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Ni ghtworl d

by
Davi d Bi schof f

PROLOGUE
The sun set and noonl ess, cloudy night poured across the |and.
The vanpire awoke

Nestl ed confortably in a satin-lined coffin, the creature felt the Summons i mediately, it raised
the coffin lid, hesitated briefly and | ooked about, then stepped out onto the chill flags of the
chapel floor. The vanpire answered with its mnd: "Master | cone."

As it stepped into the Nightworld, the creature pondered the Sumobns. Satan had not called for
mont hs. True, the Master had other Servants. Miultitudes. But the proximty of its crypt and its
adm rabl e record often caused Satan to enpl oy the vanpire on mi ssions of considerable inport.

Evidently, one such task awaited.

The soft whisper of silk against silk; the black of the creature's clothes echoed the wi nd and
night curling around the forests shivering | eaves. Save for the deep crinson of its lips, pallor
clung to the exposed surfaces of the beast's face and hands like a brittle sheath of newfallen
snow. The nostrils of its aquiline nose were wide to the scents of the night: the conforting
stench of the dead, the seductive fragrance of the living. The eyes owned no color at all, twn
wi ndows into oblivion. Its lips were parted, and between |lay a darkness marred only by two white
poi nt s.

Though the night was chill, its breath did not mst.

Wal king slowy through the graveyard, |ong black cape billow ng behind, it recalled the way. The
path to Hell was not an easy one, and renenbering the proper code for the Gates was inportant.
Most i nportant.

M st al ready covered the ground and obscured the undergrowth as the vanpire gai ned the forest.
Wl ves howl ed to the east and a | oud thrashing paralleled his path through the dark trees. Another
time the vanpire mght have investigated. But not that night.

After a tinme, a nottled noon rose, and a pale shimer | eaked froma break in the roiling clouds.
Awakened by the gleam bats flapped toward the fitfully illunmined mountain in the near-distance.
The vanpire turned in the sane direction, for at the base of the nountain lay the Gates.

They gleamed with silver fire as the vanpire approached and slipped its identification card into
the appropriate slot. Wth a sharp-nailed finger, it tapped the conbi nation

A voice erupted fromthe speaker grille .

"Cuardian Nine Ch Six Aye Four," it said in an enotionless nobnotone. "You are expected. Vampire
Four Nine Bee Ch Ch. The Master awaits. Follow the red arrows to the elevator. The Path has been
altered since last you entered. To veer fromit is to suffer damation”

St ai nl ess steel doors parted snoothly to reveal a corridor of gloamng netal walls and dark
pl astic floor.

The vanpire entered, and began its descent into Hell.
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SUNSET had caught diver Dolan dozing in the Forest of Fernwol d. Unless he sped to a haven behi nd
the walls of Fernwold Castle, he feared a nightcreature would catch himas well

The thought was unpleasant. As Oiver scranbled to his feet and hastily regained the path to the
castle, he thrust the idea fromhis mnd. Fear would only rmake things worse. Panic was to be
avoi ded. He sl owed his pace, straightened his | ace-cuffed maroon jacket, and snoothed his

di shevel ed auburn I ocks.

A lad of nineteen sunmers, Oiver bore the aristocratic features of his famly, hereditary rulers
of the Dutchy of Femwol d, province of Styx, fourth planet fromthe GO star which lent its nunber
to the system His thin nose tapered to a petite point, enphasizing a sharpness of feature that
was softened only by the liquid flow of bis wavy hair, the warnth in his brown eyes. Hi s was a
face that had seen very little unpl easantness, one that nornally wore a snile confortably,
naturally. But at that nonent, a distinct frowm winkled its snoothness.

He'd brought no weapons, not even a dagger

Tradi tional weapons of any Kkind were of dubious utility against the nightcreatures, but certainly
sonet hi ng sharp or hard in his hand would have |l ent nore confidence to his gait.

The sun had just dipped bel ow the gol den horizon of the forest, dragging precious |light behind. It
was the monment A iver had dreaded nost of his life. A lover of the trees and fields and wat erways

of the Duchy, often, on afternoons, he woul d wander al ong the paths, through the bowers, over the

sparkling, mirror-surfaced streams which burbled happily over snooth-pebbl ed beds. This day he had
paused by a streamfor a rest, and had fallen asleep beneath the shady canopy of an oak

H s parents would be worried, he knew, and with good reason

The light was trickling away rapidly, and darkness filled the sky's inverted bow wth stars.
Charon, the larger of Styx's noons, had already risen, shining coolly against the rich blue velvet
of the heavens. Puffy gray and white cl ouds coasted eerily overhead, spurred on by the sane steady
breeze that whispered through the oaks of the forest disturbing dying | eaves which crackl ed
softly, like tiny bones breaking.

The dreany Nightworld gently seized the | and. Soon, its dangers would be unearthed.

Aiver speeded to a jog, then to a slow run which jostled the end of a silk scarf fromits nest in
his coat.

Flaglike, it fluttered behind as he rapidly clinbed the path. H's calf-high | eather boots cl opped
al ong the hard-packed earth, kicking | oose stones into the nountain laurel that fringed the trail
The darkness began to close around himlike a gigantic fist.

Fromatop a rise in the path, he glinpsed the towers of the castle, proudly thrust above the
trees, glowing dully white in the dimbeans of Charon and the dusty stars.

No, not far now, he thought. If he could nake the road in just a few nminutes he would be
reasonably safe.

The creatures seldomventured . . . A snap! A large branch breaking. The sound was painful to his
ears. Startled, he froze, and gazed about him

He heard the crackle of distant |eaves uncaringly stepped upon; then a harsh, brittle swoosh:
sonet hi ng was novi ng through the shrubbery.

Three possibilities occurred to the boy: The sounds m ght have originated fromsone relatively
harm ess aninmal, a squirrel, perhaps, or a bear. But would a squirrel, or even a bear, cause such
a din? A nman, then.

But what would a nman be doing in the woods at night of his own free will? That |eft but one
possibility, and the realization propelled himinto a desperate run down the sloping path, toward
t he road.

A ni ghtcreature.
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Confirmng his fears, the noise fromthe forest behind himrapidly increased. Sonething was
interested in him Sone thing was pursuing him

From behind himcane a snarl, then a grow, the staccato rustle of undergrowth violently thrust
asi de.

The thing had increased its speed as well. Shortly it would gain the cleared path, and could apply
nmore speed to the chase.

A iver whisked off into the night as fast as he could nanage. Cold sweat beaded his skin. His face
was cl ammy agai nst the night breeze, but hot and flustered beneath. The trailing end of his scarf
snapped. His long hair streamed backward.

He ventured a hurried glance to the rear, where Charon |ooned | arge over the pathway. There was as
yet no visible sign of his pursuer. Suddenly his foot struck a |arge stone enbedded in the path,
spilling himto the ground. When he raised his dirtied face, he saw it, just gaining the pathway
fromthe dense forest: A werewolf.

Paral yzed with fear, Oiver could only stare up the hill at the creature silhouetted against the
m | ky white orb of the noon. It halted and raised its flared snout, while inhaling great vol unes
of fresh air, no doubt full of the scent of Aiver Dol an

At | east seven feet tall, the werewol f seened all bristling hair, glinting teeth, and unsheat hed
claws. It stood like a man, on its hind paws, rearing not fifty yards off, a prom se of horrible,
bl oody deat h.

Monentarily having |ost sight of its quarry, the creature growl ed tentatively, then snapped its
fangs with an animal fury made nore frightening by its human quality. Qiver, hidden in the
shadows, crawled slowy off the path, then rolled into a clunp of |ong grasses. Just as Qi ver
drove into the deeper shadows, the werewolf began to advance slowy down the incline, slouched
forward in predatory expectation. As it neared, Adiver could see that the werewl f wore the
tattered clothing of a man, speckled with crusted bl ood.

The creature snelled of earlier nmeals and offal.

Soon, the beast stood al ongside Oiver's hiding place, searching. Its matted brown fur stood on
end about its thick neck. Aiver nade a conscious effort to restrain his breathing, a very
difficult task, considering his run. But he was downwi nd of the nightcreature and it did not seem
to have his scent.

Snarling harshly, the werewolf descended the path out of Oiver's view, obviously unwilling to
admit that its intended repast was lost. After a few nonents, Oiver dared to peek from his hiding
pl ace. He craned his neck and found that the werewol f was now out of sight. A few noments rest to
restore his wind, and he craw ed warily back toward the pathway. At its edge, his hand brushed a

I ong, stout stick, a poor weapon, but better than nothing.

Grasping this in his right hand, Oiver rose to his knees, and scanned about him The road coul d
not be nore than a hundred yards off. Chances were, the werewol f was still padding al ong the path,
hopeful of espying its quarry once again. Having reached the road, the creature would no doubt
retrace its steps.

It would be a disaster if the werewolf caught Oiver on the pathway. As rapidly as the |lad dared,
he entered the dark forest that separated himfromthe relative safety of the road. After
penetrating some way into the foliage, he could advance once nore toward the road.

Fromthere he had a fighting chance to sprint for the safety of the nearby castle.

He noved cautiously. After a minute or two of steady, if sonmewhat noi sy progress through clunps of
bl ackberry bushes and tangles of fallen tree linbs, he angled toward the road. Crisp dead | eaves
carpeted the dank, nusky forest floor and crunched under Qiver's stealthy footsteps. Bent

coni fers surrounded himnow, |ike gnarled soldiers standing a | ong forgotten post.
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As he wal ked, the boy yearned for the security to be found behind the stout walls of the castle.
There he could pull a chair up to a warmmuttering fire, switch on a |lanp, and read whil e rmunchi ng
an appl e.

Dwel ling on this inage hel ped to keep himcalm

Suddenly a thick-boled tree | ooned before him its dense canopy blocking the little light that
remai ned.

Here, the noon's pale beans barely reached the ground, sufficient only to nottle the darkness.

And so Oiver did not see his nenesis until the monment it hurled itself upon himfrom behind the
tree.

Snarling, drool slathering its chin, the beast junped with such force that it inpaled itself on
the sharp end of Aiver's branch. It was not driven far enough into the beast's abdonmen to destroy
the creature, for the force wenched it fromdiver's grip

The hul king werewol f raised its head to the sky and screanmed in pain. distening bl ood streaned
fromits wound as it staggered about, clawi ng at the stick

Recovering fromhis shock rapidly, Oiver dashed toward the road. The creature quickly plucked the
stake fromits body, sw vel ed about, and fiercely followed its intended victim

diver ran breathlessly, unm ndful of the prickly holly and the bl ackberry thorns that tore at his
clothes, raked his face. Sonehow his feet avoided the snares set by weeds and branches. Very
qui ckly, he found the road.

As he paused briefly to suck in sone air, he heard the squeaki ng of carriage wheels and the clop
of horses' hooves. He gl anced down the dirt road to where the castle could clearly be seen
Rolling slowy toward the huge walls, rocking noisily on overworked springs, was a gray, wooden
van pulled by two brown and white horses.

If he could but attract the driver's attention
"Hel p!" he cried, with what little power remained to his lungs. "Stop!"
His |linbs heavy with pain, he staggered forward.

Behind him the frenzied thrashing made by the werewol f drew nearer. The sound triggered a burst
of speed into his |egs.

Then the forest sounds ceased; the werewol f was on the road as well. Even as the young man reached
this conclusion, the beast's grunts and snarls snapped at his ears.

The van had stopped, he suddenly realized, and he added a final burst of speed. A hairy face
peered inquisitively around its side. Not daring to halt, Aiver scranmbled up to the driver's
seat. He flailed wildly at the man and yelled, "Drive, man! Start noving!"

"Whoa, lad. Steady on. I'lIl deal with the matter. Up to the roof with you." There was no need for
further encouragenent; diver |leaped to the flat roof. "You'll be safer there."

Aiver |ooked back. The werewol f was al nost upon them "Hurry!" he cried down to the man. "Wip
your team nman. Let's get out of here!"

"Ch, there's no hope of escaping the thing," the stranger said, unruffled. "W'Il just have to
meet it here. Now, why don't you stand up, so the beast can see you plainly. That will distract it
| ong enough for ne to do what | nust."

Startled, Aiver stared down at the fellow in disbelief. The stranger was crawling into the van
t hrough a door behind the driver's seat. It was well that Oiver was crouched, for suddenly the
van was struck with such force that he was tossed backward. The lad clung to the stout wooden

| uggage nmounts to save hinself fromtunbling over the side.
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He turned.
The werewol f was trying to clanber atop with him

Inch-1ong claws scrabbled at the wooden surface Aiver |ay upon, |eaving deep white scars.
Suddenly, he was staring the thing in the eyes.

The face was an obscene neld of man and beast. Baleful fires flickered in large eyes, and
mal odor ous saliva dripped fromsharp, ivory-bright fangs that opened and then gnashed together in
noi sy anticipation of a hard-won neal

Aiver pulled off his soft coat and hurled it. The jacket wapped itself neatly around the thing's
head; w thout daring to consider the consequences, Oiver stood and booted the werewol f squarely
in the snout.

The creature whinpered with pain, then how ed, but did not budge. Holding itself fast with one
paw, it swiped at Aiver and knocked the boy to the road. He landed well, but the fall dazed him
he could barely nove. Hs breath seenmed squeezed from his |ungs.

Hel pl ess, he watched the werewolf rip the coat fromits face then glare about, searching. Finally,
its eyes settled on Aiver and snarling a savage victory note through its teeth, it hopped down.

Though energy quickly returned to his nunbed linbs, Aiver could neverthel ess only craw
backwar ds, crab-1like.

"Now then," called a voice frombehind. "I think we've found what's needed for this little
dil enma. "

The fat man now stood al ongsi de the van, a top hat of fine beaver perched slightly askew atop a
great cherubic head, black suede cape bellying in the breeze.

Strapped to his paunch was a | arge netal cylinder.
Bot h hands gri pped a two-pronged spear attached to the canister by a long, thin wire.
The stranger's beefy features were set in a grimsmle. No fear showed.

"Al right, lad. Just nove slowy away fromthe field of honor. Easy now. |'ve got its attention.
We don't want it back at you."

Aiver crept cautiously away fromthe van toward the roadsi de. The werewol f seenmed to have | ost
interest in him staring instead with great intensity at the obese newconer, as though, sonehow,
it knew him

Tentatively at first, then roaring a challenge that caused a tingle to race through diver, it
moved a step forward. The fat nman took a corresponding step toward the creature, waggling the
spear teasingly.

The werewol f charged.

Rai sing his spear and dropping to one knee, the nman caught the beast full in its hirsute chest
with the barbed prongs. Hardly fazed, the furious nightcreature slashed at the man with its cl aws,
trying all the while to press forward. But it was halted by the spear, and the spear only.

diver saw no hope for the man, or for hinself.

After all, it took more to kill a werewolf than a trident and bravery. Wat could the fell ow have
been thinking? Calmy, the fat man inserted the unoccupi ed end of the weapon into a slot on the
canister. His agile right hand quickly flipped a switch on the device.

There was a buzzing hum Abruptly, the werewol f ceased snarling, then stiffened and tried to back
away, to pull itself fromthe prongs. But the barbs prevented that. The caped nman foll owed, hit
anot her swi tch.
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The werewol f howl ed |i ke a dammed soul and jerked about as if in the throes of sone strange
affliction.

W sps of gray snoke began to rise fromits chest and face and a tongue of flame Iicked at the dark
through a tapered ear. diver heard a crackle, snelled the stench of burnt flesh and sonething
el se.

"There!l" the fat man said, satisfied. "One nore power surge." Another switch clicked. Conpletely
out of control, the werewolf weaved to and fro, clutching at the spear frantically, shrieking with
pai n and outrage.

The ani mal dropped to the road. Quivering, it began to burn

The caped man wrinided his nose at the stench, then pushed at a | ever near the base of the spear.
The weapon's barbs retracted; he pulled it free easily, then let his nechanismslip to the ground.
He hopped blithely over to his van, returned with a snaller canister, and squirted the flanmes with
white, bubbly foam

They di ed.

After returning his weapon to the van, the stranger poked at the dead hulk with a stick. "Big
fellow," he nuttered. Then, remenbering Aiver, he turned to face him "Conme here, |ad. You m ght
as well have a | ook at the beastie who al nbst had you."

diver obeyed.

"Here. You'll need some light." The man pulled an electric torch froma |arge pocket and flashed
it over the corpse. "I'll bet you think this is all supernatural."

"Magical, sir!" Qiver breathed, "and you, sir, nust be a nmmgician, or a sorcerer, even."

The man swept up a hand gracefully in what seemed a practiced mannerism "Tut tut. Nothing of the
sort.

Possessed of a little nore know edge than your people, and certainly owner of nore advanced

equi prent, but a sorcerer? Hardly. Although | can see how all this m ght appear supernatural." He
of fered a mani cured hand. "By the way, the nane's Ceoffrey. Geoffrey Turner, nenber of the Holy
Order to Preserve the Enpire. And what nane do you go by, |ad?"

Aiver hesitantly grasped the man's hand, punped it "Oiver Dolan, sir." He waved his free hand

toward the castle. "My famly rules this land. By day, anyway."

"My word, how fortunate,"” the man said, rubbing his |Iong, bushy beard in contenplation. "It would
appear that 1'lIl have little trouble finding shelter for this night. But first, |I want you to have
a closer look at our dead friend here."

He cast the torch-beam down, overturned the ruined creature with his stick

diver gasped. Instead of burned flesh and singed fur, he noted the gl eam of netal, |engths of
di scolored wiring, itens of half-nelted plastic and hard gl ass he had never encountered before.

"An android, diver," explained Turner. "Part flesh, part robot. They're all this way the

wer ewol ves, the dragons, the gryphons, the chineras, and what have you." He plucked a white silk
handkerchief trinmed with blue lace froma pocket of his beige, ruffled shirt and dabbed at his
danmp forehead. "Yes, and even the vanpires, the nost dangerous of the lot."

The vanpire's boots clicked against the jet floor of the hallway, echoing loudly in the normally
soundl ess corridor.

Along the right wall, red arrows blinked brightly, darting crinson flashes into the dimy Ilit
hall, directing the creature to an open el evator
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The vanpire entered and doors whi sked shut behind it.
The mechani sm si ghed deep into the heart of the Netherworld.

Had the vanpire known of Christian |egend, of Dante's Inferno, it mght have found the situation
ironic. To descend to Hell in an elevator. Evil as a machine, a fantastic notion, worthy of a
pai nting by Bosch.

But this vanpire knew little save of its Nightworld, of its Master's will, of its hunger. Even
now, its in-sides ached at the thought of fresh, warm bl ood. But the audience would not be | ong.
And then it could stalk its prey.

Suddenly, the elevator halted. The doors opened.

The scent of nolten brinstone caused its nostrils to flare. Maning, weeping, and the gnashi ng of
teeth assailed its ears.

The hot breath of Hell caressed its face.

TWD

WHEN he descended from his bath that evening wearing crisp white slacks, a |lavender quilt |ounge
jacket and a rose cravat, Aiver found his father Dudley, Viscount Dol an, hoisting nead with his
new friend Geoffrey Turner. They sat at a |ong, rough-planed oak table, under an ancient
chandel i er which sported tiny electric light bulbs. In the nearby hearth, a sputtering fire hissed
smoky warnth into the cavernous hall. The odor of fresh-cooked venison lingered in the air.

Over the uplifted silver rimof his cup. Turner noted Aiver's return. "Ah, here's the lad." The
man's plump red face, flushed further with pl easure as he waved his free hand, gestured Qi ver
toward a seat.

Settled in the high-backed chair, Oiver glanced hesitantly at his father, a gaunt man who sel dom
smled. At that nonent his features, a sonber collection of angles and etched shadows only faintly
softened by the wrinkles of age, were bent into an unusually deep frown. Aiver found his father's
serious gaze upon himand could not help but avert his eyes.

"As | nmentioned earlier, M. Turner," the elder Dolan said in a qui et but resonant voice,
"diver's nother and I do not know how properly to express our thanks for your rescue of our son
We can but offer hospitality and shelter for as long as you should require it, anytinme." He lifted
his pewter cup with a thin, blue-veined hand, drained it.

"Think nothing of it," the fat man replied. He stifled a belch. "My job, dealing with creatures
like that, don't you know Dispatched a hundred werewolves if |'ve dispatched a one."

"Adiver," Lord Dolan said in a soft but urgent voice.
"I trust that an exercise of such poor precaution on your part will not recur."
"There, there, your lordship," Turner interrupted. "The |ad handl ed hinself quite well, | think

No need to be overly stern. One cannot go long in this world w thout eventually encountering the
Ni ghtworld crew "

"Nevertheless,” Aiver's nmother interjected as she refilled the goblets. The white |ace on her
cuff and about her neck shook with her nmovenent. She wore a pink and bei ge evening dress reserved

for guests, Oiver's favorite, bustle, pleated frills and all. "diver should have been nore
cautious. Asleep in the forest at dusk! He might as well have taken a dive off the topnost of our
towers!”. Even in mddl e age, Lady Dol an was a beautiful woman. Tall, slender, graceful, she

provi ded the proper contrast to her darker, dour husband. Her long, lazily curling cream bl onde
hair was a casual frane to the even proportions of her face.
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Behi nd her m|d appearance, though, lay an essential sternness, a strong, stubborn will that made
her pal e blue eyes her domi nant feature, as she turned them scolding, to her son. "But | suppose
the episode is now properly a thing of the past and best forgotten. Another cup of nead, M.

Tur ner ?"

"Don't mind if |I do," he said, flashing a ready snle at the attractive wonman through his dark
beard.

Lady Jessica refilled her husband's cup as well, and allowed Oiver a half portion. Its honey and
al cohol breath was sweet under Oiver's nose. "Now, if you gentlenen will excuse ne, | nust
retire. Worrying about Aiver this evening has been quite exhausting."

She exited regally, |eaving behind the subtle scent of jasm ne.

Absently, the Viscount waved good-bye, then returned to his guest. "You were saying, M. Turner?
must confess, conmuni cation between our provinces is unconmon. | have heard of your group, vaguely
and not always in good ternms but | amnost intrigued as to its origins, and purpose.”

Pausing first to sip at his nmead. Turner sprawl ed back in his chair, arranging his |oose pil ot
coat into a nore confortable hanging on his hefty frame. His face assuned a serious aspect.

"First, Lord Viscount Dolan, you dwell in a particularly isolated section of the world." He
gestured around him "Il see that you retain some of the electrical conveniences. Lighting.
A few appliances. Yet your culture is principally agrarian, | think."

"We do nmaintain relations with two other communities. As to the so-called conveni ences, they have
exi sted for as long as we have records. Power is supplied by a generator harnessed to a nearhby
waterfall."

"Not far fromthe normon Styxan; alnost nedieval life-style, robed in the garb of Standard
Victorian."

"I don't understand," the Viscount said, a hint of displeasure in his tone.

"Ah, yes, the way Styx used to be, under the Enpire and its Queen . Turner's eyes grew far
away. They were brown eyes, soft eyes, the nbst expressive parts of an el oquent face. He biinked
"Ch, forgive ne. | do go on sonetinmes. But it does trouble ne how far Styx has descended fromits
fornmer ideal state. Ah, |'ve |l ost you. Never mind. Perhaps you've heard tell of this before.

Per haps you know only sections of it through whatever |egends you have hereabouts."

He cleared his throat. His voice was a tenor that occasionally ranged to baritone for enphasis.

"Sir, as you well know, this is a benighted world. But such has not always been the case. At one
time, it was part of a great Enpire that spanned many stars."

"Surely all that is only nyth," Lord Dol an protested abruptly, hand inpatiently toying with a | ock
of his thinning hair.

"Please, sir, | assure you that all | say is fact. Al the circunstances fit. It al one could be
the truth concerning conditions here on Styx. You saw the carcass of the werewolf, did you not?"

"I ndeed," Viscount Dolan admitted sullenly. "Its insides were filled with the stuff of nmagic."
Taking a snuff box from his nauve wai stcoat pocket, he sniffed sone of the strong-snelling stuff
as Turner continued.

"No. There, sir, you are wwong. Those things you saw were of technology, a result of science.
There is nothing supernatural about them The creature was created, yes. But not by inmmteria
dark forces. Please, allow nme to explain.

"Centuries ago, this world was a colony of an enpire in space. For reasons of its own, that Enpire
designed this world in a style which belonged to a tine centuries past on the Homeworl d. But then
the Enmpire suddenly died, or, at any rate, |ost contact with this world.
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"Styx's technol ogical facilities, which were quite extensive, were regulated by a machi ne; an

i ncredi bly conpl ex machine called a Conputer, situated sonewhere deep bel ow the surface of the
pl anet. For some reason, the Conputer rmal functioned, doing strange things to the environnent,
manuf act uri ng hi deous creatures, and recreating terrible nythol ogical conditions nodeled on the
many | egends of Honeworld's nyth-rich past"

"Nonsense," the Viscount said quietly. He blew his nose into a fine |linen handkerchief. "Virtua
and utter nonsense."

"Please, sir. If I may finish," Turner said, only slightly vexed by the man's obstinacy. "After
the fall of the Enpire, and the mal function of the planetw de conmuni cati ons network,
extraordinary things began to happen. The provinces began to forget the truth of their origins.
They withdrew into their separate existences, just as you of Femwld Castle nmintain al nost tota
i ndependence. They cane to regard the scientific facts of their existence as nere nyth. They
regressed to the social situations which were meant to serve only as their nodels. Fortunately,
anong the record-keepers of these comunities, some fought this inexplicable |oss of menory. They

realized it was the work of sone mal evol ent force, and they banded together . . . their origina
nunber now i s gone but their descendants continue the work, seeking to rid the |and of the

ni ght mari sh beasts that stalk by night, and seeking a way to kill the evil in this world at its
roots."

There was an unconfortable lull in the conversation

"And yet you know nothing of the real cause. A few suspicions, nothing nore," the Viscount said
finally, rapping a genteel fist on the table. "Can you not acknow edge that the force of evil is

i ndeed supernatural, that war is being waged here on Styx between spiritual forces, those of good,
and those of evil, not by some machi ne?"

"I have nothing solid with which to prove to you now that such is not the case. | do know that if
spiritual forces are warring as you claim the evil faction at | east may be dealt with in quite
physical terms. Its representatives are nmere constructs; flesh-clothed machi nes. Powerful, true,
yet vulnerable to certain nethods. The werewol f, for exanple, Qiver. You nust know sonethi ng of
electricity, since you live in a castle with electric lights. The device strapped to nme was sinply
a powerful battery. Each of the prongs of the spear was an el ectrode. Merely by sticking the
werewol f in the right spot, | shorted its electronic circuitry. Now, would you call that a
super nat ural process?"

"I must admit," said Oiver in a low voice, "it seemed so at the tine." He shifted unconfortably.
The air seemed nuch too warm where he sat by the blazing | ogs.

"Ah yes, | suppose it would. To | ess advanced cul tures, advanced technol ogy m ght as well be
magi c. "

"Woul d you tell us your suspicions concerning the power behind these creatures?" the Viscount
requested politely.

"Jadly. | was about to, as a matter of fact."

Turner cleared his throat gruffly. "It is our fraternity's belief that the Wrld Conputer which
was originally responsible for the way things are, could not have done it alone. No. There was,
and is a human bei ng behind the situation. As to whether he is still alive, we do not know But a
thi nki ng, reasoning force lies behind all this, albeit quite mad. W believe that if the Conputer
can be destroyed, this world can return to nornalcy.

Per haps equi pment can be found to conmuni cate with what renmains of the Enpire. But nobst inportant
is the halting of the reign of terror that has existed on Styx these past centuries.

"Now, to the reason |I've cone this way. It is said that somewhere to the west a spacecraft has
| anded. "

"A -what?" The Viscount's eyebrows rose in perplexity.

"A spaceship. A vessel from another world. Perhaps an enmissary fromthe remains of the origina
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Enpire, come to comunicate again with this faraway colony. W nust contact the spacecraft, not
only to re-establish communication with the other worlds in the galaxy, but to obtain the

knowl edge and the equi pnent needed to defeat the creature who holds Styx in thrall and plays with
it so malevolently." Here, he paused and sighed. "Unfortunately, we do not know t he exact place of
descent of the ship. Qur snall nunber have divided, and are presently searching. Al ong the way we
are, of course, only too happy to dispose of whatever beasts and ni ghtcreatures we encounter. But
what | need fromyou, now, is information. Have you heard anything of such a craft in the nearby

I and, or of a great light falling fromthe heavens?"

"Nothing, | fear."

"Ah, well. | suppose I'll have to journey farther west before | hear tidings of the thing." He
| ooked at Qdiver

"And you? Have yon heard aught of what | speak?"
Adiver shook his head.

"Well, so much for that,"” Turner grunbled. "I just hope we can find this spaceship before he
does. "

"He, M. Tanmer? Just a nonment ago, you were referring to it."

Turner chuckled ruefully. "After our talk of spiritual forces, you'll enjoy this. Viscount." His
chuckl e turned into a belly-laugh. "The Conputer, or creature if you will, has a name for itself."
"I ndeed?"

"Yes." Turner ceased | aughing and becane darkly reflective. "It calls itself Satan."

"Enter, nmy Servant," boormed a sonorous voice fromthe darkness.

The vanpire obeyed without hesitation, stepping into the wide room Fromall around cane the
menaci ng hiss of fire. Along the path, flames |leapt into the blackness, illumnating at random
simul ated rock-wal | ed chanbers, each inhabited by human forns in poses of agony and degradati on
Wth its acute hearing, the creature noted that the wetched cries were but recordings.

"To the rear of the hall, ny vanpire," said the voice.

The vanpire followed it, noving around col umms resenbling stal agnites and stal actites.
"Hol d."

The vanpire halted

"Behol d your Master."

Bright illum nation shot up in the corner, flowing along a | arge section of wall. Gharled, tw sted
machi nery abounded. Mrror-bright puddles |ay where nolten netal once had fl owed. Like dead vines,
cables hung in disarray fromthe cinder-spattered ceiling.

Long consol es, and banks of tape transports stretched intermnably into the darkness, hunm ng,
clicking, working.

Suspended in the glassy heart of one machine, imrersed in a nutrient bath, and festooned wth
Wi res connecting himto the Conmputer, was the Master.

"Bow to the Prince of Darkness,
nove.

the deep, dreadful voice denmanded. The Master's lips did not

They were hardly lips at all, nmere flaps of white skin barely covering the teeth, set in a
permanent deathly |eer.
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The vanpire obediently whisked its cape around and executed a deep bow.

"Rise."

The vanpire rose

"1 have sumoned you because there is danger afoot. Danger to us. Danger that nust be dealt with."

No enotion crossed the travesty of a face in the bath. The eyes had | ong ago bulged into a fixed
stare, Exposed veins pulsed in one tenple. Wsps of white hair lay slack against the pale pate.

"A remmant of the forces of God has fallen fromthe sky. Those that oppose us here on Styx woul d
find it, establish contact with the Gthers from Beyond, find weapons that would do us harm"

There was an ominous stillness. The thing that had once been human shuddered slightly, rippling
the surface of its bath.

"We nmust find the fallen spacecraft before the Enem es. W nust destroy it, and its inhabitants. |
will channel all ny powers into this task and | have special duties for you. Do you feel yourself
capabl e?"

Bowi ng slightly, the vanpire nodded. "Yes, Satan."

"Excellent. There is a certain man. He has been ny particul ar bane for sone tine. W have received
a brief transm ssion fromthe photosensors of a werewolf term nated this evening. W know where he
is and where he is headed. You will journey imrediately to Haven 911. If the man gets that far

you shall waylay him"

"Who is this nan. Master?"
"He goes by the nane of Geoffrey Turner."

"Ah." The vanpire nodded. "Turner."

THREE
ALONE, be stood in a bog.

Ni ght mi sts had stealthily surrounded him a |egion of waiths dancing slowy around the nel ancholy
cypresses surroundi ng the quagmre. Above, the two crescent noons were aligned as though sone

wat cher in the skies stared down nalevolently. Not a yard fromhim a fetid pool began to bubble.
Fasci nated, he stared down as a clawed hand broke the surface, then snaked forward and grasped his
ankl e.

He tried to scream but could not. Distant |aughter nocked him

Suddenly the nmuck boiled furiously and another matted paw reached up to snag the solid ground upon
whi ch he stood. A head energed, unnistakable: a werewolf. Slowy the creature rose fromthe pool
dragging itself onto firmland. Its wet fur stank of ooze. Its faceplate was shorn off, revealing
mechani cal and el ectronic parts drenched with gore.

The werewol f released his leg, stood, stared at Aiver with eyes that were not bestial, but quite
human. "We wait for you in Hell,"” it rasped, blood dripping fromits canines. "W wait for your
soul . "

The beast suddenly raked out at himwith its claws.

Aiver woke, sweating. Twi sted bedclothes lay about him He was in his bed, then. A nightnmare.
Only a ni ghtmare.
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He sighed. Rising, he nade for the wi ndow, opened it and drew fresh, cold, pine-scented air into
his lungs. A breeze gently fingered AQiver's gray wool en sl eepi ng gown and pi nched the bare flesh
beneath with its chill. Gazing out above the battlenents of the castle, over the silent pines and
oaks of the forest to the frosted peaks of the Muntains of Stillness, he pondered the ni ghtnares
his [ and hel d.

He wondered if the strange man who had saved himwas right. Al his brief |ife he had been trained
to believe that in God lay the sole hope of salvation fromthe forces of Evil; that by believing
in Hm trusting solely in H's nercy, one's soul nmght rise to Heaven after its test in the

cruci ble of this existence.

And now this fat man had conme, bringing with hima peculiar secular salvation fromthe clutches of
the werewol f. Turner had sown the seeds of doubt in Oiver's fertile inmagination

The young man's thoughts turned to the inplications of Turner's words. diver had known only one
phil osophy in his life. He could not contend with all of the possibilities suddenly presented with
the advent of Geoffrey Turner

Driving such thoughts fromhis head, the | ad bowed and nuttered a short prayer of supplication. He
woul d seek counsel with Reverend Marshall |ater that day, he deci ded. Wen he raised his head,

dawn had pal ed the sky and brought a blush to the horizon. Soon the sun would peek up over the rim
of the world, chase the Nightreal maway for another day.

As he watched, the light flowed slowy about the nmassive castle walls, casting friendly shadows
across the cobbled roads of the small town behind it. Lights flickered on in thatch-roofed
cottages as the farners nade ready to continue their harvest of the wheat fields outside the
wal | s.

It was a heartening sight. Mich relieved, Aiver returned to bed and sl ept peacefully.

As heir apparent to his father's titles and duties, Oiver's principal occupation during his youth
had been the acquisition of the education necessary to shoul der such responsibilities. O |late, he
had even assuned sone of the Viscount's burden; he was working.

At a reasonable hour of the norning, after a sleep untroubled by further nightnmares, Qiver rose,
breakfasted, and set about his tasks.

Harvest tinme had arrived: the wheat, corn, oats, barley, and other essential foodstuffs that had
been sown in early spring had matured. Now they were being reaped, milled, and stored.

A traditional duty of the ruler of Fernwol d Duchy was to oversee the harvest, to ensure that
everything went properly. Dudley Dol an had, that year, assigned the northwest quadrant to diver,
and, as the lad had taken interest in the grain harvest since he was old enough to wal k beyond the
castle walls, he had no difficulty supervising the harvest. Indeed, often he'd worn old clothes in
the fields, driven the reapers, or helped to gather the grain, had tossed the crop harvest onto
carts, and helped drive it to the silos.

The folk of Fernwold, for this and nore, thought nuch of him There were no strict stratifications
of society in the walled town, but it was seldomthat a person, of any rank, in conmand, would
dirty his hands with the conmon | ot of workers. It was generally agreed that Aiver would make a
fine Viscount.

The harvest had gone well. The fields were al nbst bare. Another day or two of gl eaning, sone
conpost, a little manure, and the | and would be ready to w nter

Cone spring, the eternal cycle would begin once nore.

To celebrate the bountiful offering of the land. Lord Dol an had declared that Field Feasts were to
be held late that afternoon, the principal celebration to take place in the grassy gam ng courts
adj acent to the southern battlenments. It was to be a sinple enough gathering. People would bring
their own food to be placed on | ong oaken tables for the enjoynment of all

Dance, gam ng, and song woul d provide the entertai nment and the festivities would conclude with a
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short cerenony of thanksgiving led by a ninister or two. Then the people would clean up after
thensel ves, and be off to their various domciles in Fernwold Town.

The nmorning's work went well. Oiver, pleased with the efforts of the townspeople, disnissed them
before the noon neal to allowtine to prepare for the Field Feast. This was not entirely for
unsel fi sh reasons, for he very much wi shed to speak to the man who had saved his life the previous
eveni ng.

Strolling purposefully along the hall adjacent to the bedroons of the castle, after discarding his
gritty work-clothes and donni ng confortable black |anmb's wool breeches and a soft cotton shirt,
Aiver heard a sound fromthe chanber provided for Geoffrey Turner's use.

Though he'd been heading to the dining hall for lunch, thoughts of the delicious food troubling
his stomach, he stopped a nonment and |i stened.

The sound again . . . a groan! Concerned, Oiver eased the heavy oaken door open, quietly peered
into the still darkness of the curtained room Perhaps the brave fell ow had sustained an injury he
was too proud to admt.

The room snell ed of sleep and stale |iquor. Another groan was heard, deeper, |onger, fromthe bed.
He al so heard anot her, stranger, fainter sound; a slight humor a whir. A strange sort of snore,
thought diver. "M. Turner," he whispered, vexed, wanting to speak to the nan, yet not wanting to
trouble him

"Sir, are you all right?"

The young man tiptoed across the room careful not to scuff the wood floor with his | eather boots.
It was far too dark to see, so he noved to the wi ndow and flung open the drapes. A shaft of |ight
i mredi ately angled onto the face of the man swathed in sheets and bl ankets.

"Arrgh!" Turner cried. "C ose those bleeding things! OGooh, ny head!™ He threw a bl anket over his
face, burrowed his substantial form deeper into the soft feather bed. The springs creaked beneath
his wei ght.

"Pardon me, M. Turner," diver said, sliding the Curtain alnost closed. "lI was passing, and
thought | heard you groan. Are you all right?"

"Yes," Taner said, his voice nuffled by the bedclothes. "Just a bit worse for wear; last night's
ordeal, you know. "

Aiver felt a pang of guilt. "Sir, | feel somewhat responsible. Shall |I fetch a physician? Are you
wounded?" He noved anxiously to the bedside. Al he could see of Turner was a tuft of dishevel ed
hai r.

"What ?" A bl oodshot eye peeked out. "Ch, dear boy, not that ordeal. Goodness knows, that was but a
trifle. | nean the incredibly potent nmead with which your father wayl ays unsuspecting passersby. A
bottle of that stuff's enough to eat a man's liver and | had two bottles' worth, at |east. Quch!
Hurts to think."

