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  KENT MONTANA AND THE ONCE AND FUTURE THING


  


  As everyone knows, the primordial swamp contains many secrets which, over the course of time, have been the target of many a courageous, albeit foolhardy, adventurer seeking to uncover the Truth;


  As everyone knows, the primordial swamp does not easily, if ever, surrender those secrets to those adventurers who trespass upon its watery domain;


  As everyone knows, stuff happens in those primordial swamps you wouldn’t wish on your worst enemy unless he’s been really rotten, in which case even the primordial swamp can’t hold a candle to a good poke in the eye with a sharp stick.


  All of which proves that if I had written this book, it would have had a lot more sex in it.


  —Simon Lake


  (twin brother of Timothy Boggs and younger brother of Lionel Fenn and Geoffrey Marsh. Mr. Lake is the real author of the YA novel Fire Mask, though it was published under the pseudonym Charles Grant because they thought his real name was too fishy.)
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  THE CREDITS


  I


  Howe’s Landing


  1


  The depot wasn’t much as depots go, being little more than a fairly large, nearly square, sun-bleached wood-and-stone building with a couple of iron-frame benches inside and out, a ticket office with a barred window that hardly anybody ever sat behind, and a drooping shingle roof over a platform that served the infrequent trains in both directions. But the townspeople were willing to put up with it as long as it didn’t catch fire, breed rats, or bring temporary sanctuary to unsavory types who might bring disgrace and blasphemy upon the community.


  It was Silas Bouquette’s job to make sure that tradition endured well unto the fourth or fifth generation.


  He was a tall man, lean to the point of ridiculousness, clean-shaven, bulbous-eyed, wispy-haired and never without the well-oiled and always loaded revolver his granddaddy had given him on his deathbed.


  “Keep watch,” the old man had wheezed wetly from his mattress while bottle flies hovered noisily in the window. “You keep watch, boy, y’hear?”


  “Yes sir, Granddaddy,” Silas had answered solemnly.


  “You keep an eye on ever’ person what comes off that there train.” A scrawny but powerful hand gripped the young man’s arm. “You watch!”


  “I will, 1 will!” Silas had vowed.


  The old man sagged back onto his straw pillow. “It’s comin’, boy, it’s comin’. I know it. I seen the signs. I heared the calls out there in the bayou.” He coughed. Under the house an alligator coughed in sympathy. A mangy coon dog howled in sorrow in the overgrown yard. “I …”


  Silas waited.


  The old man sighed.


  Without a twinge of conscience, Silas hoped the old man was dead. He had been on the death watch for three weeks now, and the old buzzard hadn’t let go yet. It was getting embarrassing.


  The sunken chest shuddered. Rose. Subsided. Rose again so slowly it barely disturbed the air.


  Pale, dry lips trembled.


  Silas leaned closer. “Granddaddy? Granddaddy, you all right?”


  “I’m dying,” was the hoarse, faint reply.


  “Well, I know that, Granddaddy, but are you all right?”


  Eyelids like dried paper fluttered. Eyes like milky blue marbles stared at the bare ceiling. “Silas?”


  “Here, Granddaddy.”


  “You keep watch.”


  Silas nodded a solemn vow even though he knew the old coot couldn’t see him; he also hefted the ancient but eminently serviceable revolver, spun it around, aimed, and blushed with shame for thinking what he was thinking when he ought to have been thinking about something else, like the old geezer having the sense to die before the next crop came in.


  The eyes closed; the lips calmed; the alligator crawled from under the house and ate the coon dog.


  Silas waited.


  The old man whimpered as if caught in a bad dream.


  The wind soughed.


  Silas shifted uneasily in the three-legged wooden chair he’d brought in from the shack’s only other room, and stared out the window. Gnarled cypress and gum trees, Spanish moss, high brush that rattled like old bones when the wind blew—it wasn’t much of a view, but it was, he thought, better than looking at Samson Bouquette drooling over the hell and gone.


  The alligator made its way to the chicken house.


  The sun set.


