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  It’s not what you see that will hurt you, but what you don’t see that will curdle your shorts and keep the cat on the front porch;


  And it’s not what you don’t see that will hurt you, but what you wish you could see that will probably zap you in the prime of life and make you wish you'd had your eyes checked;


  And if any of this makes sense, then so will this stupid book.


  —Timothy Boggs


  (famous unpublished author)


  I


  The Homecoming


  1


  It was foggy that night.


  In Merkleton.


  England.


  And the autumn moon rose above the surrounding low hills, barely piercing the night, while owls in the woodland called, and foxes in the fields answered.


  The streets and alleys glittered and gleamed from the afternoon’s rain.


  Pedestrians hurried along the wide pavements with heads bowed and shoulders hunched, turning away from the occasional chilled breeze that rose with the fog from the dark waters of the River George.


  Still, there was a definite festive air about the village this dark, damp, late September evening. Cheerful banners hung across the main road, many cottages and most of the shops had gaily painted posters well placed in their windows, hundreds of colored lights had been strung here and there on bush and tree, and fresh royal bunting had been affixed to the tall and spiraled iron fencing that marked the High Street boundary of the village’s small park.


  The four hotels were filled, bed-and-breakfast establishments had no more beds, and most of the pubs had no room at the inn.


  It was the weekend of the Red Moon Festival, and the tourists were welcomed heartily, like eager fat sheep at a lean wolf’s den.


  Yet the regular patrons of the King’s Hump, in Rains Lane, paid scant attention to the man who walked through the door just after nine o’clock. He was rather tall for a Merkleton stranger, reasonably well dressed save for the ugly yellow Barrymore hat whose floppy brim covered most of his face, and currently engaged in swiping tenacious puffs of fog from his not inconsiderable shoulders.


  As he made his way toward the back, he spoke to no one and acknowledged no grunted greeting, soon finding himself a fairly comfortable position beside a squared post where the dark oak bar made an unannounced right turn into the paneled wall. Curiously enough, it was the only area of the room where the light did not extend sufficiently to reveal the features beneath his hat.


  Curiously enough, he didn’t take the hat off.


  But once established, he reached into his trouser pocket to pull out a handful of coins, studied them for several seconds, then deftly dropped several onto the counter and ordered a pint of bitter from the barmaid.


  She looked at the money, squinted at him standing there in shadow, looked back at the money, and said pleasantly, “You haven’t been here for a while, have you, sir? In the country, I mean to say.”


  What she could see of his answering smile was devastatingly rueful, and oddly familiar.


  “Alas, no,” he admitted with a slight trace of an accent.


  “I’ll need another twenty pence.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  She half closed one eye and cocked a hip. “I only kid, sir, when I’m kidding. Which isn’t very often.”


  Another coin fell to the wood surface. “Out of practice,” he apologized mournfully.


  Her water-reddened right hand scooped up the money while, at the same time, her left hand expertly snatched a large glass from the overhead rack. Before the coins had clattered into the till, that same right hand had taken hold of the ivory pump handle which, within seconds, had filled the glass with the refreshment he required.


  He nodded.


  She returned the nod and moved away to take another order while pinching the barman’s rump to stop him from flirting with the night’s supply of women, loose and otherwise.


  The stranger passed the glass under his nose, then drank deeply, his eyes closed in private delight. A delicate touch of a finger to his upper lip to check for errant foam, and he ordered another, lifted the glass, and shifted inconspicuously until he could lean against the wall beside a closed and unmarked door and was able to take in most of the interior without moving his head.


  No one met the gaze of his unseen eyes.


  That was, for the time being, just fine with him.


  He had traveled many thousands of miles to reach this very place, one of his favorite haunts in all the country, and he was quite content, for the moment, to remain unrecognized and unapproached.


  Besides, if he weren’t here, unrecognized, he’d be back in the Hotel Bowlingham on the High Street, where the only person who bothered to talk to him was the reflection in his mirror. Not that it was a bad hotel—he used it every time he stayed in this rustic comer of Britannia—but his top-floor room was barely large enough for the double bed, the narrow desk with attached blow dryer, and the even narrower wardrobe with attached color television; the lobby, while of a good size and well appointed with many upholstered armchairs and couches, held too many people too inclined to talk to people they didn’t know; and the residents’ bar was crowded tonight, noisy with rock music and eager young travelers, and too damn bright for his current introspective mood.


  Thus, for solace and peace, the King’s Hump.


  He sipped.


  He settled.


