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PRAISE FOR THE BOOKS

by Robert Rife
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“… fun, frightening, and ribald. It won’t be for everybody, but that can be said of all great writing.”
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“… delightfully weird… this story will blow you away!”
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“Original, impressive, compulsively entertaining…”

[image: image]

“… scary and frequently hilarious…”
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“… blows the genre out of the water…”
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“Stephen King meets Terry Pratchett… funny and terrifying…”
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“…action-rich… visceral imagery and heart-stopping horror…”
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“…irreverent and darkly funny. Injecting brutal scenes with almost lyrical prose lends the novel a definite otherworldly feel.”
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“Lures the reader in fast… this is a page-turner!”

[image: image]





PROCLAMATIONS
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Except for an early morning spider that crawled into my scotch; no animals were harmed during the writing of this novel.
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Women are God’s best effort thus far. Men are, well… they’re men. The author is sorry.
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This is a work of fiction. Any human finding a resemblance to themselves... needs help.
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To the readers who love this book: May all your children be beautiful, your pockets lined with gold, and your sex life rival Satan’s.
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EVERYONE: Give to the local Humane Society. Yes, this author does.
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PROLOGUE

She’s not coming. It’s too late now. Blood gushes from his empty arm socket, spattering onto the deck. He hears the pounding and tearing at the hatch cover. It wants the rest of him.   

CHAPTER1

IN THE BEGINNING
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Thousands of years ago a spacecraft shrieked into earth’s atmosphere. Crashing, it burrowed deep into the ground causing considerable discontent to the cargo. The pilots weren’t too happy about it either. They would soon become a lot unhappier when the cargo ate them. The crew had no warning of the ravenous attack, so no one made it to the switch.

Another thousand or so years later, an exceedingly unlucky tribe of Gitchiegoomba Injuns, discovered part of the intact ship protruding from some faintly glowing rocks. Informed by their medicine man that it was a God, they immediately fell to worshiping it, making sacrifices… and consuming copious amounts of peyote. As was their custom.

Alas, damn, and golly gee! All the offerings were in vain, all for nothing. Perhaps the sickly children and old women had not been gutted properly, or there wasn’t enough peyote gobbled. Or maybe the tribe hadn’t jigged and chanted correctly. Perchance the medicine man was a drooling idiot, but for whatever reason, things quite literally… went to shit.

Most of the tribe became terminally diarrhetic… and the survivors nakedly waddled away on bowed legs. Descendants of these intestinally cleansed Injuns later became known as Indians, and later, American Indians, and still later, Native Americans. Evolution at work… how progressive.

Many years after the fertilizing Gitchiegoombians departed, smart and tricky white men came to these parts. And as evil and clever white men always do, they planted a flag and claimed the land. As was their custom. After accomplishing this bit of thievery, they left to appropriate other properties. As was their custom.

More long years pass, and civilization developed, creeping like a benign cancer across the territory. Eventually, a company of surveyors operating out of Roswell, New Mexico discovered the partially buried starship.

After recovering from their own bowel tribulations, the surveyors reported their find to the proper governmental authorities. They were promptly escorted away for rewards… and permanently disappeared. As was the custom. Knowledge of extraterrestrial life must be kept from the general populace. It wouldn’t be good for them… and it sure as hell wouldn’t do their religion any favors.

Within days, a plain single-story white building was erected over the spot. It bore an equally non-descript business name: CONSOLIDATED CONCEPTS. And a thinly disguised military staff began exploring the starship. They discovered skeletal remains… and life. Frozen life.

Immediately, experimentation began with the alien technology and new life forms. These experiments did not go well. But they continued. They always do.

During the ship explorations, a switch was found. Found by a small group with the intelligence to guess its purpose. Properly horrified, and without a clue of how, or if, it could be nullified, they un-found it. It was to be studied in secrecy by a select few, and recommendations would be made.

