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AFTERWORD

While this novel was being written, my father, Dr. William A. Cover, passed away at the age of sixty-four. Like many sons, I learned my father had meant more to me during his life than I had ever realized. This novel is dedicated to his memory.

Many friends aided me, in one way or another, during the writing of this book. The world of letters may condemn them forever, but I appreciate it. However, if I were to begin to list all those who contributed, it would run to approximately twenty pages; the successful completion of such a list would not endear me to my agent, my editor, or my publisher. I hope my friends will know who they are and will accept my thanks.

“There's an east wind coming all the same, such a wind as never blew on Earth yet. It will be cold and bitter, friend good doctor, and many of us may wither before its blast. But it's fate's own wind, nonetheless, and a cleaner, better, stronger civilization will lie in the sunshine when the storm has cleared.”

–the consulting detective
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CHAPTER ONE
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1. 

I am the wolfman!

And the forest, which had been filled with the chatterings of insects and birds, was stilled by that dreaded cry. Silver owls did not rustle their wings as they remained perched on the limbs of elm and maple trees. Red crickets, normally the most talkative of creatures, lapsed into an unaccustomed silence. Beasts of prey – and prey – halted, not daring to move their paws for fear that they would crackle dry leaves or snap twigs; and those sounds, so meaningless and commonplace during other times, would guide the creator of that cry to his feast.

I am the wolfman!

The cry was softer this time, almost piteous; and it seemed to the more intelligent animals that the creature experienced a measure of regret as he broadcast his boast throughout the wood.

I am the wolfman!

The words were whispered now; and the silver owls, who possessed remarkable insight, imagined the creature in an uncharacteristically introspective mood, drooping his shoulders and hanging his head, lamenting the fate which had made him the victim of dark forces nurturing his savage impulses. For once there had been a time when the wolfman had not been feared.

As the wispy clouds were gently parted by cool winds, the full moon glowed, illuminating pathways, clearings, and treetops. Animals who had paused in the open now faded into the woods as silently as they could. No one could be sure that the wolfman was far away, because his cry echoed; it did not seem to diminish with distance, but to grow instead, as if his fierce joy and pathetic sadness endowed his lungs with an impossible strength. The animals did not feel secure or safe when they were no longer bathed in silver light; the mere act of hiding did not protect them from the wolfman. But there was something comfortable about being enveloped in the darkness, about not being touched by the light that had created the wolfman.

Finally, standing on top of a grassy mountain overlooking the forest, silhouetted by the impassive moon, he uttered one last cry.

I

He clenched his fists, his claws digging into his palms, and threw back his head to stare at the sky.

am

His voice, which spoke only four words, was softer now, though its volume was no less. His black lips were drawn back, snarling, pressing tight against his gums.

the

And he inhaled, standing on the front pads of his feet, flexing his muscles, imagining his blood – red and warm – flowing through his arms and legs.

wolfman!

His cry concluded triumphantly, all traces of self-pity having vanished, overwhelmed by a sudden satisfaction in the knowledge that of all the unique animals in the forest, none was his equal. Very little other knowledge, true knowledge rested in his mind (though occasionally disturbing flashes of well-articulated thoughts occurred to him, only to be totally forgotten in an instant); his actions were dictated by his instincts, which were capable of instructing him how to overcome every challenge and how to satisfy every craving. Now he craved food and, growling, he loped toward the forest.

The wolfman had claws nearly a decimeter long, on both his hands and his feet. His body was covered with brown hair. As he leisurely prowled the forest, his thick arms dangled and his hands often scraped the ground like those of an ape. He had red eyes, a flattened nose, long ears, and a dimpled chin; when he closed his mouth, the tips of his two canine fangs protruded over his lower lip. His face was not quite so hairy as the remainder of his body; about his nose and cheeks was a hairless patch of thick brown skin. His one article of clothing was a tattered pair of green corduroy trousers.

Game was abundant this night, and the wolfman felt a craving for a splendid feast, but not for food which he could hunt and kill in the forest. When he detected the scent of a doe, which he could outrun easily and which would prove to be no challenge, he ignored it; and he ignored other game, so much game that the silver owls, who were always present at the site of death, were confused and upset. Something was not normal this night. The animals of the forest had grown reconciled to the forays of the wolfman during the full moon, and now something new was wrong. Although it was usually contrary to their dispositions to be concerned for the welfare of others, the animals were afraid for the wolfman's latest prey; they sensed that his character had undergone another radical alteration which, though it might not affect the equilibrium of their lives, would have a disastrous effect on the balance of life elsewhere.

Soon the wolfman effortlessly ran through the forest, navigating the ground as if he had explored it all carefully in the past, as if he had noted every fallen log, every bush, every rock, every hole, every crevice. He did not pause to rest. Some force – not his instincts, which merely guided him – urged him onward, and he leaped over streams, darted under low-hanging branches, dashed through clearings, and weaved through clumps of trees, his primitive mind trusting entirely to that mysterious force.

Eventually he passed out of the forest and entered a land of many strange wonders, wonders which he invariably disregarded because he was so intent upon reaching his goal (whatever it was). He did not possess the subtlety of mind to appreciate the beauty of the waterfall which poured down a jewel mountain reflecting the stars and the moonlight; at the base of the waterfall, mist hung in the air; and when he bounded over huge jewels in the river, the droplets clung to his fur, causing it to glisten as if a frightful vision had streaked it white.

He was not overwhelmed by (because he could not comprehend) the massive canyons whose walls were actually invisible force fields preventing entry into another dimension. He was not distracted by the eerie sight of a sector of space in that dimension trapped underneath a barren plain of earth. Nor did he feel peaceful and serene when he ran through fields of tall grass which appeared to be tan in the blanching glow of the moon. He felt only excitement as he impatiently traversed those fields, toward the waiting golden city which beckoned on the horizon.

The wolfman suppressed the urge to utter his dreaded cry as he approached the golden city. His stomach gnawed; for a moment he regretted bypassing all those opportunities to feast in the forest, where the game had been plentiful, but the thought faded like so many others before it. He realized (as well as he could realize anything) that the choice had been his, and that if he had gorged, he would have been too sluggish to travel to the city, where awaited the meal he desired above all others.

He silently ran past several empty wooden or brick houses which formed a feeble barrier between the fields and the city. Then he entered a magnificent neighborhood of golden apartment complexes. The urge to utter his cry and to kill simultaneously was almost too potent to resist; but though he had never before required caution during his brief lifetime as a hunter, his instincts warned him that caution was required now. Carefully avoiding garbage cans which, when struck, would create a dreadful clammer, and avoiding parties of eternal children absorbed in their inane games, the wolfman stalked the golden city. He could have killed anytime; he was undetected. He could have burst into an apartment or crashed through a window; he could have slain the first prey he saw. Any one of over a hundred android eternal children could have been his. But the mysterious force informed his primeval intelligence that here was not the proper site, that elsewhere was more appropriate. Though the wolfman's hunger was without parallel in his fleeting memory, he chose to ignore it, to follow the will of the force instead. Besides, the thought of so many creatures who could conceivably retaliate in such close proximity disturbed him. His instincts instructed him to fear these creatures who enclosed themselves in shimmering gold.