  He was pleased that nothing seemed to have changed since his last visit:


  The pub was neither spectacular nor quaint nor even vaguely historical. It was, in fact, the usual earthy establishment of its kind—lots of old polished wood, a providently long bar, padded bench seats lining the wainscoted walls, and a dozen or so small tables at which three people could sit comfortably if they were careful where they put their knees. Upstairs, like many of its country cousins, it also provided a quartet of individual small rooms, two with private bath, for casual travelers and those too blasted to get home without harm.


  A surly young man and his tittering girlfriend stood at a fruit machine and attempted to beat the diabolical cousin to a one-armed bandit gambling device—mostly, the stranger noted, by the liberal use of obscene incantations, since feeding it money the usual way didn’t appear to be working.


  At the entrance, a stout blind man with a white accordion played a medley of Stephen Foster tunes.


  By the descending stairway to the Gents, three women sat at a table and tried on each other’s makeup amid several explosions of giggles and delighted snorts.


  There was smoke and laughter in the air, an atmosphere of such conviviality that the stranger nearly burst into tears—not because he was still unrecognized, but because this very place held such dear and fond memories for him that he was very nearly overwhelmed.


  It certainly beat staying in London, where, no doubt, he would have spent most of his time dodging the bloodthirsty Highland assassins his mother usually sent down from the family estate and winery on an unnamed Hebrides isle whenever she learned that he was in town.


  He sighed, sipped, and eavesdropped as the barmaid tried to bribe the barman into pouring honey over the blind man’s musical instrument.


  Nothing had changed.


  Even Mary Shweet, the wretchedly poor flower girl in the dank lane outside, still sang softly in the fog, trying to sell her pitiful collection of blossoms to those most inclined to charity and conscience.


  No; all was as he remembered, and for that, he was eternally grateful. Occasional tranquility was good for the soul.


  The barmaid wiped the counter at his elbow and asked if he wanted another.


  He looked doubtfully over his shoulder at the empty glass. “Actually I don’t think so. I’ve not had much to eat today.”


  She was still, he noted, a rather healthy young woman for her profession, close to his own age, with more dark hair than she had head to grow it on, a pert upturned nose, and cheeks gently flushed from her job’s nocturnal exertions. As he smiled, she wiped a hand over the hip of her snug but appropriate jeans. The blouse she wore, of the elasticized and embroidered peasant variety, had somehow managed to slip down off one gleaming shoulder. “Perhaps a half this time?”


  He shook his head. “I’ll wait a bit, if you don’t mind.”


  “Doesn’t bother me, mate,” she replied offhandedly. A careless swipe at the counter with her cloth. The shoulder vanished. “Deric, damnit,” she yelled then to the man at the fruit machine, “don’t whack it so bloody hard! You’ve already done in three this month!”


  Deric Sumland, a husky lad with a shock of red hair that matched his straggly mustache, shrugged, snickered, and gave a nudge to his half-drunk companion, Dora Feathers, a blonde of such sluttish proportions as to give many a married man the whimpers on a cold winter’s night.


  “Fool,” she muttered.


  “They always are, at that age.”


  She leaned against the bar to continue the conversation, but when the stranger withdrew deeper into the shadows, she straightened with a frown and said, “Order or not, pal, but don’t take up my valuable space breathing when you could be drinking.”


  He laughed softly. “The landlady, I take it?”


  A mock curtsy and “Flora Tatterall at your service” was her reply.


  “In that case, a half.”


  And with fresh drink in hand, he examined the room yet another time and wondered what in hell he was going to do tomorrow. Which was precisely what he had been wondering since his arrival in country, three days earlier. Though he wasn’t concerned about his financial situation, he had thus far been unable to contact his theatrical agent in order to ascertain what sorts of jobs were available to him on this side of the ocean.


  His last viable employment, on the stateside continuing daytime drama Passions and Power, had ended with his forced removal from his long-standing role as an English butler—for trivial causes, most of which had to do with his gentle insistence on certain lines being rewritten for clarity, conviction, and dramatic impact. For some reason, the director seemed not to think that a butler, even one portrayed by a genuine Scottish baron, could have motives and motivation for serving afternoon tea and announcing the arrival of the bad guys.


  It had been a classic clash of personalities.


  And he was the one who’d come away thoroughly dented.


  He looked at his glass. Somehow it had become empty.


  The accordionist adroitly switched to waltz-time Simon and Garfunkel.


  “Here for the big do?” the landlady asked, both her shoulders and her libido bare.


  He frowned.