So, secret studies of an incredibly dangerous control, would be made by a select few… followed with recommendations. What a military solution. What a plan. Nothing could possibly go wrong. But it did.

Storm clouds of war came in the late 1930s. Those clouds became war, as they always do. And all but one of that select few studying the switch wound up among the honored dead. Except for persistent scuttlebutt, the device was forgotten. But not by the one person who knew it really existed. And where.

During those early days of WW2, some frantic weaponry testing of the alien technology produced an absolute cataclysm. This holocaust resulted in the melding together of an unknown number of the ship’s lower decks. It had an unspeakable effect on all lab animals within. Human staff included. And there was no stopping the consequences.

The ensuing mutiny, chaos, and savagery inside those areas of merged and twisted floors resulted in a permanent sealing off. All decks below 19 were not just locked down and forbidden; by wartime military decree they were non-existent. Those floors had simply vanished. It was treason to speak of them.

But whispered tales of the lost decks persisted through the years. Those abandoned regions eventually got a muttered and feared name: THE WAYDOWNS.

The Waydowns, that vast, unknown region deep in the bowels of this ancient, buried starship. A twisted place teeming with... those left behind. That’s what the gossips say. They also say it had been made impenetrable.

But ways in were found. Found by some who did not tell. And those ways were used… used to dump failed experiments. Living, dead, or undecided.

This discarding procedure continues.





CHAPTER2

PRESENT DAY: BENEATH THAT WHITE BUILDING
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Far below the military white concrete structure, down past the 19 starship decks that are occupied by human researchers, are those areas that in military speak… do not exist. Officially, that persistent idea of abandoned lower decks is plain bullshit. There’s no more truth in those rumors than there is in the existence of a mysterious all-powerful switch. It’s total Area 51 and little green men hogwash.

But those decks are there, boiling with life. Altered and wronged creatures slither, scurry, and walk those twisted floors. They scavenge through labyrinthine, dimly lit corridors, abandoned vaporous laboratories, and flickering control rooms. They stalk, they kill, they eat, and they breed.

And some of them… some of them plot:

“God damn it, Seevee, you’ve got to get over this. What you heard was only sex. I just fucked the guy, it didn’t mean anything,” says Tanya, leaning further over the console from her chair. Her unbuttoned lab coat conveniently slipping further open, exposing more of her. Showing more of the naked Tanya beneath. “What you heard was plain old fucking, nothing more. I… WE need help from those in the locked areas beneath us. If we’re going to take Deck 19 and keep it, we need them. I did what was necessary.”

“Seevee LUFF Ton! Much luff… much, much care… much do for Ton,” whines the Almost, his human face twisting as he tries not to cry, unconsciously hugging himself with both multi- jointed arms.

“I know you do… Honey, and I… I love you back, but—”

“NO! Ton lie to Seevee, Ton no care for Seevee. Seevee killed friends, killed Almosts for Ton! Seevee carry hid Gunch for—”

“Shut up, Seevee, that’s enough,” Tanya says blithely.

Pushing the chair back, her coat falls open even further. Her good eye glinting as the other wetly searches for light it will never again see.

“Yes, you did kill the other Almosts for me, but they were no longer your friends. They were making plans against you. I told you so; I warned you in time.”

“Seevee no never hear any them say—”

“I told you to shut up. Now come here and lay your head in my lap… baby. I’ll explain things so that you can understand.”

And this last remaining Almost obeys. He always did. It’s called love. It can be difficult.
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Further away in this convoluted maze of decks, a terrified, failed experiment runs desperately. It has been thrown into this hell because of improper development. Created far above in Deck 19’s lab, it had failed the requirements. The creature had tried hard, but it was not the Übermensch that Dr. Lillith Gaust sought, not a superior human. It wasn’t even close enough to be a replacement for the missing Almosts. It was garbage, just another Lab Spill. Just another failure. There were many.