Soon he found himself in a neighborhood which was the exact duplicate of the other, save that it was empty. Now his hunger was overpowering, too great to be regulated by practical concerns. He still would not kill while there were several of these creatures together, but he had no qualms about staying a creature who was alone. Both his instincts and the mysterious force seemed to agree on this matter, and they directed him through the empty neighborhood whose unnatural silence distressed him.

However, after a short time he scented the creatures again, in yet a third neighborhood, much more crowded than the first. The wolfman could not mistake the almost tangible feeling of loneliness in the atmosphere. It did not matter who was in close proximity to whom in this third neighborhood; all these creatures, even when touching, were alone. The wolfman did not ponder upon how he knew this sophisticated fact, upon how he sensed a feeling which previously he had been unequipped to understand; his was not a questioning nature; it was enough that he knew. Without realizing the implications of it, he had somehow become familiar with these creatures he had thought so alien to him. And his familiarity bred in him a supreme confidence similar to the one he habitually carried with him in the forest.

Indeed, the neighborhood, though it shimmered gold, resembled a forest, a jungle. It offended the wolfman even as he exalted in it. The streets were cracked, in disrepair; clumps of weeds crawled through holes and clung to the concrete like strong green spiderwebs. The streetlamps were few and dim; underneath several lay pieces of glass. Windows were boarded; fire escapes and railings were rusty; a sink outside a building had a leaky faucet. The neighborhood also resembled a forest in that it was allowed to take on its own character, though some ghostly thought informed the wolfman that the creatures could mold their environment to their liking if they chose. When the wolfman observed the creatures, either singly or in groups, as he searched for the proper victim, he detected their sense of desolation, their lack of purpose, their despondency – all mirrored and reinforced in the neighborhood they inhabited.

Goaded by both his hunger and the fascination born of an unsuspected kinship with these creatures, the wolfman hunted for many hours. Often he did not care if he was detected, and he traveled entire blocks via the rooftops, jumping from building to building, or he ran down dark, deserted streets and alleys.

Finally his instincts informed him that an entire area was virtually deserted; and he waited on top of a two-story building for an unsuspecting creature to pass beneath him.

His patience was rewarded sooner than he had hoped. After fifteen minutes of waiting, he heard the rhythm of slow footsteps gradually becoming louder. He stifled the urge to growl in anticipation.

The creature was a female. She had a lean body, brown eyes, and black hair cut just above her shoulders. She wore a beige raincoat, though the sky was still clear and the light of the full moon was almost undiminished by the glow of the golden city. Her hands were in her pockets. She watched her feet as she walked, unmindful of any obstacles which might be before her. For an instant the wolfman felt a twinge of pity as his red eyes glowered upon her features; she suggested a fragility which stirred something in his stomach, something other than hunger (or a hunger of a different type), something which he repressed immediately as he reminded himself that he was the wolfman. That he desired a feast. That all irrelevant concerns must be put aside as he fought for his survival in this strange golden city.

The wolfman jumped toward the sidewalk, not five meters in front of the creature. He snarled as she stepped backward and screamed. He imagined his claws ripping into her, as they had ripped into prey so often in the forest; and it seemed that already her blood was warming his mouth, that already he was leaving her on the sidewalk, her unwanted parts torn from her body and left for the scavengers. As she closed her eyes, paled, and began to swoon, he leaped toward her, preparing to rend her with an upward sweep of his claws as she fell. He uttered his cry.

I am

And he felt his body crackle as if he had suddenly stepped into the fires of a volcano. He did not feel pain, not as he was used to experiencing pain, but it seemed that his body had been split into a million different bloodless parts.

the wolfman.

He concluded his cry in the forest. He did not know how he had arrived back in the forest, and he did not care. He had become mad, a vessel of rage; and his primitive mind vowed that before dawn he would slay many animals, that it did not matter if he feasted or not, so long as animals were dead and all knew he was the most fearsome prowler in the forest. Growling, he stared at a tree.

I am the wolfman.

A silver owl, it seemed to him, returned his stare with approval.

2. 

An account from the good doctor's notebook:

The consulting detective and I stood over the fallen body of the godlike woman. A lackluster yellowish beam radiated from the streetlamp near us, as an oppressive fog crept over the shabby golden buildings which formed the district known as the East End. The consulting detective was clad in his renowned tan caped-back overcoat and his tan deerstalker cap, whereas my apparel included my familiar gray greatcoat and top-hat boiler. My friend and I had been strolling through this decrepit district, lamenting the fallen state of the ill-starred denizens, when we happened upon the rather appalling sight of the wolfman, who normally frequented the forest to the south, attacking the ace reporter. I must admit, the horrendous vision dulled my mercurial reflexes. I was so overcome by the awesome knowledge that a godlike life weighed in the balance that I hesitated; and if I had been alone that precious life might have been lost, for the wolfman had justly earned his reputation as an atavism. However, I was not alone, for my existence derives much of its justification from my presence at my friend's side. And the consulting detective acted quickly, to say the least. He teleported the wolfman back to the forest where he belonged, knowing that the atavism would not think to teleport back to the city until the coming of dawn, when his intelligence and better nature would return.

The smoke emanating from his pipe bowl like that from a stone chimney, his gray eyes appearing to have vanished in the eerie effect of the dim light and the fog, the consulting detective said, "Quickly, examine her! She may have come to harm!"

"Oh, yes," I replied. "Foolish of me to forget." I knelt and felt the pulse at her neck. From my fingertips flowed vibrations which penetrated and inspected every organ of her body. Ignoring the pleasant thought of inspecting her under more favorable conditions (often I am not discreet, and proper thoughts occur to my undisciplined mind at improper times), I closed my eyes and concentrated. After five seconds had elapsed, my fingertips picked up the rhythm of responding vibrations. I looked up at my friend, whose face was totally dark now, a black object outlined by the inefficient streetlamp. But I did not need to see his face to know the concern reflected there. "She's fine," I said. "As I suspected, she just fainted from the surprise. And with good reason, I might add."

My friend took his pipe from his mouth. "Fortunately, I'm aware that life's full of little surprises. Consequently, nothing surprises me. Otherwise the young lady's troubles would be of a physical character."

