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			​​​I

			​​Beautiful Stranger

			I greeted Doctor Humphrey at Charlottetown’s modest airport. My old friend had changed somewhat in the months since I’d last seen him, becoming, shall we say, a tad plumper than before. His wardrobe, though expensive, suffered from a certain rumpled quality. The colour scheme was also a bit of a problem: largely grey, with dashes of darker grey here and there. In the dim light of the parking lot Humphrey’s heavy-set shuffle and predominantly grey attire conspired to create a remarkably convincing illusion of a small grey elephant lumbering along beside me—an observation I thought best to keep to myself.

			In the taxi I summarized for the doctor the notes I’d made—the seemingly innocuous but significant changes in my nephew’s personality. How he’d begun making his bed. How the other day I’d caught him washing the dishes, and that same afternoon stumbled upon him cleaning the bathroom. How he’d been brushing his teeth, flossing regularly, combing his hair, smelling too good and smiling too much, and how it all scared the dickens out of me, because it meant that something was horribly wrong with the boy, and I had no idea what.

			A summer rain squall hastened the onset of darkness as we neared my house on the north shore, about a half hour drive from the island’s second largest city, Summerside. Our taxi grumbled to a halt in the gravel driveway just as Ridley arrived home. I sat with Doctor Humphrey in the cab to wait out the fierce rain.

			We watched as my nephew made his way to the front door. As he carefully negotiated the notoriously slippery steps, he seemed unaware of our presence there in the driveway. Such single-mindedness of purpose was characteristic of the boy’s increasingly disturbing symptoms.

			He halted for a moment on the rain-soaked porch. A stone gargoyle, an original feature of our century-old dwelling, glowered down at him from its perch above the porch. Lightning flared, illuminating the house and a stretch of sandy shore beyond. In that sudden flash I could have sworn that one sunken eye of the gargoyle winked at my nephew.

			At least, that’s how it appeared to me from my vantage point inside the cab. True, we were parked some distance away from the boy, the cab window was all fogged up, and an errant eyelash had made my left eye water prodigiously—nevertheless, I was quite certain of what I had seen.

			The rain let up after a few minutes. I paid the hefty cab fare and helped the doctor inside with his luggage. I looked closely at the gargoyle as we ascended the porch steps. Its absurd, leonine head stared back at me. The raw beauty of the gothic creature had always appealed to me. So expertly fashioned was it that I found myself almost disappointed when it failed to jump into motion before me. Instead, it behaved as all good inanimate objects should: remaining utterly still, twitching not so much as a limestone ear.

			Inside, Humphrey made himself comfortable in the den, smoking one of his malodorous cigars. I lit a fire in the hearth to combat the stench and fetched some liquid refreshments.

			Ridley saved me the trouble of hunting him down by appearing in the den of his own accord. If Humphrey had harboured any doubts about my story, before us now stood the proof. Ridley was barely recognizable in slacks and a freshly pressed shirt, his hair neatly combed. He reeked of cologne, a marked deterioration from the morning. The boy was a dapper nightmare.

			“Hello, Doctor,” he greeted Humphrey. “Here for a few days, are you?”

			“That depends. I—”

			“Good, good. Well, we’ll see you. Don’t wait up, Uncle.” Ridley retreated down the hallway.

			“Don’t be late,” I called after him, pointlessly. The front door slammed shut behind him.

			I shrugged at Humphrey, who stubbed out his cigar. “Wildebear, there’s something you need to know. Joyce. She’s—well, she left me, dammit.”

			“What? No… When?”

			“Last month.”

			Humphrey’s newfound shabbiness came sharply into focus. “Peter, if there’s anything I can do—”

			“I just thought you should know.”

			I nodded. If he didn’t want to talk about it, I wouldn’t press him.

			He sipped his scotch. “About Ridley. You two been getting along lately?”

			It was a leading question. Humphrey knew Ridley’s tragic tale all too well. Four years earlier Ridley’s father had vanished without a trace. Not the sort to run off on his wife and only child, he was presumed dead. Ridley had been only eleven at the time. Two years after that Ridley’s mother—my sister, Katerina—had been killed in a motorcycle accident. As Ridley’s only living relative, I had assumed guardianship.

			Humphrey knew just how well that had gone.

			Even as I had grieved my sister’s death, I resented the responsibility thrust upon me. Though I would not have admitted it to anyone, I much preferred living on my own. Sadly, I soon discovered that teaching English to kids Ridley’s age did not necessarily translate into an ability to parent one.

			Kids can smell that sort of thing. Ridley was about as enamoured of me as I was of him. Also, he had the loss of his mother to contend with. Oh, I made a few tentative overtures at friendship, but when it became clear that he disdained my company as much as I did his, we began to steer clear of one another. Weeks went by with hardly five friendly words passing between us. Two years passed in this manner, until this past Tuesday, when something changed.

			“He’s been quite civil,” I told Humphrey. “I can’t understand it.”

			“You don’t think two people ought to be able to get along?”

			“Of course they ought to. But Ridley? Something’s not right. I can’t explain it.”

			Humphrey chewed on his bottom lip. “He’s cleaned himself up quite a bit. What do you make of that?”

			I didn’t like it. I didn’t like it at all. But I couldn’t bring myself to tell Humphrey that. My feelings on the matter didn’t make sense. “I don’t know. What are you suggesting?”

			“Your nephew’s sudden interest in personal hygiene could have a perfectly reasonable explanation. Such as a young lady in his life.”

			I met Humphrey’s eyes. Watery and bloodshot, they looked as if he had recently spent a few moments poking them. “It’s possible. Except the change happened so quickly—practically overnight. The boy’s entire personality has been turned upside down.”

			Humphrey nodded. “You’re right. I fear there’s more to it than that.” He rose to his feet. “I’d like to see his room.”

			I followed him upstairs mutely, afraid of what we might find.