This Lab Spill is being stalked, relentlessly stalked. No matter how hard the Spill tries, it cannot increase the distance between itself and the beast. The gap remains constant. Looking over its shoulder, it can dimly see the hunter’s outline through the drifting haze that’s everywhere in this tortured part of the ship. The shadowy figure appears low to the deck, then taller, then low again, running with a humping, side to side motion, from one wall to the other and back again. Its motion has a clopping, clicking sound. But the overall movement is always forward, always keeping the same distance back, always. The Spill is being toyed with.

Ducking into a storage room filled with shadowy rows of towering shelves, the Spill dodges among them. Scurrying down the walkways searching for an exit, it finds a creek named shit. And that’s a tributary flowing through all worlds. Desperately climbing up a rack bolted to the wall, it hides among the dusty, looted crates and debris. Being still, trying to quiet its gasping breath, knowing that hiding is its only chance. It waits.

On the wall directly above, a saucer sized splotch of glistening yellow mold slowly bubbles as it breaths. Occasionally a bubble will softly pop, spraying out a few microscopic particles. That splotch is birthing. It is birthing doom.

Hearing a faint snuffling sound, punctuated with high pitched grunting, the Spill realizes the clopping, clicking, scratching sounds have slowed. But they’re getting louder. And closer. Much closer. Then silence.

Peering from a crack between the crates, the Spill jambs a fist into its mouth, hoping it won’t be seen, hoping it won’t be heard, hoping the top shelf will be beyond the thing’s reach. Hoping.

Amid a swirl of ever-present fog, the entry fills with … a monster. The creature is low to the ground, giving the Spill thoughts that the beast isn’t tall enough, can’t reach the top shelf, won’t be able to climb. But then… it slowly stands, unfolding to its full height. It is at least nine feet tall. Nine feet of nightmare; it won’t need to climb. Bristles form a nimbus around the huge head; a halo from hell. It looks directly at the Spill’s shelf. A staccato huffing comes from the mouth. It’s laughing.
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“Now, Seevee,” Tanya continues, as she slowly strokes the Almost’s head. “I made contact with what’s behind that locked hatch we’ve heard sounds from. Those areas have been locked down since the mutiny, since what happened that created the Waydowns. That’s many years back, a long time before you, me, and the Almosts escaped from 19. There are still people in there. Well, sort of people, what’s descended from the original human staff anyway.”

“What… what look like?” snuffles Seevee, trying to keep the tears and jealousy out of his voice.

“Oh, you don’t have to worry, the one I met isn’t near as good as you, Seevee,” she answers with the unerring mind-read of a woman. No, he’s a lot better, you ugly, pathetic imitation man…he will make a good replacement once I get you killed off. “I only met the one, a man called Lakker, but if he’s any indication of the rest, then their area must be the ship’s power source. I’ve seen radiation sickness before, and whatever he has sure looks like it.”

“Much, much no need him, no much want—”

“Yes, Seevee, we do much need him. We need to find out how many others there are; what weapons they have. And we need their help to take 19. I need humans like me, instead of a few Lab Spills, Coilers... and you. Having those people with us could make the difference.” And Lakker told me about other things… further down… things that WILL make a difference.

“Much no trust,” quietly replies the Almost, his cheek resting on the bare thighs. Tanya including him in her statement about Spills and Coilers hurt, hurt deeply. He so desperately wants to be human for her, for Tanya. Tanya is his all, his life. This will end.
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A monster walks toward the Spill’s hiding place. Its curved haunches flex, and quills rub together, rasping coarsely. Feet make a harsh knocking sound; they’re hooves. Hard, brutal and split, matching the small ones on each thick finger.

Nearing the rack of shelves, its long pink ears sway, framing feral hog eyes and upturned snout. Curving tusks shine white and wet. The bristled shoulders are level with the Spill, and hot carrion breath washes over the boxes it cowers behind. Hands reach out, shoving the boxes aside. The chuffing laugh bounces about the area.

