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• Eerie

Lair of the Damned

He lay dying on the desert. Then a ghostly woman came—offered him water. He followed her—into a
hideous lair which she ruled as the priestess of horror. There was no escape then, for at her call were two
ghouls, half beasts, half men. And though she was beautiful, her eyes gleamed with the curse of eternal
evil.

ALLORAN stumbled and sat down. He
pulled at his throat to loosen the taut
muscles, and tried to swallow. But he

coughed instead, a dry retching cough that came
from being without water for almost three days. He
thought of throwing his heavy Winchester away.
He’d still have his automatic, with which he could
shoot himself just as well.

From under drooping lids he watched the sun go
down behind a distant rim of the flat prairie. For

some reason the sunset did not leave an afterglow,
and in a minute it was dark. The coming of night
hadn’t seemed to loosen the heat any. The air was
still feverish and hard to breathe.

Convulsively he reached out and yanked at the
coarse grass around him. He mashed it up in his
hands and licked the tiny drops of wettish green
secretion. Then he ate the grass, which stuck in his
throat and threw him into another paroxysm of
coughing.
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He reached for it, but she
held it away.
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After that his head began wagging from side to
side. He babbled unintelligible things through
baked lips. Dimly, hazily, he subconsciously knew
he was going insane.

He got up and fired his Winchester twice into
the air. He listened to the two reports that sounded
loud and sharp and did not reverberate or echo, but
went away through the night over the prairie with
an ominous, flat finality. No one would hear those
reports. He had been firing at intervals for two
days, and no one had heard them. At least no one
had come to find him if they had been heard.

The grass he had eaten mixed with the juices of
his empty stomach and he suddenly vomited. That
cleared his head and the sour taste of bile in his
throat gave him something to occupy his mind. He
took a few steps tentatively and found that he
swayed only slightly when he walked. He kept on
walking, still clutching the Winchester and
wondering vaguely why he didn’t throw it away.

Counting his steps would keep the remnants of
his mind from unhinging. He counted up to one
hundred and twenty, and after that he couldn’t keep
his mind on it. The leather boots that came almost
up to his knees were dragging his legs, but he did
not think of taking them off. If he were still alive
tomorrow, they would shield his feet from the glare
of the sun and make treading on the sharp blades of
the prairie grass possible.

He kept on walking and staggering, his scorched
eyes fixed just a foot ahead of each step he took
into the night.

When the moon scudded coldly from behind
twisted black clouds, it was almost directly
overhead. That meant he had been walking for
some time.

The moon threw down a baleful light on the
tableland and Halloran stopped and screamed. For
the tall, coarse grass of the prairie had suddenly
given way to flat, trackless wastes of sand . . .

He fell on his knees and let a handful of sand
run through his fingers. It was still burning from
the heat of the day’s sun.

HE DESERT. He had come sixty miles over
the prairie without water and without food, and

now he faced the desert. He had calculated his
course so as to reach Gulltown without hitting the
twelve-mile tract of Death Desert, but somehow he
had missed. This was the edge of the desert.

Halloran’s eyes squinted and he would have

cried had there been enough moisture in his body.
With no water he could not wade through twelve
miles of that furnace of sand. He tried to peer
across the desert, but the moonlight was weak and
the blackness shut down on his vision.

An eerie sense of something he could not define
stole over him, but he shook it off with grim
fatality and got down on his knees.

He put down his rifle gently and drew his
automatic. He thought of writing some sort of note
but that would be foolish with no one to find it and
read it or care. The sand felt warm to his knees and
slowly he raised his automatic. He wondered dully
which would be quicker and less painful, in the
temple or in the heart. He had never thought of it
before and couldn’t remember ever reading
anything that detailed it. It was optional, he
guessed, and chose the temple because it would
knock him unconscious if it didn’t kill him right
away.

Again something swept over him, something
clammy with the breath of terror in it. Something
that might happen, something that was dreadful
because it was unknown. He smiled and said to the
desert:

“You beat me. More power to you. I’m not the
first one, I guess. Goodbye and remember me to
nobody.”

HERE was a strange something in the static air
that brushed him and warned him. He shook it

off.
The hot muzzle of the automatic burned his

forehead, and he pulled back his cracked lips and
laughed, a little wildly, at the glimmer of light that
came from a small cabin’s window at the edge of
the desert. He had begun to see those mirages today
even on the prairie. They always danced and went
out. He frowned a little and squeezed the trigger
gently as this light did not go out. It remained
steady and unwinking and seemed to point its
penciled yellow glare like a foreboding finger at
him.

