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  Introduction


  Many people are already familiar with Keith Minnion’s work as an illustrator, but those of you who bought this book probably already know one of genre fiction’s best-kept secrets: in addition to being a talented artist, Minnion is a storyteller of the highest caliber. This is a career-spanning collection of incredible variety, with something to please every genre fan’s taste: from the gritty suspense of “Killer” and “Eats,” to the science fiction thrills of “Along the River Lethe” and “The Can Man”; from the futuristic swashbuckling fantasy of “Empire State” to the subtle, atmospheric novelette that ends the collection, “Island Funeral.”


  I first encountered Keith Minnion’s artwork in the pages of Cemetery Dance magazine, where his beautifully shaded pencil drawings accompanied works by such genre favorites as Douglas Clegg, Ed Gorman, and Bentley Little. Issue 34 of this magazine included a story by Minnion, “It’s For You,” a dark crime piece that effectively combined police procedural and supernatural elements (this story appears in this collection, and also lends it its name). I remember being impressed by the quick pace of the story, the crisp dialogue, and the careful management of the story’s suspense. A few years later, one of my earliest publications appeared in the Shivers IV anthology, alongside Minnion’s excellent “Up in the Boneyard”—another police procedural, with an inventive premise (not a story about fear of heights, but about fear of a specific height…), and the same crisp, effective storytelling style. In all his stories, Minnon’s prose manages to be both precise and evocative: he’s a writer who knows how to convey exactly the right image or mood.


  Here’s an example from “The Prince’s Birthday.” The protagonist watches in horror as his country’s six-year-old prince receives a magical and shocking gift during a public celebration: a swarm of mechanical wasps. As Minnion describes the scene, “two things stood out clearly in Andrew’s memory”:


  The first was of one of Corumn’s beasts, grabbing a nobleborn’s head with all six of its horned legs, its ebon and orange thorax and abdomen arching out and then down, thrusting and thrusting and thrusting its venomous stinger into the wretch’s body while its poisons sprayed the open wounds. The second was of the little Prince himself, standing with legs apart on the low wall of the balcony, waving his sword like a silver baton before some macabre bloody chorus, all the while shrieking in unbridled glee every time a wasp found a new victim on the balcony.


  Although obviously a fantasy tale, with its medieval setting and magical elements, this story doesn’t shy away from a horrible, precise image as the wasp’s stinger repeatedly hits its mark. And the subsequent description of the prince’s sadistic reaction is equally horrific—as memorable for readers as it is for the story’s main character.


  In his fiction Minnion frequently employs an artist’s knowing eye for subtle shading, but as the example above demonstrates, he’s also ready with a visceral image where necessary. The horror and dark crime stories that comprise roughly 60-70 percent of this collection benefit greatly from Minnion’s careful control of image and atmosphere. Consider “A Death in the Forest,” where he is able to shift from a light comic tone to a slowly building dread in the closing pages—all the more remarkable a feat in a story that consists mostly of dialogue. Or “Eats,” where the main character steps into a Twilight Zone-style diner that’s more gruesome than anything they’d air during Serling’s prime time—even though the story’s monster never appears onscreen (a character warns, “if you want to get through this alive, then for God’s sake don’t look”). Or the best example of all, “Island Funeral,” a stunning novelette that is simultaneously a poignant meditation on grief, and a disturbing horror story in true classic style; in my judgment, it’s a masterpiece.


  The science fiction and fantasy stories in this collection highlight another important quality of Minnion’s writing: he’s always interested in creating imaginative worlds. A fine example of this is “Empire State,” originally published in Asimov’s. It’s set in a flooded future and recounts the adventures of a young boy on his first ocean voyage, when he and his crew encounter a band of survivors living in the top (and thus dry) floors of New York City skyscrapers. The story works so well because Minnion provides a fully realized depiction of shipboard life, and also gives a full history and culture to the residents of his Empire State Building. Reading “Empire State,” I couldn’t help but think what a good YA fantasy series it would make—the characters and situations were already so well developed, and the setting offers much opportunity for further adventures.


  Worlds of other stories include the futuristic shopping mall of “Along the River Lethe,” where memories are sold as precious commodities; the spaceship world of “Bushido,” a kind of outerspace comedy of manners with an interesting take on robotics; and “The Can Man,” a haunted house-style story with a cybernetic twist, and a delightfully nasty ending. The impression I get from reading such stories is that Minnion has developed a lot more of the world than we see on the page, and like the best story writers, he pared the tale down to represent the essential, most memorable episodes.


  Obviously this kind of world building is a key skill for a science fiction or fantasy writer to possess, but Minnion takes the same approach to his horror and suspense fiction. For example, there’s the visceral inner world of the main character in “Killer,” or the nervous inner world of “In the Stacks,” whose protagonist feels compelled to count or categorize every detail. My favorite horror stories by any author are those that tend to hint at a more threatening world just beyond the immediate situation, maybe letting some of that darkness take over in the final pages—as Minnion does so effectively with the creeping neighborhood paranoia represented in “Dead End,” or in the haunting secrets that lurk beneath the close-knit, isolated culture of “Island Funeral.” And “Up in the Boneyard,” a fully satisfying story in its own right, contains characters we’d want to spend more time with, and hints at a truly original and frightening monster that genre fans would love to learn more about. Like I said before, it’s as if Minnion has imagined much more of the world than he’s included in the story—and I could prove my point this time, because there’s a novel called The Bone Worms that expands this story, and I’ve been lucky enough to read it, and I hope somebody publishes it soon so everybody else can read it.