Erupting with terrorized strength, the Spill leaps into the space above the massive, laughing head. It almost makes it.

The bristled creature isn’t hungry. Not yet. It wants to play, and the shelf provides a good surface to spread things out. Those finger-hooves are for digging, but can be very selective and careful when probing. The fun begins. The Lab Spill screams.
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Directly above the toxic Waydowns is Deck 19. Above that floor, all the other levels rise to the desert and that white building. Within 19, seated at his desk, Dr. Moto alternately rubs his bandaged head and blackened eyes, worriedly staring at the blank monitor screen. Dr. Gaust has chosen not to show herself during this little chat. This cannot be good.

It’s been many days since Moto has actually seen Gaust. He’d like to lengthen the number, stretch them into never. During their last meeting, her melon sized shoulder growth had lolled about beneath a draped towel. She’d fed it bits of meat; always jerking her hand back quickly. Evidently the melon had teeth. Dr. Moto thought of it as Gaust’s own personal Igor. And he shudders to think how much little Iggy may have grown.

Talks with Dr. Lillith Sally Gaust, the iron-willed harridan that controls all but the Waydowns, were never pleasant. Some were less harsh than others, but this one will be piercing.

“It’s quite apparent that Gosteen and the woman recruit have deserted,” reports Moto. “I am replacing him as security head with Private Huong. I received a report that our truck was found abandoned in Oklahoma City. I—”

“Fuck Gosteen, his bitch, and the truck, you oriental idiot. What about the Extender?” demands Lillith. Her voice is… different. Hers, but not hers. Like silk being pulled across sharp things.

“We think it’s still in the area of that topside house, but—”

“THINK? Is that what you do, Doctor Moto? You think? It must be all you do, you fucking bucket of rice. Listen to me carefully: Where-Is-The-Extender?”

“Huong has— we’ve determined the Extender is actually in that topside house. But the bounces are erratic. The location is not constant.”

“Yes, Moto, thank you for the meaning of erratic; it describes your performance. What else have you and this Huong determined?”

“We thin— we believe the topsiders now realize that the Extender is not a Medieval piece of armor, but that it’s Extraterrestrial. They may have it covered so it can’t focus and are probably keeping it locked up.”

“Think. Determine. Believe. My, my, my… what a repertoire of skills you’re developing. How do you know that they know?”

“I th— uh, I gues— um— Proby told them,” he answers, not daring to say the words guess or think, and trying hard to make a definite statement. This chat has become quicksand. Deep quicksand.

“Did Proby do this tell-all before, or after he clubbed the Egg Foo out of your ass? Never mind, I don’t want to hear about another of your failures. Or about that mutant Elvis shithead; that fucking Proby. What I want, is for you to get that Extender. You bring me a plan that doesn’t involve another topside expedition. And I don’t want it now; I want it yesterday. Mind me, man, mind me!” She abruptly ends the connection.

“Yes, O Honored Hyena, to hear you is to obey… for now. But my time draws near,” says Dr. Moto, addressing the definitely off screen and the empty room. Defiance is best tempered with discretion. “And Egg Foo Young is food of the filthy Chinese, you round-eye bitch.”

Moto is quite the racist, and he is very democratic about. He includes everyone. This esteemed scientist thinks racism is in all peoples. He’s right; it is. It’s as natural as thought; it’s the instinct of self-preservation. Neanderthals weren’t racist. Perhaps they were an early form of… Woke.

Behind Dr. Moto is a vast room. An area that had once been the playground of that “mutant Elvis shithead; that Proby,” as his creator had just lovingly referred to him. A place filled with games and memorabilia from the 1950s. All from topside thefts by that same mutant shithead, using the Extender. That breastplate attachment from an extraterrestrial spacesuit. That piece Lillith is so determined to get back. That device that opens a portal into and out of the ship; HER ship. That thing that’s a time bomb of ruin for Dr. Gaust.