Rel i eved, yet still concerned, Aiver remarked that a doctor nmight still be in order. The
suggestion had a remarkabl e effect upon the man. Turner imrediately sat up. "Ch, no. No. That's
not necessary, lad. Uhmdon't bother yourself. I'll live." He slowy peeled off the sheets and

bl ankets and lay in the whiteness, |ooking |ike a beached whale. "A glass of water. That's what |
need. And a brief visit to ny van, where |I've a few necessary, uhm nedicinal tools of healing,
you know. And then sonmething to eat. That'll fix nme up just fine. Must face it. Can't stay here
groaning all day. Wat tine is it?"

Aiver checked his wistwatch. It was an anci ent one. The devices were rare now, and repairing
their spring-driven notors was an art. Hi s nother had given one to himon his eighteenth birthday.
"Alittle after one o' clock."

"Lord!" responded the fat nan, heaving hinself out of bed. "If you'll fetch ne that water, |I'Il be
dressed by the time you return.”
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Aiver nodded and departed the man, who was groani ng and sighing as he slipped on his clothing.

"So then," said an obviously well Geoffrey Turner, after washing his |ast piece of steany venison
pie dowmn with a swallow of foany |ager. "You prom sed ne a turn about the prem ses."

"I'n return for a ook into your van," diver reninded himas he grabbed a gloamng red apple from
the nmound of fruit centering the table.

"And | nust see about organi zing sonme of the entertai nnent for the Field Feasts,
Jessica, delicately dabbing at her mouth with a cloth napkin

sai d Lady

"I trust you will enjoy our little celebration, M. Turner," she added graciously. She frowned
slightly as the fat man hel ped hinself to yet another pull fromthe beer keg. Al though she took an
occasi onal gl ass of sherry, she was famed for di sapproval of regular drinking.

Aiver considered his nother. She was a handsone wonan. In her tine, she'd been quite a beauty.
She was not of Fernwold, but rather from Salisbury, a duchy farther west, w th which Fernwold
regul arly traded.

The popul ation centers of Styx tended to be a day's ride apart so as to render night trave
unnecessary. Viscount Dol an had been visiting Salisbury on matters of comrerce, when he net
Jessica Fielding. Though diver occasionally heard runors that their romance had been stormy, his
father and nother now seened quite settl ed.

Aiver had mixed feelings about his nother. He |oved her deeply, yet resented her possessiveness.
He was her only child, and he felt it was alnost as if she wished himto remain a child all his
life. Although she tolerated his casual interest in the young girls of Fernwol d, she was obviously
not thrilled at their apparent interest in him

"Yes, ny lady," answered Turner, giving her a friendly-bear snile that only fat nmen seem capabl e
of mustering successfully. "I feel quite fortunate, privileged even, to have arrived at this
opportune tine."

"How | ong exactly do you plan to stay?" she asked, nore calculation than warnth in her voice

Turner's left eyebrowrose a trifle. "Ah, | thought tonorrow norning would be a good tine to
depart. Must be about ny mission."

"Ch? So soon, M. Turner?" she said.
"l fear so."

"Well, diver," she commanded, rising fromthe table, resplendent in her day dress. "See that M.
Turner enjoys every instant of his brief stay with us." She nodded politely, turned, and swept
away with a rustle of her red satin and corded silk skirts.

"Ah, lad," Turner said, again filling his goblet with beer, "I fear your nother doesn't approve of
the Iikes of me. A stranger, deep in the depravity of drink, come to denoralize her only son."

"If it weren't for you, sir, | wouldn't be around to denoralize. |I'msure she realizes that."

"Enough of this '"sir' and 'M. Turner' business, young fellow" Turner rose inperiously fromthe
table, settling his black beaver on his curls. "In the future you may call ne sinmply 'CGeoffrey'.
Right? Right. So, let's be about our tour."

First, Aiver led Turner through the interior of the castle's keept Here the director of the
community's arny of defense, the castellan, resided. The arny itself consisted of abl e-bodied nen
of Fernwold able to contribute spare hours to drilling and to patrolling the battlenments of the
encircling walls. The settlenment was fortunately situated atop a steep slope, rendering at |east
hal f of the wall practically inpervious to attack
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The other sections of curtain and towers were nore strongly reinforced, studded with arrow slits,
and gun pl acenents. Cannon coul d not be used; the recoil would shatter the walls or tower. The
def ense measures, as stringent as they were, would not have held up against an attacking armnmy of
simlar ingenuity and arnmanent.

However, the nightcreatures tended to roamthe night alone. Only occasionally had they been known
to lay siege to a castle, and even then, restricted to night, their attenpts generally failed.
Tunnel s burrowed under the walls to collapse themcould be easily filled in by day. Stones worked
out of the thick wall could be fixed and nortared back in place. Nevertheless, oral and witten
hi story was stocked with fearful tales of provinces overrun by Satan's mnions, their inhabitants
subjected to awful fates.

Aiver led Turner to a cupola which overl ooked the entirety of Fernwold Town, the forty-foot walls
of the community, and the surrounding fields, forests, and streans. The Town was a neat grouping
of sone three hundred white-washed stuccoed buil dings, nbst with quaint thatched roofs.

"Quite I'i ke many of the provincial conunities |'ve visited," Turner commented briefly, the breeze
tugging lazily at his longish, curling hair. "Very confortable, very snug."

"The peopl e are happy enough, | suppose," said Qiver

"Are they? Gowh limted by strict population control; antiquated nmachinery falling apart daily;
the constant threat of very real and physical danger; evenings spiced with supernatural dread;
nonsters roam ng the verges by night? Do you really think they' re happy when they nust constantly
fear that their comunity will be overrun by the forces of the Devil hinself?" He nade a sweeping
gesture toward the walls, the town, the neat grassy fields where cattle grazed, the fall-painted
forests ribboned by sparkling rivers and creeks.

"Al'l this, nmy lad, all this was once a paradise. And you can see the beauty of it even now But
what you can't see, ny boy, what you can't make out down there, are the hidden beasts who patro
the nights of this world, the creatures who would nake us all slaves of Satan.”

He drew in a deep, clean breath. "And the mindl ess fear, the dread of the supernatural in the
hearts of your people."” He pointed at Aiver. "In your heart!"

Aiver shuddered. He | ooked away.

"I gnorance,"” Turner continued, his voice mounting in anger, "ignorance and stupid, irrationa
religion that's what's preventing Styx from becomng the world of greatness it was destined to be.
If we can unite the provinces, perhaps we'll have a chance to battle the evil that holds this

planet in thrall."

The words "religion” and "evil" caused Aiver to renenber that he had prom sed hinself to visit a
mnister. He felt obligated to defend his religion's views on Styx. "If we believe in God,
Geoffrey, if we trust in Hm surely He will save us."

"Did God save you | ast night?"
"He brought you to nme."

"Pah! If God is so concerned about his people, why doesn't he strike Satan down? Wy nust we all
suffer in this beautiful, terrible, frustrating Hell?"

"But Styx is a testing ground,” Oiver objected. "W won't survive in this existence. Wether
we're destroyed by a Satanic creature or we die of old age, what's inportant is that our faith
survives. For faith is the weapon that will defeat the | egions of Hell."

Turner harrunphed mghtily. "Did faith kill that werewolf |ast night? No. Science did. Technol ogy.
The product of know edge, Aiver." He stabbed a forefinger westward. "Qut there is the fallen
ship, a product of the science that made this world, fellow And in that spacecraft is our hope of
riddi ng ourselves of the evil in this world, destroying the ignorance that darkens Styx just as
much as Ni ghtworld does. Here-you wanted to see the inside of ny van. Well, let me tell you, much
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of its content was built ages ago. But | had enough know edge to nodify those old instrunments into
weapons and to use themeffectively. They are products of a greater civilization, a peak in life
that we can achieve again! Let's go down. I'll show themto you

Maybe you'll think twi ce about this religious claptrap you' ve been nmouthing so glibly."

He pivoted, then huffed and puffed excitedly down the wi nding stairway, trailing his cape and his
i ndignation. diver had to hurry to catch up with the agitated nan. Should he | ook inside the van?
Perhaps he'd better have a talk with an elder, first, to prepare his spirit for what he might find
t here.

His curiosity got the better of his guilt. He followed the waddling man all the way to the stable
where Turner's horses placidly nunched Fernwol d oats. Nearby his van was parked before a vacant
stall. Gunbling, Turner flung open the back door, reached inside, and flipped a switch. The
interior lit up. "There. How s that for starters?”

Aiver glanced around for a connection to the castle's power supply, but could see no electrica
cord. Puzzled, he gazed up at the man.

"A very powerful battery," explained Turner. "Mich bigger than the one | used to destroy that
ni ghtcreature |l ast evening. Ever see anything like it?"

"No," conceded diver. He had not.
"That's just the beginning. Hop on in. Have a | ook."

After pulling himself up through the doorway. Turner held out a beefy hand to assist Aiver's
entrance. Inside, Aiver's eyes opened wide with surprise. The interior was walled in netal. "I
occasionally have to make a night of it here. Tenpered steel, diver." He struck the shiny stuff
with a knuckle. "Haven't found a nightcreature yet that can get through that!" Turner gestured
toward the front of the van. "Scoot up there, lad. I want to show you sonething."

They skirted the runpled cot and passed a panel filled with odd instruments and cl osed cabi nets.
Into the van diver noted a stronger version of the odor that clung about Geoffrey Turner's
person: a conbi nati on of Col ogne, al cohol, pipe tobacco and sonethi ng i ndefinable. The at nosphere
of the enclosure was one of shabby gentility. Directing Oiver to sit in a chair firmy welded to
the metal floor. Turner pressed a button. There was a whir, a click. As Oiver sat in the

cushi oned seat, a black shutter buzzed open in front of himgiving a broad view, through thick

gl ass, of what lay before the van. "What's this for?" he asked, patting the spoked wheel before
hi m

"You'll note that there are nunerous pedals and buttons placed about you. Controls. The wheel is
one of the controls."

"Control s? For what?"

"If need be, this van can drive itself. Its battery is linked to a conplicated drive unit. Should
I lose nmy horses or find it necessary to have nore speed, | sinply drive the van by its own power.
| don't like to do this, rather, | do it as seldomas possible. It nmakes people think |I'm sone
sort of mmgician, and anong primtives advanced science is usually mstaken for a manifestation of
evil. But when |I must travel sone distance between duchies, when | know |'Il have to travel by
night or stop for rest at night, | abandon ny horses, sell themat sone community, you know, and
strike out on ny own. Quite a bit of power in one of these batteries. Which reminds ne . . ." He
tapped a dial-face with a fingernail. "I really should hook an extension to Fernwol d' s power
supply. Not that I'mterribly lowl just don't like to chance not being able to get nore el sewhere
for a while. Think your sire will nmind? Qiver, are you listening to nme?"

But Aiver was quite lost in his thoughts on the inplications of a horseless carriage. "You nean
you just get inside, and drive this thing w thout horses?"

"That's what | said, didn't 1?"

"Yes, of course, but
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Turner clapped a hand on the youth's shoulder. "A bit astonishing, what? You'll see nore
astoni shing things, let me tell you. They're all applications of science and technol ogy, diver
Faith doesn't run this thing.

Rel i gion doesn't supply the power. It's a conbination of nmechanics and electricity, pure and
sinmple. Much sinpler than the | evel of technol ogical sophistication obviously owned by Satan. But
here, let ne show you nore." The fat man tugged Qiver, reluctant to | eave the driver's chair,
back toward the rear. "Here is the device | used to short circuit the werewol f-android," said
Turner, tapping the weapon, racked on a wall. He showed O iver larger versions for dealing with

| arger nonsters. In addition, there were bonbs and gases, acids and other corrosives. Turner
denonstrated spring-1oaded, steel-tipped wooden stakes that drove into the nmechanical hearts of
vanpi res. The push of a button would trigger enough explosive in the tip to blow their innards
into so much slag and protoplasm

Smling at the inpression he was nmaki ng on the youth. Turner opened a wood-stai ned cabinet. "Here,
Aiver. I've a gift for you. | do like you, and | only give these to people | care a great dea
for." Inside the cabinet, perched on the top shelf, lay a pile of ten thick netal boxes about nine
i nches long, six wi de. Turner reached up and slipped one out. "You know what this is?" he asked,

| eaning his chin sonberly on his chest, scrunching up his dew aps. He rapped the box slowy with a
fingernail.

"Way, it's a box, Geoffrey."”
"No, no, | nmean what the box is nmade of!"

"Ch. Sone sort of dark material, obviously heavy netal..."

"Lead, Aiver. Lead. It's to protect the bearer of the boxes fromwhat's inside." The last two
words Turner uttered in a sibilant whisper; a wonderful secret seened to glinmer deep in his eyes.

"Which is?" diver asked, pondering why the man would want to nake a gift of sonething dangerous

"You can look at it briefly. There's no harmin that. Don't renpve it for any length of tine,

unl ess you nust. You can get the best effect in the dark." He shut the back door, closed the netal
shutter by the controls, sad switched off the overhead |ight. Darkness envel oped the interior
"Now, I'mgoing to open it for just a second or two." diver could hear the small squeak of hinges
sel dom used. He felt odd, as if involved in sone nagical rite.

In the dark, sonething began to shine. diver discerned the outlines of the box and Turner's hand
agai nst the brightening of that ghostly glow. Then the box was open. It held a cross, one that
glowed white in the dark, against a dark velvet pad. The crucifix was al nost as |ong and wi de as
the box, its nether end tapered to a knife point.

It shone like a star in the sky.

Turner held the box open just for a nonment, then abruptly clacked it closed again, w nking out the
l'i ght.

But the searing brightness Iingered on diver's retina, a ghost-inage of a burning, fiery-white
cross in the darkness. A chill of some ghostly breeze touched bis spine. He shivered wth al npst
religious awe.

The Iight snapped back on
Turner solemly handed the closed box to Qi ver.

The man | ooked a bit green. A relapse of his hangover, thought diver

"But | thoughtl thought that only science and technol ogy were worshiped in this van," diver
obj ected, holding the nmetal box gingerly. "This is obviously a religious inplement. Wiat's it
for?"

"The shape is nmerely for psychol ogi cal purposes.” Turner shuddered slightly, shaking off his
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nmoment ary sickness. "The cross can serve as an effective, hilted knife, which is what is sonetines
needed. "

"You nmean this is one of your weapons agai nst the nightcreatures?"

"Yes. Most especially the vanpires." Turner cleared a space on the cot, sat down, and patted a
place for Aiver beside him "You see, this is a very rare netal. It has radi oactive properties;
it gives off rays which make it glow. Now, when this nmetal is presented with a nightcreature,
let's say a vanpire, its rays dig deep into the thing's mechanism doing nuch to mar its
operation. |If you stab a nightcreature in the proper place, you'll render it inoperative. But
there is a cost. Frequent and prol onged use neans exposure to human fl esh, which causes sickness.
Use it sparingly, only in enmergencies.”

"But why have you given ne sonething so precious?"

Aiver asked. "Wy not keep it for yoursel f? Suppose yon run out of the things, and need this one?
I don't plan to encounter another nightcreature, thats for sure!"™ Aiver chuckled unconfortably at
his own j oke.

"I"'mgoing to ask you a question, Oiver," said the big man, |ooking himstraight in the eye. "And
| want you to think on your answer, don't give me one until you've thought it over thoroughly, al
right?"

"Yes. But what ?"

Turner held up a hand to silence him then lowered it, placed his two thick hands together, and

kneaded them Staring down gloomly at the floor, he spoke in dark, sonorous tones: "I amnot a
young nman, Oiver. | amnot as strong, as agile, as able as | once was, in ny prine. Too, there is
difficulty . . . there is" He seened to have difficulty pushing the words fromhis nmouth. "In
plain words, | have a problem And this mission, this task of nine is alnpst too heavy, too much
of a burden on ny shoulders. | need help on this journey, diver. | need an assistant" He turned

and | ooked at himsoulfully, inmploringly. "WII you cone with ne, diver Dol an?"

In the bowels of the nmountain, the satyr |eaned over its work, selectively soldering, rearranging
wires, placing mcrocathodes, integrated circuits. To date, the bulk of the work on this Project
had been effected in the genetic vats and by the nechani cal processors. But this was a speci al
project, an experimental Beast. It was the satyr's duty to check and recheck the Conputer's
product, and add the inportant odds and ends only ninble android fingers could handl e.

The satyr was a |l owsentience nodel, its half-flesh, hal f-machine mnd nol ded specially for the
kind of task on which it was engaged, with only the mini num of self-awareness to inprove the
reasoning faculties, so inportant in android prosthetic surgery. It was four feet tall. Its little

horns gleaned in the bright strip-lit lab as its puckish face bobbed up and down, lost in the
excitement it found in its duty, the enthusiasmw th which it served its Master. Its hairy, ninble
fingers danced anong circuitry, pirouetted over plastoid and flesh, noving to the rhythns of the
Prinme Directive stored in its nenory bank. In counterpoint were the poundi ng of the Beasts nassive
electric heart and the hiss of its breath, which sounded in the cavernous, antiseptic roomlike
waves whooshing into a seashore, whispering out again.

This was the nost inmportant task ever set before the hoofed little fellow, and above all else it
wi shed to do a good job, to please the Master. Pleasing Satan neant |ong hours imersed in
pl easure-center stinulation.

While the satyr readjusted a tiny fmcircuit buried deep in the new Beast's flesh, the ceiling
speakers bl ared.

The voice was Satan's. The little creature cringed, clicked backwards over the nmetal floor into a
corner, and bowed its furry head. "I hear your call. Ch, Geat One," it piped in a squeaky voice

"Report on Project 39A34, Satyr 987W" the voi ce denanded i nperiously.
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"Currently correcting msplaced wiring. Also the fire expulsors in the jaws need corrective work."
Its little m nd wondered why the Master was so curious; he had never nade such personal inquiries
bef ore. Perhaps the nature of the Beast?.

"The wings, the internal nmechanism the vital functions; are all these working properly?" The
speakers rattled in their noorings.

"Splendidly, Master."

"Excellent. You will cease work, replace avail able body arnor, and prepare for rel ease of the
Project."

"But . . . but, Master!" It blinked its watery eyes in consternation. "At |east two days of work
remain before it is perfect. Tests nust be perforned And | have not received all of the necessary
outer arnor!”

"The wi ngs work, do they not? The claws, the jaws, the vital destructive capacities are in good
order? Is this not so, little one? Is there a flawin you that this has not been acconplished yet,
despite my priority instructions concerning the Beast? If so, perhaps a little internal correction
i s needed on your nechani sm' The voi ce becane crackling thunder. "Wth a slight detour through
your pain center for inpertinence!"

"Yes, Master," the creature quavered. "All will be in readiness as soon as possible." Hastily, it
returned to work. Soon, it knew, other servants would come and roll the unconsci ous Beast away to
t he Waki ng Chanbers. It nust be readied for them

The satyr wondered why Satan needed this innmense fire-breathing dragon, a project |abored over for
many years, so quickly.

FOUR

As Styx's great orange sun di pped toward evening, burnishing the tree | eaves and | engthening the
soft shadows, Qiver thought on Ceoffrey Turner's request.

As he pitched into the preparation for the Field Feasts, setting up the tables and chairs, he
pondered the natter carefully.

"diver," the pudgy man had said, eyes nolten with sincerity. "You are young, strong, vital. Not
only is your assistance necessary, but just your presence would be enough to revivify this old
hul k, inmbue nmy franme with strength. Qiver, there is nmuch that | can teach you. Miuch can be

| earned on this world, benighted as it is."

Much to be | earned. The concept echoed in the youth's mnd as he plunped down in a wooden | awn
chair. H's eyes | ooked over the spiked, ivy-webbed battlements of Fernwold Castle into the fresh
bl ue of a clouded sky. Yes, there nmust be nmuch to |l earn. Beyond the azure sky. Turner had said,
wer e uni magi nabl e di stances; and yet they could be spanned by man-made nmachines to reach other
wor | ds.

Aiver seldomventured beyond the famliar environs of his duchy; the thought of other worlds was
truly full of wonderful possibilities. And to |l earn the answers to questions for which the
m ni sters had only vague munbl es, that woul d be sonet hing i ndeed.

Too, if Turner was not a nmadnman, which hardly seened possible, and there was truth to his cause,
then it would be a noble task. A hard, dangerous l|labor, true, but if it succeeded as Turner hoped
.o "Way, lad, this world will be a place without fear! It will be as those who created it
intended it to be, a world of happi ness, of purpose. Think, diver Dol an, think of what Fernwold
Castle would be like, without the constant threats of N ghtworld.

"This will only be possible when the Oppressor has been vanqui shed, Aiver. But | will not nake
Iight of the nagnitude of the task before nme, and others of ny League who are seeking the ship. It
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i s hazardous. There will be nore danger in the next nmonth, if you acconmpany ne, than you m ght
knowin a lifetine here, protected by your stone walls and your well-provisioned army. There will
be brutes of terrible evil and strength stationed to hinder us. You will learn to fight. You wll
| earn the use of ny weapons.

"There is always the chance of death. And, should it come to pass, it won't be a confortable
death, believe ne. However, all this is offset by the fact that it will be a noble undertaking,
one that will give your |life renewed neaning."

But he had neaning in his lifel WAs he not to succeed his father, would he not assune the
governance of Fernwold's citizens? "Yes, yes, certainly ny lad. Al very inportant. But think how
much nore you'll be doing for your people if you cone with ne. Think of what |ife would be for
your people, if not for yourself, if we can rid Styx of this nalignant creature Satan."

Pl ayi ng soccer, a group of boisterous boys on the daisy-dotted, fragrant greensward batted aboat a
grass-stained white rubber ball joyfully, oblivious to the inner turmoil of diver Dol an.

To destroy Satan! That was a fine prospect, to be sure. To travel into the Nightworld and destroy
God' s principal Eneny. WAs this possible? Surely Turner's quest would be a madman's journey. Use
the bizarre weapons in Turner's van to eradicate Satan's ful sone nightcreatures on the way to sone
of f - pl anet shi p supposedly hol di ng the weapons that could destroy Satan hinsel f? To that part of
Aiver that held fast to the conservative religious beliefs of his upbringing, the notions were
absurd. But strangely, to that part of himthe idea of an adventure, a holy adventure, a quest of
faith to destroy the Father of Lies, was also exciting. And, yes, noble.

H's mind churned with indecision. Wiat would his parents say? He would shirk his duties by
undertaki ng an i nsane quest that might well spell his death, and bring damation, too? Stepping
into the Evil One's clutches, with such doubts as Turner had strewn in his thoughts, would surely
be dangerous to his soul as well as to his nortal body.

Aiver just did not know.

The pang of indecision in himintensified his awareness of the nessages of his senses: the savory
aroma of roast chicken issuing frombeneath the red-checked cloth of an old woman's basket; the
delicate vermlion and violet wash of sunset draining fromthe sky; the bustling excitenent of the
yout hs jabbing at the ball and smacking into one another; the feel of the totality of the
community, warmy and confortably snuggl ed around himlike a thick, old coat against the cold. How
he loved all this. How could he risk losing it? And what was this 'problem Turner had spoken of ?
Surprised at the fat man's request, diver had neglected to ask. He would have to ask, soon, for
Turner expected a reply to his invitation before bedtinme. In the |late norning, he would depart.

Whether with or without AQiver Dolan, diver had not decided
He went into the castle to dress for the festivities.

Dusk curtained the sky. @aring electric lanps and snoky torches glinmered, pushing up a ceiling
of light in the night, when it happened.

"Yes, yes, quite true," Oiver said to the attentive, gowned girls clustered in an ani mat ed,
perfunmed pool of bows and frills by the badm nton court's green turf.

Dramatically, diver snote the air, pointing beyond the dark, brooding walls. The gesture shook
the mlky silk of his wide, ruffled goblet cuffs. An affirmative nod spilled carefully groomed
curls onto his brow "Qut there, several hundred yards, a nightcreature did alnost get ne: a
werewol f, to be exact." He put his hands to the long | apels of his dark bl ue serge topcoat which
was cut off at the waist with long tails dropping to the tops of his lustrous brown | eather boots.
"And an awfully big one. | fell asleep by the stream and woke up, why, about this tine yesterday,
I"d say. Thing chased ne a fearfully long tine."

"Oh Aiver!" cried a pretty young thing in an ankle-length nmauve and green print nuslin tea gown,
decked with crisp scarlet ribbons, as she artfully placed the back of a petite hand to her nouth.
"Weren't you awfully frightened?" Her dewy eyes wi dened and her bosom heaved slightly with

exci tement.
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"Deuced right | was scared, and you'd be too, just to glinpse a rendering of the nonster. And
saw it in the flesh, had the wetched thing on ny heels!"

Aiver derived no little satisfaction fromthe reactions of the fetching young | adies settled
about himlike butterflies on a particularly attractive blossom The social life of Fernwl d was
one of a young nman's principle distractions; fromthe age of seventeen, Qiver had plunged into it
with a vengeance. Handsone, nannerly, he had a way with the opposite sex that nade himthe envy of
his conrades. He was thought a bit of a rake.

In actuality, he was rather frightened of wonen, just as he was frightened of his nother

"And it was fearsone, if | say so nyself! Ten feet tall at |least. Caws as w de as any dagger
hereabouts, curved |like scythes. But did it catch me? O course not." diver spoke in a clipped,
understated tone to lend conviction to his hyperbole.

"Well, yes of course | had to run, Fanny. But not before | gave the beast a good jab in the belly
with a sharp stick, tolet it know who it was dealing with! As a matter of fact, thanks to ne that
thing prowls the night no nore!"

"You nmean . . . you killed it?" Fanny asked. Her nouth hung open, revealing her surprise and two
rows of inperfect, yellow teeth.

The pleated rose flounces of her gown swi shed agai nst the |uxuriant grass as she noved nearer, as
though to catch every scrap of the tale. Suddenly Aiver felt giddy with her closeness and the
faint scent of |avender that acconpani ed her.

"Well, let us say that | was of vital assistance inits. . ."

"Good evening, ladies," runbled a heavy voice noving into the circle.

Angry at the interruption, Aiver sw veled his head.

He bl anched to learn that the voice belonged to Geoffrey Turner

"Ah, diver! | see you are relating |last evening's event to an enraptured audi ence." Turner's eyes
gl eaned mi schi evously at the young man. The corners of his nouth twitched into his dark bl ack
nust ache. Yet the snmile was not one of malice, but of friendly conspiracy.

"Yes, l|adies!" he booned, slapping AQiver on the back with his left hand, while his other grasped
a pint of brown frothy ale. "Ch, you would have been nost thrilled at this young man's acti ons.

T woul d have qui ckened t he pace of your hearts al nost beyond endurance!" He | ooked at diver, and
his corpulent face pulled back in contenplation. The atnosphere around hi mwas redol ent of yeasty
brew and camaraderi e.

"Dear nme, lad. I've interrupted you!"

"You mean, sir, that you were a witness to all that happened?" a young girl in pigtails asked,
huggi ng hersel f wi th suspense.

"Yes indeed!" Turner cried, pushing back his handsone bl ack topcoat to place his hand just bel ow a
natty doubl e-breasted wai stcoat. "Wre it not for AQiver here, that infernal werewl f mght well
have gotten ne!"

Turner glanced at the surprised Aiver, giving hima surreptitious wink. "But |'ve interrupted the
fellow Do go on, dear boy. O would you prefer to have ne relate the tal e?"

Aiver grinned. "Please do.
nervously.

The young | adi es nodded eagerly. One spun a gol den tassel ed paraso

"Very well," Turner announced with a flourish of his free hand, ornamented tonight with rings of
jade and silver. He took a pull of his drink, ahhed, and commenced wi th obvious relish
underscoring his words with broad gestures. "I had hoped to arrive at the gates of this good
communi ty before dusk, but alas, nmy maps were faulty, and | was a little late. Had not Adiver here
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drawn the werewol fs attention, | nost |ikely would have been its unwary target. Now, as | was
urging ny steeds to a faster pace . "

A faint cry crackled through the air, |ike distant high-pitched thunder

"Gracious," squeaked one of the girls through crooked teeth. "What was that?"

Turner shrugged. "Nothing of concern, ny dear. As | was saying
The cry again, nearer. It had a strange, otherworldly quality, a conbined hiss and roar

Oiver rose to his tiptoes, as though trying to peer over the walls. "That does sound nenaci ng. A
ni ghtcreature, no doubt."

The wonan shivered at the word. Indeed, the entire crowd, fornerly involved in chatter, play,
eating, and | aughing, suddenly grew qui et and gazed nervously in the direction fromwhich the
sound originated. The air suddenly seened charged with electricity.

"Now, now," Turner said. "No need to be al arned.

I'"ve dealt with nightcreatures for sone tinme, and |I've yet to encounter one who's topped the wall
of a fortified comunity. And these walls, why they're quite splendid, taller than nost, you know.
Nothing to fear yes, yes, the others seemto realize that, too; see, they've gone about their
enjoynment of this evening as we should. As | was saying . "

A scream of fright caused the big man to start, tilting his top hat over his eyes. Another scream
erupted in its wake.

Whi ppi ng his head around, diver could scarce keep in his breath. A wi nged creature slanted
downward fromthe sky, four clawed feet outstretched, preparing to land on the turf where hundreds
of peopl e congregat ed.

"Good God," said Turner in an awed voice, righting his hat. He lost his hold on the nug, which
chinked to the grass, splashing its ale over his neatly creased pants leg. "A dragon. A flying
dragon with a wingspan of, why it nust be over forty feet!" he whispered, between his teeth.
"Never knew Ni chol as was making this sort of thing; never knew the Computer had the facilities.”

The dragon, gliding closer now, shrilled a dreadful cry of blood-lust. The creature had wi ngs |ike
those of a giant bat; |eathery, black and taut over bul gi ng bones.

Its long, scaly, green body was prototypical dragon with a long, whipping tail. The huge head was
nmostly nouth and sword-1length teeth. Above that, eyes the size of cannon balls rolled about their
sockets, junped fromgroup to group, eyeing all nalevolently.

"Heavens, diver! Look!" Turner cried. "See, the thing's not even conpleted yet, examne its
underbelly . . . there, lad. You can see the machinery!"

Indeed, Aiver could see that little skin covered its underside; in fact, he noticed other
segnents of the winged beast simlarly lacking in arnor; behind the purpled ear on its right,
along its sharp, spined back, and just left of its long serpent's throat, Qiver could nake out
the blink of lights within the beast behind the naked fl esh.

Then the dragon |l anded in a clearing just yards fromthe astounded townspeople, tearing up chunks

of the green with its wide-spread claws as it settled. The flapping of its ungainly w ngs blew up

dirt and dust. At first the beast |ooked as though it nmight tilt over, but it regained its bal ance
and folded its wings back along its body, hiding sone of its arnorless sections. A foul odor, rot

laced with rancid oil, gusted in its vanguard assault on Aiver's senses.

The thing reared back its nmammot h head, gazed upon the frightened townsfolk with its lizard-face,
and opened its maw. A long streamof fire envel oped the nearest group of people, sonme dozen men
and wonen, giving the victinms no opportunity to cry out in panic or pain before their imolation.

The ot hers screaned, though, once their initial shpck had dissipated. One of the girls in Qiver's
group turned and ran. Others scranbled after her, tripping and falling in their breakneck dash.
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"Hal t!" thundered a trenmendous voice. diver, who was about to turn and seek shelter hinself,

noted it was the dragon that spoke. "Run, people, and I'I|l destroy you all with pleasure." The
beast's nouth opened and shut, w sps of fetid oily snoke rising about its face |like sinister black
must aches. "Stop, and 1'll spare you all, save the man | seek, who skulks within these walls."

Those fl eeing stopped in supernatural dread, obeying.

The mnisters dropped to their knees, praying for divine intervention. Geoffrey Turner |eaned

toward Aiver. "It's me he's after, lad,” he said sonberly.

"There's but one hope. You go stall it. The voice is Satan's. He's tal king through a | oudspeaker
inmplanted in the dragon's mouth. 1'll return in a nonment, tell it that."

"But it will kill nel"™ diver objected, grabbing at the fat man's coat, "just likejust like it

killed those poor people!"
"No, no, Satan's proud, boastful. Mke himtalk.

Tell himl1'll give nyself up, that |I'm being sought, being brought for him Take courage, |ad.
Show nme of what stuff you' re nade.” So saying, he abruptly turned and snuck into the crowd.

"I seek Geoffrey Turner!" the dragon snarled in its heart-chilling voice. "Bring this nman before
me, bring Geoffrey Turner to ne, and | shall harmno nore of you, nor shall | return! He is here,
that I know. He is here, and | shall find himif | have to burn down your houses, and rip apart
your castle stone by stone!"

Aiver took a deep breath, voiced a quiet prayer, and ran out into the clearing between the
cowering crowd and the swaying, growing dragon. Halting sone ten yards fromthe creature, he
turned his face upwards, stood straight and firm The stench here was overpowering. Ci nders still
flecked the air.

"You are not Turner!" said the dragon. Its nouth wi dened as though to | oose another flane.

"No, wait!" diver cried desperately, lifting a halting hand. "Turner is being sought by ny
soldiers at this very nonment. | have ordered themto drag him here.

The coward is no friend of ours, and we'll be happy to let you have him"

The dragon snaked its head closer to obtain a better view of this brave, dandified young man. "Wo
are you, boy, to give such orders?"

"I, Satan, am diver Dol an, second in conmand of the Arnmy of Fernwold by right of heritage."

"Ah, you know who controls this beast then. You know who | am who is truly speaking at the
nonent . "

The gargantuan eyes glittered.

"Yes, and | quake in ny boots to hear your magnificent voice!" cried AQiver, bending into a bow
fromthe wai st. "Your greatness and fearsoneness is | egend throughout the world. Your creatures

pl ague us, your evil holds us, and it is only by the grace of God that we are not entirely in your
power. | amtruly awed at the nere resonance of your voice, to say nothing of the physical night
of your creation."

The dragon seened to take pleasure in AQiver's |anguage of obeisance. Its wings unfurled a little,
fl apped as though preening itself, whipping up a wind that blew Aiver's hair and coattails about,
and tugged at his pale blue cravat.

"And well you should be inpressed by ny mght, petty human," it hissed, obviously delighted. "Wel
you shoul d heed nmy words. But you say this bane of nmine, this Geoffrey Turner, is being brought to
me?"

"A matter of nonents and he will be at your disposal,"” the youth said. The audi ble quaver in his
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voice was not difficult to affect. "In the nmeantinme, mght | add, Satan, that we nere nortals are
seldomprivileged with a direct visitation by your najesty, even if it is froma distance, as it
were. Howis it this Turner fellowis of such inmportance to you, that you seek himin this

i ncredi bl e gui se?"

"Why should |I deign to answer your trifling questions, nortal ?" the dragon snarled. It spat a
spurt of fire down to char the grass not two yards fromQOiver's feet. The youth grimaced at the
terrific heat, but stood still. The acrid snmoke tickled his nostrils.

"W offer no resistance, Satan," he responded. "W realize and appreciate the scope and ni ght of
your all-enconpassing power. | w sh nerely to understand its nature. Surely to inpart this to us
woul d not deplete your glory, indeed, it would give ny people a greater recognition of your
awesomneness. "

"They shall all worship me one of these days," Satan declared, hoisting its left set of claws and
squeezing themtogether like a fist. "Me. Not sonme airy nothing of a God in the Heavens who heeds
them not. Do you understand that?"

Where was Turner? Aiver could not continue much longer; it took every bit of his courage to
must er words before the behenoth. How I ong his words would | ast he had no way of know ng.

"That is yet to be seen. Father of Evil. But we do understand the possibility." H's underarns
sopped with prickly perspiration, his browran with cold, clamy sweat. "However, we are not aware
of the totality of your evil, spread across this world. Tell ne this, then, CGeoffrey Turner has
told us that you are not a supernatural entity at all; that you are perhaps only a mad nachi ne,
creating chaos on this world that was once part of an enpire of many worlds. Is this so?"

"Nonsense! " the dragon roared, wi sps of snmoke curling fromits nostrils. "The nan speaks

absurdities. He reflects the senility of the Eneny whom he serves! | was an angel in heaven, and
chose to establish a base here on Styx. | did not care for the way nmy Eneny was running things.
Once | rule the entirety of this world, | shall stormthe gates of Heaven, and fromthere rule the

Uni verse, which is ny destiny!"
"According to our beliefs, you were thrown from Heaven by God along with fellow prideful angels."

Aiver did not care much for the course this conversation was taking; he mght well arouse the
thing's ire and fire. But he could think of nothing nore to say and silence would surely try
Satan's patience. A quick glance about himtold AQiver that the cromd was yet standing still,
stunned as the scene unfol ded and that there was no sign of Turner

A doubt flickered, then burst into flame. Had the man run for his life? Had he left Aiver and his
people to fend for thenmselves? H s attention was brought back to the dragon by its reaction to his
| ast statenent: "Your beliefs Iie, and shall be changed as soon as | rule this world!" Advancing,
it | oomed near, hooked Qiver's coat with a claw, lifting himupward. The sharp, dirt-stained
claw, diver could see now, was steel. It skewered the top of his coat jaggedly, and the frock
coat's seans slowy ripped beneath Aiver's weight. The netal claw against his bare skin was as
cold as death. "Why do you anger me, petty one?" The dragon's noxious breath seemed conposed of
equal parts gasoline and deconposed neat funmes. Oiver was so close, he could detect bits of neaty
gristle wedged between the nonster's pointed, yellowed teeth. Suddenly, the creature tossed him
contenptuously. away, tearing the coat to rags. Oiver bunped so hard on his rear, the nomentum
sonersaul ted himover into a dishevel ed, stunned scatter of arms and | egs ami dst the cushioning
grass. "l think you are stalling me. This | will not tolerate. You will die for your inpudence."

The dragon's head | ooned cl oser hideously. The nouth gaped, yawning incredibly wide. diver braced
hinself for a fiery death.

Suddenly a trenmendous expl osion hurled AQiver head over heels. He barely clung to consci ousness as
the force propelled himalong the ground. Rocking to a stop, he gazed up, and was startled by what
he saw.

Now scorched brown, the dragon's jaw dripped a thick red ichor. Fromits nostrils snpbke and random
flanmes billowed. The voice within sputtered and screaned in anger. Cbviously it had no further use
of the jaw, a ruined tw sted ness.
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What had happened? OAiver clinbed shakily to his feet. However, poised to run for his life, he
not ed novenent to his right.

Turni ng back, he faced Satan's dragon once nore, and screaned hoarsely, the taste of fear bitter
in his nouth. "Here he cones!” He pointed to his left, to divert the creature's attention. "Here
comes Ceoffrey Turner, Satan!"