"Precisely the wounds most easily healed," I replied, creating a bowl of warm water beside me. I dipped my fingers into the bowl and flicked drops of water at her face.

"I'm well aware of that too," he said softly, as if my observation was not one that he cared to endorse.

Before we could carry the discussion to its inevitably anti-climatic conclusion, the ace reporter groaned, rolled her head to either side as if she was asleep on a bed equipped with luxurious pillows, and fluttered her eyelids so that the lashes appeared like tiny wings in flight. Save for a certain hollowness about the cheeks, her oval face was swollen with hints of baby fat, providing her with the best of both youthful innocence and mature worldliness. I smiled at her, more at her lovely features than to reassure her that all was well, I'm afraid. Although her complexion was quite pale, she managed to smile bravely at me as I helped her stand. "You, of all people," she said, laughing weakly. "I haven't seen you for literally ages." Which was literally true. "And I should have expected you too," she added to the consulting detective, who nodded politely and stared at her coldly as if she was an artifact. "I suppose you saved me?" she asked, looking in my direction, preferring my warm personal manner to the consulting detective's cool professional one.

"My friend did. He teleported the wolfman to the forest."

She laughed again and clapped her hands once. "That was certainly a judicious course of action. Exactly what I should have expected. Well, where have you guys been keeping yourselves?"

"We're stay-at-homes," said the consulting detective, his eyes twinkling as if he had told a little joke. Some joke. Save for occasional ventures to remind himself of the flavor of fresh air, he had stayed at home for millions of years, waiting for a knock at the door.

"I guess you are," said the ace reporter in a sing-song voice. The consulting detective's eyes ceased twinkling and hardened with concern. Then all her attempts at shrugging off the episode with the wolfman failed; she grasped my forearm with both hands. "I – I'm glad you decided not to stay at home tonight."

I embraced her. She cried on my shoulder as I glanced at the consulting detective, awaiting whatever silent instructions he might decide to give me concerning the best method of handling the situation. He puffed on his pipe and smiled; he bobbed on the balls of his feet; his manner seemed to say, "You're the ladies' man; you handle it." And my expression, I am sure, seemed to reply, "Yeah, but you're the cool professional. What am I supposed to do?!"

After a few moments, however, the ace reporter cleared up that little dilemma, by sniffing twice, wiping her eyes, and biting her lower lip. She allowed her right hand to drop from my shoulder, but her left hand slid down my arm and encircled my elbow with an electrifying grip which sent waves of warmth cascading through my system. Now that her emotions were nearly under her control, I was once again tempted to extend her an invitation to visit my office the next day for a complete checkup. She looked at the sidewalk. "I suppose something good can come of all this."

"And what is that?" asked my friend in a comforting, patient tone.

"I could write an interesting story for the paper."

However, her tone betrayed her. I glanced at the consulting detective; he scowled at her, informing me (thanks to my encyclopedic knowledge of his gesticulations) that he too realized that she had no faith that her story would be interesting. The consulting detective closed his eyes as if his mind had entered another world; he said, "Will you write the story? I read all the papers, and the good doctor and I would find an account of the pertinent facts written in your own uncommon style extremely valuable."

She turned away from both of us; and though I could not see her face, I knew that she was disconsolate from the manner in which her shoulders slumped. "There ... probably won't be a story. Nothing I've written lately has been good. Not even updates of previous features and fillers. I've lost the touch."

At that moment my friend's cool professionalism flew apart, vanished, disintegrated, as if it had never existed; and he became the consulting detective I love best – the moral force of a civilization personified in a man of passion. It's not an easy job, I assure you. His gray eyes ablaze like hot coal, his teeth clamping so hard on the pipe stem that I feared it would break, he strode to the ace reporter, grabbed her shoulder, and spun her about so roughly that I feared he had reduced himself to ungentlemanly methods to convince her of the error of her opinion. His face was as pale as hers, not from the horror of a recent experience, but from frustration, from the dreadful knowledge that his attempt to brighten her disposition and to provide her with hope would no doubt fail. He said, "You've lost the touch because you believe you have, and for no other reason. If you would only believe, then you'll regain it. Like that!" He snapped his fingers. "You may think that it's asking a lot to request that you simply not accept a problem which has been building up for a few million years, and possibly it is. I might concede that point if you carefully constructed a logical, airtight case for it; I repeat, I might concede the point. But I cannot stress too strongly that that's your one solution. Once you convince yourself to begin thinking a new way, then many of your difficulties will become virtually non-existent. The only person who can truly give your life meaning is yourself. You can regain the touch ... if you want to. If you sincerely want to."

After the conclusion of the speech, the ace reporter smiled feebly and said, "I suppose that is possible. I mean, I have all eternity before me. Anything is possible."

The consulting detective sighed, withdrew his pipe from his mouth, and tapped the bowl on the streetlamp. He had said similar words to a goddess, while upon a previous case, and she had not believed him either. "Yes," he said in a defeated voice. "Anything is possible." Now not even he could contest the inevitable. The article would not be written.

I pursed my lips and scraped the sole of my right shoe over the sidewalk. The three of us stood there under the misty glow of the streetlamp for a silent minute, a minute pregnant with unspoken embarrassment. We did not know what to say or to do next. The ace reporter was doubtless attempting to conceive of a method of expressing her appreciation and then to take leave of us. I did not want her to go. It seemed that the fog was becoming thicker, the air chillier.

Finally I said, "Uh, er, do you live around here?"

The ace reporter blinked; I imagined that her eyes had metamorphosed into glistening crystal. "Here in the East End? No. But I come here often, especially since I stopped writing. The neighborhood seems to suit me, somehow."

"May I offer you advice?" asked the consulting detective. 

"Besides that which you've already given me?"

"Yes." He refilled his bowl, staring at her with stern eyes all the while. She had done nothing to deserve such a heartless stare, and so it took her several moments to reply:

"Go on. I'll listen to whatever you have to say. Especially since I owe you my life, for what it's worth."

"And I realize you believe that its value is minimal. Very well. That problem will take care of itself in time. However, should you desire that time, my advice is: don't live here."

The ace reporter laughed with incredulity. "How did you know I want to move here?"

"A logical conclusion, derived from obvious deductions. But I emphasize, should you live here, your life will be in danger again."

"My word!" I exclaimed. "How can you say these things? We've no indication that..."

"From the wolfman?" said the ace reporter. "That was a fluke. He probably won't leave the forest during the full moon again for several million years. Besides, I'm capable of taking care of myself."

"Trust me!" snapped the consulting detective. "You know I don't issue warnings lightly. I've never been known to sprinkle my remarks with casual riddles. I mean exactly what I say. Soon the inhabitants of this wretched glittering slum will encounter a dire danger. I don't know the nature of the danger, but the indications are unmistakable. Don't live here. I didn't rescue you so you could waste your life!"