The mutant’s chamber, lighted with flickering this, bleeping that, and other fun, no longer imprisons the Elvis/Proby creation. Or any of his kidnapped friends. But it’s not empty of life. Something that’s been hidden inside a long, Bowl-A- Rama game… is growing. It’s beginning to spread. It’s of a yellow color.

Dr. Moto keys an intercom. “Huong! Report to me at once; we have an assignment.”
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Back in the Waydowns, Tanya and Seevee have been hearing death screeches echoing down the corridor. This is no big deal; life is short down here, but dying can often take a while. But this noise is getting ridiculous. Tanya’s patience is not… well, not patient.

“Whatever’s dying is damn sure taking its time about it,” says the patient Tanya. “Sounds like a Spill, but not one of ours, or it’d be yelling my name. What the fuck’s got hold of it?”

“Maybe Coiler, maybe?” suggests Seevee, still kneeling before her.

“No, I don’t think so. Coilers usually kill quick; they don’t play with their food. And besides, our truce with them has been holding.”

“Much, much no trust Coilers, much hungry all time.”

“You no ‘much, much’ trust anybody,” she laughs. Shoving the Almost away, she stands, “Get up, and let’s go see what the fuck it is.”

Heading toward the diminishing screams, they walk quietly. Occasionally turning down a twisted, slanting hall, dodging the debris of long abandonment, but always following those sounds of anguish.

“What we do when fi—”

“Shut up, Seevee,” she hisses, “we’re getting close, and I forgot the fucking gun.” Pulling a scalpel from her lab coat, she looks at him, arching her eyebrows. The Almost blinks stupidly for a second, then pulls his own blade.

From a doorway directly ahead, screams fade into whimpering gurgles as the Spill finally dies. Inside, the beast lifts its head from the remains, cocking a pink ear toward the opening. A piece of gut clings to one tusk, waving slightly.

On the wall above, the blot of mold has added a few specks of itself to that surface. It’s growing children.

In the corridor, Tanya and Seevee creep warily forward. Clutching the scalpel in one hand, she unconsciously rubs at a ragged facial scar with the other. Seevee protectively positions himself in front of her.

Within the room ahead, a huge head turns away from a blood drenched shelf. Nostrils repeatedly expand and contract as the monster steps toward the hall.

Seevee stops, straining to hear, motioning Tanya to halt. Only silence… or maybe… maybe not… maybe…

A boar’s face thrusts itself from the doorway. Huffing sounds come from the red mouth, blowing a dangling gut shred to the floor.

Seevee whirls about, yelling, “Much run!” He needn’t have bothered; Tanya is running. Much, much run.

Still standing, the creature steps into the hall, watching while Seevee and Tanya frantically look back as they turn a corner. Dropping to all fours, it starts its loping, humping pursuit. Ricocheting from wall to wall and back again, and again and again. It loves to chase. And to kill. Its master calls it Long; short for Long Pig.

With open coat flaring out, breasts flopping, Tanya races for her cabin and the Uzi. That deadly gun dropped by 19’s last expedition into these diseased, cursed decks. She hears the beast’s hooves pummeling down the corridor, getting louder, getting near.

Close behind her, Seevee slows to widen the space between himself and Ton. Figuring if the monster reaches them, it will get him first, and she will make it to safety. He doesn’t look back. He doesn’t need to; he can feel death closing in.

Careening around another turn, Tanya sees her cabin’s hatch. Her lungs straining, she forces a last burst of speed, hitting the partially open door, bursting into the room.

Seeing her reach safety, Seevee speeds up. With jointed arms pumping, knife still clutched in a bony fist, he knows she’ll leap back out with the gun.

As the beast closes in, Seevee stumbles, falls, scrambling for the door. He sees it slam shut. He hears it lock.

And the Long Pig comes.