  Keith Minnion is a talented artist, as you’ll see with all his illustrations here; he’s a talented short story writer, as you’ll see by reading any story in this collection. And yeah, trust me, he’s a talented novelist, too.


  —Norman Prentiss


  Baltimore, September 2010


  For my children


  Megan and Justin


  Killer


  There is a ditch.


  In an otherwise empty field of rye.


  Below a grey, cold, lowering sky.


  Western Iowa. Kansas. Nebraska.


  Eastern Wyoming, maybe.


  Winter.


  The ditch is shallow, its rich, black earth plowed up all along its length by the huge waffle tracks of farm machinery.


  A hidden scattering of geometric puddles, down there, frozen solid.


  And the remains of bodies.


  Fragments of a man. Pieces of a woman.


  The woman’s dulled, upturned eyes reflect the cold grey of the sky.


  Silence, in the ditch. Silence and secrets.


  Then an eyelid moves, shifts, bulges, and a bug crawls out.


  A shiny black and orange sexton beetle.


  It clings to the woman’s eyebrow, antennae waving.


  Then the woman’s lips move, and with a tongue as grey as her eyes she whispers–


  Cal spasmed under his blanket, his eyes opening on a cold, hard winter morning.


  He sat up slowly, grunting with the effort. The air was musty and sour in the close, cramped bedroom. He pushed the blanket from him and kicked crumpled, empty beer cans aside to find a flat place to put his feet. With his left hand he ran his fingers through his thinning, dishwater grey hair, using his calluses and the nubs of his ravaged yellow fingernails for a comb.


  His right hand, thin and white and twisted, lay limp across his thigh. “My sacrifice to the grim reaper,” he had told Ernie, the bartender at the Starlight, after the hatchet men in white had finally let him out of the free-clinic in Wheatland, “gave away a little piece of myself to get a few extra innings, you know?” Small price to pay, I guess, Ernie had said. “You know it, Ernie-my-man. Hell, long as I got one left to wipe my ass and lift a brew, right?”


  He shrugged his shoulder, and his dead hand flopped over.


  Small price indeed.


  A cat rose from the windowsill, stretched stiffly, and meowed.


  Cal lurched up, out of the bedroom, shuffled down the short, dark hall to the kitchen, and got a fresh beer from the Frigidaire. He downed it in quick, convulsive swallows, swishing the last mouthful through his cheeks, in and among the canyons and buttes of what remained of his teeth. Then he spit the frothy, phlegmy mess into the sink.


  He looked for blood, but this time there wasn’t any.


  “You ought to go see a doctor about that, Cal.”


  “What—?” Cal turned, his wife’s voice hanging there in the air, in his ears, but of course the kitchen was empty. The whole house was, except for the cats. His wife wasn’t there. His wife wasn’t even—


  There is a ditch—


  He crumpled the empty can, and then tossed it to the floor to join its comrades, dead soldiers all. A black and orange beetle skittered for cover.


  There were three cats, now, arching against his shins. All the inside ones. The ones the outside cats would tear up if ever they got together.


  Inside cats and outside cats.


  Cal felt like an inside cat, now. Except to go to the Starlight once to drink beer and jaw with Ernie, and to the Pigglie-Wigglie on the interstate to stock up after the pension check came, he hadn’t left the house all week. Afraid of what might be out there, waiting to tear him to shreds, if he was stupid enough to let it….


  There was no need to go out anyway, not any more. Not since—


  The cats meowed louder, riding his sock up his knobby shin in their impatience to be fed.


  “Okay,” he said, belching as he stooped to scratch each of them in turn, “hold your horses, now, ladies….”


  He got the cat food bag and two food bowls from the cupboard and shook a healthy amount into each. Then he doused the cat food with a little warm water and mixed it in with his fingers.


  Mixed it in good, for the gravy.


  The cats meowed together in three-part harmony. Plaintively; no nonsense, now.


  “Here we go.” Cal gently nudged their heads apart with one of the bowls to get it to the floor. He watched them eat for a few moments, a vague smile curving his lips. Then he returned to the bedroom and wrestled into a sweater and overalls, and a new pair of Altima hightops with velcro straps he had found on display next to the pantyhose at the Pigglie Wigglie. “Thank God for velcro,” he had told Ernie when he had shown him those sneakers. “You ever try to tie a shoe with one hand tied behind your back? Huh?” Nope, Ernie had said, can’t say as I ever have. “Well it’s a pistol, Ernie-my-man, a fuckin’ wet pistol, let me tell you.”


  Outside, the winter rye drove past Cal’s property in an endless succession of pale brown waves. The wind coming down from Montana never stopped, out here. He stood shivering in the blue shadows of his side yard with the other bowl of cat food cradled in the crook of his good arm. Above, the cloud cover was solid; it would probably snow before noon. Throw in the wind, it might even blizzard.