“Hell, go out, light,” he said. Then he
remembered he had never heard of a mirage at
night. He staggered to his feet, laughing.

He dragged his Winchester after him as he
stumbled to the cabin. The light glared but no
sound came from within. He beat weakly on the
solitary door. Still no sound. Something told him to
go away and leave this place alone. He beat again.

T
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Nothing happened. He leaned heavily against the
door and staggered in with it as it opened.

The interior was stuffy and repellant. Light
came from an oil lantern suspended from the
ceiling and shone hard upon a rough wooden table
and chairs and barren walls. A man with an oily
bald head looked up from the table. His face was
long, bony, and the eyes were the eyes of a dead
man, wide and glazed and staring, with black
smudges under them. His hollow voice came from
the pit of his emaciated stomach.

“Get—out.”
“Water,” Halloran said. “Give me a drink of

water.” His body swayed and he had to prop
himself up with the Winchester.

The dead eyes fixed on him unblinkingly.
“Get out, quick.”
“Water—I’m dying.”
The man got up slowly and his height was

unnaturally tall. He came deliberately around the
table and hit Halloran across the face.

“Get out of here if you know what’s good for
you,” he said.

Halloran swayed and his crazed eyes darted
about the room. There was no sign of water. He
heard a noise at his side and turned his head
stupidly. A wrinkled woman had come from the
one other room and was gazing at him strangely.
There was a gleam in her faded eyes that might
have been pity.

“Water—please—a little,” Halloran gasped.
The woman shook her grey head.
“We can’t,” she said. Then she screamed: “We

can’t!”
The gaunt figure struck Halloran across the face

again. It knocked him against the door and his head
cracked hard. The sharp impact seemed to bring
back his senses. His eyes glittered. The Winchester
came up leveled at the gaunt man’s chest.

“Give me water—or I’ll blow you to—”
“Get out!” The man raised his hand and came

forward. Halloran steadied the wavering rifle, but
the man kept coming toward him, his bony hand
upraised.

“Get—back!” Halloran screamed. The man
started to strike.

The Winchester jetted flame and tore away half
of one of the man’s fingers. The man stopped and
took a cord from his pocket and made a tourniquet
of it around the stump of his finger. Then he
twisted the tourniquet until the stump grew dead

white. After a moment the blood ceased to spurt.
He looked at Halloran.

“You’ll get it—in the lungs—this time,”
Halloran said.

The gaunt man nodded to the woman. She
reached under the table and dragged out a heavy
wooden tub. A thin layer of water, dirty and
feculent, covered the bottom. Halloran’s eyes
bulged and his swollen tongue clacked against the
dry roof of his mouth. He swayed toward the tub.

The woman took a cup from the table and
poured two fingers of water into it and handed it to
Halloran. The Winchester dropped to the floor as
his hands clutched the cup and jerked it to his
bloated lips. With an effort of restraint he kept from
gulping the precious stuff down. He moistened his
lips, then rinsed his mouth and let it trickle down
his parched throat.

“More!” he gasped.
“No,” said the gaunt man. “Get out.”
Halloran stooped for his rifle and leveled it at

him again. The taste of water had made him crazy
for more.

“I was prospecting for placer gold,” he said
thickly. “My mules and supplies disappeared in the
night. I’ve come sixty miles without food or water.
I’m no thief. I know water’s scarce here, but I’ll
pay for it.” His voice rasped when they made no
effort to move. “Give me some water or I’ll shoot
you down like—”

Something moved softly behind him. He felt a
gentle prod in his back. Halloran’s nostrils
quivered, whitened, got sharp. He raised his hands
slowly and half turned.

MAN was shoving a rifle into his back. The
man was little, hideously deformed, a dwarf.

His beady black eyes glittered insanely and huge
teeth jutted over thick lips and pressed into a grimy
stubble of beard. His breath came in hisses and
saliva drooled from his mouth. Halloran felt sick at
the sight of him and turned away.

The gaunt man jerked his head toward the door.
“Get out now, quick,” he said.
Halloran still felt the little water he had had.
“Why? For the sake of heaven, man! I’m

starving!”
The woman’s wrinkled face twitched

unnaturally.
“We can’t give you anything,” she muttered.