  Too many shadows crept into the shack, filled too many spaces where they didn’t belong. Silas lit a hurricane lamp and placed it on a rickety table. He was hungry. Hell, he was starving. And by the sound of it, that damn alligator had cleaned out all the chickens.


  Then, without warning, the old man sat bolt upright, his eyes wide, his nostrils flaring, his left arm outstretched as he pointed toward his grandson.


  “Watch!” Samson cried. “Watch for the—!”


  Silas, who had backed hastily into the wall and thunked his skull against it, gaped, gasped, and nearly fled when the old man strangled horribly on his last word, screamed, gurgled, and flopped back onto the mattress.


  The funeral had been quiet.


  The alligator had fasted.


  And Silas, from his position on the platform chair, rocked back against the station house as he wondered who was going to take over this stupid job when he was gone. He had no wife, had no kids, had no kin at all that he was aware of, and nobody seemed interested in becoming a Watcher-in-training, not even Myrtle Mae Beauregard, head of the Landing Militia and Bugle Corps. Fact was, most of Howe’s Landing had apparently forgotten why he was there. The schoolchildren made fun of him, the adults tolerated him, and the dogs liked to gnaw on his wooden leg whenever he napped. It was a thankless job, no doubt about it.


  But someone had to watch.


  Someone had to keep an eye on the trains.


  Someone had to make sure that whatever he was watching for didn’t creep into town unwatched.


  So he shifted, glanced at the clock on the wall in the waiting room, and sighed when he saw that it wouldn’t be long before the noon train came in.


  A drop of sweat ran down his cheek.


  A fat tom wandered across the tracks and vanished into the high weeds on the other side.


  Mosquitoes hummed, flies buzzed, a buzzard circled over the trees.


  If he had any brains, he’d go home, turn on the air conditioning, the TV, and clip a few coupons.


  But he did not leave his post, no matter the temptations. After all, aside from the watching part, and his promise to his granddaddy, he was getting paid pretty damn good. Every week an envelope appeared in his post office box at the General Store and Notion Parlor. Three hundred dollars. Two thirds of which went immediately into his bank account at the First Louisiana Trust over on Main Street, one third of which went into the hand-cranked cash register at Della Depew’s by the time he had finished his Friday night drinking with the boys.


  He had no idea who sent him the money.


  He didn’t care.


  As soon as he had himself enough money, he was gonna—


  “Hey there, Silas.”


  He opened one eye, peered into the flushed round face of the stationmaster, and closed it again. “Hey, Rude.”


  “Seen anything today?”


  “Nope.”


  The chubby man flipped out his pocket watch, thumbed open the cover, and squinted. “Be here soon.”


  “Yep.”


  “Think today’s the day?”


  “Don’t know.”


  A hot breeze blew dust across the platform.


  “Been waiting a long time, ain’t you?”


  “Seems like years, to tell the truth.”


  “Near to ten, maybe fifteen, best I figure.”


  “Sounds about right.”


  “Think it’s gonna happen?”


  Silas inhaled slowly, exhaled a sigh. “Hope not.”


  The stationmaster agreed with a nod, and squinted northward up the tracks. “No offense, but your granddaddy was nuts, you know.”


  “Yeah, but he seen it the first time, was there when it ended. The first time.” He cocked an eye at his friend. “Can always be a second time.”


  “Suppose.”


  “Yep.”


  A second buzzard joined the first.


  Rudy Humpquin blew his nose on a railroad-issue handkerchief and said, “Gonna be a party at the Manor tonight.”


  Silas nodded. “Heard about it.”


  “You going?”


  They chuckled just shy of slapping their knees. Nobody from the Landing was ever invited to parties up at the Manor. Well, maybe a couple of people. The mayor, idiots like that. But not the likes of Silas and Rudy. They didn’t much care. Della Depew’s place was good enough for them, and cheaper.


  Heavy booted feet climbed the steps at the far end of the platform. Silas leaned around the stationmaster to see who it was, rolled his eyes, and leaned back.


  “Hey, Silas. Hey, Rude.”


  Rudy adjusted his cap. “Hey, Joe Bill.”