  Around back he heard the heavy chain rattle and slide, but he ignored it.


  There is a field.


  In the center of the field is a ditch.


  In the ditch is a—


  The chain moved again.


  Cal turned to the little porch tacked onto the side of the house where the lean-to tool shed met the chimney. He found a mouse and two voles there, laid out neatly, legs in the air, presents—offerings—from his outside cats. The voles were stiff and frozen, but the mouse was a fresh kill, and was still warm and soft. Cal put the cat food bowl down next to them, then turned to the shed, fumbled with the simple latch, and swung its crooked door wide.


  “Cal! Don’t you forget to feed my baby, now!”


  Emily’s voice, from around the front of the house.


  “I do everything else around here to make ends meet! Lord knows, the least you can do is help me feed him!”


  “Yes, dear,” he called back, smiling stupidly, for of course Emily wasn’t there. She wasn’t there at all.


  He brought out a battered metal bucket, and a sack of Purina Dog Chow. With his good hand he poured the Chow halfway up to the rim of the bucket, then set it on the porch on the other side of the dead rodents.


  He fumbled in his coat pocket until his hand closed over the cold brass and steel of the folded bos’n knife there.


  His eyes clouded for a moment, and he frowned, clutching the knife in his pocket. Then he grabbed the pail handle, jerked around, and strode purposefully out into the field of dead grass beyond the house. At its center he came upon the ditch, and he went down heavily to his knees in the frozen black earth there, before the carcasses.


  He took the bos’n knife from his pocket and pulled the blade free with his teeth.


  There wasn’t much meat left on them after a week, and all of it was tough, but he sawed off what he could, and ripped off the rest, throwing the pieces into the bucket.


  He stood, finally, knocked the clods of dirt from his knees, wiped the knife blade on his thigh, and then snapped it shut.


  Back at the house he set the bucket on the side porch, then unzipped his overalls and urinated into the bucket, taking care to soak the meat and Chow thoroughly.


  His piss steamed like hot lemon tea. Looked like it, too.


  He considered the mouse and the voles for a moment, then scooped them up and added them to the bucket. Then he zipped back up, grabbed the bucket handle, and went around the house to the back where the remains of his garage still tilted—still defied gravity, still taunted that goddamn fuckin’ wind from out of goddamn fuckin’ Montana—to the place where the dog was chained.


  In its two years on earth, the dog, a one hundred and twenty-five pound shit-brindle Rottweiller, had worn a near perfect circle of dirt in the grass and weeds by the garage. Right now the dog stood at the perimeter of that circle, its heavy-link forged steel chain pulled absolutely taut and level with the ground. One end of it was securely hooked to a galvanized spike corkscrewed three feet deep in the yard dirt; the other end was shackled to an equally heavy choke chain dug firmly into the dog’s muscular, rock-solid neck.


  The dog stood silently, impassive, staring at him with flat black eyes. The only signs it gave of being hungry were two strings of crystal drool hanging from its jowls, swinging slightly in the wind.


  Cal and the dog stared at one another for almost a full minute. Every morning for a week, now, it had gone like this. Every morning he had come upon that fuckin’ behemoth of a dog standing like a fuckin’ bronze statue at the absolute edge of its circle of dirt, braced at the end of its fuckin’ chain, waiting for him.


  Seven mornings Cal had gone to the ditch in the field and brought back something for the dog to eat. Every day he had poured Chow in with it; every day he had pissed in it, beer piss, acrid and clear. Or hawked in it, or shat in it. Even puked in it, once. Every morning for a fuckin’ week, ever since he caught that bastard and Emily—


  There is a field.


  Wide, long, and private.


  In the field is a ditch.


  In the ditch is a fucking, bitching, cunting slut, and beside her a rutting, whoring, rat bastard.


  Or what little is left of them.


  The Rottweiller would kill him if it could, Cal knew. He had told Ernie that more than once, more than ten times, maybe more than a hundred. But Ernie had only remembered the animal when it had been a puppy shaking and piddling on his bar, all ears and paws, wet nose and pink, licking tongue. Ernie didn’t know shit about it now.


  Rip his throat out if it could, Cal knew. Lap up his blood, and eat his warm guts whole.


  Hatred was a serious thing; in an animal, it was dead serious. Cal knew that too.


  He put the bucket down in the weeds just outside the perimeter of dirt. The dog followed the bucket down, and then returned its attention to Cal.


  “Come on,” Cal said in a husky, broken whisper, “ask for it, you sorry sonofabitch. Ask for it.” He nudged the bucket with the toe of his sneaker. “Come on, there ain’t much left…come on, now.”


  Every morning; every morning for a fuckin’ week.


  The dog continued to stare at him with its great, black, stony eyes.


  “You’re gonna have to work for this today, doggo.” Cal nudged the bucket again. If the dog wanted to, it could just touch the edge of the bucket with its nose. But it didn’t. It stared at him instead. At him.


  “Come on, you sonofabitch dog; come on!”


  In the end he kicked the bucket, kicked it with everything he had in him, kicked it so hard his dead right arm swung up and the useless meat of his hand slapped him right in the face, poked his eye, and momentarily blinded him.