  She pointed over her shoulder to a poster tacked to one of the posts. It listed the events of the Red Moon Festival, whose climax would take place at the famed Merkleton Ringstones, an archaeological bounty miraculously discovered in an oak grove by the river shortly after the Second World War. The closing ceremony promised to be an occasion of high drama, with a (one would hope) fictionalized sacrifice, and parties all over the place once the show was over and the visiting Druids had packed their robes and left town.


  Keeping a smile to himself, he shook his head.


  “Then how about another?”


  “No,” he decided. “A whiskey instead.”


  One well-plucked black eyebrow lifted in mild surprise. She had obviously not pegged him for a heavy drinker. “What shall it be, then?”


  “Glenbannock, I think,” he replied automatically, and realized too late that he had spoken too loudly, smack in the middle of one of the evening’s natural conversational lulls.


  The landlady stared.


  The accordion player hit a dazzling series of sour notes.


  The three women gasped.


  Deric and Dora turned from the fruit machine and lifted their leather collars to hide their faces.


  The silence was such that a dripping faucet sounded like a funeral cannon.


  The man sighed.


  The landlady nibbled on her lips and said, “Did you say … Glenbannock?”


  He considered denying it.


  Then she mouthed his name as a question.


  “Oh hell,” he snapped in mild disgust, swept off his hat, and brushed back his embarrassingly abundant ginger hair with one unhappy hand. “Yes, damnit, Flora. And you might as well make it a double.”


  Flora Tatterall slapped one hand to her chest and gasped in delighted recognition.


  Deric drew a knife from beneath his leather coat and slipped it into his pocket.


  And the accordionist cried out in delight, “Well, I’ll be a monkey’s, lads, it’s his lordship, Kent Montana!”


  There was nothing Kent could say, and so he said nothing because, at that very moment, the lights went out, somebody screamed, there was a faint twang-like humming in his ear, and someone laid what felt like a steel pipe across the back of his head.


  How frequently must one drink if one is to permanently damage one’s liver? pondered Lizzy Howgath as she considered the evening’s first brimming pint of lager now set before her on the tiny scarred table. It seemed to her that six a night for several decades ought to do it right enough, though she was reluctant to trust the test results of the most recent National Health survey. She was also reluctant to acknowledge the blandishments of the gentleman leaning against the bar directly opposite her, though his large brown eyes had been keenly observing her since the moment she’d wandered in, plopped herself down, and commenced her experiment.


  Not that she wasn’t affected by his attention.


  He was, after all, a rather decent-looking young man in a snug wool roll-top sweater, a rakish tweed cap, and high polished boots that reflected the pub’s lights like slightly smeared stars. He also made no attempt to join her, clearly and politely awaiting an invitation.


  Should she or shouldn’t she?


  She drank.


  She followed the progress of a taller, more aristocratic type who wasted no time digging himself into the bar’s far corner without so much as a glance in her direction.


  Now, that one she might be interested in, she admitted without an ounce of shame. His bearing, his manner, his attitude, his demeanor, all synonymous with class and wealth.


  Except for that stupid hat.


  She cupped the glass between her palms.


  With luck, he might even be the one she had been searching for all this time, the one she could talk to, could share her burdens with, to whom she could reveal the guilty secret that festered within her even now, causing her to belch in a most unladylike manner, causing her aerobically flat stomach to flutter, causing her violet eyes to water whenever she recalled the horrible consequences of her continued silence.


  Yes, it might well be he, but would he listen?


  Would he believe her?


  Would anyone in this place believe her if they knew the terror which, at this very moment, might be stalking them as if they were the prey of some diabolical hunt?


  Sadly she doubted it.


  Instead they would laugh; they would call her a common drunkard; they would tease her until the tears flowed; then, in fits and starts of hypocritical remorse, they would ply her with more drink in order to smooth the rough edges of their social consciences.


  But they would not believe her.


  She trapped a self-pitying sob before it escaped, swallowed it, and followed it with a long draught of lager. A dainty handkerchief to cleanse her full, dark lips. A trembling hand to smooth a fall of silken black hair away from her left eye. A determined lift of her proud chin when the brown-eyed gentleman cleared his throat and crossed the narrow space between them.


  “Pardon me, miss,” he said respectfully, pulling off his cap and fair crushing it to his chest, “but as you’re alone, and I am as well, would it be an imposition if I sat with you for a while?” He raised his hand quickly. “Just for a talk, that’s all. I’ve no other intentions.”