"All right, I'll do as you say," said the ace reporter, clearly disbelieving him, clearly thinking that he had become prime fodder for the heinous experiments of the shrink – a disreputable godlike man who was only too glad to perform experiments, any time, anywhere.

"Promise?" asked my friend, his eyes blazing like huge stars.

"P-promise."

"Cross your heart?" he asked, grabbing her shoulders.

"Cross my heart," she said meekly, overcome by the repressed intensity of his voice. She made the appropriate gesture as he released her shoulders.

"Excellent," he said simply. They both were silent for twenty seconds, while she wildly stared at him as if her fate at the claws of the wolfman had been the lesser of two evils. I confess, I could understand how she had arrived at that opinion; I had no conception of what my friend was talking about. "I shall hold you to that promise in the future," he said.

"Sure. It's okay by me," she said. "Well, uh, thanks for saving my life. It's been swell. I've really got to be going now." And without another word, without waiting for us to reply, the ace reporter whirled and disappeared into the fog. His face totally stoic, as if his outburst of emotion had occurred weeks in the past, the consulting detective puffed his cherrywood pipe and stared at the fog until we could no longer hear her footsteps. He had assumed the likeness of a man who had recently taken on a heavy burden.

It had heretofore been my custom to wait patiently until the consulting detective felt the proper time had arrived to explain the unexpected and accurate observations which caused so many, myself included, such consternation. But upon this occasion, his observations were, to my mind, merely unexpected. And, I feared, just a teensy-bit irrational.

"Friend consulting detective?" I said.

"Yes, friend good doctor?"

"Might I inquire...?"

He laughed. "Of course, of course. I realize what you must be thinking. Do not be concerned. At least, do not be concerned for me, but for the wretched creatures in this East End." He gestured at the buildings I could barely discern through the fog. "All will become clear to you in good time, my faithful friend," he added, affectionately putting his hand on my shoulder. "My mind has been preoccupied with this enigmatic neighborhood for many weeks. Whenever I ponder the events I fear to come, I realize that the battle for which I've prepared for eons is nigh. And through it all, friend good doctor, I can depend upon only one thing."

"And what is that?" I asked, my words strangely catching in my throat.

"Why, your friendship," he said cheerfully. "Your friendship, of course. Surely it was obvious."

He turned away from me and began walking the deserted streets. I walked beside him. He said, "I shall explain everything, but as I do so, I think we should stroll through this receptacle for wasted souls. It creates the atmosphere."

And we talked.

However, before I can relate to the reader the words we spoke before the coming of the dawn, I must engage in that rather odious necessity, the expository lump (or the expository limp, as the Big Red Cheese called it during a rare moment of jest in his noteworthy Treatise on the Godlike Narrative, perhaps his magnum opus with the most magnum of all).

Possibly I was in Cleveland on the day it began, but I don't know; I recall only that I've no reason to recall Cleveland. Disregarding such convoluted paradoxes, on that fateful day two powerful beings, acting on an impulse which can be explained only as one of the continual pranks the universe plays on innocent beings, transformed mere man into godlike man, conferring upon him great powers and immortality. (Incidentally, this metamorphosis occurred soon after a disaster of an unspecified nature which wiped out the majority of mere man's numbers, thus accounting for the fact that Godlike Earth does not now house a population of several billion.) It would have been logical to assume that a race with our powers would claim the universe as its home, not one paltry planet. But three beings with a unique vision – the demon, the lawyer, and the fat man – embarked on a quest to grant godlike mankind the mixed curse of depression, in the hopes that depression would give individuals of our race the proper incentive to realize their full potential. In the course of their quest, our three heroes lost their most prized possessions – their fame and glory. This excruciating setback did not deter them; they remained steadfastly devoted to their cause. They encountered the (insane? deluded?) other fat man, who lived in an ivory tower in a field of black orchids and who confided in only two servants. This other fat man claimed responsibility for causing godlike mankind to remain stagnant on Earth, and for providing us with the desire to assume new identities at the expense of our true ones. His motivation was to acquire an ordered environment which left him free to tend to his greenhouse. I must say that our three heroes did not take him seriously; and to this day it has never been satisfactorily proved that the other fat man (who eventually left Earth to explore the universe with his servants) was merely a weird bird or indeed the secret ruler of godlike mankind. To draw this section of the odious necessity to a brief conclusion, it will suffice to say that our three heroes succeeded in depressing their race, but life remained the same. They had achieved their goal but not their desire. Apparently mere man possessed other qualities which his godlike scion should emulate if he was ever to secure his rightful destiny. Our three heroes decided that a revival of sexism (of which I have never approved) was in order.

And upon that rather discordant measure, enter the consulting detective! They enlisted his aid in determining why fully half the race accepted sexism with glee, while the other half regarded it with loathing. This line was not drawn at the sexes, with the males for it and the females agan'it. The consulting detective and I traveled to a parallel universe where my friend loved the enticing Clam of Catastrophe, who in the human guise which she preferred was one of the superior women it has been my incredible good fortune to meet from time to time. (Perhaps one day I shall see her again, and the consulting detective and she will resume their aborted affair. It does not seem likely, but as my friend observed at their parting, they have all eternity before them, and anything is possible. I trust this is true.) The consulting detective learned what I'm proud to say I knew all along – that sexism is a degrading perversion of love; and he convinced his employers to explore love rather than to exploit the objects of their affections, which they have been doing since with varying degrees of success. They have not yet learned what mere man instinctively knew, but they expect a revelation at any moment. No doubt when it arrives, it will unexpectedly; and it will make a considerable difference in our lives.

Or it might not.

Their dreams – now, our dreams – may have turned into pathetic delusions, for recent events have presented us with undeniable evidence of a profound alteration in the godlike condition, an alteration decidedly for the worst, of which nothing can convince me bodes good tidings for my narrations to come. The one joy I derive from this grim development is that, happily, it signals the termination of my odious necessity; and I may set forth on my account of an expository lump of a more dramatic nature.

The consulting detective was a godlike man who seldom took exercise for exercise's sake. He looked upon aimless bodily exertion as a waste of energy, and he seldom bestirred himself save where there was some professional object to be served. Then he was absolutely untiring and indefatigable. Save for the occasional use of cocaine he had no vices, and he only turned to the drug as a protest against the monotony of existence when cases were scanty (which was most of the time) and the papers uninteresting (which explains his concern over the ace reporter and her missing touch). This night we had rambled about together, in silence for the most part, as befits two godlike men who know each other intimately, apparently aimlessly; yet he had insisted upon remaining in this unappealing new neighborhood. At first I thought he had been seized by one of his frequent moods of melancholia, and I had resisted the urge to examine his spleen. But now I realized that he had had some definite purpose in mind.