  “Son-of-a-BITCH!” he roared, teetering at the edge of the dirt circle, bringing his good hand up to press against the sting in his eye where the numb finger had poked it. He heard the clink of the dog’s chain as a link suddenly straightened, and the perimeter—the killing perimeter, the space where the dog could get him—was increased a half-inch….


  “Are you teasing that poor dog again, Cal? It’s just going to hate you for it. Honestly, why you taunt that poor baby is beyond me! What has he ever done to deserve— Cal? Are you listening to me? Cal?”


  Goddamn crazy sonofabitch dog. Every morning. Every morning for a week now.


  Every. Goddamn. Morning.


  The dog ate the Chow and meat scattered in the dirt with methodical quickness. It smelled the mouse and voles, nudged them with its nose, and then gobbled them, too. Then it raised its massive head, regarded Cal silently for a long moment, then turned and settled itself in the dark hole where the clapboards had separated from the garage’s frame.


  Dismissed him.


  “Cal? You leave that poor baby alone now, you hear me? You leave my baby alone!”


  On the wind that drove the grey grass seas, that sang through his head like a spray of hot, fast bullets:


  “Cal?”


  There is a field….


  The county police cruiser, a new Ford Crown Victoria painted blue and white with slick black striping, pulled into the yard some time after noon on that seventh day.


  Cal heard its door slam, then the sound of boots crunching up the gravel path to his front door. He rolled off the couch, and made it to the door just as three firm knocks shook it in its frame. Cal hesitated, and then opened the door wide.


  “Sheriff,” he said.


  The middle-aged officer, wearing black jack boots, a freshly pressed sky-blue uniform and tall, neatly blocked cream Stetson, smiled tightly. “I left my coat in the cruiser, Mr. Tubbs; you mind if I come in out of the weather?”


  Cal scratched his belly, blinking. Then, “Hell no, come on in.”


  The sheriff shouldered past him deftly, and Cal smelled Old Spice and Needsford Oil and the faint, pungent perfume of cordite. He closed the door, then pointed to the officer’s Glock snapped snugly into its holster. “You been firing that thing today, Sheriff?”


  “Yeah.” The officer’s eyes moved, darted, all about the room. “They cornered a coyote in the Reedham’s barn this morning. Took four slugs before it went down. Blew its head off. Clean off.”


  Cal whistled dutifully. “That’s a hundred-fifty clear bounty money, ain’t it?”


  The sheriff nodded, his gaze ranging swiftly over the scattered beer cans, the crusted plates piled on the coffee table before the TV. And the cats, prowling silently about. “Can’t award a bounty to myself though,” he said. “That’s the bitch right there.”


  Cal shrugged. “I’d take it. I’d take it in a New York minute.”


  The sheriff nodded again, moving to the hall doorway, glancing on into the kitchen. Then he turned back. “I take it she’s still gone?”


  “Like the wind, Sheriff. Like the fuckin’ Montana wind. Pardon my French.” Cal moved past him to the kitchen. “Can I get you a beer?” He opened the Frigidaire and got one for himself.


  Then behind him, so close that Cal almost jumped, the sheriff said, “You living on that stuff now, Mr. Tubbs?”


  Cal closed the refrigerator with his knee. “It’s getting me through.” He popped the can, then took a foamy slurp off the top. “Beats Emily’s cooking, anyway.”


  “The way I hear it, Mr. Tubbs, your wife kept a pretty good table. More than one person commented on that.”


  Cal took another swallow of beer, his eyes bright. “No accounting for taste, I guess.”


  “I guess.” The officer wandered back into the living room.


  Cal followed him. “People been telling you things, then, Sheriff? About me and Emily? People been talking us up?”


  “Just doing what comes natural, Mr. Tubbs. Me asking ques-tions, and them answering.” The sheriff, looking suddenly taller, tighter, turned and caught Cal’s eye, and held fast. “A week is a long time with no word at all, don’t you think?”


  Cal swallowed a rising burp. “Well—”


  “Nothing from your wife’s sister in Cheyenne, or her aunt in…where’s that aunt, Mr. Tubbs?”


  “Cedar City.” Cal’s voice sounded hollow. “Utah. Nope, nothing from them at all.”


  The sheriff nodded slowly. “I checked, of course.”


  “I figured you would.”


  “And then there’s that story Buck Reedham told me this morning, after we bagged that coyote’s ass in his barn.”


  Cal sat down on his couch. Heavily. “Buck Reedham’s no friend of mine, Sheriff.”


  “He mentioned that. He also mentioned a conversation you had at the Starlight down by the interstate the other day, little over a week ago. You frequent the Starlight, don’t you, Mr. Tubbs? Run by a man named Ernie Choate?”


  “Yeah,” Cal heard himself say. Hollow. Dead. Somebody else talking. “I give Ernie some business every now and then. He takes my money; I drink his beer.”


  “Seems you were talking to this fella Ernie down there about what to do if you caught your wives in bed with another man? Or that’s how Mr. Reedham understood it from a couple of stools down the bar. Did you really have a conversation with the bartender on that subject, Mr. Tubbs? About what to do about a cheating wife?”


  Cal looked down at his beer. “You could ask Ernie.”


  “Oh I did. Believe me, I did.” Then, softly, calmly: “Do you remember what you told the bartender, Mr. Tubbs?”