			The tidiness of my nephew’s room, so uncharacteristic of the Ridley I knew, jarred me afresh. Not a single undergarment soiled the floor. His bed gave me the creeps, with the blankets tucked up neatly underneath the pillow, every corner just so.

			Humphrey leaned over to sniff the linen. “Downy,” he remarked, arching an eyebrow.

			On Ridley’s bedside table there was a fancy-looking book I had never seen before. Humphrey picked it up. Together we examined the cover, which consisted of a lustrous black material heavily adorned with red and gold embossing. A title in flowery script occupied the top third of the cover: IUGURTHA. I found the overall effect compelling, if a trifle gauche.

			“I was afraid of this,” Humphrey said.

			“What, Doctor?”

			“You’re going to find this difficult to believe.” Humphrey held the book tightly to his chest. “Wildebear, this book is dangerous. It ought to be destroyed.”

			“I do not approve of censorship, Doctor.”

			Humphrey scowled. “You don’t understand. This is no ordinary book.”

			“I understand perfectly well. The book belongs to Ridley. It almost certainly contains subject matter offensive to people not used to dealing with teenaged boys. It’s perfectly normal. I’d prefer to concentrate on—”

			“Damn it all, Wildebear. Don’t patronize me. Here’s the thing. It’s not really even a book. It’s—” he gestured helplessly, searching for the right words.

			I stared at him. “What?”

			“Look. Believe it or not, this book—or one just like it—stole my wife from me.”

			What was he suggesting? I glanced at the book’s cover. The title was oddly appealing. I said it aloud to see what it felt like on my tongue: “Iugurtha.”

			Several things changed abruptly. I found myself facing a different direction. The book lay open on the floor at my feet. Doctor Humphrey sat on the floor rubbing his shin.

			I struggled to reorient myself. “What are you doing down there?”

			The doctor rose and grabbed the book from off the floor. He slammed it shut, set it none too gently back on the bedside table, and glared at me. “Now you’ve done it.”

			“What do you mean? What happened?”

			“It’s going to be a lot to swallow, Wildebear. A little scotch will help it go down easier.” He stepped forward and winced. “Not to mention ease the pain.”

			He limped out of Ridley’s room. I followed him, wondering why I couldn’t remember him dropping the book or hurting himself.

			At the entrance to the den he halted abruptly. Peering past him, I saw a young woman sitting in my easy chair. She looked to be about eighteen years old, and had the kind of fresh-faced, rosy-cheeked good looks you’d expect to find on a ski hill somewhere in Sweden. Clad in a simple white skirt and blouse, she smiled at our arrival.

			I had left a bottle of Lagavulin on the coffee table. The young woman poured herself a tumbler and threw back its contents in a single gulp.

			“The devil’s own brew,” she said huskily.

			“Iugurtha, I presume,” Humphrey said.

			Although slightly piqued to find a stranger sitting in my den drinking my single malt scotch, I strove to keep my tone amiable. “I beg your pardon, miss, but how did you get in?”

			“You let me in through the gate, Mr. Wildebear. Will Ridley be home soon?”

			“Ridley? Not for a while, I’m afraid.”

			Her smile made the most of her full, red lips. “Then I shall wait.”

			I frowned. A few years earlier my house had been vandalised. Ever since then I’d kept every door, window, and vent locked. She could not have entered without having been let in. But I had not let her in, nor had the doctor. Evidently neither had Ridley. Furthermore, my house had no gates.

			Humphrey drew me back to the hallway.

			“I don’t understand how she got in,” I whispered.

			“Time to bring you up to speed, Wildebear. The demon’s right: you let it in through the gate.”

			“Me?”

			“Yes, you. You don’t remember because you were in a trance at the time.”

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“Try to keep up, Wildebear.” He took a deep breath. “As I told you, the book’s not really a book. It’s a gate to someplace else. Another dimension. Hell, maybe. It put you in some kind of a trance. You attacked me, took the book, opened it, and let Iugurtha out.”

			“She came out of the book.”

			“That’s what I’m telling you.”

			The doctor’s story did explain the disorientation I had experienced in Ridley’s room. But of only two facts was I truly certain: that his story was an awful lot to swallow, and I had had no scotch with which to down it.

			“Are you trying to tell me that the woman in my den is some kind of supernatural entity?”

			“Yes. No.” Humphrey shook his shaggy head in frustration. “Maybe.”

			“And you believe the book has something to do with your wife leaving you?”

			“I do.”

			It was too much. I glanced inside the den at the young woman, who offered up a little wave.

			“Humphrey, be rational,” I said. “I sympathise with what you’ve been through, but you know as well as I do that there are no such things as demons.”

			Humphrey limped forward and locked his bleary eyes onto mine. “A few minutes ago you almost killed me.”

			“I blacked out—”

			He raised a finger in the air. To my astonishment he jabbed me square in the middle of the forehead with it. “Ridley’s changed. You know it. That’s why you called me here. There’s a woman in your den you’ve never seen before. You can’t explain how she got into your house or why she’s here. I’m telling you: she’s either a demon or a damned good approximation of one. Whatever she is, she’s after your nephew.”

			I tore my eyes away from his and rubbed my forehead where he’d poked me.

			“I hope you come around soon. Before it’s too late.” Humphrey limped off down the hallway. “For Ridley’s sake,” he called back over his shoulder.

			I stared after him, flabbergasted. His wife’s departure had left him deranged. As he fumbled with the latch to the bathroom door, I wondered exactly how much of his scotch he’d drunk.

			I entered the den feeling bad for having abandoned our guest and for talking about her behind her back. “I’m sorry, Ms…” I hesitated, unsure how to proceed.

			“Iugurtha.”

			I stood awkwardly, wondering what it meant that her name was the same as on the book. She offered me her hand. Unsure whether to shake or kiss it, I decided upon the former, and she impressed me with a firm, manly grip. Taking a seat on the couch I struggled to produce some excuse for the doctor’s odd behaviour. A decent fabrication escaped me. I decided a little candour wouldn’t hurt.

