steel-wool guilt.

I held fast to this dear woman, tal king her into accepting exoneration,
trying to make her see me for the needy fool that | am insisting that
she understand how cl ose | had come, eight years ago, to mani pul ating
her into sacrificing her future for ne. Diligently, | tarnished the

shi ning i nage she held of ne.

This was one of the nost difficult things |I've ever had to do

because as | held her and quieted her tears, | realized how nuch | stil
cherished her, treasured her, and how desperately | wanted her to think
only well of me, though we woul d never be |overs again.

"We did what was right. Both of us. If we hadn't nade the decision we
made ei ght years ago, " | concluded, "you wouldn't have found Ben, and
woul d never have found Sasha. Those are precious nmonments in our |lives
your neeting Ben, ny neeting Sasha. Sacred nonents."

"l love you, Chris."
"l love you, too."

"Not like |I once |oved you."
"1 know. "

"Better than that."

"I know, " | said.

"Purer than that."

"You don't need to say this."

"Not because it nmakes ne feel rebellious and noble to Iove you with al
your troubles.

Not because you're different. | |ove you because you' re who you are."
"Badger? " | said.

"What? " | snmiled. "Shut up." She let out a sound that was nore |augh
than sob, though it was conposed of both. She kissed ne on the cheek and
settled into her chair, weak with relief but also still weak with fear
for her m ssing son.

Sasha brought a fresh cup of tea to the table, and Lilly took her hand,
held it tightly. "Do you know The Wnd in the WIlows? "

"Didn'"t until | met Chris, " Sasha said, and even in the di mand
fluttering candlelight, | saw the tracks of tears on her face.

"He call ed me Badger because | stood up for him But he's ny Badger now,
your Badger. And you're his, aren't you? "

"She swings a hell of a mean cudgel, " | said.

"We're going to find Jimmy, Sasha promi sed her, relieving nme of the
terrible weight of repeating that inpossible promse, "and we're going
to bring himhonme to you."

"What about the crow? " Lilly asked Sasha.
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From a pocket, Sasha produced a sheet of drawi ng paper, which she
unfol ded After the cops left, | searched Jimy's bedroom They hadn't
been thorough. | thought we m ght find sonething they overl ooked.

Thi s was under one of the pillows." Wien | held the paper to the
candlelight, I saw an ink sketch of a bird in flight, side view, w ngs
back. Beneath the bird was a neatly hand | ettered nmessage, Louis Wng
will be ny servant in Hell.

"What does your father-in-law have to do with this? " | asked Lilly.

Fresh mi sery darkened her face. "I don't know. " Bobby stepped inside
fromthe porch. "Got to split, bro." By now the comi ng dawn was evi dent
to all of us. The sun had not yet appeared above the eastern hills, but
the night was doing a fade, from bl ackest soot to gray dust.

Beyond the wi ndows, the backyard was no | onger a | andscape in shades of
bl ack but a pencil sketch

I showed himthe drawi ng of the crow. "Maybe this isn't about Wvern,
after all. Maybe soneone has a grudge agai nst Louis." Bobby studied the
paper, but he wasn't convinced that this proved the ki dnapping was
merely a crinme of vengeance. "Everything goes back to Wvern, one way or
anot her."

"When did Louis |leave the police departnent? " | asked.
Lilly said, "He retired about four years ago, a year before Ben died."

"And before everything went wong at Wvern, " Sasha noted. "So maybe
this isn't connected."

"I't's connect ed, Bobby insisted. He tapped one finger against the
crow. "lIt's too radically weird not to be connected."

"W should talk to your father-in-law, " | told Lilly.
She shook her head. "Can't. He's in Shore haven."
"The nursing home?"

"He's had three strokes over the past four nonths. The third left himin
a coma. He can't talk to anyone. They don't expect himto |live nuch

| onger." When | | ooked at the ink sketch again, | understood that
Bobby's "radically weird" had referred not only to the hand-lettered
words but also to the crowitself. The drawi ng had a nal evol ent aura,
The wing feathers bristled, the beak was open as if to let out a shriek,
the tal ons were spread and hooked, and the eye, though nerely a white
circle, seened to radiate evil, fury.

