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Judge, 9th Annual Writer’s Digest E-Book Awards:

“THE COOL THING is fun, ribald, and frequently hilarious. It won’t be for everybody, but you can say that about a lot of great writing.”
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Midwest Book Review Critique:

“Original, impressive, compulsively entertaining, exceptionally well written, with threads of horror and humor throughout.” 
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OnlineBookClub:   

“THE COOL THING is a delightfully weird approach to the horror genre. If Robert Rife set out to make a great comedy horror story, he succeeded. This story will blow you away.” -- This text refers to the paperback edition.
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Judge, 29th Annual Writer’s Digest Published Book Awards:

“This book is exemplary in its voice and writing style. It manages in very few words to lure the reader into the story, and the novel really does live up to its title.” 
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BOOKLIFE

The Cool Thing blows the genre out of the water with its particular brew of comic-laden terror and blunt human observations that come across as a gut punch to readers. It’s a gratifying blend of horror-comedy that throws themes of love, friendship, and supernatural loneliness into the mix. Rife plots a course through material that is both entertaining and nightmarish, with enough surprise events to please readers who enjoy action-rich texts. He excels at visceral imagery and heart-stopping horror. His writing style is irreverent and dark, with a light touch on serious sociocultural topics that drive the story’s momentum. Injecting brutal scenes with almost lyrical prose lends the novel a definite otherworldly feel. Readers will be able to taste the fear of Rife’s main players as much as they will judge them to be relatable in many ways.
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PROCLAMATIONS
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This is a work of fiction. Anyone finding a resemblance to themselves, or anyone else, should be dipped in manure. Repeatedly.
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Humans died in the writing of this novel. They shouldn’t have interrupted me. No animals were harmed.

[image: image]

To those countless, angelic, exemplary, huge- brained people who love this book: may your life’s path be strewn with diamonds. Big fat ones.
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To the miniscule number who do not like this book: I’m really, truly, humbly sorry. Go soak your head. For a long time. You’ll feel better. So will the author.
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EVERYONE: Give to your local Humane Society. Often. And, yes, this author does.
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PROLOGUE
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Hector has been in the old Roaton house too long. Far too long. He was to steal something quick, to prove he’d gotten in. Amy waits, shivering on the moonlit porch, clutching her car keys. Night breezes mutter darkly of evil, whispering through the vine covered fence… where an impaled body has been found.

Hector will come out. But he will not be the same. Neither will Amy.

CHAPTER1

THE WAYDOWNS
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A bright yellow growth covers much of the corridor walls, spread out in irregular blotches. Bubbles form beneath the glistening surface, slowly pushing out and then subsiding; occasionally one will burst with a softly spitting sound. It is breathing.

Further down the hall a rat scurries along the floor, keeping very clear of the slowly pulsing mold. Its other head, eyeless, flops from its back. Both mouths continually open and close, the teeth make clicking noises. It pauses at a doorway, both mouths tasting the air, then it darts across the opening. It’s not fast enough. Not fast enough to escape the lightning quick jaws and teeth that snatch, crunch, and swallow. The human had been fast.

Far above, on Ship’s Deck 19, Darren watches from his monitor screen, slowly shaking his head. He’s been ordered to reclaim that area, to sanitize another part of this long-buried, ancient starship. To retake some more of those decks lost decades ago when an experiment had horrendously corkscrewed. Resulting in the total quarantine of all decks below 19. All decks, complete confinement, no exceptions. Because every living organism beyond 19 had become… different. Had become changed. Altered. Wrong. Including the human staff. Especially the human staff.

After the quarantine came mutiny, followed shortly by anarchy, madness, and rampant, slavering cannibalism.

High Command sealed all entrances, welding them shut, painting out all traces. Immediately following this erasure came an incredulous announcement; one that only WW2 military could get away with. Those lower decks didn’t exist anymore. They had imploded. They had been vaporized. They were gone. It was War Time Treason to even speak of them. Knowledge of the lost decks faded into whispered rumors, and through the years, became a dark company legend: The Waydowns.

But despite any official proclamations, all the men, women, plants, and animals sealed below did exist. Those that survived the initial horror, betrayals, and chaos…continued to change. Months became years, and the years grew into decades, and some of those life forms endured. So did their spawn.

The entombed ship continued to function for all decks, Waydowns included. Power units, installed centuries ago, galaxies away, kept on providing. Protein slabs, liquid nutrients continued…and things grew. Many things did.