“They won’t let us. They want you to come into the

A
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desert. They want to—”
The man hit her in the face and blood trickled

from the wrinkled corners of her mouth. With a
shrill shriek the dwarf was leaping upon her and a
tongue had darted between his huge teeth and was
lapping at the tiny rivulets of red on her chin. They
toppled to the floor while the gaunt man clutched
the dwarf’s rifle.

He brought the stock down upon the grotesque
little head and the dwarf rolled off the woman and
lay still. The woman slowly got to her feet and
cackled weirdly.

“See?” she said. “See? He’ll be one, too! Even
him!” The neck of her cotton dress was torn
halfway down and Halloran saw that her chest was
covered with thick, wiry hair.

The man leveled the rifle at Halloran.
“Get out,” he said. “Get out now—and quick.”
Halloran suddenly wanted to get out. He felt

nauseated and revolted and, for some reason, he felt
he would rather be out in that dry desert than in this
cabin. He stumbled to the door and turned his head
away. The dwarf had regained consciousness and
was on his belly, muttering as he gnawed on what
remained of the gaunt man’s dismembered finger.
He made noises as he chewed. Suddenly there was
the dry crack of teeth munching bone, then the
finger was gone.

Halloran stumbled into the night and began
sloughing his feet through the sand. He heard the
woman screaming in the cabin and once he heard
her voice raised in a screech:

“They want you to come into the desert! Don’t
go into the—” She stopped screaming, and
Halloran shuffled on.

He tried to keep his eyes off the sand; watching
it would make him dizzy, as would staring at water
from a ship’s deck. He went as fast as he could,
refreshed a little by the water he’d had.

He kept on plodding deeper and deeper into the
desert. The woman had said something about they
wanted him to come into the desert. He shook his
head to drive away the picture of that dwarf
swallowing the dismembered finger. And he fell to
wondering once more how his mules and supplies
had disappeared into thin air three nights ago. He
had hobbled them and they could not have
wandered very far unless someone had led them
away.

The moon came out clearer, and here and there
stark, twisted cacti reached their spiny fingers into

the night. There was no nourishment to be got at in
this sort of cactus; the gnarled plants were as dry as
bleached, prickly bones.

Halloran felt the sweat forming on his brow and
chest and cursed at the oppressiveness of the desert
night heat. He ran his hand across forehead and
started. The perspiration was clammy and icy. Then
he noticed the desert had cooled considerably; that
the perspiration wasn’t the result of the heat.

For some reason he wanted to run. He had an
uncontrollable desire to glance over his shoulder, to
peer back across the glistening silver of the desert
and make sure the shadows of the cactus plants
were not moving. He slung the Winchester from
the crook of his arm and injected new shells as he
walked.

He spun around quickly and stared. Something
was flitting between the shadows of the cacti. He
gazed hard, but nothing was visible even when the
moon emerged from the vestige of clouds and
shone down brilliantly.

He walked two paces and jerked around
suddenly. He saw nothing. Then he plodded ahead
once more. In a moment he was running. Then he
raced as hard as he could, giving away to the eerie
feeling that had seeped from the night into his
mind.

His breath rattled in his throat, and weakened
legs began stabbing acute pains all the way up his
body. The first frigid tentacles of terror began
worming into his soul. He tried to run faster, found
that his heart was burning, and slowed to a weak
swaying that barely carried him forward. Once
more that ungovernable impulse twisted his head
around. This time he was positive that something
was moving fitfully between the cacti. He could see
a vague blotch of black that melted from one eerie
cactus shadow to another.

Halloran dropped to his knees, and instinctively
his hands dug into the warm sand and began
pitching it up to form a small barricade in front of
him. He lay flat on his belly and thrust the
Winchester over the crest of the mound, sighted
along the barrel, and waited. For a long minute
nothing happened. Then he saw it again. The dark
blotch loosed itself from a giant cactus and moved
across the open sand. Then it streaked towards
Halloran.

ALLORAN squinted. The Winchester spurted
and the loud crash that followed seemed toH
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lend a sense of power and security to the man
behind the mound. The moving black shadow
melted and was gone. Halloran fired again for good
measure and to hear the reassuring sound of the
report. Then he got up to retrace his steps and find
out what the thing was.