  “Yeah.” So hollow. So dead. “I remember.”


  The sheriff waited a moment, then he said, “You don’t want to tell me what you said, Mr. Tubbs? You got a reason why you don’t want to tell me?”


  “Hell no!” Cal’s eyes blazed defiantly for a moment before they dulled again. “I said…I said I’d probably shoot the bastard, then cut him up into little pieces and feed him to the hogs.” He swallowed. “Hogs’d eat anything, I said. Anything at all.”


  The sheriff lowered himself to one knee; Cal heard the creak in the leather of his holster, in his shiny black jack boots. “You wouldn’t happen to keep any hogs on the property, would you, Mr. Tubbs?”


  Cal took in a slow, ragged breath, hearing the rattle of the dog’s chain in his head, then looked up blearily. “Sounds like you think something happened, Sheriff.”


  “Happened.” The officer rose. “Oh, yeah. Something happened, all right.” He placed his hands on his hips. “After a week some people start thinking about a number of things that might have happened, Mr. Tubbs.” He shifted his gaze to the side window. “After a week maybe I’ve got to start looking at things a little bit differently, if you know what I mean.”


  Quietly, almost whispering, Cal said, “I don’t think you better ask me any more questions, Sheriff.”


  “You want me to leave, Mr. Tubbs?” The sheriff smiled slightly, revealing a thin slice of white teeth. “You ordering me out of your home?”


  Cal stood shakily. “Yeah,” he said, “real politely, but yeah. I got that right, haven’t I?”


  The sheriff nodded, his smile frozen. Then he turned to the front door, paused, and turned around. “Folks say you’ve been keeping to yourself this past week. Haven’t left the place even once, they say.”


  “That don’t mean nothing,” Cal said. “That don’t mean nothing at all.”


  “The bartender at the Starlight says you never miss your Friday night beer. Not for the past couple of years, anyway.”


  Cal couldn’t keep his voice from shaking as he said, “I just told you to please leave—”


  “Unfortunately, Mr. Tubbs, I got some bad news this morning.” The sheriff leaned on the door. “Up until this morning, I only had one reported missing person in this entire county.” He held up a long, pale finger. “Just one.”


  “Emily,” Cal said, stone-faced. “I know that.”


  The sheriff raised a second finger. “Truck driver named Loman, out of Wheatland. Cross-country; big rigs. His wife said he hadn’t called in a few days, and the company he hauls for says he hasn’t been around either.”


  Over his shoulder, through the door glass, Cal saw the rye grass in the field, beckoning. Slowly, carefully, he said, “You saying this guy and my wife…maybe run off together?”


  The sheriff shook his head. “That would be too easy, Mr. Tubbs, too pat, don’t you think?”


  “This farm was my wife’s life, Sheriff. This house, the animals…me.”


  The sheriff nodded again, with just a sliver of a smile. “Nothing but corn cobs to chew on, then, I guess, eh?”


  “Corn cobs? What the hell are you talking about?”


  “The hogs, Mr. Tubbs.” The sheriff opened the door on a stiff, biting wind. “Hogs’ll eat anything…isn’t that what you said?”


  There is a field.


  There


  Is


  A


  FIELD.


  The blizzard hit with full, howling force by one o’clock, but that was all right. That was just fine. A good, thick blanket of snow to cover things, to keep things for a little while longer….


  He went out into the middle of it with his Dad’s old nickel-plated .45 and killed the dog where it lay in the shelter of the leaning garage. It took four bullets, just like the coyote…just like Emily…but he shot the bastard’s head off.


  Clean off.


  “I brought it home for you, Emily,” he said hoarsely, struggling with the words. “I brought that damn dog home for you, you bitch. For YOU!”


  Then he shoved the burning metal of the automatic’s muzzle into his mouth, closed his eyes on the sudden pain, on the tears that rolled coldly through the ruined stubble of his cheeks—


  “Cal! You come in the house, now. It’s snowing, for goodness sake! Cal!”


  He let the muzzle fall from his lips.


  “Cal!”


  “Yes, dear.” His words were lost in the falling snow. For a moment, he wasn’t even certain he had said them aloud.


  “Cal?”


  “Coming.”


  He turned, cradling the gun in the crook of his good arm, and went back to the house, the empty house, the house still full of her, and waited for the sheriff to return.


  On The Midwatch


  The words felt good, coming out. Like putting on the new silver-bar collar devices; like the new glowing gold half-stripes on his service-dress blues, sewn next to his tarnished full ensign stripes: you’re a Lieutenant Junior Grade, Charlie-boy, he thought. You’re fresh from the Pacific Fleet, and tonight you are a Lieutenant (jg) Officer of the Deck underway, just you, only you, your first solo watch since reporting on board without a full lieutenant or lieutenant commander hanging on your elbow, hanging on your every word, on your every move. They’re all asleep, now, trusting you, up here. The ship is yours, Charlie-boy, yours.


  “Attention in the pilot house,” were the words; “this is Lieutenant (jg) Lang. I have the deck and the con.”


  “Aye aye, sir,” was the bridge crew’s rote chorused reply. Then, “Steady on 350, sir,” from the helmsman. And, from the Lee Helmsman, “All engines ahead standard, sir, zero seven five revolutions indicated for fifteen knots.”