I could not fail to notice that my friend's eyes belied his casual, relaxed demeanor, that he was suppressing a restless excitement, that he seemed to be already taxing his incredible deductive abilities to their utmost, though there was still no client, no case, no emergency. If I had detected the identical symptoms in another individual, I would have declared him to be a victim of nervous energy, of hypertension; but this was the consulting detective, and he was not like other godlike men. As I prepared myself to comment on his superficially contradictory behavior, he surprised me yet again, by answering my question before I could voice it. "Indeed, you know me too well," he said. "Indeed, I am at work, hard at work, though on the surface of things, at least, there appears to be no need."

"Has something occurred of which I'm unaware? Perhaps some article in the papers which I failed to take important note of because it seemed trivial?"

"No. Nothing as simple as that."

"Then tell me. My curiosity isn't my subtlest characteristic." He took his pipe from his mouth and smiled wryly, as if some dark, secret, yet pleasant memory had beckoned his attention.

"Do you recall our conversation with the lawyer last month, when he informed us that the love of his life, that charming woman Kitty, left him?"

"Humph. Indeed I do. But I attached no importance to the event, for whenever she returns to him, it seems she leaves him immediately afterwards." Upon reflecting the substance of my answer, I confess to a certain degree of cynicism. Perhaps my reader will regard this as understandable, though I do not expect him to condone it, when I remind him that in my previous narrative, I revealed that Kitty was my first, my truest love. Some wounds never heal, not during all eternity.

"And do you also recall that he was inexplicably worried about her – he admitted as much himself – and feared that she may have come to harm because he could receive no word from her? A frustrating and confusing position for a godlike man to find himself in, especially one with his connections."

"Yes. He wanted you to seek her out."

"Exactly. A case made to order for my abilities. Yet I refused."

"I recall being puzzled, and the lawyer was extremely upset. In fact, he gave you some rather explicit advice concerning the best available aperture in which to insert your organs. If you're thinking of taking his advice, I would consider your activities in poor taste."

"My taste would not be put to the great disadvantage as that of my victim, but put your mind to rest on that score. On that fateful day when I get around to performing my masculine duties, it will be in the missionary position and no other. However, after he stalked from our apartment, nearly upsetting my chemical apparatus in the process, I succumbed to a bleeding heart, and requested that the universal op fulfill his request."

"The universal op? Did he not assist the demon, the lawyer, and the fat man on their little, uh, problem concerning the acceptance of sexism before they engaged your services?"

"Yes. He is an extremely competent officer. Were he but gifted with imagination he might rise to great heights in his profession. However, I did aid him to the extent that I suggested he begin his investigation in the East End, and after he had heard my reasoning, he agreed wholeheartedly."

"Why don't you take up the search? Surely with your superior abilities..."

"Friend good doctor, I've made several suggestions since, which the universal op has carried out with his customary competence. The results have been, in some respects, superior to any that I might obtain, doubtless due to the fact that his peculiar talents are best suited to this type of case. I'm ashamed to admit, though, that the most desirable result – that of discovering Kitty's whereabouts – has yet to be obtained. No, friend good doctor, I fear more important matters require my attention."

By this time we had reached the shabby park of the East End. A broken drinking fountain emitted streams of water at irregular intervals. The wind carried a newspaper page down the sidewalk, and the page appeared to slither like a legless spider as it scraped the concrete. Dry clumps of leaves on the ground rustled as a rat, fleeing our presence, rushed under them in search of shelter and protection. A park bench rested at an angle, one of its legs having been broken off and never having been reattached. One tree, much taller than its fellows, rose high toward the sky, the fog causing it to resemble an intelligent beast looming over two helpless, defenseless creatures, namely us. I could not fathom how the inhabitants of the East End, seeking solace from their squalid surroundings, could find it in this shoddy excuse for the beauties and comforts of nature.

"At least I have a grip of the essential perimeters of the case to come." continued the consulting detective. "I shall enumerate them to you, for nothing clears up a case so much as stating it to another person, and I can hardly expect your cooperation if I do not show you the position from which we start. Besides, I have carried this burden alone for far too long, and I find that I must confide in a friend."

He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "The first indications that something frightening was brewing came to me when we became aware that many godlike men and women, for no apparent reason, desired to create and to live in this slum. Not a single inhabitant can satisfactorily explain its appeal, yet all seem drawn toward it. This time there is no mysterious other fat man manipulating them. There is another cause, the clue to its nature provided by the fact that each of them, regardless of the specific outlook dictated by their identities, has lost faith in the basic benevolence of life. In truth, they've embraced their lack of faith with what can be described as only a demonic zeal. As I've said, the East End creates the proper atmosphere.

"I believe that they are suffering from delayed effects of sexism, of depression, and possibly of other phenomena logically developed from the first two. Negativism is perhaps an apt term."

"But is this not what our three friends have desired?" I protested, raising the point I thought most likely others would make.

"I think not. You yourself attempted to treat some of these people. You said they were merely suffering from an overdose of the humors. Need I remind you that your treatments failed? No, something far more sinister is transpiring. This East End is but the most obvious cancerous growth of negativism. What sort of godlike man was the wolfman but a year ago?"

I snorted in a kind of laughter as I thought of him. "Why, he was an amusing little beast, not too forceful, yet direct and engrossing in his way. During the full moon he was content to lounge in the fields and peek at the naked sheep. He uttered his cry after viewing a particularly naughty scene."

"Would you say he was harmless?"

"The shepherd didn't think so. He clothed his flock to discourage the wolfman. However, that sneaky little voyeur found the sheep's garters and black stockings to be the quintessence of erotic fashion. And who knows? Perhaps sheep like to 'do it' in public. Yes, I would say the wolfman was harmless."

"And what is he like now?"

"Well, he's an annoyance, to say the least."

"You've an incredible gift for understatement, friend good doctor. The wolfman is an 'annoyance' to us, but to the animals in the forest he's an executioner. While in his human guise, he is racked with guilt over the animals he has wantonly slain, and he fears for what he might do in the future. (And his fears are entirely justified, in light of recent events.) However, he does nothing about his problem. Although his life is one of misery, he accepts it as his lot. He has no faith. In short, he is negative."

"I seem to recall that you've had similar moods," I said, smiling to myself.

"My melancholia is not unrelieved by bouts with good faith and optimism," replied the consulting detective off-handedly. "The wolfman is but one example of many. Because he cannot cope, his joy has turned into relentless despair. The same applies for those who live here, in this neighborhood."

"But the fat man is of the opinion that these adverse forces – possibly combined with the might of love – will create a leader who will spark a new era for our race. They are incentive."