Whispered tales of the Waydowns weren’t just forbidden scuttlebutt to Darren’s boss, Dr. Lillith Sally Gaust. She’d been stationed on Deck 19 even before the experiment catastrophe. And she had a way back into those so-called vaporized, nonexistent decks. Knowledge she never shared with High Command. She wanted those lost decks, and all that they held. Or gave birth to. She also began to use the Waydowns as a dumping ground for all her splicing and breeding failures. Dead…or not. They were Lab Spill, no longer human.

Zooming the view back, Darren looks at what will be his entry point. The area is flame blackened for about 30 feet. And a little beyond the charring is the body, lying face down. It’s human. Or had been. Viscous fluids drip from too many bulbous arm joints, the neck is odd, the feet… a nightmare. The Spill had run, but not quick enough to escape the firebombing.

A monstrous, once pretty face, abruptly appears on his screen, overriding Darren’s channel. Lillith overrides everything. From Deck 19 on down, Dr. Lillith Sally Gaust is GOD. There is no need to tell the staff. They know it.

The few personnel left working on decks above 19 never take the lift down to that dreaded floor. They might never return. Others haven’t.

Those missing, became… useful. They became volunteers to aid in the advancement of science. Some lasted for years.

“Report,” Lillith demands. The voice is old, very old. It’s raspy, her face blotchy, scabbed, and the feral eyes boil with fever. She’d been Spill bitten days earlier and the infection is consuming her. Certain areas of Deck 19 had been originally designed for deep space flight, and still sent out time adjustments or time treatments, periodically. It vastly increased longevity, but no one is immortal. Dr. Gaust is finding that out. She wipes at blood beneath her mouth, leaving a glistening smear pebbled with debris. She has been eating.

“The entry point has been fired; we’re going in. I’m taking a crew of three,” Darren answers quickly.

“I harbor no doubt you’re going in. I ordered it. Or have you taken some testicle pills and gotten nerve enough to change a directive of mine? I want you to secure only enough area that can be locked down. Then you will return forthwith; you are going topside on a retrieval mission.”

“Yes, Doctor. The crew’s ready; I’m going to join them— at once.”

“Oh, yes, Mister Gosteen. Indeed you are. And remember, do not kill; I want viable specimens. Especially anything that can talk. And stay clear of that mold you call Gunch. I suspect it is the deadliest organism in the Waydowns. DO NOT bring any of that back onto my deck. Immediately kill anyone that comes in contact with it. Mind me, man. MIND ME!” And her image is gone from the screen, but not from Darren’s brain. That face is with him always.

Darren Gosteen, head of Deck 19 security, is a heavily burdened man. A doomed man. A man who has seen too much, knows too much… done too much. A once good man, now trapped in a job from which he will never be allowed to quit, never be allowed to leave alive. And here, deep beneath the New Mexico scrub and sand, there are fates worse than death. So much worse.

Joining the two women and one man, Darren readies the group for hell. They’re all killers, all society discards, and all are expendable, which was exactly why they’d been hired. None of them think they need any preparation. But he knows better. He’s seen more of the Waydowns than they have.

“We’re under new orders to secure only the immediate area. And remember, do not kill, stun only. We’re to bring whatever back alive.” He’s saying this mainly for the women, as they lean more to bloodlust. “MY orders to all of you, are the same as always: Defend yourself, and don’t get taken… they might not kill you.”

“Think we’ll be attacked this time?” Patty asks, eagerly. She’s psychopathic, psychotic, and other mind aberrations for which there are no labels. Beneath an explosion of short, straw-colored hair, a grinning, skull tattoo leers from her forehead. Army washout, ex–biker, and escaped convict, Patty likes to kill. And she’s seen what the Spills are capable of. They are insane with hungers not limited to food, and Patty… is a little like them.

“Maybe— probably,” answers Darren. “I’ve fried the elevator entrance way, and the monitor shows a Spill, laying several yards in. No way to tell if it’s one of Dr. Gaust’s discards, or a mutation birth descended from the Originals. It hardly matters, where there’s one, there will be more. And the Gunch is growing in spots on the walls, avoid contact at all costs; no one knows what it can do. If any gets on your clothes, shuck them at once.”

“All fuckin’ right! Ain’t this startin’ to sound like fun.”