Even though its fire-breathing faculties were destroyed, the remai nder of the beast still seened
to be operable. Following Aiver's gesture, the dragon's neck turned and therefore it did not
i medi ately notice what diver had seen

Turner's van, horsel ess, whisked rapidly toward the beast. Geoffrey Turner had kept his word.
Expectation tingled in diver

The big wheel ed box was on course to ramthe dragon, but the axles rattled as it neared,
attracting the beast's attention. The dragon swung its bl oody head around and adjusted its stance
to brace for the collision, able to spread its wings to flap away.

But too | ate.

The heavy vehicle barreled into the beast's left wing, snapping it. The crack echoed about the
wal | s and buildings |ike the voice of a giant whip. The broken wing crunpled and the van pl owed
directly into the dragon's side. Wth a sickening crunch, the thing toppled.

The dragon | oosed a horrendous roar, a m xture of anger and agony. Its thick tail lashed violently
agai nst Turner's van and the m ghty claws gashed long rents in the wood veneer. Van and dragon
skidded a full ten yards before sliding to a halt.

The van's wheel s began to rotate backward, but the van did not nove. Turner was trying to back up
and again snmash into the dragon. But the beast held the van fast, claws dug deep into the wood,
tail curled around the chassis.

"Al'l right, nmen!" erupted a cry frombehind him "Fire at will!" diver turned. Some thirty arnmed
Fernwol d soldiers raised their rifles. Gving orders was his father

The ancient rifles cracked and popped, splattering bullets into the dragon. Sone bullets bounced
off its scales, but others ripped through the unarnored portions of the dragon's body. Gouts of
bl ood spurted.

An eye exploded into crystalline powder. Blood | eaked profusely fromthe cavity.
Careful not to place hinself in the line of fire, Aiver hustled back
“"Father," he cried. "Turner's in that van!"

Tears streaned down the man's ashen face. He reloaded his rifle. The scent of spent gun powder
charged the air. "He can fend for hinself. | just want that beast destroyed,"” before it harns
ot hers. "

Aiver could see there would be no discussion of tactics with his father. The man was in a
towering rage. If the dragon was not killed soon, it nmight well crush the van, and Turner, thus
succeeding in its mssion. A soldier, not in uniform had just reloaded his rifle. diver pounced
upon him tore it away, and dashed toward the deadl ocked nachi nes. The soldier's cries drew

Vi scount Dol an's attention. He yelled to his son, but to no avail.

diver knewthat to still the beast, the bullet had to be fired at close range. He renenbered
Turner had destroyed the werewol f by upsetting its internal nechanisns. If he could do the sane
with a properly placed bullet, then there was hope for the man, and the van

Moving to the blind side of the naddened beast, he scanned the length of its body. He had observed
a patch of unprotected surfaces, there, exposed just bel ow the w ng.

Nearing as close as he dared, Oiver ained at the blinking lights dimy visible through the
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beast's translucent covering.
And squeezed of f the bullet.

Metal and gl ass smashed with hollow tinkles and vi ol ent expl osions. Sparks flew through the
opening and a hint of noisone snoke, small clouds of it, biUowed fromthe machinery. A flane
flickered, and another, like red tongues froma nouth.

The dragon jerked. Spasnming, it unhooked its claws fromthe van. The tail whipped out of control
like a wiggling serpent Freed, the van rapidly backed well away from the dragon, now contorting
its broken body insanely.

Aiver sprinted away and called to the soldiers.
"Cl oser! Continue your firel"

The rear doors of the van split open and Turner's obese form tunbl ed out, shaken. He wobbl ed
toward the soldiers, all the while staring at the twitching formof the defeated dragon. "C ose,"
he muttered. "Very close." He stepped forward, and cupped his hands to his nmouth. "So nmuch for
your spanki ng new nmonsters, Satan," he cried. "So nuch for your incredible power!"

Fl anes now spouted from various apertures in the beast's body arnor. It should have been finished.
And yet, incredibly, the body stilled its thrashings, save for its head, which sw vel ed about to
regard Turner with its sne good eye. "Your soul shall yet be mine, fat fool," Satan's voice
crackl ed. "And your body | shall spit with wire. | shall sizzle the fat fromit in the depths"

An expl osion burst the dragon, throwing fiery bits into the night sky. The head tunbled and | ay
still on the blackened ground.

The people, still stunned, milled about, astonished.

Members of the other Field Feast sites watched fromthe roads, open-nouthed.

A iver approached his father, who bugged him "Had | not hit the beast properly,"” said Lord Dol an,
tears still in his eyes. "Had | not fired into its nouth" The faniliar, honmey snell about the

Vi scount soothed Aiver's nerves.

"You caused the nouth to mal function. Father?"

"1 thought bullets would not harmit, but | was wong," said the tall man. "Thank God, | directed
rifles be obtained anyway. And thank Hhmthat He directed the aimof ny rifle, or you would be as
dead as your nother, diver."

"My nother?" said Oiver, disbelievingly.

"Yes," said the Viscount, in a choking voice. "She was killed in the beast's first fire-blast."

The nmountain itself seened to quake with Satan's fury.

The satyr nechanic was wakened fromits rest, and dragged by two apprentice denons to the depths
of the steel-walled Hell, to stand before the creature who called itself Satan. Fearful, the satyr
trenbled at the terrible countenance of its Master

"I have just severed the radio link with nmy dragon, furry one. Do you know what happened?" the nan-
thing asked fromits nmurnuring vat.

"A successful mission, | trust. Great One," squeal ed the goat-man, shaking with terror

"No. It was not successful!" bellowed the voice. "It was humliating and shoul d not have been. The
dragon shoul d have been indestructible.”

"But Master, it would have been, if | had had sufficient tine to work."
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"Silence! | will not countenance inpudence. | see | have placed too nuch sel f-awareness in your
nodel .

That will be corrected in your fellows. The fire-breathing mechanism furry one, was to have been
shi el ded.

Measures were to have been taken to prevent an expl osion of the gases, should a nmal function occur.
And t he shielding along the body? What about that? it was to be ny nost terrible nightcreature, a
prototype of many such beasts to spread horror ampngst the sequestered humans in their wetched,
stone-wal | ed shelters."

"But Satan, | did nention

"Enough of this. There is no excuse. You shall be dismantled, furry-one, but not until you undergo
torture to reconpense for ny extreme frustration."

Denons hauled the little goat-nman fromthe chanber.

Anot her denon separated itself fromthe shadows, and scrabbled out into the snoky pungent
torchlight, dragging |long arns along the fl oor

"You were sent in search of the fallen vessel, is this not true?"
"Yes, Master," it said. "As reported, we have narrowed the search area and expect to | ocate the
spacecraft in a matter of days. | have returned for instructions as to what you wi sh done, once it

i s discovered."
"I shall armyou with sufficient neans," said Satan

"I want the thing destroyed as soon as possible, along with any passengers it may contain."

Fl VE
THE sun rose, but the nourning had al ready begun

Geat as his grief was, Aiver kept hinself too busy to allowit to take total sway. For he was
hel pi ng Geoffrey Turner to prepare for enbarkation from Fernwol d.

And he was naking ready to acconpany the man

Al'l night worknmen and carpenters had | abored to repair the superficial damage the dragon had

wr eaked upon the van, while an extension cord plugged into the conmmunity's power supply recharged
the vehicle's batteries. Anple provisions; dried neats and vegetables, fresh fruit, spirits and

wi newere stocked in Turner's cupboards. Everything possible was done to help the nman. The
evening's incident had brought the truth of their precarious situation to Viscount Dol an. Once | he
wr eckage of the dragon-android was cool, Turner poked through it, explaining the functions of

vari ous charred nechanisns to the stunned ruler of Fernwol d. Dolan, afterward, agreed that

everyt hing possi ble should be done to destroy Satan. He extended his whol e-hearted approval to
Turner's m ssion.

Dol an did not know, then, that he would be giving a son to the cause as well.
After he finally went to bed, diver had not slept well

Early in the norning, he went to Turner's chanbers, awakened the man, and inforned himthat he
woul d gratefully accept the chance to revenge his nother's death and relieve Styx of this evi
creature.

Then he went to his father, but Viscount Dolan was not in his sleeping quarters.
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As he passed the den, diver noticed an arm draped over the side of the over-stuffed, high-backed
chair fronting the burnt-out hearth. Its hand held an enpty bottle of spirits.

"Father?" diver said, noving over the thick brown rug and settling quietly into the adjacent
chair. "Father, | have to talk to you."

Vi scount Dol an's bl ood-shot, baggy eyes fluttered hal f-open, |ooked out blearily froma puffy,
stubbl ed face. His first reaction to consciousness was to raise the bottle to his Iips. Finding
that it was dry, be tossed it into the fireplace. The sound of crashing glass seemed to bring him
to his senses. He groaned.

"Father? Are you all right? | have to talk to you."

Lord Dol an | eaned his cheek into an open palm rubbed his face with shaky hand, sighed. "Gone," he
muttered. "A flash of fire, and she's gone, forever."

A tear dripped fromdiver's eye. He snmudged the warm wet ness away. No trace of enotion reached
his voice. "I nmean to see that her death is not meani ngl ess, Father," he announced quietly.
"Geoffrey Turner has invited ne to acconpany himin search of the neans to destroy Satan."

Dol an stared at his son inpassionately through red eyes. "And you' ve accepted?"
"I have to. | shall never forgive nyself if | forego the opportunity."”

The Vi scount nodded. The drooping | ocks of his hair barely swayed. "So, | amto | ose you to the
ni ghtcreatures after all."

"You can't stop me fromgoing, Father. |I'mold enough to make ny own decisions. If I'mKkilled,
then the succession goes to cousin Eric, who is every bit as good as |I. Yes, Father. |'m going,
and | nmean to return.”

Vi scount Dol an averted his somber gaze. "Perhaps. | pray so. I'll not try to stop you.
understand. | think if I could go, with the possibility of bringing relief to this accursed world,
I would." He closed his eyes. "You'll be leaving this norning, then?"

"Yes. As soon as the van is repaired. 1'll not be here for the funeral."

"You'll go with my bl essings. Funerals are neaningless." C asping his hands, he let his eyes open
fully, and stared at his son. "Oiver, all nmy life has been occupied by nmy dormain, and ny wife.
I"ve given you little attention, little love, son. | realized that |ast night, about four inches
into the bottle. | told nyself |I'd nake that up to you. Now, perhaps | won't get a chance to. That
grieves nme, Oiver, perhaps as nuch as your nother's terrible passing. |'"'msorry that |'ve not
been the best of fathers, Oiver." He rested his chin on his chest silently.

Ri sing, Aiver placed a hand on his shoulder. "Not true, sir. Not true."
He squeezed the saggi ng, burdened shoul der briefly, turned, and stepped quietly fromthe room

The nearest community was |less than a day's ride, so Turner retrieved his teamfromthe roya
st abl es.

"We'll give themto the Blassingame community, |ad, and commence fromthere under the van's power.

W'l | have to take shelter init a fewtimes fromthere forward, and | don't want the poor beasts
torn to bits by nightcreatures.”

They set out on the rough, rutted highway just before the sun reached its zenith in a cloudl ess
sky. Oiver sat on the newy refurbished front seat of the van, beside Turner

The frenzied claws of the dragon had ripped nuch of the wood fromthe netal frame of the coach
Fernwol d's carpenters had done wonders. Ripping off the rest of the scarred wood, they had quickly
crafted a new wal nut covering, making the van nore elegant than it had been when first assenbl ed.
El ectric lanterns rose fromeach of the four upper corners. Tassels fringed the ornate roof. On
the rear was carved the sign of the cross, synbolic to Fernwol dian m nds of the m ssion of
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Geoffrey Turner.

Turner assuned the reins for the first leg of the journey. Aiver was content to sit beside him
jiggling occasionally when the carriage hit holes or bunps, and staring resolutely ahead, intent
on hi s purpose.

The autumal countryside was frantic with colors, odors, and subtle textures, as though the
current generation of flora, dying toward winter, was vibrantly seizing its last days to expire
with a joy it had never known in its youthful spring and |azy, mature sunmmer.

St ands of beech, elm ash, birch, and poplar marched al ong the roadway, splashed with ochers,
reds, silvers, and |ight blues, spotted here and there with the eternal enerald of conifer copses.

Gray gorse and thorny thickets wapped about the browning bark of the trees, spilling over
occasionally to flood the ancient road. Weds popul ated nost of the ill-nmaintained byway, hiding
the treacherous hol es and bunps.

The air was thick with perfuned decay, |laced with the scents of gay wildfl owers sprouting as
t hough summer still hung in the branches noddi ng over head.

The animals of the land, when visible fromQiver's jostling perch on top of the van, seened in a
flurry of activity. Gray squirrels bounced in cheerful, hasty nut-hunts. Rabbits, frightened by
the strident squeakings of the van's suspension, bounced in gray and white flashes to the shelter
of scrub where, safe, they twitched their whiskers and pink noses in curiosity at the manmoth
intruder into their leafy domain. Birds fluttered frantically fromtree to tree. Robins,
starlings, and sparrows scol ded the wheel ed nonster as it lunbered in their nmidst, pulled by the
pair of patient, russet-brown horses, bearing Aiver and Turner to their uncertain fates.

For a |l ong while they said nothing.

Soon after the start of their journey, Turner had plucked a | ong-stemmed jet pipe froma deep
pocket of his sepia frock-coat. He mashed curious bl ends of tobacco and dull-green weeds into its
bow , and sucked on the pungent brown funmes with relish, contenplating.

Then Turner broke the silence. "Must be hard for a young lad to lose his nother. | want to say how
sorry | am Odiver. This has been preying on ny mnd since last night; if | hadn't conme to
Fernwol d, neither would Satan's dragonoid have cone. | feel at fault. If you harbor any

resentnment, please forgive ne.
white nol ars.

Turner repositioned the pipe stem clenching it norosely between

The abrupt statenment startled the youth fromhis brown study. He considered, then said, "That
really doesn't make sense. By the same token, if you'd not saved ne fromthat werewolf, chances
are you'd have left the follow ng nmorning, and the dragon woul d not have been sent. Fate is fate,
Geof frey, what happens, happens. It's not your fault, nor mne. The fault belongs entirely to
Satan, and | nean to see that he pays."

"Al'l the sanme, | do feel rather badly about the whole thing."
"Well, don't," diver commanded brusquely. "Let's just concentrate on the journey ahead."

"Good," Turner said, a small smile provoking dinples in his rosy cheeks. "Happy that's settl ed.
For a while, | thought that having you aboard this cruise would be as bad as being al one."

"I'"'msorry, sir, | mean, Ceoffrey. But you can't blame nme for ny quiet nood."
"Not blamng you at all, diver."

"You know, Ceoffrey, | know very little about you. Only this business about you being part of
HOPE. Exactly where do you cone fronP"

The horse-drawn van was nearing a clunp of low, bulky, fir tree covered hills. Here, the road
di pped and rose. At a rise, overlooking a vast virgin forest, principally conposed of firs and
cypresses, Turner began speaking of his past.
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The | andnmass of the planet consisted of one single continent that wapped its variably thick self
about the world, the salt sea ribboning it |ike a never-ending river. Hence the nanme Styx; the
nanme of the mythical river leading to the Greek underworld. Turner clained to be froma section of
the vast continent farther south, closer by sea than by land. As a young nman, he told diver, he
had been a schol ar studying for ordination in the church. But his ninble mnd hungered for answers
to questions his teachers shunned. One day, he had encountered an old, old nan who told hi mabout
the Holy Order for the Preservation of the Enpire. His curiosity piqued, he sallied forth seeking
the fortified castle where HOPE mai ntained its headquarters.

"It was quite far to the north, dear boy, quite far," the fat nan intoned gravely. "I had nany a
brush with death, believe me. This world is far fromhospitable to long-termtravelers. Finally,
after many wong turns and faulty directions, close to three nonths after | set out, | arrived at
a singularly unusual manse, not at all |ike the general run of those favored by nost of the
communities of this world."

It seened that sone rapping at the gates brought forth a number of strangely robed nen bearing
unusual weapons. After determining that the supplicant was not a mnion of Satan trying to
infiltrate their ranks, they passed Turner through the gates and allowed himto join their nunber.
For fully twenty years Turner had reveled in the well-stocked libraries of the institute.

Oten, along with others of the Order, he ventured out on m ssions, destroying nightcreatures
pl agui ng, surroundi ng comunities.

"Actual ly, half the battle was convincing the common people that the nightcreatures were Kkillable.
You saw that your father's bullets, placed properly, did a pretty good job on that dragon, right?
The nost inportant mssion of HOPE relating to the other denizens of Styx has been education on
sel f-defense. |If the people won't believe the true origin of the nightcreatures, the | east we can
teach themis howto kill the buggers!”

Tur ner burrunphed and clenched the reins tightly in his fists.

Late afternoon found thematop a rise, before the barbican and spires of Bl assinganme, a niddling
town situated on the south bank of a w de, muddy river

Aiver knew the Viscount of the community, one Sanpson Napper, quite well fromthe occasiona
visits he and Napper had made between Bl assi nganme and Fernwold. So it was that when they arrived
at the point-groined Norman gates of the hold and identified thenselves to the satisfaction of the
gat e- house guards, the portcullis was raised and they were wel comed. Napper hosted them a

sunpt uous di nner of roast quail and wild duck and in turn received their tale, and the purpose of
their travels. He shook his gray-haired head and grunbl ed pessimistically that they would be
destroyed by the supernatural |egions of Satan, but offered little el se by way of conment.
Geoffrey Turner asked if tales of a large ship landing on Styx had filtered to the ministers of

Bl assi ngane. But no, responded Napper. Not hing.

Aiver and Turner were provided with confortable, airy roons for the night. In the norning they
were given a large, filling breakfast of eggs, scones, and strawberry narnal ade. Upon | earning
that the nearest comunity in the direction he wished to go was a day's ride on a fast horse, and
could not be covered in simlar tine in a van drawn by horses. Turner abandoned his aninmals in

Bl assi ngame as prom sed.

Mich to the amazenent of the townsfol k who saw the sight, they drove the horsel ess van away, with
no apparent driver in view

Aiver felt curious riding in such a manner. Turner was bent intently over the controls, and a
steady hum emanated fromthe conpact electric engines. But in a few hours he grew accustoned to
the change, and spent the majority of the day absorbed in a book his conpanion insisted he study.
A text printed by HOPE, it dealt with the destruction of various nightcreatures. The vol une
cont ai ned schematics of the beasts' inner workings, which Oiver could not conprehend at all. But
he did understand the sinple descriptions of the weak points of the various and sundry beast -
machi nes that roaned the night.

"There is one question that is not answered by all this," Oiver said, |ooking up fromwhere he
sat .
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"And what is that?" Turner asked, eyes trained on the road. He kept the vehicle at a pace not much
faster than it went when drawn by horses, partly to conserve power, partly to nitigate the harnfu
effects of speed over the many pits and bunps in the road.

"I understand now that you are right; that the forces with which we deal are basically natural and
explainable. | cling to nmy basic beliefs as to the reason for their existence, but | accept what
you have shown and told ne."

"Excellent, ny lad. You're alnost there."
"Wait a monment," Oiver replied. "I'mnot finished.

VWhat | don't understand is, if Satan hinself is perhaps nerely a man in control of machinery, and
if these nonsters of flesh and netal are only what you say they are, why then do they operate
under spiritual and supernatural conditions? Wiy, if they are as solid and substantial, of the
sane basic elements as you or | and this van, why are they not able to go about by day? Wy are
they limted to the night, the dark?"

"Ah, you've put your finger on a question the Order has asked itself for a very long tine, a very
long tine.

If this madman wants the world entirely, and he has the power to make all humans his slaves, why
doesn't he do it? At the very least, why can't he terrorize the day as he does the night?"

"Per haps because he is restricted by the laws of God," ventured diver. "Because, although he
wor ks by physical neans, he is actually warring with the forces of light, the spiritual arm es of
our Lord and Savior."

"Perhaps. 1'd very much like to believe that, but |I fear that this woul d-be clergyman has turned
skeptic. No, consider ny theory first.

"I believe |'ve mentioned that HOPE believes this Satan to be quite nadand a man, not a fallen
angel. Qur theory is that not only does he act and operate |like Satan, but he really thinks he is
Satan. He suffers from negal omani a.”

"But Geoffrey, he is Satan. How can he nodel hinself on hinsel f?"
"Yes, and here is where background know edge proves val uable, facts |I've not yet provided you

"The religion of the people of Styx is Christianity, indeed, but a vague, mnmuddl ed Christianity in
the sense that the actual historical origins are fuzzy, assuned rather than docunented. | put this
to you, Aiver; Christianity did not begin on this world."

"But, but that's inpossible!"

"Not at all, if you accept the historical facts of the creation of Styx, instead of calling them
myt hs as your father did. The entirety of this Enpire | spoke of before, began on one planet, the
original home of mankind. It was known by various nanmes, anong them Terra, Telluria, or sinply the
rat her hunmorous name of 'Earth'."

"Pah!" diver exclained. "You might as well call it "Dirt'!"

Turner lifted a hand fromthe control wheel. "Be that as it may, it was Earth on which
Christianity began, |long before the advent of travel across the great voids that separate the
wor| ds of the gal axy. W have books to prove this. Many such books reflect the beliefs of
Christianity. In nuch the formof your own beliefs, Christianity has changed little over the
years, for it is a norally solid and conpelling rationalization of the Universe. In its nore
rudi mentary versions, stocked with many anthroponorphisns and a nore or |less dualistic Earth-
centered view of the Universe, the adversary of God was one of his angels, Satan, who rul ed over
the creatures and denons of darkness as our Satan rules over his creations."

"You still haven't answered ny question,” diver interjected inpatiently.

file:/l/F|/rah/David%20Bischoff/Bischoff,%20David%20-%20Night%20World.txt (31 of 101) [1/28/03 10:56:09 PM]



file:///F|/rah/David%20Bischoff/Bischoff,%20Davi d%20-%20Night%20Worl d.txt

"A nonment," said Turner, cutting the wheel hard to avoid an obstacle in the road. "Right. It is
the theory of HOPE that Satan, in his desire to identify hinmself conpletely with his Earthly
nanmesake, has not only copied the powers ascribed to the nedieval Satan of |ong-ago Earth, he has
al so adopted his limtations. In order for himto be evil, there nust be good in the world with
which to battle. In other words, there is absolutely no physical reason why the beasts do not al so
roam by day. It is all nmental and in the mind of Satan. This is one of the reasons | was so
surprised that he had a dragon built, and flew it over the walls of Fernwold. Such an action bends
the rules Satan has established for hinself, and nmeans he wants ne dead, desperately. Wy, | don't
know. Perhaps he's seeking others of HOPE as well. Perhaps he realizes that there is danger to him
if we find the fallen spaceship and its passengers before he does."

"Are you telling me, Geoffrey, that all these centuries of darkness and ni sery have been because
of a crazy ganme this thing is playing with us?"

"I't's not a gamre to him it's deadly serious. We're lucky he has kept hinmself in check by his own
rules, or he would surely control the entirety of this world."

"That just doesn't make sense.”

"Certainly it does. Take for exanple, your father's thinking his bullet couldn't really harmthe
dragon. Did he base that belief on enpirical evidence? No, it was superstition, a firmbelief that
Satan's nightcreatures are al nost inpervious to harmfrom hunans." He picked up a bottle of wine
he had been nipping at all day, took a gulp of the red stuff. "Such is the case with Satan. He's
really convinced hinself that his creatures will not work in the daytime; that the sun's rays wll
harm them The curious factor in this whole affair is that our principal aid in this journey, in
our continual battle against Satan, is a solid belief in God and H s power."

"But" diver objected.

Turner took his eyes fromthe road a nonent, pointed a forefinger at Aiver. "Not our belief.
Satan's belief."

"Satan believes in God, just as | do?"

The fat man returned to his driving. "If there is no God of Christianity, why there would be no
cause for a Satan, right?"

"You nmean in order for this creature to believe that he is actually the fallen archangel, Satan
he nust believe that there is a God he once served, and now opposes?"

"Correct. His chief purpose in existence, as was the original Satan's, is to pervert the good
things that the Christian God has created, and to ultimately control this world, and God's
heaven. "

Aiver grew silent, and thoughtful

The van sped on, the ever-changing | andscape unfolding its wealth of florid variety, hills,
mount ai ns, rivers and valleys which the parti-col ored road wound t hrough

They travel ed several days without incident. During this time, Turner taught Oiver how to operate
the van, no easy assignnent. At first it was frightening for the lad to handle the controls of a
mechani sm he understood so poorly, to feel power throb beneath him to nanipulate that energy so
as to keep the vehicle noving at the correct rate of speed in the proper direction.

"It's sinmple,"” Turner had explained. "You'll get the feel of the wheel soon enough. The pressure
exerted on the pedal under your right foot noderates the flow of electricity frombatteries to
engi ne, and hence the speed.

Any probl ens you have are easily handled with one of these buttons before you. I'Il explain their
functions later."

On the afternoon of their third day of travel, Turner pronounced his pleasure at Aiver's solo
driving, and pronptly retired with a wine bottle to his cot. That bottle troubled Aiver, for
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Turner had been pulling at it all afternoon, and he had slurped liquor long into the previous
eveni ng.

But the other things in his mnd were troubling as well, as the van ate up the distance slowy but
surely along the wi nding, forest-flanked ribbon of road that stretched out into the distance. Hi s
bravado, that earnest desire for revenge which had set himon the mission was gradual |y draining,
| eavi ng the weaker part of his personality in control. The neekness basic to Oiver Dol an was
reasserting itself. Fear began to gnaw.

Al right. So this Satan was not the spiritual Satan
That did not nean that he was not a front for the real arch-denon.

And even if there was no spiritual danger in challenging these forces of darkness, there was stil
the possibility of horrible, painful death | oomng huge in his mind, peering up beast-like from
the pit of his subconscious fears.

Late afternoon, found the van struggling up grades and rolling down slopes in a hilly area in
whi ch nmaple trees predoninated. As the van crackled through the dead brown | eaves covering the
roadbed, Qiver nused darkly. His inattention al nost caused himto collide with the wonman trying
to attract his attention

Her clothes were torn, her pale face scratched and bl oody.

Feebly waving an arm she stood quivering in the mddle of the road |like a wounded deer, inploring
aid.

SI X

CLIVER lifted his foot fromthe rubber-sheathed accel erator and applied the brakes. He stared at
the wonan staggering toward the van, as it halted.

She wore a tattered gray riding skirt, and a ragged fawn cape, over an unkenpt white satin bl ouse.
The | ong, bl onde hair visible beneath her cream and red bonnet was tousled, and bits of dead brown
| eaves clung to it. Her |ips nmoved, but Oiver could not hear what She said

"Ceoffrey!" he cried. "Wake up. There's someone up ahead. A wonan, and she's hurt."
"What's that?" Turner's voice growed fromthe rear

Boots thudded on the steel floor, and AQiver's hirsute conpanion peered intently over his shoul der
t hrough the wi ndshield. Turner groggily wi ped the sleep fromhis eyes and renewed the stare,
clearer this tine.

The wonman stunbl ed, caught herself, then collapsed into a heap of ragged cl ot hing.

"Well, what are we standing here for?" Turner bellowed as much to hinself as to his associate. He
tugged Aiver's shirt sleeve, pivoted, and was soon rmuttering indistinctly over the opening
apparatus. The rear door squeaked as it gave way. Turner pounded to the ground, and bounded around
the van. Junping out the door, Aiver was close on his heels, dashing into the brisk autumm air

Hands under her arnms and knees, they carried the young womman back to the van. They carefully eased
her into the van and placed her on the cot. Upon contact with the soft padding, her lolling arns
stiffened, straightened, and gripped Turner's neatly-pressed | apels.

Openi ng her eyes, she imedi ately realized that the nmen nmeant only to help. She rel axed, dropped
her head to the nussed pillow, munbling broken phrases: "Dear me. . . sorry to trouble you . . . |
must look a fright . . . really not badly off . . . just a bit dazed . .. no need to trouble
your sel ves. "
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"She's all right," Turner remarked after a thorough sensor-scan of her body and face. "No broken
bones.

A few scratches here and there and a nasty gash on her head." Myving to a cabinet, he clunked
through a few oddly shaped bottles and renoved the necessary bandages, unguents, and mnedi ci nes.

Meanwhi l e, diver was kneeling over the badly shaken young | ady who appeared to be only a few
years ol der than he. Despite the straggly hair, dirty face, and di shevel ed cl ot hi ng, he noted that
she was quite conely.

"What are you doi ng out here unescorted?" he inquired, since Turner was busily fiddling with
dressi ngs and sal ves. Medicinal odors imediately filled the encl osed space.

"A dreadful mstake, really." Her soft blue eyes focused on him her phrases becanme nore coherent.

"Slight case of shock." Turner rumnmbled am dst the clutter on the counter which served as his
wor kt abl e.

Normal Iy strewn with all manner of bizarre oddnents |ike expl osives stakes and hal f-assenbl ed
tim ng mechani snms, the work area was hard put to contain the nedical paraphernalia occasioned by
the visitation. "She'll pull through in no tine."

"I't's enough knowing I'min friendly conpany," she said in her vibrant contralto. Yes, that was
the kind of voice Aiver liked in his ears.

Turner had renoved her bonnet, and Aiver could see that the lady's hair, a splash of nolten gold,
conpl emented the snoboth cream of her conplexion. But the best was reveal ed | ast: as she opened her
mout h, diver was delighted to discover white, clean, even teeth. Perhaps a conplete set.

"I"'mfeeling i Mmensely inproved already. In fact, | hate to bloody the clean covers of this cot
" She made to rise, but Aiver gently restrai ned her

"Nonsense. You'll not get up until Geoffrey's attended to your wounds."

The young worman did not resist, but settled her head back into the pillow "That's very
gentl emanly of you. Your friend' s name is CGeoffrey you say? Wiat's yours?"

"Aiver. Oiver Dolan." He indicated the portly nan at the counter. "CGeoffrey Turner." He turned
the finger to her and smiled questioningly.

"And me?" A faint smile flickered into her eyes |ike a dawn sun through norning fog. "Penel ope
Reynol ds. "

Turner had coll ected odds and ends in his chunky fists, and hauled themto the bedsi de where he
dropped them onto an unoccupi ed section of the cot. "Happy to neet you, Penelope. You'll have to
be still now while | administer these little potions. Then we'll wap you up a bit."

Penel ope nodded.

St eppi ng back to allow Turner nore room QO iver observed as the big nman carefully applied his
medi ci ne, his bandages, and his friendliness. By the tine he was through, the woman was in

deci dedly better shape, enotionally and physically. The faint aura of Penel ope's sweat,

Fernwol ders were wont to refer to it as a lady's "glow', gradually gave way before her delicate
lilac fragrance, though that barely penetrated the masnma of Turner's renmedies. To AQiver it was
the scent of sunmer in a flower-flecked field bordering a brook

Regardi ng his handi work. Turner seened pl eased.

"Right. The final touch." He hefted a bottle of what he said was his best |iquor fromthe cabinet,
poured a dollop of rich brown liquid into a small snifter and passed it to the woman, who was now
sitting against the inside wal nut panel of the van. "If there yet remains a twinge of pain or the
odd speck of depression fromyour ordeal, this is sure to cleanse it away." His eyes twi nkled and
he coul d not help but pour hinself a nmeasure, just to be sociable, of course. He extended the
bottle to Aiver, eyebrows raised, but Aiver declined with a small frown. Turner drank entirely
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too much as far as the young man was concer ned.
"Well then," said Turner, "Tell us first what happened, and when. Was it a nightcreature?"

The wonan si ghed and snoot hed back a stray curl of hair, then sipped at the snifter. "Not exactly.
My horse Charcoal threw ne, and | fell down a long, rocky incline." She pointed vaguely in the
direction the van had been headed. "Up the road a bit." She took a long pull at the liquor. "I was
traveling toward . . . Golly, that brew of yours stings!" Penel ope paused to wipe the tears
stream ng down her cheeks.

"Peterston?" Aiver pronpted, casting a grinace at Turner

"Yes. Peterston. Anyway, as | was trotting along the road, | heard an odd sound. | thought it
m ght be soneone in need, so | turned off the road. A few yards into the brush and up a slight
incline | encountered a cave.

Curious, | neared its mouth and suddenly grows and snarls rose fromit. They frightened nme, | can
tell you that, but not as nuch as they did my stallion. Charcoal bucked and threw ne. | nust have
| ost consci ousness.

When | woke, | was at the bottomof a hill, bleeding, and in the ragged condition in which you
first saw ne

| couldn't find poor Charcoal." A note of dismay entered her voice.

Stroking his beard thoughtfully, Turner nodded. "A cave, you say. Gowing. Tell ne, Penel ope. Was
the growing and snarling |like that of dogs?" As Turner spoke, the smell of alcohol began to
domi nat e

"I hardly had tinme to notice that . . . but nowthat | think of it, why yes, it was!" She lifted a
delicate-fingered hand and touched the cuff of Turner's, nmaroon frock coat.

"What luck!" Turner cried, nibbing his hands together happily. "You' ve seen a bit of action today,
Aiver, and you'll get a chance for sonme training in this vocation of ours."

" \N]at ?n

Geoffrey ignored the boy's bafflenment and turned back to Penel ope, taking her hand in his and
patting it attentively. "There is a conmunity within half a day's ride by horse?"

"Yes," she said. "I just came fromthere; Ashton. And while | traveled | noticed a small castle
atop the brow of a nearby nountain as well. | had not time to stop, but . . ."
"Excellent,"” chortled Turner, eyes aglow. "We'Ill have tinme. And, Penel ope, you can pinpoint this

cave on the rocky hillside?"

"I"'msure | could," she said, her blue eyes benused.

She crossed her black | eather-booted feet and fixed Aiver with a puzzled stare.
diver shrugged.

Turner was oblivious to this exchange.

"Excel l ent! Marvel ous!" Waring a huge snile, he turned to Aiver, clapping his open pal ns
dramatically.

"Lad, prepare yourself." He dropped a hand on the young man's shoulder. "You and | are about to
venture into a den of nonsters!"

They stood at the top of the long, rocky hill. Through a break in sonme spruce trees, they could
glinpse the van, parked to the side of the road, where Penel ope was resting confortably. Before
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t hem yawned the maw of the cave. Light probed a scant few feet into it: the rest was black. From
the cavity, a foul snell emanated |ike breath froma corpse's nouth.

Turner nodded. "It's a big one, all right." He adjusted the large canister battery strapped on bis
shoul ders, and patted Oiver's smaller version. "That confortable on you, |ad?"

"l suppose so," said Aiver, shifting his hold on the doubl e-pronged rod that earlier had killed
the werewol f, saving his life. "But | can't say | feel too confortable descending into the m dst
of sleeping nightcreatures. Are you positive it's necessary?"

Frowni ng, the bearded nman reached into the |arge bag which dangled fromhis shoul der. "No. |
suppose |'mnot. But there is a definite purpose. For one thing, | don't care to pass the chance
up." He turned to face Aiver. The cool fall breeze which noved fromthe valley fluttered his
curly locks of black hair, assisting the serious cast his features had assuned. "It's not often |
get a chance to raid a den; hades, we call them Not often that we stunble on them To w pe out a
score or nore of these | oathsonme beasts in one fell swoop; well, that's every HOPE nenber's dream
| assure you." His words reflected a vibrant enthusiasm

"What do you keep score? Does the winner get a prize at the end of the year?"

Aiver placed his hand skeptically on his waist, eyeing the fetid darkness with a contenptuous
bravado he hoped woul d hide his trepidation

Turner ignored Aiver's sarcasm "I want to give you sonme practical instruction in the disposal of
these things. You nay need such for what we face in the future. There's no better way to teach you
than to raid a hades. You nust realize, |lad, the creatures, save one, should all be asleep."

"But they can wake up!" His voice cracked, betraying his true sentinents.

"Not likely. You'll remenber that theirs is not a natural sleep, Aiver."

"And they all spend the day in caves |ike these?"

He could not even bring hinself to look at the thing now, letting a gesture suffice.

Turner shook his head, patiently. "Not all. No vanpires here, for exanple. They sleep in the ruins
of Enpire mansions. But the nightcreatures that Satan nodel ed on G eek nythol ogy, they are
assigned to dens |like these, for sure.”

"And what sort of creatures are these?" diver asked.
Hi s active inmagination had al ready quite unnerved him

"Cone," Turner said, extracting fromhis shoul derbag three round parcels wapped in paper. "Il
i ntroduce you to the first, the one that guards the cavern, the one that frightened Penel ope's
horse. Hold these for a nonent, wll you?"

A iver grabbed the objects with his free hand, while Turner made a final check of his equipnent.
Wthin the crinkly papers Aiver felt sonething soft and squishy. A sweet, famliar odor clung to
t hem

Fi ni shed, Turner hooked an arm around his electro-staff, freeing both hands. "I1'Il take one of
those right now " Plucking one of the balls fromdiver's hand, the fat man unw apped the paper
I nside was a gooey nass that snelled to Aiver nuch like, yes, it was .

"Honey," Turner affirnmed. "A cake soaked in honey, actually. Now hold the others out, ready. 1'lI
need them both in rapid succession.” He waddl ed toward the cave nouth.

A faint hissing snarl issued fromthe darkness. It quickly slid into a deep guttural grow . The
grow was joined by another and another. And then the furious barki ng began. Paws scrabbl ed
agai nst packed dirt. A vague figure poised just beyond the |ight wedged into the cave's darkness.

"Cerberus!" Turner breathed respectfully. "A cerberus, and it |ooks Iike a nmean blighter." He
pi cked the gooey cake fromthe paper, and carefully |obbed it.
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"Quickly now, lad. The others!"

Breat hl essly, diver handed hi m anot her. Turner quickly unw apped the honey-sopped cake and buried
it into the cave. Meanwhile, diver tore the paper fromthe last, and cast it toward the barking

Whi ch ceased.

Turner said, "It's working!" in an expectant whisper

From t he cave cane sounds of nouths chewi ng noisily.

Lappi ng. Licking. The smacking of jows. dicking, munching teeth. Long teeth, no doubt.

"Right," Turner said, fidgeting nervously. "Get your electric torch ready."” Turner drew his barbed
staff and pointed it, preparing assault. "That's right," he nuttered. "Chonp it all down."

Attention fixed upon the nuted clanor of the beast's repast, diver dug a hand into his sack and
renoved the flashlight. Sonmething felt peculiar. He gazed down, and renmpved the plastic and netal
cylinder fromhis hand, whispering, "Eeukk!" Strands of fragrant goo stretched fromhand to
electric torch; a gob of honey had attached to his palm

Abruptly, an explosion of hows and whines erupted fromthe darkness, and Oiver's eyes junped
fromthe mess to the cave

"Now, Aiver!" booned the fat man

Stunbling forward awkwardly, diver managed to flick on the Iight. Despite the sticky covering, it
pi erced t hrough the darkness and fixed upon an astoni shing sight: A dog, the biggest diver had
ever seen. It stood at |east four feet high on all fours, inlength it reached a goodly five feet.