  “Very well.” And those words felt good too. Navy tradition: as OOD he was the only one on the bridge with the authority to say them, the only goddamn one. But hey, let’s not let this go to your head, Charlie, he thought. Calm down, boy. This is the midwatch, midnight to four, steaming alone in the middle of the cold, cold North Atlantic, hundreds of miles from any commercial shipping lanes, from any land, from any possible danger. But still, you’re the OOD, and you have the con; the ship is your total responsibility; the Captain is sawing wood right now, knowing you are up here. Don’t get too cocky, please. And for God’s sake, don’t screw up.


  He smiled. In the red darkness of the bridge, he could hide the smile in a shadow. Goddammit, he could handle the responsibility. Goddammit, he felt good.


  Charlie surveyed the bridge—


  To the quartermasters, parallel-rulers in their hands, hunched over their charts; to the status-board keeper, crowned with sound-powered headphones, standing ready by his Plexiglas board with his grease-pencil and eraser cloth; to the helmsman, both hands on the huge brass wheel, his eyes locked on the gyro repeater in the panel before him; to the lee-helm, turned to the engineering status board, transcribing a report from main control over his own set of sound-powered phones; to the boatswainsmate-of-the-watch, brewing coffee in the corner, keeping his eye on his messengers; and to Al Douglass, his Junior Officer of the Deck, stooped over the main radar repeater scope, its rubber glare-shield molded to his face.


  Then he looked out into the darkness, to where the black star field blended into the deeper, smoother darkness of the midnight sea, miles and miles beyond the ghostly crescent bow.


  “How far are we pinging, Al?”


  “Fifty thousand yards. I was thinking about bringing it in, though. Keep CIC at fifty?”


  “Yeah. Sounds good.”


  Al pulled his face from the rubber, and green light filtered up, into the overhead. He went over to the 21MC, bent, and talked quietly with the operations crew in the Combat Information Center, the tenders of the heavy electronics and sensors, the only true eyes for the ship in this darkness, in a night this complete. Then he straightened. “CIC Watch Officer says he’s got one scope at fifty, and another at eighty. Air-search radar is down again, of course. Sonar is on standby. Fifty and eighty okay?”


  Charlie nodded. No harm. No need to have everything done to his exact specifications. He was the newest officer on board, and he knew he had to be flexible. Bend, Charlie-boy, give a little. It’s the mark of a good OOD.


  “Sir?”


  The Boatswainsmate-of-the-watch emerged from the darkness, carrying a steaming mug of coffee.


  “Thanks, Boats.” Charlie took the mug, its warmth spreading through his fingers. Both bridge wing hatches were closed but not dogged; outside on the wings both port and starboard lookouts were no doubt freezing their asses off.


  A squawk from the 21MC, then. “Bridge, Combat.”


  Charlie cocked his head in the general direction, and Al took took it. “Bridge aye.”


  “Yes sir, we’ve got a contact, seventy-eight thousand yards, bearing 342.”


  “That one will be alpha,” Charlie said, taking a quick gulp of coffee, burning his tongue, then putting the mug down. Take it easy, he told himself. It’s thirty-nine miles out, for chrissakes.


  “Designate it skunk Alpha, Combat,” Al said.


  “Combat aye.”


  “It’s probably the Glover on local ops.” Charlie turned to the status-board keeper. “You get that designation, Willoughby?”


  “Yes sir, skunk Alpha. It’s on the board.”


  “I want five minute marks, and a CPA as soon as it tracks.”


  “Yes sir.” Willoughby turned to murmur into his sound-powered phones.


  Al already had his binoculars up, looking vainly to port.


  “I doubt you’ll get her visually, Mr. Douglass; she’s over the horizon.”


  The JOOD grinned. “I guess I’m a little anxious, sir.”


  Sir. Al was an ensign; the only time ensigns called j.g.s ‘sir’ was on the bridge. A rare fruit, Charlie savored it. He checked the center-line gyro-repeater. Yes indeed, steady on 350. You should have checked that before, Charlie-boy, when you first took the watch. Watch yourself; do it right. He leaned on the repeater, staring out into the night, hoping he looked calm, collected, and professional. They’re all looking to you, Charlie.


  Willoughby spoke up behind him, “Combat’s got another skunk, sir.”


  Charlie straightened. “Where is it?”


  “290. Thirty-five thousand yards.”


  Charlie turned on him. “Did you say thirty-five?”


  “Yes sir, thirty-five thousand yards.” Willoughby paused, listening to his phones. “They say it just popped up.”


  Charlie let his breath out slowly. “Okay, designate it skunk Bravo. Five minute marks. Closest point of approach when it tracks.” He turned to Al, who was bent over the radar repeater once again. “Got it, Mr. Douglass?”


  “Yes sir. It’s coming in pretty fast.”


  “Low flying aircraft, maybe?”


  “No, it’s not painting right for that.” Al took the rubber hood off, exposing the radar glass, and cranked down the gain to a soft green glow. “It’s got to be a surface vessel.” He made some marks on the glass with a grease pencil. “I can give you a rough CPA on Alpha now, anyway, if you want.”


  “Yeah.”