  Silas held his greeting to a curt nod. He hated Joe Bill Spain, couldn’t stand the ground the porkass sumbitch walked on. Always strutting around in that dark green polyester uniform with its stupid flathead cap like he owned the damn place, messing with the local girls, making fun of the Landing, when all he ever did was drive that big old gunboat Mercury for Montague Howe, picking up passengers to take out to the Manor, and dropping them off again when they was leaving. He smelled too, always using some kind of foreign-sounding cologne stuff to hide the fact that he was uglier than a possum what lost a duel with a tractor.


  Joe Bill leaned against a roof post and peered into the distance. “Train on time, Rude?”


  “Find out when she gets here, Joe Bill.”


  Joe Bill chuckled.


  Silas opened one eye and took a quick look, closed it again when he saw that Spain had been lifting again, had more muscles on his muscles that made them polyester seams like to burst if he took a deep breath.


  A whistle in the distance.


  Joe Bill straightened.


  The stationmaster dusted his lapels.


  And Silas slowly, quietly, cocked the hammer of his revolver.


  The main street of Howe’s Landing was several blocks of fairly quiet businesses, a handful of rowdy bars, and a number of homes that, despite the brutal pummeling of the Louisiana sun, always managed to look freshly painted. Cats prowled, dogs napped, children frolicked, people nodded to each other on the sidewalk, old men in pressed white suits sat on shaded benches and played checkers, women gossiped quietly in the beauty parlor, and church bells sounded delightfully languid on humid Sunday mornings.


  A prosperous community.


  A peaceful community.


  Off the beaten track, to be sure; connected with the outside world only by a single well-paved road and the train, of course; and marked on one side by a series of fertile farms and cane fields, on the other three sides by a perfectly functioning ecosystem of swampland which lured tourist and scientist in equal, harmonious measure.


  Rural without being cute.


  Bucolic without being sleepy.


  Rustic without all the straw.


  And, thought Myrtle Mae Beauregard, about the most boring goddamn place on the face of this here earth.


  So when she heard the train whistle, soft there in the distance, filtering through the magnolia tree on her front lawn like the sound of a lonesome swamp dove crying for its dear departed mate, she immediately stopped her rocking and cocked her head. Against the porch railing a loaded shotgun gleamed in the afternoon sun; against the wall to her right a loaded rifle gleamed in the shade; strapped to the underside of her rocking chair’s left armrest a freshly honed bowie knife gleamed.


  She frowned as she listened.


  She waited as she frowned.


  It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Silas Bouquette to do his job, but she always did like to be prepared.


  Although she certainly did not look forward to Hell returning to the land where she had been born and raised, bringing grief, destruction, death, and unwanted media attention, it would definitely be better than spending the rest of her life waiting around for some old codger to leave off his checkers for once and jump her bones.


  She sighed, then, for the memory of the good old days, plucked her pipe from between her shriveled lips, and shoved herself out of the chair. A few tottering steps to the railing, and she leaned forward, glancing up and down the street before hobbling inside to the wall phone by the front door. She dialed a number, squinted through the screen door, and said, “Hey, Gert,” when the connection was made.


  “Myrtle Mae, that you?”


  “Heard the train, Gert.”


  “Oh Lordy.”


  “My thigh bone’s acting up.”


  “Oh gracious.”


  “You ready?”


  “Is it today? I got my grandson’s birthday today, Myrtle Mae. Can’t be today.”


  “Never can tell.”


  “Oh shoo.”


  “You ready?”


  “Well, not exactly.”


  “What you mean, not exactly?”


  “Sam Bob found the Colt under my pillow last week. Took it away ’fore I could stop him.”


  “You kick him where I tole you?”


  “Tried, but I fell outta my walker.”


  “Lord’s sake, Gert, you can’t kick no man in the balls from a walker, how many times I gotta tell you?”


  “Don’t matter. He didn’t find the Thompson.”


  “Thank God.”


  “But I do got the birthday today, Myrtle Mae. This gonna mess things up.”


  “Just be near a phone, girl, y’hear? You get my call, you come running.”


  Myrtle Mae hung up, cursed fluently in four different bayou dialects, and dialed again.