“Quiet, Death Head.”

The other woman, Elena, stays silently impassive. Brooding, taciturn, unreadable. Barely held eruptions simmer within the shaved head. Big, muscular, and swarthy, she’s ex- military, combat veteran, dishonorably discharged. It hadn’t been for cowardice.

“Any sign of the Bugs?” asks Huong. Smart, with delicate features, a black belt holder with totally dead eyes. He’d been recruited while out on bail awaiting trial. It seems he’d misplaced his wife and children. The law thought, given the massive insurance policy he’d taken out, that Huong knew where they were at. The cops were right; Huong knew exactly where they were. And they were highly likely to stay there.

“No, no Bug sightings,” answers Darren. “The brain above,” he says jabbing a thumb upward, “thinks they may no longer exist. The Spills kept eating their larvae, so they tried to nest in an old topside house, but it’s doubtful they survived the air. However, if we see one, it’ll be wanted.”

“Topside?” blurts Patty. “Fuck me! How in hell did they get topside? Ain’t all the ship buried?”

“Of course it’s all buried, everyone has probably figured that out by now,” answers Darren. “To clarify it for any piss brains, we’re down deep beneath that topside building all of you came through as newbies. When the elevator dropped from there, you entered the ship, and it’s entombed by melt-sand radioactive glass. Has been for centuries.” He’s trying to stop any thoughts of unauthorized leave. Authorized leave didn’t exist. “But the ship, or how the Bugs got out, is not our business on this picnic. Okay, sweeties, let’s go.”

The khaki clad group watch the doors slide open, revealing the charred corridor. Blackened walls peeling with strips of dead fungus; and a stench hits them like a giant fist. A tsunami of abandonment and neglect. Of despair, of rot, of death. Of abomination. Ahead, the body lays like their welcome mat. One knobby arm is stretched out ahead of the carcass, as if showing them the way. Enter, enjoy, die.

Patty takes point, voltage prod in one hand, Uzi in the other. Darren follows a few paces back, off to one side. Huong takes the other, Elena walks center. All are outfitted the same, and except for Patty, their Uzis’ hang from shoulder straps. Everyone grips a prod, their netguns are holstered, knives sheathed. Beneath their feet, the deck hums from its ancient energy source.

Walking slower as they leave the blackened area, they pass the dead Lab Spill, ignoring the reek of fried meat. Their destination is the opening where the two-headed rat had gotten unlucky.

Patty halts for a second before showing herself in the doorway. She’s feral but not stupid. Taking a deep breath, dropping to a knee, she slides into the opening, Uzi extended.

Behind the group, that dead Spill silently rises. Its jaws unhinge, opening a vast, ulcerated mouth, a gaping maw with many jagged teeth.





CHAPTER2

MANY MILES FROM THE SHIP: ELASTIC ETHICS
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While still a child, R.L. had murdered his stepfather. Just a little. The sharp, pecking beaks of the chickens had helped considerably as RL kept on sprinkling out their feed. Tossing the crushed grain generously over those bulging eyes and lolling tongue of that good Christian man… as the cruel bastard convulsed with his heart attack.

Yes, RL and the poultry had sent that bible-thumping, belt wielding nightmare to his just reward. Life had gotten a lot better after that. There had never been any remorse. None.

Now, at 43, RL’s life is basically good. Well… there were a few problems: Deena Lynn, the street girl he’d been fool enough to think he’d fallen in love with, had ran off with some younger turd. The fact that she might be pregnant also jabbed a fork into his brain occasionally. About once an hour. And his neighbor, Jayderay, the woman he’s too bacteria-brained to realize he’s loved for years, she’s steadily riding him about the medieval breastplate. The piece being locked away in his back room safe wasn’t good enough; she wanted it GONE. Problems, always problems, always people.

RL no longer thought the breastplate was medieval; it was older than that. Either it was magical, which was bullshit, or it was… not from this planet. Whichever it was didn’t matter; it was worth MONEY, a ton of money. But peculiar crap did happened when it was around: wives got happy, things went missing, and there’d been other occurrences. Like people vanishing. And monsters.

Yes, he really did need to get rid of the thing. Of course, that didn’t mean he shouldn’t make an obscene load of folding green out of it. Somehow. There’s always a way, and where cash is concerned, any way will do. RL’s ethics and morals are… adjustable. Very adjustable, about like Silly Putty. He’s an antiques dealer.