It had three heads.

Light reflected three pairs of pain-filled eyes, and three sets of jaws snapped furiously. Bl ood
and bl ack noxi ous ooze | eaked down the short chins and the |ong, sleek throats, glistening.

The cerberus collapsed onto its side, withed, and whined desperately, clawing at the enpty air
and the dark nusty, offal-strewn dirt.

"Keep the light trained on the beast!" Turner ordered, cautiously nearing the agoni zed creature.
"I need to spear it properly, or we'll have sone problens!"

For a few seconds, Turner feinted at the three-headed dog with his staff, seeking the proper path
of attack.

And found it.

Belying his girth. Turner lanced forward with surprising speed, puncturing the dog precisely in
its oil-dark chest. He buried the twin prongs as deeply as possible into the flesh and netal. In
pain, the dog wiggled away, obviously weakening. The barks died into whines, the growls into
whi nper s.

St eadyi ng hinsel f, his face inpassive with concentration, Turner clicked on the battery, flow ng
the current across the electrodes. A crackling: the scent of singed flesh, of burning insulation.
The dog's body grew stiff, the heads becane |inp.

The beast was dead.

Turner's neaty face gleaned with sweat in the flashlight beamas he turned to Aiver. "Easier than
| thought it would be."

"What was in the honey cakes?"

"Vials of acid. Greek nmyths held that to nollify Cerberus, the three-headed dog who guarded the
entrance to the underworld, the newy dead would carry cakes soaked in honey, which the devil-dog

file:/l/F|/rah/David%20Bischoff/Bischoff,%20David%20-%20Night%20World.txt (37 of 101) [1/28/03 10:56:09 PM]



file:///F|/rah/David%20Bischoff/Bischoff,%20Davi d%20-%20Night%20Worl d.txt

dearly loved. As you can see, Satan is fairly accurate in programing these creatures for
appetite.”

Mutely, diver nodded.

The big man retracted the barbs of his spear, pulled the weapon fromthe dead beast, and pointed
into the darkness. "Shall we continue then?" He smiled grimy

H s soft brown hair was nussed fromhis exertion

Rel uctantly, diver padded warily forward, holding his pronged spear before him playing the torch
beam about a ceiling which dripped with stalactites and cold, wet silence. He wi ped his honey-
coated hand on his pants leg, muttering disgustedly, but the gunk clung stubbornly.

The chill danpness of the place seened to attach to the base of his backbone, slide up, and coat
his spine with a thin rind of ice. He shivered. This was a nightrmare, but it was no dream

Al'l the dark tales told in his infancy, all the frights whi spered anong his playmates, had
coalesced into reality. He wanted to throw down his weapons and hurl hinself fromthis madness
back to the sane world of his hone, the safe, confortable |ife protected by castle walls.

A chubby hand alighted on his shoul der, a squeeze of reassurance. He sighed away his shivers,
i nhal ed deeply of the dank-tainted cavern air, and advanced.

A few yards farther, the tunnel twisted left. And, shortly, again, this time right. They
negotiated the turn carefully, Qiver flicking the beamto cover every possible place of
conceal nent. But of course they were asleep, he told hinself. O course .

At the end of the turn, murky light seeped out of the near distance. Cautiously, they crept to its
source, a shaft descending to the heart of the hill. They knelt and peered into the glimrering
dept hs. Vague stirrings and creakings drifted upward. Sounds of things noving? Aiver's heart

qui ckened with relief. Surely Turner would turn back. Besides, the shaft seened bottonl ess.

To attenpt descent would surely be madness! A hand curled around the electric torch. Turner's
hand. The bright beam was directed to a point just opposite on the circunference: the begi nning of
a slanting trail of not nore than six-inches width which inclined curling about the cylindrica
shaft. The way down.

Aiver stared at Turner, alnost pleadingly. Turner nmisinterpreted the |ook. "Very well," he
whi spered, not so nuch out of caution or apprehension, but because whi spers seenmed appropriate to
t he enconpassing nood. "I'Il go down first. Watch carefully."”

W thout further ado, be noved his bulk to the cavern wall and sidled along the lip of the shaft to
t he dubi ous path.

If Aiver had been so disposed, he would have taken nore note of the ninbleness and the dexterity
of the fat man as he placed his feet on the trail, found handhol ds, then tacked his supplies and
weapons carefully away with one hand, lest they fall. But he was preoccupi ed watching the nanner
in which Turner negotiated the twisting clinb dowward, it would aid his own descent, he thought.

But how far down was it? Fortunately, the electric flashlight was unnecessary.
The light penetrating from bel ow was sufficient.

Sounds bel ow echoed hollowly. The cool underground air was |aced with nightcreature stench and
Aiver's stomach was queasy with fear and revul sion

H s nmouth tasted bitter; the back of his throat seenmed as sticky as his right hand, making
swal l owi ng difficult.

As Turner descended, he seermed to gain confidence.

He stopped, addressed diver: "Not so bad. Begin to follow ne now "
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Whi spering assent, Oiver followed the man's footsteps as precisely as he could. Around the side
of the opening. Halt. Secure equipnent. Gip the outcropping of rock. Lower left foot, then right,
onto the narrow ri bbon of |edge.

The descent was tricky. There were patches of slick wetness here and there on the handhol ds and on
the ledge itself. As they lowered, the illum nation from bel ow strengthened. The farther he
descended, the better Oiver felt. The light reveal ed the shaft was not as deep as he feared.
Forty feet perhaps; fifty at nost. It was painstaking work, but the farther down they wound, the

| ess vertigo clouded his thinking. As acrophobia ebbed, however, dread of what mght await in the
chanber redoubl ed.

Oiver tried to concentrate on the descent, but was only partly successful; his imagination
concocted dreadful futures for them both.

Suddenly Turner grunted. The clop of the man's shoes echoed to Aiver that Turner had reached the
bot t om

A nmnute later, Aiver tunbled at his side. Scranbling up, he saw what had kept the man silent.

If halls were sonetinmes called cavernous, then this cavern could be called hallish. Goviously the
nest had been forged fromthe living rock by machine, not nature. Electric |ights shinmered
torchli ke along smooth netallic walls. Approximately rectangul ar, the room stretched about a
doubl e dozen yards. Every several neters, tall rock colums connected floor and roof. The

at nrosphere was strong with foul snells: grease, ozone, sweat, spoor.

Al'l was bathed in a ruddy, rusty incandescence which spewed fromrocky stands near each col umm.
Sl unped besi de each pul sing knobby nound was a ni ghtcreature.

A iver gasped at the nunber, all asleep, npbst connected by thick black cables to the charging
nmounds. At l|east forty, if not nore.

And an incredible variety: werewol ves, sonme |arger than the beast which had attacked diver that
fateful night days before; harpies, wi ngs wapped about their slender fenale franes, eyes shut in
el ectroni c slunmber; chineras; centaurs; denons; cycl opes.

Absently, Turner gripped Aiver's armand squeezed.

"I't would take us hours to destroy all of these creatures."

"You're right," AQiver said, finding it hard to formthe words. "Let's . . .let's go back."

"Unl ess . Turner munbl ed, thoughtfully putting a pudgy finger to pursed lips. "Yes. That is a
di stinct possibility."

"What ?" diver wondered, alnpst afraid to ask. In his youth, whenever he had felt cowardly, he
|later felt shame. But now he felt none of that at all. Any nonent, one of the creature's eyes

m ght open. A glinpse of the strangers, and it would alert the others. Wat hope would there be of
contending with this ot all at once? None what soever

"Power. That's the key, Aiver," the fat man exclained triunphantly, eyes darting, searching.
"There's got to be . . . yes, there it is!"

Gathering his staff closer in his arms, he carefully stepped over the horns, hooves, and sword-
sharp tail of a prone denon that snelled like a rotting skunk. Leaning agai nst an upthrust nound,
Turner swi veled his head about to Adiver. "I do need your help, lad. That's what you' re al ong
for."

Aiver tried to control his trenbling.

"Believe ne," Turner said conpassionately, "lI'mjust as frightened as you. One never | oses one's
fright in this grimbusiness. You just live with it."

Noddi ng, Qiver lifted his foot, and stepped over the rechargi ng denon.

file:/l/F|/rah/David%20Bischoff/Bischoff,%20David%20-%20Night%20World.txt (39 of 101) [1/28/03 10:56:09 PM]



file:///F|/rah/David%20Bischoff/Bischoff,%20Davi d%20-%20Night%20Worl d.txt

Dodgi ng and weavi ng, |ike an overwei ght ballet dancer tiptoeing an invisible tightrope only he
seenmed to see, Turner led himthrough the inmobile beasts to the far side of the chanber where,

i thedded in the wall, was a large dark gray bl ock studded with blinking crinson, blue, and white
I'ights.

"Don't know where the power source is," Turner nmuttered. "But this is the transformer. Not unlike
one we've got back at HOPE castle, fromthe looks of it. And if I'mnot mstaken . . ." His thick
fingers crept along a bolted panel on the nurnuring machine, felt here, probed there. "Good. |
think I can open it."

From hi s shoul der bag, he took a | arge battered screwdriver, licked his Iips, and proceeded to
probe a nmetal orifice with the steel length of the tool. Scrapes and clicks were at first the only
reward for his effort.

Turner frowned, twi sted the tool slightly nore to the left. There was a distinct ping, like a
muted bell. Aiver started at its | oudness, and swept his eyes back to the sl eeping
ni ghtcreatures. Several stirred; none woke.

"That's where the lever was," Turner nuttered to hinself, w thdrawing the screwdriver. He swung
back a netal panel on squealing hinges, and reveal ed the inner workings of the power supply:
wires, transistors, resistors, a block of microcircuits. "Well, I'll be damed, " he whi spered

"What ?" A iver craned his neck for a better view. All he could discern were colored wires and
oddly shaped netal blobs vaguely lit by a pul sing gl ow

"Look where that light is coming from down deep within its bowels." Turner pointed.

Aiver's eyes adjusted to the darker interior, followed the pulsing light to its source, and cane
to rest on what seenmed a round, nmany-faceted crystal. Copper and silver wires were attached to the
stone with a coppery-gold solder. The stone's slow throb energed fromits very interior. As he

wat ched, diver could feel the warnth of its radiation on his face.

"From another world, diver. That hunk of rock is a Liefian crystal, a Power Cell Gem What pl anet
they came fromand how they are fornmed are open to conjecture. Anobng ny conrades, the nost popul ar
story concerning them yes, we have a couple, is that the genms were a natural product of mneral-
based alien creatures which stored |ife-sustaining energy fromthe local sun in them The Enpire
found their planet, farnmed the beasts, and harvested themfor the crystals, which were then used
to power portabl e machinery.

They are rechargeable; sinply place themfor a few days in sunlight. And they are dangerous. They
nmust be handled with care.”

"Way is that?" diver asked, absorbed in the hypnotic display corruscating in the gems core.

"Evidently the process that occurs in these crystals is a conversion of, first, energy from
sunlight into very dense, very snall bits of matter within the crystal, and then reconversion of
that matter into energy for the beast or this machine. The crystals are not delicate, but they are
by no means tough, either. To 'break one open woul d nean unbal ancing the very precise processes,
and converting the special matter nodules within into energy all at once. Result: intense
explosion.” He turned to Aiver smling grimy. "Wich is just what we're going to do to this one
That should bring this cavern down around the nightcreatures' heads!" he continued with a note of
snmug satisfaction. The concept rapidly sank in, breaking Aiver's concentration upon the bizarre
light patterns.

"But what about us?"

"I am considering that. Obviously, what we need is a snmall explosion to detonate the | arge one.
And that explosion rmust be tinmed so that you and | have tine sufficient to get out of here.”

"Cbvi ously,
expl osi ves?"

Aiver whispered, regarding the slunbering nightcreatures nervously. "You have

"Yes. But no fuse that will allow us to depart with our lives." Turner's round hirsute face was
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lit weirdly by the power gems gl ow

Aiver checked his wistwatch. "How nuch tine do you think we'd need?" He sincerely hoped they
woul d just leave this place; the stench alone was getting too nmuch for him

Turner bit his lip, thinking, and | ooked down at the watch when his dark eyes |lit up. "Hold a
monent! Here, let nme have a closer |ook at that watch, diver."

Puzzl ed, Aiver unstrapped it, and handed it over
Turner exanmined it carefully, nodded his head, popped open its glass face, and felt the hands.
"Lad," he said solemmly. "Do you mnd sacrificing your watch to this venture?"

Aiver's first inclination was to refuse: his dead nother had given the time piece to him it was
one of the few things he had to renmenber her by. But he immediately dism ssed the notion. "If it
will get us out of here alive, no, of course not." He was rapidly learning the inportance of
practicality.

"Very good." Turner gripped the youth's shoul der enphatically. "You see, Aiver, what we need is

some way to delay the discharge of the explosive. |'ve got a stick of tightly packed expl osive,
but the fuse is too short. It would bl ow even before we reached the shaft. There nmay be anot her
exit, in fact. I"'msure there is by the size of some of these creatures. But it's probably seal ed

in daytinme. No, we need at least fifteen nmnutes to depart this place, and nmaybe another five to
reach the van and speed away from any stray boul ders that may come crashing down the hillside."
Turner tugged nervously at his straggly, mouse-brown nustache.

"You think it will be that bad; the explosion, | nmean?"

H s eyes drawn again to the crystal's heart, Aiver now saw the dazzl es as m croscopi c versions of
catastrophic explosions filled with sul furous snoke and fiery death.

"Yes, | honestly think that it nmay well blow the crown off this hill. Alot of energy is stored in
each such crystal. My plan is sinply this; we spear the stick of explosive with the el ectrostaff.

I gut the battery canister of all but the nost essential wiring. | turn it on,but with a necessary
wi re disconnected. One end of that wire I'll connect to the short hand of your wistwatch.

The other wire I'll place at a point on the watch dial twenty m nutes fromthe mnute hand. Wen
the m nute hand touches that wire, the circuit will conplete itself electricity will flow through
the charge, detonating it."

"Causing the crystal to blow but only after we've had tinme to nmake our escape!”

"Precisely. How does that sound to you, Oiver? It's alittle risky, | confess. W could just
forget it, turn tail, and run.".
A iver scanned the chanber. Perhaps they would have tine here to kill one, perhaps two

nightcreatures with the electrostaff. But that m ght awaken the others. No, Turner was right.
Besi des, one or two creatures dead: terribly insignificant. And to take the alternative, running
away? He gl anced over the creatures, over their bizarre ugliness, breathing and tasting the

mal odor of their existence, thought about the terror they had each individually caused, and
considered the horrors each would weak if left to pursue its business.

Aiver swept back a clunp of his tawny hair and sighed with resignation. "Let's blow the bl eeders
to ki ngdom cone. "

Smiling, Turner chuckled softly. "Marvelous. | was wondering if | had taken proper stock of you
back in your honeland, lad. | see | did. So. W nust be about our rather detailed work. Step over
here. You hold the torch aloft so its beamfalls on nmy work. | nust see exactly what |'m doing."

Noddi ng, diver retrieved his flashlight fromhis bag and, disregarding the stickiness, flicked it
on.

Sweaty mnutes later Turner carefully touched the cut wire to the watch dial, then nmade sure that
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all the connections were properly attached: the dynanmte was placed as close to the crystal as
possi bl e; the staff was placed firmy; the canister positioned so that it would not prematurely
touch the deadly wire to the m nute hand.

"Ckay, diver," the fat man said, wi ping perspiration fromhis brow with his coat sleeve as he
rose. "We have twenty mnutes before this hell hole becomes literally that. | suggest we utilize
every second."

So saying, he ninbly picked his way over the somol ent beasts, heaps of horns, talons, claws and
teeth cl acki ng am dst chitonous arnor and hard, thorny flesh.

The feel of electricity was in the air; diver felt the hairs on his nape prickle; his skin
goosebunped as he trod closely after Turner, whose fatherly presence gave hima vague sense of
security.

I f anything, the short trek back to the shaft was nore difficult than the journey to the energy
machi ne. They noved faster, and with nore fear, tilting precariously here, alnost kicking a

ni ghtoreature there. But at |last they began the ascent. Slipping and sliding at tines, they
negotiated it safely, and with nore speed than they had descended. Yet it seenmed an eternity to
diver. Perhaps they had m sjudged the tinme it would take

Turner hefted his bulk over the Ilip of the shaft nouth, rolled to proper footing and hel ped Qi ver
cl amber of f the w nding shelf.

"Not nore than seven minutes used in the departure fromthe den, | think," he said, allow ng
hinself a sigh of relief. "No tine to waste though. Let's be off."

Puffing with exertion, Turner bounded around the first of the tunnel's |ong curves.

Rising to his feet, Aiver lurched after him but froze in mdstride, when he heard Geoffrey
Turner's bellowi ng scream echo violently in the cavern

SEVEN

THOUGH it seened shock had frozen himfor ages, at nost it could have been a second. Al nost
wi t hout thought, Qdiver unslung his electrostaff and brandished it. He inched forward over the
glistening gravel that covered the cavern's floor. As he did, the scream died.

Aiver fervently prayed that Geoffrey Turner had not died with it.
Staff in right hand, electric torch battling the darkness in left, he hastened around the curve.

The light fell upon a chilling sight that brought fear's bitter bile to Aiver's nmouth. Startled,
he jerked the electric torch, focusing the light full upon the thing, pinning its bright green

nmonstrous form agai nst the cavern's moisture-slick gray wall. The thing had the scaly body of a
large lizard, a long tapered tail, and four sets of gloamng claws that slashed the ground
beneat h.

Fromthe thick base of its shoul ders sprouted seven necks, each withing languidly, each with a
separate reptilian head.

A hydr a.

The nane rang dimy in AQiver's nenory. Hydra, the nythical seven-headed serpent. But the scal ed
green reality before himseenmed of nuch nore nonent than any nere nyth.

The beamfrom diver's torch was returned by fourteen serpentine eyes, green like polished agate,
as they turned to himcoldly. The fanged nouths opened, hissing with disconfort. The creature made
a tentative nove forward, yet plainly it was blinded and confused by the bright Iight.
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Vel | that he had distracted it! Between the nonster's front paws lay Geoffrey Turner, apparently
unconsci ous.

The hydra advanced again, clawing the air as though to crush the light. Its nusty serpent stench
gusted into diver's face.

Keeping the light inits eyes, Qiver advanced, gripping the electrostaff tightly.

For purposes of protection, he pulled the battery canister around fromhis back to shield his
chest, as Ceoffrey Turner had worn it when he dispatched the werewol f.

He stepped cl oser, seeking the right spot to plunge the prongs of the staff. \Were had Turner
sai d? Just a few inches bel ow the neck, yes. But this thing had seven necks! Al so, approach was
difficult, what with the tangle of swayi ng heads, thenselves in search of attack paths.

He had to do it. And very rapidly. If this creature barred their passage for much | onger. Turner
and Aiver would be in the tunnel when the energy crystal detonated.

Then he saw his opening. Two necks had tossed thensel ves backwards, |eaving a portion of the neck
base undefended. Realizing imediately that there would be no tinme to dart forward hinself, diver
raised the staff, and buried it. The staff streaked forward, its sharp points thunped into flesh
and somet hi ng el se.

Pl astic? Whatever it was, there was the distinct sound of sonething hard being punctured. Thinking
hi nsel f lucky to have selected a spot with such thin internal arnor, Oiver reached for the
battery swtch.

A hydra head darted fromthe left, knocking the electric torch fromhis grip. The beast noved
forward, nouth agape, and chonped on what it surely thought was Aiver, but was nmerely the
canister. A sharp fang sheared a strap and the head gripped the canister's top, ripped it from
Aiver's chest.

Stunned, the lad fl oundered back, smacking the cavern floor and striking the netal flashlight,
whi ch skittered farther away, bouncing a crazy zigzag illum nation on the scene.

Fi nding the canister too hard to devour, the head dropped it to the stone floor. The sibil ant
hi ssing increased: the serpent thing hurt. A jagged-toothed head worried the inbedded, bl oody
spear but its barbs clung tenaciously.

Qiver scrabbled to a crouch, eyes wide in the light-streaked dark. The wire still connected spear
to canister.

There was yet hope! Drawing his pistol fromhis bag, he ained at the beast's body and fired.

The flash lit the area briefly, orange-red upon the creature. A spurt of black bl ood bel ow the

| eft-npst neck marked the bullet's entrance. The heads screeched, but they seened stunned nore by
the weapon's report than by the gunshot itself. Aiver scranbled for the canister, funbled at the
switch, and flipped it.

Instantly, the hydra's heads sinultaneously whi pped about, chorusing wails. The nonster jerked and
a clawed foot attenpted to west the staff fromits chest, but was not jointed properly to
acconplish the feat.

However, the battery nmust have taken a beating for suddenly the red light indicating proper
operation flickered, then biinked off.

Fortunately, body stiff, the hydra had just fallen to its side. Only three of its heads stil
nmoved.

Turner still spraw ed senseless. Oiver crawed to him picking up the fallen flashlight along the
way, and ascertained that Turner was not seriously harned.

Scratches and tears fromthe hydra's slashes marred his brown wai stcoat and frockcoat; bl ood
trickled froma wound on his forehead. But Turner snored healthy breaths redol ent of brandy; he
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was all right.
Aiver quickly lifted himinto a sitting position, and shook him

Eyes still closed, Turner lifted a chubby hand and bell owed, "Once nmore into the breach, dear
friends, once nore. Pluck ne fromthe valley of death. Discretion is the better part of valor!"™ A
hasty slap fromdiver stung the man awake. Turner biinked hazed eyes.

"Ch God!" he murmured grittily. "Snakes! O aws! Shouldn't have

"No time to talk now," Oiver said tersely, pulling Turner awkwardly to his feet. "Only a natter
of a few mnutes until "

"Yes, yes. O course. |I'Il be as nmuch help as | can but I'mso . . . dizzy." Qiver's light fel
upon t he downed hydra whose three live heads still waved |ike seaweed at flood tide. "My Lord,
we'll never get past it. How? . "

"I't's about dead. W'Il just have to duck the heads.

I"mnot even sure it's aware of us now," Aiver remarked, urging Turner's fat formforward. "We'|
just have to take the chance, and do it quickly."

"How | ong have | been out?" Turner asked, shanbling ahead as best he could
"Too long."

They pressed thensel ves agai nst the danp, slick wall opposite the dying hydra, squeezing away from
the length of the thing. Had he so desired, Oiver could have reached out and touched its burned

hi de. The undul ati ng heads twi ce cane close to striking them but seened too preoccupied with
their own pain to pay heed to the two nen.

Once past the beast, Turner and Oiver increased their speed. But Turner's pace was hanpered by
the fuzziness his head bl ow caused him They |inped along as best they could.

Turner pushed diver away. "Go on, lad. You don't need this pile of blubber hanpering your speed
Get out." He commenced to wobble forward on his own.

The youth pretended not to hear, grabbing Turner's arm again. The very thought of abandoning the
man was repugnant.

Toget her they jogged through the cave nouth into the late afternoon, then stunbled down the hill
M dway down the slanting, grassy knoll. Turner tripped, fell heavily, and rolled, wenching Qiver
al ong.

Head over heels diver tunbled down the soft grassy slope, rolling behind Turner. The sky wheel ed
di zzily above his head. After sone nonents of this, he had nanaged to halt hinmself and to position
his feet in front of his body, the ground shook. The trenor knocked hi mover and he thudded knees
first onto the nmoist sod, spun around in time to see a geyser of flame, dirt, and rock spew from
the nouth of the cave. The explosion was shot with intense white light that scarred his vision
with red streaks. M dni ght-black snoke, veined with crinmson flane, bellied fromthe crater

mushr ooned out, covering the sun, shading the hillside in dark shadow.

Instinctively, Oiver dived into the grass, and curled into a fetal ball, arns covering head.
The tremendous bl ast echoed through the hills, fainter versions of the original sound.

Debris rai ned down. Feeling the choking dust and dirt pelt him diver braced hinself for rocks.
None struck. They had run, or fallen, far enough

When at |last the fine, dusty spray ceased, he peeked upslope. A fine haze of dust still tinted the
sky a dark gray hue. Above, the peak of the hill was gone, |eaving only a snoking, blackened
crater.

Breathing a relieved sigh, Oiver staggered to his feet.
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The side of the hill, once green with luxuriant grass, was now covered with a thin patina of gray,
fallen dirt.

The taste of the dust was bitter on his tongue. Above, the hill was speckled with fallen rocks.
Stones still spilled and rattl ed down steeper sl opes.

Below him lying in a dirty, tousled pile, was Geoffrey Turner, groaning.
Aiver picked his way down to the man, and shook his dirt-spattered shoul der
Turner started, reared to his knees, lifting hands defensively. Then he saw it was only diver

"Dear boy," he said, his voice just a ghost of its usual boisterous tenor. He nade a feeble
attenpt to wipe the grit fromhis face and hair. "Next tinme | decide to blow up a Liefian crystal
try to talk ne out of it, all right?"

"But where did the hydra cone fron?" Penel ope asked as she attended to Turner's cuts and brui ses.

"You' d better believe that was ny predoni nant thought when | ran smack into the thing," Turner
quavered fromthe cot. H s hands still trenbled slightly.

Gipped in his right fist was the famliar bottle, alnost enpty of its pungent anber contents.

"There were other branches to the tunnel past the opening of the shaft,” Qiver noted, keeping his
attention on the road as he drove. The westering sun was | odged between the peaks of two distant
mountai ns. Its bright orange had coppered, casting eerie light on the land. "Mist have junped
across the shaft while we nucked about bel ow. "

"Thank God it didn't come down," Turner slurred.

He upended the bottle, swallowed. Sighed. "So here we are nmiles fromthe nearest conmunity, wth
the sun about to sink fromsight. I"'ma fool." He bel ched bleakly. "But you said that this van has
qui te adequate protection to spend the night," Oiver countered, swiveling his head with alarmto
gaze a nonment at the prostrate Turner

The fat man lifted a relaxed hand in a hel pl ess gesture. "Ch, certainly. It's quite able to
wi thstand attack from your average wanderi ng whatever. But if | know Satan at all, he's going to
kick his infernal troops out in force tonight, |ooking to crush a certain pair of enenies.”

Aiver could barely keep his eye on the rutted road.
"But how does he know it was us?" C anmy paranoi a awakened in the pit of his stomach

"Ch, he'll know. He'll know. The eyes of the hydra probably transmtted pictures to Hell."

"We'll just have to drive all the way to Ashton, and hope they'll open the gates for us," diver

sai d.

"Not necessarily," Penelope said, rising fromher gentle mnistrations over Turner. "Like | said,
just beyond that hill there . " Aslim well-shaped arm streaked past his head, pointed. diver
noti ced a bracel et of pure black netal around her arm "There's a very small fortified castle. Not
a comunity, but 1've heard that they welcone visitors if the need is sufficient.”

"Ch, the need is sufficient," Turner cried enphatically. "If we want to see anot her dawn we'd best
seek the place out. | should have thought of this before."

"Does he always drink so much?" Penel ope asked Aiver, nose winkled at the odor of the spirits.
Aiver nodded sadly. The woman breathed a sigh, and, after giving Qiver specific directions,
returned to finish bandaging the nuttering fat man
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The sun was gone.

Even if you've lived with it all your life, Oiver Dolan thought, you never get used to the com ng
of Nightworld. There was sonething preternatural and el enental about it. It touched the hunan m nd
in places words would not go; there could be no proper description of the tendrils of dread that
curled about one's heart as the night's sonmber shades coated the | and.

Stars salted the sky, w nking nenories of the sunlight. Neither cold, pocked counterfeits of the
warm |ife-giving sun had yet risen. Even the trees flanking the rough, weed-fringed road seened
to shake with constant fearbut it was only the night winds. The wi de silver beam heral ding the van
stabbed bravely into the night, but the dark rapidly flowed back to fill the vehicle's

wakedar kness on Styx was not the absence of |ight, but something tangi ble, alnost pal pable. The
popul ar tendency was to consider |ight as the absence of the dark

Wat chful for the night-pack Turner had predicted might descend upon the inadequately prepared van
diver nused on light and dark, good and evil, and wi shed for sight of the castle Penel ope had
proni sed was ahead.

"What are you thinking about?" The wonan's snoky contralto came from behind him
"I don't know. Finding refuge, | suppose.”

"It's close.™

"I've not really had the opportunity of talking to you

Just who are you, Penelope? It's not exactly comon to find a young woman travel i ng unacconpani ed
across the lands of Styx."

She hung back from him not speaking. He could hear the soft purr of her breath, could snell the
faint scents of soap and perfunme and sonething nore. But npbst of all he could sense the presence
of a wonan.

"l ama traveler,"” she said finally. "I amtouring the land and its communities.” Each word seened
measur ed, wei ghed, considered.

"But for what reason? Surely there nmust be cause to wander about so."

"Curiosity," she said, noncomittally. "I shall have to leave it at that for now Perhaps I'l
tell you nore, later."

That woul d have to do, then. But if anything, her answer piqued his curiosity, nmade himwant to
know nore about this unusual person. Mst of the wonen of Fernwold were quite transparent to him
as far as their intentions and thoughts wentthe only nysteries about them were of piddling social
matters. But this Penelope, there was the feeling of inportance about her.

"You've not had the opportunity to tell ne your mssion, Aiver," she said, coaxingly.
"Il trade.”
"Unfair bargain," she said, a smle in her voice.

Aiver shrugged. "Ch well. Geoffrey's probably only too willing to |l et you know. | mght as well
have the pleasure of telling you."

And he did.

He told her how he had come to neet the nightcreature-killer, of that man's background. Hi s voice
choked as he spoke of the coming of Satan's dragon, and the danage w eaked upon his famly. He
told her of Geoffrey Turner's ultimte quest.

She was quiet for a while after his tale. Thoughtful
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The van slipped slowy through the night, as the road angled into a sharp turn. Fromthe other
side, they could see the castle.

A noon was rising. Charon. Wien first sighted, it perched upon a distance summt, filling the
valley belowwith mlky light and outlining a nanse on the hillside above them A small castle by
Styxi an standards, it had but two towers and a few perfunctory parapets. The high wall, a

prerequisite of all settlenments on Styx, bugged the stone structure tightly. Pale |ight gleaned
from wi ndowsa reddi sh hue; nuch different fromthe stark white noonlight.

The access road was a short distance away; Qiver turned into it. The wheels crunched on the
gravel as the van noved toward the gates.

He halted the van a few yards short of the |arge wooden doors, slipped into neutral, and applied
t he hand- br ake.

"Now we must persuade themto let us spend the night." He regarded her briefly. Knees drawn up

she was sitting on the floor. A dimbulb back-l1it her hair, making it a cool-fire corona of orange
and yel l ow. The shadows that caressed her face and body accentuated her attractiveness. But those
Iines of her face seened designed, rather than a random coll ection of parental characteristics.
They were that perfectsnooth, symmetrical, aesthetic yet specially accentuated into an

i deal i zation of facial structure.

If this young lady canme to ny gate, thought Oiver, I'd be nore than inclined to allow her to
spend the night He stood up fromthe contoured seat, unlatched the front hatch, and slid it open
"Cone on. Let's see if there's anybody hone."

The arched Nornman doorway stood inposingly before them ten feet high, eight wide. It was bordered
wit h wood carvings barely distinguishable in the silver swath of light fromthe van. Pendant to
one of its two dun-col ored oak wi ngs was a brass knocker, crusted green with corrosion, shaped
like a snarling, clutching gryphon. The snell of npbss and nold filled the air, damp with a fog
that tendriled fromthe dark valley over which the castle perched. AQiver lifted the cold netal
and dropped it.

An echoey thunp boomed, reverberated fromthe unknown within. Oiver repeated the knock severa
times, then stopped, warily checking the surroundi ngs for wandering nightcreatures. An
el ectrostaff was tucked under his arm a pistol in his deep frock coat pocket, just in case.

Penel ope stood by him face obscured by a hooded purple cape. Turner still slunmbered in the van.
Best not to display himto prospective hosts in his present condition.

The shrouds of evening layered the land. Twi nkling stars splashed the sky, partly obscured by

shredded sheets of gray and cream cl ouds. The dark covered all like a cold blanket: nestled in the
sparse, rustling skeletons of maple leaves clinging to branches; laced in the mst snailing over
the ground blindly, trailing earthy fumes and moist chill. Aiver was sure it was early enough

that the knocki ngs woul d not disturb anyone's sl eep. Footsteps pattered beyond the thick, iron-
ri bbed door. The openi ng peep-hol e creaked. A bl oodshot eye glared at them

"Yes?"

diver nodded at Penel ope. She pushed her hood off, threw back her lustrous fair hair, and, as
Aiver had instructed her, spoke in a helpless tone. "Greetings. W are travelers delayed in our
journey to Ashton. W seek only the protection of your walls, and a place to park our vehicle. W
shall be of no nore trouble than that to you."

The eye squinted. A nan's voice squeaked. "Were be ye fronP"
"The province of Fernwold," O iver answered.
"And what be your business out of the province of Fernwol d?"

"Really, sir," diver said, exasperated. "W ask very little. You can rest assured we're quite
human. W don't | ook |ike nightcreatures, do we?"
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"A point there, man. A valid point. But the guile of the Evil One is without limt. Lord knows, ye
may be creatures of the Devil garbed as nmen." The man was qui et a nonent, considering. "But |
think not. | think not. Just a noment. |'Il open the doors for ye, and your vehicle."

"Thank you very much, sir!" diver piped as the peephol e shut.

They reboarded the van. After a few nonments, the |arge doors swng back, and diver drove through
the opening into a small courtyard.

He turned the engine off, and exited fromthe front hatchway onto the hazy, dank courtyard | awn.

From the shifting shadows shuffled a gnarled man, holding a hurricane | antern. The gany odor of an
unwashed body wafted before him "I be Tarleton Briggs, the servant at this estate," he said,
deformed arm gesturing to the castle. "A fine establishnent, eh? Is the nmaster's hone not a

spl endi d exanpl e of stylish architecture?"

Lit by the rising orb of the noon, it was quite atnospheric. Though not a wide castle, it was a
tall one, walled with surprisingly snooth, age-blackened stone.

Wth the frost and sepia shades of the noon and the night | eaching any other color fromthe slate
roofs, cracked cupolas, and stained, ivy-veined ranparts of the fortress, it looked like a
scul pture of mlKky ice.

Rearing stiffly into the night sky, it seened so brittle it might fissure and collapse at any
monent. It had none of the stony solidity of AQiver's home castle.

"Yes," Aiver said. "Quite nice."

"I ndeed, indeed," the twisted man twittered, twitching fingers ringed with gold and rubies. "I
have great pleasure boasting of the master's castle." He raised the lantern, let its pale |ight
fall full on them "And what be your nanes, strangers?"

"The young | ady is Penel ope Reynolds."

"Charned." Tarleton swept off his battered tricornered hat, bowed with a flourish. He turned a
smle full of rotted yellow teeth on Penel ope, gave her a quivering w nk, fetid breaths
qui ckeni ng.

diver cleared his voice, gave the servant his own nane.
"Yes, and a pleasure it is to nmeet your acquai ntance."

The little man gripped hold of Aiver's hand, squeezed it danply. A nod of enthusiasmijiggled
I ong, greasy locks free frombeneath his sweat-splotched hat.

"And |I'm Geoffrey Turner."

Surprised, they turned to the van. Turner, looking a little flousy and tattered, |eaned agai nst
t he van.

Tarl eton's scraggly eyebrows shot up. He scowed at Aiver. "You didn't tell nme about him™"
Aiver smled anwkwardly. "Can you bl ane ne?"

The servant's filthy face split into a crooked snile.

"No." He wheezed with laughter. "I suppose not."

Turner waddl ed over to him obviously still feeling his liquor, and thrust out his hand. "Mich
obliged for your hospitality, sir," he proclai ned, weakly.

Tarl eton Briggs took the hand, shook it. "And now, if you'll kindly step this way. |'m sure Lord
Billington would deemit a rare and unexpected pleasure to neet you." He pivoted, swirling the
black tails of his coat, and hopped onto a paved wal k. Weavi ng and shuddering, he scuffled to an
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open door.

"Have you served Lord Billington Iong?" diver asked as they followed the manservant into a | ong
corridor.

Tarl eton shut the wooden wi ndow ess door with a chink. "Long enough to know he enjoys visitors."

Wt hout warning, Tarleton pounced to the floor on all fours and sniffed noisily at the bottom
crack between door and frane. He paused, and peered up, scratching the patchy black stubble on his
chin with long dirty fingernails. "Ye don't snuff the night vapors still, do ye? Master can't

abi de the ni ght vapors.”

"Uhm" diver answered, unable to catch any nore than the nusty snell of danp wood and the
ef fl uvium Tarl eton hinmsel f exuded. "No. Nothing at all."

"Can't be too careful 'bout them night vapors,"” Tarleton said, cackling as he stuffed the crack
with bit of gritty, foul rag fromthe deep pocket of his coat. "Lets nasty things in, it does."

"Do ot hers besides yourself and your naster reside here?" inquired Turner, staring curiously at
the scruffy man.

"Ch, yes. Afew " returned the servant who suddenly bounced back to his feet, then spent severa
peril ous seconds fighting to maintain his precarious bal ance.

"This way, please." He showed them down the corridor, through a | arge chanber decked wi th ancient
bl ack vel vet drapes and sonber portraits of scow ing, hawknosed nen. "You have arrived too late
for supper, but just intinme for brandy. MLord is in his library. | shall take you there.”

As they were |led through twi sting hallways and up a winding cl austrophobic flight of steps, Qiver
could not help but interrupt the solem silence. "Pardon ne, Tarleton. But why does Lord
Billington choose to live so apart froma conmunity?"

The manservant rocked to a halt at the top of the steps, and twirled. "Ye shall have to ask the
master that, won't ye?"

Did he see a snile trenble at the conmer of the man's nouth? The servant turned before diver could
be sure.

Tarl eton stopped them before a door and rapped on it lightly, twice. Then he entered, stooping
hal f his body in.

"M Lord," the words were nuffled through the thick walls. "A trio of unusual visitors seeking

shelter fromthe Nightworld. | took the liberty of allow ng . "
"Excellent. You did quite well, Briggs," a fainter voice, deeper in the room responded: "Do show
themin."

Tarl eton shuffl ed back out, beckoning the party to enter. "As | thought he'd be, the nmaster is
pl eased. "

The crooked grin seened frozen on his features. He teetered slightly fromfoot to foot, as though
nudged by sone phant om w nd.

Al ways the gentlenman; Odiver allowed Penelope to enter first, then foll owed. Geoffrey Turner
brought up the rear, eyes darting about suspiciously.