"May | keep this? " | asked Lilly.

She nodded. "It feels dirty. | don't want to touch it." We left Lilly
there with a cup of tea and with hope that, if it could have been
measur ed, ni ght not have equal ed the volune of juice she could squeeze
fromthe | enobn wedge on her saucer.

Descendi ng the porch steps, Sasha said, "Bobby, you better bring Jenna
W ng back here as quick as you can." | gave himthe sketch of the crow

"Show her this. Ask her if she remenbers any case Louis worked on
anything that m ght explain this." As we crossed the backyard, Sasha
took ny hand.
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Bobby said, "Who's spinning nusic when you're here? "

"Doogi e Sassnman's covering for ne, she sai d.

"M . Harley-Davidson, the man-nountain | ove nmachine, " Bobby said,
| eadi ng us along the brick wal k beside the garage. "Wat program format
does he favor head-bangi ng heavy netal ? "

"Wal t zes, " Sasha said. "Fox-trots, tangos, rumbas, cha-chas.

I'"ve warned himhe has to stick with the tune sheet | gave him cause
otherw se, he'd just play dance nusic. He | oves ballroom dancing."

Pushi ng open the gate, Bobby stopped, turned, and stared at Sasha in
di sbelief. To ne, he said, "You knew this? "

"No. "
"Bal | room danci ng? " Sasha said, "He's won sone prizes."
"Doogi e? He's as big as a Vol kswagen Beetle."

"The ol d Vol kswagen Beetle or the new one?

"The new one, " Bobby said.
"He's a big guy, but he's very graceful, " Sasha said.
"He has a tight turning radius, " | told Bobby.

The thing that happens so easily anong us, the thing that nakes us so
cl ose, was happeni ng again. The groove or rhythmor nood or whatever it
is we soroutinely fall into with one another we were falling into it
again. You can handl e anything, including the end of the world as we
know it, if at your side are friends with the proper attitude.

Bobby said, "I thought Doogi e hangs out in biker bars, not ballroomns."

"For fun, he's a bouncer in a biker bar two evenings a week, " Sasha
said, "but I don't think he hangs out there otherw se."

"For fun? " Bobby said.
"He enjoys breaking heads, " Sasha sai d.
"Who doesn't, " | said.

As we foll owed Bobby into the alleyway, he said, "The dude is a way
skilled audi o engineer, rides a Harley |ike he came out of the wonb on
it, dates awesone wonen who nake any Ms. Universe | ook |ike the average

resident of an oyster shell, fights drunken psycho bikers for fun, wns
prizes for ballroomdancing this sounds like a bro we want with us when
we go back to Wvern." | said, "Yeah, nmy big worry has been what we'l]l

do if there's a tango conpetition."
"Exactly." To Sasha, Bobby said, "You think he'd be up for it?"

She nodded. "I think Doogie's always up for everything." | expected to
find a police cruiser or an unmarked sedan behind the garage, and
unanused authority figures waiting for us. The alley was deserted.

A pale gray swath of sky outlined the hills to the east. The breeze
rai sed a chorus of whispers fromthe w ndbreak of eucal yptus trees al ong
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the canyon crest, as if warning ne to hurry hone before the norning

found rme.

"And Doogi e has all those tattoos, " | said.

"Yeah, " Bobby said, "he's got nore tattoos than a drunken sailor with
four mothers and ten wives." To Sasha, | said, "If you're getting into

any hostile situation, and it involves a super-huge guy covered wth
tattoos, you want himon your side."

"I't's a fundanental rule of survival, Bobby agr eed.

"I't's discussed in every biology textbook, " | said.
"It's in the Bible, " Bobby said.
"Leviticus, " | said.