CHAPTER3

TOPSIDE
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Up on ground level, hundreds of miles from the buried ship, Rastus (no middle name) Leroy paces. This pacing man’s deepest regret in life is that he hadn’t killed the son of a bitch who had named him. The prick’s fellow inmates had gotten that joy. Understandably, Rastus Leroy goes by RL. He has the ethics of a whore’s garter belt.

As RL steps about his spare bedroom/office, he frets. He frets well. It often didn’t accomplish much but fret he does. Today’s fret had also been yesterday’s fret, and the fret for several days previous. RL calls this thinking, and lately it’s been about love. All sane people stress about that torturing, euphoric, indefinable pest.

Several days ago, he’d twisted his innards into a pretzel while working up the courage to propose marriage to his next-door neighbor. But one afternoon the woman had beaten him to it. Sort of. Jayderay had asked him to buy the haunted Roaton house; they would live there. As in together... as in she would sleep with him.

This joyful gut-punch had stunned him into a strangled “yes” and a brain-freeze. What he had not done, was get the fat diamond engagement ring he had in readiness. After that, the right moment to propose was never the right moment. Those slippery devils are like that.

They had slept together that night, but not in the Roaton house. No, not there; that place had… problems. Their first time had been like all first times should be... but often ain’t. He was one enormous grin; she was melted bliss. The way it’s meant to be.

And several of those elusive, “right” proposal moments, came and went. But being a man in love, RL was too addled to recognize them. Men in love are… well, in love. It’s not a state known for intelligence.

But buying the house; that didn’t require any fleeting right moment. All that required was a crook.

RL, being a congenital liar, clever, and possessing the integrity of a dead chicken, had naturally became an antiques dealer. A successful one, whose dealings shouldn’t be examined too closely. Especially for legality. Perhaps best described as a benevolent viper; RL had money. So, Jayderay wanted the Roaton house… Jayderay would get the house.

As in most of his purchases, RL knew a lot more about the thing being sold than the seller did. And he hammered on the house having a reputation of being haunted. Especially since a dead body had recently been found… impaled on the dwelling’s iron fence. Hanging there, it had caused quite a stir among the church group that found it. The women had used unusual language.

The Roaton place was undesirable, untenable, and a worthless dump. It was totally unfit for human habitation. The homeless in Calcutta wouldn’t set foot in there. And so on, relentlessly drummed RL. Therefore, the seller (Jayderay’s former church) should sell, should sell immediately, should sell to RL… should sell at RL’s price, of course. Bend over seller, try to enjoy.

RL and Jayderay became the new owners. And they did know a great deal about the old house. Too much. From a horrifying experience, too much.

They bought knowing about its two visible residents. Those two, not exactly human residents. The purchase was made to keep the place from being razed, because of those not exactly human residents. The new owners were indebted to them; owed them big time.

That fat diamond ring is now back in RL’s pocket. He’s decided: to hell with the right moment. His innards continue to corkscrew. He looks in the direction of Jayderay’s home, where she’s currently packing. He takes a deep breath; he’s going. Nothing will stop him this time.

As RL takes this first life changing step toward being engaged… something in the closet makes a sound. It’s a rather lonely, pitiful, scratching noise. Damn it! That mouse would pick now to get caught. But if I leave it, George will get in there...

Muttering curses, he pulls the Catch & Release trap from the closet, looks sternly at the mouse.

“Well, you weren’t invited, you little beady eyed, gnawing shit.” And taking the cage outside, dumps the mouse beneath a Honeysuckle vine. “Don’t come back, you idiot. A cat lives in there!”

And evidently a very odd human that talks to rodents. Thinks the mouse, swiftly disappearing into the foliage. I wonder if he talks to coat hangers…

Back inside, RL tosses the trap into the closet, and once again steels his nerve. Fiercely gripping the ring through his jeans, he takes deep breaths, many deep breaths. All this accomplishes is dizziness. Checking the ironed creases in his jeans, tugging on the chambray shirt, finger combing his hair… he vastly improves… nothing. A man in love; a most pitiable creature.