  “Hey, Ethel June.”


  “Damn, that you, Myrtle Mae?”


  “Train’s coming in.”


  “Look, Myrtle Mae, I got ninety dozen pots steaming at once here, I can’t be fooling around with you.”


  “Damnit, Ethel June, you hear the code word?”


  “Well, no.”


  “Then don’t get yourself all hot, for heaven’s sake. I’m just letting you know the train’s coming.”


  “Well, hell, I can hear that, for god’s sake. Damn track runs right by the house, don’t it?”


  “All I want to know, are you ready?”


  “Myrtle Mae, I been ready since World War Two. Now run along, hear? Damn roots are boiling over.”


  Myrtle Mae scowled at the dial tone, scowled at the wall, scowled when she heard the train’s second whistle, signaling that it was about to cross the bridge over Howe’s Lake, on the southern end of the bayou. Quickly she hobbled back to the porch, dropped into her rocker, unstrapped the bowie knife, and practiced her moves by slicing bumblebees in half, on the wing, whenever they came too close.


  Her left thigh bone ached.


  Surely, she thought, this would be the day.


  In the sweltering barbershop on the comer of Main and Chaney, Doc Pruit slowly replaced the receiver of the wall phone and dropped into one of the eight wooden chairs along the side wall. His hands trembled until he folded them tightly in his lap; his jaw trembled until he clenched his teeth; the tic that made him wink uncontrollably jumped into action until he clamped his eyes shut.


  No one saw him.


  Actually, the only other person in the shop was the barber himself, and he was napping solidly in one of the four red-leather chairs, every so often snipping the air with his fingers while he asked his dream-customer how he thought the Saints would do this year.


  Emanuel Pruit, on the other hand, had been talking doomsday futures and other profit margin opportunities with his Chicago commodities broker when he’d heard the second whistle, and a sudden chill had stiffened his spine.


  He knew that chill.


  Lord preserve us, how he knew that chill.


  He had had it once before, decades ago, when Howe’s Landing had almost become a ghost town thanks to the horrors that had come shambling and clawing their way out of the bayou.


  Now it was back.


  He knew without bothering to check with Myrtle Mae’s thigh bone that the horrors were about to return.


  Oh Lord, he thought; oh lord.


  The barber muttered something about Edgar Allan Poe and his heathen influence on dirty dancing.


  A car backfired outside.


  The barber scrambled to his feet and reached for the blow dryer, blushed, nodded to Doc, and dropped back into the chair with a towel over his face.


  A sound much like a whimper slipped past Doc’s quivering pale lips, where it quickly turned into a venomous curse. He slapped the armrest angrily. He should have known it. By damn, he should have known this would happen sooner or later. He had seen all the signs and had deliberately ignored them, just as he had forty long years ago. Back then he hadn’t wanted to believe them, thought in his position as town doctor and part-time veterinarian that they were merely products of highly strung imaginations fueled by superstition, ignorance, and some of that wicked stuff Silas made in his deserted chicken coop. O how he’d learned how wrong he was! And when the signs had reappeared at the end of last winter, and the gossip, and the mustering of Myrtle Mae’s crack militia, he had once again turned a blind eye and a deaf ear to what he knew was the truth. But what could he do? He was getting old, he was already washed-up, he was a miserable excuse for a Johns Hopkins graduate, and nobody would listen even if he did decide to sound the alarm.


  If anyone had wanted to know the shameful truth, the only reason he had stuck around here lately was Blanche. Blanche Knox. The only woman these days who was able, just by a look and a wink, to bubble his thinning blood. If it hadn’t been for her, for her uniform, for her way with patients, for her ingenious ruminations on the erotic possibilities of stirrups and tongue depressors, he would have packed his gear and left for Boise months ago.


  Surely she at least had a right to know what he knew; surely she might be spared the approaching bayou Armageddon if he could only locate the hidden lair of his courage and smoke it out into the open without killing the damn thing; surely, by logical and emotional extension, the town had an inalienable right to know about the return of his chill.


  The train’s third whistle snapped his eyes open.


  Ah, the hell with it.