  “It’s got a healthy left bearing drift, CPA at about twenty-five thousand at about 270 relative, in about ten minutes if we all maintain our speeds.”


  Charlie nodded. “Willoughby, check that off Combat’s eye. Tell them to put Alpha on watch after it hits CPA.”


  “Yes sir.”


  “Bravo’s really moving,” Al said, making another mark on the radar glass, then connecting the dots with a parallel ruler. “I’ve got her at constant bearing, decreasing range now.”


  Charlie’s heart jumped. CBDR had another name: collision course. “How far?”


  “She’s in five thousand already.” Al looked up, eyes wide, rimmed in green. “That’s pretty damn fast.”


  Charlie looked out into the darkness, then crouched by the 21MC. “Combat, Bridge,” he said quietly.


  “Combat aye.”


  “What’s the story on Bravo?”


  A pause, then, “We’ve got her at CBDR, sir. She’s really coming in.”


  “You got a real-speed on her?”


  “… Yes sir.” Another pause. “Forty-eight knots, sir.”


  “Forty-eight?”


  “We checked it three times, sir. We even got the Senior Chief out of his rack for this one.”


  “My apologies for the Senior Chief’s loss of beauty sleep. Tell him to check it again.”


  Forty-eight knots. What kind of ship could go that fast?


  Apparently following the same thought, Al said, “Surface effect craft, maybe. Maybe a hydrofoil.”


  “In the middle of the goddamn North Atlantic?” Charlie brought his binoculars up and swept the port side horizon from beam to brow. “Get back on the scope, and let me know when Bravo gets in to twelve thousand. We’ll probably come right 20 or 30 degrees to stay clear of it and Alpha.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Charlie turned. “Mark your helm, Barney.”


  “350 still, sir,” the helmsman said, “steady on.”


  “Very well.”


  “Alpha’s turned to starboard,” Al said, from the repeater scope. “I’ve got her past CPA and opening.”


  “Good.” Go away, Charlie thought. I’d rather have these skunks one at a time any day. “Willoughby, tell Combat to put Alpha on watch.”


  “Aye sir, watch skunk Alpha.”


  “Bravo, Al?”


  “Fifteen thousand and still closing. Dead on collision course still.”


  Charlie aimed his binoculars in the direction of the contact. He relaxed his eyes, looking for it at the edges of his lines of sight…there! A flash, gone, then back…a yellowish, orangish light…dancing through the waves on the horizon….


  He brought his binoculars down. “Boats!”


  The Boatswainsmate-of-the-Watch stepped forward. “Sir?”


  “Go out and tell the port wing lookout to wake his ass up. I’ve got this skunk visually in here and I haven’t heard a word from him. It’s his job to sight these damn things first.”


  “Yes sir.”


  “Al?”


  “Almost twelve thousand, sir. It…wait a minute, just lost it on that sweep.”


  Charlie swung his binoculars up again. Where was it? It had just been…


  “Three sweeps,” Al said. “Bravo’s gone from my scope.”


  Charlie focused in and out, looked from side to side. “Keep your ass on that radar, Al. We—”


  “Combat just lost skunk Bravo, sir,” Willoughby said.


  Squawk: “Bridge, Combat.”


  Charlie stooped, pressed the toggle. “Bridge aye.”


  “Yes, sir. We’re damned if we know what’s going on out there.”


  “Sub, maybe?”


  “At forty plus knots, sir?”


  Charlie felt his cheeks warm, and was grateful for the darkness. “Bridge aye.” He released the toggle, and straightened. “Boats, send someone with a pair of binocs back to the fantail. Get them hooked up on your lookout freek.”


  “Yes sir.”


  “Scope’s clean, sir,” Al said.


  Charlie shook his head. “Skunks never acted like this in the Pacific, I can tell you that.”


  Al grinned briefly. “You’ll get used to it. Sargasso is a strange place. Wait till we get up into the northern corridor shipping lanes. Then you’ll really pull your hair out.”


  “Can’t wait.” Charlie rubbed his eyes. “Listen, you better—”


  The port wing hatch clanged open. “There’s something out here!” The lookout yelled into the pilothouse. “Jesus Christ there’s something out here!”


  Charlie pushed past him (“Take care of this asshole” he mouthed to Al) and stepped out onto the windy bridge wing.


  It was a beam of light under the water, long, straight, rotating like a lighthouse beam, more than one, actually, a succession of beams, like the spokes of some submerged cyclopean wheel….


  Al came up behind him. “Christ Almighty,” he breathed, “that light is under the water?”


  Yellowed by depth, casting innumerable fish-shadows as the impossibly powerful beams swept past…


  “What kind of light can penetrate that much ocean and still keep its intensity?”


  Charlie suddenly realized his mouth was open. He grabbed the pelorus and took a bearing on where the hub of the light spokes appeared to be.


  “290?”


  Yeah, 290. Go wake the Captain. This is crazy.”


  They both re-entered the pilothouse in time to hear the lee-helmsman say shakily, “That ain’t no damn bear sub…ain’t no fuckin’ way that’s a bear sub—”


  “Quiet on the Bridge,” Charlie said, amazed that his own voice was still steady.


  Pinnggg. Piinnggg. Piinnggg.