			“Doctor Humphrey has it in his head you’re some kind of demon,” I chuckled.

			Iugurtha elevated a pair of well-groomed eyebrows.

			“I’m afraid there’ve been spirits of another sort at work here tonight,” I added, indicating the bottle of Lagavulin on the coffee table.

			Humphrey’s glass remained where he’d set it earlier in the evening. I noticed with some consternation that it was still almost full.

			Iugurtha said nothing.

			Afraid I’d offended her, I changed the subject. “You’re a friend of Ridley’s, are you?” She looked quite a bit too old for him, in my view.

			She produced a most delightful white-toothed smile. Seeing her face light up like that, it was all I could do not to burst into song.

			“Ridley is much more than a friend to me,” she said.

			I wasn’t sure I liked the sound of that. Still, I had to admit that if a woman like Iugurtha were to enter my life I might consider some changes of my own. But could she alone account for Ridley’s transformation? Maybe. But what if there was more to it? Drugs, alcohol, or a chemical imbalance in the brain?

			Iugurtha brushed a blonde lock away from her forehead. “Excuse me.”

			“Certainly,” I said, smiling vacuously, with no idea what I was excusing her for.

			She reached up and plucked the left eyeball from out of her head. My smile froze on my face. She commenced polishing the eyeball with the hem of her skirt.

			I let my breath out. A glass eye. Unusual in so young a woman but not unheard of. She followed the same procedure with her right eyeball too. “I don’t know how you people see with these things.”

			The woman was blind. No, she’d made eye contact several times. Could a person see with two glass eyes? Of course not. I felt hot and tried desperately to think rationally. I clutched at a fragile hypothesis. She looked like a television character from my youth, Jaime Sommers, the bionic woman. That was it. She was bionic.

			I worked to regain my composure. Iugurtha placed each eyeball back where it belonged. To my horror, her pupils now glowed like twin drops of molten lava. As she fixed me with that volcanic gaze, I knew that these were not the eyes of a six million-dollar woman.

			They were the eyes of a demon.

		


		
			​II

			​Demon in the Den

			I leapt to my feet and tore from the den. At the door to the bathroom I whispered urgently, “Doc​​​tor​​ Humphrey!” but the doctor did not respond.

			The door was slightly ajar. I nudged it further and found the bathroom unoccupied. Perplexed, I rushed to the kitchen, thinking maybe the doctor had gone for a bite to eat, but I did not find him there. I searched in the dining room, the office, the rec room, all three bedrooms, two bathrooms, the furnace room, the laundry room, and the attic, but couldn’t find Humphrey anywhere.

			The doctor was not in the house.

			Pacing frantically in the front entranceway, I tried to think where he could be. The closet nearby caught my eye. Something about it tugged at my brain. I realised I hadn’t searched in any closets for the doctor. Absurd, of course, the thought of Humphrey hiding in a closet, yet the longer I stood there, the greater became the urge to open that door.

			Finally, I could stand it no longer. I eased the door open and stepped inside to take a look. Stuffy air assailed my nostrils. Everything seemed in its place: hats and jackets, boots, shoes, scarves, and mittens, and hanging on the wall, my Remington double-barrelled shotgun. But no Doctor Peter Humphrey.

			As I began to close the door, the back wall of the closet slid open. A dark form leapt out at me. I struggled against it but my efforts proved fruitless. Seconds later I found myself held fast, with my arms pinioned tightly behind my back.

			A male voice whispered harshly in my left ear, “Try anything stupid and you’ll regret it.”

			The threat did not bother me quite so much as the stench of garlic that accompanied it. My captor could no doubt have made good on his threat simply by breathing in my face.

			My assailant spun me around and prodded me into a red-dirt tunnel that I was stunned to learn existed behind the closet. I needed to act quickly if I wanted to avoid an uncertain fate at the hands of this ruffian, so I kicked back hard, trying to connect with his knee, or anything else that might cause him to release his hold on my arms.

			I hit nothing. An instant later I received a thunderous blow just above my right ear. I stumbled and fell. Cold steel nuzzled my neck. I heard the metallic sound of a gun being cocked.

			“We’ll have none of that,” the thug said into my ear. I gagged at the stench of his breath.

			Garlic Breath hauled me to my feet and shoved me ahead of him once more. The tunnel quickly became a cramped affair. I was forced to my hands and knees where I crawled like a baby for what felt like forever. Finally, dirty, fatigued, my head throbbing, I arrived at a well-lit area large enough for me to be able to stand up again.

			I recognised my new surroundings immediately—the largest of several caves dotting the sandstone cliffs adjacent to my property. Perhaps two dozen men and women occupied the cave. Half appeared to be technicians, busy monitoring banks of complicated-looking gear. The bearing of the others, along with the daunting weapons they possessed, suggested a more military orientation, though no one was wearing uniforms. My assailant, a well-muscled man with a curiously misshapen head, figured among the latter. Silver brooches shaped like crescent moons were pinned to everyone’s shirts.

			A great deal of equipment clogged the cave. Aside from paraphernalia that I couldn’t identify, there were a dozen full-colour video monitors covering one of the cave’s walls and displaying every square inch of the interior of my house. Several of the monitors showed Iugurtha sitting tranquilly in the den applying lipstick. I could not tell from the angles provided whether her eyes still glowed a preternatural red.

			Humphrey lumbered forth from one of the cave’s many crannies, red-faced and covered in dirt.

			“Doctor!” I winced, as speech made my head even worse. Reaching up, I found a large lump over my ear where I’d been struck.

			Humphrey was accompanied by a small, wiry man clad in black. A pencil-thin moustache lent the man a dapper air. A tiny earpiece sat snugly in his left ear, connected to an equally unobtrusive microphone suspended before a pair of thin, bloodless lips. As near as I could tell, all the men and women in the cave wore identical wireless gear.