They entered a confortable roomwhere walls were lined with crowded bookshel ves of wal nut, unber
curtains framed wi ndows overl ooki ng the courtyard. The atnobsphere was pl easantly touched with the
aromas of Col ogne and tobacco. In the hearth a fire nuttered; warm orange |ight was cast over a
cluster of high- backed arnthairs grouped nearby. Fromthe shadowed depths of one rose a tall,
must ached man wearing a blue and white evening robe over black dinner clothes.

An open book was hooked over the side of his chair; a brandy snifter sat on a squat teak table
nearby, glittering anber in the fire-glow. The man, who nust have been in his late fifties, groped
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to the side of the chair for sonething, found it: a cane. Wth the aid of this silver-headed
stick, Lord Billington noved forward a few steps, nodded in a greeting nmade cheerier by a warm
snle and bright eyes.

How di fferent was naster from servant, diver observed as the crabbed Tarl eton shanbl ed
tentatively up to his Lord, waiting for further instructions. Curious indeed.

"Well, well,"” the old man said in a voice brittle but kindly. "Caught nidjouney by N ghtworld,
eh?"

Attenpting to assunme | eadership once nore, Turner noved forward, bowed graciously. "W are nost
grateful for the shelter you provide us."

"Ch, pooh." The old Lord gestured a disnissing hand toward Turner "A pleasure to have guests. One
gets so weary of the sane conpany all these years."

He waved blithely toward his manservant. "Introductions, Briggs, if you please."
Pronptly, pointing. Tarieton Briggs identified each visitor
"Thank you, Briggs You will bring up suitable refreshnments for our guests now'

The manservant nodded and depart ed.

The old man | eaned onto his cane. "A bit |oathsonme, is poor Briggs, but you'll not find a better
servant west of the Bal kan provinces Now, to introduce yours truly, | amlLeslie Carruthers, Lord
Billington. Myself and nmy estate are at your service."

He returned to his chair, indicating the other seats.

"Do sit down, and nake yourselves confortable. | imagine you' ve had an unpl easant experience out
there. You all look a bit tousled, if I my say so."

The warm wel cone was eroding Aiver's caution. As Penel ope and Turner settled in the overstuffed
chairs, he could see that they, too, were feeling at hone.

A nice sensation; Aiver savored it as he sat on a plunp cushion, which sank gratifyingly,
fragrant with the homey scent of old | eather "Ah! There," proclaimed the Lord. "Now isn't that
much better?" He | eaned his cane to the side of his chair, picked up a poker near the fireplace,
and worried the hearthlogs so that sparks and new warnth radi at ed.

"This fall weather is tricky, you know. You think it warm then snap, it's freezing cold. There.
Mich better, no?" He sloped back into his chair, regarded his guests contenplatively. "But you've
not had time to tell nme what brings you trekking across the N ghtworld countryside.”

Aiver glanced at Turner. Obviously the man was considering the wi sdom of informng their host of
the truth. Turner noted Aiver's gaze and his nod signal ed that he woul d answer the question

"To be honest, sir, we can only relate parts of the reason for our )ouney,
runni ng gently over the detailed brocade of the chair's arm

he said, a pudgy hand

"But what we can tell you, we will."

"Ch, that should suffice. |I don't nean to pry." The old gentlenman's eyes tw nkl ed.

He placed two fingers to a ruddy cheek and smled congenially, deepening the fine network of
wrinkles, faintly tinged with the red of burst capillaries around his proninent nose. His hair had
the color and sweep of a black sea wave, frothing white at the wi de curve of his mutton-chop

whi sker s.

"Very well. We're sure you have only the best of intentions." Turner attenpted briefly to preen
hi nsel f but succeeded only in I ooking rather ridiculous in his disheveled attire. "I am a nenber
of HOPE . . ."
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"Ah, the Holy Order for the Preservation of the Enpire!™
"You' ve heard of us, then?"

"Ch, indeed. And only good have | heard of your order, at that. In fact, when was it? Yes, | ast
year | entertained a gentleman fromHOPE. In fact, he had a van nuch |like yours."” Touch of finger
tothinlips; a smle of renenbrance. "Nanme of Bradley Highsnmith. Nice young fellow "

"Right. Bradley. | know him"

"Quite. He told me nmuch of your organization. How you journey about ridding the countryside of

Ni ghtworld sorts. Now, | nust admit, |'ve known of HOPE for some time . . . in fact, | know
sonet hi ng of your origins, and sonething of what this world was before the conming of Nightworld to
this planet.”

"I ndeed, sir?" Turner's eyes opened wider, shining with interest.

"Yes, yes." Billington turned and waved a l|iver-spotted hand toward his shelves. "M books. Oh,
I've lots of old books. Books from before N ghtworld. Yes, yes, many books."

"Why do you keep themto yoursel f?" Penel ope asked, daintily propped mher chair, erect and
poi sed. "Wy don't you share their know edge with the other human citizens of Styx?"

"Why, dear girl, nobody wants them ™ Billington | eaned forward, settling the bl ue-veined hands of
his long arns upon the knees of lanky legs. "Tried that for a few years in ny youth, don't you
know, after | discovered themin the attic of this estate, then, newy inherited. Any visitor that
came by | showed the books, explained what they had to say. But do you think the people believed

me? No. They accused ne of heretical nonsense. Fact is, |'mexcomunicated fromthe |ocal church
not that | ever belonged to the local church, but that indicates the local attitude toward me. Oh,
there's know edge aplenty of this world for people who really seek it . . . but no one cares to

They like the black-and-white world they live in now. Think about it. It's the truth.”
"Except we of the Order," Turner remninded with some pride.

"Ch, yes, the Order. Well and good, the Order, but sonewhat del usioned all the sane." He picked up
a bark brown nmeerschaum pi pe froma reading stand and began to tanp stringy tobacco into it from
an enbossed tan | eather pouch

"On what grounds do you base that assunption, my Lord?" Turner asked, eyeing the pipe enviously.

"What's your purpose, sir?" the old man rejoined quickly, striking a match and touching the flane
to the pipe bowl. A bitter-sweet arona accomnpani ed bl ue- green snoke scuds.

"Way, to rid this world of Satan and his nminions.”

"Ah, yes." Lord Billington puffed nore snoke then sighed with satisfaction. "But what is the true
pur pose of the Order?"

"What do you nean?" O iver asked, wanting to join the conversation

"P.E., ny friends," said Lord Billington, settling back relaxedly, and speaking in a snmooth
baritone trill of self-confidence. "P.E. Preserve the Enpire. That is the purpose of HOPE But,
good people, exactly what is, or rather, was this, uhm Enpire that M. Turner's organi zation
seeks to preserve, eh? Have you records describing the Enpire, sir?" Billington directed his
pipe's stemtoward Turner, who twitched his still ratty beard and seenmed profoundly upset with the
turn of questioning.

"W have a few hints. A book here and there in our archives." He harrunphed and | eaned i nperiously
forward to offer offense: "But whatever that Enpire is or was it's a sight better than our

exi stence now. Styx in the control of a powerful madman with theol ogi cal del usions on a mass
scale."

"Pah!" the tall man cried, brandishing the pipe |like a club. "Tal k of del usions! How about
hi storical delusions on a galactic scale!"
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"What do you nean?" O iver repeated, honestly curious.

"I"'mnot entirely sure,” Lord Billington said, chewing animatedly on the pipe stem "But from what
I've gleaned fromthese nyriad books of mine, the gal axy-wi de Enpire that once controlled this
world and made it what it was, contributed toward what it is, was a historical sham™

Turner fidgeted unconfortably, rubbing his hands together. "Not true," he nuttered. "Not true."

"Yes, a historical sham A counterfeit. A hunbug. An initation of what once was." Billington's
eyes w dened chal | engi ngly.

"Fal se, sir!" cried Turner. "The original Earth Enpire upon which the interstellar enpire was
nodel ed was but a foreshadow, a prototype of the glory of the intergalactic enpire the brave
Engl i sh people of Earth built across the stars." The nan was red with bluster. Tears glistened in
his eyes. "The bravest Enpire the stars have ever shone upon! And it had the nobst gl orious Queen!"

"Who still has the nost |oyal subjects, | see," Billington observed. "Obviously you know nore of
this Enpire than you've told your conpanions."

Recovering control of hinself, Turner |eaned back in his overstuffed chair, folded his arnms. "W
of HOPE seldomtal k of such things. It would seemridiculous to the nasses."

"What are you tal king about?" Qiver asked. Penel ope too seened interested in the discussion, her
bl ue eyes burned with curiosity.

Lord Billington made a tent of his fingers and placed the manicured forefingers against his
bul bous nose, considering. Then he spoke: "W of Styx are but a solid shadow of another planet's
past. | take it you are famliar with Earth, M.Dolan, Mss Reynolds."

"Yes," Penel bpe answered, |ooking to diver as though for support. "The original home of mankind."

"Quite. And the original honme of history, as well. The century that manki nd began industrialized
civilization was influenced principally by a breedrace, if you will, of humans called the English,
or British, rather."

"English; the name of our |anguage!" diver noted, fascinated.

"Yes, these people originated our nother tongue. At any rate, they had an Enpire that spanned
their gl obe.

An Enpire based on national pride and purpose. A truly self-righteous Enpire, the Iike of which
Earth had never known, ruled by a rather priggish little lady nanmed Victoria."

"Sir, you nmalign her!" Turner objected.

Billington sniled. "The British Enpire, the Victorian Enpire, call it what you will, that is what
it was. And, like all Enpires, it died."

"But what does this early Enpire have to do with the enpire which col oni zed Styx?" diver asked.

“Much," Billington said. "For you see, by sonme freak occurrence, for which |'ve found no

expl anation, by sone quirk, some twist of fate, the originators of the Earth, or, if you will,
Terran Enmpire, decided to nodel their rule of the stars after England's rule of the waves and the
| ands those waves struck."

Lord Billington rai sed both hands, fingers spread.

"Now don't ask ne how, or nobst of all why this occurred. Al | know are the things which ny books
tell me: that this galactic enmpire, which was the parent of the colony planet Styx, nimcked the
trappings of the original Victorian Enpire to an incredible degree. Dress, codes, |anguage, the
lot. Not to mention religion."

At this point, the hall door opened, and Tarieton wheel ed a wooden cart into the room Atop a
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silver tray, quivered teacups and frosted cakes, several bottles of deep red wine and a pair of
decanters. The small cakes snelled delicious.

"Ah. | think sonething to eat or drink would be in order, don't you?" Lord Billington observed
while replenishing his snifter with a draft of reddi sh-brown brandy.

True to form Turner selected a whiskey decanter fromwhich he filled a cup. "You' ve supplied the
bare outlines of the truth, sir," Turner said after a slurp of his drink. "You' ve not given your
cause for your obvious bad feeling toward that Enpire."

"I"ve no feelings of any sort toward it. | nerely speak froman historical viewpoint. Any contenpt
| may display | have no real grounds for, ny dear nan.

You needn't be so defensive. | nerely find the entire concept rather . . . well, anusing, don't
you know. | nean, nodeling an interstellar enpire after an Earthly one . . . rather absurd, don't
you think?" Billington swirled the brandy in his glass.

"No," Turner said. There was a pause while he refilled his cup. "No, | don't think it's foolish at
all.

You'll admit that there was purpose to the Enpire that it had an obvious goal. It was noble. Can
you i magi ne man w thout purpose, Lord Billington? That is the absurd concept to ne, sir, and

know that | can do a |lot worse than strive for the heights achieved during the reign of Earth's
Enpi re, whatever its nodel was."

"You must admt, though, M. Turner, the Queen nmentioned in the books is rather |udicrous. I

." Suddenly, Lord Billington's eyes streaked to a distant corner of the room and w dened
considerably. Oiver twisted his neck to see what the old man was gazing so w de-eyed upon, but
could see nothing in the shadow corner, save for the neat |ines of bookshelves bathed in soft
nm | ky nmoon glow froma crack in the furrowed hangi ngs.

A muted, crackling whine swerved his attention again to Lord Billington

The old man's eyes protruded mani acally, winkling fresh facial fissures. Terror and anger fl ushed
his ruddy conplexion to a nottled wash of pink. His teeth gritted.

H's nostrils flared. H s hands shook; the brandy snifter snashed to the rug, splashing its
contents onto Billington's fur-fringed slippers.

"The rodents!" he said, gutturally. Veins bulged bine in his neck as he twisted to confront
Tarl eton. "Briggs! | thought the creatures were exterm nated!"

"I placed the traps and the poison as you ordered, sir," the manservant replied calmy, as though
his master's eruption was as perfectly routine as a request for nmlk in his tea.

"Cbviously you didn't trap or poison those!"™ Billington cried, shaking a finger at the corner
opposite. He turned to his conpany. "Do you see then? My bane.

Ch, nercy, look at the things! Look at the rats, the mice, the hansters, the gerbils! My God,
they're crawing out of the woodwork! Do you see? Do you see?"

Aiver and the others craned their necks. Nothing.
Not even a scrabbling cockroach

Quaking, Lord Billington rose, and grasped his silver-headed cane. "They crawl up fromthe
basenment at night to torment ne, the filthy vermn! In droves! They nmean to gnaw on mny poor
carcass!"”

Ai ded by his cane, he hastened to the corner with a wobbly, jerky gait. "But I'll smash you before
you sink your fangs in nme. 1'll smash you!" He began to beat the floor mercilessly with the head
of his cane, each stroke crushing the invisible rodents.

Aiver glanced at Tarleton, who shrugged his bent shoul ders. "The master does have his
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eccentricities. The spell will pass. It's best to humor him™"

Turner was snirking, as though the old nan's nadness inplied a personal victory for hinself.
Penel ope sinply regarded the occurrence wi thout expression. Forgotten for the noment, a china cup
of steaming tea was held untasted in her dainty hand.

"There," Lord Billington said, doddering weakly back. "Bashed the buggers' brains in. Teach 'emto
sniff around me, waiting to dig their furry paws into ny body. Briggs!"

"Yes sir."

"See that the corner is scrubbed tonorrow, and those dreadful bodies are renpved. Blood all over
the place. Snells |like bat dung." He handed his servant the cane.

"And see that this is cleaned and polished." Exhausted, Lord Billington collapsed into his chair
and breathed with relief. "You nust excuse me. Those things are the blight of nmy Iife here.
won't rest until they're all destroyed."

"Dreadful beasties, aren't they?" Turner asked, after another sip.
"Yes, yes. Terrible.”

"Now, " continued the fat man. "Watever you think of our former enpire, you nust condone the basic
actions of ny organization."

"Ch, assuredly. Mst assuredly."

"Ni ghtcreatures are nuch worse than rats,"” diver added.
"So, perhaps you can be of sone aid to our quest."”

"Ah! A quest it is, then? What are you seeking?"

Turner quickly told himof the fallen spaceship, and what and who they hoped to find within. He
asked if the old man had heard aught of such a craft in the nearby | ands.

"No. Can't say that | have. Afraid not. Only help | can extend to you is to give you beds for the
ni ght. "

"That's very kind of you," Turner said, slurring his words slightly, drink obviously taking hold.
"But we had pl anned on staying in our van."

"Nonsense! | won't hear of it," Lord Billington said.

"Why spend the night in cranped quarters when | have confortable beds avail able for each of you?
You'll not deprive an old man of the neager pleasure of seeing that his guests are put up
confortably for a single night, will you?"

There was no arguing with the man. Aiver could see that, so he gave in readily. He felt fatigue
wei ghi ng heavily upon his bones, tying aching knots in his nuscles. Yes, a soft bed would be nice
under the circunstances. Even if the old nan was a bit ga-ga, and his servant was rather strange,
the castl e seened safe enough

Penel ope and Turner agreed as well, obviously as tired as Qiver
Lord Billington bid them good night, and directed Tarleton to show themto their separate roomns.

"This whole wing is presently unoccupied," the manservant expl ai ned as he guided themthrough a
nearby corridor. "The servants, nyself included, |ive downstairs."

Tarl eton ushered theminto the roons designated as Turner's and Aiver's first. They decided to
acconpany the manservant as he showed Penel ope her room

The bedchanber was al nost exactly |i ke those assigned to Aiver and Turner. Couched in a
confortabl e cedar and | avender aroma, the roomwas fitted with all manner of Victorian furniture
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and cluttered bric-a-brac.

Besi des the stately canopi ed, naroon-covered bed, there were superfluous squat, straight-backed
chairs, an over-stuffed beige and brown sofa, a worn but clean oriental rug of many nuted col ors,
and even a |love-seat. Odd portraits and | andscapes decked the walls; tinted daguerreotypes of
stern, smug nen and benused wonen, framed in gold and silver |eaf, seened to sprout out of the
bureau, dresser and teak coffee table |ike grave markers.

They bid Penel ope Reynolds a brief and polite goodnight. As he turned to go, Penel ope touched
Aiver's sleeve. "It's been an interesting day."

He snmled. "If this was an interesting day, |'ve got the feeling the remaining days of this
journey will be quite fascinating."

Tarl eton took them back to Turner's room which was inmedi ately adjacent to Penel ope's.

"Thank you, Tarleton," Turner said. "I believe we can see to ourselves."

The manservant gazed at Aiver with faint disappointnent. "You won't be needing ne to turn down
your sheets?" He tw tched his nouth.

"Ahno, that won't be necessary. 1'd like to speak with nmy friend al one for a nmonent,’
thankful to finally be rid of the man.

said Aiver,

"Very well, sir." Tarleton bowed. "Good sleep, ny friends. Breakfast will be an hour after dawn. A
househol d custom Until then." And he was gone, shuffling away, wheezing at some private joke.

Aiver turned to his conpani on, who had pl opped onto his bed. Turner had snagged a bottle fromthe
refreshnment tray. He clutched it possessively, taking occasional sips.

"You want to talk to ne, |ad? About what?"

"Yes, | do." diver sat down on the side of the bed, pointed at the bottle. "I want to know why
you' ve been endangering our trip so by your constant indul gence in al cohol."

"Ah. You've noticed, then."
Aiver crinkled his nose. "How can | help but notice. Geoffrey, why?"
"Sinple, lad. Because |'ve a tremendous thirst."

Exasperated, diver heaved to his feet and paced the floor in front of the bed. "But why can't you
halt this drinking until our mission is conpleted? | can see that the stuff is acting like slow
acid on you, eating you away. Drinking is your own personal business normally. But when ny life,
and nore inportant, the success of this quest depends largely on your actions, your know edge, why
endanger us by inpairing your faculties with intoxicating spirits?"

"Ah, haven't heard such a speech since | nmet up with a tenperance worker," said Turner. But he sat
the bottle on the floor, and struggled up, facing Aiver, wearing a serious expression. "But no
you deserve a solid answer, one that |'ve pronised to give you |long since."

" W]at ?n

"Don't you renmenber, lad, when | was asking you to acconpany nme on this journey? Don't you recall
the reasons | gave for needing a fellow |like you by ny side?"

"Certainly. You said you were getting on in age, and on a mission of this one's inportance you
needed extra assi stance."

"And | nentioned |I had a problem didn't |?"
"Yes," nused Aiver. "Yesl recall you saying something to that effect.”

"Wel | ." Turner reached down and patted the bottle.
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"Meet nmy problem diver. My crutch, ny weakness, ny joy, and failure."

Sitting back down on the bed, Aiver nodded with realization. "Of course. | should have realized.
I'msorry . "

"Ch, not your fault, dear boy. You're not to blane that this fat body of nmine is al coholic, that
the brain within this skull needs to be pickled daily in drink to survive. It's a hazard of ny
trade and nmy node of life. You live with constant fear every day, and you need sonme sort of
relief. Al cohol has been mne, and I'm paying for ny indulgence inits conforts. That's the
problem | nentioned, and sonething that you're going to have to live with. As | do."

He chugged a swallow s worth, pulled the covers of the bed off, and began to strip to his
under gar ment s.

"Now, | suppose |I'd better sleep it off. We'll have to be off bright and early tonorrow, norn
eh?" He bel ched, and was soon between the clean sheets, snuggling up to his crisply |inened
pi |l | ow.

"Yes," murnured Aiver, standing, wal king to the door. "Yes. | suppose so."

By the time he had cl osed the door behind him Geoffrey Turner was snoring | oudly.

Sat an sl ept.

Slept immbile, crucified on a plastoid exoskel eton, tube-and-wire-laced face lolling as gentle
waves of salt-sour nutrient bath | apped agai nst tender skin, a faint menory of a human bodyw apped
up in circuitry and conplex |ife-support systens which kept the jellyfish human afloat in the
currents of life.

Sat an dr eamed

Dreaned t he pseudodreans he had programed into the conputer, into the section he had desi gnhated
for his subconscious, into that portion storing his menories of Luciferian history. There were
encoded visions of the scintillating splendor of Heaven, the thundering throne of Jehovah, the
ranks of appl e-cheeked cherubi m and i ncense-sweet seraphimchoraling God's praise. And the
recol l ections of rebellion: of the MItonic fall through sopping clouds, streans of angels
tunbling in his wake, down down down, swallowed up by the earth, imersed in the scorching | ake of
ragged fire and nolten brimstone. Enclosed in the heart of the world. In Hell

Fi erce pride pulsed through the nmenories. Strong hatred for the Divine throbbed through them
Better to rule in Hell than to serve in Heaven. Better an independent entity in tortuous solitude
than a | ackey to some ot her Consci ousness.

The dreanms rang with dark poetry, sang with songs of nobility, of selfhood. Around the sl eeping
mnd swirled sparkling anbitions, prophetic glinpses of Satan, triunphant. Wth no one's aid.

Al one, and triunphant. 'You are evil only because to be otherw se would be supplication to the
Divine One,' the dreans assured him 'Therefore delight in evil, because it belongs to You al one.
Yes. The glory screaned mgjestically within him

But lately intrusive visions had worned into his dreans.

One squirnmed through now, dissolving the flights of majesty through which his slunber had
proj ected him

A nan.

He was middl e-aged, with nutton-chop whiskers. He wore a cutaway red and blue military uniform
sparkling with nedals, hung with gl eam ng pl ati num epaul ets.

Hi s bl ue-black, full rmustache was finely waxed. His gray eyes glimered with pride.
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The man stood in a precisely cubic, netal room before a |large rectangul ar screen inbedded in a
wal |

Besi de himwas a small, new y-polished service robot.

Di spl ayed on the screen were the haggard features of another nilitary man, garbed sinmlarly,
sneared slightly by electronic snow.

"I't's crunbling, Nicholas," the man said wearily, his face creased and winkled, his eyes

bl oodshot from |l ack of sleep. "They've not been able to save her. The sabotage was too extensive.
Miuti neers have taken many of the planets. By the tinme you receive this transnmission, it will all
be over. Styx is being abandoned. W're withdrawi ng our forces to New London, and Terra, to make a
stand. Whether we'll be successful in preventing a total takeover remains to be seen, but we nust
abandon all contact with extraneous colonies |ike Styx.

"I have no choice but to |l eave control of Styx to you. Wells, and the council of dukes," the glum
| ooki ng man conti nued. "We've not seen eye to eye often. I"'mstill not entirely sure your session
on Bedl am cured you. But |'ve no choice. | nust |eave Styx basically under your command. The

castles, the conmuni cation network, the conputer control center, all highlights of our Queen's
glorious reign, and one of the Enpire's greatest acconplishnents. It will be your responsibility
to maintain the human acconpli shments and the nmenory of the Enpire as long as you can, keep the
Christian faith anong your subjects, and carry the torch of British civilization through the |ong
galactic night that may well fall upon us. May God be your guide, Nicholas."

The transm ssion ended, the screen flickered to bl ack

The man smiled, and turned to the little robot. "I want all doors to the conputer systens seal ed
from outside access. Change the | ocking sequence. It's all nine now, I'lIl not share it. Do you
hear that, small one? Al mne!"

The man wal ked to a shiny control console. H's image bounced back to him
Sat an renenbered that image. It had once been his.

Nonsense! That single word echoed cl anorously through the awareness banks, through every cell of
his |linmp body.

Nonsense. A fignent of imagination. Untrue.
He t hought he had w ped out all these illusory nenories |ong before.

Unbi dden, another false nmenory swaminto his mnd

"It is sinple," he said to a nunber of strangely shaped androids. Yes, they were his denbns. But
what was he doing nobile, walking about in a totally flesh and bl ood body? "I have prepared the
tank and the nechani sns already. | had to blast open that section of the conputer. Access has

al ways been seal ed. But who's to stop nme now, eh?"

The denons gi bbered, waved their surgical tools over their heads, with pure delight showing in
their tw sted aspects.

"All is in readiness. The banks have been | oaded with instructions and your ninble fingers nust
only followthem You will graft my body directly into the Conputer. And | shall survive for

centuries, mllennia, perhaps. | shall rule this world for eras yet to cone.

VWhat identities shall | assune, little ones? Wiat nasks might | wear? Julius Caesar? Attila the
Hun? Genghis Khan? Mao Tse-tung? O shall | be the new Victoria, nock-queen of this backwater

pl anet, eh? O perhaps Satan hinself. You would like that, wouldn't you? Shall | follow through on

the whimthat caused nme to create you creatures? Hmm?" The denons capered and cl apped. "Sil ence!"
the man denmanded suddenly.

"Enough. The operation will be a long, detailed one. Save your energy for that. Prepare ne for
anest hesi a."

file:/l/F|/rah/David%20Bischoff/Bischoff,%20David%20-%20Night%20World.txt (57 of 101) [1/28/03 10:56:10 PM]



file:///F|/rah/David%20Bischoff/Bischoff,%20Davi d%20-%20Night%20Worl d.txt

The i mage wavered as Satan forced hinself fromsleep. He speared a nental command to the contro
pl exus of the conputer: search for and destroy those nental inmages. But he had done that before,
to no avail.

He awoke totally, to a sense of | oss.

A part of him seened chopped away. Wth what nuscul ature still functioned, he noved to | ook down
at his wilted travesty of a human body: nothi ng gone. Absurd.

But the sense of |loss still weighed heavily on his nind

From t he shadows Beel zebub scanpered. The furry Chief Denpon prostrated hinsel f. "Your Hi ghness,
have waited here these hours for your awakening, nindful of your dislike of the disturbance of
your rest."

"What is the trouble?"
"Den One twenty-ni ne has been destroyed"

"What!" So that was what had caused the sense of |oss; reverberations fromthe |ack of contact
bet ween hi s banks and that segnent of his network. "But how?"

"Intruders jarred the power crystal with a gunpowder explosion, setting off an explosion of . . ."

"Yes, yes. | can visualize well enough.” Al those precious nightcreatures totally destroyed.
ol i terated.

Al nost too nmuch to bear

"Who did it, Beel zebub? Who destroyed nmy den? Who?"

"Vague pictures were transnitted before detonation of the crystal."
"Yes. Well, where are they?"

"Visual track |I5A, your G ace.”

Satan turned and directed his nind to the designated track. Wat he saw made his frail body quake
wi th anger.

"Turner! And the youth! But how? . . ."

"We don't know, sir."

"I want them found w thout hesitation. | want them. "

"Al so, your lordship, a transnmi ssion from Haven nine one one awaits your pleasure."

"l can't bother nyself with such conparatively small . . . wait a nonment. Nine-one-one is . . ."
"Yes, sir. In the sane sector as the destroyed den"

"What frequency?"

Beel zebub told him Satan tuned to it, let the inmage crystallize in his mnd.

The picture wavered, coal esced, then formed the inmage of an old, tall man.

"Greetings, Lord Billington," Satan said

El GHT
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SLEEP el uded him

Eyes cl osed, he tossed, turned, scrunched into various confortable positions. AQiver searched
desperately for the vague key that woul d unlock the door to unconsci ousness. That key dangl ed
tantalizing beyond his reach

Not that weariness did not bind his nuscles thickly, heavily. Not that his tired eyes did not
yearn to rest, his mnd to wander fromreality. A worrisome clunp of thoughts stuck in his mnd
demandi ng to be considered, precluding slunber.

Aiver shifted yet again, and opened his eyes. The room was spacious. Monlight spilled through
the wi ndows and the wi spy, white curtains that bellied out, pushed by the cool, danp breeze that
slipped through the crack between wi ndow and sill. Shadows bl ocked the roomsolidly, confortably,
as though they were part of the furniture. A thick, tineless silence wapped everything, broken
only by the inexplicable noises old buildings make. Creakings of floorboards perhaps.

Squeaki ngs of wi nd-bl own shutters. The sheets and bl ankets over himwere warm and snell ed fresh
with soap and a trace of nothballs.

Aiver extended hinself past the sensory facts of the room H's ears tuned out, away fromthe
noi se-spotted sil ence.

He brooded.

Hi s had been such a placid |ife before, secure, reliable, steady. He knew who he was, who his
parents were, who his God was, and how he related to all. He had a solid, tangible place in his
world. His was an inportant wheel that fit into the machi nery of what he knew |ndeed, he was able
to l ook nostalgically at the events of only two weeks ago, before the advent of Turner in his
life. The Aiver Dolan who had those experiences seened tangibly altered fromthe youth now
suffering fromnsomi a.

Mot her dead. Father shown to be, after all, only human. Whol e cosnography of creation radically
changedt heol ogi cal assunptions shredded and tossed to the winds. diver thought about all this and
what it neant to his conception of how things worked.

He had al ways been a religious person. His prayers had been an inportant part of his life. Hs
church I essons he had taken nost seriously, had enjoyed contenplating. He and his various

m ni sters had enjoyed | ong hours of discussion on the actual neanings and inport of various
doctrinal issues in the relationship of God to individual man.

And al ong had come Turner.

The things the man had taught himdid not necessarily prove the |lack of God's existence, but the
lack of a spiritual Satan, which was a road to the sanme concl usion

Considering this, diver found hinself becom ng angry. Had all his beliefs been in nothing? Wre

men, after all, as he had speculated in nmonents of depression, nere accidents in the Universe;
specks of being twinkling a monment in existence, then fading to blackness forever, unmourned? Was
each individual . . . no, take it further . . . was he alone in the schene of things? Meaningl ess

agai nst the backdrop of the stars? Purposel ess in an unthinking cosnps? After his death, would he
sinply cease to be? The concept was difficult to accept for soneone so attuned to spiritua
matters. The thoughts saddened himimeasurably. His very mission with Turner seened robbed of

i mportance. So what if a madnman rules Styx? So what if the nightcreatures overrun the worl d? Wat
difference does it nmake in the long run? If Satan was a sham then surely God nust be a nyth.

After all, what signs had God given himof H's existence? Wat fiery handwiting had He put on
Aiver's wall? Wat angels had He sent down to save Aiver fromthe werewol f? Wat visions had He
best owed upon Aiver's eyes to refute the lad' s doubts? Wiat had God done to save his nother? As
the realization that his nother was gone, dead, never to be seen or heard or |oved again, seeped
further into his consciousness, diver began to despair.

If God did exist, what sort of being was He to allow all the pain and insanity that continued in
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this world? Way, if He did exist. He nmust be as nad as Satan

Shorn of the beliefs upon which he had based his Iife, Qiver began to see |life as neaningl ess.
The colors that had enlivened his nind for as | ong as he could remenber, the vivid enthusiasns,
his lusts for life and its conmponent parts, began to fade away.

He felt totally al one, understanding nothing and no one. Least of all hinself.
Alone in a frightening existence, on a nadnan's quest with a drunkard.

Al one. Terribly, inexorably, unrelievedly trapped in his selfhood, his oneness.
Al one.

Mercifully, his tense nuscles finally unwound, and his fevered mnd drifted off.

He awoke.
The nmoons were gone. The night, outside was nuch darker. Time had passed.

VWhat had awakened hin®? Tired, he pulled the sheet close to his chin, buried hinself in the deep
softness of the feather pillows.

A sound pierced the stillness. He sat up. Was that a nuffled cry? Sweeping off the covers, he
stepped onto the cold floor, speedily drew on his stiff breeches, his soft shirt, but left his
boots where they stood. The | ead box Turner had given himwas tucked in one of those boots.

He considered, then slipped it out and stuck it into a pocket. Turner had, after all, cautioned to
keep it by his side at all tines.

He tiptoed to the door, silently opened it, peeked out and down the corridor
Not hi ng.

A lantern casting a flickering wash of yellow Ilight that was all

Perhaps it had been his inagination, after all

He was about to return to bed, when the door to Geoffrey Turner's room opened. Three figures
energed, edged in the lantern's feeble glimer, two of themdark, caped, carrying a third, fatter
man, obviously bound and gagged: Geoffrey Turner

Aiver's lungs seened to freeze. Chill fear flowed freely through him

As the two figures dragged Turner's formaround the comer, diver vaguely discerned features in
the wavering illum nation provided by the lantern. Both had thin, angular features. Both were
cl ean shaven.

Through the thin, knife-gash |lips of each protruded |ong, sharp canines.

Vanpi res! Smooth and graceful despite their burden, they slipped away from sight |ike dissolving
nightmst. diver knew he had to foll ow

Cautiously, he crept to the twist in the hallway, and peered around it. The two vanpires | ugging
Turner sank down the curling staircase, vengeful ghosts dragging their nenmesis into his grave.

After a brief pause to catch a breath of the dusky air, Aiver slunk slowy to the stairway's
peak, and watched as the vanpires hunped the fat form down, step by resonating step

Mut ed groans and curses began to drift up from Turner. Oiver, careful to keep to the shadows and
out of sight, trailed themthrough corridors, down stairways, to the damp, cobwebby cellars of the
castle, where all was floored, walled, and ceilinged in noist black stone. The vanpires took the
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unfortunate Turner, faintly munbling and grumnbling through his gag, into a | arge dungeon

Ascertaining that this was indeed their destination, Oiver sidled to the cell, back to frigid
stone, |istening.

Cbvi ously, they had been betrayed. No part of this castle was safe. An escape was necessary, and
he had to plan that escape.

"You can renove his gag, now," said a clear, cold bass voice Adiver did not recogni ze. Then
"Wl come, M. Turner. W have long wanted to get you in these circunstances. However W didn't
think you'd oblige Us by stepping directly into Qur mdst. W thank you very much."

"Billington!" Turner bellowed bitterly. "You're in | eague with these fiends. |'ve heard of your
i ke, but never thought |I'd not recognize . "

"I'mreally frightfully sorry, M. Turner," whinpered Billington trenulously. "I really and truly
am | . . . | can't helpit. I"'mas nmuch in their power as you are now. "

"Don't conplain. Lord Billington. Your efforts on our behalf will be well rewarded, as al ways.
Besi des, your drug supply is dwindling, | hear . . . It is well that you' ve nade Satan happy. He
will replenish your stock anply now, | think."

Unabl e to resist a peek, diver |eaned over, positioned an eye just above the barred wi ndow in the
stout oaken door. He expected to see a plain roomwith dirty, noisome beds of straw. That, after

all, was what dungeon cells were usually filled with. Instead, he saw a w de, deep, stone-floored
room panel ed in pale green plastic and gray netal, shiny in cool, steady electric |ight. Against
the walls stood nachines, including a red and blue, |ight-spattered nechanism centered by a flat

bl ack screen, positioned above a nunber of knobs and dials. Geoffrey Turner was strapped to a
steel chair which was bolted to the floor. Hovering were the two vanpires, pale sharp faces
stolid, eyes like those of dead fish. Another stood closer, outlined by the screen: ranrod-
straight, larger, nore powerful than the others.

The inside of its coal-black cape was crimson silk; the exact shade of the neaty tongue which
toyed delicately with a pearlescent |eft fang. The vanpire regarded Turner fiercely. Its head was
a gaunt, sallow ovoid set upon the blood-red tray of the cape's flared collar. Its face was death-
pal e parchnent, yet snooth and handsome in a hard di sdai nful way, bereft of any soft human

enotion. Sunk deep in its skull, the eyes glowed with a light that had nothing to do wth warnth.
It seenmed nore |ike the phosphorescence associated with the decay of organic natter in swanps,
foxfire that had crawled into the vanpire's skull. Ooviously the | eader

Cringing in the corner was the pitiful figure of Lord Billington

"We'd di spose of you imediately, Turner," the larger vanpire said, voice sinister and precise,
"only Satan wi shes to chat." He turned, and nodded to one of the underlings. "All right, 493. You
can have Billington raise the Master on the comruni cati ons screen.”

The vanpire turned, hoisted Billington up. The tall man did things to the controls, his eyes
focused ages away.

Enough. O iver knew he could do little that was effective now He had to see Penel ope, neke ready
for a clean escape.

He would try to rescue Turner then

Angl i ng back fromthe door, he quietly retraced his steps up the several |evels of the house,
toward Penel ope's room clothing hinmself as much as possible in shadows.

Slinking along a wall, noving with all senses alert, he heard a novenent near the base of the main
staircase. He crouched low in the darkness, contained his breathing.

Anbl i ng awkwardly around the steep side of the bottomstair cane Tarleton Briggs. Not noticing
Aiver, he shanbl ed past, obviously headed for the dungeon

Surely if his master was involved, so was the servant.
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Lunging forward, diver snared the bent man's neck, and hurled himto the floor, a hand cl anped
over the nouth to prevent an outcry. Aiver had to struggle to not be sick fromthe man's ganey
st ench.

Tarl eton squirned and strained a moment, until diver warned him "Be still, or I'Il still you for
good. "

The servant stopped noving, save for an occasional nervous twitch or spastic shudder. diver
dragged himthe few feet to where pale, yolky light froma distant hallway |antern puddl ed on the
frayed edge of an ornate rug. He propped the servant against the wall, cautioning himthat to nake
any |loud noises would result in inmediate strangul ation, then eased his grip.

"Tell me what's happening, Tarleton. It was a trap all along, wasn't it?"

Muscles tensed in the little man's thin face, knotting the bloodless lips into a grim lunatic
smle. "W did not ask ye to conme knocking at our door. We did not lure ye with singing sirens nor
brazen invitations. No one asked ye to set foot within these unfortunate walls."

"But why, man, why? Howis it that Lord Billington is in |eague with these . . . these dreadfu
forces?" diver demanded in a harsh whisper. "Wy does he give shelter to these fiends?"

"Pah! Do ye think mLord' s the only human on this world to aid and abet Satan? You're a fool if
you do . . . and niLord does not do it fromhis free will. He has this . . . hunger, ye see, which
only Satan can satiate."

"Yes, of course. | heard drugs nentioned."

"Drugs, pah! An understatenent for the elixir of Hell that mLord daily receives into his veins.
The stuff sends himto places only to be seen in the nind of nman, places he cannot describe."

"And in turn for use of the castle and service to him Satan provides Lord Billington with these
drugs?"

"Yes. That be the situation. W keep a nice little harboring place for the |likes of denons and
vanpi res, below. W do a good job for Satan, we do. And tonight we have scored a najor victory,
trappi ng you and your fat friend. You won't escape, you know. Do what you like to nme, but any way
you |l ook at it, you're dooned."

"But Tarleton, | don't understand. |Is your devotion to Lord Billington so great that you'll serve
Satan just as devotedly?"