"I't's in Exodus, too, " Bobby said, "and Deuteronony." Al erted by
movenent and by a glinpse of eye shine, Bobby snapped the shotgun into
firing position, | drew the dock frommy shoul der hol ster, Sasha pulled
her revolver, and we swung toward the perceived threat, formng a manic
tabl eau of paranoi a and rugged individualismthat woul d have been
perfection if we'd just had one of those pre-Revolutionary War fl ags
that featured a coiled serpent and the words Don't Tread on M.

Twenty feet north of us, along the eastern side of the alley, making no
sound to conpete with the soughing of the wi nd, coyotes appeared anong
the trunks of the eucal yptus trees. They came over the canyon crest,
through the bunch-grass and wild flax, between bushy cl unmps of

goats beard

These prairie wlves, snmaller than true wol ves, with narrower nuzzles
and |ighter variegated coats, possess nuch of the beauty and charm of
wolts, of all dogs. Even in their benign nonents, however, after they
havf hunted and fed to contentnment, when they are playing or sunning in a
meadow, they still | ook dangerous and predatory to such an extent that
they are not likely to inspire a line of cuddly stuffed toys, and if one
of themis chosen as the ideal photogenic pet by the next resident of
1600 Pennsyl vani a Avenue, we can be reasonably sure that the Antichrist
has his finger on the nuclear trigger.

Slinking out of the canyon, anong the trees, into the alley in the
earliest ashen light of this cloud-shrouded norning, the coyotes | ooked
post - apocal yptic, like the hellish hunters in a world |ong past its
doonsday. Heads thrust forward, yellow eyes glowing in the gloom ears
pricked, jaws cracked in hunorless serrated grins, they arrived and
gathered and turned to face us in dreamike silence, as though they had
escaped froma Navajo nystic's peyote-inspired vision

Ordinarily, coyotes travel overland in single file, but these cane in a
swarm and once in the alleyway, they stood flank-to-flank, closer than
any cani ne pack, huddling together rather like a colony of rats.

Their breath, hotter than ours, snoked in the coolish air. | didn't
attenpt to count them but they nunbered nore than thirty, all adults,
no pups.

We could have tried to get into Sasha's Explorer and pull the doors
shut, but we all sensed that any sudden novenent from us or any show of
fear mght invite a vicious assault. The npst we dared to do was slowy
reverse a step or two, until our backs were to sone degree protected by
the pair of parked vehicles.
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Coyote attacks on adult human beings are rare but not unknown.

Even in hunting pairs or in a pack, they will stalk and chase down a man
or worman only if desperate with hunger because a drought has | owered the
popul ati on of mice, rabbits, and other small wildlife.

Young children, left unattended in a park or in a backyard adjacent to
open range, are nore often seized and savaged and dragged away, but
these incidents are also rare, especially considering the vast expanses
of territory that human bei ngs and coyotes inhabit together throughout
t he West.

I was nost worried not by what coyotes night usually do, but by the
perception that these were not ordinary animls. They could not be

expected to behave as usual for their kind, the danger was in their
di fference.

Al though all their heads were turned in our direction, | didn't feel we
were the primary focus of their attention. They seemed to be raptly
gazing past us, toward sonething in the distance, though for its eight
or ten-block length, the alley was quiet and deserted.

Abruptly, the pack noved.

Al'though living in famlies, coyotes are nonetheless fierce

i ndividualists, driven by personal needs, insights, nmoods. Their

i ndependence i s evident even when they hunt together, but this pack
moved with uncanny coordination, with the instinctive synchronization of
a cruising school of piranhas, as though they shared one mnind, one

pur pose.

Ears |l aid back flat against their skulls, jaws cracked wide as if to
bite, heads | owered, hackles raised, shoulders hunched, tails tucked in
and held | ow, the coyotes raced in our direction but not directly toward
us. They kept to the east half of the alley, nost of themon the

bl ackt op but sone on the dusty verge, gazing past us and strai ght ahead,
as if focused intently on prey that was invisible to human eyes.

