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Ramsey Campbell is certainly one of the top ten best-selling horror novelists today. What is more, he may well be, within that elite, the only one who can be said to be not merely a best-seller but a thoroughly artistic writer, with an intensely personal and honest vision that is essential if horror is to be anything but cheap stuff.

For whatever reason — possibly for the joy of it, since there’s more to life than sales figures — he has always remained generous to the small presses. He is interviewed regularly by the editors of little magazines and contributes exceedingly fine stories on a regular basis. Stories can be found in Nyctalops, Ghosts & Scholars, Shayol, Whispers, HPL Tribute, Crypt of Cthulhu, Grue, Etchings & Odysseys, and Fantasy Tales, to name a few. A longtime activist in the British Fantasy Society, “Jack in the Box” is but one of his contributions to the Society’s journal Dark Horizons. Like most of the stories in this anthology, it has never before been reprinted.




 

When you awake they’ve turned out the lights in your cell. It feels as if the padded walls have closed in; if you moved you’d touch them. They want you to scream and plead, but you won’t. You’ll lie there until they have to turn the lights on.

You’re glad and proud of what you did. You remember the red spilling from the nurse’s throat. You never liked his eyes; they were always watching and ready to tell you that he knew what you were. The others pretended it was their job not to be shocked by what you did before they brought you here, but he never pretended. You can see the red streaming down his shirt and glueing it to his skin. You relax into memory. It’s been so long.

You can go back as far as you like, but you can’t remember a time when you didn’t kill. Although you can’t remember much before you were a soldier, and even that period seems to consist of explosive flashes of dead faces and twisted metal and limbs — until you reach the point where a pattern begins.

It was at the edge of the jungle. You were stumbling along, following the tracks of a tank. You’d been shot in the head, but your legs were still plodding. There was a luminous crimson sky and against it trees stood splintered and charred. Suddenly, among the ruts, you thought you saw a red reflection of the sky. You stood swaying, trying to make it out, and eventually, mixed with the churned earth and muddy stubble of grass, you saw enough of an outline to realize it was a man. The pattern of the tank-tracks was etched on him in red. You leaned closer, reaching toward the red, and maybe that’s when it began.

You wonder why you can’t hear any sounds outside your cell, not even the savage murmur of the tropical night that always filters in. Your head turns a little, searching, but your memory has regained its hold. When the army discharged you and paid your meager wage you returned to the city. The city doctor did his best for your wound, so he said, but shook his head and recommended you to see someone else who knew more about the effects. In the end you didn’t. You were too confused by how the city and the people looked to you.

It was the red that confused you. The city was full of red; it was everywhere you looked. But it wasn’t real red, not the red that trickled tantalizingly on the very edge of your mind. And the people were wrong; they looked unreal, like zombies. You knew that if zombies were real; they never came into the city by day, they stayed in the jungle. That wasn’t what was wrong with the people. You felt as if the most important part of them was hidden.

One evening as you came into your room you caught sight of a red glint within the wall. It was a fragment of the sunset trapped for a moment in a crack. At once you knew how to satisfy the yawning frustration you’d felt ever since your return to the city, knew how to complete the sunset: you must answer it in red. You cut your forearm with a razor. The red responded, but it hurt, and that was wrong. It hadn’t hurt before.

You knew what to do, but you had to make yourself. Each evening when the sky was crimson you went out, the razor folded in your pocket. The tropical evening settled heavily about you, and the shadows in which you hid were warm, but each time you soothed yourself into courage and surged forth from ambush you heard witnesses approaching. It was worse than a jungle ambush, because here your people wouldn’t praise you if you succeeded, they’d arrest you.

You went farther from home, into the poorest areas. There was so much death here you had the cunning notion that what you did might almost pass unremarked. At last, one evening when the crimson light was just about to drain away into the ground, you saw a young girl hurrying toward you down an alley. Her eyes were specks of reflected red, making her shadowy face into a mask, which you didn’t need to see as human. It was as if she were a receptacle for the last drops of red. She was almost upon you when you swooped, your hands grubbing in your pockets for the razor. You’d left it at home. But now you were pressing her face into your chest to stifle her cries, and even without the razor you managed to make the red come.

After that it was easier. You knew now why you’d been confused when you looked at people: because all the time you had been seeing them as pipes full of red, and you couldn’t think why. You could look at them without wanting to tap them except when the sky was calling, and then you made sure you were in the slums. During the day you stayed in your room with the curtains drawn, because outside you might have been stopped for questioning. When you went out you didn’t take the razor, which might have betrayed you if you had ever been searched. You never were, although the slum people were complaining that a monster was preying on them. Most of what they said wasn’t believed. They admitted believing in zombies, which city people never did.