  Lizzy considered the smooth lines of his young face, surely a good decade younger than she, and finally, almost fearfully, nodded.


  He smiled and found a spare, backless chair, drew it opposite her, and sat gingerly, as if ready to bolt for the exit at a single harsh word from her.


  “Stan,” he said, holding out a bold hand. “Stan Yarkshore.”


  She accepted the hand, found the grip refreshingly steady and dry, and shyly gave him her own name.


  He nodded.


  She sipped.


  “Well, Miss Howgath,” he said, smiling so broadly his pudgy cheeks dimpled, “what brings you here? I’m a regular myself, and I don’t recall seeing you before.”


  Should I tell him? she wondered. Dare I speak the words that cry to be free?


  “A long day’s spending my money, I’m afraid,” she answered, not quite a lie and not quite the entire truth. She pointed to a bulging shopping bag nestled beside her on the floor. “I’ve been so terribly bad that I even missed my train connection.”


  “Ah,” he said, leaning back. “I thought you wasn’t from around here. Kent, is it?”


  Pleased, she grinned, and lied again. “Liverpool, actually.”


  “Ah, a song there to be sung, I wouldn’t doubt,” he said solemnly.


  She chuckled at his wit.


  He chuckled with her and begged her to permit him to bring the next round.


  “Oh, I couldn’t, Stan, not really.”


  A wink, and a finger to the side of his nose. “Not a poor thing like that,” he said, pointing to the dregs of her lager. “I was suggesting something more elegant, if you don’t mind my saying so. A liqueur, perhaps? To keep us in the Festival spirit?”


  He will get me drunk, and I will spill all, she feared.


  “If you wish,” she said coyly.


  He clapped his hands once. “Splendid! Allow me.”


  And he was gone, easing his way through the crush at the bar, leaving her to wonder what in the name of heaven had possessed her. This was dangerous. She might grow to like him. Lord, she might even grow affectionate. And what would happen then? Would it be like all the others? Would he find himself in the gutter in the morning, his face all a mess, his clothes torn and bloodied, his legs smashed, his arms useless, his eyes black and blue?


  She panted.


  She sniffed.


  Good heavens, Lizzy, she cautioned, you’re getting all excited.


  But it was too late to flee. The three harridans sitting near the door were eyeing her jealously, and the portly blind accordionist had evidently sensed her emotional confusion and had swung smoothly into a soothing medley of tunes derived from stage shows featuring animals ranging from alley cats to armadillos.


  Her right hand then drifted down to the bag, holding it closed, hefting it once to be reassured of its weight. For there were no gifts or condiments hidden therein beneath the pink tissue paper she’d stolen from a tony newsagent on the High Street. No, not at all.


  What was there was her life, and more.


  “How’s this, then?”


  She jumped, almost screamed, when Stan settled again into his chair and placed a glass before her.


  He frowned at her distress. “Are you all right?”


  Her throat abruptly dry, she nonetheless managed a nod. “Woolgathering,” she confessed. “I’m sorry.”


  “Nothing to be sorry about, love,” he replied. He lifted his brandy and toasted her. “Cheers, to a beautiful woman.”


  She picked up her own glass, eyes properly downcast, and murmured thanks for the compliment. Sipped. Coughed at the strong liquid. And outrageously permitted him to wipe the resultant tear from her cheek with a gentle, soft finger.


  The barmaid yelled something at the couple messing about with the fruit machine.


  He leaned forward then, cap shoved back on his head. “I think we’ve a possible friendship growing here, Lizzy, if I may be so bold.”


  Her heart leapt up when she beheld the rainbow reflected on the skin of his scalp. Normally such lack of hair on a man repelled her, but this pate was different. It issued warmth, it commanded respect, it was bold and required no apologies for its loss. She wanted to rub it. She wanted to kiss it. She wanted to feel it against her breast before it was split irreparably in twain and ran red with gushing blood.


  Oh lord, what’s come over you, girl?


  Stan winked at her, slow and steady.


  “Mr. Yarkshore,” she said, easing him away with her palm, “I do think you’re a bit forward, don’t you?”


  His smile was apologetic. “Perhaps it’s the drink.”


  “Perhaps.”


  “And perhaps it’s the sun that shines so brightly from those cheeks.”


  She blushed.


  He winked.


  Flustered, seeking something to talk about and sensing he wasn’t the type to care much about politics or religion, she spied the stranger. “Do you know who that is?”


  He looked quickly, looked back. “Nope. Never seen him before. A friend of yours?”