Nei t her Bobby nor | cane close to firing on the pack, because we were at
once rem nded of the behavior of the flock of nighthawks in Wvern

At first the birds seemed to have gathered with malicious intent, then

for the purpose of celebration, and in the end their only violent

i mpul se was to self-destruction. Wth these coyotes, | didn't sense the
bl eak aura of sorrow and despair that had radi ated fromthe nighthawks,
I didn't feel they were searching for their own final solution to

what ever fever gripped them They appeared to be a danger to soneone or
somet hi ng, but not to us.

Sasha held her revolver in a two-hand grip as the pack streamed toward
us. But as they began to pass without turning a single yellow eye in our
direction and wi thout issuing one bark or snarl, she slowy |owered the
weapon until the muzzle was aimed at the pavenent near her feet.

These predators, breath steam ng fromtheir nouths, appeared ectoplasmc
here on the cusp of dawn. If not for the slap of paws on bl acktop and a
musky odor, they m ght have been only ghosts of coyotes, engaged in one
| ast haunt during the final mnutes of this spirit-friendly night,
before naking their way back to the rough fields and vales in which
their nol dering bones awaited them

As the final ranks of the pack poured past us, we turned to stare after
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the swift procession. They dwi ndled into the di stance, chased by the
gray light fromthe east, as though follow ng the night toward the
west ern hori zon.

Quoting Paul Mcartneyafter all, she was a songwiter as well as a
deej ay sasha said, "Baby, |'m anmazed."
"I've got alot to tell you, " | said. "W've seen way nore than this

toni ght, stranger stuff.

"A catal og of the nondo weird, Bobby assured her

In the darker distance, the coyotes seened to shi mer out of existence,
though | suspect that they slipped fromthe alleyway, over the canyon
crest, returning to the deeper realns from which they had ascended.

"W haven't seen the last of them " Sasha predicted, and her voice was
shaded by a disquieting note of precognition.

"Maybe, " | said.
"Definitely, " she insisted with quiet conviction. "And the next tine
they conme around, they'll be in an uglier nood." Breaking open the

shot gun and shaking the shell fromthe chanber into the palmof his
hand, Bobby said, "Here cones the sun." He was not to be taken
literally, the day was overcast. The relentless nmorning slowy stripped
of f the black hood of the night and turned its dead, gray face upon us.

A solid cloud cover affords me no substantial protection against the
destructive force of the sun. Utraviolet |light penetrates even bl ack

t hunder heads, and while the burn may build nmore slowy than on a
searingly bright day, the irreparabl e damage to ny skin and eyes
nevert hel ess accunul ates. Sunscreen | otions protect well against the

| ess serious forms of skin cancer, but they have little or no ability to
prevent mel anoma.

Consequently, | have to seek shelter fromeven a daytine sky as gray
bl ack as the char and ashes in the cold bow of Satan's pipe after he's
smoked a handful of souls.

To Bobby, | said, "We're no good without a little sleep. Grab sone
mattress tinme, then neet Sasha and nme at ny house between noon and one
o'clock. W'Il put together a plan and a search party." [ "You can't go
back to Wvern till sundown, but naybe sone of us ought to get noving
sooner, " he said.

"I"'mfor that. But there's no point in quartering off Wvern and
searching every foot of it. That would take too |ong, forever.

We'd never find themin tine, " | said, |eaving unspoken the thought
that we mght already be too late. "W don't go back until we've got the
tracker we need."

"Tracker? " Sasha asked, fitting her revolver into the hol ster under her
deni m j acket .

"Mungojerrie, " | said, tucking away nmy 9-mllimeter.
Bobby blinked. "The cat? "
"He's nore than a cat, " | remi nded Bobby.

"Yeah, but"
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"And he's our only hope."

"“Cats can track? "

"I"'msure this one can." Bobby shook his head.

"I''m never gonna be at hone in this brave new smart-ani mal world, bro.

It's like I"'mliving in a nmaxi mum wacky Donal d Duck cartoon, but one
where, between the | aughs, dudes get their guts ripped out."