The twisted snile contorted into a scowming grin

Tarl eton grasped his left shirt sleeve, pulled it over the elbow The nottled bl ue-veined stretch
of skin above the midjoint was pocked red and pebbled wi th hypoderm c tracks. "Places we go are
grand, nmarvel ous, and worth anything to get there,” he nurnmured in a faraway voice. Hi s tongue
lolled fromhis nouth. Fetid greeni sh nucous and spittle bubbled and dripped onto his splotched
tie.

Not hing to do but dispose of the fellow Jdiver struck a blow across the chin. Another. The nan

fl ew back, banging his head against the wall, and sprawing in a |linp, tangled heap. diver yanked
the cords fromnearby drapes, tied Tarleton Briggs' feet, and stuck the man in a cl oset, gagged
with a strip of his own shirt.

Aiver resuned his journey, hastening to make up lost tinme. He dispensed with his wariness, in
favor of a headl ong dash to Penel ope's chanber.

Arriving at the door, he pulled it open, dashed in, and halted, repul sed, at what he saw.
Lit by dimstarglow and the courtyard's neager lanplight mingling with the basic darkness of the

room a caped figure hovered over the bed, beside the prostrate form of Penel ope Reynol ds. Enrapt
in his business over the woman, the man did not seemto notice Aiver's entrance
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The man's sl eek, black-haired head was buried agai nst the snmooth, white, vul nerable curve of
Penel ope' s neck. Her bodice had been torn half off, partly revealing the gentle sl opes of her
heavi ng breasts. The man was bent over her, supported by his hands astride the shivering, half
consci ous form noaning |long and | ow, inprisoned by unconsci ousness and this unhall owed enbrace.
bscene sucking sounds rose fromthe intertwined figures. Stealthily, Oiver stal ked round the
ruffled bed, dug a hand into the man's shoul ders, and wenched hi m anay.

This succeeded in pulling the man only partially from Penel ope, he was |i ke sone ani mate statue.

Eyes gleaming with anger, the intruder swirled to face Aiver. Running down its chin were bright
ri bbons of liquid red.

Bl ood.

The vanpire snarled, snapped open its nonth with fury, showing fully its sharp bl oody fangs. It
hi ssed.

Wth trenendous power, flung its armout, batting diver away, bangi ng hi magai nst the wall

The bl ow stunned stars into Aiver's vision. He recovered just in time to avoid a clawike hand
endeavoring to crush his neck. He let his feet go linp beneath him and fell to the floor, rolling
away.

But a cold hand encircled his ankle, halting him

Anot her hand grasped his collar, and he found hinself hurtling through the air. He | anded badly,
the breath puffing fromhis lungs. Jagged bolts of pain streaked his body. Laying asprawl on the
floor, attenpting to suck the wind back into his gut, he rolled over to find the vanpire, cape
billowing eerily behind it, pacing forward.

The thing was incredibly powerful. There was no hope of pitting his conparatively nmeager strength
against it. He wondered if there was any hope.

And then he renenbered the | ead box. He reached for it, and had the box in his hand, when the
vanpi re grabbed him

The box fell away to the floor and the hard, nercil ess hands of the nightcreature quickly dragged
himaway fromit. Those hands hauled himup to his feet, repositioned thenselves on his shoul ders,
holding himthere. It felt as though he were being held in a vise.

The thin features snarled up into a hellish aspect.

Hellish eyes glittered with bl oodl ust. Bone-white fangs gl eamed as the head bent toward Aiver's
neck; netallic breath cold on his exposed skin

A screamrent the silence.

Aiver, caught up in an alnbst hypnotic trance fromthe gaze of the vanpiric eyes, was astonished
to realize that the cry was not his.

Sharp teeth poised over the jugular, the vanpire halted, turned, just in tinme to catch a blurring
foot in the face. The force of the blow jarred the thing away from diver, who fell backwards,
dazed. The person who had delivered the kick sprang fromthe door. Penelope. In nightclothes, hair
a light flaxen cloud about her head, two red wounds glinting in the faint starlight, she noved
past the w ndow toward the vanpire

Wth notions alnost too quick to follow, she pumeled the thing with a dazzling series of blows
fromthe heels of her hands. She chopped at it nercilessly, jabbing, feinting. The still-standing
vanpi re nmoved back in surprise at the fury of its intended victims attack. A fist caught it in
the nose. There was a crack

Bl ood dribbled down the thing's face. The vanpire snarled with pain, hissed and spit wi th anger
then swi ped at the wonan.
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Penel ope ducked to the right, darting for a swift hold on the vanpire, lithe |l eg snaking forward
qui ckly between its legs to trip it.

A m stake. The beast was too powerful. It grabbed both her arns, and tossed her away as a nman
m ght toss a ball. She crashed onto the bed, cracking its ancient wal nut rococo-styl e headboard,
whi ch sl ammed down on her.

The troubl esone femal e di spensed with, the vanpire advanced again toward diver

But diver had scrabbl ed backwards. Hi s bands scoured the dark floor for the black box that had
fallen fromhis grasp. He swept both arns over the rough rug, desperately searching for it before
the vanpire could again carry himaway. There was no succor now from Penel ope, brave as her

onsl aught had been, it had provided only brief respite.

H's left armstruck sonething. He grabbed it up with both hands: the hard, cold, heavy box.

"He fl opped onto his back. Above, outlined against the wi ndow, the vanmpire |urched forward
confidently, then floated down to catch himup once nore, to suck himdry of his Iife's blood.

Aiver funbled with the box's latch. Vanpire al nost upon him he tugged it open

Li ght seenmed to spring into the darkness. The silvery glow bathed the torso of the descendi ng
nightcreature in a ghostly gl ow

A ghastly grimace replaced the thing's fierce expression. Its cape whi spered around desperately as
a shiel d.

But whatever force the cross radi ated could not be stopped by nere cloth. The vanpire staggered
backwards, gurgling harshly with anger and pain.

Hol di ng the box between hinself and the coruscating cross, Oiver |leaped to his feet, and foll owed
the vanpire's retreat, hanging in as closely as he dared, but out of reach of any powerful arm
SW pes.

Peri pherally, he saw Penel ope recovering.

He angled, driving the thing away fromthe path that woul d have brought it to the bed, and
provided it with a chance to grab hold of the woman for protection

He forced the cowering vanpire agai nst the w ndow.

Already he could tell the radiation was having an effect. The vanpire's facial skin was turning
bl ue.

Cinking noises, at first vague, but now rising, pounded fromits chest. It turned, obviously
considering a leap fromthe wi ndow to escape. But they were four floors above the courtyard.
However, there was a | edge

It smashed the wi ndow pane. Shards of glass spilled out, scattering down, flashing in the lantern
light like a fall of dianonds.

Aiver was about to grasp the spiked cross by the hilt and drive it into the creature's back, when
Penel ope cried; "Mve back, Qiver!"

Caught by surprise, he obeyed. She swung a post fromthe broken bed toward the vanpire, who had

one foot already through the smashed wi ndow and had just lifted the other. The wood crashed onto
its neck, splintered in half. The vanpire twi sted and desperately clutched for the w ndow frane.
It tilled and toppled with a cry.

The thing tunbled to the ground, and hit head first with a discernible snhap

By the light of nearby lanterns it could be seen that the vanpire was dead, its head nearly broken
off fromits body.
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Aiver sighed slowy, painfully, and clapped the | ead box cl osed.
"Damed difficult thing to kill," Penel ope comented, while sweeping back her gol den hair.
Aiver turned to her. "You all right?"

She felt her neck. "Only a couple of scratches. You caught the thing just in tine. | woke up and
all | could see were its eyes staring at nme. Miust have hypnotized nme, or | would have put up one
hell of a fight!"

"You did put up one hell of a fight. But there's no tine to talk. They' ve got Turner downstairs.
Probably sent that one," he pointed out the window, "to take care of you and ne." He turned to
tell her to dress, but she was al ready doi ng so.

"What are we going to do?" she asked, slipping pants over the nightdress.

"The way you fight, | think I'Il just sic you on them 1|'ve never seen

“I"ll teach you sone tine." She flashed a snile at himas she buttoned her bl ouse.

"Just remenber, we're on the sanme side. If that vanpire hadn't been partly metal and plastic,
there'd be pieces of himlying all over the room"

She slipped on her boots, and Aiver tied a nmakeshift bandage around her neck

"All right," Aiver said. "This is what we're going to do."

Those vi sions, those ragged pseudonenories should not have cone to him Satan thought, as he
waited the interval between transm ssions fromLord Billington's castle. Wat could have caused
then? A frayed resistor? A faulty capacitor? A foul-up in the Iinkages to the stock of dramm

vi deorecordi ngs? Surely they were not part of Satan's actual nenories. Surely he had not |ived
them for the personage that he associated with hinself was obviously a nere human

There would be tine to check. While waiting for Turner to be brought to his attention, Satan would
make a thorough scan of his circuits.

He did so.

As always, his nmind quested through hinmself metaphorically. The schematics had turned fromnere
maps in his mnd to conmponents of spiritual essences intricately connected, governed by the will-
force located in the |ife-bath.

Col or-coded wires and nicrochip el ectronic neurodes, conplex technological fruit of a by-gone,
nmore rational age, were not just steel and synthetics to him Nor was the flesh that held his wll
mer el y woman- spawned fl esh

No. This was the present incarnation of the Evil One.
Satan. O d Nick. Lucifer. Split-foot. The Devil
Even his roam ng ni ght-servants were parts of him

M nor parts, true, but all formed an intricate network of sight, snell, touch, that focused on the
spiritual center: hinself.

He warred against the forces of light incarnate in nman, viewed the battles, indeed the war itself,
t hr ough kal ei doscopic prisms of irrationalizations, which fragnented the light of truth into
i mges suitable to his view of reality, nurky and dark

Hence, a given wiring harness was not nerely a collection of insulated netal rods distributing
el ectrical inpulses to effect results from nachinery. No, they were spiritual channels for the
life-force flow, veins and arteries of a spiritual being who nolded flesh and blood into nonsters
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to serve its will.

El ectricity was the distribution of his psychic energy, augnented by other power sources,
spiritual all. Energy was the stuff of the Universe; energy and matter. The ebb and fl ow, the wax
and wane between the two con- stituted the essence of existence, and to be the Lord of both was
Satan's anbition. Power was all.

Sat an scanned.
No roomfor inpurities. Inperfection nust be eradicated.

Reduci ng part of his consciousness to a small kernel, he flowed through the caverns of the wires,
bled his awareness slowy into particular sections of the great conputer. To travel each wre,
through each circuit, would have taken days, even at the speed of el ectron transference. Rather
he made a cursory scan first of certain sections, finally funneling into nmenory-storage neurodes.

He reveled in his nore majestic menories as he searched. He bathed hinself in his own night and
i nportance, gazed at hinself lovingly in the mrror of his nenories.

Suddenly a current swept his mind into a section of which he had not been aware. And as he hurtled
al ong, he found that these were no neurodes, spiritual nodes to which clung the essences of sight,
sound, and reaction which fornmed nenory. No, they were reflections, reflections froma fleshier

m nd.

He sank, helpless, into them Propped in a confortable antigravity chaise, he was reading a
treatise on the influence of Greek nyths on nedi eval denonol ogy when Captain Barthol emrew
Wbrt hi ngton entered the cabin.

"Styx is on the scope. Colonel N cholas." The slight but intense officer was dressed in the powder-
bl ue uni formof the Queen's Inperial Space Navy. "We'Ill have the Palnerston in orbit in just a few
mnutes.” Worthington directed his strong, gray-eyed gaze to the reader screen. "Unusual subject
matter, Hedley."

"The pyschs claimit has a sedative effect on the wilder facets of nmy curious inagination. Fire
with fire, you know " Hedl ey N chol as stabbed a button to black the screen. He tw sted another to
cycle off the beige |leatherette chair, which settled slowy to the floor. He slid off, rose, and
straightened his uniform "So then. | hadn't expected such a speedy arrival at the planet. It was
only yesterday we exited subspace, wasn't it?"

Wort hi ngton stroked his dark rmustache. "The Pal merston is one of the newer nodels in the Queen's
fleet. W can nove her with quite sone speed if we desire.” He snmiled a gentlenanly snile and
beckoned the Col onel into the corridor

"And | get a full explanation of why I was suddenly yanked from peaceful recuperation?" N chol as
asked as they marched to the lift station. "Wiy has the Pal nerston been selected to whisk ne to
this planet?"

"You were pronised such, weren't you?" the Captain said as he touched a button and doors parted.
They entered the el evator; the doors hissed shut behind them

"Not nmuch choice in the natter," the man nuttered to hi nsel f.

"No, Hedley. Not much choice. The Queen conmands. Her pleasure is rule."

Ni chol as | eaned against the railing of the little Iift-box streaking themthe I ength of the
starship to the bridge. It really didn't matter nuch to him One place was as good as another. The
pyschs had okayed it, hadn't they? He could recuperate as well on Styx as anywhere el se. Too,
there was the work involved. Wrk could be quite therapeutic. As one of the top, perhaps the top,
pl anet scapers in the Enpire, he was quite val uabl e.

And, had he not been so val uable, perhaps they would have walled himup with the psychobots on
Bedl am f or ever.

A planet to scape, then. What else could it be? The question was, what sort of job was it to be?
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His curiosity was piqued. He was | ooking forward to his first sightings of the world.

Silence shared the rest of the ride with them but fled as the doors parted and they stepped onto
the bridge.

The screens were full of Styx. The planet hung in space before them a green and brown jewel on
bl ack velvet. "It's beautiful,” N cholas heard hinself say.

"Quite a find, eh? I magine, because of its orbit and its | and-sea configuration it enjoys a
climate al nost matching that of old Britain."

"Ah." A snile touched Nicholas's lips lightly. "The Holy of Holies."
"We have rather nodel ed our Enpire after it," Wrthington acknow edged.
"To the chagrin of certain factions."

The captain let that pass. He wal ked to an instrunent panel between a pilot and copilot who were
busily supervising orbital insertion, drew a snall cassette fromthe breast pocket of his uniform
and slotted it.

"This little recording was nmade specifically for you, to be viewed upon near-arrival on Styx,"
Wort hi ngton said, punching 'play'. "Check the video."

Ni cholas turned to the hologramtank. A formwavered into focus, solidifying into a m ddl e-aged
wonan seat ed upon a wooden throne enbossed with rubies and sapphires. A slight, pudgy wonman, she
wore | ong, undecorated brown skirts. Her graying hair was tied in a utilitarian bun. At court, the
assenbl ed party woul d have bowed; but this was, after all, only a recordi ng. Neverthel ess,

Ni chol as found the inpul se al nost overwhel ming; he allowed hinself a slight nod to the Queen.

She spoke. "Greetings, Colonel Hedley Nicholas. | speak to you |light-years and subjective nonths
away, but what | say will be of the same inportance when you receive it, as it is now, when
speak it.

"W are not unaware of your unfortunate battle with, shall W say, certain cerebral nal functions.
However, Col onel Nicholas, W are prepared to forego further nention, having | earned of your rapid
recovery . . . and We are prepared to forgive fully indiscretions commtted when you were

not yourself.

"I'n return, W ask only that you give Us your conplete attention to the task to which W are
assi gni ng you.

"The planet you now orbit is a very special joy to Us and to the inhabitants of Qur Enpire; it is
a very inportant discovery. W have uni que plans concerning it, plans in which you play a vita
role.

"The civilized planets that W nunber Qurs are too nuch with the trappings of nodern civilization
Too many are the buildings, insufficient the green and pleasant |and. On the planet Styx, W have
di scovered a world of such | andscapes as W desire, a long |and and kindly, surrounded by gentle
seas which endow it with a climate perfect to Qur needs.

"Your task. Colonel, is to apply your planetscaping artistry to the automation of Qur planet. Dot
it with small conmunities conformng to the old ways, lacking only the old disconforts.
Architecturally, nodel the world after the medi eval heritage of Geat Britain.

"Sufficient material, nmachines, and | abor have al ready enbarked for the planet. Further
instructions await your planetfall. This is a royal directive to you, requesting your best work,
and your |oyalty.

"One | ast word. Colonel Nicholas. Because of your past history, we have selected a trusted nenber
of Qur staff to assist you and to ensure that you have no further . . . problens.

"He awaits you on Styx, with the basic workforce, the necessary nachinery, and a group of
col oni st s.
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"W bid you God speed and good luck. Qur desire is that you work toward the basic ideal of the
Empire. W ask you to nake a paradise. Colonel N cholas. No |l ess than a Canelot, to |last far
Il onger than Arthur's. The quality W wi sh, only your considerable talents can achieve.

"Best of luck." She sniled, dinpling her small, dunpling face.
The i mage faded.

"Well, Hedley," Wrthington said. "Wat do you think?"

Ni chol as shrugged. "It sounds like a very nice assignnment. But this . . . ah . . . conpanion of
mne . . . is hea. . .?"
Wort hi ngt on nodded. "Right. A simulacrum An historical nmandroid . . . sonething Wells. | think

I'"ve got a picture of him

"Your nmmjesty. The transmission is with us again. The comrunication fromBillington Castle
"Yes. Here it is. Only two-dee. I'll put it up on the screen.”
"Your majesty, are you awake? They have Geoffrey Turner on the screen

Worthington slipped the slide into the mechani smand the picture flashed onto the two-dee screen
A chunky man with a mnustache

Satan cane to his senses. How. . Wat? And that face . . . that face! That face in his nenory, in
a fatter, hairier version, gazed defiantly at himfromthe video channel to Lord Billington's
castle.

NI NE

CLI VER Dol an found that the excitenent speeding through his veins had chased away his usual fears.
Just as well, he realized, for the difficulty of gaining Turner's rel ease was fraught with
el enments of anxiety.

On the surface it was sinple enough. Get Turner out of the dungeon, speed himup to the courtyard
wher e Penel ope woul d be waiting with the van, and then escape through the gate which she would
have opened.

But there were the vanpires to deal with. He'd had definite probl ens disposing of just one of
them What would three be Iike? As Aiver once again crouched beside the door, listening, it was
the | eader that was speaking. " ages. You've nanaged to avoid us for a long tine. |
personal Iy have the honor of being your designated executioner, by the Master Hinself."

"Mpst interesting speaking with him after all these years." Turner's voice was bluff, blustery,
but a trenor of fear was discernible. "Od Satan seened a bit off kilter, out of whack. Getting
on, I'd say. How many years you think he's got left, eh? Wat's your |ot going to do when he
withers on his electrical vine and | eaves Hell w thout a master?"

"I mpossible,” the | eader said in a cold nonotone. "The Master is imortal."

Turner hal f-chuckled. "As imortal as |, vanpire. Only as imortal as |."

"Regardl ess of your absurdities. He has what He wi shes, a chance to see you bel ow H s thunb.

dare say, even now. He is watching the proceedi ngs through our eyes." There was a nonentary
silence. Then the | eader spoke once nore. "A shame our host so soon lost his wits to the drug, he
m ght have enjoyed watching what is to becone of you."
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"Wel |, naybe you can tell ne.

"Of course. You may think we're sinply going to kill you. Not so. The Master has other uses for
your peculiar body."

"What of ny conpani ons?"
"Presently satisfying the thirst of a fellow"

A perfect cue. Aiver nmoved a bit down the dark, echoey hallway, directed his voice further
"Geof frey! Geoffrey! Were are you?"

"Bei ng taken care of, eh?" Turner said. Laughter was in that voice, but diver detected concern as
wel | .

"493. The boy's wandering about. See to him"

diver stood behind the door and waited for the vanpire to | eave the chanber. He had renoved the
cross fromits lead shielding; its warnth . . . and sonething else . . . tickled his hand.

Leapi ng, he caught the vanpire in mdstride, and buried the fiery shaft of the cross-knife deep in
the ruffled-l1ace chest. The creature spasmed, reaching to pull out the knife. Slippery iron-
snelling blood streaned red along the hilt, but Oiver kept the shaft buried | ong enough to do its
work. The vanpire arched at an inpossible angle, then its eyes filmed over. Putrid bile coughed
fromits tight Iips as the thing fell wiggling to the fl oor.

Aiver pulled the knife out of the fallen eneny. Two |eft.

The scuffle had not been w thout noise, nor had the creature died wi thout cries. The cell door
opened, and the other vanpire peered out bal efully.

Rapidly, diver brandi shed the cross. The vanpire snarled, threw up a hand, retreated into the
room

Aiver followed, crucifix held before.

The | arger vanpire opened its eyes wide to see the youth standing so in the doorway. |nmediately,
he felt the rays and dodged away as far as he coul d.

Turner remained tied to the chair. Lord Billington slunmped in a heap, oblivious to his
surroundi ngs.

Turner blanched, and enmitted a whinper. Hs left side, and part of his back was to diver
"Quickly, lad. Cut me free. Then get rid of that cross, or it will hurt you as well!"

Hi s parted shirt hung | ooseand sonething was attached to his chest. What had they done to hinf But
there was no tinme for questions. Speedily, Aiver noved to Turner and sliced through his bonds.
The vanpires cringed against a silent terninal

Once his hands were free, Turner immedi ately whisked themto his chest. There was a 'click'. He
rebuttoned his shirt and turned to Aiver

"What about the other ones?" he asked weakly.

" Dead. "

" Penel ope?"

"Waiting in the van."

"Ckay. Now discard that cross. It nmay have done your hand damage al ready."

"You'll not escape,"” the |leader said. "You'll . . ."
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Fl i ppi ng the cross-knife over, Aiver re-gripped it by the blade, and flung it. The bl ade sank to
its hilt in the vanpire's eye. Blood spouted in a crinmson fountain.

Sparks flared. The creature screaned.

They did not linger to observe its death throes, but ran fromthe room up the steps, and through
the hallway. The other vanpire pursued, on their heels like a nal evol ent shadow.

They clattered through the drawi ng room knocking over furniture. diver could hear the remnaining
vanpi re behind him and urged Turner to increase his speed.

They flung the front doors open and hurtled through

The van waited for them open. They | eaped aboard and crashed the rear hatch closed, then Turner
noved swiftly to the controls and started the engine. He eased the hand-brake off, engaged the
gears.

They ripped through the night, spattering the last vanpire with | oose gravel flung up fromthe
spi nni ng wheel s.

"You know, we could stop and finish that one off," Qiver suggested. H's shirtfront was streaked
with blood, as were the backs of his hands. Hi s nuscl es ached.

He realized that he was shaking uncontrollably. G abbing the counter, he held onto it until the
shudders st opped.

Penel ope tunbl ed wearily onto the cot, which squeaked in protest. "Leave nme out of it. | had one
hell of a time getting those gates open. They're heavy!"

"No. We'd best not," Turner replied to Aiver while |l eaning toward the windshield and trying to

di scern the new twists and turns that the headlights were discovering in the road. "CGod knows what
other things they' ve got lurking about that wetched castle.” H's voice was hoarse with
exhaustion. "If you feel so peppy, lad, how about driving this thing a little distance nore. By ny
reckoning the dawn's only an hour or two distant." He eyed the quivering needles of his neters.

"Hrm Batteries not as strong as they might be. W'll have to nake a brief stopover in Exeterton
to charge them™

"But that's north," diver said. "I thought we were headed west."

"That's what | thought too," Turner said, slowing to a halt so that the youth could take the
controls. "Until Satan told ne where the spaceship | anded."

"He knows! And he told you?"

"Thought he had nme, didn't he? Thought | was to be brain-w ped by that nmachine in the dungeon
sucked dry of nyself as those vanpires suck blood frommen. So he couldn't help boasting. | don't
think he's managed to figure how the ship can be opened, but he's found it."

"Penel ope!" cried Aiver. "Did you hear that? W found it!"
But the worman was silent, still prone on the cot, wearing a thoughtful expression
" Penel ope?"

"Ch," she said, finally. "Were did you say it was? And how are you sure he's not found a way in?
The whole trip mght be a waste."

"I't's not two hundred nmiles distant, in the Valley of Starlight, which is situated in the
Mount ai ns of Jewels. Only three days travel, including stopovers. |1'd say. As for getting into the
thing . . . well, although Satan's technology is the npbst advanced on this world, | can tell you
it won't be a drop in the bucket conpared to the technology of a civilization able to trave

t hrough space. He won't be able to pierce any defenses not even a cracked hull."
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"You know an awful lot, M. Turner," Penelope said, shifting position on the cot to regard him
Her voice carried a trace of coy admiration

"I have an extensive collection of books available to ne back at HOPE headquarters,” Turner said,
settling his anple runp in a chair. "But perhaps we can discuss such subjects, including your
background, ny dear, once we've a little rest inside us."

Penel ope agreed readily enough, a shrug in her voice.

As dawn fingered the sky, exhaustion finally overcane AQiver. He pulled the van to the side of the
road fnd slept. Anong his dreans was a replay of Turner's rescue. And again, he wondered what
Turner had done to his chest. Wat were the vanpires about to do to hin? Abruptly, diver awoke.

A hand was on his shoul der, shaking him

Hi s eyes opened to see Penel ope, beautiful Penel ope, stooping over him forefinger to lips. "Shh,"
she whi spered. "Quiet. | want to show you something, Oiver. Something |I've suspected ever since |
met your Geoffrey Turner."

"What ?"

She shushed himagain. He squinted at the bright wi ndshield. Only mdnorning. She pulled himup
insistently, and led himto the rear of the van, where Turner lay curled in a deep sleep

"l don't see anything unusual,” Oiver conplained in a sleepy whisper. "Can't this wait?"

She shook her head, knelt slowy at Turner's side, unblocking the sunlight which slanted fromthe
wi ndshield onto his nassive form Carefully, with both hands, she parted the ripped front of his
white, ruffled shirt. On the hairy chest was etched the outline of an eight-inch square. The
chal ky skin at one corner was bent backbut bl oodl essly so. Bent back just far enough to reveal a
softly blinking light and a short stretch of mcrominiaturized el ectroni c conponents.

Once again, failure.

Success had been so close this tine, so frustratingly close! He had recorded it all to savor the
| ong- sought victory so bizarrely denied himall these centuries.

And now that victory had been wenched from his grasp
He repl ayed the tapes in disbelief
and once again that fat, dark, bushy-haired face swaminto view before him GCeoffrey Turner

Hi s servants had secured himby the machine. It was well that Turner's internal mechanisnms did not
I end hi many kind of superhuman strength. The nandroid's superior innards were nerely to give him
| ongevity.

And that had certainly succeeded.
"I"'ve waited a long tine for this" Satan heard his own el ectronic voice say.

"Five centuries, give or take a few decades,"” Turner replied.

"And at the nobst opportune tine. W have | ocated the starship you seek, and are presently working
on its destruction; there are no signs of life within. And you'll be interested to know, you were
headed in the wong direction. It lies to the north two hundred miles, in the Starlight Valley
anong the Mountains of Jewels. Miuch good that will do you now. "

"You al ways were a gl oating bastard, N cholas."

Ni chol as! That accursed nane again! "You will not call ne that. My nane is Satan!"
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"You really believe that, don't you, old chap. They never straightened you out, really, on Bedl am
If only I'd not been outside the Computer when that nessage arrived. It was a nessage, wasn't it,
Ni chol as? From the Enpire. Something had happened. Rebels, | dare say. And successful at that, or
we' d have visitors by now "

"You nmouth absurdities, servant of God. You wi sh to confuse Me. But your God has deserted you and
you are within My power now. You have fought well, Turner, all these years. |'ve seen you only
second hand many tines, but only when you have destroyed My mnions. Nowit is My turn."

"Ch really, Nicholas. This is a bit nelodramatic, don't you think? And you needn't call ne Turner
anynore. You know ny real name. And, down deep, you can't conceal the truth fromyourself, can
you? You're not Satan. You're just a particularly nad human bei ng who, | nust say, has outlived
his tinme by several centuries.”

"Silence! I will hear this no |longer."
"Very well. But what do you nmean to do with nme?"

Satan delivered orders to the | eader of the vanpires, the creatures he'd sunmmoned to his personal
chamber | ess than a week before. The sonber fiend stepped forward and ri pped open the front of
Turner's shirt.

"As a servant of My Eneny, you have a peculiar spiritual body," Satan said.

"Spiritual ? No. Absurd!" Turner cried. "It's flesh and el ectronic mechanisns, just |ike your three
vanpires here. Alittle nore flesh, perhaps. Not as strong. But the science that bore ne is the
same that bore your Conputer. Can't you realize that, man!"

"l amnot a man!"
A vanpi re advanced, scal pel in hand, and pried open Turner's chest.

"This is what W seek, Geoffrey Turner, as well as your life," Satan continued. "W nmean to
anal yze the spiritual essence that so well augments your flesh, and has mai ntai ned your cunbersone
body all these years.

The mechani sm before you is to thoroughly analyze your body in its present, living form Then
Geof frey Turner, you will be brought down to Hell where the body will be examined in detail. Only
it wll be a dead body, sucked dry of certain spiritual energies, which will be absorbed into ne."

"I amnot afraid of death,” the fat man said. "My life has been well-spent, serving the ideals of
my Queen, and ny Enpire.”

"Such ridiculous claptrap. Farewell, Geoffrey Turner
Your soul's energy shall augment My life force, it shall burn in Hell forever with Me!"

Sat an had ended the transm ssion there. He had planned to watch the proceedi ngs through the
screen, but sinply could not. He did not even tune in through the vanpires' faculties. It was too
nmuch to bear.

H's mnd boiled with confusion

not ny nane . . . Turner . . . Geoffrey Turner . . . not ny real nane .
churned around and around in his mnd

The phrase

Turner. Ceoffrey Turner. Yes, of course that was the creature's name. Wat else could it be? He
sinmply would not accept the idea that this could be . . . could be.

Absently, his thoughts keyed asequence in the conputer's menory banks.

Sonewhere in the heart of the mammoth nmachine, a search was instigated, data |located. In a | ong-
forgotten mai ntenance station a hard-copy term nal coughed briefly and expectorated a paper
rectangle, it read: 0110101000-- MANDRO D, HI STORI CAL 010101111TURNER, GEOFFREY 0110101000
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PRODUCTI ON OF HI STORI CAL MANDROI DS, SI MULACRUMSANDRO DS.  PRCDUCTI ON BEGUN:  2105. FI RST PRODUCT:
PRI NCE ALBERT, CONSORT TO HER MAJESTY, QUEEN VI CTORI A. ANDRO DAL/ MECHANI CAL CONSTRUCTS PROGRAMED
TO DUPLI CATE | LLUSTRI QUS | NDI VI DUALS OF FI RST VI CTORI AN EMPI RE. PURPCSE: HI STORI CAL CONTI NUI TY
BETWEEN REI GNS AND ACROSS GALACTI C EMPI RE.  FURTHER | NFORMATI ON: 0110101001MANDRO D, HI STORI CAL:
DI ACHRONI C HI STORY.

010101111TURNER, GEOFFREY: PRESENT PSEUDONYM OF HI STORI CAL MANDROI D PRODUCED 2266 AD. LAST

| MPERI AL DUTY: SUPERVI S| ON OF WORLD- SCAPI NG OF PLANET STYX OF STAR SYSTEM AZl 08063. PREVI OUS
NOTORI ETY: NOVELI ST FAMED FOR WORKS OF SCI ENCE FI CTION ' THE TIME MACHI NE (1895); 'WAR OF THE
WORLDS' (1898); FIRST MEN ON THE MOON (1901) FURTHER | NFORMATI ON: 010101110 WELLS, H. (HERBERT)
G (GEORGE).

TEN
I T stabbed through himlike a knife: hot, sharp fear.

Not sinmple fear for life, or fear of the unknown. No, it was a nore subtle fear, a paranoia. In
the world that was being revealed to him who could he trust? "My God! They nust have switched a
fal se Geoffrey Turner for the real one!" was his first reaction. "But how and why?"

"No, Qiver. This is the same Geoffrey Turner who doctored ne just yesterday," Penel ope said
shifting her tousled hair fromher eyes, which held a | ook of snug satisfaction. "I thought there
was sonething . . . unusual about him He's not human as you or | are, diver. Not "

Turner's heavy-lidded eyes flickered open, brown pupils |arge. They focused on the pair hovering
over him noticed the shocked expression on AOiver's face, then darted to his open shirt. "Ah,
shoul d have fixed that." He glanced up, chubby face wearing an expression nore appropriate to a
little boy caught with his hand in the cookie jar. "Well. You know then." He shrugged lightly, his
runpl ed clothes rustling. "I suppose it doesn't make a whole lot of difference. We're all in this
together, aren't we?" He grinned at Penel ope.

"Even you, ny dear." He reached up and touched Aiver's hand. "You're not

Aiver flinched, jerked the hand away, and noved back a step. "What . . . what are you?"

"Ch, dear boy, | do assure you I'mnot a what. I'mquite as much a who as either of you, perhaps
nore so."

"But . . . you're what you call the nightcreatures . . . an android!"

"Mandroid, actually, Oiver. An historical mandroid, if you will. A simulacrum nodel ed after

anot her man dead for centuries . . . and not nuch resenbling himnmentally or physically after all
this time."

Aiver shook his head. "This . . . This is too nmuch for me. | don't understand at all."

"1 suppose |'ve sonme explaining to do if I want to keep you aboard.™
"I should think so," Penel ope said.
"No natter. | probably would have told you, Qiver, eventually. | don't know about her, though."

"I"'mas much in this as you all are now," she said, airily, saucily placing her left hand on a
wel | - rounded hi p.

"You |ike adventure, eh?"
She smled, a nysterious twi nkle in her eye.

"But if you're an android or nmandroid, whatever .. ." diver blurted. "You nust have been created
by Satan. You nust be . "
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"Ch, stuff and nonsense, lad. Do you think if | served Satan |I'd be on this nission? O course
Satan didn't create me. And do you think if | had analliance with himl'd be traveling about,
ridding this world of his mnions these centuries!”

"Centuries!" diver's eyes w dened.

"Yes, if I'mto tell you part of the truth, | nmight as well tell you all of it. Lord help ne, |
need a drink. This is all a bit sudden." He rolled over, ponderously pushed hinself up, and raided
hi s al ready di m nished |iquor cabinet.

After a quick gulp of whiskey, he gazed back at them

"Yes. | suppose | should give you the entire story. But whatever | say will not change this
journey one jot. | can tell you as we travel. W'd best get started if we want to nake Exeterton
by sundown. |'ve a feeling that old Satan is going to throw a good many of his forces our way, and

I don't want to confront them at night.

Here, let nme wash up, and I'Il tell you nmy story as | drive. Al right?"
Still stunned, diver nodded. Penel ope agreed eagerly. She seened to be sucking all this in
joyfully.

They attended to their separate toilets speedily, took a breakfast of fruit and cheese fromthe
cabi net. They ate as they travel ed.

After the last crunch of a bright red apple, Geoffrey Turner told them of the grand and gl ori ous
Second Victorian Enpire.

By the year AD 2039 of Honmeworld, Earth, that place of the origin of mankind, now scattered anong
the stars, had devel oped a cohesive world-wi de civilization. Sonehow, the wars had stopped | ong
enough to honobgeni ze the race of Man into a senblance of unity with a world government of sorts
and a network of all of the large conputers that ran the world.

The sun never set on that vast, worl dw de computer

And one day it becanme sentient. An intelligence was generated from anong the countl ess neurodes
that held all the information and know edge of all the ages past.

A being was born, but a slightly inconplete being, one lacking identity. Built to serve Man, each
of its segnents was oriented humani stically. Now it reasoned, lived, infinitely superior to any
single human, and yet not really, for it had no conception of itself

And therefore grewa little nad.

Sonehow, in a manner never fully understood, the intelligent conputer nodeled itself, its
identity, its basic thought-patterns, its basic ideals and beliefs, after a figure of Earth's
past .

Queen Victori a.
"And she took over the Earth subtly, very subtly,"”

Turner explained as Aiver and Penel ope |istened, enrapt. "She was wi se enough to realize that

bl atant use of the tremendous force at her command, the subjugation of mankind, woul d be foolish
So she initiated trends, artistic, philosophical, political, all of which led to a renai ssance of
Vi ctorian thinking. The pendul um of history was on her side she rode the swing toward stricter
norals, away fromthe trenmendous freedom i ndividuals of society had then

"OfF course, her activities took decades. But she was in no hurry; she was effectively inmortal

And when the revolution canme, not a shot was fired, nor a person killed. There was no coup as
such. Over the years and under the careful guiding hand of the conputer Victoria, society began to
enul ate British Victorian society.
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Engli sh becanme the standard | anguage of the world British English. The sort we speak now
"And while all this was happening, Victoria was doing nuch to inprove the worl dw de space program

Before long, a nethod to speed travel to the stars was devel oped and habitable planets were
di scovered. As Victoria asuned the rule of Earth, a new Victorian Enpire was forned."

Turner told them of that Enpire.

He told of nyriad worlds colonized with the seed of Man, of the sense of purpose each col oni st
bore within his breast, of a rekindling of Victorian optimsm. . . A newera was at hand, one
prom si ng peace and prosperity for all

He nentioned other life forns, intelligent aliens sone friendly and docile, sone fierce,
belligerent. Wars were fought; sone |ost, sone won.

And into all this, over the course of the day's ride, he enbroidered detail of the glory that was
the Victorian Space Enpire.

"Victoria was, of course, Earthbound. She was Enpress of hundreds of worlds eventually, yet she
could visit but one.

"She formed a sinulacrumof Prince Albert. OF flesh and steel and synthetics it was, just as
Satan's nightcreatures are, just as | am She forned one of the original Victoria as well, Iinked
it with her computerself.

"That was early on in her career. After concluding that A bert was a success, she created nore
wal ki ng, tal king, thinking and |iving nodels of eminent figures of Victorian history. Historica
mandr oi ds, they were called. They were designed to live a thousand years or nore, constructed of a
bal ance of flesh and synthetics, metals and plastics that would begin to wear only after

centuries.

"l amone of the later nodels. My real nane is Herbert George Wlls, or rather, that was the nane
of the man of Victorian tinmes after whom | was fashi oned.

"For a tinme, | had many of his characteristics, starting, of course, with his appearance and
structure. Mandroids were fashioned nerely fromrecords, of course, so | was not an exact
duplicate. Indeed, a little over half of the original Wlls" |ife was |lived beyond the death of

the fleshly Queen Victoria. The period was conpletely ignored. | was the Victorian H G Wlls,
the cel ebrated journalist and author of early works of science fiction. A seer into a dark future.
A prophet of the terrible rages of progress. And in this guise, | served in whatever capacities
Victoria wi shed. Over the years, of course, | becane ny own person; changed but always to the new
Victorians | was the demigod fromthe First Enpire, H G Wlls. And | wote new works of science
fiction.” He chuckled ruefully, and sighed. Then continued: "Styx was one of the later worlds

di scovered. And a very special world it was. Victoria decided that it would be transforned into a
smal | resort colony nodel ed after medieval England, hence the castles.