Sitting at his home office desk, RL is surrounded by worthless junk; crap that will soon become exceedingly valuable merchandise. As soon as it was at the shop and in the hands of the silly bastard Frankie, whose ethics and morals were even more stretchy than RL’s. There wasn’t much of anything they couldn’t wrap around.

Running fingers through mostly still black hair, RL can’t concentrate because of that damn breastplate. Quit being an idiot; you can’t do anything with it right now. Do something useful…cheat somebody…

An explosion shakes the house. A blast coming from that back room.





CHAPTER3

ON SHIP’S DECK 19
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On this same morning, above the Waydowns and in Deck 19’s laboratory, a thing has also been thinking about that breastplate. A thing with an eggplant colored, greasy, duck tailed hairdo… and lavender colored, slightly scaley skin. Or at least it had been thinking about it, until the bomb went off. The bomb it had made. The bomb it had set off.

From mathematically voided miles away, this lavender thing had reached through the breastplate and dropped that explosive inside RL’s safe. The thing had stood there watching. Standing there had been a slight error in judgement.

The breastplate was actually an Extender, part of a Gather-Suit from this long ago crashed and buried starship. Whenever the piece was activated, it nullified distance, allowing exit or entrance through the ship’s portal area; where the duck tailed bomber thing lived and had been… conceived. This thing, Proby, had not grown to plans. No, not exactly.

Proby, flipping the unexpectedly powerful device into RL’s safe, had wanted to free the Extender, so he could start back to sneaking out topside. Stealing toys, and maybe find that big woman again. The luscious fat wife that he’d repetitively screwed into a permanent, delighted state of nymphomania. In her dark bedroom, she’d screamingly thought her alcoholic husband had finally risen to the occasion. But that stud had been downstairs in drunken oblivion, passed out on his desk. The following day, the old sot had been mystified, not to mention mortified. And afraid… very afraid, for his wife had become happy. And attentive. Very attentive.

Proby hadn’t known if the grenade would work. It had. He’s not thinking about the Extender anymore. Or that big thrashing woman. Or anything else. He lays several feet back from the portal, sprawled face up across an operations console; smoke pouring from his blast seared, gold lamé sportscoat. Buttons from his black satin shirt are scattered about the floor. Steam rises slowly from his pomaded hair, which now sticks out in all directions, like scared spaghetti. He is shoeless, since both blue suede loafers are in front of the portal opening. Where he’d been standing when he released the bomb.

Proby’s day isn’t going well.

From the lift, in storms one of Proby’s very unhappy creators. With his lab coat flying out behind him, Dr. Moto races into the room. What has the reptile shit done this time? It sounded most destructive.

“Proby! What have you—! Oh... hmm… have you killed yourself?” It would be most exceedingly excellent to finally be rid of you. Slowing to a walk, Moto creeps hopefully toward the blast- barbequed creature. He notices smoke rising from a pair of loafers standing before the portal screen. Steam also drifts slowly out of Proby’s ears.

Proby’s eyes snap open. His long lashes have been burnt to nubs, and the tip of his nose is black.

“Where… where am I?” he strangles out. Raising his head, looking down the smoking body, he’s relieved he’s not seeing his own back.

“Oh, here I am.”

“So. I see you are alive. How… um, how very fortunate,” says Dr. Moto. “What exactly have you done? I thought certainly you were dead.” Why oh, why couldn’t you be, you most Honored Pool of Lizard Urine.

However, Proby had been left in Moto’s care, so the little bastard surviving wasn’t all bad. Displeasing Lillith was definitely something he cared about. She wanted rid of the troublesome turd, but it must be on her terms. As all things must be on her terms.

“I’m… I’m not sure what I did,” lies Proby, slowly getting off the console.

Dr. Moto helps him to a stool, glancing over at those shoes sitting below the portal screen.

“And I presume you know nothing of the blast I heard, do you? Never mind.” Dr. Moto runs his hand over short, snow-white hair, studying this fried and steaming specimen of a lab experiment. This decades old 1950’s teenager; Dr. Lillith Gaust’s personal project. Created by her, for her… pleasure. Moto shakes his head in disgust. This ludicrous mistake… and the creature still believes it’s human… and Elvis.