			“Kindly keep your voice down, please,” the man in black admonished in a clipped British accent.

			Having discovered that excessive volume hurt my head, I had been planning to do just that, but being commanded to do so made me change my mind.

			“Who are these people?” I demanded of Humphrey.

			“This one calls himself Rainer. Other than that, I have no idea. They forced me here at gunpoint.”

			“Me too. After some convincing.” I indicated the growing lump on the side of my head.

			Humphrey examined my injury. “Dizzy?”

			“No more so than usual.”

			“We’ll keep a close eye on you.” He scowled at Rainer. “Do you have any idea how serious head wounds can be?”

			“As a matter of fact, I do,” Rainer said. “For what it’s worth, Mr. Schmitz here knows just where and how hard to hit. I assure you, under the circumstances we could not have just up and rung your doorbell.”

			“Why not?”

			“I really must insist that you speak more quietly, Doctor.”

			“Why is that?” Humphrey practically bellowed.

			I winced. Rainer looked pained. “The entity has an extraordinary ability to hear. It must not learn of our presence here.”

			“And just whose presence is that?” Humphrey asked.

			“We call ourselves Casa Terra.”

			“What does that mean?” Humphrey asked.

			“It’s Latin, my good man. It means Earth is our home.”

			“Yes, obviously, but that tells me nothing.”

			“We are humanity’s last line of defence.”

			“Against what?”

			“You could not even begin to imagine.”

			“How long have you been spying on me?” I asked.

			“We are not spying on you. We are observing the entity.”

			“Whoever you’re spying on, I think it’s outrageous and I won’t stand for it.” I shouldered my way past the man, only to have garlic-breathed Schmitz and one of his colleagues block my way.

			Fuming but with nowhere to go, I found myself forced back to Humphrey’s side.

			A hint of a smile played on Rainer’s lips.

			“We are your prisoners,” Humphrey observed.

			“You are here for your own protection.”

			“Protection from what?” I snorted. “This entity of yours looks about as dangerous as a pussycat. Except for her eyes, she seems quite—” I struggled to produce the right word “—nice.”

			Inwardly, however, I could not suppress a mental image of Iugurtha’s white, bulbous eyeballs loosed from the confines of her face.

			“Nice?” Humphrey grunted. “Get it through that foolish head of yours, Wildebear. It’s a demon.”

			“Nonsense. The entity is extraordinary, but there is nothing supernatural about it.” Rainer touched his earpiece and fixed his gaze on the bank of monitors. I followed his line of sight. One of the screens showed Ridley arriving home. I realized that the camera tracking him must have been concealed in one of the gargoyle’s eyes.

			The breadth of surveillance within and around my home awed me even as it outraged me. I missed nothing as Ridley (exercising none of the caution he had displayed earlier in the evening) fairly capered up the front steps and entered the house. He appeared to be whistling as he hung up his jacket and headed for his room. Perhaps those in the cave equipped with earpieces could actually hear him.

			As disturbed as I was to discover a covert surveillance team monitoring my house (not to mention having been struck in the head and kidnapped in my own front-hall closet), a greater concern gripped me now. What did Iugurtha want with my nephew?

			I turned to Rainer. “If this entity of yours is as dangerous as Humphrey believes—”

			“There’s nothing we can do for your nephew,” Rainer informed me quietly.

			“You took us out of harm’s way. Why not him too?”

			“I’m sorry. The boy’s fate is sealed. It’s too late for him.”

			I started forward again. “Not if I can help it.”

			Rainer stepped in my way. “I will not have your blood on my hands as well.”

			“You risk blood on your hands either way,” I told the man. “You’ll have to kill me to make me stay here.”

			Beside me, the doctor moved purposefully toward the mouth of the cave. Schmitz moved to block him. Rainer waved the thug off.

			“You’re wrong,” Rainer said, stepping aside. “If you wish to face the entity I will not stand in your way. I will, however, not be responsible for the consequences.”

			I wasted no time sprinting after Humphrey, catching up with and passing him just outside the entrance to the cave. A full moon lit my way as I raced along the rocky shore beneath the cliffs to the section of beach adjacent to my property. I clambered over several sand dunes to get to my backyard. Once there, I groped in my pocket for my keys and let myself in the back door, thinking that although I had fed the boy, housed him, and clothed him, it hadn’t been enough. Not by a long shot. Now he was consorting with demons and it was my fault. I had failed my sister and failed Ridley. I only hoped it wasn’t too late to put things right.

			I headed straight for the front closet and plucked my Remington off its hook on the wall. Handy for warding off skunks, coyotes, and door-to-door salespeople, I saw no reason why it wouldn’t serve equally well against demons. I inserted two shells into the gun’s breach and shoved a handful of others, along with my fears, deep into the pocket of my corduroys.

			Peering cautiously into the den, I confirmed that Iugurtha was no longer there. I ran upstairs and kicked the door to Ridley’s room open, where I was confronted by the sight of Iugurtha and the boy sitting together on the bed, the book clasped firmly in Iugurtha’s arms. I dared meet her eyes, now as blue as a summer sky and devoid of any trace of their former fire. Iugurtha did not look the least bit like a demon to me. On the contrary she looked like an angel. I half expected her to unfold an enormous pair of ivory wings from behind her back. Perhaps she was a fallen angel, like Lucifer.

			I heard a rustle from behind. A thrill of fear gripped me and I spun rapidly, ready to blast any demons coming at me from that direction. I removed my finger from the trigger a fraction of a second before blowing Doctor Humphrey’s head clean off. Seeing a shotgun pointed squarely at his fleshy face, the doctor looked alarmed but said nothing—perhaps because he couldn’t, he was panting so heavily.