  It had nothing to do with him.


  These people had used him up, wrung him out, and tossed him away like so much bad seed.


  The hell with it.


  They didn’t deserve to know what he knew.


  He reached into his badly wrinkled and ill-fitting suit jacket, pulled out a tarnished silver flask, and unscrewed the top. Without bothering to check if the barber was watching, he drank. And drank again.


  The hell with it.


  Let the crackers fry.


  Young Roger Ace had no intention of tripping Bessy Lou Leigh. It was the farthest thing from his mind. He would have sooner cut his own throat than harm her. But since the day had been pretty rotten right from the beginning, what with his being fired this morning from his chief clerk’s job at the five-and-dime and all, he wasn’t at all surprised when, in leaving Della Depew’s after celebrating the publication of his fifteenth novel, he slipped on a banana peel, fell back against the wall, and in so doing, thrust out his left foot for balance.


  Which Bessy Lou promptly tripped over.


  Luckily her own balance was more stable, and she managed, after a couple of yards of hopping, spinning, and swearing, to stop, whirl, plant her hands on her generously turned hips, and glare at him.


  He smiled sheepishly. “Sorry, Bessy Lou.” Hastily, he straightened himself, his tie, his white linen jacket, and his white hat.


  She stomped over to him and waggled a delicate finger in his face. “Darn it, Roger, are you drunk again?”


  “God no,” he protested truthfully. A jerk of his thumb over his shoulder. “A couple of beers, that’s all, I swear it.” He crossed his heart, kissed his pinky, held it up, and noted the breeze was blowing out of the west this afternoon, not exactly a good sign for those sailing on the swamp. “Ant Gods of the Antares came out today.” He grinned and yanked a thick paperback book from his inside jacket pocket. “I was celebrating, that’s all.”


  He didn’t think he ought to tell her about the getting fired part. Such was not the kind of news a lady wanted to hear about the gentleman who desired more from her than a friendly wave on a Sunday morning, even if she didn’t know and he was getting mighty sick of waiting for her to figure it out.


  “Celebrating,” she repeated, making it clear it was the method she disapproved of, not the celebration.


  “Yes. I—”


  He held his breath as Bessy Lou took the book and examined the front cover, the back cover, flipped the pages to see if they’d fall out, held the book sideways and checked the list price. He supposed that all schoolteachers were like that, suspicious of everything until they knew what it meant. Even, he amended, a schoolteacher who was also a part-time seamstress for the rich folks on the hill. Or, in this case, the rich folks on the plantation. Which might as well have been on a hill for all the social climbing it took to get an invitation inside.


  “Roger, are you thinking again?”


  Shamefaced, he lowered his head. “Sorry.”


  “No matter.”


  Then, miraculously, the anger faded from her face, though it left behind a blush on her cheeks and the tip of her nose that took his breath away. He did his best not to fidget when she opened the book to its first page.


  “It’s a novel,” he said.


  “They all are, Roger,” she muttered without looking up.


  He tipped his hat to a pair of elderly women passing by, glanced across the street to the brick-faced savings and loan where he had to deposit what was left of his latest royalty check before closing, flattened his tie with a palm, felt an almighty desire to sneeze.


  “Stop fussing, Roger,” Bessy Lou muttered.


  “Sorry.”


  She looked up at last. “Is this one for me?”


  Now he felt himself blushing. “If … if you want it.”


  The book rapped him playfully on the chest. “Now, don’t I have all the others?” A giggle. “Of course I want this one.” Another giggle. “Something to pass the time while I’m working at the Manor tonight.”


  “Damn,” he said.


  She frowned.


  His smile was at once apologetic and rueful. “Sorry again, Bessy Lou, but I had been counting on asking you to have dinner with me this evening. At Chez Zilla.” He pointed at the book. “Another part of the celebration. If you’ll have me, that is. As a date, I mean,” he added quickly.


  When her expression changed to one of sincere regret, he felt another almighty urge, this one to grab her manfully by the arms, pull her close enough for a morals charge, and tell her exactly how he felt whenever he saw her, or thought about her, or dreamed of her
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