The skin along his spine suddenly went cold. He
raised his rifle and fired twice in succession. He
fired again and fought down an impulse to scream.
There were more dark shapes rushing silently
toward him! He threw more shells into the
Winchester’s chamber and leveled it again.

Then he heard it.
At first high and horribly shrill, it ended in a

guttural throatiness that brought the sweat beading
on Halloran’s body. Again it came and the hideous
snarl of it had the Winchester trembling in
Halloran’s hands. Once more. And then Halloran
laughed madly back at it and started over the sand
to Gulltown, not fooled.

He knew the sound was of this world and would
not harm him should he keep awake and have the
Winchester at the alert. For that insidious
screaming had been the hollow, dismal howling of
coyotes. Halloran laughed again. Funny how his
fright had driven the pangs of thirst and starving
from his mind. But it was coming gradually back.

He grinned once more.
“Coyotes! You drove fear into me that time, all

right! Just so you stay your distance! Shells are
getting scarce.”

Prairie wolves! And then he was running,
stumbling, lurching, his mind tottering on the verge
of insanity again! For it had struck him that those
shadows were too large for prairie wolves and no
prairie wolf existed in the middle of Death
Desert—or any desert!

Halloran stumbled blindly, an anesthesia of
horror clamping over him. He could not steel
himself to stop and turn and fire, he could not
summon even the courage to twist his head and
look. But he knew they were behind him, coming
closer and closer, and then he could hear the sound
of tangible things scraping through the sand. The
hair at the base of his neck stiffened and a cold
wave of dread immersed his clammy body. He
could hear breathing—sibilant hisses that jerked
spasmodically and came closer . . .

At that moment clouds writhed in the sky and
effaced the moon. Halloran’s legs were giving
away and he knew he could go no farther. The

scrape, scrape of feet threshing through the sand
came close. There was another sound—the brittle
chip of hoofs striking small stones.

Halloran’s breath wheezed and clogged his
throat as he sobbed and stumbled down into the
sand, which had become as cold and sticky as
snow. He screamed and clutched his rifle.

Then it came.
It was a guffaw, a mighty roar of laughter

racking insanely through the solitude of the black
desert.

Slowly the moon came out and splashed its evil
coldness over the desert, and slowly Halloran
twisted his body around and stared with burning,
widened eyes at them . . .

They were walking towards him with
maddening deliberation, the most evil, the most
unholy-looking, hideously repulsive group he had
ever seen.

The two might have been cowboys, except for
their faces. They were dressed in regular range
gear; ropes, belted guns, loudly checked shirts and
handkerchiefs, stitched boots, faded blue jeans—
their heavy, batwing chaps flapping in the night
like wings of grisly birds of evil. But the faces
under the tall sombreros! . . . they were the faces of
ghoulish beasts with snapping black eyes, huge
canine nostrils, coarsely matted hair.

Halloran stared and his tongue was hot and
thick when he tried to move it. The word
werewolves seemed to tumble over and over in his
numbed mind.

But it was the figure in the middle that riveted
his gaze. The woman. She wore a soft, flimsy gown
that swirled when she walked and wrapped itself
tightly around the exquisite curves of her body. The
glistening, raven-black hair was pushed straight
back from an ominously beautiful face with its full,
red lips and strangely lackluster red eyes.

HE three were advancing on him with long,
deliberate strides. Their eyes were fixed on

him and they were smiling; the smiles exposed
teeth that were long and very pointed and very
white. A sickening revulsion enveloped Halloran as
they came on. He tried to raise his rifle, but flaccid
muscles refused to respond.

They came up to him and stopped and watched
him. They were still smiling, insidious smiles that
were not friendly. Halloran was conscious of a vile,
fetid stench that was pernicious and animal. The

T
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smell of coyotes!
One of the men guffawed insanely again as he

noticed Halloran’s physical condition. His voice
was deep and almost a snarl.

“You are dying, my friend. You need food
and—water.”

The mention of water got to Halloran. He
croaked:

“Yes, water. Give me a drink of water.”
The hideous lips were locked in that dreadful

smile and the man did not move. The other one’s
voice came, a weird, muted shriek:

“Our friend needs water, Larn. He is dying.”
“Yes, dying. The old man in the cabin did not

give him enough water. He never gives them
enough water.”