"Doubtless there were mere men who broke the chains that shackled them, who saw no reason why they couldn't live in the reality of their dreams, who believed they could shape the world to their vision. For such men, there was no gap between ambition and accomplishment. There is no reason not to assume that these incentives will provide us with a similar leader, with a godlike man who will give us the stars."

"Then what is the nature of your complaint?"

"Precisely this: while we await this leader, what of the common godlike man? What of those who perceive life as a series of insolvable problems, one after another, with no respite between them? The common godlike man is being slowly ground into the earth, my friend. A tremendous weight has descended upon him; and he cannot throw it from his shoulders; he cannot exalt under its pressure. The strain is beginning to tell, and I fear that our race will undergo much suffering as we await the key to our destiny, as we race from philosophical point to philosophical point, vainly searching for an answer that may not exist. Friend good doctor, you and I can live under such a strain, for we were built to do so. In fact, we can conceive of no other existence. But, I repeat, what of the common godlike man? What of him?"

"Are you implying that our three friends have been totally wrong? I freely admit that sexism is abhorrent, but..."

"I'm implying nothing, for I've not trained myself to answer such questions. However, perhaps they erred in selecting negative traits to add to the mixture in their attempt to rejuvenate our race. Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps; I cannot say because I simply don't know. I can and will say this, however. it is my unshakable belief that the common mere man fared no better than the common godlike man. I believe that the average mere man was fully aware that on the cosmic scale his life was weightless. That he would never fully touch the hearts and minds of others. That regardless of what he did and thought, he would never succeed in obtaining his goals. He lived from day to day, vainly reaching out for intangible objects he could not grasp.

“And ultimately, all he had to look forward to was death – the conclusion of his meaningless struggles. What good is faith under such conditions?

"I believe that occasionally there arrived a mere man who felt that the only method of giving his life meaning was to perpetuate the negativism he quite correctly sensed about him. Who felt that he had to strike back, to tear down, to destroy. Who could express himself only in the most primitive fashion. Who killed. That is all his life meant to him: an opportunity to take the lives of others for whatever perverted pleasure he gained."

I must say that I was aghast at the consulting detective's remarks. I had never seen him personify the moral substance of a civilization with such fervor. "And you believe that a similar godlike man will exist here?"

"I believe it. The incident of the wolfman was but an overture. For the first time in our history, we will be faced with murder."

"What about the cigar-smoking frogs?" I inquired.

The consulting detective rolled his eyes toward the sky. "What about the cigar-smoking frogs?" he asked, not attempting to conceal his impatience and disgust.

"They've tried to kill godlike men."

"Oh. Well, that doesn't count."

"Why not? An attempted murder is an attempted murder."

"The frogs are stupid; they never succeed because that dynamic administrator of Africa, the duck, keeps them well under control. No, I was speaking of an intelligent murderer, a godlike man who desires to kill not because he's an atavism, but because murder provides him with a means of establishing his imprint upon the godlike race. I was speaking of a man hopelessly oppressed, whose very existence had become a prison, a man created and fostered by surroundings such as these."

By now we had returned to the streets, and he gestured at the buildings. At the opposite end of the street, a godlike man aimlessly walked about, as did we, and he pretended not to take notice of us.

"Death will be his solution," said my friend. "Death will provide him with meaning."

"I must say, you're expecting the emergence of a monster."

"Exactly. What do you think of my theory?"

"Humph. It is all surmise."

"But at least it covers all the facts, and make no mistake, I was discussing facts. When new facts come to our knowledge which cannot be covered by my theory, it will be time to reconsider it. At present we can do nothing but what we have been doing."

"And what is that?"

"Exploring every street, every alley of the East End. For here, I believe, is the battleground upon which our war shall be waged, where we shall oppose this monster, as you call him, who in turn opposes all that we and our three friends stand for. We've erred in the past, and we must assume the responsibility. When this monster arrives, we will have been in part accountable for his existence. We must err no more. It will be our duty to combat him. I believe that I was born to combat him; that is my destiny."

My friend spoke no more as we continued our distasteful exploration of the East End; and indeed, to my mind, he had spoken more than enough. But though his words had not been free of the emotionalism he normally disdained, I could find no fault with his basic logic, try as I might. For though I've always attempted to perceive the world in an optimistic light, that early morning I was forced to admit that there was a darker side to my character, one of hate and fear, as there is a darker side to all godlike characters. And I could not with certainty proclaim that if my life had been different, if I had not been blessed with the friendship and the trust of the consulting detective, that I would not have metamorphosed into the monster who would slay those who had done him no harm. Indeed, I was seized by a dreadful premonition that my friend's words would prove to be truer than he knew.

And now, with the second and hopefully more dramatic expository lump drawing to a close (an occupational hazard of beginning a narrative in medias res, I suppose), it will suffice to add that despite my qualms, despite the ill tidings for the future, my steps were filled with purpose, my spirit with exuberance, and my heart with faith. For it was my destiny to aid my friend regardless of what transpired, in victory or defeat, even if my aid consisted merely of remaining at his side. And I resolved always to do this. For the oppressive fog, the chilly night, and the dimly lit streets were my elements as well. I too had been born to combat the monster. I too was firmly on the path of my destiny.
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CHAPTER TWO
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1. 

On the northern fringes of the East End, striding the polluted river between the boundaries of the city and the fields, stood a rusty iron bridge, a bridge whose existence was totally unnecessary, for godlike men could teleport from one bank to the other, and eternal children delighted in swimming the murky waters. There were no roads on either side of the bridge. The ancient structure appeared to be the sole survivor of an age which had passed long ago. Like the river, it could have been cleansed by any godlike man should he have felt the inclination to do so; yet somehow it was indisputably correct that the bridge be rusty, just as it was correct that the river be polluted with trash and foul-smelling chemicals (though no one knew, or cared to know, the source of the contamination).

As the sun rose, its bright rays dissipating the fog and providing the city with a faint glimmer of beauty, the lawyer walked under the bridge on the bank near the expansive fields. He carried his sword cane on his shoulder, as a gentleman might carry his umbrella, or as an exhausted soldier might nonchalantly carry a primitive weapon in the spirit of the fatigue following a battle, as if he required a weapon through force of habit despite the unlikelihood of further violence. His clothing was, as usual, immaculate, tastefully selected; he wore a black derby, a red vest, a ruffled white shirt, and a black suit. Once observed, it was impossible to imagine him wearing different attire. The lawyer took pleasure in this fact, which is why he never wore different attire (save for those occasions which required no attire at all). His clothing conformed to his conception of his personality: cheerful, with an aura of dark majesty; worldly-wise, with more than a hint of somber philosophy and intelligence.