Nearby on top of RL’s desk, George the cat displays fat pink, rear toes to the ceiling. The front paws curled beneath his chin; one eye open and watching. George hadn’t been bothered about the mouse; that was his human’s job.

Looking at him, RL says, “George, this is bullshit,” and with that profound, all-encompassing statement, he walks out. The cat’s whiskers twitch, and the toes on one back foot flex; exhibiting extreme interest. And George is thinking: RL is lucky he has a skull…it keeps his hair from falling in on his teeth. George often has such thoughts. And he knows RL does indeed talk to coat hangers, he curses them regularly.

Marching across their adjoining drives, RL knocks at Jayderay’s door, and immediately enters. Princess, greets him delightedly, bouncing about, giving a grin that dogs do so well. She adores this man who had once rescued her. He kneels, hugs her, quickly telling her she’s the world best dog, and then yells out, “Jayderay!”

“I’m in the kitchen, honey,” she calls back.

So far, so good.

With bowels pulsing like a boiling snake, RL storms into the kitchen, and finds her filling plastic totes for their new home.

So far, so good.

Without a hug, without a kiss, without even a simple I love you, the besotted fool drops to one knee. Extending the fat, sparkling diamond ring, he gasps, “Will, will, will you marry me?” Not smooth, but finally... he’s dunnit.

So far, so good.

Slowly turning, looking down at this sad specimen of love, brown eyes moisten, and she bites slightly on her bottom lip. With her hair up in a scarf, dirt smears on cheek and chin, that sad specimen thinks she’s unutterably beautiful.

So far, so good.

“No,” she answers quietly.

RL’s intestines swallow his heart. Now the real fretting can begin.
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Quite a few miles from the spurned RL, and the cruel Jayderay:

Like something excreted by a cranky monster, the Roaton house crouches in chaotic overgrowth. It’s a structure built from cursed lumber, from wood that had been murdered and bribed for. The timber had been taken from sacred grounds, and local legend tells that this dwelling hasn’t forgotten its origins… that the wood used wants payment. And more than just wants, occasionally takes its due. Takes its due in people.

Through the decades, vines have engulfed the surrounding iron fence, and clutched their way up to the second floor. Abandoned gardens run riot as windows watch, like the eyes of something not quite dead. It has a lonely, desolate, poisonous appearance. Even in the searing Texas sunlight, it looks more than frightening. It looks like a place where the dead walk, and those not so fortunate sob during never ending nights. A place where much worse than murder has been done. Much worse. A place of enigmas. A place to run from. Not a place any sane person would buy.

Inside the house—inside it’s worse. Ancient furniture with angry, carved faces lean crookedly on sagging floors. They’ve shifted through the years toward other pieces, as if wanting to feed. Desolate cobwebs holding wretched dust, coat all with a lonely skin. There are many rooms here; all are marred with memories of fear. The future holds more.

A curving staircase climbs to the second floor reluctantly, as if dreading what might be found. Framed portraits line the hallways; their watching, haunted eyes longing to close. Weak light peers through rotting drapes, while far above a stained skylight paints all with doom.

And this Roaton house has a basement, and the basement has a closet. Within that closet, a metal door occasionally reveals itself, glowing slightly. But there is no magic about this door, it just is not always seen. It came to be here long ago, came here by way of science and math; by an experiment gone horribly wrong beneath the New Mexico desert. And sometimes… sometimes this door slides open. The door leads directly into hell. The door opens into the Waydowns.

But there is love in this house. A deep, all-consuming love. A love only possible between a couple who have known the deep despair of aching loneliness, of decades passing without touch, of soul withering years without tenderness… without hope. Currently, this pair are the only visible residents of the Roaton house. There are others.