			Lowering the shotgun, I faced Iugurtha and demanded, “What have you done to the boy?”

			She cocked her head to one side. “I took in a little bit here, and let out a little bit there.”

			Sweat made the shotgun slippery in my hands. “What do you mean? What does she mean, Ridley?”

			Emotion played over Ridley’s face like ripples on the surface of a pond. A pond from which, I might add, his nose protruded like the dorsal fin of a shark. “I’ll explain everything, Uncle, if you’ll just put the shotgun down.”

			“You’ll get nothing out of him,” Humphrey panted. “He’s under the demon’s influence.”

			Ridley wrinkled his brow. “Demon?”

			“It’s nothing to be ashamed of, boy. The demon stole my wife and now it’s trying to steal you. Fortunately, your uncle had wit enough to call me.” Humphrey faced Iugurtha. “You may as well know I won’t rest until I get my wife back. And I won’t let you steal the boy.”

			Ridley rose quickly to his feet. “Hang on, everyone. I’m sorry to hear something’s happened to your wife, Doctor, but whatever it is I’m sure there’s a perfectly reasonable explanation.”

			“This is a creature of the netherworld, boy —”

			“She’s a jinn!” Ridley cut him off.

			I narrowed my eyes. “A what?”

			“A jinn.” Ridley nodded earnestly. “You know, a genie. Except she came out of a book instead of a lamp. I would have told you before except she didn’t want me to. Plus, I’ve been a bit distracted lately.”

			“Now listen, Ridley—”

			“I beg your pardon, Doctor, but maybe it’s you who should listen. Maybe you should hear my side of the story.”

			Humphrey’s cheeks reddened.

			I had come to accept Humphrey’s wild notions of our uninvited visitor. Despite his radical personality change, however, Ridley appeared sane and reasonable. Keeping the shotgun levelled at Iugurtha’s pretty face, I said, “Perhaps we should hear the boy out.”

			The doctor shook his great unkempt head but said nothing.

			“Thanks, Uncle. It all started one night when I couldn’t sleep. I went into the guest room looking for something to read, and I found this really interesting-looking book, but when I went to read it, I must have blacked out or something because the next thing I knew the book was on the floor, Iugurtha was sitting on the bed, and I was thinking, ‘Whoa! Where the heck did she come from?’

			“I’m looking at her when she says, ‘Make a wish, Ridley,’ and I think, right, either I’m nuts or a heckuva lot more tired than I thought. It takes me a second to recover from the shock of seeing her. Then I’m, like, ‘What are you, my fairy godmother?’ She just smiles this amazing smile. And that’s when it hit me—she’s a jinn.”

			“So you made a wish,” I said.

			Ridley nodded.

			“What did you wish for, son?” Humphrey asked.

			Ridley blushed. “There’s a girl I know in Port Kerry, Rebecca Redwood. I wished for her to like me.”

			Humphrey grimaced. “You didn’t need a demon to help you win a girl. If you’d tried, you might have won her by yourself.”

			“Thanks for the vote of confidence, Doctor, but Becky wouldn’t have wanted a guy like me. Not the way I was.”

			“Why not?” I asked. “You’re half Wildebear, after all. You have a lot going for you.”

			“Like what?”

			I shrugged. “The strong Wildebear chin. The Wildebear height and intellect. The imposing Wildebear masculinity. You have all of that.”

			“The Wildebear modesty,” Humphrey put in.

			“Yes. Thank you, Doctor.”

			“Thanks, Uncle. But let’s face it, I’m not the best-looking guy.”

			I attempted to reassure him. “It’s what’s inside that counts.”

			Ridley looked sceptical. I couldn’t blame him—the truth was I wasn’t much of a ladies’ man myself.

			“What harm could come from such a wish?”

			Our heads swivelled as one at the sound of Iugurtha’s voice.

			“Only good, surely,” she continued. “I tailored the metamorphosis to correspond to what would appeal most to the girl Rebecca. Typical of your species, most of the required changes were superficial. No dramatic physical alterations were necessary. They rarely are. In the end it was a simple affair—more to do with attitude than looks.”

			Ridley’s smile reached his ears. “Becky and I have been seeing one another since Wednesday.”

			“You are dealing with a creature of the netherworld, son,” Humphrey pointed out. “You will be required to pay for the services you’ve received. The price my wife paid before you, and who knows how many others before her.”

			“Nothing in life is free, I know that,” Ridley said. “If there is a price, I’ll pay it.”

			“You don’t know what you’re saying, boy!”

			“That’s very noble of you, Ridley,” Iugurtha said. “What price the love of a woman for a man?”

			She snapped her fingers. Ridley slumped like a marionette on strings. Humphrey and I looked on in horror as his eyes glazed over and his head lolled loosely from side to side.

			“I made a few additional alterations,” Iugurtha admitted.

			I gripped the shotgun tightly. “Whatever you’ve done, undo it now.”

			Iugurtha ignored me. Perhaps she recognized my weakness. That I could not bring myself to shoot a woman (nor, if the truth be known, a skunk, a coyote, or door-to-door salespeople). She licked her thumb and used it to flip through the tome in her hands before selecting a page and allowing the book to fall to the floor. At least, it would have fallen had not it expanded upward and outward, becoming a rectangular slab about twice the size of a refrigerator. Within this slab, dark shades swirled incessantly, and I knew it to be the gate of which Humphrey had spoken.

			The colours within the gate began to change. I caught a hint of purple. Seconds later, trees and fields of a sort I had never seen before coalesced into being. A mountain range loomed majestically in the distance against a violet sky. No sound emerged from this alien panorama to disturb the heavy silence that had settled in Ridley’s room.

			Just when I decided that it was all a trick involving a concealed holographic projector, a preposterously ugly creature swathed in mauve fur emerged from a thicket of extraterrestrial bracken and padded through the gate. After tracking alien mud into my home, it stopped and stared up at me with wide, trusting eyes. I stared back.