Both men suddenly shrieked with laughter.
Then hands that were like tenuous claws raised
Halloran to his feet. The beautiful face of the
woman was coming close to his own. Each feature
was perfect, yet Halloran sensed the cunning, the
malignant evil of those eyes, the lips, the sharp
white teeth. Her voice was husky, and yet seemed
to tinkle like small bells from the graceful arch of
her throat.

“We have water, my friend. Your water. It is
delicious and cool.”

“Water!” Halloran croaked.
Her body swayed nearer. Her lips were close to

his ear, whispering softly:
“Water you may have, weak one. In return for a

bargain—with us.”
“A bargain?” Halloran shook his head stupidly

and thought of water dripping down his throat.
“Yes—anything. Anything!”

“That is the way,” the woman said softly.
The huge muscles in Larn’s hairy arms were

quivering.
“A bargain—and he is ours!” he mocked. “Why

do we bargain? Why don’t we—” He grasped
Halloran’s neck and twisted it, snapped it back
until it crunched sharply. Halloran’s senses swam
with pain. He heard the woman’s voice, shrill with
alarm:

“Jed, stop him! Stop him before it is too late!”
Jed leaped heavily on Larn. There was a scuffle

and low guttural snarling of beasts as the two tore
at each other, furiously. Suddenly Larn screamed
and jumped back. He stared at his hand. There was
a scratch on the wrist and blood was seeping—vile
black stuff that was like thick, odious jelly. The

three gazed at it, whining strangely; then Larn
thrust the hand into his pocket, out of sight.

HE woman was taking a canteen from a pack
mule standing in the shadows. It had been the

click of this creature’s hoofs that Halloran had
heard. He started as he recognized the mule—his
mule, which had disappeared three nights ago.

The woman brought the canteen and held it in
front of Halloran. He reached for it, she held it
away, smiling.

“You shall have it,” she said softly. “Come with
us.”

“Give it to me now,” he begged. “I can’t move.”
“Come.” The woman’s teeth showed in an odd

smile.
Halloran swayed, too weak to follow. Then Jed

spun on him, shrieking:
“Come with us while you’re able to walk!

Come, Halloran!”
Even the mention of his name did not surprise

Halloran. He stumbled slowly after them, his eyes
fixed on the canteen in the woman’s hand.

And then he was suddenly conscious of the
Winchester in his hand. The three creatures were
walking beside the mule, a few paces ahead. They
did not trouble to look back at him. Halloran
cautiously raised the rifle, dropped to his knees and
leveled it at the hulking figure of Larn. They kept
on walking.

The Winchester spurted once and instantly
swerved its muzzle to the slouching figure of Jed.
Again flame jetted. At that distance Halloran could
not have missed.

Wild, devilish screams split the air and the two
grisly brutes were leaping back on him. Larn’s
diabolical face loomed over him. Halloran fired point
blank into it. No sign of a wound appeared on the
grotesque visage and then Halloran laughed insanely
and stood up to meet the charge of the beasts. For a
moment his fists flailed wildly, then they pounced
upon him, sent him crashing to the sand. Huge paws
sought his throat, tore at it, and blackness, merciful
and blank, descended upon him . . .

BITTER pungent odor of filth and rotting
slime crept into Halloran’s nostrils. Breathing

was difficult and he could hardly suck air into a
throbbing, tight throat. For a moment he remained
still and waited for the pain in his head to subside,
then he opened his eyes.

T
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There was a face. A face that was a blur at first,
chalk white and extremely lovely. The face was
close to his and red, alluring lips were parted. Then
Halloran’s eyes focused and the face became
distinct.

She held the canteen in front of his lips, shook it
gently. He could hear the water gurgle as it
splashed around inside the canteen. He pressed his
lips to it, kept his eyes on the eyes of the woman as
she tilted the canteen. She was smiling.

He sucked on the canteen, gagged madly, his
throat remained dry. Then he knew why she smiled.
The inside of the canteen tasted airy and rusty. It
had been empty for days. He flung it away and
heard wild insane laughter from the men. He tried
to keep his eyes on the woman but she faded as he
passed out again.

Days or seconds passed. When he recovered he
heard heavy movements on each side of him and he
saw Larn and Jed lurching to their feet. They
sprawled a few feet away from him, their huge
bodies bloated, breaths coming thickly like animals
who have just fed. He saw dark runlets of red
dripping from the corners of their wolfish mouths.