"The world according to Edgar Allan Disney, " | said. "Anyway,
Mungoj erri e hangs out around the marina.

Pay a visit to Roosevelt Frost.

He shoul d know how to find our tracker." Qut of the pool of shadows in
the canyon east of us, the eerie ululant cries of coyotes rose, a sound
like no other on earth, like the tormented and hungry voices that
banshees woul d have if banshees exi sted.

Sasha put her right hand under her jacket, as if she might draw her
revol ver agai n.

Such a frenzied choir of coyotes is a common sound at night, usually
signifying that a hunt has reached its bl oody end, that sone prey as

| arge as a deer has been brought down by the pack, or that the full noon
is exerting its peculiar pull, but you rarely hear such a chilling
chorus on this side of the sunrise. As nuch as anything that we had yet
experienced, this sinister serenade, which escalated in volunme and
passion, filled me with foreboding.

"Shar ky, " Bobby sai d.

"White pointers, " | said, which is surfer lingo for great whites, the
nost dangerous of all sharks.

I clinbed into the passenger seat of the Explorer, and by the tinme Sasha
started the engi ne, Bobby pulled past us in his Jeep, heading for Jenna
Wng's house across town.

I didn't expect to see himfor at |east seven hours, but here at the
dawn of April 12, we didn't realize that we were entering a day of epic
bad news. The nasty surprises were coming at us like a |long series of
triple overhead nonoliths churned up by a typhoon in the far Pacific.

Sasha parked the Explorer in the driveway, because ny father's car was
in the garage, as were boxes of his clothing and his personal effects.

The day would conme, with his death far enough in the past, when | would
not feel that disposing of his belongings would diminish himin ny
menory. | was not at that day yet.

In this matter, | know I'mbeing illogical. My nenories of ny dad, which
give me sustaining strength every day, are not related to what clothes
he wore on any particular occasion, to his favorite sweater or his
silver-rinmed reading glasses. Hi s things do not keep himvivid in my

m nd, he stays with ne because of his kindness, his wit, his courage,
his love, his joy inlife. Yet twice in the three weeks since |I've
packed up his clothes, |I've torn open one of the boxes in the garage
simply to have a | ook at those reading gl asses, at that sweater.
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In such nonents | can't escape the truth that I'mnot coping as well as
| pretend to be. The cataract of grief is a |onger drop than N agara,
and | guess |'ve not yet reached the river of acceptance at the bottom

When | got out of the Explorer, | didn't hurry into the house, though
the grizzled norning was now al nost fully upon us. The day did little to
restore the color that the night had stolen fromthe world, indeed, the
snoky |ight seemed to deposit an ash-gray residue on everything, nuting
tones, dulling shiny surfaces. The cunul ative UV danmage | woul d sustain
in this shineless sunshine was a risk worth taking to spend one mnute
admring the two oaks in the front yard.

These California |ive oaks, beautifully crowned and with great canopies
of strong black linbs, tower over the house, shading it in every season,
because unli ke eastern oaks, they don't drop their leaves in winter.
have al ways | oved these trees, have clinbed high into them on nany
nights to get closer to the stars, but lately they nean nore to ne than
ever because they remnd ne of ny parents, who had the strength to nmake
the sacrifices in their own lives required to raise a child with ny
disabilities and who gave ne the shade to thrive

The wei ght of this | eaden dawn had pressed all the wind out of the day.

The oaks were as nonolithic as scul pture, each leaf |like a petal of cast
bronze.

After a mnute, calned by the deep stillness of the trees, | crossed the
| awn to the house.

This Craftsman-period structure features stacked | edger stone and
weat her-sil vered cedar under a slate roof, with deep eaves and an
expansi ve front porch, all nodern lines yet natural and close to the
earth.

It is the only hone |'ve ever known, and considering both the average
life span of an XPER and ny talent for getting nmy ass in a sling, it's
no doubt where I'Il live until | die Sasha had unl ocked th