However, this morning the lawyer felt that the environment, which suggested waste and despair, was more suited to his disposition. For eons his sole goal in life (to which all others had been means to an end) had been to secure the affections of Kitty. Upon those frequent occasions when Kitty preferred to bestow her warmth upon another, his goal had been to repossess her affections, to win her back. Now he was once again without her; and now there was no villainous third party; now there was not even a Kitty to dream of. The lawyer could not accept the possibility that their torrid, eon-spanning affair had reached a conclusion without a resolution. He thought that he believed that even a resolution which cast him from her life forever was preferable to this limbo, but of course this was not the case. She had cast him aside, seemingly forever, countless times. But now there was no Kitty, no hopeless odds to overcome; there was nothing. And so he wandered the area about the unnecessary bridge, gazing across the river toward the eternally dying East End. His eyes, which had once sparkled with the anticipation of experiencing his most private dreams, were now dull, as if all spirit had faded away. His lean, handsome features were slack with the sorrow of depression. The memory of her haunted him, and it seemed that he saw the vision of her reflected in the water, that he caught her scent among the odors of the chemicals, that he sighted her far away, in the city, wandering to a destination he could not conceive.

His only hope was that he would hear the gunsel (righthand man of the fat man) whistle, signaling to him that the universal op had word. He was convinced that the consulting detective could have found her by this time, even if she had chosen to flee to a parallel universe; but at the moment the lawyer was forced to depend upon and accept the second string.

The lawyer sighed. His mind was so occupied with dreams of Kitty that he did not note the object falling from the bridge into the polluted river. He did not hear the splash. For several moments the lawyer stared at a tin can bobbing in the current. rushing toward the ocean. During those moments it seemed that all existence revolved about that insignificant tin can. The lawyer identified with it. This morning he could identify with anything, providing that it had seen better days. In this respect, the lawyer was not hard to please,

Nor was he hard to surprise. He had seen many stranger sights than the dirty hand – draped with vines, ascending from the water like a wisp of smoke from an eerie submarine fire but this mind had dwelt upon the mundane often lately, and consequently he was unprepared for the norm. The hand grasped the tin can and crushed it, with the unhurried execution of a man casually crushing trapped cockroaches. The lawyer deliberated over the possible reactions expressing surprise (he could never be sure when godlike eyes were upon him) before selecting the one which seemed most applicable to the situation: his lower jaw dropped and his eyes bulged, as if a tremendously heavy anvil had fallen from the sky and painlessly landed on his foot.

The hand tossed the tin can away with an admirable air of self-assurance. Faster than the eye could follow, the hand disappeared under the water. A minor turbulence marred the river's steady flow, and when the hand reappeared, it was clean and free of vines. The lawyer was not so surprised to see that the hand was attached to an arm; nor was he surprised that the arm's owner was in the process of departing from the river. The arm was clothed in a loud yellow sleeve. Eventually it was painfully apparent to the discerning eye that the loud yellow sleeve was part of a loud yellow suit.

The lawyer conjured a pair of wire-rimmed sunglasses, which he carefully designed to give himself the proper aristocratic air. "There. Now I can look at you."

And what he saw was the godlike man known, understandably enough, as the man in the yellow suit. The lawyer thought the title charitable. The godlike man standing on the water, holding his arm in the air as if he was asking the lawyer permission to go to the bathroom, should have been known as the obnoxious man in the extremely loud yellow suit. But questions of fashion aside, the newcomer was a dashing figure. His dark complexion complimented his brown eyes. His brown hair was gray at the temples. He was but a few centimeters taller than the lawyer, though his shoulders were much broader and his torso wider. His mouth, which was slightly effeminate, curved itself into an enigmatic smile which accentuated his narrow, square chin and his high cheekbones. A scrawny vine was draped over his shoe. The man in the yellow suit lowered his arm and bowed, as if he was attempting to impress a beautiful woman with his chivalry and grace. He said, "Now that I'm no longer submerged, I can look at you too. Quite a coincidence, don't you agree?" He walked across the water and onto the bank. 

As he had the misfortune to be standing downwind, the lawyer deadened his sense of smell. "Actually, I don't care what it is. Where did you come from?"

The man in the yellow suit raised his eyebrows and pointed at the bridge without looking at it. "From over there."

"I know I'm going to regret asking this, but what were you doing there?"

"Committing suicide."

The lawyer pursed his lips and nodded thoughtfully. "Okay, I'll play your silly game. Why were you committing suicide?"

"Haven't you heard? There's no point in living. Everybody's talking about it. It's the latest rage. So I woke up early this morning, thinking that since life was useless, there was no point in going on. Since I had always wanted to drown – to reunite myself with the source of life – I could see no good reason why not." He extended his arms as if he had brilliantly executed a speech on the stage. "And so – here I am!"

"Some inner sixth sense is compelling me to tell you that as a suicide, you're an utter failure."

The man in the yellow suit closed his eyes and frowned as if the lawyer's words had shattered the framework of his life. Sighing, he wiped the water from his face. "Yes. I admit it."

"Then why don't you return to the river and finish the job? I want to be alone."

"You've the appearance of someone who wants to be alone." He knotted his brow, rubbed his chin, and frowned as if he was grappling with a complicated paradox. "Getting any?"

"Let me put it delicately: those occasions which require no attire at all have reached the epitome of infrequency."

"Then you're always alone."

"You could say that. The love of my life has vanished and no one can find her."

"How interesting. I've the opposite problem myself."

"Oh?"

"The woman with a black veil has been pursuing my enticing bod for eons. I think she thrives on rejection."

The lawyer nodded again. "This woman and I have a lot in common. There's a lot of rejection to thrive on. Is her pursuit the cause of your, ah, attempted suicide?"

"Not a chance. I wanted to die for the same reason I decided to live: because I felt like it. A whim, you might say. I do everything because of whims. I've rejected her for so long because that whim has lasted longer than most, that's all."

The lawyer took several steps from the man in the yellow suit, who was rapidly becoming an individual he did not want to stand near. "Doesn't that attitude cause you to be inconsistent?"

"Friend lawyer, true consistency is found only in your social life."

"That wasn't nice." Tiring of the conversation, the lawyer turned on his heel, twirled his sword cane, and began to walk away. When he allowed his sense of smell to function again, the wind carried a particularly potent whiff of chemicals to his sensitive nostrils, and he grimaced in disgust. Yet he too did not want to restore the river to its former purity, much as he yearned for it. His adept mind was beginning to bring its vast resources to bear upon that intriguing contradiction when a treacherous sledgehammer blow struck him on the back, sending him plummeting toward a huge mud puddle. The lawyer was unaware of his impending fate, however, for simultaneous with the blow, a galvanized steel bucket descended upon his head, severely diminishing the range of his vision.