His eyes glanced dully around. He was lying in
a huge crater, a pit, and the bottom was covered
with filth and coarse, matted hair. He was lying in
it. The foul putrescent stench was coming from the
hair and a shudder ran through him as he
recognized the smell. He was in the covert of wild
beasts—a coyotes’ lair!

In the center of the bottom of the crater were
three oblong ditches that looked like shallow
graves. They were empty, yawning with an
hypnotic suggestion that was insidious . . .

He tried to move and found he was too weak to
raise his hand. His body was naked to the waist. In
each wrist, over the arteries, were small punctures
from which blood still oozed weakly. He felt it
trickling stickily down his throat. The punctures
were small and in an even row. They had been
made by teeth.

The woman’s face was close to his. Through
swollen, cracked lips he gasped:

“Give me some water.”
The red eyes mocked without light in them. She

shook her head. “There is no water, Halloran.”
“The bargain—water—”
Jed and Larn roared. Their horrible canine faces

came closer. Their eyes snapped greedily, hungrily.
“Water thins blood,” Larn rumbled. “We don’t

want it thin!”
He flung himself on Halloran. Growls came

through his throat, lips drew back exposing sharp
fangs that suddenly sank deep into Halloran’s wrist.
He felt the blood being drawn from his weak body
and he grew sick to his stomach.

The woman screamed vile epithets at the
feeding beast. She danced around madly and tore
and scratched him. Her voice trembled with rage.

“Leave him! There won’t be enough! He is too
weak already!”

She leaped upon Larn and her long nails clawed
his throat. Jed took up her screaming and pounced
on the prostrate beast. Larn took his dripping
mouth from Halloran’s wrist and glared at the other
two balefully. Slowly he got to his feet. His tongue
darted over his lips as he pushed the others from
him.

“There’s no more in him,” he said hollowly.
“We can drink no longer.”

Jed’s beady eyes snapped.
“We cannot drink,” he said. “But we can—”
Larn nodded and turned to the woman.
“We can eat,” he rumbled. “Cataline, we can

eat.”
The woman quickly shook her head, red eyes

staring.
“Wait,” she said huskily. “It is better to wait.”
But they did not wait. From their gun belts came

long-bladed hunting knives. They raised the knives
and crouched, growling, beside Halloran’s inert
body. Halloran closed his eyes and tensed himself
for the impact that would bring the blades leaping
into his heart. Then an agonizing pain retched
through his body. The two were sawing at his legs
above the knee! A scream tore at his throat as he
remembered the dwarf in the cabin devouring the
dismembered finger. These beasts were going to—

The knives bit into his flesh. There was no spurt
of blood. Halloran realized grimly there was not
enough left to spurt. Slowly he steeled himself to
drive his legs feebly into the slobbering animals
hacking at him. Nausea and pain caused his senses
to reel.

Cataline clutched at the men’s arms and
screamed:

“No! Wait! It is better, I tell you! Wait!”
They knocked her away. She came at them

again, clawing like a she-wolf defending her own.
Larn grasped her, hurled her brutally away. The
two beasts watched her and roared as she picked
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herself up. Halloran raised himself and struck at
them. Hairy arms gripped him and the men
returned to their grisly hacking.

Halloran’s legs were stabbing gashes of pain.
He summoned strength he did not know he still
possessed. His knees jerked up, his feet lashed out
and caught the ghastly faces, sending the men
hurtling against the side of the crater. Snarling they
came at him again. His arms flailed futilely against
their heavy bodies. They crashed against him, bore
him to the ground. Hands gripped his throat, held
him rigid, as knives bit back into his legs. Halloran
struggled, sank limply under the viselike grips.

“Larn! Jed!” It was Cataline’s shrieking voice.
The shrill note of triumph in it arrested the beasts.
They turned their glittering eyes upon her and
stared.

Cataline stood in the middle of the fetid-
smelling pit, her misty gown ripped, her body
shining under the cold glint of the moon. And
behind her, gazing stupidly, was Halloran’s pack
mule. Cataline’s voice was husky with cunning, but
the two men failed to notice it as they stared
mesmerized at the mule.