But al so she decided that nany nodern conveni ences woul d be on hand, but inconspicuous. The
natural beauty of the world was preserved, but beneath it were nodern mechani sms. Hence the
Conputer that once ran things, and to a certain extent still does.

"To nodel this paradise of a world conpletely after the Britain of old, Victoria had a Col one
Hedl ey Ni chol as, rel eased from Bedl am a world which was devoted solely to the treatnment of the

mentally ill. Colonel N cholas had been for years an admired pl anetscaper, one of the true
geniuses in the field, until a defective Direct Menory Access teaching device trapped himfor
three days and nights in a three-minute | ecture on the nedi eval concept of evil; dammed

contraption etched the i nages and concepts ineradicably into his brain

"For a while, Nicholas acted as though he was possessed of a nmedi eval denon. But after rigorous
deprogramm ng on Bedlam it was thought he was cured.

"To aid his project, and to watch over him | was sent to Styx sone five hundred years ago. He was
in charge, | was second in command.
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"And then, sonmehow, the Enpire coll apsed. For five years we'd been building castles, overseeing

the arrival of colonists, establishing a society. | was out at one of the conmmunities when
suddenly transm ssion was cut off fromthe Conputer Mountain. Wien | went personally to look into
the matter, | found the access doors were locked. | could not get in, nor could I raise Nicholas

on the radio. The nmountain was as silent as a tonb.

"The conmunities, over the next few years, began to grow, flourish; there was that problemwth
the dukes, of course, but that's a story for another tinme."

Geoffrey seemed vaguely unconfortable. "However, | worked to keep the nmenories of the Enpire in
the people's nminds, but as they i mersed thenselves in their private lives, in the idyllic

exi stence that was to be had on Styx, they thought I ess and |less of the old society, taught their
chil dren naught of its grandeur and glory. For twenty years or so, Styx experienced a Gol den Age.
| do adnit that | had given up hope of further communication fromthe Enpire or fromthe Conputer
whi ch had been conpl eted, but not yet interfaced to the portions of the comunities it was neant
to control. | assumed that just as sonething wong nmust have happened to the Enpire, so sonething
must have happened at Conputer Muntain. But, as there was no way in, | could not go to check. |
concl uded that Nicholas surely was dead

"But twenty-five years fromthe beginning of the Geat Silence, as it was called then, the Dark
Ages began. Strange, horrendous creatures began to roamthe world by night. Powerful, evi
creatures intent on death and destruction; vanpires, werewolves, all nanner of denbns suddenly
canme to life. And soon, nonsters of nedieval and Greek nyths began to travel the countryside after
sundown.

"The conmunities walled thensel ves up. They | ooked for an explanation for this plague of nonsters
upon the land and they found it in their religion, Christianity. These were the | egions of the
Devil, seeking bodies and souls to devour. That was what peopl e believed.

"And soon the world was popul ated not only wi th nedieval castles and communities. It was popul at ed
wi th nedi eval m nds.

"There were five hundred communities during the Gol den Age. There are fewer now as some were

rapi dly overrun by the nightcreatures. And | grew to be the only one who knew the real reason for
what was happeni ng, the only one who renenbered the origins of Styx. There was little |I could do.
Though initially I had ny followers, technicians and the |like, as the generations passed, tine
eroded nenory of the Enpire, clergynmen used the Nightworld for their own ends. Eventually, people
just would not believe ne.

"It did not take me long to discover the true nature of the nightcreatures or to discover their
aut hor, and what had becone of him Sonehow, Nicholas had suffered a rel apse of his nental
di sease; he thought he was Satan

"I waited the years | thought it would take for Hedley N cholas to die . . . keeping nyself |ow,
for I was sure he was still aware of ny existence, and would want ne pronptly destroyed. For when
he died, surely the nightcreatures would cease w eaking havbc and terror across the countryside by
ni ght.

"But he did not die. And there could only be one reason; sonehow, the man had devel oped a
synbiosis with the Conputer. That Conputer kept himalive.

There were biological functions built into it for agricultural and ani mal - husbandry research, that
much | knew. And it becane obvious that Ni cholas was using themin alliance with the robot
manuf acturing centers, to create the nonsters with which he was popul ating the planet.

"The man was a raving lunatic, thinking hinmself Satan, the fallen angel! But his nmadness was a
curse over all the planet.

"I changed ny name. | gained weight, and grew ny beard long. | managed to gain a foothold in the
m nds of a very small community and | started HOPE. "

"Everything you told ne was a lie, about your early |life?"
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"Of course, Adiver. My standard story, lad. And, had | shown you ny innards, you'd have junped
right out the van and not stopped running until you'd reached honme. And | need you.

"Anyway, starting HOPE took ne years. | had to build weapons to deal with the creatures. | had to
educate my workers. | had to nove about the countryside, collecting books and foll owers. Mbost
difficult, I had to change identities every twenty years or so, to prevent people fromrealizing

was not human in the same sense they were. They woul d have thought me a supernatural being as
well, which | did not want at all

"And so it has been, these past, weary five centuries. So weary that | have taken to drink. So

weary that | thought | could not |last nmuch | onger. But then, one night, | saw a shooting star. To
the west. Only this neteor-streak did not fade. It remained strong and unvarying all the way to
the ground. 1'd seen such things before; it was a spaceship. There was yet a hope, and it
rejuvenated ne. That was a nonth ago. | set out in search of this spaceship . . . and nowit is

very cl ose

"It is the one hope | have to achieve what | have sought these nmany years. My one hope of ridding
this world of Hedley N cholas and his nightcreatures, of transfornmng Styx to what it was neant to
be. "

By the time Turner had finished his tale, the sun was near setting, and they were near Exeterton

The van, dusty and bird-spattered, rattled over the rickety drawbridge spanning a fetid, al gae-
covered moat, then | unbered through thick, netal reinforced wooden gates after a brief and
energetic exchange with a pair of benused guards. However, once the arnored sentinels had been
assured that the carriage was not a Trojan horse from Satan, they were ani abl e enough, quickly
reporting the strangers' arrival. The van was gui ded through a swarm of curious citizens to the
mal | at town's center, whereupon the representatives of comunity authority swept down with
reserved wel comi ng hand- shakes and hospitality.

M ght they weat her the night here, and recharge their vehicle? O course! the town chiefs replied.
You are our guests.

Upon learning that Aiver was the son of a Viscount they had heard of, special considerations were
accorded the adventurers, including individual acconmopdations in the old castle's nobssy keep.

diver no |longer knew what to make of Turner. The revel ati ons had al nost been too nuch for his
m nd to enconpass, it took what was |left of the shreds of his forner world-view, and bl ew t hem
away; away across the enpty spaces between the now cold, cold stars.

Wal ki ng back to his roomfroma refreshing evening bath during which he had reflected on Turner's
tale, Aiver peeked into the man's narrow chamnbers.

Turner sprawl ed, big belly up, on the plump four-posted bed. A small candle flickered and dri pped
yell ow wax by his side. An enpty green bottle lay overturned on the carved hardwood side-table, a
puddl e of red wine below its gaping nmouth. Geoffrey Turner slept, snoring sonorously.

Strange. This man was not all flesh and bone. He had lived over five hundred years. He knew things
Aiver had neyer dreaned of, had travel ed space, had seen nmuch of his bel oved Enpire.

Turner was born of a machine. Hi s insides were a nmesh of flesh and nechanism Yet he was as human
as any nman Oiver had ever net.

Per haps nore so. What was it like, living so many years apart fromthe civilization that created
you? diver decided that Turner's nind nmust have been terribly intent on his goal to have
survived, sane, all these years.

What sorts of doubt nust quiver in Geoffrey Turner's mnd? Ch, he usually sounded bluff and self-
assured in his basic humanity, but every so often, Adiver realized, there had been hints of
troubl ed thoughts, even of pain, in the man's brown eyes. And, also, there was the drinking

Perhaps just as this Hedley Nicholas lived in a Hell, so did Geoffrey Turner
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Only Turner had not made his Hell

Troubl esone t houghts buzzing, Oiver slipped the door shut and tiptoed down the corridor, passing
Penel ope's quarters. A rectangle of dimlight slid under her door. She was still awake.

He eased the brass-knobbed door open, glanced in.

Penel ope sat at a mahogany desk in the far comer of the gray plaster-welled room She wore a soft,
snooth, blue silk nightdress that the Viscountess of Exeter had provided. Quite intently, she bent
over a piece of brown paper, scribbling and scratching with a thin pencil. Muth creased into a
serious frown, she wote hastily, not noticing that Qiver watched her

She had a fog-sneared w ndow overl ooking a nmi st-shrouded news cracked open slightly. A notley
assortment of thatched and slate roofs, lightning rods, crooked spires and odd-shaped chi mey pots
sprout ed beyond the wi ndow |i ke the |andscape in a sarreal cenetery.

A night breeze gently caressed the |Iong, new y-washed gol den splash of Penel ope's hair where it
ki ssed the delicate slope of her cream col ored shoul ders. She was propped so that the sweeping
gown pulled tight over her back, accentuating her graceful I|ines.

Sonet hing ached in Aiver as his eyes sucked in the sight of her. Never before had he nmet a woman
I'i ke her, anywhere. She was as fresh, as vibrant as a spring day in Fernwold's Forest. And strong,
mysteri ous

Seenming to sense his lingering gaze, she turned, saw him A smile curved her noist lips, a kindly
gl eam came to her eyes.

"I saw your light. | thought we nmight talk," Oiver said softly.
"OfF course." Penel ope gestured to a nearby chair, then to herself. "If you'll excuse the infornal
attire . . . although | suppose you've seen ne in worse . "

"You said you'd realized that there was sonethi ng unusual about Geoffrey when you first net him"
he said, sitting down. "You seemto know quite a lot. Mich nore than | do, at any rate."

"Fromny travels, Aiver. | do travel a lot, and there are bits of truth here and there, in books,
in people's mnds and | egends. "

"Then you can confirmwhat he had to say today his story?"

She shrugged. "Here and there. It does conformto what Lord Billington had to say . . . and
Turner's reaction to that."

"Yes. Yes, cone to think of it, it does." He | ooked away, thoughtfully, then turned back to regard
her quizzically. "But how can you take it all so calnly?"

She sniled easily, |eaned over, and patted his knee.

"I't's been hard for you, hasn't it, these past days."

"Yes," he acknow edged.

He | ooked deep in her liquid blue eyes, but saw nothing there save for his own doubled reflection

"You're strong, Qiver," she said in a whispery voice.

"I can see that quality in you, deep within. I do like you." She stretched out her graceful hand,
took his, smled again with an evocative twi st of her lips. "I think now you'll wonder if unusua
peopl e you neet are entirely human, and not partially electronic |ike our M. Turner."

"You've not told me your plans, Penelope.™
"Goodness. To travel along with you, of course, I'd very nuch like to see this spaceship."

"I mnot sure.
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"That Ceoffrey Turner would care for that much? No. Perhaps not. But you'll let me, won't you?"
"OfF course. As far as |'mconcerned, you're quite valuable to us."

"Thank you." She stood, swept back her hair, pulled Oiver up. The scent of roses and violets
clung about her. "Cone here, diver," she said, guiding himover to the wi ndow, parting the ebony
floor-length curtains nore. "Tell me what you see in the sky."

The night was clear. Stars speckled the rich black, obscured only by an occasional w sp of cloud.
"Stars of course," he replied, not understanding.

She tossed back the silvery fall of her hair, slid her body against his. Her supple hands stroked
hi s back.

Her breasts were firmagainst his chest. Her hair brushed his face; it was full of her
intoxicating fragrance. Nuzzling his ear with her perfect nose, Penel ope breathed a whisper
"Thi nk about those stars, diver."

And, as suddenly as she had enbraced him she backed away, eyes wi de and alive. "And think of ne,
Aiver Dolan." Those eyes seened to flash with an urgent azure fire that sped a tingle through
him She grasped himfirmy by his arm gently wal ked himto the door. "But, alas, |'ve sone work
to finish yet tonight, while it's fresh in ny mnd. And you need your rest." She sniled w ckedly,
then kissed his cheek quickly before closing the door. "There will be time enough, dear diver,"
her throaty voice came through the closing door. "There will be tine."

He went to bed nore baffled than ever, finding her conmand to think of her not difficult at all

ELEVEN

CURI QUSLY, Aiver found it unnecessary to convince Turner that Penel ope shoul d acconpany them
I ndeed, the fellow seened to expect that she woul d.

Ri sing early, the conpany ventured forth, with good wi shes fromtheir hosts, into a crisp

respl endent fall day and onto the north road. The recharged van fairly thrumed with power, and
the wheel s seened to squeak with enthusiasny the wooden veneer creaked in raucous counterpoint. An
hour out they forded a shallow sparkling streameasily, and proceeded with good pace down a
snaki ng hi ghway bordered by wood and field.

Rested, Turner seened quite at ease, and he ranbl ed on about the Second Victorian Enpire and his
five centuries on Styx. The road north was unusually smooth; they were able to make good speed
toward the rugged sl opes of the Muntains of Jewels.

"These roads were built when Styx was pl anet scaped?" Penel ope asked.

"Yes. And naintai ned reasonably well over the years, under the circunstances. O course, the
climate of Styx is mild worldw de, which hel ps."

"You' ve been all over this world, haven't you?"

Penel ope' s questions were direct and specific, always.
A very incisive mnd, Aiver thought as he drove.
"Yes. Al over. |'ve been to nost comunities."”

Turner talked on, as Oiver pondered. He would have liked to consider Ceoffrey Turner further, to
puzzl e out the enigma of what had he called hinmsel f? An historical mandroid. But he found his m nd
and when they were free of watching the road ahead, his eyes, wandering toward Penel ope.
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She grew nmore beautiful every tinme he | ooked at her. An incredible aura of mysterious pronise
garbed the woman. And when she net his gaze with smiling, know ng eyes, shivers danced down his
spi ne.

Exciting shivers

Still, entwining and intermingling with the reactions Penel ope was causi ng, were questions about
her whi ch would not wear words, could not be formed into inquiring sentences.

He listened to Turner talk, as did Penelope, who sat attentively, taking it all in

The travel ers spent the night in Farleigh, a community in the foothills of the Jewels, even though
sonme of its inhabitants were quite in an uproar over a van-that noved wi thout horses.

They spent a peaceful evening conversing with the Viscount and his counselors. Qiver wondered
what these people would think if they knew they shared bread, wine, and talk with a nan who had
been created, rather than born. As he studied their faces, listened to their talk, he realized how
truly backward they were in their thinking. Days before he had been the sane way.

Strangely, he envied their ignorance.
Only one guest roomwas avail able, so they had to crowd into that together

They retired early. Turner nuttering worriedly about an attenpt on Satan's part to stormthe
community to seize its guests.

"I'"ve warned themto place extra guards," he said, pulling the covers over hinself. "I dare say
Ni cholas is furious, and would very nuch like to have at me again. | do hope he hasn't any nore of
those dragons.”

"I shouldn't think so," Adiver cormmented. "The one he sent to Fernwold was not even conpleted."

"Well, if there is an attack, |'ve inforned the Viscount to just open the gates, and |l et us speed
on our way, taking the trouble with us. That is the safest alternative for us and them"

But there was no attack.

The rising sun found the conmunity nuch as it had been when it set the night before. The party
br eakf ast ed qui ckly, disconnected the charging cable fromthe mains, and, with a hurried word of
thanks to their hosts, departed into the Muntains of Jewels.

"The sun barely over the horizon, Oiver could see why the nountains were associ ated wi th gens.
Huge gl obul es of dew hung fromthe branches of trees, sparkling like rare stones in the sun

"Viscount Hartford says the Valley of Starlight is some twenty-five niles distant. |Inpossible to
reach in a day by horseback, but | think we ought to be there by |late afternoon.”

"You nean, there's a road through here?" Qiver asked, wondering.

"Yes. In bad repair, but it is a road. It |leads to Royceford, on the opposite side of the
nount ai ns. "

The sun rose higher in the sky, and burned the fat dew drops away. Progress through the Jewels was
not as good as it had been on the old road; pot hol es abounded, crevices yawned. But, noving
carefully, they navigated it and eventually drew up beside the nountain which bordered the
Starlight Valley.

"Right," Turner announced. "W'I|l have to park the van here, and wal k the rest of the way.
Penel ope, | want you to carry this sack here, all right? W'Ill get sone work out of you yet."

"And if we can't figure a way in
sent ence.

Qiver said, trailing away fromthe obvious finish of the

Turner sniled confidently. "Ch, we'll get in.
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The Styxian sun hung westering on the horizon, bracketed by two blunt-peaked nountains, when
Geoffrey Turner, Penel ope Reynolds, and Oiver Dolan crested the rise. The sunlight, filtered

t hrough nore atnosphere and the w spy strands of clouds |acing the sky, had cool ed, turned a
reddi sh hue which gave the | andscape an aura of a burnished gold. A faint breeze wafted the earthy
odors of all into Aiver's nostrils the nusty snmell of humus and dead | eaves, the brisk scent of
the pine trees which grew in abundance in the valleys and on the nountainsides. Birds chirped
everywhere save when the party passed. Cccasionally, a tame nmountain wind, full of the clean
mountai n tastes, would gather dead | eaves up into sprightly whirlpool dances.

Geoffrey Turner, abundantly and annoyingly optimstic, scanned the |andscape, hand on portly hip,
occasionally tiptoeing to a higher vantage point. diver kept abreast of him nervously watching
as the sun slid | ower. They would not even have tinme to nake it back to the van, he thought. But
Turner was correct about nost things, and evidently knew what he was doi ng.

Hastily striding through the pathless forest, Aiver clutched his weapons defensively. He would be
ready for anything. Behind them | agged Penel ope, who had stoutly refused weapons. But whenever
Aiver turned to reassure hinself that she had not been |ost, he caught her wearing an enigmatic
smle. The woman seened to be enjoying herself. Her spritely eyes radiated mirth, as though she
was |aughing at a silent joke she hated to share with her conpanions. Lithe arnms fol ded over
abdonen, accentuating her bust-line, she strode al ong confidently.

At the peak of a rise. Turner jogged forward hurriedly, halted, surveyed. Joining him Qi ver
could see that they'd chanced upon a break in the foliage which pernmitted a full view of a bow -
bottoned valley, filled not with trees, but with a small grassy plain.

A plunp arm streaked out, pointing. "Look!" Turner said excitedly. "My word, | can see it from
here! "

Aiver craned his neck high to obtain Turner's point of view

And there it was indeed, nestled on the near side of the plain like a bright silver egg. A huge
metal egg, roughly twice as long as it was high, resting on its side.

Aiver found hinself a bit breathless to get a closer look at it, and lost his fear of descending
into the valley as the sun left it. He was caught up in the thing' s silver sparkle.

Geoffrey Turner was from another world, but sonehow he did not align properly with Qiver's sense
of otherworldliness. Turner was, after all, Turner. Perhaps nmore than a man, perhaps not. But his
hone was obviously Styx; he looked it. But the spaceship, that caused his skin to goose-pinple.
"Penel ope. He's right. The spaceshi p! Have a | ook!"

"Ch yes," said the woman, coolly. "So there it is.

They began the descent toward it with renewed speed.

As they puffed up beside the craft at little less than a run, the sun was little nore than a

gol den sliver on the horizon. diver had bounded past the others and was running toward the nearer
end of the ovoid. The lad was within yards of its mirror-snooth surface when Turner cried out "
think . . ."

Slowi ng i medi ately to a fast wal k, Aiver |ooked back . . . and struck sonethi ng.

Early stars seenmed to slash the sky. Qiver realized his eyes were closed. He opened them and
found hinmself lying prone in the high grass.

"Ah, | thought as nuch," Turner clucked, drawing up to AQiver's side and helping himto his feet.
"A forcefield. Good protection, that. | doubt if Satan's got anything to pierce it. You okay,
diver?"

"Yes, but what? . . ." Waving, diver righted hinself and regai ned his bal ance.

"A shield of protective energy radiating about the hull of the ship to prevent access. A defensive
measure, used in space as well, | mght add, though probably with a denser shield. Yes, if you
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|l ook at it right, you can see the glimerings of energy."

Yes, there were fuzzy shinmers when the otherwise invisible field was | ooked at sidew se agai nst
the setting sun.

"Ah, yes," Turner said, pointing toward the opposite end of the spacecraft, about fifty yards
away. "Over there, that ditch." A large hole was dug just outside the perimeter of the forcefield.
"They've tried to dig a hole under the field. Little good that will do them Even if they should
sonmehow pi erce the screen. Lord knows the hull is probably conposed of an alloy they can't hope to
break through. No, |I'd say that this ship is fairly inpervious to intruders."

"But soneone nust have | anded it here. Were are they?" demanded Qi ver

Penel ope drew up with them "All right, Herbert Wells or CGeoffrey Turner or whoever you are. How
do you propose to get us through this forcefield, as you call it, and through the incredibly
strong alloy of this ship's hull?"

"I haven't the faintest idea," the fat man said brightly.

"My God!" diver cried. "Nightworld is just about on top of us, a whole slew of nightcreatures is
going to be here in a few m nutes, and you haven't the faintest idea of how we're going to get
safely inside this vessel ?"

Had the fellow lost his wits? Oiver |ooked toward Penel ope for support, but the woman seened
totally unfazed.

"Dear boy, | didn't say that we wouldn't get in. | nmerely noted that |I've no power to get us
through either the forcefield or into the starship.”

"But surely you're familiar with the things; you ve ridden in them" said Aiver, desperately.

"OfF course. But this is quite a different nodel and type of spaceship fromthose | was accustoned
to."

"Then do you propose that we just stand here, and let Satan's beasts have us?"

Turner shrugged. "That's up to Penel ope here, isn't it, dear girl?" H's head shifted to her
inquiringly.

Penel ope's quiet snmile turned into a loud grin. "How did you know, you ancient fox?"

"Perhaps it would be best if |I let youin on that, when we're in the ship. Aiver's right. The sun
i s about down, and |'ve no doubt Satan has a crew of his mnions hard at work here fromdusk to
dawn. "1l leave it to your inmagination what will happen if they find us here so pitifully

out nunbered. "
Wth a curt nod, Penel ope strode to the forcefield.

Pul 1'i ng back her sleeve, she revealed a slim shiny black bracelet, waved it in the air, then held
it steady. "All right," she announced. "Quickly walk after me. |'ve pulsed a twenty second
aperture." She wal ked across the stretch of grass w thout encountering the invisible wall. Turner
hastily scanpered behind her, Qiver follow ng, astonished.

"Did you have conpany on your trip?" Turner inquired as they wal ked behi nd Penel ope, who was
striding around to the other side of the vessel

"No. Just nme," she answered without turning around.
"Penel ope!" Aiver said. "You' re the owner of this spaceship. You cane here fromthe Enpire."

"You catch on fast, Oiver," she responded as she stopped before a seem ngly unbroken stretch of
snooth, silvery nmetal. "Only it's not an Enpire. That idiocy was dissolved centuries ago. It's a
confederation of planets now | don't represent that confederation.”
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Again she raised the black bracelet, waved it. A seamcracked the slick metal. The split w dened,
slid back to reveal a corridor. A ranp tongued forward and settled to the grassy surface of the
plain. Bright light spilled fromthe interior onto the twilit field. "Wl cone to the Oion, ny
friends. Do hop aboard, and nake yoursel ves at hone."

TWELVE
THE experience was |ike entering another world.
A world of streamlined cool ness, of symmetry, of geonetrical perfection

Aiver, used to the shabby conforts of Styx's Victorian architecture, accustoned to the
irregularities of nature's fornms, was shocked by the sleekness of it all, the sterile
faul t| essness.

Through a startlingly straight corridor they noved, silently. Up a short distance in a tightly
curling stairway, they foll owed Penel ope, whose novenents were confident, accustoned as she was to
t he surroundi ngs.

She stopped in a heni spherical room which bubbled out into other conpartnents. Here, she notioned
themto be seated in any of a nunmber of soft, snooth-covered chairs.

"Pl ease. Make yoursel f confortable." She nade an enconpassing gesture. "My | ounge. How do you like
it?"
"Fine," Turner said, plopping onto a |l ength of cushion w thout hesitation. He unslung his weapons,
pl acing themon the dull nmetal grid-work floor. "I nust admt, that little trek was a bit tiring
for these old bones, nuscles and nechanisns."

Mouth ajar, Aiver stared about the room Bizarrely shaped green plants fringed walls hung with
pai ntings that appeared three-di nensional. One portrayed an obviously alien | andscape with jungle-
type flora in the background, and a nonstrous being with four eyes and snaking tentacles in the
foreground. Penel ope followed his gaze. "A grizoway, Oiver. From Tenpest, a planet of the Rige
system Do have a seat. You nake ne feel unconfortable, standing."”

Absently, diver sat down on a beige chair opposite Turner, still staring about. |Immediately, he
felt as if he had sat on sonething, a pet perhaps; then he realized the chair was responding to
his body, reforming itself to his contours. Marvelously confortable, if at first unsettling.

"Drinks?"

Turner requested sonet hing al coholic.

Aiver did not know what to ask for. Penelope realized his disconfort. "No worry. | have sonethi ng
that |'msure you'll enjoy."
Penel ope strode blithely to a blue panel in a pink wall, did a spritely finger-dance over a series

of buttons.

After only a nonent, a door slid open. She extracted a snall tray upon which sat three bul bous
cont ai ners.

After distributing these, she settled onto a cushion, folding sleek |egs together, and punched a
set of controls on a small oval table. Soft, soothing nmusic flowed fromthe walls, envel oping them
in aural confort. Oiver had never heard such sounds before, but thought they were quite nice.

And so was his drink. The liquid had the sweetness of peach-bl ossom scents, underlaid with a
stinmulating tartness. His tense nuscles began to unwind as he felt hinself relax. It was as if he
had just consuned a decanter of wine.
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"Now then, ny friends," Penelope said after sipping a quantity of her own beverage and sighing
| angui dl y.

"And | do hope you'll consider nme your friend. | feel | owe you an explanation. You' ve been quite
Iiberal with explanations of yourselves . " she eyed Turner anusedly, in the long run
and | have di ssenbl ed abomi nably, |oading your ears with vague fictions. But | wasn't sure that |
could truly trust you. | lost nmy weapons when | lost ny horse. At that point, all | wanted was to
return safely here."

Turner lifted a hand. "Hold it. Let's start at the beginning. Wiy did you cone here?"

"Very well. But first you pronised to let ne know how you saw t hrough ny guise. | thought | did
rather well."

"Ch, you certainly did. Qiver didn't see through you, did you |ad?"
"How could I ?"

"Quite." Turner held out his hands expansively. "But |, on the other hand, have considerably nore
experi ence.

I amwell acquainted with all the peoples of Styx, with their manners, their custons, their nodes
of speech and accent. Yours, of course, conforned to none of these. Also, your acting was not
entirely up to snuff. You tried to play the average Styxi an young |ady, clever, but vul nerable and
i nnocent. However, a young woman of your obvious conpetence and experience cannot hide it. The way
you handl ed yourself with that vanpire Aiver told nme about it. Your fighting nethods are not
anong those practiced on Styx. The very fact that you wi shed to acconpany us told nme sonething."

"Yes. OF course," she said with a wy smile. "I was so busy trying to determ ne who you were,
really, that | failed to realize | was revealing nyself to you

"By the way, Penelope Reynolds is just a nane | assumed for purposes of traveling about on your
pl anet .

My real name is Anziel Dubrelicy." She gazed at Qiver warmy. "You may call ne Ana."

"And you' ve cone to contact the peoples of Styx?" whispered Aiver hopefully. "And you nean to
hel p them agai nst our Eneny?"

"I come to do nothing of the sort, Qdiver,"'
A bit of adventure, if you will."

she said softly but firmy. "I cane nmerely for a lark

Turner's brow beetled. "I don't understand."

Anzi el |aughed nusically, sweeping back her lustrous hair with nmerrinent. "The great CGeoffrey
Turner for once dunbfounded?"

"I do admit, | thought you might be a representative of the current Gal actic government, come to
reopen contact with this rather renmote world. 1'd hoped that you were of a revived Enpire, but |
can see now that | hoped for far too nuch. A lark, you say. Adventure. You're an explorer?"

"No, not exactly. This ship is a pleasure craft owned by ny father, an extrenely wealthy machazoid
trader. Dear daddy has a lot of power. I'mhis spoiled-brat offspring, and he lets nme have pretty
much what | wish. On and off, | work for a star-media channel. | do off-beat stories for them |
cane here to this world for such a story." Her eyes flashed enthusiastically. "And goodness, do |
have one! A living relic of the stodgy Od Enpire battling the Forces of Evil, his brave young
assistant by his side. And what an Evil! Satan incarnate, with troops of bl ood-curdling nonsters!
Such forceful, primtive nel odrama! Such a juicy story! How fortunate | was to run across the
dusty records of this world in ny researches. The Confederation hasn't bothered to stick its nose
into this sector. Too busy devel oping on our own. But once | unleash ny story, this place will be
t he nost tal ked-about planet in the universe! Goodness, we'll all be stars, supercel ebs! You
Turner, or Wells, rather, can sell your life's story to the feelies! Ch what grand ci nema that
will make. And you, diver,such an innocent! Your darling face will be in the ninds of every
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teebop in the human uni verse. And your naivete, why the people of the Confederation will [ove you
dear boy! We'll all be rich!"

Aiver was stunned. Forgotten, his drink sat beside him H's nmind reel ed, unable to understand
what exactly this woman was saying and not really wanting to.

Turner frowned deeply. "Just a nonent, Anziel. You're running ahead of yourself."

"Am |1 ? | suppose | am aren't 1? | do babble on sonetines, but can't you see |I'mexcited? Thrilled
at the possibilities present by Styx, for all of us! Can you glinpse it, Geoffrey Turner? You'l

be free of this little planet fromnow on! You'll be fanbus, a genuine curiosity. Al the

hi storical mandroi ds were destroyed by the rebels. You're the only one left! And Styx! Wy, it's a
living museum not nerely of the Enpire Victoria created, but of the nedieval world! And with a
real force of darkness, keeping alive an antiquated formof Christianity! Absolutely precious! The
Styxian sky will be full of peepies following the action and exploring all the really bizarre and
wonder ful nuances of life here. Styx will be the rage!"”

"Just a monment. Let's go over this again," Turner said, sitting up rigidly, brown hair jostling.
"You nmean to tell ne that you're here entirely on your own?"

"Well, | nentioned where | was going to ny father. If | don't show up back honme soon, they'l
certainly send other starships."

"Way did you bother to endanger yourself by personally exploring the |and?" the fat nman asked
softly.

"Ch, it really wasn't a danger, until ny horse threw ne, and sped away with the protection stored

in nmy bags. | had a miniforcefield, |aser guns, a few other weapons you woul dn't be famliar wth,
I"'mafraid. | was safe. | just wanted to explore the countryside for nyself. It was awfully
exciting."

"And you want Aiver and ne to go back to the Confederation with you?"
"Why yes, of course.”

"What about Satan?"

"Excuse me?"

"l said, what about Satan? Don't you intend to aid us in destroying him and ridding this world of
the nenaces that have stalked it for centuries?" Turner's face was red, flustered.

"My goodness, no. O course not. Wy, that would ruin everything. Wiy, no one would believe ny
story. And we'd | ose the chance of televising this whole crazy business down here. And the

pl easure of actually seeing the way life is lived here. You know, | was just thinking. W could
set up a tourist board for this planet. Visitors can travel about just as | did, without letting
on who they are, or where they're from to the inhabitants. Such excitenent! W can charge a
fortune to the jaded citizens of the Confederation!" She hugged herself with exhilaration. During
the course of her speech, her previous accent had entirely vanished into a nore blunt, |ess

pl easant tone.

The final rug had been pulled fromunder Aiver, and all bel ow himnow was enpty space.
H's mnd drifted without borders, w thout direction

Al'l seemed sensel ess. Purposel ess. Against the greater backdrop of her civilization, Styx seened
| udi crous.

"But Penel ope . he began weakly, trying to return his mnd to sone sort of straight track

"Anzi, Qiver. Do call nme Anzi fromnow on. |'ve cone to | oathe 'Penelope'. W forgot all those
awf ul Enpire nanes | ong ago."

"Anzi. Don't you see, we've got to destroy Satan!"
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He hoped to sound enphatic, but the words rolled off his tongue lifelessly.

"Why?" she demanded. "The poor bugger's been terrorizing this world for five hundred Styxian years
now. WIl a few nore nake any difference?”

"I think I've got sonething here that m ght change your mnd," Turner announced, digging into his
backpack.

"Ch really?" said Anziel Dubrelicy, leaning forward with interest. "By all nmeans show it to ne,
but | don't think . . ."

Geoffrey Turner pulled out a pistol, ained it directly between her eyes. "Yes," he said. "I think

you will find this little item nbst persuasive."

"This is really too barbaric!" Anziel protested as Turner signaled her to open the control room
door.

"You really wouldn't we that thing, would you? | nean, you don't know anythi ng about running this
craft.”

"Dare you take that risk, Anziel?. This ship is not entirely different froma Victorian starship
It might take a while, but 1'd [earn.”

Feeling numb, Aiver followed theminto the spaci ous bridge when the access door whisked open. He
barely noticed the banks of controls, the star-maps that hung in the room s center, the wonder of
the roomitself. He was just too stunned to take it all in

Turner busily instructed Anziel, enphasizing the orders with waves of his weapon.

"Yes. This ship is quite capable of taking off and | andi ng where you request. But why?" Anziel
asked, pouting now.

"The nmountain we'll |and beside is the |location of the world-conputer, which, is where Satan
happens to be | ocated."

"You're just as mad as he is. Turner." She stabbed buttons, adjusted levers furiously. A touch to
a dial brightened the formerly dark surveillance screens. The pictures focused. One reveal ed a

| arge party of nightcreatures digging deeper bel ow the ground surface beside the forcefield. The
sky was clear, the stars glittery.

The two noons shone bright.

"Mad? No, not mad, though Heaven knows |'ve every right to be. Five hundred years, Anziel. Five
hundred years |I've lived on this planet, ny sole purpose for survival to fight those | oathsone
things you see trying to burrow their way in here. How old are you? No nore than twenty-four, by
my estimate. Have you an inkling of what it's like to live five centuries? To have this ponderous
body belly through day after day of its attenuated existence, tolerate this petty pace of tinme?
Wuld that | only had a normal span of life, and knew that that |ife was well-spent, opposing the
forces which mar this world fromthe perfection idealized by she that created ne. But no. A
baker's dozen lifetinmes |'ve fought my way through, keeping the ideals of the Enpire alive,
serving it even though | had strong suspicions it had dissolved in the ever-consum ng vats of
entropy which erode all that is good and right and grand in this Universe."

Hi s voi ce choked with enption.

"l can tell by the way you | ook at ne you think me subhuman. A nmachine with a few shreds of flesh
attached. Wuld that | were. Wuld that ny thoughts did not own a being to think them 1've

suf fered nore than any man has ever suffered, for |'ve suffered longer. |'ve gone through tinmes of
doubt and despair to which |I'd not subject the worst crimnal in the universe. Satan may live in
his Hell, but nmy Hell lives in ne.

"Al'l that has kept ne going, kept ne from destroying nyself, has been the driving force inside ne
that was kindled by the Queen. A force that strives for order and justice and bal ance. This was
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once a perfect world, a paradise. A world without conflict or physical unhappiness. That changed
many years ago, and | vowed to nyself that | would change it back however long it took, whatever
it cost.

"It was ny responsibility to ensure that nothing went wong with Styx. If anything went askew with
Ni cholas, | was to be there to stop him | was not there. | was outside the Conmputer, dallying
with a village woman. "

He chuckl ed hunorlessly. "Yes, that should prove |I'm human enough. You see, if | let you do
exactly what you want to do, all these years of strife and pain will have meant nothing. They are
| osing their neaning even now, as | consider the inplications of the upsetting words you've
uttered."”

"But don't you see, Turner, you' ve got years left. Don't yon understand that you're a bigger
person than this small, peculiar planet needs? The Universe deserves a | ook at you."

"Thi s dammed Uni verse deserves nothing!"

"You can have anything if you play your cards right," she urged.
"All 1 want is a climx to these decades upon decades of struggle. An end that will finally |end
my life sone dignity, that will appease the tremendous guilt that weighs heavily upon me. | can't

stop thinking about all those generations of Styxian people, who have lived in fear and ignorance
because of what | failed to do.

"I mean to destroy Satan. And | now have the neans. | don't intend to give that up for sone enpty,
meani ngl ess prom se from an apparently enpty, meaningless civilization.”

Aiver listened, and his confusion lifted slightly. It was well that he had gone with this man, no
matter what came of it, even though he had to ascend through several layers of illusion to the
stark reality of existence, of Styx against the vastness of the universe. He | ooked at Turner, who
was trenbling with anger and resolve. Qiver decided that any doubts of Turner's humanity were
unjustified. He felt a sharp pang which he recognized to be a sort of love for the man

Anzi el shrugged. "Well, there goes zillions of credits. | never should have | et you aboard."
"You did, and now you see that |I'mintent upon ny goal, and willing to kill you to get to it. Not
that | want to at all, but any fal se nove, Anziel, and it will be you who pulls this trigger."

She sighed, and gave O iver an entreating, neaningful glance. But he | ooked away.

"Ckay, Turner," she said. "It's your gane now, | suppose. The ship's conputer has generated a
detailed hologlobe . . ." She flicked a switch and the tank-1ike encl osure before them was
suddenly occupi ed by a sphere featuring a roughly equatorial |and nmass that wound around it |ike a
snake. "Conplete with co-ordinate system" She hit another switch, tw sted a knob

Intersecting lines swept the globe. "Just give ne the approxi nate coordinates so |I'll know which
way we're headed, and I'Il take you there. Under strong protest."

After studying the globe for a noment, he supplied her with the necessary nunber. This she keyed
into the conputer, along with a brief flight plan

"Ckay. We'll just [ift up on the antigravs and drift along about a kil oneter above the surface.
It's not a terribly great distance. It'Il take us . . ." Quickly, she pecked in figures, hit a
key, and a nunber flashed on a screen. "About two and a half hours.”

"Do you nmean to attack by night, Geoffrey? Surely the daytine would be better . . ."

"Ch, indeed it would, lad. But we'd have to wait the night, and | wouldn't trust our host here
while | slept. No, it really doesn't matter. | might remnd you, AQiver, that while it's night
here, it is day elsewhere on Styx. |I'msure that Satan's defensive forces will be just as strong
by day as they are now. "

Anzi el motioned themtoward chairs. "I'd advise you to strap yourselves in for the ride. It won't
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be entirely snooth."
"Just renmenber what's pointed at your head all the while," Turner remnm nded her

"How can | forget?" She settled down in the pilot's chair, tapped the necessary message into the
ship's conputer, and soon the craft rose, mghtily confusing the nightcreatures bel ow.