			Iugurtha stroked the creature’s head and shooed it back through the gate. “Off with you! Back to C’Mell. You would not be happy in this world.”

			She took Ridley by the hand and led him to the gate.

			“Where are you taking him?” I demanded to know.

			She didn’t answer. Nor did she stop. I fired off a warning round. Buckshot blasted a jagged hole in the wall beyond her. It did not deter her in the least.

			I lowered the shotgun. “Doctor, we’re losing him!”

			Looking about as taut as a jellyroll at my side, Doctor Humphrey still managed to convey the impression of a man about to leap into dazzling motion.

			He held out his hand. “Here.”

			I handed over the shotgun, ashamed of whatever it was inside me that prevented me from shooting Iugurtha outright. As she prepared to step through the gate with Ridley at her side, Humphrey took careful aim at her back.

			“Stop,” he said, “or I will shoot you. I mean it!” He began pulling the trigger.

			A slender woman dressed from head to toe in black darted past me. She jostled Humphrey, causing the weapon to discharge. Humphrey cursed. The shot missed Iugurtha. Fortunately, it missed Ridley too, blowing another section of the wall apart.

			Still running, the woman in black tossed a silver object about the size of a brick through the gate. Before it could disappear into the tall grass of the alien world, it exploded into hundreds or even thousands of discrete units resembling small silver flies that whizzed away into the distance. Meanwhile, the intruder somersaulted over Ridley’s bed and tumbled noisily into the space between the bed and the wall.

			Undeterred by the activity surrounding her, Iugurtha stepped through the gate with Ridley in tow. The two of them vanished into the purple forest within seconds. Dimly, I registered the woman in black climb to her feet and brush herself off, but her well-being was the last thing on my mind.

			“She’s taken him,” I said. “Doctor, we’ve got to stop her!”

			Beside me, Humphrey looked stricken.

			I was Ridley’s uncle, his guardian. It was up to me to go after the boy and bring him back. I stepped toward the gate—a small, uncertain step, neither far enough nor fast enough.

			Before I could muster up the courage to continue, a squad of armed men and women, silver crescent moon pins gleaming upon their chests, stormed into Ridley’s room. They streamed past Doctor Humphrey and me like a river flowing past rocks in its midst. The firepower they brought to bear on the gate could have wiped out an army. Rainer entered last. He relieved Humphrey of the shotgun before walking directly to the woman who had thrown the silver object through the gate. He helped her to her feet. She appeared unhurt, and favoured him with a smile.

			Satisfied, Rainer turned and addressed the men and women surrounding us. “The gate is anchored. Good show, everyone. I confiscate it now in the name of Casa Terra.”

			A great bellow of despair sounded beside me. It took me a second to realize that it was Doctor Humphrey, calling out his wife’s name. Before anyone could stop him, he lumbered forth and did what I should have done, had I not been such a coward.

			He threw himself through the gate.

		


		
			​III

			​An Unusually Compelling Nose 

			As Humphrey passed from one side of the gate to the other, his cry of “Joyce!” was truncated just before the sibilant end of its single syllable. As a result, those not in the know might have t​​​houg​​ht that he cried out, “Joy!” and that he made his leap through the gate out of some kind of religious fervour. I knew better, and watched in horror as Humphrey disappeared into the wilds of another world, in what was, in all likelihood, a dangerous and vain mission to find his wife. And no doubt Ridley too.

			“Commander Fletcher!” Rainer barked. “Get in there!”

			A tall man with chiselled features stepped from the ranks. Fletcher, I presumed. Three other soldiers, two men and a woman, fell in line behind him. Each of them sported an impressive array of gear including camouflage clothing, rugged knapsacks, and arcane equipment strapped to their belts. I shouted silent cheers of hooray as they inspected their sinister-looking weapons. Surely, these trained men and woman would fetch Ridley and Humphrey back.

			As Commander Fletcher stepped confidently through the gate, I peered over his shoulder through the gateway. I saw that extraordinary violet sky embraced by a mass of dark clouds. At a glance, I took it to be a cold front moving in, until I realized that not only was the weather changing, the land itself was alive with motion. I watched entranced as mountains levelled themselves, day became night, and fields and trees transformed to lifeless dirt and rock. All this occurred in less time than it took for the commander to complete a half-step through the gate and for Rainer to shout, “Abort, Fletcher! Abort!”

			It’s unlikely Fletcher heard the command. He had completed half a step through the gate before becoming utterly motionless, one foot suspended in the air above the roiling surface of the alien world. Fletcher’s comrades, panicked, leapt immediately to his aid, clutching at his hair, his arm, the heel of his left foot, whatever element of him protruded from the gate to afford purchase. They tugged and yanked but failed to get Fletcher back into the bedroom.

			The surface of the alien world settled into a rocky monotony not unlike the surface of Earth’s moon. Alarmingly, the gate’s perspective now appeared to be several hundred meters above the surface. Fletcher’s comrades redoubled their efforts to haul their Commander back to safety, but with no luck.

			Fletcher unfroze with a violent twitch of his head. He blinked once, threw his head back, and screamed—at least, it sure looked like he screamed, though I could not actually hear it on my side of the gate.

			Horribly, Fletcher’s body diffracted and elongated until it stretched hundreds of meters toward the alien surface. When it reached the point of maximum elasticity, the part of him that remained in his fellow soldiers’ grasp slipped free and shot forward with tremendous speed. How fast that part of him was going when it joined the rest of him and hit the ground I couldn’t guess—but it was fast enough to make it one of the most gruesome deaths I could ever imagine.

			My knees felt wobbly. I fell into the chair at Ridley’s desk. From there, I listened as Rainer spewed profanity and barked instructions to his people with barely suppressed emotion. I watched his team search the room, scouring closets and drawers, and running what I supposed to be scanning devices over the floor, walls, and ceilings. A separate team removed furniture from the room, while yet another carried in elaborate racks of equipment. I did not have the strength to protest any of this.