You can’t remember most of the people you caught. They were only shadows making stifled noises, moans, squeaks, and the final desperate gargle. The older ones often seemed dry, children were surprisingly full. You do remember the last one, an old man who giggled and squirmed as he drained. You were still watching the glistening stream when men came at you from both ends of the alley. When you tried to get up they battered you down and dragged you away.

That was how you came here. You’re becoming restless, and your mind is nagging, nagging: they would never turn out the light in your cell, because then they couldn’t watch you. But your frustration is urging you on; it wants you to see the most recent and most vivid red, the nurse’s.

He was from the slums. You could tell that by the way he talked. Perhaps you’d caught one of his relatives, and mat was why he tried to kill you. You never saw that in his eyes, only a horror of what you were. But just at dawn you saw him tiptoe into your cell, carrying a straightjacket. No doubt he expected you to be asleep. You were tired, and he managed to restrain you before you saw the sharply pointed bulge beneath his jacket. But you still remembered how to bite, and you tore his neck. As he fumbled gurgling into the corridor the sunlight through the window beyond your door streamed around his body, and two spikes of light pierced your eyes. There your memory ends.

You’re half satisfied, half excited, and frustrated by the weight of the dark. You feel penned. Then you realize that you can’t feel the straightjacket. They may have left you in darkness but at least they’ve freed you of that. Roused by your memories, you stretch before getting up to stalk around your cell, and your hand touches a wall. You recoil, and then you snarl at yourself and move your other arm. It touches a wall, too.

All of a sudden you’re roaring with rage and fear and arching your body as if it can burst you out of your prison, because you know that what has been pressing down on your face isn’t only darkness. You aren’t in your cell at all. You’re in a coffin.

At last you manage to calm yourself, and lie throbbing. You try to think clearly, as you had to in the jungle and afterward in the slums. You’re sure the nurse has done this to you. The gap in your memory feels like a blackout. Perhaps he succeeded in poisoning you. He must have persuaded the others that you were dead. In this climate you’d be buried quickly.

You throw yourself against the lid of the coffin, inches above your face. You hear earth trickling faintly by outside for a moment, and then there’s nothing but the padded silence. You tear at the cheap padding until you feel it rip. A nail breaks and pain flares like a distant beacon. It gives you a sense of yourself again, and you try to plan.

You manage to force your arms back until the palms of your hands are pressed against the lid almost above your shoulders. Already your forearms are beginning to ache, and your upper arms crush your ribs. Your face feels as if it’s trapped in a dwindling pocket of air by your limbs. Before panic can reach you, you’re thinking of how the nurse’s face will look when you reach him. You begin to push against the lid.

The first time there’s the merest stirring of earth outside the coffin. You rest your cramped arms for a moment and push again. There’s nothing. You don’t know how many coffin nails nor what weight of earth you’re trying to shift. You thrust your elbows against the sides of the coffin and heave. Nothing except the silent pendulous darkness. If the lid rather than the nails gives way, the whole weight of earth above will pour in on top of you. Pain kindles your arms, and you lever while they shudder with the effort.

Then the worst thing you could have imagined happens. The weight above you increases. You feel it at the height of your effort, and you’re sure it isn’t the weakening of your arms. For a moment you think it’s the nurse, standing on your grave in case you try to escape. Then another idea occurs to you. It may be a delirious hope, but you force yourself to rest your arms on your chest, crossed and pulsing. You listen.

For a long time you can’t hear anything. You resist the urge to test the weight on the lid again, because by now you’ve forgotten how it felt before. You don’t even know whether you would be able to hear what you’re listening for.

The darkness thumbs your eyes, and false light swirls on them.

Then you think you heard it. You strain all your nerves, and after a stretched time during which you seem to hang poised on darkness it comes again: a faint distant scraping in the earth above you. You have a last nightmare glimpse of the nurse digging down to make sure you’re dead. But you know who are the only people who dig up fresh corpses. They’ve come to make you into a zombie. You lie waiting, massaging your cramped arms and tensing yourself. Will they be surprised enough not to use their spades as weapons?

When you hear metal strike the lid you’re ready. But when the first nails pull free and the lid creaks up, light pours in with a sifting of earth. For a second you freeze, trapped. But it isn’t torchlight, only daylight. The gap in your memory was daylight, or perhaps it was death. To you they’ve become the same. You realize that one sound you haven’t been hearing is the sound of your own breath.

You leap up and pull one of the startled men into the coffin until you’re ready for him. Then you clasp the other to you, unlipping your fangs, thinking: red.
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