Yes. This house is to be RL and Jayderay’s new home. The house they have chosen. The house they want. The house they have bought.

Good luck. Write soon…while you live.





CHAPTER4

AND BACK IN THE WAYDOWNS…

[image: image]

As the boar creature closes in, Tanya’s cabin door slams shut in Seevee’s face. Hearing it lock he doesn’t consider this a betrayal or treachery. Ton is just making sure she has time to grab the gun before the monster is upon them. There could be no other explanation.

Swirling to face death, the Almost clutches his knife, swiping at the air; it’s all he can do. Sweat runs from his face, soaking the khaki shirt, arm joints throb and he breathes in short dry gasps.

Greedy pink eyes watch Seevee from within their wreath of bristles. It saw the hatch slam shut, leaving this man alone in the corridor. Yet the human doesn’t run; only crouches waving and jabbing at the air. The hog thing is mildly curious about why it doesn’t run, and totally unimpressed with the air cutting. It stops advancing, hoping Seevee will break and flee.

Seevee mops his forehead with one of his elbows; his chest vibrates with the pounding of his heart. Seevee much not run… must make give Ton much time for gun… Seevee must fight… much fight… much fight for Ton.

Inside the cabin, Tanya regains her breath, leaning back against the locked door. Cradling the Uzi, she idly strokes the scars on her face, rubs the blind eye, feels the healed bite marks, and the ear with its missing lobe. She looks straight ahead, remembering the near past. The time when Dr. Gaust had given her to the Almosts. For their… enjoyment. They were almost human and they had needs; male human needs. Seevee, their straw boss, had protected her from the worst. But he had sure taken his sweet fucking time about it.

The monster watches Seevee cower at the locked hatch; savoring his fear. Slowly rising on back legs, it walks closer. The split hooves make a muted tocking sound against the deck.

Reaching out, it repeatedly clenches its hands in the air, flexing the thick fingers. Fingers tipped with small, gore-stained hoofs. Snorting through the upturned snout, spraying pink snot, snuffling, savoring the stench of Seevee’s terror. It walks closer. The massive, curved haunches ripple with muscle, and thighs rub against each other, their stiff spines muttering. It loves to play.

Seevee chokes trying to swallow; there is no saliva. Close before him stands violent death by a creature he knows he can’t possibly kill. But the corridor stretches out in the opposite direction. A clear path to countless other halls and rooms. He could run; he might make it to safety. Must no run… much soon Ton open… soon much bring gun…soon…

Inside, Tanya sighs with disgust. To hell with, Seevee… he’s not wounded, let him fight or run. The groping, lovesick son of a bitch… but I still need him. I only fucked Lakker, I don’t own him, not yet. So, I’m stuck with this damn Almost. Well, I can get rid of his gawky ass when we take 19. She clicks the Uzi’s safety off. Do I, or not? I’m not hearing shit; what the hell is he doing? Did he run? Did the thing eat the bastard? I better wait. She clicks the gun’s safety back on.

The beast halts again, dragging out its play as it stands there, looking at Seevee. It wants him to run, wants him to scream his way along the corridor, wants him to desperately search for a hidey hole. Beneath the snout and two curving tusks, it’s red cavern of a mouth falls open, the tongue lolls out. It laps at the air. The huffing laugh comes, carrying the smell of recent butchery. It crouches down a bit, legs tensing to leap.

Seeing the beast about to charge, Seevee braces himself, the knife blade dancing in the air as his hands shake. Stinging, blinding sweat runs into his eyes. Ton come soon… much come soon…

[image: image]

Quite a distance from Tanya and Seevee, a hatch unlocks. It’s more or less on the same level… but in the Waydowns, such things are hard to determine. This door opens slowly, cautiously. It’s the only way into this deck below the Waydowns. The only entrance into the rest of the ship that had not been engulfed by the holocaust. This portion had been spared the twisting, melting and cellular blending that created the Waydowns and its monsters. It also
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