			I summoned up just enough energy to get up and go downstairs to the den. I poured myself a scotch, slumped on the couch, and stared dumbly at the wall for God knows how long before Rainer came in and sat down opposite me.

			“Sorry about your people,” he said. “An unfortunate turn of events. Shame about Commander Fletcher, too. Tragic. But at least Fletcher knew what he was up against.”

			“And what is that?” I said with sudden vehemence. “Just what are we up against?”

			Rainer withdrew a photograph from his wallet and handed it to me.

			I stared at the woman in the photograph, at her blonde hair wildly askew. She stood on the deck of a large sailboat, her arms encircling Rainer’s waist, a radiant smile illuminating her lovely face. I recognized that smile, having only recently made its acquaintance.

			“But— But that’s—”

			“My wife,” Rainer said. “Angelique.”

			He retrieved the picture and put it back in his wallet, which he slipped in his back pocket.

			“I don’t understand. Iugurtha and your wife are one and the same?”

			“The woman in the picture—my wife, Angelique—does not actually look like the creature you know as Iugurtha. If you look closely, you will observe that their facial features are similar, but not quite the same. The entity is quite a bit younger, for example.” Rainer spoke calmly. Indeed, he might have been discussing the weather. “The body Iugurtha is using is comprised of several beings. One of whom happens to be my wife.”

			He allowed that to sink in. Which it did—like an especially buoyant duck.

			I shook my head. “I don’t understand any of this. One minute she’s a demon, the next she’s a genie, and now she’s Frankenstein. Which is it?”

			“We believe that some of the people Iugurtha abducts wind up as a part of her. Literally. Her body, and perhaps even her mind, is made up of several identities. My scientists believe her eyes to be artificial, and I’m inclined to agree. Why they should be an exception we don’t know.” Rainer reclined in his chair, his arm draped over the back. “Mr. Wildebear, although it may appear otherwise, we actually have the situation well in hand.”

			“Of course you do,” I murmured, though I couldn’t see how. One man was dead, Ridley had been abducted by a demon, and Humphrey was— well, God only knew where Humphrey was.

			“We must remain positive. We’ve accomplished something quite tremendous this evening. We’ve anchored the gate.”

			“Bravo,” I said, though I don’t suppose I sounded very convincing.

			“You’ve been through a lot,” Rainer said. “Get some sleep. We’ll talk about it in the morning.” He rose. “Oh—one more thing. I want you to know that you may move about your house and property freely.”

			“That’s very generous,” I said. “Considering this is my home.”

			If he registered my sarcasm, he didn’t let on. “Would you like to know why I am able to permit such freedom?”

			“Not particularly.”

			“Because of how closely we are monitoring you.”

			“Good for you. Wait—how closely?”

			“Your every breath. Your every heartbeat.”

			I assumed he was exaggerating. Still— “That can’t possibly be legal.”

			“This is more important than the law.”

			I was indignant. “How can something be more important than the law?”

			“When it is to protect the law. You see, Mr. Wildebear, if we fail, there will be no law, or much of anything else. You need to know that any attempt to sabotage this operation or compromise our presence here will not be tolerated. Stay close to home, and out of our way.”

			“Look,” I said. “I don’t want any trouble. I just want Ridley back. And Humphrey.”

			“Of course,” he said. “I understand.”

			I was glad one of us did.

			He left.

			I finished my tumbler of Lagavulin, and poured myself another.

			And then another.

			[image: ]

			I awoke sprawled on the couch in the den. I stumbled to the kitchen and made myself a cup of coffee, which I drank black, the two sips I was able to get down. I tried to make myself believe that what had happened the night before had been nothing but a scotch-induced nightmare. Surely Ridley and Humphrey were asleep in their respective rooms—it wasn’t unusual for either of them to sleep late.

			Two strangers clad in grey overalls passed outside the kitchen heading toward the front door. They were carrying something between them covered in a brown tarp. One adjusted her grip on the tarp, allowing me a glimpse of her burden. An enormous bloodshot eye peered out at me from within a mass of red ochre tentacles. Beneath the eye was a gaping hole trimmed with several hundred tiny fangs.

			The eye locked on me. I leapt from my stool with a cry, my coffee splattering every cupboard and wall within reach. The monster bearers either didn’t notice my reaction or didn’t care, continuing down the hall out of sight. The front door opened. A moment later a truck revved up and drove away.

			No longer able to deny the events of the night before, my impulse was to flee to Summerside and arrange to sell this demon-infested house. I took a series of deep breaths. I couldn’t leave. Not if there was even the slightest chance that Ridley lived. I had failed him too many times already. I would not do so again.

			Also, it was pretty clear that Rainer had no intention of letting me leave.

			The door to Ridley’s room was ajar. I shoved it the rest of the way open. It clanged off something metallic that hadn’t been there the night before and bounced back at me. I stopped it with my foot and surveyed the changes a single night had wrought.

			Not a single possession of Ridley’s remained to proclaim the room as his. Every single stick of furniture had been cleared away and replaced with rack after rack of scientific equipment. Several scientist types worked furiously, monitoring equipment and tapping rapidly on elaborate-looking consoles. Two soldiers stood in the centre of the room, directly before the gate. Another one kept an eye out the room’s only window. Ridley’s room was unusually large—it was actually the master bedroom; I’d given it to him because I didn’t need the space—still, Casa Terra’s redecorating had left little in the way of elbow room.

			The soldiers appeared unconcerned by my sudden arrival. None of them so much as blinked when I leaned into the room for a better look at the gate—except for the one looking out the window. That one turned and frowned at me. It was Schmitz, the man with the bad breath and malformed head who had struck me in the tunnel. We locked eyes, and a chill coursed through my spine—I haven’t been on the receiving end of such a malevolent glare since my fourth-grade teacher caught me carving my name into my desk.