  “What the hell—”


  “Combat put the sonar on line, sir,” Willoughby said. “They figured you’d want it on.”


  Piinnggg. Charlie went to the 21MC and hit the toggle. “Combat. Bridge.” Piinnggg.


  “Combat aye.”


  “The next time somebody lights off the sonar without my direct order I’m gonna have their ass for breakfast.” Piinnggg.


  “Yes sir.” Piinnggg. “Sorry sir.”


  “So how’s it painting?”


  “Huge, sir. Whatever’s out there is pretty goddamn huge.” Piinnggg. “Senior’s on the scope. He—”


  “Captain’s on the bridge!” someone sang out. A hatch clanged.


  “Mr. Lang?” The Captain squinted. “I don’t have my night vision yet. What the hell—”


  Piinnggg. Piinnggg.


  “Tell CIC to turn off the sonar, Willoughby,” the Captain said. “We’ll wake the whole damn ship with that racket.” He went to the forward bridge windows. “Ahah,” he said.


  “Sir,” Charlie began, “it’s—”


  It had surfaced.


  It was a black mountain, rimmed with orange light. There was movement across its surface, things scurrying to and fro…there was the sound of horns, of a huge cathedral organ in an all-encompassing ear-blasting discord, vibrating the bridge window glass and everyone’s fillings….


  “Right full rudder, helmsman,” the Captain said, calmly, through the sound. “Steady on 090.”


  “Right full rudder, steady on 090 aye, sir,” Barney said, his voice thick. The bridge was silent, then, the sudden quiet like a thunderclap. The ship turned, heeling slightly, shushing through the water. Then, “My rudder is right full…steadying on 090, sir.”


  “Very well.” The Captain sighed. “Mr. Lang, what are we turning?”


  “Zero seven five, sir. Fifteen knots.”


  “Lee helm,” the Captain said, “all engines ahead full; indicate zero nine seven revolutions for twenty knots.”


  “All engines ahead full, aye sir, indicating zero nine seven revolutions for twenty knots.” The engine order telegraph rang up speed brassily. The lee helm said, “Zero nine seven revolutions indicated and answered for, sir, for twenty knots.”


  The Captain nodded. “Very well.” Then, “Mr. Lang, call your relief. Mr. Douglass, you have the deck and the con.”


  Charlie was astonished. He pointed out the bridge windows to the massive thing in the ocean tracking slowly to port, fading into the night. His mouth was open again, but no sound came out.


  “Mr. Lang,” the Captain said patiently, his eyes like gray steel, “give the deck and con to Mr. Douglass.”


  Charlie swallowed. “Attention in the pilothouse, this is Lieutenant (jg) Lang. Ensign Douglass has the deck and the con.”


  “Aye aye, sir,” the bridge team chorused, looking at one another in the red darkness.


  “This is Ensign Douglass,” Al said then, his voice a trifle high, “I have the deck and the con. Belay your reports.”


  “Aye aye sir,” the chorus repeated.


  “Mr. Douglass,” the Captain said, “when Mr. Lang’s relief comes up you are to give him the deck, but you can keep the con if you feel you’re up to it.” He looked out the bridge windows, into the darkness to port. “Bring us back to our original course in ten minutes.”


  “Yes sir.” Al glanced helplessly to Charlie. I’m sorry, his eyes said.


  But Charlie did not notice; he was still astonished, bewildered, still in shock….


  “Mr. Lang, I will see you in my sea cabin in five minutes.”


  “Captain’s off the bridge!” Barney sang; the hatch clanged.


  Charlie looked to Al. “What…?” he managed.


  Al looked out the bridge windows, then to Charlie, then back to the windows. He was clutching his binoculars too tightly, Charlie saw.


  “Charlie,” he said quietly, “I didn’t see anything, understand? I heard about this; Goddammit I heard about this…no, I didn’t see anything, not a goddamned blessed thing. You’re new, Charlie, understand? You’re new.”


  But Charlie only shook his head, slowly, slowly.


  “Call your relief, Charlie,” Al said then. “Quickly please. I’ve never had the deck before. Okay?”


  Charlie looked at Willoughby, who turned to his status board and proceeded to wipe all of the Bravo information off the Plexiglas. Charlie gave the entire pilothouse an all-encompassing look, but no one met his gaze. He turned to the passageway hatch, yanking it open. “Lang is off the bridge,” he muttered, and stepped through.


  KNOCK THEN ENTER


  Charlie knocked, then pushed the door open. The Captain looked up from his desk, from a pad covered with hastily scribbled notes. “Yes, Mr. Lang?”


  “You wanted to see me, sir?”


  “See you? About what?”


  “About what was…about what was out there…what I saw….”


  “Saw? What did you see, Mr. Lang?” Something on the midwatch?”


  Charlie looked into the Captain’s eyes; they were steady, expressionless; he twirled a pencil around in his fingers, around and around and—


  “No, sir,” he heard himself say.


  “Oh?” Around and around and—“You’re sure?”


  “Yes, sir. I…I didn’t see anything.”


  “Then there’s really no need for this discussion, is there?”


  “No sir.”


  “Go hit your rack and get some sleep, then, Mr. Lang.”


  “Yes
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