This unexpected chain of events so befuddled the lawyer that he did not send the bucket to the anti-matter universe until he had wallowed for several seconds in the mud. An expression of great weariness passed over his features as he sat up, looked at the man in the yellow suit, and said in a defeated voice, "Now what did you do that for?"

"Just a whim."

"What a peculiar person," said the lawyer aloud to himself. 

"You're not angry, are you?" said the man in the yellow suit, grasping the lawyer's hand and pulling him to a standing position.

"I most certainly am," said the lawyer as he sent the filth on his attire to the anti-matter universe, becoming once again quite immaculate. "I'm contemplating the most horrible revenge imaginable."

The man in the yellow suit raised his left eyebrow.

"I'm going to heartlessly thrust you into an environment which no godlike man can cope with," continued the lawyer. "Soon you'll fear for what little sanity you've remaining. Random event will follow random event. To the uninitiated, the conversation will seem like a string of non sequiturs. Oh, I'm going to thrust you into the hothouse, all right. It will be the perfect opportunity to see if your whims are made of strong stuff."

"If you're talking about the East End, I've already been there. I adjusted with no difficulty."

The lawyer grinned. "I don't doubt that. No, my revenge will be much more despicable. Clean yourself. I'm going to introduce you to my friends."

2. 

An account from the good doctor's notebook

The demon's castle lies like the boss of a shield in the fields near the golden city. I could spend many pages describing the interior of that magnificent structure, for every vast room possesses a distinct identity, and the castle itself reeks of an hypnotic air of evil which appeals to me despite my better nature, Indeed, were I to describe in detail the castle, my verbiage would slow my narrative to the pace of an inflicted snail. And since no author of sea stories worthy of attention has allowed himself such indulgences, I shall follow this example, and confine my description to the room of the castle which, upon first glance, seems utterly out of character – the locker room. However, after I had been many hours in the company of the demon and the fat man, I realized that the presence of a locker room was singularly logical, to say the least.

Unlike more functional locker rooms, it does not lead to a football field or a baseball diamond. The only exit leads upstairs, and the locker room itself resides under the moat. However, the water rapidly spurting out of the showers invigorates these tired immortal muscles with zest, and the steambath's effectiveness is unparalleled in the history of our race. The steel lockers contain many sneakers, gym shorts, and G-strings, none of which I have ever had an occasion to model. (The fat man, however, wears such an outfit when he exercises by performing a series of deep knee-bends.) The long wooden benches are uncomfortable until one grows used to the positively unique pleasure of "roughing it." It is no wonder that sexism enjoyed such a vogue in the past, if it mainly consisted of personifying a pioneer spirit by sitting on benches and discussing objects (of all kinds) close to the heart. Often I have almost succumbed to the temptation of relating incidents from my amorous past, but again, that is not germane to my tale. In conclusion, I must add that the floors are green tile, that the lower two meters of the walls are painted dark gray, and the remainder of the walls and the ceiling are light gray. If not the proper atmosphere in which to discuss the destiny of a race, it is the one I have become accustomed to.

Lest the reader think I am too easily pleased, the locker room has one unfortunate drawback, and that is that it is not conducive to relaxation after spending a long night awake. I sat on a bench as if I had been nailed there, my arms straight and my palms on my knees. As I listened to the consulting detective, smoking his pipe and leaning against the wall like a shadowy figure in a dream, recite his deductions concerning the true import of the East End in words nearly identical to those I have already related in this chronicle, I kept my eyes open with the utmost difficulty. Not only was I tired, but listening to the same pedantic metaphysical reasoning for the second time from my friend, normally a lively conversationist, bored me out of my skull.

The fat man nodded gravely at each conclusion my friend reached. His girth was so vast, his motions so ponderous, that even his lightest, most frivolous gestures were grave. He resembled a massive toadstool as he sat on the bench; the poor wood creaked every time he twitched a gigantic buttock. Occasionally he ran a meaty palm over his balding head; often he pursed his lips, the slightly pink skin resembling fungi on an albino oak. As grotesque as he was to look at, his amoral personality and his ability to find humor in the most pedestrian of subjects made me anticipate his presence. This morning he wore his favorite gym shorts and sneakers. Doubtless his white socks were reeling under the pungent odor of his feet. His white T-shirt clung tightly to his fluctuating torso.

At first glance the demon did not appear to be listening to the consulting detective. He was masquerading underneath a stoic facade, even as did my friend, when in reality he was tingling with excitement. My friend's words discussed a situation close to the demon's heart. For the demon was a shallow personification of evil. His spirit, despite his protestations to the contrary, was not malign. Like an eternal child, he was fascinated with the appearance of evil, with its physical manifestations, especially if they were satanic in origin. In days past, he had resembled an actual demon from the place of torment itself; he had been fully five meters tall, with four nostrils, a beak, and a penis which could put that of many a mastodon to shame. Now he was nearly as human as the rest of us, with a penis of a relatively normal size which was always emphasized by his tight (and I do mean tight) trousers. His green clothing was invariably a shade darker than his green complexion. His pointed ears, his red eyes, his white eyebrows, and his leering smile – all were indicative of his fascination with evil.

He concealed his excitement at the substance of the consulting detective's words by engaging himself in activity. At first he created water for the black orchids in pots on the sole shelf in the locker room. Then he opened a closet door and dragged forth a tub of lemon cookies. He halted the tub before a simulacrum of a man which was more than a mere duplicate; although it could not think, move, or age, although it had never been alive and never could be, its interior performed many of the functions of a live godlike body, and resembled it in many other ways. Most importantly, its bloodstream was warm, and the blood rushed through the simulacrum as if it was in a perpetual state of exertion. The simulacrum was not in the locker room for decorative purposes, or to display the demon's ingenuity, but to provide an appropriate home for the demon's pet – a tapeworm.

As soon as the consulting detective had concluded his discourse, the tapeworm stuck its head out of the simulacrum's anus and said in what possibly is the most offensive, grating voice I have ever heard, "Where's my lemon cookie?"

The demon grinned as if he had unleashed some terrible monster upon the unsuspecting world, and indeed, so great was my loathing for his pet that I considered it nothing less. The demon reached into the tub and tossed a lemon cookie to the tapeworm whose mouth (?) caught it with a sucking motion, like that of a vacuum cleaner. Suddenly the cookie disappeared into the tapeworm, creating a tremendous bulge like that in a snake who had just swallowed its meal. The tapeworm said, "Gee, thanks," and then crept into the anus, the bulge stretching the elastic sphincter muscles until they almost lost their natural tension. I remember thinking, That's all we need: a simulacrum with the runs.

Making a mental note to sell the idea to the Big Red Cheese the next time he needed a plot for a story, I asked the demon, "And what do you think of my friend's
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