“Listen to me, Proby, Dr. Gaust has been too sick with that Spill bite to do more than direct the Waydowns reclaim. If she were not ill, I doubt you’d be here. You would be tubed in cold sleep— or dead. Maybe even worse; there’s always the pit. You’re fortunate I’m the one here, or this latest stunt would probably be your last performance, Elvis.”

Proby, his brain still sloshing about from the explosion, is beginning to pat and smooth himself out. His hands reach the top of his head, causing a horrified expression.

“My hair!” Snatching a comb from the black slacks, he begins frantically raking at the steaming spikes and coils. What had been an artfully coifed, 50’s teen-angel do, now looks like something a syphilitic crab would be embarrassed about.

Dr. Moto laughs, patronizing the creature by using the cool cat jive it loves, “You a man without a plan! The King has done been fried, Clyde! You’re not looking like Elvis right now, more like a Sad Dad. Go get in your Groomer, and I strongly advise you to not look in the mirror. When you’re through, report back. Lillith made me respon—”

Screaming, a Lab Spill vaults into the room, it’s rotted teeth dripping as the jaws unhinge.

Dr. Moto swirls about, and the monster is on him, multi-jointed arms wrapping around, cavernous mouth open.





CHAPTER4

A TERRIFIED TUMBLEWEED

[image: image]

In the house next door to RL, someone else thinks about the breastplate. Not pleasantly, and completely, totally without greed. Jayderay, wrapped in her plush burgundy house robe, paces about the kitchen in matching slippers. She’s holding the morning’s first mug of coffee and fretting. Oh, my sweet Lord, I can feel that awful voodoo thing, just sittin’ over there at RL’s. It don’t matter that it’s locked up, it can DO things, do the devil’s work. I know he don’t believe me, and I know he won’t get rid of it, not unless I push him. That man and his money, I believe sometimes that’s all he thinks about. Why I keep foolin’ with him, I just don’t know.

But she did know. Down deep she truly did. She had the same curse many good women do; Jayderay fell hard for bad men. Or where RL is concerned…sort of bad… a little bent… like an auger.

Passing by the invoice strewn kitchen table, she sighs. “Yeah, yeah, I see you all layin’ there, waiting on me,” she says aloud to the papers. “I know I’ve got to get the bunch of you all sent out, heaven knows I need the money. ‘Cause all my Tidy Tinas do expect to be paid, most particularly the one I just fired. Shanaqueela! Sakes, what a name. It shoulda been Shana-Squealy, the way that girl whine and complain about work… and don’t do it. How gramma would’ve laughed at—”

“Well, well,” she interrupts herself, “look who just got up! It’s my baby girl,” she says to the tail wagging dog limping in. She kneels down, hugging and still talking. “I guess RL does have some good in him; he did rescue you, didn’t he? We’ll go over there later so you can visit with your daddy. How ‘bout that? Okay, okay, Princess, don’t whine, I know it’s your breakfast time.” Standing, she starts toward the kitchen counter.

A blast from RL’s place rattles the windows. Then a piercing scream.
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A bulging eyed RL, now hiding behind his desk, looks fearfully in the direction of the explosion. And a terrified tumbleweed whizzes past him, wearing a tuxedo. It’s George, fleeing manically from the blast, his fear-puffed fur trying to run faster than he is.

The phone chirps. Figuring the phone can’t hurt him, but whatever caused that boom sure as hell might, he answers. After all, it could be important; it could be about money.

“RL! Are you okay? What’s goin’ on over there?”

“I don’t know, Jayderay, something blew up… somewhere, or… or something,” RL answers deceptively, his eyes darting toward the back room.

“What do you mean, you don’t know? You there! And I know I heard a scream clean on through my closed window. Sounded like you.”

“Uh… no, it, um, it wasn’t me.” It had been. “I think it was George, he just came tearing past me, like there—”

“GEORGE! George my gramma, RL. That wasn’t no cat I heard, and that blast was bound to come from that devil’s tool you got locked up. And don’t start lyin,’ I’m in no mood for it.” She never was in a mood for his lying, which was a shame. Lying was something RL was really good at. Accomplished, in fact.

“Yeah, okay, you’re right, it did come from back there, but I haven’t looked yet. Hold on and I’ll go—”

“No you don’t, RL! I’m coming over so you don’t do something crazy. You’ll start messin’ with that evil thing and get grabbed by some lizard man like I did. You stay put.”