“Larn. Jed. Leave the man,” the woman said
softly. “He is weak and dying. This”—she
indicated the animal—“is strong, alive. Fresh!
Leave the man till later. Then we will—”

But the two were already leaping for the animal.
Their knives flashed up and then down, many
times, until the dripping blades were thrown away.
The mule lay on its side, dead. Larn and Jed were
instantly sprawling beside the carcass, their fangs
bared, pressing eagerly, insanely to the animal’s
drenched throat.

ALLORAN attempted to get to his feet. He
rolled over, felt something hard pressing

against his head. His hands closed over the canteen.
It had been flung from the pack on the mule when
the animal fell. He shook it. This one was full. He
worked his fingers feverishly to unscrew the top. It
came off and he managed to raise the canteen to his
lips.

He saw Cataline watching him, eyes smoldering
luridly. The two men growled and muttered
wolfishly over the grisly carcass. Halloran gulped
the water, felt it reviving him. Cataline moved
catlike to him, snatched the canteen away, flung
herself down beside him.

For a moment her face was close to his, a look

of burning provocative lust in her red eyes. Her
arms went around him, pressed him. But her mouth
was not seeking his lips; it was finding his throat.
Sharp needlelike teeth were sinking into his jugular
vein.

It brought him to his senses with a sickening
realization. This new life, new blood surging
through his body—was she freshening him for
herself? Or—and the thought of it brought terror
striking deep into his soul—would her ghastly
feeding make him one of her kind? He remembered
vaguely—the bite of the female werewolf would
transform a man into . . .

Cursing, he gripped her by the hair of her head
and tried to pull her away. The touch of her bare
flesh had become revolting to him, her skin, her
breath, reeked of the filth of an unclean animal—a
coyote! He managed to shove her away.

“Unclean,” he muttered. “Coyote!”
Her face grew livid with rage. Her lips bared her

teeth in a hideous snarl, her nails raked him as the
mouth sought his throat.

“Unburied dead!” Halloran screamed. He
wobbled crazily to his feet, his strength tripled by
fear and rage and insanity. The woman shrieked
and held on to him. Again he grasped her sleek
black head and jerked her violently away. As
though her hair were ancient and decayed, it came
out by the handfuls. The woman stumbled back.

“Larn!” she shrieked. “Jed! Take him before we
lose him! Quickly!”

The two men turned from their gorging and
faced Halloran, fangs bared, hideous faces
contorted with the mad animal lust to kill. Slowly,
growling, they advanced on Halloran.

Halloran hurled himself upon them. His fist
caught Larn on the jaw. Futilely he pounded and
flailed with the spent energy of his body.
Relentlessly they bore him down, buried him under
their hairy bodies. Then hands that were paws
clutched his throat, twisted it back, throttled. Their
dismal howling had turned to sharp staccato
barking.

Black mists filled Halloran’s skull as the paws
slowly strangled the life out of his body . . .

T was as though from another world that he
heard the thin, anguished wail of the woman’s

voice calling the two brutes. Something, some
abject dread in her tones, gave him hope. Then he
felt the pressure of the garroting paws relax. The
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weights left his body.
He sucked air back into his gasping lungs and it

raced through him, bringing a glow as of a strong
heady wine. His eyes opened.

The woman was swaying a little, her shivering
finger pointing toward the east. The brutes stared
stupidly in that direction, and something was
making them cringe. Halloran twisted his head and
looked. The first leaden streaks of dawn were
crisscrossing the sky. The creatures gazed as
though hypnotized at the gradually increasing light.
The woman turned quickly, pointed to Halloran.

“Kill him,” she said, “while we still have time!”
Her voice galvanized Larn and Jed, and the

hulking creatures moved towards Halloran.
Halloran rolled over and crawled on his hands and
knees. Something hard and sharp split one of his
palms. He grasped the object blindly. It was a
spade. It had fallen from his supply pack that had
been strapped to the mule.

As Larn and Jed clutched at him, he lashed with
the spade at the leering faces. The spade seemed to
cut through thin air and nothing else. The creatures
lurched for him, had him.

The expressions on the hideous faces turned to
baffled rage as a streak of strong light from the east
spilled down on the desert. Gradually fear and
dread crawled over the canine miens. The next
moment they had howled dismally and staggered
and managed to crawl into the reeking graves. The
woman was the last to go and Halloran saw the red
eyes peering intently, venomously at him before
she sank limply into the smaller excavation.

Light streamed down on the filthy lair, seeming
to suck up foul wisps of mist into its bright cone.
Halloran rocked a little and blinked in the glare that
began to beat down. Then he steeled himself and
moved across the pit and looked down into the
odious-smelling holes.