  “Oh no, I don’t know him,” she protested. “But you said you were… that is, you indicated that you came in here often, and I just wondered … I mean, it’s possible you don’t know, whereas I, a perfect stranger myself, would have never seen him before in my life. You see?”


  “My dear, dear Lizzy,” he said, reaching across the table to cover her free hand.


  Leave, she ordered; my god, girl, leave now, before it’s too late!


  “Stan,” she said, leaning forward herself, “I have a story to tell you.”


  He nodded wisely. “I thought as much.”


  “You did?”


  “Lizzy, I’m a simple man, but I’m not so simple as not to recognize a soul in anguish, especially when it sits so prettily across from me.” He patted her hand. “We probably won’t see each other again, you and I, so what better man to unburden yourself to?”


  She considered; she frowned; she squinted when her vision went blurry quite suddenly and she thought she saw a metal pipe drift behind Stan’s head. She blinked furiously. The illusion vanished.


  “Stan,” she said urgently, “promise you will not laugh?”


  “Laugh? At you? Not bloody likely, if you’ll excuse the language.”


  “And promise you won’t interrupt until I’m done?”


  “If you want.”


  “I want.”


  “Then,” he said with a wave of his hand, “your wish is my command.”


  She emptied her glass.


  She emptied his glass.


  She picked up the bag and held it close to her chest.


  “You see,” she said, “it all began when—”


  The lights went out.


  And somebody screamed.


  Lurking was not something Angus Dean did well. Whenever he was required to fill out a form listing his skills and education, lurking was always placed at the bottom of the list. He hated it. Sneaking about, ducking into doorways, pretending to study window displays, pretending to read newspapers, crossing the street when he really didn’t want to—it was all rubbish as far as he was concerned. Rot. And fairly on the cowardly side to boot.


  He preferred the direct approach, the result of his twenty-three years in the British Army, mustered out only five years ago and cast upon the doleful sea to fend for himself. Not for him the whisper when a damned good shout would do. Not for him to hide behind the skirts of a trench coat and secret code words when his green velvet jacket would suit the occasion just as neatly.


  You learned things when you were in the army.


  You learned to keep your hair short in case you had to leave your bed in a hurry; you learned to keep your back straight so your six feet and sixteen stone showed themselves to best advantage; you learned to glare as only a Royal Sergeant Major can, thus reducing the opposition to a quivering mass of pudding you could poke and prod to your heart’s content.


  That’s what you learned in the army.


  None of this damned lurking.


  On the other hand, the money was good, the hours weren’t so bad, and as long as it didn’t require him to think for very long, he supposed he could manage it.


  Especially since he was being paid by two different people to do the same thing, even though the two different people didn’t know the other one was paying too.


  At the moment he lurked across the street from the King’s Hump, leaning casually against the brick wall that formed the Lane’s northern boundary. He felt like a fool. All those idiots in there, drinking and laughing the night away, and here he was, out in the street, so to speak, hands jammed into the pockets of his dark blue peacoat, head covered by a wool seaman’s cap, nose turning red from the nip in the air, and all because his instructions were to keep an eye on the lady in the red coat, and not, if he could help it, let her leave town without learning her destination.


  Now how was he supposed to do that by standing out here?


  Rains Lane itself was quite narrow, little more than an alley, really, that opened onto the High Street on the one end and a paved-over park at the other. The only light came from the pub windows and a yellow globe over a restaurant called Wagner’s, both on the other side. Otherwise, there was nothing but stone or brick walls, damp now with the kind of fog he hadn’t seen since he was a lad, prowling the streets of London for a bit of excitement and the occasional theatrical experience.


  It had begun as a mist not seen at all, felt only on his face and the backs of his hands; then wisps and snakes of it had thickened and slipped across the already treacherous cobbles, curled up the stone and brick facades of the buildings that formed the alley, and he figured that, in an hour, it would completely obliterate all sight and sound.


  He stamped his feet to keep them warm and wished for a cigar.


  His head cocked when a sudden burst of laughter broke from the open door of the pub.


  He wondered if his cover would be blown if he walked over to that accordionist and shoved that caterwauling mother-of-pearl instrument down his bleedin’ throat. Christ, he hated accordions! They were worse than bagpipes, for god’s sake, and vaguely obscene what with all that pushing and pulling and puffing and bellowing. Maybe the guy would do him a favor and drop dead.


  He snarled.


  On the other hand, maybe he would find that damned flower girl, buy all her wares, and send her home. Her voice, so tremulous and sweet, made
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