“There’s no reason for you to—” But she’d gone. RL was actually relieved she was coming; company would be good about now. He bravely decides to wait. Her and that purple lizard hallucination… said it had grabbed her and it looked like Elvis. God Almighty! AND she thought it had somehow pulled her through the breastplate, like it was a door! That woman, I swear.

Jayderay arrives, still in her firmly belted robe, but with teeth brushed and some hastily applied makeup. “Sakes RL, it smells like gun smoke in here. What on God’s earth have you done? Or more likely, what did it do? Did you go back there?”

“I’m innocent, and I did just like you said, I waited for you. I admit, I, uh, I’m a little… reluctant to go look.”

“RL, you never been innocent, I doubt you can even spell the word. And the fact you done what I told you to, is a mighty good indication that you scared. My gramma always said, fear was the best minder. But now that I’m here, I’m not in no— I’m not in a real big hurry to go looking myself.”

“Well, how about some coffee first?”

“Sakes, no! Not that paint remover you drink. And there’s no good in puttin’ the bad off. Let’s just get it over with. Lord be with us; I sure hope I don’t see that Elvis thing again.”

Wanting to keep his butt attached, RL doesn’t say a word about Jayderay’s imagination. Together, they creep down the hall, RL slightly in the lead. Only slightly. Peering into the room is a little anticlimactic; there’s no purple people eater lizards looking like Elvis, or Satan standing there grinning and twirling his tail with long taloned fingers. Just the safe, lying on its side, bulging and open.

Pulling the breastplate out, RL runs his hands over the burnished ancient metal, as Jayderay backs a little further into the hall. The armor’s front shines dully, with damascene swirls spreading out from the empty jewelry seats on its chest. The interior looks forge hammered, and dark as… death.

“Look! There’s not a scratch on it, yet the safe’s dented all to hell, I don’t see how—”

“DENTED! RL, that safe look like popcorn. And that awful voodoo thing… and you, ain’t even— are not even hurt. The devil sure do take care of his own, don’t he. You lock it back up. Now!”

“I can’t shut the safe, the locking pins are sheared off, and it—”

“I don’t care what’s broke off from where! Put that awful thing back before it starts doin’ more mischief, RL. We— you can wire it shut, or wedge something against it. I’ll put that Bible I give you on top of it, too. You’re takin’ that devil tool out of this house, today; clean on out of the neighborhood.” She shakes her head, adding, “But, sakes whatever you do, don’t take it to your shop! Sweet Jesus help us all if Frankie gets to foolin’ with it. That boy sure do get up to enough as it is, without puttin’ some black magic in his hands.”

“You’re right about Frankie,” RL chuckles, “he does tend to get up to stuff. Okay, I’ll figure something out. And by the way, I keep forgetting to ask; are the police still investigating that body out at the Roaton place? We need to get started on some kind of inventory out there.” That handy phrase ‘By the way’ is often used by oily, devious sorts to change a subject. RL uses it often.

“Yeah, least ways I think they are, but I’ll call Preacher Dan. That slick guy can probably get some kind of release for us to work out there. Sakes, I don’t want to; I’ve been afraid of that spooky old house since I was a girl. But first things first, I’m makin’ Good- Book sure you get that devilry locked up. If I don’t, you’ll get to thinkin’ about money, and start polishing it up, like some Alladin’s Lamp. And what’s liable to come popping out won’t be no genie. Least ways not one you’d want to see.”

“Yes’m, Miz Scarlett.”

“Oh, shut up, you,” she says, laughing.

Jayderay needs to laugh while she can. She will soon forget about her fear of the of the breastplate. She will soon forget about Elvis lizards and the devil. A very real homespun nightmare is on its way. It arrives this morning.





CHAPTER5

INVIGORATING
ENTERTAINMENT
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Not far from RL and Jayderay, out on U.S. 281, an old two story home rises from the riotous nest of a long untended garden. Hungry vines have swallowed half the structure and covered the surrounding wrought iron fence. It has also covered the dead.

The Roaton Place. A house of local legend. A house of fear. A deserted house. Empty? No, the locals say; it isn’t empty. No one lives there anymore, but something moves inside the house. Sometimes rotting velvet curtains part slowly, softly smearing mildew on the window glass. And what moved those curtains, looks out. Those who have seen what looks out, usually do not tell. If they come back.