The supine bodies of Larn and Jed lay twisted as
they had fallen. The limbs were sprawled
grotesquely as though there were no bones in them.
The hideous faces were flaccid and tinged with the
grayish-blue of the dead, the beady eyes stared
sightless at the sky.

Halloran looked a long time at the woman.
Cataline lay with her arms folded over her. Her
eyes were closed, but the lips were yet drawn back
in a still sneer of rage.

Halloran noticed that all three creatures were
breathing slightly, as if in a deep coma. He looked

at the spade in his hand. Out of some remote
memory of the past, his decision was formulated.
To kill the living dead a stake must be driven
through their hearts as they sleep their sleep of the
day. He had no stake, had not the strength to find
one. But the spade . . .

He stood over the body of Larn, the sharp
implement high above his head. Larn did not stir.
The spade suddenly came down hard, plunged
through the creature’s heart. A deep groan came
from the thing in the pit, the body writhed and
trembled and then was still. With Jed it was the
same.

Halloran hesitated before he ran the dripping
spade through the body of the woman. Perhaps
once she had been human, with a woman’s pity
commensurate to her beauty. But the snarling lips
and the utterly savage expression on her sleeping
face decided him. With a sharp movement he
plunged the spade home. Cataline stirred and a long
sigh escaped her. Then her features settled into a
peaceful expression of calm serenity.

Halloran staggered up the side of the crater and
out into the already burning sand of the desert.
After a while he was not conscious of walking or of
the nausea in his stomach or the ghastly nightmare
in his brain . . .

E opened his eyes and found himself lying in
a comfortable swing on a cool shaded porch.

A grizzled old cowhand bent over him, grinned,
gave him a drink of water.

“Thought you’d come out of it ‘bout now,” the
man said.

Halloran looked out into the baked main street
of Gulltown and his eyes followed a procession of
three strange figures up the street. Behind the
figures a small crowd followed.

“I feel all right, I guess,” he said.
“You look much better’n when I found you two

miles out of town. You was done in. Right cut up
‘bout the body, too. Looked like you’d had a pretty
bad run-in with coyotes.”

Halloran took his eyes from the procession and
gazed at the wounds on his legs and wrists. The
blood had clotted.

“Wasn’t coyotes,” he said slowly.
“Must have been. Sometimes them critters get

out on the desert. Don’t know what else it could
have been.”

“It could have been—werewolves.”
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The old cowhand laughed.
“Speakin’ of werewolves, do you notice them

three people walkin’ up the street?”
Halloran saw the tall, gaunt-faced man, the

wrinkled woman and the dwarf. No resentment
stirred in him because they had refused him water.

“Yes, I see them.”
“Well, they’re movin’ back into town today.

Funny thing about old man Manzden an’ his wife.
A legend about ‘em. Ever since they been livin’ in
that cabin on the edge of the desert.”

“Legend?”
“Long time ago they had three sons an’ a

daughter. That dwarf’s one of the sons. The other
three wandered out on the desert an’ never came
back. The coyotes must have got ‘em. But the story
goes as how Larn an’ Jed an’ Cataline got bit by
them werewolves you mentioned. Legend has it
they been hauntin’ the desert ever since, an’ that
they make old man Manzden an’ his wife send
wanderers out on the desert so’s they can feed on

‘em. But it’s crazy, the whole thing. It’s just
legend, it ain’t true.”

“Isn’t it?”
“Course not. But this afternoon the old man an’

his wife come into town laughin’ an’ carryin’ on
an’ sayin’ as how this morning they woke up an’
sort of felt that Larn an’ Jed an’ Cataline had died
an’ wouldn’t haunt ‘em no more. But there ain’t no
truth to that, neither. There ain’t nothin’ on the
desert ‘ceptin’ coyotes.”

Halloran looked down at his tightly balled fist.
He knew he still clutched a woman’s raven black
hair in that fist. He opened it.

In his hand was the shaggy, coarse, gray-brown
hair of a coyote. He let it slip to the floor.

The old cowhand laughed again.
“Funny thing. Old man Manzden an’ his wife

keep sayin’ that at last they’re free.”
Halloran drew a long, deep breath and smiled

gently.
“Yes,” he said softly. “At last—they’re free.”