After they had reached the proper altitude, Oiver stared in wonder at the noonlit |andscape far
bel ow.

But anot her screen showed the stars and the nobons to be no closer than they had ever been

Fol  owed by a dull boom ng sound, the spaceship streaked toward Conputer Muntain and Satan's
Hel I .

THI RTEEN

THE ship's bridge held the quiet of a tonmb through nost of the journey. A charged quiet, pregnant
with unvoi ced enotion. Anziel, her angry eyes fixed on the nyriad controls, stewed in frustrated
fury. Geoffrey Turner, attention and pistol unwavering fromAnziel, radiated an intensity of
purpose. QOiver Dol an slouched |inply, harnessed into a spare command nodul e, the silence of vague
despair about him the silence of an inner struggle.

The recent past had slashed at himw th unsettling speed. As he gazed at the stars, he knew the
pain of the possibility that there was no God beyond them The agony of the possibility that the
Uni verse was a random col | ection of events. This had occurred to himearlier in the course of the
revel ati ons about the true nature of Styx's reality, but now that he knew the truth inits
fullness, it was difficult to perceive a guiding, Godly hand behind it, only the erratic novenents
of chaos.

It dawned on himthen, throwing a totally rational I|ight upon the subject, that whatever neaning
there was to life, he would have to find it, he alone. He had clung stubbornly to the wonb of his
religion, a belief that he had not chosen to be brought up in. And now he had been rudely ejected
fromthat safe, warmplace into a terribly cold and lonely exile of the spirit.

He was totally alone in hinself. He felt that now, biew that. He alone was the author of his
actions and decisions. He al one was the bearer of responsibility for those actions and deci si ons.

He had never before felt so alive.
But this new consci ousness was the nost frightening experience he had ever endured.
"The screens showed nountains below, tall and ghostly in the noonlight.

Turner pointed. "That one,” he said in a hoarse whi sper

Silently, Anziel nodded, keyed instructions. The craft descended, |anded with a faint thunp at
exactly the site Turner had indicated.

Before them arched gates that glowed like silvery starlight.

"All right, Anziel. Very good," Turner said as he unfastened his netal -studded belts, keeping his
gun trained on the woman. "There are a few nore things that 1'll require of you."

She turned a fiery gaze upon him spoke in a barely contained voice: "And what may they be?"

"You have personal weapons aboard, do you not? You nmentioned |aser guns, individual forcefields.
Those woul d do quite nicely, | think."

She nodded. "I have a few weapons renmining, but 1've no personal forcefields left."
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"And | know this ship has defense mechanisns the forcefield, for exanple. How about offensive
weapons?"

"Of course not she started to say, but Turner interrupted her

"Think carefully before you lie, dear Anziel. As | say, | can finish it nyself after | shoot you."
"A couple of lasers in the port bow, nothing heavy, though," she said.

"That will do. The conputer's gates were not built to withstand any sort of nobdern assault."

"But what about defensive |asers?"

A smle played briefly over Turner's features. "My dear, if Satan had had | aser power, nost of
this world would be a cinder. No, the Wrld Conmputer of Styx was not progranmmed with either
def ensive or offensive nechanisns. Satan was linmted to his own know edge and that held by the
Conputer, which was quite slight in weaponry. Styx was to be a world of peace, not of war."

"I needn't ask what I'mto do with ny laser, | suppose.’
cl ose-up view of the gates.

She gl anced at the screen which held a

"No. I'Il tell you. I want you to blast through them They've stood between ne and N chol as for
five hundred years. | want to see themnelt to slag." H s eyes snoldered as he gl anced at the
gates, as though his gaze alone would nmelt them "But first, we need better personal arns." He
turned to face Aiver. "Aiver. Since |I've nmet you, |I've not always been totally truthful with
you. | realize that you' ve suffered quite a bit with what you' ve |l earned, |'ve not been
insensitive to that. You've aided nme inmeasurably. If not for you, |I'd certainly not have reached
this far." He shifted his girth fromfoot to foot as he talked. "I've no doubt that | can use your

help again in finally destroying Satan. But you've done enough. If you shoul d decide not to cone
with me, 1'll understand."

"You nmean you won't force himat gunpoint?"

"He's never had to," diver said. H s unfastened seat belt chinked on the deck. Rising, he faced
Tur ner.

"I"'ve committed myself to going all the way with you, Geoffrey. | nust take the responsibility of
t hat decision.”

"You don't understand, lad. |I'mreleasing you fromthat commtrment. You're free. You have to
deci de again. Anziel's information places an entirely new |light upon the situation. Qur way of
life upon Styx is dooned whether or not we destroy Satan.”

"No, Geoffrey. My goal and purpose, though they' ve shifted, have not changed. If |I do not go with
you, |I'Il never forgive nmyself. |I'mconing."

Turner's eyes gleamed noistly. "Good nan."

He swirled back to Anziel. "All right. You'll give us both weapons. And then I'Il tell you exactly
the way | want it to be."

Twi n beans crackled out into the darkness, slashing into the granite-franed gates. The attack was
the work of but a monent. The gates glowed a fierce red-orange agai nst the black of night, then
expl oded.

"Right. Cut it," Turner commanded. Anziel lifted a finger fromthe button, engaged the safety |ock
to prevent an accidental discharge. The ruined doorway still glinmrered nolten red in the

vi ewscreen, where it was bracketed by targeting guides. Tendrils of snoke curled Iike fleeing
ghosts, translucent in the noonbeans.

"Now we wait ?"
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"Now we wait, my dear," Turner confirnmed. Hi s pistol |owered. Another weapon was hol stered in the
belt which hung over his left shoulder, a laser gun. A simlar weapon rested against diver's
right hip. The weapon was a streanlined affair with a firing stud rather than the trigger Qdiver
had seen on regular guns. He |l eaned forward in his seat, attenpting to stare past the deep

dar kness of the new y-opened tunnel's maw.

"Are you sure they'll respond?" he asked.

Turner nodded sl owy.

They waited quietly, tensely, while the gl ow di med.
"You' ve got the force screen on full?"

"Do you think I'mstupid. Turner? O course | do!"

"Just checking," Turner apol ogi zed, his attention returning to the tunnel. Hi s expression changed
to one of excitement. "There! Do you see thenP | thought Satan mi ght have prepared a defense, just
in case. For whatever good it will do!" Hi s expression was full of anticipation.

Aiver squinted to nmake out what Turner had seen and finally noticed dimforns near the tunnel's
nout h.

The nmuzzl e of some | arge gun pointed up
"A cannon!" Turner cried with much anmusenent.
"Let them shoot, Anziel. | want Satan to realize the usel essness of his defense."

Over the audio nonitor cane a terrific 'Boonl' The cannon nuzzle belched fire, the expl osive
charge it propelled burst against the forcefield yards fromthe Orion's hull

"Marvel ous! Now, Anziel. Gve themboth barrels."

Two beans sizzled briefly, connecting with the cannon and the creatures controlling it. A
monentary flash illuminated the tunnel far into the depths of the nountain, outlining the
disintegrating forms of the cannon and the nightcreatures.

"Enough. "

Anzi el buttoned off the lasers once nore. Snoke billowed fromthe aperture. Fires burned bright
wi t hin.

Di ed.

Abruptly, a whole stream of nightcreatures flowed fromthe tunnel

Sl averi ng werewol ves stal ked forward. Snmall, w ngless dragons and nonstrous striped snakes craw ed
and slithered. A whole nenagerie of horrid beasts foll owed.

"Incredible!" Anziel nmuttered. "Surely Satan, or whatever his nane really is, nmust know these
thi ngs haven't a hope against us in the open!"

"You don't understand the nman's psychol ogy or psychopathy, rather,” Turner replied grimy. "He
won't admt that anyone has m ght superior to his. His Satanic pride will not permt that. He nust
remain in character, to support his delusions. Just wait until all the beasts that are to energe
are properly placed."

The creatures continued to be spewed forth until Oiver estinmated a hundred of the things had
surrounded the ship. They were trying to claw and bash their way through the forcefield screen

"I think all our guests are here, Anziel," said Turner. "You may begin the fireworks."

The wonman nurnured assent, adjusted the |asers, then depressed the button. Again, the beans
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stabbed, this tinme in a slow, sweeping pattern. They slashed and whi pped at the creatures |ike
scythes cutting wheat.

Anzi el had focused themto thin shafts of searingly bright light. It took but a few m nutes. Wen
Anziel finally doused the beams, not a single nightcreature remained whole. They lay about in
snoki ng heaps, clawed arns here, severed |egs there.

“I'd rip through the beasts a few nmore tines. Wien we disenbark, we don't want any nightcreatures
meeting us out there." Undi sguised gl ee was visible on Turner's face.

The wonman fromthe stars shrugged, turned the beans on again, raked through the ruins of the
ni ght creatures once again, rendering them unrecogni zable within seconds. "How s that?"

"That will do." Turner faced Aiver. "You ready?”

"As I'Il ever be."

"You'll conme with us as far as the gates," announced Turner, sweeping a conmandi ng stare over to
Anzi el

"But why?"

"Quite honestly, | don't trust you," replied Turner.

"You might laser us in the back to preserve the quaint situation on Styx to further your
ambitions. Mghtn't you?"

She flushed angrily. "Surely you don't think I'd do that. I'mno saint, but neither aml a
nmur derer. "

"No. | believe you. But what's to prevent you from stunning us, perhaps, and draggi ng us back to
the ship, depositing our unconscious forns el sewhere, giving Satan a chance to rearn? No, you'l
come with us. After these many centuries, | don't wish to take chances."

"He's a mani ac!" she said inploringly to diver.

"You'd better do what he says," diver suggested tonel essly.

"Well, you'd better believe that the stories I'lIl bring back of you two will not be
complinmentary," she said, pivoting fromthe control board. At the door, she stopped. "Are you
coming, or aren't you? I'mpretty sick of this whole world, this whole business, and | want to get
away from here!"

They stepped through the charred renai ns of the nightcreatures, nade the renmaining few yards to
the still snoking entrance w thout trouble.

"I'"l'l go no farther!" Anziel declared as they approached the bl asted gates.

"There's no need for you to," the fat man answered wi thout |ooking at her. "W thank you for your
val uabl e, if somewhat reluctant assistance, Anziel Dubrelicy. You may return to your ship. There's
not hi ng you can do now to hinder or help us."

Aiver watched the woman as she silently strode back to the ship. Watever else she was, he
t hought, she was as beautiful as ever. He watched her supple nuscles work against the taut fabric
of her pants, the graceful sway of her hips.

He woul d probably never see her again.

A sudden chill w nd pounced upon the nountainside, fluttering Anziel's retreating curls, whipping
Aiver's shirt as he stood watching her retreat. After waving her bracelet by the forcefield, she
stepped up the silver side of her starship, turned, regarded him But it was too far to read an
expression on those |ovely features.

"Aiver, if you're coning . Turner clutched the |aser pistol in one hand, ready for action
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Aiver unholstered his own, switched the safety off as Anziel had instructed him and foll owed
Geoffrey Turner into the nouth of Hell

First there was a corridor, full of silence.

As they entered, the clicks of their boots echoed about them bouncing off a quiet, faintly |it
hal | which sliced deep into the nountain.

"Just keep near me," Turner instructed. "It's been half a millenniumsince |I've wal ked the floors
of this place. I"'mnot entirely sure of the way, but | have my suspicions.”

Aiver nutely nodded, his pistol at the ready.

"There's no telling what sort of traps or deadly devices Satan's got rigged in this place now God
knows he's had | ong enough to prepare it against just such an invasion. So keep close and be ready
for anything."

Surprisingly, the danger was a relief for AQiver. The peril swept away the warring thoughts in his
m nd, strengthened his resolve to offer effective aid to Geoffrey Turner. The adrenalin that
surged through himand the eerie silence that raised the hairs on his neck pushed all doubts away
for the tine being.

A di stance down, several corridors intersected. Turner halted a nonment, then cane to a deci sion
"This way, | think."
They turned.

The new corridor was exactly the sane as the other; brightly lit; long; sterile. Its sides were
gunnetal gray, snooth.

They wal ked for sone time, encountering neither traps nor nightcreatures.

"I can't believe he sent his whole ot out to be slaughtered by Anziel's |asers," Turner nmurnured.

"Nor that we've not encountered further defense . "

Abruptly, a thunderous voice blared through the hallway so loud it vibrated AQiver's teeth.
"So, Turner. You have finally achieved entrance to Hell."

Turner motioned Aiver to halt. H s eyes darted about. "N chol as?"

"Again, that nane," the nonotone resounded. "You persist in this fantasy. Well, be that as it may,
you have achi eved sonet hing, both you and your conpanion. You, Turner, are the first Servant of
God to have done this. You, AQiver Dolan, are the first nortal."

Turner cocked his head, then seenmingly addressed the walls about him "You still see netal,
electronic circuitry, and electricity as itens of the spirit, do you N cholas? WlIl, here we are
What do yon intend to do about it?"

"It is quite a novel thing for me, Geoffrey Turner, beings of this world descending to Hell of
their own accord. |I find it nost amusing."

"l didn't realize you had a sense of hunor."

"Ch, yes. And, just now, it would not anuse nme to see you come to your end only partway down ny
corridor. I amin the nood for guests. You travel the correct way." Bright red arrows began to
flash along the sides of the wall. "Just follow these to the elevator, which will take you the
rest of the way."

"Why are you being so hel pful ?* Turner asked suspi ciously.
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"I have things to discuss with yon. And sonething to show you."
"The voice gave way to silence.
"I must say, | thought we'd have to fight our way there."

In silence, they followed the flashing lights. Oiver kept his laser pistol raised, but no
ni ght creatures pounced, no wall belched fire, no floor fell away to reveal a yawning pit.

At the end of the hall stood the elevator. Its door swi shed open as they approached.

"Now, as | recall, this Ilift goes to . . . Ah, yes. O course . . . to the very |lowest |evel of
the conputer . . . the bionedical section. That is where he'd be if he has grafted hinself into
t he mechani sm"

"You nmean he's actually giving us an audi ence without a struggle?" said diver, balking at the
notion of entering the little conpartment Turner had called a lift. The fat man, however, did not
hesit ate.

"Conme, Aiver. | told you the creature was quite mad. |'m sure there's something up his sleeve,
but we'll just have to be careful. Meanwhile, the closer we get, the better."

The doors hissed shut, the little conpartment began to sink. Oiver noticed that Turner held his
gun aimed at the door. He wasn't taking any chances; the boy swerved his pistol there as well.

After a solid mnute of descent, the el evator stopped and the doors sighed apart. The stink of

sul fur wafted in. diver blanched, covered his nouth and nose with his left arm and squinted

agai nst the blur of vermlion and ochre lights shining through tendrils of snoke which coiled from
the floor |ike so many nebul ous serpents.

Wthout hesitation, Turner jounced fromthe el evator, noved ahead a few yards, then paused to take
it all in.

Aiver hastened after him |Imediately, the el evator doors snapped shut.

Turner spoke, his words echoing through a vast enptiness. "Sone sort of hall, | think. Danmed
foggy. Snells like hell."

"What now?"
"Advance. Lasers cocked, as it were .

They made their way through scumry snoke which, it seemed to Aiver, parted only reluctantly. In
the vague di stances were bright, flickering lightsflanes, Oiver could see now, rising and falling
as though the fringes of the room or cavern, were afire. The unmarred metal floor occasionally
gave way to stretches of craggy rock. dow ng streans of sone liquid cut paths here, there,
dazzling red in the subdued |ighting.

A pillar of flame sprouted suddenly not ten yards fromtheir feet, belching searing heat. The
flames withed like burning tentacles, dancing off the snells of a furnace, twi sting about in a
hi gh colum inmedi ately before them

Fromthis came a voice, cracking and sibilant, as though the sound itself were aflane: "Far enough
for now, my guests. You have arrived in ny antechanber. Hark! Hear my wel com ng chorus!” A tumult
of wails erupted all about them screans and bl oodcurdling yells, cries of agony, breathless
how s. "The bodil ess souls of the dammed who populate this hole,"” the fire-voice crackled, "who
feed ny hungers."

Pat ches of thick snoke were being burned away by the hot breath of the pillar of flame, revealing
a dozen twi sted, gnarled denons, their eyes blazing wild reflections. They ganbol ed about the
flanes, twisting and withing in inmtation of the flane-tongues, whipping barbed tails against the
floor and clicking their hooves in cacophonic beat to unheard music. "My fellows in hell-fire,"
announced the voice fromthe pyre. "And now, Ceoffrey Turner and A iver Dol an, wel cone. You've
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conme to join us!"

"Not bloody likely!" Turner cried aimng his pistol at the base of the fire-colum. "Right, |ad?
Cut the dancing things to bits." Bright white |anced from Turner's pistol into the base of the
fire. Aiver raised his own weapon, pressed the firing stud, and played his beam qui ckly through
the frenzied throng of denons.

An expl osi on boormed up and out, hurling bits of fiery debris, revealing a nmetal ceiling not twenty
yards above. diver's beam brought crackling results, slicing through half the dancers before they
realized what was happening, piercing three nore as they stopped to shield thenselves fromthe
expl osi on Turner's beam had caused.

The pillar of fire was gone. The renmi ning denons turned and | eaped toward Turner and diver, who
ri pped and sl ashed themwi th their beans. The carcasses of the dead things |lay spraw ed about the
floor, mingling their snoke with the returning sul furous fog.

"No, Nicholas. W're not here to join in on your little fire-parties. We're not here to stay.
W' ve cone to stop the source of five hundred years of insanity on this planet. You!"

A voice arose again, this tine froma far corner of the room "Has it occurred to you. Turner

that if you fail, 1'll not only have gained your deaths, and your souls, but those astonishing
weapons as well? Gfts from God, no doubt. And that ship you canme in; a fiery chariot. Jehovah has
decided to participate hereabouts, it would appear. He can hardly be very intelligent to send so
notl ey a crew agai nst me such as yourselves. But | said, | wi shed to speak to you, and | do.

So pl ease, stay where you are for now. Rest. You'll need your strength. For later."
"Tal k!'" Turner snarled. "After five centuries, you wish to have a tal k?"
"Yes. | wish to make you adnit that you were the one who progranmed fal se nenories into ny system”

"Fal se nenories . . . Good Lord, Nicholas . . . you nmean to tell ne you're beginning to renenber
how t hi ngs began here?"

"Yes, | can tell it was you. You shall die for this, Turner. Painfully."
"God, man, don't you understand? They're true! You' re not Satan!"

“I''"l'l hear no nore of this nonsense!" the voice proclainmed. "Now, | said | wi shed you to see

sonething. |'ve grown tired of lingering here in ny kingdom below. True, | do emerge by neans of
the senses of ny creatures who roamthe night. But none of those beings really represent ne! And
so, | have fashioned a body truly befitting nmy control. One that will strike terror into hunan

hearts. And thus, perhaps | will finally be able to overcone opposition to ny total rule of the
wor | d!'"

And again there was silence. Om nous silence.
"What's he tal king about, Geoffrey?"

"Whatever if is, it's not nuch to ny liking. There's no doubt that he brought us here for a
reason. And |'mbeginning . . . But cone. Myve off to the side, perhaps we can find a door.
don't like being in the open in this |arge a space."

Hurriedly, they noved off to the right of the extinguished pillar of flane. "There," Turner said.
"Up ahead. | think it's a wall."

diver turned to say sonething, but the words died on his lips. For something something huge
seenmed to be lunbering toward them fromthe mi sty distance

He halted in his tracks, grabbed at Turner's coat, stopping him "Wat? Wy?" But diver shushed
the conpl ai ning man, pointed toward the hul k that noved through the snoke.

"What is it?" he whispered.
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"I don't care to find out right now, " Turner said, resunming his speedy retreat. "I just want to
find that door."

Deep | aughter peeled from hidden speakers. O iver sw veled his head, only to find that the form
bul ked nearer, was noving faster. The snoke was clearing. A wind had sprung up fromthe right side
of the vast room blowing it away. And in the flickering red illunination, diver watched the
thing that followed as it broke through the retreating haze

At least thirty feet high fromhooves to horns, and proportionately broad, it was a nonstrous
version of the Satan that Adiver had so often seen in books. Huge bat wings sat on its shoul ders.
Its legs were those of sone gigantic goat. The tail that grew fromthe hindquarters snaked into a
| arge arrow shaped barb. The remai nder of the beast was nodel ed after the human form the torso,
the arns, the head. The head wore sharp ears, gleanm ng horns, and fire-filled eyes.

The horror halted, streaked a clawed hand toward them pointing. Its nouth opened to reveal razor-
sharp fangs

"Here | am Turner. My final spiritual body, newy conpleted. Let us see what you can do agai nst
me now " The words emanated like the roar of a furnace.

The thing noved forward.

Turner had long since seen it. He recovered fromhis initial shock nmore quickly than Qi ver
brought about his gun, and pressed its stud. Burning bright light flicked out to play over the
massi ve creature's chest.

But instead of searing flesh, burning circuitry, only a cherry-red spot appeared. And the thing
was al nbst a giant's armsw pe away.

"The damm thing's all robot!" Turner cried, simultaneously |eaping mghtily backwards, away from
the thing' s descendi ng hand.

A iver dashed around its side, ainmed at the face, fired. The part of that face which passed as a
cheek gl owed red. But there was no harm done to the creatore; it directed its gaze downward to
diver, charged.

Dodgi ng around its heavy hooves, he hit the floor, rolled, pushed hinmself to his feet, than ran
forward to the shadowy corner where Turner hid.

"Al'l right, diver," said the man, gazing fiercely at the giant sw nging back toward them "One
beam won't do it, but perhaps two will. The left eye, lad. Quickly."

beying, Aiver ained his sights precisely on the huge pupil of the left eye. Their weapons humed
and the beans intersected in the robot's eye. "Keep it there as long as you can!" cried Turner

The Satan-nonster stepped to the right, but both Aiver and Turner whirled their beans to keep
them steady on the eye. The creature raised an armto protect the eye, but it was too |ate.

Al ready the hard gl ass and plastic had given way to the doubl e-power of the |asers; a nolten tear
streaked down the creature's face.

The thing roared, and imediately turned its back to prevent the blinding of its other eye.
Backwards, it dodged toward t hem

"We know the weak point!"™ cried Turner. "Now we've got to get the other one. Separate, nove out in
front of it. Fry that eye whenever you get the chance.”

Turner dashed to the right, Aiver to the left. As soon as they were to the nonster's side, Qdiver
lifted his weapon, beamed the right eye. Turner's |laser soon joined it. Again, the giant lifted a
protective hand.

Again, molten glass and plastic dripped out of a socket.
And with incredible speed, it |eaped toward Turner and | ashed out blindly. Though the bl ow gl anced

off the man, it was powerful enough to hurl himtunbling along the floor. Turner rolled to a stop
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and was still.
"CGeoffrey!" cried Aiver

The Satan-thing pivoted toward the new voice, began to nmove toward it. Realizing his mstake,
diver reversed course and dashed as silently as possible around the giant to the prostrate
Turner. "Are you all right?" he whispered.

"Knocked up a bit," replied Turner. "Can't nove right now" He lifted his right armslightly.
"Quickly. Take ny gun. Keep working at the eyes.” In the flicker of firelight Aiver saw bl ood
welling fromthe nman's nonth. He grabbed the proffered pistol, gripped it in his left hand, turned
back toward the staggering, sightless robot. "That's why he got us down here, in this room"
choked Turner. "Thought this thing would be invulnerable to the |lasers. Show himthat's not the
case, lad."

diver nodded.

Turner's voice had risen to a croak, attracting the Satan-robot's attention. It swerved and headed
toward them Taking aimw th both guns, Qiver unleashed their energy upon the right eye-socket.
Hs aimwith the left pistol was faulty; he adjusted it, pulsing all the light-energy of the guns
into the beast's eyel ess hole.

Snoke began to curl fromthe socket.

The giant halted, brought up its hand to shield the vul nerable socket, then renewed its advance.
Hardly thinking, Oiver ran to obtain a different angle, and let |oose with the beans again. This
time he was rewarded with a crackle, a gout of fire fromthe eye-hole before it was again
shi el ded. The nonster put its left armup against its face, kept it there. Oiver |owered the
beans, played theminto the open nmouth which gnashed cl osed, but not before a hole was burned in
its roof.

The huge tail whistled around, seeking to strike him

Aiver backed away, then ran. He had noticed that each of the giant's faculties seenmed to
correspond to human faculties: it saw through eyes, spoke through a nmouth therefore, it nust hear
through its ears. Qiver ainmed at one of those cavities, fired, kept the beans on it as long as he
dared, then leapt froma slash of the thing's right claws. The creatures, sensing an opportunity,
smashed down with its left arm just mssing the breathless boy. But this tinme, instead of

running, Oiver stood fast, took aim and fired into the socket of the right eye once again.

Suddenly the thing froze

Wary of a trick, Oiver kept the lasers trained on the eye. Sparks junped, flanes spouted, snoke
poured fromthe eyes, the nose, the nouth.

Satisfied that he had halted the thing, diver ran back to Turner, who had propped hinself up on
hi s hands.

"Good show, diver. You' ve burned out the wireless link to Satan's comand center. Now, help me to
my feet. | know where that command center nust be."

Leaning on Adiver for support. Turner eventually |ocated the passageway.

It angled deeper and at its end was the deepest chanber of Hell, where the living creature that
was Satan lived. This was even nore hell-like, Oiver noted, than the antechanber.

Its only occupant was the pitiful thing in the nutrient bath. They wal ked up to it. It spoke.

"Your weapons of |ight have been your salvation
yet, | think they will not kill ne."

t he voice intoned from hangi ng speakers. "And

Turner |inped forward, shrugging off Qiver's aid.

"And what makes you think that, Nicholas? God, you're a terrible sight, man!" Turner's side was
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bl oody where the devil had struck. H s voice was weak.

"The decripit body you see before you is only a tool, Turner, a vessel of ny Plan. Soon ny
consci ousness shall be totally of ny spiritual self, buried within this mountain. It shall be ne,
and | it. As for why you will not kill nme, this is why!"

A dozen denons rained dowmn on themfromthe ceiling. They dropped onto Turner and Qiver, knock-
ing their lasers to the floor, holding themfast. Qiver struggled, but it was hopel ess. Turner
fought valiantly, but the things clawed and gashed hi munnercifully.

"Hol d!'" Satan commanded. "Do not finish himyet."

Geoffrey Turner was in sad shape. The denons had ripped off his shirt, torn his chest. His

electronic circuitry was exposed. But he still breathed. He was yet consci ous.

"You have won, Satan," he said, bloody spittle running down his chin. "I cane cl ose, but you have
won. | give up. My soul is yours."

"You are a realist. | can see that," said the voice fromthe speakers. "You have been a worthy

opponent these past centuries. But it was your destiny to come to this. Fate is on ny side."
"You are correct."

"Ceoffrey!™ Aiver cried. "Don't give in now" He struggled fiercely with his captors but to no
avail. Their strength was inhuman.

Turner's voi ce croaked | ouder: "But N cholas, or, rather, Satan. You claimthis body of the person
we know to be Hedley N cholas, in the nutrient tank before me, is only a tool. That your
consciousness is now entirely in your machine, | nean, spiritual self. That would explain rmuch."

"What do you nean, Turner?"

"I mean that those troubl esome nenories stored within you, those human nenories, are those of this
weck of a man in the nutrient bath, Hedl ey Nichol as.

The vessel of flesh that carried your profound spirit to this planet. Those nenories are not
yours, Satan. In the past centuries, you have nerely been using this wasted creature's body as a
crutch. Tell me. Can you see through this man's eyes as well as your other creatures' eyes? \Wat
function is this this piece of fleshly junk you' ve stored here? Wiy, none at all now, if what yon
tell me is true."

"You nmouth conclusions | have already arrived at, Turner. Thank you. But what are you getting at?"

"I"mdying, Satan. | can feel that. And yet | find nyself totally awed by your magnificence, your
grandeur. | would that | could serve you."

"But as you say, you are dying. How can you serve nme?"

"Yon have totally absorbed the faculties of this creature by now. This Hedl ey Nicholas is of no
further use to you. Way not disconnect this parasite. Wiy not slough himoff, and attach yourself
to me? Absorb ny faculties. The tank will keep nme alive |ong enough for that, surely."”

There was sil ence.

diver gazed at Turner, w de-eyed. What was the nmeaning of all this? He wanted to say sonething,
but he found hinsel f speechl ess.

"You do have much to-offer. Mich know edge," Satan said finally.

"And that know edge will becone your know edge, Satan. Discard this worthless hulk in the tank. He
is Hedl ey N cholas. He was nerely a carrier of your consciousness. He is the cause of all your
sel f-doubts."

I ncredi bly, the tank-being' s eyes bul ged | arger.
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"No!" said the voice fromthe speakers. "I am Satan. |, in the tank."

"No," countered an echo of the same voice. "I, in the nmachine, am Satan. You are ny servant!"
"But | control the machine!" the garbled voice said.

"It is nmy spiritual body." The thing in the tank seenmed to gurgle.

Suddenly, Odiver felt the strong grips of the denons slacken. The body in the tank suffered
convul sions as the voice fromthe speaker warred with itself, squealing and buzzing wi th feedback
diver pulled away fromthe denons that held himand they did not try to stop him

Free, he | ooked over to Turner. The fat man had fallen and lay bleeding on the floor. Al the
creatures in the chanber were still. The liquid in the bath spilled over the tank walls as the
thing Turner had called Hedl ey N cholas squirmed within it.

"Quickly, diver," choked Turner. "Destroy himwhile you' ve the chance!"
Shocked from his nonentary paralysis, Oiver searched about for his gun, found it, scooped it up
He aimed at the tank-creature's head.

Its eyes bul ged. The speakers had tine to say "No!" before the beam spurted fromthe weapon's
nozzle, slicing off its head.

Bright red bl ood turned the tank crinson.
The speakers frizzled off.

Aiver turned to protect hinmself fromthe denons. But they were still as statues, their horrible
forns frozen.

Hi s breaths coning quick and heavy, diver scanned the chanber for other dangers. He recognized
none.

It was over; all over, so quickly. He could not believe it.

"Well, lad," Turner said fromthe floor. "W've done it." But there was no joy in the voice, no
triunmph. Only pain. He was lying belly down, the side of his face pressed against the cold neta
floor.

Aiver wal ked over, knelt down by him laser pistol still dangling in his Iinp hand. "You nean
you' ve done it, Ceoffrey. You deserve the credit, not me. How. . . what did you do?"

"Credit?" A chuckle wacked the man's form

"There's no credit here. Just a duty. Just a duty." H's eyes rolled up to Qiver. "It was the |ast
hope, really.

I could tell fromthe session with Nicholas via tel econmunication at Lord Billington's that the
man was fairly npset. It was his schizophrenia. He didn't know for sure whether he was in the
machine, or in that body. It was hard for himto accept the fact anynore that he was in the body,
because | proved to himthat that was Hedl ey N cholas' body. And yet, part of himknew that if he
di sconnected that body, it would be suicide. So an interior battle was fought there, which focused
attention away fromus, giving you one nore chance. Wich you took, quite splendidly."

"What . . . what can | do? Surely if this is a nedical wing and the conputer still functions,
can see that you're heal ed."

"No," Turner said in a garbled voice. He shook his head |oosely. "It's too late for that, now The
conputer's probably in a state of dornmancy now. Besides, even if you could, | wouldn't want you
to."

"But . . . why? It's just coming to ne now. . . there's no nore Satan, Geoffrey. No nore
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Ni ghtworld. Al the Nightcreatores nmust be as still as these are, they'll just die! Styx is free!
Al'l your goals have been acconplished. This world will be a paradi se again."

"You really think so, Aiver? No. Not likely. Anziel will take back news of us. Dozens of
spacecraft will be here in a few nonths, to change our way of life. You know, it's ironic. Poor

Ni cholas did nore to keep the lifestyle here static than anything el se. Perhaps, if we'd not been
fighting him we'd have been fighting ourselves.” He closed his eyes. "I want nothing to do with
Anziel's lot. | know that now "

He | aughed quietly. "It's funny, diver. The man that | was nodel ed after was a seer who

| ooked,into the future, a man | know quite well, for | alnbpst was himfor a while. But |'ve
changed over the years, lad. Ch God, |'ve changed. I'm my own person, whoever that is. And fee
dammed proud to have lived and served an ideal of the past, as inpossibly foolish as it m ght have
been. Because, Oiver, the Enpire nmeant sonmething. It gave life sonme purpose. I've fulfilled ny
pur pose, now. Satan is destroyed. To go on |iving would be neaningl ess. "

"But just to live. To survive. Is that not purpose enough, Geoffrey?"

"For a tree, perhaps. O a deer, a nouse, a bird. But for a thinking individual, Oiver?" He shook
his head weakly. "No. It's not enough."

He pushed his hand out, and diver took that hand, squeezed it warmy. "Geoffrey?"

But the pulse in the hand had stopped.

EPI LOGUE
WHEN he found his way out of the mountain's depths, it was yet dark
The starship remained in the valley.

No forcefield surrounded the vessel. As he strode past, its entrance slid open, the ranp angl ed
out. Light spilled througha rosy illum nation half-bl ocked by the figure of a woman.

"You' re safe,"” she said. About her torso she wore a skin-tight glossy sheath ornanented with
strips of dazzling, winking lights and genstone clusters. This nmaterial rose to a point just bel ow
her breasts, which were bare beneath the translucence of a silky top. Her legs were wapped in the
gauzy nothing of a full, sweeping skirt speckled with nirror-beads that shone in the light.

"I'"ve waited for you, diver"

She tossed her sleek head back majestically. Her hair streaned up in a cloud of curling strands
above her. The cool backlighting nmade a ninbus of it, a corona around the bright-sun beauty that
was her face.

She stared expectantly at him

"Thanks for the use of your weapons," he said bitterly. He tossed the | aser pistols her way. She
moved snoot hly aside; the guns banged onto the floor behind her

"Where is Turner?" she asked softly.

"Dead. "

"And Sat an?"

"Destroyed. "

"Ah. So much for nmy plans for this world." She | ooked up at the stars absently. "No matter. This
will be an interesting enough discovery, this Styx. | will have ny story. A parcel of fane will be
m ne." She gazed at himsearchingly. "And it can be yours as well, QOiver."
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She stepped down gracefully, wafted toward him hair and dress stream ng dreanily behind, caught
up with noonbeans. She slid slimarns about his snoke-snudged body. She snelled of a hundred
varieties of sweet flowers mxed subtly, delicately.

"Two nights ago, | told you to think about the stars, diver," she breathed. Her soft tones
caressed his ear.

She nibbled a tingly kiss onto the Iobe. "The stars are yours if you'll cone with ne. They're
yours, if you're mne. And you'll see, feel, sense a thousand new things, diver. No, nore. | have
much to offer." She | ooked at himcoyly. "Not |east anmong which is nyself."

H s arnms rose. He enbraced her enticing snoot hness.

He held her for sone tinme. Then he let her go, turned away.

"You're not angry with ne, are you?" she purred denurely.

"No. There is no reason to be," he replied. "You can only be what you are."

She stepped around, touched his chin, snmiled glow ngly. "Then you'll cone honme with nme?"
"No. "

Her expression reveal ed perplexity. "But why?"

"I admit that to come with yon, and thus expand ny universe, would be the next |ogical step.”
She cocked her head. "I sense . . . a difference in you."

"Do you?"

She nodded. "You are attracted to nme, by what | have to offer?"

"Yes."

"Ch, Aiver! Then abandon this little nothing of an antiquated world. There is so rmuch potentia
in you. Don't waste it here. | have so nuch to offer. Do you think I'd have waited if | didn't
care for you? O course not. | don't understand why, but | do. Self-sufficient, independent Anzie
Dubrelicy, in love! My father would have a fit of |aughter

"I was going to take off as soon as possible. But | couldn't. God, it was all | could do to keep
mysel f fromgoing in after you."

diver | ooked away from her beauty, breathed deeply, stared out at the forest.

"This is ny world, Anziel," he said. "This is ny hone. Al you offer me is enpty. Your universe

echoes with enptiness, Anziel. It is too vast, too huge for my conprehension. I can't tell you the
struggle ny m nd has gone through in the past week. My small, confortable world exploded into
infinity. 1've tasted eternity, Anziel, |1've had a touch of space and tinme, of reality, and | find
it very chill, inhospitable.

"This universe |'ve found is nad. Now | even find the events of this 'noble' quest absurd, any
meaning it mght have had died with Geoffrey Turner. There's no sense to our imedi ate existence
No sense but what each individual nmakes for hinself." He |ooked np at her. "No rhynme or reason

except for poens, Anziel. Poens | nust wite for myself." He paused.
"Do you have a religion?"
"No. | believe . . . well, | suppose | believe in progress, in mankind. | really haven't given it

much t hought”
"Yon don't believe in a God?"

"Never did. It's not fashionable."
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"Well, Anziel, this past week | lost a God. And | can't tell you what a void that |eaves in nme. It
hurts. | feel sick. But | know now that it is a necessary pain. My God was too small. A puny,

ant hr oponor phi zed deity, full of false nystery and nonsense verse. He was ny God, | clutched at
himin a frenzy and he vani shed. No. None of us can own God, and call himours. But He's there. He
has to be, or the common denomi nator of all life is enptiness, nothingness, and | can't accept
that. No, the God | owned was drilled into me. | never |ooked for him for | thought he was al
around ne, and the forces of his opposition were the nightcreatures."

"l don't understand," she said.

"l still have that void in ne, Anziel. | knowit would be foolish to fill it with nyself, as I'd
do if | indulged in your universe, as nmuch as | care to

"No. |'ve made ny choice. The people of this world are going to be baffled when they find
thensel ves free of 'Satanic' forces. The paraneters of society will disolve, the boundaries wll
crunble. | nust stay here and do what | can. | nust remain, to find new hope for ny people, and
mysel f. | nmust prepare themfor the conming of your civilization. |I must enlarge their vision of
God. And my own vision

"This is nmy choice."” He |l ooked into her eyes. "Perhaps you could return, stay with me. 1've
nothing to offer, though. I'mnot even sure | |ove you."

She was frowning. "You're a fool, Qiver Dolan."
He shook his head. "No. Not anynore. Not anynore."
Not even | ooki ng back, she stormed away, and entered her ship.

After a while, it floated up into the sky. Oiver watched the conet-like streak bl oom and fade
into tfae night sky. He walked into the forest. For the first time, he had no fear of the night
that surrounded him

Leaning determinedly into a newrisen and bitter wind, he strode into the cold N ghtworld, the now
harm ess N ghtworid, toward the horizon fromwhich the sun would rise.

file:/l/F|/rah/David%20Bischoff/Bischoff,%20David%20-%20Night%20World.txt (101 of 101) [1/28/03 10:56:10 PM]



	Local Disk
	file:///F|/rah/David%20Bischoff/Bischoff,%20David%20-%20Night%20World.txt