Inside this diseased Victorian mansion, dark furniture sits on clawed feet, leering with carved faces; dark wood faces that have seen dark things. Things that shouldn’t exist. Living things—and things that are not. Dim light from a round, stained-glass skylight, features an oak staircase that curves majestically down to the first floor. Carved barley twist balusters provide looms for the weavings of starved spiders. Fallen sections of railing lie shattered below. And the bleak, lonely dust layers all.

No, the townspeople say, the old Black man died, and nobody lives in the eerie old house anymore. But the townspeople are wrong. There is a body in the Roaton place. And it does live. And it isn’t alone.

But the old place hasn’t been vacant of humans this morning. Today a couple of cops have been finishing up an investigation. They’ve been looking into the discovery of a shriveled, sunbaked body found on the rusting iron fence. Spiked on one of the fence’s spear-topped posts. Their captain has pretty much decided it was just some burglar who got spooked and jumped through a second story window. A burglar with extremely bad luck. Then the thieving bastard had the temerity to die and stay on his perch, causing all this needless work.

The thief’s husk had also provided considerable entertainment for the group of church women who had found it. Several were so infused with excitement they’d trampled their sisters in the retreat. One of them had even pulled ahead of the herd, leaped some bushes in a single bound… and beat the ‘Saving Souls’ van back to town. Another appreciative viewer was in the hospital. It seems the sight of those remains had cured her constipation… too well.

Walking around outside, the two officers glance up at the shattered second story window, from which the hapless burglar had plummeted to his rusty spear top perch. Looking down, they scuff about through bits of glittering glass and remnants of rotted velvet.

“Let’s get the hell out of here, Johnny; there ain’t nothing to find. Our speared stiff was just some dipshit that fell through that window. And that day-basement closet that had the door nailed shut? Whoever did that used the biggest damn nails I ever seen; I didn’t think we’d ever get the son of a bitch open. That’s been bothering all hell out of me; just why was it nailed shut? And something else, that other room, Jesus Christ! With all those swirling scratch marks everywhere, even on the ceiling. Damn!”

“Yeah, all that’s been weighing on me too, Duke. You know what’s even worse to me? Something clawed its way through the bottom of a solid oak door gettin’ out of that closet. A big something. What in hell was it? You remember, not long back we got a report about some farmer finding his prize bull damn near eat up? Everybody blamed it on coyotes, but that’s a load of crap. I can’t see a pack of ‘yotes attacking a full-grown Angus.”

“Me neither. Christ, Johnny, don’t put anything in our report about that door, or all those weird claw marks in the other room. You and me might end up back out here for another two days lookin’ for a boogey man. And that high-toned preacher, the one who inherited this spook joint, has already been raising holy hell about how long it’s taking to release this… this morgue.”

“Don’t worry about the report, Duke. I sure don’t want us back out here lookin’ for god knows what, either. Hell, we might find it!” Laughing, they walk toward their cruiser.

Crouched in the dense green foliage about the house, something watches them. Dripping mandibles protrude from its twisted lips. It hungers, but not enough to attack the two. It’s a something that had once been human. Another failed experiment that had been discarded, tossed into the Waydowns. But it had found others. Others who knew a way out.

Below the creature, back down in that basement with the nailed shut, clawed through, oak door, a closet wall softly glows. The light briefly reveals an elevator. It isn’t behind the wall, nor is it on the walls surface— it is molecularly meshed with the wall. Transported there mathematically by an experiment gone to hell long years ago. It glimmers occasionally, showing itself with a light provided by a buried starship, hundreds and hundreds of miles away. In another state.

There is something within the old house that can touch this wall, revealing and opening the unseen elevator. It’s an elevator that doesn’t go up, nor down, it’s only a door. It’s a door opening directly into place inhabited by many. A place none of them wish to be. A place of madness and abomination. The Waydowns.

The two troopers drive away to other duties. Answering calls, protecting the weak, shielding the stupid, sometimes arresting the bad, and generally earning their pay. They talk with one another easily, as long-time partners do. Chuckling and joking about the spooky old mansion.

“Remember that old TV show, The Munsters? Well, it sure as hell could’ve been filmed back there, like real, real easy.”

“Oh, hell yeah it could’ve! To tell you the truth, I still watch that sometimes on the re-run channel. And you know, I do believe I’d pork Lilly Muster.”