			I snapped my gaze away from his and focused my thoughts elsewhere. The gate now led to someplace new. Were I to pass through to the other side now, I would find myself in as harsh looking a realm as I’d ever seen: an endless expanse of ice, water, and snow. I felt distressed. What if Ridley was stuck some place like that? Could he even survive in such an environment?

			I was startled by a voice at my side. “Help yourself.”

			It was Rainer. He motioned toward a small table sitting in the hallway. “They’re for everyone.”

			“I’m not hungry.”

			“No, I don’t suppose. Mr. Wildebear, your nephew’s belongings have been safely stored. You can have access to them whenever you like.” He took hold of my arm and propelled me into Ridley’s room. “I have someone I would like you to meet.”

			We stopped before a cramped workstation. He placed a hand on the shoulder of the woman who sat there. “Miss Sarah Frey, without a doubt the most brilliant extra-spatial analyst in the world. Sarah, meet Barnabus Wildebear.”

			The most brilliant extra-spatial analyst in the world was so absorbed in her work that she didn’t even bother to look up.

			“Sarah believes your people are still alive,” Rainer said. “I thought you might be interested in what she has to say.”

			Sarah brushed a raven lock out of her eyes and leaned in to peer at her monitor more closely. I wondered how long I would be required to stand there. Abstractly, I noted that she had a pretty face featuring an unusually compelling nose: snub at the end, with a smattering of freckles at the top.

			“I might be interested,” I said. “Were she to actually say anything.”

			Sarah looked up at me. “I’m sorry.” She pushed her chair back. “Look. I won’t lie to you. I don’t know for a fact they’re still alive. All I know for sure is that what happened to Commander Fletcher didn’t happen to them.”

			“How do you know?” I asked.

			“Because what happened to Fletcher was a fluke. The gate doesn’t always lead to the same time or place. Fletcher got caught in one of its transitions. Thirty-million years elapsed in a heartbeat. Getting caught in that is what killed him. Mr. Wildebear, how much do you know about the gate?”

			“Not much. Just that it appears to lead to other worlds, as crazy as that sounds. Iugurtha’s world.”

			Sarah’s eyes widened. “That’s not a name you should say out loud.”

			“Why not?”

			“How can you ask that? You’ve already personally experienced how dangerous the entity’s name can be.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“We watched the whole thing on the monitors. You said the entity’s name out loud and then let it in through the gate.”

			“You mean Humphrey’s story was true?”

			“Every bit of it. It’s all in our database. We can play it back for you, if you like.”

			“No, thank you.” I didn’t fancy the idea of watching myself beat up my good friend Doctor Peter Humphrey. “Doctor Humphrey thought this entity of yours was some kind of demon. What is she actually?”

			“Your friend is a little superstitious,” Sarah said. “I don’t expect to find any fantasy worlds beyond the gate. Still…”

			“What?”

			“There have been some transitions that have been difficult to explain.”

			“Such as?”

			“I wouldn’t care to speculate until I’ve gathered more data.” She glanced at her console. “Speaking of which…”

			Rainer took the hint. “Sarah is working hard on getting your people back. Perhaps we should leave her to her work.”

			Sarah shot me a brief sympathetic smile.

			It did nothing to lift my spirits.
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			Feeling sick, I stumbled out the back door of my house where I paced compulsively atop the expanse of crabgrass that constituted most of my backyard. Before I knew what I was doing, I was making a beeline toward the woods, Rainer’s dire warnings having completely slipped my mind. I forced myself not to think about the disastrous events of the night before and to concentrate instead on the majesty surrounding me. The countryside around my property is among the finest the island has to offer. The path to nearby Port Kerry wends through a forest of towering pine interspersed with poplar and birch. I savoured the soft crunch of pine needles beneath my feet and the twitter of forest creatures hidden from view. In time, the forest did its magic, and I felt capable of breathing again. The wind, whispering in from away, caressed not just the lofty conifers around me, but all in its path, and as it embraced me it breathed a simple truth into my ears: that a walk in the woods wasn’t going to do a damned thing to help Ridley.

			Some instinct made me glance off the path to my left. A man was watching me from beneath the canopy of pine. A silver crescent moon glittered upon his chest.

			Schmitz.

			Abruptly, I remembered Rainer’s instructions to stay close to home. Was Schmitz here to drag me back? Pretending not to see him, I hurried on down the path.

			“Mr. Wildebear, wait.”

			Schmitz jogged the handful of steps it took to catch up to me. A dull ache persisted on the side of my head where he had struck me with the butt of his gun the day before—a reminder to conduct myself with caution.

			“Nice woods you have here, Mr. Wildebear,” he said upon reaching me. “Well done.”

			I increased my pace.

			“Going for a little walk, are we?”

			“That’s right. A little walk.”

			“Where you going?”

			“What’s it to you?”

			He grabbed my shoulder, forcing me to stop. “You’re not safe here.”

			I faced him defiantly, adjusting my stance and steeling my abdomen, just in case. Although I am not a small man, this fellow Schmitz scared the bejeezus out of me. He was ugly—damned ugly—having been cursed with a head that looked as if it had been jammed painfully but firmly into a piece of farming equipment back in some early, significant stage of development. Although he was shorter than I, his close-cropped auburn hair bristling about level with my chin, he was much stockier. I would have had better luck trying to knock down one of the big pines on either side of us than try to take him.

			“I’ve looped the surveillance satellites,” he said, speaking softly. It was all I could do to remain close enough to hear him—did the man not own a toothbrush? “But they’ll see through that before long, so we’ll need to be quick about this.”

			“Surveillance satellites?”

			“Rainer’s a good man,” he said. “A little off his nut since losing Angelique, but I wouldn’t hold that against him.”

			“So?”

			“He has plans to interrogate
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