“Like shit you would, then you’d have that big Franken-Fuck Herman wantin’ to pork you! And just think what a schlong that goofy bastard must have; probably with big bolts stickin’ out of it.”

“Yeah and pissing lightning too!”

So they laugh and joke, these two uniformed men, being blissfully unaware that this is the most fortunate day of their lives.

Behind these two lucky troopers, bushes tremble as leaves are slowly parted by wrongly grown hands. Taloned hands, on arms with too many bulbous joints, pus suppurating elbows that throb and itch. The creature shambles to the vines and begins climbing toward the shattered second story window. Toes like spasming worms, constantly coil and release, wrapping and gripping. It must climb, for the humans had locked the house front door. Humans were always locking things. Always denying. Always cutting. Always hurting. But this creature, this Lab Spill, it likes human. It likes human a lot.

Inside, the creature follows the curving oak stairs down, curling toed feet brushing crumbling plaster bits and wallpaper peelings. It pauses to catch its breath, the topside air is not good, not like in the ship, not like in the Waydowns. Gazing at the oval framed portraits that hang, evenly spaced, following the banister. Its mind seethes with conflicting thoughts… it wonders if they could be memories. It wonders if it could’ve known any of these people. Could it have touched them. Could it have tasted them.

Reaching the ground floor, gasping, it makes for the day basement. The toes leave scratching swirls in the dust. And it can’t breathe, it can’t get its breath, it can’t. Falling down the two steps into the basement, it crawls to the closet and through that clawed, and pried-open oak door. The closets back wall begins to glow softly, and the shimmering elevator appears. That elevator that doesn’t go up nor down, that elevator that is only a door. A door that leads to many. The entry slides open, the panting Lab Spill is pulled into the Waydowns. Those that pull will not be happy. It was supposed to bring living meat.

And outside, the house towers in the hot morning sun, the clutching green vines slowly eating into it. Glass from the windows glint, reflecting the sun, like living eyes watching from an uncovered grave. The house is patient. It always has been.





CHAPTER6

A LETHAL MISTAKE

[image: image]

RL takes the care of a gynecologist examining a litigious nun, as he moves about his true love, Elvira. The cloth covered Jag crouching here in the garage. Like most fools with a pet car, he values her more than… well, more than almost anything. Not more than Jayderay, but he’d never tell her that— the car or the woman.

He’s hunting for wire to hold that safe shut. Hurriedly hunting, as a very serious Jayderay is still in the house keeping a fearful watch on that devil’s tool breastplate. Likely clutching a bible and muttering prayers. Not just likely, is clutching and praying.

Naturally, the wire is not where it’s supposed to be. Inanimate objects are known to gleefully hide whenever a person really needs them. It’s a fact of life, being part of god’s overall plan… to torment the living shit out of people. Testing them, to be sure they have sufficient strength for the bigger and better delights waiting just around the corner.

RL finds a length of chain, which might satisfy Jayderay better. But the padlock isn’t with it. Well, of course the lock is gone, it’s grown little legs and ran off with the wire. Next comes the cow and moon jumping. Problems. Always problems. And I’m about to have a bigger one with Jayderay, she’s not gonna stay inside alone much longer… I just really don’t need this crap right now.

Walking through the back door empty handed, he calls out “Listen, Jayderay, I’ve been thinking—”

“I bet that means you ain— haven’t found any wire. RL, that thing is NOT gonna stay anywhere loose, it’s got to be locked up.” Seeing him coming down the hall, she says, “Just like I thought, you didn’t get the wire.”

“You know, I did leave some ammo inside the safe when I locked up the breastplate. Maybe somehow it went off, and—”

“NO, RL! Quit lyin’, you didn’t leave any bullets in there, and we both know it. The devil is in that armor, it was him that made that noise, him tryin’ to get out.”

“Look, please just listen to me, Jayderay! Back before that child molester attorney Gunther Fly stole it, I kept the breastplate in just a plain, a normal, an ordinary, everyday black garbage bag, like all us heathens use. And it never did anything. It didn’t puff out any purple lizards that looked like Elvis, it didn’t play spooky music and become a slide into the Twilight Zone, why it didn’t even dance a jig with the devil. It did nothing. Nothing, period. So please, just let me sack the thing back up again. I’ll even put it in the van and lock the doors. Okay? And when you get permission from that snake oil Preacher Dan to start work at the Roaton place, then I’ll
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